







Isleen screwed up her nose in disgust.


“War is not a very subtle way to keep oneself amused.”



“When dealing with mortals,” Lochie countered, “I have always found it best to be blunt and to the point. No room for subtlety with them. Most important of all, the quarrel is not of my doing.”

“If it is not your quarrel, why bother?”

“I learn a great deal observing mortals as they go about their business. Their behavior reminds me of my youth. And there is no better place to witness raw, unrestrained fear.”

There was a pause. “I can't help myself,” Isleen admitted. “I know I should be able to restrain my desires. I know I should not indulge. But I simply have no control when it comes to witnessing mortal fear. I simply have to watch.

“I will go with you, but just to observe your battle, nothing more. I won't commit to aiding you.”

“Then let's be on our way,” Lochie urged. “There is all sorts of trouble brewing before evening and I don't want to miss any of it.”
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Author's Note



In the gentle glow of firelight an old man, his hands hard from a lifetime of tilling the soil, warmed himself against the winter. His eyes brightened as I opened a bottle and found a seat opposite him. He told me no one listened to his stories these days.

By the time the whiskey was gone I had heard one or two of his tales, though I'm certain he kept the best stories to himself.

Music and storytelling have been a part of my life since childhood. My grandmother was a talented tale-weaver who had a gift for meshing different stories together. Her style was to overlap her tales into one long legend that explained the origins of the Irish people.

In the early 1980s I traveled to Ireland and was privileged to meet some very fine storytellers there. The legends and anecdotes I heard inspired me to record as much as possible. In my enthusiasm, I filled notebooks with wise and humorous sayings I picked up, as well as the general gist of some fascinating tales.

When I returned to Australia I put the notes away and got on with earning a degree in the arts. It was ten years before I looked at those scribblings again. By that time I had a much better knowledge of folklore and the storyteller's craft and a fascination with all the characters who appear as the supporting cast of the great dramatic sagas.

It crossed my mind that I might like to write a novel. Then by a remarkable chance, almost as if it had happened in one of those old stories, I met a mentor who would become my literary agent, Selwa Anthony. She suggested I write a story based on some of the tales I had collected.

That was how the Watchers began.
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Prologue





I MUST WARN YOU FROM THE OUTSET. RAVENS HAVE LONG memories. So tread lightly with me or you'll finish up the worse for it. And don't be thinking any threat I offer is an idle one. I never waste my breath on empty vows, nor do I fritter my life away with fools.

I've always kept close counsel with myself. I've studied well the skill of staying silent. For I've heard it said the one who speaks with many folk may gain a trove of knowledge. But the one who knows himself is ever the wiser of the two.

I don't share your love of books—all pretense and pretty phrases. Vellum leather is too precious to squander on the pages of a gospel. A small missal of cowhide could keep me fed throughout the winter if I rationed it aright. The tales within better nourish my body than my intellect. I care not for the wit, or want of it, inked out upon each leaf. I'm suspicious of the written word, even more distrustful of the scribe.

But I know the time has come to briefly set my misgivings aside. I'll share with you what I recall so at least the story won't depart this earth along with me. I would speak to you of the old days before I journey on. For the past weighs heavy on my spirit. My thoughts are weary. Soon enough all worry will wash away in the cool gray depths of the Well of Forgetfulness.

But if you would listen to me now, I'll weave my tale into a warm cloak and fold it round your soul at Samhain tide. Let your heart be a silver Cup of Welcoming and I'll fill it with the mead brew of storytelling.

I remember everything. That's to say I don't recall if there's a part I've forgotten. Perhaps I've misplaced a memory here and there, but if so, details likely weren't important.

So where shall I begin? Shall I tell you something of myself?

I'm a bird of the green fields, the smooth rolling hills and the haunted forests. I'm a lover of the cold ocean spray. My friends are many. Some choose to dwell under the seething frozen ice floes; others build their bright palaces beneath the dark moist earth.

I'm an ancient one. I've seen bright steel flash upon the battlefield. I've heard the woeful voices of the war-fallen. I've witnessed ten thousand whispered prayers, as many mumbled curses, and countless anguished pleas for forgiveness. Only the Raven  kind really listen with any interest to the dying words of a warrior.

In my long life seas have grown up from trickling springs. Mountains were transformed to gentle hills. And the once wide woods of the west were worn down to barren rocks. Through all those changes the seasons didn't touch my body. Age has not triumphed here. But there are no more like me. I'm the last.

Across the passing generations I've nurtured an appreciation for my soul's enforced solitude. These days my isolation is a joy. I guard it as I might a helpless child. And avoid all other living beings whenever possible.

I've crafted a cunning mask so as to seem content whenever I am out among the Raven kind. I can't avoid their ways if the Queen demands my counsel at her Samhain Court. So I tolerate their company. I'm courteous to them all; chattering black-hearted bitter souls they are. I'm generous to most, despite the malignant misgivings some still hold of me. I love a few as if they were my own kinfolk. But I wouldn't trust a feather of any one of them.

Ravens are carrion creatures. Count your fingers when I'm done, for I am also one of them. All scavengers know that each beating heart must take its final rest. Each bright eye will, in the end, glass over. Even you will one day cease to be.

A Raven need only wait in patience for the spirit to depart. Then Death brings us our supper. I too will  soon surrender to his hospitality. So pay attention to me while I retain the power of speech.

In the days before I took on the fearful features of the black birds of battle I dwelt in the fortresses of the Fir-Bolg and the Tuatha De Danaan. I sat at the fireside with my siblings, soaking up legends in the same way an oatcake soaks up soup. The old stories are as much a part of me as bone, claw and feather. In my youth I sang songs about the Islands of the West. I chanted ancestral prayers first raised to the heavens when my mother's people left their home to seek out this land called Innisfail.

I was once a mortal, you see, ere enchantment bound me. And in my youth before these damned feathers sprouted I took a small part in the calamitous events of the age. I was still young when the ships of your people breached the Ninth Wave. I recall one Druid then who told me your ancestors were as irresistible as a giant wall of water rolling in from over the horizon.

No force could stop the Gaedhals, he reckoned. No wise Draoi-Craft, no chant, no spell-song, no poem would ever turn them away. Destiny decreed these folk must one day come. Fate had filled their sails to send them here.

The spirit of Danu still walked amongst us then when I was a youth of seventeen summers, eager to take up weapons and make my mark in the world. Now the Goddess of the Flowing Waters has withdrawn with all her kindred. She's but a half-remembered myth.  Your folk don't speak her name or sing her praises. They desecrate her wells, her streams, her holy mountains. They hold her sacred places to be haunted.

I could talk all night on the infamy and treachery of the Gaedhal. No treaty could ever hold them to their promises. All they understood was the sword. I still can't imagine how they thought themselves honorable.

Don't be too proud of your people. They'll turn soon enough to dust. Your voice, even the language you speak, will surely be forgotten by and by. But this tale will live, all the more surely because I've never told the whole of it to anyone until now. So listen carefully. Remember all you hear tonight for it will not be repeated.

I am called Lom-dubh. I was once a man of the Fir-Bolg. Then I grew feathers, claws and a beak. And I became a Raven.

Now at last my soul is preparing for its final flight.






Chapter 1





ON AN ICE-BLUE WINTER NIGHT FULL-MOONED AND frosty, when well-meaning folk were huddled by their firesides, a spirit of the Otherworld awoke. Roused by the scent of fear carried on a chill wind he emerged from his sanctuary in the depths of the earth.

Around the bare rocky hills a distant wretched cry echoed desperately. A delicious shiver of excitement drove off the last vestiges of the creature's long sleep. His mind now sharply alert, the ghostly shadow tarried at the entrance to the stony hill he called home and begged for another sign.

A horse neighed wildly on the far side of the forest. This dark spirit hummed with satisfaction. His senses drank deep after cold confinement within the ancient mound of rock. Eyes once shallow sparkled cool and green like two emeralds dropped in the bottom of a clear well.

For countless generations this ethereal creature had haunted the west of Innisfail. He knew every field, every valley, every lonely cairn dedicated to the Old Ones. In his time he had wandered the darkest places deep beneath the earth and the lofty mountains kissed by the clouds.

His nostrils twitched and his eyes shone bright as he tucked in his head and turned slowly around toward the fields. The midnight walker stiffened, straightened up and smiled. If he'd had a heart it would have been beating hard against his chest. A tremble took hold of him as he tracked down the disturbance that had interrupted his rest.

Through hard-driven snow a mighty drafthorse thudded down toward a stand of sturdy oak trees. Sleet and frost flew about as the animal bellowed in dismay. On the horse's back a thin weakling of a lad clung hopelessly to the mane to save himself from falling. He was only a golden-haired boy too frightened to call out and too unsteady to bring his mount to a halt. His frail frame was buffeted about on the back of the bare unsaddled animal like a sack of oats. It was all he could do to stop himself sliding off into the snow.

The spirit-walker watched in absolute silence. His prayers had been answered, and now all his dreams would surely come to pass. This was the moment the creature of the dark hills had so long awaited.

Suddenly the panicked horse charged toward a small mound of snow-covered rocks. Then just as  abruptly the animal leapt high just two steps off disaster. The young rider's hold weakened as his mount lurched forward on the other side. His hands ached from exertion but the will to live was still very strong in him. By some miracle when the horse came down the lad had kept his seat.

