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“Where there is a will to condemn, there is evidence.”

Old Chinese proverb.

––––––––
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Stepping down at last to the base of the steep, slippery slope, Guiamo sat down on the trunk of a fallen ash tree to catch his breath and rub his sore left ankle. Countless annoying rocks, projecting or tumbled from the rain-wetted ridge, had obstructed his way. Stumbling on his descent, he had stepped badly twisting his foot. He was relieved to have finally reached level ground again rather than the slippery slope that aggravated his mildly sprained ankle with each halting step. Glancing over his shoulder back up the steep hill, he pondered momentarily how vast a time must have passed since the first of the annoying boulders had slipped away from its place and rolled further down the slope. Just to annoy him today, he glowered. Content to let the question go unanswered, he turned his attention back to massaging his injury.

He was about to enter a dense stand of young forest with thin, interlacing branches obstructing his way, but as he had crested the ridge, he had seen that the line of trees before him was a rather narrow stand that wouldn’t long inconvenience him. A grassland lay not far ahead, and he drew a measure of satisfaction knowing it would make for easier walking. It was still early in the spring and the wintry trees would not bud their leaves for another month yet and even now he could see the sun shining brilliantly through.

Flexing and rotating his foot, he was satisfied that while his ankle remained tender, it would not be much of a problem for the rest of the day if he didn’t do anything too strenuous such as trying to outrun a ravage of hungry orcs. Standing, he tested his ankle one last time before pushing his way forward through the barren trees until he finally reached a hedge of prickly bramble that grew in the open sunlight at the edge of the woods.

Crouching, he slowly, meticulously scanned the clúain, or meadow, from left to right. As far as he could see, a bouquet of early flowers of yellow, white, pink, and purple were in bloom. Nearby, a broad stream serving the valley ran gentle and clean, while pied flycatchers and blue barn swallows flitted around in search of insects. At a distance, he saw a rocky, boulder-tossed ridge much like the one he had just descended. Clusters of leafless trees stood here and there in the otherwise meadowy glen which sloped off to the right. Nothing presented itself as anything out of the ordinary, but he refused to let down his guard. The vale looked safe enough, and he certainly couldn’t sense anything untoward, but years of experience seemed to shout out that this was the place he was searching for that morning, or very close to it.

And that meant danger.

Orcs had been around of late, a ravage of seven in a single instance. These he killed with an embarrassingly crude hunting bow he had hurriedly crafted over the winter. The arrows weren’t much better. Decent feathers for fletching were not easy to come by, but they had done the job. Then five more orcs came through which he had handily dispatched, but the risk to nearly two-year-old Sétanta and his bride, Ernmas, should yet another ravage pass through this area while he was away hunting was not something he could ignore. Taking advantage of the mild weather, he set out this morning to deal with the greater threat. He was not hunting orcs but that which drew them. 

He brought the crudely made bow with him today just in case there was trouble. Against what he sought, however, even with that bow he felt uncomfortably vulnerable. Oh! he thought, if only he could have brought his great spear Lúin along this day! The ancient cruisech had been crafted with god-like powers by Belenus himself in ages past and given to him by the god of war, Mars, when he was a child. Countless times Lúin had fought Guiamo’s battles against gods and men and evil creatures alike, but Lúin had been destroyed by Jupiter in an unanticipated fight at Caer Ebrauc late the previous year. In desperation, he had fetched the ruined remains of the cruisech to Aladlas to see if the ever-healing vapors of that heavenly realm could revive him as they had restored Guiamo so many times before. In truth, he had little confidence that even the healing vapors there could restore the ancient spear, but he was a man of action and did what he could on that faintest of hopes. And so this morning he brought along instead his nanét sa breglodiard-empowered knife, Brissid, tucked securely in his belt as a protection of last resort if things went badly.

Ever mindful to not go blundering about, Guiamo crouched behind the bramble and paused a little longer to take in everything around him, birds in flight, the breeze gently caressing the meadow grass, the subtle scents of healthy land. A great variety of flowers were in early spring bloom, pink cuckoo flowers, yellow dandelions in abundance, cowslips, clusters of daffodils rising here and there, and a scattering of early-purple orchids, and he wished Ernmas could have been with him this afternoon to see all their wondrous colors. But this was no ordinary hunt to provide feóil, or meat, for their table and there were significant dangers lurking, he just knew, far more threatening than mere bears or wolves or orcs or even trúailli. Ernmas did not know, of course, for he hadn’t wanted to alarm her of what he suspected, and so he set out that morning cloaking his worries with his customary affectionate kiss and lighthearted wave goodbye, and headed over the hill to explore the areas beyond hoping to discover what ills her tender heart had sensed with such alarm.

His eyes were drawn to the stream and tracked its course as it wound its gentle, meandering way down the near side of the glen. A great distance away to the right at the lower end of the valley, he caught sight of the slightest waft of smoke rising from what he took to be a simple homestead. At that distance, little else could be discerned. Nothing there seemed linked in any way to what he sought so he dismissed the remote farmstead out of mind and concentrated on his immediate surround.

Rising to push his way through the prickly bramble, he cautiously continued on into the open clúain watching for clues to what had somehow drawn him to this specific place. More than anything, he was surprised he could not feel anything in this beautiful place of what Ernmas had so strongly sensed from their temporary home on the opposite side of the great rocky ridge. Still, he had been brought here all the same. It was a heavy sense of emptiness, almost a sorrow, she explained, and he began to suspect what its source must be. 

Dawn broke that morning with a short light rain leading a cool overcast, but the cloudbank had moved on and the sun was doing its best now to warm his face. Drawing close to the stream, the sound of trickling water made him realize he was growing thirsty. He stepped up to the water’s edge and knelt on a roundish gray stone, and mindful of dangers that were likely lurking about, drew water to his parched mouth with his hand to quench his thirst without relaxing his vigilance.

Suddenly, he could sense the forest behind him tense. But there was more. He could feel it more directly now. Something, someone was watching, hidden, unseen. He froze in place allowing the water in his cupped hand to slip through his fingers as he slowly looked around. The land was full of memory crying out to be remembered.

Instinctively gripping his bow to the ready, he reached for an arrow in his saiged-bolg quiver. Even as his fingers brushed its nock, he released it for he knew these could not help him against this otherworldly threat. Without consciously realizing it, his fingers dropped briefly to touch Brissid for reassurance.

And then he saw it...movement among the flowers contrary to the slight breeze, gentle and seemingly coordinated, almost symmetrical.

“Dithmero-mil!” he called out to summon the god. “Reveal yourself!”

All around, the flowers stilled suddenly, the soaring birds scattering abruptly in all directions as if pummeled by a stiff down gust of wind, but in a heartbeat he detected for the first time a clear emotion beyond that simple tension in nature. It was sorrow, all-consuming, unrelenting. Ernmas’ impression had been correct. Watching intently with eyes and ears, he scanned close around him and saw at once that the flying insects; gnats, flies, black honeybees, were strangely hovering in place at knee height above the ground. A hollow, empty voice began to wail above him and the hovering blanket of insects began to ripple up and down in a wave of ever-expanding concentric rings. 

