
  
    [image: Conall]
  


  
    
      CONALL

      THE PLACE OF BLOOD: RINN - IRU

      
        CONALL

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        DAVID H. MILLAR

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: A Wee Publishing Company LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TITLES BY DAVID H. MILLAR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        GENRE: CELTIC HISTORICAL FANTASY

      

        

      
        Conall Series

        Conall: The Place of Blood: Rinn-Iru

        Conall II: The Raven’s Flight: Eitilt an Fhiaigh Dhuibh

        Conall III: The Sisters: Na Deirfiúracha

        Conall IV: A Brace of Eagles: Snaidhm Iolar

        Conall V: Retribution: Díoltas

      

        

      
        Conall Spin-offs

        The Dog Roses: Na Feirdhriseacha

        The Blood Queen: A ’Bhanrigh Fuil

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      The Conall Series contains scenes of sex and violence and language appropriate to the period (400 B.C.) it is set in. It is not recommended for those under 14 without parental consent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            COPYRIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Conall: The Place of Blood: Rinn-Iru

        DAVID H. MILLAR

      

        

      
        Conall: The Place of Blood: Rinn-Iru is a work of fiction. Apart from obviously historical figures and places, all names, characters, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2014 by David H. Millar

        (Revised March 2015)

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information and storage retrieval system now known or to be invented, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who wishes to quote brief passages in connection with a review written for inclusion in a magazine, newspaper, blog, or broadcast.

      

        

      
        A Wee Publishing Company

        Houston, TX, USA

      

        

      
        Paperback ISBN 978-0-9916640-0-9

        eBook ISBN 978-0-9916640-1-6

        Library of Congress Control Number 2014905121

      

        

      
        A Wee Publishing Company, LLC, Houston, TX

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Stephen

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks to the many friends and colleagues who were a constant source of support and encouragement and who suffered through the many drafts. Special thanks to Lauren who cajoled me to begin writing and was “rewarded” by being elevated to the position of chief editor.

      A big thanks to Eddie Kelleher, Visiting Scholar of Irish Language and Literature at the William J. Flynn Centre for Irish Studies in Houston, Texas for providing many of the Gaelic pronunciations. Apologies where my interpretation of his sound files is not entirely accurate!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Pronunciations

      

      
        Map of Eriu (Ireland)

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

    

    
      
        Background

      

      
        Glossary

      

      
        Dramatis Personae

      

      
        Locations

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by David H. Millar

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRONUNCIATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      My personal belief is that Gaelic as a language was never meant to be spoken but always sung. To hear it spoken, it strikes me as quite a harsh language; to hear it sung, it is just beautiful. If you do not believe me, listen to Clannad, De Dannan, Mary Black or Enya.

      Furthermore, to view written Gaelic and then hear the pronunciation is the ultimate in confusion. Below is a listing from a variety of sources with suggested pronunciations for the character names. I am very open to better suggestions for what should be the best pronunciation of Ancient Irish Gaelic.

      That said, I am reminded of the occasion when I visited a famous distillery in Ireland. After the distillery tour, the marketing director was asked, “What was the proper way to drink the brew,” by a whiskey aficionado. The answer was, “I don’t care how you drink it or what you mix it with. Just drink it!” So in that same vein, feel free to pronounce the Gaelic in a way that gives you the most enjoyment.

      A final point. The story is written in British English.

      

      
        
        Ailill Mac Máta (AHL-il MAK MAWta)

        Aedh Ruad (EE-th ROO-uh)

        Aengus Ruad (ENG-yus ROO-uh)

        Áine Ni Dedad (AW-nya Nee DAY-da)

        Aodh Mac Eochaidh Fionn (AWD MAK OHY-fin)

        Baeth (BEE)

        Beacán Ó Cathasaigh (B’YAG-awn oh-KAS-akh)

        Bedach (BED-da)

        Borbcas (BUR-ub-kiss)

        Bras (BRASS)

        Breácan (BREK-awn)

        Bréanainn (BRAY-an-in)

        Bricriu Ó Cathasaigh (BRICK-roo oh-KAS-akh)

        Brighid Ni Conall (BREED Nee KON-ul)

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

        Brocc Ó Cathasaigh (BRUK oh-KAS-akh)

        Brónach (BRO-nakh)

        Cathán Ó Bric (KA-hawn oh-BRIK)

        Cathal (KA-hul)

        Cearbhall Ó Domhnaill (KYAR-ull oh DON-al)

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

        Cimbáeth (KIM-boy)

        Conall Mac Gabhann (KON-ul MAK GAWN)

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

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

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

        Deda Mac Sin (DAY-da MAK SHEEN)

        Dithorba (DEE-tor-va)

        Danu Ni Conall (DAH-noo Nee Kon-ul

        Eirnín Mac Gabhann (ER-neen MAK GAWN)

        Eochaidh Ruad (OHY ROO-uh)

        Eoghan Ó Liath (OH-in oh-LEE-ah)

        Fachtna (FAH-na)

        Faolán Ó Floinn (FWAY-lawn oh-FLIN)

        Fearghal Ó Maoilriain (FER-ul oh-MWAY-ree-an)

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

        Íar Mac Dedad (EER MAK DAY-da)

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

        Macha Mong-Ruad (Maha MUNN ROO-uh)

        Medb (MAY-ve)

        Mongfhionn (MUNN-yung)

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

        Niall Ó Bric (NEE-ul oh-BRIK)

        Nuadha Ó Dubhghaill (NOO-a oh-DOO-l)

        Odhrán Mac Seáin (UR-awn MAK SHAW-in)

        Olcán Ó Floinn (UL-cawn oh-FLIN)

        Oisín (USH-een)

        Onchú Ó an Cháintigh (UN-choo Awn HAWN-tyg)

        Ronan (RO-nawn)

        Seanán (SHAN-awn)

        Siollán Ó Dubhghaill (SHULL-awn oh-DOO-l)

        Sláine Ulfhada (SLAWN-yah UL-ada)

        Sleibhin (SHLAI-veen)

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

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

        Treasach (TRAS-akh)

        Uallach (OOL-akh)

        Uallachán Ó Dubhghaill (OOL-akh-awn oh-DOO-l)

        Urard (UR-urd)
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          390 B.C—THE BANKS OF THE ALIA NEAR ROME

        

      

    

    
      The black battle horse snickered and pawed at the dirt. Instinctively, the warrior leaned forward to stroke and pat its black velvet neck. “Patience, Toirneach, soon… very soon.” From his vantage point on the high ground where the tents of the kings and nobles were pitched, Conall Mac Gabhann contemplated the barbarian army assembled on the banks of the Allia.

