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CHARACTERS
The Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann
Tomas (To-mass) – Leader of the Tuatha Dé Danann and a druid.
Fódla (Foe-la) – A healer, mother of Aoife.
Aoife (Ee-fa) – Daughter of Tomas and Fódla. Born giftless, now deceased.
Rónnat (Roe-nat) – A witch and sister of Fódla.
Broccan (Brock-an) – Son of Rónnat and Egil of Dublin. Born giftless.
Colmon (Cole-mun) – Leader of the warriors and a cousin of Fódla and Rónnat.
Fiachre (Fee-ach-kra) – Leader of the weapon-makers.
Gobnat (Gob-nit) – Leader of the witches.
Affraic (Af-frik)– Leader of the healers.
Laeg (Leg) – Leader of the cupbearers.
Shae (Shay) – Leader of the harpists.
Gráinne (Grawn-ya) – Last leader of the prophets, now deceased.
Cerball (Kyar-ull) – A warrior.
Ardál (Ard-el) – A warrior.
Echna (Echk-na) – A druid.
The Kingdom of Dublin
Amlav (Am-laff) – King of Dublin, now deceased, father of Ragnall, Harald, Dubgall, Gluniairn, Gytha, Muire and Sitric, husband of Gormflaith.
Gormflaith (Gorm-la) – Wife of Amlav, mother of Sitric, daughter of Ethlinn, half-sister of Raoul, sister of Máelmórda, a prince of Leinster, also a Fomorian.
Ragnall (Rag-nall) – Son of Amlav, brother of Harald and Dubgall, half-brother of Gluniairn, Gytha, Muire and Sitric.
Egil (Eag-il) – A bastard son of Ragnall.
Dubgall (Du-gall) – Son of Amlav, brother of Harald and Ragnall, half-brother of Gluniairn, Gytha, Muire and Sitric.
Gluniairn (Glorn-i-arn) – Son of Amlav, also known as Iron Knee, half-brother of Ragnall, Harald, Dubgall, Gytha, Muire and Sitric on his father’s side, also half-brother of High King Sechnall on his mother’s side.
Mór (More) – Wife of Gluniairn, a princess of Ulster, mother of Gilla.
Gilla (Gill-a) – Son of Gluniairn and Mór.
Harald (Harr-ald) – Son of Amlav, brother of Ragnall and Dubgall, half-brother of Gluniairn, Gytha, Muire and Sitric, husband of Frigg, father of many daughters and one son called Leif.
Frigg (Frig) – Wife of Harald, mother of many daughters and one son called Leif.
Leif (Leaf) – Son of Harald and Frigg.
Gytha (Guy-tha) – Daughter of Amlav, half-sister of Ragnall, Harald, Dubgall, Gluniairn, Muire and Sitric.
Muire (My-ure) – Daughter of Amlav, half-sister of Ragnall, Harald, Dubgall, Gluniairn, Gytha and Sitric.
Sitric (Sit-rik) – Son of Amlav, and only son of Gormflaith, also known as Sitric Silkbeard, half-brother to Ragnall, Harald, Dubgall, Gluniairn, Muire and Gytha.
Falk (Falk) – Shipbuilder and friend to Gluniairn.
Arni (Arni) – Son of Falk.
Freya (Frey-a) – Daughter of Falk.
Onguen (On-gwen) – A slave, originally from Cornwall.
Edysis (Ed-yah-sis) – Daughter of Sitric and Onguen.
Asfrid (As-frid) – A Dubliner, daughter of Svanhild.
Svanhild (Svayn-hill) – Mother of Asfrid, a settler of Dublin.
Ulf (Ul-ff) – A wealthy trader of Dublin.
Ulli (Ooh-ley) – Ulf’s mother.
Valdemar (Val-de-mur) – The Seer of Dublin city.
Ivar of Waterford (I-var) – King of Waterford, friend of Amlav.
The Kingdom of Munster
King Brian (Bry-an) – King of the Dál gCais and King of Munster.
Murchad (Mur-ca) – Son of King Brian.
Tairdelbach (Tur-lough) – Son of Murchad.
Tadc (Tayg) – Son of King Brian.
Sláine (Slaw-nya) – Daughter of King Brian.
Bébinn (Bay-vin) – Daughter of King Brian.
Caomibhe (Kee-va) – Companion to Sláine and Bébinn.
Eocha (Oh-kha) – Nephew of King Brian.
Father Marcán (Mark-on) – Cousin of King Brian.
Lonán (Low-nawn) – A man of Munster, friend of Murchad, son of Muirenn, husband of Sadb, brother of Sorcha and Caillech.
Sadb (Sigh-ve) – A woman of Munster, wife of Lonán.
Muirenn (Mur-in) – A woman of Munster, mother of Lonán, Sorcha and Caillech.
Sorcha (Sore-ka) – A girl of Munster, daughter of Muirenn, sister of Lonán and Caillech.
Caillech (Cale-ach) – A girl of Munster, daughter of Muirenn, sister of Lonán and Sorcha.
Lucrecia (Luk-reece-ia) – A freed slave, mother of Maria and Felicia, married to Dáithí (Dah-he) – A kinsman of King Brian, now deceased.
Maria (Mar-ee-a) – Daughter of Lucrecia and Dáithí.
Felicia (Fel-eece-ia) – Daughter of Lucrecia and Dáithí.
Pátraic (Pod-ric) – A man who lives in Killaloe and a distant relative of King Brian.
Crínoc (Creen-oc) – Wife of Pátraic.
Cassair (Cas-sir) – A warrior of Munster.
Sister Martha (Mar-tha) – A nun.
Diarmaid (Dur-mid) – A kinsman of Lonán.
King Muad (Moo-ad) – A former King of Munster, now deceased.
Ímar of Limerick (Ee-var) – A former King of Limerick, a Viking city within Munster, now deceased.
The Kingdom of Ulaid
King Sechnall (Seh-nie-ull) – King of Meath and High King of all Ireland, half-brother of Gluniairn of Dublin.
Flann (Flann) – Son of King Sechnall.
Torna (Tor-na) – Uncle to the King of Ulaid.
Colum (Coll-um) – A mortal man, now deceased.
The Kingdom of Leinster
King Donnchad (Donn-a-kha) – King of Leinster and of the Uí Donnchada, son of Domnall Clóen (Doe-nall).
Máelmórda (Mal-mor-da) – King of the Uí Fáeláin, son of Ethlinn, half-brother to Raoul (Rao-ooll), brother to Gormflaith, also a Fomorian.
Ethlinn (Eth-lin) – A former Queen of Leinster, wife of Murchad mac Fionn (deceased), mother to Gormflaith, Máelmórda, and Raoul, also a Fomorian.
King Tuathal (Too-u-hul) – King of the Uí Muiredaig, a clan within Leinster.
Conchobar (Kruh-hoor) – Cousin to King Tuathal.
The Isle of Orkney
Sigurd the Stout (Sig-gurd) – Earl of Orkney.
Gilli (Gill-ey) – Cousin to the Earl of Orkney.
Olaf Tryggvason (O-lav Trig-vass-on) – Earl of Wendland, friend of Sigurd.
Leon (Lee-on) – A slave.
Northumbria
Waltheof (Wolth-e-off) – Ealdorman of Northumbria.
Uhtred the Bold (Uht-red) – Son of Waltheof.
Ethelwold (Ethel-wold) – Nephew of Waltheof, cousin of Uhtred the Bold.
Edward (Ed-ward) – Northumbrian warrior.
Men of the Christian Church
Abbot Francis (Fran-sis) – Abbot of Seir Kieran.
Brother Abdomnán (Ah-dun-awn) – A monk.
Brother Bécán (Becc-on) – A monk.
Brother Scuithin (Skuh-heen) – A monk.
Animals
Senna (Sen-na) – Tomas’ crow.
Toirneach (Torn-ya-ach) – Tairdelbach’s horse.
Enna (Enn-a) – A large mare, Fódla’s horse.



PROLOGUE
IONA MONASTERY, AD 981
Gormflaith
Amlav’s armour, sword and axe gleamed as if new. His beard, washed and bathed in lavender-scented oils, glistened in the soft candlelight and curled elegantly over his chest.
I leaned forward and rubbed my finger over his lips, down his cheek, until I touched the wolf-fur cloak which covered the stone slab he lay upon. Only a stray lock of hair that had fallen across his forehead marred the effect. The nuns had dressed him well, but it was my duty, as his wife, to ensure he crossed over to the afterlife looking like a king. I pushed the curl back, sweeping it into line with the others.
Once satisfied, I smiled.
Lying down, eyes closed, had always been the way I preferred Amlav. But this was better. Death had a finality that sleep could only imitate.
Death suited him in other ways too. His right hand had stiffened to grip his sword tighter than I’d ever seen him hold it in life. He’d been a warrior once, true enough, but by the time my father inflicted this marriage upon me, Amlav had been almost seventy, his fighting days over. When his armies left Dublin to fight the Irish, he had gone with them, but I knew when the battle was at its worst, he sat on his fat horse while our warriors drew their swords. Well-deserved, the warriors said, for Amlav’s reputation preceded him. The number of men he’d slain in his prime numbered over a thousand. No one dared to call him coward – only old.
Sinking into the chair next to Amlav’s body, I waited for the abbot to arrive. The monks had taken an age to dig the grave, rain and storms hindering them from their work. Last night, finally, they finished. I almost pitied them, though pity was wasted on the clergy. They’d chosen a life where misery was a virtue. If they felt closer to God by freezing to death on this hateful piece of rock, who was I to tell them otherwise? Not even the gold crosses that Amlav had gifted the monks, and which now adorned the altar, could give this miserable hovel any glamour, and somehow, the morning sunshine seeping in through the windows made the stone walls look more tomb-like than when lit by candlelight alone.
I supposed I enjoyed the irony, if nothing else, that these same monks, knee-deep in muck, had once prayed fervently for Amlav’s death. The Viking King of Dublin, Amlav the Red, had been a famous slayer of priests and raider of churches in his day, a scourge to the followers of Christ. And yet, here he was, converted, blessed and absolved of all his earthly sin. As free to go to heaven as any of them.
Of course, if Amlav had been in his right mind, he’d never have asked the priests to baptise him. The horror of watching Ragnall die at the Battle of Tara had crushed him and turned him from the Old Gods. I remembered so clearly the day last year when Amlav and his defeated army had returned to Dublin. Tears streamed down his face as he cradled his dead son in his arms. I hardly knew why. Ragnall had been a fool. But firstborn sons had a way of gripping their father’s heartstrings that defied reason and forsook the children who followed. Our own sweet boy, Sitric, only eight, was twice as clever as any of his other sons, and yet Amlav had never noticed him.
Sitric’s face flooded my mind. My boy. My love. And so far away from me. Tears sprung to my eyes though I brushed them aside before they could fall. Damn Amlav for deteriorating so fast. It had given me no time to think. My only option had been to do as he asked and bring him to Iona, the sole monastery who had accepted his bribe for performing a Christian burial. It meant leaving Sitric behind, but I had no choice. Letting Amlav die in Dublin had been out of the question. I didn’t trust Gluniairn, Amlav’s eldest living son, not to slit my throat and burn me on the funeral pyre along with his dead father. King Amlav would need a wife to fuck in Valhalla, he’d say. But I’d had enough of fucking Amlav these last ten years without facing the prospect of doing it for all eternity.
Footsteps rang out as wooden clogs hit the stone floor.
Quick steps. Good. It meant the funeral was about to start. I opened my eyes and smiled. A small one, half-sad, half-coy – more than enough to make the abbot blush. Tormenting the monks had been my only consolation on this hateful island, and it gave me no inconsiderable pleasure wondering how many self-induced floggings had taken place on my account.
“Is the grave ready?” I said, once the footsteps stopped beside me.
“How should I know?”
I turned, straining to see the face hidden by the dank, early morning gloom. “Mother, is that you?”
The figure stepped closer, and the familiar golden eyes of Ethlinn, former Queen of Leinster, came into view. A black cloak shrouded her body, and a veil covered her hair and mouth. For once, she was dressed appropriately for the occasion.
“What are you doing here?” I hissed. “Two of Amlav’s men are outside. They might have recognised you.”
Mother waved away my concern. “I’ve come to speak with you, and less chance of being spotted here than in Dublin, don’t you think?”
I straightened and suppressed the scream reverberating inside my head. Mother never came to see me unless she brought ill tidings, and seeing her the day of Amlav’s funeral made the fluid in my stomach freeze over. My thoughts turned to Sitric. His half-brothers wouldn’t have hurt him, would they? Not a boy. As violent as Gluniairn’s rages were, he’d never vented them on children… but then, no other child in Dublin was a son to the dead king and born to a woman who wasn’t his kin.
My voice shook, not heeding my wish to appear calm. “Has something happened to Sitric?”
Mother tutted. “Honestly, Gormflaith, you can’t get yourself into such a state over your mortal children. You will see many of them die over your lifetime. You need to harden your heart and heed the advice I give you.”
A strange expression lit Mother’s eyes that made me curious enough to bite back my reply. Besides, arguing with her always ended up with me saying something I regretted. Perhaps a different tack would be better today? I passed my hand over Amlav’s body. “Have you come to tell me you were right?”
“About what?” Her eyes narrowed.
“Amlav didn’t live long, just like you promised. I suppose I should be grateful.”
“So you should. The marriage I arranged for you made you Queen of Dublin.”
Shaking my head, I gritted my teeth. “You married me when I was thirteen to a man older than my great-grandfather.”
“Did your golden necklaces and brooches not compensate?” She caught my sideways glance and sneered. “You think you understand pain, but you don’t. You knew me as a queen, but only two years before you were born, I was a slave, captured from Normandy by Viking raiders. The great Murchad mac Fionn, King of Leinster, bought me. From the moment I laid eyes on him, I could see his teeth had rotted away and his hair was gone. Did I care? No. I thought of nothing except how to become his wife.”
“And you succeeded. Good for you, Mother.”
“You think such matches are easily made between kings and washed-up urchins? It was unheard of for a woman so low to marry a king. You’ve no idea how hard it was to persuade him… the things I had to do. If you did, you wouldn’t complain about Amlav.” She tapped the silver pendant hanging around her neck. The sound of her nail hitting the metal thudded dully in the damp air. “How many years was he even able to hump you before his strength failed, anyway? Four, five? That’s nothing.”
I’d had to lie under Amlav’s rancid body and smell his foul breath right up until six months ago, though there was no point complaining to Mother about that. Father had been every bit as grotesque as my husband.
How strange that I could see that now. The anger I usually had balled-up inside me evaporated. I didn’t look at Mother with resentment anymore, rather understanding and pity. Yet, I could not allow those emotions to sway me. Mother was up to something. Scheming, and no doubt, once again, I was the unwitting pawn. Well, no longer. I was not a naïve thirteen-year-old girl anymore.
Shrugging, I smoothed Amlav’s fur blanket. “It doesn’t matter. Amlav is dead, Father is dead… and, oh yes, aren’t you also meant to be dead? I remember your funeral. A grand affair you’ll be pleased to hear. Even High King Sechnall attended.”
Mother said nothing. She only stared at the engravings along the blade of Amlav’s sword.
I tried not to let my grin widen and pushed on. “So, why are you here? I thought you would have found yourself a plump Frankish lord to marry by now.”
“Raoul is dead.”
The raw pain in Mother’s voice dampened my joy at her discomfort. She loved her sons, I’d give her that. Máelmórda, my full brother, had been pampered and praised as if he were a god. And Mother spoke of Raoul, a distant half-brother I’d never met, in such glowing terms that when I was younger, I had imagined him to be Achilles himself.
“How did he die?”
“The Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann came for him.”
My chest thudded, and a momentary paralysis stilled my lungs. “I’m sorry for you, Mother. Truly. I know you loved Raoul, but I don’t see why you risked being spotted to tell me in person. A letter would have sufficed.”
“No, not this time.”
Mother pulled her veil away. I waited for her long, black curls to spring forth – her crowning beauty, so my father had said – but they didn’t come. Thin wisps of white, thread-like hair lay lank against her scalp.
I reached out into the darkness, and the flame on the nearest candle shot up, the fire rising high and wide, licking the damp walls and hissing as the moisture touched it. Under the glare of the bright firelight, I took in the face of my mother. Wrinkles pulled at her once smooth cheeks, and the skin beneath her eyes sagged. The way Fomorian descendants aged was strange. We lived hundreds of years in the bloom of youth, and then in the last year, age rotted us like over-ripened fruit.
“Stop it, Gormflaith,” my mother snapped.
“There’s no one else here.” I knew it to be true, but put my hand down anyway. The flames receded. “So, you’re dying. For real this time.”
She nodded. “Three hundred years is all I’ve been given. I have until the summer, I think.”
My throat tightened as if I had just swallowed something too large. Though Mother stared at me, chin held high, I knew she was upset. “Do you need anything?”
“No. I’ve joined the nunnery here and paid the nuns enough gold to ensure they look after me until I pass away.” She shuddered and shoved her white hair back within the confines of her veil. “No need for you to witness all that.”
Folding my arms, I gave the slightest of nods. Perhaps I should insist I stay. Wouldn’t that be the dutiful thing to do? But the truth was I had no desire to watch her die. Amlav’s death had been painful enough, and the gods knew I’d prayed for it to happen at least once a week since our wedding night.
“Then what do you want?”
“To give you some advice about how to raise your children… should any of them be like us.”
My head rolled back, a deep, nervous laugh erupting from my mouth. It bounded round the empty church, echoing into the distant dark.
“I’m being serious.” Mother grasped my hand, and for once, I saw fear swim within the eyes that were always so cold. “Sixty children I’ve had. Fifty of them born mortal, but ten of them with magic. We are Fomorians, descendants from the line of King Balor himself, and with fire-magic in our blood. You and your brother, Máelmórda, are all that remains of our kind. Once I die, you two will be the very last.”
I snatched my hand away. “And whose fault is that?”
“Mine. I can see that now.” She bit her lip. “It was the Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann who struck the fatal blows, yes… but it was I who didn’t teach my children how to use their magic properly. I didn’t teach them how to be careful.”
I breathed out slowly. Hearing Mother admit her guilt was a strange and unnerving thing.
“I was arrogant in my youth,” she whispered. “My brothers were alive then, and I was convinced we would kill the Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann. We planned to attack their fortress… but they found us before we could discover where it was. None of my children lived long. Neither did my brothers.”
“And yet you got away.”
Mother nodded. “You judge me harshly for that, I can tell.”
The wooden cross hanging at the top of the chapel caught my eye. There was a small, wooden man pinned to it, with a crown of thorns on his head. It seemed there was no shortage of parents willing to sacrifice their children to achieve their own ends. To save themselves.
“I have asked you to tell me about your other children before, and you always refused. Why now?”
Mother drew a deep breath. “I want you to know that I haven’t made the same mistake with you. I taught you how to control your fire-magic, and I married you to a king. You may not have liked Amlav or your father, but they cloaked us. The Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann do not mix with the royal families anymore, especially not the Viking ones. It gave me the time needed to teach you and your brother how to hide your power.” Mother lifted her chin as she spoke. Defiant as always. She stared at me straight in the eye. “That is why you’re still alive.”
“Will I be much longer?” I held her stare, not crumbling as I had when I was a child. “Or have you come to tell me the Tuatha Dé Danann Descendants tortured Raoul and know where we are?”
Mother gripped the back of the chair with both hands. At first, I thought fatigue ailed her, but then the shaking of her skirt caught my eye. I had never seen her tremble before.
“Raoul never gave away my identity, or yours, or your brother’s.”
“How can you be certain?”
“Because I killed Raoul before the Descendants reached him.”
My breath stuck in my throat.
“I had to,” Mother hushed. “He was one of us… but he was a drunk and wouldn’t listen… and I had to protect you and Máelmórda.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “I hid when they came. I saw them stand over his body as he choked on the poison I put in his wine.”
“You saw them? In the flesh?” The hairs on my arms stood on end. The Tuatha Dé Danann warriors were so dangerous that no Fomorian has ever survived an encounter with them. That my mother was the first made me almost forget how much I disliked her. “Well, what did they look like? What did they say?”
“Very little. One was called Tomas, fair skin, blond hair and green eyes, dressed in red silks and fur. The other’s skin was black, with dark braided hair and grey eyes. He dressed in monk’s robes. Brother Colmon, he called himself.” Remembering the scene, her eyes filled with tears, and she stared off into the distance.
Standing quietly, I waited until she collected herself.
“They think Raoul was the last,” she finally said, her voice now regaining its strength. “It must stay that way. You must remember how to hide. Follow the rules I taught you.”
I took her hand in mine. She pulled back to take it away, but I held it tight. “I’m sorry about Raoul, but there is good news here too. With these descriptions, Máelmórda and I can search for them. There can’t be many places in Ireland that would hold them all.”
Mother frowned, eyes now refocused, and her fingers turned rigid between my palms. “My time is up, Gormflaith, and the task of finding the Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann lies with your brother. Not you.”
I nipped my lower lip between my teeth and let her hand fall away. “So, how long do I have before I must fake my death? Ten years? Twenty?”
The bitterness returned. This was the other fate my mother had dealt me. Every woman in Ireland prayed at night for beauty and a long life… all except for me. They were my curse.
Mother examined my face. “Ten, if you’re lucky. Twenty, if you’re a fool. That’s how the Descendants catch those who conceal their fire-magic. Remember that. Just the mere whisper of a man or woman who isn’t aging, and they send one of their warriors to check. They can sense the Fomorian fire within us. Their warriors, they can smell it.”
“So, I need to lie low and marry. Then twenty years later pretend to die and escape undetected. Over and over I must do this until old age catches me. Is that your great final advice?”
“Yes… and no.”
That wasn’t the answer I expected. Despite myself, I felt the warm glow of curiosity grow. Marry, breed, move on, were the words she’d drilled into me. This deviation surprised me, enough to let the expression colour my features.
Mother smiled, the wicked twinkle in her eye shining once more. “If your brother becomes High King, he will have the authority, the wealth and the army to wipe out the Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann forever. If you can—”
“Mother.” I shook my head wearily. “It won’t work. Máelmórda isn’t even King of Leinster, and even if he was, a King of Leinster has never been crowned High King before.”
Mother stepped closer, her eyes widening. “Ireland is changing, Gormflaith, and the wealth of the Viking ports is behind it. If Máelmórda has the Viking warriors of Dublin on his side, who is to say the high-kingship is not possible for him?”
My heart stopped for a beat. “You want me to help Máelmórda?”
“Not you,” she scoffed. “You will have moved on before this all happens. I mean Sitric. You must help him become King of Dublin before you leave. Then he can assist Máelmórda with his plans.”
“No. My boy won’t be a pawn for your ambition.”
Mother sighed and gave me one of those frowns akin to rolling her eyes. “You will learn the truth of it before long. You may love your mortal children, but they are not the same as us. They live for the briefest of moments. Like a butterfly, they are pretty to look at, nothing more. If they can somehow help us, well, all the better. They’re good for little else.”
“My son is precious to me.”
“I’ve said all I can.” Mother stepped back. “Your brother will be in contact. If you have any love for me at all, you will help him. And if Máelmórda succeeds and kills the Descendants, you can stop running too. Think of that.”
Mother’s footsteps echoed across the church. No hugs or kisses of farewell, just like all the other times we had parted company.
I sat on the chair and let Mother’s news ferment in my mind. Damn it, but I was sick of being nothing, a woman beholden to male plans. No. No more. Sitric was more than what Mother said – he was everything to me. I loved him. In truth, he was the only thing I had ever loved. And so, I would make him a king, but not for my brother like she wanted – and I wouldn’t leave him after ten years either. I’d make Sitric powerful, save him from the pain of being forced to marry or fight where he didn’t wish. I’d give him what my mother and father had not given me. Freedom.
*
Time passed, though I couldn’t say how much, when footsteps once again hit the stone floor. Many steps. Some that shuffled, some that marched. I glanced up to find that the abbot and Falk, Amlav’s master shipbuilder, had come into the hall.
“The burial is due to take place, my queen,” the abbot said, simpering as he bowed.
“Good.” I pulled my cloak tighter about my shoulders. “Ready the boat, Falk. I want to leave as soon as possible.”
“Then we must go now,” Falk said grimly. “Before the tide turns.”
“Very well.”
The abbot’s mouth gaped like a dead fish. “We haven’t buried King Amlav yet. Surely, you want to see him receive his absolution and burial prayers?”
I held out my hand for Falk to take and gave the abbot a hard stare. “No. No, I don’t.”
Aware his mouth was still hanging open, I marched out of the church. It was time to go. My son needed me. Burying the dead was no longer my concern.



ELEVEN YEARS LATER
WICKLOW MOUNTAINS, 992
Fódla
“Fódla, I need you.”
I opened my eyes. Rónnat? What was she doing here? Staggering out of bed, I threw off the blanket and reached for my shawl.
“Fódla, hurry. I need you.”
The door rattled, straining against the rope that fastened it to the wall. The last vestiges of sleep that clung to my body instantly disappeared. Something was wrong. The hour was late, and Rónnat had sent no message to tell me she was coming.
“Hold on!” I jumped over the dying fire in the middle of the room and untied the rope. The door swung open. “Rónnat! What are you…?”
I ran out, arms wide, ready to embrace my older sister, but only the cold, midnight air greeted me.
“Rónnat?”
I peered into the distance. The full moon illumed the river and damp grass with its ghostly pale light, but my sister was nowhere to be seen. I stepped a little closer to the riverbank, stood on a boulder, and scanned the boglands that lay between my ráth and the mountain ridge.
“Rónnat!” I shouted again. “Where are you? What’s wrong?”
The night was not silent. Wolves skulked in the forest, Enna snorted against the stable door, and leaves rustled in the breeze. But for all that, the land seemed suddenly devoid of sound. The absence of laughter and chaos that my sister always brought with her made it so.
“Sister? Can you hear me?” I paused. “Is this a trick? You’re scaring me.”
No reply came. Shaking my head, I walked back to the ráth and wrapped my shawl tighter around my chest. I must have been dreaming. Yes, a stupid dream. What was I thinking? There was no way Rónnat could be here. The council had sent her to the nunnery at Lusk only last winter. Tomas wouldn’t allow her to leave there for at least another two years. And if she were in trouble, there were other places she could go to that were closer than here.
I slammed the door behind me and reattached the rope to the wall-hook. I was an idiot. It was freezing, and for once, I had fallen asleep without taking one of Tomas’ potions. Now I would never get back over. Any other night, it wouldn’t have mattered, but tomorrow, I had a long day of travelling planned. The path to the Descendants’ fortress on Fennit Island was straightforward, but the provinces were always fighting. Concentration was required to stay clear of the mortals and their skirmishes, and I could do without being exhausted before I even started.
Crouching by the fire, I stoked it with a stick. It was almost out, though not beyond redemption, and I grabbed a handful of kindling. The smoke thickened as the hot cinders took hold of the new fuel, rising into the room before disappearing through the thatch.
“Fódla!”
The door rattled.
“Sister.” I stood. “What is going—”
The rope snapped away from the wall-hook, and the door slammed open, shattering against the wall. A howling whirlwind rushed into the house. Loud as thunder and cold as a winter storm, it blasted against me. The table and chairs lifted, spinning and crashing against the walls and thatch. I grasped hold of the corner wall post and curled around it, pressing my body into the wall.
“Come to me,” the voice wailed.
“Rónnat?” I screamed. “What’s wrong?”
“Sister,” the voice howled. “Come to me.”
I couldn’t answer. The wind pounded me so hard I couldn’t catch a breath, and my legs and arms were sliding away from the post. I couldn’t hold on… or breathe…
*
When I woke, I found myself face down in the middle of the room, lying where the fireplace should be, except it wasn’t there anymore. The stones that once surrounded the pit had been flung into every corner. Some were even outside.
Everything was still now, quiet. I raised my head slowly, pushing away the bundles of thatch that covered my hair.
The wind had carried Rónnat’s voice.
My legs buckled as I tried to stand, and I half-crawled, half-staggered to the bed. No Descendant of the Tuatha Dé Danann had enchanted the wind for hundreds of years. Rónnat was a powerful witch – I had never doubted that – but the wind had its own words and did not bend easily to the will of another.
Heart pounding, I sat, and then stood, before sitting again, hardly daring to breathe while I waited for the wind to return. The wind did not reward my patience. Instead, it stilled. That was it, then. That was the message. Rónnat needed my help.
I grabbed my dress and cloak, picked up my bag and ran to the stable. “Enna. We need to leave.” The large mare snorted, shoving her nose into my hand. I gave her an apple and a quick hug, then mounted her. “Go, Enna. Find Rónnat.”
Not needing to be told twice, she bolted out of the stable, and together, we made our way along the path to Leinster.
*
The sky brightened as we approached the hill bordering the nunnery of Lusk, the sun burning away what was left of the morning cloud. Enna had kept her pace through the night, her magic ensuring that she didn’t tire, but suddenly she slowed.
“Come on,” I whispered. “We are almost there.”
Enna snorted, her whole body tense, and for a moment, she refused to move.
That was when the smell struck me.
Dismounting, I bent forward to avoid the contents of my stomach emptying over my dress. It wasn’t just the stench that turned me, it was the knowledge that came with it, for I had come across burning flesh before. The Viking raids over the last two hundred years had targeted many of the monasteries and nunneries, and they’d tortured more than a few abbesses and abbots into revealing the whereabouts of their hidden treasure. The council had allowed the healers to help the mortals then.
I hauled myself back onto Enna. “Rónnat is there,” I whispered into her ear. “We need to find her.”
Enna cantered forward. On cresting the peak, my eyes confirmed what my stomach knew. Smoke drifted across the grass, large flames still burning the wooden frame of the small church. The nunnery’s outbuildings lay in ruins, the wattle-and-post walls were blackened by fire, or else collapsed and the buildings’ interiors exposed. Dead bodies covered the ground, as lifeless as the rocks beside them. I counted seven, which meant a great deal more were inside the church.
Racing down the hill, I didn’t let Enna stop until I reached the first of them. I dismounted, rolled the nun over and peeled away the headscarf, feeling carefully for signs of life. Her body was cold, her pulse extinguished. I ran to the next body, then the next, examining each of them in turn. Every one of them had deep stab wounds to the chest and stomach. Dried blood pooled underneath them, their life force long since gone.
“Rónnat,” I shouted. “Can you hear me?”
The reply I longed for didn’t come. Standing, I sprinted inside the church and slid past the blazing wooden beams around the porch. My flesh burned, but it didn’t matter. My gift as a healer meant any burns to my skin and scalp would heal in an instant, and I could bear any amount of pain to find my sister.
Nuns lay in a heap beside the altar. The corpses closest to the burning roof had turned black from exposure to the flames, skin and flesh melting like candle wax. Vomit rushed up my throat. What if Rónnat was one of them?
No. I couldn’t think that. She wouldn’t have waited in the church like a lamb for slaughter. She would have found a way out.
I ran past the corpses and through the door that led to the bedrooms, checking every smoke-filled corner. It wasn’t until I found the food store at the far end of the building that I stopped. The damp mud walls had prevented the fire from spreading here, and I used this respite from the flames and smoke to unlock the back door and swing it open. Fresh air rushed into the room, and I gulped it down.
Now I could breathe, I noticed the thick layer of ivy covering the surface of the door and thatch. It was burnt on the outside, but the thick sap and groundwater had prevented the fire penetrating further. Rónnat must have cast a spell to stop this room burning like the rest of the building. Filled with hope, I searched the store. Behind the grain barrels, there was something… a body. I ran over to find a small woman. Wisps of dark brown hair poked out from under her headscarf.
“Rónnat!”
Falling to my knees, I turned her over. She was in a bad way. Every inch of visible skin was badly burnt, and blood congealed around her ears and nose. I pressed my ear against her chest. The faintest of heartbeats tapped against her breast. Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann did not die easily in battle, but we could still die. Flames and swords. That’s what my father said to me when I left his ráth for the first time, and poor Rónnat looked as if she had endured both.
I picked her up and dragged her outside. As soon as the air was clean enough to breathe, I set her down on the grass and removed the outer layers of her clothing. Thick blood saturated her hair and scalp from a gash across her head, but her neck and chest were not cut, and the burns were confined to her arms and legs. She was all right. She was still breathing. I could save her.
“Rónnat.” I nudged her gently. “Can you hear me?”
She didn’t respond.
“Sister, don’t worry. I am here.” I pressed my hand against the cut on her head. My gift flowed through me and into her. Wounds began to seal, veins and arteries healed, and broken bones mended. Her breathing steadied.
“Fódla,” she croaked, her eyelids flickering open. “You found me.”
“Of course I did.”
Rónnat gulped down a breath and squeezed my hand.
I wanted to hug her, only the weeping flesh on her burnt shoulders held me back. She was in agony. Red and black blisters covered her charred fingers, the skin over her arms pink and raw. I pressed my palms over the wrist and watched as the skin gradually reverted to its usual creamy white. Inch by inch, I moved my hands along her arm. “Sister, what happened?”
“Men attacked at first light, and they came hard and fast. I begged my friends to leave the church… to hide…” Her voice trailed away as her eyes closed tight.
“Do you know who the men were?”
“Dubliners.”
I hadn’t expected this answer. The carnage matched the Viking style, to be sure. However, in the last twenty years, the Dubliners had stopped raiding inland. The gold made from their trading business along the Mediterranean and with England by far outstripped what they could steal from the Irish holy houses.
“Are you sure it was Dublin?” I asked. “Perhaps it was a Viking crew from Norway or the Isles?”
Rónnat coughed. “No. It was Dublin. I recognised their leader. Sitric, they call him. Sitric Silkbeard.”
The name was familiar. I’d attended enough council meetings with Tomas to know the names of those in power and those who one day might be, though this Sitric had never been talked of with much importance before. Just a younger half-brother of Gluniairn, King of Dublin.
“A raid on a nunnery will not go down well with the Irish kings,” I mused. “King Gluniairn, no doubt, will deny it’s him.”
Rónnat gave a wry smile. “Oh, King Gluniairn didn’t order the raid. Sitric did this with his own men. But he’s been caught out. One of Gluniairn’s warriors, Egil, saw them do it.”
I bent down, moving closer to Rónnat’s face. The red blisters on her cheeks had disappeared, replaced with tawny freckles that danced along her nose, but her eyes were still heavy with pain.
“Are you sure you’re remembering this right?” I didn’t bother to hide the doubt in my voice and felt again for fractures on her skull. Rónnat had always been terrible with names and understanding political motivations, but Tomas would want to know the truth of it. A raid on a nunnery by the King of Dublin was significant; an ad hoc attack by a jealous younger brother seeking glory, less so; a raid by outland Vikings, almost meaningless.
“I’m sure. I’ve met Egil many a time.” She gave me a lingering stare, her eyes widening, before quickly looking away. Her hands moved to wrap around her stomach. “He used to come here often… before I told him to stop.”
“Rónnat, what do you mean?”
I knew exactly what she meant. I had felt another presence about her – something other. My hands moved to her stomach, pushing past the thick fabric of her cloak. “You lay with this Egil?” I could hardly bring myself to say it. “You lay with a mortal man?”
“They are not so different to us.”
“They are not the same as us either. The women may be kind enough, but the men are consumed by greed and deceit. They are beasts.”
“Those are Tomas’ words. Not yours.” Rónnat lifted her chin a fraction. “Don’t you remember when we were young, and we played with them before the council forbade it? Don’t you remember how we all laughed together?”
I shook my head. The memories she spoke of were almost one hundred years old, and now was not the time to dig them up. Pressing my hand over her stomach, I felt for the lining of her womb.
“Four months?”
She bit her lip. “More like five.”
“Damn it, Rónnat. You’re supposed to be spying for the council and reporting to Tomas if anyone important comes to the nunnery.” I wiped the sweat from my forehead, giving myself a moment to calm down, but it was no good. There was no way to undo what she had done.
Her fingers moved forward to touch mine. “Fódla…”
I snatched my hand away. “You say they are not so different, yet the fire only proves they are. First men set it alight, then this, Egil, watched the nunnery burn, knowing you and his unborn child were inside. What a coward. It proves every bad thing the council taught us about them.”
Rónnat shook her head. “Egil tried to save me, but couldn’t get in. He is a good man, Fódla. Truly.” My sister’s hands moved back to her abdomen, rubbing gently. “I saw the baby in my dream the night after I first met Egil.” She closed her eyes. “I had to give my son life. Can you feel him kicking? He’s already eager to be a part of this world.”
My mouth dried, and I sat back into the folds of my cloak. The joy in her voice only made the knot in my stomach pull harder. My personal distaste for mortal men was one thing, but there was another more pressing concern. “To lie with the mortals is against the law, Rónnat. Remember? The council will punish you.”
“I know. And I’m willing to take it. I can bear anything as long as you are not angry with me.”
Exhaling, I pressed my fingers against the last of the burns on her neck. The skin knitted together, and after a moment, the scars disappeared. “I’m too relieved you’re alive to be angry. I just wish that you—”
“You wish that I had found one of our own kind to be with?”
I nodded.
“Love doesn’t work like that, Fódla.” Rónnat stared at me solemnly. “If it did, you would have married Tomas a long time ago.”
“Don’t change the subject.”
Rónnat rolled onto her side. “Fine. I won’t talk about Tomas. I know it’s painful for you. But the council laws change nothing. My child was meant to have a mortal father. The whispers on the wind told me.”
“And who is it that whispers on the wind?” I snapped. “Perhaps the voices you hear are not good ones? Did you ever think of that?”
Rónnat laughed, her strength returned now I had finished healing her. “Oh, many voices speak to me. Some good, some bad. I’m well enough acquainted with them to know the difference by now. The wind doesn’t distinguish between Descendants and mortals. There was a time when we didn’t either. A time when you didn’t.”
“A long time ago, when I was a child and didn’t know any better.” I stroked Rónnat’s hair and shifted to sit beside her, too tired to speak any more. Using my gift to heal someone this close to death was draining.
“Try to remember.” Her voice softened. “There was one young man, Colum, who lived in the ráth at the foot of the mountain. He sang every morning and gave all the extra food to his younger sisters. He helped every beggar who came to his door. I’ve never seen such kindness in anyone – Descendant or mortal.”
Yes, I remembered him. I remembered his songs and gentle nature. I had admired him, just like Rónnat. But this was not my last memory of Colum. I had another, one of him lying against a ráth wall, a spear in his side, his eyes forever closed. I had never told Rónnat. Perhaps I should have. Would the knowledge that Colum had been murdered have helped her to see? It should, yet I didn’t think so. She had lived in this land for as long as I had. War blighted every corner. So much death, so much chaos, so much hate. So much that she refused to see.
“You were there when the New Agreement was passed, Rónnat, same as me.” I stood and swept the dirt from my dress. “You know why the new laws were made.”
Rónnat frowned. “It was the wrong decision.”
“It was the only decision the council could have made. When we lived among the mortals, we grew to love them too much, took different sides in their wars, and ended up killing each other. Tomas was right. We had to withdraw, or else our own kind would have diminished further.”
Rónnat rubbed her chin. “We have mortal blood in our veins too. We should not be denying ourselves the love of our own kin. Your daughter—”
“Don’t bring Aoife into this.”
My words came out hot and fast, and Rónnat’s smile faltered.
“I’m sorry.” She pulled me into a hug. “Let’s not argue.”
My body sank into her arms. An overwhelming urge to cry took over, but I didn’t want her to see me like that. Not again.
“Come,” she said, after a few moments. “We must go to the fortress. You can’t be late for the gathering, and we must tell Tomas what happened here.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t come.”
Understanding what I really meant, she pulled out of the hug and kissed my cheek. “I can’t run away and pretend my baby doesn’t exist.”
“You could go into hiding and give him away once he’s born? No one needs to know.”
Rónnat sighed and took my arm in hers. Knowing my sister as I did, I said no more, and we made our way to the front of the church where Enna was waiting. Tears fell on Rónnat’s cheeks as we passed the slain nuns who lay on the grass. The smell of blood and burning flesh filled the air, their faces stricken with fear and despair. Rónnat stopped to cover them and whisper words of farewell in their ears.
“I’m sorry, Rónnat,” I said, as I helped her cover one with a cloak.
She brushed her tears away with her hand. “No one deserves to die like this.”
I agreed and watched her in silence as she covered the last of them. I wondered that she could see all this and still defend mortals. How had she even been able to speak with this Egil, let alone go to bed with him. Mortal men were beasts, everyone said so. But that thought made me think of Aoife, and the tears I had held back earlier spilled over.
I had pulled myself together by the time Rónnat had finished. The skin around my eyes felt raw and swollen, but Rónnat was too lost in her own thoughts to notice, and once we mounted Enna, we plodded along the path in silence.
Rónnat didn’t talk. I wanted to speak to her but worry weighed my tongue. I hoped that Tomas and the council would be lenient. Rónnat hadn’t tried to interfere in the mortals’ lives, after all. She hadn’t incited violence or given advice on any wars. But what about the baby? He would be born mortal, like his father. What would happen to him?
The questions rolled over and over, the answers never revealing themselves, and as we moved closer to the fortress, my chest tightened. The wind returned once we crested the hill, hissing and wailing as it swept through the forest beside us. Branches creaked, leaves rustled, and there was something about the way it wailed as it blew around the trees that reminded me of a child lost, crying out to be found.



DUBLIN, 992
Gormflaith
Gluniairn sat on the throne in the great hall. He sipped at his wine, leaning into the smooth wooden spires rising from the back of the seat.
It wasn’t really a throne.
It looked nothing like Charlemagne’s throne in Paris that my mother had told me about, decorated in gold and silk. But Gluniairn was the King of Dublin, and I supposed a king could not say he sat on a chair like the rest of us, even if it was carved from the same wood as all the other benches in the hall.
He drank from a silver goblet at least, and the black cloak he wore was the finest I’d ever seen. The traders from Norway told him they cut the hide from a bear so big the cloak didn’t need to be sewn together from pieces. It had cost him a hefty price, one that Gluniairn was only too happy to pay. The cross that hung from his neck was exquisite too. Solid gold and embedded with gems. Two years after he fell out with his father for allowing the priests to baptise him in the Liffey, he had followed suit. Not for the love of Christ – he wasn’t that stupid – but for the love of trade. The kings of England, France and Navarre would not deal with us unless we swore allegiance to their God, or Christ as they called him. And what better way to prove a conversion than by adorning oneself with the fruits of the trade permitted.
Yes, I had to admit, the overall effect of the golden jewellery and expensive attire was impressive. He looked like a king, even if he didn’t sit like one. I raised my glass to him and flashed a smile. He returned the gesture, locking eyes for a moment longer than was appropriate.
Sitric collapsed onto the bench beside me, a cup of ale in one hand and the waist of a slave girl in the other. She giggled as she fell into his lap and leaned forward, pressing her plump breasts against his chest.
“Your brother knows about the raid,” I whispered into his ear.
Sitric shook his head. “He doesn’t. You’re paranoid.”
Biting into a piece of honeyed bread, I pinched the slave girl on the arm. “Bring me more wine.”
She stumbled off, face flushed, though her smile grew once she realised Sitric was still watching her. I sighed. “Really, Sitric?”
My son shrugged. “I’m only doing what all men my age do.”
“As long as you know you’re all doing it with the same woman.”
Sitric rolled his eyes, but his gaze shifted from the pretty slave to the gold arm-ring on his wrist. Amlav’s arm-ring.
I placed my hand on his shoulder. “Forget about her. We’ve more important things to discuss tonight.”
Sitric nodded and stared at the top table where Gluniairn, Gluniairn’s wife, Mór, and their older children were seated. The eldest boy, Gilla, was twelve summers now. He reminded me a little of Sitric at that age, already tall and strong. Spoiled though, far too spoiled.
Sitric’s gaze didn’t stray like mine. It remained fixed on his half-brother, the king. “Have you seen Gluniairn and Egil speak since he returned?” he whispered.
“No. But Egil may have sent him a message.”
Sitric didn’t reply. He was annoyed with me, and I understood why. The raid on the nunnery had been my idea, one that he had been reticent to agree to.
But I could not apologise. Sitric needed experience leading, to get a feel for which men he should trust, and more than anything, he needed gold. He’d raided several trading ships over the last few months. Dangerous, for they were crewed by warriors, yet the stolen treasure and dead men were easy to blame on rogue Viking bands that prowled the shoreline for potential slaves.
The nunnery had been a change of tactic. A test. Many warriors rankled at the thought of killing women, even more so when in cold blood. Sitric could not afford such sensitivities. He needed to be like his father, Amlav, who’d killed many women in his time. Ruthless until the end, it was no coincidence that, in his eightieth year, he had remained the King of Dublin.
Sitric didn’t know that I had followed him. For what son wants their mother to watch while their darkest deeds are underway? Though watch him I did. I watched as he and his men sacked the nunnery, watched as they set it alight, and watched as their swords pierced the veiled women’s chests.
And that was how I knew someone else had been watching. Egil, hidden within the forest to the east of the nunnery, had taken it all in too, though I couldn’t work out why. Was Gluniairn having Sitric followed, or was it a coincidence? Either way, it wasn’t good for Sitric. Egil was a bastard of Amlav’s dead son, Ragnall, and loyal to his uncle. There was no way he wouldn’t tell Gluniairn what Sitric had done. The only question was how fast he’d do it. A shame that I hadn’t been able to find Egil earlier, for now he was surrounded by his friends and any quiet word I might think to have would be overheard.
“No,” Sitric said at length. “Gluniairn doesn’t know.”
“How can you be so sure?” I asked, curious that he sounded so certain. Sitric was clever, but sometimes clever men fell into the trap of being overconfident.
Sitric rubbed his thumb over the arm-ring. “I understand my brother’s nature better than you. He hasn’t found out. If he had, he wouldn’t be so happy.”
I pursed my lips. “Perhaps the marriage he has brokered between Muire and High King Sechnall pleases him. It’s a match all the provincial kings wanted for their own sisters and daughters. Gluniairn is on the rise. He has every right to be pleased tonight.”
Sitric shrugged. “Gluniairn and High King Sechnall are half-brothers. The fact that Gluniairn has married off his half-sister to him isn’t as big an accomplishment as everyone makes out.”
“Oh, but it is,” I said. “Muire’s mother was only the daughter of a trader. Sechnall will know she is of low breeding, and yet he took her anyway. The wealth of Dublin is hard to say no to. Even for a High King.”
Sitric examined his brother, then shook his head. “It does not change my opinion. Strength and power do please Gluniairn but having the chance to put me down is what he lives for. If he knew for certain, he’d be brewing, and thinking of how best to humiliate me.”
I took another sip of wine. In days gone by, I would not have worried so much. It wasn’t like Gluniairn’s hands were free from the stain of nuns’ blood. However, the shiny golden cross hanging around his neck came with new responsibilities, for a Christian king couldn’t allow raiders to plunder nunneries so close to Dublin without reprisal. And what better retaliation would there be for Gluniairn than using the incident as an excuse to kill a true-born, younger brother with two eyes fixed on his throne?
“Maybe you’re right, my son. However, Egil did see you. If Gluniairn doesn’t know now, he will before the night is over.”
Sitric’s face paled, and he slammed his cup of ale onto the table. “I was a fool to listen to you. It was too soon to raid inland.”
“You listened because it was good advice. It’s not my fault you didn’t scout the hills to check for witnesses.”
My son scowled, and his knuckles turned white. Fear clouded his judgement. I needed to make him see it was this fear that was holding him back, and that he needed to let it go. Thumbing my glass of wine, I examined the room until I found someone suitable. It didn’t take long. “Sitric, do you see Wulf over there?”
Sitric followed my gaze.
“What do you think of how he has lived his life?”
“I’ve never thought about Wulf’s life. Why should I now?”
I hardened my voice. “Because I’m your mother and have asked you a simple question.”
Sitric begrudgingly did what I asked. “He has no wealth, but he seems happy.”
I nodded. “He is happy. He earns enough carving bows, goblets and plates to keep food on the table. His wife loves him, and he has five sons. Many would say the gods favour him.”
Sitric gave a half-hearted smile. “Wulf is a good man. I’m glad for him.”
“I’m glad too. The thing is, though, this time next year, he’ll still be in this hall or in the market selling his wares. His life will never change between today and the day he dies. He is a freeman, yes, but he must do as Gluniairn says. To be truly free, you must have power. And to have power, you must be king.”
Sitric met my stare, his eyes full of thought.
“What do you want, son? You either want to be King of Dublin, or you don’t. However, once you make a move on Gluniairn, there is no going back. If Wulf’s life appeals to you, that is fine, but you have a choice before you. You’d better make it.”
Sitric’s voice softened, and once again he glanced at his arm-ring. “You know what I want, Mother. I shouldn’t need to tell you again.”
Reaching forward, I brushed my finger against the golden band on his wrist. “On his deathbed, your father insisted I give you this. The first one he ever won. He knew you had a great destiny.”
Sitric flushed.
“So,” I said, raising my goblet to my lips, “now you know what to say if your brother questions you about the raid.”
Thumbing his arm-ring, Sitric leaned forward and rested his arms on the table. “I should admit it was me?”
“Yes. There is no point lying. Best to use the situation to show the men of Dublin you are not afraid of your brother.”
“There will be a fight if he finds out tonight.” Sitric stared at his brother. “He has drink on him. He’ll challenge me to meet him at the square.”
“Can you defeat him?”
Sitric lowered his head and flexed his muscles. He was like an ox, well-built for his age, and already skilled with the sword and axe. Gluniairn was a talented fighter too, but he enjoyed the lifestyle of a king too much. A widening waist attested to that. I had no doubt who would win.
Sitric didn’t look so certain. “Maybe.”
“You are more skilful. Faster, too. Your tutors have told me as much.”
Sitric nodded. “Yes, but he has experience on his side. And luck.”
My heart pounded against my ribs. Perhaps the risk, if they were to fight, was too great after all? Any warrior could be felled, if he turned the wrong way, or got caught by a well-timed punch – Amlav had told me that himself. And yet, Sitric had to make a move soon. He was too popular with the warriors, and Gluniairn had noticed this. Better a fight in the square than a knife in the back.
I rubbed my hand over Sitric’s arm. “Well, it may not come to that. First, we must discover what Egil’s intentions are. Go now. Speak with the men outside by the firepits. Make sure they notice you, be their friend, charm them.”
I waited until Sitric was outside before I stood. I heard the men standing around the firepits cheer as he walked over to them. They were Dublin’s fighting men, but those not wealthy enough to feast inside the hall. Sitric would need their support tonight, if Gluniairn challenged him. If nothing else, they would ensure the rules of the fight were adhered to.
My focus changed direction. Egil sat on a bench at the other side of the hall, next to the fireplace – the friends that had surrounded him earlier, now gone. Surely, there was something I could offer him in exchange for his silence. I stood and walked past the top table. Gluniairn sat in the centre, his wife Mór to his right. They both smiled as I passed. I said nothing, even though Gluniairn’s expression seemed to invite it.
“Egil,” I said as I approached his bench. “How are you this fine evening?”
My late husband’s bastard grandson, red-faced and unsteady, spat on the floor. “I’ve been expecting you.”
I opened my eyes wide. “Have you?” Giggling, I sat. “I hope it’s to tell me something exciting?”
He scowled, a strong line of tension tugging at his jaw. “I have… I tried to save…” He broke off, his words slurring as his arms thudded against the bench.
The anger in his voice caught me unawares. It wasn’t like him to get upset about killing Christians. I’d seen him raid with Amlav when he was a boy. I remembered him laughing when Amlav murdered the Bishop of Gleann Dá Loch.
Leaning forward, I took his hand. “Whatever is the matter, Egil?”
“Sitric raided the nunnery at Lusk. His men killed all the women there. All of them.” His fist banged the table, knocking over his cup. “There was no need!”
The noise attracted a few stares, but I exaggeratedly waved to a slave girl to mop up the spilled ale, while I wiped at the splashes on his tunic. See, just another drunk man. The curious looks faded.
“It’s not like you to worry so much about murdered nuns,” I hushed. “They are dried-up old hags with foul breath and no hair. Everyone knows that.”
Tears filled Egil’s eyes. “One of them wasn’t like that.” He slumped forward, catching his head with his hand just before it crashed into the table.
“You knew one of them?” I searched my memory. Sometimes daughters of mixed marriages in Dublin were sent to the nunneries. Their Irish mothers or fathers seemed to believe the Christian God listened to their prayers more if one of their children was an eternal virgin, but I didn’t know of any that Egil had shown an attachment too.
“She was beautiful, sweet… not like a nun at all.” Egil steadied himself and met my gaze. “Sitric shouldn’t have done it. Gluniairn has forbidden raids on holy houses. I thought she was safe.”
I frowned and filled his cup once more. “Egil, forgive me, it sounds so strange for you to love a nun. Besides, what sort of life is this? The grandson of a king should not be sneaking off every night to bed a nun when he could have any woman he wanted.”
“That’s what she said.” Egil’s head lowered once more into his hands. “Three months ago, she told me to stay away. To find someone else. But I couldn’t. I only thought of her. I went yesterday to ask her to marry me, and that’s when I saw Sitric and his men killing…”
He gulped at the contents of his cup, and once more, drunken desolation took over. Hiccups and sobs intertwined, and I gave him a moment to set his sadness free.
“I’m sorry for your loss, Egil,” I whispered into his ear. “But please don’t tell Gluniairn. He’ll kill Sitric at the smallest provocation, and Sitric only wanted to raid like his father. He never had the chance… the way you did.”
Egil wiped away another tear, but I couldn’t tell if my words were going in.
“What do you want, Egil?” I peered up at him from under my eyelashes. “It breaks my heart to see you so sad. You’ve always reminded me of Amlav, you know. You look just like him.”
Egil downed the rest of his ale, wiping his chin with his sleeve. “A wife, a family. Respect. Love. I almost had it.”
Clutching his arm, I pressed him closer to my body. “These things are all for the taking, Egil. You need not sneak off to the nunneries to find women. There are plenty here who would have you. Plenty who desire you.” I gestured down the table to where Sitric’s slave girl was tidying away the empty plates, guessing full well what his reaction would be.
“Pah,” Egil sneered, slamming his fist on the table. “A slave? I’m the grandson of a king. I deserve better. But Gluniairn won’t let me marry high.”
“That’s because he fears you.”
Egil drank, his heavy eyes opening a fraction wider.
“He does,” I continued. “You have your father’s looks. Gluniairn doesn’t want the men seeing you as a leader. We can change that though, can’t we?”
I refilled his cup with wine from the middle of the table, which was much stronger than the ale he’d already gorged on. I held out my cup and raised it high. “To getting what we deserve.”
Egil rested his head in his hand and gulped it all down. I sat beside him and waited. In no time at all, he slumped forward, fast asleep.
Now it was time to go. In the early hours, I’d return and wake Egil. I’d convince him to rest in my house, which was closer to the great hall than his… and once there, persuading him to do what I wanted would be straightforward. I made a show of leaving, waving goodbye to the other ladies from Amlav’s extended family, and walked home.
*
It was cold inside my squalid little house. I closed the door tight and wrapped myself up in my furs – the ones that Gluniairn’s wife hadn’t stolen before I returned from Iona – and held my hand over the kindling sitting in the firepit. A flame ran down my fingers and the kindling burst into flames. I didn’t need to light it for I never felt the cold. Mother told me it was our Fomorian blood that kept us warm. The rain and wind irked me as it did the mortals, but I did not shiver and wilt like them when the winter air blew in. Fire, though, oh, I loved the feeling of flames close to my skin. Smiling, I lay on the bed and lit a candle.
I should have been tired, and yet now a fire was dancing beside me, I felt more awake than ever. I watched it move, mesmerised by the shapes made by the flames and smoke, and let half the candle burn before I stood and opened the door.
The noise from the great hall had vanished, though the shouts of the men by the firepits now replaced it. I heard Sitric’s voice often. Someone had started a wrestling competition. These were always popular, and from the sounds of it, a great deal of gold was being wagered on the outcome.
Tiptoeing out of my front door, I wrapped a scarf over my face and stared at the great hall. The doors were open, and it appeared empty, aside from the outline of Egil still slumped over the table. I weaved my way past the houses built around it, using them to shield me from the eyes of the men by the firepits. When the next fight finished, they erupted into cheers, and I ran from the shadows, up the steps and through the open doors.
The fire in the centre of the hall was almost out, and the only light came from the torches attached to the wall. As expected, the room was empty, save for Egil who snored into the wooden table. Deciding it would be best that no one saw me helping him to my house, I closed the doors. I didn’t want another to offer him a bed in their house. That wouldn’t do at all.
“Ah, Gormflaith,” a deep voice murmured. “I was wondering if you would show up.”
I glanced at the far end of the room to find Gluniairn walking out of the passageway that led to the bedrooms in the back. Damn it. Why was he awake?
Had he found out?
He ambled over to the throne, and sat, grinning at me all the while.
“Were you?” I strolled over to him. “I can’t think why.”
He put a finger on my lip. “I am glad you are here, though not for the reason you think.”
“Intriguing.” I sat beside him and poured myself a cup of wine. I offered him one, but he declined. A large leg of lamb still lay on the table, and I pointed to it. Gluniairn gave me a small nod, and I picked up the sharp knife beside it to cut a slice of meat away from the bone.
“I have a marriage proposal for you,” he said.
The succulent cut fell away, and I stabbed it with the tip of the knife then placed it in Gluniairn’s mouth. A line of pink juice dripped from his lips and into his beard.
I hadn’t expected this to be the topic of our conversation. He’d asked me to marry him once, many years ago. A drunken mess, he’d forgotten all about it the next day, and I’d had no intention of reminding him. But what to say now? It might suit me to keep him in my pocket until Sitric had more experience.
Gluniairn swallowed. “Torna, uncle to the King of Ulaid, has asked if he can marry you. I’ve said yes.”
Marriage? To an outsider? I buried my scream. It would be a mistake to give him that reaction. And more likely than not, Gluniairn was toying with me.
“Oh, I couldn’t marry Torna of Ulaid. I’d miss Sitric too much.”
“Sitric is a man now. He needs a wife. Not a mother.”
I grinned as I raised my eyebrows. “So, you have a marriage in mind for my son too? Who is the lucky girl?”
“Sigrid, daughter of Vidar.”
“Vidar, the fur trader?”
Gluniairn nodded. “It is a good match.”
It was a terrible match, so terrible I didn’t know how Gluniairn had kept a straight face when he said it. Vidar was a trader, but a poor one, with one ship to his name and an ageing crew. He knew then. He knew what Sitric had done and wanted me out of the city before he killed him.
I cut another slice of meat. I stabbed it once again with the tip of the knife and, this time, placed the meat in my own mouth. Gluniairn smiled as I chewed and swallowed.
“What about your needs?” I asked. “I can’t believe you’d give me away so easily?”
Gluniairn laughed. “You are pretty, Gormflaith. I have enjoyed you, but I must make more alliances to prevent the King of Munster raiding our lands. I expect Torna to arrive here tomorrow, and the wedding will take place the day after.”
His voice had sharpened, enough for me to know he was being serious. Bastard. He wanted to separate me from my boy. Without me here to protect him, Sitric would be dead by the end of the year, and I wouldn’t let that happen.
“Tell me,” I said sweetly. “Is this Torna rich?” I cut another chunk of meat and, using the knife, fed it to him. “It won’t do, if he can’t keep me in the luxury I became accustomed to with your father. Poverty doesn’t suit me.”
Gluniairn laughed as he took the meat into his mouth and ground it with his teeth. “You amuse me, Gormflaith. That’s why I like you so much. You’re as greedy as me.”
I set the knife on the table then swept my lips against his neck. “Oh, I think not. I’m much, much greedier.”
His right hand slid along my calf, rising slowly until it reached my thigh.
A raucous bout of cheering erupted from outside as his hand brushed the hair between my legs. The men were calling for a fight to start. “Sitric,” they called, their shouts demanding that my son enter the square.
I moved my lips from Gluniairn’s neck to his lips, kissing him over and over. His free hand reached to tug my scarf away from my neck and unfasten my pinafore. I pushed it away, placing it on my other leg, while I loosened the scarf for him.
He nodded, understanding what I wanted, and watched me until the fabric came free. I clambered over the seat, spreading my legs so I could sit on his lap. His eyes closed as our lips met.
Taking a deep breath, I rolled the freed scarf into a ball and silently picked up the meat knife with my right hand.
He panted, waiting, anticipating. Eyes still closed.
I lunged forward and thrust the blade through his neck. Then I pierced his eye. Then his throat. With my left hand, I held the scarf over his mouth. Stabbing over and over. I pressed my body against his, using the thick wool to dampen the sounds of his screams, until there was nothing but silence.
“What have you done?”
I spun around.
Stumbling towards me was Egil, his sleepy eyes widening as he stared at the bloodied corpse of his uncle. “You fucking bitch.”
He staggered toward the doors of the hall, tumbling over his own feet. I held my hand out. The dying firepit suddenly burned hot, and a fire-bolt shot out from the coals to collide with his face. Disorientated, he fell onto his hands and knees.
Yanking Gluniairn’s sword from its sheath, I ran, and thrust it into Egil’s side, twisting upward. He thudded to the ground, blood pouring from his wound and mouth. Life seeped away from him before he even understood what had happened.
“I’m sorry, Egil,” I whispered, shakily pressing the bloodied meat knife into his hand. “But if you want something, you must take it before somebody else does.”
His body slumped forward, relaxing like a sail with no wind. I was glad the knife did not slide from his hand. His father would greet him in Valhalla now, for Amlav had always been fond of Ragnall’s bastard children, and Egil, out of them all, had been his favourite.
I stepped back and pressed my hand against my chest. What had I done? The king was dead. So was his half-brother. But I had saved my son.
“Dada,” a sleepy voice called out from the bedrooms behind the hall.
Quickly, I examined the dead bodies. A fight had broken out between them… Yes… Egil was angry and jealous… Gluniairn, rash and hot-tempered. There was no one else around to say otherwise. And Sitric had been fighting outside for hours. Not even a fool would think of blaming him.
Throwing my blood-soaked scarf and pinafore into the fireplace, I watched them catch fire as I fastened my cloak and ran towards the doors. “Dada,” the voice called out again, this time louder.
As I slipped outside, another cheer broke out. The men were calling Sitric’s name. My son had won his fight. And now, his life was his own once more. No more knives in the back to worry about.
Smiling, I crept down the great hall steps and made my way home.



FENNIT ISLAND, 992
Fódla
I stared out my bedroom window. The high stone walls of the Descendants’ fortress chilled my arms and back as I sat against the sill ledge, but I didn’t care – the view was spectacular. Waves crashed over the cliff face and outer fortress wall, filling the air with white foam and spray. In truth, I could have stayed there all day. There was something hypnotic about watching the encroaching tide submerge the sandbank bridge that tied Fennit Island to the Irish mainland. Inch by inch, the water rose. Any minute now the sandbank would flood, and for three hours, the path to the mainland would disappear.
Tomas was always happiest when the sandbank was under water. He said it made him feel safe, cut off from the mortals and the threat of invasion. I understood that sentiment tonight more than the whole eighty years we had been together. Why be so afraid? I had thought back then. The druids had cast spells to make our fortress look like a small, half-dilapidated monastery to dissuade the mortals from raiding. The risk of invasion was low, and even if it happened, we had many druids and witches who could fight off any raiders. And yet, there was something about the dead nuns, piled against the church altar, that wouldn’t leave my mind.
Enough, Fódla. Enough of these morbid thoughts.
I slid off the sill and tuned into the chatter coming from the hallway, all hushed tones and gentle laughs. Not like the old days before the New Agreement, when roars and cheers had echoed around the halls and corridors. Back then, the Descendants had lived all over Ireland and beyond, and the annual gathering had felt like a festival. Old friends reunited with new stories to tell. Now, we only left the fortress to spy in the monasteries and nunneries, and Tomas sent too few for that to dent our numbers.
I wondered if any of the Descendants had noticed Rónnat’s stomach when we arrived this morning? Her pregnancy would be the first test of the New Agreement. She was the first to break the new laws. Were they speaking of this now? Wondering what she would say at the gathering tomorrow? Friends, at a time like this, would prove invaluable – that was a universal truth – but how many did Rónnat have? I didn’t know for sure. Before the New Agreement, Descendants had fought on opposing mortal sides. Old grudges still existed, even if they appeared dormant and buried.
Deciding it was time to enter the fray, I left my bedroom, leaving a sleeping Rónnat undisturbed. Exhausted from travelling through the last three days and nights, and the baby growing within, her head had hardly touched the pillow before her eyes closed. I, however, could not give way to fatigue. There was much to do before the council convened in the morning.
As expected, the great hall was full to bursting. Barrels of wine bearing the mark of Ivar of Waterford were piled in the corner. I supposed if there were no new stories to tell, alcohol made listening to the old ones more bearable.
“Evening, Fódla.”
Gobnat, clothed in green silks, waved and smiled warmly. She strolled toward me, handing over a silver goblet which instantly filled with red wine.
“Evening.” I returned a smile and swirled the goblet. The red liquid sloshed about like blood in a bowl. “Has Laeg enchanted the cups again?”
Gobnat laughed. “She has. A cheap way for the chief cupbearer to use her gift, but it’s amusing, don’t you think?”
I stared at the wine again. When the Descendants had fought with the mortals, Laeg had used her gift to drain rivers dry when her enemies marched inland. I had come across such an army once. Lost in the forests, the men lay on the grass, weeping and shivering as they died of thirst.
Gobnat took a sip of hers and licked her lips. “The wine is from Milan, I think Ivar said. But if it’s too sweet for your tastes, you could try the ale?”
“The wine is fine.”
Gobnat stepped a little closer as I took my first taste. She looked radiant tonight. The silk fabric of her dress clung to her chest and hips, and I noticed more than one furtive glance from other Descendants when they thought no one was looking. How many of them realised that she had cast an illusion to swell her breasts? It was subtle. Perhaps they didn’t notice. Perhaps they didn’t want to notice.
How strange things had become since we had voted for the New Agreement and withdrawn from the mortals. Laeg had once used her gift to drain and refill rivers and lakes – now it was a party trick to fill wine goblets. Gobnat had once used her gift to change her appearance to trick her enemies – now she used it as a tool for her own vanity.
I took another sip, aware that the silence had lingered too long, and she was waiting for me to speak. “So,” I said, “any news since I’ve been away?”
“Not really.” She turned toward me. “In fact, nothing out of the ordinary has happened at all. That was until you arrived with Rónnat this morning. She looked… unwell.”
“She was.” I sipped the wine again. “She’s feeling much better this evening.”
Gobnat tilted her head, smile fading. “I was going to say, as chief witch, I deserve to know the truth about my gift-sister’s health, but I can tell you want to speak to Tomas first.” She gestured at the back window where the shadowy outline of a tall building loomed in the distance. “He’s still in the high tower. Be a friend. Once you’ve told him about Rónnat, persuade him to come down and have a few drinks. He’s been cooped up there for days. It’s not good for him.”
I agreed and made my way to the door, only stopping to return a polite hello to those who greeted me. They, like Gobnat, seemed to guess where I was going. The gossip surrounding Rónnat’s unexpected return had obviously spread fast.
The cool night air nipped my fingers, an instant relief from the clammy hall, and I ran along the path that led to the tall round tower at the back of the fortress grounds.
Tomas’ study was in the library, the small room right at the very top of the one-hundred-foot structure. Only reachable by the long ladder that hung from the top floor, I started to climb. The journey was arduous, but the design was necessary, or at least had been hundreds of years ago when the Fomorians were alive and intent on destroying us and taking our knowledge for themselves. I supposed, now they were all dead, we could move the books and scrolls into the fortress, but Tomas still thought it safer not to. The truth was he liked it up there, away from everybody. The high tower had become his refuge.
I clambered up the final step and hauled myself onto the stone floor. The wooden bookshelves cast their shadow over me, the smell of dust overpowering. Tomas’ crow, Senna, sat perched on one of the shelves. Thankfully, his head was bowed, and his yellow, beady eyes closed.
“Why are you late?”
I straightened my dress as I stood, ignoring the fluttering inside my stomach.
Tomas sat at the desk behind the trap door and eyed me wearily. “You should have arrived two days ago. Then when you do arrive, it’s with Rónnat who has not received permission to leave her post in the nunnery.”
“I’m here in time for the gathering,” I replied, keeping my voice calm. “Surely, that is good enough.”
Tomas snapped his book shut. “Don’t be facetious. You are… were the mother of my only child. I have a care for you, you know that. I worried when you didn’t arrive.”
He hadn’t spoken of Aoife since she’d died last year, and the sudden acknowledgement made me wince. I found myself suddenly ashamed of being so flippant with my response. Softening my voice, I began my apology. “I know you care for me, as I do you. Sorry. I am tired from the long journey.”
He gave me a weak smile, his eyes straining in the dark room, and pressed his forefinger against the bridge of his nose.
“You’ve been reading in the candlelight for too long.” I walked over to the table and lit two more candles to brighten the air around his desk. “You need to rest. Gobnat tells me you are working too hard.”
“True.” His hand brushed mine. All is forgiven, the touch seemed to say.
I stepped back and sat on the vacant seat beside him. “I’m late because I went to find Rónnat.”
His soft smile disappeared. “And how is she? Her letters have been infrequent.”
The enquiry after her health was filled with contempt, though the scarcity of her letters was not the source of the ill-feeling.
“The nunnery was attacked. When I arrived, all the nuns were dead. I saved Rónnat, but it was close.”
Tomas’ face paled. “What? Where is she?”
“In my bedroom, sleeping.”
He rubbed the thick stubble on his neck with his hand. His dark green eyes reflected the new candlelight and sharpened his features. Handsome as ever, just like the angels the monks drew on the pages of their holy books. I looked away and stared at my hands but found that view no easier to behold. The nails were all cracked, the skin marked with dirt and grime. Quickly, I tugged the sleeves of my dress over my fingers.
“Dare I ask if she knows who was responsible?” he asked.
“She says it was the Dublin Vikings. Sitric Silkbeard, a half-brother to King Gluniairn, was the leader.”
Tomas reached out and picked up a scrap of parchment from the table. “Senna brought me a message from Echna this morning.”
“Which monastery is Echna in? Domnach Mór?”
Tomas nodded. “Word reached him that King Gluniairn is king no longer. Apparently, he was slain two nights ago in a drunken brawl. A bastard brother, Egil, has been blamed.”
I took the offered scroll. Egil?
That was the father of Rónnat’s child. What a mess. The details contained within the message did not make for a pleasant read. Slit throats, burnt faces, swords and guts spilled all over the floor of the Viking great hall. I didn’t know why it shocked me anymore. “Then it seems Rónnat was right. The raid was part of a power struggle to oust the king.”
Tomas grunted and took back the parchment. “Rónnat’s powers of deduction have improved. That’s good. I worried that placing her in the nunnery to spy was a waste.” He tapped his fingers on the cover of his book. “Is she sure the name was Sitric Silkbeard?”
“Yes.”
“How can she be so certain? I can’t recall that he has ever visited the nunnery at Lusk, though, as I said, her letters have been infrequent.”
I held a breath and lowered my gaze once again. There was no other way to explain Rónnat’s knowledge of the situation, other than to be blunt. Besides, Rónnat and I had agreed it should be me who told Tomas her predicament. “She’s pregnant. The father is a mortal man from Dublin. That’s how she knows who Sitric is.”
The silence was painful, and I paused to let him take in the news before I raised my head.
Tomas sat tall in his seat and had already picked up his book, reading as if nothing was wrong. I couldn’t believe it. I had braced myself for him to shout and seethe. “You’re not angry?”
“It’s not my place to be angry. The council will call her to discuss this matter at the gathering tomorrow. It will be dealt with then.”
“Please, go easy on her.”
Tomas raised an eyebrow. “I will judge her the same as anyone else. No harder, no easier. That is how the council must operate now. No factions, no loyalties, no preferential treatment for friends. That is how everyone agreed things should be when we voted for the New Agreement.”
“I know.” I moved closer. “But she didn’t do it for power, or to take sides. She lay with a man for love. Is that so terrible?”
Tomas stared at me, his emerald eyes narrowing with confusion, or perhaps disappointment. His fingers reached out ever so slightly, as if to rub my neck, the way he used to. I had loved him with such passion once. He had wrapped himself around me, given me everything, even the greatest gift of all – our daughter. But he had never liked Rónnat, especially after the incident with Aoife. A sharp flash of pain came with the memory, like a dagger to the head.
“Our ancestors loved the mortals,” he said. “When the ships of the Tuatha Dé Danann came ashore, they met with the mortals and lay with them. We owe our lives to these unions, for we are descended from them. But very quickly our ancestors realised that the mortals were inferior in every way. We must understand that too.”
“I know our history as well as you, Tomas. Enough to know that unions between the Tuatha Dé Danann and mortals continued for thousands of years.”
“But not anymore.” He frowned, displeased that I had contradicted him, and pulled away. “We all agreed on the new laws when we voted sixty years ago. We all accepted there would be consequences for those who broke them.”
A horrible taste filled my mouth. Yes, we had all agreed there would be consequences, but nobody had decided on what these should be. What if they did their worst and banished Rónnat? I couldn’t bear it. I had to make Tomas see that the rules forbade us to influence and fight for the mortals, but that Rónnat had done neither of those things.
“Tomas, listen. Our daughter, Aoife, was born giftless. The magic in our blood, for some reason, did not flow in her veins… which meant she was mortal. If we distance ourselves from the mortals completely, it’s like we’re saying she wasn’t good enough, when she was.”
Tomas thumbed the rounded edge of his table, nodding imperceptibly. “Some think men do not feel as much as women, but it’s not true. I loved Aoife. And my despair grew with every grey hair and wrinkle that marred her face. It’s not natural for a child to grow old and wither away before their parents.”
Tears filled his eyes.
They filled mine too. I twisted the fabric of my sleeve around my fingers, rubbing until my skin ached. “Aoife could have been born with a gift and still have died. She could have died back when we fought among each other, or from a mortal blade. And even if we kept her safe from all that, we live for a long time, not forever.”
Tomas scoffed, his cheeks flushed red. “She would have been safe living here with me.”
“You can’t lock everything you love away.”
A bitter sigh filled the room, but he said nothing. He stood and took another book from the shelf and opened it. The sharp sound of the cover hitting the table woke Senna. The black crow opened his eyes which then narrowed as they took me in.
“Look at the picture,” Tomas said quietly.
I glanced at the open page. Our ancestors adorned the pale parchment in illumed ink.
Tomas pointed at them in turn. “Biróg the witch, Morrígan the prophetess, Manannán the druid, Diancecht the healer, Ogma the champion, Abhean the harpist, Danu the cupbearer… and Lugh.” He paused at the final man. “The greatest of all the ancestors. The only Tuatha Dé Danann ever graced with all the gifts.”
I indulged his little lecture but knew him well enough to know that if I didn’t cut him off now, he’d never stop. “I know who the ancestors are, Tomas.”
“But what is in the picture with them?”
I examined the page more carefully. Hidden among the ornate swirls that decorated the page’s border were four small objects. A grey rock, iron pot, sword and spear. “The four treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann.”
Tomas nodded. “Five hundred years ago, we separated them. The Fomorian descendants were fighting us, and my grandfather believed it was best that they were not kept together. For what would happen to us if the Fomorians ever found them? What power would they wield if they had a spear that never missed or the stone of immortality?”
“He was right, I think.”
“He was, but now the Fomorians are all gone. I saw Raoul of Normandy take his last breath with my own eyes, dying from the poison he fed himself because he was too afraid to face me.” He stroked the pages of the book. “Perhaps now, it is time we reunited the treasures.”
“Why?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” His eyes suddenly brightened, and a flash of colour spread over his cheeks. “Our gifts have been growing weaker ever since we separated them. For hundreds of years it’s been a certainty that a child born between a Descendant and a mortal is a mortal too. But it used to be that children born between two Descendants could only be a Descendant. That is no longer the case. If we unite the four treasures, bring them here, we can stop that.” He took a deep breath. “What if Aoife had been born with a gift? She would still be with us.”
My daughter’s eyes had been the same as her father’s, and I found him hard to look at. I turned away. Wishing for a different outcome didn’t make the past any easier to endure. Clenching my jaw, I leaned back into my chair. “Aoife was perfect, just as she was.”
Tomas closed the book and edged closer. “Help me unite the gifts. Enough running away. We are still young. We can have more children; children who will be like us.”
His long fingers curled around mine. The heat and strength of his hand seeped into my skin. His love for me was still there, I felt it where our skin touched. But then, why could I not find mine? It came in waves, like the tide. Sometimes, it overwhelmed me; other times, it made me want to run. Grief, I supposed, was the death of feeling. And right now, I had nothing to give him.
“I’m happy living in the mountains.” My voice came out in a whisper. “I’m not ready to return to the fortress yet.”
Tomas squeezed my hand tighter. “You can’t remain a hermit forever. Besides, it is not safe.”
“The wolves keep mortals away.”
“This is your home, Fódla.” This time he squeezed so tight that it forced me to look at him. “When your father brought you here, you were twenty. Now you are one hundred and five. You’re important. Not just to me. One day, you could even be the gift-leader of the healers. You must find a way to set your grief aside.”
Silence. That was all I could offer him.
It lingered, until Tomas dropped my hand and patted my shoulder. “I’m tired. I think you should go.”
A weight crushed against me. An invisible one, but heavy. It came to me often, but usually when I was alone. It radiated from my chest. Not a sharp tear or slice, but like a slow separation of my lungs from my ribs that grew more painful with every breath. It weighed everything in my body down, even my tongue. I need to get out of here.
“Goodnight, Tomas.” I rushed to the ladder.
“I will do my best for Rónnat.”
“Thank you.” I slid over the edge of the floor and climbed down the ladder, not looking at him as I left. I didn’t want him to see the tears streaming down my cheeks.
As I reached the fortress, loud voices drifted through the window. The gathering was still in full swing, but I had talked enough for one evening. Instead, I ran to the side door and managed to make it to my room without meeting anyone.
I undressed, put on a night shift and got into bed beside Rónnat.
Rolling over, she wrapped her arms around me, and the hard bump of her stomach pressed against my own. “Don’t be sad, Fódla,” she whispered.
“I can’t help it,” I whispered back. “It consumes me. I don’t know how to fight it.”
“It’s natural. You miss Aoife. We all do.”
“Do you?” I sobbed. “Then how can you do this to yourself? How can you lie with a mortal and have a mortal child, knowing that it will break your heart? You will have to watch him die, just like I watched Aoife. At the end, she didn’t even know who I was.”
She pulled me closer, and I pressed my cheek against her shoulder. Neither of us spoke; there were no words to convey the depth of my despair, and no words to comfort it away. All I could do was hope for sleep to find me.
After a while, Rónnat’s breathing steadied, slow and gentle. Her stomach rumbled against my hip, and I rubbed my hands over her bellybutton. A limb passed under the skin, an elbow, then a knee. Closing my eyes, I used my gift to sense the baby. He was happy, contented to roll around. Aoife had been the same when she grew inside me. I had reached out to her with my gift so often that Tomas had to remind me to eat.
Sighing, I pulled my hand away.
I would never get to sleep tonight with my head in such chaos. Tiptoeing over to my bag, I took out the sleeping draught that Tomas had brewed for me last year and swallowed the blue liquid in one gulp. The room hazed, my mind quietened, and I became aware not of feelings but of sounds.
Two women breathing, three pulses, and the wind.



