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			About the Author

			Kim Curran was born in Dublin and grew up in London. She holds a degree in Philosophy and Literature from Sussex University and is a freelance Creative Director and Royal Literary Fund Fellow. The Morrigan is her debut adult novel.

		
	
		
			Praise for The Morrigan

			‘Beautifully fierce and unapologetically powerful, The Morrigan doesn’t just hold your attention – it demands it. Curran retells the darkly epic story of Ireland’s goddess of war with unflinching detail and fiery prose, making every page crackle with delicious feminine rage’

			Rosie Hewlett, author of Medea

			‘Like Madeline Miller, Curran has taken centuries of Irish legend and harnessed a powerful retelling for modern readers. A timely feminist battle cry with pitch-perfect writing’

			Juno Dawson, author of Her Majesty’s Royal Coven

			‘The Morrigan’s strength, frailty, rage and resilience is that of every woman who has ever lived. Curran summons her boldly from the old tales, giving her a voice that is more vital and relevant than ever. The Morrigan may be the most powerful book you will read this year’

			Lucy Holland, author of Sistersong and Song of the Huntress

			‘Hair-raising, visionary … reimagining myth into national foundations of rage and fire. Thrilling and bloody from first page to last, this is an extraordinary portrait of a goddess, a warrior, a woman. Welcome to a stunning new voice in literary fiction’

			Patrick Ness, author of A Monster Calls

			‘A fearless and ferocious retelling that does great justice to the original stories, effortlessly navigating an epic scale with heartbreaking intimacy. Kim Curran is an astonishing talent’

			Kate Heartfield, author of The Valkyrie and The Embroidered Book

			‘Transported back to ancient Ireland, The Morrigan took me on a breathtaking journey brimming with fury and longing. In her own words, The Morrigan weaves a tale rich with magic, and visceral with female rage, as resonant now as in the age of Gods and Goddesses, and the warring tribes of Ireland. Captivated from start to finish, I dreamed of The Morrigan and her lust for vengeance long after I read the last page. Stunning!’

			Anya Bergman, author of The Witches of Vardø

			‘The Morrigan is a haunting corvid’s cry of rage and feminine fury. Fall under the spell of this bewitching retelling of an enduring Irish myth’

			L.R. Lam, author of Dragonfall

			‘Kim Curran’s The Morrigan will do for Irish mythology what Madeline Miller did for Greek. I fell in love with her lyrical prose and the way she brought the complex layers of the Morrigan myth to life in all her fierce fury and glory. An absolute triumph’

			Amy McCulloch

			‘Breathtaking in scope, blistering in truth, The Morrigan is a beautifully dark tale of rage, power and love. Razor-sharp, profound and intensely moving, this is more than a retelling. Kim Curran’s writing is lyrical, brutal and sublime – a stunning story of sisterhood as relevant today as it has ever been. I adored it!’

			Miranda Dickinson
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			To my father, Malachy, who told me the stories.
And my mother, Deirdre, who taught me the truth of them.

		
	
		
		
			‘Fuil os a chind ag eigmigh

			Caillech lom, luath ag leimnig

			Os eannaib a narm sa sciath,

			Is i in Morrigu mongliath.’

			‘Over his head is shrieking

			A lean hag, quickly hopping

			Over the points of their weapons and shields –

			She is the grey-haired Morrigu.’

			~ Annals of Leinster

			

		
	
		
			A Note on Pronunciation

			There are a multitude of ways to pronounce Irish names and places, depending on regionality and the quirks of early translators. I have stayed closest to how I was told the stories growing up.

			Characters

			the Tuatha Dé Danann (too-ha day dan-nan) – Tribe of Danu

			the Morrigan (mor-i-gan) – goddess of fury, also called Badb (bive), Nemain (nev-in) and Macha (mack-ha)

			the Dagda (dag-da) – chief god of the Tuatha Dé Danann

			Ogma (oh-mah) – champion of the Tuatha Dé Danann

			Manannán mac Lir (mon-an-nawn mack ler) – god of the sea

			Nuada (new-ah-dah) – King of the Tuatha Dé Danann, and later Nuada of the Silver Hand

			Ernmas (ehrn-vass) – mother of the Morrigan

			Ériu (air-oo), Fódla (foh-lah) and Banba (bahn-va) – triplet sisters of the Morrigan

			Brigid (bridge-id) – a younger member of the Tuatha Dé Danann

			Bres (bress) – a half-Fomorian son of Ériu and husband of Brigid

			Dian Cécht (dee-an-keht) – physician and healer

			Airmed (arr-med) – healer daughter of Dian Cécht

			Cian (cee-uhn) and Miach (mi-akh) – sons of Dian Cécht

			Credne (creg-na) – the tribe’s blacksmith

			Crón (crone) – the tribe’s whitesmith

			Goibniu (guv-noo) – the tribe’s carpenter

			Firgol (feer-gol) – a druid

			Lugh (lu) – half-Fomorian grandson of Dian Cécht and later King of the Tuatha Dé Danann

			Cermait (cer-mid) – son of the Dagda

			Buach (boo-ock) – one of the women of the tribe and Lugh’s wife

			Mac Cécht (mack keht), Mac Cuill (mack cu-ill) and Mac Gréine (mack gray-nuh) – later Kings of the Tuatha Dé Danann

			Meche (mec-ha) – son of the Morrigan

			the Fir Bolg (feer bulg)

			Eochaid (uck-hid) – King of the Fir Bolg

			Sreng (sr-ng) – champion of the Fir Bolg

			Niet (netch) – great-great-grandfather of both the Fir Bolg and the Tuatha Dé Danann

			the Fomorians (foh-more-ee-ans)

			Indech (in-deckh) – King of the Fomorians

			Balor (bah-ler) – champion of the Fomorians

			Ethniu (e-hnu) – daughter of Balor, and Lugh’s mother

			Rúadán (rou-awn) – young son of Bres and Brigid

			Domnu (dov-nu) – the Fomorians’ goddess

			the Milesians (mill-ee-zhans)

			Mil (mill) – King of the Milesians, a people from the south of the world

			Íth (ee-th) – brother of Mil

			Amergin (avergin) – poet and new leader of the Milesians

			Áed Rúad (eye-dh roo-ad) – one of the three High Kings of Ireland and father of Macha

			Líadan (lee-a-dan) – Áed’s wife and mother of Macha

			Macha (mack-ha) – daughter to Áed, later High Queen and the Morrigan in another form

