
Cillian: The Magdalene’s Flame 

Copyright

Raymond Sutherland


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3 Dogs of God

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

EPILOGUE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue 

[image: ]


The Boy They Tried to Break

The rain came sideways across rural Galway, needling through fields and stone walls until the entire village seemed soaked in the same cold exhaustion. Cillian O’Riada was eight years old and already understood certain truths children were never meant to learn so early. He knew which neighbours stopped talking when his mother entered a shop. He knew the priest smiled differently at women without husbands. He knew his mother checked the window too often when the parish bell rang outside ordinary hours. Their cottage smelled of peat smoke, damp clothes, boiled potatoes, and the faint medicinal scent of the salve Maeve rubbed into her cracked hands at night. She moved restlessly around the room that morning, wiping already clean surfaces while rain battered the glass hard enough to sound like thrown gravel. Then came the sound that made her freeze completely: iron wheels grinding through mud, chains rattling softly against wood, and the low murmur of male voices approaching the house. Maeve crossed the room quickly and gripped Cillian’s shoulders so tightly that he winced. Her hands were ice cold. “Listen to me,” she whispered. “If I tell you to run, you run.” Before he could ask why, the knock came against the door, heavy enough to feel official before a single word had been spoken.

Father Brennan stood outside beneath a black umbrella, his white collar sharp against the rain dark morning. Beside him waited two Gardaí, a woman carrying parish documents beneath her coat, and several local men Cillian recognised from market days and Sunday service. Men who had once laughed with his mother now avoided looking directly at her. Maeve opened the door before they could knock again because women like her understood that doors rarely stopped power once it decided to arrive. “Maeve O’Riada,” the woman said carefully, unfolding papers already damp at the corners, “under recommendation of Saint Brigid’s moral authority, you are to be remanded to Saint Magdalene Women’s Labour Ministry for correction and supervision.” The words sounded clean. That frightened Cillian more than shouting would have. His mother’s face lost colour immediately, though her chin remained lifted. “I’ve done nothing,” she said quietly. Father Brennan stepped forward, bringing the smell of wet wool and rainwater into the cottage. “This is an opportunity for repentance.” Maeve laughed once, but there was no humour in it. “Repentance for what? Poverty?” One of the Gardaí shifted awkwardly. Another looked down at the floorboards. Cillian did not understand the paperwork or the laws behind it, but he understood fear. It moved through the room, thick as smoke.

Maeve pushed Cillian behind her as the men entered. “He stays with me,” she said, and now the fear had begun cracking into anger. The woman holding the documents avoided her eyes. “That decision has already been made.” Something inside Maeve broke then. Not loudly. Not dramatically. Cillian felt it more than saw it. Her breathing changed. Her grip on his arm tightened hard enough to hurt. “Run,” she whispered suddenly, shoving him toward the back of the cottage. But Cillian did what frightened children often do when panic collides with love. He stayed. When one of the men grabbed Maeve’s arm, Cillian threw himself forward with every piece of strength his starving little body possessed. He punched blindly, clawed at coats, bit a wrist hard enough to taste blood, and screamed until his throat burned raw. The first blow that hit him came so hard his vision burst white. He crashed onto the floorboards, tasting iron and ash, while the room spun violently around him. Through blurred eyes he saw his mother fighting against three grown men at once, her hair loose, her face twisted with terror so deep it no longer looked human. She was screaming his name while they dragged her toward the door.

Rain exploded across the room when the door opened fully. Cillian crawled after her through mud and water, one hand gripping at her dress while Garda boots churned the yard around them. “Mam!” he screamed, voice breaking apart in his throat. Maeve turned toward him once, and that moment would stay inside him longer than any beating that followed. Her face was soaked with rain and horror, but she still tried to smile at him through it. Then a boot came down across Cillian’s hand hard enough to crack bone. Pain shot through his arm so violently that he stopped breathing altogether for a second. His fingers opened automatically. The men dragged Maeve toward the waiting cart while chains clattered against its wooden sides, louder than the church bell still ringing somewhere above the village. “Cillian!” she screamed back at him as they forced her inside. The cart door slammed shut. Iron locked into place. The horse lurched forward. Cillian crawled through freezing mud after it with one ruined hand while villagers watched silently from windows and doorways. Nobody intervened. Nobody shouted. Curtains twitched. Doors remained closed. Even at eight years old, he understood something permanent in that silence. Evil did not always arrive screaming. Sometimes it arrived organised, documented, and politely spoken.

Father Brennan crouched beside him after the cart disappeared down the lane. Rainwater dripped from the brim of his hat while Cillian shook violently in the mud beneath him. “Your mother is being given the chance to cleanse her soul,” the priest said softly, mistaking shock for submission. Cillian stared at the polished black shoe inches from his face and spat blood directly onto it. The beating that followed taught him exactly how institutions protected themselves from defiance. They did not kill him. Death created paperwork. Witnesses. Questions. Instead, they struck him carefully and efficiently until breathing hurt and consciousness slipped in and out like weak tidewater. When he awoke hours later, he was in the back of another cart heading toward the Byrne farm several miles outside the village. Patrick Byrne smelled permanently of stout, wet earth, and old violence. Eileen Byrne weaponised Scripture with frightening precision. They called themselves his foster family because the Church called them that first. The farm quickly taught Cillian the difference between charity and ownership. He rose before dawn every morning to haul water, clean stalls, cut turf, mend fences, and absorb punishment for mistakes both real and imagined. Patrick used belts, fists, shovel handles, and occasionally chains. Eileen preferred humiliation delivered quietly over cold meals and Bible verses. Together, they turned survival into a routine.

