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CHAPTER 1



 

Kingdom of Connachta, Ériu - 432 AD



 

Ciarán stumbled along beneath the
twisted canopy of blackthorn shrubs, their prickly branches entwining with
those of the hawthorn to form a mystical passageway. Though only a dim gray
light pierced its knotwork, intermittent flashes of lightning broke through the
tangled vines to sketch eerie patterns across the moss-covered path. His robe
caught on the spiny bramble, and he stopped for a moment to free his sleeve,
but a sharp shove from behind thrust him forward once more, the sudden movement
ripping a jagged hole in his fine linen robe.


His temper flared, and he turned to object, though it did no
good. Another quick jab to his shoulder spun him back around and thrust him out
into the lakeside clearing. Slender stone columns stood in a semicircle around
its perimeter, each one facing the sacrificial altar. He rested his hand
against the one closest to him, steadying himself as the reality of the
situation washed over him in a wave of nausea. There would be no escape.


As if in agreement, a bolt of lightning ripped across the
horizon, followed by a crash of thunder so loud it caused the breath to catch
in his throat. The goddess was angry.


Out of nowhere, thick gray clouds had formed to conceal the
morning sun and cast ominous shadows over the secluded enclosure. The urge to
fall prostrate before his goddess mother gripped his innards, tearing at his
stomach with a fiery knife, but he could not find it within his heart to do so.
A black-robed cleric propelled him farther into the temple confines, forcing
him to his knees beside another of the slender stone columns. The decision to
kneel had been made for him, though it was an empty gesture on his part.


Trying to retain his composure, he gazed around the quiet
glade. Towering thorn bushes encircled the clearing, concealing the sanctuary
from the outside world and providing a perfect setting for worshipping the
goddess of their túath.
The bile rose in his throat, for he knew the requirements for admission all too
well. Entry to its sacred confines was only granted to those within the
priesthood—and those about to die.


Ciarán clenched his fists to keep them from shaking. His
priesthood was all but lost, the consequences for his conduct clear to him
before he ever acted. He closed his eyes for a moment, a vain attempt at
calming his nerves. As a priest of the first order, his actions had been a
betrayal of the goddess. No other punishment could be considered. Yet, even as
the impending storm foreshadowed his destiny, he hoped in vain he could somehow
alter the outcome. If not for himself, then at least for the young woman, who
even now was being laid upon the ancient altar.


Though he could barely speak, he forced the words to his
lips. “Más é do thoil é!” he begged the
stoic forms that stood before him. “Please! Spare her, for she has done nothing
to you.”


The chief priest, Ruadhán, turned
sharply, his eyes glaring with a deep and relentless rage. “Then denounce her
and claim her for the goddess!” he said, his voice strained but guarded.


For a moment, Ciarán stared at the elder priest. A chilled
breeze caused him to shiver, for his robe clung to his body, torn and covered
with sweat and dried mud. No, he could not speak the words the man demanded of
him. Instead, he looked away, shaking his head.


Ruadhán strode forward, his face
flushed an angry red. He reached out, tearing open Ciarán’s robe and ripping
the bronze cross from his chest. “Is this at the root of your betrayal?” He
spat the words, his lips turning up in a snarl of disgust.


Ciarán bowed his head, his eyes fixed on a clump of damp
earth. What argument could he offer in his defense? Just days ago, he too would
have been horrified by his actions. Now he found himself unable to deny them.
Taking a deep breath, he looked up to face the chief priest.


“How can I change that which I have come to believe?” The
words came out in a whisper. Even as he spoke, he felt as if two large hands
were tightening around his throat.


Ruadhán’s countenance hardened,
his hands balling at his sides, but before he could respond, another of the
high council stepped forward and touched his arm.


“Allow me to speak with the lad,” Domnall
said, his deep cerulean eyes filled with pain. “He has been under my tutelage
since he first came of age. Perhaps he will accept my counsel now.”


Ruadhán glanced at Domnall and, after a moment’s hesitation, gave a curt nod.
“Try your best, a seanchara, though I fear
even your guidance will fail.”


Domnall acknowledged Ruadhán’s warning with a dip of his head before turning to
face Ciarán.


“Please, my son, heed my words.” His tone was firm but held
a gentleness that served to comfort rather than reprimand. “Think of what it is
you are saying. You were chosen by the goddess to be the father of priests, but
you have defiled yourself by lying with this unsanctioned woman.” He laid his
hand on Ciarán’s shoulder. “Accept this new god as your own, if it is your
wish, but do not betray your goddess in doing so. See the folly of your
actions. Forsake this sorceress and beg your mother’s forgiveness.”


Ciarán could not look the man in the eyes and so gazed out
across the lake instead. “Tá brón orm, master, but in all
good conscience I cannot, for I love her more than life itself.” In spite of
his conviction, he couldn’t suppress a twinge of shame for the distress he’d
brought upon his noble mentor. “I truly am sorry, master, but no matter how
hopeless my plight, I can give no other answer.”


