
  
    
    
      
    
  


  



  Rag and Boyd


  The Unicorn Keeper


  [image: ]


  The Unicorn Keeper


  by Helen L Brady


  A Rag and Boyd Novel


  Cover design by Charlotte Mouncey

  Ebook design by Cheryl Morgan


  No AI tools were used in the creation of the text or cover art of this book.


  NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.


  ISBN: 978-1-917950-05-3


  Previously published By Conrad Press, 2023


  Ebook edition, published in the UK, March 2026


  Wizard’s Tower Press


  Rhydaman, Cymru


  [image: ]


  https://wizardstowerpress.com/


  Praise for the Rag and Boyd Series

“The blend of Celtic folklore, modern mystery, and heartfelt character moments makes this story utterly unputdownable. The landscapes, both real and Otherworldly, come alive with vivid imagery and the tension never lets go. A must-read for fantasy lovers who crave adventure with real emotional depth. Can’t wait to see where this series goes next!” — ScotliteBoost on Goodreads

“Engaging characters, a captivating storyline and enough suspense, thrills and humour to keep you gripped.”

“This book took me to a new world through its playful narrative voice and ability to merge fantasy with a believable
story.”

“What really elevates this is the delightful cast of characters and creatures, vividly realized with marvellous descriptive prose.”


  Contents


  
    Cover


    Prologue


    Chapter One


    Chapter Two


    Chapter Three


    Chapter Four


    Chapter Five


    Chapter Six


    Chapter Seven


    Chapter Eight


    Chapter Nine


    Chapter Ten


    Chapter Eleven


    Chapter Twelve


    Chapter Thirteen


    Chapter Fourteen


    Chapter Fifteen


    Chapter Sixteen


    Chapter Seventeen


    Chapter Eighteen


    Chapter Nineteen


    Chapter Twenty


    Chapter Twenty-One


    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Chapter Thirty


    Chapter Thirty-One


    Epilogue


    Acknowledgements


    About the Author


    About Wizard's Tower Press

  


  


  Prologue


The door at the top of the cellar steps was thrown open and a wide beam of yellow lamplight cut through the gloom. Something shuffled in a far corner behind the brandy casks, but the two men at the head of the stairs weren’t concerned with rats. One hauled the limp drunkard upright so the other could take his share of the weight, and between them they half-lifted and half-dragged the dark-haired figure down the wide shallow steps towards the stacked casks and dark recesses below.

It was fortunate for Vandyke, that they dragged him backwards, so it was his booted heels that hit every step with a considerable thud, rather than his head. At the bottom, the two men tossed him roughly onto a pile of old sacks.

‘He’s heavier than he looks,’ said one.

‘That’ll be the amount of brandy-wine he’s drunk,’ grunted the other. ‘You sure there’s nothing left in his pockets?’

‘Not a copper penny.’

The second man grunted again in disapproval. ‘Well, he can sober up down here and then work off what he owes when he wakes up.’

The two men went to leave; at the top of the stairs, one picked up Van’s travelling pack, having given it a quick search and found nothing worth stealing, he tossed it down. It landed heavily on Van’s belly. The broon gasped and made a muffled protest before rolling onto his side. The inn-keeper paused to sneer in disgust.

‘Bloody Others! Come here, get drunk—well if he wants his weapons back, he’ll have to earn them!’

The man spat down the stairs before slamming the cellar door shut and turning the key in the lock.

 

Comparative silence descended; the thick oak floorboards muffled the noise from the busy inn above. This part of the cellar was under the corridors, not the main tap-room, so there were only the footfalls of the servers, and pot-boys occasionally scurrying overhead. Narrow chinks between the boards let through thin slivers of light. As his eyes adjusted, Van could see, albeit blearily, where he was… he just wasn’t capable of moving, not quite yet…

A small figure in a fine, broad-brimmed hat peered cautiously around the stack of large casks near the back wall, and seeing there was just one figure crumpled on the floor, he moved forward warily. He stood over Van and stared down at him.

The broon could barely focus, but he could make out a ruddy-cheeked face, clean-shaven, above a high collared, green jacket decorated with braid; the sleeves cut to reveal the expensive silk linings.

Van turned his head as he felt the bile rise in his throat… and noticed the fine, black silk stockings, highly polished leather shoes with silver buckles… before he vomited in their direction. The owner of the shoes jumped back nimbly and stepped clear of the winey, foul-smelling puddle.

‘Not over me good shoes, boyo!’ he said crossly.

The figure circled around to Van’s other side and stooped to get his hands under the broon’s armpits.

‘Let’s get yer away from that nasty mess and see what we have here.’

