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(I TAKE NO RESPONSIBILITY for the spellings of traditional Irish names. The pronunciations given here are approximate, check with an actual Irish speaker for better accuracy.)

Aiclienovan (ai-CLEEN-o-von) – Fae princess
Aisling (ASH-ling) – Sex kitten
Caoimhe (KWEE-va) – Shalvyrradh’s cow
Caollaidhe (KAY-lee) – Teenage girl in Carraiglea
Caragh (KA-ra) – Shalvyrradh’s pig
Deirdre (DEER-druh) – Teenage girl in Carraiglea
Eimear (EE-mer) – Senán’s horse
Eoghan (OH-en) – Woodcarver
Feidlimid (FAY-lim) – Shalvyrradh’s pheasant, that Lochlann shot
Fionnuala - (fyu-NO-la) – Lochlann’s elder sister, age 17
Gráinne (GROHN-yuh) – Herbalist
Laoise (LEE-shuh) – Gráinne’s grandmother, predecessor as healer
Liam (LEE-uhm) – Oonagh’s dead husband
Lochlann Ó Cionaoith (LOCH-lun o-KEN-nee) – Forester and playboy, age 20
Maeve (MAYV) – Past Sidhe Queen
Muireann (MWEER-in) – Intelligent, with huge... tracts of land...
Oonagh (OO-nuh) – Widow
Orla (OR-luh) – Oonagh’s daughter, age 9
Róisín (RO-sheen) – Lochlann’s younger sister, age 5
Séamus (SHAY-mus) – Senan’s kid
Senán (SHAWN-uhn) – Honey/candlemaker
Serionoiala (SAIR-ee-o-NOY-uh-luh) – Past Sidhe Queen
Shalvyrradh (SHALL-vur-ah) – Sidhe masquerading as old forest witch
Tara (TA-rah) – Aisling’s kid sister
Tiarnán (TEER-nun) – Lochlann’s little brother, age 8
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THE PHEASANT FLAPPED into the clearing and straight toward her.  It fell to the ground, bounced awkwardly, and launched itself into the air again.  It wasn’t apparent until the third landing that it had an arrow sticking through it.
“Oh, my poor chick, come here.”  Shalvyrradh strode toward it as quickly as her withered old legs could carry her.  Seeing her approach, the pheasant lay still, breathing heavily, and made no attempt to escape when she knelt beside it.
The arrow entered low on its back and emerged from its abdomen, a shot from near directly behind. She broke the arrow in half, annoyed at how much effort it required, then pulled both ends out and dropped them to the grass.  She touched the wounds with her fingertips, which glowed for just a second.  A few heartbeats later, the pheasant sat up and hopped around behind her.
She wondered at the strange behavior, until she looked up and saw him.  In focusing on Feidlimid, she hadn’t noticed the young man emerging from the trees.  Tall and broad-shouldered, with red hair peeking out from under his hat.  One hand held a bow, and a quiver hung from his belt.  His expression betrayed as much surprise at her presence as she’d felt upon seeing the wounded bird.
Seeing him was actually even more of a surprise.  Nobody had ever found their way here unless they’d been shown the way first.  Did the pheasant leading him count?  No time for those thoughts now, she had to catch him while he was still off-balance.  She stood and stormed toward him, knees creaking. “What are you doing shooting my pheasants, you pox?” she shouted. 
He looked like he was torn between answering and running, and his hesitation let her get close enough that he lost the option.  Just to make sure, she surreptitiously wiggled a finger at his boots, and noticed the bird’s blood on her hand.  She started to wipe it off on her dress, but stopped herself.  If he sees the blood, let him wonder.  And now that he couldn’t run, she sent a tickle of dread up his spine, just for good measure.
Now that she was closer, she realized just how young he was.  Old enough to shave, but probably not every day, and only around his mouth and chin.  Judging by the thin but muscled neck, he was probably more slender than the thick jacket made him appear.  His mouth trembled and his dark brown eyes were panicked, showing full rings of white in his fear-stricken face.