Far behind him in the night the young horseman heard a girl call out his name. He struggled to reply but he was too breathless to speak. His head was swimming and his mind clouded as the horse turned round again to charge the trees. It was clear the animal meant to dislodge him by dragging him through low branches.

Foam streaming from its mouth, the horse ran on, making for the first great oak. The boy clung tight to the animal's neck and whimpered. In that instant, halted by an unseen threat, the mount stopped still in its tracks, and cried out in a frantic, almost human, voice. Somehow the shaken boy managed to stop himself from slipping into the snow. The horse was perfectly motionless now, breathing wild-eyed steam in the wintry air. It grunted from the back of its throat.

The lad made a move to dismount, but as he shifted position his sharp eyes caught a glimpse of something black flitting from beneath the trees. He did not have time to see clearly what was moving swiftly toward him but his heart filled with a dread such as he had never known. At last he found the breath to call out.

“Help!” It was a soul-chilling shriek.

The horse reared up, sharing the lad's terror, eyes bulging with fright. It twisted its body in one last attempt to shake off the rider, lost its footing on the icy ground and fell hard on its side. All this happened so fast the boy had no chance to jump clear. In moments the heavy animal had rolled over on top of his thin frame.

A loud gut-wrenching crack, a painful gush of air and the poor lad was pinned beneath the fallen beast. Then just as easily as it had stumbled, the horse was on its feet again, pounding away into the night.

A few short gasps, noisy, strained and desperate. A shadow passed across the snow. The lad looked up. The spirit halted not far off and waited.

“Fearna!” A girl's voice, muffled by the night, drifted across the moonlit fields. The Otherworldly creature was unmoved.

Helpless in the snow the boy uttered a dozen feeble urgent cries. He saw his own breath clouding in front of him and through the steam he glimpsed a stranger dressed in black.

“Where are you?” the girl wept in the distance.

There was defeat in her voice. Fearna heard it plainly.

Among the exposed roots of the oak grove the young rider was already beyond an answer. His lips moved slightly as they formed her name but there was no strength left to make a sound. Fearna frowned as he coughed. His mouth was full of snow and blood.  A shudder shook him, then the last breath left his body and the steam abruptly ceased.

The spirit-watcher waited for a moment longer, searching for any sign of life. Satisfied there was none, he strode directly over to where the cold boy lay on the soft white shroud of winter. There he knelt down beside the still form where it lay partly concealed in the shadows of the mighty oaks.

“Fearna!” came the cry once more.

The creature turned a nose to the breeze and sniffed, instantly judging the girl and her brother were a good distance away. To be sure the stranger scanned the line of snowy hills and the edge of the distant forest. Reassured, he turned his attention back to the young corpse before him.

The crisp white ground all round was stained red with blood. Frigid air quickly turned Fearna's skin to gray. The stranger bent over to make sure there were no stirrings of life. He caught the stench of mead on the lad's clothes and recoiled slightly.

“Well, my dear Fearna,” the creature said in a low, rasping voice, “it seems you have not ended your life in an honorable way. What will your father say?”

The black spirit laughed gruffly under his breath.

“Your death has not been in vain, if that is any consolation to you. Your passing will enable me to rebuild my fortunes and save myself from an eternity of isolation and misery.”

The creature turned his head sharply, senses alert, like a wild animal keeping watch for hunters. It was  some moments before he relaxed and regarded the corpse once more.

“I thank you for your sacrifice,” he added sincerely. “And I beg you to forgive me for taking advantage of your misfortune. But this is an opportunity I simply could not pass by. I have been waiting so long for this chance.”

A scent wafted in from the hills. The stranger sniffed the air again, then he pulled back the cowl which covered his smooth bald head and closed his eyes to concentrate.

“The girl and her brother are approaching now,” he announced as he leaned down to tenderly stroke the golden locks of hair away from the glassy eyes. “Soon you will rest among your own folk.”

Another cry echoed into the trees. The dark-robed figure covered his head again to keep out the frost as he turned around to face the hills. Not three hundred paces away two dark shapes struggled across the thick frozen blanket of snow making a difficult headway in the icy wind.

“Your friends have come to find you, Fearna,” the stranger told the boy, “but it serves my purpose they should not tarry here too long. I must make certain that pair are gone again soon. Do not fear, I will wait by you through the night and keep you company till morning.”

“Fearna!”

The young woman's gray cloak flew about her face obscuring her vision. Impatiently she threw it from her shoulders to search the fields. Soon enough her  copper red locks fell loose from their binding and she had to cover her head again. Her green eyes had not lost their bright light despite the seriousness of the situation.

“Aoife!” her brother Sárán begged. “Slow down. I can't keep up with you.”

She ignored him, though she slipped time and again in the deep drifts of snow. Each time she struggled to her feet and trudged on as quickly as she could manage.

“I can see him!” she cried out at last. “He's standing by the oak trees.”

“Where?” her brother replied, scowling.

“There,” she pointed.

“Aoife, I cannot see anything. The snowfall is too heavy.”

Beneath the oaks the spirit-walker let a smile curl the edges of his mouth. Then the moon passed behind a cloud and the creature melted into the trees without trace.

The young woman stopped in her tracks. “He was there!” she exclaimed. “He was standing in front of those oaks.”

When her brother caught up he grabbed her hand and dragged her forward. “It was a trick of the shadows,” he told her, searching her eyes for any sign of delirium. “The cold is overcoming us. We must keep moving or the frozen night will kill us both.”

Aoife nodded but she knew it was not shadows she had seen.

“There is something lying on the ground near the oak wood,” Sárán added, squinting to try and make out what the shape was.

“Then let's make for the trees,” Aoife decided. “At least we'll find some shelter from the cold.” She trudged on, cold and wet, sweating under her cloak and woolen clothes, until the grove was just ahead.

Sárán and Aoife saw the bloodstain on the snow before either of them caught sight of the drained gray features of Fearna's face, eyes wide open to the sky, collarbone shattered, neck broken and twisted. Sárán touched the boy's cheek in the vain hope of finding life but Aoife stood back staring in disbelief.

“He's dead,” her brother announced with certainty.

“I could have sworn I saw him standing by the trees,” Aoife sobbed in anguish. “I know I saw someone.”

“There are no footprints in the snow,” Sárán reasoned. “There was no one else here.”

“I saw him standing beneath this tree!” she cried again as she approached the body, convinced that the boy must still be alive.

“It was a trick of the light,” her brother sighed.

“No.” But Aoife drew a sharp breath when she caught sight of the young man's lips, blue and swollen.

“Fearna is gone, Aoife.” Sárán took his sister by the shoulders and shook her to bring her to her senses. “Do you hear me? He is dead.”

“It's my fault,” Aoife whispered, warm tears  streaming down her cheeks. “If it had not been for me he would be sitting by the hearth at home listening to the Bards sing their stories.”

“Be quiet!” her brother snapped. “This is all your fault, I won't argue with you about that. May Danu forgive me for playing along with your game. I should have stood up to you.”

“It was as much your doing as mine,” she protested.

“Don't turn this on me. It was your idea to come out on this night and risk our lives for a childish prank.”

“What are we going to do?”

Sárán sighed deeply as he stood up. “We must not be found with him,” he decided. “If anyone so much as imagined we were involved in his death, it could mean war.”

“And Father would see us punished severely,” the girl added. “There is no greater dishonor than the death of a fosterling through neglect or misadventure, and he loved Fearna more than his own.”

“We must keep this night a secret,” Sárán insisted urgently. “You must keep quiet. Our future and that of the Fir-Bolg may depend on it.”

Aoife did not answer.

“We must return to Dun Burren before anyone misses us,” Sárán hissed. “Then you must banish all thoughts of this night from your mind.”

“I didn't mean it to be like this,” the girl cried, turning away from the corpse. “I wish I had never thought of coming out here at midnight.”

“It is done now,” Sárán replied. “No one knows we were here except Fearna and he won't tell. Of that you may be certain.”

With that the two of them made their way as quickly as they could to the road, careful to brush away their footprints as they went. But in the event they need not have bothered. The snow began falling heavy again, and in a short while all trace of them was completely obliterated.

The two young siblings were barely out of sight and sound when the black-clad spirit appeared again from beneath the stand of ancient shadowy trees. He crouched down beside the lifeless lad.

“Only you and I know the truth, Fearna,” he sighed gently. “You see what kind of company you have been keeping? I almost feel it is my duty to visit retribution upon them.”

He touched the lad's hair again and there was true compassion in the gesture.

“You have no idea of the gift you have been given,” the stranger whispered. “I wish you could tell me about the lands beyond life. I wish I could walk there with you.”

A brief smile touched the creature's lips. Then he sat himself down amidst the snowstorm to watch over the corpse until daybreak.






Chapter 2





DALAN THE BREHON SAT DOWN BY THE SWIFTLY FLOWING stream, scooped a handful of water into his mouth and breathed in the summer fragrance of the forest air. He had been walking at a good pace all night long and he was exhausted. The Druid stretched his neck, leaned against his huge pack and traced with his fingers the shape of the bronze cauldron inside. Beside the pack sat his harp in its case, another heavy load.

