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A Note to My Readers

As a survivor of sexual assault, I am sensitive to that particular trauma.

Queen of Shadow depicts the SA of an adult male by a woman, as well as the aftermath of that violation.

Please be mindful of this content. You may refer to the resources at the end of the book for support.

With empathy and understanding, P. C. Cast






Dedication

To my warrior women sisters who choose to tell their own stories and follow their own dreams. I’ll see you in the Summerlands!
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Pronunciation Guide


	Scáthach [image: ] S-KAH-hakh


	Uathach [image: ] OO-uh-huhch


	Cuchulainn [image: ] koo-KULL-in


	Setanta [image: ] Shay-dan-da


	Tabiti [image: ] ta-bi-tī


	Béfionn [image: ] BAY-fin


	Dunscáith [image: ] doon-ski


	Leannan [image: ] le-NAN


	Conchobar [image: ] Kruh-hoor


	Sechan [image: ] SEE-chan


	Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra [image: ] Ahrd-gyehm YAHR-Uhl of LEH-thruh


	Geirr [image: ] Gair-r (the double r is rolled at the end)


	Aife [image: ] EE-fuh


	Amage [image: ] AM-ij


	Drest [image: ] Dressed


	Nidhogg [image: ] NEED-hog


	Cliodna [image: ] KLEE-uh-na


	Lugh [image: ] loo


	Cynwrig [image: ] kun-RIG


	Enniaum [image: ] ain-yon


	Annwn [image: ] AH-noon


	Rubha Shlèite [image: ] ROO-uh SHLAY-tchuh


	Dùn Dòbhrain [image: ] DOON DOH-vran


	Kylerhea Ferry [image: ] KAI-luh-HAY


	Gáe Bulg [image: ] guy-bull-ug


	Curruid [image: ] KOOR-id


	Taog [image: ] tygue (like the first syllable of “tiger” ending with a hard “g”)
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Part I Spring 200 BCE Dunscáith Castle, Isle of Skye, Scotland








Chapter 1

Take the bard with you.”

He stared at Lugh, hoping he had misheard.

“Cuchulainn! Take the bard!” the god thundered.

He wanted to shout, My name is Sentanta! But he could not challenge the God of the Sun, even though the God of the Sun was his father. He nodded and remained silent, wishing he could speak to his father rationally about his destiny. Lugh had never been interested in his son’s questions or desires or fears. Lugh was only interested in what glory Cuchulainn was destined to bring him.

Clueless about his son’s inner turmoil, Lugh smiled and stared off into the distance. “Yes, it will make an excellent story someday . . .”

* * *

The morning was clear, though clouds gathered high in the brilliant blue sky, reminding Scáthach of shaggy Highland sheep clustered together before a shearing. She double-checked the harness she’d stepped into—heavy braided hemp covered in supple leather—and the iron ring through which was threaded the fifty-foot length of rope that glided within the structure of the harness. The thick rope snaked a short distance across the stone floor, where it fed into a pulley system, much like the one that lifted and lowered heavy drawbridges. The rope pooled near the pulleys, waiting to be played out as Scáthach needed it. Satisfied that all was as it should be, Scáthach put on her thick leather gloves and pulled herself up to stand atop the parapet that circled the rooftop of Dunscáith Castle. As she gazed westward across the slate-blue water, a flock of seabirds lifted from the whitecapped sea. Scáthach watched them circle low in the saltwater mist and then turn skyward.

Unbidden, a short poem composed itself—as poems often did—and Scáthach released it into the listening breeze. “Birds’ wings slice the clouds / wounding them / portending change.”

“Are you going to compose poetry or go over the side?” came a voice from behind her.

Scáthach turned, giving her daughter, Uathach, a wry smile. “As you know quite well, Little Fry, I am more than capable of doing both.”

Her daughter’s lips tilted up at the familiar nickname. “But did you remember an offering?”

Scáthach raised one sandy blonde brow. “Do you truly think I would summon my immortal giantess mother without an offering?”

Uathach shrugged. “Normally, no. But . . .” Her voice faded and she shrugged again.

“His death has saddened me, not addled my mind.” She patted the heavy leather pouch she’d attached to her belt beside the sheath that held her knife.

Uathach nodded, opened her mouth to speak, and then closed it again, pressing her lips together into a line.

Scáthach knew her daughter far too well not to prompt her. “Well? What is it?”

“You rarely invoke Béfionn. Usually it is she who summons you.”

When Uathach said no more, Scáthach prompted her again. “Yes, and?”

“Will it not annoy her? Will your mother even care that he’s dead?”

“Béfionn has never admonished me for summoning her. You need not worry about that. As to whether she cares that he is dead—I cannot speak for her, but I remember his sad smile, his kind eyes . . .” Scáthach stared out at the sea, her mind in the past. “I remember his love, and I think she will, too.” She pulled her thoughts up through the years to her daughter. “You know him from his visits. Why does it seem as if you consider him a stranger?”

“I don’t!” Uathach was quick to say. “I cared for him. I know you did, too. But Grandmother never visited while he was here, even though that would have been the perfect time for the two of them to be together again.”

“Perhaps Mother stayed away out of care, instead of carelessness for his feelings,” Scáthach said. “Regardless, Béfionn should be told, and who better to tell her than me?” She didn’t add that she’d spent the seven days since the messenger had come with the news considering how to tell her mother. She’d finally decided there was no good way to tell bad news—it just had to be told.

“But why doesn’t Grandmother already know he died?” Uathach blurted, and before her mother could answer, she continued. “Béfionn is Goddess of the Underworld. I don’t understand why she wouldn’t be aware of the death of the mortal man she loved well enough to father her only child.”

“Béfionn is Goddess of our Underworld—the Summerlands and the realms of Annwn. Father was a Norseman who honored Odin All Father and Freya as his patrons. There is no way for Mother to know when he entered Valhalla.”

“It doesn’t seem right.”

Scáthach lifted one brow. “No one goddess, no matter how powerful, could possibly oversee every Underworld.” She shook her head. “I would not wish that on Mother or any deity.”

“Well, speaking as the daughter of a powerful, fearless mother, I wish you luck in dealing with yours.”

Scáthach’s wide, full lips tilted up in amusement at her daughter. “Oh, Little Fry, I am not fearless. Only an idiot fears nothing.”

Uathach scoffed and muttered, “That’s not what your students say.”

“Which is exactly why they are students and not fully trained warriors. Now, should I call one of those students to aid me, or will you lower me?” She jerked her strong chin in the direction of the pulley system beside which her daughter stood.

“So now you’re in a hurry? I thought you were composing poetry.”

“Like I said, I am more than capable of doing both.” Scáthach winked at the tall, tawny-haired daughter who looked so much like her, grasped the rope in her gloved hands, and leaped backward off the parapet. As always with the first drop, her stomach lurched, and she gritted her teeth against the vertigo-like sensation. The rope drew taut and swung her back to the thick stone wall of the castle. The soles of her leather boots connected firmly with the wall and she settled into the familiar rhythm of rappelling. As the rope played out and her leaps moved her down the castle wall, the wind whipped against her, and she was glad she’d pulled her hair back into a thick braid so it could not blind her. She wore her usual uniform of black leather breeches and a form-fitting, short leather tunic that had been dyed bloodred and then painted with images of sturgeons, the huge dragon fish who were familiars of her mother.

Scáthach leaped back and down again, barely breaking a sweat. The long, lean muscles of her shoulders and arms bunched and released, working hard to keep her descent somewhat under control—but only somewhat. Rappelling was as close as she could get to flying, and she reveled in the feeling. Mid-leap, Scáthach tossed back her head and laughed—a loud, full-throated sound that unapologetically took up space and commanded attention. She bent her knees and pushed against the exterior castle wall, laughing again. This time her exhilarated cry was caught and amplified by others. When her feet next met the castle wall, she glanced up to see that several of her students lined the westerly tower parapet, cheering her on. In the middle of the group, two huge paws appeared, followed by a blue-gray shaggy head. Standing on her hind legs, the dog poked its head up over the battlement, equal in height to the young warriors. The deerhound’s dark eyes glittered as they watched her. Scáthach’s grin was untamed in its ferocity as the student warriors raised their fists in the air and let loose roars of encouragement with the dog’s enthusiastic barks joining them.

Scáthach was pleased that her students had gathered to watch her rappel down the seaward wall of her castle. She certainly could have walked out of the front entrance, crossed the Bridge of Leaps and the long, raised walkway that traversed the boggy field that surrounded the castle, and climbed down the rock wall to swim the twenty feet that separated the mainland and the stone island on which Dunscáith had been built.

But that would have taken much longer and would not have provided yet another example to her students of the skills she had perfected and they had yet to attempt. As the cheers and barks were carried away by the wind, Scáthach returned her attention to the rope and the wall she rappelled down. Scáthach knew better than to divide her attention when performing a feat. It was something she told her students over and over—cocky arrogance had a time and a place, but neither was during a feat or a battle. As she continued to make her way down to the base of Dunscáith Castle, Scáthach reordered her thoughts.

As her daughter had said, she did not often summon her mother. So when she did, she did so with the solemnity appropriate for the invocation of a goddess. Her leather-booted feet lit lightly on the damp rocks on the strip of narrow beach. She pulled thrice on the rope, mightily, and in just a few breaths, her daughter’s head appeared far above as she gazed down over the parapet and waved acknowledgment to her mother. Scáthach waved back before stepping out of her harness and laying it carefully over one of the larger stones. She took off her thick leather gloves and placed them atop the harness before she turned seaward.

Scáthach strode to the water, stopping when the slate-blue waves washed against her boots. She smoothed her tunic, feeling the rush of expectant nerves that invoking her mother always caused. She loved her mother, but Béfionn was Goddess of the Underworld, Mother of the Dead, Fairest One beloved of bears, deerhounds, and the sturgeons that surrounded the Isle of Skye and the northern sea of Alba. She was as mighty as the great brown bears that ruled the Highlands, fleet as her cherished deerhounds, and fierce as the sturgeons that grew to the size of dragons.

At the water’s edge, Scáthach drew the knife from the sheath at her waist. With no hesitation she slashed the meaty part of her palm, cupping her hand so that the warm blood pooled. She drew in a long, deep breath and on her exhale flung her hand out in an arc before her, spraying the fresh blood into the sea as she summoned her mother.

“Béfionn, known by many names: Geror, Skadi, Bestla, Grid—and countless more—Fairest One, Mother of the Dead, Goddess of the Summerlands, and mighty giantess. Your daughter, Scáthach, calls to you! With my blood and my love, I beseech you hear and answer my invocation.”

It didn’t take long. It never did. The sturgeons appeared first, heralding their goddess’s arrival. The huge, ancient fish swarmed. Rows of silver scutes, the boney spikes that lined their massive backs and sides, glistened as they cut the surface like sea dragons. They circled the water before her, coming as close to shore as their bulk allowed. Scáthach smiled fondly at the enormous fish. The drop-off into the depths of the sea was only a few feet from the slim shore at the base of Dunscáith, so Scáthach strode into the water until it covered her knees, halting at the edge of where it shifted color from slate gray to indigo. The sturgeons rushed to her. She bent and let her fingers caress the boney scutes, smiling as she recalled the countless hot summer days of her childhood when she’d cooled herself by swimming in these very waters, nursemaided by these very fish. The youngest of the sturgeon, called fry, swarmed to her. Like huge, sleek puppies, they wriggled under her fingers. She was laughing at their antics when the water changed, frothing and bubbling several yards offshore. Scáthach sobered and straightened as the goddess emerged.

Though Béfionn was not a water deity, her beloved sister, Cliodna, Goddess of Seas and Waterways, granted her unlimited access to her realm. It was because of this access that Béfionn had become so widely known and worshipped—and it was how Béfionn had met and loved Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra, in the distant lands of the Norsemen, ultimately conceiving Scáthach.

Though Béfionn had raised her daughter by herself from the tender age of five, Scáthach would never lose the awe she felt at the sight of her magnificent mother.

Béfionn’s head broke the surface of the roiling waters first, and as the giantess strode toward her daughter, the rest of her emerged. People lauded Scáthach’s beauty, even said she was fairer than the legendary Helen of Troy had been, but she was a pale mortal shadow of her mother’s glory.

The goddess had passed her thick fall of beautiful hair on to Scáthach, who had, in turn, gifted her own daughter with the distinctive mane. It was blonde, which would not have been unusual except for the uniqueness of the color. Béfionn’s hair was the exact tawny color of the lethal predators from Greece called lions. Scáthach would always remember the pair of lions that had been gifted to her father not long before her mother had taken Scáthach away with her. The beasts had been magnificent and dangerous. They had mesmerized young Scáthach. Her father had stroked her hair and called her his lioness.

Béfionn surged from the sea, wild tawny hair flowing down to her waist. Her head was crowned by an abundance of pearls woven together with slender silver wire. The goddess was naked from her waist up. Her high, shapely breasts were covered only by another thick waterfall of pearl strands and the tattoos that proclaimed to the world that no matter by what name they knew her, this goddess was of Alba, where her people permanently painted their life stories onto their bodies.

Foreigners called Béfionn and her people Picts for the pictures inked onto their skin. The goddess, her daughter, and her people preferred Albidosi—named after their land. Béfionn’s tattoos began on her face, with the phases of the moon across her forehead. A sturgeon had been inked around her neck, its sharp boney scutes looking like knife blades, its tail swimming up from between her breasts. Each shoulder was painted with the heads of mighty deerhounds, the dogs most precious to the goddess. Her arms were almost solidly blue with their tattooed knots and spirals that hid Ogham symbols of power. More spirals decorated her ribs. A delicate triple row of blue interlocking chains spanned her waist, and on her knees were snarling brown bears, so that as the goddess strode forward they appeared to be stalking whomever she approached. Her back told more stories, scenes from the Underworld, blooming heather that symbolized Scáthach’s birth, and an elaborately decorated shield.

Béfionn and her daughter shared a resemblance that was striking, though the goddess’s beauty was otherworldly. Scáthach, too, was tattooed, but not yet as extensively as her mother. Her right arm was inked with swimming sturgeons that flowed over her shoulder to dive into a waterfall, which became an eternal spiral, completely covering her back. Down her left side was a deadly spear, decorated with Ogham power symbols, which met the tail of the huge, running deerhound that covered her left leg.

Both women had the same sculpted strength—a strength that was intensified by the pictures that decorated their skin as well as the delicacy of their features. Béfionn’s nose was fine and straight. Her jawline was sharp until it curved into the softness of her long neck. Her lips were full and bow-like. Béfionn’s eyes were another feature she and her daughter shared. Large and catlike, they were an unusual color that was neither green nor brown, but a mixture of the two that changed with their emotions.

The goddess’s waist curved with the generous flare of her hips, low around which were fastened more pearls and a skirt of silver chains, perfectly matching those that were tattooed there. As she continued to stride toward Scáthach, the snarling jaws of brown bears peeked between the glistening strands of silver and pearl.

Her giantess mother halted only a few feet from her daughter, towering above Scáthach. Scáthach bowed low. She did not have to look to know every warrior on her battlements had also bowed reverently to the goddess.

“Rise, beloved daughter. It is a pleasant surprise to hear and answer your call.” Béfionn’s voice was sweet and melodic, much like Scáthach’s. It often surprised mortals that a goddess and a warrior could be so soft-spoken. Woe to anyone who underestimated either because of it.

Scáthach straightened and looked up at her mother. “Thank you for hearing and answering my call, Mother. I have a gift for you, though that is not why I summoned.”

Béfionn’s eyes glittered with anticipation, turning mossy against a backdrop of fawn. She waved a hand and her body, which was almost on a height with her daughter’s lofty castle, shrank to match Scáthach’s impressive, but much more mortal size. She closed the short distance between them, wading through her swarm of sturgeons to warmly embrace Scáthach. “Did you say gift?” Béfionn asked with a teasing smile.

Scáthach pulled the heavy leather pouch from her belt and emptied its contents into her hand. The silver necklace glistened in the morning light, a triple row of exquisitely fashioned chains held together with a clasp that had been crafted in the shape of a sturgeon.

“It is lovely.” Her mother’s smile widened. “I gladly accept your gift.” The goddess bent so that Scáthach could slip it over her head. When she straightened, it nestled perfectly above the pearls where it looked as if the sturgeon inked into her skin had emerged from it. “Shall we sit?” Béfionn gestured to one of the several boulders that rested against the base of the huge rock on which Dunscáith had been built. Without waiting for her daughter’s reply, the goddess took Scáthach’s hand and led her to the seat. Then, still holding her hand, Béfionn asked, “Now that you have softened me with this beautiful gift, tell me why you have summoned me.”

Scáthach met her mother’s gaze. “Father is dead.”

Béfionn went very still. She turned her gaze seaward. “How?”

“He was killed leading a raid. It was an arrow wound.” Scáthach studied her mother’s face as she spoke. “The messenger told me it was a quick death.” She had to pause to clear the grief from her throat. “I was surprised Inga allowed word to be sent to me.”

“Your father’s wife had no choice. His warriors would insist his heir be informed of his death, and then crowned his queen and successor,” said her mother.

“I have no desire to be queen of Lethra,” Scáthach said quickly.

“And yet you are your father’s successor. Whether you desire it or not, you are already queen of Lethra.”

Scáthach shook her head. “No, I am Queen of Shadow.” She gestured at the castle. “This is the only kingdom I desire. And Mother, Inga will never stand for me to be crowned. As you and I know all too well, she has a daughter—my half sister—also of Father’s blood. Her Aife should rule.”

Béfionn breathed out a long sigh. “Inga was fearful of you, the daughter of a goddess, a child so obviously powerful and so beloved by her father. And she was afraid that during one of my visits to see you I would return to his bed and never leave. Both fears were unfounded, but jealousy clouded her reasoning.” Béfionn’s gaze grew distant, though her voice lowered with anger. “When she discovered she was with child, her fears and jealousies grew. She was, and probably still is, a rather silly woman.” Béfionn squeezed Scáthach’s hand. “But, sweet girl, never question your father’s love for you. He often told me that you were his greatest accomplishment.”

Scáthach smiled. “I remember that he would touch my hair and say, So like your mother’s, and his eyes would fill with tears.”

Her gaze still distant, Béfionn nodded. “He was an unusual man—kind, compassionate, and wise. Though leading a raid in his advanced years makes me question whether his wisdom had left him.” Her full lips tilted up. “How handsome he was in his prime!” She glanced at Scáthach then. “Almost as tall as you have grown to be.” A secret half smile played around her lips. “His hair was ember red, his eyes the blue of the Valkyries’ favorite flower, belladonna, and his arms were strong and welcoming.”

“I remember,” Scáthach whispered. “He cried when I left with you.”

Béfionn nodded slowly. “Yes, it saddened him.” She turned to face her daughter. “I thought I could allow him to raise you, at least until you became a woman, but he married, and even as a child of five you were taller, faster, stronger than fully mortal children—something that his new wife found highly intimidating.”

“I know I was just a child, but I remember Inga well. She never knew how to act around me. It seemed I always made her angry,” Scáthach said.

“It wasn’t anger. It was fear and foolishness, and both grew with the babe in her womb. When I visited you not long after the birth of Aife and witnessed your attempt to make yourself smaller, more palatable to your father’s bride by rounding your shoulders, ducking your head, and being silent—” The goddess blew out an angry breath. “I knew I could not leave you there, to become less than. Your father understood, but it broke his heart. Again.” She spoke the last word softly.

“He knew you could not stay with him for his mortal lifespan,” said Scáthach.

“Yes, but knowing something must be does not change the heartbreak of it,” said her mother. “You’ll understand that when you fall in love.”

Scáthach scoffed. “Me? I have neither the time nor inclination for love. Men can be pleasant to take to bed.” She shrugged dismissively. “But to love? No. They take more than they give. I love my daughter, my mother”—she smiled at the goddess, who nodded in gracious acceptance, and then made a vague gesture at the castle—“my school. My Shadow Guard. Oh, and of course, Leannan.”

“And how is the mighty deerhound I gifted you with?”

“Magnificent.” She grinned at the goddess. “So you see, Mother, I have many loves and do not need another.”

“Try not to quantify love. What is too much? What is too little? And you are only partially correct about men taking more than they give. Most often that is the case, especially with mortal lovers, but when it is not—when a man is truly your lover and partner—well, that can be glorious.” When Scáthach began to reply, the goddess held up a hand to still her. “No, you must live longer before we debate the intricacies of love.”

There was a short silence between them before Scáthach spoke again. “Mother, may I ask something about Father?”

“Of course.”

“You know he visited here often after I became an adult.” Scáthach paused and her mother nodded. “Why did you never come see him?”

“Breaking Ardgeimm’s heart twice was enough. Just as I could not leave you with him to become less than you were meant to be, I could not play at being a mortal woman by living a lifetime with him. I am a goddess, not a wife. He understood that it was not our fate to spend our lives together, but mine would have been less full had I hardened my heart to your father and not loved him. I know Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra, regretted nothing about our time together—other than it was too short. Remember that should fate offer you love, my child.”

“I will remember.”

“Good. Has the entourage from Lethra arrived yet to crown you?” Béfionn asked.

“Not yet, and I do not want that crown,” Scáthach said firmly.

Béfionn shrugged. “Perhaps you can abdicate to your half sister. It will depend upon what kind of woman she’s grown up to be.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Scáthach shrugged. “I haven’t seen her since she was a toddler. I do hope she is more like our father than her mother.”

Béfionn smiled at Scáthach. “Well, I know what kind of woman my daughter has grown up to be and I will be proud whether you reign as Queen of Lethra or not.”

For just a moment Scáthach rested her head on her mother’s strong shoulder, just as she’d done countless times as a child.

“I’m glad you summoned me. I would not have wanted to hear this news from anyone else.” The goddess wiped a single tear from her face. “Ardgeimm died in battle, so he will be feasting in Valhalla. I shall visit him there.”

“Will you take me with you?” Scáthach asked.

Her mother’s gaze sharpened on her. “Were he in my realm of Annwn I would, but I will have to petition Odin and Hel to be allowed entrance to Valhalla. The All Father and his Goddess of Death do not welcome mortals unless they are dead, even a mortal who shares my blood.”

“I am not afraid.”

Béfionn touched her daughter’s cheek gently. “Of course you are not afraid. You are my daughter and know the realms of death are to be respected, not feared. It simply would not be allowed.”

“Mother, who will watch over our dead while you are in Valhalla?”

The goddess’s brows lifted. “The realms of the dead are sentient. They can watch over the spirits for the time I will be absent, as they are doing at this moment. But you already know that.” Her smile was soft. “You remind me of when you were a child and worried so much about the dead.”

“Well, there are a lot of them.”

Béfionn laughed. “There are indeed. Do not worry so, my beloved. As I told you when you were a little girl, the dead are like children to me. I care for them but do not believe in smothering them with my attention. Even in death many mortals still have lessons to learn, and my hovering will not aid with those lessons.”

Scáthach could have reminded her mother that she was Béfionn’s actual child and she always longed for more of her mother’s attention. She could have told her mother that the loneliness and sadness she’d glimpsed in the eyes of the dead when she used to visit their realms with Béfionn had haunted her dreams for years . . . decades even. Scáthach glanced at her mother. No, now was not the time to rekindle that old discussion. Scáthach only nodded somberly and said, “I understand, Goddess.”

Béfionn touched her cheek gently. “Do not worry so,” she repeated. “I will give your father your love.”

Scáthach bowed her head. “Thank you, Mother.”

“And how is our Little Fry?” The goddess glanced up at the parapet. “Did I glimpse her working your rappelling contraption?”

“You did and she is quite well, growing into an excellent warrior and teacher.”

Béfionn’s sharp gaze caught her daughter’s. “Be sure you allow her room to find her own way in this world.”

For a moment Scáthach didn’t know what to say. Then she sputtered, “Is—do you believe Uathach to be unhappy?”

“Not at all!” her mother assured her. “But I have also raised a strong, independent-minded daughter. Remember to listen to her with your heart as well as your mind.”

“I will.”

The goddess stood and opened her arms to Scáthach. Her daughter stepped into her embrace, and they held each other until Béfionn released her reluctantly. “I shall go to Valhalla now.”

“I’ll burn offerings to Odin in honor of Father tonight.”

Béfionn bowed her head slightly. “I thank you. Odin will appreciate that oblation.” She took a step toward the water and added, “As will Freya and her Valkyries who escorted Ardgeimm to Valhalla.”

“Mother, why is it you have no shield maids to escort our warriors to Annwn?” Scáthach asked.

Béfionn paused at the waterline and looked back at her daughter. “Perhaps I should. I shall consider it.” Then she began to grow in size and, as she did, she smiled down at Scáthach. “Daughter, say yes to the bard.”

Scáthach’s forehead furrowed. “The bard? I have no bard at Dunscáith.”

“Not yet but say yes so you will. He’ll be amusing.” Her voice faded as the goddess dove into the sea, disappearing among the glistening silver of her sturgeons.

* * *

It took longer to climb up the thick stone side of her castle than it did to fly down the wall, but Scáthach enjoyed the burn in her arms, shoulders, and legs. Though she had not worked up a sweat on the way down, scaling up the fifty-foot rock wall heated her muscles and blood, and as sweat dripped from her body she felt some of the grief of losing her father a second time leave her. He had loved her and he had loved her mother. Scáthach would remember him always, as would the Goddess of the Summerlands.

Scáthach reached the toothlike battlements and pulled herself over the edge. Her daughter was by her side in an instant, having operated the pulley system that allowed Scáthach to rappel down and then return up.

“Grandmother seemed pleased with your gift,” Uathach said as she helped her mother step out of the complex rappelling harness. “How did she take the news?”

“It saddened her, but she appreciated hearing it from me. She is off to Valhalla to visit him. Tonight we must burn the thighbones of a sacrificed bull to honor Father and Odin and the Valkyries who escorted him there.”

“Would you like me to choose the bull?” Uathach asked.

Scáthach smiled and nodded. “I would. Then it will be us honoring Ardgeimm together.”

“Did she advise you about the succession?”

“We spoke of it. We agree that I should name Aife queen in my stead,” said Scáthach.

“Woof!” A large blue-gray blur dashed across the rooftop to Scáthach. For a moment it seemed it would knock Scáthach backward, perhaps even over the side of the battlement, but at her raised hand the big deerhound slid to a sit in front of Scáthach, resting its head, snout pointed up, on her torso. Scáthach stroked the dog and cooed. “You’re such a good girl, Leannan. The best girl.”

A tall, red-haired woman emerged from the stairwell the dog had sped up. Her gray eyes flashed angrily as she snorted. “She’s spoiled!”

“Tabiti, she sat exactly as I told her to.” Scáthach grinned at the warrior woman who strode across the rooftop to join them.

“And she listened to me not at all when I attempted to keep her from racing here to you,” said Tabiti as she glowered at the dog, who utterly ignored her and lolled an openmouthed smile at Scáthach. “I am leader of your Shadow Guard. My skills with sword and spear are vast, yet I cannot get your hound to obey me.”

“She only listens to Mother,” Uathach mumbled.

“Because she’s my good girl.” Scáthach patted the dog on her wide head.

Uathach rolled her eyes. “I often think Leannan is more errant child than dog.”

“Well, as you brought up the subject of children . . .” Tabiti paused and rolled her eyes.

Uathach groaned. “Not more warriors attempting to cross the bridge?”

“Just one. The others have given up and are watching him instead of making more attempts.” Tabiti said. “And I will admit that he is quite nice to watch.” She waggled her brows.

“I’m going to break my fast,” Scáthach said as she helped Uathach carefully recoil the ropes. “Send word if he actually succeeds. None have for months.”

“I think this one is different. His name is known.”

“Really? Not just another one from Éire?” Uathach asked.

“Oh, this one is from Éire. Some may even say—and by some I mean him—that he is Éire’s mightiest son.” Tabiti’s lip lifted in a sneer. “But men do exaggerate.”

“Are you going to tell us who he is?” Scáthach asked.

“He says his name is Cuchulainn, and from the look of him he is telling the truth,” said Tabiti.

“I do know that name,” said Uathach. “Isn’t he called the Hero of Ulster?”

Tabiti shrugged. “So they say. But they also say he is young and beautiful. At least they are right about that.”

“Youth and beauty have nothing to do with being a true warrior.” Scáthach made a dismissive gesture. “I’m going to eat. As I said, send word if he crosses the Bridge of Leaps.”

“Unlikely he will. But Cuchulainn is so young and pretty, he brought his own bard with him. Apparently to compose ballads about his training with the Queen of Shadow, the mighty Scáthach.”

Scáthach looked up from the rope coil. “Did you say bard?”

Tabiti’s gray eyes sparkled with amusement. “I did.”

The Queen of Shadow sighed. “My mother . . .” Scáthach muttered, shook her head, and then sighed again. “I’ll join you at the bridge, but only after I eat.”

“No need to rush,” Tabiti said. “How long did it take the last male warrior to cross the bridge?”

“Twenty days. And the current lot camping out there have been trying for twenty-seven days,” Uathach said with a grin.

“But they don’t have their own bards,” Tabiti added, and both women laughed as Scáthach frowned, hearing her mother’s parting words replay in her mind.

Daughter, say yes to the bard . . .






Chapter 2

His first sight of her made his mouth go dry. It wasn’t just her beauty, though that was breathtaking. Even from a distance he could see she held herself with confidence and moved with an agile grace that was mesmerizing.

He hadn’t meant to lose control. He’d told himself he wouldn’t. He could have made more than three attempts. He would have conquered the damned thing eventually.

But she watched as they laughed and jeered at his failures. His anger bubbled and he allowed it to boil, scalding away his judgment so that he called the berserker.

* * *

“I see he hasn’t crossed the bridge.” It was past midday when Scáthach joined her gatekeeper on the sentry stand that had been built on the wide stone wall above the wooden door to the castle, which could only be accessed after crossing the Bridge of Leaps and then climbing up steep stone stairs. The bridge spanned the twenty feet between mainland and castle. Beneath the bridge, frothy waves almost hid the pointed rocks that would break the fall, and the body, of any warrior who could not conquer the magicked bridge.

Tabiti scoffed. “He hasn’t even attempted the crossing.” The warrior woman jerked her sharp chin at a small campfire not far from the entrance to the bridge. The fire had been built in front of one of the two stone monoliths that marked the end of the raised platform that spanned the boggy field that led to Dunscáith. The dozen or so warriors who had camped before the bridge for almost one full month, having not been successful in crossing, were some distance away and closer to the Bridge of Leaps.

Two men sat near the new campfire, facing the castle. The older of the two fingered a travel harp and hummed softly with the chords. The younger man, who was shadowed by the stone monolith, stoked the fire as he grilled fish over it. “He’s preparing to eat.”

Scáthach’s brows lifted. “Well, Tabiti, he had to cross the Plain of Ill Luck and fight his way through the Perilous Glen to arrive here. Perhaps he’s wise enough to know he must eat and rest before attempting the Bridge of Leaps.”

Tabiti laughed scornfully. “Or he’s hoping his bard will sing a ballad that will show him the way.”

“We shall see.” Scáthach shrugged. “He has not mixed with the other warriors?”

“Oh, they greeted him and then advised him on how to cross the Bridge of Leaps,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach barked a laugh that had all the men gazing up at her, squinting against the sunlight as they attempted to glimpse the Queen of Shadow. “And he did not take the advice of failed warriors?”

“No. When he turned his back on the warriors, I thought, briefly, that he could have a modicum of common sense, but he began to build a fire and then grill hunks of fish, like he is taking a picnic by the sea, and I changed my mind,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach tried to peer through the smoke from the fire and the shadows from the boulder to get a better look at the young warrior. She could tell he was fair-haired and had an impressive shoulder width, but she couldn’t make out his features. “I’m going to go to the practice field to help Uathach drill the students for the vault feat.”

“Have any of them so much as left the ground yet?” Tabiti asked.

“Uathach has been frustrated by their lack of progress, so I don’t believe they have, which is why I’m joining the drill. Send word to me when he attempts the bridge. I’ll be curious to see how the young Hero of Ulster fares.” Scáthach clapped her friend on the shoulder before she retraced her path down the stone stairs that opened to the first level of the castle.

Dunscáith was a marvel, one Scáthach never took for granted. She’d watched her divine mother create it, hewing it from the massive rock just off the western peninsula of the isle they’d taken to calling Skye, after the daughter for whom the castle had been built. Thanks to Béfionn, Dunscáith was an unbreachable fortress. A huge stone curtain encircled it, topped with battlements and four towers. The goddess had created it with only two entrances. One was accessed by crossing the Bridge of Leaps and the second was a sea-level entrance tunneled directly into the massive rock on which the castle stood. There boats brought supplies to the seaside tunnel, and a drawbridge could be lowered so that horses, cattle, and sheep had access to a large pasture. The pastured livestock were enclosed and hidden by steep rock walls. No one raided the Queen of Shadow.

The curtain wall was ten feet thick and built into the enormous rock so that it followed its egg-like shape. Nestled safely inside the thick wall were the barracks for Scáthach’s student warriors, a large smithy, the kitchens, a deep freshwater well, and housing for the servants, tradesmen, and families who lived inside the castle walls. Within the inner ward was also the three-storied keep, which held the great hall where they took their meals and Scáthach met with the chieftains, jarls, queens, kings, and wealthy landowners.

Level two of the keep held Scáthach’s impressive quarters, as well as suites for Uathach, Tabiti, and the one hundred warriors who had completed their training but, instead of returning to their own homes, had chosen to swear fealty to Scáthach and remain at Dunscáith as her elite Shadow Guard. The top level of the keep had more training areas and several guest suites.

As Scáthach stealthily descended to the first level, which held the grassy area where the warriors usually trained, she observed Uathach scowling at a group of students who were attempting the vault feat—unsuccessfully.

Uathach stood at the entrance to a long, rectangular sand pit, hands fisted on hips, shaking her head as a lean, red-bearded warrior charged toward the pit, long vault pole in his hands, face contorted with concentration and red with strain. He planted the spiked end of the cedar pole in the spot on the ground marked with a wide X just before the rectangle of sand and attempted to vault into the air. Scáthach knew he’d fail before he left the ground. His hands weren’t far enough over his head on the pole and his leap was mistimed. Scáthach cringed as he fell hard on his back.

“Again!” Uathach snapped.

Leannan woofed softly as she spotted Scáthach and trotted to her from the sunny spot in which she’d been napping. Scáthach ruffled her ears as Uathach turned her attention from the warriors sweating in the midday sun to face her mother.

“They cannot do it.” Uathach shook her head in disgust.

“They can and they will.” Scáthach’s melodic voice was pitched to soothe as she turned from her daughter to the group of student warriors, whose shoulders all slumped in defeat. “Go to the water bucket. Drink. Take a moment to rest.” The students jogged across the field to the large barrel of fresh water as she turned to her daughter. “Little Fry, a teacher must have patience.”

Uathach frowned and wiped sweat from her brow. “A teacher must have capable students.”

“Each of these warriors was granted entrance here because they are more than capable. Are you saying they are lazy or not giving the vault their all? If that is so, then they do not belong here, and I shall send them back over the bridge.”

“They belong.” Uathach’s cheeks pinkened. “So, it’s my fault they fail?”

“They haven’t failed. They simply haven’t succeeded. Yet.”

Uathach ran a hand through her mass of tawny hair. “Then please take over so they will succeed.”

“Will you vault for me, my daughter?” Scáthach asked. Though she spoke softly, every warrior at the water barrel had turned to watch and listen.

Uathach blinked in surprise. “Vault over what?”

Scáthach jerked her chin in the direction of the sand pit. “Over nothing. The same as your students. Just show me and your students a successful vault feat.”

She met her mother’s gaze, opened her mouth to protest, and quickly closed it. Scáthach and the warriors watched as Uathach warmed up, stretching thoroughly and then going through a series of leg swing, skips, and jumps. When her muscles were warm and limber, she strode to pick up the pole the previous warrior had left staked to the ground. Holding the pole, she walked several yards away from the rectangle of sand, turned, grasped the pole with a wide grip, and sprinted strongly for the pit. She planted the staked end of the pole in the X spot. Her body lifted fluidly, hands positioned perfectly, long legs going up and above her head until she turned at the apex of the arch, so high above the ground that she could have easily vaulted over the wall of a keep, and then descended gracefully back to the pit.

Scáthach nodded as her daughter returned to her side, wiping sand from her backside. “Well done. And now they have seen a successful vault feat.”

“But none of them have done it.”

“Then begin again with them. Teach them at their pace, not yours. Remember that they are not grandchildren of a mighty goddess. Start with a simple two-step and small leap drill, and then increase to four steps and a larger leap. Drill that over and over until each of them masters the beginning steps; then they will remember what success feels like. Look at them.”

Uathach’s gaze went to the group of warriors—ten women and nine men—who had come from as close as Tribe Creones on the mainland and as distant as Scythia, from where the leader of Scáthach’s Shadow Guard, Tabiti, hailed. Uathach took in their bowed shoulders and weary faces and blew out a long, frustrated breath. “They are defeating themselves.”

“And you expect them to fail.” Scáthach spoke those words so only her daughter could hear them.

“I expect them to fail,” Uathach agreed quietly. She met her mother’s gaze. “You are a better teacher than I.”

“I have taught longer than you.” Scáthach squeezed her daughter’s shoulder. “Work with them one on one. While you do that, I will take the group through the same warm-up exercises you just completed.”

“Do you never lose your patience?” asked her daughter.

“Life has taught me that when I lack patience I pay for that lack with failure.”

Uathach flashed a smile. “Fail? You? I don’t recall you ever failing.”

“Because I do not lack patience.” Scáthach returned her smile.

Uathach nodded and then turned to face the group of student warriors. “Fergal!”

The warrior with the flaming red beard who had just failed in his vault stepped forward and bowed his head formally to Uathach and Scáthach.

“Come, you and I will go over your hand position and the two-step leap. You were close to getting it,” Uathach said. The warrior’s face brightened as he jogged over to her. Uathach told the rest of the group, “And you will drill with Scáthach while waiting to repeat your vault.”

Scáthach clapped her hands together. “Let’s drill!” The students responded instantly and enthusiastically. They reminded the Queen of Shadow of Leannan when she was a pup and her excitement to please outweighed her nascent abilities. As she drilled with the students, Scáthach focused on the thrill of the strength of her body—its grace and balance and power—and how through example she could bolster the confidence of her students. She was in her element, leading young warriors to be their best. Her joyful laughter boomed throughout the inner ward of the castle to brush against the stone walls, absorbed into the carvings that covered them, and filled the very walls of Dunscáith with the wild joy of Scáthach, Queen of Shadow.

* * *

They drilled until the sun began to drop into the western sea. Wisely, Uathach called a halt after every student had successfully completed the simple two-step opening leap. The mood of the group had utterly changed. They were all sweaty and muscle-weary but grinning and jesting with one another as they left the practice field and headed to the rear tunnel where they would cool themselves in the sea.

“Everything changed when you showed up,” Uathach said as she joined her mother at the big barrel that held fresh rainwater.

Scáthach motioned for her daughter to wash first and said, “I only reminded you of what you already knew. It’s easy to allow struggling students to frustrate you, and when a teacher is frustrated, students feel it and respond poorly. The longer you teach, the less that will happen.”

Uathach splashed water on her face and arms and then stepped aside to allow her mother access to the barrel. “Why do you suddenly sound like I will be taking over for you here? You said you were going to refuse the crown of Lethra.”

Scáthach went to the barrel and looked over her shoulder at her daughter. “I have no desire to rule Lethra, and I thought you enjoyed training warriors.”

“I do, but I am not Queen of Shadow.”

“That is just a title. I don’t own it,” said Scáthach as she looked into the barrel of dark water.

“Don’t own it? You are it. The title wouldn’t exist without you,” insisted Uathach.

“No, the title wouldn’t exist without this castle, which was created by a goddess and not by me. I stepped into the title. It belongs to Dunscáith.” Scáthach bent and plunged her hands into the cool water—and the world stilled.

She knew Uathach was speaking to her, but Scáthach could not hear her words. Scáthach knew her faithful deerhound had trotted to her and was leaning against her side, begging for her ears to be scratched, but she could not feel the dog’s body.

She felt only the dark, cold water. As she gazed into it, the barrel disappeared, along with the reflection of her reddened, sweat-streaked face. The surface rippled and she saw a vision of herself, standing in the center of the practice field, facing a semicircle of student warriors who nervously shifted from foot to foot as they waited their turn to try to wrestle the Queen of Shadow off her feet. But before the first of the students reached Scáthach, Uathach strode up to her and stepped into her body, and the Queen of Shadow became Uathach. Slowly, her daughter’s head bowed. Her hands covered her face and she looked utterly defeated.

The water rippled and the vision shifted to that of a young lion. The lion opened his fanged jaws and roared. The vision changed again. The beast was chained to a huge boulder. It looked old and broken until his gaze found her. His eyes, the gold of faceted yellow topaz, blazed as he stared at her. She felt that gaze as if it had been a touch and she shivered but could not tell if the chills that skittered up and down her body were from fear or desire.

Uathach touched her shoulder. “Mother?”

Uathach’s touch returned Scáthach to herself. She drew a deep breath and splashed water over her face and arms, then straightened and faced her daughter, whose smooth brow was furrowed with worry.

“A vision?” Uathach asked.

“Yes.”

“Are you well?”

“Yes, I—”

“Scáthach! He attempts the bridge!”

Uathach and her mother turned to see Tabiti beckoning them from the sentry platform that looked out over the Bridge of Leaps. Shaking the water from her body, Scáthach jogged to the stairs, with Uathach beside her and Leannan trotting after them.

They reached the sentry platform in time for Cuchulainn’s first attempt at the bridge. He had backed up so that he began by the two stone monoliths that stood sentinel before the bridge’s entrance. Scáthach still couldn’t get a clear look at him. He was tall—that was obvious—but the huge stones cast too much shadow for her to see his features. He bent a little at the waist and then sprinted toward the bridge, moving with impressive speed. The young warrior ran onto the stone bridge, which arched in the center. His speed quickly carried him to the center of the arch.

Then the bridge awakened and, like an untamed stallion, it bucked, tossing him off his feet. The bridge lifted, rolling Cuchulainn back to the shadows beneath the monoliths.

He immediately sprang to his feet. As the watching warriors shouted encouragement, he approached the bridge again, slowly.

Tabiti laughed. “Does he think he’ll conquer the bridge by sauntering over it?”

“If he tries walking over it, he’s going to end up getting wet.” Uathach gestured to the churning water beneath the bridge.

“And dead,” added Tabiti. She glanced at Scáthach. “Are the sturgeons still here, or did they all leave with your mother?”

“Oh, there are always a few nearby,” Scáthach said absently as she studied the warrior.

“Hope they’re not hungry,” said Tabiti. “Though he looks too muscly to be tasty. Not enough fat.”

Uathach snorted. “Well, that depends on who is doing the tasting. He is beautiful.”

“They say the Ulster women love him—and the Ulster men wish he’d take a wife,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach studied him as he stood at the entrance of the Bridge of Leaps. He was tall, perhaps even as tall as her, which was unusual. His shoulders were broad and his chest wide, tapering to a slim waist. He was definitely beautiful, with high cheekbones, a strong, straight nose, full lips, and a jawline that could have been sculpted. His hair was golden blond but had unusual streaks of brown and red glinting in it, almost as if it was living fire. The waning sun’s rays touched him as he looked up from the bridge and met her gaze.

He had the faceted topaz eyes of the lion in her vision. When they locked on hers, Scáthach felt his gaze like a touch.

“What do you think of him, Scáthach?” Tabiti’s voice broke the spell and Scáthach looked away from him.

“I think he’s very young, and if he attempts to walk over my bridge, he’s also very naïve,” she said.

Cuchulainn turned from the bridge and jogged back, this time several paces beyond the stone monoliths. He crouched, began swinging his arms for momentum, and then raced toward the bridge. In two mighty leaps he made it to the center arch of the bridge, where he crouched to gather himself for the second half of the crossing. Like the earth had begun to quake, the bridge shivered violently, causing Cuchulainn to stagger forward instead of leaping. Again, he lost his balance. The bridge lifted and shook him off as if he were an annoying fly on a horse’s flank.

The warriors who had failed groaned. Scáthach’s students, who had each managed to cross the bridge, jeered from the battlements.

Cuchulainn approached the bridge again, studying it closely. He even dropped to his knees and peered at the underside of it and at the white-capped water beneath.

“What is he doing?” Tabiti asked.

“He’s trying to figure out the trick of it,” said Scáthach.

“There is no trick,” said her daughter.

“Exactly, which is why his third attempt will fail,” answered Scáthach. She’d seen it many times before. Some warriors, usually the ones with the biggest egos, refused to believe the truth of the Bridge of Leaps—that it had been created by a goddess as a test meant to defeat all but those most worthy of her daughter’s training. Many of them looked for the trick, for a way to cheat the bridge, but there was no way to cheat. It could only be defeated by strength and tenacity, talent and sweat.

Cuchulainn turned from the bridge for a third time. He jogged slowly back to the monoliths, past them, and then farther back almost to where the raised path met the boggy field that stretched around the south side of the castle.

He searched the ground until he found two flat rocks, each about the length and width of his forearm. He drove the rocks into the ground, staggered one before the other so that they stuck up like bizarrely positioned teeth.

“What is he doing now?” Uathach asked, squinting to try to see him better.

“He’s a strange one,” Tabiti muttered.

Cuchulainn took a stance in front of the two rocks. Then he bent so that he could place his hands on the ground. He pressed one foot against the first rock and then the other against the second.

Scáthach felt a jolt of understanding. “He’s using the rocks to push off, so that he can gain speed quickly.”

Cuchulainn exploded from the crouch, racing toward the bridge so fast his arms and legs blurred. He sprinted up the first half of the bridge and did not pause at the arch but allowed his momentum to carry him over it and down the far side.

For a moment Scáthach thought he would make it. She’d never seen a warrior so swift, and it wouldn’t have surprised her if he raced down the bridge and straight up the stairs to the door above which they watched.

But the Bridge of Leaps was wily and not so easily defeated. It twisted as if it were made of rope and not rock, turning itself upside down. Cuchulainn fell. The watching warriors gasped as he grabbed the side of the bridge. While it rolled and bucked, he swung his legs up onto it and then tumbled, head over feet, from it and didn’t stop rolling until he was back at the monoliths.

The students on the battlements laughed and jeered.

“You think he’ll try again?” asked Tabiti.

“I see the stubborn set of those broad shoulders,” answered Uathach. She jerked her chin in the direction of the man with the harp, who still sat beside Cuchulainn’s fire. “And his bard is observing, no doubt already composing a ballad about the great Ulsterman Cuchulainn and how he leaped like a spawning salmon, conquering the bridge easily. That tune will have to be revised if he doesn’t make it.”

“He can’t stop without his failure being set to harp song for generations to laugh at,” said Scáthach, shaking her head. “It was foolish of him to bring a bard.”

“What by all the gods is he doing now?” Tabiti squinted, trying to make sense of the warrior’s actions.

Cuchulainn had retrieved a short riding crop from the saddlebags that rested beside his campfire. His horse and the bard’s were tethered just off the raised castle walkway. The horses remained close, as the boggy field was filled with sucking mud.

Tabiti’s gaze narrowed. “Shall I stop him if he tries to ride his horse over the bridge?”

“Definitely,” Scáthach said.

But Cuchulainn did not retreat to where the horses grazed. He pulled off his tunic top, exposing his naked chest.

“He is nice to look at,” said Uathach.

Tabiti snorted. “And I would wager he knows it.”

He carried the crop with him to the entrance of the bridge where he paced, back and forth, and as he paced, he lifted the crop and brought it down on his chest, his ribs and stomach, his thick biceps and his back. Cuchulainn flogged himself mercilessly. Even from the sentry platform, Scáthach could hear the terrible crack of whip against flesh and see the long strips of welts he raised on his skin, which soon split and wept blood. In addition to the self-flagellation, Cuchulainn growled and shouted, snarled and shrieked. The only word that could be understood was when he called out to the God of the Sun, Lugh, over and over, between snarling animalistic, subhuman noises.

“Has he gone mad?” asked Tabiti.

“I do not understand this at all,” said Uathach.

“I do.” Scáthach’s voice was sharp. “I need a spear. Quickly!”

Tabiti sprinted down the stone stairs and raced across the practice field to the armory.

“Are you going to put him out of his misery?” her daughter asked as they stared at the snarling warrior whose body was dripping with blood, though he still paced and flogged himself.

“I hope I don’t have to kill him. I would rather not explain to the king of Ulster why I ended the life of his hero instead of training him,” said Scáthach.

Tabiti returned, handing Scáthach a spear. “He’s still at it? Are you going to kill him?”

Scáthach was so focused on watching the warrior that she said nothing, so Uathach responded. “She said she doesn’t want to, but . . .” Uathach shrugged.

“Well, he does appear out of his mind,” said Tabiti. “Better to put a mad dog down than to—”

She went silent as Cuchulainn stopped pacing and stalked to the bridge. He was a scarlet nightmare. His body dripped with fresh blood from countless long, angry welts. His face, which had been so beautiful only moments before, had turned a horrid purple-red and was wet with sweat, spittle, and snot. His golden eyes were awash in red and bulged from his florid face. His hair was matted with sweat and blood. He’d grown several inches. His muscles bulged and flexed. He more closely resembled a monster than a man.

Facing the Bridge of Leaps, he roared and then, head down like a charging bull, Cuchulainn attacked the bridge. He climbed it with such speed and force that he caused it to quake, sending stone and mortar into the seething water below. It did not matter that the bridge bucked and shook. Cuchulainn utterly defeated it. He thundered from the center arch down, landing on the opposite side without so much as a misstep. But he didn’t stop with that victory. Still roaring, he raced up the stone stairs that led to Dunscáith’s thick door, where he pounded his fists against the wood and shouted in a voice that was barely human. “Bridge conquered! Demand enter! Scáthach! Queen of Shadow! Bridge conquered!”

“He attacks us!” Tabiti said, unsheathing the sword at her side.

Scáthach put her hand on her gatekeeper’s shoulder. “He has conjured a berserker rage.”

“That young fool! What was he thinking?” Tabiti’s lip curled in disgust as she shook her head.

The berserker pounded on the door again with such force he split the wood as he thundered her name, “Scáthach! Scáthach!” It was obvious that with his next strike he would shatter the door, and his red rage would be loosed upon the castle. Scáthach didn’t have to look to know the sounds of booted feet rushing down from the battlements were her Shadow Guard as they hurried to meet the threat to Dunscáith.

“Tabiti, Uathach, keep everyone back. I’ll deal with Cuchulainn.” Holding the spear tightly in one hand, Scáthach leaped from the sentry platform and landed just a few feet from the snarling warrior.

At first Cuchulainn didn’t notice her. He lifted his hammer-like fists to pound through the wood.

“Do not break my door.” Scáthach didn’t raise her voice, but she punctuated her command by using the blunt end of her spear to whack him on his ass.

Cuchulainn spun around, roaring his anger at her. He moved so fast that any warrior but the Queen of Shadow would have been easily caught by him and broken by his superhuman strength.

As if made of shadow, Scáthach glided aside, and when he charged past her, she whacked him on the ass again. Then, matching his speed, she pursued Cuchulainn. “I said, do not break my door.” With every word, Scáthach spun and used the blunted spear end to strike him. She did not raise her voice. She didn’t even seem angry. Her breath was steady—her body relaxed. The grace and speed with which she moved made it appear as if she danced with a madman. She was ice to his fire. Each time the blunted spear hit him, Cuchulainn deflated, and Scáthach kept talking to him, speaking in a voice that was soft and calm. “You’re being impolite and that is something I do not tolerate in my students.”

“Scáthach!” He roared and charged her again.

Scáthach ducked and spun as she whirled her spear in a low arch. It collided with the back of Cuchulainn’s knees with such force the warrior was knocked off balance and fell forward. Scáthach pressed her attack. She stood on his back, pinned him to the ground, and twirled the spear so that the deadly iron point rested against the base of his neck where it would only take one simple thrust to end Cuchulainn.

“Do not move,” Scáthach said softly.

Cuchulainn’s body went rigid, but still he growled and snarled his rage.

“You should breathe with me, Cuchulainn,” Scáthach said. “I would rather not return your body to Ulster lifeless and untrained, though I will if you do not regain control over yourself.”

“Get off ! Fight me!” he snarled, but held himself very still.

Scáthach pressed the spear tip more firmly against the young warrior’s neck and a single line of scarlet joined the rest of the blood painting his body. “I did fight you, Ulsterman, and I defeated you. Concede and control yourself. Now, before I tire of teaching a lesson to a warrior I have yet to accept as a student. Breathe with me. Four counts in and four counts out. Like this. Inhale and one . . . two . . . three . . . four . . .” Scáthach tapped the ball of her foot against his back in time with her count. Slowly, Cuchulainn’s inhuman snarls and growls stopped. His back rose and fell with Scáthach’s count, and as it did the florid flush of his skin faded, his body deflated, and he finally went limp.

Still, Scáthach stood on him, pressing the spear to his neck, counting his breaths.

Cuchulainn turned his head to the side so that he could look over his shoulder at her. “Scáthach?”

Only then did Scáthach step off his back and lift her spear. “I am she.”

Cuchulainn sat and faced her. “I greet you, Queen of Shadow. May I have your leave to stand?”

“You may.”

Moving more like a stiff old man than a virile young hero, Cuchulainn stood and slowly straightened. He brushed back his hair and used his forearm to wipe the sweat and saliva from his face. Then he bowed formally to her. “Queen of Shadow, I have conquered the Bridge of Leaps and earned the right to demand a boon from you.”

A bark of laughter came from the sentry platform above them. Scáthach’s lips lifted in a smile. “Demand?”

He squared his shoulders and stood straighter. He raised his chin. They were the same height, and Cuchulainn was able to look directly into Scáthach’s eyes. “Is it not known that any warrior who crosses the Bridge of Leaps may demand a boon from Scáthach?”

More laughter echoed from above them, and Cuchulainn threw a dark look up at the sentry platform.

“It seems you have been fed false information, Ulsterman,” said Scáthach. “Crossing the Bridge of Leaps only earns you the right to ask that I accept you as a student warrior.”

Cuchulainn’s forehead furrowed. “Ask? But I was told—”

“Incorrect information,” Scáthach finished for him.

He blinked several times and shook himself like a dog coming out of the rain before he spoke again. “Do you know who I am?”

“Cuchulainn, favorite of Conchobar mac Nessa, King of Ulster,” she said. “Do you know who I am?”

Cuchulainn nodded. “You are Scáthach, Queen of Shadow, daughter of the giantess Béfionn.”

Scáthach nodded. “And now we know each other.”

“And I must ask to be trained by you?”

“Only if you do, indeed, wish to be my student. If you do not, I give you my word that the Bridge of Leaps is much easier to cross on your way out.”

He stared silently at Scáthach so long that she thought he would recross the bridge and leave. Instead he executed a formal bow and said, “Queen of Shadow, I ask that you accept me as your student.”

“I will consider it, but only after you repair my door.” She pointed at the wide wooden door. A strip of the wood had splintered, and the entire frame had been knocked askew.

Cuchulainn glanced from her to the wooden door they’d battled in front of and then back to Scáthach. “Do you jest?”

“No.”

He walked to the door, running his hand over the splintered wood. “It can be repaired, but I lack tools and wood.”

“Both are within Dunscáith.”

Cuchulainn nodded thoughtfully and said, “I will repair what I damaged. It is the right thing to do.”

“Good. And while you do so I will consider your request,” said Scáthach. “Come.” She strode past Cuchulainn, who frowned but followed her down the stone stairs to the bridge. She paused there, bent, and pressed her hand against the living stone. “Allow Cuchulainn and his horse to cross unhindered.” The bridge quivered like a pup being caressed before it stilled. Scáthach turned to Cuchulainn. “Bring your horse within. I’ll assign a student to show you to the stables, as well as to the smithy, where you’ll find what you need to repair my door. When you are done, have the sentry bring you to me.” Scáthach looked up and down his bloody, sweat-streaked body. “You should wash in the sea, though do so quickly. All that blood will call the sturgeons and near my castle they are large and perpetually hungry.” Scáthach turned away from him, retracing her path back to the castle.

“Queen of Shadow! Wait!” Another man’s voice called to her.

Scáthach stopped and sighed deeply before she turned back to the bridge. Standing on the far side was the bard. He was a handsome man of middle age, with dark hair and a neatly trimmed beard that was tipped with gray.

“Queen Scáthach, mighty warrior, trainer of heroes, I am Sechan, Bard of Ulster. I beg entrance to Dunscáith!” He made the sweeping, exaggerated bow of a true courtier.

“Why?” Scáthach asked.

“Many reasons, great queen! I can play to amuse you.” He strummed a quick tune on his harp. “I will sing you a ballad, gay and true, written only for you, only for you.” He sang in a lovely tenor voice as he smiled charmingly.

“And will you also compose epic poetry about my students?” she asked.

Sechan’s gaze snapped to Cuchulainn. “If it pleases you, great queen!”

Scáthach heard her mother’s voice echo from that morning. Daughter, say yes to the bard. She walked quickly back to the bridge and pressed her hand against the skin of the rock. “Let the bard and his horse cross, too.” As she returned to her castle, frowning and muttering to herself, the bard sang his effusive thanks.





Chapter 3

That damned song. Sentanta hated it. So, of course the bard sang it—in front of where Scáthach sat with her faithful hound beside her.

It was all they knew of him. Who they believed him to be. Who he was fated to be. There was not one damn thing he could do about it.

As soon as he could, he retreated to the barracks, and when the castle finally slept, he crept from the modest room he would share with the other warriors should he be allowed to stay and followed the tunnel to the solitude of the stables.

He held it together until her hound found him, sitting there alone in his misery. The berserker always left him empty and ashamed. Sentanta had so many things for which he was ashamed.

The dog knew. They always did. And the deerhound’s kindness was his undoing. He sobbed as he stroked the big dog and wished he could change the past, or at least not be haunted by it.

* * *

For the remainder of the evening Scáthach surreptitiously observed Cuchulainn. He did as she’d advised—fetched his horse, followed Fergal, the student she had assigned to him, to the stables. There he cared for his horse before plunging into the cold waters of the sea and quickly washing himself. Then he dressed and asked Fergal to show him to the blacksmith’s shop, where he chose tools and wood with care and no small expertise.

“Is he a warrior or a carpenter?” Tabiti asked as she joined Scáthach on the top level of the castle.

“It certainly seems as if he’s had experience building things, or at least repairing them,” said Scáthach as she leaned against the battlement. “Which is not surprising. He is a berserker. My door could not be the first thing he has broken in his red rage.”

Tabiti frowned. “I do not trust a berserker. They are unpredictable, uncontrollable, dangerous. Have you ever trained one before?”

“I have.” Scáthach clipped the words.

“And?” Tabiti prodded.

“He died.”

Tabiti raised a brow. “In battle?”

“In training. He went into a berserker rage and could not regain control of himself. I killed him before he slaughtered a group of students.” Scáthach’s face held no expression, but her voice was sharp with tension.

“Then surely you will not accept him as a student.”

“I have not yet decided.” Scáthach began to walk along the battlement. “Come, I can smell the roasted kine from here.” She whistled sharply and Leannan trotted to her, huffing happily as she fell into step beside Scáthach with the queen affectionately ruffling her ears.

“And don’t forget, we now have a bard to entertain us,” said Tabiti as she walked with the Queen of Shadow.

Scáthach sighed and muttered, “Oh, I haven’t forgotten.”

The great hall was redolent with the fragrance of roasted beef, fresh bread, and beer, mixed with the sounds of comradery all put to music as the bard stroked his harp.

It was a large room, the largest in the castle, and held a raised stage-like area on which Scáthach placed her throne when hearing grievances and petitions, and greeting royalty and traveling druids. But visitors to Dunscáith who were not prospective students were rare, and the raised area usually looked as it did that night, furnished with a long table where the Queen of Shadow ate meals and observed her students.

The main area of the room held rows of trestle tables. With four huge fireplaces and tapestries depicting Scáthach’s greatest feats covering the walls, the busy room felt smaller than it was, especially when it was filled with students and the one hundred members of Scáthach’s Shadow Guard. That night was no exception. The students were ravenous after a long day of training. Scáthach entered the hall and Uathach instantly stood from her place at her mother’s right hand on the raised platform. The warriors in the hall scrambled to their feet, bowing respectfully as Scáthach, her deerhound, and Tabiti strode down the center aisle. Tabiti took her place at the head table as Uathach met her mother at the large brazier that had been placed before the raised platform. Uathach motioned to a servant who waited at the edge of the room, and a wooden bucket was brought to the brazier. Uathach took the bucket, passing it to the Queen of Shadow. While the standing warriors watched, Scáthach drew out the long thighbones of the bull that had been sacrificed and spitted earlier that day.

“I burn this offering to Odin All Father”—she placed the first bone in the burning brazier—“and to the Valkyries who escorted my father, Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra, to Valhalla.” Scáthach fed the fire another bone before she nodded to Uathach.

“I, too, burn offering to Odin and to Freya’s Valkyries in the name of my grandfather, Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra.” The brazier sizzled and the flames burned high as Uathach fed it the last of the sacrificial bones.

“May Ardgeimm feast joyously in Valhalla!” Scáthach shouted as the brazier fire roared and the warriors cheered.

Uathach joined Tabiti at the head table, but before Scáthach ascended to her place between them, she addressed the warriors. “Students, you did well today. The vault feat is difficult, and each of you worked hard to attain success in mastering the first steps to conquering the discipline. Well done!” She smiled at her daughter. “Uathach and I are proud of you.” Her smiling eyes took in the warriors. “Now eat, drink, and rest. Tomorrow you will conquer more advanced steps of the vault feat.” Scáthach went to her place and sat, but before the warriors took their seats, as one they shouted, “Queen of Shadow!” and stomped their feet.

Servants scurried to place platters of steaming beef, trays of fresh bread, thick rounds of cheese, bowls of salt, and pitchers of beer on the head table first, and then on the rest of the tables in the room. Dinnertime was Scáthach’s favorite. It was a time of comradery and ease after a hard day of training. The food was always succulent and plentiful, and the beer rich and dark and cool from being stored in the bowels of the castle.

Scáthach had a knack for listening to conversations, and she enjoyed hearing her students talk about the day’s training and whether they missed their homes and sweethearts and families. That night their conversations centered around one subject—Cuchulainn. Even her guard, one hundred experienced warriors strong, discussed him, his leaps, and most of all his berserker rage. Scáthach’s gaze moved across the hall, observing as carefully as she listened. She noted that the bard, Sechan, sat on a stool beside the hearth closest to her table. He strummed his harp, playing a soft melody that served as background to the discussions of Cuchulainn. Scáthach was glad he hadn’t begun to sing, as it would drown out the warriors’ conversations.

Scáthach ate and listened and tossed scraps to Leannan, who took her place under the table, where she chomped on bones and observed the room and her mistress.

Uathach leaned close to her mother and spoke in a low voice. “They can’t shut up about him.”

“I hear that,” said Scáthach.

“He is a distraction,” muttered Tabiti around a bite of meat.

“Have you decided whether you will train him?” asked Uathach.

“Not yet,” Scáthach said.

As if the focused attention had conjured him, Cuchulainn entered the great hall, led by Fergal. Immediately, the bard switched from the soft, melodic harp to a drum. He beat out a quick tune, and as he began to sing, Scáthach recognized the melody as one she’d heard students singing while they drilled.


The beast ’twas a monster ten feet tall

He guarded the keep from one and all

His teeth and claws felled a thousand men

But not the mighty Cuchulainn

Not the mighty Cuchulainn . . .



Fergal was showing him to a seat at one of the rear tables when Scáthach lifted her hand, silencing the room and the bard, and motioned for Cuchulainn to approach her. All eyes were on the young warrior as he walked down the center aisle to stop before the raised table and bow to her.

She didn’t speak immediately, but instead studied Cuchulainn. He’d washed again, this time more thoroughly. His tricolored hair was still damp. He wore a travel cape over his tunic and leather breeches. Scáthach was intrigued to note that the lacerated welts that she could see—those on his arms—were almost healed. She met his unwavering amber-colored gaze.

Scáthach finally spoke into the expectant silence. “Did you finish fixing my door?”

“I did, Queen Scáthach. Have you decided to accept me as a student?” he asked.

“I have not inspected my repaired door yet. So no, Cuchulainn, I have not made a decision.”

“But you must accept him!” Sechan was on his feet.

Slowly, Scáthach turned her gaze to the bard. “Must I?”

“Yes, great queen!” the bard insisted, smiling charmingly at her.

Cuchulainn began to speak, but Scáthach’s raised hand silenced him.

“Tell me why, bard,” said Scáthach.

“Easily answered, Queen of Shadow,” said the bard, his brilliant blue eyes shining with enthusiasm. “Train Cuchulainn, Ulster’s greatest hero, and your name will be remembered forever!”

Scáthach laughed. “No, Sechan, his name will be remembered forever, not mine.”

“Great queen, that is far from true! I will sing your name as I tell of the battles Cuchulainn fights and wins because he was trained by the mighty Queen of Shadow,” the bard insisted. “Your love of battle, which is known far and wide, should be incentive enough to train Ulster’s hero.”

