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Saoirse refused to bear witness to her sister, Eimear's, marriage to the old, withered chieftain of Cuan. He had married six times prior without an heir. Little did the chieftain know that Eimear had already enjoyed the company of a lad from her father's garrison. Saoirse had no doubt Eimear would deliver a child to the chieftain.

“Your turn will be next. You cannot mistake the way Fintan looks at you.” Eimear squeezed Saoirse’s cheek until it hurt. In return, Saoirse looked into Eimear's sharp hazel eyes—said to be identical to her own—with what she hoped was burning defiance. She wove a green ribbon into her sister's fair hair. Eimear wore a long, thick, felted wool gown of dark grey—more of the green ribbon served as both a belt and adornment. As was custom, the loosely tied knots were elaborate, requiring the bridegroom to work for his reward of bedding the bride.

“I will find a way to escape my fate,” Saoirse said. She fought off the despair of a sinking heart. Why couldn’t she be more like Eimear, accepting her privilege and fate? She would find no sympathy from her family. 

Saoirse broke away from her sister. She blinked away the tears welling up in her eyes. In her mind, she replayed the scenes from their childhood together: playing in the tall grasses, hunting deer by moonlight, and retelling spooky stories of the fae during heavy rains. She feared that, just as her other sisters and mother before them, she would never see her sister again. Eimear walked a different path while she was left behind. 

Saoirse kissed her sister goodbye. “I wish you good health and a long life, my sister.” She watched from the back of her dappled mare as the bride train left for the marches in the West.  She watched as they moved at a snail’s pace between the stone walls that lined their route—enough men to protect her from any danger. Eimear was still a free woman, but for the yoke of responsibility as a Chieftain’s wife. She would have one child while young and live the remainder of her life as a privileged chieftain's wife. Eimear would do well by her husband.

Saoirse had a high degree of freedom as the High Lord Tyrone's youngest daughter. She exercised her right to hunt and ride. She was rewarded with nods of approval from the elders who whispered, “Strong women birth strong sons.” For Saoirse, weakness was not an option. She believed the act of childbirth was more apt to end the lives of women. After years of blessing Lord Tyrone with children, her mother had been granted her request to live in a small stone cottage with her younger children. Her mother had lived until both she and her youngest son died of childbirth sickness. Saoirse had seen her ninth summer solstice when Eimear had come at a run to tell her the news. With their younger brothers sent for fosterage, the two remaining sisters were brought to live in the cold stone fort, the main residence of their father's estates.

Saoirse pined for a return to her simpler life. She could no longer bear the thought of living in a dank, dark, stone fort with the stench of the garrison holding guard. Her freedom to ride and hunt was bound to be replaced by crying infants and a never-ending list of household duties.

Her brothers had been free to roam or settle down as they liked. Their father, the High Lord Tyrone, was well into his prime, holding good relations with the druids and the High Kings of Eriu, Banba, and Fodla. He had convinced his six older daughters to marry and forge political ties. Saoirse's brothers had been raised well, adhering to a higher order of reasoning. They were well-tempered, well-bred, and kept to a high moral standard. As such, Tyrone's clan would grow stronger. Seeing her sisters wed one by one to brutish but powerful men, Saoirse could only assume her fate would be the same.

She was not married yet.

Desiring an escape, Saoirse rode her dappled mare through dense forest to the long-abandoned emerald green fields of Ceide. Her mare was content to feast on the lush clover and fresh rye grass. She tethered the mare to a tree and found a hidden space under the boughs of another great tree. Then, she gathered firewood while she waited until dark to confirm local suspicions. 

Here she allowed herself to weep. Had Eimear been here, she would say, “No one would be daft enough to stalk a fairy ring at night.” Nevertheless, her sister had accompanied Saoirse on wild rides—though never after dark. Her sister was not here to call her foolish, nor to remind her that to receive the attention of the Aes Sídhe was dangerous. In all her time searching, they had never found anything to prove the druid’s stories true. “A bit of harmless fun,” Saoirse would say. 

Through tears, Saoirse sensed a shift in the shadows and moonlight. Looking up, she saw green-blue lights hovering and dancing in a circle around the massive faerie ring. She hesitated a moment before standing up to circle it. What were they? Would she be transported to another realm only to return in a hundred years? Was that what she wanted? She edged closer. She entered the field. Should she have come during the full moon?

Rain began to fall. Saoirse felt her courage build. She took a deep breath and leaped into the circle. Nothing happened. 

The lights continued to swirl around her. They moved away from her palm when she sought to touch them. 

Will-o'-the-wisps. 

She closed her eyes and let herself sway and dance in the rain. She imagined herself dancing with the fairies. She was exhausted, cold, wet, and breathing hard when she finished.

Having gathered wood before her foray, she lit a bonfire as the sun set behind the ancient forest. The light banished the dark, leaving the pitch-black halo that was the forest around her. She was blind to the night in her cocoon of light. Her mind went numb as she stared into the dancing orange-gold flames. Her clothing dried as the hot air warmed her bones and buffeted her golden locks. 

The fire burned down to embers as dawn touched the sky. In the dark, she rode her mare past sleeping homesteads. She kept an arrow nocked in her bow. Caution was expected, though she did not have to worry about the company she kept. “Saoirse, Tyrone's daughter,” was all she needed to say as identification. None in the region would dare lay a finger to harm her head.

All she wanted was a simple life: The freedom to enjoy a sunrise. Time to discover the bogs and hills. In this birth, she was ruled by men seeking power, fame, or wealth, who would use her as a broodmare. Her fate would be to die in childbirth, like her mother. She wished nothing more than to escape. Her children need not be pawns to nobility.

A dutiful daughter, Saoirse returned to the estate for several days and nights of sleep and preparation for her father's annual banquet. High Lord Tyrone had earned his title by forging peace with the druids some twenty years past, when the men of the land began cutting the dense forest. Men and women from the region had brought their wares and given vows of fealty. In exchange, they were gifted an allotment of grain, meat, or provisions—a means of sharing the abundance of the land with everyone, whether they were a farmer, fisherman, or craftsman.

The Southern field had been cleared for the feast. A full moon, twinkling stars, and burning torches provided sufficient light. Bonfires were tended at regular intervals to cook and serve spits of wild boar, venison, and game fowl. A bed of coals had been prepared to roast fish and cockles. Great cauldrons held soup and stews. Plenty of volunteers offered their help in preparation for the feast. Everyone in the region attended. The High Lord's table was the only one that stood under an awning so naught would fall on the heads or in the food of those seated. There sat Tyrone, his second wife, Sorcha, his heirs, and advisers.

Saoirse was grateful for an event held outside—inside, the stench of unwashed bodies and stale ale clung to the air. She sipped her cup of mead and observed several bards taking turns, regaling the crowd with bawdy or scary tales. During one rare silence, she heard the horses and donkeys tethered in the distance for the night. By morning, people would have found a soft patch of grass or a pasture and wrapped themselves in cloaks for rest. Latrines had been dug downhill, but the stench wafted like a ghostly spectre as the winds changed course. Not that most
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