“A short rest,” he told himself. “Not far to go now. Why did I agree to carry both these burdens all on my own? I must have been touched with the madness.”

Dalan sat up again to wash his face. The Brehon scooped up a handful of water and poured it over the crown of his head then dragged his hands down over his ears until the palms met in front of his face in the attitude of prayer. This was his silent ritual of thanks to Danu, the Goddess of the Flowing Waters. She watched over him, he knew, guiding his life from beyond  the veil. The chilly droplets revived him a little. His short dark brown hair sparkled in the sunlight as if laden with dew.

Then the Brehon lay back again, propped his head against the pack and stared into the treetops, savoring the silence. During this last cycle of the moon his stamina had been sorely tested. In the Druid Assembly he had argued relentlessly as an advocate for Brocan, the King of the Fir-Bolg. Now he had been assigned to bring the Cauldron of Plenty to the west. As a gesture of goodwill by the Druid Assembly it was to be lodged in the royal house of the Burren until the next summer.

Dalan reflected on the fate of his people. So few Fir-Bolg were now under instruction in the Draoi arts that within two generations there would likely be no practitioners of the old blood left at all. He was the last traveling Brehon judge among the Fir-Bolg Druids of Innisfail. When he was gone it would be left to the Danaans alone to keep the law. In the last fifty summers his kinfolk had been driven to the barren west coast of Innisfail where the Danaans didn't care to live. Which perhaps explained why King Brocan of the Fir-Bolg was so bitterly opposed to the chieftains of the Tuatha De Danaan.

The Brehon idly brushed the smooth skin across the top of his head where he had been shaved to mark him as a man of poetry and learning. As a judge he was considered an expert in the laws and customs of his folk. He was a teacher and arbitrator, a respected  adviser on matters of protocol and tradition. Yet he knew Brocan was not likely to listen to him. The king was a proud warrior and the only independent ruler of the Fir-Bolg. Dalan would be fortunate if he so much as considered a reply to his entreaty. The coming of the Cauldron might sweeten the discussion but it would not guarantee Brocan's good favor.

The Brehon's fingers searched around inside the dark blue robe he wore. After a few moments he found the little leather bag he habitually fastened about his waist. He carefully brought it out, untied the cords of the brown purse and emptied the contents into his hand.

A collection of shriveled red berries tumbled onto his palm. Dalan quickly counted them to make sure none had gone astray.

“Nine.” He breathed with relief.

Then he picked up each berry and examined it closely for flaws. At last when he had inspected them all and was satisfied they were still fertile, he placed them back inside their bag and tucked the purse into his robe.

At least this part of his duty would not be difficult. As long as the berries still held the seed of life within them, his journey would have been worthwhile.

With that he stood up to stretch his legs. The stream in front of him flowed down between a small grove of trees before pouring into a wide deep sunlit pool. Dalan felt an overwhelming urge to go down and rest awhile on the warm rocks at the edge of the  pool. But he still had a good way to go. He tried to convince himself he would be able to rest when he reached the battleground, but in his heart he knew there would be no opportunity.

It had been two cycles of the ever-changing moon since he had found time to be alone like this. And much longer since he had last sat down simply to close his eyes for a moment's peace, without some urgent concern springing to his mind. Perhaps if he sat here for just a short while he would be fresh and sharp-witted when he arrived at the battlefield.

Convincing himself of the wisdom of rest, Dalan made his way quickly down to the pool. There he squatted in the pleasant sunlight at the water's edge, listening to the gentle trickling of the stream as it flowed away into the thickly wooded grove beyond.

When his face was warmly tingling Dalan positioned the bag with its heavy bronze cauldron in the shade, closed his eyes and breathed slowly. Then he lay back on the rock to enjoy the feeling of the sun on his skin.

“I have spent too long in the north,” he sighed to himself.

He had hardly thought these words when there was a sudden disturbance in the pool. His eyes snapped open though every other muscle froze. Directly in front of him, just under the water, a beautiful trout was sucking at the glassy surface, searching for tiny morsels of food. Dalan's stomach growled with hunger.

As if caught in some marvelous Draoi spell from the legends of old, the Brehon put aside all thoughts of his pressing duties and took a closer look. The trout stared back cheekily at him, as if challenging him to reach out and catch her. Gorgeous scales sparkled in a hundred subtle shades as she rippled her delicate body through the clear water.

Then she suddenly grew bored of Dalan and turned away. Perched on the rock the Brehon leaned over above the fish, utterly lost in thoughts of this trout and the empty space she would fill in his groaning stomach. Noiselessly, patiently, he edged close enough to strike. He lowered his hand into the water until no more than a finger length separated them. She hovered around as if unconcerned by the intruder. Dalan smiled as his palm brushed her belly. The trout did not swim away. His fingers tenderly stroked her, then suddenly he gripped her hard.

The Brehon felt the trout struggle and then she tugged surprisingly hard in a last-ditch attempt to break free. In the next instant the fisherman felt himself being pulled down into the pool. He lost his balance to tumble helplessly forward.

As the Brehon fell into the cold waters he barely had time to take a breath, but he did not let go of his prize. He panicked when his feet could not find the bottom. The mud stirred up as Dalan thrashed about and this obscured his vision. It seemed as if he had passed through some mystical portal into the Otherworld and all things had become dimmed to human sight.

A moment later he found his footing again and stood up in the water, still clutching his precious supper. Without a second thought he tossed the trout up onto the rocks where she flapped about in the golden sun, her scales reflecting light all the colors of the rainbow.

She had almost ceased her struggle by the time the Brehon hauled himself out of the pool. As if in recognition of his victory the fish gave up fighting her fate to case a steely eye upon her captor. It was then Dalan realized what a fool he was. Not only had he wasted precious time indulging himself with rest, but he had got his best cloak, his walking boots and all his undergarments wet through. He reached into his blue robe in a moment of breathless panic, then sighed with relief when he found the berries undamaged.

Now he would have to dry his clothes, he reprimanded himself crossly. He couldn't arrive at the battleground in this state. The contest didn't begin until dawn, however. As long as he did not dally too long he could have the early afternoon to himself. That should be plenty of time to dry out and tidy up.

“I'll have a fire going soon,” he said aloud, deciding to make the best of things. “Then I'll eat and be on my way as soon as my cloak and robes are dry. No harm done. If I leave by sunset I'll make the battleground long before the contest is due to begin.”

His heart sank a little as he wondered whether the Chief Druid, the Dagda, would approve of the break in his journey. Forget the bloody Dagda and the  Druid Assembly for a moment, he told himself. He needed to lie down with a full belly, to forget the troubles of the world for a while.

The Druid checked the position of the sun to reckon the hour. He stripped off his soaking garments, laid them out in the sunshine and went to gather enough kindling to start a decent blaze. And when the fire was good and strong he set about preparing his meal.

Dalan cooked and ate his trout before the sun had traveled a hand-breadth across the sky. His hunger satisfied, the Brehon sucked his fingers, savoring the tasty sweet juices of the slowly roasted fish. Then in a fine mood, he lay back in the sun and closed his eyes. His cloak hung on the tree behind him, his boots were by the fire and the rest of his clothes were spread out across the rocks to dry.

I'll just close my eyes for a short while then I'll be on my way again, he promised himself. It's no good for my stomach to walk a far road with a meal digesting.

The stream bubbled away nearby, the wind sighed a lullaby through the trees. In a matter of a few moments the cares of the world had dropped away from the Brehon and he had slipped into a sound and much needed sleep.

It seemed to Dalan he had hardly closed his eyes when his rest was disturbed by the sound of a woman singing in a high sweet voice.

“Why can I not have even a moment of peace?” he  hissed. “For pity's sake leave me alone for a little while longer.”

The song was not a lilting sleep melody. It cut across the muttering of the gentle gurgling stream and drowned out the whispered tune of the branches swaying in the breeze. The woman's voice grew stronger and more urgent with every phrase.

Dalan refused to open his eyes.

“I am resting,” he declared hoarsely. “You can sing all you like. I will not be disturbed. I'm owed a little peace after all I have been through. Come back when I am awake and I'll speak with you.”

“I bathe your hands,” the woman crooned in his ear, “in a cascade of mead, in the fire of my spirit, in the four elements, in the juice of blackberries, in the milk of a white cow. And I grant you nine gifts. The gift of beauty. The gift of sweet voice. The gift of endless good fortune. The gift of a good heart. The gift of gentle wisdom. The gift of merciful charity. The gift of manliness. The gift of a bright soul. The gift of fine words to speak.”

Dalan smiled when he heard this. All his deepest wishes seemed to be listed in the woman's song. He opened his eyes, curious as to who had intruded on his peaceful afternoon. He sat bolt upright in shock.

The stream had become a river. The pool was a wide sea, the furthest shore of which was lost to sight in a thick rolling mist. And the rocks Dalan had been resting on were now a grassy windswept hill. All around were tall well-tended trees abundantly laden  with brightly colored fruits and flowers. Strange birds sporting feathers of gold, crimson, black and yellow sang in the highest branches. These creatures looked down on him with obvious suspicion, though Dalan could not understand why the birds might distrust him.