Scáthach shook her head. “If I loved battle, why would I be here, training warriors instead of leading them to war?” The bard opened his mouth to reply, but Scáthach spoke on, silencing him. “No reasonable person loves battle. What I love is others knowing that I have the power to wage war and to win it. I love the peace that deterrent provides and, beyond that, I choose to live with integrity and honor—not lord my strength over others. War isn’t glorious. War is dreadful.”

“Oh, come now! You don’t truly believe that!” said the bard.

Scáthach’s eyes narrowed. “Have you ever been to battle?”

“Me?” Sechan chuckled nervously. “I am but a minstrel, a bard, a teller of tales and singer of ballads.”

“And in those ballads, you glorify war.” Scáthach shook her head, sneering in disdain. “Men like to believe might equals right, so they wage war and take, take, take because they can.” She paused and looked to her Shadow Guard, the majority of whom were women. “At Dunscáith we believe instead that might should be used for right. Do you comprehend the difference?”

Sechan’s gaze went from her to Cuchulainn to the silent warriors who watched, and finally back to rest on the queen. His mouth opened and then closed, and he shuffled his feet.

“I see,” Scáthach said. “You comprehend, but you disagree. And if your friend here shares your viewpoint, why would I train one more brute to be even better at being brutish?”

“I am not his friend,” Cuchulainn said.

Scáthach met his gaze. “Tell me how you got your name.”

Cuchulainn swallowed and drew a deep breath. When he spoke, he did so as if by rote—emotionlessly and quickly. “I was a boy. King Conchobar invited me to a feast at the longhouse of a smithy. The feast began and I had not yet arrived. Conchobar did not believe I was coming, so when the smithy, Culann, asked if he should bar the door and unchain his hound that guarded it, Conchobar said yes, unchain the beast. The hound was huge and fierce in protecting his home and knew when the door was closed and barred, no one was allowed entrance.

“I came late. The hound attacked me. I killed him. Culann was so distraught at the death of his hound that I said I would take the dog’s place as castle guardian until he could train up a pup to replace the beast. It was two years before the new guardian was trained, and in that time, they began calling me Culann’s hound, or Cuchulainn.”

Scáthach watched him closely as he told the story. “What is your birth name?”

“Sentanta,” said Cuchulainn.

Scáthach nodded. “Sit and eat. Tomorrow I will make my decision about whether to accept you.”

Cuchulainn bowed to her again before he made his way back to a rear table where Fergal was seated. As Cuchulainn returned to his seat, Sechan continued singing the ballad that glorified his naming. Scáthach watched the young warrior and saw how his shoulders tensed and his chin dipped wearily as the bard sang.

“Sechan,” Scáthach called. “My Leannan does not like songs about the death of dogs. Show him, Leannan,” she commanded. From under the table the big deerhound’s affable demeanor changed. Her yellow eyes pierced the bard as she growled low in her chest and lifted her lips to show her fangs. “You see. She doesn’t like the ballad. Sing something my hound will like better.”

The bard’s brow wrinkled in confusion, and he sent fearful looks at the growling hound, but he bowed and nodded, and then—wisely—he began a long ballad detailing the beauty and wisdom of Béfionn, which soon had the warriors tapping their feet and singing along with the chorus.

Uathach leaned into her mother. “Surely, you will not let the dog killer stay.”

“I have not yet decided,” was Scáthach’s only response.

* * *

“Queen of Shadow!” One of Scáthach’s sentries burst into the great hall. “A group from Lethra has arrived. Will you allow them entrance over the bridge?”

“I will.” Scáthach stood and went to the wall behind her. She pressed her hand to it and spoke to the stones. “Allow the Lethra group entrance.” Scáthach felt the tingle of her mother’s magick through her palm as she returned to her place at the table.

“That was quick,” Uathach said. “They are only seven days behind the messenger.”

“I did think I’d have longer,” muttered Scáthach.

“They’re eager to crown their queen,” said Tabiti.

“Well, then they should have stayed in Lethra and crowned my sister,” said Scáthach.

The group of a dozen warriors entered the great hall behind a tall man whose long, silver hair was braided into his thick beard. Wolf fur cloaks hung around their broad shoulders, marking them as members of Ardgeimm’s elite army named the Wolfskins. They had left their weapons at the Bridge of Leaps but carried their shields decorated with the sigil of the Jarl of Lethra—a Norse longship with the masthead of a snarling lion. They stopped before Scáthach’s raised platform and bowed.

“Greetings, Queen of Lethra!” boomed the leader’s voice.

“Greetings to you, Geirr,” said Scáthach. She was well acquainted with Geirr, who had been leader of her father’s warriors for decades. She liked and respected Geirr, though she had no interest in being his queen. Scáthach looked around, as if searching for someone, and added, “Though I see no crowned queen of Lethra here.”

Geirr smiled. “Yah, but I brought the crown with me, so that can be easily remedied, daughter of Ardgeimm.”

Tabiti covered a laugh with a cough. Geirr’s sharp gaze went to her and his smile widened. “Tabiti! Perhaps you will come to Lethra with Scáthach. I would enjoy showing you my kingdom.” Geirr put special emphasis on the word.

“Ha!” Tabiti laughed. “My answer has not changed. I have no desire to see any man’s kingdom.” She spoke the word suggestively, as had Geirr.

“And I will not be traveling to Lethra,” added Scáthach, coating her words with iron.

Geirr’s levity was instantly gone. “You are your father’s chosen heir.”

“I am already queen of my own realm,” said Scáthach. “As well my father knew.”

“But shadows are found everywhere. Lethra cannot flow so easily from place to place,” said Geirr.

“I will not leave my school,” Scáthach countered.

“Bring your school with you.” Geirr’s smile returned. “Your father did know you well. Two years ago, he ordered the construction of a special keep adjacent to his royal longhouse. It was finished not long ago. It holds barracks for your students and a practice field, so you may bring your school to Lethra.”

“No.”

Geirr frowned. “Scáthach, your father was always clear about the succession. You are his eldest child and his choice. I was with him when he fell in battle and with his last breath, he repeated that Scáthach, his daughter and Queen of Shadow, should wear his crown. The Wolfskins agree. Lethra agrees. You are our next queen.”

“I will tell you what I told my father many times. I have no desire to be Queen of Lethra.”

Geirr nodded. “Yah, yah, your father often said those who come reluctantly to leadership are usually the best choice to crown.”

“No,” Scáthach repeated. “I play no game here. I do not need my ego stroked. No means no. I will not be Lethra’s queen. Crown my sister. She is also my father’s daughter.”

The Wolfskins behind Geirr moved restlessly, obviously upset by her refusal. Geirr took a step forward and spoke earnestly. “Princess Aife cannot be crowned. Your father has spoken. The Wolfskins have spoken. They name you queen. As long as you live, they will not accept Aife.”

“Geirr, I am sorry my father, your Jarl, is dead. I am sorry he named me his heir, even after I made it clear to him I will not leave Dunscáith. My answer is final. I remain Queen of Shadow. Convince the Wolfskins to crown my sister or choose another to rule.” When Geirr began to speak again, Scáthach stood, silencing him. In a voice as piercing as sunbeams through cloud, she said, “I have spoken!”

“Queen of Shadow.” Geirr’s voice changed. Gone was the familiarity and humor. He stood straight and bowed formally to her. “Then the Wolfskins and I ask that you remain here, in your Kingdom of Shadow, but also accept the crown of Lethra. Assign a regent and rule from here.”

Except for the crackle and sizzle of the sacrificial bones in the brazier, the great hall was completely silent.

“And are you the regent you wish me to name?” Scáthach asked.

“If that is your desire. But know that the Wolfskins will accept any of your seasoned warriors as our regent.” His gaze slid to Uathach and then away.

Scáthach felt the jolt of that gaze as if it had burned her. She didn’t glance at her daughter, but knew she went very still beside her.

“I will consider it and send a messenger to you with my decision.”

Geirr bowed and said nothing.

Scáthach sat, suppressing a sigh. “Please, sit, eat, and drink. Tonight you are my guests. Tomorrow return to Lethra to await my decision.”

Again, Geirr bowed, and then he and his men found seats as servants hurried to bring more platters of food and drink.

“Are you really considering a regent?” Uathach asked her mother.

“No,” said Scáthach. “I do not want the crown, even with a regent. I know these Norsemen. They will not be satisfied by an absent queen.”

“He knew you would refuse before he spoke,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach nodded. “As did Father, which is why I find this whole thing concerning. Perhaps if I allow more time to pass, the Wolfskins will get weary of waiting for a reluctant queen and instead crown my sister.”

Tabiti scoffed. “Ha! Geirr has been trying to seduce me for years. It seems the Wolfskins are a stubborn lot.”

“That they are, but it will not change my answer,” said Scáthach as she stared into the brazier, wishing her father had listened to her and prepared the Wolfskins to accept her sister as heir.

* * *

The moon was full that night, and as the castle slept, Scáthach walked the battlements, unable to still her mind enough to rest. Looking out over the sea at night always soothed her. The Queen of Shadow loved it, no matter the weather, but it was most beautiful to her when a full moon turned the gray-blue water silver, and the stars dusted the rest of the sky with brilliance. She was relieved winter was finally relenting and the dark dreariness of early sunsets and unending rain had lifted. The days grew longer and the nights clearer. Scáthach remembered swimming this sea with her mother. Guarded by sturgeons, they’d stroked the water, building up her endurance against the cold, her ability to hold her breath, and the long, lean muscles in her arms and chest. Scáthach still swam often; it was her favorite form of conditioning.

As Scáthach gazed out at the moon-silvered water, she refused to think about Geirr and the Wolfskins. Her decision would not change, which meant the Norsemen must change instead. She’d give them time and distance. They would grow weary of waiting for a queen who did not want their crown. Dismissing the problem of her father’s countrymen, Scáthach turned her thoughts to the problem of Cuchulainn and weighed the good and the bad.

On the bad side, Tabiti had been correct; Cuchulainn was a distraction. Uathach had also been correct; he was a dog killer, which did not endear him to Scáthach, nor would it to her mother and benefactress goddess.

Also, it was an undeniable fact that Cuchulainn was a berserker. Scáthach knew from experience how difficult those particular warriors were to train and to fight beside. While a berserker rage increased strength, stamina, and any natural talent the warrior had, it also muddled judgment. Berserkers destroyed anything or anyone in their path and often turned on their own allies. She’d had to put down one young berserker and did not have any desire to repeat that horror.

On the good side, Cuchulainn was the King of Ulster’s favorite hero, and successfully training the darling of a king gained Scáthach a favor from Ulster, should she ever need it. Scáthach was wise enough to know there could easily come a day when she might need to call in that favor.

Training Cuchulainn would glorify her name. Scáthach was under no delusional belief that bards would sing of her for generations, nor did she care about being immortalized in ballads. She cared that warriors of quality continued to come to her school and leave stronger, faster, fitter, and aware of the moral responsibility that should go along with being a true hero. Successfully training the Hero of Ulster would draw warriors from all over the world.

Scáthach blew out a long breath and muttered, “His character should be the deciding factor, and I cannot tell whether there is more to him than brawn. As I said to the bard, why should I train a brute to be more brutish?” Automatically, she reached down to ruffle the ears of the big deerhound who always shadowed her, and was surprised to realize Leannan was not at her side.

Scáthach put her fingers to her lips and whistled once, sharply. She waited for Leannan to gallop to her, but the deerhound did not appear. Scáthach continued walking along the battlement, her attention shifted from the moonlit sea to the interior of the castle. As she came to the sentry platform, a black-clad warrior bowed to her. Scáthach smiled as she recognized Tabiti’s countrywoman and lover, Amage, who was a longtime member of the Shadow Guard.

“Good evening, Queen Scáthach.”

“Well met, Amage. Have you seen Leannan? I seem to have misplaced my hound,” Scáthach said with a smile.

“I did see her trotting toward the tunnel to the stables,” said the tall warrior.

“Ah, well, it makes sense that she didn’t hear my whistle.” Scáthach was already heading down the stone stairs as Amage bowed and wished her well. She crossed the training field and opened double-arched doors that revealed one of Dunscáith’s marvels.

Béfionn had carved a circular tunnel that led from the inner ward down to sea level, creating wide stairs cut directly into the rock. At night there were always a few wall torches left lit to illuminate sections of the dark tunnel that Scáthach padded silently down, though she didn’t need the light. Scáthach had been going up and down the tunnel stairs since she was a child. She knew every stone, step, crevice, and corner of Dunscáith. The castle was her mother’s creation and Scáthach’s true home. Sometimes she felt as if the keep held her heart, the curtain wall was her skin, and everything else within was her veins and arteries. But beyond her intimate knowledge of the castle, Scáthach was comfortable with shadow. In her childhood, before her mother had taken her from her father’s kingdom, Scáthach had learned the value of shadow. Even before Béfionn gifted her with the title of Queen of Shadow and the magick that came with it, she embraced the darkness and stealth it commanded and learned to use the camouflage and protection it provided. After her mother had named her Queen of Shadow, Scáthach spent years learning the magick of darkness. She was never afraid. From childhood she loved the velvet touch of shadow and appreciated the secret sight it granted her. Shadow became another sense as natural for her as scent or sight, hearing or touch. Scáthach learned to cloak herself with shadow—to see with shadow—to wrap herself within its embrace for comfort and for protection.

She heard the sea before she reached the end of the tunnel. She slowed then, not wanting to wake the horses stabled within the huge cavern her mother had carved for them. Before she stepped from the stairs to the stone floor, she realized the rhythmic ebb and flow of the sea was accompanied by the intermittent sound of someone sobbing.

Scáthach was as confused as she was concerned. Could a child belonging to one of the permanent residents of the castle be in the stables crying? Why? Silently, Scáthach stepped from the tunnel. She didn’t take a torch from the wall. Instead she called darkness. Shadow wrapped around her so that she flowed with the night. Silent and invisible, Scáthach remained close to the curved sides of the cavern within shadow’s cloaking embrace. She moved toward the wooden stalls built into the side of the cavern where the horses were tucked in for the night.

The broken sobs were definitely coming from that direction. Scáthach followed the sad sound until she came to the area of the stables that held grain and bales of hay. It was dark, though not completely devoid of light. The drawbridge was raised for the night, so moonlight didn’t illuminate the stable, but there was a large brazier that was always lit, burning near the front of the stalls. Soft golden light flickered, allowing her to see the man sitting with his back against a big round bale of hay. His legs were stretched out before him. His head was bent. One hand was pressed to his face. Every few minutes he sobbed. It was a terrible, wrenching sound, as if the tears had to be torn from him. A large shape lay beside him.

Scáthach stopped abruptly as she recognized the hulking shape beside the man as Leannan. She was situated so that her head and muzzle rested across his thighs. From within the shadows, Scáthach watched the man stroke the deerhound as he sobbed.

Then Scáthach recognized the man. It was Cuchulainn, the Hero of Ulster. Scáthach took one step back, blending more fully with the shadows. Though she’d made no sound, Leannan lifted her head from Cuchulainn’s thigh and looked directly at her. Scáthach knew her hound would come to her, so she signaled for Leannan to stay.

She meant to back away silently. To leave before Cuchulainn knew she was there. To never mention what she’d observed to anyone. But Cuchulainn sniffed loudly, wiped his face with his sleeve, and spoke.

“I hate that damn song,” he said.

Scáthach froze and searched for something to say—for a reasonable response that would allow the young warrior to retain some sense of dignity.

“I want you to know I did not mean to kill Culann’s dog,” Cuchulainn continued. “I was a young fool. So arrogant that I believed the world was centered around me.” He laughed, but the sound only held sadness. “It was not. It is not.”

Cuchulainn paused to wipe his face again and ruffle the deerhound’s ears. Her tail thumped against the ground and Scáthach realized he wasn’t speaking to her. Thankfully, he didn’t even appear to know she was there.

“Do you want to know why I was late to that feast?” he asked Leannan, who thumped her tail again in response. “I was playing a game and didn’t feel like stopping.” His handsome face twisted in self-loathing. “Playing. Culann’s hound was protecting his home, as was his job.” Cuchulainn sighed and shook his head. “He was a magnificent hound. So fierce. So loyal. I tried not to kill him, but his attack did not ease. I was just a boy. I could not escape him, and he would have killed me. And now I will forever be known by this damnable, dog killer name.” Cuchulainn stroked Leannan’s wide forehead and the dog huffed contentedly. “You believe me, don’t you? You know I’m not a dog killer.” Leannan licked his face. His smile was authentic as he leaned his head back against the bale. His eyelids closed. He kept stroking the deerhound as he murmured, “It’s good to be believed.”

Scáthach moved within the shadows slowly, silently from the cavern. Remaining unseen, she retraced her steps up the tunnel. Scáthach had made her decision.





Chapter 4

Conquering the vault feat had made him feel as if he could fly!

His euphoria had been short-lived. Scáthach mentioned a water feat and he’d started to sweat. He’d hoped it had something to do with boats, or perhaps raft building, but his gut had known better. He’d been sick all during the picturesque ride to the pools.

He’d tried to calm himself. Tried to believe it wouldn’t be that important when they found out. They wouldn’t laugh. They wouldn’t jeer. They wouldn’t belittle him.

“Sentanta, is there a problem?” Scáthach asked.

By all the gods he hadn’t wanted to tell her but he’d had to blurt the truth; they’d all find out soon enough anyway.

“I can’t swim!”

Of course, the laughter and taunting had started.

But she had understood. For the first time in his life, someone understood and empathized with him without judgment or derision or attempting to make him less than so they could appear great. The truth was Scáthach was already great. She didn’t need to belittle him or anyone to prove it.

Sentanta was beginning to think he would follow the Queen of Shadow anywhere.

* * *

The morning dawned bright and clear and unusually warm for early spring. Sometime during the remainder of the night Leannan had taken her usual place at the foot of Scáthach’s bed. She trotted next to the Queen of Shadow as they joined Geirr and the Wolfskin guard at the Bridge of Leaps. Scáthach had chosen not to break her fast with Geirr, not wanting to return to the subject of the crown of Lethra, but it would be an insult if they left without her seeing them off.

Geirr and the Wolfskins bowed as she joined them. Geirr waited for the guard to cross the bridge ahead of him before he spoke to Scáthach, keeping his voice low and earnest. “I did not tell you everything last night.”

Scáthach raised a brow but remained silent.

“It is true your father named you heir. It is also true that the Wolfskins agree with his choice—almost all of the Wolfskins. Some of them, a minority, have sided with Aife and want her crowned.”

Scáthach frowned. “Then why are you here offering me the crown when I have been clear about not accepting it, and you have another daughter of Ardgeimm who does want to rule Lethra?”

“Because Aife has split Lethra!” he shouted, and then ran a hand down his beard, trying to compose himself. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter, more controlled. “If you would accept the crown, the majority of Lethra would rejoice. Aife and her rebels would be forced to stand down and accept you.”

“She has a rebel army?”

“Only a couple hundred warriors. She wouldn’t even have that modest number if that bastard Drest hadn’t joined her.”

“Drest? That surprises me. I remember him as the big redheaded Wolfskin who guarded Father’s left while you guarded his right.”

Geirr nodded. “And that’s how it was until Aife got her claws into him. She’s been whispering to him for years, sowing discontent, manipulating him. When Ardgeimm died and I announced what Lethra already knew, that you are your father’s chosen heir, Aife disputed the succession; and when the majority upheld your father’s wishes, she called for warriors to support her and dispute your crowning. Drest left the Wolfskins.”

“And some of them followed him.” Scáthach said the part Geirr left unspoken.

“Yah. Your sister has become an expert on horseflesh. Under her guidance Lethra has the swiftest horses in our country and in many others.”

Scáthach nodded. “I’ve heard of the excellence of Lethra’s horses. I did not know that was due to Aife.”

Geirr nodded reluctantly. “It is undeniable that Aife’s breeding program has been highly successful. Warriors respect her expertise and value her horses, even if her leadership is otherwise lacking. She seems to attract dissent and conflict.” Geirr’s lip curled in disgust. “She even changed your father’s sigil. Instead of a lion as the masthead, she has embraced the serpent dragon Nidhogg.”

“Her sigil is a symbol of darkness and strife? That makes no sense,” said Scáthach.

“It would make perfect sense if you knew Aife.”

Scáthach shrugged. “As you are well aware, I do not know my sister. The last time I saw her I was five and she was a toddler.”

“Well, she went from a shy child to a waspish, angry adult because of what she did not have.”

“The crown?” Scáthach asked.

“Her father’s love,” said Geirr.

“I can’t believe my father would reject any daughter,” Scáthach said firmly.

“It wasn’t so much a rejection as it was obvious he considered her less than,” explained Geirr.

“Less than?”

Geirr caught her gaze. “Less than the child of Béfionn, fairest of all goddesses.”

Scáthach blew out a long breath. “Geirr, I’m sorry Aife is causing you problems.”

“Problems!” Geirr shouted. “Civil war is more than just a problem. She doesn’t have enough warriors to overthrow us, but her raids are costly to our stores of sheep, goats, pigs, horses, and our countrymen and women. She raids and steals and cuts down anyone who stands against her, warrior or farmer.”

“I apologize,” Scáthach said. “I do not mean to make light of what you and Lethra are going through. But I am not your solution. No absentee ruler is your solution.”

Geirr seemed to deflate. His shoulders bowed and he suddenly looked old. “This visit has made me understand that. And still I hope you will return to your home and your people.”

Scáthach gestured to Dunscáith. “This is my home. Here are my people. I will always be a friend to Lethra, but I will not be your queen.”

Geirr stood straighter and nodded grimly. “And yet I hope time will change your mind. I ask that you consider this last thing. Do you remember your father’s longhouse? Do you remember Lethra?”

“Of course!” She was surprised by the question. “I remember it well.” Scáthach smiled nostalgically as she recalled. “The particular blue of the sea, the softly rolling hills, the emerald green of the trees and long grasses. I can still almost smell the sweetness of the spring wildflowers and feel the thick pelts on my bed pallet. Father’s longhouse was huge, though in the winter it was snug and warm, especially when his favorite horses shared the space with us.”

His gaze softened. “Yes, you do remember. Then consider this—Lethra and Dunscáith have twin spirits.” At her frown he continued. “I am in a unique position to know this. Lethra is my home, but I visited Dunscáith with your father countless times over the past decades.” He gestured at the castle behind them. “Your walls are stone instead of timber but they are infused with the same warmth and the same spirit of comradery.

“You lead your people with wisdom and fairness—as did your father—and like him, the best warriors flock to you, eager to serve a queen who is worthy of their loyalty. You believe you would be leaving your kingdom if you accepted our crown but you would only be changing locations. Your students would still come to you. Your people would still revere you.” He bowed deeply to her. “And I, your father’s most trusted warrior, would be honored to serve you.” He straightened, smiling. “Just consider it.” Then he smoothed his beard, and his mood lightened. “I hear the Hero of Ulster has joined your student warriors.” He chuckled. “That will annoy Forgall Monach.”

“Forgall Monach? The nephew of the king of the Fomorians?” When Geirr nodded, she continued. “Why would Cuchulainn training with me annoy him?”

“Because Cuchulainn wants to marry his daughter, Emer, and Forgall Monach doesn’t think the young hothead worthy of her. So he set up a series of challenges Cuchulainn must complete before he accepts his suit—the last of which is to be trained by the Queen of Shadow herself for one year and one day.”

Scáthach shrugged. “Why my students come to Dunscáith is unimportant. As long as they can pass my tests and behave with honor, I will accept them and train them without prejudice. So far, Cuchulainn has done both. Though I’m surprised Forgall Monach doesn’t want to be bound by marriage to such a talented young warrior.”

“Could be out of jealousy,” Geirr said gruffly. “Forgall Monach has never been known for his fighting skills.”

“Jealousy is rarely a wise reason to do anything,” said Scáthach. Then she smiled at Geirr and clapped his shoulder. “Safe journeys, my friend. I wish you and the Wolfskins well.”

“Thank you, Queen of Shadow. May you continue to prosper. Please know that Lethra will always be your home and we would welcome your return joyously.” Geirr bowed to her and then followed his men over the Bridge of Leaps.

* * *

Scáthach and Leannan joined Uathach on the practice field as she led the students through warm-up drills. Scáthach put Lethra from her mind and studied the students. Cuchulainn warmed up with the group, though his gaze kept flicking to Scáthach.

She wasted no time. There was no point in it. Her decision had been made.

“Sentanta, I will train you,” she said.

As the other students congratulated Cuchulainn, her daughter’s gaze snapped to her. Scáthach met her eyes steadily until Uathach looked away.

Scáthach gave the group a moment and then addressed them. “Your prowess yesterday assures me that today you will master the next steps of the vault feat.” She nodded to Uathach, who moved to stand beside her mother and took over the instructions.

“You mastered the two-step entrance to the vault. Today we expand that to four steps, which will carry you farther from the ground. As you vault higher and higher, remember that landing correctly is the ultimate test of your vault feat, especially as a bad landing can result in broken legs, or worse.” Uathach paused as the student warriors took in her words. Her gaze went to her mother and her lips tilted up. “As the Queen of Shadow is joining us again today, perhaps she will gift us with an example of a successfully landed vault before we go over the four-step approach you will be attempting.”

Scáthach’s brows raised, but she mirrored her daughter’s smile and dipped her head in acquiescence. First, she went through several warm-up drills, taking notice of the students who were savvy enough to join her in limbering their muscles. She was pleased to see Sentanta was one of them. After her body felt warm, she tested several of the vaulting poles, choosing the one that had the best balance. Holding the pole at her side, Scáthach jogged across the training field, careful to give herself plenty of room. Though she could wield a sword with either hand, her right was most dominant. Moving slowly and distinctly enough that the students could follow every step of the vault, she placed the pole next to her left side and reached up as high as she could on it with her left hand. She grasped the pole and brought it down by her left hip, grasping it higher up with her right hand.

Holding the pole in that staggered grip, she sprinted toward the vaulting pit. She planted the end of the pole in the X-marked spot and launched herself, stretching both legs up and above her head. Scáthach sailed up, up, up, and then arched high, turned in the air, and came back to the ground, landing cat-like on her feet in the sand pit.

The watching warriors cheered but quieted quickly as Scáthach and Uathach divided the group. This time Uathach took the students through stretching, warming, and strengthening drills while Scáthach demonstrated the four-step vault entrance and took the warriors through it one at a time.

When it was Cuchulainn’s turn, Scáthach asked, “Have you ever attempted the vault feat?”

“No. I’d never even heard of it until yesterday when I watched the drills as I went back and forth from the smithy to your door,” he said.

“Then you are familiar with the two-step technique they practiced?”

He paused before answering but finally nodded. “I believe I am.” His smile was surprisingly boyish. “I spent a lot of time yesterday going back and forth.”

“Good. I’ll walk your first attempt with you to be sure your hand position and technique are correct.” She motioned to the pile of vaulting poles. “Choose one according to balance.”

Cuchulainn went to the pile and chose his pole, and then, with Scáthach at his side, he succeeded in the two-step drill on his first attempt. The other students cheered.

“Ready to try the four-step drill?” Scáthach asked.

“I am,” Cuchulainn said. With no hesitation, he correctly completed the more-advanced drill. The students cheered for him again.

Cuchulainn was the only student who successfully completed the four-step drill on their first try, though every time his turn came, he attacked the drill with the same solemnity, never making it obvious how easy it was for him. Scáthach noted that. She also noted that as he waited for his turn, Cuchulainn cheered on the other students, clapping and shouting encouragement, and congratulating each warrior when she or he successfully completed the task.

It was approaching midday when every student had succeeded in the four-step vault. Scáthach and Uathach praised the group, and then the Queen of Shadow asked if there were any questions before they moved on to the underwater feat.

Cuchulainn stepped forward. “I have a question, but I do not wish to offend.”

“I have asked for questions. If you have one and it comes from a place of true curiosity and honesty, ask freely without worrying about offense,” Scáthach assured him.

He nodded and said, “We’ve trained for a vault feat. Next, we will train for an underwater feat. In all the time I’ve spent with Ulster warriors I’ve heard of neither, and I assume the two feats you’ve named are just two of many, correct?”

“Correct,” Scáthach said.

“Then my question is, why train in obscure and unusual feats? Why not focus on the sword or spear, bow or chariot? The normal feats that, once honed, will make us victorious on any battlefield?”

“An excellent question,” Scáthach said. “We do drill standard battle feats, but in battle, as in life, versatility often predicts or decides survival. So we will also train in unexpected feats to prepare you for unexpected circumstances. Sentanta, take your pole and show me your best vault.”

His brow furrowed. “Now?”

“Unless you’re too weary,” she said.

He grunted a nonanswer before picking up his pole and striding back from the sand pit to where Scáthach had begun her vault much earlier that morning. He gripped his pole exactly as she had, bent, and sprinted to the pit. His pole hit the X. His launch was as powerful as hers had been. His legs stretched up, up, up, and his body twisted gracefully before he arched back to land on his feet, knees bent, exactly as Scáthach had.

The warriors erupted into cheers as Cuchulainn met Scáthach’s gaze. His eyes shined with surprised joy. “I did it!” he said.

Scáthach smiled. “You did. Now, tell me, how could you use the vault feat in battle?”

Cuchulainn’s eyes widened with understanding. “I could breach the walls of a castle or vault over a moat or spear-lined ditch.”

“Or tar set aflame to trap you,” said Fergal.

“Or you could vault over a stream that has become too swollen to cross safely,” offered another student.

Cuchulainn nodded enthusiastically. “Indeed.”

“Yes, exactly. Now take a break and get some water,” Scáthach said. She mouthed well done to Cuchulainn as the students and Uathach congratulated him, and then they all jogged to the water barrel to wash and drink.

“He’s a fast learner,” Tabiti said as she joined Scáthach on the practice field.

“He is,” she said.

“The other students seem to like him.”

“They do,” Scáthach agreed. “And for more reasons than his physical prowess. He cheers them on and he doesn’t bluster or brag about his abilities.”

“Not yet he doesn’t,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach turned to her friend. “Why don’t you like him?”

“It’s not that I dislike him. I don’t trust him because of the ease with which he moves through life,” Tabiti admitted, keeping her voice low.

“Neither you nor I can possibly know what his life has been like until now,” Scáthach said, surprised by the judgment in her friend’s voice.

“Of course we can. He’s a young man who, from the time he was a boy, has been the darling of Ulster. He’s a man born into royalty. He’s beautiful and talented and beloved. How difficult could his life have possibly been? The way the bard tells it, Cuchulainn is charmed.” Tabiti met Scáthach’s gaze steadily. “He’s never had to fight off a dozen men to keep from being raped. He’s never had to outperform every man in his territory just so he would be accepted as a warrior.”

“I hear you, and I don’t disagree. I also don’t wish to judge him before he has shown us who he truly is.” She rested a hand on Tabiti’s shoulder. “I would ask you to do the same.”

Tabiti sighed. “I know what you’re asking is the right thing to do, but it is difficult.” Her lips twisted into a sardonic smile. “As I may have mentioned before, it is much easier to live as my people do in Scythia—apart from men.”

Scáthach grinned. “You may have mentioned it a time or twenty.”

“So, you’re moving on to the underwater feat this afternoon?” Tabiti asked.

“Actually, we’re moving on to it now.”

“No midday meal first?” Tabiti frowned. She enjoyed aiding Scáthach and Uathach in teaching the underwater feat. It was her favorite of the feats.

Scáthach raised a brow. “Hungry?”

“Always,” Tabiti admitted. “But I’m thinking of the students, too. You know how much energy the drills for the underwater feat take. They’ll need food to recharge.” Before Scáthach could respond, Tabiti jerked her chin up toward the castle battlements.

Scáthach followed her gaze to see the distinct outline of a man holding a harp. “Has he been watching all morning?”

“Not all morning. He doesn’t rise that early.”

Scáthach sighed. “Had my mother not told me to say yes to the bard, I would have sent him on his way after last night.”

Tabiti lifted a shoulder. “Well, he’s going to make up ballads about the training whether he’s actually here or not. Maybe he’ll be more accurate now.”

Scáthach snorted. “Doubtful.”

Tabiti smiled. “Earlier I heard him rhyming words with ‘magnificent feat.’”

Scáthach laughed, and the full, joyous sound had the warriors turning their attention back to her. Still grinning, she said, “Tabiti is going to have the kitchen pack meals for us. Uathach, please gather the reeds and wax. Students, each of you must also bring a blanket. We’re leaving the castle to train for the underwater feat as soon as our gear and provisions are loaded on the horses.”

Uathach’s grin mirrored her mother’s. “To the Fairy Pools?”

“To the Fairy Pools,” Scáthach agreed.

* * *

The Fairy Pools were a hard hour’s ride from Dunscáith Castle, but the beauty of the ride and the perfection of the pools made the time it took to get there more than worth it.

The Isle of Skye had a uniquely rugged beauty. The isle was an emerald, green and shining, but it was also craggy and boggy. As the group followed the jagged shoreline north, they kept the blue-gray sea on the left of them and the land on the right, dotted with yellow and pink and purple wildflowers. Littering the fields of flowers were boulders of Skye marble, which was white with crystal veins running through it. The locals called them beads of Béfionn’s necklace that had been broken and scattered throughout the isle. Scáthach knew very well that her mother had never lost such a necklace, but the people enjoyed telling the tale, so she did not correct them. The sunlight glittered off the sea, giving it facets so that it seemed Skye was truly a gem nestled within a liquid necklace.

A tall waterfall marked the entrance to the pools, the first of which was the deepest, but Scáthach led them past the large basin of water, following the waterfalls and their overflowing pools as they snaked down the Coire na Creiche hillside until she stopped at her favorite. The deep stone pool was actually two big rock circles connected by an underwater arch. The second pool, accessed through the arch, was calm and a blue so pure that it looked as if it could make the spring sky jealous.

As usual, Leannan traveled with them, galloping beside Scáthach’s horse and stretching her long, lean muscles. She loved being able to run outside the castle, and for the athletic deerhound, the hour’s hard ride to the pools was nothing. As soon as they arrived, she claimed a large flat rock as her own, stretched out, and napped, though her eyes were always slitted so she could protectively watch the Queen of Shadow.

Scáthach and the students tethered the horses and unpacked the reeds and their midday meal, which they ate sitting along the flat rocks that made up the bank of the pools.

When the meal was done, Scáthach stood, and the students went silent, giving her all their attention.

“Before we begin, it is wise, as well as polite, to offer oblation to my aunt, Cliodna, Goddess of Seas and Waterways. She has a special love for the number nine and for pearls.” Scáthach reached into the saddlebag that rested beside her, took out her offering, and then walked across the rocks to the edge of the water that always glistened the brightest of blues. “Fair Cliodna, Goddess of Seas and Waterways, my students and I show appreciation for the pools that will buoy us as we train to better ourselves, to test our limits, and to be ready to protect those who are weaker than us. Please accept our offering.” Scáthach tossed nine perfect pearls into the calmest of the pools. She and everyone with her waited and watched. The water was so clear that it was a simple thing to follow the paths of the nine pearls as they dropped down to the rock bottom. They rested there for a few moments, and then the water shivered, and each of the pearls dissolved.

Scáthach smiled at her watching students. “Cliodna accepts the offering. Let us begin. The underwater feat can be even more useful than the vault feat,” she explained. “It is especially helpful when we need the benefit of surprise. It can also hide you and provide escape if you are overpowered or taken prisoner. Tabiti, the reeds, please.” The senior warrior brought several reeds to Scáthach. They were sized between just a foot or two long to an arm’s length. All were thick, sturdy, and hollow. Tabiti held them up as Scáthach continued. “This is called bamboo. The goddess Béfionn gifted the plant to me many years ago. It comes from a land far to the east.”

“But I’ve seen them growing in the bogs around Dunscáith,” said Muirenn, a stout student from Éire.

“Yes, they grow here well,” said Scáthach.

“Too well!” added Tabiti. “They take over everything and will ruin a kitchen garden in one season, which is why you will leave here with your own reed, but no living bamboo plant.”

Scáthach nodded, then continued to explain and demonstrate to the student group how they could use the reeds to breathe through their mouths underwater. “Though it is not as easy as simply telling yourself to breathe only through your mouth,” she said. “So we use wax.”

Uathach brought forth the saddlebag that held several fist-size rounds of soft beeswax. “Much as Odysseus blocked his crew’s ears from hearing the sirens’ call, this”Scáthach pinched off a piece of the wax and worked it into a small ball, which then she flattened—“will block your nose from accidentally breathing in water and drowning you.” Scáthach demonstrated by smoothing the flattened ball of wax over one of her nostrils to seal it. “Uathach, pass out the wax. Tabiti, we’ll use the shortest reeds to begin learning the feat.”

Uathach passed out the wax and Tabiti sorted the reeds, and as they did so, Scáthach couldn’t help but notice that Cuchulainn seemed agitated. The other students were sitting, relaxed but attentive. Cuchulainn had stood and begun to pace when she’d started to explain the feat.

“Know this and hear me well,” Scáthach said. “There is nothing shameful or cowardly about panicking when your nose is sealed by wax and you’re underwater.” She didn’t look at Cuchulainn but meant her words to calm him. “It simply takes practice to get used to the sensation. Let me warn you that the pools are quite cold, so you will have to limit your time in the water.” The students rolled their wax and examined their reeds. “You’ll begin by floating on your back with the reed in your mouth. Don’t use the wax for your initial attempt. Uathach will demonstrate. You’ll put the reed in your mouth as you float. Take a deep breath. Hold it. Gently submerge your head. While your face is underwater, blow out that deep breath through the reed.” Her gaze kept flicking to Cuchulainn. He was pale, and she was almost sure he was sweating. Looking directly at him, she asked, “Are there any questions before we begin?”

Muirenn, the stout student from Éire, asked, “Does it matter which of these two pools we choose?”

“We’ll move between the two,” Scáthach said. “Those of you who are most confident in the water should begin at the far pool that holds the waterfall. The water there isn’t still like the pool here.” She pointed down to the circle of mirror-like blue she stood above.

Cuchulainn had stopped pacing. He stared down at the pools, shaking his head back and forth, back and forth. His throat bobbed as he swallowed, and she could see his breathing was quick and shallow—he seemed on the verge of panic.

“Sentanta, is there a problem?” Scáthach asked.

At the sound of his true name, his head snapped up and he turned to look at her. She’d been right. His pale face was beaded with sweat and the armpits of his tunic were dark. He stared at her so long, every student stopped inspecting their reeds and rolling their wax. They all focused on Cuchulainn.

“I can’t swim!” The words burst from him.

Into the silence came the sound of Tabiti’s sarcastic laughter. “Truthfully? The great and mighty Cuchulainn can’t swim? How can that be?”

His eyes, looking more amber than topaz in the light, skewered her. “Because of that! The great and mighty Cuchulainn,” he mimicked her voice. “It began when I was not much older than a toddler. I was always taller, faster, stronger than all the other children. So every adult and every youth stopped treating me like a child while I was still a child.”

As Cuchulainn spoke, Scáthach remembered that Lugh, the God of the Sun, had been the only intelligible word he’d shouted as he lashed himself into a berserker rage.

She stared at him, really seeing his unusual beauty and height and breadth of shoulder as she thought of the ease with which he’d accomplished the vault feat. Suddenly she understood.

“You are Lugh’s son,” Scáthach said.

He turned from railing at Tabiti to face Scáthach. His voice was clipped. “Yes.”

Scáthach nodded. “I know what it is to be the child of a god.”

Cuchulainn’s shoulders relaxed, and he wiped the sweat from his face. “No one taught me to swim because they assumed—” He paused, lifted his hands, and let them fall.

“Because they assumed you must already know how and must be better at it than they could ever hope to be,” Scáthach finished for him.

He nodded. “Yes. Exactly.” His gaze went to Tabiti. “And if I asked to be taught how to do something they already believed I should know, they laughed as I must be jesting.”

Tabiti’s expression had sobered. “I apologize for my laughter. I’m one of your instructors and I know better than to jest about what my students know and don’t know.” She looked from Cuchulainn to Scáthach. “Queen of Shadow, with your permission I would like to teach Cuchulainn how to swim.”

“Permission granted,” Scáthach said.

As they drilled, Scáthach moved from pool to pool giving pointers to the floating students and paying close attention to when a student got too cold and needed to get out of the water and warm up by doing calisthenics by the fire she built.

She didn’t need to check on Cuchulainn. Tabiti had him in the center of the calmest of the Fairy Pools, floating on his back in minutes, and not long after, he was grinning as he stroked back and forth from one side of the pool to the other. Tabiti showed him how to dive from the rocks and swim underwater. He mastered each maneuver so quickly that he didn’t even have to leave the pool to warm himself before he joined the other students, who were floating with reeds in their mouths.

Scáthach called the end of the drills sooner than she would for a dry-land feat. The students, Uathach, and Tabiti stripped down and spread their wet clothes on the sun-heated rocks to dry, and then wrapped themselves in their blankets and clustered around the fire so their bodies would thaw.

Scáthach, who had opted not to get wet this training trip, joined Leannan on her rock. Scáthach leaned back and closed her eyes. She was pleased by the progress of her students and enjoyed the waning sunlight as she decided if tomorrow was as warm as today had been, they would pack up some of the smaller vaulting poles and drill using them to leap over the streams connecting the pools before moving on to the second step in the underwater feat.

“Ahem.”

Scáthach felt Leannan’s tail thump before she opened her eyes to squint up at Cuchulainn. He had a blanket wrapped around him. His hair was drying and it formed a tricolored halo around his head.

“Excuse me, Queen Scáthach.” He shifted his weight from side to side as he spoke.

“You may call me just Scáthach,” she said.

His lips turned up. “I don’t believe you are just anything, Queen.”

She smiled.

He cleared his throat again and continued. “I wanted to thank you for earlier.”

“There’s no need to thank me. I am in a unique position to understand some of your experiences because I have had similar ones,” she said.

“Well, it is rare that I am understood. So, thank you,” he said. “May I ask you a question that deals with our similar parentage?”

Scáthach raised a brow, her curiosity piqued. “Certainly. Would you like to sit?”

He nodded and sat on the other side of Leannan, who stretched out between the two of them. The big deerhound lifted her head and huffed a welcome as he scratched under her chin and grinned warmly at her. “There’s a good girl, a fine, smart girl.”

When Cuchulainn shifted his attention from Leannan to Scáthach, his face was still alight with the warmth of the smile he had for the dog, and Scáthach was struck anew by his beauty. Relaxed and happy, Cuchulainn was divine in his visage, and she understood why the men of Ulster were eager for him to marry.

“I have heard that your mother, the goddess Béfionn, actually raised you,” he blurted, his cheeks reddening.

Scáthach showed no surprise at his question. “Yes, she raised me from the age of five.”

“And the other warriors say you still see her. She visits here and spends time with you.”

He hadn’t phrased it as a question, but when he said no more, Scáthach nodded and said, “Yes. Mother does visit as often as she’s able.”

His brow furrowed. “But does she come to you because she wants to see you—and you her? Or because she’s watching you and judging you?”

“Are you asking me if my mother and I like each other?”

“I am. Yes.”

“That’s a curious question.” It told her many things about Cuchulainn and about Lugh.

“I apologize if the question is overly familiar.” He started to stand, and she touched his shoulder to stop him.

“I said curious, not rude or too intimate. I can easily answer your question. Yes. I honor, respect, love, and like my mother. If she watches me, it is with pride. She doesn’t judge me. She teaches me. Béfionn made me the warrior and teacher I am. She was just at Dunscáith yesterday, and still I look forward to when next I’ll see her.”

Cuchulainn stared at her a long time before he spoke softly. “That is . . . nice.”

They remained silent, though it wasn’t an awkward silence. Cuchulainn absently stroked Leannan’s ears and Scáthach relaxed with her face tilted up to catch the sunlight. Eventually, she cleared her throat. “May I ask you a question that might be overly familiar?”

He nodded. “Yes. Of course.”

“Earlier you mentioned that when you were a child every adult and every youth around you stopped treating you like a child. Did that include your father?”

Cuchulainn shrugged. “I didn’t meet Lugh until I began training with the Ulstermen. It was then that my childhood came to an official end, so no because I didn’t know him when I was a child.”

“How old were you when you began training with Ulster’s warriors?” she asked.

“Seven,” he said.

Scáthach was glad his gaze was on Leannan so that he didn’t see her shock. In Éire as in Alba, the official training of warriors typically began when a child turned thirteen. Before then they were encouraged to play warrior. They raced one another and wrestled and even used wooden swords to mock fight. She, too, had been gifted at an early age with strength and talent beyond fully mortal children, but a seven-year-old—no matter their parentage—was still a child. She made sure her voice was neutral when she asked, “And what of your mother?”

“My mother? What do you mean?” He glanced up at her.

“When did she stop treating you as a child?”

He shrugged again. “I think when I started beating all the older boys in foot races. That was around the time I turned four or five. Mother has always been proud of me.” He almost smiled. “She cheered the loudest whenever I won, which was every time I raced.”

Scáthach could think of nothing to say, so she made herself smile and nod at the Hero of Ulster—while her mother’s heart ached for a little boy who had been forced to grow up too quickly.





Chapter 5

He’d never had such a battle partner. Scáthach amazed him. They moved together as if they’d fought side by side for years. He had begun to think that perhaps she’d been correct. Perhaps he was enough without the berserker.

Then the archers arrived, and when Sentanta met her gaze, he’d recognized the fear—not for herself, but for her students and her daughter.

She asked the question with a look. He was ready and answered with no hesitation.

* * *

Scáthach set a much slower pace returning to Dunscáith. With spring had come longer days, and as her students were visibly exhausted from training, she allowed them to meander along the coast as they retraced their path. The sun was sinking behind them and marking the beginning of the gloaming when they reached the halfway point between the pools and the castle, where the sea became Loch Eishort as it etched its way into the isle.

She was thinking that they would make it back to Dunscáith before they lost daylight when the fine hairs along Scáthach’s arms and the back of her neck prickled. She trusted herself too much to question her body’s reaction. As usual, Scáthach led the group. Her students trailed along behind her like a double row of ducklings. Uathach and Tabiti were in the rear, riding beside each other and talking easily. Moving with nonchalance, Scáthach turned her horse and whistled for Leannan. The big deerhound had been trotting along the rocky bank sniffing out crabs, but she quickly returned to Scáthach’s side.

Fergal and Cuchulainn rode behind her. Scáthach smiled at the two of them and raised her voice. “I’m going to speak with Uathach and Tabiti about tomorrow’s training. I’d like you two to lead the group until I return.”

“Aye,” said Fergal, nodding.

As their horses passed Scáthach, quickly and quietly she added, “We’re being watched. Do nothing except increase our pace to a trot but be on guard.”

Cuchulainn’s amber eyes met hers and he nodded slightly. She continued down the line, keeping her body loose and her smile wide as Fergal and Cuchulainn urged their horses to a trot, and the group kept pace. Warriors she passed greeted her, and in turn she murmured a warning to them—she took pride in how they responded. There was barely a discernable difference in their demeanor. They continued to talk and laugh. The pace increased to a steady, ground-eating trot. Only the sharpest of eyes would notice that backs straightened and hands suddenly rested on sword hilts.

“Mother!” Uathach grinned as she rode up. “Tabiti and I were just discussing how well the students did today. Every one of them . . .” Her words faded as she met her mother’s gaze.

Scáthach guided her horse between the two seasoned warriors. She smiled and nodded. “Indeed!” she spoke loudly. “They have done well.” The queen dropped her voice. “We’re being watched. The students know it.”

“An ambush?” Tabiti kept her voice low. She even smiled at Scáthach like she’d said something amusing.

“Perhaps.”

“Just ahead the trail narrows between those two slabs of rock. We’ll have to pass through single file,” Uathach said softly, and then laughed as if her mother had just told a joke. “Excellent for an ambush.”

Scáthach threw back her head and laughed, and then whispered, “Agreed. Uathach, move to the center of the line. Tabiti, remain guarding the rear. I’ll lead the students around the boulders—fast. All we need to do is get within sight of the castle and the Shadow Guard will ride out to join us if we’re under attack.”

The two women smiled in response and nodded. When Scáthach kneed her horse into a canter and headed back along the line, Uathach went with her, pulling up when she reached the center of the group.

Scáthach halted her horse and raised her arm to signal she wanted their attention. The students stopped and turned steady gazes on her.

“As your last drill today, we will race back to Dunscáith!” Scáthach shouted. “If any one of you can beat me, I will proclaim tomorrow a day of rest!” Then she whirled her horse around, dug her heels into the young stallion’s sides, and trilled a war cry as she shot away from the group—and away from the narrowing path that hugged the shoreline.

Leannan kept pace with her as the group raced after them. Scáthach leaned over her horse’s neck, her sharp gaze scanning the concealing boulders she skirted. As she passed the two rock giants, she saw them. She counted twelve bows as the ambushers suddenly revealed themselves. The sky rained arrows.

She urged her stallion on, leading her students out of bow range as swiftly as possible.

She heard the scream of a horse behind her as one went down. She did not slow. Scáthach trusted Uathach and Tabiti completely. If the fallen warrior lived, they would be certain she or he wasn’t left behind. It was Scáthach’s responsibility to get the group to safety, which meant she could not stop.

Scáthach turned her head to look back in time to see Tabiti pull Muirenn up behind her. Then warriors who had been hidden moved out of the concealment of the boulders and raced after them, trying to reach their right flank. Scáthach’s stomach tightened. There were so many of them.

The Queen of Shadow had left her castle with only the score of student warriors she was training and her two senior warriors. She counted at least twice that number of ambushers.

“Faster!” she shouted at the students behind her. If they could stay ahead of the enemy until they got close enough to Dunscáith for the sentries to see them, the Shadow Guard would ride out and make short work of the ambushers. If . . .

Suddenly Cuchulainn was racing beside her. “Scáthach!” he shouted, and pointed.

More ambushers had appeared on their left. The new group was as large as the first. Her twenty-three could handle fifty warriors. Even exhausted after a hard day’s training, they were talented enough and strong enough. But twice that? To defeat twice that, she knew she needed more experienced warriors. Both groups were gaining on them, but the warriors who had appeared to their left were the closest, near enough for her to see the sigil they carried as the ambushers thundered toward them. Scáthach’s jaw set. It made sense that the horses were gaining on them. The sigil of the serpent dragon Nidhogg and horses that fast could only belong to one person—her sister Aife.

It was good to know one’s enemy.

It was better to know one’s territory, and Scáthach knew the Isle of Skye intimately.

Scáthach veered to the left, away from the shoreline, as she attempted to cut in front of the group gaining on them. “Faster!” she shouted, and her students urged their horses on, though the only one of the group who caught up to her was Cuchulainn, whose horse kept pace on one side of her while Leannan raced at her other side.

The ground beneath their horses’ hooves changed as Scáthach found the little inland road the island’s farmers often used to bring produce to the castle. She and her group were able to pull away from the enemy a little, as the ambushers were forced to slow across the landscape of the isle that was littered with marble and dips, crags and streams.

“There!” Scáthach shouted as the rough hillock she’d been racing toward finally appeared. It peaked like a miniature mountain and held so many boulders of marble that from a distance it appeared as if someone had tossed salt on it.

She and Cuchulainn reached the hillock just ahead of the rest of their group. Scáthach leaped off her horse before it came to a stop. Cuchulainn mirrored her actions. She slapped her horse’s rump, and the lathered animal raced away. Cuchulainn’s mount followed it.

“Have the rest of the group send their horses away, too,” she told Cuchulainn.

“I can call the berserker,” he spoke quickly. “It is not difficult when battle is near.”

“No,” Scáthach said.

“But he will even our numbers. When the red rage is on me, I fight as fifty men.”

“Can you control him?” she asked.

He looked down and shook his head.

“Then you will not call the red rage.”

“But there are too many of them!” he cried.

“Sentanta, you are enough without the berserker. Trust yourself, and if you cannot do that, trust me.” She shifted her attention to Leannan. Scáthach bent, holding the big deerhound’s face between her hands. The hound was panting, but Scáthach knew her dog as well as she knew her island. Leannan was nowhere near exhaustion.

She stared into her hound’s eyes and gave her the command. “Home!”

Leannan whined, licked her face, and then sprinted away. Scáthach knew when her sentries saw the deerhound racing home alone, they would immediately understand something was very wrong. Leannan would lead them back to Scáthach. Her guard would follow the hound with the full force of one hundred extraordinary warriors, and they would make short work of the ambushers.

Scáthach’s group sent their horses away and she noted Muirenn’s limp, her bloody forehead, and that Tabiti remained by her side, steadying her. “Now climb!” Scáthach ran ahead of them, attacking the hillock with long, sure strides. As she reached the peak, she faced them. Every warrior in her group focused on her. Their color was high. They were breathing hard, but there was no sense of panic among them. They focused on her and didn’t so much as glance over their shoulders at the riders thundering toward them.

They made her proud.

“Form a circle around the hillock, side by side. You are ready for this. You have trained and every one of you is worth triple that of any ambusher. We need only hold them off long enough for the Shadow Guard to reach us. Use the boulders as cover. Their archers will arrive last, but when they do, we will need all the cover we can manage.”

“But how will the guard know to come? We are not within sight of the castle,” Fergal said.

Cuchulainn’s answer came before she could speak. “Leannan is racing for the castle. She will bring the guard.”

His words visibly bolstered morale, and as Scáthach joined the circle, her students radiated readiness. She wasn’t surprised that Cuchulainn took the place on her left as Uathach moved to her mother’s right. Her daughter had a longsword slung across her back. The other warriors had already unsheathed their swords. Instead, Uathach held her bow at the ready. She was the only one who’d brought a bow that day, and she’d only done so because she hunted often and was well-known as a better shot with an arrow than even her mother. Scáthach only had time to wish she had a dozen archers like her daughter before the first group of ambushers reached them.

The attackers didn’t hesitate. Instead the fools lashed their horses, driving them to attempt to climb the rough hillock. Uathach made quick work of the first six horsemen, and then their leader—a huge, redheaded man Scáthach had no trouble recognizing as Drest—called for them to leave off climbing the hillock. They regrouped and as they did, Uathach picked off six more of them, including wounding Drest.

“Damn!” Uathach threw down her bow as her last arrow sank into Drest’s left shoulder. “I aimed for his heart, but the big bastard moved.” Grimly, she pulled her longsword from its sheath. “Mother, he looks familiar, but I do not know that sigil.”

“It’s Drest of Lethra,” said Scáthach. “The sigil is Aife’s.”

Uathach stared at the big man and spat.

Drest pulled the arrow from his shoulder, threw it to the ground, and stomped on it before he roared, “Kill them all, and bring me the head of the Queen of Shadow!” He pointed his sword at the hillock and loosed his warriors.

“I wish you had more arrows,” Scáthach said as she held her sword at the ready. Without archers, she and her group could do nothing but wait for the enemy to reach them—and they were coming fast, row after row, using their numbers like waves battering a storm-tossed beach.

Cuchulainn bent and picked up a fist-sized piece of marble. He took aim and threw it. The rock hit one of the ascending warriors in the middle of his face. His nose exploded with blood and he went down hard.

“Use the rocks!” Scáthach shouted as she hefted one. “Throw them like spears!” Within moments rocks pelted their enemies, driving them back down the hillock.

Then the second group joined them. With doubled numbers, they attacked the hillock again. This time the pelting rocks didn’t slow them enough and the swiftest of them reached Scáthach and her warriors. Metal clanged in a deadly symphony accompanied by the sounds of the wails of the dying as they battled.

Scáthach was amazed by Cuchulainn. His speed almost matched hers. His athleticism was incredible. He spun and ducked, leaped and struck. Cuchulainn had morphed from a man to a killer. Anyone who came within reach of his scarlet sword died.

Suddenly there was a break in the fighting. Scáthach wiped sweat and blood from her face and automatically checked her daughter first and then her students.

“I’m uninjured.” As usual, Uathach anticipated her mother’s needs. “Muirenn cannot keep up, but Tabiti and Fergal defend her.”

Muirenn had dropped to the ground behind Tabiti and Fergal. Her leg rested at an awkward angle and her face was the color of old milk.

“Cynwrig is dead,” her daughter continued, nodding to her mother’s left.

Scáthach saw the student that lay inside the circle they’d made. His left arm had been severed, along with part of his shoulder. She would grieve for the loss of his young life later. At that moment she could only be relieved he’d bled out quickly and his suffering hadn’t been prolonged. “Anyone else injured?” Scáthach asked as her gaze scanned the students.

“No.” Uathach pointed to the dozen horses in the distance racing toward their hillock. “But that answer will change when they get here.”

“Let me tell them who I am,” said Cuchulainn. “I’ll challenge their champion. Many warriors would be eager to brag they killed the Hero of Ulster.” He sounded as if he discussed the weather. “It’ll buy us the time we need for your guard to get here.”

Scáthach watched the riders get closer and closer. She knew what would happen when they arrived. They would rain deadly arrows on them. The boulders would provide some cover, but not enough. Her people would be methodically picked off before her guard reached them.

“Do it,” she told Cuchulainn.

He stepped out from their circle. Broad shoulders back, head held high, Cuchulainn raised his sword and, in a voice so strong it carried easily down the hillock, he proclaimed, “I am Cuchulainn, Hero of Ulster, son of Lugh of the Long Arm, God of the Sun. I challenge your champion to one-on-one combat to decide this fight with the loss of only one life, for either I will be victorious, or your champion will be known as the warrior who bested Cuchulainn!”

Drest’s laughter rang up the hillock. “I have no interest in you, Cuchulainn! I’m here for one reason, and that is to put an end to Scáthach!”

“You will have to kill every one of us to even touch the Queen of Shadow!” Cuchulainn shouted back.

“Yah, well, that is my plan. Kill all of you and then kill the Queen of Shadow!” Drest pointed his sword at Scáthach, and with a battle cry his warriors pounded up the hillock.

“May Aife’s tits shrivel and her hair fall out in hunks,” Uathach said as Cuchulainn returned to his place at Scáthach’s side.

“Aife?” Cuchulainn asked. “Your sister?”

Through gritted teeth Scáthach answered, “Half sister.”

Then Aife’s warriors were upon them again, and there was no time for talk. Blood and gore turned the hillock slick, giving their group some respite from the onslaught of warriors as the rush of them slipped and struggled uphill. Scáthach’s frustration fueled her sword arm. If only the enemy hadn’t brought archers! Her students were holding their own. The ambushers had to climb a steep, slick hillock and traverse a bed of marble and leg-breaking dips and holes, only to reach a circle of deadly swords. Scáthach had the upper ground. She also had the Hero of Ulster. Even though he had not called the red rage, Cuchulainn fought with the might of ten men. She matched him blow for blow, as gracefully as if they danced together. None broke their line. None lived who met their steel.

She heard the deadly sound before the first arrow struck the ground just in front of her, sinking into the back of the warrior facing her. He fell as the front line of the enemy retreated down the hillock and Scáthach shouted, “Arrows! Take cover!”

Scáthach and her group pressed themselves against the marble boulders and she cursed herself for being so arrogantly sure of the safety of her isle that she hadn’t even told them to bring shields.

“Ah!” The cry of pain came from her right and Scáthach peered around her boulder to see that Muirenn had not been able to bend her injured leg beneath her so the marble she crouched behind hadn’t shielded her. An arrow had speared her calf.

There was a brief break in the deadly downpour of arrows, and with remarkable speed Cuchulainn was on his feet, again hurling fist-sized rocks at the enemy. Scáthach joined him, and then all her group pelted the ambushers.

The archers fired again, and again Scáthach and her group pressed against the shielding marble.

Scáthach heard Uathach grunt in pain and her gaze shot to her daughter. The left sleeve of her tunic was ripped and scarlet glistened in the furrow the arrow had plowed across the outside of her arm.

“Little Fry!”

Uathach’s gaze met her mother’s as she tore the bottom of her tunic and wrapped it tightly around her bicep to staunch the flow of blood. “It’s fine. No more than a scratch,” Uathach assured Scáthach.

As more arrows fell from the sky, Scáthach’s gaze went to Cuchulainn. He crouched behind a large blood-spattered boulder to her left. Perhaps he should call the red rage. It could very well be a death sentence for him, as even his berserker could not kill the number of warriors against them. But his death, one death, could save them all.

His death could save her daughter.

Cuchulainn’s gaze found hers. As if he could read her mind, he looked past her at Uathach. He blinked several times, and his brow furrowed and then smoothed. His gaze returned to her. His smile was sad, but it did not waver. He nodded once and spoke loud enough for her to hear. “I understand.”

He did not hesitate. He stood, roaring Lugh’s name as he raised his sword and his fist to the sky. An arrow struck him, embedding to the fletching in his right shoulder. As his face began to flush a purplish red and his eyes distended, Scáthach heard another volley of arrows whistling toward them, but no arrows hit the ground. No arrows wounded more of her people, though cries of shock and agony lifted from the ambushers.

Relief was a wave engulfing Scáthach. “Uathach! Tabiti! The guard is here! Attack!” She didn’t wait a moment longer. As Tabiti and Uathach led the charge down the hillock, she rushed from her crouch and tackled Cuchulainn, knocking him to the ground. He roared again furiously, though when his reddening eyes met hers, she saw she’d reached him in time. The rage had not fully engulfed him. “Stop the berserker.” She spoke calmly to him, as if it was just the two of them and they weren’t in the middle of a bloody battle. “My guard has arrived. Look.” She pointed up, and Cuchulainn’s red gaze lifted to follow her finger to see that the new volley of arrows wasn’t arching down toward them, but showered the enemy with death instead.

He drew several long breaths. The flush of his face faded. His eyes softened and returned to their yellowish amber color.

“Under control?” Scáthach asked.

“Yes.”

She stood and held out a hand to help him to his feet, and then together they charged down the rocky hill in time to see the Shadow Guard, looking like avenging gods in their black uniforms, thunder around the hillock trilling their battle cry. At the sight of them, Drest leaped on his stallion’s back and shouted for his people to retreat. Those who could raced away with him while a smaller group was cut off from their mounts and had to face Scáthach’s grim-faced guard.

It was over quickly. By the time Scáthach and Cuchulainn joined her people, Drest and his much-reduced group had pulled ahead of the Dunscáith guard who had taken chase, easily outdistancing them. The group Drest left behind was quickly cut down.

Scáthach jogged the last of the way down the hillock. “Amage!” she called to Tabiti’s partner and the warrior leading the Shadow Guard. “Do not kill them all! I need information!”

Amage strode to meet her, wading through bodies and blood and gore. “Are you injured, my queen?”

“Not I, but Uathach and Muirenn and Cuchulainn—” Her words broke off as Leannan rushed to her, whining and pressing close to sniff her mistress as if to be sure she was unharmed.

“Uathach and Muirenn are already being taken back to the castle,” said Amage as she joined Scáthach.

“And I am fine.” As Cuchulainn came to her, he snapped the shaft of the arrow protruding from his shoulder and then reached around, grasped the arrowhead that had gone through his body, and with a yank, pulled the remainder of it from his shoulder.

Blood spurted from the wound and Scáthach began to berate him, but even before she could finish the reprimand the blood slowed to a trickle, and she remembered his parentage. Cuchulainn wasn’t immortal, but like her, his divine blood made him difficult to kill, and not just because they were stronger and faster than most mortals. Their ability to heal quickly often saved their lives.

Scáthach nodded to him. “Infection can still set in. Be sure that is cleaned thoroughly.” Then she ruffled the big dog’s ears to soothe her and asked, “What of the enemy? I need one alive.”

“There are none left alive,” Tabiti said grimly, wiping blood from her face with the back of an almost equally blood-spattered sleeve. “Drest didn’t even leave them mounts. Half of the horses that raced away with him had no riders.” Her lip curled in disgust. “He sacrificed his warriors so he could escape, but he made sure his swift horses lived.”

“Not one left alive?” Scáthach said as she began to move among the fallen, though she quickly saw that Tabiti had not exaggerated. Every ambusher was dead. “Place the dead together,” she told Amage. “Build a pyre for them and their horses. I will return after I check on Uathach and Muirenn to offer libations to Odin’s Valkyries and light it.”

“Why?” Cuchulainn asked. “They ambushed us and almost killed us. Why show them the respect of a proper burial? I would toss them into the sea to feed your mother’s sturgeons.”

The warriors around Scáthach went silent. She turned to Cuchulainn. “I do not hold enmity in my heart for these warriors. They fought valiantly and were abandoned unjustly by their leader. They have done their duty. I hold Drest and Aife responsible for this ambush, not the warriors who made the mistake of following them. They have paid for that mistake with their lives. I know something of the dead and I would not have their spirits roaming my isle as they seek Valhalla.”

Cuchulainn’s blood- and gore-speckled brow furrowed. “If any of them were still alive, would you not end them after you got the information you needed?”

“No. I would have my healer tend them and then I would ransom them back to Lethra. When I kill, it is in battle. It is to defend my people and myself. Do Ulstermen know nothing of mercy?” she asked, meeting his gaze steadily.

Cuchulainn shifted from one foot to another before he answered. “It is not one of the strengths of the warriors from Ulster.”

“Then Cuchulainn, I want you in particular to understand that mercy does not equate to weakness. Our greatest strengths can often be found in forgiveness. I would that you take that knowledge back to Ulster even more than the successful completion of our battle feats.” She held his gaze until he looked away.

