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          A NOTE ON IRISH PRONUNCIATION

        

      

    

    
      I would have liked to have kept the Irish spelling for the names that appear in this story, but not everyone will be familiar with their pronunciation. For this reason, I’ve tried to select names, wherever possible, that did not need a pronunciation guide; however, there were some exceptions. I’ve kept the Irish spelling for traditional mythological figures, and there are a few characters who’ve insisted on having an Irish spelling.

      
        	Áine is pronounced as “Anya.”

        	Cúchulainn is pronounced as “Koo-koo-layn.” Cúailnge, the battle raid he’s associated with, is pronounced “Koolie.”

        	Diarmuid is pronounced “Deer-mud.”

        	Fionn or Fionn mac Cumhaill is pronounced as “Finn McCool.”

        	Ruadhri is pronounced as “Rood-ree.”
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      An Gallbhaile, County Limerick

      January 1652

      

      Áine Callaghan encountered a single magpie on her way to the byre in the early morning. The creature, a large devil, claimed the centre of the pathway, bold as he pleased. He puffed out his white breast, then spread black wings shot with violet, as though to warn her away.

      An ill omen.

      She looked around to see if she had missed a second magpie, for a second promised joy. Only one. Sorrow will come this day.

      A sudden chill pierced deep in her bones, and she drew her mantle close about herself. Cold gusts of wind swept across the path, snatching at her loose tendrils of hair. The magpie gave no intention of flying away. Instead, he lowered himself close to the ground, settling on a wet mat of rotting leaves.

      Áine glanced around at the strengthening dawn. She did not have the luxury of dawdling. Her mistress expected the cows to be milked, and they would be lowing soon, full of their own distress. She considered skirting around the path to give the harbinger a wide berth but steeled herself instead. She had tasted enough sorrow in her life and never with a warning delivered by a magpie.

      “Away with you now,” Áine called out to the bird as she continued forward, trying to keep her pace steady and without flinching. She knew well enough that all creatures could detect fear and feast on it.

      The magpie gave a shrill cry and lifted into the air before veering towards the manor house.

      As Áine approached the byre, she heard a tune coming from inside, a sweet song yet decidedly melancholy. The master’s niece, Mairead O’Coneill, was once again playing her fiddle. Most mornings at dawn, before people stirred, the young miss practised her music in the privacy of the byre. She hadn’t come down this past week, and Áine found she’d missed it more than she expected.

      Instead of rushing into the byre, Áine seated herself on a log behind a drying stack of peat to listen to the song. She never interrupted Mistress O’Coneill for fear that she’d find another place to play, and then this gift of each new morning would be lost to her.

      In time with the melody, stories unfolded in Áine’s head. Stories of heroes and quests and impossible sacrifices. The notes allowed her to feel the tremors of heartbreak and longing.

      Finally, the song ended, but Áine still remained seated on her log until the postern door opened and shut. She waited until the soft crunching of footsteps headed back to the manor.

      Now her day could start.

      She hurried to the front doors of the byre and lifted the bar. Hinges creaked as the doors swung open and the dawn flooded in. Warmth and the earthy scent of straw and manure enveloped her.

      “Rise and shine, my dears,” she greeted the small herd before grabbing a tin bucket and her milking stool. “Mab, always the first to be awake, there’s a sharp girl. And how’s our Clover this day? Did you enjoy the young mistress’s fiddle playing? What story do you want to hear this frosty morn?” Before Áine led the first cow out of its stall, she caressed its wide forehead. “The obvious choice is the tale of Cúchulainn and the Great Cattle Raid of Cúailnge; I haven’t recited that for some time.” She settled herself on her milking stool and canted her head in thought, remembering the story that the fiddle had conjured for her. “Perhaps not. You’ll simply have to be satisfied with the great outlaw warrior, Fionn mac Cumhaill, and his hounds.”

      While she worked, she spun the story to the rapt interest of the herd, and since she wished she had seen a pair of magpies, she told the part about how Fionn found his enchanted bride. She even gifted the maid with the same bright red hair as her own. A vain thought, but the cows wouldn’t give her away.

      Lately, she found herself focusing on Fionn mac Cumhaill and his outlaw warriors, the Fianna, for they reminded her of their own Irish soldiers, the Tóraidhe, who had been fighting against the English invaders to keep them from conquering Munster and the rest of Ireland. These old stories had always been a comfort to her since learning them on her nan’s knee. Even with times being so unsettled, she reminded herself that they had been so before, and men who did not lack courage still prevailed.

      Áine settled into the rhythm of milking. The disquiet that had burrowed into her with the magpie’s visit began to fade. A bird was a bird, and a single one was not an unusual sight. Such a common occurrence could not possibly mean sorrow to everyone who ran across a single magpie. Most of the country would be afflicted.

      But are we not . . . ?

      The thought trailed. After a decade of strife between the Irish Catholic and the Protestant settlers, the English had landed in force on their shores a couple of years ago, determined to sever any Royalist support that King Charles the Second might have relied on. In the first year, the English overran the port towns, but over time English troops spread across Munster like the plague. At first, they were a distant threat, nothing of concern for a dairymaid so far away from a major town and cradled in the lee of the Galtee Mountains. But recently the carrion birds flocked closer.

      An icy shiver traced down her spine.

      The cow nudged her with its flank, breaking her maudlin thoughts. Áine laughed out loud. “Another story, Clover? As you wish—”

      At the sound of footsteps, Áine silenced immediately. She looked over her shoulder and found the two housemaids, Roisin and Orla, carrying an empty jug between them.

      “She’s talking to herself again,” Roisin said to the other maid, not bothering to lower her voice. “Touched by the Faerie Folk, I tell you.”

      Áine averted her face so they wouldn’t see the flush of her cheeks.

      “Good morning, Áine,” Orla called out a bit too brightly. “We’re here for the milk.”

      “Cook must be anxious if she couldn’t wait until I brought it down,” Áine said, focusing once more on her work.

      “Didn’t trust you not to spill it. She needs every drop this morn,” Roisin said, scuffling the straw with the toe of her shoe. “I assured her that you knew your business, but she wouldn’t listen.” Roisin speaking a word in Áine’s defence was as likely as the magpie transforming itself into a mourning dove.

      “I’m always careful,” Áine said sharply. Roisin blew hot and cold, one day overly affectionate, the next caustic. Today showed signs of being a poor day, she thought wearily.

      When Áine had first arrived at the Mulrianes’ estate, Roisin had fussed over her, shamelessly attempting to pry into Áine’s former life in Cork. But Áine was as wary of warm words freely given as she was alert to the signs of brewing anger. Her cautious nature had stood her well, for it had soon become apparent that Roisin’s tongue was a sharp blade wielded against the unsuspecting and naive.

