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Dedication

To my warrior women sisters who choose to tell their own stories and follow their own dreams. I’ll see you in the Summerlands!
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Pronunciation Guide


	Scáthach [image: ] S-KAH-hakh


	Uathach [image: ] OO-uh-huhch


	Cuchulainn [image: ] koo-KULL-in


	Setanta [image: ] Shay-dan-da


	Tabiti [image: ] ta-bi-tī


	Béfionn [image: ] BAY-fin


	Dunscáith [image: ] doon-ski


	Leannan [image: ] le-NAN


	Conchobar [image: ] Kruh-hoor


	Sechan [image: ] SEE-chan


	Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra [image: ] Ahrd-gyehm YAHR-Uhl of LEH-thruh


	Geirr [image: ] Gair-r (the double r is rolled at the end)


	Aife [image: ] EE-fuh


	Amage [image: ] AM-ij


	Drest [image: ] Dressed


	Nidhogg [image: ] NEED-hog


	Cliodna [image: ] KLEE-uh-na


	Lugh [image: ] loo


	Cynwrig [image: ] kun-RIG


	Enniaum [image: ] ain-yon


	Annwn [image: ] AH-noon


	Rubha Shlèite [image: ] ROO-uh SHLAY-tchuh


	Dùn Dòbhrain [image: ] DOON DOH-vran


	Kylerhea Ferry [image: ] KAI-luh-HAY


	Gáe Bulg [image: ] guy-bull-ug


	Curruid [image: ] KOOR-id


	Taog [image: ] tygue (like the first syllable of “tiger” ending with a hard “g”)
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Part I Spring 200 BCE Dunscáith Castle, Isle of Skye, Scotland








Chapter 1

Take the bard with you.”

He stared at Lugh, hoping he had misheard.

“Cuchulainn! Take the bard!” the god thundered.

He wanted to shout, My name is Sentanta! But he could not challenge the God of the Sun, even though the God of the Sun was his father. He nodded and remained silent, wishing he could speak to his father rationally about his destiny. Lugh had never been interested in his son’s questions or desires or fears. Lugh was only interested in what glory Cuchulainn was destined to bring him.

Clueless about his son’s inner turmoil, Lugh smiled and stared off into the distance. “Yes, it will make an excellent story someday . . .”

* * *

The morning was clear, though clouds gathered high in the brilliant blue sky, reminding Scáthach of shaggy Highland sheep clustered together before a shearing. She double-checked the harness she’d stepped into—heavy braided hemp covered in supple leather—and the iron ring through which was threaded the fifty-foot length of rope that glided within the structure of the harness. The thick rope snaked a short distance across the stone floor, where it fed into a pulley system, much like the one that lifted and lowered heavy drawbridges. The rope pooled near the pulleys, waiting to be played out as Scáthach needed it. Satisfied that all was as it should be, Scáthach put on her thick leather gloves and pulled herself up to stand atop the parapet that circled the rooftop of Dunscáith Castle. As she gazed westward across the slate-blue water, a flock of seabirds lifted from the whitecapped sea. Scáthach watched them circle low in the saltwater mist and then turn skyward.

Unbidden, a short poem composed itself—as poems often did—and Scáthach released it into the listening breeze. “Birds’ wings slice the clouds / wounding them / portending change.”

“Are you going to compose poetry or go over the side?” came a voice from behind her.

Scáthach turned, giving her daughter, Uathach, a wry smile. “As you know quite well, Little Fry, I am more than capable of doing both.”

Her daughter’s lips tilted up at the familiar nickname. “But did you remember an offering?”

Scáthach raised one sandy blonde brow. “Do you truly think I would summon my immortal giantess mother without an offering?”

Uathach shrugged. “Normally, no. But . . .” Her voice faded and she shrugged again.

“His death has saddened me, not addled my mind.” She patted the heavy leather pouch she’d attached to her belt beside the sheath that held her knife.

Uathach nodded, opened her mouth to speak, and then closed it again, pressing her lips together into a line.

Scáthach knew her daughter far too well not to prompt her. “Well? What is it?”

“You rarely invoke Béfionn. Usually it is she who summons you.”

When Uathach said no more, Scáthach prompted her again. “Yes, and?”

“Will it not annoy her? Will your mother even care that he’s dead?”

“Béfionn has never admonished me for summoning her. You need not worry about that. As to whether she cares that he is dead—I cannot speak for her, but I remember his sad smile, his kind eyes . . .” Scáthach stared out at the sea, her mind in the past. “I remember his love, and I think she will, too.” She pulled her thoughts up through the years to her daughter. “You know him from his visits. Why does it seem as if you consider him a stranger?”

“I don’t!” Uathach was quick to say. “I cared for him. I know you did, too. But Grandmother never visited while he was here, even though that would have been the perfect time for the two of them to be together again.”

“Perhaps Mother stayed away out of care, instead of carelessness for his feelings,” Scáthach said. “Regardless, Béfionn should be told, and who better to tell her than me?” She didn’t add that she’d spent the seven days since the messenger had come with the news considering how to tell her mother. She’d finally decided there was no good way to tell bad news—it just had to be told.

“But why doesn’t Grandmother already know he died?” Uathach blurted, and before her mother could answer, she continued. “Béfionn is Goddess of the Underworld. I don’t understand why she wouldn’t be aware of the death of the mortal man she loved well enough to father her only child.”

“Béfionn is Goddess of our Underworld—the Summerlands and the realms of Annwn. Father was a Norseman who honored Odin All Father and Freya as his patrons. There is no way for Mother to know when he entered Valhalla.”

“It doesn’t seem right.”

Scáthach lifted one brow. “No one goddess, no matter how powerful, could possibly oversee every Underworld.” She shook her head. “I would not wish that on Mother or any deity.”

“Well, speaking as the daughter of a powerful, fearless mother, I wish you luck in dealing with yours.”

Scáthach’s wide, full lips tilted up in amusement at her daughter. “Oh, Little Fry, I am not fearless. Only an idiot fears nothing.”

Uathach scoffed and muttered, “That’s not what your students say.”

“Which is exactly why they are students and not fully trained warriors. Now, should I call one of those students to aid me, or will you lower me?” She jerked her strong chin in the direction of the pulley system beside which her daughter stood.

“So now you’re in a hurry? I thought you were composing poetry.”

“Like I said, I am more than capable of doing both.” Scáthach winked at the tall, tawny-haired daughter who looked so much like her, grasped the rope in her gloved hands, and leaped backward off the parapet. As always with the first drop, her stomach lurched, and she gritted her teeth against the vertigo-like sensation. The rope drew taut and swung her back to the thick stone wall of the castle. The soles of her leather boots connected firmly with the wall and she settled into the familiar rhythm of rappelling. As the rope played out and her leaps moved her down the castle wall, the wind whipped against her, and she was glad she’d pulled her hair back into a thick braid so it could not blind her. She wore her usual uniform of black leather breeches and a form-fitting, short leather tunic that had been dyed bloodred and then painted with images of sturgeons, the huge dragon fish who were familiars of her mother.