* * *

Surrounded by her guard, Scáthach rode back to the hillock late that night. Their mullein torches made a beacon in the night, illuminating the pyre and the bodies of forty-two ambushers and seven horses among the logs that had been dampened with tar. With Tabiti at her side, she poured a circle of mead around the pyre, hailed the Valkyries, and then lit the tinder. She paused before the burning pyre and murmured a prayer for the spirits of the dead Norsemen to find peace in Valhalla.

As she mounted her horse to return to the castle, Scáthach noticed Cuchulainn was with the group of guards accompanying her. He urged his horse to trot beside her.

“May I ask you a question, Queen Scáthach?”

Her gaze flicked to him. “Just Scáthach. And yes, you may.”

He cleared his throat. “Scáthach, earlier today you told me your divine mother values you, even loves you.”

“Correct.”

“We came very close to being killed today,” he continued.

“Is that your question?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No. What I wonder is why, if your mother loves and values you so, she did not come to your aid today.”

“I did not call her.” Scáthach paused, thinking that she had never called for her mother to save her. “Also, Béfionn is in Valhalla visiting my father. I am not entirely sure she would be able to hear my invocation there. Regardless”—she met his amber gaze and smiled—“I prefer to save myself.”

He held her gaze and said softly, “Because you are enough.”

Her smile widened at his understanding. “Yes. Because I am enough.”





Chapter 6

When it happened Sentanta didn’t hesitate. He didn’t wonder whether he could do it or not because failure was not an option. He commanded his body to obey him—to move with strength and balance and courage.

Afterward when she bowed to him, Sentanta felt as if his heart was beating so swiftly and so loudly that she must hear it.

She should never bow to anyone. Especially not to him. He knew he was unworthy, even if she did not yet know it.

* * *

“What news?” Scáthach’s voice cut through the murmuring conversations of the leaders of her Shadow Guard, whom she had called to assemble early the next morning in the inner ward of the castle.

Tabiti spoke first. “Just after dawn three of the riders you sent out yesterday evening returned. Shepherds along the northwest coast report seeing longships.”

“Of course they saw longships. Geirr and the contingency from Lethra just visited and then returned,” Scáthach said.

“The mastheads of these longships were black dragons,” added Tabiti.

Scáthach nodded. “Aife.”

“Yes. The ships have disappeared, though we have no way of knowing if they simply wait out of view,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach crossed her arms over her chest. “Or if they’ve sailed to the far side of the island from where our riders have not yet returned.”

“True,” said Tabiti.

“As you commanded, our swiftest messenger left at dawn for Lethra to report the ambush to Geirr and to alert him that Aife’s army is on the move,” said Uathach as she joined them.

Scáthach studied her daughter. Above her left elbow her arm was swathed in bandages. Her face was pale, though she moved with her usual fluid grace. “Are you well, Uathach?”

“I am,” said Uathach. “And Muirenn will heal. Her leg will have to be in a splint for the next several weeks, but neither her head wound nor the arrow wound are serious.”

“Your recommendation?” Scáthach asked.

“That she remain here to heal and then continue her training.”

“Then she shall remain at Dunscáith until she heals and can complete her training,” said Scáthach. “What of Cynwrig’s pyre?”

Uathach motioned to a warrior who waited at the edge of the inner ward and Enniaum, Cynwrig’s tribesman, hurried to join them.

“Ah, Enniaum, I was just asking Uathach about Cynwrig’s pyre. As you are his countryman, that decision falls to you,” said Scáthach.

He bowed to the Queen of Shadow. “I ask that I be allowed to return my cousin to the mainland and our tribe, Brigantes, where our families will provide the funeral rites and honor him with a warrior’s entombment so that he will rest easily in the Summerlands.”

“You have my permission and my blessing. Ask our healer to wrap the body tightly with herbs,” said Scáthach. “And should you wish it, you may return here to complete your training after you have cared for your cousin.”

“I do wish to return, my queen,” said Enniaum.

“Then we shall look forward to you rejoining your class. May your journey be swift and easy.” Scáthach clasped the young warrior’s hand. He bowed again and hurried across the inner ward toward the infirmary.

“We will immediately increase and expand the sentries,” continued Scáthach. “I will not be surprised again by Aife.” She turned to Tabiti’s countrywoman and lover. “Amage, oversee the building of signal fire mounds across the ridges that overlook the sea. Divide up the guard to take sentry shifts. If any longboat is sighted we will know of it.”

Amage bowed sharply. “Yes, Queen of Shadow.”

“I want Aife found.” The sharpness of Scáthach’s voice matched her grim expression. “Comb the island. Study the seas. If she hides from me, it will not be on Skye.”

Her warriors nodded and then, except for Tabiti and Uathach, they bowed and dispersed.

“Do we remain within the castle walls to train until Aife has been spotted?” asked Tabiti.

“No. I will not cower inside Dunscáith.” She glanced up at the sky where low-hanging clouds teased rain. “Returning to the Fairy Pools today would be futile. Drilling the underwater feat in a rainstorm is miserable. Today we practice the chariot feat on the road between Dunscáith and Tarsgabhaig. The road is so well-traveled that even should it rain it will not quickly turn to mud.”

“And there is that stretch of it that goes past the sheltered beach. Remember how after the broken leg and shattered ankle of the last batch of students you decided to train the first step of the feat in the water?” said Tabiti.

Scáthach nodded. “Good of you to remind me. Yes, that stretch of beach will be perfect to drill the first step.”

“I’ll have the chariots and their teams readied,” said Uathach.

“Little Fry.” Scáthach grasped Uathach’s wrist to keep her from heading to the stables. “Perhaps you should remain within the castle today and rest.” Her gaze flicked to the thick bandage around her daughter’s biceps. “Breaking that wound open will only increase your chance of it festering.”

Uathach took her mother’s hand. “I know I am only the granddaughter and not the daughter of a goddess, but I do heal rather quickly.” She smiled at Scáthach’s frown and relented, squeezing her mother’s hand. “I will drive a chariot instead of performing the feat, though you know this is my favorite of the feats.”

“I beat you last time,” said Tabiti, giving her a cheeky smile.

“Ha! Only because my horse slipped,” Uathach countered.

“No feats for you today, Uathach,” Scáthach commanded, though her frown had turned up into a reluctant smile.

“Yes, Queen of Shadow,” Uathach said.

“Queen Scáthach! Queen Scáthach!” The bard jogged across the practice field to her and bowed quickly. “Might I accompany you today? I have heard of your chariot feat and I would very much like to witness it.”

Scáthach scowled at him. “You will be in the way.”

“Mother, as I will not be practicing today he can ride with me,” said Uathach, her eyes sparkling mischievously.

Scáthach sighed. “You are responsible for him,” she told her daughter. “And that means keep him out of the way.” Then she rounded on the bard. “Sechan, if you sing of today’s feat, I expect you to be accurate, unlike you were in your retelling of the ambush yesterday.” She’d heard the bard singing parts of the new ballad as he composed it, greatly exaggerating Cuchulainn’s part in the battle. “Cuchulainn did not fight as the berserker.”

Tabiti snorted. “Nor did he kill fifty men.”

“That is why I wish to watch the feat,” Sechan insisted. “So that I can be accurate.”

“See that you are,” grumbled Scáthach.

“Yes, Queen of Shadow! Thank you, Queen of Shadow!” Sechan bowed with a flourish as Scáthach shook her head and whistled for Leannan.

* * *

Because of the ambush, the number of students had dropped from twenty to seventeen. For the feat they began with one-horse chariots. In each cart one student would drive and one would perform the feat, and then they would exchange places and continue the drill. Tabiti drove Scáthach’s chariot and Sechan rode with Uathach. Scáthach led the students down the hard-packed road to where a long length of it stretched straight along the shore. Two huge rock walls jutting out into the sea created a sheltered beach that was unusually flat and easily accessible to chariots. Scáthach motioned for her students to circle around her on the road that paralleled the sheltered section of the shoreline.

“We begin the feat with one-horse chariots at a standstill.” Scáthach explained as her students listened intently. “But you will eventually be able to perform it with a two-horse team at a run. The feat takes strength, balance, and nerve. Inspect the leather strap attached to the front inside of your cart. Be sure your foot fits within the loop and can be easily extracted. Uathach will show you how to alter it if the fit is awkward.

“After the midday meal the second half of your chariot drill will be conducted back at the castle, where you will strip your horse of all tack except for a bridle and practice riding bareback—and I do not mean at a trot. You will race each other across the horses’ enclosed pasture.”

Fergal, who was known as an excellent horseman, smiled and asked, “What does the winner get?”

“A one-on-one training session with Tabiti,” said Scáthach. “She will drive the chariot and give the winner specialized attention while the rest of you swim laps in the sea to build up your stamina.”

Several students shifted uncomfortably and Tabiti laughed sardonically. “Oh, the swim will be good for you. And know this—you cannot always depend on your saddle. Whether you ride a horse or drive a chariot into battle, your seat should be sure with or without a saddle.”

“True. Tabiti and I will demonstrate why,” said Scáthach. “Clear the road.”

The students and Uathach drove the chariots off the road and then halted, facing Tabiti as she guided Scáthach’s chariot down the road. She stopped when they were the correct distance away.

“How fast?” Tabiti asked her queen.

Scáthach’s grin was fierce. “As fast as Uathach would want her team driven for the feat, were she not injured.”

Tabiti lifted the reins as Scáthach stretched and jumped several times to warm her muscles. “Then you’d better not fall. It’ll hurt.”

“I don’t fall,” Scáthach said.

“Ha! I seem to remember—”

Still grinning, Scáthach interrupted her. “Go!”

“Hup!” Tabiti shouted, snapping the leather reins on the horse’s back.

The well-trained horse surged forward and in just a few strides was flying along the road at a full gallop. As they drew near the student group, Scáthach grasped the top lip of the cart and put her right foot in the leather strap that was looped and attached to the inside of the cart. In a breathtaking display of strength and balance, Scáthach leaped up. Her left foot balanced for an instant on the lip of the racing chariot before her right foot joined it and she sprang onto the back of the galloping horse. Astride, she thundered past her cheering students.

Tabiti eased the horse into a gentle trot and then circled back to the group of students. Scáthach slid from the horse’s back, stroking the stallion’s side fondly before she faced her students.

“Balance.” She raised one finger. “Strength.” A second finger joined the first before she lifted a third, saying, “Courage.” Scáthach smiled. “It’s normal to be afraid to leap from a chariot onto the back of the horse that drives it. But as you observed, it can be done, so have courage and throw yourself fully into the attempt.”

Behind her, Tabiti said, “And if you do not throw yourself fully into the attempt, you should be afraid.”

“Very good advice,” said Scáthach before she raised a fourth and final finger. “And you must have a steady seat without a saddle. Those four things are key to successfully completing this feat.” She dropped her hand and continued. “The chariot feat is an excellent skill to master for battle. Consider how often a wheel is damaged suddenly in battle, or you need a swifter escape than a horse pulling a chariot can attain.”

Uathach nodded and added, “And consider how dangerous it is to drive a chariot through the woods at a full gallop.”

“Or through any bog,” continued Scáthach. “If you can leap from your chariot to your horse, all you need to do is cut him free from the yoke and you will not be trapped by a cumbersome cart. Now, let us begin. As I said, your first step is with the cart at a standstill. Once you successfully leap from the cart onto the back of your horse, you may then attempt the feat at a walk.”

“Are you not going to send them to the water?” Uathach asked.

“I’d almost forgotten,” said Scáthach as Tabiti chuckled. “For the beginning step, drive your chariots into the sea and attempt your stationary leaps there.”

“The water is a much softer landing than this road,” added Uathach with a grin at the group of nervously sweating students.

* * *

“Cuchulainn!” Scáthach called the warrior, who had to wait his turn at a first attempt of the stationary leap because of the odd number of students. He jogged across the beach to where she and Tabiti had parked their chariot beside Uathach and the bard, who rode in the cart with her. When he reached her, Scáthach jumped out of the chariot and motioned for him to take her place. “Tabiti will be your driver while you drill the first steps of the feat.”

He nodded and leaped into the chariot. Tabiti clucked to the horse, urging him into the water. The beach sand was interspersed with rocks and she was careful to guide the chariot around them. She halted the horse when the water was deep enough that it would cushion Cuchulainn’s fall—should he fall—but not swamp the cart.

Scáthach walked along the beach, studying her students and calling out encouragement as well as correcting and instructing. The threat of rain dissipated and the sky cleared so that spring sunlight lent them its warmth, which was welcome as every student except for Cuchulainn tumbled into the sea attempt after attempt.

The Queen of Shadow whistled sharply, and the students wiped seawater from their faces as they turned to give her their attention. “Watch Cuchulainn. He has mastered the first step of the feat. Note that, unlike the rest of you, he does not pause long on the lip of the cart. The longer you pause before the leap, the better the chance of losing your balance.”

“Yes, consider how difficult it will be to attempt to stand on the lip when your chariot is racing through a battlefield,” added Tabiti. “You are not meant to stand there and gather wool. You only pause long enough to pull your foot from the loop and use the lip to leap.”

“Exactly,” Scáthach agreed. “Cuchulainn, please demonstrate.”

Cuchulainn executed a perfect stationary leap and then, without being asked, he waded up and down the line of chariots, giving pointers to the students and cheering when they were almost successful.

Scáthach, content to let Cuchulainn and Tabiti lead the drill, found a flat rock and sat, lifting her face to the sun. She loved the wildness of Skye’s shoreline but did appreciate this unusually tranquil section of beach. About a quarter of a mile stretched between the cliff-like rock giants that jutted out into the sea. Between the rock walls the shallows were calm and the beach was more sand than rock. Scáthach smiled as she remembered playing here as a child, nursemaided by sturgeons.

“Whoa, there! Whoa!”

Uathach’s voice cut through her memory and she glanced to her right, where the dark bay stallion that pulled her daughter’s chariot pranced restlessly and tossed his head. Scáthach stood and went to Uathach, who frowned at the horse as she attempted to quiet him.

“He’s restless,” Uathach said. Her mother went to the horse’s head and stroked his neck, murmuring to him.

“He’s young,” said Scáthach. “And a lot less experienced than the others.” She nodded in the direction of the horses standing quietly in the water as student warriors attempted, and mostly failed, to leap from the carts to their backs.

Uathach let out a long breath and rolled the shoulder of her wounded arm as she grimaced. “I should have known better than to harness a green horse today.”

“He has been unpredictable.” The bard sounded choked. His knuckles were white where he clutched the side of the cart.

Instantly concerned about her daughter’s injury, Scáthach said, “I’ll drive the chariot in your place. Rest yourself on a rock.”

Uathach grinned when her mother flicked an irritated look at the bard. “Oh, I’m fine, Mother. Just a little stiff and sore. It’ll be good for me to run him down the beach and back a few times. This sand will tire him and then he’ll behave himself.”

“I would, uh, prefer to wait on a rock here with—” Sechan began, but it was too late. Uathach had already clucked to the restless stallion and, with a wink, guided the chariot past Scáthach.

Scáthach watched her daughter skillfully hold the young horse to a controlled canter as she wove the chariot between rocks, heading toward the cliff-like wall to her left. Silently, she chided herself. Uathach was an excellent horsewoman and was particularly skilled with a chariot. Scáthach drew a long, calming breath and released it, remembering how Béfionn had allowed her the freedom to develop confidence in herself. Scáthach knew better than to hover overprotectively and give her daughter a reason to doubt her own abilities, though next visit she would have to ask her mother how she had made it look so easy not to hover. Resolutely, Scáthach shifted her attention from her Little Fry to the drilling students.

“Cuchulainn, Tabiti.” She motioned for them to join her on the beach. “You’ve done well,” she told Cuchulainn. “The students benefited from your demonstration and your encouragement. I’m proud of how you’re progressing.” She pretended not to notice the flush of color that painted the young warrior’s cheeks at her praise. Scáthach was used to the hero worship of her students and knew it would pass as he worked through his training. “Tabiti, Cuchulainn is ready for the next step in the feat. Begin on the road at a walk. I recall that the area of the road parallel to the easterly rock wall is the smoothest.”

Tabiti nodded. “It is indeed. We’ll start there.”

“Remember, Cuchulainn, strength, courage, and balance. And do not—”

“Pause too long on the lip of the cart,” he finished for her with a smile.

She nodded but did not return the smile. “Hubris is dangerous.”

The young warrior’s grin instantly disappeared. “You are right to remind me, Queen of Shadow.”

“You may call her just Scáthach,” Tabiti said. She snapped the reins and the chariot pulled away, heading to the road.

Very distinctly, Scáthach heard Cuchulainn’s familiar response, “She is not just anything.”

Scáthach divided her attention between the bulk of her students who had yet to complete the first step of the chariot feat and Cuchulainn. His first attempt to leap from the chariot while it was moving was almost successful. He leaped. He landed on the horse’s back at an angle and fell off, hitting the hard dirt of the road with a surprised oof so loud, she turned her head and covered her laughter with a cough.

But his second attempt was successful—not pretty or graceful, but successful.

“Again!” Tabiti called, and they continued the drill.

With each leap Cuchulainn visibly gained confidence. She saw the moment he found his balance and landed with an ease that had Tabiti cheering.

Scáthach cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “Move on to a trot.”

Tabiti nodded and wheeled the chariot around to head back to the smoothest part of the road. From the sea there was an excited cheer as Fergal was the first of the other students to successfully land a leap.

“Well done, Fergal,” Scáthach called. “Lonán, when you succeed with your leap, you and Fergal may join Cuchulainn and Tabiti on the road and move to the second step in the feat,” she told the student partnered with Fergal, who returned to practicing the leap with renewed enthusiasm.

Soon another cheer went up and Unnr, a tall Norsewoman, raised a fist and shouted after she, too, successfully completed her first leap.

Uathach rejoined Scáthach as she had just chosen another flat rock to sit on halfway between the beach and the road so she could continue to observe the progress of her students. Instead of sitting, she caught the horse’s bridle. While he pranced in place and blew through his nose, she stroked his sweaty neck. “Better?” she asked.

Her daughter shrugged. “He’s settled some. I’m going to take him across the beach a few more times. He’s still not listening as he should. His energy is nervous, though he’s definitely fast.”

“A nervous horse makes for a bad choice to take into battle, or even for students to use to practice feats,” said Scáthach.

Uathach nodded. “I agree, but I haven’t quite given up on him. I do like his speed.”

“I hope you don’t mind,” Sechan said as he climbed shakily from the cart. “But I would like to begin composing my ballad about the chariot feat.”

Scáthach and Uathach shared a knowing look as the bard walked stiffly to the warm, flat rock Scáthach had just chosen.

Then it all went very wrong.

“Viper! Viper! Viper!” The bard shrieked the word over and over, pointing at the rock as he scrambled backward, running into the side of Uathach’s nervously prancing stallion.

Scáthach saw the adder curled up on the rock sunning itself. She opened her mouth to tell the foolish bard that the snake wouldn’t bother him if he didn’t bother it, but her words never came. Uathach’s horse squealed, reared, and in a blind panic, raced away. Uathach was knocked off balance and lost the reins. As the chariot raced along the beach, Uathach grasped the lip of the cart, reaching for the flapping reins.

But no driver guided the cart around the rocks that peppered the beach. In horror, Scáthach watched a chariot wheel hit a large rock. The cart went airborne, and when it came back to earth, Uathach was thrown off her feet. Her head hit the lip of the cart, and she crumpled, unmoving.

“No!” Scáthach shouted as she ran into the sea, sprinting to the closest chariot. The two students jumped out of the cart, and she took up the reins, wheeling the chariot around and urging the horse out of the water.

Uathach still did not stir as the panicked stallion raced along the beach, heading directly toward the easterly rock wall.

“Ha! Ha! Go!” Scáthach shouted and lashed the reins against the horse’s back as they left the sea and rushed after Uathach. But she knew she would be too late. Uathach’s horse had not slowed. Had not calmed. He raced toward the wall. He would reach it before Scáthach could get to him, could force him to turn. The horse may stop in time to save his own life, but Scáthach knew there would be no stopping the cart. There would be no saving her daughter.

The sound of thundering hooves made Scáthach glance to her right and her stomach roiled. Tabiti drove her chariot at a full run from the road to the beach. Beside her in the cart, Cuchulainn held on to the lip, right foot already in the leather loop. Tabiti angled her chariot so they would intercept Uathach before she reached the rock wall. If Cuchulainn could make the leap from his chariot to hers, there would be time for him to turn the panicked horse. There would be time for him to save Uathach.

“Sentanta! You can do it!” Scáthach cried.

She had no idea if he could, but he was Uathach’s only chance. Scáthach urged her horse on faster and faster as she watched Tabiti meet Uathach’s chariot, pull alongside it, and then match its speed.

Cuchulainn did not hesitate. He straightened his right leg. His left foot found the lip of the cart. Immediately he leaped, his strength uncoiling so powerfully that it was as if time suspended as he flew from his chariot. The sun glinted off his hair like it was aflame. The sweat that dewed his body caught the light. He was movement and magick, power and perfection. He landed on the panicked horse’s back as if he had been successfully completing the chariot feat for years. Cuchulainn leaned forward, took the reins in his fists, and with the strength of the child of a god, he pulled so hard the horse’s neck bowed. Blood flowed down the stallion’s neck and chest as the bit cut into his mouth, forcing the horse to slow. Then Cuchulainn pulled on only one rein, turning the stallion directly into the sea, where he finally staggered to a trembling halt less than an arm’s length from the deadly wall of rock.

Scáthach leaped from her cart before it stopped and sprinted to meet Cuchulainn, who had already slid from the lathered horse’s back and pulled Uathach from the cart. He surged through the water, carrying her as her head lolled, her body limp and unmoving.

Scáthach took her from him. Holding Uathach close against her breast, as if she were once more an infant, the Queen of Shadow carried her to the beach, where she placed her gently on the sand.

“Uathach! Little Fry!” Scáthach used the sleeve of her tunic to wipe the blood slicking down her daughter’s face from the gash on her forehead. “Open your eyes. You must come back to me.”

Her daughter did not stir. She barely breathed. Her face was colorless. Her lips were cast in blue.

Scáthach had seen this kind of injury many times. They all ended the same. If the warrior woke, and more often than not they didn’t, they were never the same. Some opened their eyes, but only to stare at nothing until they wasted away. Some never spoke again. And some were like infants when they woke, able to babble a few words, but unable to walk or even control their bodily functions.

No. That would not be Uathach’s fate.

Scáthach cupped her daughter’s face in her hands. She drew several deep, grounding breaths as she centered herself. “Béfionn, Mother, Goddess of the Underworld. I call on the immortal blood I share with you. I call on the gifts of magick and sight you have given me. As is my right, I gift my daughter, your granddaughter, Uathach, with that spark of magick within me that opens the veil and allows me to see. No longer is it mine. The gift, the sight, the spark now belongs to our Little Fry and will sing within her blood.” Scáthach bent and breathed into her daughter’s slack mouth, feeling the wrench of the Sight leaving her as if it had been ripped away.

Uathach’s breathing deepened. The color flowed back into her face. Her eyelids fluttered and opened. She gazed up at her mother and touched her face with a shaking hand. “What did you do?” she whispered.

“Nothing I wouldn’t do over and over again if it means I do not lose you.” Scáthach pressed her forehead to her daughter’s bloody brow and wept.

Tabiti fell to her knees beside them. She brushed back Uathach’s hair gently and used a strip ripped from her tunic to wipe the blood and sweat away to expose the gash that still wept scarlet. Uathach flinched and Tabiti murmured soft reassurances. “You will heal, but this will leave a scar,” Tabiti told Uathach.

Uathach’s smile was shaky, “The Goddess of the Underworld once told me scars add character to one’s body.”

Scáthach used the back of her sleeve to wipe the tears from her face. “So says a goddess who doesn’t scar. But that does sound like your grandmother. Did she tell you that after you fell and scarred your knee?”

Uathach started to nod and then sucked in a sharp breath at the pain the movement caused.

Scáthach touched her cheek. “Can you stand, or shall I send for a litter?”

“No litter,” Uathach said sharply, cutting her eyes to the students, who had joined them but were clustered far enough away to not crowd them.

Scáthach gritted her teeth to keep from shouting, I do not care what they think! I only care that you survived! But she knew in her daughter’s place she, too, would not want to be carried away in a litter in front of her students. She could not ask her daughter to be less proud or less concerned about her students. Scáthach patted Uathach’s arm and nodded.

“Tabiti, Cuchulainn, help me lift my daughter into my chariot. I’ll drive her back to the castle.” She stood, noting that Cuchulainn hadn’t moved to join the rest of the group. As soon as she spoke, he nodded and closed the few feet between them. They steadied Uathach and half-carried, half-guided her to the cart. When Uathach was seated, leaning against the inside of the cart, Scáthach faced the students. “Go ahead of me to the castle. You have done well today and you deserve a hearty meal and a midday break before your bareback riding drills.”

The group nodded and turned to their chariots. Without being asked, Cuchulainn strode toward the water and the stallion who still stood there, head low, breathing hard and trembling.

“Sentanta.”

He stopped and turned around, looking back at Scáthach. As the students watched, the Queen of Shadow went to him and bowed deeply, respectfully saying, “Thank you for my daughter’s life.”

Cuchulainn took her shoulders in his hands and straightened her. “You need not bow to me. It was your feat that saved her; I only did what you would have done for any of us.”

“Cuchulainn! That feat! The leap! It was magnificent. I shall sing ballads about how you saved the Queen of Shadow’s daughter from certain death,” said the bard between gasping breaths as he jogged through the sand up to them.

Filled with a rage so hot it burned away everything except her need to make the idiot of a man pay, Scáthach whirled around, fisted her hand and struck the bard’s face. He staggered back, and she followed, stalking him as her eyes narrowed with rage. “It was your foolishness that caused this.” She spoke with deadly calm.

“But! But! The viper!”the bard stuttered.

“Adders do not attack unless provoked!”

Scáthach hit him again. Sechan tripped over a rock and fell hard on his backside, coughing and spitting out blood, saliva, and a tooth. Scáthach closed the space between them and stood over him. She leaned down and lifted her balled fist, preparing to strike him again and again until his face bled as freely as her child’s.

“Mama.”

Uathach’s voice was weak and sounded so, so young. She almost never called her Mama anymore. Immediately Scáthach looked up from the cowering bard to her daughter.

“He made a mistake, Mama. That is all. A foolish mistake. Be merciful.”

Scáthach drew in a deep breath and released it slowly with the blinding rage that had filled her. She relaxed her fist and managed to smile and nod at her daughter. Then she turned back to the cowering bard. She reached down, offering him her hand. He cringed at first but then took it and with a shaky smile stood, wiping the blood from his face.

“F-forgive me, great queen,” he said. “I did not mean to cause harm.”

Scáthach trapped his gaze with hers. “Had my daughter died today I would have burned you alive on her pyre, an offering to her grandmother, who is far less merciful than Uathach or me.”

His face blanched. She held his gaze for several more breaths before she turned her back to him and joined her daughter in the cart. She clucked softly to the horse and, as Uathach sighed and leaned against her leg, slowly and carefully the Queen of Shadow guided the chariot to the road that led back to Dunscáith.





Chapter 7

He’d discovered the empty north tower the second night at Dunscáith. Sentanta rarely slept, though he found peace in the dark tower that looked out over the sea. He craved peace almost as much as he craved sleep.

He knew he wouldn’t sleep at all that night, so he waited until only the sentries stirred, then climbed the curving rock stairs of the tower.

Her naked skin, illuminated by silver moonlight, pulled his gaze from the sea. Scáthach stepped from the shadow of the castle with the stallion at her side. He could see the reluctance in the long fingers of the shadows as she walked out of their concealment. They were loath to release her.

Sentanta understood the shadows.

Scáthach was a sea goddess, gilded in silver and clothed only with tattoos and her magnificent mane of hair. It seemed the stallion accompanying her was a mystical kelpie.

When she proclaimed his penance, her voice was amplified by the divinity within her, and he heard every word.

It was a just penance, though he expected no less from the Queen of Shadow.

When the blood painted her, it was in the shape of the giantess’s hand that held her briefly, caressingly, and then released her to wash into the sea.

Sentanta did not mean to spy, but he could not look away. She enthralled him, and he had to keep watch until she reappeared and he knew she was safe—that she would return, that she hadn’t left them, hadn’t left him. He turned away then, not wanting to intrude any longer.

But that day changed him.

He wanted to make her proud. He wanted to make her smile. He wanted her to see him as more than a student. He wanted . . . her.

* * *

When Uathach, pale-faced and moving slowly, joined Scáthach in the great hall for the dinner meal that night, she almost commanded that her daughter return to her rooms and rest, but Uathach’s eyes silently begged her not to, and Scáthach understood. The daughter of the Queen of Shadow was continually being watched and judged against her famous, demigod mother. Scáthach would not hide in her rooms after being wounded, insisting on showing her students and the Shadow Guard that she survived and thrived. She could expect no less from her daughter.

Uathach took her seat at her mother’s right. Scáthach squeezed her hand under the table and spoke softly. “Does it hurt terribly, Little Fry?”

“I would nod, but I’m afraid my head will burst open at the movement,” said Uathach.

Tabiti said, “So, yes, your head hurts terribly.”

“Worse than that,” Uathach said with a weak smile. Then she met her mother’s gaze. “You gave me something—something that strengthened me and brought me back.”

“Back?” Tabiti asked.

“From Annwn. She was on her way to the Summerlands,” said Scáthach, feeling a wave of nausea wash through her at the memory of how close she’d come to losing her precious child.

“Yes. What Mother said.” Again, she trapped Scáthach’s gaze with hers. “What did you give me?”

“The gift of Sight,” Scáthach said.

“By the gods!” Tabiti blurted, causing several students to pause their eating and look up at her. Tabiti lowered her voice and continued. “How? And now what happens?”

Scáthach smiled. “How? My mother gave me the gift. I was not entirely sure I could give it to Uathach but knew that she—” Her words broke off as her eyes filled with tears and she blinked quickly to keep them from falling. Scáthach cleared her throat before she spoke again. “I knew if I could give the Sight to Uathach, it would fill her with Mother’s magick and, much like throwing a rope to a drowning swimmer, Uathach would grasp that magick and return to me.

“And now what?” Scáthach shrugged. “I assume Uathach will see visions as the veil parts for her as it did for me.”

“Huh,” Tabiti said. “Surprising and fascinating. I’ll look forward to how Uathach’s visions manifest.”

“As will I,” said Scáthach.

“That makes two of us who look forward to it,” Uathach muttered.

Scáthach meant to speak more to her daughter about the gift of Sight, but Sechan plucked the opening chords of a new ballad with a flourish. Scáthach frowned, thoroughly tired of the harp and the bard, but the opening of the ballad had her breath catching in surprise.


Ardgeimm was a young Jarl, braw and tall

his longboat claimed the waves

his longboat claimed the waves

Maidens fair smiled on him, attempting to enthrall

his longboat claimed the waves

his longboat claimed the waves

But Béfionn saw his kindness and the goddess did fall

her smile claimed his heart

her smile claimed his heart . . .



As Sechan sang the love story of Ardgeimm and Béfionn—accurately and beautifully—Scáthach’s gaze found her daughter.

“How did he get their story right?”

Uathach grinned. “I told him. Today, when he sat with me and played the harp softly while the healer tended to this.” She gestured at the bandage that was wrapped around her forehead. “He’s not a bad man, Mama, only a weak one. Do not judge him too harshly.”

“He’s no warrior,” Tabiti said.

“Exactly. He has never claimed to be a warrior,” agreed Uathach. “And he should not be judged as one.”

“I do not tell you enough, but I am proud of your compassion,” said Scáthach.

“Thank you, Mama. That means a great deal to me, especially as you have been the best teacher of compassion I could have had.”

Scáthach took her daughter’s hand in hers and held it while the students insisted Sechan sing the love ballad again and again.

* * *

It was well past midnight when Scáthach made her way down the tunnel to the stables. Looking for the young stallion, she walked slowly through the herd. As if he expected her, she found him standing quietly a little apart from the others. He watched as she approached, ears pricked, his dark eyes never leaving her.

Scáthach pressed the palm of her hand against his wide forehead. “It is time. Come with me.” When she left the herd, the stallion followed the Queen of Shadow without the need of halter or rope.

Scáthach led him out of the cave, over the drawbridge, and into the pasture area. Unhurriedly she walked to the far end of the pasture where there was a large rounded boulder that blocked the entrance to the rocky shore. It was carved with galloping horses and symbols of power. The stallion stood calmly as she rolled the boulder aside, just enough for the two of them to access the path to the sea. Before Scáthach led him through, she stripped out of her clothes, keeping only the leather belt that wrapped around her curving waist and held her sheathed dagger. She loosened the tie in her hair and shook her head so that it spread around her like a lion’s mane. Naked, with the stallion at her side, she walked from the pasture to the shore, at first keeping to the thick shadows that hugged the huge rock on which Dunscáith perched. As always, Scáthach could feel the shadows, and their familiar caress helped to ready her for what was to come. Where the beach was widest, she moved away from the castle’s shadow and led the stallion directly into the sea, halting only when she came to the edge of the shallows.

She waited a few moments, taking in the beauty of the night. The moon wasn’t full, but the fat crescent was a scythe that cut the darkness with silver. The sea was restless; white-capped waves drove against their legs, though neither horse nor woman noticed.

Scáthach turned to face the stallion. Again, she pressed her palm to his forehead and looked into his dark eye. “You would have caused her death. Had Sentanta not been there and not had the perfect mixture of talent and courage, Uathach, my daughter, would be making her way to Annwn and the Summerlands this very night.” She paused. One hand still pressed against his forehead, Scáthach pivoted her body so that she stood beside the stallion, her right shoulder touching the left side of his bowed neck.

As she drew the dagger from the sheath at her waist, Scáthach’s voice changed, drawing power from her divine blood. When she next spoke, her words tolled across the water with such strength that they rang above the sound of waves on surf.

“As penance, I send you to Annwn, where you will wait on the other side of the eternal stream just before the hawthorn arch. You will not enter the Summerlands. You will learn patience. You will learn to be calm. You will spend the years observing and becoming wise. And in the distant future when Uathach, daughter of Scáthach, granddaughter of Béfionn, finally crosses from this world to the next, only then will you be allowed to enter with her and find the lush green pastures of the Summerlands.”

Gently, Scáthach turned the stallion’s head so that she could look into his eye again. With one fast, deep stroke, the Queen of Shadow severed the artery in his neck.

The stallion trembled as his blood sprayed across her naked body. Scarlet flecked his nose and mouth. He dropped to his knees in the water and she knelt with him.

“Sssh,” Scáthach soothed, and he immediately stopped trembling. “All will be well. It will be over soon. I will guide you to the stream.”

His blood pumped into the sea; the water around them swirled and the froth of the waves turned dark with it. She did not break their connection, did not look away from the fading light in his eyes—not even when she heard them swimming toward her. It seemed to take a long time, but finally he gasped his last breath, his eye clouded and his head drooped into the water.

Covered in the stallion’s blood, Scáthach stood.

Boney scutes sliced the waves with huge dorsal fins as the sturgeons swam to them. The horse’s body slid into the depths and while the sturgeons consumed him, a sliver of light lifted from his body. Ethereal and free, the horse’s spirit hovered at Scáthach’s side.

Scáthach lifted her arms over her head. “Follow me.” With swanlike grace, she dove into the bloody sea. The spirit of the horse followed her, the water closing over them like a mother’s caress.

Béfionn’s magick pulsed through her body as Scáthach dove impossibly deeper and deeper. As sure as sunrise, the magick drew her to the warm current that was the artery leading to the heart of Annwn and the Summerlands beyond. Scáthach could not enter Annwn this way. Only the dead or her mother were permitted entrance through this spirit portal, but Scáthach shared the goddess’s blood and, even more importantly, her love. The artery recognized her. It pulled her and the spirit of the stallion down until a silver light illuminated a tunnel-like entrance.

Scáthach turned to the stallion and gestured to the entrance. The glowing spirit hovered before her. He dipped his head, and again she rested her palm against his wide forehead. All is forgiven. Now go with my blessing. Learn and grow as you wait for Uathach.

She watched the stallion disappear through the entrance and then was surprised by the rush of longing she unexpectedly felt to join him. It had been a long time since she’d visited the Underworld. She’d grown up spending time there with her mother and, as the Queen of Shadow hovered in the warm vein of water, she thought of how lovingly the spirits had always welcomed her. Was it odd to consider Annwn a second home? Probably . . .

With a final warm caress the current released her, and Scáthach drifted up toward the scythe moon and the mortal world that waited above. She surfaced and floated on her back, ignoring the cold she was beginning to feel now that the artery released her. The sky was filled with stars that scorched across the darkness, leaving trails of light as ethereal and beautiful as the stallion’s spirit. Her tears slid down her face, joining the sea, blending salt with salt. She grieved for the stallion, who had been young and foolish. She grieved for her daughter, who had not asked for the gift of Sight. And Scáthach grieved for herself, for though she would never regret giving her daughter the spark of divinity that saved her life, she would miss the Sight. She would dearly miss it.

She swam strongly back toward shore, where the sturgeons greeted her, escorting her to the shallows. Scáthach stroked their slick, cool backs. “Thank you, my friends. Thank you for coming even without Mother. I’m glad it was you who accepted the stallion’s body.” She caressed them once more before she left the sea and retraced her path across the beach to the shadows that held her castle. Scáthach stopped then and looked up at the northern tower, sure she felt eyes watching her. She thought she saw a flash of amber, but as her sight sharpened and she focused, there was only the darkness of the tall, narrow window slits.

Scáthach continued to the pasture, entered, and secured the stone. When she turned to where she’d left her clothes, unexpected joy rushed through her. Leannan was there, waiting patiently. The big dog’s tail thumped against the ground. Her greeting woof was soft and worried. Scáthach dressed quickly and then sat beside her beloved deerhound. She put her arm around the dog’s neck and Leannan leaned into her as Scáthach whispered reassurance and took comfort from the steadfastness of her dog’s unconditional love.
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Chapter 8

There was only one reason Sentanta wanted to win the race.

He must win so he could collect the boon.

He’d had no idea that his opportunity to claim it would come so soon and so perfectly, but when he heard them arguing with her, Sentanta knew he had to speak up. He told himself it wasn’t just about what he wanted. It was the right thing, the safest thing to do. Uathach and Tabiti agreed.

They spoke almost as loudly as his heart.

* * *

“Can you see any of them yet?” Uathach asked.

Tabiti lifted a hand to her brow, squinting against the bright summer sun as she peered out from Dunscáith’s western parapet, searching the slate-colored water. “No, but the boats that took the students out to sea returned not long ago. It’s still too soon for any of them to have reached shore.”

“I always worry about this part of the training.” Uathach kept her attention focused on the water as she paced along the parapet. “It’s a lot to ask of them.”

Scáthach went to her daughter and stilled her with a hand on her shoulder. “They must swim to shore from where they’re dropped out at sea, concealing themselves by succeeding at the underwater feat as they come within sight of the castle. They leave the sea and their chariots await them.” Scáthach pointed her chin in the direction of the seventeen empty chariots being held just off the beach by members of the Shadow Guard. “Each student must drive their chariot down the road to the castle, complete the chariot feat, free their horse from the cart, and race to the Bridge of Leaps, where they are to vault over the bridge. Every warrior who completes all three feats gets to continue their training and the victor wins a boon from me.”

“Yes. I know all of that, Mother. And it is why this race always worries me,” said Uathach. “Each student would rather die than fail.”

Scáthach turned her daughter, forcing Uathach to shift her gaze from the water to her mother. “You know this isn’t just a race.”

“It’s a test,” said Tabiti.

“Exactly.” Scáthach nodded.

“And from last year’s group of students, one almost drowned. Two fell during the chariot feat, both breaking bones, and three more fell to the rocks and water below the bridge and had to be fished out half-dead,” Uathach said.

“Better they fail here than during battle,” said Tabiti.

When Uathach rounded on Tabiti, Scáthach silenced her by speaking first. “Tabiti is correct, and you know it, Uathach. During this test they are not being shot at with arrows. They are not being chased by ambushers. They are not vaulting over a moat to end a siege. What I’m asking them to do today is easier and less dangerous than what will be asked of them after they leave here.” She met her daughter’s gaze. “What is it that has you acting like a mother hen brooding over her chicks?”

The tension released from Uathach’s shoulders as she blew out a long breath. “The Sight.”

“You had your first vision?” Tabiti asked.

“Yes, and it was confusing and frustrating,” Uathach said as she rubbed her temple.

“And it made your head ache?” Scáthach asked softly.

Uathach nodded.

“Drink water. A lot of it,” said Tabiti. “That’s what your mother always did after a vision.”

Scáthach raised a brow. “You knew that?”

Tabiti scoffed. “I’ve been leader of the Shadow Guard and your friend for over a decade. How could I not know that?”

“Well, I’m her daughter and I didn’t know that,” blurted Uathach.

“Daughters often see only their mothers and not the woman—or the seer—within them.” Scáthach smiled so that her words were not an admonishment. “Even I have sometimes failed to see the divinity within Béfionn and recognized her only as my mother. Remember, Uathach, women are never just one thing. We carry the magick of creation within us, and that allows us to be composed of a myriad of wonders.” Her hand slid from her daughter’s shoulder to her hand, which she squeezed before releasing. “Would you like to tell me about your vision?”

“Yes. No.”

Scáthach said nothing.

Uathach sighed. “I saw your head.”

“My head?” Scáthach asked, not sure she’d heard correctly.

“Detached from your body,” continued Uathach.

“Describe what you saw with the head,” Tabiti said quickly. “Could you tell where it was? When it was? Summer, like it is now? Winter? What else did you see?”

“Tabiti, leave off. Let Uathach describe what she saw and stop panicking. The Sight only shows one possibility of many,” Scáthach said.

“Yes, the most likely possibility,” said Tabiti. “And don’t deny that. You’ve told me so many times.”

“Most likely does not mean fated,” Scáthach reminded her friend before she turned back to Uathach. “What else?”

“Blood. A lot of it.”

Scáthach ignored the tightening in her gut and nodded. “Yes, well, beheading someone is a bloody business.”

Uathach squinted like she was trying to get a better look at the vision. “The blood was from a spear wound.”

“Ah, see.” Scáthach glanced at Tabiti. “There’s a second possibility already. It’s unlikely a spear decapitated me.”

“It didn’t. It struck your leg.” Uathach shook her head and corrected herself. “I’m not completely sure the leg was yours. The two are connected—your severed head and the leg wound. Perhaps it was an either-or situation rather than both happening. I do know the spear struck a thigh. Nasty wound. Smelled of shit.”

“That’s bad,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach snorted a laugh. “Not as bad as losing my head.”

“Stop it!” Uathach snapped at her mother and rubbed her temple again. “There was nothing funny about the vision.” She dropped her hand from her head. “You died. I saw your severed head. The vision was drowned in blood and next I saw the reeking spear and the thigh wound. Then the sun cleared away the rain and the blood, and I watched a huge bear swim from Skye to the mainland across the narrow waters where the Inner Sound and Loch Alsh meet. When the bear reached land, it brought a tide of blood with it and a flash of sunlight so bright that it shocked me out of the vision.” Uathach shivered and blinked. “And that was it. The vision was gone, leaving only my aching head and a lot of questions. Can you help me answer any of them? Like the most important—will it come true?”

Scáthach shrugged. “The Sight always holds truth, though it’s rarely clear. I will take your vision as the warning it was meant to be. I will be careful with my head.” She did not smile or jest. She held her daughter’s gaze, willing comfort to Uathach. “If I, or any of our people, are wounded in the thigh, I now know that wound is likely to fester if not treated carefully.”

When she said no more, Uathach asked, “And what of the bear and the blazing light?”

“The bear is a symbol of Béfionn’s strength,” Scáthach said. “I share that strength with her. So, it could mean that the might of Skye will be needed on the mainland.”

“Aife,” Tabiti grumbled. “Was a dark dragon in the vision?”

“No.”

“Not surprising,” Scáthach said. “I have no plans to leave Skye, especially not to chase after my sister. It’s been two months since her army ambushed us. She has not set foot on Skye. As long as she continues to leave us in peace I will not track and attack her. In truth, I do not know my sister, but she is my father’s daughter, too, and I have no stomach for battling her.”

Tabiti snorted but said nothing.

“Uathach, when the students’ test is finished, go to the healer and ask for the soothing tea she used to give me when my head ached. And try not to allow the Sight to rule you. Remember that it is a gift and not a curse.” Scáthach’s gaze left her daughter to sweep out to sea. She didn’t want Uathach to see the pain in her eyes. When she held the gift of Sight, it hadn’t been a burden. At times it had been confusing, frustrating, and even frightening, but she’d learned to understand that what she glimpsed were simply warnings of what could come. Scáthach hoped she hadn’t saved her daughter’s life by cursing her with a Sight she would never carry comfortably.

Uathach touched her arm. Scáthach blinked the pain from her eyes and fixed her face with a smile when she turned to her daughter.

“It’s okay, Mama. This was my first vision. I didn’t know what to expect. I think much of my reaction to it was—” Uathach had to pause and look away from her mother before she spoke the last word. “Fear.”

Scáthach gently turned her daughter’s chin so she had to meet her mother’s gaze. “It is not shameful that you felt fear. The visions often frightened me.”

“Truly?” Uathach blinked tears from her eyes.

“Truly,” Scáthach said firmly. “You will become accustomed to them, but it will always be frightening to see the possible death of any of your people.”

“Especially your mother,” added Tabiti. “That would frighten me.”

This time Scáthach’s smile was genuine. “And me as well.”

Uathach wiped her eyes as she laughed softly. “Your severed head was completely horrible.”

“Completely? And to think they sing ballads of my beauty,” teased Scáthach.

“Not your severed head’s beauty they don’t,” Tabiti said. “Too much blood. And I don’t believe the expression on your face would be anything but gruesome.”

Scáthach’s brows shot up. “Gruesome? Me?”

Laughing, Tabiti began to nod and then her gaze was caught by something near the beach. She rushed to lean over the balustrade. “Look there!” Tabiti pointed to their left, where the Shadow Guard who had been stationed on the beach was waving a flag back and forth. “It’s the signal a swimmer has been spotted!”

“There! Do you see the reed?” Uathach pointed. “It’s almost parallel to the flag bearer.”

“Yes!” Scáthach smiled. “And look behind it. See, there! Several more reeds follow.”

The three women watched as the reeds moved ever closer to shore until the first one arrived at the shallows and the student warrior stood, shaking off water like a big dog.

“Cuchulainn!” Tabiti nodded appreciatively. “I am not surprised that he leads the group. He trains diligently and is a quick study.”

“And has twice the strength and stamina of a purely mortal student,” Uathach added.

As Cuchulainn surged from the sea, Scáthach asked her daughter, “Do you not like him?”

Uathach shrugged. “I like him fine. And I’ll easily admit he has surprised me with his eagerness to learn and his lack of arrogance.”

Tabiti nodded. “I agree with Uathach. I was not prepared to enjoy training him or to find him likeable. Both are true.”

Scáthach met her daughter’s gaze. “But?”

“But the truth is he has an advantage over all the other students. He’s the son of a god. We should expect him to outperform the others,” said Uathach.

“What we didn’t expect was that.” Tabiti jerked her chin at the beach.

Scáthach turned from her daughter to look at the slate-colored water. The reeds were far more numerous and moving toward the rocky shore. Fergal and Unnr had sloughed from the water just a few yards behind Cuchulainn. Unnr ran like a doe, picking her way lithely around the rocks as she sprinted toward the road and the chariots waiting for the next leg of the test. Fergal wasn’t nearly as surefooted or swift as Unnr or Cuchulainn. He made a misstep and fell hard to his knees. When he tried to stand, his ankle buckled and he fell again.

Cuchulainn didn’t hesitate. He raced back to Fergal, pulled him to his feet, and then put his arm around the smaller man’s waist and helped him continue up the bank until Fergal had walked off the slight sprain and was able to continue by himself. Cuchulainn sprinted away then, but fleet Unnr had already raced past him and was the first to reach the chariots. She leaped into a cart and nodded at the guard who held her horse. The guard released the horse and Unnr snapped the reins on his back. Her chariot shot up the road to the castle.

Without looking away from Cuchulainn, Scáthach said, “Perhaps his behavior isn’t what we expected from the son of Lugh, but it should be.” She smiled at her daughter. “It is how every daughter or son with divine blood should behave.”

Cuchulainn bounded into a chariot, nodded at the guard to release the horse, and then cracked the reins and shouted. From their spot on the parapet, Scáthach had a perfect view of her students as they emerged from the sea, ran to the waiting chariots, and raced up the hard-packed dirt road.

Cuchulainn didn’t try to outrun Unnr’s chariot. Instead he held his horse to a smooth canter about a chariot length behind Unnr. Scáthach noted that Unnr made no attempt to perform the chariot feat, but instead kept glancing over her shoulder to check on Cuchulainn’s progress.

Cuchulainn’s attention was focused on his horse. He stepped into the leather loop attached to the inside front of the cart and made the leap, landing with otherworldly grace on the back of his cantering horse. It took him little time to unsheathe the dagger at his waist and slice through the traces and leather straps holding the cart pole to the horse’s harness. With that done, Cuchulainn then focused on the race, leaning forward and urging the horse from a canter to an all-out run. He thundered past Unnr easily.

“To the sentry platform that looks out over the Bridge of Leaps!” Tabiti called as she sprinted along the parapet toward the entrance to Dunscáith. Scáthach and Uathach followed on her heels. Barking enthusiastically, Leannan joined them on the sentry platform. Many members of the Shadow Guard spread out along the parapet, cheering on the students as they raced to the castle.

Cuchulainn arrived first. He jumped from his horse before he’d come to a halt and jogged to the pile of vaulting poles left in the shadow of the stone sentinel where, just months before, he had built a fire and contemplated how to conquer the Bridge of Leaps.

From somewhere on the parapet, Scáthach clearly heard the bard shout, “Mighty Cuchulainn wins again!”

As she scowled, Uathach grinned at her and whispered, “Be nice. Remember, he’s not a bad man.”

“Just a weak, foolish one,” Tabiti muttered.

Then they said no more as everyone’s attention was on Cuchulainn and the vault feat he attempted.

He chose his pole and Scáthach nodded, recognizing that he’d chosen the same pole he’d already vaulted with successfully during their many drills. He backed past the stone markers, placed his hands purposefully, and bent to sprint. Just before he began his run at the bridge, Cuchulainn glanced up and met Scáthach’s gaze. His face was alight with joy and his smile was a fierce bearing of teeth.

Scáthach’s blazing grin mirrored his joy. She leaned forward over the platform and shouted, “You can do it, Sentanta!”

As Unnr’s horse raced up the raised wooden road to the castle behind him, Cuchulainn ran at the bridge. He placed the spiked end of the pole just before the stone began and with a great shout, he vaulted high over the arched bridge. His landing wasn’t as graceful as it typically was during drills. He lost his balance and with an audible oof fell back on his ass, though he sprang to his feet as the guard waved the finish flag to declare him the winner. Cuchulainn shot his fist in the air with a victory shout that was echoed by everyone who watched.

* * *

The students gathered in the training field after the race. Scáthach did not make them wait. With Uathach and Tabiti at her side she addressed them.

“I have been training warriors for more than two decades and this is the first time that every student successfully performed the three feats and finished the race.” Her students’ faces seemed to glow as she continued. “I am so proud of you.”

“As am I,” said Uathach.

“And I,” added Tabiti.

“Which means all of you will move on to the second phase of your training!” Scáthach announced. The students cheered and Leannan barked and leaped around them. The Queen of Shadow raised her hand and they quieted. “Cuchulainn, you are the winner of today’s contest, which means you may ask a boon of me.” The students cheered even louder and clapped Cuchulainn on the back. Scáthach smiled, appreciating how the Hero of Ulster had not just been accepted by the other students, but was truly liked by them.

One of the students shouted, “Cu, use the boon to ask for a break from drills!”

Cuchulainn and the group laughed. When they’d quieted, Scáthach continued. “He need not waste his boon. In response to your excellence today, I am declaring a seven-day break from training.”

Into the stunned silence Tabiti said, “But do not get used to that. And know that on the eighth day we begin drilling feats even more difficult than the three you have all mastered.”

The students broke into a cacophony of clapping and cheering and whooping as Leannan barked while Scáthach, Uathach, and Tabiti laughed. The students began to wander off shortly after. Scáthach went to the water barrel and used the dipper to take a long drink.

“And what will you do with seven days of rest?” Uathach asked as she and Tabiti joined her mother at the barrel.

“The Queen of Shadow doesn’t rest,” said Tabiti with mock seriousness before she waggled her brows at Scáthach. “Shall we hunt some red deer?”

“Indeed we shall.” Scáthach tossed water on her heated face and grinned. “But first I’m going to make my favorite summer trade.”

“Honey heather mead!” Tabiti and Uathach shouted the three words together.

Scáthach laughed and the joy-filled sound echoed off the carved walls of Dunscáith, causing the students left on the practice field and the guard above on the parapet to glance fondly at her and smile.

“Yes! I’ve chosen three fat cows that I will tie to the back of a cart to trade with Lileas. And when I return with the cart it will be filled with barrels of honey heather mead,” said Scáthach.

“Excellent!” Tabiti clapped her hands together. “When do we leave?”

“I leave as soon as I hitch up the cart and tie the cows to it,” said Scáthach.

“You go alone?” Tabiti asked.

“No. Leannan will go with me.”

Uathach shook her head, her smile sliding from her face. “No, Mother. I do not believe it’s wise for you to go alone.”

“Uathach, how many times have I taken the cart south to the Aird of Sleat where Lileas brews her special mead?” Scáthach asked.

“Not once after I had a vision of your severed head!” Uathach snapped. She drew a deep, calming breath before she finished by saying, “I would feel better if you took guards with you.”

“Tabiti, in the two months since Aife’s army ambushed us, have the sentries we stationed across our isle reported seeing her people?” Scáthach asked Tabiti, but she held her daughter’s gaze.

“No,” Tabiti said.

Scáthach nodded. Her voice was kind but firm. “Little Fry, I understand your vision was upsetting. It would have upset me, too. But I will not let unfounded fear keep me prisoner within the walls of my castle.”

“It’s not unfounded fear!” Uathach insisted stubbornly. “You died in my vision. Horribly. And now, the same morning I have the vision, you announce you’re leaving the castle on a long trek—”

“I will be back by nightfall,” Scáthach interrupted.

Uathach kept speaking as if her mother hadn’t. “Alone—”

“I said I’m taking Leannan,” Scáthach added.

Uathach frowned. “A dog is not a warrior.”

Tabiti snorted. “That dog is a warrior.”

“Mother, I would feel better if you would take a guard,” insisted Uathach.

“No.” Scáthach held up her hand to cut off her daughter. “I have decided.”

“Ahem.” Cuchulainn cleared his throat. The three women’s gazes snapped to him, and he held up his hands as if in surrender. “Forgive me for interrupting.”

“You aren’t interrupting,” Scáthach said. “I had just finished speaking with Uathach and Tabiti. What is it?”

“I would like to request my boon from you,” he said.

Scáthach nodded a little impatiently. She understood her daughter’s fear for her, though that made it no less annoying. “Yes, name it and if it is in my power I will grant it.”

“I would like to accompany you to the Aird of Sleat.”

Scáthach scowled. “Why?”

Cuchulainn’s brows lifted. “Must I explain my request?”

“Yes,” Scáthach said at the same moment Uathach said, “No.”

Cuchulainn unsuccessfully tried to hide his smile. “I have heard the Rubha Shlèite is near the Aird of Sleat. Is it so?”

Tabiti nodded. “Yes, the sandy beach is very near it. The road passes by it on the way to the Aird of Sleat.”

Cuchulainn shrugged. “Well, I would like to go there.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot and continued almost shyly. “I enjoy swimming.” Cuchulainn’s amber eyes shined as he grinned at Tabiti. “That’s something I didn’t realize until recently. I would like to swim there.”

“Huh,” said Tabiti, turning her gaze to Scáthach. “Rubha Shlèite is an excellent place to swim.”

“Indeed it is,” added Uathach, also turning her gaze from Cuchulainn to her mother.

Scáthach frowned. “Swimming. Are you quite sure that is the boon you wish?”

Cuchulainn met her gaze. “I am. Very sure.”

Scáthach blew out a long breath. “Your boon is granted.” She began walking briskly across the practice field toward the tunnel that led to the stables, pausing only to look over her shoulder. “Well, are you coming or not?”

“I am!” Cuchulainn jogged to her with Leannan trotting happily at his side.

From the parapet above them the bard called down to Scáthach. “Queen of Shadow! Might I please accompany—”

The bard didn’t even finish his question. Together Scáthach, Cuchulainn, Uathach, and Tabiti shouted, “No!”





Chapter 9

Sentanta would never forget that day. For so much of his life he’d felt separate, a mortal whose blood held just enough divinity to make him an outsider to other mortals. He was named the Hero of Ulster, cheered on by warriors, but not beloved by them—only envied, studied, used.

Until he came to Dunscáith.

Here Sentanta found comradery. The other students accepted him, and not as an untouchable demigod. They called him Cu! They joked with him. And when he conquered a feat faster than they did, they clapped him on the back and celebrated with him!

He wasn’t fated to live long. He’d known that since he was a boy. But for the rest of his short life, he would cherish the memory of his time at Dunscáith and, even after his death, he would eternally remember that afternoon on the beach with her, the race to the rocky point, the sparkle of her joy and the sound of her laughter. It infused him with happiness he thought he’d never know. He wished he could capture that happiness, hold it and keep it with him. Hold her and keep her with him . . .

* * *

The student test had begun at dawn with the boats launching to sea with the student warriors and their reeds as the sun lifted above the horizon, so it was not yet midmorning when Scáthach, Cuchulainn, and Leannan left Dunscáith in a wagon with three cows tied to it and headed south.

Scáthach had been looking forward to the solitary trip, so much so that when Cuchulainn named his boon, she’d been annoyed that her peace would be broken. But Cuchulainn immediately proved helpful instead of irritating. He’d quickly harnessed the team that pulled their wagon as she haltered and secured the cows, and then sprinted to the kitchen to get food for the trip—something Scáthach wouldn’t have bothered with had she been alone but knew she’d appreciate when her stomach growled midday. Before they left the castle, Cuchulainn asked to drive, explaining that it would give her a chance to relax.

She didn’t say much to him. The Queen of Shadow was rarely alone—rarely had an opportunity to enjoy quiet and solitude—and she’d wanted the short trip to be filled with both. Surprisingly, it didn’t take long for the quiet between them to feel easy. Scáthach wasn’t compelled to fill silence with chatter; apparently she had that in common with Cuchulainn. He held the reins loosely as he followed the dirt road, keeping the sea to the right and copses of pine, yew, and rowan trees to their left. They crossed several streams, wading the wagon and the cows through those that were shallow, clambering over the old wooden bridges that had been built to cross the deeper ones. When neither option was available, Cuchulainn followed the path and meandered inland around the stream.

Between Dunscáith and the Aird of Sleat, the southernmost village on the island, the terrain was a familiar mixture of craggy hills and valleys, clusters of trees—often surrounded by thickets of brambles—and waves of heather that were just beginning to show their purplish blooms.

It was beautiful and restful, and it wasn’t long before Scáthach was glad of the warrior’s company. He’d been correct. Because she didn’t have to drive the wagon, all she needed to do was to lean back, relax, and take in the loveliness of her island.

Leannan trotted along beside the wagon, taking many detours to the shore to chase seabirds, which made Cuchulainn laugh as she barked with frustration at not catching one.

“Where did you get Leannan?”

Scáthach smiled as the hound stalked yet another seabird, leaped, and missed catching it. The bird lifted into the sky only to circle around and dive at Leannan, who snapped futilely at the air. “My mother always has deerhounds. Leannan was a gift to me from her.”

Cuchulainn laughed again as Leannan, paying too much attention to the diving seabird, tripped over a rock and fell on her face, tumbling snout over tail before she stood, shook herself, and snorted sand out of her nose indignantly. “You’ve had her since she was a pup?”

Scáthach nodded. “She was just weaned. Uathach tried to coax her away from me, but Leannan would have none of it. She decided as a pup that I belong to her, and that was that.” She glanced from the deerhound to him. “Though she does love my Little Fry.”

Cuchulainn grinned. “I like the nickname. How did she come by it?”

Scáthach smiled warmly. “Baby sturgeons are called fry. When she was a little girl, she swam with them quite a lot, looking like one of their young. Well, without the boney scutes and fins and such.”

Cuchulainn laughed softly. “A nickname as unique as your daughter. So, Leannan loves Little Fry. How about Tabiti?”

“She loves testing Tabiti’s patience. I’m not sure that’s the same as loving Tabiti herself.”

Cuchulainn’s grin gentled as he continued to watch the big dog. “She’s a good girl.”

“She is,” agreed Scáthach. “Has your father given you any gifts?”

His expression went flat and his gaze shifted to stare ahead of them. “The berserker.”

“It is not an easy thing to be the child of a god,” said Scáthach.

“Béfionn loves you.”

Scáthach nodded. “She does.”

Cuchulainn blew out a long breath before he said, “I do not believe Lugh is capable of love.”

Scáthach studied his sad, handsome face. “I am sorry.”

“I’ve never told anyone that. I’ve never even said it aloud,” he said without looking at her. “I don’t think anyone except you would understand.”

“Because people believe having a god as a parent is so wondrous.”

His gaze flicked to her. “Indeed. When I was a child, I could best any boy my age, and most several years older as well. They all envied me. They all wished their fathers were gods.”

When he said no more, she asked, “And what did the child Sentanta wish?”

“The same thing the man does—that he actually had a father rather than a patron god.”

Scáthach saw that his cheeks had reddened and she looked away as she spoke, not wanting to embarrass him further. “Does Lugh not visit you?”

“When it suits him, which is not often. I’m grateful for that.”

“Why? No. Forgive me. I pry. You need not answer,” she said quickly.

He combed his fingers through his hair and sighed, then finally looked at her. His amber eyes appeared much older than the face that held them. “I don’t mind talking about it. I think you actually understand.”

“Well, I understand being the child of a god,” she said.

“I’m grateful that Lugh does not seek me out often because he is only interested in one thing about me—the prophecy foretold by the druids when I was a child.”

“That your deeds will give you everlasting fame and your name will live forever, but your life will be short,” Scáthach said when he’d been silent so long it didn’t seem he would speak the prophecy.

His brows lifted. “You know the prophecy.”

Her smile was wry. “Only because the bard sang about it.”

“I’m surprised he got that much right. He exaggerates,” said Cuchulainn. He sighed again. “Lugh delights in the prophecy. He knows if my name lives forever, his name will also live forever.”

They drove on in silence for some time while Scáthach thought about what to say to him, or even if she should say anything. Lugh was God of the Sun, affectionately called Lugh of the Long Arm by warriors because of the strength and accuracy with which he threw a spear. He was a powerful deity whose moods were well known as mercurial. Did she really want to involve herself with how he treated his son?

She glanced at Cuchulainn and saw the misery in his expressive face. Sometimes his strength and warrior’s prowess made her forget how young he was—barely older than Uathach, though her daughter seemed decades older than her nineteen years.

“You may choose your own fate,” she said softly.

His gaze snapped to hers. “It is a prophecy.”

She shrugged. “Prophecy, fate, divination, prediction, destiny—they are all the same. And they can all be changed if you are willing.”

“Willing?”

“To walk away from the life planned for you,” she said.

“That would upset Ulster almost as much as my father,” Cuchulainn said grimly.

“Yes, but what about Sentanta? Would it upset him?”

He turned to face her, allowing the horses to continue plodding along the road without his guidance. “The truth?”

“Yes. The truth.”

“The truth is it wouldn’t upset him at all. Sentanta would like to be a fisherman or a farmer whose home is filled with children and dogs, and the only time he fights anyone is if he has to protect his family.” He blinked several times, as if waking from a dream, and then grinned at her. “I’ve never said that aloud either.”

“And now that you have, perhaps you will consider doing more than think about it,” she said.

“But would you not be angry because that would be a waste of your training?”

“No.” She met his gaze steadily, wanting him to understand the truth she was telling him. “Every feat you master makes you a man who is more and more skilled at protecting his home, whether that home is Ulster or a fisherman’s roundhouse.

“Sentanta, you do not have to live the prophecy, but to change it you must be willing to change your life. So, what you must decide is whether your happiness is more important than your father’s and perhaps even Ulster’s.”

He steepled his fingers and rested his chin on them. “It is an interesting thought.”

Scáthach smiled but said nothing.

He was silent awhile and then his gaze flicked to her once more. “And what of your father? Was he more like Lugh or Béfionn?”

“Neither. Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra, was a man unlike others.” She gazed out at the sea to their right as she remembered. “He was kind and strong, compassionate and wise—as well as being a powerful warrior and leader.”

“All of those traits are rarely found together,” said Cuchulainn.

“Exactly why I choose to teach my warriors that they should be found together.”

“I know you left Lethra when you were a child, but did your father begin your warrior training?” he asked.

“No! My mother trained me—to fight and to swim. She and I created the feats I teach. My father taught me to ride; horses are an important part of Lethra’s culture.” Her gaze was unfocused and her voice turned dreamy. “Even when I was very young, I used to love driving a horse and sleigh through the snow. Father and I would go to his favorite ice fishing spot and we would spend the day fishing and talking, just the two of us and our favorite horses.”