      “Since you’re eager, could you hand me that spare bucket on the hook?” Áine asked Orla. She passed the half-full bucket for a fresh one.

      As Orla strained the milk into the jug, Roisin draped herself over a stall gate and propped her chin on her clasped hands. “Diarmuid has set off on his adventure,” she said archly. It annoyed Áine when Roisin called the master’s son by his Christian name. “I’ve never seen such pinched and dour faces from the manor folk since he left. No one believes the long tale of him going off to visit a relation with only a single friend as a travelling companion. Where do you suppose he truly went?”

      Áine glanced up, relieved to find that Roisin directed her question to Orla.

      “Before he left, there had been much traipsing back and forth between the manor and the byre,” Orla said. “Perhaps Áine knows more since she practically lives out here?”

      Áine focused on her work. “I’m sure I don’t.”

      Knowing when to hold your silence showed signs of wisdom, her nan had always said. Áine watched and listened, aware of the comings and goings of the manor folk, and she knew very well that the Mulrianes’ only son, Diarmuid, had set off with a friend to join the Tóraidhe. But she’d cut off her tongue before telling Roisin so. The girl could hardly be trusted with dangerous information.

      Áine had served the family for the last four years, and she was grateful for every day, no matter how dull. Rise with the sun, milk the cows, clean out the stalls, see to their needs. Her life would have been very different had she remained in Cork. The Mulrianes had had no obligation to take her under their protection. She had arrived with nothing more than a prayer that Mistress Mulriane would remember Áine’s nan kindly. There had been no time to engage a scribe to petition the Mulrianes for a place in their household, nor could Áine have risked the wrong ears hearing of her plans until she was well and gone.

      Mistress Mulriane’s kindness was like spring’s sun warming the ground. Roisin’s thirst for gossip would not find a functioning well with Áine. To gain attention for herself, she’d be sure to spread the news on the next market day, giving no thought as to who might wish the Mulrianes ill. Admitting any knowledge of the Tóraidhe, or worse, admitting to a connection, had been known to draw the English like wasps to honey. Reprisals against Tóraidhe sympathisers and collaborators had been vicious and swift.

      Áine would never betray the mistress and the safety of her family, especially not to curry favour with a shrew.

      “Mistress will, no doubt, be missing her only son fiercely. Have some respect for her sorrow,” Áine said.

      Roisin lifted her nose in the air. “Áine knows precious little, at least about anything useful. If we want to know about the toing and froing of the Faerie Folk, we’ll be sure to ask Áine Callaghan, Mistress Fae herself.”

      Áine sighed. This again—Roisin’s favourite taunt. “Then why do you bother to ask me anything?”

      “Isn’t our Áine bold today?” Roisin said with a cold smile.

      “Leave it be, Roisin,” Orla huffed. “She only minds the cows—she’s nothing. Now come help me with this jug.”

      Áine lowered her head and pretended to adjust the tin bucket at her feet. Orla’s words stung more than they should have. It could be worse. It could always be worse. She didn’t need to be liked. Safety was far more preferable. She laid a hand on the nervous cow until they both settled.

      A sound caught Áine’s attention, and she looked up to find Mairead O’Coneill returned, standing at the open doorway with her attention focused on Roisin and Orla. Her disapproving frown made Áine wonder how much of their chatter she had overheard.

      “Miss, did you need something?” Áine asked, rising to her feet. Orla whirled around and nudged Roisin with her elbow.

      The young miss’s expression softened when she turned to Áine. “Nothing from yourself, Áine, thank you. I’ve come to fetch these two.” Facing Roisin, she said, “Cook is wondering what is taking you so long.”

      Roisin’s sly gaze slid to Áine, and she opened her mouth to speak. Áine braced herself to be blamed for their tardiness, but Orla clearly thought better of it and headed Roisin off. “We’re coming, miss.”

      The two maids hurriedly departed the byre with the milk jug, leaving Áine alone with the master’s niece. She rarely had cause to speak with her, so she was at a loss as to what was expected.

      The young miss smiled. “Instead of hovering outside in the morning, you’re welcome to come inside and listen to me play. If you like.”

      Áine looked up, startled. Mairead gave her an encouraging smile, and Áine answered it shyly. “I’d enjoy that. If you wouldn’t mind.”

      “Not at all,” she said with a pleased smile. “It’s settled, then. I’ll see you at dawn.”

      

      Áine went through her morning work six feet above the ground. The master’s niece would welcome her in the byre while she played! Mairead O’Coneill trusted Áine Callaghan with her music. She knew how precious this was—Áine wasn’t sure she could ever trust anyone with her stories.

      But then Roisin scooted into the byre with no other intent than to pester Áine, and the rest of her day deteriorated. Although Áine knew the housemaid was lashing out at her for being caught gossiping and dawdling, it didn’t soften the blows. Áine tried to ignore her, but Roisin would not be put off.

      “Mistress Fae . . . simpleminded chit . . .” Roisin danced around her as though she were touched by madness.

      Áine closed her ears and retreated into herself, anything to block out the taunts. Had it not been for the housekeeper rushing out to find where Roisin had gotten to, Áine would have been pushed past her breaking point. Though the housekeeper hauled Roisin back to the manor by the ear, the damage to Áine’s day was complete. Her nerves were as brittle as dry twigs, and even the herd remained unsettled.

      She desperately needed solitude.

      Managing to winnow an hour for herself, she wrapped her mantle firmly around her and headed into the forest. She kept to the main path until it splintered off into a narrow tract that plunged into a gorge with a rushing stream.

      She followed the water upstream, careful to mind her footing. The musty scent of decaying leaves mingled with the bracing wind. She breathed deeply, filling her lungs and clearing her mind.

      A silvery mist drifted over the shallows. The sound of the stream tumbling over mossy rocks grew louder as she continued, its source a small waterfall at the top of a ridge. Beyond the ridge was the main road and a wooden bridge that spanned the tumbling stream.

      Áine picked her way from rock to rock to reach the other side. She stepped on a loose stone and teetered, sticking her arms out to steady herself. Then she darted to the next flat rock and leapt to the bank. She made her way to a fallen tree trunk and perched on it, staring at the glade she often sought alone.

      Here in this enchanted dale, she might forget the world for a space, forget the state of anxiety that gripped everyone. Welcome the solitude on her own terms.

      But not today.

      Either from Roisin’s taunts, the early morning magpie or something else entirely, Áine felt on edge, like the air after a lightning storm. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on the waterfall, but her mind refused to be quieted. With a sigh, she picked at the bark beneath her and watched as the pieces dropped to the ground at her feet.