For a small person he was surprisingly strong. He dragged Van towards the dark shadows at the rear of the cellar. Van had enough of his senses about him to try and struggle free, but the little man held him fast, and Van was far too drunk to think coherently as to means of escape. The broon felt himself lowered down on to a thick mass of straw knots, cast off bottle-wrappings piled together on the floor. A light flared inside a horn-lantern; Van squinted against the sudden brightness. He could see some heavy, green glass bottles standing beside a half-filled, fine crystal goblet on top of a small cask.  Another smaller cask beside it provided somebody with a seat. This ‘somebody’ arrived back carrying Van’s pack and some clean sacks; which were quickly folded up and pushed firmly under the broon’s head and shoulders to raise them. The figure sat down and took his hat off, which he placed on a bottle rack. Van’s vision was swimming in and out of focus, but he noticed the encircling hat-band was composed of coloured feathers, all different kinds, and many of them…

‘Now might be as good a time as any for introductions. I am Cluricaune—yer can call me Clurry if yer can’t get your tongue around it—and in yer present state I doubts yer’ll get yer tongue around much of anything at all.’

Clurry’s Irish accent was pronounced enough to make Van wonder why this obviously fae creature was here in the South West of all places—though he didn’t get as far as wondering what a fae was doing drinking by himself down in a cellar. Van nodded, and tried to struggle up, which made his head spin and his stomach feel queasy.

‘No, don’t fret about formalities,’ said Clurry. ‘Perhaps a wee drop of the good stuff to clear the nasty taste from yer mouth maybe?’

Clurry produced another fine goblet, seemingly out of thin air, with a flourish and poured a small amount of brandy from one of the bottles.

‘Aged to perfection’, he said. ‘Now, don’t you spill it…’

He reached out and placed it in Van’s hand, curling the broon’s fingers around the stem and guiding the rim to his lips.

‘Just a wee sip—moisten yer tongue is all…’

Van took a small sip. The fiery spirit all but evaporated in his mouth…before some trickled down his throat like liquid flame. It made him cough violently.  The glass was hastily withdrawn.

‘Maybe you’re not ready for that just yet—water, yes water.’

Clurry snapped his fingers and a tumbler appeared on top of the cask. ‘Now it will be around here somewhere…’

The Cluricaune stood up and walked away. Van heard the sound of rushing water, before he saw Clurry returning with a wooden pail.

‘They keep the floor down here nice and clean, and there’s a drain, so I knew there had to be a tap for them to swill the place off.’

He dipped the glass in the pail to fill it and handed it to Van, who managed to focus enough to hold the glass securely by taking it with both hands. He sipped the water before struggling to speak.

‘My thanks. My name is… Vandyke… I am… grateful for your kindness…’

Clurry sat back on his cask and watched the broon take tiny sips of water. Eventually he spoke softly, almost to himself.

‘My, my… the state of yer—svartalfar-bred by yer looks, liosalfar dressed by yer clothing, but you take the broonish name yer mother gave to you. So, tell me, truthfully now…’ His bright green eyes seemed to stare straight into Van’s heart and mind. ‘Speak to me truly of what it would be yer drinking to forget? Or should I say—who?’

Van struggled to look away from those mesmerising eyes, but found himself answering anyway.

‘Lady Finnola.’ he whispered. ‘The Lady of the Swan-folk.’

‘She wouldn’t have yer?’

Van shook his head miserably, which almost brought on another bout of nausea. ‘She said… she said she could never be with a creature that couldn’t fly…’

Clurry nodded his head understandingly, ‘But she was beautiful…’

Van nodded.

‘And so gracious… and charming,’ Clurry continued.

Van sniffed loudly.

‘And truly the loveliest female creature ye’ve ever seen in yer entire life?’

Van wiped his nose on the back of his hand, and sniffed again.

‘Sure, aren’t they always?’ Clurry said.

He reached over and took the glass from Van’s fingers. ‘Best you lay down awhile and sleep it off. I’ll keep an eye out for you—no, no…’ Clurry hushed Van’s feeble protests and looked around the cellar as if expecting a response. ‘Yer man needs to sleep, and I, Cluricaune, promises to watch over him, so I do.’

Van’s increasingly heavy eyelids slid closed and his head slipped back onto the folded sacks, and he was instantly asleep.

Clurry reached for Van’s pack and proceeded to search through it, speaking aloud to himself with a running commentary as he did so.

‘Dayz love us—good shirts, yes, well made—by broonish hands—small clothes—well-knitted socks, not necessarily from his own hand—a wee book…’ Clurry riffled through the pages. ‘He writes poetry—of course he does! Ah, ever the romantic one as hates others might see it, eh? Whetstone and oil for yer blades—a fighter then. Bandages, needles, and salve… so yer thinking there’ll be harm coming yer way. Well, salve won’t help that head, but I’ve a little something left that will, and surely to stars above, ye’re going to need it!’

Clurry searched through his many concealed jacket-pockets and produced a small, round, turned white-wood pill-box.

