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Dedication


Two dedications for these two books:

First to My Muse, always.

Second, to the warriors of AANA, who teach me—

Osu!






Preface to CRIMSON SPEAR edition.




Crimson Spear: The Blood of Cú Chulainn comprises two previously published novels, Tain and Remscela.

The two books derive from the Ulster Cycle of Celtic mythology, known also as the Táin Bó Cuailnge (tahn bo koo al’ nyah). It is the story of a cattle raid upon Ulster Province perpetrated by the royal couple of Connacht, its neighbor, and defense of the province by its semi-divine hero Cú Chulainn.

He is a hero in the most traditional, Joseph Campbellian sense—his mortal mother was whisked away by a god, and he is their product. And like any traditional hero, he has his Achilles Heel. In fact, perhaps because he’s Irish, he has more than his share of them.

The Tain is the single surviving example of Irish Celtic epic at the level of a Beowulf, or a Gilgamesh and Enkidu. Although there are other stories, such as the Book of Invasions, these are often apocryphal histories, and do not reflect the life of the Celtic peoples as does the Táin Bó Cuailnge. The story is set in Bronze Age Ireland. The gods are specific to the time and place. But how old are the stories themselves? This no one knows. No single intact version of it survives, and all representations of it have been knit together. What we have was copied down by scribes, no doubt from oral recitation. The monasteries became the repositories for the secular tales; and no doubt many more were lost to us, courtesy of the Vikings who had an annoying habit of eradicating every monastery they came across.

The earliest extant version exists in the Leabhar na hUidhre, the Book of the Dun Cow, produced in the early 12th century. It and other manuscripts make reference to materials dating from the 7th century, and the tales are themselves very much pre-Christian. Much of the material is fragmentary at best. For instance, one, called Version C, consists of just two pages. The interrelationship of the fragments has long been debated and will likely never be resolved since there is no “first draft” to compare them against.

When the actual events might have occurred has been estimated at between 100 and 500 B.C. There is, however, some evidence that the stories may be even older and not Irish in origin at all. Archaeological evidence, in particular the Gundestrup cauldron recovered from a peat bog in Denmark in 1891, suggest that elements within the tales, if not the tales themselves, were well known on the European continent. And anthropological studies into the elements of the tales have found many correlations with more ancient stories from India. Some speculate that the stories moved with the Indo-European migration across Europe and to the British Isles. Whether or not that is true is consideration for serious scholarship elsewhere.

In researching the surviving stories of Cú Chulainn and his adventures, I began with Thomas Kinsella’s excellent translation. Rather than attempt to copy or parrot something that is likely the best translation that will ever be, I tried to reflect, in this rendition, the comic, the mad and fantastic aspects of the stories. To recreate this atmosphere, I have thrown in contemporary references and assorted anachronisms as they seemed appropriate.

Two terms that occur repeatedly in this volume should be mentioned here. The first is geis (geisa, plural). This was an adjuration upon one’s honor. A geis could go either way: it could compel someone to perform a certain act or, more commonly, it might prohibit them from doing something. The weight it carried is nearly inestimable, and the geis, occurring many times in the Celtic tales, always represents a turning point, a key element, in the story. The person uttering the geis is inevitably someone magical, most often a Druid, which gives it religious significance as well. So strong was the belief in the power of it, that a person might die from their awareness of violating it. This suggests as well the power that words had to these people—much more than we recognize now.

The other term is the word Sídhe. The Sídhe were a magical race that had gone underground. It was imagined they lived in caves and hillsides, in fairy mounds, called síd, which can still be pointed out to travelers in Ireland. Their behavior toward mortals is often capricious; they play cruel tricks. They were known to steal people from their homes to their Many-Colored Land where time stood still.

There exist within the body of the Ulster Cycle stories that do not directly pertain to the raid—the subject of the first part of this edition, but which include many of the same characters, and these stories are sometimes referred to as the remscéla (rem shkae’ la), or pre-tales. In using that scholarly term for the title of the second half I took something of a liberty with it, using it as an expression of all the tales that are not specifically about the infamous cattle raid.

Some of them I found in sources such as Lady Gregory’s Cuchulain of Muirthemne (1902) and The Ancient Irish Epic Tale Táin Bó Cúalnge, by Joseph Dunn (1914), which are themselves culled from many earlier sources—manuscripts ranging in date from the twelfth to the nineteenth century.

In researching the material, I found that certain stories, separated from the main body of the Táin, began to form a story of their own, that of a young hero who has seen the shining event of his life while still a teenager and now has nothing to look forward to, and who knows this. Following his stand against Connacht, Cú Chulainn sinks into a slow decline during the seven years that Ulster and Connacht remain at peace—a decline that eventually leads him into madness—into depression and hopelessness and guilt. He is a weapon of war at war with himself.

Where dominance is the thread running through the first volume, the state of—and fall from—grace colors the latter one.

There are fragments, further stories, from the manuscripts that still remain unrevised: the death-tales of many of the characters; the story of how Conall Cernach got his crossed-eyes, by allowing blood from a magical severed head to drip on him, or of how all of his lovers subsequently became cross-eyed when they fell in love with him; and of Cú Chulainn’s little-known other wife, Ethne. These are all interesting and worthy tales, but they did not contribute to the substance of these stories and were left out. The serious student of Celtic lore will want to track them down.

Finally, a note on the text as regards the canonical hours represented in the Remscela volume. In the daily life of a monk, all events were ordered around the seven observed hours. As used herein they are as follows, with times approximate:

matins or lauds: first light

prime: sunrise

terce: third hour, midmorning

sext or meridies: noon

nones: mid-afternoon

vespers: sunset

compline: seventh and last, at nightfall.

I close the introduction then by reciting as an ancient bard might have done, the words most appropriate for beginning this tale:

“Once upon a time when there was no time . . .”
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1. In the Feast Hall


The boy stood halfway up the green hillside, glaring down on all he saw. His stiff body was as thin as a hazel sapling and his hair, combed straight back and fanning across his shoulders, was so bright it could have been dyed with saffron. His large contemptuous eyes echoed the sky’s blue, but were wet with stinging tears of resentment. His cheeks burned bright red where his foster-father had slapped and then backhanded him. A rusty taste of blood tainted his saliva. He looked for all the world like an enraged young god: like Lugh of the Long Arm, the Sun, crisping the Fomoiri with his anger.

Rough stone steps under his worn sandals led up to a round feast hall whose thatched roof was visible just beyond the crest of the hill. Below, the stones divided the hillside, their discontinuous line extending past a dozen rickety round huts down to the valley where the objects of his hatred—his foster-father and brother—waded waist-deep in sheep.

At sixteen, Senchan was just a year shy of acknowledged manhood—of release from the bond of fosterage—and he had no idea who he was or what he was meant to be. His training had been left to chance, his growth to undernourishment, his brain to rot. His whole life it seemed had been robbed from him.


When he was a year old, his blood-father had fobbed Senchan off on Selden Ranoura, the ill-tempered man whose handprints had tattooed Senchan’s face on this and so many other occasions that the sting never quite stopped. His blood-father was a minor king in a world where minor kings were as plentiful as pimples, as distinguished as acorns. Life had changed on the island since the time when kingship mattered; the past lay buried beneath the steady and importunate tread of Christian soles; they who came to Ireland last of all invaders, neighboring ages after all island cultures had been assimilated.

Gods and kingships alike were eradicated; goddesses were forged into saints, given new faces, new attributes. Still, some few aspects of the old society hung on tenaciously and forced the new order to adapt.

One such ancient custom was fosterage. It took two forms:

that of affection and that of payment. In Senchan’s case love never for a moment entered the bargain. In return for accepting the burden of his tutelage, Selden received four head of runny-eyed cattle given to explosive, toxic farting. Not much in the way of payment for fifteen years of tutelage. Selden had long ago ceased to exercise his responsibilities. He found instead that he preferred to train Senchan as a whipping boy.

With just one more long year to go, Senchan was determined to grit his teeth and withstand his torments silently, proudly. Few alternatives presented themselves. The old saying went that there were three ways to terminate a fosterage prematurely: Death, Crime, and Marriage. Senchan had no intention of dying. A criminal act he held beneath his dignity as the son of a king, however thin the royal blood running in his veins. And thus far he had yet to find anyone to wed. Selden’s daughters had more bristles on their numerous chins than all the boars in Meath. Till Senchan earned the rights of a man he must abide; then he would repay Selden for all the ignominies shoveled upon him, for the bruises and the welts. Until then, his silence must continue. But the anger, the rage rising like a sun inside him, needed a safe means of release. And so, periodically, he sneaked off to vent his anger in the empty feast hall—where, in fact, he was forbidden to go until the ceremonies of maturity took place … which added a certain sweetness to the act.

In the center of the feast hall stood an octagonal arrangement of copper and brass screens that reached nearly to the ceiling. Their hammered surfaces revealed triskeles the width of a hand, spirals and trumpets, and faces—some hideous, others impassive. Old gods, stripped of their worth. Of them all, Senchan knew the identity of just one—an antlered character squatting cross-legged on the panel facing the doorway. This was Ruad Rofessa, also called the Dagda, which meant “the good god,” although the Dagda had come to symbolize all forces satanic to the builders of monasteries. These screens were remnants of a pagan past, their value stamped out. Now they simply surrounded the central hearth to act as a chimney for peat smoke. Today, as Senchan stole inside, they had forsworn even this duty. The interior of the feast hall was clouded with smoke as thick as stirabout. Shields hung on the walls glimmered dimly like the eyes of nocturnal monsters.

Senchan always found this place eerie, but never more so than today. Often he had thought someone sat beside him in the dimness listening to his muttered curses, his promises of evisceration and castration for both fathers, all brothers. He long ago rescinded all ties to this family. His few friends understood his intolerable situation, but they could only pity him. A mother might have soothed his blistered soul, but Selden’s wife had died long before Senchan arrived, and the old bastard’s squalid whore sided with Selden in everything.

“I hate you all,” he hissed defiantly and plunged deeper into the dimness. The sound of it echoed around the empty hall as if the walls had sighed. “My spit should burn you. I could dig out your eyes with my fingers.” He went down on his knees and gouged the ground. “He has no worth. He measures his value in words tied to his tongue, so he can use them and reel them in again. Nothing but deceits and boasts. Why does he hate me? What choice did I have in where I went? He blames me! Oh, God, I hate him. His daughters I’ll make shave their hairy chins in the foamy blood bubbling on his lips, while I watch him die and laugh! For all the times, I’ll—I’ll …” Senchan’s fists pounded dents into the dirt. He pounded and pounded until his rage was spent, then lay there, a swollen-eyed rag totem in a linen tunic. Ultimately he knew he would perform none of these things, which knowledge served only to amplify his useless fury. Not that he was a coward, but he was likewise no fool, regardless of what Selden called him. To slay Selden would bring the entire settlement out after his blood. Unfortunately, among all the other skills neglected in his teaching was the handling of weapons, and how long could he last when he cannot even fend off a blow? One hour? Two? He cried to the earth. He was trapped within traps within traps.

There came a soft scraping sound.

Forgetting his misery, acting by instinct, Senchan rolled across the floor and dove beneath a congeries of furs. He wriggled in amongst itchy leather that smelled of vintage sweat. His head emerged just enough to peer out. He sniffed, dabbed dirty fingers under his eyes, inadvertent makeup. If they saw or heard what he said, he was doomed in any case—a violator as surely as if he had raped his own estranged mother. Selden would beat him to a cripple for being in here. But the feast hall looked empty. Possibly brighter than when he entered—could the smoke have thickened? He started to suggest to himself that it was just imagination that had made the sound, when the room grew brighter still.

Like a birch tree stuffed through the chimney hole, a shaft of pure white light shot down into the area enclosed by the screens. Heart pounding, his mouth tasting like bloody brine, Senchan tried to account for it, but knew that no errant beam of light could do that. The scraping sound began again. The ground beneath him shuddered.


The screens were parting.

Where they divided, brilliant light burst forth in a knife-edged line across the floor and up the pile of furs. Senchan’s blue eyes sparkled with divine radiance What was happening? He could not guess: it was like some scoffed—at tale of fairies and will-o’-the-wisps unfolding before him. He burrowed back further into the furs. Just one eye remained exposed, a single sapphire in a fuzzy niche.

What that one eye beheld left him in no doubt that the last beating he’d suffered had rattled his brains.

Inside the parted screens, on top of the smoldering bricks of peat, squatted an enormous black cauldron. Rings as big around as his wrists hung from its lip, and triskeles and figures much like those on the screens decorated its bulbous sides. It was the immensity of this vat that had pushed apart the screens. The thing seemed to have grown up out of the fire, to have swelled into being all at once. Were that all, he could almost have accepted it. But perched on the rim, as if someone lay inside the vat luxuriating in a hot bath, were two bare feet, soles wet and as pink as baby flesh. And the toes wriggled.

The feet slid down, out of sight, splashed. A lifetime of moments passed. Then a head began to rise up where the feet had been, the light grown so bright that the color was bleached from hair and skin—it was a face of chiseled chalk, a face of rigid bone, of death. Its wide eyes did not scan the room, oh no. They stared straight into the heap of furs, right at him. The nose was bent, maybe scarred across the bridge. The beard-ringed mouth when it appeared was grinning. A finger popped up beside it, crooked and invited him to come on out, no good hiding from this apparition. The spectre also had a voice, one full of life, lust and humor. The voice said, “Senchan, Senchan—I spy Senchan,” a man sing-songing a child’s decree.

The furs trembled and shook.


2. The Ancestor


Down in the dark of the hot moist furs, Senchan rocked with uncontrollable laughter. Even so, a faint exhortatory voice cried out in his mind that he should not be acting this way—just a second ago he was frightened, wasn’t he? But he couldn’t contain the urge to laugh. He lifted his head and, with it, a huge piled cap of furs, and peeked out again.

The man in the cauldron disappeared below the rim with a splash, but the top of his head bobbed into view every few moments. Senchan heard gargling, followed by a spume of sparkling water. With the greatest of care, the boy burrowed like a timid mole out of the furs and began to crawl on elbows and knees across the smoky room. Discovery! The cauldron wasn’t black at all, but copper gone glaucous, thick with verdigris as if dredged up out of a lake this morning. That old devil, the Dagda, sat in cross-legged bas-relief inviting the boy to pause and chat beside the fire.

A particularly loud splash sent a huge wave breaking over the rim above. Senchan had a moment to see it, but no time to crab away before it drenched his head and neck.

He got up on his feet, all fear and humor forgotten. The water should have turned to steam, he was so mad, stinking of those furs, dripping like a sheepdog. The man in the cauldron just floated, complacently naked. A bit of mockery was suggested by the look he tossed up to Senchan. What lustrous eyes! They were probably blue, but seen in this light the irises were barely distinguishable from the whites. As if acknowledging this problem, the light dimmed immediately, enough to let some color bleed in. The bather was revealed as flesh and blood rather than ghostly vapor. His hair was blond streaked with red, pulled back and drawn to the side of his head, behind his ear. A small filigreed device like a thimble-cup held it there, by what property Senchan couldn’t imagine. At the man’s throat, a thick silver necklace duplicated the fine work of the thimble-cup.

The overall impression the bather gave was of emaciation, dissipation: puckers of skin rode the recesses below his eyes; his cheeks were drawn, with fine lines in the hollows and around his bearded mouth. His body was pale, almost fish-belly blue; freckles stood out like pebbles on a beach. Below his navel was a round dark scar, looking slick and fresh. The bather, however, appeared not the least bothered by it.

“Who are you?” asked Senchan, no longer angered or scared. The bather had leached away his emotions with those moon-eyes and that smile full of irony and the promise of great japery. “My name,” the bather said, “is Laeg mac Riangabra.” His tone suggested that Senchan ought to be impressed. The pale eyes searched him for some reaction and he grew uncomfortably embarrassed, enough that he had to look away—up.

“I shouldn’t do that were I you,” Laeg gently warned. “Often they prefer to keep a distance and would rather you didn’t pry. They could for instance make you blind.” He paddled up near Senchan. “Me, they keep blind drunk, which is not quite the same but does alter one’s perceptions as unconditionally.”

“Who are they?”

“What do you think of this gravid pot?” He slapped the rim. “The Druids used to bring dead warriors back to life in this very cauldron, back before the magic faded …” He inhaled deeply through his nose, which did have a wicked scar across the bridge. “Good for the mind, a humid air is, especially a mind besotted for centuries. Are you aware that you have battle-dye under your eyes?”

Confused by this question, Senchan reached up and dabbed the hollows of his eyes, then saw the dirt on his fingertips. He made fists and rubbed hard at his stinging cheeks. Defiantly, he said, “Don’t you answer people’s questions?”


Laeg abruptly ended his deep breathing exercise. “Lugh’s nuts, lad, don’t you recognize a visitation when you see one? Or do you perhaps stumble upon my likes all the time? Seen a lot of pots like this?” He rapped the side and the cauldron bonged like a monastery bell.

“Of course not.”

“Fine.” He stretched out in the water once more. “Ask your critical questions then. I’m prepared to answer all inquiries.”

Senchan repeated what he had already asked.

“They,” replied Laeg, “are the Sídhe, the people of the mounds. The mounds also are called síd. The Sídhe live in síd. Naturally. I trust that clarifies everything?”

Senchan looked blank. Laeg might as well have quoted Tacitus at him. The joy went out of the man’s eyes; the light surrounding him dimmed. In the cauldron, steam had ceased to wreathe off the water. Softly, almost fearfully, he asked the boy, “What is this at my throat?” His hand closed around the thick silver necklace. Senchan could only shake his head. Tension replaced the steam. “This is a torc. It is the symbol of the Dagda, lord of all animals, of forests everywhere. It girds the soul and binds us to nature, to the world, to the gods . . . nothing, I see it in your eyes,” pondered for a moment, then, “What about Druidry? Macha? Tell me at least that you know of Cu Chulainn?”

“I think, it means someone’s dog?” hazarded Senchan, hysterically hopeful.

Laeg stared at the hole in the roof. “You were right, he doesn’t know,” he said. Then, his eyes rolled up and he slid down into the water, turning to float there like a corpse, longer than was possible. Senchan fidgeted until he couldn’t stand it any more. He reached in, grabbed the body by the hair. It listed, then rolled over. In those few seconds the face had already begun to decay, the skin become yellowish, puffy. Senchan gasped and dropped the head. It sank out of sight. “No!” he cried. He thrust his hand into the milky water, grabbed the hair again and pulled, but looked away before everything below the eyes was revealed. Those eyes stared straight up but did not see him or anything else this side of the grave. “Please,” he begged. “Stay up, wait.” He towed the body to the edge of the cauldron and hung it from the rim by its dripping chin. “I’ll be back. I’ll get Selden and the others to help.”

With a clot in his throat, he turned away.

“Stop!”

Senchan halted. His head hunched down—he didn’t want to look back at that ghastly face, but finally he did. Laeg was whole again. Senchan’s mouth dropped open.

“Surely not Selden?” Laeg continued. “That overbearing, solipsistic, base and vile example of the slug in human form? Think, Senchan, what he would do to you if you dragged him in here for any reason. Skin you, I don’t doubt. Take your head and crush it in his fat hands like a grouse egg.


“And you,” Laeg said as he rose up like a sea god, “you’d like to do the same to him, wouldn’t you? Like to grab him by the balls and make him obey your every whim; like to beat his stubbly face to a purple dough. Wouldn’t you?” He gripped the edge of the pot to lean forward at Senchan, who was too stunned to move. “Well, you ought to feel that way! He’s a domineering swine. His like have caused all our deeds to be forgotten. He’s chosen to be dim-witted, actually chose it, you understand. It couldn’t be worse if the fornicating bastards all inbred! History’s twisted up like this neckring.” He grabbed fiercely at the torc surrounding his throat, and in so doing lost his balance and fell with a great splash back into the tub. With orange hair dripping gray water, he eyed Senchan balefully. “And what’s most ignominious of all is that your foster-father is descended from my line.” He reached out then toward the hesitating boy and Senchan returned to him as if tied by an invisible thread. Laeg gripped Senchan’s shoulder. “It’s you I’m for. You’re young, you can be shaped. A destiny awaits you, but you’ll have to go backwards to get it. Future answers lie in past deeds, Senchan. I’ve come to give you what that wormy descendent of mine can’t—purpose and direction. A reason to be.”

The shaft of light flared up. Senchan came out of his trance into blindness as if a white sheet had shrouded him. Behind him the copper screens swung shut; he heard them clank together, turned and ran, sightless, at the sound—two steps and clang! he found them with his nose and chin.

He sat down.

From behind, Laeg’s voice whispered into his ears. “There’s no escaping destiny, lad. You were yoked to yours the day Selden accepted those flatulent cows.”

Hands cupped over his bruised nose, Senchan noticed water dripping onto his shoulder. He asked, “What’s happening?” and was surprised at how calm he sounded.

“We’re traveling.”

“I feel sick.”

“Myself, as well. A good ale would have helped settle our stomachs. I’ve asked a dozen times before, but they never think of your needs any more than they consider your pride. Why, I once saw a fellow—he had stumbled upon a sid at night by accident, obviously didn’t know where he was—suddenly pop into the middle of a Sídhe feast, both feet in the meat platter. And his pants down, tunic up, displaying both cheeks most rudely.”

“What happened?” asked Senchan, his queasiness and bruised chin forgotten.

Laeg cast him that mocking glance. “Well, we all stood up and clapped.”

Senchan eyed him askance. We, he had said. Didn’t that mean that this man was one of those Sídhe? If not, then what else could he be? The screens shook, then rattled as thunder filled the air and Senchan cast speculation aside. “We’re stopping,” said Laeg.