“May you have the skill of the ancient ones who lived before the flood,” the woman sang. “May talent at the harp be yours also. For you are the joy of all joys, the light of the sun, the open door of the welcome-house, the star of guidance, the swift foot of the horse, the nimble foot of the stag. You are the grace of the swan.”

Dalan was entranced by the enchanting song-poem. The words shuddered through him like the rumble of distant thunder. He was sure he had heard this chant somewhere before. But he could not recall which legend tale they belonged to.

“Where am I?” he asked in a daze.

“This place is called the Islands of the West,” the woman answered.

Suddenly the stranger was in front of Dalan. She was dressed in a cloak of deep blue cloth decorated with silver stars that sparkled like the eyes of a happy child. Her hair was white as chalk, though her face was youthful. She seemed no more than twenty summers old at most. Her skin was fair and delicate. Her hands were small and fine-boned.

“The best hour of the day be yours,” she smiled, “and the best day of the season. May the best season of  the four-fold circle be yours and the best circle of a thousand also.”

“I wish these things for you also.”

The woman laughed as if the Brehon's courteous reply were hilariously funny.

“Who are you?” Dalan asked with a frown.

It was at that moment he realized he was naked. Straight-away he reached up to the tree where his cloak had been hanging but the tree was gone.

“You may wear this,” the woman giggled. “ Consider it a gift.”

As she spoke a cloak woven entirely of black feathers landed beside the Brehon as if it had fallen from the sky. Dalan carefully lifted the beautiful garment and placed it around his shoulders, surprised at the great weight of it. It fitted him perfectly, hugging close to his flesh like a second skin made of feathers. He was pleasantly warm and dry beneath this strange covering.

“Thank you,” Dalan stuttered.

“My name is Cuimhne,” the woman declared. “I am the guardian of the Hall of Remembrances. Some folk ascribe to me the name of Justice but only folk who do not understand my true nature.”

“Justice? Remembrances?” The Brehon frowned. “I don't understand. You are the Goddess Cuimhne?”

“I'm not a goddess,” she chortled. “I am merely a guardian. You have not told me your name.”

“I am called Dalan Mac Math.”

“Math is the old word for bear.” She smiled. “Are you truly the son of a bear?”

“That was my teacher's name,” the Brehon explained. “He was a Druid judge who lived in the caves of Aillwee for much of his life. He found the coat of a bear in those dark caverns one winter and he wore it ever after. That is how he came to be known as the Bear.”

“So you are the son of the Bear?” she asked as she approached him. There was no sound of footfall as she moved closer. Cuimhne held out her white hand and touched Dalan gently on the chin.

“I knew your teacher,” she confirmed. “You have his wisdom but you are not a bear. Your totem is the Raven.”

“The Fir-Bolg people, my own folk, regard the bear as their guiding spirit.”

“And like the bear in winter your kindred will sleep soon enough,” Cuimhne replied. “The land of Innisfail will one day know them only in songs of past days and former glory.”

Suddenly the Brehon shrank back from her, his heart beating in his chest. “I recognize you,” he whispered. “I know your face. Where have we met before?”

“In your dreams and visions. In the land of memory. I am your future too. I have been waiting a long while for your return.”

“Return?”

“Do not trouble yourself with such thoughts.”

“Am I sleeping?” the Brehon gasped. “Is this a dream?”

“You are resting. Often what exists in the imagination is more real than the everyday things we perceive with our other senses.”

“Am I imagining your beauty?”

The woman smiled sweetly. Her face shone like a lamp. “You are very complimentary, Brehon,” Cuimhne laughed. “You have a good heart.”

As she said that she took Dalan's hand in hers and led him to the top of the hill. When they reached the windblown summit she led him to the center of an incomplete circle of standing stones each of blue granite.

The woman put her hands on the Brehon's shoulders so he faced back the way they had come. A vast ocean lapped at the foot of the grassy rise. Dalan was speechless with surprise.

“That is the eastern ocean,” Cuimhne crooned softly in his ear. “Your ancestors sailed across from this place generations ago to seek their new home. So many seasons have passed by since then that your people do not remember the songs of those voyages. They do not often tell the tale of their first landfall in Innisfail.”

“Beyond the mists,” the Brehon mumbled in a soft awed voice, “lies Innisfail?”

“Yes. The land which will one day be known as Eriu after the Danaan queen.”

Then the woman turned him round again so they were walking away from the sea, passing under the impossibly tall trees which grew in an ordered wood on the other side of the hill. As they passed through  the woods a new sight met Dalan's eyes. Green valleys and high-peaked mountains spread out before the disbelieving Brehon. Golden fields of wheat and oats patched a landscape irrigated by azure blue canals. As he marveled an amazing spectacle unfolded.

A great gathering of folk dressed in the same manner as Cuimhne stood in the midst of a yellow field of barley. Dalan was about to inquire the purpose of this meeting when the sound of low humming came to his ears.

A dozen men and women had stepped out from the crowd with huge bronze trumpets that curled like the horns of a cow. The sound emanating from these musical instruments was a thrumming call reminiscent of lowing cattle but much more powerful.

“Music of the Draoi,” Dalan muttered. “I have never heard the likes of it.”

“It is rarely heard these days in the lands before death,” Cuimhne informed him. “Your folk are too consumed with their petty wants and goals. They will not rediscover this mystery until they throw off the shackles of desire. This music is the essence of the pure spirit of all people. These musicians are weaving the Draoi-Craft. If they had acted sooner their holy prayer-song might have turned events around. Alas but the melody commenced too late to save their homeland.”

Once again Dalan felt his body begin to vibrate. His guts turned with the trembling resonance of the music. And then the choir of women began to sing. It  was a high floating melody that danced around in delicate trills contrasting the steady low vibrato of the horns.

When the men's voices joined in Dalan began to feel very faint, as if the music held some strange power over the senses.

“I am drunk,” he managed to whisper, though Cuimhne made no sign she heard him.

As the melody built to an urgent crescendo the Brehon had to drop to his haunches. He was so overcome with a nauseating dizziness he was finding it difficult to focus. A moment later a strange light began to course across the field in rhythmic pulsing beats of bright white. When this ceased and the light faded, a whirlwind formed in the middle of the field.

The choir raised the pitch of their song and the pace doubled. Dalan thought his head would surely burst if the music continued much longer. His ears were aching and his stomach convulsed in punishing spasms. Just when he was sure he was going to faint the song ceased abruptly and all was quiet again. In seconds the whirlwind disappeared, leaving behind a wide swath cut into the crops in the form of an intricate spiraling circle.

Dalan's ears were ringing and his head spun as if he had been at the very center of the twirling windstorm. But when he noticed the strange design in the barley he struggled to his feet again and stood silenced by the spectacle, arms hanging limp by his sides.

“The earth is our mother,” Cuimhne told him. “Her life force is strong. In the ancient days our people knew the paths of the sacred force. They harnessed her energy for the good of all.”

“Until new songs were sung,” Dalan continued. “Songs of destruction, greed, jealousy and fear.”

“Raising storms with the Draoi-Music will not keep the invaders at bay,” Cuimhne said, shaking her head. “Even if your people could conjure the fires of the earth, as your ancestors once did, it would avail them not. The strangers will come. And these Milesians are the first of many.”

“Will we be swept away?”

“Not if you learn to live with your neighbors.”

“What do you mean?”

“Use the Draoi-Songs for the benefit of all,” Cuimhne advised. “For the good of Fir-Bolg, Danaan and invader alike. If you all work together, the ways of Fir-Bolg and Danaan will be preserved. Share the bounty of your knowledge and the future will be a graceful dance of partnership and preservation of the land. Have compassion for your fellow beings and learn cooperation and compassion.”

“What if we cannot all agree to work together?”

“Then no song will save you from the destruction that is to come. Remember the tales of the Islands of the West. The Druids of those times thought they had achieved the pinnacle of knowledge but they only brought famine, fire and flood upon their land. When their greedy melodies brought the star crashing to  earth, the bowels of this world opened. Mountains spewed forth molten rock which covered their homes.”

“And yet the ancients venerated the red-hot lakes of that land,” Dalan continued, struggling to recall the tale, “because they believed such places were gateways leading to the Otherworld.”

“You have learned your craft well.” As Cuimhne spoke Dalan felt the ground beneath his feet tremble. “We must go now to the stone circle,” she told the Brehon. “Do not fear. No harm will come to you there.”

“What is happening?”

“The end of days has come upon us,” Cuimhne explained. “You are witnessing the final moments of the Islands of the West. These lands are about to be torn asunder in retribution for the Druids' unchecked use of the Draoi-Songs. Remember well what you see here.”

Dalan's eyes widened in confusion as she took his hand again to lead him back through the wood toward the summit.

“What you see before you is the past,” the woman soothed. “You stand beyond the bounds of this place. You cannot be harmed.”

“What can you tell me of the future?” Dalan cut in.

But Cuimhne offered no answer as she hurried him along to the top of the hill and the shelter of the stones.

“Here stand the seven,” she told him. “Two more roam the world. You must take great care they do not  interfere with the peace between the Danaans and the invaders. If any force in creation can bring disaster to your kindred it is those two.”

“I don't understand,” the Brehon said.

As he spoke the sky was ripped open by streaking purple lightning. Dark clouds blotted out the sun and the sea began to boil with fury as the elements gathered to do battle.