Scáthach leaped back and down again, barely breaking a sweat. The long, lean muscles of her shoulders and arms bunched and released, working hard to keep her descent somewhat under control—but only somewhat. Rappelling was as close as she could get to flying, and she reveled in the feeling. Mid-leap, Scáthach tossed back her head and laughed—a loud, full-throated sound that unapologetically took up space and commanded attention. She bent her knees and pushed against the exterior castle wall, laughing again. This time her exhilarated cry was caught and amplified by others. When her feet next met the castle wall, she glanced up to see that several of her students lined the westerly tower parapet, cheering her on. In the middle of the group, two huge paws appeared, followed by a blue-gray shaggy head. Standing on her hind legs, the dog poked its head up over the battlement, equal in height to the young warriors. The deerhound’s dark eyes glittered as they watched her. Scáthach’s grin was untamed in its ferocity as the student warriors raised their fists in the air and let loose roars of encouragement with the dog’s enthusiastic barks joining them.

Scáthach was pleased that her students had gathered to watch her rappel down the seaward wall of her castle. She certainly could have walked out of the front entrance, crossed the Bridge of Leaps and the long, raised walkway that traversed the boggy field that surrounded the castle, and climbed down the rock wall to swim the twenty feet that separated the mainland and the stone island on which Dunscáith had been built.

But that would have taken much longer and would not have provided yet another example to her students of the skills she had perfected and they had yet to attempt. As the cheers and barks were carried away by the wind, Scáthach returned her attention to the rope and the wall she rappelled down. Scáthach knew better than to divide her attention when performing a feat. It was something she told her students over and over—cocky arrogance had a time and a place, but neither was during a feat or a battle. As she continued to make her way down to the base of Dunscáith Castle, Scáthach reordered her thoughts.

As her daughter had said, she did not often summon her mother. So when she did, she did so with the solemnity appropriate for the invocation of a goddess. Her leather-booted feet lit lightly on the damp rocks on the strip of narrow beach. She pulled thrice on the rope, mightily, and in just a few breaths, her daughter’s head appeared far above as she gazed down over the parapet and waved acknowledgment to her mother. Scáthach waved back before stepping out of her harness and laying it carefully over one of the larger stones. She took off her thick leather gloves and placed them atop the harness before she turned seaward.

Scáthach strode to the water, stopping when the slate-blue waves washed against her boots. She smoothed her tunic, feeling the rush of expectant nerves that invoking her mother always caused. She loved her mother, but Béfionn was Goddess of the Underworld, Mother of the Dead, Fairest One beloved of bears, deerhounds, and the sturgeons that surrounded the Isle of Skye and the northern sea of Alba. She was as mighty as the great brown bears that ruled the Highlands, fleet as her cherished deerhounds, and fierce as the sturgeons that grew to the size of dragons.

At the water’s edge, Scáthach drew the knife from the sheath at her waist. With no hesitation she slashed the meaty part of her palm, cupping her hand so that the warm blood pooled. She drew in a long, deep breath and on her exhale flung her hand out in an arc before her, spraying the fresh blood into the sea as she summoned her mother.

“Béfionn, known by many names: Geror, Skadi, Bestla, Grid—and countless more—Fairest One, Mother of the Dead, Goddess of the Summerlands, and mighty giantess. Your daughter, Scáthach, calls to you! With my blood and my love, I beseech you hear and answer my invocation.”

It didn’t take long. It never did. The sturgeons appeared first, heralding their goddess’s arrival. The huge, ancient fish swarmed. Rows of silver scutes, the boney spikes that lined their massive backs and sides, glistened as they cut the surface like sea dragons. They circled the water before her, coming as close to shore as their bulk allowed. Scáthach smiled fondly at the enormous fish. The drop-off into the depths of the sea was only a few feet from the slim shore at the base of Dunscáith, so Scáthach strode into the water until it covered her knees, halting at the edge of where it shifted color from slate gray to indigo. The sturgeons rushed to her. She bent and let her fingers caress the boney scutes, smiling as she recalled the countless hot summer days of her childhood when she’d cooled herself by swimming in these very waters, nursemaided by these very fish. The youngest of the sturgeon, called fry, swarmed to her. Like huge, sleek puppies, they wriggled under her fingers. She was laughing at their antics when the water changed, frothing and bubbling several yards offshore. Scáthach sobered and straightened as the goddess emerged.

Though Béfionn was not a water deity, her beloved sister, Cliodna, Goddess of Seas and Waterways, granted her unlimited access to her realm. It was because of this access that Béfionn had become so widely known and worshipped—and it was how Béfionn had met and loved Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra, in the distant lands of the Norsemen, ultimately conceiving Scáthach.

Though Béfionn had raised her daughter by herself from the tender age of five, Scáthach would never lose the awe she felt at the sight of her magnificent mother.

Béfionn’s head broke the surface of the roiling waters first, and as the giantess strode toward her daughter, the rest of her emerged. People lauded Scáthach’s beauty, even said she was fairer than the legendary Helen of Troy had been, but she was a pale mortal shadow of her mother’s glory.

The goddess had passed her thick fall of beautiful hair on to Scáthach, who had, in turn, gifted her own daughter with the distinctive mane. It was blonde, which would not have been unusual except for the uniqueness of the color. Béfionn’s hair was the exact tawny color of the lethal predators from Greece called lions. Scáthach would always remember the pair of lions that had been gifted to her father not long before her mother had taken Scáthach away with her. The beasts had been magnificent and dangerous. They had mesmerized young Scáthach. Her father had stroked her hair and called her his lioness.

Béfionn surged from the sea, wild tawny hair flowing down to her waist. Her head was crowned by an abundance of pearls woven together with slender silver wire. The goddess was naked from her waist up. Her high, shapely breasts were covered only by another thick waterfall of pearl strands and the tattoos that proclaimed to the world that no matter by what name they knew her, this goddess was of Alba, where her people permanently painted their life stories onto their bodies.

Foreigners called Béfionn and her people Picts for the pictures inked onto their skin. The goddess, her daughter, and her people preferred Albidosi—named after their land. Béfionn’s tattoos began on her face, with the phases of the moon across her forehead. A sturgeon had been inked around her neck, its sharp boney scutes looking like knife blades, its tail swimming up from between her breasts. Each shoulder was painted with the heads of mighty deerhounds, the dogs most precious to the goddess. Her arms were almost solidly blue with their tattooed knots and spirals that hid Ogham symbols of power. More spirals decorated her ribs. A delicate triple row of blue interlocking chains spanned her waist, and on her knees were snarling brown bears, so that as the goddess strode forward they appeared to be stalking whomever she approached. Her back told more stories, scenes from the Underworld, blooming heather that symbolized Scáthach’s birth, and an elaborately decorated shield.

Béfionn and her daughter shared a resemblance that was striking, though the goddess’s beauty was otherworldly. Scáthach, too, was tattooed, but not yet as extensively as her mother. Her right arm was inked with swimming sturgeons that flowed over her shoulder to dive into a waterfall, which became an eternal spiral, completely covering her back. Down her left side was a deadly spear, decorated with Ogham power symbols, which met the tail of the huge, running deerhound that covered her left leg.