‘Powdered unicorn shell—rare and valuable, and good for what ails yer! And I’ll just write a wee note…’

He took the pencil from Van’s book and tore out a page and wrote: ‘…a small pinch in spring water will clear the head, and heal. Use… sparingly. You owe me… Signed…’ Then he folded the note tightly around the box and pushed it into Van’s pack.

‘Now what’s this?’ Clurry pulled out a slender white pipe. ‘Boyo here plays the tin whistle…’

He put it to his lips and blew gently. A lovely, lithe melody sounded from the pipe as Cluricaune’s fingers twinkled up and down covering the holes. When he’d finished playing, he stroked the instrument gently.

‘Ah Vandyke, me poor wee man, yer play well, I dare say… and now, I think I’ll gift yer to play this pipe even better than before. For I truly feel sorry for yer. Yer fell so deeply in love with the wrong creature, so you did.’

Clurry held up the small, brilliant white feather he’d found along with the pipe. ‘For a Daughter of Lir is not the one for you.’ He shook his head. ‘She’s too much water, when your heart should be seeking fire…’

Clurry retrieved his fine-looking hat. He carefully tucked the swan’s feather into the hat-band, along with all the others, before putting the broad-brimmed felt on, adjusting it to a jaunty angle.  Then he picked up his glass and raised it in a toast to the sleeping broon.

‘The wind at yer back, the sun on yer face, home fires bright ahead. May straight roads and winding waters, lead yer back to a safe bed.’ Clurry took a sip, and smiled to himself.

Van stirred, and in doing so rolled over and his sleeve rucked up revealing some of the warding mark Wulfric Kennetson had laid under the skin of his broon’s forearm. Clurry put down his glass and leant forward to kneel beside Van so he could push the sleeve up further. The ward on the broon’s arm stirred and the pearl-white knots moved slowly under the skin.

‘So that’s the way of it…’ muttered Clurry. He held Van’s arm and pressed his thumb into the centre of the knot, which briefly swirled a misty pale loop up and over and around his hand before sinking back under Van’s skin.

‘Oh, so ye’re bound to Himself are yer, me boyo? And I dare say Himself keeps a fine cellar and could spare a drop or three for a poor, ol’ thirsty fella who brings his young blade back home. Oh yes, I should think so.’

He placed Van’s arm across his chest, shook out the blanket from the broon’s pack and laid it over the sleeping figure.

‘You take a wee nap, me lad—then we’ll see about me taking yer back the quick way, because, that’s one long, old, cold walk yer have ahead of yer, from South-West to Far North, and nothing but the bitter tears in your heart for company…’

Clurry topped up his elegant crystal glass from the heavy green bottle, rubbed a speck of dust off his shiny shoe buckle, and settled back with a contented sigh.  He sipped his brandy and began to sing quietly, to himself:

 

Ah love is pleasing and love is teasing,

Love is a pleasure when first ‘tis new.

But as it grows older,

Then love grows colder,

And fades away like the morning dew…


  


  Chapter Thirty


Russ and Peat were already walking out of the courtyard, Boyd hurried after them. First, they went to collect towels and then they headed down from the small settlement to a nearby part of the rocky coast, strewn with large boulders half in and half out of the sea. Among an outcrop of body-smoothed rock there was a very large depression that formed a deepish, natural, pool of water that was heavily diluted by the rain that collected there. It made a perfect, calm swimming pool, with ample space to lay out and bask in the sun when it was warm enough. Because the selkies were all busy with preparations for the party, they had it to themselves.

They stripped off their clothes and swam, this time the brothers were suitably clad, as per Uncle Wulf’s instructions. Afterwards they took the opportunity to lay on the warmed stones and let the sun dry them—much as the selkies did.

‘You shouldn’t let Buggane get to you,’ said Boyd.

‘What?’ said Peat.

Boyd shifted up to his elbows and looked across at the broon.  ‘He doesn’t know you.’

‘No. He sees the svartalfar—that’s all he needs to see to make up his mind.’ Peat sounded bitter.

Boyd was silent for a few moments. ‘I can’t pretend to know what you feel, but I will talk to him.’

Peat sighed, ‘Dinnae fash, wee man—we’ve seen it all our lives.’

‘But…’ began Boyd.

Russ interrupted him, ‘Forget about it—we do. But seeing you with your long black locks, maybe we should have our doubts about you.’ He laughed.

Boyd shook back his hair; his curls were certainly getting long now, and weighted with water were well past his shoulders.

‘I don’t know—maybe I’m dark-haired from the selkie side, or maybe the dragon…’

‘That’s right—most of the selkie are dark-haired, only seems to be Heughan and his close kin are golden. Did you see the wee girl? Pretty as a picture,’ said Peat.