			Cimbáeth (kim-baw) and Díthorba (jee-hur-vah) – Áed’s cousins and joint ruling kings

			Lugaid Laigdech (loo-ud lie-deckh) – a chieftain killed by Áed

			Rechtaid Rígderg (reckh-tad ree-derg) – son of Lugaid

			the People of Connacht

			Medb (mave) – Queen of Connacht and once wife to Conchobar

			Eochu Feidlech (uck-hu fedleck) – Medb’s father and once King of Connacht

			Tinni mac Conri (tin-ee mack cun-ree) – Medb’s second husband

			Ailill mac Máta (al-il mack maw-ta) – Medb’s third husband 

			Finnabair (fin-ahv-ir) – Medb’s daughter

			Ferdiad (fair-dee-ah) – a warrior and Cúchulainn’s best friend

			Fráech mac Idaith (fray-ukh mack idah) – a young hero and love of Finnabair

			Amadán (ah-madin) – Ailill’s fool

			Nad Crantail (ned crandil) – a warrior

			Láríne mac Nóis (law-ree-ne mack no-ish) – a warrior of Munster

			Mesgegra (mess-geg-ra) – King of Laigin

			Calatin (cal-a-din) – a warrior of Mide, slain by Cúchulainn

			Ethnea (e-hnee), Ethlend (e-hlend) and Ethnen (e-hnen) – Calatin’s three daughters

			Cú Roí (coo ree) – King of Munster, slain by Cúchulainn

			Finnbhennach (fin-ve-nack) – a white bull

			the People of Ulaid

			Conchobar (kon-kho-var) – King of Ulaid 

			Cathbad (kath-vad) – a druid

			Cúchulainn (koo-chull-in) – the king’s nephew, also called Sétanta (shay-dan-da)

			Deichtre (dech-tin-e) – Conchobar’s sister and mother of Cúchulainn

			Fergus mac Róich (fer-gus mack roh-akh) – formerly the king

			Deirdre (der-dra) – a young woman promised to Conchobar

			Leabharcham (le-vor-kham) – a poet and Deirdre’s guardian

			Naoise (nee-sha) – a young warrior and Deirdre’s husband

			Daire mac Fiachna (dah-rah mack fee-uck-na) – a cattle lord of Cooley and owner of the Brown Bull

			Rochad mac Faithemain (ruck-had mack fah-he-vahn) – a young warrior

			Súaltam mac Róich (soo-al-dav mack roh-akh) – the human father of Cúchulainn

			Éogan mac Durthact (oh-wen mack dur-tha) – King of Fernmag

			Others

			Buchet (bu-khad) – a cattle lord

			Odras (od-dras) – wife of Buchet

			Crunden (crun-den) – a farmer and husband to Macha

			Fir and Fial (feer / fee-al) – Macha’s children with Crunden

			Scáthach (scaw-ha) – famed warrior and teacher of warriors

			Aífe (ee-fa) – Scáthach’s sister

			Uathach (ou-hock) – Scáthach’s daughter

			Locations

			Murias (mur-ee-ass), Findias (fin-dee-ass), Goirias (gwir-ee-ass), Falias (fah-lee-ass) – four cities in the north of the world, once occupied by the Tuatha Dé Danann

			Mag Tuired (moy-tura) – the plain of pillars and locations of two battles in the west of Ireland

			Árainn Mhór (ar-ran vore) – an island off the west coast of Ireland

			Tír na nÓg (teer na nohg) – land of the young, the other world to where the Tuatha Dé Danann pass over

			Ulaid (ull-lew), Connacht (con-ockht), Laighin (lie-in), Mumhain (moo-an) and Mide (mee-da) – the five provinces of Ireland

			Cruachan (croohan) – Medb’s fort in Connacht

			Emain Macha (ev-in mack-ha) – Conchobar’s fort in Ulaid

			Tír Eoghain (teer oh-win) – land to the south of Ulaid

			Mureteimne (mwir-hem-na) – birthplace of Cúchulainn

			Dún Scáith (doon sky) – Scáthach’s fortress in Alba

			Finnabair Sléibe (fin-ahv-ir shlay-va) – a mountain named for where Finnabair died

			Miscellaneous

			the Stone of Fál (faal) – the coronation stone for the King of Ireland

			Uaithne (ou-an-ha) – the Dagda’s harp

			fidchell (fih-hel) – a game of strategy similar to chess

			geas (gyass) – a magical binding, an obligation or prohibition

			the Gáe Bulg (gay-bulg) – a many-barbed spear

			Samhain (sow-win) – the festival marking the end of the harvest season and beginning of winter

			Cailleach (kyle-yeukh) – a witch

		
	
		
			Prologue

			They called me the Morrigan and a great many things besides. Phantom Queen. Battle Crow. Hag. But the Morrigan will do. I was one of the Tuatha Dé Danann, a tribe of people they would later call gods. Our story has been told a thousand times. A thousand times a thousand. And each telling a wound. With each version they stripped me away, like willow whittled to strips. They twisted my story in with the story of the land; named rivers for where I washed my feet, mountains for where I laid my head, leaving nothing of me behind. They wove me into the tales of a boy hero, made my life the weft to his warp, a small embellishment to his most mighty of deeds. I was the seductress who tried to woo him. The crone who tried to warn him. The crow that guarded his death.

			How little they knew.

			It was bad enough when it was the poets showing off their skills reciting my prophecies from memory. But then Ogma showed them how to write. And write they did. The calves they slaughtered for skin to fill with black ink to tell the story of their God. They tied me up with him, too, placed my life in a timeline that led to his birth. Or wrote me out entirely because I didn’t fit their narrative. I was too messy. A warrior and mother? A seductress and crone? Poet and prophetess? No, no, no. Be neater. Be smaller. They reduced me to an old woman wailing for the dead. But I was so much more than that.

			I was magnificent. I was multitudes.

			Trying to tell my story is like trying to hold the smoke of a forest fire in your hands or force an ocean into a cup. I resist. I re-form. How could they succeed when even I didn’t know who I was from one moment to another?

			I was the storyteller for my people, the documenter of their deeds. Yet no one has told my story. But I will try to tell it now. In my own words. My own voice. Shrill though it is.

			It begins, as all the best stories do, in darkness.

		
	
		
			1.

