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Thousands of years ago, the Irish gathered around fires to tell tales about their goddesses’ sometimes dangerous, always daring, deeds.

Sadly, today, these stories have become long-forgotten secrets.

So just who were the goddesses? They were soldiers, sisters, scholars, and shapeshifters with incredible powers. Many of them arose from the mystical Otherworld and Underworld. These mysterious lands were hidden by magic and could only be reached through invisible portals in caves, in hollow hills, or beneath waters.

Within the Otherworld, some goddesses frolicked through flowering meadows, heady with the scent of apple trees. While others struggled in savage lands pressed close to the hellish Underworld, where three-headed birds soared under blood-red skies.

Whatever her background, each goddess left her home to stand by our sides, in places across Ireland that can still be visited today. They wielded magic, fought monsters, protected the vulnerable, and always made a difference.

The goddesses were also tied to the natural world. The Irish River Boyne was one and the same with goddess Boann. Bláthnat, of the Isle of Man, controlled rocks with her mind. And Cailleach shaped the Irish and Scottish landscapes. Many goddesses took the form of animals, from snarling wolves to soaring birds – each a protective, ferocious force of nature. And it’s said that when mortals stopped worshipping them, they returned into the hills and rivers.

Today, we don’t need to worship goddesses, but we can follow their examples of courage and strength. And to connect to these mythical goddesses is to connect with the natural world all around us. Have you ever felt more powerful when you swam in our ancient oceans or stood silent in the rain? Have you known the stillness of being while walking through a forest or field? Perhaps you’ve looked into the eyes of a bird and felt a sense of shared understanding shiver down your back. And you realised that you, too, are a force of nature.

If you stand up for yourself, your sisters, fellow animals, and the natural world, then perhaps you’ll sense the goddesses within you. And you’ll hear the wind howling encouragement from the mountains, or feel the magic of the earth under your feet as it guides you forward in your own adventures and daring deeds.





[image: Chapter ornament]
   
‘It is she who goes in the shape of a water spider or a whale, who transforms herself into the shape of a fly or into a person’s best friend, whether male or female, so that the secrets of all are entrusted to her.’

– ACALLAM NA SENÓRACH

‘TALES OF THE ELDERS’, 13TH CENTURY
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SPY

DUBLIN, IRELAND

Bé Mannair (Bay Man-air) was a beautiful goddess known for her pretty freckles and butterscotch-coloured hair. But she wasn’t happy with how she looked because she didn’t feel like a girl inside and wondered if she’d be more comfortable as a boy. The goddess felt trapped in her body – and sometimes felt like scratching her way out of her skin.

To distract from such sadness, Bé Mannair focused on becoming a great soldier and general like her mother, Áincel. They both lived in the Otherworld army barracks, a towering gold fortress guarded by swarms of bright pink bees. Here, legions of soldiers trained in huge golden halls that echoed with the ring of striking swords and the steady clap of marching feet.

But Bé Mannair wasn’t as strong as the boy soldiers or as skilful a fighter as her mother. Being different was lonely.

One day at training, she got so frustrated that she screamed aloud, ‘I wish I were a bird so I could fly away!’

At once the goddess doubled up in pain. She felt as though invisible needles were trying to puncture her skin. After a few excruciating seconds, fluffy red feathers sprouted on her arms – just like wings. She had transformed into a bird! Painful though it was, Bé Mannair was delighted – she was able to shapeshift and was no longer trapped in her girlish body.

The goddess spent months practising her new skill until soon she could change into any animal, whether it slithered, swam, or crawled. She loved the freedom of switching from one form to another and was soon one of the most talented shapeshifters in the Otherworld.

Thanks to Bé Mannair’s power, Áincel proudly selected her daughter to be an army secret agent.

‘Soldier,’ she told Bé Mannair, ‘your mission is to go to Ireland and spy on a band of mortal warrior men known as the Fianna. They are rumoured to be plotting against the gods. We need you to root out their secrets and report back to the barracks.’

Bé Mannair was thrilled to be of use to her people and felt she had found her true purpose. ‘They’ll never see me coming, Mamaí – I mean, General! I won’t let you down.’

Immediately, Bé Mannair used her special skill. One by one, her freckles darkened in colour and lifted off her skin. Each freckle grew delicate little legs that crawled all over her. Then in a sudden burst, Bé Mannair’s body erupted into a cluster of tiny black spiders that scuttled to the ground in different directions. The spiders spread across the Celtic lands and into hundreds of homes so Bé Mannair could spy everywhere at once. She spun webs and perched in dark corners until no secret was unknown to her.

She soon learned the Fianna headquarters was in the Irish harbour town of Howth. There, they held secret meetings on an offshore ship, away from prying ears.