She’d heard the legends these silly people had about red hair and brown eyes, but there was no truth to the stories.  That aside, she could definitely see the appeal of that type, even if he wasn’t HER type. Even less so, when he was on the edge of panic.  “I’m sorry, I, uh, I didn’t realize anyone lived here. It’s a little farther from home than I usually go ranging, but I know everyone around here, and I’m sure I’ve been here before.”
“Mar dhea.  Clearly you don’t, and you haven’t, you langer.  So what are you going to do to make up for trying to steal food out of my mouth?”
His face froze in shock.  “Uh, steal your food?”  His eyes dropped to look at Feidlimid, who had trotted after her, showing distinctly more life and attitude than when they’d both arrived.  She glanced down, and from the corner of her eye saw Feidlimid toss both halves of the broken arrow toward the boy.  The loud screech of the bird’s distress call faded into the rapid-fire squawks of alarm.  The kid’s head pulled back, recoiling from the aural assault.
She couldn’t blame either of them for their reactions – the bird for the attempted murder, and the boy for the unprecedented response from what had seemed to be easy prey.  The fact that she wasn’t actually going to eat Feidlimid was beside the point, but he did help to ensure there was a next generation that she could eat.
“Of course!  I live out here all alone, and have to make my own way, in the little area I can get to.  So anything you take cuts against my life and livelihood.”
“Oh.  Well, I’m sorry.  I was just trying to feed my family.  My Da’s ill and probably won’t live long, and taking care of him has meant we don’t have enough put away for the winter, so I’ve had to go out hunting to feed him and my brother and sisters.  They gather what they can, but there’s not much in the winter aside from firewood, which they sell in town.”  His tone had started out just weaker than normal, but deteriorated more and more toward whiny the longer he blathered.  She rolled her eyes, her patience ebbing away.  Someone finally appears, who might be able to free her from this prison, and it’s this hallion?  “Ma died giving birth to the youngest one, so it’s just us kids now.  Like I said, I didn’t know anyone lived out here.  If I’d known about you, I definitely would have left all of your stuff alone and gone somewhere else instead.  It’s not worth the trouble to get on the bad side of a witch.”
“A witch, eh?”  All other thoughts fled.  “Is that what you think I am?  Is that what your stories tell you?  Any old woman living in the woods must be a cailleach?”
He shifted his feet nervously, and discovered the hard way that his boot laces had been tied together.  He fell on his rear with a solid thud, then as he realized what had happened, sheepishly sat up and began fixing the mess she’d made of them.  “I didn’t mean it like that,” he mumbled.  The color surged back into his face, flushing to match the red of his hair.  “I just figured you were where Gráinne gets a lot of her supplies, since she doesn’t spend anywhere near enough time out in the woods to collect it all herself.”
“Mar dhea.  And what if I am?"
“Well, nothing, I mean, well, she helps a lot of people with a lot of problems.  And if you’re the one who makes it so she can do that, that means you do a lot of good too.  Right?”  She couldn’t tell if he was trying to convince her or himself.  His voice dropped to a whisper, and if she’d been a mere human, she might not have caught the last part.  “Even if you sometimes do mean things like tying my shoelaces together.”
She struggled to keep the smile from escaping.  “Mar dhea.  Well, that much is true.”  All of it, actually.  “She comes out here every month, and brings me supplies too.  But the real question right now is, what to do with an interloper trying to steal my pheasant?”
“I told you,” he sputtered, “I was just trying to feed my family!”
“I got no use for your slíbhín sob story,” she waved dismissively.  His muttered comment showed some fiber, but the return to weakness just made her roll her eyes again.  “If you want to make it up to me, you'll come help me rebuild my stable.”
“I would, but I’m the only one left in my family who can hunt.  There’s nothing much to garden or gather in the winter, so they’re counting on whatever I can bring home.”  He paused and looked at her appraisingly.  “If you make sure they’re safe and fed, that’ll free me up to work for you here.”
She eyed him for a moment before speaking again.  This could be her escape, if she played it right.  “That sounds like a fair bargain.  If you agree to stay with me forever, and not try to escape, I will make sure your family doesn't starve, and nothing else bad happens to them for the rest of the winter.”