‘Was she—do you mean Amber?’ Boyd had lain back and relaxed; he was becoming sleepy in the sun.

‘That’s the one—our half-sister, don’t you know,’ said Russ.

‘Of course, she is, isn’t she? Yes, she’s pretty. There were another two girls, my sort of age, with red curls, even curlier than Rag’s.’

‘Oh, you noticed them, did you? They’re Heughan’s cousins, and they certainly noticed you, ma man,’ said Russ. ‘You won’t be short of a dance partner this evening.’ He grinned broadly and winked at Boyd.

‘No… not really…’ mumbled Boyd.

‘Oh aye, really. Between the two of them there might even be a scrap to see who gets to you first.’

‘Nah…,’ said Boyd. ‘Girls well… I don’t know… Tania wasn’t that interested… Or Mackenzie…’ His cheeks began to go pink and it was nothing to do with the sun.

‘Never mind. Here—sit yourself up a bit, and let’s do something with that hair of yours,’ said Russ.

‘Like what?’

‘Get it off your face—let the lasses get a better look.’

‘Nah…’

Russ moved across to sit behind Boyd. ‘Warrior plaits—so you like a real alfar.’

‘What?’

Peat was flat on his back with his eyes closed. ‘Let him do it. He’s been muttering about it for days, now your hair’s getting long enough.’

‘How does that work?’

‘Just let him do it,’ mumbled Peat, half-asleep. ‘He’s good with his hands.’

Russ combed through Boyd’s damp hair with his fingers and began to work the sides into small tight plaits. Boyd closed his eyes and relaxed in the sun. He had to admit, somebody stroking his scalp actually felt quite soothing.

Eventually Russ was satisfied. ‘There turn to face me—now you look like the part!’

Boyd put his hand to the side of his head. He could feel the taut, plaited hair, and running his hand back he could feel they ended in a plume of hair all down the back of his head.

‘What do I look like?’

‘You look fine, wee man. You’ve got your party hair on. The lasses will love it.’

Boyd went to pull the plaits loose, ‘I don’t know about that…’

‘No—dinnae spoil it! Let your uncle see it, and Lochie– it’s about time he was growing his hair again if he’s not going over to the mannish side any time soon.’

‘Is that what he said?’

‘Boyd, I don’t know,’ sighed Russ. ‘But he is improving, and there will come the time when he’s ready. Anyway, now he can do as the Laird does and just keep the one plait.’

 

It was late afternoon when Boyd and the brothers walked back into the broch’s courtyard. Lachlan and Galad were there, as were Wulf and Muirdoch, talking to Heughan. Lachlan spotted them. He held out his arms.

‘At last—I thought we were going to have to send out a search party! Happy Birthday, Boyd!’ he took Boyd in his arms, and whispered in his ear. ‘Happy Birthday—not a boy anymore, but almost a man.’

Then he held Boyd by the shoulders to look at him, ‘Warrior plaits—I see those are Russ’ work if I’m not mistaken.’ Lachlan grinned.

Boyd self-consciously stroked his hair.

‘No, leave them for the party—they make you look… very grown up.’ Lachlan hugged his son again.

‘Can I do that with my hair,’ piped up Rag.

The men laughed.

‘What? Why not?’

Hinnie put a hand out to soothe Morag’s offended hair. She stroked the unruly red curls. ‘We can arrange your hair, but you don’t need it quite so tight as that,’ said Hinnie. ‘It’s time all of us got ready—I haven’t spent all day in that kitchen for nothing. Come Miss Morag, bring your new dress and we’ll get ready in the main house. Those men can drag themselves in later.’

She escorted Morag away.

Galad smiled at Boyd, ‘They suit you, bo… but I don’t think I can say ‘boy’ any longer.’ He clapped Boyd on the shoulder, ‘You’re the young man now.’

Boyd smiled, slightly embarrassed at all the attention. He accepted the cup of small beer one of the red-haired girls gave him, and was unsure what to think when she winked at him.

Buggane edged around the group of drinkers to get nearer to Russ and Peat. He cleared his throat. ‘Ahem… I owes the two of yous an apology. Miss Rag explained to me that your sworn allegiance is to Wulfric Kennetson and his kin, and to no other…’ Buggane rubbed the back of his neck, ‘Yes, she was very clear on that point,’ he said ruefully. ‘So, I hope you will accept my humble apologies and let bygones be bygones…’

Russ and Peat glanced at each other.

‘We accept your apology,’ said Peat, and held his hand out.

Buggane clasped the broon’s hand in both of his and shook it vigorously.

‘Good man! And your brother?’ He turned to Russ.

‘Aye,’ said Russ.

‘Grand!  I’d say that deserves a drink—and I think I see a wee barrel over there with my name on it—care to help me out here, lads?’

