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STRANGE
ENCOUNTER

 


Near the top of Managh Mountain,
the quietness was broken by the agitated whispers of two strange
little men.

“We could go down to the
village, seek help there.”

“Ach, how can we?”

Pulling back the thorny whin
bushes that hid them, the little men peered into the light mist
covering the valley below. A few lights danced from several
cottages with an eerie glow.

“The priest. What about the
priest? We could try him. He helped us before.”

“That was different. No, no.
Keep the Church out of this. It has to be someone…neutral…”

After taking a careful look
around the clearing, they stepped out cautiously into the
moonlight. As they did, a mouse scampered nimbly away into the
brown thicket.

“Yes, but who, Tomefh?”

The taller of the two tweaked
his pointed beard with wizened finger and said hoarsely, “We’ll
have to get word to the Energy at Cork. Darcy and Didicam will know
what to do.”

“Ach, Tomefh, sure it’s far too
late for the Energy now. Look, the rest of our brethren are getting
desperate.”

“We could get word to the Energy
quickly- using the wood creatures. It wouldn’t take that long.”

“Ach,” sighed Patancy, “sure we
need help now. The Great Hall can’t take the strain. The main
timbers are cracked. There’s no repairing them. You know that.”

At this, Tomefh reached out,
placed his arms around Patancy’s narrow shoulders and whispered
softly, “Pat, I don’t know what we can do. Three hundred years ago
it would’ve have been easy.”

“Aye, we had plenty of strength
then,” Patancy replied wistfully, warming to the memories. “Oh my,
how we enjoyed the parties, the dances, the feasts! Aye, we had
plenty then alright. Great times.”

“Aye,” sighed Tomefh, his face
twisting grotesquely as he remembered.

Suddenly, as if by instinct,
they stepped back into the cover of the bushes, and now from the
safety of their thorny hideout watched, they held their breaths, as
a tiny rabbit bounced out from its burrow on the far side of the
clearing. Its shiny brown nose smelling and sniffing the clear air,
it stopped for a moment, then began nibbling at some thick leaves
that grew beside a mossy rock.

“Foolish creature,” whispered
Patancy, pointing to the tall grass behind the rabbit. “The
Grull.”

They saw the fox, almost twice
as tall as they were, ease stealthily towards the unsuspecting
rabbit. Slowly, without a sound, saliva glistening like diamonds in
the moonlight as it dripped from its protruding tongue, it got
ready to pounce.

“Quick, Tomefh, move back,”
Patancy whispered.

At once Tomefh scurried
noiselessly deep into the whin bushes and waited.

“Ohhhhhhh!” An eerie cry pierced
the winter night. Patancy stood, his hands cupped in front of his
mouth, making the sound reverberate across the clearing and echo
away down the valley.

Raising its head sharply, the
rabbit raced for its burrow, its heart pounding. The startled fox
froze, its long nose snorting with anger as it watched its supper
disappear. Then snarling it turned and saw Patancy. With a furious
growl it lunged for the little man. Too late. The whin bushes
whipped back into place as Patancy retreated. With another wicked
growl the fox tore at the bushes, but the sharp thorns stuck in its
nose. Yelping, the fox slunk away across the clearing and, with a
last look at the rabbit’s hole, slipped into the long grass and
hurried down the mountain, hungry and vengeful.

****

The cry woke him. The boy sat up
and listened. The village was quiet. He stared through his bedroom
window at the round yellow moon. He lay down again and closed his
eyes, trying to get back to sleep. These past few nights he had had
troubled dreams, disturbing dreams of little bearded men. Strange
voices now buzzed in his head.

“Jim, are you awake?”

Jim turned towards his bedroom
door and saw his eleven-year-old twin sister standing there, her
long hair tossed about the shoulders of her dressing gown. “Did you
hear it?” he said simply.

“Yes, something’s wrong. The
voices are getting louder, more urgent, more afraid.”

Jim stared at her for a moment,
thinking, so she hears them too. Quickly making up his mind he
slipped out of bed. “Well c’mon then,” he whispered excitedly.
“Let’s go. I’ll meet you downstairs. But be quiet,” he added
nodding towards their aunt and uncle’s room, “we don’t want to wake
them.”

Siobhan stared at her brother
for a second or two then eased his bedroom door closed.