The sound startled him and the emotion-laden wail made his skin crawl, but he suppressed his initial involuntary reaction and turned to discover its source. His eyes darted around to quickly find the center of the rings before they dissipated away altogether. To his surprise the rippling rings were centered on himself which made no sense to him at all. And then he looked down.

At the rock he was kneeling on.

Setting down his bow and stripping the arrow-filled saiged-bolg off his shoulder, he began to dig around the bushel basket-sized rock with his bare hands. Forcing his fingers deep into the sucking muck, he finally broke the stone free. Splashing into the stream to better position his leverage, and hefting with all his strength, he flipped the heavy stone up out of its place onto the meadow grass.

The muddy, wet, carved image of a heavily bearded man’s face stared up at him. The moaning voice abruptly ceased, the insects scattered and if he didn’t know better, tears seemed to roll off the sightless eyes. He had heard of such carvings spoken of before but had never encountered one. 

“Who are you?” he called out.

All nature seemed to tense again but there was no reply.

“Who are you?” Guiamo called out once more, but in a more demanding voice.

“Moídmech,” the haunting voice moaned back. Almost as if confessing a great wrong, the voice repeated wearily, “I am Moídmech.” The flowers and grasses around moved together with his words as if they were the god’s very mouth. 

A host of dark emotions suddenly erupted all around Guiamo; bitter anger, abandonment, and others, but rising above them all he could sense the profoundest sense of loss and inconsolable anguish in the god. “Moídmech, hear me!” he called out. “I have not come here to torment you, Moídmech, but to bring healing to this place if such is possible.”

“Uuuugh,” Moídmech wearily exhaled, “If only it were true. Who are you? Another mocker come to torment me?”

Guiamo answered, “I am Mórlános, known by some as Día Mandraid Gníid,” the God Unmaker, “but today I have no interest in assailing you. I am also a man of mercy and clearly you are in anguish.”

“Indeed,” Moídmech acknowledged, “and forever trapped to this desolate but once happy place.”

Compassionately, Guiamo asked, “Tell me your story, Moídmech.”

“So that you may taunt me?” the voice returned with bitterness.

“Indeed no,” Guiamo replied, “but I would know your story.”

Relenting with a long, ghostly sigh, Moídmech offered simply, “Come.”

A shoulder-width strip of meadow grass beyond the stream began to lay flat, what insects remained scattered, and Guiamo understood to follow. Forty passuum brought him to a small round rise covered with heather awakening from its winter sleep. He recognized immediately this place had once been a simple Pritana house. What once had been the circular dry-stacked stone wall that defined that home had since been purposefully knocked down and scattered.

As Guiamo took it all in, Moídmech explained, “This was where I lived with my Sénta and my five sons and daughters, Cennaigid, Díchra, Sraínid, Sothcadach and little Occorach who died within a month of her birth. We lived happily enough, but an orc slew me one day with a spear hurled into my back while I tilled the soil. If not for my brother, the beast would have slaughtered my family as well, but he came at a run at the last and slew the orc and saved my family.

“Now my brother is a good brother! He loved me and when I was dead, he hired a coimétaid to render to me the god honors, but in my foolishness, I said no, that I had nothing awaiting me in the land of the dead. All I loved was here in this place. The graves of our father, Sírechtach, and my mother and my brother and sister who died in infancy are on this land. The body of my dear Occorach sleeps beside them. How could I possibly leave? I told the coimétaid that I preferred to spend my time in death watching over those I loved and see them live happily again. And so it was done.

“All was good and for a time I watched them grow and live as well as I could have ever hoped, but Borr came along and married Sénta and she left with him and took along my sons and daughters, but not before he broke up our home and scattered everything to the winds so I would not follow him to his estate and bring him sorrow. And then he rolled the carved head upside down in the stream to drown me, but of course, that does not work.

“Mórlános, I would not have cursed him nor sought any way to hurt him if he took care of them as well as I did. For all these years I have been filled with sorrow. Even my brother, Chulain, has forgotten me now, it seems. I am nothing now, nothing but sorrow and emptiness and so it shall be for all of time until the ending of days.”

From a distant conversation, Guiamo recognized the name. Chulain? His brother is Chulain? That was the name of the man who had intended to pay the outrageous price of one hundred silvers to purchase the largest pup from Aoi’s litter.

When Moídmech was finished, Guiamo offered, “Let me help you, Moídmech. Let me free you from this empty place and return you to Aladlas as you should have gone. It is a place of beauty greatly to be admired. There you will be able to find your place among the innumerable others who have died over the ages. 

“But before I release you, know this... there are countless numbers there who will seek to enslave or otherwise abuse you if you naïvely wander about in an unguarded state. Search out some quiet place far, far away where none of these can find you. Perhaps then you can find the rest you seek.”

“Set me free if you can,” Moídmech pleaded.

“Tell me then, Moídmech,” Guiamo asked, “how was it that the coimétaid was able to bind you to this place?”

Moídmech answered, “That stone you found with the graven image, my image, was not of this world. Rather, Srengaid of Caer Deva, the coimétaid of the god Amaethon, requested that the god should carve my image on a rock from the land of the dead and using a certain ritual bound me fast to it.”

That vital piece of information confirmed to Guiamo what he had suspected. Moídmech was a god after the manner of the goddess Fand who had delivered a Druí ring to his one-time friend and mentor, Abartach, Fand who dwelt in the rainbow mist at the bottom of a waterfall.

“When once this was done,” Moídmech continued, “a door was created between that world and this. The stone was hurled through that door and I, being bound to it, was dragged along. I was affixed to that place where the carved image was set up, and from there I could watch over my family. This was also done so the corpse hounds could not drag me away and spoil Amaethon’s plan.” 

Curious, Guiamo asked, “So if I took this stone and cast it into the depths of the moro,” meaning the sea, “would you still be dragged along with it?”

“Yes,” Moídmech answered growing upset, “and please, I beg you, do no such a wicked thing! I would surely go mad for dwelling in that dark and miserable place where the fishes live.”

Guiamo felt a great deal of sympathy for the poor lost creature and offered, “Have no fear of that horrible doom or any other one might contrive. In truth, I have a plan to return you to Aladlas, the land of the dead, which is your rightful place, though it has countless perils.”

“After all my emptiness and anguish, it sounds a fair plan to me,” Moídmech answered showing his first inkling of hope. “How might you do it?”

“Come,” Guiamo replied. “Follow me back to the stream where the graven image lies.” As he hastened back to the stone, Guiamo noted, “This remedy of mine, I think, should cause you neither pain nor harm.”