 

The party was a roaring success. The skies remained clear and it didn’t rain until after midnight. The selkies from around the island were there with their families, all curious to see the visitors. Amber hovered near her parents as that gave her access to Boyd. Although she hung on his every word, which didn’t go unnoticed by her half-brothers—Boyd just nodded and smiled at her as much as any of the other younger kids.

He had presents from his hosts, a sealskin satchel, and a carved ivory chess set, the stumpy little pieces made from walrus teeth. From Wulf, a collapsing pocket telescope of polished brass, bound with shagreen; the brothers gave him a new, highly polished short bow, ‘…Sepia and Sienna have made you a pair of leather vambrace and a quiver,’ said Russ. ‘Very pretty work they’ve engraved them with too.’

Galad, almost shyly, gave him a small package which contained two pairs of elaborately hand-knitted socks—‘Since you admired mine, and I had time on my hands…’ he said with a shrug.

The workmanship was appreciated with a nod of approval by Heughan, ‘Very nice stitching, ser.’

Galad also handed over a small wooden box ‘From Melleth…’ It held a circular brass compass with an intricately pierced and engraved cover.

‘If you lift the lid and adjust it, it’s also a sun-dial so you can tell the time… depending of course on the weather.’ Galad smiled. ‘But the compass will always give you north.’ 

‘Very nice,’ said Buggane. ‘Dwarfish work that, by the look of it.’ 

Rag had a book for him she knew he wanted, and Lachlan gave him a miniature replica of an ancient polished stone axe-head, made from precious elfstone, hung on a gold chain.

‘I persuaded one of the northern miners to trade it to me. When I saw it, I knew you should have it,’ said his father. The carefully fractured, tapering stone was just over half as long as Boyd’s thumb; it briefly flashed a rainbow at him as the young man held it up in the dimming sunlight.

Buggane took from his voluminous pack a rectangular wooden box wrapped in a piece of bright, spotted fabric, ‘Whetstone, Best Blue—I dare say you’ve still got that little folding knife of your Da’s about you. It was Rag told me yer always have it with you,’ he said as Boyd unwrapped the sharpening stone. ‘…and the wrapping will make a kerchief for yer neck.’ Then he grabbed Boyd in a brief impulsive bear-hug. ‘Ooo, you’ll do grand, me boyo.’

Boyd was pleased and tongue-tied by all the attention; he did more smiling and nodding then speaking.

 

Towards the end of the evening, Buggane had finished most of the, much more than wee, barrel of ale, enthusiastically helped by Russ and Peat; in between all three dancing with the selkie girls. Later, the brothers had to be helped to makeshift beds in the barn and provided with buckets—because Uncle Wulf said he wasn’t going to have them disgrace themselves, or him, in the guesthouse.

Boyd had been with them for quite a bit of the night, but had disappeared for almost an hour in the latter part of the evening, returning with a strange look on his face—a mixture of pleased, startled, and triumphant, and he was very rumpled.

‘I think our colt has become a stallion,’ Muirdoch muttered quietly to Galad as they both caught sight of him.

Galad had been sipping a beer and snorted on his mouthful of ale. He wiped his nose and mouth and looked hard at Boyd.

‘I think you’re right, ser. We should have a glass to toast his new beginnings.’

They returned to the drinks table and were served the whisky they requested.

‘Do you think we should tell his father?’

Muirdoch shook his head, ‘Let Boyd have his night—we can mention it to those that need to know in the morning,’ They clinked glasses in a silent toast.

 

Hinnie, who was talking to Lachlan and Wulf along with her husband, also noticed. She saw one of Heughan’s red-haired cousins slip back to join the party and sit and whisper with her other two cousins. All three of them watched Boyd with a mix of anticipation and greed. Rag was almost fast asleep leaning on her father’s lap.

Hinnie drifted past the cousins on her way to get more drinks. Pausing in front of the selkie-girls she said softly, ‘No more. One was enough. Leave him alone now—those two broons might still like some company.’

She passed by and left them to consider the handsome young broons, who were roaring with laughter at whatever the buggane had said.

When she and Heughan went to bed that night, she had a few words to say to him about his young cousins.

‘What’s wrong?’ said Heughan. ‘He’s a young man now, and they were both willing—more than willing—what’s the harm in it?’ He yawned.

‘Harm?’ Hinnie was still cross. ‘Those three would have eaten him alive! It’s all very well, but what if it was the wee girl with some selkie-man sweet-talking her onto her back.’

‘That was not going to happen. And it’s not the same’

‘Aye, it better not happen—and what do you mean not the same? You wouldn’t say ‘oh it’s alright’ if it was your daughter someone was practising their wiles on.’

‘Our clan know better than that.’

‘Then you speak to those girls—taking a fishing-man from the mainland who is a grown adult is one thing, but young Boyd is still a boy. And he is our guest!’