When she said no more, he asked, “What did you two talk about?”

Scáthach blinked as if awakening from a dream and turned her gaze to Cuchulainn. “You really want to know what my father and I talked about when I was a child?”

Cuchulainn nodded. “I do. My father didn’t speak to me until I began training as a warrior, so I’m curious.”

Scáthach tilted her head as she thought back. “He spoke of my mother—her beauty and her strength and how much she loved us.” She smiled. “It helped me to feel close to Mother, even though she did not visit Lethra often after Father took a wife.”

“You didn’t resent the fact that he took a wife?”

“No! Even then I understood that a goddess couldn’t be restricted to the mortal world, especially one who rules the Underworld.” Her voice softened. “I was happy. I was valued by my father and his people, and beloved by my mother. Lethra was a good place to be a child. Except for a brief time after Aife was born, I have nothing but happy memories of it.” She glanced at Cuchulainn. “And Ulster? How was it to be a child there?”

“I believe it was happy for other children.” He spoke slowly, contemplatively. “I remember watching other boys play and laugh, especially as their fathers encouraged them and showed pride in them. But me?” He shrugged. “I did not have that experience.”

Scáthach studied his face, which lacked any expression. “What of your mother?”

Cuchulainn glanced down at the only ring he wore—a gold signet that formed the letter S. “My mother was proud she gave birth to the son of a god who could best anyone who challenged him.”

“Even when you were just a child?” she asked.

“I was never just a child,” said Cuchulainn.

* * *

A little after midday they ate their lunch on the wagon. There was no need to stop. The trip to the south was slow because of the cows tied to the wagon, and Cuchulainn could easily eat and keep the horses plodding along at a pace that wouldn’t stress the cows. They would be much faster on the return trip when they carried only barrels of mead with them.

“Is that it?” Cuchulainn straightened in his seat as the hilly road curved back to parallel the sea and they looked down on the white sand of a pristine beach. The golden rocks that surrounded it and the clear turquoise waters beckoned to swimmers. “Is that Rubha Shlèite?”

“It is. And the Aird of Sleat is not far from here. Stay here and swim while I go to the village and exchange the cows for mead. Then I’ll return to get you,” Scáthach said.

Cuchulainn frowned, though his gaze returned to the invitation of the sandy beach and the crystal water. “But should I not—”

“You should enjoy your boon. That is all you must do today. I won’t be too long, but you’ll have enough time to swim until you’re exhausted.”

He grinned, looking very boyish. “In truth, I already swam today, and the current put up quite a battle. It won’t take me long to be exhausted.”

“Perfect because it won’t take me long to get the mead loaded. Leannan, stay with Cuchulainn,” Scáthach said after Cuchulainn hopped out of the cart and grabbed a woolen blanket he’d packed with their lunch. As she clucked at the horses and drove the cart slowly away, she watched the warrior and the dog race to the beach in a rush of energy, laughter, and barking. It made her smile, and that smile remained all the way to the village.

* * *

The Aird of Sleat was a fishing village tucked into the craggy hills that overlooked the southern sea. It was a modest village, though the bounty from the waters kept them well fed. The matriarch of the village, Lileas, was known throughout the isle and even the mainland for the sweet richness of her golden heather mead.

It hadn’t taken long for Lileas’s husband and sons to pasture the cows and then load the wagon with six barrels of precious mead. As a treat for the Queen of Shadow, Lileas filled a waterskin with mead and said, “Aye, for a wee nip on yur way home!”

Scáthach was happily sipping from the skin as the cart trotted around the bend that revealed the Rubha Shlèite. She didn’t see Cuchulainn, but Leannan was gamboling among the flat, golden rocks that ringed the beach as she chased brown crabs.

Scáthach hobbled the horses on the grass-covered hill above the beach so they could rest and graze and then, taking the skin of mead with her, picked her way down to the white sand. Cuchulainn had put his clothes on one of the big flat rocks near the water and Scáthach headed there, taking off her leather boots and the soft leather pants she often wore, leaving on only her linen tunic dyed a vibrant red that reached to her mid-thighs.

The sun, a blazing ball of gold, was beginning to descend toward the sea. Scáthach shaded her eyes with her hand as she tried to spot Cuchulainn. Not seeing him, she walked to the waterline. Leannan rushed up to her, barking and spraying sand and saltwater in welcome. Becoming concerned about Cuchulainn, Scáthach quieted her.

“I will be very angry with him if his boon drowned him,” Scáthach grumbled. She glanced at her dog. Leannan’s tongue lolled a doggy grin at her before she took off after another seabird. “Surely were Cuchulainn in trouble, Leannan wouldn’t be acting as if all is well,” Scáthach mused as she tried to decide if she needed to worry or not.

She shifted her gaze to the water in time to see Cuchulainn erupt from the surface as if he were an arrow shot from a watery bow. He swam toward the shore, slicing through the turquoise water with a swiftness Tabiti would be proud of, standing when he reached the shallows. He flung back his wet hair and laughed. His gaze went first to Leannan, who barked furiously at the seabird diving at her, and then, as if Scáthach called his name, his eyes found her—they were light topaz, shining with joy. His grin was radiant, and he waved as he plowed through the water toward shore.

Scáthach smiled and returned his wave. She watched him stride through the shallows, appreciating how the sunlight caressed his smooth skin, gilding it with gold. He was naked. Gold illuminated every long, thick muscle, every chiseled plane, the broadness of his shoulders and the length of his legs. He was too beautiful to be fully mortal.

Suddenly very thirsty, Scáthach took a long drink of mead.

Cuchulainn stopped a few yards from the beach. The water was just a little below his waist. “Did you get the mead?” he asked as he cleared his ears like Tabiti had taught him.

Scáthach lifted the waterskin and grinned.

His brows rose in appreciation, and he held his hands out. “Enough for two?”

“More than.” She capped the skin and tossed it to him.

Cuchulainn took a sip. He smiled at her in delight before taking several long drinks. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “That is the best mead I’ve ever tasted.” He tossed the skin back to her.

Scáthach caught it easily. “Exactly why I make this trip every summer. Imagine how delicious it will be after it’s cooled in the Dunscáith sea cave.”

“I hope I don’t have to imagine,” he said. Then he made an expansive gesture at the sparkling sea around him. “It feels so good on a hot day. Did you know that here even the floor of the sea is sand?” He shook his head as if in amazement. Through the crystal water she could see him wriggling his toes. “Much softer on the feet than the rocky beach around the castle.” He flashed a grin at her. “Come swim with me.”

“Haven’t you had enough swimming?”

“I don’t think I’ll ever have enough swimming—not on a day like this.”

He threw his arms wide and tossed his head back. Scáthach thought he looked more sun god than mortal man.

“I think I’ll stay here at the waterline. We need to be heading back soon if we’re to make the castle by the evening meal. By now the Shadow Guard will all have heard I’ve gone to fetch the mead from Lileas and they will be watching eagerly for our return.”

“Stay at the waterline? The Queen of Shadow? How can that be?” Cuchulainn asked the questions in a sweet, innocent voice, and at the same time he bent, fisted his hand, squeezed, and shot a stream of water at Scáthach, hitting her forehead.

She sputtered and shook her head, wiping saltwater from her eyes as Cuchulainn laughed and laughed and—

With one swift movement Scáthach dropped the capped waterskin, pulled off her short tunic, and sprinted into the water, bumping the still-laughing warrior with her shoulder and knocking him backward onto his butt as she ran past him. She shouted, “Race you to the rocky point and back!” before she dove into the sea.

He was up and after her in an instant. Scáthach didn’t look back at him. She didn’t have to. She had been at home in the sea since she was five, and her strokes knifed the water silently and powerfully. Cuchulainn was a strong swimmer. He was also a very loud swimmer. She knew exactly how far behind he was.

She kept a body length ahead of him until the rocky point became visible. It was then the first dorsal fin and boney scutes appeared beside her. Suppressing a grin, Scáthach slowed, allowing Cuchulainn to catch her. He’d just glanced sideways at her between strokes, his eyes glittering with his victory, when one of the sturgeons—body as large as the warrior’s—circled them, passing close enough to Cuchulainn that it scraped against his side.

“Lugh’s balls!” Cuchulainn cried out. Treading water, he looked frantically around them, eyes widening at the swarm of huge fish that escorted Scáthach as she reached the rock, turned, and raced back toward the shore. “Sturgeons! Of course!”

From behind her Scáthach heard Cuchulainn’s exclamation, and then he noisily swam after her, attempting to close the gap between them again. He could not. Even had Scáthach not been surrounded by enormous fish, Cuchulainn did not move in the water as she did—as if it were her home—as if she’d grown up swimming in the slate sea that surrounded Skye for most of her life.

She reached the shallows so far ahead of Cuchulainn that she had time to caress the sturgeons, thanking them for their escort as they wriggled happily around her before she sloughed from the water and jogged to her discarded clothes. She was smiling and drying herself with her tunic when Cuchulainn finally emerged, coughing and shaking his head like Leannan, who lay on a rock near Scáthach, tail thumping happily as she chewed a water-whitened stick.

Cuchulainn grabbed the short blanket and wrapped it around his waist as he joined her at the rock. He smiled wryly. “I believe you cheated.”

“Ha!” she said before she pulled on her damp tunic, took a long drink of mead from the waterskin, and then handed it to him. “I swam to the rocky point and back faster than you. How is that cheating?”

“You called your sea monsters!” He flung a hand seaward at the dorsal fins that glistened silver as they sliced the water heading out to sea.

Scáthach shrugged. “I didn’t call them. And even had I called them, they don’t make me swim any faster.” She raised one tawny brow. “Oh, did they frighten you?” She clutched her throat dramatically. “I certainly never expected that. Did they throw off your swimming strokes? Slow you? If so, I must apologize, though I really do expect my students to be prepared for anything, including swimming with a few fish.”

“Fish? Those creatures aren’t fish! They’re sea monsters.”

Scáthach’s laughter rang across the water and a sturgeon leaped, breaching with joy at the sound.

“See!” He pointed at the sturgeon. “Sea monster.”

“Those sea monsters were my nursemaids.” She grinned at his incredulous look and continued. “They taught me how to swim. They also taught Uathach how to swim.”

“Truthfully?”

“Truthfully. They’re attached to Béfionn, which means they are attached to me. Whenever I’m near the water, they come.”

His gaze studied the water. “Even without your mother’s presence?”

“Yes, of course.” She stopped herself from asking about Lugh and the animals associated with him. She didn’t want to see the happiness in Cuchulainn’s eyes dimmed by the mention of the God of the Sun. Instead she held her hand out for the skin, which he gave her as he began to dress. “Enough swimming now?” she asked after taking a drink.

“I’d rather not swim with sea monsters,” he said.

“Well, then, we should leave. The monsters know I’m here now, and they did look rather hungry.” She spoke nonchalantly. “They wouldn’t eat me, but . . .” She let her gaze travel up the long length of his partially clothed body.

When his head emerged from the tunic, Cuchulainn’s eyes widened. “They would eat me?”

Side by side they walked through the sand, heading to the grazing horses and the cart. When she said nothing, Cuchulainn bumped her shoulder with his and repeated, “They would eat me?”

“Only if they were truly hungry.” She grinned at him before she whistled for Leannan, who bounded after them. Still smiling, she reached down to ruffle the big dog’s ears and something glittering in the sand caught her attention. Scáthach picked it up and brushed the sand from it. “A seer stone! When I was a child, Mother and I used to collect these.”

“What is a seer stone?” Cuchulainn asked as he peered at the round piece of Skye marble. It was flat, no bigger than the end of Leannan’s nose, and had a perfectly round hole in the center of it.

“The Skye legend says if you peer through the center of a marble stone like this, you’ll be gifted a vision.” She held it up so they could look through it together.

“I don’t see anything except what’s on the other side of the stone,” said Cuchulainn.

“That’s because it’s just a legend with no truth to it. Mother used to tell me it was good luck to keep one with me, though. When I was a little girl, I almost always had one tucked somewhere on my body.” She grinned, turned to Cuchulainn, and with a flourish, presented it to him. “For you, Hero of Ulster. May it bring you luck.”

Cuchulainn took it and bowed deeply, saying, “I am honored by the gift, Queen of Shadow,” before he tucked it into his breeches.

As they climbed the hill to the cart, Scáthach noticed the billowing clouds that were beginning to darken the sky over the island. “Rain,” she said, climbing into the cart.

“I’m glad it waited until now,” said Cuchulainn, flicking the reins against the horses’ backs and guiding them to the road. “Swimming in the sun is better than swimming in the rain.” He glanced sideways at her and added wryly, “Even with monsters.”

“So, it was worth it? Using your boon for today?” Scáthach asked.

His gaze met and held hers. His amber eyes darkened, crinkling at the corners with his grin. “Yes.”

Scáthach found it difficult to look away from him—until she felt her cheeks heat. She ignored his soft laughter, though there was a smile in her voice when she said, “Take the horses to a trot. We have thirsty warriors waiting for our mead.”

“I do as the Queen of Shadow commands.” Cuchulainn snapped the reins. “Hup, boys!” he told the geldings. “We’re going home.”

They hadn’t gone very far when Cuchulainn had to urge the horses off the road to maneuver around a tributary stream that was too deep to chance fording with a loaded cart. They wound carefully around several copses of pines with heavy brambles twining around their trunks like they wore skirts decorated with needles. As Cuchulainn pointed the cart back toward the road, Leannan growled.

Scáthach put her hand on Cuchulainn’s arm, instantly alerting him. He met her gaze and nodded slightly, slowing the horses to a plodding walk.

Scáthach whistled for Leannan and patted the seat beside her. The deerhound leaped gracefully up onto the cart’s bench. “Where are they?” she asked the big dog. Ears pricked, Leannan stared ahead and to their left at a large group of yew trees they would have to pass to return to the road and growled low in her throat.

“Turn away from the yews,” Scáthach spoke softly. “Stay close to the pines, especially the ones filled with brambles.”

Cuchulainn nodded.

Scáthach stroked Leannan and picked up one of her paws, pretending to check it for thistles as she surreptitiously studied the yews. Their thick, twisted trunks cast the copse into deep shadows as daylight dimmed, the sinking sun being shrouded by rain clouds.

It was a good ambush site. The ancient yews provided excellent cover. Their strange shadows appeared to move only with the evening breeze and not because warriors crouched within them. But their mistake was to attempt to ambush the Queen of Shadow by using the element she manipulated as easily as she breathed.

Scáthach relaxed and expanded her senses as she concentrated on the darkness within the group of yew trees. She drew on the power passed to her at birth through her divine mother, Goddess of the Underworld, and reached out to the thick shadows. The sensation was a lot like how it felt to be dreaming and somehow know she dreamed without waking. Her senses joined with the shadows. With her consciousness joined to shadows Scáthach counted twenty-five armed men. Then she stretched her connection with darkness to glide from the grove, flowing from shadow to shadow to glimpse one more man waiting with a boat beached on the shore.

She saw no sign of the black dragon. As the Queen of Shadow returned to herself, she noted that she did not recognize the strange crescent moons with hidden faces stamped on the ambushers’ shields.

Scáthach petted Leannan, purposefully not looking at the clump of yews filled with waiting warriors. Hardly moving her lips, she spoke to Cuchulainn. “Do you see the pine copse about five cart lengths ahead and to our right?”

“I do,” he said.

“Be subtle about it, meander as if we’re going to eventually return to the road, but veer toward those trees.” She spoke softly and quickly. “As soon as the ambushers realize you’re not going to the road they’ll give themselves away. We need to reach the trees well ahead of them.”

His gaze flicked to the pine grove before he whispered, “Looks like there’s room for the cart within the grove, but it’s filled with brambles.”

“Indeed. You might get scratched,” Scáthach said.

“You mean I might get scratched again.” He grinned and lifted his shirt so she could see the raised pink scratch that stretched the length of the side of his torso. “Sea monsters.”

Scáthach’s laughter echoed around them. “Sea monsters!” As his laughter followed hers, she whispered, “They number twenty-five. I didn’t see any bows. Just spears, swords, and shields. No horses. They came by boat.”

“Aife?” he asked softly.

“I saw no black dragon.”

“Twenty-five against two.” He nodded. “I like the odds.”

Her smile was fierce. “As do I.”





Chapter 10

Sometimes the berserker came without Sentanta calling him. It always made him feel helpless, even after the creature vanquished his enemies and brought more glory to Cuchulainn’s name.

Still, he hated him—mostly because the berserker was created from the worst of Sentanta. The only feelings he had were base. He could not be defeated, but he also could not be reasoned with—or he couldn’t be reasoned with until he’d met Scáthach. That she could reach the berserker, reason with him, calm him . . . it would never cease to be a wonderment.

* * *

“Now!” Scáthach told Cuchulainn as they drew closer to the pine grove and farther from the path that would return them to the road and the ambush.

“Hup!” Cuchulainn lashed the reins against the horses’ backs. They shot forward, galloping toward the grove of pine trees as the barrels of mead rattled together and strained against the ropes binding them to the wagon. When they reached the brambles, the horses hesitated, stomping and snorting in front of the hedge of needles.

Scáthach jumped from the cart and ran to their heads. She stood just in front of the horses, between them and the tightly woven brambles, and reached out again with her goddess-gifted power to meld with the shadows under the trees. Ignoring the piercing needles, Scáthach stepped forward until the brambles pressed against her legs. Then she thrust her arms into the darkness and gathered the shadows to her. When she turned to face the horses, she flung her arms out and spoke gently, reverently to the darkness that always watched, waited, and eagerly obeyed her.

“Through my birthright as daughter of the Goddess of the Underworld, I call for you to cloak them, protect them, quiet them.”

Starting at their heads, shadows painted the horses. They moved down their bodies, wrapping gently around them like a familiar blanket, until both horses had calmed and stood quietly. Then Scáthach took their bridles and led them through the brambles and into the heart of the pine grove. With the shadows covering them, the brambles could not touch the horses, though they scratched and pierced through her leather breeches. She petted their necks before she waded through the needle-covered plants to the cart.

“They broke from the yew grove as you led us in here.” Cuchulainn jumped from the cart and then grimaced at the brambles. His eyes widened as he studied the shadow-cloaked horses that were already drowsing quietly. “You shielded them from the brambles?”

“Yes,” she answered and then commanded, “Leannan, stay!” before she reached into the back of the wagon where, between barrels, their shields and swords lay. Only a fool traveled unarmed. Scáthach retrieved the weapons, passing Cuchulainn his shield and sword. “I could have hidden us from the ambushers had they not seen us first.” She took her shield and lifted her sword. “But, as you said, I like the odds.”

Cuchulainn flashed his teeth. “It’ll be good practice. You did give us a seven-day break. Wouldn’t want to get soft.”

Together they trudged through the brambles, hacking at them with their swords until they could see the group of warriors running toward them. There, with several feet of needle-covered plants between them and the clearing outside the pine grove, they stood side by side, raised their shields and swords, and waited.

“Do not call the berserker,” Scáthach said.

Cuchulainn’s brows lifted. “I hadn’t even thought of it.”

She smiled. “Good.”

The first of the warriors reached them. Four of them charged into the brambles. They took only two strides before the sticky needles wrapped around their legs, pricking into their skin, slowing them, turning their reflexes sluggish as they struggled to get free.

Scáthach and Cuchulainn moved as one in the deadly dance they’d first practiced when Aife’s men had ambushed them, easily cutting down the four warriors.

The others slowed and were more precise in their attacks, but they tended to use their shields to push against the brambles, which left them far too open to the two swords that sang lethally through the air at them. Almost half of the warriors were felled within minutes.

The remaining warriors regrouped and then teamed up. One used his shield to press back the brambles and the other used his shield to cover himself and his partner while they struck at Scáthach and Cuchulainn with long, lethal spears added to their arsenal of swords and axes.

The attackers were more difficult to defeat paired that way, which only meant that it took longer to get past their shields, though now they fell in pairs. Scáthach and Cuchulainn found their rhythm. They moved together as if they’d fought side by side for decades. Scáthach did not enjoy killing, but she found herself enjoying the dance with Cuchulainn, so much so that she made a mistake. She took her gaze from their attackers to look at Cuchulainn—to smile at him—to share in the fierce glory she found in their synchronicity. As she turned to look at him, her shield dropped for just an instant.

“We dance well together, Sentanta,” she said.

Before Cuchulainn could say anything in response, the pair attacking them lunged forward. Because her gaze had flicked to the warrior at her side and not the ones attacking them, Scáthach did not see the ax. She did not raise her shield. She only saw the panic that flashed across Cuchulainn’s face. He surged forward, lifting his shield so that it covered Scáthach, blocking the ax meant to sever her head from her neck.

The parry left Cuchulainn exposed. Quick as a heartbeat, a spear sliced through the air, striking Cuchulainn’s thigh with such force the sharp point of it went all the way through his leg.

Cuchulainn roared in pain.

Scáthach responded instantly, stepping forward to shield Cuchulainn as her sword moved with blinding speed, striking, thrusting, eviscerating.

Cuchulainn roared again and again and again, his voice no longer recognizable as human.

Scáthach did not look back at him. She could hear what was happening to Cuchulainn. She knew she would have to time her actions precisely or in minutes she could end up just as dead as their attackers. She kept fighting but only made defensive moves as she studied the warriors facing them, waiting for the right moment.

She saw it clearly in the sudden hesitation of her attackers and the fear that widened their eyes as they stared at the thing behind her.

Scáthach lunged to the side. Tucking her head, she threw herself into the brambles as the berserker, howling with rage, burst from the thicket and descended on the shocked warriors.

He had a sword but no shield. He didn’t need one. His movements were inhumanly fast. His strikes and thrusts blurred. Blood sprayed, accompanying the terrified screams of warriors who attempted to retreat. The berserker knew as little of retreat as he knew of mercy. He gave chase and caught each man. Some he disemboweled. Some he decapitated. And some he tore apart with his hands and teeth. Scáthach watched from within the pine grove until the berserker was out of sight, stalking after the two surviving men who raced for the sea. She knew they would not survive long.

And then what? Would he calm himself, or was he in so much pain from his leg wound that the calm Cuchulainn needed to be free of the berserker was unreachable? Would he return here and disembowel her next?

He could try. The Queen of Shadow was not so easily killed. What she was most worried about was whether she could reach him through his red haze. If not, this time would she have to kill him? The thought of killing Sentanta sickened her.

Scáthach extracted herself from the piercing brambles, grimacing as they left trails of scratches and blood down her arms. “Stay, Leannan,” she commanded the deerhound, who whined but obeyed.

And then she strode from the grove, following the berserker’s trail of death. Clouds had darkened the evening, cloaking the last of the setting sun and bruising the sky. The wind whipped her hair across her face as she trudged after Cuchulainn. The air smelled of the coming rain.

“Help me.”

Scáthach’s heartbeat hammered as the warrior she was walking past and had thought was dead spoke in a wet voice, barely audible above the wind. She moved closer to the crumpled man. He lay on his side, curled into a fetal position with his back to her. She moved around him. The fallen warrior had unsuccessfully tried to push his bulging intestines into his body. His hands pressed against his abdomen while red snakes of flesh slithered through his fingers.

“Help me.” Blood frothed from his mouth. His eyes were black with pain in a face gray with impending death.

“I will help you.” Scáthach knelt beside him and used the hem of her tunic to wipe the blood from his nose and mouth. “Who are you?”

“Tribe Catuvellauni. From the mainland. Far south.” He spoke in quick bursts of words.

“But why come here to my island? Why attack me?”

“Y-our sister. Bring her your head. For your castle.”

“What? Aife is offering Dunscáith for my head?” Anger began to simmer within the Queen of Shadow.

“Y-yes. Dunscáith.” He coughed and more blood spewed from his lips. “H-help me,” he wheezed.

Scáthach placed her hand gently on his forehead. “Be at peace.” She used her sword to slit his throat. After he released his last breath, she bowed her head. “If your biggest mistake in life was to have been fooled by Aife, then I hold no ill will for you and hope you are greeted in the Summerlands by your loving ancestors.”

Scáthach stood and continued following the berserker’s path. She forced down her anger. She refused to allow herself to think of Aife. There would be time enough for anger and vengeance later. First, she had to deal with the berserker.

She found him standing over the body of the last warrior. His back was to her; it was covered in gore. He was breathing hard. His body shook as he snarled and growled and hacked with his sword over and over again at the dead warrior at his feet. She could see the head of the spear protruding from the back of his thigh. Scáthach didn’t have to get any closer to him to know that it was a nasty wound. The spear needed to come out. The wound had to then be quickly cleaned and cauterized before he bled to death.

She pitched her voice so that it was soft, calm, soothing, and just loud enough to be heard over the wind. “Sentanta.”

With a bestial snarl, he whirled around, roaring in response to the pain the movement caused him. Within his purple, misshapen face, red eyes bulged as he lifted his sword and staggered one step toward her and then another.

Scáthach dropped her sword and raised her hands before her, palms out. In the same soothing voice she said, “Sentanta, you are my friend. I will not fight you. If you attack me, I will not defend myself. You will injure me—very likely kill me.”

He stopped. He tilted his grotesque head to the side, as if to more fully catch the sound of her voice.

Scáthach continued. “They are all dead. You defeated them. You protected me—protected Leannan.” She smiled before adding, “And protected the mead. Come, now. Breathe with me. Be calm. You fought well today. Glory will be added to your name and to your father’s name when the story is told and retold. You may now rest.” She drew in an exaggerated breath and, after a hesitation, he did the same. Together they exhaled to a count of four and inhaled slowly again.

The scarlet and purple that mottled the berserker’s skin began to fade. His eyes stopped bulging, and their color shifted from red to amber. He dropped his sword, swayed, and stumbled. Scáthach rushed to him, catching him as he lost consciousness.

She was grateful he was unconscious when she knelt beside him, ducked her head, and pulled his limp body across the back of her shoulders. Using her powerful leg muscles, Scáthach stood, holding him in place by his left arm and behind his uninjured left knee. She started back to the grove, moving as quickly as possible. The warmth of the blood that oozed from his wound soaked the side of her body.

Halfway to the grove the night sky became liquid, raining darkness down on them. Scáthach ducked her head against the onslaught and trudged on, grateful that if she had to endure a downpour, it was at least washing the two of them of the blood and gore of battle.

Cuchulainn stirred. His body stiffened and before he could struggle, Scáthach raised her voice to carry over the wind and rain. “It’s me. I’ve got you. I’m taking you back to the cart.”

He stilled. “If you help me, I can walk.”

Scáthach didn’t argue with him. He was an experienced warrior and should know his strengths and his limits. She bent at the waist. When his feet touched the ground, she straightened at his right side and put one steadying arm around his waist. “Put your arm around my neck. I’ll be your crutch until we get to the wagon.”

He grunted and did so.

Before she continued forward with him, Cuchulainn asked, “The berserker. He didn’t hurt you, did he?” His pain-filled gaze traveled the length of her soaked body.

“No, most of this blood is yours, not mine.” She hesitated. “We’re about halfway to the wagon. It will be very painful for you to walk there, even with my help. Will the berserker return?”

Wearily Cuchulainn tilted back his head and held out his arms. Scáthach stepped away from him and shook out her own hair, lifting her face to the sky as the rain washed the remnants of death from them.

Cuchulainn wrung out his hair and wiped a hand across his face before he answered her. “The berserker doesn’t come because I’m in pain. I must be angry as well. Very angry. And it helps if I’m also in mortal danger.”

Thinking what a cruel gift the berserker was, Scáthach moved close to his right side and slid her arm around his waist again. “Ready?”

He nodded and limped forward, leaning heavily on her. They would have staggered right past the grove had Leannan not caught their scent and barked. Cuchulainn stood shivering in the rain, balancing on his good leg as Scáthach backed the wagon from the grove, the shadows sliding from the horses as they emerged.

“We’ll leave a couple barrels here in the grove so you can ride in the back of the wagon,” Scáthach told him as she untied the ropes keeping the barrels in place and rolled the rear two through the brambles and into the heart of the grove. Then she got in the wagon and pulled him up into it. He couldn’t stifle his groans of pain. By the time she had him settled, she couldn’t tell which coated her body, sweat or rain. “I know this area well,” she told him as she covered him with the wool blanket. “There’s a shepherds’ shelter not far from here that the Shadow Guard keeps well stocked year-round. I’ll get us there.”

She jogged to the front of the wagon, climbed in, and turned the horses toward the sea. They couldn’t move quickly; the rain was too lashing and the sky too dark. Scáthach ducked her head against the downpour and used her connection with shadow to guide her. She turned back to the south when they found the road, retracing their trail until the shadows allowed her to sense the side path, really not much more than a sheep’s trail, that split from the road and headed up the inland hills. It seemed to take hours, but the shepherds’ shelter was there, tucked into the hillside just off the path, darkness against a backdrop of night. There was a rough lean-to beside the one-room roundhouse. She drove the horses into it. She felt around by her feet for the waterskin of mead forgotten there, then she and Leannan got out of the cart. The dog whined and followed them as Scáthach helped Cuchulainn into the house.

It was completely dark inside, but she’d used this shelter many times when she’d hunted with Uathach. By touch she found the tinderbox tucked into a pile of wood and kindling heaped beside the hearth. It was filled with fire-starting materials as well as several candles. She quickly had a fire blazing and the candles lit. Cuchulainn slid down one wall and watched her through pain-filled eyes as he shivered. Leannan settled herself beside him.

“I’m going to unharness the horses and get supplies from the cart, then I’ll be back to take care of your wound.” She handed him the skin of mead. “Drink as much of this as you can. What I need to do is going to hurt.”

She went to the worn wooden chest that had been placed near the hearth. It was long and wide enough to be used as a table, or a pallet could be made atop it for sleeping. Inside were several wooden buckets, a crude but sharp stone knife, some rope, a bag of feed for the horses, and several woolen blankets folded neatly and smelling of the lavender tucked around them. On the way out, she grabbed three buckets, leaving them in the rain so they would fill, and carried the grain to the lean-to. Scáthach unharnessed, hobbled, and fed the horses before she searched through the back of the wagon. She found the basket Cuchulainn had filled with their midday meal, glad to discover an entire loaf of semi-soggy bread and half a wheel of hard sheep’s cheese.

Back inside the little shelter, the fire crackled and popped cheerfully while Cuchulainn drank deeply of the mead. Even though she covered him with one of the woolen blankets, his body shook with chills.

She knelt beside him as he upended the waterskin. She held out her hand for the skin. “I’ll refill it and be right back.” Before she went out to the wagon, Scáthach used the stone knife to rip two strips of fabric from one of the clean blankets. She took them and the knife with her, pried the top off one of the barrels and dunked the strips of blanket into the mead, letting them get completely soaked as she refilled the skin, then hurried back to the shelter. This time she didn’t hand him the skin.

“Do you want me to explain what I’m going to do before I do it?” she asked him.

He shook his head. “No. Tell me what you’re doing as you do it. It’ll help keep my mind busy.”

“First I’ll expose the wound,” she said as she knelt beside him and sliced through his leather breeches. Sometime between when he’d been struck by the spear and when she’d found him, the berserker had broken off the shaft, leaving only about a forearm’s length of it sticking out of the front of his thigh, and the spearhead protruding from the back of his leg. She poured mead from the waterskin over what was left of the wooden shaft. “Can you turn so I can wash the back of the wound, too?”

With a grunt, he shifted, exposing the exit wound and the spearhead that protruded from it. Before she poured mead over it, Scáthach bent and sniffed. The smell of shit mixed with blood was horrible. “Uathach saw true.”

Cuchulainn sucked in a breath as she washed the back of the wound and said, “Saw true?”

“She had her first vision just before we left the castle today,” Scáthach explained. “In it she saw me beheaded and a leg wound from a spearhead rolled in shit.”

“Ah, that’s why she didn’t want you to travel alone,” he said, breathing shakily.

Scáthach raised a brow. “You overheard?”

“Part of it.”

“Which is why you asked for your boon today,” she said.

He shrugged. “Yes and no. I wanted the boon and thought it was the right time to ask it of you.”

“I’m glad you did. Uathach said she thought either wound was fated to happen, but not both. She was correct. Had you not been with me, it would have been my head. You saved my life. Thank you.”

“I’m glad I was there.”

“As am I.” She cleared her throat and then continued. “I’m going to pull the spear from your thigh now.”

He nodded tightly.

Scáthach tore another strip of wool from the blanket. She had Cuchulainn roll onto his left side so she could wrap the cloth around the spearhead. He faced Leannan, who licked his face. “Do you need something to bite on?”

“No.” One of his big hands stroked Leannan. “Your pup will help me.”

“On three I’ll pull. One . . . two.” She pulled on two.

He gasped and his body spasmed. His hand curled in the deerhound’s wiry fur as Leannan whined and leaned into him.

Scáthach quickly wrapped the strip of mead-soddened blanket tightly around the bleeding wound. She took the spear to the hearth, washing it in mead before she shoved the broken wooden end into the fire. Then she went back to crouch beside Cuchulainn and studied the wound. “Good. It’s bleeding, but not so badly that it’ll cost you your life.”

“If it’s helpful for you to know, I’ve lost more blood than this and lived,” Cuchulainn spoke through teeth clenched against pain. He sent a glance toward the hearthfire and the broken spear. “Why are you heating the shaft and not the stone knife?”

“It’s something I learned from our healer. When fire turns the shaft red and then black, the blackened part will leave its residue in the wound. It’s good for healing, especially if the wound is dirty.” She returned to the fire and turned the shaft by holding the wool wrapped spearhead until the wood glowed red and then began to blacken. Scáthach moved quickly then. She took it from the fire, unbandaged Cuchulainn’s wound, and pressed the glowing tip of the shaft into the entrance and then the exit it had left in his thigh.

Cuchulainn didn’t move except to bury his face in Leannan’s neck and groan. The scent of scorched flesh filled the small shelter. It made Scáthach’s stomach roil, and she swallowed bile as she poured more mead on the already soaked second length of clean wool and then carefully bandaged Cuchulainn’s wound. When she was done, she helped him to his back, rolled a blanket under his wounded leg to elevate it, and folded a second blanket behind him so that he could sit, propped against the side of the shelter. Then Scáthach took a long drink from the waterskin before handing it to him. Leannan shifted so that she was snuggled close to his side. “Drink as much as you can. I can easily fill it again.”

His hand shook but he nodded and took the mead. His throat moved as he gulped the golden liquid.

Scáthach secured the blanket around Cuchulainn again and then went outside and collected the buckets, taking two to the horses and bringing the third inside. She washed her face and arms in the bucket and then took it to Cuchulainn and helped him do the same. She unpacked the cheese and bread, tearing hunks of both and splitting them with Cuchulainn and Leannan. Scáthach sat beside him and, when he didn’t eat, said, “All that mead will make you sick if you don’t eat something.”

He nodded. His face was devoid of color and sweat beaded his brow. Slowly he chewed, washing each bite down with plenty of mead.

“I have wanted to thank you for some time,” Cuchulainn began as they ate. His voice was raspy but his hands had stopped trembling. “Remember the first day I came to Dunscáith?” He handed her the waterskin.

She took a drink and then said, “You broke my door.”

“And fixed it,” he added.

“True.”

“The berserker,” he began hesitantly, staring into the hearthfire. “When he comes, it is as if I’m smothered under layers and layers of mud. I can’t hear anything except the animalistic noises he makes. Can’t see anything but death. Can’t feel anything—anything at all.” His gaze met hers. “But since that first day at Dunscáith, I can hear you, can see you through the berserker’s red rage. It’s difficult. You’re far away, but the harder I listen and look, the clearer you become. The closer you become. And then I’m back and he’s gone. Thank you for getting through to the berserker. None before you have ever been able to. I appreciate it more than I have words to say.”

Trapped in his amber gaze, Scáthach flushed with heat. It wasn’t a girlish blush. What she felt was a full-body response to his words, his eyes, his lips, his body . . . his badly wounded body.

Scáthach cleared her throat before saying, “You need not thank me. I’m a teacher. I wish only to bring out the best in my warriors, and it is difficult for me to bring out your best when you’re not in control of yourself.” Their gazes unlocked and Scáthach took a long drink of mead before returning the skin to Cuchulainn.

He drank and then asked, “Did you say our attackers weren’t Aife’s warriors?”

“Yes.” The word was clipped as her anger simmered again. “I got to one of them before he died. He said he was from far south, the Catuvellauni tribe.”

“Truly? I’ve heard of them. They’re a large tribe from southeast Briton. Why would they attack us?”

“My sister has put a price on my head. The reward is possession of Dunscáith.”

Cuchulainn barked a surprised laugh, then grimaced at the pain the movement caused. “Only a distant tribe would be foolish enough to believe Dunscáith could be given away to anyone. But now it makes sense that it has been so quiet on Skye. No warriors anywhere near here would be foolish enough to believe they could take your castle.”

“The attack today will be the first of many by foreigners who come to my isle thinking they will take my head and then my castle.” Anger filled her as she continued. “I meant to leave Aife alone—as long as neither she nor her men harassed me again. She is my sister, and even though I have not seen her since I was a child and she a toddler, she is also my father’s daughter. For his sake I do not want to fight her. But now . . .” She shook her head. “Now I will find her and end this. They cannot take Dunscáith from me, but they can take the lives of the Shadow Guard and my students. I will not allow that.”

“She and her army can’t be that difficult to find,” he said.

“Difficult or not, I will find her and I will end her.”

They ate in silence, tossing hunks of cheese to Leannan and sharing the mead until Cuchulainn had eaten all he could. His face was pale, and he shivered, though he rested close to the hearth and was covered with the woolen blanket.

Scáthach checked his wound. “The bleeding has stopped.” She studied his face. “Is it terribly painful?”

“I’ve been hurt worse,” he prevaricated as he leaned back and grimaced, trying to find a more comfortable position for his leg. “It would help if you told me a story.”

“A story? What kind of story?”

“Something from your childhood.” He paused and smiled. “I know. Tell me the story of how sturgeons became your nursemaids.”

Scáthach grinned. “That is a good story. It started when I was five and Mother took me from Lethra . . .” She told him how the huge fish had escorted her mother’s ship on that voyage from Lethra to Skye. When the goddess discovered her daughter couldn’t swim, she set out to teach little Scáthach how to survive in the sea. They’d practice every day, and eventually Scáthach became such an expert swimmer that she and Béfionn used to dive from the ship and swim beside it. Surrounded by sturgeons, the child Scáthach learned to hold on to the friendly behemoths when the seas were rough or when she was too tired to match the speed of the goddess and her ship.

Cuchulainn’s eyelids fluttered as she told the story until, finally, they closed. Scáthach leaned over him, tucking the blanket around him. As she bent close, his eyes opened again. He reached up and took thick strands of her hair that had fallen over her shoulder between his fingers.

“Before I came to Dunscáith, I heard stories.” He stared at the lock of hair and rubbed it gently. “They said your hair is the color of a great and powerful beast called a lion. I’ve never seen such a beast.” He looked up, his face so close to hers that she smelled the mead on his breath. “But they must be very beautiful.”

“Sleep. At dawn we return to the castle,” she said softly as she sat back. His eyes closed and he was asleep again almost instantly.

For a long time Scáthach remained awake at his side, watching him, until the rain on the thatched roof lulled her to sleep.





Chapter 11

Sentanta didn’t mind the wound in his thigh. It was painful. It was ill-timed. But it was bearable. Her death would not have been.

And then there was the fact that the wound had granted him an entire night alone with her. For the rest of his life Sentanta had only to look at the puckered scar on his thigh and it would bring back the memory of her laughter . . . her compassion . . . the feel of her hair between his fingers. In the years after, he often thought the most interesting ballad sung about him should have told the story of why the sight of that scar always, always made him smile.

* * *

Leannan’s bark woke Scáthach. The hearthfire was still burning, though almost all of the candles had sputtered and died. She reached for the sword beside her. “Friend or foe?” Scáthach asked the deerhound.

Leannan barked again. Then her tongue lolled and she wagged her tail.

“What is it?” Cuchulainn sounded as if he had sand in his throat.

“Friends.” Scáthach handed him the almost-empty bag of mead before she strode to the door, Leannan at her side.

The storm had washed the bruises from the sky, leaving behind a newborn palette of blush and ochre and lemon.

“Scáthach!” She heard the distant call of her name, and before she could shout in return, Leannan’s excited barks echoed around them.

“There! At the shepherds’ shelter!” came Tabiti’s distinctive voice.

Horses’ hooves pounded the wet ground as Uathach raced up the little path toward them, the leader of the Shadow Guard and several members of the guard galloping close behind. Her daughter’s horse came to a sliding stop and Uathach ran to her mother, throwing her arms around her.

“Mama! I saw true, didn’t I?”

Scáthach held her daughter tightly. “You did. Cuchulainn is inside the shelter with a festering spear wound in his thigh.”

“I knew it! I knew my vision was true when you weren’t back by dinner, especially with a storm gathering.” Uathach stepped back and held her mother at arm’s length. “You’re unwounded?”

“Yes, I’m fine.”

Tabiti joined them. “It is good to see you well, Queen of Shadow.”

“I am, indeed, but Cuchulainn is not. His leg wound is in need of our healer’s care.” Scáthach gestured to the lean-to where the horses and wagon waited. “I had to leave two of the mead barrels in a pine grove not far from here.”

Tabiti’s eyes flicked to Uathach. “Yes. We found the barrels.”

“And we—” Uathach’s voice broke. She pressed her hand to her mouth, but still a small sob escaped before she was able to continue. “We found where you’d fought. We followed the trail of dead warriors to the grove, and found the barrels as well as the bloody ax.”

“Are all of the intruders dead?” Tabiti asked sharply.

“Yes.”

“The trail of death we followed.” Uathach paused and shuddered. “Was it the work of the berserker?”

“It was, but Cuchulainn is himself now.” Scáthach looked into her daughter’s red-rimmed eyes and the bruises beneath them and saw remnants of terror there—the terror of knowing she’d foreseen her mother’s death by bloody ax and had then ridden up on proof that the vision had quite probably come true.

She pulled Uathach into her embrace again. “Little Fry, your vision was accurate. Cuchulainn shielded my neck from the ax, and in return his thigh received a shit-covered spear through it. He needs to get to the castle and our healer quickly.”

“Was it Aife’s men again?” Uathach asked, still wrapped in her mother’s embrace.

“Not her men, but Aife is responsible,” Scáthach said. “I’ll explain it all back at the castle. We’re in no danger at the moment.”

“The guard and I will harness the horses to the wagon,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach nodded her thanks to Tabiti before she released her daughter. She cupped Uathach’s cheek with her palm. “All is well.”

“Thanks to Cuchulainn,” Uathach said.

“Yes. Thanks to Cuchulainn.”

Uathach turned her head and kissed her mother’s palm before she walked into the little shelter.

“Well, go on,” Scáthach told the deerhound who vibrated at her side. “Greet them.” Barking happily, Leannan raced to the Shadow Guard, accepting their pets and praises as her due. Then the Queen of Shadow followed her daughter into the shelter.

Cuchulainn had pulled himself into a sitting position. Except for two spots of color over his high cheekbones, his face was sallow and beaded with sweat. A chill skittered down Scáthach’s spine. She didn’t need to touch him to know his wound had begun to fester.

“Uathach.” Cuchulainn’s smile was warm. “It is good to see you this morning.”

At first Uathach said nothing. She went to Cuchulainn and crouched beside him. She took his hand, bowed her head, and lifted it to her forehead, pressing it there as she said, “Thank you for the life of my mother. I cannot repay such a gift, but know you have my gratitude and my sword, should you ever need it.”

“You owe me no repayment.” Cuchulainn smiled and patted her hand. “I’m honored to serve the Queen of Shadow.”

Cuchulainn refused to be carried to the cart, so the Shadow Guard hovered nervously around him and Scáthach as she helped him stand. Then, with him leaning heavily on her—more so even than the night before—they moved slowly to the waiting wagon. There Scáthach overrode his second refusal and commanded her guard to lift him into the back. Just that simple motion had his face draining completely of color and his teeth gritting against the pain.

They rolled up blankets to prop around his wounded leg, trying to give it some stability for the bumpy ride to come. Then Uathach insisted on driving so Scáthach could stay in the rear with Cuchulainn.

Cuchulainn squeezed his eyelids tightly closed as the wagon bounced over another rut in the road. Scáthach leaned so that she could press her hand against his forehead. She frowned at the heat she felt there. “Tell me true. How bad is it?”

He opened his eyes. They were bloodshot and glassy, but his voice was steady. “The pain is bad.”

“I meant the festering of the wound. Can you tell how bad it is?”

“It won’t kill me.” The corners of his full lips lifted. “It will make me sick. Very sick. But I’ll recover in time to resume the learning of feats with the rest of your students.” The wagon lurched over a rut in the road and Cuchulainn gritted his teeth to stop his moan of pain. “Perhaps you should tell me another story,” he said after he’d taken several breaths.

Scáthach leaned against a barrel so that she faced Cuchulainn. “Your turn,” she said. “Tell me why you came to Dunscáith Castle to be trained.”

“You haven’t heard the story?”

She smiled wryly. “Only what the bard sings.”

Cuchulainn snorted. “So, no, you haven’t heard the real story.” He wove his fingers together and rested his hands on his lap. Except for the paleness of his face and the sheen of sweat that slicked his skin, he looked completely at ease—until they hit a bump. But he nodded and began. “Not long ago I realized that I should marry.”

Scáthach’s brows lifted. “And what made you realize that?”

He shrugged. “The men of Ulster asked it of me.” He lifted his brows then and waggled them as he grinned. “They wanted me married because of my great beauty, of course.”

Scáthach laughed. “Of course!”

Cuchulainn continued. “During my travels I met a young maid named Emer. She is the foster daughter of Forgall, the Dark King. Do you know of him?”

She nodded. “Only by name. I have heard he is sly—not one to trust.”

“You heard the truth. Sadly, I needed to get Forgall’s permission to be betrothed to Emer. He did not want to grant permission, and I can hardly blame him. When he looked at me, I know what he saw.”

“The Hero of Ulster?” Scáthach asked with a smile.

Cuchulainn snorted. “No. He saw a wild young warrior unworthy of Emer who would most likely die violently and too young. But Emer told him she would have no other but me, so Forgall said I must prove my worth by being accepted into the warrior training school of the great Queen of Shadow. And that is why I came to Dunscáith.” He finished by bowing his head to her.

“You must love her very much.” Scáthach’s face was an unreadable mask. “And she must love you as much in turn to have stood up to the Dark King for you.”

Cuchulainn shrugged. “Emer and I are of like minds. I need to marry. The Ulstermen wish it. The King of Ulster gifted me with property and a roundhouse. Though I am rarely there, it requires a wife to keep it in order.

“Emer is smart and compassionate and beautiful. She also wants very badly to be out from under the smothering fosterage of Forgall. What she desires most is to rule herself and her home, without the interference of an overbearing husband. So we made a deal. I cannot say we are in love, but I can say we respect one another and are pleased by this arrangement.” He grinned at her. “Not exactly what the bard sings, is it?”

“No, but then not much is exactly what the bard sings,” she said. “I can only imagine the ballad he’ll compose about all of this.” Scáthach gestured to take in Cuchulainn, the wagon, and the barrels of mead.

“I’d wager the number of enemy warriors will increase from twenty-five to . . .” He tapped his chin contemplatively. “One hundred and twenty-five.”

“Oh, at least,” Scáthach said. Their laughter mingled, causing the Shadow Guards that rode with them to smile in response.

* * *

Cuchulainn was dozing restlessly when they reached Dunscáith. He woke with a jolt when Scáthach touched his shoulder, clearly disorientated by pain and fever. The wagon stopped before the Bridge of Leaps and Scáthach stood, calling for a litter so Cuchulainn could be carried to the healer.

“If you help me, I can walk,” Cuchulainn insisted.

“You won’t make it up those stairs. Not unless by helping, you mean you’ll let me carry you,” Scáthach said.

Cuchulainn scowled.

“Bring a litter!” Scáthach repeated.

As he was being transferred from the wagon to the litter, a rider galloped up. His horse was lathered, and his black clothes were stained with sweat and travel dirt, but still easily recognizable as Fearghas—one of the members of the Shadow Guard she’d commanded to search the island for any sign her sister had returned to Skye. “Queen of Shadow!” He dismounted and bowed to Scáthach. “I bring news of Aife!”

“Come to the Great Hall,” Scáthach commanded. “Tabiti, Uathach, join us.”

“I would ask to join you, too,” said Cuchulainn from the litter.

“You need to be tended to by the healer.” At his stricken expression Scáthach added, “I’ll check on you and give you the news then.” She paused and put her hand on his shoulder. “You fought well. You saved my life. Now you must rest, Sentanta. Rest and heal.” Then she hurried into the castle with her two senior warriors and the messenger.

Scáthach called for food and drink, though Fearghas only gulped the drink before he began his report. “Aife has taken Dùn Dòbhrain.”

Shock and anger heated Scáthach’s blood. Dùn Dòbhrain was a snug settlement just off the coast of the mainland that had been built on an islet where Loch Duich, Loch Long, and Loch Alsh converged on the way to the Inner Sound and the sea. It was a prosperous community, easily reached by ships. Scáthach traded there often and knew their lord, Kintail, well. He was a fair man who ruled his people wisely. “Are you certain the settlement has been taken?”

“Yes.” Fearghas gulped more beer from the wooden mug before he continued. “I spoke to one of the local merchants. Do you recall the baker, Beitris?”

Tabiti spoke before Scáthach could. “We all remember Beitris. Her cakes alone are worth a trade trip to Dùn Dòbhrain.”

“She was wounded but managed to escape the castle by stealing a small fishing boat. She made it across Loch Alsh to Skye. I found her as I was patrolling along the coast near the loch.” Fearghas paused and shook his head sadly. “Before Beitris died, she told me a woman who called herself Queen of Lethra took the islet. The mastheads on each of her ships were black dragons, and it was on her sigil.”

“Aife.” Tabiti said the name as if it tasted foul.

Fearghas nodded. “Yes. Beitris’s last words were a message to you, Queen Scáthach. She wanted you to know that Aife and her men have been gathering information on you and on Dunscáith. She said they were particularly interested in the names of your current students. Once they discovered Cuchulainn still trained with you, they stopped asking so many questions.”

“Cuchulainn? Does Aife have a history with Cuchulainn?” asked Uathach.

“No. She couldn’t. He would have mentioned knowing her, or even knowing of her,” said Scáthach.

“It is odd,” said Tabiti.

“What of Lord Kintail?” Scáthach asked Fearghas.

Fearghas’s lips flattened into a line before he replied. “The Lord of Dùn Dòbhrain is dead, as are his three sons. Beitris said when she escaped, his three daughters were alive but had been taken prisoner by Aife.”

“She’s probably thinking to marry her lead soldiers to them,” said Uathach. “And say that’s her claim to Dùn Dòbhrain.”

Tabiti scoffed. “More likely she’ll gift them to her lead soldiers to do with as they wish.”

“I will not allow that to happen.” Scáthach’s voice was hard as the stone from which Dunscáith was hewn. “The warriors who attacked Cuchulainn and me were not Aife’s men. They were from the mainland, far south—sent by Aife—and told if they brought her my head, she would exchange it for Dunscáith Castle.”

“Never!” Uathach shouted as Tabiti exclaimed, “That bitch!”

“Exactly,” said Scáthach. “My intent was to ignore Aife as long as she left me unbothered. Well, I am bothered. Entirely bothered.” Rage boiled through her veins. “Tabiti, choose a member of the Shadow Guard to go to the Kylerhea ferry. Tell them we will need passage to the mainland for one hundred with horses and supplies.”

“When?” Tabiti asked.

“Have the guard leave immediately. We will arrive by dusk today.”

“Then we ride around Loch Duich and surprise Dùn Dòbhrain?” Uathach said.

“Yes. But before we retake the settlement, we’ll need to know how many warriors Aife has and if she’s put up defenses around the fort. Then we retake Dùn Dòbhrain, and after we destroy Aife’s army, we return it to Lord Kintail’s daughters. If Aife survives the battle, she will agree to leave my lands and never return, or I will send her to the Underworld with my own hands.”

Together Uathach, Tabiti, and Fearghas shouted a war cry, lifting their fists in the air.

* * *

“How is he?” Scáthach quietly asked Caitir, the only druid on Dunscáith and their healer.

Caitir left the hearthfire and the tea she poured from the pot steeping over it to join Scáthach just inside the doorway to the spacious infirmary—though, at the moment, the only bed occupied was by Cuchulainn, who appeared to be sleeping. “Queen of Shadow.” She bowed to Scáthach. “I believe were he not the son of a god, he would be dead by morning.”

“But?”

“But he is the son of a god.” Stork-like, the tall healer tilted her head to the side and added, “Lugh, I believe.”

“Yes, that is correct. Cuchulainn’s father is Lugh of the Long Arm.” Scáthach spoke formally to the healer. She respected Caitir’s healing abilities, but even though the druid had been at Dunscáith for a decade, there was a sense of unease between the two women. Scáthach understood why. Caitir was a druid and, were she not a healer as well, her only purpose at Dunscáith would be to serve as a bridge to Annwn and the gods. But Scáthach did not need a bridge to the Underworld. She did not need someone to interpret omens and signs or to beseech goddesses or gods to hear her prayers. Scáthach’s blood gave her access to and understanding of Annwn no druid could ever have—and that made Caitir, and druids in general, uneasy.

“Well, Lugh’s divine blood will save his life as I could not were he any other warrior,” said the healer.

“How long will it take for him to recover?”

Caitir lifted one shoulder. “I cannot say. It should be a lengthy recovery, but his body is already fighting the infection and winning. I would recommend he not strain himself for at least a fortnight after his leg is able to bear weight.”

Scáthach nodded. “I will be sure he heeds your recommendation. Thank you, Caitir.” She was leaving the infirmary when Cuchulainn’s voice stopped her.

“Scáthach?”

She turned and reentered the room. Caitir gave Scáthach the mug of medicinal tea she’d poured and then pulled a chair to Cuchulainn’s bedside. “Be sure he drinks the tea.” Caitir bowed to the queen and then left them alone.

“What word did Fearghas bring?” he asked.

Scáthach gave him the mug of steaming tea and then sat beside his bed pallet. “You are to drink this.”

He frowned at the tea.

She lifted a brow. “Now. And as you do so I will tell you the news Fearghas brought.”

He harrumphed but began drinking the brew.

“How are you feeling?”

Cuchulainn waved a hand dismissively at his newly cleaned and bandaged leg. “I will heal. What word did Fearghas bring?” he repeated.

“I’m going to be sure that bard sings of your stubbornness as well as your heroism.”

He took a gulp of tea, grimaced, and said nothing.

“As I said—stubborn.” Scáthach held her hands up in mock surrender. “Aife has taken Dùn Dòbhrain.”

“The trading settlement on the islet just off the mainland of Alba?”

“Yes.”

“When do we leave to take it back?” he asked.

“Shortly. The Shadow Guard rides to the ferry at Kylerhea as soon as weapons and supplies are readied. But that does not include you,” Scáthach said.

He gulped the rest of the tea and sat up straighter in bed. “I can ride,” he insisted.

“Even were that true, you need to do a lot more than just be able to ride. The march across Skye northeast to the ferry will be hard and swift. You will then need to ride around the loch and be ready to fight. Uninjured.” He opened his mouth to argue, and she put a hand on his arm. He closed his mouth and sighed. “Sentanta, you cannot go into battle like this. You would be a liability.”

Her words deflated Cuchulainn. His broad shoulders slumped. “I know that you are right.”

“Of course, I am.” She smiled. “Though I readily admit I will miss having you at my side during the battle.”

“Uathach and Tabiti will always be close by.” He paused and then added, “They will be, will they not?”

“Yes. Always. You need not worry. The Shadow Guard is one hundred strong. I will take all of them with me and leave the students, including the Hero of Ulster, to guard Dunscáith.”

Cuchulainn snorted. “Dunscáith doesn’t need to be guarded. No one could take this castle without your permission.”

“True. Which means you should all be well rested when I return.”

“What will you do with Aife?”

Scáthach tucked a length of hair behind her ear. “That will depend on what Aife does after the Shadow Guard and I have destroyed her army. If she agrees to leave and never return, I will allow her to live. If not, I will kill her myself.”

Cuchulainn nodded. “That’s wise, though I know you have been loath to spill your sister’s blood.”

“Half sister,” she corrected. “But you’re not wrong. Since I first heard of my father’s death, I hoped Aife would wear the crown of Lethra and rule wisely, but her people do not want her—or rather, enough of them don’t want her to block her from wearing the crown.”

“Her actions since speak of the wisdom of not choosing her,” said Cuchulainn.

“True. This battle is not of my making, but I will be the victor.” She paused and then added, “Do you know Aife?”

“Know her? All I know of her is what we have learned since her men ambushed us. Why do you ask?”

“Aife has been gathering information about Dunscáith and me. She’s shown particular interest in my current student warriors.”

Cuchulainn scowled and muttered, “Lugh’s balls!” His eyebrows lowered and pinched together. “My name often evokes peculiar responses. More than once it has been assumed that my sword is available to whoever can pay the price I request. I have never requested any price! My loyalty and my sword are not for sale.”

“I thought as much.” Scáthach stood. “Rest well and do not trouble Caitir while I’m gone.”

“I will be the perfect patient—”

Scáthach’s laughter followed her out of the door.

* * *

Scáthach was still laughing softly as she took the stone stairs two at a time to the battlement and her favorite spot to look out over the sea. It seemed the storm the night before had washed the sky so that the cloudless blue was so pristine it had turned the gray water to matching cornflower. Below her, Dunscáith hummed with activity as weapons and supplies were gathered and horses were loaded. She was leaning against the balustrade when Tabiti joined her.

“The runner is off to prepare the ferry for us,” she said.

“Good. We need to leave before midday if we’re to reach Kylerhea before dusk.”

Tabiti nodded. “It will be done. Are you thinking we ride around Loch Duich in the dark?”

“Yes, that road is well enough traveled that we’ll be able to follow it, even at night. But it would be wise to bring the large mullein torches.” Scáthach stretched and grimaced when her shoulder made a popping sound. “I truly loathe sleeping on a hard floor.”

“Getting old?” Tabiti teased.

“Sometimes I feel as if I was born old,” Scáthach said wistfully.

Tabiti nodded but said nothing, and the two women looked out over the sea together in companionable silence. “So? How is he?”

“Lucky he’s the son of a god,” replied Scáthach.

“Well, I’m grateful he was with you.”

“As am I.” Scáthach blew out a long breath and turned to face her friend. “He doesn’t know Aife.”

“That is no surprise. Cu would have told you immediately if he had known her,” said Tabiti.

“I agree. He did say that many assume he’s a mercenary.”

Tabiti snorted. “I might have believed that before I met him—before I got to know him—but he is definitely not a sword for hire.”

“True,” said Scáthach. “Tabiti, he isn’t what I expected.”

Tabiti nodded. “I willingly admit there is more to Cu than I wanted to believe. I thought he’d be the bard’s version.” She grinned and flexed her arms in an exaggerated, silly motion, bearing her wiry biceps. “As thick-witted as his muscles.”

“But he isn’t the bard’s version,” Scáthach said. “He’s more.”

“That’s the truth. He’s a good leader. If he lives long enough, he’ll make an excellent leader. Yes, he’s strong and swift and talented. That’s not a surprise. But he’s certainly a lot more likeable than I imagined, though in truth, when first he arrived I spent little time imagining anything about him. I discounted him as an arrogant liability.” Tabiti met Scáthach’s gaze. “I’m ashamed of my misjudgment. But you didn’t misjudge him. You gave him the chance I would not have, had it been my decision. I absolutely would have sent him away because of the berserker.”

“And you wouldn’t have been wrong to do so,” said Scáthach, holding her friend’s gaze. “Last night he told me that I am the only person who has ever been able to reach him through the red rage.”

“I’m not surprised. You know he’s a little in love with you.”

Scáthach’s lips quirked up in a wry smile. “A little? That isn’t very flattering.”

“Ha!” Tabiti laughed. “It probably isn’t a little. It doesn’t seem Cuchulainn does anything just a little. So, what are you going to do with him?”

“Train him to be the best warrior and man he’s capable of being,” Scáthach said without hesitation.

“Of course you will. I wasn’t talking about that. I was talking about what else you could do with him.” Tabiti lifted one brow suggestively. “You know I do not desire men.”

“Yes, of course I know.”

“But even I can see that he is undeniably beautiful.”

“Undeniably,” Scáthach agreed.

“So . . .”

“So, I have not yet decided.”

Tabiti huffed. “That is exactly what you said when I asked if you would train him.”

Scáthach’s gaze went from her friend to the slate sea. She smiled and said nothing more.





Chapter 12

It is strange that I feel his absence so acutely when I haven’t long known his presence.

* * *

The noise of horses’ hooves on stone woke Cuchulainn and he immediately told Caitir that he would very much like to bid the Shadow Guard and Scáthach farewell. The healer proclaimed that his fever had broken during his nap, so she allowed him to leave the infirmary, but only if two students helped him and he sat with his leg elevated as the guard departed.

Cuchulainn surprised the healer as well as Fergal and Lonán when he did not protest at all, but used Fergal as a crutch while Lonán followed their limping progress, carrying a chair and stool. Then he sat like a perfect patient while Scáthach led the Shadow Guard from Dunscáith with Uathach and Tabiti at her side. The guard was a magnificent sight dressed all in black with the addition of scarlet-lined capes. They exuded power and confidence. Many members of the guard hailed Cuchulainn by Cu, the nickname they’d begun calling him, telling him to heal well so he could join them next time.

The Queen of Shadow met his gaze, smiled, and nodded. Leannan broke from trotting at Scáthach’s side long enough to come to him. He ruffled her ears and laughed when she licked his face. “Take care of her,” he whispered to the big dog, who barked as if she understood before returning to follow her mistress from the castle.

“Come on, Cu,” Fergal said after the army had left the castle. “Let’s get you back to the infirmary.”

“It’s hard for me to breathe in there.” Cuchulainn slung his arm around Fergal’s shoulder. “Could you help me up to the west tower instead?” At Fergal’s frown he added, “Lonán can carry my chair and stool. And you may come back and collect me whenever you wish.” He grinned. “Or perhaps I’ll take another nap and wake completely healed.”

“Ha!” Lonán slanted a look at Cuchulainn’s heavily bandaged thigh before he picked up the chair and the stool. “I don’t think even the son of a god can heal that quickly.”

Fergal began helping Cuchulainn to the stairs that led to the west tower. “But perhaps after a good night’s sleep you’ll be ready to show the rest of us up tomorrow.”

“One can only hope!” Lonán laughed as he followed the two men.

Cuchulainn settled heavily into the chair and then yawned widely and thanked his two friends, who told him to rest well in the sun and that they’d be back to collect him before the evening meal.

After they left and he could no longer hear their boots on the stone stairs, Cuchulainn stood and limped to the balustrade. He leaned on it as he squinted, trying to spot the tail end of the Shadow Guard, but Scáthach’s army had been swallowed by the craggy hills surrounding the castle. His gaze slid to Dunscáith proper. After the morning’s flurry of activity, it seemed unnaturally quiet. There were sentries stationed above the entrance and a lookout watching for sea vessels, but no one else was visible. He glanced up at the ball of light blazing in the cloudless sky. It was directly overhead.

Cuchulainn drew a long breath and took out the seer stone from the inner pouch of his breeches. His fingers played over the smooth, flat piece of marble with the hole in the middle. He’d planned on lacing a leather tie through it and wearing it around his neck, a talisman that carried the magick of his time on Skye—of his day with the Queen of Shadow.

He sighed. He didn’t want to give up the gift, but that was exactly why it made the perfect offering.

Cuchulainn placed the stone on the flat top of the balustrade. He took a step back so that he no longer leaned on the waist-high wall. He forced himself to straighten—to put as much of his weight as he could bear on his wounded leg.

There was no point in waiting—no point in readying himself. Cuchulainn would never truly be ready.

He fisted his hand. Using it like a hammer, he brought it down on the seer stone, shattering it. The shards of broken marble cut into his hand’s meaty flesh so that blood and stone mixed together. Lifting his scarlet fist to the sky, he tilted back his head and called to the sun.

“Lugh, shining, golden god, Lugh of the Long Arm, peerless in battle, mighty oath-bringer, God of Justice—I, your son Cuchulainn, call you with a sacrifice of something I hold dear and our shared blood. Come, Father, shine your divinity upon the Hero of Ulster!”

Then Cuchulainn waited. He rarely called his father but on the few occasions he had, Lugh had made him wait. Cuchulainn knew better than to sit down and elevate his throbbing leg. It was bad enough to be wounded. Showing weakness around his father did nothing but evoke the god’s disdain. So, Cuchulainn waited. And waited. And then waited more.

Sweat beaded his face, which he kept tilted toward the sun. Eventually sweat began to slide down his neck and darken his tunic. He did not lower his fist, not even when the blood on his hand dried to rust. He focused on not allowing his arm to shake and on remaining standing, though he could feel every beat of his heart in the wound.

