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    Fionnuala: Lir’s eldest daughter by Aobh 
 
    Aodh: Lir’s eldest son by Aobh 
 
    Conn & Fiachra: Lir’s twins by Aobh 
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    Prologue: Aobh of Aran 
 
      
 
    My marriage to Lir was not one that began in sunlight, rather beneath the darkly brewing clouds of war. 
 
    My sisters and I had come to Bodb’s house as foster children at a young age. My own mother was not of the new race, but of old Fomori blood. Shortly after the invasions it was said of all Fomorians that their faces were rough as leather and their teeth jagged like the fish caught along the raging coast.  
 
    That is not true. It is the want of all oppressors to cast behind a legacy of righteous conquest. In songs and poetry they are the objects of praise, whilst those they vanquish flee like bats at daybreak, seeking shelter in their dank hovels beneath the hills or at the very depths of the ocean. 
 
    Of my true mother, Oilell of Aran, I remembered very little. She had been of dark hair, unlike my own bright glory. My sisters Ailbhe and Aoife took after her in that respect. Especially Aoife, whose hair shone slick as a raven’s wing. 
 
    My mother had been a noble lady, married to the Lord of the Aran Islands, of whom I remember even less, for he was slaughtered during the invasion. Given our circumstances, our clan could have dissipated like mist.  
 
    Though that was not to be our fate. 
 
    My father had been Fomori, yet he fought with such courage that his murderers took pity on his kin. That is how the story goes, though I think perhaps they were swayed more by my mother’s good looks and fortune than by her departed husband’s valour. 
 
    In consenting to marry her conqueror, she forced from her new husband’s lips an oath. Her children were to be raised as Danann nobles in the new realm, and to live a life no less comfortable than that which they would have enjoyed had the Men of Dea never reached our shores. 
 
    She could not have known how our fortunes would surpass even her highest aspirations. For her husband was a relation of Bodb the Red, favoured son and successor to the Dagda, the greatest of all the Danann chieftains. The Dagda held court in the mighty fort at Sí an Bhrú, its quartz walls shining like snow, encrusted with colourful snailshells to confuse mischievous spirits. There was no greater sight nor more protected place in all the known world than that fort. 
 
    Bodb and his wife Medb, Queen of all the Danann, had only a son at that point, for they were newly bound to one another. Yet even before his queen had regained her strength, she longed for more children. Medb had been from a large family and all her brothers and sisters had perished in the invasions. 
 
    Bodb, who could not refuse her anything, accepted to hear the case of the strange Fomori widow with three pretty daughters. He reasoned that older children would be able to assist his wife as their family grew, and that those children, being girls, would bring calm to his household. 
 
    I remember that journey across the sea from Aran. It is one of my first memories, for I was terribly, terribly sick. The waves threw us clean from one side of the boat to the other, and I knew then that should I live to see dry land, I would never again set foot on water.  
 
    Our mother sang to us the entire way. She seemed unaffected by the motion, for perhaps she had a greater tempest stirring within.  
 
    My first impression of Bodb was his beard. As a young man it was red as the heart of a flame. This great warrior, son of the mighty Dagda – I should have been afraid, but I was not. Broad and barrel-chested as he was, Bodb never wore a frown. His laughter echoed from hilltop to hilltop, shaking the rivers and the crags and the dells.  
 
    My mother sensed in him a protector, and when she left our company it was with head held high and shoulders straight. I thank her every day for that. She may well have wept all the way home, but she did not weep in front of us, and that gave us courage. 
 
    “My daughters, my daughters!” Bodb addressed us from the very first day. “Eat your fill, drink your fill, and fill this house with song and beauty.” 
 
    His words were prophetic, for beauties we each became. It was not we who sang, but others who sang of us, the Three Lovely Daughters of Oilell. Men came from far and wide to view us, though we were far before marrying age ourselves. Thankfully we had brothers, the true sons of Bodb, to protect us.  
 
    Though there was one man they could not protect us from, and to save my sisters, I was sacrificed. 
 
    My father, the man I came to think of as my true father, had won his seat after the battle of Tailtiu at which my own people suffered a crushing defeat. All of the Danann had been so proud of Bodb’s courage that they heartily gave their consent to his succession as king. 
 
    All except his uncle, Lir, who claimed his right to rule above that of his nephew. He raised an army to march against Bodb, yet his army was no match. Lir was captured with calls to separate his head from his body.  
 
    Instead, Bodb had him brought to his fort and received him as an honoured guest. They talked for nine days and nine nights. When Lir parted company he took with him his pride, and a bride called Aobh. 
 
    I showed my willing, for I owed my father so much, yet naught but fear flowed through my veins. Lir was an imposing figure. He stood taller than any man I had ever seen, dressed in dark furs with his thick black hair tied in a knot the size of a fist.  
 
    He did not talk to me the entire journey to Sidhe Fionnachaidh, and neither did his fellows. I took with me only one maid from my father’s household, Sorcha, a girl of infinite patience and kind character. She followed behind on her horse and never left my side, even when I dismounted to relieve myself or to take something to eat. She had no words of comfort, for what can one say in such circumstances? Yet her presence was enough. To know that, having lost my parents and my sisters in one day, I had not lost all sense of who I once was. 
 
    Those first months at Sidhe Fionnachaidh were difficult. The fort stood on a high hilltop where the wind howled through the huts at night and the stars felt close enough to touch. I was always cold, and the stirabout never seemed to quell my hunger. After the great house of my father’s lands, where music and laughter sprang from the hearths, it seemed a barren, lifeless place. 
 
    Some days, as we walked the boundaries, I would feel Lir’s eyes upon me. Turning, I would look up to the top of the bank and catch him watching from afar.  
 
    After the third full moon of my arrival, an elderly lady appeared in our hut. The fire had been built high, drawing out the earthy smell of the walls. Sorcha amused me by twisting her fingers against its light, casting the shape of a swan in flight. Its beak opened and closed as she recited a lurid poem she had heard from a drunken druid at Brú na Bóinne. 
 
    We were beside ourselves with the crazed laughter of those who desperately need to find something to laugh about, grasping at the thinnest blades of grass. When Sorcha’s laughter stopped, I turned to see what had caught her eye. 
 
    “Lady Aobh of Aran,” the crone spoke, bending her shrouded head in deference.  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “I have been sent to fetch you to your master.” 
 
    Silence reigned for a moment made of years.  
 
    “He requests your company in his house, but first I am here to ask whether you are wise to the ways of men?” 
 
    Blood flooded my face. I had never been asked such a question, and the age of the woman did not grant her that right. I knew Sorcha was watching me, awaiting my reaction, yet I could not bring myself to meet her gaze. 
 
    “Do you know, child, what is expected of you?” 
 
    I shook my head dumbly, like a calf who does not know its way to the pasture. 
 
    The old woman came to sit beside me. “We are all women here, there is no need to be ashamed. If it weren’t for the secrets of women passed down through the ages, not one of us would be living to tell them anew.” 
 
    I swallowed and folded my hands in my lap to stop them from trembling. 
 
    “What is expected?” I asked, my voice grown shy of my tongue. 
 
    “You know in the springtime, when the bull mounts the cow?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “That, my child. Only you will lie on your back, rather than all fours, and he may grunt more like a pig than a bull. It shan’t last long, but it will hurt a little and you may bleed.” 
 
    “Bleed?”  
 
    “It is natural the first time, and it will only be a small amount. Nowhere near the blood that is shed each moon. After that, you will not feel such pain again. No woman ever died from it. Our bodies are strong, and meant for far greater transitions than this.” 
 
    I found it hard to breathe. For the first time since arriving at Bodb Dearg’s I thought of my own mother and wondered whether she might have told me herself had she been afforded the opportunity. 
 
    “Come, now,” the woman said, standing with little ceremony. “He is waiting for you.” 
 
    Sorcha instinctively came to my side and placed her soft warm hand beneath my elbow. She wrapped a woollen shawl across my shoulders and kissed my hand as I turned towards the door. 
 
    “I can’t—” I began, but the words died in my throat as I watched the old woman disappear through the gaping mouth of the hut. 
 
    “It will be over soon,” Sorcha reassured me. “I will be waiting here when you return.” 
 
    The night was so cold. In my terror I had forgotten to put on my sandals, my feet floating across the icy earth, turning that short journey to my husband’s house into a walk that stretched from the east coast to the west. When I arrived at the entrance, the old woman held aside the wolfskin and ushered me through. 
 
    The room was far grander than my own. Fine furs and woven fabrics hung from the walls and for once the fire seemed to heat me through. The air was thick with the scent of sweet herbs and the mattress was three times the girth of that which I had lain on before. 
 
    Lir stood in the far corner with his back to me, dressed in that sombre dark cloak which reminded me of my father’s soothsayer. He did not turn until the old woman left, the curtain falling back into place, trapping me like a caged bird. 
 
    In the firelight, his face seemed younger than I had imagined from afar. His beard was short and his hair unknotted, falling about his shoulders.  
 
    “Please,” he said, holding out an oak cup. “Drink with me.”  
 
    He spoke softly, his words like water, soothing my anguish. I accepted the drink with both hands and raised it to my lips. It was the sweetest heather mead I had ever tasted, reaching down to the tips of my frozen toes. 
 
    We sat together on the bed and he offered honeyed oatcakes and smoked meats, which I barely touched. I was unable to swallow for the image of the bull mounting the cow, which had seared itself across my mind. At any moment, I expected him to throw me to the ground and perform some animal act. 
 
    “How do you like your life here?” he asked, removing the plate of uneaten food from my lap. 
 
    “Well, my king.” 
 
    We were quiet for a moment. 
 
    “You are not happy, are you?” 
 
    I could not help myself. The three moons I had spent there had been the worst of my life, even worse than the day my mother left my sisters and me, for at least my new family had made us welcome, showering us with love as spring showers the wildflowers. At Sidhe Fionnachaidh there had been no such love, only silence and uncertainty. 
 
    “What have I done?” he sighed, wiping a tear from my cheek with his thumb. “I should never have taken you from your family. You are far too young and far too beautiful for the likes of me.” 
 
    I stared at him, for his words were honest and the look on his face mirrored my own. 
 
    “Sweet child, you do not have to lie here with me tonight as my wife. I cannot ask that of you, for we are strangers. Yet I beg, stay here in my arms, and talk with me, that we may be strangers no longer when the sun rises.” 
 
    His kindness was unbearable, it caused me to feel homesick as I had never felt before. As I sobbed, he held me close, stroking my hair and whispering soothing words. When eventually I calmed, we lay together on his sumptuous bed of the softest furs and rested our faces close to one another. Tired from the emotions that had shaken me, I soon fell fast asleep, without a word spoken between us. 
 
    It was dark when I woke again. The fire had died to splinters of molten red against their bed of ash, wisps of smoke curling up through the thatch towards those sparkling stars. When I sought out Lir’s face in the dark, it was still where it had been when I last closed my eyes. He was sleeping, affording me all the time I wished to study him. His skin was pale, his lips full and generous, his brow noble as his nephew’s, the lashes that framed his eyes long and straight like his nose.  
 
    He is my husband, I thought to myself. 
 
    In knowing that, and in knowing that he would always be my husband, I realised that this night was the first of many nights to come. He had been kind to me, and in the warmth of his hut my fear abated.  
 
    Oh, so very gently, I traced his sleeping lips with the tip of my finger.  
 
    I was young, but I was old enough to know. Though the intricacies of the act were a mystery to me, like any young girl I felt the stirrings of curiosity. I had looked at my father’s horsemen from time to time, their muscles flexed beneath the beating sun as they went about their chores in summer. I had heard the noises from my kinsmen’s huts of an evening, and wondered what could make a woman breathe so hard. 
 
    Slowly, I put my lips to his. 
 
    He awoke, startled.  
 
    I drew back, afraid that in the small space between sleep and wake, he might forget he had a new wife and think me an intruder. 
 
    His astonishment lasted no more than a moment. 
 
    As I leaned towards him a second time, he ran his hand through my hair, clenching his fist and drawing me to him with a power that excited me. I was no longer afraid of this man, nor was I ashamed of my own desire.  
 
    He wanted me, and I wanted him in return. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Part I 
 
    

 
 
   
 
  




 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    Some say my father was the god of the sea, one of the Tuatha Dé Danann who walked these green shores before the age of man. Some say he shaped destinies and carried the dead to their final resting place.  
 
    I cannot tell whether that was true, for time casts strange shadows. To me he was just a man, with all the faults and failings, all the love and loyalty, of a man. He was my father, and I have loved him always. 
 
    After my mother’s death, my father became a shadow of his former self. In her lifetime my brother Aodh and I led a blissful childhood, for my father loved my mother with a passion few men have felt beyond the field of battle. He thanked Bodb every day for the gift he had bestowed, and often we travelled to Sidh-ar-Femhin to enjoy the festivals, for no one in all of Éire threw a festival quite like those of my grandfather.  
 
    The greatest of all was the Feast of Age, a celebration in honour of Tailtiu, foster mother of the sun warrior Lugh. Like my own mother, Tailtiu had been Fomori, the wife of Eochaid mac Eirc, the last of the High Kings of Tara. Lugh of the Tuatha Dé Danann had been sent to Eochaid to learn the ways of governance, for the High King had been the first to introduce laws throughout Éire.  
 
    His wife, Tailtiu, though not renowned for her beauty, had single-handedly undertaken the clearance of her husband’s lands, burning the scrub and clearing forests that barley, oats and rye might grow. Often, it was said, she could be found in the fields with her feet caked in earth and her skirts bundled about her thighs. Her people loved her, for they had enough in their stores to last a hundred winters.  
 
    Under Eochaid’s rule, the old blood of Éire prospered in both wealth and health. Yet time does not pay credence to the good, nor the bad. It simply rumbles on like a cartwheel, crushing all as pebbles beneath its weight. 
 
    Eochaid died miserably during the last throes of the invasion. The Tuatha Dé Danann, the tribe of his own foster son, sought his fertile pastures for themselves but Eochaid was not willing to relinquish the land his wife had spent a lifetime cultivating. When he refused, the Men of Dea’s mighty druids cast their magic and dried up every river. For the first time his crops failed and his people went hungry. Worse than the hunger was the thirst, for every time Eochaid went to drink, the liquid turned to dust on his lips. 
 
    As he lay dying in the dirt of Beltra, the Great Queen of the Tuatha Dé Danann thrust her spear between his ribs and stopped his heart. They say that instead of blood, only sand poured from his veins. 
 
    Knowing her husband was away fighting a battle he could not hope to win, Tailtiu occupied herself in the fields. She refused to eat or sleep or rest until her husband returned, her bare hands slick with blood from uprooting thistles. The moment the Great Queen’s lance speared her husband’s heart, she fell upon the land and died of exhaustion. 
 
    Lugh was disgusted by his own tribe’s treatment of the parents he had loved so dearly. He dedicated a fortnight each year to his mother’s memory, saluting her legendary endurance with Áenach Tailteann, a trial that saw all of Éire’s greatest warriors compete in tests of strength, culminating on his own name day, Lughnasadh, on the first sunrise of harvest.  
 
    In time, this came to be known as The Feast of Age. Even those who could not travel to the games celebrated Tailtiu’s memory with drink, dance and song. Bodb spared no expense on this festival. As children, we filled our stomachs with honey until our blood ran thick with it. 
 
    My mother loved to visit Sidh-ar-Femhin, for it was a chance to meet with her sisters. Both of my aunts, Ailbhe and Aoife, would spoil us terribly. They lavished their attention upon us, taking every opportunity to kiss our brows and wrap us in fine cloth, until my brother Aodh would hide amongst the crowd for a moment’s peace. 
 
    The night my mother died, I remained in the land of the living, guided back by the twins she had left to my care. My father, I think, followed her halfway across the forbidden sea. Each day after her parting he grew quieter, as though his voice were carried away by the wind. In stature he began to shrink, his black hair streaked with silver, and skin, which had always been fair, now rivalling the moon in its pallor.  
 
    He built for us a crannóg on the lake at the foot of Sidhe Fionnachaidh. This was a large hut supported above the water by wooden stilts and connected to the land by a walkway. Inside, the rooms were partitioned with reed screens to afford privacy.  
 
    Every morning we would find my father sitting in the centre of the crannóg, warming himself by our fire. He would gather Aodh and myself beside him and share our breakfast of fresh fish and bread. He would always leave soon after, and I came to understand that he had removed himself from our world partly to protect us from his sorrow, and partly because the sound of the twins’ crying caused him such pain he could not bear to hear them. 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    For seven turnings of the year we lived like that, in silence. I would spend my evenings in my father’s hut, eating with him and darning his clothes with my own fair hand, for I had come to look upon him almost as an invalid. As his daughter and eldest child, it was my responsibility to care for him. 
 
    We spoke little, and what we spoke of was hardly worth the breath. My only confidante was Sorcha, my mother’s favoured maid, who would entertain my brothers and me with shadow stories told against the mud walls with a little help from the fire. In this way we came to learn of the battles that had preceded our birth, and in her words our mother lived again as a princess, or a kindly villager, or a songstress, yet never by name. 
 
    The twins, who had never known a life any different, seemed immune to the weight of death that surrounded us. They would wake each morning and throw themselves into the lake to splash one another. Their laughter carried up the hill to the fort, where it died against its earthen walls. 
 
    My brother Aodh was different. He was still that little boy, standing in the water, watching our mother float away across the waves. He could not shake the vision of her, nor the longing for her gentle touch. He smiled rarely and spent long days by himself, walking in the woods or watching the fading sun set against the hills. I tried often to talk with him, to share our recollections of her, and to speak of how we might draw our father from his sadness, but Aodh would never respond to my questions. He answered only with a distant gaze and a slow shrug of his shoulder. 
 
    Time is a trickster. Moments stretch into months, and years rush past in the blink of an eye. Yet in all the years that were to follow, and everything that was to become of us, that time felt the longest. I was an old woman with the face of a child. I was a mother to three younger brothers, and a fourth if you counted my father, who could hardly lift a hand to wash himself. 
 
    In time, even the sanctuary of sleep slipped from me. I would lie awake from dusk until dawn, listening to the wind against the thatch and the hushed lapping of the water against the stilts of our crannóg. Mostly, I thought of nothing. Dreams of the past hurt, and dreams of the future seemed inconceivable. When I thought of my life, I could see nothing tomorrow that I had not lived today, with age the only smile beckoning me forth through the years.  
 
    It was in this wakeful state that I took to walking the enclosure at night. I would look down upon the light from our crannóg, sitting on the ridge of the hill, allowing silent tears to fall beneath those unforgiving stars.  
 
    It was on a night such as that when I first saw my father leave the fort. 
 
    He left alone, on horseback. Over the coming moons I watched as once a month he would leave the safety of Sidhe Fionnachaidh and return just before the light began to grey. He slumped in his saddle, his fine horse guiding him as though walking a path it knew by heart. Although curiosity overwhelmed me, I could not think of a way to follow without drawing attention.  
 
    “Where do you think he goes?” I asked Sorcha, after recounting all that I had seen. 
 
    “I do not know, my darling,” she replied, frowning into the fire. “There is but one way to find out.” 
 
     “Tell me.” 
 
    “First, you must think on this carefully. Are you sure you wish to know? Sometimes it is best to allow those we love their secrets.” 
 
    “You think he has a woman?” 
 
    “Perhaps, though I doubt it.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I do not know, and neither do you. Perhaps it is better that way.” 
 
    I took her words to heart and thought on them for many nights whilst I lay there not sleeping. It had never occurred to me that my father might seek comfort in the arms of another. The thought stung. My mother was the only woman I could imagine sharing my father’s bed. Would I hate this person for taking her place?  
 
    Like Sorcha, I doubted that notion. If he did ride out each month to visit a woman, he returned with his heart just as heavy. 
 
    “I am sure,” I told her. “I wish to know.” 
 
    When my father rode out some days later, he was so engulfed in darkness that he did not notice the thin stream of salt leaking from his saddlebag.  
 
    The next day, Sorcha and I dressed in warm furs. We had the stablehand ready two horses. At first we walked them down the hill, squinting between blades of grass for the near-invisible trail we had set. When we were confident that it continued in a northerly direction, we mounted our beasts and cantered on, stopping at each junction or trampled ditch to check he had not turned off the path. When we tired, we stopped to eat bread and cheese in the heather, bound by the strange mystery of my father’s monthly disappearance. 
 
    At last the trail ended in a small pile of white crystals. 
 
    “I remember this place,” I whispered. “This is where my mother’s boat set out upon its final voyage.” 
 
    The place had changed little since I was a small girl. It was an outlet to the sea, by the mouth of a river whose goddess had long since lost her name. The hills rose high to the right, grey and foreboding, yet ahead was a beach of the softest sand. I slipped off my sandals and made my way towards the water, its calm surface the colour of woad.  
 
    This is where Aodh had stood, up to his waist, watching our mother depart. This is where I had held Conn in my arms, a wisewoman beside me holding Fiachra. This is where my father’s heart had floated out upon the sea and never returned. 
 
    “He comes here to mourn?” I asked. 
 
    “It seems so,” she replied. 
 
    “Then why does he come at night? His horse could stumble in the dark, and who knows what savage hillsmen lie in wait?” 
 
    “I’m not sure your father cares for his safety as he should.” 
 
    I shivered to think of it, my poor creator all alone without even a torch to guide him.  
 
    “I cannot let him continue like this, Sorcha. He will kill himself, and then what shall we do without any parents?” 
 
    In our silence, a plan formed. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Sorcha 
 
      
 
    No single person can make a story. A story is something woven of many threads, each dyed a different colour. At times that colour fades, as it had with Lir. At others, it bleeds brightly to the surface, outshining all else. 
 
    Although she did not believe it of herself, Fionnuala was a brightly burning thread. Though her flesh seemed famished and her voice came soft as summer rain, she dazzled like kermes. I do not know whether it was a blessing or a curse that my own story should have been wound up in hers.  
 
    When we learned of her father’s midnight rides to the coast, I was as intrigued as she. My curiosity shone like a pebble beneath the stream, and I could not help but reach down and touch it. At that time, I felt no foreboding. 
 
    “We will come back,” I told her. “On the next moon, when he leaves Fionnachaidh, we shall be with him.” 
 
    “How?” Fionnuala asked. “We don’t have horses fast enough to keep up with his, and he would notice if we followed behind. In the silence of night, hoofbeats echo like drums.” 
 
    “We will not follow him. We will already be here, waiting.” 
 
    She smiled at this, and bent to run her fingers through the chill waves at her feet. “I can see why my mother was so fond of you, Sorcha. It is rare to find cunning married with kindness.” 
 
    So, that was our plan. On the afternoon of the night that Lir was to visit the coast, we went ahead of him and pitched camp. As darkness fell, we ate our supper of oatcakes and honey, and extinguished the fire so that its rising smoke would not give us away. We crept to the spot where the salt had since been scattered, and crouched behind a fallen tree. 
 
    My bones grew stiff with waiting. When at last Lir’s horse came into view, I feared the cracking of my knees would spook the poor beast. 
 
    Lir dismounted, allowing the reins to drop from his hand. After a moment he came, step by step, to the water’s edge. We watched as he drew a leather pouch from his cloak and tipped its content into the palm of his hand. 
 
    “What is it?” Fionnuala asked.  
 
    I could not answer, for there was not enough light to see.  
 
    “I have come,” struck Lir’s voice, harsh through the soft silence. 
 
    At first we thought he was talking to himself, for no one else was present. Then the water began to swell. Mist rose from the surface, and in that mist appeared a figure, tall and slender, its face cowled. 
 
    “Tell me,” Lir spoke. “What news?” 
 
    The voice that issued from that spectre froze the blood in my veins. If you crushed shells beneath a quern stone, you would not match the grit in its tone.  
 
    “Father,” it laughed. “You throw me silver as though I had use of it.” 
 
    “I throw you silver because you know those who might.” 
 
    “All this time, and still you do not understand my nature.” 
 
    “I know that you are my son, and that you would not insult me by returning it. Now, what news?” 
 
    Fionnuala and I exchanged glances, her eyes wide with surprise. 
 
    “What news, what news,” the figure mimicked, as though mocking Lir’s desperation. 
 
    “Please,” he begged, his voice on the point of breaking. 
 
    At first we thought the figure would not reply, that it was ignoring Lir’s anguish. Tormenting him, even. Then I felt Fionnuala’s fingers tighten about my wrist and she pointed to a silhouette on the waves. As it drew nearer, it took the form of a long wooden boat, a funerary boat. At its helm sat the gaping figurehead of a horse, its eyes glowing blue as fury through the mist. 
 
    I drew back a little, yet Fionnuala held me there, refusing to flee. 
 
    The boat drifted to shore, mere feet from where her father stood.  
 
    Lir sank to his knees, his hand outstretched. “Please!” he cried, in the high pitch of a harp string. 
 
    “Oh, my love,” the horsehead spoke in Aobh’s voice. At this, Fionnuala did start back, and it was I who held her. “Dry your tears, for I am well and will always be well. I feel neither the cold nor the pangs of hunger, nor do I want, nor do I need, nor do I go without.” 
 
    These words, far from comforting Lir, contorted his face in the image of pain. I knew this was not what he longed to hear. To know that his wife was happy in the land beyond the waves seemed a rejection of their love, and all that they had once shared. He longed to hear her tell how much she missed him, how she could not sleep until they were reunited. Yet, in death, Aobh of Aran seemed to have found a sublime peace which the living could no longer disturb. 
 
    “What of our children?” the horsehead asked. 
 
    “They are well, my love,” Lir replied, barely able to meet her gaze. “Our sons are strong, and our daughter healthy.” 
 
    “And what of you?” 
 
     “Can you not see?” he implored, finally raising his head. 
 
    “I can see only with the eyes that have been granted me this short while.” 
 
    “And blessed with a memory to forget every meeting on this shore! That each time you should ask again how I am. My heart is forever bleeding into the cold water that separates us. My knees become raw from kneeling upon the sand, waiting for you to return.” 
 
    “I do not understand,” came that unearthly voice. It was Aobh’s, yet in some strange way it was not, for there seemed no compassion to it, no warmth. “Why do you wait for me when I cannot return?” 
 
    “Because there is nothing left for me to do,” he replied. His great shoulders rose and fell as he sobbed. “I have nothing except the hours and the days separating you from me. I come here on the high tide in the hopes that it will wash me away. Please, please Aobh, let me climb aboard and travel home to you.” 
 
    I glanced at Fionnuala and saw that she had grown white as snow. Here was her father, begging to die so that he might follow their mother to the land beyond the waves. Such a selfish thought, for who would protect them then? Who would see that Aodh learned to hunt, or that Fionnuala found a suitable husband? Without his protection, we were all of us flesh for the feast. 
 
    I put my finger very gently to my lips, to entreat her to stay silent. 
 
    Lir rose to his feet and took a few purposeful steps into the sea.  
 
    A wall of water rose up before him and broke across his head, knocking him to the ground. 
 
    “It is not your time,” the spectre announced, in that voice hard as shale.  
 
    The boat was already beginning to drift, engulfed in mist once again. Lir crawled on his stomach, reaching out with a terrible cry. When the boat was finally lost to him, he lay there with his cheek pressed to the sand, his hair lapping like seaweed against the waves. 
 
    “You disappoint me, father,” the shadow creature spoke. “If I did not know it to be true, I would never believe that I came from you.” 
 
    With that, it slid beneath the surface and disappeared. 
 
    Fionnuala’s first thought was to run to her father, but I shook my head and held her back. 
 
    Lir remained, clawing sand into balls with his fist. After a while he began to dip those fistfuls of sand into the water, allowing sediment to trickle between his clenched fingers until it created towers of knobbly knuckles pointing towards the sky. It was a child-like pastime the twins often played by the shore of their crannóg. Yet it was disturbing to see a great man such as Lir transformed into a boy, quietly humming to himself as he drew roads between imagined villages with his finger. 
 
    Fionnuala and I were both shivering with cold as he finally mounted his horse. When we were certain he had left, we returned to our camp and lit the fire. 
 
    “Who was that?” she whispered, trembling from head to foot. 
 
    “I cannot say,” I replied. 
 
    For the first time, she threw me a look of true anger. 
 
    “I said that cunning married with kindness is a rare trait, but that, Sorcha, was just cunning.” 
 
    I swallowed and nodded. 
 
    “I am sorry, but it was meant with kindness, believe me.” 
 
    “After all we’ve seen tonight, there is nothing you cannot tell me, only that which you choose not to say.” 
 
    “Very well,” I replied, turning the fire with a stick. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Manannán mac Lir 
 
      
 
    I watched for a long time, her reflection shattered against the surface of my world, convinced that she would grow tired and return to her bed. 
 
    At first she would come with her maid. They cowered behind a fallen log until Lir, having prostrated himself at my feet, crawled back to his horse, stiff and exhausted. Once he was gone, they emerged, these two women, sandals sinking in the sand as they crept to the spot where his figure still impressed itself upon the shore.  
 
    “Hello,” they whispered at first. “Is anybody there?” Then their questions turned to pleas: “Please come out, we know you’re there,” and finally to anger: “Show yourself!” as they hurled pebbles into the sea. 
 
    I am a man of infinite patience. When their frustration no longer amused me, I left. Perhaps they stood all night, skimming flint until dawn reflected in their eyes. Perhaps they simply shouted until they were hoarse, then fled for home to sooth their throats with milk and honey. It was not for their sake that I came to shore, and for their sake I had no reason to stay. 
 
    Almost a year after she first came, the girl stopped coming. After Lir left, I realised that I was alone in the shallow waters of the bay. I breathed in the silence and waited, yet she did not come. Not that high tide, nor the next. 
 
    On the third, she returned. This time only she, without her maid. 
 
    Lir choked and wailed and clawed at the sand as had become his custom. A custom which did no service to Aobh. Instead of helping him to remember his wife, it had become a ritual without which he felt he could not remember her, yet in performing befell the worst kind of insult to the dead: that their loss outweighs the value of their life. 
 
    I presented him with my boat, Wave Sweeper, and allowed them their time to speak, as I had promised the day I sailed her safely to the shores of Tír na nÓg. Had I known then that the salt of her words would forever keep open his wound, I would never have uttered such an oath.  
 
    Whilst I stood and watched, I became aware of a presence in the dark. It burned with curiosity and fear in a way it had never done before. When Lir finally took his tiresome leave, I cloaked myself in mist and waited. 
 
    “I know you are there,” she said, approaching the shore. “You’ve always been there, and yet you refuse to speak. Well then, if you shall not come to me, I must then come to you.” 
 
    I watched as my sister undressed, her pale skin shimmering beneath the moon, dimpled with cold, blue eyes burning like the winter wind. 
 
    As the water encircled her ankles, she paused. As it rose to her thighs, she shivered. As it gripped her belly, she gasped. 
 
    I did not move.  
 
    Already I knew that it was not her time, yet she betrayed herself well enough. At the point where the water reached her nose, the next step certain to plunge her beneath the surface, she paused to take a breath. No person intent on taking their own life ever breathes in before that final step. 
 
    Tired of the show, I flicked my finger, sweeping the sand from beneath her feet. She disappeared, then reappeared a moment later thrashing towards the shore. 
 
    After coughing up saltwater and shivering in a posture much like that of our father, she rose and began to pull on her clothes. Once dressed, she inclined her head as though to look for me, then turned and walked away. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, stepping forward. Our eyes met, hers wide as the western ocean, mine black as the bottomless depths. “You must be cold.” 
 
    She nodded, and I set the sand aflame so that she might sit and warm herself. 
 
    “My brother?” she asked, her voice full of wonder. 
 
    “What do you want of me?” 
 
    She stared into the fire. “I do not know,” she replied. “I have thought of this moment so often, yet now that we are face to face, I am lost.” 
 
    From the flames I made a fish leap, transforming into a bird which faded as it rose towards the night’s sky. She laughed and for the first time I looked at her – truly looked. My father’s daughter, possessing none of his former strength, nor mine. Simply a fragile clay pot which any heavy rock might fracture. Until that day, I would not have cared had an avalanche of rocks buried her. I might even have rolled the first down the hill myself. Yet standing there, wrapped in her shawl, smiling into the sky where thin tendrils of smoke drifted like feathers, I felt Fate close in about her. Though she possessed no magic of her own, something powerful had singled her out.  
 
    I knew then that I must decide either to hate her or to love her, for the lines of battle were being drawn, laced in perfume as putrid as carrion, as seductive as sage. 
 
    This child and her siblings who sat each night at my father’s table, whilst I retreated beneath the waves. I resented her that. Even though I had stopped loving my father many lifetimes past. 
 
    “Is it true,” she asked, “that my father made love to the sea, and that is how you were born?” I stared at her until she lowered her eyes, self-consciously tugging her shawl a little tighter about herself. “Would you prefer I go?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We belong in different worlds.” 
 
    “Yet here our worlds meet.” 
 
    She came close again, raising one hand, inviting me to press my palm against hers. For a moment, I gave to my own curiosity. 
 
    “It’s warm.” – “It’s cold!” we spoke at once. 
 
    I drew back, catching the fascination in her eyes, not wishing to speak of our differences any longer. 
 
    “I must go,” I told her. 
 
    “Wait! I have a question.” 
 
    “Make it brief.” 
 
    “My father, he comes here on the high tide to speak with my mother, yet I only ever see a boat and she is never in it. Is she truly there?” 
 
    “Your mother is in the Land of the Forever Young, beyond my kingdom of Tír fo Thuinn, far beyond the last wave.” 
 
    “What is life like there?” 
 
    “You will see someday.” 
 
    “Is she happy? May I speak with her?” 
 
    “No. I have made no oath with you.” 
 
    “Have you no compassion, brother?” 
 
    “Has not your father’s fate taught you to forget the dead, sister?” 
 
    I could see that she understood me.  
 
    “I am warm enough now,” she whispered. “I will leave you.”  
 
    As she began to walk back along the path, I called out. “Fionnuala, we shall meet again someday, you and I.” 
 
    Her smile was only half a smile, as though she had not heard yet felt I expected some response. Perhaps she, too, felt the breath of Fate through the ages. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    We were sitting in my father’s hut, my sister Fin and me. It was just like any other afternoon. Sorcha played with Conn and Fiachra whilst we ate up at the fort. My father was rich enough to slaughter a hog a day if he so wished, yet instead he fed us bread with slices of meat and cheese. We didn’t even speak, just sat there like bronze spears, decorating his hut. 
 
    We only stayed until the milk pitcher was empty, so I drank as fast as I could. Fiachra had found an ant’s nest that morning and I wanted to get back to it before nightfall, to see whether they were walking down the roads of twigs I had laid out, or whether they had climbed over and made a new trail. 
 
    Fin would stay sitting with our father until Sorcha tucked us in, then she would appear by our bedsides to tell us stories of warriors and witches, where good always triumphed over the wicked. Sorcha had taught her to make shadows against the wall, and some nights it seemed as though those dragon hands of hers were truly breathing fire. 
 
    Lately, Fin had been different. Some nights I would wake to find her gone. At first I was afraid one of the wicked chieftains from her stories had come to steal her away. I didn’t want to wake the twins, for I knew they would start to cry and their wails would wake the whole valley. Instead, I returned to my own bed and lay there curled up beneath my sheets until I heard her return. I was so angry with her that tears dampened my pillow. Fin was all I had left in the world and for that short moment, when I felt as though I had lost her, I could see little point in ever rising from my bed again. 
 
    That evening at my father’s hut I kept thinking about the ants, and about the tiny chick we had found in the woods. It had fallen out of its nest and Conn came to fetch me. Neither of the twins were tall enough to reach the hole in the trunk, so I rubbed my hands in moss and lifted it carefully homewards. My brothers thought me a hero. We walked down to the lake where we shared a skin of crushed apple, watching swift-wings skimming insects from the water.  
 
    It was because my mind was so far from my flesh that my elbow caught the edge of my plate and sent it clattering to the floor, food and all. 
 
    “Aodh!” came my father’s voice, louder than I’d heard it in years. “Pay attention to yourself.” 
 
    He stared at me from the other side of the fire, flames reflecting in his eyes. For one moment the image of the wicked chieftain returned, only this time he was not a shadow cast across the wall by my sister’s hand, he was my father. 
 
    “It was only an accident!” I yelled, uncrossing my legs and fleeing. 
 
    “Aodh, wait!” my father called, but I refused to turn back. 
 
    In those first few moments I fled like the hare, racing across open ground, leaping ditches, my hair unknotting itself and streaming out behind. I hated him, I hated him, I hated him, and all that he was. I fell down on the earth, pulling up tufts of grass with my fists, wishing that Fin and I had been fostered out to another family.  
 
    “Why, young Aodh,” Mother Moira said, smiling gummily down from a large rock. “Whatever is the matter?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I sighed, pulling up another fistful of grass. 
 
    “I wasn’t born last summer. Come, what say you help me down from here and I make you a nice cup of honeyed milk whilst you tell me all about it?” 
 
    Truly, I had no desire to go with Mother Moira. She turned up in the strangest of places, on top of rocks, under bridges, behind haystacks, and the faint stench of raw meat always seemed to accompany her. If it weren’t for that, she might have been a jolly old woman, but that fragrance, combined with her strange ways, meant that I always did my best to stay out of her path.  
 
    “Fine,” I agreed. 
 
    Mother Moira’s hut was padded from floor to thatch with animal pelts collected over a lifetime. It was rumoured that her husband had once been a master skinner, but I suspected Moira herself was pretty handy with a knife. Some of those furs seemed fresher than the years since her husband had passed. 
 
    “Now, little one. Tell me all about your troubles.” 
 
    “I’m not troubled.” 
 
    “Well, all the rest of us are, so you’d be the first born without any cares.” 
 
    “What are you troubled about?” I asked, glancing up from the warm clay wrapped between my fingers. 
 
    “Probably the same thing you are.” She looked at me knowingly, but I was not about to help her out. “Our king has grown tired of late, his hair greyer than his years. It must be difficult for you and your sister?” I shrugged into my milk. “Does he ever talk of Lady Aobh?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    I glared at her. “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    “No, of course not. I do apologise for an old woman’s wandering mind.” She came behind me and rested one withered hand on my shoulder, squeezing like a raven’s claw. “Blow on your milk to cool it, dear.” 
 
    As I blew, the skin slipped across the surface like the cloudy eye of a soothsayer. I saw my sister reflected back, and my breath caught in my throat. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” my father said, hunched on the ground as Fin knelt beside him, wrapping her arms about his neck. “I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    “Grief,” my sister replied, softly. 
 
    “He is only a boy, a small boy. He did not deserve–” 
 
    I was glad Fin cut him short by kissing his brow. My chest puffed out before me. I knew that I was small for my age, yet I never thought of myself as such. I was just as strong as the other boys. I won almost every fight I got into. The fact that my father also thought of me as small wounded my pride something rotten. 
 
    “You have to stop this,” Fin told him. “We can’t go on living in the half-light.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to go on at all, not in the half-light, not in the full light, not in any light. I open my eyes yet all around is darkness. Each night I wake calling her name. I wait the rest of the day for a reply that never comes.” 
 
    “And it never will, father. Not whilst we walk on land, feel hunger and thirst. Not whilst we live.” 
 
    “Then—” Lir began, and I knew what he was about to say. He was about to say Then I no longer wish to live, but he stopped himself, looking up into Fionnuala’s eyes, holding her face in his hands. “Then,” he tried again, “you must teach me to live.” 
 
    Fin hugged him tightly, there on their knees, on the floor of my father’s hut. I felt a sharp sort of resentment that my father would open his heart to Fin, yet direct only his anger at me. I realised then how desperately alone my father felt, and that it was not only me who was not enough for him, but all of us: Conn, Fiachra, even Fionnuala. We would never be enough to replace our mother, no matter how hard we tried. In realising that, my own hurt left me like a cold tide, replaced by pity.  
 
    I pitied my father.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Sorcha 
 
      
 
    Oh, I could tell you, but you’d never believe me. 
 
    How fine the furs were, how high the fires, how succulent the meat that roasted on the spit. Sidh-ar-Femhin was a fort fit for the Dagda himself. More families lived there than in all the other settlements put together. In the centre, his great hall towered the height of half-a-dozen men, the pit always stoked with scented wood. You could smell Sidh-ar-Femhin from valleys away, long before you ever saw it. For me it was the scent of home. I breathed it in my sleep. 
 
    I had first come into Bodb’s service as a young girl. Shortly after he tricked his father from Sí an Bhrú and took up residency in that great place. I had been fostered out to my aunt who worked as a weaver, spinning fine cloth for the Dagda’s queen and her daughters. I had little skill for the task though, always getting yarn caught between my fingers and carding wool the wrong way. Eventually they put me to work on the most menial of tasks, believing me to have no aptitude for delicate labour. I scrubbed the firedogs and dug ash into the earth to help the crops grow. I didn’t mind. Whereas some women shy from hard work, I always felt invigorated by it. I liked the sense of lying down at night, closing my eyes and feeling that heavy flush of sleep which starts in your toes, flooding right up your neck to your head. I never woke in the night like others. I could sleep even when Old Meg took to snoring like the oxen. 
 
    Then, one day, the Dagda’s daughter, Ainge, saw me telling stories to the younger children, casting my shadows across the walls. Nobody ever taught me how to do that, it was just something I learned for myself. I could make rabbits and dragons, unicorns, seal tails for selkies, and galloping hooves for horses.  
 
    That night I was telling the story of a hare that could turn itself into a bear when it felt threatened. The hunters would creep up on it smugly, thinking they would eat game for their supper, only to follow it into the deep, dark woods and find themselves the prey.  
 
    The children laughed so much, and I caught their laughter, hardly able to continue. Afterwards, when the boys had run screaming into the night to exhaust their excitement before bed, a couple of the older girls came to sit beside me, asking me to show them how I made all of those animals.  
 
    We were practicing butterflies when Ainge came to us. I knew who she was, and fell silent, for there were rumours about her. It was said that whenever she walked in the woods, flowers would spring in her footsteps, and all the animals fell hushed and obedient.  
 
    She sat beside me, her little legs curled up beneath her, tucking a strand of dark hair behind her ear. After a short while we were laughing and pranking as though we’d known one another a lifetime. The next day she introduced me to her brother, Bodb, who was delighted by my stories. He hired me to serve in the hall during the day and entertain with my fables at night. For, as you well know, it’s ill luck to tell stories by daytime. You must wait for that listening time when hush falls. Stories hold no power in the daylight. 
 
    I was in Bodb’s service many years. Naturally my talents were replaced by others and I drifted into the background of clan life, but I was happy there. I knew my purpose, and I enjoyed my work. When Bodb gave his father back his fort at Sí an Bhrú and moved to Sidh-ar-Femhin, I went with him. When he married, I helped his new bride dress for their binding. When his son was born, I, along with three other women, took turns in watching him and helping his mother to regain her strength.  
 
    I remember the day that the Daughters of Oilell of Aran arrived. Oilell was a proud woman, straight as an ash, her dark hair elaborately braided in chains that fell about her shoulders. I remember thinking then that she was strangely beautiful, with more than a touch of old blood about her. I worried Queen Medb might grow jealous, yet Bodb had chosen his wife well. Where she might have perceived a rival, her heart opened to receive a grieving mother. 
 
    The daughters were little things, like three hatchlings in a nest, their eyes wide and defenceless. Aobh, Ailbhe and Aoife. Two dark of hair, one fair, all as finely cut as the mother.  
 
    I knew little of Lir or the invasion he planned, only what was whispered by the fireside. He was said to be a giant of a man, one of the Ageless from the same ancient lineage as Bodb. Their skin remained soft, their eyes bright and their teeth white far longer than those of us mortal stock. Some said it was magic, or a blessing from foreign gods, the likes of which we might never know by name.  
 
    I cared little for the length of his life, only for how short he wished to cut ours. They said he rode towards us on beasts that breathed fire, his spear glowing with the heat of the forge, and a lust for the blood of infants that could never be quenched. For weeks we cowered in fear, despite Bodb’s hearty laughter echoing from hut to hut, over the hills to where the deer drank by the calm stream. Wars throughout the whole of history are worst when they pit kin against kin. 
 
    We expected Lir to fall upon us like the night, swift and relentless, extinguishing the bright lights of Sidh-ar-Femhin. Instead, he came bound in rope, head high but eyes cautious. There had been no battle it was later told. His armies had been small, and Bodb’s large. They surrounded him long before he reached our gates, disarming his men with little bloodshed and bringing him straight to his nephew.  
 
    Neither Bodb nor Lir were seen for many nights after that. When, eventually, they emerged, peace was declared to the astonishment of all.  
 
    Worse, a betrothal was announced. 
 
    Aobh, my precious Aobh, eldest of Oilell’s three daughters, whose hair shone radiant as the sun. My heart cracked like a pot-boiler in my chest, as though cold water had touched its burning love and shattered it. 
 
    I adored all of the daughters, not a soul would say otherwise, yet I kept a special affection for Aobh. As the eldest, it had fallen to her to keep her head high and comfort the others. If Aobh had not acted with such courage as a small child, the lot of her sisters might have been very different. If she had rebelled against Bodb, harboured resentment for her mother’s misfortune, allowed herself to be overcome by homesickness and heartache, well, then another story might now be told. 
 
    That’s why I asked Bodb myself whether I could be the one to accompany her. I knew that she would only be allowed to take one, and I knew that I should be that one. For I knew that I could make her laugh with my stories, and laughter would bring her health in all the ills to follow. 
 
    That day, as we rode out together to an unknown future, I watched Lir upon his fine horse and knew him to be a coarse man. He never once glanced back to see how his new bride was faring. He never offered a word of kindness or a sign of remorse for the sweet child he had separated from her fortunes. 
 
    Who could have known in those first few months? Who could ever have guessed that their love would blossom? Certainly not I. If she had asked it of me, I was ready to saddle a horse and gallop her home to her father. When that old witch came the night of the bright moon and told her what she must do for her master, I was quietly stroking the blunt blade of a vegetable knife through my sleeve.  
 
    I was sick with worry the next morning. The way it had been explained, I expected Lir to take his pleasure like a common horse, and for her to return to me soon after, shaken and tearful. Yet she did not come. Not that night, nor the next morning. I was ready to march to his hut myself when a young girl arrived to collect her belongings. 
 
    “She’ll be staying at master’s hut now,” she informed me, bundling up my mistress’s clothes from her bed.  
 
    “My oath, she will. Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s there now,” the girl replied. “Sent me here to tell you she’s very well, and not to worry. She says she’ll see you tonight at supper by the big fire up top of the hill. She says this is to be your home now and you can do with it what you will.” 
 
    I stared, open mouthed, until she left. 
 
    Despite Aobh’s love for him, I never did warm to Lir. Even when he wept upon the sand for her, even when he suffered in his grief, I could not help but think that if he had always had such kindness in him, why had he denied her his love those first three months when she needed it most? Why had he abandoned her to solitude and worry?  
 
    How he would have given all his time left on earth to reclaim those three moons, and love her like a husband from the very first day. Still, the threads, once woven, cannot be unpicked. The patterns continue to repeat and the cloth grows finer for them. 
 
    That day, seven years after the death of my beloved Aobh, we returned to Sidh-ar-Femhin. Oh, what a return! Fires lit the sky, dimming the very sun as it fell beneath the hills.  
 
    I know not what was said between Fionnuala and her father, but I had not expected to set eyes on that place again before my death. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    The sound of drums, crwth, and the clear cry of the dog-headed carnyx drifted across the Plain of Cashel like a river. Caught in its current our tired horses lifted their hooves and frisked their tails, whilst the oxen pulling their loads seemed to renew their strength and pull harder.  
 
    I sat up a little in my saddle, gripped by nerves. What had changed in those years since our last arrival? Who had lived and who had died through those winters? Would our names even be remembered in the court of the Great King? 
 
    Fiachra and Conn shared none of my doubts, for they were too young to remember anything of Sidh-ar-Femhin or the man with a beard of flame whose belly shook with mirth. They had never known his graceful wife with the mischievous twinkle in her eye, or their aunts who doted upon us like lambs. They charged ahead on their ponies, hooves kicking up turf from the side of the path, eyes wide with wonder as the walls of the fort came into view. 
 
    Even Aodh, who spoke little, managed to pull a smile from his sullen-set jaw as he rode alongside me.  
 
    “Do you remember?” I whispered. 
 
    “Like it were yesterday.” 
 
    He kicked his horse on, joining our brothers in their race across open ground, revelling in the sudden freedom of a different land. For a second, I held out my heel, intent on joining them. Then I remembered my duty. 
 
    “Father?” He rode at the front, between two bannermen. One moved aside to allow us to ride abreast. “Does the day please you? Are you glad we came?” 
 
    He nodded, his lips tight and his knuckles tighter still about the rein. 
 
    “Just think how pleased they will be to see us,” I coaxed. “You in your fine red cloak, and me with my braided combs. We look so grand. Do you think they will recognise us after all this time?” 
 
    “I think they will,” was all he replied, turning to me with that heavy sadness that imbued every action. We rode on, the silence between us filled by the sharp salutation of flutes, carved from antlers and the bones of fallen birds. 
 
     Soon, it was not only our ears that were filled, but our nostrils. To prepare a feast fit for the ages, you require more than a loaf of coarse bread or a bowl of stirabout. More than a hundred wild hogs and three-score swine had been placed at the spit. Ewe’s milk and honey flowed from earth-red jugs, as did the mead. Long wooden troughs had been set in the ground, topped with water and malted barley, flavoured with elderberries and ripe fruit. Baskets of hot rocks were lowered in to boil the water, the process started weeks ahead of the festival. The very air around Sidh-ar-Femhin smelt sweet and brothy. 
 
    As we approached the foot of the fort, my grandfather’s guards stepped across our path. 
 
    “Welcome to Bodb’s fort,” one spoke, dressed in tough leather, an iron-tipped spear by his side. “All who come in peace be welcome at the Feast of Age. Do you wish to enter?” 
 
    “We do,” my father replied, with as little conviction as a man bound for the pyre. 
 
    “Who might we announce has arrived?” 
 
    For one dreadful moment, my father gazed at the nape of his horse as though his spirit had flown, leaving behind naught but a husk. I feared he had actually forgotten his own name. 
 
    “Tell my grandfather,” Aodh announced, bringing his horse along-side my father’s bannerman so as to stretch out the flag that hung from his pike, “that his beloved grandchildren have returned. This is King Lir of Sidhe Fionnachaidh, and we are the children of Lir.” 
 
    My heart swelled with pride that we had been given back our name. Aodh grinned at me as the guards looked between one another, humbled by such an honoured guest before them.   
 
    The blue flag rippled like a wave, held aloft in my brother’s fist. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Ailbhe 
 
      
 
    I could scarce believe my eyes. To see those blue banners held aloft as though the sea were rolling in. I thought perhaps the ale was stronger than last year, yet, rubbing my eyes, they were still there. I raised myself from the fire and began to make my way through the crowd. 
 
    “Lir!” I called. “Lir, Fionnuala, Aodh!” 
 
    My sister’s husband had changed mightily in the years since last he made the journey to our homestead. He had always been a broad-shouldered, imposing man, his long black hair knotted atop his head. His ancestors had supped from the same cup of youth as our own, yet now his lips seemed to droop and his brow furrow. That dark hair of his was shot with silver and his broad, straight shoulders sank in on themselves as he sagged in his saddle. Dressed in red and trimmed in gold he wore the expression of an absent-minded elder, his eyes cast about him without truly appearing to see. 
 
    “Aunt Ailbhe!” Fionnuala cried, swinging down from her horse and running to embrace me. She threw her arms about my neck and kissed my cheek, hardly leaving breath in my body. 
 
    “Oh, fair Fionnuala! What a long time it has been. Why did you not send word of your coming?” 
 
    “Because I was not sure we would, and I did not wish to disappoint you,” she whispered, so quietly only she and I heard. 
 
    “Ailbhe,” Aodh nodded, coming to stand beside his sister.  
 
    He was up to her shoulder now, still slight for his age but handsome, his cheeks dimpled, his lips upward-curled at the edges and a shock of blond hair that shaded the brilliant blue of his eyes. 
 
    “And who are these two?” I asked, full knowing.  
 
    “Don’t tease,” Fionnuala laughed. “These are the twins, Fiachra and Conn.” 
 
    “I remember you,” I said as they approached, each a miniature clay casting of their elder brother, “yet I doubt you remember me.” 
 
    They looked between one another in their secret language, searching for a glimmer of recognition which would not ignite. 
 
    “This is your Aunt Ailbhe,” Fionnuala explained. “Our mother’s sister.” 
 
    The twins, who were rumoured to drown out the dawn chorus and howl even the wolves into submission, remained quiet. At first, I thought it was shyness. They had lived all their young lives surrounded by people they knew. Sidh-ar-Femhin must have come as quite a shock to them, suddenly encircled by so many strange faces, all of whom knew them, yet they knew none.  
 
    Then I saw they were not abashed, but wary. Their eyes searched mine, and in searching I found what they were afraid of. “You are very welcome here, little ones,” I smiled. “Your grandfather’s home is your home.” 
 
    It had never once crossed my mind that my sister’s children were at fault for her death. I could think of no one who would utter such a thought. Yet somehow their young minds suspected it of me, I could tell. 
 
    That night, once my kin had washed and changed from their riding clothes, we gathered by the fire where my father, Bodb the Red, roared with unbridled delight. 
 
    “Lir! Finally, old man. We thought you’d slipped into the sea.” He strode forward to embrace his uncle, whose own figure bent as willow in his arms, straining towards the Great King’s light as though kept in shadow these past years. 
 
    Bodb turned to his grandchildren next, his mead-flushed cheeks apple-red against the firelight, waiting for each to take a bite of his abundant love. The twins, having cast aside all uncertainty, leapt like wildcats, hanging from his strong arms and his neck, wrestling him as though he were a giant, ginger bear. Fionnuala came next, planting a soft kiss upon his brow and pressing her forehead to his.  
 
    “Grandfather,” she smiled. 
 
    “Fionnuala fair,” he replied, his eyes bright with tears. “You are the sheer image of your mother.” 
 
    Aodh was the only one to hold back, awkward in that age between boyhood and man. 
 
    “Ah, young warrior.” His grandfather grinned, coming to punch him good-naturedly on the shoulder. “My, how you’ve grown!” 
 
    I caught Fionnuala’s eye and we smiled, knowing Bodb’s trick for seeing each person’s weakness and overcoming it, filling them with his own strong current of confidence. Indeed, Aodh appeared to grow a foot taller in his presence. 
 
    “What have you been feeding them, Lir? Pigfruit?” There was a moment between them, where they simply gazed into one another’s eyes, taking the measure of the years that had passed. “Ah,” Bodb said eventually. “Such a very long time. What kept you away?” 
 
    “Time is a wild horse,” Lir replied. “It runs away with us all.” 
 
    Another silence fell.  
 
    “Come, this is a festival. Let us dance,” I said, reaching for Lir. He drew back and lowered his eyes, rejecting my approach. 
 
    “I intend to dance until dawn,” Fionnuala said, taking my hand in hers.  
 
    That night was ablaze with bonfires. Mead sloshed from carved drinking horns and the druids and soothsayers topped them up with soma from the scarlet quicken tree, that people might better speak with the spirits. Their eyes grew large and glossy, their arms loose and their movements elaborate. Some hunched upon the ground, communing with the wild animals, whilst others spread their wings and span like falling seeds. 
 
    Throughout, the seanchaidhthe, those sacred keepers of our history, whispered and sang the stories of our people into each ear, causing the visions to flow thick and vast, reaching through the blood that unites us all. 
 
    By morning, all dreamers would wake with a dewy-eyed yawn and gladness in their hearts. 
 
    Fionnuala and I held up our skirts and stamped our feet to the drums, sinking to our ankles in the churned earth, much as Lugh’s mother Tailtiu had done all those many long years as she tended the land. 
 
    We stuffed our mouths with hog until the juices ran down our chins, and began to dance again as applewood smoke rose, scenting our skin and our clothes. We danced until our feet were sore and we could dance no more. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aoife 
 
      
 
    Lir had arrived. Sidh-ar-Femhin was awash with the fact.  
 
    “Did you see his son holding their banner high? He could barely announce himself,” one drunk slurred through a mouthful of mead. 
 
    “There’s nothing of him to announce,” another joined in. “His clothes hang from him and his hair looks moon-stained. I reckon he was summoned, for he did not look glad to be here.” 
 
    My head was swimming with soma, the sparks of the fire spoke to me in riddles and rhyme.  
 
    “He’s come,” they whispered, their voices crackling like burnt twigs. “He’s here, he’s come.” 
 
    I swept them away with one hand and reclined, losing myself in the soft strings of the cláirseach. I did not wish to think on Lir, for his face held many reflections of my past. In his children I saw my sister’s face, and in their voices I heard her sing. It reminded me how alone I was. How alone I had always been. As the youngest of Oilell’s daughters, my heart had been left behind upon the shores of Aran. Aobh and Ailbhe were strong, but I was not. I cowered every day of our early years. A shadow in the glowing flame of Bodb’s constant light. Every time Queen Medb touched me it felt like ice and I shivered. My sisters tell me I was too young to remember our mother, but some senses transcend memory: her touch, her kisses, her scent. 
 
    Sometimes she would come to me in dreams, or in the visions of the dark juice which quenched my thirst for escape. I lived for the rituals and the holy days when we emptied the blood of animals upon the land and sucked down the sacred potions which allowed us to leave our bodies, to race with the hares and the wild horses, to sink beneath the sea with the selkies, the merrows and the slow-moving monsters of the deep. 
 
    So, Lir had returned to Bodb’s caiseal. This fort which scarred the landscape like a pebble in a lake of green. Where it hit the water sat a huge structure of stone, ripples of earth flowing from it, forming fortifications that Balor himself could never burn down. All the wealth of Éire pooled here, its inhabitants dripping with gold and silver torcs, rattling with beads of malachite and amber, feasting on their own success. 
 
    I rolled to one side, pressing my face into a woven pillow, its bright threads dancing before my eyes.  
 
    With my ear against the ground, I could hear all conversations at once. A group of druids a half-mile away, chanting their songs to the spirits of the air. A gaggle of breastfeeding mothers, talking of their hopes for the children not yet able to walk.  
 
    I listened harder, allowing the plants and the fruits of the forest to guide me through the crowd to the place where my sister Ailbhe danced with Fionnuala, their naked feet striking the earth, drumming out time with their toes. 
 
    “Aoife,” spoke a soft voice, calling me back to myself. “Aoife, wake up.” Youghal of the Black River knelt beside me, his strong arms turning me roughly towards him. “Come back from the spirits and dance with me.” 
 
    “Leave me be, Youghal,” I whispered. “My dreams are pleasant.” 
 
    “Your dreams, and your arms,” he said, raising my left and kissing it softly, “and your neck and your lips...” He planted kisses there too. “There will be time for dreaming later, warm in my bed.” 
 
    I sighed and allowed him to pull me skyward. I had been unable to refuse him since he was a boy and I a girl. His chestnut eyes and his barleycorn curls. That brow which could rise in innocence and furrow in mischief.  
 
    He took my hand as we ran at the fire and leaped it. The dark juice slowing time so that I floated across the flames like a dandelion seed. Looking down, I saw the eye of Balor open to observe me. The mighty King of the Fomori, awakening at this festival within the heartland of his enemies. I smiled back, the blood of the old ones running thick through my veins. 
 
    Youghal plied me with wine and pulled me before him on his bay mare. Through wooden arches we rode, past my foster father’s guards, their beards dripping with mead, their spears at half-slant. Out across the plain to the wildwoods, where he lifted me down and lit a torch to guide our way. 
 
    There was a pool in the wildwoods, fed by a waterfall where the spirits of silence lived. It was said to bring bad luck to raise your voice beside those waters. If you went there to drink or to swim, you did so without a word. 
 
    Beneath the waterfall was a rock, smoothed by the years to form a perfect seat. I lifted up my skirts and pressed my buttocks against its cool, damp surface. As he thrust the torch into a crag, I parted my legs to entice him. He fell to his knees and kissed me there, teasing with his lips. My head fell back and the glossy cascade of my hair grew slick with mist. 
 
    This was our game, you see. We tempted bad luck. There on that seat of a thousand years, we caressed one another until neither could resist any longer. He would enter me and we would rut like beasts, sinking our teeth into one another’s skin when the desire to cry out overwhelmed. For we could not moan in our delight, we could not even whisper our names. We had to steal our pleasures from beneath the noses of those silent spirits, and in so doing our pleasures grew. 
 
    That night, as I returned to the great roundhouse at the centre of our fort, I saw torchlight from the main chamber. Pressing myself flat against its walls I edged closer to the cloth that fluttered in the draft. Within I could hear the sound of men’s voices, the low rumble of thunder beneath the earth. 
 
    “For seven years you have been absent from our fireside, Lir. In part I must take blame, for we have not visited Sidhe Fionnachaidh as often as we should. This kingdom of ours grows in people and need from day to day, and my beard grows long as I forget my duties.” 
 
    “Your duties are many, and we the least of them,” I heard Lir reply. 
 
    “Still,” Bodb continued, “put my thoughts at ease and assure me that your absence has simply been a time of healing?” 
 
    “What other explanation could there be?” 
 
    “Ah, come now. We speak as old friends. We are kin, you and I. Our tribes are one people. It cannot be that you blame yourself? Women die, that’s what they do. No greater sacrifice is ever known than that of a mother for her child, and Aobh bore you four of them, each as strong and healthy as the Fianna. She would wish you to celebrate them in life, not mourn her in death.” 
 
    I heard the sound of drinks being poured and edged closer, that I might peer through the gap in the cloth. Bodb sat with his back to me, his shoulders swathed in fine, warm fur. Lir sat opposite, reaching for his goblet. My breath caught in my throat, for in the light from the torches he looked as youthful as the last time I had seen him. Yet there was a heaviness about him that I had never seen before. His shoulders sagged and his eyes wilted like crops in winter. His hair hung long and straight about his shoulders as though weighing him down. In spite of that, it was still my sister’s husband. The only warrior with the stones to challenge the Great King of Éire.  
 
    “My own sister died in childbirth,” Bodb continued, slugging down a mouthful of mead. “She did not pass quietly like our beloved Aobh. When we took her to the boat, Manannán refused to carry her until her soul could be silenced. We had to sacrifice ten bulls for the passage, and still the boat rocked as it carried her across the water. You should be grateful that your sons lived, for hers did not.” 
 
    “That is a great comfort,” Lir replied, flatly.  
 
    “Hold your head up! She was as sunny as they come. To see you so downcast would only cause her pain.” 
 
    Lir himself looked pained as he placed his wine before him.  
 
    As he did so, he chanced to look up, and our eyes met.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    It felt like the best thing we’d ever done, leaving Sidhe Fionnachaidh. I knew it the moment we rode out that morning, with half our clan behind us dragging the ox carts and the tents. My horse, fast-footed, skipped and sidled as soon we were out the fort, as though he knew he had finally found his freedom. My lungs burst like bellows from galloping across the open grass, leaving behind the thick, stifling air of my father’s melancholy. 
 
    From that first night at Sidh-ar-Femhin, I felt as though I had truly come home. The great city of my grandfather was full to bursting with light and song and dancing. There was food there to feed all the armies of the Tuatha Dé Danann with enough left over for the spirits and the fire.  
 
    Whilst my sister span and laughed with Aunt Ailbhe, I raced into the crowds before anyone could think to ask me to take charge of my brothers. I knew it was just what you ask of the eldest boy, to take care of his kin, but I knew Fiachra and Conn had no need of my protection. They would have a far finer time of it without me, and I without them. 
 
    I don’t know what I was looking for that night, rather I was looking at everything. I wanted to drink the scene in with my eyes so as not to forget a moment of it. Deep in my heart I held to the fear that next morning my father might change his mind, throw us back into the saddle and force us to ride for home. I think I was collecting memories that night, that I could relive them over and over in my mind, back in my silent bed above the water. 
 
    The Feast of Age was glorious. All the Men of Dea came from far and wide. By day they threw long spears and raced on foot from vale to vale whilst by night they washed themselves down in oil and wrestled beside hot embers. Awards were given of precious stones and armour, and between the clans a half-hundred handfastings took place. Some of the brides pretty, some less so but hardy and quick with a smile. 
 
    I walked between them, taking the measure of each man, flexing my muscles and comparing my shape with theirs. I saw small men fighting with stealth, tipping the weight of giants with their speed and cunning. I shadowed their movements, testing the reach of my arm and the clench of my fist. 
 
    The great warrior Cumhaill, head of my grandfather’s guard, was fighting with Goll mac Mórna, the only other man a match for his strength. They beat down their chests with earth and cried the ancient battle cry of war, the diord fionn, before setting to. Goll got in the first punch, spit flying from Cumhaill’s mouth and fizzing to steam on the fire.  
 
    His advantage did not last long, as Cumhaill regained his balance and charged Goll like a bull, butting his head square against his chest and felling him, landing astraddle and smashing his face first with the left fist, then the right, then the left again. 
 
    I was cheering for Cumhaill, copying the movement of his throws, when suddenly I found myself face down in the dirt, sprawled like a clumsy maid. 
 
    “Cac ar oineach, what’d you do that for?” 
 
    “Want to try it for real?” My assailant grinned down. He was a slim-shouldered boy, but tall, his red hair as curly as my own. “Caílte mac Rónáin,” he said, offering his hand. 
 
    Like an idiot, I took it and he dropped me on my arse. 
 
    “First lesson if you want to be a fighter,” he said, that grin growing wider. “Never trust the man who’s hitting you.” 
 
    “Piss off,” I said, scrambling to my feet. 
 
    “Second lesson, don’t give him reason to hit you again.” 
 
    I glared at Caílte, drawing myself up to full height, which wasn’t even his neck. 
 
    “Come on, want to see something?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that, I was only teasing.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I don’t trust you.” 
 
    “You learn fast,” he laughed. “But come on, it’ll be fun.” 
 
    Reluctant to leave the fight, which was now in full swing, Goll having wrapped his arm around Cumhaill in a headlock, I blew hair out of my eyes and turned into the crowd. I followed Caílte out to the edges of the settlement, where the heat of the fires hardly reached and the chill caused me to shiver. 
 
    “Hush, listen,” he said, turning to me and holding up his hand. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, still sulking from before. 
 
    “Just listen.” 
 
    All around I heard people breathing like the bellows of the blacksmith. Between the rush of air came high-pitched gasps and murmured names. 
 
    “Curious?” he asked, and I nodded. “Can you guess what it is?” 
 
    I could not, so he took me by the hand and led me to one of the huts.  
 
    There on the floor were men and women, their half-naked bodies entwined and writhing like snakes. Hands fondled breasts and members, legs and lips parted, oblivious to our presence. In one corner two men were kissing, their bodies pressed flat against one another. I felt something tighten beneath my tunic and turned away. 
 
    Caílte laughed and pulled me on to the next hut and the next; in every hut the same. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get a drink,” he said, when the heat of the blood in my cheeks threatened to roast me alive. “They’re celebrating the death of the old with the birth of the new. Come spring there’ll be half an army born at Sidh-ar-Femhin and we’ll have to expand the walls of the fort to contain them.” 
 
    That night I drank until the urge inside abated. I had never been drunk at my father’s fort, not like this. It was half the wine and half the intoxication of freedom, of being so far from my crannóg prison. 
 
    My companion was the nephew of Cumhaill, that warrior I most admired, yet despite our introduction he was not a warrior by heart. When we were drunk enough, he recited poems to the fire and plucked a cláirseach from a sleeping druid, playing it fine enough to my mead-muffled ears. 
 
    That is the sadness, you see. In all the years and all that was to come – all that they did to us – they forgot what truly mattered. In writing and rewriting our deaths, they forgot to tell that we ever truly lived.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    On the third day, Aunt Ailbhe took the twins and me for a picnic by the coast. We rode until the sun was high over the hills, until the sea appeared before us like a cloak of silver. Looking out across it, I could not help but wonder whether my brother Manannán lay beneath, watching the silhouette of our horses on the cliffs above. I wondered too whether he had noticed my father’s absence. Whether he would stand there alone next high tide by the little inlet where my mother’s boat floated forlorn and forgotten. Perhaps my father would choose to return before then, for I doubted he passed a day without thinking on her. 
 
    On my part, I held no regrets at leaving Sidhe Fionnachaidh. I had felt more alive in those three days than in the past three hundred. The ocean breeze tugged at my hair and rosied my cheeks. It had been so easy to lose ourselves in the crowd. I had not set eyes on my brother Aodh for almost a day. He had made a friend among my grandfather’s guard and they were away being boys, practising being men.  
 
    My apatite had returned tenfold and I stuffed my mouth with sweetmeats and mead. I danced by the fires with my kinsmen and with the suitors my grandfather indelicately thrust before me. I think, deep down, he, like me, worried that my father would soon return to Fionnachaidh. If there were a chance of settling me upon the Plain of Cashel instead, he would try to make it so. Yet my heart was filled with freedom that I was in no hurry to relinquish.  
 
     Ailbhe and Sorcha had packed provisions: soft goat cheese, milk, oatcakes and fruit. I had helped make the flatbread that morning. The flour at Sidh-ar-Femhin was so soft that when you added water and sank your fingers into the mixture it felt as though you were kneading clouds.  
 
    We spread our blankets by the path, with a view of the sun upon the waves that stretched as far as the eye could see. It was a wondrous sight. I wished I could grow wings and fly out across it, separated from the land and all its worries. 
 