Heughan knew better then to argue when his wife was in this mood.

‘I promise—I will speak to them in the morning,’

He put his arm around her and cuddled closer to her rigid back.

After a few moments she relaxed a little ‘Hmmm… you make sure you do,’ said his wife.


  

  Chapter Thirty-One


The following morning there were a number of people with delicate heads that very much resented any loud noises. Rag knew there had been a lot of drinking, but she’d never felt the misery of a hangover so she couldn’t quite understand why she was being ‘shushed’. Muirdoch and Galad had taken themselves off to the rock bathing pool, as had Russ and Peat—and her brother when he heard, said he was going too. Wulf had gone for a walk with Lachlan. Buggane wasn’t to be seen, though she had heard some loud snoring coming from a hay-loft when she walked across the courtyard.

She nibbled at the breakfast provided for the guesthouse that only she seemed to be eating, then went to look for Hinnie. She found her with the unicorn, and there with them was a nest of straw and blankets containing a very large, creamy-white egg.

‘Is that…?’ Rag whispered.

‘Aye,’ said Hinnie, she was brushing the unicorn, who was contently grabbing mouthfuls of hay from a hanging feed-net.

‘I did wonder, about… you know—what happened.’

‘Well, it has to be admitted, they aren’t the best of mothers. Left to themselves they’ll often forget and wander off, and in the wild when they do remember to go back, sometimes the egg has got cold or been broken open by some creature. That’s why wild unicorns are quite rare—other than the ones the herders keep. They know, you see, so they keep the eggs safe. They have little carts that they harness to reindeer when they’re migrating, so they can make a nest and keep an eye on them.’

‘Wow,’ said Rag. ‘And I suppose that way they get to keep all the egg-shells as well.’

‘That too—the shells they can prepare and trade, and the wee unicorns are impressed on their keeper and will stay with her. It works well that way.’

‘Are there many unicorn herders?’

‘Strictly speaking it’s the reindeer they herd, but any family who has keeper’s blood in their line will also have a few unicorns.’

Rag leaned over to touch the pitted white shell. The unicorn snorted and stamped her foot. Morag snatched her hand back, but Hinnie tapped the unicorn’s nose. ‘Stop that, you barmpot—Miss Morag is only looking at the wee one.’

The unicorn huffed softly.

‘Yes, that’s right, you ken she means your bab no harm.’

The egg rocked almost imperceptibly with a tiny shudder.

‘Stoke her again, lass—soothe her for me.’

‘The shell…?’

‘Aye, she’s not ready yet, be another several months, maybe—This one will be winter-born, she’ll need her warmth.’

‘She?  You know it’s a girl?’ Rag very slowly trailed her fingertips over the shell, which trembled again under her touch.

‘I think so, though I could be wrong.’ Hinnie grinned. ‘There you go, ma sweet thing…’

She turned to Rag, ‘And now I’m finished here, we should go and see about making sure the kitchens have the midday meal underway or the men will be getting restless now their heads have had time to improve.’

 

After the meal, Uncle Wulf announced that he and Muirdoch would return to the Keep later that afternoon, ‘Three days away is about what those old stones will bear without me,’ he said with a smile.’

Rag turned to her father, but before she could frame her inevitable question, Lachlan whispered to her, ‘Yes. It is Wulf himself keeps the portal of the Keep open, his presence is vital, otherwise the tear would gradually close.’

Rag nodded in understanding, though she did have more questions for another time—and thinking about it, over the last year, Uncle Wulf had never been away for much more than a day or so.

It was decided that Lachlan and Galad would stay for a few days more before going north again to rejoin Melleth and her wagons, and that’s when Rag and Boyd would return home. Russ and Peat, still warded by Wulf, would be the children’s gards, and travel back to the Keep when they did.

Hinnie’s unicorn was huffy at being bought out to the courtyard, but at the broon’s urging, the beast reared up and made the tear that allowed the liosalfar and water-horse to walk from the courtyard here to that of the Keep, with no more steps than if they had crossed one yard. 

Lachlan wanted to go to his room, to read he said, but Rag thought it was probably to rest, he looked tired. Galad wanted to explore more of the island with Heughan, and Boyd went with them—having said goodbye to Buggane who was also leaving, though he was waiting to take a boat across to the mainland with some of the selkies.

Rag went down to the jetty to wait with him until the ship was ready to sail.

‘The lads are going down the coast aways to go fishing, so they’ll drop me at the mannish port to the south. I should think I can probably get a boat, or two maybe, from there to take me home.’

Rag nodded. ‘We’re going to stay a few days until Dad and Galad are ready to leave. They’re going back to join Melleth. She’s still trading—I think.’

There were a few minutes of silence as they both sat and watched the waves, and the selkie on the boat coiling ropes and stowing creels.