With his jaw firmly set, he turned his attention back toward
Domnall. His heart was breaking, but his voice held
strong and steady, firm with a love born from the depths of his soul. “I have
taken Aisling for my wife, and my Lord and God has blessed that union. I will
deny neither, no matter the cost.”


“Enough!” Ruadhán shouted. He
caught Domnall by the arm, and for a moment Ciarán
thought he saw a shadow of regret flash across the chief priest’s dark
expression, though it was gone as fast as it had come. Pushing past his friend,
he came to stand before Ciarán once more, determination etched in the creases
of his forehead.


“It is clear you have no remorse for your treachery, and so
you shall be held accountable in accordance with our ancient laws.” He turned
toward the altar, and a fresh vengeance resounded in his voice. “First,
however, we must appease the goddess of our túath, lest she send her
punishment upon us. This woman has defiled a chosen priest, destined to serve
only the lady herself. It is she who must give her life in recompense.”


“No!” Ciarán wrenched his arms free from his captors. With a
strength fortified by a deep, unwavering love, he shoved the priests hard
against the stone pillars. The elaborate granite altar stood steps away, the
soothing waters of the lake lapping on the shore behind it. If he could reach
Aisling, they could escape to the gentle water. He was a strong swimmer, better
than any who stood to judge him. And a small boat sat anchored no more than a
few strokes from the shore.


The two fledgling priests struggled to gain their footing,
and Ciarán darted forward. He reached out, his fingers brushing Aisling’s hand.
She turned to face him, a single tear running down her cheek. Though the rapid
rise and fall of her chest revealed her anguish, her face glowed with an
internal peace, and a tender smile touched her lips as she caressed his cheek.


“Is cuisle mo chroí thú,”
she whispered. But before he could return her words of love, a strong arm
caught him under the chin, knocking him to the ground.


Having regained their balance, the two stunned clerics took
hold of him. With whispered curses, they hauled him to his feet and dragged him
back to the standing stones, forcing him to his knees once more. Heavy iron
chains hung from the weathered granite, and one of the young men clamped them
hard around Ciarán’s wrists, tethering him securely to the pillar.


Aisling sprang up, reaching out toward him, but a nearby
priest shoved her back down on the granite altar. Though they had not bound
her, she made no attempt to flee. Even she knew any attempt would be futile.


He’d been a fool to think he could escape his fate. All he’d
done was anger his fellow priests and bring more disgrace upon himself. Ruadhán’s lips were pressed so hard together they almost
disappeared behind his graying beard. Let them do to him as they wished, but he
must fight to save Aisling.


“I beg you, master, release this innocent. She has done
nothing. It is I who have corrupted her. I called upon my authority as her
priest and demanded she lay with me.”


“Do not seek to deceive me, fledgling. You have not yet
attained the skill.” Ruadhán spat the words, contempt
dripping from each syllable. “All in the túath know of your status as a chosen child of the goddess.”


“Yes, master, and so she would not refuse my command.”


Ruadhán came to stand before him
once more. With a claw-like grip, he clutched Ciarán’s shoulder and pulled him
to his feet. Visible once more, his lips curled into a sinister smirk, one
filled with scorn and disgust. “Do you think me a fool, priest?


A clap of thunder echoed off the hills. Ruadhán
glanced toward the distant rumbling for a moment before returning his gaze to
Ciarán. “Offer her to the goddess, then. Beltane is almost upon us. Choose her
as a vessel for the lady’s child.”


Ciarán cast a glance in Aisling’s direction. Her chestnut
locks lay unbound and strewn across the altar, and her soft alabaster thigh
peeked through a tear in her saffron gown. She turned her head and shook it
ever so slightly. It was enough.


Try as he might, Ciarán couldn’t make the words form on his
lips. Either way, Aisling would meet her death, whether now or nine months hence,
after she bore the goddess’s child. His decision made, he bowed his head,
fixing his gaze on the base of the altar. Unable to do what the high priest
demanded, he bit his lip and willed his tongue to remain silent.


“I thought as much, and so you have sealed both your fates.”
Ruadhán turned and strode toward the altar. With a
slow, methodical movement, he picked up the ceremonial dagger and raised it
high above Aisling’s chest, chanting a solemn dirge.


One by one, the rest of the high council gathered around her
slender form, echoing Ruadhán’s incantation in rising
cadence. Domnall cast a final glance in Ciarán’s
direction, shaking his head before adding his voice to the somber chant.


Ciarán strained against his metal bonds, the cold,
unyielding iron cutting into his wrists, holding him fast. Then Domnall stepped forward, and Ruadhán
handed him the blade.


No, it couldn’t be. Ciarán tugged all the harder, the
unrelenting manacles rubbing his flesh raw and sending searing pain up his
arms. Yet he could do little but watch in horror.


Domnall hesitated a moment, his
gaze settling on Ciarán, his silent words echoing in Ciarán’s mind.  I have taught you well, mo cheann beag. Do you not recall the lessons you learned at my
knee? Who but your chief tutor could ready this woman for the trifold death
that will befall her?