    Our guards hammered down an awning, an iron ring at the back and two sturdy poles at the front to provide shelter from the sun whilst Sorcha and I laid out the meal. The twins were already running, rough-and-tumbling across the grass, pretending to be Cumhaill and Goll. At last they had the freedom to be themselves, to scream and shout and release that energy which had been so stifled at home.   
 
    “Tell me, Fionnuala, do you have a sweetheart of your own?” Ailbhe asked as she spread honey on an oatcake and popped it in her mouth. “Is there someone you’re soft on?” 
 
    I laughed and blushed in equal measure, for the dancing the night before had raised my blood. 
 
    “No, auntie. I have had little time for that.” 
 
    “My poor love,” she said. “You have become old before your time, what with three brothers to raise and a father in mourning. You have arrived at the evening of life without fully enjoying the dawn.” 
 
    I shrugged, for I did not wish to admit the depths of my solitude and, in so doing, seem thankless for my father. Through all his sadness, he had remained a kind man who had always protected and provided for us. 
 
    “Well, perhaps the Feast of Age will turn back the days. So many young men have been watching you these past nights. You know, your mother’s beauty blooms afresh in you.” 
 
    Sorcha laughed at this and began to sing: “The doe she danced so free and proud, the stag could not keep up, he chased her down the greenwood, hoping for a—” 
 
    I pushed her before she could finish the line. 
 
    “I do not wish to marry yet,” I said. “If I were to leave, what would become of my brothers? They are not old enough to take care of themselves, and without me they would be swallowed by my father’s loss.” 
 
    Ailbhe fell serious for a moment, sipping her cup of milk. 
 
    “Yet you are here now, my darling.” She reached across and stroked my cheek. “We must not waste a moment thinking on what might be, but enjoy what is.” 
 
    Conn screeched with abandon as his brother chased him across the grass. I saw with horror that they were headed for the cliff. At the speed they were racing, it seemed impossible that Conn would be able to stop. 
 
    I sprang to my feet and cried out to him. As I raced towards them my own feet planted themselves like oaks in the soft earth, it felt as though I were running yet getting nowhere.  
 
    Ahead of me, Conn and Fiachra stopped, perfectly silhouetted against the blinding shimmer of the sea. From beneath the cliff a great flock of swans appeared, their beaks angled to the sky, their wings beating furiously in their attempt to reach the sun. 
 
    I felt Ailbhe and Sorcha at my shoulder, as still and silent as myself.  
 
    It was a sight to take our breath away. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aoife 
 
      
 
    Seduction is a strange potion. With the space between my legs still sore from Youghal’s thrusting, I drew back from the curtain and ran to my chamber. Yet, when I turned to sleep, Lir’s black eyes were all I could see. It was an enchantment of sorts. A glance that lasted no more than a second, seared across my mind like the blacksmith’s molten iron hardening to a swordpoint.  
 
    I thought perhaps it was the remnants of the dark juice, as all night I lay there in a cold sweat, tossing and turning, clawing at my covers, reaching for someone who did not lie beside me. Come dawn, it felt like spring sickness. I behaved as a woman possessed, devouring bread and milk that I might have the strength to sit up on the bank and watch for him. That I might chance to see him through the crowds without being seen. 
 
    Because my sister Aobh had married so young, Bodb had kept the rest of us close. Whereas his blood sons had gone on to marry or to take wives for a time, neither Ailbhe nor I had been invited to do so. Queen Medb kept us like servants, though Ailbhe would never admit it. We dressed her and sang to her and helped to drape her neck in jewels. She had never done the same for us, which is what a mother would have done. 
 
    When I first heard the whispers of Lir’s invasion, I was glad. They thought us too innocent to understand, yet we understood. My sisters went white as milk and hid in their rooms, but I walked up to the top of the banks and looked down across the valley, willing him to come. I thought perhaps if Sidh-ar-Femhin burned to the ground then I could walk free from its flames reborn, taking only my clothes and a bag full of riches to start my life anew in the forest. 
 
    When peace was declared and my sister rode out with Lir as his wife, I was jealous, I will admit. I longed to leave Sidh-ar-Femhin, to see another land, to see what lay beyond our walls. I longed to know another way of living, like a wolf that grows tired of its pack and strikes out on its own. 
 
    I had eased my suffering, taking my share of lovers, and in their absence I hardly spared a thought for Aobh or Lir. The summer after they wed, we visited upon them. It was quite a sight to behold, Bodb and Madb riding in front on their finest horses, a hundred bannermen, their scarlet flags billowing in the wind, myself and Ailbhe in a covered cart behind.  
 
    Aobh had been pregnant with Fionnuala by that point, her belly round as an apple. We spent half a moon there, dining on the fresh river fish famed in that region, swimming in the lake and sheltering from the heat of the day beneath the dusky woods. 
 
    I had seen then how Lir doted on her. It surprised us all, given the inauspicious circumstances of their union. Yet by then I did not feel the envy I had first felt, for I saw that even though she had escaped Sidh-ar-Femhin, she had left it for a place much the same. Lir’s great stronghold was not so very different. A little smaller perhaps, a little colder, but still a pebble cast into a green pool, still filled with the same food, the same music and the same livestock. In the faces of his people, I saw the faces of our own. 
 
    I had never so much wanted love as adventure, and would give myself willingly to any who could provide it. That is why I held so tightly to Youghal through all those nights. He was not afraid to venture into the darkest part of the woods, where the old stones sat, surrounded by mist, or where the spirits of silence walked with eyes that glowed in the dark. He had never been afraid of anything in his entire life. 
 
    Why, then, should Lir’s presence cause me sleepless nights? He was a strong man, broad and tall. Even in his grief you could see his proud lineage. All the Danann lords were as such. Some had red hair, others fair, yet their physiques were pleasing. That in itself was not an explanation. I had taken many pleasing men to my bed, and in the morning turfed them out so that I might roll over and resume my dreaming. It could not be that alone. 
 
    On the third day of the feast, my foster father endeavoured to teach his grandson Aodh how to hunt. 
 
    “I know how to hunt!” Aodh protested. 
 
    “Aye, with a fish spear and trap, I’ll bet. But what about on horseback?” 
 
    “Once,” the boy mumbled.  
 
    “Once! Lir, you’ve neglected your duties.” Lir looked away, silent. “At your age, lad, you should be racing through those woods. The only way for a boy to learn is by his father’s side, eh?” 
 
    And so, with typical assurance, Bodb convinced his uncle to saddle a horse and join the chase. A great boar had been spotted in the woods, and they were intent on bringing it down for the feast. 
 
    My sister Ailbhe had agreed to take the twins and Fionnuala to the coast, to talk of women’s things and breathe the salt air. Aware of their plans, and wishing no part in it, I rose late in Youghal’s bed and ate breakfast by his fire alone, for he had already left to view the wrestling. In the mid-morning heat, the stench of his sweat began to offend me, for it clung to my skin like stale perfume. I took his horse and rode down to the woods, to the silent pool.  Tethering the mare to a tree, I stood by the waterfall, allowing the sound to deafen me. The moisture from its spray formed a mask on my face. Lost in the sound of that almighty power, a thought began to form. 
 
    Barefoot between the forest flowers, I carefully collected a handful of twigs and arranged them into the shape of a body: two arms, two legs and a bundle of dried grass for a head. I tied them together with a loose thread from my shawl and blessed my creation in the stream, silently mouthing words into its ear. Afterwards, I laid it down upon the smooth stone seat behind the waterfall. 
 
    I knew it would be a while before the spirits heard my call, so I took the mare and rode out to check the traps Bodb’s cooks had set. In one of them I found a fat buck, its long ears pressed flat against its back, its black nose twitching at my approach. 
 
    I opened the cage and lifted out the hare. It began to kick wildly, so I slipped my knife from my boot and slit its throat. Blood coated my face as it continued to twist until still. Back by the pool, I lay the animal out on a rock and carefully removed my clothes, folding them beside it. The water was as cold as melted snow. My flesh pinched into dimples and my nipples rose on their brown mounds, my body hardening itself to the shock. 
 
    I forced myself deeper, submerging my skin right to my shoulders. I felt so numb it could not even be called cold anymore. Youghal’s scent had been washed away by the river and my mind felt soothed by the sound of water over rock. I scrubbed beneath my arms with moss, and lay my head back until my hair whorled about me, caught between the fingers of playful undines.  
 
    It was then that I heard the drumming of hooves, and hid. 
 
    Through the many mirrored shards of the waterfall, I saw a shadow appear on the bank. I heard the horse stumble, stamping its consternation at the river blocking its path. Whispering a silent thank you to the spirits who had granted my wish, I stepped through the silver curtain, my black hair covering the mounds of my breasts like sealskin, the forgotten blood of the hare melting down my face. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    I knew something had happened before anyone else.  
 
    Caílte and I spent most of the festival watching the wrestling and the combat pit. We saw a man beheaded. We actually saw his head split open by an axe and blood cover the grass. It was an accident. I don’t think he meant to die, but there were two couples sparring and he stepped back just as the warrior behind swung his weapon. He just didn’t see him.  
 
    We didn’t feel much like watching the games after that. Caílte suggested we go watch the spear-throwing but on the way we saw a big crowd around Abcán the dwarf and decided to stay and listen. Abcán was only the height of my thigh, but everyone in Éire knew his name. He could sing you any kind of song you wanted. He could sing a ballad that made the hairs on your neck stand on end, and he could recite all the stories of the great chieftains from The Men of Dea, right back through the Fomorians and the Kings of Tara to the ancient times, when naught but mist and shadow covered this land. By the time we found him, he was gulping back cherry wine and telling a tale so lewd all of the women were blushing and the men holding their sides. I didn’t understand some of the words, but Caílte quickly set about broadening my comprehension. 
 
    I laughed so hard I thought I was going to die. 
 
    That night Fin came to call me. We’d all been summoned to Bodb’s great hall to eat of the mid-way feast. We were only half a moon away from the close of the games and I wished they could go on forever. I’d never had a friend like Caílte before and the thought of returning to the cold waters of the crannóg froze my blood. I drank mead, and laughed, and tried not to think on it. 
 
    The meal was grand indeed. Goose and duck and fish, all laid out on bronze platters with soft, fine bread, berries and nuts. Almost a hundred guests were present, with Bodb and Queen Medb among us, dressed in rich green with golden trim. Medb’s hair was long and fair, a finely spun net through it like a spider’s web, catching the light against dewdrops of clear stone. I was never too sure of Medb, she had those translucent eyes that betray no emotion. You could never be sure of her thoughts. Though when she smiled, she lit up the room, her teeth as bright as quartz.  
 
    I was sitting next to my sister. Caílte sat opposite, tearing into a loaf of bread. My father sat opposite too, with Bodb beside him, roaring in jollity and slapping my father’s back from time to time as crumbs collected in his beard. 
 
    The feast had only just begun, the first dishes set before us, when Ailbhe and Aoife arrived. Those on my left moved down a little to make space for them. Their dresses were almost as impressive as Medb’s. Ailbhe wore cloth of buídhe mór, as yellow as the sun, her dark brown hair piled high on her head and her neck adorned with a slim crescent moon of silver that caught the firelight as she sat. Aoife wore red, as dark as dried blood, her skin white and her hair black. Everything about her was a contrast. As I pressed closer to my sister to make room for them, I happened to glance up and catch my father’s expression. I know now that look. Yet I was only a boy then. A boy who enjoyed wrestling, and hunting, and drunken dwarf poets. Even had I known then that an enchantment had been cast, I possessed no skill to break it.  
 
    At first I thought he was looking at Ailbhe, as she reached forward for the pitcher of wine. Then I saw how his eyes followed Aoife as she came behind her sister to sit beside me. Her perfume caught my throat; something heady like the woods in summer. My father’s gaze seemed far away, as though he were having trouble focusing. I looked to Aoife, and when I looked back, my father was drinking from his goblet, eyes cast to the table. 
 
    When I lifted my own cup to my lips there was the strangest smell of raw meat. It reminded me of Mother Moira, as scent can sometimes do, carrying your mind to a place and time you would rather forget.  
 
    I swapped my cup for Fionnuala’s when she wasn’t looking, and set about devouring bread with lashings of dripping. That night, with a pocketful of sweet dough, Caílte took me up to the top of the bank where we could see right out across the valley. There was no wind that night and it wasn’t too cold. In the distance we could see a few dwellings, out where the farmers lived on the flatland. There were lamps in some of the windows, faint and far away, and the darkness made it hard to tell where the land ended and the sky began. The stars and the earth seemed bound together that night. 
 
    “It was grim the way Annraoi’s head opened up like that, wasn’t it?” I nodded my agreement. “It didn’t upset you, did it?” 
 
    “No, it was an accident,” I replied, watching the torchlight of a rider below as it floated along an unseen road.  
 
    “Aye, but sometimes that’s worse. It’s got to be worse if you didn’t mean to die.” 
 
    “He didn’t know it happened. It was so fast. He didn’t even scream.” We were silent for a moment, contemplating whether it was better to die in the full knowledge you were about to die, or whether it was better not to mean to die but to do so without knowing. “Desmumhnach must feel terrible.” 
 
    “Hardly!” Caílte laughed. “He’s a drunk. I bet you he’ll drink so heavily tonight he won’t remember his own name for a week.” 
 
    “I’m sure there’ll be plenty who will remind him.” 
 
    “True enough. There won’t be many forgetting what happened today.” We were quiet a while longer, before he voiced the nagging doubt at the back of my own mind. “Looks like your father saw something today, an’ all.” 
 
    “Aoife of Aran,” I sighed. 
 
    “She’s your mother’s sister, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Does she look like her?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, my mother was fair, like the Queen.” 
 
    “Yeah, but do they look alike?” 
 
    “I suppose,” I said, shrugging my shoulder. “My mother was softer though, more like Aunt Ailbhe, not so sharp at the jaw.” 
 
    “What do you think happened between them?” 
 
    “Who said anything happened?” I asked, defensively. “They didn’t talk all through the meal.” 
 
    “Aye, that’s what I mean. They didn’t talk, but they kept looking at each other.” 
 
    “Do you think Fin noticed?” 
 
    “You should ask her.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. It was too nice a night and too far from home to have to think on my father’s problems. I pulled a ball of dough from my pocket and shared it with Caílte. We sat there chewing, watching for signs of sunrise and rubbing our tired eyes.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    My cheeks glowed like embers. It was one of those evenings where every breath you took was filled with the dying scent of summer: the dried grass, the heather and the rich earth of the Cashel Plain. 
 
    Simply to be in her presence made your skin flush, for she was by far the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. My own reflection seemed ordinary by comparison. Her neck was long and slender, her lips red as berries and her hair the colour of chestnuts, freshly polished from their casing. When she laughed, her subtle voice tickled your ear like a feather, causing you to laugh in turn.  
 
    Caer Ibormeith was extraordinary. I don’t think I ever saw her equal for beauty or charm in all the years that followed. I had heard the stories, of course, yet the reality of the legend was far more enchanting.  
 
    “Tell it, oh do tell it again,” cried Conn, his head resting against my lap as I stroked his hair in the cosy shadows of the hut we had removed ourselves to after the feast. My belly felt as round as an apple and all I wished to do was laze in the comfort of that place, listening to our new companions. 
 
    “Ah,” Óengus replied, “I could tell it a thousand times and ne’r get bored of it.” He squeezed his wife’s hand and Ibormeith squeezed back, her nails pink and tipped with frost, her rings sparkling against the dancing flames. 
 
    “You promise it’s true?” Fiachra asked, raising himself on his elbow to look at them both. 
 
    “Every word,” she replied.  
 
    Óengus was the youngest brother of Bodb, sharing the great, wise Dagda as a father, yet some great blessing had touched him on his mother’s side, the river goddess Boann, for he was breathtakingly handsome. His jaw was sloping and full, his hair and his eyelashes as bright as sunrise, and his eyes so intense that when they rested upon you, you felt as though you were falling through the world. Yet from his father’s side he had inherited the Danann physique. His arms flexed like smooth boulders beneath his shirt and his legs, though slim, could carry him as fast as a horse.  
 
    They were a formidable couple. Just like his sister Ainge, whose feet bloomed wildflowers through the woods, it was said of Óengus that wherever he walked with Ibormeith, love would flow like a lake, drowning all in a deep passion to belong; to love and be loved. It was said that should they grace a couple’s wedding, that couple would have a thousand sons and never fall out of love. It was said they would even die upon the same day so that Manannán could ferry them safely to Tír na nÓg together, united even in death. 
 
    Part of me wished he had graced my father’s wedding to my mother, but I pushed that thought away. To be in their presence brought only grace and goodness, and I could not have chilled the mood even had I wished to. 
 
    “I loved her even before I met her,” Óengus spoke. “She came to me in a dream, you see. Night after night I saw her eyes, her beautiful face – felt her breath on my lips.” He stroked Ibormeith’s jaw, brushing his finger across her lips. “I knew that I could never rest until I found her.” 
 
    “His mother searched all of Éire for me.” 
 
    “Yes, but you were nowhere to be found.” 
 
    “Then your father searched.” 
 
    He nuzzled her with his nose, “And still you were not revealed.” 
 
    “And then Bodb discovered me,” she turned from him to smile at me. 
 
    “My wily old brother, with a snout like a fox. Out by the Dragon's Mouth he found her, chained there with more than seven-score maidens, each naked and beautiful, but I recognised her among them instantly. Look at her.” He curled a strand of her hair around his finger. “Who could ever forget such a face?” 
 
    “Who had chained you there?” Fiachra asked, wide-eyed and attentive, as though having forgotten the first telling entirely.  
 
    “Oh, it was a game.” Óengus smiled, though in his smile I saw something uncertain, a cold current beneath the warm waters of his face. “As I took the first step towards my beloved, all of the women turned into swans.” 
 
    “And that was how we remained,” Ibormeith continued. “For a year and a day we would turn into swans, and a year and a day be human again.” 
 
    “When she was human, I would never let her from my sight. I lived in fear of Samhain approaching, when I would lose her again.” 
 
    “But you knew her even as a swan,” Conn murmured, his eyes shut as he battled against sleep for the end of the story. 
 
    “Not at first. You can’t begin to imagine how hard it was. One hundred and fifty maidens, all with white wings and black eyes, every remnant of their humanity stripped. Even their voices were alike, singing sweet laments. It was impossible to tell them apart.” 
 
    “But you were clever,” Fiachra grinned. Unlike his brother he grew more awake with every word. 
 
    “Indeed, it was my fair mistress who was clever.” 
 
    “On the third transformation, when I possessed fingers instead of feathers, I formed a dance,” Ibormeith told. “I raised my left arm and then my right. I craned my neck back and to the side, I nested it beneath my left arm and then my right.” 
 
    “I watched her dance for me in the moonlight the month before the spell took hold. On the shore of the Dragon's Mouth, where the waves broke against the inlet, I scoured the birds with my eyes, straining so hard to find her that I imagined even the rocks danced. Then, there she was.” 
 
    “There I was,” she smiled. 
 
    “Dancing.” 
 
    They kissed. 
 
    “What happened to the other hundred and forty-nine maidens?” Conn asked, from somewhere beyond the realms of wakefulness. 
 
    “They returned to humans,” Ibormeith said. 
 
    “But you did not!” shouted Fiachra. “You remained a swan.” 
 
    “Yes, and I became a swan too,” said Óengus. “I had guessed correctly and was granted my bride. Whatever form she took, I was bound to from that day forth. We flew to my mother’s home, the Fortress of Boyne at Drogheda. We were so happy, so very, very happy that we sang for three days and three nights, without thinking to eat or rest. We sang the whole of the land to sleep until we regained our human form and our people woke refreshed.” 
 
    We were silent for a while, Óengus and Ibormeith gazing into one another’s eyes, Conn snoring lightly on my lap, and Fiachra, head on hand, gazing into the fire. 
 
    With a yawn, I whispered my need to retire.  
 
    “The twins must rest,” I explained, and for once Fiachra did not have the energy to argue. 
 
    “Of course,” said Ibormeith. “It was so lovely to meet you.” 
 
    She stood and walked me to the door of the hut. 
 
    I turned to her there, Conn over my shoulder and Fiachra a few feet ahead. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said, lowering my voice. “You never did say, who was it that turned you to swans?” 
 
    Ibormeith raised her head slightly as though about to laugh off my question, only her eyes held enough weight to bring them back to mine. 
 
    “Someone whose name should never be spoken.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aoife 
 
      
 
    The traders from the North believe that our fate is woven long before we are born. They say we are only threads, weighted by loomstones, our lives bent into the patterns that the Nornir decide for us.  
 
    I do not believe that. I live here, wild and free in the open air, my fate has not been spun for me by giantesses far beneath the earth. I am the spinner of my own story, I dye my own destiny. Yet still that cloth is subject to that which I do not control: the whispered words of the gods, that irresistible natural force which draws the bee to a flower and pushes fresh shoots through the frozen earth in spring. 
 
    “That is a fine horse,” Lir said, approaching as I brushed Arrow’s flank with a buckskin mitten. He stamped his foot, straining at his halter as my lord approached, jealous, always, of another’s affection for me. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I whispered in his ear. “He has only half the hooves you have, thus half the man.” 
 
    Arrow snorted and nodded as though agreeing. 
 
    “Is that your father’s horse?”  
 
    “No, mine,” I replied. It should have been obvious to anyone, for his coat matched the colour of my hair. I continued to brush him, pretending that I did not feel Lir’s eyes upon me. “Can I help you, my lord?” I asked, after too long a silence. 
 
    “I was wondering...” he began. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I was wondering whether you might accompany me today, on a ride?” I let the question linger and he filled the empty air with more words. “My children have gone with your sister and Sorcha to watch the swimming trials at the coast. I find myself alone, without companion.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should join them.” 
 
    “I have little interest in swimming,” he replied, and I knew he truly meant he had little interest in the sea. I knew the rumours, those dark tales that fuelled the fires at night and spoke of his past love and his other son, the one who appeared in the mist and ferried the dead to the land of the Forever Young. I wondered what he had told my sister Aobh of those times, and whether he still whispered to her across the waves. “I thought perhaps the woods?” 
 
    I smiled, but did not let him see. 
 
    “You wish me to ride to the woods with you?” 
 
    “If it pleases you.” 
 
    “Very well, but I warn you, you will not keep up.”  
 
    And he could not. We rode down from the fort and out across the open plain. I was a clear length ahead as we raced towards the trees, my red cloak billowing behind like a banner. We finally steadied to a gentle trot and he drew alongside me. At first I thought it was the blood rushing through my ears, and then I realised he was laughing. Holding his head back, teeth white against red lips.  
 
    “My lord,” I smiled. “You enjoy being beaten?” 
 
    He pressed his fingers to his eyes for a moment, collecting himself before looking back at me. 
 
    “Aoife, you are quite some rider.” 
 
    “I am half horse,” I teased. 
 
    He laughed a little more, the silver in his hair returning to black and the lines by his eyes smoothed away. I knew in that moment that I was the focus of his attention, and that I had achieved what none of his kin had managed since the death of his wife. He had finally forgotten for one, brief moment. 
 
    Nothing happened that first day, nor the day after. We simply rode through the woods, trying to spot the songbirds that hid in the canopy, feeling our mounts’ hooves sink softly in the moss, and observing how the shadows of the trees moved from west to east as the day drew on. 
 
    By the third day I had my maid wrap a selection of breads, cheeses and meats to take with us. We took the trail to the Black Stones. They were a circle of nine stones, each as squat and weathered as old women. It was whispered that the site belonged to the Ancient Ones, the Aos Sí, dark spirits of the earth who retreated into shadow long before the Fomori. Their magic was the dangerous sort that caused the earth to tremble and the mountains to throw forth flame. I had come many times with my maids to cut the throats of goats and fowl, and to offer milk and sweet treats that they may remain at rest. I felt an affinity with those places, a stillness within that the gods of Dea rarely afforded. In their festivals, the druids blazed so brightly it was hard to hear the quiet.  
 
    We rested there, against those rocks, Lir with his back pressed to their pockmarked shoulder, whilst I spread our food before us. I offered bread to the four quarters, to the sky and the earth, the animals and plants, and finally to the dead, before breathing on it and taking a bite. I threw the torn remains into the centre. 
 
    “The swimming will be done tomorrow,” he sighed. “We shall feast for their champion and those who have not drowned.” 
 
    “Are you not glad to have your family returned?” 
 
    “I am glad, of course.” 
 
    “Yet?” 
 
    “Yet I would have more time to ride alone, with you. I have enjoyed our time together.” 
 
    “You are alone with me now,” I reminded him. 
 
    He took a slice of bread from my hand but did not raise it to his lips. 
 
    “Why have you not married, Aoife?” 
 
    “I have not married, and neither has my sister, my lord.” 
 
    “Ah, I hear she is promised to Eoghan of the Long Hill. Besides, that is not an answer to my question.” 
 
    I knew that the mystery of my silence would draw him closer, so I waited a while before answering.  
 
    “I have never felt loved,” I replied, casting my eyes to the bread in my lap. 
 
    “Yet you have loved? I have heard those sounds when passing by Youghal’s hut.” I turned my head away and he reached forward, placing his hand over mine. “Forgive me. I did not wish to offend.” 
 
    “You have not,” I said, turning back to him. “That is simply a different kind of love.” 
 
    “What kind of love would entice you to take a husband?” 
 
    “A permanent love. Not one that is hot or hurried, stolen in the night when there is no amusement left beside the fire. Something truthful and honest, something felt only between two people, not between one man and every woman he chances to meet.” 
 
    “Youghal is untrue?” 
 
    “No, he is true to himself, as am I. My lord, I take my pleasure too, which is why I know that Youghal’s love is seasonal.” He was thoughtful for a while, picking crumbs from the bread and sprinkling them absently on the grass. “Here, my lord,” I said, rising to my knees and taking the flask of fresh milk I had brought. “Quench your thirst and drown your thoughts.” 
 
    I raised the flask to his lips a little too fast and some of the liquid escaped, spilling down his chin. 
 
    “Forgive me,” I said, though he laughed.  
 
    He seemed so perfectly at ease, and I was swept. I leaned forward and kissed his chin, licking the milk from my lips. When I drew back, his smile was gone. He stared at me with such intensity I could not meet his gaze, so I leaned in again, kissing again, again licking the nourishment from his skin. As I leaned a third time, he moved his mouth to meet mine. 
 
    We made love there in that ancient place, his hand grasping my hair as I straddled him, pushing him deeper and deeper, rocking like the motion of the sea, swimming beneath its lusty depths with the selkies. So far from anywhere, I cried out unashamed and the birds took flight from the trees.  
 
    Our desire for one another was terrifying. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Sorcha 
 
      
 
    The coast had been such a wonderful distraction. Those men with their broad shoulders and rippling muscles, throwing themselves beneath the silver waves whilst we watched from a shaded awning. I had not felt stirrings in myself like that since Bébhinn the Bright-eyed kissed me against the cow shed three summers ago. 
 
    Even Aodh set aside his hunting spear to grace us with his presence. He and Caílte stood in the water watching as though they had their sights on a wild boar, whilst Fionnuala and the twins chased each other across the windswept grass between the dunes. I had never seen them so at ease, and was glad beyond words we had come to Sidh-ar-Femhin for the Feast of Age. Perhaps it was because of these distractions that I failed to see what was before me. Those stolen glances, those shy smiles and whispered words. If I had not been so distracted with my own small pleasures, perhaps I would have been able to foretell what was to come. 
 
    It was Lughnasadh, the final day of the Feast of Age, when the champions were crowned with barley and thrust high on the shoulders of their fellow men. Celebrations began at dawn, the druids upon their mound, uttering sacred words whilst opening the necks of two-score cattle. The blood that pooled at the base of the mound was smeared on the faces of new-born infants, the sick and infirm, then washed clean with water drawn from the silent pool in the forest.  
 
    Great fires were stoked high and left to smoulder, embers fit for roasting sweet flesh, whilst potboilers were collected and thrown into troughs to heat fruit-flavoured mead. 
 
    Abcán the dwarf was in his element, reciting dirty jokes and lifting the skirts of any woman who was not mindful enough to step aside. A few of the warriors began drinking too early and were to be found sprawled beneath shaded huts, nursing shining black bruises, still mur-muring the diord fionn in their stupor. 
 
    When dusk finally fell, the druids started brewing up their cauldron of dark juice, a secret recipe of bark and berries that opened the gateway to the ancestral realms. I did not partake myself, for I preferred to keep my feet solidly in the present. I reasoned there would be enough time to speak with the spirits once they called me to them. For now my place was that of a watchful guardian, ensuring my wards remained safe in the land of wakefulness.  
 
    When people drank of that soup, their eyes became pools of tar, bottomless and unfathomable. They would sit as still as stones for hours on end, or whirl by the fire, spinning and spinning without losing their balance. In my youth I had supped of it and dreamed myself a tree, with roots clawing down to the centre of the earth and great branches that encompassed the whole of the sky, the stars twinkling flowers that bloomed there, their pollen falling on all below, blessing the clans of Éire. It was a pleasant dream, but when you walked with gods you could never be entirely sure where they might lead you. I had heard others tell of darker worlds, bubbling with molten rock, ringing with the screams of trapped souls.  
 
    I had no desire to enter such a place, for I knew that my own terror would wash away any wisdom learned there. 
 
    Those who were not travelling beneath the mound, took to feasting upon the plentiful bounty, their jaws cracking nuts, tongues stained with wine, chins slick with warm fat. I had eaten my fill by the time the dancing began, and could barely support my own weight. I lay by the fire watching Fiachra and Conn poking at embers with sticks, marvelling how they had grown over the past year.  
 
    Between the flames I chanced to see Fionnuala, swaying to the rhythm of the drums, mirroring the steps of a young man dressed in green and grey. He was handsome, his jaw square and his forehead high. They looked a pretty match, and I wondered with a pang of sadness how her life would be once we returned to Sidhe Fionnachaidh. How hard it would be for all of them to leave this place of joy and abandon, to resume their lives of solitude. 
 
    Lir had given no indication of when we would leave Bodb’s caiseal, and I had no mind to press him. In truth, I had hardly seen him that week. He did not come to the coast to watch the swimming, and when I returned to collect fresh supplies, I was told he was either hunting or sleeping.  
 
    “Sorcha, my dearest!” Ailbhe said, falling beside me with her lover, Eoghan of the Long Hill. “Oh, we must rest from dancing. I haven’t another step in me.” 
 
    Ailbhe and I had become close during our time together. She was such a warm woman, in heart and voice. Eoghan was much the same, a sprightly young man with a mischievous grin and a golden laugh that assured you he never meant harm. Their foreheads beaded sweat as they sucked down cup after cup of barleycorn beer to revive themselves. 
 
    “Have you seen Fionnuala?” she asked, nudging my shoulder. 
 
    “Yes. Who is that man she dances with?” 
 
    “Conall of the Red Rock. His family are pureblood Men of Dea and very wealthy, a relation of Nuada Airgetlám. He dances very well, don’t you think? Music in his veins.” I raised my eyes to search for them again, but their steps had taken them away from the fire. “He saw her at the coast and was bold enough to approach. They have been whispering and smiling ever since.” 
 
    “Could it be love?” I asked, a note of apprehension cooling my curiosity. 
 
    “Ah, Sorcha. She is barely old enough to kiss, and she is wise enough to wait. Give her time, allow her a little pleasure, for she has been deprived it so long.” 
 
    I spoke of the concern that gnawed at me. The nagging doubt that Lir’s good mood would not hold once we began our long journey home.  
 
    “Yes, it has been on my mind also. Aobh’s children have come alive these past weeks. Their mother’s happy spirit shines through them, brightening the whole fort. It breaks my heart to think you may soon leave, and I have no way of knowing when we shall see you again.” 
 
    “Perhaps they should stay here?” Eoghan suggested, so casually he made it sound reasonable. 
 
    “Yes, whyever not?” Ailbhe agreed. “There is more than enough room, and my father would embrace them as his own. It is time Fionnuala and Aodh learned of the world beyond Lir’s walls. They are hungry to explore.” 
 
    “Fionnuala could never be parted from the twins, and Lir could never be parted from his children,” I sighed.  
 
    “Not even until summer?” 
 
    “Not even for a day.” 
 
    We fell silent for a while, swept up in the dancing and laughter, contemplating the whole sad affair. 
 
    “Where is my sister?” Ailbhe asked eventually. “I see so little of her sometimes, I wonder whether she has transformed herself into a deer of the forest, for that is where she seems to spend half her life.” 
 
    I did not know where Aoife had gone, yet before the night was out, I would know the secrets she had kept. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    My feet were sore, but I could not sit down. I was afraid that if I stopped to rest, Conall might disappear back into the crowd. I had been recovering in a cove by the coast when he found me. The twins had run me ragged on the second day of the swimming trials, and I was hiding there that they might give me two minutes’ peace to regain my strength. I was sitting on a rock with my feet pushed down into the sand, relishing the cool of the water and the grit between my toes.  
 
    A shadow fell across the sun, too quick to be a cloud. I glanced up to find one of the handsomest men I had ever seen. His features rivalled Óengus’s for their startling valour. There was not a blemish on him, and the heat of the day had not turned his cheeks red as it had the warriors and the drunks who forgot to take shelter. 
 
    “My lady,” he spoke, so softly I hardly heard him. “Do I disturb you?” 
 
    I shook my head and he took a step closer, the light beyond forming a halo against his dark-brown hair. 
 
    “You are Fionnuala, daughter of Lir?”  
 
    “Yes, but you have me at a disadvantage—” 
 
    “Conall of the Red Rock.” 
 
    He came right up to me and offered his hand, helping me to my feet so that my face was level with his shoulder. He smelled of the salt air and sun-blessed grass. 
 
    “I have been watching you,” he told me. “Playing up there with your brothers. Are you hiding?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, barely able to keep my voice steady. “They can be quite demanding.” 
 
    He laughed, his pleasure rippling over me in waves. 
 
    “I have four younger brothers myself. I know how tiring they can be.” 
 
    Blushing, I stared down at my feet, half sunk beneath the sand.  
 
    “Listen,” he said, placing his finger beneath my chin and drawing my face to his. “Today is the last day of the championships. Tomorrow there will be feasting and fires. Will you allow me to dance with you then?” 
 
    Every inch of me felt alive, as though tiny fish were nipping at my skin, causing it to rise to his touch. “Yes,” I managed. “I would like that.” 
 
    “Until tomorrow.” He smiled, and was gone. 
 
    There, alone in that cave, I wondered whether he had simply been an illusion of my exhausted mind. Perhaps he had been a vision brought on by the beating sun, or perhaps someone had tainted my mead with the druids’ juice.  
 
    I told no one of that encounter, lest it prove to be a foolish want. Yet the next night, just as the sun began to fade, I found myself beside the fire, his shadow across mine. 
 
    “You promised to dance with me,” he whispered, so close to my ear I felt as though his voice were my own thoughts. 
 
    Taking his hand in mine, we began to measure out the drums, our bare feet meeting the earth like heavy rain, our spirals mirroring the rising smoke from the flames. It was as though I had gained a second sight. Everywhere I looked I recognised the courting dances of couples, palms pressed against one another, eyes drinking in desire, breath brushing against cheeks, causing blushes to rise.  
 
    Had I entered some secret house, leaving my girlhood at the door? Each time Conall passed before me the air between us felt warmer than the air around, tempting me towards him with feather-soft seduction. At times I felt I would die if the music ever stopped. 
 
    Then it did. 
 
    The moon was far beyond its highest point when Sidh-ar-Femhin fell silent. Deep hush ate up the furthest reaches of the fort, a few bards failing to understand through their honey-hollering lips that their voices were no longer required. With a final twang of strings and the chaffed death of a flute, all eyes turned towards Bodb. 
 
    He came dressed in his finest red furs, tails and paws waving from side to side as his muscular mount strode towards the centre of our gathering. In his wake, two black horses followed. My father rode upon one, dressed in dark leather trimmed with white. My aunt, Aoife, beside him in rich blue, her hair flowing like midnight down her back. 
 
     “My family, my kin!” bellowed Bodb. “This Feast of Age has been one of the finest in living memory. Tailtiu has been honoured by your bravery, your strength and your jubilant spirit. To share this occasion with brethren from near and so far brings tears of happiness to an old warrior’s eyes.” Shouts and cheers rose from the crowd until Bodb waved his hand to calm them. “Yet it seems even as we fight and feast, the Fates are never at rest.” 
 
    My father and Aoife were positioned by Bodb’s left flank, my father’s hand reaching out to lace her pale fingers between his. Before they even announced it, I sensed what was to come. Grandfather did not speak of the sorrow that had gone before. He did not bring up his dead daughter’s name or mention the years of solitude my father had resigned himself to. He simply ploughed ahead, true as an ox. 
 
    “I stand here now, on top of the world, ready to declare before all the elements, before the beasts and the birds and the flowers of the forest, that the houses of Lir and Bodb Dearg are once again to be united. The Lord of the Sea has asked for the hand of Aoife of Aran, and I have granted it with all my blessing.” 
 
    The roar of the crowd rose tenfold as my father raised Aoife’s hand high into the air, their expressions almost arrogant in their intimacy. 
 
    Instinctively, I looked for Aodh. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
    This could not be. 
 
    This could not be and I would not allow it! 
 
    I had been kneeling in the dirt with Caílte, playing a game of pebbles and pips, when I felt the crowd draw back. When the music stopped, I stood on a log to see, excited at first to watch my grandfather in all his finery. He was an imposing Master of Ceremonies, and I was proud to be his kin. 
 
    Then I saw who rode beside him, and my thoughts fled.  
 
    Like Fin, I had a premonition. Why else would they be dressed that way? Why else would my grandfather call for silence? I watched as though a star gazing down to earth: my father raising up Aoife’s hand, claiming his wife. Long after, every detail of their hands remained with me. No more than a moment, which stretched forever in my mind as I screamed for this not to be true. 
 
    “Aodh?” Caílte asked, placing a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    I brushed him aside and ran from that place. Once again the hare, wild and untamed, fleeing for freedom, barging through crowds, shoulder-to-shoulder, out along the ridgeway, high above the walls. I felt as though my heart had torn free of my chest and I was running to catch up with it, to try to reclaim myself. 
 
    So blind was I that I missed my footing and fell to the ground, painfully twisting my ankle. I rolled to a halt and sat there, cradling my foot at first, and then myself. Wrapping my arms around my shoulders and rocking as though my mother still held me in her arms. 
 
    “Aodh!” Caílte called.  
 
    He fell breathless beside me, reaching out to comfort me, but again I thrust him aside. 
 
    “Let go of me!” I howled. 
 
    “Aodh, what is it? What has you so upset?” 
 
    “Didn’t you see? Have the winds scratched out your eyes?” 
 
    “Yes, I saw. Your father is to be wed.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. You don’t understand anything,” I repeated, sobbing into the crook of my arm. 
 
    “Then help me to understand.” When I did not reply, he placed a hand across my shoulder and leaned in a little. “Is it that you miss your mother? Aoife will never take her place, I’m sure, but perhaps your father—” 
 
    “You know nothing of my father!” I screamed, my tears turning to rage. “You know nothing of the way it has been these past years. You know nothing of how silent he has been, how he hardly spoke to Fin and me. How he moved us beyond the walls of his fort just so he didn’t have to hear the twins cry. How he never smiled once at anything we said. How he crawled on his belly, crying out our mother’s name. You know nothing of what we endured.” 
 
    Caílte drew back, shocked by my outburst. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered.  
 
    “I’m sorry too. That he should cast off all those years as though they meant nothing. That he should leave us in the hands of nursemaids whilst he hunts for a wife. That my mother’s name means nothing anymore. I’m sorrier than you can ever imagine that we came to this place.” 
 
    “Sorry that you ever met me?” he asked, quietly. 
 
    I stared at him then, my anger briefly forgotten.  
 
    “No,” I replied. “No, I am not sorry I met you. You have been my truest friend.” 
 
    He lent in to hold me. One moment brushing my hair from my eyes, the next his gentle breath against my lips. 
 
    For a moment I did not understand what was happening, or I did not want to. I struggled backwards on one hand. Before I could think to stop myself, I curled the other into a fist and punched him square across the mouth.  
 
    Climbing to my feet, I hobbled away into the night, leaving him there by himself. Feeling each stab of pain in my ankle helped to ease the pain in my heart. I found a quiet hut on the outskirts of the fort. It was abandoned, used for grain in autumn. I bedded down against one of the sacks and wept openly. 
 
    I had no place for love in my heart. So set was I against this union of my father’s that all affection appalled me. Until that night I had known our friendship ran deep. Images of those writhing bodies, of flesh against flesh, both female and male, had returned to my dreams many times since. Sometimes I woke sweat-drenched and short of breath. In those first few moments, I will admit it was Caílte my eyes searched for in the shadows.  
 
    Yet my father had changed everything.  
 
    For so many years I had longed for him to break free of his desolate sorrow, willing him with every waking hour to stand tall and reclaim his dignity. I had been so ashamed that the leaders of great clans road wide of our fort, for they could sense the stillness that lay within. So many hours I had spent by myself, skimming rocks beneath our crannóg whilst the horses stood restless in the stables, the hunt forgotten. I suppose I had thought it would always be that way. That my sister, in place of our mother, would raise us and comfort us. That our name would grow old and wither before its time, my father’s legacy blown away like ash in the cold north winds.  
 
    I had resigned myself to this. 
 
    Of all women, how could he choose Aoife? My mother’s youngest sister. Could he not at least choose a woman further from our past? Now, every day we would have to look upon her and compare. She was nothing like our mother, not in looks or manner. She was wild like the wolves, always at a distance, never choosing to spend her time with Fin or the twins, or even with her own sister, Ailbhe. 
 
    What did she see in my father, I wondered. How could she of all people be the one to break the spell of sadness about him? What bewitchment had she cast that years of his children’s love could not equal? 
 
    I buried my head against the sack to muffle my rage. 
 
    Only once I shook with cold did I think to leave that place. 
 
    Hauling myself to my feet, I wiped salt from my lips with my sleeve. I leaned in the doorway, staring numbly ahead to the glow of the far-off flames. My outburst subdued, shame replaced anger. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    It took a long time to find Caílte. He was sitting beside one of the smaller fires, drinking mead with two other lads. He didn’t look at me as I approached, pretending I wasn’t there. As though sensing my heart weighed upon me, one of his companions nudged him until he glanced up. 
 
    “Please,” I spoke softly.  
 
    Caílte turned back to the fire, running his fist across his broken lip. 
 
    For a moment, I didn’t think he would come. 
 
    We walked to a hut not far from the fire, its occupants out drinking or lost in the dark dreaming of the druids’ juice. He lent casually against the wall, arms folded, eyes sullen beneath his furrowed brow. I reached out my hand to touch the bright-red bruise I had left, the split flesh scored with blood. He tried his best not to flinch. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    His shoulders relaxed a little as he stared down at his boots. 
 
    “Not your fault,” he replied.  
 
    “No, you don’t understand. I’m sorry I pulled away.” 
 
    Hope and uncertainty happened at once in his eyes, replaced in an instant by that cheeky grin which meant someone was in trouble.  
 
    That someone, of course, was me. 
 
    We spent that night kissing in the hut. Rough, harsh kisses of men, rather than the boys we once were. Soft, gentle kisses, more like the way women kiss. I enjoyed all of them. I enjoyed simply being with him. I felt like a warrior, dyed in woed, ready for battle, my brother by my side, calling to mind Cú Chulainn and is lover Ferdiad.  
 
    Like Ferdiad, I prayed he would not be the death of me. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Sorcha 
 
      
 
    The banners of our clan fell limp and lifeless that day, for no breeze stirred the air. 
 
    Ailbhe hugged me like a sister as we prepared to part, tighter even than she had hugged her true blood.  
 
    “Send news regularly,” she urged me. “For I know that Aoife will be too fond of her new life to send a rider, and I cannot possibly wait so long again to see my beautiful kin. They have grown so fine, and I’m sure that is down to your mindful care.” 
 
    “You say too much.” I smiled, my own eyes brimming that she should be the only one ever to truly recognise the attention I had lavished upon those children. “They are easy to love.” 
 
    Bodb hugged each of us like a bear, his meaty paws slapping our backs and his rampant beard tickling our cheeks. 
 
    “Lir!” He roared. “You take care of my daughter now, else it’ll be me marching my armies west this time.” They embraced like brothers, Bodb seeming the older of the two in as much as power and wine had caused his gut to broaden, whereas years of worry had rendered Lir lean. 
 
    I watched Aoife carefully, this woman who was to return with us to Sidhe Fionnachaidh as my master’s new wife. I did not know her in the way I knew Ailbhe, whose easy manners and good cheer thawed even the frostiest hearts to her. Aoife was a quiet, aloof woman who kept to herself. I could not decide whether she was simply shy or whether she truly disliked the company of others. For the sake of our future family, I decided to give her the benefit of my doubt. 
 
    Lir and Aoife’s union was the most obvious to all, but certainly not the only. 
 
    Whilst the twins straddled their ponies, poking each other with sticks they had picked from the woodpile, eager to get on the road, I saw two of my charges who were less enthusiastic to part. 
 
    Fionnuala stood to one side, twisting her shawl as she spoke with Conall of the Red Rock, her eyes hardly able to meet his. Conall was a handsome young man, his mass of dark curls bouncing as he talked, animated lips and white smile drawing her to him as though she were starving and he were an oatcake dripping with honey. Inwardly, I shook my head. Poor Fionnuala, such a rare wildflower, hidden away in her father’s fort all this time. Did she know how to handle herself around men? Did she understand what they wanted of her? Although I had little desire to return to Sidhe Fionnachaidh, I was not sorry to be parting her from this fancy. It was her first, and I hoped that under the guidance and wisdom of her new mother, she would tread softly through the pastures of temptation. 
 
    Less surprising, perhaps, was the reluctance with which Aodh separated himself from Caílte mac Rónáin. The two had been thick as thieves these past weeks, you never saw one without the other. It was a good and wholesome type of love, befitting two young men. They were well suited, neither one exactly warriors, yet neither one shying from a fight. Both with a love of the bard’s sagas and an ear for poetry. Aodh had always seemed more distant than Fionnuala, yet I feared for his heart far less. 
 
    As our procession left the gates of Sidh-ar-Femhin, we called back and whistled to one another until we were far out of range. At the base of the fort we were met by oxcarts and guards, our camp struck, the skin tents packed high upon those rolling wheels. It was going to be a slow, steady march across Éire. 
 
    We had been some of the last to leave Bodb’s fort, and it looked far different on the way out than it had coming. The Plain of Cashel seemed hushed somehow, now that the revelries were ended. A grey mist dampened the horizon and the swallow-tails and martins swooped low as though rain were approaching. I did not mind, though. Drawing my cloak about me for warmth, I remembered that night by the fire, how we had cheered and danced once the shock had worn off. How tightly Lir held Aoife to him, as though he would never let her go. How the mighty druid Bodbmall was called upon to perform the handfasting, and how she appeared from the crowd like a vision, her white robes billowing by the fireside, her red braid as thick as a man’s arm, draped over one shoulder. That fearsome face of hers softened by the occasion. 
 
    Only three nights past, yet it seemed a lifetime.  
 
    That evening we stopped to rest by the Silver Lake, sore from the saddle. The twins were asleep the moment their heads hit the pillow, yet Fionnuala and Aodh remained by the fire, restless and silent, each struggling to call their hearts home with their flesh.  
 
    “Aoife will make a fine mother, will she not?” I ventured. 
 
    Aodh shrugged and Fionnuala simply nodded absently into the fire. I could see from their expressions they felt neither one way nor the other about her. Aoife lay that moment in their father’s tent, and from time to time thin strands of laughter wove their way across the camp to where we sat. Occasionally it was complimented by the resonant rumble of Lir’s own laughter, a sound so strange to our ears that at first we did not know what it was.  
 
    I tried to distract them, twisting my hands into subtle shapes, casting shadows across the ground, but they barely noticed. 
 
    “Come,” I said, when the silence proved too much for me. “Let me show you something.” 
 
    We walked away from the camp until warm firelight gave way to the cold light of a full moon. We navigated a path along the side of the lake, our sandals sinking in the soft earth whilst our hands reached for the brittle branches of trees, to prevent us from slipping. Neither of the children complained or drew back, though neither made an adventure of it either.  
 
    After some time, the land began to rise steeply and we climbed, the water below still as the sleeping twins. We stepped over rocks and scrambled over logs, the moss-covered ground springy beneath our step.  
 
    Out of breath, we broke through the line of trees into a star-clustered night. The moss peeled back to reveal granite. An unusual grey stone that rippled like water. The whole of the head of the mountain looked as though wind were blowing gently upon a lake; as though winter had frozen those tremmors to stone beneath our feet. 
 
    On the crest of the hill stood a shelter. Not the daub and wattle roundhouse of the forts, but something older. Something that belonged to the Aos Sí, those ancient spirits who preceded the ancestors, who formed this world and permeated it like silent sentinels. 
 
    The shelter was formed of three large, flat rocks and a capstone, covered in turf to prevent the elements from rattling through it. As we approached, I could sense the children waking, their attention drawn by this mysterious place.  
 
    I knelt before the opening, drawing from my satchel a clay lamp. I filled it with oil and struck flint against birch bark until it caught, allowing me to light the wick. With the lamp forming a petal of light in the palm of my hand, we entered. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Aodh breathed. “What is it?” 
 
    “A map,” I explained. 
 
    All across the walls, patterns were etched into the stone. It glittered softly beneath the flame, as though flakes of snow had been trapped within. Spirals and circles confused the eye, whilst diamonds and serpentine snakes sprawled out from the centre. Here and there, small pock-marks had been chiselled deep, marking places of importance, anchors in an ever-changing landscape. 
 
    “How do you read it?” Aodh asked. 
 
    “It is the language of the Ovates, those who possess the second sight.” 
 
    “Like the dark juice?” Fionnuala asked, tracing her fingers across the scarred surface of the rock.  
 
    “Yes, only the Ovates never truly seem to wake. They live their lives as in a half-dream. Sometimes their words are wise and full of insight, other times they mumble like madmen. Somewhere in between the two they are able to see the past and the future. These maps have many meanings. They are the land, the sky, our inner thoughts, and time itself.” 
 
    “I do not understand,” Aodh said, struggling to see a pattern. 
 
    “You know when you go wandering down to the Black Vale?” I asked him. “How do you get there? Describe to me your journey.” 
 
    He thought for a moment.  
 
    “I leave the gates of Sidhe Fionnachaidh, down past our crannóg on the Blue Lake. I keep going until I reach Anamcha’s tree, then I follow the trail down through the Vale of Caoimhe until I reach Bear Rock. From there I cross the shallow ford and it’s the next valley over.” 
 
    “Now, tell me young lad. If I were a stranger to your lands, would I be able to follow your directions so well? The Blue Lake, is it actually blue?” 
 
    “Only in summertime, when the sun hits the clay beneath. Then more sort of grey-blue,” he conceded. 
 
    “And Anamcha’s tree, how would I know which that was?” 
 
    “It’s the tree where Anamcha thought himself a bird and tried to fly, only Taranis caused the sky to shake and he fell to earth, breaking his neck. They buried him there, beneath that tree.” 
 
    “If I did not know that story, I would not know which tree.” I smiled. 
 
    “Aye, but you’d recognise Bear Rock, you couldn’t miss that.” 
 
    “So, I would have only half a map, because I did not know all the stories of the landscape.” Aodh nodded. “Well,” I explained, “this is a map of those stories. If you know the right story, you can navigate your way through all worlds.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aoife 
 
      
 
    Those first months at Sidhe Fionnachaidh passed in a blaze of passion. I had been as surprised as any by the vigour unleashed in my lover, after so long sleeping alone in a cold bed. Every night he reached for me, and it was all I could do to think of new ways to amuse him. We rutted like animals and slept like babes. I would scratch with my claws and he would bite with his teeth. I glimpsed for a moment the man he must once have been, far back in his youth. For the briefest of moments I saw how the sea must have fallen in love with him, how he must have seduced her with his rolling rhythm. 
 
    Of his fortress I saw very little in the early weeks, for it became sore to walk. By the time we left his chamber, the first frost pinched the grass and the sky mimicked the dull dun of the oxen’s flank. It held that yellow bruise which threatened snow. I remembered how Aobh would complain all the time of the cold there. She longed for the summer festivals at our foster father’s fort, for the warmer air of the flatlands. Left to myself whilst my husband went to hunt the winter hares, I ran my hand across the soft furs of our bed and wondered whether it was the same bed my sister had once lain upon? She had been so young when she left us, still a maiden with dreams of straw dolls and ponies. I wondered what it had been like for her, that first time. We had never spoken of it, and I was curious whether my husband, back then, in all his stature, had intimidated her?   
 
    I lay down on the bed, pressing my nose to the pillows, filling my lungs with Lir’s salty scent and something subtler, like apple blossom. A ghost, perhaps. 
 
    That afternoon, I decided to explore my new home. I wrapped my feet in rabbitskin and covered my head with a fur cap. The first flakes of winter were gently falling as I stepped out into our enclosure, a tall fence that circled Lir’s hut to provide privacy from prying eyes. I untied the string on the gate and walked to the main fire at the centre of the fort.  
 
    All manner of people were gathered. A group of elderly ladies had set up their looms and were industriously weaving cloth, gossiping and trying to keep their hands warm through work. Younger women sat salting fish from the lake and packing it into preserving pots whilst little boys warmed clay bowls of broth between the embers. Everyone was preparing for the cold to come.  
 
    They greeted me with nods and smiles, though none of them knew me.  
 
    Feeling uncertain of myself, I turned and made my way between the huts. Further up the hill I found round holes lined with chalk and packed with grain, preserving supplies from the damp, whilst down amongst the settlement, smaller huts raised on stilts held vegetables out of reach of the rats. 
 
    Everything at Sidhe Fionnachaidh looked much like my father’s fort, only colder and smaller in size. Lir’s lands were impressive by most men’s standards, yet when you have lived with the King of the Danann, the son of the mighty Dagda himself, there is no other to equal in all the land.  
 
    I did not mind so much. What Lir’s home lacked in colour and warmth it made up for with a sort of desolate beauty. My new home suited me well, for it was wild and untamed, swathed in heather high above the marshes where the eagles cried their desire to the wind.  
 
    Yes, I liked my new home well enough. From the store huts, I made my way to a side gate. There were fewer guards here than the main entrance. Although I had no doubt that I was free to come and go as I pleased, I felt somehow strange about marching out of the fort so brazenly whilst my husband was away. I preferred to keep to myself. 
 
    “My lady,” the man at the gate said, nodding his head in deference. There was a small fire set against the side of the wall, its flames licking the stone soot-black. Still, he looked cold. 
 
    “May I pass?” I asked. “I wish to walk for a while.” 
 
    “Of course, my lady. You don’t need our permission for that, but you should take our protection.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “From the wolves and the wildcats. Also, in case you should fall and hurt yourself. The land gets slippery in this frost.” 
 
    I considered his words, then shook my head. 
 
    “No, thank you. I wish to walk alone.” 
 
    “Very well, but we’ll keep an eye on you from up here. Should you need us, wave your arms and we’ll come down to collect you.” 
 
    “That is very reassuring.” 
 
    The path down from the hill was a steep one. Once I passed the palisade, the track narrowed to hardly an arm’s length. I stepped unevenly between the trail and the bank, afraid of twisting my ankle. After a while my knees ached with the effort and I wished I had come on horseback. Sitting down on a rock, I stared out across the valley. 
 
    The land was dark green and burnt by the heather. In the near distance, towering hills loomed like sleeping giants, cloaked with impenetrable canopies. The sky was clouded and grey, the snow retreating back to the sky for the time being. As I watched, a shaft of sunlight broke through the clouds and illuminated the scene below, turning streams to seams of silver and rusted undergrowth to flame. A golden eagle soared above, its wingspan the size of a fully-grown man. As my eyes followed it circling across the sky, I became aware that I was being watched. Turning my head, my eyes met those of a giant white stag. Its chest was thrust forward, its head raised, those antlers like sharpened spears held aloft. A sight so glorious, I thought the seasons might stop turning and that moment would remain frozen, forever. 
 
    By the time I reached the crannóg on the lake, night was drawing in. Oil lamps had been lit along the walkway that joined it to the land. I stood beneath that walkway for a while, listening to the sound of birds flying home to roost, and watching my reflection distort and reform upon the surface of the water.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    That evening when Aoife first came to our sanctuary, I hardly knew what to say to her. Although older than my mother had been when she died, her features were still of that famed beauty the bards had spoken. She moved with careful grace, as though her feet did not wish to disturb the ground upon which she walked. 
 
    “Mother,” I said, standing. “I did not expect you.” 
 
    “Please, sit,” she replied, motioning with a hand. 
 
    I resumed my place upon the mat, where I had been staring into the fire, imagining Conall’s face smiling at me through the flames, for I had thought of little else since we left Sidh-ar-Femhin. We had been enchanted that night, fascinated by one another, and I was sure that if it hadn’t been for what followed, I would have received a kiss – my first. Yet how could I resent one who had brought such happiness to my father? He had hardly visited us since our return, but for once it was because he was distracted with pleasure rather than sorrow.  
 
    “Here,” she said, walking to a table in the far corner and returning with a bronze comb. “Let me sit with you a while.” 
 
    She took my hair in her hand and began to brush it gently, navigating the curls and knots without ever once pulling at my scalp. It felt strange at first, for no one but Sorcha had brushed my hair since my mother. It brought a lump to my throat and I closed my eyes, relaxing into her touch until it soothed me. 
 
    “Tell me,” she asked. “Why do you live here, beyond the fort?” 
 
    I did not wish to admit that our father had banished us in his grief, to keep from hearing my brothers’ cries, so I told her that we preferred it here upon the water. That it made us feel closer to our mother. 
 
    “You miss her still?” 
 
    “I will miss her always.” 
 
    At that moment, Aodh appeared. He had been swimming in the lake and hauled himself ashore by the rope he had strung last summer. He was naked, and the bitter waters had turned his skin bright pink from the tip of his toes to the nape of his neck. 
 
    Aoife did not look away as he entered, reaching for his tunic to dry himself. She studied him, watching the way his newly formed muscles flexed and gave with each movement. He was indeed becoming a man. With each day that passed the difference between his body and those of his brothers grew more pronounced. 
 
    Aodh and I had spoken little since our return, yet our eyes often met, sharing in our secret grief over the loss of a life we had tasted so far from here. I knew he had grown fond of Caílte in the way I had grown fond of Conall. Our silence masked a yearning neither one of us wished to speak of, for in speaking it we would have to acknowledge our unfulfilled hopes, and hope would die. 
 
    “You are so quiet, Fionnuala.” Aoife said. “What is it? Are you unhappy that I am here?” 
 
    I placed my hand over hers, on my shoulder. “No, mother. Please do not think that. Your marriage to our father was a surprise, but it was a good surprise, for we have heard him laugh more in these past months than he has laughed in all the years since your sister’s parting.” 
 
    I felt her fingers close around mine. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    By this time Aodh had dried himself down and pulled on a shirt and braccae. He sat on his haunches by the fire, arms drooped between his knees, watching us. 
 
    “You are not unhappy to be here?” he asked. “The air is cool, and this must all seem very dull in comparison to our grandfather’s lands.” 
 
    “Not at all,” she replied. “It is cooler, yes, but the land holds a certain enchantment. It is raw in its beauty.” 
 
    I liked the way she said that, for it returned a little poetry to a world I’d long since lost the elegance of. My heart lifted then, for perhaps this would be the dawn of a new day for us. Perhaps my father would become the man he once was. Perhaps he would hunt the woods with his sons, and hold feasts and celebrations of his own. Perhaps the clans who had avoided us for so long would once again return to drink mead and break bread, and with them would come their sons and their daughters, their bards and druids. The future started to unfurl like a flower before me. I imagined nights of laughter and singing, and perhaps, not too far ahead, that kiss I had so longed for. 
 
     


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Sorcha 
 
      
 
    That first half of the year was blissful in my memory. The frosty solitude that had engulfed Sidhe Fionnachaidh those past years seemed to melt with the warming of the season. I saw Lir laugh and jest with his men as he had not done since Aobh was alive. In truth, it took them some time to get used to it. 
 
    “I’m never sure what to reply,” said Faas, one of Lir’s greatest warriors. “For so long all I have said to him is ‘as you wish,’ and ‘beg your pardon’.” 
 
    I knew what he meant. We had all been so used to tiptoeing about the fort, keeping our voices to a whisper and swallowing our laughter before it drew breath. Our instruments had gathered dust and the fires had burned only brightly enough to provide a little warmth, they never blazed. 
 
    Now our musicians were to be found practising every morning, for each night Aoife demanded they play so that she could dance with Lir and sing forgotten Fomori folksongs. I doubted she had ever sung those beneath her father’s roof, yet Lir would not deny her anything. Just as before, he had given the whole of his heart, and more fool any who dared urge restraint. 
 
    Not that any of us would. We were far too happy sharing in their delight. Aoife was intent on turning our humble home into a seat of pleasure, with the sweetest meats, the softest bread and the strongest wine.  
 
    It was not long before other clans started to visit.  
 
    The Gangani were the first to return, their leader Ahern, Lord of the Horses, twice as brash and twice as broad as ever I remembered him. He brought in tow a daughter, Mell, whose temper matched her namesake for it cracked like lightning whenever she did not get her way. Perhaps Ahern was expecting a match with young lord Aodh, but neither could stand the sight of each other and my little master spent all his time by the lake, swimming and snaring birds. Fionnuala fared little better, retreating to the crannóg as soon as the feasting was over. 
 
    Next came Sile of the Nagnatae. She had once been a renowned druid and future-teller, born blind yet possessing the second sight. She was old now, so old it looked as though she might crumble at any moment. Her milky eyes were unnerving, and with age her hearing had grown dull. Even Lir’s booming voice struggled to reach her. She stayed longer than any of us would have liked, for perhaps she was lonely and had nowhere else to go. 
 
    Soon, more lively guests followed. Breck of the Darini and Dolan of the Coriondi travelled far to attend Lir’s court, bringing with them unusual gifts of bronze and iron. They offered up intricate metalwork: weapons for the men and decorations for the girls. The twins took quite a shine to Dolan and he spent the early mornings teaching them swordplay up on the ridge.  
 
    That year the flowers in the valley seemed to bloom brighter than ever before, the fruits budded round and juicy and every boy became a poet, whether gifted or not. Songs were sung of Aoife’s beauty and grace, whilst new dances showed Lir wooing his bride in the crudest of terms. Crumbs clung to the beards of the bards as they inhaled mead and spat out rhyme. Even my own hands began to dance once more against the flames, casting shadow sagas of love and rebirth. 
 
    Ah, we enjoyed ourselves as we raced from winter to summer.  
 
    It was nearing the longest day that the first seed of doubt was sown. I was walking between the huts, collecting stray garments for the wash, when I chanced to hear a conversation in my mistress’s chamber.  
 
    She had brought with her from Sidh-ar-Femhin a pinch-faced maid by the name of Guennola. She was like a spectre, for she never spoke and was rarely to be seen at any of the festivities. She kept to herself, tending to her lady, for Aoife would never let another dress her. 
 
    That day was peculiarly warm, the sun drying the land and causing its moisture to cling to my brow. There were dark patches beneath my arms and I was eager to get my basket of clothes to the boiling pot so that I could go and lie in the valley beneath the shade of an oak.  
 
    I don’t know why I paused by the door to listen. It was not like me to eavesdrop. In my experience, little good came of listening to other people’s conversations, and this should have been no different. Yet it was perhaps the first time I had heard my mistress’s voice in its natural state, relaxed and at ease, free from the special smile she reserved for her guests. She sounded younger somehow, more like a girl. 
 
    “What should it matter to me?” she asked. “For I shall have my own soon enough.” 
 
    “Well,” I heard Guennola’s crisp reply, “I pray they come quick, for he loves those others something fierce.” 
 
    “Oh, what of it. They are but children. My sister’s children. Of course they are loved, but have you not seen the way he looks at me? What have I to fear?” 
 
    “He is older than you—” 
 
    “And in perfect health.” 
 
    “I have seen the way he looks at you, and I have seen the way they look at you. It is not the same. Should he die before his time, you would have no home here. They would cast you out, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    I felt my stomach tighten. This viper of a woman, whispering fears into my lady’s ear that were wholly unfounded. I slipped away with my armful of washing and went about my business. Yet all that time whilst I stirred the pot, wiping sweat from my face, I couldn’t help but wonder. What place would Aoife hold in our household should Lir – gods forbid – be taken from us?  
 
    His kingdom would fall to his children, for she was not their mother, nor even their foster mother, for she had sworn no oath of protection and they were too old to require her tutelage. 
 
    Then what of the words she had first spoken? That she would have children of her own soon enough. Of course she would. She was of the right age, she was healthy and spirited, and the nightly noises from Lir’s hut left me in no doubt that he was willing. So why did it come as such a shock to me to contemplate another child in our midst?  
 
    I suppose because it had always been the five of us: Fionnuala, Aodh, Conn, Fiachra and myself, for as long as I could remember. Lir had other children, but they played no part in our lives. Why shouldn’t he have more who would? 
 
    Still, the thought sat uncomfortably with me. Fionnuala and Aodh were the eldest, but who was to say a child by Aoife’s comely form would not be his favourite? What then of the fortunes of my dearest ones? 
 
    It began to dawn on me that there was a price to be paid for the lightness of heart we had all enjoyed those past months. There were things to be thought on, important things, that had only now made themselves known. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    It was the night of the Summer Solstice when my father held a great feast. The druids turned the valley red with the blood of cattle and we all wore feathers in our hair to catch the luck of the gentle winds that swept the ripening grain.  
 
    Elatha, the highest druid of my father’s lands, had predicted a great harvest that year, and with it a blessing upon our people. I for one certainly felt blessed, for the great chieftain Laisrean honoured us with his presence, and with him brought a daughter, Luiseach. 
 
    From the moment she arrived, she haunted my thoughts. Her hair was as long as her slender arms, bright as daybreak, and when she smiled her eyes shone like the morning star. She sang like a bird and danced like a fawn.  
 
    “You must remember to eat,” my sister teased, placing a finger beneath my open jaw to close it. “Those muscles of yours will go to waste if you don’t feed them.” 
 
    Though it was true, I hardly thought of anything else in her presence.  
 
    There is a story about the great warrior Cú Chulainn, son of Lugh. His ferocity in battle was second to none. There was no one to match him in all the known world. Yet the ferocity with which he fought was untameable. In the heat of battle he would forget himself, possessed by ríastrad, hacking and slashing through enemies as though cutting through corn. But he also forgot his kin, for the heat of his rage blinded him, and he would kill indiscriminately – foe or friend. 
 
    After one such battle, his blood high, and the severed head of a rival chieftain held even higher, he rode his chariot home on the Summer Solstice. 
 
    The women and children of his fort ran to greet him. 
 
    He murdered them, every one. 
 
    For this reason the day of the solstice was a day of rest. Two nights were to pass before the celebrations could begin. The potency of the sun had to fade. 
 
    I swam in the lake each afternoon of those lazy days of rest. 
 
    From out there on the water, I caught sight of a figure on the shore. Swimming closer, I recognised it to be Luiseach. She was there, watching me, dressed in a simple gown of cornflower blue, green strips of cloth in her hair. 
 
    I swam as close as I dared, for I was naked beneath the water and did not wish to embarrass her. 
 
    “Hello there,” I called, treading the cool water. 
 
    “Hello.” She smiled, raising her face to the sun. “What a fine day for swimming.” 
 
    “Join me,” I called. 
 
    “I wish that I could,” she replied. “Yet I know not how.” 
 
    At that moment, a flock of swallow-tails swooped over the water, dipping their beaks against the surface to drink. I ducked my head so that they wouldn’t fly into me. When I surfaced, Luiseach was up to her ankles in the water, her beautiful dress muddied. 
 
    “Aodh!” 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “Oh, Aodh! I thought you had drowned!” 
 
    I stared at her ashen face before bursting into laughter. I couldn’t help myself. The thought of drowning was as likely as losing a fight with a goose. I wasn’t laughing to be cruel, it simply amused me that she should be so concerned. She took this as an insult. 
 
    “You brute!” she cried, turning on her heels and storming away. 
 
    I swam as hard as I could to the crannóg, hauling myself up that rope. Dragging on clothes that resisted my wet skin, I raced to the end of the walkway, but she was already out of sight. 
 
    I cursed beneath my breath. 
 
    That evening there was a quiet meal at my father’s hall. There was to be no music or dancing until Elatha decreed it safe, so we dined on oatcakes and honey, milk and weak wine. 
 
    As the men turned to joking and the women to whispering, I managed to catch Luiseach’s eye, but she scowled and turned back to her food. 
 
    “Fin. Fin, you’ve got to help me,” I said, accosting my sister as she returned from relieving herself.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked, clearly expecting a terrible disaster to have befallen me.  
 
    “It’s Luiseach, she isn’t speaking to me.” 
 
    As I had done by the water, she stared for a moment and then laughed. I felt the insult Luiseach must have done.  
 
    “Why, whatever did you do to her?” 
 
    “Nothing. I didn’t do anything, I swear. It’s a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Some misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Look, I just need a chance to put it right. I need the chance to talk to her.” 
 
    “And you want my help?” 
 
    “Come on, Fin. She likes you. She’ll listen to you. She’ll follow you.” 
 