      The glade was worthy of the Faerie Folk and the old stories. Any moment, Fionn mac Cumhaill and his hounds would burst from the trail with his men in his wake. Running ahead in the shallows were the dread host of the Otherworld on their horses, faerie trumpets blaring a warning—the Wild Hunt is on and no mortal soul is safe. Only a true hero could defeat them. Áine imagined their steeds galloping in the stream, spraying droplets into the air like glittering stars.

      For a moment, Áine was lost to her imagination, and it became so real that she heard the drumming of hooves, like thunder rolling across the hills.

      But the sound persisted. This was not her imagination. Horsemen—many, by the sound of it—were coming closer.

      Áine scrambled down from the log and backed into the trees, covering her distinctive red hair with her mantle. She peered through the evergreen fronds to watch the wooden bridge, waiting to see if the riders who passed were friend or foe.

      Then she saw the foremost horsemen in their red coats and steel-grey helmets.

      English.

      The rest of the troop swept across the bridge, the sound of a hundred drums under the horses’ hooves. And they were heading for the Mulriane estate.

      She had to warn her master.

      Áine backed away, half sliding down the hill, rock and shale shifting under her feet. When she reached the waterfall, she straightened and dashed down the gorge as fast as she dared.

      The main road followed a wide sweep along the bogs to reach the Mulriane estate. If she spared no speed and cut through the forest, she might make it back in time to warn everyone.

      Áine slid along the slippery rocks and riverbank, falling and scraping her knees and hands. She reached the pathway out of the gorge, and as she climbed the steep hillside, her chest burned and a stitch bit into her side.

      Finally, she reached even ground and flew along the forest path, leaping over fallen logs and avoiding the upthrust of roots. Through the thinning trees, she saw the roofline of the byre and, beyond that, the manor.

      “English!” she yelled, hoping someone might be close enough to hear her. “English soldiers!”

      She reached the byre, then pulled up short. Too late. Enemy troopers barrelled into the courtyard. Áine dove behind the stacked peat. Panting, she took big gulps of air and cautiously peered around the pile.

      “Brian Mulriane. Show yourself,” the English commander called out in such a loud voice that Áine had no trouble hearing him.

      Her master strode into the courtyard carrying a sword, the male servants running behind him. Áine squinted to get a better look, but the horsemen closed in and cut off her view. She detected only snatches of their argument, but her master’s rage came across clear.

      The English commander barked an order, and several soldiers dismounted. The men fanned out, some heading for the manor and the others coming towards the byre.

      Áine gasped—she had to hide.

      She darted inside and, without considering options, hurried up the ladder to the loft. Below, the soldiers were swarming the main level. Careful not to make a sound, she hid in a small nook in the corner.

      “Seize the cattle—leave nothing behind.”

      Gates slammed, and men shouted. Someone started clanging metal against metal. The herd grew distressed, crashing into their stalls and bawling fearfully. Áine cringed, helpless to stop the madness.

      High-pitched shrieks came from the courtyard. The soldiers were dragging the women from the manor outside. Áine hugged herself to still her uncontrollable shaking.

      Then Áine heard what she most dreaded—the sound of someone climbing the ladder. She shrank into a ball and looked around the loft. No weapons—nothing to defend herself.

      Helpless.

      The old fear seized her. Blood pounded in her ears, and a silent scream built in her throat.

      Then below, a woman’s shriek pierced the air, followed by the pounding of horses outside the byre. The creak of the ladder halted, then the footsteps descended in a rush.

      The woman screamed and pleaded with the soldiers—something about her fiddle. Áine’s breath hitched in her throat. It had to be Mairead O’Coneill. The shrieking continued but grew fainter, as though someone was carrying her away.

      Why would she direct the soldiers to where she hid her treasure?

      And the answer to that question came on the smell of burning wood and the roar of flames.

      Fire!

      Smoke soon filled the loft. Choking, Áine covered her nose and mouth with her mantle and scrambled towards the ladder. The air grew stifling and heavy—she couldn’t breathe. Her eyes stung, and tears blurred her vision.

      She gripped the top of the ladder and swung her leg over, groping to find the first rung. Fire ran across the beams, and Áine hurried down the ladder. One rung snapped, and she slid the rest of the way down. Thick plumes of smoke made it impossible to see. A blast of hot air, and there—the door. A dark shape suddenly appeared at the entrance—a cow—and it charged back into the byre.

      Clover!

      Áine screamed at her to get out, but the poor creature was in a panic, running this way and that, crashing into the stall gates. Áine reached the cow and pushed and prodded the animal to urge it towards the entrance, but the cow refused to budge. The flames were snaking closer to them. In desperation, Áine whispered reassuring words in Clover’s ear. Her voice must have cut through the cow’s panic, for Clover allowed herself to be manoeuvred back to the entrance. A shower of sparks landed on the cow’s shoulder, sending her bolting from the byre.

      A pair of overhead timbers crashed across the main entrance in a fiery blaze, blocking Áine’s escape. Sparks flew from overhead. The smoke was choking the breath from her, and she swayed on her feet. Remembering the postern door, she retreated deeper into the burning byre and made her way around the flames to reach the side entrance.

      Áine gained the door and tried to push it open—it wouldn’t budge. Sobbing, she pushed her shoulder to the door and heaved. It moved a fraction. She pushed harder. Her lungs burned; her breath came in desperate gasps. She threw all her strength against the door and managed to open it a little more, enough to squeeze herself through.

      She stumbled towards the forest. Her limbs grew weak, and her head spun. She had just passed the stack of drying peat before the blackness enveloped her.

      

      Áine awoke to the sensation of her lungs burning. Acrid smoke filled her nose and the back of her throat. She strained to prop herself up while her head swam. Deep breaths felt like sharp glass, and she started coughing and retching until she fell back weakly.

      A magpie chittered from somewhere. The sound cut through Áine’s disorientation. Then it occurred to her—she heard nothing else. No horses, not the barking of English voices. No women screaming in fear.

      Áine struggled upright and pushed the mantle off her head. She found herself behind the stack of drying peat and peered over it. The byre was a smouldering mess with the last of the fire glowing beneath ruined timbers. Áine weaved towards the charred wreckage. All the cows were gone—no sign of them. A confusion of crisscrossing tracks churned up the ground, leading back to the courtyard. The herd would be a valuable prize for the English marauders and leave the family without food for the rest of the winter.

      Where was everyone?

      Áine squinted into the distance. The manor was silent—everyone must surely be inside, in shock and in grief. She started for the courtyard and saw in the centre what looked to be a pile of clothes thrown in the mud. But as she hobbled closer, the truth assaulted her.

      Master and Mistress Mulriane were lying in a pool of blood.

      Áine’s knees buckled, but she forced herself to remain on her feet. Don’t run away. She continued walking until she reached them. The master’s eyes were wide and staring, his face contorted in pain. His wife was curled up beside him, her eyes shut. Both dead. A wave of sorrow choked her. Áine prayed that they’d had a swift and merciful end.