Wrestling the heavy stone up into his arms, Guiamo waved a finger to open the veil to Aladlas. Stepping heavily to maintain his balance with the backbreaking burden, he flinched as his injured ankle flared in pain. Doing his best to ignore it, he explained, “There is an enchantment between the rock and you that must be undone. With what I am about to do, allow yourself to follow the stone.” Made awkward by his heavy load, Guiamo cautiously stepped through the rent in the veil carrying the carved stone with him. With his first breath the soreness in his ankle began to fade. Moídmech did as he was told and when he, too, had successfully passed through to Aladlas, Guiamo said, “Now resist following the rock as I throw it back.”

Summoning all his strength, Guiamo hefted the stone chest high and with a mighty heave tossed it back through the opening in the veil. The moment the carved rock passed through, he closed the veil severing the tie. In the blink of an eye, Moídmech took shape in his original form, and he began to weep in relief. 

“Bless you, Mórlános! Bless you!” he choked out and when he had finally collected himself, he began to flex his arms, neck, and legs as if for the first time. “I thought never to feel this body ever again. What a mistake it was to bind myself to that stupid rock!”

“Now if you value your freedom,” Guiamo cautioned, “and I cannot emphasize this too strongly... keep to the trees and any gullies you may encounter.” He looked around to find some familiar landmark and, spotting two mighty white-capped peaks in the far distance, oriented himself and then, pointing away at their right, said, “Go that way and keep going. Befriend no one for most all will betray you. Perhaps in time you will find some gentle, undiscovered region to while away the years.”

Saying his final good-bye and well wishes, Guiamo stepped back through the opening in the veil.

And wrenched his ankle again.

Despite the swelling pain that brought on a limp, his return home was far more light-hearted than his cautious trip out that morning. He had released a well-meaning soul from a meaningless existence constantly regretting his earlier decision. They both considered it a mercy, and while Aladlas was filled with countless terrors, Moídmech at least had a chance to find a place for himself if he used his wits. It was Moídmech’s sad, bitter emotion, he realized, that Ernmas had felt and the same had drawn the orcs.

Memories of the sight and scent of the picturesque valley raised his mood even further. What a lovely place Moídmech had shared with his family! Fertile ground raising up a host of spring flowers in the center of the valley, a fine broad stream gently winding its way downhill to the river Deva, scattered clusters of trees adding character to the beauty of the lush clúain. All this bounded by a rise of barren, rocky ridges on either side that served to keep wanderers from easily discovering the glen. Perhaps these were what had allowed Moídmech and Chulain’s father, Sírechtach, to live so free of the terrors the Fomori horde wrought across so much of the land. They simply never stumbled across him. Guiamo smiled. If ever there was a place that he could call home, this was it. The clúain would be good grazing land for his horses and he began to wonder how many cattle it could sustain as well.

Moídmech obviously had no further use for the land and, Guiamo hoped, neither did his brother. He laughed to himself as he reflected on the stark contrast between this idyllic place and the miserable hole he dared call a home that he had used his power of Bersdhúnon to Discern out of a bare rock wall on the opposite side of the ridge. The cave he crafted was drafty and cold and dripped with water from the vent hole he bored in the ceiling to carry away the smoke from their firepit. 

What a miserable winter he and Ernmas had endured! He was used to camping out under the stars in all sorts of nasty weather, but Ernmas found it an entirely new and decidedly uncomfortable experience. Bless her, she had never once complained. It was just the three of them in their crudely fashioned, sparsely furnished, poorly illuminated, cold little love nest... and she seemed to thrive in it. Somehow, despite the bone-chilling gusts of wind and unusual amounts of sleet and snow that hampered his hunting, he managed to keep his family fed and she seemed to relish her role in keeping him warm.

Pleasant memories of Ernmas lightened his load and hastened his steps.

His thoughts returned to poor miserable Moídmech and the ruin inflicted upon him through the alluring enticement of being made a god. Few indeed could resist such a temptation and sadly, none ever even considered the possibility of a sour outcome from it. He grew reflective on all the gods he had encountered over the years and recalled his latest, a violent encounter at Caer Ebrauc with Jupiter and a host warrior-gods with him. He was growing weary of having to be afraid they would find him one day, or worse, those he loved, and his resolve heightened to diligently work to completing this, his most noble task, and rid the world of the pestilence called gods.

He called out as he drew near to their cave home late that afternoon and Ernmas came out leading little Sétanta by the hand. His toddler son smiled and exclaimed excitedly and hurried to receive a hug and kiss. As they gathered together, Guiamo said to Ernmas, “A kiss for you!” and gave her a proper kiss, and then bending at the waist, he kissed her low on the belly. “And a kiss for baby!” he continued before passing his bow to her and kneeling to affectionately embrace his son and give him a loving kiss.

“You were successful!” she exclaimed excitedly as he stood again to take back his bow. “Whatever you did, my love, I could feel it! The desolation, the ache, the emptiness, all these ended so abruptly that it took my breath away!”

“Yes, I was,” he replied suddenly filled with accomplishment. Returning together to the cave to share a soup she had been cooking, Guiamo told Moídmech’s story to her. Between slurping mouthfuls, he described every detail he could recall and she seemed to hang on every word. When he was finished, he set aside his empty bowl, took up Sétanta in his arms, and led her outside to warm up in the sun. When he found a sunny place for them all to sit down together, he placed Sétanta on the ground and sat dragging Ernmas affectionately to the ground beside him. “I am thinking of buying Moídmech’s estate from his brother, Chulain, who lives further down the vale. The land is fertile, and I could easily grow there all the crops we will ever need.”

After he enthusiastically described several of the land’s other virtues, she finally answered, “Well, if you like it, then I will be happy there with you.” She paused a moment to consider the complex man she had married. “Farmer Mórlános,” she teased. “Now that would be a sight to behold!”

“Well, we have to eat,” he agreed, “and if we cannot be seen about where the gods might discover us, I will have to grow crops.”

“True,” she agreed. “Now if you have your heart set on it, Farmer Mórlános, then you will need to purchase a plow with a good iron tip and a pair of oxen to pull it if you do not want these fine horses of yours ruining themselves.”

Guiamo replied, “I will buy those oxen because I have a lot of work planned out for them, but I promise you, I do not need a plow!”

“How so?” she asked, astonished at his foolish brag. 

“You will see,” he replied slyly. “All in good time.”

“Have you never farmed before?” she asked. “You sound as if you have never even seen a plowed field before.”

“Oh, I know a lot more about farming than you might suppose,” he replied with a mischievous grin, “and about tending orchards and vineyards as well...and netting fish. I have done a whole lot more than just running around undeifying gods by the dozens.”

In truth, he had no idea which crops would grow best in that clúain, so he decided to try as many as he could the first year to see which produced most abundantly.

“So how is it, my darling miracle worker, that you are able to kill these gods?” Ernmas asked. “I thought they were immortal! At least that is what everyone is taught.”