“I speak of the Nine Watchers of Balor who were once the greatest threat to the Danaans and the Fir-Bolg.”

“Balor was destroyed in the time of my great-grandfather. Surely he poses no danger to us now?” Dalan's alarm was obvious.

“Balor is gone,” Cuimhne assured him. “You need not fear. Lugh of the Many Skills put an end to him. But Balor's servants lived on for a long while after their master departed to the Halls of Waiting.”

“The Watchers are still among us?” the Brehon gasped in disbelief.

“The two remaining are the most dangerous of all. They know their days are nearly at an end and they live in terror of what will become of them. That pair will stop at nothing to prolong their existence. Be careful where you place your trust. They have a longer vision than you and may act with treachery.”

“How can you be so sure they will cause trouble?” Dalan asked.

Cuimhne turned and pointed to the seven stones set in an almost complete circle. “Because if they do  not, they are fated to join their comrades here. This is not death. These poor souls are trapped for the rest of eternity as sleeping stones. They are aware of their surroundings but are unable to move or cry out. This is an agony worse than any death.

“Go to them,” Cuimhne urged. “Touch one of the stones and you will know what I know.”

The Brehon hurried over to the nearest blue granite-tooth as the rain began to fall in droplets the size of quail eggs. The storm was rising to an unbelievable fury now. Birds dropped from the sky, stunned by lightning and thunder. The sea whipped up and spray was carried even to the top of this hill.

Dalan went to the first stone and stood before it.

“Place your palms flat against the surface,” Cuimhne yelled above the noise of the tempest.

The Brehon did as he was told. Immediately everything that was happening around him became insignificant. A strange unearthly voice came, filled his senses, and he backed away from the granite in surprise.

“She cannot harm you,” Cuimhne called out in reassurance. “Do not be afraid. It is the Watchers who are not yet clothed in stone you should fear most.”

Dalan reluctantly placed his palms up against the stone again. Immediately he noticed the surface was warm to his touch. Then he heard the voice again.

“I am Sarna . . . Sarna,” the voice repeated, as if singing a song with no other words.

In the tips of his fingers Dalan could feel a pleasant tingling. The feeling soon began to extend up his arms  into his shoulders. The storm around him was growing to a furious intensity but he barely noticed.

The Brehon saw in his mind's eye a tall woman with dark skin and long black hair beautifully braided down her back. She wore great silver half-moons for earrings. Her arms were painted blue with intricate tattoos laid out in geometric patterns.

“What do you want?” she demanded suddenly as if woken from her own trance. “Why are you disturbing me? Have you come to take me away to the land of spirits? Is my time here done at last?”

Dalan was so shocked and surprised he could not answer. His arms were beginning to ache now and the stone began to glow with a gentle luminescence. A spiral of light surrounded the base of the granite slab. This spiral slowly began to wind its way up toward the top. As it reached his hands Dalan felt a faintness come upon him again.

“What should I do?” he called out to Cuimhne.

“The Milesian Gaedhals have been drawn here through the cunning of the Watchers,” she replied. “These invaders are distant kin to the Danaans and the Fir-Bolg. But their ancestors departed the Islands of the West before the moon descended and the earth erupted. Their laws and customs do not hold the Druids of their race to account for misusing their skill.”

“How will we defeat them?”

“You will not defeat them with swords but you may win them over with words. Convince them to  change their ways, to throw off the barbarism of their ancestors. Teach them your Brehon laws; join in partnership with their folk. There is no other way. If you attempt to defeat them in battle they will certainly prevail.”

Dalan frowned deeply as he considered Cuimhne's advice.

“The Fir-Bolg and Danaans will cease to be. If they are not scattered to the four winds they will melt away from the world and disappear. Without the wisdom of your people the Gaedhals will dabble in the little Draoi knowledge they possess. In time Innisfail will fall to the same fate that came upon the Islands of the West in times long past. Do you want to see that?”

The wind whipped up the Brehon's hair as he shook his head. The gale rose suddenly in intensity, almost lifting Dalan up off his feet. He cried out in fright. Then the wind dropped again, leaving him hugging the standing stone for support.

When the Brehon's breathing had calmed he turned to face Cuimhne. But he was alone on the top of the hill, save for a strange living pinnacle of rock in his arms.

“Stay with me,” the stone begged him in a seductive tone. “Tell me of the goings-on in the world beyond the circle. I will grant you a wish if you remain here with me. Anything your heart desires. I promise. Stay with me. I am Sarna.”

The Brehon struggled to break free of the stone's Otherworldly grip as bolts of bright intense lightning  struck the hill all about him, throwing up the turf and mud. One after another the fiery arrows descended from the heavens, each closer to him than the last, until he was sure the next would shatter the frame of his mortal body.

Then in a breathtaking purple rage the sky lit up from horizon to horizon. Dalan looked toward the clouds, tried to free his hands once more as a bolt descended toward him with a crackling, groaning roar. The Brehon had no chance to cry out as the sky fire struck him on the crown of the head.

His hands flew free of the stone, his body shook uncontrollably. The Raven-feather cloak dropped away from his shoulders. The Brehon screamed with all the force of his lungs until his strength was gone and he could cry no more. Then, sobbing like a little child, he fell back on the grass.

“Do not fear adversity,” Cuimhne advised. Though he could not see the woman, her voice rang clear. “It is only through adversity you will gain wisdom, only through affliction you will discover that which heals you.”

When Dalan opened his eyes again he was naked and shivering, lying on his back on the rock ledge where he had fallen asleep. The sun had set, his fire had died down and his hands clutched a heavy cloak made of Raven feathers.






Chapter 3





THREE HOURS AFTER DAWN THE THICK CLOVER GLISTENED with countless tiny beads of reflected light as a rainy squall petered out. Clouds melted away, caught up in the wind from the south. Then all the countryside around the two hills of the battleground was basked in cheering sunshine.

A youth, seventeen summers old, too young yet to dress as a warrior, crouched low in the long grass on the flat summit of one of these hills. His heart beat wildly with excitement as he scoured the countryside for any sign of the enemy.

“Aoife, where are you?” he whispered under his breath. His black hair had grown longer since the winter and he had more weight to him, but his eyes were as dark as ever. They had earned him the nickname of Brandubh, which meant Raven in the language of his kinfolk.

No more than a dozen paces away at the edge of  the hilltop lay his sister Aoife, two summers younger than he yet already wiser and bolder than her brother in many respects. Stretched out flat on her stomach on a rocky outcrop she watched intently the open plain below her. And ignored Sárán's impatient mumblings. She didn't want to be distracted for a second.

Sárán brushed the locks away from his eyes and decided it was time the two of them made their way back to their father's camp. This adventure had been thrilling to begin with, but now he was concerned they might be discovered.

“Aoife!” he hissed urgently, hoping to get her attention without giving away their position.

She ignored him. The young man breathed heavily with frustration.

“We must go now!” he grunted urgently. “Before we're caught!”

“I haven't seen any Danaan warriors yet,” she hissed.

The young woman turned to face her brother and as she did so her eyes widened in surprise.

“Sárán!” she called but her warning came too late.

Before he knew what had happened a heavy blow hit the young man hard square in the middle of his back. He fell forward face first into the grass as surely as if he had been kicked down by an ox. His body hit the ground and he cried out with shock. Almost immediately the stunned youth felt a huge weight come crashing down upon him to pin him securely.

“Sárán!”

He heard his sister cry out to him but he could not see her. And in any case he was powerless to reply. Sárán Brandubh was struggling just to breathe. He strained his neck turning his head in search of his sister.

“Get up, Sárán!” the young woman cried as he caught a flash of Aoife's red hair out of the corner of his eye.

Before he could raise a plea to her for help, the confused young man heard a muffled grunt. Then suddenly the great immobilizing weight rolled off him and he could breathe again. Sárán slowly turned over onto his back and coughed until he thought he would burst.

When the fit was at its worst he felt an arm around his shoulders and his sister's hand on his forehead.

“Are you hurt?” she pleaded, but Sárán could not speak for a long while without coughing. When he eventually caught his breath and was able to look around him he saw the body of a large man lying face up in the grass.

The young man took a few moments to identify the shape. Then he jumped up in fright. He would have run off too if his feet had not been frozen to the spot with fear. A naked warrior with intricate painted designs covering his entire body was stretched out senseless. Sárán shook his head and blinked in the hope he was imagining things. But when he opened his eyes again the unconscious stranger was still there.

He was a large middle-aged man with a thick neck. A stout spear of ash and a small round shield lay beside  his body. Hie head still rested against the rock that had broken his fall and rendered him senseless.

“Is he dead?” the young man stuttered.

“He is merely sleeping. He'll wake soon enough.”

There were a few simple beaded adornments in the man's braided hair and around his neck. Broad blue-green painted lines snaked over his great bulky body. It was these stripes—war markings—that declared the stranger a Danaan. He was one of the enemy.

“Aoife, what happened?” Sárán gasped as he gingerly touched his ribs searching for any breakages.

“He didn't even see you,” the young woman whispered with awe in her voice. This was her first taste of a real fight. She had never been near the battleground before. She gently brushed the long skeins of straight black hair from her brother's face. “The poor fool simply stumbled over you.” She daubed a few light kisses of sympathy on Sárán's brow then continued speaking.