      She bent over the master, brushed her fingers across his forehead and quickly drew away. Steeling herself, she reached down and closed his eyes. She owed him that much at least.

      Why had they been left here, unblessed and unburied, a feast for carrion? Where were their daughters . . . the other servants?

      Áine scanned the courtyard. She headed towards the silent manor, then saw them—a pair of severed heads, each staked on a pole.

      She recoiled and screamed. Her body started shaking at the gruesome sight. The urge to run was overwhelming. She didn’t need to get closer to learn who they were, for even from this distance, she knew. Diarmuid Mulriane and his hapless friend. Both had left home a fortnight ago to join the Tóraidhe.

      The English had made a warning of them.
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      Niall O’Coneill rode along the forest trail and kept an eye on his wolfhound, Fionn, who loped ahead of him—the hound’s hearing was keener than his. With one hand resting on his sword’s hilt and the other gripping the horse’s reins, Niall scanned the tangled woodland for any sign of an ambush. Crowding trees and darkly shadowed hollows could hide an entire troop of English soldiers. The invaders would consider the capture of any Irish soldier a prize.

      It had been three days since Niall left Ross Castle, carrying dispatches for his commander, Colonel O’Dwyer, from the leader of the Kerry forces, Viscount Muskerry. No good news to be had—Niall did not relish telling O’Dwyer that the promised ships from Lorraine still hadn’t reached Irish shores. Twenty ships to carry desperately needed supplies of ammunition, weapons and grain—the lifeblood of the Irish brigades and needed to drive away the English invaders. Twenty ships still not come. Without relief, they couldn’t go on. Niall dreaded to think of what that meant for them. Saints preserve us all.

      From the time that Niall had crossed back into County Cork, the knot in his stomach had grown to the size of his fist. He had travelled this route countless times during the past two years, from their constantly shifting camp in the Glengarra Woods to Muskerry’s stronghold at Ross Castle. The last time he passed this way was no more than a month ago. Then, the only animal tracks he’d found belonged to a pair of foxes and a small herd of deer. But now the road was freshly churned and deeply rutted, branches snapped and broken—clear signs that a troop of horse had passed this way. There were no Irish brigades in the area, and able mounts were scarce. Besides, they weren’t foolish enough to ride openly and in strength. Their strategy had always been to strike and hide, disappear into the bogs or woods.

      No, these tracks could only have been made by the English. Niall grew more uneasy. The closest English garrison was at Cahir—a day’s hard ride and a mountain range away.

      He gave a low whistle for Fionn and slowed his horse. The wolfhound returned to his side. Niall dismounted, then dropped to a crouch to examine the chewed-up ground. He passed his hand over the tracks and tested the hardened ridges. Beside him, Fionn sniffed at the tracks. A hard frost had set over a fortnight ago, following a month of solid rain. “Couple of weeks, that’s what I think,” Niall said to the wolfhound, who lifted his head and seemed to agree. He scratched behind Fionn’s ears, then rose to his feet.

      A troop of at least fifty, by the look of it. Niall raked his fingers through his dark hair. By Jesus. “What is the devil up to now?”

      By rights, after the English captured plague-infested Limerick a few months ago after a long and brutal siege, then lost their commander-in-chief to the same illness, they should have been demoralised—should have hunkered down into winter quarters with very little to say until spring. And yet these invaders had become more brazen, ranging farther from their occupied territory with each passing week.

      Niall rose and sniffed the crisp air—no hint of cook fires. He frowned, gauging the patterns frozen in the mud—the tracks headed in the same direction as he was travelling. “Keep a sharp ear, my lad. The bastards may yet be around.”

      He mounted his horse, and they set out again with a cautious yet brisk pace. His unease deepened as he considered the stretch of road he was on. Bogland spread on either side of the road, offering no escape route except by slipping into the bog. He didn’t want to leave his horse behind. The animal was worth more than gold these days.

      The road ahead curled in an arc and became hidden by trees. As Niall approached the bend, Fionn shot past him, then halted. He caught sight of the wolfhound in the middle of the road with his hackles rising. A low growl rumbled deep in his chest.

      Niall drew his sword and continued to advance slowly. The horse pranced and worried at his bit. The wind shifted, carrying the rotted stench of something dead.

      Dangling from a tree bough a short distance off the road, the remains of a man swayed at the end of a noose. Niall did not flinch or turn away. The limbs extended out as though grasping for empty air; carrion had pecked away much of the face.

      The terrain leading up to the tree told its own story. A clear swath of hoofprints swept away from the main road and trampled the ground around and beneath the tree. Niall imagined the man bolting for the bog but being captured before he could reach safety. He saw signs of where they’d dragged him to the tree.

      Numbness smothered Niall. He should be outraged, hurtling curses strong enough to follow the English invaders to their graves. Instead, a bone-crushing weariness washed over him. Yet another nameless soul.

      Grimly, he urged his horse into the woods until he was alongside the corpse. The dead man appeared to be a peasant, judging by the plain cloth of his tunic and trews. If he had worn brogues, those had been stripped from his feet. In that moment when the rope had been thrown over the bough and the noose bit into the man’s throat, had he felt a small measure of relief that it was finally over? No more running and hiding.

      If it were him, would he have fought to the end? Six months ago, he would’ve torn the throat of anyone who suggested otherwise. Now? He wasn’t so certain.

      Niall exchanged his sword for a sharp dagger and sawed through the rope. Averting his face, he held his breath to avoid gagging on the overpowering stench of rotting flesh.

      Carefully, he lowered him to the ground. “Stay, Fionn,” he called out to the wolfhound when he edged closer to investigate. “Give the poor soul a bit of space.”

      After tethering his horse upwind, Niall dragged the corpse to the edge of the bog and covered him with evergreen boughs. This was the best he could do since the ground was hard. When the weather softened, the bog would provide its own burial.

      Niall strode back to his horse. He adjusted the girth in short, sharp movements. He gripped the saddle’s pommel to hoist himself up, but before he mounted his horse, his gaze lit on the cut rope still hanging from the tree. Niall touched his forehead against the arch of his horse’s neck and closed his eyes. After a moment, Fionn nudged his hip, and Niall released his breath slowly.

      “Time to leave, old man,” he told the wolfhound gruffly. The urge to quit this place left a sharp taste in his mouth.

      Niall now set a brisk trot and continued to follow the tracks, his unease growing with each mile. He hoped to see evidence of the English veering south towards Cork. Instead, the tracks continued resolutely east—towards the Tóraidhe camp at Glengarra.