3. The Circle of Stones


The light vanished so fast that Senchan and Laeg both gasped and looked up, snow-blind to the normal light. Above them now was sky—a great cloudy swatch the color of an oyster. Senchan pushed one foot against the cold copper screen in front of him. The screen dragged in the long grass, but opened. Through the slit he could see a sliver of gentle slope, a field not far below in which stood a huge dark rock. Laeg hissed like a firestone dropped in water. Senchan looked up at him looming above and could see his coloration clearly now—the face, the orange freckles, the hair, and the clothing. When had he put on clothes? Maybe they had just appeared on him. After everything else that had happened, Senchan wouldn’t have been at all surprised. The clothes were similar to his own clothing, but different in design. Laeg’s tunic, for instance, was muslin white, but with a pattern of green chain links woven in, and sleeveless in structure. The edges actually seemed worked in gold. His knee-high boots—Senchan had to twist around to see them—were nothing more than wide strips of cracked leather wound around his feet and calves and tied down with thongs. They looked as if he had worn them since the Creation. Tight, quilted leather breeches were tucked into the boots. Four bracelets encircled his left wrist, all similar in design to the thing he called a torc. His stringy arms were criss-crossed with scars.

All the while Senchan studied him, Laeg had not taken his eyes off that stone out on the field. The boy dragged himself up finally. Even then Laeg seemed to stare through him to that stone. Why? Senchan shoved the screens further apart.

The whole picture was of a wide plateau decorated with a ring of standing stones. The cauldron and screens perched on a knoll above the stones. Beyond them the ground disappeared down into a valley; far away, small dark hills clustered, patchy with the grayness of limestone.

“Where are we?”

“This is Muirthemne Plain. I hadn’t—” he had to clear his throat “—hadn’t seen it since long ago, right after the Wars when the Sídhe assembled the ring.” Like one possessed, he drifted past Senchan and down the hill Once again the boy was reminded of a spirit, not a corporeal man. And Muirthemne Plain? He knew of such a place, in the southeastern part of Ulster Province. But was it possible they had travelled that far north? How? The screens shifted slightly. Hinges groaned. He decided it might be wise to follow Laeg rather than have one of those things fall on him.

Laeg strode into the circle, straight to the immense black rock in the center. He pressed his whole body against it, ran his palm down its one smooth face as if caressing a lover. His fingers found and traced a wide gouge in the center. Senchan followed as far as the edge of the ring, but hesitated to enter the circle. Places like this were scattered all over Ireland and, the story was, they were haunted.


Eight stones composed the outer ring, some half his height and others higher than his head. None of them resembled any other, which seemed to Senchan very odd. Rings that he had seen before had always been composed of similar stones. He crept along the periphery, careful to stay outside the ring. The stones looked as if the centuries had not worn, had not even touched them.

When he finished the circuit, Senchan had discovered that the stones shared at least one trait. All of them bore peculiar indentations—lines scratched down one face, some horizontal, some diagonal. He wondered if perhaps the stonecutter was inexperienced with a chisel.

“Do you read Ogham?” asked Laeg, so close by that Senchan jumped at the sound of his voice.

“Read what?” the boy asked shakily.

Laeg pointed at the chiseled lines along the stone. “This. Ogham. Druids’ alphabet.”

“You mean this is writing?”

“Druids controlled written words for as long as they lived. Words were power, weapons that could penetrate deeper than any blade, imparting wounds that never healed. Druids kept writing a secret so that words would carry weight, the weight of truth. Such truth died on the day writing became known. Now it isn’t your word, it’s your signature, that carries that weight. Yes, it’s writing.”

“But we still have words.”

“Empty words are all you have, flung by fools who lack the subtlety of mind to recognize the force of a geis of a riddle or a threat. Druids knew all that. They made laws—”

“But they s-sacrificed children,” Senchan stammered. “And worshipped the Devil!”

Laeg laughed. “So rules the newest order. In truth they sacrificed no children of which I’m aware. Criminals, yes, but what do you do with a murderer? Teach him to fish? And your evil Prince of Darkness hadn’t been invented yet so how could they worship him? Lies boy, all lies—even if, perhaps, well-meaning ones.” He stopped speaking then, remembering suddenly through a vision how he came to know so much of a life that did not come into being until after he had departed this life. He saw in his mind’s eye a circle of women there in Magh Mell. The women were all speaking at once in their secret tongue the words winding, weaving in and out. Now it was as if his brain was a loom and the patterns of their speech were becoming comprehensible. He reached up, touched his temples. They told him that a new order had arisen, one that wanted all the magic in the world to belong to its god. That order had devised stories to repudiate Druid knowledge. “This is not new,” the women had told him. “It has happened since the first time a new people conquered an old. It happened to the Fomoiri, to the Fir Bolg, to us. Our secrets are hidden from the Druids just as their knowledge is forever lost to the Christians. The head is always cut off before the tongue can tell its tale.”

He repeated this last statement for Senchan but the boy disappointed him once more by not comprehending, requiring further elucidation. “The new order hounded the Druids. Some were even tortured and burned. The new society opposed them and it’s society that’s let the knowledge be lost. The few survivors remember scraps. No more.” How odd he felt saying this, recalling the women chanting. He had thought them part of a drunkard’s dream.

“Do you read it?” asked Senchan.

“Very little. But I know these stones as if I’d carved them.

“What do they mean?”

“I can’t tell you that—I have to show you. Come.” He got up and led Senchan to the highest point in the circle, also the smallest stone. “This is the first and the last stone,” he explained, “the beginning and end of the circle. It’s called the Pigstone. You see how it’s fissured down the center? How the two dissimilar halves fit together?”

“Yes.”

“You must touch it. Here, like so.” He took Senchan’s hands and pressed them into the Ogham notches. “Close your eyes and clear your mind.” Senchan obeyed, but warily. Then, a moment later his eyes opened wide and he looked at Laeg with startlement and wonder. Laeg smiled. “You felt it, didn’t you? The words have power still, provided one knows how to find it. Again, close your eyes.”

Senchan wasn’t sure he liked this, but he obeyed. Laeg began speaking to him, softly. “Your hands are on the hearts of two men who were not men.”

Senchan felt a dull throb, monotonous, rhythmic, like the pulsation of the earth.

“Once those hearts were tissue and muscle, but two angry Sídhe kings turned them into stone.”

“How is that possible?” Senchan could not say for sure if he had spoken aloud, or if the thought had just echoed loudly in his head. But Laeg answered him, a voice very close now, hot upon his ear.

“I’ll tell you. It happened in the following manner and because of it thousands of people died in combats and old enmities burned like sulphur. One hero was made and more unmade. And all because of pigs.”

Senchan fell away from himself, entering another realm of time and place. Seasons swirled around him, through him. He saw himself as if he were someone else, standing on the hill slightly above the circle of stones. He saw Laeg take his arm and gently draw him forward. The stone that he hugged became soft, then misty, and he passed through it.

He became the beginning of the tale.

“There were once two pig keepers …




 

 


Part One
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I.


THE PIG-KEEPERS' TALE





1. The Mast


There were once two pig-keepers named Friuch and Rucht, charged with maintaining the pig-herds of two Sídhe kings.

Rucht, whose name meant “the snort of a pig,” was short and so stout that a rope tied above his belly was the only thing that would hold up his baggy woolen trousers. His hair, which was the color of oak leaves on a cloudy fall day, sprouted like a tangled bramble bush from his scalp. Seen from a distance or amidst his huge herd of pigs, Rucht looked like a bulbous primeval plant root animated by some mischievous spirit. His pouchy eyes never quite agreed on where they were looking and his broad lower lip jutted out as if he had stumbled into eternal cogitation.

Rucht’s dearest friend in the world, Friuch, could not have been more unlike him. Friuch stood lanky like some overgrown corn dolly—an assemblage of twisted stalks and chaff, a being formed of husks. His large eyes were button-black and he had the gums and teeth of a horse.

In manner the two keepers were also completely polar:

Rucht, the cogitator, was ponderously slow to take action, while Friuch leapt into it with hardly any thought at all.

What allied them took root far deeper than such strong contrasts in appearance or action could reach: both keepers were the offspring of couplings between Sídhe women and mortal men, between the magical and the mundane.

Friuch and Rucht were only half-Sídhe.

Though they remained in the land of the Sídhe, they lived as conspicuous outcasts in that magical society. Nevertheless, by their own rules the Sídhe were responsible for the two half-breeds and so each had separately been charged with the task (an estimable and, to some, enviable task) of caring for the Sídhe pigs. In this role they could live alone, removed from all detractors and secure in the knowledge that in their segregation they served their masters well.

Their meeting had been a happy accident. Each found in the other a curious comfort. Over many reunions, this comfort changed to deep friendship that had abided throughout the long periods when the two were apart in the service of their masters. Their isolation recessed every fall as the first breath of winter drove the green souls of the trees into rooting hibernation and forsaken branches released their seed, burying the land in a mantle of nuts. This was the time of the mast, as this mantle was known to the pig-keepers. It was the mast that reunited them year after year.

In years when the winter winds shook harder in the north, Friuch closed up his house, gathered together his pigs, and headed north to Connacht, where Rucht awaited him. Other years the mast fell thickest in the south and Rucht would be the one hiking off with his herd, down into Munster where his good friend dwelled. Either way, one month a year, the two friends rejoiced in each other’s company—talking and drinking and playing endless rounds of fidchell, a board-game with which they passed long afternoons.

The year the trouble began, Rucht had taken his pigs south.

Pigs are peculiar animals. They are remarkably clean by nature and can be as attentive and affectionate as a fine hound, never mind that they are being raised and fattened only for slaughter. Sídhe pigs were even more alert and peculiar than most. For one thing, they could expand to at least twice the size of the largest mortal pig. For another, they knew why they were being fattened.

“And that,” said Laeg, facing a cold, blustery fall wind, “is a tale in itself.”


2. The People of the Mounds


“At a time before our people came to Ireland, there was a clash between two primordial races of beings for the right to dwell here. Their names are forgotten to us now save for those few heroes and kings whose stories became part of our legendry. Both sides might have lived on the isle, but neither could abide the other. After an eternity of wars producing a flow of blood so great that it raised the level of the seas, one tribe chose to abandon the isle with honor and dwell elsewhere. They knew that if the fight continued, both peoples would go on battling until no one was left, until the ground was no more than broken spears and shattered bodies. And so these people gathered together in small groups on designated hilltops—all at the same moment, for they could communicate over great distances like lightning across a stormy sky—and they passed down into the side, the pregnant bellies of the earth. For this reason, they are called the Sídhe, the people of the Mounds. Their world is near invisible, like fortresses of glass, and only upon your entering one or their passing out from it can you see them. Because of their honorable sacrifice in the face of defeat, the god Manannán threw a great feast for them in Magh Mell, with meat carved from his enchanted pigs. One bite of this meat made each of the Sídhe immortal; that was Manannán’s gift to them. In his honor every year, while mortals offer sacrifices to the Dagda on the Samain day, the Sídhe slaughter a pig feast to remember Manannán, the Son of the Sea.”

For a moment Laeg paused, then added, “You’ll hear more of Manannán another time, for, though he was a god, he had a blind side called Fand. She was his wife and she is part of this tale, too, but much later …” Senchan, he could see, had stopped listening to him; instead, the boy was staring past Laeg, along the rough path that cut through the woods behind them. Far up that path, a squat figure was waddling towards them. Like a pack of dogs, a herd of pigs surrounded the figure and trotted along with him. From the images that had dazzled him while Laeg spoke, Senchan recognized that figure. A smile crept across his face. He and Laeg moved off into the brush to let the pigs and their keeper pass by, then set off after the milling herd into the darker depths of the forest.


3. The Aer


Rucht led his pigs along the murky forest path. Autumn wind drove the lower clouds like boats across the sky. The dense woodland oaks flailed naked branches madly as if to grab the scudding clouds. Acorns clacked around the trundling pigs, who shoveled the path clean as they followed their squat master.

One pig, attracted by the smell from rotting piles of acorns nearby, went off toward the woods. Rucht saw her. “Legan!” he called, with a voice as rough and bubbly as a thick cooking stew, “the forest’s full of frights for the likes of you.” The pig ignored his warning. He shooed the rest of the herd on and went back for her. She had snuffled her way into a huge pyramid of mast. Rucht considered her for a few minutes; then he mumbled a brief chant and faded from view, like a rainbow after a rain. Where he had stood, a bright ball of light rode for a moment on the breezes. Then it sank into the layers of leaves and nuts on the ground. These bobbed up as the hidden ball of light moved beneath them. Legan remained hedonistically oblivious to this until the pile of nuts she was devouring suddenly exploded in every direction. Flying leaves sizzled and burst into flame. Legan skittered back, off-balance, and fell over on her side, but quickly stabbed her stubby feet into solid ground and pulled herself around. Up, she took off squealing, back to the safety of the herd, which had wandered far down the path by then.

A swirl of singed leaves drifted down around the bulky figure of the pig-keeper as he reappeared. Legan turned around to give him a resentful and wounded look. Rucht only smirked, “You’d rather be lost to us? To abandon you to your pleasure would mark me as more pig-headed than you, old darling.” Legan snorted. Rucht guffawed from the belly; a sound that had been known to break up brawls.

He resumed his walk and, when he had caught up with the herd, lagged behind to ensure that no others tried Legan’s trick. Who knew what fiendish, ravenous creatures dwelled in the depths of that dark forest? What invisible eyes watched from the shadows?

In this state of unease, Rucht drove his herd on to Munster. Yet, long before he reached his destination, the apprehension of wood sprites and demons would be slain by the ganghooks of a hundred verbal barbs that snagged and shredded his brain.

Rucht’s daily hikes always came to an end at a well-chosen sid where his pigs were treated like gold and he was accepted as an honored guest—except that there were inevitably a few among the crowd who disdained their half-human cousin, seeing him to be the bastard product of their own queen’s lustful peregrinations. These few envied Rucht his job and his close friendship with Friuch; and it was these few whose goal became to crack open a permanent rift between the two allies. Most of their jibes rolled off Rucht’s back like water off a duck: “Rucht the Ruin, Seer over Sows, shifts his shape to hide his many mortal blemishes.” That stung a little but he had no illusions about who or what he was. So they tried another: “The keepers of boars—boorish keepers both—Snort and Snout keep us bored.” Well, that only set him laughing his infectious laugh, and the entire population of the sid, their faces glowing red from hidden fires, caught the hilarious contagion. Only the coldest of hearts, the wretchedest of minds, remained bent on their initial purpose. Again they tried, and again and again. Rucht, like any mortal man, had his weak spot, his one soft bruise of doubt. It was inevitable that, sooner or later, someone would stick a dagger there.

“Pride take you in your magic. So generous is Ochall Ochne with his gifts, and Boeve with his for Friuch. Tell us: which of you works the greater wonders?”

Like nasty children, once the detractors realized that this point of contention truly bothered Rucht, they focused on his pain. Who was the stronger of the two? they asked him. Which half-breed could beat the other in a contest? they demanded to know. Who had more mother’s blood in him?

Their cruel queries sharpened off him like a knife off a whetstone. With each pass, the blade cut finer and closer to the bone.

Rucht began avoiding the mounds, sleeping instead in groves, sheltered by trees and chill winds. One night the pig-keeper spent with a deer-man, who had antlers tied to his head as he danced in his grove, celebrating the Dagda, and who starved himself into delirium. The deer-man babbled throughout the night, hopping in circles round the pigs. The sleepless keeper lay trapped in the deer-man’s circles and struggled all night with the question that bored into him.


After that, Rucht resolved not to speak to anyone at all—but too late: The damage had been done the moment the question had been asked. He could not stop wondering, doubting, sizing himself up against his friend. Rucht in his distress could not realize then the extent of what had been done to him.

Friuch, on the other hand, could. He laughed at what his squat friend confessed to him. “Rucht,” he replied placatively, “can’t you see what they’re trying to do? They’re envious of every grand thing we have, right down to the good leather on your feet. They hate us both—we’re not like them. For years they’ve baited you, just as they’ve done to me every time I come to visit you—you never gave it a thought. Why now?” He leaned back against the stone wall of his hut.

“But who is better?”

“Who cares? Will it grind your grain better? Will it fatten the pigs?”

“I care.”

Friuch eyed his friend and apprehension dripped into the pit of his soul. Here before him stood a new man, one whom he had not previously encountered, and one Friuch did not care to be with just now.

He left and went off into the woods alone. Surrounding him were the herds of pigs, whuffling and devouring everything in sight. He sat down amongst them, spindle-thin amongst all those fat bodies. The afternoon drifted away as he pondered. His friend meant too much to him for this to divide them. It was bad enough that the Sídhe of Connacht and the Sídhe of Munster had had a falling out long ago and that the friendship he shared with Rucht defied a dozen ancient restrictions. Most of the people didn’t care, anyway—the curse of the whole schism was that neither side could even recall where their differences lay. Perhaps it had been a dispute such as this. Ochall Ochne and Boeve might have vied for supremacy, their client—companions splitting into factions—sides that had remained long after the fires of the conflict flickered out. . . .

Friuch shook his head and returned to the problem at hand. How was he to salvage and patch up his friendship? How could he give Rucht back his self-assurance? He could let Rucht win a contest, he supposed. Just a simple contest—

Friuch sat up straight; pigs grunted and shuffled back from him. What a wonderful notion. Why not silence all the taunting tongues permanently for both of them? He climbed to his feet and ran. His gangly legs carried him in great leaps over the squealing clusters of panicked pigs.

“Rucht!” he cried. “Rucht, I’ve found the answer!” His friend waddled out from the round stone hut. Friuch put his hands on Rucht’s shoulders and explained his plan. “What we have to do,” he said, “is act out a contest of skill! We do the same thing, the same way at the same time, thereby proving to anyone who cares to know that we’re of equal prowess. And I’ll tell you just what, too.” So Friuch explained the details of the idea that had burst upon him. Rucht listened, his baggy eyes lighting up as the plan unfolded. A brilliant scheme! Rucht excitedly dragged Friuch off to the middle of the forest, where, as Friuch had described it, the contest would take place.

Back to back on that gray and gloomy day, the keepers chanted their spells. Their incantations mingled and twined like curls down a woman’s back. Mist drifted out of the trees and spun around the two sorcerers as they spoke. Mist enfolded the whole of the forest. Around them, sensing the clash of forces, their pigs squealed and ran about in panic until, at last, the chanting stopped. The mist rose, fading, as if chased away by sunlight.
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Standing on the hillside above the two keepers, Senchan looked on, dismayed. Laeg sat beside him, against the bole of a tree, nonchalantly picking burrs off his trouser legs. “So,” he said contemplatively, “you think the spells took? Think they will dazzle the Sídhe?”

Senchan’s face scrunched up even more. “But nothing’s changed!” he cried. “You made it seem as if something fantastic was going to happen.”

Laeg cocked his head. “Oh, but it has. Look at those two poor creatures.” He gestured to where Friuch and Rucht were dancing in circles. “They can’t see anything more than you can, but they know it’s happened. You, being a product of Selden’s world, must needs see it or it isn’t there. What is invisible does not exist, isn’t that so?” He got up, brushing leaves off his backside. “Such thinking spells inevitable doom for the tale tellers before long. The loss of imagination.” He sighed. “Well, let’s go.”

Senchan glanced down at the two keepers again to hide the look of pain on his face. He did not understand Laeg’s admonishment. It wasn’t fair to pick on him for things he couldn’t help. Selden hadn’t even taught him what he was supposed to know, much less the code of life from some other time. And, anyway, why should he consider it important? Sooner or later he was going to be put back where Laeg had found him, and what good would all of this be then? Frustrated, he turned away from the scene below. “Where now?” he asked.

“Further onward.” Laeg started up the hill. “By then the charm will have taken fully, the mast will be consumed, the forest denuded, and the pig-keepers parting. At which moment in time, the feast of Manannán will be a fortnight away.”

The two figures climbed until the sounds of celebration faded away and the forest became silent and empty under a stone-gray sky.



4. Banishment


By the time Rucht bid farewell to Friuch and set off for Connacht, the full effect of Friuch’s spell had unfolded for all to see. Rucht herded his pigs into a sid every night at first, to show off the spell. The reaction of the Sídhe was not, however, what he had anticipated, the result being that his shored-up self-worth was newly shattered.

They laughed at him.

Word of what Friuch had done travelled no faster than Rucht, and each night he shocked the inhabitants of a new sid and was in turn mortified by their derisive welcome.

“You chose a sorry day to visit Friuch,” they goaded him, “for he’s surely shown his superior skill, old darling.”

“Not so!” cried Rucht. “I’ve done the same trick upon him!”

But the same Sídhe who had set gleefully upon him a month before scoffed at that, and teased and prodded and bullied him.

By the time he reached Connacht’s southern border, he had come to avoid the side again and spent his nights in groves, with pine needles for a blanket and pine nuts for his supper. Now he would have relished the company of an errant Deer-man. It seemed that only someone mad from starvation would offer him any kindness. What he did not know, could not have known, was that word of his magic upon Friuch had followed after him like a skulking dog and that those who had mocked him now admitted, grudgingly, that the two keepers must have equal powers. Withdrawn from his herd, Rucht cursed Friuch’s plan and Friuch along with it. When he made up his mind at last to undo the spell, he discovered to his alarm that he could not. No counterspell devised had any effect at all. Nearly hysterical, Rucht tried making spells up. Nothing happened. Nothing changed. Nothing.