“What?  No!” he scoffed.  “If you’re only going to help them through the winter, then I’m only staying through the winter!”  Good, he did have a spine.  He’d finished with his shoelaces and retied them.  He grabbed his bow and stood, brushing the debris off his backside.
She paused, squinting at him, mind racing.  Not a bad bargain, on the surface, but it came with other issues that she wasn’t sure she had the power to resolve.  Spinning the words to avoid a lie might also turn out to be impossible, depending on how clever he turned out to be, once the initial shock wore off.
“No deal, though time for time is fair,” she nodded.  “Your family stays safe forever, as long as you stay here with me and don’t try to leave.”
He cocked his head, staring at her.  “And what does ‘forever’ mean to you?  How old are you?  How long will I live if I stay here with you?”
Shalvyrradh coughed a laugh.  “I’m older than you would believe, but I don’t have the power to extend your life.”
“But does it really have to be so long?  What about just a year, through next winter?”
That could very well be long enough to convince him — or conversely, demonstrate to her that it would never happen, and it wasn’t worth trying to keep him around.  And her being accommodating now would speed him coming around, after this rocky beginning.
“A year and a day is a common period of time for arrangements, and I’m amenable to extending it through the following equinox.”  She nodded decisively.  “We have an accord.”
“Wait, I’m not convinced yet that you’re telling the truth.  You could just kill us all and be done with it.”
“I could kill you right now and be done with it,” she snapped.  “It would save me the trouble.”  She sighed and moderated her tone.  “But I do need the stable repaired.  Some things I just can't do myself, or with magic.”
He seemed to be really considering it.  “You could also just abandon them and keep me here, so I wouldn't know the difference.”
She softened.  She couldn’t help it.  The longer they talked, the less he sniveled, and he was showing not just strength but wits.  “You’re a smart kid, so I’ll tell you the truth.  I’m really Sidhe, and Gráinne is the only other person living who may have an inkling of it.”  She wiggled her fingers again, and a pair of dragonfly wings appeared on her back for a few heartbeats, then disappeared in a flurry of sparkles.  The expression on his face alone was almost worth the effort.
Almost.  She was beginning to worry about overextending herself, between healing the pheasant, the boot laces, the fear, and the illusion.  But if this worked, it would be worth whatever it took.  “I’m as weak as water, my power is limited, but I still can't lie.  So I’ll make you a promise, and say it clearly and explicitly.  You agree to stay with me without trying to escape until the spring equinox a year hence, and in return I will ensure the health and safety of your immediate relations for the same duration.”
“You could still just be a cailleach and lying,” he squinted at her, “but then you wouldn’t have the power to really enforce it, and you probably wouldn’t bother negotiating like this either.  Agreed,” he nodded.  “Starting tomorrow.  I have to go home and tell them about this, or else they’ll worry about me.”
She nodded again as well.  “I will expect you outside your house shortly after dawn.”
Shalvyrradh watched him back away a few steps before turning to leave.  He looked just as good from the back as he did from the front, with the added bonus of the wet seat of his trousers clinging to his rear.  It wouldn’t be easy, but it was the best chance she’d ever gotten, and there was no telling how long she would be waiting before another came along.
She heaved a sigh and relaxed.  She had run herself down more than she had in years, and she had promised to perform another significant enchantment tomorrow morning.  There were no large animals in season at the moment, but she had a litter of piglets.  One for supper tonight and another for breakfast, as well as all the milk she could get, should give her the necessary energy.  And then she would have all the time she needed to recover.
Unless he turned out to be cooperative...
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LOCHLANN WAS WORRIED sick.  How was he going to tell them what had happened?
He had three siblings to provide for, since their father’s health had failed.  He’d been deteriorating for years, but had turned sharply downward the previous summer, and likely wouldn’t last the winter.  Fionnuala, a few years younger than him, was left trying to manage what remained of their household, as well as processing whatever animals he brought home.  Historically, he had tanned the hides and such himself, but he no longer had time for it, with every day spent in the forest looking for more.
