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      Conall II: The Raven’s Flight: Eitilt an Fhiaigh Dhuibh is a yarn set in ancient times. It revolves around the Celts and, in this case, Irish and Scottish Celts. As far as possible, I have attempted to use “authentic” Irish and Scots Gaelic words and phrases for personal and place names and for a few phrases.

      To ease your pain, I have provided a guide to the most frequently used character names used in the novel. I have included most family names, and if you stay with the “bold” first names, you will be safe!

      I hope this adds to your enjoyment of the tale. One of these days, I promise to post a comprehensive pronunciation guide on my website and Facebook page. Until then, pronounce the names in the way that gives you the most pleasure. That is what I do!

      One general comment on the language used. The story is written in British English.

      
        
        Irish Gaelic

        Ailill Mac Máta (AHL-il Mak MAW-ta)

        Áine Ni Dedad (AWN-ya Nee DAY-da)

        Brighid Ni Conall (BREED Nee KON-ul)

        Brion Ó Cathasaigh (BREE-un Oh KAS-akh)

        Brocc Ó Cathasaigh (BRUK Oh KAS-akh)

        Cassán (KAS-awn Mak BREE-un)

        Cathán Ó Bric (KA-hawn Oh BRIK)

        Cian Craobhach (KEE-in CRAY-v-akh)

        Conall Mac Gabhann (KON-ul Mak GAWN)

        Craiftine Ó Cuileannáin (KRAFT-in Oh QUILL-an-awn)

        Cúscraid Mac Conchobar (KOO-skri MAK KRUH-who’r)

        Danu Ni Conall (DAH-noo Nee KON-ul)

        Deaglán Ó Neill (DEG-lawn Oh NEE-ul)

        Deda Mac Sin (DAY-da Mak SHEEN)

        Eirnín Mac Gabhann (ER-neen Mak GAWN)

        Eochaidh Ruad (OHY ROO-uh)

        Fearghal Ruad (FER-ul ROO-uh)

        Fionnbharr Ó Cuileannáin (FYUN-var Oh QUILL-an-awn)

        Íar Mac Dedad (EER Mak DAY-da)

        Labhraidh Ó Cuileannáin (LA-ra Oh QUILL-an-awn)

        Macha Mong Ruad (MAHA MUNN ROO-uh)

        Medb (MAY-ve)

        Mongfhionn (MUNN-yung)

        Mórrígan Ni Cathasaigh (Moe-rig-gAHn Nee-KAS-akh)

        Sárán (SAWR-awn Mak CRAY-v-akh)

        Tadhg Ó Cuileannáin (TYG Oh QUILL-an-awn)

        Toirneach (TOR-nah)

        Torcán Ó Dubhghaill (TURK-awn Oh DOO-l)

        Tuathal Mac Conall (TOO-al Mak KON-ul)

        Urard (UR-urd)

      

        

      
        Scottish Gaelic

        Ailde (AL-ja)

        Artair (ASH-ter)

        Bearach(BAY-ruch)

        Blàr Mac Artair (BLAWR Mak ASH-ter)

        Brandubh Mac Artair (BRAN-doow Mak ASH-ter)

        Caol (KOOL)

        Carmag Mac an t-Sionnaich (KAR-ah Mak an-CHUN-ich)

        Ceana Nic Sèitheach (KEMA Nak SHAY-ke)

        Ceallach (KELL-awch)

        Cesan (

        Diadhaidh (JE-ah-ee)

        Drostan Ruadh (DROST-an ROO-ag)

        Eachdonn Breac (ISH-down BREK)

        Failbhe(FAL-uh-vuh)

        Finnean Mac Sèitheach (FIN-yan Mak SHAY-ke)

        Gràinne Nic Caol (GRAN-yuh Nak KOOL)

        Mòrag Nic Artair (MOR-ak Nak ASH-te)

        Morna (MOR-nah)

        Ròidh Mac Eachdonn (ROY Mak ISH-down)

        Seonag Nic Drostan (SHO-nahk Nak DROST-an)

        Ualraig (OO-ul-rik)
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          409 B.C.—SPRING—NORTHERN ALBU

        

      

    

    
      Cassius Fabius Scaeva, Patrician and citizen of Rome was an arrogant, dissolute bastard. It was thus an affront to his dignity and considerable ego that he was a slave. According to his master, he was a bloody poor one, too. Adding further insult to injury, the cause of his downfall was a barbarian—the High Queen of Ériu, Macha Mong Ruad.

      The gaunt Roman aristocrat scratched at recent flea bites and drew a lice-infested cloak around his unwashed body. In those brief moments, before his master commenced prodding him through daily chores with beatings and arbitrary abuse, Cassius again railed against his lot in life. As the cold, pre-dawn sky blushed red, the Roman shivered against the wooden wall of the stall he shared with the livestock and measured his options.

      A year had passed since Macha had arranged his kidnapping and transport to the farthermost part of Albu—a land he knew better as the Tin Islands. At the periphery of the known world, the wedge of moorland and marshes was bounded on two sides by a bitterly cold sea and to the west by towering snow-capped mountains swaddled in dense forests and wildwoods. There, wolves, bears, and lynxes prowled the land. Pairs of golden eagles soared high above, scanning for young sheep and red deer.

      The local tribes lived in semi-permanent, scattered settlements consisting of small clusters of utilitarian dwellings built of stone, wood, and thatch. There was little need for forts. Chieftains often moved their people from place to place. The land was too meagre for farming, so a nomadic lifestyle was as inevitable as it was practical. As far as Cassius could see, the only assets worth protecting were the vermin-riddled herds of cattle and sheep.

      A few circular stone towers—brochs—stood here and there. They had been built more for vanity than defence and were not favoured by Cassius’ captors. Their only actual forts were on a coastal promontory and an island at the edge of the tribe’s territory. Cassius snorted derisively through his twice-broken, aquiline nose. What idiot puts a fort on an island at the edge of the world? Who did the noble think was going to attack him? The fish?

      Cassius counted five minor tribes in this northeastern region. Their borders were marked by huge standing stones carved with intricate, curling tribal designs. The people belonged to the Cinn Péinteáilte—the Painted Ones. Their bodies were covered in variations of the same sigils, painted or etched permanently onto their skin using metal and bone needles. The sigils were their armour, and so they fought fiercely and naked.