“The stranger fell over and hit his head on a stone without ever being aware that you existed. I never guessed fighting could be so easy. By the way, I'm sure Mother would like to learn that throw from you. She has often wished to be able to knock Father out before he realized she was there at all. It will come in handy when he returns home drunk late at night.”

“Still your tongue. We're not supposed to be here, remember?” Sárán reminded her tersely. “I could have been killed and it would have been all your fault.”

“You won't get killed if you always fight like that,” she laughed, standing up to offer her hand to him.

“Father would skin us alive if he knew we were here,” the young man breathed nervously. He took her hand and she hauled him to his feet.

“What is he going to do to us?” She shrugged. “We're heroes. We captured an enemy scout.”

Sárán frowned, then a thought struck him.

“Oh no, Aoife,” he stammered. “What have we done?”

“We have defeated a Danaan warrior. He is our prisoner.”

“He is only our captive so long as he sleeps,” Sárán pointed out.

“Tie him up then.”

“But how will we get him back to Father's camp?”

“I didn't think of that,” Aoife admitted. “Can you walk?”

“I'm not certain. I don't think I'm too badly hurt. Just shaken.”

“Then we must take the captive to Father.”

“It is our duty,” Sárán agreed reluctantly. “But how will we do it?”

“He must weigh as much as a pony. We can't carry him.”

“I am more worried about his comrades finding us before we reach safety. If we're discovered we'll have to put up a fight.”

“We are King Brocan's children. What would the Danaans do if they captured us?” Aoife stuttered, fear slightly tainting her words.

“I don't imagine they'll treat us very well,” Sárán  replied. “Do you think any of them might guess what part we had to play in Fearna's misadventure?”

“No. I haven't spoken a word to anyone about that night.”

“Let's tie this one up,” he suggested. Sárán bit his lip as he considered admitting to his sister that he had not kept the details of Fearna's death from Lom. “And then we'll go and fetch some of Father's warriors.”

Aoife nodded but she was not really taking any notice. Her thoughts were off with Fearna. She sat back down against a rock and stared off into the distance as her brother took the leather straps from his small basket to make some strong restraints.

Sárán had just wrapped the sinews round the Danaan's wrists when he heard the sound of footsteps running up the hill.

“Lay down your weapons!” came a firm and threatening command. “If you do so now you will not be harmed. You are trespassing on Danaan land.”

Sárán looked at his sword which lay in the grass just out of reach. He swallowed hard before answering boldly, “It is you who is trespassing on Fir-Bolg territory.”

A young naked warrior stood up out of the grass. His honey-colored hair was knotted into long braids. His eyes were mellow blue, determined and expressive. He had obviously earned his right to stand with the warriors of his people. The designs painted on his body were not as many or as intricate as those of the other Danaan, but they marked his profession.

The terrifying sight of this savagely arrayed stranger sent Sárán diving into the grass for his short-bladed weapon. The Danaan spoke again as Sárán stepped forward to defend himself.

“You are wrong. This part of the battleground was given to my people to defend. You are trespassing.”

“The whole of the west of Innisfail belongs by right to the Fir-Bolg from the days of our ancestors. The Danaans are invaders. Wherever you go you are trespassing,” Aoife declared as she drew her own sword.

The siblings moved slowly closer to each other until their shoulders touched.

“I will take him on,” Sárán told his sister. “You must run to get help.”

“I'll stand by you,” she snapped, annoyed at the suggestion. “I am a better fighter than you in any case.”

“If anything happens to you, Father will murder me,” the young man whispered.

“To say nothing of what I will do to you,” Aoife quipped.

Her brother shook his head. “If you know what's good for you, you'll leave us be,” he challenged the warrior, but the threat sounded hollow. The Danaan laughed.

“You are trespassing,” he repeated. Then he turned his attention to Aoife. As his eyes met hers she felt the resolve melt away from her. Suddenly she was shaking.

“Throw down your blades and no harm will come to you,” the stranger ordered.

Aoife had never seen a Danaan painted for war before this morning and this strange barbaric fellow fascinated her.

“You are my prisoners,” he went on. “You must not refuse to give up your swords or you'll be breaking the truce,” he added in a tone of friendly advice.

“Where will you take us?” Aoife demanded.

“To the King of the Danaans. He is an honorable man. You will be well treated and cared for until you are free to go home.”

“When would that be?”

“After the battle of course. You were caught trespassing. You must withdraw from the field so you can't take part in the fight tomorrow. As soon as the conflict is decided you will be set free.”

Sárán swallowed hard. His mind was buzzing with possibilities, any idea that might save him the dishonor of capture. He was going to fight tomorrow and no Danaan was going to stop him.

Sárán turned to his sister and mouthed a word.

“What?” she asked.

“Run, Aoife,” he said calmly.

“Run?”

“Run!” he screamed.

She was so startled by the power of his voice that she turned and took a dozen steps before she came to her senses. Then she stopped and turned around. She would have gone back to stand at her brother's side but it was already too late. The stranger had leapt forward to lunge at Sárán with a leaf-shaped blade. In a  very short while Sárán was already retreating, driven back by the relentless attack.

The stranger was very light on his feet. Every move he made was like a step in an intricate dance. There was a gentle grace to him, thought Aoife. He was relaxed, almost playful about his task. He was not a warrior at heart, she decided.

The stranger may not have possessed the spirit of a warrior but he had the experience of one. And he was not about to let his opponent escape. With sword raised high the Danaan advanced two paces then brought his weapon down hard at his opponent's skull. Sárán blocked the blow and pushed the enemy blade away, but he hardly had time to recover before a driving thrust was aimed at him

The young man parried the sword but struggled to keep the stranger's weapon from tearing into him. His fine saffron shirt tore at the sleeve with one stab from the Danaan. And before he had time to bemoan the damage to his precious shirt another blow came down. The young man blocked it well but lost his balance on the uneven ground.

In the next moment Sárán was hastily ducking away to avoid a wide sweep from the Danaan's sword. The blade came so close to his face that he felt the rush of air as it passed. He had not recovered before the enemy made another sweep. This time Sárán was not fast enough. The very tip of the weapon caught him just above the eye. Blood trickled down his cheek into the corner of his mouth and the taste  of it frightened him more than anything he had ever known.

Sárán had often wondered what it would be like to fight in a real battle. Now the only thought on his mind was to stay out of the swinging arc of that fearful blade.

The stranger struck two more blows well parried by the young Fir-Bolg. Then the Danaan took a few paces back to rest. Sárán recovered his composure and raised his blade again.

“Since you won't come peacefully,” the Danaan panted, “I will have to teach you something of the ways of the warrior.”

“Stay away from him!” Aoife yelled defiantly. “He is my brother!”

She strode forward to stand by Sárán in a show of boldness but there was a tremor in her voice that betrayed her fear.

The Danaan let his blade dangle point to the ground for a moment. He looked her square in the eye, smiled and lifted his sword, extending the point to her brother. Aoife was caught in the Danaan warrior's stare.

“There are two of us,” she ventured, unblinking.

The stranger laughed, circling the point of his sword in the air in front of Sárán. Suddenly he froze, then lowered his blade.

“He is your brother?” the Danaan asked, indicating Sárán with a brisk nod of the head.

“Yes.”

“You are both too young to be on the battlefield. You can't be older than fourteen summers.”

“I am sixteen,” Aoife replied indignantly. “And my brother will be eighteen at the next full moon.”

“You're sixteen?” the Danaan asked with a smile.

She nodded.

“Since you are so young,” the stranger declared, “I will allow you to go back to your own people and tell them exactly what happened here this morning.”

Aoife breathed a sigh of relief and dropped the point of her weapon, returning his smile. “Thank you,” she sighed. “We don't really want to fight with you.”

“What are you talking about?” Sárán yelled. “He is the enemy! It is our duty to capture him and take him back to Father's camp.”

“This was a mistake,” Aoife replied. “We should be grateful he is letting us go. I don't want Father to know what we've been up to. He expressly forbade us to follow the warriors out here. I can't imagine he'd be too happy if we ended up as guests of the Danaan king.”

Sárán grumbled under his breath but he knew she was right. This was a chance to walk away from what could have been a very embarrassing encounter.

“Very well,” Sárán conceded, addressing his sister. “I agree with you. Perhaps it would be best to accept this warrior's offer.”

“You have misunderstood me,” the Danaan cut in. “The young woman may go. She is not of warrior age.  Under the rules of war I am not permitted to take her captive. But you”—the stranger turned to Sárán—“you are just old enough to be considered a warrior. And you have defended yourself well. You must come with me to answer for this intrusion.”

With that he picked up his sword again and leveled it at the young Fir-Bolg.

“You will have to take us both then!” Aoife declared. “I will not abandon my brother.”

“Then I am sorry to say we will have to fight,” the Danaan sighed.

Aoife raised her blade as he spoke and lunged forward to strike. But the stranger effortlessly blocked her attack.

Sárán moved around to strike from behind while his sister kept the Danaan's attention. The stranger was obviously impressed with her skill. She held the blade lightly so that she could swing, parry or stab with as little effort as possible. But that was also her weakness.