			Of my time before our voyage, I remember little. My first real memories are of the sea and the creaking of the masts, the taste of salt on my tongue and the wind in my black feathers as I scattered myself to the air to watch the three hundred-strong armada of the Tuatha Dé Danann cut through the dark waves like talons through flesh. I don’t know if we had sailed for seven years, seven times seven, or seven times seventy, only that we were, at last, on our way home. We had been in the north of the world learning arts and magic and a people more skilled, more shining, never had existed. Why we had left the land those many generations past, no one would tell. But I know why we returned. The land called to us, a song sounding deep in our bones that no magic or arts could match. Home.

			My mother, Ernmas, would tell me stories of the land as she plaited my hair in nine thickly woven strands. Her voice would call me down from the air and I would sit at her feet, in the form of a child, and listen to her tales of a land more beautiful, more fertile, than any in the world. I have only fragments of that time. Her voice, soft and deep. Her smell, of milk and grain. And a feeling that, like an anchor, called me back to the ships. Love. A fierce, animal love I knew from the moment my heart fluttered in her belly. There had been, she would tell me, three of us, a trio of wriggling baby girls fighting inside her. But when the birthing came, only I arrived, screaming.

			‘Hush, my warrior babe.’ Warrior she called me. For she believed I had fought my sisters even before birth to live.

			I can still feel them inside me sometimes, my lost sisters, whispering to me. And so, as I lived where they had not, I channelled them, became them, lived the lives they should have lived. Maiden, mother, crone. Warrior, poet, queen. Everything a woman could be, I became it all for them. And more.

			At night, my mother would wrap me up in soft animal furs and my sisters, Ériu, Fódla and Banba, the triplets born five years before me, would curl themselves around us and she would whisper stories till at last we slept. In the day, she stood at the prow of the lead ship, pointing the way, her face slick with salt water and eyes shining with hope, while my sisters sang the winds that caught our sails and hushed the waves that crashed at our sides and tugged at the oars. All the while I circled overhead, watching. My sisters and I shared a mother but not a father. Theirs had been one of our kings, left behind, and like him they were quick to laugh and warm of heart. Oh, how I longed to be as light and happy as they were.

			Who my father was, well, that depends on who is doing the telling. Some say it was an old god we left behind. Others say it was a druid who charmed my mother into bed with his words. Me, I don’t much care for whom. After all, who truly knows who their father is? Fathers don’t push you out of their belly, covered in blood. One grunt and they’ve done their job. No, I’d take mothers over fathers. Mothers and kings.

			One day, as the early light of morning turned the grey clouds golden, I saw what we had been waiting for. Land. A moment later, my mother and sisters saw it too, and the cry went up, taken from lips to lips. Land. Land. Land. Those who had been sleeping jumped to their feet, and oars that had lain still were taken up again, dragging us through the waves towards the shore.

			The first of the fleet emerged from the dark cloud I’d created to hide our approach and thudded into the seabed with such force that a mountain was formed in its wake. Hundreds of ships came in behind it, like a school of whales beaching themselves on the rocks. We landed on the west of the land and by the time the ships had come to a halt, we’d carved a chunk out of the coast.

			‘We’re home,’ the Dagda said, gazing up at the grey cliffs obscured by mist.

			The Dagda was our great father, a giant even by our standards. Arms like the oak-felled oars that had brought us here and a belly like the two pigs he had carried with him all the way. The long journey had done nothing to wither his flesh, and he was as plump and rosy-faced as the day we set sail. With a smile that lit up the gloom, he grabbed his staff in one hand and his cauldron in the other and leapt over the rails of the ship, splashing into the waters. He laughed, diving through the waves like a bull seal, the salt water slicking his golden beard.

			Nuada, who was our king at the time, chosen for his skills with navigation, shook his head at his irrepressible brother. By rights, he should have been first ashore to claim the land for the tribe. But he was a generous man and a good king, unthreatened by the Dagda’s antics. He knew he had his brother’s loyalty. He had all of our loyalties. His only weakness then was a tendency towards vanity, which he tried to hide. Though I often caught him looking at himself in the reflection of his bronze sword, flexing his lean muscles and delighting in the way they moved under his shimmering skin.

			‘Wait for me, brother,’ Nuada shouted, diving head first into the waves like a salmon come home to spawn.

			Ogma, the last of the brothers, leant over the edge of his ship and dipped his fingers in the water. He brought them to his mouth, licking the brackish tang from his fingertips.

			‘What sweetness is this? You can keep all the mead of Gorias. Never a more welcome drink has passed these lips than this.’ Honey-tongued, sweet-mouthed they called him. He did love to talk.

			‘No time for words, brother,’ the Dagda called back. ‘Get your arse on to land.’

			Ogma shrugged, and stepped off the deck and into the water, as if he were stepping into a stream to cool his feet.

			One by one, the rest of the tribe followed, jumping off the ships and into the waves. My mother and my three beautiful sisters. Credne, Goibniu and Crón our smiths. Druids, poets, warriors, craftsmen. Each more skilled than the last. Then came the beasts: our bone-white horses and red-eared cattle, too beautiful to leave behind. Some rode the animals to shore, holding on to their manes or their horns as they kicked up the foam of the waves with their hooves.

			‘We’re home,’ they said. ‘We’re home.’

			They were giddy with the relief of it, splashing water at each other like children, throwing seaweed into the air. Years of wandering at sea and, at last, they were on solid ground. This land had been ours once, but we had left and gone searching the world. And now we had returned.

			Only Dian Cécht, our healer, seemed unhappy to have arrived. He didn’t like getting his robes wet and demanded to be carried above the waves by the oarsmen. Eight oars were laid over each other to create a litter for Dian Cécht, and he was ferried to the land.

			While all made their way to shore, one of the youngest men of the tribe waded away from the land, deeper into the waves that crashed against the rocks. On our way here, he had spent more of his time in the sea than on the boat, just as I had spent more of my time in the air. While the others looked ever south, their eyes straining to see a hint of land, he gazed across the waves to where the clouds and sea became one. He swam with the fish and wrestled with squid that followed our boats and was never happier than when being dragged through the waters on the fin of a whale.

			‘Manannán,’ the Dagda called after him. ‘Where are you going?’

			‘I want to see what’s beyond,’ he shouted back.

			And with a smile, he disappeared beneath a wave as high as a fort wall. It would be a hundred years before I saw him again.