‘You know, Buggane, I bet Melleth wishes she had a bag like yours to put her goods in when she’s away,’

Buggane laughed.

‘What’s funny about that?’

‘Nothin’, nothin’ at all—but she has, don’t you see?’

Rag frowned.

‘You know she has the two wagons? And the second wagon where her laddies sleep?’

‘They seem to sleep outside under a canvas.’

‘Well maybe—but you’ve seen there’s a big ol’ chest in there? That’s not just a chest, no, my word no… That is every bit as deep as my bag is. No, come to think about it—much, much deeper, because hers goes all the way back to her salt-pans by the Middle Sea.’

‘No!’ Rag was amazed, but then she thought about it—how else could she have so many things to trade for in her wagon. And how else could she get so much stuff out of it?

‘So—how does that…?’

Buggane shook his head, ‘She must have a great deal more than one ol’ grand-da left her his skin. I have heard…’ Buggane looked all around them in a conspiratorial manner. ‘I have heard it must have been a yotun, a giant, to have had enough skin on him to cover a great big sea-chest like that. And she tricked her way into the owing of it.’

Buggane looked around him again, but no one was anywhere near them.

‘A giant?’ Rag was doubtful… but then she thought of all the other things she’d seen in the last year, and it began to seem more believable.

‘But more to the point—if that thing is as old as they say it is… there must be more skins go into the repair of it!’ Buggane shuddered elaborately.

Rag furrowed her brows and screwed up her face in thought.

‘But… doesn’t yours need repairs?’

‘But mine is family—and things are absolutely fine as they are,’ said Buggane.

‘Oh,’

‘But…’ Buggane was enjoying his salacious tale. ‘I have heard that those of her men as agrees, do leave her their skin in their will. Those she has stored up, to make patches with!’

Rag’s jaw dropped.

‘Of course—somes are sure to be grateful to her. The life of an oarsman slave on a corsair’s ship is not something you’d wish on your worst enemy.’

‘And you think it does the same as yours and stretches back to… how many miles away?’

‘Well not quite like that… well maybe it does… I don’t know. But don’t you ever try to find out. A thing like that is tangled with the Veil and those quantummie fizzy thingies your brother was reading about. They don’t always run true, you know. You could tumble down that chest and come out Starz know where if you weren’t careful.’

‘Oh, I’m not going to do that!’

A shout from the harbour alerted Buggane.

‘Looks like they’re ready for me. Miss Morag—it has been my pleasure.’ He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. ‘Say good bye again to your father and brother from me. And tell those two broons, the wee rascals, I shall be proud to buy them a drink whenever I sees them next.’

He stood, saluted Rag, and hoisted the huge backpack onto his shoulders and strode away to





  


  Epilogue


A late summer storm had blown in from the coast and made an appearance overnight, threatening the Keep with howling gale force winds and torrential rain. This morning everything outside was soaking wet, the longer grass, the stone-paved paths—the unpaved animal tracks through the paddocks were soft and slick with mud.

Rag had gone out to do her usual morning chores, including something she now looked forward to,—tending to the finicky, but adorable unicorn. She had begun to be able to tell his moods and tune in to his whims, just as Hinnie told her she would. She was his favourite now. Fallow he would greet for old times’ sake, but he wouldn’t pay attention to her anymore. Even Boyd was given the cold shoulder now they’d returned from their visit to the Summer Isles.

Russ and Peat teased her brother about his “falling out” with the unicorn. Boyd would scowl and walk off, but he also seemed quite proud of himself, from what Rag could see.

Morag sort of knew something had changed about him, but she certainly wasn’t going to ask him directly. Instead, putting what Hinnie had told her about unicorns and their keepers, and what the Keep’s unicorn now did—huff and snort if anybody but her came into his pen. She drew her conclusions that Boyd was more of a man now than a boy—something a blushing, and increasingly rather rounded, Fallow confirmed was probably true. Especially after Rag told her how after his birthday party, her brother had seemed to spend a lot of time sneaking off with Heughan’s pretty young cousins.

Fallow had gone even more pink and commented, ‘Aye, that would be the way of it. Where these girls very pretty then?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Rag. ‘Eilis and Myrna are red-headed like me, but Senga has dark-hair and lovely dark eyes. Hinnie said the three of them have liked to do everything together since they were children.’ Rag frowned, ‘But I don’t think she altogether approved.’

‘Did she not?’ said Fallow.

Rag shook her head. ‘Hinnie said she thought them insisting on sharing everything between them wasn’t always a good thing.’

‘Everything?’ Fallow asked, her eyes widening in surprise.

‘Apparently,’ said Rag with a shrug.

Fallow gave a non-committal moue, and suggested Morag go and help her pick some green beans in the walled vegetable garden.