Every tiny spider scuttled its way to the rocky cliffs of Howth Head. They clustered together, bringing Bé Mannair back to her goddess form. Without delay, she dove from a cliff and plunged into the cold waters of Dublin Bay. As the goddess swam deep into the ocean, her body grew bigger; thickening and turning blue. This time, her freckles rose into white barnacles as she transformed into a giant humpback whale.

Bé Mannair swam on until she arrived at the hull of the warrior ship, where she broke through the surface and sprayed great gushes of salt-water through her blowhole. The men on board didn’t pay her any attention, as they often saw whales in these waters. So the goddess swam around the ship, listening in on their conversation.

‘I can barely believe we found a secret entrance to the Otherworld!’ one warrior said.

‘And after so many years of searching,’ said another. ‘To think it was in a local cave, right under our noses.’

‘Well, our search is over, lads,’ said a third man. ‘We must be brave when we storm the Otherworld tonight. If anyone can fight the gods and steal their magical treasure, it’s us!’

Bé Mannair was shocked. The Fianna were to attack that very day!

As she watched the men leave the ship and take a boat back to shore, the goddess knew there wasn’t enough time to warn her army. She would have to fix this herself. But should she transform into a stampeding bull or a swarm of stinging bees? She guessed no ordinary animal could stop these fierce warriors.

Then again, Bé Mannair was no ordinary shapeshifter, and a bright idea came to her. She swam fast to reach the shore and, using all her power, Bé Mannair turned herself into a young mortal man!

As a boy, he ran to catch up with the warriors. ‘Men,’ he called out, ‘where will I find the legendary Fianna warriors? I have travelled a long way to join their ranks.’

‘We are the Fianna,’ they replied. ‘But we are not recruiting. Go home, boy!’

‘You can’t be the heroes I’ve heard about,’ Bé Mannair said, puffing out his boyish chest. ‘I’ve heard Fianna warriors are nine feet tall and stronger than Irish elk. Half of you are smaller than me, with stumpy legs and beer bellies. I could beat every one of you in a running race around Ireland!’

The men were surprised by this cheeky stranger but couldn’t resist accepting the challenge.

With that, Bé Mannair began to run so fast the wind rushed in his ears and the trees and mountains were nothing but a blur of colour. The men gave chase across every county. As they reached the beaches of Derry, Finn McCumhaill, a Fianna warrior twice his size, overtook the god. By now, Bé Mannair felt as though his muscles were on fire and his legs might seize up, but he wasn’t about to let his army down. So he pushed himself harder, and by the time they reached Donegal, he had left Finn in his dust.

In Mayo, Finn’s talented son, Oisín, barged into the god and almost ran him off a cliff. But Bé Mannair shoved Oisín away and sped ahead, racing on through Clare to Cork, and Wexford to Wicklow. In just three hours, Bé Mannair arrived back to Howth beach. He had beaten every one of the warriors by more than a mile!

By the time the men finally caught up, they knew this was no ordinary boy before them. They had come across gods before and realised Bé Mannair was from the Otherworld. So they knelt before him as if in worship.

The god told them they needn’t pretend to show respect.

‘I know your plan to steal from my people,’ he said. ‘And I warn you, your loss against me today is nothing compared with what will happen if you face my mother in battle!’

Beaten before their attack had even begun, the men sheepishly returned to their ship.

Back home, Bé Mannair returned to female form and reflected on her transformation. She enjoyed being a boy but being stuck in that body all the time wouldn’t make her any happier than being stuck as a girl. Instead, she was happy to know she had the freedom to be both, or neither at all. The gender-fluid goddess was finally comfortable in her many skins and happy to protect her people in her own special way.

Soon, the talented and quick-thinking Bé Mannair became the stuff of legend – as the shapeshifter spy who saved the Otherworld.
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NAME MEANING:

Woman of Destruction
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POWER:

Shapeshifting
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RELATIONSHIPS:

Her mother’s name, Áincel, meant ‘Bad Omen’, since the sight of her was bad news for enemies.
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VISIT:

Twenty-five species of whales have been spied off the coasts of Ireland and the UK. Look carefully, and you might see one spying back!
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DID YOU KNOW?

Bé Mannair’s mortal enemies hired a secret agent of their own called Bé Dreccain (meaning ‘Dragon Woman’). Although human, she was raised by a witch and could practise magic. This skill helped her find Otherworld entrances and steal some of its treasures.
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MAGIC SPELL:

Ancient Celts believed in the magic of words. Bé Mannair may have accessed her shapeshifting power when she cried out her desire to become a bird. Today, many spiritual leaders believe when we speak aloud what we want from life, the words will create our experience. Briocht is the Irish word for this type of positive incantation or wish.
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‘She had three rings of gold on one of her arms and two on the other, each as thick as an ox-yoke.’