Both women had the same sculpted strength—a strength that was intensified by the pictures that decorated their skin as well as the delicacy of their features. Béfionn’s nose was fine and straight. Her jawline was sharp until it curved into the softness of her long neck. Her lips were full and bow-like. Béfionn’s eyes were another feature she and her daughter shared. Large and catlike, they were an unusual color that was neither green nor brown, but a mixture of the two that changed with their emotions.

The goddess’s waist curved with the generous flare of her hips, low around which were fastened more pearls and a skirt of silver chains, perfectly matching those that were tattooed there. As she continued to stride toward Scáthach, the snarling jaws of brown bears peeked between the glistening strands of silver and pearl.

Her giantess mother halted only a few feet from her daughter, towering above Scáthach. Scáthach bowed low. She did not have to look to know every warrior on her battlements had also bowed reverently to the goddess.

“Rise, beloved daughter. It is a pleasant surprise to hear and answer your call.” Béfionn’s voice was sweet and melodic, much like Scáthach’s. It often surprised mortals that a goddess and a warrior could be so soft-spoken. Woe to anyone who underestimated either because of it.

Scáthach straightened and looked up at her mother. “Thank you for hearing and answering my call, Mother. I have a gift for you, though that is not why I summoned.”

Béfionn’s eyes glittered with anticipation, turning mossy against a backdrop of fawn. She waved a hand and her body, which was almost on a height with her daughter’s lofty castle, shrank to match Scáthach’s impressive, but much more mortal size. She closed the short distance between them, wading through her swarm of sturgeons to warmly embrace Scáthach. “Did you say gift?” Béfionn asked with a teasing smile.

Scáthach pulled the heavy leather pouch from her belt and emptied its contents into her hand. The silver necklace glistened in the morning light, a triple row of exquisitely fashioned chains held together with a clasp that had been crafted in the shape of a sturgeon.

“It is lovely.” Her mother’s smile widened. “I gladly accept your gift.” The goddess bent so that Scáthach could slip it over her head. When she straightened, it nestled perfectly above the pearls where it looked as if the sturgeon inked into her skin had emerged from it. “Shall we sit?” Béfionn gestured to one of the several boulders that rested against the base of the huge rock on which Dunscáith had been built. Without waiting for her daughter’s reply, the goddess took Scáthach’s hand and led her to the seat. Then, still holding her hand, Béfionn asked, “Now that you have softened me with this beautiful gift, tell me why you have summoned me.”

Scáthach met her mother’s gaze. “Father is dead.”

Béfionn went very still. She turned her gaze seaward. “How?”

“He was killed leading a raid. It was an arrow wound.” Scáthach studied her mother’s face as she spoke. “The messenger told me it was a quick death.” She had to pause to clear the grief from her throat. “I was surprised Inga allowed word to be sent to me.”

“Your father’s wife had no choice. His warriors would insist his heir be informed of his death, and then crowned his queen and successor,” said her mother.

“I have no desire to be queen of Lethra,” Scáthach said quickly.

“And yet you are your father’s successor. Whether you desire it or not, you are already queen of Lethra.”

Scáthach shook her head. “No, I am Queen of Shadow.” She gestured at the castle. “This is the only kingdom I desire. And Mother, Inga will never stand for me to be crowned. As you and I know all too well, she has a daughter—my half sister—also of Father’s blood. Her Aife should rule.”

Béfionn breathed out a long sigh. “Inga was fearful of you, the daughter of a goddess, a child so obviously powerful and so beloved by her father. And she was afraid that during one of my visits to see you I would return to his bed and never leave. Both fears were unfounded, but jealousy clouded her reasoning.” Béfionn’s gaze grew distant, though her voice lowered with anger. “When she discovered she was with child, her fears and jealousies grew. She was, and probably still is, a rather silly woman.” Béfionn squeezed Scáthach’s hand. “But, sweet girl, never question your father’s love for you. He often told me that you were his greatest accomplishment.”

Scáthach smiled. “I remember that he would touch my hair and say, So like your mother’s, and his eyes would fill with tears.”

Her gaze still distant, Béfionn nodded. “He was an unusual man—kind, compassionate, and wise. Though leading a raid in his advanced years makes me question whether his wisdom had left him.” Her full lips tilted up. “How handsome he was in his prime!” She glanced at Scáthach then. “Almost as tall as you have grown to be.” A secret half smile played around her lips. “His hair was ember red, his eyes the blue of the Valkyries’ favorite flower, belladonna, and his arms were strong and welcoming.”

“I remember,” Scáthach whispered. “He cried when I left with you.”

Béfionn nodded slowly. “Yes, it saddened him.” She turned to face her daughter. “I thought I could allow him to raise you, at least until you became a woman, but he married, and even as a child of five you were taller, faster, stronger than fully mortal children—something that his new wife found highly intimidating.”

“I know I was just a child, but I remember Inga well. She never knew how to act around me. It seemed I always made her angry,” Scáthach said.

“It wasn’t anger. It was fear and foolishness, and both grew with the babe in her womb. When I visited you not long after the birth of Aife and witnessed your attempt to make yourself smaller, more palatable to your father’s bride by rounding your shoulders, ducking your head, and being silent—” The goddess blew out an angry breath. “I knew I could not leave you there, to become less than. Your father understood, but it broke his heart. Again.” She spoke the last word softly.

“He knew you could not stay with him for his mortal lifespan,” said Scáthach.

“Yes, but knowing something must be does not change the heartbreak of it,” said her mother. “You’ll understand that when you fall in love.”

Scáthach scoffed. “Me? I have neither the time nor inclination for love. Men can be pleasant to take to bed.” She shrugged dismissively. “But to love? No. They take more than they give. I love my daughter, my mother”—she smiled at the goddess, who nodded in gracious acceptance, and then made a vague gesture at the castle—“my school. My Shadow Guard. Oh, and of course, Leannan.”

“And how is the mighty deerhound I gifted you with?”

“Magnificent.” She grinned at the goddess. “So you see, Mother, I have many loves and do not need another.”

“Try not to quantify love. What is too much? What is too little? And you are only partially correct about men taking more than they give. Most often that is the case, especially with mortal lovers, but when it is not—when a man is truly your lover and partner—well, that can be glorious.” When Scáthach began to reply, the goddess held up a hand to still her. “No, you must live longer before we debate the intricacies of love.”

There was a short silence between them before Scáthach spoke again. “Mother, may I ask something about Father?”

“Of course.”

“You know he visited here often after I became an adult.” Scáthach paused and her mother nodded. “Why did you never come see him?”

“Breaking Ardgeimm’s heart twice was enough. Just as I could not leave you with him to become less than you were meant to be, I could not play at being a mortal woman by living a lifetime with him. I am a goddess, not a wife. He understood that it was not our fate to spend our lives together, but mine would have been less full had I hardened my heart to your father and not loved him. I know Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra, regretted nothing about our time together—other than it was too short. Remember that should fate offer you love, my child.”