      The Roman’s owners were known as the Na Daoine Smeurta—The Smeared. The tribe’s name originated from a tradition of coating their bodies with animal blood and fat. In times of war, the blood of human enemies was preferred. To the sensibilities of an aristocrat such as Cassius, the stench of rancid fat was especially rank in the warmer months. Yet it did not seem to bother the tribe members. In winter, however, the layer of fat gave the Na Daoine Smeurta some protection from the harsh cold. It could also prevent an enemy from getting a good grip in a closely fought battle.

      Three tribes took their names and characteristics from wild animals or fowl: the Aos an Fhithich or Raven People to the south, the Aos nan Cat or Cat People to the north and the Aos nan Caorach or Sheep People to the west.

      Beyond the Aos an Fhithich lay the territory of the Na Daoine Tùrsach. They were a fanatical religious community of priest-warriors whose tuireadh—death chants—struck fear even into the hearts of Cassius’ captors. From snippets of conversation, the Roman had gleaned that much larger tribes inhabited the great highland forests and lowlands further to the south.

      Apart from occasional cattle raids, the Na Daoine Smeurta had little contact with neighbouring tribes. Cassius fervently wished that he, too, had no contact with them. The language of the tribe was gruff and heavily accented. It was strikingly different from the softer, melodic tones of the inhabitants of Ériu.

      Cassius’ neck muscles knotted as his thoughts were drawn to Conall Mac Gabhann. The vivid, bitter memories of his nemesis produced a dull throb in his temples. The young barbarian had shocked the Roman with his revenge-driven tenacity and resourcefulness. Grimly, though only to himself, Cassius conceded that it was he who, having arranged the slaughter of Conall’s family, had spurred Conall along the path from lowly apprentice blacksmith to warrior king.

      In an absurdity of fate, Cassius’ most likely escape from his current predicament lay in Conall’s relentless quest to find him. The Roman was also aware that this path would probably lead to an excruciatingly painful death—unless he had something with which to bargain. Some piece of information that would at the least cause Conall and his witch-queen Mórrígan to pause.

      The Roman smiled in small comfort before his ribs bore the dull thud of his master’s calloused barefoot.
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          SUMMER—NORTHWESTERN ALBU

        

      

    

    
      A day’s walk inland from the northeastern coast of Ériu, Ráth na Lairig Éadain sat upon a towering black nipple of rock that rose from the gleann floor. Fishermen and traders from the small coastal villages in the shadow of the fortress were happy to provide information on Cinn Tìre and the inhabitants of the long, narrow peninsula across the sea. According to lore, the Aos an Eich—the Horse People were thought to be descendants of the Ulaid of northern Ériu.

      Conall Mac Gabhann sat on the grassy verge of the cliff and gazed east toward Albu. As he listened to the squeals of laughter from his daughters, Danu and Brighid, playing tag behind him, Conall reflected that he was an apprentice blacksmith helping his father not so long ago. Now, he was a warrior king bent on avenging his parents' and sisters’ murders and was responsible for a growing army and their followers. The scars on his hands were from blades, not errant cinders or hammers.

      He intended to avoid a costly skirmish when his army and people landed on Cinn Tire. From what he had heard, horses were the key. Íar Mac Dedad, his friend and the commander of his fledgeling cavalry, had a passion for life and horses that knew few limits. Hence, Conall had chosen him to lead the delegation.

      As a gift for the Aos an Eich’s king, Íar had selected some fine horse stock from his herds. Accompanied by Deaglán Ó Neill, Cian Craobhach, and a small group from Conall’s caomhnóirí—his personal guard, Íar set off to negotiate passage through Eachdonn Breac’s lands. It was the first step in the quest to find Cassius.
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        * * *

      

      Eachdonn Breac, king of the Aos an Eich, watched the group approach from his vantage point on the thick, stone-faced ramparts of Dùnsgéitheig. The wall, five paces thick at its base and clad with stone on its inner and outer surfaces, protected the king’s residence.

      There was only one entrance. It looked eastward and was imposingly lined with cut stone and finished with solid oak gates. The gates were secured with a heavy beam mated with slots cut into the rock.

      The outer wall rose to one and a half times the height of a warrior. Broad stone steps had been cut on each side of the entrance, allowing access to the inner parapet. Fifty of Eachdonn’s spearmen lined the rampart. A similar number of horsemen waited out of sight behind the fort.

      Local fishermen had alerted Eachdonn to the galley anchored in the cove at Ceann an Locha on the narrow peninsula of Cinn Tire. Of itself, the presence of the ship was not unusual. Traders and merchants from the tribes in the far south and Greeks and Phoenicians were fairly frequent visitors. The hardy breed of horses his people raised was highly valued for work and war. Since the early days of the tribe, horses had provided a constant resource used for trade and barter.

      Astride their horses, the three men at the front of the small group rode with the posture of seasoned warriors—relaxed but alert for trouble. Ornately decorated helmets glinted in the sun. Rust-coloured leather armour, inlaid with iron scales, protected their torsos.

      Each carried a small, circular scíath painted red and embellished with a black raven. Three javelins in leather sheaths were strapped to each horse’s flank. Even from a distance, Eachdonn could make out that the riders and their guards carried a range of swords and axes.

      The leaders were accompanied by a ten-man guard that kept pace with the riders and held to a disciplined formation as they tramped along the rutted trail. Their helmets were less ornate, but they, too, wore boiled leather armour over a short tunic of soft leather. Most wore brightly coloured pants that ended in boots or bróga—shoes. Each carried a tall shield spanning from chin to knee with the same emblem—a black raven on a red sky.

      Eachdonn absentmindedly brushed his hand over long, auburn hair that hung like a horse’s mane over his broad shoulders. Tugging at random clumps of knots, he thought he might need a haircut. “Their weapons and armour are certainly uncommon,” he mused. A small patch of bristles on his recently scraped chin annoyed him. Inevitably, the king’s attention and deep, fern-green eyes were drawn to the horses.