The sun had traveled from overhead to a gradual descent into the west when golden light finally exploded around him. He blinked the spots from his vision and the god was there. Lugh was tall, taller even than his son. His beauty was rugged. The sharp lines of jaw, nose, and cheeks led to a thick neck that tapered to an even thicker body radiating power and confidence. His hair was golden fire. His eyes the same amber as his son’s. His skin seemed to have been caressed by sunlight, gilded with the same fire as his hair. He and Cuchulainn were obviously father and son, even though, as Lugh liked to say, Cuchulainn’s mortal blood had diluted his divinity as well as his beauty.

Cuchulainn was glad of the dilution.

Lugh didn’t seem to notice his son at first. His gaze swept around them, taking in Dunscáith, the island, and the sea, coming to rest on the shattered fragments of the blood-soaked seer stone. The god strode to the balustrade and blew on what was left of the seer stone. As if his divine magick reversed time, the stone knitted itself together again. Lugh picked it up. His smooth forehead furrowed as he studied it before finally turning to his son.

“Cuchulainn, I can feel that you are attached to this . . . pebble, but I am confused by it.” Only then did he look at his son.

Cuchulainn lowered his raised fist to bow respectfully before replying. He kept his face a mask of indifference—his voice bland and unconcerned. “It was a gift.”

One of Lugh’s golden brows lifted sardonically. “Someone gifted you a pebble? It appears you are easily impressed.” Then his gaze sharpened as he studied his son. “Oh, I see. This gift is from a woman.”

“Thank you for answering my call, Father,” he said.

“Always the tight-lipped one, aren’t you?” Lugh sighed and slapped his palms together. There was a clap of thunder that boomed across the sea, and when the god opened his hands, the seer stone had disappeared. His gaze slid over his son, this time taking in his heavily bandaged thigh. The god frowned. “Let me guess, you got that wound because you didn’t call the berserker.”

Cuchulainn had to force his jaws to unclench before he could reply. “Father, while I appreciate the gift of the berserker, I prefer to enter battles as myself.”

Lugh threw up his hands in exasperation. “You are the berserker and he is you!”

“He is the worst of me! Rage, violence, death, and destruction—that is all the berserker is, all the berserker knows.” Cuchulainn bit out the words.

“So you called me here with your prize pebble and our shared blood to once again take up this tired old argument?”

Cuchulainn drew and released several deep breaths, hearing in his mind Scáthach’s voice telling him to calm, to quiet, to find himself. When he replied to his father, his words no longer cut and his mask of indifference was firmly in place. “Forgive me, Father. I do not wish to argue with you.”

“Huh,” Lugh huffed as he crossed his arms over his muscular chest and leaned against the balustrade. “Then why did you call me, Hero of Ulster?”

Cuchulainn ignored the familiar taunt in his father’s voice. The Ulstermen may consider him a hero; his father never would. He met Lugh’s amber eyes, the same eyes he avoided in every reflective surface he passed, and spoke his request, careful to frame it in words his father would find pleasing. “I called you here to ask you to heal my wound so that I might join the Queen of Shadow and her guard. They march to defeat Aife of Lethra, and I do not wish to miss the glory that battle will bring to our names.”

Lugh’s eyes narrowed, though he said nothing. He leaned forward, closer to Cuchulainn, and sniffed, like a dog scenting game. The god wrinkled his nose. “The wound smells rank.”

“The spear tip was coated in shit, which is why I need your help. I heal quickly, but because of the foulness of the wound, not quickly enough to go into battle with the Shadow Guard.”

Lugh leaned back against the balustrade and skewered his son with his eagle-eyed stare. “And if I heal you, will you give me your oath that you will go into that battle as the berserker, laying waste to all who come against you so that for generations to come bards will sing your name and mine throughout all the great halls of Alba and Éire and beyond?”

“What if I am enough without the berserker?” Cuchulainn tried to keep his voice calm, but frustration and anger joined to sharpen his words. “Would it not bring more glory to your name if your son was victorious without turning into an uncontrollable monster?”

Lugh scoffed. “Once your blood cools, he can be controlled.”

“No, Father.” With an effort, Cuchulainn did not shout. He did not lose his temper. Instead, he took a step closer to his father and attempted to reason with him. “When my blood cools, I’m no longer the berserker because as long as he rules me he cannot be controlled. Father, do you know what it is like to turn on your own warriors, your friends, your allies, and not be able to stop yourself from slaughtering them?”

Lugh shrugged. “Friends and allies should know better than to get in the berserker’s way.”

“During battle that is impossible!” Cuchulainn paused, tamping down his anger. He drew a deep breath before he spoke again. “You know that a battle is all confusion and blood. It’s easy to mistake friend for foe without your mind being lost to a monster. All I ask is that you allow me to show you that I can bring you glory as your son, Cuchulainn, instead of your son’s monster, the berserker.”

The god stroked his chin. “Let us consider a compromise.”

Cuchulainn hid his surprise and pleasure. Lugh did not respond as well to positive emotions as he did to anger and argument. “I am willing to compromise.”

“Excellent. I will heal your rancid wound and not insist that in return you call the berserker, if you agree to retrieve the Gáe Bulg and use it to bring glory to my”—he paused, smiled, and his smooth voice corrected—“our names. Though if you used the spear in tandem with the berserker you would be as undefeatable as any mortal can be,” said the god, his eyes glittering the gold of sunlight.

“The Gáe Bulg. Isn’t that made entirely of the rib of the vanquished sea monster, Curruid?”

Lugh nodded. “Indeed! The very spear.”

“But it’s part of a dead sea monster that is now in the Underworld. How am I to retrieve it?”

Lugh’s smile was as smooth as his voice. “Is your esteemed teacher not the daughter of Béfionn, Goddess of the Underworld?”

“Yes,” Cuchulainn spoke through gritted teeth.

“Excellent!” The god clapped his hands together. “Then you can have her show you the way.”

“I can ask Scáthach. I cannot force her to take me to the Underworld. But she is a fair queen and teacher. When I have completed my training, I’m sure she will help me.”

The god snorted. “Training? You need no more training. You are wasting time your short life does not have. Go into battle with the Queen of Shadow, and after Aife of Lethra is defeated, you will leave this school and seek the Gáe Bulg, with or without the help of Béfionn’s daughter. Agreed?”

Cuchulainn stared into his father’s eyes and saw the same immovability there he’d always known. He did not want to leave Dunscáith, but he knew his father too well. Lugh had decided it was time for him to go. If Cuchulainn did not agree on his own, his father would orchestrate his departure. Lugh wouldn’t care what kind of destruction he caused—what pain or what loss. He had to suppress a shudder at the thought of the chaos Lugh would create to get his way.

“Agreed,” Cuchulainn said.

“I’m glad you’re willing to see reason. Now, I shall take care of that foul wound.” He straightened and strode to his son. He waved his hand at the thick bandage. “Unwrap it. Why would you expect me to heal it through all of that?”

Cuchulainn wanted to snap, Because you’re a god and you’re more than capable of doing so! Instead he clenched his jaw and quickly unwrapped the linen bandages to expose the poultice Caitir had so carefully packed against his branded and broken flesh. He only paused long enough to brace himself, and then he tore off the poultice, taking some of his flesh with it. Blood and pus seeped through the torn scab.

Lugh’s nose wrinkled. “That is vile. You should be more careful.”

“Father,” he said through teeth he had to unclench to finish speaking. “I was wounded during an ambush. It was twenty-five warriors against two. I was too busy fighting for my life to be careful.”

One of the god’s golden brows lifted. “You should be able to best twenty-five warriors easily.”

“And I did! Eventually.” Cuchulainn drew in a long, slow breath. On the exhale he said, “But I will take more care in the future.”

“Good . . . good . . .” Lugh muttered absently as he studied the wound. “Well, the best way is often the simplest.” The god inhaled deeply. His chest heaved as he gathered the necessary force, pulling up from his core a thick ball of phlegm. He bent and spat the globule directly onto Cuchulainn’s wound. The spittle glistened there briefly before it was absorbed into his skin.

Cuchulainn gasped at the agony that shot through his thigh, but immediately the wound began to close and as it did, the pain eased until it was completely gone and, except for a puckered scar, there was nothing left of the injury.

“There!” Lugh straightened and wiped his palms on his breeches as if he’d had his hands and not just his spittle in the wound. “Healed. Do not forget our bargain. I certainly will not.” Just before he disappeared into a blazing ball of light, he frowned down at his son. “And do consider using the Gáe Bulg with the berserker. You don’t have many years left to make certain our names sing through history. It would be incredibly annoying should you die even sooner than fate has decreed.”

* * *

“You certainly proved me wrong. You heal as quickly as this.” Lonán snapped his fingers and grinned.

“Cu, he was really here? At this very castle?” Fergal’s body almost hummed with excitement.

“Yes,” Cuchulainn said. “Lugh was here.”

Fergal whistled softly. “It would have been a grand sight to see Lugh of the Long Arm.”

Cuchulainn slid the reins over the stallion’s neck and then turned to face the warriors standing beside him. “Fergal, I give you my word. If I call my father again while I’m at Dunscáith I will be sure you are with me.”

Fergal’s eyes were luminous. “Truly, Cu?”

“Truly.”

Lonán cleared his throat. “In that case, could I be present the next time as well?”

“Yes, my friend. You may.” Cuchulainn almost added that he would never call his father again if he could avoid it, but the delight in his friends’ eyes kept him quiet. He mounted his horse and smiled down at the two warriors. “Thank you for your aid in getting my weapons and gear ready so quickly. And now I must ride hard if I’m to catch the Shadow Guard.”

Fergal looked up at him. “Fight by her side, Cu.”

“I will,” said Cuchulainn.

“Be sure she returns to Dunscáith,” said Lonán.

“The Queen of Shadow will return. You have my oath on it.” Cuchulainn pointed his horse to the raised wooden road from the castle and kneed him into a gallop.

* * *

Though Cuchulainn had to ride hard and fast, he was still moved by the rough beauty of Scáthach’s island. He was familiar with the ferry at Kylerhea; it was how he’d arrived on Skye, though this time he did not follow the road from there to Dunscáith. Instead, he did what an army the size of the Shadow Guard could not—he wove around rocky hillocks through narrow passages and urged his horse up and then down the craggy terrain, taking every shortcut he and his horse could manage. The land called to him. Cuchulainn was drawn to its wildness and to its unique beauty. Skye was a roughly hewn jewel that needed no craftsman’s polish; it shined with a magick of its own.

His horse’s neck and flanks were white with frothy sweat and the sun had almost disappeared behind him when he finally arrived at Kylerhea. He barely slowed when he reached the ferry dock. His horse’s hooves drummed fast and hard against the wood as he gazed at the Kylerhea Narrows, the stretch of turbulent water that separated the Isle of Skye from the Alba mainland. At the end of the dock his horse slid to a stop. “Lugh’s balls!” he cursed as he watched the ferry, fully loaded with the Shadow Guard, sail toward the halfway mark.

“Good sir!” A ferryman jogged down the dock to Cuchulainn. “How may I help you?”

“I need to cross. I am meant to be with Scáthach’s Shadow Guard.”

The older man rubbed his graying beard. “Aye, well, you’ll have to wait until morning. This was the last trip of the day. Ferry doesn’t cross at night. If you come with me to the local pub, you can find lodging.”

Cuchulainn smiled. “Like I said, I’m meant to be with Scáthach.” He turned his horse and trotted to the rear of the dock. Once there, Cuchulainn whirled the stallion around, and then with a war cry, dug his heels into the horse and leaned forward. The stallion thundered down the dock, causing the old ferryman to jump out of the way with a surprised yelp, before the stallion leaped from the platform and into the chilly water.

Cuchulainn kept urging the stallion forward and as they gained on the lumbering, heavily loaded ferry, a warrior caught sight of them. Cuchulainn saw first one, and then several warriors point at him. They crowded the side of the ferry, watching him.

“Cuchulainn!” Tabiti’s voice carried across the water.

He bared his teeth in a grin and waved, and a cheer went up from the ferry.

“Come on, Cu!”

“Cu! You can do it!”

As Cuchulainn caught up with the ferry, he saw Scáthach standing with Tabiti on one side of her and Uathach on the other. Leannan’s head popped up next to Tabiti , and the big deerhound barked enthusiastically, joining the cheers of the guard, though the Queen of Shadow’s arms were crossed over her chest and her face was set in a frown.

Cuchulainn knew he could relieve her of that frown as soon as she saw that his wound had been healed. As he passed the slowly moving ferry, he grinned and waved again, and then focused on guiding the horse toward the gentlest section of the quickly approaching bank. Once on land, he trotted to the ferry landing site where most of the guard waited for Scáthach and the last boatload of horses and weapons to reach them. He was welcomed warmly with awe, as they’d seen him wish them success—seated, with his gravely wounded leg elevated—when they’d marched from the castle earlier that same day.

He dismounted and strode to meet Scáthach as she left the ferry. Leannan bounded ahead of her, greeting him with licks and barks. He petted the big dog, but his gaze never left Scáthach.

He saw her eyes widen as she took in his steady stride and his obvious lack of injury.

She stopped in front of him. Tabiti and Uathach watched from a distance. Scáthach fisted her hands on her hips. “Your wound?”

He slapped his thigh and smiled. “Healed.”

“How?”

“My father.”

Around them, all conversations ceased.

“You called him to you and asked him to heal your wound?” Scáthach asked.

“I did.”

Scáthach’s gaze met his and he saw her surprise. “But why? Your wound was healing just fine on its own. Your fever had even broken.”

He lowered his voice so that his words were for her alone. “I wanted to continue our dance.”

When her cheeks flushed, Cuchulainn thought that he had never seen anything so beautiful in his life.

“Well,” Scáthach spoke equally as soft. “We do dance rather well together.” Then she turned and called to the Shadow Guard. “Mount! We ride hard and fast until we lose all light. Only then will we slow. Not stop. Slow. By dawn we will be hidden in the forest overlooking Dùn Dòbhrain!”

“Aye!” her guard responded.

Scáthach strode back to the horses being unloaded from the ferry to find her mount.

Tabiti clapped Cuchulainn on his wet shoulder. “Needed a wash, did you, Cu?”

“Seemed a good day for it.” He grinned at her.

Looking very much like her mother, Uathach raised one brow at him. “I thought you might not make it.”

“There was no chance of that,” said Cuchulainn.

She nodded. “Good.”

They mounted, and with Cuchulainn riding at the Queen of Shadow’s side, the army raced to the dusky road and began their trek around Loch Duich to Dùn Dòbhrain and Aife.





Chapter 13

Sentanta thought it would be a simple thing. Reconnoiter with two strong, experienced warriors—and then the real battle would begin.

He had been so very wrong.

* * *

“We need to know how many warriors Aife has and what kind of defenses she’s added to Dùn Dòbhrain.” Tabiti addressed Scáthach and Uathach from inside the hastily erected shelter tucked within the heavily forested hills on the mainland overlooking the fort. They’d arrived at dawn and set lookouts with orders to be sure none of Aife’s men would alert her that Scáthach’s army was near.

“Which is why Uathach and I are going to parlay with Aife under the flag of truce,” said Scáthach.

“What? Parlay? Truce?” Tabiti sputtered. “I thought we were here to be rid of Aife and her army.”

“We are,” Uathach said as she watched her mother’s sly smile bloom across her exquisite face. “The parlay is a distraction.”

“Indeed,” said Scáthach.

Tabiti huffed out an exasperated breath. “And you couldn’t have just said so?”

Scáthach grinned at her friend and continued. “Aife has been collecting information about me. We all know what the people here, and those on Skye, would tell her.”

Uathach nodded. “That the Queen of Shadow is not a warmonger. She trains for protection, to uphold honor, to practice excellence. She does not instigate trouble.”

“Yes, and when there is trouble, her daughter can always be found at her side.” Tabiti’s smile mirrored Scáthach’s.

“So it makes sense that I would not automatically attack, but would parlay with my daughter by my side,” said Scáthach. “Unless I educate her, which I will not, Aife has no way of knowing that I am aware of the price she has put on my head.”

“She’ll think you’ve just had word she’s here,” said Tabiti. “That you’ll want to negotiate a truce with her.”

“And I will speak of peace and a truce at the entrance to Dùn Dòbhrain with my daughter at my side, while you and two warriors of your choosing use the underwater feat to approach the waterside rear of the fort and observe how many warriors are secreted within those walls and what defenses she’s added around them.”

“I can do that!” Tabiti said fiercely.

“You’ll need to get a local fisherman to hide you in his boat until you and the two warriors are close enough to the islet to swim there, concealed underwater,” said Scáthach.

Tabiti nodded quickly. “Easily done. No local will support those who murdered Lord Kintail and his sons.”

“Do not forget how clear the loch is,” added Uathach as she glanced up at the cloudless sky. “If Aife has set sentries to watch the loch—and she would be a fool not to—you will be spotted, even swimming underwater.”

“Gather algae and water debris from near the shore,” said Scáthach. “Not so much that it will draw attention. Only just enough to shield your bodies.”

“It will be done,” said Tabiti. “When do you parlay?”

“As soon as you choose your warriors and head out on the water,” said Scáthach. “When you do so, Uathach and I will make our way in full view to the fort’s bridge.”

“Then I’ll alert the two warriors and gather the reeds and weapons that will carry well underwater immediately. We will be ready to head to the loch to find a fisherman and boat soon,” said Tabiti.

“Good. Let’s move quickly. I’m eager to be done with Aife and return to Dunscáith,” said Scáthach.

As Tabiti turned to head from the shelter, Uathach asked, “Who will you choose to accompany you?”

“The two strongest swimmers—Amage and Cuchulainn.”

* * *

The sun was at midday height when Taog, a local fisherman and his son, Iain, sloughed through the shallows to the bank of Loch Duich, well out of sight of Dùn Dòbhrain, to greet Scáthach and the group with her.

“We be glad you’re here, Queen Scáthach,” Taog said, bowing so low his bushy gray beard brushed the water plants that painted the bank of the loch brilliant green. “Lord Kintail was a good man, as were his sons. ’Tis horrible what was done to ’em.”

“We’re going to set things right,” said Scáthach. “And your aid is much appreciated.”

“I would fight with you if I could!” exclaimed his young son.

“Hush, laddie. The queen leads the Shadow Guard,” chastised his father. “She doesn’t need the help of a fisherboy.”

“But I do.” Scáthach smiled at the young man. “And you’re giving me the exact help I need by aiding my people. I shall not forget it.”

“Thank you, Queen Scáthach!” The boy’s eyes shined with pride, and then they settled on Cuchulainn, taking in his tricolored hair, his divine beauty, and his undeniable strength. “Cuchulainn! It is truly the Hero of Ulster?”

Cuchulainn paused in loading reeds into the boat and nodded to the boy. “I am Cuchulainn and I, too, thank you for aiding Queen Scáthach.” Cuchulainn’s gaze found Scáthach and he winked.

“Go on now, laddie boy. Don’t gawk at the warriors. Help them into the boat,” said Taog.

Tabiti and Amage waded up to the boat, dragging a wide stretch of algae and water detritus with them. “Do you have a net so that we can pull this along with the boat? We’ll need the concealment as we swim to the fort,” Tabiti asked Taog.

“Aye! Iain, help secure that to the boat,” said Taog.

When all was readied, Tabiti, Amage, and Cuchulainn went to Scáthach. The Queen of Shadow met the gaze of each warrior. “Our timing should be right. Uathach and our escort will arrive at the bridge to the fort at about the same time the boat is close enough for you to slip over the side and swim to the islet. They’ll be concentrated on me, but do not assume that your way will be clear. Move quickly and quietly. You only need to see if her army size has been significantly increased or decreased from the two hundred warriors Geirr of Lethra reported, and to know if there are any defensive surprises awaiting us—but neither of those pieces of information is as important as your lives. If you are discovered, get out. Take no heroic risks. The time for heroism will be when we invade the fort, not now. Understand?”

“Yes!”the three warriors said together.

From the boat, Taog called, “I’ll be waiting and watching for them, and I’ll bring them straightaway back here.”

“I’m counting on you, Taog,” said Scáthach.

The old fisherman’s face flushed and his eyes glistened as he bowed.

The warriors clambered into the little boat and then lay along the bottom. Taog and Iain covered them with nets and tarp, and then Scáthach pushed the boat off, and the father and son took up the oars, rowing steadily out onto the loch. Scáthach watched them, noting that they did look exactly as what they pretended to be—a small fisherman’s boat collecting dinner from the loch.

Satisfied, she strode back to the tree line where Uathach waited with ten members of the Shadow Guard who would escort them to the fort.

Uathach pointed her chin at the boat. “It’s a good ruse.”

“It is. And now let us do our part.” Scáthach mounted. With Uathach at her side and the small group of Shadow Guards following closely, they made their way around the loch.

When they came within sight of the islet fort, Uathach took out the white flag of parlay and raised it. They went to the entrance of the stone bridge that mother and daughter had crossed many times when they came to trade with Lord Kintail and stopped before it.

It looked no different than it had last time Scáthach had visited. A ten-foot-tall wall of stone encircled the settlement. The entrance held a sentry platform on either side of the wide wooden double doors. The platform was built onto the stone wall, and sentries were visible standing lookout.

“I see no added defenses from here,” said Uathach.

“The only change is that the entrance doors are closed,” said Scáthach. “Perhaps Aife believes the islet makes the fort unbreachable.”

“Aife is mistaken.”

“Well, let’s see if she’ll talk.” Scáthach pitched her voice to reach the sentries. “Hello, Dùn Dòbhrain! I am Scáthach, Queen of Shadow. I come to speak peacefully with my half sister, Aife.”

There was a flurry of activity on the sentry platforms and then the front doors swung open. Scáthach got a glimpse of the fort within and, except for the double line of armed warriors that stretched back from the open doors, it looked crowded but much as it had when last she’d visited. Smoke wafted from the tops of thatched-roofed roundhouses. Chicken and sheep roamed freely, and in the center of the fort was a round, stone keep structure.

Then Scáthach’s view was blocked by a petite woman who strode out with Drest at her side. He wore the distinctive cloak of Lethra’s elite Wolfskin warriors.

“He has no right to wear that cloak,” Scáthach said between clenched teeth.

“It’s a shame my arrow missed his heart,” said Uathach.

Scáthach nodded sharply in agreement.

“That’s Aife?” Uathach asked quietly.

Scáthach quickly assessed the woman. Aife was petite, very like her mother. Though Scáthach had left Lethra when she was five and hadn’t seen Inga since, Scáthach felt a visceral jolt at seeing this mirror of her stepmother. Aife’s hair was so fair it was almost white. It fell straight and fine to her waist, as had her mother’s. Aife had the same doll-like quality as Inga, with her rounded face and smooth, pale skin. As with Inga, Aife was deceptively sweet-looking. Inga had often been compared to a mourning dove. Scáthach saw the resemblance immediately.

Suddenly Scáthach was overwhelmed by one of her last memories of Inga. She had been five and Aife just a toddler—a very fussy toddler who seemed to do nothing but cry and whine. Aife had been especially fussy that day, and Inga had snapped. Scáthach had been trying to coax Aife to stop crying by showing her a butterfly she’d found. Inga had snatched up Aife and slapped the butterfly from Scáthach’s hand, killing it. As the toddler wailed, Inga had shrieked at Scáthach that it was her fault the baby cried all the time because Aife was afraid of her. The memory was so strong Scáthach could smell the beer on Inga’s breath and feel the tightness in her stomach that had caused her to run from the room and vomit outside.

“Mama?” Uathach whispered.

Her daughter’s voice brought Scáthach fully to the present. “Yes, that is definitely Aife.” She continued to study her half sister. Her delicate features showed as much emotion as a mask. She was dressed in a fine linen tunic that had been dyed to match the blue of her eyes. The low bodice was embroidered with black dragons. Her neck was draped in gold chains and her slender arms covered in gold bangles.

As Aife drew closer to her, Scáthach met her half sister’s gaze. Those eyes! They were the exact shade of brilliant blue as their father’s, which had Scáthach’s stomach roiling. Was there more of their father within Aife? Had Geirr been mistaken about her because his Jarl had named Scáthach his successor and not Aife? Could she and her sister be allies?

“She looks like she’s a child playing dress-up,” Uathach whispered to her mother.

“Let us not underestimate or prejudge her,” Scáthach replied softly. “She commands an army and has convinced at least one southern tribe she has the ability to trade my head for Dunscáith. There is more to her than her doll-like appearance.”

“You are right to remind me.”

Aife and her retinue halted in the middle of the stone bridge, several yards away from Scáthach and Uathach, though not so distant that they would have to shout to be heard.

“Greetings, sister.” Aife’s smile was sweet and her voice was high and bright, furthering the illusion that she was a harmless little songbird.

Scáthach studied her carefully. She knew better than to believe illusions.

“Greetings, Aife. When I received word you had taken Dùn Dòbhrain, I came to ask your intentions.” Scáthach spoke calmly, as if she’d seen her half sister recently and this was simply another opportunity for them to reconnect.

“Why, sister, my intention has never changed. I intend to be crowned Queen of Lethra.” Her voice remained birdlike, but Aife’s sweet expression began to slide from her face like tallow from a burning candle.

Scáthach nodded. “That seems a reasonable intention, though I do not understand why you are here, in Alba, almost within a stone’s throw of my island while Lethra is in the distant northeast.”

“Oh, that is easily answered, sister mine. As long as you live, Lethra will not crown me queen. So I am here to bring about your death.” Aife’s smile became a feral baring of her small, white teeth.

Scáthach did not have to look behind her to know her guard had moved closer. Though she and Uathach carried no weapons, the Shadow Guard was heavily armed and could cover their queen and her daughter with shields and spirit them away before Aife’s warriors closed on them.

Scáthach’s tone remained placid and reasonable, still hoping that she and her sister might come to an understanding. “Aife, perhaps you are unaware that I have refused Lethra’s crown.”

“Oh, I am aware.”

“Then let me assure you that I will not change my mind. I am already Queen of Shadow. I need no other titles or kingdoms. I even encouraged Geirr to crown you with my blessing.” As Scáthach spoke, she watched Aife’s pale face flush a mottled red.

“I do not need your blessing to be queen of my own land! You are the one who left your people. I stayed. I deserve the crown.” Aife snarled the words. The blue of their father’s eyes turned cold and sharp as a Norse winter and the sweet, songbird illusion shattered, revealing the serpent that lurked beneath.

Resolve hardened, Scáthach continued. “It’s true that my divine mother took me from Lethra when I was a child and yet Father still named me his heir.” Aife’s lip curled into a sneer. “Regardless, I willingly gave my blessing for you to wear the crown, sister. I did so with no ulterior motive or enmity. Can we not find a truce? You lost warriors when your Drest came against my students and me. Imagine how many men you will lose when you must face my fully trained guard.”

“Queens must be willing to make sacrifices!” Aife shouted.

“Oh, Aife, I think you’re confused. A queen’s sacrifice is supposed to be made for her people and not of her people.” Scáthach smiled placidly. “Perhaps it is that confusion that has caused the majority of your people to reject you.”

Aife took a step forward, as if she would hurl herself across the bridge at Scáthach, but Drest’s big hand caught her arm, holding her at his side. She shook off his hand and sneered at Scáthach. “My people do not crown me because they are blinded by my father’s obsession with you. He convinced Lethra that because of your divine blood, a simple accident of birth, you are the only choice to rule after him. So I will eliminate you and thus eliminate the boulder in my path to Lethra’s crown.”

“Our father,” Scáthach said. When Aife only blinked in confusion at her, Scáthach explained, her voice turning to iron as she spoke. “Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra, was my father as well as yours, a fact that has made me loath to commit violence against you. I see now that I would be mistaken to continue to show you mercy for his sake. Father knew you were unfit to rule. I should have trusted his judgment.”

The mottled red of Aife’s face flushed to solid scarlet. She seemed on the brink of exploding when there was movement in the warriors behind her. Automatically, Scáthach shoved Uathach behind her. “Shadow Guard!”

Her guard responded instantly, moving swiftly up beside her and holding their shields at the ready.

But arrows didn’t fly. Spears were not hurled. A single warrior jogged through the press of Aife’s people to bow low before her and then speak softly to her. As she listened to him, Aife’s expression shifted. Her face lost its flush and when she turned to Scáthach again, her songbird illusion was once again in place.

Her smile was sweet and pretty, her voice high and musical. “I have just been informed that we have captured the warrior I came to this desolate place to find.” Aife’s laughter was girlish. “And now our discussion has concluded, sister. There is something, someone I must see to. Goodbye, Scáthach. I doubt we shall ever meet again.” Aife turned and was swallowed by her wall of warriors as she hurried back into the fort.

Scáthach did not wait. She led her guard away from the fort and back along the loch at a gallop, and did not slow until she reached the spot where they’d launched the little fishing boat. There she dismounted and began pacing along the bank of the loch, staring out at the water, hoping she was wrong.

“Mother, what is it? Aife sounded almost mad. Could she have lost her mind?” Uathach asked.

“I hope she is mad and delusional.” Scáthach stared out at the empty loch. “But I’m afraid the truth is much, much worse.”





Chapter 14

There had been a moment when Scáthach had thought she’d glimpsed her father within Aife. But the familiarity had only lasted a moment before Aife’s blue eyes had shifted and become something so unlike Ardgeimm—something smug and sly and victorious. When Scáthach had met her half sister’s true gaze, she’d known Tabiti, Amage, and Cuchulainn had walked into a trap.

Please let them walk out. All of them.

* * *

The bottom of the fishing boat was small and tight and smelled of fish guts, but Cuchulainn loved that he was there—that Tabiti had chosen him as the second warrior to accompany her. Tabiti would never choose a warrior for any reason except his or her worth. To be found worthy by Tabiti was second only to being found worthy by Scáthach.

He rolled his ball of wax in his hand, keeping it warm and pliable as he shifted a little so that a small buoy stopped digging into his back. Tabiti lay across from Cuchulainn, facing him. She grimaced and also shifted to find a more comfortable position by putting her arm around her partner. Amage’s gaze went to Tabiti, and they shared an intimate look. The two had been partners for many years but were not demonstrably affectionate in public. But that look, that one glance, held a world in it—it was clear to all who saw them that Tabiti and Amage would always be there for each other. Cuchulainn envied the sureness of their solidarity and commitment.

“We’re coming up on the islet,” said Taog to the three hidden warriors. “I’ll stop rowing soon and Iain will cast out a line. When he does, I’ll pick up the tarp covering you and hold it up like I be looking for nets and such. That’ll block the view of the fort enough for you to slip over the side.”

“We’ll be ready,” said Tabiti. She met Cuchulainn’s gaze and he nodded.

“Iain, laddie boy, have you seen the small net?” Taog’s voice boomed around them.

“It’s under the tarp somewhere, Da,” called Iain from where he fished from the bow of the little boat.

“Under the tarp? Well then, I’ll have a look for it!” Taog called back to his son.

The old fisherman lifted the tarp, holding it like a curtain between the fort and the warriors, who moved swiftly. They sat, sealing their noses for the underwater feat and then, taking their reeds with them, slipped silently over the side as Taog and Iain counterbalanced the boat.

Once they were in the water they kept the boat between them and the fort as they swam to the cluster of flotsam that had been dragged along with them. The three positioned themselves so that the water debris shielded them and then started swimming toward the islet, staying low in the water.

Cuchulainn enjoyed the swim. The loch was cold, but not as frigid as the Fairy Pools where he’d trained, and the day was hot, so the loch was more refreshing than chilly. He was excited about their mission. Tabiti had described her plan to them before they’d loaded the boat. Once on land, they would move soundlessly to the thick wall surrounding the fort. Tabiti would be the lookout while Amage climbed onto Cuchulainn’s shoulders. From there she’d scramble atop the wall, take a quick count of the army within, and look for any traps they might be setting, and then Cuchulainn would help her back down the wall and they’d return to the loch and safety. Simple, silent, and swift—Tabiti had said that was their goal. Cuchulainn was more than ready.

“Underwater from here on,” Tabiti whispered to them, and the three warriors disappeared under the clump of debris, swimming beneath it as it floated the final distance to the islet.

Everything went smoothly at first. They waited, treading water until Tabiti gave them the all-clear sign. They crawled silently from the loch, pulling the big clump of debris with them onto land and leaving their reeds with it. Each of them rolled their wax balls and slid them into the inside pouches of their tunics.

Swords had been too bulky to bring, but they’d strapped knives and throwing daggers to their legs and waists. Tabiti drew two of hers, one for each hand, as she led them to the shadows at the base of the wall. They waited there for several breaths, pressed against the wall, listening for the voices of sentries or the sounds of feet on the walkway atop the wide stone.

There were no sounds. No footfalls. Nothing.

“Now!” Tabiti whispered to Cuchulainn and Amage as she kept watch, sliding from the wall shadows to the concealment of the thick grasses growing at the water’s edge and patrolling along their perimeter.

Cuchulainn bent a knee and took Amage’s hand as she scrambled to his wide shoulders, climbing him like a ladder.

Amage straightened, grasped the lip of the wall, and pulled herself up to peer into the fort. Warriors who had been laying atop the wall exploded from their place of concealment.

“Kill the women! But remember she wants Cuchulainn alive!” shouted one of the warriors.

Cuchulainn reacted first. He lunged backward, pulling Amage with him and breaking her fall as she tumbled from his shoulders. Above them, warriors drew taut their bows and let arrows fly. Tabiti threw both of her daggers, hitting two warriors, who fell from the wall, and then she raced toward Amage and Cuchulainn, running in a zigzag pattern. Arrows missed Tabiti, but as Amage stood, one embedded itself in her hamstring. Amage cried out in pain and fell to her knees.

“Amage!” Tabiti sprinted to her fallen partner.

“Get her out of here!” Cuchulainn ran toward Tabiti and Amage, shielding them from more arrows with the bulk of his body.

Tabiti hooked an arm around Amage’s waist. She looked up at him as she dragged her bleeding partner to the water. “Come on, Cu!”

“Go! Get into and under the water! I’ll follow you!”

“Now! Come now!” Tabiti shouted as she helped Amage enter the loch.

“I will! As soon as you get under the water!” Cuchulainn stood on the bank. He turned so that he faced the warriors shooting arrows from the fort wall who were obviously trying to avoid hitting him. He spread his arms and legs, making his body as wide as possible, shielding Tabiti and Amage from the onslaught.

“Now, Cu! Now!” Tabiti said before she dove after Amage, who was already swimming underwater, leaving a trail of scarlet.

Cuchulainn whirled around so that he faced the loch and jogged closer to the water, raising his hands as Tabiti had taught him, bunching his muscles to dive far out into the loch and disappear.

Tabiti hadn’t gone under the water. She was on her back, swimming after Amage as she encouraged Cuchulainn. “Move, Cu!” She shouted again, and then her eyes suddenly went wide. “Dive now! They’re—”

There was a whirring sound like a swarm of bees and, before Cuchulainn could take the leap into the loch, a net settled thick and heavy over him, pulling him to the ground. He fought against it, but the weights sewn into the ends of the net trapped him.

“Cu!” Tabiti shouted.

Another volley of arrows whizzed past him, striking the water all around Tabiti.

“Go!” he told Tabiti as he railed against the net, managing to rise to his knees. Then he roared in pain as an arrow meant for Tabiti plowed a furrow through the top of his right shoulder as it zipped past him and into the water. When his gaze went to Tabiti, she was veiled in red. The berserker began to rise within him. “Goooo!” he snarled, already sounding inhuman.

“They’re coming for you! Fight, Cu! Then dive into the loch and catch up with us!” she shouted just before she dove under the water and swam after Amage.

Cuchulainn tried to turn to face his foes as the berserker heated his blood and reddened his vision, but the net made moving awkward, and before he could fully embrace the berserker, who would tear through the net as easily as he tore through human flesh, they were on him.

He expected knives and swords, but they came at him with neither. Instead they ran at him with wooden bats. One warrior rushed him. With a flying kick, Cuchulainn was knocked from his knees to the ground again. Several men—he couldn’t tell how many—pinned his body down as he roared and snarled, embracing the berserker’s rage. Someone rushed in and clubbed him over the head. Light burst in Cuchulainn’s vision, burning through the red rage. A second blow to the head turned everything black and silent as the Hero of Ulster’s eyes rolled to show white and he lost consciousness.

* * *

Consciousness returned slowly. The first thing Cuchulainn knew was that he must be alive because he refused to believe the dead had headaches, and his head pounded in painful time with his rapid heartbeat. He felt wrong. His thoughts were muddled. He tried to touch his head to find the injury, but his arms were trapped. The movement sent a spear of pain lancing through his body from his right shoulder, and he sucked in a sharp breath.

“Good, you’re waking.” Her voice was sweet. High and soft like a songbird. He opened his eyes, but the room was dark and his vision was blurred. Gentle hands lifted his head and pressed a cup to his lips, tilting it so the liquid poured into his mouth. “Here, drink this. It’ll help with the pain in your head,” she cooed.

Cuchulainn didn’t want to drink—tried to turn away—but the gentle hands that held his head hardened. She trapped his head, tilted it up and back, and pinched his nose closed. If he wanted to breathe, he had to swallow the strangely sweet, yet bitter mixture. He gulped and gulped and then again shook his head, attempting to move his nose from her hand and his mouth away from the cup.

“No, Cuchulainn, you must finish the draft. Trust me. It will make everything else so much easier.” Her grip on him was strong, but her voice sweet as she cajoled. He had no choice but to swallow the entire cup of vile liquid.

Then she plumped a pillow and put it under his head before she began cleaning his shoulder. Cuchulainn’s mind cleared enough that it caught up with his body. He remembered the wall. Amage had been wounded. She and Tabiti had gotten away—or he hoped they had—and then there had been the net, the arrow that had sliced the top of his shoulder, and the men who had held him down and clubbed him unconscious. Cuchulainn’s stomach churned, and he had to close his eyes, grit his teeth, and swallowing the saliva that flooded his mouth over and over to keep from puking. When the wave of nausea eased, he opened his eyes and blinked several times. His vision wouldn’t clear. He still saw two or three of everything and what he saw was blurred, but he could tell he was in a room within a stone building. The fort’s keep. It had to be. It was the only stone building at Dùn Dòbhrain. A wan light came from a hearthfire across the room. He was lying on a bed pallet, uncovered and completely naked. He tried to sit, to move, but his arms and legs were spread wide and tied so tightly to the frame of the pallet that the thick ropes dug into the flesh of his wrists and ankles.

“Easy, easy, don’t fight and you’ll be much more comfortable,” said the honeyed voice.

He turned his head to the right, gritting his teeth against the pain it caused to move, and looked up at the woman tending his wound. She was tiny, delicate, with blue eyes so striking they appeared jewel-like. Her skin was smooth and the white of fresh milk. She wore a low-cut gown that displayed plump breasts just above embroidered black dragons.

“Aife.” It was like speaking through sand, but he ground out her name.

She smiled. “Hello, Cuchulainn. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

He pulled on the ropes holding his wrists. “Release me!”

She took a small wooden pot from beside the bed and smeared a thick glob of salve into the arrow wound before she answered him. “I cannot do that. At least not at this moment, I cannot. I need something from you first. Something very important.”

“Then release me. I do not cooperate with my captors.”

She stood and laughed, flipping back the silken length of her hair. Aife smiled at him. “Really? How often have you been taken captive?”

He said nothing. His answer was never until now, which she obviously knew.

When he didn’t respond, she shrugged and changed the subject. “It’s so interesting to me that the mighty Hero of Ulster came all the way to Dunscáith to train with my sister. You’re already a great warrior. Why would you demean yourself like that?”

“There is nothing demeaning about training with the Queen of Shadow. She is exemplary in all ways,” said Cuchulainn.

Her cold blue eyes narrowed. “Really? And why is that, Ulster’s hero? Could it be . . .” She paused and tapped her prettily rounded chin as if in thought. Then she smiled and continued, her sweet voice taking on a sharp edge. “I know! It’s because of an accident of birth. My sister’s talents and yours, Hero of Ulster, are but a mistake of parentage. Both of you were born of divine blood. You didn’t work and push, strive and struggle for your abilities. You were gifted them.” She laughed. The sound held no lightness—no joy. “And in your case, you’re not even fully human when you use those gifts. You become an uncontrollable monster, do you not?”

Again, Cuchulainn didn’t answer. He continued to blink rapidly in an attempt to clear his vision. It did not clear. He saw three Aifes, and all three appeared almost ghostly. He could see through them; they flickered and wavered like candle flame.

As if he’d agreed with Aife, she nodded. “Yes, I heard about your berserker. He’s unstoppable. I warned my warriors, which is why you are here and they are not on their way to the Underworld after being torn apart by your gift from Lugh.”

“What do you want?” Cuchulainn asked. His head felt odd. It no longer hurt, but it was like he was being pulled down, submerged within a stifling reality that shifted strangely, drowning him in confusion.

“What do I want? So many things, but at the forefront is my desire to be Queen of Lethra and have my children rule after me for generations.”

Cuchulainn squinted, hoping that would help his queer vision. He shook his head, trying to clear it. His thoughts were a strange tide, ebbing and flowing. Aife kept changing. First there were three of her, then one, and then three again. Her voice echoed in his mind as he struggled to make sense of what was happening to him.

Aife undressed as she continued to speak. “Which means I also want the death of Scáthach. She is the boulder that blocks the path to my crown.”

“Scáthach does not want your crown.” He thought he spoke normally, but his words were no more than a rough whisper.

She stepped out of her embroidered overdress and kicked it aside. Behind her the firelight silhouetted her body, turning the chemise see-through. She tossed back her hair and walked slowly toward the bed. Her voice was sweet and beguiling even though her words were neither.

“Whether she wants my crown or not, she stands in the way. Like the power her divine blood gifts her, my sister didn’t need to work for the Lethra crown. No, it was given to her, as everything in her life has been given to her.” She stopped at the foot of the bed pallet. “That is not how my life has been. You see, son of Lugh, when power isn’t an accident of birth, you must learn how to create your own power and make your own destiny.”

She traced her hands down her body, cupping her breasts through the sheer chemise and then following the curving path of her hips to caress her thighs and then up to the V between them as she continued.

“For instance, I could not come even close to besting you in a physical contest, yet here you are, utterly at my mercy. How did that happen?” She laughed, a seductive sound filled with desire, and her hands traveled up to caress her breasts again. “Not through inherited power, but through years of study.” The wooden mug from which she’d forced him to drink sat on a table near the bed, and she picked it up and sniffed it. Her delicate nose wrinkled, and she placed it back on the table. “Yes, it took years of trial and error and concentrated effort for me to get here.”

Cuchulainn couldn’t force his gaze from her. His sight was blurred, and it seemed he could see her words in the air between them. They were the color of old blood, the same color that haloed her body.

“I don’t understand.” He barely got the words past the dryness in his throat.

“That’s a shame. I’ll give you a hint. Did you know I’m a great breeder of horses? Under my guiding hand, Lethra has become famous for the speed and stamina of the herd I have created.”

He wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly. Horses? A breeding program? What had that to do with him? Before he could form words, Aife continued.

“This is really no different from what I did for Lethra’s horses. I require divinity in my bloodline, and you will provide it. Can you imagine the child that would be created by being born of a mixture of both? Divine blood and the will to create his own power, to fashion his own destiny?” She untied the laces on the front of her chemise and let the diaphanous material slide down her body. “That child would grow up to be a real hero and a ruler who would sire hero after hero. He would uplift my name and hold Lethra’s crown uncontested. Never will he have to flee his home. Never will he have to endure being passed over for someone who has not set foot in Lethra for decades, who should have no claim to the throne and who would not except for an accident of birth.”

Instead of becoming clearer, Cuchulainn’s vision was increasingly changed. Aife’s words hung around him like smoke. Her naked body kept shifting as the firelight licked against her skin while she talked and talked and talked. Her soft words swirled around him, beguiling as much as they confused. The more she spoke, the more bewildered he became. He hadn’t even seen her move, but she was suddenly standing beside the bed, so close she reached out easily and traced with one finger the rope that cut into his wrists.

“You really shouldn’t struggle.” The end of her finger came away wet and scarlet. She held it up, studying it. “It would be a shame to waste even a drop of this precious, divine blood.” Holding his glassy gaze, Aife’s pink tongue flicked out to lick the scarlet tip of her finger and as she stared at Cuchulainn she drew the finger into her mouth, sucking it.

Cuchulainn’s body responded to her, even though he did not ask it to. Did not want it to. But it was as if he’d left his body and become an observer. He could not control the throbbing hardness between his legs any more than he could control his blurred vision or his muddled mind.

Aife’s gaze slid down his naked body. She licked the last of the blood from her lips and smiled hungrily. “Yes, that is better. You’re becoming ready for me.”

Cuchulainn shook his head again. His mind wouldn’t clear. His vision had turned Aife into a sprite—an ethereal, beguiling creature who shifted and changed and beckoned. “What do you want of me?”

“Oh, Cuchulainn, isn’t it obvious?” Aife bent and traced her finger from his chest slowly down his body. When she reached the hardness between his legs, she grasped him, stroking languidly as she spoke. “I want your seed, son of Lugh of the Long Arm, so that my child—my son—will enjoy the fruits of your divine blood, as well as my guidance. I will show him how to create his own power. And I have a gift for you in return.” She released him and walked languidly to the hearthfire. The flames cast shadows that caressed her body. She turned her back to him so that she faced the fire and spoke again in the same alluring voice.

“The gift I give is the one you desire the most. I am she. She is me. I am she. She is me. I am she. She is me.”

Cuchulainn’s mind couldn’t keep up. He was confused. He was inflamed. And then she turned to face him, and suddenly everything changed. Aife was gone. In her place stood Scáthach, naked, silhouetted by firelight.

“I am she.” Scáthach’s voice held Cuchulainn mesmerized. “She is me.” She walked toward him, slowly, seductively. “I am she. She is me.” Her voice was a caress. She reached the bed.

His breath came in great gulps as he strained against his bonds, trying to reach for her, trying to touch her. “Scáthach!” He called her name.

Her smile flashed. “Yes, Cuchulainn, I am she and she is me.” She bent and kissed him, and he moaned against her lips.

She knelt on the bed, exploring the hard planes and ridges of his body until his body was slick with sweat, his wrists and ankles bled freely, and his muscles trembled from pulling against the unmovable bonds. “I am she. She is me.” She purred the words as she straddled him and, with a triumphant shout, impaled herself on his hardness.

“Scáthach!” He cried her name as she rode him. He longed to take her hips in his hands, to guide her movements and prolong their pleasure, but he could not free his wrists, and when the pain his struggles caused began to burn through the fog in his brain, he closed his eyes and turned his face away, trying to concentrate on the wrongness that waited so close, just on the other side of the foggy confusion that held his mind captive.

“No!” Her voice sharpened. “You must look at me!” She took his chin in her hand and forced his gaze to her. “I am she and she is me.”

Scáthach filled his vision. How could this be wrong? He’d wanted her since the moment he saw her. “Yes . . . yes, my queen.” Cuchulainn forgot his bound wrists and ankles, forgot he was a prisoner, forgot everything except Scáthach.

“I am she. She is me.” She kept up the litany as she used his body.

“Scáthach!” he shouted when his seed spilled into her.

Then she was gone. He couldn’t see her. He couldn’t feel her. He didn’t know where he was. Didn’t know who he was. Sentanta. He was Sentanta. Wasn’t he?

His head was in that merciless grip again. His nose was held closed. His mouth was forced open and more sweetly bitter liquid poured down his throat. He gasped and choked, but had to swallow and swallow and swallow . . .

The room swam around him. The firelight called living shadows that danced and laughed and seduced.

“Scáthach?” Surely that wasn’t his voice. He’d never sounded so weak, so pleading, so lost. Was his queen somewhere in those shadows? “Queen of Shadow? Are you there?”

“I have not left you, Cuchulainn my love. I am she and she is me.” The mesmerizing words echoed around him again as Scáthach returned, coaxing his body with her hands and mouth to hardness. “I am she and she is me.” The words filled him as he filled her. “I am she and she is me.” Over and over and over until he was so drained he ceased to know anything except the taste of the bitter liquid she kept pouring down his throat, the sound of her voice, and the feel of her body. “I am she and she is me.” She awakened his body again and again and again. Finally, all Cuchulainn knew was the painful pleasure she continued to demand of him and her scarlet-tinged words.





Chapter 15

That night seemed never-ending. Sentanta struggled to think, to see, to comprehend exactly what was happening to him. Scáthach was there—and then she was not.

The drink. It did something to him. Blurred his vision. Addled his mind. Cocooned his body from reality.

But what was real? His befuddled mind only understood two things. He desired Scáthach more than anyone. And so he clung to the second thing, the words she spoke over and over and over . . . I am she and she is me.

* * *

“It was a trap!” Tabiti shouted as she and Taog carried Amage from the little boat to the shore.

“Cuchulainn?” Scáthach asked. Beside her, Uathach rushed into the water to meet them.

“Th-they s-set the trap for Cu.” Amage trembled with shock and pain, but her gaze was clear. Tabiti had broken off the end of the arrow, but the arrowhead and part of the shaft were still embedded in the back of her thigh.

“They took him,” added Tabiti.

A chill skittered through Scáthach. “Did he not call the berserker?”

“He tried,” said Tabiti as they placed Amage gently on the bank. “They cast a weighted net over him so that he couldn’t dive to safety in the loch.”

“The berserker can tear a man apart with his hands. He can definitely rip open a net,” said Scáthach.

“Yes, and he would have, but they did not come at him with swords and spears and arrows,” said Tabiti. “They pinned him to the ground and then beat him unconscious with clubs.”

“Oh, goddess!” Uathach gasped. “Is he alive?”

“I believe so,” said Tabiti. “I watched as much as I could. They stopped clubbing him when he went limp, and then they dragged him to the wall and hauled him up and into the fort.”

“Th-they s-said it.” Amage wrapped her arms around herself, trying to stop the violent shivers that had overtaken her body as she spoke through chattering teeth. “S-said to kill th-the women and t-take Cu alive.”

“But why?” Uathach asked.

“Perhaps Aife means to trade him for something or someone of value,” said Tabiti. “Like you.”

Uathach scoffed. “My mother would not be so stupid.”

“No, I would not, but Aife doesn’t know me so she doesn’t know that capturing one of my students will only ensure she will not hold him or Dùn Dòbhrain long enough to attempt a trade,” said Scáthach. “Make a litter!” she called to the Shadow Guard. “We need to get Amage back to camp and tend her wound.”

“Queen Scáthach, if I may.” Taog bowed his head. “My wife is a bonny healer, known in these parts as a true wise woman. Our cottage is just around the bend there.” He pointed to the south, away from the islet. “It would be my honor to take Amage to my home and care for your warrior.”

“Thank you, Taog. Your offer is much appreciated,” said Scáthach. She turned to Tabiti. “You may go with her.”

“And what will you do?” asked Tabiti.

“Return to camp and ready the guard to attack the fort at dusk.”

Amage took Tabiti’s hand. “G-go with the queen. Save Cu.” She looked up at Scáthach. “He s-saved us—shielded us with his b-body while they rained arrows at us.”

“He did,” said Tabiti. “And he was wounded.”

Amage looked up and met Scáthach’s gaze. “W-we didn’t w-want to leave him.”

Scáthach crouched beside Amage and Tabiti. “Of course you didn’t want to leave him. I know that. He knows that. And we’ll get him back. Alive.”

Scáthach stood. “Taog, can you take Amage to your wife and then come back here when it is fully dark? I have need of your boat one more time.”

“Aye, Queen Scáthach. My boy and I will gladly return.”

“You have my gratitude. Ask a boon of me, and if it is within my power I will grant it you,” said Scáthach. As she turned away, Iain ran to her.

The boy bowed low. “My queen! Would you consider training me?” He straightened and added, “I know I’m just a fisherboy, but I want to learn. I want to be a protector like you. Like Cuchulainn. Like Tabiti and Amage.”

Scáthach smiled and touched his cheek. “It is not important what you are now. It is important what you have a passion to become. Yes, Iain, son of Taog, the boon I owe will be fulfilled when you are of age and come to Dunscáith. I will train you to be a protector.” Her gaze slid from the boy to the old fisherman. “With your father’s permission, of course.”

“He has it as well as my blessing,” said Taog, his cheeks flushing with pride as he smiled at his son. “Now, laddie boy, let’s get our warrior loaded back into the boat and take her to your bonny mum.”

* * *

After the sun slid silently behind the Isle of Skye, a chill wind blew over the loch, bringing a thick shroud of mist that hovered over the water like spirits of the dead, creeping into the fort and the pine-covered hills, coating everything in a gray silence through which even the sound of the loch lapping against the shore was muffled.

Scáthach stood with her back to the loch. Taog and Iain had beached the little boat and waited. She faced the Shadow Guard. All were mounted and ready to ride to the fort. The thick fog allowed them to follow the same route around the loch she had taken earlier; it would conceal them until the guard was literally at the castle bridge. Uathach stood at her side. Tabiti was mounted at the head of the guard.

“My aunt Cliodna, Goddess of Waterways, is with us tonight,” Scáthach told her warriors, lifting her voice to slice through the muffling fog. “She sends concealment. Ride to the fort bridge and wait for Uathach’s sign—the opening of the great front doors—and then attack. The last count of Aife’s men was given me by Geirr of Lethra. He numbers them at two hundred.”

“Two for each one of us. Easy odds,” said Tabiti.

“Aye!” shouted her Shadow Guard, their fierce grins showing white through the gray mist.

“The only trap we know of was the one they sprang on Cuchulainn,” said Tabiti.

“But keep your wits about you and your eyes sharp,” said Scáthach. “We don’t truly know what awaits within the fort.” The Queen of Shadow stepped forward, closer to her guard. Her eyes flashed with anger, though her voice remained calm. “By sunrise Aife’s army will be destroyed. They have ambushed us on our own island, put a price on my head, wounded our people, killed Cynwrig, and captured Cuchulainn. For their crimes they will not be shown mercy. Shadow Guard, destroy them!” She raised a fist into the air.

“Aye!” her warriors shouted.

As mist consumed the echoes of their voices, the roar of a bear sounded from the woods, wrapping around them as if the beast would ride beside them to the castle.

“My mother’s creature adds his voice to ours. Even from Valhalla Béfionn supports us. Remember that with her blessing, the great brown bear also adds his strength to ours,” said Scáthach. “Béfionn is with us in spirit!”

“We will remember, Queen of Shadow!” vowed Tabiti. “To victory!”

“To victory!”the guard echoed. And then Tabiti kneed her horse, and the guard followed her to be enfolded in mist.

Scáthach and Uathach had already loaded their poles and weapons into the little boat. Dusk had settled into night and the fog was so thick that they didn’t need to conceal themselves in the bottom of the boat. They shoved off from the bank, and Taog and Iain rowed into the center of the lake. Once there, they lifted their oars as the old fisherman tried to get his bearings. Even far out on the loch the fog was so thick that it shielded the lights of the fort from them.

Uathach sat beside her mother on the aft bench. She leaned into Scáthach. “You should help him find the way to the fort. If not, we could be out here most of the night, rowing impotently in circles as Tabiti and the guard wait restlessly for the doors to the fort to be opened.”

“Help him?”

“Your nursemaids know the way to the fort,” Uathach said.

“Oh! Of course.” Scáthach untucked the dagger from the leather sheath around her waist. She cut a small line in her forearm and then leaned over the side just far enough that she could submerge the wound in the loch. She glanced up at Taog and Iain, who watched her with open curiosity. “I’m calling for navigation help,” she told them. They said nothing but kept glancing from her to the seemingly endless fog, swiveling their heads back and forth until they reminded her of owls.

It didn’t take long before the calm loch rippled and the silver of scutes and dorsal fins split the water as huge sturgeons swarmed around the boat, butting against it and forcing them forward and toward starboard.

“By all the gods, what are those?” Iain’s voice wasn’t much more than a terrified squeak.

His father smiled, picked up his oars, and motioned for his son to do the same as he bowed his head quickly to Scáthach and said, “They’re sturgeons. Friends of Béfionn, and thereby also friends of our Queen of Shadow. Row with them.”

Guided by ancient sturgeons, the boat glided through the water. “That was wise of you to remind me to call the sturgeons.” Scáthach let her fingers trail through the water as the boat moved smoothly forward. When Uathach didn’t reply, she really looked at her daughter. Uathach’s face was pale and her expression masked. “Uathach?”

When her daughter met her gaze, Scáthach saw anxiety in her eyes that hadn’t been reflected in Uathach’s face or voice—though the anxiety was very familiar to her. “You’ve had a second vision.”

Uathach nodded.

Scáthach knew if her daughter’s vision had to do with the outcome of the battle at the fort, Uathach would tell her, and as she hadn’t spoken of it, the vision must be personal, or . . . Scáthach felt a chill in her blood.

“Is it Cuchulainn? Is he dead?”

Uathach quickly shook her head. “No. I would have told you immediately had I seen that.” She paused. Her brow furrowed and she combed a hand through her lion’s mane hair. “I’ve been trying to understand what I saw. It doesn’t make sense.”

Scáthach nodded. “The visions were often like that for me—not comprehendible at first, only to become suddenly completely understandable in a flash when I’m in the right situation.”

“I knew that you didn’t always speak of your visions when they happened,” said Uathach.

“Or sometimes ever. I’ve had visions I still haven’t spoken of, mostly because they still haven’t been made clear to me,” said Scáthach. “Would you like to share your vision with me? Perhaps I can help you see more clearly.”

“Not yet. It’s all too abstract and strange. Let me consider it for a little longer,” said Uathach. “I only just had the vision as we waited for this boat. It’s not even straight enough in my mind for me to explain it to you.” She leaned her shoulder into her mother. “Though I thank you.”

Scáthach let her head rest against her daughter’s. “Always, Little Fry.”

They sat like that, pressed against each other, lost in their own thoughts as the boat slipped smoothly through the water. Riding within the sturgeons’ wake, they were carried swiftly to the fort’s islet. As soon as torchlights glowed through the fog, the sturgeons circled the boat, bringing it to a halt.

“We’ll swim from here,” said Scáthach as she secured her sword and daggers to her body. Uathach closed the lid on her quiver, threaded the bow across her back, and made sure her sword was strapped into its scabbard. They did not need to conceal themselves with the underwater feat; the fog cloaked them. They would need another feat to get them into the castle.

“Shall the lad and I wait for you here?” asked Taog.

“No need,” said Scáthach. “When we leave the fort, it will be through the front doors after Aife and her army have been defeated.”

“Then on to victory, Queen of Shadow,” said Taog with a bow.

“Victory!” Iain echoed, grinned, and bowed.

Scáthach and Uathach slipped over the side of the boat. Each took a long reed pole with her. Scáthach led, holding her floating pole in front of her as if it was a very skinny log. Escorted by sturgeons, they kicked to shore.

They left the water silently and crouched within clumps of grasses, holding their long vaulting reeds. They could hear voices lifting from inside the fort, but not only did the fog vastly hinder visibility, it also muffled sound so that it was impossible to tell exactly where the voices came from. Periodically along the top of the wall, torches glowed yellow, creating misty halos that illuminated little.

“In all this darkness and fog, how are we to know whether we’re vaulting into a group of warriors or even atop a roundhouse?” Uathach whispered to her mother.

“We don’t but the shadows do,” said Scáthach. She led Uathach to a deeply shadowed part of the wall between lit torches. She concentrated on the darkness nestled against the wall and it responded to her, expanding her senses as her sight flowed with it over the wall and down into the fort. Scáthach and the shadows swirled in the deep darkness between roundhouses, guiding her to a part of the fort that was, for that moment, empty of people. “Vault right after me. Place your pole where I place mine. We go over the wall and drop down into concealing fog and darkness, but we must hurry,” she spoke quietly.

“And from there we follow the wall around to the front,” said Uathach.

“Yes. We take the guards and sentries and open the doors to the fort. While Tabiti and the guard destroy Aife’s army, I’ll find Cuchulainn,” whispered Scáthach.

“We’ll find Cu. Together,” corrected Uathach firmly.

Surprised, Scáthach began to protest but saw the iron within her daughter’s gaze and remembered Uathach’s unclear vision. “Ah. Yes. I will be pleased to have you at my side as we free Cuchulainn.” She grasped her pole. “Ready?”

“Yes.”

On silent feet, Scáthach left the clump of grasses near the water to be embraced by the shadows that dwelt at the base of the fort’s wall. They circled their queen, cloaking and concealing her and her daughter so completely that their movements seemed only to be the night breeze flowing within mist and darkness. When she spotted the correct place for their vault, Scáthach nodded to her daughter, placed her hands on the pole, and then sprinted forward. Planting the spiked end firmly into the soft, mossy ground, the vault carried her up and forward. Her legs pointed skyward as she flew over the wall, reaching to arch at the apex of her vault before she twisted in the air and dropped back to earth, silent as a cat. She landed in the rear of the fort, where Aife had hobbled Lethra’s peerless horses.

The herd began to snort and shift nervously, but Scáthach was quick to soothe them and move them aside before Uathach dropped from the sky.

Together they petted and calmed the herd before they jogged back to the wall. Cloaked by shadow, they followed the wall around the fort, which was overcrowded with horses and Aife’s men. It was difficult to count through the mist, and many of the warriors were inside tents they’d erected between roundhouses. Campfires glowed dimly, their smoke adding to the shrouding fog far more than they illuminated. Normally if a group this large visited the fort, like at Samhain or Beltane or any other feast day, they would camp on the mainland between the stone bridge and the pine forest. Their horses and wagons would not enter the fort, leaving room for all.

Aife’s men crowded the fort. Scáthach thought about how foolish Aife had been to put herself in a situation where the fort could be kept under siege. They did not have enough supplies to last long. Her precious herd would be the first to go, starved by their lack of pasture and by Aife’s lack of common sense. Scáthach frowned as she noticed tents pitched atop kitchen gardens, and too many campfires over which spitted goats and pigs roasted, perfuming the air with the succulent scents of meat. So wasteful, she thought. Her army shows no discipline. The fort’s supplies should be rationed.

The two women paused frequently to allow groups of warriors to pass, sometimes so close Scáthach could smell their sweat and the beer on their breath. They were overloud, blustering and bragging and laughing with great barks of sound that made it obvious the warriors were drinking to try to drown their nerves. Aife should be out and about in the fort, calming and bolstering the morale of her warriors. Scáthach watched for her sister but caught no glimpse of her. More and more she agreed with Geirr and the wise people of Lethra. Aife was unfit to lead.

None of the braying warriors so much as glanced their way. What was there to see? Nothing but the deepest of shadows.

The shadows got them as close to the front doors and the sentry stations above them as possible, but tall braziers had been lit and torches hung from the stone wall on either side of the double doors as well as above on the lookout platform. Even though fog wafted like smoke throughout the fort, the area around and above the entrance blazed with light, allowing Scáthach to see the thick iron drawbar that ran the width of the doors, holding them securely closed. From deep within the last of the shadows, Scáthach counted six sentries on the raised platforms—three above and on each side of the doors. Their backs were to the fort as they focused on the bridge and the fog-blanketed forest beyond. Two more heavily armed warriors stood by one of the braziers very near the front doors. They wore the distinctive cloaks of the elite Lethra Wolfskins. Her lip curled in a sneer. Traitors to Lethra. Scáthach studied them carefully. They were young, far too young to have known her as a child but they might have seen her earlier that day. She assessed her options and sighed softly. She knew the quickest way to silence the two Wolfskins, though she did not look forward to it.

Scáthach tapped her daughter’s shoulder, motioning for her to retrace their path back into the deepest of the concealing shadows. They crouched against the wall, heads tilted together as they spoke in whispers. “I can handle the two by the fire, but you’ll need to take out all six sentries before they can alert the fort.”

Uathach unstrapped the bow from her back. It had been well oiled before their swim in the loch, and even in the deep shadows the rich wood gleamed. She opened the watertight lid of her quiver and took out six arrows. “Easily done.”

Like her daughter and the rest of her Shadow Guard, Scáthach was dressed in their uniform of a short black tunic over black leather breeches. Leather boots also dyed black laced to her knees. She peeled off her wet tunic, leaving herself naked from the waist up before unsheathing two daggers, one from around her waist and one from the back of her boot. She met her daughter’s gaze. Uathach raised one brow and did not attempt to hide her grin.

“You’ll get their attention,” whispered Uathach.

“It’s almost too easy,” her mother replied softly. “Nod when you’re ready and then wait until I step from the shadows and you know they’ve seen me before you begin.”

Together, mother and daughter returned within the shadows to the front of the fort. Scáthach halted and Uathach continued until she was as close to the doors and the sentry platforms on either side of them as the shadows would allow. Uathach planted five arrows, tips down, in the ground beside her within easy reach. She turned her head and looked behind her at where her mother was only a slightly lighter shape within shadow and fog. Uathach notched an arrow and drew her bow. Then she nodded.

Scáthach placed her tunic, sword, and sheath on the ground, cupped the two daggers, one in each hand, and shook back her hair so that it fanned her, cascading in thick waves to her waist. It was drying and as it did, it spread around her, a true mane, though it did not conceal her naked breasts. Then she watched and waited, and when she saw or heard no other men except the two Wolfskins by the fire, she stepped out of the shadows. As gracefully seductive as a dancer, Scáthach glided toward the two warriors. They didn’t notice her at first. Her approach was too quiet. But when she arched her back, twined her arms overhead, and began moving her hips in a sinuous, snakelike motion, her tawny hair caught the firelight, drawing the gaze of one of the Wolfskins. She met his eyes and smiled seductively, an open invitation as she traced circular patterns with her hips.