Guiamo scooped Sétanta into his lap, tickled him gently and then gave him an affectionate hug. “Well, you must first understand the nature of the dead, how they differ from the living, and then learn what else I have discovered.

“First of all, yes, living men and women are eternal beings, but not just living on and on after we die, but also, they... we... lived before we were born into this world in a place called Áin. This place where we live is called Gavatna. When someone dies, they go to Aladlas. At least most of us. Some go to live with good Ophion.

“Now, when I sit here with you, I can close my eyes, pretend I do not hear anything or smell or touch. That which remains of me, the real me, is what we could call the Who I Am. The Who I Am thinks, reasons, interacts with the world of Gavatna through our six senses: touch, balance, sight, hearing, taste, and smell. These senses are brought to the Who I Am by our noses, ears, eyes, tongues, fingers and, well, I do not know what gives us our sense of balance, but something surely does. I have never really even thought about it. Anyway, without eyes, the Who I Am cannot see Gavatna.

“Now then, when somebody dies, they shed this mortal flesh and return to the eternal flesh which is similarly composed. The mortal flesh, after a fashion, is like clothing, like gloves to a hand. The eternal flesh abides in Aladlas, but the Who I Am which thinks and reasons still needs to interact with things of Aladlas, and so it has the same six senses which provide insight into that realm.

“Now the eternal flesh has form and shape similarly to the mortal flesh, and like the mortal flesh can be harmed, but it always rapidly heals by the virtues in the airs of Aladlas. I have learned a way that is beyond the ability of the others there to kill the eternal flesh communicating with the Who I Am and by doing so, I render the Who I Am of some god there disconnected from any sensations Aladlas might otherwise give them. The Who I Am of that unlucky god must remain isolated from its senses and dwell invisible, alone and in blind silence until the ending of the age when all are to be judged by Ieius, the only god who really matters.”

––––––––
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Early the next morning, Ernmas energetically rousted Guiamo off their sleeping mat and shooed him out their cave doorway to go meet with Chulain about buying Moídmech’s land. Pleased she was so enthusiastic about it, he snatched up his bow as he always did, pouched the small loaf of bairgen she handed him, snatched up his arrow-filled saiged-bolg, and stealing a kiss, hurried on his way.

The wind was decidedly brisk, so he returned almost at once to fetch a cloak and another kiss. He knew he’d regret the cloak later when the sun came out in full and he was breaking out in a sweat trudging up the steep hill and down again, but, he decided, the kiss was worth it.

Soon enough, he crested the great ridge and descended through the countless rocky obstructions down to the valley floor. He passed quickly through the stand of trees and entered the clúain.

It was as beautiful as he’d remembered.

He followed the stream down the way toward the thin column of smoke rising from Chulain’s still-distant firepit. He spotted Chulain well beyond his home squatting beside a wagon apparently inspecting some damage to one of its wheels. He was a great bull of a man, stocky and tall with a bushy forked beard lightly streaked with gray. Approaching the intimidating man in a friendly manner, Guiamo hailed him by name, “Chulain, I would speak with you.” 

Startling at the sound of his name being called out and that by a complete stranger, Chulain jumped to his feet and warily grabbed up his ax. Suspiciously eyeing the intruder, he firmly returned, “Speak on, but state your name first and then explain what brought you to trespass my land.” 

His words were so badly misspoken and nasally toned that Guiamo could barely understand him. As he drew close, his eyes fixed on Chulain’s astonishingly disconcerting, even grotesque appearance. From the horrific disfiguration to his face of a vicious double harelip, the gaping tissues of his mouth running open from between his upper teeth up through his lip into his nostrils, Guiamo recognized Chulain as the man Aoi had described selling ironware at the market and only now understood his friend’s warning not to ask the smith about the way he talked. Not quite understanding what else Chulain had said, he replied, “My name is Mórlános, and I am known by Rí Túath Ruadri.”

Chulain scowled, “Many thieves, rogues and murderers are known by Ruadri.”

Listening now more carefully, Guiamo understood most of the garbled words and countered politely, “But I am none of these and am in good standing with him.” 

“What do you want?” Chulain asked gruffly. He’d seen the intruder’s shocked expression flash momentarily across his face which he might have taken as an insult, but instead dismissed it out of hand as he always did. His face was a ruin, but people’s natural revulsion to it at first sight was something he had come to grips with long ago. Those who came to be his true friends had learned early to see past it.

Guiamo smiled pleasantly and answered, “I have seen Moídmech’s land and thought I should first ask you about it. I learned it was his half of your father’s land.”

“Who told you that?” Chulain asked, growing increasingly wary. He glanced around to see if his visitor had secretly brought along some others to attack him while he was being distracted.

While Chulain was clearly unimpressed with his unexpected visitor’s curiosity about the land, Guiamo was pleased that Chulain hadn’t instinctively connected Mórlános the trespasser with the legends of Mórlános the hero. “He did,” he replied. “I met the spirut of Moídmech at the stone-carved image that bound him to that place.”

“Are you a Druí?” Chulain asked. “You do not look like a Druí.” He was clearly astonished at Guiamo’s claim but accepted the truth of it.

“No, Chulain,” Guiamo answered, “but I have learned how to search out certain gods. Yesterday I found Moídmech and freed him from his graven image. He told me...no, he insisted you were a good brother and that you saved Sénta and his children after the orc slew him.”

“What you say is true then!” Chulain said growing amazed. He lowered the axe head to the ground, released the handle to fall, and then stepped toward the visitor for a friendlier conversation.

Delighted he was making progress, Guiamo smiled and answered, “Yes, and now he is free to wander the land of the dead as he chooses.”

“This was yesterday?” Chulain asked as he drew close. When Guiamo nodded in the affirmative, Chulain grew animated and continued, “I knew something had happened! A great weight seemed to suddenly fly away. So, it was you then!” He clapped his hands happily and exclaimed, “And he is free! Good for him! Now I can rest on his account.”

Chulain paused a moment reflecting on the otherwise close relationship he’d had with his brother despite their occasional youthful fistfights. Smiling wistfully at the memory, he then continued, “So Moídmech told you I was a good brother?”

When Guiamo nodded in the affirmative, Chulain received the answer with the greatest satisfaction, noting, “In truth, he was a better brother to me than I was to him, but I am relieved beyond counting that he still thinks well of me. When he died, I was at such a loss! We had just disagreed on the price of a tool I had made for his son, a hand trowel as I recall, and I had spoken too harshly to him. He left in a huff and refused the trowel. What a stupid thing to argue about! I should have given it to his son! How much more important to me was Moídmech than that ridiculous tool! But I was stubborn that day and demanded the coin. 

“And then the orc came late that evening and killed him and there was no way to apologize and make things right with him, so instead I paid a hefty price to have my brother deified. Although it nearly impoverished me, he truly deserved it. I was greatly dismayed when Srengaid the coimétaid from Caer Deva returned saying Moídmech refused, preferring instead only to remain where he had found his happiness in life.” Muttering, he continued, “That service cost half, but the thieving wretch kept all my silver anyway.”