      Later that morning, he reached a crossroads, one branch continuing east while another route veered north towards An Gallbhaile. In that direction lay the home of his Mulriane kin and his sister, Mairead, who was sheltering with their uncle during the war.

      Niall eased his horse to a halt. When was the last time he had seen his sister—his only sister? A sudden wave of homesickness swept through him. To once more see his family. To gather around a peat fire with the company of kin and a hot meal filling his belly.

      The last two years had ground him down. Two years of fighting an English army, shipped across by their Parliament to crush Ireland’s two unpardonable sins: Catholics and Royalist supporters of a king without a crown, the exiled Charles Stuart. Endless skirmishes, defined by strike-and-hide tactics, were a grinding and wearying game that wore the Irish brigades down as much as they did the enemy.

      Where was the drive that had spurred Niall to leave his father’s home in Galway, sword in hand and a burning in his belly? When was the last victory he’d celebrated? Weariness banked his fire, and that pained him more than his empty stomach rubbing against his spine.

      Fionn returned to his side, as stately as a wise king of Éire.

      “And what have we accomplished these past two years, old man?” Niall asked him. Fionn canted his head. “Right, then, you’re not old. ’Tis only me who feels it.”

      A border of twisted blackthorn lined the northern track. The wind sent a spray of dead leaves skittering down the northern road, catching them in a whirlwind before scattering them once again. Fionn slunk after them, ignoring the route they always took.

      “Fionn—not that way,” Niall called out. “That isn’t our road, and well you know it.” Agitated, Fionn circled on the spot, a growly whine reaching Niall’s ears.

      And then Niall saw what had unsettled his wolfhound. The hairs lifted on the back of his nape.

      The enemy tracks swung north.

      

      Niall slowed his mount to a halt at the edge of his uncle’s woods. Fionn crept forward, then tensed. The wind carried the acrid stench of ashes. A meadow stretched before him where nothing stirred, not even the flutter of a bird. Then he heard the distant cawing of crows. His horse shifted nervously under him. Fionn growled.

      An alarm pealed in Niall’s head.

      He loosened his sword in its scabbard and checked the stag-horn dagger tucked into his belt. Motioning to Fionn, he started across the open field.

      Every sense sharpened as he scoured the far woods for any sign of the enemy. His horse’s hooves clomped against the winter-hardened ground and rang deafening in his ears. He urged the horse to move faster.

      Niall reached the shelter of a copse where a solitary cow path led to the outbuildings. The greedy caw of crows grew louder as he approached. Ahead, through the tangled trees, the charred remains of his Uncle Mulriane’s byre stole his breath. All but one valiant post lay in a pile, reduced to blackened timbers. Rage, cold and jagged, sliced through Niall. He clenched his gloved hands into fists; the reins dug into the worn leather.

      English marauders. This stank of them. Niall had seen enough of their handiwork and recognised the fell signs.

      They had passed this way.

      Before, the English would never have dared venture so far from their garrison without a full regiment for fear that the Irish brigades would pick them off. But this winter, Irish strength was dwindling, and the English became emboldened.

      Caution. The enemy could still be here. It took all of his training not to give in to panic and race to his uncle’s manor.

      At a quick glance, the courtyard appeared empty—none of the Mulriane servants putting things to rights. His attention focused on the manor. No trace of a cook fire rising from its chimneys, everything too still. One window had been shattered.

      Niall rode around the byre, grimly taking in the wreckage, until he was clear of it and faced the courtyard.

      Then he saw a cairn. Fear clawed at his gut. Crows flapped over the mound, picking at the spaces between the rocks, strands of hair caught in one beak.

      Niall roared and kneed his horse, charging towards the cairn. Fionn shot ahead, scattering the birds and sending them in an angry blur of wings and shrieks. Niall launched himself from his mount and rushed to the cairn.

      Not Mairead—please not my sister!

      He snatched at the rocks, heaving them aside to dig through the cairn. Niall lifted a stone and then froze. A hand—a man’s fingers contorted like claws. He cleared several more rocks to reveal a face.

      Uncle Mulriane.

      Niall dropped the stone he was holding.

      His uncle’s sightless eyes stared wide and milky. A once hearty man reduced to this. Niall braced his hands on his thighs and bowed his head, fighting to catch his breath. After a few moments, he shifted and, this time with more care, he dug out the other body. Aunt Fi. She was tucked beside her husband as though she had fallen to sleep—except for the dried blood that stained the front of her dress.

      How many cairns had he found, how many had he passed without giving thought to who lay beneath? But this one—this one was personal.

      Niall reached over and smoothed her hair before he rose to his feet. “Where are the others?” he shouted at the watching crows, then lobbed a stone to scatter them. His cousins . . . their servants? Dear God, where is Mairead?

      He hastily replaced the rocks and, when he straightened, caught a movement from the corner of his eye at one of the upper windows in the house. Had it been a bird’s reflection—or were the whoresons still inside?

      “Time for answers—or blood.” He tethered his horse and headed for the manor. “Fionn, with me.”

      The hound followed, then shot ahead and disappeared around the corner to the front entrance. Fionn’s whining and sharp barks spurred Niall forward. Drawing his sword, he approached, slightly crouched and coiled to spring.

      He scanned the side of the manor and courtyard. Nothing stirred, not even a flash from the window. Fionn’s whines grew more pleading.

      Niall hurried around the corner and recoiled. Mounted on two spikes were a pair of bloody heads. As he drew closer, he recognised one—his cousin Diarmuid.

      Mother of God.

      Bile shot into his mouth, and Niall choked it down. “Bastards!” A curse on the lot of them.

      Jaw clenched, Niall gripped his sword. A paper nailed to the iron-studded portal fluttered in the wind and caught his attention. He reached the door, and his eyes swept across the words. That they were written in Irish, not English, stirred Niall’s outrage. A true Irishman would have had his throat cut before colluding with the enemy.

      
        
        For the crime of harbouring and collaborating with the outlaw Tóraidhe, this manor and lands, including all associated chattels and outbuildings, have been seized in the name of the Commonwealth of England.

        

      

      Niall ripped the proclamation from the door. “God damn them.” He crushed it in his fist and yanked open the door, no longer caring what noise he made or if any soldiers had been left behind to guard their spoils.

      Let them come.

      The crows were hungry. Let them feast on rancid English flesh for once.

      A scuffling echoed from somewhere inside the house. Niall canted his head, listening for the intruder. “Fionn, search,” he whispered. The wolfhound set out without hesitation, leading Niall through one room to another, past broken and upturned furniture. The cold wrapped around him like a tomb. With every step he took, dread gripped him. What would he find in the next room?

      From the floor above, a patter of footsteps darted across, then the creaking of the stairs. Fionn bolted ahead. Niall raced into the hallway and found the door to the kitchen swinging on its hinges. He plunged into the kitchen in time to see a shrouded figure reach for the fireplace poker and whirl around to face him. Their mantle fell away.