Ciarán gasped for breath. Three deaths, none but the final
one killing her, unless . . . He closed his eyes. He must speak to his master,
privately, so not even Ruadhán could hear, but had he
learned well enough?


Please, master, have mercy. Make your aim strong and
sure.


He opened his eyes to see the pained expression on Domnall’s face. For a moment, he hoped he had succeeded,
but when Ruadhán spun around, his cheeks flushed with
anger, Ciarán knew he had failed to keep the message between himself and his
teacher. He looked into the chief priest’s eyes, sending another silent plea.


Please, by the goddess of our túath, take out your wrath
on me and send Aisling swiftly to her mother’s bosom.


He hoped his words would please Ruadhán.
That he would take them as a form of remorse. Anguish clutched his bowels as he
waited, Aisling’s whispered prayers a gentle murmur beneath the rhythmic chants
of the priests. Then Ruadhán gave a subtle nod in Domnall’s direction, and his teacher’s face relaxed a bit.


Ciarán eased the tension on his shackles. Domnall would be quick about it. Though she would die three
times, it would last but moments. A sob caught in Ciarán’s throat.


Domnall turned to stand over
Aisling’s trembling form. “Do not fear, a
leanbh. Before long, you will be in Tír na nÓg.”


“I am the Lord’s child, not yours,” Aisling said, her voice
strong in spite of the underlying tremble. “And before long, I shall be in
heaven with Him. I am not frightened, for you hold no power over me, nor does
your goddess.”


Domnall hesitated once more, but Ruadhán had lost his patience. “Be about your task, a seanchara,
before the goddess of the túath sends her wrath upon us all. I have been as lenient as
I dare.”


Ciarán’s heart ached. There was no doubt in his mind his
teacher would do what he must. No matter how Domnall
regretted the actions he must take, he was above all a loyal priest. With a
gentle hand, he lifted Aisling’s silken tresses, slipping the silver wire
around her neck. Once the cord was securely in place, he anointed her chest
with the juice of the mistletoe.


Aisling let out a small gasp as Domnall
took the belt from her léine
and cut it in two, using the first piece to tie her hands together and the
second to secure her feet.


Panic flooded Ciarán’s senses. He was running out of time
and options. Regardless of his beliefs, he had to put a stop to this savage
ritual. He’d tell them what they wanted to hear, agree to take Aisling’s body
as a host for the goddess’s child. Doing so would keep her safe, at least until
the babe was born. If nothing else, it would gain them the time they needed to
escape undetected. Though such thoughts were no more than romantic folly, he
desperately wanted to believe the tale his heart dared to whisper. He was just
about to relent when fate stepped in, and his eyes met Aisling’s.


“Faith, my love.” She mouthed the words without any sign of
fear. “I live in Christ. Do not despair.”


For the first time in his twenty-nine years on the earth,
Ciarán wondered if he had the courage to do what he must. One desperate word of
repentance could save them both, but it would deny all that he had come to
believe. Somehow Aisling had sensed his torment and gently reached out to calm
his troubled soul, even as her own death grew near. She had spoken at his most
vulnerable moment, begging him not to falter, and so he would remain true to
the words of love and faith he had professed just hours before. 


With the songs reaching their zenith, Ciarán tried once
again to sway the priests from their determined course. “I beg you, let this
innocent woman live. Send her away if you must, but do not punish her for my
infidelity. The guilt is upon me, and it is I from whom the goddess will demand
reparation.”


Yet in spite of his entreaties, not one priest turned from
their duty. His voice strained to capacity, he swallowed the bile that stung
his raspy throat. He could do no more than watch as Domnall
plunged the dagger deep into Aisling’s chest. A cry rose from her lips, her
bound hands clenching, but the high priest did not linger. He turned the wire
around her slender neck, twisting it quickly. She gasped for the last few
breaths of air, but not once did she waver, not even when they carried her
half-conscious body to the boat and sailed out across the lake.


Ciarán’s vision blurred as they tied a stone around her
waist and threw her facedown into the water as a sign of her disgrace.
Brokenhearted, he slipped down along the smooth column, its iron fetters of no
more concern to him. Kneeling once more, his head hung in grief, he felt as if
his very soul had been torn from him.


The tears broke forth from their tentative barrier,
streaming down his cheeks, yet there was no anger left, no hate. Only a deep,
abiding sorrow permeated his aching heart. He waited in silence, staring out at
the crystal lake as Aisling’s limp body sank below the rippling waters. Once he
had worshipped there, purified himself in its gentle waves, but now it was
nothing more than a tranquil lake, a place to bathe and swim, and for Aisling,
a place to die.















 

​
 

CHAPTER 2



 

Ciarán’s thighs ached as he knelt before the high council. For him, the ordeal was far from over. The
consequences of his actions were clearly laid out in the Book of Carraig, or so he’d been told. Yet he never even considered
pleading for mercy as Domnall bent down by his side.