      With a note of admiration and envy, he sighed. Eachdonn loved his tribe’s ponies fiercely, but the ones approaching were sleek and powerful beasts. They were also at least a hand taller than his shaggy breed. Possibilities swept through his mind. “Let’s hope they have honour as well as great taste in horses.”
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        * * *

      

      Due to the tides, it had been late afternoon when the group arrived at Maol Chinn Tìre—the headland of the peninsula. The landing on the shingle beach was uneventful, save for the numerous oaths and curses shouted as men splashed their way through bone-chilling waters. A second round, populated liberally with more swearing and threats of roasted horsemeat, broke out when Íar, Deaglán and Cian’s horses shook themselves dry. The men’s few remaining dry clothes were soon soaked.

      “Quit your complaining!” said Íar. The tenor of his voice was disturbingly similar to that of his horse. “We’ll camp here for the night and journey on at dawn. Build a good fire with the driftwood. We’ll eat, sleep, and get an early start.”

      To Deaglán, who had just removed his helmet and was tying his long, fire-red hair back from his face with a leather thong, Íar said, “Take two men and do a quick survey before the light fades. Find a path off this beach. See if there are any threats we should be aware of.” Deaglán dipped his head and moved off.

      At first light, the band strapped on armour and weapons. The season had turned from winter to spring, yet the weather remained bitterly cold. Hence, the men made good use of their brightly coloured, heavy woollen brats, leg wraps, and multiple layers of tunics and socks.

      Cliffs worn smooth by the blasts of stormy seas and by gathered winds that flayed the land with sand and rock rose from the shoreline. Deaglán led the party to a well-trodden pathway, allowing passage for man and horses.

      Immediately adjacent to the coastline, the land was primarily flat and tended by many small homesteads. Beyond the fertile coastal plain, the landscape became hilly moorland, sparsely populated with oak, ash, aspen, birch, rowan, holly, willow, and alder. The rugged countryside was still covered in thickly packed snow, broken only by bright orange and yellow splashes from prolific gorse bushes. Indigo-tinted crags and snow-capped peaks swaddled in silver-grey clouds towered in the distance.

      Their journey was well-observed but did not appear to cause undue alarm. The only attack they faced came from children who, hiding behind dry stone walls, launched volleys of snowballs. Squeals of delight followed when a few of those walking returned fire—although with restrained strength. A large, fortified roundhouse appeared as the small band rounded a bend of the meandering coastline.

      The dwelling made excellent use of the crag upon which it sat. To the front, there was a thick, stone-faced rampart and ditch; behind, a sheer cliff face plunged to the waters below. As Íar’s group approached, men armed with spears and shields positioned themselves in front of the building. The leader pointed ahead with his spear and, in a rolling growl of a brogue, said, “Continue along this path. Ye’r expected. If ye pick up your pace, ye’ll make Dùnsgéitheig before dark.”

      As Dùnsgéitheig came into view, Deaglán was incredulous. “By the Hag, Íar. Another fort! We’ve travelled less than a day from the cove, and this is the second we’ve seen. The Cinn Péinteáilte—Painted Ones—must like building forts. Or they do a lot of fighting.”

      The much older, shaven-headed Cian laughed at his red-haired nephew. “Aye, although that last one was more of a fortified home. Trees appear scarce, so it’s understandable why they use stone and dirt.” Nodding towards Dùnsgéitheig, he added, “But that is much better built. More like an ráth—fort.”

      Deaglán sighed. “Cúscraid is going to have to do some thinking if we need to crack any of these open.”

      As they drew alongside him, Íar Mac Dedad roared with laughter at the craic shared between the two men. His laugh was infectious, and soon, the guard had joined in, with the raucous sound carrying to the bemused warriors on the walls of Dùnsgéitheig.
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        * * *

      

      “It seems our visitors are in good spirits,” said Eachdonn as he watched the group’s leader walk his mount slowly forward.

      When within hailing distance of the fort, Íar stopped and removed his helmet. As he shook long, braided hair the colour of deep amber with streaks of sandstone, he looked up at the men on the wall. Their spear tips were visible, glinting in the afternoon sun.

      In a booming voice, he called out, “I am Íar Mac Dedad, son of Rí Deda Mac Sin of Curraghatoor in the land of Ériu and a loyal servant of Rí Conall Mac Gabhann.” He held up the reins of two magnificent horses, “We come as friends and bring greetings and gifts.” Following Íar’s lead, Deaglán and Cian removed their helmets and cantered forward.

      “He certainly has a voice to match his girth,” remarked Eachdonn to the warrior closest to him. The man nodded his head in agreement. The king leaned forward, placing his hands firmly on the smooth, grey stone of the ramparts. “Enter as friends and eat with us.” Under his breath, he added, “Let us hope that you also leave as friends.”
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        * * *

      

      A blazing wood and peat fire provided light and warmth at the centre of the roundhouse. As the evening passed, the light from the flames and rushlights grew obscured through a dense haze of aromatic smoke. The dim light did nothing to disguise the increasingly flushed cheeks caused by the heat and abundantly flowing beer. Indeed, it transpired that Íar and Eachdonn shared a love of horses and beer. It was not long before they were intent on seeing who could drink the most.

      In the early morning hours, the sound of revelling and belching was gradually replaced by grunting, snoring, and farting as sleep gradually overcame the revellers. Finally admitting defeat, Eachdonn stood, nodded to Íar, and staggered to a nearby bed. Pausing briefly to fart, Íar slowly broke off a final slab of bread, wiped the fat from a haunch of boar and sank his teeth into the roasted, pink flesh. He washed the food down with more beer before slumping across the wooden table.

      A short time later, as morning arrived, Deaglán awoke to a fragile stomach and pounding headache. With a moan of “Shite,” he tossed several furs aside and stumbled outside. Muttered curses near the doorway and sounds of retching followed. In contrast, Eachdonn, Íar and Cian, looking none the worse for wear, were already deep in conversation. They chuckled at the young man’s distress.

      “Young ones!” remarked the king. “They just can’t keep up.”

      “You can tell he was well brought up. He had the good manners to puke outside,” said Cian. The others laughed.

      Eachdonn sliced a wedge of cheese with his dagger and refilled his jug with milk. “I’ll be frank, Íar. With Conall’s army’s size and the people accompanying it, you’re already bigger than some of the tribes in the far north. The larger tribes to the east and south will either see you as a threat or want to hire your warriors as mercenaries. You may not even get a chance to approach the ones to the northeast. They don’t speak the same language as us and are always eager to fight.”