      Niall skidded to a halt. A woman stood before him, panting and out of breath, her face pale against the vivid auburn of her hair. Her attention darted between the threat of the advancing wolfhound and Niall’s drawn sword. She held the iron poker aloft, and it shook in her grip.

      Niall lowered his weapon and motioned for Fionn to stop. “I mean you no harm.”

      The woman’s shoulders slumped in relief. “You’re not English.” Her poker lowered, its tip striking the earthen floor.

      “God forbid.” Niall took a step closer, but the woman shrank back. Her gaze darted to the back door, and she edged towards the exit. “Wait—don’t fly.” He clamped down on his growing impatience, sensing that any moment she’d disappear, and then he’d learn nothing. “Are you alone?” He used a tone one would use on a skittish colt, even though he wanted to yell, Where is everyone?

      Instead of putting her at ease, his question appeared to make her even more nervous, and she lifted the poker again. Fionn crept forward to inspect her closer, but she held her ground. “Down,” Niall commanded. The wolfhound loomed before the slight maid, the top of his head easily reaching her chest. Strangely, she seemed more wary of Niall than the dog. “Who are you?”

      She didn’t answer right away, as though she weighed her answer. “Áine Callaghan,” she said. “I’m a servant—the Mulrianes’ dairymaid.”

      Hope flared in Niall. If there was one survivor, there were sure to be more. “Where are they? My kin—where’s my sister?” Trust Mairead to have found a safe place to hide, clever girl.

      “Your kin?”

      “I’m Niall O’Coneill—”

      “O’Coneill.” Her eyes widened. “Mairead O’Coneill—”

      “Where is she?” He looked around, as though expecting to see Mairead running into the kitchen. But the house was silent, and the maid, Áine, looked away. “She’s not here, is she?”

      Áine gave a slight shake of her head. Her eyes were bright with tears when she met his gaze.

      “What happened to her?”

      The maid’s mouth quivered. “I can’t say. I didn’t see. Taken by the English, I suppose—they must have been all taken.”

      “You suppose?” His tone sharpened. “How do you suppose? Were you not here?”

      Áine clutched the poker to her chest. “I saw nothing—”

      “When did this happen? Can you tell me at least this?” The blood pounded in his temples. “A day ago, two?”

      “A fortnight.”

      Niall sucked in his breath. By Jesus. So long? The trail would be cold. Where would he find her—if she still lived? Panic clawed at his gut. “She could still be near—”

      “I searched the area for all of them,” Áine said. “Every day I venture a little farther and still, I’ve seen no sign of them.”

      “Another cairn?” It hurt him to ask, but he had to. “A recently dug grave?”

      “There is not another soul who could have done so. Your sister is gone—they are all gone. I’ve lost faith that they could be otherwise.”

      A sudden suspicion flared. “And how was it you survived?”

      “I’ve hidden somewhere near. I only returned to see if I could find some scraps from the cellar.”

      Niall thought of the notice pinned on the front door, and his ire kindled again. A muscle pulsed in his jaw. “Did you betray them? Is that how you secured your freedom?”

      A flare of outrage kindled in the maid’s eyes, and she drew herself to her full height. “I betrayed no one. I would never have harmed a soul. I hid in the byre and barely escaped the fire. The smoke overwhelmed me, and I collapsed behind the peat stack.” Her eyes welled with tears. She looked away, her chest rising and falling. “This is—was—my home.”

      Niall read the truth in her tone and realised she was as much a victim as his kin—as much a victim as Mairead. He stepped away, took in the cold, empty kitchen with stacks of empty crockery. Rage roiled inside his gut. This was to have been Mairead’s safe haven, far from the threat of war, far from any garrison or port. The English should never have reached this estate.

      By Jesus. What evil had befallen his sister? Niall thought of the bodies of women and children these past two years—left behind to spread fear and horror. The message clear: if they could do this to the most vulnerable, a hale and hearty man could expect a torturous death.

      The pounding in his temples exploded, and his vision darkened. Fire rushed from his belly to his throat. With a roar, he upturned a table, then threw his head back and bellowed out his pain and grief.

      As the pain receded, his blurred vision sharpened. He found the maid pressed against the hearth, round eyes filling her face and her hand pressed against her mouth. Seeing her naked fear, Niall struggled to master his anger, to replace the hot blood with ice. After a few moments, a colder, more purposeful fury filled him.

      He would make the English pay.
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      Áine still clutched the poker, her back pressed against the stone fireplace. She had never been more alarmed in her life to see a man materialise in her path. From experience, she gave them all distance. Niall O’Coneill had appeared, sprung from legend—a blazing warrior brandishing a gleaming sword, accompanied by a kingly wolfhound. He looked capable of hewing a giant in half. Were it not for his mud-splattered mantle, stubbled beard and dark shadows beneath his eyes, she’d believe him to be a figment of her fanciful imagination.

      And then reality slammed her with the tide of his rage. With a fearsome bellow, he heaved the edge of the worktable, and it crashed onto its side, sending the crockery smashing upon the floor. Áine muffled a scream. Her shoulder scraped against the rough stone—she was pinned between the fireplace and the raging man. The old terror gripped her.

      With his back turned to her, his shoulders rose and fell with each breath. Áine marshalled her scattered wits, determined to fly. Now was her chance, while this man and his wolfhound paid her no attention.

      But then he faced her. Áine sucked in her breath, her stomach knotting. She was ten feet from the door—from safety—but with every heartbeat of hesitation, that distance stretched to impossible.

      He took a step forward, and she flinched, braced for the force of a blow. She squeezed her eyes shut. Please, not fists.

      “I’m sorry.”

      This hadn’t come from Áine, though those same words had been running through her mind—a reflex she thought she had smothered. No, he had spoken those words.

      Áine’s eyes flew open. He stood a few feet away—jaw tense, hands balled into fists. “I’m sorry,” he repeated tersely. “My anger is not with you.”

      She released the breath she had been holding and gave him an answering nod. Few had ever apologised to her. A part of her feared it might be a ruse.

      The man ran a shaky hand through his dark hair and looked around the kitchen, a frown worrying his brow. “Gather what you will, Áine Callaghan. Supplies, any food. Especially food. We leave shortly.”

      “And where are we to be going?” Áine asked sharply.

      “Away from here.” He seemed deep in thought, his mind visibly whirring.

      Áine had no intention of leaving with this man—any man, even. She had found herself a shepherd’s hut to shelter in, and with the snares she had laid, she could stave off starvation. She knew how to survive.