DUBLIN, 992
Gormflaith
Sitric stood at the top of the great hall.
It was good for the people to see him up there. Indeed, I had been the one to tell him to do it, but I hoped he remembered not to smile at his friends. It wouldn’t do for him to seem too eager to claim the kingship of Dublin, not yet. He needed to win the support of the crowd first.
Many eyes rested on my son, but he wasn’t the only one to hold attention. Harald and Dubgall, two of Amlav’s older sons, stood behind the top table too, as did Ivar of Waterford who had left his own city to attend Gluniairn’s funeral. The one hundred warriors he had brought with him were gathered at the back of the hall, waiting patiently, like the rest of us, for the meeting to start. Ivar had no claim to the throne, but a king didn’t enter a city with so many men to merely weep over a burning pyre. For the moment, however, he too was biding his time. The throne was empty. No man dared sit in it, not while the former king was still to be laid to rest.
I stayed at the back and listened to the gossip and whispers that spread from the front. Nothing new was being said, not since the morning that Gluniairn and Egil were discovered. A great king slain by a jealous, bastard nephew. The gods must be weeping.
At last, the doors closed, and the gossip silenced.
Gluniairn’s wife, Mór, stood. Both hands trembled, and her pale cheeks were blotched pink and red, swollen from three days of tears. She rested one hand on the body of her dead husband and placed the other on the shoulder of her twelve-year-old son, Gilla. Raising her head slowly, she stared out into the crowd. “Gluniairn must have a Christian burial.”
The Irish men and women nodded, while the Norse-born jeered and hissed. Those with mixed blood listened, waiting to see which side made the stronger argument.
“He asked the priests to baptise him in the River Liffey,” she insisted, paying her detractors no heed. “He took Jesus into his heart. I believe he would want to be buried in the Christian way, so that his soul can find peace in heaven.”
“No,” Falk shouted. He stood at the side of the hall, with the rest of Gluniairn’s most loyal warriors. “Gluniairn may have converted, but those closest to him know he never betrayed the Old Gods.” He pointed to the iron ring hanging on the wooden stand behind the throne. “He kissed the ring of Thor before every battle and raid. It was not Jesus who answered his prayers, but Thor and Odin.”
Gluniairn’s warriors cheered, as did all the Norse-born. Most of those with mixed heritage joined in. Feet stamped the floor – a din louder than any thunder Thor had yet produced above the Dublin shoreline.
“He may have done that for show,” Mór shouted over the racket, her green Irish eyes filling with tears. “But I tell you, he prayed to Jesus when he woke. Every morning.”
The shouts from the crowd grew louder. Pagans jeered at the Irish Christians. The Christians tutted with pious incredulity, and some of them pointed at the golden crosses the Viking warriors wore, ridiculing them for adorning themselves with symbols of the religion they now scorned. Swords were not allowed in the great hall, but blood would be spilled soon, one way or another.
Sitric strode forward to stand beside Mór. He raised his hand to silence the crowd. “Before we bury Gluniairn, should we not think on where Gluniairn will find the best afterlife?”
The taunts faded, brows furrowed. I stared at my son, as unsure as everyone else where this question would lead. He hadn’t discussed this with me earlier, and everyone except Mór knew that Gluniairn had been more pagan than Odin. To go against a crowd crying for blood was brave, but stupid. Very stupid. I edged closer to the front.
Sitric took Mór’s hand in his. “Mór, do you believe that Gluniairn believed in the One God and his son Jesus?”
“I do.”
“Are you certain that your God will allow his soul into this… heaven?”
Mór glanced at the priest standing beside her who solemnly made the sign of the cross.
“Yes, I believe so,” the priest said. “King Gluniairn received absolution for his sins only last week. He donated much gold to the Church and has allowed me to spread the word of the gospel in this city. King Gluniairn’s soul will surely receive the joy of everlasting life.”
Sitric stared out into the hall, searching, until he caught sight of the Seer. “Valdemar, what of Valhalla? Have the Valkyries taken my brother to Odin’s great feasting hall?”
A low murmur rippled through the crowd. I didn’t need to hear the words to understand what was being said. Gluniairn had not died a warrior’s death. What if the Valkyries had taken him to the land of the dead?
“Gluniairn was a brave warrior,” Falk cut in, before Valdemar answered the question. “What better man is there to fight for the All-Father when Ragnarök comes? It does not matter that he didn’t hold his sword when he died. He used the last of his strength to throw it into Egil’s stomach.” Falk pounded his chest so hard that the leather thudded against his fist. “Gluniairn died well!”
Gluniairn’s men cheered, but not as loudly as before. Sitric smiled at them, appearing to take comfort from their enthusiasm. He pressed his palm over his heart. “I wish upon everything I hold dear that my brother is feasting beside my father in the afterlife. Valdemar, can you assure me this is so?”
Valdemar shuffled to the top of the room, his wooden stick thumping against the floor as he moved. He had been the Seer in Dublin ever since I married Amlav, and even then, he had looked close to death. An exceptionally long chin and frostbitten nose made his face grotesque to behold, and he smelled like goat droppings and piss. I found his teachings on the Old Gods as absurd as the priests’ sermons on the new one, but it seemed I was alone in this opinion. The Viking purebloods treated his word with absolute reverence, and the hall silenced, waiting for a verdict.
The Seer came to a stop beside Mór and positioned himself in front of the priest. “Gluniairn’s death reminds me of the death of Baldur. For Egil and Gluniairn were uncle and nephew, just as Baldur and Loki were.”
Every man and woman in the crowd turned to face the Seer.
Valdemar lowered his head for a moment, his weight leaning against his staff. “Baldur was struck by a mistletoe spear, enchanted by his sworn-uncle, Loki. And even though Baldur was brave and a great warrior, he went to live with Hel in the land of the dead, instead of Valhalla.” The Seer dropped his head. “It seems that Gluniairn, like Baldur, was tricked by his kin, for everyone who feasted in this hall saw how Egil appeared to worship Gluniairn, and Gluniairn, like Baldur, realised too late where treachery lay.”
Sitric banged his chest with his fist. “Valdemar, if you could show me the way to the land of the dead, I would gladly find my brother and bring him back. I am not afraid.”
The Seer chuckled. “You have courage, Sitric Silkbeard, but only the gods can travel to the land of the dead and return. Gluniairn has no choice but to stay there.”
The noise in the hall rose. Whispering, crying. Nobody liked what the Seer had said, not even the Christians.
The priest shoved Valdemar out of the way. “Do not despair. The One True God can save him. I don’t believe in this land of the dead, but if such a place ever were to exist, the One True God is so powerful that he could pluck Gluniairn out of it, like… like a man can pluck a skelf from his skin.”
“That settles it,” Mór said, her eyes shining. “We must bury Gluniairn in the Christian way. Please. I beg you.”
No one in the crowd responded, and her breaths turned shallow as she searched the hall for voices of dissent. “Sitric, please.” She tugged at my son’s arm. “You’re his brother. What do you think?”
Sitric took Mór’s hand in his own. “Gluniairn and I were not close, and we quarrelled often. It’s not my place to give an opinion. Harald, brother, what are your thoughts on the matter?”
Harald, strong as a bull, and equally dim-witted, frowned while he contemplated the question.
Mór squeezed Sitric’s hand. “Please. I have asked you a question. I know that you and Gluniairn quarrelled, but at least you argued to his face. Gluniairn respected you for that. He always said so.”
Sitric rubbed his beard, pausing to take a breath. Everyone in the hall awaited his words in silence. “I believe that it is better to live forever in heaven, than for an eternity in the land of the dead.”
I stared at Falk. The success of Sitric’s verdict now hinged on whether Gluniairn’s greatest friend accepted it. Falk’s frown had deepened since he last spoke, and he gazed intently at the corpse of his best friend and former king.
“What do you say, Falk?” my son said quietly.
Falk took a deep breath. “Gluniairn does not deserve to be banished to the land of the dead, but the gods can be cruel, and Hel is greedy.” He bit his lip, broke his gaze from Gluniairn, and at last turned to Mór. “Bury him then, but bury him with his sword, so that this One God will know his worth.”
Mór agreed and peered anxiously into the crowd.
No one spoke. No one had the heart to argue. That was it. We had reached a decision.
An outbreak of chatter followed, and Mór scurried away with her son and the priest, already deep in discussion on how to proceed with the funeral.
Slipping out the doors before anyone else, I made my way to the firepits by the fighting square. The markets would reopen shortly, and I needed fish for my stew. The cold wind blew hard and tiny droplets of rain splattered my hands. Not quite snow, but there was a hardness to the water that forewarned a winter storm. I stood by the fire for a while, waiting, but the market remained empty. Everyone was probably heading over to the longphort, waiting for Gluniairn’s body to be brought there.
The deserted market was a strange sight, not one I saw often in the daylight hours. Always Amlav’s pride and joy, it had grown substantially during Gluniairn’s reign. There were now so many traders that most had to set up their stalls outside the city walls. Only the richest traders and those associated with Gluniairn were afforded the sanctuary of a place inside, and even they were set so close to each other that it was hard to tell where one stall started and another ended.
The walls ought to be extended. Only two thousand feet from the longphort to the western wall, the city was small, however, Amlav had insisted the walls remained where they were to make the city easier to defend. When kings fought us, they burned our land outside the walls, and stole the grain from our barns. Crops could be replanted, and food brought in from across the sea, Amlav had always said. Warriors were harder to replace. So far, Gluniairn had not gone against his father’s advice, not even when the traders complained about hauling their goods outside the walls.
“Gormflaith.” A high-pitched voice rang out. The peace shattered.
I turned to discover the culprit. “Gytha?” I stared at my stepdaughter, shocked. “What are you doing here?”
“Come to visit my family, as you well know.”
I threw my arms around the plump young woman. “I didn’t see you in the hall!” Pulling back, I gazed into her eyes. “I am so sorry that you have come at such a time. When I wrote my last letter to you, I had no idea that such a tragedy would befall us.”
Gytha’s lips trembled. “My boat only came into port this morning. I could not believe the news when I disembarked, but I thank God that I didn’t miss my brother’s funeral. It is His will that I am here.”
The sincerity of her words and the silver cross hanging from her neck caught my attention, but her conversion did not come as a surprise. The English were obsessed with their God, and I supposed her late husband had insisted upon it.
Gytha wiped her rounded cheeks and stared miserably at the great hall. A line of people was now carrying Gluniairn’s body to his boat so as to take him to the old monastery on Erin’s Eye, the small island to the north of the Dublin shore. No monks or priests lived there anymore – Amlav had seen to that – but the ground was consecrated, and so the Christians in the city still used it as a burial site. Gytha followed my gaze, muttered a prayer and snivelled into her handkerchief. She had always been a melancholic sort, even as a child. When I married Amlav, she had wept at my feet, day and night, crying out for her dead mother. At first, I had drugged her milk to make her sleep, but in the end, I had put up with it because she told me what my other stepdaughters whispered about me behind my back. I made sure to remember those words when Amlav was finding them suitable husbands.
“What a pity about Gluniairn,” I said. “You were always his favourite sister.”
She gave a little sob and fresh tears wetted her face.
“You must stay with me while you are here.” I pressed her hand against my waist. “Ivar of Waterford’s men have wicked reputations. It’s best you steer clear. A daughter of Amlav the Red will be a great prize to them.”
Her eyes lowered to the ground, and she inched closer to me. My, what a scared little mouse she was.
“Now that Gluniairn is gone,” I whispered, “it is my responsibility to look after you. There are many suitable men who need a wife. I can arrange a new match for you, if you wish.”
She smiled but shook her head. “My late husband’s son says he will find me a husband.”
“Surely, you don’t want to return to Northumbria?”
“Not really. The Bamburghs of Northumbria are an odious lot. Blasphemers and hypocrites, every one of them. But I must go back, or they won’t pay over my widow’s portion.”
“Ah, I see. And I suppose they want to keep the money somewhere in the family. A cousin, no doubt, has already put himself forward to win your affections.”
“Yes, Ethelwold, the nephew of my late husband, has taken to giving me compliments… and he’s horrible.” She stared at me, wide-eyed. “You are so clever to see these things. I never do.”
“Your sisters would say that it’s because I’m devious.”
“No,” Gytha said. “They spoke ill of you because they were jealous of your beauty. I am sure they now regret what they said. For look at you, still a widow after all these years, devoted to my father’s memory.”
I sighed. “It is my greatest regret that I let him go to Iona. He should have had a pagan funeral in Dublin. It would have been my honour to burn with him on the funeral pyre and be with him always in Valhalla.”
Gytha gave me a teary smile and hugged me tight. We stayed that way until Mór and her ladies stepped out of the great hall and proceeded to the longphort, ready to start the funeral prayers. I felt Gytha’s hand slip from mine, and her mouth started to formulate a farewell.
“How about we meet later?” I said before she spoke. “You can tell me more about your Northumbrian family. Perhaps I can help?”
She nodded. “After the funeral, I will find you.”
I watched her walk along the sea path that led to the longphort, until she faded from sight. Wrapping my cloak tighter about me, a sudden scalding sensation ran down my legs. Slowly, I glanced about me. The market was still empty, except for a man in a long, brown cloak who stood beside the blacksmith’s forge, examining the swords. What is he doing here?
I walked over, stopping often to examine the fabrics that had been left on display by owners eager to attend the burial. The stall beside the blacksmith’s was full of blankets and furs. I leaned forward and rubbed one of the cloaks between my fingers.
“Who was that?” the man whispered, keeping his focus on the swords hanging along the forge wall.
“My stepdaughter, Gytha.”
“Ah, yes. Her husband was the late Earl of Northumbria, no?”
“He was.”
“She looked sad.”
“She is. She has no children, and her future in England is uncertain. Even more so now that Gluniairn is dead.” I gazed out into the marketplace. Three men and two women were making their way back from the longphort. The funeral prayers must be starting, and the devout pagans would not want to stay for them. “But enough of that, brother. What are you doing here?”
“Come to see my favourite sister.”
I tutted. “I’m your only sister.”
“And yet, somehow, still my favourite.” Máelmórda paused. “You look well.”
“I know.”
Máelmórda looked well too, though he didn’t need me to say it. I was sure his three wives and countless lovers told him often enough. I pointed my forefinger at the brown woollen hood that shrouded his face. “What’s with the disguise?”
“I have important information to give you, and I don’t want anyone to know that it came from me.”
I raised an eyebrow.
“Can we go somewhere private?”
“If we must.” I stared at my house. Situated behind the great hall, the surrounding streets were empty. “Do you see the door with the long, thin crack on the left side?”
Máelmórda took a step away as if he were staring at a jewellery stall in the distance, then nodded.
“Make sure no one sees you enter.”
He waited a moment, looking around the forge as if to insinuate to anyone nosey enough to notice that he had been waiting for the blacksmith and had grown impatient. He stomped away after a few minutes and walked toward the longphort.
I waited until the stall vendor selling the fur blankets returned, paid for one, then wandered over to the fishmongers and bought two mackerel. Yes, the weather had turned – a storm was on its way. Poor King Gluniairn, pity about the burial. I endured the same conversation, over and over, with the traders, but I had a smile for all of them. I always had a smile.
By the time I made it to my house, Máelmórda was already inside. Now that his hood was down, I could see he had grown even more handsome since we last met five years ago for our uncle’s funeral. Thick black curls, the same as mine and our mother’s, covered his head. His jaw was narrow, but strong, with cheekbones prominent and hard-set. His eyes, golden brown like honey, glowed against his dark lashes.
“I need to speak to you about Sitric,” he said as soon as I closed the door. “And about what Mother asked of you before she died.”
“Get straight to the point, why don’t you?” I threw my cloak and new blanket onto the bed and placed the fish on the table. “Be useful and light the fire.”
Máelmórda scanned the shelves. “Where’s the flint?”
“You and I don’t need flint.” I held my hand over the fireplace and glanced at my brother. “Don’t you want to do it?”
Máelmórda frowned, twisting a strand of dry kindling between his thumb and forefinger. “You shouldn’t use your fire-magic. The Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann might come into the city and smell it.”
I rolled my eyes. “The Descendants don’t come here. They hate the Vikings even more than the Irish mortals. Mother always said so.”
“That will change soon. More and more of the Vikings are converting.” He lifted an apple from the bowl in the centre of the table. “Be careful, sister. I want you to be alive when I am crowned as High King.”
I opened my fingers and a bolt of fire shot from my palm. The kindling in the fireplace crackled, and a thick plume of smoke rose through the hole in the roof. I hated to admit it, but Máelmórda was right. Two kings of Dublin now had been given Christian burials. Soon the Descendants would send their spies here, just like everywhere else. “I’ll buy flint tomorrow if it worries you so much.”
Máelmórda relaxed into his chair. “I must compliment you, sister. I listened to the discussion in the hall. Sitric spoke well. It’s a shame he is mortal. He’ll make a great King of Dublin, though. When I am High King, I will reward him.”
“Will you?” I snorted. “You’re not even King of Leinster yet. You’re making promises you have no right to make.”
Máelmórda bit into his apple and pulled away a juicy piece of flesh with his teeth. “I’m not King of Leinster yet, true enough. Donnchad mac Domnall Clóen stands in my way. To kill him, I need the army of Dublin at my side.”
“So, you want Sitric to help you?” I chopped the vegetables into small chunks, using the motion to vent my anger on something inanimate. “And why should he?”
“Mother told me you had agreed to help and that Sitric was part of the plan.”
I tapped the knife against the wooden worktop. “That’s what Mother wanted, not me. I will not send out my son, like a calf fattened for market to be slaughtered. I love him. I want him to live.”
Máelmórda gave me the look. Mother’s look. Full of disappointment and frustration. I hated it, and Máelmórda knew it, but not enough to stop himself.
“In my heart, I knew you would say that,” he said bitterly. “I knew that you wouldn’t help me. You were always jealous that Mother loved me more than you.”
I turned, pointing the knife at Máelmórda’s face. “This is nothing to do with Mother. Sitric is my son. Mine.”
“He is mortal, Gormflaith. You will have other sons. You should already have more, would have more, if you’d agreed to the marriage alliances I proposed. One of them might even have been Fomorian, like us.”
“How many children do you have now? Nine? Ten?” I moved back to the table and sliced the cabbage. “Any little Fomorians yet?”
Máelmórda sighed, but the tension in his jaw gave him away. We were still the last.
“Well then. Don’t lecture me.”
Not to be put off, Máelmórda leaned closer. “Sitric is a man now, Gormflaith. Sooner or later, you will have to let him go.”
This time, his voice was silky smooth. Cajoling and sweet. He was so like Mother at times, I could scream. I gripped the knife tight. “No.”
There was a knock on the door.
Suddenly smiling, my brother inched it open.
Sitric tumbled inside. He stared at Máelmórda, paused, then held out his arm. “Uncle. I couldn’t believe it when your messenger found me. It’s been a while.”
Máelmórda clasped my son’s arm in his hand. “Yes, too long. Unfortunately, I can’t stay today, but I have news to give you that was too important to entrust to anyone else.”
Sitric glanced at me. “What news?”
I stared at Máelmórda. “I don’t know. My brother hasn’t told me yet.”
Damn it. Why did Máelmórda and Mother always do this to me? They had the ability to trick me, like no one else could. I came into this house, believing that it was me who Máelmórda wanted to see, me he would try to convince, but it wasn’t. Now Sitric was nineteen, he believed he could by-pass me entirely, and I had been too blind to see it. This piece of news, whatever it was, he’d kept from me, so he could give it to Sitric directly, and my poor fatherless son would lap up all the new-found attention.
Máelmórda held in the smirk I knew was there. “High King Sechnall is on his way to Dublin. I expect him to arrive before daybreak tomorrow.”
Sitric’s brows furrowed. “Sechnall is coming here?” He strolled further into the room and kicked the back of his shoe against a chair. “He and Gluniairn were half-brothers. Sechnall will be upset. Hopefully, the fact Gluniairn had a Christian burial will appease him.”
“Ah,” I said, smiling. “So that was why you helped Mór argue for a Christian burial.”
Sitric grinned. “I thought Sechnall might be a problem, yes.”
“It was a good plan, but it won’t be enough,” my brother said. “Gluniairn used to pay him a considerable amount of gold, and now that’s gone. So he’s coming here to enforce an eraic on the city. That’s why he’s bringing his army with him.”
“His army? Shit.” Sitric ruffled his hair. “But why? What’s an eraic?”
“He is saying that Gluniairn was not killed in a drunken brawl,” Máelmórda said. “He is saying his brother was murdered and is coming to secure the fine on behalf of Mór and Gilla.”
I clicked my tongue. “And by doing this, he will collect an enforcer’s third?”
My brother nodded.
Sitric stared at me, then at his uncle. “What are you talking about?”
With a sigh, I gestured for my son to sit. “In Irish law, when a man or woman is murdered, a fee has to be paid by the murderer’s clan. This fine goes to the victim’s family. However, if the fine is disputed, or its collection requires enforcement, then a third of the fine is paid over to the enforcer. In this case, it will be Sechnall.” I locked eyes with Máelmórda. “The fine will be expensive?”
“An ounce of gold to be paid by every household in the city. And he wants it paid annually.”
Sitric choked. “No household in the city can afford that.”
Máelmórda took a couple of seconds, as if considering what Sitric had said, but I knew his games and tricks too well to fall for them. He already knew what he was going to say, that was certain, but I couldn’t work out to what purpose. What was so important that he had ridden all the way here, removing all his gold and silver jewellery and willingly setting aside the comforts of his women for a whole week?
“Dublin is a great city,” he said at length. “As king, can you not afford to pay it on behalf of your people? If you accept the eraic, you will find your path to the Dublin throne easier than you ever believed.”
Ah, there it was. Máelmórda wanted my son to risk his neck to claim Dublin, so that he could use him to get rid of a rival.
I was glad to find Sitric shaking his head. “Not this year, uncle. Winter is setting in. The trade routes have closed.”
“Can you owe the debt and pay it next year?”
“Maybe. Maybe not. I don’t know if the city raises that much tax. It’s a big risk.”
Máelmórda sneered. “I thought you wanted to be king? This eraic will put off the other contenders. It gives you a chance to become king without bloodshed.”
Sitric stared at the fire in the middle of the room. Indecision swam in his eyes. He’d wanted the throne ever since his father died. Saying no to this opportunity would be difficult for a man with even half Sitric’s ambition. It was up to me to lead him along the right path, and now that Máelmórda had revealed his intentions, I knew where to tread.
“Both of you be quiet. Listen to me.”
The two men stared at me, the same expression on their faces. Leave, woman. Let the men talk. But I refused to do as they wished. They were not the cleverest person in the room, even combined.
“Sitric, you are too impatient. Máelmórda, you understand the Irish laws, but you don’t understand the Viking people. Your plan won’t work.”
“Why?” they asked at the same time.
“Because the Dubliners will fight, whether Sitric accepts the eraic or not. They will not work all year only to hand over all their gold to an Irish king. An ounce of gold is too much.”
Máelmórda stood and picked up one of the mackerels roasting over the fire. With his knife, he peeled the skin and broke the flesh into chunks. “The number of warriors here are too small to win against Sechnall’s army. My spies tell me over two thousand men are riding with him.”
I nodded. “Oh, Dublin will lose. There is barely enough water in the city to last a month. So, after weeks of fighting, we will be forced to open the gates and negotiate. The new king will be forever tarnished by this loss and blamed for the eraic that is enforced.”
Sitric folded his arms. “Then what should I do?”
“Support one of your brothers. Dubgall will put his name forward, I bet. Fight for him. Fight well. So that when Dublin surrenders, the warriors will speak of you with pride, but will not blame you for the defeat.”
“You want me to stand aside while Dubgall is crowned instead of me?”
“Dubgall will not remain king for long. No. When Sechnall enters the city, he will appoint Ivar of Waterford as the King of Dublin, and you and your half-brothers will all have to leave.”
“Mother, I don’t understand.”
I paused. How to make him see? Before Máelmórda could interrupt, I pulled my thoughts together. “Sechnall believes his brother has been murdered, right?”
Sitric nodded.
“So, he will not trust any man who lived in the city when his brother was slain. Ivar is the safest bet. And he has the wealth of Waterford at his disposal. He will be able to pay the eraic. For him, already wealthy and with an army, it will be a price worth paying.”
“But it can’t stay that way.” Sitric’s cheeks flushed. “I can’t let Ivar become king.”
My son’s large eyes narrowed as the thought of losing Dublin played out in his mind. Not so long ago, he had made that face when I hid his toys for him to find. It was a man standing in front of me now, and yet, still a boy in so many ways. Well, that was all over. The last vestiges of childhood needed to fall away. “Big animals devour the small ones, Sitric. That is the way of the world. Ivar’s army is bigger than yours. High King Sechnall’s is bigger than Ivar’s. We need to find a bigger army still.”
Máelmórda frowned. “The only man in Ireland with an army to match Sechnall’s is Brian Boru, and we don’t want to mix with the King of Munster. He’s as sly as a wolf that one.”
“Not an Irishman,” I snapped. “They have no love for us. We need help from another Viking. One with a large fleet and wealth.”
Máelmórda stepped back, arms folded. “If you invite one of those ingrates to Ireland, they will want to be king. They will give you false promises of help, and then they will take everything away from you.”
“Not if we have something else to offer them.”
Sitric stared at me dumbfounded, but Máelmórda smiled. “Ah. A marriage alliance?”
I smiled.
“You have someone in mind? She’d better be desirable.”
“She is.” Setting down the knife, I cleaned my hands with my apron. “I will need to sail tonight, before Sechnall arrives with his army, otherwise it will look like I’m afraid.” I turned to Sitric. “Son, do as I say. Don’t put yourself forward for the kingship this time. Let Dubgall have his turn. Fight, but do nothing rash. I’ll be back as soon as I can with an army, and together, we will crush whoever stands in our way.”
I waited until he nodded. “All right, Mother. I trust you.”
Gently, I kissed his cheek. “Now, find Falk. Tell him what is happening and that I need him to take me and Gytha back to Northumbria.”
“Gytha?” Sitric snickered. “I thought you told me this marriage alliance would be a desirable one?”
“One day, son, you will understand that marriage alliances are nothing to do with lust.”
He rubbed his hand over his crotch and glanced at his uncle. “I hope not.”
Máelmórda patted his nephew on the back and gave a sympathetic grin. “The trick is to marry who you are told, and fuck whoever you want. Wives are for breeding. Trust me, it’s simpler that way.”
Hissing, I shooed Sitric outside. “Get Falk. Now.”
He laughed and kissed my hand. “Farewell, Mother. See you soon.”
Máelmórda gave me a hard glance when the door closed behind Sitric. “Don’t let your love for a mortal son make you forget what you are.” He turned his hand so that his palm faced the ceiling. A flame grew there, dancing along the skin. “We are the last Fomorian descendants, and I will win back everything our ancestors lost, but I need your help.” He stared at me, more serious than I had ever seen him before. “Are you with me, sister, or are you not?”
Holding out my hand, I let the heat within me flow into my palm, and another Fomorian flame danced. “Believe me, if you want Sitric to be King of Dublin, and stay king, my way is the only way.”
My brother closed his hand around my arm, gripping it so hard the skin ached. “Then go. Just remember, Dublin is the key to my success. Make sure you don’t lose it.”
“Have no fear, brother,” I whispered, tearing my arm away. “I always get what I want. In the end.”



FENNIT ISLAND, 992
Fódla
“The meeting can’t begin until everybody sits down!” Laeg shouted, arms raised over her head to shoo away the Descendants who congregated around her and the other gift-leaders. Her white silk sleeves, cut in the Normandy fashion, flapped like swans’ wings as she thrust her hands forward.
The conversation dimmed, and the Descendants made their way toward the wooden benches that encircled the council’s high table. A few of them rushed to claim the remaining front row seats, even one or two of those with sore heads on account of Laeg’s refilling cups. That was more than a little unusual. Formal and predictable, the annual meetings seldom provided news that had not been repeated fifty times over at the gathering the night before. Even sixty years ago, when we came to vote on the New Agreement, we had discussed it for months beforehand. But today… today, everything was different. The air was thick with tension.
Word of Rónnat’s pregnancy had circulated quickly, and I felt two hundred pairs of eyes staring at the back of my head. Not that they mattered, I reminded myself. Only the council’s gift-leaders judged the breaking of our laws, the rationale being that friendship and family loyalties couldn’t sway the vote. So, instead of worrying about the opinions of those behind me, I focused my attention on those in front.
Nine seats were set evenly along the alder table, though only seven of them were filled.
Druid, Witch, Cupbearer, Warrior, Harpist, Healer and Weapon-maker. Each of these gifts still had a leader, and they sat on their designated seats.
The middle chair remained vacant as always. It represented our ancestor Lugh who had all the gifts. No other ancestor or Descendant had ever again presented with such power, not even the great Cú Chulainn who was the most famous of all Lugh’s children. I wondered that they just didn’t remove the seat, but like so many other ceremonies here, tradition bested common sense.
However, this year, the centre chair wasn’t the only one to remain vacant. My eyes flickered to the unoccupied seat to the far right. No prophet or prophetess lived among us anymore, not since Gráinne’s death last summer.
Tomas sat at the centre-left of the table, as was his right as chief druid. He was frowning, the line in the centre of his forehead deepening, though his eyes seemed fixed on nothing in particular. A few Descendants, keen to have the final say, still flocked around him, the way I used to do. He listened solemnly to their words, nodding and sighing occasionally in response. He said little himself, and yet, I knew he had many thoughts. More than those he had disclosed last night.
My heartbeat suddenly quickened, and the sound of blood whooshed so loudly against my eardrum that it overwhelmed everything else. He wouldn’t betray me, would he? He told me he would help Rónnat. So, why did I doubt him? Selfish, he used to call me. Paranoid. I had argued and cried when he said these things.
Why do you always pick your sister over me?
Taking a deep breath, I ruffled my hair. His opinion of Rónnat didn’t matter. Of course he’d stay true to his promise last night. His word was his honour – he always said that. As usual, it was me, thinking only of the negatives. No wonder I’d had to apologise so many times over the years.
Gobnat sat beside him and gazed out into the crowd. Her red silk dress reflected the light from the slit windows and illumed her like the haze above a flame. Her gaze flitted over to Tomas every now and then, but that aside, she seemed disinterested in what the stragglers were saying. Colmon, the chief warrior, sat, slouched, beside her. He gave me a small wink when he caught my eye. I smiled in response. Colmon always acted the jester, unless he was fighting. I imagined that if so many Descendants weren’t looking at him, he would have thrown an exaggerated yawn and closed his eyes to make me laugh. Responsibility had not changed my older cousin, and I looked away so as not to tempt him into doing something undignified.
The chief weapon-maker, Fiachre, elbowed Colmon in the arm, which turned his attention from me. Fiachre muttered in his ear and frowned as he massaged both temples with his fingers. Complaining about his hangover, probably.
This might not be so bad, after all? Gobnat and Fiachre were friends of Rónnat, Colmon was family. I could rely on those three to stand up for my sister… and Tomas – I could rely on him too. That was four of the seven already disposed to vote in Rónnat’s favour.
I retraced the line of the table until I passed Tomas and the empty middle seat. On the right side of the table sat the chief healer, Affraic, chief harpist Shea, and chief cupbearer Laeg. They whispered among themselves as they settled into their chairs. They might be harder to convince. Rónnat had fought against Laeg and Shea in the last of the mortal wars we had been involved in, and Affraic, my own gift-leader, was as grumpy as an ill-treated mare. She’d go with whatever the harshest punishment was, as she always did.
At length, Tomas held out his hand, and the Descendants quietened. “Thank you all for coming to the council meeting.” He paused. “There are two issues we must discuss today. The first is: what shall we do with the four treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann?”
An audible outbreak of gasps filled the room. Amid last night’s refillable cups and barrels of ale, I doubted anybody had guessed the treasures would be up for discussion today.
Tomas waited until the noise faded. “Five hundred years ago, we were at war with the Fomorians. My grandfather, as chief druid, believed it best to entrust each treasure to a different council leader to prevent them falling into enemy hands.” He pointed at the tapestry hanging on the back wall that depicted Lugh killing King Balor of the Fomorians with his spear, and the fire from Balor’s magical eye destroying his own army.
Tomas scanned the room. “We have fought the Fomorians ever since the battle of Magh Turaidh. That was until eleven years ago, when Colmon and I killed Raoul of Normandy. They are all gone now. Forever.”
The council leaders clapped their hands, though their faces remained solemn. The rest of the Descendants were not so reserved and cheered loudly.
“We have saved the mortals untold despair,” Tomas continued, his voice rising. “Fomorian fire-magic will never destroy another town or city, their greed will no longer enslave the mortals, and they will never again march on our fortress.”
The hall erupted with shouts so loud that two crows nesting in the roof lurched into the air. Gobnat was the first to stand and clap Tomas’ words, and within seconds, everybody else followed. It took some minutes for a semblance of calm to return to the room.
I stood and clapped with everyone else. The removal of the Fomorian threat had been a great moment. An event that united us after the upheaval of the New Agreement. So many of our kind, even women and children, had fallen to Fomorian swords and fire spells. For hundreds of years, our warriors had hunted them, and one by one, they had fallen. My heart lightened as I remembered the feeling eleven years ago when Tomas and Colmon brought home the news that the last of them had been slain. Aoife had been there, too.
Tomas flashed a wide smile as the last of us sat. “My grandfather made the right decision when he hid the treasures, but now, I believe it is time to unite them and bring them here.”
Silence.
It didn’t surprise me that nobody knew how to react. We did not change our ways easily, and Tomas had given the other Descendants no warning about what he was planning.
Affraic, the chief healer, was the first to raise a hand. “I disagree. We should leave the treasures alone. Threat from the Fomorians wasn’t the only reason the council hid them.”
Gobnat leaned forward. “What do you mean, Affraic? What other reasons?”
Affraic stood slowly. “I am the oldest Descendant here. In fact, the only gift-leader who was on the council when we decided to hide the treasures. So, yes, we wanted to remove temptation from the Fomorians, but we also wanted to remove temptation from ourselves.”
Tomas laughed. “That is ungenerous. These treasures belonged to our ancestors, and they entrusted us with them. Why should we not have them in our fortress?”
Affraic stared at him. Ever so slowly, she straightened. “Even when our ancestors walked freely throughout Ireland, they never kept them all together. If one Descendant held all the treasures, immortality and control of the mortals would be at their disposal. We have Tuatha Dé Danann blood in our veins, but also mortal. We are susceptible to lust and greed, too.”
Many in the room clapped her words – the older ones who had lived through the fighting days remembered, perhaps, how they had been drawn into the mortals’ lives and wars. But the younger among the Descendants shook their heads.
“I think we can trust our bloodline more than you give us credit for.” Tomas clasped his fingers together. “The gifts we possess dull these mortal vices. Besides, I have another reason for wanting to bring them here.”
The Descendants perceptibly leaned forward in their seats.
“Ireland is our home. It is a land of myth and magic, but our magic is fading. From unions between our own kind, more children than ever before are being born without gifts. My beloved daughter, Aoife, was one such child. It is my belief that separating and hiding the treasures has caused this.”
The mention of Aoife startled me. To have her name said out loud in this public setting inflicted such pain that I could hardly breathe.
Affraic stiffened. “There have always been mortal children born to our kind.”
“Not always. And not as many as now,” Tomas argued.
“Can you prove it? Have you researched the ancestral records? I’ve had three mortal children and three with gifts. My mother had six of each. It doesn’t seem as if things have changed much at all.”
Tomas shook his head. “Other families have not been as lucky as yours, but the increase in giftless children being born is not the only sign our strength is diminishing. Look at the empty chair to your right.”
Affraic pushed a stray strand of black hair from her face, seemingly lost for words. There had never been many prophets in our history, but there had always been at least one. An awkward silence filled the room. It was unusual for the gift-leaders to bicker in front of us. Affraic was cantankerous, yes, but she chose her arguments carefully. To go against Tomas in front of everyone was unprecedented.
“Our numbers are falling. No prophet, only four warriors. The number of witches who can say all the spells…” Tomas shrugged. No one knew the number, only the witches, but we all knew there were many who couldn’t transform.
Gobnat cleared her throat. “Whether or not uniting the treasures gives us children with gifts is irrelevant to me. Think of the good we could do with the cauldron. Should we not take advantage of its power?”
Laeg nodded. “True. The cauldron provides an endless source of food and water. The mortals would suffer less if we had it.”
Affraic chuckled, her heavy-lidded eyes full of contempt. “Laeg and Gobnat,” she said, still cackling. “You’ve been listening to the Christian priests for too long. We cannot put two fish and five loaves into the cauldron and feed five thousand. That’s not how it works.”
Gobnat frowned. “Then how does it work? Please enlighten us.”
“The secrets of the cauldron were entrusted to the healers, just as the spear was to the warriors, the sword to the weapon-makers, and the stone of destiny to the druids. I have no words of enlightenment for you today, witch, though you could do with some.”
Gobnat’s mouth dropped.
“Enough.” Tomas tutted and straightened in his chair. “We need to move past old wounds, Affraic. You and Gobnat once fought against each other, but no longer. We must all be friends.”
“Fool,” Affraic snapped. “My words are not spawned from hidden grudges. They are caused by this conversation. The treasures were separated and hidden with good cause and should not be united based on unfounded assumptions.”
Tomas reddened.
Colmon, my cousin, touched the hilt of his sword, frowning. “I will not reveal the location of the spear today, Tomas. There is too much to think on.”
Colmon’s voice, as low as a rumble of thunder, stopped Tomas from arguing his point further. Instead, he pressed his fingers to his lips. “I understand, Colmon. Secrecy is hard to let go.” He stared out into the crowd. “But I have decided that our children’s future is more important.”
Affraic glared at him. “Don’t mix opinions with truth. Your daughter’s death has clouded your judgement. I feel your pain, I do, but you must understand, we Descendants live for hundreds of years, not forever. Death should not be feared.”
Tomas’ body relaxed, and slowly, he tapped his thumbs together. “I have merely raised a point. I am happy to research further and discuss again later. Are we agreed on that at least?”
Gobnat stood. “Descendants, raise your hands if you agree.”
I glanced around me. Over half of the room held up their hands. I swivelled back around to find Tomas staring at me, and I quickly raised my hand. Tomas smiled and leaned into his chair as if he were totally relaxed, happy even, that the discussions would continue at a later date, but I could tell from the way his cheeks had paled that he was upset things had not gone his way.
“Now,” he said, his voice showing no trace of disappointment. “We must begin the trial.” He waved at the two warriors, Cerball and Ardál, who guarded the doors to the hall. “Bring Rónnat into the chamber.”
My heart pounded again. Vomit swirled in my stomach.
The door to the hall opened, and the guards escorted Rónnat to the foot of the high table. My sweet sister smiled as she walked. Her long brown curls, now free of the nun’s veil, reached her waist, and her cheeks flushed the most alluring shade of pink. Her beauty often garnered gasps and hushed whispers. But not today. This morning, everyone focused on the small but noticeable bump stretching the fabric of her dress.
Gobnat held out her hand, and the ivy that climbed the walls of the fortress slithered in through the windows. Like snakes, the tendrils writhed across the floor and wrapped around Rónnat’s arms and ankles, holding her firm.
“Rónnat,” Tomas said calmly. “You have lain with a mortal.”
“I have.”
“And you admit doing so, in the full knowledge that this was against the laws set out in the New Agreement?”
Rónnat nodded.
“Then you are guilty.”
“I am.”
Tomas looked at her, forehead furrowed. “Do you have anything to say in your defence?”
Rónnat smiled. “The new laws are wrong, Tomas.”
Tomas touched the pendant around his neck. “I remember you disagreed at the time, as did others. However, when hands were raised, the majority agreed with the terms in the New Agreement. We all decided that anyone who broke the conditions would be punished.”
The smile faded from Rónnat’s lips. “And who are you to make such judgements? Our ancestors fought for the mortals, loved them, and freed them from the Fomorian slavers.”
Tomas nodded. “Our ancestors did love them, but they retreated to the otherworld that Manannán created for them all the same. They decided to live apart from the mortals. By creating our new laws, we are simply following their example.”
“They only left because their children born of mortal wives and husbands stayed behind. They entrusted us to look after their mortal friends. How can we do that if we don’t talk to them? We spy and gather information at the monasteries and nunneries. Why? What is the point if we don’t use that information to help them find a more peaceful path?”
“A peaceful path?” Tomas repeated. He leaned forward, pausing under the room’s gaze. “The mortals cannot find such a thing. War is in their nature. That, however, doesn’t mean we are unsympathetic. The council sends Descendants to spy in the nunneries and monasteries, so that if new wars are to start, we will hear of it first. On occasion, we allow the healers to help the women and children who suffer because of these conflicts, but that, I believe, is enough.” Tomas shook his head, his eyes full of disappointment. “Your arguments are irrelevant. You agreed to follow laws made as part of the New Agreement, and you’ve gone back on your word.”
Rónnat stared dreamily at the light shining in through the window. “The face of my son came to me in my dreams. The whispers on the wind told me where to find his father. And so I went.”
Tomas rolled his eyes. “You’ve claimed to hear the wind before and refused to tell Gobnat what you heard. You are delusional.”
“No, I’m not. You are.” Rónnat shook, the ivy vibrating in tandem with her body.
I could take it no longer. Tomas was pushing her, goading her. “Leave her alone!” I ran from my seat and threw my arms around my sister. “Rónnat lay with a man for love, not for power. There is a difference.”
“We all agreed to the new laws, Fódla,” Laeg said sharply.
I stood in front of my sister. “And are you going to spy on all of us? See who we sleep with every night? It’s no one’s business who we love, as long as we don’t get involved in the mortal’s wars.”
“You are being naïve, Fódla, as always,” Tomas snapped. “History has shown us that it’s impossible to remain impartial when you’re involved with them. That’s the reason we have become embroiled in so many of their wars in the past. We must remain apart. That’s what we all agreed.”
Gobnat nodded. “Rónnat has admitted her guilt and explained her situation. It was agreed sixty years ago that rule breaking would be dealt with harshly, but we never agreed how. Today, we must decide.”
A dull wall of muttering buzzed in my ear.
Tomas stood. “As chief druid, I put forward that those who break the New Agreement should either forfeit their gift or forfeit their lives.”
“No!” I screamed. “How can you say that?”
Tomas picked up a long blade from the centre of the table. “Our ancestors brought this blade to Ireland from the mistlands. Any Descendant who wishes to become mortal can do so if the tip pierces their heart.” He turned to face Rónnat. “Is that what you want, Rónnat? Do you love mortals so much that you would give up your gift and become one of them?”
My sister shook her head.
Tomas frowned. “You’d prefer to die?” He set a small vial on the table, the red liquid within swirling around the glass. The druid draught of death.
Colmon held out his hand. “I agree with Fódla. Rónnat did not lie with a mortal to gain power for herself. Death or forfeiting her gift is too great a punishment.”
“I also agree that death is too harsh,” Laeg said, “but she did break our laws. The punishment must reflect that. I put forward the sentence of banishment.”
“No!” I cried out. “This can’t be—”
“Sister,” Rónnat said, pressing her cheek against mine. “Do not worry. The punishment must be whatever the council decides.”
Tears streamed down my face. I couldn’t understand my sister. How could she stand there, so meek and gentle, while her life and freedom were at stake?
“Vote,” Gobnat commanded. “The gift-leaders in favour of death, raise your hands.”
Head down, I covered my face with my hands. I couldn’t watch. I couldn’t. But as the seconds passed, the need to know overwhelmed me, and I peeked through the gaps in my fingers. Shae raised his hand first, then Gobnat, then Tomas. My heart pounded against my ribcage. How could he? Or Gobnat? I glanced at the others in turn. Affraic’s knuckles flickered once, but then she set them flat on the table.
After a moment, the three hands lowered. Gobnat cleared her throat. “Who believes that banishment is the correct punishment?”
The remaining four raised their hands.
Tomas stood. “The sentence has been passed. Rónnat, I will meet you in your room this evening to tell you where you must go.”
I tore at the ivy, breaking it apart with my nails so I could hold my sister. Gobnat could have summoned more in an instant, I half-expected Tomas to tell her to, but instead, I found Rónnat in my arms. She said nothing, but I could feel her heart thudding against my chest. “Come, sister. You should rest.”
“Hold on,” Tomas said. “The fate of the child has not been decided.”
I turned, glaring up at him. “Are you going to suggest we kill the child too?”
“No,” he said scathingly. “But a child conceived between a mortal and a Descendant is always born mortal. As Rónnat will not live here, her child cannot either. Neither should this child be raised by Rónnat in her banishment. It would be an unkindness.”
“True,” Affraic said. “The child must be given to a mortal family as soon as it’s born.”
“No,” Rónnat said. “I will not trust the raising of my child to just anyone. I need someone with a pure heart to raise him, so that he will become a good man.”
Tomas gave an exasperated sigh. “And I suppose you have such a man in mind? The father, perhaps?”
Rónnat took my hand in hers. A sudden sickening feeling flooded my stomach. I hadn’t told her Egil was dead. Worse than that, if she named him, Tomas would discover he was the nephew of a king. What if Tomas argued she had slept with him for power, after all? What if he persuaded the council to change the punishment?
Rónnat shook her head. “I do not believe the child’s father is the right man to raise the child. I wish to entrust the care of my child to Fódla until she can find a suitable mortal family.”
Tears sprung to my eyes, and I pulled Rónnat closer. “You know I can’t do that. Not after Aoife,” I whispered in her ear.
Rónnat held me. Her heart beat against her chest, even more rapid than mine. I breathed, pushing out the voices and stares of everyone else in the room. And that’s when I felt it. The baby’s hand pressing against his mother’s stomach, and through her skin to mine.
Rónnat pulled me closer. “Help my child. Please. I need you.” Her eyes pleaded silently.
A sharp, vivid image of Rónnat running into the forest with Aoife flashed before me. Her long, brown curls and Aoife’s red locks streamed behind them as they disappeared into the trees. Running from Fennit Island. Running from Tomas. She had once done something for me that I had been too scared to do myself, without question. Without hesitation. And she had done it knowing how Tomas would react if he caught them. And he had caught them.
I squeezed my sister’s hands. We didn’t need words. She already knew my answer.



IRISH SEA, 992
Gormflaith
Falk carved the piece of wood in his hand with a knife. A land animal, that was obvious. He had already etched four lines to mark where the legs should go, but he had not started on the head. A horse, wolf, cow, goat, boar – it could be any of them, and that was not taking into account the monsters that the storytellers so frequently wove into their tales.
Arni, Falk’s five-year-old son, rested against his father’s thigh, while his daughter, Freya, had folded herself into Falk’s cloak, her hand stretching out to touch her younger brother’s arm. I had seen them sometimes playing around the longphort. She would chase him, pretending to be a kraken, and he would run away laughing.
“A horse or a cow?” I asked.
Falk didn’t look up. “Does it matter?” His knife struck the wood harder.
I shrugged. “Nothing matters, and everything does.”
Falk raised his eyes for a moment and stared out at the star-lit sea. The waves were quiet for now, but the weather in winter could change in an instant, and the chill in the wind had grown colder. The storm I had felt in the marketplace was moving closer.
Falk’s warriors and slaves rowed furiously to outpace it, and he had ordered them to hug the Irish coastline, just in case the storm arrived sooner than anticipated. Even so, the lines at the corners of his eyes deepened.
The plough constellation sparkled in the sky, and I pointed up at it, my fingers tracing the pattern. “Orkney is off the coast of Scotland, shipbuilder, not Ireland.”
Falk growled. “I know how to navigate my own ship, Gormflaith.”
“Of course you do. That’s why I trusted you with this journey.”
Falk lowered the carving and used the hilt of the knife to scratch his cheek. “You haven’t trusted me enough to say why we’re going to Orkney, and not Northumbria like Sitric asked. My best friend was buried today. I should be drinking to his memory, not freezing my balls off in the middle of the Irish Sea.”
“High King Sechnall will be in Dublin by now. If you had stayed, every piece of gold and silver you own, as well as your slaves, would be collected for the eraic. Safe passage to Orkney is a small price to pay for the wealth I have saved you and your men.”
Freya muttered in her sleep and curled up tighter against her father. Falk dropped the knife and pulled a blanket over her shoulder. Her thick golden hair fell over her face, and he brushed it gently behind her ear.
I smiled. “Now your beautiful daughter will have a beautiful dowry.”
Falk glowered. “You haven’t answered my question. Why Orkney? What are you scheming?”
“Scheming?” I widened my eyes then looked away. “You are too harsh on me, Falk.”
“You let those bastard monks bury Amlav at Iona. You left him all alone. I’ve never been harsh enough.”
The anger in his voice caught me off guard. Falk had been unwaveringly loyal to my husband and then to Gluniairn and had always treated me with respect. But now I was merely a widow to a long-dead king. Practically a nobody. Falk would not be so easy to manipulate as I had thought. Fear of losing his wealth was what had made him ready his ship. If I wanted anything more from him, I needed to get him on side.
Lowering my head, I placed another blanket over Gytha and touched the ring on my finger that Amlav had given me on our wedding day. “Why do you think I left Iona in such a hurry?”
Falk blinked. “You wanted power, Gormflaith. You wanted to be Queen of Dublin still. Everyone knows that. Gluniairn understood that too. That’s why he never married you.” He gave me a pointed look, making it obvious he knew that I had been sleeping with his friend. A whore. That was what he was calling me. A power-hungry whore who didn’t want to lose her position.
I laughed. The noise reverberated around the boat, and several of the warriors broke their rowing rhythm to glance over. But I didn’t stare back. Instead, I leaned closer to Falk. “I live alone in a small house behind the great hall. If I wanted power and money, I could have married ten different kings by now. Fucking Gluniairn did far less for me than a respectable marriage.”
Falk’s lips parted, the sole indication that the crudeness of my language had shocked him. I was an Irish princess, after all, not a Viking shield-maiden. It was a gamble. Courtesy had its uses, but I had no time to be discreet. When Falk next looked at me, the glint in his eye had softened. “So, you loved Gluniairn?”
“No. I didn’t love Gluniairn. I respected him, but I didn’t love him.”
“You only say that because he never made you his wife.”
“A woman scorned?” Men never seemed to tire of this old line. Scorned women seemed to be the root of all evil and the downfall of all good men. I’d have thought a man of Falk’s age would have left adolescent fantasies like that behind him. “Would it shock you if I told you that Gluniairn asked me to marry him, and I said no?”
Falk’s eyes locked with mine. He was a seasoned warrior and knew the difference between a truth and a lie. And this was the truth. Sort of.
“Then if you didn’t stay for love, why did you stay?”
I pointed at the little boy sleeping on his leg. “Tell me, Falk, what would you do to protect your son and daughter?”
“Anything.”
“Then you and I are not so different. I love my son. And I know with absolute certainty that if I had allowed Gluniairn or my brother to marry me off to some Irish king, Sitric would be dead.”
Falk frowned.
“Yes. I left Amlav’s funeral out of fear for my son’s life. And, yes, I slept with Gluniairn so he wouldn’t kill Sitric. Oh, I’ve done things most women would be ashamed of. And I would do them all again. In fact, I am still doing it.” I gestured at the boat and the sea with my hand.
Falk nodded. “So, what lies in Orkney?”
“Power. Not for me like you suppose. For my son.”
Falk blanched. “You’re not seriously going to ask the Earl of Orkney to intervene? No, Gormflaith. Gofraid Haraldsson will pretend to help Sitric, but he’ll take Dublin for himself.”
I scoffed. “Gofraid Haraldsson is dead.”
“I have not heard this.” Falk stared at me, disbelief written all over his features.
“Well, I have. He is dead. Sigurd the Stout is the new Earl of Orkney.”
“No,” Falk said aghast. “Sigurd the Stout is even worse. Any man sired from Thorfinn Skull-Splitter is as greedy as Hel, and they say his mother is a witch.”
“Again, you are wrong. I don’t want to speak to Sigurd. There is another man in Orkney who can help.”
“Who?”
Raising my scarf over my lips, I hid my grin. I had Falk exactly where I wanted him. All I needed to do was nudge him in the right direction.
“Can I trust you, Falk?”
He nodded.
“Can Sitric trust you?”
He nodded again.
“You have not always liked Sitric, but he is Amlav’s son, and the only one who can win Dublin back from Ivar of Waterford and High King Sechnall. He will need your help. Do you swear to give it to him?”
“It depends on who you are meeting. I will not take Dublin from Ivar just to have another Viking Earl take it away again.”
“The man I wish to speak to is Olaf Tryggvason. The Earl of Wendland. He will help us.”
Falk settled against the smooth wooden bench, the tension visibly leaving his body. “I hear he is a good man, but not without ambition. What makes you think you can trust him?”
“Because I know what he wants. And it isn’t Dublin.”
“How do you—”
“No,” I snapped. “I’m not saying another word. Not until you swear yourself to my son.”
Falk clenched his jaw.
“There are no other good options for you, Falk. You are an ageing shipbuilder, and Ivar of Waterford has his own man. Your reputation and wealth will only diminish with him as your king. Sitric, on the other hand, has grown up in Dublin; he is your friend’s son, and will rely on your guidance. You will always be important to him.”
A sharp gust of wind caught Falk’s hair, blowing it behind him. The sails tautened, speeding the ship forward with a sudden lurch. Falk’s eyes darted along the stitching of the sail.
“Fine,” he said. “I give you my word that I will support Sitric.”
Relieved my work was done, I rested my head against the side of the ship. Splatters of freezing-cold sea-spray pricked at my skin, and I shuddered as the wind blew against them.
Falk stood and walked closer, his foot coming to rest beside my nose. “You haven’t told me what Olaf Tryggvason wants yet.”
“I haven’t,” I agreed, closing my eyes. “But you have bigger problems to deal with, like the storm that is blowing in.”
Falk said nothing more. He knew I was right, and if he wanted to stop his silver, gold and children sinking to the bottom of the sea, he had work to do.
*
A freezing wind greeted us at the Orkney longphort. Soaked and bedraggled, we clambered overboard and onto dry land. Twenty guards met us, swords drawn.
“Who are you?” one of them said. “What business do you have in Orkney?”
I walked forwards, back straight, head held high. “I am Gormflaith, former Queen of Dublin. Widow of Amlav the Red.” I wrapped my arm over a cold and shivering Gytha who only just about managed to give the guard a feeble smile. “I was sailing with my daughter to Northumbria, when a storm took hold and blew us off-course. We seek sanctuary until the storm is over.”
“Sigurd the Stout is Earl here. He has ordered that no ships be—”
I clapped my hands. “Sigurd and I are old friends. Tell him my name, and he will allow us to stay.”
The guard examined Falk and his men warily, but after a pause, he told one of the other guards to take my message to the fort.
I glanced about me while I waited. The sun had not yet set, but the sky was already darkening. Small watch-fires littered the coastline. Sigurd was expecting an attack. I supposed his lordship over Orkney was so new that there were other claimants still willing to fight over it. The gods only knew why. Orkney was barren, freezing, and its southern coast bordered Scotland.
The young man who watched over the fire closest to us caught my attention, standing tall among the wind-beaten bracken. He had long, dark hair and smooth olive skin. Very handsome. A slave from the Mediterranean… Amalfi, perhaps. He must be freezing, for the sun burned hot wherever he was from, and yet he didn’t shiver. He stood still, staring out to sea.
“Queen Gormflaith,” the guard said.
Startled out of my reverie, I turned to face him. “Yes?”
“Earl Sigurd says you and your men are welcome to enter his fort.”
Shivering and exhausted, we moved slowly along the coast path. Gytha, worn out from the storm, could barely move her legs, and it took Falk and two of his slaves to help her along. The doors opened as we approached, and the wood creaked against the hinges, startling Arni who whimpered beside his sister.
“I hope you know what you are doing?” Falk hissed in my ear.
The guard guided us to the top of the hall where Sigurd the Stout sat on a great wooden throne. Bald and plump, a generous smile spread over his face. However, he was not alone. Two men sat either side of him. The elder was Gilli, his brother-in-law. The other, a man in his mid-twenties covered in tattoos and golden arm-rings, had to be Olaf Tryggvason, the one I wanted to speak to. But I didn’t look at him. Instead, I focused unreservedly on the man sitting on the throne.
“Gormflaith,” Sigurd said. “What an honour to have you in my court. It has been a long time since we last met.”
“Twenty years,” I said, smiling. “You came to Dublin the year after I married Amlav. Such happy times.”
“Was it that long ago?” Sigurd’s face turned thoughtful. “Yes, I fear it was, and yet, I have not forgotten your generosity or your beauty.”
I lowered my eyes shyly. “I thank you for receiving us, for as you can see, we’ve had an arduous journey.” My sea-soaked dress dripped on the floor, marking both my point and the stone tiles. “A fierce storm blew my ship off-course. I can only apologise for our appearance.”
Falk tensed beside me; I could almost feel the heat from his cheeks. His great show of navigation and sailing skills were not to receive the credit they deserved, but I had warned him of what to say and what not to say, and so he bit his tongue.
Sigurd laughed, and the red spider veins across his nose flushed purple. “No need to worry about such things here, Gormflaith. I’ll have my servants attend to you and a feast prepared in your honour tonight. Your men will be well looked after too, I assure you.”
I smiled and beckoned Gytha to come closer. She shivered violently, her goose-pimpled flesh rubbing against my own. “My stepdaughter is also in need of attention. I fear the cold sea wind has made her ill.” I removed my cloak and covered her with it, making sure that the fabric did not cover her plump breasts. Gytha, shaking with cold and fatigue, couldn’t even acknowledge the gesture.
Sigurd stood, his face filled with concern, and took her hand in his. “Then I will send my own healer to her room.” He nipped Gytha’s chin playfully then sighed, as if a doting father who was worried over a sickly child. “My slaves will heat a bath for you, Gytha. Go now, before the cold runs deeper into your bones.”
Three slave girls entered the hall. A tall, dark-skinned girl with chestnut curls gestured for the men to follow her outside to one of the outbuildings, while the other two, both blonde and pale, ran to Gytha’s side and escorted her to the bedrooms at the back of the fort.
Once the room was emptied of my men and Gytha, King Sigurd led me over to the top table. The great hall was rather beautiful, I had to admit. Grander than the one in Dublin, with antlers, walrus tusks and rich tapestries covering the walls.
“Twenty years, Gormflaith. Is that truly how long it has been?” He turned to his brother-in-law. “You never met Amlav the Red, did you, Gilli? What a man! What a king!”
Gilli smiled and handed me a cup of wine. “Greetings, Gormflaith. I’ve heard much about your husband. We all stand in his shadow.” He took a sip from his cup, then slowly skimmed his tongue across his yellowed teeth. “I’ve heard much about you, too.”
“All good, I hope?”
“I was told of your beauty, but not of your strength. Your daughter couldn’t stand, yet you don’t even shiver!”
I drank the wine. The cinnamon and nutmeg ran down my throat. It helped ease away the chill of the wind and rain, but my Fomorian blood had kept the real cold away. “Oh, don’t compare me to Gytha. She is young and recently made a widow. Grief weighs her down as much as the cold. She loved the late Earl of Northumbria deeply.”
The tattooed man with the arm-rings glanced up for the first time since I had arrived. He stared at me, though the frown remained fixed on his face. “Loss is a terrible thing.”
“Ah,” Sigurd said. “This is my friend Olaf. You must forgive his demeanour. His wife died last year, and grief ails him too.”
“I’m sad to hear that.” I tilted my cup in Olaf’s direction. “All of us here have lost loved ones. All we can do is pray to the gods that we can join them in Valhalla.”
Olaf clicked his tongue. “Heaven, you mean.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You’re a Christian? So many Vikings are converting now – I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me.” I touched the silver cross hanging around my neck and gave him a suitably pious look.
He nodded and leaned back in his chair so the serving girl could refill his plate with more meat.
“Gytha converted too,” I continued. “Now she is as devout to the new God as any nun I’ve ever met.” Quickly, I turned to smile at Sigurd, and pushed my hair from my shoulders, so that it fell in thick tangles around my waist. “I am a mess,” I sighed. “A complete mess.”
“No. Not at all. But what an eventful journey you must have had,” Sigurd said. “Why don’t you stay a while? A week or two?”
I shook my head. “Thank you for your generosity, but we must leave in the morning. I must get my daughter back to Northumbria. Her late husband’s family are threatening to take away the gold her husband left her, and so I need to intercede on her behalf.”
Olaf shifted in his seat and narrowed his eyes. “The Northumbrians are a quarrelsome lot. My great-grandfather said those very words on his death bed.”
“And who was your great-grandfather?”
“King Harald Fairhair.”
“I’m so sorry.” I placed my hand over my heart and parted my lips a fraction. “You must excuse my ignorance.” I pushed Sigurd’s arm. “Sigurd, you should have told me who Olaf was.”
Sigurd chuckled. “I forget. You are an Irish princess. You don’t know our family lines as well as we do.”
Oh, I knew them better than most. In his final years, Amlav had obsessed over who might try to take Dublin from him, and the grandsons of Harald Fairhair were always top of the list.
“I suppose, Olaf,” I said, giving a gentle laugh, “that you have heard many stories of Northumbria? Have you ever been there yourself?”
Olaf traced the tattoo on his arm, his face growing more sullen by the second. “No, though one day I will. One day I will be earl there.”
I reached out to touch his arm. “I am so sorry, but I believe Northumbria is lost to the Vikings now. King Ethelred has a firm grip on the land, or so the traders in Dublin say, though I am not personally well versed in the politics of England. Perhaps Gytha will have more information than me?”
The servant with the chestnut curls came to a stop beside me.
Sigurd smiled. “Katerina will assist you. As much as I wish to talk, you must be cold and tired. I shall speak with you again at the feast this evening.”
“Thank you. I look forward to it.” I gave Sigurd a small smile and said farewell to Olaf and Gilli.
Katerina led me to one of the bedrooms at the back of the fort. Relieved that my plan was already bearing fruit, I accepted her offer of readying a bath and undressed.
Once the wooden tub was filled, I dismissed her. The reflection greeting me was wilder than I had anticipated. My hair was in chaos, the curls woven into tangles and knots. It would take a while to get them out, but the detour through the storm had been worth it. I swirled the water about with my fingers, lukewarm at best. Slowly, I submerged my hand and let the fire-magic flow into my palm. Within seconds, steam rose from the surface. There. Much better. I removed my linen undergarment and climbed in.
Hot water was its own kind of heaven. All the aches and pains from the long voyage seeped away and the film of sea-spray dissolved into the steam.
There was a knock on my bedroom door. He had come earlier than I expected, but that was no bad thing.
“Greetings, Sigurd.”
Sigurd entered my room and sat on the bed, staring at me all the while. His eyes ran along from my toes to my shoulders, lingering on all the places they shouldn’t, or depending on one’s inclination, should.
“Your man, Falk, is drunk,” he said.
I fingered a strand of my wet hair and twirled it around. “I’m sure he is. Your wine is potent.”
“He says the ship wasn’t blown off-course.”
I smiled coyly. “Are you insinuating that I came here on purpose?”
Sigurd laughed. “That night we lay together all those years ago comes to mind from time to time. Perhaps you think of it too?”
“I do.”
Sigurd leaned back against my pillow, a shadow passing over his eyes. “Poor Amlav. I felt bad having you under his roof.”
He stared at me while he drank from his cup. I stared back. The skin around his spider veins had returned to a feverish red, only fading away once they reached the hairs of his grey beard. Age was such a terrible thing. Twenty years ago, he’d been a sublime specimen. Broad shoulders, long hair, muscular legs. Now his body sagged, his pallid flesh mottled and blemished.
“Have you come back for more?” He unbuttoned the top button of his shirt. “I am happy to oblige.”
I lifted one of my feet out of the water. “I’m unmarried now. Any fruits of our union would be more difficult to explain than before.”
The smile faded. His eyes narrowed, and for the longest time he didn’t speak.
Perhaps I shouldn’t have been so vague? He wasn’t the brightest, and strong alcohol had a way of killing sense at an alarming speed.
“Are you saying that your son is… mine?” he eventually whispered.
“Yes. Though nobody knows. I never told a soul.”
“Then why do you tell me now.”
Under the water, I pinched my thigh until tears sprung into my eyes. “Because it is the truth.”
“You want me to help him reclaim Dublin?”
I stared at him, eyes wide. Perhaps his brain wasn’t so addled after all.
“Your man, Falk, told me that Ivar of Waterford has taken control along with the Irish High King. If Sitric wants to be king, he will need help, no?”
I shook my head. “Your help is the last thing I want. If Sitric is to be king, he must earn it himself. That is the Viking way.”
He raised his cup of wine. “Wise words, from a wise woman.”
I stood, wrapped the drying blanket around my body, and climbed out of the bath. “Few men think so.”
“Marry me,” he said suddenly.
The proposal had come much quicker than I had expected, praise the gods – though every one of them knew I had not been subtle. “No, Sigurd. You’re already married, and I don’t wish to become a second wife. The fates have decided we shall part after the feast as planned, but perhaps, we will not always be so far from each other?”
This suggestion satisfied him and eased the scowl on his face. While I dried my hair, he tapped his goblet with his finger, occasionally sipping at the wine while I dressed. Moving beside me, he tied the clasp of my necklace around my neck. “If you don’t want me to help Sitric, what do you want?”
“Nothing. I just thought you deserved the truth.”
“This isn’t a trick?” He eyed me keenly. “Where you say you don’t want me to assist him, but really you do.”
I laughed. “No. In fact, I forbid you to help him. If you come sailing to his aid, men might remember that you were in Dublin when he was conceived. I don’t want that. Sitric’s legitimacy comes from Amlav.”
With great care, he swept my hair from my face and tucked it behind my ear. “You are a magnificent woman, Gormflaith.”
“I don’t know about that.”
“You love your son and stepdaughter. Any fool can see that.”
“When you have children, nobody tells you how much you will worry.” I met his gaze and smiled anxiously. “You speak of Sitric. He is a good warrior; clever. He must make his own way now. It is Gytha who I fear for the most. Her family in Northumbria sound awful. They are trying to force her late husband’s nephew upon her. She can resist for a year or two, but after that, they will refuse to pay her widow’s portion unless she marries him. You know how it goes.”
“I do.” He swirled his cup. “Perhaps… perhaps Olaf might be interested?”
“Olaf?” I grimaced. “I don’t think so. He’s a bore.”
“He’s a bore with a large army and an appetite to obtain land in England. It would be a good match.”
“Will he still be crying over his dead wife when he takes Gytha to bed?” I rolled my eyes. “No. Don’t worry about Gytha. I’ll find a better option.”
Sigurd gulped down more wine while I busied myself with organising my gold bracelets. “I will speak with him,” he said, this time more assertively. “I’m telling you, Olaf is ambitious. He will be a great power in Norway one day. He would be a good husband for Gytha.”
“I don’t think—”
“Please. Let me help you in this.” He sat forward. “He plans to travel to the Mediterranean next month, that can’t be helped, and he’ll be gone a while. But the plan is a good one. When he returns, I will tell him that your daughter has called a thing in Northumbria. He will be there to propose a match, and your daughter will get to keep her widow’s portion. You have my word.”
“Is he so easy to sway?”
“No. However, this proposal won’t be a hard sell. Gytha’s connection to Northumbria will be of great interest to him. It’s lucky I thought of it.”
“Very lucky,” I agreed. “You are so knowledgeable about these things.” I stood, grinning, and wrapped my arm about Sigurd’s. “Let’s go to the feast, drink, and talk of old times.”
Sigurd kissed me on the forehead. “I wish for nothing more.” Arm-in-arm, we left my room and made our way to the feasting hall.
*
I approached the first watch-fire. The woollen slave’s dress I had stolen itched my skin, but I didn’t care. The same young man from earlier was still there. Up close, I realised he was taller than he’d looked before, over six foot. His face was angular, but he had filled out just enough to absorb the sharpness of these features. Nineteen, or twenty, maybe.
“Are you hungry?” I handed over the basket of smoked haddock and bread I had taken from the feast once everyone had fallen asleep.
The young man smiled shyly as he walked toward me. “Thanks.” Giving me a brief nod, he turned and strode back to the fire.
I followed him. “What’s your name?”
My voice surprised the young man. His eyes flitted about me, perhaps searching for others hiding in the background, waiting to laugh or tease. When he realised we were alone, he smiled again. “My name is Leon. What’s your name?”
“Slaves have no names… though my mother used to call me Áine.” I held out my hands towards the fire, revelling in the closeness to an open flame. “I arrived this evening.”
He glanced at the ship docked at the longphort. “You belong to the Irish queen then?”
“No. I belong to the man called Falk.”
Leon took a bite of the bread and offered me a piece.
I sat beside him and took it. “Are you a slave too?”
He nodded. “Sigurd raided my village in Sicily, but I don’t remember it. I was only a child.”
“Do you like it here?”
“I like it well enough.” His tone contained a forced lightness, so I let the pause linger. After a few seconds, he drew his sword. “If I fight well for Sigurd when we sail east next summer, he will reward me. Perhaps I’ll earn enough to build my own house and marry someday.” Giving his sword one last glance, he slid it back into its sheath. “What about you? Do you like your master?”
“Not really.”
“What about the Irish queen? Is she as beautiful as they say?”
I shrugged. “That’s hard for me to judge.”
He stared at me, his eyes wide and earnest. “She can’t be any more beautiful than you.”
Laughing, I grabbed a couple of logs that sat in a pile beside us and threw them onto the fire. I held out my hand. My power reached out towards the flames. Instantly, they grew hotter and larger, dancing like young girls at the pagan festivals back home.
Leon didn’t seem to notice it. His eyes remained fixed on me.
“Don’t you want to run away?” I whispered.
“No. I don’t know the way… and this life is… well, I’m used to it now.”
I said nothing, letting the heat spread over my body and into my bones.
“What about you? Do you want to run away?” he whispered back.
“I don’t know the way home either.”
“Then what do you want?”
His brown eyes sparkled with the red flames, and his high cheekbones cast shadows along his mouth and chin. Dark skin and darker hair glowed in the moonlight.
“At the minute, I act a part. I’m a hundred different versions of myself, for one hundred different people. So, what do I want?” I licked my lower lip. “Right now, there is one thing.”
He stared at me, eyebrow raised, lips parted.
I inched closer, my cheek almost touching his neck, fingers brushing the fabric of his tunic. He held his breath, but we were so close I could feel his heart racing. Glancing up at him, our eyes met.
“And what is that?” he hushed.
Grinning slowly, I pressed my lips against his ear. “Pleasure.”