      “And what of you, My Lord?” asked Íar. “Do you see us as a threat?”

      Íar and Cian waited as Eachdonn considered his answer. The king shook his head. “You and I share a love of horses,” he said. “Your king’s gift was well chosen—much better than trying to bribe me with gold.”

      Glancing at Cian and amused at Deaglán’s wobbly gait, he said, “And I have a kinship with my brothers from the Ulaid. Conall Mac Gabhann is young but discerning. Tell him from Eachdonn Breac, king of Aos an Eich, that he and his people are welcome to travel through our lands.

      I look forward to greeting him and his queen at Dùn Athad.”
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        * * *

      

      A few weeks later, Íar returned to Ráth na Lairig Éadain bearing gifts for Conall and his queen, Mórrígan. Of more importance, he brought a hand of friendship and permission to land at Ceann an Locha on the eastern shore of the narrow peninsula.

      At Eachdonn’s suggestion, they would use the fort at Dùnsgéitheig as a base of operations. With the main army settled, Conall and his Chomhairle—his council of advisers, would travel north to Eachdonn’s primary residence, the fortress of Dùn Athad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          DÙNSGÉITHEIG & DÙN ATHAD

        

      

    

    
      Pytheas stood on the deck of the galley and took a deep breath. His nostrils filled with the sweet scent of cedar wood. The calming slap of wavelets against the hull lifted his spirits even higher. The small, swarthy, somewhat overweight Greek merchant chuckled as he saw his cargo embark.

      His sharp eyes took in the nervous glances of his passengers, many of whom had never been on a small boat, let alone a galley. He noted that many sported beautiful gold and silver torcs, bracelets and clasps, intricately designed belts and scabbards and finely embroidered and fringed brats.

      A narrow strip of cold water separated Ulaid lands from the headland of Cinn Tire. On a rare, cloud-free day, Maol Chinn Tìre was visible from the limestone cliffs that guarded the northeastern shores of Ériu.

      The journey would be short, although the strong currents and frequent sea mists that plagued Maol Chinn Tìre were not to be underestimated. A light breeze under the powder-blue sky fluffed Pytheas’ black hair. The seas are calm for me but maybe a little less pleasant for Conall’s people.

      The merchant-sailor was well-known to the Ulaid of northern Ériu for his trade in goods. This contract, however, was unusual. His instructions from Ériu’s flame-haired and quick-tempered Ard Rígan—High Queen, Macha Mong Ruad, were clear-cut. “Get the bastards off my territory and do it quickly.”

      He could understand why. Macha had been resoundingly defeated and humbled before her army and nobles by Conall at the battle of Ráth na Lairig Éadain. Although handed over gracelessly, the gold paid for the job would compensate for the monotony of fulfilling the contract.

      Pytheas quickly recruited enough ships to do the job. Galley captains happily took the gold as an extra piece of business. Most traded with Southern Albu’s tin mines. Thus, after their final group of passengers disembarked, they would sail south to pick up a load of ore. From there, they would journey to the warmer climates of the Great Sea and their home ports.

      The Greek was impressed by Conall’s tribe. No longer were they a loose gathering of itinerants. They were united, a purposeful people protected by an army whose battles against greater odds were already being lauded—even as far as Rome.

      Their rí, Conall Mac Gabhann, a hard-muscled, intense young man of barely twenty-four summers, bore battle scars on exposed hands, arms and thighs and in the torment reflected in his grey-blue eyes.

      It was a testament to his ability that Conall had brought together and commanded the respect of a diverse group of men and women as advisers. The rogues, warriors and a demi-goddess projected an aura of strength, cunning and dread. They were known to Conall’s people as the Chomhairle—the Council.

      There was also Conall’s fiercely loyal caomhnóirí, one hundred elite warriors who seldom strayed far from their leader. They had fought side-by-side with the king in the worst circumstances and were devoted to ensuring his safety.

      In planning the journey, Pytheas spent many long evenings with Conall and his haunted yet beautiful, emerald-eyed queen, Mórrígan. Pytheas felt his brain shrink as Conall drew knowledge from him with probing questions about the lands of Cinn Tìre and the Cinn Péinteáilte. Also, the southern territories of Albu and the tribes that surrounded Rome and the Great Sea. Their conversations were often brought to a close only by the frequent headaches that plagued the intense young leader.

      As for Mórrígan, her presence made Pytheas uneasy. The intricate paintings and designs permanently etched into her pale skin projected a constant, heady aura of seduction and darkness. He was more than happy that their conversations together were limited.
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        * * *

      

      While satisfied with Íar’s report concerning Eachdonn, Conall was not about to take risks with the well-being of his people. The plan was to land the army at Ceann an Locha and secure the area. Then, the people would disembark and journey to the agreed campsite at Dùnsgéitheig. Conall was more than grateful for the wise heads of his quartermaster, Cian, and the civic leader, Seanán, for managing the logistics of the exodus.

      As they were led up the boarding ramp, the snorting of uneasy horses broke Pytheas’ contemplations, and he glanced up. Smiling broadly and bowing with a grand flourish, he regarded Conall, Mórrígan, their daughters, Danu and Brighid and their new son, Tuathal.

      “Welcome to my kingdom. Please come aboard.”

      Conall smiled wanly at the Greek. Pytheas’ assurances that, with a calm sea, the voyage would take at most from dawn to mid-day did little to quell Conall’s rising anxiety. He was not looking forward to the journey but did his best to put on a brave face. Unlike his commanders, whose strategy for coping with the short voyage was to get blind drunk, Conall decided that as king, he should set a better example.

      He uttered a slightly annoyed and envious sigh as slurred cheers and shouts of “Move along up there!” came from Fearghal, his battle commander. They were echoed by Cúscraid, his master of defence, and Brion, the brother of Mórrígan. With a curt nod to the ship’s captain, Conall and his family took their designated places at the prow.

      The flat-bottomed bireme lurched as forty pairs of oars dropped into the waters, propelling the ship from the crystal-clear shallows into the deeper, green-blue waters. A flock of ravens took flight on the land and accompanied the galley.

