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CHAPTER 1

Mochan

The large brown bear padded along the grassy terrain, pausing on occasion to sniff the air. There was little doubt in Mochan’s mind that the bear was aware of his presence. It was the first animal that had come along in quite some time. Despite being alone, if Mochan wanted any hope of not being seen as a disgrace to the hunters when he got home, he would have to attempt to kill the creature. How he could even do so, he was not sure, but for the rest of the people of the village of Meadhan, he had to at least try. Mochan adjusted his stance, checking that his hair was still tied back, remaining crouched as he intently watched from behind the outcropping of rocks. Maybe good fortune had befallen him. He was neither the strongest nor the fastest, but he was the closest and knew his way around a knife and spear as well as any of the hunters.

The bear’s pace had slowed as it drew closer to Mochan’s position. The young hunter’s heart raced; the bear was bound to depart at any moment. Mochan’s fingers tensed around the hilt of his spear, unclenching enough to keep his grip light. He would need to be able to extend his arm quickly in order to attack and stay out of the bear’s reach. His heartbeat not yet rapid enough to drown out the sound of the bear padding along the grassy terrain. Steady. He would only get one chance with a bear as big as this one.

Placing his free hand against a rock, Mochan pushed up on his toes, feeling the grass beneath his feet, his arm tensing as it extended. He leapt sideways over the rocky outcropping. He landed—barely—on the bear’s back and swiftly drove the point of his spear down into the bear’s neck. The bear twisted around shaking Mochan off and moved to swat him. Mochan tightened his grip on the spear and scrambled away. He had to keep out of striking distance at all costs.

Ducking back behind the rocks, Mochan sliced a portion of a small section of rope with his knife. Taking the smallest part, he wrapped the knife at a perpendicular angle tightly to the shaft of the spear below where the spearhead met it. He could hear the bear’s approach and dashed around the other side of the rocks. The moment Mochan entered into the bear’s view, it reared up on its hind legs. His heart pounding, Mochan planted the butt end of the spear in the ground right before the bear dropped back down. The head of the spear drove into the bear’s throat, the knife stopping the bear from reaching him while Mochan scrambled away again. If it had been a stronger, wider spear, the bear would be dying, but Mochan already knew that would take additional work.

Mochan had drawn more than merely first blood, but he would have to finish this battle using his spare knife. That was less than ideal: tales of fallen warriors had taught him that, as rival villages had all but wiped out the people of Meadhan within days of his birth. When the bear finally backed up to retreat, the spear still lodged in its throat, Mochan rushed forward, slashing the blade of his spare knife across the bear’s front. The bear reared up on its hind legs, but the earlier wound forced it to drop back down, the shaft of the spear snapping in the process. Pressing his luck, Mochan slashed the legs again, while also narrowly avoiding the bear’s teeth.

The grassy terrain was stained with blood, most of it the bear’s. The bear lumbered, its breathing ragged. Teeth gnashing as it growled, its footsteps growing heavier.

Moving back behind the rocky outcropping, Mochan crouched, his spare knife ready. He had to end this soon. This land was too close to the border for the neighbouring villagers not to hear the wounded roar of the bear. His muscles were aching, but his body had never felt so alive with energy. This was what it truly meant to hunt, to be up against a superior foe. Was this how the warriors felt when they fought to maintain what little territory Meadhan had left? That surge of strength, the clarity of purpose and mind. The bear’s breathing drew closer. A few more steps and Mochan would have his triumph. Blood trickled onto his head and he quickly backed up. He sliced upwards, startling the bear with the sudden movement, before rolling back into a crouched position. When Mochan raced forward, he could feel the breeze over the terrain rushing past him, the coldness of it upon his bare skin. Tuning out everything, he drove the knife downward into the space between the bear’s eyes and nose, putting all his strength into it. As the bear tried to shake him free, he gripped one of its ears with his free hand, wrapping his legs around its head. He held on with all he could, wrestling with the bear until the life faded from its eyes and it sank to the ground.

Pulling himself free, along with his knife, Mochan staggered, retrieving the broken pieces of his other weapons. He tossed all of it to the ground in front of the bear’s face, last laying his bloodied knife on top, and dropped to his knees. He was fully aware that such a kill went beyond skill and luck. The bear had allowed it and the Priesthood had taught him how to be thankful for that.

“Great Brown Bear, rarest of the land warriors of this great plain, hear me now as your spirit leaves this world,” he said, eyes fixed on the bear’s lifeless body. “I, who slew you this day, discard my birth name of Mochan. This day, know that I honour your sacrifice to my blade by taking a new name.”

After pausing to think for a moment, he continued “Henceforth, I will be known as Mathghamhain, for it means ‘bear’, and I have been the one to slay you, mighty one. Know that your death is not in vain, that you give life today to many who need it so we may better defend our village and families.” Reaching out, he pressed his face to the bear’s, feeling the warmth wash over him. His own breathing slowed as the rush of the battle wore off.

Wrapping his arms around its head, he reached under its chin and soaked his hands in the blood. Painting his face with the bear’s blood, he felt the air touch the newly covered skin. It felt odd, but it was what had been taught to do by other hunters, on behalf of the Priesthood, should the occasion ever arise. When he was done, he cast his eyes to the highest reaches of the sky.

“Let this land know that I have taken the bear’s being unto myself, that I truly am now Mathghamhain, he who is the bear. Let its mighty spirit know peace in the afterlife.” A ritual was not crucial for the everyday creatures they slew. Indeed, they got little more than a thank you for their sacrifice. This bear had been a mighty foe. Rising to his feet slowly, Mathghamhain lay both his hands over the bear’s eyes and closed them. Only one of them had need of sight now.