FENNIT ISLAND, 992
Fódla
I scurried up the ladder to Tomas’ study at speed. Running over to his desk, I flung a pile of his scrolled messages onto the floor. “How dare you!”
Tomas’ face remained impassive. “I ruled as the New Agreement dictated.”
“You ruled as you wanted!”
Senna, wide awake, flapped his wings and stared at me like he would a spider. A look of revulsion, but also hunger. A thick scroll was tied to his leg, ready to send Tomas’ words to a Descendant spying in one of the monasteries. Surely, he should have been away already? Then again, I always swore he enjoyed listening to our arguments.
“As I wanted?” Tomas said flatly. “I can’t remember the last time I did that.”
“Don’t lie. You’ve always hated Rónnat.”
He tapped the edge of the table with his fingers then laid them flat. “I can’t see why you are so upset. Four of the council members agreed with you. I’m happy to abide with the majority rule, unlike your sister who so shamelessly flouted our laws.”
“At least some of our leaders have sense.”
My words tumbled out, with little thought to making a coherent argument. My tears had long since dried, leaving behind only rage. But the hotter I burned, the colder Tomas became. It had always been so, and this was no exception.
Tomas bent down to pick up the scrolls and gave a small sigh. “Rónnat’s life was never in any danger. We gift-leaders had already agreed her sentence before the trial and had decided how to vote.”
“Why would you do that?”
“What have the other Descendants learned as a result of the trial?” His dark green eyes lifted from the pages of his book. “That death awaits those who break the rules.”
“Or banishment.”
He gave me a knowing look. “Only Rónnat would be stupid enough to break the rules for something other than power. Others, who might be tempted to influence the mortals for their own gain, now know there is no leniency.”
“So, you used my sister?”
Tomas shook his head. “That’s not how I view it. I tried my best for her, but banishment was the only sentence the other gift-leaders would accept. I pleaded for less, and I did that for you. Not that I expect you to understand the sacrifices and efforts I make on your behalf.”
I stared at him, and this time I didn’t let Aoife or our past blur my judgement. The memory of Affraic flicking her fingers, almost raising them into the air, made my blood run cold. She hadn’t known how she would vote until the very last second. “You’re lying.”
Tomas started, jaw flexing. I had never said those words to him before. I had always pushed my misgivings aside, conceded, acquiesced… apologised.
“Believe that if you want.” His voiced turned flat again. “Hopefully, when your anger fades, you will realise that I’m not the enemy here.” He gestured to the chair beside his desk. “Can you sit? I have something else to discuss.”
“Not now.” I stormed off toward the ladder.
“It’s council business, not personal. I’m afraid I have to insist.” He pointed to the chair again.
“No.”
“Fine,” he said, as I swung my legs onto the ladder. “If you don’t have an opinion on how we should deal with Rónnat’s child, go.”
I stilled.
He gave me a wry smile. “The chair is more comfortable.” He gestured again to the empty seat, but I did not move.
“All right then. I’ll begin.” He picked up a scroll on his desk. “I have a job for you. One in which you can be useful to the council and fulfil your sister’s wish.”
My heart sped up. I could see the look in Tomas’ eyes as he spoke. You’re being
paranoid, it said. See, I’m not to blame. I’m trying to help.
The room filled with mist before I could respond. I rested my hands on my knees while I waited for Gobnat. Witches as strong as she could appear and disappear at will within short distances, but traces of magic showed. In Gobnat’s case, a mist-like substance formed when she cast her spells.
“Fódla,” she said softly. “How are you?”
When the silence lasted long enough for her to realise that I wasn’t going to answer, her eyes narrowed, and she glanced from me to Tomas and back again. “Did Tomas not explain our strategy?” she said, this time more urgently. “I never would have raised my hand if I thought Rónnat might die.” She clambered around the chair and tried to rub my arm.
I pushed her away. “Don’t touch me.”
“She doesn’t believe us, Gobnat.” Tomas stared at me as if I were a naughty child who had spilled her food on the floor and didn’t want to clean it up. Part amused, part frustrated.
Gobnat’s mouth dropped. “Fódla, how can you think that? You and Rónnat are my oldest friends. I—”
“There is no point trying to convince her tonight,” Tomas interrupted. “Let’s stick to business, shall we? Then we can all get to bed. It’s been a tiring day for everyone.”
A red blush crept along Gobnat’s cheeks, but she settled herself and took the offered seat. My seat.
Tomas started. “King Brian Boru of Munster is becoming a problem.”
Gobnat nodded, solemn but eager. “A feud is festering between King Brian and High King Sechnall. A great war approaches.”
“And?”
“It could be catastrophic. Both men are amassing huge armies, not just made up of the Irish, but they’re drafting mercenaries too. If war happens, we need to know where it will be, so we can send the healers out to help the innocents.” Tomas tapped his lips with his forefinger. “However, we’ve been unable to place a spy in any monastery or nunnery that has an insight into what King Brian is up to.”
Gobnat stared intently at Tomas as he spoke, then turned to me. “We were hoping you might have more luck.”
I glanced at Tomas, then Gobnat, waiting for one of them to laugh. Surely this was a joke? Just before Aoife was born, I had spent a two-year spell at the nunnery in Kells. I didn’t mind the women, and I had enjoyed taking care of the crops, but the constant praying and loneliness had worn me down. I had been terrible at finding out information from the visiting queens and princesses too – something Tomas knew very well. “No. I don’t think I’m the right person. Besides, I don’t think the abbesses permit their novices to bring children inside.”
“Oh.” Tomas gave me a sideways glance. “You won’t be joining a convent.”
“Brian Boru prays with the priests and monks,” Gobnat chimed in, “but he does not confide in them. His sons and daughters are no different.”
“Then it is a lost cause.”
“We don’t think so. We believe he opens up to those in his inner circle.” Tomas brushed aside the strands of hair that touched the base of his neck. “Brian Boru is an unusual king. For a start, he shouldn’t even be King of Munster – he’s from the wrong clan. An upstart. Many of his closest allies are commoners.”
Gobnat agreed and muttered something else about Brian’s humble beginnings. I blocked it out. Sweat trickled down my back from the effort of not slamming their heads together. I hated the sight of them. I hated listening to their scheming when they’d just banished my sister as if it were nothing. But I was tied. If Rónnat wanted me to raise her child, then I had to help, and I refused to give Tomas an excuse to give the child away to someone else. Agreeing to what he wanted was the only solution.
And who better to do this than the old me. The Fódla who had adored Tomas. Who had desperately sought his approval. The fool who always let him get his own way. No matter how much it hurt me, or Aoife.
“Are you listening, Fódla?” Tomas frowned.
“Yes.”
Gobnat, clearly seeing that I had drifted off, filled me in. “We want you to work as a healer in Munster and make your way towards Killaloe where King Brian resides. Once there, heal someone close to him. Gain his trust.”
“Using my gift?” I raised an eyebrow. “Won’t that get me banished… or killed?”
“You are an accomplished healer, Fódla, even without your gift,” Gobnat said. “Your knowledge of herbs and plants is second to none. You don’t need to use your gift to get noticed.”
Tomas took a long, deep breath. “If you impress him, he may bring you into his confidence. If not, he’ll need healers for his army. Even if you know when and where he intends to march, it will be helpful. And while in Munster, I’m sure you’ll find a suitable mortal family for Rónnat’s son.”
“So, let me get this right. You want me, a woman, to gain a king’s trust about military matters?” I searched Tomas’ eyes. “Why on earth would he confide in me? You both know I’d make a terrible seductress.”
“I would never ask you to do that.” Tomas rubbed the bridge of his nose. “In fact, I have thought long and hard on how to ensure your safety.”
Gobnat stood and held out her hand. “Come here, Fódla.”
I didn’t move.
She cast her eyes down, her face full of sorrow. “I’ll come to you then.”
Gobnat moved slowly, fingers outstretched, until they pressed against my cheek. Heat suddenly burned inside me, my body twisted and ached. Mist swirled around us. Just as a scream burst through my lips, she let go.
I brushed my hand against the aching skin until the pain faded. “What did you do?”
“Look at your reflection.”
I ran to the basin of water on Tomas’ desk and leaned over. The left side of my face had turned red, the skin twisted and scarred as if I’d been burned in a fire. The hair along the left side of my scalp was thin, grey, and patchy along the scalp. My left arm too had withered, scarred from my wrist to my shoulder. “What have you done?”
“It’s a spell,” Gobnat said. “If you can gain the trust of King Brian Boru, he will respect you as a healer, but your appearance means he will not crave your love.”
Tomas nodded. “As you are not in a nunnery, you will not have the protection of godly vows and celibacy. This disguise will be your shield, though you must still be careful. The spell will fade if you cross the sea, so you won’t be able to visit any of the islands that scatter the Munster coastline. If they force you to travel with them, you must take care to cover your face until you return to the mainland.”
I touched the skin. Rough and calloused, it felt hideous against my palm. “Why me?”
“Some older Descendants still harbour a fondness for mortals,” Tomas said. “We can only trust someone who will do as asked, but no more. You are there to gather information, that’s it. The consequences of going any further are very serious, as you now know.”
“When must I go?”
“We will let Rónnat give birth to her child and wean him at your father’s ráth in Ulaid. The feud between Sechnall and Brian will simmer a while before it boils over.”
I could hardly process what he was asking me. He wanted me to live among the mortals? Mortal men at that. Mortal men like Colum, who could sing beautiful songs, then the next day be murdered. The spear in his side had been buried deep. Wounds had covered his chest too. Blood soaked his clothes, his fingers, his hands. Who killed him and why? I had asked my father. Men do not need reasons to kill each other, was his only reply.
“Take it off.” I wrapped my arms around my chest, the reflection making me suddenly queasy.
Gobnat rubbed her hand over my face, and the skin returned to normal.
Tomas stared at me expectantly. “Well, will you help us?”
“Of course.”
I turned and clambered onto the ladder, my mind too unsettled to think. I felt his gaze upon me, waiting for me to return it.
“One day, you will see what I am trying to do,” he said gently. “Aoife always understood me, even when it was difficult for her.” Tomas stepped forward and kneeled beside me. “I only wish you peace and happiness, Fódla. And an end to your melancholy.”
Stop speaking our daughter’s name, I wanted to shout. Stop using her memory to force me to do things I don’t want to do. But those words weren’t going to get me where I needed to be.
“Yes, I know. I’m sorry I shouted.”
The words came out brittle, and I thought he’d hear the lie in them, but he didn’t. A warm smile spread across his face. We were treading on familiar ground now, and familiarity hid many sins.
“It’s hard for you. I understand. Rónnat is your sister, but she has always been such a destructive force in your life. I think, once the mission is over, you will find life easier without her here.” He touched my hand. “It’s difficult for me to say that. Truth is painful sometimes, no?”
I nodded. “Maybe you are right.”
Tomas gave me one last smile as I started my descent. How many times had I wished for a smile like that in the time since we first met? A thousand? Ten thousand? His kind words had once meant everything to me, his rebukes a sword to the heart. I supposed it was as well that my heart, dulled by grief, felt almost no other pain. His words did not destroy me as they used to, his praise elicited no joy. The love I once had for him had entirely disappeared, and that truth was painful indeed.



NORTHUMBRIA, 996
Gormflaith
The doors of the hall opened, and Edward slipped inside. Beads of sweat slid down his nose and splattered onto the stone tiles of Bamburgh’s great hall as he ran to find Lord Waltheof. “My lord,” he panted. “Ten Viking ships have landed on our coast.”
The Earl of Northumbria, Lord Waltheof, broke off a conversation with his nephew and stared at his most seasoned guard. Blinking, he exhaled sharply and paced over to his chair. The thanes and ladies of the court gasped, whispered, and edged closer to where the ealdorman now sat, like little spiders scuttling to ensnare their prey.
Gytha and I did not follow. We remained sitting beside the fire as if the news did not concern us. I busied myself with sewing the hem of an old dress, while my stepdaughter continued to dutifully embroider a shawl for Lord Waltheof’s wife. Concealing my smile, however, was difficult. Four years had passed since Sigurd had promised me Olaf would come for Gytha. I had started to worry he would never arrive.
“Have you spoken to them?” Lord Waltheof asked Edward.
I glanced over at the ealdorman who clutched the arms of his chair. It steadied the shaking of his hands, which I supposed was something. If you couldn’t be brave, pretending to be was the only option, and Lord Waltheof had mastered this, if nothing else.
“Yes. They have asked to speak with Lady Gytha,” Edward replied.
Gytha frowned and placed her embroidery in her lap. “Me? Why?”
Edward cleared his throat. “I was informed that the Earl of Wendland is aboard. He says he has arrived for a special occasion. He called it a thing.”
Lord Waltheof stared around the room, incredulous. “Does this man know he’s in Northumbria and not Norway?” Some ladies tittered into their handkerchiefs, and one or two of the thanes managed a bout of nervous laughter. His nephew Ethelwold, never more than a few paces away from the ealdorman, unless he was pestering Gytha, sniggered like a braying donkey.
Waltheof, enjoying the response to his little joke, slammed his fist against his thigh. “Is the Earl of Wendland in his right mind, Edward, or has he over-indulged in seawater tonics? What is this thing he speaks of?”
I stood and strode forward until I reached the centre of the hall. “A thing is just a Danish term for a gathering, my lord, though obviously, one hasn’t been called here. The earl must be mistaken.” I smiled at the nobles in the room, trying not to take too much satisfaction from their grim expressions. “You remember Olaf, don’t you, Gytha? When our ship was blown off-course from Dublin, he was a guest of Earl Sigurd’s.”
Gytha nodded uncertainly. “Oh, yes. I had forgotten.” She stared at the fabric of her dress for a few moments, lost in thought. “Does he come in peace, Edward?”
Edward, now having regained his breath, shrugged. “He says he has. But he is Viking. You can never be sure.”
“Then I shall go to greet him.” I turned to address the ealdorman of Northumbria directly. “I know him and can ascertain if his intentions are good or otherwise.”
Lord Waltheof frowned. “I can’t permit this, Gormflaith. It’s too dangerous.” He tapped his chin with his forefinger and scanned the room. None of the thanes spoke. He didn’t like that. It meant he had to think of something to say himself.
“Nonsense,” I said, taking advantage of his indecision. “I know Olaf, and you’ll be pleased to hear that he is a devout Christian. He’s converted thousands of souls to the true God already. We must have faith that Jesus’ message of peace has entered his heart.”
Lord Waltheof garbled an unintelligible sentence which suggested he still didn’t want me to go, but with less conviction than before. And I wasn’t surprised. I was a woman and not from Northumbria. On the other hand, he could not refuse a Christian earl entry to his fort. I watched the dilemma dance on his face for a moment. The new religion really was fascinating. A paradox of piety and dogma. In general, it seemed the more devout you appeared and the more confident you sounded in knowing the will of God, the more you could get away with.
“Edward,” I said, “please bring twenty of your best men with me to the beach. Even though I am sure they will see no fighting today it will give our ealdorman peace of mind.” I turned to Waltheof. “See, I shall be safe. Edward will look after me.”
Edward placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. “I will, my lord. At the first sign of trouble, I shall escort her back to the fort.”
A slow smile formed on Waltheof’s face. “I can see you won’t be dissuaded by—”
“Olaf Tryggvason has a blood feud with us.” Uhtred the Bold cut his father off and strolled closer to the ealdorman’s chair. Tall for a Northumbrian and barrel-chested, his voice boomed across the room. “Great-grandfather fought against Olaf’s kin when Eric Bloodaxe invaded our lands. Perhaps Olaf has come for revenge? Everyone knows how these Vikings are.”
The thanes were silenced, and their grim faces turned a greyer shade of pale. Damn Uhtred. He was as suspicious of Vikings as sheep were of wolves, and unlike his father, not entirely stupid.
“You are mistaken, Uhtred.” I pushed as much confidence as I could into my voice without sounding overbearing. “Olaf’s grandfather was a half-brother to Erik Bloodaxe, but they were never allies. In fact, if I remember correctly, Erik Bloodaxe killed Olaf’s grandfather. Far from bringing a blood feud to your shores, Olaf is more likely to bring the hand of friendship.”
Uhtred licked his lips. His understanding of the wars in Norway was not as good as mine, but I hoped he had learned enough to know I was right. At last, he nodded, and his quick eyes scanned my expression for traces of deceit. My face was a mask of humility, though it didn’t matter. Uhtred saw deception wherever he looked, even when it wasn’t there. “Father, I believe you should call the other thanes and bannermen immediately.”
The earl hesitated. The gods, he is so stupid.
“You give your father good advice, Uhtred.” I smiled at the ealdorman and his son. “It’s always best to be prepared. It’s much easier to recall the messengers than to send them out if we are besieged.”
Earl Waltheof nodded. “Yes… yes, I agree. Uhtred, send out the messengers.”
I curtseyed low to show I supported his verdict. “And what do you say, my lord, about me going to meet him? I do believe we should at least try to make terms of peace, for is that not the Christian way?”
Waltheof straightened in his chair. “It can’t do any harm. Yes, better we offer friendship as Jesus teaches us. I trust you to go as you know him, but at the first sign of trouble, ride back.” He gestured towards Gytha. “My stepmother’s happiness is paramount, and she would be devastated if you were harmed.”
Uhtred snorted while his cousin, Ethelwold, leered at me, looking positively delighted at the prospect of my death. I’d thwarted many of his attempts to corner Gytha and bully her into accepting his proposal over the last four years. I’d found it rather amusing. The concealed rage brewing around his scrawny mouth any time he tried to speak to Gytha, only to find me there, ready to smother the conversation with my motherly scorn.
I curtseyed again to Lord Waltheof then left the fort before anyone could stop me.
Gytha stared after me, lips parted. I half-expected to find tears in her eyes, but to her credit, she held them in. We had not spoken of Olaf in a while. She changed the subject whenever I brought him up or else didn’t engage. I didn’t know if it was fear of having a new husband or if she had grown attached to England, but there had been no point pushing the matter while Olaf was at sea and exploring the English and French coastlines, for he could have died at any time. But he hadn’t. His coming here meant he was returning to Norway and had stopped to claim his bride. Her indecision could last no longer. She would have to decide where her loyalties lay, and of course, I would be there to make sure she made the right decision. Sitric depended upon it.
*
Thick grey clouds swarmed across the sky, bearing down on the blue-grey sea. The green rushes by the sand dunes swayed and flattened with every gust, almost as if to lead the way to Olaf’s boat. Twenty soldiers rode with me in silence along the coastal path. I could smell their fear, their longing for the warm fires of their homes, the soft flesh of their wives. If they were lucky, Olaf had come under Sigurd’s orders, and there would be no fighting. If not, few of them would return home.
I rode on, harder and faster, toward the ships that had anchored in the shallows of the Bamburgh shore. Olaf stood out straightaway. The strange tattoos that covered his arms had now progressed to his shoulder and neck. His blond hair was braided and clipped together at the ends with gold beads. That, however, wasn’t the most striking change. The desolate grief that had haunted him at our last meeting seemed entirely absent. He stood tall, chest out.
As soon as he noted our party approaching, he disembarked from the ship and brought five of his men with him up the beach. A good sign. They walked to where the algae-covered rocks and pebbles made way for drier sand. Then he waited.
I pulled my horse to a stop, once we reached the green rushes by the sand dunes, and dismounted.
“Stay here, Edward. If I brush my hair away from my shoulder, I am in trouble. Otherwise, keep your distance.”
Edward cleared his throat. “Lord Waltheof told me to stay close, Lady Gormflaith.”
“You will be close enough. Just promise me that, if they kill me, you will ensure my daughter is safe.”
Edward gave me a strange look.
“Swear on your cross.”
His hand moved to touch the small silver pendant. “I swear it, my lady.”
Leaving him to dwell on the consequences of the holy vow he’d just made, I strolled onto the beach. The sand slipped under my shoes, making walking elegantly difficult, but I believe I managed it. Olaf walked forward to meet me, the damper sand underneath his feet doing a better job of holding his weight.
“Olaf Tryggvason.” I held out my hand for him to kiss.
“Gormflaith.” He smiled back. “I have arrived for the thing, as Sigurd the Stout suggested, but the men who met us didn’t know what I was talking about.”
I shook my head, grinning slightly. “There is no thing here, Olaf. Northumbria is a Christian country. They do not hold to pagan traditions.”
Olaf paused. “Then why am I here?”
“You are here because I want you to be.”
His blue eyes searched mine. He didn’t speak, and once he was finished with me, he scanned Edward and his men, then the hills behind them.
“Only twenty of us left the fort. There is no trick. No army hidden in the bushes.”
“Then please tell me, what do you want?”
“I have a proposition for you. If you agree, all will be well and good.”
Olaf ground his teeth. “And if I don’t agree?”
“Let’s leave such thoughts for now. My proposition is much more exciting.”
Olaf grunted and folded his arms. A man of few words. Perhaps I would like him after all.
“As you know,” I began, “my stepdaughter, Gytha, needs a husband. Her late husband, the Earl of Northumbria, left her a substantial amount of gold and silver, but his son, Lord Waltheof, won’t allow her to take it away. They are trying to match her with someone from their family, and the suitor in question is quite… unsuitable.”
“This was the daughter who was with you in Orkney?” Olaf shrugged his shoulders. “Big breasts, sad face.”
“As I recall, you weren’t so happy yourself the last time we met.”
“My wife had just died.”
“So had her husband.”
Olaf snorted. “My wife was a famous beauty, full of grace and wit. Gytha’s husband was an old sack of turd.”
“True enough.” I raised my chin. “I’ll be honest. There is nothing I can do about her sad face. Maybe you’ll have better luck than me. If not, perhaps her big breasts will console you?”
“Plenty of whores have big breasts.”
“Do your whores bear many children for you?” I smirked. “And I’ve forgotten… How many true-born sons did you have with your late wife?”
Olaf didn’t reply, but his jaw clenched and cheeks flushed. “So, you’re offering me a young woman with a large dowry, big breasts, a sad face, fit for breeding legitimate heirs. That is very generous. I suppose you want something in return?”
My, isn’t he droll? He spoke in such a low monotone that I couldn’t tell if he was interested or not. I moved closer, so that his men could not hear what I said.
“I want you to help my son, Sitric Silkbeard, become King of Dublin.”
Olaf clicked his tongue. “I can’t ask my men to do that. Many of their families trade with Ivar.”
“I don’t want you to fight Ivar. My son will do that. And the trade deals concerning your men’s families will continue as before. Sitric will also reduce their taxes as a mark of friendship.”
Olaf’s eyes narrowed. “If you don’t want me to fight, what do you want?”
“I want you to come to Dublin with your new bride and stay until the winter after next.”
Olaf glanced at the man to his right, then at the Bamburgh fort. “Why?”
“Once Ivar is defeated, High King Sechnall will insist Sitric continues to pay the eraic he set after Gluniairn’s death. Sitric, however, must refuse to pay it. Before the next full moon wanes, Sechnall will come to our gates with his army to demand it. However, if you and your army are there, Sechnall won’t dare to attack.”
Olaf rubbed a calloused hand over his beard. “Did you tell Sigurd any of this?”
“No. If he came to Dublin to help Sitric, Sigurd would end up taking Dublin for himself.”
A sly grin built on Olaf’s face. “And I won’t?”
“No. You won’t.”
“You seem very certain about this.”
“I am.”
He laughed, revealing a set of even teeth. Only one was missing. Better and better for Gytha. I took another step closer. I could smell the sea on him. Salt and sweat and dirt. “You want Northumbria, not Dublin,” I whispered in his ear. “That’s why you landed here as Sigurd suggested. It’s not Gytha’s gold, big breasts, or her sad face you desire. It’s her knowledge of the land your grandfather was too weak to conquer.”
Olaf’s laugh died, and his fingers clasped the hilt of his axe. I lifted my hand ever so slightly and touched the ends of the hair that hung to my waist. I could feel Edward’s eyes upon me. All I had to do was flick and his best archer would put an arrow through Olaf’s heart.
“You insult my grandfather,” Olaf hissed.
“I tell the truth. If he’d been strong enough to take this land, Waltheof would not be earl here.” I held his gaze, then glanced over the muscles and tendons bulging from his sword arm. “You are not weak though. You can take this land. Gytha can tell you where every stronghold is, how many men guard it, which of the thanes are clever, which are not. Who is loyal to Waltheof and who isn’t.”
“Perhaps I should marry you?”
This time it was my turn to laugh. “I am too old. A man like you needs sons, and I am almost finished my breeding years. Gytha is younger and a true-born daughter of Amlav the Red. A better match by far.”
His eyes narrowed. “How old are you? Thirty-five? Thirty-six? You look younger. I’d say there are plenty more breeding years left in you.”
My pulse quickened as Mother’s words came flooding back to me. She would have had me flee to Aquitaine or Burgundy by now. Somewhere nobody knew me. My lack of wrinkles and grey hair were becoming noticeable. How many years did I have left before it raised questions?
Pushing her instructions from my head, I lowered my chin and pretended to blush at Olaf’s compliment. “Nothing ages women like outside work and childbearing. Fortunately, I’ve had little to do with either.”
Olaf nodded at my response. My well-worn line still working, for now. Taking a deep breath, I steadied my nerves. “So, what do you say? An alliance between our families would make us both powerful, and when you invade Northumbria, Sitric will be in a position to help you. But it’s a once-in-a-lifetime offer. If you don’t want Gytha, she will have to take on one of the Northumbrians or lose her gold.”
Olaf glanced at the ships behind him, his expression blank. He was so infuriating. He had reacted to nothing I said. What had really driven him to come here? Was it wealth, power, or merely because Sigurd told him to?
“Well?” I sighed. “We don’t have all day.”
He nodded. “We have an agreement.” He touched the silver cross hanging from his neck. “I swear that I will marry Gytha and assist your son so he can take the kingship of Dublin.”
There. After years of waiting, I had what I wanted. I had expected this to make me happy, relief to flood through my veins, but instead, the knot in my stomach tightened. Was it the coldness in his eyes, or the curl of his lips that frightened me? I couldn’t tell, though I knew what I felt. Betrayal. I tilted my cheek upward, a sign that he should kiss it to seal our deal. He lowered his head, and his dry lips brushed my skin. Using my left hand, I held him there. “If you betray Sitric and try to take Dublin for yourself, I will kill you.”
Olaf pulled away. “I swore on God’s cross. I do not break my vows, woman.”
“Good. Then follow me to the fort. Tell Waltheof that you were mistaken about the thing and entertain him tonight with tales of your travels. When Gytha comes to the feast, make sure you appear infatuated.”
He gave me a blank stare. “Infatuated?”
“Yes. Look besotted, gaze adoringly, act like a fool in love. If you don’t understand any of those concepts, pretend she is your famous dead wife.”
Olaf frowned as I walked away. I didn’t care. I had the measure of him now.
*
Olaf and his men followed me to the Bamburgh fort, and after I had introduced Olaf to Waltheof, I excused myself and made my way to Gytha’s room. She stared at me as I entered and set down the golden brooch she was cleaning.
“How do you feel, Gytha,” I asked, sitting on her bed. “You know Olaf has come here to claim you?”
Her hand rubbed the silver cross around her neck, and she breathed short, shallow breaths.
“How would you like to have such a man as a husband? He is very handsome. Even more so since we last met him.”
She gave a small shrug. “I’m not sure if I can do this.”
Fuck the gods. She could ruin everything. Four years of listening to boring sermons from dried-up old priests had turned her into a God-fearing wreck. If I were as dull as her and being offered a man like Olaf, I’d weep for joy.
“The priests say he has converted all of his men to Christianity. They say he will bring Christ to Norway once and for all, when he returns. Would you not be proud to have such a husband?”
This pricked at her ears. “I am grateful—”
“Oh, I see. I understand.” I slid from the bed and stepped toward her. “You have developed feelings for Ethelwold.” I gave a small sigh. “You had me believing that you hated him, when in fact, you’re secretly in love.”
“Gormflaith,” she pleaded. “Don’t tease me. You know I can’t stand him.”
“Well, if you don’t want Lord Waltheof to force his nephew upon you, then you must accept Olaf. He is an earl and a Christian. The Northumbrians can’t refuse to pay your widow’s portion if you marry him.”
“But I will have to leave here.”
I sat back beside her and patted her hand. “Northumbria is a wonderful kingdom, but a woman’s place is with her husband. You should pray this one lives longer than the last. Then you might have the children I know you desire.”
She nodded at last. “If you think it’s for the best, I will follow your advice, Gormflaith.”
I leaned closer, folding her into a warm hug. “Listen to me, Gytha. So many of us are forced to marry whoever our father chooses. Your first husband was a hideous old beast. Olaf is young, handsome, ambitious, and he has chosen you to be his bride above all others. He already has gold. He hasn’t come here for that. He likes you, he told me. So, already, you start married life at an advantage.”
The small smile on her lips grew until it met the blush colouring her cheeks.
“Now,” I said, fixing her hair. “Get dressed for the feast. Make sure Olaf can’t take his eyes off you.”
I left the room with my stepdaughter still smiling and brushing the silk of her new gown. She would need at least two hours to get her hair curled and ready. I, therefore, had the luxury of time, and instead of going to my room, I ventured to one of the small houses situated just beyond the city walls.
Falk sat on the bench outside his house. His two children played along the planks of wood laid out on the soil.
“Another new ship?” I smiled. “Lord Waltheof will have quite a fleet soon.”
Falk grinned. “He pays me well. Just like you told me he would.”
“Perhaps he pays you too well?”
Falk crossed his left leg over his other knee. “I heard Olaf Tryggvason arrived this morning. Is it time for us to go?”
I nodded. “I will stay with Gytha until the wedding. That way our trip to Ireland will not arouse suspicion. You must go tonight. Find Sitric and his men and bring them to Dublin.”
“Is he still in Ulaid?” Falk asked.
“He is.”
“Then I shall leave as soon as it grows dark.”
“Have you heard from your family in Dublin?”
“Yes. They are living without a silver coin to their name, and the High King is coming next month to enforce the next eraic. The city is ripe for rebellion as it is. You might not need Olaf’s help, after all. I half suspect Ivar will run back to Waterford as soon as he sees Sitric.”
“Sitric will need Olaf’s help. Not from Ivar, but from Sechnall. His rage will be a sight to behold when he realises Sitric won’t pay over the eraic. Without the fear of Olaf’s men, he would invade Dublin in an instant.”
“Does Olaf know that you are using him?” Falk asked, yanking his axe from the woodpile.
“Yes.” I folded my arms. “I saw no point in being dishonest. Gytha’s widow portion more than compensates for him wintering in Dublin. He has agreed to the terms.”
“Are you sure?”
Scepticism was written all over Falk’s face, and this time, I was wise enough to concede he had a point. But I had to make this play now, otherwise Sitric would never be king. If Olaf turned against us, we would deal with it then.
“Don’t worry. Olaf is ambitious, but it isn’t Dublin that he wants – it’s Northumbria.”
Falk rubbed his chin, his shoulders sagged for a moment. “Then I will get ready.”
“Arni, Freya.” I waved them over to me, smiling. “Do you want to come to the feast in the fort tonight?”
Both children skipped excitedly and took hold of my hands.
Falk scowled. “What are you doing?”
“You’re gathering warriors, Falk. Children have no place there. I will look after them and bring them to Dublin after the wedding. They will be much safer with me. I promise.”
He stared at his children who giggled at the thought of eating the succulent meat roasted by the earl’s cooks. He smiled as he took in their faces, a smile which faded as he turned to me. “You doubt me? After all these years?”
“Don’t take it personally, Falk. You will see them again soon, if you do as you’ve promised.”
I turned and walked back to the fort. The children ran about me, chattering and blethering about a hundred different things. Today, the mindless noise didn’t bother me. Today, I actually liked it. Soon, I would see Sitric, and everything would be as I had planned.



ULAID, 996
Fódla
The northern province of Ulaid was cooler than the south, the storms more ferocious, the wind sharper. I always enjoyed coming north, for I had lived here with my father and Rónnat when we were little. Happier times, Rónnat would say, but in truth, they were simpler times. I loved the remoteness, the freedom of living among the loughs. The land was not good there – either too damp for cattle grazing or too barren for crop growing – and so, no mortals lived close by. As a result, Father let Rónnat and I run wild, and we had done just that.
I crouched by the lough’s edge and dipped my left hand in the water until it reached the thin blue veins of my wrist. Too cold to hold it there long, I pulled away, and the water rippled, scattering the brown-eyed, red-headed reflection staring back at me.
Last night had been damp, and a shallow fog covered the water. The white wisps swirling in the air almost made me smile. There was something enticing about the way they moved, dancing like nymphs with never-ending veils trailing behind.
But smiles were not for today.
The sound of horses’ hooves thudding against damp soil filled the air. Tomas and Gobnat’s arrival was imminent, and the dream that had been the last four years was coming to an end.
I closed my eyes and waited.
“Greetings, Fódla.”
Turning toward the voice, I opened my eyes. Slowly, Tomas appeared through the haze of fog and made his way over to me. Gobnat and two of her witches followed closely behind.
“Morning, Tomas.”
Tomas dismounted and bowed formally. “We allowed Rónnat four years to wean her baby to childhood, but now he must leave her as the council ruled. And so must you.”
I gave the slightest of nods. To speak, somehow, would have felt like approval of what was to happen. It was my own little rebellion. Words – I had to be so very careful which ones I chose, for I could not give him any reason to take Rónnat’s child away from me. Silence, therefore, was my friend. My only weapon.
Gobnat dismounted while Tomas spoke and walked toward me. Apology was written in every feature, every movement, and when she came to a stop beside Tomas, she gave me a small smile. “Come, Fódla. You know what I must do.”
She held out her hand, and I stepped forward to take it. Just like last time, agony flooded through my body, and the left side of my face turned red and raw while my left arm and shoulder hunched, blistered and shrivelled.
“Events have progressed with the mortals,” Tomas said, once my pain subsided. “We need you in Munster as soon as possible, so we can understand what King Brian is up to.”
“Once I have Rónnat’s boy, we will travel there.”
Gobnat gave Tomas a sideways glance, then refocused on me. “You need to travel around Munster for at least a year before you reach his dun. King Brian’s a suspicious man, so you can’t appear out of the blue, with no one ever having heard of you. Once there, it’s very important that you ingratiate yourself with him. The council have decided that you can use your gift once, though only once, to heal him, or his kin. You must do something special to make him trust you.”
The council had sanctioned the use of gift-healing, as opposed to simply using my herbs and tonics? That was unusual. In recent years, healers had only been permitted to use their gifts on injured women and children after a battle – never as a way to gain trust. Brian Boru really must be a threat to the peace for them to approve this. I tried my best to prevent those opinions from showing on my face. “I will do my best.”
Tomas smiled. “Then we are agreed.” Taking my hand in his, he led me away from the rest of the group.
I wanted to snatch it back, but I let him hold it. To avoid starting a conversation, I concentrated on keeping my boots as dry as possible. The muddy sludge that lapped the lough’s edge sank under the weight of our feet, and water seeped between the leather seams if I didn’t move quickly. The sensation of cold ankles and toes jogged my memory. Aoife had come here with us once… when she was a child. A smaller set of footprints had marked the mud as she ran on ahead. I sometimes put my own foot around them.
Tomas stopped suddenly, and the image of my daughter laughing vanished into the fog. “Gobnat and her witches are casting a spell over the island in the middle of the lough,” he said. “No mortal will be able to see it, though an exception has been made for Rónnat’s son, tonight.” He paused. “She will be safe there. I promise you.”
He was always so certain when he spoke. Confident. It was something that had drawn me to him when I was younger. I could feel it tugging at me now. The comfort of belief, even if it was someone else’s, would be a relief for the never-ending emptiness I felt.
“Unfortunately, I can’t say the same about you. I am worried about your safety.”
“Mine?” I stopped walking. “Why?”
Tomas eyed me thoughtfully. “When you lived in Wicklow, you grew up close to a mortal family, yes?”
I nodded.
“But there were only women and children in this family, I remember you saying?”
I nodded again. There was no need to tell him about Colum, for he had been a boy of fourteen when we first met him. Not quite a man. Not at the start, anyway.
He lifted a few strands of the withered, lank white hair that hung against my face with his free hand and rubbed it between his fingers. “When on this mission, you must always fear the men. You’ve seen what they do for yourself.”
“I do fear them. I dislike them intensely.”
“Then why did you never tell me about the mortal man you healed after the battle of Áth Cliath?”
“What?”
Tomas’ warm smile faltered. His grip on my hand tightened ever so slightly. “Affraic told me about the last battle… the last one before our involvement was forbidden. She said she found you tending dying warriors who had been left behind by their own leaders.” He placed the strands of hair against my collarbone and locked eyes with mine. “Why did you do that?”
“I don’t know,” I stammered.
The three men I had found dying in a ditch after the battle were a wretched sight, spluttering blood and weeping, and cradling their guts in their arms like newborn babies. The youngest of them had cried out for his mother. I had dulled the men’s pain, let them pass over more peacefully… except for the youngest. I couldn’t let him go, even though I’d been told not to help the warriors, only the women and children. His eyes closed, his heartbeat barely there. I had pressed my hand against his wound and healed him just enough, so that when he woke from his fever, he could walk home. I had been so exhausted afterwards that I hadn’t noticed Affraic watching.
Tomas leaned closer, and I realised he was waiting for a better response. I gave him what he wanted to hear. “I did it to practise my gift… and they were so badly injured I knew they couldn’t hurt me.”
Tomas’ grip relaxed. “As long as you remember that mortal men are treacherous. They are greedy, vengeful and violent. Brian Boru has a fearful reputation among the mortals. His eldest son is greatly feared, too.”
“Why, what have they done that is so much worse than all the others?”
“You really want to know?”
Straightening as best I could, I met Tomas’ gaze.
“Ímar, a Viking from Limerick, and Muad, the previous King of Munster, betrayed Brian. And so, Brian and his son rode out to find them. Ímar took his children and fled to a monastery on Scattery Island and were granted sanctuary. Brian, however, did not listen to the pleas of the monks and went inside the church, where he killed Ímar and all his children. Then Brian called his army, found King Muad, and killed him and twelve hundred of his men in a single day.” Tomas looked out at the lough for a moment, his shoulders slumping. “Mortal men are savage, yes, but to break sanctuary? To kill in these numbers? I have not heard of it before. To allow such a man to gain land in the north would be unconscionable. The suffering of the people… it’s unimaginable.”
In truth, I had not thought much about the mission. My sadness over leaving Rónnat had been all I could think of. Reality suddenly hit me. My task – taking my nephew into Munster and befriending this king – seemed impossible. How could I gain the confidence of such a man? How could I even speak to him without trembling?
Tomas, seeing the fear flicker over my face, brushed my cheek gently with his thumb. “Once you are in their inner circle, no more practising. No matter how much you pity them.”
“Of course not. Do you really think me such a fool?”
“Mortals can trick even the cleverest of our kind. How do you suppose they convinced so many of our forebears to go to war on their behalf?” He shifted his weight, hesitating. “The council is allowing you to use your gift to heal someone close to King Brian to gain trust, but only once.”
“Yes. I remember.”
“I know. I just… You are a kind person, Fódla, and you may find it hard to withhold your gift. It can be difficult to keep mortals at a distance when you are pretending to be their friend, but you must understand, our laws cannot be broken. I hope I am entrusting the right person with this task?”
I stared into Tomas’ eyes and nodded once more. In this white fog, his dark green eyes were as bright as gemstones. Handsome as always, but more than that – righteous. Less weary than usual. Something of the young man I fell in love with was present in him today, and I looked at him a moment longer than I intended. He noticed.
“When we last spoke at the fortress, it was in anger,” he said, his voice softening. “I want you to know that you are still important to me.”
“That’s kind of you, Tomas.” I looked out over the lough. “You are… important to me, too.”
He grinned. “I’m pleased you said that. I want us—”
“After the mission, Tomas.” I tried my best to put some colour in my voice. “I’m too troubled with the task at hand to think beyond it.”
I waited for the usual look of hurt to seep through his features, but it didn’t come. Instead, he gave me a warm smile and patted my hand. Glad that I had done enough to placate him, I said nothing more, and we wandered back toward Gobnat. I didn’t look at the footprints this time.
“How have you found being up here?” he asked after a while.
“I’ve enjoyed spending time with Rónnat and her son. Broccan, she called him.”
Tomas gave a sly grimace. “You didn’t always stay here, did you? My messengers tell me you were often absent.”
By messengers he meant Senna. His great black crow was adept at hiding, but not from me. I could sense him, feel the pointed glare of his yellow eyes when he watched me.
“Are you sure you want to do this? I can always find a suitable family for the boy myself.” He lowered his voice. “We wouldn’t have to tell Rónnat.”
I shook my head. “I am ready to do your bidding and spy on King Brian. If a great war breaks out, it is right that we are ready to use our gifts to help the mortal women and children who suffer as a result.”
“Good. It’s nice to be working together once again.”
“Yes,” I agreed. “Oh, look. There’s Gobnat.”
My old friend was now visible. The fog was still thick, but the cloud of white mist that clung to her dress, as she weaved her spell, was thicker. The two novice witches were still casting, too, and I waited patiently for them to finish. Tomas moved closer to Gobnat, ready to catch her in case she fell. Spell casting was tiring work for a witch, just like healing was for a healer, and a spell of this complexity would completely drain her, even with the help of her two young protégées.
As I suspected, she crumpled into Tomas’ arms when she finished, and he carried her over to the horses. The younger witches, exhausted too, clung to each other and followed.
I hung back and waited for their farewells.
Tomas, now mounted on his horse, regained his formal tone. “You must take Rónnat and her boy to the crannog today. A boat will be waiting for you. Once there, she cannot leave. If she does, as soon as the sun sets, her heart will stop beating.”
An icy shiver flooded my body, and it took great strength not to react.
“Farewell, Fódla,” Gobnat said, hunched forward with fatigue. “I long to see you in the fortress once your mission is over. We can talk and dance like we used to.”
“One day, Gobnat,” I said, with as much sincerity as I could muster.
The fact I hadn’t ignored or snapped at her earned a smile, and she sat a little straighter in the saddle. “Remember,” she said. “Your spell fades if you cross the sea. Don’t let the mortals see you as you truly are.”
Tomas urged his horse into motion, and the large beast turned. I raised my hand in farewell and waited until the fog shrouded their bodies, and they disappeared from sight.
*
I had to remind myself to breathe when I opened the door to my father’s ráth. Rónnat was sitting on the bed, tickling her four-year-old son, Broccan, who writhed on the floor, laughing.
“It’s time,” I said.
Rónnat nodded, then quickly stood, picked up her bag and hoisted Broccan onto her hip with her free arm.
Broccan waved. “Aunt Fódla,” he said, still giggling. He reached forward to give me a hug. Rónnat set him down so he could run over.
“What happened to your face?” His smile crumpled as his fingers brushed the red, scarred skin.
Rónnat coughed. “There was a fire, Broccan.”
My young nephew frowned. “Does it hurt, aunt?”
I shook my head. “Are you ready for an adventure, little one?”
He nodded, but a frown still tugged at his lips. “Where have you been? I missed you.”
“I’ve been walking here and there. Dancing with the wind and feasting with the wolves.” I took his arm and smelled his skin, moving my nose from wrist to elbow. “The wolves would find this arm very tasty, I think.”
Broccan squealed and ran behind his mother’s legs, his giggles returning.
Rónnat gazed at me. “I missed you too. You’ve been gone for over two moons.”
“As the time drew nearer, I didn’t—”
Rónnat closed the gap between us in three strides and pulled me into a hug. “I know.”
I wanted to explain. To tell her that the grief and worry had become too much. But how could I, when it was she who was being punished? I let her hold me for as long as she wanted, glad that she couldn’t see my face. Tears would have once slid from my eyes, when she hugged me like this, but they were all spent. That’s what happened when you were empty.
She pulled away and rubbed my good arm.
“Come,” I said, before she could speak. “We need to reach the island before nightfall.”
*
Rónnat held her breath as she stepped into the boat. “Solitude does not frighten me, sister.”
I took the oars, while Broccan leapt onto his mother’s knee, lithe as a fawn and somehow keeping his shoes dry. Rónnat folded her cloak around him. “What about it, son? Shall we go to the island?”
“I can’t see it.” He squinted at the wall of mist the witches had created around the island. “Where is it?”
“The mist is too thick,” I said. “You’ll see it when we get closer.”
Broccan snuggled into his mother, and I pushed us off. I could barely see more than a few feet ahead, but the small island in the centre of the lough would not be difficult to find. Rónnat and I had swum there every day of the summer when we were young. I could have found my way there blindfolded – which was just as well.
“Tomas said that the crannog was nice.” I didn’t know why I said it, other than to dispel the silence. For the crannog, nice or not, would still be a crannog. A small house on an island, surrounded by mud and lough.
Rónnat smiled. “As long as the house is dry and has a good fire, I won’t mind.”
I rowed harder. “You’ll be safe from the mortals. They can’t see it.”
Rónnat snorted. “What do you suppose the locals will think has happened to the island? That a monster has swallowed it up?”
“Seeing as they never used it for farming, or for their cattle, I don’t suppose they’ll think about it for very long.”
Mortals have memories that rot quicker than old food. That’s what Tomas used to say, but doubt gnawed at me. What if a mortal tried to swim to the missing island? Or perhaps rowed a boat out? Would they be able to see Rónnat? Hurt her somehow?
Rónnat pressed her hand against my cheek while I continued to row. “Stop worrying about me. I am a witch. A powerful one. No one will hurt me.”
“Are my thoughts always so obvious?”
“Always.” She winked. “To me.”
I rowed the rest of the way without speaking. Wind rippled the lough, and little waves shook the boat. Instinctively, after ten minutes, I dragged the oars in the water to slow our pace, and the boat slid onto the muddy shore. I was glad to find that the mist didn’t linger on the island and that the grass was still as green and lush as ever. Rónnat would need to work the land to survive here, but at least the soil was good, and the lough full of fish. Three goats were penned in a hut, as well as four chickens.
Rónnat walked toward the dwelling built within a small copse of trees, and I followed her with the bags. The low, earthen walls appeared solid and the thatch along the roof was thick.
“I shall be happy here,” my sister said. “I have everything I need.”
Her gaze, however, did not stay on the building. It drifted over to the hawthorn tree in the centre of the island.
“You will have the wind to talk to, yes?”
Rónnat nodded. “If the wind speaks to me, I will speak back.”
Talk of voices on the wind made me remember the night she had called for help, and I turned my head. A bad memory, one that I didn’t want to dwell on, for it signalled the start of all this. I stepped through the door. The space was dark, sparse and bleak. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t imagine Rónnat living here, alone.
Broccan didn’t seem to care that the island was small and dank. He skipped around, happy and carefree. “Ma,” he shouted, “are we staying here?”
Rónnat smiled. “We are. Just for tonight.”
I glanced at my sister. That was the first time I had ever heard her lie to her son.
*
The fire in the centre of the crannog crackled, and the thick smoke drifted out through the thatch. The soup Rónnat was making smelled of wild garlic and the fish we’d caught from the lough, and despite my misgivings, it looked appetising. She poured a portion into three bowls, and we all sat down to eat.
The room was quiet, Broccan’s usual chatter noticeably absent. I put it down to the strange surroundings, for it was still too early for him to be tired.
I pushed an apple onto his plate. “Eat up, my love.”
He stared at his hands and shook his head.
Rónnat held out a cup of water. “Take another drink, Broccan. You must be thirsty.”
My nephew took the cup, drinking from it as his mother bid. Suddenly, he slumped forward. Rónnat caught him and pulled him onto her lap.
I rushed over and felt his forehead, but instead of finding it hot and feverish, it was pleasantly cool. “What’s wrong with him?”
“I’ve given him a potion,” Rónnat said. “Tomas made it for me.”
“What kind?”
“It will help him sleep tonight. It will also make him forget me.”
I moved back to my seat and placed my spoon into the half-finished bowl of soup, my appetite vanished. “He won’t remember you at all?”
Rónnat stroked her son’s hair, weaving his thick curls around her fingers. “He will remember some things, but they will seem distant. When he wakes up tomorrow, it will feel like we parted a year ago, instead of yesterday.” Her chin trembled, and she bowed down to give him a kiss. “You should go now.”
“We have until the end of the day. We can stay a little longer.”
“No. It’s best you leave before dark.” She gave him another kiss then rubbed her hand over his soft cheeks. “His strongest memories will be of you now.”
The tears I thought long-gone, streamed down my cheeks. “I hate the council. I hate what they have done to you.”
“Shh,” Rónnat soothed. “Don’t be angry.” She opened up her free arm, and I ran over.
Huddling into her side, I wrapped myself around her and Broccan. “I’m trying.”
“Good.” Rónnat rested her chin on my head. “Because you don’t need to worry. I will be fine here, and I know that Broccan will grow up strong and healthy with you as his guardian. That makes me happy.”
“We could just stay with you?”
She exhaled sharply. “Tomas would never allow it. If you disobey his orders, he will come and take Broccan away from the two of us. That’s not what I want.”
“If I asked him, he might? He let—”
“Fódla.” My sister’s voice rose. “You know Tomas won’t let you stay with me. Stop fooling yourself, please.” Rónnat took my hand in hers. “He has a hold on you, even now. It’s because you see the good before the bad, you always have, but this is different. Don’t expect him ever to be on my side.” She gave me a pointed look. “Promise me.”
“I promise.”
She set Broccan on the blankets and pulled over a small bag of his clothes. “Now seriously, stop fretting about me, and start thinking about yourself. You’re the ugliest thing I have ever seen.”
I burst out laughing and wiped the tears from my cheeks. “Thanks.”
She ran her eyes over my scarred and twisted skin. “It doesn’t bother you?”
“No. I’m happy to no longer be an object of attraction, for any attention I’d receive from a mortal man would be unwanted, anyway.”
“That might change when you’re in Munster and away from the fortress. Away from Tomas.”
I snorted. “I’m hideous. The mortals won’t want me, and I certainly won’t want any of them.”
“Are you sure?” She wriggled her eyebrows. “Isn’t there something you might miss?”
I gave a weak chuckle to show I appreciated her attempt to make me laugh, but even to my ears it sounded feeble. “There is no worry on that account. No matter how desperate for that I got, I could never lie with a mortal man. No offence.”
“None taken. I’m teasing. I want you to stay in Munster for as long as possible, so you can keep Broccan. Falling in love with a mortal wouldn’t do at all.”
“No. Tomas would have a fit.”
“He would. He’d recall you, and you’d have to leave Broccan behind, and I want you to stay with him until he is a man.”
Her voice, low and serious, made me pause. When we had spoken of this before, it was always assumed I would stay with Broccan until I found him a family. And yet, in my heart, I knew that Rónnat wanted me to raise him until he was grown. That, however, would be dependent on the success of my mission, and the thought of that, living alongside the murderous King Brian, made my stomach ache.
Rónnat sat back. “I lied you know.”
“To Broccan, yes, I heard.”
“I didn’t mean that. I meant to you.”
I raised an eyebrow, surprised.
“You’re not the most hideous thing I’ve ever seen. In fact, I think you’re rather beautiful.”
“Rónnat. It looks like a fire has melted half of my face. I’m grotesque.”
“Your inner beauty still shines through. Mortals will notice.”
“No. They won’t.”
Rónnat stared at me strangely. “Fódla, don’t you think it is odd that the greatest of our ancestors was Lugh?”
“What?” I’d expect an in-depth conversation about our history from Tomas at a time like this, not Rónnat.
“He was only half Tuatha Dé Danann. His mother was Fomorian, and he was raised by mortals.” She held up three fingers. “If the Tuatha Dé Danann ancestors were the purest, why didn’t one of their true-born children possess all the gifts?”
I rolled my eyes, shaking off her question, but in a manner most unlike Rónnat, she kept staring at me.
“Answer me, Fódla.”
“The council teaches that it was Lugh’s Tuatha Dé Danann blood that gave him his powers.”
She nodded. “But he decided to put his gifts to good use. What would you attribute that to? His inherent good nature, or the fact his mortal parents taught him how to be a good person?”
“Our teachings tell us his foster-mother was very kind.”
“His foster-father, a mortal man, brought him up too.” She sighed. “There is good and bad in everyone, Fódla. There is bad in our kind, and there is good in the mortals. I daresay if I had ever met a Fomorian, I might have found some good in them too.”
I shuddered. “Don’t say that. The Fomorians were evil.”
Rónnat took my hand in hers. “All I am saying is that the mortals you meet will have both good and bad in them. Don’t think of them as animals the way Tomas and the council would have us believe.”
“And what would you have me believe?”
“That they are worth saving. That we should be helping them find peace, not spying on them from a distance. Our powers are fading. There will be none of us left one day. We should be setting things to rights, not hiding away.”
I pressed Broccan tight against my chest. “It’s too late for discussions like this, Rónnat. I’m exhausted.”
She handed me a knife and prodded the sharp edge against my thick, woollen dress. “If you believe that all mortal men are evil, then kill my son now.”
I shoved her hand away. “Stop it.”
“No,” she snapped. “If all men are evil, then my son will be evil when he is grown. Kill him now and be done with it.”
“I don’t believe all men are evil. Not all.”
“Tomas kept Aoife locked away in the fortress, even though she desperately wanted to go outside. Why did you let him do that?”
The image of Aoife and Rónnat running into the forest flashed before me. I shook it away. “It wasn’t safe outside.”
“What if it could be? What if you could have let Aoife live with the mortals, knowing that she would come to no harm?”
My voice wavered. “I wanted that more than anything.”
“Then you need to do something about it. When you go to Munster, don’t just spy. Speak with Brian Boru. Persuade him to make peace with High King Sechnall. Show Tomas it is possible.”
Rónnat’s eyes shone with passion. She believed in this more than anything else, but what of the consequences? She was asking me to meddle. The council would find me guilty of breaking the New Agreement if they found out, and I would forfeit either my gift or my life. Did that matter? When Aoife died, my life had ended too, in a way, and I would gladly sacrifice myself for Broccan. But what my sister wanted was a foolish wish. Finding a good man to look after Broccan would be difficult, but possible. Converting a whole kingdom to a more peaceful way of life… well, it couldn’t be done.
“Sister, I understand why you want this, but I can’t help you, not this time. I cannot break our laws. I must put Broccan’s safety first.”
Rónnat loosened her grip on the knife. “Helping the kings find peace is best for Broccan.”
I stared at her in silence, not knowing what to say. I didn’t want to argue with her, not when we were parting, but I didn’t want to lie either.
Rónnat sighed, and without another word, she let the knife slide from her fingers. Slowly, she lifted her son and passed him over to me. “It’s time for you to go, before it gets any darker.”
Rónnat and I walked to the shore, and she helped me and her sleeping son into the boat. She kissed me on the cheek and then Broccan. “I love you,” she whispered in his ear.
“I do believe it’s possible,” I whispered. “I do believe that it’s possible for men to be good and to find peace.”
“No, you don’t. Not really. Not yet. But you will.” She smiled. “I love you, Fódla.”
“I love you too.” I held up my hand to say farewell before placing the oars in the water. We kept staring at each other until the fog engulfed the space between us. The pale, white wisps surrounded her now, hiding her in their veil, and deep down in my heart, I knew it would be many years before I saw her again.



IRISH SEA, 996
Gormflaith
The thin line of land on the horizon grew thicker as our boat sailed toward the coast. I could just about make out the thick canopy of green oak leaves that marked Thor’s Wood, and a smudge of brown where the market and city houses stood. After two weeks of travel, it would not be long now before I walked on Irish soil once again. But that was not what made my heart beat so fast. It wasn’t standing upon the ground of Dublin that I cared about. It was the identity of the man who would welcome us. King Sitric? Or King Ivar? Son or foe?
Every day since Gytha’s wedding, I had prayed that Falk had taken advantage of the calm autumn weather, and that Sitric had already ousted Ivar. I didn’t want to start our alliance with Olaf by showing him we could not even take our own city back from a usurper. However, now that I was here, there were other worries creeping into my head.
“Olaf, I can’t wait for you to see where I grew up,” Gytha said, she too suddenly noticing we were close to home.
Glancing behind me, I saw her grinning as she brushed her husband’s arm, while he leaned against the mast as if he hadn’t a care in the world. I supposed that was to be expected. He would receive a warm welcome no matter who the King of Dublin was. The fact his wife was a half-sister of Sitric would have no bearing at all. Marriage gave women that protection at least. We were transferrable. Gytha was a Tryggvason now, owned by her new husband, and Ivar would kiss her cheek and greet her even if Sitric’s blood was still thick on his hands.
Had the ship been any bigger, I would have paced. Instead, I made do with twisting and untwisting my hair around my finger. Twist. What if Sitric’s attack had failed? Untwist. What if Harald had claimed the throne? Twist. What if Falk had betrayed my son? Every way that Sitric’s retaking of Dublin could have gone wrong came to mind, and it was with great difficulty that I stopped myself from screaming.
“Gormflaith.” A chubby hand tugged at my sleeve.
“Yes, Arni.”
“Your hair is falling out.”
I glanced downward to find thick clumps of hair fallen over my foot. Damn it, I had been tugging at my curls so hard I’d pulled some out by the root. My fingers felt around my scalp and found several patches of bare skin.
“Worried, Gormflaith?” Olaf stared pointedly at the loose hair by my feet, smirking.
“Don’t all mothers worry about their sons?”
Olaf laughed. So did his men. The sound grated as it echoed over the ship, lingering in the folds of the sail before being swept out to sea.
“You mock me,” I snapped, “and yet I know your mother worried about you. She fled to Kiev to keep you safe when you were a boy, at great peril to herself. When the slavers captured you all, what happened to her? Do you even know?”
The laughter cut off. Olaf’s cheeks tinged red, and his icy blue eyes focused on mine. All ten fingers twitched and inched a fraction closer to his axe.
“Gormflaith,” Gytha said, horrified. “Why do you speak of such things?”
How quickly she had taken against me. I scowled, not bothering to hide my displeasure. “I speak of such things because your husband needs to remember what’s at stake. I would do anything for my son, just as his mother did anything for him. It’s not something to laugh at.”
I turned my back on them and watched the longphort getting closer. They didn’t matter. Only Sitric did. If I squinted, I could see people scurrying along the shoreline, but we were still too far away to make out their faces. Sitric was tall and wore his hair long and braided. From a distance, he would be noticeable, and I scoured the town for signs of him.
“There’s my father’s ship,” Freya shouted.
I followed the line of her arm. Yes, it was Falk’s ship. My heart skipped a beat. Falk had arrived in Dublin then, though whether he’d brought Sitric and his men with him was another matter.
“Freya, Arni,” I said. “Come and hold my hand. I promised your father I would take care of you. It wouldn’t do if you got lost in the port.”
The two children did as I told them, and we huddled together as the ship sailed to shore. My eyes darted along the path to the great hall. Still no sign of Sitric. Several familiar faces were among those who greeted us as we docked, but many hundreds belonged to strangers and traders.
“Father!” Arni shouted.
Falk found his son’s face from the far end of the port and started to sprint toward us. Sitric was not with him. I slid my hand into my bag and searched for the thin blade I had hidden in the lining. Moving behind Arni, I held his hand tight.
“Wait with me, my love. The docks are crowded. Let your father come to us.”
The children alternated between jumping up and down and standing on their tippy toes in an attempt to follow Falk as he weaved his way through the traders. Where was Sitric? My skin flushed hot. Falk had betrayed him. He must have. The bastard had gambled. He thought I wouldn’t harm his children when it came to it. My fingers wrapped around the knife handle and tugged it free from the lining. I pulled Arni against my thigh, pinning him down so he couldn’t move.
“Stop it,” he said, squirming. “I can’t see.”
I squeezed him tighter, my hand still hidden underneath the fabric. “Sorry, Arni,” I whispered. “Your father—”
“Mother!”
My eyes darted to the great hall. Sitric waved at me from the steps. He was beaming, wearing a new silk tunic and Gluniairn’s bear cloak.
“Your father told me to keep you safe,” I finished, loosening my grip on Arni. I dropped the knife back into the bag and freed my hand. “Look,” I said cheerfully. “There he is. Run along now.”
The children leapt into their father’s waiting arms. I hurried past them to the great hall, not bothering to wait for Gytha or Olaf.
Sitric ran down the steps to meet me, leaving Harald standing there with his arms wrapped around his wife, Frigg. All six of his daughters and his young son were with them, laughing at something, completely oblivious to the ten Viking ships coming into the port. Idiots, all of them, but all the same, I was glad to see them. It meant Harald had not contested Sitric’s claim to the throne.
“Sitric!” I dove into a hug. “I knew you would win.”
Sitric grinned as he enveloped me. Had he grown since we parted? Yes, he had. His beard was longer too, and he felt stronger, more solid.
“Of course we won. Ivar cried like a little girl when he realised he’d lost the city.”
“And where did he go?”
“To lick his wounds in Waterford. No doubt he will already have sent a messenger to High King Sechnall.” His eyes lifted to scan the ships arriving into shore. “Ten ships? That is good.”
I grinned. “Sechnall won’t dare invade us now.”
Sitric stared out to sea, watching the last of the ships reach the longphort. “How long has he agreed to stay?”
“Two winters.”
“Then we have work to do.” He pointed to the walls around Dublin. “We need to rebuild them, make them higher and thicker, especially on the southern side.”
I nodded and lowered my voice, noting that Olaf and Gytha were approaching. “We can talk of that tomorrow. Olaf is clever and ambitious. Don’t give away anything you don’t need to.”
Sitric gave me a sly wink and strode over to greet his guests. Gytha ran into him and wrapped her younger brother in a warm embrace, and Sitric, his tongue as sweet as honey, bathed her in compliments.
Olaf’s cold eyes appraised my son, and I was glad to note that he had to lift his chin upward to take in my son’s face. The introductions bored him quickly though, and his gaze flitted around the city, appraising the market which was the envy of both England and Norway. Then his stare made its way over to me. His cheeks were pale now, cold, his eyes still as icy as when we spoke on the ship.
I gave him a small smile.
He gave a curt nod back.
A truce? Angry words said in the heat of a moment could have a lasting impact. I would have to apologise. Never matter, never matter. I was home.
Turning, I strolled into the great hall and made my way to the bedrooms at the back. Sitric already had use of his father’s room, and the bedroom adjacent would be for Gytha and Olaf. I opened the door of the third largest room.
A young woman reclined on the bed, naked from the waist up. Long red hair curled around her body, which was slim and petite.
“Get out.”
“King Sitric told me to wait for him,” she stammered, pulling her tunic up to cover her breasts.
I sighed wearily. “If you are his whore, then he will call for you when required, and believe me, it isn’t now.” I flicked my hands. “Go.”
The woman scuttled away, and I slumped onto the bed. The thick woollen blankets and silk sheets bounced under my weight. Oh, to be back home in Dublin, with my son the king, was everything I had ever wanted. I closed my eyes, and for the first time in years, entered a deep and dreamless sleep.
*
The welcome feast was exquisite. Beef, smoked mackerel, cod, honeyed bread and every vegetable I could think of. Falk had remembered my instructions that Olaf was to be impressed by Dublin. To fear our strength and be awed by our power. He’d also remembered to make a show of the Irish princesses who had married into the Viking families and let them sit closer to the top table than usual. See, it showed Olaf, our family have already mixed here, married into the Irish royalty. We trade, we make money. You can be part of it, but not own it. Sitric, grinning, pawed at his red-headed slave girl who could think of nothing better to say than ask him if he wanted more fish or ale.
Olaf stared around him, inquisitive, but not predatory. Every so often, he spoke with Gytha, playing the part of an attentive husband, or smiled when his men laughed or found an Irish custom amusing.
“What do you think of Dublin, Olaf,” I said, once the feast was over. “The Irish and Viking cultures come together quite nicely, don’t they?”
Olaf fingered the silver cross that hung around his neck. “I suppose they do, when they aren’t fighting each other.”
I tilted my goblet. “It rarely happens anymore. Alliances have been forged, marriages made, and trade routes secured. Christ demands peace, and we give it to him.”
Olaf nodded. “Yes, I can see that peace suits Ireland very well. Wealth does that.”
“Did the market please you?”
He gave a curt nod. “It is larger than I expected.”
“It’s quiet now that winter is almost upon us. However, in the spring and summer, it is a hive of activity. Securing more trade routes between Dublin and Wendland will be our priority.”
Olaf grunted. “I assumed this already.”
His voice was terse, and he shifted to sit on the edge of his seat as if expecting a brawl to break out at any moment. Gytha grinned dumbly and offered another cup of wine. “No, my love,” he answered. “Perhaps you can find some honeyed ale?”
Gytha, pleased at being asked to do something, giggled. “I will go to Sitric’s store and fetch his best barrel. I know where he hides them.”
She scurried off, the broad grin on her face making her look rather more pretty than usual.
Olaf rapped his fingers against the table and stared at his men who were chatting by the firepit.
I took a deep breath. “I am sorry that I spoke about your mother earlier.”
Olaf shrugged. “You were anxious. I understand.”
“It doesn’t excuse my words. I know you are fighting hard to reclaim your lands. Your mother would be very proud of you.”
He clutched at his silver cross so tight that the edges of his hand turned white. “I found her, you know. The slavers didn’t kill her.”
“I didn’t hear—”
“No one knows. When the slavers caught us, they raped her in front of me and my stepfather, and that was the end of her story for everyone, except for me. When I became a man and left Kiev, I found out where the slavers had sold her and travelled there. I discovered she had been imprisoned in a brothel and had died three years earlier.”
“I’m sorry you didn’t reach her in time.”
Olaf’s hand tightened. “I regret that too.” His voice softened. “I killed the owners of the brothel and every man who had ever paid to lie with her. I do not regret that.”
He gave me a strange look then raised his cup and tapped it against mine. We both drained our cups, eyes locked on each other. Yes, a truce for now, but a warning to be careful. Olaf, tall and pale, was a match for any of the Irish kings, maybe even more ambitious, and for a moment, I thought on Falk’s words of caution. Perhaps I hadn’t done the right thing after all, inviting him here? Sigurd the Stout had a more fearsome reputation, but with hindsight, he had been much easier to manipulate.
A horn sounded.
It bellowed into the night air, thundering over the din of the hall. The room silenced, and Olaf’s crew looked around them to search for the source of the noise.
Sitric stood. “The horn has sounded because High King Sechnall is here. He and his army have come to take our gold.”
The men and women in the hall jeered, hissed, and stamped their feet.
“But my name is not Ivar of Waterford!”
The crowd cheered again and raised their cups.
“What is my name?” my son shouted, banging his fist on the table.
“Sitric,” the crowd called back.
“And who was my father?”
“Amlav the Red!”
Sitric smirked. “Then let’s show High King Sechnall what we are made of.” He held up a purse and emptied gold coins onto the floor. They clattered as they fell, reflecting the golden light of the flames in the firepit. “The gold in this city is ours! And it is staying here!”
The crowd erupted. Half-drunk, half filled with battle rage, the men and shield-maidens stood and made their way to the city walls.
I ran over to my son while Olaf gathered his warriors. “Did you know Sechnall was coming?” I whispered.
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”
“And give Olaf a chance to slink away? I think not.”
Impressed that he’d heeded my words of warning, I walked alongside him as we left the hall. The night air was cold, the air brisk and full of smoke. Without needing to be told, I knew Sechnall’s men had set the fields outside the wall alight.
“What is your plan?” I asked.
“To ride out and speak with High King Sechnall.”
I pulled his arm. “No. Let me go. He might kill you if he has the chance. He won’t hurt me.”
Sitric shook his head. “You can’t keep protecting me, Mother.”
“Just one last time, my love.” I glanced over at Olaf who was walking toward us. “You have Olaf’s army here now. You have the advantage. It will not make you appear weak if you send me out. On the contrary, it will embarrass Sechnall to surrender to a woman.”
Sitric pursed his lips.
Glad he hadn’t dismissed my idea out of hand, I pushed him further. “What terms were you thinking of offering?”
Sitric spat on the soil and cleared his throat. “I swore to my men that I would not pay the eraic, so there are no terms, only that I will let him leave with his life if he goes now.”
“Then that’s what I will tell him.”
I mounted one of the horses that Sitric’s guards had ready and urged it forward. I moved slowly to make sure I could see Olaf. His warriors had formed their own shield-wall to the left of Sitric’s. They were impressive, more organised than the Dubliners. As I passed them, Olaf came to my side and took my horse’s bridle in his hand.
“Why are you always the envoy?” he asked, leading my horse to the city gates. “Does beauty make all Irishmen lose their senses?”
“The fact is, I am related to almost everyone of importance in this land. Sitric is my son, and you are my son-by-law. The late King of Dublin, Gluniairn, was my stepson, and High King Sechnall, who stands with two thousand men on the other side of this wall, was Gluniairn’s half-brother. It’s all very incestuous here, Olaf. You’ll do well to remember that.”
Olaf gave a dry laugh. “I’m starting to understand that very well.”
He let go of the reins, and I urged my horse through the great gate that had opened to let me out. The closely built wooden shacks suddenly gave way to open grassland, but the idyllic scene did not last for long. Barely an acre away the High King waited, surrounded by his army. The front row, filled with princes and their sons, nephews and cousins, were on horseback. The men behind them, on foot.
I smiled. My plan had worked. Sechnall would not have brought so few men if he realised Olaf had landed in Dublin along with one thousand of his most seasoned warriors.
Not allowing my horse to run like the beast wanted, I tightened my grip on the reins and made him walk slowly. Sechnall sat on his horse as calm as a boat marooned at sea. But I had met him many times, and I knew, inside, he’d be apoplectic with rage. Wealth meant a great deal to him, as did power. Holding onto it was all he thought about, all he dreamed about. And I was about to set fire to those dreams.
I stopped my horse in front of his and tilted my head. “High King Sechnall, I was feasting only minutes ago, but then the overwhelming smell of shit wafted into the hall.” I scrunched my nose and scanned the front row of his army. “You’ve brought two thousand men with you, but from the stench of them, they are not warriors.”
“Evening, Gormflaith.” Sechnall appraised me sullenly. His greying hair hung to his shoulders, though his beard was still dark, and his lean physique cut a striking figure on horseback.
“Perhaps you have lost your way?” I grinned.
Sechnall did not react to my jests, but then, he’d never had a sense of humour. “I’ve come to collect the eraic, as you well know, Gormflaith. Sitric must honour the debts of Dublin, or else he disgraces the memory of our late brother, Gluniairn.”
“How so?”
“Gluniairn was slain in Dublin when Sitric was there. How could he allow such a thing to happen to his own brother?”
I cast my eye over the men beside him. They were fighting men. Every man in Ireland was, in truth, but they hadn’t really come to fight. In their hearts, they had believed the eraic would be paid, and they would be on their way home before morning broke.
“Men are slain all over the land,” I replied. “Every day and every night, wicked men kill them. Egil was such a man, but we cannot hold everyone responsible for his actions. Besides, Gluniairn had his own vengeance and killed Egil. As far as I can tell, everything is as it should be.”
Sechnall glared. “I loved my brother.”
“You loved his gold more.”
Sechnall stared past me, counting the warriors lined up along the Dublin walls. Never one for lying unnecessarily, he did not contradict me. Olaf’s men had joined the ranks behind Sitric and Falk, and the might of our new alliance must now be apparent to the High King.
“You must pass on your claim to the eraic,” I said. “Dublin will not pay it anymore.”
Sechnall licked his teeth, then sighed. “I have no desire to waste my men’s lives on such a pitiful piece of land. Keep your gold.”
“We will. I thank you, Sechnall.” I held out my hand for him to kiss, and begrudgingly, he took it in his hand. “Dublin wants to be friends with you, Sechnall. Sitric was a half-brother to Gluniairn too, and you are married to one of his half-sisters. Family should be allies. Not foes.”
Sechnall gave me a fleeting smile. “High Kings do not have allies, only subjects.” He turned his horse. “It was a delight speaking with you again, Gormflaith. I hope it won’t be so long until I next have the pleasure.”
He galloped away, and his kin followed. The tired men on foot trudged through the long grass, though smiles adorned their faces. Home. Rest. Family.
Victorious, I turned my stallion and rode back to Dublin.
Sitric was waiting to greet me as soon as the gates opened.
Laughing loudly, he helped me from the horse and engulfed me in a hug. “I take it from the retreating army that he agreed to my terms.”
“He did.”
“Coward.” Sitric’s laughter boomed around the walls, and he raised my hand high into the air. “King Sechnall is so craven that my mother was too much for him!”
The crowd behind him cheered, whooping and shouting so loud that I had no doubt Sechnall and his retreating men could hear the taunts. But such amusements could only last so long, and one by one, the men trickled back to their homes or the firepits, ready to drink themselves into a stupor.
Olaf, however, didn’t move, not even when Sitric started to walk to the great hall with Harald.
“Come, Olaf,” I said. “There will be no battle tonight.”
He folded his arms, still staring out at the empty field. “I thought you said the Irish were great warriors? I’ve seen more courage from fisher-wives in Cornwall.”
“The Irish do fight hard, but they’re not fools. Sechnall will come back when you leave, but by then, our walls will be finished.”
I left him and caught up with Sitric, taking his free arm in mine. “Come on, son. Let’s go to the hall and show the people of Dublin that their king has won.”
Sitric, beaming, wrapped his arm over my shoulder, and together we walked into the city to the sound of men calling his name.