He was too shaken to hunt any more on the way home, but he checked his snares, so as not to return empty-handed.  A hare and a grouse, not bad.  He started to think that it would help them go on without him, but forced himself to stop.  No, they would be fine.  That Sidhe woman – he didn’t even know her name, but he had to trust that she really was a Sidhe – would make sure of it.  Rather, the hare and grouse would be his farewell gift to them.  
He was still brooding when Tiarnán ran beaming out of the house to excitedly take the grouse and hare from him.  He was old enough to pluck feathers and skin the hare, even if he was still learning to tan hides.  Lochlann continued inside, trying to maintain a brave front.
The elder of his sisters was always sensitive and observant, and she knew immediately that something was wrong.  His face crumpled when he met Fionnuala eyes, and she rushed to embrace him.  He gave her the short version, scrambled as his own thoughts, and then with her encouragement slowly and jerkily told the entire story.  
She promised to talk to Gráinne, and see if any information or insight was to be gained there, but there was little else to be done.  “Please tell Aisling too.  I don’t want her thinking I abandoned her.  She’s a nice girl, and she doesn’t deserve to be hurt like that.”
Fionnuala furrowed her brow, but agreed to tell her what had happened.
Even putting aside the material support, the impending death of their father meant Lochlann’s departure would hit them even harder.  Lochlann had struggled in vain to rise to take on the mantle their father couldn’t bear anymore, and they all saw it wearing on him.  With the possible exception of Gráinne, he was the most intelligent person they knew, and they didn’t just believe that because everyone thought highly of their own father.
There was something truly special about his Da, and everyone in Carraiglea knew it too.  They respected him as well, and if he’d been interested, he could have been the village foreman.  But no, he was content to make his living in the woods with his family, whom he doted over.
Part of the appeal was his stories.  He seemed to have an endless supply of them, and always one on hand that was relevant to any situation.  Lochlann envied both his recall and his flair for storytelling, which he himself lacked.  Fionnuala seemed to have it, though she hadn’t yet acquired his repertoire.  And now she never would.  The older man had been deteriorating for more than five years, ever since his wife had died while giving birth to Róisín, and his failing health robbed them all of both time and opportunity to learn.
Da was only seldom conscious anymore, and even more rarely coherent.  Lochlann tried to explain the situation to him, but the old man didn’t seem to understand.  The only clear thing he said was that Lochlann took after his mother.
But at least none of them would have to worry about going hungry anymore.
The rest of his final evening with them was bittersweet.  Róisín was young enough that she didn’t really seem to understand what was happening.  Tiarnán only seemed to understand Lochlann’s departure in that they wouldn’t be able to play Fidchell again for a long time, which meant that the kid insisted on playing multiple rounds.
They’d both been taught to play by their father, before he’d faded too far for even that.  Lochlann was only 12 when he’d begun winning consistently, even when Da wasn’t throwing the game, but Tiarnán wasn’t there yet.  So Lochlann did the same, generally letting him win about half of the games they played.  But that night he was so distracted and melancholy that Tiarnán nearly won without any help.
Dawn brought a tearful farewell, with the old Sidhe scowling from the edge of the clearing their house sat in.  Fionnuala hugged him fiercely outside the door, and warned him again.  “Be careful.  Never give a Sidhe anything, no information, no hair or fingernail clippings, no body fluids, nothing.  They get power from all of it, and it can give them control over you forever.”
He hugged her back and chuckled.  “You can see her.  You think I’m going to be giving her body fluids?  And she wants me to work for her, so she can’t do anything that bad to me.  Even if she did, how much does it matter, as long as you all are safe and fed?  That’s the important part.  And it’s only through next winter.  It’s not really that long, and I’ll be back.”
She pulled back enough to glare at him, unshed tears welling up in her eyes.  She’d always had a strong personality, taking after both of their parents, and her spine had only strengthened further under the increasing pressure of the past few years.
He squeezed her one last time and shouldered his meager bag of belongings.  As he approached the old Sidhe, he realized that she wasn’t scowling, she was leering.  And not at him, rather at Fionnuala.