When the Danaan struck her blade her grip weakened and the weapon flew out of her hand. It flew swishing over the top of the long grass to land ten paces away. She swiftly moved to pick it up but the stranger blocked her with the point of his sword. Then he quickly knelt down to retrieve the blade himself.

“Submit to me or I will strike you down without mercy,” the fair-haired stranger advised in a serious tone. He watched her intently as he sheathed her  sword in his belt. Aoife's eyes were twin fires of rage. She looked as if she would leap at his throat if he dropped his guard. Sárán hovered to the enemy's right, searching for an opportunity to attack.

The Danaan seemed entranced by the young woman who stared him down so defiantly. Copper red hair was rare among his people. He had only once before seen anyone with such long locks of it. He was fascinated.

“Will you submit?” he asked after a long pause.

“I will not submit to a dead man,” Aoife replied.

“What do you mean?”

No sooner had he asked the question than he understood her meaning. Remembering Sárán the Danaan spun around to face him. “You slipped my mind for a moment there,” the warrior conceded. “That was careless of me.”

In the next breath he thrust six swift stabs which had Sárán Brandubh gasping to avoid them. While the young Fir-Bolg was still reeling from that attack the enemy warrior ran forward, grabbed his opponent's sword hand and knocked the weapon out of his grasp. Sárán fell backward in shock and disappeared from his sister's view in the soft net of the long grass.

As her brother fell Aoife's rage boiled over. Before she knew what she was doing she had emptied her lungs, screaming at the stranger in fury. He took no notice of her. The warrior did not want to be caught off guard again.

“Get away from my brother!” the young woman  bellowed with all her strength and would have stepped forward to lay her fists upon the Danaan had something not happened to distract her.

She distinctly heard the voice of her brother calling out her name. This confused her for a brief moment because the call came from well behind her. Sárán had fallen ten paces in front of her. Aoife turned, keeping an eye on the enemy in case he should rush at her. Then she caught sight of someone a short distance down the hill. Her eyes widened.

“Oh no!” Aoife cried. “Now there will really be trouble.”

The stranger watched the color drain from the young woman's face. Intrigued, he followed the line of her stare. When he realized what she was looking at his mouth dropped open.

Now it was his turn to feel fear tingle against his skin. The Danaan warrior shook his head as he looked down at the unconscious form of the young dark-haired man in the grass before him. Then he looked back up at the youth who was now charging toward him with clenched fists and fury in his eyes.

These two Fir-Bolg youths had the same face. It was more than that, they were the very same man. The Danaan shook his head.

Their eyes were as black. Their hair brushed back the same way. They both wore saffron and brown. Though this one had his shirt tied about his waist.

“Fir-Bolg trickery,” he stuttered. “I must have fallen for one of their illusions.”

The young Danaan well knew these folk were capable of subtle disguises, clever ruses and confusing spells to take advantage of their opponents. All the old stories spoke of these skills. His warrior's resolve faded. His enthusiasm for the fight waned. He dropped the point of his sword and took a step back.

This was just enough to give the charging youth a slight advantage. He was able to get close enough to his shocked enemy to punch him hard in the stomach and wrestle the sword from his hand. Before the Danaan could react he took another heavy blow across the jaw and lost his balance. When he landed on his back he lay still on the grass, unable or unwilling to move. And the thought never crossed his mind that this apparition might be his opponent's twin.

“Lom! How in the name of heaven did you find us?” Aoife demanded.

“When you didn't invite me on your adventure I decided to follow you anyway,” Lom replied. There was a tremble in his voice that made her feel ill. She had never seen him so frightened before.

“I've been tracking you all morning and you had no idea.” Lom tried to laugh. “You'll make a fine pair of scouts.”

“What hit me?” Sárán grunted as he tried to get up.

“A Danaan who will soon be asking the same question,” Lom answered, indicating the warrior. “I would rather be elsewhere when these two regain their senses.” He moved to help his twin stand up. “I suggest  we make a run for it in case there are any more about like them.”

“We can't just leave them here!” Aoife protested. “We should take one of them back to Father's camp. The information they could provide might prove valuable.”

“We are going to have to help our brother home. He has been badly beaten. How do you imagine we are going to carry two Danaans on our backs as well?”

The question was never answered. At that moment the first and larger of the two enemy warriors began to stir. The huge man rubbed his head and shook it as he rolled over onto his side.

“We must hurry!” Lom insisted. He took his twin brother by the shoulder then picked up Sárán's sword. At the same time the large Danaan warrior got to his knees.

“Fir-Bolg!” he shouted when his eyes fell on the scene before him.

And not far off there was an answering call. A long low howling horn blast that rose in pitch as it petered out.

Immediately there was another call followed by yet another, blown in short sharp urgent bursts. From all along the little valley the Danaans were gathering to the aid of their comrades.

Lom grabbed Aoife. “Run for your life!” he yelled but the words had barely left his mouth before his sister had broken away from him. By the time Lom  turned his attention back to Sárán she had sprinted across the top of the hill out of sight.

And as she disappeared from view a cold wind arose from the south hugging the top of the summit. Swirls of dust, grass and leaves sailed spiraling high into the air. Then as quickly as it had appeared the wind dropped again and Lom was left with a terrible feeling of foreboding.

He handed the blade to his brother as a frightening sound fell on his ears. Somewhere nearby he could hear laughter. It was dark and entirely without joy. It was the kind of laughter he imagined might have suited one of Balor's legendary demons for it froze his heart with despair.

Then the laughter too was gone and Lom was helping his brother to his feet.

One hundred thousand paces from the battleground in barren land, where only mosses thrived, stood three circular gray-green earthen mounds perfectly shaped and finely wrought. In ancient days within these stone-lined hills dark chambers were constructed to give shelter to the gods and goddesses on their journeys through the land. In later times the chambers became the center of ritual activity. Each clanhold put a great deal of effort into enticing their deities to tarry near their settlements. But the minds of mortals change constantly. That which is considered sacred today may be forgotten within two generations.

And so it was with the stony hills. Countless summers burned away to winters. The chambers within lay empty and neglected. Until in the end they provided sanctuary for only two restless Fomorian souls.

The last of the Watchers.

At the end of a long irregular rock-hewn passage deep within the largest mound there was a massive flat circular stone. A single oil-burning lamp was positioned on one side of this slab. Its slowly pulsing flame painted the chamber in a golden glow.

Damp walls glistened, sharpening the details of countless spiral carvings. The interior of the chamber was completely covered in these motifs. Over the ceiling, across parts of the floor and on every upright stone the spirals twirled their way. And in the lamplight the designs seemed to be dancing.

Two figures dressed in long dark traveling cloaks sat on small stones at opposite sides of the flat table rock. They both stared at the flame of the oil lamp and leaned their chins on their hands in silent contemplation. Neither spoke nor so much as moved. They could have been mistaken for rocky outcrops.

On the table before them cut into the stone were carved bands of decoration. The pattern these straight lines described was a gaming board. And on this perfect square were laid playing pieces of bone and blackwood.

The Danaans knew this game as Fidchell. The Fir-Bolg called it Brandubh. Raven. The dark pieces were named after the great black carrion birds because  they swarmed around the edge of the board devouring any piece venturing too close.

In the days before the flood the Brandubh was held sacred. The subtle moves, potent symbols and secret numbers crafted into the game concealed all the mysteries of the earth. So holy was the pastime that it had been preserved by every race who had ever inhabited the Islands of the West.

The lamp spluttered a little. One of the figures twitched then touched a finger to her lips. Her opponent shifted in his seat and straightened his back. He ran the palm of his hand across the top of his perfectly bald head and yawned.

“You play a challenging round when you have a mind to,” he said eventually.

“Playing this game was my greatest joy in the old days,” the other figure answered in an enticing feminine voice. “That is to say, it was one of my greatest joys.”

She looked up from under the hood covering her head. Fine brown locks fell around her face as she drew back her cloak. Her eyes were bright green and vibrant, her skin the color of buttermilk. She smiled, hoping to discern some sign of life in her companion's eyes.

“Of course that was long before I met you,” she added. “What were you doing, Lochie, before we went to Balor?”

“I don't think of those days,” her companion mumbled, not wishing to discuss this matter. “I find it better to stay in the here and now. If I dwell on the past I begin to suffer from remorse.”

“What's wrong with nurturing a few regrets?”

“They are a waste of precious energy,” he answered gruffly. “There are more important matters for me to concentrate my mind upon.”

“I was happy then,” Isleen confided. “Before the war and all the strife that followed. In the days before Balor. I have never known such happiness since, despite all the fine promises we were made.”

“Do not speak so!” Lochie snapped and his voice echoed in the stone chamber. “I do not regret anything I have done. That is what has kept me from falling into the Great Sleep. You would be wise to learn to put aside all remorse and might-have-beens. Such thoughts will only bring sorrow to your heart.”

“My memories are mostly pleasant,” she sighed. “For I enjoy the sad feeling which accompanies them. It reminds me that I once was mortal.”

“How many seasons have gone by since Balor was killed?” Lochie asked, trying to change the subject.

“I ceased to keep a tally after three hundred,” Isleen replied. Then she reached out with long nimble fingers to lift one of the gaming pieces from the board. She held it in her palm for a second before placing it carefully on a new square. She kept her hand on the piece until she had made absolutely certain the move was safe.