      She opened her mouth to correct him, but he startled her by reaching past her to pull a canister down from the shelf. He yanked off the top and, finding nothing, tossed it aside. Then he peered inside the bin where Cook kept the oats.

      “Not much,” he muttered as he rapped against the bin. “The bastards left barely enough for a mouse. Is there a sack we could use?” He glanced up and frowned at her. “You’re not moving. Speed, woman. I’m counting on it.”

      And yet everything was moving too fast for her. “I’m not going with you.”

      Niall continued rummaging for supplies and did not look up. “You can’t stay here.”

      She wasn’t his concern. Why should he care? “Not here,” Áine admitted but said nothing more. “I’ll do very well on my own.”

      He frowned, as puzzled by her answer as she was by his refusal to leave her behind. Then he scowled. “Have you no care for your preservation, woman? I’ll not leave you here alone and unprotected. What sort of man do you take me for?”

      “I can’t answer that—I don’t know you.”

      “I’m not a rabid beast. I won’t bite.”

      Áine’s gaze slid to the fearsome hound, who sat on his haunches. His jaws were powerful enough to snap the neck of a wolf. Of the two, she was more inclined to trust the wolfhound. “Go with my blessing. I’ll not fault you for it.”

      “Then allow me to see you safely to your kin,” he said tersely.

      There is no safety there. Before Áine could think of an excuse, the wolfhound cut in with a low, surly growl. Through the shattered windows came a clattering of hooves on the cobbled forecourt.

      “Please tell me that’s your horse,” Áine whispered, praying he’d answer yes.

      Niall swore under his breath, then dashed her hopes. “Not unless the beast multiplied himself tenfold over. Is there an exit in the back?”

      “Through the scullery.”

      “Come on.” He grabbed her wrist and hurried her towards the scullery.

      Áine tried to pull away, but his grip was relentless. “I’ll hide in the garret—they won’t find me.”

      He rounded on her, nostrils flaring, his expression hard. “I left my horse tethered in the front. They know someone is here and will surely tear apart the manor looking for us. Your options have disappeared. We leave now.”

      Áine had been accused of many things in her life but never of being a fool. She gave up trying to disengage and instead quickened her pace to keep up with him.

      They slipped through the scullery and outside into the walled kitchen garden. The wind had picked up, and storm-grey clouds released rain mixed with sleet. The wolfhound dashed ahead and was the first to reach the garden gate.

      Niall crept out of the gate and then waved her through. “Head for the woods,” he said to her. “Even if I fall behind, keep running. Ready? Go!”

      Áine dashed for the fields. Now she was out in the open, an easy target for a predator to swoop in and pick her off. Her knees nearly buckled at the thought, but she pushed through her panic.

      Keep running. Don’t look back. Pretend you’re invisible and they can’t reach you.

      Áine fixed her sights ahead to the sheltering woods. Niall kept pace alongside her, although she sensed he could have run faster. The wolfhound ran several lengths ahead of them.

      Partway to the woods, Áine heard what she had been dreading—a shout from the manor. She threw a glance over her shoulder to see a dozen men swarming the courtyard, running for their horses.

      “Faster!” Niall said. He grabbed her hand to speed her up.

      They plunged into the woods as the English galloped across the field. The pounding of hooves grew louder, as loud as the blood rushing between her ears.

      “This way.” Niall pulled her off the trail, down into a small gully. They wove through a crowded stand of trees, jumping over roots and fallen boughs.

      Behind them, the horsemen had reached the tree line and were charging into the woods. Hooves echoed from different directions—they were fanning out to search for them.

      Niall stopped short, and Áine bumped into him. “We have to hide.” Whirling around, he scanned the trees. They were tall in this part of the woods, their branches reaching upwards and well out of reach. “By Jesus,” he hissed. “I’ll never get you up there.”

      Áine struggled to catch her breath and looked around. She knew where they were. “No, this way.” She ran down a slope with Niall now following her. They skidded their way down the hillside, hurried on by the thrashing sounds of pursuit.

      Áine made straight for a giant of a tree with a yawning hollow. She dropped to the ground and started crawling inside. “Hurry. Don’t stand there,” she called to him over her shoulder. Her words bounced off the interior of the tree. Without further encouragement, he squeezed in after her.

      Áine scooted deeper into the trunk, drawing her knees up to her chest and making room for him next to her. He followed her lead and drew in his legs like a cramped nut.

      “Where—” she started to ask about the wolfhound, but Niall cut her off, his hand pressed against her mouth.

      Someone called from a distance and another answered, crystal clear and in their immediate area. Another joined in the call. Áine’s heart lodged in her throat, and she held her breath, hoping the English soldiers would not come this far down into the gully. But wishes were not salvation.

      A dull thud of hooves grew louder—a few horses, Áine guessed. Niall moved slightly and drew her gaze. He clutched a dagger, ready to strike.

      “Come out, filthy bogtrotters,” a man called out in guttural English. “We know you’re here.”

      Niall tensed beside her, and she could see the pulse of a muscle in his jaw.

      Áine shifted and pressed her thigh against his. She desperately tried to keep still and stop the involuntary trembling that tripped through her body.

      Laughter rang out and drew closer. A pair of soldiers approached either side of their hiding spot. Áine’s breath came in shallow gasps. Niall shifted so that he shielded her with his body. Áine drew herself into an even tighter ball. She heard the snapping of twigs, the falling sleet and the rush of blood in her ears.

      Any second, they would be discovered. Áine clapped her hand against her mouth to prevent a terrified sob from escaping. Niall raised his dagger and leaned forward, ready to slash the soldier the moment he bent down to check the hollowed tree.

      “Find anything?” a voice called.

      “Nowt.” That voice was close—too close. Loud in Áine’s ears.

      “The weather is getting dirty,” the other said. “Circle back. The captain will need to be told.”

      After a long pause, “Aye.”

      One last shower of dirt tumbled over the opening, then the crunching of footsteps, fainter and fainter.

      Áine sagged in relief against Niall’s shoulder. When she realised she pressed against him, she lifted her head and found him looking at her curiously.

      

      Niall remained tense long after he couldn’t hear the footsteps. Were they retreating, or was this a ploy to flush him out? That’s what he would have done. He strained to pick out any foreign sounds from the whispers of the winter forest. The creaking of boughs in the wind gave nothing away.

      Several more moments lapsed, and Áine began to squirm beside him. He leaned down to whisper against her temple, “I need to see if they’ve gone. Stay here.”

      The maid nodded. Niall eased from her side and crept out of the tree’s hollow. He kept low to the ground and scanned the forest for any sign of movement. Nothing. As he searched for Fionn, a grey shadow shifted amongst the grey-brown undergrowth. Niall froze, then recognised Fionn wending his way through the trees. When the wolfhound spied him, he sprang into a run to reach Niall.