Jim quickly pulled on his denim
jeans and plain white T-shirt. Carrying his baseball boots and
leather jacket, he slipped out of the room and across the landing.
He paused to listen at the door of his aunt and uncle’s bedroom,
before tiptoeing downstairs to the kitchen. A minute later Siobhan
joined him. She wore a light pink checked dress underneath her
green anorak, and a pair of stout black boots she used on her long
walks in the countryside. As his sister came into the kitchen Jim
studied her. She was always more aware than him. She always knew
what to do. And now the garbled voices had come to both of
them.

They moved quickly through the
misty silent village, down towards the post office. A quick look
around and they were heading across a broad field. After sliding
down the steep railway embankment, they paused, looking up and down
the line, then leaped across the tracks. They climbed the low wall
at the top of the embankment on the other side and scrambled onto
the grassy slope at the foot of Managh Mountain. Three-quarters of
an hour later they were standing in the clearing near the top.

“Why are we here, Siobhan?”
whispered Jim looking all around.

“I don’t know,” said Siobhan,
her green eyes bright and shining in the moonlight. Slowly she
walked over to a moss-covered rock and sat down, drawing her anorak
around her legs.

Jim followed and sat down beside
her. He looked all around. He was afraid. “What now?” he whispered,
trembling.

“We wait.”

Jim stared at his sister,
puzzled by her manner. She leaned back on the rock, her eyes
tightly shut. Her bright red hair tossed around her pale freckled
face gave her a wild appearance. Jim trembled again.

****

“They’ve come,” whispered
Patancy. “Just as the Energy said they would.” He studied the
children, scratching his head. “Remember their
great-great-great-great grandfather? He was a rebel alright. What a
character! The size of him too. He was as tall as a Grull.”

“Aye, he was always in trouble
though. Remember the time he blocked the secret door to keep us all
in? The Energy were so angry. They weren’t too pleased either when
he went to live among the outsiders. You know, really Pat, he was
the most intelligent of us all. The parties, the dances, he
despised them. He was always saying we should be spending more time
doing useful things.”

“Aye, he was an odd one alright,
was Jimsho.”

“His gypsy wife was strange
too.” Pointing at Siobhan, Tomefh added, “Look at her, she’s the
spitting image of her great-great-great-great grandmother.”

“Shush,” warned Patancy.

“What?”

With a grunt Siobhan suddenly
stood up, startling her brother, and causing him to slide off the
rock onto the damp grass.

“What’s wrong, Siobhan?” he
whispered scrambling to his feet.

“They’re here.”

“Who?”

“They’re watching us.”

“Who?” Jim asked a little
louder. He looked around the clearing. His heart was pounding
against his chest.

“There,” exclaimed Siobhan
pointing. “Over there. That’s where they are.”

Now, shocked, Jim saw the whin
bushes being pushed back. His eyes widened with fright and he
backed away, ready to run.

“It’s O.K., Jim. Don’t be
afraid.”

Jim, though partly reassured by
his sister’s calm voice, moved closer to her as two stern-faced
little men approached. He gaped at their small size and strange
dress.

Both wore knee-length
multi-coloured coats which kept changing colour as they came
nearer. The coats were made up of many pieces of cloth. On their
tiny feet they wore calf-high black leather boots with pointed
toes. Broad black belts encircled their waists and were secured
with gold buckles. On their heads they wore tiny green bowler hats,
with holes in them to allow long pointed ears to peek through.
Around their necks they wore black-and-white scarves. As the little
men came closer, the twins realised how truly small they were. The
taller one’s head came to just about halfway up Jim’s leg.

“You have heard the voices?”
Tomefh demanded, staring up at the children.

“Yes,” Siobhan said glancing
quickly at her brother.

Jim’s mouth was still agape, but
he nodded.

“Do you understand?” asked
Patancy.

“No.”

“Then listen and I will
explain.” Tomefh scrambled up onto the mossy rock to be closer to
the twins, and dragged Patancy up beside him.

Back in the bushes the Grull
growled softly as it watched them.

“We noticed the movements a
month ago,” Tomefh began. “We thought nothing of it at first, but
gradually they began to get worse. You see…”

The Grull gave a startled growl
when suddenly another little man came pushing through the whins and
rushed over to the others. He stopped, staring up at Jim and
Siobhan.