Instead, he turned away, unable to face the man. Not
only did guilt rack his soul for the pain he’d clearly caused his longtime
teacher, but looking into Domnall’s
eyes always unsettled him somehow. Perhaps it was the color, which so closely mimicked his
own, or the fathomless depth of knowledge he saw there? Whatever it was, it
left him with an odd sense of loss he couldn’t explain. The weight of Domnall’s hand on his shoulder tore him from his
contemplation and brought the world back into focus.


Ruadhán stood off to the side, his face
frozen in a scowl. “Más é do thoil é, my friend,” Domnall
said to the chief priest, “for the sake of the goddess of our túath, allow me
to speak to her wayward son.”


“For
the lady’s sake, I will allow it, though tread lightly, mo seanchara. Her patience is not without
end.”


Ruadhán walked to the edge of the lake.
The wind had picked up, prompting white peaks to appear on its once tranquil
surface and dark clouds to cluster overhead.


Domnall took a breath, sorrow etched
into every line of his face. “This is my final plea, a leanbh. I beg you. Save yourself from
eternal torment and let death take you to the otherworld.”


“Why are
you not like the rest?” Ciarán snapped the words, the sudden bitterness in his
voice so sharp it caused his teacher to start. “They clamor for vengeance. Do
you not want to join in their justice?”


A sad
smile touched Domnall’s weathered lips. “I’ve raised
you from a lad, Ciarán. Taught you the ways of the priesthood since long
before you can remember. You’ve been like a son to me. I take no
pleasure in seeing you end this way.”


Something
about the tone of Domnall’s voice sparked a
suspicion, one that, until recently, he’d never considered. He chanced a look
into the high priest’s eyes, searching for the truth, and like a ray of
sunlight bursting through the darkening clouds, the answer came to him.


“Like a
son?” he asked. “Or is it that I am in truth your own?”


Domnall hesitated for no more than a
heartbeat, then continued to speak as if he had not heard the
question. “You had so much potential, but you were always a rebel,
questioning every precept, every rule, wanting to know the reasons behind
age-old traditions.”


“Am I
your son?” Ciarán persisted, determined not to be distracted.


“You’re
the child of the goddess,” Domall answered, seemingly
unaffected, “the goddess of all in the túath, the goddess who reigns—”


“Are
you my father?” Ciarán shouted in a tone that would no longer tolerate deceit,
and this time Donmall bowed his head, unable to
ignore the question any longer.


Taking
a deep breath, he answered in a whisper, “Yes, my son, I am the one who sired
you.” 


“So you
were chosen to father the priesthood as well . . . And my mother? Who was she?”


Ciarán
could see the sheer bewilderment carved in his elder’s expression, but what had
he expected?


“Sweet
Brigid!” the high priest said in astonishment. “Have you lost all sense,
lad? You were born a child of the goddess. There is no other. Were it
not so, you could never have attained the station to which you have
risen. But I have taught you all this since you were first given over to
my care, impressed on you the significance of your duties and responsibilities.
Why do you challenge it now?”


Ciarán
blinked to quell the tears, for in that reply he had his answer. His
mother, whoever she may have been, had become a holy sacrifice within weeks of
his birth. His heart ached at the thought. Yet how could he hold Domnall accountable for an act he himself had committed?


Three
times before he embraced his new faith and took Aisling as his wife, he had
selected women as prescribed by the law, impregnating them with his sacred
seed. And each time those women had been sacrificed after giving birth, a
reward from the goddess of the lake for carrying her chosen children. Ciarán
shook his head in disbelief. How could he have ever considered such
ritualistic murder to be holy? As he turned to stare out across the rippling
water, he said a silent prayer for those innocent women sacrificed in the name
of the goddess. How he wished her priests would hold him beneath its surface
until its warmth enveloped him, lulling him into an everlasting sleep, but he
knew his end was not to come that quickly.


A cold
wind blew over the water, causing him to shiver as a devastating thought
gripped his heart. What of those under his tutelage, his own children? What
would become of them? He searched the faces of those gathered within the
lakeside grove. He would give their care over to his friend Aodhán,
but he was nowhere to be seen.


A wave
of nausea engulfed him. Had Ruadhán forbidden him
from attending? Feared he might attempt to stop the ritual? Or had his friend
chosen to stay away of his own accord, too sickened by the turn of events to
take part?


Ciarán
closed his eyes to stay the tears before returning his gaze to Domnall. “Leave me to my destiny, a Athair. Nothing you can say will change
my mind.”


The
high priest reached out, squeezing Ciarán’s arm. “You know what they’ll do to
you, my son. Your fate will be in her hands. Pray to her, mo leanbh. Have faith, for only she can
save you.”


“Faith
in who?” Though Ciarán’s tone bore a trace of laughter, it was tinged with
resentment. “Your nonexistent lady? She’s no longer my goddess, and I curse her
name for the outrage she has wrought here today.” To punctuate his act of
disrespect, he stood in defiance and made the sign of the cross on his
forehead.