      “Good lad,” he said, scratching him behind the ears.

      Niall scouted the immediate area. He found hoofprints that led back to the manor. Probably intent on looting. If he captured one of the troopers, he’d be sure to learn the plight of his sister—where they were holding her.

      Niall returned to the hollow tree where Áine hid. Unthinkable to leave her there, but neither could he take her with him. A maid alone in the forest . . . But she hadn’t wanted his help. Swearing under this breath, he dropped down to peer into the hollow. The maid was wrapped up in her mantle, a part of the shadows. Her grey eyes were luminous and stared back at him, wary. A single tress had escaped her plait and curled around her shoulder, gleaming copper-red.

      “I’m going back to the manor to learn what I can,” he said to her. After a pause, he added, “I’ll return. Keep yourself hidden.”

      “Be careful,” she responded softly.

      Her words touched Niall. He didn’t know why precisely, except that she was thinking more of his well-being than her own. “Promise me you’ll still be here when I return?”

      She bit her lip, as if debating her answer. Finally, she nodded. “For now.”

      Niall had the odd sense he had won a great boon. Turning to Fionn, he said, “Stay. Guard the maid.” He didn’t have to repeat himself. The wolfhound settled himself in the mouth of the tree’s cavity.

      He set off after the tracks, relishing his new role of hunter instead of hunted. The trail was clearly marked. A single set of hooves joined a few others before being swallowed up by several horses. All for two fugitives, Niall thought. The English must be desperate for sport.

      When he reached the tree line, he halted within the shadow of the woods and scanned the surrounding field. Far in the distance, a section of his uncle’s courtyard was visible, with horses tethered to a hitching post. He’d have a better view of the manor from the wreckage of the byre. Niall eyed the distance between himself and the charred byre. Might he make it before a sentry chanced to look his way?

      The whoresons must all be inside the manor, looting the last of his uncle’s goods, treasures that had been in the Mulriane family—his mother’s family—for generations. What was the chance that these English soldiers, desperate to line their pockets, would pay more attention to an empty field instead of the pewter and cloth left behind?

      Niall sprinted across the field towards the byre while keeping an eye on the manor. He reached the ruins without a shout of alarm or a single shot to the head and crouched behind a surviving section of collapsed roof.

      Two soldiers stood sentry in the courtyard alongside a dozen horses, including Niall’s. Their colours were clearly on display—green and gold.

      “Now I’m short a horse. Grand,” he muttered under his breath. He’d held no misconception that it would be otherwise, but he hated how crippled he’d be with the loss of his mount. At least he hadn’t left O’Dwyer’s dispatches in his saddlebag.

      With both those sentries standing guard, he’d have no chance to sneak up on them. A diversion? Not unless he wanted to draw the rest of the soldiers out of the manor, spoiling for a fight. But if he drew one of these soldiers to him, he might at least learn about Mairead.

      He looked around for where he might lure one out, but then four troopers entered the courtyard, and he ducked his head.

      A man swaggered in the lead, wearing a buff coat and a wide-brimmed hat trimmed with a green band. His back was to Niall, but he had the look of a captain, too pleased by the scent of his own shite to be a lieutenant, but too out at the elbows to be anything superior. He moved around the courtyard as though he had the right to the place—no fear in the world that a larger beast would come in and rip the meat from his maw.

      When he finally turned around, Niall inhaled sharply. He knew that man. Captain John Garret of Colonel Sankey’s dragoons. He had captured that English bastard last year, but his commander had released the man and twenty others in a prisoner exchange three weeks later.

      Niall sank back on his heels. The implication turned his stomach. By setting this man free, had he sown the seeds for his own kin’s destruction?

      Couldn’t be. These men were opportunistic looters, while the English savages who had attacked his kin were long gone. But this argument tasted like ash in his mouth. Every wolf had his territory, and he had seen this pattern before. The English struck as quick as lightning and then circled back to gather the pickings.

      Niall studied Garret with fresh eyes, burning every detail in his mind—from the dappled grey horse he went to check on to the slight limp in his left leg and the green scabbard that housed his sword. That blade may well have been the weapon that had murdered his uncle and aunt and severed the head of his cousin Diarmuid. That sword might have the blood of Mairead on it. Bile rose in Niall’s throat and soured his mouth. He dug the tip of his stag-horn dagger into the ground, imagining how he would plunge it into the man’s gut. His vision darkened with rage.

      Garret fired off a series of commands, but Niall couldn’t make out what he said. A soldier pointed to the woods and shrugged. Niall held his breath, suddenly realising the risk to Áine if Garret sent them back to find the fugitives. She’d be alone. What if she mistook the searchers for his return and revealed herself?

      The captain paused far too long for Niall’s comfort. The bastard was weighing his options. A cold sweat trickled down Niall’s forehead, and he wondered if there was any way to reach Áine in time.

      Garret jerked his head and called out to those inside the manor. A few minutes later, men poured into the courtyard with several sacks of goods between them. They loaded up Niall’s horse with the ill-gotten goods while Garret mounted his horse and surveyed the grounds. Niall crouched lower to avoid being seen.

      The rest of the soldiers mounted their horses and, securing Niall’s horse on a lead rope, left the manor and headed eastwards.

      When the last rider disappeared from sight, Niall rose from his hiding spot, ready to howl his frustration. How was he to catch Garret without a horse? At least Niall was a keen tracker. If he had to hunt the English bastard all the way to hell, he’d see it done.

      Niall broke out into a jog to hurry back to fetch Fionn and Áine. The sleet levelled off, turning into a steady drizzle, and there was only an hour left of daylight. A cold mist rose from the ground, obscuring the landmarks and his sense of direction. He retraced his footsteps back to the hollow tree. Niall found Fionn sniffing around the area. Catching his scent, the hound perked up before rushing to greet him.

      “Well done, lad.” Niall disengaged and called out to the tree. “You can come out.” He expected to see her in the opening, but she didn’t appear. “Áine?” A bad feeling washed over him. Had she fled after all? Niall drew closer and crouched down to peer inside the tree’s cavity. “Áine?”

      He heard a slight scuffle before the maid appeared at the entrance. Her auburn hair framed a heart-shaped face; her skin looked creamy against the grey bark. For a moment, Niall thought she was a faerie guarding the entrance to the Otherworld.

      “Are they gone?” she asked, her voice soft and breathless.

      “Ay. Our options have dwindled,” he said, adjusting his mantle so that it covered his head. Twilight was fast approaching, and he dared not attempt to track Garret with fading light. If he missed signs of the troop changing direction, he’d never find them. “Where is this place you’ve been sheltering? Is it far?”

      Áine hesitated.

      “I’ll not trouble you, upon my honour.”

      She wrapped her arms around herself, then gave him a curt
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