Sure, she was pretty, and he couldn’t entirely blame the crone for looking.  His sister was older than some of the other village girls that had been married off and begun popping out leanaí, but seeing it still made him feel dirty.
Without looking away, the crone told him to follow the pheasant back to her house, and that she would be behind him once she finished the spell to protect them.  He wasn’t happy about it, but didn’t feel like he could object.
The bird never let him get very close, but also never flew so far ahead of him that he lost sight of it.  He wondered if it was the same one he’d shot the day before, and then wondered if it mattered.  The crone clearly had some control over the bird, or at least communication with it, to get it to do as she asked.  But that wouldn’t necessarily convince it to let him get any closer than it normally would.
Eventually the bird led him back to the witch’s house.  He didn’t get a good look at it the previous day, so he walked around it while waiting for her.  Even including the stable which covered the entire south side, it was definitely smaller than his own.  Then again, his house held five people, so that fit.
Well, four people now.  And soon one still less.  He heaved a sigh and tried to quell his rising emotions.  He’d tried to keep up a brave face for Fionnuala and the others, but the reality was settling in now.  He kept telling himself it would only be a year, but a year seemed so long when you were staring down it.
The house was generally in decent repair, if obviously old and worn.  The shutters looked like they would actually protect the windows, which were real glass!  There were only two buildings in all of Carraiglea that had glass windows!  The roof was thatched, and also looked to be in good shape.
He looked around, and saw many of the usual farm animals scattered throughout the yard.  A cow, a sow with a handful of piglets, and a flock of chickens.  Despite winter being a month old, there was still a garden with a surprising number of thriving plants.  Maybe it shouldn’t be surprising, if she really was a Sidhe.  Or even if she was just a cailleach.
As he walked farther from the house itself, he saw that there was a stream flowing into the clearing at the far side, and had branches splitting off that fed the garden, ensuring that everything was irrigated.  Maybe she wasn’t even a witch, maybe she was just an engineer.
Whatever she was, she still hadn’t made her way home yet.  Which shouldn’t really be surprising, since he was sure he walked much faster than she did.  As he continued his general survey, he noticed some patterns in the vegetation.  Strips where the plants didn’t grow as well, or had something different planted on either side of a line of low, dense clover.
Once he was attuned to it, the overall design became clear.  A much larger building had once been here, and the crone’s little house stood in the center of what used to be a sprawling complex.  Maybe even a castle.  But there were no stones left, no evidence of its existence other than the scars on the ground.  
He examined the stable more closely, since that was to be his first project.  Several of the support posts were rotten, and there were a few holes in the shingled roof.  Most of the internal partitions had collapsed, and there wasn’t much separating inside from outside anymore either.
So he began clearing debris out of the stable while he waited, which led to him unearthing an array of tools.  Long-unused, but reasonably good quality.  An axe, a medium-sized saw, a mallet and a chisel, which covered the basics well enough.
He wandered toward the treeline, scanning for any trees that would be appropriate for posts, and noticed that the lines indicating archaic walls continued into the woods.  They encircled trees that were decades old, which meant that the clearing used to be much larger.  He had no way to guess how long ago that had been either, but he assumed at least a century.
There were some good candidates for stable support poles, but he decided against felling any yet.  His father had enough tales of druids and Sidhe and their sacred trees to know that she might be overly protective of some, and he was too afraid to do anything else to offend her.  He turned back to the house, only to find her right behind him.  He jumped back with a yelp, but she only glared at him.  “What are you doing?”
He explained what he’d done so far, and what he’d decided not to do.  “Good kid.  You’re not really a Iiúdramán after all.  Take any sycamore or beech, those are garbage, invasive trees that don’t belong here.  Pines can go too, there are plenty of them around.  I'll show you which oaks you can take down, they’ll open up the canopy a bit and foster new growth.  But there are some trees you should never take.  Hazel, hawthorn, ash, alder and elder, for a start.”