      Over twenty thousand warriors had gathered; many having crossed the Alpes and then Northern Latium from their homeland in Gaul. Now they were camped within sight of the gates of Rome. They were tall, powerful and proud warriors distinguished by tribal paint, hairstyle and colour, and weaponry. Apart from their nobles, most wore little by way of clothes. Many chose not to wear armour. They congregated in families and clans but fought fiercely as individuals for glory, survival, plunder and women.

      Conall looked to the centre and smiled as he studied his own army. The “Warriors of the Wall” as they had become known. Battle-hardened over the past thirty years. With the exception of a cohort of Cinn Péinteáilte—the painted ones, most wore leather body armour inlaid with iron scales. A few had chainmail. Their helmets, although functional, had grown more ornate and fantastically decorated over time. He had permitted this; it had proved one way for him to identify particular warriors in battle.

      Familiar, oblong, curved scíatha—shields emblazoned with a black raven on a field of red rested at their sides. Sheathed in beautifully designed and crafted leather scabbards were double-edged short swords sharpened to a vicious cutting edge. When in formation, each man or woman carried four javelins—three for throwing, one for stabbing. Most retained a preferred weapon—their favourite axe or longsword, for when they were allowed to fight with no constraints. Many had several daggers and knives of various shapes and sizes for throwing, stabbing—or just carving food.

      Distinctive in their armour and weaponry, Conall’s warriors, many from the land of Ériu, contrasted starkly with their Gaul comrades. His army, while seemingly at ease, stood alert in comparison to their allies and retained their well-ordered formation. Behind the front two rows, each containing a thousand men, another three thousand formed up as two columns, each with two rows of seven hundred and fifty warriors.

      Marked by the red and black foxtail crests of their helmets, a thousand cavalry guarded the flanks of his men. They carried smaller oval shields, javelins for throwing and longer swords or long-handled axes for slashing. All were safely secured on either side of their mounts—for now. Conall had conceded long ago to Mórrígan’s wisdom on archers, especially since his travels through Albu and Gaul. He now had two hundred with him, carrying composite bows of wood and bone slung across their backs and quivers full of the signature black-shafted arrows with their red and white fletching.

      His men shared their good-natured craic, laughing at the constant flow of insults and at the bare arses and genitals flaunted by the main army of Gauls. Conall still considered them Gauls, not true Celts. For their part, the Gauls looked disdainfully at their heavily armoured allies, but both sides remembered the bitter battles fought between these former adversaries, now united against a common enemy—Rome. The insults masked a high level of respect for each other.

      Brennus, the leader of the Gauls, or to be more accurate, the Senones, was a tall warrior with piercing green eyes. His shoulder-length red hair was crowned by a winged helmet. Tugging on a great red beard, he looked grim. His honour had been deeply offended by the behaviour of Rome and, in particular, by the Fabii brothers sent as envoys to him at Clusium. These Romans were foul-tempered and arrogant men. Not only did they negotiate in bad faith, but one, Quintus Fabius Ambustus, had speared and slain a chieftain of Brennus’ when confronted.

      The tall Gaul nodded to Conall and then pointed at the Roman army. “Maybe we can do without your men today. There aren’t that many Romans to fight.” Conall nodded, somewhat in agreement. The Roman legions were understrength, numbering only around thirty thousand men. The Gauls and Celts had roughly the same numbers but were vastly superior warriors. Conall wanted his men in the front, though. He needed to be first into Rome. After thirty years, he had business to bring to a close. And one final vow, one geis to complete.

      Conall grinned wolfishly, “Of course, you could, but how many do you want to lose against the Roman phalanx, Brennus? If my men are killed, then there will be more plunder for you. And if I’m killed, then you can rest easier at night.” Brennus had witnessed many times what Conall’s army could do against his own elite warriors, even when well outnumbered. He had lost too many warriors to Conall and his commanders, the feared ceannairí na míle. Thus, while Brennus respected him, he did not trust him and had no love for either Conall or his men. He would be more than happy to see them culled and even more delighted to attend Conall’s funeral pyre.

      He smiled, “Would I really be rid of you even in death? Let’s see if the Romans can teach you some humility, Conall Mac Gabhann. Get your men ready to march.”

      Conall watched the campfires being doused as dawn approached, their light slowly replaced by the crimson sunrise. He reflected on the journey that had brought him to this point.
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          415 B.C.—AUTUMN

        

      

    

    
      There were twenty in the hunting party. Apart from Fearghal Ó Maoilriain, who at thirty summers was the eldest and assigned by their community to make sure no one got lost, injured or drowned in the excitement of the hunt, the rest were aged from ten to eighteen summers.

      The band looked to Conall as their leader. He was quiet, determined and embarrassed by the loyalty his friends tended to give him. At almost eighteen, he was the oldest, by a few cycles of the moon, over his friend, Brion Ó Cathasaigh. Conall wasn’t the tallest, the best muscled or perhaps even the most cunning of the group. Yet he had an aura of quiet confidence.

      In contrast to his red-haired, pale-skinned friends, his face was framed with dark brown hair flecked with highlights of auburn—a gift from his mother. His swarthy skin was inherited from his father and meant he could take advantage of the summer sun without burning. His eyes were his most striking feature, varying from deep blue to steel grey. All who knew him were aware that when his eyes were grey, his jaw set, and his words few, there was no moving Conall from his chosen course of action.

      Mórrígan, who was Brion’s sister, was the only girl. At fifteen summers, Mórrígan could hunt better than most and, taking her cue from the goddess she was named after, preferred male company to her sisters or other women in the community. She was also the only rider and, by far, the best archer.

      Appointed as an unofficial scout, she cantered ahead of the group, keeping a watch for unfriendly strangers or animals. No one took her role quite that seriously. They had made this journey many times. Besides, Fearghal had brought his brace of wolfhounds to alert them to any wild boar, wolf or bear they might disturb.

      Fearghal hurried them northeast along the meandering path from the coast. It was late in the afternoon, and he wanted everyone back before sunset. Fearghal Ó Maoilriain was somewhat of a mystery. No one really knew how he came to be with the little community. Standing a full head taller than all of them, he was built like a seasoned oak—hard, sure-footed when needed, and with arms that would reach out and box ears without warning. His limbs were those of a warrior—covered in scars.

      Rumour had it that Fearghal came from the North—from beyond Gleann na Muice Duibhe—the Black Pig’s Dyke. The Dyke was the great earthworks that marked the boundaries of the Ulaid territory. He had a mysterious red branch entwined around a sword tattooed on his right upper arm. No one asked about this; everyone respected his privacy.

      Fearghal was the only one with a “real” weapon. It was a longsword sheathed in a beautifully crafted leather scabbard and was always strapped to his back. The tang of the sword itself was enveloped with stag’s antler smoothed with age and use; it was finished off with a blood-red ruby. The blade was always oiled and honed sharp.

      It would not have been a long walk back as the crow flies, but for the hunting party, there were sand dunes and the wildwood with its dense undergrowth to navigate before they reached home. About fifty people, from newborns to grandparents, lived in the three large shelters that formed the heart of their home.