      Conall gripped the wooden rail, grimly assuring himself he was just maintaining his balance. Since the warriors were wearing armour, and few could swim, they would have little chance of surviving should any ship sink during the crossing.

      Even with a fleet of thirty galleys, it took an entire cycle of the moon to transport the army, its followers, and animals across the narrow neck of water. At each sunrise and until the sunset, Conall stood on the cliffs at Ceann an Locha, watching each galley disgorge its cargo.

      The army took precedence, but before long, they too appeared along the cliff top, waiting anxiously for their loved ones to arrive and disembark. By all accounts, the flight was successful, with only two ships lost. Íar, however, was particularly troubled as one contained horses.

      The Chomhairle and half of the caomhnóirí took up residence in the cluster of roundhouses within the walls of Dùnsgéitheig. A substantial camp was erected against the fort’s ramparts for the people and the rest of the army.

      In the weeks following the landing at Ceann an Locha, faces wore a brave façade. Still, eyes betrayed wistful memories of Ériu—a land that would always be home. The geis laid upon their king by the Aes Sídhe meant it was a land they were unlikely to return to. Matching the melancholy was an unwavering determination to thrive.

      Tears flowed around the campfires in the evenings as ballads and tales of Ériu were sung, accompanied by wailing pipes, harps, and the insistent beat of bodhráin. Inevitably, as time passed, fonder and more pleasant reminiscences supplanted darker memories.
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        * * *

      

      Glistening wet in the light rainfall, the stone fortress of Dùn Athad perched atop a teardrop-shaped, moss-covered escarpment. The view from the fort was breathtaking, with clear sightlines far into the distance.

      Few could attack Dùn Athad and remain unseen or avoid being sucked into the marshland of A’ Mhòinteach Mhór that surrounded the crag. A wide river curved and coursed westward through the valley toward the sea.

      A shimmering rainbow arced across the silver sky as Cúscraid and Conall climbed towards the fortress. The entrance was through a natural gully on the southeastern side, followed by a climb up a terraced hillside. Cúscraid pointed to the ongoing construction of two perimeter defensive lines using stone, wood ramparts, and deep, wide ditches.

      “Eachdonn must have pissed someone off to prepare fortifications such as these.”

      Conall, panting with the steep climb, silently regretted volunteering to take his daughter Danu, now five summers old, on his shoulders. Catching his breath, he nodded. “Unfriendly neighbours and active warbands. We’ll make the best of the king’s hospitality but remain vigilant.” A sharp slap on his head reminded him of his daughter’s competitive nature.

      “Da! Brighid is catching up. I want to be first to the ráth.”

      As Conall rolled his eyes at a grinning Cúscraid, he said, “It may be a while before we meet or make other friends or allies.”

      Conall glanced around at a rare sight. The tall, granite-sculpted Fearghal Ruad, his battle commander and mentor, for once without his favoured longsword, was being whipped and urged on by Conall’s other daughter, Brighid. Fearghal’s mock cries of pain and anguish were greeted by giggles from Danu’s dark-haired twin. His jaw set, Conall lengthened his stride.

      “Like father, like daughter,” murmured Cúscraid, shaking his head. He soon found himself abreast of Brion and Áine, who had adopted a much more leisurely pace with their son, Cassán. The boy’s mass of bronze-red curls fought against the cap his mother insisted that he wear.

      As they passed through the entrance of Dùn Athad, Cúscraid admired the solid walls that stretched back for ten paces before giving way to the open yard and dwellings. He was eager to learn about their construction. Mongfhionn, the statuesque Sídhe, paused briefly to touch and draw strength from the solid oak gates.

      Eachdonn Breac, accompanied by his queen, Ceana, stood before a towering broch at the centre of the fort. His trusted chieftains flanked them. Ceana was a tall woman with high cheekbones brushed pink by the chill wind. Porcelain skin and waist-long tresses of fair hair contrasted with the king’s ruddy, wind-burned complexion and auburn mane. Ceana’s expression was friendly but watchful and alert.

      Íar strode forward and bowed gracefully for a man of his bulk, saying, “Perhaps I should make the introductions?” Eachdonn smiled his assent. “My Lord, it pleases me to present my king, Conall Mac Gabhann and his queen Mórrígan Ni Cathasaigh.” Conall stretched forth his hand in friendship. His steady gaze held Eachdonn’s as he received a firm grip in response.

      A startled gasp escaped from Ceana as Mórrígan slipped her hood back. A hastened apology followed it. “Please excuse my rudeness. Your paintings are intricate and beautiful but are often associated with the Cinn Péinteáilte to the east and north. We have not found our neighbours to be overly friendly.”

      “Overly friendly!” snorted Eachdonn, “There’s an understatement. At the slightest sign of weakness, that bastard Drostan Ruadh of Aos na Coille—the Forest People, would slaughter us and add this territory to his.” The king slapped the rock of the broch, “Only solid rock, thick walls and sharp spears preserve the peace in these lands.”

      A flicker of Ceana’s hazel eyes interrupted the king’s diatribe. “But enough of this talk, let’s eat, drink, sing ballads and tell outrageous tales. We can speak of more serious matters over the next few days.”

      Glancing over Conall’s shoulder, Eachdonn caught sight of the smaller figure of Pytheas. “Glad you could take up my invitation.” The merchant smiled and bowed. Eachdonn took note of the tall, dark-skinned Spartan, Nikandros and said, “Traders such as our friend, Pytheas, are not unknown to us. This dark warrior intrigues me.” He then bowed to the Sídhe, who stood beside Fearghal. “As do others in yer party.”

      The skin around Eachdonn’s glinting green eyes crinkled in amusement as he addressed Nikandros. “The winters in Ériu are nothing compared to here. In this land, ye’ll freeze yer balls off in that short tunic. Never worry, I’ve excellent wolf pelts ye can choose from.”

      Nikandros bowed deeply and laughed politely at Eachdonn’s words. Quietly to Fearghal, he said, “Should I learn some new swear words for this land?”