“I will remember.”

“Good. Has the entourage from Lethra arrived yet to crown you?” Béfionn asked.

“Not yet, and I do not want that crown,” Scáthach said firmly.

Béfionn shrugged. “Perhaps you can abdicate to your half sister. It will depend upon what kind of woman she’s grown up to be.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Scáthach shrugged. “I haven’t seen her since she was a toddler. I do hope she is more like our father than her mother.”

Béfionn smiled at Scáthach. “Well, I know what kind of woman my daughter has grown up to be and I will be proud whether you reign as Queen of Lethra or not.”

For just a moment Scáthach rested her head on her mother’s strong shoulder, just as she’d done countless times as a child.

“I’m glad you summoned me. I would not have wanted to hear this news from anyone else.” The goddess wiped a single tear from her face. “Ardgeimm died in battle, so he will be feasting in Valhalla. I shall visit him there.”

“Will you take me with you?” Scáthach asked.

Her mother’s gaze sharpened on her. “Were he in my realm of Annwn I would, but I will have to petition Odin and Hel to be allowed entrance to Valhalla. The All Father and his Goddess of Death do not welcome mortals unless they are dead, even a mortal who shares my blood.”

“I am not afraid.”

Béfionn touched her daughter’s cheek gently. “Of course you are not afraid. You are my daughter and know the realms of death are to be respected, not feared. It simply would not be allowed.”

“Mother, who will watch over our dead while you are in Valhalla?”

The goddess’s brows lifted. “The realms of the dead are sentient. They can watch over the spirits for the time I will be absent, as they are doing at this moment. But you already know that.” Her smile was soft. “You remind me of when you were a child and worried so much about the dead.”

“Well, there are a lot of them.”

Béfionn laughed. “There are indeed. Do not worry so, my beloved. As I told you when you were a little girl, the dead are like children to me. I care for them but do not believe in smothering them with my attention. Even in death many mortals still have lessons to learn, and my hovering will not aid with those lessons.”

Scáthach could have reminded her mother that she was Béfionn’s actual child and she always longed for more of her mother’s attention. She could have told her mother that the loneliness and sadness she’d glimpsed in the eyes of the dead when she used to visit their realms with Béfionn had haunted her dreams for years . . . decades even. Scáthach glanced at her mother. No, now was not the time to rekindle that old discussion. Scáthach only nodded somberly and said, “I understand, Goddess.”

Béfionn touched her cheek gently. “Do not worry so,” she repeated. “I will give your father your love.”

Scáthach bowed her head. “Thank you, Mother.”

“And how is our Little Fry?” The goddess glanced up at the parapet. “Did I glimpse her working your rappelling contraption?”

“You did and she is quite well, growing into an excellent warrior and teacher.”

Béfionn’s sharp gaze caught her daughter’s. “Be sure you allow her room to find her own way in this world.”

For a moment Scáthach didn’t know what to say. Then she sputtered, “Is—do you believe Uathach to be unhappy?”

“Not at all!” her mother assured her. “But I have also raised a strong, independent-minded daughter. Remember to listen to her with your heart as well as your mind.”

“I will.”

The goddess stood and opened her arms to Scáthach. Her daughter stepped into her embrace, and they held each other until Béfionn released her reluctantly. “I shall go to Valhalla now.”

“I’ll burn offerings to Odin in honor of Father tonight.”

Béfionn bowed her head slightly. “I thank you. Odin will appreciate that oblation.” She took a step toward the water and added, “As will Freya and her Valkyries who escorted Ardgeimm to Valhalla.”

“Mother, why is it you have no shield maids to escort our warriors to Annwn?” Scáthach asked.

Béfionn paused at the waterline and looked back at her daughter. “Perhaps I should. I shall consider it.” Then she began to grow in size and, as she did, she smiled down at Scáthach. “Daughter, say yes to the bard.”

Scáthach’s forehead furrowed. “The bard? I have no bard at Dunscáith.”

“Not yet but say yes so you will. He’ll be amusing.” Her voice faded as the goddess dove into the sea, disappearing among the glistening silver of her sturgeons.

* * *

It took longer to climb up the thick stone side of her castle than it did to fly down the wall, but Scáthach enjoyed the burn in her arms, shoulders, and legs. Though she had not worked up a sweat on the way down, scaling up the fifty-foot rock wall heated her muscles and blood, and as sweat dripped from her body she felt some of the grief of losing her father a second time leave her. He had loved her and he had loved her mother. Scáthach would remember him always, as would the Goddess of the Summerlands.

Scáthach reached the toothlike battlements and pulled herself over the edge. Her daughter was by her side in an instant, having operated the pulley system that allowed Scáthach to rappel down and then return up.

“Grandmother seemed pleased with your gift,” Uathach said as she helped her mother step out of the complex rappelling harness. “How did she take the news?”

“It saddened her, but she appreciated hearing it from me. She is off to Valhalla to visit him. Tonight we must burn the thighbones of a sacrificed bull to honor Father and Odin and the Valkyries who escorted him there.”

“Would you like me to choose the bull?” Uathach asked.

Scáthach smiled and nodded. “I would. Then it will be us honoring Ardgeimm together.”

“Did she advise you about the succession?”

“We spoke of it. We agree that I should name Aife queen in my stead,” said Scáthach.

“Woof!” A large blue-gray blur dashed across the rooftop to Scáthach. For a moment it seemed it would knock Scáthach backward, perhaps even over the side of the battlement, but at her raised hand the big deerhound slid to a sit in front of Scáthach, resting its head, snout pointed up, on her torso. Scáthach stroked the dog and cooed. “You’re such a good girl, Leannan. The best girl.”

A tall, red-haired woman emerged from the stairwell the dog had sped up. Her gray eyes flashed angrily as she snorted. “She’s spoiled!”

“Tabiti, she sat exactly as I told her to.” Scáthach grinned at the warrior woman who strode across the rooftop to join them.

“And she listened to me not at all when I attempted to keep her from racing here to you,” said Tabiti as she glowered at the dog, who utterly ignored her and lolled an openmouthed smile at Scáthach. “I am leader of your Shadow Guard. My skills with sword and spear are vast, yet I cannot get your hound to obey me.”

“She only listens to Mother,” Uathach mumbled.

“Because she’s my good girl.” Scáthach patted the dog on her wide head.

Uathach rolled her eyes. “I often think Leannan is more errant child than dog.”

“Well, as you brought up the subject of children . . .” Tabiti paused and rolled her eyes.

Uathach groaned. “Not more warriors attempting to cross the bridge?”

“Just one. The others have given up and are watching him instead of making more attempts.” Tabiti said. “And I will admit that he is quite nice to watch.” She waggled her brows.

“I’m going to break my fast,” Scáthach said as she helped Uathach carefully recoil the ropes. “Send word if he actually succeeds. None have for months.”

“I think this one is different. His name is known.”

“Really? Not just another one from Éire?” Uathach asked.