Lochlann blinked and scrambled to keep up with her litany, but then settled on focusing on the forbidden list.  Hazel, hawthorn, ash, alder and elder.  That was a short enough list that flowed well, and each tickled memories of his father’s stories.  He followed her around and marked the oak trees that she indicated, then actually looked at them critically.  The trunks were too large, but there were enough branches and sections that were long enough, straight enough, and the right diameter to use as replacement posts for the stable.
The first one he set to felling was larger around than his waist, and seemed to take as long as the wheel of spring.  When it finally hit the ground, she called him inside for lunch.  He blinked as his eyes adjusted to the dimmer light.  The smell of her cooking almost hid the background mélange of a thousand dried herbs and flowers.  The door faced west, and most of the room was taken up by a large table with two mismatched chairs.  The walls were lined with shelves full of jars and books, with a window in each side wall.  The back wall held a fireplace and stove, and a doorway to a second room.
While they ate, he got his first real chance to look at the old woman.  All of their previous interactions had been stressful, mostly consisting of her giving him orders, which he had to concentrate on.  Her variegated grey hair wasn’t really fluffy or curly, but nevertheless seemed to provide a halo around her head.  Its gentle sweeps fell to about the middle of her back.
The face framed by the grey hair was somehow both gentle and severe, with the balance shifting one direction or the other by the minute.  It was generally nondescript, other than being old, but even that was hard to pin down.  The lines in her face were always there, but seemed to vary constantly in number and depth.  She could have said she was anywhere from forty to four hundred, and he would have believed it.  Her eyes were bright green and lively, always moving, and never missing anything.  Lochlann caught himself thinking that if she weren’t so old, she very well might have been pretty.
The thought embarrassed him, and he dropped his eyes, which only led him to look at her body.  Fortunately, there wasn’t much to see.  She wore a thin shawl over a baggy, shapeless, woolen dress which didn’t reveal much of anything, even in outline.
He found himself watching her move, and was surprised at how sure and steady her movements were.  Definitely more so than his father was, before getting sick, and she had to be older than that.  Of course she was, he chided himself, she was a Sidhe.  He’d forgotten about that, because she looked and acted entirely human, when she wasn’t making magic happen.
But was she really a Sidhe?  Was she lying about that, and just an old woman taking advantage of him?  Fionnuala would check with Gráinne and try to get some confirmation, but it would take at least a day or two for them to come get him.  And in the meantime he had to act in good faith, even if he couldn’t stop worrying about his family.  He would do what she asked, and trust that she would — and could! — do as she’d promised.
He’d definitely seen the wings, if only for a few seconds.  Tying his shoelaces together had to be her, there was no other explanation for it, since he’d been able to walk there normally.  It was possible that the pheasant he’d seen behind her was a different one, but he hadn’t lost sight of it for more than a few seconds at a time between shooting it and arriving at her clearing.  Given everything else, it seemed perfectly reasonable that she’d extracted the arrow, which he’d seen there on the ground, and healed the bird.
He didn’t know what she’d done at his house — not really his anymore, his family’s house, at least for the next year — after she’d sent him away that morning, but he had no reason to doubt that she did something.  He could find out from Gráinne, the next time she came for supplies.  Assuming Fionnuala didn’t find out the old Sidhe was a fraud, and come to get him sooner.
Heaving a sigh, he went back out to continue working.  He could at least be productive while he worried.  By dusk he was exhausted, but happy with his progress.  He was young and in good shape, but not used to that kind of heavy, intense labor for so long.  Even with his gloves, he had blisters forming on his hands from the axe and saw.
Despite shedding layers throughout the day, the exertion had him sweating.  It was surprisingly warm for winter, enough that the garden that took up most of the clearing was still green, even if not really thriving.  The main course of the stream that fed the garden led to a small knee-deep pool with a low stone wall around it.  It drained into a large, muddy wallow for the pig, and then continued away out the far side of the clearing.  Giving the pig its own area with easy access seemed to be enough to keep it from trying to climb the wall into the pool, and keep the pool itself clean.