The figure that drove his pigs into the Caves of Cruachan the day before Manannán’s feast skulked glumly, head down, resigned to play the consummate fool. Awaiting him there at the mouth of the Caves, his master, Ochall, stood like a pillar of shadow with piercing raven’s eyes. The tale of the pigkeepers’ duel had caught up with and preceded Rucht to Connacht. Ochall Ochne had doubted it, or at least had wanted to. But now fury consumed him as he stared silently at the herd of transformed pigs waddling forth—waddling as the redoubtable spell had wrought them. They were small, scrawny things without a trace of meat upon their bones. Their rough hairy hides hung so loosely on their ribs that, had it not been for their telltale snouts, they would have been unrecognizable as pigs.


“So this,” growled Ochall Ochne the Sídhe king, “is what comes of breaking ancient geisa through leniency. This, my punishment for letting you commingle with our enemies!”

“I–I did the same thing to Friuch’s herd,” Rucht replied apathetically; he had said it so many times lately.

“Then at least we’re not to be the laughingstock of Boeve’s Sídhe—though that mitigates your position only one degree with me. Our feast is tomorrow. Everyone knows the tale: you’re equals, how thrilling. Now change the pigs back.”

“I would but I can’t.”

“You don’t know Friuch’s spell?”

“I thought … that is, I heard him, but …

“Well, then, move off,” his king commanded. “I’ll deal with it.” Ochall pushed past Rucht. The pig keeper stumbled to the side of the cave and covered his face.

The shadowy Sídhe king spun his magic around the pigs to reveal the spell that bound them. It appeared before him as a luminous cord, woven round the animals, Ochall Ochne hissed and glared back at his pig-keeper. The enchantment had knots tied all along it where Rucht’s simultaneous spell had violated, deformed and melded to Friuch’s, as Friuch’s had to his. A master seaman could not have unraveled those knots in a thousand years of untying. For all his great powers, the Sídhe king of Connacht had no hope that he could do better. The feast this year was going to be grim, the sea god’s gift shabbily celebrated. The glaring shadow swelled.

Rucht saw that his master could not change back the pigs, and his disgrace became a secondary concern, dwarfed by an all-consuming fear for his life.

A chill wind swept over him. It froze him in an instant, the brush of the shadow, and he knew nothing again until Ochall lifted the numbness away. Then Rucht discovered that he no longer stood in front of the Sídhe Caves of Cruachan. A dark, incarnadine place surrounded him. It sparkled dimly as through smoke. This was the sid on Femen Plain—the sid of Boeve in Munster. The two kings faced each other like two tall black trees. They spoke in an ancient tongue that Rucht did not understand though he heard every word clearly—a language that has not been spoken in daylight since the time of the Tuatha de Danann. Peering into the shadows, Rucht spied Friuch standing paralyzed beyond the two kings. Friuch looked as fearful and helpless as he felt. We are doomed, thought Rucht, and he found himself unable to grieve for Friuch. It was as if the spell worked over the pigs had also affected him, withering away that part of him that had cared for his friend. Now he had no friends—not even himself.

The voice of Ochall Ochne suddenly rang through the cavern, and the walls brightened and spat red sparks with each sharp word. The enormity of The Punishment was revealed.


“We have decided. You are forever banished from us. The simple task you both lived to fulfill proved too ambitious for your human halves. You have shamed your teachers, but worse, your own people: there can be no feast in our lands this year. We are discredited in the eyes of Manannán—you’ve broken our geis to him and can offer no fitting retribution. So we must try to mollify the Sea by playing havoc upon the land. This we will do through you and that is your sentence. Seven times you will be shaped by us, seven destructive forms of our choosing. Our retribution.” The two kings retreated into darkness. Rucht stared at Friuch staring at him: farewell in a glance.

The blood red world blasted them away.


5. Shapes of the Sentence


Samain was the most awesome day of the year in the mortal realm. It existed between the end of the old year and the beginning of the new: a day removed from the harness of time and the natural order of things. On Samain eve the forces that separated the dead from the living dwindled until those two planes merged. In the dark of that night, the dead emerged from their tumulus graves. Skulls kept as prizes of war began to chatter; demons sailed the skies on horses of sunset; Fomoiri—the ancient, banished race of giants—rose like mystical isles out of the sea. The three Daughters of Murder—Morrigan, Nemain, and the Badb; called collectively the Morrigu—ruled that time out of time as a triple threat of madness, terror, and battle-frenzy. The three sisters were said to appear, to those misfortunate enough to encounter them, as large ravens. So, when on Samain morning the entire populace of Cruachan fort awoke to the cries of two huge black birds, the people thought they saw their doom in the sky.

But they soon realized there were two birds only, and these birds were ugly and deformed.

The birds squawked and clawed at one another. Feathers fell like pieces of night, covering the crops. Blood sprinkled across the plain, and where it fell, whatever grew there withered, whatever stood there fell over and died. The people of Cruachan decided they did not like these birds very much.

Warriors, men and women both, charged out bellowing onto the field. They heaved their spears and cast sharp stones from their slings. Every shot went home; but though a hundred spears impaled them, the birds did not even falter in their combat.

For the next year, each morning, the birds returned at dawn, magically made whole again. Every dawn brought their squawking. Every sunset left Cruachan Plain decimated, empty of life and littered with the corpses of cattle and pigs that had strayed there. The inhabitants of the fort had to transport their food from over the hills to the south. Meantime, they sacrificed to every god known to every person who dwelled there—and Cruachan contained people from all over the isle, who worshipped hundreds of individual and tribal gods. The myriad sacrifices went on and on, through winter, then spring and summer. When the calendar came round to Lugnasad festival, the Druids doubled their traditional sacrifice to Tailtu, the goddess over all nature, in the hope that she had power over the demon creatures. The birds fought right through the offering, and no force of nature came to lay them low. In great distress, the Druids retired from the festivities, if festivities could be used to describe so subdued a gathering.

And then, one morning, the birds failed to appear. Warriors crept out and scanned the horizon for a sign of them. The birds had vanished. By the second day it became apparent that they would not return.

The people threw a big feast.

On the same day that the two birds did not appear at Cruachan, two monstrous black birds showed up over Femen Plain in Munster and wrought similar havoc there. No one could harm these two creatures, either. Eventually, the story of the two northern birds trickled down to Munster and the people of both provinces came to regard them as the very same birds. This did not make anyone in Munster very happy.

When the second year ran to its end, Ochall Ochne sent his steward, Fuidell, to Femen Plain. At Fuidell’s approach, the two birds changed back into two pig-keepers; although, to the eyes of the mortals, they simply ceased to be. The pig-keepers’ naked bodies were torn and bleeding; their eyes had become hard and black. Fuidell was reminded of his master’s glare. He went forward with small, reluctant steps. Friuch saw him first. “No greeting for us?” growled the spindly keeper. “Not for those who wage war in their spirits and feed from the live corpse of their companion in exile,” said Rucht.

Fuidell did not know these men. He feared them but feared his master just that extra bit more; he made himself ask them the question that Ochall Ochne had sent him there to ask. “What have you done in your first term?”

“No good,” both keepers replied.

Their apparent joy in this saddened Fuidell. He understood that such was magic that it encompassed dark and unforeseen consequences—unforeseen at least to him, though his master might have known well what the keepers had become. Fuidell addressed them again. “You know what you’ll be next?”

“Water creatures,” the keepers replied, “but kept, we know, from the seas lest we offend Manannán again. A year of fury we’ll fight in the Shannon, then a further year in the Suir.” Rucht added, “Best warn them not to wash their clothes on the days we come by.

“Done,” said Fuidell, and the two vanished from Femen Plain.


When two more years had passed they were transformed into two stags that ravaged the forests with their battle for supremacy. By the end of that period of exile, they no longer remembered their first identities. Hatred of one another shaped their lives. They became two warriors and fought a year in the north, following it with a slaughter in the south. Rinn and Faebur—Point and Edge—the people named them. Their struggle leveled mountains just as their combat as water monsters had flooded lowlands and their time as stags had stripped forests. It seemed to the Sídhe who observed them that the two became more evil with each incarnation. Uncaring, the warriors fought on. One would cut off another’s arm and that severed arm would continue to move, to try to kill without direction until magic re-attached it at night. Sometimes the warriors were so eviscerated by then that their rib-cages lay open and empty to the spine; but they fought on relentlessly through the two years.

Then they became phantoms and spent their time trying to terrorize each other, assuming demonic shapes with a hundred eyes or rotting, chittering corpses the height of a house. Whole towns fled in panic at their horrible approach.

Next they transformed into dragons—flying dragons, a sight never witnessed since in Eriu. They were made of ice and breathed such cold as to freeze fish into place in a lake with one pass. Winter came early and lasted through the summer those two years.

Then at last the time arrived for the pig keepers’ final transfiguration. The Sídhe kings chose to turn them into something that would no longer terrify anyone. The change took place in an instant. Two dragons winging across frozen countryside burst open; blood and meat sprinkled down like red rain and, within this rain, fell two tiny yellow maggots. One of these fell into a river—the Cronn—in a part of Ulster province called Cuailnge. The Cronn is a major source of water there, feeding hundreds of springs. The maggot drifted helplessly into one of these springs and from there to a feed trough where it was devoured by a cow. The cow belonged to a farmer named Daire mac Fiachna. The other maggot plunged into a well in Connacht, where it was unknowingly removed in a bucket and fed also to a cow—one belonging to the Queen of Connacht, Maeve.

The punishment had ended—the Sídhe had new pig-keepers (both of whom were admonished not to repeat their predecessors’ mistakes). What had not ended was the power of malice steeped for so long in those two souls, a power greater than the kings of the Sídhe appreciated. A power that, as Fuidell and others of the Sídhe had suspected, could bleed into and influence the mortal world around the two.

The two cows that had eaten the two maggots became mysteriously pregnant. Each, on the same day, delivered up a bull. The bull of Cruachan grew into a blood-red beast named Finnbennach after the whiteness of its pointed horns; the bull of Cuailnge was its exact opposite: a dark brown with black horns as shiny as iron, Daire mac Fiachna named it the Donn for these dark traits. The owners learned, individually, to be wary of the prize bulls. The monsters had nothing in their hearts save anger and frustration at being kept apart from a decisive confrontation. Their single relentless question pushed its way into the world. Who is more powerful? Who?
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Laeg and Senchan stood at the rail of the pen that held Finnbennach and the rest of Cruachan’s cattle. The bull stood scant inches away, allowing them a rare view of its red eyes. Senchan had never seen anything so full of malice. The eye showed white at the edges and it rolled around in a frenzy of pent-up hatred. The eye drew him into its bloody core; he began to hear a shrieking, like the voices of souls in torment. He thought he must be tumbling—the ground had tilted, the plain rolling him along …

“Come along, boy—wake up!” Laeg’s command cut off the shrieking.

Senchan trembled, found himself pressed against the rail. He avoided looking at the red bull again as he climbed down. “Powerful, isn’t it?” said Laeg. “And that’s just what all of this is about. Who is more powerful? Friuch or Rucht, Faebur or Rinn, Finnbennach or the Donn? It is a question that thrives in the heart of every argument, every fight, every war, that man creates. The cause of every conflict that ever was. It’s even at the core of your struggle with Selden.”

Senchan twisted around to stare at Laeg. “But, but that’s not so. He knows I can’t do anything to him. He knows he’s more powerful.”

“Does he? True enough, he’s more forceful, more violent. But not because he knows he’s more powerful. No, no. Because he fears your coming of age. Selden’s sure to lose what little power he has over you the moment you walk out of your manhood feast. Then you’re his equal and he can no longer abuse you without risking dire consequences, such as death. You’re more clever and wiser than he’ll ever be despite all the training he’s withheld from you. You just don’t know it yet. Soon, though, you’ll defeat him. With your mind, with your wits.”

“But—”

“Not now.” He took Senchan’s arm and turned him around.

There, in the middle of Cruachan Plain, stood the ring of stones from Muirthemne. Right in front of him, the pig stone rose up. But now it was in two pieces. The top had cracked where the tiny fissure had been, and the sheared-off portion of it had slid off and impaled in the ground beside it. A distance the width of his foot now divided the two parts.

“Powerful,” Laeg repeated. “We’ll come back to this stone again before your journey’s done. You can be certain that the world did not leave those two alone for long. The next stone is ready now. It’s time to go on.”


He led Senchan along to the second stone on the right. This one was a sharp and sinister-looking spire of rock. Near the tip, two sets of spiraling rings were carved. Senchan reached up and brushed his fingertips lightly over the indented circles.

Behind him, Laeg said, “The twin forts of Cruachan. The home of Maeve and Ailell. She is the rock, you might say.”

“And Ailell?” asked Senchan, hardly aware that he had spoken. His fingers slid down from the spirals and lodged in the Ogham notches cut into the stone’s edge.

“Ailell is the hard ground beneath.”

Across the plain, the wooden walls of two fortresses rippled into view through the heat. Senchan’s vision became dotted with black specks. The heat was wasting him. He tried to tell this to Laeg but could not make any noise. “This tale begins in bed …”

One of the black specks swelled up and blotted out the view of the fortresses. Somehow, miraculously, Laeg managed to remain. Senchan stumbled toward him and stepped through the black disc into a wide low room.




 

 

II.


THE TALE OF DOMINANCE





1. Pillow Talk


Not far from the caves in which the Sídhe of Ochall Ochne dwelled two large round fortresses stood. A great timbered wall enclosed them in a still larger circle, and the whole enormous ring was called the Rath Cruachan. It was here lived the king and queen of Connacht province.

The king, whose name was Ailell, lived in some discontent, and though he had the will to suppress his peevishness, it lurked in him at every waking moment.

Recognized as he was as king of all Connacht, Ailell knew himself to be a fer for ban thincur—“a man under a woman’s thumb.” This did not mean that he regarded his wife as an enemy—far from it; he loved Maeve as deeply and unselfishly as any man could love a woman. Nevertheless, her unremitting pursuit of supremacy did take its toll upon him. So much did it weigh upon him that lately it had seemed to Ailell almost as if another personality—a darkly ruminant personality—sometimes crept into his mind; sometimes a voice not his own whispered a cruel list of shortcomings to him. The voice could strike while he ate a meal or debated law or rode his great chariot. First it shattered his tranquillity, then it vanished, leaving the king dissatisfied and ill-tempered. But this morning, the loud presence had entered his thoughts, spoken its unwelcome message and then, to his great horror, settled in like some abiding lodger. Now as he made love to his wife, Ailell sensed vaguely the resurgence of that audacious presence. The dark voice grew louder, stronger, but he was in the grip of lust, too consumed by coition to hear it, much less blot it out. The perverse thing waited until Ailell came to the crown of his actions, till every bit of sense and awareness had raced from his head to the tip of his member. At that instant he lay open to unimpeded invasion, and the entity simply took control.

The king plumped down to catch his breath amidst the tangle of his wife’s white-bronze hair that flowed over the whole of their bed like rills of ice. He looked at her over the one arm she had tucked beneath her head.


Satisfaction swam in her eyes, eyes with irises as pale blue as death. She waited for her husband to soothe her with his voice, then to reawaken her passion like a sunbeam unfolding a flower. He was known to her and to the world as “Ailell of the Honey Tongue” (though what that meant to her did not necessarily correspond to what the rest of the world thought of).

Tonight, however, no sweet words lay behind those beard-enshrouded lips.

He leaned up on one elbow and stared at her like a stranger witnessing her wondrous nakedness for the first time. A spark like cruelty flickered in his eyes and his lean jaw had a hard set to it; but his beard disguised some of this while the queen’s own languor blinded her to the fever on his brow that was not lust. She turned her proud pale face to him. Her eyes rolled up at the expectation of ecstasy that experience promised would follow.

“Is it not the case,” Ailell began gently, “that the wealthy man’s wife is a fortunate one? Would you agree that is so, sweet flower?”

Maeve’s entire countenance ossified. “Certainly,” she answered, bewildered, “but why bring it up here, now?”

“I was thinking earlier of my brothers and their queens and I came round to thinking about you, naturally, being that you’ re superior to any one of them.”

“That is undeniably true. Still, I fail to see—

“And I realized in recognizing that superior design”—and here he paused to pass his fingers lightly across her breasts—“how much the better you surely are now than when we contracted to marry.”

The queen had now quite forgotten any interest in a second coupling. “Better in what way, dear Ailell?”

“Why, in all ways, my treasure. Before our marriage, all that was heard of you was that here was a province run by a woman who was, like her kingdom, plundered by all her neighbors.”

Maeve sat up, but forced down her anger in order to learn where this would lead. “How strange that I have never heard you mention this before. It seems to me that I wed you because you lack the meanness of a serf, the fear of a farmer and the jealous nature of a warrior. You are a man of even temperament and unjealous heart, both of which I know to be true from a thousand repeated occasions where lesser men would have revealed their baseness. Not you, Ailell—which is why I married you.” Then to add a sting of her own, she added, “And not Conchovor.” She went on, “Far greater your aspects to me than any coibche of pigs and gold you paid my father for the honor of having me. It would have been criminal for a treacherous or cowardly or wicked man to have married so generous and kind a woman as you have.”

“You see, by your own words—you’ve more to your credit just in my person than you had alone.”

He left her no choice with that statement than to defy him. “It is a well-known fact: my father was High King—no possessor of some rocky piece of unwanted ground, but a true king. He had six daughters, and only one—the one they call Maeve—won a province by her great strength, ingenuity, and wisdom. If any plundering has been done ever, it has been my doing. Men from all over this isle tried to woo me. They recognized that I am sovereignty made corporeal. I had those I chose and have always done. You know very well, Ailell my dearest, that there has never been a time when I had finished with one warrior but that another stood eager and quaking in his shadow. So it will be for me always. Of all those—who would fill a dozen lists—I chose you for the reasons I’ve named. And who was it gave Ailell his wealth of clothing, his shining chariot, and that gold which he now holds up to me as proof of his ascendancy? It is to me the villain must answer when you are affronted. You are mine. If I am somehow better for that, I will accept it as so. What you need to remember is that you are no more than a single item among my many possessions.”

“That’s plainly absurd,” growled the king. “I possess you as well in like manner. We can’t count ourselves in this matter. At best we cancel each other. However, my fortune’s still the greater. Until you can prove otherwise, it’s Ailell still rules above you.” He smiled a smile that said he had made his count already and knew the outcome. Goaded by this, Maeve leapt from the bed. The bed rested on a platform in the center of their fortress, a pillar at each corner, gauze curtains strung between. A silver wand on a thong hung from a central beam of copper that ran overhead between the pillars. Maeve pushed aside a curtain, grabbed the wand and rapped it fiercely against the beam. A great echo as of a dozen invisible gongs rang through Cruachan.

Within minutes, servants of both parties filled the great chamber around the pedestal. Maeve waited until all were gathered. She scowled, and her arms were crossed beneath her naked breasts. Observing her, the servants were visibly moved.

“It is inventory time,” she announced. “Every piece of jewelry, every cup, every cow and sheep and dog we own is to be counted today, and the ownership of each thing noted by putting them on an appropriate list. One for the king and one for me. Each of you take a Druid with you and count carefully, I warn you. Then bring me the results that I may see who it is rules highest in Connacht.” She dismissed them, then returned to Ailell. But he lay sleeping like a carefree child.

The queen departed from the shared bed and marched to her own chamber, where she gave orders for a certain young warrior to be delivered to her. He was brought in as he had been found—naked and half-asleep. Then he saw Maeve in the fire’s glow with her eyes like liquid coals and her long thin face a goddess’s mask wreathed in a nimbus of silver hair aflame. The warrior came stiffly awake. Soon he gave himself over willingly to an ecstasy like no other waiting to greet him this side of death.



2. The Count


The queen had said “today,” but the tally in fact took many days while servants rattled off items and Druids notched the ever-growing lists. Maeve kept to her chamber and her pleasures therein; Ailell slept an unnatural sleep as if under some spell.

When finally one of the queen’s servants entered her private chamber to announce the completion of the inventory, her warrior had disappeared. Only his bracelets and belt remained, accompanied by the lingering perfume of sex in the air.

Maeve dressed in her purple robes, clasped at the shoulders by rampant gold birds. She went to the central room, found it empty. Ailell had awakened and gone out.

On the great walled plain of Magh Ai she found her husband among the Druids who had done the counting. He stood listening intently to one of them, and, as Maeve walked quickly up beside him, she heard the Druid say, “In all things listed, smallest to largest, you are equal.”

Ailell frowned. Maeve interjected, “Equals we have always been.” She was triumphant. The Druid scowled. “I had not finished,” he said. “Equal, I said, save for a single exception that defies us to judge it fairly.”

“Show us this exception now,” demanded the two contenders.

The Druid and his peers led a procession across the plain to where two cattle herds grazed in distinct, fenced formations that men had forced upon them. Among the cows, the Druid’s exception stood out like a mountain: a huge muscled bull the color of blood and with red eyes so angry that to catch their gaze actually stung. The bull’s horns were white and sharp as spears.

“Finnbennach,” the Druid announced. “He is a calf from the queen’s cow—there.” He pointed to the opposite pen.

“Well!” proclaimed Maeve with a sense of victory. Then she faltered. “But why, then, have you placed him with the king’s herd, you fools?”

“We did no such thing,” replied the incensed Druid. “In fact we tried to drive him across the plain, but he refused to go and his refusal was of such a nature that we’ve no intention of attempting to remove him again. Finnbennach has gone over to the king’s herd because he refuses to be led by a female, albeit his own mother. Thus we cannot yet decide in whose favor falls the bull.”

The king clapped his hands, turned on his heel, and marched off, grinning. Maeve went the few steps forward to the wall of piled stones that surrounded the herd. She confronted the bull, wishing it dead and slaughtered. For an instant those smoldering red eyes met her cold stare, and she saw in them what she had seen in the eyes of her husband three nights past. When the bull looked away, Maeve convulsed as if suddenly released from some gravity. Unsteadily she turned back and found a servant behind her, awaiting a command, anticipating from experience a riposte from her.