      Each house was a simple, round structure built from rocks found in the nearby fields and a mix of turf, sod and thatch for the roof. Yet the houses were more than able to withstand the cold, harsh winters or the odd bear scavenging for easy food. Everything was infused with the rich, aromatic fragrance of burning peat.

      Sitting atop a natural hill, the settlement had a perfect view of the surrounding area. The site was ringed with a dirt bank crowned with a wooden palisade. The stockade was built not as a military fortification but to dissuade wolves and other wild animals from entering. A ditch ran along the outside of the bank and served as the sewer.

      Most times, the cold air kept the smell down, and at least the waste nourished the blackthorn trees planted to discourage unwelcome visitors. Mountains to the west guarded the rear and sides of the settlement, and to the east was a large, almost level, area that had been cleared of trees. A few fields of crops had been planted; small groups of sheep and cattle grazed on the grasses and bushes.

      While there were always skirmishes in the region, for the most part, the settlements and farms were ignored by the itinerant bands of warriors. When they were not required by their kings and nobles, the warbands fought each other, went on cattle raids or got drunk.

      To a warrior, there was little point in fighting peasants. There was no honour in it, and it was no way to gain a reputation. Very few poems were sung about warriors beating up on the local workers. If they called, it was likely they needed weapons sharpened or mended, or they just wanted some food and beer.

      The community to which the hunting party returned was different. It was protected under an agreement with the local Rí Túatha. These chieftains liked to be called “kings” but were really just the more successful rogues, warriors or politicians. The Rí Túatha, in turn, pledged their allegiance—for what it was worth, to the region’s Rí or king. In this region that was Eochaidh Ruad, who resided in Carn Tigherna, the hillfort a day’s ride to the west.

      Eochaidh held real power in the south of the island. His own oath was given to the Rí Ruirech of the Connachta, Ailill Mac Máta and his Queen, Medb, who lived at Chrúachain.

      Of course, all the kings were subject to the High King or Ard-Righ. Cimbáeth, the leader of the Ulaid, had reigned for almost twenty years as Ard-Righ and resided behind the defences of the Black Pig’s Dyke.

      The value of the community was in their skills. There were many mines for copper in Ériu but none for tin. To make bronze, and hence bronze weapons and armour, tin had to be imported from the larger island to the east. Supplies of tin were not guaranteed, trade was often disrupted, and the cost was high.

      The discovery of large iron deposits in the mountains behind the settlement had changed all this. In the hands of a skilled blacksmith, iron could be worked from being a hard but brittle metal to one that was tougher, more durable and able to hold a sharp edge. Bréanainn Mac Gabhann, Conall’s father, was famed across Ériu for his skills as a blacksmith and a weapon-maker.

      Leather armour, much sought after by the local royalty, was crafted by Brion’s father in a second roundhouse. In the third, a woodworker built the box wagons that were drawn by mules or oxen and often laden with goods for sale. Bréanainn and the woodworker also made the spoked, iron-rimmed wheels for the battle and ceremonial war chariots favoured by the local kings and warlords. The village was considered neutral territory in the region because it was so valuable to everyone.
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        * * *

      

      The hunters broke from the forest, crossing the grassland that led home. It had taken many years to clear the thick undergrowth, thorn bushes and trees from the land to make it suitable for cattle and crops. Being close to the coast, the climate was well-suited for farming, although even here, the chill never quite left the air.

      It was almost harvest time, and the grass was long, ready for cutting to feed the livestock during the winter. A thousand paces distant, the settlement was clearly visible. Hunting horns blasted out a warning of their arrival. Oddly, today, there was no response and no familiar blue smoke rising from the peat fires.

      Hauling the fruits of the hunt behind, they moved closer.

      Then the hounds started growling, a low, full-throated rumble. Mórrígan’s horse stopped, snorted, tossed its head up and down and refused to go further. It was then they noticed the grass, flattened as if by a large band of people—and there were deep wheel ruts in the dirt. Fearghal dropped to his knee, his longsword sliding out of its scabbard in one fluid movement.

      “Down, all of you, and be quiet. Something’s wrong. Conall, go right, keep down and just watch for anything.” Conall nodded and, gripping his hunting spear, moved a short distance away.

      “Brion, the same, but left. Mórrígan, quiet that horse and hobble it. The rest of you go back to the forest edge and stay under cover.” They had never seen Fearghal this serious and were too stunned to make any objection or ask questions.

      Calling his hounds to him, Fearghal knelt, and they watched as he whispered to them. The hounds belonged to Fearghal and were the only property, apart from his sword, that he had brought with him from the North. He sent them off towards the settlement and watched as they bounded swiftly forward until they got to within a few hundred paces of the community. Then they slowed to a cautious walk.

      Fearghal observed, considering. He whistled instructions, and the dogs separated and circled the ditch before entering through the gateway and moving into the yard. Everyone waited. There was a pause, and then came the hounds’ howling—full of mourning, anger and sorrow. It was the sound of death.

      The warrior looked at the young hunters, “Conall and Brion, forward with me. Mórrígan keep the rest here.” Brion Ó Cathasaigh was slimly built and taller than Conall, with auburn-red hair braided into several lengths that touched his shoulders. He looked at Conall, uncertain of what was happening but sensing that nothing good lay before him.
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        * * *

      

      There is calmness in death. This, Conall’s first time, was not to be his last. As he walked through the open entrance into the main room of his home, he was at first filled with a sense of serenity and stillness. The evening sun shone through the open door, lighting up the dust particles that danced in the beams of light. Sword in hand, Fearghal followed close behind.

      The tranquillity of the moment was brief, shattered by the potpourri of death. The smell of burnt flesh drew Conall’s eyes to the forge, and the body of his father shackled to the iron corner posts. Tendrils of smoke still rose from what remained of his clothes, his back burnt and, in some places, charred to the bone. The metallic smell of blood now enveloped Conall as he followed what remained of his father’s eyes to the oak table.

      His mother, Brónach, was drawn across it, her hands still held in place by two iron nails hammered through flesh, her head turned towards her husband. A dark stream of blood from her slashed throat had spread across the table, flowed over the table’s edge and soaked into the dirt floor. Her skirt had been ripped apart, the bruising and blood telling its own story.

      Conall turned away, embarrassed that he was looking upon his mother’s partially naked body, and was greeted by the sight of his twin sisters. They lay in the corner with their throats cut and their bodies tossed aside. At least they were very young and had been spared anything else.

      Brion stumbled through the entrance, his eyes streaming with tears after having been to his own home. He started to speak, but his eyes took in the appalling tableau in front of him. “The Goddess preserve us,” he whispered hoarsely. The shock had him stumbling back out the door, where he threw up, his retching broken only by sobs.