    “Follow me where?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Over there?” I said, inclining my jaw towards a cluster of store huts beyond the main fire. 
 
    “You want me to ensnare her?” 
 
    “Don’t make it sound so devious.” She laughed again. I loved my sister’s laugh, it sounded like pixie bells. “Come on Fin, she’s lovely.” 
 
    “More lovely than you deserve,” she replied, but her lips parted in a mischievous smile. “Very well. Go wait there and I will see what I can do.” 
 
    It felt as though I were waiting a lifetime. Just as I thought Fin had failed me, I heard their high voices coming towards the huts. I had lit oil lamps around one of the doorways, intending to step out as her eyes drew towards it. 
 
    “I’ll just be a moment,” I heard my sister say. “I forgot my shawl.” 
 
    As she walked away, my plan began to play out. 
 
    Luiseach turned, noticing the lamps around the hut. I stepped out. Her eyes met mine.  
 
    She turned to go, but I raced towards her, taking her hand in mine and turning her back. 
 
    “You tricked me,” she hissed. “You both did.” 
 
    “Please, don’t think unkindly of Fin, she didn’t know.” 
 
    She took back her hand and stepped away. 
 
    “That was a horrible thing to do, to let me think you were drowning.” 
 
    “On my oath,” I said, placing my fist against my chest, “it was not deliberate. I was just trying to avoid the birds. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    Her grey eyes studied me for a moment. 
 
    “I suppose it was a little foolish of me,” she sighed.  
 
    “No, not foolish. Sweet.” 
 
    I gave her my most disarming smile and she blushed. 
 
    “My father will be wondering where I am,” she said, softly. 
 
    “Then I won’t keep you.” She smiled again as she turned away. “Luiseach,” I called out, causing her to turn back. “Come down to the lake tomorrow. I’ll teach you to swim.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    By mid-afternoon I had convinced myself she was not coming. Fin had already grown tired of my lamentations and gone up to the fort with the twins. 
 
    “May I come in?” Luiseach asked, appearing in the doorway to the crannóg. 
 
    I sat up on my bed so fast I felt dizzy. 
 
    “You’re here,” I stammered. 
 
    Looking around the room, she seemed to acknowledge that nobody else was, and remained in the entrance. 
 
    “Please,” I said, “come in. You can use my sister’s room behind that partition.” 
 
    “I brought this.” She reached into her satchel and pulled out a long grey tunic that reached to her knees. “Will it do?” 
 
    “Perfect,” I replied. “Put it on and meet me by the shore.” 
 
    With that, I walked onto the back porch and summersaulted into the lake, for no other reason than to impress her. 
 
    For the next two afternoons we splashed in the shallows and laughed. I helped to teach her to float, my hand held steadily beneath her head as her arms billowed beside her in that thinly-woven gown. More than once I had to wade deeper into the water to cover the bulge in my braccae. I was almost fifteen, and she was a goddess. 
 
    On the second day of our lessons, I hauled myself out of the water and went to rest against a tree whilst Luiseach changed her clothes in the crannóg.  
 
    “Are you enjoying yourself?” a soft voice came in my ear. 
 
    It caused me to jump, for I had thought myself alone. Looking to either side I could see no one, until a stifled laugh caused me to reach back, meeting a hand on the other side of the tree. I pulled it towards me, expecting my sister’s light features to appear, ready to tickle her and tell her to stop teasing.  
 
    Instead, I found myself staring into Aoife’s dark eyes. 
 
    I was too surprised to speak, letting go of her hand and drawing myself tall. 
 
    “She’s pretty,” she said.  
 
    “Yes,” I replied, watching a slow smile spread across her lips. 
 
    She took the tip of her finger and placed it against my bare breast, tracing a line from my neck to my stomach.  
 
    “Are you in love, sweet boy?” she murmured, her gaze flicking back to mine as she removed her finger and took a step closer. 
 
    I was speechless. My father’s wife, daughter of Oilell of Aran, sister to my own mother, was close enough to kiss, her lips parted as though that is what she expected.  
 
    “Perhaps,” I answered, glancing around to make sure we were truly alone. 
 
    “Does she make your blood race?” 
 
    I do not know what caused me to say it, but she was playing with me and I did not like that. Perhaps, like all young men, I had a yearning to test my boundaries. Pushing my chest forward, so that she had to step back, I leaned in close and whispered.  
 
    “Does it make you jealous?” 
 
    Her face hardened, the flat of her hand landing sharply across my cheek.  
 
    My ears were left ringing as she walked away. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    I was sitting beneath Anamcha’s tree when Aodh found me, weaving plaits with strands of dried grass. Sorcha had not long since left, escaping the heat of the cook fires, hands sooty from the charcoal. 
 
    “Brother.” I smiled as he walked up the mound towards me. His hair had formed those thick curls they so often did after he had been swimming and allowed it to dry beneath the sun. I pushed out my feet so that he could lie against my lap, but instead he walked past me to the tree. He slumped down, arms folded across his raised knees, head resting there. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, fearing another misunderstanding with the lovely Luiseach. 
 
    “Our father’s new wife,” he eventually said, propping his chin upon his arms and giving me a sullen look. 
 
    “Oh. What of Aoife?” 
 
    “I don’t like her.” 
 
    At this I laughed, for Aodh, although quiet, had never made a statement so bold about anyone I could remember. 
 
    “Why, what has she done?” 
 
    “Nothing.” He shrugged and looked away. “I just don’t trust her.” 
 
    I could tell that something had happened, but I was not about to press him. From the way he avoided my eyes, I knew whatever had passed had probably been of his making, some unmeasured words or a simple disagreement. It would pass. 
 
    “She is our mother’s sister, Aodh, and she has made our father happy. We should try to be happy also.” 
 
    Fleetingly, I wondered whether our mother would have approved of the wild parties our father now threw, and of the company he kept. Aobh of Aran had been much different from her sister. For a start, she had been a mother to us. Aobh had preferred family life to festivals, attending only when they promised to bring her closer to her kin. She had enjoyed the simple pleasures, kneading bread with her daughter, our fingers sticky in the dough. She had loved to tell us bedtime stories and chase the wildfowl round the fort, searching for hidden eggs. We had a game, whoever found the most hidden eggs got to eat the largest one for their breakfast. I remember once, Aodh finding an egg the size of his palm beneath one of the store huts. When we cracked it open there had been three yolks! 
 
    Although I was pleased that our home was so busy, and that guests clamoured to arrive where once they had skulked past in silence, deep down I longed for those peaceful days with our mother. I felt as though my father and Aoife belonged to a different time. As though they inhabited those years before we were born. As though their love and their pleasures had no space for us. We were simply witness to their lives, no longer part of them. 
 
    Still, these feelings were bound to pass. At least with Aoife and her constant distractions I did not pine for Sidh-ar-Femhin. Had we returned home without her, I’m sure my father would soon have slipped back beneath his grief. Our lives now would be far worse for it. 
 
    After a while, Aodh got to his feet and started for the Black Vale where he liked to watch the stags and the wild horses. I almost thought to go with him, but I was feeling lazy in the last of the day, and my brother seemed to prefer his own company. 
 
    For hundreds of years to come, I would ask myself if things might have been different had I followed him that day. Had I asked him what had truly happened. Had I listened to his fears. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aoife 
 
      
 
    When I was a child, I wished for a dress of spiders’ webs. Have you ever looked at a spider’s web – truly looked? They are the most beautiful of all fabrics. In the misty mornings at Sidh-ar-Femhin they collected dew like jewels, the weak sun captured in those gems and mirrored back a thousand times. Here, at my husband’s fort, they turned to strings of pearls with the frost. Flakes of snow would catch on them in winter. Whilst they melted on my warm tongue, they simply rested there upon the webs, as though the spiders had captured winter itself and would never release it. 
 
    How could one simple strand, thinner than my own hair, capture a moth or a bumblebee and clutch it so tightly? Had I a dress woven of spiders’ webs, I was convinced nothing could penetrate it; that my enemies would never be able to touch me, and that I would have all the wonder of the morning sun and the winter’s weeping white to protect me. 
 
    I had the Queen ask each of her dressmakers whether they could weave such a dress, but each of them laughed. 
 
    “I will collect you the cobwebs from beneath my bed,” one of them told me, assuming herself witty. “If only I could weave it, the cheapest cloth and the most plentiful.” 
 
    Some people do not understand beauty, or the power in things.  
 
    There was power in my husband’s rugged lands. They held a beauty quite unlike my own, for there were no soft edges around the Black Vale. The winds ripped through the fort like bean sí. In winter the maids had to smash ice from the top of the wells and in summer the heat burned the heather brown. The men of Sidhe Fionnachaidh were browner and fuller-bearded than those of my homeland. They were hard men who did hard work in the fields. Their braids were often unruly and they cared little for cleaning the dirt from beneath their nails or picking the food from their teeth. 
 
    I barely noticed those first few months. The cold did not touch me, tucked up in my husband’s bed, and when I walked, I walked alone and rarely close enough to others to see the fineness of their features. 
 
    As the months passed, I did begin to make comparison. We saw so many chieftains pass through our doors. Tribes from every corner of Éire. The dark-haired farmers and the golden-haired hunters, and the short mountain folk and the tall grasslanders. I drank with them all. I outdrank some and was outdrunk by others. I tasted the meats and the fruits they brought as gifts, and I learned the wild, whirling dances of their clans and the different preparations they taught for their particular flavour of dark juice or flying ointment. 
 
    When Blind Sile of the Nagnatae came, one of her Ovates left me a pot of cream to rub against my thighs on a starless night. I did so beneath Anamcha’s tree and it turned me into a bird. A great black hawk. I soared so high I could see Sile and her people halfway back to their homelands. I could see everything, the whole world below. For the first time in my life I felt truly free. I swooped and screeched and chased terrified mice through the corn, my talons sharp and curved like the crescent moon.  
 
    Then a shadow fell across the sky and the air felt colder than before. When I soared higher in search of stars, I saw that great clouds had gathered. Lightning danced within them like silverfish caught in a billowing mesh of smoke.  
 
    I became afraid then.  
 
    I looked below but could not find my home. I cried out and knew myself to be alone in the sky. With every turn of my wing I felt further from the people I knew; lost in that dark night. 
 
    When the effects of the cream wore off, I filled what remained in the pot with stones and threw it into the Blue Lake. I never wished to be lost in the sky again. 
 
    Often I felt lost around Lir’s children. I knew that they looked at me and saw nothing of their mother. The twins came to me at first, clutching their dirt-caked hands to my skirts. Running to me to show the grubs they had pulled from the earth and reciting songs they had heard by the fireside, forgetting the words and making up new ones.  
 
    It was not that I disliked them, but that I did not know what to say in return. I was the youngest of my sisters, you see. They had nursed me into womanhood, and I had never been asked to see to the children of others, for they had mothers and maids of their own. These were not babes I could hold in my arms or young men I could hunt with. They were of an age where they did not know what they needed, and what they thought they needed they found in one another.  
 
    Fionnuala was a pretty girl, much like my sister had been at her age. She was graceful and our guests were drawn to her, yet she was quiet and could not hold an audience. She loved the loom and the healer’s hut, neither of which had ever interested me. The only thing we shared a passion for was walking, and both of us preferred to walk alone. 
 
    Now and then she would ask about my life with the Red King, what it had been like to grow up there at Sidh-ar-Femhin and call Medb my mother. What could I answer her? There was nothing of my old life that I particularly missed, except perhaps Youghal’s manhood between my legs on those full moons when we tried to be silent beside the pool. I rarely thought of him, yet now and then, when the breeze blew from the woods, the scent reminded me. 
 
    How could I tell her such a thing? That my only thoughts of that time were of a man who was not her father, that my pleasures had been riding through the woods, that I spoke to the stones more than I spoke to the Queen, and that most of my childhood had been spent standing atop the walls, gazing out across the valleys, imagining another life. 
 
    Aodh was the only one of the four to fascinate me. That day he had entered the hut from swimming, shameless and proud. The water had been cold enough to turn him pink, yet it had not affected the part of him my eyes were drawn to. 
 
    Some days I would watch him sparring with the boys from the valley. Topless, wearing leather about his loins to protect himself. Not that he needed much protection. His wooden blade rarely missed, and rarer still was it that anyone could bruise his body.  
 
    He never spoke to me, though sometimes I caught him watching. Silent glances at mealtimes, longer ones through the fire.  
 
    Lir was often away from Sidhe Fionnachaidh once our marital bed had cooled. The fire I had instilled in his heart had spread throughout, as the summer sun melts mountain ice and causes an unstoppable river to surge. Like that river, he flowed across his lands, renewing relations with long-forgotten friends.  
 
    Sometimes I rose with him, but many times I woke to find him already gone. He would always bring me gifts on his return. Cakes baked by the farmers’ wives and fresh ale made with blessed water. Sometimes a fine cloak or a fur hood. A fitting payment for a few days’ absence.  
 
    As the months went by, my rooms began to fill with these gifts. I gave many to Guennola, though it was a struggle for her to agree to take anything I offered. Others I gave to Sorcha and Fionnuala, who had more than enough of her own. 
 
    The furs began to mount in piles in the corner, and the mead was sent to the gates to sate the guards who slept there. Jewels, and slippers, and musical instruments, cloaks, and gloves, and hairgrips.  
 
    Yet the one gift I waited for never seemed to come. 
 
    I cannot say that I loved my husband’s children, not in the way their mother had. Yet I knew with sharp certainty that if I were to have a child of my own, I would love it more fiercely than the moon loves the sun. 
 
    Every month, I wept silently when my blood came.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Ailbhe 
 
      
 
    By summer’s end I had grown round as a whale. Wherever I waddled, I had to cradle my belly in my hands, sweating with the evening heat and stopping to pee a dozen times a day. The Feast of Age fast approached and I could not wait for my child to be born. Once it came into this world, it would no longer be inside me, and I would once again be free to walk with ease. 
 
    My husband, Eoghan, and I had been fasted not long after Lir and Aoife. We had been joined by Bodbmall, down by the silent pool. My sister and her husband had attended, though they left the children behind, warm by the fires as the weather turned white. 
 
    It had been a year since I last saw them. Their faces brought such joy that tears fell from my eyes. In those last few months of my pregnancy, I found it impossible to control my moods. Some days Eoghan could rouse me to such rage merely by walking ahead of me too fast, yet the simplest kindness could reduce me to a bawling mess. I was forever apologising to one person or another. 
 
    Fionnuala ran to me, hardly able to reach her arms about my neck for the bump between us. 
 
    “Is it safe to hug you?” she asked. 
 
    “Please, squeeze tightly, it might encourage him to come out.” 
 
    “You know it is a boy?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “But if it is a girl, she’ll be a giantess.” 
 
    Fionnuala laughed and I held her face in my hands. She was still as beautiful then as before, if her bosom a little larger and her hips a year more shapely. 
 
    Aodh was the bigger surprise. He was now his sister’s height, give or take a couple of fingers. His hair was an unruly mop of golden curls, the fledgling blond of childhood given way to a darker shade that matched the fine hair on his upper lip. 
 
    The twins were taller too, though still small compared to their sister and brother. They were lively as fox cubs, rough-and-tumbling their way about the fort, catching cats and chasing dogs, though only ever to pet them. They were sweet-natured, with more of their mother in them than their father.  
 
    “There is someone who has been waiting to see you,” I smiled at my eldest nephew. “I believe he’s waiting for you by the wrestling pit.” Aodh grinned that wolfish grin of his and made off in the direction I had suggested, whilst Fionnuala lingered, her eyes downcast, hiding her hope. “Yes, he’s here as well,” I told her, though my heart was less sure I should have. 
 
    It was such a joy to see Sorcha again, for I had truly enjoyed her company during those long days by the coast. I was unable to travel that year due to my size, and Sorcha stayed with me to talk and tend my condition. The elder children were big enough now to take care of the twins, and they travelled with my father’s best men for protection, so we women indulged ourselves in their absence, feasting and talking until the sun went down. 
 
    “Tell me,” I asked, “how does my sister fair at Sidhe Fionnachaidh? Is she happy there?” 
 
    “Never happier, I would guess,” Sorcha replied. “She has transformed the place. We have had more clans through our gates in the past year than we have in the past seven.” 
 
    “Aye, she always could hold an audience.” 
 
    “It’s as though a breath of life blew through the fort. Our harvest this year was the best I can remember, just as Elatha predicted.” 
 
    “Bodbmall predicted a great harvest too, and we have had one. Yet she also predicts a long winter ahead.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready for it. The woodpile’s stocked high and the grain pits are full.” 
 
    “And what of the children?” I asked. “Do they call her mother yet?” 
 
    “From the first day she entered the fort.” 
 
    “They are good children, they do what their father asks of them. Is she worthy of the name?” 
 
    Sorcha stared at me for a moment, until I reached forward and placed my hand on her arm to reassure her. 
 
    “They loved their mother very much,” she replied. “Aoife is simply not her, though she tries her best.” 
 
    “Does she?” 
 
    “I don’t understand your question, my lady.” 
 
    “Come now, Sorcha. I am no more your mistress than you are my servant. We are friends, you and I. And I happen to know that my younger sister rarely does anything that does not suit her.” 
 
    My companion looked away for a moment, before meeting my eyes. 
 
    “Well, I will admit, she is not the most natural of mothers to them.” 
 
    “And had Lir been looking for a mother for his children, he would not have chosen her.” We smiled at one another. “Aoife is a wild thing. She loves to hunt, to ride her horses, and to dance beside the fire. That is what Lir loved about her, for that was what was missing from his own life.” 
 
    “The children are growing fast. From time to time the twins need a little mothering, but the eldest have all but flown their nest.” 
 
    “An empty nest makes room for new eggs.” 
 
    “I believe she intends that.” 
 
    “Between you and me, I am surprised she hasn’t hatched one already.” 
 
    “Well, you know how these things can be,” she said, tearing a piece of sweetbread and dipping it into the cream pot. “My cousin Lally took three years to conceive her first, then had twins two years running.” 
 
    I winced at the thought. My midwife had assured me I was only carrying one, and I knew that I would burst if it grew an inch bigger. 
 
    At that moment Guennola, my sister’s maid, appeared. Without invitation, she sat beside us and poured herself a cup of water. She was a sour old puss, her lips permanently downturned at the edges and her eyes as narrow as her nose. She had been my sister’s maid for as long as I could remember, though I couldn’t for the life of me see why. If I woke to find her face before me, I think I’d roll over and close my eyes again. 
 
    “We were just discussing how my sister is settling into Sidhe Fionnachaidh,” I informed her. At this, she shifted her rat-like gaze from her cup to Sorcha, as though warning her not to speak of her mistress to me. I was shocked by that look. What did she imagine Sorcha could tell me of my sister that I could not guess for myself? In an attempt to save my friend from reprisal, I turned the object of our conversation. “And you, Guennola, how are you enjoying your life there?” 
 
    “Aye,” she said, nodding slowly. “I like it well enough.” 
 
    “It’s cold, I hear?” 
 
    “I can’t say as it troubles me.” 
 
    No, I thought, wondering whether anything could be colder than her manners. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    He’d gone by the time I made it down the hill to the circle of sand where the warriors wrestled. I scoured the crowd, looking for a shock of red hair amongst the blond and the brown.  
 
    “Aodh!” I heard a voice call. 
 
    Turning with hope in my eyes, I saw the slender figure of Luiseach walking towards me, swathed in her dress of cornflower blue.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked. “Are you not glad to see me?” 
 
    “Of course!” I implored. “I’m just surprised, is all.” 
 
    “Me too,” she smiled. “My father hardly ever saddles his horse to ride further than the Grey Ford, but he enjoyed his time at your father’s fort so much that he decided we should come to the Red King for Áenach Tailteann.” 
 
    “Well, it is the only place to be if he enjoys his ale and his dancing.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she said, pressing her pale lips together. “I fear it is more for the fighting he comes. There is little my father enjoys more than watching warriors tear themselves to pieces. Although, ale beforehand and dancing after would no doubt enhance his pleasure.” 
 
    I smiled and looked deep into her eyes. Luiseach was still as pretty as I remembered her, those days splashing in the water by the crannóg; her father’s knowing glances over venison stew and cured ham. 
 
    “I am glad you are here,” she whispered, taking my arm in hers. “I wasn’t sure that I would know anybody.” 
 
    We walked up along the highest mound of the fort. From there, on a clear day, you could make out the shimmer of the far-off sea. It was misty that evening though, and even the woods were about to be swallowed. Down below, the yellow banners of her father’s camp, and the blue banners of my own, joined a hundred other colours, fluttering in the coastal breeze. 
 
    “How do they feed so many men?” she asked. “I’ve often wondered. I know our grandfather has cattle and sheep aplenty, and the druids make their sacrifices for the feast. But imagine that were an army. Imagine it were the invasions, rather than a celebration. How would they feed so many men?” 
 
    “I imagine they’d take what they needed from the forts they conquered.” 
 
    She thought about this for a while, her own father a Man of Dea like myself. Had we been in the presence of my mother, or of Lugh’s kinsmen, I am sure she would not have raised such a question. Our ancestors had taken these lands, yet they had allowed many to live. To sing of the battles fought and won was one thing, to ask honest questions of what happened, quite another. 
 
    “I expect you’re right,” she said, drawing her shawl about herself. 
 
    “It’s turning cold. We should head back down to the fires and eat.” 
 
    Not until the next day did I set eyes on Caílte. My grandfather held a formal feast, with a long wooden table and silver goblets. My aunt Ailbhe sat with Aoife and my father close to the centre. Fionnuala had settled further down the table with Sorcha and the twins, and I chose to sit beside Luiseach and her father, the fearsome Laisrean. He was one of the strangest looking men I had ever seen, for his thick, black hair and beard were dappled in part with Bodb’s bright red. He looked like a skewbald pony, neither one colour nor the other. One of his eyes was light blue, and the other dark blue. Yet it was rumoured he had the strength of six men inside him, and that one blow from his axe was enough to fell an ancient oak. 
 
    Despite this, I was not afraid of the man. After all, my father was Lir, King of the Sea. Laisrean would never dare threaten me, and I didn’t intend to give him reason to. I could tell by the way he was watching that he approved of my friendship with his daughter. 
 
    “My own wife,” he began, after several flagons of ale, “—my own wife, her mother,” he jerked his chin towards his daughter, “now she was a wild thing. Plucked her from the depths of the Wolfing Wood, that one. Married for a year and a day and she bore me no children. A year and a day later a daughter, then she left me for my younger brother. Could have murdered the bitch, but he was my brother, what’s a man to do? I have five sons now, but this one here’s my only daughter. Mad like her mother.” I tried hard not to glance at Luiseach, though I could feel the shame radiating from her like a cattle iron. “Can’t keep hold of wild things,” he concluded, sucking back the last of his cup and reaching for the flagon. 
 
    Turning to his neighbour he began to recount a fight he’d once had with a Fomori warlord, leaving us to our own conversation. 
 
    “She didn’t leave him for his younger brother,” she said quietly. “She threw herself from the cliffs.” 
 
    “You must hate him,” I replied. 
 
    “No, he is right. She was quite mad.” 
 
    When I looked into her eyes I saw no sadness, simply truth. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She shrugged and reached for her cup. 
 
    He saw me before I saw him. I leant to brush a strand of hair from her wine. When I glanced up I saw Caílte, at a table far from ours. He sat beside his uncle, the fearsome warrior Cumhaill, and his brother at arms, Diarmuid Ua Duibhne. His chestnut eyes were fixed upon me, yet they lowered when I met them, a strand of Luiseach’s hair still wrapped between my fingers. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    All through that long summer I had thought of little else. As I sat watching the twins build mud forts by the lake, and the wild horses thunder across the valley, my mind was swept away on a tide of longing. 
 
    Conall of the Red Rock had hardly changed since last we met. His dark brown hair a little longer perhaps, but that was all. He still walked with that easy gait, relaxed, confident. His smile generous, his hands wide and used to the weight of a sword. 
 
    “Fionnuala fair,” he addressed me, appearing by the fire that third night.  
 
    I had searched the camp for him, but although Ailbhe had promised his presence, I was unable to locate him amidst the throng. Even more clans than last year had descended upon my grandfather’s caiseal. It was impossible to find your own hut unless you flew a flag from the door. 
 
    “Conall!” I cried, rising to greet him. 
 
    “How have you been?” he asked, studying me with those dark eyes. 
 
    “Well. And you?” 
 
    “Yes, a long year in your absence, but a productive one. My father has extended his lands to the East after the death of his brother, we have gained a second fort and doubled our harvest.” 
 
    “How wonderful.” I smiled, having only half heard his words in my enthusiasm to please. 
 
    “What of your own fortunes? I believe there was a wedding when last we met?” 
 
    My face fell a little, as that wedding had put pay to all romantic notions that night. One moment we had been dancing, his hot hand holding mine, my skirts brushing against his thigh, the next, two hands raised to the sky, the whole world falling still about them.  
 
    In my hurry to find my brother, I had squeezed his hand and left. So hasty had I been that I offered no explanation. Though I had looked for him the next morning, and every morning before we left, I could not find him, or else he had been avoiding me. Being Conall of the Red Rock, I doubted he was used to being left to dance alone. It was only on that final day, when we were to leave, that he came to say goodbye, and I was too shy to ask what had kept him. 
 
    How fast a year slips by. When I saw him again by the fire, I apologised once again for my former behaviour, but he would not hear of it. 
 
    “My lady, it is I who must apologise to you.” Though what he wished to apologise for he never did say, steering the path of our conversation back to where we had once left it. “Would you care to dance with me?”  
 
    I took his hand and he spun me around, catching me in his arms as I fell, laughing and giddy.  
 
    That next morning, I went to bed with sore feet, for we had danced all night. He still smelled of salt and earth, his smile white and his arms thick as tree trunks beneath his tunic. I was as mesmerised by his living form as I had been by Sorcha’s shadows as a child.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    “He’s not here,” Cumhaill said, whirling his claideamh from shoulder to shoulder as he walked towards me. He was a formidable figure, thickset and muscular, his shoulders as broad as an ox and his wild blond hair ragged as a horse’s mane. 
 
    “I saw him, I know he’s here.” 
 
    “Aye, he’s here. But he’s not here, here. You get me, lad?” 
 
    I knew from the way Cumhaill rested his sword across his shoulders that he wanted me to leave. There was nothing respectful in the way he looked me up and down, an insignificant sprat in his wide ocean.  
 
    Fionn mac Cumhaill was head of the mighty Fianna, a band of warriors who had travelled across the sea and back many times in the service of their king, yet they bent their knee to no man. Their battle cry, the diord fionn, was said to turn men’s blood to ice. 
 
    He stared me down until I turned away, fists clenched to control my anger. 
 
    From the main hall I went to the store huts, from there to the inner stables and then the upper walls. It was like searching for a single blade of grass in a meadow. If Caílte did not wish to be found, there was no way of finding him. 
 
    Fed up of trying, I walked down the hill and straight into him. 
 
    He was crouched outside the hut of an old woman, helping her to skin hares. When he looked up I could tell that he had not expected to see me, but beyond that he masked his feelings well. 
 
    “I’ve been looking for you,” I said. 
 
    “Aye, well I’ve been here.” 
 
    Already short on patience, I stared up at the sky, trying to decide whether all that had occured last year had simply been a strange imagining. Had anything that happened between us mattered? After a year, did it matter anymore? 
 
    Caílte ran the back of his bloodied hand across his nose, before flinging the torn skin onto a pile and handing the meat to the old woman. As he leant forward to scrub his hands in the water pot, he spoke again. 
 
    “Why were you looking for me?” 
 
    “Maybe not in this part of the land, but where I come from, it’s customary to greet your friends.” 
 
    He stared silently ahead at his own thoughts. 
 
    “You’re busy,” I observed and made to go. 
 
    “Hold up,” he said, appearing by my side. “Which way are you walking?” 
 
    “I hadn’t really thought about it,” I admitted. 
 
    Before I had a chance to draw breath, he grabbed me by my wrist and dragged me sideways into an empty hut.  
 
    “Welcome back,” he said, pressing his lips to mine. 
 
    I clenched his hair in my fist, his sweet, familiar smell igniting my desire as before. 
 
    We did nothing but kiss for an age, our hands exploring the changes in each other since last we met. He had seen more swordplay than poetry over those months, for his arms were growing thick like his uncle’s. Mine were thicker too, but still willow to his oak. 
 
    Eventually he drew back, breathless.  
 
    “I’ve missed you,” I told him. 
 
    “Aye, I can taste it on your lips, all that missing. It tastes like Luiseach ní Laisrean.” 
 
    “And what would you know of how Luiseach ní Laisrean tastes?” 
 
    I thought he’d see the humour in that and laugh, but instead he leaned against the wall, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You’re a lord, and I’m a warrior—” 
 
    “You’re a poet.” 
 
    “Whatever else I may wish to be in this world, I am a warrior first. I’m the nephew of Fionn mac Cumhaill, a brother of the Fianna. Aye, they’ll let me say a poem over the dead, but only once I’ve made some dead to say it over first.” 
 
    “What’s your meaning?” 
 
    “My meaning,” he said, slapping his hand against the wall by my ear, trying to rein in his frustration, “is that I am expected to love my brothers, and you a wife.” 
 
    I felt a chill across my skin, the way the autumn air threatens winter even as the sun still shines. He was right, of course. Warriors were meant to take their brothers to their beds. What need was there for children before their wars were won? It was more important their needs were met in other ways, their minds left clear for battle, their love of their brethren inspiring them to fight for one another from here to the Summerlands. 
 
    “I’m not the only heir to my father’s fort,” I reminded him.  
 
    At this he did laugh. 
 
    “You would throw away your rightful claim, to join the Fianna?” 
 
    “Why not? I hear there are plenty of forts to be won and traded in your line of work.” 
 
    He pulled me to him, kissing with harsh passion. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool,” he whispered. “Go to your lady love, do what is expected of you.” 
 
    He left me there in that hut, too stiff to walk. The presence of him was more powerful than ever before. We had both grown in that time, physically and in confidence. He was like a glove, and I the hand. We fitted each other perfectly.  I liked Luiseach, I always had. She was a sweet, beautiful girl, and had I never met Caílte, I’m sure I would have been satisfied with her. Yet you can never force the moon and the sun to set in the east, to push back the days one by one, to unmake the makings of your fate. She was a good woman, and would make a good wife, but Caílte was my love. I needed to make him believe that. 
 
    Two days later, an opportunity presented itself. Luiseach had sat with me every day at meals, and danced with me most of the night whilst her father looked on from afar, stroking his mottled beard and drinking his weight in wine. 
 
    I did not wish to offend the girl, but I no longer wanted to encourage her affection. It was clear what she wanted – what her father wanted – and I had to put a stop to it before Laisrean spoke to Lir, for he considered Laisrean a friend and would most likely agree to the union. 
 
    “My sweet,” I smiled, pulling her from her place by the fire. “Have you had the good fortune of meeting my friend?”  
 
    I placed her delicate white hand in that of a young man with outstanding features. His thick, beech-brown hair hung in a loose ponytail behind, his wide lips and pinched ears carrying something of the fay about them. Her eyes met his and rested there a while.  
 
    “This is Garrett of the Red Rock. A fine dancer and an even finer swordsman. I am exhausted and must rest a while, but please, my lady, I would consider it a personal favour if you would keep my friend from mischief.”  
 
    I hardly had to utter another word, for they were already moving away. I had met Garrett last year, he had almost bested me on the sparring grounds. Afterwards, his brother came up to congratulate me and that’s when I realised he was a member of the Red Rock clan. They didn’t look so alike for brothers, but in mannerism they were the same. Both knew how to fight and knew how to dress, and knew how to address the daughters of chiefs. Garrett and I shared a few flagons of ale and talked about our respective homelands. I spoke a little of how distant my father had been through grief, and he spoke the same of how distant his father had been through pride, believing that his sons should learn by example rather than practise, each mistake they made carrying with it a punishment more severe than fatherly love would usually ascribe.  
 
    From that night I found myself free to sit with whomever I chose.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    Of all the trials the champions fought over Áenach Tailteann, I loved the swimming most of all. Any chance to be beside the sea was a pleasure, for salt ran through our veins on our father’s side, and to hear the waves crash against the rocks revived us.  
 
    The water gave the warriors’ muscles that slick appearance, like the oil used when they wrestled. It defined their strong bodies and turned their hair to seaweed. As they left the water they looked like legendary Glashtyn, arising from the seabed to carry away our womenfolk. 
 
    “Who do you favour to win?” Conall asked as we shaded ourselves beneath his clan’s canopy and picked at fruit and sweetmeats. 
 
    “Goll mac Mórna, without doubt.” 
 
    “He only has one eye.” 
 
    “Yes, but look at his arms, they are twice as broad as any other. They’re like oars, pulling him through the water.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with you, my lady. However, my money is on Oisín. He’s the smallest, but by far the quickest.” 
 
    “In a fight, perhaps, but in water?” 
 
    “Well, we are sure to see.” 
 
    I had been right, of course. Goll, with his mighty strength, pulled himself through the water like a trade ship, leaving the other Fianna lengths behind.  
 
    When he reached shore, he clawed his way across the sand to claim his bronze trophy.  
 
    “Well guessed,” Conall congratulated, handing me a purse of copper coins.  
 
    I thought perhaps I heard a sharp edge to his voice, but if that had been so he quickly softened again, motioning to his servant to pour more wine and bring a platter of plump chicken legs. 
 
    “What should we bet on next?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s the boys’ turn to swim,” I replied. “I must bet on Aodh, for he is my brother.” 
 
    “Well, then. I must bet on Aodh too, for I cannot bet against my lady’s brother.” 
 
    “That would be no fun at all,” I smiled. “Who would be your second choice?” 
 
    “My own brother, Garrett.” 
 
    “Which is he?” I asked, shading my eyes to try to make out the distant figures lined along the rocks below. 
 
    “Third from the left, with the horsetail. Next to the boy with red hair.” 
 
    “That’s Caílte mac Rónáin of the Fianna.” 
 
    “Is it?” he asked, sitting up a little in his chair. “I can hardly tell from this distance, they all look so small.” 
 
    Queen Medb dropped a white rock from the cliff and the boys hurled themselves beneath the waves. For a moment I held my breath, imagining some terrible sea dragon poised with open jaws beneath those dark waters. 
 
    Soon enough, each of the boys surfaced, arms arching above their heads as they swam towards the far shore. Quillan of the Darini started well, for, like Oisín, he was slight of build and light. They called him The Little Cub with Powerful Claws.  
 
    He was soon overtaken by my own brother and Caílte who were abreast with Riddock of the Brigantes and Seanán of the Iverni. Conall’s brother was close behind and by the midpoint he had overtaken Seanán who was unable to keep the pace. 
 
    As they entered the last stretch I was on my feet, my hands cupped to my mouth, calling my brother’s name, whilst Conall sat coolly by my side. He rested one hand on the arm of his chair, rubbing his fingers against his thumb.  
 
    “Swim, Aodh! Swim!” I cried. 
 
    And swim he did. As Garrett overtook Riddock, Caílte mac Rónáin dropped back abreast with him, leaving Aodh a clear head in the lead. I watched aghast as Caílte reached out a hand and tugged at Aodh’s ankle, allowing Garrett to overtake. 
 
    At this, Conall finally got to his feet and released his passion in a loud holler, calling his brother’s name and punching the air with his fist. I resumed shouting for my own brother as loudly as I could. 
 
    After a moment’s struggle, Aodh freed himself from Caílte’s grip and began paddling the water in a most unusual style, throwing both arms over his head and dragging himself through the waves as though his life depended upon it. As Caílte fell back, Aodh forced himself forward until he was abreast with Garrett. The race was so close I could only watch from between my fingers. I thought I might faint from holding my breath. 
 
    At the last it came down to the speed of the boys across the sand. That final dash to claim the bronze cup. Although Conall’s brother had the mane of a horse, my own brother had the speed of one. As Aodh held the cup above his head, I let out the loudest scream of my life. A scream which caught in my throat as Conall upturned the table, spilling wine and fruit across the grass. 
 
    He collected himself swiftly and turned to me with a smile.  
 
    “Forgive me, my lady. My passions run high at times such as these.” 
 
    I smiled back, yet the image of Cú Chulainn and the massacre of the women floated for a moment before my eyes. When Aodh finally climbed the cliff to show me his trophy, he did so with Garrett’s arm around his neck, supporting his breathless friend to the shade of his family’s tent.  
 
    “Oh, well done both of you!” I said, throwing my arms around my brother. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked, holding his cup aloft. “Worth almost losing a brother for?” 
 
    “You were in no danger,” I said, ruffling his hair like I had when he was a child. He ducked away, grinning. 
 
    “No danger at all, after Caílte mac Rónáin put himself out of the race,” Conall said.  
 
    My brother frowned and was about to reply when Luiseach appeared, her long hair and blue dress floating in on the sea breeze. She kissed my brother’s cheek before turning to Garrett, embracing him and showering him with words of praise for his valiant effort in the water.  
 
    “It was so close,” she said, “I could hardly tell who had won until the very end.” 
 
    “And who is this?” Conall asked, forcing Garrett to make an introduction. 
 
    “No one you need concern yourself with, brother,” he grinned, and to my surprise led her away hand-in-hand. 
 
    I stared at my own brother but he was too busy throwing his trophy in the air to notice. As he walked off in the opposite direction, Conall asked whether I knew the punishment for cheating at the games. I said that I did not. 
 
    “Death,” he replied. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Ailbhe 
 
      
 
    As the games drew to an end that year, I found myself confined to my hut, for my time was near due and my belly was stretched like a hide on the rack. I hated every moment of my confinement there, for I could hear all the joy beyond my walls: the cheers when a favourite won, and even louder boos at displays of poor gamesmanship.  
 
    Eoghan was by my bedside often, cooling my brow with a damp cloth and reciting poems of strong young warriors and famed princesses, in the hopes that I might forget my discomfort and dream of the wonderful times ahead. He truly was the best of husbands. 
 
    Sorcha kept me company too, teaching me to twist my fingers against the light of an oil lamp, drawing faces and figures from the shadows. I had always wondered how she did it, yet never seemed to have the time before to study. As Lughnasadh came and went that year, time was all I had. 
 
    “Sister,” a voice came from the doorway one evening. I looked up, surprised to see Aoife before me. 
 
    “Can it be?” I jested. “A stranger comes to visit.” 
 
    The side of her lip rose in that half-smile she had never quite mastered. The polite smile that is supposed to look genuine, yet never did on her. “I have passed your door many times a day, to receive news of your condition.” 
 
    “If you had come inside instead of passing, I could have told you myself.” 
 
    “I did not want to disturb you.” 
 
    Sitting beside me on my bed, her eyes following the contours of my misshapen youth, she eventually took her hand and placed it over my bulge. 
 
    “How long now?” she asked. 
 
    “Yesterday would be too late,” I told her. 
 
    “Is it that awful?” 
 
    “It’s uncomfortable. I feel twice as hot and sleep half as much. I need to empty myself a hundred times a day and for that I need someone to carry me to my pot, for I think I have an ox inside me.” 
 
    “I envy you,” she told me. 
 
    “Oh, you just wait until it’s your turn. Then tell me again.” 
 
    “Don’t mock me,” she replied, a pained look on her face. 
 
    “Mock? I would never mock you. What is it?” I reached for her hand and she allowed me to cover it as though a mother bird covering a tiny fledgling in its nest. “Does he mistreat you?” 
 
    “No, nothing of the sort. He treats me very well.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “You are fat and I am thin,” she replied. 
 
    “Is that why you have kept away?” 
 
    “It is hard to look upon you without thinking on what I do not have.” 
 
    “Oh, Aoife, you are still that silly girl I have always loved. Don’t worry yourself so. You will have a child soon enough. These things take time. They are in the hands of the gods, and the gods do not always answer as quickly as we’d hope.” 
 
    “It has been a year already.” 
 
    “And it may be another year yet, but it will happen.” 
 
    At that moment the child within chose to turn and I flinched, feeling its weight against my ribs. 
 
    “Are you in pain?” she asked. 
 
    “It will pass. Next time you speak with the gods, ask them to send me patience, for I have all but exhausted my reserves.” 
 
    Eoghan entered then, carrying a large basket of bread and baked fish. The smell of it made my heavy burden gurgle with delight. 
 
    “Food for the famished,” he grinned. 
 
    As he walked past Aoife, he turned his head to nod. No man, even my husband, could pass my sister without a second glance. Had I been less beautiful myself I am sure it would have created conflict, but I was not a jealous woman and mine was not an unfaithful husband. 
 
    “I see you’re striking camp,” he said as he placed the basket down. 
 
    “We must leave early. Tiernan of the Uluti is coming to talk to my husband about a cattle exchange. We need to prepare.” 
 
    “When will we see you again?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, sister fair, this is the second year we have visited you.” 
 
    “Like that, is it?” I smiled, pulling myself up on my elbows. “Well then, I promise that as soon as this rock inside of me is able to roll down the hill, we’ll come to keep you awake at night with our cries and our lullabies.” 
 
    She laughed and made me swear to it by kissing my thumb and pressing it against my breast. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aoife 
 
      
 
    The snow fell and the snow melted. A long winter and a warm bed, yet by spring, when the showers washed the land clean of its winter grief, they did not wash me clean of mine. No seed had planted itself between the barren sheets of our bed. The wolves howled at night and the sheep huddled in fear, yet I slaughtered more of them than those wild hounds in my attempt to petition the gods.  
 
    The bright new year brought with it a dozen great chiefs from across our kingdoms, yet the wine grew sour in my mouth. Each time I had to welcome a new guest, I wished them gone before they had arrived. Smiling at their stories and pretending to admire their fine furs and sharp spears made me want to push a spear of my own through their throats.  
 
    A rider from my father’s fort brought news that my sister had birthed Eoghan a son. They had named him Bevan for the bold warrior, as the child was said to be twice the size of a normal boy, born with a shield and a sword in its tiny fists.  
 
    The night of that news I lay with my husband and cried. 
 
    “My sweet, what causes such sadness?” he asked, leaning over and brushing my hair from my tear-stained cheeks. 
 
    “We have been fasted longer than they,” I told him. “Yet I have failed you as a wife, for they have a son and I have given you nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing?” he asked, his voice rising in surprise. “How can you say such a thing? You have given me back my life, Aoife. My heart was dead when first we met, and now it beats again. You have given me everything.” 
 
    “Except a child.” 
 
    “I have four by Aobh already, what need have we of more?” 
 
    This brought fresh tears, for how could he know the pain he caused by uttering those words? He had four children by Aobh. His love was still bound to her by blood, yet to me only by lust. 
 
    “You say that now, but when I am old and my looks have left me, what will there be between you and I except memories?” 
 
    He was silent for a while, studying my face and stroking his hand across the soft mound of my breast. 
 
    “It means so much to you?” he asked. 
 
    “It means everything to me.” 
 
    “Very well. We should not waste a moment, then.” 
 
    He placed his lips upon the place where his hand had been, and placed that hand between my legs. My body rose to meet his caress, thirsty as the summer corn for rain. 
 
    Each night we made love. Each night I washed his seed from my thighs and waited. Each moon my blood came and I was disappointed. 
 
    As spring drew to its close and the land reddened beneath the heat of the sun, I spent more of my time alone. I walked, and watched the deer chase across the valley. I shot them down with my arrows and skinned them myself, seeking some satisfaction in the destruction of things. 
 
    “I could help you,” Guennola told me one morning, whilst brushing out my hair. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There is a woman lives here at the fort. They say things about her.” 
 
    “What sort of things?” 
 
    “They say she knows charms and words. They say she knows of women’s matters.” 
 
    “A witch?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she replied, “but they say she has planted seeds in dry earth.” 
 
    “Where can I find her?” 
 
    “Let me bring her to you, my lady.” 
 
    The next new moon, my maid brought Mother Moira to my private hut. She was a decrepit old hag, stooped yet surprisingly agile. I hardly heard her come in, for she moved as silently as a cat. Her silver hair was matted with streaks of dark grey and her chin sprouted a forest of thick hairs. I disliked her from the moment I laid eyes on her, for beauty often recoils in the presence of age.  
 
    “My maid tells me you can bud flowers on a broken branch. Is this true?” 
 
    Moira came and placed her had across my stomach.  
 
    “It may be so,” she replied, a little saliva escaping her lips. 
 
    “Well, which is it? Can you, or can’t you?” 
 
    “It depends where the branch is broken,” she replied, moving her hand to the crown of my head. “How much do you desire a child?” 
 
    “There is nothing I would not sacrifice.” 
 
    Her brow raised as she stared deep into my eyes. 
 
    “Brave words, my lady.” She reached into her cloak and withdrew a tiny silver spoon. “Take this. You must prepare a cake. You must bake it of the whitest oats, with salt not honey. You must mix in a strand of Lir’s hair and stir the mixture five times round a wooden bowl of oak using this spoon. Then wash it down with a cup of wine in which you have drowned a moth. The moth will carry your prayer to Bridey. Eat the cake on the waxing moon, leave not a crumb. On the full moon after, come to the Widow’s Cave in the Black Vale.” 
 
    “I shall have Guennola prepare the cake—” 
 
    “No, my dear.” She gripped her claws about my wrist. “You must prepare everything with your own hand, and you must come to the cave alone.” 
 
    With that, the old woman left us.  
 
    Guennola’s face was ashen. 
 
    “Do you trust her?” I asked. 
 
    “I have met women like that before, my lady. When they look you in the eye as she did, they mean what they say. But, my lady, they ask a price.” 
 
    “A price worth paying, I’m sure.” 
 
    With that, I dismissed her and sat for a while, watching the light of the oil lamp turning the wick to ash. Guennola must have added to the oil, for the subtle scent of sage lingered in the air long after the flame went out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    The Fianna were all I had thought about since returning from Sidh-ar-Femhin. The events of that visit to my grandfather’s fort had thrown into stark contrast the paths my own future might take. One path led to the gates of Sidhe Fionnachaidh, and all that was expected of me. It led to a wife and children and to the protection of our people. My days would be spent travelling the Black Vale, toiling the fields side by side with my kin, working through the harsh winters and welcoming the great chiefs of Éire to our door. It led to responsibility and respect. 
 
    The second path led to a different sort of respect. One born of adventure, of courage and bloodshed. One spent travelling beyond all that was familiar. A life spent in the service of kings and chiefs, yet free of any responsibility except that owed to my brothers. It meant a life of the unknown, and it meant a life with Caílte.  
 
    My heart was already halfway down that second path. Our father was ageing a little each year, yet he was still young enough that Conn and Fiachra would be grown when the time came. I was not like Quillan of the Darini, an only boy, and if my sister ever chose to prove herself in battle, she herself might rule in their stead like Blind Sile.  
 
    For weeks after our return I rose at sunbreak to swim the Blue Lake, then spent the rest of the day in the sparring pit with the sons of smiths and butchers. I was no longer small for my age. Over the past year I had grown tall and lean. My arms were strong and my feet quick. I was no match for Fionn mac Cumhaill or Goll mac Mórna, but I had beaten Garrett of the Red Rock both on land and at sea. Every day I tested myself against anyone who would fight me, and every day those who would fight me grew fewer.  
 
    “Father,” I said, meeting him from his horse one afternoon as he returned from touring the farms. “May we speak?” 
 
    He led me to his hut, his back turned as he removed his tunic and began washing himself with a cloth. “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    There was no gentle way to say it, so I took a deep breath and began.  
 
    “I wish to join the Fianna.” He stopped washing and turned to me slowly, resting against the table. “I have thought on this a long time,” I continued. “At Áenach Tailteann, I beat Caílte mac Rónáin and Garrett of the Red Rock to take the trophy. There isn’t a boy at this fort who can beat me with the stave or the spear. I’m fast, I’m strong—” 
 
    “You are my son.” 
 
    “Aye, and you have two others.” He stared at me until the silence became uncomfortable. “Father, you must let me try.” 
 
    “Must I?” 
 
    “You are a king and I, a king’s son. I do not wish to inherit your position, I wish to fight for my own.” 
 
    His brow raised at this and a distant look came upon him, as though he were looking through me rather than at me.  
 
    “You are not simply my son, Aodh. You are the eldest son of your mother, Aobh. You carry her legacy as much as mine. The life of the Fianna is fraught with danger. How could I stand to live my days never knowing where you were? Never knowing whether you were alive or dead. Never able to protect you should you fall in battle.” 
 
    “You will not be here to guard me forever, father, and I would not be alone. Could you protect me better than the mighty Fionn mac Cumhaill or his kin?” 
 
    “No, not on the field of battle,” he replied, turning back to his washbowl. I thought for a moment he had agreed with me. Then he continued, “I admire your courage, Aodh, and I can see how strong you have become. You will need that strength to lead your people. It is not a question of who can protect you better in war, the Fianna can, of course, for they are hardened by a lifetime of warring. It is a question of who can protect you above all else. That means making sure that you never have to be protected by the Fianna, because you will not be fighting their wars. I will not consent to you taking up arms beside them Aodh, and that is my final word.” 
 
    Unable to contain my rage, I left for the sparring pit.  
 
    There was nobody there except Alpin, the cocky son of a stablehand who always hung around, watching the older boys fight. I grabbed two staves and threw one to him. He caught it and stared at the long wooden shaft as though I’d thrown him a live rat.  
 
    “Fight me,” I commanded. 
 
    He blinked, but did not back away. 
 
    “Fight me!” I roared. 
 
    My voice drew others to the pit. Boys I had fought and bested, a few who could hold their own for a time.  
 
    “Just run at him,” one of the lads shouted. 
 
    “Try to take his legs out,” another suggested. “He can’t hit as well on his back.” 
 
    Spurred on by their encouragement, Alpin tried to spin the stick in his hand but dropped it. Laughter rippled round the arena as he bent to pick it up. Looking a little less confident, but eager to prove his worth, he pointed the stick at my chest and ran. 
 
    I sidestepped and beat him on the buttocks as he sailed past. 
 
    After he picked himself up, he angled the stick once again towards me, but instead of running he tiptoed closer, testing the distance between us. 
 
    I played with him for a while, tapping his stick away with my own as though we were performing a dance. Tap, tap, tap, step, tap, tap, tap. Eventually, I lost patience. I swiped my stave below his and sent it twenty feet into the air. We both ducked for cover as it landed. 
 
    Once again, Alpin bent to retrieve his stick to the sound of laughter. 
 
    “Fucking fight me,” I screamed.  
 
    His lips pressed together in concentration. He came close again, both hands clutching the centre of the stave, stabbing the ends towards me, right, left, right, left. We engaged and he blocked well. Then, in a moment of luck or confidence, he swiped that stick gently below mine and caught me above my hip. I hardly felt it connect, yet in his surprise at having hit me, he took a step back. 
 
    I spun my weapon and retaliated with a blow to his shoulder. Only, he moved the wrong way.  
 
    Wood connected with bone. A smatter of bright red blemished the earth and my bare chest. 
 
    Alpin fell to the floor, his stick rolling away from him.  
 
    The crowd’s silence was absolute, perforated by Alpin’s squeals as he held his hands to his broken face. 
 
    “Help him,” I whispered, the fire of battle extinguished by my brutal act. “Don’t stand there, help him!” 
 
    As two of the onlookers came to carry him away, I looked up and caught my sister’s face among the spectators. She shook her head and moved away, her look of disappointment bruising worse than any blow.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Sorcha 
 
      
 
    “I am worried about my brother,” Fionnuala confided in me not long after the incident with the stablehand’s boy. “He is not happy, and his unhappiness acts upon him like poison, for no one can draw it out.” 
 
    “He does not talk to you?” 
 
    She gave one of her looks which told me I should know better. 
 
    “Sorcha, he has not spoken to me in so long. The day our mother sailed away from our shores, I often think she took his tongue with her. He used to be such a talkative child.” 
 
    “I remember well.” 
 
    “Yet this last year he has become worse, I swear.” 
 
    “He is a young stag. All boys go through it. Their minds are still those of children, yet their bodies grow strong like men. They test themselves, they make mistakes, they yearn for some imagined freedom they later relinquish for love or wealth.” 
 
    “How long does it last?” 
 
    “As long as it needs to.” 
 
    “What if he truly harms someone before then? What if he harms himself?” 
 
    “I don’t think you need worry on that score. What he did was brutish, but your brother is not a brutish man. He knew what he did was wrong straight away. He apologised to the boy and to his family. He made sure he had the best care and even picked the herbs for the healer himself. Alpin’s nose will heal, and so will your brother’s pride, given time.” 
 
    “I heard my father shouting at him from across the Blue Lake. ‘Men do not attack young boys,’ he said. ‘Is this what it means to be Fianna?’ What do you think he meant by that?” 
 
    “Your brother has a close friend who is of the Fianna.” 
 
    “Yes, but to be Fianna? Do you think that is what my brother desires?” 
 
    “I do not know,” I said, stroking her hair to sooth her. “That is a question you will have to ask him.” 
 
    My conversation with Fionnuala left me uneasy. She and Aodh had always had each other. Long before the twins were old enough to talk, and all those years their father shut himself away in his grief, they had always been together.  
 
    It hurt my heart to see such discord between them. 
 
    Without really thinking where my feet were taking me, I found myself on the path to Mother Moira’s. I did not particularly care for the woman, for I knew she performed spells the druids frowned upon. Old Fomorian magic they sometimes called it, conversing with the low spirits of the land rather than the high gods of light and wisdom. Her own history was unknown, for she was older than almost anyone living, except the Danann lords, who paid her scant attention. 
 
    I did not like her house, either. We all need furs to keep us warm over the winter nights, but Moira’s hut was a shrine to death. She kept the heads of boar and stag mounted on spikes, dead birds spread at her gate, their little wings pinned to the posts. There was always the scent of raw meat about that place, which would not leave you until you washed out your clothes. 
 
    Why I found myself there is a matter for the gods, but when I arrived I discovered the gate open and her broomstick resting with its brush upended, so I entered. 
 
    “Sorcha Shadowfingers,” her voice greeted me before she even turned. “What a pleasure to see you here.” 
 
    I seated myself on the floor by her fire and waited. After a moment she came to join me, passing a clay cup of mint tea and a plate of flower petals.  
 
    “Fresh, these are,” she told me. “Picked from the woods this morning. Plump with summer’s promise.” I nodded and took one to my lips. It was bitter and caused my mouth to fill with saliva. Perhaps her own tongue was too aged to taste that they were so unpleasant. “What may I do for you today?” 
 
    “I would like you to read for me. For those I love.” 
 
    “For the children of Lir?” she asked, a cunning smile twisting her gnarled lips. 
 
    “Yes. For Fionnuala and Aodh, and for the twins.” 
 
    “You are worried?” 
 
    “I would like to know whether I should be.” 
 
    Reaching into her cloak she drew two pouches, one green and one red. She passed the red one to me.  
 
    From the green one she drew a handful of delicate arrowheads formed from the finest slivers of a stag’s antler, etched with black symbols that meant nothing to me. 
 
    She cast the arrowheads on the floor between us. Some landed with the patterns face-up, others down, their translucent surface glinting like the melted sand you find after a lightning strike. 
 
    “Now you throw,” she explained. 
 
    The red pouch contained ten pig knuckles, different sizes and shapes. I held them in my hands, breathed upon them, and cast them over the arrowheads. 
 
    Moira was silent for a while, her eyes glazed as though gazing upon wild horses halfway across the valley. I took the cup to my lips, hoping the scent of mint might drown out the pungent stench of the skins on her walls. 
 
    “You fear that the children are growing apart? That the years will reduce their love for one another?” 
 
    “I do,” I replied, uncomfortable that she knew this without my saying. “What do your runes say?” 
 
    “That you must not worry,” she smiled. “The children of Lir are simply growing older, but their hearts will remain young until the day they die. Soon they will reconcile their differences. They will each hold to health and reason for the rest of their days. They shall outlive us all.” 
 
    Relief washed through me. I took a long sip of tea and sighed. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told her. “But what of Aodh? I know he has dreams of joining the Fianna.” 
 
    “Do not worry, my dear. Those dreams will not come to pass. He will remain with his brothers and sister, and shall never know the heat of battle.” 
 
    I reached out and held her hand in mine, grateful for her assurance. 
 
    “May I ask one more question?”  
 
    “Of course. I am here to offer guidance, my dear.” 
 
    “What of Aoife? Will Lir father children on her?” 
 
    A grin spread across her face, with something of the stoat about it. I removed my hand to take another sip of tea, for it unsettled me. 
 
    “Aoife shall bare no child by Lir. The twins are the last of his kind.” 
 
    “Will Aoife be content with that?” 
 
    “Aoife will find her place in this world.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aoife 
 
      
 
    My husband’s hair cascaded over the pillow like a dark waterfall as he slept. Here and there a strand of silver caught the light from the lamps, reminding me of the difference in our age, yet his face was free of concern and his skin taught as a child’s. These past moons since our marriage he appeared to grow younger. 
 
    I kissed him lightly on his brow as I stole a single hair from his head and wound it about a gold ring on my little finger. That afternoon I went to the store huts to fetch a cup of the whitest oats, which I mixed with salt and water. I added the strand of hair and stirred it with the tiny spoon the crone had gifted me, patting it into a cake and baking it in a clay pot suspended in a vat of boiling water. It was ready by sun-down. I poured myself a cup of wine and caught a moth above the door. Placing my hand over the cup, I held it there until I could no longer feel it fluttering against my skin. When I looked, it had drowned. 
 
    I chewed and swallowed the cake, catching the crumbs on my finger until every last one was gone. Then I drank down the wine, moth and all, and said a silent prayer to Bridey.  
 
    Those days whilst the moon continued to wax were interminable. Walking did not ease my restlessness and conversation could not distract me. The only entertainment I found was in visiting the crannóg, for Aodh was in disgrace and grateful for any company. 
 
    “Your father sent me to ask whether you have anything to tell him,” I lied, entering late of an evening whilst the other children were away at the fort. 
 
    “I have told him I’m sorry a hundred times, what more would he have me say?” 
 
    I walked about the room, trailing my fingers across its woven rugs and standing by the back door to look upon the lake. The stars reflected in the water like a cloth of infinite light. 
 
    “The boy was weak, and you are a warrior. He should not have taken up a stave against you.” 
 
    Aodh gave a bitter laugh. “That is your opinion, not my father’s.” 
 
    “Yes, it is my opinion,” I said, turning to him. “You cannot change what you are, and the boy should have been smart enough to know that.” 
 
    “I am not an oaf,” he replied, pulling himself up to look at me. “My father is right, men do not fight little boys. What I did was wrong, and I am sorry for it.” 
 
    “It was an accident. From what I hear, the boy misjudged his step.” 
 
    “Had I been thinking, I could have stayed my stick before it hit him.” 
 
    “Men do not think in battle, they act on instinct or they die.” 
 
    He smiled at that, as though he understood me. 
 
    “I did not know you were a warrior,” he said, lying back down. 
 
    I went to sit beside him on the floor. 
 
    “You forget where I come from.” 
 
    “Surely you were too young to remember that.” 
 
    “When someone takes your home, when they murder your father and lay claim to your mother, that is not something anyone forgets.” 
 
    He stared up at me, thoughtful. “Has he sent you to make me feel better?”  
 
    “I sent myself.” 
 
    “Why do you look at me like that?” he asked. 
 
    “How do I look at you?” 
 
    “The way you looked at me that day by the lake.” 
 
    I lowered my eyes, tracing my finger along the edge of the reed mat. 
 
    “You are a handsome man,” I said quietly. “A woman can no more hide her instincts than a warrior.” 
 
    “You are my father’s wife. My mother’s sister.” 
 
    “And I mean nothing by it.” 
 
    He raised up again, forcing me to meet his gaze. 
 
    “What would you have me do, kiss you?” 
 
    “If it please you.” 
 
    He considered me for a moment. Slowly, his mouth came towards mine until I could feel his breath against my lips.  
 
    He pulled back, laughing. 
 
    “You’re beautiful, I’ll give you that, but wicked.” 
 
    I didn’t know whether to laugh or to spit, for it was the second time he had denied me. Although, to me, it was simply a game, some small amusement to pass the time, I was not used to losing such wagers. 
 
    Smiling, I pressed my finger to the end of his nose and left him to his loneliness. Five days later, the moon shone full. In the depths of the night I slid from our bed and pulled a skirt and cloak over my tunic. I fastened the cloak with a belt and slid a knife into it, and another into the strap of my boot. I had walked many times in the valley by myself, but at night it became dangerous. Not so much for the wanderers who roamed there, but for the wolves and the wild beasts.  
 
    I slipped past the sleeping guards and made my way down the hill, past the crannóg and across the grassland to Anamcha’s tree. I followed the trail to Bear Rock and down from there to the Black Vale. The Widow’s Cave was a large shadow high in the rocks above a sacred spring. There was a rowan tree beside the spring, its branches drooped with the weight of rags and necklaces tied about. Some of the jewels were fine and expensive, though not a soul would think to steal them. Beneath the surface of the water, the mud shimmered silver with coins. 
 
    The light of the moon was so bright that I had not brought a torch, yet as I approached the foot of the climb, the shadow of the cliff blotted out her light and I found it hard to see. At first, I thought midges were rising from the soft soil beside the spring. I tried to swipe them away with my hand, but there were more than I could count.  
 
    The air was much cooler all of a sudden, causing my skin to prickle as the hairs on my arms rose. As I pulled my cloak tighter, I realised it was snowing. The flies I had been trying to brush away were flakes of snow. Confused, I looked behind me, out across the valley. It was covered in a fine dusting of powder, the stream below frosted over like a seam of quartz. 
 
    For a moment I was too afraid to move. I clung to the side of the cliff, unable to trust my own eyes. Above, I heard a crow cry. It caused me to look up, and I saw a dim glow from the entrance to the cave.  
 
    When I reached there, a fire burned brightly in the centre, sparks showering towards the ceiling each time the wood shifted. It took my eyes a moment to adjust. As they did, I realised the walls of the cave were home to a hundred black birds, their beady eyes watching me, their shiny talons gripping the rock as though they had grown out of it. 
 
    I was afraid then. What had possessed me to come to this place of magic alone at night? Was anything worth the danger of this place? 
 
    A gust of wind rose beyond the mouth of the cave, howling across its jagged surface and catching at the edge of my cloak. I took another step inside, closer to the fire. Its light seemed the only safety. 
 
    “Hello?” I called, my voice swallowed in that great cavern.  
 
    Only crows answered. 
 
    Before my eyes the flames began to burn blue, casting eerie shadows about the walls. The crows’ beaks snapped as they spread their wings and took flight, blinding me with a thousand beating wings. When I lowered my hands to look again, a falling storm of feathers and sparks swirled about me. In their midst a woman stood, unlike any I had seen before. 
 
    She was as tall as a tree and white as mist. Her red hair hung long, to her feet, raven feathers and carved twigs caught in its curls. Her eyes shone greener than the grasslands, as though lit by a flame from within. Her cloak of fawnskin was studded with wolf fangs and hemmed in dried blood. That same, sweet smell of sage, so powerful it was hard to breathe.  
 
    “Who are you?” I whispered. 
 
    “She whose name must never be spoken,” came a voice as cold as ice. 
 
    “The Phantom Queen?”  
 
    Her blood-red lips parted, displaying teeth sharp as pins. 
 
    I tried to back away, yet turning I found the mouth of the cave to be closed, a wall of sheer rock my prison door. 
 
    “You have travelled so far to find me,” she said. “Why turn back now?” 
 
    “Please, don’t hurt me,” I pleaded, reaching for the dagger at my belt. 
 
    I let go with a shriek of pain, for the bone was so cold it burned. 
 
    “You would raise your blade to me, Aoife of Aran? I, who would grant you that which you most desire?” 
 
    “Forgive me, Great Queen.” I bent low to the ground, for I knew myself to be at her mercy. 
 
    She laughed, that harsh, terrible sound echoing between the rocks until I covered my ears to block it out. 
 
    “Rise,” she commanded. “It does not become a queen to kneel in the dirt. Stand before me, that we might meet as equals.” 
 
    As I rose, I saw within the sapphire flames a shape take form. It was as long as my forearm, twisted by the smoke into those endless shapes of the Ovates that tell of the everlasting relationship between life, death and rebirth. At its head formed a loop, through which I could see the goddess’s eyes upon me, looking to the very core of my want. 
 
    “Reach in and take it,” she smiled. 
 
    Whilst half my mind protested that the heat of the flames would strip me bare, the other was unable to resist. My hands plunged deep within the fire to pull the object forth. As I did, its form became solid, the glowing heat of it hardening to the white wood of the holly tree. I saw that the knots were formed of a coiled serpent, its parted jaws meeting again to form the loop at the top. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, turning it over in my hands. 
 
    “A druid rod. A gift of the earth and the air. It holds within it the power to grant one wish, and only one. It will give you that which you most desire. Make your wish and cast its tip into the ground.” 
 
    So many questions filled my mind. I opened my mouth and began to speak, yet the words fell thick from my lips as though they were too heavy to be heard. As I stared upon the woman, her form began to shimmer. It grew transparent and I could see through her to the rock behind. The deafening sound of crows returned, until I screwed shut my eyes and covered my ears once again.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I awoke, safe in my bed at Sidhe Fionnachaidh, bathed in pale light from the early morning sun. I reached out my hand but Lir had already left my side. His warmth lingered a little on the pillow and I clung to it as the dream faded. I felt a sense of dread. In my dream, I had been granted the power to change my own destiny, and now that power was gone. Stolen from me by daybreak. 
 
    I thought perhaps if I closed my eyes, I might be afforded another few moments of that beautiful dream. As I buried my face into my pillow, I felt something firm press against my cheek.  
 
    Beneath the sack of soft down, my fingers closed around a wooden shaft. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    The night of the full moon, I had a terrible dream. 
 
    I found myself alone in the woods at night. The moon was bright above me and the ground was soft, cushioning my feet. All about the wild birds sang and I felt content, at peace. Far off I heard a wolf cry, and the throaty roar of a stag answered, but they seemed very far away and no danger to me. 
 
    As I walked, I chanced to look behind and saw that beautiful wild lilies had bloomed were I trod. For a moment, I wondered whether I had inhabited Ainge’s form in my sleep, for it was said that the Dagda’s daughter had the same gift to draw life from the earth. 
 
    Then a shadow fell over the moon. I thought perhaps it was a cloud, yet when I looked up the moon was still there, as bright and bold as ever. 
 
    The further into the woods I walked, the more often that shadow seemed to fall across the moon. No matter how hard I tried, I was never quite quick enough to see what caused it. Not until I decided to sit myself down upon a fallen log and watch. 
 
    A crow.  
 
    Just one at first, then many. 
 
    As their wings swept across the treetops, they threw down shadows upon the land. It was strange, I thought, that crows should fly at night. 
 
    Then they began to swirl, caught by the breeze like fallen leaves, tunnelling down towards me. As I looked to the ground, the shadows they cast formed feathery fingers, reaching towards my ankles. 
 
    I screamed and took flight, racing through the woods like a doe, pursued by these great black birds, until I fell on my knees in a clearing. 
 
    At the centre of this clearing was a pool, some sacred spring that welled up from beneath with no stream to feed it or carry it away. The crows were soon upon me, circling and spinning faster and faster. Scrambling across the ground, my white shift muddied and torn, I reached for a rock. As I drew it back to throw at them, I glimpse my reflection, and froze. 
 
    My face was not my own. Mirrored in the surface of that silent pool, my nose was long and flat, my forehead a pommel of black flesh, and my skin covered in down as bright as the crows where dark. I did not recognise myself, and the horror of it was enough to wake me. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, Fiachra and Conn were beside me, one tucked beneath each arm, their worried faces staring up. 
 
    “Are you all right, Fin?” asked Conn, his small voice bringing courage to my heart that I might calm his fear. 
 
    “Yes, my love,” I replied, stroking his hair. 
 
    “Did you have a bad dream?” Fiachre asked. 
 
    “Yes, it was nothing but a dream.” 
 
    “What did you dream of?”  
 
    Thinking for a moment, I found the images fading. There had been a wood, and a spring, but beyond that I could remember nothing. Nothing except the face of a swan. 
 
    “I do not know,” I replied. “Such things are best left in the shadowlands. Better forgotten than brought into the world with words.” 
 
    They snuggled against me and soon we were fast asleep. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Some weeks later, when my dream was all but forgotten, my father decided to hold a great feast at our fort. He said that he was tired of riding about the country greeting this lord or that, and instead wished to invite them together to eat with him. That way, he said, it would be many moons before he needed to leave his home again, and he wished to spend that time with his children and his wife. 
 
    My father had agreed to invite the Cauci and the Manapi, whose own children were numerous, with many the same age as the twins. He invited Bodb and our kin from Sidh-ar-Femhin, Blind Sile and the Nagnatae, Luiseach and her father Laisrean, the Darini and the chieftains of Dún Fionnachaidh, the Fort of the White Field, and, at my request, an invitation was extended to the clan of the Red Rock. 
 
    The preparations were arduous. I hardly saw Sorcha from sun-up to sundown, for she spent all of her time with the other women of the fort, burning wood for charcoal, digging the mead pits and grinding flour on the quernstones. The farmers came from across our lands to deliver the fattest of their cattle. Those who could not control their hounds were sent to the woods to hunt, as anything that might worry the sheep into providing less milk, or the hens into laying fewer eggs, was to be discouraged. The smell of fresh bread must have reached the savages across the sea, for they sent thunder and lightning our way to mimic the sound of their rumbling bellies. The rains did not stop us though, and by the time our first guests arrived the clouds had scarpered and the sun smiled down upon us once again. 
 