“That bull,” she said, “has tipped the balance of my kingdom, and my fragile Ailell cannot bear such weight on his back.” The servant nodded vigorously. “It is up to me to take back the load and put things in balance again.” She mused silently for a time, then gestured with her head at the second fort of Cruachan. “Go and fetch MacRoth for me.” The servant bowed. “Send him to my sunroom.” As she said it, she felt the hot eyes of the bull, behind her, touch upon her again.


3. The Donn


The messenger MacRoth stepped warily into Maeve’s sunroom. He was a short man with uncommonly swarthy features. Great strength hid in his spare frame, but his arms were of unequal lengths from a childhood accident when a horse had fallen on him. Of all the men in Maeve’s service, MacRoth ranked among the best. He was a magnet for news and information and possessed the instincts of a diplomat. Nevertheless, whenever summoned by Maeve, he broke out in a cold sweat—he knew too well her capricious tendencies, her climatic shifts of mood. He could not count the number of people who had vanished after being called to the grianan, the sunny parlor. A mortal dread consumed him when he heard that she waited for him there of all places.

Maeve’s grianan was an immense chamber filled with beams and tricks of light. Trellises along which vines and ivies had been trained formed the ceiling. Portions of the roof had not been shingled but were filled instead with some translucent material of Druidic creation that reminded MacRoth of ice on a pond. The walls, likewise, were more flora than wood, and breezes set the ivies nodding as if announcing his arrival.

Maeve awaited him on a great spread of pillows behind gauze curtains sprinkled with gold. The fine curtains billowed sinuously in and out of the sunlight. It seemed to MacRoth that he had to enter a mystical realm of shimmer and smoke to reach her. Nor was this the first time he had thought that: secretly, he believed the queen had divine attributes. Certainly her lust was remarkable; unappeasable. What did happen to her lovers?

He drew back a sparkling veil and entered the circle of pillows. Reclining, Maeve looked up as if drawn out of deep thought. Then she smiled softly and asked, “Do you know of what has happened?”

“I’ve heard something of it, yes.”

Her smile turned bitter. “I must find the equal of that bull, MacRoth. I must match him, put him in his place.” He wondered, did she mean Finnbennach or Ailell? “You will go out,” she said, “search the whole isle if need be for a bull the equal or superior of that blood-red demon.”


MacRoth sat down. “That’s unnecessary. I know of such a one already. Yes, and he’s a little bigger by all accounts than the White Horn. In the province of Ulster—a farmer called Daire mac Fiachna owns a huge bull. Its color—how coincidental is your comparison—is said to be that of dried blood on iron. It has won a reputation as fierce as our own.”

“This farmer, you know him?”

“Of him only,” he replied humbly.

“Always.” The queen smiled on him. “You must go there, then. Offer this Daire in return for a year’s loan of his bull fifty yearlings picked—equally, of course—from our herds. Try to keep silence in your going there, but if the people of—where?”

“Cuailnge.”

“If the people of Cuailnge should find out and they fear the loss of their bull, offer to give them a share of land on Magh Ai the size of this farmer’s land. Also, if he will come here and care for the bull, I’ll give him a place between my thighs with time enough to appreciate the gift.”

Time enough to expend his life, thought MacRoth, at which point the gift stays given. He arose and left, thanking the Dagda that she had never offered to pay him in like coin.

The afternoon he spent in collecting the people he wanted in his entourage, then set out with them for the part of Ulster called Cuailnge—a peninsula of hilly land bordered by rivers, containing some of the best grazing land in all Eriu.

Several days later, they entered the region. Going ahead alone, MacRoth managed to learn the whereabouts of Daire mac Fiachna without arousing undue attention. He knew what his queen wanted.

The owner of the Donn had white hair unkempt and spread all across his brow. His white beard and eyebrows were prickly. His mad-looking eyes lit up when MacRoth identified himself.

“Such an honor,” cried Daire. His voice was like a beehive. “Great messenger of the Connacht clans, heh. You have to come in. Why didn’t someone run ahead and tell me, mmm? As it is, it’s going to take some time to prepare a proper feast.” He waved his hand at all ten of them to hurry in, at the same time screeching orders to his servants. MacRoth sent his retinue away and sat down alone with Daire.

“What’s this?” asked the farmer. “Where’s everybody gone? Well, the feast won’t take half so long to prepare now.” He scrounged some parasite from his beard and popped it between his nails. “So, why is it you’ve come to visit me, hmm?”

“The Donn.”

Daire’s whole body rocked as he nodded. “Word of the great gargantuan of beef has reached the ears of Cruachan, has it?”

“Obviously, but there’s more to it than that. Queen Maeve would very much like you to loan her the bull. She has promised you fifty heifers in return—one for every week she has the Donn in her possession. Think of the herd you could start with the Donn and all those cattle.”

“Can’t start any herd with that bull. Tried once. He damn near ripped the cow in two. Just that first teensy poke. Oh, it was a mess, it was terrible. Poor cow. We had to eat her.”

He fell silent. As he contemplated the offer he became more crafty, a shift in attitude that was painted across his face. “Besides, the herd I have would spill into the sea if I added to it much more. Manánnan needs none of my cattle to complement his pigs, heh?” He burst out laughing. “So, what are fifty heifers to me?”

“I see. You would not want this bull out of your sight, is that it?”

“Not out of my sight, yes. Yes. No, I would not want to let him go that way. Yes.”

MacRoth leaned closer. “Then the queen proposes you come with the bull to Cruachan. She promises that, in return for your trust, she will welcome you with open thighs.”

Daire mac Fiachna trembled, just a little. He sat up rigidly to hide his excitement. His eyes started to water.

“Of course,” MacRoth went on, “if you’re worried about how the people of Cuailnge will react to losing their renowned Donn, we have an offer to placate them as well.”

“Oh, sod the Ulstermen. When can we leave?”

MacRoth sighed. “Would you mind if we had our feast first?”

Daire mac Fiachna nodded, bright-eyed, stuffed his beard into his mouth with both hands and began to chew.


4. The Best Laid Plans


MacRoth ate his boiled beef slowly, savoring both the flavor of the meat and the taste of easy victory. He had captured the farmer without the least effort. Privately, he toasted the queen for her unquenchable desire, safe at this distance from it himself. She made it so easy to ensnare people, men and women alike; such was her ubiquitous reputation and sway. She was a heady drink that brought thirst to anyone offered the cup.

The feast lasted late into the night. Daire sat on MacRoth’s left. He drank far too much, but hardly noticed, so busy was he in his imagined couplings with Maeve.

Meanwhile, the servants and attendants of both men had sampled various brews and fallen into drunken palaver. A Cruachan messenger proclaimed, “No better man lives than the owner of this house.” He hoisted his mug and splashed his own leg, which set him to giggling.


“That isn’t so at all,” argued another. “His king, Conchovor, is a superior man. The best in Ulster, it’s said. He’s made the crops bountiful and the beef savory and the wine flowing. And it’s good he doesn’t know about our li’l p-p-peregrination, because he would certainly not let that bull leave here. Then we’d ’ave to contend with the whole country.”

A woman in Daire’s household overheard this and excused herself from another conversation. She asked to what bull the drunkards referred.

“Why, to the Doon.”

“The Donn.”

“Absolutely. Everyone’s heard about it and MacRoth’s convinced old Daire-down—ha!—to cart it to Cruachan.”

“Which is a good thing,” added the other besotted Connachtman, “because we’d ’ve stormed in and snatched it from your master otherwise. So, come join us in a drink to your master. Here’s to ol’ Daire-down. May the cunning cunny of the Queen not gobble him up too quickly.” They laughed, a malicious sound, and collapsed against one another.

The concubine went straight to Daire, bidding him to leave the feast. Once they were alone, she shoved away his grasping hands and asked, “Is it true that you’re taking the Donn to Maeve?”

“Ah, Maeve,” pined Daire. He clumsily wiped spittle from his ragged beard. “Yes, it’s true. What’s it to concern you?”

“Are you aware that if you’d refused, that bunch out there would have slain us all and stolen the bull?”

“What? No! Not MacRoth.”

“Truly. I’ve heard two of the messengers with him speak the plan just now. Those two, there.” She pointed through the doorway.

“They’d kill us for my Donn? What?”

“Indeed they would. And, so, dearest Daire, think now what must without doubt await you in Cruachan. The thighs of Maeve have teeth, and everyone knows it.” The farmer’s lust withered at the image his concubine painted, just as she had intended. They had called him her master, how dare they? She was a legal concubine with a contract that made her Daire’s ben urnadna: his legal wife for a year. Well, they would soon regret treating her like a common slave.

In the morning the party from Cruachan awakened and prepared sluggishly to leave. MacRoth found himself with a thumping headache that made his eyes water when he bent down. Damn all wheaten beers, he cursed. One never should mix them with wines, even Maeve’s best imported. He stumbled about half-blindly through the smoky hall, unable to collect his baggage or his thoughts. It was the dreadful hangover that prevented him from noticing before everyone was ready that no party of Ulstermen had been assembled to accompany them. He considered at first that Daire might be going alone, but that seemed so unlikely that MacRoth sent one of his people to have the farmer come speak with him.

“Why aren’t you ready?” he asked when Daire arrived. “Did you drink too much? We should get the Donn and go. Remember Maeve’s promise.”

Daire envisioned a lichen-covered cave mouth lined with razor teeth. “No bull leaves here today,” he said shakily.

“I thought you were so impatient to go. Those creamy queenly thighs await you hungrily, you know.”

Daire felt himself shrivel up. “The bull leaves no day at all. And if I weren’t a fair man, there’d be no Connacht messengers leaving here either, without their throats opened up.” He made a rasping sound and drew one finger sharply across his throat.

For a moment MacRoth suspected that the promise of sex with Maeve had undone the man’s wits. “Please explain this to me,” he said. By this point, the servants of both sides had surrounded the two. The outer circle belonged to the farmer’s people and each of them held a weapon, quietly drawn.

“You said that if I did not come willingly to Cruachan your queen would have come back and killed me, taken my Donn away by force!”

“I never said any such thing.”

“Not you personally, perhaps. But aren’t you answerable for all your people? I know I am for mine. Those two there”—he pointed out the drunkards—“proclaimed that very thing last night. What do you think of that, heh?”

MacRoth could not help but chuckle; he tried to disguise it as a cough. “When did a man of your station,” he asked, “listen to the voice of too much food and drink?”

Daire misunderstood this as a slur upon his concubine. “Men often murmur in their cups,” he muttered angrily, “what they dare not speak out loud, hmm? I’ve said all I’ll say. The Donn remains here. That’s final. And you go home empty-handed, though full-bellied, which is more than you deserve!” He swept back his wild hair with one hand, tilted up his head, and strode imperiously from the room.

MacRoth’s lips were by then so tight that the blood had been pressed out of them. He stared up from under his brows at the two accused messengers. Their inability to meet his eyes confirmed their guilt to him, but he found himself unable to unlock his lips to lambaste them. He closed his eyes and lowered his throbbing head.


5. The Return


This time, when MacRoth entered Maeve’s grianan, it lay dark and gloomy, contrary to its name. The thin curtains hung like a wall of mist or woven spider’s webs; behind it, the queen’s shadow had the wings of a raven. “You returned with nothing,” she stated. Her voice echoed all around him.

He did not even attempt to part the veils, having no desire to prove the contours true. “That’s right,” he said, then went on to tell the whole story, frightened all the while for his life because he had selected the men who had fumbled away the Donn. Would she know that? And, if she did, what would be his punishment? The wings of the shadow flapped. The ivies nodded in the dark breeze; now they accused him. He swallowed, then said, “And the foolish farmer believed their drunken lies.”

“Lies?” said Maeve softly. “Hardly. It is well-known here, although you would not know yet. I have already made plans to take the bull by force. What care I how I acquire it?”

“But all Ulster will rise up.”

“Undoubtedly, they shall. But we will find a way in and out, and if a few warriors are lost along the way, it’s of no consequence so long as they belong to Ailell. Go now and tell Fergus mac Roich I wish to see him.”

“Of course.” She had let him off; he turned away, elated, but her sharp whisper froze his joy. “Before you do, however, MacRoth, I want some justice done.” He stood petrified, breathless, awaiting her pronouncement of doom. The queen said, “Those two messengers, those drunkards—have their lips stitched together. And make the others who went with you watch.”

“Yes. Immediately.” He made a hasty bow, then hurried out of the parlor, breathing hard as if he had just run a race.
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Senchan, like MacRoth, found the queen to be an object of terror. When MacRoth ran from the parlor, Senchan was close on his heels—or would have been if Laeg had not grabbed hold of him and jerked him up short. “There is no point in following him just now,” Laeg explained. “What he’s about to do will keep until you’ve been properly introduced to Fergus Mac Roich. And that introduction cannot transpire here.” Laeg let loose of the boy, who, though listening, had been keeping his eye on the fluttering curtains across the room.

“Fergus is a unique man, Senchan.” Laeg prodded him. “Pay attention, boy. I’m telling you something important. I said, Fergus is unique. His strength and courage are surpassed by Cu Chulainn alone. He’s an Ulsterman, but he lives, as you now know, here in Cruachan, in the house of Ulster’s bitterest enemy. The reasons for this are essential to your understanding of everything that’s to follow.” He shoved Senchan forward, out of the sunroom.

They moved along the corridors of dark wood, past rooms of every size and use: one a weaving room, one for baking, another an empty feast hall not unlike Selden’s. A fortress, it seemed to Senchan, was just many houses fit together.

Laeg passed him and maintained a quick pace that forced Senchan to hurry. Senchan wondered why he always did this. Sometimes it seemed to him that Laeg forgot he was even there, like the times when Laeg drifted into his trances. Then his lips would move as if he were repeating a silent chant. Senchan would stare at him, leaning close to try to catch the words but hearing nothing other than the soft smacking of Laeg’s lips.

It was during those moments that time seemed to fly past. Senchan would turn from his guide and find himself in a new location or in the same place but at a different moment in the day. He wasn’t honestly sure he knew why he allowed all this to go on, why he didn’t run away. Except that he wasn’t too sure there was any place familiar to run to. This was a world unknown to him, peopled with these incomprehensible, sinister creatures. That Maeve—she horrified him. What had she done to that poor soldier that left behind only jewelry? He shuddered to consider the possibilities. How to escape from the nightmare of it was what he most wanted to know; but it was the last question he would have dared put to Laeg.

The corridor turned suddenly. Laeg stepped aside.

Ahead of them, Senchan could see the doorway leading out of the fort. It should have been a rectangle of daylight at the end of the hall. Instead, only specks of daylight showed—where the massive stone that had appeared in the doorway did not entirely fit the frame.

The stone was a pillar of dark greenish rock with pale lines swirled through it. The whole of the surface that crowded the doorway was covered in a relief of runes. More Ogham writing laced the edge, continuing over the phallic tip and, presumably, down the opposite side. The ground around the stone had been pushed up, as if it had erupted there.

“Do you know the word ‘internecine,’ Senchan?” Laeg asked.

Senchan shook his head.

“It refers to terrible conflict within a single body where both halves of the body suffer mutually, for which reason an internecine conflict is generally useless, pointless.” He paused for a moment, watching Senchan watching the stone. Then, instead of explaining his remarks, he said, “This is Fergus mac Roich’s stone.” He went around the boy.

“Where will we come out?” Senchan glanced back along the corridors, wondering again about MacRoth and, especially, Maeve.

“I don’t know that,” answered Laeg, impatiently. His voice sounded far off.

Senchan turned back to him, to no one at all. The hallway was empty, the stone like a giant’s thumb pressed against the door. The walls of Cruachan creaked as if an unseen hand attached to that thumb had begun to squeeze the fort. Senchan could visualize it quite clearly. With a deep breath, he jumped forward and merged with the runes.




 

 

III.


THE TALE OF THE KINGSHIP OF ULSTER


[image: art]




1. Talking Heads


On the hilly eastern horizon a swollen red crescent of dawn inched into view and turned the white cowl of the Druid’s robes into molten orange. His hazel eyes glistened with the light, eyes like those of a wolf, an impression further enhanced by his long, prominent nose and by the short brown beard that grew high on his cheeks. His curly hair swept back from a shaved tonsure—a clean line from one ear to the other over the top of his skull. His gold earrings glinted, his high forehead shone with the dawn’s light, which bled slowly down his body until it embraced him from head to foot. At that moment he might have been a statue of red-hot bronze.

The hazy plain below him still lay in shadow. Flickering torches indicated a group of people gathered in the thin mist around the massive figure of a boar fashioned out of wicker. Inside it a bound man lay among small platters of wood on which the Druid had inscribed messages that some of those people down there wanted carried to their dead ancestors. Fire would bind those epistles to the soul of the captive. In death, he became their courier. He had been found guilty of rape, caught as he was in the act. That crime made him a superb choice for this sacrifice, a fertility rite. The people were, the Druid considered, most fortunate to have caught him.

Soon the whole disk of the engorged sun had cleared the distant hills. The plain below glowed pinkish as if heather had suddenly blossomed there. The mists rose away. Torchlight became redundant but remained.

The Druid Cathbad raised his arms, held his hazel wand horizontally above his head; above it, the crescent of the moon hung, tiny in the blue.


Loudly, he chanted, “The smiling eye of Belenos is open. It sees your sorrow, lack and loss. In his sight send the sacrifice across the plain. From red dawn to red isle, let blood be the road. From dry to wet, barren to fecund, out of death emerges a birth! Welcome, Belenos, and behold with what honor your people greet you!”

He lowered one arm, pointed the wand down at the wicker figure. The torches leaped into the air as if of their own will, bright fires arcing to land on or under the figure.

The bound rapist began to scream. Cathbad listened carefully, counting each separate cry. After nine, the rapist fell silent. A spout of greasy smoke appeared in the midst of the burning wicker boar. The Druid nodded with satisfaction. Nine was as good a number as could be asked for. No further divining would be necessary. The woman for whom those people had gathered would give birth now; she and her husband could rejoice in that certainty. A babe blessed by the sun, kissed by the moon. He drew signs of thankfulness to each of these celestial objects with his wand. The crowd below, comprehending, cheered.

Cathbad pulled up the hood of his robe and walked up the hill.

The cheers went up again, to him, but he did not respond; they had fed him, which was all the payment he asked, and the walk back to his tumulus, the mound enclosing his secret dwelling, would take all day. There were two nemetons to visit on the road, two sacred groves awaiting his blessing before any rites could be performed there. The ritual of consecration took hours and then he would have to wait while the fronds of mistletoe were tied to the trees ringing the grove. Only then would it be a proper nemeton; only then could he walk on. And then there was a disputation in Tailtiu awaiting his judgment, for which he would have to don his black robes again, as he had while hearing the evidence against the rapist. Hopefully, this other matter would be as simple to decide. Oh, but this area had too many novices, not enough priests. He would be glad of a few more graduates to carry the load with him.

At the crest of the hill, the Druid paused and sniffed the air. He sensed something peculiar nearby and looked all around, but the two observers—the charioteer and the boy—were invisible to him, just a sense of warmth, a space where the wind divided and passed around. The hackles rose on his neck. Being a man of knowledge, he did not care for the things he knew nothing of. Finally, hefting his wand and the parcel containing his black robes, he moved on.

His thin hand, carrying the bundle, bore scars across the knuckles, recalling earlier times before Cathbad had devoted himself to the nineteen-year course of study that had brought him here. After awhile his arm began to ache and he switched the bundle to his other hand, took the wand in his right. He held it out for a moment like a sword, and he smiled distantly.


In his youth, Cathbad had been a war-chief, representing his king on battlefields too numerous even for memory to contain. He had been the king in time of war, carried the king’s sword into battle. And it was that sword that had led him away from the field and into the arcane principles of the priesthood. Battle upon battle, he came to wonder why it was common swords bent when they struck and had to be straightened again before a second strike, while weaponry manufactured by the Druids remained straight and sharp after repeated attacks. He had seen so many men and women die because their blades had curled up like a triskele at the first deflection, leaving them helpless until they could pry the blade back. More often they were killed first. The secret of Druid manufacture had drawn him in like a fish on a line until he could think of nothing else.

Battle lost its meaning. Knowledge became more important, then all-consuming. To learn the reasons behind an act became more vital than to commit it. He gave himself over to Druid lore. His king found another champion.

However, in his quest for knowledge, he would go sixteen years before uncovering the mystery that had brought him to this brotherhood: that the Druid weapon-makers paid homage to Goibniu the Great Weapon Fashioner by pouring blood over each hot smoking tang. The God of Smiths, in reply to the offering, placed great strength in the blade through the blood. This revelation awed him, but as a Druid, never more as a warrior. “It is holier to believe than to know,” he muttered absently. That was what he and the others told people outside the order. Certainly, that rule kept the secret safe within their grasp, and just as certainly no Druid believed it. But, then, warriors had no reason to know why a sword held its shape. For a warrior it was enough to know he could count on it. His skill lay elsewhere, his training lived in muscle and sinew. Druids stood between men and gods, a human bridge that kept both sides safe.

As he crossed the hills of southern Ulster and smelled the sea’s breath far away, Cathbad pondered the choice he had made so long ago. He wondered what he might have become if curiosity had not compelled him to seek answers—if he had just been a simple single-minded warrior. Then, laughing at his own answer, he said, “A trophy.” The rich joys of thinking carried him off, and the journey passed unnoticed.

Cathbad’s mound lay in a forest near Loch Ramor the oak grove nemeton he presided over was half an hour’s walk from there. A huge boulder, apparently a natural formation, hid the entrance to the tumulus completely from prying eyes. Only when one stood adjacent to both the stone and the mound on the right did the recess in the boulder appear and, within it, the opening into the mound. The only remaining opening was a smoke-hole in the crest of the tumulus, and the smoke rising from it on cold days had been used as proof of more than one tale of the Sídhe. That was just fine so far as Cathbad was concerned: it kept the curious at a safe distance.