Which was good enough.  He quickly stripped down to rinse himself off.  It was cold, but after the way he’d been sweating, it was a refreshing chill.  Or at least, it was at first.  By the time he’d dried himself as best he could with straw and gotten dressed again, his teeth were chattering.  
He went inside and plopped himself down in one of the chairs in front of the fireplace.  The old woman was nowhere to be seen, so he stirred the coals and threw on a few sticks from the adjacent rack.
After a few moments, he got up again, taking the opportunity to examine the house in more detail than he had earlier.  He ducked his head through the back doorway and found a simple bedroom, about half the size of the kitchen area.  The chimney and the doorway took up much of the interior wall, and there was a window opposite, facing east.  The smell of dried plants that permeated the kitchen overflowed into the bedroom as well.  A line of spiderwebs stretched most of the way around the room where the walls met the ceiling, messy cobwebs punctuated by the occasional spiral-orb web.
A bed and small shelf filled most of the floor space, the latter covered by enough clutter to make it clear that the room was actually lived in.  He recognized the angular floral style of the thick and colorful quilt on the bed, which supported the claim that Gráinne brought her supplies from the village.  The bed itself was only borderline large enough for two, and only if they were really friendly, which made him wonder where she intended him to sleep.
Back out in the main room, he looked at the shelves.  He could only read a few words, not enough to understand any of the labels on the jars, and certainly not enough to be interested in the books.  At one end of the top shelf, though, he noticed a stack of small boards with a few small leather pouches on top.
He was still wondering if she would take him handling them as unwelcome snooping, when she bustled inside.  He glanced at her but she avoided his eyes, muttering and mar-dhea-ing to herself as she began preparing supper.
After what seemed like an uncomfortably long time just standing there awkwardly, with her not acknowledging him and making an excessive amount of noise, he cleared his throat.  “I still don’t know your name.  What should I call you?”
“Heh,” she coughed.  “Your human tongue couldn’t pronounce my name, even if I did want to give it to you.  But you can call me Shalvyrradh.”
“Shalvyrradh.”  He turned it over in his mouth.  “And I’m Lochl-”
“Lochlann Ó Cionaoith, yes, I know who you are,” she waved a hand dismissively.  “Though I’ve got my doubts about your fiery love.  Your sister Fionnuala, on the other hand, looks positively scorching, even if she’s not quite ripe yet.”
He’d begun to wonder if he’d imagined the look she gave his sister, but no, that confirmed it, and made him even more uncomfortable.  He’d never really thought about his surname, but she was right, it could be read that way.  His father had always talked about it in the sense of them being blessed by Aodh, the god of fire, though that blessing hadn’t seemed to amount to much in recent years.
He tried to redirect the conversation to safer territory.  “What do you do with your time out here alone?”
“Preparing a lot of my herbs,” she gestured to the jars on the shelves, then to the books.  “Writing, a bit.  Mostly about herbs, for Gráinne.”
“I can’t read,” he shrugged.
“Well, we can fix that.  You’ll be a lot more useful if you can read.”  She turned around and placed a bowl of stew in front of him.  It was hot and fragrant, and reminded him how much of an appetite he’d worked up that afternoon.  He sat down and tucked in, catching occasional glimpses of her watching him.  He tried to concentrate on the flavors in the food, and not on how uncomfortable her attention made him.
When he finished, she took the bowl away and filled it again.  “You’re young, and you’ve been working all day.  You need a lot more food than I do.  Go ahead and eat, don’t be shy.”  He thanked her and quickly devoured the second helping of boiled vegetables and grains.  When the bowl was empty again, she removed it and he filled the silence by asking about the stack of boards on the shelf.  “Oh, those are games that I haven’t had anyone to play with in centuries.”
He perked up.  He was right.  “What kinds of games?  We have Chess and Fidchell at home, I’ve been playing since I was a kid.”
She arched a thin, severe eyebrow.  “You’re still a kid.  But it’s not like I have other options.  Get them down.”  A smirk crept across her face as she turned away with the dishes.  Lochlann stood and had to stretch to reach the top shelf.  The stack was heavy, even more reason for her to have him retrieve them.
He put the pile on the
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