    Blind Sile was the first to arrive with her people. I pitied the loss of her sight, yet what she lacked in vision her mouth made up for, I could listen to her stories all night. We were giddy with excitement by the time the Cauci and Manapi arrived, closely followed by my grandfather’s colourful banners.  
 
    “Ailbhe!” I cried, hammering my hands against the side of her cart that she might step down quicker.  
 
    The twins came running too, for we could hardly contain our joy at seeing the face of her red-cheeked babe.  
 
    “All right, all right. Give your aunt a moment to breathe. It’s been a long journey,” Eoghan said, stepping down to help his wife.  
 
    “Here he is,” she said, pulling back the swaddling to reveal a large, healthy boy. “Your cousin, Bevan.” 
 
    “He’s just a baby,” Fiachra said, turning up his nose. 
 
    “As were you, once,” I reminded him as we laughed. 
 
    “Can I hold him?” asked Conn. 
 
    “Once we’re by the fire and settled,” Ailbhe replied, tucking the cloth up about her son whilst her husband helped the men collect their bags. 
 
    “We’ve saved you the best hut,” I told her. “It’s on the south side, sheltered from the wind. There’s a large fire and such beautiful weaves. It was one of my mother’s favourite rooms.” 
 
    We were silent for a moment then, as Ailbhe had not visited our fort since her sister last drew breath. 
 
    Bevan offered up a happy gurgle, followed by a magnificent belch, and we all fell to laughing again. 
 
    “Who are they?” I asked, shading my eyes against the sun. 
 
    Far off in the distance, caught in the wake of my grandfather’s men, came a small band of horses with bright red banners. I could not make them out from so far. 
 
    “The Fianna. They travelled with us from Sidh-ar-Femhin.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    I ran down the hill so fast, I practically collided with Cumhaill’s horse.  
 
    “Welcome! Welcome to my father’s fort!” I called, pushing my way between their flanks until I found the chestnut colt with the red-haired warrior atop it. 
 
    Caílte swung down and threw his arms around me, slapping my back as though we were already kin. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were coming,” I said, squeezing the breath from him. 
 
    “Aye, well our brother here said there’d be food and ale,” Cumhaill said, loosening the girth on his mount.  
 
    “That there is, and enough to feed you all, though we’re short on huts.” 
 
    “We’ll pitch camp outside the fort, and I’m sure you can find a bed for this one,” he said, patting Caílte’s shoulder as he passed. 
 
    We just stood there and grinned at each other until his horse stamped its foot, demanding to be free of its saddle. 
 
    “Let me call the stablehands and get these seen to,” I said, reluctant to leave him. “I’ll be back in a while.” 
 
    That night was the best of my life. The wine flowed freely, the scent of roast hog on the fire made a thousand mouths water, and the dancing continued until the first rays of light broke the bright red skies to the east.  
 
    I was not awake to see the dawn. Caílte had returned to the crannóg with me. We swam beneath the stars and dragged our dripping bodies to my bed, warmed by the fire and our naked flesh pressed against one another. That night we spent the first of many together as warriors. I was no longer shy of my love for him, nor him for I. We held each other like Cú Chulainn and Ferdiad, and in the morning, lazy in the fullness of our love, we kissed until our mouths were dry. 
 
    “I must speak with your uncle,” I told him on the third day. “I want to join the Fianna, for I never wish to be parted from you again.” 
 
    He smiled at me, lying there in the long grass beneath Anamcha’s tree. 
 
    “There is more to being a warrior than fucking,” he told me. 
 
    “Aye, I know that, but I can fight, you’ve seen me.” 
 
    “Yes, you can fight.” 
 
    “Well enough? Tell me true.” 
 
    “Well enough,” he agreed. “And you can ride a horse and swim.” 
 
    A thought crossed my mind then. “That race, last year at the Feast of Age. Do you remember it?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said slowly, guarded. 
 
    “Did you let me win?” 
 
    “Let you win? I tried to drag you back.” 
 
    “Why?” He was silent for a long while, weaving a stem of grass between his fingers. “Tell me why you did that.” 
 
    “Because I knew it would make you angry enough to come first.” 
 
    “Against who?” I asked, frowning. 
 
    “Against any of us. I held you back, you kicked me away and you won.” 
 
    “And you fell behind.” 
 
    He shrugged and rolled onto his stomach, examining the shape he had left on the ground. 
 
    “You did that to give yourself an excuse to fall back, and to give me the determination to beat Garratt of the Red Rock?” 
 
    His silence confirmed my suspicion. 
 
    “Why?” I implored again. “I would have beaten him anyway!” 
 
    “Aye, but you would not have beaten me.” 
 
    I was angry at him now. “What makes you so sure of that?”  
 
    He rested his weight on one arm so that he could flex the other.  
 
    “I’m strong too,” I said, hurt, “and quicker.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Aye, I think.” 
 
    He grinned and reached across for me, but I rolled away. Getting to our feet he launched towards me, and again I ducked out of his grasp. 
 
    “You’re as slow as a mule,” I shouted.  
 
    With that, he picked up a stone from the ground and threw it, catching the side of my shoulder. I looked down in shock, rubbing the soreness from my skin. Whilst I was distracted, he took five paces and was almost upon me. As I turned away, he caught my other arm and spun me back towards him. We wrestled for a moment, falling to the ground beneath the tree, where he pinned my arms above my head and rested his weight upon them. Lowering his lips to mine, he planted the softest kiss. 
 
    “You still have a lot to learn,” he smiled. 
 
    “Then let me learn with you. Let me follow you, teach me, I’ll become whatever you ask of me.” 
 
    He sighed and rolled off, lying there, one arm resting across his eyes. 
 
    “If it were up to me, I would without hesitation. But Cumhaill is head of the Fianna, and you won’t win him round with a kiss.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aoife 
 
      
 
    I wrapped the druid’s rod in sealskin and buried it beneath the rug in my private hut, yet I carried it with me in my mind everywhere I went. 
 
    One wish. 
 
    That was what the Phantom Queen had gifted me, one wish and one wish only. 
 
    I thought on it every waking moment and dreamed on it each night. What could I buy myself with that one wish?  
 
    During those first few days of the feast, I sought out Mother Moira, for the cunning old woman must have known what awaited me in the Widow’s Cave. Yet every time I passed by her hut, the door was closed. Even though her broom rested with the handle up, I approached and knocked all the same. When no answer came, I let myself in and looked around. The animal heads on the walls stared down passively and the hearth lay unkindled.  
 
    Guennola asked everyone she met, from the women weaving their looms to the boys shovelling pig shit from the animal enclosures. No one could recall her whereabouts, though some said she may have gone to the woods to escape the festivities, for she was known to enjoy her own peace. 
 
    If that were the case, I reasoned she would return once the clans had dispersed, and then I could ask her advice.  
 
    At first the wish seemed obvious. What else should I want but a child? The one thing I had craved since my marriage to Lir? Yet doubt played at the edge of my mind.  
 
    One wish. 
 
    Why waste such a precious gift on something I might yet procure for myself? After all, I had followed the old witch’s words. I had baked a cake of the whitest oats, bound together with my husband’s hair and salted with the earth. I had consumed the cake and drunk the wine. Perhaps that in itself was enough to conceive a child.  
 
    It was in this way of thinking that my eyes came to rest on Nyle of the White Field. At first I thought it were a trick of the light, for he looked so much like Lir I almost called out to him by the wrong name. His face was as noble, his hair as long and dark, his nose just as straight. Only, he was not blessed by the cup of youth, his years truly were small in number. 
 
    As I watched him dance with Sorcha, laughing and bending his neck to speak with her, he chanced to look up. Our eyes met briefly, and he knew that I watched. 
 
    My plan was a simple one. If I could not conceive a child by my husband, and if his son would not oblige his own bloodline, then perhaps there was a third way. After all, he looked so much like my husband that any child would be accepted without question. It was not that I wished to deceive my husband, but that every beat of my heart cried the word mother in my ears. Both of my sisters had been blessed, my own loins could surely bring forth life. Only my lord was at question, for he was a pureblood of the Tuatha Dé Danann. His body may seem youthful, but his years were beyond counting. Perhaps his seed had turned to saltwater like the sea he had once loved. 
 
    A second, seductive thought sang to my soul. If I could conceive a child, there would remain one wish left to me. It seemed a poor act to throw away such a wish without careful thought. A spell such as that required patience. Whatever I wished for needed to bring with it a bountiful harvest. For if I were to have a child, what might I want him to inherit? The son of the King of the Sea would be heir to this windy fort atop its hill, yet the heir to the King of Sidh-ar-Femhin would inherit all of Éire. He might prove to be the greatest king ever known. 
 
    That was what my wish might buy me. 
 
    The next night, I sought him out. Nyle stood by the fire, his chest barely covered by a scrap of goatskin, his hands holding a cup of mead whilst he studied the flames. I approached and took the cup from him, surprised to taste crushed apples against my lips rather than sweet honey. 
 
    “Can I fetch you something stronger, my lord?” 
 
    “No, my lady. I do not consume that which blunts my mind.” 
 
    “I don’t think I have ever met a man so dedicated to clarity of thought.” 
 
    He smiled and took back his cup, draining it. 
 
    “If we cannot think straight, we cannot see straight. And I wish to miss nothing of your beauty.” 
 
    I almost laughed at how easy he made it. To my mind it was a sign that the gods had already blessed our union. My thoughts ran ahead of me to a suckling infant not yet born, cradled in a reed basket, wrapped in sheepskin and sung to sleep each night at my breast.  
 
    Looking around, I saw that our company held no such ideals of sobriety, and that we were the centre of no one’s attention. 
 
    “Will you come with me, somewhere we can talk together?” 
 
    “We are talking together now,” he smiled. Reading the uncertainty on my face, he continued. “It would be an honour to be the sole ear to your conversation.” 
 
    I whispered directions to my hut and made my way into the crowd. I danced and joked and even kissed my husband on his lips before melting back into the night to find my wild warrior. As I entered my room, slick with the heat of the fire, I found him sitting on my bed, his legs parted so that the bulge between them drew my eye. 
 
    Allowing the cloth to fall across my door, I saw Guennola’s slim shadow step across it and knew that she would keep watch for me. She was the most loyal of all servants, and I could always count on her discretion. 
 
    “What would you like to speak about?” he asked. “What could I say that would please you?” 
 
    “Say nothing,” I told him, unfastening the strings at my shoulder and allowing my dress to fall, exposing my breasts. 
 
    “My lady, I think you mistake me for your husband,” he said, though his eyes never left me. 
 
    As I approached, he leaned back, allowing me to kneel between his legs. I kissed the mound there and felt it push against my lips. A soft gasp escaped him and I undid the strings of his braccae, reaching to free his manhood. I caressed it gently, taking the fullness of it in my mouth, licking along its shaft until it glistened.  
 
    He held my hair in his fist, bringing his face close to mine. 
 
    “This is what you want?” he asked. 
 
    I replied with a kiss, thick with desire. 
 
    As he tasted himself upon me, his passion grew. Throwing me to the bed, he exposed his chest and pulled up my skirt, pausing for a moment to look at me beneath him. 
 
    More gently than I had thought possible of a man from Dún Fionnachaidh, he kissed each of my breasts in turn, before lowering his mouth about my cleft and licking like a marten licks at honeycomb. I bit the back of my hand to keep myself from crying out, and when I could stand it no longer he pushed himself inside me. The width of him hurt for no more than a moment, before the pleasure of it overwhelmed. 
 
    When I thought myself dying, he rolled onto his side and held me against his chest whilst he continued to thrust. I clung to him, wishing to remain there forever.  
 
    Yet forever is never ours, and eventually our final moments drew near. I shuddered as his warm seed flowed into me, my legs parted wide to receive it. 
 
    We lay there kissing for a long time after. He seemed as content as I, unafraid of the consequences of our actions or the wrath of his lover’s husband, whose fort he had entered as a guest and left as a thief. 
 
    He lifted me up, sitting astride with his manhood still inside me, saturated and limp. Then he began kissing my neck. 
 
    “Now who is this, then?” 
 
    For a moment I did not understand what he spoke. 
 
    Turning, my confusion melted to horror. 
 
    There by the door, holding back the cloth, stood Conn. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    “You brought them?” Fionn mac Cumhaill asked as I entered the glade. 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    I threw down a stave and a wooden-handled knife, both of which I had cut myself on the full moon. 
 
    “You should treat your weapons with more respect,” he told me. “Pick them up and lay them down properly.” 
 
    I did as I was told, my eyes casting about the boulders and between the trees. 
 
    “He is not here,” Cumhaill told me. “It’s just you and me.” 
 
    My eyes returned to his. He was a giant of a man. I could see a little of him in Caílte, they were blood kin after all, but Caílte was refined whereas Cumhaill was rugged.  
 
    Fionn mac Cumhaill was the most famous of all the Fianna who had ever lived. His father had been leader of the Fianna before him, and every kill he ever made had been recorded in verse and song. His mother had been daughter of the mighty druid Tadg mac Nuadat of Almu. Both blood and magic ran through his veins and as such it was claimed he could never die. 
 
    I was not sure I believed that, for even the gods eventually die.  
 
    “Which weapon do you favour?” he asked. 
 
    “The stave.” 
 
    “Wrong answer,” he smiled. “You love them both equally and you will fight with both.” 
 
    Without a word, I picked them up, the knife in my left hand, the stave in my right. 
 
    “Other way around,” he corrected me. “The weapon you know best in your weaker arm, the one you love least in your stronger, until the day you can wield them as one.” 
 
    Awkwardly, I swapped hands, already feeling exposed. 
 
    Cumhaill turned his back to me and walked to one of the boulders. I was busy feeling the weight of the knife when a rock knocked it clean out of my hand. 
 
    “Your grip should be stronger,” he told me. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    He stared at me with a half-smile and I understood the lesson immediately. 
 
    Reclaiming my knife, I readied myself in the centre of the clearing. 
 
    The great warrior took up a branch from beneath a tree and began twisting it between his fingers, one way, then the other. After a moment he came towards me. 
 
    “Disarm me,” he instructed. 
 
    We stepped around one another, and I struck out once or twice with my stave. Cumhaill’s stick met mine, but his grip was too strong for me to knock it from his hand. Each time I struck out he would step to one side, tapping me firmly on my shoulder or torso. We continued in this way for a long time, until my forehead beaded sweat and my arms grew tired. 
 
    Exhausted by repetition, I took it upon myself to change tack. The next time his stick rested against my neck, I brought up both my stave and my knife. Together, they pincered his stick between them and I pushed my arms away, twisting. 
 
    For a moment I thought I had won. I thought I had separated him from his stick. Yet Cumhaill had merely feinted, allowing the end to droop towards the ground before tightening his grip and bringing it round in a low arc, sweeping my legs out from under me. 
 
    “Let’s rest for a while,” he said, offering his hand to help me up. 
 
    As I drank thirstily from my water skin, he asked whether I had ever seen battle. I shook my head and admitted that I had not. 
 
    “Do you pass out at the sight of blood?” he asked. 
 
    “No. I have stuck a pig before, and bled goats.” 
 
    “A person is not a goat. You will feel differently.” 
 
    “I’ve thought of killing before,” I admitted, the words leaving my lips before I could stop them. 
 
    “Who did you think of killing?” I did not answer. “Discretion, a good trait in a warrior. Now tell me, why do you wish to join the Fianna?” 
 
    “I wish to leave Sidhe Fionnachaidh. I wish to see the world and have adventures.” 
 
    “And have women, and land, and wealth?” 
 
    I shrugged, taking another sip from my flask. 
 
    “When did you realise this was to be your calling?” 
 
    “A year or so ago.” 
 
    A faint smile crossed his lips. “About the time you met my nephew?” 
 
    “Yes.” I did not lie to him. 
 
    “And tell me, if joining the Fianna meant that you could never see Caílte mac Rónáin again, would you still do it?” I stared at him, eyes wide. “No, I did not think as much. So, it is for Caílte you wish to become a warrior. Not for the women, or the land, or the wealth?” 
 
    “I’ll admit, they might add to the pleasure.” I grinned, but Cumhaill’s face became stone. 
 
    “He tells me you are strong,” he continued. “He tells me you can almost beat him in battle, and that you won the bronze cup against Garrett of the Red Rock at Áenach Tailteann. I do not doubt his word, and I can see the trophy for myself, yet you are young and inexperienced.” 
 
    “I learn fast,” I protested. 
 
    “I’m sure you do. So, I will set you five tasks for the year ahead. If you complete them by the time I ride back to your father’s fort next autumn, I will reconsider your place among the Fianna.” 
 
    My heart curled in upon itself. It felt as though all of my hopes were sitting on an island just off shore, yet my feet were sinking in soft sand, so that all I could do was watch the tide rise and swallow them. 
 
    “What are the tasks?” I asked. 
 
    “First, you must learn to wield both weapons with equal strength. Both weapons in both hands. Second, you must learn to be an efficient hunter. There is a price to be paid when joining the Fianna. A price paid to me. I demand of you five wolfskins, the head of a wild boar, and the skin of a white hart. The gods will forgive the killing of a white hart, but only when it is used to pay the warrior’s price. Thirdly, you must learn the healing crafts. A warrior who bleeds to death is a burden. Go to Elatha and take whatever instruction she gives you. Prepare me an ointment. I shall cut my hand and if the preparation heals it well, I will consider your training complete. In the fourth instance, you will need a sword. Go to your smith and take instruction. Your sword should be fashioned by your own hand.” 
 
    “And fifth?” I asked, when the silence weighed heavy. 
 
    “And fifth, you must not see Caílte mac Rónáin from the time we ride from your father’s fort, until the time we ride back again.” 
 
    “Why?” I implored, stung as though he had cut with his knife. 
 
    “Love is an admirable quality, Aodh mac Lir, but it is not enough. Love is fickle, it comes and goes, but the skills of a warrior are everlasting. If you devote yourself as completely to them as you have to my nephew, then you may yet be Fianna. If, over that year, your heart finds other loves, or you tire of pretending, then that one year will save us all many years of heartache.” 
 
    That evening, the Fianna rode out of Sidhe Fionnachaidh, their banners high against the fading sun. Caílte said little to me as they left. He held me close, kissed my forehead and called me brother. He left no instruction on how I was to live without him in the year to come, nor gifts to remember him by. I kept my eyes upon him until he was so far in the distance I could no longer tell him from his horse.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aoife 
 
      
 
    That night I sat with my knife pressed to Conn’s throat. 
 
    His little sleeping form was so pale and silent in the moonlight that he looked as though he might already be dead. Yet the tell-tale signs of life betrayed him, that faint rise and fall of his chest, the flutter of his eyes beneath those thick lashes. Beside him, his brother Fiachra was curled on his side, one hand resting beside his face. 
 
    The heat of passion turned icy as I fell from Nyle’s embrace. The moment Conn saw my panic he fled, the cloth falling back into place behind him. 
 
    “My lady,” Nyle spoke, taking my arm and turning me towards him. “What are you so afraid of?” 
 
    “That child is my husband’s son,” I said, my voice shrill in my ears. 
 
    “What of it?” he asked, his blue eyes holding mine. “Let him tell your husband. Let him tell the whole world. Then ride home with me to Dún Fionnachaidh and be my wife.” 
 
    My lips parted, opened by incredulity.  
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” I asked. 
 
    “Not that I know of. Aoife of Aran, you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. If it’s a child you want, I will give you a hundred. Ride home with me, forget this place. It’s cold up here in the hills, and my bed is warmer than your husband’s.” 
 
    “My husband is the King of the Sea!” I exclaimed. “What are you?” 
 
    He drew back, releasing my arm. 
 
    “I am a lord of the White Fields.” 
 
    “Yes, a lord. You see the difference? My husband is a pureblood Man of Dea, touched by the cup of youth. My foster father is the great Bodb Dearg, King of all the Danann, son of the mighty Dagda himself. What would I do in a field?” 
 
    “One would hope more than you do in bed,” he snorted, and walked from the tent, tearing down the cloth in his anger. 
 
    Guennola appeared in his wake, her brow deeply furrowed. 
 
    “My lady, has he hurt you—” 
 
    “Where have you been, you stupid woman?” 
 
    “My lady?” 
 
    “You let a child walk in on us. Conn has seen me with him, have you any idea what you’ve done?” 
 
    “Forgive me,” she said, falling to her knees and clutching my skirt. “I was only gone a moment, to relieve myself.” 
 
    “If Lir ever finds out, I will never forgive you. Not now or in the next life.” 
 
    We searched everywhere for the boy, but he could not be found. Not until late that night, when I slipped my knife into my belt and made my way down to the crannóg. As I entered, I could hear Fionnuala’s light breathing from behind the partition and knew that she was asleep. Aodh’s bed was empty, and the twins slumbered unguarded.  
 
    There, with Conn’s little life beneath my blade, it seemed so easy to cover his mouth and slit his throat. Things that appear too easy, often are. In the glint of the fire on my blade, I saw his blood soaking into the hay beneath his body. I heard Fiachra’s screams as he woke to find his brother dead. I remembered the guard on the shore who had seen me walk past, who knew that I was within. I felt my husband’s sharp sword as it severed my head from my body. 
 
    A sound caused me to start, and I slid the knife back into my belt. 
 
    Aodh appeared in the doorway, naked and dripping from the lake. 
 
    He stared at me for a moment before walking to the table and pulling on his tunic. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked, without turning. 
 
    My hand moved to Conn’s head, stroking his hair gently. 
 
    “I wished to say goodnight to the twins, but they are already sleeping.” 
 
    “They have been sleeping since sunset.” 
 
    “I am so tired from the feast, I lost track of myself.” 
 
    “You best get back to your own bed,” he told me. “The wolves walk down here at night.” 
 
    I rose and left their home. 
 
    “What am I to do?” I asked Guennola, returning to my hut. “It is you who have caused this mess. You should be the one to clean it up.” She looked at me, unsure of my meaning. “The boy cannot be allowed to tell his father.” 
 
    “He is only young, his mind is easy to confuse. That man you took to your bed looked so much like his father, he would believe it if you told him.” 
 
    “He is young, but he is not stupid. When Nyle rose from my bed he did not recognise Conn. What father does not recognise his own son?” 
 
    “I could slip him the dark juice,” she suggested. “One sip of that and he would see such visions he would forget his own name.” 
 
    “It is not worth the risk. You must take him to the woods. He must disappear.” 
 
    “Everyone from here to the coast knows the children of Lir, they would bring him home again.” 
 
    “Not if he were to encounter a boar, or a wild horse separated from its foal.” 
 
    “My lady, I would do anything for you, but what you ask—” 
 
    “Is murder, I know.” 
 
    I sat on my bed with my head in my hands. 
 
    Guennola sat beside me, stroking my shoulder.  
 
    “He has already forgotten,” she assured. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    What do I remember of that day? That is a question a hundred scholars have asked of me since. I know the answer they expect to hear: that the clouds cast a shadow across the sky, that the winds howled, the sea raged; that my heart was full of foreboding. 
 
    This was not the truth. 
 
    That day had been long and hot, as the dying days of summer often are. The sun rode high in the sky, the clouds were scarce and white as fleece, and the fort was awash with good cheer after the feast. From the top of the mound the grass below formed brown circles where the camps had been. All but a few forlorn banners remained, the clans returned to their homelands, bellies fat with boar, sloshing with wine. I had spent a lot of time walking the walls of my father’s fort that feasting time, for the one guest I had hoped so dearly to see had not come. The invitation to the clan of the Red Rock had been ignored, Conall had sent no reply. 
 
    “Perhaps it did not arrive,” Ailbhe said, attempting to comfort me as I cradled my newborn cousin against my breast. “Riders fall from their horses all the time.” 
 
    “Fionnuala,” Eoghan smiled, “you are twice as pretty as he is rich, you shouldn’t idle your time thinking on the likes of Conall of the Red Rock, not when the lords of the White Field are here, with their score of handsome young men. Go dance a little, love a little.” 
 
    Yet I could not. My heart was a hundred hills away, thinking on the handsome features of my absent love. Little Bevan gurgled against me as though sharing in my heartache. 
 
    “Maybe I shall just wait for you to grow,” I said, kissing the crown of his head. “You would never forget me, would you?” 
 
    Bevan gurgled again, and then belched a stain of white milk against my dress. 
 
    His father burst out laughing, my aunt elbowing him sharply in the side. 
 
    “Oh, give him to me,” she smiled. “This little boy has had far too much excitement these past days.” 
 
    Eoghan offered me a scrap of cloth to wipe myself clean. 
 
    “When do you leave?” I asked, the thought of their departure adding to my sorrows. 
 
    “Not for a few days yet,” Ailbhe replied. “Your father and mine have been deep in conversation since we arrived, trading stories of cattle and battle. We won’t be able to drag him away until the wine is finished. Besides, Sorcha will need help returning this place to normal after all those oafs have marched through it. You know the Cauci burned down three of your father’s store huts trying to show off their famed fire dance to a group of valley girls? Thankfully there was nothing in them at the time.” 
 
    This caused me to laugh, for the Cauci’s opinion of themselves had always been at odds with the rest of Éire. They claimed to be fearsome warriors, and perhaps once they had been, for they performed death-defying dances with flaming staves, yet they were always the first to get drunk at a feast, and more prone to accident than any other clan between here and Great Orme. 
 
    “So, you will stay?” 
 
    “For a while, yes.” 
 
    With this my heart brightened and for a moment I forgot to frown. 
 
    There seemed nothing strange when Aoife came to us to suggest an outing. Ailbhe’s son was too young to travel again so soon, and Eoghan, ever the doting husband, stayed to tend to his wife. My own father was sprawled in his hall beside the fire, his snores drowned by those of my grandfather. Sorcha obliged us with a large basket of food, but was too busy with the other servants to leave the fort.  
 
    Aoife must have thought through her actions carefully, and known that we would go alone. Such a solitary band we were, myself, the twins, Aodh, Aoife and her maid Guennola, marching off together that day. 
 
    As we rode out, Aodh drew alongside me. 
 
    “When was the last time she did this?” he asked. 
 
    He was right, for Aoife had made no attempt to mother us since she arrived as my father’s new bride. We had gone with her to the fields and the woods on a few occasions, and once to see the great caves by the coast, but it had been a very long time since we set out to enjoy each other’s company. Instead of agreeing with him, I berated my brother for his absence over the feast. I asked what had kept him from the fireside, although I already knew the answer. 
 
    “I had things to do,” he replied. 
 
    “Were you fighting stable boys again?” 
 
    “No, I was learning how to fight men.” 
 
    I felt a terrible tug at my heart, for I knew that he had been in the company of the Fianna, and I feared to lose him. Yet, before I could tell him this, before I could say how much I loved him, he kicked his horse and rode ahead to chase the twins. 
 
    There on that road, between oceans of grass and the wide open sky, I suddenly felt very alone. Our mother rode in front with her horrible maid by her side, there was little conversation to be had with them, and my brothers were brothers and had each other. 
 
    If I could have turned my horse around, I would have, but we had come too far. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    It was a long ride to the Lake of the Oaks, with little to catch the eye. Now and then an eagle soared overhead, crying out to the wild of our existence and warning the woodland creatures to take cover, for they both killed and protected. Once, the untamed horses of the plains came to greet us, surprised to see their own kind ridden by these strange, two-legged creatures, eager to play and to tease. Guennola soon shooed them away and we continued in silence. 
 
    By the time we reached the mountain pass that opened out to reveal the lake, its surface green from reflecting back the thousand oaks by its shore, I was saddle sore and weary. Although the outing was supposed to be a treat bestowed upon us by our mother, in truth, the day felt flat and joyless. 
 
    We women settled the blankets whilst the twins ran down to the water. My eldest brother stalked off between the trees to gather wood for a fire. The sky did not threaten rain, yet neither did it promise sunshine, the clouds moving low and slow, the light-grey of salmonskin. I took bread from the basket, smothering it in butter and slices of cheese to satisfy my hunger. Guennola did the same, though her thin frame looked famished, as though she had not eaten a proper meal in years. 
 
    “It is nice here,” I said to my mother. Though I did not particularly mean it, I felt as though I should say something, offer her a sign of gratitude at least. 
 
    Aoife nodded, but did not reply. She took an apple, breaking its green skin between her teeth, causing juice to flow from the wound. 
 
    As the day wore on, the twins took to splashing in the shallows. Guennola accompanied me to the shore to watch them play. After a while, I asked her to help me undress. She pulled my outer garments over my head until I wore only my white tunic. 
 
    “If you step into the water, it will be ruined,” she said, pointing one bony finger at the clouds of mud scuffed from the depths by my brothers’ feet. 
 
    “I have others,” I replied. 
 
    The water was cool and refreshing after the midday heat. It coaxed gooseflesh as the surface rose to meet my waist. Pausing for a moment to catch my breath, I continued further in, Conn already cupping water with his hands, ready to throw at me. 
 
    Their laughter leapt across the surface of the lake like a thousand small fish. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    I built the fire at a distance from the women. I knew they would join me once the heat of the day had passed, but I wanted time to myself to stare into the flames and search the smoke for answers. I wanted to see a vision of my life a year from thence. I wanted to see myself lifting the sword I had forged, wielding it alongside my stave, standing beside the pile of furs I had placed before Cumhaill.  
 
    Despite the dryness of the day, the fire was slow to catch. I stripped more bark from the woods and blew a little to help it light. In so doing, the smoke came the wrong way and I could see nothing for a moment. 
 
    With my eyes streaming, I listened to the laughter of my brothers on the lake, ashamed that I was seeking insight into my own future, without having thought of theirs. Could I, in all good conscience, ride off to war whilst they were still so young? Wiping my eyes with the back of my hand, I was uncertain whether my tears belonged to the fire or my family. 
 
    “The spirit of the lake has dampened the wood,” Aoife said, suddenly before me. “You cannot light a fire here.” 
 
    “Then what shall we do for warmth?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not intend to stay so late. We will eat and ride home.” 
 
    “We have travelled all this way, and already you wish to return?” 
 
    “What’s the matter Aodh, do you not enjoy the journey as much as the destination?” 
 
    I turned from her to gather another log for the dying flames. 
 
    It was hard, too hard, to know what to say to Aoife. I had never embraced her, yet I had done my best to tolerate her, for my father’s sake, and the sake of my kin. She was beautiful, and in the time she had been with us, she had not aged a day, but hers was a harsh beauty, unlike the softness of our true mother. At times she behaved more as a sister to me than a mother, and at times, more as though she wished to be my lover. Beneath her looks, something desperate lay. 
 
    She came towards me round the woodpile, running her fingers down my folded arm.  
 
    “Don’t,” I told her. 
 
    “What is it, you do not like my touch?” 
 
    I stared hard, willing her to return to her blankets. 
 
    “Ah, you do not like my touch as much as that of Caílte mac Rónáin,” she smiled. 
 
    “And you do not like my father’s touch as much as that of Nyle of the White Field.” 
 
    She drew back, eyes wide as a fox in a trap, defiant in its fear. 
 
    “Conn told me what he saw, though he did not understand it at the time.” 
 
    She turned away, then turned back, her hand pressed to her lips. 
 
    “It would break his heart,” she whispered. 
 
    “You would break his heart.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aoife 
 
      
 
    One moment in time that would change history. 
 
    The weight of such a moment should cause everything to fall still. The stars should move backward in the sky, the sun’s fire extinguished, the birds silent in the trees. 
 
    Yet it was not so. Time raced as fast as the blood in my veins.  
 
    As I watched Aodh walk away, my future spun out before me like the women of the loom had lost their grip, the threads of my wishes slipping from their fingers, torn and tangled.  
 
    He reached the shore, stripped his tunic and plunged beneath the surface like a seal, swimming with strong, steady strokes whilst I stood, dumbfounded by the ashes of his failed fire. 
 
    My feet moved across the ground as though I were floating, drawn in his wake. The wind whipping at my skirts, I reached for a broken branch where the water met land. I intended to throw it in frustration, yet as I lifted it above my head I felt its shape shift. There in my hand was the druid’s rod that I had buried beneath my hut, its form growing from my flesh like roots breaking through soil. My hand trembled so hard I could barely hold it. 
 
    With certainty, I knew what my one wish should be. 
 
    I wanted the children of Lir to vanish.  
 
    That is all I remember.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    The sky darkened as though a great cloud had drifted across it. Looking up, I saw the full brightness of the sun and could not understand. As I turned to the shore, I caught the figure of a person standing high up on the purple cliffs that plunged down to the water. Whether it was a man or a woman, I could not tell, for it wore a long cloak. 
 
    My eyes had already moved on, glancing across the green reflection of the water to the line of quartz pebbles on the shore. They sparkled like ice in the afternoon light. My brother Aodh was swimming towards me. As he reached us, I saw Aoife behind, her face set in an expression of pure hatred.  
 
    I opened my mouth to ask my brother what he had done. Before the words left my lips, I saw her raise something aloft. I could not see from that distance what it was, but the look on her face was enough to cause me fear. I felt the current beneath the surface encircle me, an invisible hand wrapping its fingers about my waist, stroking my skin. In seeing my terror, Aodh swam onto his back, looking towards the shore.  
 
    Aoife’s hair was a thing to behold. It flowed from her face as though she were speaking to us from beneath the waves. Her eyes glowed green, lit from within by a raging fire. We watched in horror as she began to float a foot above the ground, her terrified maid staring up from where she had fallen. 
 
    “Out with you, children of the king,” her voice came, rippling across the water and echoing within our minds. “Your luck is taken away from you forever. It is sorrowful the story will be to your kin. It is with flocks of birds your cries will now be heard." 
 
    I screamed and reached for my brother, holding tight to his arm.  
 
    “The twins!” he cried. “Get them out of the water!” 
 
    Tearing free of me, he dived beneath the surface and swam for them with all his strength. 
 
    “With your white faces, with your stammering Irish, I drive you out upon the rough wind. Nine hundred years to be gone from my sight.” 
 
    Her voice was no voice at all, it sounded like the howling of the wind against rocks. 
 
    “Witch!” I cried out. “Witch!” 
 
    My hand rose to my mouth to steady myself, for I was scared then in a way I had never been scared in my life. Aoife was inhuman, whatever magic she used came from the forgotten worlds of the Aos Sí. Her words turned the water putrid, the stench of carrion causing me to gag. 
 
    A vicious cackle rose from her lips. 
 
    “Three hundred years on Loch Dairbhreach. Three hundred years on Sruth na Maoile. Three hundred years on Irrus Domnann. Not until a flower from the south takes root in the north, and all your lands lain waste, shall you regain your true form.” 
 
    Our true form. 
 
    I did not understand what she meant. Desperately, I began thrashing towards the shore. Aodh had reached the twins. The speed and the power with which he dragged them through the water had frightened them and they cried out, their tiny forms struggling to draw breath. As I tore at my tunic, attempting to free myself from it that I might swim faster, I saw Aoife’s feet return to the ground. That strange stick she held aloft came down to meet the lake. As it pierced its surface, it pierced our very souls. 
 
    The water at once felt like frost, its surface no longer green but black, swelling and broiling beneath us. The sky blackened and lightning cracked her whip; great blue bolts that raced from cloud to cloud and set the forest aflame. 
 
    I screamed again, my ears filled with the bawling cries of my younger brothers. 
 
    “Swim!” Aodh shouted, his face red as the forest. “Swim, Fionnuala!” 
 
    Yet I could not swim. All of my strength left me as I saw their skin splitting apart. Their screams of terror turned to screams of pain, their flesh rippling as though a nest of ants swarmed beneath. My own skin started to blister, and the frozen water could not quell its heat. 
 
    Holding my hand before my face, I saw slivers of translucent bone begin to press their way through, causing rivulets of blood to mingle with the water, swallowing it into the blackness. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    My blood. 
 
    I began to scream and scream and scream. 
 
    And then I began to drown. 
 
    Those fingers in the water beneath tightened about my ankles and began to drag me below the surface. I fought and thrashed but I could not get free. In that moment, I forgot my brothers. I forgot everything, even my name. My lungs filled with searing water as I sank to the depths. 
 
    Light reflected just above my face, yet I could not rise to meet it. 
 
    I was breathing the lake. 
 
    I was drowning. 
 
    I did not want to die.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Sorcha 
 
      
 
    The wind whispers strange stories.  
 
    I was scrubbing out a cookpot when the grass about me rippled. A tingle at the base of my neck spread through my body and I knew that the wind spoke the truth to me. I knew that something was wrong, but I did not know what until the sun had set. 
 
    Aoife’s horse sped across the plain beneath us, its black mane flowing like a banner, its saddle empty. Cries from the guards raised the alarm and all who could stand ran up the embankment to look. Lir was fetched from his hut, Bodb at his breast, their breath scented by wine yet eyes suddenly sober. 
 
    “What is it? What has happened?” he bellowed, his warriors gathering to him. 
 
    A young man with a spear led the horse through the gates of the fort. 
 
    “Your wife’s horse, my lord.” 
 
    As Lir snatched the reins of the frightened beast, the boy pointed to a trail of blood, barely visible against its midnight flank. 
 
    “My children?” 
 
    “No one has returned.” 
 
    Lir held the animal’s face to his, searching for answers in its rolling eyes. 
 
    “Come!” he shouted. “Saddle the fastest horses.” 
 
    “And bring our swords!” Bodb cried. “Our sharpest swords.” 
 
    They exchanged a look of fear, the first time I had seen such an expression on either. 
 
    “What is it?” Ailbhe cried, running from her hut with her child pressed to her shoulder.  
 
    “Your sister,” said Bodb, “she is gone, and so are the children. We must look for them.” 
 
    “They were going to the Lake of the Oaks,” I stammered, trying to be of help. “They left this morning.” 
 
    “Let me fetch my husband, he will ride with you.” 
 
    And so it was that Lir, Bodb, Eoghan and twenty men set out on horseback with their torches alight. 
 
    That night will live on in my memory forever. They were not gone long at all, for they found Aoife’s body a little way along the road, where she had fallen from her horse. Lir carried her home draped across his lap, her long hair trailing between the reins, her face ashen and bloodied, eyes closed. 
 
    He laid her out upon his bed and called for Elatha. When she came, she pressed the back of her hand to Aoife’s brow, her eyes betraying nothing of her thoughts. I stood beside her with a damp cloth, which I had used to wipe away the blood. 
 
    “Aoife of Aran, open your eyes,” Elatha commanded, her voice soft to the ear yet firm to the heart.  
 
    Aoife’s eyes fluttered for a moment, her lips parted as though to speak, and then she turned her head and slept. Lir was beside himself. Such frustration in a man makes him dangerous. At once he wanted to gather Aoife to him and shake her awake. Only Elatha, with her silver hair and robes of office, held the authority to order Lir from his room. 
 
    “You will hear nothing from her tonight,” she told him. “The better she rests, the sooner she can talk. Take your men and ride to the lake. Perhaps the children are there. If she stirs before you return, I will send a rider.” 
 
    The men of the fort left for a second time, and I dearly wished I were a man, for they were my children as much they were Lir’s, and I wanted to go with them to search. Yet my skills were needed elsewhere. I sat by Aoife’s bed all that night. I held her hand in mine and mopped her brow. I made sure the blankets were tucked up high so that she did not feel the chill, and I moistened her parched lips so that she would not feel thirst. 
 
    I cared for her whilst the druids met to scry the waters and read their runes. I cared for her whilst the warriors of the fort were out riding, their bones cold in the starless night. I cared for her whilst my children, my beautiful children, that I had helped raise since they were old enough to say my name, were out there somewhere in the dark forest, alone. 
 
    Never will I forget how much I cared for her. 
 
    Shortly after daybreak, the men returned. We watched their approach from above. I could see by Lir’s crumpled form that their search had not been successful, for he rode with one hand pressed to his face as though in mourning. 
 
    When he came to Aoife’s bedside, he grasped her hand in both of his. His tear-reddened eyes imploring her to wake. Sensing him there, she stirred. Her face turned to his and her eyes fluttered half-open. 
 
    “My love,” she whispered, her voice so fragile that our silent breathing swept it away. 
 
    “Aoife, my darling wife. You must tell me what happened. For I have been to the Lake of the Oaks, and such destruction there I found. The woods are all burned, and the water is black. My children’s clothes are ripped and torn, your maid is dead, her body brutally beaten—” 
 
    “There was a wolf,” she said. “The likes of which I have never seen. Taller than any man, fierce as Scáthach. It came upon us as we ate.” 
 
    “A wolf?” 
 
    “It came for the twins. I did not see it until it was upon them. We chased it, Aodh and I, carrying torches from the fire, yet it was not afraid. We screamed, but no one was there to hear us. When it had finished with the boys, it turned on us. Guennola threw herself upon it and it took out her throat. Then it came for Aodh. He dropped his torch and the whole forest caught fire. I tried, my love. I tried so hard. Its eyes were like the depths of winter, its breath like death. There was nothing I could do—” Lir placed his finger softly to her lips, burying his head against her breast. “I am ashamed to say, but I ran.” 
 
    Lir’s shoulders began to heave as he sobbed against her. None of us could look upon them, our eyes downcast, our own cries rising in our throats. From that day on, we dressed in white and grey. On the nights of the full moon I would follow Lir down to the inlet and watch as he threw his anger and his pain into the waves, howling for his son to rise from the depth and comfort him, yet Manannán never answered. 
 
    Aoife became a shadow of herself. She rarely left her bed, her beauty faded like the flowers of spring. She would talk to no one except her husband, and ate only milk and bread. 
 
    None of us spoke, for there was nothing to say. The light of the sun had been extinguished. Everything that had held our fragile peace together since Aobh passed had been stolen from us. We were defenceless against the crumbling dam of sorrow that flooded our hearts. What reason was there for the moon to rise, for the birds to sing? What reason was there left to live?


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Ailbhe 
 
      
 
    In the year following the children’s disappearance, we did not see my sister or Lir. He barred the gates of his fort, and although we talked with Aoife and tried to persuade her back to her childhood home of Sidh-ar-Femhin, she would answer only by turning her face away and burying it in her pillow. She appeared to share so completely in Lir’s grief that her eyes grew dim to those around. 
 
    Sorcha did come with us. Having no children of her own to tend to at Sidhe Fionnachaidh, I offered her the nursling at my breast and she was glad to hold him. Often I caught her pressing her nose to Bevan’s crown, as though transported back to the days when Fiachra and Conn had just been born. 
 
    My father and his men stayed for many moons, riding with Lir daily to search the woods and the lakes of his kingdom. Yet as the year grew long, so did their faces. Not a whisper was heard of the children, no sightings, not even bones. 
 
    Eventually Lir wished to be left alone in his grief. Though my father sent riders regularly for news, none were admitted to Sidhe Fionnachaidh, and each returned without words to speak. 
 
    “It is too great a loss for any man,” Bodb lamented. “A wife and all his children.” 
 
    The loss of his daughters weighed heavy on Bodb. Although Aoife was not dead, she may as well have sailed across the sea to join her sisters for all that we heard of her. Within my own heart I struggled to reconcile the compassion I knew that I should feel for Aoife, with the resentment of her silence. With only a few words, or a single visit, she would have reassured my father that she still walked in the land of the living, yet, like her husband, she remained mute. 
 
    That year, my father cancelled his celebrations at Áenach Tailteann. He sat by the cliffs, staring down at the sea, as though remembering Aodh’s triumphant race, where he had beaten the Fianna and the Red Rocks to take his prize. 
 
    Though dancing and singing could no more be suppressed at Sidh-ar-Femhin than the beating of one’s heart, the music was of a slow refrain, the jigs and reels stored within the musicians’ instruments for happier days to come. The dyers’ colours seemed faded, the looms less exuberant in their patterns, and the food contained less honey and more salt. 
 
    The whole of Éire felt the loss of the children of Lir, for everyone loves a happy ending, and within them, and within Aoife, they had seen the doors of Lir’s fort flung wide after years of mourning. That such happiness should have been false happiness, a prelude to further tears, turned the hearts of men as though recoiling from a rat. It reminded them too easily that their own lives were tied to a cartwheel, rising and falling in the dirt until their days were done, pulled by an uncontrollable force. 
 
    For my part, I managed to avoid such feelings of melancholy, staring into the eyes of my beautiful baby boy and my loving husband. Talking by the fireside with Sorcha, late into the nights. I had never been one to think too much on what I might lose in life. I preferred to count all that I had and feel grateful.  
 
    The moon circled many times in the sky, the land withered, fell white and came into bloom again.  
 
    It was very early one morning, the mist had not yet lifted from the valley, when riders approached the fort at speed. It was normal for a few carts to pass that way so early, carrying wine and vegetables to the firesides of those who lived within, but warriors approaching raised the alarm. We all fell from our beds, pulling on clothes and reaching for blades and bows. 
 
    “Who is it?” I asked, stumbling through the door to my hut, caught in the tempest of people about me. 
 
    “The Fianna,” one woman replied, pressing my shoulder for reassurance. “It is Fionn mac Cumhaill and his men that ride this way.” 
 
    I threw my knife back through the door of the hut, pulled a thick shawl about my shoulders and told Sorcha to remain with my son. 
 
    The guards lowered their spears and stepped back to allow Cumhaill’s band of warriors to enter. There were only perhaps ten, yet the size of both them and their swords cut a formidable sight. Despite the cool of the morning, the men were swathed in sweat. I had never seen Cumhaill look so pale, his eyes roaming wildly as he swung down from his horse. 
 
    “Where is your father? Where is the King?” he bellowed, the crowds drawing back as he strode towards me. 
 
    “Asleep still, in the great hall,” I replied, for that is where my father always was at that time. 
 
    Cumhaill pushed through my people and I ran behind before they could close the path. The great Fianna warlord stood in the centre of my father’s banqueting hall calling for him, whilst his brothers assembled therein. Among them, I caught sight of Caílte mac Rónáin. He cast his eyes down, his face stricken. 
 
    What horror have they come to tell us, I wondered. These were the fiercest men of the land, they had travelled across the waves to fight battles with savages, it was said their bones were forged of steel and their blood of molten metal. What could possibly have them spooked? 
 
    Eventually my father appeared, pulling on his red robe and running his fingers through his beard to dislodge crumbs.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this, Cumhaill?” he asked. “Even the horses are not yet awake.” 
 
    “We have news.” 
 
    “News of what?” 
 
    “The children.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    We were of the wild. Transformed into swans, we knew not our own names, our histories or our faces in the reflection of Loch Dairbhreach. The only things we knew were each other, and a burning pain in our hearts should we attempt to fly too high, or too far, from our watery home. We fed on weeds and snails. We preened our feathers beneath the sallow sun, and hid in fear amongst the rushes when night fell and the foxes prowled, our white plumage a beacon to their hungry mouths. 
 
    How we had come to be there, I could not recall. What we had been before escaped me also. All that I knew was that the three swans who swam beside me were my kin, and that we should never be parted.  
 
    When the air turned cold, we huddled together on a nest of sticks just off shore. The larger of the three nestled beneath my breast, and I spread my wings across the smaller ones. 
 
    Later, they would ask how we endured so long, and I would reply that time does not exist in the minds of beasts. The sun rises, and the sun sets, and within that time you do what must be done. You eat, and preen, and stretch, yet you do not think on tomorrow, or the next day.  
 
    We ate, though we felt no hunger. We slept, though we felt not fatigued. We huddled more for comfort than for warmth, for the magic that ensnared us stole from us much that was human. Not simply our forms, but our needs and wants. 
 
    For over a year we knew not ourselves.  
 
    We feared the fishermen on the shore, and the round coracles they pushed out onto the lake, for both were far bigger than us. In our minds, these things were sent to trap us, and we wished to live, as all beasts wish to live.  
 
    Then, one evening we had taken to the shore to rest a while and feel the last of the sun on our backs. We sat there in a circle, so that each could keep watch over the others, though it was too early for the fox or the stoat to prowl. 
 
    On the far shore, we chanced to see men come riding. They were in high spirit, and their laughter carried across the lake to where we rested.  
 
    Something in the depths of my mind began to stir. I stretched my slender neck that I might get a better look, yet before my eyes could clear, a part of me had already set off across the lake. I struggled to my feet, watching the brother who slept at my breast swimming out towards them.  
 
    Panic gripped me. Those men were tall and their horses taller. They looked as though they were setting up camp and soon they would want meat for their supper. I hurried into the water, following my reflection towards them. A warning lifted in my chest, trembled up through my throat, and burst from my orange beak as a shrill honk. 
 
    Still, my reflection did not turn back. He kept swimming, picking up speed. 
 
    Behind me, I sensed the two who slept beneath my wing, swimming abreast in my wake. I turned my head and honked again, warning them to turn back, yet I knew that wherever I went they would always follow. There was no use trying to turn them away. We lived or we died together. 
 
    The sky was growing dark, the first stars showing above. Two of the men were hammering thick posts into the ground and hanging them with hide to form a shelter. Another, with red hair and muscular arms, collected logs for a fire. He knelt down, piling them together in a neat pit ringed with stones. 
 
    As we came closer, he looked up and smiled. 
 
    “Look, swans!” he called to his companions. 
 
    It came as a shock to me that I could understand him. Perhaps the fishermen had never spoken, or perhaps we had always swum so far away from them that our ears could not comprehend. Yet this man spoke, and I understood. 
 
    “Four of them,” another man said, broad as an ox with fair hair in ringlets to his chest. “Good thing we brought that calf with us, otherwise we’d be eating Óengus and his bride tonight.” 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    Though I understood their words, I did not understand their meaning, for in those early days we remembered so little. Some nights I would dream, but on waking those faces would slip from me. They made no sense.  
 
    As I held back at a safe distance with the two who were smallest, the one who slept by my breast moved silently towards the shore. As he did so, the red-haired man lifted his eyes from the fire, watching him approach. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” he asked. 
 
    Reaching into his pouch, he pulled out a hunk of bread and tore a little off. When it hit the water, my smaller kin and I drew back, our wings spread to defend us. Yet my reflection did not flinch. He remained by the shore, the bread ignored. 
 
    “Not hungry, huh?” The man smiled. “Well, perhaps you’d like to sing for me. Can you do that?” 
 
    He reached back into his pouch and withdrew a slender bone flute. Lifting it to his lips, he played a few lonely notes. 
 
    Something deep within us rose to that sound. Unthinking and unknowing, we opened our beaks and the depths of the lake rose up through our throats to meet the music. Our song was so keen as to cause the men to weep, for it touched the very core of them. 
 
    The man lowered his flute to wipe away his tears, and our song ended. All of them gathered there by the shore to stare at us. 
 
    “I do not like this place,” one of them said, stout and black-bearded. “There is an enchantment here, I can feel it in the air. Let’s strike camp and move away before it takes hold of us.” 
 
    The fair man held up his hand to silence his companion, and stepped down to the water. “Who are you?” he asked.  “If you can sing, surely you can speak?” 
 
    My reflection, closer to the shore and the large man’s boots, beat his wings and opened his beak. Honk-honk. Honk-honk, he cried. 
 
    A dark, slender man threw a wide grin. “It’s calling your name,” he said, nudging the fire-builder with his foot. “It sounds like Caíl-te, Caíl-te.” 
 
    But the fire-builder did not laugh. He stood from the place where he was crouched and came towards us until he was up to his ankles in the water. Reaching out his hand, he took my reflection’s beak gently and brought his face to it. 
 
    He stared for a long time, then straightened and looked about. 
 
    “There are four,” he said softly. 
 
    The men fell silent. 
 
    Honk-honk. Honk-honk. Caíl-te. Caíl-te, my reflection repeated until it was so clearly a word that all by the shore came to stand in the water. 
 
    “Can this be?” the fair man asked, his eyes grown wide. 
 
    “Aodh?” Caílte whispered. 
 
    My brother drew up to his full height, wings beating in answer. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aoife 
 
      
 
    I did not know that I had been discovered.  
 
    I woke one morning to find my husband gone, and I assumed he had made his way to the crannóg to sleep there, as he often did, upon his children’s beds, where he said he could still smell their scent. 
 
    For my part, I hardly rose from my own bed. It is a heavy thing to carry such a secret. To know yourself to be so wicked, and to have no one to confide in. It was as though a madness had taken me that day by the lake. I remember so little after I plunged the rod into the water and wished them gone.  
 
    When I awoke on the shore, Guennola was curled against me like a frightened whelp, shivering and repeating constantly: “The children of Lir, the children of Lir, the children of Lir have nothing to fear...” 
 
    I slapped her hard across the face and she fell dumb. 
 
    “What of the children?” I asked. “Where have they gone? What has happened?” 
 
    She lent close to me, as though to whisper in my ear, then cackled and repeated, “The children of Lir, the children of Lir, the children of Lir have nothing to fear...” 
 
    I knew something terrible had happened. I knew that Guennola had witnessed whatever it was, and that she had given leave of her senses. As I pulled myself to my feet, I noticed that the water was no longer green but black. The mighty oaks it had once reflected were burned to ash. The ground still smouldered and smoked, my eyes raw with it. 
 
    All of the horses had fled, except my own, which had become tangled in one of the branches.  
 
    “The children of Lir, the children of Lir,” Guennola began, clawing at my skirts. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” I replied, brushing her hand away. “Aodh, Fionnuala!” I cried out. “Conn, Fiachra!” 
 
    No reply came. 
 
    “The children of Lir, the children of Lir—” 
 
    I reached down, unsheathed my knife from my boot and slit her throat. 
 
    Guennola looked surprised as her life bled before her. Though I felt revulsion at my act, I knew that there was nothing else for it. The woman was quite mad. I could not take her with me, and I could not leave her to wander the lakeside alone. 
 
    I dragged her body into the ashes and smeared her blood across me. The story I would tell already beginning to take form. The children’s clothes were still by the water, so I ripped them and scattered them. I tossed the food we had brought as far as I could throw. Perhaps by the time my husband’s men came looking, it would have attracted wildcats and wolves to ravage my maid’s body and give truth to my tale. 
 
    Eventually, sure that my wish had been granted and the children were nowhere to be found, I untangled my mare and rode as hard as I could for home. Before the fort was in sight, I slid from the saddle, slapped its flank and lay down on the road. 
 
    When they found me, I was slumped against a rock, pretending to be unconscious. My husband’s strong, warm arms slid beneath me, lifting me onto his saddle. He rode me home with such gentle compassion that I truly felt sorry for what I had done. All I had wanted was a child of my own, and in pursuit of my desires I had robbed him of his. I was not a monster. I understood what I had done. Yet the course had been set, and there was no way back. 
 
    They asked me, and asked me again, what had happened. Each time I repeated my story. A wolf, filled with the fury of the Fomori, larger than a horse. It had been drawn by the food. Aodh and I tried to chase it away, for it was important for Lir to know that his son had died bravely. Our torches set fire to the wood, my maid savaged, the trees aflame. 
 
    When my throat grew hoarse with telling this same tale, my father and my sister left for home, taking the children’s nursemaid with them. My husband closed up the gates of Sidhe Fionnachaidh and forbade all entry, except those carts that brought provisions. 
 
    I grieved by his side. For it was only in the loss of my former life that I realised how good it had been. We held such gatherings around the fire atop that hill. Chieftains from the furthest reaches of Éire had graced us with their presence. Never again would I hear such laughter, or dance until I fell down with exhaustion. Lir was old, but I was still young. I had sold my youth for a silly wish, cast like a hot coal into a bath of mead, my future shattered by my own jealousy. When I did not mourn the loss of my former life, I mourned the failure of my future one. Nyle’s seed had not taken root inside me. I was not with child of my own. I had nothing to offer my husband that might alter his mood. My chances of motherhood had come to naught, for he no longer reached for me in the night. I had nothing to look forward to. 
 
    One night, almost a year after the children were gone, I dreamed again of being that hawk, soaring high above Anamcha’s tree. I dreamed that the sky darkened and the storm clouds gathered. At the first crack of lightning, I woke, afraid, and began to cry against my pillow. All that had happened seemed far greater than myself. My fears seemed world-swallowing, as though I were merely an ant cast adrift down a leafy river, as though I had no sense of where I came from or where I was headed, nor even of who I was. 
 
    As I cried, I felt a warm hand encircle my waist. For the first time since their disappearance, Lir reached for me, his long hair falling against my shoulder as he kissed my neck. I turned towards him and he pressed his lips firmly against mine. My fear forgotten, I felt such hot arousal. To feel him between my legs caused me to cling to him as though the world were ending. I pulled him deeper and deeper into me, until I ceased to exist. He pressed his hand across my mouth as I shuddered in his arms, perhaps not wishing anyone to know that we sought pleasure in the midst of such grief. 
 
    I was sick for the first time that day, the day they came for me. 
 
    There was only a little clear liquid, which soaked into the earth, leaving a sour scent behind. Yet I knew what it was. I turned to reach for Lir, which is when I found him gone. I was glad at first. I ran my hand across my belly and savoured those silent moments alone. With certainty, I knew that I was with child, and that this child was my husband’s. Mother Moira had not forsaken me, and it made me sad that perhaps she had died in the woods, for she had never returned. 
 
    When my husband had not come home that evening, I rose and washed myself. Pulling my finest furs about me, I went to search for him. 
 
    “A rider came this morning,” one of the horsehands told me. 
 
    “A rider from where?” 
 
    “I could not say, my lady. He was dressed only in leather.” 
 
    I thought on this for a while, but assumed it must have been trouble at one of the farms. It bothered me though, as Lir paid little attention to the needs of his countrymen. He had left his men to deal with business in the valley. 
 
    By morning, he had still not returned, and my anguish built. I spoke with every guard I could find, but none could tell me where he had gone or how long he would be away. 
 
    On the fourth day, I was beside myself. I walked between the huts, desperately wishing Sorcha were about, longing for her kind voice to comfort me. Even though I could barely keep a meal down, my servants assumed this was a sign of my distress, and I did not correct them. I wanted my husband to be the first to hear my news, for how well he took it would determine all that was to follow. 
 
    That evening, a whistle blew from the embankment. The gates were thrown wide and a group of riders appeared. My husband was at their head, my foster father close behind him with Eoghan of the Long Hill. Behind them rode Fionn mac Cumhaill and his men, and among them my sister. 
 
    “My husband!” I cried, running to greet Lir as he swung down from his horse. 
 
    Before I could ask where he had been, he struck his gloved hand across my face and I fell to the ground, blood seeping from my lip. 
 
    I stared in shock as he reached down to haul me to my feet. 
 
    As his face pressed to mine, I knew that my life was over. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Ailbhe 
 
      
 
    I had not wanted to believe it. I would not believe it. Yet when I saw my sister’s face, I knew that it was true. I had looked upon her from the day she was born, and I knew the way her eyes moved when she thought she was in trouble, when she was trying to hide her lies. 
 
    Oh, my sister. My dear sister. What have you done? 
 
    We had gone with Cumhaill to Loch Dairbhreach, and there we had seen the swans. It was a fearful thing to behold my father, King of all the Danann, up to his waist in the muddy waters. The swans came to him, their slender necks wrapped about his arms, their beaks nuzzling his vast stomach. 
 
    “Bodb, Bodb,” one of them called, its voice as sweet as heartbreak.  
 
    “Oh, Fionnuala!” he cried, caressing her snow-white cheek. “What has happened to you?” 
 
    “Aoife, Aoife,” the second largest replied. 
 
     “Watch,” Caílte said, removing a bone flute from his sleeve. “Listen.” 
 
    He began to play and the children fell to singing the softest, saddest dirge. Not a single eye was dry by the time they had finished. We had to rest ourselves by the bank, for the outpouring of sorrow drained us. 
 
    When we had regained our strength, Bodb called for bread and mead to be brought, and the swans ate of it hungrily, as though half-starved. 
 
    “I do not understand,” my father said. “How can such an enchantment be?” 
 
    He sent to Sidh-ar-Femhin for the druid, Bodbmall. She rode to Loch Dairbhreach upon a great white horse with flowing mane and tale. It were as though a goddess dismounted before us, the silver chain at her neck tinkling softly like the reeds. 
 
    We did not need to speak. She understood immediately what she looked upon, better than we had. Her white robes turned grey as she stepped into the water. 
 
    “Fionnuala, Aodh, Fiachra and Conn,” she said, gesturing so that we might know each by their name. “Come closer, children.” As with my father, they swam to her, embracing her with their necks. “This is strong magic,” she said. “They smell of sweet sage.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” my father asked, barely able to contain his impatience. 
 
    “It is magic of the Aos Sí, of the ancients.” 
 
    “Why did they say my sister’s name?” I asked. 
 
    “That, I do not know.” 
 
    “Well, how do you break the spell?” my father urged. 
 
    “First we must know what the spell is.” 
 
    “Three hundred upon Loch Dairbhreach,” Aodh spoke. 
 
    “Three hundred upon Sruth na Maoile,” Fionnuala spoke. 
 
    “Three hundred upon Irrus Domnann,” the twins chorused together. 
 
    “Three hundred moons?” Bodb asked. 
 
    “Years,” they said at once. 
 
    We fell silent. 
 
    It was Caílte who eventually stirred us, suggesting we should send for their father. 
 
    “Yes,” Bodb muttered. “Yes, send a rider at once.” 
 
    After the hooves of his horse had faded, we slumped by the water’s edge. None of us knew what we would say once Lir arrived. How could we tell him what we had found? 
 
    That night we lit lamps. The children were too afraid to approach the fire, for they were half-wild and remembered nothing of the nights they had danced beside the rising flames of their own fort. Whilst we huddled for warmth, they nested in the reeds, their dark eyes opening and closing in turns to check that we were still there, as though mortally afraid we might leave should they fall asleep. 
 
    Just after dawn, when all the world was white with mist, Lir and our rider appeared beside us. I had not heard his horse approach, for I had dreamed such awful dreams. I had dreamed that our entire camp had turned to swans, myself included, and that we were forced to fly forever, never able to land no matter how tired we became. Our wings ached yet we could not even speak words of comfort to one another for we had forgotten our language. 
 
    Lir slid from his horse like a ghostly shadow, his dark cloak brushing the dew from the grass. 
 
    “Father! Father! Father!” the swans cried in unison, climbing over themselves to approach. They were clumsy on shore, their large webbed feet and long necks causing them to trip. Each time they fell, mud stained their fine plumage until they arrived before him more like geese than swans. 
 
    “Can it be true?” he whispered. 
 
    “It is true,” spoke Bodbmall. “These are your children.” 
 
    He stood as still as a clay figure, his expression set hard. At his feet, his children stared up at him, their heads bobbing as they tried to assess his thoughts. Dread filled the pit of my stomach to see them so lost. This was their father. They craved his touch, his love, yet he offered neither. 
 
    “Fetch my saddlebags,” he ordered. “My children will return home with me this instant.” 
 
    The Fianna obeyed, unfastening four soft leather bags from their horses and returning to help strap the swans inside. The children offered no resistance, for they seemed more than happy to be returned to their place of birth. 
 
    As the warriors helped Lir, the rest of us struck camp, dousing the fire and dismantling the crude stick shelters. I could not fathom Lir’s cold silence. Had that been Bevan out there on that lonely lake, with only the fish for company, I would have been inconsolable. I would have knelt in the mud and beat my chest with grief. Yet the way men and women grieve is different. I came to recognise the warrior in Lir. Like the Fianna, he had been raised to fight, and in order to fight he had been taught to think. He still believed then, as did we all, that there would be some way to break that curse and return his children to him. His only thought was to protect them until such time arrived. 
 
    We secured the children across the saddles of the horses, Lir with his daughter across his lap, Caílte with Aodh, and the twins safely ensconced with two of Cumhaill’s trusted men. In this fashion we set off, the early sun burning through the white of morning, a chill breeze rustling the reeds as though they whispered their goodbyes. We trailed the edge of the shore, its water iron-grey against the rolling hills. When we came to the path to the West, we turned off, Lir kicking his mount into a trot. 
 
    We had not gone more than a few feet when Fionnuala opened her beak and issued forth an ear-splitting cry. Within moments the other children joined her, causing us to press our hands to our ears. The horses spooked and back-stepped, the rump of Caílte’s blood-red mount pushing into the face of my own grey mare. As he struggled for the reins, the tether that held Aodh’s saddlebag fell away and before the young Fianna had a chance to reach out, the swan had spread its wings and taken flight. His feathers spanned the length of a man’s arms as he glided down across the water, landing in a haze of droplets which caught the light, forming a rainbow that vanished in an instant. 
 
    Lir turned his own horse, our band of warriors following him back to the water’s edge. It was only then that the swans stopped their keening. He undid the strap of his own saddlebag and Fionnuala flew to join her brother. When the children were reunited, they watched us offshore, as though afraid we might try to abduct them again. 
 
    “Three hundred years upon Loch Dairbhreach,” Bodbmall whispered, sweeping her silver-red braid across her shoulder. “They cannot leave.” 
 
    “It hurts them to try?” I asked. 
 
    “So it would seem.” 
 
    Lir left Bodbmall with five men of the Fianna to guard the children. He wished me to stay too, but I refused. This tragedy had been brought about by my own blood and I knew that I must bear witness. 
 
    We rode hard towards Sidhe Fionnachaidh. I had not ridden so since long before my son was born, and the saddle caused a great ache inside of me, but I would not slow my pace.  
 
    My father’s great red cloak streamed out before me until I thought myself riding along on a river of blood. 
 
    We rode all day and through the night, stopping only to water our horses. When Lir’s fort came into view I shivered to see it looming before us. I had never noticed what a desolate place it was, high atop its lonely hill where the coastal winds tore through it at night. Though it was no earthly cold that gripped me. 
 
    My sister ran to greet us in the yard. She was dressed in her sleeping gown, a thick shawl pulled about her shoulders. As she reached to wrap her arms around her husband’s neck, he caught her face with his hand, landing her heavy upon the hard ground. 
 
    I flinched, a shadow of doubt crossing my mind. My sister, my flesh and blood, lay bleeding before me. I went to take a step forward, but found my feet rooted like mighty oaks.  
 
    Lir pulled her to her feet, then thrust her at his shocked steward.  
 
    “Take her to the holding,” he commanded. “See that she has bread and water, but do not let her leave.” 
 
    Two of Cumhaill’s men went to her and hauled her away, one at each arm. 
 
    “Father—” I began, turning to Bodb, yet he held up a hand to silence me. 
 
    The two kings left us then. They mounted their horses and rode back through the gates. I knew they would be away in council for many hours, deciding Aoife’s fate. Eoghan came to my side and held my head against his chest. 
 
    “What would you do?” he asked me. 
 
    “I would speak with her.” 
 
    “My dear, sweet wife—” 
 
    “Eoghan, she is my sister. The only one I have left. We were taken from our homeland together, we lost our mother together, we grew into women together. This night may be her last, what would you have me do?” 
 
    He wiped a tear from my eye and kissed me gently on the lips.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aoife 
 
      
 
    My sister came to me there, in that dreadful place. The mud smelled of piss where a hundred drunks had spent the night before me. There was no bed, only a pile of straw crawling with lice. Simply looking at it made me itch. When she entered, she looked around uncertainly, then had a man bring two wooden stools that we might sit more comfortably.  
 
    “Aoife,” she said stiffly, not offering me her touch. 
 
    We were silent a long time. In truth, I knew not what to say.  
 
    “Fionn mac Cumhaill’s men were passing Loch Dairbhreach. Can you tell me what they found there?” 
 
    I shook my head, for I could not. 
 
    “They found four swans,” she told me, watching my eyes for any sign of recognition. I simply hung my head. “Sister, heart that beats as mine does, what happened? Tell me of your misfortunes.” 
 
    “Which of my misfortunes?” I heard my words fall, edged with bitterness sharp as a sword. “Gifted to the Men of Dea, our father’s murderers, before I’d hardly left the breast. Cast across the sea, never to see my mother again. Raised by fat women and arrogant men, their eyes wandering my figure before my seventh birthday. My elder sister sold, myself tethered to the ground when my nature is to fly free. My womb barren for so many years when all around mothers nursed their newborn infants as though they grew like weeds, plentiful as apples in autumn.” 
 
    “That is why you did it, for jealousy?” she asked. 
 
    “Did what?” I raised my eyes and smiled. Why shouldn’t I? What proof did they have of my crime? Even if swans could speak, they would have a difficult time proving me a witch capable of such strong magic.  
 
    My hubris melted before my sister’s stare. There was a look of disappointment such as I had never seen before. 
 
    “You are right, sister dearest,” she replied. “We have suffered many misfortunes, and your misfortunes have been mine. Yet the blackness that runs through your heart does not run through me.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. 
 
    “What will become of me?” I asked. 
 
    “When the sun sinks beneath the mountains, you will be brought before your husband, and our father, to answer for what you have done.” 
 
    “Will you wait with me?” I asked. 
 
    For a moment Ailbhe looked uncertain, and then she reached forward and took my hand in hers. She called for mead and a platter of meat and bread. We ate together there in that hovel, where the scent of sweat and fear lent the food a bitter quality. She did not ask me again about the children or what happened to them. Instead, we spoke of our childhood. She told me what she remembered of our mother, for she had been a little older than I, and remembered her more clearly, though we both admitted that our memories had faded with the years, her face turning from flesh to clay, moulded by our remembrance.  
 
    “She was a strong woman. Hard,” my sister told me. “She had courage beyond words to do as she did. I pray you have inherited that courage.” 
 
    We spoke of the journey across the sea, and my sister sang to me a little, those songs which my mother had sung to calm us on the rough voyage. In hearing them, I remembered what it was to feel protected and safe. To be loved. It brought tears to my eyes which I refused to shed. All my life I had yearned for freedom, to break the bonds that tied me to my kin. In so doing, I had imprisoned myself instead. 
 