By the time Cathbad reached the tumulus, even the smoke would have been invisible in the darkness. He wove his way through the forest by memory, brushed the stone with his shoulder as he passed from view behind it. Inside, he went about his business as purposefully as a blind man. A tallow lamp awaited his hand just where he reached for it in the blackness. He brushed his hazel wand across it. The lamp flared up, spitting and hissing like a contentious cat, and casting a hollow light about the cavern.

The walls of Cathbad’s temple were covered with carvings, runes and drawings. One set of spirals represented his nineteen-year-cycle calendar. Another, the year divided into feastnights and lunar equinoxes. The rough floor contained a small rectangular hole in its center—a shaft that descended far below, perhaps to the bowels of the earth. Into it, the Druid threw sacrifices, old wands, and his garbage. Near the shaft stood a great black cauldron. Flanking it as they flanked the inside of the cave entrance behind him, two squared-off pillars rose up to the low cavern ceiling. The pillars contained six niches apiece. Each niche contained a severed human head.

As the tallow candle took life and illuminated the entire cavern, the heads opened their eyes and, yawning, looked at Cathbad. He ignored their gaze as he passed them. Setting down his bundle, he muttered, “Darker out than a Fomor’s shit.”

“Ooh,” responded the heads, “that’s dark.” They appreciated his occasional bits of description of the world outside that they no longer played a part in. These were Cathbad’s vathi, his seers.

With some reluctance, Cathbad straightened and asked, “What have you for me?”

“Riddles,” answered a head by the door, and the session began. “A big future,” said another, high up on the right of the cauldron.

Cathbad pinched his beak of a nose. He would have preferred to sleep before wading into their twisted truths, but the vathi would resent his napping after having awakened them and would babble out all sorts of insults at him. He would have to put a spell of silence over them, and he was much too tired to do that. Then he was sure that, later, they would tangle their riddles that much more—they had done so before.

Groaning as he squatted down beside the cold cauldron, he said, “All right, unravel your riddles.” Casually, he tapped his wand to the base of the cauldron. A small fire sprang up, catching the peat bricks laid around the pot.

“Tell me whose immense future do we inspect tonight”—he rubbed his hands together before the fire—“and let’s not waste our time with sniggering comments, please. I’m very tired. I’m doing this first only out of my deep regard for you. So, who are your conundrums about?”

Between pillars the heads exchanged gleeful glances. In unison they proclaimed, “You!”


Cathbad coughed and stopped rubbing his hands together. “Me?!”

“Mmm.”

“A future coming.”

“A virgin dethroned.”

“A king dethroned, too, yes.”

“And a charmed child on his seat.” Then, at some secret signal, the heads fell silent, waiting, watchful.

Cathbad drew himself back up on his feet, his vexation plain. “Is this some preposterous joke? I’m very near throwing the lot of you out into the night. I’ll let the wolves have you, you trophies for ravens. You’re fortunate I’m so weary or I’d do it this second, but don’t try me further.”

One of the heads giggled but stopped abruptly as the others glared at him. So what if the Druid had threatened to toss them out so many times it was ludicrous? This once he just might do it.

A female head stated, “A royal woman, daughter of the Saffron Heel and twelve foster fathers. She dwells on an isle not far but distant. Fierceness flows in her veins. Her army is full female all fuliginous in fashion. You follow?”

“Fluently, thank you,” he answered, only slightly mollified by the disclosure.

Another head took up the chant. “She wears no man, nor has she ever, though she’s worn out enough to have two daughters in tow. Yet it’s the son of her womb who rules seven years hence from his birthnight.”

“The father is a priest of great power with a nose to match. His wits are addled by half and he’s quite forgot how to play crown and feathers—”

“You could be buried beneath a hill, my little wit,” shouted Cathbad, “like Bran!”

The head pouted. “I say what I see, head-master. Don’t blame me.”

“Head-master,” Cathbad grumbled. “You say I am to locate a specific warrior, convince her to lie with me? To make a king?”

“Ah, he sees to the very core.”

“He does, he does.”

“A regular riddle-master, a mage of mazes, a whit of a wit—”

“Hold your tongue!” bellowed the Druid.

“I would, great Cathbad, but I’ve no fingers to clasp it.” The heads all burst into laughter at that. He had never seen them so audacious.

Frustrated, he marched out of the room. The laughter died quickly behind him as the heads speculated on what he meant to do. When he returned, they fell silent. He had changed his clothing, exchanging his robe for a white animal’s skin—a bull’s skin. He went to the cauldron again, but this time leaned over the edge and looked into it.

“Bull-dream! Bull-dream!” someone shouted.

“Hush!” admonished another; then, to him, “Wait, we’ll tell you straight.”

“Plain speaking,” assured the head below that one.


The Druid paused to reply to the room at large, “Thank you, no. I’ll find out for myself the truth of what you say without playing the fool for a bunch of horseless headmen.”

“Well, I’ll be screwed.”

“Not again in this life!” came the shouted rejoinder. The heads, as he had anticipated, began arguing and insulting one another. While they babbled like a feasting crowd, Cathbad set to work. He lit a torch off the cauldron fire, then went through an opening far back in the chamber that led deep into the caverns below. Here the walls were of cracked crystal, and stalactites hung down like rainbow ice. Here no wind had ever blown and the air smelled as old as the tales of the Tuatha de Danann. The bull-robed Druid went on, sure of his path, passing deeper into the earth’s secret places. Creatures with blind, egg-yolk eyes skittered at his coming—things that had evolved without ever having felt the warmth of Belenos’ Eye. Some hissed and fled, others stood their ground, sensing the immensity of the being passing by. Their tiny hearts fluttered in their watery bodies, revealing them where they stood. He passed them by, going on until the air had turned arctic and the trickles of water solidified. There he found what he wanted—a small ice-encrusted pot much like his cauldron. It contained a dark, frozen substance. After first wrapping tatters of the bull-skin around each hand, he grasped the rings on the pot and pulled it free from where it had frozen to the cavern floor. Then, grunting from the effort but alert and revived by the cold, he carried it away with him back through the corridors of eternal night, around and out like a small sea creature escaping from a nautilus. The torch, lying across the lip of the pot, rolled back and forth and threatened at any moment to set fire to his wrists.

The echoes of voices came to him first, long before he saw the light of the tallow. The heads were still slandering one another and, by the sound of it, tempers were flaring. It was no wonder, he thought, that they had led abbreviated lives. He entered among them again and set his cold burden into the center of the large cauldron.

The heads broke off their arguing. “What’s that he’s doing?” one of them asked the group in general.

“Tarbfeis,” replied another, helmeted, head.

“What’s that?”

“You must be new here,” answered a head from below. “He does it now and again. His bull dream—reveals the identity of kings, the whim of the weather, the boils on a squatter’s backside.” The head snickered.

“Yes, but what’s the secret?”

“Ah, well, now,” began the helmeted head mysteriously, “that would be telling.”

“You mean you don’t know,” accused the one.

“Of course I know,” insisted the other. “Sort of.”


Cathbad touched his wand once to the large cauldron. The iron began to glow, at first in a circle around the tip of the stick but soon spreading to ring the lower half of the container. The color rose by degrees until the whole cauldron glowed red.

Watching, he looked as he had at dawn—a figure cast in flame, his deep-set eyes molten in carmine shadow.

Steam rose out of the cauldron, then a burping, bubbling sound. The glow began to fade. As quickly as it had heated, the cauldron cooled to black. Moving nearer, Cathbad accidentally touched his wand against the metal again. The wand turned to ash and sprinkled out of his hand. It had run out of power. He sighed. A new one would have to be made. These days he seemed to be fashioning wands every other week. Pretty soon he was going to run out of hazel trees nearby. Maybe he could make do with willow for awhile.

Leaning over the edge of the cauldron, he lifted out the smaller pot. The liquid in it had thawed and now had the consistency of porridge. He set it down, then sat beside it. The heads watched, enraptured.

The thick reddish liquid continued to smoke as Cathbad took a thimble-cup and filled it from the pot. He then chanted over the cup, so softly that the heads could not make out a word of it. No one knows what words put prophecy into the bull’s blood.

Cathbad drank the thimble dry. A thin trail of warmth ran down inside him, soon branched out through his limbs, into his head. The blood in the pot started to swirl. A whirlpool appeared in its center. Cathbad stared down into the spinning pit.

The contents of the pot became translucent. Tiny figures appeared through it. The whirlpool rose up and expanded, sucking Cathbad down into the center of the vortex. He said a single word: “fuil.” Blood. One segment of the whirlpool slowed and began to spin counter to the rest. This was the point he sought, the stretch of time that concerned him. He released his hold on the present and allowed himself to fall into the riddle of the vathi.

They had not lied to him, his seers. She was there: the daughter of the Saffron Heel.

Nessa.


2. The Amazon Queen


Laeg and Senchan stood on a rocky cliff overlooking a crashing sea.

“Not long after she had turned the marriageable age of twelve,” Laeg said, “Nessa’s foster-family was slain by a marauding band of Picts who had sailed into a nearby bay. They spared her, the strange girl of contrasts—of black hair and white skin. She looked an awful lot like their moon goddess, and the superstitious pillaging Picts decided she should be awarded to their chief. He waited with the rest of their party back on the beach. Nessa was led naked before him. When she finally stood before him and saw what a loathsome, spotty creature he was, she laughed at him so shamelessly that it was the Pictish chieftain who felt naked on that cold northern beach. His face purpled, which at least hid the splotchiness of his skin. He drew his sword to slay the insolent girl. Nessa turned to her captors and asked for a sword, that she might try to defend herself. That was her right, as in any combat. One of the men nearest her drew his weapon and handed it to her. The chieftain paused to watch Nessa struggle with the weapon, one hand then two, seeking for a balance that seemed lost to her, holding it in every possible way. It was obvious to the most obtuse among them that the girl had never picked up a sword before in her life. The chieftain laughed at her idiocy in defying him. He strutted forward to deal with her. His head still wore that malicious grin as it hit the sand beside his jerking, blood-fountain of a body. One swift blow had done the job: a triumph that made clever Nessa the new chieftain. However, she had some different ideas on the tribal arrangement. She chose three of the women from the group to accompany her, but only one man—the one who had given her his sword, whose name was Fachtna Fathach. This group of five destroyed the shored boats save one. In that one they sailed out of the bay, leaving behind the confused marauders of whom nothing further is known.

“After a day’s journey, Nessa and her crew arrived at an uninhabited boreal isle that she claimed as her own. It was so tiny, they could walk its perimeter in half an hour. Bitter winds assailed its rocky face and few creatures dwelt there—mostly black seals, which became the group’s staple for everything. They ate the meat, dressed in the slick black skins from head to foot. Against the cruel weather, they built sturdy stone huts. The remainder of their needs they acquired by plundering the neighboring coastline. New women returned with them as often as not. Soon the whole northern coast was alive with tales of the isle of women warriors who gave no quarter and expected none. Fachtna became Nessa’s husband. Other men joined occasionally, too—the women neither hated nor resented men; they just preferred the company they’d grown used to. Nessa bore two daughters, Deichtire and Findchoem, by Fachtna. But he grew restive over time, under her gracious yoke. He had a secret jealousy. To three of the newer arrivals he went, plotting to overthrow his wife, promising himself to each of the three conspirators in turn. In truth he intended to master them all. His plot was discovered at an incipient stage. Nessa cursed him: ‘A shame upon your beard!’ He covered his face in his hands at this cruelest of revilements. She had every right to level this upon him, too, for such scurrilous behavior deserves the harshest punishment. After that day no one who met him could overlook the disgrace that made a sigil of his face; he took to wearing a cowl. Nessa claimed the rights of a full divorce from him. As he had provoked it, his coibche—in this case, his share of all plundering—remained with her, and Fachtna was sent off in his boat with the sword he had lent her, his clothes, and three bickering, tussling banshees.

“After that experience, Nessa took no other husbands. She got her pleasure from male concubines brought over for her or, more often, from one of the warriors she could trust. This, then, was the woman in the tarbfeis, Senchan. And this is where Cathbad came to find her.”

They turned from the crashing seascape and set off across the small, uninviting island.


3. What The Druid Knew


Rarely did the northern clime offer Nessa’s isle either warmth or dryness, but a few days each year the summer air did heat up enough to make sealskin slick with sweat. On one such day, Nessa and some of her women doffed their black garments to lie idly outside her hut on wide slabs of stone hot from the sun. The naked women felt lazy and pleasant, like big, well-fed cats. They told stories and jokes and recounted old adventures to the newer members of their group, but fell finally into a drowsy silence. They did not hear any approaching footsteps; did not notice they had a visitor until he was almost upon them.

Nessa heard someone gasp. She opened one eye a crack and saw a Druid striding silently toward her. She sat up. The warriors looked first at their leader, then at the robed figure whose face was hidden deep in the shadows of his blindingly white robe. If he noticed these lazing observers, he did not act as if he had.

Nessa wondered if he were real. Her isle was virtually sacrosanct. No one had shouted out the sighting of a boat, which should have happened if a priest had journeyed to her isle; Druidry was not practiced here. They had their own priestess, their own god.

As the apparition passed her, she proclaimed loudly, “There are no Druids on this island,” expecting the figure to pass right on by, deaf to her as a ghost would be. But the robed figure halted and turned his hidden face to her.

“There are now,” he said.

Nessa sat up straighter. “Why have you come here?”

“Because you require my service.”

“I need nothing of a man whose life is a secret.”


The bright cowl bobbed. “I was once a war-chief, too. I know as well as you when to lunge and when to withdraw my sword.”

Nessa tried to ignore the ticklish sensation brought on by his ambiguous riddling. She inhaled deeply and said, “This is a good day, isn’t it?”

“It is a good day,” answered the Druid, “for begetting a king upon a queen.” With that he pushed back his hood and stared openly down upon her. His gold earrings sparkled, two suns. His shaved forehead glistened.

Nessa studied his face, the cryptic message held for her in his deep-set eyes. She had had little experience in dealing with Druids, but not one of the few she had met had affected her this strangely, this … lickerishly.

“Is your riddle true?” she asked.

“It is. A child conceived this day will become a great king, forever remembered.”

Nessa arose from her stone. The other women looked at one another in wonder and confusion. “I should be interested to see you wield that sword of yours,” said Nessa. “Come with me.” She took his scarred hand and led him away. He made a strange backward gesture at the other women. At first they thought he had shaken his fist at them; but when they looked at the slab of stone where their queen had lain, they found a sprig of mistletoe lying within the perspiration shade of her, where the stain of her thighs met.

Nessa could not believe the Druid’s prowess in making love. She thought she had tasted every flavor of coupling there was, yet nothing in all her experience had prepared her for his fierce penetration. He made her wild, made her shed her human senses to take on those of some elemental being. She dreamed while he thrust into her of the touch of a god. The touch took her away from herself and that cold room, into warm wet places. The dream burst in a pain that was exquisite. She came back from where he had driven her to find him staring down into her eyes with an alarming glare. But he was smiling.

“Cathbad,” she whispered.

“You know me?”

“I heard your name spoken just now in a dream of spinning blood.”

His smile grew. “A Druid has little to offer in the way of coibche. Our riches are knowledge.”

“I’ve no family for you to pay, so your coibche would be mine in any case—and I feel you have an overwhelming treasure for me. I should like to experience it regularly. You can pay a little at a time, as you come and go.”

“I accept, provided the resting place for my wand is your dowry.”

“We’re of the same mind, I see,” she said with an irony as heavy as his.

“Then we must be of the same body, too.” He caressed her hips. His fingers glided, strayed like birds.


“Druids’ studies include areas I never would have suspected,” said Nessa. She reached down to stroke him up.

As Cathbad had seen, she became pregnant that day, though whether from the first or the fifteenth round it cannot be said. Nessa grew quiet and sedentary in her pregnancy. Her warriors attended to her and her new husband kept her pleased. Across the water the northern coast experienced a time of tranquillity and plenty and did not ask questions.

The warriors had no idea what to make of the Druid. He came and went seemingly at will, disappearing from the small island whenever he had a mind to, while not so much as a dugout currach was ever seen sculling across the channel. Having no understanding of Druidry’s deeper mysteries, they could not have conceived that Cathbad, through the tarbfeis, was existing in two segments of time at once and little by little was catching up to himself. The spin of the minor whirlpool slowed each day, coming nearer the clockwise whirl of time major. Few Druids could exist doubly. It was more a matter of abstraction than knowledge, and many who attempted the tarbfeis went mad. Countless novices had been lost in this way.

Sometimes knowledge is hidden for a good reason. The pregnancy of Nessa continued past nine months. When a year had gone by, the women became concerned. None of this affected Nessa in the slightest. She remained phlegmatic no matter how worried they were. They finally brought in their own priestess; but, when presented with the facts, she merely gaped. So, at last, the women, led by the priestess of the isle, went before Cathbad and were finally let in on the secret: The queen carried a special child who required special circumstances for his birth. “He is being molded by magic; his creation takes time.”

“But how long?” they asked.

Cathbad knew the answer exactly. “He will be born three years, three months, and three nights from the time of my arrival here.” Some of the warriors who had borne children grimaced at the idea.

The priestess scratched her head thoughtfully, making her calculations. She said, “This is most propitious. The birth date you predict is the Feast of Othar.”

“And who might this Othar be?”

“Why, god of our island. The child must be very special.”

“Yes. I said so,” he replied, but seemed to have drifted off on some tangent.

“Then I’ll go and ask Othar to give the child his blessing,” she announced, but Cathbad didn’t hear her.

Some time later, he asked one of the women what Othar’ s attributes were.

“Salt and stone,” he was informed. Didn’t everyone know that?

“It makes sense in a desolate place like this. But couldn’t that also mean that your Othar is formed from tears and pitilessness?”


The woman could not say; she did not inquire into such matters. Perhaps he should address such questions to the priestess.

Intending to do just that, Cathbad went off in search of her. Yet, as he headed across the rocky ground, time’s small spinoff was losing its last wisp of impetus, slowing, slowing, to a dead stop—a moment of no time at all. Then the larger whirlpool caught it up and flung it forward again. The Cathbad of Nessa’s Isle snapped into the present out of which he had come. Flecks of memory shot away in the swift transition.

He awoke in the tumulus, face down beside the small pot.

Above him a head murmured, “Takes a lot out of him, that bull-dreaming does.” Cathbad got up on trembling legs, too weak to contend with the vathi. He pinched out the tallow wick and lumbered to his bed of straw in another, smaller chamber.

Two days later he awoke and headed off on his journey northward. He recalled vaguely that he needed a new wand and sought for the perfect hazel branch as he went. The matter of Othar was lost to him; the question he would never ask.

Nessa gave birth the night of Othar’s Feast to a handsome boy. She named the babe after a brook in Crich Rois, where she was born: Conchovor. Cathbad and the warrior women held him up in the firelight and proclaimed him to be an auspicious child, born on Othar’s Night. Far below them, an enormous surging wave shattered against the rocks. Thick salt spray stung the air and sprinkled like a sudden shower over the child. A frown crossed the baby’s face, appeared and disappeared in an instant, buried inside his soul like a worm within an apple remains hidden until the fruit is cut apart. Many years later, Cathbad would see that unnatural frown again and go cold remembering the isle, the spray, and the attributes of Othar. That night, though, he believed as did the warrior women that the child, Conchovor, was flawless.


4. Parting


Nessa recovered slowly from the long trial of carrying and birthing her son. She called for Cathbad and he came, held her hand while she lay nursing the boy.

“You know,” she said, “in the time I carried Conchovor, my contract with you ran out. You said nothing.”

“Surely you don’t fear usucaption from me?”

Nessa smiled wearily. “No, I know I don’t have to buy my freedom from you, even if the contract has run these three years. Who could divide our traded fortunes after all? How can they be given back?”


He laughed.

“Cathbad, what happens now? What’s our future?”

He knelt beside her on the furs. “Why is it that people always beg to hear the future told when such knowledge inevitably brings ruin? Everything you learn changes what you’ll do, when you’ll do it. People who learn that they’re doomed to die try desperate means to escape their death and succeed thereby in running straight onto death’s spear.”

Nessa grew alarmed. “I’m to die?”

“You? No! By the Dagda, no.”

“But you said—”

“An example, that’s all. An inappropriate one, I see. Death is not in the future as far ahead as I’ve seen you. What I know is that this child will be king after seven years. You are still beside him then.”

“Seven?”

“Yes. His fosterage will be different from any child’s since he has to learn twice as much in half the time, and then more because we know already what he’s destined to be.”

“Who’s chosen to foster him?”

“I am. When he’s nursed, I’ll take him away and teach him what he must know to be the king prophesied. Then, when it’s time, we’ll return to you.”

“Then I’m involved in his kingship?”

“Oh, very much so,” he assured her.

She gazed at him with life-weary eyes. “So much mystery. Knowing only scraps—it’s like seeing a mountain through a mist. All you get are peeks at the face, or a bit of contour, so that you have to create your impression of a whole without ever seeing it. It’s so frustrating.”

“As I said, you can trap yourself with too much knowledge.”

“How do you avoid it?”

“Me?” He let go of her hand. “I don’t,” he answered. His gaze wandered, eyes unfocused. “It’s a Druid’s curse to know too much. Time is a tree. You cut it off at the stump and look at the rings within rings within rings. A tree’s rings lead back to an infinitesimal beginning. Time’s rings go on to an unseen end. My end—my own death—is unknowable to me. The curse is also that I find myself solely by the part I play in the futures of others. I could die in the midst of a bull-dream.” He looked at Nessa. “That’s how you and I came to meet, why we’re here with this child. And I never hesitated, never considered the risk, once I knew what I had to do. Only sometimes, when I have time—” He smiled at the word and did not go on.