Domnall gasped, his eyes widening in
horror. Ciarán had committed the ultimate blasphemy. Nothing his
father could do or say could save him now.


Without
another word, the high priest rose, stepping aside to let Ruadhán
come forward.


“So be
it!” the chief priest said, his voice quivering with anger. He ripped the
sacred robe from Ciarán’s body, leaving him standing in the tri-colored tunic
of a bard. “You’ve sealed your fate with that final utterance. There will be no
peace for you. Bring me the cup I have prepared,” he instructed a grim-faced
novice. Then, turning back to Ciarán, he tore the golden torc from around
his neck and replaced it with the unsanctified hooked cross.


“You
were noble of birth,” Ruadhán began, “the true son of
our goddess mother, but you have elected to betray her, giving yourself to a
mere mortal woman, unsanctioned and unworthy, thus contaminating your own
purity. By refusing to denounce your tainted consort, you have thus
corrupted your soul. You are no longer fit to father the children of our
goddess or wear this sign of honor. Nor will you continue to carry the mark of
her priesthood.”


On Ruadhán’s signal, another of the high council came forward.
He removed an inkpot from his bag, and his ink-stained fingers unfurled a
sheepskin to reveal a number of small, thin picks.


“Hold
his head steady, Sétnae,” the man instructed his
assistant. The dour-looking cleric gripped Ciarán at the nape of his neck while
the high priest dipped the pointed pick in the dark blue liquid.


Ciarán
flinched with the initial prick, the instrument’s sharp point stinging as it
dug into his cheek. He’d seen it before, men whose priestly mark had a line
etched through the three rays that symbolized the sacred mistletoe. All who
encountered them knew they were no longer worthy to serve their goddess and
looked down upon them with disdain. A new twinge of shame overwhelmed him, and
once again he almost wavered, but Aisling’s final plea came back to him, and he
held firm.


When
the deed was complete, the high priest and cleric retreated and Ruadhán came to the fore once again. He continued his rant,
his fists clenched at his sides, vehemence dripping from his lips.


“But
this transgression was not the end of your treachery, for in your wickedness,
you lifted a weapon against your brother Gofraidh,
breaking the solemn oath of the priesthood.”


Ciarán
swallowed hard, bile rising in his throat. Even his new God would frown on such
behavior. Though in his defense, he’d thought only of protecting Aisling. He
opened his mouth to offer his regret, at least for that action, but the chief
priest lifted his hand, the tautness of his expression silencing Ciarán at
once.


“Now,” Ruadhán continued, “as a final affront to the one who gave
you life, you have cursed her name, even as you knelt within her holy
sanctuary. Were you any other, you would be cast from this place to wander
the country without a name, or be buried deep within the bowels of the earth,
beaten and throttled to death in atonement for your transgressions, so that you
would then be free to walk again in the world that lies beyond. But you
are not any other, and thus because of your sacred birth, we are forbidden
ourselves to judge you.”


Ciarán
let out a muffled laugh. What exactly were they doing if not judging him?


Ruadhán stopped speaking for a moment,
a red tide flushing his cheeks. A clap of thunder shook the ground before him,
and Domnall rested his hand on his friend’s shoulder,
whispering a few words. The chief priest nodded and, after taking a deep
breath, continued.


“As
such, we may not banish you, nor may we cause harm to come to your person.
Instead, you shall suffer the fate that is befitting your station, no matter
how you have disgraced it. According to our ancient precepts, you shall be
interred alive in Tuamaí na
Dearmad, to lie amongst all the kings and sacred
priests who have gone before you in your iniquity. And there you shall
await the judgment of your mother. May she have pity on you and allow a
quick and merciful death.”


Though
Ciarán knew what awaited him, the full impact of his fate had seemed distant,
unreal, until those final words were spoken. His bowels clenched, and he
grabbed on to the stone beside him to keep from falling. He could feel his
heart racing, fear and anxiety writhing in his gut.


Domnall must have seen his anguish, for
he reached out, stopping only when Ruadhán raised his
hand, commanding him to do so.


“He is
beyond help, mo seanchara,”
the chief priest said, and Domnall acquiesced.


Without
another word, Ruadhán took the large silver cup he
had prepared and put it to Ciarán’s lips.


“I’ll
no longer take part in your pagan rituals.” Ciarán turned away, refusing to
drink the bittersweet concoction. “If I am to face the tomb, I’ll do it as I am
and put my faith in the Lord, my God. I need none of your potions to dull my
senses or trick my mind into believing things that are not.”


“Drink,
Ciarán,” Domnall pleaded, “and make it easier on
yourself, my son.”


“I will
not!” Ciarán said, adamant in his refusal to taste the sweetened poison.
Keeping his lips firmly sealed and spitting out whatever managed to trickle
past, he turned away each time the chief priest attempted to force the drink
down his throat.