“Oh, this one is from Éire. Some may even say—and by some I mean him—that he is Éire’s mightiest son.” Tabiti’s lip lifted in a sneer. “But men do exaggerate.”

“Are you going to tell us who he is?” Scáthach asked.

“He says his name is Cuchulainn, and from the look of him he is telling the truth,” said Tabiti.

“I do know that name,” said Uathach. “Isn’t he called the Hero of Ulster?”

Tabiti shrugged. “So they say. But they also say he is young and beautiful. At least they are right about that.”

“Youth and beauty have nothing to do with being a true warrior.” Scáthach made a dismissive gesture. “I’m going to eat. As I said, send word if he crosses the Bridge of Leaps.”

“Unlikely he will. But Cuchulainn is so young and pretty, he brought his own bard with him. Apparently to compose ballads about his training with the Queen of Shadow, the mighty Scáthach.”

Scáthach looked up from the rope coil. “Did you say bard?”

Tabiti’s gray eyes sparkled with amusement. “I did.”

The Queen of Shadow sighed. “My mother . . .” Scáthach muttered, shook her head, and then sighed again. “I’ll join you at the bridge, but only after I eat.”

“No need to rush,” Tabiti said. “How long did it take the last male warrior to cross the bridge?”

“Twenty days. And the current lot camping out there have been trying for twenty-seven days,” Uathach said with a grin.

“But they don’t have their own bards,” Tabiti added, and both women laughed as Scáthach frowned, hearing her mother’s parting words replay in her mind.

Daughter, say yes to the bard . . .






Chapter 2

His first sight of her made his mouth go dry. It wasn’t just her beauty, though that was breathtaking. Even from a distance he could see she held herself with confidence and moved with an agile grace that was mesmerizing.

He hadn’t meant to lose control. He’d told himself he wouldn’t. He could have made more than three attempts. He would have conquered the damned thing eventually.

But she watched as they laughed and jeered at his failures. His anger bubbled and he allowed it to boil, scalding away his judgment so that he called the berserker.

* * *

“I see he hasn’t crossed the bridge.” It was past midday when Scáthach joined her gatekeeper on the sentry stand that had been built on the wide stone wall above the wooden door to the castle, which could only be accessed after crossing the Bridge of Leaps and then climbing up steep stone stairs. The bridge spanned the twenty feet between mainland and castle. Beneath the bridge, frothy waves almost hid the pointed rocks that would break the fall, and the body, of any warrior who could not conquer the magicked bridge.

Tabiti scoffed. “He hasn’t even attempted the crossing.” The warrior woman jerked her sharp chin at a small campfire not far from the entrance to the bridge. The fire had been built in front of one of the two stone monoliths that marked the end of the raised platform that spanned the boggy field that led to Dunscáith. The dozen or so warriors who had camped before the bridge for almost one full month, having not been successful in crossing, were some distance away and closer to the Bridge of Leaps.

Two men sat near the new campfire, facing the castle. The older of the two fingered a travel harp and hummed softly with the chords. The younger man, who was shadowed by the stone monolith, stoked the fire as he grilled fish over it. “He’s preparing to eat.”

Scáthach’s brows lifted. “Well, Tabiti, he had to cross the Plain of Ill Luck and fight his way through the Perilous Glen to arrive here. Perhaps he’s wise enough to know he must eat and rest before attempting the Bridge of Leaps.”

Tabiti laughed scornfully. “Or he’s hoping his bard will sing a ballad that will show him the way.”

“We shall see.” Scáthach shrugged. “He has not mixed with the other warriors?”

“Oh, they greeted him and then advised him on how to cross the Bridge of Leaps,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach barked a laugh that had all the men gazing up at her, squinting against the sunlight as they attempted to glimpse the Queen of Shadow. “And he did not take the advice of failed warriors?”

“No. When he turned his back on the warriors, I thought, briefly, that he could have a modicum of common sense, but he began to build a fire and then grill hunks of fish, like he is taking a picnic by the sea, and I changed my mind,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach tried to peer through the smoke from the fire and the shadows from the boulder to get a better look at the young warrior. She could tell he was fair-haired and had an impressive shoulder width, but she couldn’t make out his features. “I’m going to go to the practice field to help Uathach drill the students for the vault feat.”

“Have any of them so much as left the ground yet?” Tabiti asked.

“Uathach has been frustrated by their lack of progress, so I don’t believe they have, which is why I’m joining the drill. Send word to me when he attempts the bridge. I’ll be curious to see how the young Hero of Ulster fares.” Scáthach clapped her friend on the shoulder before she retraced her path down the stone stairs that opened to the first level of the castle.

Dunscáith was a marvel, one Scáthach never took for granted. She’d watched her divine mother create it, hewing it from the massive rock just off the western peninsula of the isle they’d taken to calling Skye, after the daughter for whom the castle had been built. Thanks to Béfionn, Dunscáith was an unbreachable fortress. A huge stone curtain encircled it, topped with battlements and four towers. The goddess had created it with only two entrances. One was accessed by crossing the Bridge of Leaps and the second was a sea-level entrance tunneled directly into the massive rock on which the castle stood. There boats brought supplies to the seaside tunnel, and a drawbridge could be lowered so that horses, cattle, and sheep had access to a large pasture. The pastured livestock were enclosed and hidden by steep rock walls. No one raided the Queen of Shadow.

The curtain wall was ten feet thick and built into the enormous rock so that it followed its egg-like shape. Nestled safely inside the thick wall were the barracks for Scáthach’s student warriors, a large smithy, the kitchens, a deep freshwater well, and housing for the servants, tradesmen, and families who lived inside the castle walls. Within the inner ward was also the three-storied keep, which held the great hall where they took their meals and Scáthach met with the chieftains, jarls, queens, kings, and wealthy landowners.

Level two of the keep held Scáthach’s impressive quarters, as well as suites for Uathach, Tabiti, and the one hundred warriors who had completed their training but, instead of returning to their own homes, had chosen to swear fealty to Scáthach and remain at Dunscáith as her elite Shadow Guard. The top level of the keep had more training areas and several guest suites.

As Scáthach stealthily descended to the first level, which held the grassy area where the warriors usually trained, she observed Uathach scowling at a group of students who were attempting the vault feat—unsuccessfully.

Uathach stood at the entrance to a long, rectangular sand pit, hands fisted on hips, shaking her head as a lean, red-bearded warrior charged toward the pit, long vault pole in his hands, face contorted with concentration and red with strain. He planted the spiked end of the cedar pole in the spot on the ground marked with a wide X just before the rectangle of sand and attempted to vault into the air. Scáthach knew he’d fail before he left the ground. His hands weren’t far enough over his head on the pole and his leap was mistimed. Scáthach cringed as he fell hard on his back.

“Again!” Uathach snapped.

Leannan woofed softly as she spotted Scáthach and trotted to her from the sunny spot in which she’d been napping. Scáthach ruffled her ears as Uathach turned her attention from the warriors sweating in the midday sun to face her mother.

“They cannot do it.” Uathach shook her head in disgust.