The other Wolfskin noticed his friend’s sudden stillness and the intensity with which he stared into the foggy darkness. His gaze followed, easily finding her. He licked his lips when she turned her attention to him. Instead of smiling at him, Scáthach bit her bottom lip and began twirling slowly while she continued to move toward them. Her arms traced a pattern from over her head down to her sides and then, with a teasing little twist, her arms disappeared behind her back. She arched her back even more so that her breasts, still damp from loch water, were perfectly enticing globes—all the two men saw as she danced ever closer.

She was only a couple yards from them, so near she could feel the warmth of the fire in the brazier, when she heard the distinctive sound of an arrow being released. Even before the body of the first sentry fell heavily from the overhead platform, there was the sound of a second arrow releasing, and then a third as Uathach cleared one of the two sentry platforms.

Scáthach’s dance turned deadly. She brought her arms forward and flicked her wrists, sending the daggers flying at the Wolfskins, where they slid silently into each man’s throat. She sprinted back to her tunic and sword, and was dressed, sword in hand, before the second of the two men dropped to his knees, joining his comrade in death.

At the sound of falling bodies, one of the remaining three sentries turned to look down into the fort. “Hey, what’s going on down th—”

Thwap! Thwap! Thawp!

The last three sentries died. Two tumbled over the wall and the other slumped on the platform.

Behind them a voice called from the fog, “Harald! Erik! I thought I heard . . .” The fog muffled the rest of what he said, but it was clear he was headed their way.

Without speaking, Scáthach and Uathach sprinted to the double doors. Uathach notched an arrow and stood guard while her mother slid the heavy iron drawbar back. The ragged scream of iron against stone split the night. Suddenly, footsteps running toward them beat against the hard ground of the fort.

Thawp! Thwap! Uathach stopped two warriors.

“To arms! We’re under attack!”

The warning shouts echoed through the fog as the Queen of Shadow opened wide the double doors to the fort and took a torch from the wall. Standing before the bridge, she waved the torch back and forth over her head, hoping the Shadow Guard was close enough to see the signal through the fog.

She didn’t see her warriors. She heard them. Hooves pounded on stone and then Scáthach jumped aside as her Shadow Guard thundered into the fort and the night exploded into violence.





Chapter 16

Sentanta had known something was very wrong. Nothing made sense.

She called herself Scáthach. She appeared to be Scáthach. He very much wanted her to be Scáthach. But the pain in his head was a white-hot dagger piercing his mind and lacerating his thoughts, and the bitter taste in his mouth choked his words.

Then there were two of her and he knew the truth.

He wished Aife and her men had killed him.

* * *

Scáthach raced into the fort with her Shadow Guard. She tucked herself against the wall, careful not to get in the way as her warriors, led by Tabiti, engaged the enemy. It all seemed very surreal. The fog made the battle dreamlike as the Queen of Shadow’s black-clad army brought retribution to Aife’s warriors. Scáthach wanted to join them, but her intuition told her she must find and free Cuchulainn first. She made her way to a dark place against the wall, free of fighting and torchlight. There she called shadow to her. “Find Cuchulainn,” she commanded, and the searching darkness slithered from her.

“Mother!” Uathach jogged to her. Her quiver was empty and her sword was bloodied. “There you are. Do you know where he is?”

“The shadows do.” Scáthach jerked her chin at the inky darkness that spread like a spider’s web from her feet. “They’re heading to the keep.”

“Then we follow.”

Mother and daughter ran after the shadows, cutting down any warrior who tried to stop them. At the front of the keep, the only stone building in the fort, the shadows slid under the wooden double doors and disappeared inside.

Holding their weapons up and ready, Scáthach and Uathach wrenched open the doors to a wide entryway that led directly into the great hall. Uathach made a low sound of disgust. The hall was deserted, but the long tables that used to gleam with care and polish had been strewn with old food and spilled drink. Benches were upended. Garbage littered the room, and it smelled as if men had been urinating in the corners. Shadows pooled between sputtering wall torches, slithering from darkness to darkness as the two warrior women jogged around piles of debris, following the darkness to a narrow stairway that curved up to the second floor. Scáthach was familiar with the keep and with the second floor, which held the personal chambers of Lord Kintail and his family. She’d had dinner privately with Lord and Lady Kintail in their suite more than once. Scáthach wasn’t surprised Aife had locked Cuchulainn somewhere on that floor. The stone walls of the keep were thick and unmovable and much more easily secured than any of the roundhouses.

Scáthach paused as they reached the top of the stairs that emptied into the hallway leading to the family’s private chambers. She and Uathach pressed into the shadows as booming knocks sounded from the hallway.

“Aife! Open this gods-be-damned door! The fort is under attack!” a man shouted, followed by more pounding.

Scáthach recognized the voice before she peered from the shadows into the hallway. Then she stepped back to her daughter, who mouthed the name Drest. Scáthach nodded.

Uathach touched her empty quiver and shook her head.

Her mother’s answering smile was feral. She was glad Uathach was out of arrows. She wanted Drest for herself.

“Aife! Now!” Drest shouted as he pounded on the door again. “I need to get you to safety! They’re overrunning the fort!”

Scáthach stepped out into the hallway. The shadows she’d been following disappeared under the door on which Drest pounded. Her senses expanded into a darkened room with them. Scáthach could not concentrate long—could not take the time to sift through the images she saw through the sense she shared with them. She only knew there was something very wrong happening in that room. Scáthach released her connection with shadow and cleared her throat.

Drest whirled around, unsheathing his sword. His eyes widened. “Scáthach!”

“Don’t act surprised. You chose to ignore my reputation, but that doesn’t mean you invalidated it.” She began stalking toward him as he stepped away from the door, lifting his sword. “I am fair. I am merciful. It is known that I do not glorify violence and death.” Scáthach continued to close the space between them. “But I believe in retribution for wrongs committed against me and mine.” She pointed the tip of her sword at him. “Drest, with the authority given me by Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra, I name you traitor and sentence you to death.”

“You have no authority over me!” Drest said as they circled each other.

“And with those words you prove you are what I named you—traitor.” Scáthach was done speaking. The Queen of Shadow did not taunt or tease. She was a deadly weapon. She saw Drest’s eyes when he understood he could not beat her and she was glad he did not lower his sword—glad he did not beg for mercy she could not grant.

Scáthach’s sword arm blurred. She feinted right, tossed her sword from that hand to her left, and then she struck, sliding the blade between his ribs to slice through his heart. Drest looked down at his chest. His brow furrowed. Scáthach pulled the sword from his body and a torrent of blood followed. The Wolfskin traitor coughed blood once before he collapsed to the floor.

“That was quickly done,” said Uathach as she joined her mother. “Though I think his end was too clean. He should have suffered.”

“Agreed, but we don’t have time for that. And he will suffer. Valkyries will not escort him to Valhalla. They want nothing to do with traitors. He will not feast with the All Father. Instead he will be lost, languishing in darkness as his spirit struggles to find the way to his Underworld. Perhaps it will teach him to have more honor in his next lifetime.” Scáthach tried to open the door. It was barred from within.

“Is Cu in there?” Uathach asked.

“It’s where the shadows led, so yes.” Scáthach sheathed her sword and took the last dagger from the leather holder strapped to her thigh.

“Do we break down the door?” Uathach rolled her shoulders, preparing to ram the door with her mother.

“I do not believe we’ll have to.” Scáthach slid the blade of the dagger between the doorframe and door and then slowly lifted it. As she did, it caught the drawbar, raising it out of the handles that secured it. As the wooden bar clattered to the floor, Scáthach pushed the door open and she and Uathach entered the room.

“Oh, goddess!” Uathach gasped.

Scáthach said nothing. At first she didn’t understand what she saw and thought she had actually disturbed Aife and a lover.

The room was dark, lit only by a low-burning hearthfire. Thick woolen curtains covered the one large window. The curtains, the stone walls, and the fog muffled the sounds of fighting in the fort. The room stank of sweat and sex and something bitter that made her want to sneeze. Aife was on the bed—her naked back to them. Scáthach could see she straddled a man who was bound tightly to the frame of the bed pallet by his wrists and ankles. She could not see who he was but she didn’t have to see him. She knew.

“Aife.”

Her half sister got off the bed and turned to face Scáthach. Her naked skin was slick with sweat. Cuchulainn’s seed painted the inside of her thighs from the apex between her legs down to her calves.

Aife stretched languidly, her arms above her head. She smiled. “Your timing could be better, Scáthach.”

“Scáthach?” Cuchulainn’s voice was weak and gravelly. Aife stepped aside so that he had a clear view of the Queen of Shadow. Cuchulainn was bound so tightly that he could only lift his head and blink rapidly. Even from a distance Scáthach could see his eyes were unusually glassy. His pupils were so dilated that his eyes appeared black instead of amber. “Scáthach?” he repeated as his gaze went from her to Aife. His sweaty, flushed face blanched white. “No, no, no, no, no.”

Aife laughed at him. “Yesssss.” The word hissed from her swollen lips.

Cuchulainn’s bleary gaze found Scáthach again. “But . . . you’ve been here the whole night.” Misery filled his ruined voice.

“No,” Scáthach said gently. “Not until just now. Forgive me for not arriving sooner.” Two strides took her to the chemise discarded at the foot of the bed. Scáthach picked it up and threw it at Aife. “Get dressed.” She glanced at her daughter. “Watch her.”

Uathach nodded and went to Aife as Scáthach used her dagger to cut through the ropes that bound Cuchulainn to the bed. He sat and then tried to stand, but with a groan he sank back on the bed before he turned his head and vomited a torrent of vile liquid onto the floor. Then he collapsed back onto the pallet, where he curled into himself and began to shiver and gasp for breath between dry heaves.

Scáthach strode to Aife, backed her sister against the wall, and put her dagger to her throat. She met Aife’s shocked gaze and realized she’d been wrong. Her sister’s eyes weren’t the brilliant blue of her father’s—they were too corrupted by hatred to be that pure. Scáthach’s voice was iron. “As with Drest, I use the authority granted me by Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra, to name you traitor and sentence you to death by my blade.”

“No! You can’t! You have no—” Aife was silenced as Scáthach’s knife pressed against her flesh, drawing a bead of blood. The Queen of Shadow looked into her sister’s blue eyes and saw no remnant of their father in their cold depths.

“Mama.” Uathach’s hand rested on her mother’s shoulder. “You cannot kill her.”

With great effort, Scáthach paused the killing strike. She kept the knife pressed against Aife’s neck, but turned her head to meet her daughter’s gaze. “Explain.”

“My vision makes sense now. Aife is pregnant. She will bear Cuchulainn a son—the only child he will father in this lifetime. Mama, if you kill her, you also kill Cu’s son.”

Scáthach drew several deep breaths as she brought her rage under control. She looked from Uathach to Cuchulainn, naked and shivering and vulnerable on the bed. And then her gaze returned to Aife. Gone was the smug temptress. Aife’s face was colorless, and under Scáthach’s dagger she trembled with fear so violently that she caused the blade to make little cuts in the smooth skin of her neck. Scarlet tears leaked from the cuts, ran down her neck, and soaked the white of her diaphanous chemise.

“Mama.” Uathach said her name softly. “It is your choice. I did not see what this child will become. All I saw was a golden-haired boy with Cu’s eyes.”

“You cannot blame the babe for my offenses,” Aife whined.

“Yes. I absolutely can,” Scáthach snapped. “You’ll be a terrible mother and you’ll raise his son to be the monster his father is not.”

Aife opened her mouth to reply, but Uathach’s words silenced her. “Perhaps. And perhaps he will be so much like his father that she will not be able to taint him.” Scáthach’s gaze found her daughter’s again. Uathach continued. “I did see one other thing in the vision and I know if you kill her and Cu’s unborn son, you will hate yourself for it.”

Scáthach studied her beloved daughter’s face. “I cannot do it.”

Uathach squeezed her mother’s shoulder before she released a long, relieved breath. “No, you cannot. Show her mercy, Mama. For the child’s sake—for your sake—and because it is the right thing to do.”

Scáthach took the dagger from Aife’s throat and dragged her to the one window in the chamber. On this side of the keep each second-floor window opened to a small balcony that looked out over the fort. Scáthach ripped the thick wool drapes that covered the window from the wall, kicked open the wooden shutters, and pulled Aife with her out onto the balcony. Sounds of the battle below lifted to them, but because of the shrouding fog it seemed spirits fought, as it was impossible to see through the mist.

“Cliodna!” Scáthach’s voice cut through the fog. “Beloved aunt! Béfionn’s daughter thanks you for the concealment you provided, but now I humbly ask that you allow us to see!”

The wind began to build. It swept over the loch, howling through Dùn Dòbhrain and dissipating the fog like dew burned away by the sun to reveal the Shadow Guard destroying the last of Aife’s army.

Scáthach shoved Aife forward so that she stood at the edge of the balcony with a clear view of the slaughter.

“No!” Aife gasped and turned her head away.

Scáthach fisted her hand in her sister’s hair and forced her to look, to watch, to witness. “You caused this. Each death is a tally on your spirit.”

“No!” Aife repeated. “The fort is ours. We should have been able to hold it indefinitely.”

“Tonight you have proven you are as foolish as you are unfit to rule,” said Scáthach.

“No . . .” Aife sobbed and tried to collapse to her knees, but Scáthach held her there, watching until the sun lifted from the horizon to reveal the blood-soaked fort and the Queen of Shadow’s somber victory.

* * *

“Take her out of here and lock her somewhere.” Scáthach handed Aife to Uathach. “Then please find Cuchulainn some clothes and return.”

Uathach nodded and clamped a hand around Aife’s arm, taking her from the room. Scáthach waited until the door closed behind her daughter before she lit the half dozen candles in the standing iron candelabrum near the bed, stoked the fire, and then found a pitcher of clean water on a dressing table. She lifted it to pour into the wooden mug beside it but hesitated and sniffed the mug first. The scent was terrible, so acrid that it stung her eyes. She tossed the cup into the hearthfire.

In a large wooden chest, she found clean nightdresses and tore a strip from one of them. Then she took the pitcher and the strip of fabric to the bed.

Cuchulainn lay on his side, his back to her. His legs were drawn up to his chest. Shivers still shook him periodically, but not as violently as before. He’d stopped retching. Scáthach sat on the bed pallet beside him.

“Sentanta, it’s me.”

His body jerked at the sound of her voice. “No. That’s a lie.”

“Look at me, Sentanta.”

He shook his head. “No. I saw you. Before.”

“You did not see me.” She spoke calmly, in a matter-of-fact way as if they discussed nothing more stressful than the weather. “Aife drugged you. I suspect you also have a serious head wound. Those two things together made you believe you saw me, but I only just arrived.” She touched his back. He trembled under her hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner.”

Slowly, he turned his head, looking at her over his shoulder. She was shocked at how pale and sweaty he was, and how wide and wounded his eyes were.

“It’s really you?”

“Does anyone else call you Sentanta?”

“Only the Queen of Shadow,” he said.

She smiled. “You can call me just Scáthach.”

He started to smile and then his face crumbled. Tears leaked silently from the corners of his eyes to mix with the sweat that slicked his face. He had to clear his throat before he could speak. “You are not just anything.” He rolled over to face her, grimacing as he sat. He quickly swiped a hand across his face. “Amage and Tabiti, did they get away?”

“They did. A local healer is tending Amage. Tabiti led the charge into the fort to rescue you.”

His eyes darted around the room and his breathing increased. “Tabiti? Is she here?”

“No, Sentanta. It is only me.” She lifted the pitcher. “You should drink this. I’d pour it into a cup, but the only one in the room is tainted.”

His hands shook so much, she had to help hold the pitcher to his lips. He drank greedily until she gently took it from him.

“It might make you sick again if you drink too much at one time.” Scáthach dipped the strip of cloth into the pitcher, wrung it out, and then asked, “May I touch you? May I clean your wounds?”

He nodded once.

“I’m going to check your head first. I can see one wound there, just above your right temple.” She pointed to it and the trail of crusty blood that had mixed with sweat and tears and stained the side of his face rust. Gently, she felt his head. He sucked in a sharp breath when she found a blood-scabbed cut on the back of his head. There was another egg-sized swollen spot above that wound but it hadn’t bled. “Not too bad,” she told him as she began to clean the blood from his face. “It’s a good thing your head is so hard.”

Cuchulainn closed his eyes as she washed his face. “Will Amage recover?” he asked.

“Yes. She had a single arrow wound in the back of her leg. Unlike your spear wound, the tip of the arrow was not covered in shit.”

He almost smiled. “Fortunate for her.”

“Exactly.” She glanced at the furrowed wound atop his shoulder, surprised to see it had been cleaned and coated with salve. “Were you wounded anywhere else except your shoulder?”

“I don’t think so,” he said. Then almost inaudibly he added, “My wrists. They were bleeding.”

His wrists were lacerated, still seeping blood. She dunked the cloth into the pinkened water. She cleaned the nasty rope wounds as she talked to him. “Leannan was distraught when Tabiti returned to camp without you. She will be glad to see you.”

He opened his eyes then. “Is she here? At the fort?”

Scáthach smiled and reached for his other wrist. “No. She’s back at our camp in the woods. I don’t allow her to go into battle. I don’t want to risk her.”

He closed his eyes and leaned back against the headboard. “I agree. She’s something special.”

“She is.” Scáthach moved to his ankles, which were also bloody. “When she was a pup she chewed stones.”

Cuchulainn chuckled. “You’re making that up.”

“Ask Tabiti. She’ll tell you. She used to pull stones from Leannan’s mouth.”

“No wonder Tabiti calls her a terror and—” A knock at the door broke off Cuchulainn’s words and he flinched as if he’d been struck. His wide, panicked gaze found Scáthach. “Don’t let them see me like this.”

“No one will enter this room without your permission,” she said before she went to the door and spoke through it. “Uathach?”

“I have clothes for Cu, as well as a bucket of spring water.”

Scáthach told Cuchulainn. “I’ll step out and get the clothes and the water, speak with Uathach, and be right back in.”

Before she could open the door, he said, “Scáthach, would you bring the clothes and the bucket of water to me first and then speak with Uathach? I’d like to dress.”

“Of course.” Scáthach opened the door only enough for Uathach to pass her the clothes and water. “I’ll be right out,” she told her daughter. Then she brought the things to Cuchulainn. “Are you sure you don’t need help?”

His eyes met hers, and she was glad to see they’d almost returned to normal. “I’m sure.”

She understood his pride and his need for time alone. She nodded. “Will you join me in the hall just outside the room when you’re ready? I have an idea I think you’ll appreciate.”

“I will.”

Scáthach left the clothes and the bucket of water and headed to the door. His voice stopped her before she left the room.

“Thank you.”

She smiled over her shoulder at him. “You are most welcome.”

“How is he?” Uathach asked as soon as the door closed behind her mother.

“Better. The head wounds are nasty. They almost cracked his skull. But he’s thinking clearly now. Whatever she drugged him with is wearing off. What did you do with Aife?”

Uathach jerked her chin toward a room down the hall. “Put her in the chamber she’d locked Kintail’s daughters in.”

“Are they alive?”

“Alive and well.I guessed right. She planned to marry them to the Wolfskins that followed her and set her warriors up to hold this fort, even though only one of the three girls is of marriageable age. Aife was planning to have you and me killed, give your castle away, and hold Skye while she collected enough warriors to take Lethra.” Uathach shook her head. “Aife is definitely a fool. Do you know what you’re going to do with her?”

Scáthach bared her teeth in a fierce smile. “I do.”

Uathach lifted a brow, looking very much like her mother. “I look forward to whatever it is that has made you smile like that.”

“Do you have a count of our casualties from Tabiti?” Scáthach asked.

“We only have a few minor injuries. We lost no Shadow Guard,” said Uathach.

Scáthach sighed in relief. “Excellent. Have a pyre built outside the fort for Aife’s dead.” She hesitated and then added, “Are they all dead?”

“Every one of them except their queen.”

Scáthach sighed heavily. “Such a waste of lives. Someday Aife will answer for her mistakes. Before the pyre is lit, have the Shadow Guard pour libations over it. Many of those two hundred warriors must have believed they were doing the bidding of their rightful queen. I don’t know if they’ll find their way to Valhalla from here without the aid of Valkyries, but we can at least send their spirits on with libations and fire.”

“That’s compassionate, and I agree,” said her daughter.

Scáthach ran her hand through her hair, pushing it back behind her ears. “I must help Cuchulainn with something. It won’t take long. Would you gather Kintail’s daughters and the others from the fort at the front of the keep? I would speak to them and to the Shadow Guard before we leave this place.”

Uathach’s face brightened. “We return home today?”

“Yes. As soon as possible.”

“The guard will be pleased. Almost as pleased as I am,” said Uathach before she grinned and headed to the stairs.

Scáthach leaned against the door, only then noticing the blood trail from where her daughter must have dragged away Drest’s body. The Queen of Shadow rubbed her forehead, thinking of how much she hated battles. “Such a waste of life,” she repeated.

When Cuchulainn opened the door, he looked almost like himself, though he wore a tunic that was too tight across the shoulders and breeches that were several inches too short. He attempted a smile. “The boots aren’t a bad fit.”

“We’re going home today. You won’t have to wear those clothes long,” said Scáthach. “Will you trust me?”

“With my life,” Cuchulainn said.

“Then come. I know something that will help with . . .” She made a gesture at the room behind him.

He nodded.

Scáthach led him down the stairs. She stopped at the entrance to the great hall, which was busy with residents of the fort who were cleaning the mess left by Aife’s army. Beside her, Cuchulainn tensed. His eyes flicked around the hall. He reminded Scáthach of a young horse who was ready to bolt.

She touched his arm. His body jerked. He drew a long breath and then met her gaze.

“They do not know.” She spoke for his ears alone. “No one does except Uathach and me. Neither of us will speak of it.”

His nod was jerky.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Yes.”

They walked through the hall. Several of the workers paused to bow to Scáthach. She acknowledged their respect with a smile and a nod but did not slow.

The scene outside the keep was gruesome. The hard-packed dirt of the fort was dark with blood. The air reeked of death. Carrion birds darkened the sky. Scáthach strode through the fort with Cuchulainn at her side. She walked briskly, not giving him a chance to slow or stop.

“Cu! Glad you’re not in the Underworld!” called one of the Shadow Guard.

Cuchulainn nodded stiffly and kept moving forward.

“Good to see you, Cu!”

“Well done saving Amage and Tabiti!”

As Scáthach led him to the front of the fort, many of the Shadow Guards paused in their gruesome task of collecting the dead to greet Cuchulainn, calling to him, smiling and saying how good it was to see him. Cuchulainn did not speak. He did nod, and by the time they’d reached the doors, he also smiled.

Scáthach did not lead him over the bridge where her guard was building the pyre and stacking bodies. Instead she turned to the right and followed the little islet around until they came to a part of the bank that sloped gently down to the loch. It was quiet there. The thick wall of the fort muted sounds within. The morning was clear. The breeze across the loch was soft and the water was so still it seemed there was another world reflected under its mirrored surface

She went to the edge of the water with Cuchulainn beside her. “Swim,” she said.

His brows shot up. “Swim?”

“Yes.”

“In the loch? Now? Is that really what you’re saying or is my mind still muddled?”

“Your mind is fine. I want you to swim. Now. In the loch.” Her gaze went from him to the clear, cool water. “Here you can wash off what was done to you in there.” She pointed her thumb over her shoulder at the fort behind them. “The loch has been blessed by Cliodna, who blew it into the fort last night in the form of fog. It cloaked us so we were able to be victorious. The water is sacred. Let it help you heal.”

Cuchulainn touched his head and winced. “You know these wounds will not kill me. I will heal.”

She met his gaze. “I’m not speaking of the wounds of your body. I mean the wounds in your spirit.

He looked away first, turning his gaze to the loch. “You believe it will help?”

“I know it will, but you must also know it,” she said.

He spoke slowly. “I will try.”

“I’ll give you privacy. When you’re ready, you may join me in front of the keep if you wish. There I will announce Aife’s punishment.”

Cuchulainn stared out at the water. “Is she really carrying my son?”

Scáthach had almost hoped he hadn’t been aware enough to understand that part of the nightmare. She wished she could lie to him, to save him the knowledge, but he had a right to know. “Uathach’s vision says she is.”

A shudder rippled through his body. “That is why you won’t kill her.”

“It is.”

His amber eyes met hers. “Thank you. I don’t think I would have shown such mercy in your place.”

She held his gaze. “You would have. You, too, understand there is strength in mercy.” Then Scáthach began retracing their path. “If you’d rather not see her again, you need not reenter the fort. Let any of the Shadow Guard know and they’ll give you a horse. You can meet us back at the campsite.”

“Scáthach?”

She glanced over her shoulder at him.

“Will your sea monsters join me in my swim?” he asked.

She grinned. “Only if you’re very lucky.”





Chapter 17

Sentanta hadn’t known how it would feel to see Aife again. He almost didn’t enter the fort—almost took the escape Scáthach had offered him. He could have called for a horse. Ridden to camp. Waited there for the Shadow Guard.

He would have done those things had she not been carrying his child. His son. But she was carrying his child, so he could not leave without seeing her . . . without doing something.

He’d been shocked by her size. The night before, his addled mind had made it seem as if she filled the room. And then she was Scáthach, who naturally filled any room she entered. But where Scáthach carried strength and compassion and honor with her like a cloak, Aife was wrapped in vitriol and self-involvement. He’d known that, even through the wounds and the drugs. She would never be worthy of forgiveness.

For his son, Sentanta gave Aife the signet ring his mother had made for him before the world began calling him Cuchulainn. It was a simple gold thing stamped with a large S. He’d taken it off only to move it to his little finger when his hand grew, and he hadn’t taken it off since. But for his son—for his son he would part with it. And perhaps someday he would have the opportunity to be the father to his son that Lugh had never been to him.

* * *

Scáthach was glad of the breeze from the loch. It mostly blew away the stench of two hundred burning bodies, though she would be very glad to leave the fort and return to the clean salt air of Dunscáith. She stood on the raised stone steps in front of the keep. The Shadow Guard had assembled before her, along with the residents of the fort. Tabiti was beside her. Uathach waited for her signal to bring out Aife. Behind Scáthach the door to the keep opened and Kintail’s three daughters joined her. Aife had kept them locked away for the ten days she’d held the fort, barely granting them food and water, and definitely not emptying their chamber pots. They’d bathed and changed from their filthy clothes. They were fair-haired like their mother, with their father’s long, strong nose and intelligent blue eyes. The eldest of the three, Aillis, was almost Uathach’s age. The two younger girls were twins, Lili and Leitis, and had just known their tenth birthday. The twins’ eyes were red and swollen, though they held their heads high. Their older sister went to Scáthach and bowed.

“Aillis,” Scáthach said. “I wish I could have saved you, your parents, and this fort the misery Aife brought.”

“We tried to get word to you, great queen,” said Aillis. Shadows bruised her eyes and her cheeks were sunken, making her appear willow thin. Like her young sisters, her chin was high and her voice steady. “But her men killed anyone who attempted to leave our fort.”

“They killed Mama and Papa and our brothers!” one of the twins said through eyes filled with tears as the other little girl nodded in agreement.

Scáthach touched their blonde heads. “I know and I am sorry.” Then her gaze went to Aillis. “I have a proposal for you that will ensure this fort is never taken again.”

“If it involves marrying me to a warlord with an army, I respectfully decline. I’ve been prepared by my mother and father to lead, and I prefer not to abdicate control of my life to anyone,” Aillis said firmly.

“Ha!” Tabiti said. “I appreciate a woman who knows her own mind.”

“As do I,” said Scáthach. “No, Aillis, I will not advise you marry. That is your business, not mine. I advise you make use of the excellent herd of horseflesh that is now in your possession. Many warriors would be happy to relocate to your islet and protect it in return for a Lethra-bred broodmare or young stallion and a tidy roundhouse. Spread word that you will pay with horses and homes for warriors to relocate here. You should only need—” She paused and turned to Tabiti. “How many warriors would you advise Aillis hire?”

“Fifty warriors permanently living here should be more than enough to protect the fort,” said Tabiti.

“I agree,” said Scáthach. “You have a herd of a little more than two hundred. Plenty to entice warriors here and keep some of the breeding stock so you may continue to produce exceptional horseflesh. Dùn Dòbhrain will be known as the fort to come to for the fleetest horses in all of Alba.”

Looking dazed, Aillis blinked several times. “But I assumed you would take the herd with you to Dunscáith as payment for returning our fort to us.”

“There is no payment required. Aife was only here because she wanted to destroy me. I do not ask payment to clean up my mess.”

Aillis took Scáthach’s hand and kissed it. “Thank you, great queen!”

Scáthach patted her cheek, thinking how very young she looked. Then she raised and lowered her hand. At the signal, Uathach brought Aife forward. Scáthach had allowed her a bath and fresh clothes. Not as a kindness to Aife, but so that the evidence of what she’d done to Cuchulainn was washed away.

As Uathach brought her from the great hall to the front of the keep, there was movement in the crowd and the people parted to allow Cuchulainn to take a place in the front. His hair was wet. When he met Scáthach’s gaze, she saw that his eyes were completely his own—amber fire that blazed when Aife came into view.

Scáthach turned to her half sister. “With the authority granted me by our father, Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra, I sentence you for your crimes, which are: leading a traitorous revolt against Lethra; ordering your men to ambush my students and me; putting a price on my head in exchange for my castle; and finally, we come to the atrocities you committed here at this fort, which are too many to name.”

“You have no authority over me.” Aife’s words were petulant and held no fire.

“You know that is a lie. Our father named me his heir, which grants me the right to mete out justice in his name.”

Aife spoke bitterly. “The only thing I’ve ever wanted is to have Father’s approval—to be his heir—but I couldn’t compete with the daughter of a goddess.”

“You lived your entire life with Father, yet you seem not to have known him at all. He wouldn’t have chosen me because of my mother. He wanted the best for Lethra. He believed that is me.” Scáthach saw the despair in her half sister’s eyes. It saddened her. She looked away and her gaze went to Cuchulainn. His face had again lost all color. Dark circles shadowed his amber eyes. His hands were fisted at his side as he stared at Aife, disgust curling his lip. Scáthach’s heart hardened, and her gaze returned to her sister. “And your actions since Father’s death have proven him wise. Lethra refused you as their queen. Did you stay and work to show them you would be a thoughtful, just ruler?”

“I did not because—”

“You are correct,” Scáthach interrupted. “You did not. Instead you seduced weak-willed, selfish warriors from him and thought to take what you did not deserve. You are the kind of woman who makes life more difficult for the rest of us.

“I stand against a rising tide of men who believe women are too weak and too emotional to think for ourselves. They call those of us who show undeniable strength seductive manipulators instead of leaders. You prove them right. You, who were born a privileged princess, who only had to observe our father to learn the path to being a great queen, chose manipulation and lies and senseless violence instead. You disgust me.” She turned to Tabiti. “Which members of the Shadow Guard have experience with longboats?”

“Astrid and Bjorn are from the Northlands,” Tabiti said. “They came to Dunscáith in a longboat. I believe there are several more, mostly from Éire, who are also experienced sailors.”

“Have Astrid choose a team. They will take one of Aife’s dragon longboats and return her to Lethra to face whatever justice her country chooses for her. Leave the rest of her longboats for the Dùn Dòbhrain merchants, but destroy the dragon figureheads first. I never want to see that vile sigil again.”

“No! Don’t send me back!” Aife cried. “Just give me one horse and some supplies. I’ll leave here and go south, never to return.”

“South? You mean the territory of Tribe Catuvellauni? The very tribe you bribed to bring you my head in exchange for my castle? Aife, I realize your mother poisoned your mind to believe untruths about me, but something a daughter of Ardgeimm should have been smart enough to understand is that I am not easily duped.” Scáthach shook her head. “You will return to Lethra. The people you wanted so desperately to rule will decide your fate.” The Queen of Shadow looked from her sister to Aillis. “Do you have anything to add?”

“Will your guard tell Lethra of her atrocities here? That she killed the lord and lady of the fort and all of their sons, imprisoned us, and abused our people?” As Aillis spoke, she glared at Aife.

“My guard will report all of her crimes,” said Scáthach.

Aillis nodded. “Then I am satisfied. Queen Scáthach, please know that you and your guard are welcome to rest here for as long as you’d like. My home is yours.”

“Thank you, but except for the warriors who will escort Aife back to Lethra, we will return now if you have no more need of us.”

Aillis smiled and bowed her head. “I will always have need of the council of a great queen.”

Scáthach returned her smile. “Then know I am but a day’s ride away and you are always welcome in Dunscáith.”

“People of the fort!” Aillis called. “Help the Shadow Guard load one of the longboats with supplies. I’m sure they are eager to rid themselves of Aife and return to their home at Dunscáith.” Tabiti began collecting the members of the Shadow Guard who were sailors as the crowd dispersed.

“I’ll lock Aife upstairs until it’s time for her to leave,” said Uathach.

“Thank you,” Scáthach told her daughter. Her gaze turned to Aife. “I wish things could have been different. I never meant for there to be strife between us.”

“You didn’t mean for there to be anything between us.” Aife’s despair was gone. The hardness had returned to her eyes. “You believed you were always so much better than me that I didn’t even deserve your notice.”

Scáthach sighed out a long breath. “You are wrong. Think rationally, Aife. The last time I saw you, I was a child of five years old. You were just a babe. These assumptions you have about me, about my mother, are based only on your mother’s jealousy. I wish you hadn’t allowed her to poison your life. Goodbye, sister.”

She started forward, meaning to leave Aife there, but Cuchulainn was climbing the stone stairs to them. Scáthach halted, not sure what he was going to do. Uathach paused and glanced questioningly at her mother. Scáthach nodded once. Cuchulainn deserved the right to confront Aife.

He stood before Aife and studied her silently. “You’re so small. You seemed so much more last night.”

Aife’s smile was knowing. “I seemed like many things last night.”

“No!” Uathach’s hand gripped Aife’s arm so tightly she cringed and let out a little squeak of protest. “You will stand here and shut up and not speak to him unless he asks you a question.”

Scáthach felt immense pride in her daughter, who was as wise and compassionate as she was powerful.

Uathach looked at Cuchulainn. “Go on. Say whatever you’d like to her.”

“I only have this to say.” Cuchulainn slid a gold ring from his pinky. Scáthach had noticed it before. It was inscribed with a large S and was the only jewelry he wore. He handed the ring to Aife. She took it, opened her mouth to speak, but thought better of it when Uathach’s grip on her arm increased again. “Give this to my son. Should he desire to come to me when he is old enough to travel without you, I will welcome him if he shows me this ring. But you, Aife, should I ever see you again I will kill you.” Then Cuchulainn turned, strode down the stairs and out of the fort.

* * *

They left the fort at midday. Scáthach knew that would mean they would travel the last part of their journey after dusk, but they would be on her isle near her castle—she could lead an army to Dunscáith blindfolded.

The ferry crossing was a lot less dramatic now that Cuchulainn was on the long, flat boat with them and not coaxing his horse to leap into the loch. Scáthach gazed around the ferry and found Cuchulainn standing in the bow watching them draw nearer and nearer to Skye. Leannan sat beside him. Cuchulainn’s hand rested on her head. Periodically he’d pet her, scratch her ears, and even speak softly to the big dog. But mostly he kept to himself with Leannan as his shadow.

“She knows he suffers,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach slanted a glance at her friend but said nothing.

“I was there when Uathach brought Aife to the chamber from which we’d just freed the three Kintail girls.” Tabiti muted her voice so that only Scáthach heard her. “I saw her. I smelled her. And after observing Cu, I can guess the rest.”

“Because it happened to you,” said Scáthach.

Tabiti’s jaw clenched and her hands fisted before she drew a deep breath, released it, rolled her shoulders and forced her body to relax. “Yes, as you know.”

“That was many years ago.”

“Sometimes a thing happens to you that even the passing years cannot diminish.” She glanced from Scáthach to where Amage sat on a pile of blankets with her wounded leg elevated and her face tilted back, raised to catch the sun. “Love is like that, as are great wrongs.”

“But you recovered. You moved on. And you were able to find love,” said Scáthach.

“Remember how long it took me to accept Amage?”

Scáthach arched a tawny brow. “I told you she was right for you from the beginning.”

“And you were correct. But I didn’t believe you—couldn’t allow myself to believe you for almost two years.” She paused and sighed. “Those are two years I missed holding her in my arms. I hope Cu does not have to wait years to allow himself to love and be loved.”

“Would you talk with him?” Scáthach’s voice was barely a whisper.

“Of course, but if I do, he will know I know,” said Tabiti.

Scáthach held out her hand and a butterfly that had been fluttering around them landed on her finger. It was small, with brilliant blue wings that were spotted black, and gray and tan on the undersides. She studied it as she replied to Tabiti. “I believe the wisdom you share with him outweighs the chance that he will not hear you through his pride.”

“Leannan is good for him,” said Tabiti. Both women turned their gazes to Cuchulainn in the bow. He slowly stroked the deerhound’s ears. “She’s safe for him to touch and be touched by.” Her gaze shifted to Scáthach. “It is difficult to be touched afterward, even by someone we love and desire.”

Scáthach watched the butterfly. Its wings opened and closed. It was a living jewel of such beauty that it soothed the sadness in the Queen of Shadow’s heart. She ached to help Sentanta and mourned the invisible wound that haunted him.

“How do I know when he can be touched?” she asked Tabiti.

“Ask him. Let him take the lead. Be patient and compassionate.”

The ferry reached the dock and the butterfly fluttered from Scáthach’s finger. She watched it fly to the rolling hills along the bank and their carpet of heather.

“Is that what Amage did for you?”

“It is.”

“Then I shall do the same for him,” said Scáthach.





Chapter 18

Scáthach didn’t decide to go because he’d kissed her. Or at least that’s what she told herself . . .

* * *

On the short journey back to Dunscáith, Cuchulainn didn’t knowingly hold himself apart from the Shadow Guard. Rather it was a subconscious act, much like how a wounded animal slinks away to lick its wounds and recover—or die alone without tainting the group.

He didn’t want to taint the group with the invisible wound still bleeding inside him.

Scáthach treated him no differently. He appreciated that, even if he didn’t fully believe her. How was he supposed to believe she still saw him as she had before? Before she’d stepped into that room and found Aife straddling him. Before she’d seen him so helpless, so broken, so badly used.

Uathach had also been there, though she hadn’t seen as much as Scáthach. He hated that Uathach had been there at all, but it didn’t eat at his spirit. It hadn’t been Uathach he’d imagined when Aife had told him she would be who he most desired.

Cuchulainn remembered little about that terrible night. There were big black places in his memory. He knew Aife had used his body. He could not remember how many times, but he recalled the painful pleasure of being aroused over and over and over again. Cuchulainn wished he didn’t remember that part. How could it have felt pleasurable when she forced him? He hadn’t desired her!

He shook his head, trying to rid himself of even the small pieces of that night that weren’t smothered in blackness.

Tabiti trotted to him. It was dusk and they were close enough to Dunscáith that any of them could have found their way home. Tabiti’s smile flashed white in the twilight.

“Guarding our rear?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said, though he hadn’t realized he’d fallen back to the very rear of the Shadow Guard.

“Thank you for saving Amage,” Tabiti said.

He looked at her, surprised by the strain in her voice. “You need not thank me. I’m glad I was there. Glad you were able to get her to safety.”

“If she had died, I’m not sure how I would have gone on.”

Cuchulainn understood the strain in her voice then. The bond between Tabiti and Amage was strong. Breaking it would also break Tabiti. “That is not something you need to think about,” said Cuchulainn. “She will heal.”

Tabiti nodded. “Yes, I know that logically, but my heart, my spirit, they are still wounded by how close I came to losing her.”

“They will heal just as Amage will heal,” said Cuchulainn.

Tabiti nodded again and then cleared her throat. “Cu, may I tell you a story?”

His brows went up. “Of course.” He gestured around them at the sleepy, rolling hills their road wound between. “We have time, and I like a good story.”

“Well, this one is more nightmare than bedtime story.”

“Now I’m intrigued.” He expected Tabiti to grin. Instead she drew in a long breath and on the exhale began to speak.

“It was many years ago. All the way in distant Scythia I’d heard of the great warrior Scáthach, Queen of Shadow, and her school at Dunscáith.” She glanced at him. “Do you know of my people?”

He nodded and smiled. “Yes. Warrior women who choose to live, fight, and love without men.”

“Well, yes, but some Scythian warriors take men to their beds to reproduce. We send the boy babies to their fathers and keep the girls.”

“I’d heard that. You’re a country of mighty warriors who are well respected.”

“We are. I am the youngest daughter of our queen. I loved my home, my mother, my four older sisters—but as I became an adult, I began to feel adrift, useless. I would not inherit the crown. And I didn’t want it,” she added quickly. “I could have commanded a unit of warriors, but my older sisters would always outrank me and command the army. Whether valid or not, I felt lost in a crowd.”

“Understandable,” said Cuchulainn.

“When word reached Scythia of Scáthach and her warrior school, I petitioned my mother's permission to travel to Skye to be trained by her. My mother is a wise queen. She also understands her daughters.”

“She granted you permission?”

“Yes, and gave her blessing for me to find my own path. The journey was long. I crossed the land of the Gauls, forded the channel to Briton, and then traveled north to Alba. Finally, I took the ferry we used today and crossed to Skye.

“It was not far from here that the attack happened. I’d traveled with a Scythian guard until we reached the ferry. Then I sent my countrywomen back as the safety of the Queen of Shadow’s isle is well known.” She paused and chewed her lip. “I’ll admit that I was eager to send my countrywomen away. I wanted to walk this new path by myself, and to do that I needed to arrive at Dunscáith alone to prove myself worthy to Scáthach.” She snorted. “I was very young.” She glanced at him and added. “About your age.”

His snort echoed hers, and then he added, “You said attack?”

Tabiti continued. “Yes.” She glanced around them and jerked her chin toward the craggy hills to their right. “There’s a stream not far from here. It runs from those rocky hills. Were it light you could see the water. I knew I was not far from the castle. I decided to wash and change into the formal clothes I’d brought to wear to present myself to the queen in my finest.” She stopped speaking then.

Cuchulainn glanced at her, wondering if he should ask a question so that she’d continue, wondering at the tightness in Tabiti’s jaw and her furrowed brow—easily seen, even in the dusky light. He was trying to think of what he could say when she continued. Her voice lacked all emotion. It was as if she reported something that had happened to someone with whom she had no connection.

“I was in the stream. Naked. They caught me. There were six of them. Norse raiders. They took my weapons and my clothes. Then they came for me. I fought them with my teeth, my hands, my feet. I killed one of them. I bit him. Ripped his throat out as he pressed me to the ground and forced himself into me. The other five learned from him. They tied me down. Put a noose around my neck. If I moved to bite another one of them, or to struggle at all, the noose would tighten, and I would choke myself.” She wiped a hand across her face. “For a long time afterward I wished I’d struggled harder.”

“No.” Cuchulainn almost spat the word. “You survived. That is what is most important.”

“I know that now. Then I wasn’t so sure. The truth is they would have probably killed me had Scáthach not come upon us. She killed them. Cut all five down so quickly, I didn’t fully understand what was happening. I was—” Her words broke off, and she had to clear her throat and take several breaths. “I was not myself. I tried to fight her.” Tabiti raised her gaze to meet his. “Somehow she got through to me, calmed me, and then she brought me to Dunscáith and helped me heal.”

“Scáthach is good at that,” said Cuchulainn.

“She is and my body healed. My spirit, though. That took a lot longer to stop bleeding, festering.” Tabiti shook her head. “I blamed myself for so long. Too long.”

“But you were naked and alone against six warriors. You could not have stopped them. You were not to blame.”

Tabiti pulled her horse to a halt and Cuchulainn stopped with her. “You were wounded, drugged, and bound. Alone. You could not have stopped what she did to you. You were not to blame.”

They sat there, staring at each other until Cuchulainn finally said, “Scáthach told you?”

“She didn’t have to. I recognized the wound to your spirit.”

“How did you stop blaming yourself?” he asked slowly, as if it was difficult for him to speak the words.

“I forgave myself—for sending my escort away, for leaving the path, for bathing, for abandoning my weapons on a rock with my clothes, for not being big enough or strong enough to defeat six men with my hands and teeth. It seems silly when I say it now. I shouldn’t have needed to forgive myself for any of those things because I did nothing wrong.” She drew in a deep breath, then asked him, “Do you know why you were captured by Aife’s men?”

“Yes,” he said bitterly. “So that I could service Aife like one of her breeding stallions.”

“No. That is why Aife set her men after you,” Tabiti said. “You were captured because you chose to shield Amage and me from their arrows so we could escape. Had you not protected us, you could have easily gotten away. Instead you did not dive into the safety of the loch, and Aife’s men were able to capture you. Cu, you did nothing wrong. You are not to blame. Forgive yourself for whatever your mind is whispering that you should have done differently. Stop punishing yourself. When you do that, you will be able to leave what she did to you in the past.”

Cuchulainn said nothing for several minutes. Finally he spoke again. “Thank you. I will remember what you have told me.”

Tabiti echoed his earlier words. “You need not thank me. I’m glad I am here. Glad if I can help guide your spirit to heal.” Then Tabiti clucked to her horse, and they trotted after the Shadow Guard.

Cuchulainn wished he could stay at Dunscáith with these warriors who were as talented as they were honorable. He wished it so very much.

* * *

It was near midnight when Cuchulainn knocked on the door to Scáthach’s chambers.

“Come!” she called from within.

He opened the door and glanced quickly around the room. It was really two big rooms with two fireplaces and so many candles burning that everything within was touched with a golden light. The outer room held a low table with chairs around it. Two overstuffed chairs were placed in front of the fireplace. The walls were decorated with tapestries as colorful as Scáthach’s tattoos. He could just peek into the second room through a partially open door to see a big bed pallet mounded with furs and blankets. Scáthach sat in one of the chairs, staring into the fire. She didn’t look at him when he entered the room and closed the door behind him.

Cuchulainn cleared his throat and Scáthach turned her gaze from the fire to him. She raised one tawny brow. “I expected Tabiti.” She smiled. “But you are more than welcome. Come in. Sit.” She motioned to the chair across from her before the fireplace.

He sat and drew a deep breath. “I must leave tomorrow.”

Both her brows lifted. “When will you return?”

“I will not return.” He leaned back in the chair and wiped a hand across his face. “Remember that I told you my father healed my wound so I could join you at Dùn Dòbhrain?”

“I do.”

“I didn’t tell you everything.” He sighed. “I didn’t want to tell you everything. But the battle at the fort is over and I must now complete my part of the bargain.”

“Your father bargained with you to heal your wound?”

“My relationship with Lugh is not like yours with Béfionn. Your mother values you for who you are. My father only values me when I bring him glory. He has always been disappointed that I am reluctant to call the berserker.”

Scáthach scoffed. “Of course you’re reluctant to call the berserker! He cannot tell the difference between friend and foe! That’s fine if you’re alone and attacked by an enemy. In almost any other situation the berserker is more liability than asset.”

“That isn’t how my father sees it. Again, he insisted that I call the berserker more often. Again I declined. So we compromised.” Cuchulainn couldn’t meet her gaze so he stared into the fire. “He agreed to heal me if in turn I leave Dunscáith and travel to the Underworld to claim the rib of Curruid and thereafter use it to bring glory to our names.”

Scáthach stood and went to the hearth. “He wants you to claim the magick spear Gáe Bulg that is the rib of the dead sea monster.”

“That or I call on the berserker much more frequently.”

She looked from the flames to him. “You should have never invoked him.”

“That seems obvious now.”

“Will you return to finish your training after you have the spear?” she asked.

“No. That was another of his conditions. As Father reminded me, I am not fated to live long, so I must make the most of the years left to me.”

Scáthach shook her head. “You can choose a different fate. Remain here. Finish your training. Then decide if you want to go after the spear, or if you want to follow a different path.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “If I stay, Lugh will return. He will make sure it is too uncomfortable here for me to remain.”

“I will not be intimidated by your father.”

“You won’t be, but what about your students? Tabiti? Your daughter?”

Scáthach fisted her hands. “Neither Tabiti, Uathach, nor my students are easily intimidated!”

“Of course not. I’m not saying they’re weak. What I’m saying is if I remain here, I put them at risk. They’re mortal. Why risk the wrath of a god?”

“Because you are worth the risk,” Scáthach said.

Her gaze caught his. She was always beautiful, but that night with her hair wild and free around her and the firelight caressing the long legs her short tunic exposed, Scáthach was especially exquisite. He would do anything to protect her.

“But it is a needless risk. Scáthach, do you know what it would do to me if any of your people were harmed because I choose to say no to my father?” Before she could respond, he continued. “It would destroy what is left of my spirit.” He pressed his fist against his chest. “Aife wounded me—body and spirit—but I will heal from it. And I do understand I’m not to blame for what she did. But if my father hurt Tabiti, Uathach, Fergal, Muirenn, Lonán, Leannan . . . or any of the others, I don’t think I could forgive myself for it. I don’t think I could heal from it.

“This is the only place I have ever felt accepted for who I am instead of for who people want me to be. I will hold the memory of my time here close and sacred for the rest of my life. Please understand. In this I have no viable choice.”

“I do understand.” Her voice was soft, sad. “Sentanta, I still say you can change your fate. Go after the Gáe Bulg if you believe you must, but consider what you want the rest of your life to be once you’ve retrieved it.”

“I will.” He stared into the fire for several breaths and then said, “I need to ask a favor of you.”

She raised a brow and said nothing.

“The dead sea monster, Curruid, is in the Underworld. Could you tell me how to enter that world?” The corners of his lips lifted in a smile. “Without dying first.”

“There is only one way for the living to enter the Underworld—through the mouth of a great serpent who can only be found on the spirit island of Hy-Brasil,” said Scáthach.

“I’ve heard of the isle,” said Cuchulainn. “It is in the west, veiled by clouds and mist. It appears and disappears randomly.” He nodded. “Then that is where I shall go. Will you allow me a boat and supplies?”

“Of course.”

He sighed and stood. “I leave at dawn.” She nodded slowly and then turned to face him. “I’m not sure how to say goodbye to you,” he said.

“Then don’t. Let us say farewell instead and hope we meet again,” she said.

He rubbed the back of his neck. “There is so much I need to thank you for.”

Scáthach smiled. “You saved my daughter’s life and then you saved my life. I believe it is I who owe you gratitude.”

“No. You gave me a place of belonging. For Sentanta and Cuchulainn. That is something I’ve never before known. I will not forget it.” His gaze held hers as he closed the space between them. “I will never forget you.” Cuchulainn took her into his arms. He pressed his lips to hers in a kiss that was not a question, but a proclamation—of desire, of loss, of dreams deferred and paths not taken. Her arms slid up his chest to encircle his shoulders and she pressed her body to his as he lost himself in the kiss. The taste, scent, and feel of Scáthach burned through his blood, scalding away Aife’s touch. He wanted to stay there with her in his arms and pretend as if they were in a world of their own where nothing, not even Lugh of the Long Arm, could touch them.

But that was a fantasy. Lugh could and would touch them and ruin everything. Reluctantly, Cuchulainn released her.

“Goodbye, my queen.” Cuchulainn bowed low to her and then turned and left the room.

* * *

Cuchulainn did not sleep that night, but he rarely did. He packed his gear quietly. He’d said nothing about leaving to Tabiti or Fergal or any of the other warriors he now considered friends. He’d never had real friends before—only allies or fellow warriors who followed in his wake, looking to ride the waves of his fame. He didn’t know how to say goodbye to friends, especially when the last thing he wanted was to leave them.

He hefted the bag that held his clothes and gear over his shoulder and slung his shield across his back. The morning sky was just beginning to blush as she greeted the ascending sun when Cuchulainn entered the tunnel that led down to the stables and the dock where several boats were moored. He hoped Scáthach had given orders for one of the small sailing crafts to be outfitted for his journey. If not, he would have to wait for the castle to begin stirring and Scáthach to appear.

He was afraid if he saw her again he would not be able to leave.

Their kiss stayed with him, as did the feel of her body pressed to his. At least he had that memory, the one that had burned away Aife’s touch, to cherish.

“Woof!”

As he came out of the tunnel, the big deerhound raced to him, barking softly and smiling her tongue-lolling doggy grin. He ruffled her ears. “There’s a good girl,” he cooed to her. “A fine, good girl. I’ll miss you, Leannan. Be sure you look after the queen, as I will not be here to do so.”

“You thought you’d sneak away without saying goodbye?” Tabiti said.

He looked up from the dog to see Tabiti and Uathach standing beside a small sailboat that had been loaded with supplies. He walked down the dock to them.

“I thought it would be easier if I just left,” he admitted.

“Easier for who, Cu?” Tabiti asked before she wrapped him in a tight hug. “Most of us appreciate closure.”

“Sorry,” he murmured as she squeezed him so hard his ribs ached.

When she released him, Uathach took Tabiti’s place, pulling him into a hug. When she stepped back, her eyes were suspiciously bright. “I’ll miss you,” she said. “And Mama. I’ll miss her, too.”

Cuchulainn shook his head. “What?”

Scáthach stepped from the shadows. “You cannot go without me.”

“But . . .” He shook his head again. “You can’t go.”

Tabiti snorted. “She’s Queen of Shadow. She can do whatever she wants to do.”

“Yes, and she has Tabiti and me to take care of Dunscáith while she’s gone.” Uathach smiled at her mother. “Though we’d appreciate it if she didn’t stay away too long.”

“I agree,” added Tabiti. “Please try to remember how much I loathe the winter here and get home before then. The bard will have sung all his ballads and will need new adventures to twist and exaggerate so that we’ll be entertained during those long, cold nights.”

His gaze went to the Queen of Shadow. “Are you really coming with me?”

“How else do you expect to find Hy-Brasil? It moves constantly and disappears quite often,” Scáthach said.

“I hadn’t decided what I would do about that,” he admitted. Then his face blazed with a grin. “Perhaps I thought to call on the mother of someone I know well. She is Goddess of the Underworld.”

“Good luck with that,” said Uathach. “Grandmother seems to be quite busy with my grandfather in Valhalla.”

“Which leaves only one way into the Underworld—unless you were planning on dying,” said Tabiti.

“I believe that would be counterproductive to retrieving the Gáe Bulg,” said Scáthach. “Would it not?”

Cuchulainn nodded. She was coming with him! He would not be alone. He would have more time with her. The joy that thought gave him flushed through his body, invigorating him. He realized she’d asked him a question, but he’d been standing there smiling like a dolt and hadn’t answered.

“No! I mean, yes. Yes, it would be counterproductive to die to retrieve the spear. I can’t believe—” His words broke off as he went to Scáthach, picked her up, and twirled her around. “Thank you!” he said after he put her down.

Tabiti covered a laugh with a cough. Uathach made no attempt to cover her giggles.

Scáthach cupped his cheek with her palm. “I’m glad I’m going with you. But you should know if you pick me up like that again, I will knock you on your ass.”

“Noted,” said Cuchulainn, still grinning.

“Good,” she said. “Then let’s go.” Scáthach bent to kiss Leannan on her muzzle. She held the dog’s face in her hands. “Be good while I’m gone. Take care of our Little Fry and do not worry Tabiti too much.” Then she turned to Tabiti. “I would ask that you guard my daughter and my castle.”

Tabiti bowed formally to her queen. “With my last breath.”

Scáthach stood before Uathach. “Remember that time passes differently in the Underworld. To me it may seem as if I’ve only been there for one week, but when we return to the land of the living, one month or even one year may have passed.”

Uathach nodded. “I will remember.”

Scáthach pulled her daughter into her arms. “I know you’ll teach the students well. I know you’ll care for Dunscáith as if it is yours, which it is while I am gone.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“But do not forget to care for yourself. Be kind to yourself. If you become overwhelmed, ask Tabiti for help, just as I ask her and you when I am overwhelmed.”

Tabiti snorted. “You’re never overwhelmed.”

“If that is true, it is only because you and Uathach are always at my side. So be there for each other and for our students.” She wiped a tear from her daughter’s cheek. “I love you, Little Fry. Always.”

“And I love you, Mama. Always.”

Scáthach and Cuchulainn stepped into the boat. Tabiti and Uathach untied it, and then they pointed the bow into the west. The wind caught the sail, and they skimmed over the water as Cuchulainn watched Dunscáith fade away from them.





Chapter 19

It wasn’t just that Scáthach was beautiful—though she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. It wasn’t just that Scáthach was strong and skilled—though she was the most powerful warrior he’d ever known.

It was her laugh.

It was her compassion.

It was her intelligence.

It was everything about her.

Sentanta loved Scáthach.

He knew they could never truly be together. But as he watched her with the sturgeons and bears and even the strange stone snake, Sentanta knew that for the rest of his life he would only need to think of the Queen of Shadow to feel, if only for a sweet, brief moment, the warmth and acceptance of home.

* * *

At first they didn’t talk. They just sailed. The day was spectacular. The sky was the perfect shade of cornflower blue, the sea a glistening sapphire. It was neither too hot, nor too cold, and there was just enough wind to keep pushing the little boat across the placid sea.

Scáthach had learned to sail from her mother. Béfionn had taught her daughter how to use the wind and the currents and how to navigate by the sun and stars. She loved being out on the water and, she admitted to herself, it felt delightfully freeing to be away from the castle and the unending mound of responsibilities that came with being the Queen of Shadow.

In truth, Scáthach hadn’t felt this relaxed since Cuchulainn had collected his boon and she’d taken him to the beach. Of course, the last part of that day when they’d been ambushed hadn’t been relaxing. She very much hoped this day would prove to have a happier ending. The Queen of Shadow did not know what they would face in their quest for the Gáe Bulg, but she did not fear the Underworld. Scáthach had felt comfortable in the spirit realm from the time she was a child.

“They are but people who have crossed from the mortal realm to the next. They should be feared no more than the living.”

Her mother had explained that to her before the first time she’d taken her young daughter with her to the Underworld. The child Scáthach had not feared the spirits of the dead. In turn the spirits and the Underworld had shown her the same deference and respect they did her mother. Scáthach always looked forward to visits to the Summerlands. As the sea breeze blew through her hair and the steady slap of the waves against the side of the boat soothed her like a lullaby, she thought about how many years had passed since she’d been that child who had taken her mother’s hand and descended through the mortal veil into the next world. Scáthach smiled. She was glad she’d come with Cuchulainn. She’d missed the Underworld.

Scáthach glanced back at Cuchulainn where he sat splayed-legged and relaxed in the stern of the boat, tiller in hand. She’d been surprised that he was such a good sailor, though she shouldn’t have been. He’d grown up on Éire, which was an island. Of course he knew how to sail. The fact was Cuchulainn excelled at everything he did.

She studied him, considering what other talents of his she might discover on this journey. As if he felt her gaze, his eyes met hers and he grinned. The sun loved him, burnishing his skin with a tawny golden beauty that was undeniable. He’d stripped off his shirt and the muscular lines of his chest and arms were poetry.

“I prefer you like this,” Scáthach told him.

“Like this?”

“Yes. Like this—at ease. Like you were the day you swam at the Rubha Shlèite. Relaxed, happy, yourself.”

“Ha!” Cuchulainn’s grin widened. “You mean until your sea monsters showed up and tried to slice me to ribbons.”

“They didn’t eat you, so they must like you.” At his incredulous look, Scáthach’s laughter sang across the water. “Which reminds me. This pace is lovely, but it won’t get us to Hy-Brasil. That island must be caught rather than found.”

His brow furrowed. “How does one catch an island?”

“Well, some would say it’s a difficult thing to do—even impossible. And I would agree with them because they were not nursemaided by sea monsters.”

Cuchulainn sat straighter and watched with shining amber eyes as she drew her dagger and cut a thin line of scarlet across her forearm. Then, smiling at Cuchulainn, she let her arm hang over the side of the boat, trailing blood in the water.

They were far enough out at sea that the response was almost immediate. Like enormous silver puppies, the sturgeons swarmed around the boat, vying for her attention. Scáthach laughed as she carefully leaned so that her fingertips trailed across their spiny backs and sides. There were so many, they butted against the boat, rocking it from side to side.

Cuchulainn cleared his throat. “Ahem, Queen of Shadow?”

“Yes?” She stroked the back of another sturgeon and grinned at him.

“It will be unfortunate if they capsize us.”

“They will do no such thing,” she cooed to the huge fish. “They’re far too clever to do that.” Two more sturgeons bumped against the boat, causing the opposite side to dip precariously close to the water.

“Then what are they doing?” His eyes flicked nervously from the fish to Scáthach.

“They are simply waiting”—she paused and directed the rest of the sentence to the sturgeons—“impatiently for me to tell them where we’re going.” Scáthach leaned farther over the side of the boat. Cuchulainn hastily shifted his weight to compensate. Then she continued to speak to the school of giant fish. “Friends! Thank you for answering my call. I need your help. As Mother and I have so many times before, Cuchulainn and I travel to Hy-Brasil. You know our Béfionn is busy in Valhalla.” She had to wait for the sturgeons to stop splashing and diving and leaping at the mention of her mother’s name. When they’d calmed enough, Scáthach continued. “So I would ask that you take us to Hy-Brasil, and it would be especially lovely if we arrived there before sunset.”

There was quite a bit more splashing and diving and leaping before the sturgeons settled into their job, but when they finally did, they appeared to attack the boat, ramming it with their long, lean bodies until the wooden hull was caught by rows of the boney scutes that ran down their backs and sides. It was like being hooked to a hurricane. The ancient nursemaids carried the little boat forward at such a dizzying speed that Scáthach had to help Cuchulainn lower the sail before the wind tore it to shreds.

The ride was exhilarating. The speed and the wind reminded Scáthach a little of rappelling down a sheer cliffside and she threw back her head and laughed, reveling in the freedom of it. Cuchulainn joined her and she thought she’d always remember the happiness that suffused his face and how he cheered on the sturgeons, laughing harder as the saltwater sprayed him, slicking his sun-kissed body.

“Scáthach! Look!” Cuchulainn stood and pointed.

She looked in time to see a huge humpback whale breach just off their starboard side. She cheered with Cuchulainn as the whale breached several times, putting on a show for them. When the humpback finally swam away, Scáthach shouted after her, “Thank you, grandmother whale!”

As the boat shot through the water, powered by the strength of Béfionn’s familiars, Scáthach unpacked cheese and bread and dried meat to share with Cuchulainn. She found three waterskins—two held fresh water and one, she was delighted to discover, was filled with honey heather mead. She tossed it to Cuchulainn, who took a sip, grinned, and then upended it.

He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “Well, that was almost as surprising as sturgeons powering our boat and whales entertaining us.”

“My Little Fry thinks of everything,” said Scáthach after she, too, drank deeply.

“It’s nice that you two are so close.” Cuchulainn spoke around a bite of cheese.

“My daughter is my greatest joy,” said Scáthach.

“I wonder if Aife will feel that way about our son?”

Scáthach noticed he pressed his lips together after he spoke, as if he hadn’t meant to allow the words to escape.

“I cannot say. What I can tell you is becoming a mother usually changes a woman. You can hope it changes Aife for the better.” She hesitated and then added, “You could go to Lethra and see for yourself.”

“No. I cannot forgive her for what she did, for how she used me.” He shook his head and repeated, “No. Perhaps a better man could. I want to be a better man for my son. Had he been conceived differently . . .” He stared out at the blue horizon. “I’m afraid my resentment for Aife would taint the babe.” His gaze went to Scáthach. “I want a relationship with him like you have with Uathach, and like your mother has with you. I do not want to be like my father.”

“You are not like your father.”

“I tell myself that, but I’m afraid I would be as heartless as Lugh if I tried to raise the child with Aife. It’s why I gifted her my ring to give to him along with my message to join me when he is old enough to come alone.”

“And by knowing that about yourself and protecting your son from it, you’ve already proven you are not Lugh—not at all. I hope your son comes to you when he is of age and you find the joy in him that I have with my Uathach,” said Scáthach.

“I believe that is the nicest hope anyone has ever had for me.” His smile was shy and boyish. “Do you mind me asking about Uathach’s father?”

“Not at all. He’s a good man. An excellent warrior. He was a member of my Shadow Guard for about a year. He was from the Northlands, the younger brother of a Jarl. His brother died and the kingdom sent word that he had been chosen to succeed.” Scáthach lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “Rightfully, he returned to his home to rule.”

“Did he know Uathach?”

“No. She was conceived so close to when he left, I didn’t even realize I was with child until he’d been gone for months. Before I thought to send word to him, I heard he’d been crowned and married.” She shrugged again. “He didn’t need the complication of wondering if I’d want him to return.”

“And did you? Want him to return?”

“Oh, when I was heavy with child and uncomfortable and worried about what kind of mother I’d be I did, but as soon as I gave birth the world narrowed to my daughter and me. I realized quickly that she’s entirely mine. That’s how I preferred it then and how I still prefer it.”

“She’s not asked about him?” he asked.

“She has. She knows who he is and that she may go to him if ever she so desires. So far she hasn’t desired,” Scáthach explained.

“You didn’t love him?”

“I liked him. He and I were friends. I respected him as a warrior. But love him? No.” A sensual smile lifted her lips. “There was a good measure of lust rather than love.”

Cuchulainn’s gaze went to and remained on her lips. “You don’t believe there can be both? Lust and love.”