      Fearghal watched silently, taking in the awfulness of the scene before him and beginning to mourn the loss of his friends and those he considered his family. In his warrior’s soul, the stirrings of vengeance made their presence felt, but he watched, waiting to see how Conall reacted. A sigh of relief escaped him as he saw the young man fall to his knees, sobbing, a flood of salty tears joining the blood on the dirt floor.

      He was saddened, if not surprised, when Conall arose, his grey-blue eyes taking on a dark and haunted look. “I swear by the Hag,  we will hunt them all down, kill them all—and their families, Fearghal. I don’t care how long, but they all die. No mercy.” Fearghal lamented the change in his young ward but could not argue with him.

      “Keep my little brother away from this. He shouldn’t see our parents and sisters like this.”

      Putting his hand on Conall’s arm, Fearghal spoke quietly but with authority, “First, we give them a good parting to Tir inn n-Óc. Then we prepare for what’s to come.”

      At that moment, Fearghal knew that all of their lives were at risk. Whoever had carried out the butchery had planned on killing everyone. Without a doubt, they would be back to complete their mission.
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        * * *

      

      It was a sombre supper. All were shocked at the sudden loss of their parents and families. Mórrígan had been tasked with keeping the younger ones away until the bodies were washed and dressed for burial. They knew from the tear-stained cheeks and grimly set jaws of their older friends that something terrible had taken place.

      The flickering flames from the fire emphasised each one’s tormented thoughts. There was no priest to say words over the bodies, so Fearghal had stumbled over a few sentences. None dared to enter their homes, haunted as they were by the spirits of the dead.

      Fearghal looked around the group. “So, what do we know?”

      It was a question meant to divert conversation and thoughts. Not expecting an answer, he continued, “Whoever did this was known. There’s no sign of force. The stockade is untouched. There’s no sign of a battle. Whoever it was, they were welcomed into the settlement as friends, and then they slaughtered everyone.”

      “They’re coming back, aren’t they?” Brion looked nervously at the faces of his friends as he voiced their thoughts. “They can’t leave us alive. But why... why did they do it?”

      Conall looked to Fearghal and said, “Likely, it has something to do with the weapons and armour stockpiled in the cave at the foot of the mountain. The swords and shields my father forged, and the armour Brion’s father made.”

      “Yes. It can’t be the whole story, but my guess is that Eochaidh Ruad coveted the weapons and armour and didn’t want anyone else to know why or what use they were to be put to. And he didn’t want to pay for them. Few can fathom how that man thinks, but he almost certainly gave the order for the settlement to be destroyed.”

      Fearghal thought for a moment and snorted derisively. “But they hadn’t bargained on your fathers storing them in a different place, not under the settlement along with the usual stores. Your fathers were wise.”

      “Our fathers are dead,” snapped Mórrígan.

      “How long do we have?” asked Cathán Ó Bric, who, at ten summers, was one of the youngest. He looked at Fearghal and the older boys, hoping for a reassuring answer, but suspected it was not to come.

      “It’s a day’s ride back to Carn Tigherna along the lower route, but most will be walking. So, say one and a half days to get back. They’ll make their report to Eochaidh, get fed and get new orders. That probably gives us three days, maybe four if we are lucky, to prepare. If they take the high road, then maybe we’ll have an extra day.”

      “Prepare?” Once more, Mórrígan turned on Fearghal, spitting out each word with venom. “Prepare for what, Fearghal? What can we do? Half of us are just children.”

      Fearghal’s patience with Mórrígan had worn thin, and he glared at her. “Many of those that are coming will be no older than you.” Looking around the frightened band, he held their attention, “You were privileged. Were it not for your fathers, many of you would already be dead or in the warbands of the local chieftains.” His tone was harsh as he finished, “You will fight, or you will die.”

      Conall stood, his body bathed in the red-yellow colours of the roaring fire. His friends were changing. Bitterness burned in their bellies, and dark shadows were enclosing their souls. With a note of resignation and defiance, he spoke, “Fearghal is right, we fight, or we run and are hunted down. Either way, their swords and spears are coming for us. I say we stand and fight.”

      He paused to let his words sink in, then continued. “The settlement is on high ground and has a strong, if not very tall, fence. We have the weapons and armour made by our fathers. We’ve all played at being warriors and practised with the weapons and the new armour that our fathers made. We never thought we’d need them for real, but Fearghal is a warrior. He’ll tell us what needs to be done.”

      At that moment, Conall Mac Gabhann became the leader, and no one dissented.
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        * * *

      

      At first light, they tramped to the cave behind the settlement to retrieve the weapons and armour. With no oxen or cattle to pull the wagons, it was hard work and would take several days, but no one complained. All were glad to have something to distract their minds from lost family and friends. Mórrígan was sent with the hounds to reconnoitre the land, just in case Fearghal had got it wrong and the raiders came back sooner.

      Fearghal directed the younger ones to sow the ground to the left and right of the gateway with caltrops or iron thistles. Simple and very effective, caltrops were two iron nails bent and welded together—with one sharp end always pointing upwards. This was to force the attackers into a narrow corridor in front of the gate, where he reckoned the javelins could do maximum damage. They could not hope to stop the attack, but they might slow it down. That was the basic strategy—slow them down... survive... maybe kill a few.

      The ditch around the settlement was populated with the sharpened stakes that had been stockpiled as replacements for the palisade and livestock fencing. Hay was forked into the ditch and covered with lamp oil and grease. Inside, logs and boulders were rolled against the fence to provide a platform for the defenders. By the fourth sunrise, the settlement was fortified as well as it could be with what was to hand.

      “Seems like good work,” Conall commented, inspecting the results of their labours.

      Fearghal grunted, “With twenty men, I could hold this ground for as long as I wanted. It’s a perfect position for defence. But look around you. I see the sons of peaceable craftsmen—not warriors. We have eight who haven’t seen fifteen summers. Half of the others can’t even see over the fence without standing on something. We can slow the attackers down, but they will get through, and then it’s warriors against boys. Unless the goddess smiles on us, it will not be a good day.”

      “They’ll fight, and fight well no matter their age. My friends know what was done to their parents and friends. They’ll give no quarter because they expect none to be given.”

      “I hope so, Conall. Now, let’s go see how we can use the fancy armour and weapons that your fathers made.” Fearghal shouted out to the others, “Right, you lot! Get over here and get equipped.”

      Regular-sized armour looked ridiculous on the youngest. So they donned the leather play armour and helmets that their parents had made for them because they fitted well, and the iron plates, sown between layers of bonded leather, made good protection. The young ones were given hunting bows and quivers of arrows. Swords or spears were too heavy for them, so they were armed with daggers.

      The craftsmen had been experimenting with several types of armour, their work inspired by stories of warriors in faraway lands told by infrequent travellers and crew members from Phoenician or Greek trading ships or the odd shipwrecked sailor. Brion, Mórrígan and Conall put on iron ring mail suits. Only three suits had been made, as they took much longer to forge than the other armour.