MUNSTER BORDER, 996
Fódla
“Look, Aunt Fódla,” Broccan whispered. He crouched behind a rock and beckoned me over, placing a finger on his lips.
Holding in a laugh at his unbridled enthusiasm, I did what he asked. As I crept closer, I saw the reason for his excitement. A family grouping of ten deer were drinking from the river in the gorge below us. The mothers bowed their heads elegantly while the younger fawns skipped between their legs.
“They’re beautiful,” Broccan said.
“Yes. Strong too.”
I hunched behind the rock, set down my bags and threw the fabric of my dress over Broccan’s ankles so the nettles and thick gorse didn’t prick at his skin. Small kernels had formed on the brambles, a sure sign that summer was ending, and autumn berries would soon ripen. My favourite time of year. Aoife’s too.
Pulling Broccan into my chest, I held him close. His heartbeat pulsed against my hand, and a soft cheek brushed mine. “Sweet boy,” I said, nudging him with my chin. “I think you would become a deer if you could.”
My nephew laughed, holding both palms over his mouth so as not to let any noise escape. “Maybe for a day,” he whispered. “But then I would miss you too much.”
“Oh, you could stay with me.” I gave him a wink. “I would climb on your back, and we could travel around Ireland and help the sick in no time at all.”
“You can’t ride deer, silly. They aren’t horses.” His nose wrinkled, disgusted at my teasing, but quickly his face brightened as two fawns play-fought over the bracken-covered riverbank. I watched them too, enjoying the rest from our trek through the forests that bordered Munster.
A scream suddenly filled the air.
The deer bounded into the safety of the forest. I turned in the direction of the commotion and grabbed hold of Broccan’s hand. Beyond the river, I spotted a small ráth, surrounded by a low earthen wall.
Broccan lowered his body even further into the grass. “What is it?” he hissed.
The scream sounded again, high-pitched and full of pain. This time I was certain it came from the ráth.
“Come with me.” I grabbed my nephew’s hand and hoisted my bag of herbs onto my shoulder. “Someone is in trouble. We might be able to help.”
We ran down the hillside and across the plain, until I could see through the open gate in the ráth wall. Two teenage girls were standing outside the wattle-and-post house, both in floods of tears, while a young man paced around the small fire beside the inner wall. An iron pot hung over the flames, but the man wasn’t tending it, or even looking at it.
I stalled a moment. I’d kept away from men during my travels south, using my herbs to help only those who came to me with their wives or mothers. They had been polite in these interactions, as I expected, for it was in private that they behaved at their worst, or so everyone said. Five of the women I had healed over the last six months had come with bruises and broken bones given by their husbands and gave truth to these words. I had to remind myself that some women I’d met spoke of their menfolk with love, and that the sweet boy who grinned up at me so innocently was not a lost cause.
And so, which was this man, pacing by the fire? Was he one of the good, or the bad? It was time to find out.
“Can I help?” I shouted. Hand in hand, Broccan and I walked through the opening in the ráth wall.
The younger of the girls paled at the sight of my scarred face and hid behind the other. The elder girl wiped her tears, shuddering at the mottled burns covering my arm, and just about managed to speak without staring. “It’s my sister-in-law,” she sobbed. “My mother says the baby is stuck.”
The man strode over, and now he was close, I could see the skin around his eyes was red and swollen. “Do you need food and drink?” He gestured at a basket of bread and vegetables that lay by the fire. “Take whatever you want.”
I shook my head. “I am a healer. Perhaps I can help your wife?”
He stared at me, his eyes flashing with an emotion I couldn’t fathom. The depth of it scared me. He must be angry. I pushed Broccan behind me and waited for his temper to spill over. I shouldn’t have risked coming here, not with Broccan.
To my surprise, the man didn’t lash out. In fact, he didn’t move at all until a tear spilled onto his cheek. “There is no need,” he said softly, wiping it away. “My mother is with her. She is doing what she can.”
The two girls burst into a fresh wave of sobs, and the man walked over to them, took them into his arms and held them tight.
I held out my hand, the good one, so that the scarring did not distract him more than it already had. “I have delivered hundreds of babies over the years. Let me try.”
Another wail came out of the ráth. The man flinched, then nodded despondently.
“Stay here, Broccan. I’ll not be long.” I sat my nephew beside the gate. “And if you get scared,” I whispered in his ear, “shout for me, and I’ll come back.” He agreed, resting his chin on his knees. I smiled. Only four years old, and I could trust him to do as I asked.
I lost no more time and ran inside. The smell of blood was tangible as soon as I entered, mingled with the acrid stench of sweat and vomit. A young woman, lying on the bed, screamed as another contraction took hold of her body. Unlike the shriek I’d heard from the river, this one had no strength.
An elderly woman sat beside her, face drawn, holding her hand. “I’m here, Sadb,” she whispered. “Keep pushing.” She glanced up at me as I came closer, her eyes narrowing when she realised I wasn’t one of her daughters.
“My name is Fódla,” I said, answering the question she hadn’t yet spoken. “I’m a healer.”
I kneeled by the bed. As the contraction ended, Sadb groaned, and her fingers fell limp against her legs. Her eyes closed, the light within them fading like a shadow in the late evening dusk. Her pulse was slow, growing weaker by the second, and the baby’s heartbeat was erratic. I closed my eyes, reaching with my gift to find the reason. Ah, yes, the placenta was blocking the cervix, and it had already started to rupture. In a few minutes, Sadb would bleed out and die. The baby, too.
The elderly woman tugged my arm. “Can you help?” Tears welled in her eyes, and her head shook to mirror no, the answer she expected me to give. Women of her age had seen enough women die on the birthing bed to know when another such death was close at hand.
“Maybe. If I can move the baby.” I rolled up my sleeves. “Boil some fresh water over the fire and bring it to me.”
The woman ran outside, leaving me and Sadb alone.
What should I do? Tomas said I could use my gift to heal one person, but his rationale behind the instructions had been clear: heal someone to earn the gratitude of King Brian. This was not the right case. These people lived on the edge of King Brian’s province, far away from his dun in Killaloe. King Brian probably didn’t even know who they were.
I took Sadb’s hand in mine. Long, sandy hair clung to her forehead, and beads of sweat trickled from her chin to her neck. She was young, probably only twenty. Too young to be leaving life so soon. She reminded me of Aoife a little. She had the same delicate nose and full lips. Aoife had wanted to have children of her own, but Tomas would never allow it. Without a gift, she could not marry any of the Descendants, and he could not bear to let her live among the mortals. It had made her sad – the longing, the loneliness. The tall walls of the fortress on Fennit Island had become her very own coffin, buried alive, breathing, but not living. She had asked me and Rónnat to help her escape.
My fingers reached forward, my body and heart disobeying Tomas’ instructions. Heat flowed from my hand into her abdomen, and I forced the placenta to sweep aside, healed the rupture and cooled her fever. Another contraction tightened Sadb’s stomach, and the baby’s head dropped.
“Push,” I whispered into her ear.
Her eyes fluttered open, and I rubbed her hand. “Sadb. You must push on the next contraction. The baby is ready.”
She nodded.
“Now.”
She bit down and screamed, the noise louder than the whimper she’d emitted before she passed out. The old woman ran back into the ráth with a pot of water. “Sadb,” she gasped, a hint of a smile touching her lips. “That’s it. Keep pushing.”
I soaked a cloth in the water and let it cool. “Good, girl, Sadb. I can see the head. One more push, and the baby will be here.”
The next contraction started seconds after the last one finished. Sadb took a deep breath and pushed. The baby slid out, followed by the placenta, and the old lady rushed forward with a rope to bind the cord.
“Get the knife,” she said to me, pointing at a shelf by the door.
I ran over and found a short steel blade with a wooden handle. Lying beside it was a sword, wrapped in oiled sheepskin and leather. I could see the steel though, the sharp edge glimmering.
“The knife,” the woman said. This time, her hand reached out. I picked up the knife, washed it quickly in the boiled water, then handed it over.
“A boy!” the old woman shouted, half-laughing, half-sobbing, as she cut the cord. “Look, Sadb. You have a son.” She cleaned him with the wet cloth, then rubbed at his chest until a wail rumbled from his lips. With a head full of brown curls, and perfect, tiny fingers curled into fists, he cried until his grandmother wrapped him up in a blanket and gave him to his mother.
I watched the happy scene for a while, then stepped out of the house. Sadb would want to celebrate this moment with family, not me.
Blinking as I moved from the dim room into daylight, I exhaled slowly. The girls grinned at each other and ran inside. The man didn’t move. He just stared at me. I clenched my hands into fists and edged closer to the wall where Broccan was sitting.
The man suddenly gulped and crouched down, holding his stomach. “I can’t believe it. I thought she was dead.” He wiped his eyes. “Is she… Will she be all right?”
“Sadb’s fine,” I said cautiously. “The baby is too. Why don’t you go in and see them?”
He ran past me and sat by his wife, stroking her hair softly and whispering in her ear as she showed him their baby. He wept when he held the boy, taking turns to kiss him and Sadb, while his mother and sisters huddled about them, holding each other, absorbed in their happiness. As I watched them, I unclenched my fists.
“Did you help her, aunt?” My nephew smiled as he peeped up at me.
“Yes, I did.”
He leapt into my arms. His warm breath blew against my neck, making me giggle, and four stubby fingers rubbed along the scarred skin, not caring that it appeared shrivelled, red and raw. He didn’t understand yet that it marked me out as ugly. It both comforted and scared me. Would he still want to hug and kiss me once he understood why other people turned away and recoiled?
I pulled back. “Let me wash my hands, and we’ll go.”
He jumped down and waited as I leaned against the earthy stone wall and used a bowl of water to clean myself. An icy chill ran along my arms, the usual feeling after using my energy to heal, but this time, the cold reached my stomach. Tomas’ voice entered my head. Save someone who will earn the gratitude of the king.
Had I done the right thing? Sadb was a young woman, poor, and lived too far away from Killaloe for there to be any gratitude from the king, and yet, I’d rather use my gift to heal her than some prince who’d injured himself in a battle of his own making. No, even though I knew Tomas would be disappointed in my choice, I wasn’t sorry.
“Will you have dinner with us?”
I turned. The new father smiled at me kindly, careful not to stare at the deformed side of my face.
“There’s no need.” I tightened my grip on Broccan’s hand. “You will want to celebrate the birth of your son with family. We’ll just get in the way.”
He rubbed his hands down the sides of his tunic. “My mother told me Sadb was dying before you came. If not for you, there would be no celebration.” He took a step forward. “Please, my name is Lonán. I can never repay you, but at least let me try.” An earnest expression filled his face. He meant what he said, I realised. He didn’t offer merely out of politeness.
I paused. I was hungry, yes, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to stay in a house where a man owned a sword and kept it close.
“Please,” he said again. “My mother, Muirenn, makes the most wonderful stew. Ask anyone from these parts, and they will tell you it’s the food of legends. My sisters, Sorcha and Caillech, both insist you stay, too. And Sadb.”
He waved at me to follow, not giving me a chance to argue. The polite refusal vanished from my lips as Broccan, cheered at the thought of eating something hot, ran ahead of me.
The inside of the house was calmer and tidier than when I last entered. Sadb lay on a freshly cleaned bed with her new baby, while her two sisters-in-law fussed about her. The old woman, Muirenn, brought in bowls of stew from the pot hanging over the outside fire.
“It’s not good for newborns to take their first breaths in a smoky room,” she said as she handed me a bowl. “It’s fortunate that it’s not raining today, and I could make the stew outside.” The lines etched around her eyes and brow when we’d spoken earlier had relaxed, and good humour now lit her face.
I sat on a bench at the side of the room, with Broccan, and ate. The family chatted happily as Muirenn filled their bowls. Even Sadb contributed a few words between eating and feeding the baby at her breast.
“He’s so handsome,” the younger of the girls said. “Look, he’s asleep already.”
Muirenn rubbed a finger over the baby’s nose. “It’s tiring coming into the world. Now he’s fed, he needs to rest.” She eyed her daughter-in-law and leaned forward to kiss her cheek. “So does the new mother.”
Sadb flushed and nestled into the bed, wrapping her arms around the baby.
“I should go,” I said, even though I hadn’t finished. “You’re all exhausted.” I turned. “Broccan, come.”
Reaching out to take his hand, I found that his eyes were drooping, and his chin almost touched his chest.
“It’s too late for you to leave,” Lonán said, glancing at the darkening horizon. “There is a storehouse behind this house. I’ll make up a bed, and you can both sleep there tonight.”
If I had been alone, I would have insisted that I leave, but it wouldn’t be fair to drag Broccan back into the forest when he was so weary. Resolving to think the best of Lonán, I nodded. “Thank you. That is very kind.”
Lonán waved away the compliment. “Finish your stew while I make up the bed. Sorcha, why don’t you fetch a blan—”
The sound of hooves approaching disrupted the conversation. Lonán bolted up, grabbed his sword from the shelf by the door and sprinted outside.
I clutched hold of Broccan, holding him tight to me.
“Evening, Lonán,” a deep voice called out. “Are you well?”
“I am, Murchad.”
Lonán’s voice, if possible, sounded even brighter than before. This Murchad was a friend then. Good. Neither Sadb nor Muirenn were in any fit state to run if thieves had come to raid their ráth. I released Broccan and let him rest against my lap.
“You have arrived on the luckiest of days. My son was born only an hour ago.” Lonán laughed, and I heard his arms thud against this Murchad.
I stirred my stew as the greetings unfolded. Sorcha and Caillech peered outside and started finger-brushing their hair so that their curls hung over their shoulders. Muirenn cackled quietly, winking at them. It was someone important then, or at the very least, somewhat handsome.
I didn’t have to wait long to find out. Lonán and his friend Murchad walked into the ráth a moment later. The girls lowered their faces and stopped eating their stew as Murchad greeted them and asked after their health. I took another spoonful while I watched this interaction. Murchad was certainly handsome, tall with shoulder-length, light brown hair, blue eyes and dark lashes, and I supposed, out here in the middle of nowhere, these young women didn’t meet many men aside from their own family. They blushed crimson as he spoke and could barely raise their voices above a whisper when they answered his questions. I smiled to myself. I just about remembered the giddy days of adolescence when my heart had skipped a beat for the first time. Eighty-five years ago, now… My father had brought me to my first gathering, and I saw Tomas talking with his uncle.
“This is Fódla,” Lonán said. “And her son, Broccan.”
I raised my head to find everyone in the room staring at me, and I removed the spoon from my mouth. “Broccan is my nephew, actually.”
Broccan rubbed his eyes, yawning, and stared up at Murchad. “My mother died,” he mumbled. “In the fire.”
The same look of realisation filtered over everyone’s faces. The scars that knotted over the left-hand side of my body suddenly made sense to them. Pity swam in the girls’ eyes, while Muirenn’s lips parted.
“I’m very sorry to hear that, Broccan,” Murchad said, keeping his voice light. “You are lucky to have such a good aunt who can mind you.”
Broccan grinned, his eyes opening a little more. “I love her. She helps everyone.”
The childish compliment put a smile on everyone’s face, while I gulped down the guilt. Broccan loved me, but sometimes it felt ill-deserved. It was his mother’s actions he attributed to me. The hugs and words she had given him over the last year, he now thought were mine.
Lonán glanced at his wife, still resting peacefully, despite Murchad’s arrival. “Broccan speaks the truth. We all feared that Sadb and the baby would not survive until Fódla came. She’s a healer, and a good one at that.”
Murchad held my gaze, his face suddenly serious. “Then I am pleased you are here, Fódla.” He gave me a curt nod then clasped Lonán’s arm. “I will go now and come back tomorrow.”
Lonán stared at his friend, forehead furrowed. “It’s nothing urgent?”
“No. It’s just about a new bridge. It can wait.”
The men walked out of the ráth, leaving the two girls forlorn. Quicker than I thought possible, Muirenn scampered after the men. “You must stay for some stew, Murchad. The evening is kind. We can all sit outside while Sadb and the baby rest.”
I peered out at them. Murchad smiled, although the glance he gave his horse spoke of an impatience to get away.
“Yes, please eat with us. I can’t have anyone say you left my ráth unfed,” Lonán chimed in. “I have some ale too. We can toast my son’s health.”
Murchad’s shoulders relaxed. “It would be my pleasure.” He nudged Muirenn’s arm. “Let me have a taste of this stew your son harks on about then. He didn’t shut up about it the whole time we travelled to Meath last year.”
Lonán laughed and lifted the stew pot and bowls from the table, so his sisters could move the wooden benches and table outside. I stood to help Broccan up, but he had already fallen back asleep.
“I’ll take him,” Lonán said, as he came back into the house. “Sorcha is making up the bed.”
“No, I’ll take him.” I quickly lifted Broccan, and his weary arms and legs clung to my neck and waist. The left side of my body, withered by the spell, lurched forward, his weight pulling me off balance.
Lonán grabbed my arm and held me straight. “He’s getting big,” he said, releasing his grip once I steadied. “Why don’t you let me carry him?” His voice was softer this time.
When I didn’t answer, he stepped back. “I understand. You don’t know me, but you don’t need to worry. You are both safe, and the storehouse is right beside where we will be sitting. You won’t lose sight of him.”
He smiled, his face open, but not expectant, and when I didn’t answer, he picked up my bags. “Follow me, it’s not far.”
Glad that he had not pushed the point, I walked outside, and Lonán fell into step beside me. The storehouse was at the back of the ráth, and as he said, not far from the benches that Muirenn and Caillech were arranging. “Careful not to trip on the branches,” he said, gesturing for me to walk closer to the wall. “There was a storm last night, and we haven’t had a chance to clear the ground yet.”
I held Broccan tight, not wanting to fall and hurt him, but from the way Lonán walked slowly beside me, I knew that wouldn’t happen. He caught my eyes, and once again gave me an open smile. “Here we are.”
Lonán pushed the wooden door and used the latch to hold it against the wall. It was a small building made of wood and thatch. Two large barrels of grain rested by the back wall, and a small bucket of milk sat beside them. Dirt-covered vegetables filled three small sacks, and a stool was stacked with cheese and butter parcels, wrapped in linen. Not much for a family of this size, but enough to get them through winter. A thick, woven blanket had been laid out by the side wall, with a coarse woollen shawl folded beside it. I kneeled and gently lay Broccan on the blanket and set the woollen shawl over him, watching a while to make sure he was comfortable.
Now that we were settled, Lonán left to help his sisters with the tables while Muirenn filled an extra bowl of stew for Murchad. The five of them sat, Lonán laughing at something Murchad said. I would much rather lie beside Broccan, but that would be rude, seeing as I hadn’t yet finished my stew. Giving Broccan a kiss on the cheek, I stood and made my way over to the table.
Sorcha shuffled over to make room on the bench, and we began to eat again, the mood more restrained than before. Sorcha and Caillech were so anxious to make a good impression they could barely eat or speak, and Muirenn couldn’t stop fussing over Murchad. More stew, more ale, milk perhaps? Bread?
“Tell me about this bridge,” Lonán said, once Murchad had insisted he’d had enough stew for the third time.
Murchad swallowed. “King Brian wants to improve trade routes in the area. I need to build one somewhere around here and want to know where the best place is. It needs to be over a part of the river that doesn’t flood when it rains, and the land can’t be too soft.”
“The riverbank beside our ráth is sturdy,” Lonán answered. “You go any further upstream, and the gorge is narrow and full of rocks, any lower and the grassland turns to bog and the river gets too wide.”
Murchad’s eyes traced the line of the river. “I’ll let my men know.”
Lonán nodded and dipped his bread into the broth.
“Well, I have to say, Muirenn, this is as good as Lonán promised.”
“Sure, why would I lie?” Lonán said, slurping on a spoonful.
“Now I understand why you don’t like getting called away.”
Lonán smirked. “There is nothing to enjoy about going to fight in Meath. The warriors there hate us, the air is perpetually damp, and all I do is dream of home.”
“You didn’t fare so badly last time, I seem to recall.”
Lonán shrugged. “As if you noticed what I was up to.” He nudged his sister in the arm. “Murchad moves so fast on the battlefield you can hardly see him.”
Murchad shook his head and laughed. “If they can’t see me, they can’t strike me. I can strike them though.”
I huddled into my cloak and shifted closer to the edge of the bench. This Murchad might be a bridge-builder by trade, but he enjoyed talk of fighting. He enjoyed this reputation he had. This was the monster that Tomas had warned me about. So polite on the surface, but on the inside, he was filled with rage and bloodlust.
At last, the conversation about their adventures in Meath tapered away, and Muirenn insisted her daughters go to bed. Lonán used this as an excuse to check on his wife and baby, leaving me and Murchad alone by the fire.
I took another ladle of stew. Lonán was right – it was delicious, and I hadn’t eaten anything apart from wild roots in two days, but the real reason I continued to eat was that I didn’t want to speak. Even to say goodnight to this man was more than I could bear. No, I would stay until someone returned and then quickly depart.
Murchad didn’t appear to want to converse either and finished his bowl in silence, so for a while, I had my wish, but as soon as he set down his spoon, his attention turned to me. “Do you want more bread?” He lifted the basket and held it out. “Helping bring babies into the world is hungry work.”
“So is living.”
Murchad gave me a tired smile as I took a slice of bread. “Never a truer word was said.”
I shifted on my seat, turning my face toward him so he could see the mottled skin, burns and scars that covered the left side of my body. There, that would hold his tongue.
The grimace I expected didn’t come. Instead, his smile widened. “You must be a skilled healer. Lonán’s mother told me she thought Sadb beyond saving.”
“I try my best. Sometimes, I can be of help. Too often, I can’t.”
“Well, my friend was very lucky you happened to be passing by.” He leaned forward. “Where are you from?”
“Does it matter?”
“No. I’m just curious. I thought I detected a north Connacht accent.”
I folded my cloak tight against my chest. “No. You’re wrong.”
He choked and banged his chest with his fist. “I don’t hear that every day.”
“Do you not?” I said, nonplussed. “You must live a very charmed life. To be always right is quite something.”
“Oh, I’m often wrong. Too often.”
“But people don’t like to say so?”
He shrugged.
“I had no idea that bridge-builders were held in such high esteem in Munster.”
Murchad rubbed at the stubble along his chin and stared at the fire which was slowly beginning to die. In the flickering shadows, he seemed older than I had first guessed. Maybe closer to thirty than early twenties. Light wrinkles crinkled around his eyes when he spoke, and the skin on his hand was rough and scarred.
“Bridge-builders aren’t held in high esteem,” he agreed, “though they should be. Building a bridge that will hold when the rivers rise is more difficult than I expected.”
“So, if you’re not a bridge-builder, what are you?”
Murchad hesitated for a moment, his eyelids blinking. “I fight for my father.”
Lowering my head, I glimpsed at his cloak. Men who were employed only to fight were either members of the royal family, or so gifted that their king was willing to pay them out of his own purse. I expected him to be the latter. He was well-presented though absent of the golden jewellery that the royal families adorned themselves with. But to my surprise, six different colours of thread were woven into his cloak.
“Are you really a prince or did you steal your cloak?”
Murchad frowned. “You think me a thief?”
“You don’t look much like a prince.”
“You meet lots of princes? To know what they look like?”
“I know the laws. Six colours in a cloak is what the Brehon laws allow for the sons of kings, but no, I don’t meet a lot of princes. They don’t usually speak to people like me. They sit in their warm duns, weighed down by their gold necklaces and silver bracelets.”
Murchad let out a dry laugh. “My clan hails from a poor kingdom in Munster. When I was a boy, I had no jewellery to wear, whether I wanted it or not.”
Interesting. He must be a prince of one of the small kingdoms within Munster, if he was too poor for silks and ornaments. The smile he gave me seemed sincere, but I knew his like from Tomas’ stories. Murchad was a wolf. He wanted to pull me in, ensnare me with his humility. Well, I was too clever for that.
“So, you enjoy talking to your people?” I asked. “The poor and destitute?”
“Always.”
“Do you like being responsible for their deaths too?”
His eyes lifted to meet mine. A shadow coloured his features.
I pointed at the river. “The bridge you want to build doesn’t fall on either the path from Waterford or Dublin, so you do not build it for trade. Despite what you say to Lonán, you are building it so that your army can ride into Connacht and raid their land.”
He stared at me, muted. “For trade to work, goods must flow into all parts of the province, not just those areas close to the ports.”
“I am a healer, Murchad. I see the armies of Munster march north and see what they do. This bridge will be the death of this family. For if a Munster army can pass it to go north, so can a Connacht army who wishes to come south. And Lonán’s ráth will be the first one they destroy.”
His head tilted to the side. “What gives you the right to speak—”
“The right?” My voice rose. “The air we breathe gives me the right, the soil beneath my feet. I am born of this land, just as you are.”
“You know nothing of my father’s plans.”
“I don’t need to. You kings and princes war and fight like little boys hitting each other with sticks, squabbling over the same land. And it is always the poor people who pay the price.”
Setting down his bowl, Murchad pressed his lips into a tight line.
“Now, I just saved that baby’s life. I don’t want it to be for no reason. Put your bridge somewhere far away from here.”
Murchad opened his mouth, like he was about to say something more, but then Lonán came out. I stood and said goodnight as Lonán sat, keeping my eyes focused on him rather than Murchad, then walked to the outbuilding where Broccan lay, still in a deep slumber. I saw nothing more of Murchad, though after a while, I heard him say farewell to Lonán and then the sound of his horse’s hooves thudding against the ground as he rode off.
Glad that he’d gone, I got ready for bed and pulled the shawl over Broccan, whose slight shoulders felt cold in the night air.
“Fódla,” a quiet voice said. I turned to see Muirenn strolling my way with a blanket in hand. “Take this. It’s cold tonight.”
“Thank you.”
She rubbed her arms and exhaled as I took the offered blanket. “Such an eventful day. First a new grandson, then a visit from Murchad.” She gave me a sly grin. “What did you think of him?”
“He seemed very… pleasant.”
“He is that. King Brian and his family garner a lot of criticism for being upstarts, but they are good to their own, I’ll give them that.”
I stilled. “Murchad is related to King Brian Boru?”
“Oh, yes,” she said, her eyes widening. “Didn’t you know? Murchad is his son. The most famous man in Munster, bar his father of course.”
“I assumed he was just the son of one of the local kings.”
She giggled. “I’m sorry. I should have introduced him properly, but I was caught unawares. No matter, you conducted yourself well, and think of what a story this will be to tell your family, for Murchad will be the King of Munster one day.”
A faint cry sounded in the night air. Muirenn stepped away. “I’d better help Sadb. She’s finding it hard to get the baby to feed.” She gave a tired sigh. “Goodnight.”
“Here, take this.” I pulled a small pot from my bag. “It’s a paste made from cabbage leaves. If she rubs it on her breasts, it will help her milk come in.”
Muirenn stared at the dark green paste as she held the pot tight in her hands. “Thank you, Fódla. You truly are a wonder.”
I slumped into a ball as soon as she entered the house. Murchad was the son of Brian Boru? The very man Tomas wanted me to ingratiate myself with, and I’d told him off for murdering his own people. Why had I spoken to him like that? Why had I spoken to any man like that when I was with Broccan? This was bad. Very bad. Tomas had told me that King Brian and his eldest son had killed Ímar of Limerick and his sons inside a church, even though they had claimed sanctuary. That was not the sort of man anyone should argue with, least of all me. Groaning with frustration, I banged my head against a wooden post.
“Aunt Fódla?”
Broccan stared up at me through bleary, half-open eyes.
“Yes, my love. I’m sorry. I’m being too noisy. Go back to sleep.”
Lifting the blanket, I snuggled into my nephew and waited for his breathing to calm. The night sky was clear tonight, and the stars sparkled like diamonds. I wondered how Rónnat was faring, and if she was staring up at the sky too. “Sleep well, sister,” I whispered. “I wish you were here.”
But the words and the wish they carried were empty. Rónnat could not help me anymore. My safety, and Broccan’s, were in my hands alone, and the sinking feeling in my stomach made me all too aware that I was failing.



DUBLIN, 996
Gormflaith
Not so long ago, the lands beyond the walls were wild. The grasslands were covered in gorse and wildflowers, and the forest to the south was so thick that no invading army ever dared stray in there for fear of never finding their way out. The old people, those who first landed here from Norway, said that ghosts lived there, ghosts and wolves, and long forgotten curses.
No longer. All I could see, as I walked today, were cattle and horses, the flowers and gorse grazed until only an inch of grass or bare soil remained. The treeline loomed on the horizon.
When my late husband, Amlav, first took over the port of Dublin, he had quickly realised how fertile the surrounding land was, and as soon as the settlement was secured, his people had cleared the trees and put it to use. The ships, full of traders, came to us with wine, jet, amber and slaves, and gave us a handsome portion of their profits for the privilege of docking at the longphort. In return, we sold them the fruits of our labour – fur pelts, cheese and butter, woollen blankets, and timber. Ireland had been good to the Vikings. Better to them in some ways than the Irish.
I thumbed the gold necklace Sitric had given me. A gift that resulted from the strength of our trade. Strange then, that I should look out and miss the lost wilderness… and yet, not strange at all. In the early days of marriage, I had walked there, weaving in and out of the trees, breathing alongside the ghosts and old curses. I would close my eyes and imagine I was lost in a mysterious land. Not in Dublin with Amlav, certainly not with my father and mother in Leinster… just somewhere… else.
Yellow dandelions and pink-tinged daisies decorated the riverbank, the only place the cows hadn’t chewed the grass down to the root. I wandered over to them and picked a handful of the daisies, weaving the stalks into an elaborate hair-dress.
It wasn’t long before Olaf and his men came into view. My son-in-law had taken a liking to cattle-raiding, and Sitric had given him his own horse to ride, anything to keep Olaf and his one thousand warriors happy while we built our walls.
Today, however, Olaf returned with no herd in tow. Perhaps one of the local kings had put up a fight, though I couldn’t imagine which of them would have had the balls to do it.
I didn’t move an inch and kept my gaze firmly rooted to the river and my hair-dress. Olaf was a strange man, and if he suspected my walk outside the gates was a ploy to talk to him in private, it would be the surest thing to keep him away.
His men moved past me, laughing and chatting as they headed through the Dublin gate. I meandered in the opposite direction, disregarding them entirely. I wasn’t sure if my plan had worked until I heard fallen leaves crackling under the weight of hooves.
“Greetings, Gormflaith.”
I jumped and pressed my hand over my chest as if startled by the sudden interruption.
Olaf didn’t react to this display of female vulnerability. Instead, he dismounted and led his horse to the river. I said nothing and let him pretend that relieving his horse’s thirst had been his intention all along.
“Sitric told me you were raiding. I didn’t expect to see you today.”
“I’m just back.”
“Oh,” I glanced behind me. “Where are the new cattle?”
“I didn’t bring any home.” He bit his lip and stared at his reflection rippling in the river. “The strangest thing happened.”
I snorted. “While cattle-raiding? I find that hard to believe.”
“Really? You think the most interesting things always happen in a city?”
Lowering my gaze, I stared at his reflection too. His tattoos merged into a bluish haze as the water rippled, but his eyes, blue and piercing, stared right back. “No,” I answered. “I suppose I don’t.”
Olaf grunted and patted his horse, whispering to it softly.
“Tell me then,” I probed, giving him a faint smile. “I’ll let you know if it’s strange or not.”
He nodded, laughing a little, though more to himself than to me. “I raided the herd of a young farmer beyond those hills, then another two herds beyond the river.” He pointed his finger east, toward the Kingdom of Leinster. “On our way back, the first young farmer found me and begged for the return of his herd.”
“A fool,” I scoffed.
“Perhaps,” Olaf said, “but sometimes bravery should be rewarded, and so I agreed that he could have them.”
I sat on the grass and laughed gently. “You are kinder than I.”
“You may laugh, but I tell you it was fate, because this is when something I thought impossible happened. This young farmer whistled to his dog, a great beast it was, tall with long legs and a slender jaw. I was certain the beast would scare and scatter the cattle, but it didn’t. The dog walked forward and went about the herd, separating his master’s cows from the others I had caught. I could tell the dog got it right because this farmer’s cattle had the same mark branded on their sides. I’ve never seen such intelligence in a dog before.”
Olaf’s face, usually so reserved and austere, was now open and wide-eyed. How strange he was. All the beautiful women, gold jewellery and glossy-maned horses of our city had elicited no response. An intelligent dog, of all things, was the thing to spark his interest.
“An Irish wolfhound is the cleverest of all dogs,” I said. “Surely you’ve heard this fact before now.”
Olaf nodded. “I have, but never believed it. So instantly, I told the man he could have all the cattle I had raided in return for his dog.”
I gave him a bemused smile.
“Now you think I’m the fool?”
“That depends.” I shrugged. “How many cattle did you give him?”
“Eighty.”
“For a dog? You could have bought one for half that.”
Olaf smiled, unconcerned. “I wanted this dog, and I paid the price the man desired. I have no complaints.”
“If you say so.”
I kept the derision from my voice. Olaf didn’t like to be mocked, and to be fair, the deal wasn’t as bad as my laughter implied. Dogs were difficult to train – it took years, and the trainers with the best reputations fetched high prices at the market for their pups.
Olaf patted his horse and led her over to the overgrown grass patches beside the river which just so happened to be a little closer to me. I crouched over and picked another daisy before the horse chomped it. Now it was Olaf who looked bemused.
“Enough of my adventures, why are you here? Don’t tell me you prefer jewellery made of flowers to that of gold?”
“I’m merely walking.” I held in the sad smile I wanted to give. Restraint was key with Olaf. Too much, and he’d grow suspicious. “When I was a child, I lived in my father’s dun, and it was surrounded by wide-open space. Living in Dublin is very different.”
Olaf grunted. “I forget sometimes that you’re not Viking. You’re from Leinster, is that right?”
I nodded, glad that Olaf had gone out of his way to discover this about me. “I should be cross with you. It’s my father’s land you’ve been raiding this last month. Well, it would be his land if he was still alive.”
“So, it’s your brother’s land now?”
I shook my head.
Olaf frowned. “I thought your brother was alive? Did another man win the crown from him?”
“It doesn’t work like that in Ireland. For a start, the kingship does not automatically pass to a son. Here, any man within the righ-damna can be king.”
The wide-eyed boyish expression that had lit his face when he told me his story faded. The stony face I knew so well controlled my son-in-law once again. I supposed this was no bad thing. Now we were getting to business.
“What does righ-damna mean?” he asked.
“If a man is descended from a king in the male line within the last five generations, he is eligible to become king himself. So, when my father died, his heir could have been my brother, but also any of my uncles, nephews, and quite a few cousins.”
“So, your brother was not picked as heir?”
“Oh, he was. Máelmórda is a great fighter. He was the best candidate, by far.” So he is king of the Uí Fáiláin, but not of all Leinster.
Olaf pondered my words for a moment. “Why is this?”
“Well, in Leinster, things are complicated. The kingship of the province is shared among the three biggest clans. When my father died, the kingship passed from the Uí Fáeláin clan to the Uí Muiredaig clan. And when Ugaire of the Uí Muiredaig died, it passed to Donnchad of the Uí Dunchada.” I pointed east. “It was one of Donnchad’s duns that you raided last week.”
Olaf’s lips pressed into a thin line. “His men didn’t put up much of a fight.”
“That’s because they are cowards. Donnchad is a coward too, just like his father, Domnall Clóen.” This time I let my anger and sadness fly unrestrained into my voice.
Olaf placed his hand on his horse’s side. “There is pain in your voice, Gormflaith. Did something happen with this Domnall Clóen?”
“The year before Amlav died, he captured Domnall Clóen, and demanded the Uí Dunchada pay a ransom for him. They agreed, but at the last minute changed their mind because High King Sechnall came to their aid.” I closed my eyes. “There was a battle at Tara.”
Olaf sighed. “I’ve heard of this battle. It is famous, even in Wendland.”
I pressed my hands against my chest. “It’s the first time my husband had ever lost to an Irish king. The first time Dublin had ever lost. Amlav’s favourite son, Ragnall, died on the battlefield, and it sent my husband mad. He cried like a baby when his other sons took Ragnall to the funeral pyre.” I could see it play out before me, even though I didn’t want it to, and the grief I was feigning suddenly crashed over me, as real as the grass at my feet.
Olaf took one of the daisies from my hand. “Perhaps I have misunderstood you, Gormflaith. I did not know you had such affection for Amlav.”
“I didn’t at the start. What girl of thirteen craves a husband of seventy?”
“None.”
“But I respected him. Men were afraid of him and did not cross him. I appreciate that more and more as I grow older.”
Olaf handed me back the daisy. “All reputations fade in the end, Gormflaith. Even Amlav’s.”
“Excuse me?”
“Didn’t High King Sechnall rise against him?”
“But Amlav was over eighty by then, and he let his son Ragnall command the battle. No one feared Ragnall – he was an idiot – and Sechnall seized his opportunity when Amlav was no longer in his prime. It’s sad really. Children can be such a blessing, but such a curse too.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever heard a mother utter such words before.”
“They are easy for me to say because I am blessed with Sitric.”
I never thought I would say that, all those years ago, when I was newly-wed and hating my new life. I could never have imagined that the baby growing inside me was anything other than a new misery waiting to inflict fresh pain. I hated being pregnant. Detested that my body was no longer my own. And yet, as soon as he was born, I realised the truth. I had been given someone who loved me, needed me, and he had grown into a man who other mothers envied. Strong, handsome, powerful.
“He is a good king for one so young,” Olaf said. “His father must have been proud of him.”
Was this a compliment with a twist? Surely Gytha had told him that her father had ignored Sitric, just as he ignored her and her sisters. But if that was the case, why try to provoke me?
“Amlav barely noticed him,” I replied, deciding that honesty would be more powerful than lies. “He already had Ragnall, Gluniairn, Dubgall and Harald, all grown men by the time he married me, and he expected Ragnall to take over as king once he died. He called Sitric a mongrel. Half Viking, half Irish. A somebody and a nobody all at the same time.” I stared at Olaf, locking eyes with his. “Sitric, aged eight, was twice the man Ragnall was, but Amlav could never see it.” I shook the seriousness away. “You’ll know all about it when you have children of your own.”
Olaf’s cheeks flushed.
“Don’t worry,” I said. “Gytha will fall pregnant soon.”
“Will she?”
“Of course… as long as your visits are frequent.”
Olaf grunted.
“Are they?”
My son-in-law didn’t move.
I touched his arm gently. It was now or never. “If desire is a problem, there are ways of inspiring it.”
Olaf burst out laughing. “You really are a piece of work, Gormflaith.”
I wiped the smile from my face and evened out my expression. To give any hint I was embarrassed would only confirm what he was insinuating. “I’m only trying to help, Olaf.”
“By flirting?”
This time I laughed, and I made sure it was louder than his. “If you think a grin and a coy look is a seduction, you travelled the seas for too long. Besides, desire for me will not make Gytha fall pregnant.”
“It might ensure I stay longer, though? Your walls are nowhere near finished.”
This time I couldn’t hide my feelings. “Olaf, I—”
“Don’t, Gormflaith. Don’t make excuses or tell me lies.”
“I am not. I swear it.”
Olaf paused. “You are smarter than this, Gormflaith. If you try to get what you want by acting the whore, then you let yourself down.” He reached forward and tapped my forehead. “Start using this.”
“Nobody cares about my thoughts or ideas.”
“And why is that?”
“Because I am a woman.”
“That’s not true. You just need to work harder to make the men around you listen.”
Grinding my foot on the damp grass, I turned. “And how do I do that? And don’t suggest I marry someone powerful. I’m sick of hearing that.”
Olaf chewed the side of his mouth. “My mother was a clever woman, like you, but my stepfather was stupid. She was raped and imprisoned because he failed to keep his mouth shut, and the truth was she would have been better off without him.”
His words caught me by surprise. His mother would have been better off without her husband. I’d never heard a man say a woman would be better off alone before.
“You cannot rely on anyone, Gormflaith. Only yourself.” He looked me up and down. “You are beautiful, but if you think that is enough to get what you want, then it is you who has been living out at sea for too long. Men, smart men, like High King Sechnall, are not shepherds and farmhands. They see past all this.” He waved his hand at my face. “And one day, your looks will fade. Then what will you have? Nothing.”
“I cannot rely only on myself. That’s not how the world works.” I breathed deeply and folded my arms about my chest. “But I have Sitric. That is enough.”
“Sitric might be enough for now, but he is still a boy in many ways. For a start, it should be him convincing me to stay, not you.” He licked his lips. “You asked him, didn’t you? And he wouldn’t do it.”
I shook my head nonchalantly, but inside, I was fuming. How did he see through me like this?
Olaf stared at me, the smug smile fading into something like concern. “He will turn on you one day, when he realises how much you overshadow him. Make sure you are ready when he does.”
“He will never do that.”
Olaf let the silence linger. After a moment, he tugged at his horse’s reins and walked away.
I watched him leave, torn between wanting to cry and scream. I held them both in, and clenched my hands into fists. Sitric would never turn on me. He loved me as much as I loved him. Olaf was wrong.
Olaf didn’t seem to care how much he had hurt me. I watched after him in silence until he disappeared through the gates. He didn’t look back once. Biting down hard on the insides of my cheeks, I threw the daisy hair-dress into the river. Floating for a moment, it sunk beneath the dark water, the pink and white petals fading into the darkness.



MUNSTER BORDER, 996
Fódla
Broccan ran ahead of me, hands pulling at the long grass, giggling when the dew tickled his palm.
Now that morning had broken, the late-summer sunshine warmed my face and the province of Munster opened up before me. I had to admit, the hills of the southern province rolled beautifully into the distance, and the warmer breeze soothed my skin. Fennit Island was situated in Munster, but being so close to the sea, the air was always damp. Here, it was dry and warm.
It put me in mind of the tales I’d heard from the escaped women slaves I’d healed who had once lived in the Mediterranean. They said the further south you went, the hotter the air became. One day, when Broccan was grown, I’d like to go there. I’d like to see new cultures, new people. I glanced at the little boy in front of me, laughing and smiling.
Perhaps he might come with me?
I pushed the thought away. I was being stupid. We could never live together anywhere else but here. He wasn’t my son, and one day, sooner or later, we would have to part. Not to mention the heart failure he’d have when the boat set sail, and he saw the scars on my face and body disappear. No. Duty called. The village of Killaloe beckoned, and my true mission was about to start. Tomas could not be kept waiting forever. He’d expect a message soon, and his great black crow, Senna, would arrive to collect it. I’d noticed him, sometimes, flying overhead, watching.
My mind ran to Tomas’ instructions. Infiltrate Brian Boru’s dun, learn his plans, report.
I had already made a mess of that promise, hadn’t I?
The argument with Murchad last night could have been avoided… should have been avoided. My words were the truth, and I was sick of these Irish kings who thought of nothing except land, and raids, and fighting. That their raids caused the deaths of hundreds of their own people probably didn’t enter their minds. Yet, it wasn’t my place to say. A woman looking to find work with King Brian should not have any negative opinions about him at all.
“Hello!” Broccan shouted suddenly. He ran down the riverbank, waving his arm.
A large group of men were sitting around a fire beside the river. No, no, no. Why was he waving at them? He knew better than to bring attention to us, and I could see their swords from here. “Broccan!” I called. “Come back.”
But he didn’t answer.
I burst into a sprint, my left side aching as I forced myself to speed up. Just before we reached the group, I grabbed his arm.
“Broccan,” I hissed. “Don’t talk to strangers.”
A shadow on the grass moved closer, and I pushed Broccan behind me. I held my bag against my chest, but so much adrenaline pumped through my veins it made my fingers go numb. Jutting out the burned side of my face, I hoped that the hideous scarring would repulse the men enough to stay away. “I am sorry for the disruption. My nephew didn’t mean any harm.” I quickly darted a look at the man in front of me. “Sorry, if… Oh.” I stood straighter. “It’s you.”
Murchad nodded. “It is.” He held out his hand for Broccan to shake. “How are you, young man? Looking after your aunt?”
Broccan nodded solemnly.
“I’m glad to hear it.” He gave my nephew a warm smile and then glanced at me, his brow furrowing. “You are travelling into Munster?”
“Yes.”
“What part of Munster are you from?”
Recovering slightly, I lifted my chin. “I’m not from Munster.”
Two of the men who’d been sitting beside the fire stood to get a better look at me. One of them laughed, while the other choked on his food. Ugly, crone. The whispers multiplied and floated in the air like feathers.
Murchad turned his head to glance at them, and instantly, the chatter stopped. Now that it was no longer night, I could clearly see the two long swords that hung from his belt. They shone in the sun, the steel hilts shimmering in the bright afternoon light. Even Murchad’s own men must fear his wrath.
“Then what are you doing here?” he asked.
“I am a healer. Broccan and I walk about the land, helping those we can. I’m simply passing through.”
Murchad nodded. “Then I’ll not stop you. I wish you good fortune on your travels.”
He gave us a curt nod and walked to the riverbank. He gripped hold of one of the large sticks poking out of the soil. There were about twenty of them. Strange that I hadn’t noticed before. I suppose I’d been too lost in my thoughts, for the long, thin sticks were certainly hard to miss. They had been sanded down too, removing the bark to leave behind a smooth, pale wood. As Murchad pulled one out, two lines marked the wood. One was an earth line, where the stick and grass met, and another line at the bottom showed where it met the groundwater. The men sitting by the fire watched him do this, then fanned out across the riverbank to pull out other posts dotted along the embankment.
Murchad took out a long knife and etched his stick to mark the two lines.
Broccan, as curious as me, stared at what was going on. “What are you doing?” he asked.
“I’m checking to see how damp the soil is.”
“Why?”
Murchad pointed to the river. “I’m trying to find the best place to build a bridge. Only good ground can support the weight of one. If it’s soft clay or sludge, it will not hold. If the riverbank is full of rocks, it will be too difficult to dig in the posts.” He dug his fingers into the hole left by the stick, scooped out a handful of firm clay and showed it to Broccan. “Do you think this is strong enough for building a bridge?”
Broccan nodded.
Murchad smiled. “I think so too.”
I stepped forward and took hold of Broccan’s hand. “I thought you were building the bridge by Lonán’s ráth?”
Murchad gave a casual shrug. “That was never my intention. I only visited Lonán to seek his advice.”
I flushed. That was true. Murchad had never suggested it be close to the ráth. It had been Lonán in his desire to be useful to his friend.
Giving me a small, wolfish grin, Murchad met my gaze. “You see, I have no wish to… What was it you said? To cause the death of my people.”
Despite having misconstrued Murchad’s intentions with the bridge, I found his teasing tone only irritated me more.
“Don’t mock. Every king raids their neighbour, and the innocent are left to die in the ditches. I would not need to spend my time healing if it wasn’t the case.”
My words came out sharp and high-pitched which made Broccan flinch. This, more than anything, cooled my temper. I needed to hold my tongue or else Murchad would advise his father to let me nowhere near his army. I needed to keep Broccan safe. “Sorry,” I said quickly. “I am taking out my anger on you. That is wrong of me.”
Murchad nodded. “No need to apologise. You speak the truth. My eyes see as well as yours.”
I glanced around the river valley. Aside from his men, the land was empty, not even so much as a single cow moving in the distance. “You’re going to build the bridge here?”
“I think so.” He showed me the stick and pointed to the etching that marked the grass-line, and then the other that marked the waterline. “The soil is drier here than upstream, where it was very damp, just as Lonán told me.”
“And there is no ráth close by.”
“True. Although, when this becomes a trade route, I expect that might change.”
Trade. A funny word. A Viking word. So much had changed since they arrived. At one-hundred-and-five-years old, I had entered life at a time of chaos, or so my father had told me before he died, for the year of my birth marked the year of the worst invasions. He told me before the Vikings came, the Irish had lived as they had for centuries. Now, things were different, and as far as I could tell, the Viking ports were the cause. Trade, silver, gold and slaves.
“You’re angry still,” Murchad observed. “But I cannot stop people building their ráths where they choose.”
“I know.”
“Then what is wrong?”
“What do you trade at the ports?”
“Wool, oak, butter and cloth. The usual.”
“Not slaves then?”
Murchad’s face darkened. “We don’t sell slaves in Munster.”
“You buy them though.”
“We sometimes buy the poor wretches that the slavers show us, yes. We do it as a kindness. They have good lives here and are free to do as they wish. If they want to leave, they can.”
“That’s not what I’ve seen else—”
“Elsewhere?” Murchad finished the sentence for me. “How about you come to Munster before you start berating me for how I treat others? Or better yet, go back north to Leinster, or Ulaid, or wherever it is you’re from, and argue with the people you’re actually angry at.” He pulled out the last stick and etched the waterline with his knife.
How strange. Murchad was trying to convince me that Munster was better than the other provinces. How could that be, when King Brian had killed so many men? To ask, however, would only prolong the argument, and Rónnat and Broccan needed me to make this work. Clearing my throat, I put aside my distaste, and gave what I hoped was an earnest smile. “I was thinking your father might want a healer for his army?”
Murchad grunted. “Why would you want to do that? We raid the land of other kings, remember? We leave our men to die in ditches, and we hide in our duns wearing gold necklaces while our slaves do all the work.” He paused. “If that’s what you think of us, I wonder that you want to help?”
I chewed the side of my mouth. “I want to be proved wrong. If Munster is that place, as you say it is, then I want to live there.”
Murchad sighed and brought the sticks over to his horse. Using the rope hanging from his saddle, he tied them to his bag and mounted his horse. The rest of the men had already finished marking their sticks and were waiting for Murchad on the path.
“Come on, Murchad,” one of them called. “Or are you going to spend all day courting your new beauty?”
The men sniggered. Murchad shook his head, but his lips turned into a smile. “You should go back to the river, Cassair,” he shouted. “Perhaps if you examined your own reflection, you’d not judge others so harshly.”
The men burst out laughing, even the man called Cassair who had insulted me.
Murchad turned his horse, and ruffled Broccan’s hair. “Goodbye, my young friend. Take care of your aunt.”
Broccan stared up, grinning and wide-eyed, as Murchad waved goodbye.
Murchad returned his smile, then gave me a hard stare. “The weather will get colder soon, and the men have been sent home to help with the harvest. These men are going home too, as am I. There is no army for you to tend.”
“There is always an army to tend.”
Murchad shook his head. “My father is about to agree to a peace treaty with the High King. We think there will be no more fighting for quite some time.”
I rolled my eyes.
“Now it is my turn to ask you not to mock. You berate me for fighting, but you have nothing good to say when I tell you we are striving for peace.” He tutted. “For the sake of the boy, go back to Lonán’s ráth. He is a kind man, and his gratitude will keep you both fed until spring.”
“I’m capable of looking after the boy myself.”
“Really? Lonán told me the lad ate three bowls of stew before he fell asleep. He looks famished.”
I fumbled at Broccan’s hand and held it tighter. “It took longer to cross the forests than I expected. I’m doing the best I can.”
“Do better. Boys end up dying in ditches through hunger as much as war.”
He shoved his heel into the horse’s ribs and galloped off. I stared after him for a moment, watching his cloak billow out behind him in the wind. The men took off with him, hooves hitting the ground like thunder.
The silence that followed and Murchad’s last words hit me like a stone.
“Which way are we going?” Broccan tugged at my sleeve. I looked at him anew. Yes, his pinched cheeks were drawn, his hands bonier than when we left Rónnat. I half-wished I could go back to Lonán’s ráth, but I couldn’t. To keep Broccan with me, I had to fulfil my mission.
“We are going into Munster.” I pointed in the direction that Murchad had gone. “That way.”



DUBLIN, 998
Gormflaith
Olaf walked along his boat. He checked the sails and wood, and spoke with his shipbuilder, while five of his warriors examined the mast. I’d observed him doing this from the marketplace early in the morning on one of his other boats, and had thought nothing of it, but it was almost dinnertime, and Olaf was still working.
I made my way along the longphort and stopped beside the boat Olaf was currently inspecting. The sunshine was hot today, and the sea breeze absent. Sweat soaked the front and back of Olaf’s shirt, and through the fabric, the indentations of his stomach muscles rippled as he moved.
“Gormflaith,” he said, giving me his usual dry smile. “How are you?”
“Well.” I rubbed my silk sleeves and glanced at the boats filling the longphort. “It’s busy today.”
He didn’t bother to follow my gaze but nodded anyway. The truth was, the Dublin markets had been busy every day since the start of spring, and our port was full, even though Sitric had extended it the previous autumn. I had advised against it, for it delayed the work on the Dublin walls, which were still not ready, but where there was wealth to be gained, Sitric did not want to turn the traders away. This summer, they had come in their thousands, so many that Sitric had set up his own mint to make silver coins for them to exchange. We were competing with England now, a feat that his father had only dreamed of.
I stepped into the boat and sat beside the bench where Olaf was working. This blocked his view of the rudder, which I knew from watching his progress earlier was what he wished to check next. “You seem preoccupied today, son-in-law.”
Olaf ignored me and continued to examine the sail ropes.
“Perhaps you’re deciding how many slaves you can bring home in the autumn? Falk came ashore this morning with over three hundred from the Slavic region. Some very pretty girls. Some very pretty young men too.”
Olaf tutted. “I don’t like pretty young women, or pretty young men.”
“Yes, I’ve noticed.” I rolled one of my curls around my finger. “It’s strange. A man of your age should have a predilection for something.” I gave him a sly smile. “I won’t judge you, Olaf. Tell me what it is.”
Olaf chewed the side of his cheek. “I suppose I like wives who bear me children.”
Taking a sharp breath, I let go of my hair. I had waited for him to speak to me about this for months now, even so, the bluntness of his words surprised me. Gytha’s failure to fall pregnant had been a source of gossip among the commoners for quite some time, and Olaf had stopped feasting with Sitric these last two months. I wasn’t privy to the commoners’ whispers, but I’d overheard the word divorce more than once when I passed them in the marketplace.
“Gytha is young. There is plenty of time…”
Olaf threw the rope aside and released a raucous laugh. “You mistake me. I am not complaining. In fact, I am very happy. Gytha is with child. I was merely telling you that she is the one I favour.”
Momentarily stunned, I clasped my hands together. “I am delighted. How wonderful for you both.”
And it was wonderful indeed. I had feared that Olaf’s boat-checking pre-empted an early departure from Dublin, and that he would leave me with a barren stepdaughter for company, not to mention an imminent invasion from High King Sechnall.
I stood and threw my arms around Olaf. “We shall have a feast tonight in your honour.”
Olaf smiled. How odd it looked. I couldn’t tell if it made him more handsome or not – I’d become so used to the melancholic, stoic expression that usually pained his face.
“Thank you, Gormflaith. It can double as our leaving feast.”
My smile faded.
“My son can’t be born in Ireland. If he is to hold lands in Norway, he must be born there.”
I shook my head. “We agreed you would stay until after the Samhain festival which is still another three months away. You gave your word.”
Olaf shrugged. “I have stayed long enough for you to repair your walls. It’s time for me to go.”
“But our walls are not repaired.” I pointed to the huge gap between the palisades along the shore and the western gate. “You can see for yourself.”
“If they are not completed, that is by choice.” His fist knocked against the wood of the extended port. “Sitric’s had long enough.”
I scowled. Damn him. I hated men who only suited themselves. Honour should mean something. His word should mean something. “When you married the daughter of Amlav the Red, you knew what the price was. You agreed to stay.”
“You want Gytha back, have her. I’ll find another wife. Hopefully, one whose womb doesn’t take so long to ripen.”
“You’re a fucking bastard.”
Olaf laughed. “I think you’re right. I am.” He picked up his axe and flung it into the air. His ice-blue eyes found mine, and the laughter drained from his face. “I told you once before. You can only ever rely on yourself.”
Without another word, I stepped onto the longphort and stormed to the great hall. Where was that bitch, Gytha? Why hadn’t she told me about this? If she had warned me that this could happen, I may have been able to tell her something she could have used to make him stay. Surely, she had some leverage over him, something that might delay her husband by a month or two?
I charged into her room and slammed the door behind me.
Her cheeks flushed red. “Gormflaith,” she stammered. “I was just about to come and find you.”
“Really?” I thumbed the gold cross around my neck. “To tell me the good news or the bad?”
Gytha’s face fell further, her lips trembled. “I thought you’d be happy for me?”
“Happy?” I sneered. “That after two years, you’ve managed to do something any other woman would have done months ago.” I clapped my hands slowly. “Well done, Gytha. Well done.”
Her eyes narrowed. “You are angry we are leaving, I know, but Olaf—”
“I don’t care what Olaf says!” I snapped. “You are a daughter of Amlav. You are meant to stand up for your family. Sitric will lose Dublin if Olaf leaves before the walls are finished.”
Gytha crumpled onto the bed. “I tried to convince Olaf to stay, but he wants to be home before the autumn storms blow in.” She stared up at me. “Believe me, I tried.”
“Try harder.”
“I can’t.”
Her large eyes swam with tears, her face crumpled with wretchedness, a trick that had so often worked on her father and Earl Waltheof of Northumbria. She cried and fainted like a dainty little flower, but that was not the Viking way.
“You were always so weak. If Sechnall invades and kills your brother, I will blame you.” I paced over to her and pressed my hand against her belly. “And if that happens, your baby will have a curse on it so dark you’ll wish it were dead.”
Gytha shoved me away from her. “Get out,” she screamed. “Leave me.”
Shaking, I stepped backwards. Why had I said that? Gytha was useless, indecisive and easily led. She had as much power over her husband as I did over the tide. I knew that when I had matched them.
“Sorry, Gytha.” I wiped my lips. “When you have a child, you’ll understand the lengths you’ll go to to protect them.”
Mouth parted, she trembled, tears filling her voice. “And what about me? Am I not your daughter? Don’t you want to protect me too?”
I gave her a sad smile. The truth would be a kindness now. “Blood is blood, Gytha. You are my stepdaughter only, and I would kill you one hundred times over to save Sitric a moment’s pain.”
Gytha paled. What a pretty little fool she was.
“You’re twenty-seven years old, and still a girl, Gytha. When your baby is born, you will be a woman, and all the foolish thoughts those priests have put in your head will unravel. There is no such thing as forgiveness and peace for people like us. There will be ten earls in Norway who want to kill your husband the moment he lands ashore, and if they succeed, every one of them will kill your son. Remember that.”
Her tears spilled over and streamed down her cheeks. “Why do you have to be so hateful?”
“I can’t help it any more than you can help being stupid. It’s the way the gods made us.” I pointed out the door. “But my son is king of this land, and if I hadn’t been so hateful, he would have been dead long ago.”
Gytha trembled. “According to Olaf, Sechnall will invade as soon as we leave. Your hate has accomplished nothing. Sitric will die, after all.” Gytha steadied herself using the bed post, shocked at what she had said. She couldn’t even look me in the eye.
I gave her a bitter smile. “There you go. You’re already learning. One day, you might even be as hateful as me.”
Turning, before I said anything else, I stormed off to my bedroom.
Damn, it was all going wrong, just as we were so close to having everything. All my ambitions for Sitric would come crashing down if High King Sechnall invaded before we sealed the wall. And he would come. Of course he would.
I picked up the jug of wine that sat on my bedside table and poured a drink into the silver goblet Sitric had given me last Lughnasa. My face, contorted by the cylindrical shape, caught my eye. Beautiful still. Young.
Too young.
*
That night, I ordered the servants to prepare a special feast, though I half-expected Olaf and Gytha to not show up. To their credit, they did. Strolling through the doors, just as the meat was being served, Olaf stopped to speak to the traders at the back of the hall. Gytha dutifully stood beside him, only speaking when spoken to.
Sitric, who sat next to me, hadn’t noticed their arrival. He was deep in conversation with Harald, and Gluniairn’s son, Gilla, who had arrived only last month from his grandfather’s dun in Ulaid. Ever anxious that one of them might try to overthrow my son, I paid their whores to tell me what they said. So far, they had done nothing to warrant concern, but that could change once they discovered Olaf was leaving. I would need to pay the whores double now, triple if they had any cunning about them.
Sitric no longer used a whore. He had a woman, though in truth, it was the same red-headed slave I had found in his bed when I returned from Northumbria. Onguen, she was called, captured by one of the Viking slavers from Cornwall three years ago. Hair tousled delicately over her shoulder, her body wrapped in silks, she was a picture of modesty, quite unlike how I first saw her… But then, a woman did not need to dress like a whore to garner attention. She was rather beautiful, I had to admit. The red hair shone against her pale skin like a flame burning on white ash. She smiled whenever Sitric gazed her way, only for it to slip when he focused elsewhere. Still a whore then. If Sitric worked his way out of this issue with Olaf, I would need to get rid of her. It was high time he had a wife, and a new alliance with one of the royal Irish families would be very useful if we couldn’t rely on Olaf to defend us.
I nudged Sitric in the ribs. “Olaf is here. He has something to tell you.”
Sitric grinned, hardly listening to me. “Like what?”
“That Gytha is pregnant, and he is leaving for Norway tomorrow.”
Disbelief then anger flooded my son’s face. “Why are you only telling me this now?”
“Because he needs to see your wrath. Show him you are a force to be reckoned with. Find a way to make him stay.”
Sitric clenched his jaw and gave his brother-in-law a stern look as he approached the top table. “I hear you are leaving Dublin, Olaf.”
Olaf nodded. “Yes. It is of utmost importance that my son is born in Norway.”
“Gytha is not showing. Stay another month, then go.”
“I know the sea much better than you, Sitric. I must leave before the autumn storms blow in. I will not risk my child’s life for anyone. Not even you.”
Sitric clenched his fists, but instead of shouting or insisting they fight over the breaking of a vow, he gestured to the seats beside him. “Then let us talk. I do not want us to part on bad terms.”
Gytha gave her half-brother a grateful smile, and Olaf strode over to the vacant seat. What was Sitric up to? I bit my tongue. Sitric wasn’t stupid. He had a plan. Surely, he had a plan?
Sitric took the jug from his slave and poured wine into two silver cups. He gave the first to Gytha and the second to Olaf as they took their seats. “Shall we speak truth, brother?”
Olaf nodded.
“If you go now, High King Sechnall will invade before the next full moon. His spies will know we haven’t finished the repairs to our wall. As a friend, nay family, can you not give me another two months? Or, at the least, leave some of your men behind?”
Olaf stared at my son. “I like you, Sitric. You are a good man. We have spoken often, but I have never told you my plans for the future. Do you wish to hear them now?”
Sitric inclined his head. “A man as ambitious as you must have many plans.”
Olaf started to trace the outline of the tattoo on his left arm with his finger. It was the newest one – a dragon with its tail twisted around his wrist. “The first is to become King of Norway, another reason why I must leave now with all my men, for that dream will not come easy. The next plan, the one that keeps me awake at night, is to become King of England. I see you in these plans, Sitric. For if I am King of England, you should be King of Ireland. Our family can rule these waters, these lands. We can succeed where our forefathers failed.”
“A worthy plan.” Sitric glanced at Onguen for a moment, flashed her a small smile, then looked back at Olaf. “But to become King of Ireland, I need to be alive. If King Sechnall invades next month, that might not be so.”
“He will let you live.” Olaf leaned closer to Sitric. “Tell him that the Viking traders will only stop at Dublin next year if you are king. Otherwise, we will dock in Bristol, and the English can enjoy the taxes our trade generates.”
Sitric contemplated the offer briefly, but then shook his head. “If Sechnall invades Dublin, and I lose, I will be humiliated. No amount of money or taxes can prevent that.”
“That’s true, but you must learn how to lose, Sitric,” Olaf said. “Even the great Harald Fairhair lost some battles. No king has ever won every time.”
“I have, so far.”
Olaf laughed. “Sitric, you have won a few skirmishes and scared away a tired man who was not prepared for battle.” He leaned forward, his icy blue eyes taking in my son. “Now, listen to me. I have seen you fight in the pits. You are strong, clever, fast. These skills win fights, but they don’t win wars. You can’t stay behind these walls for the next decade and then expect to become King of all Ireland. You need to learn how your enemies fight, but most of all, you need experience.” He paused, waiting to see how Sitric reacted to these words. So far, my son had given nothing away. “Let this be your loss,” Olaf continued. “High King Sechnall will make you swear allegiance to him; he’ll want you to fight for him, but I’m telling you, this is for the best.”
Sitric stared at his father’s arm-ring and twisted it over his wrist, his eyes thoughtful. The explosive anger that I wanted wasn’t forthcoming. Amlav would have crushed Olaf’s skull with his bare hands by now. Why couldn’t Sitric see that was the only way to behave when men betrayed you?
“Son,” I said, before Olaf could lead him further astray. “Don’t listen to this terrible advice. If you lose Dublin to Sechnall, you may never win it back.”
Olaf tutted at me as if I were a foolish child. “Great men win when the time is right.” He stabbed his knife into a cut of meat. “I have lost many times, Sitric. I’ve been sold as a slave, almost executed by an earl, and banished by a king.” He held out his hands, palms up so that the candlelight danced along the pale skin. “And yet, here I am. Alive with God’s grace.”
I snorted. “You think God saved you?”
“No. I saved myself. That is how I know that one day I will be King of Norway, and that one day I’ll be King of England. I make things happen. Sitric needs to do the same. Sometimes, you must fight. But sometimes you must admit defeat and be clever about it.”
Sitric stroked his beard, his eyes staring past the open doors. “I don’t want to lose my city.”
“Is it possible for you to win?” Olaf asked.
Sitric shook his head.
“Then be clever. Don’t send your best men to the battle-lines. Use the slaves, put on a decent show. And then, when Sechnall comes into the city, he will see that you are still strong, still have support, and he will make a deal with you. That’s my advice. Take it or leave it. But no matter what you do, start thinking for yourself.” He glanced my way. “Your mother has low cunning, I’ll give her that. But there is a reason why women do not rule our lands.”
“Hold your tongue, boy.” I stared at the skewer stuck in the roasted beef. It would look so much better sticking out of Olaf’s neck. Just like Gluniairn, I could drain him of blood and life, right here in the hall. If only we were alone.
Olaf did not respond to my insult. Instead, he placed a hand on Sitric’s shoulder. “If Sechnall wins, he will not kill you if you agree to negotiate. And in doing so, you will learn how he thinks, maybe even learn a few things you can use against him when you make your bid to become High King of Ireland.”
Sitric took hold of Onguen’s hand and raised his goblet. “Good luck to you, brother, and to you, sister.” He kissed Gytha on the cheek. “I hope your baby is healthy, and that when we meet again, it is as Kings of England and Ireland like you described.”
I knocked my cup over with the back of my hand and marched to my bedroom. Fake smiles were not in my power right now, and I couldn’t pretend to make amends. If Sitric wanted to do that, it was his choice, but I would not play the fool for an oath-breaker.
The wine jug teetered on the edge of my bedside table, and I refilled my goblet, splashing some on the floor. The silver reflected the flames from the candles in my room. Red and orange fire flickered along the handles like a snake’s tongue.
Raising my head, I looked into the flame itself, no longer satisfied with the distorted image. I moved closer to it. Closer. Quiet hissing seemed to come from the smoke rising above it. No… a whisper. It was talking to me… it wanted something. I reached out, my palm hovering over the flame.
The fire grew. It rose until it met my finger and the flame danced along my knuckles. Suddenly, the sadness within dissipated and a sense of calm replaced it.
“Mother.”
I snatched my hand away.
The door opened, and Sitric came in. “You should come and make peace with Olaf and Gytha.”
Cold anger swarmed inside my chest once again, and I turned my back to him. “You should kill him.”
Sitric sighed. The floorboards creaked under his weight as he moved closer to my bed. “He is more useful alive than dead.”
“He has betrayed you by breaking his oath. There is only one way to deal with men like that.”
“Oh, I won’t forget what he has done, but the time to act is not now.” He sat beside me and took my hand in his. “Will you help me lose well to High King Sechnall?”
“I will help you no matter what, but it’s a mistake to give up so easily.”
Sitric took a sip of his wine and stared thoughtfully at the candle beside my bed. “Do you remember Father when he came home from Tara?”
“No.”
“Yes, you do.” Sitric stared at me, until I returned his gaze. “He cried over Ragnall’s body like a baby. Gluniairn and Egil had to drag him away, so that the women could prepare his body for the funeral pyre.”
The memory was an unpleasant one, full of embarrassment and shame. The king had gone mad, the people had said. Mad with grief. And I could not save him. My influence in the city faded that day, long before my husband stopped breathing. Overnight, I became nothing. No one.
Sitric had only been eight then. A child. But he had seen the truth of it. A titan had fallen. Power transferred from one man to another, and his life changed forever.
I patted my son’s hand. “You would never behave like that, Sitric. You are braver than your father.”
“I wouldn’t act like that because I can’t. I have no sons to cry over.” He gave an exasperated sigh. “How can I be angry at Olaf for wanting to return home so his son can be born there? If I was in his position, I would do the same.”
A strange melancholic tone filtered into his voice, and I stared at him, watching a heavy frown flash over his lips.
“We can find you a wife,” I hushed. “Any of the Irish or Norse royal families will desire a match with you.”
Sitric shook his head. “I don’t want any of them.”
Knowing exactly who he wanted, I said it before he did. “You want to marry Onguen?” I bit my tongue. Now was not the time for an argument. “We need more alliances, but if she is who you want, marry her.”
Sitric didn’t appear to hear me. He stared into the distance, in a dream-like trance. “But as well as that, I want a life full of meaning like my father. I want people to speak my name like his. Right now, I am king, but I have accomplished nothing.”
“Then fight. If you lose, you lose, and you can negotiate. If you win, you will be a legend.”
“But I won’t win. Olaf is right. I need to save my best fighters for the war to come. I need to be ready.” His voice hardened. “For too long, you have kept me cosseted and protected. No longer.”
I hiccupped as I drank the last of the wine from my cup. “You’re alive, aren’t you?” I shoved Sitric away. “Ragnall, Gluniairn and Egil, your father’s favourites, they are all dead.” My head spun as I set the goblet down. Too much wine, too much fire-magic had drained me. Shivering, I lay on the bed.
Through the fatigued haze, I could make out Sitric covering me with a blanket before he left. No doubt he was going back to the feast to talk more with Olaf.
Tears leaked from my eyes and dripped onto the pillow.
I had sacrificed so much for Sitric, and for Gytha too. Yet, they were both so ungrateful.
Mother had said that of me once, and for a moment, I almost wished I could speak to her again. The black curls on the pillow reminded me of her and the way she brushed my hair before we went to bed. Coarse and dark, they gleamed against the silk. My father said often that my mother’s hair was her crown, and that she had passed it on to me… and to Máelmórda.
Was it time to reach out to him?
If Olaf couldn’t save my son, perhaps his uncle would. He needed Dublin. He’d told me so many times. But if I wanted something from Máelmórda, he would want something in return. Leave Sitric, move on, marry, breed. Mother’s words would fall out of his mouth, and I could no longer laugh away his concerns. I was forty now, and not a grey hair in sight.
And what would the consequences for Sitric be? Máelmórda would try to use him, that was for sure, and I would no longer be here to save him.
My vision blurred. My eyelids felt so heavy that it hurt to keep them open. I took one more glance at the silver goblet my son had given me before I closed my eyes. No, I couldn’t reach out to Máelmórda… He’d take away everything… everything I had worked for… and the only person who had ever been mine.