“They can and they will.” Scáthach’s melodic voice was pitched to soothe as she turned from her daughter to the group of student warriors, whose shoulders all slumped in defeat. “Go to the water bucket. Drink. Take a moment to rest.” The students jogged across the field to the large barrel of fresh water as she turned to her daughter. “Little Fry, a teacher must have patience.”

Uathach frowned and wiped sweat from her brow. “A teacher must have capable students.”

“Each of these warriors was granted entrance here because they are more than capable. Are you saying they are lazy or not giving the vault their all? If that is so, then they do not belong here, and I shall send them back over the bridge.”

“They belong.” Uathach’s cheeks pinkened. “So, it’s my fault they fail?”

“They haven’t failed. They simply haven’t succeeded. Yet.”

Uathach ran a hand through her mass of tawny hair. “Then please take over so they will succeed.”

“Will you vault for me, my daughter?” Scáthach asked. Though she spoke softly, every warrior at the water barrel had turned to watch and listen.

Uathach blinked in surprise. “Vault over what?”

Scáthach jerked her chin in the direction of the sand pit. “Over nothing. The same as your students. Just show me and your students a successful vault feat.”

She met her mother’s gaze, opened her mouth to protest, and quickly closed it. Scáthach and the warriors watched as Uathach warmed up, stretching thoroughly and then going through a series of leg swing, skips, and jumps. When her muscles were warm and limber, she strode to pick up the pole the previous warrior had left staked to the ground. Holding the pole, she walked several yards away from the rectangle of sand, turned, grasped the pole with a wide grip, and sprinted strongly for the pit. She planted the staked end of the pole in the X spot. Her body lifted fluidly, hands positioned perfectly, long legs going up and above her head until she turned at the apex of the arch, so high above the ground that she could have easily vaulted over the wall of a keep, and then descended gracefully back to the pit.

Scáthach nodded as her daughter returned to her side, wiping sand from her backside. “Well done. And now they have seen a successful vault feat.”

“But none of them have done it.”

“Then begin again with them. Teach them at their pace, not yours. Remember that they are not grandchildren of a mighty goddess. Start with a simple two-step and small leap drill, and then increase to four steps and a larger leap. Drill that over and over until each of them masters the beginning steps; then they will remember what success feels like. Look at them.”

Uathach’s gaze went to the group of warriors—ten women and nine men—who had come from as close as Tribe Creones on the mainland and as distant as Scythia, from where the leader of Scáthach’s Shadow Guard, Tabiti, hailed. Uathach took in their bowed shoulders and weary faces and blew out a long, frustrated breath. “They are defeating themselves.”

“And you expect them to fail.” Scáthach spoke those words so only her daughter could hear them.

“I expect them to fail,” Uathach agreed quietly. She met her mother’s gaze. “You are a better teacher than I.”

“I have taught longer than you.” Scáthach squeezed her daughter’s shoulder. “Work with them one on one. While you do that, I will take the group through the same warm-up exercises you just completed.”

“Do you never lose your patience?” asked her daughter.

“Life has taught me that when I lack patience I pay for that lack with failure.”

Uathach flashed a smile. “Fail? You? I don’t recall you ever failing.”

“Because I do not lack patience.” Scáthach returned her smile.

Uathach nodded and then turned to face the group of student warriors. “Fergal!”

The warrior with the flaming red beard who had just failed in his vault stepped forward and bowed his head formally to Uathach and Scáthach.

“Come, you and I will go over your hand position and the two-step leap. You were close to getting it,” Uathach said. The warrior’s face brightened as he jogged over to her. Uathach told the rest of the group, “And you will drill with Scáthach while waiting to repeat your vault.”

Scáthach clapped her hands together. “Let’s drill!” The students responded instantly and enthusiastically. They reminded the Queen of Shadow of Leannan when she was a pup and her excitement to please outweighed her nascent abilities. As she drilled with the students, Scáthach focused on the thrill of the strength of her body—its grace and balance and power—and how through example she could bolster the confidence of her students. She was in her element, leading young warriors to be their best. Her joyful laughter boomed throughout the inner ward of the castle to brush against the stone walls, absorbed into the carvings that covered them, and filled the very walls of Dunscáith with the wild joy of Scáthach, Queen of Shadow.

* * *

They drilled until the sun began to drop into the western sea. Wisely, Uathach called a halt after every student had successfully completed the simple two-step opening leap. The mood of the group had utterly changed. They were all sweaty and muscle-weary but grinning and jesting with one another as they left the practice field and headed to the rear tunnel where they would cool themselves in the sea.

“Everything changed when you showed up,” Uathach said as she joined her mother at the big barrel that held fresh rainwater.

Scáthach motioned for her daughter to wash first and said, “I only reminded you of what you already knew. It’s easy to allow struggling students to frustrate you, and when a teacher is frustrated, students feel it and respond poorly. The longer you teach, the less that will happen.”

Uathach splashed water on her face and arms and then stepped aside to allow her mother access to the barrel. “Why do you suddenly sound like I will be taking over for you here? You said you were going to refuse the crown of Lethra.”

Scáthach went to the barrel and looked over her shoulder at her daughter. “I have no desire to rule Lethra, and I thought you enjoyed training warriors.”

“I do, but I am not Queen of Shadow.”

“That is just a title. I don’t own it,” said Scáthach as she looked into the barrel of dark water.

“Don’t own it? You are it. The title wouldn’t exist without you,” insisted Uathach.

“No, the title wouldn’t exist without this castle, which was created by a goddess and not by me. I stepped into the title. It belongs to Dunscáith.” Scáthach bent and plunged her hands into the cool water—and the world stilled.

She knew Uathach was speaking to her, but Scáthach could not hear her words. Scáthach knew her faithful deerhound had trotted to her and was leaning against her side, begging for her ears to be scratched, but she could not feel the dog’s body.

She felt only the dark, cold water. As she gazed into it, the barrel disappeared, along with the reflection of her reddened, sweat-streaked face. The surface rippled and she saw a vision of herself, standing in the center of the practice field, facing a semicircle of student warriors who nervously shifted from foot to foot as they waited their turn to try to wrestle the Queen of Shadow off her feet. But before the first of the students reached Scáthach, Uathach strode up to her and stepped into her body, and the Queen of Shadow became Uathach. Slowly, her daughter’s head bowed. Her hands covered her face and she looked utterly defeated.

The water rippled and the vision shifted to that of a young lion. The lion opened his fanged jaws and roared. The vision changed again. The beast was chained to a huge boulder. It looked old and broken until his gaze found her. His eyes, the gold of faceted yellow topaz, blazed as he stared at her. She felt that gaze as if it had been a touch and she shivered but could not tell if the chills that skittered up and down her body were from fear or desire.

Uathach touched her shoulder. “Mother?”

Uathach’s touch returned Scáthach to herself. She drew a deep breath and splashed water over her face and arms, then straightened and faced her daughter, whose smooth brow was furrowed with worry.

“A vision?” Uathach asked.

“Yes.”

“Are you well?”

“Yes, I—”

“Scáthach! He attempts the bridge!”