      The mail was a tunic of iron rings alternating in rows of closed flat circles and riveted rings. The tunic covered the upper half of the body down to just below the crotch. It was worn over a soft leather shirt to help prevent the skin from chafing. The mail was reassuringly heavy and very flexible. Whereas Brion and Conall’s suits were a reasonable fit, Mórrígan’s needed cinched with a tight belt to make it practical.

      Fearghal favoured the other armour, which was more straightforward to make and lighter, but he swore it would stop blows better than the mail. It was made of leather, reinforced with small iron pieces, like fish scales, sown between and over the leather layers. Preferring his longsword, he left the swords that Bréanainn had forged for the others.

      These new swords were constructed from iron with a narrow tang that passed through a wooden handle. This had a long leather thong tightly wound around, ending with a pommel holding the handle to the blade. The blade itself was leaf-shaped and waisted, with a midrib for added strength.

      Most swords were at least an arm and a half long, but these were smaller—more like an arm’s length. The swords were kept sharp from waist to tip. They were vicious blades made for close fighting—for slashing and thrusting. Fortunately, the design also meant that they were much lighter, which now proved a significant advantage.

      The scíatha were made to complement the swords. They were about two-thirds the height of a warrior—from chin to knee. Oval-shaped and slightly curved, they were comprised of three layers of birch strips and covered front and back with wool felt, which was doubled over the rim and stitched on. The grip was reinforced with hand-forged iron.

      Two cross-strips of iron with a decorative yet very functional boss at the centre finished off the front face. The group had practised being warriors sometimes with these shields and swords and knew that they were meant to work together. The shields formed a solid protective wall, and the short swords were used for killing and maiming.

      Next were the helmets. These were simple iron bowls with leather flaps to protect ears and were fitted with chin straps to make sure they stayed in place. In truth, they were designed to prevent injuries when hunting or riding. Now it was hoped they could deflect a sword blow. As a finishing touch, layers of wool felt and leather were wrapped around calves to help prevent being disabled by a low sword slash.

      Complaints and cries of how cumbersome and heavy the armour felt filled the air. Unmoved, Fearghal ignored them or growled, “Get used to it. It may save your life.” Before they settled down for the night, stacks of javelins were arranged behind the fence. These were for the older ones who had the strength and the height to throw them over the palisade.

      The sixth sunrise came too swiftly. Everyone woke to hope that there would be no trouble, but the hounds’ barking soon put paid to that desire. Led by a chariot, a force of about fifty men advanced across the open grassland. A few were on horseback, but most were on foot. Their laughter could be heard a long way in the still, cold morning air, and even at a distance, their walk and positioning showed they were not expecting much resistance.

      They were carrying mostly swords and spears. Some had small shields, but few had any level of body armour. A good number wore only pants, showing off battle-hardened and scarred upper bodies. Still, others displayed their tribal loyalties with faces painted in blue or red designs. Many were young, and more than a few were no more than thirteen summers.

      Their leader, Olcán Ó Floinn, rode in a chariot drawn by four mangy-looking horses. The chariot was more of a status symbol than a practical offensive battle cart. There was no possibility that the heavy box, with its solid, iron-rimmed wheels, would make it up the slope of the hill without either rolling over or tipping out its driver and warrior occupants. Fearghal was confident that the few riders present would dismount before the battle since very few warriors chose to fight from horseback.
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        * * *

      

      Halting about a hundred paces from the community gate, Olcán jumped off his chariot and paced forward, carrying his sword and shield. He was tall and impressively built. Amulets had been stitched onto his hardened leather tunic to ward off evil spirits, as well as the gold and silver chains that proclaimed numerous successes in battle. His arms were covered in bands of bronze, gold and silver, but otherwise, he bore no armour.

      Red, waist-length hair was braided so that it wouldn’t be a hindrance. More than a few foolish warriors had perished when their hair was grabbed in a fight or trapped by low-hanging branches when travelling through the dense forests. Olcán had forgone the use of pants, and as he strode to within thirty paces of the gate, the massive, scarred muscles on his thighs and calves were plain to see.

      He shouted in the direction of the gateway, “I am Olcán Ó Floinn. I wish to speak with your leader. Let’s talk and settle this quickly and peacefully.”

      The gate swung open, and Fearghal walked down the path, his hounds close to his heel. As he got closer, Olcán sneered. “Not you, Northerner. You have no rank here. You know the way of things. Send me whoever is the leader of the settlement now. If he is willing, I’ll fight him man to man. If he wins, you all go free. If not, well, he’ll not be worrying about what happens to the rest of you.”

      Livid but bound by protocol, Fearghal walked back and said, “The Goddess go with you, Conall.”

      Conall took a deep breath and strode out of the entrance towards the warrior. A javelin rested in his right hand as if he intended to use it to stab. His sword hung in a leather scabbard from his belt; his scíath was carried on his left arm. To anyone watching, it appeared that Conall had no idea what he was going to do. It looked like a novice’s stance.

      Olcán anchored his feet, tensed his muscles and observed Conall’s approach. He grinned widely as a young boy of eighteen summers and slightly above average height came towards him wearing a red-brown tunic and carrying a spear and an oddly-shaped shield.

      The boy was muscular but soft, not hardened through battle, and his skin was unblemished by sword or spear. His hair was dark brown and short, barely touching his shoulders. The warrior laughed, taunting Conall, “That spear will not save you from the reach of my sword, boy. Let’s you and I talk, and maybe we can find a good way out of this.”

      At fifteen paces, Olcán considered the unusual shape of Conall’s spear. Unlike the standard flattened head, this had an arm’s length of iron shaped into a sharp spike. It dawned on Olcán the weapon was designed for throwing. His assessment quickly changed, seeing not a boy, but a warrior, bearing down on him, perfectly balanced, his grey-blue eyes sharp and focused.

      He watched, as if in a dream, as Conall’s grip on the javelin effortlessly changed from carrying to throwing, his arm rising up in one fluid movement as he released the weapon. Instinctively, Olcán began to turn and crouch, swinging his shield across his body, but he knew, as he watched the javelin’s spinning flight, he had left it too late. It was he who had made an elementary mistake and underestimated his enemy.

      Cursing his stupidity, he growled, “Shite,” as the tip of the javelin carved a piece from the edge of his scíath before piercing his leather armour. Ribs cracked at the impact, and he felt a sharp pain as the weapon punched through his chest, emerging from his back in a spurt of blood, torn flesh and cloth. Impaled and in shock, Olcán slumped to his knees and waited. His dimming eyes strained to focus on the young man who stood before him, sword in hand.