			I was last to step foot on the land, long after the others had wandered deeper into the oak forests that covered everything but the shores. I took on the form of a red-haired girl on the brink of womanhood. I tried to mirror the likeness of my mother, but where she was all soft curves like rolling hills, I was made of angles, as sharp and jagged as the cliffs. I looked at my body, at the edges of me, marvelling in how there was now a line between where I ended and the world began. For the first time, I felt contained. I took an experimental, wobbling step forward, and walked on to the land.

			Pain. Stabbing, piercing pain set my senses alight. And as the blood from the cuts on my soles seeped into the ground, I awoke. I sometimes wonder if I didn’t truly exist till that moment, my toes flinching against the needle stabs of the shale. That all before that moment had been nothing but a story my mother had told me.

			As I stepped foot on the shore, I had my first vision of a time not yet come. I saw my family, their golden bodies slicked not with salt water but with blood. I saw the land’s future stretching out ahead, clearer than I had seen anything across the waves. A future of war and blood and oppression. A future of pain.

			I would later become used to the jagged, splintering undoing that came with a prophetic vision. It would become so familiar that it was often hard to know when I was experiencing the present or seeing the future. But that first vision terrified me.

			I breathed in, gasping, taking my first conscious breath as a woman, lungs aching with the cold air, nostrils burning with the scent of rock and moss and salt. My heart punched in my chest, a pounding in rhythm with the thrumming of the earth below me. I dug my fingers deep into the cutting soil, talons retracting into soft fingertips, and knew why we had spent all those years journeying, knew the meaning of the word my family had been crying out over and over. Home.

		
	
		
			2.

			They say King Eochaid of the Fir Bolg, the people who called the land theirs then, dreamt of our coming: dreamt of a great flock of black birds coming from the depths of the ocean to settle on the land. He awoke, sweat-slicked, shaking in fear, and called for his seers before the dream vanished like mist. They puzzled over the meaning of it for days, while on the other side of this island, unbeknownst to them, Nuada set us all to work building a new fort on top of an ancient hill.

			The magic and skills each of the tribe had learned became magnified with this new purpose. Or perhaps it was because we were now home that our powers expanded? The Dagda had always been strong as ten men, but now he could flatten hills with a stamp of his foot, raise mountains with a hand.

			‘Would you look at this,’ he shouted, laughing as he stuck a finger into the cold, hard soil and stirred it like you would stir stew.

			‘That’s nothing,’ my mother said. She laid her hand over his and out of the soft, dark soil he had turned, tall green shoots burst forth.

			 My sisters fell to their knees and copied our mother. Ferns and bracken unfurled between their fingers. They marvelled at what they had done, staring at their hands and the new power they held, and laughed as they summoned up life from nothing. Barley, grass, wheat all grew under their soft touch.

			‘Sister,’ Banba, the youngest of the triplets, called to me. ‘Come. Come, see what you can grow.’

			My sisters all looked alike: each one graceful and golden-haired, with pale, soft skin and rosy cheeks. Their hips were wide and their breasts heavy. It was said they could make even a crone fertile. And yet, as alike as they were in appearance, they were different enough in character. Ériu was cunning and careful, always waiting to make her move. She had been impulsive once, when a prince on a boat of silver seduced her to shame. She gave herself to him without ever knowing his name and he left her with child and without a word. During the pain of the birthing she swore to all the gods she would never act without thinking again.

			Fódla was a dreamer, with a head filled with thoughts of tomorrow and tomorrow. Though she often found that when she reached the place she had been dreaming of it bored her, and she was quick to find a new dream.

			Banba, the youngest of the three, was a little reckless, a little wild, though she fought hard to hide that from the others. She had a simmering temper and none could predict when it would erupt. Sometimes, she could resist even the most ruthless of teasing and other times, she would explode like a cracked stone in a fire and beware any in her way. I liked her best.

			I knelt beside Banba and touched one of the green shoots she had caused to rise from the earth with the tip of my finger, curious to know how it felt. As soon as I touched it, it shrivelled and sank back into the soil.

			‘What have you done?’ Ériu, the eldest, said, swiping my hand away, for fear that I might curse her creations, too.

			‘I … I don’t know,’ I said, looking at my hands as they had looked at theirs, only I looked at mine in dread.

			‘Just stay away from the crops,’ Fódla said. She went to lay her hand on my arm in reassurance, and then stopped. If I cursed plants, perhaps my touch might curse her too.

			I slunk away from the tribe to the edges of our encampment and there, I tried again, hidden so my attempts could not be seen or mocked. I took on the form of my sisters, turned my sharp, granite features soft and beautiful, and shook out my wild dark red hair to golden strands of silk. I did as they had done. Laid my hands on the soft, damp soil and called to the earth below. The soil remained dark and still. I curled my fingers into the dirt, dragging, clawing at it, and my calling became a silent scream. A single spiked shoot burst out of the soil like a spear. A single yellow flower like a tiny star breathed open. I reached out to touch it and it bit like a snake. One of the plant’s barbs had pierced the flesh of my fingertip. A bead of blood blossomed and fell to the ground. I smiled at my creation. A plant that could make you bleed. That would do.

			‘Make way, oh, my family, make way!’ Ogma the honey-tongued cried out.

			He carried a giant yew tree thrown over one slim shoulder, its gnarled bark and splayed branches dragging behind him. He spun, sending red berries flying, and the tribe had to duck beneath the whipping branches. ‘Never a tree more beautiful have I beheld,’ he said, spinning in the opposite direction, forcing the tribes to their knees again. ‘Or had the strength to be holding.’

			‘Put it down,’ said Brigid, another woman of the tribe. ‘And stop with your messing.’

			Brigid was light and delicate, her limbs as slim as a child’s. She had a soft, round face and hair the colour of a hot coal and was, it was believed, the most beautiful of the women of the tribe, though I found little appealing about her. Her skill was with healing of animals and she could breathe a spark into a roaring fire.

			Ogma threw the tree to the ground and jumped up on it. He slapped the wood beneath him, as though he was slapping a woman’s backside. ‘The spears we can make from this mighty tree will shred flesh and shatter bone.’

			Brigid laid a hand on the dark bark and stroked it as you might a beast felled after a hunt, gentle and grateful. ‘You should have left it in the earth. We have no use for spears.’

			‘Not yet,’ said Nuada. ‘But soon enough.’

			He was right. Playtime was all well and good, but battle was on the way. I could smell it in the air.