How to get the bear back to Meadhan was the next step. With his current proximity to neighbouring villagers, Mathghamhain could by no means leave it and fetch aid, nor could he drag it the whole way due to the bear’s weight and the distance involved, but he could start. The abrupt chill in the air was enough to make his skin prickle without a breeze to cause it. He dropped down, looking around; he had been taught that such changes could mean danger. The air over the bear rippled, and a voice came from out of nowhere and yet from everywhere at the same time.

“Mathghamhain, hear me.”

The words were so clear and distinct, yet familiar in a way he could not explain. He looked around wildly for their source. “Show yourself, whoever you be,” he responded, reaching for his knife. A voice should not be able to be heard and have no owner, yet there was no one in sight save himself and the lifeless body of the bear.

“Mathghamhain, I am a spirit. Do you not sense that? Do you not know the presence of one when you feel it? Hear me,” the disembodied voice came again, no closer than before and yet still so close that it was as if it were right by his ear.

The words troubled him, but it could be a trick. Spirits did not answer, they presented themselves through another’s actions, through signs. That was what he had been taught, that was how it had always been. “You know my name, newly taken as it is; if you are truly a spirit, why are you here now? Why speak when no spirit has before?”

“There are things that cannot be told through mere signs. I am Mathghamhain, just as you are, and I bid you beware, for you will be wounded again before you reach your village.” How could such a coincidence be possible? Since there was no one else about, there was but one explanation. He had, after all, released the bear’s spirit to the afterlife and taken its name for his own.

“Mathghamhain? My name is taken in honour of the bear who died at my hand. Are you the bear’s spirit come to bid farewell to this world?” he asked, following the sole line of reasoning that he could.

“My name means ‘bear’, as yours does, and had you not slain the great bear, I would not have been able to find you and bring you this warning. You will bleed again before you reach Meadhan. Beware,” the voice said, becoming faint.

“I thank you for your warning, great bear spirit.” Mathghamhain felt the chill in the air fade. He remained crouched a few more minutes but no further words came from the spirit.

Looking sidelong at the lifeless body of the bear, he sighed. He had no intention of saying anything to anyone in Meadhan about this odd conversation. Spirits didn’t really linger in the living world simply to warn of a possible wound he might sustain, did they? That seemed ridiculous; of course, he would likely bleed again. He was already wounded and dragging a massive animal all the way to the village by himself, or close enough for others to see and come help him. The odds of someone as lean as he was stumbling while pulling such weight and getting hurt were all too likely. It was scantly a warning, but he did not dismiss it outright.

At the earliest available opportunity, Mathghamhain wanted to talk to the Priesthood about this. The Priesthood was the guild that owed no village allegiance and sought to maintain balance and see to the faith of all the people of the land. They handled questions any villagers might have about how the world worked that the Educators Guild could not. Their visiting was, as such, always a great occasion in the villages but, because of the fact the Priesthoods’ members kept themselves isolated, it also meant they had no ready supplies for their own well-being. Tributes were provided by each village that the Priesthood collected on their visit and stored back at home. It was a near-impossible guild to handle being a member of, which was why their members tended to be older. He remembered when he was younger asking Luch, one of his early teachers about them, and the man had explained the Priesthood rarely even considered taking someone on as a member. Anyone who felt compelled to join it needed a level of devotion to it and a studious discipline of an undreamt-of level. Most who considered it oftentimes joined the less rigorous Educators Guild.

Mathghamhain was certain that spirits speaking directly to people the way the bear had was not a thing he could ever recall learning about from any priest.


CHAPTER 2

Mathghamhain

It took Mathghamhain what felt like ages to drag the bear to within sight of the small village of Meadhan. He used branches from trees he passed to act as a surface when laid on the ground upon which the bear’s body could lie. To keep them from separating as he rolled and pushed the bear’s carcass, he made use of vines. It was certainly better than scraping the body along the ground. So far, he had not bled anymore than expected from scrapes he had picked up fighting the bear earlier, and he had already cleaned those best he could. What had the bear’s spirit said? Perhaps he was tougher than it had thought.

“Ah, the last of our wayward hunters returns, I see,” one of the warriors scoffed as Mathghamhain came to the village entrance, while others rushed past him to help bring the bear’s body inside. Brennus. Of course, it was him. They had been rivals since childhood and the warrior had increasingly ribbed him since the day the guilds had accepted the applications of both young men at the age of 13: Mathghamhain to be trained as a hunter, but Brennus had shown promise as a potential warrior. That promise and the status it brought with it had been a point of contention between the two in the four years since. “Stole another village’s kill, did you? When they wake up, they are going to be wanting to use you for target practice, I would think.”

“I killed the bear, Brennus, my two hands, my spear, my knives. I have been reborn in releasing its spirit. Mathghamhain is my new name. My hunter name. My true name,” he retorted as the bear’s weight was taken from him by others. He watched as the carcass was taken inside the village while other warriors, and those not assisting in moving the bear, observed. His teeth ground in anger from Brennus’ joking at his ability. Stumbling, Mathghamhain’s knee hit a rock hidden amid the grass, cutting it open; blood trickled down his leg as he recovered his footing. He had bled before reaching the village, just as the spirit of the bear had said. His eyes widened at the realization that the warning had been accurate. It had to be a coincidence.

“You? You would claim a kill by yourself that even the strongest warrior amongst us could not have managed alone? You are nothing but skin and bones. It is why you are a hunter, capable enough to hunt small animals but not for battle. You call yourself Mathghamhain now? You do the name a disservice, that is a name for a warrior!” Brennus came nose to nose with him. Other warriors came forward, moving swiftly to separate them.