Seeing an opportunity where Chulain might indeed need some silver, Guiamo offered, “I thought to myself, if Moídmech is now freed, and no one else is using that land...”

“Stop right there!” Chulain interrupted with a stern finger raised. “To be precise, Moídmech did not own that half. We both owned it all together. It was our father’s land. We shared the land. When Moídmech died about seven years ago, it remained mine, mine alone. I told his widow, Sénta, she could stay if she wanted, but I would not let her live there with some other man sprouting babies every year that were not Moídmech’s. 

“Oh, she was not happy! The truth be told, I stood up to her like Moídmech could not. I think that is why she was so eager to leave. She simply could not stand having a man telling her what to do. Good riddance to her! That woman had a such wicked tongue and oh! what a temper! But he was a fool in love and put up with all her nasty moods.

“Well, that is the story. I am pleased that you helped Moídmech, but you are mighty presumptive in thinking that I will happily sell off to you half my father’s land. I might consider it for the right price, but if you want that piece, you will need to do more than simply pay my price.”

From Chulain’s tone, Guiamo could see his plan was already slipping away, so offered, “Surely there must be some way we can come to terms. What else must I do?”

“You need to impress me,” Chulain answered directly.

“About what?” Guiamo asked.

“That you would be a good neighbor,” Chulain answered.

“Have I not already proven that?” Guiamo asked.

Chulain shook his head, “No, only that you are a good talker, and you helped my brother, but you did that, no doubt, for your own reasons. If what you say is true, then I am sure Moídmech is impressed with you. But that is him. What are you going to do to impress me?”

“I might fix your mouth,” Guiamo offered.

“What?” Chulain asked, not believing his ears.

“Come close, Chulain,” Guiamo returned. “Let me see those gaps that cause you so much grief.”

“Do not mock me,” Chulain snarled.

“I would never do that,” Guiamo answered gently. Drawing close, he scrutinized the great twin clefts in the upper lip and teeth line. “Perhaps there is something I can do to cure you of this malady. Open up,” he said, and to his surprise Chulain complied.

Guiamo then asked, “Could you position your face toward the sun where I can see better?”

And again, Chulain complied.

When Chulain had raised his face toward the sun, Guiamo said, “Open your mouth as wide as you can and raise your chin so I can see inside. Do not be afraid.” A scant light lit up the roof of his mouth, and there he saw a ruinous rift in the palate the likes of which he had never encountered before.

“I am not afraid,” Chulain answered defensively, his words as difficult to understand as ever. “I just think you will be as powerless to help me as the Bandruíde my parents sought out when I was a child. Their herbs did nothing but sour my stomach and cause me to itch.”

When Guiamo’s expression darkened sympathetically at the side effects, Chulain misunderstood. He suddenly grew defensive and said, “I have seen that look before! I tell you, my affliction was not given to me by the gods because my father was a wicked man! Nor his father! They were both good, honest men!” When Guiamo’s expression turned puzzled, Chulain continued, rising to a near-shout, “Some keep whispering these lies and I will not stand for it!”

“Nor should you, Chulain,” Guiamo offered with purposeful calm. Stepping back, he noted, “Some children are born this way, but I have never thought it was a punishment from the gods. In truth, nobody really knows. It just happens.” To set Chulain more at ease, he inquired, “Do you have any children?”

“What good, self-respecting woman would ever have me?” Chulain replied bitterly.

“Perhaps that can be remedied for you as well,” Guiamo offered with a friendly smirk. “I am not a conjurer of the dark mysteries, and though I am no Druí, I do have some gifts of my own. Come, let me see if I can repair this miserable affliction.”

“If you think you can,” Chulain accepted skeptically, “go ahead and try, but I am no fool and I know there is nothing you can do.”

Guiamo acknowledged his doubt with a polite nod and resting one end of his bowstave on the ground, answered, “We shall see.”

Closing his eyes and grasping the top of his bowstave for balance, Guiamo focused on the harelip-damaged flesh and began to Discern the best purpose in all of nature for the gap to close, to rejoin bone to bone, to fashion flesh and blood vessels and muscles as all mankind ought be formed. And flesh responded as flesh could and warming pink with new growth, the gap diminished to Chulain’s astonishment, but his body soon tired and he grew trembling weak.

Wishing to complete the healing task before Chulain collapsed in a heap, Guiamo waved a finger just to the left of his face. Sticking his mouth through the rent in the veil into Aladlas, he inhaled deeply and then held his breath. The airs of Aladlas reinvigorated him at once and he turned back to Chulain who towered over him.

Breathing up into Chulain’s face, he dispersed a slow, constant stream of the heavenly vapors across the remains of Chulain’s deformity. The healing process accelerated at once, the skin brightening red and the flesh filling in, closing together until at last the double harelip was fully healed without scar or deformity remaining.

“I thank you! I thank you!” Chulain exclaimed when the healing was complete though his words were still poorly spoken. He ran his fingers across and inside his mouth. Guiamo knew it would take some time for Chulain’s tongue to get used to speaking with all his faculties. But he would. In time.

“It will be impossible to keep this healing a secret, but you must not name me to anyone,” Guiamo cautioned. “This is altogether vitally important for more than you would know. And practice talking all the time to get used to your newly healed mouth. Talk to the cows, the chickens, the moon... anything. Just talk. The sound of your speech will be improved by it.”

“I confess,” Chulain choked out overcome with emotion, “I am truly impressed.”

Guiamo’s eyes brightened, and he asked, “Then you will sell me the land?”

Chulain smiled appreciatively and made his decision, “If you place six hundred and thirty-four pieces of silver at my feet.”

Guiamo winced at the exorbitant price and replied, “That is a lot of silver.”

“It is a good piece of land,” Chulain smirked confidently. “You look like a man who can find six hundred and thirty-four silver pieces.”

“Six hundred and thirty-four silver pieces,” Guiamo mulled over. Curious about the odd number, he asked, “Six hundred and thirty-four? Why the thirty-four?”

Chulain answered with a smirk, “Because it is better than six hundred and thirty-three.”

Guiamo couldn’t help but agree. And Chulain certainly knew the value of a silver ring. As Guiamo mulled over Chulain’s price, he realized that simply transporting such a large count would be difficult. For clarity, he noted, “Or the equivalent in gold?”

“Of course,” Chulain agreed, “but who around here is wealthy enough to have gold?”

Guiamo smiled with a nod and said, “Then we are agreed at six hundred and thirty-four silver pieces. Give me a few days and I will return with the silver or the same value in gold.”

After he departed, Guiamo murmured to himself, “I need to go have a talk with Srengaid. I need to pay his god Amaethon a little visit.”
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“And if the flowers are as pretty as you say,” Ernmas said the following morning after Guiamo explained the next step in his plan, “I would rather move there right away where I can be with you. Sétanta and I will be so much safer there with you than here in this cave.”