			On the ships here, we had been equal. Sharing the work, the food, the stories. Men and women had rowed alongside each other, tended to the ropes together. And yet now, it seemed, there were men’s jobs and women’s jobs. Men took up roles that needed strength, building walls, chopping down trees; though two women working together could easily do in half the time what one man took a day to do. Women tended to the animals, the gathering of food and weaving, tasking themselves with the patience required for growing and crafting, though any man of the tribe could have done the same. But this line they drew to divide up daily life seemed to make them happy. Each of them knew on instinct their role and where they belonged. Each of them but me.

			I was the only one, it seemed, with the skill to change my shape.

			‘How do you do that?’ Brigid asked me as I shifted from a grey she-wolf to a girl.

			I shrugged. I no more knew how I changed my shape than I knew how I breathed air into my lungs. I thought it, and it happened.

			‘Does it hurt?’ she asked.

			‘A little.’ That was a lie. It hurt more than a little as my bones broke and mended themselves in new shapes, as tendons tore and restitched. But I was accustomed to it.

			That this power was mine alone only made me feel less sure of myself, as if my ability to become anything meant I was nothing. There were no edges to my power. I had no domain that was mine alone.

			‘Shame it’s not much use to anyone then,’ Brigid said.

			We worked in the day and told stories at night. But I was no good at any of it. Any wall I tried to build collapsed as soon as someone laid a hand on it. Any cloth I wove, came undone in an instant. I had been forbidden from going near the crops. And as for stories, I knew only prophecies of death and darkness, which none of them wanted to hear.

			I tried to change as they were all changing. I grew into a young woman. I wore the shoes Goibniu made for me, crafted from the softest calfskin, but they strangled my feet so I would tear them off me as soon as they were strapped on and instead walked barefoot. I tried to bind my hair in intricate patterns as my sisters did, but it always unravelled and returned to the same nine plaits. For a shapeshifter, I was remarkably unbending.

			I couldn’t settle as they had done. I was too restless. Too wild. There was a nameless hunger swirling in my belly, and nothing I could eat or drink could quench it.

			‘Give over,’ Brigid said, taking a break from her weaving to pull an apple out of my hand.

			I had been helping my mother unload apples from the boats; great woven baskets full of them.

			‘That’s for the stores,’ Brigid said. ‘We’ll have nothing left for winter if you keep eating your way through it like a locust.’

			Brigid was one of the Dagda’s daughters, younger than me by decades, though she often spoke to me like I was the child.

			‘Stores? Why do we need stores when we have the Dagda’s cauldron?’ I said.

			We had brought with us four treasures from the islands of the north, each gifted by the wisest of druids to protect us. The Dagda had been given a cauldron by the druids of Murias, which never went empty, no matter how many mouths it fed, though the joke went that he was the one doing most of the feeding from it. From Findias, Nuada had been given the Sword Undefeated, a blade that shone as though made of light. Once drawn, he had been told, it must slay whoever it was raised against, and there was no escaping its wrath. Manannán had been gifted the Spear of Striking from Goirias: as thick as his thigh though light as a hair. No battle could be won against he who held it and it never missed its mark. Though he had taken it with him into the waves. And at last, from Falias, we had been given the Stone of Fál, a pillar the size of a small child. It would, the druids said, cry out the name of the rightful ruler of our homeland. And true enough, when Nuada had been crowned, the Stone had cried his name like a woman in ecstasy.

			‘We can’t rely on the old magic for ever, Badb,’ Brigid said, her smile an upturned triangle.

			They called me Badb then. Crow. Brigid thought it was clever and cutting, but it didn’t bother me. I liked crows. More than I liked Brigid. Crows were cunning and vengeful. Never forgetting. Never forgiving.

			Brigid was gentle and sweet and soft. Everything she did was graceful, her steps like dance, her voice like twittering birdsong. Around her, I felt clumsy and loud. I tried to grab the apple back, but she pulled it out of my reach, laughing like a brook. My talons itched under my skin; my teeth lengthened.

			‘Hush,’ my mother said kindly, laying a cool hand on my cheek. The heat of rage that flickered in my chest was snuffed out like a candle flame. My mother was the only one of the tribe who could soothe me. They said she could calm angry oceans and quench volcanoes, but the only use she ever made of that power was to quieten my anger. ‘Go take care of the horses,’ she said. ‘And my darling girl, try to be happy.’

			That is all she wanted for me, from me. Happiness. For her, happiness was such a simple thing, which bloomed as easily as flowers and grains. She always smiled as though she knew a delicious secret. If only I’d known it, then perhaps I too could have been happy.

			I left the rest of the tribe at their work and headed out to where the horses had been settled to graze. They didn’t turn away from me or roll their big eyes at my restlessness, for they were restless too. Energy coiled in their tight muscles ready to burst forth. In those early days, the only time I felt at peace was when I ran barefoot with the horses as they got used to the soft, wet turf under their hooves, my heart pumping in time with theirs. Whenever I stopped running, the hunger caught up with me.

			It was cold, this new land of ours, a cold that cut through to your bones. Ice covered the earth and rain came at you sideways, each drop a needle to your cheek. I heard some of the men talking of going home, longing for the warmth of their hearths and women back where we had come from. Dian Cécht could often be heard complaining about how he missed the conversation of the old druids, for he believed none here to be his intellectual equal. Even Nuada gazed back out over the waters to the west. But there would be no returning. I would make sure of that.

			I waited till all were asleep and flew back to where the ships rose and fell with the crashing waves. I put torch to the sails and with a kiss of breath sent the blackness across the land to let the Fir Bolg know we had returned. I wanted them to come, armed and angry. I wanted there to be battle. For I knew that if the tribe spilt their blood for the land, it would bind them to it, as I was already bound.

			They awoke to the smell of charcoal and heat like a summer’s day as one hundred ships were devoured in flames.

			‘Who could have done this?’ Nuada said, staring at the black, smoking wreckage of what had once been our armada. ‘Who destroyed our beautiful ships?’

			‘Whoever they were,’ Dian Cécht said, ‘they have condemned us to this land for ever.’

			‘Well, I guess there’s really no going back now,’ the Dagda said, slapping Nuada on the shoulder.

			 And as the black clouds rolled east, Eochaid, the King of the Fir Bolg, knew his dream of invasion had been made real.