Years hardened around him slowly. Hunger sharpened him. Fear taught him silence. Pain educated his body until flinching became instinctive as breathing. Yet even there, beneath labour and bruises, strange dreams began following him through the nights. Two girls always appeared near the firelight. One older, carrying a sadness far too large for her young face. The other, sharper, fiercer, watching the world as if daring it to reach for her. Sometimes they stood beside ruined chapels. Sometimes on roads burning beneath sunset skies. Sometimes near the sea. They never seemed frightened of him, and that unsettled him more than anything else. “Who are you?” he once asked them while standing barefoot in a dream soaked field. The older girl smiled sadly without answering. The younger pointed directly at his chest. “Keep it,” she said. He woke furious afterward because he did not understand what remained inside him worth keeping. The Byrnes had tried to beat softness out of him for years. Ireland itself seemed designed to grind tenderness down into obedience. Yet the girls kept returning, carrying some stubborn fragment of mercy his life had failed to fully destroy.

By twelve, Patrick Byrne finally pushed too far. Accusing Cillian of stealing money from the farmhouse, he chained the boy inside the barn during winter and beat him repeatedly with a shovel handle until the wood splintered apart in his hands. Frost clung to the beams overhead while blood ran warm down Cillian’s mouth onto the straw beneath him. Patrick kept shouting about filth, sin, and inherited weakness, but eventually the words stopped sounding important. Something colder replaced fear inside Cillian then. Something steady. He stopped crying. Stopped apologising. When Patrick leaned close enough to strike him again, Cillian moved with the chain still hanging from his wrists and wrapped it hard around the man’s throat. Patrick collapsed backwards into the straw, choking violently, while Cillian pulled until his own arms trembled from exhaustion. He did not kill him. That mattered later. But when he finally released the chain and watched the older man gasp helplessly for breath, Cillian understood violence differently for the first time. Not as chaos. Not as rage. As control. That night he fled the farm barefoot beneath freezing rain, carrying nothing except pain, hunger, and the first real shape of the man he would become.

Dublin raised what Galway had wounded. The city smelled of diesel smoke, wet brick, cigarettes, stale beer, and desperation packed too tightly together. Cillian slept in alleys, abandoned buildings, bus stations, and under bridges beside boys whose names changed depending on who was chasing them. He learned quickly that the streets could be savage, but they were at least honest about it. Men hit you because they wanted money, territory, obedience, or fear. Nobody called it salvation. Nobody wrapped brutality inside prayer. By fifteen, Cillian was fighting for cash in illegal rooms above pubs and betting shops where crowds roared loud enough to drown out conscience. He fought older boys first, then grown men, then organised enforcers who underestimated the thin Irish teenager with the crooked hand and deadened eyes. Violence suited him because the world had spent years teaching it fluently into his bones. Still, even at his worst, certain lines remained unbroken. He never hurt children. Never touched women. Never ignore men who prey on the weak. Those rules came not from priests or morality, but from memory. From a muddy lane in Galway. From his mother screaming his name while respectable men dragged her away beneath church bells.

At seventeen, Cillian returned to Saint Brigid’s Parish during another storm heavy enough to darken the afternoon sky. The village looked smaller now, though no less haunted. Pubs still glowed warmly against the rain. Elderly women still carried shopping bags through narrow streets. Radios murmured behind cottage windows. Football posts leaned crooked beside soaked fields where children still played despite the weather. Life continued because ordinary people always continued somehow, even while systems above them fed on silence. Cillian stood outside the black iron gates of Saint Brigid’s and listened to the bell ringing overhead once more. Father Brennan still lived inside those walls, protected by reputation, ritual, and the comforting illusion that time itself could bury what men had done. Rain rolled down Cillian’s scarred face while his damaged hand flexed slowly at his side. The old break still ached before storms. He welcomed the pain now. It reminded him memory had weight. They had taken his mother. They had beaten his body, chained his childhood, and mistaken survival for surrender. Instead, they had created something far more dangerous than obedience. As thunder rolled across Galway, Cillian rested one palm against the freezing iron gate and made himself a promise that would shape the rest of his life. Nobody would ever take from him again. Not Church. Not State. Not any man hiding cruelty behind God’s name.
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The First Blood

Beneath Dublin’s industrial quarter, where rusted beams sweated condensation over cracked concrete and ancient machinery loomed like dead iron monuments, Saint Judas’ Floor pulsed beneath the city like a hidden infection. Smoke drifted thickly beneath the hanging lamps. Illegal wagers passed between dirty hands slick with whiskey and greed. The crowd pressed tightly around the chain lined pit, shoulder against shoulder, packed with pimps, traffickers, bent Gardaí, dock enforcers, bookmakers, and desperate men trying to forget their own lives for a few violent minutes. Blood stained the concrete dark near the cage entrance, where somebody had attempted a half hearted clean earlier in the night. The place smelled of sweat, cigarettes, beer, rust, and old brutality soaked permanently into the walls. This was not sport. Too many men here depended financially on suffering for the word to mean anything honest. Fighters entered for money, debt, fear, punishment, or survival. Some limped back out. Others vanished into the city without explanation. Yet tonight the atmosphere carried something sharper than excitement. Conversations kept faltering whenever eyes drifted toward the pit. People had come expecting blood, but beneath the noise lived another feeling entirely. Apprehension.

Cillian O’Riada stood beneath the industrial lights with his hands taped and his expression unreadable. Nothing about him looked theatrical, which made him far more unsettling than the men who cultivated violence like a performance. His body carried the practical damage of years spent surviving harsh places rather than training for spectacle. Scar
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