Nessa comprehended barely half what he said, but inferred from it that he could give no answers to satisfy her. On a less conscious level she realized, too, that their days of copulative bliss had ended forever. The child had stopped that just by existing. Without Cathbad’s pre-knowledge of Conchovor, they could have made love forever; paradoxically, without that pre-knowledge, neither would have approached the other in the first place. She looked down at the suckling baby. Here was the part fate had planned for her. Hereafter, she must live in devotion to this child. She had gone from girl to warrior to lover to mother. And from there? To what? Watcher? When would the time come? How am I to recognize the opportunity for Conchovor’s greatness? she wanted to ask him. How can I be sure I do the right things to reach that point? She grasped then an inkling of the curse he carried: He could not tell her without destroying what he described.

A year later, after the man and child had vanished from her isle, Nessa knew no more about her future than he had told her that morning.

At first reluctantly, then with a renewed vigor, she returned to her old ways and led her glad warriors across the water once more. If, during this time, she ever doubted fate, she needn’t have. Her victories had become legend, and it was the tales told of her that brought Nessa the warrior queen to the attention of Fergus mac Roich.


5. Invitations


The next several years passed slowly for Nessa, filled as they were with battles and adventures. She lived on her cunning alone. She spurned all former lovers and took no new ones, closing off that part of herself.

As time passed, she began to wonder if Cathbad had told her the truth—if she would ever see her son again. With no option to enduring, the warrior-queen maintained her unceasing watch for the Druid’s promised return. In this she was not rewarded until the seven years were up.

At dawn one morning, a large sail-propelled currach approached the isle across the narrow channel off the mainland.

The boat, containing three men, had not reached the shallows when the alarm went up and a force of warriors arrived on the strand. Dressed all in black, standing poised and ready for a skirmish, they looked to the three men in the boat like spirits of the dead.

One man jumped into the surf and dragged the currach forward with a rope, all the while squinting suspiciously at the sinister welcoming committee. He climbed back in the moment the craft was securely beached. The other two men got out then. The first of them wore a tunic of blue wool to his knees. The other, shorter man was dressed, like the women, all in black. Unlike them his darkness belonged to a robe: he wore as well the tonsured skull of a Druid. The robe named his place in Druidry: brithem, the class of judges.


The tall man in blue wool stepped reluctantly out of the water. “I am Fergus the Messenger, servant of the king of Ulster, the fine Fergus mac Roich. I’ve come here at the king’s, ah, request. Right. To offer marriage to Nessa, the infam—sorry, renowned!—leader of this isle.” He smiled broadly.

The women looked at one another, then moved aside so that their queen could come forward. “That would be you?” the Messenger asked her. She nodded once. “Yes, right, well, as you have no family to placate—hmm?—the king offers his coibche to you directly and sends that you should name what you’re worth.”

Nessa’s heart seemed to catch in her throat. She did not know what to tell the Messenger, and in a moment of wordless panic she fled from the beach. Some of the women chased after her, disturbed that she had not given a characteristic and pointed reply. “Others have made similar offers,” they called after her. “And you laughed at them and took their heads. What’s wrong here?” She made no reply, but gestured them to stop, then continued on alone, reaching the opposite shore in minutes.

A mist was rolling in there. Already it covered the shore and drifted to the point on which she stood. This was what the warriors called “the Dragon Mist” after the monsters of the sea that sometimes arrived with it. Standing there, she could hear their distant, high-pitched keens, and she shivered. As she peered into the mist, two figures materialized in it—two people walking on the surface of the water. One was a hawk-nosed man dressed in a white robe. The other was a boy who clumsily carried a spear, a shield, and a sword. The boy had fine features, totally unlike his father.

Cathbad led the boy to land. Seeing Nessa, he drew back his cowl. The years had left no mark upon him, she thought. He might have been gone just a day. He raised his hand to her and she reached forward and fit her fingers through his. He said nothing, but turned toward Conchovor.

The child was a complete stranger to Nessa though he had her mein, her cheeks and lips. His hair was brown, worn so shaggy that he looked elfin. His eyes darted when they moved, quick and knowing like Cathbad’s. Mother and son observed each other from a great distance. At last, Conchovor smiled diffidently. Then Nessa knew him as part of herself. “Are you great?” she asked him.

“I will be,” he replied, without any trace of haughtiness.

“Yes, I know,” she answered proudly. To Cathbad, she asked, “What’s to be my reply to the two Ferguses whose question I know you already know?”

Their eyes met again, but the warmth of his silent greeting had faded. “Tell them your price is the furtherance of your lineage. Your one desire is to have your son made king of Ulster for a year that his descendants may be recognized as children of noble status.”

“But Cathbad, in a world stuffed with such self-styled ‘royalty,’ what good is that? He’ll be nothing but a credential for some future fool to name!”

The Druid remained passive, expressionless. “Just tell them that. I testified once that you would play a part in his kingship. Now you will. He relies hereafter on your cleverness and invention to see him through.”

She started to reply hotly: “Then why wasn’t I educated for this task along with him?” Then she stopped herself, recalling what he had said the day that Conchovor was born. She stared pensively at the Druid and her son for a moment. For so long she had counted the hours and nights till this time, till both had come back to her. Now that they were here, why did she want to fight? She had her son again.

Nessa turned and set off across the island, back to the beach where the Messenger and the Druid waited warily for her return. What they saw as she charged into view was something swift, black and grim: one of the fiendish Morrigu come to devour their souls. “Right!” cried the Messenger. “That’s it!” He dug in his heels and heaved the boat off the sand, then scrambled over the side. The Druid, seeing himself abandoned, fled into the boat as well.

From the safety of the shallows, they listened to the queen’s most unusual terms.

Fergus the Messenger frowned at the price. The dark Druid, whose name was Morann and who was the great Judge of Ulster, saw the face of displeasure beside him and felt some judgment would be helpful. “Two cultures come together here,” Morann explained. “What is fair to each is not necessarily fair to both.” He sat down.

“Oh, thank you so much for your help,” answered the Messenger. “You be sure and tell the king that. Fine. Fine.”

The boatman leaned forward between them. “Does this mean we can go back now?”

The Messenger stood with an eye toward balancing, and he called to Nessa: “Word will be sent from Ard Macha on the king’s decision. He will consider your offer carefully, I promise you that!” He sat down hard as the boat rocked suddenly. “Right. Now we can go back … though I don’t know to what.”


6. The Somber Warrior


“To describe so uncommon a warrior-king as Fergus mac Roich,” said Laeg, “takes more than just a lengthy attributive citation. He was handsome. He was strong. But others were handsomer, others had more sinew.” As he spoke, Laeg and Senchan passed unseen through the openings in the earthen walls surrounding the high hillfort of Ard Macha. “The essence of his remarkable character lay deep within him like a fish in a dark pool. As a youth it’s possible his mettle was more shallow—that part of his history is unknown to me. I know that two years before he put the bit into Ulster’s mouth, he had married; and that, simultaneous with his acquiring the kingship at nineteen, that wife of his succumbed to the disease that transforms the air in your lungs to water. She must have been an extraordinary person, certainly to him, and I think that forever after he believed that the goddess Macha had required her as a sacrifice in return for his triumphs. Later, he lost much more and won nothing for it, so his belief seems to me ungrounded … but, then, who knows what motivates those dark goddesses of nature? The wife left him a son, Fiacha, already fostered out by then. Fergus pared down his joy to circumscribe that single treasure. He awaited the distant day his son would come of age and be returned to him. Meantime, he proved himself a thoughtful if emotionless ruler. Nothing broke his calm; anger lived in him no more than laughter. So you doubtless wonder, my lad, why did such a man send out for another wife?

“All kingships had a patron god or, as in this instance, goddess, much as you have saints now. In Ulster a celebration took place each year to the Triple Macha that her fertile aspects might smile upon the land. The king ceremoniously ‘wed’ a mare and consummated his marriage to her. She was then butchered in sacrifice, her blood drained into a cauldron. The king bathed in and drank of the mare’s blood. Through these acts he renewed his contract with the Horse Goddess.

“The night after his second such celebration, Fergus lay asleep. His body was dark still, with the dried mare’s blood coating him like a sheath. In his dream that night, Macha appeared to him. She had a long, flaming snout and a white diamond embedded in her forehead. The Night Mare she is called in this guise. She told Fergus to find a wife and, as she spoke, he saw behind her a red mist and in it a dozen shadowy figures that took the shape of seals. Ocean waves crashed somewhere in the swirl of mist behind them. An odor like that of decaying fish assailed him. Macha lay down upon a thick slab of stone and spread wide her legs. ‘Come into me,’ she ordered him. She opened like a great whirlpool. Fergus fell into her. The red mist appeared within her; so, too, the black seals. A great warmth covered Fergus and he drifted into unconsciousness. When he awoke, the mare’s blood had been washed away by a brine that now coated him. He could taste the salt of the sea in his mouth. Immediately he sent for his Druids and told them the dream. They conferred briefly and announced that these portents pointed in only one direction—to the warrior women who lived north of the Pictish coast. The leader of this band had lately become a popular subject of the filid. Yes, he had heard of her. ‘They sing that she is beautiful,’ he said, which was true.

“Fergus followed the Druids’ advice in order to preserve the plenitude of Ulster, but his heart was never part of the bargain. He had long since forgotten such feelings. This was duty to his goddess and his people.

“When they returned to Ard Macha, the two men he had sent out went straight to him and told him of Nessa’ s extraordinary price. The king sensed something sinister in her demands, but couldn’t fathom it. Morann was in agreement with him, having had much time on the way back to consider the coibche. Nevertheless, the Druid advised Fergus that ‘You must get a judgment on it from the tuatha, the tribes of the province.’ It seemed not to be a matter for Druids to decide.

“Fergus invited his advisors—who each represented one tuath—to a feast and had Morann outline the situation for them while they ate. Then the advisors pondered. I can tell you that no quieter feast ever took place in Ulster. In the end it was the fact that their king had no wife that swayed them. Advisors, Senchan, are always looking to marry off their kings in the name of fecundity. A fertile leader makes for good crops. ‘You should have a queen,’ they all agreed. ‘It’s important. So, accept her demands and fit a king’s torc around the child’s throat. We’ll witness his ascension but we’ll still call you king. What’s a year after all?’ Fergus nodded silently. He could see no harm in it when proposed like that. A year was nothing. Perhaps, if he had asked his Druids to inspect the future anyway, matters would have gone otherwise. But I doubt it. After all, a bull-dreaming Druid had set off the whole chain of events.

“The next morning, Fergus the Messenger was sent off again at dawn, grumbling loudly about ‘the spotty, disputative, smelly northern Picts’ with whom he would have to contend again, and cursing the damned boatman who was surely going to cower in his currach to see the Messenger coming again, and bitching about his lot in life in general.”

“He’s a very irritable man, isn’t he?” said Senchan.

“Perhaps. But the story goes that he had been performing great feats in bed with his wife when the king’s servants had come to get him, to send him off. And they had refused to let him complete the affair before bringing him before the king. It is, you see, a fundamental aspect of fate that while directed at one or two individuals, it inevitably disrupts the lives of many in the bargain.” They entered a round wooden fortress perched in the middle of the broad hilltop of Ard Macha. Inside, the building was divided into four concentric parts.

Near the doorway, an old man sat, surrounded by piles of clay and small wedge-shaped tools. As they stood over him, watching, he fashioned one lump of the wet gray stuff into a long, flat strip with a wide groove down the center.

“He’s making a sword mold,” explained Laeg. “He must have been the caster in Fergus’ reign. There was a different one by the time I arrived. Neither one probably made a decent sword, either. For us now, the trick is to unravel the path to the center of this place. The king will be there.” He and Senchan left the old man at his work.



7. The Winning of Fergus mac Roich


Nessa came to Ard Macha. She brought with her the warriors who were willing to give themselves over to Ulster’s rule, her slaves, her son, and Cathbad. Conchovor received foster-parents, but as he was also the “king” the foster-parents lived in Ard Macha with him rather than the customary opposite.

At first, Nessa found herself quite taken with Fergus mac Roich. There was about him some hidden force that set him apart from all other men. And he was attractive to look on. His linen tunics were all bright checkered patterns. He wore his lime-dyed light-brown hair drawn straight back, gathered like a horse’s tail at his neck. His nostrils turned up at the edges so that he always appeared aroused or angered, and she thought for the first few days that her presence excited him. However, he hardly spoke three words to her in the first week and their initial session of love-making after the wedding feast was mechanical and all too brief. Fergus made no pretense that the marriage arrangement had been his idea.

Through gossip Nessa soon discovered what separated Fergus mac Roich from everyone else. It did not take her long to realize that any attempts to entice this man would only widen that gap. She dismissed him from her mind then. She had lived without men before; she could easily do so again. And there was far more pressing business to attend to.

Conchovor remained oblivious to her machinations. The Fergus mac Roich he encountered was an entirely different man from the one his mother knew. His mac Roich took him out hunting, spent endless hours training him with the spear and sword that Cathbad had awarded him on his seventh birthday. They rode out in Fergus’s war chariot across the great plain below Ard Macha, taking turns as chariot driver or armed warrior, steering the course or flinging death’s point. Fergus told Conchovor of ancient deeds and of battles he had known. Nights, the two of them dwelled in the feast hall, listening to filid sing intricate rhymes of the great heroes of the Tuatha de Danann, those hero-gods who had fought impossible battles across the land long before the filid or Fergus had been born. Of Nuada, the great king who had lost his kingship when his arm was cut off in battle, and who gained back his kingdom when a remarkable silver arm had been fashioned to replace it. Of Balor, whose Evil Eye was so huge that it took great machines to pull back the lid that covered its deadly glare. Of the battle frenzies of a thousand divine heroes.

One evening, Morann the Judge went to see Fergus on the matter of certain omens he and the other Druids had recently encountered. He had been keeping watch for signs of some treachery from Nessa, and what he had seen that night in the steaming entrails of a rabbit had been the first hint of disaster for the king. Upon entering the central room of Ard Macha, the Druid judge found Fergus and Conchovor seated opposite one another around the huge stump that stood in the center of the fortress. On the stump was a fidchell board; but what astonished Morann was that his king was doubled over in laughter.

Seeing the Druid in the doorway, Fergus pointed at Conchovor and tried to speak, but could not stop laughing enough to do so. The boy gave Morann a puckish little grin, then lowered his head. “What is this? What is going on?” asked Morann. He was not sure if he should share in the humor.

“He beat me!” gasped Fergus. “The impious little imp—who taught him this game?”

“I—I really haven’t a clue,” said Morann. Then he fell silent. He had never seen Fergus mac Roich smile, much less laugh. And now here, over a game of fidchell? Thoroughly befuddled, he turned away and left the matter of omens behind.

While the virtuous child had done what his mother could not, she in turn was hatching a plot to win him what he could not himself achieve.


8. Divide and Conquer


During the latter part of that year, a bizarre conspiracy unfolded gradually under Nessa’s direction. She began to meet from time to time most casually with members of a select group. This group consisted of her women warriors, servants, and Conchovor’s foster-parents. They sometimes came to her private chambers—never more than one or two at a time—but more often met on a designated hill, where Nessa would give them a task to undertake.

Conchovor’s foster-parents she sent out weekly among the people of Ulster, always to the west of Ard Macha. Each day they visited a different household. They demanded from each a tithe in the name of Fergus mac Roich. Their connection to him was widely known, and it was his right to demand anything from the people as all property was communally owned and he the head of the collected Ulidian tuatha—all the derbfines, or extended families, that together comprised Ulster. By the time the year of Conchovor’s “reign” had ended, the foster parents had acquired a tithe from exactly one half of the citizens of the province. They still had no idea as to why or where these things went.


They would have been surprised to find that every treasure they brought in Nessa gave to her warrior women and servants, who also made a journey into the countryside every week, but always east of the great hillfort. Loaded up with bags of treasure from gold coins to brass buckets, this group spent the year visiting the remaining half of Ulster. At each house they bestowed one of the items upon the family, saying, “This gift to you is the will of Conchovor mac Nessa, your wise new king.”

When they had run out of gifts, they returned home to meet again with Nessa. Miraculously, she always had more treasures for them to distribute. Like the collectors, the distributors had no understanding of what was happening here. Not even Morann, who watched her suspiciously in every spare moment, had an inkling of Nessa’s diabolically simple scheme.

When the year was up, Fergus mac Roich threw a great feast in Ard Macha to celebrate Conchovor’s time as king. The boy celebrated joyously with Fergus, tasting his first wine, and being honored to sit among the great warriors of the province:

Such names as Sencha the Sage who judged all combats and had seen young Conchovor triumph over boys twice his age; Menn, the famous spearman, whose weapon, Bratach, arced through the sky like a rainbow because bright pennoncels tied along the shaft magically imbued the air with color; and Nuadu, whose shield, Cainnel, glowed at night like a full moon.

Soon, however, the time came for Fergus to take back his king’s torc from the boy. Conchovor stood up and started to take it off. “Hold!” cried a dozen voices from around the large room. Fergus and Conchovor gaped at the crowd.

A handful of men came forward in a single file past the cooking fire in the center of the hall. Conchovor recognized the men as the representatives of the Ulster tuatha who advised the king. He turned to watch Fergus, but mac Roich’s face now revealed nothing more than idle curiosity; however, his hand rested on the carved hilt of his sword, Leochain. Conchovor moved inconspicuously away a few paces. He also considered his weapon.

The advisors grouped together in front of Fergus. “We want you to know at this time that the people resent being treated like your dowry.” A pudgy man in front turned to face the crowd. “It is our ruling that what was given up by Fergus mac Roich should stay given, and what was won by Conchovor should remain his.” In the instant he finished speaking, his head split in two down to his chin. His body stumbled forward, came up against the huge vat of boiled beef that hung above the fire, and folded over the edge of it. His sandals caught fire but nobody moved to put them out.

Fergus mac Roich stood grimly holding his delicate, leaf-thin sword. Blood dripped like a dark sap from its needle-tip. His eyes shifted to the other advisors. It was at this point that Cathbad and Morann entered the room.


“Slay no more, Fergus mac Roich,” ordered Morann, “or I’ll circle your sword with a satire such that you’ll never wield sweet Leochain again.”

“Did you hear what he said?”

“I did. And I’ve seen abundant signs before he uttered a word. The ruling stands as pronounced. You have given up kingship by choice and it has come to Conchovor freely. It’s the will of Macha and her people that he remain our leader.”

“Morann—”

“Would you challenge the goddess?”

Fergus glowered at the boy beside him but saw at once that Conchovor was innocent of complicity. Behind the boy stood Nessa in a gown of red that hung from a large gold brooch below her shoulder. She met his gaze with defiance. He knew then the agent of his demission. Without taking his eyes off her, he asked the two Druids, “What say those signs you’ve seen regarding how the exchange has come about?”

“Precisely what are you asking?” queried Morann.

“Has this boy’s mother employed treachery of some sort to steal away my torc?” He moved past Conchovor; Nessa held her ground. “Has she discredited our contract?”

Morann and Cathbad eyed one another. The Judge was deferring to Cathbad, thinking Cathbad the better man to reply, unaware of the entanglements this created. Cathbad faced Nessa. “She has,” he said, “to both questions.”

Nessa shot him a wide-eyed look of betrayal.

“This feast,” he continued abjectly, “marks the end of your first year in marriage. It can be taken as a legal terminal from which to nullify your arrangement if you so choose.” He turned and quickly pushed his way out of the hall.

Leochain flashed between Fergus and Nessa. Two halves of a ruined gold brooch flipped up and dropped in the fire behind Fergus. The red gown pooled like blood around Nessa’s feet. The only sound in the room was that of the dead advisor boiling in the pot. Fergus’s eyes of torment looked the naked woman over one final time. Then he proclaimed, “Great shame upon your beard!”

Sword held ahead of him, parting the crowd, Fergus strode away. Nessa covered her mouth with one hand; the other had gone to shield the calyx of her thighs. The crowd stared at her in some confusion—no man had ever used that well-known curse before on a woman. The double edge of its meaning was barely dawning upon them.

The silence became too intense. One of the advisors turned to Morann and, pointing at the cooking cauldron, asked, “What’s to be done about him?”

Morann scowled at the body. “Take him out. He’s surely done by now.”



9. The Geis of Mac Roich


Anyone who thought they had seen Fergus mac Roich at his most withdrawn and silent before that night found that they had seen nothing yet. He continued to live among them in the fortress of Ard Macha, but he might have been a ghost. He retreated so deeply inside himself that he was alone even in a crowded feast hall—or would have been, since he no longer frequented them. Warriors who had taught him or been his friends avoided him entirely. To speak with Fergus was to have to look upon his empty face. Some people speculated that the curse he had laid upon Nessa had in fact infected him. Such speculation was quickly scuttled.

While Nessa remained facially unblemished, the insides of her thighs turned red from a rash so excruciating that she had to be carried from chamber to chamber. In spite of her infirmity she insisted on participating in all discussions on policy and matters of state from the couch on which she lay. She had a mind for tactics and, with close-mouthed Fergus no longer assisting them, the tuatha of Ulster needed her kind of help. Nevertheless, as time went by and her pain increased, Nessa came to the discussions less and less. By the time of the spring thaw, she had all but ceased to exist.

Cathbad ministered to her pain and soon became the only person she saw regularly. She called him her betrayer and spent her sleepless nights in bitter contemplation of other things to call him. He returned to her every morning without fail, deaf to her curses. His sense of guilt stemmed from not having known the outcome of her plot. Not even a sign of it had been revealed in the tarbfeis, as if the bull’s blood had masked what mattered most to him. He had not heard even an echo of Fergus’s damning curse. For these reasons, Cathbad believed he had lied to Nessa all those years ago.