    Ailbhe spoke of me as a young child at Sidh-ar-Femhin. How I had loved to chase the cats and the birds that gathered by the grain stores. She told me of myself in ways I could sparsely recall. She spoke of a corn dolly I had been given by an old storyteller, and how I had held it with me wherever I went until the stalks began to rot and it fell to pieces. She told me that in the night she and Aobh had taken it to the field to bury it, and in the morning replaced it with another dolly, one which they had woven themselves.   
 
    “When you awoke,” she told me, “you looked at it with love for no more than a moment before you recognised that it was not the same. In a tantrum, you threw it into the fire.” 
 
    “How old was I?” 
 
    “Too young to know how you pained us. In those days it was so different, we could forgive as easy as sun melts the snow, laughter came quick to our lips.” 
 
    “Yet you cannot forgive me now?” 
 
    “Those were not corn dolls, Aoife. Those were your children.” 
 
    Not mine, I was about to retort, but I bit back my tongue. I had not yet condemned myself, and would not do so for as long as I could help it. 
 
    As the sun began to faint, it cast long shadows across the floor. My sister grew restless, thinking on her own son and wishing to return to him, yet she did not voice her thoughts. She stayed with me, and for that I loved her. 
 
    Eventually my husband’s men came to the door, Ailill mac Ailfrid and Dinsmore the Dark, with his round moon face. 
 
    “It is time,” Ailill announced, taking me by the arm and raising me roughly to my feet. 
 
    “I will walk with you,” Ailbhe reassured, taking my arm from his ham-sized fist.  
 
    The main fire of Sidhe Fionnachaidh had been dimmed that night, its flames burning low and blue, casting an eerie light across the faces of the crowd who had gathered to watch. Lir stood tall in his finest black furs, half-man, half-shadow. I saw in him then the warrior of his youth and it caused my legs to weaken. I leant against my sister for support. 
 
    Beside him, my foster father stood, his cheeks as red as his cloak. Even from where we were, several feet before them, I could smell the sharp scent of strong wine on his breath.  
 
    To either side of them the Fianna stood, their cold expressions set as stone. 
 
    “My daughter,” Bodb said, stepping forward. “You stand accused of the abduction and murder of the children of Lir. His eldest son, Aodh, his daughter, Fionnuala, and the twins Fiachra and Conn. How say you?” 
 
    “My lord,” I replied, bending my knee before him. “My sister tells me the children have been turned to swans, that they are not dead–”  
 
    “As good as,” Bodb replied, curtly. 
 
    “If this is so, it has taken wicked magic to bring about their transformation. Look at me father,” I pleaded, meeting his eyes. “I am no witch.” 
 
    “You say you have no part in this?” 
 
    “None,” I whispered. 
 
    Bodb stepped back, pulling his cloak against the cold. 
 
    “You heard my daughter, Lir. She speaks true. She is no witch, she has no training in the dark arts. I have seen her grow from a sapling, and you have taken her to bed. You know as well as I that she wields no such spells.” 
 
    “My lord,” Dinsmore spoke, appearing at Lir’s side. “We searched her rooms, as you instructed. Beneath the rug in her private hut, we found fresh-turned soil. Here,” he said, placing the druid’s rod in his hand. Its wood was no longer white, but black, as though it had been charred. 
 
    “Elatha,” my husband commanded, his voice rough as shale. “What can you tell me of this?” 
 
    The druid stepped forward, her feet bare beneath her robes, as though she no longer felt the threat of winter. She took it in her hands, her eyes rolling back as she muttered sacred words. 
 
    “Strong magic of the Aos Sí. Sweet sage and carrion, my king.” 
 
    “The same spell cast upon my children?” 
 
    “As sure as day gives way to night.” 
 
    All eyes turned to me, a soft murmur rippling through the onlookers. 
 
    “An explanation,” Bodb demanded. 
 
    For a moment, I fell speechless.  
 
    Finding my voice, I could only shake my head and deny all knowledge. 
 
    “Guennola,” I replied. “She must have been the one to summon the wolf.” 
 
    “Your maid?” 
 
    “Yes. There was always something strange about her. Ask anyone.” 
 
    “Why would your maid—” 
 
    Lir held up a hand to silence his father-in-law. 
 
    “Enough,” he said. “I will listen to no more of your lies.” Turning to Fionn mac Cumhaill he said, “Bring me Fragarach.” 
 
    I had heard that name uttered only in fables. It was whispered by firesides throughout my youth, cast in shadows by Sorcha’s fingers, yet I had never truly believed that it existed, or that my own husband held rule over it. 
 
    I cast my eyes to the ground so that none might see my panic. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Sorcha 
 
      
 
    I had been charged to watch over little Bevan whilst the hearing took place, yet I could not bring myself to remain there whilst all the world changed without. I took the sleeping infant and wrapped him in furs. With his soft cheek pressed to my neck, I made my way to the fireside, hiding behind the tall men of the fort so as not to draw attention. 
 
    There stood Aoife, pale as snow, her fine dress grubbed and sweat-worn, her hair lank beneath the torchlight. She no longer looked like the queen she was, the noble lady who danced with the likes of Ahern of the Gangani, or received her blessings from Blind Sile of the Nagnatae. She looked like a tired maid returning from the fields, in desperate need of a wash. It came to me then how much of the respect we bestow upon others is born of appearance. With the exception of Bodb Dearg, our King of Kings, who could never be disrespected, it seemed that even the poorest chiefs commanded loyalty when their clothes were clean and woven of fresh thread, whereas the richest could be looked down upon if they wore rags. All of which changed once you put a sword in a man’s hand. 
 
    Still, we liked the heroes of our stories to look the part, and the villains to look like Aoife did at that moment.  
 
    I arrived in time to see the great warrior Cumhaill kneel before Lir, a thickly jewelled scabbard resting across the palms of his hands. The blade rang sharp as Lir pulled it from its casing, a gasp rising from the onlookers. Years past, I had told stories of that sword, but I had never thought to see it with my own eyes.  
 
    Fragarach, The Answerer, was a sacred sword forged in the flames of the sun. The common folk sang of it as the Truthsayer, for its glowing blue metal was said to turn blood-red in the presence of lies. Like many, I had thought it lost for years. I did not know that it had been in Lir’s keeping all that time. 
 
    “Stand tall, Aoife of Aran,” Lir told his wife. She drew back her shoulders and stared him in the eyes. “Place your hand upon the blade.” With great composure, she did so. “Who was your mother?” 
 
    “Oilell of Aran,” she replied. 
 
    The blade continued to glow like ice-fire. Silent and brilliant beneath the black stars. 
 
    “Who is your husband?” he continued. 
 
    “You are, my king. My love. My Lir.” 
 
    The blade remained bright. 
 
    “Did you murder my children?” 
 
    The crowd held its breath. 
 
    “No,” she replied, so softly we barely heard. 
 
    “The gods would agree with her there, Lir. They are changed, but not dead,” said Bodb Dearg. 
 
    “Did you turn them to swans?”  
 
    Aoife gripped the blade, causing her blood to shadow its perfect blue sheen. She shook her head. 
 
    “Say the word.” 
 
    “No,” she replied, in a voice as small as a child’s. 
 
    Lir’s eyes narrowed as the colour of the blade remained true. 
 
    In my heart of hearts, I had not expected that. 
 
    “This settles the matter then,” Bodb said, and I could tell from his voice that he had not expected it to be the truth, either. “The girl had no part in the wickedness that has bound your children to the form of swans. She is an innocent.” 
 
    “May I go, my lord?” she asked of Lir.  
 
    He studied her silently before nodding. 
 
    Just as she went to remove her hand, he placed his own above it, pressing her palm back against the metal. 
 
    “One last question, if you will.” 
 
    She nodded her consent. 
 
    “Was there ever a wolf?” 
 
    At this, Aoife’s reply was not so ready. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Before our eyes, the blue of the sword began to turn red from hilt to tip, as though crimson storm clouds rolled across it. Voices rose in unison to call their surprise. 
 
    “There was no wolf, was there, Aoife?” Lir pressed. 
 
    She could not answer, attempting to stumble backwards, away from the sword, only her husband’s hand held her there. 
 
    “Did you use another’s magic to transform them?” 
 
    “No, no, no!” she cried. 
 
    Yes, yes, yes told the blade. 
 
    “Oh, child,” Bodb breathed. “You are responsible whether you feel it or not.” 
 
    “And your maid, did you murder her?”  
 
    By this time Aoife was sobbing, unable to answer her husband. 
 
    Lir removed his hand from his wife’s and turned away, pressing his fingers to his brow, unable to turn back to Aoife, slumped by his feet, where not even her sister would go to comfort her. 
 
    “Daughter, what have you done?” Bodb whispered. 
 
    “Stand her,” Lir barked. 
 
    Ailill and Dinsmore stepped forward in their grey furs, taking her an arm each. When she was stood, Lir faced her, his lips as thin as his temper. 
 
    “Do you know how to break the spell?” he asked. 
 
    When she did not answer, he took her by the collar and shook her, repeating his question louder until she told him no. 
 
    Hope faded from his eyes as he let go of her, defeat entering his voice. 
 
    “Then what good are you to me?” Turning away, and then turning back, he asked, “Sweet Aoife, what shape would you yourself think worst of being? Are there forms more terrible than swans, do you suspect?” 
 
    Unsettled by his question, Aoife thought for a moment. I watched her face carefully and knew what she would answer, for I myself would have done the same.  
 
    “A wild horse, my lord. That would be a fearsome thing to become.” 
 
    “A horse?” Lir repeated. “A creature as wild as you are? Yes, what a hardship that would be.” 
 
    “I know what my sister fears most,” Ailbhe said, stepping forward. Bevan wrestled at my breast on hearing his mother’s voice. “She told me once of a dream.” 
 
    “And why would you punish your own sister?” Lir asked coldly. 
 
    “You forget, my lord. I am a mother also.” 
 
    With that, Ailbhe placed her hand on the blade of Fragarach. 
 
    “She told me of a dream in which she was flying. In which Blind Sile’s lotion threw her to the demons of the sky. A spirit of the air is what she fears most, lost and alone, unheard and unseen.” 
 
    The blade remained blue. 
 
    “That sounds like your sister,” Lir replied. “Unable to thrive unless every eye is upon her.” 
 
    “Lir—” Bodb began, placing a hand on his arm. 
 
    “You wed me to her, now stand aside. I have no mercy in me.” 
 
    Their eyes held for a moment, Bodb’s once-bright gaze landing dully on his youngest foster daughter before moving on to the crowd. 
 
    “Father,” Aoife screamed. “Father!” 
 
    A word I had never heard her use of Bodb before. Now, I feared, it was too late to ask for his love. 
 
    “You can’t!” she began, beside herself. “You can’t! I am with child!” 
 
    “Enough of your lies!” Lir’s voice boomed, bouncing out across the valley, echoing from the mountains. 
 
    To this day, I regret that his anger overruled the truth of his blade. It was not impossible that she were with child, yet we would never come to know, for her hands were held behind her back instead of resting on the sword. Even if she had been with child, what was Lir to do? She had stolen all of his children from him, would he have kept her alive to birth another? 
 
    These riddles only the winds can answer. 
 
    Fragarach arced through the air, Ailill and Dinsmore dropping to their knees as the blade took Aoife’s head clean off. In place of blood, wine flowed like a river, whilst a thousand moths rose from her neck. The crowd drew back as their glossy grey forms swarmed above. Within their murmuration a face appeared. Aoife’s terrified eyes stared down upon us, her lips twisting and parting, yet no sound came. The vision was grotesque, no longer a thousand moths, but one emblazoned image of pain. Even Lir seemed to draw back in fear. 
 
    Suddenly, a scream issued forth like the wind against the icy mountain crags. It was so sharp as to make our ears hurt. I could not even press my hands to mine as I held little Bevan, who burst into terrified tears. I pressed him close and closed my eyes until the face had vanished. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    TIME 
 
      
 
    The hours, the minutes, the seconds; the blink of an eye. 
 
    Amidst the mountainous thermal waters of Pella, the Daughter of Snakes parts her legs upon a soft bed of furs, giving birth to the most feared of all Argead’s dynasty. The boy grows to be a man. His vast, unrelenting armies sweep Europe, Asia and North Africa. 
 
    A brief life that blazes brilliantly. Alexander the Great bows his head the same as Aristophanes. The renowned playwright smiling through his matted beard as Thalia, muse of comedy, takes him by the hand and leads him to the land of laughter and good cheer. 
 
    At the fairy mound of Bri Eile, that Fionn mac Cumhaill knew in his youth, a beautiful maiden appears to steal the souls of men. All who lay eyes on her lose their hearts. So it is that one Samhain, when the mound becomes visible to mortals, the servant of a great king disobeys an order to wake him when the first rays of sun draw her likeness from the shadows. Instead, the servant steps forward himself to declare his passion. The beautiful maiden smiles her sweet, sad smile, then refuses him as she has refused a thousand before.  
 
    When the king wakes to find his trusted servant has served only himself, he stabs the man through the heart and removes his head from his shoulders. They throw his corpse into the lake to appease the spirits. For two thousand years his remains remain there, beneath the blue waters and the black bog. A mystery for a new world, with its new god, to unearth. 
 
    As flint is ground to dust, the smoke of the smelting pits fade. Green malachite transformed to copper, transformed to gold, dulled to grey. Rivers of bronze become rivers of iron, flowing forth from the Rhine and the Danube, the cradle that birthed the Children of the River Goddess. Swords lose their backbone, weighty blades draw flat and thin. Their razor edges hold longer, cut harder, cut more. 
 
    La Tène, their swirling triskeles and spiral art, trade in ships; stonework and gold more coveted than the lives the jealous steal to obtain them. All the world a painted canvas, bleeding dark juices across the cultural cloth of Lir’s people. In the south, cities grow bigger. Great oppida sit atop hills as high as the sky; warlords with beards bushy as beer froth, overflowing the red lip of their cups.  
 
    Barrel-chested warriors grow fat off the land, no longer hunters but gluttons, feasting on the flesh of a thousand slaughtered cattle as each moon a new chieftain’s daughter is wed, a new maiden bled, a new child bawls its bellowing lungs at its mother’s breast. 
 
    The ancient marshes are drained. Those sacred places where the spirits sought sanctuary. The secrets of their murky depths revealed and pillaged. Jewels and weapons and the faces of the deceased, preserved beneath the peat as though buried only yesterday. Torcs and rings pocketed by common folk, their old-craft detail and primitive metals turning up the noses of nobles. 
 
    As the waters are drained from the land like pus, the trees are felled to make way for farmland. Purulent ground punctured, green ground burned brown as scar tissue. Wolf and fox and badger swept aside for grazing beasts, the sheep and the cattle. Bellies filled with milk and eggs, bodies wrapped in warm fleece. Chops wet with grease, sucking the last of the marrow from the bone. 
 
    Trade ships, like the golden boat of Broighter, bring wine as rich as reason from the Roman republic. Harder liquor than heather mead or the fermented fruits of former years. Fists fly, men brawl, and all rub their heads next day, squinting against the morning light. The golden syrup of crushed olives burns longer, burns brighter; replaces the smell of fish oil. Women rub it through their hair to make it shine, and across their breasts to make them soft.  
 
    Tribes and races wander, from the Danube to the west coast of Éire. Royals send their wise boys to be raised by wise men in Wales. The druids’ knowledge washes ignorance from their brows, places a crown of knowledge upon their heads and cloaks them in white. The Belgae arrive to do battle with ancient dragons, crossing the narrow sea between northern Gaul and south Pretannia. These half-cousins of the Celts rage and rampage, earning them the name The Angry Men. In the wake of their destruction they pull ploughs. Furrows run deep, planting the seeds of an agricultural revolution. Between their brawls, men of ire grow fields swelling with grain, their ships trading surplus with the mainland.  
 
    The great ceremonial sites of Navan, Tara, Dun, Cruachan and Uisneach fall silent. Their legends hushed upon the lips of babes as the sons of kings are slaughtered to water the grain. Yet year after year the harvests fail. Those sons that remain no longer stand tall, bending the knee to mightier men.  
 
    The time of the Tuatha Dé Danann draws to its close. The last of them live out their days, mere mortals amongst Milesians. The greatest of them retreat to the barrows and the streams, cowering in shadows as the Fomori once cowered before them, long ago. In the tradition of righteous conquest, those once-great warriors were reduced to elves, imps and leipreacháns. Their might turned to mischief in the songs of a dying age. 
 
    Time stands still for no one, man or god alike.  
 
    The sun rises and the sun sets as sure as the moon follows.  
 
    For a child awaiting their birthday, time drags its heels like a slow horse. Yet the mother who holds her babe to her breast one morning, wakes to find him a man the next, with a wife and child of his own.  
 
    Time tricks us all, yet one thing is true – time never stops.  
 
    Eventually the day comes, one way or another. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Part II 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    It came upon us as a gradual yearning. 
 
    Above, the sky shone blue as Fragarach. The reeds of Loch Dairbhreach were crisp with frost. Strands of silver beaded the spiders’ webs that hung between bulrushes. In the mornings the pale yolk of the sun was too weak to lift the veil of mist that haunted those dark waters. I welcomed this time, for it held a dream-like quality. For as long as I drifted beneath the cloak of early dawn, I would not have to look upon the world.  
 
    In the first days of our discovery, my father moved his court from Sidhe Fionnachaidh to the hills of Lock Dairbhreach. Keallach mac Keallach, chief of that region, had given him leave to bring his warriors and servants. At first there were so many. Each night the shores of the loch resembled a battlefield, tents of all shapes and sizes erected from sheepskin, cow hide and sticks. For it was not only my father’s people who came to keep us company. Every chieftain in Éire wished to gaze upon us.  
 
    Blind Sile came. She could not see us, so we sang for her, and whilst the others slept, lulled to sleep by our unearthly voices, she sat quite still, her cream-clouded eyes glistening in the evening dew. The Cauci came, entertaining the watchers at night with their formidable fire dances. Their hands held unusually tight to their staves, for they only burned down one tent in all the time they stayed. 
 
    Faces drifted like familiar apparitions, stepping out of the darkness and retreating. They offered honey-oats which stuck in our slender throats, and wine which turned the water red as it seeped between the crimped edges of our beaks.  
 
    One night, Caílte mac Rónáin offered my brother a horn of wild raspberry. As he drank, it dripped onto his chest. When Caílte lowered the horn, it looked for all the world as though Aodh’s heart were bleeding, right there for all to see. 
 
    His heart may have bled, but my eyes bled softer still as Caílte fell to his knees in the mud, his face hidden by his hands as he sobbed. 
 
    It was one of the few times anybody wept in our presence. Every druid in the land was called upon to attend us, stretch out our wings, ruffle our feathers, and proclaim they hadn’t any idea how to cure us. Yet every day the scent of hog roast and tart apple sauce filled the air. The fluttering fingers of flute players skipped between cheerful notes whilst the drums beat out jigs instead of dirges. Women, both common and noble, dressed in their best dyes, held tight to their partners’ hands and swirled in a cèilidh until they lost their footing and fell down laughing. 
 
    It was absurd in its way. A blithe display of good cheer, that we might be distracted from our misfortune. In truth, it was done because it was all that could be done. In those days we still held out hope that in all of Éire, perhaps all of the known world, there would be at least one person with the power to return us to our true forms. 
 
    My father sat like a rock in the midst of that madness. Hunched over, wrapped in his thick cloak, chin resting upon the back of his knuckles, he would stare out upon us as we swam. I felt safe, knowing he was always watching. A hundred swords and more hid in the hills, sworn to protect us. No man was permitted to approach the loch without first announcing himself to my father. Those that did left via the Summerlands. A fine pile of fox furs had accumulated, and each of the Fianna wore wolf-claw necklaces that rattled as they walked.  
 
    Every night little clay lamps lit up the shore. Three or four beside each tent, so that we were never alone in the dark. It cheered those who slept there, and allayed my father’s fears that we might drift out upon the water and lose our way home.  
 
    After a year and a day thrice over, my father sent for Bé Chuille. Sick of the sound of sages and wise men who knew nothing, he was ready to resort to sorcery. Elatha removed her silver chain and threw it at his feet in protest. She left the camp that night and refused to return. Some of her sept followed, yet most remained.  
 
    Bé Chuille was fearsome. The mention of her name was enough to cause even the Fianna to tremble, for she was no natural woman. When she arrived, she came mounted on a black stallion, its flanks bright-red with handprints in a spiral pattern. Her hair was braided with lightning-blue jay feathers, her eyes as black as her hair, as black as her horse.  
 
    “Witch of Lámhfada,” my father said, rising to greet her. 
 
    She stood a foot taller than he, her bone-white skin taught across sharp features. Her nose and chin pinched, yet almost pretty in their exactness. I felt as though she and I were formed of a natural symmetry. Bold sculptures amidst the flesh of men. Our forms were crafted that we might fly, and swim and sing. What, I wondered, had her form been crafted to? 
 
    “Lir, Lover of Saltwater.” She bent her knee a fraction. 
 
    Was she mocking my father?  
 
    He had loved the ocean once. His people called him the King of the Sea. Yet the only saltwater he had known these past years were his tears. 
 
    “Are these they?” she asked, turning her bottomless eyes towards us.  
 
    “These are my children, yes.” 
 
    She walked to the water’s edge and stared for a moment. 
 
    Pulling her brown robes above her head, she stepped naked into Loch Dairbhreach. Her figure was slender, her ribs defined beneath the droop of her bosom. About her neck hung a hundred talisman: tooth, claw and paw, beaded with wood and metal, strung from leather. They tinkled as she came forward, her toes sinking in the mud. 
 
    My brothers and I circled as she swam out into the lake. There was a thick scent to the air, as though the heat of her body formed a perfume so sweet we were drawn to it.  
 
    “Dear swans,” she said, in a language that was not our own. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “You’re a witch,” Conn said, his seven years now ten since our transformation, yet his experience of the world no different. 
 
    She laughed at this and ducked beneath the water. 
 
    Some way off a fish leapt, leaving ever-expanding circles on the surface of the lake. For a moment, I thought she had transformed herself, until the dark seaweed of her hair caught between my feet and she appeared before me. 
 
    “The last of the great bantuathaid, for my sisters are long dead.” 
 
    “You fought for us,” Aodh said. “Sorcha used to tell your story. You fought for us with your sisters, Dianann and Bé Téite.” 
 
    “Aye,” she replied. “We turned blades of grass into blades of bronze, and made swift horses of the fallen leaves. We helped win this land for the Men of Dea.” 
 
    “So why do they fear you so much?” 
 
    On that, she remained silent, the sound of water dripping from her graceful fingers as she arched one arm over the other, floating backwards with her eyes to the sky. 
 
    “Tell me, children,” she asked. “What think you of the form of swans?” 
 
    “I miss home,” Conn said. “It’s cold out here, and there are things in the night that would eat us.” 
 
    “We can’t play at swords, or hunt,” Fiachra agreed.  
 
    “You would hunt the things that hunt you?” Bé Chuille asked. 
 
    “It makes our father sad,” I offered. “He does not see his children when he looks upon us.” 
 
    “We are not really swans,” Aodh said. “I mean, we look like swans, and we swim like swans, but we are not free to fly like swans. Perhaps it would be different if we could see the world. But we cannot. We are tied here with invisible rope, nothing to do but swim around and around in circles. That is no life.” 
 
    “I would agree,” she nodded. “It is no life at all when you do not have your freedom, whatever form you acquire.” 
 
    We continued to float for a while. We felt comforted by her presence. So many had come to the water’s edge to feed us and to ask us to sing, yet none except Caílte ever entered the water to swim beside us. 
 
    “They say you can see the future,” I said. 
 
    “That I can.” 
 
    “Please, tell us what you see.” 
 
    “I see the fall of the Tuatha Dé Danann,” she replied. “It has already begun. I see an army of olive-skinned invaders, accents thick as ash. I see the thrones of Uisneach and Navan crushed, the throne of Tara hauled across the waves, lost to its people. And, beyond that, I see ships to the East. Supple tree trunks that hurl rocks into walls. Villages aflame, children screaming. I see a shadow rising in place of the sun.” 
 
    “What of us?” I asked, quietly. “What of our story?” 
 
    “Your story is but one verse in a song sung to the end of time.” 
 
    “It may only be one verse,” I replied. “But I would know the words.” 
 
    Her hand slid out of the water to stroke Aodh’s throat. His head dipped to press against her cheek, as though her touch held some enchantment.  
 
    “You are a sweet boy,” she said.  
 
    I remembered then what was said of Bé Chuille. She had married twice, and twice she had left her husbands for their sons.  
 
    Without thinking, I pecked at her shoulder. It was only a soft peck, yet I drew blood. 
 
    Pressing her finger to the mark, Bé Chuille sucked her own blood from her fingertip, and the wound healed. 
 
    “All that is sung of you, you have already heard,” she said. “There is nothing more to tell than what was told. Nothing more to say than what was said.” 
 
    “No way to break the curse?” 
 
    “None.” She shook her head. 
 
    That was the end of hope. The cunning women could not break the curse, the druids could not, and neither could the greatest of the sorcerers. From that day onward, the lamps by the side of the lake grew fewer each night. Music no longer played and people no longer danced. When it became clear that there would be no reprieve for the children of Lir, the common folk came to see us as a reflection of their deepest sorrows, and they no longer wished to look upon us. 
 
    Bodb, in his shame, left also. For it was his daughter who had done such a wicked thing. In some part he came to feel responsible. Ailbhe and Eoghan went with him, taking the wails of their son far from Lir’s hearing, that it may not cause him to think on his loss. Though that loss was all that our father thought on. Day and night. In truth, he had never stopped thinking on the loss of his first wife, our mother, Aobh. Some nights he would kneel in the hills and cry her name, unaware that his voice carried down to the lake. We would sing, covering his grief with our own. Eventually, only a handful of lamps remained.  
 
    The Fianna had left with their king, yet Caílte mac Rónáin remained. He had given over his sword for a harp, and sat of an evening on the shore, composing poems for us. Some were funny, and some were rude. None were ever sad. Caílte’s great gift was humour, and he would have us laugh sooner than weep. 
 
    Sorcha also stayed. She cast stories against the firelight as she had when we were small. One night she told us the story of Bé Chuille. She and her sisters were born of the forest goddess Flidais, able to speak the language of wild beasts. 
 
    During the invasions, they helped the Tuatha Dé Danann to defeat the Fomori, conjuring great armies of illusion from the shadows of the trees. The Fomori thought themselves outnumbered and ran into the sea. 
 
    Many years after the Danann victory, Bé Chuille joined an army led by Lugh. They marched to war against an Athenian sorceress called Carman. She had invaded Éire with the help of her three sons, Dub the Black, Dother the Dark-hearted and Dian the Vengeful. They lay waste to each of the forts they took, burning them or stripping them bare. No one except Bé Chuille possessed enough cunning in magic to match Carman’s forces.  
 
    Bé Chuille was indeed cunning. Whilst Lugh and his men threw their full force at Carman, attempting to exhaust her and run her through with their spears, Bé Chuille sent savage curses against her sons, felling each one with pox and misfortune. 
 
    In the end, it was grief that killed Carman. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    The night we finally left Loch Dairbhreach came as a relief to me. There was nothing left for us there. Only memories, as hard as cherry pips to swallow.  
 
    All we loved had eventually left us.  
 
    Fionnuala’s heartache came first, in the form of Conall of the Red Rock. He rode down through the pass, draped in fine furs, dripping with gold. His chestnut mount pranced along the path, Conall’s supercilious smile fixed to his lips. I never missed my fists as much as I did that day. 
 
    “Look, my dear,” he said to the woman by his side. “These are the children of Lir.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Luiseach replied. “Prove it to me.” 
 
    As hard as it was for her to believe I was a swan, I found it harder still to believe she had married Conall. 
 
    A memory stirred in me. Teaching her to swim beneath the crannóg of my father’s fort. That approving look in her father’s eyes as he supped wine at our table, his mottled hair and slow grin making me wary. Another memory. The day I won the race beneath the rocks at Sidh-ar-Femhin. Garrett drenched in surf and sand, so sure of Luiseach’s feelings for him. It must have hurt him worse than me, to know that his own brother had stolen her from under his nose. Yet none were hurt more than my sister. Of that I was sure.  
 
    “It’s said they sing,” he told her. “If we wait until nightfall we shall hear them, and you can be sure Aodh’s voice will be among them.” 
 
    Luiseach stared at me, floating in the water a little beyond the reeds. 
 
    “That one is him,” she said. “I can tell. He looks the strongest.” Conall’s face darkened, as though he should possibly be jealous of a wild beast. “It is said they talk, also.” 
 
    “You there!” Conall called to Sorcha, who was collecting firewood for the few tents that remained. “Do the swans talk?” 
 
    He did not recognise her, but she recognised him. Sorcha’s red hair was shot with silver by then. She stooped a little even when she straightened. Her hands were becoming less supple, the jaws of her dragons more firmly fixed. Yet her mind was as sharp as ever. She glanced at me and then back. 
 
    “No,” she said softly. “That is a rumour the superstitious folk tell.” 
 
    Luiseach’s shoulders sagged with disappointment. She was still fair-looking, even then. Though the same could not be said of Conall, who cradled a paunch before him like a pregnant sow. Even so, I knew my sister would recognise him, and that she would remember. 
 
    We never spoke about that night, and thankfully they stayed only one. A diversion between some fine fort and the next, between a horn of hazel mead and a chalice of gooseberry wine, between a warm hearth and a soft bed. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Some years later, Sorcha left us. She had been old by then. A maid when our own mother was still such. Her blood was not touched by that of the gods. Her flesh aged as fast as the common folk. We watched the colour of her hair fade like the brilliant dyes of a favoured shirt. The weather wore her down. The chores of keeping the camp. The damp air of the lakeside. Many times we asked her to leave us, to go to Sidh-ar-Femhin and raise Ailbhe’s children, but she would not hear of it, waving away our words with the flick of her wrist. 
 
    One morning we awoke, yet she did not. 
 
    “I am still a young man,” Caílte told me, time and time again. “If you can live nine hundred years, then so can I. When the curse is lifted and you regain your true form, you will find me here, waiting for you. I’ll be an old man by then, nothing that would turn your head as you turned mine. But I’ll be here. I’ll never love another.” 
 
    He would lie there in the grass most evenings, and I would tuck myself against his chest, my beak beneath my wing, feeling the rise and fall of breath leaving his body.  
 
    “You will forget me.” 
 
    “Never!” he cried. “To say such a thing cuts deep, Aodh. I will not forget you, I cannot, and I’ll make sure that no one else does either. I’ll sing of you until my throat is raw. I’ll tell the tale of Aoife’s wicked deed until my fingers bleed from plucking the strings.” 
 
    His words brought me some comfort. I never questioned whether I believed them or not, it was enough that he spoke them, and that they were mine. 
 
    Three hundred years passes. Not quickly, not in the cycle of a moon, but in the cycle of many moons. When every day is much as the one before, time itself is measured by the rains and the summers, by the hungry herons and the cries of wolf pups.  
 
    My father sat every day on the same rock, his chin resting on his fist. He barely spoke to anyone. He barely ate. He barely seemed to exist.  
 
    With Caílte for company he kept his vigil. My lover had become almost a son to him. He brought him food, brushed out his hair and re-braided it. People still came to the lake to gaze upon us, and sometimes we still sang.  
 
    When we sang to the sick, they slept and awoke healed. For this reason, Loch Dairbhreach had become a place of pilgrimage. All tribes, even the raucous tribes of Gaul, kept their peace in our presence. 
 
    That final summer fell upon us like spring snow, unexpected and deathly.   
 
    Each evening the bulrushes beat together in the breeze, reminding us of flight. We answered by stretching our wings, folding air beneath them, causing the water to ripple. Subtly our hearts became heavier, like stone. It felt as though we were sitting lower in the water, and to avoid the pull of the depths we paddled our feet harder each day, restlessly swimming from one side of the lake to the other. 
 
    Caílte had grown from a boy to a man by then, his square jaw rough with stubble, thin lines furrowing his brow and creasing his eyes when he smiled. His thick hair had faded from rust to rye as he aged, plaited to the back of his knees like a horse’s tail.  
 
    In his turn, my father had faded from tar to silver, only a few lines of dark remained. Hair sprouted from his ears and his nose, and his spine grew twisted from the years spent sitting on that stone seat, staring at his children. Whether it was duty or love that kept him there, I could not say. Most likely he could see nothing for himself in any other direction, neither east nor west, past nor future.  
 
    We knew that it was time, yet we could not admit it to ourselves.  
 
    It was our grandfather who came at last. By his side stood Ailbhe and her six children. Their eldest boy, Bevan, who had been but a babe in arms when we were transformed, had grown into a handsome man. He had his mother’s dark hair, but our own mother’s eyes. Tall, like his father, with something indefinable about him; a way of walking, or a turn of his head, that I could not place. Perhaps an echo of Aran, lost to time. 
 
    The mighty King of the Tuatha Dé Danann grew as round as an apple in his final years. His beard was redder than Lir’s was grey, yet his cheeks were redder still, polished by Roman wine. 
 
    “It is time,” he told Lir. “I have been counting the days, and it is time.” 
 
    Our father barely moved. 
 
    My sister approached the shore and spoke. “We have spent all we have to spend of our time here, but this one night alone.” 
 
    Still, our father did not move. 
 
    After a long silence, Bodb clapped his hands together. “Let us turn our thoughts to happiness, not heartache,” he bellowed. “If it must be that you shall spend such time away from us, let it not be in silence, but with the ringing of our voices in your ears to keep you company!” 
 
    He took the horn from about his waist and blew it over and over. From every direction an army arose, dressed in colourful cloth with bells at their ankles and smiles on their faces. The paths between the mountains turned to rivers of revelry. Flutes and drums and voices rose, and every bird of the woods took flight in fright.  
 
    “It is like the old days,” Fiachra said, coming close to me. “I thought they had forgotten us.” 
 
    “I believe our grandfather has reminded them,” I replied. 
 
    Soon enough, the clans Bodb had rallied were upon us with their laughter and cheer, their clapping and singing, their cakes and their mead. For a moment, I lost myself, forgetting the reason for their visit.  
 
    “Silence!” our father cried, clawing his bent body to the top of his seat. “No more music! No cheer!” Everyone fell silent. “These are my children before you. My children. Do you not understand? They are the last of all that I once had. I will not stand here and watch as they leave me. I will not be party to your pleasure in my loss.” 
 
    “Lir—” Bodb stepped forward, desperate to mend his offence. 
 
    Our father brushed him aside.  
 
    “Hear this! Hear me as clearly as you hear your own mother’s voice. I pass a law across this land, on this day, at the hour of my grief. I pass a law, and Bodb, by the gods you will keep it for me. Should any man, woman or child in these kingdoms deign to kill a swan, I shall have their head taken from their body and weighted to the bottom of this loch!” His bony finger pointed to where we watched. “Do you understand me? Do my words reach your ears?” 
 
    Silence remained, yet every head began to nod. 
 
    With that, he was gone.  
 
    That is the last time I ever looked upon my father. I had been running from him all my life, yet in the end it was he who ran from me. I looked to Fionnuala, and to the twins. I could see in their glassy eyes and gaping mouths that they had not felt the same as me. They had loved him, whereas I had tried and failed. They felt his abandonment after all those years, whereas I felt release. For a moment, though, I thought on Sidhe Fionnachaidh. I knew that when my father died, I was heir to his lands. I wondered who would take my place now that none of his sons remained. 
 
    It was in the very early hours of the morning that the urge to spread our wings overwhelmed us. Most of the revellers were asleep by their fires, lamps lit along the shore like the comforting edge of a blanket we might pull over ourselves for protection. Some were still awake, drinking from horn cups and talking softly among themselves. 
 
    “Remember me, Aodh mac Lir,” Caílte said, stepping into the water. “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    “If you find any way to send word,” our grandfather said, joining him in the shallows, “we’d give thanks every day to hear it.” He reached down to stroke the fine, white plumage of the twins. “It grieves me more than I have words for, what has happened to you and what must happen next.” 
 
    “Do not grieve,” Fionnuala told him, her words braver than her trembling voice. “Whatever should happen to us now, we carry you with us in our hearts. You have kept us company these many long years, you have protected us, and you have loved us.” 
 
    I wanted to say more. I wanted to tell Caílte so many things. We had spent three hundred years there by the lakeside, we had so much time to tell each other what we felt, and now there was no time left and I could think of a hundred thousand things I still needed to say. 
 
    In that moment the stars above shone brighter than I’d ever seen them shine. It would be hours before dawn, yet the seeping light of the sun already flooded the horizon gold. The edges of the world curved away from us, the darkness above opening like a mouth. Without consciously thinking, we had taken flight, a string attached to our hearts, pulling us north to those watery wastes. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    The sky turned from black to blue as we sailed across it. Far down below, Éire spread like a patchwork quilt: dark green forests, rich brown earth and blue lakes. On wings as swift as ours, it did not take long to reach the coast, its salt-stained currents filling our lungs, washing out the sweet scent of home.  
 
    Far off to the west we could just make out the remains of Benandonner’s bridge, its grey basalt formed in perfect honeycombs, folding down to the sea. One of the stories Sorcha told us as children was the tale of mighty Benandonner. When the Men of Dea came to claim this land, and Bé Chuille and her sisters tricked the Fomori into fleeing, they found a bridge that connected Éire to those across the sea. They called the bridge the Clochán na bhFomhóraigh, the Fomori Stepping Stones. Little did they realise that on the other side lay a sleeping giant, resting his head on his hands. 
 
    When the Fomori reached Alba, they began climbing up the face of Benandonner, thinking he was a mountain, for over the years ferns and moss had grown about him. He sprouted wild garlic from his ears, and rough mountain grass from his chin. 
 
    With a mighty snort that shook the ground from the north to the south of the world, Benandonner opened one eye. He looked upon these misshapen beings, swarming like ants across him. 
 
    “My ancient foes have finally sent a plague against me!” he roared. Tearing himself from the earth, he shook off the Fomori and began to cross the bridge. Only, he was so angry, and so heavy, that his stomping began to split the rock. When he was only a few feet from shore, the bridge gave a loud crack, and Benandonner fell into the sea, forced to swim home to Alba. 
 
    Far ahead of us lay the Island of Reachlainn. The Danann had little interest in the ragged islands of the cold North Sea. It was said that Reachlainn was occupied by shadow people, the last of Eochaid mac Eirc’s tribe, the king who had died of thirst when the druids denied him water.  
 
    It was said that his people had once been slaves to ancient kings in Greece, and that they had turned barren land fertile by carrying bag after bag of soil on their heads until it was deep enough to plant crops. My people called them the Fir Bolg, the Bag Men, for this reason. It was said that on the Isle of Reachlainn, that is what the shadow people did, all day, every day, carrying bags of soil from one end of the island to the other, in the hopes that one day their small patch of land would grow once more into a kingdom.  
 
    I felt sure that we were headed to Reachlainn, for there was no other land in sight, simply the blue ocean stretching out ahead. Fear gripped me then, for all any of us knew of that place was the legends. Leaving those we loved had been painful enough. To be cast into the clutches of ancient beings seemed a torment too cruel even for Aoife’s design. 
 
    As we approached the island, a dull ache in my chest told me that I had been mistaken. The ache persisted, growing more painful with each beat of my wing, until I was forced to turn against the wind.  
 
    “It hurts!” Conn cried.  
 
    “We are going the wrong way,” I called back. “I thought that we were bound for Reachlainn, but I was wrong.” 
 
    “Fionnuala,” Aodh cried, circling on the wind. “Look!” Behind us, to the east, the sky was turning black. Clouds rolled towards us like they had on the day of our transformation. “Come, we must try to make land!” 
 
    Yet the closer we came to safety, the stronger the pain built until we could hardly breathe through it. The wind itself seemed to have formed a rope about our legs, tugging towards those threatening clouds. 
 
    “I’m scared,” called Fiachra. 
 
    I wished for all the world that I had some words of comfort to offer, but I was just as scared. I could see land, but I could not reach it, and the storm behind formed a black maw of the sky, sucking us in. The worst was that, the further we fell from land, the less our chests pounded. It was as though we were destined to surrender ourselves to the thunder. In that moment, I found my words of comfort. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” I cried to them. “It is not our destiny to die here today. We have been cursed three hundred years upon Sruth na Maoile. We have not been here a day. Whatever this sorcery, we will survive it. Have courage brothers. Have courage.” 
 
    I did not know whether my words were true. I knew nothing much of magic. Perhaps the wind would throw us beneath the waves and we would drown, perhaps the clouds would swallow us whole and the lightning burn us like the Lake of Oaks. Yet, deep down, I trusted myself. If Aoife had wanted us dead, she could have done so easily. If her curse had been to spend nine hundred years adrift, then nine hundred years we must surely live to see? I gave up resisting. I tucked my wings against my body and turned into the wind. Thunder shook the air and lightning rocked the sea, reflected back upon itself.  
 
    When my eyes recovered from the glare, a pillar of grey rose before me, unlike any cloud I had seen before. It twisted and turned, eclipsing the sun. In the failing light, I swear I saw a face. A great, screaming mouth, hair like thrashing eels, eyes wide and wicked. 
 
    “Aoife,” I whispered, as I lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When I awoke, I found myself transformed. I was a girl again, naked and shivering upon a barren rock. I could hear the sea lapping against my island raft, yet I could not see it, for a thick mist had turned everything white. 
 
    I held my hand in front of me, turning it over and stretching my fingers, unfamiliar with what had once been so familiar. It felt bitterly, bitterly cold out there on the ocean. Flakes of snow began to fall, dusting the rocks. Those that landed on flesh, melted away, then gradually lingered longer, as though growing brave of my heat. 
 
    “Fionnuala.” A soft voice came. 
 
    My mother sat beside me on the rock. She was dressed in a thin white tunic with blue and gold stitching, yet she did not seem to shiver. I stared at her as I had stared at my hand, for in all the long years of her death, I had forgotten exactly how she looked. In seeing her again, it was as though she had never truly been away. As though her face had always rested over my shoulder. If I had turned around, I would have seen it. 
 
    “Mother.” 
 
    In that single word, all of my fear and sadness, all of my terror and doubt, flowed to the surface. She pulled me to her and I sobbed as I had not sobbed since the cradle. Without my mother, I had become my mother. I had raised three children whilst still a child myself. Now I had lost them all, for I was alone on that rock. Perhaps the curse had only been for me. Perhaps Aoife had hated me alone, and I was destined to live for six hundred years in the knowledge that I had failed my brothers. In that moment, I knew that they were drowned, and that I was utterly, utterly alone. 
 
    I cried until I fell asleep. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Bé Chuille 
 
      
 
    Sea ragged, sea rage, sea salted as the Feast of Age.  
 
    I pared an apple with my skinning knife and slipped a slice between my teeth. Far down below the waves crashed against the rocks, white foam crowning them like princes of the ocean. I hated the scent of saltwater. The coast was no place for spirits of the forest, with its screaming winds and crumbling earth. Behind me, the treeline stopped, as though those mighty giants knew not to step any closer to the edge.  
 
    Mighty Oak and mighty Pine, honey mead and apple wine.  
 
    Once I had bitten to the core, I wiped my blade on the edge of my tunic and used it to pick clean my nails. Beside me, a single seed sprouted from the fruit’s remains. It twisted as it grew, its roots like a fist, driving down into the earth, spreading its fingers. Leaves tore through its stem, palms facing towards the sun, hungry for Lugh’s blessing. Within moments that green stem turned to brown bark. White blossomed between its branches and ripe, red apples appeared. 
 
    Love me now or love me never, you’ll find my bones beneath the heather. 
 
    Sharp shells crunched beneath my sandals as I crossed the shore. Selkie-stenched winds ruffled my hair, causing my braids to mat. I reached down for a shard of flint and skimmed it across the top of the waves. 
 
    Nobody answered my calls anymore. The waves never rose higher, the door no longer opened. Once there had been a time when I considered the sea a friend. Before my final disgrace, which had turned my skin to parchment and my hair to snow. I mourned the loss of my former face. The blue of the jay feathers looked paler against white than they did against black; they no longer shone that impossible colour I had so loved all my life. 
 
    As the storm approached across the northern straights, I knew the time had come. Squatting down upon a rock, I watched as the sky turned from dawn to darkness, thick black clouds rolling in from the open waters, illuminated by the flash of dragons fighting in their midst. Waves rolled and split across the jagged rocks of Reachlainn, the Fir Bolg hidden in their paltry huts like the frightened mice their race resembled.  
 
    As the storm worsened, I raised my face to the sky, allowing hail to leave its mark against my aged skin. Once I had lived for the scent of blood, fancying myself a match for Scáthach, the Scottish warrior woman they called The Shadow. I laid waste to wooden forts and Athenian witches. My name was something to be feared, regardless of kingdom or clan. 
 
    My name was still known, yet my powers grew weak, like the blood that dripped from my cheek. Weak to match the weakness of my character. I was no great lover of wine, no gambler. Nor did I glut myself on butter or honey. My weakness was far simpler than that. I was a lover of beauty. I had married old men for their power, or for pity, and bedded their sons for their brilliant youth. It glowed within them, clear and confident. I was drawn to sweet warriors’ smiles, before the first flush of battle pursed their lips. My eyes sought out the flex of their muscles, my ears the arrogance in their throats. I revelled in the way they span on their heels, swords held high, before the death of a brother blunted their appetite for war.  
 
    Innocence, strength, honour. Those three words combined on my tongue as an elixir. It was my pleasure and my poison, for I had brought myself to ruin over it many a time. The great Bé Chuille, to be trusted in battle yet never in bed.  
 
    It was always at my feet they lay the blame. Never at the feet of those beautiful boys, who knew just as well how the faces of their fathers would fall.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    A scream blistered the air, causing me to place my hands across my ears. Though muted by flesh, the voice was still clear. An ancient tongue of the Aos Sí. A language even the Fir Bolg would not remember.  
 
    “Please. Please,” it cried, over and over in its pain. 
 
    My blood grew cold as sleet. When the clouds finally lifted, I cast an eye about the ravaged shore for the thing I had seen in my visions. There, tattered amongst the driftwood and bladderwrack, was a shot of white.  
 
    As I picked my way across the debris, I saw that it did not move. Despite all that I knew of their curse, despite all that I knew of destiny and history, for one brief moment my heart grew still.  
 
    “Aodh?” I whispered, gazing upon his slender neck and outstretched wing.  
 
    His beak opened a fraction. 
 
    From a pouch around my waist, I drew a vial of pepper potion. One drop on his tongue and he was soon wide awake, spluttering up seawater and sand. At first he tried to fly in his panic, his wings beating against the ground as I bound his feet with a thong of leather and placed a hand about his beak. I held him tightly until he calmed. 
 
    “Hush now,” I said in the language of swans. “You are safe.” 
 
    When I finally released him, he staggered about as though drunk. 
 
    “Fionnuala! Fionnuala!” he cried. 
 
    “She is safe also.” 
 
    “Where is she? Who are you?” 
 
    That stung. I had not looked in a mirror since I had been granted mortality. I knew that I had grown old, yet I still felt like myself beneath the skin. It was a hard truth to accept that others did not recognise me. That, after hundreds of years of being beautiful and feared, I now appeared as little more than a feeble old woman. 
 
    “Truly, you do not know me?” 
 
    He looked a long time, then came close and plucked a jay feather from my hair. Placing it in my upturned palm, he nodded and whispered my name. 
 
    “Aye, I have changed somewhat.” I smiled and stroked him beneath the chin. “Neither of us possess our true forms any longer.” 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. “We were on our way to Sruth na Maoile, flying towards Reachlainn—” 
 
    “You are on Reachlainn,” I explained. “A storm came and you were separated.” 
 
    “How could such a storm be? The sky was clear as we left the land.” 
 
    “When your father transformed Aoife into a demon of the air, he did so in punishment. It was a good punishment. Demons of the air are wild creatures, so enwrapped in their pain they feel no remorse for the pain of others. Think of a bull with a stone in its hoof. It becomes so consumed with its own suffering that it pays no heed to where its horns plough. It turns over tables and tramples children, only feeling how its hurt grows by the minute.”  
 
    “Aoife is that bull,” Aodh said, “and we were in her path.” 
 
    “Perhaps she remembered something of her former life and was drawn to you by that memory. Whatever the reason, she no longer knows you through her suffering.” 
 
    “I wish I no longer knew her through mine.” 
 
    I smiled and ran my fingers down his soft wing. He was distracted for a moment before remembering his brothers. 
 
    “Come,” I said, standing stiffly and beginning my journey back along the shore.  
 
    By the far end of the beach, grey stone rose like foam. My sandals slid against it as I began to climb. Aodh’s webbed feet seemed more adept than mine to the task. Between each of the folds of rock was a pool. Hundreds of them. Some shallow, teaming with shrimp, others deep and dark and bottomless. Here and there a crab scuttled from one pool to the next, seeking shelter from our strange shadows. Patches of seaweed hid barnacles that awaited the return of the sea.  
 
    I stopped beside one pool. Not the shallowest, nor the deepest. It was perhaps knee-height in water, its bottom dusted with sand and fist-sized lumps of bright white quartz. 
 
    “Look,” I instructed, waving my hand across its surface. 
 
    An image arose from the depths as Aodh strained his face towards it. There were the twins, Conn and Fiachra, laughing and playing beside a green-glowing hearth. Only, they were not as swans, but as the children they had once been. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said, voice thick with longing for a life they had long-since left. 
 
    “Would you like to join them?” I asked. 
 
    “Is that possible?” 
 
    “You have friends in the depths, my darling boy. Did your sister never tell you?” From the blank look on his face, I could tell that his sister never had. “More than friends, in fact. Though the same cannot be said for me.” 
 
    When we returned to the ocean’s edge, I instructed him to wait for me there. It was a long climb to the top of the rocks, and my body was no longer capable of flight as once it had been. Hand over hand, I clawed my way to the trees above, cursing my aching bones. 
 
    Deep in the forest I had built my home. There, beneath the whispering canopy, where the voice of the woods drowned the ocean waves. I yearned to turn back time, to return to the forests of my childhood, before men cut them down to build fires. 
 
    No one bothered me there on Reachlainn. The once-mighty Fir Bolg, whose people had walked out of Egypt with the slaves of the Pharaoh, whose hands had turned fertile the barren rocks of Greece, whose kings had ruled Éire and proclaimed its first laws, now shivered in the caves of their island tomb.  
 
    Behind my hut I had erected a small circle of stones, each a sentinel carved in patterns even the Ovates, in their madness, could not navigate. The smaller of the nine protected a secret I had carried for three hundred years. A secret I had agreed to keep in the days when I was still a god, resplendent in my powers.  
 
    Taking an antler from above my door, I began to chisel away at the tough earth. The sun melted down the forest’s edge, turning the ground to gold.  
 
    It took a long time to unearth my precious package, wrapped in oilskin and the stench of mildew. As soon as my fingers pried it loose, I strapped it to my shoulders and set off back towards the sea. 
 
    “I cannot promise that you will like your kin,” I told him, throwing my burden to the ground, “but it is past time you met them.” 
 
    The skin had fallen aside to reveal a sliver of bright blue light. Even before I had fully unwrapped it, Aodh had guessed its name. 
 
    “Fragarach,” he whispered. 
 
    I lifted the great sword in both hands and approached the sea. 
 
    “I know you are listening, and that you stay silent, but hear me now Manannán. I present to you your brother by blood, Aodh mac Lir. Whatever anger you bear me, put it aside and embrace your kin. For your father’s sake if not mine.” I swung back the sword and launched it into the waves. “He sends you this for their safe passage,” I lied. “He said it cuts too deep, its truth too sharp.” 
 
    That last bit was right enough. After my trip to Loch Dairbhreach at King Lir’s bidding, he had taken me aside, heartbroken. There, he had placed Truthsayer in my hands and bid me bring it to his eldest son. He said that it belonged to his line, but that his arms grew heavy of carrying it.  
 
    “Its gift is its truth,” he told me. “Truth is said to save us. Well, I want no protecting from lies. Truth has brought me nothing but hurt, and I’m hurt enough.” 
 
    I was supposed to take it straight to the sea and throw it in, but instead I kept it for a while. For a long, long, while. Magical gifts grow rarer by the passing of each summer. Once, in the early days of the Tuatha Dé Danann, they were plentiful. Each god tried to win favour with his followers, coaxing heroes from their midst with healing harps, truth-telling swords and horses that could race on water.  
 
    Now, the reign of the Danann was fading. The common folk saw that as clearly as I. The only ones who refused to acknowledge it were the mighty Danann themselves. They drank and danced and fought and laughed as though their invasions were just beginning. They failed to see the length of the shadow as each day grew shorter. 
 
    The common folk joked that the gods of the Danann had grown small and fled to the hills, whilst the heroes had grown tall and turned to giants. There was truth in that. The gods walked like men upon the earth, and seemed to grow smaller in voice and stature. The heroes, such as Cú Chulainn and mac Cumhaill, became the true giants of history. Their legends gave strength before battle, turned the craven brave, and boys into men. They were to be remembered when Bodb’s kingdom fell. Gods remembered as heroes, or not at all. 
 
    I had kept hold of that sword for one simple reason. In a world where magic grows rare, you do not squander what little you have left. In this I had been right, for I doubted Lir’s son would have opened his gates for less. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    A wave rose as high as a horse. Within its pale-green landscape, a shadow stood, swathed in black, a hood covering its face. The wave crested above, shale deafening as it tumbled over itself, sucked towards the sea by the retreating current. 
 
    My wings began to flap, but Bé Chuille reached down and lifted me up, holding me firmly beneath her arm. 
 
    “You forgot one,” she said, shouting to be heard over the sea. 
 
    “I forgot nothing, Witch of Lámhfada. You see the future as well as I.” 
 
    The figure’s voice flooded forward, thick and salty as though half-drowned. 
 
    “Shall I bring him?” 
 
    “You have brought me enough, Bé Chuille. More than I ever wanted of you. Let the boy come if that is his wish.” 
 
    “Tell me, brother sweet,” she said, crouching on the sand. “How did one as handsome as you turn so ugly? Too much time in the company of crabs?” 
 
    I struggled in her arms, for I was a wild creature and hated to be trapped. 
 
    “Fine,” the voice boomed, white froth spilling from his lips. “If you must come, come.” 
 
    With a smile, my captor rubbed the feathers of my crown and stood. Her arm tightened as I writhed in terror. The wall of water seemed impossibly high, and a memory surfaced of a day on a lake, far away and long ago, when I had been dragged beneath.  
 
    Ribbons of sky reflected in the wave, placing me in a trance. My ears filled with sound and my eyes with salt. When I opened them, I stood in the centre of a cold, dank room. I knew that something had changed, for I looked down on the world from a greater height. My mind froze for fear the illusion might not hold. Yet there were my feet, bound in leather boots, my legs in thick, soft wool, and about my shoulders a woolfskin draped. 
 
    “Welcome,” Manannán spoke, watching as I held my hands before me, clenching and unclenching my fingers, unable to believe my eyes. 
 
    “It is impossible!” I said, a smile on my lips. 
 
    A wooden door clattered open to one side of the hearth, its eerie green glow illuminating my brothers as they tumbled towards me. They embraced me so hard that we fell to the ground, my head cracking against the flagstones. 
 
    “Look at us!” Conn cried, laughing as I held him above me. “We’re boys again!” 
 
    And boys they were. Exactly the same as I remembered them. Not a day older, not an inch taller. 
 
    “So you are,” I said, rolling to my feet and placing him beside me. I ruffled Fiachra’s hair as he clung to my leg, delighting in the simple human scent of them. A swan barely smells of anything, it blends with the waterweed and the fish who sleep beneath the reeds. Only the fox can sniff its dinner from the air. Yet my brothers smelled like brothers. Their soft crowns of gold smelled of summer, of green grass and hay. I longed for home. “You said no one could return us to our mortal shape,” I said, turning to Bé Chuille. 
 
    “That is true, it saddens me to say. You can never walk again as mortals on this earth.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “You are not of this earth,” Manannán interrupted. “Here beneath the waves you are my guests, in a place few mortals ever tread. We are closer to Tír na nÓg than to Éire. For as long as you remain here, the sorcery of our father’s lands holds no sway. The moment you return to the surface, you return to your enchanted forms.” 
 
    “Our father?” 
 
    “Your sister never told you?” Manannán drew down his hood and I took a step back. His face was that of our father’s, only younger, as he must have been when he met our mother. His cheeks were sharply defined, cradled by a neat black beard. His hair was knotted to the side of his head, as large as two fists pressed together. Yet it was his eyes that defined him. They glowed blue with an unearthly light from within. “We are kin, you and I. Whereas you were born from his union with the earth, I am born of the sea.” 
 
    “Where is my sister?” I asked. 
 
    “She fell too far from my door,” he replied. “I have sent my wife to watch over her.” 
 
    Bé Chuille snorted loudly. 
 
    “You have something to say?” he asked, turning his attention to her. 
 
    “You have always been heedless of the feelings of others, yet even for you that is distasteful.” 
 
    The green of the hearth flared blindingly bright. 
 
    “Careful, Bé Chuille. Your tongue flows freely where it should be tamed. Have you forgotten your mortality?” 
 
    “Had you ever been mortal, you would know that one can never be free of thinking on it. Every sunrise and every sunset you think on it, wondering how many more there might be.” 
 
    “Few, if you continue.” 
 
    “Fine, then bring the ocean down about my ears. Drown me, as my sister wished you had. What little time I have left, what little power still flows through my veins, this weak, mortal magic that remains to me, I shall not waste it buttering your salty hide. You send my sister to watch over those she has ruined, and you think it a kindness?” 
 
    “You do not know that.” 
 
    “I know it for a certainty. As do you.” 
 
    Manannán turned from her to thump his fist against the mantelpiece.  
 
    The twins clung tighter to me as we gazed upon the figure’s back. His cloak was furrowed like rock, tendrils of slippery seaweed dripping as though he had slept on the ocean bed. 
 
    “What does he mean?” Fiachra stammered. “How have we been ruined?” 
 
    I squeezed his shoulder, glad that he had asked the question I felt I could not. 
 
    “You have stepped inside a strange clan,” Bé Chuille said, plucking a jay feather from her hair. “Incestuous, jealous and greedy.” She smiled a rotten smile as she beckoned us closer to the flames. “Look,” she said, placing the feather there. It hovered for a moment in the cold heat before curling in on itself, folding into a seam of black smoke. Once the smoke had cleared, images played within the hearth, bright light upon dark light, shadow upon sun. 
 
    “Who is she?” Conn asked, leaning in close to look at a beautiful lady. “Is that you?” 
 
    Bé Chuille shook her head. “No, child, though you are forgiven for thinking it. That is my one remaining sister, Fand. We were all born of the forest, long ago. Two of my sisters were of my age, Dianann and Bé Téite. Dianann was bantuathaid, like myself, a powerful sorceress. Our youngest sister, Bé Téite, thought herself one. As a girl, she watched our games and wished to play. Yet her skills were never as great as ours. She rode into battle with us, but was not able to hold her own. Dianann died protecting her.” Bé Chuille’s voice ran thick, her eyes glistening against the flames. “Then there was Fand, the most like our mother of all. She carried the heart of the forest within her. Wherever she walked, flowers bloomed. The animals would seek her out to speak with her, and she could transform herself into any of them. Her special gift was to take their form.” 
 
    In the flames, the beautiful woman became smoke, twisting and reforming as a deer, a salmon and a hawk.  
 
    “After the invasions were won, Fand’s heart was captured by the son of a Danann lord—” 
 
    “She gave it freely,” Manannán snapped, turning from the wall. 
 
    “Forgive me, yes. She fell in love with a Danann lord’s son.” Her smile slipped cruel across her lips. She never took her eyes from the flames, where the beautiful girl reappeared, standing by the coast. A wave rose to swallow her and a fish leapt from the silent depths.  
 
    “Your sister married our brother?” My eyes darted between Manannán and the witch. 
 
    “And from that day forth, she only took one form. A beautiful white gull, with wings that span the sky.” The fire reflected her story. “One day, those wings carried her far, far across the waves—” 
 
    “Stop now,” Manannán spoke. This time Bé Chuille raised her eyes to meet his, yet she continued telling her story.  
 
    “Those wings of hers took her to the heart of Éire. To the thickest of its forests, where she felt her ancestors calling. She stopped beside a stream…” Bé Chuille’s voice trailed off as the flames flickered and glowed. In their light the gull landed by a river and became a naked woman who knelt to wash herself. Behind, a great warrior appeared with shield and spear, mounted atop a horse like a bull.  
 
    The image exploded into a thousand sparks as Manannán brought down a fire iron against the grate. The vision was gone, those unearthly coals faded to black. In their place, a soft blue glow arose from clumps of crustaceans nestled high on the watery walls. I could barely make out Bé Chuille’s face.  
 
    “You may rage all you like, but the story holds true. You had your share of women, my sister took her share of men.” 
 
    “Who was he?” Fiachra asked, his voice tremulous.  
 
    “Why, the greatest of all the warriors, sweet boy. The one they called Cú Chulainn.” 
 
    At this, our eyes grew wide. We had spent our childhood raised on Sorcha’s shadow-stories of the great warrior Fionn mac Cumhaill and the Fianna, yet Cú Chulainn was the greatest of them all. Raised by the bantuathaid of Mona, perfecting the arts of war and magic, he won every battle he fought.  
 
    “What became of them?” Fiachra pressed. 
 
    “They loved each other well for many moons—” 
 
    “Until his wife found out,” Manannán interrupted, his breathing heavy in the dark. “Emer was a fearsome woman. She led a tribe of fearsome women. They armed themselves with knives and sought out the place that cur had bedded my wife. They wrote their names across her face and she fled home to me.” 
 
    “And what a gentle welcome you gave her,” Bé Chuille spat. “Washing her wounds with saltwater to make her scream.” 
 
    “Aye, she screamed loud enough.” His blue eyes blazed through the dark. 
 
    “Did Cú Chulainn come after her?” I asked. 
 
    “He tried, but your brother pulled a cloak of mist about her so thick he could never find her.” 
 
    “She consented,” Manannán growled. “I did not force it on the woman. She knew she’d done wrong.” 
 
    “As you knew Breena, and Tullia, and Whiltierna were wrong?” 
 
    Suddenly he was there beside Bé Chuille, his hand raised in that ghostly light. Her face turned away as though expecting it to land. Conn cried out beside me, frightened by his surroundings and the brutish behaviour of our brother. Yet Manannán’s fist did not land, and Bé Chuille’s face did not remain turned. She looked back, holding his eyes as he held his rage. 
 
    “I know,” she said softly. “I know, sweet brother.” She took his hand as he lowered it, and placed it against her lips. “But you must understand. Surely you must know what has happened.” 
 
    Our brother turned his gaze on us, as though looking past to something far away. “Is it her?” 
 
    “Isn’t it always?” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Can’t you smell it? Her perfume clings to them.” 
 
    “Sweet as sage, rotten as meat,” he whispered.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fand 
 
      
 
    As Fionnuala slept upon the rock, I curled my legs beneath me and peered into the slate-grey waters, listening to my sister speak. I was angry that Manannán had granted her access to our home, knowing full well that I would never have allowed it. Though what she spoke of held me captive. 
 
    It had been so many years ago. More than counting, and not long after I was wed. I loved my husband, truly I did. He was all that a man should be, tall and handsome, strong in battle like his father Lir. Every woman lusted after him, yet I was the one who held his eye.  
 
    When the son of the Sea asks you to wife, you do not refuse. 
 
    Yet I had not thought how hard it might be to leave the forests of my birth. Little that is green grows in saltwater, and that which does is slippery and malformed. Manannán’s home is grand and sprawling, for there are none at the bottom of the sea to argue over land. There are rooms built of coral, and rooms of mother of pearl, rooms formed of crab claws and others of salt, their mighty pillars glittering beneath the luminescence of water worms.  
 
    It is a sight to behold, yet few ever behold it. 
 
    We could not call the clans to us, to come and feast on fish and brine. Our fort lies on the border between life and death, where my husband keeps his watch, ferrying souls to the other side. No one comes willing, for fear they might never return. 
 
    In those days I missed my sisters, especially Bé Chuille, my closest in age. We looked so alike. Though her hair was dark as the raven, and mine white as the owl, our eyes were the same black and our features sharp. She took to wearing jay feathers in her hair, and I plucked the blood-red of the robin’s breast. Back then we confided everything in one another, except my husband’s infidelity.  
 
    Even before we were wed, I knew that he had a lust for life even a dying man cannot match. Like his father, he drank and sang and warred and whored. Yet women were drawn to him. Every daughter of a chief thought they could tame his wild ways. They lined up in winter to hitch up their skirts and urinate in the snow, trying to prove themselves most desirable by pissing deepest. Yet it wasn’t for my ability to steam the frozen grass that he loved me most. I believe it is true what the cunning folk say, that mirror images despise themselves. He loved me because I was so different to all that he knew. I was quiet where he was loud, I was light to his dark, and walked the earth where he trod water.  
 
    I suppose I loved him for the same, and for his noble name, which is a vanity I have long-since regretted. For I had not thought how opposites could form a whole together. In my childhood I had loved to change form. I pranced with the deer, slunk with the stoats, suckled from the wild she-bear and climbed with the tree cats. Yet there are no bears in the caves beneath the sea, and there are no trees to climb or places to slink in the salty depths. Down there, the shades of brown and green are very different to the forest, and always there is the thick scent of brine.  
 
    Most days I was happy enough. I took the shape of a giant gull and roamed far and wide across the ocean, stopping to talk to the fishermen and diving for my dinner. Manannán afforded me a shield of sea birds above, and a steward of selkies and merrows below.  
 
    Yet I knew these were for his protection, not mine. If I turned for home too early, they would race ahead, announcing my arrival in time for him to throw whichever woman he was coveting from his bed. 
 
    One day I played a trick on them. I turned suddenly for home, and in the flurry of the sky, I dropped fast into the ocean and changed myself to a seal. I swam off quickly in the opposite direction until I lost sight of them. Turning back to the wide-winged gull, I sped for shore with the harshest yearning to see home. 
 
    I dashed over the frothing waves and up above the bright white cliffs. Over the fields and the farmland, over the lochs and the lakes. I was still a long way from the forest of my youth when my arms began to ache. I rested for a while in a small glade, beside a pool of water. It tasted so sweet that I decided to bathe, taking great clumps of grass in my fists to scrub away the salt. It was there that Cú Chulainn found me. I turned to see him beneath the trees, holding his famed Gáe Bulg with its wicked spikes. I was afraid, for I had heard tell of that spear. How, once thrown, it had to be cut out of its victims. I also knew of Cú Chulainn’s temper, the ríastrad that fell upon him, causing him to hack down women and children after battle, or to bring down the roof of a house on the girls who had attacked Lugaid’s wife. 
 
    I froze in the water, with only grass to cover my nakedness. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he said gently, turning his eyes away and causing his horse to move on. 
 
    I thought he had left me, so I finished washing and stood from the water. That is when I saw his cloak upon the rock. Beautiful, rich blue fabric. I took it and wrapped it about myself, for I wore no clothes when travelling as a beast, and I had not planned to meet with mortals in my human form. 
 
    As I stood there, drying in the sun, I felt his hand press against my shoulder. 
 
    “I simply wished to know that you are real,” he whispered. “I thought perhaps you were one of the hill folk. I feared you might disappear beneath my touch.” 
 
    He smelled of the warm forest earth, not of the dead salty depths.  
 
    I did not resist as he swept my hair from my neck and placed there a silent kiss.  
 
    Like summer grass, I bent as he leant me against the rock, pulling his cloak up over my thighs. He placed his hand between my legs, exploring with fingers deft and slick with my desire. 
 
    “Please,” I breathed, though whether I meant it in protest or passion, I cannot recall. 
 
    His flesh was as wide as any man I had known, the pain of his entry giving way to a terrible pleasure as he began to move within me. The sound of the sea, which had drowned all my thoughts, gave way to birdsong at last.  
 
    He pulled my hips towards him, further from the rock, so that he could continue to touch me whilst he thrust. I cried out so loudly that the songbirds fled the trees. When his seed flooded me, he slumped down across my back, breathing hard. 
 
    We washed in the stream, laughing like children, splashing water at one another. He came close again, raising me up to wrap my legs about his waist, broad as a tree trunk and muscled as a bull. He slid me down gently onto himself and we made love again. 
 
    As night fell, he built a fire and killed a deer for us to eat. The juices ran from my mouth and he licked them from my naked breast. We stayed there in that glen for sunrise after sunrise, until I was too sore to walk and he was exhausted. Then we lay even longer, kissing and telling stories of our lives. 
 
    Those had been the happiest of days. I return there still, when I close my eyes to sleep.  
 
    It was his wife who discovered us, up in a cave in the hills where we had made our home. She waited until he had left to hunt, then came with her warrior women. They held me down and drew their knives across my face. Yet even in my pain I refused to give up. Over and over I told them that I loved him and that they might as well kill me sooner than take him from me. Eventually, Emer relented. She left me in a heap on the floor, holding my tattered face in my hands. That is how Cú Chulainn found me. He fetched water from the stream and healing herbs, and set about mending my wounds. I could not bring myself to look at him for the shame. He was the greatest warrior who ever lived, and I was no fighter.  
 