“I did battle with it. I bested it through skill and strategy, through cunning and speed, as any warrior would. Its spirit was freed by my hand and I have rightfully taken the name of the bear unto myself.” Mathghamhain retorted forcefully pushing his hair away from his face as he glared back at the warrior in defiance.

“And I say you lie! You do not deserve this name, but would pepper Meadhan with your lies, letting the women and children hear your outlandish claims. Stealing from another village will bring their wrath down upon us all—and Meadhan is already on the brink of being wiped out. No, Mochan, you are not welcome here if you bring such danger to us and compare yourself to a warrior. I will be the one to prove that you are a liar and unworthy even of being called a hunter. I challenge you old friend to a duel! You bring shame to us all and so I fight for our honour. It will be answered and restored by your death,” Brennus seethed as other warriors tried to drag him away.

Mathghamhain shook with anger at the challenge. He knew Brennus to be headstrong, but it was as if his rival had been waiting for the chance to make such a challenge. If the warrior had not been restrained, Mathghamhain was certain they would have fought right then and there. Clenching his fists tightly, he could take a small measure of comfort in the fact that it was unfair for members of different guilds to face each other in a challenge. He had known Brennus all of his life, and the name he had taken as a successful warrior suited the young man all too well. If the duel hap­pened, it would be against a heavily trained warrior, while Mathghamhain had no experience with the weapons they used outside of the basics; he was not even used to wearing protective armour.

The Chief of the Warriors Guild, Cynwrig, looked from him to Brennus and back, before throwing his arms up in the air. “There will be a battle at dawn. Brennus, the bravest of the brave, against the hunter, Mathghamhain, newly named for his triumph in a personal battle against the brown bear that we will feast upon this night.” Cynwrig grinned, instantly dashing Mathghamhain’s hopes that being from different guilds would protect him. His heart sunk as he looked at Cynwrig with a mixture of confusion and pleading in his eyes.

In response, the old warrior leaned in close to Mathghamhain’s ear and whispered, “If you truly did best that bear by yourself, then I suggest you show Brennus as little ground tomorrow. He will kill you if you give him an opening. If he is right though and you endangered us all? It would be best for us all that he kills you quickly,” he warned as he patted Mathghamhain lightly on the shoulder before heading inside the village to catch up with Brennus.

Limping into the village, Mathghamhain finally sat on the nearest bench as soon as he was able, letting Eluned tend to his scrapes, giving her no protest as she did so.

“I find it amusing that they doubt you battled a bear yourself,” Eluned smirked as she cleaned his wounds. Like all of the young women in Meadhan, she was a member of the Caretakers Guild, charged with the general maintenance of the village and tending to the cooking and the injured. She was only slightly older than he was and he was grateful that at least someone believed him so far.

“And why is it that you can tell that which a warrior doubts?” Mathghamhain replied as he looked away from what she was doing in order to gaze about the area in search of any sign of Brennus.

“You are lean like all of the hunters. Your muscles taut so that you can strike effectively when need be but every hurt you take is quickly obvious,” Eluned explained. “These wounds were gotten while being extremely active. If you had gained them fighting against another person, they would be deeper. These were obviously picked up while doing your best to avoid greater injury. A bear is a dangerous and fearsome animal to face alone. That you survived is likely why they doubt your story.”

“If ever there was any doubt that you were born into a family of hunters, I believe that erases it,” Mathghamhain grinned looking back at her as she finished up. “It is a shame that the only guild open to women is the Caretakers. I have complete confidence that you would have been a mighty hunter as well.”

“Thank you for that. There is a benefit though, my life is not put at risk by leaving Meadhan. With how many of us were left orphaned by past attacks against this village, knowing that I am in a position to try and help us stay alive is comforting,” Eluned replied before standing up. “You had best be going so you can report where the kill was made and I wish you good luck in your duel Mathghamhain. I will not be there to watch, I know you understand why.”

He nodded in response as she walked away. Seeing another hunter die in front of her would be far too harsh a reminder of the loss of family she had endured as a child. She was also right that he still had to make his way to the Hunters Guild hut so he could mark down where exactly he had found the bear. It was important to ensure certain areas were not overly hunted in, especially places which were so close to the edge of their territory. Upsetting a neighbouring village as Brennus had accurately stated would result in trouble that Meadhan was not equipped to handle.
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“I am sorry Mochan. My apologies, I mean Mathghamhain. It is a good name and your parents would have been proud that you found your true name,” Loegaire grinned. The old hunter was the Chief of the Hunters Guild but more importantly than that, as far as Mathghamhain was concerned, the man had raised him after his parents’ death. Loegaire was the fastest and most experienced hunter in Meadhan and no one would ever dare to accuse him of showing favouritism to Mathghamhain despite their closeness.

“I hope so but would they still be proud if I had found it only to die the next day in a duel? Chief Loegaire, I am a hunter. Brennus is a warrior. How is a duel even allowed? It would be unfair.”

“It is because it is about honour. If you decline, you essentially admit he is right. Mathghamhain, I have watched you and Brennus fight each other for many years. We both knew it was only a matter of time before a formal duel took place,” Loegaire sighed. “I will make sure you have a sharpened sword in time for the duel. Enjoy tonight and get rest. You are the reason we have such a feast after all, no matter what Brennus claims. Save tomorrow’s worries for morning and then do your best. You may not be our best hunter but you killed a bear and I cannot think of any other hunter that has ever achieved that alone. If you can do that, I know you can win against Brennus.”

“Thank you, I certainly hope you are right. I only wish there was a different way,” Mathghamhain whispered before clasping hands with his Chief and mentor for perhaps the last time. “I will do my best to make you and this guild proud.”