			At last, on the morning of the thirtieth day since our landing, a figure appeared on the horizon as the sun rose. With my keen eyes, I saw he carried a mace as tall as himself and wore armour made from toughened calfskin. A champion if ever I saw one. Behind him stood a band of warriors, their weapons sheathed, but sharp no doubt. I blinked and images danced behind my eyes like shadows cast from firelight. Spears. Battle. Blood. My mouth watered as if I had not eaten or drunk for days.

			I opened my eyes. ‘They are here.’

			‘The fearsome Fir Bolg come at last,’ the Dagda said, brushing dirt from his hands.

			‘What do you think they want?’ asked my mother, lifting a pale hand to shield her eyes from the sun’s beams.

			‘Same as us,’ Nuada said, joining us at the edge of the camp. ‘The land.’

			‘Will they fight us for it?’ I asked, my palms prickling with sweat.

			‘They will,’ Nuada said.

			‘But they’re our family,’ Brigid said, her pink lips trembling in worry. ‘Didn’t you say they were our family and would welcome us?’

			We and the Fir Bolg were kin from way back, all of us great-grandchildren of Niet. While we had gone north to become enlightened, they had gone south and become slaves, forced to heft bags of soil day and night, earning them their name. Men of Bags. Whereas the Tuatha Dé were light and lean of limb, they were heavy and strong as bulls, with skin like leather and skulls like rock.

			‘And tell me, fair sister,’ the Dagda said to Brigid, ‘who fights more than families?’

			‘Bres,’ Nuada said, calling on one of the younger members of the tribe, ‘go speak with them. Tell them we will allow them to keep half of the land – the rest is for us.’

			I spat my displeasure on the ground and stood aside as Bres walked forward. Bres was only half Tuatha Dé, born of my sister Ériu and the prince who seduced and then abandoned her. Years after his birth, Ériu learned the truth about his father, that he was one of the Fomorians, our ancient enemy from lands beneath the sea, and her shame burned afresh. None dared speak the name of the Fomorians in her presence, for fear of her cool wrath. Her hatred of his father didn’t stop her loving her son, however. And in truth, Bres was loved by all but me. He was one of the most beautiful of the tribe, and so naturally Brigid had made him her husband, two beautiful fools together. Bres was so beautiful that all things in the land would come to be measured in how like Bres they were. A horse you would keep for stud would be called Bresly, a field ripe and ready to sow would be Bres-like. Perhaps Nuada thought a beautiful face would win them over. But a fair face often hides a wicked heart.

			‘Why him?’ I said, sneering at Bres. ‘I will talk to them, for wasn’t it me who summoned them here?’

			Nuada turned to me. ‘You burned the ships?’

			I met his stare, silent and unashamed.

			‘No,’ my mother said, her hand pressed to her chest as though in pain. ‘Tell me it wasn’t you.’

			I didn’t understand. ‘This is our home. The home you promised us. Why would we have need of the ships?’

			She shook her head as though ashamed of me.

			‘It is done now,’ Nuada said. ‘But it is clear she can’t be trusted. Bres will do the talking.’

			Bres called for his chariot and three of his men, and they rode to meet with the Fir Bolg. I grabbed a spear and ran behind them, hopping from one foot to the next, eager for it all to begin.

			Up close, the Fir Bolg didn’t look much different from us. A little squatter perhaps, a little heavier. It was in their movements where the similarities ended. The people of my tribe were swift, as if their bones were made of air. Whereas these men of the Fir Bolg moved as if still weighed down by the bags they had carried during their enslavement.

			‘Welcome, long-lost brothers and sisters. I am Sreng, champion of the Fir Bolg.’ His voice was unlike ours too. It was deep as an echo in a cave.

			‘And I am Bres, of the Tuatha Dé.’ Bres bowed in greeting, his arms flowing back like swan’s wings, but never taking his eyes off Sreng’s face.

			‘What brings you to our land?’ Sreng asked, unflinching.

			‘It is our land,’ Bres replied, straightening again. ‘Though I suppose we can share it.’

			Sreng laughed, though there was no wit in it. ‘You can, your arse.’

			‘You wouldn’t laugh if you had my gift of prophecy,’ I said, seeing again the flickering glimpses of what was to come. I felt my pulse quicken as I saw Sreng, broken, on his knees. A hunger I could not name gnawed in my belly and I dug my talons into my palms to stop myself from clawing at his skin.

			Sreng looked me up and down; his eyes seemed to drag at my clothing as if trying to see beneath it. ‘A tribe that sends armed women and pretty boys to do their talking is not one to be feared. Why don’t you fuck off back to where you came from and fuck your prophecies while you’re at it.’

			‘Ah, it has come to this so soon,’ Bres said with a sigh. He put Nuada’s offer to them. ‘Give us half the land or prepare for war.’

			Sreng didn’t need to consult. He had the answer ready. ‘We choose war.’

			He returned to his king and I sharpened my spears for their heads.

		
	
		
			3.

			Nuada had the tribe ready themselves. For three days, Credne, our blacksmith, set the forges blazing and the ringing of swords and spearheads being struck cut through the air. Dian Cécht prepared his healing herbs, bragging about how he could bring any of our fallen warriors back from the dead. And the Dagda played his harp to keep spirits light and courage strong.

			For three days, the men stretched their limbs, checked and rechecked their shields. Their bellies bubbled with fear and excitement, eager to face the Fir Bolg in battle. I, however, needed no armour, no spears. I had my claws and my cry.

			‘Why are we waiting?’ I asked Nuada. ‘The longer we prepare, the readier they become. Let me go, my king, let me bring destruction down upon them as they sleep.’

			He laughed at me, clicked his teeth at my battle lust. ‘Hush, Badb. The battle will begin when we are ready and when it does, it will be glorious.’

			He wouldn’t think the battle so glorious if he’d known what was to come. Hundreds of our people slain. His own arm hacked from his shoulder and a new king on the throne. I saw it all, but I stayed silent, for I hungered for the fray as I had never hungered for anything. Only the blood of my enemies could quench my thirst and I knew it made me a monster.

			Nuada turned from me and instructed his men to ready themselves. I couldn’t wait that long. My hunger was rapacious. While the leaders put their heads together and talked strategy, I flew over our enemies, showering them in blood, screeching so they could get no rest night after night. They set their sorcerers against me, and I laughed. Their arts were no match for mine. By the time the Fir Bolg set out, they were weak and exhausted. Sleep, the greatest weapon that warriors forget to keep sharp.