    “Your wife deserves you more,” I told him. 
 
    Emer appeared at the cave. When Cú Chulainn saw her, he went to strike her down, but she ducked beneath his arm and held her dagger towards him, even as she walked towards me. 
 
    “Stand up,” she commanded, and I did so. “It appears I have spilt the blood of a god, for you heal even faster than my husband’s touch.” 
 
    “I wish it were not so. For I would bear the scars of my love willingly.” 
 
    Emer’s eyes flashed back to her husband, such anger there. 
 
    She cursed him and spat. 
 
    “You love him enough you would die for him?” she asked. 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    “Then you are welcome to him. I fight for him because he is my husband, and it is my pride that is wounded. I would fight alongside him, but die for him? That I could not say with such certainty.” 
 
    With that, she sheathed her dagger and left. 
 
    Cú Chulainn held me that night, but I could not make love to him. My face hurt and my heart hurt more. As he slept beside me, I watched the sunrise through the cold morning mist and gently untangled myself from his arms. Taking the shape of a gull, I flew for home, never once looking back. I knew that if I did, my resolve would melt. I loved Cú Chulainn as I had loved my own husband once. Yet I knew that Emer’s generosity would not last. A woman can offer away her husband for a night, but a lifetime? No, she would kill me someday.  
 
    When I returned to the sea, I found my own husband waiting. He was pacing the great hall, his expression that of a man who’s been robbed. 
 
    “Where have you been?” he asked, coming towards me and holding my face to his own. “What has happened to you?” 
 
    As he traced the thick scars with his finger, I could not hold back my sorrow. I fell to my knees and confessed everything.  
 
    At first, I thought he might drown me, or cast me out upon the waves without direction. Instead, he took me up in his arms and placed me in my bed, with the covers tucked about me. I remained there unmoving for a long time. With no sunrise or sunset, I could not say how long. When Manannán returned he asked whether I had loved Cú Chulainn as much as him. I shook my head. I had loved Cú Chulainn more in those summer days beside the pool. Yet Manannán was my husband. My home.  
 
    “That is as well,” he told me. “For Cú Chulainn looks for you, and should you choose to leave me, I feel I have no right to keep you.” 
 
    His words were softer than I had ever heard. 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. 
 
    “I knew that I hurt you with every woman I took to my bed, yet still I did it. I drove you from our sanctuary. If it had not been Cú Chulainn you found, it would have been the arms of another. I am simply glad you fell for one who was worthy of you.” 
 
    I rose from my bed and pressed my hands to his face. 
 
    Cú Chulainn and Emer drank a potion of forgetting, made for them by the great Druids of Mona. For his part, my husband drew his cloak of mist about my shoulders, that, should Cú Chulainn ever remember, he would never be able to find me – nor I, him. 
 
    Yet there, on the small cluster of rocks that formed Carraig na Ron, I realised that I had been afraid of the wrong wife.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Manannán mac Lir 
 
      
 
    I had good reason to dislike my wife’s sister, yet in this, no reason to distrust. She had been one of the few to refuse my bed, back in the days when Fand and I were first fasted. My wife was fair and fortunate, whereas Bé Chuille trailed chaos wherever she trod. I propositioned her one drunken night. She laughed in my face and poured wine over my head. I’d thought her such a good sister for that, until I came to realise her tastes savoured a different flavour. 
 
    She bedded our son Gaidiar before he was even full grown. When my wife found out, she wept for seven weeks and swore she would have her vengeance. The sea above rocked and swayed, a thousand sailors sent to their deaths whilst she grieved for our boy’s lost innocence.  
 
    “I am a man, mother,” he would say. “And I will marry her!” 
 
    I admired my son’s determination, even as I mourned his weakness. He thought himself strong, fighting for his lady love, unaware that his lady love played him for a fool. The Witch of Lámhfada traded in heartbreak, taking her pleasures where she fancied. Wherever she spread her legs, she left behind ruined kingdoms and weeping wives.  
 
    I sent Gaidiar away to Mona, to the shadow women there, that he might learn the power in womanhood and take up a sword, rather than flowers, against it. Yet still Fand was not content. I feared she might bring the sky down upon us if I could not calm her. 
 
    “I want her dead!” she screamed. “I want her to pay for her betrayal with her life.” 
 
    “You would have me murder her? To kill one’s own sister is a truer wrong than she has committed.” 
 
    “Then I would have her wish for death.” 
 
    In truth, my wife scared me, for I had never seen her vicious as that. Fand was the summer breeze to Dianann’s winter storms and Bé Chuille’s autumn chill.  
 
    What was I to do? Where all before had come and gone, she had remained constant. For that alone, I owed her much. 
 
    I invited Bé Chuille beneath the waves that final time, to talk with her sister and seek amends. 
 
    Instead, I passed her a poisoned cup.  
 
    I watched her face fall as her tongue traced her lips. 
 
    “What have you done to me, brother?” she asked, her voice that of a girl. 
 
    “What does it feel like?”  
 
    “It feels as though my strength is fading. As though I grow weak.” 
 
    “Weaker with each passing year.” 
 
    “You have made me mortal?” 
 
    Fand seemed displeased that her sister had guessed the curse and stolen her chance to proclaim it. “You are young and beautiful now, sister of mine, but soon your beauty will fade.” 
 
    And, oh, how it had. 
 
    This bent hag before me was no more Bé Chuille than a fistful of ice is a flowing river. I had ferried many old women to the lands beyond the sea and it hurt my eyes to look upon them. Far better to be snatched in the bloom of youth, and to remain ever so that way in memory.  
 
    Yet, for all that had passed between us, I knew she had the truth of it now. Though Cú Chulainn had died hundreds of years past, tied upright to a standing stone by his own entrails, there was one who would not let him go. 
 
    During his life, that mighty warrior, who some proclaimed a son of Lugh, had taken many lovers. Almost as many as myself, and more had he lived longer. There was the sister of the Scottish Shadow Witch, Scáthach, who he had taken after battle and forced upon her a son. There had been his true wife, Emer, and my own wife, Fand. There had been the man he loved most of all among his kin, Ferdiad, who he eventually slew with his own hand. 
 
    Then there had been her. 
 
    The one whose name is never spoken.  
 
    The woman who came to him and offered her sorcery. 
 
    “For as long as I am by your side, you shall never lose a battle.” 
 
    “And why would I need the help of a woman in battle?” he had laughed. He who should have known better, raised by the women of Mona. 
 
    “I am no ordinary woman.” She smiled, twisting her flame-red locks between her fingers. “Let me show you just how good I am.” 
 
    “And why would you help me?” 
 
    “Can’t you see?” she asked, drawing close enough to kiss. “I love you Sétanta, Hound of Culann.” 
 
    Pushing her away, the warrior laughed again. “You’re brazen, I’ll give you that. But of women, I have hundreds, and as for battle, I have never lost yet. So I thank you for your offer, but I return your cup unsupped.” 
 
    Her face grew as scarlet as her hair. 
 
    “You would deny me?” she asked. 
 
    He smiled, and swept her away with his hand. 
 
    “You would deny me?” she asked again. 
 
    This time, the chill in her voice caught his ear and he turned. 
 
    “You are a beautiful woman,” he told her, “but my mind is on the battle ahead. I fear I would make you a poor lover, squandering the gifts beneath your dress.” 
 
    “You make a grave mistake, Cú Chulainn.” It was then that he saw her shadow cast before her, tall and black, wings spread wide. “If I cannot have your love, then you shall have my hatred.” 
 
    As the woman turned into a raven, the warrior knew his mistake. He had shunned the hand of The Morrígan, the Phantom Queen of the Aos Sí. A woman who never forgot and never forgave. 
 
    True to her word, she cast against him in every battle. The scent of sage woke him each morning, and the stench of carrion haunted his dreams. She had no care for Emer, who had long since taken lovers of her own, and ceased loving Cú Chulainn as a wife ought. She paid no mind to Aífe, sister of Scáthach, for he had taken her by force. Yet in Fand, Cú Chulainn found true peace. The daughter of a goddess as old as she. A rival worthy of her enmity, yet shrouded in a cloak of mist so thick that none could ever find her. 
 
    The Morrígan’s blood throbbed with rage, for she was the only one who understood Cú Chulainn in the grips of ríastrad. A madness flowed through her that both loved and despised in equal measure. She knew no middle ground. 
 
    “She could not harm Fand, and she could not harm you,” Bé Chuille said. “So, she sought to harm all those close to you. She destroyed your father’s house.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    When I awoke a swan, thick mist remained all about me, and I was alone. 
 
    “Oh!” I cried out. “The three I loved, my brothers who slept under the shelter of my wings! Until the dead come back to the living, I will see them no more.” 
 
    My grief was such that some nights I felt the twins’ warmth beneath me, and Aodh at my breast. I woke weeping on those frozen rocks. The mist was so thick that at last I came to wonder whether it was I who had drowned, and my brothers who sat out there on the sea, mourning my loss. Each night I sang to call them home, yet they never came. 
 
    The mist grew bright and the mist grew dark, and eventually I could take no more. Everything I had loved had been taken from me: my mother, my father and my brothers. If I were not already dead, I reasoned perhaps I should be. 
 
    I bent my neck to the salty sea and began to drink. Thick, gulping dregs of ocean water.  
 
    Only, the water tasted sweet. 
 
    Again, I dipped my neck and tried to purge my flesh of its soul. 
 
    This time the water tasted sharp as wine. 
 
    I drew back, peering into the depths. 
 
    A four-sided cup began to rise, attached to a pale, slender arm, followed by a long face with wide brown eyes and a grey-lipped mouth. 
 
    “You are thirsting?” the creature asked in a sing-song voice. “Fresh water, wine, milk or mead. Whatever you desire you can sip from this cup.” 
 
    She placed the cup upon the rock and hauled herself beside me. Her breasts were large as a wet nurse’s, her stomach and thighs mottled silver-black. When I looked to her feet, I saw they intertwined to form a seal’s tail.  
 
    I had heard stories of the selkies, yet never seen one. They were as ancient as the Aos Sí, half-human, half-seal. They spent their time following the trade ships between Éire and Alba, singing them to the rocks and rescuing the sailors, as was their pleasure. Selkies were only ever women, and those they saved only ever men. Their children were born either selkie girls or human boys, nursed in the depths or left on the shore by the doors of fishermen’s wives.  
 
    “Here,” she said, holding up her hand to show me the little dried fishes she held there. 
 
    They were the finest meal I had eaten in memory. I gulped them down and drank milk until my stomach ached. 
 
    “I have lost my brothers,” I told her, when at last I drew breath. “Please, can you help me to find them?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said the selkie. “I may know where they are.” 
 
    “Then I beg of you, help me. You don’t understand how very much I love them. We cannot be parted.” 
 
    “Let me go and look,” she said, slipping back into the water. 
 
    “No, wait!” I cried, not wishing my one companion to leave me.  
 
    I saw the selkie’s tail splash once on the surface of the sea, then she was gone. The mist slowly began to clear, as though pulled along after her. Suddenly, I could see where I was. Far, far in the distance, I could make out cliffs like a seam of white thread on the horizon. The sun was setting behind them, casting the waves in brilliant gold and blue. It was so beautiful.  
 
    Out to the far north-west I could see a small shadow on the water, and decided that it must be Reachlainn, where we had been when the storm hit. I tried not to dwell on that terrible event. Cresting the distance between there and here were three white spots.  
 
    I knew, even before they drew form, that they were my brothers Fiachra, Conn and Aodh.  
 
    Too fat to fly, I took to singing and singing until they reached my shore. I spread my wings to embrace them and we sang together until the stars were up. 
 
    When I implored them for an explanation of where they had been, I learned of Manannán’s keep beneath the sea. I could not hold back on my kin, and told them of our meeting, years ago. 
 
    “Why did you not tell us?” Aodh asked. 
 
    I could think of no reason that seemed worthy enough. In those days, I had only half believed it had happened myself. He had seemed so distant, so full of disdain, I saw no reason to think on him again.  
 
    More astonishing, my brothers thought they had only been gone a single night, whereas I knew the sun had risen and set many times since we parted.  Without the mist to cover us, the sky became clear and cold. Each night we shivered on those rocks. I sheltered the little ones beneath my wings, and Aodh at my breast. We shared what little warmth we had. 
 
    Many moons passed in this way. We sipped from the cup the selkie left, and often we woke to find those little silver fish and fresh bread on the rocks. I told my brothers of my mottled friend and they were as grateful as me.  
 
    We took to flying by day, roaming the coasts of Alba and Éire. Sruth na Maoile was far ranging in contrast to Loch Dairbhreach. There were many wonders to see: dolphins that leapt, and whales with their tails wide as seven men. They sprayed us as we passed and we laughed, racing their shadows across the surface.  
 
    At night, the stars shone brighter than I had ever seen. They reflected on the surface of the sea when it was calm, as though we floated among them, up there in the sky. When the sun sank in the west, the whole world set aflame. I never saw such splendour. A tapestry of red and gold more brilliant than any king possessed. 
 
    Though these pleasures were scarce between frozen nights and beating waves. We huddled for warmth, yet there was little protection against the frequent flurries of snow and sleet. Even the summer storms seemed frightful, the sky a flickering lantern casting Sorcha’s dragons between the clouds. The tide rose and fell, and some nights it threatened to drown us all, battering against the rocks of Carraig na Ron, our island home. It was a morning after a night like that when I found Conn crying by himself. 
 
    “Conn, are you hurt?” I asked, drawing close to shelter him with my wing. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I am so tired. I can no longer remember our father’s face.” 
 
    I paused then, for my dreams of late had been filled with the dreams of swans. Of skimming the silver waves, of singing beneath the moon, of my legs tangled in the weeds, dragged down to the depths. I had not thought on our family for a long time, and when I did, I found that it was true. I could no longer remember him either. His shape was still there, though the detail grew faint. 
 
    We cried together until the sun was fully up. 
 
    Then came a winter unlike any before. The cold was so cruel as to freeze the sea about the rocks. It glittered as pretty as the salt on our down, yet bit like a razor. The chill cut from the tip of our beaks to the claws on our feet. It stuck our tongues to the rooves of our mouths and pinned our plumage to the stone. When we moved to seek shelter, we left behind feathers and a sheath of skin from our feet. The cold tore our very flesh from our bones.  
 
    Oh! To be on the sea with open sores, where the salt seeps in and stings like a nest of hornets. We were in such terrible, terrible pain. We bled into the water, our tears frozen to our faces. I lay down with my brothers, thinking there to die. 
 
    When I awoke, I found myself upon a comfortable bed, covered in a quilt of blue and green. The walls of the room were high and dripping with water, lit by clusters of luminescent shells. At the far end, a man sat bathing my feet from a bowl of warm water on his lap, his dark hood raised so that I could not see his face. Even so, I recognised him. 
 
    “Brother?” I spoke, my voice cracked with hardship. 
 
    “Fionnuala fair,” he replied, never turning from his task. I stretched out my arms to either side in wonder, opening and closing my fingers, noting that they seemed thinner than I remembered. “Remain still, you are gravely wounded.” 
 
    “Where are my brothers?” I asked, attempting to pull myself up.  
 
    “Your brothers are safe. They sleep by the fire in the hall.” 
 
    “May I sleep with them?” 
 
    He sighed and placed the cloth in the bowl. 
 
    “I have been a poor brother,” he confessed. “Especially to one who has endured the same father all these years.” 
 
    “What of our father?” I asked, tears coming quick to my eyes, for my pain was both of the flesh and the heart. I had loved my father fiercely, and I did not care for the way Manannán spoke. At this, he raised his face, his hood falling back to reveal those glowing blue eyes. I understood myself to be in the presence of a god, and drew back, afraid. 
 
    “I do not wish to argue with you. I offer my sympathies, do not throw them back in my face.” I nodded. “I would have brought you here sooner, only my wife refuses all female company, and I would not allow her to send for the boys whilst you lay abandoned on the rocks. You have mothered them through all of this, and it is time you were mothered yourself. As Fand will not, I must.” 
 
    “Why does she hate me so?” 
 
    “She does not hate you, no more than she hates any of your sex. She was betrayed many years ago by her own flesh and blood, and now she trusts no one. Yet she is no demon, she does feel. When I showed her your suffering each night in the fire, she relented. You have her to thank for your food and mead, for she sent the selkie. Each full moon you may come here. We will carve the map upon the rocks of Carraig na Ron, and when the light hits it full and bright, it will show you the way to my door. You may dance as children for an hour or two, eat from my table and warm yourselves by my fire.” 
 
    “Only for an hour or two?” 
 
    “Fionnuala, you are not in the land of the living anymore. Your enchantment is broken only because you stand so close to death. The games of the mortal world above have no place in Tír fo Thuinn. If you stay longer, you will never be able to return.” 
 
    “What is wrong in that? Better here for an eternity, dry and comforted, than suffering above, stuck by my skin to the rocks.” 
 
    “Aye,” he smiled. “If that be your fate, I’d agree.” He glanced down and began to bandage my feet with strips of clean cloth. 
 
    “Is there something I do not know?” 
 
    “Nothing I care to speak of,” he replied. 
 
    I was too tired to question further. My eyes closed and I slept for a long time. When eventually I woke, he was gone. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    I do not know how long it took for our wounds to heal, yet it was with heavy heart we returned to the surface. My brothers struggled against it, screaming and crying, clutching at anything they could take hold of. Though it was no use, we each had to enter the fire in our turn, to find ourselves once again as swans.  
 
    When we returned to the world above, we found the rocks of our shabby island were deeply grooved, covered in swirls and spirals like those of the druid’s cave Sorcha had once shown us. We made a game of it, tracing the patterns with our beaks. Losing, should our beaks travel the same course and touch. 
 
    Come the full moon, the silver of its light flooded those grooves and the pattern began to glow. Where it reflected on the water below, it created wide, rippling circles. Without being told, we knew that we should dive deep beneath those circles. In so doing, we entered Tír fo Thuinn, up through the fireplace and onto the floor, spluttering and wet in our childhood forms.  
 
    There was always a pile of dry clothes beside the hearth, and plates of every ocean delicacy on the long driftwood table that stood in shadow, lit by the glow of jellyfish who floated above as though in water. There was something beautiful about my brother’s home, despite its desolation. When I remembered the great festivals of Sidh-ar-Femhin, and the splendour of the Feast of Age, I truly pitied Manannán, for he had a caiseal more striking than any I had seen on land, yet no one would ever visit. 
 
    Fand came to tell us stories some nights, wrapping us in blankets after we had eaten and lying there on the rug beside us. Her stories were never as exciting as Sorcha’s had been, they were always about lovers rather than heroes, and they always had a happy ending, but she could conjure images in the flames more intricate than anything Sorcha had pulled from the shadows. In time, my brother’s wife even seemed to soften to Fin. She ceased to look upon her with suspicion and began to talk to her as a daughter.  
 
    We lived for those nights by their hearth. It was our only respite from the wind and the biting cold. Our time on Sruth na Maoile was worse by far than anything we had endured on Loch Dairbhreach. Had it not been for our brother of salt-blood, it would have been worse still. We may only have spent a few hours of each full moon there, yet when we returned it seemed as though several days had passed. Time itself moved differently beneath the tide, and for that we were grateful.  
 
    Like Fin, I had once asked Manannán why we could not stay forever at his caiseal. I did not understand, in a hall of a hundred rooms, why there would be no space for us. Perhaps because I was almost a man, he answered me better than my sister. We were alone by the fire whilst they feasted at table.  
 
    “If it were my choice, Aodh, I would keep you here and raise you as my own—” 
 
    “Is it Fand?” I asked. “Does she still not trust my sister?” 
 
    “No,” he said, giving the rarest of smiles. “Would that it were only a woman’s scorn. That, I might manage.” I saw the reluctance in his eyes, and told him that there was little he could say more terrible than the curse I already bore. “Aye, perhaps. Though it is not something I care to speak of to anyone. There’s a prophecy Bé Chuille tells.” 
 
    “A shadow rising in place of the sun?” 
 
    He looked pained.  
 
    “It has already begun, child. The world that we have known is coming to an end.” 
 
    “I do not understand,” I said. “Where better to hide than here, beneath the sea?” 
 
    “The walls of my caiseal weaken, brother. Tales be true, it would seem you are destined to outlive us all.” 
 
    I told my sister of this when we returned to the rock, for we kept no secrets. Though we did not tell the twins. They had grown wise over time, but not old. They would have been as afraid as us, yet not have been able to control their fear. It was enough they cried from the cold, there was no kindness in scaring them with our stories.  
 
    I was about to ask my sister whether she thought our father still lived, when the look in her eye caused me to follow. There, on the horizon, I saw a sight that curdled my heart. It was a sight we had seen once before, many years past. The clouds were building quickly into a tower of twisting black tendrils, eclipsing the light of the sun. Waves broiled, smashing themselves upon the rocks and rising higher until they met our feet.  
 
    It scared me to see the terror in my sister’s eyes, she who had protected us and given us strength all those many long nights. I thought on how different our world might have been had we lived our natural lives. I would have become a warrior, riding proud alongside Caílte, able to protect Fionnuala with a sword in one hand and a spear in the other. She would have feared nothing.  
 
    Thinking on that brought me strength.  
 
    As the storm approached, it was I who spread my wings, sheltering my brothers beneath them and Fin at my breast. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Bé Chuille 
 
      
 
    Carraig na Ron was soon eclipsed by sea spray, my old eyes unable to pick out its form. A dozen lapwings skimmed the cresting foam of tumultuous waves as they fled for the safety of Reachlainn.  
 
    “Please, please…”  
 
    The voice had woken me from my dreamless sleep, and I knew that Aoife had returned for the children. “Please, please…” she cried, over and over. Please, what? I wondered. Please take away my pain? Please forgive me? Please love me? 
 
    By the time I slid down the rocks, the shore was already dark, a maelstrom of bruised clouds suffocating those below.  
 
    “She cannot kill them,” a voice came beside me.  
 
    I looked across to see a great white bird melt into the form of my sister. 
 
    “Aye,” I replied. “But she will make them long for death.” 
 
    We sat for a time, watching the weather worsen.  
 
    “Those are your husband’s kin, and it is for your sake they take this form. Why not shelter them?” I asked. 
 
    “In truth, many reasons.” 
 
    “The girl is no threat to your sons. They flew many years past.” Fand flinched at this, eyes narrowing. “Your husband is a lecher, but he would not touch his own sister if that is what you fear.” 
 
    “Enough!” she said. “Do not push yourself, sister. I have come to my end here, as have we all.” 
 
    “All but they,” I said, wiping mist from my face. “Is that what troubles you, the prophecy?” 
 
    “You know it is more than that. Even as a child your dreams were never wrong. You and Dianann saw things I never could. For all the looking, I saw the lies and you the truth.” 
 
    “I would have preferred the lies, I think.” Fand almost smiled. “The gods grow weak and run to the hills. I have seen it, I can feel it. Far to the East an army rises, their ships scratching the surface of the waves like cat claws. Village after village, town after town, falls before them. They are headed this way, and when they arrive there will be no Tuatha Dé Danann left to turn them back.” 
 
     “Oh, how the Fomori weep,” she said with sarcasm. “Would that we were girls again, soft-sleeping amidst the leaves of the forest, with deer and wolf and bear as our companions.” 
 
    “It was a good life, was it not?” 
 
    She turned her eyes – my own eyes – upon me, and I saw there the devastation of the years.  
 
    “What remains of your life, sister?” she asked. 
 
    I had thought on this many nights. “A warm bed, a comfortable fire, food brought by the Fir Bolg whenever I am hungry, in return for the plants and the prayers I can offer.” 
 
    “A cunning woman, less cunning in life than in love.” 
 
    I spat towards her.  
 
    “Love is love. It requires no cunning.” 
 
    A clap of thunder rolled across the sky, and far out to sea lightning struck. 
 
    “I cannot undo it,” Fand said, suddenly flushed with worry. “Cú Chulainn does not live, and She does not forgive. I know that it is my fault, but I know not what to do.” 
 
    “Would you save the children if you could?” 
 
    “Of course! They are but babes.” 
 
    “They are older than some gods.” 
 
    “Aye, but no wiser. They haven’t grown a day since the spell was cast.” 
 
    I thought on this hard, for Gaidiar had not grown a day since taking his own life. I felt all of my sister’s guilt and more for that. Sometimes Wave Sweeper haunted my dreams. Manannán sat to one side, his son on the other, as he floated him through the gates of Tír na nÓg. How he had not killed me for that, I could not say. Had I been a mother, my hand would not have stayed. 
 
    “You weren’t to know,” I said. The first kind words that had passed between us since she took my godhood.  
 
    “Had I your insight, I might have done.” 
 
    “It does not work that way. If it did, I should never have…” 
 
    I could not finish the sentence, yet we both knew what I meant. 
 
    The wind screamed above us, blowing a thousand leaves over the cliff and out to sea. When I saw them, I flicked my wrist and they transformed into an army on horseback, galloping towards the waves as though charging down their foe. 
 
    “She has won, you know,” my sister said. “Through her jealousy and her cruelty, through her disregard for others, she has won. Long after we are dead they will remember her.” 
 
    “Hush now, enough talk of death.” 
 
    “It is true, though. They will not remember the love Cú Chulainn and I shared, the comfort we found in one another. Neither will they remember Emer, her loyalty and how hard she fought beside her husband. All they will remember is Her. How she set against him, how she pursued him and how he refused her. How she took her revenge. People only remember the fierce stories.” 
 
    I stood then, wind ripping through my clothes, spreading them like banners about my rigid frame.  
 
    “Then I have one fierce story left for the telling.”  
 
    My end of days was already upon me. Whilst the Men of Dea were destined to slip quietly to the shadowlands, I knew that I would not live to join them. 
 
    “I am Bé Chuille,” I declared to the wind. “Witch of Lámhfada. I won the wars for the Tuatha Dé Danann. I vanquished the She Devil of Athens and all of her sons. Though I am mortal, my magic holds strong, and I refuse to be forgotten.” 
 
    With that the wind turned. It wrapped my hair about my neck like a noose, fists of air forcing their way into my throat until I could hardly breathe. I laughed in my discomfort. I heard my sister begin to chant beside me, her tongue curling around ancient words, a language older than the rocks.  
 
    “Take my form, sister,” Fand said, reaching out and holding my hand. I was startled to feel her skin against mine. It had been so many years. As our eyes met, I saw the faintest of smiles on her lips. The colour faded from her as my fingers turned to feathers. “When you are ready, reach down.” 
 
    As a giant gull, I took to the sky and raced towards those thunderous clouds. The waves below were as high as ships, endlessly rocking and capsizing. Sea spray blinded me until I knew my way by the strength of the wind pushing against me. My wings screamed for rest, yet I could not. 
 
    “Aoife!” I cried out, gaining height. “Aoife!” 
 
    She did not answer, and when I was high enough to escape the waves, I opened my eyes and saw why. There, far down below, a figure formed and reformed in the clouds. A twisted figure with streaming hair and outstretched arms. At the tip of its fingers was a single swan, caught, as I had been, against the wind.  
 
    From that distance, I could not tell which of the children it was, yet I could guess. 
 
    “Please, please…” the squall wailed, over and over.  
 
    As I began to dive, she sensed me. Her face turned upwards, trails of cloud caught in her swift movement, forming a hurricane of anger. Fear gripped as that great, inhuman mouth opened to swallow me. 
 
    Pain and rage, black and red.  
 
    My skin burnt, the thoughts in my head curling like lit parchment, turning to ash, rising like smoke. When, at last, I drew breath, I stood a thousand feet tall, my hand around Aoife’s neck, slamming her against the wind.  
 
    “Let him go!” I screamed, saltwater saliva dripping from my jaw. 
 
    I felt the power of the ages course through me.  
 
    “Please, please…” she cried, her eyes wide and black, sucking in all that she saw. “Please, please…” 
 
    “No more please,” I spoke in her ear, tightening my grip. 
 
    She dissolved into rain and fell through my fingers.  
 
    Cursing, I cast about and found Aodh. Free of Aoife’s grip, he had flown for the blue skies above, wild with panic. 
 
    I took him in my hand and brought him gently to my lips. 
 
    “Don’t fear, child. I have fought far worse and won.” 
 
    “Behind!” he cried, taking flight. 
 
    As I turned, Aoife took shape: a woman a hundred times taller than she had been in life, her body a mass of cloud, a tempest that never stilled. She tailed out toward Reachlainn, the waves like hands, reaching up to touch her.  
 
    “The boy is mine!” she screamed. 
 
    “The boy is his own,” I said, bracing myself against her.  
 
    As she came upon me, I reached down to the depths of the ocean and clasped my hand around Fragarach. Feeling the force of Mother Danu pulse through its blade, I thrust it beneath Aoife’s ribcage.  
 
    Her scream felled birds from the sky. It shattered the rocks of Carraig na Ron and sent the Fir Bolg running for the hills. Yet still I held the blade tight, pushing deeper as she clung to me. 
 
    “It was not your fault,” I whispered. “You loved a man who loved another.” 
 
    As I held Aoife in her death throes, the thick scent of carrion assaulted me.  
 
    In my compassion, I did not feel Aoife raise her arm. I could not see as she took her mighty fang in one fist and broke it free of her gum. I only felt it, as she drove that spear of ice through my back; through my heart. 
 
    Thrusting away, I wheeled Fragarach in a great arc and took off her head.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The waves fell, the wind fell.  
 
    Aoife scattered as sleet to the black waters below. 
 
    The clouds began to part and the sun shone through. I reached and clasped, but the spear had melted away. I could not remove it. I could not close my wound. Fragarach dropped to the depths as I began to shrink. For a moment, my hand clasped the whole of Carraig na Ron, then a clump of seaweed the next. My life drained thick about me and each breath became a struggle.  
 
    “Don’t move,” Aodh said, spreading his blood-stained wing across my chest to hide the wound. “It won’t be long and your kin will come for you.” 
 
    “Aye,” I said, crimson spit upon my lips. “They’ll come for me in a boat with blue eyes.” 
 
    “Better those who love you than a stranger.” 
 
    “Those who once loved me have become strangers of late.” 
 
    “Those who know each other well enough to hate, have never truly stopped loving.” 
 
    I smiled at this, rolling my head so that my lungs might empty of blood. Even though we know we are dying, we fight every last moment for life. 
 
    “Thank you Bé Chuille,” he said. “You have saved us from Aoife’s cruelty.” 
 
    “I am glad.” I reached to touch his cheek with the last of my strength. “Perhaps one day, when the curse is lifted, you would be good enough to tell the bards with their harps and their flutes. Tell them of the sacrifice I made. See that my name is not forgotten.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and felt a strong hand pull me to my feet.  
 
    “Don’t look back,” a voice said, thick as the rolling tide. 
 
    I followed Manannán to the boat, where my sister sat. She wore a veil white as saltwater, yet thin enough that I could see her dark eyes beneath.  
 
    “And so, we take our final journey?” I asked. 
 
    Manannán nodded, his own face covered by his cowl, his strong arms exposed as he took an oar in each hand. 
 
    “I haven’t a penny to pay you, sweet brother.” 
 
    “Then pay us with kindness,” my sister spoke. “When you reach the shores of Tír na nÓg, and set foot beyond the ninth wave, where even we may not follow, you will meet again with one who meant the world to us.” 
 
    “And I will tell him I am sorry—” 
 
    “Do no such thing,” Manannán instructed. “The dead do not remember. Give him no cause to know that he was ever unhappy.” 
 
    “Love him,” Fand told me. “Love him like there was never another.” 
 
    “I will try,” I said. “Yet I doubt my withered flesh would bring him joy.” 
 
    My sister smiled then. Such a funny, sad sort of smile. 
 
    She reached forward and held my hand before my eyes. With each stroke of the oar my skin became tighter, my nails whiter. I felt my hair fall once again about my shoulders, glossy as a raven’s wing, spun with bright-blue jay feathers. 
 
    “Fill his days with every kindness,” she told me. “Find what it was you once saw in each other, and savour it. One day we will all be together in that place, sister of mine. One day, not too far from now.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    The twins and I had been flung from wave to rock. We were all but dead when Aodh returned to us, his feathers preened, his head high as though no such storm had come to pass. 
 
    “Sister,” he sighed, spreading his wings across me. 
 
    “You’re alive,” I managed. “Yet I cannot bear another attack. Should Aoife return—” 
 
    “She will not return,” he told me. “That is an end to it.” 
 
    For three days and three nights he nursed us with milk from the enchanted cup and with little silver fish. When we had regained enough strength to feed ourselves, he told us of the mighty battle that took place. How he was sure that Aoife would swallow him whole, how she had pleaded with him over and over to come to her, and how she had raised the wind to imprison him when he tried to flee. He told us how the sea raged, how lightning tore through the clouds, and how the great witch Bé Chuille had eventually been slain by a demon of the air. 
 
    I was sad for Bé Chuille, truly I was. I knew that it was for her sake that we had survived upon Sruth na Maoile. Without her words of shame, her sister Fand would never have sent us food or drink. Our own brother Manannán would have watched from afar and ne’er approached. As a woman, she had her faults, I had seen that look when first she set eyes on Aodh, and I understood why she was not welcome beneath the waves. Yet, as a sorcerer, she had proven herself a reliable friend. 
 
    Even though she was gone, Manannán and his wife continued to open the gates of Tír fo Thuinn to us each full moon. For a few hours of their time, and a few days of ours, we took on the shape of children once more. We played by the fire, feasted at table, and listened to the stories Fand would tell. She no longer frightened us. Her grief for her son, and I suspect her sister, turned her soft towards us. When we returned to the rock we often found fresh parcels of food, brought by selkies and sea-dragons in the black of night. 
 
    With Aoife gone, the waters seemed warmer. During the summer it was as though the sun barely kissed the horizon before waking next morning. The rise was gold and blue, the set flame-red. When snow came, it no longer bit as it had before. It turned the rocks to glittering piles of quartz, and the sea silver as a sword.  
 
    More and more we saw ships upon that blade, edging their way between Éire and Alba. With each passing year they became larger, faster, longer. When storms raged and the selkies sang them to the rocks, they would come to us with gifts of bronze, gold and silver. We built our nests of fine fabric and lined them with jewels. We were the richest islanders in all of Éire, with nothing to spend our coin on. 
 
    One night, after a summer storm, we woke to find three men beside us on the rocks. One had thick ginger hair and a red gash across his forehead which spoke of misfortune. My brothers helped me to roll him into the water so that the sight of him would not distress the two surviving. The first of the living was a gaunt-faced man, late in years. His chestnut hair had been tied in a braid as thick as his arm. It reached to his knees with lengths of seaweed caught about it. The second was no more than a boy, sandy-haired as the twins.  
 
    We fed them from our own beaks and sheltered them from the rain with our wings until they stirred. At first, they thought themselves in a dream, thrashing about as though still aboard their drowned ship. They reached out and called for lost shipmates until we sung them to sleep. With each singing, they woke a little calmer.  
 
    “What is your name?” Conn asked of the boy. 
 
    “They call me Aodh Aithfhiosach. Aodh of the Quick Wits,” he replied, half in a stupor. 
 
    “Where were you sailing to?” I asked. 
 
    “Home, to Banna in the north of Éire.” Aodh the Quick Witted sat up a little and rubbed his eyes with his fists. “Swans?” 
 
    “I see how he earned his name,” my brother laughed. 
 
    “But—” the boy’s face was pale beneath the moon. His companion woke with a start, spluttering across the rocks. “Fergus,” the boy whispered. “Fergus, wake up.” 
 
    With a groan, the older man opened his eyelids and stared at us. 
 
    “Fergus Fithchiollach,” I whispered, reaching to pluck a leather purse from about his neck. As the thong snapped a handful of wooden counters scattered about our feet. “It is you!” I cried. 
 
    “That voice—” 
 
    “It is me, Fionnuala ní Lir! These are my brothers.” 
 
    Fergus laughed, a gritty sound through his salt-scrubbed throat.  
 
    “Well, I never.” 
 
    “Have we died?” Aodh Aithfhiosach asked. 
 
    “No, lad. Did you never hear the tale?” The boy looked at him blankly, so Fergus proceeded to tell it – the story of our lives. We sat silently, listening. The story was far shorter than it had taken to live. It spoke nothing of the love we bore for our father, of the love he had once felt for Aoife, or of the Fianna who had been our protectors for so many years. Neither did it speak of Bé Chuille, or Fand, or our brother Manannán. It was a simple story, all being told. The story of a jealous stepmother and her unfortunate stepchildren. A story that might be told to second wives to warn them of the consequences of withholding compassion.  
 
    “And these are they? The Children of Lir?” The boy’s eyes widened as he reached out to stroke my neck. 
 
    “What of our homeland, Fergus?” I asked. “We have not spoken with a single man of Éire in almost a hundred years. Pray tell us, what of our father? What of your cousin, Ailbhe, and her husband Eoghan? What of their son, Bevan? What of our grandfather Bodb Dearg and his queen? What of Fionn mac Cumhaill and his warriors?” 
 
    Fergus’s eyes fell and he took to coughing again. “Gods, woman. Would you let a man catch his breath? I have flint in my pocket, is there nought to make a fire with on this forsaken rock?” 
 
    He had breath enough to tell our legend, yet his tongue failed when it came to my family. I became afraid of what he might say, and embraced the distraction of building a fire to delay the bad news. He took dry flint from an oil rag and we set light to one of our nests, using my plumage as kindling.  
 
    The two men settled down beside the blaze, rubbing their hands and passing the cup between them. I saw that Aodh Aithfhiosach drank milk, for it left a moustache on his upper lip, whereas Fergus’s teeth were stained with wine.  
 
    My brothers and I sat silently by. 
 
    “We have a little cheese and bread,” I offered. “And a plentiful supply of fish.” 
 
    Young Aodh accepted our food, yet Fergus refused.  
 
    “It’s bad enough I’m drinkin’ wi’ ya,” he said. “If I eat I’m sure to be damned forever.” 
 
    Aodh Aithfhiosach looked at me over his hunk of cheese. 
 
    “We are enchanted, we do not enchant,” I assured him. 
 
    “Still,” said Fergus, “sorcery like this, who’s to say what it might do?” He continued to sup his wine until the flames died to a dim crackle. “I won’t lie to you,” he said, eventually lifting his eyes to mine. “The world you knew is much changed.” 
 
    “A shadow rises in place of the sun?” I ventured. 
 
    “What? No.” The creases of his face formed rivers of shadow. “The sun still rises, child—” He caught himself, looking at me hard. “How can I even call you a child?” he asked. “You sound like the Fionnuala I once knew, yet that in itself is strange. How can you possess the voice of a child after all these years?” 
 
    We had no answer for him, and his companion was too engrossed in his food to offer an opinion. 
 
    “What of our father?” Conn repeated. 
 
    “Your father was half mad with grief after you left,” he told us. “He retreated to Sidhe Fionnachaidh with what remained of his men.” 
 
    “Caílte mac Rónáin, did he go with him?” our Aodh asked. 
 
    Fergus scratched his shoulder and shrugged. “I couldn’t say,” he replied. “I wasn’t there.” This absence of news seemed to strike my brother harder than any story of hardship or sorrow might have done. “All I know is that he locked himself up there and admitted no one. It wasn’t until Bodb went to visit on him that things worsened.” 
 
    “Worsened?” I asked. 
 
    “Aye. Well, he was the King of Éire—” 
 
    “Was?” Fiachra asked. 
 
    “Is. He is the King of Éire, after all. He didn’t take kindly to Lir refusing his hospitality. Honest truth, I think he was feeling bad about what happened. Him wedding Lir to two wives who brought him to grief. He wanted to make amends, but Lir would hear none of it and Bodb would not leave without an audience. He laid siege to Sidhe Fionnachaidh and tried to starve your father into civility.” 
 
    I was so shocked to hear this that I thought to take flight rather than listen to more.  
 
    “Your Caílte mac Rónáin put in an appearance then,” he said, smiling at the way Aodh’s head rose upon its slender neck. “He’s taken up with some cousin of his at Sidhe Aedha, down in the Valley of the Three Waters, where the Siuir and the Beoir and the Berba meet. After your father no longer had need of him, he left the Fianna and went hunting for boar. They say he supped each night at the table of Ilbrec of Ess Ruadh—” 
 
    “Who is he?” Conn asked. 
 
    For a moment, Fergus looked puzzled and then he sighed. “Aye, I s’pose you have nae heard of him. After Blind Sile died, he united half the South. Been lording it over all of ‘em for years now, growing fat on ox and fine wine. Anyhow, this Ilbrec was keen to please the King, and joined his men to your grandfather’s siege.  
 
    “One night, your father sent down two of his finest men. His brown warrior and his black. He sends one against Ilbrec, and one against Bodb. The Red King meets them both with a double-headed axe, roaring like a bull. Yet the warriors pull back after a moment and bend the knee. They tell him Lir has taken leave of his senses, only they don’t see that Lir is right behind them. He challenges Bodb to single combat. Two kings, fighting the battle one of them has always yearned for.  
 
    ““I wouldn’t fight you then, I won’t fight you now,” your grandfather tells him. “I am and always have been the rightful King of Éire. I pity you your grief, and I share some blame in that, but Lir, this madness must end.” Only, your father wouldn’t listen. He took Ilbrec’s spear right out of his hand and levelled it at Bodb—” 
 
    “Our father wouldn’t do such a thing!” Fiachra said. 
 
    “Aye, the father you knew wouldn’t have, but time changed him.” 
 
    “What happened then?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, Bodb cast aside the spear with his axe and took up a mighty rock in both his hands. He looked fit to brain your father with it, but instead he flexed his thick muscles and shattered it right there, above his head. “I will not fight you!” he told Lir.” 
 
    ““Then name your champion!” said your father. 
 
    “That’s when Caílte stepped forward.” 
 
    I heard Aodh’s intake of breath. 
 
    ““Look me in the eye,” Caílte said. “Have I not been your faithful servant these past years? Have we not broken bread together, grieved together? I stood by you, Lir, through all your troubles, but I will not stand aside whilst you threaten the King of Éire. If you wish to, then it is I you must fight, your friend.”” 
 
    “Please, I beg of you, what became of our father?” I asked. 
 
    “What of Caílte?” asked Aodh. 
 
    Fergus levelled his gaze at my brother, chewing the side of his cheek as though tasting his words. Then, all of a sudden, his mouth split into a wide grin and he laughed. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, children. They are all safe. All of them. Your father, your grandfather, Caílte and Ilbrec, and the Fianna. All safe and in one place, there at Sidhe Fionnachaidh, enjoying the Feast of Age.” 
 
    I laughed too, we all did. Relief washed through me to think that those I loved were reconciled. That our father had been too tired to fight, too honourable to raise his sword against a friend. To think that they had settled the matter and sat down to feast, there at his fort, awaiting our return. 
 
    “Now, tell me,” Fergus said, wiping a tear from his eye. “How do we get off this bloody rock?” 
 
    Manannán brought Wave Sweeper, yet they refused to board, for they knew the legend of that boat, and where it travelled. In the end, Fand’s host of sea birds stole a raft from the mainland and flew it to Carraig na Ron with ropes of woven grass in their beaks. 
 
    For nights after they left, our dreams were filled with strange feasts. We were sat at our father’s table at Sidhe Fionnachaidh, with all of the chiefs of the old tribes about us: Blind Sile, slurping from her bowl, soup trickling from her gap-teeth, mottle-bearded Laisrean with his beautiful daughter Luiseach, still a fair maid with long flowing locks. The Cauci stood upon the table, whirling their blazing sticks, occasionally setting fire to one another’s beards and laughing as they transformed into sprites, dancing from one dish to the next, leaving bowls of flame in their wake. We all laughed at table, the juice of suckling pig and braised goat greasing our chins, the wine warming our fingertips and turning every word to jest.  
 
    When we woke each morning on the cold stone of Carraig na Ron, we wept bitterly, for we missed our family and our old way of life something fierce.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Some years after our guests had come to disquiet our dreams, a night came unlike any other. 
 
    The air had once again turned bitter, and we had taken to flying between Reachlainn and the mouth of the Banna before settling each night in our nests. This helped to stretch our wings, and brought a sweet warm ache to our muscles that helped us to sleep as soon as our eyes closed.  
 
    As we turned for home, Fiachra cried out, for all the horizon was a red glow. A hundred miles ahead the sky was a blanket of black smoke, as though someone had set the whole of Britain aflame. We were forced to swoop low to avoid being blinded, yet the closer we came, the thicker the smoke. Within that hot horror, a thousand women screamed, babies cried and blood drenched the sea below. 
 
    The next morning, a dark shadow rose in place of the sun. 
 
    As the tide pulled north, it took with it a hundred charred bodies, faces twisted in pain. Amidst them were rags of white, which had once been druidic robes. We wept as children passed, their entrails snagging seaweed. Dogs and cows and horses followed, bloated like rafts upon which a swarm of sand flies set sail. The stench was sickening.  
 
    “Don’t,” Fiachra told me, as I tried to cover his eyes with my wing. “We were children once, but no longer.” 
 
    For three full moons the gates of Tír fo Thuinn remained closed to us. Though the moon filled the cups and rings on our rock, no caiseal awaited us beneath the surface. When Manannán eventually came to wake us in the cold mist of dawn, his blue eyes no longer shone. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he said softly. “I have not slept in a long time.” 
 
    “What kept you from us?” I asked. 
 
    “So many dead…” 
 
    “Tell us, brother,” Aodh implored. “Tell us what has come to pass.” 
 
    “It is Bé Chuille’s prophecy,” Fiachra said. “The Witch of Lámhfada said this day would come.” 
 
    “Aye,” Manannán replied, trailing his fingers through the silent waters beside the rock. “It is as she foretold.” 
 
    Then, our brother did something I had never dreamed possible. 
 
    He wept. 
 
    His shoulders hunched upon themselves, he hung his head beneath that black cowl, and began to sob. 
 
    This scared us more than all that had come before. A thick veil of fog enveloped us and soon Fand was there, beside her husband. She took him in her arms, drew back his hood and stroked his hair.  
 
    “Hush, my love,” she soothed. Looking at us, her eyes were full of tears. “It is Mona. The Mother of Cymru has been slaughtered whilst she slept.” 
 
    All eyes turned in the direction of that island, though we could see nothing through Fand’s cloak of white.  
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Twenty years past, the tribes of Britain were at war. Verica, King of the Atrebates, sought help in defeating his enemies, the Catuvellauni.” 
 
    “Help from who?”  
 
    “Why, from our friends, of course,” Fand said bitterly. “Those whose wine we drink at table, whose ornaments adorn our wrists and necks. Whose oil burns in our lamps and brings us light.” 
 
    “The Romans?” 
 
    “Aye, the Romans. They came when beckoned, they slaughtered the Catuvellauni, then they slaughtered the Atrebates, and they have not sheathed their swords since.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    TIME 
 
      
 
    From Moel-y-Don to Tal-y-Foel, the Blood Coast congeals. Rocks shine like rubies until fire chars them black. From Bryn-y-Beddau, the Hill of Graves, to the wailing Field of Bitter Lamentation, the ghosts of Mona roam. The Roman, Paullinus, who vested such carnage upon that holy place, turns east to slice down the Queen of the Iceni. 
 
    Those descendants of the bantuathaid are stripped bare of robes and flesh, their blood spilt across their own altars. The sacred groves burn whilst oaks weep tears of boiling sap. Cautioned by the crucifixion of a young man thirty years before, the mighty fist of Rome refuses to stand religious dissidence. A centre for philosophy and free thought, Mona must bend or be made to bend.  
 
    Unlike the blood of the druids, carried away on the tide, the blood of that young man refuses to wash clean. Saint Peter, the Bishop of Rome, appointed by Christ, sits a chair that will crown kings for thousands of lifetimes to come. 
 
    Jerusalem is taken by force to the bosom of its conquerors. Daub and dung give way to bricks, from which half the wonders of the world are built. The most formidable empire on earth raises three-hundred thousand soldiers. Yet it is man’s accomplishment with pen and ink, rather than the sword, which will change the course of worlds. 
 
    One hundred years after Christ’s death, Cai Lun fells trees to make paper, and ink finds its true purpose. As the Kama Sutra teaches people to pleasure one another in the Far East, the West adopts doctrines of morality, handed down to the followers of the Son of God. No longer are words passed from mouth to mouth, mother to daughter, stranger to captivated listener, to be interpreted within the context of a single life. Now words become absolute, immutable, law. 
 
    Far away in Campania, a dragon named Vesuvius stirs beneath the earth, devouring eleven-thousand people in a single sitting, whilst the dead druids of Mona smile in their watery graves. Their lands are divided by a wall which spans the breadth of the border between civilized Rome and the Savages. Hadrian stands abreast the limits of his creation, raising a toast to those free-born in the North. 
 
    Ptolemy sets the world to paper, with brushstrokes of indigo and gold. He paints the hills and the rivers and the forests, then the invisible walls which separate kings from warlords, emperors from chiefs. Whilst Atlas strained to hold the heavens on his shoulders, Ptolemy holds the entire earth in his hands.  
 
    The Antonine Plague and the Plague of Cyprian lay low the Roman forces. People die pox-ridden and rasping, arms outstretched, bellies empty. In their eyes the goddess moon is reflected, even as Cleomedes asserts her heavenly glow comes not from within, but from her lover, the sun. A goddess felled as the children of science open their minds to see the truth behind the fables.   
 
    Five good emperors give way to Commodus. Egypt, that ancient seat of art and power, where once people rose in rebellion, where once a daughter of Greece held an asp to her breast, is brought to her knees, impoverished through inflation and starvation. The Father of All Monks sets forth from her dusty ruins to penance himself in the wilderness. Brahmanism gives birth to Hinduism, Zenobia stands proud in Palmyrene, and the shaman queen Himiko casts her spell over the orient. Yet all is not well for Rome. Alemanni, Franks, Goths, Vandals, Quadi, Sassanids and Sarmatians revolt. Clodius Albinus, general in Britain, declares himself Emperor and stands against corruption. The Caledonian Picts unite to overrun the North. Caracalla, son of Septimius Severus, unsheaths his sword on the Scots, massacring them into submission.  
 
    In Ireland, the Goidelic High Kings depose the Milesians and the conflicts continue much as before. Conn of the Hundred Battles divides the land whilst Cormac mac Airt is declared the greatest, most just king that ever lived.  
 
    A great winter falls across Britain turning all to snow and ice. In the Far East the Chinese invent a black powder which causes flowers of brilliant colour to bloom in the sky. Children clap their hands with delight, and even adults proclaim it the prettiest thing they have ever seen. Who is to know that man will turn beauty and light into untold destruction? Such is their gift for death. 
 
    Gnomons cast their shadows across the sundial, hours drip through the clepsydra, and on and on the years roll. 
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Part III 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    Leaving Sruth na Maoile was not like leaving Loch Dairbhreach, for we had loved on the shores of that place, whereas our time at sea had been full of misery and discomfort.  
 
    We did not know what awaited us at Irrus Domnann, yet we reasoned that it could not be as dreadful as what we had already endured. The thought of leaving brought us hope, and three hundred years closer to the end of our curse. 
 
    So little had happened upon the ocean that it felt like a living death. Winters froze our feathers together, waves hit the rocks, drowning us in icy water, and the wind had beaten us bloody in its iron fist. We had not even the comfort of days passing, for they bled into one another until it felt as though we were living one long day and one endless night both at the same time. When we looked at our reflections on the surface of the sea, all that stared back was our slender white faces and bottomless black eyes. Our hair did not grey, our brows never wrinkled – there was no sign at all that we might belong to the realms of men. 
 
    As our final days came upon us, my sister refused to sleep, for she fretted how our kin would fare without us. 
 
    “We have become a part of their lives,” she told me one night. “All this time they have cared for us, and fed us, and washed our wounds on the full moon. Yet never have I seen another in that house beneath the sea. I fear that if we leave, they may only have each other.” 
 
    Although I did not raise my voice to say as much, I could not share in the pity she felt for Manannán and Fand. I had loved Bé Chuille, with a fondness greater than the love one feels for the first person their eyes rest upon when they think themselves dead. True, she scraped me from the beach of Reachlainn, and reunited me with my kin, yet she did more than that. She opened the gates of Tír fo Thuinn to us when I suspect Manannán might not have. She did so at risk to herself, confronting her own shame that we might find some comfort by his hearth. 
 
    I understood that we could not live down there in the depths, that our suffering was part of our story. Yet sometimes I did question whether Manannán and his wife had truly done all that they could for us. What harm would a little conversation have done? A little company there upon those barren rocks of an evening? A larger fire, a little laughter and music? Certainly, it would have made the days pass faster. Still, I understood my sister’s grief, to lose one family and then another. Our lives would have been harder without them, even if they had not done all that they might.  
 
    Since the burning of Mona, our brother and his wife had seemed to age. It was not noticeable for many a decade, yet now, as we prepared to take our leave, I compared Manannán’s image with the first I recalled, and began to wonder. His hair, still long and dark, was shot with silver, exactly as our father’s had once been. His cheeks drew in a little further, and that beard of his was as salted as the sea. His brow did not unfold after frowning, and his teeth drew longer and yellow. That bright blue glow in his eyes never fully returned, and with each passing moon he almost began to seem human, as though his thoughts and feelings might one day be read by mortals. 
 
    Fand fared no better. Her white hair, with its robin feathers like drops of blood, had become brittle. The red faded to brown, the snow-white to ivory. Her hands were no longer soft but callused from stroking her husband’s face each night. Her shoulders hunched a little, and when she transformed into a gull, she flew lower and returned breathless.  
 
    I had watched Caílte grow up. We had watched our father grow old. Yet, deep down, I suppose I had always questioned whether our father’s blood flowed fay or not. I had always expected our father to age, as I had once expected myself to come of age. Yet here, in the watery wilderness of the ocean, it seemed strange to me that such brazen gods as these were lessening.  
 
    On the morning we took leave of Carraig na Ron, the sun broke like a golden yolk across the rocks. It truly felt as though a new dawn had come, and I for one was ready to embrace it. We collected the trinkets that the selkies and the merrows had brought over the years, the jewelled torcs and silver chains. Placing them carefully within our nests, we pushed them out upon the waves where they sank beneath their own weight.  
 
    “If only we could string ourselves in jewels and take them with us,” Fiachra said, mourning the loss of our wealth. “We could have bought a kingdom with all that.” 
 
    “Aye, yet still it would not make us kings,” I replied. 
 
    Manannán came to our shore aboard Wave Sweeper. He told us that Fand had not wished to dull the morning’s splendour with her cloak of mist, though secretly I suspected she’d had her fill of goodbyes. Her son, her sister, and now us. Perhaps she preferred to keep her peace below. 
 
    “Will you come with us?” Fionnuala asked. “We only move from East to West. Irrus Domnann is but an outlet to the sea, you could follow.” 
 
    “You may see us there,” he said. “Look to the sea birds in the sky, and the fish that haunt the depths. You will hear our voices on the tide, and see our faces cast upon the sea spray.” 
 
    I did not understand his riddle, and had little patience for it. All my life I had preferred those who spoke plainly. Riddles seemed a form of enchantment, and I’d had all I wished of those. Yet Fin seemed to take comfort in his words. 
 
    “I have loved you, brother,” she told him. 
 
    To this he did not answer, but simply bowed his head.  
 
    With that, we spread our wings and took to the beautiful sky. Far below the cliffs and fields, forts and streams, stretched out in an endless display. Our world had been so very small on those rocks, and now it spread as a patchwork of possibilities beneath. I had never felt so glad to leave a place as Sruth na Maoile. 
 
    As we made our way inland, the wind grew strong from the north, blowing us further south. It should not have taken so long to fly from one coast to the next. As time passed, so too did the strength in our wings, for we had used them sparingly upon the sea. At first we tried to fly above the current, but it was cold among the clouds, and the air grew thin. Instead, we swooped low, searching for a gentler breeze.  
 
    It was then that we saw where we were. 
 
    “Look!” cried Conn, drawing alongside. “Do you see?” 
 
    I saw as well as Fin and Fiachra. They were ahead of us, sending up a spray of freshwater as they landed on Loch Dairbhreach. We filled our beaks and drank down as much as we could, purging the sea from our throats. 
 
    “Brother, do you see it?” Fionnuala asked, coming to my side. 
 
    There on the shore, beside my father’s seat, stood a rust-red rock as tall as a man. Weather had worn it down, sanding its ridges smooth, deepening the pockmarks and grooves. As I drew closer, I could make out features beneath the lichen. I half fancied our father had turned to stone, awaiting our return. But it was not our father, it was a face far more familiar. 
 
    In seeing Caílte’s statue, I knew that he had left it there because he could not come himself. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Conn asked. 
 
    “They must have returned to Sidhe Fionnachaidh,” Fin replied, casting her eyes about the empty shore. 
 
    My own eyes fell upon the patch of long grass where I had rested my head those many nights against my lover’s chest. It was no use. The years had worn that place as the weather had the rock. Even the colour of the lake seemed muddied, its woods retreated further from the bank.  
 
    “They are long gone,” I said. 
 
    “Remember what Fergus told us,” my sister reminded. “They are all together at our father’s fort, enjoying the Feast of Age.” 
 
    The thought remained unspoken between us, for our father’s fort lay to the north, as we must fly. 
 
    “I’m tired,” Fiachra said. “Let us rest here the night.” 
 
    “We can’t,” my sister replied. “Without the Fianna to guard us we might fall prey to foxes.” 
 
    “How do we know that wouldn’t be better than what awaits at Irrus Domnann?” 
 
    I studied my brother carefully. My memory of him was as a boy, yet he spoke the words of a man. Never before had he sounded so defeated. 
 
    “Please, Fiachra,” his twin said, “don’t you want to go home? Why stay here the night in this forgotten place, when a warm hearth and a full belly await?” 
 
    “We have been forgotten so long, I doubt another night will matter.” 
 
    “Conn is right,” Fin said. “We should fly on. Sidhe Fionnachaidh lies direct in our path between here and Irrus Domnann. Imagine our father’s face to see us!” 
 
    My sister took to the sky, allowing no further argument. Conn raced across the water after her, as eager as a hare on the heath, whilst I looked to my remaining brother. His head hung as he stared at his own reflection. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “You know as well as me.” 
 
    As a boy, I had almost thought of the twins as one person. They had not been old enough to remember our mother, and that had set us apart. I had loved them, and loved to play with them down by the crannóg amidst the mud and the ants. Yet they had always had each other, whilst I had been closer to my sister. I did not know when or how, but over six hundred years of exile, Conn and Fiachra had come to be two separate beings. They thought separately, Conn preferring to stay close to the rocks, whilst Fiachra enjoyed soaring above the sea. Their tastes were different, Conn drinking milk from the cup whilst his brother drank mead. Conn’s laugh was thin and ready, whilst Fiachra’s was deep and slow to coax. All this time I had thought of them as one, and now it surprised me to realise they were not, and that Fiachra thought more like me, whilst Conn thought like Fin. 
 
    “You don’t believe they will be there?”  
 
    “You know they won’t,” he said, looking me in the eye. “Fergus lied to us. He was going to tell us what really happened, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. You saw it in the way he looked aside. You heard it in his voice.” 
 
    My brother was right, I had.  
 
    “Well,” I said. “We can’t stay here, and even if we could, we’d still have to fly on the morrow. We may as well face our sorrows sooner. Besides, if our father has passed, there will be others.” 
 
    “You think Caílte might be waiting?” he asked.  
 
    There was no derision in his voice, yet it struck me all the same. Of course I thought he would be waiting. He had promised.  
 
    As we raced to catch up with my sister, I began to feel dizzy. I was so used to the sea speeding beneath me, that the green fields and hedges confused my eye, the motion more sickening than the rocking waves. I tried to convince myself that it was just the scent of the earth disturbing me, or how tired I felt from our long flight, yet deep down I knew it was fear. I was drowning again, as I had on the Lake of the Oaks the day Aoife stole our forms.  
 
    When we reached the hill of our father’s fort we almost flew straight over it, for there was nothing there we recognised. The palisades had rotted to earth, the huts had been blown away in the wind, the hearths reduced to ash. There was nothing there. Nothing at all. 
 
    “We must be in the wrong place. We must be confused?” Conn insisted. His plaintive cries were hard to bear, for we knew that we were not lost. “Where is our father? Where is Bodb Dearg?” 
 
    Our sister was silent also. Like Conn, she had hoped, yet like Fiachra and myself, she had suspected.  
 
    The great ditches that surrounded the fort had sunk over the years, buried beneath tall grass. From the air, they were hardly visible, yet from the ground I could still see the places I had run in my youth. The view from the top was as beautiful as it had always been. The entire valley swept out below, its rivers shining like seams of silver in the afternoon light, a smattering of even-stars dusting the sky to the east. It felt for a moment as though I were standing at the edge of the world. As though the world I had once known had been torn, allowing me to gaze upon another beyond. One in which life had continued long after my death, and I saw that the druids had been right. Life begets life, and what dies lives again in the trees and the grass and the waters of this world. Like a bulb beneath the earth, we send up a flower for each lifetime. We rise, we bloom, we wither, yet year on year we repeat ourselves, sleeping, never dying. I longed to rest beneath the earth. I longed to close my eyes and rise afresh in a new future. 
 
    When I returned to my sister, her expression was stone. I found her sitting where our father’s great hall once sat. For a moment, I saw her as a girl, dressed in evergreen, sipping from her wine cup and laughing. I sat beside her for a long time, the sound of Conn’s weeping drifting across the hilltop, snatched by the gentle evening breeze. The sky began to darken and the moon shone bright above. 
 
    “We should sing,” she said eventually. “Perhaps they can hear us beyond the waves, or beneath the hill, or wherever our people have gone.” 
 
    And so we gathered together there, around a small sapling where the central fire had once stood. We opened up our beaks and we sang. Our song was sweet and sad. It told the story of our lives. It told of a beautiful queen who had died on the birthing bed. It told of two moons that rose from her bloodied hands. It told of a sister’s lover, and a brother’s lover, and – yes – even a father’s swollen heart, eaten by grief. It told of solitude and it told of pain. It told of summer, winter, snow and rain. It told of lust, and a woman’s deep, unhealing wound. It told of feasting and of wine, of chieftains and their daughters. It told of the Fianna and their warriors. It told of betrayal, and it told of deceit, of sorcery and wicked witchcraft. It told of longing, and of missing, and of all the things I had never been able to say. 
 
    I could sing no more. I hung my head and wept as my brother had before me. 
 
    They continued, and as my voice grew weak, theirs grew strong, until I found my strength in them and raised my voice once more. 
 
    We sang all through the night. We sang until the horizon grew golden. 
 
    When we came to our end, the world around fell perfectly silent, the air tingling against our feathers, as though it held the vibration of our song in its memory. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    Sruth Fada Con, the Stream of the Long Hound, split the coast as though a giant’s axe had rent apart the earth. The sun shining off its tidal waters almost blinded us. The estuary was surrounded by salt marshes, bogs and sinking sand, the earth speckled with dark brown peat and the tiny islands of the machair.  
 
    We had said not one word since we left Sidhe Fionnachaidh. It was only once we were in the air that I had allowed myself to cry, my tears falling through the clouds. All of our years upon Sruth na Maoile I had sustained myself with the thought of seeing our father again. I had dreamed of eating at his table, and of sleeping in my soft bed in the crannóg with my brothers beside me. Now I had to admit that this dream would never be; that all those I loved had truly left us. 
 
    I did not wish to talk, or to think, or to feel. 
 
    Far below, I noticed the river widening until it spanned like a wing, its shores built of beautiful white sand. Little streams of pearl marred the perfect blue, and beneath, small shadows that seemed to race one another. As the shadows leapt, causing spray to pepper the surface, I realised they were dolphins. For one brief moment, I lost myself in the joy of them. I swooped down as low as I dared, laughing in a kind of madness. Their smooth skin shone in the sun, their long beaks and graceful arches a sight to behold.  
 
    “Wait for us!” my brothers called, swooping and soaring alongside me.  
 
    The dolphins saw, and leapt even higher as though they wished to fly with us. 
 
    Eventually, the dull ache of my heart began to lessen, and I knew that we were close enough to our destination to rest. It was then that I caught the scent of fresh-baked bread upon the breeze. A smell so familiar to my childhood: fresh-baked bread each morning when I woke, Sorcha stirring porridge over the embers of our fire. It caused my heart to twist as well as my belly, for it was a smell I had not known in over three hundred years. 
 
    The river continued to widen as we sped towards the sea. To either side I saw settlements: clusters of roundhouses with thatched rooves and elaborate patterns in yellow and red across black daub.  
 
    “It is the Fir Domnann,” Aodh said. “The Men of the God of the World.” 
 
    Their people were not our own, yet we had lived alongside one another for many hundreds of years, long before we were swans, long before we were born. Their art was highly prized amongst the Tuatha Dé Danann. Their torcs and their anklets were beyond compare, twisted into delicate spirals like the scars that decorated their skin.  
 
    “Let us rest here,” I said, seeing ahead only water and empty flatland.  
 
    We settled beside a small village the Fir Domnann called The Dolphin’s Tail. It sat beside a stream that joined the Long Hound, its fresh waters bleeding into an oceanic drag. The stream was sweet enough to drink and the sand made a softer bed than the hard rocks of Carraig na Ron. 
 
    “We must be careful,” I told my brothers. “These people are not our own, and we do not know what has come to pass between our tribes. We do not know that the Fir Domnann are truly our friends. Perhaps they are the reason for our people’s disappearance. Perhaps there was a war, perhaps they cast strange magic. It would be best that we do not announce ourselves to them.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Aodh. “We have gone this long without speaking to any but our own kind. Let us watch them and listen.” 
 
    We swam close to the shore. When the tide was full we could swim almost to their doors. We looked inside their homes, which were much like the homes of the farmers who lived upon our father’s land. They were cosy, the thatch smoking as fires were lit, the smell of smoked fish causing our bellies to murmur. They hung bright weaves from their walls and stretched wolfskin and dear on frames outside.  
 
    Wooden barges regularly traveled the river. Trees with their great girths hollowed and upturned, rowed by five or six men with paddles and nets. When those boats arrived, down came the furs from their frames, traded for decorated clay pots filled with grain.  
 
    We had lived our human lives atop a hill and never seen the ways of the river tribes. It was an industrious community, with constant talk between traders, and new wears to admire. I liked it there. It acted as a soothing balm upon our solitude. At night, when the tide went out, many people came from the houses with wooden stools to sit upon the flats. They built fires whilst the children dug up sandworms for the morning’s fishing.  
 
    Around these fires, old women told stories. Their accents were thick, and some of the words they used I had not heard before, though the more we listened, the more we understood. Some of those stories were local, such as Deep-water Girtha, who ate children who swam alone at night. Stories told to teach those who needed teaching. Other stories were older and far stranger, the Hanged Man and the World Tree, whose roots reached to the beginning of time, and whose branches reached to the end. Stories of the histories and heroes of the Fir Domnann. Then came stories we recognised. Stories of Cú Chulainn and Ferdiad, stories of Óengus and Ibormeith, and eventually stories of our own kind, of Manannán and his boat Wave Sweeper, of Fand the Great White Gull, and even of Lir and his children, turned to swans by their wicked stepmother. 
 
    At this story, my heart stopped. To hear my own life told as a legend felt as though I were a ghost, a silent spectre at the Feast of Age. I desperately wanted to call out to them, to tell them that we still lived, that we might yet walk among them again. 
 
    “Look,” a voice cut through the dark. “There in the shadows! I see them! The Children of Lir!” 
 
    It was a little girl in a roughspun dress that ended above her muddied knees. Her dirty brown hair fell from beneath her cap in unruly ringlets. 
 
    All of the adults laughed as she pointed her finger towards us. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aednat 
 
      
 
    I remember the first night I saw the swans. Seanmháthair Kyna was telling her story by the fire on the flats. I loved Kyna, for she told the best stories. They said she was my mammy’s sister’s mammy, though she looked nothing like me. She had a big flat nose and her eyes were always red around the grey in them. Her hair was the colour of goosedown and she wore it pinned up beneath a cloth wrap. Her nails were ridged and yellow and her hands as rough as split logs, though I loved the feel of them. They were warm and reminded me of all the years of work she had put into raising us. 
 
    That night she told the story of the Children of Lir. They said that many lives ago there were men in Éire who walked twice as tall as any man and lived thrice as long. It was said they couldn’t be killed unless they chose to die, and that they had stolen the land from a vicious, dark people called the Fomori, who were so afraid of the giants’ light that they swam to the depths of the sea to hide. 
 
    When I asked Seanmháthair Kyna what had happened to these giants, she always told that their power had bled from them, as they had bled from the land. She told that one day they woke up old. When the people of the mainland came to settle, they had gathered the last of their strength and run to the hills. She told that they lived there still, deep beneath the earth, where they held beautiful feasts. She said they sipped from the light of the morning star and drank dew from flower cups. She told me that if ever I go to sleep out of doors, I must never take the Old Stones for my shelter, nor fall asleep inside a fairyring. If I did, she told me, the hours would become long and eventually I would grow hungry. With one cautioning finger wagged beneath my nose, she frightened me with stories of people who ate from the Small People’s table and could never return.  
 
    “They remain there forever,” she said. “Once you taste of the fruits of their feast, no food will satisfy the same again. Even if you could find your way back to your mama and papa, you would starve.” 
 
    The story of the Children of Lir was not so scary, though. Parts of it were sad: that the children lost their mother when they were babes, and that their father was always weeping. But in the end I almost envied them, for they had been turned into swans, and I could think of nothing I loved better than swans.  
 