KILLALOE, 998
Fódla
“More blackberries!” Broccan ran toward a large bramble bush and picked off the ripened fruit. Wiping away the morning frost, he shoved two between his lips.
“We’ll reach King Brian’s dun in Killaloe soon,” I said, popping an offered berry into my mouth. “We can eat something different then.”
I spoke with certainty, though I didn’t feel that way. Over the course of the last two years, not everyone we passed had welcomed us, and we were often only given food by those who needed help. What if we were turned away from the dun? The autumn berries were keeping our bellies full for now, but once the cold set in, there would be nothing to forage, and then what would we do? Last winter had been hard enough to endure with Broccan constantly cold and hungry. I didn’t think I could go another one, wandering from place to place, with his face drawn and pinched, pretending that he was happy, when I knew that he was far from it.
“Oh, but I like them,” Broccan said, chewing. “They’re delicious.”
“The purple stains on the tips of your fingers are proof of that.” I smiled. “Aoife loved them too.”
“Who is Aoife?” His eyes narrowed. “Do I know her?”
“No. She died before you were born.”
Broccan stopped picking the berries and stared at me. “She must live with the wind then.”
I rubbed his chin with my finger, caught off guard by the statement. “What an odd thing to believe, little one.”
“That’s what Ma told me before she died. That the dead lived on the wind, and if I needed to speak to her, the wind would pass on my message.”
The air emptied from my lungs. It was such a Rónnat thing to say, and yet strange, even for her. Broccan was not one of us, not a witch or a druid, not even a healer, and the wind would no sooner carry his voice than any other mortal.
Five small fingers wrapped around mine. “What’s wrong?”
I picked another berry with my free hand, threw it in the air and caught it with my mouth.
Broccan giggled, then attempted to do the same. The distraction gave me a chance to pull myself together. If Broccan, not-yet-seven years old, could read me so easily, I needed to work harder to hide my thoughts. Mentioning Aoife had been a mistake. My young nephew had an enquiring mind. There was no need for him to absorb my sadness by dwelling on a cousin he would never know.
“How about we race to the top of the hill?” I gave Broccan a sly smile. “I bet I’m the fastest.”
Broccan chuckled and bounced onto the balls of his feet. “Go!”
Broccan sprinted, his growing legs eating up the ground. Panting, I made it to the crest of the hill, my left side aching with the effort of not lagging too far behind. From the higher vantage point, the valley and river opened up, and I could see that over twenty ráths dotted the landscape. More than I had ever seen in one location before.
“Aunt Fódla,” Broccan shouted. “Look at that!”
Hands on waist, I followed the line of his finger. “We’ve travelled further than I thought. That must be King Brian Boru’s dun.
“It’s huge,” Broccan gasped. “How many people live there?” He ran down the hill, not waiting for an answer.
I examined the structure and tried to gauge an estimate, for Broccan would inevitably repeat the question later. It was certainly one of the largest ringforts I had seen, the high stone walls spanning a diameter of at least three hundred feet, with three ditches dug around the circumference, and I could just about make out the roof of a long wooden hall along the western side of the wall. If it was ever used for a feast or gathering, two hundred could fit inside with ease.
Smoke rose from within the walls. I supposed if King Brian really had gone to Meath to negotiate the peace treaty like the people were saying, his kinswomen and children would still be at home. Despite the fact I needed King Brian himself to trust me, I hoped he was away. I didn’t feel ready to speak with the ruthless king who had killed twelve hundred men in a day. I also wasn’t ready to meet Murchad again, not when he’d ordered me to go back to Lonán’s ráth and I’d not gone.
“Stay close, Broccan.”
I jogged down the hill after my nephew, before he could get away from me. We wouldn’t be welcome at the dun at this time of the morning, or possibly any time, and I needed to prepare him. I was pleased to find that he hadn’t gone too far.
“Don’t worry, aunt. I remember.”
His smooth voice calmed the thud of my heartbeat, and together we walked toward Killaloe.
*
The river that ran past the dun was narrow and moved speedily, a contrast to the calm grasslands beside it. Broccan and I ambled along the path – he eager to see everything around him, and I keen to make as little commotion as possible. We passed quite a few people on the way. Some busy pulling crops, while a group of teenage boys were tending a family of pigs. A herd of cattle grazed in the distance and many men and boys stood among them. None of them seemed interested in the two strangers walking past, which I found unusual. From polite greetings to aggressive sending offs, a woman with red burns and scars covering her face usually garnered a response.
As we moved closer to the ringfort, the reason for the disinterest became obvious. Thirty men stood at the gate, all armed with swords and shields. Violent. Vengeful. Evil.
“Broccan,” I grabbed hold of his arm. “Be careful.”
His smile faltered. “Can’t I run ahead? I want to see the dun.”
I crouched and pulled him close. “Yes, I know… but the thing is, people might not like me… at first.”
He stared at me, squinting through the low sunlight. “Is it because of this?” His finger trailed over his face, illustrating where the scars on my skin rolled into knots.
I nodded. “It scares those who don’t know me. Do you understand?”
He took my hand in his. “Then we should walk together. No one will be scared of me.”
Laughing at the grown-up logic that had come out of such a young child, I accepted his hand and we strolled closer to the dun. We smiled at those we passed, and some of them returned it, though most simply gawped at my face.
I stopped to tell those who smiled that I was a healer, and if they wished to speak with me, I would be available. That was my way to finding an audience with the king or someone important. I’d worked hard to garner a credible reputation throughout Munster, but without the option to use my gift again, I needed to earn an even better reputation among the king’s family and friends for word to spread.
Just before we reached the shadow that the dun cast on the riverbank, I sat on the grass. “Let’s rest, Broccan.” I set down my bag of herbs and stretched my weary shoulder. “We can wait here to see if anybody needs help.”
Broccan agreed, though his gaze remained on the imposing dun ahead of us. The sun glimmered on the steel swords of the men standing by the gate, and like a moth to a flame, he couldn’t look away.
“Why do kings always build duns on a hill?” he asked.
Pulling him close, I pointed at the steep path leading up to the dun gates. “To make it difficult to invade. That’s also why it’s built beside a river and why there are three ditches dug around it.”
Broccan stared at the dun, then he picked up a stick, and waved it around like a sword.
I laughed. “Are you going to attack the dun?”
“No,” he said seriously. “I’m protecting it.”
A low cough rang out behind me. “I’m glad to hear that.”
I turned to find a tall figure covered from head to toe in thick woollen cloth standing on the path. Only two holes, cut out for the eyes, revealed any skin, though the face was too far back to make out who it was. Despite the disguise, I knew the voice, and my cheeks flushed. “Morning, Murchad.”
He removed the head covering, and his long, light brown hair tumbled out over his shoulders.
Broccan giggled. “Why were you wearing that over your head?”
“Ah,” Murchad said as he shrugged off the woollen clothing. “I was taking honey from a beehive, and bees, just like humans, don’t like to have their home invaded.”
Three large red welts marked his arm and wrist. Broccan pointed to them. “Did they sting you?”
“Aye, they did.” Murchad caught my eye. “Which is why I am here. You must have something in your bag that will help?”
I rummaged around, grateful for an excuse to conceal the surprised expression on my face, and searched for the lavender paste. Murchad sat beside us and examined Broccan’s stick.
“A good length for a sword,” he said. “Let’s see what you can do.”
Half grinning, half serious, Broccan began leaping up and down, thrusting the stick at imaginary foes standing in front of him.
Murchad nodded. “Very good, Broccan. When you are older, perhaps you will want to train with my men?”
“No,” I snapped. “Broccan is too young for such things.”
Broccan stuck out his lip. “But Murchad said I could when I was older.”
“You are too young.” My tone was terse, harder than usual, and Broccan flopped down despondently.
Murchad winked at Broccan, which I ignored. No point in arguing my point any further. It would only fix the memory in Broccan’s head, and seeing as Murchad was being polite, I needed to be polite too. That is what I had promised myself. No more accusations, no more arguments.
“Here it is.” I clasped hold of the lavender paste, peeled away the cloth-covering and set the pot on the grass. “Give me your arm.”
Murchad stuck out his forearm so I could spread the paste over the inflamed skin. The lavender paste would reduce the swelling, but even without it, the inflammation would go down by the end of the day. I wondered that he’d even bothered to come to me. With so many scars covering his arms, he must be used to pain by now.
Murchad nodded when I finished and leaned back on his elbows. “Well, what do you think of Munster so far, Fódla? I heard from one of my men that you’ve travelled all along the southern coast.”
“It’s lovely. No dead men in ditches either, just like you said.” I pointed at the warriors gathered outside the dun. “Maybe soon, though.”
Murchad shook his head. “They’re my kinsmen. Here to discuss the terms of the peace treaty we are planning to make with the High King. Despite their shields and long swords, they’re not here to cause mischief.”
I placed the lavender paste back in my bag. “You were serious about the treaty then. Indeed, as I’ve travelled through Munster, I’ve heard many speak of it.”
“Of course I was serious. It is mine and my father’s greatest wish that it goes ahead. Trade and prosperity can’t flourish if war is constantly a threat. High King Sechnall’s made it difficult, but that’s to be expected. We are nearly there now.”
He stared at the river for a moment. The hard set of his face relaxed, lost perhaps in the calming flow of the water. For all that, there was something about his expression that looked wistful – sad even.
“What’s wrong?” Broccan asked. “Is it the bee-sting?”
Murchad winced. “Aye. It’s very sore.”
I refrained from rolling my eyes. “The paste will ease that soon.”
“The bee-sting on my arm isn’t the one I’m talking about.”
While Broccan’s forehead furrowed as he thought on where Murchad might mean, Murchad laughed, stood, and picked up his discarded hood and tunic. “Bye Broccan. Keep practising.”
He walked to the dun where he was greeted with cheers from his kinsmen. A young boy, a little older than Broccan, ran out to meet him. Murchad swiftly hoisted him onto his shoulder, which resulted in squeals of delight from the child.
“Excuse me.” A slight woman with a baby at her hip walked toward me and gave a tired smile. “Are you the healer?”
I nodded, surprised that someone had come to speak with me so soon. Dragging my attention away from Murchad and the boy on his shoulder, I focused on the task at hand. “What can I help you with?”
“My son struggles to breathe at night.” She held out a pudgy baby boy for me to examine. “I’m not sure why. My mother thought it was the summer flowers, but they’ve all gone now.”
Taking him into my arms, I pressed my ear to his chest. “The lungs are inflamed. Something is irritating them.” I smiled at the baby, who gave me a toothless grin in return. Carefully, I handed him back to his mother. “You keep an animal inside your ráth at night, don’t you?”
“Yes, we have a wolfhound.”
“Does he sleep close to the child?”
She nodded.
“Clean the bedding and sweep the floor as soon as you go home and remove all the dog hair from the blankets. Tonight, make sure it sleeps outside or at the opposite side of the ráth. If that doesn’t help, come back in a few days.”
“Thanks,” the woman said. “I’m Crínoc, by the way. I’d be honoured if you and your son would share dinner with my family tomorrow evening.”
“Thank you, Crínoc. My nephew Broccan and I would be delighted.”
Crínoc raised an eyebrow at my correction but smiled good-naturedly. “See you tomorrow, then.” Turning, she meandered over to a ráth by the river, with her son crawling beside her.
I took a deep breath. “It’s nice here, isn’t it Broccan?” Silence. I swivelled to find my nephew staring at a group of boys rolling down the grass of the dun hill. One of them was the boy who had jumped onto Murchad’s shoulder earlier.
“Why don’t you go and play with them?”
Broccan shrugged. “They might not want me.”
“You’ll never know unless you ask.”
Broccan bit his lip, paused, then cautiously ambled over. The tallest of the boys waved as Broccan approached before leaping over the edge of the hill. Broccan laughed, and with a few shouts of encouragement from the other children, joined in. It made me smile. Children made friends so easily. They were so comfortable with themselves.
I sat, watching them, until I heard the grass rustling behind me. To my surprise, another woman and two teenage girls were almost upon me.
“My name is Lucrecia,” the woman said, bowing her head. “These are my daughters, Maria and Felicia.”
“My name is Fódla.” I smiled. “How can I help?”
Lucrecia talked through her daughters’ ailments, which mostly revolved around the pain they suffered during their monthly cycle. The two teenage girls chatted and teased each other relentlessly, reminding me of the way Rónnat and I used to behave at their age.
The girls were beautiful, almost as beautiful as their mother. Lucrecia’s skin and eyes were dark brown, and her hair as black as a raven’s, darker even than my cousin Colmon’s, and his grandfather was an Egyptian prince. Her voice had a strange accent, too. Perhaps she was from one of those countries in the Mediterranean I’d heard about? She was well-dressed. The wife of a trader who had settled here, maybe? I wanted to ask, but it would be unwise to pry. Questions would only lead to questions in return, and there was nothing honest I could say about my past.
“Here,” I said, more abruptly than I intended. “Stir this into your morning water.” I handed the girls a pouch of ground ginger and parsley leaves. Their laughter faded, and they expressed their gratitude before wandering back to their ráth.
“They are full of energy, aren’t they?” Lucrecia said. Pride and apology laced her voice.
“Oh, yes,” I stammered, wishing that I hadn’t interrupted the conversation so suddenly. I must have appeared rude. “That is a wonderful thing. They should never change.”
“Not everyone tells me so.” Lucrecia chuckled and rubbed her arms with her hands. “Seeing as you can stomach their exuberance, why don’t you come and have dinner with us? Unless you’ve had other offers?”
“Not for tonight.”
“Good. See you soon.” She squeezed my hand, turned, and ran after her girls, leaving me alone.
I sat on the grass, lifting my chin to feel the warm, late-autumn sunshine on my face. A sharp, sudden melancholy filled me, though I couldn’t place why it had come right now. Taking a deep breath, I emptied my head of thought, trying desperately to fight the weight that was about to crush my chest. But concentration was hard to find. The young boys’ shouts filled the air, still entertaining themselves by racing down the hill. Broccan’s giggle somehow cut through the wall of noise to reach my ear. The most beautiful sound in the world. And just like that, the knot in my stomach fell away.
*
Later that evening, Lucrecia welcomed Broccan and I into her ráth. The smoke rising from the cooking pot drifted into the thatch, filling the room with the most wonderful aroma. Broccan’s wide eyes let me know he was thinking the same, and he peered into the pot over the fire, his mouth salivating.
“Traders called last week with harissa spices. It’s a delicacy of Navarre.” Lucrecia gave me a coy smile, as she lifted the ladle and carefully poured the stew into five bowls.
“Navarre?” I wracked my brain to recall an image of the maps I had studied. “That is where you are from? The kingdom to the south of France?”
She nodded. “Yes, though my father’s people hailed from a land much further east.”
I stared at the stew, a wonderful dark ochre, and took a bite. The insides of my cheeks and tongue instantly tingled. “It’s delicious!” I refilled my spoon. “It’s a wonder you ever left your home to come here.”
She stared at me for a moment, her forehead furrowed. “Well, I didn’t come here intentionally.”
“Oh. I see.” My hand set the spoon in the bowl, my mouth suddenly dry. She was a slave, then. What a terrible thing to have happened to her. “It is a disgrace on this land that King Brian keeps you—”
“Oh, but I’m not a slave anymore.” Her voice brightened, though the tension in her forehead remained. “King Brian forbids anyone to have slaves in Munster. I am free now.”
“Then why don’t you go home with the traders.” The question popped out of my mouth before I could stop it. “Sorry. It’s rude of me to pry.”
“No.” She smiled. “You’re not rude at all.” She stared at her two daughters. “It is true, that when I was first captured and sold as a slave, my every thought was on escape and returning home. The men who captured me were very cruel, the man who bought me in Dublin, not much better.”
“You escaped?”
Lucrecia shook her head. “When King Amlav was defeated at the Battle of Tara, my cousin and I fled south, looking for a trading ship that would carry us home.” She rubbed at her daughter’s face, a warm smile spreading over her lips. “But something changed my mind.”
“You stayed for the love of your children?”
Yes, I could see the look in her eye when she stared at Felicia and Maria. It was the same as the one I used to give Aoife… the same one I now gave to Broccan.
“Love. It’s the only reason to stay anywhere, isn’t it?” Lucrecia sat beside Felicia. “And I loved my husband very much.”
“Really?” I cleared my throat. “I mean… why… no, how did you know you loved him?”
“Ah, love is elusive, and yet, when it arrives, you just know.” She stared at me and gave a small smile. “You look as if I said I fell in love with a goat.”
I tried my best to smooth out my expression, while the two daughters peeped at me through their eyelashes. Felicia smirked. “No, mama. She doesn’t believe in love.”
Maria gasped. “You don’t believe in love?” Her smile turned to a frown. “What an awful thing.”
“Not at all,” Lucrecia scolded. “I’ve told you before, love is not a certainty. That is why you must be careful to choose an honourable man as a husband.”
The two girls nodded and tucked into their stew. Broccan, oblivious to our conversation, licked his lips, savouring the last drops of broth. He gave me a lopsided grin, one of complete contentment, as Lucrecia poured an extra portion into his bowl. It was wonderful to see him like this. Full and warm, and among friends.
When we had all finished, the girls brought the bowls outside to wash up, and Broccan scampered after them to help.
“They are lovely girls,” I said, smiling at the way they petted after Broccan.
“Yes.” Lucrecia watched them for a few moments before sitting down at the table. “I try my best, but it is hard with Dáithí no longer here. Two men have already asked about marrying Felicia, but I can’t bear to part with her yet.”
“Dáithí was your husband?”
She nodded. “He was. I met him when my cousin and I were fleeing south. He was the best of men.”
I wondered how their marriage had come about. The name, Dáithí, was Irish, and living so close to the king’s dun meant he must have been kin of some kind. Tomas had told me slaves, even freed slaves, or fuidir as we called them, were considered so low none would marry them. But that couldn’t be right, not if Lucrecia was living here.
“You’ve had a hard life. I can tell,” she said quietly.
I stared at her. This time I tried harder to conceal the shock from my face. If she could read me so easily, I must be a sorry sight to behold. “The burns to my skin don’t hurt.”
“I didn’t mean that.” She clasped her hands on the table. “You looked so surprised when I mentioned loving my husband. The men in your life must have been very unkind. I know that this is the experience of many women, even if my daughters don’t. They are innocent. Perhaps I have shielded them too much.”
I rubbed my fingers together, rubbing them so hard that the skin turned red.
“Ask me.” Her dark hair bounced against her shoulders as she leaned forward, and her large, brown eyes swam with sympathy. “I can see the question forming in your mind.”
“It is not my business.”
“That doesn’t matter. You are not from here, like me, and if you don’t mind me saying, you appear a little… lost?”
To pry felt wrong but I found I could not contain my curiosity. “Viking raiders captured you and sold you into slavery. I wanted to ask how you can bear to stay here? I wonder that you could bear to love a man from here.”
“My cousin said the same thing, when I told her I was staying as she boarded the trader’s ship to Navarre. So, I’ll say to you what I said to her. Men from my homeland were good and bad. Some of them abused women, hurt them, the same as the Viking men. And it is the same with the Irish men I’ve met.” Her voice caught, then softened. “Sometimes, the men who look the worst have good hearts, and sometimes the men who appear honourable are anything but.”
“How can you tell the difference?”
“That is the hard part.” Sighing, she pressed her shawl tight against her chest. “If I knew that, I’d have an easier time letting go of Felicia.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t let go of her?”
She shook her head and grinned. “There is no more chance of that than stilling the wind. You know how young girls are.”
Once again, her answer surprised me. I’d always believed that mortal women were married off by their fathers, that they’d had no choice in the matter. But the way they formed attachments appeared to be the same as the Descendants. I supposed they were all hoping to find a good man. One of the few. A man like the one Broccan would become.
“And what about you?” she asked. “Do you plan on staying here for long?”
I lowered my head. “I’m a healer. I go wherever there are people to help.”
“There were quite a few families who came to you today. More will come tomorrow. More the day after that.”
“Do you think?” I’d never had crowds of people come to me before. It seemed unlikely that it would start now.
“Oh yes,” Lucrecia insisted. “If Murchad says you’re a talented healer, people will come from miles around to see you.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know if Murchad would say that about me. In fact, I don’t—”
“Oh, but he does say that.” Lucrecia straightened in her chair. “He wouldn’t have gone to you otherwise. A healer who came here last year was a complete fraud. Murchad’s brother, Tadc, chased him away before the day was out. Believe me, Murchad would do the same if he didn’t think you were talented.”
My cheeks burned. “You are too kind.”
Lucrecia took my hand in hers. “Not at all. Felicia and Maria are already feeling the benefits of your tonic.” Her large eyes gazed over at her daughters, a warm smile spreading over her lips as she watched them.
“Can I ask you something?” I said quietly. “What kind of man is Murchad? He seems very… serious.”
Lucrecia nodded. “He has a lot on his mind. His father absolutely relies on him, and Murchad never recovered after the death of his wife. Not really.”
A mortal man mourned the passing of his wife. I knew it could be true. I had seen the pain in Lonán’s eyes when he thought Sadb wasn’t going to survive childbirth. But Tomas had told me about the sons of Brian Boru. They broke sanctuary. They didn’t just kill their enemies; they killed their children too. When I spoke to Murchad, he appeared kind, generous even, but he also carried two swords and spoke of war with zeal.
“I’ve heard it said that he is a violent man,” I said cautiously.
“His enemies would say that, I suppose.” Lucrecia frowned. “He’s ruthless on the battlefield. Dáithí always said that. He’s killed many men, just like his father, but then there is no other way for such a small clan to rise so high.” Her eyes narrowed. “Who said this to you? Someone from around here?”
“Oh, I heard it when I was travelling through Leinster.”
“Jealousy rankles the province whose power diminishes as Munster rises.” She crossed her chest. “I hope this peace treaty is made. It would ease all our minds if the kings would unite.”
Not wanting to overwhelm her with questions, I turned the conversation back to her homeland and the spices she used for cooking. It was only when Broccan and the girls came into the ráth that I noticed how late it was, and how tired he had become.
“We’d better go, my love,” I said, stroking his hair.
Lucrecia walked over to her bed, lifted the lid of her clothing chest and handed me two blankets. “Take these with you. It’s cold tonight.”
Grateful that we would have more cover than usual, I thanked her and walked out of the ráth.
“What is that?” I said, pointing at where I had left my bags.
Lucrecia smiled. “A tent.”
“Is someone else staying there?” I stepped forward. If someone had set up a tent, they had moved my bags without permission.
Lucrecia laughed. “No. Crínoc’s husband, Pátraic, and some of the other men put it up for you while we were eating. Rain is coming. You cannot sleep out in the open.”
“Oh. They didn’t have to do that.”
“Of course they did. We couldn’t have you both getting drenched.”
Broccan ran over to the tent, and I followed him. The dried animal skins had been hung over several long posts. I had to crouch when inside it, and it wouldn’t keep out the cold, but at least it was dry.
After inspecting the tent, Broccan clambered into the bed that the men had set out, and I handed him one of Lucrecia’s blankets.
“I like it here, aunt,” he said. “Everyone is nice.”
“They are, aren’t they.” I brushed his cheek until his eyes closed over.
Everyone had been very kind, that was true. Was that how my ancestors had been swayed in the past? Had they been tricked into believing that these mortal kings were worthy of their support? King Brian had banished slavery and given Lucrecia her freedom. That was an admirable trait, and yet, it had cost him nothing.
To get the true measure of the man, I’d have to wait and see what he was like when circumstances were not so favourable. As I stared at Broccan sleeping beside me, I hoped that time never came.



DUBLIN, 998
Gormflaith
The firepit burned brightly within the hall, but even so, the room was more humid than usual given the late hour. The slaves were being unusually thoughtful, though I supposed with the rumours of our imminent attack spreading quicker than a plague, they were trying to prove themselves as indispensable as possible. Sacrifices would have to be made soon – they knew us well enough by now.
I peered around the doorway that separated the great hall from the rooms at the back and found exactly what I expected. Sitric sat at the top table, while Harald and Gilla sat across from him. Talking, whispering, scheming.
How quickly Sitric had disregarded me. Pride, as always with men, was the cause of their stupidity. Well, there was still time to rectify that. I stepped out of the passage and walked toward them. Gilla shifted in his seat when he realised it was me. I didn’t blame him. When Gluniairn was alive, I’d had no kind words for his spoiled son. I’d given him more ear-clips and nips than I could count, and he’d howled every single time.
One might expect he would have dismissed such childish memories. Gilla was a man now, after all. But it was not so. As soon as Gilla had arrived in Dublin last month, he had greeted me with a scowl. Look, it said, I’m all grown, but I remember.
Stupid, arrogant boy. Just like his father.
Switching my gaze to Sitric, I exhaled. His eyes were heavy with fatigue, and worry lined his forehead. Oh, how I wanted to hold him in my arms like I used to when he was a child and tell him everything would be well. He had hung on every word I said then.
“What are you talking about?” I asked, on reaching them.
It rankled to ask, for I knew very well what they were discussing, but after Olaf’s parting words to my son, it wouldn’t do to go in heavy-handed.
Thankfully, Sitric was either too worried to lie, or too tired to argue. He poured me a cup of wine and sighed. “We are discussing what we should do. Should we go to war with High King Sechnall when he comes, or do as Olaf advised and shore ourselves up to negotiate?”
Taking the chair beside him, I sat. “What have you decided?”
“Nothing yet,” Gilla muttered. “We will let you know when we have.”
I threw him a fleeting sneer as I lifted the handkerchief I was embroidering from my pocket and started a new thread.
Sitric gave me a bemused smile. “What are you doing, Mother?”
“What does it look like?”
“It looks like you’re pretending to embroider so you can listen to our conversation.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Does it?”
Sitric’s hand touched mine and lowered the embroidery onto my lap. “You don’t need to worry. You can stay. I value your advice.”
Gilla snorted.
Sitric glanced his way, but he did not give him the rebuke I hoped for. Instead, he took up his cup, holding it tight. “As long as you understand that I need to forge my own path now. You can join the discussion, but once I make a decision, I expect you to follow it, even if you don’t agree.”
Harald eyed me curiously. Gilla frowned, his grey eyes watching me like a hawk. I could practically feel him wishing for me to rant and wail, anything to have me banished from the room. Well, he could wish all he wanted.
Smiling broadly, I set the needle and cloth aside. “You have my word that I will follow any order you give.” I gave Harald and Gilla a gentle nod and clasped my hands together. “So, what have you come up with so far?”
Sitric leaned back into the throne. “Harald wants us to negotiate. He thinks if we pledge to pay the old eraic to Sechnall, he will let me remain king.”
“Sitric is very popular,” Sitric’s older half-brother said in his slow monotone voice. “The Irish and English are trading with Sitric’s silver coins now. King Sechnall needs us.”
I tried not to tut. Poor Harald, but he was an idiot. If he’d had more than an ounce of wit, he could have been made king before Gluniairn, for he had more battle victories to his name. But where he lacked cunning, he made up for it with strength, which was why I held in my scathing reaction to his advice. He had his uses. Strong as a bull, Sitric would need men like Harald to win his wars for him. Insulting him would serve no purpose.
“There is truth in what you say, however, I disagree,” I said calmly. “Sechnall needs the men who know how to press the coins. He doesn’t need us. If we let him, he’ll place his symbol on the coin instead of Sitric’s, and the mint will be his.”
Gilla shook his head. “The trade in Dublin will dry up, if Olaf orders his men to use Bristol as their main port. All the taxes that High King Sechnall wants would disappear, as would all the silver for the coins.”
“Maybe.” I nodded. “But that is dependent on Olaf, who at this moment is sailing home, intent on making himself King of Norway. There is every chance he will fail, and then his threat to change the Viking’s port of preference will be emptier than the contents of your skull.” I flicked Gilla’s ear with my fingers, just as I had when he was a boy. It clicked nicely against my nail, which made me laugh.
His cheeks flushed red, and he shoved my hand away. “You shouldn’t be here. Women do not rule for a reason.”
“Oh, is Olaf still here?” I looked around me with exaggerated vim. “Or has he left his words behind in your mouth?” I raised my voice a fraction. “Perhaps we should rule. Surrender. Negotiate. Hope. You are children still, every one of you.”
Harald laughed while Gilla seethed.
Sitric licked his bottom lip. “Then what do you suggest?”
I leaned forward, locking eyes with his. “Olaf is not your only ally. We should send out messengers to see who else can help us.”
“I’ve already done that.” Sitric held out a leaf of parchment.
The strange humidity that filled the room suddenly made sense. “Máelmórda?” I called out. “Where are you?”
Sitric laughed. “He arrived an hour ago. Trust you to guess my trick so quickly.”
My brother inched out from the shadows at the back of the hall. His shoulders were broader than when we’d last spoken, but he looked thinner. A long, black beard covered his chin, the tips of the curls reaching his collarbone.
“Sister,” he said, grinning. “I swear you are getting more like our mother every year.” He strode to our table and gave me a hug.
I wrapped my arms around him, smiling as widely as I could. Damn it.
What had Sitric done?
Sitric, Harald and Gilla sniggered behind us as their joke was finally revealed, but I didn’t care. “Brother.” I held his arms tight, a faint trickle of hope surging from within. “Can you help us?”
Máelmórda shook his head. “I don’t have enough men at my command to make a difference. To do that, I must be King of Leinster, and there is still one man who stands between me and the kingship.”
Sitric tapped his fingers on the table. I turned to find my son no longer laughing. “Which man?” he asked my brother.
“Donnchad, son of Domnall Clóen. He is King of Leinster now, but not for much longer if I have anything to do with it.”
Sitric nodded. “I remember when my father took Domnall Clóen hostage.”
His face hardened, and he thumbed his father’s arm-ring for a moment. I understood the sudden change in his mood. The Battle of Tara, which had killed Ragnall and caused his father’s madness, was all because High King Sechnall demanded that we set this Domnall Clóen free without collecting a ransom.
Sitric held out his hand to Máelmórda. “I swear that if we survive this fight with King Sechnall, I will help you kill him.”
Harald stuck out his hand too. “I second Sitric’s offer.”
And there it was. Máelmórda had what he wanted without lifting a finger. Just like my mother, he manipulated and tugged effortlessly at the emotions of others. And poor Sitric and Harald. Neither of them even knew what had happened.
Máelmórda, pretending to be visibly moved by their gesture, took both their hands in his. “I am honoured to accept your oaths.” He sat then, serious and stoic, and pressed his palms flat against the table. “In return, I promise I will help you in any way I can.” Staring around the table, he took a deep breath. “Now. Let’s talk. My sister wants you to defend your city. Is this possible?”
Sitric paused. “No. The wall isn’t finished, and we don’t have the numbers to man the gap. Plus, my spies tell me that King Sechnall has an army of close to two thousand men. It would be a massacre if we attempted to meet them in the field.”
Máelmórda tilted his head and gave me an apologetic frown. “Then Sitric must negotiate. What leverage do you have?”
Gilla lifted four fingers. “Coinage, trade routes, slaves and gold.”
I stared at my brother, surprised that his advice had already moved to negotiation. That was not how our father raised us, and it certainly wasn’t how our mother had. “Do you think this will be enough to ensure Sechnall keeps Sitric as king?” I asked.
Máelmórda shook his head. “I’ve heard it said that he wants to hang Sitric Silkbeard on the walls of Dublin by his entrails. Then he plans to burn the city with every man, woman and child still within it.”
Sitric’s jaw clenched tight. Gilla’s mouth dropped.
“To get him to pause and speak with you,” Máelmórda continued, “well, you will need something special.”
Harald opened his arms wide. “Like?”
“There is a transcription of the gospel in the monastery of Domnach Airgid in Meath. Attack it and steal the gospel,” Máelmórda said. “When Sechnall comes, he won’t burn the city before he asks for its return, which will give you a chance to talk before he disembowels you.”
Sitric snorted. “That’s comforting.”
“It should comfort you,” Máelmórda said. “Because it so happens that I know what Sechnall wants more than anything… and you can offer it to him.”
“Go on then.” Sitric’s eyes met my brother’s. “Tell me.”
Máelmórda lowered his voice. “High King Sechnall has secretly agreed to the terms of a peace accord with Brian Boru. In exchange for peace, they will split the high-kingship of Ireland. Sechnall will become High King of the North. Brian Boru will be High King of the South.”
Gilla coughed, and wine sprayed out onto the table. “King Brian Boru must have him by the balls if he’s agreed to this.”
I flicked his spittle from the sleeve of my dress. “Yes, it does seem that the ambitious King of Munster has created problems for Sechnall.”
Bitterness seeped into my voice. This peasant usurper from the south, not even from one of the main royal families in Munster, had risen far beyond what should have been possible. He had surprised the whole of Ireland by becoming King of Munster, and now he wanted to be King of Leth Moga, too. Insufferable conceit.
“Sechnall is furious.” Máelmórda smiled. “And he will search for a way out of the treaty as soon as possible. A new alliance that brings him more men might be the very thing.”
Máelmórda’s suggestion remained unspoken, but we all understood his meaning, even Harald.
The idea was interesting. If Sechnall wanted us to go to war with him against Brian Boru, he wouldn’t want to kill our warriors, or completely decimate our city. It was something. Máelmórda watched as my son processed his plan, my brother’s grin growing with every second that passed. This meeting was going well for him. Olaf had told me yesterday that I had low cunning, but if I had it, then so did my brother.
Máelmórda edged closer. “There is another thing you can offer him. It will appease his priests, and they hold great sway with him.”
Sitric raised an eyebrow.
“His bishop wants the monastery on the small island by the Dublin longphort to be restored.”
“Erin’s Eye?” Sitric shrugged. “It’s used for nothing. Fine.”
“No.” I snapped. “No monks.”
Gilla rolled his eyes. “I thought you were a Christian? Why do you hate nuns and monks so much?”
Harald nodded. “It will please the Christian folk among us, with very little inconvenience to the pagans. It’s an easy gift to make.”
I bit my tongue. If even slow, stupid Harald saw the sense in it, none of my arguments would hold, and I couldn’t tell them all the real reason I didn’t want monks to roam freely within our city walls. My son and his kin knew nothing of the Tuatha Dé Danann Descendants who stalked my kind. They didn’t know that as soon as a monastery was founded, the Descendants would find a way to have one of their spies infiltrate it.
Máelmórda stared at me, daring me to argue. He was goading me. That was why he had suggested it. Where did my loyalties lie? He was forcing me to answer. With my mortal child, or my Fomorian brother?
Sitric burst out laughing. “You must choose, Mother. We can’t fight the Christians and Sechnall. Which is it?”
“Sechnall, of course,” I answered. “If the island is so important to the bishop, give it to him.”
My son, Gilla and Harald started talking again. Máelmórda joined them, but even without looking at him, I could tell my response had angered him.
*
The night waned, and before long, Sitric grew bored with the endless regurgitation of different strategies. “Onguen,” he shouted, standing unsteadily.
Gilla stopped speaking and light footsteps pattered along the hallway. The red-headed whore came to the hall, eyes downcast. “Yes, my love?”
Sitric pulled her into his arms, and without saying another word, he carried her off to his room.
“I guess the meeting is over.” Gilla slammed his cup onto the table and stood, kicking his chair back against the wall.
“Go home to your pretty new wife, Gilla,” I snapped. “Sechnall will be here soon, whether we fight or negotiate. And who knows who he might kill or take as a hostage. You’re his nephew, true, but a Viking one. He won’t do you any favours.”
For once not arguing with me, Gilla nodded then made his way out of the hall.
Harald waved goodbye to his nephew and drained the last of his wine.
I smirked at my stepson. “You not in a rush to get home to Frigg?”
Harald laughed. Low and rumbling, it filled the hall. “I am in a rush. It is only age that makes me slow to leave. Frigg may not be as beautiful as you, Gormflaith, but I love her.”
“Do you? After thirty years? That is commendable.” Frigg had no front teeth, and she was fat and sagging. The notion that anyone could love her was beyond a joke. Harald was loyal though – he had proven that. And I supposed a loyal husband was about as good as any woman could hope for.
Harald heaved his bulky, muscular frame from his chair. It took him a moment to collect his thoughts, as always. I waited patiently.
“Many men mock me, just like you do now,” he said slowly. “Harald could have been king, but he is too stupid. Harald could have married anyone, but only has fat Frigg to warm his bed. The gods cursed him when they gave him six daughters and only one son.” He smiled, his yellowed teeth almost the same colour as his gold arm-rings. “But I am glad I am stupid, for I have no desire to sit on the throne that killed my father and Gluniairn. I love Frigg, and I love my daughters, for my house is full of children and laughter, and if I could swap my life with any other man in the city, I would not do it. Not for all the swords in Valhalla.”
My grin faded, and I found myself more taken with what he said than I thought possible. He strolled away without waiting for a reply, slow and steady, into the damp night.
Máelmórda gave me a small smile. “Lucky Frigg.”
I nodded and set the silver goblet on the table.
He inched his chair closer to mine. “There is something else Sechnall wants.” He stared up at me from under his long eyelashes, his eyes sparkling with humour.
“No,” I snapped. “I won’t do it. I won’t marry him. Don’t you dare put that idea into Sitric’s head.”
Máelmórda laughed, shrugging.
What a fool I was. Earlier, a glimmer of hope had filled me when I first saw him. I thought this time would be different, that he would help me without wanting something in return. Why did I never learn?
“You need to leave here, anyway.” Máelmórda leaned over the arm of his chair and stroked my hair, pulling gently at one of my curls. “You look like a girl of twenty-five, and you are trying to pass for a woman of forty. You cannot do this for much longer. Moving to a different province will buy you some time – another year or two – before you have to pretend to die and move on.”
“Is this why you have a beard? It looks ridiculous, by the way.” I grabbed a handful of the bushy curls that jutted over the edge of the table.
Máelmórda laughed, the pain I inflicted nothing to him. “It’s hard to notice the lack of wrinkles if hair covers over half my face, but even that can only work for so long. Our situation is not so different, Gormflaith. Remember that. I have only one chance, and time is marching on.”
I let go of his beard and folded my arms. “Well, I can’t leave my son yet. Not when his position is so fragile.”
My brother gave an exasperated sigh. “Sister, the Descendants are still out there. If King Sechnall takes Dublin, which he will, they will come here and live on the island by the longphort. You will never know who they are, but they will know you for what you are. If you marry Sechnall, it will give you some protection. You can stay within the walls of his dun where they won’t come looking.”
“I’ve been good. I haven’t set any fires since you were last here.”
“Liar.” Máelmórda clasped my arm and dug his fingers into my skin. “And even if it were true, that’s not enough anymore. You look too young. As soon as they come into the city and realise you are Sitric’s mother, they will suspect you, and then they will watch you. They will sense the fire burning within, just as you knew I was in the room when Sitric handed you the parchment. You felt me. Don’t deny it. I felt you too.”
A dry lump grew in my throat. I didn’t want to leave. I liked it here. But the inevitability of my mother’s words, and now my brother’s, couldn’t be denied. Frigg was only ten years older than me, but it looked as if thirty were between us. People would soon realise that it was my youth, rather than Frigg’s ugliness, that set us apart.
“When Sechnall comes, he’ll burn the fields to humiliate your city. Do not stop the fire spreading. Do nothing to get noticed, not when my plan can still work. Then, during the negotiations with Sitric, agree to be Sechnall’s wife. An alliance between Leinster and Meath would benefit me greatly.”
“No.” I pushed him away. “First you want to use my son, then you want to marry me off so you can use my husband. Why must I do this for you? Mother promised me you would kill all the Descendants. What have you done about that? Nothing.”
Máelmórda licked his lips. “Once I am King of Leinster, I will set in motion a great war. High King Sechnall and Brian Boru will fight each other and die, and then I will be High King of all Ireland. Every warrior in Ireland will be at my command, and we will invade the Descendants’ fortress.”
A tired laugh rang out of my lips. “You don’t even know where that is.”
“I am close to finding out. When mother overheard the Descendants talking over Raoul’s dead body, she discovered two things: their fortress is in Munster, and it is bordered on one side by the sea.”
I frowned. She had never told me that.
“As soon as I am King of Leinster, my men will scour the whole of Munster. Then, once I am High King, I can send my army there and kill them all.” He stared at me, his eyes wide. “But for this to work, I need Sitric to help me kill Donnchad. Without the kingship of Leinster, I cannot set any of my plans in motion.”
I took a deep breath and bit back the tears that were forming in the corners of my eyes. “Then you must also help Sitric. Don’t let Sechnall kill him.”
My brother pulled me into a hug. “Anything for you.” He pulled back slowly and rubbed his thumb over my chin. “We are the last Fomorians, Gormflaith, and one day, we will have everything, but you must trust me. Marry Sechnall. Do as I ask.”
“It doesn’t matter what I think. Sitric will say no. He needs me.”
“Then you are still not with me, are you, sister?”
I stared at the floor, refusing to answer. He waited a few moments, sighed, and then slinked away.
Marry, breed, move on.
I was sick of it. Sick to the pit of my stomach of it all.



KILLALOE, 998
Fódla
I took a deep breath before I spoke. “Thank you.”
Murchad glanced my way, but perhaps assuming I was speaking to Broccan, continued to walk along the river path which led away from my tent.
“Yes, I am talking to you, Murchad mac Brian.”
This time Murchad stopped and offered me a quizzical look. “I would like to accept your thanks but cannot do so unless I know what it is for.” He took a small step closer. “And not being one to disparage myself, I can’t think I’ve done anything to deserve it.”
“You know exactly what you have done.” I set out the little pots of powders and ointments on the grass as I spoke to hide the fact my arms were shaking.
Murchad tilted his head to the side. “It was Pátraic who set up your tent, not I.”
“I’m not talking about the tent.”
My smile was not a pleasant sight. The skin that twisted around the left half of my lips and cheeks meant that the muscles did not lift properly. All the same, I gave him one, a small one, trying to convey sincerity. “I’m talking about coming to me after you were stung.” I gestured to the basket of bread, butter and cheese beside me. “I don’t think I’d have had so many other visitors, if you hadn’t come first. It was kind of you to do that.”
“You saved Lonán’s wife and child. It’s your skill that has brought the people, not me.” He lifted his arm. The two red welts had vanished. “And the paste you gave me worked very well, too.”
“We both know you did not need it. If you work a beehive every autumn, you’ve been stung a thousand times.”
Now that I had emptied my bag of herbs, I had no choice but to meet his gaze and hold it.
His blue eyes sparkled with amusement and a half-smile tugged at his lips. “Two years ago you were accusing me of leaving my people to die in a ditch, now I’m saint-like in my kindness to wandering strays.”
He laughed. He was teasing me and, strangely, avoiding the compliment. I gave an earnest thank you one more attempt. “Not everyone is so kind to strangers with fatherless children. So, I thank you for what you have done.”
Murchad’s smile faded.
Not sure what I had said to annoy him, I looked away. Mortals didn’t like awkward silences, so with any luck he’d continue on his way. I had given my thanks, and that was that. The conversation on my part was over.
However, the shadow he cast on the grass didn’t move, and eventually, I glanced up to find him staring at me like I was a riddle to be worked out.
“It’s rude to stare,” I said, eyebrows raised. “If you do it much longer, you’ll have to apologise, and that will completely negate the point of me thanking you in the first place.”
“I thought Broccan was your nephew?”
Ah, so that was what had made him uncomfortable. It was Broccan and his relationship to me. I should have spoken more carefully and not called him a fatherless child. For this, aside from my scars, had been a subject of interest among the mortals I passed on the way here. The new religion that had sprung up over Ireland was a strange thing to be sure. The monks and priests that spread it, even stranger.
“He is my nephew,” I said calmly, “but people often assume he’s mine, and priests have called me a sinner because of it. Once the priests give their verdict, no one wants to listen to the truth, and they cast me out.”
Murchad continued to stare. “Then why did you not go back to Lonán, as I told you to?”
Because I have to be here, spying on you.
Shaking my head, I fumbled at the cloth-covering on my pot of lavender. “I cannot force people to care for me and Broccan out of gratitude. That would be wrong.”
Murchad’s features stilled. “You are proud, I think.”
“No.”
“Either that or unfeeling toward your nephew, and I don’t think that is the case.”
I looked up. “Excuse me?”
“Broccan’s even thinner than when we last met, and I can tell he is not used to playing with other children. When next offered, stay in one place for a time, until he is older.”
His advice rankled, not least because I knew it was true. Broccan was too thin. I saw that as well as Murchad. A diet of wild berries and vegetables didn’t help a boy grow. But the bigger problem was that Killaloe was where I needed to stay. His was the offer I was waiting on.
“Where is it you are from?” he asked, his voice hardening. “Can’t you go back?”
Murchad shifted his weight on his other leg, prepared to wait for my answer. I lowered my eyes to avoid him. I shouldn’t be having conversations like this with him. I could not afford to say something that he disapproved of, otherwise he’d cast me out, and Broccan depended on my staying here. Be nice, Fódla. Be nice. Think. “I am… I—”
“Morning, Murchad!” Broccan ran out of the tent and leapt towards the sky, stretching out his arms. Full of energy, my young nephew’s smile broadened.
“Morning, Broccan.” Murchad’s smile returned, and the question faded. “Why don’t you come into the dun today? Tairdelbach needs someone to help him with his horse.”
I frowned. “Who is Tairdelbach?”
“My son,” Murchad answered.
Broccan jumped into my lap. “We were playing on the hill yesterday, remember?”
Yes, I knew who Tairdelbach was. He was the boy who had clambered onto his father’s shoulder. The grandson of a king was high company for Broccan to be keeping. Too high to go unnoticed at the moment. “I don’t think so, Broccan. Horses can be dangerous.”
“Please, Aunt Fódla. Please let me. I promise I’ll be safe.”
A look of such desperation filled his face that I found the no forming on my lips difficult to say.
“My cousin, Eocha, looks after the horses,” Murchad put in. “He won’t let my son or Broccan do anything they can’t handle. I promise.”
“No. I don’t—”
Broccan collapsed at my feet. “Please, Aunt Fódla. Please?”
“Why don’t you come into the dun and see the stables for yourself, Fódla?” Murchad suggested. “Come, I will show you around. That way you will have no need to be anxious.” He waved us over to him, and Broccan skipped onto the path, hopping about like the young fawns he was so fond of.
Every bone in my body wanted me to refuse, but this was the man I couldn’t afford to offend again, and the way he spoke, it wasn’t a request, rather an order. The high stone walls of the dun, which loomed over the river, looked like a tomb, and the guards with their sharp swords made me nervous. It was the worst sort of place, full of evil men with dark thoughts and deceitful smiles.
I stood and took Broccan’s hand, using his exuberance as a mask for my silence, and together we walked along the path. The low sun cast our three shadows ahead of us. Murchad long and broad, Broccan slim and lean, beautiful to watch as he skipped and ran. Mine was a hunched-over mess, and the thin white hair on the burnt side of my body resembled wilted ivy. I looked away until the shadow of the stone walls consumed it.
The space before me, once we passed through the gate, was surprisingly open. Indeed, the only large structure within the walls was the wooden feasting hall. It was at least one hundred and fifty feet long, if not more, and engravings of elaborate crosses and trees covered the doors. But aside from that, the other buildings were small and homely, and not too different to the ráth houses I had passed on my way there.
Murchad’s son, Tairdelbach, was already at the stables, petting his horse. Once we reached the far side of the dun, Broccan ran over, slowing down only as he neared the horse. It might have been the first time I’d seen him lost for words.
“Toirneach’s very gentle,” Murchad said. “He won’t rear or run off. He’s too old for all that.” He walked over to the boys, and helped the stable-master, Eocha, arrange blankets on Toirneach’s back.
I watched the two boys chatter while the men worked. Broccan was shy, but I could tell he enjoyed the company of another boy his own age. Not like me. I had always been so reclusive, even as a child. But of course, he was Rónnat’s son, not mine, and she had mingled well as a child too. Only as she grew older had she moved into the world within her own head.
“Murchad,” a deep voice boomed behind us. A stout man with a serious face came into the stables. “Father wants you.”
“I’ll be there in a minute, Tadc.”
Sensing the change in Murchad’s mood, I clasped Broccan’s hand. “We should go.”
“No.” Murchad grunted. “I need you to stay.”
“You do?” I glanced around me anxiously. Where did he want me to go, and why? My heart thudded against my chest.
Murchad locked eyes with mine. “Do you want to discover if Munster is everything I promised?”
“Yes.”
His voice turned harsher, colder. “Then, come. Broccan can stay here.”
“Now is not a good time.” Tadc grabbed Murchad’s arm.
Murchad didn’t answer his brother. He pushed past him, gently but firmly pulling out of his grasp, and walked to the feasting hall.
I followed them, crouched forward as if my shoulders could somehow shield me. Ten warriors stood outside the hall doors, their swords at their sides, spears in hand. Serious men with serious faces. There would be more in the hall, many more. Men mocked and laughed when out in the open, so what did they do when inside and alone?
The doors swung open for us, and I found the scene inside the hall less crowded than expected. The king sat on a tall, wooden chair in the centre of the room, while a priest, dressed in a soft woollen robe, sat to his right. Two girls stood in front of him. One of them, about fourteen, was pale, all clenched fists and pursed lips. The other, aged no older than ten, had tears streaming down her face.
“Father,” the crying daughter sobbed. “Please don’t send me away.”
The king sighed and took the youngest girl’s hand in his. “It will not be for long Bébinn. A year or two at the most.”
The suggestion of a second year made the girl sob even harder, and the older girl put an arm over her shoulder.
“She is too young, Father,” the older girl said. “And I do not trust King Sechnall to look after her.”
“Ah, so it is you, Sláine, who is putting these false ideas into Bébinn’s head.” The priest wagged his finger at the pale-faced girl.
Sláine gave the priest a sour look. “Father Marcán, I saw for myself what High King Sechnall is like when he invaded Munster. What I have said is not false. He is a hateful man.”
“That was twelve years ago, and your father, your king, is trying to bring about peace. Compromises must be made.”
“I thought that’s what the peace treaty was for?” Sláine glared at the priest, then her father. “Why does King Sechnall have to foster Bébinn as well?”
“It is our way, daughter.” King Brian sat forward, his blue eyes widening. “Fosterage encourages different clans to form bonds. A peace treaty is all well and good, but it is friendship that will make it hold when times are tough.”
“That’s what marriage is for too, I suppose?” An accusation lingered in her voice, unspoken, but understood all the same.
“I won’t marry you to Sechnall or his son,” King Brian said. “But the time for marriage will soon be upon you. A father cannot keep his daughters forever, no matter how much he wants to.”
The king exhaled then scooped his youngest daughter onto his right knee. “You are a sweet girl, Bébinn, and I need you to help me make peace with the High King. Will you help your old father?”
The younger girl nodded, a solemn acceptance spreading over her face.
“Good. Now, it’s time for you two to say your prayers,” Father Marcán said. “Sister Martha is waiting for you in the church.”
Sláine scowled, but Bébinn nodded, and they both left the hall.
I had listened to the conversation with more than a shade of anger. Fosterage was a method of allowing children from different clans to spend time with other families. It was something done among friends. Not enemies. I sidestepped further into the shadow at the back of the hall.
“We shouldn’t send Bébinn to Meath,” Tadc said, his voice raised. “Sláine is right. Bébinn is too young.”
Murchad nodded and stepped into the conversation. “That is why I have picked her. If things do go… badly, Sechnall won’t hurt her. He might kill any boy we send, and he might force an older girl, like Sláine, into marriage. Bébinn is a child. Her innocence will be her shield.”
“Blessed are the peacemakers,” Father Marcán said, bowing his head. “For they will be called the children of God.”
Murchad said nothing, but his face was set. He was not for changing his mind. The two poor girls, I couldn’t get their sad faces out of my head. If I had found a momentary reprieve from my fears when I entered the feasting hall, they came flooding back now. Murchad, so polite and courteous, was a schemer. Using his younger sisters as pawns in his game of power.
“Enough of this, Tadc. It’s too late to change plans.” King Brian raised his hand, and his eyes moved toward the back of the hall. “Murchad, who is the stranger you have brought inside my dun?” The tenderness with which he had spoken to his daughters, and familiarity he had used with his sons, suddenly evaporated. The knot in my stomach tightened.
Murchad gestured for me to come forward. “This is the healer I told you about. The one who saved Lonán’s wife on the birthing bed. She has also treated some of our friends since she arrived yesterday. They are impressed.”
I walked closer to the king. From the back of the hall, he had been difficult to make out, other than his blue eyes which were the same colour as Murchad’s. Up close, I could see the grey of his beard, the hard lines set around his cheeks and mouth, and a set of shoulders that were still broad and strong. This was the man the whole of Ireland feared. The man I had to impress.
King Brian stared at me. “My son says he doesn’t know where you are from.”
I wiped my hands on my apron. Tomas had told me to lie and say I was from the village near Fennit Island, and that the mortals wouldn’t bother to check. But that was wrong. Even with my limited interactions, the mortals had surprised me. They were cleverer than I had expected, and Munster, though the largest province, was full of close-knit clans. Sooner or later, a man or woman would come to Killaloe from Fennit, and they would say they didn’t know me. If I wanted to stay here until Broccan was fully grown, I couldn’t be caught out lying.
“I am a healer,” I said. “And I have no home. I wander from place to place and take shelter when it is offered.”
“But before you were a healer, you must have lived somewhere.”
An idea suddenly came to me. Did I dare try it?
“When I was younger, I lived close to the nunnery of Lusk.”
“Outside Dublin?” Brian frowned. “You’re Viking?”
“No. I am Irish.”
Father Marcán narrowed his eyes. “You lived in the nunnery?”
“No. I just worked there with my mother and sister as a layperson.”
“There was a fire at Lusk nunnery, wasn’t there?” Brian stared at the priest for a second. “Six or so years ago.”
“Aye, there was,” I answered. “A Viking raid. All the nuns died. So did my mother and sister.” I let the silence linger, hoping that my scarred skin led the king to fill in the blanks I wanted him to. And seeing as everyone had died, there was no one to argue against my story. I waited, hardly daring to breathe while the king and priest deliberated in hushed whispers.
The king’s voice softened when he looked at me again. “Father Marcán thinks you are a nun who has broken her vows. If so, I can find another nunnery to take you in.”
I shook my head. “I was never a nun. Just a layperson, like I said.”
Father Marcán sighed impatiently. “Then enough dancing around the question, girl. What clan do you hail from? Who is your father?”
“Does that matter so very much? Can you not judge me on my words and actions?”
The four men stared at me in silence. My request sounded strange to them, for in truth, they would have sounded strange to my own kind. We were all sorted by family lineage and gifts. No outsiders entered our world, and I gathered it was the same here. These mortals offered kindness to freed slaves when they were able, gave them work, but they always knew where they were from… and that they were other.
So, what was I, if I could not give them my clan name? From the way the priest’s nose screwed up, it was nothing good.
“If she will not tell you her clan, my king,” Father Marcán said, “then it is because her own family has disowned her. This nephew, I guarantee it, is her own son. She calls him nephew to conceal her shame, and God has scarred her face as punishment.”
“I don’t think that—” Murchad said.
“Oh, don’t let her deceive you,” the priest interrupted. “The devil often takes the guise of a woman. And this one has been tainted by him. We should cast her out, like her own family did. For she brings shame to all those she meets. Her very presence will corrupt your daughters, King Brian.”
“How dare you say that,” I snapped.
“See,” Father Marcán said. “Her anger gives away the evil inside.”
“Broccan is my nephew, and I am not disowned,” I said, my voice rising even louder. “But even if what you claimed were true, you still have no right to speak to me like this.”
Father Marcán’s nostrils flared, and he raised his chin a fraction. The gold ring on his finger clinked against the wooden arm of his chair as he tapped it. “I have every right as God’s anointed representative on Earth to cast judgement on the unworthy.”
“I’ve already told you,” I said through gritted teeth. “Broccan is my nephew.” I took a step back. “But if you insist on condemning every woman who has a child outside wedlock, then you will be condemning all day, every day. And I suppose you take great pains to punish the men who have created these children, alongside the women?”
The priest sneered, my chastisement having no effect on him.
King Brian continued to stare, his expression unfathomable. “Are you sure you want her to stay, Murchad?”
Murchad nodded. “She’s a gifted healer, and I want the people to be healthy and looked after. I would like her and her nephew to stay for as long as they wish.”
The look he gave me was pointed. By echoing the words he had spoken earlier, I understood what he was offering. A place for Broccan to grow up, where he wouldn’t go hungry. It caught me by surprise.
“What about you, Tadc?”
Tadc glimpsed at the priest. “I agree with Father Marcán that we should send her away. Now is not a good time to be bringing in outsiders.”
King Brian twisted his lips, deep in thought, but I could tell that Tadc’s words were winning.
“I heard you were a man who welcomed outsiders,” I said, before he could speak. “That you were a friend to the common people. Is that not true?”
“It is true.” King Brian held up a hand, a brief smile crossing his lips. “You are welcome to stay, Fódla, for now. If you wish for me to make up my own mind about you, I will do just that. I’ll watch. But beware.” His voice hardened. “I do not stomach betrayal.”
I bowed, my legs shaking. Yes, I knew very well what he did to men who betrayed him. I knew what he did to their families too. “I am merely a healer, so there can be no betrayal. Thank you for allowing me to stay.”
“Very well.”
He flicked his fingers, which I took as a dismissal, and I made my way out of the hall. As soon as I was in daylight, I picked up my pace, not stopping until I reached the tent. Sitting on the bed, I put my head in my hands. That had almost gone so badly. What if King Brian had asked me to leave? I’d have to let Tomas know and give Broccan away. But what price had I paid? I couldn’t work out why Murchad wanted me to stay as a healer.
“Fódla?” The door of my tent rapped.
I rubbed my face and walked back outside.
Murchad stared at me, arms folded. “I didn’t know Father Marcán was there. He shouldn’t have spoken to you like that.”
“It doesn’t matter.”
He frowned, and just like the previous day, he gazed past me, lost somewhere distant.
“Honestly, I’m used to it.”
My words grounded him, and he refocused. “Good, because my father wants you to come with us to Meath once the treaty is agreed. He wants to ensure that Bébinn is in full health before we give her over in fosterage to High King Sechnall.”
I pulled my cloak tight about my shoulders and moved away from the tent door. The afternoon breeze was brisk, and the wind caught the red hair on the right side of my head, blowing it over my shoulder. The heavy, lank strands that clung to the burnt side of my scalp didn’t even flutter.
“Broccan can stay here when the time comes,” Murchad added. “He’ll be a guest of my son, so you need not worry about him.”
I gave him a wry smile. “Then he’ll have time to spend in one place, and children to play with. Once again, you have helped me. Why?”
Murchad paused. “I remember another boy about Broccan’s age. He became lost in the woods. When he arrived at Killaloe, his legs looked more like twigs than flesh and bone. I do not want Broccan, or any other child, to endure the same pain.”
“That wouldn’t have happened to Broccan.”
“The mother of this other boy thought the same thing.”
Why did his words always have to sting so? Broccan’s suffering during last winter had almost destroyed me. Why did he have to make me feel worse?
Murchad took a step away from the tent. “I leave for Meath in the morning and expect the negotiations to take quite some time. If you require anything, let Eocha know.” Marching away from the tent, his shoulders slumped forward, and all traces of the easy smile he so often wore were absent.
Pushing the guilt away, I watched him walk into the dun. He was up to something. A prince like him couldn’t be helping me without ulterior motive, and I wasn’t stupid enough to believe it was just because he wanted the people of Killaloe to have a healer. There was something else. But what?
*
When night fell, and Broccan was fast asleep, I made my way toward the river. It was peaceful, and far enough away from the dun to avoid unwanted attention.
I didn’t have to wait long for Senna, Tomas’ black crow, to land on the grass beside me. His large wings flapped as he settled, his talons digging into the soil. His beady eyes stared at me, and he stepped closer.
“I used my gift to help a young woman in childbirth, and King Brian has accepted me for now,” I whispered. “We are travelling to Meath once the terms of a peace treaty with High King Sechnall are agreed. King Brian has asked me to travel with them to act as a healer for Princess Bébinn who will be given in fosterage to Sechnall. In the meantime, I am to be a healer for the people of Killaloe.” I stroked the crow’s wing. “That is all.”
Senna tapped the grass with his beak then flew off into the sky.
I filled my bucket with water – my excuse in case I was caught by a guard – and made my way back into the tent. Tomas would never believe it when Senna told him what was happening. He would be amazed that a peace treaty was being brokered, for he had always said it was impossible. Indeed, when Rónnat had asked me to help the kings find peace, I had thought it impossible too.
Broccan looked so happy as I lay down beside him. Such a sweet expression adorned his face. My heart quickened a little as I watched him. Perhaps the happiness and peace that Rónnat talked about was possible after all. Perhaps Broccan would know what it was like to live without the threat of war always looming overhead. I closed my eyes and pulled my blanket around us, with something of a smile still lingering on my lips.