“Come, Ernmas,” Guiamo asked, reaching for his bag of silver and gold to count out the price of the land and see how much would remain. “You need to see it for yourself. Let me show you Moídmech’s land.”

The steepness of the great ridge proved difficult for Ernmas in spots, but with Guiamo carrying Sétanta and lending her a hand for balance from time to time, she made the trek without mishap or complaint and soon enough they crossed the stream and made their way deep into the glen. 

As they strolled along hand in hand across the valley, he enthusiastically described his plans for their new plot of ground, a house more spacious than she had ever seen, a great barn, orchards, vineyards, fields full of bounty and a great big wall to surround it all to keep them safe from wild beasts and unwanted prying eyes.

When he was finished, she noted, “You will need to build a pen for the horses and cattle. We cannot have them trampling Sétanta now, can we?” He agreed at once and promised many things more. Delighted with the idyllic meadowland, she encouraged Guiamo to visit Chulain the next day to complete the purchase. As the sun fell low on the horizon, they returned, arm in arm, to their love nest of a cave one last time full of dreams for a happy future.

––––––––
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When morning came, Chulain went about his work as he always did, but kept an eye out in case Mórlános should return. He had no patience for buyers who failed to complete their purchases or tried to change the terms already agreed upon. If this Mórlános tried any such tricks, the deal would be cancelled and he would be driven off with a good beating. 

Midmorning, he heard his own name being called out and looking up, saw Mórlános strolling closer beside the barn. He was pleased to see that he had returned as quickly as he did and strode over to greet him. He soon learned that Mórlános had brought with him the promised payment and that it would be paid in full. 

Laying a cloth down before Chulain’s feet, Guiamo poured onto it all the silver and gold he brought. Chulain’s eyes widened as if he’d never seen so much in one place, and he knelt to count it all out. “Close enough,” he said at last, not completing the count to the last silver ring. “Close enough. The land is yours. I will summon a Druí to witness the land sale.”

And Guiamo smiled nodding in agreement and thanked him graciously.

With a firm glance, Chulain admonished, “Now be a good neighbor.”

Pleased with the transaction that enriched him as never before, Chulain pointed up the glen to describe the full extent of his father’s land, “All the vale from ridge to ridge up to its source and down to where the stream joins another by the road. Moídmech and I split the valley straight across from where a really big ash tree grew on the right side there just where the tree line starts, but lightning burned it a few years ago and it is naught but a blackened stump now. Still, it is easy enough to find if you look.

“I rarely go up there any more except to fetch back a wayward cow from time to time. This land is so remote, so far off the road, I am actually surprised you would even be interested. The bottom land yields much better crops, but you should still do well. I have seen some orcs crossing the clúain of late, which is unusual, so you will need to take precautions. I laid out a trap once and snared one up a tree. He is still dangling there if you want to see him. Most of him anyway.”

To Chulain’s surprise, Guiamo showed a great deal of interest in his vineyard of which he was very proud, the orchard his father had planted so many years ago now, as well as other noteworthy aspects of Chulain’s prosperous estate. As they strolled along touring, Guiamo asking countless questions, Chulain began to take a liking to him. This Mórlános was genuinely interested in all he had achieved, he decided, and expressed genuine sympathy that he had no family to share it with.

As Guiamo reached out to take a quince branch in hand to inspect its health, he felt a sharp pain stinging the same ankle he had sprained a few days before. “Ouch!” he called out thinking some insect had stung him hard. Swatting hard with his hand, he struck a young pup hard across its face. The speckled dog yelped but bit again, harder this time, and snapped aggressively at Guiamo’s fingers as he swung a hand down a second time to defend himself. 

“Flaithem! Stop that!” Chulain called out. Taking him up under his belly, he picked up the pup and tossed him roughly off to the side.

Snarling fiercely, Flaithem charged again with all his six-month-old strength. As he threw himself at Guiamo’s ankles, Guiamo snatched him up in his arms. Struggling to control the pup as he bit and snarled, clawed, and snapped at his face, hands, and arms, Guiamo just managed to press the pup’s body and legs to secure him momentarily and clamp his muzzle with his hand. Whispering “Tarén mal prisnat!” into his ear, Guiamo commanded, “Nef dhóveta!” and immediately Flaithem stopped biting. The pup was still clearly agitated and struggled in his arms, so Guiamo added, “Slódhén! Slódhén!” to calm Flaithem down which he did though he continued panting energetically.

Releasing Flaithem’s mouth and setting him on the ground, he said, “Now be a good cú, you naughty little rascal,” and then began to inspect the host of cuts and scratches and bite marks that painfully riddled his hands and arms.

Chulain was astonished at the immediate change in Flaithem’s aggressive behavior, but to Guiamo’s surprise he was completely unapologetic for the attack.

Glancing at the speckling in Flaithem’s fur, Guiamo noted, “So this is the pup Aoi sold for one hundred silvers!”

“Indeed!’ Chulain replied proudly. “So you know Aoi?”

“For many years now,” Guiamo answered. “He is a good friend.”

“Then you will be my good friend,” Chulain decided.

“I would like that,” Guiamo replied.

“That is odd,” Chulain noted as Flaithem quietly sniffed Guiamo’s feet. “He does not take to strangers. That is how I am training him. Less bark, more bite. I have enough trouble with orcs that keep coming through this way. Next year he will be big enough that I can turn him loose to drive them off.”

As Ernmas napped with Sétanta the next afternoon in the shade of their newly built lean-to, their few possessions laid out neatly around, Guiamo spent the afternoon studiously walking the length and breadth of the glen surveying its features to find the best location to build their home. He easily found the large lighting-burnt tree stump that divided the land, and soon after, that one dead orc. As the day progressed, he slowly constructed in his mind the most advantageous layout for each aspect of a proper farm. 

The biggest conundrum was that the sole stream was no convenient water source. It ran its entire course off to the side of the vale as it descended toward Chulain’s property, and he knew he would be forced to dig a well somewhere. 

He could imagine exactly where the house would stand atop a great flat of land just above a rocky ledge which would run in an arc around the house on its front and curving partway back on either side. While they would have to take special care with their toddler son, the rocky step-down didn’t seem deep enough to be a life-threatening danger to a young child who might trip off its ledge, but would provide a sufficient barrier to disrupt a swift-footed frontal attack. Still, it was something to be concerned about so he began to ponder what could be done to render it safer for Sétanta.