      “Nah, Eachdonn and his people will understand ‘póg mo thoin’—kiss my arse—and the others you have acquired. From what I’ve heard, I doubt we’ll get close enough to the Cinn Péinteáilte for language to matter! Give me back my sword, and let’s fill our bellies with the king’s hospitality. After that climb, I’m starving and thirsty. Íar tells me they brew great beers here.”
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        * * *

      

      The following sunrise, dry mouths and sore heads were managed with a simpler repast of oatmeal, bread, hard cheese, honeyed milk, and cool spring water. Plain talking was the order of the day. Eachdonn opened up the conversation as he broke the crust of a loaf of freshly baked bread, savouring its aroma before taking a bite.

      “Between the wagon trails and trading ships, we’re not isolated and are well informed of news from around this island and Ériu. I know who ye seek. My information is that the Roman is a slave with the Smeared. The last news that reached us was before the winter. If yer quarry is still alive, it speaks well of his survival instinct.”

      Conall made to speak, but the king held a friendly hand up, “Let me continue a wee bit longer.” Ceana rolled her eyes. Eachdonn loved to talk. “The Smeared inhabit the furthest reaches of this land, across vast valleys, dense wildwoods and forests, tall mountains permanently covered in ice and snow, and bottomless lochs. The weather is unpredictable. Only the Aos nan Cat, who take their name from the lincean—lynxes—that inhabit the mountains, live further north.

      “The tribes of the north are fierce and deserve respect. Their sigils are etched into their skin with bone or iron. The bastards believe their painting is their armour. They fight naked or almost naked—even in the coldest weather. The land they live on shows them no mercy, and they show none to strangers. They have few forts or brochs, using the mountains and forests as their defences.”

      Eachdonn gnawed another mouthful of bread. “Before ye reach the Na Daoine Smeurta, ye’ll likely battle yer way through the Na Daoine Tùrsach—a seriously disturbed people ruled by a fanatical queen.” Rubbing his chin, he paused and thought briefly about the raven symbols emblazoned on the army’s shields, banners, and Conall and Mórrígan’s helmets.

      “Possibly the Raven People, although that could be an interesting encounter.”

      “What size of armies can they field?” asked Brion before biting appreciatively into a slab of sharp-tasting yellow cheese.

      “Not huge. Their warbands number anything from fifty to five hundred men. If they had to, each of the smaller tribes could probably field five or ten thousand warriors aged fourteen to forty summers.

      “But ye miss my point. They rarely fight in open battles. They strike hard and quickly and then disappear into the land. It will be a challenging journey across the mountains to reach the Na Daoine Smeurta. Truthfully, it would be easier to liberate yer prize from the Otherworld.”

      Eachdonn regarded Conall with concern. “Yer army will find the task demanding,” he said, sweeping his hand in a wide arc. “Ye certainly cannot take yer people. There is no warmth in the air; even in early autumn, the weather can turn nasty. They would perish in the mountains.”

      Swallowing a mouthful of milk, Eachdonn added one more comment. “The tribes are a superstitious lot. If the Lady Sídhe or yer queen travelled with ye, that might be an edge that would prove useful.”

      Fearghal nudged Nikandros at the far end of the table. “They certainly scare the shite out of me.” Mongfhionn and Mórrígan’s heads swivelled towards him. The bluff warrior instantly became the focus of two piercing stares.

      Until that moment, Pytheas had listened quietly but with increasing interest in the discussion. He said, “You may not need to traverse the mountains.” Then, smiling at Conall and his party, he continued, “But you will need to develop a love of sailing!”

      Curious, Conall and Eachdonn ignored the moans and groans of the others and signalled the Greek to continue. “A few days’ sailing north along the western coastline, there is a body of water known as An Linne Sheileach. This leads northeast along rivers and lakes to Cùil Daothail, a significant trading and iron-working settlement protected by the Forest People.

      “It also borders Na Daoine Tùrsach’s territory. From there, it is a manageable march through pinewood forests, moors, and coastal plains to the domain of the Ravens and then to the Na Daoine Smeurta.

      “I’ve often pondered whether my smaller galleys could make the trip. If it were possible, it would avoid having to sail around the northern coasts with their treacherous currents and squalls. My offer is to transport a small raiding party to Cùil Daothail. After that, I will sail south to trade on the eastern coast and then to the Great Sea. You, unfortunately, will have to make your own way back.”

      “Well, that’s a possibility,” said Conall. “What of the rest of the army and people? We must consider how we’ll feed almost five thousand and find shelter for the winter.” Looking at Eachdonn, he said, “I’m sure our friendship with Aos an Eich would be strained with such a large group on their lands. Our gold, while not meagre, will not last forever, and we’d have to turn to raiding just to survive.”

      “Ye could take and hold Dùn Na Mèadaidh.”

      Eachdonn’s stark statement was met by murmurs of “Impossible!” from the king’s chieftains. Ceana shifted uncomfortably.

      “I knew it. We’re back to fighting impossible odds, aren’t we?” Cúscraid said.

      “What did you expect?” Fearghal ran a distracted hand across his stubbly cheek and chin. “Few of us will die old men.”

      Cúscraid laughed at his friend, “So you still consider yourself young?”

      “Bastard!” Fearghal said and glanced at Mongfhionn. “I can still keep my end up.”

      “Dùn Na Mèadaidh is a half-cycle of the moon’s journey east,” Eachdonn said. “As its name suggests, it’s the fortress of the Na Mèadaidh. The fort sits on a hill at the western end of a long, narrow mountain range, surrounded by a valley of woods and bogs. If ye can take it, it can be defended.

      The land is rich in sheep and cattle. There are a good number of mines, too. It is on the major route south and should not be difficult for your raiding party to locate—assuming they survive the Na Daoine Smeurta.” Eachdonn waited for some reaction to this information from Conall and the Chomhairle.

      After a long pause, Conall said, “We’ll meet to plan further tomorrow. In the meantime, let’s enjoy the king’s generous hospitality.”
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        * * *

      

      Before long, Eachdonn sat alone with Ceana and mulled over the day. “Have you taken leave of your senses?” she said, interrupting his thoughts. “You know who rules at Dùn Na Mèadaidh.”

      Eachdonn sighed resignedly. “I know, but it is the only logical choice. If Conall’s people remain on our lands, we’ll certainly fight. Tell me, where else could Conall settle his people?”