DUBLIN, 998
Gormflaith
I stood on the platform above the north-west gate. The birds were absent this evening, the city devoid of movement, the men beside me silent.
Sechnall’s army waited only five hundred feet outside Dublin’s gates. The two thousand men Máelmórda had warned us about were all here. Every one of them.
They stared at the gap in the western wall, prepared, expecting their king to command them forward at any moment. These were men who knew they would not go home tonight, maybe not go home ever. The worst kind to be up against. Their blood didn’t burn with rage, it was cold and collected. Their minds had been living on a battlefield for weeks, every first charge and strike imagined a hundred times over.
Smoke rose into the evening sky, covering the horizon in hazy grey plumes. Just as we expected, they had set fire to the fields and grain barns we hadn’t emptied. The wood flashed red and orange, and I watched, mesmerised.
I felt the flames, their strength and heat. I craved to reach out, extinguish it, or else contain it in a ball and consume the waiting army. I had no idea if that was possible, but the image in my mind delighted at the thought of Sechnall’s men screaming in torment. I longed to let loose my powers and see what I could do, see what destruction I could inflict when provoked. But Máelmórda’s warning rang in my ears. Do nothing to get noticed, not now. Not when his plan to become High King still had potential.
Mother’s voice echoed in my mind too. She would be telling me to abandon Sitric and move on. I eyed the boats moored in the longphort. How easy it would be to take one and sail away. An easier life was out there somewhere. According to my mother, drunk, unwitting French lords were easy to come by. English traders even easier.
I turned from the sea and pushed both their voices away. Enough of fire and escape. I was right where I should be and obeying Sitric by doing nothing. I was to let Sechnall have his token victory and watch as he destroyed our fields. We all knew he loved to inflict personal symbolic injuries on his foes. The last time he raided Munster to punish the upstart King Brian Boru, he’d cut down the sacred yew tree of Mag Adair. Rumours spread around the provinces that Brian had sobbed when he heard the news.
The story had made me laugh when I first heard it. Hundreds of his men dead, and King Brian cried over a tree. Yes, the tree had lived for a thousand years, and yes, a wand was cut from its branches every time a new king was elected, but still, wood was not flesh and blood. My father had slapped the back of my head and told me to be quiet. It wasn’t just a tree to the men of Munster, he said. It was Munster. And Sechnall knew how much it would hurt.
It made me wonder how much pain he would inflict on us today. I didn’t have to look too far to understand the depths of his wrath. Five hundred of our slaves lay dead on the grass below me. At a guess, I’d say eighty of Sechnall’s men lay beside them. I supposed it wasn’t a bad result for untrained slaves. To their credit, not too many of them had shit themselves before the enemy drew their swords, though judging by the smell, a great many had since.
And so here we were, with only two questions remaining. Had enough blood been spilled to slake Sechnall’s thirst? And had my brother been right when he told us that Sechnall needed Sitric’s help?
There was only one way to find out.
I covered my face with my veil and climbed down the ladder. “My horse,” I shouted.
A light drizzle started while I waited, faint but persistent, enough to ensure the fabric of my dress not shielded by my cloak was soaked through by the time Sitric and Falk walked over with my mare.
“You know what to say?” Sitric asked, stroking the left flank of the horse as I settled into the saddle.
I nodded. “I will say exactly what you have commanded, son.”
Sitric patted the horse’s neck. “Make sure you do.”
Urging the horse forward, I galloped out of the gates and across the field until I met with the royal party. They had remained at the back while the fighting was underway, but now that all our slaves were dead, their horses stood at the front. Sechnall and his family grinned like gods and heroes, as if the slaughter had belonged to them, and them alone.
Sechnall walked his horse forward. “I was wondering if Sitric would send you out.” He smirked. “I remember the last time we spoke on this hill. You wore a smile of victory then. How times have changed.”
“High King Sechnall.” I bowed my head, not rising to his taunts as my son instructed. “Sitric wishes to invite you inside the city walls.”
“Does he surrender?”
“No. He wants to negotiate.”
Sechnall burst out laughing. “Viking men are all the same. They talk of fighting, and yet when war comes to their city, they have little appetite for it.”
“My son has never described himself as a warmonger, King Sechnall.”
“Just a raider of churches then?” His laughter stopped, and a sudden rage coloured his voice. “I can’t have the holy houses on my land treated with so little respect. My army has come to tell him so.”
I lifted the veil from my face and stared him directly in the eye. “A pretty story, Sechnall, but we all know your army had started its march toward Dublin before the raid on Domnach Airgid. That is not why you are here.”
“Ah.” A fleeting grin washed over Sechnall’s lips. “So, the pillaging of Domnach Airgid was for show. Interesting. Perhaps your boy is smarter than I thought.”
I nodded, finding myself momentarily struck by his smile. Two more teeth were missing since we last spoke, and those that remained had a greyish tinge. I wished this was a sign of weakness or old age taking over, but it wasn’t. There was a lightness in the way he carried himself that warriors in their twenties would envy.
“Come and talk,” I said, repeating the words Sitric had given me. “Find out for yourself. Upon my honour, all the weapons within Dublin will be set aside when you enter the city. Sitric only asks that you do the same. The Gospel of Domnach Airgid is waiting in the great hall for you. The people of Dublin return it to you gladly.”
Sechnall rode his horse over to mine, his dark eyes drifting to my legs. “Lead the way, Gormflaith.”
*
Sechnall stormed to the top table where Sitric stood waiting. Like a bull, strutting and in rut, he wore his victory for all to see. “So, Sitric. Where is the gospel?”
“Close at hand,” Sitric replied. He waved, and slaves hurried into the hall carrying food and wine. The warriors who accompanied Sechnall sat on the benches, while Sechnall and his three sons were seated at the table, positioned so they sat opposite Sitric, Gilla, Harald and Falk.
I stood by the back wall. Close enough to hear, but far enough away to be excluded from taking part in the negotiations. I watched in silence as the eight men in front of me filled their glasses and knocked them against the man’s opposite so that wine from each cup mixed with the other. An old habit, to prove to the guests that the hosts had not poisoned the drinks.
Sechnall sipped, then set his cup down. “My warriors have surrounded your city. I have two thousand good men willing to fight, and your walls will not hold on the western side.”
Sitric nodded, his face grim. “What you say is true.”
“I could call my army right now, and they would swarm the city, killing every man, woman and child in their way.”
“You could,” Sitric said. “But you will not do that today.”
Sechnall’s son, Flann, tutted. “Why? You do not deserve any mercy.”
“Maybe not. But I do have something you want.”
Sechnall smirked. “The gospel, you mean? Yes, I do want that, but there are many things I want.” His three sons suddenly lurched forward. Flann grabbed Sitric’s head and slammed it against the table, while the other two thrust knives under his neck.
Falk and Harald drew their swords, but they were not close enough to reach Sitric before the sharp steel would slice his throat.
“Stop it!” I shrieked, rushing forward. “Sechnall, we agreed there would be no weapons used.”
“There are things I want, Sitric.” Sechnall ignored me and stood slowly, keeping his gaze on my son. “However, there is nothing in this world that could induce me to negotiate with the man who killed Gluniairn.”
Sitric gazed up at Sechnall, the movement causing one of the blades to pierce the skin on his throat. “I did not kill Gluniairn. He was my half-brother too.”
Sechnall shook his head. “Men have told me you were plotting to overthrow him.”
Sitric held his weight as best he could, balancing so that the knife cut him no further, but even so, a thick trickle of blood ran along his skin. “I was, and when I was ready, I would have called him to the square and faced him like a man, not struck him in secret like a child in the dark. That is not my way.”
Harald lifted his hand from his sword, raising it above his head, and took a small step forward. “Sechnall, listen to me. Gluniairn was my brother too, and you know how much I loved him. I would not have Sitric as my king if I thought he killed him. In fact, I know he didn’t. Sitric and I were fighting in the pits the night Gluniairn was killed. There is no way he helped Egil.”
Sechnall clicked his tongue against his teeth. After a moment, he waved his hand, and his sons released Sitric.
“I believe you, Sitric. It’s strange. I didn’t expect to.” Sechnall sat and stared at the men in front of him. “Fine. Let’s get to business. You said that you had something I wanted. Tempt me. The gospel alone isn’t enough to save your miserable life.”
Sitric gasped and rubbed his throat. Blood continued to seep from the wound, but he waved away the slave girl who tried to bandage it over with boiled cloth. He took a moment to regain his composure as he sat on his throne while the slaves mopped up the spilled wine and refilled the goblets. Sitric sipped slowly then lifted his eyes to meet with Sechnall’s. Fury burned underneath his calm veneer. “We are a wealthy city, with many good warriors.” He paused. “And you are having problems with King Brian Boru?”
Sechnall’s smile disappeared. “For a long time now.”
“Perhaps we can help you?”
Harald scoffed. “Sechnall has no wish to fight him, do you?”
Flann gritted his teeth. “Be quiet, Viking.”
Harald leaned forward, his thick arms, covered in arm-rings, thudded against the table. “No, you be quiet, pup.” He turned to look at Sechnall. “Much time has passed, but I still remember the days you came to Dublin as a young man, when your mother was married to my father. We were friends.”
Sechnall nodded.
“Then,” Harald said, “do not lie to me. I know you don’t wish to fight Brian Boru. I’ve heard all about the peace treaty you are planning to swear with him.”
Sechnall frowned, his skin paling around his lips. Ha, he didn’t think we knew. His expression blanked, but I could sense the indecision within him. He wanted to deny it. He wanted to deny it with every bone in his body, but it was the truth, and laughing it off would only make him appear foolish.
“Yes, I have agreed to a peace treaty.” The words stuck in his throat. “He has insisted that I give him high-kingship over the south of Ireland, making him King of Leth Moga.”
Sitric tinged his voice with surprise. “Not since the days of the Tuatha Dé Danann has anyone spoken of splitting the high-kingship. What do the other kings of the north say about it?” Falk and Gilla added their own words of surprise and shock, just as they had practised.
Sechnall didn’t respond. All the pride and swagger he’d had when he came into the hall evaporated. For what good was it to defeat Dublin, when in a matter of months, he was giving away half his kingdom?
Lowering my face, I resisted the temptation to snigger and plastered the same expression of bemused shock on my face as everyone else. I had to commend both Harald and Sitric on playing this so well. We had done all we could… Now, we just had to hope that Sechnall’s pride did as Máelmórda expected. I watched him out of the corner of my eye. He continued to sit in silence as Sitric questioned the sense of the treaty, but he had lost control of his expression. Emotions flickered across his face as plain as day. Anger, pride… denial.
“Do not be harsh, Sitric.” I walked forward and placed my hand on Sitric’s shoulder. “I’ve heard many things about this King Brian. He’s ferocious. Remember what he did to Ímar of Limerick. Sechnall must do what is best for his people.”
My words shook Sechnall out of his reverie, just as I hoped. “I must. His army is almost the size of mine. The ports of Limerick and Waterford pay him much gold, while I have received no tribute from Dublin for many years.” A bitter tone entered his voice.
Sitric spoke before this emotion had time to fester. “I’ve heard he pays mercenaries to fight for him too. These roving Viking crews cannot be trusted. I know for a fact they kidnap women and children from the coast when they pass by.”
“Yes. It disgusts me, but I cannot have any more raids on my land.”
Harald moved a fraction forward and placed his hands on his cup. “You don’t like this, Sechnall. I can tell. So why do it?”
Sechnall laughed bitterly. “I don’t like it at all, but I need time to gather my men and resources. Two thousand warriors are enough to flatten Dublin, but not Munster.”
Sitric patted my hand twice. His skin was slick with sweat, but he hid it well. Aside from the knife to the throat, this was all going exactly as Máelmórda had told us.
“Then why don’t we join forces?” Sitric suggested. “We can help you defeat him.”
Sechnall threw his hands wide, a sly grin transforming his face. “It’s as if you are reading my thoughts.” Laughing into his cup, he straightened and took another sip. “Yes. While I gather my strength, I want you to go to war against Brian Boru. That is my price for leaving your city intact and allowing you to remain king.”
I caught the emphasis on the word you, as did my son. “Forgive me, Sechnall,” I said. “It sounded there as if you wanted only Dublin to go to war with Brian. If we are allies, we must go together.”
“I can’t,” he said. “I have already made oaths allowing him safe passage to Meath for the peace treaty, and the treaty will forbid us to fight with each other. No, if Dublin is at war with Brian Boru, I must support Brian… But I will arrive at the battle late, by which time, Brian’s army will have fallen to your swords and axes.”
Sitric frowned. “I would happily fight with you. But to fight against Brian without your open support does not sit well with me. If his numbers are almost the same as yours, they are three times ours.”
“You have gold.” Sechnall shrugged. “You can buy the numbers you currently lack if you know when Brian is coming.”
Harald chewed the inside of cheek. He didn’t like this either. Inviting mercenaries into the city would be a dangerous tactic.
What was Sechnall up to? This Brian Boru had a formidable reputation. His warriors had slaughtered thousands. If my son were to face him on the battlefield, things could go very wrong. If Sechnall arrived late to battle, all our warriors could be dead. Did he intend to slaughter Brian’s men once their numbers were depleted and tired? And if by chance we defeated Brian, he might easily do the same to us. Sechnall was slippery, always had been.
Sitric frowned and pushed his goblet of wine away. “That doesn’t sound like a great prospect for me. I’d rather fight it out with your men now. If we are going to die, best die in our own homes.” He turned to Falk. “Ready the men. Tell them…”
“Don’t be so hasty.” Sechnall’s face hardened. He hadn’t expected Sitric to push back so quickly. “You and Brian can fight out in the open if that is your wish, but you don’t have to. In truth, all I want is for you to kill two men. Brian Boru and his son, Murchad.”
Harald pursed his lips. “Why?”
“When I say the clan name Ó’Neill, what comes to mind?” Sechnall asked. “Gilla, your grandfather is a king of the Uí Echach Cobo of Ulaid. You go first.”
“I think of the Kings of Tara, of King Conchobar Mac Nessa and Cú Chulainn,” Gilla replied.
Sechnall nodded. “There is strength in that province, isn’t there? There is power in holding the kingship of Ulaid.” He leaned forward. “Connacht is the land of Niall of the Nine Hostages, Leinster the land of Mesgegra. But Munster?” He spat on the floor. “There is no power in that shithole province. That it’s had any success is down to two men. Brian and Murchad. They are as arrogant as each other. Prince Murchad is on his way to Meath to negotiate with me as we speak.” He stopped for a moment to wipe his lips. “Once they die, the kingdom will shrink back to obscurity as surely as a stone sinks in water.”
“I can’t kill them in cold blood.” Sitric shook his head. “It must be on the battlefield.”
Sechnall shrugged. “That is your decision, but you’d better make it soon.” He pulled out a silver coin from his pocket, one that bore the mark of my son. Carefully, he placed it on the table and spun it on the edge. Round and round it turned until it slowed and fell flat against the wood. “If you agree, you must hand over the gospel and provide us with ten hostages, then we’ll be gone within the hour.”
Sitric nodded.
Sechnall gazed at the stand holding the iron ring of Thor. He strode over to it and placed it on his finger. “I’ll take this as a gift.”
Sitric stood, his chair banging against the back wall. “That is a sacred ring. Ivar the Boneless brought it to this city.”
“A pagan ring,” Sechnall sneered. “One that you can win back if you defeat Brian.” He flipped it into the air and caught it in his palm. “We will go back to our army and await your decision. You have until midday.” Giving me a curt nod, he turned and left the room with his sons and kinsmen.
“What do you think?” Sitric said once the door closed.
“We should agree to his terms,” Gilla said. “You saw the size of his army. Once they breach the wall, it’s all over.”
“Harald?” Sitric looked at his older brother.
Harald grunted. “I will fight any fight you ask. I am not afraid to die. But I don’t think we can win today.”
“And you, Mother? What do you say?”
I sighed and took one of the empty chairs beside Gilla. “If Harald doesn’t think we can win, then I believe him.”
A horrible silence lingered as we waited for Sitric to speak. He stared out the main doors and rubbed his arm-ring over and over until the skin underneath turned pink.
“King Sitric?”
We all turned to find a slave girl running into the hall. She ran over to him and whispered into his ear.
Sitric nodded, then waved her away.
“What is it?” Gilla asked.
“Sechnall has offered to return the ring today,” Sitric said, “if my mother agrees to become his wife.”
I burst out laughing. “My hand for that rusty trinket? Who does he think I am?”
Gilla shrugged. “You should accept the offer, Sitric. The ring of Thor is the symbol of Dublin. It will dishearten the men when they discover Sechnall has it.”
Sitric twisted the arm-ring around his wrist again.
Frowning, I locked eyes with my son. “You can’t seriously be considering this?”
“Gilla makes a good point,” he said, with an air of indifference. “We’ve already lost our fields and grain stores. To lose the ring too—”
“I won’t marry him,” I spat. “I hate him.”
“Marriage isn’t about love or hate, Mother. Isn’t that what you’ve always said?” His chin lifted as he stared at me, a quiet anger simmering there. What had I done to deserve it? Nothing.
Clenching my thighs together, I wrapped my shawl over my legs so nobody could see them shaking. “The people of Dublin would rather have their queen than an old ring.”
Gilla laughed. “You think the people love you? What a fool you are. They despise you. The Vikings because you’re Irish. The Irish-born because you aren’t a Christian. You do nothing for anybody; you only please yourself. They will cheer when you leave the city.”
I slapped him, hard, across the cheek. The impact left a red mark.
His hand reached up to touch it, tears pricking the corner of his eye. “Whore.”
“Is that all a man can say when he is bested by a woman?”
Harald stood suddenly, the action stalling everyone else at the table. “I have a daughter who might be acceptable to the king as a bride, if your mother is unwilling to marry.”
Nobody said anything. Harald’s daughters were the image of their mother, and not likely to appease Sechnall.
Harald cleared his throat. “If not, then we can go without the ring. Sechnall says we can win it back if we defeat King Brian, and if we want to retain control of Dublin, we must do that.” He set his cup on the table. “Now, I want to be with my family. Let me know when you’ve decided.”
Grateful that Harald had spoken on my behalf, I made an oath to be kinder to Frigg from this day forth. My son, however, did not deserve any such kindness. I couldn’t believe he was even considering the offer.
“Son,” I said, tempering my voice. “Don’t do this to me.”
Indecision swam in his eyes, and his fingers still thumbed the gold arm-ring.
I walked over to him, then lowered to my knees. “Please,” I begged. “Don’t make me marry him. I love you. Don’t send me away.”
Sitric eventually nodded. “If I agree, then you must approve my marriage to Onguen.”
“Yes,” I whispered. “Anything.”
Without another word, Sitric stood and walked out of the hall, heading for his room. Onguen giggled from the hallway and rushed forward to stroke his hair.
I watched as their shadows disappeared. Shame burned my cheeks, and I kneeled there, motionless, until the sound of Gilla’s laughing reached my ears. I wanted to slap him again and scream in his face, but I couldn’t. All I could do was sit there, slumped on the floor, and wipe the tears as they streamed down my face.



MEATH, 999
Fódla
We are not a war-band.
That’s what King Brian had told everyone when we set off.
He had smiled graciously when he told us that we were travelling to Meath to witness the peace treaty oaths and the fostering ceremony for Princess Bébinn, but as I counted the number of men, glanced at their sharpened swords and grim-set faces, I wondered why he needed so many.
My role as healer meant that I was summoned first thing in the morning and last thing at night to ensure that Bébinn remained in good health. Aside from being tired and not used to riding for so long, Bébinn was well, and her naturally sweet humour never diminished. She laughed and sang, and her older brothers and father petted over her, asking for specific songs or humouring her with their own tales. Sláine, on the other hand, had not endured the discomfort so well. She complained of headaches and snapped at those who spoke to her for too long. There was nothing wrong physically, but I guessed the source of her pain arose from the imminent separation from her sister.
I, more than anyone, knew how that felt.
So, I didn’t pry. That wasn’t my job. I came when summoned and left when dismissed. During the day, I stayed at the back of the entourage and remained silent. This was easier than anticipated, as aside from the two princesses and their female companion, I was the only female present, and none of the soldiers bothered to converse with me. Most of the men knew me well enough from my work as a healer at Killaloe, so not even my scars were a point of interest anymore, though plenty still stared.
During the day, I could bear the solitude. It was only at night, when my thoughts turned to Aoife, Rónnat and Broccan, that my mind became agitated. I longed to walk into the forest and feel the wind in my hair, to feel the damp soil between my toes. But I was with the mortals now, and for the sake of appearances had to act normal. Father Marcán’s eye was always watchful, especially when it came to me. Wandering off alone was not a good idea.
On the twentieth day of marching, we approached the treaty site and stopped for a final rest by Lough Ree. The blue waters mirrored the clear winter sky and journeyed back as far as the eye could see. When I closed my eyes, I imagined a little island and crannog in the centre. Rónnat was standing there, waving.
“Fódla.” A man’s voice called out.
Opening my eyes, I grabbed my bag. One of the princesses must want me, Sláine most likely. She’d complained of a sore stomach last night.
“Fódla! It’s me,” the voice said.
I turned. “Lonán? Is that you?” The man whose wife and baby I had saved, grinned as he strode my way. “How are you?”
He squeezed my shoulders, his smile widening. “I am well. We all are, young Declan included. All thanks to you.”
I chuckled and complimented Lonán on the choice of name for his son, while he told me how Declan was faring. He gushed with pride over how well his son was growing and how alert and happy he was. I let him rattle on, though now that the pleasantries were over, the strangeness of him being here dawned on me. Had I passed him by, unnoticed, all this time? Our company was at least five hundred strong. Even so, a familiar face would be hard to miss.
“How is Broccan?” he asked.
The direct question woke me out of my reverie. “He’s good. Growing tall. He’s made friends with Murchad’s son, and King Brian’s family are minding him so I can tend to the princesses.”
Lonán’s eyebrows rose, and he whistled through his teeth. “He’ll be well looked after then. Venison and salmon for dinner every night.”
“I hope so. He could do with fattening up.”
Lonán’s smile dimmed for a moment. “Life on the road is hard for young ones. I’m glad you’ve found a place to rest.” The focus of his gaze changed as he finished speaking, and he glanced behind me, his eyes darting across the groups of men sitting on the grass.
“Are you looking for someone?”
Flushing red, he nodded. “Forgive my rudeness. In my eagerness to tell you about Declan, I forgot my real purpose for walking this way. I’m looking for Murchad. He sent messengers out to my clan and asked us to join him here. He said to find him once we arrived.”
Glad to discover that I hadn’t unwittingly snubbed him for the last three weeks, I laughed. “Surely, we don’t need any more soldiers for a peace treaty and fostering ceremony?”
Lonán’s forehead creased, and he moved closer, lowering his voice to that of a whisper. “A peace treaty is what we’re here for, true. But High King Sechnall is known for breaking his word. The more men King Brian has with him, the better, if you ask me.” He stared at the campsite, his eyes lingering on the tents and groups of men, as if to count how many were there.
I followed his gaze. Over sixty fires dotted our campsite, and at least ten men stood close to each. Yes, the campsite had swollen since last night. The men were quieter too. Some of them were sharpening their swords.
“Make sure to take care of yourself.” Lonán gave me a warm smile. “Good night, Fódla. I hope to speak with you again soon.” His voice was once more at his usual volume, and he waved a goodbye as he walked into the campsite to find his friend.
*
After dinner, I tended to Sláine and Bébinn. Both girls were subdued. Our arrival at Cluain Mhic Nóis, where the treaty was to take place, was expected to be tomorrow evening, and I guessed that they wished to talk with each other in peace. I worked quickly, then left.
Murchad was standing outside their tent, his face tired and solemn.
“Are they well?” he asked.
“Yes.”
Having no intention of divulging anymore, I hurried away. My escape was thwarted before I made it past the campfire as Murchad fell into step beside me.
“Let me help you with your bag,” he said.
I handed it over and waited for another question, but he didn’t speak. The silence was more confusing than his following me, and I sneaked a glimpse at his face. Was it the moonlight, or did he look pale?
Once I reached my tent, I unlaced the rope sealing the door shut. “Goodnight.”
Murchad gave the briefest of smiles, the only acknowledgement that he had heard me speak. “Are you comfortable in your tent?” he asked suddenly.
I nodded.
“Good. Good. Tomorrow evening, I will have the guards set up your tent closer to ours, so you don’t have to walk so far.”
I fumbled the rope, confused by his sudden interest in my welfare. “There is no need.”
“It’s for the best. Bébinn might need you, or Sláine. It’s more convenient if you are close by.”
His strange manner and the cryptic words didn’t bode well. I could tell, even from this distance, that his pulse was elevated. He was anxious, worried about something, and Lonán’s earlier warning sprung to mind.
“If that’s what you want.”
He nodded. “It is. And…” He paused. “I wanted to say thank you for keeping an eye out for Tairdelbach while I was away negotiating the treaty.”
“Oh.” I laughed. “I couldn’t have separated him from Broccan, even if I wanted to.”
“Yes,” he said. “I’ve heard all about their antics. When this is all over, I look forward to seeing them for myself.” He drew breath to say something, but then bit his tongue. “Good night, Fódla. If you need anything, make sure to ask.”
“Is everything all right?”
He turned. “Of course. Why?”
I glanced around the campsite. “It’s just, there are a lot of men. More men than last week. Is…” Did I dare ask? “Is the treaty still going ahead?”
He frowned, though his eyes remained fixed on mine. “We wouldn’t be here if I thought it wouldn’t go ahead. The men are for show. You know how us kings and princes can be. We can’t bear to be outdone by another.”
He gave me a curt nod, then marched off. I watched him until the tents and men between us shielded him from my gaze.
What was he up to? He knew as well as I how his sisters were. For some unknown reason, his helping to carry my bags had unsettled me. He had spent the best part of a year in Meath negotiating the treaty, and we had barely spoken since the night before he left Killaloe last year. Perhaps that was it. He, in many ways, was a stranger, and yet, he had spoken about Broccan with such familiarity.
I entered my tent, tied the entrance rope to the pole and dropped my bag to the floor. It hit the grass with a thud, and I rolled my shoulders, easing out the ache from where the strap had pressed against my skin. Well, whatever was going on, it wasn’t my business, and it was pointless trying to understand the thoughts of a mortal man. Instead, I needed to focus on myself and be prepared for tomorrow, no matter what happened. I would stay at the back of the entourage, and if there was even a whisper of trouble, like Lonán feared, I’d run and hide in the forest.
The door rapped. Damn it, what did Murchad want now? I untied the rope and stepped outside.
“You don’t…” I stopped short. It wasn’t Murchad. It was a warrior, and his young face was drawn with exertion.
“There is a monk who has come upon us,” he panted. “He says he is unwell and needs a healer.”
“Bring me to him.” I grabbed my bag and ran along the path, following the young man. At the edge of the campsite, a tall, broad-shouldered man with black skin and long, black braids sat on a fallen trunk. His head rested in his hands.
I slowed my pace. “How may I help you, Brother…?”
“Brother Colmon.”
“Brother Colmon. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
My cousin, Colmon, the warrior, peered up at me. He was wearing his plain woollen tunic, and a wooden crucifix hung around his neck. Leaning forward, he tried his best to look weary. “My ear is painful and making me dizzy. Can you help?”
He pointed to his right ear, and I examined it for a moment. Of course, there was nothing wrong with it, but I pretended there was. I turned to the guard. “Will you go to my tent and fetch my other bag? I need more herbs.”
The guard nodded and ran off.
I kneeled in front of Colmon and rummaged through my bag. “Why are you here?” I whispered.
“Tomas wants you to return,” he whispered back.
“To Killaloe?”
“No. To Fennit Island.”
I shook my head. “I can’t take Broccan there.”
“You have left Broccan in the care of the royal family of Munster.” Colmon twisted his hands together. “You have done your duty to Rónnat and found him a suitable family. It’s time for you to come home.”
“You think they will treat him well after I abandon them? I have promised to be their healer. I can’t break my word.”
Colmon handed me a small vial. “When a guard comes to your tent tomorrow, you will appear dead. I can stay in the camp tonight, and when you are found, I will offer to take your body to the nearest church for burial.”
I stared at the red liquid suspended in the vial. One of Tomas’ concoctions. Very few of our druids were learned enough to make the potions of our ancestors. Forgetfulness, death and life. He knew how to brew them all. It made me shudder, the thought of it. What if Colmon couldn’t give me the antidote in time, and I slipped away without ever saying goodbye to those I loved?
Colmon closed my hand around it, his eyes softening. “They will look after Broccan if they believe you died helping them. And I will give you the cure myself.”
I set my bag aside and slumped into the damp leaves that covered the grass. “Why does Tomas want me to do this? It isn’t what we agreed.”
“He believes this peace treaty is folly and will turn into a battle. He believes you are in danger.”
I glanced at the campsite. King Brian’s tent, taller than the rest, caught my eye. Murchad, for all his strange behaviour, hadn’t lied to me today. He believed that the treaty would be sworn. “I don’t agree with Tomas.”
My cousin pursed his lips.
I turned his head and examined his other ear. “You’re the warrior. What do you think?”
Colmon didn’t move. Still leaning forward, he picked up a stick in his hand and thrust it deep into the mud. “What is going on, Fódla?”
“What do you mean?”
“Why are you here?”
I paused. “I’m here to act as healer for the Princess Bébinn so that the peace treaty—”
“I’m not talking about the princess or the treaty. I’m talking about you? Why are you here?”
“As chief warrior on the council, you already know this. I’m spying on King Brian.” I narrowed my eyes. “I might ask you the same question. What are you doing here?”
Colmon frowned.
My cousin was not usually so austere. He winked and made jokes to amuse me. He was a warrior, a slayer of Fomorians and evil men, and yet, in my presence, he so often was the light in the room. But we were not speaking now as friends.
“Are you spying?” I asked, reaching to touch his hand. “On me?”
He met my gaze, pressing his other hand over mine.
Oh. That was it. My own cousin had been checking up on me to see if I was following Tomas’ instructions. From the look in his eyes, I guessed this wasn’t the first time.
“Well,” I said. “I’m not leaving. Murchad mac Brian has told me the treaty will go ahead and… and I think he’s telling the truth.”
Colmon drew his body straight. “Mortal men tell lies, cousin. They weave them all around you until you don’t know right from wrong.”
“What if they are not lying this time? Tomas laughed when Rónnat asked him to help the mortals find peace. But perhaps it isn’t so impossible. This treaty could be the start of it.”
“Did Murchad tell you that this isn’t just a peace treaty? That so great is the rise of Brian Boru, he has forced High King Sechnall to split the high-kingship?”
“That’s impossible.”
“And yet, it has been done. High King Sechnall will now only be High King of Leth Cuinn. King Brian Boru will now become High King of Leth Moga.”
King Brian would become King of the South? Murchad never mentioned that. What else hadn’t he told me?
Colmon leaned back. “Tomas wants you home, where you are safe, and I agree.” He stared out into the campsite. “I’ve lived through hundreds of nights like this. Hundreds of nights before a battle. I’ve seen thousands of men die, and it would break my heart if you were slain on the battlefield tomorrow. You are too gentle for this.”
“It won’t come to that.” I glanced over at the tent. Murchad was standing at the entrance and talking to Lonán, and Bébinn was giggling at something her sister had said. Sláine was like that. She used humour to hide her anxiety when the mood took her. At times, she could be very funny and often had her family howling with laughter. Despite the fact they were giving Bébinn away in fosterage, they were close. All of them. Murchad was capable of killing – I’d heard enough stories about him to know that was true – and yet, I just didn’t believe he would bring his sisters to a battlefield.
“Tell Tomas that being accepted by King Brian wasn’t easy. We shouldn’t abandon my position so easily.”
Colmon followed my gaze. “Do they trust you?”
“You tell me,” I said slyly. “You’re the one who has been watching.”
“Trust isn’t easy to gauge from a distance.”
We stared at each other. Guilt flitted across his features, resentment across mine. It would be wrong, however, to let my emotion spill over. He was carrying out instructions, the same as I.
“I believe they do trust me. Murchad and Sláine especially,” I said, deciding to answer the question. We were playing a game now. The words I spoke would be repeated, and I had to convince those on the council who could stand up to Tomas that it was worth letting me stay.
Colmon rubbed his neck. “Everyone was surprised when Senna returned with your message. I don’t think anyone on the council expected you to succeed.”
“Tomas must have. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have sent me.”
“Oh, he was the most surprised of all.”
In the distance, the guard carrying my bag caught my eye. Colmon saw him too. Then he stared at me, undecided as to what to do next. He was so strong that I wouldn’t have put it past him to sweep me up and run off with me into the forest. Aside from the guard, no one would even know I had left my tent, and Colmon could knock the guard out easier than a baby lamb.
I lowered my voice. “If they don’t sign the peace treaty, and a war breaks out between King Brian and King Sechnall, I will come back to Fennit Island. However, if it is signed, I will stay in Killaloe and continue to raise Broccan. That was the agreement I made with Tomas and Rónnat. I will not break it on a whim.”
“Tomas doesn’t have ‘whims’ anymore, only orders.” A trace of bitterness tainted his words. I guessed my cousin didn’t like being constrained by the new laws any more than Rónnat had. His sword, the object I had never seen him without, was firmly sheathed at his side.
I reached out to touch the hilt. “Do you find not fighting difficult?”
He shook his head. “I loathe fighting. I loathe killing even more.”
“But you are a warrior. That is your gift.”
“I’ve hated that too. It’s not easy to take a life, even when it’s justified. I am glad that my sword is sheathed. I have no wish to use it again.”
His words shocked me, for I’d seen him practise his sword skills many times at the fortress. He’d always seemed so happy. Now all I could see was sadness. “You have killed many of our enemies, Colmon. The Fomorians who attacked our fortress would have killed us all if not for you and the other warriors. Father told me so. Do not hate your gift.”
Colmon grunted. “The Fomorians were a strange breed to be sure. Power-hungry, dangerous, destructive. It’s in their blood. When they faced me on the battlefield, the sword came alive in my hand, my strength and speed driving me to destroy those who would hurt us. I don’t regret my actions that day, but I still see them dying when I close my eyes at night.”
“I am sorry, Colmon. I didn’t know.”
Colmon raised his chin. “Be careful, cousin. You don’t know death the way I do. If you had any sense, you’d go back to the fortress and away from all this.”
“No.” I shook my head. “I can’t. Not yet.”
Colmon stared at me a moment and took a deep breath. “If that is your wish, I will tell the council.” He pushed his hand up his sleeve and pulled out a short knife with a wooden handle. “Keep this. It would ease my mind.”
I reached forward, took it from him and placed it in my bag. “I hope I never need it.”
“Me too, cousin. Me too.”
The guard finally reached us, gasping and wheezing as he thrust my second bag into my lap. I thanked him and took out one of the pots. Deciding that the cress paste was the least pungent of the ointments, I spread it over Colmon’s ear.
Colmon hid a bemused grin as the guard retched with fatigue. When he next looked at me, his serious expression had faded, and he took a strand of my white hair in his hand. “Gobnat has done quite a job on you.”
“I know. I’m hideous.”
Colmon winked. “The ugliest thing I have ever seen.”
“Thanks.”
He smirked and was about to give me another insult, when his eyes suddenly hardened. Footsteps, loud footsteps, were coming our way.
“Are you well, Brother?”
I turned to find Murchad, Lonán, Eocha and twenty of Murchad’s men standing behind us.
“I am, Prince Murchad,” Colmon replied.
Colmon stood from his seat on the tree trunk. He was at least six inches taller than Murchad, broader too.
But Murchad did not shrink back from my cousin. “Where did you say your monastery was?”
“I didn’t say. Nobody asked.”
“I’m asking.”
“Armagh.”
“You are far from home, then.” Murchad gave Colmon a dry smile. “Good luck in your travels home. Please take any food and drink you need.”
“I thank you, but no,” Colmon said, rubbing his chin. “I do not need anything.” He turned to me. “Thank you, Fódla. My ear feels better already.” And with that, he bowed to Murchad and walked into the woods.
I watched after him until Murchad held out his hand to help me up.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
I nodded and picked up my bags.
“That was a big man. If he wasn’t a monk, he’d make some warrior!” Lonán slapped Murchad’s arm, and the men behind them muttered in agreement.
Murchad nodded, yet the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Did he mention King Sechnall, Fódla?”
“No.”
“Did he ask questions about the treaty or how many men were here?”
“No.”
Murchad’s shoulders relaxed, though he continued to stare into the forest.
“Goodnight, then,” I said quietly and slipped away to my tent. Glad that no one had followed, I sealed the door behind me.
My mind whirled with all that Colmon had said. King Brian was to be made King of the South? Was this a peace treaty or a land grab? What kind of spy was I if I couldn’t find out information as important as that?
But, in truth, it was Colmon’s words about Tomas that confused me the most. No one had expected me to succeed? Tomas most of all. Why then had I been given the mission in the first place?
Tomas had often told me of the deceit of mortal men, and he spoke of our own kind as if we were without fault. How could that be true if he sent me on a mission which he believed I would fail? In times long since passed, I would have gone to him and asked him to explain, and he would have won me over with enough words that I forgot the reason I had been angry in the first place – just like after Rónnat’s trial. He would call me paranoid, anxious, and I, eager to avoid giving credence to these names, would concede his points. I would give in.
My hand reached into my bag and found the last of the sleeping potions Tomas had brewed for me. I hadn’t used one in a long time. The grief that had plagued me for so long had dampened over the last year, but tonight, it wasn’t grief that held me in its grip. It was anger and confusion.
Twisting the lid open, I poured the liquid into my mouth. Broccan’s image appeared every time I blinked, the darkness already pulling me under. Tomas wanted me to leave him behind. Well, I wouldn’t. Broccan… came first… before everything else.



DUBLIN, 999
Gormflaith
With Sitric and his warriors away raiding, I had little to do.
The slaves ran around the great hall, fussing over everything, trying to impress me while Sitric was gone. A pointless endeavour, for I had no interest in who did what and who got the better jobs. I taunted them occasionally, teased them with promotions and opportunities, but it was all too easy. Their happiness and following disappointment as predictable as the sun rising in the morning and setting in the evening.
The market did nothing to lift my spirits either. Giovanni had arrived from Venice, my slaves told me. Odo of Bordeaux was here with new silks from Paris, and the Haraldsson brothers from Denmark had come into port yesterday. But I had spoken to them so many times over the years, I could practically regurgitate the conversation we would have in my head. The gods, the sea, gold and war.
This morning, however, was different.
On the first day after a full moon, Sitric usually sat in the great hall and listened to the complaints of the people. As king he was the law-giver, and this was how the Vikings dealt with their problems. No ollamhs governed here like they did in the Irish kings’ halls, reading and interpreting the long pages of rules and fines set out in the Brehon laws. Here, the king’s word was final.
Last night, a full moon had shone bright in the sky, so with Sitric away, this month’s thing fell to me.
Dressed in my finest silks and furs, I sat on the great throne. My fingers rubbed the smooth spot on the arms, back and forth, gliding over the same groove Amlav once pressed his fingers against. He had said it helped soothe his mind when making difficult decisions.
Onguen sat beside me, as was her right as Sitric’s wife, but for all that he petted after her, she didn’t say much. Today she fumbled at her bracelets, barely noticing that the hall had filled. It irked me that he had chosen her as his queen. So far, she’d only given him a daughter, and a sickly one at that. Even that didn’t bother him. Look after her, had been the last thing Sitric said to me before he set off. Promise me. It was as if she were a child.
“Do you wish to say anything today?” I asked her politely.
She shook her head.
“Good.”
The hall filled, almost full to bursting. My heart fluttered a little. I’d heard no gossip from the slaves, but a full hall usually meant a serious complaint was being raised. I waved my hands, and the doors closed.
“My queen.” One of the women standing in front of me took a step forward.
I raised my eyes to meet hers. The crowd hushed.
“Yes, Svanhild,” I answered, for I already knew her name. She sold blankets and woollen clothing in the market. The quality was too poor to be suitable for me, but Gytha used to purchase tunics for the slave children from her stall from time to time.
Svanhild smiled nervously. “I have brought my daughter, Asfrid, here to speak with you.”
She nudged a girl, aged about fourteen, forward. Trembling and lips quivering, the girl could barely lift her eyes from the floor. A thick scarf was wrapped around her head, and her fingers dug into the fabric of her pinafore so hard that the straps had ripped at the shoulders. I recognised her from the marketplace. Tall, with long, flaxen hair, she was a true Norse beauty.
“What complaint do you have, Asfrid?”
The girl stared at her mother. Svanhild wrapped her arm over her daughter’s shoulders and gave her an encouraging nod.
Asfrid sighed and removed the scarf from her head.
Gasps filled the hall. The girl’s hair had been cut away, leaving it like that of a young boy’s. Short tufts stuck out in odd directions, while the few longer strands reached the base of her neck. Large blue bruises and scratches marked her forehead and neck.
I leaned forward. “Who did this to you, child?”
“A man attacked me last night in my house when Mother was visiting my aunt. He wore a mask over his face, but I believe it was Ulf Bodvarsson.”
I stared across the room to where Ulf and his family stood, all of them glaring at Asfrid.
“Why do you believe it was him?” I asked.
“Because he was jealous of my upcoming marriage,” she stammered. “Ulf asked me to marry him last spring and was angry when I said no.”
Svanhild nodded. “Two moons ago, I agreed a marriage between Asfrid and Conchobar, the cousin of King Tuathal of the Uí Muiredaig. It was a great match for Asfrid, for we are not a family of noble lineage or wealth, but Asfrid’s beauty won him over.” Svanhild clenched her jaw. “But when he came to greet Asfrid this morning to make the final arrangements for the wedding… Well, he called it off when he saw her like this.”
“Of course he did.” I stared at the poor girl before me. “As an Irish princess myself, I know the importance Irish men place on the length of hair. They call it our great beauty, and Asfrid’s has been shorn away.”
Svanhild nodded. “That is why we seek compensation from Ulf. We demand he compensates us for the lost dowry and the cutting of Asfrid’s hair.”
Ulf bristled at this, which I knew he would. He was a trader, a wealthy one, but the loss of a marriage between a Viking girl and Irish royalty would have a high fine value. More than that, in Irish law, the cutting of a woman’s hair without her consent was one of the gravest crimes a man could commit, and that too would have severe consequences if I were to find him guilty.
I rubbed my fingers along the smooth groove in the throne’s arm. “What do you say, Ulf? Did you do this?”
He shook his head. “I would never do such a thing.”
“Where were you last night?”
“I was with my mother and my ten children.”
“It was late,” Asfrid cut in. “They could have been sleeping when you snuck out.”
Ulf’s mother, Ulli, shouted that she had not slept until the firepits had burned out, while Svanhild snapped back that Ulli was known to nod off in the great hall, mid-sentence. I let them quibble and shout, and I stared at Ulf as they did. He didn’t shout. He was completely silent.
“You say the man was wearing a mask, Asfrid?” I asked, once they’d stopped bickering. “Aside from having a falling out, what else makes you think it was him? Are there any witnesses?”
The young girl rubbed her arms with her hands, trying her best to ignore the snide whispers from Ulf’s family. “I know it was him because I could see his eyes through the mask and smell his breath. But it was late. None of our neighbours saw anything.”
“I find that strange,” Ulf said. “The attack on you appears to have been very violent. I can’t believe that nobody heard it.”
“What are you implying, Ulf?” I asked.
“I think Svanhild cut Asfrid’s hair. She might have given her the bruises too.”
Asfrid’s lips parted, and she clutched a handful of the hair sticking up at the crown of her head. “Lies! Why would my mother do this to me?”
Ulf shrugged. “Perhaps this Conchobar realised his mistake in marrying a girl born so low. Perhaps he decided to call the wedding off, and your mother, having lost out on your dowry, made up this story. Everyone knows your family has fallen on hard times since your father’s death.” He thumbed the thick seal fur that lined his cloak and the gold jewellery around his neck. He glanced at the other men in the room. “And surprise, surprise, Svanhild picked the richest trader in Dublin to accuse, all because I once gave a sideways glance to her daughter.”
The men in the hall nodded, some muttered in agreement.
I kept my nerve. “Svanhild claims you proposed marriage to Asfrid.”
Ulf hissed. “I’ve admired her beauty. But marriage? No.” He threw his hands up in the air. “I can marry any girl I want. I’ve had at least five offers from good Dublin families since my wife died last year.”
Asfrid dissolved in floods of tears. “You’re a liar.”
Svanhild swept her daughter into her arms and held her tight. “I did not cut my daughter’s hair. No mother would ever do that.”
Silence descended on the hall once again, and all eyes stared at me. It was time to give my judgement. I watched Ulf for a moment. He was friends with Sitric and was very wealthy, a good warrior too. We would need his support and his gold when the war with Brian began.
“You have brought no evidence here today, Svanhild. I can’t punish Ulf based on his breath. In fact, given your daughter’s tender age and beauty, I think it reckless that you left her unattended in the middle of the night.”
Svanhild started. “My sister is pregnant and needed me to help her with her younger children. My daughter should be safe—”
I tapped my fingers. “You should have brought her with you.”
The men in the hall nodded, as did some of the older women. “Perhaps it is you I should punish? The fine for neglecting a child is an ounce of silver. The fine for lying about the reputation of another man much, much greater. Two ounces of gold.”
Svanhild shook her head, her chin trembling.
“It makes me very sad,” I continued. “The loss of Asfrid’s beauty is something we should all mourn. It is not her fault she has such a careless mother.” I stared about the room. “Is there any man here who will offer her their hand in marriage in place of the Irish prince? The girl should not have to share in her mother’s ruin.”
Ulf raised his hand.
“Ulf?” I let surprise light my face, though I had half suspected he would do this. “You make an offer?”
“I feel sorry for Asfrid too, and out of respect for Svanhild’s late husband, I will forget the fine, if her daughter agrees to the match.”
“That is kind of you.”
Ulf shrugged, dismissing my compliment. “I have ten young children. It is a great burden to bring up so many, which is why I have not agreed to any of the offers of marriage put before me so far.” He rubbed his chin as he looked at Asfrid. “She is no longer a great beauty, but I hear she is a hard worker. Her value in looking after my children can serve me better than the fine on her mother.”
“What do you say, Svanhild? Asfrid? Is this marriage agreeable to you? Or would you prefer the fine?”
Svanhild’s breathing was so rapid she sounded like she was choking. “I can’t afford it. I have two young sons to care for. Please, reconsider. Believe—”
“Then you will be cast out,” I said, interrupting. “Or you and your family will become fuidir until your debt is paid.”
“No,” Asfrid shouted, taking her mother’s hand. “I agree to the match. There is no need to give my mother a fine.”
I clasped my fingers together. “Then it is resolved.” I addressed the crowd. “Both parties have found a solution that suits them. If anyone disagrees, they should speak now.”
No one spoke, as I expected. No other complainants came forward, and the hall quickly emptied. Asfrid and Svanhild left together, huddled into each other, crying, while Ulf and his family laughed among themselves.
“Why did you do that to her?” Onguen whispered once they left.
“Oh, so you do speak.” I rolled my eyes. “I thought you were mute.”
“Not mute, no. I just rarely have anything to say.”
“And you do now?”
She nodded. “That man attacked Asfrid. You must see that.”
“Maybe I do.”
“Then why make her marry him?”
“No one else is going to. By the time her hair grows back, her youthful beauty will have faded. Besides, she will be well looked after with Ulf. He is rich. Richer than a girl like her should dare hope for.”
“But he hurt her. She doesn’t love him.”
“And what do you know of love?” I turned, eyebrow raised. “You certainly don’t love my son.”
Her expression evened, and the usual blandness of her features returned. “I love Sitric with all my heart. He is my husband.”
I snorted. “Save it. He isn’t here. He can’t hear you.”
She turned her head and stared out the main doors of the hall. The sea was tranquil today, the waves gently cascading over the beach, but thick, grey clouds gathered along the horizon. A storm was brewing and would be upon us before midday. But of course, Onguen wouldn’t know that. All she saw was the calm.
“Your story isn’t so special, Onguen,” I said. “Captured by a Viking crew from your home in Cornwall, you were sold at the Dublin market against your will. No doubt there is a young man back home who you were madly in love with. I’d even venture to say he was in love with you too.”
She said nothing. She barely breathed.
“When Sitric lies with you, it is this boy’s face you have in your mind, isn’t it? And when you look at the sea, you imagine yourself sailing home, and this boy waiting for you, arms open.”
She didn’t respond, but the single tear leaking from her eye gave her away.
I laughed. “Women are so predictable. It’s sad, really. It’s why men, as stupid as they are, rule the world.”
“I am happy here,” she said dully. “I have no desire to leave.”
“Good,” I answered. “Because you would not be welcomed home. You were a whore before my son took pity on you. Ridden by so many men, you’ve probably lost count. Your stomach is stretched from bearing a child. Stripped of your innocence and beauty, your old lover would be repulsed. Your value has been shorn away, just like Asfrid’s.”
She stood. “You are right. Everyone I once knew would be disgusted by what I’ve become.” She strolled absent-mindedly across the hall toward Sitric’s room. Her daughter, Edysis, was crying, but that didn’t quicken her step. Not that she needed to do anything, the wet nurse saw to all that, but it was as if she didn’t even hear it.
“Onguen,” I called after her. “Ask the slaves to escort you to the market. A jeweller from Tunisia has just arrived with a new style of silver bracelet. You should buy yourself something nice. Sitric told me that you could get yourself anything you wanted.”
Onguen nodded before disappearing down the hallway.
The main doors creaked, the heavy oak straining against the rising wind as someone pressed the guard for entrance. I sat back on the throne. Perhaps one of our people from outside the city had come for judgement. I settled and then nodded at the guard to let whoever it was inside.
It wasn’t a Viking who entered. Instead, a monk walked into the great hall. I wrapped my furs around me. The very thought of them entering the city made my stomach lurch.
Four more of them came in. The leader was old, with withered, sagging skin, and hawkish eyes. The next three who came in behind him were all young, with not a hair on their chins between them. The last man, however, caught my eye. He was tall, with shoulder-length blond hair and dark green eyes. Handsome. Not in the Viking or Irish way, for his face was clean-shaven. English, maybe, though his colouring was pale for a Saxon.
“Queen Gormflaith,” the older monk said. “I am Abbot Francis from the Lusk Monastery. I am here at the request of High King Sechnall, King of all Ireland, King of Meath and—”
“Yes, yes.” I waved my hand. “I know who King Sechnall is.”
The abbot bowed his head. One of the young men gazed at the warriors beside me, his jaw clenched, while the other three stared at the floor.
“You are welcome here,” I said. “There is no need to be scared.”
The old monk appraised me keenly. “It is hard to walk into the city whose people burned our nunnery only seven years ago. Jesus, however, teaches us that we must forgive those who harm us.”
I stifled a laugh. What a pious fool, coming here to give me a lecture.
“We are not afraid of dying for Christ,” the young, dark-haired monk shouted passionately.
“That is very noble of you.” I grinned. “But you don’t need to worry about dying today. I’ll have a rowboat prepared so that you may inspect Erin’s Eye as Sechnall asked. You will not be harmed while you go about your business, I can vouch for that.”
The abbot’s jawline relaxed, somewhat placated by my words.
“No one has inhabited the island for quite a while,” I added. “It won’t be usable in its current state, and a storm is blowing in. How long do you intend to stay?”
“We only wish to inspect it and see what materials we require,” the abbot replied. “We don’t plan on starting any building work until spring.”
I nodded. “Then let me know what timber and thatch you need. I will see my men have it ready for when you return.”
“I did not expect such kindness.” The abbot placed his weight on his stick, and the three young monks who had stared resolutely at the floor looked up for the first time. The fourth monk, the handsome one, didn’t move.
“Abbot Francis,” I said, rewarding him with a generous smile. “May I ask the names of your brothers?”
Abbot Francis nodded. “This is Brother Abdomnán, Brother Bécán and Brother Scuithin.”
I nodded in greeting to each of them and waited for the last monk to be introduced, but no name was forthcoming. “I count five monks in my hall, Abbot Francis. You have only given me four names.”
“This is Brother Tomas,” the abbot said, passing his hand over the head of the fifth man, “but he is not from Lusk. He has just returned from a pilgrimage to Rome. We met him on the path here.” The abbot smiled at the new monk with devout fervour. “He asked to come with us, and I was honoured to accept his request.”
Tomas? I froze as the blood drained from my face. Could this be the Brother Tomas? The one who killed Raoul. Surely not. Not even the Descendants could be so bold as to try and infiltrate a Dublin monastery before it was rebuilt. Or could they? But as I stared at him again – the green eyes, blond hair, fair skin – everything about him was as Mother described.
“Greetings, Queen Gormflaith,” Brother Tomas said. “I hope you don’t mind that I am here.”
“It is not my business to mind,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t shake. “If Abbot Francis has agreed that you can assist him in rebuilding the monastery on Erin’s Eye, then that is his concern.”
Brother Tomas gave a small smile and took a step behind the abbot in a way that implied his complete subservience. What to do? I wanted to ask him some questions, but mother told me that some Descendants could smell the Fomorian fire within us. What if he already knew what I was?
I rubbed my fingers once more along the smooth arm of the throne. Well, if he already knew, then there was nothing I could do. On the other hand, if he didn’t know, if he hadn’t been in my presence for long enough, perhaps a question or two wouldn’t hurt.
“What monastery were you a part of before your pilgrimage, Brother Tomas?”
“I lived as a hermit before my pilgrimage.”
He spoke quietly, but there was a melody to his intonation that was captivating. “Where did you take your vows?”
“An Iúraigh.”
“That is in Ulaid?”
He nodded.
“Why do you not return there?”
“Vikings sacked the monastery while I was away. I am afraid the other monks were taken as slaves and the church destroyed. Abbot Francis has agreed that I can help rebuild his monastery before I decide what to do.”
“That is kind of him, but it is a wonder that you don’t return to the place of your birth. Your accent is not fully an Ulaid one. It sounds like you’ve lived in Munster too.”
His eyelashes fluttered. “You study accents?”
“A little.”
“Well,” he conceded, “I did live in Munster for a time.”
“West coast or south?”
His eyebrows knotted to meet in the middle.
I laughed, growing bolder. “Humour me, Brother Tomas. Answer me this, and then I will let you go.”
He held my gaze. “West.”
“And were you fortunate enough to live near the sea? I’ve heard the western coast is very wild.”
“It is.”
The handsome monk gazed at me earnestly, interested, but not enraptured. Enough. Time for this conversation to end. I turned to Falk. “Can you escort these monks to the island? Make sure you bring them back before the storm breaks.”
Falk agreed and led the monks out. They walked in silence, hands pressed together as if in prayer. None of them looked back.
I thudded my head against the throne as the door closed. Could this Brother Tomas really be the same man who killed Raoul? Every fibre of my body wanted the answer to be no. But every time my heart thudded against my chest, it told me the answer was yes. I had time to think, at least, and when he came back in the spring, I could discover more. Perhaps I could insist one of my slaves worked for the monks so I wouldn’t have to speak to him myself? That way I might find out where the Tuatha Dé Danann fortress was.
The doors creaked open again and two families entered. More judgement awaited. I rubbed my fingers once more along the groove and waited for them to speak.
*
Aside from a farmer’s dispute over what land was to be used for grazing, no one else came in, and after hours of waiting, Falk walked through the door.
“How did the monks fare?” I asked.
“They saw what they wanted and have already left for Lusk.”
“Good. Has the storm blown in?”
He shook his head. “It’s brewing all right. The air is thick with it.”
Falk turned to leave, his job for the day done.
“Did they say anything else of interest?” I called after him.
Falk paused. “Not really. They mostly talked about where to position the church and then gave me a list of the materials they needed.” He gave me a sly grin as he pushed back his greying hair. “You’d have found it very dull.”
“Show me the list,” I said. “Let me see what plans they have.”
“I left it in my house, but we can walk along the embankment, and I can point out where they plan to build from there, if you like?”
“Yes.” I stood. “I need some fresh air.”
My sudden interest surprised Falk, but he seemed happy enough to oblige, and we made our way outside and strolled along the beach toward his house. Though the island was invisible to the city, as soon as we walked across the embankment, the small island came into view. It was deserted here at this time of night; the fierceness of the wind blowing in sending everyone into their houses, but it was a beautiful spot. The Dublin settlement was visible to the south, and the wilderness of Ireland visible to the north. Two worlds colliding.
Falk pointed at the east side of the island. “They want the church in sight of the shore to remind our people that the One God is everywhere and sees everything.” He rolled his eyes as he said it. A true pagan still, even though the world around us was changing.
The monks were clever, and if Tomas was a Descendant, he’d be close by. He could come into Dublin every day if he wanted. Too close for comfort.
“Come,” Falk said, shivering beside me. “Let’s go back before the storm breaks, and we are turned to ice. I’ll bring you the list tomorrow.”
I lowered my shawl over my face and was about to turn when something in the sea caught my eye. A small boat had left the longphort and was already being swept toward the embankment. Gods save us. What idiot had gone fishing with a storm like this blowing in? There was only one figure in the boat. I squinted, trying to make out who it was. They were well wrapped up in furs, whoever it was, but that wouldn’t stop them from getting soaked through once they reached the larger waves beyond the bay.
“Falk,” I said. “Whose boat is that?”
Falk turned and growled. “It’s mine. A thief! And he’s got no chance of rowing it out.”
“He looks small, whoever it is. Your Arni wouldn’t have taken a notion to—”
Falk didn’t let me finish my sentence and sprinted toward the sea, the damp sand doing little to slow him. “Arni,” he shouted. “Come back! The storm will smash you to pieces!”
“No. Look.” I pointed into the distance. “Look, Falk.” Through the evening dusk, a larger ship was just about visible, and moving closer to the shore, though not turning to sail into the longphort. “Whoever it is must be making their way there.”
Falk followed the line of my finger, his brow furrowed. “That’s the Haraldssons’ ship… They left a few hours ago. Why have they come back?”
My attention turned once again to the figure in the small rowboat. The Haraldssons had come back for him, whoever it was, but why? If it was a member of their crew, why not wait for him before setting sail?
The figure in the boat suddenly turned, pulling hard against the oar to avoid the waves crashing over the side. It was not the adolescent face of Falk’s son who greeted us, nor any of the Danish men who served with the Haraldssons.
“Onguen!” I ran forward. “What are you doing?”
Falk stilled beside me.
“Onguen! Come back. Come back, right now!”
I knew she could hear us, even with the waves crashing about her and the wind howling in her ears. But my voice only made her pull the oars harder.
“What is she doing?” Falk mumbled beside me. His eyes creased round the sides, trying to work it out.
It was all too obvious to me. Onguen was leaving Sitric. She had paid the Haraldssons to take her home. What had been their price? Gold? Or simply humiliating my son by taking his woman? Stupid, stupid girl. There was no way they’d take her home. She was too valuable for that. If they ransomed her, Sitric would have no choice but to pay. A kidnapped wife was a humiliation that no king could take without consequences.
My heart suddenly thudded in my chest. She knows. She knows about the pact between Sitric and Sechnall to overthrow Brian Boru. If she was to tell anyone, even mention their meeting… it would ruin everything.
Hardly able to breathe, I watched the Haraldssons ship drop anchor, heard the calls of the men urging Onguen to row harder against the strengthening waves.
How dare they. How dare they come into my city and take what belongs to my son. I held out my hand. Power, fire, flame and smoke surged through me. It came so quickly I couldn’t control it. The strength of the bolt that flew from my hand threw me and Falk to the sand.
Falk coughed and spluttered as he stood. “What was that?”
“It was… lightning,” I answered, shaking.
Falk rubbed his hands over his tunic and looked about him for signs of the strike. His eyes widened. “The ship! It’s on fire!”
He stood, open-mouthed, as the ship’s sails fed the huge flames, and plumes of dark smoke filled the sky. Screams and shouts drifted on the wind. The men who only moments ago had been calling for Onguen, were now calling out for their God to save them.
Onguen stopped rowing. As the ship went down, and the men with it, she turned and stared at us. Carefully, she reached for a rope and tied it tight around her waist. I could tell, even from here, that she was wearing Gluniairn’s great bear cloak. It was so big it enveloped her slight frame with ease. It was so thick the weight alone...
“No!” I ran into the sea, the waves crashing around my thighs.
Falk sprinted behind me, throwing his thick arms around my shoulders and hauling me back to shore. “The tide will sweep you out.”
“Make her come home, Falk. You can swim. Bring her to me.”
Falk shook his head and held me tight. “Thor is angry, Gormflaith. He struck the Haraldssons’ ship with his hammer because they betrayed Sitric. What happens to Onguen is up to him also.”
I couldn’t move from under his arm, but I refused to take my eyes off her, though the waves had grown so tall they obscured her from sight when the boat slipped into the swell. Why was she doing this? She had everything. Sitric, a baby, gold and jewels that the whole of Dublin envied. Why did she have to humiliate him like this? She didn’t deserve to go peacefully. She deserved to be ripped apart, limb by limb.
“Falk,” I screamed. “Make her come back. Get another of your boats and bring her to me.”
“It’s too late,” he hushed. “She’s gone.”
I stared at the sea, and as the next wave crashed against the shore, an empty boat rose on the crest. It glided for a moment, pivoting on the edge, and then the water, as greedy as a kraken, enveloped it within its grey squall, and dragged it under.
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King Brian and his sons rode at the front of the entourage. Their men followed behind in rows of twenty. Those wealthy enough to have horses trotted forward so they made up the front lines. I knew horses well enough to tell that they understood their master’s moods, and it was a testament to their training that they didn’t bristle at being so close to each other.
High King Sechnall and his kin were waiting for us on the other side of the plain. If I thought King Brian was being overly cautious with his six hundred men, I was mistaken. King Sechnall had at least double our numbers.
I rode beside the princesses and their female companion, Caomibhe, at the back, where we were enclosed by a group of the king’s best warriors. Colmon’s warning rang in my ear. Tomas thinks this will turn into a battle. I glanced about me. There was a forest to the west… If things went badly, that was where I would go. Once ensconced in the thick foliage, the mortal warriors would never find me.
But what about Bébinn and Sláine? The two girls riding beside me had other concerns on their mind this morning. Bébinn stared out at Sechnall and his men with childish curiosity, glancing occasionally at Sláine for support. Sláine smiled at her sister when these glances came her way, but tears shone in her eyes when Bébinn looked elsewhere.
A horn sounded out over the quiet plain. In his usual sombre fashion, Father Marcán lifted a small wooden box into the air with his right hand. This was the signal for us to move forward and meet the High King.
“It contains a thorn from the crown of Christ,” Sláine whispered to Bébinn as our horses slowly stepped forward. “Or so Father Marcán says.”
“Why does he carry it with him?” I asked. I supposed I should know, but I couldn’t fathom any reason as to why it should be here or hold such importance.
“Both kings will have to touch it while they swear their oaths,” Sláine said. “Father Marcán says, if either of them breaks their vows, that God will strike them down and curse their souls into hell where they will burn for all eternity.”
I watched the box with interest. In the old religion, the people of Ireland followed the teachings of the Tuatha Dé Danann. There were fewer rules to be sure, less judgement. Our ancestors spoke of peace and love, but also, I had to admit, revelled in mischief. The new religion had none of that. The leader, Jesus, spoke of peace and forgiveness and morality, but there was no room for error or sin. Fear of hellfire made both pauper and king tremble. Today, that was a fortuitous thing, and I hoped the two kings believed in the Son of the One God enough to keep their vows. I glanced at King Brian. He had broken sanctuary before. Would swearing on a thorn be enough to hold him?
As we neared the men of Meath, a man rode out from their front rank to approach ours. Dressed from head to toe in the finest silks of deep reds and purples, he looked every inch a king. “That’s him,” Sláine whispered to her sister. “That’s Sechnall.”
Bébinn stretched her neck, straining to glimpse the rider. Her hopeful smile faltered.
I saw why. Despite the expensive clothing, High King Sechnall was a dour man, and right now his face was as stern as any I’d ever seen.
“Don’t trust him, Bébinn,” Sláine whispered. “But don’t worry, either. I’ll make sure Father brings you back before the year is out.”
Bébinn nodded. Her cheeks were flushed, and her chest rose rapidly under her silk dress. She was too young and too sweet to be traded this way. I wished I had said something to Murchad last night, or at least suggested that someone else be used in the fostering ceremony. I couldn’t imagine being taken away from my sister at her age. It would have broken my heart.
The horn sounded again. I turned my attention back to the two kings who were now walking toward each other with their kinsmen and priests in tow. The wooden box containing the thorn of Christ’s crown was held high into the air for all to see.
I watched them intently. King Brian’s calm face, expressionless at all times, stared into the quiet arrogance of Sechnall’s, while Murchad and Tadc stood close to their father. Sechnall had three younger men standing with him. I guessed they were his sons. Never had I seen such an array of coloured fabrics, and gold and silver jewellery. Even Murchad, who’d I’d never seen wearing such finery before, was covered in gold rings and jet brooches.
From this distance, I couldn’t hear the words, though I could see the kings’ lips moving. The priests nodded and smiled as King Brian and King Sechnall reached forward to touch the thorn of Christ.
The tension in my chest slowly unwound. They were saying the vows. Both of them.
“There you go,” Bébinn whispered to her sister. “I told you Father would go through with it.”
Sláine shrugged.
“I don’t know why you thought he wouldn’t,” Bébinn teased. “Murchad said it would happen, and he never lies.”
“Father does, though.”
“Not to Murchad.”
“Not to Murchad, no,” Sláine conceded.
“Look.” Bébinn pointed ahead. “Father and High King Sechnall have locked arms. That means it’s over.”
The warriors standing in front of us clapped, others cheered. Tensed shoulders eased. Strained jaws turned into grins.
“Are you excited about the feast tonight, Bébinn?” Caomibhe asked.
Bébinn grinned.
“What about you, Sláine?” This time an edge of caution entered Caomibhe’s voice.
“I’d rather throw myself in the river and eat raw eels.”
“Sláine,” Caomibhe admonished. “This is meant to be an opportunity for the Uí Brian and Cholmáin clans to become friends. If you scowl the entire time, it will not help your father’s cause.”
“Do you not remember when King Sechnall invaded our lands?” Sláine snapped, her eyes bright.
“I remember it well, princess. I am much older than you, so I also remember when the Vikings invaded, and the old King of Leinster. Kings have raided our land since time began. Believe me, making peace is the best way, and it’s time you learned you can’t have peace without forgiveness.”
Sláine rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. “Shall we go back to the tents then and get ready? If we are to be on display, we may as well make sure we eclipse the ladies of Meath. From the look of them, it won’t be too hard.”
Bébinn glanced up at her sister uncertainly, the way she did when not sure which mood of Sláine’s would win out.
To my relief, Sláine took her sister’s hand in hers and gave a warm smile. “Come, sister. We shall dance all night. I promise, I’ll be on my best behaviour.”
“A year won’t be long, Sláine,” Bébinn whispered. “I’ll be back before you know it.”
“How are you so wise, little sister?”
“I’m not. I’m just wiser than you.”
Sláine chuckled. “I suppose that’s not difficult.” She turned her horse. “Come. Let’s go. You too, Fódla.”
“Do you need me to help you get ready?”
“You’re invited too, silly,” Bébinn said. “Didn’t Murchad tell you last night?”
I shook my head.
Bébinn sighed. “He must have forgotten.”
The idea of attending a feast where there would be hundreds of men, royalty at that, made my stomach ache. It would be awful.
“I have nothing to wear.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that, I have a dress that will fit you,” Sláine said, giving us a sly wink. “Besides, it doesn’t matter what you wear. Everyone will be staring at me.”
*
The musicians playing in Sechnall’s hall were rather good, not up to the standards of the harpists at Fennit Island, but lively enough to ensure that most of the company got up for a dance at one stage or another. I found my toes tapping under my dress and smiled at the laughter of those in the crowd, now unburdened by caution.
The hall was decorated with ornate silk drapes and large vases of wildflowers, and the servants carried a never-ending supply of wine and food into the hall. Every face was a happy one. Even King Brian and High King Sechnall, who sat side by side at the top table, talked as if they were old friends.
My grin faded. Were those false smiles masks of friendship? Or did they both truly want peace? Somehow, I had imagined a mortal’s deceit to appear obvious, but it wasn’t at all. If it was false, the illusion was too complete, too well made.
However, for now, the treaty was holding, and that was something.
Sláine and Bébinn were up dancing, and just as Sláine had predicted, she was garnering a lot of attention from the men in High King Sechnall’s family. She twirled and spun but refused to look any of them in the eye. What a tease she was, and how
the expressions of restrained adoration on the men’s faces made me laugh.
“Fancy a dance, Fódla?”
I glanced up to find Lonán standing behind me. “No.” I shook my head. “I’m not a good dancer.”
“Come on. I fancy a wee spin on the dancefloor, and the Meath princesses look as if they’ll eat anyone who dares ask.”
“You could ask Sláine?”
Lonán sniggered. “Her father won’t like that. Princesses of a marriageable age can’t dance with someone like me.” He held out his hand. “Come on. A wee turn about the room. It will do us both good.”
“Won’t Sadb mind?”
“Seeing as you saved her life, she’ll berate me if we don’t.”
His outstretched hand was beginning to falter, and the two men behind him muttered into their goblets.
“All right, then.” I placed my hand in his. “Why not?”
He beamed as he led me to the space in front of the musicians, and within seconds, we were whirling around the floor with the couples from the Meath contingent and Bébinn who was up with her brother, Tadc.
We had our own dances at Fennit Island, composed of intricate steps and jumps. I could see some similar patterns in these jigs and tried my best to keep up. My withered shoulder felt heavier than I was used to, and once or twice I banged into Lonán. That aside, it was great to move, to spin, to be free. From the smiles and wide eyes of the other women dancing, I could tell it wasn’t just me who delighted in the sudden release the music allowed.
At the end of the dance, everyone stopped to clap.
“I’ve to sit down now, Bébinn,” Tadc said. “Father needs me.”
“Oh.” Bébinn’s flushed face fell into a deep frown. “Please, just one more.”
“Why don’t you dance with Lonán,” I said. “I could do with a rest.”
Lonán held out his hand to the young princess, and she nodded her head. “Come,” he said, grinning. “Let’s show your sister that she’s not the only one who can dance.”
Bébinn giggled into her hands and nodded eagerly.
Relieved that I was now free to hide at the back of the hall, I made a hasty retreat. Perhaps I could even leave? The feast was over. Surely, I wouldn’t be expected to stay up all night with the princesses?
Murchad was the only member of his family still sitting at our tables, for Eocha and Tadc had both gone over to speak with King Brian and High King Sechnall at the top table. He leaned back in his chair, watching the dancing. More than one of the Meath princesses seemed determined to catch his eye, but he resolutely kept his focus on his friends and sisters.
A good time to leave. I grabbed my cloak from over the back of the chair.
“Are you enjoying yourself, Fódla?”
Murchad looked at me and beckoned me over with a wave. He was still bedecked in jewels and gold. The silver of his necklace shimmered against his light brown hair, and the rings on his fingers clinked as he reached to pull out a chair for me to sit on.
“I am,” I said, walking toward him. “Thank you.”
“Did you enjoy your dance?”
“I suppose, though I didn’t know the steps.”
“At this time of night, there aren’t any steps.”
I laughed as I sat. “Then why don’t you get up?”
“Ah,” he sighed. “A prince can’t just get up with anyone. If he did, the woman in question would be expecting a proposal before the end of the night.”
He smiled as he spoke, but I detected an air of impatience in his voice, which I found surprising. Murchad was a prince, and in mortal society, he would be considered a catch. That aside, he was young and handsome. I would expect a man in his position to court attention in the same way as Sláine, but then I remembered Lucrecia had said he mourned his wife. The thought made me suddenly sad. Over the two years I had known Murchad, my overwhelming feelings had been those of distrust and fear, but for a mortal to have such capacity to mourn spoke of something kinder than I had given him credit for. He had helped me too, and as of yet, had asked nothing of me that warranted suspicion.
“That is why Tadc has only got up with Bébinn and Sláine,” Murchad continued, waving over one of the serving girls to pour him a glass of wine. He gestured for her to also pour me one.
“But Tadc’s already married?” I said, accepting the offered cup.
“The position of a second wife would be acceptable to some. The King of Connacht has already proposed a match between Tadc and his sister.” He pointed over to a young man with auburn hair sitting at the far end of our table.
“I didn’t know the King of Connacht was here.”
“Of course he is. And the King of Ulaid and the King of Leinster.” Murchad nodded at an elderly man sitting near the High King, then at a lean man with wide shoulders and a long beard who was speaking with Tadc. “The King of Bréifne is here too. For the peace treaty to hold, we needed the kings of the other provinces to see the oaths being sworn.”
I really wasn’t a good spy, was I? This room was full of the kings of Ireland, and I hadn’t realised. If I returned to Fennit Island as Tomas wanted, this would be something he’d point out. What was the point of maintaining my position with King Brian and his family, if I still had no idea what was going on?
“I suppose… I suppose the King of Leinster especially needed to accept your father’s new role as King of Leth Moga? Your family rules over him now.”
Murchad’s lips twitched. “You sound disappointed.”
I was entering dangerous territory. But I couldn’t stop there. To make the council believe I was useful, I needed to find out something they didn’t already know. “Not disappointed. Surprised. Ireland has not been split between north and south for many hundreds of years.”
“I remember very well your words when we first met, Fódla. You think we did this for our own advancement.” His tone was weary, but not angry.
“Did you?”
“My father is now King of Leth Moga, which means we rule over Leinster as well as Munster. Traditionally, relations between our provinces have been fraught. The peace treaty will improve that. That can only be a good thing, no?” He took a sip of his wine. “Less dead men in ditches.”
That was my dearest wish, and yet now he said it, a sudden burst of shame filled me. I couldn’t explain it. His words should make me happy, and yet, something deep in the pit of my stomach niggled.
Murchad laughed. “You are frowning.” His eyes locked with mine, his expression thoughtful. “Go on. Tell me what you think. You weren’t shy about your thoughts when we first met. No point changing now.”
“I didn’t know who you were when we first met,” I said quietly.
“If you did, would it have mattered?”
“Not really.”
Murchad laughed again, this time loudly.
“It’s not my approval you should worry about.” I put more animation in my voice and tried to forget the strange sensation in my stomach. “He doesn’t look very happy.”
Murchad followed my gaze, and his smile faded. “The King of Leinster?”
I nodded.
“He probably isn’t. Donnchad had a hard time selling this treaty to his people, and his position is far from secure.”
Murchad said nothing further, so I continued to watch the dancing. Murchad watched too. For the first time since we had met, he looked relaxed, his smile unburdened by fatigue or worry.
“The treaty means a great deal to you, doesn’t it?” I said.
Murchad turned to face me, and the fine lines around his eyes crinkled as he thought. “My father has worked toward it for many years.”
“Why? What’s changed? I don’t want to be rude, but when people speak of him, it’s as a great war-chief. I heard he killed the old King of Munster and twelve hundred of his men in a single day. He doesn’t sound like a peaceful man to me.”
“When my father was growing up, he was very poor. We were not from a high-ranking family, you see.” He traced the outline of Munster on the table. “Vikings constantly raided our village, using the sea and rivers to get close to us. Amlav the Red, especially, hounded us. He killed many of my father’s friends and family, and no one came to our aid. None of the other kings. None of the priests. No one.” He paused and stared out across the hall. “My father learned how to fight, and when King Muad killed my uncle, my father killed him. Now everyone listens.”
“And that’s important to you?” I leaned closer.
He nodded. “I only have to see my son to know it’s important.” He glanced at the scars along his arm. “I don’t want him to fight the way I’ve had to. Life should not be so hard, so dangerous. My father and I don’t fight for the sake of fighting. We want to use our position to make Ireland safer. It’s the most important mission of my life.”
His eyes lit up as he spoke. He believed what he was saying. This wasn’t a lie. For a moment, the realisation made me smile. Was I a fool to believe him? I remembered Colmon’s words. Mortal men tell lies, cousin. They weave them all around you until you don’t know right from wrong. He had spent hundreds of years living with mortals before the new laws forbade it. He knew them better than anyone. And yet, when I looked at Murchad right now, I just couldn’t believe he was being false.
“Peace,” I said, tumbling over my words, “is more important than anything.”
Murchad nodded. “The priests tell us that God made us in his image, and that he has set us above wild beasts… but when mankind kills so many of their own, how can we say that?” He thumbed the rings on his right hand, pressing them against his skin. “We can’t until we learn to stop fighting.”
I didn’t speak. I couldn’t. His words mirrored many of my own thoughts. Was it truly possible that this mortal man wanted to change things? My heart fluttered at the thought of it. A world of peace. A world where a girl like Aoife could have left the fortress on Fennit Island and found a man worthy of her. A land where Broccan could grow up in safety, just as Rónnat wanted. “I hope with all my heart that the treaty holds. Is it possible?”
“It is. I do not delude myself that it will be easy though.”
“Which is why you wanted Bébinn to be fostered by King Sechnall?”
“The bonds of friendship can be a greater bind than the threat of a sword.” Murchad fingered his cup of wine and stared at his youngest sister who was still dancing with Lonán. A look of deep sadness flashed across his face, then quickly disappeared. He turned to face me. “Eat with my family when we return to Killaloe. Let us convince you that we are not the greedy monsters you think we are.”
“I’m not—”
“Whatever you’re about to say, don’t. I would like you to feast with my family. You are of Munster now.”
“I would rather not.”
“I thought you’d say that.”
“Then why ask?”
He shrugged. “Fearing rejection isn’t a good reason to not ask a question.”
I stared into my cup. “If my rejection scares you, you will have to toughen up.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because…” I pointed at my face.
Murchad gave me a strange look. “You think I care about your appearance? You are a talented healer, kind, honest, clever. These are the qualities I desire in my friends.”
The word friend rang in my ear. I hadn’t heard it in a long time. “All right, then. I’ll come and eat with your family. It would be an honour.”
“Good.” Murchad stood and fastened his cloak about his neck. “Now, please excuse me. I’d better go and speak with my father and Sechnall.”
He walked away from our table and over to King Brian and Tadc. In no time, they were laughing at something, and Murchad took a seat beside them.
Suddenly, Bébinn flopped down beside me, yawning so widely I thought her jaw was about to fracture.
“Time for bed?” I asked.
“Not yet. I want to stay up a while longer.”
“I know, but you can barely keep your eyes open.”
Sláine bounded over to us and twisted her lips. “Come on, Bébinn. I’ll go with you.”
“You don’t want to stay?”
“No. Half of the men I’ve danced with have already said they want to marry me. God knows how many would have asked if I’d been nice to them. They are awful, all of them.”
Bébinn giggled. “Men are so strange.”
“They are.” Sláine kissed her sister’s hand. “Are you coming with us, Fódla?”
I nodded, and the three of us made our way to the king’s tent, arms wrapped around each other in an attempt to stay warm. Bébinn spoke of the dancing, Sláine of the men who adored her, and the three of us laughed so hard that my cheeks ached by the time I reached my tent.