Her companion watched her intently.

“Let's say a thousand summers have gone by,” he ventured. “Isn't it time your memory was beginning to fail you? Aren't you ready to gather in some new recollections? Why do you always talk of the days before  Balor as if it were some charmed time when everything was perfect? It wasn't perfect, you know. There was a war and a famine to deal with.”

He stared at the ceiling to avoid her eyes.

“Lochie,” she asked, ignoring his annoyance, “are you saying you never find yourself thinking about the old days?”

“Never.” Lochie brushed the knee of his traveling breeches and lifted a silver cup to his lips, hoping his companion would not pursue this questioning.

“Do you ever wonder what might have become of us if we had not entered into Balor's service?”

“Never.”

“Never?”

“I told you,” Lochie repeated clearly, losing his patience, “I don't think about such things. What use is there in wondering what may have been? The past cannot be changed. We are as we are. The future will unfold in its own sweet time. We must live for now, for today. And we must discover a way to avoid our fate. That's all I know.”

“I often wonder what might have been,” Isleen pressed.

“You and I live now according to the results of our own wishes,” Lochie reminded her, his temper already cooling. “If we had chosen otherwise it may have been different, but who's to say? Did the ones we left behind have better lives?”

“I wonder,” Isleen replied.

“You are a fool,” Lochie told her. “We are very fortunate.  When Balor asked us for our wishes, you and I spoke the wisest of all the Sidhe-Dubh, though perhaps we didn't realize it at the time.”

“I feel sorry for the others. Their pleasures were so easily sated. Then they had to live with them for the rest of eternity. At least you and I have something to look forward to each day.”

“We were very fortunate.” Lochie nodded in whole-hearted agreement. Then he reached out a long bony hand and picked up one of the dark pieces from the gaming board. He held it up to the light to inspect the craftsmanship.

“This is a fine set.” Lochie smiled. “Where did you get it?”

“A gift.”

“From the Danaan king?”

“Yes.”

“Cecht is an outstanding warrior and a just ruler,” Lochie stated. “His court is rich and his craftsmen among the best in the land.”

“He has always had the good of his people at heart,” Isleen agreed.

“But what reason could he have to gift you this set of gaming pieces?”

Isleen shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

“Don't tell me you accepted it as a reward for the granting of some favor!” Lochie hummed, delighted at the prospect of some relaxation in his companion's strict code of conduct.

“No. It wasn't that,” Isleen countered.

Lochie placed the black piece upon the board, Isleen watching his move attentively.

“I was playing against Cecht,” she went on, “and the king insisted on a wager. He promised me I could have anything my heart desired if I beat him. I quickly outmaneuvered him. It wasn't difficult. I have been playing this game for a lot longer than he has. I know all the moves.”

“Is the Danaan king not wed to a queen?”

“His wife has been dead these seven seasons,” Isleen answered quickly, then realized she had spoken a little too warmly.

“And if you had lost the game,” Lochie asked, intrigued, “what would you have paid the king for your wager?”

“Cecht wanted to hear the tale of Balor.”

“Are you saying the king knows what you are?” Lochie gasped in shock.

“He does not!” Isleen insisted. “I am posing as a wandering Bard from the North Country. That tale is a favorite of his.”

“You should be careful.”

“King Cecht has no notion of my real purpose. I am certain of that.”

“And just what is your real purpose, Isleen?”

The woman blushed and pulled the hood back over her head.

“You mean to wed him, don't you?”

“Nonsense.” Isleen laughed unconvincingly. “We  enjoy each other's company, that's all. What good would come of such an arrangement?”

“If you had lost the game,” Lochie pointed out, “you would have had to tell him everything you know of Balor and the downfall of the Fomorians. You are far too honest to omit any detail. You surely know much more of the tale than any of the mortal Bards. The king would have immediately known you are not of his people. A fool could have concluded you are a Watcher. And the Danaan king is no fool.”

“Cecht is wise but I am a much better player than he is.” Isleen smiled. “There was really no chance he could win. ”With that she picked up one of the white pieces and deftly skimmed it along the surface of the stone board until it came to rest in a new square.

“You must have desperately wanted to possess this set.” Lochie squinted. “But you are not usually one to let desire or passion rule your life. I have never seen you place yourself in peril of discovery before. Are you beginning to become bored?”

“Not at all,” Isleen snapped and her eyes flashed a deeper green. “I had grown tired of the old gaming pieces. I don't know how long I carried them round. They are crude and poorly made compared to these. And some of the old set are chipped and worn with all the traveling I have done.”

“This is the start of the boredom,” her companion warned, fear obvious in his tone. “The first twinges of weariness are eating at your soul. We have both seen  it too many times in our fallen comrades. It begins with something small. A wish that does not seem unreasonable. A desire to possess some unusual and interesting object. Or to bed some fascinating mortal being. But we both know how it ends, don't we?”

“My soul is not suffering from the wasting sickness!” Isleen laughed, but she was not convincing Lochie. “I am in no danger of joining the others. I have a necessary part to play in the future of this land. And my wish will keep me from harm.”

“That's why you're pursuing the king.” Her friend giggled. “Admit that you're bored.”

“That is not true,” she insisted hotly. “I have learned a lot from Cecht. He has become a good friend. Beyond the sensual temptations of his company I appreciate his wit and good sense.”

“You are a very good player.” Lochie nodded with a wry smile. And Isleen knew he was not simply referring to the Brandubh. “I am glad we have stayed friends through all the hardships and grief. Truly we have shared the bitter with the better. I don't wish to think of what it would be like to have to go on without you.”

“I never tire of my work,” she assured him. “The wasting sickness will not take me.”

“I feel that way now too. But how can we be sure we won't be struck down? Remember Sarna. She fell to the blight so unexpectedly that she was lost to us before we could guess what was happening.”

“I don't want to change into that kind of a creature.” Isleen shuddered.

“Nor do I,” Lochie cut in quickly, “so we must keep an eye on each other. We must make sure we are kept busy so the rot cannot set in. Both of us like to rest now and then to forget the troubles of the world, it is true. But we cannot risk falling into indolence.”

Then a thought came to him. “When did Cecht's people begin to play the Brandubh again? It has been generations since they bothered to compete among themselves.”

“I reintroduced the game to them,” Isleen replied. “It suits my purposes to have them playing and pondering the results of their actions.” She nodded toward the board. “It's your move.”

Lochie regarded the pieces carefully then rubbed his eyes. “It seems once again I am beaten,” he conceded. “One day I'll discover your trick.”

“It's no trick,” Isleen countered indignantly. “It is an art much more subtle than simply countering the moves of one's opponent. Over the seasons we have known each other I have learned to read you and your intentions merely by the expression on your face or the way you flick dust from your breeches.”

She smiled with delight to be letting him in on her little secret. “I have spent so many months seated opposite you I know without thinking what strategy you are about to employ. Once in a while I let you play out your tactics, just to see if I have the skill to rescue the situation at the very last.”

“And you usually do.” Lochie smiled. “We would be worthy opponents in the outside world.”

“No.”

“It would be a challenge,” Lochie argued, seeing a glimmer of interest. “No different from sitting down to a game of Brandubh. Imagine what we could achieve if we set our minds to it.”

“Or what we could destroy,” Isleen rejoined, shaking her head. “The lives of mortals are not to be played with. They are not soulless pieces of bone or pottery we can move at our will. If we're not careful we could set in motion the beginnings of our own destruction. I will not take up your challenge and I beg you not to broach the subject again. We have discussed this matter many times. I cannot with any conscience turn my craft to my own petty entertainment. We have a great responsibility to endure.”

“Shall we play again?” Lochie asked her.

“One more round,” Isleen conceded with a smile.

The two players reset the Brandubh pieces and played on long into the night. Lochie was determined to give his opponent a worthy challenge. But Isleen was too quick-witted for him and he often found himself desperately filling the gaps in his defense.

“Your play has improved,” she congratulated him as the sun rose in the world outside and the latest match drew to its conclusion. “But I have won this round.”

“It is not over yet,” Lochie countered.

“Yes, it is.” Isleen picked up her white high-king and made her move. Then she sat back and smiled with contentment.

“I can't believe I didn't see that move coming,” her companion marveled.

“If you had seen it you would have done something about it. That's part of the trick,” she explained. “ Always plan effective covering moves. Hasty decisions come to nothing. Patience nurtures good strategy. Never let your opponent guess for an instant what you are really up to.”

Lochie smiled back at her, catching a sparkle in her eyes. “We had a lot of fun together when we first met,” he remembered wistfully.

“Yes, we did,” she agreed in a subdued tone, turning her head away so that Lochie would not be able to look into her eyes.

“We caused a lot of havoc among the Danaans,” he went on.

“That is true.”

“I will always look upon those times with fondness.”

“So will I,” Isleen sighed.

“Then why don't we work together again? As we did when we were young. It would certainly brighten us both up to have some renewed purpose in our lives.”

“I refuse to interfere with the fortunes of mortals just to amuse myself,” she informed him. “Those days are ended for me.”

“If you won't do it for amusement,” Lochie countered, “then do it for your survival.”
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