Ruadhán’s hands shook with anger. He
drove Ciarán back to his knees, ordering two of his underlings to take hold of
him. With an unbridled vengeance, he clamped his hand around Ciarán’s jaw.


“Even
in your disloyalty, you will drink and do the bidding of your goddess.”
Tightening his grip, he pried Ciarán’s mouth open and poured the potent elixir
down his throat, compelling him to cough and gasp for air.


When
the cup was emptied, the priests released him. Why would they not? Even Ciarán
could sense he was no longer any threat. His arms hung limp at his sides, and
he had to lean against the stone to keep from collapsing altogether. He’d lost
all ability to fight, both physically and emotionally, so when his fellow
priests took hold of his body once more, he could offer no resistance.


A hazy
mist clouded his mind as they led him back through the thorny passage. Its
barbed branches slithered over him, pricking his skin and hissing curses in his
ears. He shook his head. Was any of it real, or was it just the effects of the
elixir?


A cool
blast of air cleared his senses briefly as they emerged from the shadowy
thicket, but by the time they reached the narrow dirt path leading to the
caves, the fog had returned. Trees lined his way, their leafy fingers
tightening around his limbs. The ground shifted beneath him, and his knees gave
out. Only the iron grip of his two fellow priests kept him moving along toward
the hillside and up to the narrow cave that was to be his tomb.


Its
fathomless mouth gaped at him, promising endless torment, and he leaned over,
dry heaving on the grassy rise. The sickly thick potion clawed at his stomach.
Why could he not expel it?


The
priests yanked him back up, dragging him into the dark abyss and laying him
upon a cold limestone altar. His funeral slab, no doubt. He heard the chains
before he felt them, drawn tight across his leather boots and anchored securely
into the base of the altar. Two more were laid across his belted waist as
a momentary wave of panic permeated his being.


Beg
the lady’s forgiveness, a
voice inside his head echoed. Or was it Aodhán,
cautioning him as he always did, warning him to consider the consequences of
his actions?


Forgive
me, brother. Ciarán
mouthed the words, but no answer came. Instead, the priests crossed his hands
on his chest, chaining them and placing the large hooked cross in his fingers.
For all eternity, it would identify him as a Christian and, together with the
mark upon his cheek, condemn him for his betrayal of his goddess mother.


“Father,
please.” The words came out in a whisper, for his breath was too faint to
register a stronger tone. “Don’t leave me like this. Take your dagger and set
me free.”


“Leave
us!” Domnall spoke aloud, his statement more of a
command than a request.


Though Ruadhán began to protest, he managed only a few words
before heaving a sigh. He tilted his head, indicating the others should leave,
then touched Domnall on the shoulder.


“Do
nothing to condemn yourself, my friend. Your sacrifice will not give him the
peace for which he pleads. She’ll not permit it. I’ll grant you no more than a
few moments, so speak quickly all that you must.” As the words left his lips,
lightning lit the darkness of the cave and a crash of thunder echoed off in the
distance. “Be swift, a chara, for the goddess of our túath grows angrier each moment
we delay.”


“I wish
only a few words,” Domnall said, “those of a father
to his son.”


The chief
priest nodded, almost imperceptibly. For an instant, Ciarán thought he saw a
flicker of sadness in his eyes, but Ruadhán turned
and strode away. He stopped once by the cave’s entrance and gazed back through
the flickering torchlight.


“Such a
loss,” he said before continuing on his way.


A
single tear ran down Domnall’s cheek. “I want you to
have this,” he said when they were alone. He placed a narrow golden torc
around Ciarán’s neck. Nowhere near as elaborate as the one Ruadhán
had plucked from his throat, it was beautifully crafted, nonetheless, and still
spoke of his nobility.


“I am
no longer one of your priests.”


“You
are the son of our goddess and deserve no less. When she comes, offer it up to
her, and she may take pity on you yet. She is not an unforgiving mother.”


“I’m
sorry I’ve disappointed you, master,” Ciarán managed to utter. “I meant you no
disgrace.” A small smile touched his lips, though tears welled up in his eyes.
“You have taught me well. I think in my heart I’ve always felt it was you who
sired me, though such thoughts were forbidden.” He struggled to take a breath
before going on. “But now, because of the very things you taught me, I’ve found
myself unable to embrace your beliefs any longer. No goddess will save me
from the fate you have ordained.”


Domnall sighed, placing his fingers
across Ciarán’s lips as he struggled to say more. “Then pray to your new God,
my son, if in your heart it is what you believe. Perhaps he will have
mercy on you.”


“Wait .
. . Father!” Ciarán was finding it increasingly difficult to speak. His tongue
seemed to be swelling as he fought to breathe, but somehow he got the words
past his lips. “Aodhán, he is the same age as I, and
yet his father was a chosen priest as well. How is that so when each year the
goddess chooses but one anointed consort?”


Domnall’s lips formed a sad smile, his
eyes reflecting fatherly pride. “Your questions always were astute, even if
they did tax my patience, though the answers are of no matter now. Rest, my
son, and pray for peace.”