The barn to store their harvest would be raised downslope on the house’s left, the well just outside the doorway of their home, and the cattle yard with all its odiferous virtues would be downwind on the right. Lower down where the flowers grew thickest would be a number of tilled fields for the various crops they’d need. In time he would plant a vineyard and fruit orchard. Uphill behind the house he planned to dedicate a plot of ground for exercising his horses and he began to wonder how he could most easily deliver water there for them. As a child he’d once heard of a wondrous Romanus stone structure called aquaeductus, a man-made river basin, they said, that flowed water in great quantities from the mountains to supply all the needs of a great city, and he wondered if he might be able to find some clever way to do the same for his horses and perhaps to irrigate his crops as well. A fair-sized pond near the cattle yard would refresh the cows, and though he suspected it held fish, he knew the kine would muddy its banks and foul its water. But it was better to sacrifice the fish if they could not tolerate the cattle, he decided, than foul the stream he shared with Chulain.

Returning to the flat where he would build their home, he began to focus on the rich soil directly beneath the building site. Calling upon the powers of Bersdhúnon imbued into his twin-looped serpent ring, he Discerned all the stones in the ground to rise to the surface. They answered quickly in their eagerness to find their perfect place in nature, ripping out of the ground in such a way that they looked like hailstones bouncing and rolling across the ground. When he felt he had enough stones, he halted his call and then summoned them in the same way to gather in a great home-sized ring, the size of which Ernmas had grown accustomed that would make her feel cozy. And then he expanded it by a great margin to give himself a little more elbowroom. Well, a lot more...for the children, he justified to himself, and he knew that with his thoughtfulness she should be very happy.

Satisfied with the significantly larger circumference, he then Discerned the rocks to pile up as a dry-stacked wall that would form the lower exterior, leaving a neat gap for a proper doorway. When this was completed up to the height of his waist, he called on the stones to bind themselves together, and with that his primary task for the day was completed.

He then returned to the rocky stepdown where in like fashion, he raised a chest-high wall all its length to protect Sétanta from falling but also make it far more formidable against an attack.

When Ernmas awoke and saw what he had done, she was simply astounded.

Chulain stopped by from time to time over the next few days, exceedingly interested in the amazing amount of work Guiamo had accomplished in such a short time. When Ernmas mentioned to him she was looking forward to traveling back to Din-Gwrygon for market day, he replied that the market at Caer Deva was far closer, only half a day’s ride rather than three. Of course, it was smaller, he noted, and the variety of food and goods was more limited than at Din-Gwrygon, but the merchants there were fairer in their pricing and had most of the important items she might want. As for himself, he preferred Caer Deva for the warriors stationed there were always eager to purchase his weapons and ironware, and Ruadri was purchasing as much as he could afford to stock his armory there. Intrigued, but wanting to visit her father, Nechtan, she decided the longer trip, at least this once, would be worth it.

Guiamo and Ernmas departed on the fifteenth day of Cutios late in the morning after an annoying drizzle passed. It would otherwise have been a perfect day but for Sétanta’s pouty mood. Ernmas rode Vlatucia carrying Sétanta with her while Guiamo, annoyed at his son’s petulance, preferred riding alone on Enbarr. At nearly three years old, Líath Macha had grown into a proud, high-spirited young stallion while Dub Sainglend, at nearly two years was well on his way and followed along tethered, but unburdened.

This would be Ernmas’ first return visit since their wedding day and she was eager for a shopping outing, to visit with friends and catch up on all the news, but as they made camp that first night, Guiamo reasoned with her for caution. He was very serious about not wanting to be discovered, he said quite correctly, for too many people would recognize her and that could put them in danger. Although disappointed, she agreeably relented in favor of discretely visiting her father instead.

They arrived after noon on the third day. Eager to speak first with his father, Ruadri, and confident Ernmas could discreetly find her way to Nechtan’s home without any difficulty, he kissed her, the unborn babe and Sétanta goodbye and led his four magnificent horses inside Din-Gwrygon’s gate where they could be stabled safe from being stolen.

Ruadri was delighted with his visit and immediately set aside as much time to talk as Guiamo should want. Relaxing side by side on a pair of woven mats before a low fire, he asked, “So Ernmas is pregnant?”

When Guiamo reacted with surprise, Ruadri explained, “I have eyes and ears who keep me informed about everyone who comes to Din-Gwrygon.”

“What gave it away?” Guiamo asked. “Her belly is not even showing a bulge yet.”

“It was your belly kiss when you two parted near the gate,” he replied with a smile. “It does not take a Druí to know what that means.”

“Well, yes, she is,” Guiamo answered with a proud grin, “but as your spies saw, only a little.”

With a snort, Ruadri laughed, “My son, there is something somebody should have explained to you a long, long time ago. There is no such thing as a ‘little’ pregnant. As the Druíde teach it, it is rather like all or nothing.”

Guiamo grinned openly and replied, “Oh, you know what I mean. A month or two.”

Ruadri smiled at his joke and then asked, “Tell me about Sétanta.”

“He is nearly two years old now,” Guiamo answered with a father’s pride. “He runs, he talks, he fusses. You know... little boy things.” He shook his head slightly and added, “He fusses a lot. And it does not take much to make him raging mad. Wow! What a temper! But he is ours and we love him very much.”

With feigned concern, Ruadri noted, “A temper at that age can mean only one thing.”

“What is that?” Guiamo asked knowing another joke was coming.

“He will need a wife young to tame him,” Ruadri said shaking his head sadly. Now scarcely suppressing a grin, he added, “or else he will be doomed to the bloody, adventuresome life of a warrior.”

Guiamo smirked and noted, “Being doomed to the life of a warrior does not seem to me to be such a terrible fate.”

Openly laughing now, Ruadri agreed, “Indeed it is not.” He leaned forward conspiratorially and added, “I have high hopes for that one.”

“As do I,” Guiamo agreed proudly.

Ruadri leaned close enough to bump shoulders and said, “Bring him to me when he is of age, Mórlános, and I will spare him the drudgeries of an early marriage.”

“Well, despite our best laid plans,” Guiamo shrugged, “I am sure he will discover girls soon enough on his own.”

“Then let their fathers be wary!” Ruadri laughed.

“Indeed,” Guiamo smiled. After a pause, he said, “but I have not come here to bore you with Sétanta’s daily moods or give account for every scraped knee. Tell me, how are affairs with your Cornov? Are things in chaos or is everything at peace?”

Ruadri rubbed his eyes in thought and then summarized, “In general, there is peace. Ordwik carpat” or chariot “wheels and axles are being built aplenty in exchange for our cattle as you arranged. Word has got around of this trading arrangement. Similar ventures have been proposed with other túatha. The Sílo make good nets and we have lead and copper they need. The details are not all worked out just yet, but both túatha are eager and progress is being made. The Demeta have particularly good war horses but never enough. They want our horses, but they have nothing worth trading for our good horseflesh.”

Guiamo offered, “Perhaps they could train our horses for war in exchange for receiving some of those horses for their troubles. Perhaps they receive one horse for every ten they train. Something like that. Let them select the one from the ten as a concession if they protest for more. Peace, remember, and friendship are more important than the value of that tenth horse.”

“I do not see this working,” Ruadri replied, “but it is worth considering. One never knows until it is tried.”