– ACALLAM NA SENÓRACH

‘TALES OF THE ELDERS’, 13TH CENTURY
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FASHIONISTA

CORK, IRELAND

Goddess Bé Binn (Bay-vin) was a big-haired, big-boned giantess with her own confident sense of fashion. And since superhuman height was considered exceptionally beautiful where she lived, in the magical Land of Maidens, it was no surprise that all the Otherworld girls tried to copy her style.

Men were forbidden on the Land of Maidens – an island where plump red rowan berries and orange groves grew all year round, while a warm breeze rippled through forests of golden ferns.

The goddesses here built shared palaces and danced with each other at feasts and fire festivals. Bé Binn wore eye-catching silk dresses in every colour, clasped at the neck with gold fasteners. She also had all the latest accessories, from bronze breastplates etched with zigzags to emerald-studded tiaras that complemented her green eyes.

Bé Binn thought boys deserved the chance to see how beautiful and stylish she was too. So one day, she begged her mother for a visit to the nearby Land of Men. But her mother’s answer was no – for now at least.

Bé Binn was disappointed, but still had something fun to look forward to. Bealtaine – the Celtic summer festival – was taking place the next day. It was always a wonderful event, with music, bonfires, and dancing. Bé Binn had an idea to create a dress made entirely from seashells. She hadn’t left herself much time, but she was sure she could come up with the most stunning dress anyone had ever seen.

Still planning the
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Girls Who Slay Monsters offers unsung stories about ancient goddesses of Irish myth.

The inspiration for this book came when I took a trip to Rathcroghan, an Irish archaeological site, and learned how the land itself was linked with goddesses. Growing up, I had a keen interest in Greek and Norse myth but at school was only taught about a handful of magical Irish women – often portrayed as villains and temptresses, but never as gods. So, for years after that trip, I dug through Irish manuscripts to discover a pantheon of inspiring, vibrant goddesses. I saw how their powerful tales could still be relevant today.

To compose my stories about these authentic Irish goddesses, I have drawn from over thirty medieval Irish texts, plus works in folklore, Celtic studies, literary critique, and botany – too numerous to list here. But there are some that cannot go unnamed, as without them, this book would not have been possible.

These are: Tales of the Elders of Ireland: A new translation of Acallam Na Senórach by Ann Dooley and Harry Roe. The Táin translated by Thomas Kinsella from the Irish epic Táin Bó Cuailnge. Táin Bó Cúailnge translated by Cecile O’Rahilly. The Metrical Dindshenchas, Volume 3 and Volume 4, both translated by Edward Gwyn. Lebor Gabála Érenn: The Book of the Taking of Ireland, Volume 4 translated by R. A. Stewart Macalister. The Mabinogion translated by Sioned Davies. The Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel translated by Whitley Stokes. The Words of Scáthach (Verba Scáthaige) translated by P. L. Henry. ‘This is the Death of Eochaidh son of Mairid’ translated by Standish H. O’Grady. ‘The Fosterage of the House of the Two Pails’ translated by Maighréad ni C. Dobs. Cath Maige Tuired: The Second Battle of Mag Tuired translated by Elizabeth A. Gray. ‘The Wooing of Emer by Cú Chulainn’ translated by Kuno Meyer. ‘The Sick-bed of Cuchulainn and the Only Jealousy of Emer’ translated by Eugene O’Curry. ‘The Lament of the Old Woman of Beare’ translated by Donncha Ó hAodha. ‘Reicne Fothaid Canainne’ translated by Kuno Meyer. ‘The Tragic Death of Cu Roi mac Dairi’ translated by Tom P. Cross and Clark Harris Slover.

The UCC Celt project at celt.ucc.ie – founded by Professor Donnchadh Ó Corráin, directed by Dr Hiram Morgan, and managed by Beatrix Färber – gave me access to a treasure trove of translations of Irish medieval texts, many listed above. The Celtic Literature Collective online – created and compiled by Mary Jones – was also a rich resource for text translations. The incredible Ireland’s Immortals: A History of the Gods of Irish Myth by Mark Williams. Celtic Goddesses: Warriors, Virgins and Mothers by Miranda Green. The Book of the Cailleach by Gearóid Ó Crualaoich. Earthing the Myths by Daragh Smyth. Ireland’s Wild Plants: Myths, Legends & Folklore by Niall Mac Coitir. Thirty-Two Words for Field: Lost Words of the Irish Landscape by Manchán Magan. The articles of Dr John Carey, from ‘The Location of the Irish Otherworld in Irish Tradition’ to ‘Notes on the Irish War Goddess’, published in Éigse. (Thanks also to Dr Carey for his thoughtful responses to my many emails.)

However, it should be noted that any mistakes or misinterpretations in this book are my own, and Girls Who Slay Monsters is not intended as a scholarly work. Instead, elements of each story have been reimagined for today’s young readers, who will meet daring, diverse goddesses that have been forgotten long enough.

I hope my readers will enjoy these stories as much as I enjoyed bringing them to life.
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