He became Conchovor’s personal Druid, but Morann remained the chief Judge in Ard Macha. The two of them seemed to get on well and quickly established their personal territories to each other’s satisfaction.

The new king himself became a figure of awe to the people he governed. With the combined wisdom of Nessa and the two Druids to guide him, he ruled wisely and judged as fairly as any elder statesman. Because of the training received from Fergus, he handled weapons with the skill of any bearded warrior, winning every game, every combat. Yet, for all these overwhelming attributes, he had not an arrogant or vainglorious bone in his body. His soft-spoken modesty became the subject of a hundred tales and songs.

The first year he took true kingship, the crops produced the greatest bounty Ulster had ever seen. The Druids proclaimed that “this boy has powers over growth and fertility unmatched by any of his predecessors.” In his role as leader, he presided over all marriages, but his advisors decided this was not sufficiently in keeping with his newly discovered talents. They passed a rule that hereafter Conchovor was to sleep with every bride on the night of the wedding feast, thereby assuring her fertility. “The king,” they said, “should be ‘first’ in every family.”
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“And this is what drove Fergus mac Roich away to that horrible witch, Maeve?” asked Senchan.

Laeg turned from watching young Conchovor lying in his bed beside some girl twice his age, who regarded her king with great reverent cow eyes. Darkness swelled in behind Laeg and the scene receded as though along a tunnel. Even as it winked out, the tunnel grew with smells and sounds and, finally, light of its own. Laeg stood with his back to the cooking pot at another feast.

Senchan blinked and swallowed, glancing around himself warily. Conchovor presided here, seated at the head of two rows of men who were shouting, laughing, cursing and—it seemed to Senchan in one case—actually trying to throttle one another.

“No.” Laeg’s voice cut through the cacophony of the feasting. “That isn’t what sent Fergus off at all. As you can see here—” he gestured to where a brooding, haggard figure sat cross-legged, away from the two rows. Fergus was pulling strings of meat from a large slice of beef in his wooden bowl. He seemed oblivious of all that was going on around him. “Fergus, or the shell of him, remained. It takes more than that to make him pack up and go.” As Laeg said this, the Druid Cathbad got to his feet beside Conchovor.

The smoky, crowded feast hall became breathlessly quiet.

“Here, now,” whispered Laeg. “Watch how the clever Cathbad reroutes Fergus’s path to self-destruction.”

The Druid called out, “Fergus mac Roich!”

Fergus hardly glanced at him and went on eating in self-imposed insularity.

“Your king, Fergus, wants you for his right-hand man. For his champion.” Cathbad paused to let that sink in. “But no champion can act the way you do. No champion can be allowed to take his own life by slow degrees away from the battlefield, wedging mortar in all his mortal cracks. I’m aware of your misfortune. So is every warrior in this room. Morann and I have determined that you deserve no other fate than the one I hold for you. And it is this.

“I place upon you this night, Fergus mac Roich, my geis!”


The peril of his situation became clear to Fergus then. He stopped pretending not to hear. He leaped to his feet and tried to escape, but a solid wall of warriors rose up and held him back. He turned; they were behind him. On every side. He hammered them with his huge fists; a nose broke, a rib cracked, blood spouted and flowed. No one gave way and no one returned his blows. No one budged an inch to let him through.

Cathbad continued to shout at him. “You have no other geis upon you before this, do you?”

“No!” cried Fergus. “Let me through, you hairless chins!”

“This, then, shall be your geis of primacy. It takes precedence over any other put upon you ever after.”

“No!” the warrior cried again. The Druid left him no choice now. He reached unwillingly for his sword. His hand closed on empty air. In his blanket of self-pity he had come to the feast unarmed.

“My geis on you, Fergus mac Roich, is a glam dicin in form, because you’re as guilty of a crime as any thief, having stolen yourself from us. A satire then for him who has killed and buried his own soul.” He began to turn as he spoke, directing his wand at the crowd, but deliberately starting with his back to Fergus. “What man eschews his people when they’re faultless? Who fasts while others feast? And refuses the repast though he sits insubordinately amidst the sea of sustenance? The one who drowns the sound of merriment with the drone of his solipsistic musing. Let him who is such a one suffer all the cooking fires of Eriu, a sop at a time, never to turn from a proffered feast till every table sees him sated.” The wand came to rest. The ring of men drew back, revealing wretched Fergus. Cathbad continued, “Whether foul pork or fair fowl, you’ll not open your mouth but to fill it full from now till the night that no day follows.”

He tucked the wand into his belt, drew up his cowl and, with a bow to Conchovor, strode away. Passing near Laeg, he slowed and turned in the unseen warrior’s direction; sniffed the air.

“Hello, Druid,” said Laeg. “You who attempted to hold Cu Chulainn from his great battle. Your clever geisa couldn’t save him, could they? Still, as Druids go … you’re a matchless man.”

Cathbad’s high brow creased with exasperation. Was there something there, shaped by the smoke, or not? Finally, he shook his head frustratedly and continued out.

Fergus mac Roich had fallen to his knees. The blood drawn on the men surrounding him dripped now into his own hair, down his own face.

The geis could have gone either way for him: the Druid could as easily have constrained him from ever taking part in battle again—which is what he had feared he would hear, as punishment for killing that scurrilous advisor. This was not much better; death was what he had almost hoped for. The murder must have been admissible. That counselor must have offended someone’s local god. Inadvertently, justice was served and it mattered nothing to him. To the Morrigu with justice!


A moment later the reverberating din of the feast began again. The men around him shuffled away, but he sensed someone still near. He raised his head and found that the warriors he had pummeled were lining up. As he stared up at the first in line, that man knelt down beside him and invited him to attend a feast in three weeks. Fergus closed his eyes and nodded. The warrior got up. Another took his place. Behind him, the line continued to grow.

“Before the night is through,” said Laeg, “every warrior present will require Fergus’s appearance at a feast. His calendar will clog up for the coming six months. A feast every single night. By the time that ordeal is over, he’ll have buried his bitterness and accepted, as does the rest of Ulster, that Conchovor was installed by Macha. Probably, he fancies that his dream set the whole thing in motion, so he’s played a crucial role. What else should he think, after all? The gods were in on this one.

“He will come through the gauntlet of gluttony with revived joy in living. When he returns once more to Ard Macha—after that last feast—Conchovor comes out, embraces him, and the two of them go inside to where the fidchell board is already set up on the stump.”

The images described flicked past Senchan; every time he blinked there seemed to be a new picture before him, around him.

“In winning that game, Fergus accepts the role of Conchovor’s champion, for a time at least. The embodiment of the king. You see, as with that tale of Nuada, the king is no longer judged fit to rule if he is seriously wounded. The champion becomes the king so that the king will always survive intact.”

Laeg took Senchan by the elbow and turned him away from the two men crouched over the silver board. “Fidchell, by the way, means ‘wooden wisdom.’”

They walked back through the corridors of Ard Macha, past the feast hall where, seemingly a few moments ago, a crowd had been shouting. The hall was dark and silent, the fire a heap of ash.

The weapon maker was gone from the outer doorway and that exit was covered by a large fur. Laeg lifted it up and stepped out … into bright daylight, on the stone-ringed plateau of Muirthemne Plain.

Blinded at first, Senchan shielded his eyes and peered around. Fergus’s stone had canted to one side, its base now partially visible, resting on the flat surface of a new stone, one sharp as a needle, that had erupted from the ground below and now jutted obliquely. The two stones formed a great “V”.

“What—?”

“Conchovor’s stone,” Laeg interjected. “‘The Stone of Kingship.’ Whereas, Fergus’s is ‘The Stone of Honor.’”

“And Honor rests on Kingship,” guessed Senchan.

“Clever boy. You’re a born poet.”

“But what are the others? Maeve’ s stone?”


“Sovereignty.”

“The Pigstone?”

“Dominance. But now we’ve another to deal with. This one,” and he pointed to the fifth in the circle. A small stone, its tip was jagged as if the top had been shattered.

“You see, Senchan, things might have gone on nicely forever in Ard Macha, except for the birth of a girl and a curse.”




 

 

IV.


THE SORROW OF DERDRIU





1. The “Troubler”


In the house of Fedlimid mac Daill the Harpist, everything was quiet. A low and unattended fire threw shadows of dancing giants up the walls, across the thatched ceiling. Flames caught the shapes of the sleeping, snoring feasters; turned them into a rising and falling vulcanian landscape, bodies encased in hot lava.

One group of these figures slumbered in a protective circle around Conchovor. Firelight softened his round cheeks, caressed his beauty. He was ten years old this day: the feast had been a birthday party.

Behind him and all around the edges of the room stood harps of every size, some just empty frames, others polished and strung, in the light of the fire, with strands of scintillation. Deeper in the house, the fire picked up the varnished curve of a four-foot harp that stood beside Fedlimid, who lay awake, listening. Not far from him, his wife moaned softly in discomfort. He could just make out the profile of her large distended belly. In the dimness of this recess, her belly looked like an overturned cauldron.

Fedlimid thought to get up and lie beside her but stopped himself and stayed where he was. If she wanted him, she would call to him. She was like that, and Fedlimid could not help fearing that one day she would die and not so much as utter a word. He sat up then and did the only thing he could to soothe her and to solace his troubled mind. He tilted back the tall harp and began to strum a soft suantraige, the most delicate of lullabies. His playing was like that of the Dagda, whose pure-toned harp was fashioned of gold. Listening to Fedlimid, one could hear echoes of the god gently plucking the soft notes that changed summer into fall and passed the world to sleep.

When his own eyes grew heavy, Fedlimid abruptly ended his plucking. He listened to his wife’s breathing until assured that she had fallen asleep. Then he lay back and folded his arms across his chest, let out a great weary sigh and drifted off at last. Silence reigned in the house of the Harpist once more. The peat burned down to glowing ash.

One hour before dawn, the silence cracked apart with a wild shriek that shook the walls. The warriors leaped up, clutching their rattling weapons, wiping hard at the sleep still upon their eyes and searching the darkness for the fiend that had howled. As they peered around them, the scream pierced the night again, high and shrill, as if a malicious sprite had tumbled into their fire. This second wail issued from the darkness where Fedlimid slept with his wife.

“It’s got our harpist!” cried Menn the Spearman. He bounded forward and slammed into the shadowy warriors ahead of him, who in turn sprawled onto others—a great mass of flailing arms and legs that growled and cursed with a dozen voices. Menn jumped across them, and ethers pushed around them or tried to drag some of the topmost bodies to their feet.

At first Menn and the others could see nothing in the recess because their bulk blocked what little light the fire gave off. Then a torch was passed over those who still struggled to get up. It reached the front line and illuminated the recess.

Fedlimid knelt beside his wife. She lay unconscious in his arms. Even as they took in this scene, the scream came once more and those nearest the front realized it had issued from the woman’s belly, which had seemed to flex at them.

Conchovor climbed through and went up beside his harpist. “Go and fetch me a Druid,” he yelled at his warriors over the din they were making. He should have selected one of them but could not turn around, could not look away from the wife of Fedlimid. She had dark circles under her eyes and sweat-stuck hair on her brow and cheeks, but Conchovor felt as if he were looking through her. His eyes would not focus properly. For a moment he thought he smelled the sea. Behind him, the bickering died suddenly. From the rear forward, the warriors began to move apart, opening a corridor through to him. A white spectre drifted down the channel and drew up at his back. A scarred hand came to rest upon his shoulder. “There’s death in that wail,” the whisper of the Druid warned. “Get away from here before it hooks into you like a tapeworm.” Conchovor glanced back, saw Cathbad’s eyes so wide that the whites showed all around. But Conchovor could not leave.

Cathbad came past the king. He pressed one splayed hand over the face of Fedlimid’s unconscious wife, then chanted, “Woman, what terror erupts from your womb that awoke these warriors as if the Nemain herself had settled upon their backs?” He felt movement—a twitch of her lips—and released her.

The woman sat straight up out of Fedlimid’s embrace. Her eyes opened but saw nothing. She spoke in a monotone, the voice of a corpse re-animated. “Cathbad, conjurer, take these words from me. My man’s gentle and pure, no mere ‘fly’ whose music buzzes. Ours should be a child of soft passions, so what, then, howls in here? No living woman knows what form life takes in the hollow of her womb. You must tell me.” Her glassy eyes closed. She slumped back in her husband’s arms.

Frustrated, the Druid drew his hazel wand and touched it to the woman’s belly. The warriors could see his mouth moving but could not hear the words. They crowded forward, straining to burst upon him. From the belly of Fedlimid’s wife the scream cracked again, and the warriors jumped back. Those at the rear, who had finally climbed from the tangle, were sent sprawling once more. The air filled with dust from their angry scrabbling. Cathbad turned and glared back at them. As if his stare were a mallet, the warriors reacted as if struck and unknotted carefully, quietly, like civilized men.

“Hear me, you lumbering protectors of peace,” he ordered. His wand swung back and forth across their path, driving them back another step. “A woman lies within this womb, a woman such as you’ve never seen. Her hair a mist of gold and her eyes so green that grass is envious. No cloth woven matches the softness of her cheek, and her lips never need paint they’re so very red and full. Red also will be the color of Ulster should she see the day her childhood’s torn away. It’s death her beauty offers. She knows your nearness, your fierceness. If she ever lays eyes on one warrior among you, all of you will be lost. The face of Ard Macha will shrivel like a hag’s. Her name is Derdriu, and trouble is all she brings with her into this world.”

“Kill the child!” the warrior Furbaide shouted. “To save us, we have to,” argued someone in the back. The room churned again, this time with a call for death to the unborn child. Weapons clattered impatiently.

In a daze, Fedlimid clutched his wife to him. Although he could not accept the Druid’s forecast, he had heard his own wife speak: Who knew what demon she would bear?

“Silence! You’ll do nothing of the sort!” cried Conchovor.

The warriors stopped their clamoring. Their faces turned hot with embarrassment and confusion.

“Conchovor, child—”

“No, father Druid, don’t interrupt me.” The boy fixed a hard stare on him. “Your right is to speak before the king, that’s the law. But the law says nothing about interruption.” He turned away. “He calls me child, but I feel older and wiser than the whole lot of you here who quake fearfully at a baby not even born. Well, so long as this child stands between you and her, you won’t kill that baby—not any of you. As I’m first in every family, this Derdriu is my daughter as much as Fedlimid’s. Harm her and you attack me.”

Cathbad peered at Conchovor’s face, at the hateful, obsessed look of the eyes. When had he seen that look before? The boy said to Fedlimid, “You’ll foster your daughter to me, to protect her.” The harpist agreed with reluctance but also with gratitude.

“I’ll have her raised away from Ard Macha,” Conchovor said, “to protect us from the cruel fate my Druid foretells. Then she’ll meet no warriors. None of them will look upon her beauty. From the moment she’s born, she is mine.” His warriors fidgeted and lowered their heads as he swung around and took them all in, slowly. No one could find words to speak against him, not even Fergus mac Roich, who knew him better than any there. This person, though, was a stranger to Fergus, and the warrior sheathed Leochain and backed silently out of the house, retreating into shadows, full of foreboding.

“Good,” said the young king when no one objected. “Then in Othar’s name, let’s leave this woman in peace so she can produce my Derdriu.”

Othar! Cathbad stumbled back and banged up against Fedlimid’s large harp. It sounded a loud discord at him. “Salt and stone,” he mumbled at the bewildered harpist. “That’s what he is, what he’s become.”

Now the wife of Fedlimid began to moan anew.


2. The Satirist's Pleasure


Derdriu was fostered on a secluded farm away from Ard Macha. She grew up seeing no one except her new parents, hearing no other voices than theirs. However, Conchovor did arrange to see her. The need to do so came in urgent fits, allied with phases of the moon, the pull of the tides. He would come there at night and peer in through a space between stones in the wall of the house. “Just to look at my prize,” was what he told everyone, and they could see the obsession in his eyes. Cathbad charted the sequence of his fits, which helped in arranging events so as not to coincide with the king’s evenings spent peeping in at Derdriu.

His warriors reconciled themselves to his behavior with the argument that when the girl reached her fourteenth year she would be eligible for marriage and the king would have her. Once Derdriu became his wife, the warriors assured one another, then his fits of madness would taper off. Meanwhile they arranged year-contract marriages for him, but none of these produced an heir.

Nessa and the brithem Druids saw to it that Ulster did not suffer for the king’s inattention, although Nessa, too, fell into periods of madness.

On one such occasion, as she drifted through the corridors of the fortress, she came upon her son. Sweat covered his face and his whole body shook. It was a full moon and the ocean waves tore at him until he barely knew who or what he was.


In their frenzy, he and Nessa returned to his room and made love. This mad mutual seduction would have gone unheard of had Conchovor’s seed not ripened in her. When Nessa discovered this, she went to Cathbad and babbled a confession, blaming herself. Cathbad calmed her and, once she had fallen asleep, went to Morann and the other brithem and told them that they could no longer depend upon Nessa’s aid in guiding the province. The efficient Druids carried on without her from then on during Conchovor’s periodic withdrawals.

Nessa gave birth to a male child she named Cormac, and Cathbad looked after him, fostering him to a family within Ard Macha.

As more years passed, Nessa withdrew further into herself, but Ulster remained strong and fertile. The hopes of everyone involved might yet have been fulfilled had it not been for the arrival of the satirist, Levarcham.

She was a spindly and bent-backed creature, and she came to Ulster out of boredom with the southern lands. Her reputation preceded her, and the less distinguished people stayed out of her way for fear of becoming the object of her wicked lampoons. It was claimed that she could cause blindness or palsy, or even make one’s hair fall out.

A sane, calm Conchovor gave her a good feast upon arrival, which Levarcham repaid with verses that extolled him and his warriors while making fools of every other province, especially neighboring Connacht: “A Connacht champion can be easily spotted, which is not to suggest he isn’t spotted already; you can recognize him by this everyman’s trait—the bush on his lip is so meager that he wears pebbles tied to his nose hairs to entice them, you see, over his mouth.”

Eventually, it had to happen that Levarcham got wind of Conchovor’s secret preoccupation; if satirists were good at anything it was ferreting out embarrassing secrets. She could easily have devised a vicious account of the young king’s nocturnal forays, but she wanted to know more. She wanted to know the cause.

One night she followed Conchovor to the house where Derdriu was kept. She hid in a clump of high grass, watching the king watching the house. The air became colder as the night wore on. Owls called to one another and bats flitted on the air. The king huddled against the house as if frozen there in place. More like a dolmen than a man, thought Levarcham as she exhaled silent curses at the standing-stone king for keeping her here.

Hours passed before he finally left. Levarcham sat with her face pressed to her knees, using the trapped warmth of her breath to keep warm. She did not see him go, but looked up, sniffling, and found his place vacant and no sign of him anywhere. She flexed her stiff fingers and rubbed her cheeks. Her mouth had petrified into a hard scowl. Rising, she slunk past the high wall that isolated the front of the house from view, creeping on creaky legs to the place where Conchovor had been. Light from within revealed a hole in the wall there. The hole fit around her eye like an extension of the orbit.

Through the smoke from the fire, sleeping Derdriu’s beauty blazed forth like moonlight. The sight of her banished all thoughts of the cold night from Levarcham. Seeing Derdriu, the satirist became aware of her own shortcomings: of her crooked back and skeletal body; of her acerbic temperament, which had arisen out of her deformities as a weapon against their exhibition by others; and of the gulf separating her from Derdriu more inflexibly than the stone wall at her cheek. She reeled back from the vision and fled into the night.

Upon reaching Ard Macha, Levarcham hid in her rooms, trembling, lost. She had seen herself revealed as if Derdriu were a tall and perfect mirror reflecting her abominable soul. But the mirror was of such overpowering beauty that the most hideous creature would have endured its own naked wretchedness to look into the glass. Tomorrow she must return to Derdriu. And, as she was Levarcham the Satirist and a woman, no one could stop her.

She was waiting in the yard outside the stone house when Derdriu’s foster-parents came out the next morning. Recognizing her, they tried to drive her away until she began: “I know two farmers who till no soil, hidden by high walls, eating fat and lean alike without one ‘Welcome’ in their soup . . .” They left off assaulting her then. The mother fled back inside to keep Derdriu in; the father rode off in a panic to Ard Macha.

No one knew just how Levarcham had learned of Derdriu; likewise, no one knew how to make her leave now that she was there. Conchovor assumed, as did all his advisors, that if the Satirist knew where Derdriu was kept, she must know the whole tale. They decided that leaving her alone might be the safest course, and such was their final ruling to Derdriu’s father.

The reluctant parents made a place for their uninvited guest to stay, as was proper hospitality to anyone. Once inside, she could not be kept from meeting their daughter.

When Derdriu entered the room, Levarcham saw the dark cramped house swell with light, the walls stretch back to contain all the beauty. This girl is soon to be Conchovor’s. Levarcham could not tolerate the thought of such innocent bloom being locked away from the world, She knew of the rumored curse but rejected it. Such loveliness—to be imprisoned, that was the curse upon Derdriu. Levarcham decided then and there to meddle in the king’s affair.

Through the fall she remained at the farm. Conchovor took to meeting her in a field of cornstalks nearby. His questions were all about Derdriu: about her voice, her desires, every aspect of her body from the arch of her eyebrow to the lacquer on the nails of her toes. Levarcham derived cruel pleasure from answering accurately in every detail. Through the satirist, the king sent gifts to Derdriu but forbade Levarcham to tell her where they originated. That was to be his surprise when at last they met, and he wanted his prize bursting with curiosity about him. One of his gifts—a hammered gold lunula—Derdriu liked so much, she wore it at her throat every waking moment. As to her interest in her secret admirer, she had practically none. Having seen no admirers, she could not conceive of any. The gifts, to Derdriu’s mind, came from the world in general, and that separate world became her obsession as she was the king’s.