Stepping out of the hut after he had spoken, he made his way to the large building where he lived alongside so many others. It was where his bed was and if he was going to get any practice for the duel in as well as take Loegaire’s advice somewhat then he needed to rest a bit before the feast that evening.
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After the whole village had feasted, Mathghamhain found his way to the fire where stories were told at night. His fellow hunters had gathered by him wanting stories of how he had single-handedly killed a bear, although a few warriors soon joined them asking for further details.

“You got lucky, but you certainly made the most of it, young Mathghamhain. You will need to do the same tomorrow. Especially since your opponent is not a big lumbering bear but a trained warrior,” Caiside remarked. The warrior had been nodding in appreciation as Mathghamhain described the precision of his strikes against the bear. He was one of the senior warriors, but also could be counted on for advice by all villagers.

“His name is Mochan,” Brennus spat as he grabbed a seat nearby. “Do not let his description of alleged attacks fool you into believing his outlandish tale.”

“You have already made your challenge,” Cynwrig warned as ale was brought out and passed around. At the Warrior Chief’s warning, the discussion ended, and talk soon turned to other tales amongst those gathered. Tales by warriors of the latest clash with neighbouring villages dominated but farmers also had their own shorter stories of amusing incidents from the field that day. Those quicker tales and the laughter that accompanied them helped to lighten the mood between stories of battle. The drinking and story-telling would last into the darkest part of the night. Mathghamhain did his best to limit his consumption, although he noted Brennus made no such move. Hopefully, that would lead to an advantage.


CHAPTER 3

When morning came, Mathghamhain woke with a dull headache. Shortly afterward, his fellow hunters showed up, and escort him to the small hut where he would be waiting until the duel began. They were all too glad to suit him up with something resembling appropriate armour. The Warrior Chief Cynwrig dropped by as well, checking to see how prepared he was.

“While I would not let any of my warriors wear this into battle, it looks to be in decent condition,” Cynwrig mused as he checked that there wasn’t more than the usual amount of padding. “You will need to stay sequestered here until it’s time for the duel. Someone will come to get you. Keep your wits about you, and hopefully, you can give young Brennus a half-decent bout during your final moments.”

Mathghamhain knew the Warrior Chief meant well, but he could have done without the reminder that he had little chance of surviving. The only thing he could do now was wait. He could always refuse to duel but that would lead everyone to believe Brennus was right and Mathghamhain would be denied his new name, not to mention the shame it would bring on the entire Hunters Guild. He could not allow that, not after the success he had, even if it meant his death. Now he was faced with having no other strategy besides surviving and taking any opening that presented itself. On the heels of his greatest triumph as a young hunter the day before to his life now being all but over because he had been called a liar. It was humbling, to say the least.

“Mathghamhain, hear me. You doubt yourself but this is a battle you can win exactly as you did yesterday,” the voice came in the suddenly chilled air within the hut.

Of course, he thought, now the spirit was back. It had warned him he would be wounded again but that had been a mere coincidence, it was not what could be considered a notable prediction. “I hear you. Why do you come now? Do you think I am not simply heading off to be slaughtered by my peer?”

“Mathghamhain, I did warn you, did I not? To survive you must be aware at all times of your surroundings, whether it be in the air or on the ground, and even the space between. I say again you can win this battle,” the spirit said sharply.

“Brennus is a skilled, talented warrior. He was quickly accepted for training by the Warriors when he came of age. He has proven himself repeatedly since then. I am but a hunter, tasked with finding food,” Mathghamhain said, standing up. He shook his head lightly and began to pace inside the small hut, his eyes darting to the entrance constantly.

“Mathghamhain, every opponent has a weakness. What is a hunter but a warrior by a different name? Is your opponent not smaller and less mighty than a bear? Are you not named for a bear, mighty and strong?”

He could hear the smile in the spirit’s voice, if a spirit could do such a thing.

“He knows weapons, tactics. I have been trained in how to use a knife and a spear neither of which is a weapon in this duel,” Mathghamhain responded. He was outclassed by Brennus.

“Is not a knife merely a smaller sword with a greater choice of movement granted to it? You know how to move and fight with a small blade unencumbered by armour. You already know how to fight, without the large blade and protection your opponent requires. Do not try to face him on his terms, do not try to fight like the warrior he is but be the warrior you are trained as already.”

“I have no choice. He has greater reach and is protected. He knows how to move that way, while I do not,” Mathghamhain responded even as the air seemed to gradually resume its normal temperature.

“Hear my words, Mathghamhain…” The voice sounded fainter and further away and he was unsure where it was coming from. Several more minutes passed without another word from it. The spirit had departed once again, the air having warmed. Be a hunter in the duel, not a warrior it had said. How could he do that with what he was up against? It sounded impossible. What did a bear know about combat really? This was a fight between men.

Cynwrig opened the hut door and looked at him before moving to pat him down again. “Come, young man who would go by the name Mathghamhain, the time of your duel for honour has arrived,” he said before leading him out of the hut to the clearing in the centre of the village. A circle had been drawn in the dirt wide enough to allow Mathghamhain and Brennus to fight within. Nearly all of the men in the village had gathered to watch him be humiliated and killed, as well as a small handful of the women finding seats on benches that had been placed there, at a safe distance to watch from. Brennus grinned broadly from the far side of the circle, his short sword already in hand and a shield on his left arm. His armour was as clean as could be, as if it had been forged made that morning, its metal thick enough to blunt the impact of any weapon and the shield looked to be even thicker and heavier.

Gulping, Mathghamhain left Cynwrig’s side as the Chief warrior moved to the centre of the circle. The warrior lifted his arms to the sky after Mathghamhain moved to the side opposite to where Brennus was. Cynwrig furrowed his brow and it took Mathghamhain a moment to realize what the warrior was waiting for. There was the Hunter Chief, Loegaire, striding towards him at a much quicker pace than was his norm. He carried a sword and shield as promised, which he presented to Mathghamhain when he reached him. Now, with the sword in his hand and the shield mounted, he waited.