    I thought them the most beautiful of all the birds. Their white plumage as sumptuous as snowfall. Whenever I chanced to find a swan feather among the reeds, I would tuck it into my hair and take it home. I had dozens of feathers beneath my pillow. I dreamt that one day, if I collected enough, I would be able to sew wings for myself and fly up to the sun. I would be able to follow it over the hills and see where it slept at night. 
 
    When Seanmháthair Kyna finished telling her story that night, I looked up to see four swans nested on the sand. Though they were far beyond the firelight, I could see them for their bright coats, and I could tell by the way their heads were cocked that they were listening. 
 
    “Look!” I cried. “There they are, the Children of Lir!” 
 
    Everybody fell about laughing, but I did not understand why.  
 
    “Ah, my sweet one,” Kyna said, stroking my hair. “The children have been dead a long many time.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. “What happened to them?” 
 
    “Well,” she said, thinking a moment. “After their nine hundred years were done, they turned back into children and went home to their father.” 
 
    I stared at her hard, and she looked away. Seanmháthair Kyna knew that was a silly end to her story, but I could see that she was tired and had no energy left to imagine. Perhaps she did not know the true ending to the story, or perhaps she had forgotten, though I had never known her to forget a single verse before. 
 
    The next morning, I saved a little of my bread. I took it down to the water’s edge to look for the swans. It was not hard to find them, for there were lengthy stretches of the year when there were no swans on the Long Hound. That was such a time, and they were the only four swans to be seen, tucked up between the withering reeds. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    I named them Fionnuala, Aodh, Fiachra and Conn. Every morning The views up the valley were beautiful, and often we met people from other villages and stopped to exchange news. My least favourite chore was carding wool for the weaver women. When the sheep had been fleeced, all the wool had to be combed through to make it soft and to remove the moss and twigs. I loved the finished wool, it was fluffy as a cloud in the palm of your hand, but carding was an endless task that went on for weeks and caused my hands to blister. 
 
    “It’s worth a few aches and pains to put clothes on your back,” my mother always chided. Still, I did not enjoy it. 
 
    I told to the swans this, and more.  
 
    One day, Uaine Foxtail found me by the river, telling them the story of Seanmháthair Teamhair, an old lady who could turn herself into a hare in order to steal milk from the cows of King Cormac mac Airt, the greatest king who ever lived. Instead of punishing her for her cunning, the king was so impressed that he granted her the gift of youth and set her to work as his head cowherd. She could drink all the milk she wanted, until a young farmer, recently widowed, took her to wife. She gave him three sons, each able to turn themselves into hounds who hunted with the king and brought home plump, juicy game. 
 
    “Hah! Aednat’s truly lost her mind if she’s talking to fowl,” Uaine said, throwing a rock into the water so that the birds swam away. 
 
    “Stop that!” I cried, angry as a devil crab.  
 
    “I’m sorry. Are those the only friends you have?” 
 
    “You know it’s a crime to kill a swan.” 
 
    “I wasn’t even aiming at them.” 
 
    Uaine got his name Foxtail for the fact he could run and hide so well between the reeds. He was really good at raiding water nests for eggs, because they never saw him coming. But I thought a better name for him was Pigsnout, because his face wrinkled up so bad when he sulked. 
 
    He spread it round the village that I preferred to talk to swans because they couldn’t talk back, and were the only living beings who could put up with me for so long. Nobody listened though, because they all preferred me to him. He was always saying something about someone, and people just learned to ignore him. They made excuses for him, saying he was young, and reminding me that his mother died when he was only little, but secretly I think they were simply grateful for the eggs he brought them. 
 
    As the years turned, people in the village began to remark on the swans. They remembered the night they had arrived, after Seanmháthair Kyna had told her story, and they also saw that the swans never left the river.  
 
    They stayed there all year through, from spring to harvest. In the winter it became too cold to sit out on the flats, even with a fire to warm us, so we took to telling tales along the riverbank. The swans seemed to become less afraid, and even the dogs paid them no attention. Though they slept on the river to avoid the foxes, they often came to warm themselves beside our fires. Sometimes, when winter was particularly cold, we’d find them nested in the byre. 
 
    They had become so used to my face that when they saw me walking along the river, they came to swim beside me. It earned me the nickname Sister of Swans, and I embraced it with all my heart. They were truly the most beautiful creatures I had ever seen.  
 
    “Here,” Uaine said, finding me one summer’s eve beside the rushes. “For the swans.” He held out his hand and gave me a thick lump of squashed bread. “I wasn’t hungry.” 
 
    He’d grown tall over the past few years. His face had grown wider and his chin longer, and he no longer looked like a pig’s snout when he frowned.  
 
    “Thanks.” I began tearing off pieces from the ball and throwing them to the swans. The larger swans would always let the two smaller ones feed before feeding themselves. “Would you like to help?” I asked, splitting the bread in two and handing half to him. 
 
    He took it awkwardly and watched for a while before copying.  
 
    “You really like them swans, don’t you?” 
 
    “They keep me company.” 
 
    “Aye, but you have a whole village keeps you company. Why’d you prefer to come out here and waste your breath on birds who can’t reply?” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t talk to get a reply. Maybe I just like to sit here quiet and watch them. Don’t you ever just like to sit quiet and watch things?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said, his brow knitting above his golden eyes, which had come to resemble the wily fox of his namesake. They were strange eyes. Always looking, never still, never quite at ease. 
 
    We were silent for a long time after the bread was finished.  
 
    Feeling as though I should say something, I turned, but he was gone. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    At first, we were so happy upon the Long Hound. Because of little Aednat, we had bread each morning, sometimes dipped in fish oil. We had stories and songs to entertain us, and when it grew cold in winter we had a warm barn and a fire to huddle beside. These people were not our own, yet they welcomed us and cared for us almost as well as our own kin once had, upon the shores of Loch Dairbhreach.  
 
    Though many a time we were tempted, we kept our silence, for we did not know how the people would respond to our human voices. Perhaps they would weep and realise that Aednat had been right. Perhaps they would acknowledge us as the lost children of an ancient king. Perhaps they would take us into their homes to sleep upon soft beds, protected from the wolves and the wild weather. 
 
    Or perhaps they would be afraid. Likely they would look upon it as sorcery. Maybe even seek to kill us. We had no way of knowing, and no escape should they turn upon us. The curse was still strong enough that, should we try to fly beyond our western bounds, our hearts gripped painfully at our chests until we turned back. 
 
    We could scarce take our eyes from Aednat, as she could scarce take her eyes from us. She truly was the sweetest of small creatures. She reminded me of the daughter of one of my father’s finest hunters. Her name had been Ena, and no one had told her that she was not a boy. She climbed trees and played at warriors with broken branches. She had been so full of fire.  
 
    As Aednat grew taller, her fire burned to a soft glow. The dirt was washed from her hair, which shone pale as autumn barley. The scabs on her shins healed and were covered by long, full skirts which fell heavy to her ankles. Yet, whilst the weather was warm, she still walked barefoot, and when nobody was watching she would come right down to the bank and squish her toes in the mud. 
 
    Some years later, her beloved Seanmháthair Kyna died, and she came to the water to weep. I had never wanted to offer comfort so much in all my life. I wished to go to her and to spread my wing across her, and to whisper to her that her grandmother would be well in the Land Beyond the Waves.  
 
    But I could not.  
 
    My brothers and I waited all that night to see whether Manannán would come to collect Kyna. In the morning, they wrapped her body in a long strip of white cloth, placed her on a litter and carried her in procession far off across the flatlands until they were out of sight. They did not return for three days, and we began to fear they had abandoned the village entirely. 
 
    “What do you think it means?” Fiachra asked. 
 
    “I do not know,” replied Conn. “Their ways seem to part from our own, and in their stories they speak of a grey-bearded man as though he were Lord of the Sea in place of our brother. It frightens me.” 
 
    When at last they did return, a feast was held with no less than three oxen slaughtered, their blood seeping into the sands of the Long Hound, staining the banks brown. Ornate drinking horns were fashioned from the animals’ ivory and handed to people of special privilege, perhaps those who had known the old woman best. Her daughter received one, and Aednat another. 
 
    Though Seanmháthair Kyna had passed, her stories remained, embodied in her granddaughter. She would practise telling them to us each evening, so they should never be forgotten. It was our privilege to listen. There is a power in stories. For as long as she remembered ours, we lived. 
 
    The years continued to turn, and for me it became harder. The young girl grew tall and slender, her delicate shoulders and her graceful neck reminded my brothers of me at that age, and they would often remark that a second Fionnuala haunted the waters. 
 
    Up until then, I almost believed she was my sister, as though I were with twin like Conn and Fiachra, able to look upon a mirror image of myself, even if she could not do the same. But then the moon turned another cycle and Aednat surpassed me. Once a month she would come to the waters with the other womenfolk, to scrub clean her rags. Her hips began to widen and her breasts and stomach swelled. I watched her body transform in a way mine never had. 
 
    “What is wrong?” Aodh asked one evening, as I floated along beneath the stars. 
 
    “You would not understand,” I told him. 
 
    “I see the way you look at Aednat now that she is a woman,” he said. “You think I did not harbour dreams of my own?”  
 
    “Women’s bodies are different to men’s, she is old enough to bear children of her own now.” 
 
    He softly nuzzled his head beneath my beak. 
 
    “Oh, sweet sister. Do you not remember our time on Loch Dairbhreach? Those days I watched as my childhood friend grew tall and strong? As his chin became rough with stubble and his arms able to wield both sword and shield together?” 
 
    “How you must have envied him,” I replied. 
 
    “No. How I loved him.” 
 
    “I am sorry.” 
 
    “Love and envy, it is a similar sort of sadness. But, oh, how low we have come to pity one another for feeling.” 
 
    And he was right, for to feel was to inflict pain upon ourselves. Every joy and pleasure was fleeting. The nights were always longer than the days. The things we delighted in: the flowers of spring, the lambs and the chicks, they all grew old and eventually died. To love anything was only to delay our sorrows, and to cause our wounds to bleed worse for the waiting.  
 
    These Fir Domnann were not like the tribes of the River Goddess. They did not live nearly so long. Hundreds would come to be born, and die, within a single Danann lifetime.  
 
    Indeed, we saw many do so.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aednat 
 
      
 
    It was my fifteenth spring when Uaine Foxtail came to me with his tail between his legs. 
 
    “I’ve not given you much reason to like me, have I?” he asked. 
 
    “Aye, but you’ve given me plenty reason to enjoy your absence.” 
 
    Those golden eyes glanced away as he scratched the back of his shaggy head, rose-red apples blooming on his cheeks. 
 
    “I was just a boy,” he muttered. “It’s what boys do.” 
 
    “Oh!” I laughed. “And what, now you come to tell me you’re a man?” 
 
    “I bloody well am!” he said, standing up straight and pushing out his chest. 
 
    I laughed again and shook my head, returning my attention to the daisy chain I was sewing. He went away after that, and I couldn’t help but look after him. Had I been unkind? It was no more than he deserved. When I thought back on how we had been as children, how he had pulled my hair and left sandworms in my shoes, my guilt soon left me.  
 
    As a girl, whenever I had wanted time to myself, he had always been there to tease me. Yet, whenever I had work to do and could use a helping hand, he was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    What an awful lot of attention to spend upsetting one person. 
 
    He didn’t talk to me at all after that. Whenever we were by the fire together, he would chew his food in silence and cast his trencher into the fire before leaving. When the nights grew wild on the full moon, and we danced beneath her brilliant light, Uaine would always choose another to dance with, never me. Not that I was fussed. Meryl Brightsea was far lighter on his feet, and Rónán the Rock had arms as thick as an ox’s thigh. He could lift me clean into the air and swing me about without breaking a sweat. None of the girls paid Uaine much heed. My best friend Hilde once remarked that he was comely enough, yet the women turned from him like a fox in a hen coop.  
 
    That winter was one of the harshest we’d ever had. It came on early, freezing the last of the crops in the field, and left late, taking with it many of the elderly in our village. There was so little food to go around by the end, and hardly enough dry wood to kindle the fires.  
 
    I saved what little bread I had. One mouthful for myself, and one to divide between the swans. I would go to the lake every morning, just before dawn, so that no one would see me throwing good food away. Even though they must have hungered as I did, they never fought for these scraps. A thumbful each they took and were glad of it. 
 
    Then, one morning, as I approached the frozen banks of the Hound, I chanced to see two shadows duck between the reeds. Their boots cracked the thin ice that gathered there, and I heard one curse beneath his breath. 
 
    “Who is it? Who’s there?” I asked. 
 
    “Get away back to your bed, girl,” came a gruff voice. 
 
    Fear gripped me then, for I understood what they were doing. 
 
    “You’d better be hunting ducks,” I said. 
 
    “Aye, hunting ducks in the dark,” one of the shadows laughed. “That’d be right.” 
 
    “You can’t hunt swans! The King would have your heads.” 
 
    “Would he now?” One of the shadows revealed himself. He was a thick, stout man with a belly like a pregnant woman. I did not know his face, so I supposed he had come from a village downstream. “You think, in these rough times, the King gives a fuck what his people eat? You think he doesn’t eat swan himself if he can catch it? A nice, juicy plump bird, eh? You think he wouldn’t rejoice to see us licking our fingers so that we might raise a sword for him when the Romans come?” 
 
    The man frightened me and I began to shiver beneath my shawl.  
 
    “Please,” I begged. “You can’t kill them. They’ve lived here for years. They protect the village.” 
 
    “You think they should live whilst we starve, is that it?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said solemnly. “If it comes to that.” 
 
    His hand landed square across my cheek and I tasted blood. 
 
    The next thing I knew, the man was sprawled on the ground in front of me, grappling with a dark figure. At first, I thought it was a wolf. I leapt back, raising my hands to protect my face. Then I thought his companion had jumped upon him and was throwing punches, until I saw that same companion slink away through the rushes. That’s when I realised the man he was fighting was someone else entirely. 
 
    I turned to run, but something pulled me back. Perhaps it was the sound of his grunts as he heaved the man to his feet. Perhaps it was his smell, a scent I had known all my life yet never realised I had known. Perhaps it was my own curiosity, transfixed by a person who would risk himself to save me. 
 
    “Get gone, y’hear? Show your face round here again and even your mother won’t recognise you.” 
 
    It wasn’t until he spoke that I was certain. 
 
    “Uaine?” I whispered, as the fat man took off across the fields. 
 
    “Aednat, are you hurt?” he asked, coming close and raising my chin in his hand. “He drew blood!” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I lied, sweeping his hand aside. Yet, as it dropped, I did not let go. “What about you, are you hurt?” 
 
    He smiled, as though he had only just realised we were talking and not exchanging insults. 
 
    “No,” he said, running a hand through his mane and stepping back. 
 
    “You were so brave,” I said. 
 
    “It was nothing.” 
 
    “It was everything. Don’t you understand, they were going to kill the swans. You saved them.” A thought struck me. “What are you doing here, anyway?” 
 
    “I was just walking.” 
 
    “The sun isn’t even up.” 
 
    “What are you doing here, then?” he asked. 
 
    “I came to give bread to the swans.” 
 
    “In the middle of a famine?” 
 
    I looked down, ashamed.  
 
    “I know you come here,” he said. “Every morning you come with bread for your swans. I sit up there and watch you.” He pointed to a rock halfway up the bank. 
 
     “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Same as you, I suppose. I need a reason to get up each day. Something beautiful.” 
 
    He withdrew from me then. The bold fox retreating into his hole, turning tail and slipping off along the bank. After he had left, the swans appeared, their slender necks entwined with the reeds, a rough rush of air from their beaks, as though they were laughing at me. 
 
    The next night, and the one after that, I could not sleep. I felt embarrassed to go to them, in case Uaine was watching. But they needed feeding, and when I glanced up to the rock, Uaine was not there. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    We watched the story of Aednat and Uaine unfold as surely as a legend told. Our mistrust of him softened after that night, for we owed him our lives. Those rogues had snuck upon us in our sleep. The first we knew of it was a net poised above our nest. Had Aednat not discovered them, and Uaine not protected her, our tragic lives may have ended prematurely in some poacher’s cookpot. 
 
    Not long after, the sun began to show, melting the ice. White gave way to the first intrepid flowers of spring. Whilst Aednat came to feed us each morning, Uaine came to sit with us each evening. He was not as silver-tongued as she. He told no stories and sung no songs, but sometimes he built castles in the sand, scoring stick-drawn roads which filled with water as the tide turned.  
 
    “Why doesn’t he come in the morning?” asked Conn. “It’s plain to see that it’s Aednat he wishes to sit with, not us.” 
 
     “He’s just shy,” I replied.  
 
    The poor boy’s tortured face reminded me of the terror Caílte mac Rónáin had once instilled in me. How I had both longed to see him, and dreaded it. As though each moment, every heartbeat, carried consequence.  
 
    Beneath the blaze of his eyes I felt as though everything I said, everything I did, had to impress him, and I lived in fear that I would slip; that his easy smile might turn to a frown. That was what Uaine Foxtail felt now. I could see it in him. 
 
    “He doesn’t know she feels the same,” my sister said, coming to rest beside us. 
 
    “Does she?” asked Conn, with that sweet innocence he had never lost. 
 
    “Aye,” the three of us replied as one.  
 
    “Maybe she doesn’t know it yet,” Conn said. 
 
    “More likely she won’t admit it,” our sister finished. 
 
    Some weeks later, as the weather warmed, Aednat chanced to take off her cap as she rested by the water. She had brought a little more bread than usual, now that summer was assured and the rations had grown generous. Eventually she stood and stretched, saying her goodbyes. Yet she forgot to take her cap. 
 
    We kept it safe in our nest until that evening, when we hung it upon the reeds where Uaine would be sure to spot it. Plucking it up, he folded it over and over in his hands before slipping it into his pocket. The next morning, when Aednat came to feed us, he was already perched upon his rock. She did not see him at first and began to sing to us, a simple song the fishermen sang as they reeled in their catch. As she came to the chorus, Uaine raised his voice to meet hers, and she stopped. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I startled you,” he said, climbing down from his seat. “I just came to give you this.” 
 
    She took the cap from his hand, holding it close to her chest. 
 
    “Thank you, I hadn’t realised I’d lost it.” 
 
    He shrugged and gestured towards us. “You should probably thank the swans. I think they were keeping it safe for you.” 
 
    “Well, it was very kind of you all.” 
 
    They stood in silence a little longer, then he clasped his hand against the back of his neck and began to walk away. We held our breath, as still as lilies on the water. Would there ever be such an opportunity again?  
 
    He stopped, silhouetted like a standing stone.  
 
    Twisting on his heels, he strode back towards her. 
 
    “Aednat.” His voice rang clear through the morning. 
 
    “Yes?” She turned, looking up from her cap. 
 
    He cupped both hands about her face and drew her to him. 
 
    We could not contain ourselves. We flapped our wings and raised our voices, taking to the air to chase our reflections across the surface of Sruth Fada Con. The young lovers laughed, Uaine bending to retrieve the cap Aednat had dropped in her surprise. He waved it above his head as they watched from the shore. 
 
    That was to be the first day of many that Aednat and Uaine came to the river together. They wed soon after, Aednat’s hair pinned with a hundred swan feathers that she had collected over the years. The village took to calling her the Swan Bride, and her husband The Goose. Each morning they came together to feed us, and for many weeks after the wedding we dined on oatcake and barley bread.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As the months passed and Aednat’s belly ripened, my sister took to swimming further out to sea. She rode the outgoing tide and did not return until nightfall. After eating, she returned to her nest or put her head beneath the water, stopping her ears with the river that none of us might talk with her. 
 
    “I don’t like it when you go off without us,” I told her. “You travel so far, I fear you might not return.” 
 
    “That is silly,” she snapped. “Of course I will always return. How far can I go when my heart hurts to travel? I am a prisoner on this river, as much as you.” 
 
    “Aye, but what if those farmers find you, the ones who came during the frost? If you’re by yourself, who will defend you? Who will cry for help?” 
 
    “After all this time, you imagine I still care so much for life?” 
 
    “What of the twins?” I replied, growing desperate in the face of this stranger, for my sister had never spoken so bitterly before. “Would you leave them without a mother?” 
 
    The moment I said it, I knew it had been the wrong choice of words. Tears streamed from her black eyes and she lunged for my neck, tearing a beakful of down which left me stinging. I did not know what to do for my sister. This child she had once considered a friend had grown to be a mother, and my sister felt the passage of time fiercely. Perhaps it was harder on her than for me, not because she was a woman and I a man, but because I had at least been able to consummate my love. Caílte and I had lain together many times before my transformation. We had affirmed our desire for one another in the flesh, and somehow I was satisfied. It had made our love seem real. At night, if I closed my eyes and thought back all those centuries past, I could still feel the touch of his skin against mine, and smell the sweet scent of his sweat. 
 
    Fionnuala had never had that. The first boy she took a fancy to had been a treacherous ingrate, unworthy of her affection. He had betrayed his own brother to bed Luiseach. My sister did not even have his memory to draw comfort from.    
 
    As those years sped by, my sister kept to herself more and more, whilst Aednat’s brood grew tall and strong. She bore Uaine three sons and two daughters, and each was as lovely as she. If their mother noticed our sister’s absence, she did not dwell on it, for she was too busy working the fields to feed them and carding wool for their clothes. As the children grew, they came in the early morning to throw bread to us, and in the evening to splash in the shallows of the river and build castles of sand with their father. 
 
    “These swans have lived a long time,” he said to himself. “Sometimes I think they will outlive me.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    In his forty-second year, Uaine succumbed to fever. Aednat, who had nursed him to the end, was inconsolable, and when they wrapped him in white and bore him out across the plain, they did not return for six days. When at last they did, she looked gaunt, older than she had ever looked. 
 
    Aednat found comfort in telling stories. Now that her children were grown and able to work the fields, she took to lighter tasks: milking cows, skinning game and sharpening knives for the other wives of the village. As her hair began to lose its colour and her breasts drooped beneath her simple shawls, she once again remembered the stories she had loved so much in her youth. With each passing year she resembled more her beloved Seanmháthair Kyna. 
 
    It was then that Fin returned to us. She came to listen to the stories Seanmháthair Aednat told, and to watch this elderly woman she had known as a child go about her work. 
 
    “Tell me, sister,” I said one night, as we waited beneath the stars for the oil lamps to burn low. “What do you envy her now?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Aednat 
 
      
 
    Cormac mac Airt, Fionn mac Cumhaill and Benandonner, even the Druids of Mona were the company I kept in later years. There amongst Fomori demons and ancient kings, I found my place. There were the stories of war, and the stories of love, the chronicles and the histories. My favourite were the tales of the small folk. Jenny Greentooth, who hid beneath the river bends, her green hair streaming out, entangling heedless children and dragging them under. Or Black Benna, who waited in the estuary pools at midnight for unsuspecting boys and girls. I told these stories well enough to scare the children. Occasionally they would cry out in the night from the dreams it gave them, yet they stayed alive to dream. They did not swim in the green river bends, and they did not walk out across the machair at night. 
 
    Not a day went by that I did not miss my Goose. When I thought of all those years we had spent as children, despising one another. Had you told me then that he would be my beloved, I would have laughed aloud and told you to stop smoking henbane. Yet, stranger than any story, it had come to pass.  
 
    I had lived a blessed life, I often thought, sitting beside the flowing waters with a thick shawl about me for warmth. When I looked back, I often smiled. Not many mothers could claim all of their children still living. I had more grandchildren than I could count on both my hands, and they were kind of heart, every one. They brought me herbs when I fell ill, new shoes when mine wore out, thick broth and soft cheese when my teeth had all but worn away.  
 
    Sometimes, when the younger ones came chasing about my house and the elder took to drinking wine by my fire, I would steal myself away to sit quietly beside the river. Oft times the sound of the water seemed louder than their voices, as though I had walked away into a forest of rushes that hid me from the shore.  
 
    I would watch the fish leap and the bulrushes bend, but mostly I watched the swans. 
 
    My husband had been right. Those were unnatural creatures to live so long. Never to leave our waters like the swans that came each summer. Never to fall sick, or to die, or to hatch signets of their own. 
 
    Every time I told The Children of Lir, they would come to sit close. In my heart of hearts, I had never doubted who they were, though I doubted the tale they could talk, and I doubted it more that they had ever returned to their father, as Kyna once told it. 
 
    “I know who you are, and your secret is safe with me,” I would whisper when I knew that no one was listening. 
 
    My back caused me pain, and when the rain brought dampness to the air, I sometimes found it hard to straighten. My eyesight was growing dimmer, though I could always make out the white of the swans between the reeds, and although it was hard to chew with half as many teeth, my mouth was still supple enough to smile. I felt that I had lived well. When I looked at the misfortunes of some of my neighbours, of Aifric, who had lost three sons to winter, and even my childhood friend Hilde, who had died young on the birthing bed, I felt myself fortunate, and I truly believed those swans were my blessing. 
 
    I knew that my time was growing short. I was afraid, but I was tired, also. For every fear that crept in me, I thought of Goose, or of a friend, and the knowledge that I would not be the first to cross, nor the last, brought me comfort. Wherever they had gone, I would follow. 
 
    My life had been a good life. I had lived it fully. And I knew that when the time came that I could no longer rise from my bed, my family would surround me and care for me as I had cared for Uaine.  
 
    I was grateful for all that I had. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    The night Aednat died, we knew before any other, for she did not come before dawn to feed us. As the sun rose pale across the Long Hound, we knew she would not come again. 
 
    I took that silent time to reflect. As an old woman, I had loved her as much as when she were a girl. More so, for her wisdom and her stories comforted us. To hear her familiar tales, and those names we had known all our lives, repeated and remembered, brought us peace.  
 
    Yet there had been a time when I wished never to look upon Aednat again. A time when I would sail the coast to lose myself in solitude so that I would not have to witness her growth into womanhood, and her joy at becoming a mother.  
 
    I wondered then whether my feelings had once been Aoife’s. That thought troubled me deeply. If Aoife had felt the same resentment I felt towards Aednat, then I realised I could understand her. Aednat had never done anything to me, yet I had watched her receive all that I wanted, knowing I would never possess it. I had watched the girl fall in love, be loved, bear children. Then I had watched her grow old. When Uaine died and I heard her wails of grief, that is when I stopped envying her. My jealousy froze in an instant, melting to pity. As strands of grey appeared in her hair, and her steps, which had always been carefree, grew closer together and slowed, that is when I felt ashamed. 
 
    It had not been Aednat that I had envied. It had been a moment in her life, nothing more. For the first time since the Lake of the Oaks, I came to see my curse as a blessing. For as long as it held, I would never lose those closest to me. I would wake each day in good health, I would sleep each night with my brothers beneath my wings. I would never know age nor fear death. How I longed then to pass some of my curse on to her. How I wished I could straighten her crooked spine and tell her that she might live forever.   
 
    That night the village gathered around Aednat’s hut. They wept and sang, passing around wine in the faded drinking horn she had inherited after Kyna’s death. All night the lamps burned bright for her. As the coldest hour approached, I could not contain my own grief any longer. I threw back my head and began to sing as we used to sing on Loch Dairbhreach. At first my brothers looked afraid, then they joined their voices to mine and we began a lament that would last until dawn. The villagers, who stared at us in disbelief, soon found their eyes growing heavy. They lay down, one by one, upon the bank and fell into a dreamless sleep. 
 
    Next morning, when they awoke, the old climbed to their feet, once again sprightly, and those that had been ailing now glowed with health. Everyone, from the youngest boy to the oldest woman, wiped away their tears and smiled at one another, grateful for the glorious sunrise and for having known such a true friend as Aednat. My brothers and I were long gone, for we knew that revealing ourselves had been dangerous, and we did not want to be captured. We floated further towards the sea and spent many years exploring the west coast, sheltering from the fierce winds in caves beneath great cliffs, following in the wake of trading ships as they carried untold riches up and down the headland. 
 
    Some nights we swam out as far as we dared into the ocean, calling out to our brother Manannán and his wife, yet they never answered. We flew further west, searching for the magical islands of the Thatha Dé Danann, searching for those fabled places, and even Tír na nÓg itself. Yet our hearts always began to hurt before we reached the horizon. 
 
    We ate well along the coast. Fishing boats threw us their scraps. Old women who sat mending nets by the harbours occasionally offered a mouthful of bread.  
 
    We saw all kinds of people come and go from the boats. Some dressed in fine fabrics, others as sea-weathered as ourselves, covered in open sores and dragging dull blades behind them. With people came news, and none could gossip as well as the fisherwives. Whilst we fed, we often caught juicy titbits fresh off those boats. 
 
    Many of the men had recently returned from a great battle in the North. It was said that three powerful Milesian princes of the blood of Érimón had united nine kingdoms and marched north to fell the ancient throne of Ulaid. Once they had defeated the Northern King, they burned down his mighty fort of Eamhain Mhacha and laid waste to his lands. They united the kingdoms and called their new realm Airgíalla, their chiefs the Hostages of Gold, for it was said that should any of the new kings of Airgíalla be forcibly taken by the High King of Éire, they were to be shackled only in chains of precious metal. 
 
    Many of the wounded who hauled themselves from the boats were returning from battle. Among them were dark-haired, dark-eyed warriors we swore were of Blind Sile’s Nagnatae. Yet when they opened their mouths to speak, a thick accent tumbled forth which we did not recognise. So many of the words and the ways of our people had changed, and we struggled to understand each conversation. 
 
    The battle was considered a victory for the men of the West Coast, and many nights we witnessed scenes along the harbour which would make a maid blush. Oarsmen and warriors staggering across the rocks with a drinking horn in one hand and a woman in the other, seeking a shaded spot to lie down together. Many of the younger men who couldn’t hold their drink would lean over the walls and empty their stomachs into the ocean, whilst angry brewers’ wives chased customers with broken broom handles and beat them when they could not pay. 
 
    It was a land we had never seen before. The talk the fisherwives gave so freely, and the goods we watched unloaded from the ships, made us feel as though the boundaries of our world were ever-expanding. It was becoming broader, stretching far beyond Alba and the land of the Brithons, even further still, beyond Rome. Yet it was also stretching another way, through time itself. The tribes of our people were gone. New tribes ruled, bloodier than before, determined to hold greater ground. I wondered whether one day there might emerge a single king to unite all the people of the world as one tribe, with one language and one god. 
 
    Life was all around us and we were dragged along in its wake. Our old world suddenly felt very distant. At times I found myself speaking in the new accent of these strange people, using their words as though I had been born to them. I heard my brothers do the same, and became afraid that we might lose our memories; simply wake one morning not knowing who we were. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    TIME 
 
      
 
    The temples of the old religions lie abandoned, motes of dust floating where spirits once lived. Those that still stand are consecrated to a new god, a higher power. Wulfila brings the word of Christ to the savage Goths, as Moses the Black, the Robber Saint, casts off his sins to embrace the light.  
 
    The Roman Empire, a tarnished gem of its former, sparkling glory, follows Constantine to Constantinople, its new capital, towering above ancient Byzantium as the new world towers above the old, there by the River Danube, where the ancients were born.  
 
    Old Rome falls to Nepotianus the Usurper and his band of gladiators. No longer fighting lions, they slaughter civilians and proclaim themselves emperors of a new era. A madness besets the city, staring out from the surprised eyes of Nepotianus as his head is mounted upon a spike by loyal General Marcellinus a month later. The iron fist that closed across Europe slowly loosens its grip. The Alans, the Heruls, the Ostrogoths and Visigoths fall to a new foe: the Huns. They swarm from the east in their thousands, amber-jeweled saddles glistening in the sun. As if in answer, the very earth itself cries out in terror as Crete, Alexandria, Palestine and Greece feel the shudder beneath their feet and watch mighty waves swallow them. Corsica rages an inferno which engulfs its people in black smoke they cannot breathe, whilst Persia’s belly is gripped by famine. 
 
    The Kingdom of Airgíalla grows in strength, each year the brothers pay homage to the High King of Ireland, sending nine hostages bound in gold chains. Niall of the Nine Hostages accepts these men as his due, and believes the prophetess when she tells him that twenty-six of his descendants will grow to be High King in his wake. Two generations later, Diarmait mac Cerbaill stands against Columba and dies the last King of Ireland to hold the old ways. The blood of the Druids of Mona has finally been overcome by saltwater, and Jesus of Nazareth storms their shores.   
 
    Fate likes to laugh. The bastion of Christendom, seat of Saint Peter’s, bends to the heathen Alaric I. "The City which had taken the whole world was itself taken,” writes Jerome of Illyri, as Rome falls for the first time in eight-hundred years. Slaves throw open the gates and loot in their liberation for three full days. The decline of an empire is sealed.  
 
    The Emperor’s daughter is carried away, captive. After Alaric succumbs to fever, she is transported to Gaul. Seduced by gifts of gold, she weds Ataulf, King of the Visigoths, whose tribe had reduced her home to ruin. 
 
    Astronomy and mathematics flourish in Sanskrit. By the side of the glorious Ganges, a building rises from the clay of Nalanda. People come from across the continent to study the ways of Siddhartha Gautama, The Awakened One, a man who teaches that life is suffering. As the Wheel of Samsara turns, generations start to understand the wisdom of his words.  
 
    Far from preaching love, Mavia, warrior-queen of the Bedouin Saracens, finds herself heartened by Alaric of the Visigoths, slaughtering the forces of Rome in Syria. In Thessalonica, Emperor Theodosius, deaf to pleas for mercy, murders seven thousand of his people for protesting the arrest of a charioteer. Writhing in fear and despair, wounded Rome turns on itself like a snake biting its own tail. For each injury sustained, it inflicts an internal harm. 
 
    Having escaped capture by pirates, Patrick, the Apostle of Ireland, wins the hearts and minds of the Éile to Christ. He climbs to the highest of their strongholds and casts out the demon within. The Éile had not known there was a demon in their midst, a shaitan of the ancient east. Yet when thunder claps and lightning strikes, the devil breaks its tooth upon the mountain and a great gash appears. That place is named Devil’s Bit and the broken tooth falls to earth as the Rock of Cashel. The High Kings of Ireland climb down from Tara as heathens, and seat themselves upon the rock to receive sacrament. 
 
    Far in the Polynesian South Pacific, Hotu Matu'a has a dream. He sees an island with “eyes like the sky,” a place of great riches. When he tells his dream to his king, he is ordered to take two boats and follow the spirit of slumber to find its end. Arriving at the Naval of the World, he discovers giant statues built in the time of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Huge heads which face the sea and the sky, their features emotionless as mountains.  
 
    Chrysanthemums bloom in the gardens of Japan, whilst in China the ‘civil and understanding’ Empress Feng of the Xianbei dynasty guards her son’s throne jealously, assassinating her rival, Emperor Xianwen. 
 
    Hypatia distinguishes herself as a scientist and mathematician in Alexandria. A peaceful student of Plato, and a prominent scholar, she is dragged through the streets, stripped naked before Christ, and flayed with oyster shells. “Oh,” cries Scholasticus, "surely nothing can be farther from the spirit of Christianity than the allowance of massacres." Yet massacre, they do. 
 
    Because she is unwilling to marry his choice of husband, the Roman Emperor Valentinian III sends his eldest sister to a convent in Constantinople. Furious, Honoria smuggles a letter beyond its walls. Within her letter is a ring, a proposition for Attila the Hun. She would rather give her body to a barbarian than bend the knee. Attila does not disappoint, rallying his army to take her by force, he anticipates half the Western Roman Empire as her dowry. 
 
     The goddess Aphrodite watches as her temples are turn to rubble and her libraries burn. Her capital is renamed The City of Crosses, her time has finally come.  
 
    The old gods and the ancient ones bow their heads and retreat. A new age devours them all. 
 
    The White Huns continue their meteoric rise in Central Asia, whilst in the wake of the Romans, the Angles, Saxons and Jutes invade Britain forming the Heptarchy Kingdoms. Irish raiders harry the coast of Wales, plundering towns and capturing slaves, taking for their own Llyn, Arllechwedd, Arfon and the once-sacred Isle of Mona. Remnants of the Roman army strip Britain bare of its riches and bury them beneath the fields of Gaul as they flee.  
 
    In a desperate attempt to save his son from leprosy, King Charaic of the Suevi promises to convert to Christianity in return for a cure. Whilst the Kingdom of Ossory rises to dominance in Ireland, Columba, Patrick and their followers carve up the country into diocese, drawing lines through the ancient chiefdoms of Celtic tribes. 
 
    Late antiquity draws to a close, and the dawn of the medieval age approaches the horizon.  
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Part IV 
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Aibric 
 
      
 
    “Anna, Anna stop it,” I mumbled, “stop tickling…” 
 
    My eyes opened a fraction, bright light blinding me. I screwed them shut, then peered a second time. 
 
    A single marigold bloomed beneath my nose, its petals brushing lightly, causing me to sneeze. The minute I did, a blacksmith’s hammer smashed against the back of my head and I thought that I would die. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” I whimpered, pushing my face down into the water in the hopes the ondines might drown me. 
 
    John Owain’s dark mead was the strongest known to man. “One cup of this and you’ll forget your mother’s face,” he had warned. Three cups and I’d forgotten my own. That beautiful flower stared up at me from below, where I’d fallen flat out on the rocks. An inch further and I would have slept in the water and never woken again. This thought sobered me. 
 
    A thick, heady perfume filled my snout, causing me to sneeze again. It smelled of Anna, and I strained my neck to look up. Beyond the marigold, I saw a lily large as my hand, and beyond that a small bundle of meadow flowers tied with twine. My red-raw eyes slowly came into focus and I realised that the sea was awash with flowers.  
 
    “Mister, hey mister!” A child’s voice exploded in my ear. I reached out a hand for his neck. Ale made me slow, and the child bounced over my broken body to kneel at my other ear. “Mister, buy a bunch?” He thrust a fistful of wilted posies against my face and I sneezed a third time. “You’ve damaged ‘em now!” he said. “You should pay for that. Can’t sell posies what’s got snot all over ‘em.” 
 
    “Rinse them in the water and get out of my face,” I growled, struggling to sit up. As the kid turned away my arm shot out, startling him. “What’s going on, anyway? Why would I have need of flowers?” 
 
    “Brendan’s back to shore.” 
 
    “Brendan the Navigator?” 
 
    “Aye, him. All who can stand are down by the harbour. Some of ‘em are throwing flowers, others are throwing coin and fine scarves. It’s a waste if you ask me. Tonight, once they’ve gone home, I’m going to—” 
 
    “Collect up the coin and make yourself a saintly sum?” 
 
    “Aye. How’d you—” 
 
    “Did the same when I was your age.” 
 
    The young lad grinned and hopped off across the rocks. 
 
    Scooping a couple of handfuls of saltwater over my head, I stood unsteadily for a moment and considered whether I needed to retch. A light sea breeze filled my lungs and the sickness passed.  
 
    Back at Owain’s place, I found Anna where she always was, sprawled on a straw bed in the back room next to the stables. She looked like an angel sleeping, those rose-red cheeks and her lips half-parted as though whispering my name.  
 
    “Anna,” I said, sitting beside her and running my hand up beneath her skirts to that sweet, warm spot. “Anna—” 
 
    “Not now, Aibric,” she murmured, rolling onto her side. “I’ve got to sleep sometime.” 
 
    “Look, Anna, I don’t need that, but you’ve got to help me.” 
 
    “Help yourself.” 
 
    I took her shoulder and rocked her gently.  
 
    “Look, Anna, please. There’s a chance dropping anchor today and I can’t miss it.” 
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
    “Clean clothes. I need to borrow some of John’s old stuff.” 
 
    “Did you piss yourself again?” 
 
    “May as well of done, I smell as bad.” 
 
    She sighed and lifted her head on one hand, staring back over her shoulder to appraise me. “God almighty, look at you. Where’d you sleep last night?” 
 
    “On the rocks.” 
 
    “You might have taken a dip whilst you were there.” 
 
    “Look, will you help me or not?” 
 
    “Aye, I’ll help you. Just give me five more—” 
 
    “I need it now,” I said, rolling her back towards me as her head hit the pillow. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t urgent.” 
 
    “Christ. Everything with you is urgent. You should take your time once in a while.” 
 
    That stung.  
 
    Whilst she went in search of her husband’s clothes, I used the clay bowl by her bed to scrub myself down with hay and water. There was a sprig of fresh rosemary and I crushed it beneath my arms and groin.  
 
    “Here you go,” she said, throwing down a tunic and a fresh pair of trousers. They were austere grey, but good quality, with a black patterned detail about the hem. “What do you want me to do with these?” she asked, prodding my pile of rags with her toe. 
 
    “Burn them,” I smiled.  
 
    With a kiss on both cheeks, and one more fondle between her legs, I was out the door and running for the harbour. 
 
    The entire town was out that day. The lad hadn’t lied, there were merchants emptying their purses into the water, and fine women from good homes knotting their scarves and throwing them as far as they could. Their dyes bled, colouring the surface of the sea like a rainbow. The air was heady with cut flowers and scented oil lamps. As the boats drew closer, these offerings parted before the prows, obedient servants bowing their heads whilst those that had given them knelt on the rocks like lambs. When they eventually rose, the stones were stained bloody, but no one seemed to complain.  
 
    “Look! There he is!” one woman cried. “That’s him! Brendan the Navigator!” 
 
    I shielded my eyes from the sun and followed to where her finger pointed. Still a blot in the distance, I could just make out a man of medium height, his brown hair interrupted by a circle of pink skin on top. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    “I’d know him anywhere,” she replied. “I bathed his feet last time he was here.” 
 
    I began shouldering my way through the crowds towards the spot where his boat would dock. With a casual stoop, I relieved a bard of his lyre without breaking my stride, and settled on a rock where only a few children had been brave enough to climb. It provided a perfect vantage point of the beach, and couldn’t fail to get me noticed. By the time I’d finished tuning my rescued instrument, Brendan’s three boats were beneath me and I could see the faces of the men on board.  
 
    Though well into late middle-age, the man’s hair had little grey in it. His arms were still muscular beneath his simple cassock, built up from years of hauling on ropes. His skin was leather-brown and his face deeply lined, yet when he smiled he looked ten years younger. It was clear to see he had once been a handsome man.  
 
    The other two boats were loaded with seafaring lads, each dressed the same, with the same bald spot glistening beneath the sun. They clambered ashore and began distributing their wears to the needy, or whoever got there first. Bread, smoked fish and fresh apples. 
 
    As Brendan stepped towards the shore, his prints flooding with saltwater, I struck up a chord and sang. 
 
      
 
    Beloved of Patrick, beloved of Brigid 
 
    Who spread out her cloak to the sky 
 
    Beloved of man, beloved of Christ 
 
    Blessed is he who takes Mary, his wife 
 
    Who travels the oceans and follows the stars 
 
    Heedless of blacksmiths and war 
 
    Who waves to the sun and bows to the moon 
 
    Asail on the hand of the Lord 
 
      
 
    It was a terrible song, but the words were not important. It was the way I sang them. My whole life, men stopped talking when I opened my mouth to sing. I could cut through an entire room, sharp as flint, soft as sable. I made mothers weep and sailors dance, slow as the harp or fast as the flute. Brendan was no exception. He stared up from the shore and smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    It was a different world we inhabited. No longer did holy people dress in white, but brown, and fewer were women. The ancient art of healing became herbcraft, the spirits of plants no longer acknowledged, only the hand of man. As though man could praise himself for the food he ate, without recognition of the fields or the oxen. 
 
    Other things had changed. These preachers stayed their hand on the blade. They sacrificed rarely, and then only fowl or beasts. They claimed to bring the word of peace, and in our time that did appear to be so. There had been a man named Patrick, and a woman named Brigid, who united clans that had been sworn enemies their entire existence. There were others, such as Columba, whose voice boomed like thunder, who threatened and cursed to get what he wanted, yet always spared a loaf for the hungry. In truth, we could make neither head nor tail of these men. Their god frightened us, its limp form nailed to the crossroads, the point between life and death, its ribs pressing through its skin, its sunken eyes filled with pain.  
 
    The old gods were still remembered. Milkstones, hidden groves and clootie trees kept a fine trade, yet year after year more of those places were flattened to build churches. With no heroes of their own, they stole ours. I heard stories of Fionn mac Cumhaill and Cú Chulainn bending the knee before Christ, knowing full-well they had never heard that name in their lifetimes. It angered me that they deigned to claim ownership over men who had never been owned by gods nor kings. 
 
    Still, other stories enchanted me. Stories of great healing that made me think of Blind Sile, gifted with sight, and other stories of kindness and sacrifice that we had taken to heart. At this time we made our nest upon a river bend beside a brick enclosure where women lived together, their heads covered. I had only heard stories of the shadow women of Mona, who were long gone themselves. Never before had I seen a community only of women. My brothers liked it there also. The waters of the river were sweet to drink, and sand shrimp and minnows swam plentiful. Before daybreak, and late into the evenings, the women would sing, and their songs were beautiful. Some were haunting, others uplifting and full of strength. It made a change that we should be the ones sung to sleep. 
 
    One afternoon, beneath a blanket of threatening clouds, a half-dozen horses wound their way across the flat to the gates of that holy place. The mother Abbess opened for them and the men dismounted. I recognised them as monks, for they wore the drab dress and shaven heads of their order. They entered and had not left by nightfall. 
 
    Overnight it snowed, and just before daybreak, as the sisters’ song faded with the dawn, a man came walking towards the river. He had been the monk at the head of the horses. He came to us in sackcloth with no shoes on his feet, the warmth of his body causing the frosted grass to thaw. 
 
    He removed his cassock and began washing in the icy water. Though he was old, his skin clung firm to his bones, only a small pouch of flesh sagged at his hips. After cleaning himself, he replaced his clothes and looked up to observe us watching from the reeds. 
 
    “Good morning to you,” he said. His smile was kind and his eyes brown as the earth. Yet, as he looked upon us, that smile of his faltered and he took a step closer, into the river. “Wait,” he said. “Don’t be afraid. I wish you no harm.”  
 
    Only the lapping of the river disturbed our silence.  
 
    “How strange,” he whispered. 
 
    Reaching into the sleeve of his robe, he produced a loaf of bread and began tearing it.  
 
    “Conn, no!” I whispered, yet my youngest brother did not listen. He swam towards the man and took the bread straight from his hand. 
 
    “You are hungry?” He laughed. “Here, eat your fill. There is plenty more where that came from.” 
 
    When we saw the man was no threat, we joined our brother on the opposite bank. 
 
    After we finished all of the bread, the man nodded as though concluding a conversation with himself.  
 
    “I will come again tomorrow,” he said, “and then I will tell you something.” 
 
    That night, my brothers and I left the river. We had been grateful for the bread, but the old man’s eyes had frightened us. We thought perhaps it was a trick, and that he had sacrificed a little bread to gain our trust, for the sisters rarely ate meat, and perhaps he intended to make a gift of us in return for their hospitality. 
 
    Instead, we returned to the coast. For three days and three nights we sought sanctuary amongst the fishing boats, swimming out to sea so that we might sing without being overheard. There was a strange stench about the shore that smelled of rotting flowers. We preferred the fresh breeze of open water.  
 
    On the fourth day, a terrible thing happened. As we swam behind a fishing boat to beg for scraps, a young boy cast his net carelessly and my brother Fiachra was caught. They hauled him aboard and, in their attempt to cut him free, the knife slipped and tore his shoulder. 
 
    He screamed, and struggled, and was eventually freed, bright-red blood against his snow-white plumage. 
 
    “He will never heal,” said one of the men. “It would be a kinder thing to kill him.” 
 
    At this, Aodh and I charged the boat, our wide wings and sharp beaks causing the fishermen to scatter, arms raised to protect their faces. Once Fiachra was clear of the boat, we swam as fast as we could for shore, for he could not fly with a wound so deep. 
 
    “We must get inland,” Aodh said. “Blood in the water will attract large fish, and the salt will pain him. We must find a place in the shallows where we can rest.” 
 
    We continued swimming to the mouth of the Long Hound, where the estuary offered safety. We took to a mound of sand that survived the high tide and there we made our nest, out of reach of foxes. 
 
    Poor Fiachra was in a terrible state. He had lost a lot of blood. We packed his wound with moss and sheltered him beneath our wings. Yet the curse which kept us bound as swans also kept us bound to life. He healed quickly, and within two days he was almost able to stretch his wing.  
 
    Then a storm came, thick lumps of ice beating down upon us throughout the night. By morning a fever set in. Fiachra was tormented by it, crying out in turn for our father, our mother, even for Aoife.  
 
    “He cannot die, yet he cannot live like this,” Conn said, his eyes imploring. “Please Fin, we must do something.” 
 
    “I know not what,” I replied. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sister Cecilia 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes, I think you are the last good man left,” I told him, turning earth with my trowel. “Since the death of Patrick, God rest his soul, and good Brother Gibrian, it seems any man can call himself an emissary of God and preach what he likes. Those in the villages are so starved for stories, they’ll open their ears to the Devil himself.” 
 
    Brendan laughed. “Too long in isolation, Sister. Though your devotion is admirable, don’t build walls around your heart as high as your convent.” 
 
    “You think I should build myself a raft and sail off on the open sea, like you?” 
 
    “Why not? There are many out there who would benefit from your wisdom.” 
 
    “To travel is men’s business. We women have pastures and flocks of our own to tend.” 
 
    “Forgive me, Sister, but Brigid of Kildare travelled the length and breadth of Ireland by Patrick’s side. Your own convent would not exist had it not been for her.” 
 
    “Brigid was made of far sterner stuff than I, Brother. I would not dishonour her memory by comparing myself.” 
 
    “You think too little of your own abilities, Cecilia. How many women have you led to God? It must be more than the moons I’ve spent at sea.” 
 
    His flattery raised the blood in my cheeks, for I had always considered it a privilege to call Brendan my friend, as well as my patron. We had known each other since childhood, born in the same area of Tráigh Lí, our mothers closer than sisters. Yet his fortunes had scattered him to the winds, whilst I had taken root in the rich earth.  
 
    “Almost thirty years a priest now, Brendan. What would old Erc say, do you think?” 
 
    “He would be amazed, of that I have no doubt. I’m sure he expected me to fall to women or wine within a year of ordination.” 
 
    I laughed at this, for, truth be told, I had expected the same. 
 
    “By all the powers! Look at that.” 
 
    He turned his head to follow my gaze. There, plump upon the cabbage patch, was a full-grown swan. It spread its wings, threw back its neck, and began to honk at us. 
 
    I put down my trowel and began to walk towards it, thrusting out my hands to shoo it away.  
 
    “No, wait,” said Brendan, “hold back.” 
 
    As he commanded, I took a few steps back whilst the creature continued to bluster, white down falling to the ground. “What a noisy thing!” 
 
    “Aye,” he whispered. “But not the thing you think it is.” 
 
    His words caused me to turn. My friend sat upon the bench, his eyes watchful beneath the furrow of his brow. I had not seen him so entranced since he stared upon the illuminations of Brigid’s book.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. “What is it?” 
 
    “My brother, he is hurt,” spoke the swan. 
 
    I fainted. 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When I came to, I was stretched out on the floor of my cell. Two of the younger sisters sat beside me, holding my hand and dabbing at my brow with a damp cloth.  
 
    “What is it? What happened?” I asked. “Am I ill?” 
 
    Sister Theodora shook her head, the folds of her veil falling over her shoulder. “No, Mother. Father Brendan said you were exerting yourself in the garden, and that you stood too fast. We brought you here to recover. Please, drink some water.” 
 
    She pressed a cup to my lips and I swallowed.  
 
    “I had the queerest dream,” I said. “I dreamt I met a talking swan…” 
 
    Neither of my charges felt confident enough to laugh with me, but smiled their sweet smiles and squeezed my hand. 
 
    When I felt steady enough to stand, I went to the kitchens to check that the evening meal had been started. With six hungry brothers to feed, we had opened the mid-winter pantry early for extra saltmeat and grain.  
 
    I forbade any sister to enter the guest quarters whilst there were men staying, and simply assumed Brendan had retired to his cell for prayer. It was not until we were seated at dinner that I realised he was missing. Unwilling to cause a disturbance, I waited patiently whilst Brother Abadios led prayer at my table. The barley and bean soup was thick and wholesome, the cheese creamy, and the bread fresh-baked. No one could complain that the Sisters of the River didn’t put on a good spread. Though my own appetite was not at its fullest. 
 
    Once the table had been cleared, I excused myself and went for a walk about the grounds, checking the chickens and sheep were at rest. As I gripped the bars of the main gate and gave them a rattle to check they were secured, I caught something from the corner of my eye. At first, I thought I had imagined it. Then it came again – a flash in the dark.  
 
    Pulling an iron key from the bunch at my waist, I stifled it in the latch with my sleeve and slipped beyond the convent gates. I followed the light to the woods – one flash, then two flashes, then one flash. Drawn like a moth to a candle, I continued along the path.  
 
    “Lord who knows all my fears, stand beside me now. Guide me though I cannot see. Keep me safe from harm.” I repeated my chant beneath my breath, gooseflesh rising against the damp forest air.  
 
    “Over here,” I heard a strained voice. “This way.” 
 
    “Brendan?” 
 
    “Come on Cecilia. Don’t be afraid. I need your help.” 
 
    Drawn to his voice, I found myself in a small clearing where a white marble statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary stood beside a spring. Brendan knelt there on the mossy ground, a lamp held high in his hand, illuminating a sick swan, its neck thrashing from side to side like a milky serpent. Around them were three more swans, two large, and one about the size of the swan that had spoken in my dream. 
 
    “Please don’t faint again,” Brendan said. “The Lord needs you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Aibric 
 
      
 
    Oh, her skirts were covered in mud – in mud! 
 
    My pretty white Lily, my love 
 
    So I said, if your skirts are covered in mud 
 
    Lift ‘em up to Heaven above – above! 
 
    She lifted her skirts and between her legs 
 
    I saw something wetter than mud 
 
    I said to my Lily, my Lily, my love 
 
    Best you lie down in your bed 
 
    For she lifted her skirts to Heaven above 
 
    In doing so, this I now know 
 
    For Heaven ain’t there, above – above! 
 
    Heaven’s right here down below!  
 
      
 
    As the rabble roared with laughter, I plucked my fingers from the strings and reached for a swig of ale.  
 
    “Go easy on that,” Anna said, taking the cup from my hand and draining it. “You might want to stay sober tonight. I hear that preacher’s back from the convent.” 
 
    “Anna, I’ll love you forever if you can tell me where he’s staying.” 
 
    “Fine time to tell me you don’t already love me forever.” 
 
    “You know what I mean, lass.” 
 
    “Aye, well. Where do you think he’d be staying?” 
 
    “The Bishop’s place?” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows as confirmation, and I went to kiss her. 
 
    “Careful now. John might be blind drunk, but he ain’t full blind yet.” 
 
    With a grin, I tucked my cláirseach beneath my arm and headed for the door. The Bishop’s place was a large wooden building down by the harbour, from whence he could see all the boats that came and went, and take his pick of taxes. I looked for a spot opposite where lamplight spilled from the tanner’s, illuminating me. 
 
    “Conner, you don’t mind if I sing a few songs outside your window do you?” 
 
    He shrugged and went back to stretching hides on his frame. 
 
    Thinking on it for a moment, I set about a lament for the sea. What better way to impress a sailor? 
 
    The door opposite opened and a burly man with arms like a blacksmith strode out. 
 
    “You can’t sing here tonight,” he said. “Bishop’s got a guest and they don’t want none of your racket.” 
 
    “Hardly a racket, Éimhin,” the tanner spoke. “Voice like an angel, this one.” 
 
    “Aye, no offence Aibric, but the Bishop asked me personal to come out here and tell you to stop.” 
 
    “And if I won’t?”  
 
    “Well, I’ll have to string you up like one of them hides,” he said, jutting his chin at the rack. 
 
    “Hardly very Christian,” I smiled. 
 
    “Look, just go sing somewhere else. Anna thrown you out again?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and plucked a couple more strings. 
 
    “Aibric,” Éimhin’s voice was thick with warning. 
 
    “One more verse?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He strode over, taking my instrument in one hand and my elbow in the other. As he escorted me away, I looked across to see Brendan and the Bishop watching from an open window. When he saw me, the Bishop reached across and pulled the shutters closed. 
 
    I went back to Owain’s and drank until I blacked out. In the morning I woke on the rocks again, this time my cláirseach lay beside me, the strings cut and the frame splintered. 
 
    “What in hell…” I squinted, and a shadow fell across me. 
 
    “Looking worse for wear there, sailor.” 
 
    “Brendan the Navigator!” I scrambled back, lifting my head to look at him and instantly regretting it. 
 
    “Well, don’t sound so surprised. I assume it was me you were looking for last night?” 
 
    “Not really. I was just on the streets, singing my song. Why, did you like it?” 
 
    He gave me a knowing smile and reached out a hand to help me up. 
 
    “Oh, God,” I whimpered, leaning forward with my hands pressed to my knees, trying to slow the spinning in my head. 
 
    “A blasphemer?” 
 
    “Sorry Brother, it’s just a little early—” 
 
    “Then forgive me, I should not have intruded.” He turned to leave. 
 
    “No, wait!” I cried out. 
 
    “It has been many years since I knew for myself, but I believe, when one’s head is hammering as yours, it is better to whisper.” 
 
    I nodded and slumped back down. 
 
    Brendan squatted beside me, producing a small bottle from his sleeve. 
 
    “Here,” he said, “try this. It should make the pain go away.” 
 
    Downing it, I thanked him and rubbed my eyes. 
 
    “Sorry you find me this way.” 
 
    “From what I’ve heard, it is how you are usually to be found.” 
 
    I lowered my gaze, ashamed. 
 
    “If you could sing me one song now, what would it be?”  
 
    I fumbled with my broken instrument, resting it upon my knee.  
 
    “I know a beautiful one about Brigid saving the soul of a lost maid.” 
 
    “I think I may have heard that already.” 
 
    “There’s one about Columba’s conquest of Alba.” 
 
    “A pious man, indeed. And also a dear friend. Though I think you already knew that.” He looked at me shrewdly. “Holy as these songs are, what is the song you long to sing? What song would you have all the world hear?” 
 
    “Whatever song is at the bottom of the cask.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. You have run dry of songs?” 
 
    “The flame is somewhat dampened, yes. I know all the songs of the saints, and those of ancient Rome and the Irish gods, and I know the songs the fisherwives sing and the songs the bakers knead their bread to. I know the songs that mothers sing to babes, and I know the songs that make men blush, but—” 
 
    “They’ve all been sung before.” 
 
    I met his eyes and he smiled kindly. 
 
    “You’re looking for an adventure, is that it, lad?” 
 
    “I’m still young, Brother. I’m young but I feel old. Every night I sit over in that house there, and I sing the same stale songs over and over, and I drink so as I can forget them. So as they’ll sound fresh again next day.” 
 
    “You want something of your own to sing about?” 
 
    “Forgive me, but I’ve heard of the places they say you’ve been.” 
 
    “No doubt you heard I’ve been to Mag Mell, the fairylands beyond the waves?” 
 
    “Is it true?” 
 
    “Aye.” He nodded slowly. “I went and came back changed.” 
 
    “When I heard you were coming, I did what I could to get your attention.” 
 
    “Well, you have my attention now. What is it you would ask of me?” 
 
    “Take me with you. Wherever it is you’re sailing to next, let me come. Let me record your great deeds and your heroic adventures. Let me sing songs of your conquests.” 
 
    He looked at me for a moment, then doubled with laughter. 
 
    “Heroic? Great deeds?” Slivers of silver leaked from his eyes as he wrapped his arms about his sides. “Oh, lad! I fear you shall be sorely disappointed.” He wiped his eyes with his sleeve, collecting himself. “I’m sorry, I did not mean to laugh, only I am an old man now. Heroic nowadays is rising from my bed without cricking my spine.”  
 
    “You still look hardy to me,” I said, grudgingly. 
 
    “Perhaps. I don’t think I’m in my grave yet. But, lad, I’m not the—” He stopped then, a thought furrowing his brow. “Now there’s an idea,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Say I knew of something you might like to sing about. How do you think you would fare, away from all this?” He spread his arm to encompass the harbour, with its ale houses and brothels. 
 
    “When I have song – true song – I don’t need anything else. It’s like air to me. My water and my wine.” 
 
    “I sail tomorrow morning. Meet me here at sun-up. If you don’t come, I’ll take it you changed your mind.” 
 
    “I won’t change my mind.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    And so it was we followed the priest across the stretch of water to Inis Gluaire. Brendan took a small boat with a large white sail. Aodh and Conn flew close above, whilst Fiachra travelled on his lap, wrapped in a soft cloak.  
 
    “This place of man is dangerous for you,” Brendan told us, the night he and Sister Cecilia pulled our brother from his fever. “You were brave to come to me, for I saw fear in your eyes on our first meeting. It is a privilege that you would allow us to help you, yet there are many others in this world who might have turned your weakness to their gain. Once you are fit enough to travel, I will take you to a place of safety. A place where you will be free from torment, where men may never again cause you harm.” 
 
    “Does such a place exist?” I asked. 
 
    “I know of an island to the west. West enough that old magic still reigns.” 
 
    “How can you speak of the old ways when you worship the new?”  
 
    It was then that he told us of his travels in his youth and how he had come to find himself shipwrecked upon the shores of a beautiful island. 
 
    “I thought at first I had washed up in Heaven, for the fruit there was fat and full of juice. I thought perhaps it was the Garden of Eden, and I was too afraid to eat of it. Then beings came to me. They spoke in voices sweet as angels. They bathed my wounds and dressed them, and in the morning I was completely healed. When I asked where I was, they told me it was Mag Mell, one of the islands beyond the waves, where neither death, nor age, nor illness subsist.” 
 
    “We know of such places,” Fiachra told him. 
 
    “And it is because I know of that place, that I knew of you. When I returned, something of that island remained with me. I felt a sense of wonder at the smallest things, a snail on a blade of grass, the reflection of the sun on the morning dew. I felt as a child again, able to imagine all possibilities. Sometimes, if I sat still and listened, I could even hear the animals speaking to one another, the buck to the hind, the hob to the jill. I could see their thoughts and hear their hearts beating in rhythm with the world.” 
 
    “Take us there. Take us home to Mag Mell,” Conn implored. 
 
    “If only I could. After I was healed, they brought for me a beautiful boat with a horsehead prow, its eyes glowing like fire—” 
 
    “Wave Sweeper,” I whispered. 
 
    “It bore me home to the shores of Corca Dhuibhne, and I have never again been able to find my way there. I had not seen the fay folk again until that day by the river, when I saw you.” 
 
    “How did you know?” I asked. 
 
    “Your reflections. Before me, I saw swans, yet against the water I saw children. One girl, and three boys.” 
 
    “You have heard our story?” 
 
    “As a child.” 
 
    I was not upset to leave the mainland behind. I had enjoyed our life by the Dolphin’s Tail, in the days when Uaine and Aednat brought bread in the mornings, and I found the fisherwives fascinating with their constant gossip, half their news true, the other half-dreamt. Yet I was tired, also. We lived in a world we no longer belonged. Able to observe but not partake. We had heard all the stories a thousand times, grown weary of the taste of fish and bread, run dry of conversation. Brendan offered us a place of peace, and we followed him willingly. 
 
    Inis Gluaire was green as old copper, an island sparkling with sea spray, trimmed in silver sand where it met the western ocean. It was a haven at the end of the world. 
 
    “Behold, the Lake of Birds!” Brendan smiled, holding his arms wide. 
 
    Before us, a vast machair stretched, fertile and veined with pools of water which bled into one another, swelling and draining with the tides. The sand between these fissures was the same bright white as the coast, and we could see our faces clear as mirrors, reflected back. Between us and the ocean was a sea of birds so thick you could not make out that distant blue. There were swift-wings and waders, long-beaks and lapwings. I half expected to see Fand in their midst, a great gull queen calling to her army. 
 
    We stood dumb in wonder, myself, my brothers and Aibric the bard. 
 
    “They come each evening at low tide, for the worms, but they’ll be gone come morning,” Brendan explained. “During the day you will have these waters for your own. None shall disturb you, for none live here. There are no foxes or dogs, not even mice.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked Aibric. “It’d be a queer big nest I’d need to sleep in.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Brendan, raising his eyebrows in surprise. “I assumed you’d want to sleep on the rocks. There’s a nice pile over there.” He pointed to where the waves beat against the shore, then smiled. “No, for you I have set aside my own house. It isn’t much of a house, but there is a kiln outside for baking bread, and supplies of grain and flour. I’ll have a boat sent once a moon from the mainland with provisions. Should you grow hungry in the meantime, I can assure you the fishing here is very good. You’ll find a net beside the altar. There are blankets and a mattress, and even a little wine. Though I would urge you to drink slowly. Once a moon the boat will come, and no more.” 
 
    That night, Brendan sat with us by his little house until morning. We told him of our tale, and listened to many of his own. He was most interested in what our father had been like and how the Tuatha Dé Danann had lived, for by now they had slipped into legend and were inconceivable as beings of flesh and blood. 
 
    He marvelled when we spoke of the length of their lives, for the Men of Dea had lived four or five lifetimes to one of his saints. 
 
    “It is said in the Bible that men lived as long, once,” he mused, breaking bread for us. “It is said that Noah lived nine hundred and fifty years, and his son six hundred.” 
 
    “Would you wish to live that long?” Aibric asked, before remembering us. He had already consumed half the wine. 
 
    “It is no blessing to outlive those you love,” Aodh replied. 
 
    “No, I should think not,” said Brendan. “Though I would wish to live a good, long life. I have a great fascination and investment in the story of man. I would wish to see a little more of how it progresses. Tell me children, though it feels strange to call you such, what say you of the progress of our people after all you have seen?” 
 
    It was too hard to answer. I missed my family and the way the world had been so fiercely that it prevented me from looking with love upon these new people who occupied our lands. 
 
    “I do not understand them,” Conn spoke for me.  
 
    “What do you not understand?” asked the priest, leaning forward. 
 
    “They are born, they make children, and they die. Generation after generation. Yet each time they war, each time they betray in both love and trust, and each time they profit with coin as though coin made them rich. This story of man, I do not understand the meaning of it.” 
 
    Fiachra nodded his agreement. “In all of the best stories there is a hero and a villain, there is true love, a battle, and a happy ending. Yet there are none of these things in man. Heroes are as likely to be villains next day, and villains can be valiant. But love of money outshines the heart, and even when love is true, there is never a happy ending. They all lose in the end to age and the grave.” 
 
    “Lose?” Aibric laughed. “How can you say that when the glory of Heaven awaits those who have opened their eyes to its light?” 
 
    “Heaven?” Conn asked. 
 
    “Aye, Heaven,” he repeated, plucking a string on his cláirseach. “That place where we all grow wings like yours.” 
 
    “Tír na nÓg?” my brother asked, uncertain. 
 
    Aibric let out a hoot and slapped his thigh. “Haven’t you heard, little brother? Paradise has been moved.” 
 
    Brendan shot him a dark look and emptied his cup onto the grass. “You are frightening them. Heaven has not been moved.” 
 
    “Tell me again, why you are here?” I asked, and Aibric’s laughter left him. 
 
    It was Brendan who answered. “I invited this young man to come with us, so that he might draw fresh water from the well for you, and help you to catch fish. In return, I thought perhaps you could tell him your story in its entirety, that he might record it for all of time. I am starting to think I should not have done.” 
 
    “Please don’t say that,” Aibric beseeched. “I am sorry, truly I am. I have been drunk so long I forget how to be sober. Really, it would be a great honour to record your story.” 
 
    “We shall think on it,” I told him. “It is almost dawn and we are tired. If we do not return by the next moon, you can take the boat back to the mainland.” 
 
    With that, we took flight across the machair in search of a soft spot to rest. I tucked the twins beneath my wings, and Aodh at my breast, and we slept. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    I awoke with cool air against my back, and knew that something was wrong, for Conn usually slept with his own head against that spot. As I twisted my neck to look for him, I disturbed Fin, and her own movement woke Fiachra. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    We had slept the entire day through. It was such a relief to rest where no men or wild beasts lurked. Those years of sleeping fitfully, waking to each noise on the water, had tired us more than we had known. The sky was starting to darken already, and a crescent moon glowed soft against the twilight. 
 
    “Where is Conn?”  
 
    We moved apart and began calling his name. When no answer came, we spread our wings and swept across the island. The stars were full-out, and the birds all flown, by the time we found him, floating alone on the sea. 
 
    “Conn, what are you doing?” his twin asked, emotion thick in his voice. “We thought you had been taken.” 
 
    Conn did not answer, he simply paddled away. 
 
    “Conn, speak to us,” Fionnuala tried, moving close and extending her wing. 
 
    “Don’t,” he said. “Let me be.” 
 
    Tears landed against the surface of the water, distorting his reflection. 
 
    “It’s what the bard said, isn’t it?” Fiachra asked. “That joke he made about paradise?” 
 
    At this, Conn turned on us, his beak open in a silent cry. 
 
    “I don’t want to die!” he said. “I don’t want to die and to go away to a place where no one we love is there.” 
 
    In the face of his terror, we fell silent. What could we say to comfort him, when his fears were our own? The world we knew was gone. Manannán had not come to see us in all our time at Irrus Domnann. The rituals the Men of the World undertook for their dead were unlike any we had known. All of our people and all of their ways were but a memory.  
 
    “You won’t be alone,” said Fin. “We’ll be together.” 
 