      Ceana looked at him sternly. “And there’s no other reason?”

      Exasperated, Eachdonn growled as he refilled his beer. “Ye know as well as me. Finnean Mac Sèitheach’s warbands cause us constant trouble and disrupt trade. More concerning are the rumours that the white-haired bastard has forged an alliance between the Forest People, the An t-Aos-Sìthiche—the Sídhe’s Hounds, and the Aos nan Con-Seilge—the Hunter’s Hounds.

      “We cannot allow the tribes to band together and drive us into the sea.” Eachdonn took Ceana’s hand and gazed into the ever-changing green and gold of her eyes, “There is no love between ye and your brother. He cut yer father’s throat and likely would have done the same—or worse, to ye had I not rescued ye.”

      Ceana snorted derisively. “Rescued me! You stole me when I was only ten summers old during a cattle raid, then used me as a fidchell piece to forestall my father from slaughtering you and your people.”

      Eachdonn’s arms encircled Ceana, almost squeezing the life from her. “Mere details, my queen. It has worked out well with the Goddess’ blessing for both of us.” As he held her, Eachdonn felt his manhood stir against her warm body. Hoarsely, he changed the subject. “Since ye’r no longer a child, and it would appear I haven’t drunk so much that I can’t satisfy yer wild passions, I think we should retire.”

      A swift and stinging slap of Ceana’s hand left a red welt on Eachdonn’s cheek. She turned and padded on bare feet across the slate floor towards the stone steps leading to their private quarters. In that short distance, she had disrobed, presenting the king with a full view of her round white arse as she disappeared from view.

      Eachdonn laid his beer mug on the floor and followed. When he reached the upper room, he had somewhat inelegantly stripped and was evidently looking forward to rutting his queen.
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        * * *

      

      Later, Ceana lay flushed on her bed. Her finger traced the tiny beads of now-cold sweat between her breasts and circled the dark areola surrounding still-hard nipples. She smiled. She had never been with another man and had never regretted it. Eachdonn’s style of rutting was forceful, but he combined this with satisfying longevity. Even should his hardness flag, her mouth was more than willing to ensure it was a temporary delay.

      As she listened to Eachdonn’s loud, contented snoring, Ceana recalled the evening’s discussion. She warmed to the thought of her brother, Finnean’s departure from Dùn Na Mèadaidh—even better if he were dead.

      Yet Dùn Na Mèadaidh rightfully belonged to her, not some newly titled king from Ériu. The steel in Conall’s eyes told Ceana that he would be hard to dislodge once installed in Dùn Na Mèadaidh. She needed a piece in this game loyal only to her.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re the rí, Conall. It would be best if you stayed with the main army,” said Íar. “A few hundred against thousands is not good odds. Let others bring the Roman to you.”

      Mongfhionn agreed with Íar. “The risk is too great.”

      Conall sighed in exasperation. His Chomhairle had spent most of the morning persuading him to remain with the army. With jaw set, he said, “Enough. I will lead the raid north with Fearghal, Torcán, Deaglán, Mórrígan, and, if she agrees, Lady Mongfhionn.

      “The warband will be two hundred and fifty strong, plus half of Mórrígan’s archers. We’ll also bring Fearghal’s and my hounds.” He was relieved to see, at last, resigned acceptance on the faces of his council.

      “To reach Dùn Na Mèadaidh, the main army will first traverse the forests of the Forest People. Assuming we succeed, Brion, Íar, and Nikandros will lead the assault. Once the ráth has been taken, command of the defences will be Cúscraid’s responsibility, and he’ll send for the people. I’ll ask Eachdonn to provide an escort.” There was a general murmur of approval for the plan.

      “If the Goddess wills it, we’ll march on the sixth sunrise.”

      Conall’s rise from the table was stopped short by a cough from Pytheas. The merchant had been permitted to observe the Chomhairle’s deliberations. A broad smile spread from the Greek’s mouth, reaching eyes that sparkled like dark opals.

      “I suppose four or five days should cover the basics.”

      Warily, Conall asked, “Basics?”

      “Well, your men will be replacing mine as rowers. How else did you expect to transport three hundred warriors with weapons, armour and supplies? Even with your men rowing, we’ll need eight galleys.”

      A greenish pallor tinged Conall’s face as he recalled his first journey on the sea. Disconcerted looks from Fearghal, Torcán and Deaglán told him that his trepidation was shared. Enjoying his new friends’ discomfort, Pytheas said, “My men will instruct yours. One of my best men will be assigned to each ship to supervise and keep the stroke beat as we travel.” Allowing his words to be absorbed, he concluded, “We’ll start the training at first light tomorrow.”

      Resigned to his fate, Conall stood up and said, “You have a disconcerting sense of humour, friend.” He walked outside with Mórrígan to get some air.
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      Grunts of red-faced men kept time with the slap and swish of oars. They pulled on wooden grips darkened with sweat and smoothed through use. The blades straightened until parallel with the sea before rotating to strike the waves like a sùlaire diving into the water. Sweat poured from semi-naked bodies as taut arms and bulging thigh muscles propelled the vessels forward.

      Pytheas smiled approvingly as he watched Conall’s men stroke in time with the beat of the drum. In five days, they had progressed from snagging oars and going around in circles to travelling in the correct direction and at a reasonable speed. The men had also learned to furl and unfurl the square sails, drop the masts, and beach and carry the light galleys.

      Eachdonn and Ceana observed Conall’s warband assemble at the river mouth west of Dùn Athad on the sixth sunrise: two hundred fifty men, twenty-five archers, supplies, and two pairs of wolfhounds. The dogs were in a happy frenzy, the men more reserved. Once joined by a handful of Eachdonn’s hunters, who would act as guides, the party would be complete.

      The galleys rocked on the gentle swell as they were boarded. Scíatha—shields—were lashed to the side of the boats while weapons were stowed within reach. Gifts of gold and armour for the Goddess were dropped into the waters. Mongfhionn and Mórrígan each stood in the prows of a vessel. Hands raised, they chanted, asking the Goddess for journey mercies.

      Conall drew Íar, Nikandros, Brion and Cúscraid aside on the shoreline. “I value Eachdonn’s counsel,” he said, “yet it will be challenging to take Dùn Na Mèadaidh before winter sets in. Eachdonn may be open to persuasion to provide additional men for the assault if only to ensure we leave his lands.”