The weight of the armour the hunters had strapped him into was heavy, made from older, less refined metal, patched and worn, previously belonging to a slain warrior. The short sword felt uncomfortably heavy in his grasp. Its blade sorely needed to be re-forged and showed visible signs of having recently been sharpened. The shield had been punctured numerous times but the straps were still good and the front of it was tightly fitted with a cloth to cover the puncture marks from being easily visible from that side. Cynwrig dropped his arms to his sides and stepped from the circle to join the other spectators.

The rush of footsteps was clearly audible and he barely got his shield up in time. Mathghamhain, arm aching from the reverberation as his opponent’s blade slammed furiously against the shield, swung his sword how he had seen the warriors do. The sword was nearly dropped when it struck the shield of Brennus, unprepared for the weight and backlash of the hit. He jumped back as his opponent’s sword came at him again, nearly catching him in the centre of his chest. He certainly hoped the crowd was enjoying this.

Gritting his teeth, Mathghamhain lifted his shield high enough to cover his head. Crouching, he moved forward. One stride at a time he moved, keeping the sword at his side. The point facing up and outwards, forcing his rival to step back. Even so, Brennus brought his blade down on Mathghamhain’s shield. Mathghamhain’s arm stung, the reverberations of the impact travelling all the way to his shoulder.

As the duel moved closer to the centre of the circle, Mathghamhain thrust his sword upwards. He felt the blade hit flesh, and twisted it. Lowering his shield enough to confirm how much damage it felt like he was doing, Mathghamhain was greeted by the downward swing of his rival’s sword and a hiss from the warrior. Mathghamhain barely got the shield up in time again to protect his head from the blow, letting out a gasp of pain as the blade cut into his arm. The shield fell broken to the ground.

Jumping back as best he could, Mathghamhain landed solidly on both feet. He rushed forward, swinging his sword. It forced Brennus to go on the defensive. Mathghamhain’s breathing was getting heavier, his muscles aching increasingly with each swing. Mathghamhain kept pushing unrelentingly to keep his opponent back. He could feel his own strikes weakening. He dodged the retaliatory swing but stumbled. The weight of his sword was proving too heavy for him.

Digging deep, Mathghamhain found the strength to move the blade finally. It pierced his rival’s lower leg. Mathghamhain scrambled to his feet. His opponent’s sword caught him hard across the chest, slashing through the armour where it had been patched. The force drove the hunter down into the dirt. Mathghamhain lay on his back, his chest heaving. Against an animal, he could plan and dodge, but this was impossible. Brennus was giving him little opportunity to drive a sword through the armour and draw blood.

Pushing himself to his knees, Mathghamhain lashed out again, thrusting his sword away from his body. It barely connected with the warrior’s armour. With that act, Mathghamhain fell forward face first, the exertion too much for him to remain conscious any longer.
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Mathghamhain gripped his head, and opened his eyes gradually, alarmed he was still alive. Casting his gaze about the small enclosure, he recognized it instantly. His own home. Had the duel not happened yet and it had all been a dream? No, he could see someone, hear them speaking but not loud enough for him to make out the words yet. Sitting up, he honed in on the voice, the ache in his head returning as his eyes settled on the two men sitting across from him.

“Ah, young Mathghamhain has awakened finally. Right, let us get on with it then,” Cynwrig’s voice rang out as the man moved towards Mathghamhain, laying a hand on his right shoulder gently. “It was by no means an elegant duel, but a duel it was, even if the outcome was not one anyone had prepared for. You have proven yourself. The charges laid against you have been dropped. As soon as you are recovered enough to walk, you will be joining us. Congratulations, young Mathghamhain, you are one of Meadhan’s warriors now. We will hold a formal ceremony soon,” the Chief said, nodding at Mathghamhain before walking away and glancing at the other man. “As much as it might pain you, Brennus, you saw his heart as much as we all did, we expect to see it nurtured and honed by our next battle. Remember, you are the one who insisted on waiving a rematch despite our suggestions.”

“Aye Cynwrig, after all, he faced me as a man and that alone showed he had honour in him…and he fought valiantly for it as well. He is after all the reason I am still alive. We could have either both lived or both been killed. A rematch was unnecessary as it was my challenge that had to be settled and it was,” Brennus said leaning forward. That sounded strange when it was not accompanied by words ridiculing him. How could he and Brennus both be alive despite the clear rules of the duel?

Standing slowly Mathghamhain watched as Cynwrig left through the door and fixed his eyes on Brennus. “We both yet live, and you are in my enclosure. You, who have done nothing but cast doubt on me since we were children.”

“We both live because the duel was ruled a draw, Mathghamhain. I had to argue long and hard for that to be the end of it. A fitting name, indeed, it would seem. You are a mighty and fierce combatant and clearly would sacrifice all to protect what is precious to you. You are in my charge now to train as a true warrior, a hunter no longer, for you have proven yourself wasted in such pursuits as that,” Brennus said without a hint of condescension about it as he rose from his seat. With the amount of disdain the warrior had for him the past several years, it was an odd thing not to hear.

“A draw? How? I was wounded. I remember falling, then darkness. I barely grazed you,” Mathghamhain protested.

“Your attack. You drove me back along the length of the circle, from one end to the other scoring occasional small hits with your blade. That final thrust only nicked my armour because I stepped back. You had me on the defence at the end.” Brennus explained. As he did so, Mathghamhain noticed that the warrior was watching him intently, looking for a reaction, the hint of a smirk on the warrior’s lips.