Uathach and her mother turned to see Tabiti beckoning them from the sentry platform that looked out over the Bridge of Leaps. Shaking the water from her body, Scáthach jogged to the stairs, with Uathach beside her and Leannan trotting after them.

They reached the sentry platform in time for Cuchulainn’s first attempt at the bridge. He had backed up so that he began by the two stone monoliths that stood sentinel before the bridge’s entrance. Scáthach still couldn’t get a clear look at him. He was tall—that was obvious—but the huge stones cast too much shadow for her to see his features. He bent a little at the waist and then sprinted toward the bridge, moving with impressive speed. The young warrior ran onto the stone bridge, which arched in the center. His speed quickly carried him to the center of the arch.

Then the bridge awakened and, like an untamed stallion, it bucked, tossing him off his feet. The bridge lifted, rolling Cuchulainn back to the shadows beneath the monoliths.

He immediately sprang to his feet. As the watching warriors shouted encouragement, he approached the bridge again, slowly.

Tabiti laughed. “Does he think he’ll conquer the bridge by sauntering over it?”

“If he tries walking over it, he’s going to end up getting wet.” Uathach gestured to the churning water beneath the bridge.

“And dead,” added Tabiti. She glanced at Scáthach. “Are the sturgeons still here, or did they all leave with your mother?”

“Oh, there are always a few nearby,” Scáthach said absently as she studied the warrior.

“Hope they’re not hungry,” said Tabiti. “Though he looks too muscly to be tasty. Not enough fat.”

Uathach snorted. “Well, that depends on who is doing the tasting. He is beautiful.”

“They say the Ulster women love him—and the Ulster men wish he’d take a wife,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach studied him as he stood at the entrance of the Bridge of Leaps. He was tall, perhaps even as tall as her, which was unusual. His shoulders were broad and his chest wide, tapering to a slim waist. He was definitely beautiful, with high cheekbones, a strong, straight nose, full lips, and a jawline that could have been sculpted. His hair was golden blond but had unusual streaks of brown and red glinting in it, almost as if it was living fire. The waning sun’s rays touched him as he looked up from the bridge and met her gaze.

He had the faceted topaz eyes of the lion in her vision. When they locked on hers, Scáthach felt his gaze like a touch.

“What do you think of him, Scáthach?” Tabiti’s voice broke the spell and Scáthach looked away from him.

“I think he’s very young, and if he attempts to walk over my bridge, he’s also very naïve,” she said.

Cuchulainn turned from the bridge and jogged back, this time several paces beyond the stone monoliths. He crouched, began swinging his arms for momentum, and then raced toward the bridge. In two mighty leaps he made it to the center arch of the bridge, where he crouched to gather himself for the second half of the crossing. Like the earth had begun to quake, the bridge shivered violently, causing Cuchulainn to stagger forward instead of leaping. Again, he lost his balance. The bridge lifted and shook him off as if he were an annoying fly on a horse’s flank.

The warriors who had failed groaned. Scáthach’s students, who had each managed to cross the bridge, jeered from the battlements.

Cuchulainn approached the bridge again, studying it closely. He even dropped to his knees and peered at the underside of it and at the white-capped water beneath.

“What is he doing?” Tabiti asked.

“He’s trying to figure out the trick of it,” said Scáthach.

“There is no trick,” said her daughter.

“Exactly, which is why his third attempt will fail,” answered Scáthach. She’d seen it many times before. Some warriors, usually the ones with the biggest egos, refused to believe the truth of the Bridge of Leaps—that it had been created by a goddess as a test meant to defeat all but those most worthy of her daughter’s training. Many of them looked for the trick, for a way to cheat the bridge, but there was no way to cheat. It could only be defeated by strength and tenacity, talent and sweat.

Cuchulainn turned from the bridge for a third time. He jogged slowly back to the monoliths, past them, and then farther back almost to where the raised path met the boggy field that stretched around the south side of the castle.

He searched the ground until he found two flat rocks, each about the length and width of his forearm. He drove the rocks into the ground, staggered one before the other so that they stuck up like bizarrely positioned teeth.

“What is he doing now?” Uathach asked, squinting to try to see him better.

“He’s a strange one,” Tabiti muttered.

Cuchulainn took a stance in front of the two rocks. Then he bent so that he could place his hands on the ground. He pressed one foot against the first rock and then the other against the second.

Scáthach felt a jolt of understanding. “He’s using the rocks to push off, so that he can gain speed quickly.”

Cuchulainn exploded from the crouch, racing toward the bridge so fast his arms and legs blurred. He sprinted up the first half of the bridge and did not pause at the arch but allowed his momentum to carry him over it and down the far side.

For a moment Scáthach thought he would make it. She’d never seen a warrior so swift, and it wouldn’t have surprised her if he raced down the bridge and straight up the stairs to the door above which they watched.

But the Bridge of Leaps was wily and not so easily defeated. It twisted as if it were made of rope and not rock, turning itself upside down. Cuchulainn fell. The watching warriors gasped as he grabbed the side of the bridge. While it rolled and bucked, he swung his legs up onto it and then tumbled, head over feet, from it and didn’t stop rolling until he was back at the monoliths.

The students on the battlements laughed and jeered.

“You think he’ll try again?” asked Tabiti.

“I see the stubborn set of those broad shoulders,” answered Uathach. She jerked her chin in the direction of the man with the harp, who still sat beside Cuchulainn’s fire. “And his bard is observing, no doubt already composing a ballad about the great Ulsterman Cuchulainn and how he leaped like a spawning salmon, conquering the bridge easily. That tune will have to be revised if he doesn’t make it.”

“He can’t stop without his failure being set to harp song for generations to laugh at,” said Scáthach, shaking her head. “It was foolish of him to bring a bard.”

“What by all the gods is he doing now?” Tabiti squinted, trying to make sense of the warrior’s actions.

Cuchulainn had retrieved a short riding crop from the saddlebags that rested beside his campfire. His horse and the bard’s were tethered just off the raised castle walkway. The horses remained close, as the boggy field was filled with sucking mud.

Tabiti’s gaze narrowed. “Shall I stop him if he tries to ride his horse over the bridge?”

“Definitely,” Scáthach said.

But Cuchulainn did not retreat to where the horses grazed. He pulled off his tunic top, exposing his naked chest.

“He is nice to look at,” said Uathach.

Tabiti snorted. “And I would wager he knows it.”

He carried the crop with him to the entrance of the bridge where he paced, back and forth, and as he paced, he lifted the crop and brought it down on his chest, his ribs and stomach, his thick biceps and his back. Cuchulainn flogged himself mercilessly. Even from the sentry platform, Scáthach could hear the terrible crack of whip against flesh and see the long strips of welts he raised on his skin, which soon split and wept blood. In addition to the self-flagellation, Cuchulainn growled and shouted, snarled and shrieked. The only word that could be understood was when he called out to the God of the Sun, Lugh, over and over, between snarling animalistic, subhuman noises.

“Has he gone mad?” asked Tabiti.

“I do not understand this at all,” said Uathach.