      In a low voice, he said, “As a precaution, evaluate defensible positions between Dùn Athad and Dùn Na Mèadaidh—even if they lie in Eachdonn’s lands.” The four nodded in agreement. “Cúscraid, I leave my children and my people in your care,” said Conall before splashing through the cold surf to his waiting galley.
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        * * *

      

      As they rowed away from the beach, the early morning sea mist drifting on the gentle breeze was replaced by light rainfall. With distance, the wind off the saltwater gathered strength, making the waters choppy and filling the vessels’ solitary, black sails.

      The persistent cold mizzle soaked into garments. It was uncomfortable and annoying, but only temporarily. Within a short period of exertion, the oarsmen had shed most of their clothes.

      “A pleasant distraction and unexpected bonus!” opined Mongfhionn. The sight of near-naked, sweating men, muscles straining and grunting with each stroke, brought a smile to the Sídhe’s countenance. Fearghal could do little more than smirk like a little boy at the look on Mongfhionn’s ageless and unblemished face.

      The fleet swept in a wide arc northward. Avoiding submerged rocks and treacherous currents, they hugged the islands’ coastlines, large and small. Most were no more than moss-covered rocks scoured by the wind and sea and populated by neither man, beast, nor tree.

      By meán-lae—mid-day—the sea breeze had strengthened into a strong headwind, and rain lashed the boats. Sails were gradually reduced and eventually furled. As he observed the darkening skies, Pytheas shook his head and prayed to Poseidon.

      The galleys still held their course but struggled to maintain a reasonable speed. The fleet was also starting to lose its chevron shape, and he feared that those at the rear might drift away, especially if they were still on the water at dusk.

      Pytheas made his way to Conall’s bench, stepping in harmony with the rolling motion of the waves. “We’re not making as much progress as I had hoped. If they can’t rest, the men will become exhausted. According to my charts, if we continue north between these islands and then veer northeast, we should come to a peninsula. We can search for a good stretch of shore to beach the ships and rest for the night.”

      Breathing hard and his shoulder-length dark hair plastered to his head, Conall nodded and focused once more on keeping his stroke in harmony with the others. Evening rapidly drew near. Overcast skies lent a slate-blue hue to the rugged landscape. Standing in the bow, Mórrígan heaved a sigh of nervous relief as the cliffs of the peninsula broke to reveal the refuge of a shale beach.

      She turned and gestured to Pytheas, who, in turn, signalled the other ships. The Greek sailor was relieved to hear the sound of waves breaking against cedar wood, replaced with the crunch of pebbles as eight galleys rode the surf onto the beach. The warriors stowed oars and jumped into the cold waters to drag the flat-bottomed ships ashore.

      The beach itself was narrow, forming the sea-facing edge of a small tidal lagoon. Ignoring the grumbling of the men, Pytheas had them drag and carry the vessels to the safety of the pond. The last thing he needed at the start of their journey was the boats drifting away during the darkness.

      Conall and Fearghal quickly surveyed their location. The beach had a sparse cover, and the wind and rain were picking up. Fortunately, a stand of pine and silver birch stubbornly resisted the harsh conditions a hundred paces back from the pool.

      “Move the men to the trees before we freeze to death,” said Conall, “We’re wearing even less than Nikandros!” Fearghal shivered and nodded in agreement while rubbing goose-pimpled arms vigorously. He shouted orders to Deaglán and Torcán to get their men moving.

      A thick carpet of pine needles provided a welcome bed for the men as they gathered around campfires built from drift- and green-wood branches. Flames crackled, flaring skyward as pine branches and cones caught alight. The soothing fragrance of pine filled the night air.
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        * * *

      

      Conall sat across the fires from Mórrígan and watched her intensely. She glowed as the firelight caught and accentuated the painted designs on her face, arms, and legs. His queen had been distant since the battle at Ráth na Lairig Éadain.

      Although they had been rescued, Macha’s kidnapping of their daughters constantly preyed on Mórrígan’s mind. She had become yet more withdrawn and morose after the birth of Tuathal. The latter Conall attributed to a challenging and exhausting childbirth.

      Lately, Conall had found it hard to understand his queen's thinking. Furthermore, he was perturbed at the glances shared between Mongfhionn, Fearghal, and Nikandros whenever Mórrígan was near. It was as if they were uncertain of her and protecting him from something… but what? Shaking his head in frustration, he stood, grabbed his brat, and lay beside his queen. Soon, he drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Mórrígan looked deep into the heart of the fire, felt its warmth, and yet shivered. Though the heat of the fire flushed her cheeks red, she only felt cold. The death of the degenerate king and murderer of her parents, Eochaidh Ruad, should have given her peace of mind and soothed her tortured soul, but this had not come to pass.

      She loved Conall and their children fiercely, yet her mind was divided. Disturbing voices in her head sought to make her tread a darker path. She tried to resist, but sometimes, their insistent murmurings overruled all other thoughts. In this land of the Cinn Péinteáilte, Mórrígan could sense a tantalising, ancient power calling to her, and she was drawn to it.

      In her more lucid moments, Mórrígan prayed to the   Goddess that Conall could rescue her from her torment before it was too late. On this night, she was thankful for the strong arm that had lay across her breasts.
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        * * *

      

      The Sídhe observed Mórrígan and sighed. Seeds of darkness had found fertile ground in the young woman’s bitter soul. Mongfhionn sensed the change and confirmed it when a sad Nikandros shared his observations of Mórrígan’s delight when she cut a helpless enemy’s throat with slow deliberation.

      A part of Mongfhionn blamed herself for starting Mórrígan along a path to understand her potential powers. It was not, however, her responsibility to command Mórrígan to act or behave in a certain way. That was Mórrígan’s choice.

      Like Mórrígan, the Sídhe had felt the call of strange and sinister voices within a short time of setting foot on Cinn Tire. As they travelled north, the whisperings were getting stronger and more insistent. She breathed deeply as she rested against and drew strength from the single, ancient oak tree in the thicket. She prayed to the Ancient Ones for wisdom.

      It was Mongfhionn’s duty to ensure that
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