“You stepped outside the circle! That’s how it was a draw,” he said, putting it together.

“Indeed, I intended to take you out quickly. It ended up being ruled an even contest: I had inflicted greater wounds but you showed heart and great strength in driving me out of the circle, which should have granted you the win but you were also unconscious. A draw seemed the fair ruling,” Brennus shrugged unbothered but Mathghamhain had known him too long to believe that was, indeed, the case.

“So I see. And of all the people to train me as a warrior, they assigned you?” he chided, still trying to wrap his head around it and get the warrior’s real thoughts on the matter.

“Watch your tongue, Mathghamhain. Yes, Cyn­wrig and the other Chiefs agreed that if you are to be a warrior then you need training by someone who will bring out your best and greatest effort. They felt that meant me. Also, I have little doubt it was their way of punishing me for failing to beat you, but also refusing a rematch in order to determine a clear winner,” Brennus snapped back before calming down quickly. “Besides, outside of possibly Hunter Chief Loegaire, who knows you better?”

As if to drive home the point that he had calmed down again, Brennus, with a broad grin, walked over and touched his forehead to Mathghamhain’s. “Do not take too long to heal. The moment you can walk again we will begin your training in earnest. Think of it: this is truly what was meant to be. We as orphans fighting to find our place, to prove ourselves, and now we will do so side by side—this time truly as warriors.”

Smirking, Brennus clasped both of Mathghamhain’s shoulders tightly. The pressure applied brought tears to Mathghamhain’s eyes and he let out a cry of pain. Brennus immediately let go, laughing as he did so.

“You be mad Brennus, we have never worked side by side on anything, and I have no doubt your way of training me will be far more enjoyable for you than for me,” he glared at the warrior. Despite the ache throughout his body, Mathghamhain was confident he was rested enough to walk competently. That did not mean he was in a hurry to train.

“Mad I might be, but I am still your better. Rest up, eat up, I will let the nearest member of the Caretakers Guild know you are awake enough to eat finally and then…” Brennus halted mid-sentence and casually gestured to Mathghamhain as if he had suddenly remembered what he had been about to say. “Oh, then you will show me how you slew the bear so that we can begin there. Use it to teach you how to wield a sword properly and keep your head up at the same time,” Brennus said cheerfully before laughing again as he strode from the room.

A warrior. He had not only survived the duel but was now considered a warrior to be trained by Brennus of all people? Mathghamhain knew now that he had survived the duel on a technicality. What had the spirit said? Fight as a hunter in order to win? That a hunter was a warrior as well? He had faced Brennus and nearly lost his life. Swung wildly, using strength and determination, but a hunter planned each move and executed attacks with precision. Had he done that, might the win have been decisive? Yet he had ignored the spirit a second time. He would have to do better to honour the spirit of the bear from which he had taken his name.


CHAPTER 4

Caiside

“When Mochan was small and barely more than arms and legs, I would never have imagined he would have grown up and trained as a hunter, let alone achieve the near-impossible and change Guilds to become a warrior,” Caiside observed, watching as Brennus and Mathghamhain fought another practice duel. It had been over a month since the young warrior had taken on the task of re-training the former hunter and it continued to be an entertaining spectacle.

“Brennus will have him trained in time. Thankfully, he’s still keeping Mathghamhain limited to the wooden practice swords or our newest recruit would likely have gotten himself killed by now.” Cynwrig responded from next to Caiside. The Chief was younger than him but was far better suited to leadership than he could ever have been.

The sound of running footsteps caused both men to turn and see what the commotion was. There were few possibilities if Caiside thought about it. Sure enough, it was one of the younger women, Agrona. It was fitting that she would be the one to deliver a message, given her late father had been Cynwrig’s predecessor as Chief.

“Warrior Chief Cynwrig, it is time. The Guild has made its decision,” the young woman beamed. “Even now everyone is beginning to gather in the middle of Meadhan so the announcement can be made.”

“Ah, at last! I will gather those warriors here with me and we will be there as quickly as we can,” Cynwrig grinned, bowing at the young woman. “Thank you, brave Agrona, we shall not delay you further.”

Caiside watched amused as Agrona hesitated for a moment, staring at the two young warriors who were sparring. With the exact way her head tilted in doing so, he was positive it was Brennus who had her eye. Before Caiside could say anything Agrona had abruptly turned on her heel and sped back to the village entrance.

“Caiside, I suppose we should let Brennus know to wrap up the training for now,” Cynwrig smirked, already heading over to talk to the young warrior and Mathghamhain. As dedicated to his craft as Brennus was, Caiside had little doubt the warrior would not want to miss an opportunity for a celebration in honour of the election of a new Guild Chief.

Watching as Cynwrig spoke to Brennus, he frowned. While news of this nature was certainly one way to end a practice session quickly, it looked to Caiside as though Brennus was not at all pleased. When it came to the Caretakers Guild, the rule was such that its Chief could not be wed, and the Chiefs tended to be of marriageable age. Normally, this posed no issue, but Caiside could understand the frustration for Brennus amongst his age group. They were limited in number of both men and women thanks to the war that had seen so many of their parents’ generation killed. The upside in the case of Brennus was that the young warrior did not seem interested in any one woman over the other at this point, although Caiside did have to wonder if he was aware of Agrona’s seeming interest.

As Brennus and Cynwrig passed him heading for the village’s gates, Caiside found himself walking next to a weary and bruised Mathghamhain. Offering the young warrior a hearty slap on the back as they followed behind their Chief, Caiside grinned.