DUBLIN, 999
Gormflaith
Sitric, Harald and Gilla rode through the city, broad smiles on their faces.
It reminded me a little of the days when I first arrived in Dublin, back when Amlav and his oldest sons, Ragnall and Gluniairn, would ride into the city after a raid. A strange sensation surged through my chest. Pangs of loss for simpler times? No, not in the slightest. I had hated every minute I spent with Amlav. But what then? Why did I feel so sad?
Sitric’s gaze did not fall on me first. His eyes strayed to one of the red-headed women who stood beside the forge, then over to the great hall. He was looking for Onguen. Gilla slipped off his horse and ran over to his young wife, a baby already growing in her belly. Young love consumed him, but more than that, hope. Hope for a son. A son of Dublin, and a great-grandson of the famous Amlav the Red. The first of a new generation.
Appreciative shouts rose from the crowd. I looked past Sitric and Harald, and stared through the gate. Now that the people of Dublin had seen King Sitric return safely to the city, their solemn mood changed. Laughter and roars of delight replaced the reverent respect, which could only mean: new whores, new slaves, new treasure.
The warriors coming in through the gate dragged their plunder behind them. Bags, full to the brim with relics and silver, weighed down the horses, and behind them was a long trail of short-haired women. Nuns. They should have killed them and been done with it. The nuns’ miserable faces and ceaseless wailing would soon give the victory a sour taste. For me, anyway. Not the men. A great many of them stared at the nuns with lustful smirks, some of them even poked sticks under their skirts to catch a flash of their legs.
Máelmórda and the men of Leinster were the last to come into the city, their horses moving at a slow trot. The reason why became abundantly clear. Donnchad, King of Leinster, Lord of the Uí Dunchada, limped behind my brother’s horse, a rope binding his wrists tight to the saddle. He stumbled and staggered, seemingly only held upright by the relentless forward momentum and a desperate desire not to fall in front of the crowd.
A humiliation long overdue to the current King of Leinster. My father would have loved to have seen this, almost as much as Amlav.
Máelmórda was stifling his urge to grin, his expression fierce and solemn. The men of Leinster marching behind him were grave, too. For too long the Uí Fáeláin clan had waited for their king to be crowned king of their province, and at last, Máelmórda was putting that to rights. But oh, how Máelmórda wanted to laugh and smile. I could see the muscles at the side of his mouth twitching as he passed by.
Sitric finally dismounted and made his way over to me. I opened my arms to embrace him. “Did everything go as planned?”
He nodded. “There was almost no one protecting the monasteries, just as Sechnall told us. And Donnchad was exactly where we expected. He rode out ahead of his main army, so we were lucky. Only one hundred men to fight instead of four hundred. Harald took fifteen of them himself.”
I glanced at my brother’s procession. Donnchad’s face was covered in blood and mud. My guess was that he hadn’t been taken easily. “What about Máelmórda? Did he lose many men?”
Sitric licked his teeth. “Capturing Donnchad was harder for my uncle than expected, but the Dublin Vikings did their duty. We had to leave quickly though, before the rest of his army caught up.” He frowned as he stared at Donnchad who, now that the horses had stopped, had sunk to his knees. “I don’t understand why your brother didn’t just kill Donnchad there and then.”
My son’s face did not look as happy as when he had first arrived. I glanced over at the Viking warriors who had gone with him. Fewer had returned than had left.
“It was worth the price.” I clutched his arm. “Máelmórda will be the next King of Leinster now, and with you both at the head of such large armies, together you’ll be unstoppable.”
“Unstoppable for whom? We are bound to High King Sechnall. I have lost my men for his cause, not mine.”
“Only for a while,” I soothed. “You only have to win this battle against King Brian Boru, and you will have done as he asked. Then you can make your own trouble for Sechnall. Now he’s signed this treaty, he’s not as invincible as he used to be. His power is crumbling.”
Sitric grunted, pacified somewhat. He had agreed to this, after all. He had known what he was getting into, but the death of a king’s own men was hard to take, and this was his first taste. The men we had lost to Sechnall when he threatened Dublin had been slaves. Sitric didn’t know them. But he knew all the warriors who had left with him to capture Donnchad.
“Do you think Brian will take the bait?” I asked.
Sitric nodded. “We left one man alive to tell who had taken Donnchad. If Brian places any stock in the vows he swore at the peace treaty, he’ll have to come, and Sechnall believes that laying siege to Dublin will appeal to him.”
I drew him into another hug. “I am so glad you are home.”
He relaxed into my embrace and rested his weary bones against my shoulder. “Enough of war. Where is Onguen?”
“Come inside where we can speak in private.”
His muscles tautened, and he pulled away. “Where is she?”
“She’s left the city.” I stroked my son’s cheek, still muddied with dirt and blood. “We think she bribed the Haraldsson traders to take her home. Much of the jewellery you gifted her is gone, as is Gluniairn’s bear cloak. I told you she couldn’t be trusted.”
Sitric paled, his jaw tightened. “Are you certain? Someone might have captured—”
“No. She was seen leaving. Talk with Falk if you don’t believe me. An uncaring wench, if ever there was one. She left Edysis behind at least.”
I waited for him to speak, but he said nothing, did nothing except stare at the great hall, his home.
“Did you say anything to upset her?” His eyes burned with tears.
“Me?” I exhaled sharply. “You can’t blame this on me. She left of her own volition. And what sort of mother leaves her child behind?”
“You did.” He licked his lower lip. “You left me behind once.”
His words hit me like a slap in the face, only the welt swelled inside my chest instead of on my cheek. “Only so Gluniairn didn’t burn me on the funeral pyre along with your father,” I snapped. “I couldn’t get to you in time… and I knew Gluniairn wouldn’t hurt you.”
His hand rose to push me away, but I swivelled to the side and tugged his head toward me. “I am sorry, my love. I hate to see you in pain, but you need a proper wife. A wife from one of the royal families who understands what is expected. Slaves are good for fucking, not for breeding.”
Sitric jerked his head out of my grasp, but a sudden anger filled me, and I moved in front of him before he could stride past. “You rode through the city gates with Gilla. His wife, a princess of Ulaid, already has a baby in her belly. If he has a son, one day he will rise against you. You need to make your own dynasty. And soon.”
Sitric ran his hands through his hair, and after a few moments, the tears left his eyes. “Enough talk of wives. Am I allowed to wash away the blood I spilled for your brother?”
I nodded and gestured toward the bedrooms at the back of the great hall. “A healer is in your room, ready to tend your wounds. After that, the greatest feast the city has ever seen awaits you.”
He walked to the great hall with Harald at his side. He waved at the crowds, who clapped and cheered, and threw a handful of gems over the steps so that the children gathered there could squabble over them. To everyone here, he was the victorious king. Inside, I knew he felt anything but. For whatever reason, he had loved Onguen.
I exhaled and brushed my hair from my shoulders. Now the unpleasant business of telling Sitric about Onguen was out of the way, I could relax. I pushed her from my head and thought of what else my son had said, or at least insinuated.
Máelmórda had not fought well.
When my father trained him, his swordsmen had said that Máelmórda was strong and swift with the blade, ruthless too. So why then, did he not defeat Donnchad on the field? If he wanted to become High King and defeat the Descendants of the Tuatha Dé Danann, this would not do.
I waited until he had handed over his prisoner to the Viking warriors before I made my way over to him. “Brother!” I held my hands out, smiling. “Victory is yours.”
Máelmórda laughed and returned my hug. “Yes, sister. With the help of Dublin, our success was always assured.” He spoke loudly for those close by to hear. Proud smiles adorned the Dubliners lips, and as we strolled arm-in-arm toward the great hall, they greeted him with cheers and slaps on the back.
Once away from the crowds, I rested my chin on his shoulder. “Are you injured, Máelmórda?”
“Aye. The fight against Donnchad was difficult.”
“But you won?”
“Of course. Did you not just see him brought into the city as my prisoner?”
“Did you win by yourself?”
He frowned. “What did Sitric say?”
“Nothing.”
He stopped walking and stroked my hair with his hand. “We all have our skills, sister. A man cannot always win on brute strength alone.” He tapped his brain. “This is what will give me victory. Besides, what need for steel do we have when fire dances at our command?”
“You practised your fire-magic?”
He shook his head. “Not yet. Not until our position is stronger. But that day is coming.”
“It had better be coming,” I whispered. “A monk visited the city while you were away. Very handsome. Blond hair, green eyes. He called himself Brother Tomas.”
Recognition flickered in Máelmórda’s eyes, then fear. “Did he suspect you?”
“I don’t think so. But I can’t be sure.”
Máelmórda gritted his teeth, then wiped the dirt and sweat from his brow. “My plan is in motion, sister. Soon, we will no longer live in fear of the Tuatha Dé Danann.”
Leaving me alone on the steps, he made his way into the hall. Soon. Our victory over the Tuatha Dé Danann is coming soon. I stared at the smooth skin on my hands. Forty-one, I was now. Soon couldn’t come soon enough.
*
Just as I promised, the feast was the greatest the city of Dublin had ever produced. Not only did foods native to Ireland adorn our tables but also spices and fruits from the Mediterranean and Denmark. The musicians played pipes and flutes, filling our hall with the most beautiful music, and the women were dancing. That was until Máelmórda stood up from his seat at the high table and raised his hand to silence the crowd.
“This is a city of different faiths.” He pointed to the Seer. “The sagas of Odin and Thor and Loki.” He nodded to the old priest sitting at the top table. “And the One God. The Christ. And the Holy Spirit.”
The crowd stared, confused as to why a man of Leinster addressed them in this way. Some of them glanced at Sitric to see what he thought of Máelmórda’s sudden outburst, but my son seemed more amused than angered.
“Yet, these are not the only religions in this land. There is the old faith. The Irish faith. The stories of the Fomorians and Tuatha Dé Danann who once ruled. And from these legends we have our laws. Old laws that tell us how we should govern and who is fit to rule. It doesn’t matter what the priests of Christ or the Viking Seers say. In truth, it is the Irish Old Gods who still hold sway.”
The crowd muttered, not quite sure if he’d insulted them or not.
Máelmórda stared at the fire simmering within the firepit, a scowl suddenly spreading over his lips. “Donnchad, my enemy, still draws breath in this city, and my men are wondering how I can suffer this.”
The uncertain looks switched to anger. “Yes,” a man shouted. “Why is Donnchad not dead?”
Máelmórda licked his lips. “The priests say I must show him mercy as he did not die on the battlefield. Sitric, my nephew, has told me to kill him, anyway. But I ask you, how can I destroy my enemy, if it means my soul will go to hell? To kill a man in chains is cold-blooded murder and a mortal sin.”
The Christians in the hall nodded.
“So, instead, I have looked to the oldest laws of our land. The laws of old Ireland. And they say, no man can be king if he cannot see or has lost a limb. In our legends, even Nuada, the leader of the Tuatha Dé Danann had to forgo the kingship of Ireland when his arm was sliced from his shoulder in battle.” He waved his hands, and the doors of the great hall opened.
Five of Máelmórda’s men dragged Donnchad in, who was struggling against the ropes that bound his wrists and ankles.
My brother pulled a sharp knife from his pocket and held it over the fire. “King Sitric,” he shouted. “Do I have your permission to take this mans’ eyes in your hall?”
Sitric threw his meat on the plate. “If this is how you wish to settle things, it is your choice, uncle. Donnchad is your prisoner.”
I could tell that Máelmórda’s method irked my son. It was less honourable than the Viking way. To live in the world, blind and powerless, was a fate worse than death to men like him. And yet, I could see the sense it made for Máelmórda. If he had killed Donnchad on the battlefield, that would have been one thing, but to slit his throat when he was bound and helpless was quite another. This way, he would not tempt the wrath of the Christians, for he was showing mercy by allowing Donnchad to live, but he would still ensure his rival could never be king again.
The five men tightened their grip on Donnchad and forced him to his knees. My brother stepped closer, and closer.
“Kill me,” Donnchad hissed. “Kill me, coward.”
Máelmórda shook his head. “My soul is more important than your life.” He kneeled beside him, so their noses were only inches apart, and slowly, he moved the red-hot knife closer to the eye of his rival.
Donnchad’s shrieks pierced my ears. Many in the crowd, even battle-hardened warriors, looked away as the hissing steel plunged into the soft flesh.
I did not.
How strange that an eyeball, so white and blue, produced so much blood. It streamed down Donnchad’s cheeks, flowing onto his chin and into his wide-open, screaming mouth. Three more men had to come forward to hold his frantically thrashing legs.
Máelmórda ripped the knife free and plunged it into the second eye. The scream was quieter this time, but higher-pitched, the manly roars now replaced with helpless sobs. And then it all stopped. The movement. The noise. Donnchad had slumped against the floor. Unconscious, but still alive, the men dragged him out of the great hall and back to his cage.
Máelmórda held up his knife triumphantly.
The hall remained silent. There were too many Vikings here to understand what this meant.
Quickly, I held out my cup and stood. “Now that Donnchad is blind, my brother is King of Leinster. Congratulations, Máelmórda.”
The crowd followed my lead and raised their cups too. The older Dubliners cheered. Images of Domnall Clóen, Donnchad’s father, cowering in Amlav’s cage, some fifteen years ago, and the war that followed had not been forgotten. The blinding of his son was an appropriate, if unusual, revenge.
Sitric lifted his cup high above his head and stood. “All hail, the new King of Leinster.”
Máelmórda laughed and swept his arms into the air. “Music. Dance!”
Conversation once again spread across the room, and the musicians began to play a new jig. Máelmórda took the hand of one of Harald’s daughters and whirled her around him. The ladies who had been dancing joined in.
I brushed Sitric’s arm. “You should congratulate your uncle properly. We are united now. A strong Dublin and a strong Leinster stand to accomplish more together than apart.”
Sitric tutted. “The way he blinded Donnchad was cowardly.”
“Maybe. But the Christians liked it. The new religion is growing. Remember that.”
“My men won’t like it.”
“Your men don’t have to like it. Máelmórda is not their king.”
“I don’t think… A king should not be dealt with in that way.”
“Oh hush,” I snapped. “Do you know whose wails I don’t like to hear? Those nuns you brought back with you. What about them? What about their screams as your men fuck them, all through the night?”
“That’s different.”
“Why? Because they’re women?”
Sitric sighed. “Why are you even bothered about them? You hate nuns.”
I sat back in my seat. Sitric spoke the truth. I hated nuns more than anything. I didn’t care if they died. In fact, I would prefer it if it meant their screams stopped, but that wasn’t the point.
“Why does a man have the right to die with honour, but a woman not?”
“Donnchad was a king. He deserved a clean death.”
“Many of the nuns are daughters of kings. Don’t they deserve more than what they’re getting?”
Sitric laughed. “Mother, one day you will have to accept it.”
“Accept what?”
“The natural order of life. Men are stronger than women.”
I gave him a weary look. “I would make a better king than any of you sitting here. I have more balls than you and my brother combined.”
Laughing even harder, my son picked up his cup. “All hail, King Gormflaith. The king with five balls. When you come into possession of your kingdom, please let me know.”
I let him tease me. It was all I could do. But as I gazed at the top table full of warriors, all I saw was a group of little boys, longing for words of praise and lingering glances from the women serving them. Even Sitric, sitting there, tall and proud, was still moping after Onguen. When would he see that ruling took every ounce of energy, every thought?
Nudging Sitric in the arm, I whispered, “How long do you think it will take for Brian to march here and demand we free Donnchad?”
“As long as it’s not tonight, I don’t care.”
He stood and walked to the end of the hall where one of the market girls was making doe eyes at him. Sliding his hand around her waist, he led her to the bedrooms. I sighed. Things would change around here soon, that’s what Máelmórda had said.
And these feckless women who flitted about my son like fleas would be the first ones to know it.



NEAR
THE MUNSTER BORDER, 999
Fódla
The rain started as soon as we left the fort at Cluain Mhic Nóis, the sky an endless ode to the colour grey. Only a matter of weeks away from the winter solstice, the temperature had plummeted, and the sharp wind felt like knives scraping against my skin.
Five days of riding through Ireland in such conditions made me long for the warmth of a ráth fire, some homemade broth, and to hold Broccan in my arms. Such thoughts brought a lump to my throat, for we had at least another ten days to go before we reached Killaloe.
However, the cold and the slow pace did little to dampen the spirits of the men. The solemn faces of the outward journey were replaced with easy smiles, loud chatter and frequent outbursts of song. Only Sláine appeared downcast. The unease she felt at leaving her sister in Meath, now heightened by their actual parting, had drawn her into a deep melancholy. I did my best for her, but I found unwarranted attention only made her snap and withdraw further. Poor Caomibhe had barely spoken for days.
Today, Sláine’s head was bowed, her shoulders rolling with every step her horse took. What could I say to her? I wracked my brain to think of something that might cheer her, but talk of a warm fire and homemade broth didn’t seem exciting enough for a princess.
“Fódla!” Lonán, cheery as ever, rode toward me. “I’ve come to say farewell.”
A glow of contentment shone over his face, even as the wind blasted us. If he was leaving, he would be with his family soon. And for Lonán, I knew this was a happiness above all others.
He took one of my hands in his. “May God’s blessing always be upon you.”
“The same to you, Lonán.”
A twinge of sadness came with his parting. His humour and easy-going nature had made me feel welcome on this trip. The fact he spoke to me as a friend had warmed many of the other warriors toward me. They now included me in their conversations and had finally stopped gawping at my scars. There was something in Lonán’s warm manner that made me suspect he had done this on purpose, yet he had never done it in a way that was obvious.
“Are we in Munster, then?” I stared out at the horizon. “I thought Murchad said we wouldn’t cross the border until tomorrow evening.”
Lonán cleared his throat. “No, we’re not there yet.”
“Oh? Where are you going?”
“There is a shortcut to my clan’s land to the east of here through the forest. A few other clans are coming with us, too.” His grin widened as he pointed out the route they were preparing to take.
“Give my best wishes to your family. Especially Sadb.”
“I will. And you say hello to Broccan from me.”
“I can’t wait to see him.”
My words had a depth and truth to them that overwhelmed me. Three years ago, when Rónnat had given him to me, I had wondered if I could ever love another child as much as Aoife. Now, I couldn’t imagine life without him.
Lonán leaned in closer. “It won’t be long. Once you’re over the border, King Sechnall will be on his way home. King Brian will quicken the pace then.” He jerked his head toward the head of the line where the two kings rode. “It’s been hard going these last five days, let me tell you. Sechnall’s twice as arrogant as the rumours suggested.”
I laughed. “I can put up with anything, as long as we’re heading in the right direction. Good luck to you, Lonán. Hopefully, one day, we will cross paths again.”
“I hope so, Fódla.” He raised his hand in a final farewell. “I hope so.”
He rode over to the men waiting by the forest path. There were about eighty of them, over half of them on foot. They lost no more time and set out toward the forest. Lonán and four of the other men with horses galloped ahead, while the others followed behind.
Lonán’s guess that King Brian’s pace would quicken the next day cheered me as they disappeared from sight. For the rest of the afternoon, I relished every new hill, every new forest, knowing that by passing them, I was moving ever closer to Broccan.
Did he miss me? Perhaps he was having too much fun with Tairdelbach to notice my absence?
I had told him I would be away only a month, but it was already two. Leaving after the peace treaty had turned out to be a more protracted affair than I had anticipated. The wine had been so abundant that it had taken four days for Donnchad, the gloomy King of Leinster, to leave the dun. It then took another week after that for the Kings of Connacht, Bréifne and Ulaid to set out for their homelands. And, of course, the Kings of Leth Cuinn and Leth Moga couldn’t depart until all their guests had.
Indeed, during this time, such a friendship had grown between the two High Kings that Sechnall had insisted on coming with us to the Munster border. More than half-drunk at the time of suggesting it, he had declared that the people of Ireland should see the two High Kings united, no longer foes. The proposal had gone down well. Both Murchad and King Brian toasted it with enthusiastic delight. How strange it all was. I had observed King Sechnall speaking with King Brian every evening. After years of fighting each other, of invading each other’s lands, they seemed the best of friends.
“Sláine, come to the front with us!”
Tadc shouted at his sister from the front of the line. I raised my head in time to catch King Brian and Murchad staring our way and gesturing at Sláine to join them.
Sláine scowled. “I’m fine here at the back with Fódla.”
Tadc muttered something to his father then galloped over to us. He wore a look of weary impatience. “Sláine, King Sechnall has invited you to come and talk with him before he leaves. You must come.”
“And have Father arrange a marriage for me?” Sláine rolled her eyes. “No thanks.”
“Father isn’t doing that, I swear.”
“Fool. If it’s not marriage to Sechnall, it will be to one of his sons who are all equally hideous.”
Tadc brought his horse closer to his sister’s, and he lowered his head to catch her eye. “Please, Sláine. I know what pains you. I’ll make sure Bébinn is back as soon as the year is out. Promise.”
I’d never heard Tadc express himself with any emotion before. He was too careful for that. Yet, all that caution now fell away as he spoke with his sister.
Sláine slumped even lower in her saddle. “A year is a long time, brother.”
“It is when you are young. Trust me, it will pass.”
Sláine’s lip trembled. “Before Mother died, I promised her I would look after Bébinn. How can I do that when we are so far apart?”
Tadc leaned over and wrapped his arm around his sister. “When Mother died, I promised to look after you. When I pray to her at night, what can I tell her if you are so miserable all the time?”
Sláine gave her brother a weak smile. “I’ll try to cheer up, then.”
“Good. That’s what I want to hear.”
“Just don’t ask me to come up to the front and speak to King Sechnall again. I’ll say goodbye when he leaves, that’s it.”
“He will think you are rude.”
“No, he won’t. He’ll merely assume I’m over-awed by his magnificence.”
Tadc snorted. “He’s certainly big-headed enough to think that.”
He certainly was. Not that I knew King Brian all that well from my time in Killaloe, I didn’t, but some things were obvious. He was a liar. Cunning. But he was modest. He didn’t walk around decorated in jewels and silks. When he spoke, he was thoughtful and considered. King Sechnall was the opposite. He covered himself with magnificent ornaments, and his fur cloak was thick and lined with silk. His voice boomed over the fields, and even at the very back of the army, I could hear the commands he barked at his servants.
“Come to the front,” Tadc wheedled, once more trying to get his own way. “It won’t take long. Don’t show Father up by disobeying him.”
Sláine cocked her head. “How can King Brian control all of Leth Moga, if he can’t control his daughter?”
Tadc bristled. The truth was exactly as Sláine said, even if he didn’t want to admit it. Powerful men never did like to be shown up by women.
“Fódla.” He turned to me. “Make her see sense?”
I blinked in stunned silence. The gods, he must be desperate if he needed my assistance, and that wasn’t good for Sláine. She would pay for her disobedience one way or another.
“You should swear on the promises you made,” I said. “Then perhaps Sláine will feel more comfortable.”
Tadc frowned. “What promises?”
“You promised that your father wasn’t planning a marriage for her to any of the Meath princes, and that you’d have Bébinn back by the end of the year. Swear it, and I believe she will do as you ask.”
Sláine glanced my way, then smirked. “Yes. If you swear on those two things, brother, I’ll come and speak with King Sechnall.”
“Fine. I swear it.” Tadc spoke the words quickly then turned his horse. “Now, hurry.”
“Come with me,” Sláine whispered in my ear. “Don’t make me go up there alone.”
I nodded my consent, and the two of us rode after Tadc.
King Sechnall’s eyes roved over Sláine as soon as we drew close. Up and down – hips, breasts, hair and teeth. Just like a stable-master examining which fillies were fit for breeding. Sláine, head held high, reserved her attention for her father and gave the slightest of smiles.
“Sláine,” King Brian said. “King Sechnall wanted to talk with you before he leaves this evening.”
“I did,” King Sechnall said, grinning. “I have heard your beauty spoken of frequently since the feast. My second son, Flann, is infatuated.”
“Who is that?” Sláine said, forehead furrowed.
King Sechnall’s eyes flickered. “Flann has dark—”
“No.” Sláine pointed at the hill in front of us. “Who is that?”
Everyone turned to follow the line of her finger. Five horses galloped our way, their riders heavily armed.
Tadc pushed Sláine’s horse behind his and drew his sword.
“Wait,” Murchad said. “It’s Lonán.”
Lonán? My heartbeat quickened. He should be halfway home by now. What was he doing here? His horse galloped closer, and I could see Lonán’s expression was drawn into a grim frown. Splatters of mud flecked his hair, face and hands, and his horse was covered in sweat.
“What’s wrong?” Murchad called.
Lonán pulled his horse to a stop and drew a deep breath. “Donnchad, the King of Leinster, has been captured.”
King Brian’s face paled.
“What do you mean?” Tadc asked.
“Donnchad rode ahead of his main party with one hundred of his kinsmen. None of them returned. So, the rest of his men went to find them.” Lonán took a moment to gain his breath. “They found their kinsmen dead, all except for one.”
King Sechnall’s mouth gaped open. “Was he able to speak?”
Lonán nodded. “He said the Dublin Vikings took Donnchad. Sitric fought him, I believe.”
King Brian spat on the ground, his cheeks flushing. “Sitric Silkbeard surely couldn’t be so bold as to capture a king under my protection?”
“Didn’t I tell you last night? He is the most arrogant man I’ve ever met,” Sechnall snarled. “I knew I should have crushed him last year when I had the chance.”
“But why provoke us over the King of Leinster?” Tadc mused.
“Máelmórda is his uncle,” Murchad replied. “And Máelmórda is next in line to the throne after Donnchad.” He turned to Sechnall. “You know them better than us. Are Máelmórda and Sitric close?”
Sechnall nodded. “Sitric is close with his mother, Gormflaith. If she’s asked him to help her brother, I think he would do it. But the motivation isn’t important. It’s the act. If Sitric has broken the terms of my agreement, I must challenge him directly. It is my responsibility and mine alone.”
King Brian shook his head. “It is my responsibility too. Leinster is part of Leth Moga, and Donnchad swore oaths to me at the treaty ceremony. He is under my protection. It is I who can’t allow him to be treated in this manner.”
Sechnall’s hands gripped the reins of his horse. “Then if we follow the vows we swore, we must ride to war. North and south together.”
“What about trying for peace first?” I said.
The kings and their sons’ gazes fixed on me.
Trying not to falter under such scrutiny, I kept going. “Didn’t you say at the ceremony you wanted the fighting in Ireland to stop? Should you not see if that is possible before—”
Sechnall looked at me as if I were an oversized horse turd. “Hold your tongue, woman, and keep your thoughts to yourself. How can there be peace when Sitric Silkbeard has taken Donnchad against his will?”
I lowered my head, wishing now that I hadn’t spoken. The questions had just slipped out, without thought. Stupid mistake. The questions were leading, revealing my opinion, which was almost the same as advice. I shouldn’t have done that. Broccan depended on me. I shouldn’t have jeopardised his future like that.
Murchad stared at me a moment longer than the others before turning to Sechnall. “Are the walls of Dublin finished?”
Sechnall considered this for a moment. “I don’t know for sure, but I’d guess they are. He’s too clever to make the same mistake twice.”
“A siege then?”
Sechnall nodded.
“We will lose many men,” Tadc said. “And the worst of the winter isn’t even upon us yet. Men will die from the cold before a blade is swung.”
Sechnall leaned forward, his dark eyes glaring. “Then don’t go, boy. I said it was my responsibility. My honour cannot be insulted in this way without reprisal, winter storms or not.”
“Calm, Sechnall.” King Brian held out his hand. “We will ride together. There can be no question of that.” He paused to examine the line of men behind us. “I have five hundred warriors here. I can call up another thousand by the end of the month. What about you?”
“I’ll have one thousand before the week is out. Another twelve hundred by the next full moon.”
King Brian nodded. “The five hundred I have, as well as the one thousand you can summon by the week’s end are enough to start the siege. The rest can come as reinforcements.”
Sechnall held out his arm for Brian to take. “Then let’s waste no more time. I’ll ride hard to Meath and gather my men. There will be no mercy for Dublin this time.”
King Brian clasped King Sechnall’s arm and stared thoughtfully along the eastern horizon. “Where shall we rally?”
“Do you know Glenmama?” King Sechnall asked.
“The valley? I do,” Murchad said.
“There is a forest on the north side. Meet me there. The Vikings don’t have scouts that far west, but it’s close enough to give us the advantage of surprise when we attack.”
King Brian nodded. “Do well.”
Plan agreed, King Sechnall pulled at his horse’s reins and waved his hand in the air for his men to see. “I’ll be with you at Glenmama in seven days, you have my word, Brian.”
“You have my word that I will be there.”
Sechnall called his men, and they galloped back the way we had come. The sound of hooves thundered at first, then disappeared to nothing. Silence. Even the wind had fallen away.
As word of Donnchad’s capture spread down the line, King Brian, Tadc and Murchad glanced at each other.
“I don’t know,” Murchad muttered to his father. “Maybe.”
King Brian clicked his tongue. “He’s promised a great deal. More men than I have offered.”
Murchad sighed. “That is true, but still… maybe.”
*
We marched toward Glenmama until the sun met the horizon, then the men hurried to put up the tents before the light faded. As soon as mine was ready, I set up a fire. The tips of my fingers were so cold it hurt to touch anything, and I spent the next ten minutes putting on all my furs and blankets until they, and the fire, began to warm me up.
“Have you eaten?”
I swivelled to look behind me. Murchad held out an apple and a few slices of cheese.
He hunkered down and placed them on my lap, for which I was grateful. It was too cold to even think about removing my hands from my furs.
“I have this for you, too.” Murchad took out a sword from his belt.
“I don’t want it.”
“Sláine and Caomibhe will travel to Killaloe in the morning, but my father has requested that our healer come with the army to Dublin.” The words seemed to stick in his mouth. I glanced at his face to find something like shame flash across it. He held the sword out a little further. The blade was thinner than the average sword, sharp though, and the hilt was edged with gold. Too fine for someone like me.
I nudged it away. “I don’t know how to use it.”
“We don’t want you to fight. You’re to stay at the camp and tend any men that are injured.”
I glanced once more at the sharp blade. “Amputations are not always a—”
Murchad frowned. “It’s not for that either. It’s a…” He hesitated.
“Last resort?”
He nodded.
“If the Dubliners decide to fight beyond their walls, and they defeat every armed warrior of Munster and Meath, and then reach me… well, I am already a dead woman. A Dublin warrior is more likely to kill me with that sword, than I to kill him.” This time I pushed the sword back until it clinked against the two swords hanging from Murchad’s waist.
Murchad hesitated for a moment then re-sheathed it. “I suppose it’s unlikely that they will leave their walls.”
“Then why offer the sword at all?”
Murchad paused. “Just because it’s unlikely, it doesn’t mean they won’t do it. If everything that happened was expected, nothing would ever change.”
He shifted closer and held his hands out over the dancing flames. I didn’t speak to him, and he didn’t speak to me. Minutes passed, maybe more. He stared into the flames, as still as stone. It was only when I lifted another branch to place on the fire that his gaze broke. The concentration on his face startled me. “Tell me,” he whispered. “Should I prepare for war, or should I keep my own men safe and go back to Munster? How can I keep the peace and my word?”
“I don’t know.”
“You had an opinion earlier. You must have one now.”
I bit into the cheese. Slightly stale, it hurt my teeth to grind it down, but I did it anyway, anything to give me a moment to think. “I shouldn’t have spoken earlier. Please forget what I said.”
“I can’t.”
I chose my next words carefully. “You told me at the feast you wanted peace in Ireland. You said that the bonds of friendship can be a greater bind than the threat of a sword.”
Murchad nodded. “You think that before the siege begins, I should ask the Dubliners what they want? Offer friendship instead of war?” He rubbed the pommel of one of his swords. “My father would say that such bad behaviour doesn’t warrant friendship.”
“I can understand why he would say that.” I paused. “But if you don’t do something counter to expectations, nothing will ever change, right?”
He gave me a fleeting half-smile.
“But you should not listen to me.” I lowered my gaze. “I don’t know anything.”
“You know more than most.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I have already suggested to my father that we speak with King Sitric. If he sees our numbers and that King Sechnall supports us, he might listen. Father didn’t think…” He sighed, and for a moment, I thought he was about to continue, but then he folded his arms so that the fur of his cloak covered his hands. “It doesn’t matter. Goodnight, Fódla. Sleep well.”
He walked away, then spoke with a group of men sitting outside their tent before disappearing into his own.
I sat alone until my fire faded. As I held out my hands one more time to take in the last bit of heat, I heard a bird cawing. A crow, to be exact. Senna. I examined the treeline until he revealed himself by flapping his wings. I nodded in response.
*
The warriors who guarded the perimeter of the forest ignored me as I passed, assuming, given their obvious discomfort, that I was there to relieve myself. Such queasiness toward normal bodily functions usually annoyed me, but not tonight. Tonight, it would keep them away.
I crouched behind a thick oak tree and waited. The crow quickly found me and perched on a low branch. The moonlight reflected against his black wings, sharp claws and pale green eyes. Ah, not Senna.
“Reveal yourself, witch,” I whispered.
The crow suddenly grew, and the feathers shrunk back toward the skin, until a beautiful woman with long, blonde hair stood in its place.
“Evening, Gobnat.” I had not expected to see her. The gift-leaders seldom left the fortress, and she had at least twenty underlings powerful enough to change into animal form.
“Good evening, Fódla,” she replied. Her pale skin was flushed with goose-pimples, and she wrapped her arms around her naked shoulders for warmth.
I unfastened my cloak and offered it to her. “The message must be important if you are here. I know how you hate shape-shifting into the form of a bird.”
“I would do anything for you.”
Would you? The bitterness I felt toward her from Rónnat’s trial had not diminished. She had not acted as my friend then, but it was not the time to get into that. Instead, I gave her the smile she sought. Whatever message she had for me, it was best she gave it and went.
“Tomas wants you to come home.”
“So Colmon told me.”
“When you spoke with him, you were marching toward a peace treaty. This time, it’s toward battle.”
“Not a battle. A siege.”
Her lips pressed together. “Is that what King Brian has said?”
I nodded.
“Good.” Her shoulders relaxed. “I wouldn’t have put it past King Brian to force his men over the walls. Thousands of his warriors dead would be nothing for a man as greedy as him.”
King Brian was many things: ruthless, cunning, fierce… but not greedy. Not wasteful. I didn’t contradict Gobnat, however. To stand up for him might imply I had grown fond of him.
“King Sechnall is coming too,” I said instead, eager to confirm my worth. “They believe that Sitric will want to talk once he sees their numbers. Surely, you wish to have an ear at the negotiations?”
Her hand reached out to hold mine. “It is too dangerous, Fódla.”
“Says who? The council or Tomas?”
She pulled back, sighed, then removed the cloak. “If the kings say the siege will break, come home. But yes, the rest of the council desires to know what they say, even if Tomas would prefer you home. The power in Ireland is changing, quicker than we expected, and not in the right direction.”
“What is the right direction?”
“It is best that things stay as they are. If Brian gains any more power, he will want to be High King of all Ireland. That will lead to chaos, with every king in the land thinking power is for the taking.”
According to the council, Ireland was already in a state of chaos, and I found this opinion strange. We weren’t meant to be involved anymore. Why did it matter who was High King?
“I must go now. Stay safe. Tomas will never forgive me if you are harmed.”
I took back my cloak as she handed it over to me. “I will do my best, Gobnat. Thank you for coming to speak with me yourself. You didn’t have to.”
She smiled, and some of the strain left her eyes. “I am glad I did. You look well.”
“Hideous, you mean?”
“No.” She shook her head. “It’s my spell. I can see through it. You are… radiant. Your hair is thicker, and your skin, it glows. Just like old times.” She rubbed her finger along the lank grey hair on my left side. “I never would have guessed that spying would suit you so.”
“Me neither.”
“Just remember to keep to the laws and stay safe. If the mortals want to fight, they must bear the cost of it, not you.”
“Of course.”
“Good. I will send Senna to keep a close eye on you. If you need help or want to send a message, call him.” She gave one last smile, then transformed. The green-eyed crow jumped on my shoulder, tapped my ear three times, then flew into the night sky and back to Fennit Island where she would relay my words to the council. How would they take them? How would Tomas?
Only time would tell.
I raced back to my tent and sealed the door shut behind me. Something shiny caught my eye just before the moonlight disappeared behind the door fabric. A sword. Short and narrow, with a hilt edged in gold.



DUBLIN, 999
Gormflaith
The warriors of Dublin assembled outside the great hall. Nine hundred strong. The market, the square, and the thoroughfare leading to the walls were filled with men. Axes, swords and shields sparkled in the morning sun. A beautiful day to fight before the gods. To die for them. To serve the king.
Sitric inspected them, slapped some on the shoulder, gave words of encouragement to others. His father, Amlav, had always been good at that too.
“The messenger is coming,” Harald said, pointing to the gates that had just opened. He looked fierce today, his long, blond hair braided at the back, Amlav’s raven shield at his side. There was something about his armour that rendered him less ugly, which somehow, I had not noticed before.
“At last,” Sitric growled. He finished his examination of the warrior in front of him, nodded appreciatively then walked over to where Harald, Falk and the rest of his guard had gathered in the square. Gilla rubbed his hands, though whether it was from nerves or the cold, I couldn’t tell. According to Harald, his young nephew had fought well in the raids. Fearless, he had said, just like his father, Gluniairn.
I stood behind Falk and said nothing. The men had excluded me from the battle plans, and so I had no real opinion to offer, but as I looked around the city, I noted that the walls were high and solid. No army would be able to penetrate them without great loss of life, and that gave me comfort. This time, when a foe came to our gates, we would be ready.
At last, the messenger arrived at the square, not on horseback, but on foot and wearing rags. He was old, withered and frail, and used a crooked oak branch to steady his gait. Sechnall was a clever old goat. The beggar act was a ruse in case any of Brian’s spies were watching the city gates. Sechnall would not want the Munster king to suspect his treachery, and sending a richly clothed Irishman on horseback to Dublin would be the surest way to raise suspicion.
“What does King Sechnall say?” Sitric asked the beggar once he came to a stop.
The man opened his mouth wide, and with a long, grubby finger, pointed inside. The sight was enough to make my stomach tighten. His teeth were all gone, and instead of a tongue, there was only a short, blackened stump. He slid his hand into his cloak, produced a feathered quill, and placed it on his right palm.
“Find ink and parchment,” I said to the slave girl standing behind me. “You.” I pointed at another. “Fetch the small table from my room.” The first ran off to one of the traders’ stalls, the other into the great hall.
We waited in silence until they came back. The old man stared vacantly out to sea, swaying with the breeze, seemingly oblivious to the tension that consumed everyone else. Only when the slaves had set the table in front of him, and placed the ink and parchment on top, did he move. Kneeling on the ground, he dipped the tip of the quill in the ink.
“Clever,” I said, loud enough for Sitric to hear. “If Brian’s scouts had caught him, he wasn’t carrying the message.”
Sitric ignored me. Usually, that would annoy me, but it was not the time for such emotions. Sitric’s blood was up, I felt it. He was itching to fight. Waiting around for a feeble old man to write a message was wearing his patience thin.
When the man finished, he kneeled back on his heels.
Sitric snatched up the parchment. His frown deepened. “It’s in bloody Latin.” He shoved the message into my hands. “What does it say?”
I smirked. “How fortunate that my mother had a priest teach me the language of the Bible.”
All the men in Sitric’s guard glared at me while I examined the writing. Máelmórda, especially, couldn’t conceal his fury, for Mother had instructed the priests to give him these lessons too, but he’d never bothered to learn.
“Lucky you,” Sitric snapped dryly. “I was not so fortunate with my mother.”
It was my turn to ignore him. Instead, I busied myself with deciphering the message.
Surely… surely this is all wrong. Sechnall couldn’t mean this.
“Well,” Gilla hissed. “What does it say?”
“Sechnall wants your men to leave the city. He wants you to ride out with your army to meet Brian at Glenmama.”
“What?” Gilla’s mouth dropped. “Leave our walls? We could survive a siege for five months here. Why does he want us to give that up?”
I raised the parchment a little higher. “Brian is travelling here, expecting a siege too. Sechnall says King Brian will not be expecting you to ride out, and his warriors will not be prepared.” I glanced at my son who was staring at the horizon beyond our walls. “Brian has only five hundred men, and Sechnall’s reinforcements won’t come in time, if you act now.”
Máelmórda’s lip curled. “The scheming bastard. He wants us all to die.”
“Be careful what you say in front of the messenger,” I warned.
“Fuck him,” Máelmórda snapped. “I should cut his throat. See how Sechnall likes that.”
The old man didn’t move a muscle. He just stared at the sea as if he were a dumb animal, unaware he had wandered into the slaughterhouse. Perhaps he knew as well as I that Máelmórda’s threat was empty. Maybe he didn’t care if he lived or died. I didn’t suppose old men with no tongues cared for life very much.
“Killing a messenger in cold blood serves no point,” Sitric said to Máelmórda. “Besides, we need him to carry our response to Sechnall.”
Máelmórda smirked. “I wish I could see his face when he hears we are staying put.”
Sitric pressed his hand tight against the hilt of his sword and tapped it twice with his fingers. “We’re not staying. We will fight, just as he has asked.”
“Don’t be a fool,” Falk said, grabbing Sitric’s arm. “Why would you leave the safety of your city? Gilla and Máelmórda have the right of it. We could survive for months here. It’s winter. The first storm that comes will kill half of King Brian’s men.”
“The gods won’t favour me if I stay,” Sitric said. “They are growing bored, I feel it. The last time I stayed behind the city walls, Sechnall won and took Thor’s ring. I won’t make the same mistake again.”
Harald banged his fist against his shield. “I am with you, brother. Everyone knows Brian pays Viking mercenaries to fight for him. If we allow him to besiege us, they’ll have time to arrive. They will attack us from the sea, and like a wolf’s jaw, they will squeeze us between two armies.”
Máelmórda’s face fell. Harald spoke sense, surprisingly good sense considering it was him, and the easy siege that Máelmórda envisaged fell away.
I brushed Máelmórda’s shoulder with my hand. “Are you afraid, brother?”
He shook his head, though I knew from the way his face flushed that he was.
I was afraid too. Afraid for my son. Afraid he would die. Afraid that his army would lose, and this chance of crushing the High King of the south would slip through Máelmórda’s fingers. Soon, he had promised me, soon we would invade the fortress of the Tuatha Dé Danann Descendants. But soon was now. It had to be. I was running out of time.
“What do you think, Mother?” Sitric asked. “You must have an opinion. You always do.”
I took his hand in mine, my heart bursting against my ribcage. I didn’t want him to go. I wanted him to stay with me where he was safe… but for things to move forward, it could not be so.
“Go, but be careful. Tell Valhalla to wait.”
We locked eyes, and I knew from the fervour within them that I could not have changed his mind, even if I had wished to. “Live,” I said. “It is not the Viking way to fight when the odds turn against us. If Sechnall comes too soon, or you think he means to betray you, sound the retreat.”
Sitric stroked his beard. “Olaf was right, you know.” He stared at the gate. “That sooner or later I would need to prove myself in battle. The time has come. I cannot hide anymore.”
The reminder of my treacherous son-in-law made my stomach sink. “Do not think on his words. Think on your own destiny.” I bent forward and kissed his blade, then Amlav’s arm-ring. “Good luck, my son, King of Dublin.”
Sitric nodded. “Tell the men we are riding out. Tell them we have the element of surprise and the gods on our side.”
Falk, Harald, Gilla and Máelmórda quickly moved to relay the plans to their men.
Sitric walked into the great hall and gestured for me to follow. Glad that we had a moment alone, I widened my stride to keep up. He made his way through the building to his chambers and stooped over the crib to stroke Edysis’ hair.
“She’s beautiful,” I said, gazing at the red curls on my granddaughter’s pillow.
“Why did you lie to me?” he asked, not taking his eyes from her.
Ah, this.
I tilted my head. “Lie about what?”
“I spoke to Falk about Onguen. He gave the same story as you.”
“Of course he did.”
He eyed me briefly. “The thing is, while I am never sure if you speak the truth, I do know when Falk is lying.” Sitric’s voice lowered to a hushed whisper. “What really happened to her?”
“She left Dublin of her own accord, just like I said.”
“I loved her. She loved me and our daughter. She wouldn’t do that.”
I gave an exasperated groan, incredulous that someone so smart could be so stupid. “She didn’t love you, Sitric. Onguen was a whore. She desired your gold. Your power.” I hooked my finger under his chin and forced him to look at me. “You know what real love is. I don’t understand how you could fall for her tricks.”
He shoved my hand away. “I don’t know what real love is.”
“Yes, you do. I love you.”
“No, you don’t.” He laughed bitterly. “You love that I love you. That’s different.”
I crouched beside him. “You are angry about Onguen, but you must stop blaming me. I didn’t ask her to go. I even let her sit beside me at the thing, an honour I afforded her because she was your wife.”
Sitric pressed his palm against the hilt of his sword. Using his other hand to rub his beard, he stared at the gold arm-ring around his wrist. Slowly, he took it off. “Give this to Edysis.”
“No. Give it to her yourself when you return.”
“That might not happen.”
I slapped his face harder than I’d ever hit anything in my life. “Stop it!”
Sitric stared at me, stunned.
“In a few minutes, you will leave Dublin to kill the King of Leth Moga. Stop crying over some stupid little whore and act like the king I brought you up to be.” I pinched the arm-ring and pressed it against his chest. “Your father’s dying wish was that I give you this. Don’t dishonour him by taking it off ever again.”
I stormed out of his chambers, along the hallway to my own room before I said anything else. The truth, the real truth about Onguen would be too much for him now. It was best he thought that one day he might find her, instead of imagining her body, cold and bloated, lying at the bottom of the Irish Sea. Anger would serve him better than grief today.
I waited on my bed, right until the horn sounded, then made my way outside.
Keeping my expression as serene as possible, I walked to the gate. Sitric was already there, sitting on his horse at the head of the army. To his left were Harald, Gilla and Falk. My brother Máelmórda was at his right, astride his new grey stallion. All of them ready.
I took my place beside Frigg and her daughters, the whole lot of them weeping at the prospect of Harald leaving. Ignoring them, I held up my hand to wave the warriors off. “Good luck,” I shouted, as the gate opened. “The women of Dublin wish you well. We pray that your swords are sharp, and your axes swing true.”
Sitric nodded as the other women in the crowd bowed their heads and whispered their own blessings into the cold night air, then raised his sword high above his head. “Men of Dublin and Leinster,” he shouted. “It is time for Dublin to take back control of our destiny. It is time to rid ourselves of the tyranny of the Irish Kings who tell us what to do. Brian Boru is marching on our city, but we will not hide behind our walls. We will meet him on the field, and before the sun sets, the grass will run red with the blood of Munster.”
The men and women cheered and shouted words of encouragement as the warriors rode away. Smaller and smaller they became as they rode across the Dublin plains and toward the forests of the west.
I wished I could go with them. I would make a mightier warrior than many passing through the gates.
But that was not a woman’s lot.
We waited, and worried, and cursed time for moving so slowly.
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TO GLENMAMA, 999
Fódla
“The river.”
An icy blast of air seeped into the tent as I peeled open the door. I stilled for a moment. Waited. I could have sworn I had heard Rónnat’s voice on the wind, but it didn’t make any sense. There was no river. I stepped outside slowly, still waiting, but there was nothing. No voice. No wind.
The sky was still dark, the night frost lingered on the grass, and the red tinge on the horizon was the only sign that dawn approached. I must have still been half-asleep, for it was an ungodly hour to be wakened. Tightening my grip on my cloak and headscarf, I shuffled over to the fire where the younger warriors were concocting a morning broth from what was left of our supplies. Food was running low, as we were meant to be in Killaloe by now, but no one worried or complained. We would reach Glenmama later today, and Sechnall and his army would join us and replenish our stocks.
I took a bowl of watery broth and headed back to my tent, thankful for the heat, if not the sustenance.
“Fódla. Come here.”
I stopped in my tracks. Murchad was standing outside his tent, with his father beside him. Both were dressed in their full armour, swords at their sides. Ready. I couldn’t help but notice that, while King Brian wore the expensive ring-mail the Vikings used, the other men, including Murchad, only wore thin leather tunics and helmets, or else no armour at all.
“Yes, Murchad,” I said, once I reached him.
“Put on your warmest clothing today. It will be evening before we reach Dublin, and we won’t be stopping, not even if it snows.”
I nodded.
“When we march, I want you to stay with my family until we have sight of the Dublin walls. Then you must set up a camp for injured soldiers. I’ve allocated ten men to assist you in this. They will also be responsible for finding food and firewood until our reinforcements arrive, but you’ll be in charge.”
“Very well.”
King Brian gave me a curt nod. “You’ve been a great help, Fódla. I am grateful you are with us.”
It was not often the king spoke to me, and I didn’t really deserve the compliment. All I’d done in the last week was give out salves and remedies for riding sores, minor cuts, and one bout of food poisoning. Nothing that a decent mortal healer couldn’t do. However, I didn’t want to insult King Brian by refusing to accept his kind words.
“Thank you, King Brian.”
Murchad, distracted by his men dismantling the tents, pointed them toward the cart he wanted them to use. “Good,” he said, giving me a brief glance. “Now, off you go. You don’t have long to get ready.”
I gave him an uncertain smile as I turned. We had spoken little in the last few days, other than the usual greetings and farewells when we passed. Perhaps it meant his father did not approve of the peace he had hoped to negotiate, and he didn’t want to tell me.
When I reached my tent, I packed quickly, just like he asked. The sword he left in my tent was the last thing I picked up. I hated these things. Colmon’s knife had other uses. It sliced vegetables, hacked away brambles and cut the threads I used to mend my clothes. Swords… they brought only death. It was heavy, and even through the leather sheath, I could feel the sharp edge of the blade. No. I would never use it. Not even if my life depended on it. I packed it away on the side of my horse, out of sight, and resolved to give it back to Murchad the first opportunity I got.
As I mounted my horse, I saw Lonán ahead. His usual happy smile was absent this morning. A grim, solemn expression now took its place. It reminded me a little of how I first found him, when he thought Sadb was going to die. I tempered my greeting, feeling somehow that I shouldn’t interrupt his thoughts. “Morning, Lonán.”
“Fódla. How are you?” He rode over and tugged my cloak so that it covered my wrist, but no smile was forthcoming. “Keep warm. Once the cold gets into your bones, there is no getting rid of it.”
“Have no fear,” I said lightly. “I’m well used to the cold. It’s you I’m worried about. You’ve had none of your mother’s stew for weeks now.”
Lonán’s friends sniggered, while he gave a good-natured shrug. “Oh, I miss my home comforts and hot food all right, but not to worry, I have a feeling I’ll be back with my family soon.”
“You do? I thought sieges were long, drawn-out affairs?”
He laughed, his smile returning. “Not when Brian Boru is your king.” He gripped his horse’s reins and urged her forward. “Now, let’s get going,” he called over his shoulder. “We’re not getting any closer to home by blethering away here.”
My horse followed his up the line, until Murchad and King Brian were just ahead, waiting for the last of the warriors to join us. They had packed away all the tents now and were hoisting the last of our provisions onto the carts.
King Brian waved his hand forward. And without so much as a word, the march to Glenmama commenced. I pushed my horse forward and held my cloak tight. The sky was thick with cloud and still dull, even though the sun had risen. The bare branches of the hawthorn tree to my right were white where the remnants of last night’s frost clung to them, and that’s when I saw Senna, watching me. As soon as our eyes met, he launched himself and flew high into the sky until I could no longer see him.
*
The sky did not brighten as we travelled. Dark clouds thickened and multiplied, shrouding the sun from view. Sleet or snow would fall from them later, depending on how low the temperature dropped. I couldn’t decide which would be worse. Wet sleet would seep through my clothes, but snow would bring icy winds, especially this close to the coast.
“This is it,” I heard Murchad say to his father as our path met a river. “This is Glenmama.”
I stared at the surrounding area. The dense forest we had just travelled through continued to the south, but ahead of us, the trees made way for a muddy plain that led into the valley King Sechnall had described. The valley head on the south side was steep and scattered with hawthorn trees, while the north ridge was flatter and covered in thick gorse and boulders. Winter frosts had killed everything else, even the grass had withered, except for a few patches close to the riverbed.
“We need to get to higher ground. Over there.” Murchad pointed to the southern side of the valley where there seemed to be a plateau and a small copse of trees. “It has the best vantage point.”
“It’s too steep, and there’s not enough room for all our horses,” Tadc answered, dismissing the idea.
“I know. I don’t want everyone to go there.”
“You’re splitting the army?” Tadc swore under his breath. “Are you in agreement with this, Father?”
King Brian considered both his sons. From within his cloak, he pulled out a small, thin stick, rubbed down so that the wood was smooth and pale. Neither sharp, nor particularly pretty, I didn’t understand the significance. Murchad and Tadc both seemed to, however, and Tadc looked at his brother without further argument. “How many?”
“Eighty.”
King Brian gripped his younger son’s shoulder with his hand. “Be careful. Send the scouts. East and north.”
Tadc nodded and rode forward with his men. The valley was steep on the southern side, and several of the men jogged alongside their horses, leading them up rather than burden them with their weight.
Murchad gestured for Lonán to come closer, once Tadc and his group had finished their ascent and hidden themselves within the copse. “Cross the river with five of your men and Fódla, and hide in the forest,” he whispered in Lonán’s ear. “If something happens, tell Eocha’s son first.”
Lonán scowled. “You’re reducing me to a messenger boy?”
“If Sechnall betrays us, there is no more important message. He will send his best horsemen after you. I need my best horseman to make sure they don’t catch up.”
Lonán gave a reluctant nod.
What was going on? Was this precaution a symptom of the suspicious nature of King Brian and his son? Or did Murchad really believe Sechnall would betray them? Now that he had given his orders, he smiled. The way the warriors were strolling along the riverbank to let their horses drink showed they weren’t concerned. I wondered how different their manner would be if they’d overheard Murchad’s commands as I had.
“Did you hear?” Lonán nudged my arm with his elbow.
“Yes.”
“Then let’s go.”
The edge in his voice caught me by surprise. He was disappointed.
“You want to fight?” I asked, frowning.
He shook his head, understanding the real question I had asked. “Never. But there is nothing worse than watching your friends die and thinking that, if you had been with them, they might be alive.”
“But I—”
“Not now, Fódla.” Lonán’s tone turned sharp. “Murchad has given us a command. We must follow it.”
I pressed my legs into my horse’s side, but before he had a chance to put a leg forward, there was a thunderous roar from somewhere within the forest behind us. My horse reared, startled by the sounds of swords clashing, spears hitting shields, and horses galloping.
Men ran out from the treeline, swords and axes raised. Horses ran out alongside them, ready to crash into men at the back of our line. Raven shields, axes and gold arm-rings adorned the arms of the attackers. Dubliners. Sitric and his army had left the safety of their walls and come to us. The unexpected had happened.
“Turn!” Murchad roared. “Defend the line!”
“Quick, Fódla.” Lonán grabbed my horse’s reins. “Cross the river before they see us.”
Yes, to the river. That was what the words on the wind said this morning. I kicked my heels into my horse’s flank, and we bolted forward. The riverbank was close, close enough that I smelt the moss and damp soil.
Suddenly, my horse tumbled, its foreleg buckling. Something snapped, and we skidded along the grass. I screamed as skin ripped from my arm and the horse rolled over my legs. My head hit a rock, my skull cracking against a sharp edge.
*
“Forward!”
King Brian’s distant command was the first thing I heard. A peck from Senna’s beak on my arm, the first thing I felt. His yellow eyes stared into mine, his head twisting low. Then his beak jabbed at my flesh again, and again, until I used my other arm to push him away. Blood covered my face, and I quickly wiped it from my eyes. About fifty feet from the edge of the forest, King Brian and his men had formed a line which was moving forward to meet the Dublin shield-wall. The Munster king, who stood at the centre of the front rank, felled a Viking warrior. The warrior was young, his leg already injured, too slow to reach his own shield-wall. But his death didn’t illicit even a single cry from the Vikings who were now tightening their positions. There were more men waiting to replace the fallen. Hundreds of them.
Pain soared through me as I tried to stand. My ankle was broken and my upper arm was torn to the bone, my skull fractured. But nobody had seen that… at least I didn’t think so. The body of the horse should have shielded my fall from view, which would allow me to get away with healing myself. Concealing my gift, however, was the least of my worries. I needed to get away.
I twisted around to see if my horse still lived. No such luck. Even if I had no healing gift, his unblinking, glassy eyes would have told me the fall had killed him. So, instead of reaching outward with my gift, I let it flow to my head and ankle. With so many warriors around, getting away on foot would be difficult, but I had to try.
The fighting was thickest by the forest, where the Viking army had crashed into ours. There were hundreds of Dubliners, maybe even a thousand. Double the Munster number. They must have skulked about in the forest all night and crept up behind us as we marched toward their city. Sechnall had said they wouldn’t have scouts this far west, so either he had been lying, or the Dubliners were more cautious than anyone had given them credit for. But those were thoughts for another day. Right now, I needed to find a way out of here. What had Murchad said? I was to go with Lonán to Killaloe. But where was Lonán?
I scanned the southern side of the valley where another pocket of fighting was underway. There were no lines or shield-walls there. Just chaos, swords and axes swinging. A young man with a thick, black beard screamed as his sword pierced one of the Munster men. Full of anguish and pain, the dying man’s scream echoed around the valley as the bearded man continued to slash and punish any man in his way. An older Viking warrior, with greying hair, stood at his side and hacked at the warriors who dared to attack the bearded man from behind. These two were killing so many that a group of warriors stayed on horseback and watched them fighting. One man, with thick black curls, sitting astride a grey stallion, laughed as the Munster warriors perished at the bearded man’s feet.
The only place free of fighting was on the north side of the valley. To get there, I would have to cross the river. Senna, as if sensing my decision, flapped his wings and rose into the sky, hovering over me.
Gingerly, I crawled out from under the horse, then froze. The tallest man I had ever seen was marching in my direction. He was making his way to where a group of Murchad’s men had gathered by the riverbank. Thick arms and long, blond hair, braided at the back, made him a fearsome sight. He held an axe in his right hand, a long shield with the mark of a raven in his left. Like a dancer, his body swerved every spear thrown at him, and his axe crushed every man who came too close.
I crept closer to the river and hid behind a boulder. What should I do? I couldn’t see Lonán anywhere. He must have left me behind when my horse fell. I didn’t blame him, for Murchad’s message was important. The river flowed fast, but the part closest to me was narrow. Easy enough for a horse to make it across, even with a rider in tow, which meant I could swim it. I glanced behind me. The tall man with the raven shield was getting closer. It was time to move.
I slid among the boulders until I reached a thick gorse bush.
“Fódla,” Lonán hissed from under the next thicket. “You need to get out of here.”
Relief flooded through me. “So do you. Murchad’s message.”
“One of my kinsmen made it across. He’s gone in my place. I came back for you.”
“Where is your horse?” I mouthed.
“Dead.” He pointed at the river. “If we cross here, I can hide you in the forest.” He raised a finger to his lips, then motioned for me to follow him.
“Where are you going, little one?” The tall man with the axe stood not ten feet away and stared at Lonán, then me. “You must be desperate if you’re hiding in here with her. She’s almost as ugly as me.”
“Fódla, I want you to go.” Lonán stood, pushed me toward the river and unsheathed his sword, his knuckles white from the tightness of his grip. I’d never seen Lonán fight before, but I could see from the way he swung the sword that he was quick, quicker than the Viking.
“Go, Fódla. Go now.” Lonán charged, then at the last minute feinted to the right. His sword swung toward the Viking’s legs, but the Viking swerved to the side in time. He laughed, this Viking. His eyes danced with joy, even though Lonán’s blade had been an inch from his skin.
Without pausing, Lonán burst forward again. This time, the Viking was ready, and Lonán had to change his footing so his sword could block the axe swinging for his arm. The Viking thrust him back with his shield, and Lonán thudded to the ground. His sword clattered just out of reach. Winded, Lonán held his stomach and darted forward to grab it. The Viking moved, but not quickly, as if he wanted Lonán to get the sword. Toying with him like a wolf pawing a lamb before killing it.
And that was when I saw them. Three of Lonán’s kinsmen were running toward us. Lonán, hearing their cries, stood and lunged. The Viking swung his axe downward to parry the strike, then he turned and sent his axe toward Lonán’s head. Lonán’s sword met the strike. The Viking man dropped to his knee as the force of the impact loosened his grip on the axe haft.
“You are fast, boy,” the Viking said. “But not fast enough.” Like lightning, his free hand struck Lonán in the stomach. I didn’t see it at first – the knife. It had not been in his hand only a moment before, but there was a silver handle protruding from Lonán’s tunic, the blade deep inside him.
Lonán ripped it out. The blade was thin, sharp and bloody.
“Lonán!” I ran and threw myself around him as the Dubliner charged at the men who had come to Lonán’s aid. “Quick,” I hissed, wrapping my arm around his waist. “We need to move.”
I tried to help him to the river, but Lonán’s legs buckled. Blood poured from the slice in his gut. Thick and hot, it ran down his legs. He stared at me, his eyes blinking back the tears that filled them. “Go, Fódla,” he whispered, as he fell to the ground. “There is nothing… nothing… you can do.”
I kneeled beside him, resting his head as gently as I could on the ground. “I can stop the bleeding,” I said, tearing at the hem of my skirt. “Then I’ll get you out of here.”
Senna dropped and landed beside us, watching as I tried to wrap the fabric over Lonán’s wound. My hands shook. The fabric wouldn’t hold, there was too much blood making the leather armour slippery. Quickly, I peeled away the leather tunic. If I could apply more pressure directly to the wound, I could stop the blood loss, but as I saw the opening in Lonán’s gut, I knew that it was hopeless. The knife had pierced his kidney.
“Go, Fódla.” Lonán coughed as he spoke, blood seeping onto his teeth and tongue. “You can’t save me.”
That wasn’t true. I could save him. He didn’t deserve to die. He deserved to be at home with his wife and son, to hold them and love them. My fingers trembled. My gift was flowing through me. It knew what I wanted to do, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t use my healing gift again. Senna was watching. Broccan needed me. I couldn’t risk being taken away from him. He was still so young.
Tears spilled down my cheeks. “Lonán.” I snatched my hand away. “I’m so sorry.”
He shivered. “Don’t be sorry. Go.” His eyelids grew heavy as he spoke, his energy fading with every drop of blood that left his body. “Tell my son and Sadb… I love…”
His voice trailed away to nothing. No, this wasn’t right. I couldn’t leave him to die. I couldn’t not…
“Lonán. Please don’t go.” My voice came out as not even a whisper, broken. It was too late. Lonán’s chest had stopped moving. He didn’t answer, just as I knew he wouldn’t.
“I’m so sorry, Lonán. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” Tears burned against my cheeks. What had I done?
Senna squawked and moved closer. I swiped my hand at him. “Back,” I snapped, pushing him away from Lonán. “Get away from him.”
A horn sounded from somewhere in the distance, it echoed around the valley, so that I couldn’t tell if it was on the Irish side, or the Viking. I rested Lonán’s hand on his chest, and through hazy eyes, looked to see what was going on. The tall Viking had made short work of the men who had come to Lonán’s aid, but he hadn’t bothered to come back for me. He was out on the plain now, looking for the next Munster warrior to kill.
Beating his chest, he gave an almighty roar. “Cowards! Come and fight me!”
Only one man responded to this taunt. He was tall, though not as tall or broad as the Viking. As he turned, I saw two swords held upright, one in each hand. Murchad. Blood dripped from the blades. He approached the Viking at a run. He swung one sword, then the other. The blades moved past each other, sometimes only an inch apart.
Fighting with two swords was uncommon. Colmon had trained in it – I remembered him telling me – but he preferred his long sword and shield. To fight with two swords, he said, requires too much concentration. Too many sharp edges for my own pretty neck to get caught on.
Murchad, however, moved with confidence, but I had seen this tall Viking cut down Lonán and three other men without so much as a scratch in return.
Murchad lunged, thrusting the blades forward. One caught the axe, the other smashed against the shield. The Viking avoided the blows, but his brow was furrowed with concentration. He, eager to regain control of the fight, stepped forward. His sharp axe swung for Murchad’s neck, while his shield protected his side from a counterattack. Murchad staggered back. The tall man had arms as thick as a tree trunk, and the force of his blow almost wrenched the sword from Murchad’s right hand.
The tall man grinned. He rushed forward, eager to deliver death. At the last moment, Murchad turned. His right hand rose, the tip of the blade reaching for the Viking’s stomach. The Viking saw this and slammed his shield down to pin the sword to the ground. But Murchad had already loosened his grip on his right sword, and the shield fell quicker than the Viking anticipated. It was the left sword that now came for the Viking. Murchad spun with speed, and the blade ripped through his enemy’s thigh.
The Viking stumbled; all the weight he carried in his arms and chest now a disadvantage. He couldn’t steady himself. His weight dragged him down, to where Murchad’s sword was waiting for him. This time, the blade sliced into the Viking’s neck.
Murchad stared at me as the Viking slumped against his leg and slid to the ground. “Stay here,” he panted. Turning, he ran back into the fight. In the distance, the fierce man with the long, black beard screamed. He stared at the fallen Viking, eyes wide and full of anger. Then he stared at Murchad.
The ground seemed to tremble then. Shouts and cries of vengeance filled the air. I stared at the forest, and a stampede of fresh horses crashed into the Viking men at the back of their shield-wall. It was Tadc and his men. They had ridden around the back of the valley, out of sight of the Dubliners, and were now hacking at them from behind, while King Brian and his men pressed them from the front.
The small group of men who had stayed on horseback to watch the fighting galloped to join the Viking defence, but the Munster men had the advantage of the higher ground, and almost every spear they threw hit its target.
The man with the black curls who rode the grey stallion stopped as the men around him fell from their horses. He turned suddenly, taking off at full speed, riding back toward Dublin.
The battle he fled from was ferocious. Screaming, horses stomping, steel meeting steel. The Vikings still had the numbers, but Tadc’s charge had evened the odds by taking out the rear of the Viking shield-wall.
Crouching into a ball, I hid behind the gorse. I couldn’t watch anymore. I couldn’t watch any more of the men I’d come to know falling and dying. Tomas and Colmon would tell me to run. They would tell me to come back to them, but I couldn’t. My feet didn’t want to run that way.
“Look!” someone shouted. “It’s Sechnall.”
A horn sounded instantly. “Retreat!” a man screamed. “Back to the city.”
The Viking warriors ran, those on horseback galloping toward the safety of their walls, those on foot running as fast as they were able.
“Get up!” Murchad grabbed my wrist and pushed something into my arms. My bag and sword, which he must have retrieved from my fallen horse.
“No, I can’t leave Lonán.”
“He’s gone, Fódla. More warriors may be coming. Find my father and stay close to him.”
I stared at Lonán, glassy-eyed and alone on the cold ground. “Why? Where are you going?” I heard myself say.
“We are riding after the Dubliners. If I can catch Sitric before he makes it home, it will mean no more fighting.” His eyes followed the line of my gaze, and he stared a moment at his friend lying on the ground. He bent down, closed Lonán’s eyes, took the ring from his finger and pressed it in my hand. “For his son. Now, go.”
Without another word, he ran to his horse and galloped toward Dublin. Tadc and the rest of his men followed, desperately trying to reach the King of Dublin before he reached the safety of his walls.
The rest of the men gathered around King Brian. Many lay strewn on the ground, already dead. Others groaned in agony. Shattered bones, weeping wounds. Blood and guts stained the mud. I staggered over to them, shaking and shivering. Opening my bag, I took out the herbs I used to clean out wounds. I couldn’t use my gift, but I would do everything else in my power to save the men.
“Fódla,” Father Marcán called out. “See to the king first.”
I walked over, my head still spinning. King Brian held out his left arm. An axe had sliced against his forearm, but the expensive ring-mail the king wore meant the cut was not deep.
“We wait,” King Brian said to Father Marcán, as I dressed the gash. “We wait for King Sechnall to join us.” He stared into the distance where the Meath King and his army rode toward us.
“Sechnall is too late,” Father Marcán whispered in the king’s ear.
“Yes,” King Brian agreed. “Convenient, wouldn’t you say?”
Father Marcán gave the king in the distance a sour look. “God will punish him, if he played you false, my king.”
King Brian laughed, though I’d never heard a noise emit less humour. “Smile, Father Marcán. For now, he is our friend. Don’t let him believe otherwise. Not until we know for sure he betrayed us.”
Father Marcán agreed, while King Brian focused on the army heading his way. He held his hand out in greeting, and smiled.
How could he do that?
How could he smile at the man who he thought had given away our location to the Dublin king? How could he smile when the ground was covered with dead men, lost dreams and stilled hearts?