			Perhaps it was to humour me, or because he trusted my power of prophecy, but Nuada had me choose the location of the battle.

			‘After all, you’ve seen more of the land in your night-time flights.’ He wagged his finger at me, as if I was a naughty child sneaking out to play, rather than a creature of fury wearing down our enemy so that our people might stand a chance in the slaughter that was to come.

			The Dagda smiled across at me, his lips glistening beneath his thick beard. We sometimes shared a bed, and he knew better than to unleash my ire. And yet, he wasn’t going to contradict Nuada either. I closed my eyes and reached into the future that lay ahead. I saw it clearly, the blood and bones, the wails of the dying, and all around the battlefield I saw broken pillars, like old men’s teeth, remnants from a people who went before all of us. Had I spoken a different name, would the battle have gone differently? Had I told him to meet the Fir Bolg in a southern valley or atop a hill in the north, would the hundreds who were to die, have lived? If I’d chosen a riverbank for our battle, would there have been less slaughter and would Nuada have remained whole? All I knew was that the land was hungry for blood and so was I.

			I looked across the gathering and saw my mother’s face. Her expression was one I could not read. Pride at my finding this new place among the tribe? A gentle warning to hold my tongue? It was as inexplicable to me as the reading of the clouds.

			‘Mag Tuired,’ I said. The Plain of Pillars. And our fate was sealed.

			The armies lined up on either side of the plain, man after man like a forest of flesh, ripe and ready for slaughter. The ancient pillars looked on. We sent our poets out first to recount the deeds of our champions, each trying to outwit, out-astound and out-terrify the other side.

			‘My man once crushed a hundred warriors with nothing but his little finger.’

			‘That’s nothing, mine once strangled a hundred times a hundred warriors with naught but one of his nose hairs.’

			It was never long before the battles were left behind and their balls came into it.

			‘Our man’s balls are so big they shake the earth when he drops his breeches.’

			‘Well, our man’s prick is so huge, it drags behind him all the way from one end of the land to the other.’

			Battles have been won with words. A poet’s skill can save a thousand lives. But not today. Wits were too equally matched. Deeds equally worthy. Balls equally huge. The poets returned and the champions stepped forward. King Nuada himself was to lead the charge, neither precious enough, nor cowardly enough, to stand at the back. His armour shone like salmon skin as the sun rose over the plain, the ragged pillars sending shadows chasing after the assembled hosts, an echo of what was to come.

			We were evenly matched in strength and in number, though the Fir Bolg had weapons the like of which we’d never seen. Hooked shields, venomous spears and sharp swords with blue blades. Black armour that swallowed the light. Our weapons were made of bronze and though they shone like the sun at dawn, they blunted easily.

			‘Bring me back their weapons,’ Credne said, filled with envy at their arms.

			‘Go out there and bring them back yourself, smith,’ the Dagda spat back, tightening the straps on his armour. It was shaped like the lean muscles of a youth, and the flesh of his stomach squeezed around the edges.

			‘But then, who will be here to patch up your breastplate when you burst out of it?’ Credne placed both hands on the Dagda’s fine gut as if cupping a woman’s pregnant belly.

			The Dagda poked him in the backside with his shield for his cheek.

			‘Do you hear that, my friends,’ Ogma said, flicking back his long blonde mane and raising a hand to his ear.

			We heard nothing. The hammering of metal and the stripping of spear shafts had stopped at last.

			‘That is the lull before battle. The hush before death. Soon, our ears shall ring with moans and the hiss of dying breaths. We will hack their limbs. We will take their heads. And where their blood shall spill, flowers shall be made.’ He paused, pleased with himself. ‘I really should write some of these down.’

			As a black night became a grey morning, the armies assembled for the counting. Warriors faced each other across the ice-covered plain, their breath like dragon smoke. Some were glad for the cold, for it hid their shaking fear. Our satirists got to work then, stirring up the battle lust.

			‘Who among you will bring shame to the tribe? Who will be first to shit their breeches and run? Is it you? You?’ They pointed at the assembled tribe.

			‘Not I,’ the warriors cried out in reply. ‘Not I.’

			‘Then get out there and prove yourself a warrior!’

			The tribe lined up and I pushed my way to the front. Shoulders pressed against shoulders. I could smell the sweet tang of sweat from the warriors around me. I heard their hearts beat and their breath come heavy and fast. And then came the moment Ogma had spoken of. A quietening. Hearts that had been thudding skipped a beat, breaths that had been panting were held. The fear that had been shaking limbs and drying mouths faded as we focused on the space between us and our enemy. The space between us and death.

			The horn sounded. Feet like thunder, roaring like an ocean, the warriors of the tribe moved across the plain. Blade met bone, shield met skin, and the battle began. Limbs were hacked, heads cracked, flesh opened up like flowers, petals falling to the earth. I danced over the host, hopping from spear to spear. I leapt on to the back of their chariots and flung the charioteers off into the mud. I sank my teeth into their flesh and my talons into guts. I was in every strike and every stab. In every cracked bone and shredded tendon. I sucked in the screams of the dying and spat them back out and my shriek could be heard in every corner of the land.

			I sank the nails of my thumbs into the eyes of a man, blood pouring down my hands like the juice of a ripe fruit, and I laughed as he screamed in pain. I was made for this. Not for building or growing. Not for storytelling or for song. This. Battle and death and blood.

			My mother fought too, as women did then. Though she stayed at the rear, slinging stones and blinding our enemies.

			‘Badb! Come, stand with me,’ she called out as I scudded above, but I ignored her calls.

			My sisters stood on the cliffs with the druids, singing up a storm and spitting curses on the warriors below. They too called as I swooped over their heads, gesturing to a place by their sides.

			‘Stand with us, our sister. Add your voice to ours.’

			I closed my ears to their cries and dove into the fray. I tore limb from torso, head from neck; none who stood in my path lived. The cold, hard earth churned into bloody mud. There were no sides any more, no them and us, just the wild eyes of the man in front of you, come to kill you before you can kill him.

			Nuada unsheathed the Sword Undefeated and walked forward, swinging the blade in great loops either side of him, carving up the air and any man unwise enough to be in his path. While Sreng, champion of the Fir Bolg, armed with his giant mace, its tip made from a fallen star, took down nine men with each sweep.