“Despite how it must feel, young Mathghamhain, you are improving. Slowly, but still improving. It does not help that you are being trained at a slightly older age, even if it is accelerated. Our Chief is of the hope that Brennus can bring you up to a competent level within six months rather than the usual full year,” Caiside offered reassuringly.

“That is not much comfort Caiside. He seems to have taken the request to accelerate my training to mean hit harder and faster than he normally might. I fall asleep within seconds of laying down now, and wake up sore, having to force myself to move.”

“It will pass, especially as your strength increases. It was not any innate skill as a warrior that brought you this far but rather your heart and determination as a hunter. Meanwhile, try to remember that Brennus gains nothing if he fails to train you but gains an ally if he succeeds. This is as much about testing him as it is about training you!”

The centre of Meadhan was bustling with activity when the Warriors finally arrived. Parts of conversation could be overheard as people spoke rapidly about who could possibly have been chosen. It had been over a week since Boudica, the previous Chief of the Caretakers Guild, had passed away suddenly in her sleep and it was generally assumed her second-in-command, Andraste, would be elected. Still, a formal election within the Guild had to take place. Despite that, Caiside could not help but notice Mathghamhain was not paying attention. No, the young warrior-in-training’s focus seemed set solely on one young woman in particular. Thankfully, it was not Agrona as that could presumably cause new issues between the young warrior and Brennus.

“Close your mouth Mathghamhain before anyone else realizes you are staring. Especially, since the young woman in question is my cousin,” Caiside said with a smirk. He would need to have a word with Brennus and his Chief about teaching the young man how to not be so distracted, but that could wait until another time.

“Cacht ingen Luch is your cousin?” Mathghamhain asked incredulously, shaken out of his distracted state by the older warrior’s words.

“Yes. It is not like you have never seen her before, so do not stare. It is impolite. Now then, let us go see who our poor Chief gets to work alongside,” Caiside retorted as they made their way into the crowd. Mathghamhain’s eyes never seemed to fully leave where Cacht was. Well, right up until she was called forward and announced as the new second-in-command to the Chief of the Caretakers Guild. Even he had to take pause at that. She was the same age as Mathghamhain and Brennus, certainly, but the thought that she was old enough to be in a position of leadership surprised him. He knew it should not have but it was easy to forget she was a young woman now. It was a shame her late father Luch wasn’t around to bear witness to this moment.

The thoughtful look on Mathghamhain’s face made Caiside wonder what exactly the young warrior in training was thinking.
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The blow against his shield caused Caiside to grunt. It had been unexpected in its swiftness. Stepping to one side, he pivoted to get past Mathghamhain’s defence only to have his sword miss. The younger warrior had ducked far lower than most warriors ever dared to and was even now rising back up in even closer quarters. What was the boy thinking?

“Caiside, watch out! He’s going to…. Never mind,” Brennus shouted as Mathghamhain’s shield arm came crashing down on Caiside’s elbow. The sudden shot of pain caused him to loosen his grip on his sword, nearly dropping it.

The young warrior was now showing off. Mathghamhain had come far in the past five months but he was still in training. Caiside seized Mathghamhain by his belt and tugged back sharply, hooking the young man’s leg with his as he did so. Mathghamhain fell flat on his back, staring up at him.

“You have made impressive progress Mathghamhain but that was a major risk you took getting that close.” Cynwrig smiled as Caiside helped the young warrior back up. A sparring session like that one would most assuredly mean there would need to be far more in the next few weeks in order to properly keep a constant eye on Mathghamhain’s growing skill.

“I warned you Caiside that he does that with his shield,” Brennus smirked. There was clearly a bit of pride in his voice, and why would there not be. As his trainer, Brennus had achieved a lot with Mathghamhain in the past few months.

“Yes, you did, I simply did not think that was what you meant. Going for the joint was smart on his part. Although it does strike me as a thing you would have taught him instead of something he would have thought of on his own,” Caiside answered, casting a watchful eye over to where Cynwrig and Mathghamhain were conferring.

“You know me so well Caiside! I taught him something similar but that was his adaptation of it. He has been quite creative the past month, I am having to remind myself that he is not an actual threat when we train with how often he has nearly struck me. That is not something I ever thought anyone would say about him, especially not myself.”

If he was getting the better of a young, strong warrior like Brennus already, how dangerous was Mathghamhain going to be once he was finally up against an actual enemy, Caiside wondered? When he had been named Mochan, the young warrior-in- training had been mostly an afterthought in nearly everyone’s mind. Now, ever since the duel with Brennus, he was causing many in Meadhan to take notice. Caiside was fairly certain he had even caught his cousin, Cacht, looking thoughtfully in the young man’s direction on several occasions as of late. It was a fascinating change the past two seasons had brought.


CHAPTER 5

Mathghamhain

For over six months now, Brennus had been relentless in making sure his lessons were practiced until every facet of a move was perfected and could be done even when half awake. Even with the colder season having begun, the only day’s rest from training he had gotten had been when Brennus was out with the other warriors, patrolling the lands Meadhan held. Sometimes they battled neighbouring villagers who ventured too close and at times there were casualties. When the number of warriors in Meadhan accounted for nearly a fifth of its population, any losses they suffered had a major impact. It was one of the reasons Cynwrig was adamant about him being trained as quickly as possible. Today, he thought was to be different. He had been decreed in a test two days before, executed by several of the warriors, as fit to join them. It would be his first day as a fully trained warrior. For its part, the spirit of the bear had finally seemed to have moved on to the afterlife. There had been no visits from it since the morning of the duel for honour against Brennus. For that Mathghamhain was thankful.

He clasped hands firmly with the Hunter Chief, offering Loegaire a hint of a smile and a promise he would survive his first real test.

“You may be trained as one of them now Mathghamhain, but never forget you were a hunter first. Do us proud out there.”