“It’s O. K., Danofh,” Patancy
assured him. “What is it?”

“It’s too late,” the agitated
little man cried. “We have to evacuate now.”

At this Patancy and Tomefh leapt
from the rock.

“Quick Pat, organise the
strongest drinls. At once,” Tomefh shouted. As Patancy ran back
towards the bushes, Tomefh shouted after him, “And tell them to get
the King’s Chair ready!”

With a wave Patancy disappeared
into the hole.

Tomefh turned to Danofh. “What
happened?”

“The Energy sent a message. The
same thing is happening to the brethren all over Ireland. They say
we must try to get to Pitgartegan.”

“Pitgartegan,” exclaimed Tomefh
rubbing his chin. “The ancient place, the volcano. But it is far
away to the north. How will we get there without the outsiders
seeing us?”

“The Energy say that Pitgartegan
is the only place left to us now,” said Danofh glancing at Jim and
Siobhan again. “They say we must get there.” His face creased into
a worried frown and he whispered, “The Energy also say that it is
Lucifergus who has caused all this.”

Tomefh’s eyes widened in horror.
“Lucifergus!” he gasped. “But I didn’t think he existed. Lucifergus
was always a name we were threatened with by our elders if we got
into mischief. Surely there’s no such evil as Lucifergus?”

Danofh shrugged his shoulders,
then looked up at the children again.

Tomefh craned his neck to look
up towards Jim and Siobhan to and said to them, “I’m afraid it’s
too late now. There is nothing you can do to help us. I thought you
might…” Suddenly he stiffened, the camouflage on his coat changing
colour so fast the twins grew dizzy. Cupping his hand to a pointed
ear, he said softly, peering around the clearing, “Already I can
hear the Grulls gathering.” Backing away from the twins he called,
“Goodbye, and thank you for coming. Perhaps we will meet again.”
Then he dived after Danofh into a nearby hole.

Siobhan waved at the two little
men as they pulled the bushes behind them. Then she began leading
Jim away.

“But…but we should help them,
Siobhan,” said Jim stopping.

As they moved to the edge of the
clearing the whin bushes began rustling, and suddenly a fierce
growl made them cower back. All of a sudden five huge foxes
emerged. The twins could see they were almost surrounded.

“Jim, quick!” whispered Siobhan
backing away. “We’ll have to get to the hole the little men went
into.” The voices in her head were louder now, and much more
agitated. Panicky voices, voices that shouted fear.

It was then Jim’s sharp eyes
spotted some pieces of rock. Bending he picked one up and then
flung it at the nearest fox. Yelping with pain, the creature backed
away, and the other foxes watched, more wary now.

Meanwhile, Siobhan had found the
way into the mountain and, quickly pulling back the thorny bushes,
she made an opening big enough to slide through. She shouted, “Jim,
over here!”

Picking up another piece of
rock, Jim held it aloft, and the foxes retreated a little. Turning
to see exactly where the hole was, he then jumped at the foxes with
a loud: “Arghhhhhhh!” They scattered. He threw the rock at the
nearest fox, turned, ran towards the bushes and dived straight into
the hole after Siobhan. They quickly pulled the bushes over the
hole and were safe.

Outside they could hear the
wicked frustrated animals fighting amongst themselves.

“C’mon,” whispered Siobhan,
crawling forward along the narrow passage.

The noise of the foxes gradually
died away as Jim followed his sister. Just when they thought they
could go no further, they found themselves in a broader and higher
passageway. Dusting their clothes off, they stood up, squinting in
the darkness to see where they were going.


 


THE KING’S
CHAIR

 


As they walked along the
passageway, it grew brighter, and soon they heard echoing voices.
They soon came to a huge wooden door built into the rock. Putting
her ear to it, Siobhan listened. She could hear low rumbling and
many excited voices.

“They’re inside,” whispered
Siobhan. “Help me open this door.”

Grabbing the thick, black iron
handle, together they turned it, and noisily the door creaked open.
At once the voices stopped. Jim gulped when he saw how many little
men there were. Drawing their shillelaghs, some of the more muscled
ones ran towards them, scowling up at the children menacingly. It
was then Tomefh appeared.

“Stop! They are
leprechaun-blooded. Get back to your tasks!”