But
Ciarán persisted, his faltering voice breaking the stillness anew. “Más é do thoil é,
a Athair! Share this with me now, a father
to his son.”


Domnall hesitated a moment, casting a
glance at the entrance of the cave before nodding. “Our time together is growing
short, mo leanbh, but I
will grant you this final inquiry. You and Aodhán
were born as one. Your mother’s family kept the secret well. In the hopes we
would not return to claim you both for the priesthood, I imagine. But we knew
well, for I had fathered you and felt you both quicken within her long before
your birth. We saw it as a sign of our goddess’s pleasure and would not permit
them to keep either of her children from us.”


“Aodhán, my friend, my brother in the priesthood, is my
brother in the flesh as well?”


“He
is.” The high priest’s words caught in his throat, and anguish transformed his
expression as Ciarán let out a moan. “It has begun,” Domnall
said.


“Save
him from this, master,” Ciarán pleaded. “As our father, do you not owe me that
much?”


With
that, another clap of thunder split the silence, and Ruadhán
returned, accompanied by the remainder of the high council.


“We
must complete the ritual, my friend, before the wrath of our goddess can no
longer be contained.”


“Forgive
me, my son.” Domnall placed his hand on Ciarán’s
shoulder, a pain-filled sigh escaping from his lips, then turned abruptly and
departed.


Ciarán’s
vision blurred as the somber assembly gathered around his funeral slab, each
solemn face cloaking an underlying fury, a rage reflected only in their leaden
gaze. One by one, they extinguished the torches that stood at each corner of
his deathbed. Then, as their voices joined Ruadhán’s
in a sacrificial chant, they covered Ciarán’s body with a translucent shroud.
With a final incantation, in the shadow of the intermittent lightning, they
concluded the ritual, leaving him in total darkness as they sealed the hillside
tomb with a boulder.


Left
alone, his body trembling with fear, Ciarán prayed to his newfound God, though
his breath was becoming sluggish and shallow, almost painful at times. Mystic
forms seemed to reach out to him from the blackness. He closed his eyes to make
them disappear, but still they came, beneath his eyelids, deep within his mind.
They called out to him, inviting him to renounce his new religion, promising
him torment if he did not.


Though
he tried to scream, not a sound came from his lips, for barely a breath was
left to sustain it. He could hear his heart pounding deep within his chest,
though minutes passed between each beat until he could no longer even feel its
fluttering. And yet he lived. But what life was this? Some kind of eternal
damnation to be sure, worse even than the finality of death.


An icy
sheet seemed to be forming on his once sweaty body as a cold draft blew from
somewhere deep within the recesses of the cave, chilling him and making the
temperature almost unbearable. Perhaps his blood was freezing as well.


No
longer able to move, he stared into the terror-filled darkness. He could hear
the screams of those offenders who had gone before him, feel their icy fingers
pricking his skin as they clutched his weakened limbs. His stomach
tightened, bile burning as it rose in his throat only to descend again for lack
of an outlet. His dry and broken lips would not even part to release it, and
his throat convulsed in spasms, yet he did not suffocate. Oh, sweet death, if
it would only come!


Then,
amidst the horrible, ghastly forms that swirled about him, Aisling appeared,
her gentle arms reaching out to him. “Please, Ciarán,” she said, her voice
a tender balm. “Do not condemn yourself.  Return to your mother.”


“No,” his heart screamed, though his
voice was stilled. “This cannot be. You are not my love. Be gone from
me.”


Aisling’s
image turned into a hideous form, laughing and cackling as it ripped its nails
across his body. Pain seared through his organs. Tears of anguish filled his
eyes, freezing even as they ran down his numbed cheeks. He opened his mouth,
trying desperately to take a breath, but the frigid air pierced his lungs with
its wintry touch. He felt as if he were choking, yet where was the death
for which he prayed? Fearing all hope was lost, he closed his frosted eyelids
to utter one last, heartfelt prayer.


“Dear
heavenly Father,” he managed to whisper, but then he said no more.
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CHAPTER 3


 

County
Mayo, Ireland - August 1966


 

Caitlin O’Connell brushed the dirt
away from the small section of jagged rock she’d been working on. She couldn’t
believe her eyes. That series of carved markings were too uniform to simply be
the result of time and weather. But up here on the hillside, hidden beneath
centuries of dirt and vegetation? Though her hands shook with excitement, she
picked up her trowel and scraped away a bit more of the moist soil.


Another line appeared, and she let out a long, calming
breath. Remember, you’re a professional. Don’t get ahead of yourself. Determined
to make sure before announcing her find, she bent closer, hoping to decipher a
letter, or better yet, a word. As she did, a piece of grass tickled her nose,
and she wiped her hand across her face, depositing an ample amount of earth on
her cheeks.