“My heart is that of a hunter, and as I was once told, all hunters are warriors. I will unlikely be the last hunter to join them, especially if we keep suffering losses. Perhaps we should think of ourselves as one group,” Mathghamhain grinned, checking that his equipment was set as he did so. Taking one last look at Loegaire and other hunters who had not departed for their daily hunt yet, Mathghamhain turned and followed the warriors.

It was an uneventful patrol he thought after they had been out for a while. He wondered if theirs was an average-sized number of warriors compared to the other villages. Sure theirs was a fairly small one but it was hard to accept the idea of a larger group of warriors being able to stay busy. He was sandwiched between them all, nineteen in total—Cynwrig’s way of protecting their least trained warrior until he had some real experience. It dragged, walking in a group, as a hunter he had gotten used to listening and observing every little sound and movement. The sound of the armour as they walked made hearing anything difficult. The first indication he had that anything was amiss was when everybody suddenly halted. He knew what that meant from his days as a hunter and likely it meant much the same now. There was something nearby. They broke apart slightly from the ranks they had been walking in. Only two of the warriors stayed close to him, Cynwrig’s hand signals directing the rest to their positions. Now Mathghamhain could also readily hear it, the faint crunching of leaves not far ahead.

The warriors who had been directed further ahead advanced slowly along the smooth grassy terrain and then suddenly it was as if a strong wind had struck up causing a flurry of activity. Enemy warriors appeared from all sides, wearing armour that looked recently made and brandishing slightly longer and more imposing swords. Steel. He had seen it before in the village—the sole steel blade in Meadhan had been claimed in battle ages ago and now was brandished by Cynwrig. The rest of them used iron.

The enemy struck quickly, making their attacks before stepping back into a defence position before he and his fellow warriors could retaliate. With each attack they were losing ground to this enemy, being slowly driven back. Mathghamhain was shocked to see how easily they were being bested, these warriors he had sparred against, heard tales from, and who seemed so dangerous. There was but one conclusion, he thought, as he did his best not to lose his footing in the melee: The enemy did not seem to be any larger in number, but they were winning to such a degree that it was obvious that the Meadhan warriors were simply outclassed. The ease with which the enemy was attacking and driving them back spoke to that. Then he had Cynwrig at his back, "Sword out, keep your back to mine. We need to get to cover and regroup or we will all be slaughtered. We have fought these men before.”

Mathghamhain kept his eyes sharp, moving when Cynwrig did. The Chief moved rapidly but steadily making sure of each footfall before taking it. Others of their village moved like he and Cynwrig were. Back to back and heading to the sole place nearby where they could have cover. The woods, they were not much to speak of but he knew they were rife with wildlife. Now, what usually provided food, would buy them time to live.

It was several minutes before Cynwrig spoke again. They lay flat on their stomachs in the disturbed ground of the woods. The surrounding vegetation and leaves barely hid them. They could not fight like this, but they were together and could be given instructions.

“Did anyone manage to kill one of those bloody bastards?” the Chief Warrior's voice hissed. It was odd to hear him rattled.

“Not that I saw but we have three dead on our side based on a quick count, I think we may have wounded one of theirs. One of them was limping when I looked back,” Brennus offered. His sounding unsure was as bizarre as Cynwrig sounding unnerved. How different they were when they weren’t in the village. Out here in the field of battle was the reality: They were as human as the rest of them. A quick glance upward as the men were speaking, confirmed Mathghamhain’s suspicions: Caiside was keeping watch while they deliberated.

“They stand between us and Meadhan. If we do not find a way to drive them back, we lose everything. We wait, we breathe, we rush them from behind and we strike them down without mercy. Make every strike count,” Cynwrig said, his voice growing in strength as he spoke, making eye contact with each warrior one at a time. “No being fancy, no merely wounding, or trying to drive them off. We kill. This day we kill as it may be our last stand. Our final battle with them.”

Mathghamhain had heard from Brennus that Cynwrig could motivate a seed into a tree but he had dismissed that as hyperbole. Hearing for himself what the warrior meant was impressive. It was a good speech, even if the plan sounded disastrous. It could work but they would all likely die in the attempt. The sacrifice of a handful to save their village? There had to be a better way to win.

“There is always a way to win, Mathghamhain. I have told you before have I not, a hunter is another name for a warrior. Forget the swords and the shields. It is pretty dressing to instil confidence, think as a hunter, think of the enemy as another beast to be slain. How would you do so?” the familiar spirit’s voice came at his ear. He hadn’t even noticed the change in the temperature of the air this time. The other two times it had spoken to him no one else had been around, but now? Could the others hear it?

“I thought you had departed this world,” Mathghamhain whispered. “We are outclassed and outnumbered. They have better armour and that fancy dressing as you called it is powerful.”

“The reality of battle has gotten to Mathghamhain, Cynwrig. He speaks to the air; his mind has broken when faced with our enemy,” the hushed words of Brennus came.

“Hunters are trained to hear and sense things others cannot. They talk to the spirits of the animals they kill and thank them for dying so we might live. Does it truly surprise you—any of you—that he talks to a thing that is not there?” Cynwrig hissed before glancing at Mathghamhain. “If you are, indeed, talking to the spirits, what do they suggest we do to survive?”

Was Cynwrig really asking for his advice? Surely then they were in trouble. What did he know of this type of situation? Lifting his shield above his head he noticed the other warriors watching him in earnest, not that they could hear the spirit, but were looking to him, the least experienced among them, for a plan?

“It would explain much,” Brennus said now watching just as earnestly.

“They see in you what you can be Mathghamhain. Think of them as hunters, direct them as you would hunters in a battle against a herd of animals. You have hunted animals with antlers and
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