DUBLIN, 999
Gormflaith
I knew the battle had not gone well before the men returned home. In the middle of the night, I could have sworn I heard our horns sound the retreat. Gilla’s wife told me I couldn’t have. It was the sleet and wind, she said, the battle was being fought too far away to be heard in the city.
Her words did nothing to ease my fears. Deep in my soul, I knew our men had lost.
The day after they had left, Sitric and his warriors rode back through the gates. Of the nine hundred that had left, only four hundred returned. Falk gave his horse to a stable-boy and limped over to his children. Gilla, covered in blood, slid off his, not caring who took it, and fell into his wife’s arms.
“Harald is dead,” Sitric said to me, as he dismounted. “Murchad mac Brian killed him moments before the call to retreat.” He threw his damaged shield on the ground, shattering it into pieces. Blood stained his left hand and beard, but he stood tall and straight.
I wrapped my arms around him. “Praise the gods you are not hurt.”
His body tensed under my embrace. He didn’t say anything, just stared out to sea, absorbed in his thoughts and grief.
The mist-like fingers of grief slithered around me, too. We had lost. And Harald was gone.
The loss I felt for my stepson surprised me. He was too slow to be amusing and too ugly to admire, but he’d been a great warrior. It was the one thing everyone had said about this son of Amlav the Red. His death would touch many, but I felt it keenly. He’d been the only one I could rely upon to look after Sitric and not covet his throne.
Loud sobs sounded out from across the square, and I knew instantly who they belonged to. Tears streamed down Frigg’s ruddy face, and her five daughters and one son huddled about her, holding her tight. The seven of them didn’t speak; they just clung to each other like limpets on a rock.
“Did Harald fight well?”
Sitric nodded. “Very. That’s the worst of it. This Murchad, I’ve never seen anyone fight like him before. He didn’t carry a shield, instead used two long swords. He cut down at least fifty of our men on his own. No one could match him. Not even Harald.”
Kissing Sitric’s hand, I said the only thing that would give him any comfort. “Then Harald will be with his father and Ragnall in Valhalla now.”
Sitric pulled away and removed his chain-mail shirt. “Many of our men will be in Valhalla,” he said, his voice rising. “King Brian was prepared for us and the earth of Glenmama is red with our blood, not his.”
Falk shuffled over, Freya and Arni holding him steady.
“Boy!” I snapped my fingers at the slave behind me. “Fetch the healer. Tell him to come here at once.”
“There is no need, Gormflaith.” Falk gave me a brave smile. “It’s just a flesh-wound to the leg.” He sat on a wooden stump beside us while Freya and Arni removed his heavy chain armour and leather vest.
While Sitric seethed in silence, I stared at the faces of the men he’d brought with him. Many of them I recognised, but there were many missing… including my brother.
I tugged Sitric’s sleeve. “Did you see Máelmórda after you sounded the retreat?”
My son shook his head.
“What about you, Falk?”
“I did not see him on the field at all,” Falk said. “But that doesn’t mean he has fallen.” He glanced at Sitric before clumsily fumbling at his leather straps.
Reading into the silence, I frowned. “Did Máelmórda not fight?”
Sitric shrugged. “His men fought. The last I saw, Máelmórda was waiting on the hill with his guard.”
Gilla, having heard Sitric’s answer, snarled as he staggered over to us. He coughed fresh blood onto his lips. “That bastard, Sechnall, betrayed us. Brian was expecting us. We never stood a chance.”
I pushed thoughts of my missing brother from my head. “There is no point thinking of that now. You must all flee from Dublin. Let me negotiate a deal on your behalf.”
Gilla spat, and thick clumps of blood splattered the ground. “No. One of the men should do it.” He turned to Sitric. “I can, if you wish. Sechnall is my uncle. He’s less likely to kill me than anyone else.”
I snatched up Sitric’s short sword and held it under Gilla’s throat. “Perhaps you plotted all this with Sechnall. As you have just pointed out, you are Sechnall’s half-nephew. If Sitric was to die, I wonder who Sechnall would make king?”
“I almost died,” Gilla snapped. His hand pressed over the wound in his side, where his armour and tunic were stained a deep red.
“How convenient that you didn’t.” I inched the blade closer to his chin, right to the spot where I had stabbed his father all those years ago.
Gilla paled, and I thrust him toward Sitric before any more of his blood dripped onto my dress. “Take this traitorous little leech with you, and all the warriors you trust. I will negotiate with Brian to retain your kingship. He is the King of Leth Moga now. It’s him who decides what happens to you, not Sechnall.”
Sitric clenched his jaw. “I can’t leave the people. He will burn the market; he will burn their houses; he will—”
“But he won’t burn them.” I glanced at the women and children staring bleakly out the gates, waiting, hoping, for their loved ones to make it back. They were utterly pathetic, too pathetic for a Christian king to murder. “He will let these people live, but if he gets his hands on you when his blood is up, you will be drinking with Harald in Valhalla before the night is over.”
Sitric’s fingers hovered over his blood-soaked sword.
“No,” I hissed. “It’s not your time yet. This isn’t how it ends.”
Falk grabbed Sitric’s arm. “Come. Let’s go north. If you are alive, we can fight another day and win Dublin back.”
Sitric didn’t move.
“Listen to Falk,” I soothed. “You fought well, but Sechnall betrayed us. He must have. Next time, we will be the ones who strike on our own terms. We will bring war to our enemies, and they will regret that they ever took advantage of us.” I pulled him into a hug and pressed my lips against his ear. “I will send my ring, the one your father gave me, when I have negotiated and believe you are safe. If a messenger brings a bracelet, it means the message is false.”
Sitric inhaled, his chest expanding with the sudden intake of air. “I wish… I wish that—”
“It was not to be,” I interrupted, not allowing him to dwell on defeat. “The gods want to be entertained. You have done that. Next time, you will carry their favour. But you must go now, before the Munster army arrives.”
He gave a curt nod then strode to the ships with Falk and Gilla. The warriors who had returned ran after them. Even those who could barely walk limped to the longphort, held up by their wives and children. Some of them looked close to death, but they followed Sitric anyway. A death among friends was better than a cold Munster sword in the belly.
I glanced over at Frigg who was still wailing like a banshee. Leif was doing his best to console her. A good boy, big for thirteen. His father’s son.
“Frigg,” I shouted. “Send Leif with Sitric.”
Frigg’s tear-stained face stared at mine, incredulous that I had spoken to her. “No. He stays with me.”
“He is tall for his age. The men of Munster may not believe he wasn’t at the battle.” I pointed at the walls. Loud shouts were drifting into the city from beyond. They were coming. “King Brian might kill all the fighting men left behind as retribution for our disobedience, remember what he did to Ímar’s sons. Don’t lose a husband and a child in one day.”
Her face crumpled, but she slowly pushed Leif toward the longphort. His mouth, hard-set, gave a final kiss to his mother, then he ran.
“Go in Sitric’s ship,” I shouted after him. “Tell him, it is at my request.”
Leif didn’t stop to reply, so I watched as he clambered into the boat with Falk and Sitric. Good. There you are, Harald. I have done what I can for your boy.
The shouts in the distance grew louder, and I called the women and the old men to come and stand with me. We gazed out to sea as our men sailed away. Gone for now, but not forever. Then we braced ourselves to meet the invading army that was about to march inside our walls.
It didn’t take long.
*
The men of Munster entered the city, victorious, and as Sitric had surmised, they set fire to the market. It hurt to watch the stalls burn, to see the wooden stands disintegrate in the heat of the blaze. The trees outside the walls were alight too. Thor’s Wood, the Viking people still called it. Some of the women behind me wept.
If I reached out my hand, I could extinguish it, save it. Did I dare? Máelmórda would tell me not to, but where was he? If I had to flee anyway, why not kill this army who had shamed my son? Even as I closed my eyes, I could smell it, feel the flames, from the tips of my fingers to my eyelids to my toes. The same power that had erupted out of me that night Onguen died was there, waiting, demanding to be let loose.
“Gormflaith,” a voice called.
I opened my eyes. The invading warriors parted suddenly, and two men walked toward me while another staggered, sometimes crawling, along the dirt path. His long, dark curls were matted to his neck, and his face was swollen so badly that his left eye had sealed shut.
“Stand, Máelmórda,” I shouted. “Don’t dishonour yourself by crawling at our enemy’s feet like a beast.”
My brother didn’t hear my words, or else didn’t feel the shame enough to do as I said. He panted and kept wiping the blood that seeped from the cut over his eyebrow. No wonder Falk and Sitric could not speak of him.
I turned my attention to the two men walking at his side. One was old, sixty maybe. I had no doubt this was King Brian Boru. From the stories I had heard about him, I expected someone more savage, but his beard was short and neat, and despite the blood and mud on his clothing, he was well-dressed.
The second man watched Máelmórda with the savage concentration of a wolf. He had long, light brown hair, was taller than the king and broader about the shoulders. Serious though. He hadn’t taken off his armour, and blood saturated the fabric of his leine. Not all his blood, I suspected. I lowered my eyes to his waist. Two full-length swords were strapped to his side. Ah, yes. This must be Murchad mac Brian. He was younger than I expected, leaner. And yet he killed Harald and fifty of our men.
King Brian grabbed my brother by his cloak and hauled him onto his feet.
“Where is Sitric Silkbeard?” Brian shouted.
Máelmórda flailed under the strength of the king but, to my relief, remained standing.
“He is gone, King Brian,” I said calmly.
“Has he died of his wounds?”
“No. Valhalla does not call him today.”
Brian started. “You are an Irish princess, are you not? A daughter of Leinster. Why do you speak of Valhalla?”
“I talk of it because that is what my son believes. He is, after all, the son of Amlav the Red.”
Murchad rested his hand on the hilt of one of his swords, his quick eyes scanning the city. “The coward has fled.”
Brian grunted and pushed Máelmórda forward. He took a couple of steps toward me before collapsing on the ground again. Now he was closer, I could see that blood dripped from his mouth as well as gashes on his neck, eyebrow and nose. From the way he winced, I guessed the ribs on his right side were broken. Staying away from the fight with his guards had obviously not done him any favours.
The market burned out while the servants tended his wounds. The fire, greedy and all-consuming, had devoured all it could. “You’ve made a mess of the market and our forest, King Brian. What have we done to deserve such treatment?”
The King of Munster stared at me, the wrinkles about his eyes deepening as he took me in. His face was completely blank, giving away no hint as to what he was truly thinking. “Your son has insulted this country many times over,” he said at last. “He destroyed the nunnery at Lusk. He raided Domnach Airgid. And he and your brother captured Donnchad, King of Leinster, who is under my protection.”
“Why does Munster concern itself with the affairs of Leinster?” my brother wheezed. “If you had any courage, you would have come to me directly, instead of bringing war to my nephew’s city.”
“Be quiet,” Murchad snapped. “A man found hiding inside a yew tree while his men are still fighting and dying for him should not talk of courage.”
Máelmórda pointed to a blood stain on Murchad’s upper thigh. “You are not as invincible as you think, Murchad mac Brian.”
“A scratch.” Murchad snorted. “My six-year-old son has inflicted worse.”
I took a step forward before Máelmórda embarrassed himself further. A two-year-old could have drawn more blood from Murchad than Máelmórda had – it wasn’t something to brag about. “Perhaps we should talk later. Many men are dead or injured outside the city gates. We should send them help or lay them to rest.”
“Well said.” Brian bowed his head. “But there are a few things I must rectify first.”
He turned around to face his army. Savages the lot of them, but then they were from Munster. Wealth had perhaps refined their king, but not his people. Long, tangled hair and unkempt beards covered their faces. No doubt they would soon be gorging themselves on the Sicilian wine inside our great hall. What a waste. They were good for nothing better than the goat-piss ale the monks brewed. My heart broke for the other things they would steal. Our fine jewellery and goblets, jet brooches and furs. Wild men like this wouldn’t even appreciate them.
“Warriors of Munster and warriors of Meath. Dublin is mine,” King Brian shouted. The men of Munster cheered, and their king smiled at their enthusiastic adulation. “We will stay in the city tonight. Eat from the stores, sleep and recover. To the people of Dublin, you are safe here, but any man or woman who breaks the peace will lose their lives.”
With that, he strode toward the great hall. Some of his men went with him, while others began to sack the Viking homes.
Murchad didn’t follow his father or join in with the looting. Instead, he stared at me. “Where is Donnchad? Is he still alive?”
“Yes.” I smiled. “I can bring him to the fort, if you wish?”
“Please do.” He paused to give my brother one last fleeting look of disgust, then walked after his father.
As he reached the steps of the great hall, I held out my hand to my brother. Máelmórda took it, and he limped feebly as I brought him over to my old house by the square. We would not be welcomed in the fort now that King Brian had taken it. Best to make ourselves scarce.
“Why did you not fight?” I hissed in his ear.
Máelmórda grinned, his bloodstained teeth shining in the low, winter sunlight. “I gave Murchad a little present when I scratched his leg.” From a slit in his sleeve, he flashed a small glass vial.
“Poison?”
He nodded. “Murchad will be dead before the night is over.”
*
Once our healers had tended Máelmórda, we made our way to the great hall. The rain and sleet had turned to snow, and a blanket of white covered the city, hiding the dirt and blood that had stained it this morning.
King Brian sat on the throne, Sitric’s throne, while a young woman with a burnt face and deformed shoulder tended the cuts on his hand. My stomach lurched as I watched her, though I wasn’t usually so disturbed by scars and wounds. Perhaps it was because she was a woman that I found it so hard to take? She was so hideous, I wondered that the king could bear for her to touch him.
As she worked, Murchad and Brian’s other son, called Tadc, sat beside their father. Another man, a bishop from his clothing, sat to the left. But it was only once the ugly woman was finished wrapping her bandages around his hand that King Brian looked our way.
Máelmórda hobbled at my side, and we sat on the chairs opposite King Brian and his men. I pulled my fur cloak tight around my shoulders and waited for them to begin.
“Fódla,” King Brian said, “will you please tend to our guests.”
The deformed woman walked our way. Bile rushed up my throat as she came closer. Not only was her face scarred, but the hair on the left side of her head was white and thin. Her hands reached out to touch me, and just like her face, the left one was deformed and scarred.
“Don’t touch me,” I snapped. “Don’t touch my brother either.”
She pulled back her hand, then, without a word, left the fort.
“So,” Murchad said, addressing me, his tone hard. “Where is Donnchad? You promised you would bring him here.”
“A Dubliner broke a promise?” Tadc said, through gritted teeth. “What a surprise.”
I kept my face clear and nodded to the slave girl at the back of the hall. “Will you bring our guest here? King Brian wants to see him.”
The girl nodded and slipped out of the hall.
I stared at the walls, intermittently examining how my curls fell on my chest. The men were in a fury, and I enjoyed teasing them. I wondered which would be the first of them to stare. Murchad? Tadc? The bishop? Or the old king himself. Ah, the bishop didn’t disappoint. He looked away quickly and whispered something to the king, but it was too late to take back a look after it had fallen.
At length, the girl came in. Donnchad stumbled beside her like a lame fawn, muttering incoherently, still scared of the perpetual dark.
Brian and Murchad bolted up. “Donnchad?” Murchad ran over to him. The mess that used to be his eyes was now plain for all to see.
“What did you do to him?” King Brian barked.
“It was a fair fight,” Máelmórda said, shrugging.
“It was not,” Donnchad snapped, bowing over as the strain of coughing made the wounds on his face ache. “You had an army come find me. You couldn’t defeat me on the field, so you brought me here and took out my eyes while I was in chains.”
Máelmórda nodded. “I did what I had to do. Now, I am King of Leinster.”
“How is that the case?” Tadc asked.
“It is the turn of the Uí Fáeláin clan to be king of the province now that Donnchad can no longer rule.” Máelmórda pointed at Donnchad’s empty eye sockets. “As you know, the people will not accept a man with such a blemish as their king. It would bring famine to our lands.”
“They are the old teachings,” the bishop said. He clasped his fingers together and rested them on the table. “Christ says these old beliefs are not true.”
Máelmórda laughed. “Your priests have not convinced the people yet. They still look to the old ways for comfort. I’m afraid if Donnchad was to remain king, he would have a rebellion on his hands before the sun set, and a sword in his belly before dawn.”
Neither King Brian, Murchad, Tadc or the bishop could refute these words, no matter how much they might want to. Ireland was full of bad Christians. The kings still had multiple wives, the priests still fathered children, and the people still had their traditions. No matter how much they felt for the poor blinded man weeping before them, they knew he could no longer be king.
Murchad glowered. “You don’t deserve to be k—”
“But he will be,” I interrupted.
The men stopped speaking and stared at me. Yes, it was my turn to speak. My days standing in the shadows were over. Sitric depended on me to put this right, and I would prove to him that I was more than capable.
“He will be king because I say so,” I continued. “My daughter is married to Olaf Tryggvason. He is King of Norway now, you know. My greatest friend is Sigurd the Stout, King of Orkney. So, you will allow my brother to be King of Leinster, and you will allow my son to return and be King of Dublin.”
“No,” Tadc said. “We should kill you before these allies show up.”
I lifted my goblet, and the servant girl quickly filled it. “You could do that, but I would advise against it.” I gestured for the slave to fill more goblets and give them to our guests. They all refused the wine, which made me smile. Men were always so petulant, like children in so many ways. “If you kill us, Sigurd or Olaf will see Dublin as a prize for themselves. They will take the city and bring war to your shores. They will sail their longships up the rivers of Munster and slaughter you while you sleep. Just like Amlav did forty years ago.”
King Brian tapped his fingers against the wood. His sons might not remember my late husband, but he did. It was his hometown that Amlav had raided first.
“If you make friends with us, we will behave and swear allegiance. If you want peace and order, we can give it.” I paused to take a sip. “High King Sechnall gave you Leth Moga. Well, Dublin is within Leth Moga. My son will transfer his vows to you. The wealth created in Dublin is now yours. It’s not as if King Sechnall assisted you in the battle today.” I set down my cup. “I hear he arrived… late.”
“And why are you being so amenable, when only yesterday, you were trying to kill us?” Murchad asked.
“You brought an army to our gates. It is you who are the aggressors here, not us.”
“You took Donnchad captive.”
“And what has that got to do with you?” Máelmórda said. “Who is King of Leinster is the concern of Leinster.”
King Brian inhaled deeply, lips pressed in a thin line. “Dubliners break vows easily. What assurance do I have that you will keep these ones?”
“You have a daughter of marrying age, don’t you? Sitric needs a wife.”
“I heard he was already married.”
“To a slave and the ceremony was pagan. It doesn’t count.”
Tadc turned to his father. “No, Father. Sláine is too young.”
I raised an eyebrow. “I thought she was fifteen?”
“She is,” Tadc snapped. “Which is too young.”
“She’s two whole years older than I was when my father gave me to Amlav.”
Tadc looked ready to explode, but his father leaned forward. “Let us think on what you have said. For now, we will take the wealth of your city. All of it. All the furs, wine, gold, treasure. Every last piece. And your slaves are all to be freed.”
I nodded in agreement to the terms, for what else could I do?
The slave girl standing behind me lowered the vase of wine and burst into tears, thanking the king for his generosity. Foolish girl. Brian and his army would soon be gone, and she would pour my wine, just as ever she did.
Murchad helped Donnchad to the chair beside him. I noted the small beads of sweat that pricked across Murchad’s brow. Donnchad was not light, but it was not exertion that caused Murchad to perspire. His face looked flushed too. “Find our healer,” he said to the slave girl. “She’s called Fódla. This man needs her help.” He stared at Donnchad for a moment. “And I need to pray before I sleep.” His blue eyes suddenly found mine. “Where is the closest church?”
I stared out the fort doors. “The sea is calm tonight. You could row over to Erin’s Eye without much difficulty.”
“It’s too far away.” Too far to row for battle-weary arms, he meant.
“You could go to Dalkey Island. It’s only a few miles south and closer to the beach. The church is in ruins, but the land is consecrated.”
Murchad nodded.
“I would order a slave to ready the boat for you, but you’ve freed them.” I gave him a sly grin. “You’ll have to haul it into the sea yourself.”
“That is not a problem.” Murchad stormed out of the fort.
There. I had done my best for Sitric. Now it was time to leave and get some rest.
“Goodnight, King Brian.” I stood. “You and your family have taken the great hall as is your right. My brother and I will take the house across the square. If you need us, we will be there.”
King Brian tapped his fingers on the wooden table. “Before you go, I have another marriage proposal to put forward. The compromise we discussed depends on it being accepted.”
“A marriage between whom?”
“You,” he answered, “and my son, Murchad.”
Máelmórda glanced at me, surprised. A match between me and Munster would have worked for him. What a shame Murchad would be dead before the night was out. I still needed to be careful, though. Once Murchad was dead, King Brian could just as easily try to match me to his other son. He needed to know I was not some child to be bartered.
“My answer to marriage is no.” I stood, purposefully slow, to show him that I was not afraid. “I’d rather die an excruciating death than marry again.”
King Brian laughed, loud and deep, as I walked away. “That, my dear, can be arranged.”
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Fódla
Eocha escorted me out of Donnchad’s room and over to the house where I was to stay while in Dublin. Eocha walked quickly, eager to get away from the blinded king and back to his men. I didn’t blame him. The tonic I’d given the King of Leinster had helped him fall asleep, but the man I left behind was a pitiful sight.
I didn’t speak; couldn’t speak. All day I had been healing the injured. Nodding, holding, cleaning wounds. I’d kept my feelings at a distance, kept what happened on the battlefield far away from me, like it was a dream that could be rewritten. But now, the mask was crumbling, and with every step it crumbled a little more. I could feel my breath catching at the back of my throat, tears welling, the pain inside my head growing.
“How far is the house?” I asked, straining to keep my voice in check.
Eocha pointed at a small house near the edge of the pillaged market. Relieved that we were nearly there, I lengthened my stride.
“I heard what the queen said. Don’t take her words to heart,” Eocha said, as he opened the door. His voice was thoughtful, kind. “You were a great help today. King Brian is very grateful.”
Lifting my head, I tried to process his words. Oh, yes, the queen. My face had repulsed her so much that she didn’t want me to touch her. I couldn’t care less. I supposed I should, but the truth was she had repulsed me too. She had not cared about the fallen. She was angry they had lost, yes, but not sad. When she had told me to leave, I was only too happy to go.
Giving Eocha a forced smile, I walked into the house. Someone had already lit the fire and the room was warm. Eocha smiled back, handed over the bags then closed the door shut. Grateful to be alone, I trudged over to the table. I let Murchad’s sword and Colmon’s knife clatter onto the wood and dropped my bags to the floor.
I hated it here. I hated everything. I removed my scarf, then grasped at the clasp of my cloak, but my fingers were shaking so much I couldn’t undo the pin. Collapsing onto the chair, I yanked the clasp loose, and as the cloak fell, the veil of the dream lifted. I pictured Lonán in front of me. Falling to the ground, gazing up. Dying. Dead.
What had I done? I could have saved him… but I had frozen. I couldn’t think what to do, and Senna was there, watching.
Head in hands, I closed my eyes and pictured it again. If I had healed him, Senna would have seen, and Broccan would be taken from me. But it wasn’t right. It wasn’t right. I burst into tears. They streamed down my face, and the sobs I had kept contained all day wracked my body. Lonán was gone. He had come back to find me and now he was gone.
He died over and over in my mind. Blood, swords. Murchad running. Lonán falling. Senna’s yellow eyes staring. And I just stood there, watching it happen.
*
I woke up with a hand covering my mouth.
I flung myself forward, but the hand pulled me back.
Biting, clawing, screaming, I tried to get away, but the person holding me was too strong.
“Stop fighting. It’s me, Tadc.” In one swift motion, he twisted my arm behind my back and grabbed a fistful of my hair so that I couldn’t move. “Murchad,” he whispered. “He needs your help.”
“What?”
A hot, shaky breath blew against my ear. “I need you to come with me, right now.” Releasing me slowly, he inched away and grabbed both my bags. “Be quiet and hurry.”
The nausea that swilled in my stomach took a moment to subside, and my brain struggled to understand what Tadc had said. Murchad needed my help? Why? What had happened?
Shivering, I picked up my cloak and headscarf and glanced at the table. The sword and knife lay there. The gold hilt shone alongside the dull wooden handle of the knife. I hated the sword with every fibre of my being, but there were consequences to being unarmed. I reached forward and slid the knife into the lining of my cloak.
A waft of icy air hit me in the face, and my body gave an involuntary shudder as I stepped outside. Tadc was waiting for me. He pressed a finger to his lips and motioned for me to follow. I did as he asked until we came to a stop behind the great hall. “Please, Tadc. Tell me what’s wrong.”
Not to be distracted, he shook his head. “We can’t be seen,” he mouthed, pointing at the men, his own men, drinking in the square. There were lots of them, though half were probably too drunk to see more than a foot in front of their face.
“Why are we hiding from your own people?”
Tadc didn’t answer. He waited until a cloud passed over the moon, then ran. His left hand had grabbed my arm, tight as a pincer, and he dragged me along at his side until we reached the beach. The sea was calm tonight, the water smooth, almost as if the winter air had frozen it over. It was beautiful, but Tadc gave me no time to linger.
“On the horse,” he said.
“What horse?”
Tadc whistled, and his brown stallion came running forward. He petted its nose for a moment then pushed me to its side and lifted me up.
“Where are we going?” I hissed.
“To Murchad.”
“Well, where is he?”
But Tadc didn’t answer. He jumped onto the horse, sat behind me and urged him forward. The sudden speed scared me. I was used to horses, but he rode the stallion as if he were being chased by a daemon.
It didn’t take long for him to pull the horse to a stop. He slid off, helped me down then ran toward a small rowboat that had been pulled up onto the sand. Rickety and covered in barnacles, he dropped my bags into it then heaved it toward the sea.
“Tadc. Where are we going?”
“To the island,” he grunted, as he shouldered the boat into the water.
I stared out across the waves. A small landmass cut into the sea, only a few thousand feet or so out.
Barely more than a rock. But I couldn’t go there. I couldn’t cross the sea. Gobnat’s spell would fade, and the disguise would disappear. “No.” I took a step back. “I can’t… I can’t swim.”
Tadc grit his teeth together. “I am the son of your king. Do as I command.”
His words were haughty, the tone sharp, and suddenly, I grew afraid. Tadc never spoke to me, so why had he taken me here? Why were we alone?
I shook my head, feeling for the outline of my knife in the lining of my cloak. “Take me back to Dublin. If Murchad needs help, he can come to me himself.”
Tadc bit his lip, his jaw clenched. “He can’t.” His voice cracked, and his chin, so strong only a moment ago, trembled. “After the discussions with the queen, Murchad, Eocha and I went to pray in the old church on Dalkey Island. Murchad collapsed once we got there. We can’t wake him. You need to help him. Please.”
Healthy men were not usually strong enough to row out to sea in one moment, only to collapse the next… and yet, I could see the truth in Tadc’s eyes. I could see the fear.
He held out his hand for me to take. Quickly, I wrapped my scarf over my head and face, and pulled my cloak tighter around my body. No one would notice my appearance had changed as long as I didn’t remove them, and I would suggest bringing Murchad back to Dublin as soon as we landed, say that I needed more herbs. Perhaps he had eaten something that disagreed with him. Or sometimes, men took a fever-dream after battle. It was the shock of the bloodshed. It made them shake and sweat, but the next day, they woke up as normal.
Tadc didn’t speak to me as we crossed. Every ounce of strength went into rowing the boat. His brown hair stuck to his neck, slick with sweat, and his brow furrowed with unwavering concentration. I kept my gaze fixed on the island, coming ever closer, and clasped my headscarf tight. The dull pain in my left arm and shoulder was fading, and under the folds of fabric, my back straightened.
When we arrived, Tadc took my bags and helped me out of the boat. Without giving me a second glance, he sprinted into the dilapidated church. It was dark, but I could see a decent fire blazing within the building, bright enough that he might notice the changes if he bothered to give me a closer look. Tightening the knot of the headscarf, I ran after him.
“Here, Fódla.” Tadc waved me over. Murchad lay on the ground beside him, unconscious. Eocha kneeled at his side. The old stable-master plunged a piece of fabric into a small barrel filled with seawater and gently patted Murchad’s forehead.
“How is he?” I asked, sitting beside him.
“He has a fever.” Eocha stopped moving the cloth and watched Murchad’s breathing, his mouth parted. “I’ve never known one to take hold so quickly.”
I felt Murchad’s cheek. My hand instantly snatched back. His skin was scalding. How was this possible?
Tadc stared at his brother, then at me. “What’s wrong with him?”
“I don’t know. For his fever to be so high, he must have an infected wound. Was he struck?”
Tadc rubbed his fingers through his hair. “Máelmórda sliced Murchad with a knife when my brother pulled him from the yew tree. Murchad told me it was just a scratch.” He nodded at Eocha. “Show her.”
Eocha pulled down the blanket to reveal the small slice along his thigh, hardly deep enough to cause an infection. I pressed my fingers around the sides of the skin, and that was when the smell hit me. Putrid and rotten. The flesh inside the wound had turned yellow too, the veins around it a strange shade of purple. It was poison. Oh, and it was everywhere. My heart thudded against my chest, so hard that I felt it pulsing against my throat.
Tadc inched closer and stared at the cut. “It wasn’t this bad when I left.” He glanced at Eocha who nodded. “Our uncle was killed with poison. The wound looks the same. Do you know how to cure it?”
“I don’t…” I leaned back onto the heels of my feet. “I…”
My fingers pressed tighter against Murchad’s wrist, and I used my gift to feel his body. Yes, the poison was potent, and creeping ever closer to Murchad’s heart. Once the poison reached there, his heart would stop beating. There was no mortal remedy that could stop it.
“Please. Try,” Tadc asked, his voice rising again.
How could I tell him that I couldn’t save his brother? How could I tell him that I was forbidden to save Murchad? Tomas’ words echoed in my ears. Death awaits those who break the laws. Those same words had filled my head when Lonán fell. They weren’t right, these new laws. Rónnat had spoken the truth to me all those years ago when I had been too blinded by Tomas to see. But it didn’t matter, I couldn’t change them. And if I saved Murchad, I would be taken to trial and executed. Who would look after Broccan?
I pulled my shaking hand away from Murchad’s leg. “He’s too far gone.”
Tadc’s breath became ragged, and he held his hands over his eyes.
Eocha stared at the ground, his face drawn. “Your father needs to know.”
“Yes.” Tadc collected himself. “I’ll tell him. Murchad will want our father here, and a priest to bless him before he dies.”
I took out some feverfew from my bag. “I will keep him comfortable until then. You don’t have long.”
“I shall stay, too.” Eocha gently took Murchad’s hand in his.
“No,” I said. “If you want King Brian here in time, you both must row.”
Eocha gave me a silent nod. Tadc squeezed his brother’s hand. “Wait for me, Murchad. Don’t go when I’m not here.” His eyes filled with tears, and it was with great effort that he held them in. “And I swear to God, afterward, I will kill Máelmórda myself.”
He stood, then ran to the boat. Eocha followed.
Now they were gone, I unwrapped the headscarf from my face. The fabric, dampened from both sea-spray and the condensation of my breath, made breathing difficult. I rubbed my fingers over my neck as the fabric fell away, the skin now smooth, but I still couldn’t get a breath. My chest was tight, so tight it hurt.
“Fódla,” Murchad muttered. “Is that you?” His eyes fluttered open. “My eyes…” He panted. “I can’t see.” His eyes darted around the room, unfocused, flitting past me and over to the collapsed wall.
I rushed to sit beside him and took his hand in mine. “Yes, it’s me, Murchad. I am here.”
He sighed and turned his head in my direction. “I wish you were not.”
“I can go outside if you want.”
His fingers wrapped around mine with a strength I thought should have left him by now. “I don’t mean it like that. I just mean… if you are here… like this, then I am dying.”
I placed my second hand over his. I was shaking so hard now my teeth chattered. “Yes.” The word barely came out.
I wasn’t even sure if Murchad heard it until he nodded weakly. A small tear built up in the corner of his left eye and trickled over his cheek. “You think I deserve to, I suppose?”
“No. Of course I don’t.” I held his hand tighter. Rough and calloused, his fingers folded around mine.
“But… I’m not a good person. You’ve said so.”
“That’s not true. I didn’t mean… You shouldn’t listen to the things I say.”
He shivered, and his eyes closed. I waited a second before pulling away. His skin, even the callouses on his palm, were burning, and I wanted to make sure he lasted until a priest came and gave him the last rites. It was important to Christians, and I didn’t want Murchad to pass over without it. Grabbing the cloth Eocha had used earlier, I soaked it in the barrel of seawater and dabbed his forehead again.
“Where is my brother?” he mumbled.
“Gone with Eocha to fetch your father and a priest.”
“Then I haven’t long left. Priests come to dying princes faster than the crows.” He gave a terse rasping laugh which turned into a bout of coughing. His cheeks, so flushed a few minutes ago, now turned pale. He reminded me of the young man I had healed in secret all those years ago. A man in body. A warrior. But when life had been fading, he appeared childlike, somehow. As we come into the world, so we go. I pushed a strand of hair away from his face, my fingers lingering against his cheek as the hair fell back. I couldn’t bear to see him like this.
“Will I go to heaven, do you think?”
I didn’t remember all the strange beliefs the Christians had, and I wanted to say the right thing. I racked my memory, searching for things I’d heard the priests say while I’d travelled to Munster. “The priests say that if they absolve you from sin before you die, then you will. Don’t worry. A priest will be here soon.”
“You sound like… like you don’t believe in what they say.”
“I think if you are a good person, that’s all that matters.” My thoughts turned to Lonán then. Generous, kind and brave – he had died without a priest at his side. Did that mean he wouldn’t go to the mortals’ heaven? No, if such a place truly existed, he would be there. He’d be there with the best of them.
Murchad’s fingers reached for my hand and pulled it across his chest. “You sound sad.”
He was comforting me. On his deathbed, he was the one consoling me. Tears streamed down my cheeks and grief consumed me. Grief for Lonán, for all the men who lay in the valley. And now for Murchad.
“You shouldn’t have been there…” he mumbled. “I tried to get… to him… to you…” His jaw clenched tight. The pain was rising – I felt it. He held it in, but his breathing was turning fast and shallow. Even without using my gift, I knew his lungs were filling with fluid. It was nearly over.
“I wish I had saved Lonán.” The words tumbled out before I could stop them. Murchad probably couldn’t hear me anymore, but I had to say these words to someone. “I chose to follow rules I don’t believe in. I did it for Broccan, to keep him safe.”
I had followed Tomas all my adult life. Done as he asked. Even when Aoife asked to leave Fennit Island, I didn’t help her. Rónnat had to do that for me, tried to take her somewhere safe, and had incurred Tomas’ wrath in the process. I was a coward. A complete coward. I always wilted under Tomas’ gaze; my arguments slipped away.
This, all of this, was another of Tomas’ lies. He had told me that all mortal men were evil, but it wasn’t true – it was just something he’d said to keep me and Aoife in line. Now that she was gone, he’d sent me on this mission, expecting me to fail. He wanted me to return to him a shell… broken.
Murchad groaned. “I don’t… didn’t… love…”
“Hush.” I wiped his brow. The seawater was no longer keeping him cool, but I placed a fresh cloth over his head, nonetheless. “It doesn’t matter. Save your strength.”
“It does matter,” he said, his voice rising. “If I don’t… men will… ditches… Don’t let… war…”
I wiped the tears from my cheeks, only to feel more falling. “I’m so sorry, Murchad. I’m sorry I can’t help you. I wish I could.”
A breath rattled in his throat, and a shock of pain made him roll to the side. His eyes opened wide for a moment, and he took in my face. “Who are you?” He frowned, then collapsed back into the furs, writhing in agony. This was it. He was dying.
Save him.
The small voice in the back of my head grew louder, crashing around my mind, demanding to be answered. When Lonán died, I had had no time to think. I wasn’t prepared. I’d even thought that Lonán was strange when he didn’t want to leave the battlefield. What was it he had said? There was nothing worse than watching your friends die and thinking that, if you had been with them, they might be alive. I understood those words now.
Save him.
I couldn’t. I wasn’t allowed to use my gift.
But it didn’t make sense. Rónnat was right. Helping the mortals find peace was the only way to save our land. Broccan’s safety was everything to me, but if a great war broke out because Murchad died tonight, what would become of him?
Murchad’s head rolled to the side. His heart was slowing. I had to decide. I had to make a choice. I had to be brave and listen to my own heart, not the words of others.
Save him.
I reached forward. My left hand pressed against his chest, the right touched the poisoned slash on his thigh. My gift flowed through me, and into him. The poison diluted. His heart beat a little stronger. The fever faded. Once the poison left his blood, I slid my knife out of my cloak lining and set the blade into the fire.
“Fódla.” Murchad blinked. “What’s happening?”
I raised my headscarf, wrapped it back over my hair and face. “Murchad, I’m burning the poison out of the wound.” The blade glowed red in the fire. “It will be painful.”
Murchad closed his eyes and nodded. Quickly, I pressed the blade against the cut. He screamed loudly, but it couldn’t be helped. If Tadc and Eocha were to believe I had cured Murchad, I needed to have done something drastic. Something that at least appeared plausible to a mortal healer. Senna wasn’t here, but Tomas had many ways of procuring information. Any rumour about a miracle that involved me would be as good as a death sentence. If Tomas believed that I had cured a simple infection, then he might never find out what I had done. It was my only chance.
I heated the knife once more and set it against the lower half of the cut. Large welts rose on his skin, turning pink and blistered, and still I held it there longer. Careful to avoid the muscle, I cut away a chunk of the burnt flesh.
“Where is he?” a voice bellowed from outside.
King Brian, Father Marcán, Tadc and Eocha ran into the building. King Brian looked stricken, his eyes and cheeks swollen.
I stood aside and let the men gather around Murchad.
“His breathing is much better,” Tadc said, his voice shaking. He peeled back the cloth from Murchad’s leg and stared at the seared flesh. Large red welts and black blisters puckered the skin. Blood oozed from where I had cut the flesh. “What have you done to him?”
“I burned the poison from the wound,” I said. “I think he will live.”
King Brian brushed his son’s hair. “Murchad,” he whispered, his voice gentle. “Can you hear me?”
Murchad nodded. “I can hear your voice, even when you are miles away.”
King Brian laughed and wiped a tear from his cheek, and suddenly, the tension broke. Murchad held out his hand for Tadc to take, and the younger brother wrapped his arms around the elder’s chest. “I thought you were going to die.”
Murchad gave a feeble laugh. “I did too.”
King Brian stood and leaned against the part of the wall that was still standing. “So, this Máelmórda poisoned you? Dublin will pay for this. And Leinster. The negotiations are over.”
Murchad shook his head. “No, Father.” He wiped the sweat from his face with his sleeve and tried to sit. “We must act as if this never happened. The men of Munster are impossible to kill, that is what they will think. They poison us, and still, we live. We must use this to bind them to our will and make the peace hold. If anything, we must pull them closer to us.”
Relief flooded through me. There would be peace after all.
Tadc patted his brother’s hand. “You wouldn’t be saying that if you knew what Father had promised them.”
King Brian glanced at his oldest son, then at his feet. The stone-like King Brian had truly disintegrated tonight. First grief, now shame covered his face. “I agreed a marriage between you and Gormflaith.”
“Gormflaith.” Murchad repeated the name. “No. I told you, I would not marry again.” He pushed Tadc away, and his head thudded against the ground. The pain of the burn that had seared his leg was building. I usually would have given him something for the pain, but I didn’t want that. This wound needed to look bad to avoid the whispers I feared were coming.
“Yes, I remember my promise,” the king said, before Murchad could say anymore. He rushed over to his son, and kneeled beside him, looking at Murchad as if he still expected him to die at any moment. “I will marry her myself.”
“You?” Father Marcán raised his eyebrows. “Offering her marriage to the High King of Leth Moga is too great a concession for these Dublin traitors.”
King Brian shrugged. “Máelmórda has agreed to the marriage offer on behalf of Sitric. To replace Murchad with someone of lower rank would be an insult.” He patted his son on the cheek. “And there I was thinking I was too old to marry again.”
“She’ll be hard work.” Tadc glowered. “But we have no choice. We need to separate her from her son, and her connection with the Earl of Orkney is too dangerous to allow her to marry elsewhere.”
Murchad nodded reluctantly.
“Then we are agreed.”
King Brian stared at me as if he had only just remembered that I was there. “Can we trust you not to speak of this?”
I nodded.
“Also, you must not speak of how close to death Murchad was. If anyone asks why you were here, it was simply to burn an infection from his cut. Nothing serious.”
Relieved that his wishes matched mine, I nodded again. “As you wish.”
The men hauled Murchad off the ground and carried him to the boat. I readied myself to follow them. Tying my headscarf extra tight, I lowered my left shoulder. All I had to do was limp to the boat and keep my headscarf about me. Once back on Ireland’s shore, the spell would take hold again, and nobody would know I had changed.
Someone scurried behind me, and I picked up the bags. “Here. Take this one,” I said, thinking it was Eocha or Tadc coming to help me.
But it was not.
A sleek black bird shifted along the stone wall above me, the lime paste crumbling as he moved. His yellow eyes stared at me for a moment. Then he flew away.



DUBLIN, 999
Gormflaith
I sat on my bed as I dressed for the wedding. The slaves had all gone now, departing before Brian and his promise of freedom did. Some fled south, taking whatever gold and silver had escaped the clutches of the Munster warriors. Others had stolen our boats and set out for England. A storm was brewing, though. They’d better be quick about it, or they’d find themselves at the bottom of the sea. It was a shame. The wedding of a Dublin king to a Munster princess should have been a spectacular affair, but for there to be a feast, we needed slaves to cook and bake and serve and pour. King Brian had agreed to provide some of the wine his men had stolen, but without the food and the music, it would be a scant affair.
Never mind. Sitric was King of Dublin again. That was what mattered most. King Brian had agreed to the match between my son and Sláine, and he had promised that Sitric could remain king. Of course he had. My connection to Olaf and the Earl of Orkney had scared him, just as it should. For once, someone had listened to me. He was no fool, this Brian Boru. Not a fool at all.
I pushed my earrings through the holes in my lobes then clasped a pin to my dress. They were all I had left, aside from the rings I had been wearing when the warriors of Munster had entered the city. I stared at them a while. They glimmered when they caught the sunlight, seeping in through the crack in the door.
“I have something for you.”
Máelmórda came into my house with a small cloth pouch in hand. He dropped it onto my woollen blanket and the top seam opened.
“My jewels. The good ones too!” That Brian and his men hadn’t got their filthy hands on everything I owned, brought a smile to my face. “Now, I can show these Munster barbarians what true civility looks like.”
Máelmórda shrugged as he sat beside me. “I don’t know. I passed the great hall on my way here. Sláine looks rather wonderful. Sweet. Innocent. You might be outshone today, sister.”
“In a stolen dress and stolen gold?”
“I think you’ll find her father won the gold and the cloth.”
I rubbed my fingers over the recovered rings and bracelets, deciding to ignore Máelmórda’s contrariness. The loss at Glenmama was partly his fault. I wondered how he could stand to be here at all. King Brian hadn’t given him the kingship of Leinster. Instead, it would go to Donnchad’s son. The shame of him being told what to do by a king of another province was unbearable for me, and I was only Máelmórda’s sister. I wondered how his men could stand to follow him. But Máelmórda had always been weak. And here he was, throwing insults at me, because I was the only one he thought would take them.
“I was right,” I said, smirking.
“About?”
“I told you Sitric would never marry me to Murchad without my consent.”
Máelmórda sat beside me, silent.
“My son loves me.”
“He does.”
Máelmórda’s lack of anger surprised me. Usually, a taunt like that would cause his temper to rise. I turned to eye him, and he caught my gaze. He was as calm as a summer morning.
“Ready?” he asked, standing. “The wedding will start soon.”
“The bride is always a little late,” I said, though I hurried to put on the last of the rings that Máelmórda had salvaged.
“True, but there is late, and there is late.”
I stood and took his arm. Yes, it might be best to arrive before Sláine. If she was as lovely as Máelmórda said, it wouldn’t do to appear as if I was trying to outshine her by arriving at the same time. Sitric would want to see me too. The shame of losing the battle had kept him away from me since he had returned to Dublin. He’d always been a proud boy, so I’d let him take his time. Today, he’d be able to put the loss behind him, for he’d want me to see him wed a princess. He’d want me to see that he was still king.
Máelmórda opened the door of my house. The hinges rattled. Why was he in such a rush?
Was Sláine really so beautiful he had to see her again already?
“I didn’t think you would be so eager to go to church, brother. Or do weddings have a particular hold on you?” I smiled. “Maybe that’s it. You’ve had five – or is it six now? I always thought it was the lovely young women who interested you, but now I see it’s the priests and their pious little faces and squinty eyes staring at you from over the altar.”
“I love a pious face, as well you know.” He quickened his step as we made our way toward the market. “And there will be lots more of them in Dublin now. The new monastery on Erin’s Eye, and now this.” He pointed at the makeshift wooden church at the edge of the square. Christ Church, Sitric had called it. When it was finished it would be a masterpiece. It was part of the deal Brian had struck when he agreed Sitric could keep the kingship of Dublin and marry Sláine.
“Dublin isn’t so safe for you anymore, Gormflaith.”
“After what you did to Donnchad, Leinster isn’t so safe for you.”
“What a strange thing to say to the King of Leinster. It’s the safest place for me to be.”
I stopped walking. “King Brian agreed you could be king? When?”
Máelmórda turned to face me and held my hands tight. “When I agreed you would marry him.”
“No. You’re lying.”
“You will marry King Brian, and he will accept my oaths as King of Leinster. It’s all arranged.”
I shook my head, my mouth dry, heart shuddering. “Sitric won’t agree.”
“Oh, but he has. The deal is made. And to marry a king is better than a prince.”
The memory of Amlav’s bloated fingers running down my stomach made me shudder. No, a king could be just as disgusting as any other man.
I jerked back my hands, desperate to get out of his grasp. “No,” I screamed. “I. Won’t. Do. It.”
“Calm down, Gormflaith. Listen to me.” He grabbed my hair and pulled me tight to him, so tight I could feel his breath on my skin. “You don’t have to stay with him long. Just until you find out where the Descendants’ fortress is.”
I gritted my teeth. “That’s impossible. Mother’s brothers searched for years and never found it.”
“No, not impossible. Not anymore. Remember what Mother overheard. It’s disguised as a monastery, and the Descendants use magic to hide its size. It’s small and insignificant. Derelict. On the coast.”
“Let go of me.”
“Why? So you can run away? Give me two years. Then you can ask Brian for a divorce, and I will come and take you to a nunnery.” Máelmórda’s fingers dug into my curls. “Only I won’t. I’ll pay your passage on a boat to anywhere you want. Give you gold and silver… and you can have that new life you’ve always desired.”
How dare he ask this of me. After everything I had already done for him, he still wanted more. “Why can’t your spies search for it? Why does it have to be me?”
“The people of Munster are suspicious. They don’t talk to outsiders, but you’ll be their queen. The most famous queen in all of Ireland. They’ll talk to you.”
Using all my might, I wrestled my hair out of his grasp and pushed him away. “No.”
“Come, Gormflaith. You must do this. You’ve always stood by Sitric, and look at what has happened. He gave you away without a second thought. It is me, your brother, a Fomorian, who will save you. Give me two years.” He took a step closer, his eyes wide; desperate. “Two years. Please. If we can’t find the fortress, I’m finished here too.”
“Then, why don’t we both leave? Mother’s dream of you destroying the Descendants’ fortress and becoming High King… you must let it go. The Descendants don’t know we are alive. We can go now. They will never find us.”
Máelmórda’s mouth tightened. “This is our home. Who are they to make us leave?”
“They won, Máelmórda, long before we were born. There are two of us. Hundreds of them.”
“I will kill them. All of them. And then I will rule Ireland, as is my right. We are the children of gods, and the people of Ireland are the children of men.” His hand gestured at the great hall behind us, then the walls of the city, then the lands beyond. “All of this should be ours, but I cannot do this alone. I need you to stay.”
The desperation in his eyes turned to something harder, and he looked so like our mother that I had to turn away. I glanced at the boats that remained in the longphort. I could not sail them alone, and the slaves I could have bribed had already left. All my plans for escape suddenly felt feeble. Marry, breed, move on, were the words my mother had taught me. But what was the point, if this was how it ended? Betrayed by my child. Cast aside after all the love I had shown him. I remembered Sitric as a boy, the way he used to look at me, as if I was the only person in the room. And it had all been for nothing.
Máelmórda was right. When all this was done, it would only be me and him. If he didn’t win, we would wander the lands, ageless, starting our lives over and over, always beginning at the bottom. Mother had been a slave when my father met her. If she hadn’t caught his eye, I could have been one of the slaves on the boats sailing toward England. Perhaps I’d be at the bottom of the sea.
Fire would not save me there.
My heart still pounded, my chin and lips shook with the effort of holding back my tears. I didn’t want to let Sitric and Máelmórda know how much they had wounded me. Even now, Máelmórda stared at me, his every thought bent on ambition. He didn’t care if I screamed or cried, just that I did as he asked.
“Mother had such faith in you,” I sneered, “but what have you done. You couldn’t kill Donnchad in a fair fight. You couldn’t even poison Murchad. If she were still here, she’d be ashamed. I should have been the one she trusted. Me.”
Máelmórda flushed. “You say pretty words, sister, and make clever plans. But you are a woman, and these things are easy when there are no consequences.”
“No consequences,” I hissed. “You are marrying me to—”
“Marrying a king is not a consequence, Gormflaith. To any normal woman, it would be a blessing. Death, that’s a real consequence, and one that I must ward off with all my might, because once I die, that’s it. It’s over.” He strode over to me and grabbed both my shoulders. “Now for the last time, are you with me, or not?”
Letting my fire-magic rise to the surface of my palms, I held my brother’s wrists. His face turned red with the effort of not screaming. “I am with you,” I said. “But don’t forget who or what I am.”
I released my brother, stood straight, and held out my arm for him to take.
*
Máelmórda gingerly pulled his silk tunic sleeves over the burns, but now that he had what he wanted, his anger faded. The burns didn’t hurt him like they would a mortal and the scars would soon fade. Barely an inconvenience at all. He took a long breath then took my arm and led me toward the church. “A double wedding. What a day.”
“Sitric and I are getting married at the same time.” I frowned. “Whose idea was that?”
“Brian wants to leave after the ceremony, and Murchad has only just recovered enough to attend.” This brought a sour note to his voice.
“Whoever sold you the poison must have tricked you.”
Máelmórda nodded. “I hear it made him sick, but not enough to kill him. The potency must have been off.” He tapped his inner cloak pocket and lifted out the vial he had shown me after the battle. The Frankish glass glimmered in the sunshine, revealing some liquid still inside.
“You should throw that away.”
“No.” Máelmórda’s fist tightened. “I’ll keep this with me, a reminder not to trust anyone again.”
“A lesson for both of us.”
Máelmórda grunted as he slipped the vial back into his pocket. “Let’s talk of more pleasant things. You are a true beauty today. Even Sláine pales in comparison.” He pointed at the crowd gathered outside the church. King Sechnall was there, scowling. “He’s mad with jealousy, look.”
I rolled my eyes. I didn’t care about Sechnall. The compliments were Máelmórda’s attempt at making me feel better, but it did not console me today. The church was close at hand now. And so was the son who had betrayed me, and the new husband I didn’t want. Hate was what consumed me now. And I had so much of it.
*
Wedding ceremonies have always been dull. Pagan rituals had the advantage of being quick and joyful. This was not the case with the Christian ones, which were long, drawn-out affairs.
I kept my head down, using piety as a cover for boredom. It was only when Father Marcán called for the bride price that I stirred. What gift would the King of Leth Moga, King of Munster, give me? What was I worth?
Brian turned to Murchad who handed over a gold necklace. It used to belong to Frigg. Not much then. I accepted it with as good grace as I could muster. It was a second-rate gift, but then, I was his third wife, and he my second husband.
Sláine’s turn came next. I watched with amusement as Sitric lavished gifts on his new bride. Necklaces, rings, brooches, gold, silver, jet. Sitric even gave her my golden orbs.
It was only fair that she got the better gifts. For young women, like Sláine, it was the price a man paid for taking her virginity. It was the price he paid for ruining her, for lowering her value in the eyes of other men.
I was already ruined.
Smiling at Brian to show that I was happy with his gift, I let him help with the clasp. There. It was done. We were married.
Almost.
Father Marcán gave a final prayer then led us newly-weds to our bedrooms in the great hall. Shuffling along pompously, he blessed Brian and I as we entered the High King’s room, which as it so happened, used to be the room I shared with Amlav. The door closed softly behind us.
Brian walked over to the table and poured us both a drink. I, thankful that the ceremony was over, removed my cloak and walked over to the bed.
When I had lived in Northumbria, Lord Waltheof told me that the lords and ladies of Wessex were allowed into the bedroom to watch their kings and queens lie with each other for the first time. I had cried with laughter at the time, now I was grateful that our guests had gone to the great hall to drink wine instead.
Brian didn’t speak as he removed his clothes. He was younger than Amlav when I had married him, still strong, still handsome in his own way… but I had no desire for him. His hair was grey, the skin on his hands rough and calloused.
I found myself wishing that my brother hadn’t pushed for Brian’s hand instead of Murchad’s. There was hope within Murchad still. Life. I could have had fun ruining a man like him. The thought of me paying him a bride price in the church suddenly came to mind, and I stifled a laugh. There was no place for laughter here. Brian’s eyes were too cold for that. Yes, he was much too cold to be ruined. And unlike Amlav, he had no desire for me.
How to play this then? Amlav had liked his women to be loud. One slave he took to bed wailed like a banshee, another howled like a wolf. He’d come into the great hall afterward, and his men would cheer. “Over seventy summers, and the women still love him,” Gluniairn would shout. “Listen to them! They want more.”
“More?” I had muttered under my breath. “More gold.”
Irish men were different. We were supposed to be like Emer, the wife of the famous warrior, Cú Chulainn. She had six virtues. Needlework, wisdom, chastity, beauty, a good singing voice, and sweet speech.
And how sweet could a speech be, to surpass a woman who doesn’t speak at all.
My father had said that once to my mother when she was screaming at him for always being drunk, and I had often thought she’d have been happier if she’d listened to him, or at least pretended to.
Brian climbed onto the bed, and I lay back as he moved on top of me. I went with my father’s advice and stayed silent. The actions were familiar, so I stayed still, doing little to hinder or help.
When I had married Amlav, I imagined this would be the worst thing about our marriage – to be touched by a man I reviled. I found out quickly that it was only one aspect of married life that would become a test of endurance. I had to look after his younger daughters, to organise the feasts, to keep the slaves in line. To stay where he or his men could see me. Always. I realised I was an ornament. Something beautiful that he used to adorn himself. Ornaments have no desires or voice, and that was what he expected of me. Would Brian be the same? I imagined so. But it was only for two years… two years, and then I’d be gone. Then I’d be free.
He was not rough as he pushed himself inside me, but not tender. Somehow, that made it easier. He stared at the pillow or perhaps my hair, his eyes blue and cold. The colour of his irises made me think of another man with blue eyes. A man who was just as cold as Brian, and who was all revenge and ambition, with skin covered in dragon tattoos. A man who had broken his vows, left Dublin unprotected, and left me alone. I hadn’t thought of him since he had sailed away, and now I found I could not banish him from my thoughts or from wishing it was him on top of me and not Brian.
I turned my head, and let the vision of Olaf, covered in sweat and fixing his boat, fill my mind.
The silence slipped away.
*
“Are you ready, Gormflaith?”
Máelmórda leaned against my door and gave me a restrained smile. “Frigg says she has finished packing your clothes.”
I didn’t move. I was aware she had finished. She’d been quick about it, eyes narrowing at my new golden necklace as she packed the last of my jewellery. And I knew, before he said, that the men of Munster were waiting for me in the square. Brian had stayed true to his word and had left the feast early. The winter days were short, and the march to Munster long.
“When you move to become High King, you will have to kill Brian, won’t you?”
Máelmórda nodded. “And Sechnall.”
“Good.” I considered the two men, both equally hateful. Sechnall because of his arrogance. Brian because of his self-righteousness. Both thought of me as something to possess. “Make sure it’s painful.”
Máelmórda laughed. “I came here to revive your spirits, and I think I’ve succeeded.” He sat and hauled me up alongside him. “Keep all this hatred deep inside you for now. Make them love you. Make them tell you everything. Then I promise, I will make them suffer.” He opened his palm, and for the briefest of moments, a flame danced on his hand.
I nodded and stood. There was no point delaying the journey any longer.
Máelmórda and I made our way outside. The Munster warriors were already there, ready to go. Their wagons were loaded with our furs, swords and jewellery. They had done well out of this. Sechnall was there too. As he had arrived late to the battle, he had received none of the spoils. It almost made me laugh to watch him hide his displeasure. Oh, he knew his mistake now. He’d been too eager, too hesitant, too impatient, too hasty, and it had cost him dearly. At the oath ceremony, the High Kings of Leth Cuinn and Leth Moga had been equals. Now, one had the advantage, and the advantage was growing by the day.
Sitric stood at the front of the group, alongside my new husband and his sons. The hideous healer, with burnt skin and deformed arms, was with them too. I hoped she didn’t speak to me on our journey, for I still felt sick every time I looked at her.
“Are you ready, wife?” King Brian asked as I approached. He took my hand in his and gave it the lightest of kisses.
“Yes, Brian.” I smiled and turned to his daughter, my son’s new bride.
“Goodbye, Sláine. Keep my son safe.”
She gave me a small smile then scowled at her feet. Sitric shuffled uncomfortably beside her, though I could see that he attempted to hold her hand. She snatched it away. He would have to grow up now. Taming a princess was not the same as buying a whore, and from the looks of this one, she was more than a match for him. I wouldn’t be there to save him this time.
I turned to Sitric last and stared him straight in the eye. “Goodbye, my love.”
Sitric had the decency to look ashamed as he kissed me on the cheek. “I will come to visit you soon, Mother.”
“Oh.” I smiled. “How lovely.”
Sitric held out his arm. “Let me help you to your horse.”
I linked my arm into his and walked over to my mare, continuing to act the formal roles we were playing. “I am sorry, Mother,” he whispered in my ear. “There was nothing I could do. I tried to rally men in Ulaid, but they would not fight for me, and so I needed Máelmórda to be King of Leinster to ensure my kingship is safe. You were what Brian wanted.”
“Yes. Máelmórda told me.”
“Do not be angry, Mother. Please.”
“Of course.” I nodded and reached out to touch the golden arm-ring around Sitric’s wrist. Amlav’s arm-ring.
“I remember when you gave it to me,” he said, his smile growing. Gracious. Kingly. That was the part he was playing now. And gracious kings could afford to be kind to their scorned mothers.
“Yes, I remember giving it to you. You were so happy.”
“It has always given me great strength to know that my father wanted me to have it.”
I mounted the horse, and for one last time, I gazed into my son’s eyes. “He didn’t. I took it from him after he died. In fact, on his deathbed, he never mentioned you at all.”
I kicked my ankles into my horse and moved it along the line. Father Marcán was sitting on his horse, staring out at the sea, contemplating.
“May I ride beside you today, Father Marcán?”
He stared at me, bemused.
“I wanted to speak with you.”
“About?”
“What else is there?” I said solemnly. “God.”
His face relaxed. “What is your question?”
“I have many, Father. As you know, I have not kept to the true faith during my time in Dublin. I would like someone, perhaps yourself, to talk to me as we travel to Munster.” I lowered my eyes. “But perhaps you are too weary?”
His voice brightened. “No. Never. I am never too weary to speak of the Lord.”
Giving the demurest smile I could muster, I lined my horse up beside his.
Now that I was ready, my husband shouted out the order to leave, and the march out of Dublin began. The crowds waved as we left, but there were no tears. No laments that their queen was leaving.
How strange that I should feel so sad. I had wept every day for a month when I first came to Dublin. The odd customs, the harsh language and a repulsive husband had not been the answers to my dreams at thirteen, but I had come to like it somehow, though I couldn’t remember when.
The gates opened to reveal a snow-covered land. Mythical and beautiful, it took away the pain of leaving a little. Everyone else would shiver and wish for the sun and spring, but not me. A Fomorian did not feel the cold.
“I hear there used to be wildflowers along the riverbank,” Father Marcán said cheerfully.
“Yes.” My smile dropped. “Amlav had his people clear the bank for grazing.”
The last time I had thought of the missing wildflowers, I had stood by the river and spoken with Olaf. A flash of heat suddenly rose to my cheeks, then faded. On that day by the river, there had been no love between us. No, he had told me Sitric would betray me one day, and I hadn’t believed him. As cold and unfeeling as the winter snow, my son-in-law had understood power and how men worked. Orphaned by the age of five and stripped of his lands, he was now king of all Norway. Some men said he had luck on his side, but that wasn’t it. He saw people as they really were.
“So, Queen Gormflaith, what do you wish to discuss?”
I stared at Father Marcán. “Excuse me?”
He smiled. “About the Lord.”
“Oh, yes.” I fluttered my eyelashes ever so slowly and edged closer. “Talk to me about the churches of the south, Father Marcán. My father always told me how beautiful they are.”



THE ROAD
TO KILLALOE, 999
Fódla
The early morning drizzle had stopped sometime during the march. I hadn’t noticed at first, not until the clouds cleared and the low sun caught at the edge of my eye.
Cloudless winter days were always cold, but today the wind was so sharp my fingers and teeth ached. Every time the horse stepped forward, I clung to the fabric of my cloak, so it didn’t shift or fall away. It was monotonous, but the struggle to stay warm held my concentration. It was only when the sound of women keening filled the air that I looked up. We were passing the graves of the men who had fallen now.
The freshly dug soil stood in mounds, at odds with the frozen mud and flattened bracken along the edges. And yet, with the clear sky, and the river and forest in the distance, it suddenly seemed like a nice place to rest. The hills of Glenmama were peaceful today.
After the battle, King Brian had picked this spot for the gravesite, and he had ordered his men to bury the dead and to mark the graves with crosses. He must have paid these women, perhaps from one of the local clans, to come here. For the men who had died were all far from home, and their own women could not mourn them.
King Brian raised his hand, and men and horses at the front came to a stop. Hushed whispers made their way to the back. A break. A short one. Time to say goodbye to those who would not return home. To pay respect to the dead. The men on horseback dismounted and wandered over to the graves, while those on foot rested. The mood was sombre. Some men were grim and dour, others pale and distant. A few prayed at the edges of the freshly dug soil.
I watched them for a moment, then my eyes drifted to the graves. Lonán was there somewhere, buried with the rest. Tears sprung to my eyes as I thought of him there, cold and trapped. He wasn’t there, though, not really. He was gone.
All that remained, I had packed away in my bags. I patted my hand against them. Lonán’s sword, his ring and his leather armour. They did not belong in the earth.
“Fódla.”
Diarmaid, a kinsman of Lonán, brought his horse up beside mine. “The king says we can rest here a while. Then me and my brother are taking the road west. Do you still want to come with us?”
“Yes.”
“We won’t be able to bring you back to Killaloe.” He looked at me wearily, probably thinking that I would slow them down and hoping to dissuade me.
“I know.” I patted my horse who gave an energetic snort. This seemed to reassure him, and he gave a shallow sigh before returning to his friends who were now passing around food they had taken from the feast. I could smell it. Chunks of roasted pork, beef, barley bread and cheese passed from hand to hand, while the men took turns to say their final goodbyes to their fallen friends. The keening women wailed louder, and this seemed to please the men too. Their wails were wordless and high-pitched. The sound of grief. The dead would hear them and know they were missed before they passed into the afterlife.
My father had taken me to a mortal funeral when I was a girl, back when we could still interact with them, and he told me keening at a funeral was a sign of respect, but they were the old ways. The priest had tried to send the keening women away, but the women had prevailed in the end. I glanced over at Father Marcán to see what he thought, but he was engaged in conversation with the new queen. He didn’t notice the keening, or if he did, not enough to pull at his attention.
Now that the men were drifting back from the gravesides, I dismounted. I had no prayers to offer, but I wanted to say goodbye one last time.
As I wandered over to the graves, I glanced at the women. One of them closed her mouth and returned my stare. Her long, grey hair caught the wind, revealing a round, gentle face and green eyes.
“Aoife?”
I blinked. It couldn’t be. Aoife was dead.
When I reopened my eyes, the woman was wailing again, staring blankly at the ground. No, it wasn’t Aoife. She was nothing like her. Then where was she? She had been standing there. Right there. I searched the faces of the women, but the rounded face I knew so well was not among them.
“Fódla.” Footsteps crunched on the grass behind me. “Is something wrong?”
I steadied my breathing. “No.”
Murchad limped over, no longer using the stick Eocha had made for him. His eyes caught mine, and I reached for something to say to him. Do you remember what happened the night I healed you? Did you see me? Why didn’t you want to marry the queen?
“You should be resting your leg.”
Murchad gave a slow smile. “It wouldn’t do for the men to think their prince is unable to fight.”
“You are unable to fight. The wound hasn’t healed yet.” I glanced at the thick bandages around his thigh. I had purposely let part of it fester for a few days. A way to prove to Senna that I hadn’t been using my gift on the mortals. He hadn’t come back though. The black crow had gone. Back to the fortress. To Tomas.
“We are leaving now. Did you get enough to eat?”
I nodded.
“You are to ride at the front with Queen Gormflaith once we leave. My father—”
“I can’t.”
Murchad frowned.
“I’m leaving with Diarmaid and his brother. I have to give Lonán’s possessions to Sadb.”
“I’m sure Diarmaid can do that.”
“But he can’t pass on a message. I promised Lonán I would tell Sadb something. I… I can’t break my word.”
Murchad came to the edge of the grave and stood beside me. “Are you coming back to Killaloe?”
“Of course. Broccan is there.”
“I know that. I meant, when you come back, are you staying?”
How could I answer that? I did not know what was going to happen. Had Senna seen me heal Murchad? I had to assume yes. That meant Tomas would know what I had done, and when I returned to Killaloe, he’d be waiting on me. He’d make me return to the fortress… for a trial of which I already knew the outcome.
“I wanted to say…” Murchad inched closer. “I should have said long before now… Killaloe is your home, if you want it to be.”
Killaloe. My home?
“I promise, you will be safe there.”
I shook my head. “You are grateful because I healed your leg, but it was nothing really. Nothing at all.”
“That’s not true.”
“It is true. I’m the healer, and I should know.” An anger suddenly grew within me. It bubbled over so fast that I couldn’t help myself. “When you came over, you asked me if something was wrong. I said no, but that was a lie. When I looked over at the women, I thought for a moment my daughter was there.”
“You have a daughter?”
“Had.” I cleared my throat. “Aoife died.”
“I’m sorry.”
“So, you see, all the priests who hate me because they believe Broccan is mine are right about me. You should not be offering me a home.”
I waited. Waited for an awkward silence and the promise to be rescinded. There. That would serve him right. Making promises he shouldn’t be making.
Murchad sighed, his breath rattling ever so slightly in his throat. “You are a good person, Fódla. I see that every day in everything you do. There is no sin, no past misdeed that could ever change my mind. Killaloe is your home, and it will always be your home. Broccan’s too. No one can ever make either of you leave, not while I am there.” He took another step closer, took off his cloak and wrapped it over my shoulders. “If you must go to see Sadb, remember to keep warm.”
“You can’t give me this. You’ll get—”
“There are plenty more in the carts.”
I lifted my chin while he fastened the clasp, and our eyes met. Instead of looking away, I held his gaze. There were unspoken words in his eyes. I could almost read them. If only…
“Fódla. Are you ready?” Diarmaid called out to me from the path.
Murchad stepped back, the clasp now in place. “Be careful, Fódla. I will see you soon.” He turned then, walking back to his father, while the heat of his body seeped from his cloak into me. He had given me this, a worthy gift, but more than that; he had offered me a home. A home with no conditions or rules attached. A home that no one could make me leave.
Except that wasn’t true, was it? Tomas could make me leave. So could any one of the warrior Descendants. Any one of the witches.
And that was what had made me angry. I was angry that Murchad had offered me something I desperately wanted and couldn’t accept. A life with Broccan, without fear and without compromise. It was so close, and yet, it could never be… but that wasn’t Murchad’s fault.
“Murchad.”
He stopped and turned.
“Thank you.”
He nodded. For a second, I thought he was going to say something, but then he walked on and moved into line beside his father and Tadc. They both talked to him. Someone made a joke. They laughed. He listened. The words in his eyes were gone.
“Are you ready, Fódla?” Diarmaid and his brother rode over to me, and I mounted my horse.
“Yes. Please, lead the way.”
They both urged their horses along the path, and I followed, glancing once more at the keening women as I passed by. Aoife was not there, nor could I detect her features in any of the women.
My father had said that, during times of death, the veil between the otherworld and this world got thinner. Our ancestors, the Tuatha Dé Danann, were curious and sometimes watched us when the veil was weak.
Had Aoife come over to see me? To watch? Had I truly seen her, or was it my mind playing tricks?
I didn’t know. Aoife had been mortal. Tomas said mortal children did not journey to the otherworld when they died, but he did not know everything. No one knew all the mysteries about the world between the land of the living and the land of the dead.
I turned my head and focused on the path Diarmaid had taken. It was time to go.
The land of the living was not finished with me yet.
Soon, perhaps.
But not yet.



EPILOGUE
THE CRANNOG, 999
Rónnat
I do not trust the water.
It does not tell me anything I wish to know. Vapid and chaotic, it doesn’t understand the difference between truth and lies, wishes and desires, hopes and dreams.
The earth is different. It tells the truth, which makes it more bearable to converse with. But the earth only understands the past. Bones and blood and dust. They are the remnants of what used to be. Not of what is, or what will be. Days past, days of what once were.
The wind is different again. The wind blows here and there, sometimes at a frantic pace, sometimes staying still as stone. It sees everything, knows everything. And it whispers.
*
Footsteps crunched the grass behind me. I hadn’t heard footsteps in a long time. Not the human kind, anyway. But I did not panic. I knew who they belonged to.
I raised my eyes at the last minute as I was prone to doing. Fódla had told me once it made me look uninterested and irritated others. I supposed sometimes that was true.
Colmon didn’t say anything. He knew how I was and waited patiently for me to speak. Patience for him was easy. A warrior knew when to hold back, when to strike, when to feint. And now was no different.
“Have you come to kill me?” I asked.
“No.” His tone indicated he was upset. This was just as well.
“If you haven’t come to kill me, why are you here, Colmon?”
My cousin frowned. He frowned a lot these days, though when I said these days, I couldn’t really be sure. I’d been banished for almost eight years now, so I supposed if I were being honest, I would say those days, past days, days that once were.
“I am turning into earth,” I muttered, as I stirred my broth.
Colmon’s frown deepened. I forgot. He can’t speak to the earth, the water, the wind, and doesn’t understand me. This is another thing that irritated.
“The wind spun all around me, knocked me over and told me to come here,” Colmon said. “Was it truly you that did this? Can you control the wind?”
I nodded.
He sat beside me. “Then tell me what you wish to say.”
I stuck to the facts. It was easier that way. Even with Fódla, I needed to be careful, and she knew me better than anyone.
“I wish to speak of my sister.”
Colmon grunted. “Fódla is doing well, I believe. She lives in Munster with your son. King Brian has taken her in.”
“She is in danger, Colmon.”
“From the mortals?” His eyes hardened. “Yes, I feared as much.”
“No. Not from them.”
“Then from whom?”
“From you, Colmon. And others like us.”
Colmon stood and pulled me up so that we were looking at each other. Not quite face to face, for he was too tall, but as level as it was possible for a witch and a warrior to be.
“I would never hurt Fódla.” He released me, suddenly ashamed of his response. His fingers had dug into my arm.
“Things are changing,” I insisted. “A great war is coming. A war within a war, and I’m telling you, my sister is in danger, and if she dies, all of our kind will, too. You will be the one to hurt her, or to save her. I’m not sure which.”
Colmon took a step back, his eyes full of disbelief. “You are going crazy out here, Rónnat. I will not listen to you. Nobody will hurt Fódla. Least of all me.”
“Do you promise?”
This stilled him. Promises were hard for him to make. Promises led to actions, and actions led to death, especially when you were a warrior Descendant.
“Yes,” he said, at last. “I promise.”
I nodded and stirred my broth again. I believed him. And that’s all I could do for my sister right now. I closed my eyes and imagined her sitting across from me. Her red hair curling against her legs. Her smile gazing out at the water. Laughing and giggling, trying to bring me out of myself, like only she knew how.
When I opened my eyes, Colmon was gone.
The wind blew around me.
“Yes,” I replied. “I hope so.”



AUTHOR’S NOTE
There are a couple of questions about The Children of Gods and Fighting Men that I’ve been asked multiple times.
The first one is, why did you not just write a straightforward historical fiction novel? The second is the same question in reverse. Why did you not just write this as a fantasy and set it in your own version of Westeros or Middle-Earth?
The answer to the first question is this; writing a novel about tenth-century Ireland without including the Tuatha Dé Danann or myths and legends was impossible for me, and this is the story that poured out onto the page.
I tried to redraft it once as a historical fiction. It would have been easier to market, and it would have given me a more streamlined plot. Yet, I couldn’t do it. It leached all the momentum from the story, lessened it somehow, made it feel like it could be a historical retelling of any other European country’s past.
The answer to the second question is much the same. I thought about how to restructure the book as a fantasy, based on Irish history, but not actually set in Ireland. That would also be easier to market, and I would be less beholden to dates and real events. Yet I couldn’t do that either. I felt like I was using Irish history, a history that has been largely ignored, when this was an opportunity to share it.
In the end, it was the merging of the Irish myths and Irish history that gave the story its soul. And once Gormflaith and Fódla’s lives had unfolded, the thought of taking away their magic was devastating. Magic was an intrinsic part of their character and without it, they would be different people. The novel also could not be set anywhere else.
And so, what about the history? How far have I deviated? How close have I stayed to the truth?
Well, it may be a different truth to what you have learned.
When I was taught about Brian Boru in school, I found the history a little strange. Brian Boru was depicted as a praying saint, whereas historical records show he was a famed and ferocious warrior. The Kings of Ireland are also, in general, depicted as wise men, godly and good. These perspectives are there because of the invasion of Ireland that happened 170 years later and the devastation it caused. I understand that. And yet, when I studied the historical records, I found a culture so rich, moving, ancient, and imperfect that I felt compelled to show a more real version of Ireland. There are no rose-tinted glasses here, but hopefully, despite the fact there are magical characters in the novel, I have given you a more honest depiction of Ireland. The kings and queens are not all wise. They bicker and they fight... but they love too, and they laugh, and they cry.
I’ve kept the story as historically accurate as possible with the characters, political manoeuvres, and battles. There are small changes. Amlav the Red’s real name was Olaf, but I didn’t want to have two characters called Olaf. Gluniairn died in 989, not 992, but I wanted to shift the events a little closer together. King Sechnall’s name was Máel Sechniall, but again, this was too similar to another character, Máelmórda, so I altered that too.
I obviously took the most liberties with Gormflaith and Máelmórda. There is no historical evidence to support my claim that Gormflaith, queen of Dublin, was a Fomorian and could sink ships with her fire-magic. However, her marriages and relationship to her brother and son are based on historical records of the time. Oh, and yes, Máelmórda did flee from Murchad after the battle of Glenmama and hid in a yew tree. So there is plenty of truth to find. Not everything here is a fiction.
I hope you can forgive these changes. Novels are imperfect forms of retelling the past. The character names, places of birth, battles, and marriages are all based on fact, but words, desires, and passions… they are a work of invention and simply my way of piecing together the events that unfolded during this tumultuous time of history.
If you would like to read more about Irish history during the tenth century, can I please direct you to the following non-fiction books:
Brian Boru and the Battle of Clontarf by Sean Duffy
Early Medieval Ireland 400-1200 by Dáibhi Ó Cróinín
Viking Pirates and Christian Princes by Benjamin Hudson
Wars of the Irish Kings by David Willis McCullough
Story of the Irish Race by Devin Adair
Shauna Lawless
January 2022
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