      “This is for my mother, father and sisters, you bastard.” Conall’s sword sliced the air, the sun glinting off the unused, polished surface. The edge met Olcán’s neck, and Conall’s arm jarred as the sword tried to carve a way through but was resisted by bone, sinew and muscle. Hot blood spurted from torn arteries, splattering over him. He tried to pull the sword out but found he needed to put his foot on the warrior’s chest to twist and pry away the blade.

      The difficulty of removing a blade from a man’s torso was the first of many harsh lessons that Conall was to learn. The second was how difficult it was to cleanly remove a head from a body. Conall hacked at the neck until the head was freed. Then, holding it by Olcán’s long, red braids, he turned, spat on the lifeless corpse, and threw the head towards the band of attackers.

      Cheering immediately broke out behind the stockade as he walked back through the gates. Stunned silence and uncertainty were the responses from the attackers.
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        * * *

      

      Cassius Fabius Scaeva, mounted on what he considered to be a poor specimen of a horse, regarded the scene with some trepidation. This was supposed to be a simple mission. Slaughter the community, take the weapons and armour, pay off the barbarians and travel back to Rome with an army of mercenaries.

      His orders had actually been to negotiate and pay the blacksmith for the armour and weapons. However, Cassius needed money and swiftly concluded that he could get it by killing what he deemed to be inferior, and mostly unarmed, barbarians. In Eochaidh Ruad, he had found a willing accomplice.

      Cassius was neither well-liked nor loved in Rome. His exploits and debauched tastes had rapidly outgrown his inheritance and his ability to obtain credit. Being a member of the noble and influential Fabius family, he still had a last recourse in the person of Marcus Fabius Ambustus, Pontifex Maximus of Rome.

      However, Marcus had ambitions for himself and his three sons and did not particularly want Cassius anywhere near Rome. So Cassius had been given a choice. A slave galley to Egypt or the mission to this land the barbarians called Ériu to secure a supply of weapons, armour and men. There was also the implied third option of finding himself in a warm bath with his wrists opened.

      As he looked at the tall, lean warrior beside him, Cassius was well aware that Faolán Ó Floinn’s brother had just been beheaded. Of the two brothers, Olcán had been the warrior, but the red-haired Faolán had a natural ability to lead the pack and was commander of Eochaidh’s forces.

      As he looked at the tightly drawn muscles of Faolán’s face, Cassius was unable to resist putting his Roman foot in his mouth as he remarked condescendingly, “So this was your brother’s great plan.” Barely had he finished when a fist wrapped in iron-studded leather strips broke his nose and several teeth. He found himself sprawled on the ground, struggling to stem the flow of blood from his face with his purple robe.

      “One more word, Roman, and I’ll spread your guts out on the ground and leave you for the wolves. I didn’t like the agreement my king made. Personally, I thought we should just slit your throat and take the gold. We had no quarrel with these people—until now.”

      Faolán turned to his second-in-command. “Take charge of those bastards. Hit the settlement hard now. No prisoners. Kill them all. Burn the settlement to the ground. I’ll hold the rest in reserve. If I need to use them and you are still alive, I’ll put your head on a spear.” Treasach gave Faolán a sour look but nodded, grabbed his spear and trotted across the open ground until he reached the warriors milling around in front of the settlement.

      He was of stocky build and average height, his body hard and muscular. Treasach was memorable for his hair—dark brown at the roots going to blonde at the tips. Unfortunately, the constant use of lime washes to bleach his hair also made it stand up stiff as a board—although it did make him look a good hand taller.

      There was no love lost between Treasach and his men. He chose to lead by brute force and severe punishments for failure rather than respect and esprit-de-corps. But he had a reputation for standing his ground, and all knew he would not be easy on anyone who tried to retreat.

      Treasach barked at his men, “Faolán wants the settlement taken. Now! What are you bastards waiting for? Are you hoping the children will surrender? Move forward. I’ll gut anyone looking back.” Cursing him, the warriors spread out in a skirmish line and moved towards the settlement. The noise of axes, spears and swords slapping against shields was heard in the settlement as the attackers picked up their pace.
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        * * *

      

      The cheering died down as a blood-soaked Conall re-entered the settlement. “Well, so much for negotiating our release,” Fearghal remarked sarcastically. “I guess diplomacy will not be a great strength of yours!”

      In shock and unable to speak, Conall trembled at the realisation of what had taken place. Unable to set his sword down, his knuckles were white from the vice-like grip. “Here, drink this. It will help.” Fearghal handed over a jug, and Conall took a mouthful. Moments later, he was coughing and spluttering as the liquid burnt a track down his throat.

      “What was in that?” Conall croaked.

      Fearghal laughed and slapped Conall’s back, “Oh, just a wee Northern recipe passed down by my father. I keep it for special occasions. We’ll drink more tonight—if we’re still alive.”

      “They’re getting closer, Fearghal,” Brion called from the stockade.

      “Bar the gate and move the wagons against them. You four get into the wagons with Conall and me. Brion, take three with you and spread them out on the right side of the stockade. Brocc, take three and hold the left. Mórrígan spread your archers on either side of the gateway but keep behind the others. Just keep shooting until you exhaust your supply of arrows. Then hide.

      As for you three…” Fearghal peered sternly at the youngest, who stood terrified and close to tears. Then he grinned. “Keep a watch on the back gateway. Shout if you see anyone get close to it.”

      Fearghal shook his head as he surveyed his defences before climbing onto the wagon. Taking a deep breath, he roared, “Mac Gabhann abú,” slamming his sword hilt rhythmically against the wooden side of the wagon. “Mac Gabhann abú, Mac Gabhann abú.” It took Conall a few moments to realise that Fearghal had taken his father’s name and made it into a battle cry. Tears welled in his eyes as he hoarsely took up the shout, slapping his javelin against his shield.

      Soon the group, from the youngest to the eldest, was yelling, “Mac Gabhann abú! Mac Gabhann abú!”

      Conall looked around his friends, “Remember our mothers, fathers, sisters and brothers. Show no mercy. None will be given. The goddess of the woods and the waters be with us.” He turned and faced the oncoming warriors.
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      On a raised bank, just a short distance from the edge of the forest, Faolán’s mount grazed on sweet autumn grass.

      “Shite!”

      From his vantage point, Faolán could quite clearly observe the skirmish. He could also hear the battle cry resounding from the settlement as his men approached. Cassius had remounted and was again beside Faolán. He measured his words more carefully this time, although they were slurred due to his swollen and painful jaw.

      “Surely you don’t see a problem in taking the settlement. After all, they are just a handful of children and a lone warrior, not fighters.”

      “Arsehole! No wonder they sent you on this mission. Your masters must have wanted you out of the way, and I can see why.” Faolán looked contemptuously at Cassius, “Take a hard look at their position. The settlement doesn’t have a high stockade, but it’s built on a dirt bank on a natural hill and is surrounded by a ditch, which, no doubt, holds some surprises.