She spent hours with Levarcham every day. She wanted to know how other girls dressed, what forts looked like and how the people in them lived. Were they all like Levarcham, thin and crooked? And did they all grow up alone as she had?

Sometimes Levarcham was unable to answer and had to go off for a while before she could speak again.

One winter morning after a heavy snow, she sat beside Derdriu, watching the girl’s father methodically skinning a calf. A flock of ravens were skimming the sky over the nearby woods, and one particularly venturesome bird, drawn by the smell, settled in the yard and began drinking from the pool of blood that lay beneath the hanging carcass.

Derdriu said dreamily, “If I could choose my man, I’d choose him from that scene.” Levarcham followed her gaze but saw only a man at work. Derdriu explained, “I’d mold him from the things there: white snow for his skin, dark blood for his cheeks and lips, and the blackness of the raven for his hair. I’d be forever content with him.” She laid her hand on Levarcham’s wrist. “Tell me, is your king such a one as that?”

Levarcham trembled at her touch and with the excitement of knowing this to be the opportunity she had waited for. “The king … well, no—but I know one who fits your desires so well you might have shaped him just now. He is called Naise mac Uislenn. He’s not too much older than you, but older enough to wed you, and bed you properly.” She gnawed nervously at one knuckle.

Derdriu put her head down on her folded arms. “I’ll be sick till I see him. Naise.” Then, drawing the fur tightly around her shoulders, she stood up and walked away. Levarcham, after a quick glance at Derdriu’s foster-father, followed after her. The guts of the opened calf spilled steaming into the snow, spattering the raven, which screeched and flew off.

When Levarcham caught up with Derdriu, she said, “This fellow Naise is quite a renowned individual, dear. He is one of three brave brothers. In battle, they fight back to back like the hub of a wheel spoked with scythes. He chants and sings, too, having learned the art from the great Fedlimid, the king’s own harpist.”

“Fedlimid is my true father,” Derdriu informed her.

“Well, then. They claim at Ard Macha that this Naise sits alone every night on the walls of earth around the hill and sings to the cattle grazing on the plain. His song floats out like a flock of doves, and each cow that hears him gives more milk than any two that don’t.”

“Alone,” said Derdriu to herself, “on the earthen wall.”

“Every night,” Levarcham added. “At dusk. So they say.”

Derdriu looked at her uncertainly. “And if he hates the sight of me?”

Levarcham replied, “That is exceedingly unlikely, child. But there’s always the act of flaying, if you have doubts. You know of it?”

“My mother’s spoken …” Her eyes had gone wide as if the idea were too huge to envision. A blush flooded her cheeks.

“I happen to know that the road west between here and Ard Macha passes many stones appropriate to that act.”

Derdriu nodded. “I’ll spit in his mouth to capture him,” she said bravely.

Levarcham saw then how futile her attempt at liberation was. Where could a Derdriu hide from the world? Where was the place that contained no men who would be shaken, no women who would envy her? She would have to live among the dead in a burial chamber, and Levarcham wasn’t certain but that would revive the corpses. The satirist’s plan could not succeed. Nevertheless, the girl now knew who she wanted and no one could stop her from seeking him out. Levarcham glanced back at the father roping the raw calf’s carcass to a long spit. How had he endured his foster-daughter’s presence all these years? Was he perhaps castrated, wounded in battle so as to have no lust to fire? Or had he gone mad years ago without anyone having noticed?

Turning back, she found that Derdriu had gone. A line of footsteps in the snow led to where the high wall met the house. Levarcham dragged herself up there in time to catch a fleeting glimpse of the girl scurrying into the woods. How long would Derdriu’s parents wait before reporting her disappearance to Conchovor? Levarcham suspected it would be some time, while they first sought her in every direction on their own. To admit they had lost Derdriu might well prove fatal. Perhaps there was a chance for the girl after all. If the flaying magic took. If the tales of Naise’s evening ritual proved true. Levarcham decided it was time to leave, before Derdriu’s absence became obvious. Besides which, Levarcham wished to be on hand at Ard Macha when news of the girl’s disappearance finally arrived.

She returned to the small house to fetch her belongings. Her hosts would not be sorry to see her go. No one ever missed a satirist.


3. Derdriu Flaying


“Flaying,” explained Laeg, “involves stones like this one.” He leaned back against a tall gray obelisk, triple his height and about the width of his shoulders. You see the rounded cap at the top? You know what it represents, don’t you? One needn’t be obsessed with sex to recognize it. The world is absolutely chock-a-block with them, too. They stick up all over like the hairs of a two-day growth of beard. Of course, they serve purposes other than Derdriu’s. As a matter of fact I’m not certain how the extraordinary notion of flaying did start—but never mind, Senchan, here she comes over that rise.” A shift of his cerulean eyes indicated the direction. Senchan got up from where he had been sitting in the snow at Laeg’s feet.

Derdriu was a tiny black figure against the brightness of the snow. She walked down the gentle slope toward them with some difficulty, picking her way around all the rocks the snow had buried.

Senchan’s throat constricted and his face tightened; though he was a mere observer, he was as smitten with Derdriu as was Levarcham or even Conchovor. Beside her pure beauty, Selden’s dirty daughters really were bristled pigs. Laeg seemed totally immune to her charms and Senchan, with a young man’s capacity for jealousy, was frankly glad of it. Besides which, he couldn’t imagine devilish Laeg mooning for her attention anyway. He backed away from the immense stone phallus as she drew closer, forgetting in his awe that she could not detect him. Laeg also moved off from the stone, perhaps out of reverence for the performance to come.

Derdriu approached the obelisk side-on, like a cat warily stalking a snake. It intimidated her, that much was obvious to both observers. Then determination set her features as rigid as the object of her intentions. The fur slipped from her shoulders. She withdrew from her tunic a gold fastener: a device like two small clam shells welded onto a curved gold stem, each shell fit through slits in the woven wool. She wrapped the bright tunic into a ball with the fastener safe in the center, laid the ball atop her fur to keep it dry. From the waist up now she was naked. The large nipples of her slight breasts were two ruby pegs supporting the shining lunula around her neck; rubies chiseled by the cold. Her tartan trousers, tucked into her fur boots, must be pulled out before she could stumble free of them. The boots she left on because, rite or not, that snow was freezing. She knelt, folded the last of the clothing, then spiraled as she rose, to face the stone. And Senchan. This time she approached defiantly, an untamed nymphet making a maiden stab at seductress. Her cold red fingertips caressed the pillar and she craned her head to see the tip with vague white clouds drifting by. Still watching the sky, she pressed her whole body against the stone. A shiver rippled up her back, tossed from her shoulders, but she held to the icy stone. She shifted to a splayed stance and began, awkwardly at first, to rub against it, rising up and down on the balls of her feet.

Senchan began to whine without knowing it.

Derdriu chanted: “Naise you must give me. Red, black, and white all over. Hard as stone, soft as snow. Naise in my ears, in my eyes and mouth. Poured in my breath, in the pores of my skin. You wet stone, whetstone, hone me till my sharp edge pierces him.” She was breathing rapidly now; as rapidly as Senchan. “Naise,” she said and repeated. Even after she had lost the ability to speak, her mouth formed and held his name.

Finally, spent, she lay against the stone on quivering legs. Senchan had sunk down upon his knees. Laeg drew him gently to his feet.

“And that is flaying. Not exactly in the same class of magic as setting fire to wicker baskets full of goats.”

Unable to speak, Senchan shook his head. He finally got up the nerve to look Laeg in the face, to discover that no one was immune to the spell Derdriu cast. This failed to stir him; he no longer had the energy to be jealous. “It—it was barbaric,” he said.

“Barbaric? To want her freedom? To select her lover by whatever means? What is so barbaric about freedom of choice?” Laeg looked him over as if reconsidering the wisdom of bringing him along. “I suppose that’s the sort of attitude your new order has taught you: ‘If we do it, it’s fine and good, if someone else does it, it’s barbaric.’ Hmm?”

Senchan had no ready answer for that. He hadn’t meant to criticize. He turned away to watch an enervated Derdriu rewrap and pin her tunic. “And she’ll repeat that on every one of those stones?” he asked.

“From here to Ard Macha.”

He swallowed. “I … don’t think I can watch it again.”

Derdriu shook the snow from her fur, then headed off purposefully toward the north.

“Ah, then, we won’t follow her,” Laeg said and shoved Senchan at the obelisk. The boy merged into it. Laeg took one step but stopped to give Derdriu a last forlorn glance before he passed through the stone, too.


4. The Brothers Uisliu


The strumming of a harp showed Derdriu the way on the final stretch of her journey to Ard Macha. She had walked for two days to get there. The front of her body from knees to breastbone was chafed and raw from all the erect stones she had flayed. And now at last she heard the sweet music Levarcham had promised and knew she was very near the one whose name had dominated her ordeal.

On the dark wall somewhere ahead, Naise unwittingly lured her in. She walked like a spirit on its journey to Tir na Nog, passing briefly through this nocturnal landscape, practically oblivious to the clusters of warm round houses scattered on the plain around her, fires glittering through the doorways, catching her in their light and causing those people out in the cold to pause in their work and look up briefly. She did not see them. The only thing that held her attention was the huge bonfire on the top of Ard Macha and the music that seemed to issue from it.

Soon she could see figures reflected in the fire’s light, and below them the dark lines that were the tops of the three ramparts protecting the hill. Distant voices sounded crisply on the air. Weaving through them, the harp continued its siren song. A huge boulder scuttled off to her left, drawing her attention for a moment, becoming a cow. She recalled what Levarcham had said about the milk and cattle on the plain. Now she became aware of the populace around her—the many houses and fires, the low stone walls running in every direction to enclose countless herds of cattle and sheep. And in the huts, so many people, so close. The darkness hid their identities as it hid the shapes of the severed heads that hung as trophies beneath the thatched roofs. Then the music filled her mind again and all the people faded in the night.

Before long the fire atop Ard Macha passed from her view, became a smoky glow against the dark sky. The shape of the harpist became visible: a figure like a bear, he sat on the first snowy rampart. Nearer, she could see that he wore a thick fur with a hood. The harp he strummed hid in the shadow of him. How was she going to scale that wall?

He must have seen her approach but said nothing while he played. She stood directly beneath him, looking at his feet dangling overhead. When at last the sweet song ended, he leaned over and stared down at her, his face a cave circled in fur. For a second Derdriu feared that Levarcham had lied and that the harpist looked nothing like she imagined. But the voice that issued from the cave proved to be as pleasant as the music of his harp, if tinged with mockery. “You’re the finest heifer of all the cows that have ever drifted here to listen,” he told her. “And how uniquely high your shoulders sit for a heifer.”

Her fear forgotten, Derdriu accepted the challenge in his words and replied, “The cows are always bigger where there’s no bull in the yard.”

The harpist wasted no time in setting aside his instrument and leaping from the wall. Dropping beside her, he somersaulted and came up on his feet. The hood had fallen back from his face and at last Derdriu saw him. Levarcham had not lied—Naise was the embodiment of the elements she had wished upon.

“I’ve never seen the like of you,” he said as if picking up her thoughts. “Where have you come from that I’ve never seen you?”

“I’ve walked a million miles for you, my Naise. I want you. Now. Right here.” She took off her fur and laid it over the snow. She settled herself down on it and removed the overused fastener from her tunic.

Naise had never seen anyone more beautiful. What or who she was did not matter to him. No one had ever offered herself to him like this; he could not even contemplate refusal. He got down beside her and spread open his fur above them to enfold their warmth.


They made love in the dark, on the ground beneath the wall, and it was not until they were lying united that Naise cared to know her name. When he heard it, he lurched up and stared at her with horror. “Derdriu! What have you done to me? You belong to the king!”

“So says he,” she answered coolly. “I have chosen otherwise. I’ve chosen you.”

More than that, she had found a path to his heart. Just being beside her made him burn with love. For himself, he saw that it was too late. But what of his family? Of Cathbad’s prophecy? His desires could not be weighed against such things. He got up and started to put on his woolen trousers.

“Are you rejecting me?”

“I—” He stared down at her, his face twisted with conflict. “I am. I—I must.”

She could not comprehend how the flaying magic might have failed her. And she had lain with him, crouched over him and spit into his mouth to bind him. How could he refuse her? She would not let anything force them apart now. She reached up and grabbed hold of what was available—his testicles—and pulled him sharply down beside her. His scream split the night. The cold air carried it far.

In a hut on the plain two young men suddenly stopped in the midst of their supper. The older of the two, whose name was Ardan, looked at his younger brother, Ainle, and said, “Didn’t that sound like Naise?”

Ainle nodded. “And I don’t hear his harp.”

Ardan set his bowl on the straw matting and reached for his fur cloak and spear. Seeing his intent, Ainle scurried up after him.

Naise tried to wrestle free of Derdriu’s excruciating grip. He thought he was going to be sick. Her hand was like stone. Derdriu was barely conscious of what she was doing. She began to chant to him, “Shame upon your manly parts like a withering fungus if you let anyone come between the woman who loves you and you if you love her, too.”

Too late, Naise pressed his hands over his ears. He had heard it all, and he screamed out in worse agony than before. Derdriu had been cursed by a Druid and a geis of such consequences delivered by her had the power of a Druid’s proclamation behind it. His second cry pierced the hearts of warriors in a hundred nearby houses. Derdriu released him in uncomprehending terror.

Doors were thrown back. Light spilled out in zig-zag patterns, and a horde of fur-covered figures charged into the night. Naise’s brothers reached him first.

Ardan arrived beneath the wall and drew up short at what he found. Who was this half-naked girl crouched tenderly beside his half-naked younger brother? Had someone wounded him, knocked him from the wall? The girl looked up at Ardan with eyes that at first were distant but that quickly focused on him with fear.


“Naise,” Ardan said. He knelt beside his brother. “Naise, what’s happened to you?” Naise said nothing, but shook his head violently, refusing to look up from the snow. Ardan heard the thunder of many feet running toward them. He looked up to see Ainle and, behind him, warriors from many nearby houses.

Derdriu gathered her tunic around her and hid inside her fur.

Soon a ring of concerned faces surrounded the group of four. Ardan helped Naise to his feet. Naise seemed oblivious to his nakedness or the cold. He looked out over the crowd and hung his head, saying, “I love her, forgive me all but I do.”

No one understood what he meant. Ardan grabbed his brother by the shoulders and shook him angrily, demanding to know what had happened. Obviously, he hadn’t been wounded. If he had brought all these warriors from the warmth of their fires to learn that he was lovesick …

Naise shouted, “No, you don’t see!” then grabbed the fur hood around her head and pulled it back. “She’s Derdriu!” he cried.

An urgent silence, like that before an eruption, followed. Each person there experienced his own admixture of reverence and revulsion.

Derdriu shrank from them, the press of eyes so charged with emotions, tongues licking lips or teeth bared in vulpine snarls, flared nostrils jetting steam like the snouts of a hundred horses. The rush of claustrophobia drove her back against the snow-covered wall. She read her doom in their final expressions.

Naise made an attempt to explain what had happened: she had come seeking him, by what mystical method he could not guess. Finding out who she was, he had tried to deny any ardor for her, and she had gone into a trance, putting upon him an incantation that required him to keep her with him and defend her, and there was just one way to do that. He had to leave Ard Macha.

“We’re honor-bound to turn you in,” said Fiachu mac Firaba, one of the warriors in the group, “if Conchovor comes to any among us. This is Cathbad’s curse—it’s begun. Still, it hardly seems fair that you’re trapped in it when you weren’t even there to hear the curse laid out. That’s not right.”

“Naise is a good warrior,” added someone further back. “How can we sentence him to death? Conchovor’s lost his wits over this girl … not that I can’t see why, but still …” There were murmurs of agreement with the implied injustice.

“I can’t let my brother go on alone,” Ardan said, “or be a part of his undoing. If he’s to be cast out, then so must I be.” He turned to Naise. “We’ll go together, little brother. You and Ainle and I. We’ll all protect Derdriu and your honor. There’ll be no shame upon you while I live.”

“And me,” Ainle said with a child’s determination.


To the crowd Ardan said, “Do what you must. Tell the king. We’ll understand and forgive you.”

“No,” said a woman warrior named Errge. “The sons of Uisliu are friends to everyone here. If it’s not on their heads punishment falls—and we seem to be in agreement this is so—then no one here can put it there. The only way to save honor all around is to go with them. There’s no province in all Eriu would deny us a place in their hall. If you agree, then make haste so we can leave tonight, before the king gets word.”

All attention fell again upon Derdriu. She still hung back from them, looking up with her chin pressed against the edge of the lunula. Naise went to her, touched her bare shoulder softly. “Come. We’ll all of us go to protect you and save Ulster from the curse on you. Maybe if we go far enough, all our people will be spared. No one here thinks you’re evil, you know.” She searched his face for the love he had for her and, finding it, she hugged herself to him and burst into tears. She had never known of the curse upon her, had never thought herself different from anyone else. She was only an unworldly girl, who could not fathom how her love for one boy had snowballed into a monstrosity of one hundred and fifty warriors, their husbands, wives, children and concubines—which was the size of the caravan that departed from Ulster that night.

Only one person saw them go. He stood on the earthen wall beneath Ard Macha in his white robe and watched them pass by with their hope, though he knew their flight would be in vain. He had warned them once and, had they listened to him then, there would have been far less trouble than what was to follow now. He looked up into the night sky and counted a star for every campfire those warriors would circle before they returned to Ulster.


5. Years of Exile


“They travelled all across Eriu that winter,” said Laeg, “warriors without a province, fiana. Kings could always use skilled fighters and the fiana from Ulster always found a home. However, Senchan, most kings also owed debts or favors to someone—if not to Conchovor, then to someone who in turn owed him. Others could simply be bought outright. Soon enough, the exiles found their hosts plotting against them.

“In desperation, they left the isle and sailed to the land of Alba, where Conchovor’s machinations could not touch them. What they forgot in this instance, though, was the effect that Derdriu’s beauty could have: they were all honorable people, so their love for her, as it grew, was the love of a foster-parent for the child under their aegis. The king of Alba had a petty, greedy soul. When he saw Derdriu, he grew envious and tried to take her from them—first with offers of gold and cattle, and then with a promise of slaughter. The sullen, luckless exiles had no choice but to lade their crannogs and set sail again, back to Eriu.

“They landed on a bleak southern isle inhabited by a few goats, some rabbits, and hundreds of gulls. Dung spattered everything. Salt spray coated them with its grimy oil. They longed for nothing more than to go home, to find some means of reconciliation with Conchovor. They could think of none. Homeless, lost, barred it seemed even from the honor of death in battle, they lived that month in the deepest melancholy there is. For all they knew, they would live out their days on that chunk of rock until the ocean wore them away.

“But they were rescued,” said Senchan, hopefully.

“In one sense, yes,” Laeg replied cryptically. “However, nothing, Senchan, is ever half so simple as it seems.”


6. The Advent of the Curse


Tales of the tribulations of the fugitives in Alba had reached Ulster, exciting the populace and keeping the subject of amnesty alive. Groups of Conchovor’s advisors took it upon themselves to approach him regarding the exiles’ safe return. “Think how terrible it would be,” they suggested, “if our friends should die in some foreign land, defending what isn’t even theirs. They’re not fiana. And it’s all on account of that girl.”

That girl, thought Conchovor, only the most beautiful woman in all the world. She belongs to me but Naise mac Uislenn has her. None of you has ever seen her—how could you idiots hope to understand. I’ve waited thirteen years!

The advisors disregarded the dark look recasting his face and put forth the rest of their argument. “Isn’t it better to be magnanimous? Bring them home. Forgive—”

“Get out of my sight!”

The daunted advisors filed out. King Conchovor pulled at his short beard. His eyes were darkly ringed from sleepless nights, his temper grown short. Cathbad had ordered the Druids to avoid him, too; he could not even acquire a potion to help. Why had the Druid done this? he wondered. Why? He realized he was drifting, his thoughts tumbling in all directions—another unfortunate result of poor sleeping habits. All because of that girl. The solution, her return, should be a simple matter. It was simple: either she and Naise would agree to his wishes or she would become a widow. But forgive them? Pah!
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Outside Ard Macha, a small crowd waited to hear the outcome of the advisors’ adjuration. The men filed out shaking their heads. No, they had not found a way to move his petrified heart. He would do nothing … At least, so everyone believed until two nights later when the king announced that he had sent off Fergus the Messenger to invite the fugitives home. Great rejoicing followed.

Cathbad did not celebrate, however. He continued to note every person who was called before Conchovor and, with other information gathered or inferred, to create a complete, interlocking framework around Conchovor’s designs. Cathbad alone saw Levarcham the Satirist slip out of Ard Macha one night and set off to the south. He alone knew that one Eogan mac Durthact had been ordered to the fortress. Something evil was brewing. Cathbad smelled it.

Fergus the Messenger returned with the happy news that the fugitives wanted nothing in the world more than to come home. Their single stipulation was that they would return only if accompanied by Fergus mac Roich, as proof of Conchovor’s good intentions. Fergus accepted readily to put an end to the strife.


OEBPS/00-front/cover.png
Crimson Spear:
The Blood of Cu Chulainn

by

Gregory Frost





OEBPS/00-front/TW_logo-sml.png





OEBPS/images/CrimsonSpear-cover.jpg
et e Blood of Cil Chulainn





OEBPS/doubleDogs.png





OEBPS/mask.png





OEBPS/tri.png