    “I want my father. I want Sorcha and Ailbhe and Eoghan.”  
 
    And I want Caílte mac Rónáin, I thought. 
 
    My face crumpled as I turned away. 
 
    “He’s right,” Fiachra said. “We know nothing of this new god. They don’t come back like we do. When they’re dead, they stay dead. One life, one lifetime. I heard the fisherwomen talking when they came back from church. Something about salvation and sin, about how a man’s heart gets weighted. Like the laws of Eochaid mac Eirc it was, but all written down.” 
 
    “Aye, we know nothing of this new god,” Fin conceded. “So, let us make it our duty to learn.” 
 
    “From who? The only god Aibric worships is his wine. There are no books here, and if there were we could not read them.” 
 
    We did not sleep that night, but floated beneath the silent stars, each lost in our thoughts of those we had loved so many hundreds of years past. Sometimes we would share stories with one another, to bring back their faces and remind ourselves of their smiles.  
 
    Come daybreak, we were surprised. On that morning, and every morning after, we found a pail of fresh water beside Brendan’s church, along with bread and fresh fish. Brendan had taken the wine, but left us a goat. Some mornings there was milk sweetened with honey. Aibric never disturbed us when we came to eat. He remained indoors or walked out across the island. 
 
    Each night, whilst the birds feasted, we could hear him singing his songs. He had brought a flute and a cláirseach, and a board of strings which he plucked with his long nails. Some evenings he would sing loud and lively, stories of the Roman invasions and the tribes of the East who drove them back. Other nights he would sing slower, of the saints and their good deeds. We huddled close to listen to these, for his songs were our books, our way of seeing into the heart of that new world. He even sang songs of Brendan and his journey to Mag Mell.  
 
    One night, he sang a lament so heartbreakingly sad that we wept. It was the story of Deirdre of the Sorrows. Deirdre was born to the King of Ulster’s storyteller. On her birth it was foreseen she would be a great beauty, but that she would bring about the destruction of a kingdom. The soothsayer told her father to put her to death, but she was saved by the very king she would later destroy.  
 
    Intrigued by the story, and by her beauty, King Conchobar raised her to be his wife. He won her gratitude and her favour, but never her heart. For she had fallen in love with the great warrior Naoise and they eloped to Alba to escape Conchobar’s wrath.  
 
    They lived happily there, eating of the fruits of the forest and fishing in its streams. Though exile weighed heavily upon them, for they had left all those they loved behind, and ‘tis better to be a beggar in your own lands than a king in another’s. 
 
    When Conchobar held out his hand in a sign of peace, they accepted and readied themselves to return to Éire. Yet Deirdre had drunk from the cup of youth, and the years had not marred her beauty. When the king learned of this, his lust rose again for the girl he had never bedded. He slaughtered her lover and his men and took her for his own. 
 
    Rather than lie with her lover’s murderer, Deirdre threw herself from the king’s carriage and opened her head on a rock. 
 
    The story was one we knew well, yet Aibric’s voice made it strange to our ears. At times his words flowed like water over smooth pebbles, at others it sounded like the lowing of cattle on the hillsides at eventide, scarring our hearts with its rhythmic refrain. All of our fears, all of our sadness and joy was drawn like poison. For so long we had ceased to feel, for feeling served us little. Yet in hearing Aibric sing, we remembered so vividly that which we had forgotten. We wept until our own song drowned his, and when the last string was plucked, he put his instrument aside and opened his ears to us. 
 
    That night, we enfolded him in our wings. When the sun rose and the birds returned to their lowland lake, we asked that he might tell our story. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sister Cecilia 
 
      
 
    When I wed myself to Christ, I gave up my right to motherhood. All men became my children and I tended to them as best I could. As I grew older and became Abbess of our river sanctuary, my sisters became daughters to me. I watched as some of them struggled with a life of celibacy. Any who have watched animals in spring understand the natural urge to couple. Some in my charge forsook their vows, disappearing in the night with young men from the coast. Others, like myself, held their word with less conflict. For my part, I had never found a man I loved more than Christ, and the women I had known throughout my life had shown me strength beyond any man, with the exception, perhaps, of my dear friend Brendan.  
 
    It was late in my life that I had a child of my own, and the circumstances of his birth caused me much pain. There was a young nun under my care. She had taken the name of Sister Agatha, though her given name had been Orla, the sixth daughter of a fisherman and one too many mouths to feed. I had enough women in my fold to know when they came willing, and when, like her, there was reluctance. There was an obstinacy about her I little cared for, yet she sang sweetly and had a gift for illuminating scripture that was unrivalled among her peers.  
 
    My suspicions were first roused when the initials of her manuscripts started to repeat the face of a man I thought I knew. Some months before, a group of monks had come to our convent seeking shelter on their journey. One of these men, by the name of Thomas, had been quite handsome in his way, and spoke with an educated tone of his travels in Alba. 
 
    Thereafter, each time a passage began with T, Orla would paint his face between the flicks and curls of that letter. I was concerned that she harboured fondness for this man, more than was appropriate for a sister of the church.  
 
    One evening, I called her to my quarters and asked quite pointedly about the circumstances of their friendship. The next morning, she was gone. I took this loss hard. She had not been the first deserter, and would not be the last, yet I questioned my judgement on the matter. Had I frightened the girl? Had I spoken harshly when I should have been kind and understanding? Had I left her with no choice but to leave? It caused me many sleepless nights wondering whether my own actions might have resulted in a different outcome. 
 
    Some moons after she left, Orla returned in the depths of night. I was woken softly by one of my sisters and taken to the kitchen. She sat by the fire, wrapped in a thick blanket, her face pale as milk. 
 
    When I drew back the blanket, I saw the swell of her belly. 
 
    That night was one of the longest of my life. Orla gave birth to a son, there on the floor by the fire. Three of us attended her, boiling water and ripping strips of cloth from old garments to soak up the blood. 
 
    It was almost dawn by the time the child was born. I took it in my arms and wiped the mucus from its mouth with the corner of my shawl. When I returned from washing it, I found my two helpers knelt by Orla’s body, the sweat-soaked blanket piled beneath her head, her eyes staring up to the roof, wide and weeping. She looked as though she had walked through the fires of hell. 
 
    “It is too late,” Sister Symphorosa said. “She has passed.” 
 
    At this, the babe opened its mouth and began to bawl. Afraid that he might wake half the convent, I instructed them to put Orla’s body on a cart and take it into town.  
 
    “Tell Brother Michael that she was a local child who got into trouble. Tell them the baby is born healthy and we will see that it is raised well.” 
 
    I felt ashamed that I had disowned Orla in death, yet part of me was also relieved for her. Should she have lived, the punishment for her sin would have been severe. Not only had she forsaken her vows, she had lain with a holy brother and born him a child. Her life would not have been worth living. There would have been no sanctuary granted. My own feelings aside, I had to make an example of her so as to dissuade others who might stray from our path. I was also ashamed to admit that I had failed in my counsel. What would the townspeople think if they knew that one of our holy sisters had fallen so far beneath my watch? 
 
    We named the child Mochaomhog, and it was known by all who were not at his birth that he had been abandoned at our gates. 
 
    The boy grew strong and healthy within the confines of our walls. I thought for a long time to send him away to the town, to be raised in a foster home, but somehow I always found an excuse to delay. There was talk of troubles and wars, at times there were shortages of food in the town. I could not guarantee his protection there, and I felt that, having disowned his mother in death, I owed him my allegiance in life. Our dear Lord would not have made an innocent suffer for the sins of the mother. 
 
    He was a good boy, though there was a wildness about him. For all my chiding, his table manners were appalling. He would swig from the milk pitcher and wolf down food with both hands as though half-starved. When he was old enough, he fell in with the woodsmen and helped them trap game for our table. What he brought to us was a blessing, though I knew it could not last forever. 
 
    In the boy’s seventh year, Brendan came to visit us. I had written to him often of Mochaomhog, for he reminded me of my childhood friend with his wide-eyed curiosity of the world. I knew that those walls which had protected him since birth would soon come to resemble his prison. He was half-grown towards manhood, and we women were not the company he craved. 
 
    From the first moment Mochaomhog set eyes on Brendan, he loved him as a father. The two of them seemed inseparable, able to speak without words. They understood one another with merely a look. Some divine communion I almost envied. 
 
    “You have done well,” Brendan told me one evening, sharing a cup of wine in my private reading room. “The boy is healthy and he has an enquiring mind.” 
 
    “Look at me,” I said, fingering the edge of my veil. “There is a reason I wear this dress, Brother, as you well know.” 
 
    Brendan laughed and reached across the table to place his warm hand on mine. “Cecilia, you are the most devout of all mothers. Jesus himself would have been lucky.” 
 
    “He is not a babe any longer.” 
 
    “No. That, he is not. What would you ask of me?” 
 
    “You know full well.” 
 
    He sighed and sat back in his chair, closing his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, they rested on me with a smile. 
 
    “I will care for him as though he were our own son,” he told me.  
 
    “As you cared for those swans?” 
 
    “Ah, you remember that?” He sounded surprised. 
 
    “It’s not every night that I find talking beasts in my woods.” 
 
    He laughed again. 
 
    In truth, those swans had haunted my dreams. Some nights I thought myself to be walking by the river, and there I would come to see four children playing in the shallows, lit by the moon. They laughed and splashed with abandon, until they saw me. Then they turned into swans and flew away. 
 
    Brendan had written to me in the early days, imploring me to leave my convent and travel to Inis Gluaire to see them again. He told me to spend my time there meditating in pious contemplation, though I knew this was a simple continuation of the conversation we had been having all our lives. He did not believe me when I told him I had no stomach for adventure. That I enjoyed the peace and security the convent afforded. As children, we had both shared that youthful spark of adventure, but time had fanned its flames in him, whereas mine had quietly and contentedly died to embers. 
 
    “Where will you take him?” I asked. 
 
    “Not to Mag Mell, if that’s what you’re worried about. Would that I could find the place again, but I fear my sailing days are drawing to a close.” He lifted his hands to show his callouses. “Perhaps to Alba, to the great churches there, then down to England, to Canterbury and York.” 
 
    “It would do the boy good to have an education. He can read and write fair enough for his age, but his attention wanders. Drive the rebellion out of him and make him a saint.” 
 
    “My sweet sister, I thought you knew? The greatest saints were rebels.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Aibric 
 
      
 
    Oh, don’t you know the baker’s wife?  
 
    The baker’s wife down Corrindon Way? 
 
    Yes, I know the baker’s wife, and I know the things they say. 
 
    How do you know the baker’s wife 
 
    The baker’s wife down Corrindon Way? 
 
    I’ll tell how I know the baker’s wife 
 
    She ate my curds and whey! 
 
      
 
    Then it’s true you know the baker’s wife 
 
    And you know the things they say 
 
    For I know she likes the salty stuff 
 
    When she eats her curds and whey. 
 
      
 
    The room roared with laughter as I slugged down a cup of rose wine. Colours danced before me, greens and browns, black and silver. The heat from the crowd brought sweat to my upper lip which I wiped away with my sleeve. 
 
    “Very good, you’re a talented man, but you seem to forget where you are. Does this look like a brothel to you?” I blinked and rubbed my eyes, uncertain for a moment. “My lady love will be here shortly and I assure you, she has far less appreciation of bawdy lyrics than myself. Perhaps something a little more sonorous?” 
 
    I nodded as though still capable of rational thought. It had been almost fifteen years since I left Inis Gluaire. I had made two vows, one of silence and the other of sobriety.  
 
    “Our lives draw to a close,” the children had told me, that last sunrise before I boarded the boat to the mainland. “Once we are dead, it is your duty to tell the world of our lives. Tell them all we have told you. Tell them of our father and of Aoife, tell them of Sorcha and her shadows, of Caílte and his love for Aodh. Tell them of the twins and of our brother beneath the waves. Make them live again through your song. Grant us eternal life, that our people may never be forgotten.” 
 
    I promised them I would wait. They had finally found peace on that island, and I had no wish to ignite the imagination of those who might cause them harm. The second vow had been less easy to keep. One night back in Anna’s bed and I was pissed as a fart. I felt as Brendan must have felt after Mag Mell. I felt as though I had been away to a sacred land where the animals spoke and birds held rule. Civilisation seemed a bitter disappointment after that. I needed something to blunt the edge. 
 
    “I do know one song she might like,” I said, switching my chrotta for a cláirseach. 
 
    A hush spread through the court and for one brief moment I thought my audience showed their reverence for me. Until I made out the soft shape of Brigid of Carlow, making her way through the crowd to the carved seat beside her intended, Ainmuire mac Sétnai, the High King of Ireland. 
 
    “Well,” the king spoke. “Now would be as good a time as any.” 
 
    I swear to my dying day, the song on the tip of my tongue was that of Deirdre of the Sorrows. Her red hair flowed before my eyes and I forgot every word. I felt the court waiting on me and only one song remained. 
 
      
 
    In the court of Bodb the Red, in the days of the Tuatha Dé Danann, three daughters of the sunlight came, daughters of Olliel of Aran… 
 
      
 
    By the time my tale was told, the candles had burned down, been replaced, and burned down again. Men held their lovers in their arms and wept. I opened my eyes as the final chord faded and it felt as though time itself had stopped. The moon sat sentinel in the sky and the hounds in the yard held their breath, their heads resting upon their paws as though awaiting the return of an unseen master. 
 
    Slowly, the king rose to his feet and placed one hand against the other. His betrothed joined him, and soon the sound of clapping washed over me like rain. 
 
    “An astonishing tale,” Ainmuire said. “You could stop a war with such a thing. Now, perhaps a return to your earlier work, if you wouldn’t mind?” 
 
    Through habit, my fingers found the strings and I began a light-hearted ditty about a country girl and her merman lover. The words came to my tongue and trickled through my lips, but my heart was hardly beating. 
 
    As soon as I could, I passed my instrument to the bard beside me and took my leave. Walking along the walls, I stopped to stare out at the darkness. I had heard it said the ancient seanchaidhthe told their stories from a sacred place, a place where only the dark juices of the quicken tree could take you. Yet I believed that night I had stumbled upon their secret door and unlocked the depths of my soul. All of my life I had sought out that place where story transcends mortality, where the blood of all our histories merges to form the origin of our existence. In finding it, I felt at peace. I felt as though I was story itself; knowing and known by all men. 
 
    “Tell me,” a voice came soft through the dark. “You say the children rested upon the Lake of Birds. You say they found comfort there. Are they there still?” 
 
    Brigid made a beautiful queen. Her hair was auburn as autumn leaves and her high cheeks bloomed with health. As she leant against the wall beside me, looking up to the stars, a little of their light reflected back in her eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, despite myself. “They live there still, and will outlive us all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mochaomhog 
 
      
 
    My muscles ached as I heaved on the rope to pull my boat ashore. Its smooth underside scraped against the sand in protest and the oars rattled against the seat. I had come by way of Inishkeeragh to deliver letters to Brother Bartholomew, then inward and around the treacherous coast of Carricknaronty to Inis Gluaire. 
 
     Once the boat was securely pegged, I lay down on my back to rest. The clouds above rode high and white, the plentiful sky between them a softer blue than the sea. Perhaps this was paradise after all? 
 
    It was a short walk over flat land to get to Brendan’s church, a squat thing of grey stone with a rusted bell on a rickety wooden stand beside the door. Not far from it, I found a freshwater well with a wooden pail. I lowered it down on a rope and sluiced the salt from my hair, then set about transporting my cargo to the storage pit behind the house: fresh apples, flour, salted meat and wine for the altar. I released a couple of chickens that Bartholomew had been good enough to grant me, and laid out the fishing net on the bell frame that it might not tangle before I had a chance to use it. 
 
    Inside, the room was bare but comfortable. There was a straw mattress and a driftwood table to the far end with a cup and cross upon it. I smiled, for the place reminded me of Brendan, both in its simplicity and its resolve to stand in such a remote place, defiant of the elements. 
 
    “We have travelled together, you and me, for some thirteen years now,” he had told me. “We have seen much and talked of much. It is time you took stock of yourself, Mochaomhog. Time you removed yourself from the bawdy company of sailors and returned your mind to God.” 
 
    I could hardly disagree. They had been years full of adventure. I hadn’t once looked back since leaving the confines of Cecilia’s convent, for there had always been so much to look ahead to. Neither had it been a life completely removed from God. I had spent much of my time at Beannchar, studying the scriptures and discussing them with Comgall, the austere Warrior Abbot, and Íte of Killeedy, who liked me so much I thought she might never let me leave once she started instruction. Wine and bread and cheese and talk drifted across the tables until the early hours. 
 
    Brendan was an old man now, though neither his gait nor his wits would let you believe it. Each year he clung harder to the shore, sitting beside his fire with his dog Plato, feeding him scraps and recounting the great journeys of his youth. High chiefs and men of God travelled all the way from Brittany to hear him speak. 
 
    I rowed in his wake all my young life, yet I knew on the near horizon I would have to row alone. Though it hurt my heart to think of a world without Brendan in it, I knew that God had a plan for all of us, and that I had been more fortunate than most in having, from an early age, such a steady hand to guide my course. Thus it was I came to find myself on Inis Gluaire, with a bag of apples and a pair of flustered hens.  
 
    “You’ll like it there,” my guardian had told me. “It was my sanctuary between voyages. A calm spot in the ocean. The sands are white as sunbeams, and in the evening a lake of birds appear to dig for worms. The fishing’s good, there’s fresh water and a fresh breeze. Oh, and a couple of swans, if I recall. They’ll keep you company.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll go quite mad enough in the silence,” I laughed. “Three moons from now you’ll find me talking to those swans.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m quite sure of it,” Brendan replied, a twinkle in his eye. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
      
 
    My first night on the island, I hardly slept. My muscles ached from rowing and the quiet kept me awake. Even on land I felt the floor was rocking, as though the island itself were my ship. Yet the waves broke against the machair not the prow, and my crew were not there snoring in my ear. I was still awake by sunrise, when herringbone clouds shone pink and gold, bright enough to blind. 
 
    “Red sky in morning, heed thy warning,” I muttered to myself, and by midday I was trapped inside the church listening to the downpour against the roof. Had I been Noah, I might have built an ark. Being simply Mochaomhog, I pulled out a bound set of scripture and went about reflecting on the story of Jesus calming the seas and the wind. I wondered whether the rain might obey me, should I ask it. 
 
    I slept much of that day and in the evening, when the rain finally eased, I was met with the most incredible sight. Out along the machair a blanket of birds swathed the green. Their constant calls filled my ears and when I walked among them they were not afraid. Instead of taking flight, they simply parted between my feet to continue their hunt for worms. I sat among them and laughed, for I had never seen such a sight. This is truly God’s island, I thought.  
 
    As the sun set, the birds took their leave – a vast cloud lifting. Yet I remained there, walking across the soft ground, crouching to gaze at the moon’s reflection in the pools of water. It was then that I heard the song. A song so sweet it took command of me. 
 
    For some time I walked, guided only by that sound, which seemed to ensure that my feet found their footing. Some part of me worried at what I might find. There were tales of those who went walking at night beneath the full moon. They met with the fay folk who lived in the barrows, and never returned. Then there were the merrow, which all sailors feared, their soft voices singing ships to wreck upon the rocks.  
 
    I fingered the cross at my neck. It had been given to me by Brendan, who told me Columba himself carved it from a holly branch, its white wood glowing in the dark.  
 
    God of all the world, though the night around me lies, make bright the stars above me now, that they may be my eyes. 
 
    In answer to my prayer a hundred small pools, which a moment before had been black as tar, glittered with stars, as though the very sky had fallen to earth. I felt myself to be standing on the brink of this world and the next. God lit my way with His lanterns, that I might pick my way across the machair without falling. 
 
    On the other side of that mystical river, I saw a rocky promontory. The rough sea split its waves across black rock, crowned by four white swans.  
 
    The swans were singing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    At first, I thought Aibric had returned. As morning came and we stretched our wings, our eyes came to rest upon a man lying face-down on the sand, his arm outstretched towards us.  
 
    “He must have brought more wine with him,” Fiachra said, as we swooped down to take a closer look. 
 
    “It can’t be Aibric,” Aodh said. “Not unless he were one of the ancient race. It’s been so long since he left us, wouldn’t his hair be grey by now?” 
 
    “And Aibric never did smell so good,” Conn said, plucking at the stranger’s salty mane.  
 
    The man’s hair was certainly a shade lighter than Aibric’s, and his beard was far better kempt. He wore a simple tunic with kidskin trousers laced at the side.  
 
    “Who do you suppose he is?” I asked. 
 
    We cast about for signs of a shipwreck, but saw none. Sure that he was alive, we flew to Brendan’s church and saw it to be occupied. There were scorch marks on the bread kiln, and a powdering of flour on the grass. The door had blown open and inside the blankets were freshly laid. 
 
    “It looks as though a Man of God has come to our island,” Aodh said, leafing through the pages by his bed. “Perhaps he is one of Brendan’s brothers?” 
 
    It had been a long time since we had eaten anything other than fish and seaweed. When we found the loaf of freshly baked bread, we fell upon it, leaving not a crumb. In our guilt, we fled the house for the open ocean. 
 
    That night we returned, careful to press ourselves against uneven ground so that our colour would not give us away. The man was there, scribbling by the light of the fire. He used one of our feathers as a quill and seemed to be composing a letter. He murmured to himself softly, scratching out what he had written and throwing more than one sheet to the flames. Eventually, his shoulders sagged and he stared up at the sky. It was a dark night, the moon cloaked in clouds. 
 
    “He must have heard us singing,” I said. 
 
    “He saw us, yet he has not harmed us,” Fiachra agreed. 
 
    Over the next few days we observed him without being observed. He prayed in the morning, ringing the bell before sinking to his knees. In the evenings he walked the coast to watch the birds, and at night he returned to the rocks we had called our home. We knew he was looking for us.  
 
    On the fourth day, we found a fresh loaf of bread there. 
 
    Conn proclaimed it a gift, Fiachra proclaimed it a trap. In the end, the smell won us over and we feasted again.  
 
    “We should thank him,” Conn said. “Perhaps he will bake more?” 
 
    When we eventually took up courage to visit the church again, we found the man sitting outside as though expecting us. There was a bowl of water from the well, and another loaf of bread. When he saw us, he reached for the bread and began tearing pieces from it and throwing them to us. 
 
    “Brendan told me of you,” he said, smiling. “He told me you would keep me company, and that I would be talking to you before long.” 
 
    At this, we came closer.  
 
    “He told you of us?” Conn asked. 
 
    The man’s face lost all colour. 
 
    “Good Lord! My ears deceive me!” 
 
    He dropped the bread and rose to his feet.  
 
    We fled. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    For much of the next moon we played a game of cat and mouse with the priest. For days he went without sleep, walking the island, looking for us. Each time we saw him coming and took flight. 
 
    “Please!” he cried out. “Please, come back!” 
 
    Yet we had been so long without human company. We knew nothing of the mainland or its chiefs. In the years since Aibric had left us, we came to hope our peace there would be eternal. In our child-like way we had called the rocks our castles and the evening birds our subjects. We relived the games of our youth and played at kings and warriors, for there was no one there to observe or to remind us that we were beasts. 
 
    It was the full May moon when he chanced upon me. My brothers had gone to the flats to hunt for worms with the waders, but I was tired and stayed behind. I was resting in the shallows with my head tucked beneath my wing, which is why I had not seen him approach. 
 
    “Excuse me, young maiden,” he called from the shore. The priest stood, up to his ankles in the chill water, with a bannock of bread beneath his arm. “Excuse me, but I am looking for the swans.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mochaomhog 
 
      
 
    I had come to believe that nothing on that island was natural. A land ruled by birds, and birds that spoke! Yet neither was I afraid, for I knew then that the twinkle in Brendan’s eye had spoken more of what he knew than his lips, and I knew that he would never send me into danger.  
 
    My heart longed to know more of the beautiful creatures which had sung so sweetly that night, and I made it my mission to seek them out. When I woke on the shore, I believed it to have been a dream. The stress of months at sea, and the poor night’s sleep I’d had. Yet when I returned to my house to find my bread gone and a swan feather left in tribute, I knew there to be more at work than a young man’s imagination. 
 
    When I was a boy beneath Cecilia’s protection, she would tell me stories of children turned to swans. She also told me stories of great kings who lived a thousand years and queens who transformed into crows. So many stories I heard growing up, but only those of the scriptures were told to me as true. The rest I took as folklore from a time long past. A shadowy world which the light of God would one day illuminate, as though wiping sleep from a person’s eyes. I wished then that I could remember the exact words of her stories as clearly as those of the saints.  
 
    On the bright full moon, I baked another loaf and set out in search of those feathered wonders whose song I now heard in my dreams. That night, I chanced upon a quiet inlet, and there beheld a figure upon a rock. The clouds cleared and a shaft of moonlight fell upon the form. When I saw what it was, my breath left me.  
 
    It was the naked figure of a young woman. Her skin was pale as starlight, her long flaxen hair tumbling down her back, swept about her buttocks by the water.  
 
    All my life I had heard the sailors’ stories, and many a time I had chanced to glimpse the ocean’s rarities for myself: fish that could fly, seals with the faces of humans, and horses which charged across the foaming waves. Yet never had I seen a vision so vivid. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I called out, believing her to be a merrow. “I am looking for the swans.” 
 
    Her eyes met mine. For a moment I thought she might speak. 
 
    I took a step towards her, and that is when I caught her reflection in the water. As my eyes rose, her body matched that reflection, becoming a beautiful swan which took flight. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I loaded my boat with a few supplies and rowed for Inishkeeragh. My skin was red from the sun by the time I reached there, and I found Bartholomew in his garden, tending to his beans. 
 
    “Brother, I must speak with you!” I cried. 
 
    After recounting my story, fearful he might think me possessed and order the Devil cast out, he sat back in his chair and smiled. 
 
    “How strange that Brendan never told you himself,” he said. “Have you never heard the story of The Children of Lir?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Brigid ingen Cobthaig 
 
      
 
    My beloved’s member occasionally caused me pain in the mornings. He was wide of girth and I had yet to loosen with child.  
 
    “Whoever knew that peace could feel so good?” he whispered in my ear, turning me from him and trapping my ankles between his thighs as he pushed into me again. 
 
    “Here’s to a lifetime of peace,” I replied, smiling. 
 
    The South had been fighting the Kings of the North for longer than I had been breathing. Yet now the ringing of metal ceased to wake infants in their sleep. My father had grown weary of the fight, wishing to expand his own kingdom south, but unable to do so due to the army pledged against the north.  
 
    The Uí Néills of the North and South had themselves grown weary of warring, and had started to speak of the idea of unity, though none believed this would come to pass. Too many lives, and too much blood, had gone before to be forgotten.  
 
    He thrust again and I bit into my pillow to stifle a cry, his hand fingering between my clamped legs to feel the wetness there. After he withdrew, I could feel his fullness within me for the rest of the day, lending my stride his strength. I belonged to my kingly love, and I fancied he knew it. Yet that morning, there was something I wished to discuss with him. 
 
    As he lay on his back, brow bathed in sweat, I tenderly kissed his neck and ear until his arm reached about and held me to him. 
 
    “Let me rest, my love. Our subjects await, and I can hardly wake. You would bring about the fall of my kingdom faster than a hundred of your father’s soldiers.” 
 
    I laughed, and teased the hair beneath his belly. 
 
    “Am I?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you what?” 
 
    “Your love?” 
 
    He took me gently by my hair, and pulled my face away that he might better study me. “How can you possibly ask that? Have I ever given you reason to doubt?” 
 
    “No. Not from the moment we met.” 
 
    “And so?” 
 
    “And so, I was wondering—” 
 
    “A dangerous pastime, to be sure.” 
 
    I slapped him playfully across the cheek, then kissed him there. 
 
    “In two moons’ time, I am to be bound to you in front of everyone in Ireland who matters.” 
 
    “My darling, everyone in Ireland matters, both friends and especially foe. We just don’t have room in the halls of Ulster to accommodate them all.” 
 
    “And all will wish to be here, on this historic occasion, when the North and South unite.” 
 
    “And so, again, and so?” 
 
    “And so, shouldn’t we make this a festival none shall forget?” 
 
    “Your beauty and my army are enough that none shall forget. Yet, I sense there is more to your request than a new dress?” 
 
    I rolled onto my back and rested my arm across my forehead. A sign of defeat that never failed to rouse his sympathy in our marital bed.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked, propping himself up on one elbow.  
 
    “Nothing. It’s just that story the poet told.” 
 
    “Which poet?” 
 
    “That Aibric of yours.” 
 
    “The song about the swans?” 
 
    “Don’t you think it would be magical? If those birds were to exist out there on Inis Gluaire?” 
 
    “I suppose,” he replied, frowning. 
 
    “You suppose, and I know. If we were to bring the swans here to sing for our wedding—” 
 
    He laughed at this. “You would have me ride all the way to the coast for a drunken bard’s tale?” 
 
    “No, I would have you ride to the coast for me.” 
 
    “Oh, my sweet love. What folly! To think the High King of Ireland free to chase fairytales.” 
 
    “I am not asking you to chase fairytales, my love. I am asking you to write one.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Aodh 
 
      
 
    It was a strange bewitchment, that last year before the end. We came to welcome Mochaomhog to our island, none more so than my sister. Even when he was working the soil her eyes were upon him. He had a fine sailor’s body with thick arms and a washerwoman’s board for a belly. Fiachra joked that he was Fianna, perhaps even Cú Chulainn returned from the Summerlands. Through the never-ending knots of death and rebirth, I could not say whether it was that mighty warrior I had so admired. Though one thing was plain to see, it was not Ferdiad he sought.  
 
    Once a month, when the clouds parted to allow the light of the full moon to kiss the shore, I would see the young priest swimming in the sea. There by his side was my sister. As my brothers and I watched, we saw a strangeness about the way they were. When he reached out his hand to her, it stopped half-a-hand from her neck and caressed the air as though caressing skin. 
 
    “It is only on the full moon that he sees me,” she told us. “It is as though we were beneath the waves in Tír fo Thuinn. As though I had taken on my true form. We swim together, and we talk.” 
 
    “What do you talk of?” 
 
    “Our lives. The things we have seen. He has travelled far, and I—” 
 
    “Have lived long,” I completed. “You say all of these things together, naked in the cold water?” 
 
    Had she been able, my sister would have blushed. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Conn said. We looked at him, for it was unusual to hear him speak anymore. “I do not trust this new god, Fin. I don’t trust this man who speaks on their behalf.” 
 
    “What reason has he given us not to trust him?” I asked. 
 
    My brother simply looked away without reply. 
 
    “I think he is a kind man,” my sister said. “He bakes bread for us in the morning and reads scripture to us at night. He has even offered…” Her voice grew faint. 
 
    “I know what he has offered,” said Conn. “And I say no.” 
 
    She looked to Fiachra, who looked away, and then to me. 
 
    “I remain with my brothers.” I told her. “I do not think it would be wise.” 
 
    “What harm could it do? It’s only a little water, a little wine, a little bread.” 
 
    “We have lived one eternity, would you condemn us to another?” Fiachra asked, his voice harsher than he’d expected. He composed himself and continued, “Conn is right, we know nothing of their Heaven. He asks us to follow him to a new world, when he knows nothing of our old one. Who is he to say which is better, more ‘virtuous’ and ‘holy’? I dislike the language of his books.” 
 
    “We die once, Fin,” I spoke. “Perhaps one day we will be reborn as Christians, in the proper place at the proper time, but until then, our place is with our family in Tír na nÓg. Don’t you want to see our father again? Our mother? Sorcha and Ailbhe?” 
 
    She hung her head and nodded. I realised in that instant that my sister was in love. Those nights she spent swimming beneath the moon with Mochaomhog, he saw her as she once was, and she saw him as he might someday be – a husband, a father, a protector. I flinched. After all these centuries, why now?  
 
    The waters had grown cooler the past few months. We were not blind to the fact that our time was growing short. Conn still dreamed of the fireside at Sidhe Fionnachaidh. He cried out sometimes in his sleep, calling for another cup of sweet milk or for his pony. Fiachra had taken up my own dream, fighting side by side with the Fianna across the sea to Alba. Whereas my dreams returned each night to Caílte. I still slept soundly upon his chest by Loch Dairbhreach, surrounded by a thousand lamps. Often, when I awoke, I could smell him on me. It took a moment for the rock beneath to grow firm and cold again. 
 
    Yet, my sister. I had never heard her talk in her sleep, and it seemed that she only now thought to hold to a dream. A dream that pulled her further from us with each full moon. I wished Mochaomhog had never come to the island. We only had a little time left. What good did it do to disturb her now? To present her with hope for a future she could never claim? 
 
    Then, what if I was wrong?  
 
    None of us knew what would happen once the curse was lifted. Our father’s fort was long abandoned, that was true, and Mochaomhog’s hut was certainly not big enough for the four of us. But who was to say we couldn’t build other huts? Perhaps return to the mainland and present ourselves to the High King. He would be sure to give us shelter once he learned who we were. Or maybe we could simply slip away, become fishermen, or stablehands, or cowherds and live our lives simple but free.  
 
    Every Sunday Mochaomhog read to us from his sacred book. I listened to those stories carefully, of a man swallowed by a whale, of another, the son of a god, nailed to a post and risen from the dead. Those stories made sense to me. Our own father had been a god. In that respect we were like Jesus of Nazareth. We had been sacrificed for the jealousy of others, Aoife our Pontius Pilate. Our own lives had been story longer than we had been human. Perhaps, if our story were to mirror his own, we, too, might rise from the dead. 
 
    “Do you love my sister?” I asked Mochaomhog once, when we were alone by the fire. 
 
    “Of course, as I love you all,” he replied. 
 
    “That is not what I meant.” 
 
    He was plucking a water fowl and paused for a moment to study me. 
 
    “I love Jesus Christ, our lord and saviour.” 
 
    “But he is dead, and my sister walks on earth.” 
 
    “Through death, Jesus is everywhere – in everything.” 
 
    “Even in me?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, if you would open your heart to him.” 
 
    “If I open my heart, you will find my family there. Must they leave so that Jesus may enter? Would you have them give up their place at my table?” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you fight so hard, Aodh. Jesus would not have you forget your family. There is room in your heart for both.” 
 
    “In the three hundred years past, before we came to this island, I watched what Christians did to our people—” 
 
    “What Romans did.” 
 
    “Aye. I saw what the Romans took by force. I saw them put women and children to the blade, turn the sky red until only a shadow rose in place of the sun—” 
 
    “Those were poor Christians, then. They did not comprehend the word of the Lord. They were neither gentle, nor mild, nor just.” 
 
    “Yet it is the gentle, mild, and just Christians I fear more,” I replied. “I grew up a warrior. I do not fear combat. I do not embrace death, but I do not run from it either. All that lives must eventually die, and many nights we have longed for such a death. Yet I fear what you would say to my sister. I fear the thoughts you place in her heart. I fear that you seek to take her from us.” 
 
    “I would claim you all for God if you would allow me.” 
 
    “Whose god? Not mine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Brigid ingen Cobthaig 
 
      
 
    I screamed as my mount jumped the rotten log that lay across the road. I hadn’t ridden so hard in months.  
 
    “Ainmuire, wait!”  
 
    I kicked the flank of my gelding and felt his hind legs bounce against hard earth. He thrust up his head and whinnied. My love’s horse was a good length ahead. The sound of its shoes clacking across rock caused us to slow our pace.  
 
    “Looks like somebody’s made an attempt to cobble here,” he said, his cheeks bright from the ride. “Whoever thought? I heard it was just fishermen and brewers out this way.” 
 
    “Even fishermen and brewers need to get their wares to market,” I laughed. “Perhaps you should aid them with supplies?” 
 
    “Aid them with supplies and they’ll supply swords against my throne. These are not safe lands for Northmen.” 
 
    “Then let me talk should we meet anyone on the roads. A southern accent should soften their hearts.” 
 
    “Softened mine, at least,” he grinned. 
 
    We kicked our horses on and by evening we had reached the West Coast. As we rode, the sky greyed and waves crashed white against the rock. Yet, by the time we came to rest, those grey clouds had turned to pink, forming a fine thread which tailed the sun as it set across the horizon. I was so taken by the colours that I almost didn’t see the old woman until I was on top of her.  
 
    “You must be cold?” I asked. She was dressed in coarse wool, her face covered by a hood that looked more like a death shroud, her feet as bare as the day she was born. “My name is Brigid,” I said, remembering my manners. “And this is my husband—” he coughed to remind me, “Bain of Ráth Bhile.” I waited for the woman to lift her face, but she did not. I wondered if perhaps she was crippled in some way, and bending her neck might cause discomfort. “Can you please tell me, which way might we find a ferry to Inis Gluaire?” She raised one bony finger in the direction we were riding. “Thank you,” I replied. Then, with complete abandon for the adventure we were on, I shouted back, “We are going to find the Children of Lir!” 
 
    We found a sheltered spot beneath an oak and laid down thick skins and blankets. Ainmuire built a fire and we set a haunch of deer across it, which we had purchased from a poacher.  
 
    “They were my deer!” Ainmuire protested. 
 
    “Yes, my love, but this kingdom needs resourceful young men, and we need food in our bellies. Perhaps this once, look the other way?” 
 
    “When I am with you, I’m never sure which direction I’m looking.” 
 
    “Then close your eyes, and allow your heart to guide you,” I replied, sliding closer and planting a kiss on his parted lips.  
 
    We ate the meat glazed in honey with onions hot from the embers. It was one of the finest meals I had ever tasted. All my life I had been sitting behind one wall or another: my father’s as a girl, my uncle’s for three years whilst I schooled with my cousins, then behind my betrothed’s fine fort. Nights spent in the open were a rarity. The beauty of the world can only truly be appreciated when observed without boundaries. 
 
    That night passed comfortably. It rained lightly for a moment, but our oilskins kept the blankets dry, and my beloved’s crotch provided a soft seat that warmed me through. When I woke, it was in the very early hours, just as the sun began to dapple the shore. The sea was silent silver and an arrowhead of geese moved overhead, out towards the ocean. 
 
    I watched them until they were out of sight, wondering what it must be like to have feathers. To fly so high above the world that the mountains fall beneath the tip of your wing.  
 
    It was then that I heard singing. A mournful melody caught on the gentle morning breeze. Mist vailed the water, yet I was drawn to it. Barefoot as the old woman on the road, I made my way to the shore and took a few steps in, the hem of my gown catching against its reflection on the surface. 
 
    I must have stood there until I trembled, for I had never heard a song like it in my life.  
 
    “My love, what is it?” 
 
    “Hush, acushla, can’t you hear?” 
 
    My love entered the water beside me, his own feet sinking in the silt. 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    His voice pulled me back from the flashing sunlight on the waves, and the sound of that song.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fionnuala 
 
      
 
    I had never met a man like Mochaomhog. So void of arrogance, so sure of the good in this world. Even when I told him our story, when I told him of Aoife, he seemed to find understanding there. 
 
    “She was a young woman, was she not? Abandoned by her mother in a strange land, perhaps she saw herself as a captive.” 
 
    “You forgive what she did to us?” 
 
    “Judgement is the Lord’s, not mine. But every action must have its reason. Everything may be understood if we wish to understand it.” 
 
    We had talked for hours by the fire those first few months of his arrival. He told so many stories, and our ears yearned to hear them, for we had been repeating the same tales to ourselves over and over since we came to the island. 
 
    It was an accident we learned of the moon. One night, after the fire had burned down and my brothers left for their nest upon the rocks, I remained there, enjoying the warmth. Mochaomhog went to fetch more wine from the house. As he opened the door, the clouds parted, bathing me in moonlight, and I heard him take in his breath. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, turning. 
 
    Beyond the door stood a tall mirror, and in its reflection I beheld myself. Not the snow-white down of a swan, but myself – Fionnuala – as I had once been. My hair and eyes looked oil-stained in the dark. I tried to search out their brightness but it eluded me. For a moment, I did not recognise myself, and when I did, I became ashamed, for my hair served as my only cloak. I drew my arms across my chest. 
 
    When Mochaomhog regained himself and went for the wine, he returned with a clay carafe and a blanket, which he placed about my shoulders. 
 
    “You are the girl I saw on the beach that night?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, hardly able to meet his gaze. 
 
    “Why did you fly from me?” 
 
    “I did not know you then. I did not know why you had come to the island.” 
 
    “Yet you know me now, and you remain.” 
 
    I smiled, and he reached out his hand, lightly touching my cheek. 
 
    “You were – you are, a beautiful woman.” 
 
    I blushed again and fixed upon the remains of the fire. 
 
    “We believe it will not be long until our curse is at its end. We have spent almost as many moons at Irrus Domnann and Inis Gluaire as we have upon Sruth na Maoile and Loch Dairbhreach. Nine hundred years the curse was foretold. I fear we have reached the last of them.” 
 
    He looked stricken. “What will happen then?” 
 
    “We do not know. That was never told to us. Perhaps we will return to our forms, and I will be as I am now.” 
 
    A cloud came across the moon and I felt a subtle shift in myself. I could see in the reflection of his eyes that he saw a swan, and I could not bear the sight of myself. I spread my wings and flew down to the sea, preferring the open ocean to the stifling weight of that blanket. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Fionnuala,” he said, swimming close to me, his own sun-browned skin flushed with pimples from the cold. As the clouds parted, I saw beneath the water that my webbed feet were legs once more, kicking to keep me afloat. In my panic, I reached my arms about his neck. 
 
    I felt my bare breasts press against his chest and let go, separating us. 
 
    “Please, don’t be afraid,” he said. His voice so warm, so kind. It hurt. 
 
    “Leave me be, priest,” I spat, diving beneath the water and swimming further along the coast where the rocks shielded me from his gaze. I do not know when, exactly, I returned to swan shape, but it felt a relief to feel my powerful feet paddling the water, my wings arched behind me like the sails of a ship. After all those years, a swan was the form I was most comfortable with. I was too removed from the realms of man to walk beside them. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Over the coming weeks, we did not mention that night, or the intimacy of our embrace. Yet at night I found myself thinking on it. With my brothers tucked under each wing, and Aodh at my breast, I remembered the warmth of Mochaomhog’s breath against my frozen cheek. I felt his chest pressed against mine, and I remembered the jealousy I had felt at Aednat, that she should have all the things I could not. 
 
    The next full moon, Mochaomhog went to look for me. I watched him walk out across the machair. Knowing his house to be empty, I went to it and stood before the mirror. I swept my hair back from my shoulders and studied myself. My reflection was that of a young woman, my breasts pert and my hips narrow. I looked more like the whores who plied their trade at port than the fisherwomen who sat gossiping over their nets. This did not displease me, for I knew that it was the whores men desired over the fisherwives.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Aodh asked, appearing at the door.  
 
    “Looking. Do you think I am attractive, brother?” 
 
    He craned his slender neck, for the moon did not play this trick upon my brothers.  
 
    “You have a fine body,” he replied. “What do you intend to do with it?” 
 
    I flashed him a smile and he sighed. 
 
    That night, I lost my nerve, and the knowledge that I would not be able to transform again for an entire month made me so angry with myself that I could hardly be around Mochaomhog or my brothers. Aodh thought me a half-wit for wanting what he had once had, and there was no point in talking to the twins. They had lived longer than any man on earth, yet they had been transformed so young. They saw men and women, they knew what they did beneath the blankets, yet they had never grown old enough to want it for themselves. I envied them their unburdened dreams. 
 
    That next moon, Mochaomhog came looking again. I waited for him in the water, watching as he stripped off his tunic, disappointed he left on his braccae. 
 
    He arrived by my side, panting from the cold. 
 
    When he reached out for me, I laughed and swam away. Understanding the game, he reached out again. Again I evaded him, slipping through his fingers like a selkie. Turning, I saw that he was gone.  
 
    “Mochaomhog!” I called out. “Mochaomhog!” 
 
    Suddenly he was there, rising from the water to wrap his arms about me. 
 
    “You scared me,” I said. 
 
    “And you scare me.” 
 
    He kissed me then.  
 
    My very first kiss. Long, and lingering, and full of want.  
 
    “God has clearly put you here to tempt me,” he whispered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mochaomhog 
 
      
 
    Those nights beneath the moon were the most cherished of my life. The scriptures spoke of joy, and they warned of lust. 
 
    I could not give her what she wanted. The way she touched me, the way she spoke so softly in my ear. I knew what it was she longed for, and I longed for it also. Yet I loved her too much to ruin her. She was a maiden still, and I know the place in heaven reserved for maidens. I know the place in heaven reserved for priests. And I know the place in hell for both of those who sin. 
 
    I could not condemn her immortal soul to suffering for a single moment’s pleasure. 
 
    Over and over, I offered the Eucharist. Over and over, I begged them to be baptised. Each time they refused me, and I grew more desperate.  
 
    “If you do not come to God—” 
 
    “If we do not come to God, we will be as we have always been,” she would smile. 
 
    It disturbed me that they could not see what I saw. I read to them every night, the stories of the Holy Bible, and those I recalled by memory. Somewhere in that book I prayed there would be a tale to change their minds. Something to unite us. I prayed for it every night. 
 
    It was spring when I saw the boat approaching. I had been tending vegetables and there was a fresh loaf of bread in the kiln. At first I thought it was Brother Bartholomew, perhaps bringing news of Brendan. I washed the earth from my hands and cupped fresh water over my face. It had been a long time since I left the island, and I feared he might not recognise me, for my beard had grown long and unkempt.  
 
    As I drew nearer, I recognised the ferryman who came each month with fresh supplies. Yet I did not recognise the two beside him. There was a woman in a cloak of rich purple, her chestnut tresses tumbling beneath her hood. The man beside sat proud, an expensive green tunic offsetting hair almost as golden as the sands of Inis Gluaire. 
 
    “Guests for you, Brother,” the gruff oarsman said, tugging his boat ashore and pegging it. 
 
    “Welcome, friends. It is rare to see another face about these parts.” 
 
    I knew why they had come. From time to time young couples paid the boatman well for his service. Couples whose parents were against their match and whose hearts were too young and rebellious to care. Sometimes women who found themselves in trouble, and men honourable enough to reconcile themselves to marriage. 
 
    They looked between one another, and something in their eyes told me they had not expected to find me there.  
 
    “Hello, Brother,” the woman spoke, removing her gloves and wrapping my hands in hers. “It is a great pleasure to meet you. My name is Mary, and this is John.” 
 
    “Good morning, Brother,” the man repeated. 
 
    “I am Mochaomhog,” I replied. “You are very welcome here. There is bread baking, if you would care to join me?” 
 
    And so we sat by the church and broke bread together, its warmth helping to drive out the cold feeling growing in my stomach. We spoke of the mainland, of the conflicts I had left behind, of new marriages and alliances, new betrayals and intrigues. I quite lost myself for a time. I enjoyed my life of solitude, but it was good to be reminded there was a world beyond the waves. 
 
    When the bread was gone, washed down with a little wine, I asked again what had brought them to such a remote place. 
 
    “We have come in search of swans,” Mary told me. “There is a story that four of them live on this island. Tell me, Brother, have you seen them?” 
 
    The bluntness of her question left me speechless. 
 
    “What is the story?” I asked, as soon as I regained my voice. 
 
    “Have you not heard it? Aibric the Wanderer tells it very well.” 
 
    With that, she proceeded to recount the story of The Children of Lir. I listened as though listening to the ghost of a former life, echoing over centuries. My heart begged her to stop, yet my ears betrayed my heart. Parts of the story Fionnuala had told me herself, as we lay beside the fire, or floated beneath the stars. Much of it I had not heard. There were details that astounded me, so much so that I wondered whether they could even be true. 
 
    As Mary drew to the end, and the fire in the kiln burned low, the man put out his hand and raised his chin. “My love, look.” 
 
    By the corner of the church, the swans had gathered to listen.  
 
    “Please,” I said, standing. “I beg of you. Look upon them, then leave.” 
 
    The woman was not listening to me. She reached out her hand and cooed softly, yet the children did not stir. 
 
    “This is a place of peace. They are just swans. Leave them be.” 
 
    “Just swans?” asked the man, rising to his feet. “I wonder you would be so eager to protect them if that is all they were. Here,” he said, reaching into his tunic. “I’ll give you this for them.” 
 
    Opening the pouch, I saw more gold in my palm than I had seen in my life. 
 
    “Now, if you would be so good as to fetch some rope, that I might tie them together.” 
 
    “No,” I said sternly. “We do not have a deal. The swans live here. They are wild creatures – not mine to trade.” 
 
    The man’s brow furrowed. He was about to reply when the lady put her hand on my arm. 
 
    “Good Brother, we have not been entirely truthful with you.” 
 
    “That is apparent.” 
 
    “We are not Mary and John of the mainland. This is your king, Ainmuire mac Sétnai, and I your queen, Brigid ingen Cobthaig.” 
 
    I fell to my knees before him, for I did not doubt her for a moment. By the wealth they possessed and the clothes they wore, I knew it to be true. 
 
    “My King,” I whispered. 
 
    “We are to be wed next month,” she continued. “It will be the largest wedding of the age, and the most peaceful, as our people have been at war for so long. Our union unites Ireland, and we wish to make the celebrations so memorable that none will forget that love is stronger than vengeance.” 
 
    “What do you want of the swans?” I asked. 
 
    “We have heard they can sing,” Ainmuire said. “That they sing more beautifully than anything living. We would have them sing for our guests.” 
 
    “What you offer is generous, my King, but still my answer is the same. I tend this island, it is my home, but I cannot sell you the swans for they are not mine to give. This is their home also.” 
 
    Ainmuire stared at me as one who is unaccustomed to being declined. I was afraid then. A king he might be, but also a Prince of the North, who won his crown by slaughtering those who stood in his way. What was to stop him from taking my head, and taking the swans? 
 
    “What would you have us sing?” Aodh asked. They looked down at him as though the Lord Jesus Christ had revealed himself to them. “At your wedding, what would you have us sing?” 
 
    “I— I don’t know, what can you sing?” Brigid managed. 
 
    “So many sad songs. Would you like to hear one?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Fionnuala, Fiachra and Conn came to join their brother. They lifted their tongues in a threnody so sweet and sad that tears sprang from our eyes. It called to mind every hurt and loss we had ever suffered. It brought before us the faces of those we loved most, and those we had lost. The song tugged at our hearts like an undercurrent, pulling us down to the depths of our being.  
 
    Soon, the king, the queen and the oarsman fell fast asleep before the smouldering embers of the kiln. Only I remained awake, for perhaps I had fewer regrets than they, and I was used to the swans singing of an evening. 
 
    “Do not let them take us,” Aodh said. “You know we cannot leave these waters. If they take us by force, we will be in agony.” 
 
    “I will not let them take you,” I promised. 
 
    The next morning, Ainmuire and Brigid woke beneath the blankets I had placed over them. We ate a meal of fish and bread in silence. 
 
    When she finally found her voice, Brigid said, “That is far too sad a song for a wedding.” 
 
    “No, it is not a wedding song,” I agreed. 
 
    “Still, we should have the children of Lir at our wedding,” Ainmuire said. “They are the descendants of a king themselves. It only befits their status, and it would be a great honour for us.” 
 
    “My King, I am ever your loyal servant, but these children fall under my protection. They have lived far longer than is natural for them. They have endured such hardship and loss. They seek sanctuary upon this island that they may not be subjected to the scrutiny of others. There are many in this world less noble than yourself. Many who might seek to own them or to harm them for profit. I beg of you, do them this kindness and let them live out their days here, in peace. In return, I offer you my blessing today, here on this island, that they may indeed be present at your wedding.” 
 
    Brigid’s face brightened. “You would marry us here, today?” 
 
    “Unthinkable,” said the King. 
 
    “Oh, my love. It’s a wonderful thought. A secret between you and me. Everything we have prepared, the feasting and the music, the show of it all, that is for other people, but this – this is for us, and us alone.” 
 
    “It is against all convention.” 
 
    “Who is to know?” 
 
    They looked at one another for a long while, a slow smile spreading across Ainmuire’s lips. 
 
    “I can refuse you nothing,” he said eventually. “Very well, but priest, hear this. Should you ever tell another soul what happened here today, I will unite you with God sooner than you might hope.” 
 
    “I will tell no one, you have my word.” 
 
    And so it was, I prepared the altar and took up the cloth to bind their hands. They stood beside the shore, the swans and the oarsman their only witnesses.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Brigid ingen Cobthaig 
 
      
 
    The boatman’s name was Séarlas. No doubt he felt duped. He must have known we were noble by our clothes, yet to ferry his king and queen without knowing, that must have come as quite a surprise. 
 
    “Come here,” I instructed. “Mochaomhog will need a man to hold the cup whilst he reads. We’ll see you rewarded for your service, and your silence.” 
 
    Still, he was reluctant to step forward. 
 
    “What is it?” my beloved asked. “This is a wedding, yet you look as though it’s a wake.” 
 
    “I don’t want no part in magic,” he said, rubbing the white whiskers beneath his chin. “This isn’t a place for me.” 
 
    “What are you talking of?” Mochaomhog asked. “You’ve brought my food every month for years now. You can’t tell me you fear the swans? Have we not sat by the fire and shared a tale whilst they told theirs? Have you not stroked their feathers and sung to them before?” 
 
    “Aye. It’s not the children I fear.” 
 
    “Please,” I said, seeing his reluctance. “If it’s that we’re marrying before our time, I promise you, no scorn will fall on you. No one will ever know if you keep your peace and we keep ours. I love this man with all my heart. We simply wish to marry our own way, without a hundred eyes upon us.” 
 
    “It isn’t that, either.” 
 
    “Then what?” Ainmuire asked, losing patience. 
 
    “Don’t you know how the story goes? The way them children gets their form back?” 
 
    “Of course,” he replied. “Flowers will bloom in the north.” 
 
    “Not flowers, my King. One flower. ‘A flower from the south takes root in the north,’ is how the story goes.” 
 
    Mochaomhog frowned at this. In truth, so did I. 
 
    And then I laughed. 
 
    “You think I am that flower?” The boatman simply shrugged. “I assure you, these swans have been swans a long time. As much as I look forward to the day they are restored, I doubt very much it will be today. Even if it were, why would that be cause for anything other than celebration?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember who turned them that way?” Séarlas asked. 
 
    “Of course. Their stepmother, Aoife.” 
 
    “No,” came Fionnuala’s voice, soft by the shore. “Our stepmother cast the spell, but the magic was not hers.” 
 
    “Then whose?” 
 
    The swans remained silent, none would raise their eyes to ours. 
 
    “It were the Morrígan,” the boatman said. “The Phantom Queen. They say she knew the old magic—” 
 
    “What is older than the Tuatha Dé Denann?” Ainmuire asked. 
 
    “Many things,” replied Aodh. “We conquered these lands from the Fomori. Our mother’s people.” 
 
    “And before that,” Fiachra said, “there were the Aos Sí.” 
 
    “As you say, we have been swans a long time,” Fionnuala said. 
 
    I felt a chill, a soft breeze flowing from the ocean. 
 
    “Then it should be your choice,” I told them. “We are guests on your island. We came to take you away from here, and you did not wish to come. If you would like us to leave now, simply say so, and we will go.” 
 
    It was Conn, the littlest one, who came forward. 
 
    “We do not know what will happen when the spell is lifted,” he said. “I have been afraid of this moment for so very long, and I am tired of being afraid. We have lived such a long life that I am tired of life itself. All we have loved we have lost. We love Mochaomhog, yet we know, one day, he too must leave us.” Mochaomhog opened his mouth to protest, but Conn continued. “When I am by myself, I am alone with my sorrow. When we are together, we remind each other daily of the sorrows we have shared. I am weary of being surrounded by sorrow. I want to live again. I want to be a boy, who grows to be a man, who loves and is loved, who takes a woman as his wife, who has sons and daughters of his own. I want all of that, or none at all. I cannot be what I am any longer.” 
 
    He looked behind to his siblings, and they stepped forward to stand beside him. 
 
    “It is time,” Aodh said. “We have lived nine hundred years together. We will face what is to come, together.” 
 
    For a moment, I felt uncertain. It seemed far better that Ainmuire and I simply get aboard our boat and row home to the mainland. I felt that we had stumbled upon a story we did not understand, and I was afraid of our part in it. Yet something else called to me. These were the last of the Tuatha Dé Denann, and none had seen their faces in nine hundred years. If our marriage truly could break the spell upon them, what a thing it would be to behold those ancient gods. What a thing to present them at our wedding before all the Men of Ireland. People would talk of nothing else for generations.  
 
    “If we are all agreed?” I asked, taking my beloved’s hand in mine. 
 
    So it began. 
 
    Mochaomhog read from his sacred book whilst Séarlas held the cup of wine. 
 
    “In the sight of the one true God, in the light of Jesus Christ our Lord and Saviour, you come here today of your own free will, to unite as husband and wife?” 
 
    “I do,” my love and I replied. 
 
    “Brigid ingen Cobthaig, being of sound mind and loving heart, you take this man before you, Ainmuire mac Sétnai, as your sworn husband? You promise to protect him from harm, to stand by his side through all that may come, to share in his sunlight and be his shelter from the gathering storms? You will bring no dishonour to his name, you will tell him no lies, and you will treat his enemies as you would treat your own? Nurse him when he falls sick, dance with him when he be merry, and bind yourself to him from this day forth until your soul is claimed for God?” 
 
    “I will cherish my husband always, and accept all duties as his wife.” 
 
    Mochaomhog turned to Ainmuire to repeat his vows.  
 
    Then he took our hands and placed mine on top of my husband’s, wrapping them in a length of white cloth embroidered with the Holy Cross at either end.  
 
    “Here, on this day, I grant the blessing of our eternal Lord. I pronounce you Man and Wife. High King and Queen of Ireland.” 
 
    Laughter escaped my lips and I pressed them to my husband’s. At that moment, I knew there could be no happier woman in all the lands. The man I had loved since I was a child had taken me to wife, and I felt certain that we would live a long and joyful life. 
 
    As I released his face, my hands fell to my sides. 
 
    There before us stood four young figures, naked as the day they were born! 
 
    They raised up their arms and turned their hands before their faces as though they had never seen themselves before. Their skin was paler than ours, almost as white as their feathers had been, and their hair was the brightest, buttercup gold.  
 
    “The children of Lir,” Ainmuire whispered. 
 
    Fionnuala looked to me, her bright-blue eyes searching mine for some explanation. Her brother Aodh was still a few years shy of manhood, yet he bore the body of a warrior. And the twins – the twins were astonishing. Mirror images of one another, if Conn perhaps a shave slimmer. 
 
    It was the twins who broke our silence. Fiachra leapt at Conn and pushed him to the ground. They rolled over and over across the sand, laughing and shouting with joy. We couldn’t contain ourselves, we all began to laugh too. 
 
    Then Fionnuala took a step towards me. 
 
    In that moment, black clouds spilled like ink across the sky. A strong wind whipped up sand devils on the shore whilst the waves grew tall as men. Thunder cracked, and lightning struck the roof of the church, causing the stones to collapse at one end. The air grew thick with ancient words. Words whispered over and over in a language I did not understand. 
 
    Our shrieks of joy turned to shrieks of fear, as we cowered on the ground, our hands held over our heads for protection. As Fionnuala took another step towards me, her hair flowed out behind as though she floated in water. With each step her skin began to age. Her breasts became fuller, her hair and nails longer, her waist thicker; a rose blooming. Then, faster than I believed possible, her smooth skin began to wrinkle, her golden hair turned grey and her spine bent in upon itself like a crone. 
 
    “No!” I heard the priest cry. He got to his feet and ran towards her. Even before he crossed that short distance, her flesh started to peel and flake, blown away by the wind. I wanted to cover my face, but I could not move. I watched as her eyes whitened and her lips fell away to expose teeth.  
 
    I watched as nine hundred years took hold. 
 
    When the wind finally died, all that was left of the children of Lir was a pile of ash. 
 
    I placed my hands to my mouth, but I could not hold in the scream.  
 
    It took a long time for Ainmuire to reach me and place his arms about me, for he was trembling just as hard. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We found Séarlas inside the church, praying on his knees beside the altar. A thick trickle of blood ran from his temple where a stone had struck him. 
 
    We fell to our knees beside him, and repeated the words he spoke. 
 
    That night, wrapped in blankets against the cold, we helped Mochaomhog dig a shallow grave, shallow enough that the sea would not drown it. We worked silently, for Mochaomhog dug like a man possessed, and I could hear the words inside his head: You came here and destroyed that which you could not claim. I know that, because I thought it too.  
 
    Once the hole was deep enough, I went to collect the few bones I could find, only Mochaomhog held up his hand to prevent me. My love came instead, holding me to his chest as the priest unfolded a large white cloth and collected the remains himself. He placed Fionnuala first, bending to kiss her skull, stroking it as though it still had hair. 
 
    Next, he brought the twins, placing one to her left and the other to her right, I could no longer tell which was which. 
 
    Finally, he brought Aodh, and placed him across her breast. 
 
    As he drew the cloth across them, those faces I had so longed to see vanished from this world forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Manannán mac Lir 
 
      
 
    I had removed the quartz and piled it beside their grave like a mound of snow. By the time the priest woke to the sound of my shovel, he found me there, heaping earth beneath the moonlight. 
 
    “What are you doing!” he cried. “Get away from there! Get away!” 
 
    He ran at me, but found he could not reach me. The air about him thickened and all he could do was watch, drowning in the scent of sea-weed and saltwater. 
 
    “Put down your shovel – I’ll give you anything you ask for. I’ll give you the cup from the altar, it’s worth something. I’ll give you my bread and flour and what little wine I have. Only please, don’t disturb them.” 
 
    I turned and drew back my cowl. He could see that I was not of his world and fell silent. Though my eyes no longer glowed as bright as they had before Mona burned, I was still taller and broader than any of those mortals; the blood of the ancients flowed through my veins. 
 
    “I do not come to disturb them,” I replied. “I come to release them.” 
 
    “They are resting. I commended their souls to God myself—” 
 
    “The wrong god.” 
 
    Oh, how I longed to reach out and snap his feeble neck. This man who, through his own people’s ignorance, had slaughtered my people and betrayed all that I held dear. What good was an empty cup and bitter wine to me, when he had stolen everything of mine? 
 
    I turned and continued digging until the blade of my shovel found cloth. Then I knelt in the dirt and began clawing it aside.  
 
    “Don’t stand there,” I told him. “Help.” 
 
    Slowly, he came to my side and began removing the earth a fistful at a time. Once the pall was exposed, I ordered him to take one end and we carried them down to the shore. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “A friend of their father.” 
 
    His face declared that to be impossible, but he did not say so. 
 
    “You have a boat?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fetch it. And the wine you spoke of.” 
 
    As I waited, I drew aside the cloth. Had it not been for their positions, I would not have been able to tell them apart. Dust and bones. Each emaciated face the portrait of age.  
 
    Mochaomhog made a great display of huffing and heaving that little rowboat across the sand. I could have beckoned it with my finger, but I took pleasure in watching him struggle. 
 
    When he finally arrived, I lifted my feather-light siblings into the boat whilst he brought the wine. 
 
    “The blood of your Christ?” I asked. When he gave no answer, I told him that it had been the blood of stronger men once. 
 
    I held the bottle to the children’s lips, grapes staining the white shroud as it trickled between gaping jaws. Then I poured part of it over them, took a sip myself, and emptied the rest into the ocean. 
 
    “Push the boat out,” I commanded. “Your grave was a kind gesture, but these are children of the sea, and it is to the sea – and to their family – they must return.” 
 
    Mochaomhog pushed the boat, though he did so weeping.  
 
    “Wait,” he said, removing the holly-wood cross that hung from his neck and going to place it in the boat.  
 
    “She does not want that,” I hissed.  
 
    He looked at me as though he loathed me, yet he stepped back. 
 
    Side by side, we watched the boat sail out upon the silent water. 
 
    When it was far enough from shore, I raised my hand and sent a bolt of blue lightning to it. The wood caught immediately and within moments the bodies were engulfed in flame, thick fingers of sapphire twisting and entwined, reaching for the sky. 
 
    Mochaomhog hung his head, pressing his fist to his forehead in the way of those milk-blooded men who try so hard to tame their emotion.  
 
    “Hush, and watch.” 
 
    The flames started to take shape, separating and merging, coils of smoky hair, tendrils of flickering light forming faces. 
 
    “Fionnuala,” he gasped.  
 
    “Fionnuala, Aodh, Fiachra and Conn.” 
 
    As the rowboat sank beneath the surface, another boat came out of the night to collect the children. When the prow of Wave Sweeper came underfoot, the flames shrank to a glow and became solid. There were my brothers and sister, as beautiful as they had been in the days of Tír fo Thuinn. 
 
    Mochaomhog stood, transfixed, yet the children themselves were more taken by the guests I had brought to greet them. They were not alone on my boat. There was a woman with hair as fair as sunlight. Two of the children recognised her, two did not. For this was Aobh of Arran, their mother. Fionnuala ran to her, pulling the twins close that they might meet for the first time since sweat and blood had separated them. 
 
    Yet it was someone else entirely that Aodh embraced. Since the day he died, Caílte mac Rónáin had chosen the image he had held the first day he met Aodh. Gone were the thick muscles and red beard of later years. He’d lain down his sword and plucked up the cláirseach to compose a thousand songs. Most had been about Aodh, or someone very much like him. The rest had been about swans. 
 
    And there, at the back of the boat, twisting her hands against the dying glow, was Sorcha Shadowfingers, telling her stories of dragons and heroes. 
 
    “Who are they?” Mochaomhog asked. 
 
    “The people they belong with.” I studied his face closely. “You seem disappointed. No angels, only men.” 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s simply that I feel as though I know them.” 
 
    “As well you might. You have heard their stories all your life.” 
 
    The boat was close enough. I turned my back and began walking towards it.  
 
    As I hauled myself over the side, Fionnuala leapt out, her beautiful white feet, so used to floating across the surface, finding their footing awkwardly. Before her mother could reach her, she set off towards Mochaomhog. 
 
    “Stop!” I bellowed. “Fionnuala, stay where you are. If you place one foot on land, you will be lost to us.” 
 
    “Lost?” she asked, gazing back across her shoulder. 
 
    “A few years you may live among them, but you will never come home again. You will die beside them, you will go wherever they go.” 
 
    “I want to go wherever he goes,” she spoke. 
 
    “What of our father?” Conn asked. “What of us?” 
 
    At this, her face faltered.  
 
    “Forgive me, Mochaomhog,” she said softly. “I do love you. Yet I have loved my brothers all my life. My time has passed. I would not survive on land.” 
 
    They stood face to face, Fionnuala’s tears adding salt to the sea.  
 
    “Then forgive me, Lord,” Mochaomhog said.  
 
    Walking to the bell beside the church, he tied his wooden cross to it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Morrígan 
 
      
 
    Those who cast the spell, become the spell. 
 
    Those who tell the story, own it. 
 
    None ever saw what happened the night Manannán came to claim the children, so no bard ever spoke it. All that remained of Mochaomhog was a white cross, blowing in the wind beneath the rusted bell of his one true God. Even had anyone witnessed, who would tell such a tale? Whose interests would it serve? That a priest should renounce his faith and follow the ancients to their land beyond the waves – for what?  
 
    For love. 
 
    They said that I cast that curse for love. They said I cast it for vengance. For Cú Chulainn and Fand, names all but forgotten.  
 
    Yes, that is true.  
 
    Anger and love are poured from one cup, yet sweet outshines bitter on the tongue. In time, my anger left me. In time, I forgot the faces of those who had caused my pain. In time, I came to realise that I was alone in this world, and that I was afraid. Me, who had never been afraid of anything, not the Fomori, nor the wildwood with all its ghosts and demons.  
 
    In the world that I knew, age equated to power. Everyone knew that the old ways, and old magic, was strongest. Even Bé Chuille and her sisters knew that, for they were almost as ancient as myself. We laid waste to the weak, watery magic of those that came after, the Fomori and even the Danann. Their druids held power, certainly. But it was a rational power. They worshiped enlightenment, and thoughts obedient enough to be put into words. They thought themselves above the ferocious emotions, the ríastrad – pure will. They believed that even nature herself could be tamed if you sang sweetly enough.  
 
    Yet something began to change, long before the Christians arrived with their limp and lifeless god. A subtle derision of old understandings, that Cú Chulainn first taught me when he laughed and turned me away.   
 
    I could not lift the curse once cast, for I needed Aoife and she was dead. Even had I the power, I would not have done so. As Mona burned, and Manannán and his kind drifted further from the shores of man, I remained. The children became my tie to this world. A world I had once ruled. 
 
    As long as I could hear their heartbeats, I could hear my own. 
 
    And I was so afraid to die. 
 
    I watched from the church that night as Mochaomhog climbed aboard Wave Sweeper. I watched Aodh embrace his lost love. I watched Fiachra and Conn embrace their mother. 
 
    As the boat left the shallows and made its way into the deep, I looked down at my hands, and watched them wither. For the first time, I felt the cold, for I knew that I could not follow. Manannan would never bring his boat for me, and even if he did, I would not board. I, who had been queen of all men’s hearts, who had brought the Fianna trembling to their knees. What a poor subject I would make in Tír na nÓg.  
 
    No, it was not my fate to find peace. Time would scatter the last of me to the winds where I would remain, forever a whisper of chaos on the quiet summer breeze.  
 
    Those children were the last of my kind. 
 
    My own name, forgotten or feared.  
 
    Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. 
 
    Each ending its own beginning. 
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