 

Later the winds had blown away most of the greyness and the sun had come out from behind the remaining scattered clouds to dry out the paths. As it was less slippery underfoot, Rag decided to go and do her daily archery practise at the butts, now set back up in the small orchard beyond the swimming pool’s high stone wall. Boyd was already there, but evidently from his empty quivers, he’d almost finished his practise. There was something she wanted to ask him that she thought he would probably answer truthfully when they were alone.

‘Boyd… you know Muirdoch let you use that selkie-pelt down in the Great Loch—do you think you’ll ask him to lend it to you again?’

Boyd took aim with his final arrow.

‘You know… now you’ve seen the selkies themselves using them,’ said Rag.

Her brother let his arrow fly; it hit the outer ring of the target. Boyd sighed, stretched out his arm and shoulder and mumbled, ‘You put me off…’

‘Do you?’

He looked at his sister. ‘Come and help me collect my arrows before you start, and I’ll tell you.’

He strolled down the damp grass towards the straw-filled butts. Rag laid her bow and quivers on the carved stone bench by the wall and followed him.

‘Well?’ She said as they pulled his practise arrows out of the targets.

Boyd had evidently given himself time to think.

‘I don’t know yet. This Reith was very special to Muirdoch… I don’t know if I can ask him. Although, I did mention it to Senga and Myrna—they said I shouldn’t ask, but wait until he offered it.’

‘Did they know Muirdoch had the selkie skin?’

Boyd nodded, tugging hard at a well-embedded shaft. ‘They all know.’

The un-barbed arrow came free and he bent over to search the grass for a couple that missed the target.

‘Do they mind?’ Rag had freed a handful of arrows and was waiting for her brother.

‘They did—but I think Heughan hearing Muirdoch’s side of the story helped. Now Senga says the clan will honour Reith’s wishes. They’d like it back eventually, but as it’s being kept with respect, they won’t push to have it returned immediately.’

The two of them walked back to the stone bench, now warmed in the late summer sun. Boyd started to re-fill his quivers with the practise arrows.

‘But do you think you’d like to use it again?’

Boyd shrugged. He finished stowing the shafts away before he spoke.

‘Yes, I would.’ He picked up the bow he’d left on the bench and sat down. Rag paused, then sat beside him, judging her brother probably had more to say.

‘It felt,’ he hesitated. ‘It felt very natural somehow. Using it certainly made swimming deeper easier, and it somehow took away that shock of entering cold water, you know?’

Rag nodded.

‘I liked wearing it. And I did speak to Mirren—he’s Myrna’s eldest brother—he said if I had an aptitude, he’d help me learn more. If I wanted—if Heughan agreed, and if Muirdoch was prepared to let me use the skin—and that last one’s a big if.’

Rag nodded again slowly. ‘Have you said anything to Dad? Or to Uncle Wulf?’

Boyd shook his head. He threaded his fingers through his loose hair, long enough to touch his shoulders now, and pushed it off his face.

‘I must get a bonnet like the brothers to keep my hair back,’ said Boyd half to himself.

‘Or you could get Russ to plait it for you again,’ suggested Rag.

Boyd coloured a little and shrugged. ‘Maybe—sometimes—not all the time… Anyway, Dad said I should work on being more rounded, not just concentrate of water things.’

‘That’s right, ma wee man,’ called a cheerful voice. Russ was ambling towards them, ‘And now you’ve finished your practise, there’s that dung shovel with your name on it!’ The broon was grinning broadly. ‘A wee bit of earth-bind to be going on with, eh?’

Rag stood up. ‘I’ve finished with the unicorn, so I’m going to do my practise.’

‘That’s alright, hen. You get on—me and your brother have things to shovel.’ Russ was still grinning, ‘We need to build up his muscles if he’s going to be visiting those Summer Isle lasses again.’

Boyd looked down at his feet.

‘Are we going again?’ Rag called out.

‘Maybe next Spring. Plenty to do in between whiles. You coming, Boyd? Morag can put your bow and quiver away with hers. We should check on the ditch beyond the orchard.’ He strolled away. Boyd put down his bow and trailed after the young broon.

Rag shouted out after them.

‘I thought I’d go fishing. Work on my water thingies… binds.’

Russ half-turned, looked at the sky, and called back. ‘The weather should be better tomorrow—you can go down to the loch then.’

‘Mmmm… I suppose. All right.’

Rag picked up her bow and took a stance to take aim. To her great satisfaction her shaft landed closer to the bull than her brother’s had done. She smiled to herself and picked up another arrow. Hinnie had told her if she could make some flights out of hippogriff feathers, and fletch them to a shaft with hairs from a unicorn’s mane—the arrow would never miss. Now… she thought, the unicorn hair wouldn’t be a problem… if she could just coax the hippogriff to let her have a couple of feathers…

 

THE END
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