      “My men will be fighting uphill—and a pretty steep hill at that, all the way to the gate. Those so-called children have access to the best weapons and armour available. Much better than my men, as you well know. Your master’s gold paid for them.”

      “And... They have a warrior chieftain in Fearghal Ó Maoilriain from the Ulaid, who are renowned on this island for their fighting skills. I’ve interrogated some of his comrades. So far, none have given up anything about him except that he is the best warrior in Ériu and commands their unswerving loyalty.” Cassius made no comment as Faolán paused.

      “Now, they also have a hero. That “boy” took down one of the best chieftains in this kingdom, as natural as it comes. If we don’t kill Conall Mac Gabhann today, then we’ll have much more trouble coming. It won’t take long before superstitious peasants start believing he is some ancient god or hero reborn. You better have more gold in your bags, Roman. This will have a high price.”

      Cassius smiled through bloodied teeth, wishing he could slide the dagger he was fingering between Faolán’s ribs. Faolán looked at him, seeing a coward with no honour, “I know what you’re thinking, Roman. Just try it.”
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        * * *

      

      The raiders’ pace quickened. Some cursed as the sharp points of caltrops pierced leather boots and flesh forcing them back onto the heavily rutted pathway to the settlement. As they came closer to the gate, Mórrígan and her young archers went to work. Scattered showers of arrows fell on them. Not enough to do any significant damage, but enough to slow their advance and make them more cautious.

      In return, the raiders swore and shouted in anger and frustration. A few with spears halted and hurled them, but they fell short or glanced harmlessly off the fence. At twenty paces, Fearghal lifted his first javelin, balanced it in his hand, and launched it at the pack leader. The missile took the raider in the chest, driving him back into the warriors that followed.

      “They’re in range. Throw your javelins.”

      Along the stockade, javelins were lifted and heaved at the pack of men charging up the hill or trying to cross the ditch. Young muscles strained and burned, unused to such activity. Yet, with jaws set and teeth gritted, the defenders kept up a steady volley. Men screamed as iron spikes punched holes in their flesh. Some died, but more fell, disabled by the shafts and were trampled by their comrades.

      The pack steadily edged closer to the gate as the stock of javelins diminished. A few picked up the thrown spears and tossed them back, but the angle was not optimal, and most fell short or became lodged in the wooden gate and palisade.

      “Keep a javelin for close range,” Fearghal shouted as the pack came within five paces of the settlement fence. While their numbers had been reduced by death and injury, there remained over thirty snarling men moving forward, determined to complete the job.

      “Light the ditch, Mórrígan. Now!”

      At Fearghal’s order, Mórrígan dipped arrows tipped with oil-soaked cloth in the brazier behind her. She flinched in pain as the flames licked her fingers before each shaft was released. The straw and wood in the ditch smouldered, then burst into flames, filling the area in front of the stockade with thick smoke. Surprised at their resourcefulness, Treasach cursed the settlement defenders as he drove his men forward.

      “Who will sing stories of you if you’re beaten by children?”

      As they reached the gate, some of the men split off left and right, jumping into the ditch. Amid the smoke-filled air, the first few died, impaled on unseen wooden stakes. Those following used their comrades’ broken bodies to bridge the ditch. Throwing axes were launched. Screams from within the compound told Fearghal that some had found their mark.

      Brion looked down at his young friend. Niall Ó Bric had an axe head buried in his chest. In the last convulsions, before his spirit departed, he grabbed Brion’s arm and cursed the attackers. Brion swore, gritted his teeth and drove forward with his javelin. His first lunge glanced off the shield of Niall’s killer.

      Quickly recovering, Brion thrust hard once more, catching the warrior as he lifted his arm to strike. The javelin punched into the man under his armpit. Bellowing in agony and spitting blood flecked with foam, as his lungs and heart were pierced, he fell back. His body hung, suspended above the ground, impaled on a wooden stake. Brion swore as his javelin, embedded firmly in the man, was torn from his grip. Pulling his sword from its sheath, he readied for the next attacker.

      On the left side of the gate, Brocc Ó Cathasaigh, a thin, wiry lad who, along with his twin Mórrígan, had been looking forward to his sixteenth summer, was fighting an increasingly desperate battle as more attackers reached the palisade and were able to bring their axes into play.

      He wailed as an axe head pulled his shield down just enough for the adjacent attacker to slice a deep cut down his arm. As he stumbled back in pain, Siollán Ó Dubhghaill took his place. His reward was to receive a blow from an axe that split the front of his helmet and opened up his skull.

      As Siollán fell, Brocc snarled and swung his blade wildly at his slayer. The attacker was unbalanced and stretched over the stockade; more startling, he looked no older than Brocc. A first slash left the attacker’s hand joined by a flap of skin to his wrist.

      Looking into the young attacker’s shocked face, Brocc drove his sword point into his mouth and up into his brain. Blood and gore soaked Brocc and the surrounding fence. His lips, now drawn back into a ferocious grimace, accentuated his sharp, natural features as he swung at yet another attacker.

      Though occupied by stabbing and raining blows on a stream of assailants, out of the corner of his eye, Conall could see the mass of men crowding against the stockade and gateway. Increasingly frequent shrieks of pain told him he had lost more of his friends who, if not dead, were wounded badly enough to be of little use.

      “We can’t hold them, Fearghal. They’ll just pick us off one by one. We need another plan.”

      Fearghal shouted over his shoulder, “This fence was made for keeping animals out, not an army.” He grunted, shoving back a wounded attacker and ripping his sword through the man’s belly as he fell. “It’s not strong or high enough to be a real defensive position. And if I know anything about battles, there’s bound to be a reserve pack waiting in the forest.”

      “Well, if we can’t hold them off, we need to meet them. They won’t be expecting that!” Conall glanced at Fearghal, hoping for an answer, but Fearghal was busy stabbing at a huge, half-naked warrior.

      The man was covered in coarse red body hair, sported a massive red beard and was missing half of his rotted yellow teeth. He was roaring and hacking double-handed at the gate with an enormous battle axe. Worse, he took hit after hit without it slowing him down.

      Fearghal couldn’t get a clean stab at the warrior over both the wagon and the gate and was loath to give up his javelin. “This bastard will have the gate in pieces soon, Conall—if not with his axe, then with his stink—he mustn’t have bathed since he was born. You’re the smart one. We need a plan. Think of something and make it quick.”

      Conall looked feverishly over his surroundings, looking for inspiration. He glanced at his parents’ home, immediately filling with anger at losing them, and then he thought of the games his father used to have them play with the new armour and weapons.

      “Fearghal, the wall. The wall.”

      “You’re not making much sense. I know the stockade is coming down, and when it does, we’re in deep shite.”