“Oh, I most certainly do. I’ve just not experienced it.” His gaze lifted from her lips, and she caught it with hers. “Yet.”

“Yet,” he echoed.

* * *

“What is it? Did we catch the island?” Cuchulainn asked as he tried to peer through the thickening mist.

“We did.”

“Do I need to lift the sail again?” he asked.

“No, we’d sail straight into rocks. The sturgeons will get us to the beach safely. It’s not far now. Once we’re past the fog bank that always surrounds the outer part of the island, you’ll see.” Scáthach spoke eagerly, leaning forward with him, even though the fog was too dense to see through. The sturgeons guided the little boat around spiny rock formations. Some had willow trees sprouting from them, their long branches sweeping the water like gowns and some half-hidden under the fog-cloaked water. Skeletons of broken ships still impaled on the sharp black rock seemed sacrifices to the gods. “This part always saddens me.” Scáthach spoke softly, reverently as they floated slowly past the carcasses of vessels.

Cuchulainn kept his voice pitched low, matching the reverence Scáthach showed. “So many of them. I didn’t realize . . .”

“Some come to try to follow loved ones to the Summerlands,” Scáthach said. “Some as rites of passage.” She shook her head. “Such foolishness. The only rite of passage on this isle is death.” She met his gaze. “And some are here to quest for something.”

“That’s us,” Cuchulainn said.

“Mostly that’s you,” she corrected. “But I’m here to help.”

“Why?” he asked abruptly, causing one of her brows to arch. He hastily continued. “I’m glad you’re here, but why did you come with me?”

“I like the Underworld. It’s my mother’s realm and I have not visited for too many years.” She smiled as she continued. “I like you, Sentanta. And I owe you two life debts.”

“I don’t keep count of something like that,” insisted Cuchulainn.

“I know, which is why I do keep count.”

He cleared his throat and then asked, “So, you like me?”

She smiled, but didn’t look at him. Instead she pointed ahead of the boat. “It’s clearing. Welcome to Hy-Brasil.”

It was like parting a heavy curtain from a darkened room into a land of wonderment.

“It’s so green,” Cuchulainn said.

“Does that surprise you?”

“Yes!” He nodded. “I thought land of the dead meant darkness and gloom.” He pointed his thumb behind them at the curtain of fog that hid the island. “Like that. Not like this.”

They’d entered a crescent-shaped harbor. In the middle of the crescent was a beach of pristine white sand. Framing the rest of the crescent, willow trees grew thick along the bank, draped down to the water. Gentle hills rolled away from the beach. Ancient oaks so old their branches often touched the ground were sentinels before the hills, which were covered with tall pines and ferns, interspersed with glades filled with grasses and wildflowers.

The boat picked up speed as the sturgeons hurled it toward the sandy beach, pulling themselves free before they ran aground.

Scáthach jumped from the boat and waded out into the bay, laughing and talking to the sturgeons, thanking them for their help while they swam excitedly around her and she petted their silver sides. She felt his gaze on her and she glanced at him. He’d been dragging the sailboat farther up on the beach, but Cuchulainn stopped and was watching her. There was an intensity about the way he looked at her that heated her cheeks.

When she reached the semi-beached boat, she took their supply packs and weapons from where they’d stored them, tossing him one of the heavy fur-lined cloaks she’d brought.

“Shouldn’t we beach this boat better and secure it?” Cuchulainn asked her.

Scáthach shrugged. “We won’t need it. We either won’t leave the Underworld, or if we’re successful, we’ll find ourselves in the sea within swimming range of Dunscáith.”

Cuchulainn rolled up the heavy cloak and added it to his pack before he slung it over his shoulder. “That doesn’t comfort me.”

“Good,” Scáthach said. They waded the few feet from the boat to the beach. She, too, packed her cloak and hefted a travel bag onto her back. “It wasn’t meant to comfort you.” She strode to the edge of the white sand. There was only one path and it led through the willows toward the sentinel oaks and the pine forests beyond. She halted at the beginning of the trail. “This leads to the entrance to Annwn, which contains the Summerlands, the Autumnal Realm, and the Winterlands. Once we are in Annwn, we are no longer in the mortal realm. You must remember that. We trespass.” She paused and her tone lightened. “Actually, you trespass. I’m always welcome.”

He smiled. “Perhaps you’ll help me be welcome, too.”

“That starts here.” Scáthach pointed down at the place where sand met the hard-packed dirt of the trail. “The island will know you’re here when you step from the beach. It doesn’t like mortal trespassers. If you step with me, they may look more kindly upon you.”

“They? The dead?”

“Not the dead. My mother’s guardians. You’ll see. Ready?”

“Ready.”

Together they stepped onto the path to Annwn. It seemed the island held its breath. All was silent as the two walked the path. A breeze whispered around them, riffling through Scáthach’s mane of hair and lifting the curling ends before it blew away. Then birdsong returned to the trees. Insects hummed. They walked through a little ribbon of water that crossed the trail and heard frogs croaking under the willow branches.

“That’s good,” Scáthach said softly. “The wind accepted that you’re with me. It told the birds, and they told the rest of the isle.” She glanced at him. “Are you afraid of bears?”

“I think wary and respectful more accurately describes how I feel about bears. Why?” Cuchulainn asked.

“Well, there are bears here. Quite a lot, actually. Just think of them as my mother’s Shadow Guard. Powerful, rather good-humored, and not too easily provoked, but . . .” She grinned at him and shrugged.

“But lethal,” he concluded for her.

Grinning, she nodded. Scáthach was still grinning when the first roar vibrated through the air around them. Automatically, Cuchulainn began to reach for the sword strapped to his back, but Scáthach’s hand on his arm stopped him.

“No weapons. Not against them,” she said, her gaze flicking around them.

She knew when Cuchulainn saw them. He didn’t reach for his sword again, but his loose, relaxed stride changed. His gaze sharpened. She could feel his body hum with readiness to act, to strike, to attack. She moved closer to him so that her arm brushed his as they continued forward, walking along a path framed by enormous brown bears standing on their hind legs, watching the two humans intently.

“Bears are my mother’s familiars, much like sturgeons,” Scáthach spoke nonchalantly. Her voice, which always had a musical quality to it, was soft, sweet, and calm.

Cuchulainn pitched his response low. “Are you telling me these giants also nursemaided you?”

She laughed and the bears roared in response. “Not like the sturgeons. I spent a lot of time in the water with the fish and, in comparison, not a lot of time here with the bears. But I do recognize several of them.” As she spoke, a half dozen or so of the brown giants dropped to all fours and trotted to join them. The first bear to reach them went to Scáthach, who halted and turned to face the bear. She sniffed Scáthach noisily, huffing several times before she began to rub her head against the Queen of Shadow, who giggled and scratched her ears. “There’s my big girl. It’s good to see you, too. Yes, yes, I know. It’s been too long.” Scáthach was soon completely surrounded by bears who huffed and butted her with their heads as she laughed and greeted each of them.

“Scáthach . . .” Cuchulainn called as one of the bears stuck her muzzle in the middle of his chest and sniffed him mightily.

“Pretend like she’s Leannan,” Scáthach told him.

“She’s a lot bigger than Leannan,” Cuchulainn said. He hesitantly scratched the bear under her muzzle.

“I know! Aren’t they glorious?”

When Cuchulainn made no response, Scáthach hastily turned, peering between large, brown-furred bodies to see him, her stomach tightening in worry—only to let out a long breath on a relieved laugh. Four bears surrounded him, their muzzles raised. He was grinning boyishly as he turned in a circle, scratching one muzzle, then another and another and another as the bears made deep, happy sounds.

When Scáthach and Cuchulainn finally continued their trek down the trail, bears walked with them. One of Cuchulainn’s hands rested on the head of the first bear who had greeted him, scratching and petting her—exactly as if she were Leannan.

“Yes,” he said. “They are glorious. This place—” He paused and shook his head, laughing when the bear bumped his hand because he’d stopped petting her. “It’s wondrous. And when we die, we come here. Amazing.”

“Well, not really here,” Scáthach corrected him. “This is Béfionn’s entrance. The dead don’t usually find their way to Annwn through this entrance. Spirits come more directly. As you know, Hy-Brasil isn’t easy to find, and even harder to catch.”

“That’s a shame. I’m alive and I find this experience incredible and magickal. Imagine how wondrous it would be if I was newly dead. All of this”—he swept an arm out in a gesture taking in the grove of ancient oaks they were passing through, Béfionn’s bears, and the whole island—“would soothe and reassure.”

“Two things the newly dead need,” agreed Scáthach. “When I was a little girl, I used to worry about the newly dead. I loved the Underworld and I didn’t want them to fear it. Perhaps using this island more as a general entrance for the dead would alleviate much of their fear. I’ll speak with Mother about it. The bears would certainly approve—if Mother does—they like company.” She grinned and ruffled the ears of the big bear walking at her side.

They passed through the sentinel oaks and followed the trail into the pine forest, where brightly colored songbirds serenaded them and the scent of wildflowers perfumed the air from the grassy glens between groupings of trees.

Gradually the rolling hills became rockier, craggier, so that they almost mirrored the wild beauty of the Isle of Skye. The trail narrowed and the bears could no longer walk beside them but followed behind, occasionally butting one or the other of them insistently for a chin scratch.

“The entrance is just around the curve in the trail,” Scáthach told him.

“I can’t imagine Annwn could be much more beautiful than Hy-Brasil,” said Cuchulainn.

“Oh, it is—more beautiful and more terrible.”

“And by terrible I hope you mean the bears are even larger and their chin scratches must be done with two hands rather than one.” He glanced at her when she said nothing and frowned. “Please tell me that we’re not trading the bears for the sturgeons. I mean no offense to your nursemaids, but I vastly prefer the bears over . . .” His words sputtered out as they walked around the curve in the trail. It dead-ended before what looked at first like a strangely rounded wall of stone that towered at least fifty feet above them. It was covered with carvings of animals and people entwined in elaborate knot work reminiscent of the carvings that covered the walls of Dunscáith.

And then Cuchulainn gasped. “It’s not a wall!” He took a step or two closer before he finished. “It’s a huge snake carved from stone. Its head is pointed at us.” Cuchulainn put his hands on his hips and glanced around them. The trail truly ended there. There was no going around the enormous thing. “This big statue is—Ah!” He scrambled back a few steps as the statue opened its eyes. A forked tongue flicked out of its mouth, tasting the air around them. Its head turned to face Scáthach.

Cuchulainn moved so that he stood at her side. He did not unsheathe his sword but fisted and released his hands, shifting his weight to the balls of his feet, clearly ready to fight or flee. “What now?”

“Now we enter Annwn.” She drew the dagger from her waist sheath again and strode directly to the snake’s head as it watched her unblinkingly. She cut a line in her palm and then slapped her hand on the creature’s snout, saying, “Through right of blood open for me, great guardian of Annwn.” When she lifted her hand, she left a scarlet print that disappeared as it was absorbed into the stone of the snake's snout.

With a deafening hiss, the snake opened his huge mouth to reveal a tunnel that was the continuation of the path they’d been following. The smooth round walls were also covered in carvings. There was no light within the tunnel, but a glow emanated from the far end, a beacon that called them forward.

“Annwn?” Cuchulainn asked.

“The light, yes. Think of the snake as the door—a very long, strange door,” said Scáthach.

“Well then.” He started to walk into the snake’s mouth, but Scáthach’s hand on his arm halted him.

“You must know a few things—or more accurately rules, not things—before you enter Annwn,” Scáthach explained. “The dead are but people who have crossed from the mortal realm to the next. They should be feared no more than the living.” She shifted her travel pack and smiled. “My mother told me that before I entered the snake with her the first time. The next thing she said was that I must remain calm. It was easy for me to do so when I repeated the first thing she said to me, frequently, while I was in there.” She gestured at the tunnel and the spirit realm beyond.

He nodded and said, “Nothing to fear. Stay calm.”

“In Annwn the dead are corporeal. They can kill you.”

His eyes widened. “Can I kill them?”

She snorted a laugh. “Yes. Over and over and over and over, which is why violence is not the best option in Annwn.”

“I see.” He smiled a little sheepishly. “I suppose the dead are already dead so it makes sense they can’t be killed. Again. Anything else I should know?”

“Yes. Wonders and horrors are within, but most of it you have to experience to understand. Though there is one more thing you should know before we enter. Annwn is a place of absolute truth. Death strips away lies. It bares even our deepest, most tightly kept secrets. Only truth can be spoken there without repercussion. So if there is something you’d rather the truth not be known about . . .” She shrugged.

“Don’t speak it at all?”

“Exactly. Shall we enter?” Scáthach asked.

“I follow the mighty Queen of Shadow.” Cuchulainn bowed to her.

“Very wise of you, Hero of Ulster,” she said, and stepped into the mouth of the serpent with Cuchulainn following close behind.
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Chapter 20

The Underworld was a surprise to Sentanta. He hadn’t expected different realms. He hadn’t expected beauty. He found both.

The stallion had been another surprise. Chance held no animosity toward Scáthach, even though she had sentenced and sacrificed him.

Cynwrig and Enniaum were more of a shock than a surprise, for him and for Scáthach. He observed with keen interest how Scáthach comforted and reassured them, then opened the veil for them.

It was the welcome of the ancestors that did him in. He couldn’t hold back his tears of joy for the two men, nor did he want to hold them back. Sentanta was tired of masks and falsehoods—tired of the games his father wanted him to play.

He ached for what he shared with Scáthach during their quest—her peace, her joy, her compassion, and perhaps even her love.

* * *

From the first time she’d walked the path to Annwn with her mother, Scáthach had been intrigued by everything from the guardian bears to the magnificent stone snake. As she traveled that familiar path with Cuchulainn at her side, she drank in the elaborate carvings that covered the rounded walls and ceiling. She’d forgotten so much, most especially how much she loved the island and Annwn. It was an overdue homecoming.

“They’re so beautiful—more like tattoos than carvings. They remind me of Dunscáith.” Cuchulainn’s voice was low, soft, reverent, as he gazed in awe at the decorated walls.

Scáthach’s fingertips glided over the carvings as she walked beside Cuchulainn through the tunnel. “They remind you of Dunscáith because my mother created them, much like she created my castle.”

“Beautiful.” His gaze was on her, not the carvings. Then he glanced over his shoulder. “The bears don’t come with us?”

“No, they’re living guardians. They don’t leave the surface of the island,” she said, and then smiled at his disappointed frown. “You know they’re all connected, don’t you?”

“They? The bears?” he asked, his expression brightening.

She nodded. “The bears.”

“The bears back in the mortal world know about these bears?”

“Yes. They know about them and communicate with them,” she explained. “They will recognize you when you return.”

“Don’t you mean if I return?” he asked wryly.

“I’m practicing positivity,” she said. “When you return, you may find that brown bears recognize you and come to you for chin scratches.”

His smile was radiant. “Then I will return to the mortal realm, if just to give bears chin scratches.”

“They’ll like that,” she said, and then nodded at the growing circle of light that was the end of the tunnel. “We’re almost there. Are you ready?”

He drew a deep breath, and she was glad to see his face sober as his gaze focused on the light. “I am. I’ll remember what you’ve told me.” His gaze went to her. “I’m glad you’re with me, though.”

“As am I. I’ve missed visiting.”

They closed the distance in silence and paused at the end of the tunnel to allow their vision to acclimate to the brightness. The snake’s stone gave way to a moss path lined with large white boulders that glittered. They, too, were covered with carvings that portrayed animals and people framed by intricate knot work.

“It looks like Skye marble, only bigger and shinier,” said Cuchulainn.

“It is Skye marble. Or rather, the marble of Skye was fashioned after the marble here.” She glanced at him and smiled. “It was Mother’s doing.”

They walked onto the moss path, heading toward a wide crystal stream and two hawthorns that formed an arch beyond it. The sky was the color of the inside of an oyster shell. Puffy clouds drifted lazily in a soft breeze that was precisely the right temperature for a perfect summer’s day.

Cuchulainn whistled softly as he gazed upward. “This is incredible. The sky! I’ve never seen colors like this.”

“It’s Annwn. The sky is always strange and beautiful here,” Scáthach said.

As they got closer to the stream and the hawthorn arch beyond, a horse came into view. The young stallion was grazing on the grass that grew thick and sweet along the bank of the stream.

Eagerly, Cuchulainn asked, “Do we wade through the stream and pass under the hawthorn arch?” Before Scáthach could answer, he continued. “Isn’t that the stallion that ran away with Uathach? The one you sacrificed? He doesn’t look dead at all.”

Scáthach looked sharply at him. “As I said, the dead are corporeal in Annwn. How did you know I sacrificed the stallion?”

He moved his shoulders and smiled sheepishly. “I saw you that night.” At her narrowed eyes, he hurried to explain. “I don’t sleep well. Actually, I hardly ever sleep and can’t remember the last full night’s rest I’ve had. Good thing I’m the son of a god. Seems Lugh’s blood allows me to function without it.”

“What does that have to do with you watching me?”

“Oh! No. Well, yes. I did watch you that night, but not because I set out to do so. I’m often restless at night while everyone else is sleeping and it’s difficult for me to stay in bed. The north tower of Dunscáith is quiet and empty and has a nice view. I go there often at night.”

“You were in the north tower the night I sacrificed the stallion,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And you watched me.”

He cleared his throat. “Only until you resurfaced. My intention wasn’t to intrude upon your privacy.”

“Understandable. I suppose I would’ve watched had the situation been reversed.” She turned from him to look at the stallion, who stood before the stream and the hawthorn arch beyond that was the entrance to the Summerlands. Sensing her, the stallion’s head went up and his ears pricked as he nickered softly. Scáthach smiled and strode toward the stallion, who trotted to greet her.

Cuchulainn joined her. “Why is he here and not through there?” He jerked his chin in the direction of the lush meadow of grasses and wildflowers they could glimpse through the hawthorn arch.

Scáthach stroked the horse’s neck. “Because I forbade it,” she explained as she petted the big stallion. “His penance for almost ending my daughter’s life is to wait here, just outside the Summerlands, learning patience—how to be calm, how to control himself, gaining wisdom—until it is Uathach’s time to enter here. Then he may carry her to the next realm and enter with her.” The horse nuzzled her, and she smiled. “There’s a good boy. I am glad to see you again, though I hadn’t expected to so soon.”

Cuchulainn patted the stallion’s neck. “Too bad there aren’t two of him. Riding through the Underworld would be quicker than walking through it.”

Scáthach’s smile widened to a grin. “That is an excellent idea.”

“Are you somehow going to conjure another horse?”

“Not quite.” Scáthach began studying the white marble boulders they’d walked past, moving slowly around each one. “Yes! I thought I’d find one of these here.”

The stallion followed Cuchulainn as he joined Scáthach beside a boulder into which was carved a scene that held several elaborately decorated chariots racing along a beach. With only a small sigh, Scáthach drew her dagger again. This time instead of slicing her skin, she pricked one finger. When a drop of scarlet formed, she crouched beside the boulder and traced the carving of one of the chariots as she whispered to the stone, “In Béfionn’s name, with Béfionn’s blood, held true by Béfionn’s love, I ask that you grant my request as you would my mother’s. Form the chariot for me as you would should she ask it of thee.”

The blood absorbed into the stone. There was a cracking sound, loud as thunder. They stumbled back as the boulder quaked. The stallion snorted, but instead of bolting he only sidestepped a few feet. Cuchulainn positioned himself beside Scáthach. He did not draw a weapon but his body was tense, on guard, as the marble exploded into dust that quickly reformed into a glittering white chariot.

“It worked!” Scáthach’s musical laughter filled the air around them.

The stallion trotted to the shaft and yoke where he stopped and looked back at them expectantly.

Cuchulainn turned to her. “You can conjure things from stone here?”

“I wasn’t sure I could. I never have before, but Mother often does.” She began to harness the stallion, and Cuchulainn moved quickly to help. Her voice was excited, almost girlish. “Or, more accurately, the Underworld changes, rearranges itself according to Béfionn’s wishes. She is the creatress here and the realm acknowledges her as such. Since my first visit, I’ve known that the realm will allow me some of her power.” She laughed softly. “I often thought the realm just tolerated me because of Mother. It used to let me make flowers bloom.” She gestured at the chariot. “This is much more elaborate than anything I’ve ever done—or rather, what the realm has allowed me to do before now.” They finished harnessing the stallion to the chariot and Scáthach rested her hand on a nearby boulder. “Thank you. I am appreciative and I know Mother will be, too.”

“That skill will come in very handy,” said Cuchulainn as he lifted their packs into the chariot cart.

“Don’t count on it,” Scáthach told him. “I’m not the goddess here; I’m just her daughter. I will be hesitant to ask for much more than this with her borrowed power.”

Cuchulainn nodded. “I understand. Not that Lugh would grant me any of his power, but if he did, I would be hesitant to use it, though not for the same reason you hesitate.”

Scáthach cocked her head and studied him. “Why do you think I hesitate?”

“Out of respect and love for your mother. You would never want her to think you take the blood you share with her and the power within it for granted.”

She nodded. “Yes, that’s it exactly. And you wouldn’t use your father’s power because you would not want to pay the price he would exact from you if you did.”

He met her gaze. “Yes, that’s it exactly.” His expression lightened as he gestured toward the crystal stream and the waiting arch beyond. “Shall we enter the Summerlands?”

Scáthach lifted a brow. “You will not find the sea monster Curruid there.” At his frown she continued, pointing to their right and a grassy path that ran along the bank on their side of the stream, disappearing into a wall of fog. “Curruid will only be found in the Winterlands.” She nodded at the packs he’d already loaded into the cart. “And we should get out our heavy cloaks now.”

Cuchulainn’s brow furrowed. “But it’s warm.”

“Only because of our proximity to the Summerlands. The rest of the Underworld realms are . . .” She cocked her head to the side, choosing her words carefully. “Let’s just say they’re colder.”

Wrapped in their fur-lined travel cloaks, they climbed into the cart of the chariot. Cuchulainn took the reins and asked, “What’s the stallion’s name?”

Scáthach’s brows shot up. “I’m a little ashamed to admit I don’t know.” The big horse’s neck curled as he looked back at her.

“I think you should name him,” said Cuchulainn.

Scáthach met the dark-eyed gaze of the horse. There she saw intelligence and expectation. She smiled. “Then I shall name him Chance—as this is his chance to alter his future.”

The horse pricked his ears toward her and snorted.

“Good choice,” said Cuchulainn. “So, we head along that path? The one that leads to the fog and not to the beauty and sunlight of the Summerlands?”

“Indeed, but don’t think that the other Underworld realms are devoid of beauty.”

“Hup, Chance!” Cuchulainn clucked to the stallion, who trotted steadily as Cuchulainn guided him to the path. “It’s not all fog and gloom and death in the Underworld?”

“Well, it’s definitely all death in the Underworld, but it is thus in the Summerlands as well. As for fog and gloom, that depends on which part of the Underworld we travel through.” As Scáthach explained, they reached the wall of fog. Chance didn’t hesitate but trotted unflinchingly into it. As they entered the fog, Scáthach heard Cuchulainn draw a deep, quick breath, which he released as they emerged on the other side into a world where autumn reigned.

The path they trotted over changed immediately from grass to bare, hard-packed dirt. The sky still glistened like the inside of an oyster shell but it was muted. The clouds were darker, lower, like it might rain or snow. The temperature also changed immediately from summer to a crisp autumn day. Trees were no longer green-leafed. Those that still had leaves wore the muted colors of fall—rust, ochre, and terracotta.

The land rolled over and wound between hills covered in the deep sage green of autumn heather.

“It doesn’t seem so bad here,” said Cuchulainn. “A little cool, but that’s not terrible.”

“It isn’t bad in the Autumnal Realm,” Scáthach explained as Chance trotted along the road, his hooves making muffled sounds against the hard dirt. “But it is perpetually autumn.”

He glanced at her, a wry smile lifting one corner of his mouth. “Autumn is a lovely season. Are you sure we’re still in the Underworld part of Annwn?”

Scáthach smiled. “Oh, I’m quite sure. Consider this. Autumn is a lovely time, but it is also meant to be a time of transition. We move past harvest to winter when the land rests, preparing to welcome spring again. Think about how you’d feel if autumn never ended. The only green surrounding you is from evergreens or the muted colors of fall heather. Here nothing blooms. There is never anything newborn or young. There is no warmth. There are very few birds, as eggs will not hatch here. Very few animals, as their young will not be born here. Everything remains as you see it now—no change, day after day, century after century.”

“That would be maddening,” he said.

“It’s meant to be the perfect place for true introspection. Remember I said only the truth can be spoken without repercussion here?”

Cuchulainn nodded.

“It is also difficult to lie to oneself here,” she said. “Self-delusion is definitely a hallmark of the type of spirit who comes to this part of the Underworld, which means it often takes quite a while to break through lifelong delusions, but if it can be done—if a spirit can reflect upon her or his mistakes, unlearn lessons and cruelties—it will be done here.”

“And what if that introspection leads to understanding about themselves and remorse for their mistakes?”

“When a spirit breaks through self-delusion, sees and accepts the truth, and is truly remorseful, my mother welcomes them to the Summerlands.”

“When? Do you mean they will all move on to the Summerlands from here?” he asked.

“From the Autumnal Realm, yes. All eventually will be welcomed into the Summerlands.” She paused before she continued. “But from deeper within the Underworld—from the Winterlands?” Scáthach’s lips pressed into a tight line. She shook her head. “No. They do not move on. As it gets colder, darker, more winter-like, the spirits change as well.”

“I think I understand, but could you give me an example?”

“I’ll use Chance as our example,” Scáthach said. “Let’s say he died that day. He didn’t stop in time and ran himself, the chariot, and my daughter into the rock wall and they both died. We know Chance didn’t set out to hurt Uathach, correct?”

Cuchulainn nodded. “Correct. It was an accident. He was young and easily spooked. Probably didn’t have the right temperament to pull a chariot at all.”

“True,” said Scáthach. Chance’s ears flicked back and he snorted, which had them smiling. “So had he died that day, he would have found himself here, in the Autumnal Realm, where he would have done exactly what I tasked him with when I sacrificed him and sent him to the entrance of Annwn.”

“He would have remained here until he learned to be calm and wise,” said Cuchulainn.

“Yes. Then Mother would gladly welcome him into the Summerlands. But had Chance been mean-tempered, had he maliciously bolted with Uathach, purposefully causing her death and inadvertently causing his own, we would find his spirit wandering the Winterlands of this realm, probably lashing out at all who approached him. He would not learn. He would not become calm and wise.”

“And he would forever remain in the Winterlands,” Cuchulainn finished for her.

“Which is where those spirits who will not admit or atone for their evil acts belong,” said Scáthach.

Cuchulainn glanced at her. “Spirits must atone?”

“Of course. Admitting a wrong doesn’t keep it from happening again. When a spirit is ready to change, grow, become wise and kind, Béfionn welcomes them to the Summerlands and assigns them tasks that aid in their development,” said Scáthach.

“So to continue with the example of Chance, when he is in the Summerlands, he will be required to . . . what?”

“I am not my mother, but I do know her well enough to take a guess. In Chance’s case he will probably be asked to aid the very young or very old. I can imagine him belonging to a wise old grandmother who enjoys a calm canter around a loch every morning.”

Chance snorted again and tossed his head, clearly not upset at all about being required to carry around a grandmother.

Scáthach grinned at the horse. “You see, Sentanta, when Chance is allowed to pass to the Summerlands, he will have already matured enough that what Béfionn asks of him won’t be an annoyance or a hardship. He will want to be of service.”

“And it’s the same for the spirits of people?”

“There is little difference between animal spirits and human spirits, but the truth is there are few animals in the Winterlands as evil tends to be exclusive to humanity.”

Cuchulainn nodded slowly. “The Underworld and its goddess are just.”

“They are,” Scáthach agreed. “Those who never move on from the Winterlands have done things so heinous they should never be reborn.”

“And in which part of the Underworld will we find the sea monster Curruid?”

“Curruid was a vile monster who broke apart ships deep out at sea, ate their crews, and hoarded their treasures.”

“So, in the Winterlands?” Cuchulainn asked.

“Exactly.”

They drove on in silence, moving at a steady, ground-eating trot until Cuchulainn pointed to a human shape standing on a hill they were passing. “Is that a spirit?”

Scáthach chuckled softly. “The only living people here are you and I.”

They glimpsed more and more spirits as they went deeper into the Autumnal Realm. Usually the spirits were solitary, often sitting under a tree or beside a stream. They looked up at the chariot but didn’t show much interest in them.

“I understand why they’re alone.” Cuchulainn’s voice was pitched low. “It’s difficult to be introspective in a group.”

“That’s true. I can usually tell how newly dead a spirit is by whether they’re alone or clinging to a group. The newly dead are too often fearful of the Underworld and try to attach themselves to others for safety, not understanding that it is themselves they must battle to move on.” Scáthach shook her head. More to herself than Cuchulainn she added, “I will speak to Mother about it when she returns from Valhalla. More of our dead should be given guidance—not just those who are automatically welcomed into the Summerlands.”

“You would be good at that,” Cuchulainn said. When she turned to look at him, Cuchulainn smiled and shrugged. “You’re an excellent teacher.”

Scáthach was considering his words when Cuchulainn pointed ahead of them. Two figures walked along the road together. Their arms were linked, and though their hair was thick and free of gray and their shoulders wide and strong, the two moved slowly, like stiff old men. “They must be newly dead to cling together like that,” Cuchulainn remarked.

“Or they’ve been here for centuries, not able to move on because they cling so tightly together that they refuse to look within,” Scáthach said.

They’d drawn close to the two men, and at the sound of Scáthach’s voice the men whirled around and stared at them. Their eyes widened and their slack expressions shifted to surprise and then delight.

“Scáthach!” one man cried.

“Our Queen of Shadow! You came for us!” the other shouted joyously as their stiff, slow movements disappeared and they raced to the chariot.

Cuchulainn pulled Chance to a halt.

“Cu! It’s you as well!” shouted the first man as he reached the chariot and looked up at Cuchulainn, his pale face split by a wide smile.

“Cynwrig?” Cuchulainn asked incredulously.

“Aye! Aye! And Enniaum!” said Cynwrig as both men bowed to Scáthach.

Deeply shocked, Scáthach stared at the two dead men, hand pressed to her chest. She knew these men! They had been her students. Cynwrig had died in the ambush led by Drest and Enniaum was supposed to have returned his body to Tribe Brigantes for the proper funeral rites. “What are the two of you doing here? Why are you not in the Summerlands?”

“Great queen!” said Enniaum. “I was killed just after we crossed to the mainland. It was Drest and his men. They came upon us as their boats hunted the waters. They murdered me and threw my body and Cynwrig’s into the sea with no care, no respect, no burial rites.”

Cynwrig bowed to Scáthach again and then added, “We have been wandering here since, walking in a never-ending circle. We cannot find our way to the Summerlands.”

“Queen of Shadow, did you not know this? Are you not here to guide us to the Summerlands?” asked Cynwrig, his voice high with fear.

Scáthach moved quickly from the chariot cart to her students, embracing both men before she answered. “I did not know of your death,” she told Enniaum. “Cuchulainn and I are here on a different quest.”

Cuchulainn joined her. Without hesitation he embraced both men. “Cynwrig and Enniaum, it is good to see you again.”

Cynwrig studied Cuchulainn carefully. “Your flesh is warm. And pink. You live?”

Cuchulainn nodded. “I do. I am only allowed to be here because the Queen of Shadow escorts me.”

The dead men turned to Scáthach again. “Will you help us?” Cynwrig asked.

“Gladly,” said Scáthach. “All I need is a body of water. A stream would be best as it would be most easily crossed and . . .” Her words faded as a stream manifested. Bisecting the dirt road, it flowed from the hills to their right to disappear among the heather to their left. “Thank you,” she murmured as she walked around the chariot to the stream with the two dead men and Cuchulainn following her.

At the edge of the slowly moving water, Scáthach stopped. “Cynwrig, Enniaum, I must admit that I have only guided one spirit to the entrance of the Summerlands.” Her gaze flicked to Chance, who waited patiently, watching her. She put one hand on Cynwrig’s shoulder and the other on Enniaum’s. “I only knew you a few weeks before Drest ambushed us, but even in that time I saw your character. You were honorable men who were killed too young.” She met Cynwrig’s gaze. “You fought bravely before your mortal wound.” Her eyes went to Enniaum. “And you did not hesitate to volunteer to return your cousin’s body home. I am confident Béfionn would agree that neither of you deserve to be in the Autumnal Realm.”

Tears washed the men’s pale cheeks and Scáthach gently wiped them away. “Do not despair. The Summerlands will welcome you. Today you will feast with your ancestors.” Then the Queen of Shadow faced the stream. She motioned for the dead men to stand together beside her. “Link your arms as you were before. You have been bound together here and shall enter the Summerlands together.”

Eagerly, the men linked arms.

“Now, enter the stream and stop in the middle,” Scáthach instructed.

Arms joined, the dead men did so. The stream was shallow. Their breeches were only wetted to their knees. It was also not wide, and after taking only a couple strides, they stopped and gazed back at Scáthach.

She smiled at them. “Do not look to me. Look ahead to the land of perpetual summer and eternal joy. The land of our ancestors and of our gods.” As Cynwrig and Enniaum faced forward, Scáthach lifted her hand so that it was raised just above her head. When she spoke again, her voice was filled with music and magick, love and life. It was filled with the Summerlands. “Listen well!” she said. “There are two here who deserve welcome. Rejoice, Tribe Brigantes! Cousins Cynwrig and Enniaum have finally come home!” A familiar sensation tingled over her skin—one she’d often felt when visiting the Autumnal Realm with her mother and Béfionn had stopped to open the veil to the Summerlands and allow a spirit entrance. Scáthach smiled victoriously. Then, as if she really grasped a veil, Scáthach pinched the air between her thumb and forefinger. The air just beyond the stream began to shimmer and Scáthach pulled that shimmering veil aside to reveal a sunlit meadow. In the middle of the meadow was a long trestle table, filled to overflowing with food and drink. The people seated there feasted and laughed as a harp played a sweet melody.

One of the revelers turned and looked at the two men standing in the middle of the stream. Smiling, he stood and waved. Then he called, “Cyn, my boy!”

“Father!” Cynwrig shouted.

A woman stood. Her thick silver hair fell to her waist. Well-worn laugh lines crinkled around her eyes. “Enniaum! How I have missed you!”

“Grandmother!” Enniaum cried.

“Go to them with the blessing of Béfionn,” urged Scáthach.

Still linked together, Cynwrig and Enniaum rushed from the stream and into the arms of their loved ones. The veil dimmed and then closed. The tingling sensation lifted from her skin, leaving her smiling and teary-eyed.

Cuchulainn strode to Scáthach. She was still smiling as she turned to him and, as she had so recently done for the dead men, wiped the tears from his cheeks.

“You are magnificent.” Cuchulainn cupped her chin and gently pressed his lips to hers.





Chapter 21

He’d fallen asleep. Him. Sentanta. Or rather Cuchulainn because it was Cuchulainn who almost never slept.

He’d craved her touch and her passion—and when he’d had those things in his grasp, what had he done?

The irony was not lost on him.

* * *

The cold wind blew leaves around the chariot, lifting Chance’s mane. Cuchulainn shivered and tucked the travel cloak more carefully around him. “I didn’t expect day and night here,” he said, and then clucked to Chance, who responded by quickening his pace. “Is there somewhere we can stop for the night? A sheltered area?”

“The seasons don’t change in the Autumnal Realm, but day does give way to night, and eventually night to day.” She, too, wrapped herself more tightly in her fur-lined cloak. She raised her voice, almost shouting as she continued. “It would be nice to find a sheltered spot to make camp tonight. I would be very appreciative of the protection of a hillock, some trees, and a brightly burning campfire, as well as a stream close by.” Scáthach’s voice returned to normal. “But the temperature isn’t changing because of nightfall.”

Cuchulainn flicked a glance at her. “It’s changing because we’re in the Winterlands?”

“We’re not there yet. You’ll know when we reach the border. It is . . .” She paused. “Distinctive. But we are definitely getting closer.” Scáthach pointed to a little hillock just coming into view. “There! Isn’t that a stream flowing close to that hill?”

Cuchulainn nodded. “Looks like it. And are those actually willows between it and the hill? Willows with leaves that aren’t all brown and shriveled?”

Scáthach smiled. “It certainly is, and that is where we shall stop for the night.”

“Hup, Chance! Let’s go, big boy!” The stallion lengthened his stride, carrying them quickly down the road and then slowing only a little as Cuchulainn guided him off it and to the willow grove.

Together Scáthach and Cuchulainn unharnessed Chance. Then she and Cuchulainn led the horse to the stream where Chance drank and then settled to graze. Scáthach knelt at the stream’s edge to drink and then wash her face and hands in the pristine water. Cuchulainn was joining her when he noticed it.

“I thought you said nothing ever blooms here,” he said.

Still on her knees at the bank, she looked up at him. “I spoke truth.” She shrugged. “You know I have no choice but to speak truth. Nothing blooms in the Autumnal Realm or in the Winterlands.”

“Oh, I believe you speak truth, but how do you explain that?” He pointed at the water downstream from where Scáthach crouched. A cluster of lotuses had appeared, their leaves slick and emerald with health. As they watched, from the center of each plant a single white blossom opened, filling the night air with perfume.

“I—I’ve never seen anything like that in this realm.” Scáthach looked past him and her brows shot up. “Or like that.”

He turned to see a trail of wildflowers had burst from the earth. “They’re blooming everywhere you stepped.” His gaze returned to her. “The realm responds even to your footprints.”

She stood and dried her face with her cloak, gazing with amazement at the path of delicate flowers in all the colors of a rainbow. “Or they’re gifts from the ancestors of Cynwrig and Enniaum.”

Cuchulainn looked around them at the willow grove and smiled. “Perhaps both. The realm and the ancestors are responding to you. I’ll get our packs and collect wood for a fire.”

Cuchulainn took their packs from the cart just as fog drifted in, surrounding them with a thick wall of silence. He joined Scáthach beneath the willow boughs; their long, fully leafed branches formed a curtained circle around them. Beyond the branches were fog and darkness and the bite of encroaching winter. Within it was noticeably warmer and more gray than black.

Scáthach was on her knees within the willow curtain. She’d made a circle with white marble stones about the size of loaves of bread. As he joined her and dropped an armful of dry branches within the stones, she already had her knife out. Scáthach looked up at him. In the gloom the white of her teeth flashed when she smiled. “The dead are not allowed fire in the Underworld. I hope this works. Tabiti packed smoked pork that will be much better hot than cold.”

Before Cuchulainn could respond, Scáthach pricked her finger and, using the blood like scarlet paint, she drew a flame on one of the rocks before pressing her palm to it and bowing her head to murmur, “Through the blood I share with our goddess, Béfionn, I ask for flame. I will not abuse it. I will not taunt the dead with warmth they have not earned. I will only use it within this circle. Might you allow the Queen of Shadow the gift of fire?”

The marble absorbed Scáthach’s blood. The instant it disappeared, flames erupted from the center of the stone circle, crackling with warmth and sending shadows dancing around them.

“Thank you!” Scáthach said as she patted the hunk of marble like it was a puppy, snatching her hand away quickly as she yelped. “It’s already hot!”

“Then the rocks will make a perfect surface to heat your smoked pork.” Cuchulainn crossed his legs and sat beside her. Together they spread strips of meat across the rocks to sizzle. Soon they were passing the skin of mead back and forth as they divided and then used one of the loaves of bread to hold the steaming meat, which melted slices of goat cheese. Scáthach halved some ripe red apples Tabiti had also packed and shared them with Cuchulainn.

He finished his food, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and then lifted the skin of mead to his lips. He took a long pull. His forehead furrowed. He offered it to Scáthach.

“Am I imagining it or does this skin of mead feel as full right now as it did when we started out this morning?” he asked her.

Scáthach took the skin, hefted it, and then grinned. “You aren’t imagining it. In the Summerlands this happened every time Mother and I visited. Our supplies were perpetually refilled.” She laughed and the joyous sound danced within the willow boughs. “I was so young the first time it happened that I thought it was normal and I was confused when Mother and I returned to the mortal realm and it didn’t continue. I’d assumed as long as I was with the goddess our supplies would last forever.”

Cuchulainn stretched out his long legs and sighed as he leaned back against his travel pack. He’d spread his cloak over the ground beneath them. The thick fur softened the hard ground and the nearby fire warmed them. They faced each other, close enough that their legs touched. “I believe you were a precocious child.”

She laughed again and the willow fronds swayed in delicate response. “I imagine the sturgeons would second that belief.” She drank from the skin before handing it back to him. “And how about you?”

He snorted. “Well, as you already know, I don’t remember ever being a child, but I was a terrible boy—almost drove my mother mad before I was even ten.” He shook his head. “The power of a god, even diluted by mortal blood, is not something mortal mothers are equipped to handle.”

Scáthach nodded. “My father would probably agree with you and say it’s the same for a mortal man trying to raise the daughter of a goddess. I’m grateful for my mother and glad she relieved him of my”—she paused and her hazel eyes sparkled in the firelight—“precociousness.”

Cuchulainn chuckled and took another drink of mead. When he returned the skin to her, Scáthach was studying him. He lifted one brow questioningly.

“I was just thinking that I wished you’d had that,” she said.

“That?”

“The love of your divine parent.”

“Oh. Yes.” He sighed and nodded. “It’s something that was impossible for me to imagine before knowing you. Since coming to Dunscáith I’ve seen the reflection of Béfionn’s love in you—in the way you love your daughter, in the understanding you show for your students, in the compassion you just demonstrated for Cynwrig and Enniaum.” His smile did not fully reach his amber eyes. “Here in this place of truth I will admit that I would be a different man had Lugh been capable of loving me.” His brows shot up and when his smile widened, it was reflected in his eyes. “Ha! I spoke the truth! It is a lacking in my father and not in me!”

“Did you not understand that before now?”

“No, not truly. Especially not when I was a boy. I longed for Lugh’s approval and believed if I was strong enough, fast enough, a talented enough warrior, I could make him love me.” His gaze went to the crackling fire. “It wasn’t me. It was Lugh.”

“Yes, it was Lugh. It still is, Sentanta. You have always been enough even though your father doesn’t seem capable of acknowledging that.” With an effort, Scáthach refrained from saying more. It was not her place to convince Cuchulainn that he could change his fate. He knew he could, but knowing a thing and actually doing a thing were vastly different. Instead she yawned and stretched. “It’s so warm and quiet here in our little camp.”

“Sleep,” said Cuchulainn as he stood and retrieved her cloak from a nearby rock. He spread it over her. “I’ll keep watch.”

Scáthach took his hand and tugged gently. “Sit here beside me. I’m not quite ready to sleep and we need not keep watch here. The realm has shrouded us.” She gestured to the circle of fog around them. “It won’t allow any of our light or warmth to been seen; the Autumnal Realm will keep all spirits away from us.” She scooted over a little and rearranged the travel pack she leaned against, folding her cloak so that the two of them could share it like a pillow. She smiled as he leaned on it, sighing at the softness of the fur. “It’s warm enough we won’t need to use this as a blanket.”

“I agree.” They lay beside each other, their faces little more than a handbreadth apart.

Scáthach caught his gaze. “Tell me why you don’t sleep.”

He didn’t answer immediately and when he did, he spoke slowly, carefully crafting his words with truth. “My mind. It won’t quiet. Instead of allowing sleep, it . . .” His voice faded. He turned his head and his gaze skittered away from hers.

She touched his chin gently, returning his gaze to hers. “You can talk to me. You can tell me anything, especially the truth. Instead of allowing sleep, your mind thinks of what?”

He swallowed, drew in a long breath, and on the exhale said, “My death.”

Scáthach went very still. Her hand moved from his face to his chest, where she pressed her palm against his tunic, feeling the steady, strong beat of his heart beneath. “Tell me, Sentanta.”

“My mind imagines my death over and over and over,” he said in a rush. “All the different, gruesome ways. I’m not easy to kill, so it will be horrible. A burning. A dismembering. A disemboweling. A beheading.” Cuchulainn closed his eyes and shuddered. When he continued speaking, his words fired quickly in short bursts. “I’m fated to die young, so it must be soon. But what is soon?” Eyes still tightly closed, he shook his head. “Do I die in days? Months? Years? I can’t have many more years. Every time I try to sleep, my mind imagines. And guesses. And shows me possible deaths. Over and over and over and—”

“Sssh,” she murmured as her hand went from his chest to his head. Gently, she smoothed back his hair. Then she sat and began to trace circles over his temples. As his eyelids fluttered to open, Scáthach pressed her hand across them like a blindfold. “Don’t open your eyes. Don’t think of anything except my touch.” Scáthach’s fingers sank into his hair and she massaged his scalp. “Think only of my fingers against your skin.”

He drew in a deep, shaky breath, and when he released it, his body finally relaxed, sinking into the soft fur.

“There is only now,” she whispered to him. “Only this moment. There is no need to think of the past or of the future. Neither exists here. There is only you and me here in this place of death and truth.” Then she took her own advice. She didn’t consider the past. She didn’t think of the future. She bent and kissed him.

His breath caught. His body stilled.

Scáthach lifted her lips only a breath from his. “I should have asked first. May I kiss you?”

His eyes didn’t open, but his lips tilted up. “Yes.”

Her hands moved from his head to his neck and his broad, muscular shoulders, and back. With sensual, languid strokes, she caressed him as she explored his mouth. He tasted of sweet heather mead and desire. She teased his tongue with hers and nibbled his lip. Cuchulainn moaned low in his throat as she kissed the strong line of his jaw before she returned to press her lips to his.

The flame of passion began to burn deep within Scáthach. He was so strong and beautiful and he was giving himself completely to her. She broke their kiss, moving away briefly, intending to peel off her tunic and then his. She wanted to feel his skin against hers—wanted him closer. Wanted him inside her.

His eyes had not opened, but at her absence, his lips parted—perhaps to beg her to return, to kiss him again. Instead what escaped his mouth was a long, loud snore.

Scáthach stared down at Cuchulainn. She had never seen him so completely relaxed. It seemed his bones had turned liquid as he melted into the furs. He snored again, softly this time, and she had to clap her hand over her mouth to hold in her laughter.

Cuchulainn was asleep.

Still holding in laughter, Scáthach lay down facing him. She studied his face as he slept. He looked so peaceful—so serene. Seeing him thus made her realize how tightly he held himself. She’d thought he was relaxed and easy around her, but this Cuchulainn, the sleeping man, looked almost like a different person. He was no longer godlike, sculpted from rigid stone, powerful and divine—the Hero of Ulster.

No. This man was mortal and sublimely touchable. There was a kindness to his sleeping face that was undeniable, and as Scáthach’s eyelids began to flutter, she made her decision. She knew what she would do with Sentanta. As sleep took her, the Queen of Shadow’s full lips tilted up in a smile.

* * *

“What happened!” Cuchulainn bolted awake, peering around and gathering himself as if for a fight—until his gaze found Scáthach. She squatted near the crackling fire, placing more strips of salted, smoked pork across the hot rocks.

She grinned at him. “What happened is you slept. All night and a good part of the morning. I was loath to wake you, but it was getting late and I was hungry, so . . .” She turned a piece of sizzling meat and shrugged.

He ran a hand through his hair and stared at her. “I fell asleep.”

“You did.”

His cheeks flushed. “While you were kissing me.”

She lifted her brow and her grin turned wry. “Actually, you fell asleep when I stopped kissing you.”

“You stopped kissing me?”

“My intent was to undress us and then continue with the kissing, but that’s when you . . .” She shrugged, made a loud snoring sound, and then laughed.

He wiped his hands down his blazing face. “That’s when I fell asleep.”

“Indeed!” Scáthach nodded at the meat and the bread and cheese warming on another rock. “Are you hungry?”

Cuchulainn sighed as he stood. “What I am is mortified. But I’ll wash before I eat.” As he walked past her toward the stream, he muttered, “Or maybe I’ll just drown myself.” Scáthach’s laughter drifted with him through their curtain of fog.

When he returned, his face and hair were wet. He sat cross-legged beside her. Scáthach handed him a thick slice of bread she’d piled with steaming meat and melty cheese.

“Thank you,” he said. “And I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have anything to apologize for,” Scáthach spoke around a bite of cheese. “I’m glad you slept.”

“If the alternative was kissing you, I prefer the kissing to the sleeping,” he told her.

She swallowed, took a quick drink from the waterskin, and then leaned into him, kissing him softly. “There’s no reason you can’t do both.” Her eyes sparkled mischievously as she finished with, “Just not simultaneously.”

He almost choked on a bite of food. When he was finally able to speak, he said, “I shall keep that in mind.”

They finished breaking their fast, and the moment Scáthach extinguished the campfire, the fog blanketing them from the rest of the Autumnal Realm dissipated. Chance looked up from grazing and nickered before trotting to the chariot and placing himself in position before it.

“He’s smart,” said Cuchulainn as they put on his harness and reloaded the cart.

Scáthach stroked the stallion’s neck. “He is.” She rubbed his wide forehead. “I’m impressed by how much he’s matured.” Chance lipped her cheek, and she laughed as she climbed into the cart beside Cuchulainn.

They trotted back to the road and continued along it. The wan day was exactly as the day before. The sky was low. The breeze was chilly. There was little sound or movement around them.

“I keep expecting to see more of the dead,” said Cuchulainn.

“The first time I visited, I said the same thing to Mother. She reminded me that Annwn is an entire world in itself and is much larger than it seems. But the Autumnal Realm does appear more sparsely populated than it is because this particular part of Annwn exists only to help the dead be self-aware enough to transition to the Summerlands,” explained Scáthach.

“That does make sense. The dead here need the solitude.”

She nodded. “Yes. It’s different in the Summerlands.” Her voice quieted. “And in the Winterlands.”

He glanced from the road to her. “They aren’t solitary there?”

“Some are, but it’s no different in the Winterlands than in the mortal realm. People who choose hatred and darkness tend to attract those who are like-minded. I will admit that I have only been to the Winterlands once.” She shivered. “Mother did not want me to visit with her there again.”

“Does she visit the Winterlands often?” he asked.

“No. She sees little need. As she put it, the dead there have no desire to know themselves. What they long for isn’t the Summerlands and being reunited with their loved ones and ancestors. They want power. Violence. The return of whatever they thought they controlled in life.” Scáthach’s voice was devoid of emotion. She repeated her mother’s words as if by rote. “They only want to be accepted into the Summerlands so that they will be reborn—just as dark, just as flawed and evil as they were in their previous lives—so they can begin the whole terrible cycle again. My mother will not allow that.”

“You’d think refusing to let those types of spirits reincarnate would eventually remove evil and violence from our world,” said Cuchulainn.

“If people didn’t have free will to make their own life choices, that would be true, but as long as mortals have choice, some will always choose poorly.”

They were silent for quite a while, both lost in thoughts of winter and darkness. The road curved around a hillock, and when it straightened, they came upon one of the dead walking toward them. He held a bloodied sword and carried a shield strapped to his back. The warrior was looking down but lifted his face as they approached.

Scáthach felt Cuchulainn stiffen beside her. She understood why. Part of the warrior’s skull was missing. It was a terrible wound. The blood and tissues from his head dribbled down his face and shoulder, washing the left side of his body in gore. His gaze found Scáthach and his eyes widened, and then he was sprinting to them.

“Do I stop?” Cuchulainn asked.

“Yes.”

“Goddess? Is that you?” the dead man asked as he went to her side of the cart, staring up at her hopefully through the carnage that had been his face.

“I am not Béfionn. I am her daughter.” Scáthach’s voice was soothing and warm, as if she spoke to Leannan and not a dead, gore-covered warrior.

“I have been looking for the goddess!” He stared up at Scáthach, his voice frantic. “I have to tell her I’m ready to enter the Summerlands. I’m sorry. I was selfish. Envious. This happened”—he gestured at his fatal wound—“because I t-tried to s-steal my neighbor’s—” His voice hitched. He grimaced and had to clear his throat and swallow before he could continue. “Cattle. My neighbor’s cattle,” he repeated. “But I’m sorry! So, so sorry!”

Scáthach studied him. “Cattle? I believe you did attempt to thieve cattle, but is that truly all you attempted to steal?”

The dead man continued to stare at her, his throat working as he swallowed over and over as if trying to keep the words from escaping. Finally he blurted, “I tried to steal his daughter, too!”

Scáthach nodded slowly. “Yes, you did.”

“I bargained with her father for her first! And I bargained fairly! I was willing to pay a large dowry. I was a wealthy man. He refused me and, and . . .” He paused and his face twisted in pain before he blurted, “And he said no because she was too young.”

“How young was she?” Cuchulainn asked.

The dead man didn’t so much as glance at Cuchulainn. He stared at Scáthach as his throat worked. He opened his mouth and pain flashed across his face. He pressed his lips together and looked down at his feet, saying one word. “Nine.” When Scáthach said nothing, he looked up at her again. Pain had him cringing as he shouted, “But I loved her!”

“What is your name?” Scáthach asked.

“Ian of Tribe Parisi.”

“Ian, do you know why it is so painful for you to find the words to speak to me?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“It is because you lie.” He opened his mouth to protest, but her raised hand silenced him. “Here in the Underworld only truth is spoken easily. Lies are not tolerated. Instead they either cannot be spoken, or when the person is so self-deluded that they almost believe their own lies, cause pain when spoken.”

“But I am sorry,” he insisted as his eyes filled with tears.

“I can see that and I believe you, but consider this—are you sorry about targeting a child and then attempting to steal her away, or are you sorry you were caught and killed for it?” Again, Scáthach’s raised hand silenced him. “Think on it, Ian, and know that when you are truly honest with yourself and ready to enter the Summerlands, you will not have to seek out Béfionn. The goddess will come to you.” The Queen of Shadow bent and touched his cheek. Ian gasped and covered her hand with his as the pain that twisted his face lifted. “I hope that you find the truth soon.” She straightened and nodded to Cuchulainn, who snapped the reins and urged Chance away from the dead man, whose sobs echoed behind them.

“I have questions,” Cuchulainn said after they were out of sight of Ian.

“I’m not surprised. Ask them. I’ll happily answer,” she said.

“Why did we see his wound and not see a wound on Cynwrig or Enniaum?”

“In the Autumnal Realm the dead control whether their wounds are visible or not,” she said. “There is always a reason when they are visible. Often it indicates unresolved issues. In Ian’s case it reflected his self-delusion.”

“So, lies can be spoken here?”

“Rarely and only if the speaker is deluded enough to believe them,” she said. “And then they cause searing pain. Did you note that Ian attempted to lie in omission about his attempted theft?”

“I could tell that he was hiding something,” said Cuchulainn.

“And that was difficult for him. The words wanted to be spoken.” She shook her head. “His self-delusion is very strong.”

“It’s hard to believe he’ll ever move on to the Summerlands,” said Cuchulainn.

“He may not for what mortals would count as eons, but he isn’t evil. Self-deluded? Yes. A predator of children? Yes.” She turned to Cuchulainn. “Can you imagine how painful it will be for him when he finally faces the dark truth about himself and is repentant?”

“I wouldn’t have thought about that had you not mentioned it. All I was thinking about was that he’d tried to steal and rape a child and he deserved the Winterlands.”

“If he didn’t have the capacity to change and atone, he would be in the Winterlands,” she said.

“What do you think?” he asked. “Should he even be allowed to atone?”

“My mother’s heart says no. But the part of me that carries the compassion and wisdom of Béfionn’s blood says that if he or any other spirit has the ability to atone and change, they do not deserve to spend eternity tormented in frozen gloom.” She met his gaze. “How many lifetimes do you think it has taken you to attain the well of kindness you carry within?”

He opened his mouth to respond and then closed it. He chewed his lip as he considered a response. Cuchulainn sighed and spoke truth. “Many lifetimes. Sometimes I’m stubborn. Too stubborn. And if it doesn’t have to do with the skills of a warrior, I can be a slow learner.”

“You understand.”

She didn’t phrase it as a question, but he answered. “I think I do. I probably haven’t always—” Cuchulainn’s words were broken off as Chance snorted and came to an abrupt halt.

In the road before them stood Drest. Behind him crowded the corporeal spirits of his two hundred dead comrades—the entirety of Aife’s defeated army.

“Scáthach! Cuchulainn! What an extraordinary surprise.” Drest bared his teeth in a feral grin and raised his bloody sword.






Chapter 22

Before Sentanta met Scáthach, he would not have forgiven Drest or his army of dead warriors. He wouldn’t have even considered that they might be given another chance—a chance at not spending eternity in gloom, lost, far from their home.

But now? Now he did know her, and she’d changed everything.

* * *

Cuchulainn reacted instantly. “Hup, Chance, hup!” He gave the stallion his head and the big horse shot forward, not hesitating to plow his way through the army of dead. Warriors lunged aside as the chariot raced through and kept going.

“After them!” Drest’s command sounded behind them.

Cuchulainn let Chance run, only pulling him to a halt when they were out of sight of the pursuing army. The horse snorted and pranced in place, eager to keep running. “Settle,” Cuchulainn told him. “Be calm. Control yourself.”

The stallion stilled immediately.

Scáthach turned to face Cuchulainn. “You stop?”

“I need to ask you about Drest and the army. They’re Norse, correct?”

She tilted her head to the side, studying him. “They are.”

“Then what are they doing here? Should they not have been escorted to Valhalla by Odin’s Valkyries?”

“Valkyries only come to the battlefield to escort warriors to Valhalla when they die honorably,” she explained.

Cuchulainn’s brow furrowed. “But Drest and his army died in battle.”

“They did. In a dishonorable battle following a woman who commanded they attack a fort without provocation. Their ultimate purpose in following Aife was to usurp a crown not meant for her.”

His brow smoothed. “And that is lacking in honor. So even though they died in battle, they died dishonorably.”

“Yes, though I’m surprised to see them here. They should be in the domain of their Underworld goddess, Hel, where she will exact judgment,” said Scáthach. “I wonder if they are lost because they died so close to Dunscáith, a castle created by the Goddess of our Underworld?”

“That seems possible,” he said. “I have an idea about what should be done with them, but I need the help of the Autumnal Realm and your trust.” Behind them, Drest and his army came into view, jogging after them with the relentless endurance of the dead.

“You have my trust. What is it you need from the realm?”

Cuchulainn glanced around them at the softly rolling hills and the chilly gloom. “I need something to guard our backs so the army can’t surround us—so we can face them together.”

“You remember that we cannot kill them, don’t you?”

He nodded quickly. “Of course. But they don’t belong here—two hundred spirits don’t belong here. I think if we get Drest to see reason, we can help them.”

“That would be a very good thing,” she said. “I believe the realm will help us.” Scáthach glanced past him to the side of the road and smiled. “Is that what you need?” She pointed to an enormous cliff that had materialized ahead of them and to the right. The sheer rock wall was so massive it reminded her of the cliffs on the western coast of Éire.

“Yes, that’s exactly what I need. Hup, Chance!” Cuchulainn guided the chariot off the road to the base of the cliff. Hastily they armed themselves with shields and swords and then, with the cliff to their backs, they faced the oncoming army of the dead.

“What is your plan?” Scáthach asked. She held her shield and sword in a relaxed manner as she watched the army get closer and closer.

“I’d like you to dance with me again.” Her gaze went to him, and she quirked one brow up. He smiled. “This time let us make it a defensive dance instead of a lethal one. Dance with me while I try to reason with Drest.”

Scáthach snorted, sounding even to herself a lot like Tabiti.

Sword raised, Drest led the charge, followed by the half dozen or so Wolfskins who had left Lethra with him, and behind them the rest of the two hundred spirits. As he and the army got within striking distance, Drest slowed. He didn’t lower his sword, but his pale, furrowed brow and narrowed eyes betrayed his confusion.

He stopped several yards away. “Do you wish to attempt to challenge me again, great Hero of Ulster?” Drest sneered.

“That would be foolish,” Cuchulainn said. “A dead man is already defeated.”

Drest’s lip curled. “And yet this dead man can kill you.” When Cuchulainn didn’t respond, Drest’s gaze went to Scáthach. “Do you have nothing to say, Queen of Shadow?”

Scáthach shrugged. “Only that you can try, but I’ve learned Cuchulainn is rather difficult to kill.”

Drest attacked and his Wolfskins joined him. Cuchulainn and Scáthach danced together. Their swords sang in the autumn gloom as they gracefully blocked and parried, lunged and ducked—always on the defensive. They danced and struck and pushed the Wolfskins back but served no mortal wound.

“What is this game you play?” Drest demanded as he pressed Cuchulainn with a flurry of sword strikes.

“No game,” Cuchulainn said while he blocked each of Drest’s blows. “Tell me, why do you attack us?”

“Because that bitch sent us here!” Spittle rained from Drest’s mouth as he shouted. “We belong in Valhalla!”

“And by that bitch do you mean Aife or me?” asked Scáthach as she shoved three Wolfskins away from her and into range of Chance’s teeth and hooves. He squealed and struck out. The men hastily retreated.

“You of course!” said Drest.

“I had nothing to do with you and your men ending up here,” said Scáthach. “In truth, I was shocked to see you.”

“Lies!” Drest grunted as Cuchulainn blocked him again hard enough that he stumbled back.

“Lies are forbidden in the Underworld,” Cuchulainn told Drest in a voice pitched to carry to the restless army behind him. “They should not be spoken at all, and if they are, they cause the speaker pain.”

“I don’t believe you!” Drest snarled.

Scáthach blocked a sword blow and, with her shield, knocked the warrior off his feet. She glanced at Drest as the next dead man stalked toward her. “Then test what he says. Try to tell a lie. For instance, say that Aife is Lethra’s choice to be queen.”

Drest narrowed his eyes at her and opened his mouth. “Aife is—” His words cut off as his face twisted in pain.

“You see, Drest? Lies should not be spoken here,” Cuchulainn said. “Scáthach had nothing to do with you and your army being unable to find Valhalla.”

The Wolfskins who had been pressing Scáthach halted their attack, lowered their swords, and exchanged glances with one another. Behind them the rest of the army paused.

Drest scoffed. “Are you saying that the Shadow Guard didn’t kill us?”

“No, that would be a lie,” said Scáthach. “What he’s saying is that I do not know why you are here and not in Valhalla, though I do have a guess. Drest, you and your warriors know that we only attacked and killed you in response to your actions, correct?”

“That’s right,” said Cuchulainn. “The Shadow Guard didn’t harass you, even after you trespassed on Skye and caused the death of two of Scáthach’s students.”

“And injured my daughter,” added Scáthach.

The army had stopped pressing forward. Many of the warriors followed the example of the Wolfskins and lowered their swords, listening instead of attacking.

“Tell us, Drest, why did you come to Skye, ambush Scáthach, put a price on her head, and wrongfully take Dùn Dòbhrain?” asked Cuchulainn.

“To make Aife queen!” he shouted as he lunged at Cuchulainn, who easily stepped aside.

“But why when you knew Lethra would not accept her as queen?” asked Cuchulainn.

Drest’s blows slowed. “She should have been queen.” The dead warrior’s face contorted in pain as he spoke the words and he stumbled back, pressing a hand to his forehead.

“You don’t believe that lie,” said Cuchulainn.

“Though you used to, which is why you could speak it at all,” added Scáthach. “Drest, you and the Wolfskins swore an oath to follow my father, did you not?”

Silence hung over the army; their focus was entirely on the conversation taking place between their leader, the Queen of Shadow, and the Hero of Ulster.

Breathing hard, Drest lowered his sword. “Yes. I gave your father my oath and then I gave it to Aife.”

“Did you trust my father’s judgment?” Scáthach asked.

Drest blinked his pale-colored eyes several times. “Yes. Of course I trusted the Jarl. I served him for many years.”

“No pain and you were able to speak the words. You’re telling the truth,” said Cuchulainn.

Drest scowled at Cuchulainn, who shrugged and grinned.

“Then why did you go against his express wishes and support Aife for the crown?” Scáthach’s voice was kind and conversational. She’d lowered her sword and was leaning against her shield, which she propped on the ground at her side.

“Aife should have—” Pain cut off his words and he bowed his head in misery as his gaze went to the ground.

“The truth, Drest,” said Scáthach.

When he lifted his face to Scáthach, tears tracked down his pale cheeks. “I loved her. I thought she would grow to be a good leader, would listen to me if I helped her get the crown.” Drest shook his head. “It was her mother. She caused Aife to be—argh!” He exclaimed as pain sliced through him, severing his words.

“Aife is a monster.” Cuchulainn spoke the words in a tight, low voice that did not carry to the army. “Becoming a monster was her choice and no one’s fault but her own.”

Drest turned his tear-stained face to Cuchulainn. “You don’t know her.”

Cuchulainn’s laughter was mocking. “Oh, no? She had her men ambush me. She drugged me. She raped me. All to sire a son with divine blood because of her never-ending envy of Scáthach. Did you love her while she was molesting me? Is that why you guarded the door and made sure she wouldn’t be interrupted?”

Drest shook his head back and forth, back and forth. “No! No, she commanded I bring you to her chamber and stand guard so she could interrogate you. She said you knew a secret entrance into Dunscáith. When she had that information, we could take the castle. I did not know she . . .” Drest shook his head again. He looked sick and spit on the ground. “I would not have stood there guarding the door had I known what she was truly doing within.”