Just as he spoke, a long beam of
thick black timber crashed to the cobbled floor of the hall, almost
flattening some of the little men. Then the Great Hall shook, and
there was more rumbling as smaller pieces of timber fell.

“Get back to work!” screamed
Tomefh. “We haven’t much time!”

“The foxes attacked us, Tomefh.
They would have killed us. We had to come inside,” said Siobhan to
explain why they were there.

“It is done now,” said Tomefh
shrugging his shoulders. “Come, you can help us get ready. We don’t
have much time. We have to get the King’s Chair out of here.”

As they made their way
ankle-deep through the press of little men, Jim caught Siobhan’s
sleeve and whispered, “What did he mean when he said we were
leprechaun-blooded?”

Siobhan gave him one of her
superior “be quiet” looks, then continued to gaze about her. The
size of the Great Hall astounded her. It was as big as a football
pitch. High, high above, she saw the criss-cross of struts and
heavy wooden beams that were holding up the sagging ceiling. On the
walls hung many paintings of bearded little men, each sitting on a
high-backed chair. On top of their heads they all wore crowns. The
walls were a deep red colour that contrasted with the clean white
cobbled floor. All over the place little men were busy packing
their belongings into huge steel-banded trunks. Some of them stared
up at the children as the followed Tomefh to the far end of the
hall.

Patancy was there, and he smiled
briefly in welcome, then said, “We’d need to hurry.”

As he spoke, there was another
loud crash, and more beams fell. This time one of the little men
was hit on his shoulder. Several companions ran to his aid, and one
of them took a small tin of ointment from his shoulder bag, while
another opened the injured one’s coat. The ointment was rubbed in
gently. Seconds later the injured one was on his feet and back to
packing the trunks.

The twins’ attention was now
caught by a huge and magnificent chair.

“Wow, cool,” exclaimed Jim his
eyes wide with wonder.

The King’s Chair had heavy gold
rails fixed to an ornately carved back. Ogham, a simple form of
writing, was carved into the sides. The thick legs were partly
covered with cloth, but its feet were like lion heads, with long
gold claws gripping the floor.

“Hurry,” shouted Patancy
impatiently to the six workers who were wrapping green pieces of
cloth around this chair.

Speaking gently to Jim and
Siobhan, Tomefh said, “We must save the King’s Chair. It is over
five thousand years old, and it belonged to all the great
leprechaun kings of Ireland. But for a long time no one has been
able to sit on it and call himself our king.”

It was then Jim noticed that
Siobhan’s eyes were closed and she seemed to be in a trance. She
began to sway back and forth. Then something happened that made
Tomefh, Patancy and the other little men stare at each other in
amazement. The chair began to sing. A soft melodious sound came
from it, and some of the twine that held the pieces of green cloth
fell away from the legs. Giving Siobhan a puzzled look, Tomefh
ordered one of the workers to tie on the cloths again. But the
moment he touched the chair, he sprang back, crying with pain and
holding his hand.

“What is it?” cried Patancy.
“What’s wrong?”

“I…I touched the King’s Chair
and it hurt me,” cried the worker, rubbing his hand.

Just then there was another loud
rumble, and this time about a dozen of the heavy beams fell to the
floor. The children could see more little men were injured and
others rushing to help them.

Tomefh looked up at the sagging
ceiling. “You two,” he shouted to two little men standing nearby,
“tie on the cloths quickly, but don’t touch the chair this time.
Hurry!”

But as soon as they tried to tie
on the cloths, they too fell back, crying with pain and holding
their hands.

While all this was going on, Jim
could see Siobhan had still been swaying in a trance. Now she
opened her eyes. Turning to her brother she said, “Jim, tie the
cloths on the legs of the chair. It is very important.”

Jim frowned then looked at
Tomefh and Patancy, who nodded. Slowly he bent down to the chair’s
legs and gingerly began to tie on the cloths. While he did so, the
chair sang more sweetly.

Tomefh and Patancy gaped at each
other and looked on in astonishment saying nothing at this
remarkable happening.

“I think you can help him now,”
Siobhan said to the other little men standing around watching. On
Tomefh’s order four little men helped finish the job. Soon the
chair was ready.

With another loud command from
Tomefh, about twenty of the tallest and strongest workers gathered
around the chair and slipped long oak poles through its arms and
legs.

“All together now, lift!
Lift!”

As the drinls, the strongest
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