      Conall groaned and shook his head, “Sometimes you’re an eejit, Fearghal. Think about that game my father taught us to play—the shield-wall. We form the wall and then take the battle to them. You know how difficult you found it was to break the wall when it was formed and kept together. The space between the gates could be spanned by six of us in a front row. We can use Mórrígan and the wolfhounds as a diversion to distract them on their flanks while we regroup.”

      Totally unconvinced that it would work but equally convinced they were all going to die, Fearghal grunted, “Why not?”

      Mórrígan and the hounds were dispatched out the rear gates and raced around to the ongoing skirmish. When she was within range, Mórrígan screamed a torrent of insults at the attackers and sent flights of arrows from her diminishing stock.

      Teeth bared, the hounds snarled and snapped continuously as they closed with the fighters. In reply, the attackers hurled insults at Mórrígan and rocks at the circling hounds.

      The commotion, however, was a sufficient distraction. As the wagons were rolled aside, defenders were called off the stockade and formed up in two rows of six. The biggest and oldest stood in the front; the back row’s job was to steady and strengthen them.

      Fearghal grumbled that he had a stick in his hand rather than his longsword but stood steady with Conall to his left. Brion took up position on Conall’s left; Brocc was placed on Fearghal’s right, and the Ó Cuileannáin brothers, Labhraidh and Fionnbharr, stood at the ends of the row.

      Conall yelled at the remaining younger ones to pull aside the bar on the gate. As the gates swung open, he looked at his friends, who were covered in cuts and blood. “Lock scíatha,” he shouted. “Javelins ready. Move forward.” The small wall of shields moved into the gap to face assailants whose expressions reflected surprise and confusion.

      “The Hag’s arse, what is going on?” muttered Faolán as he watched the gates of the settlement swing open.

      “Maybe they intend to surrender to your superior tactics?” Cassius ventured, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      Faolán ignored Cassius this time, deciding to cut his throat later. He turned to Sleibhin—a mountain of a man and brother of the hairy giant who was still threatening the gate. “Move the rest out. I don’t like the way this is going. There are too many surprises for my liking.” The remaining warriors moved out from the trees to the edge of the fields and waited for instructions.
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        * * *

      

      Further along the forest edge, the wind whipped up the borders of a black cloak draped over the shoulders of a solitary rider. The cloak’s crimson lining, flipped over by the breezes, contrasted against the black velvet coat of the magnificent horse on which the rider sat. He had chosen his position with all the care of his heritage—and trade. The afternoon sun blinded Faolán and Cassius from uncovering his location while he observed all that took place with a high degree of interest.

      Nikandros was a stranger to Ériu. A Spartan, he had travelled to the Roman Republic after the Peloponnesian War in search of new challenges. He was thirty summers old, tall and muscular with long, black, naturally curled hair and a short beard. His skin was tanned golden brown from spending most of the time outside in much warmer climates.

      Even in the cold of Ériu, he only wore a lightweight, dark red tunic just long enough to cover his genitals. His armour—bronze cuirass, greaves and helmet—was carried in a pack lashed to his horse. He had left his favourite weapon—his beloved doru, in Rome and now only carried his sword. The xiphos was a double-edged sword used for cutting and thrusting and hung from a baldric under his left arm. His broad circular shield, made of wood and leather, and faced with bronze, was slung over the side of the horse.

      He was a mercenary by circumstance and had met his current employers—Marcus Fabius Ambustus, and his eldest son Quintus, in a skirmish with bandits outside of Rome. They were impressed with each other, and Marcus offered him work. Soon, Nikandros became known as Marcus’ shadow, gaining a reputation for resolving disputes. Indeed, his method of conflict management was to ensure the other party was never seen again.

      Unsurprisingly, Marcus did not trust the idiot Cassius to do a good job, act wisely or protect his interests. And given the sensitivity of the mission and Marcus’ position as Pontifex, he decided he needed insurance. That insurance was to send Nikandros, with gold and instructions, to make sure there were no loose ends. So far, Nikandros was not impressed at the turn of events and knew Marcus would not be pleased. At this moment, it seemed to Nikandros that he was looking at a tangle of loose ends.

      He reached behind him and drew a bow from its cover; two arrows followed. The bow—a gift from a Mongol Khan many years ago in celebration of a job well done, was the latest addition to his weaponry. It was made from birch, sinew, and the horns of a sheep. Though lighter and shorter than most, the bow had a range far in excess of anything owned by the local warriors. Nikandros watched and waited.
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        * * *

      

      Surprise soon turned to anger, and Faolán’s attackers hurled themselves at the shield-wall. Their combined weight drove the wall back a pace, yet it held across the gateway as the back row steadied the front. Those in the front hoisted their javelins and started to stab the attackers. Screams of rage rose as iron spikes punctured and ripped flesh.

      Blood spurted onto arms, faces and shields from gouged faces and necks. One warrior screamed as an iron spike found the soft tissue of his eye, bursting it and mangling his brain as the point pushed through his skull. Another howled as a spike tore his neck. Blood spurted several paces from a slashed artery; his body fell to the side as its life drained away.

      A roar came. The pack parted and moved aside as the unwashed, red giant forced his way forward again. “Shite Conall,” Brion shouted, “what will take that bastard down?”

      Fearghal shouted, “Front row throw your javelins before he gets too close.” A flight of six missiles spun through the air. Three struck the giant, but he kept moving forward, albeit slower, with the spears embedded in his limbs and shoulder. He stopped, grunted, snapped the javelin shafts and then lifted and swung his battle-axe.

      The axe caught the edge of Fearghal’s shield, almost tearing it from his grip and pulling it downwards. However, it left a gap that allowed Brocc to chop down hard with his sword. The blade sliced through the muscle and tendons of the giant’s exposed arm. He bellowed and tried to bring the axe up again for another strike. This time, Conall thrust forward with his sword as the giant exposed his fat belly.

      The blade punched through the giant’s stomach, emptying his guts on the ground as Conall twisted upwards and wrenched the sword out. At the same time, Fearghal slashed across the giant’s chest opening a bloody gash that exposed white ribs. The giant dropped to his knees as the stench of shite filled the air and then fell forward to die.

      The remaining attackers, stunned at the turn of events, made to run away. A spear thrust from Treasach tore out the throat of the nearest one.

      “I told you I’d kill anyone who ran. Now get back and earn your gold. Kill those bastards.”

      Cursing Treasach and the defenders equally, the warriors once again turned to the shield-wall. The wall braced itself for the next onslaught holding fresh javelins passed forward by the back row. This time the attackers had to scramble over the bodies of their fallen comrades and fight on ground that was slippery with blood, shite and entrails. As they hit the wall, unbalanced, they were stabbed again and again by the iron spikes. The wall held.

      Frustrated and enraged, Faolán’s men kept coming but made little impact. This was not the way they knew to fight, and they were uncertain how to combat it. There was no room for them to get behind their enemy. Several more fell to javelin thrusts sinking into
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