“I do.” Scáthach’s voice was sharp. “I need a spear. Quickly!”

Tabiti sprinted down the stone stairs and raced across the practice field to the armory.

“Are you going to put him out of his misery?” her daughter asked as they stared at the snarling warrior whose body was dripping with blood, though he still paced and flogged himself.

“I hope I don’t have to kill him. I would rather not explain to the king of Ulster why I ended the life of his hero instead of training him,” said Scáthach.

Tabiti returned, handing Scáthach a spear. “He’s still at it? Are you going to kill him?”

Scáthach was so focused on watching the warrior that she said nothing, so Uathach responded. “She said she doesn’t want to, but . . .” Uathach shrugged.

“Well, he does appear out of his mind,” said Tabiti. “Better to put a mad dog down than to—”

She went silent as Cuchulainn stopped pacing and stalked to the bridge. He was a scarlet nightmare. His body dripped with fresh blood from countless long, angry welts. His face, which had been so beautiful only moments before, had turned a horrid purple-red and was wet with sweat, spittle, and snot. His golden eyes were awash in red and bulged from his florid face. His hair was matted with sweat and blood. He’d grown several inches. His muscles bulged and flexed. He more closely resembled a monster than a man.

Facing the Bridge of Leaps, he roared and then, head down like a charging bull, Cuchulainn attacked the bridge. He climbed it with such speed and force that he caused it to quake, sending stone and mortar into the seething water below. It did not matter that the bridge bucked and shook. Cuchulainn utterly defeated it. He thundered from the center arch down, landing on the opposite side without so much as a misstep. But he didn’t stop with that victory. Still roaring, he raced up the stone stairs that led to Dunscáith’s thick door, where he pounded his fists against the wood and shouted in a voice that was barely human. “Bridge conquered! Demand enter! Scáthach! Queen of Shadow! Bridge conquered!”

“He attacks us!” Tabiti said, unsheathing the sword at her side.

Scáthach put her hand on her gatekeeper’s shoulder. “He has conjured a berserker rage.”

“That young fool! What was he thinking?” Tabiti’s lip curled in disgust as she shook her head.

The berserker pounded on the door again with such force he split the wood as he thundered her name, “Scáthach! Scáthach!” It was obvious that with his next strike he would shatter the door, and his red rage would be loosed upon the castle. Scáthach didn’t have to look to know the sounds of booted feet rushing down from the battlements were her Shadow Guard as they hurried to meet the threat to Dunscáith.

“Tabiti, Uathach, keep everyone back. I’ll deal with Cuchulainn.” Holding the spear tightly in one hand, Scáthach leaped from the sentry platform and landed just a few feet from the snarling warrior.

At first Cuchulainn didn’t notice her. He lifted his hammer-like fists to pound through the wood.

“Do not break my door.” Scáthach didn’t raise her voice, but she punctuated her command by using the blunt end of her spear to whack him on his ass.

Cuchulainn spun around, roaring his anger at her. He moved so fast that any warrior but the Queen of Shadow would have been easily caught by him and broken by his superhuman strength.

As if made of shadow, Scáthach glided aside, and when he charged past her, she whacked him on the ass again. Then, matching his speed, she pursued Cuchulainn. “I said, do not break my door.” With every word, Scáthach spun and used the blunted spear end to strike him. She did not raise her voice. She didn’t even seem angry. Her breath was steady—her body relaxed. The grace and speed with which she moved made it appear as if she danced with a madman. She was ice to his fire. Each time the blunted spear hit him, Cuchulainn deflated, and Scáthach kept talking to him, speaking in a voice that was soft and calm. “You’re being impolite and that is something I do not tolerate in my students.”

“Scáthach!” He roared and charged her again.

Scáthach ducked and spun as she whirled her spear in a low arch. It collided with the back of Cuchulainn’s knees with such force the warrior was knocked off balance and fell forward. Scáthach pressed her attack. She stood on his back, pinned him to the ground, and twirled the spear so that the deadly iron point rested against the base of his neck where it would only take one simple thrust to end Cuchulainn.

“Do not move,” Scáthach said softly.

Cuchulainn’s body went rigid, but still he growled and snarled his rage.

“You should breathe with me, Cuchulainn,” Scáthach said. “I would rather not return your body to Ulster lifeless and untrained, though I will if you do not regain control over yourself.”

“Get off ! Fight me!” he snarled, but held himself very still.

Scáthach pressed the spear tip more firmly against the young warrior’s neck and a single line of scarlet joined the rest of the blood painting his body. “I did fight you, Ulsterman, and I defeated you. Concede and control yourself. Now, before I tire of teaching a lesson to a warrior I have yet to accept as a student. Breathe with me. Four counts in and four counts out. Like this. Inhale and one . . . two . . . three . . . four . . .” Scáthach tapped the ball of her foot against his back in time with her count. Slowly, Cuchulainn’s inhuman snarls and growls stopped. His back rose and fell with Scáthach’s count, and as it did the florid flush of his skin faded, his body deflated, and he finally went limp.

Still, Scáthach stood on him, pressing the spear to his neck, counting his breaths.

Cuchulainn turned his head to the side so that he could look over his shoulder at her. “Scáthach?”

Only then did Scáthach step off his back and lift her spear. “I am she.”

Cuchulainn sat and faced her. “I greet you, Queen of Shadow. May I have your leave to stand?”

“You may.”

Moving more like a stiff old man than a virile young hero, Cuchulainn stood and slowly straightened. He brushed back his hair and used his forearm to wipe the sweat and saliva from his face. Then he bowed formally to her. “Queen of Shadow, I have conquered the Bridge of Leaps and earned the right to demand a boon from you.”

A bark of laughter came from the sentry platform above them. Scáthach’s lips lifted in a smile. “Demand?”

He squared his shoulders and stood straighter. He raised his chin. They were the same height, and Cuchulainn was able to look directly into Scáthach’s eyes. “Is it not known that any warrior who crosses the Bridge of Leaps may demand a boon from Scáthach?”

More laughter echoed from above them, and Cuchulainn threw a dark look up at the sentry platform.

“It seems you have been fed false information, Ulsterman,” said Scáthach. “Crossing the Bridge of Leaps only earns you the right to ask that I accept you as a student warrior.”

Cuchulainn’s forehead furrowed. “Ask? But I was told—”

“Incorrect information,” Scáthach finished for him.

He blinked several times and shook himself like a dog coming out of the rain before he spoke again. “Do you know who I am?”

“Cuchulainn, favorite of Conchobar mac Nessa, King of Ulster,” she said. “Do you know who I am?”

Cuchulainn nodded. “You are Scáthach, Queen of Shadow, daughter of the giantess Béfionn.”

Scáthach nodded. “And



















OEBPS/images/in.jpg





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg
A NOVEL

Queen

of
Shadow

P. C. CAST

whn

WILLIAM MORROW
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/9780063295049_Cover.jpg
%

e

2 1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOROF HOUSE OF NIGHT AND BOUDICCA .

L P-€TCAS

P LY )






OEBPS/images/map.jpg