“Fair enough!” Guiamo returned. “Even a failed offer of trade can bind the túatha in friendlier terms. So tell me, what is the state of Íath? Is there any noteworthy trouble between the túatha?”

“Oh, there is always a cross-border raid here and there,” Ruadri replied dismissively. “A raid to steal something or avenge some perceived slight, but that is how it has always been, and it will never change. Beyond that, nothing is out of the ordinary and nothing beyond neighbors squabbling with neighbors.

“No, the only serious trouble we have is coming from Cermait’s sons at Caer Ebrauc. You remember how Éthur, Téthur and Céthur rotate each year to the high throne. Well, now it is Téthur’s turn. Éthur, a pox on him, has recently returned to Inisfáil, or Fáilinis as some insist. They have no need for a formal ceremony to pass the crown between them for the gods have already given their approval to that ridiculous arrangement. Some have said the outgoing brothers have taken to simply tossing the crown to the incoming brother, saying, “It is all yours! Women and taxes! Taxes and women! Have fun!”

“What a wretched family,” Guiamo grumbled. “They cannot even remain faithful to their own wives.”

“Thank the gods they have no offspring,” Ruadri replied with contempt. “Pray that it continues so.”

“Indeed,” Guiamo agreed. He considered all that must have transpired in his absence and then noted, “After crushing Jupiter’s head in front of so many witnesses and killing all his priests, I should have thought Cermait’s sons would have been driven off the throne by now.”

“Indeed, but no, Mórlános, it never happened,” Ruadri complained. “They still reign and with as much power as ever.”

Guiamo was appalled. “Why? What possible reason could there be?”

“It was the gods, Mórlános,” Ruadri answered. “For reasons known only to them, the gods steadfastly refuse to remove Cermait’s sons as Ard Rígrad and even now continue to approve them as Ard Druíde. Nothing changed. Despite all you did against Jupiter and the warrior-gods with him, despite what everyone’s eyes and hearts witnessed, nothing changed.”

As Guiamo shook his head in disbelief, Ruadri continued, “But you are correct. If not for the gods, Éthur would be dead now. Dead or run off by the people. In their hearts the people support you. They so desperately want to believe in you, but the gods have the final say despite all their many pleas.”

Guiamo shrugged sadly, “Despite all I do, the Druíde and the common folk will always mindlessly follow the gods. Wherein is the justice of it?”

“But that is not all,” Ruadri continued. “There have been accusations of dark Fomori sorcery levied against both you and Sona. Many supposed eyewitnesses have come forth accusing you of murder, theft, blasphemy, stealing honor from a god, by this they mean Lugh, and claiming to be a god yourself. Your accusers are known braggarts, liars, and troublemakers, but it does not matter.”

The room fell silent as they contemplated this unfortunate outcome. “Let me show you something,” Ruadri suddenly exclaimed. “Come!” Rising, he led Guiamo outside to the community well and there perched nearby on a pedestal for everyone to see was a curiously carved stone image of a man’s head with three faces. The center one stared outward while the eye on the left was carved in such a clever way that it blended with a face looking to the left. The right eye likewise was skillfully sculpted to serve both the center as well as the rightward facing face.

“Whose face is it?” Guiamo asked, “Anyone in particular?”

“Your friend Cermait’s,” he replied with a scowl. “It was he, his sons claimed, who taught them how to peer into the past and the future across all Íath. Many of these abominations were carved on Éthur’s command and sent to all the túatha as a constant warning of their power, an enduring reminder that they see all, the past, the present, and the future and that nothing goes unseen by them. They were sent as a warning to frighten everyone into submission, and it seems to work. With the same goal in mind, Éthur sent some of these to Inisfáil, one to each cóiced. Some trying to be loyal to the truth have come forth saying, no, it is of you, Mórlános.”

Suppressing a smirk, he paused a moment pretending to compare Guiamo to the carved image before continuing with a laugh, “It is an ugly thing, is it not?” He glanced back and forth a few more times between the two before adding, “But despite what everybody says, I think it looks more like Cermait than you.”

Leading Guiamo back to his home, Ruadri began to describe another growing threat, the Order of the Caorthann, or Rowan, established by Éthur in Íath as a brotherhood for the Pritana as the Order of the Oak served Eochu in Inisfáil.

“Éthur has tried to recruit one of my best fighters,” he continued bitterly, “but I would not allow it. He has brazenly dared the same in most of the túatha who oppose him and at least two men are known to have joined him. Each of them was promised a good warhorse, a carpat and a cape the color of the branch they will serve. But not only that, they are promised a song of their valor by Fíar, Éthur’s favorite Bard, if they earn it.”

“Éthur is no fool,” Guiamo replied. “He is appealing to their vanity, their pride.”

“Yes, he is,” Ruadri agreed.

“And it will work,” Guiamo continued. “What Éthur does not figure is that in the end he will be surrounded less by principled warriors devoted to protecting the people, than a group of cutthroats who are motivated only by what acclaim and admiration they can garner from the common folk.”

“Acclaim and admiration. Of course,” Ruadri agreed. “They are valuable commodities, but in truth, what this means more to them is what women that coin will attract.”

“How many of these men is he attempting to recruit?” Guiamo asked.

“Two from every túath. If he succeeds in his plan, that will give him forty or more. It depends on whether he intends to include the Parisi and how far north into the land of the sons of Erc he goes. Some will reject them as I have, of course, so their numbers will be less.” Ruadri exhaled heavily and asked, “How many Cenndraici do you have?”

“Five,” Guiamo replied with a sigh. “Elfin, Tuirenn, Aoi, Crinchinbel, and Ursius.”

“And,” Ruadri cautioned, “it is rumored Éthur is crafting powerful magic weapons for each of them.”

“Not honest magic,” Guiamo noted. “Not in the Druí sense anyway. They will be built with dark Fomori sorcery if I know a frog from a toad. And I do.”

“Your Cenndraici will be outnumbered and likely outmatched,” Ruadri noted grimly.

Guiamo replied, “No, mine will be the stronger if I equip and train them adequately, but there is a power of its own in overwhelming numbers that cannot be denied. If it comes to war, how will you fare?”

Ruadri answered with confidence, “I have my arsenal at Caer Deva filled and ready with mostly new weapons. It is only a three-day march, five days for wagons. We have a great company of cairptiu” or chariots, “built and ready for war, but not enough trained horses to pull them. But from rod-slings to bows to cruisech and claidib to riding horses, we are ready.”

“Enough about Íath,” Guiamo said. “Tell me about Inisfáil.”

Ruadri replied dismissively, “If you want to learn about Inisfáil, you should go there to see firsthand. There has not been much news since you married Ernmas.”

“Then what is happening across the moro?” Guiamo inquired. “Is there any word about Róm?”

“Only a little,” Ruadri replied. “Octavius, the one called Augustus, has long been Ard Rí of 
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