The heady aroma of dampened soil filled her nostrils, and
she sat back on her heels for a moment to savor the fresh, clean scent. Then,
wiping her palms on her jeans, she reached out and traced the indentations with
her fingers. Her heart raced as each letter formed in her mind. First a T, followed by an Ó, then I and R. This was too good to be true. Without
a doubt, these markings were part of the ancient Celtic alphabet known as
ogham. She had to get Professor Lambert up here to see this right away.


Not wanting to leave the site unattended, she scanned the
area for someone to send in search of the site director, but all the diggers
were occupied elsewhere. All except Preston Fitzcairn,
that was. Caitlin stifled a disgruntled groan. Wasn’t he supposed to be working
with Ryan? She blew a stray hair off her forehead and bit the bullet.


“Preston, run down and ask Professor Lambert to come up
here, please.”


When he didn’t even give her the courtesy of an answer, she
stood up, gritting her teeth. She had no patience for his insubordination.


“Preston!” She placed her hands on her hips, using the
harshest tone she could muster.


“What is it?” He swiveled around and gazed over her
shoulder, obviously irritated at being disturbed. “Just looks like another old
rock to me. Nothing you need to bother the professor with.”


He turned his back on her again, and she suppressed a growl.
She didn’t care who the little shit was. Storming over to his side, she reached
out to grab him by the shoulder, but stopped short, gasping at the sight she
beheld. “What on God’s green earth are you doing?”


He gave an exaggerated sigh. “What does it look like I’m
doing? I’ve found one of your precious artifacts, and I’m digging it out for
you.”


“With a chisel!” She bent over to get a better look but was
relieved to see it was nothing more than a mid-twentieth-century tin cup.


“Actually, it works quite well. You should try it sometime,
or maybe you just enjoy wasting my father’s money?”


Caitlin clenched her fists and tried to keep from hauling
off and punching the little twat. His father had agreed to finance the bulk of
the expedition—with one small concession. He insisted his son be allowed to
join the expedition. Enticed by the prospect of such generous funding, the
professor had agreed, albeit against his better judgment. And now they were
stuck with an incompetent lump of sheep dung who was well aware of the power he
possessed and never hesitated to use it.


Taking a deep breath, she decided to change the subject.
“Why are you up here on your own? Aren’t you supposed to be helping out with
the excavation by the lake?”


“I wearied of working with Ryan. He’s a bit of a bore.
Always measuring and using those tiny brushes when he comes across something.
He’d do better to grab a shovel and get it out of the ground so he could get a
right look at it.”


Caitlin bit her lip to keep from screaming. No sense trying
to explain it. Preston Fitzcairn cared little about
the real workings of an excavation site, and his blatant disregard of the
proper procedures had succeeded in contaminating their findings on more than
one occasion. She was not about to let that happen here.


“Well, you should really check with one of us before going
off on your own. As it is, I think I’ve hit a batch of poison ivy. I wanted the
professor to take a look before I declared this area off limits. Carry on if
you like. You’d better be careful, though; it’s probably down there as well.”


“What? There’s no poison ivy in England.” David said with a
smug expression. 


“You’re not in England.”


“Oh, right!” His attention sufficiently captured, he sprang
up, brushing some leaves from his arm. “In future, please do a better job of inspecting
the area you want me to work on. I’ll not end up covered in hives because you
failed to initiate a few simple precautions.”


If she pressed her teeth together any harder, she’d crack
them. “You should head down, then, but watch your step. I’m sure there must be
patches of it sprinkled all over the hillside.”


Preston surveyed the ground where he’d been crouching and
scratched his legs vigorously. “I suppose you’re right. Can’t be too careful,
can we?” With that, he took off down the hill as if the poisonous plant had
risen up and chased him off itself.


“Don’t forget to mention it to the professor!” she called
after him. She rolled her eyes, stifling a laugh. How could the fool be born in
England, know there was no poison ivy there, and yet not even suspect there was
none in Ireland either? Thinking him an incompetent idiot was being kind.


“I won’t!” He nearly stumbled in an effort to brush a clump
of leaves off the seat of his pants.


“And for heaven’s sake,” she added in haste as he caught
himself and continued down the steep, rock-strewn hillside. “Tell him I’ve
found some interesting inscription, or he’ll never come.”


“Of course!” he yelled back. “I’m not stupid, you know.”


Caitlin almost laughed out loud. Incompetent, useless,
irritating little twit, yes, but stupid . . . She could handle stupid, but lack
of intelligence was the least of his problems. Maybe she would just let him go
on thinking it was poison ivy he’d been sitting in. Guaranteed he would be
scratching his skin off by sundown.


Why he ever wanted to come on a dig in the first place was
beyond her comprehension. He cringed at the sight of the tiniest bit of dirt on
his hands, and hard work was something he’d obviously never become acquainted
with. Nor did he appear to have any desire to do so. Still, under the
circumstances, he was something she’d have to learn to live with, just like the
disgusting little creatures that would sometimes slither out from between the
dark crevices of the rocks. The image caused her to snicker. Then again, they
were really one and the same, weren’t they?


Still giggling to herself, she turned back to the small
section of rock and continued breaking away years of
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