			The two champions made a path through the slaughter to each other. Sreng rolled beneath Nuada’s sword and came up, his mace swinging. With a wet, tearing sound, the mace struck Nuada’s sword arm, cleaving it clean from his shoulder. Nuada stood dumb, looking down at the stump where his beautiful, precious arm had been. Sreng raised his mace over his shoulder, ready to finish the deed and end the battle. But Aengaba, one of our allies from the north who had followed us here, jumped forward, taking the blow on his own back. His spine was turned to dust under the power of Sreng’s mace, his heart crushed like an egg. The Dagda and fifty of his men dragged Nuada from the field, while the melee closed in around them. And all the time, I circled overhead, singing rage.

			I saw Eochaid, King of the Fir Bolg, stumbling around at the edges of the hordes. Our druids had put on him a mighty thirst and he was scratching at his throat, desperate for any drop of liquid. I saw him press his face into the mud and suck at it. He scooped up handfuls of horse piss and brought them to his lips. But nothing could quench the dryness of his mouth. Driven mad by it, he staggered away from the battlefield in search of a drink, but no stream could quench it, or river soothe the burning dryness. I found him, bent over a puddle, trying to cup handfuls of grey water into his mouth. But every drop fell between his fingers, bringing only dry, cracked skin to his parched lips.

			I jumped on to his shoulders and whispered in his ear. ‘You should have run when you dreamt of our coming.’

			I tore his throat open. At least he wouldn’t be thirsty any more.

			The battle was won but not yet over. They had lost their king and were in disarray. It wouldn’t be long before it was a total massacre and Sreng knew it.

			The Dagda knew it too and took pity on them. ‘Come,’ he called out. ‘Enough blood has been spilt this day. Let us make peace.’

			Sreng looked around at the host. He was a champion, not a ruler, and yet with King Eochaid dead, rule had passed to him. He could see it in the eyes of his men, in the shaking heads of the women. Enough. We’ve had enough. Let no more die today.

			‘What do you offer us?’ Sreng asked.

			‘We offered you half of this land when we came and you chose war,’ Nuada said. ‘We could drive you into the sea. But, in honour of how well you have fought, we will give you one fifth of this land for the one fifth of my body you took when you had my arm off. Choose your portion.’

			Sreng chose a province in the west and the Fir Bolg never bothered us again.

			After the battle the Dagda’s cauldron overflowed and Ogma moulded history with his tales, but the battle lust clawed at me still. The bodies of the slain were not yet cold and I longed to fight again. I knew, now, the source of that hunger that had gnawed at my belly and the restlessness that made my bones itch. I knew my purpose. I had been made for war.

			I travelled the battlefield, stripping bones of flesh and skulls of eyes. Those on the edge of death, I freed of their pain. I drank from the pools of blood spilt on the soil. I feasted till I was sick with it.

			In my scavenging, I came across a twitching body; pale, soft-limbed, lying face down and using what little strength it had left to try to free itself from the mud. I rolled the body over, ready to suck that last drop of life from it, and found myself staring into the blinking eyes of my own mother.

			The side of her head had been crushed, her jaw broken. White bone stuck through the flesh of her face, and yet I knew her. How could I not know her? Her eyes moved wildly, as if looking for attackers still coming. Blood bubbled from her lips as she tried to speak.

			‘Fight,’ I shouted at her, as though her dying was a choice she had power over. ‘Don’t leave me.’

			She raised a hand to my cheek, its curves settling against the hollows of my face. Her touch had always been cool, but now it was ice cold. I had been too occupied with my feasting to have noticed she wasn’t among the revellers in the court. I’d not even thought to look for her, for I believed that she would always be there, like the mountains that looked down at us or the earth beneath our feet.

			‘You were astonishing,’ she croaked and I felt a flush of pride hotter even than the rage of war. ‘Terrifying.’ I saw it in her fading eyes. Fear.

			‘Don’t try to speak. I will take you to Dian Cécht,’ I said, pulling her into my arms. ‘He can heal you.’

			She shook her head and the effort sent her coughing.

			‘So much power,’ she said when she could breathe again, and I think she was no longer aware I was with her. ‘I never knew how much. If I’d only known. I should have …’

			Her eyes snapped into focus again and she grabbed my arm, her fingers finding strength to dig into my flesh. ‘Your voice is your power. Never turn it on our people. Never.’ Her dying words were a binding. A geas. Break it and destruction would follow.

			Her hand fell limp and slid from my arm and her eyes went blank. Around her body, white flowers burst into bloom and the ice that had covered the ground melted away, as she gave the last flicker of her life to the land.

			I held her to my chest as my heart burst behind my ribs, pressing my lips to her face, and kissed and kissed her, as if I could breathe life back into her broken body. I could have prevented this. I should have prevented this. I should have stayed by her side, rather than throwing myself into the battle. The only men I should have killed were the ones who set their sights on her. This was my fault. The ecstasy I had felt in the undoing of men, in the tearing and shredding of flesh, was gone, replaced with an aching pain deeper than the seas that crashed against the rocks. I sobbed, and with each sucking breath I drank in anger and agony as if drawing it up from the soil around me. I cracked myself open and felt not only my mother’s pain, but the pain of the land itself. I felt it all. Every pinch, every slap, every heart broken. Every punch, every broken bone, every skull crushed. My mother’s pain and the pain of every woman who had been and who was to come. I drowned in their agony. A thousand years of fury flooded into me, filling me from my head to my fingertips. The anger and anguish of uncountable women swirled inside me like a hurricane. When I could take in no more, I breathed out, and my breath became a howling shriek. The screech of every cry let out in the dark and every whimper kept silent in the day. I wailed and my wailing became a storm. Crows spiralled and danced on the currents, looping above my head, gathering up the strands of my red hair till I rose above the land, my hands dripping my mother’s blood on the soil.

			When there was nothing left in me, when my throat was raw to bloody and my lungs empty of air, I fell to the wet, sucking mud on my hands and knees next to the body of my mother. Where there had been a hungry gnawing, there was now a swirling, howling storm inside me. I wanted to fight and scratch and rend and tear. To crush and break and flay. My very essence was rage. I was mad with it. A thousand years of battle wouldn’t be enough to drain it. And yet there was no enemy left to fight. There were no more warriors to face. No more battles to be won. The Fir Bolg had been defeated. Peace had been made. And I was alone with my pain.

			Before, the fury that had consumed me was formless. Untamed. Now, it was distilled and flint sharp. And it had a name. Grief.
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