“Just so you and your army know,” Scáthach said loudly. “There is no way to take Dunscáith. It was hewn from rock by my mother, the goddess Béfionn, and gifted to me. The castle is sentient. It can only be gifted to another by me—not taken from me. Aife knew this as well, as did my father. She lied to you, to the Wolfskins foolish enough to follow you, and to this army.”

Drest met her gaze and Scáthach saw misery and pain in his blue eyes. “The truth . . .” He sighed and ran a hand across his face before he continued. “The truth is Aife was incapable of love, and I was incapable of accepting that truth.” Drest dropped his sword and shield and went to his knees before Scáthach. “Forgive me. I was wrong.”

“What else?” asked Scáthach.

Drest drew in such a deep breath that his shoulders heaved. He stood and turned to face the army. “I led you to your deaths even though I knew many of you had begun to question Aife’s leadership. That you are here is my fault, my responsibility, and I should pay the penance for it.”

The Wolfskins were the first of the army to kneel. They did not look at Drest. It was as if he’d ceased to exist. They looked to Scáthach instead. One Wolfskin spoke up. “Forgive us for following Drest’s lead instead of honoring the wishes of our Jarl. We are most sorry, mighty queen.”

Like water rippling from a pebble thrown into a still pond, the rest of the army knelt and turned their pale faces to Scáthach. Drest joined them. All was silent when Cuchulainn spoke.

“Will you help them, Queen of Shadow?”

“I will try,” said Scáthach. “Let me consider.” Leaving the still-kneeling army, she strode along the base of the mammoth cliff, wishing her mother were there to advise her.

She knew how to guide spirits from the mortal realm to Annwn. She could open the veil from the Autumnal Realm to the Summerlands. But Scáthach had no idea how to guide the dead from Annwn to Valhalla.

Water always helped when passing from realm to realm. Scáthach gazed around her. “Would water show them the way?” she asked the realm.

Nothing changed. The Autumnal Realm looked exactly as it had before she’d asked the question.

Scáthach sighed and tapped her chin as she thought. Often she’d used her blood, but that was only effective because this was her mother’s realm. She didn’t need to open the veil to Annwn; the army was already here. Mistakenly. They needed to get to Valhalla and there was no god there to whom her blood attached her. “In Valhalla I’m only connected to Father,” she reasoned aloud as she paced. “And he’s definitely mortal, which was why he’s in Valhalla, where these two hundred spirits need to be . . .” Scáthach halted. “That’s it!”

A waterfall suddenly manifested before her. It cascaded from the top of the cliff, disappearing into the ground at the base of the huge wall of stone. She smiled, turned, and shouted, “Cuchulainn! Bring the army to me!”

* * *

Scáthach commanded that the two hundred dead warriors form a double column facing the strange disappearing waterfall. Drest was at the front of the line, standing before the double columns. Scáthach stared into the flowing water. She had the conduit and the person to whom she would call, but she knew she needed more. It was like conjuring her mother. Scáthach could shout across the waters surrounding Skye and maybe Béfionn would hear her—but maybe she would not.

She glanced at the two hundred spirits, who watched her every move. Maybe wasn’t good enough in their current situation.

Cuchulainn joined her as she turned her back to the dead army. Chewing her lip, she stared at the waterfall, hoping the answer would come to her.

“Ahem.” Cuchulainn cleared his throat.

She glanced at him and whispered, “I almost have it figured out.” She jerked her chin at the waterfall. “This showed up and water is often used to enter the immortal realms.” Scáthach sighed. “I would usually just cut my hand and drip it into the water and use it to call Mother, but . . .” She shrugged.

“You don’t need your mother. You need Valhalla,” he said.

“Yes, exactly. My connection there is to my father, but he’s not a god. My blood won’t call him,” she said.

Cuchulainn ran a hand through his hair. “You’re calling him instead of Odin?”

Scáthach tapped her leather-booted foot against the ground, impatient with herself. “Yes and no. Father is my connection to Valhalla. If I can reach him, I’ve pierced the veil to the immortal realm of the Norse. From there Odin should be accessible.”

“But first you have to breach the veil,” he said.

“Yes.”

Drest approached them. He bowed his head and cleared his throat before asking, “Might it help if we burned offerings to Odin?”

Scáthach’s brows shot up. “It would. Do you happen to have the thighbones of some fat kine with you? Cuchulainn and I surely do not.”

“No.” Drest scratched his beard. “But we do carry many of Odin’s talismans.”

Scáthach nodded. “I think that might work. Collect them and I’ll see if the Autumnal Realm will allow me a fire.”

“I’ll collect firewood,” said Cuchulainn before he jogged off toward a cluster of bare-branched oaks.

Drest cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted down the double column of men. “Pass forward your talismans of Odin! The Queen of Shadow calls the All Father!”

Instantly there was movement along the lines as the warriors passed forward ravens’ feathers, pieces of fabric with the Valknut triple interlocking triangles embroidered or dyed on it, and little wooden carvings of the Ansuz rune, symbolizing Odin’s leadership.

One of the Wolfskins bowed before Scáthach and offered his wolf-fur-lined cloak. “We wear these for the All Father’s two mighty wolves, Geri and Freki.”

“This will work well,” said Scáthach, taking the cloak from him before the warrior moved back to his place in line.

She met Cuchulainn with his armload of dried branches and spread out the cloak near the waterfall. “Pile the wood in the center of the cloak,” she said. “Drest, place the offerings among the wood, as if it is a funeral pyre.”

When it was done, there was a neatly stacked mound of branches atop a wolf fur cloak. Placed in between and among the wood were the precious items collected from the army.

“Impressive,” Cuchulainn said as he put the last raven feather atop the pile. “Will it be enough?”

“I can only hope,” said Scáthach. She faced the army. She didn’t shout, but the two hundred spirits were completely silent as her melodic voice wrapped around them. “While I part the veil from Annwn to Valhalla, I need each of you to think of your ancestors who await you there and of Odin All Father. No, don’t just think of them—long for them. Let that longing fill your spirits, your heads, your hearts.” Then she went to the mound of branches and offerings. She bowed her head and spoke softly to the realm. “These two hundred spirits are lost. They do not belong within you. Help me set them on the right path. Blaze to Valhalla for me!”

Whoosh! Orange and yellow flames burst from the center of the mound. As it began to engulf the offerings, black smoke lifted and swirled up, up, up, until it disappeared from sight into the low-hanging clouds.

“Thank you,” Scáthach murmured before she walked to the edge of the small pool that had formed at the base of the cliff. The water ran into it and then disappeared under the cliff. The toes of her boots just touched that pool. She tilted back her head, gazed up at the glistening fall of water and spoke from her heart.

“Ardgeimm, Jarl of Lethra, beloved Father, your daughter Scáthach needs you! My words fly with the smoke of burnt offerings to Valhalla and Odin All Father. Hear my call. Pierce the veil with me, Father.” She waited, staring up and hoping she would get the prickling across her skin she’d felt when she’d sensed the veil that separates the Autumnal Realm and the Summerlands.

She felt nothing. No tingle tickled her skin. No glistening veil appeared. Nothing.

Scáthach tried again. “Father, it’s Scáthach. I call to you with great need—the spirits of two hundred of your warriors are lost. Help me to help them! Father, I know if it is possible, you will hear me. You will come. I call you with hope and my never-ending love for you. I miss you, Father. I wish I could have said goodbye . . .” Scáthach’s words faded as tears spilled from her eyes and down her cheeks to drop into the pool at her feet.

Behind her the army gasped. She looked over her shoulder at them. They were all staring up. Above her the black smoke lifting from the offering fire had changed direction and shape. It formed ravens—two hundred of them—that flew into the waterfall and disappeared.

She felt it then—the tingle across her skin that signaled the thinning of the veil between Annwn and the other realm. Her hand trembled as she reached up to where the air had begun to glitter. Scáthach pinched the veil and drew it aside.

Instead of a waterfall and a cliff, a glistening circle had formed. A man stood before the circle. He was in a majestic lodge with a roaring hearthfire at his back and he peered at Scáthach as if he looked out a window. She recognized the Jarl of Lethra immediately. He was magnificent. No longer an old man with stooped shoulders and a well-lined face, Ardgeimm was the young, virile man who had successfully wooed and won the love of a goddess. His auburn hair was thick, his shoulders broad, and his brilliant blue eyes shined with joy.

“Scáthach! My lioness! Seeing you again fills my heart!” He spread his arms wide as if to embrace her.

“Father!” She smiled through tears that washed her cheeks. “You heard me! You answered!”

“Truthfully, it was your mother who brought my attention to your call,” he said, and then winked at her. “You know she has been visiting me.”

“I do know. Is she there? May I see her?”

“She is still in Valhalla, but when she heard your summons, Béfionn told me to face this”—he gestured before him at the glittering circle—“opening?”

“Opening is accurate,” Scáthach said as she wiped at her tears.

“Good. Good. So, she placed me here. Told me to talk with our daughter, and then she went to find Odin.” Her father’s gaze moved from her to find Drest and the double column of warriors who stood behind him. As one, the army went to their knees. “Drest? What is the meaning of this?” Ardgeimm peered through the veil and his eyes widened. “Are you and my warriors in Annwn?”

Drest stepped forward and bowed deeply. “We are, my king. It is my fault—my responsibility, my great and terrible error. I followed Aife in her bid to usurp the crown of Lethra and betrayed your wishes. I do not deserve forgiveness, but the warriors who trusted me and followed me do. Please. Could they come home to Valhalla?”

Her father’s gaze swept over the army. “Do I see some of my Wolfskins among you?”

Reluctantly, the dead Wolfskins stood.

“Forgive us. We should not have left Lethra. We should not have followed Drest and Aife,” said the same warrior who had given his cloak to the fire.

“You shame me,” said the Jarl of Lethra.

The men bowed their heads.

Her father’s gaze found Scáthach again. “What say you, daughter? Should these traitors be allowed redemption?”

She didn’t hesitate. “They should. They made a mistake. A terrible one, but I believe they understand that now.” She paused to look at Drest. Pale and silent, he continued to gaze at the king he’d served and then betrayed. “Even Drest. Though his betrayal cuts the deepest. But what he did wasn’t because of greed or to feed his ego. Drest betrayed you because of love.”

“Aife,” said her father.

“Yes. Aife.”

Her father sighed heavily and then his gaze snapped to her. “You weren’t harmed, were you?”

“No, Father.”

“And our Little Fry? She’s well?”

Scáthach smiled. “Uathach is very well. She misses you. As do I.” She wiped fresh tears from her cheeks.

“Well then. If you can forgive and see the goodness in them, who am I to turn them away?” asked her father with a proud smile. “I cannot guarantee the All Father’s judgment will not be harsh, but it will be just.” The Jarl of Lethra motioned to Drest. “Come, Drest. Lead the Wolfskins and the rest of my warriors here. Odin and Hel shall decide what must be done next.”

Drest took a step forward and stopped beside Scáthach. “How do I do it?”

Scáthach nodded at the opening in the veil. “Simply walk forward. The realm will do the rest.”

Drest began to do so, but paused, turned to Scáthach, and bowed deeply. “I will remember your compassion for eternity.”

Scáthach touched his shoulder and he straightened. “Remember to look within yourself honestly. We all tell ourselves stories about how we wish the truth would unfold. Hoping and wondering and wishing are natural, good even. But self-delusion is a type of living death, and those who trap themselves in it can never truly be happy.”

Drest nodded. “That I will remember, along with your wisdom and your mercy.”

He called his last command to the army of dead men. “Follow me home to Valhalla!” Drest strode forward, disappearing within the veil.

The army followed him. Each bowed to Scáthach. Some kissed her hand. Some embraced her. Even though they knew they would face punishment for their betrayal, they carried an air of excitement with them and strode joyfully into their future.

When the last man had passed through the veil, her father smiled down on her. “I’m glad you called. I thought I'd never see you again, my little lioness.”

“I wished I’d been able to tell you goodbye,” said Scáthach as Cuchulainn moved to her side.

Ardgeimm’s focus shifted to him. “Is that the Hero of Ulster I see?”

Cuchulainn dipped his head in a bow. “It is.”

“Are you dead as well?”

Cuchulainn smiled. “No, Jarl. Your daughter is escorting me through the Underworld on a quest.”

“Ah. Well. I’ll expect you to keep her safe on this quest,” said Ardgeimm.”

Cuchulainn snorted. “It is she who usually keeps me safe.”

“That is not entirely accurate,” said Scáthach.

Her father looked from her to Cuchulainn and his expression shifted to a knowing smile. “I see. Then take care of each other.”

“It will always be my greatest honor to have traveled with and fought by your daughter’s side,” said Cuchulainn.

Looking very much like his daughter, Ardgeimm raised a brow and smiled. “I can see that.” He turned his gaze to Scáthach. “I would say goodbye, but something makes me believe I will see you again. So instead I shall just say, go with my love, little lioness.” He kissed his hand and, as the opening began to fade and close, he pressed it forward, palm toward her.

Scáthach did the same. She kissed her hand and pressed it, palm raised, to the fading glimpse of Valhalla. “I love you, too.”

Then her father was gone and Scáthach turned to Cuchulainn, who opened his arms. Scáthach stepped into his embrace, and he held her while she sobbed.





Chapter 23

That night she erased Aife from his body, his mind, and his spirit. Aife would never haunt his dreams, would never shadow his mind or his pleasure again. For the rest of his life and beyond, that night would remain with Sentanta so vividly that he could call up the memory and smell the lavender on her skin, see the firelight on her face, and feel the slick heat of her accepting him . . . healing him . . . loving him.

* * *

The cliff disappeared and the Autumnal Realm returned to a gray expanse of rolling hills and never-ending gloom. Cuchulainn guided the chariot back to the road and they trotted on.

“That was a good thing you did for those spirits,” said Cuchulainn.

“It only happened because you stopped us. I would have kept going,” said Scáthach.

“But they would have kept following us.”

She shrugged. “They wouldn’t have been able to catch us, and when we entered the Winterlands, they could not have followed.” Scáthach twirled long strands of her tawny hair around her finger as she continued. “I did not think Drest could be reached, not after being in the Underworld for such a short time. But you did reach him. You did force him to see the truth.”

“We got him to see the truth.” Cuchulainn glanced at her before adding, “I’ve been thinking about the spirits here in this realm and I wonder if the immortals, the goddesses and gods, are truly able to understand those of us whose lives they see as fleeting. Can they fully comprehend what it is like to desire love and family—to want to make a difference in the mortal world, even though to them we have so little time?”

Scáthach continued to twirl the lock of hair around her finger as she considered. “You mean because they are not mortal they cannot fully understand some of the choices we make.”

He nodded. “Some of our choices and some of our mistakes.”

“Interesting . . .”

“I think—” He hesitated.

“What?”

“Well, the Underworld deals in truth, correct?” he asked.

Scáthach nodded. “Correct.”

“Then I think it would be a much more truthful, a much more authentically just realm if it had someone here who understood mortals.” A cold wind whipped across the chariot, and he added, “I mean no disrespect. I’m only reasoning aloud.”

“Like Odin’s Valkyries,” said Scáthach.

“Yes. And no. We just saw that the Valkyries follow strict guidelines imposed by their god,” Cuchulainn said. “And those guidelines allowed two hundred warriors to be lost to their eternal home.”

“So what you propose is someone who doesn’t simply guide a select few to Annwn, but who also has the ability to judge in which part of the realm they should be placed,” she said.

“Yes. As a warrior who will die and be judged sooner rather than later, it would be a great comfort to me to know I would be greeted by someone who understood my mortal life and thereby the choices I made.” When she lifted a brow at him, he hurried on. “Not that I or anyone else should automatically be allowed entrance to the Summerlands. We should all understand we will be judged by our choices and the actions that follow them, be they good or bad. But by whom will we be judged?”

“Interesting . . .” said Scáthach again.

They drove on, each lost in their own contemplation of mortality and what waited beyond. They saw more solitary spirits, but from a distance. None approached them and they trotted forward, unhindered, as the gray day began to fade into the slate of night.

When they came to a shallow stream that crossed the road, Chance’s hooves made a sharp cracking sound as they broke through a film of ice that covered it. Cuchulainn and Scáthach pulled their cloaks tighter.

Scáthach spoke loudly enough for her voice to carry well above the noise of the chariot. “Let’s start looking for a warm, dry place to camp.”

“What is that?” Cuchulainn pointed ahead of them. In the distance the horizon melted into what appeared to be a wall of ash. “Is that the remnants of a huge fire?”

“No, that is the dividing line between the Autumnal Realm and the Winterlands.” Scáthach shivered. “It does look like ash, doesn’t it?”

“It does.”

“It’s snow. Or sleet. Or a mixture of both.” Then she tapped his shoulder and gestured ahead to the left side of the road. “Head for that grove of pines. We’ll camp there. Entering the Winterlands at night is even more miserable than entering at dawn.”

The realm rearranged itself to provide them with a perfect camping spot. It was almost identical to the one it had provided for them the night before, only instead of a grove of willows beside a stream, it was a copse of pines. The trees grew so close together that their branches were intertwined, forming a watertight canopy, which was a relief because just as they unharnessed Chance and he began to graze, the dark sky opened and icy rain fell.

Cuchulainn gathered wood quickly as Scáthach created a stone circle for the fire, and soon the bank of fog blanketed their little campsite. Not only did the fog hide their fire from wandering spirits, it also kept in warmth. Scáthach took out the replenished food and drink from their packs and then stood, wrapping her cloak around herself.

“I’m going to wash in the stream,” she told him.

“I’ll have the pork warm and the cheese melted by the time you return.” He smiled at her.

Scáthach didn’t disappear into the fog barrier. Instead she caught and held his gaze. Then slowly she smiled. “I’ll look forward to dinner—almost as much as dessert.”

Still smiling, Scáthach strode to the stream. Before the cold could change her mind, she took off her cloak and quickly peeled off her tunic. She kicked out of her knee-high leather boots, unlaced her snug leather breeches, and then walked to the stream. Along the bank she found a cluster of lavender plants she was sure hadn’t been there before. “Thank you,” she told the realm, pulling off handfuls of the fragrant plant. Then she broke through the skin of ice covering the water. A squeak escaped her chattering teeth when she sat, submerging herself to her shoulders.

“Are you well?” Cuchulainn called through the fog.

“Yes! Just washing!” She dunked her head and scrubbed at her hair and her body with the lavender, loving their earthy scent that clung to her. Scáthach rinsed and then hurried back to her cloak, which she used to hastily dry her goosefleshed body before dressing and jogging back through the fog barrier and straight to the campfire.

Cuchulainn looked up at her and his eyes widened as he took in her wet hair and pink cheeks. “I understand your scream now.”

“I didn’t scream,” she said as she stood as close to the fire as she could get and combed her fingers through her long, thick hair. “It was a squeak. Of surprise.”

Cuchulainn stood and grinned. “Well, if it was just a squeak, then the water couldn’t be that cold.” He picked up his cloak and the mead skin, which he handed to her. “This will help warm you. I’ll be back before the pork has finished cooking.” As he passed her, Cuchulainn drew in a deep breath. His amber eyes sparkled. “You smell more delicious than the pork.” Then he disappeared into the fog blanket.

Scáthach sat cross-legged before the fire. She used a stick to turn the meat on the heating stones, arranged the cheese and bread to also warm, and then continued to comb through her hair between long drinks of mead.

Her stomach felt odd—fluttery and unsteady.

Cuchulainn’s sharp shriek made her smile, which added to the strangeness in her stomach.

Was she nervous?

Scáthach snorted a laugh. She was definitely planning on having sex with Cuchulainn. That night. Finally. But why this nervousness? She’d taken many lovers over more years than Cuchulainn had lived. She’d never been even the slightest bit nervous with any of them. Why now?

She was pondering the question when Cuchulainn jogged through the fog barrier to the campfire. His hair was drenched, his teeth chattered, and his hands shook as he held them out to the flames, but when he met her gaze, his smile was filled with warmth.

“You were right,” he said. “You gave no more than a little squeak. Almost nothing at all. Just like me.”

She laughed with him and the answer to her pondering came to her. It was simple. Scáthach was nervous because she desired him as much as she loved him, and that was something she’d never known with any man before him.

She tossed him the skin of mead. “This does help.” She followed the mead with steaming pork and melted cheese between thick slices of bread. They had to blow on the meat, but eating it hot warmed their insides as much as the mead.

When they were done with the meal, Scáthach leaned back against her pack and continued to work her fingers through her drying hair. Cuchulainn came to her. He crouched beside her and smiled shyly. “May I do it? May I comb through your hair?”

She met his gaze. “Yes.”

He said nothing, only smiled in response and spread out his cloak beside them. He went to his travel pack and took out a wooden comb before returning to offer her his hand. She allowed him to help her stand and then to reposition her in the middle of the fur-lined cloak. He sat behind her, fixing his legs so that she could lean back against him. Then he began to slowly work the comb through her damp hair.

She melted back against him with a sigh. “That feels so good,” she murmured.

She could hear the smile in his voice. “I’m glad. I remember the first glimpse I had of you. You were on the sentry platform, standing between Tabiti and Uathach. The sun was sinking behind you, and it lit your hair like tinder, turning it to tawny flame. I thought you were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I still think so.”

Scáthach turned so that she faced him. She leaned forward. He met her halfway and they kissed—softly, gently. He pulled back before the kiss could deepen. She didn’t speak. Instead the Queen of Shadow took his hand in hers and waited.

“That night. The night Aife drugged me and—” He hesitated, swallowed, and then continued. “And raped me. I thought she was you.”

“I know,” Scáthach said softly.

“She weaved a spell when she drugged me, and during the casting of it she asked who I most desired. It was you, Scáthach, my Queen of Shadow. From the moment we met, it has been you. I think it will always be you.”

“I know,” she repeated. “Sentanta, I want to be with you—want to make love with you—but I know you’ve been hurt, misused by Aife. I don’t ever want to cause you pain. If you aren’t ready for this intimacy, I understand. I will wait.”

“I don’t want to wait. I want you, Scáthach. Only you.” He looked down at their linked hands. “But I’m afraid that when I—when we do more than just kiss, it will bring it all back. The pain. The confusion. The humiliation.”

She cupped his chin and lifted his face. “Then I shall follow your lead. Show me what makes you feel safe. Teach me how to fulfill your desire without hurting you. Nights in this realm are long. We have time. Talk to me.”

“I want to try. I’m just afraid I’ll make a stupid mistake and mess up tonight or, worse, break what has formed between us.”

Her thumb traced his full bottom lip. “You cannot break what is between us. Nor can you mess up tonight. Tonight is for us. Think only of that. Think only of your pleasure.”

His smile was tentative. He kissed her thumb and then sucked it gently into his mouth to nip at it, which made her gasp and shiver. “I don’t want to think only of my pleasure. I want to think of yours as well.”

Her lips parted as she stared at his mouth. “I’m very glad to hear that.” Her gaze flicked to his. “May I kiss you now?”

As an answer he pulled her into his embrace; their lips met. The kiss wasn’t teasing or hesitating or gentle. It was fire and heat and desire. Their tongues touched, searching and lingering. Cuchulainn moaned and closed his eyes, losing himself in their kiss. Scáthach moved closer to him and was suddenly straddling Cuchulainn.

Abruptly his eyes opened. His body tensed. He began to tremble. Scáthach pulled back, understanding immediately that she was in the same position Aife had been in when she’d molested him. Scáthach slid from his lap, taking his hand in hers again. His breath was shaky and came in quick pants.

“Sentanta,” she spoke his name softly. When his eyes found her, they were unfocused. She squeezed his hand. “Talk to me.”

He blinked several times, his gaze finally focusing on her. “I’m sorry.”

She caressed his cheek. “You have nothing to apologize for. Tell me how I can help.”

He ran a hand through his thick hair. He and his words trembled as he spoke. “W-when I woke. I was n-naked. Legs and arms splayed. I was tied to a bed.”

She nodded. Her thumb traced circles over the back of his hand.

“I think it would help if I undressed myself and you were not on top of me.” His lips lifted in a hesitant smile. “At least not on top of me yet.”

Scáthach smiled and released his hand. “Please do undress.”

He stood and pulled off his tunic before taking off his boots. He unlaced his breeches and slid them down his body. When he stepped out of them, she allowed her gaze to travel slowly up and down his body.

“Sunlight skin, / Hair of flame.” Her gaze went to his lips as she continued reciting the poem she’d composed. “Your lips, your touch / Burn me—again, again.”

He knelt before her. Tears turned his amber eyes topaz. “You leave me breathless.”

“I’d prefer not to leave you at all,” she said.

“May I undress you?”

“Yes.”

Cuchulainn took off her tunic and then his gaze went to the laces on the front of her soft leather breeches. He laughed.

“What?” she asked.

“It’s just that I’ve never undressed a woman wearing breeches before now.”

She quirked a brow up. “So your women always wear dresses.”

His smile faded. On his knees beside her, Cuchulainn cupped her face between his hands. “None of them were mine. I never wanted more from them than a quenching of lust.”

“And now?” she asked.

“Now I want anything, everything—all that you will give me.” He kissed her deeply.

“Then you should probably take off the rest of my non-dress. Unless you need my help doing so.”

He smiled and his fingers went to the laces of her breeches. “I think I can figure it out.” When she was finally naked, he remained kneeling beside her as she reclined before him, propped on her elbow, her only covering her thick mane of hair. “I want to touch you,” he said a little breathlessly.

“That’s fortunate because I would very much like you to touch me,” she said.

Cuchulainn began at her feet. He caressed their arches with his thumbs, and she moaned, her eyelids fluttering. “That is . . . so good,” she murmured.

From there his caresses moved in a slow exploratory path up her legs. He shifted his body so that he knelt between her thighs. Cuchulainn waited until she opened her eyes and then, holding her gaze, he bent and kissed her knee. His lips followed the softness of her inner thighs. She held his gaze as he reached her center. Then, slowly, she allowed her legs to part, opening herself completely to him.

He did not look away from her gaze. “I’ve thought about tasting you. So often that it’s become a distraction.”

“And I’ve imagined you between my legs. So often that it’s become a distraction.”

“Then let me sate us both.”

Scáthach’s head dropped back as his tongue found her clit. He licked it, teasing and tasting and sucking gently. Her hips lifted as she gasped in pleasure, guiding him to learn her rhythm. Her hands cupped her breasts, rolling her nipples between her thumbs and forefingers as one of his hands slipped under her and held her ass, lifting her more firmly against his mouth. His other hand played gently with the back of her thigh, stroking and caressing, his fingers lifting to slide into her and then out again to continue the caress. His tongue flicked against her. Scáthach’s orgasm came so fast and hard that she shouted his name in surprise, clutching his shoulders.

Cuchulainn kissed the soft mound between her legs gently and then continued up her body, his lips and tongue exploring the expanse of her stomach to her breasts. She sank her fingers into his hair as he sucked and nipped gently at her taut nipples, sending shivers of renewed desire cascading through her body.

Scáthach wanted to touch him as he touched her—to explore his body. But from her memory lifted the scene she’d interrupted where Aife was atop him. Using him. Touching him everywhere. Taking and not giving.

She would not treat him with such callousness. Scáthach caressed his shoulders and, as he kissed along the sensitive line of her neck to finally return to her mouth, she wrapped her arms around him. Not tightly. Not imprisoning him. Instead she used featherlight touches to trace the strong lines of his back down to his muscular ass.

“Yes,” he murmured against her lips. “Yes.”

His hard cock rested against her center, and she lifted her hips so that the damp head of it slid between her folds. She moved against him, rubbing her clit against his cock, rhythmically rocking until her pleasure gathered and gathered—and then her orgasm exploded again. She clung to him, whispering, “Sentanta, my Sentanta,” while her body thrummed with release.

He lifted himself so that he could look into her eyes. “You are magnificent,” he murmured.

Her hand moved from his shoulder down his back and slowly slid between them where his cock pulsed. She locked her gaze to his as she grasped it. He sucked in a breath and his body went very still.

“Sentanta, may I touch you here?” she asked.

His gaze never left hers as he nodded.

She explored his length, loving the slick softness of the taut skin that sheathed such hardness. He was thick and more than ready for her. She caressed the head of his cock, using the drops of desire that had formed there and her own wetness to lubricate her hand while she held him more firmly, stroking the length of him.

He did not look away from her, though his breathing went fast and heavy, and sweat slicked his skin.

“I want you closer,” she told him. “Inside me, filling me, bringing me to orgasm again.”

“Yes,” he whispered. “Yes.”

Scáthach guided him to her opening. She used the head of his cock to part her lips, to teasingly press against her as she moved her hips so that he slid along the wet length of her without entering.

“Yes,” he whispered again. “Yes, now.”

She positioned him against her entrance, spread her thighs wider, and then with their gazes locked, he thrust into her. Together they gasped at the spike of pleasure, and then Scáthach wrapped her legs around him, and he began moving with her in a dance older than swordplay. At first they teased each other. He would pull almost out of her body, and she would lift her hips and tighten her legs, encouraging Cuchulainn to thrust back into her. He filled her completely and never looked away from her gaze. Never closed his eyes. Even when their rhythm increased.

“You are everything,” he murmured to her. “You are my truest joy.”

Her hand found his. Their fingers entwined. Their bodies gathered together. They surged against each other, waves crashing against a welcoming shore, until pleasure exploded between them. They cried each other’s names as kisses muffled their words. Only then did Cuchulainn close his eyes and roll onto his back, taking her with him. He wrapped her in his arms. She curled against him. Her hand went to his temple, where she rubbed soft circles, expanding them so that her fingers sank into his hair and she massaged his scalp.

Scáthach knew the instant he slept. His relaxation was deep and complete. That night she didn’t stay awake and watch him. That night she fell into a deep, delicious sleep with her hand still buried in his hair and her body fitted perfectly against him.

* * *

Thirst woke Scáthach. Moving slowly and carefully, she disentangled herself from Cuchulainn’s arms and legs. They were lying on his cloak and, though they’d been using hers as a blanket, sometime in the night they’d kicked it off so that it pooled at their feet. Scáthach wrapped the cloak around her and hurried through the fog bank to relieve herself. Outside of their cocoon of fog it appeared to be the middle of a dark, frigid night. She returned to their secluded spot, where she brought a waterskin as well as the skin of mead with her to the fireside. There she sat, facing the roaring fire, drinking deeply from the waterskin and then, thirst sated, sipping the mead.

“You look impossibly beautiful sitting there silhouetted by the fire with your hair wild and free and that cloak slipping off your bare shoulders.” Cuchulainn’s voice was low and intimate as it drifted to her.

She looked over her shoulder and smiled. “I didn’t mean to wake you.” She opened one end of her cloak. “Join me?”

With endearingly boyish enthusiasm, he stood, stretched, shook back his own mane of hair, and then sat beside her, snuggling close so that her cloak could be wrapped around him, too.

She offered him the mead, and he drank thirstily. Scáthach studied him, seeing only the handsome young warrior who had worked his way into her heart. “Are you well, Sentanta?”

He leaned into her. “Yes. Very well. You?”

“I have been thoroughly loved this night, which means I am excellent.”

He tilted his head so that he could meet her gaze. “No one except you calls me Sentanta. I’ve been meaning to ask, why do you?”

“Because Cuchulainn is a construct formed by the expectations of others. Sentanta is you.” She pressed her hand against his bare chest, and he covered it with his as she continued. “Sentanta is the fisherman warrior who only wishes for a place to call home and a family who loves him. Cuchulainn struggles to fulfill his father’s desires and live up to the hero worship of Ulster’s warriors. Sentanta knows that he is enough without worrying about the opinions of others.”

“You’re so wise,” he said softly.

“I had wise teachers,” she replied.

He grinned. “Your nursemaid sea monsters?”

She mirrored his grin. “Well, yes. But in addition, I had a mother filled with wisdom she shared with me rather than hoarded. And I cannot fail to mention that I have a very wise daughter whose viewpoint I value and a savvy, opinionated second-in-command.”

He nodded. “That’s an excellent way to describe Tabiti.”

Scáthach met his gaze. “I also had a father who taught me that sometimes love isn’t enough to keep someone with you. I learned early not to take anyone who touches my life for granted.”

He held out his hand and she took it. “I don’t know how long you and I will have together, but I want you to know, were the choice mine, I would never leave your side.”

She lifted their joined hands and kissed his. “While we’re in the Underworld, let’s only consider the here and now. The future will take care of itself when we return to the mortal realm.”

“But for now it’s just us? Together?” he asked.

She touched his cheek. “For now it is just us. Together.” Their lips met, gently at first, and then the kiss deepened. The cloak slid from their shoulders as Cuchulainn stood, lifting her in his arms as if she weighed nothing. He carried her to their bed of fur, adding her cloak to his before he put her down.

As he stood over her, Scáthach got to her knees. She captured his gaze as her hands moved up his strong calves and thighs to his cock, which was already hardening. Still meeting his gaze, she stroked his length. His breath caught on a moan. His eyes began to close. She leaned forward and licked the tip of him. But she paused then, asking, “May I?”

Eyes still closed, he nodded. “Yes.”

She took him fully into her mouth then, swallowing his thickening length. Her hand followed her mouth, working his shaft—and Cuchulainn’s body froze. His eyes opened, and with a gasp, he suddenly lurched back several steps, almost stumbling into the fire.

“I-I can’t!” he exclaimed.

Scáthach stood and went to him. She wanted to wrap him in her arms, but the wild, frightened look in his glassy eyes told her that would not be helpful. Instead she took his hand, twining their fingers together as his breath came in short, panicked gasps, and he stared past her.

“Sentanta, look at me.”

He blinked several times and then turned his gaze to her. “I’m sorry!” he blurted. “I want you! I want your mouth on me. I’m—I’m so frustrated and angry at myself while also being filled with rage at Aife. She did this to me—to us.” He shook his head. “I don’t want to be like this. I don’t want to remember her mouth on me when it’s your mouth. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to defeat this.”

“Sssh,” she soothed. “There’s nothing to defeat. Just something to overcome. I have an idea. Will you try it with me?”

“I’ll try anything you want. I—I just don’t know if I’ll be successful,” he said miserably.

“Oh, love,” she told him. “It isn’t about you overcoming and succeeding. It’s about us.”

“Us,” he repeated, clutching her hand. “Yes. Us.”

She nodded. “That’s right. You’re not in this alone. And there is no rush. In this realm time is much more fluid.” She kissed his lips very gently. “We can make this night last weeks, even months.”

“But the sea monster Curruid—” he began.

She pressed her finger to his lips. “Is dead and will remain dead. He isn’t going anywhere. Here we have time and solitude.”

He gazed at her and then cupped her face between his hands. “Did you call me your love?”

She smiled. “Yes.”

His face blazed with joy. “I am the man whom Scáthach, the mighty Queen of Shadow, loves!” he shouted into the seemingly endless night. “I can do anything!”

“Exactly,” she said. “You trust me?”

“With my mind, body, and spirit, which is exactly how I love you,” he said. “With all of me.”

She took his hand again and led him back to their bed. Scáthach faced him and, holding his gaze, went to her knees before him. When her hands lifted to his legs, she could feel the iron-like tension in his body. She drew lazy circles over the sensitive skin of his muscular thighs before she reached up and caught both of his hands, which she guided to her head.

Scáthach held his gaze. “When Aife used you, she was in control. Tonight you are in control. Completely. If you don’t find pleasure in this, I stop. If you do, it will be because you want to continue. You set the pace. Show me what pleases you and if this doesn’t please you, then we will try something new.”

He nodded a little sharply, but when Scáthach made no move to take his cock in her hands or her mouth, Cuchulainn began to relax. His fingers moved in the thickness of her hair, caressing her scalp much as she had his. Her eyes closed and she sighed in pleasure.

“I love your hair,” he said, continuing to work his fingers through it.

She opened her eyes as he brought her head toward him. He guided her to his cock, which had grown hard again.

“May I touch you?” she asked in a sultry whisper.

“Yes.”

She took him in her hands, stroking him until he arched toward her. She did not move nearer, though, until he guided her mouth to him.

“May I take you into my mouth?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Show me. Guide me. I will only do as you wish. Remember, my Sentanta, you are in control.”

“I’ll remember.” His eyes remained open—his gaze on her lips as she licked the head of his cock, teasingly, until he put enough pressure on her head that she drew him into her mouth. His body trembled as, with small pushes and pulls, he showed her his rhythm.

He had to stop twice. She said nothing, only smiled up at him and waited as he collected himself, until finally he was able to immerse himself completely in her touch, her mouth, and his pleasure. He shouted with his climax and then dropped to his knees beside her, where he wrapped her in his arms and held her close while his breath steadied.

“Are you well?” he murmured against her hair.

“Very well. You?” she asked, her arms tightening around him.

“I have never been better,” he said, a smile in his voice. "Which you know is the truth because I spoke it easily in a realm where only truth can be spoken thus."

A little later Cuchulainn retrieved the mead and the bread and cheese. He sliced the apples in half and put them on the stones to warm. They filled the camp with the homey scent of cooking apples. And then they sat on their makeshift pallet, naked, sharing her cloak as they ate and drank and talked.

“Do you think we’ll enter the Winterlands in the morning?” Cuchulainn asked her.

She swallowed the mead and nodded. “I know we will.”

“What should I know about the Winterlands? I mean, besides the fact that the worst of humanity will be found there. Will we have to fight our way to Curruid?”

“We would if I didn’t have a way around that.” Her eyes gleamed. “Thankfully, there are shadows aplenty in the Winterlands.”

His brows lifted. “You’re going to cloak us like you did the horse and wagon when the warriors from Tribe Catuvellauni ambushed us! You can do that as we’re traveling?”

“One of the benefits of traveling through the Underworld is the vast number of shadows held here,” she said. “So what would be difficult if not impossible for me in the mortal realm or even in the Summerlands is easily accomplished in the Winterlands, where darkness reigns.” Scáthach took another drink of mead and then passed the skin to Cuchulainn. “The spirits in the Winterlands will not be able to see us. We will be able to see them.” She shivered and leaned closer to him. “You’ll need to ready yourself. What you see will be terrible.”

Cuchulainn nodded solemnly. “The brutality of man can be terrible. But I have seen it many times.”

“What you’ll see in the Winterlands goes beyond that. Some of the spirits have been there for so many centuries that they have very little humanity left.”

“What does that mean?” he asked.

She shivered again. “It means they are being absorbed by the realm. Those whose deeds have condemned them to the Winterlands will never leave. So eventually they become part of the realm itself. As you know from traveling through the Autumnal Realm, the Underworld is sentient.”

“Is it not possible that the absorbed spirits will allow others to escape? Perhaps just to sow chaos in the other realms?” Cuchulainn asked as he handed her the mead skin.

“No. The dead from the Winterlands are selfish. It’s the most consistent character flaw that all spirits who earn their way to that realm share—they have a particularly virulent form of greed that smothers self-awareness and empathy. They believe the world is centered on them and their whims. They constantly strive to possess and control, even in death.”

Cuchulainn nodded. “So their obsession with possession and control becomes part of the Winterlands.”

“Exactly. Those condemned to eternal winter are used to hold others like themselves in eternal confinement,” said Scáthach.

He took her hand, caressing her palm with his thumb. “It seems pitiable. Tragic even.”

“I thought the same until I entered the realm.” Her gaze went distant and she shook her head. “What I saw there altered my pity. It will yours, too. Though I can’t say my pity was erased, just changed. I still . . .”

“You still?” he said, prompting her when she didn’t continue.

“I still feel sorrow for them and hate that they are unredeemable. It has weighed on my spirit since I was a child,” she finished softly in a sad whisper.

Cuchulainn slid his arm around her and pulled her into his lap, wrapping her tightly in his arms until the tension their conversation had evoked loosened and she relaxed against him.

“I’m sorry I’m making you enter the Winterlands. I didn’t know—didn’t understand before now how difficult this would be for you,” he said.

She rested her head against his chest. “You didn’t make me do anything. I wanted to come with you and I’m glad I did. There is nowhere else I’d rather be than here with you.”

“Here where we have all the time in the world,” he murmured.

“Yes, love. Here where time works for us.”

Scáthach swiveled in his arms and kissed him hungrily. Then she lay back and opened herself to him. Cuchulainn wrapped her in his arms as their bodies joined again, fitting perfectly while they explored and discovered each other. And the realm responded to the daughter of their beloved goddess, granting them the one thing they never had enough of in the mortal realm—time.

The night stretched on and on, filled with passion and the satiation of desire as well as a love so pure and beautiful that it healed that which obsession and selfishness had tried to break beyond repair. And then, when their bodies were exhausted, together Scáthach and Sentanta slept deeply, dreaming of a future where they were just two people in love, not a queen and a hero who owed allegiance to others more than to themselves.





Chapter 24

Will you allow the berserker to sleep now?” Scáthach had asked Sentanta.

“That is my intention,” Cuchulainn said.

She’d said nothing more, though he saw understanding in her eyes. He’d been grateful she’d not pressed him for a more definitive answer, but she knew. The sadness reflected in her understanding gave her away.

It gave him away, too.

* * *

They harnessed Chance and loaded the chariot as the cocooning fog dissipated. Before Cuchulainn guided the stallion to the road, he pulled the chariot to a halt and gazed silently back at their empty campsite.

Scáthach slid her arm around his waist. “It was a good place to camp.”

He draped his arm around her shoulder. “It was better than good.” Cuchulainn kissed her before reluctantly releasing her and calling to Chance, “Hup, boy! Let’s get back to the road.” When they reached the road, Cuchulainn turned the stallion toward the wall of stormy gray that blighted the horizon.

“So it’ll just continue to get colder?” Cuchulainn asked as he wrapped his cloak more tightly around him.

“Yes, but when I call the shadows to us, they’ll help with some of the chill. A little like the fog has done for us every night,” Scáthach said.

“Do you have any idea how long it’ll take us to get to wherever it is we’ll find Curruid?”

Scáthach grinned wryly. “All I know is that Curruid will be found within the Winterlands, but shadows know everything. They’ll guide us. I don’t expect it will take them long to lead us to the monster, especially as they will be able to sense my desire to pass through the realm quickly.”

As they drew ever closer to the wall of gray that marked the boundary of the Winterlands, they talked less and less, both lost in thoughts of what the realm would hold. Scáthach wasn’t afraid, though she knew the things they would see would be terrible. She was sad.

The Queen of Shadow tried to shake off her melancholy. But the cause of it drew closer and closer. She’d told Cuchulainn nothing but the truth. The shadows would lead them quickly to Curruid, and once they found the monster, she and Cuchulainn would make short work of harvesting its rib. Their quest would be over and they would be returned to Dunscáith. She glanced at Cuchulainn. He would leave then. She was too old and too wise to fool herself into believing he would defy his father and change his destiny. She knew him well enough by then to understand him. Sentanta might have been content with a fisherman’s life; Cuchulainn never would be. Cuchulainn was a warrior, the Hero of Ulster, a man to whom others looked for protection and for the acts of glory that made their lives richer.

When their quest ended, so too would their time together.

“What is that?” Cuchulainn’s question interrupted her thoughts.

Scáthach blinked and then followed his pointing finger. They were close to the wall of gray. Between them and the roiling wall of clouds and fog and eerily shrieking winds was a large creature—a beast that walked on all fours. Its coloring was wolf-like, but it was considerably larger than wolf-size.

“Is it one of your mother’s bears?” Cuchulainn asked when she didn’t respond.

“It can’t be. None are allowed here in life, and in death their spirits are joyously welcomed to the Summerlands.” They trotted closer. A rolling growl came from the beast as its thick muzzle lifted and it scented the air. It turned to face them, and Scáthach grimaced in disgust. The beast was all wrong. Its body was misshapen with too many cords of thick muscles. Enormous claws caused its gait to be strange, and it gouged the ground with every step, leaving a path of torn earth in its wake. Its red eyes bulged. Its head was half crushed—blood and gore dripped from the terrible wound. The creature curled back its lips to expose overly long, sharp fangs as its scarlet gaze focused on them. “It looks like a monstrous dog,” said Scáthach.

Cuchulainn’s body stiffened. “Lugh’s balls! It’s him.”

Scáthach looked at Cuchulainn. His face had gone the color of sour milk and he stared wide-eyed at the beast that was now stalking down the road toward them as it continued to growl.

“Him? You know that beast?” she asked.

He nodded. “It’s Culann's hound. The one I killed when I was a boy and was then saddled with this name. What is he doing here? He wasn’t a bad dog. He was only doing his job and he didn’t look like this. He was large, but this creature is—”

With a fierce snarl, the dog—in death more monster than hound—attacked.

“Hup! Chance!” Cuchulainn steered the chariot around the hound, whose massive jaws snapped the empty air. “Ha! Go!” He gave the stallion his head and the chariot shot down the road as the hound gave chase.

“If you enter the Winterlands, I will call shadows to us,” Scáthach spoke hastily as she peered back at the hound that hunted them.

“But he’ll follow us,” said Cuchulainn.

“Yes, but he won’t be able to see us, so he won’t be able to attack us,” said Scáthach.

Cuchulainn shook his head. “No. That hound doesn’t belong in the Winterlands. He doesn’t belong here, either. He did nothing wrong. We have to help him.”

Scáthach’s brows shot up. “Sentanta, that isn’t a guard dog. That isn’t a good dog. That creature isn’t even a dog anymore. Help him? I think we need to help ourselves and get away from him.”

Cuchulainn’s gaze went from her to the creature pursuing them. His eyes widened. “You’re right. That isn’t the hound I defeated. He’s been changed.” Cuchulainn turned the chariot to face the beast, studying him intently as he stalked closer and closer.

“Sentanta, we need to move. That thing will attack Chance and then us. Chance is already dead, so he’ll reanimate. We are not dead. Yet. If your hound kills us, we stay dead.”

Cuchulainn passed the reins to Scáthach.

“What are you—”

“Get me close enough to the dog that I can make the leap from the chariot onto him,” he said, already positioning himself with his hands on the lip of the cart. This chariot didn’t have a leather loop for his foot, but with his speed and strength he didn’t need one.

Scáthach took the reins and got Chance under control. “Why are you doing this?”

“Look at him. Really look at him,” Cuchulainn said as he grasped the lip of the chariot more firmly, his gaze never leaving the beast that drew ever closer to them.

Scáthach focused on the creature that used to be a hound—and she saw it. “I didn’t expect that!”

“Neither did I,” he said.

“I’m going to guide Chance past him, quickly,” Scáthach explained. “And then I’ll swing the chariot around and flank him so that you can leap onto his back.” She glanced at Cuchulainn and added, “You should know that dog isn’t here because of anything he did. He’s here for you.”

“No! That can’t be. I killed him years ago. It’s unjust that he’s been here all that time—miserable and rage-filled—waiting for me. That’s an agony. I know what he feels! It happens to me.”

Scáthach expertly guided the stallion around the slavering, snarling beast, who raced past them as she cued Chance to make an inhumanly quick turn. “He’s become a berserker.”

“Yes! I don’t understand how or why, but I know it must be because of me! It isn’t right, Scáthach.”

“Then let us set it to right,” she said. “Ha, Chance! Catch him!” The chariot shot after the beast. Before the creature understood that they had turned and were racing after him, Scáthach got the cart close enough. “Now!” she shouted. “Leap!”

Cuchulainn hurled himself through the air with all the strength, balance, and poise of the son of a sky god. He landed on the creature’s back. Scáthach kept the chariot with Cuchulainn and the beast, though she was careful to stay out of range of the creature’s teeth and claws.

The beast jumped and spun, twisted and snarled, trying to dislodge him, but Cuchulainn found the thick leather collar that was still around the creature’s neck and held on as he clamped his legs firmly around the beast so that he could not be shaken off.

“Can you get a hand free? Use your dagger!” Scáthach shouted.

“No! I won’t hurt him again.” The beast tried to crane his head around so that he could rip open Cuchulainn’s legs, but the warrior was faster and stronger. Holding tightly with his legs, he unbuckled the beast’s leather collar, and the next time the slavering mouth reached back, trying to sink his teeth into Cuchulainn, the Hero of Ulster caught his muzzle in the looped collar and pulled it tight. Then, using all of his god-touched strength, Cuchulainn kept pulling so that the beast’s head stretched back as it snarled through pinioned lips. The beast couldn’t keep racing forward or bucking and spinning with his head arched back. It slowly staggered to a halt where it stood, trembling with rage as it roared through Cuchulainn’s hastily constructed muzzle.

Scáthach pulled the chariot to a halt, soothing Chance. The whites of the stallion’s eyes showed as he snorted at the slavering beast, but he calmed quickly when she murmured reassurances to him, and then she returned her attention to the berserker dog and his rider.

“Now what?” she called to Cuchulainn.

The muscles in Cuchulainn’s arms shook with the effort it took for him to keep the beast under control, but he grinned at Scáthach. “Well, how did you get through to me when I was in a berserker rage?”

Scáthach shrugged. “I appealed to the humanity I knew was still within you. You heard me, but only because you wanted to. Why should he want to hear you?”

His gaze returned to the beast he straddled. “Because I was wrong. Because he is still a good dog, no matter what rage has done to him.” Cuchulainn wrapped the end of the collar tightly around his left hand, freeing his right. Then he did something that completely surprised Scáthach—he began to stroke the broken, misshapen, gore and blood-soaked head of the beast. Its muzzle was stretched skyward, but Cuchulainn reached up, scratching behind his ears much like he had caressed Leannan and Béfionn’s bears.

The berserker dog thrashed and snarled anew, but Cuchulainn did not stop stroking him. Instead he spoke to the creature—not as if to a snarling, berserker beast. Cuchulainn spoke to him as if he were still Culann's hound, who loved his home so much that he’d given his life protecting it.

“Sssh now,” Cuchulainn said. “You’re okay. All is well. There are no battles left to fight; no keeps left to guard. You don’t belong here in this gloom and cold, my big, good boy. You belong in the Summerlands, frolicking through fields, chasing nothing more fearsome than a squirrel, and resting your head on a friendly lap as evening draws to a close.”

The beast had stopped snarling. It was still breathing hard and its body trembled with barely contained rage. Cuchulainn moved from scratching the dog’s ears to stroking the place between his eyes, avoiding the deep gash that had killed him by caving in part of his skull.

“I’m sorry. So, so sorry. I was young and foolish. It was my fault that Culann closed the gate and set you to guard the keep.” Cuchulainn caressed the beast’s head as he spoke. “I shouldn’t have been late. I shouldn’t have had to defend myself against you. I shouldn’t have had to kill you.”

Watching closely, Scáthach noticed the moment the beast’s bulging red eyes began shifting to an amber color that oddly matched Cuchulainn’s. “It’s working.” She spoke softly. “His eyes are changing. When you shift back, your eyes are the first things to change.”

Still holding tightly to the muzzle, Cuchulainn slid from the beast’s back. The beast began tossing his head, trying to dislodge the leather clamping his jaws closed. Cuchulainn kept a tight hold on the muzzle as he moved close to him. The berserker version of the hound was so enormous that Cuchulainn’s head was even with the beast’s shoulder.

“Forgive me,” Cuchulainn murmured. He stroked the berserker’s neck and even scratched around the leather strap under his chin. “You died because of my youth and foolishness. I’ve been sorry since the moment it happened and I will be sorry even past my last breath.” He reached up to scratch behind the creature’s big ears, noticing that the grotesque wound on his head had closed. “That’s a good, big boy. Good boy,” Cuchulainn encouraged him. The dog’s gaze finally met Cuchulainn’s—amber to amber—and he dropped his head so that his ears were more easily reached.

Cuchulainn’s laugh was boyish, making Scáthach grin with him. The Hero of Ulster scratched and scratched the creature’s ears and stroked his neck—all the while Cuchulainn talked to him.

“I want you to know you’re perfect,” said Cuchulainn. “Just as you are. You don’t have to be filled with rage. You don’t have to move from one battle to another. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone. You are enough without becoming a beast.”

The creature’s body began to tremble. He whined softly through the muzzle and Cuchulainn loosened it, slipped it off, and dropped it to the ground. The big creature shook itself as if coming in from the rain. Then he lay down at Cuchulainn’s feet. Cuchulainn crouched beside him, still stroking his wiry fur. Still murmuring to him. With a contented sigh, he rested his muzzle on his paws, closed his eyes, and appeared to die.

Cuchulainn’s frantic gaze found Scáthach. “What’s happening? Why is he dead?”

Scáthach joined the body of the dog and the warrior. She put her hand on Cuchulainn’s broad shoulder. “Sentanta, everyone here is dead, remember?”

He looked up at her, his eyes shiny with tears. “But he’ll reanimate, won’t he? He has to wake up so that you can show him the way to the Summerlands. He shouldn’t be here!” Cuchulainn wiped a tear from his face with the back of his hand. “How could your mother be so unjust as to sentence him to this realm when he did nothing to deserve it?”

“Oh, love.” Scáthach used her thumb to brush another tear from his cheek. “Béfionn is not unjust. Remember that time moves oddly here. The hound died many years ago, but I believe with all my heart that to him it seemed he’d only been here for moments before you arrived.”

“Me?”

She nodded. “He was here for you.” She bent and pressed her palm to his chest over his heart. “To heal your hatred for the berserker.”

Cuchulainn blinked several times. “It all seems so strange.”

“But how do you feel now when you think of the berserker?”

Cuchulainn’s gaze returned to the still body of the beast. “I feel compassion,” he spoke so softly Scáthach had to strain to hear. “And understanding.”

“Thank you, Mother,” Scáthach murmured. She asked him, “Will you allow the berserker to sleep now?”

“That is my intention,” Cuchulainn said.

He spoke softly, earnestly, but Scáthach saw the despair that darkened his topaz eyes to amber and she understood the truth he would not speak. Sentanta never wanted the berserker. Cuchulainn hadn’t even wanted him, but what he wanted had never been the driving force behind the deeds of the Hero of Ulster.

Abruptly, Cuchulainn stood. “What’s happening?”

Beside him, Scáthach’s gaze went to the beast’s body, which was twitching strangely. She took Cuchulainn’s arm, ready to pull him back out of the beast’s striking range. There was an awful tearing sound and the skin on the back of the creature split open.

“Scáthach?” Cuchulainn asked.

“I have no idea what—” Something leaped from that gruesome wound. Scáthach began pulling Cuchulainn away, and then she and the warrior realized what it was they were seeing.

A puppy shook itself before it yipped enthusiastically and trotted to them.

“Oh, gods! This is a surprise!” Cuchulainn squatted down and the pup jumped up, putting its paws on his shoulder and licking his face enthusiastically. Laughing, Cuchulainn stood, holding the pup in his arms. He turned to Scáthach. “He’s a Wolfhound, the kind of dog Culann's used to be.”

Scáthach ruffled the pup’s ears as he wriggled and yipped and leaned to her so he could lick her face. The Queen of Shadow laughed. “Yes, you are definitely a surprise.”

“Is he still dead?” Cuchulainn asked.

“He has to be. Nothing is alive here except us. But he has clearly been given the opportunity to begin anew.” Scáthach smiled as she caressed the pup. “He is going to be very popular in the Summerlands.”

“I’m glad for him,” said Cuchulainn. “Should you send him there now? Before we enter the Winterlands?”

“Actually, I’ve been thinking that I should send Chance to the Summerlands before we pass through the barrier between realms,” said Scáthach. Hearing his name, the stallion trotted to them. Scáthach stroked his sleek neck. “You’ve matured so much. I’m so proud of you. Your service to Cuchulainn and me has fulfilled your penance. The Winterlands are unpleasant. You’ve earned your rest.” Her gaze flicked to the puppy in Cuchulainn’s arms. “As has that pup.”

Cuchulainn sighed and then nodded. “You’re right. Much as I would love to keep the two of them with us, they don’t belong here or the Winterlands.” He went to the stallion, and with his spare hand stroked the horse’s neck. “I’ll miss you.” Chance nuzzled him and the pup yipped at the stallion. With dignified patience, Chance allowed the pup to sniff him.

Scáthach gazed at the border to the Winterlands. It was close. She looked from it to the warrior who held the wriggling puppy beside the obedient stallion and felt a pang of regret. She would miss them. All of them.

She unsheathed the dagger from around her waist and made a quick, narrow cut on her forearm.

“So soon?” Cuchulainn asked.

She looked up to see that the three of them were watching her. Scáthach nodded. “The sooner I send them to the Summerlands, the sooner we can finish our quest.” Cuchulainn met her gaze, and she saw her regret reflected there, but he nodded.

When Scáthach looked away from him, she saw that a stream had materialized. It bubbled over a rocky bottom beside the road. “Thank you,” she murmured to the Autumnal Realm. As she held her arm over the stream and her blood dripped lazily to mix with the clear water, the now-familiar tingle that feathered across her skin let her know the veil between realms was thinning. She motioned for Cuchulainn to lead Chance to her. As the warrior, the horse, and the puppy joined her, the air over the stream began to ripple and glisten. She pinched the gossamer veil between her thumb and forefinger and drew it aside as if it was a curtain. Then she turned to face her companions.

She went to the puppy first. He grinned up at her, tongue lolling adorably. She scratched his ears and kissed his wet nose. “I want you to go with Chance. The Summerlands are waiting for you.” She looked from the pup to Cuchulainn, who held him close. “You should say goodbye now.”

Cuchulainn swallowed and nodded, and while he cuddled the pup and told him what a good, smart, perfect boy he was, Scáthach turned to Chance. The chariot had disappeared. In its place was a large hunk of Skye marble that glistened even in the wan light. On it was a new carving of Chance harnessed to their chariot, with the Queen of Shadow and the Hero of Ulster in the cart driving him across a beach at a run as they laughed joyously.

The stallion lowered his head and nuzzled her, nickering softly.

“I know,” she murmured to him as she stroked his wide forehead. “I don’t want you to go, either. But if you don’t cross over, how will the pup know where to go? Mother is still in Valhalla. She can’t guide him. The pup needs you.” It was, of course, not completely true. She’d opened the veil to the Summerlands. All she needed to do was send the pup there. He wouldn’t be lost at all. He’d be greeted warmly and adored. But she knew Chance well by then. The stallion had grown into a wise, loyal horse. Given the choice, she knew he’d prefer to remain with her and Cuchulainn—to finish the quest with them. “You are free,” she said softly before kissing his velvet muzzle. “Your penance is over. You have earned your place in paradise. I will see you again. On that I give you my word.”

Scáthach walked to the glistening oval that opened in the middle of the narrow, shallow stream. Chance was at her side. She turned to Cuchulainn, who was still holding the pup. “Put him on Chance’s back. They’ll enter the Summerlands together.”

Cuchulainn put the pup atop the stallion’s broad back, where he sat, lolling a doggy smile at the warrior, who smiled back at him through eyes bright with tears. Much as she’d done that night that seemed so long ago, Scáthach pressed her palm to Chance’s forehead. “Go with my blessing, my love, and my gratitude.” Then she stepped aside, and after Chance nuzzled her one last time, the stallion strode into the stream and through the glistening entrance with the pup yipping happily from his back.

Cuchulainn took her hand as they watched Chance walk into a verdant meadow where clover grew to his knees and wildflowers painted splashes of color. The sun shined and in the distance a horse neighed a glorious welcome. Chance returned the greeting. The pup yipped happily, and the veil closed.

Cuchulainn wiped his eyes and laughed softly. “I hope I see that pup again.”

Scáthach squeezed her lover’s hand. “You will.”

Their travel packs and weapons were in the middle of the road. They strapped the packs to their backs, sheathed their swords, hefted their shields, and side by side walked down the road the short distance to the wall of gray.

When they stood before the roiling wall, Cuchulainn blurted, “It’s not just fog and ice and snow. I can see faces. I can hear screams.”

“Yes. The faces and screams of the damned. Some spirits are absorbed into the realm and some are absorbed here, to make the barrier.” Scáthach saw the openmouthed, horrible faces in the writhing mass before them and suppressed a shudder.

“Do we just walk through it?” Cuchulainn asked.

“Yes, but not until we have the protection of my shadows.” Scáthach turned her back to the grotesque wall of the damned. She spread her arms wide. Her voice filled with power and command as well as the spoken music she and her mother shared, Scáthach called out across the Autumnal Realm. “I am Scáthach, Queen of Shadow. Through my birthright as daughter of the Goddess of the Underworld, I call shadow to me and to the Hero of Ulster. Cloak us. Conceal us. Protect us. Guide us to the sea monster Curruid and remain with us until I release you with gratitude and appreciation. Come to me, my sweet shadows!”

It was as if the land awakened from a long autumn slumber. First it rumbled under Scáthach’s feet, and then it seemed the rocks and dirt, spare grasses and sparsely leafed trees shivered and released darkness within darkness. The shadows came at the command of their queen. Rushing to her and to Cuchulainn, they engulfed them, wrapping around the two of them like dark cocoons in which they were fully concealed and protected, effectively rendering them invisible.

Scáthach turned to Cuchulainn, who was looking in wonder above and around them at the screening shadows. “Are you ready?”

His gaze went to her. “With you by my side, I am ready for anything.” Together they entered the Winterlands.





Chapter 25

It was during that long, blissful night Scáthach realized that no matter how much or how little time she and Sentanta had together, she would always be his.

* * *

Cuchulainn had expected it to be horrible. With his first step into the grotesque barrier he wished he’d been wrong. Specters shrieked and wept and raged around them, semitransparent and completely mad. In truth, what he saw within the barrier sickened him and for a moment Cuchulainn seriously considered ending their quest. He imagined taking Scáthach’s hand and pulling her back to the Autumnal Realm, where they could easily retrace their path to the snake tunnel and the majestic bears. Scáthach shouldn’t be entering the Winterlands, where she would be surrounded by death and hatred and greed. He should protect her from those things, not lead her into them. He even began to reach for her, but one look at the Queen of Shadow made him stifle his impulse. Scáthach didn’t need saving. Her focus was in front of them. She’d lowered and drawn back her shoulders and set her jaw as she paced forward, ready to fight through the monstrous dead with him—for him.

But what he wanted most at that moment was to forget the gods-be-damned spear and return to Dunscáith with Scáthach and to remain there with her. Always.

If only Lugh would forget.

But his father would not forget. Lugh’s memory was sharp and his empathy nonexistent. Cuchulainn knew if he didn’t return with the spear, his father would punish him—though not directly. Lugh preferred to serve Cuchulainn’s punishments to those close to his son. The god had even told Cuchulainn once that he was doing him a favor in not turning his rage on him. And then as an example, Lugh admitted that he’d influenced Culann to close the keep doors and set his dog out to guard because the god had been irritated at Cuchulainn’s habitual lateness. At Cuchulainn’s look of horror Lugh had laughed and clapped him on the back, saying, “What? It worked! I didn’t harm so much as a hair on your head, and you’ve not been late since.”

Sentanta loathed his father.

They stepped from the barrier into a frigid gray land of ice and wailing wind. Scáthach shivered and wrapped her cloak more tightly around her. Cuchulainn cleared his throat, and she looked at him. “In case I haven’t said it recently, I am so glad you’re with me.”

Scáthach smiled. “I’m glad I’m with you, too.”

He lifted a brow. “Even here in the Winterlands?”

She touched his cheek. “Even here.”

“Thank you,” he said. “For coming with me. Without you here I . . .” His words faded.

“You’re welcome.” Scáthach began to stride forward but paused and turned to face him. Her smile widened until it blazed as she added, “Lust and love—finding them together is rare, but you have proven to me that it is indeed possible.”

Even in the gloom of the Winterlands Cuchulainn’s spirit soared at her words. As they began walking, Scáthach moved close to him so that their arms brushed, and suddenly the dread about what they would face didn’t seem nearly as daunting. It also didn’t seem so cold. He’d raised the hood of his cloak before they’d stepped through the barrier, so he shook it back and ran a hand through his hair.

“The shadows are protecting us from the bulk of the wind and ice. It’s still unpleasant but not nearly as bad as it is out there.” Scáthach jerked her chin at the frigid realm beyond their shadow protection.

She hadn’t lowered her voice at all and Cuchulainn replied in a much softer voice. “Should we not be quiet? Not call attention to ourselves?”

“Yes, if we didn’t have the cloaking of the shadows. They act a little like the fog around our campfires, buffering us from the eyes and ears of the dead.” Scáthach reached out and fondly stroked the shadows that engulfed them. “Without them our time in the Winterlands would be quite terrible.” Then her gaze found him, and she added, “Though less than terrible does not mean it will be pleasant.”

Cuchulainn snorted and nodded. He peered through the shadows. It was like looking through the smoke of a campfire. The Winterlands were already gloomy, and the concealing shadows made it even more so. The land lifted in rocky, weather-beaten hills. Snow mounded on the strange hills. Ice fell from the ash-colored sky. Somehow it did not permeate their shadows, but it pattered off the rocks and pocked the snow as the wind howled. The only vegetation he could see were the skeletal outlines of blackened trees. Their branches writhed in the wind, glistening with layers of ice. Daggers of icicles were their only leaves.

The path they followed snaked through the rough-hewn landscape and Cuchulainn noticed whenever they were to pass beneath or even close to one of the trees, Scáthach guided them away from it.

“The icicles fall from the branches to impale anyone walking beneath them?” Cuchulainn asked as they skirted another tree.

“I think they wouldn’t pass through the shadows, but . . .” Scáthach shrugged.

He nodded in agreement. “Best not to take the chance as we’re still alive.” It was then that he noticed the air. It felt different—somehow heavier. “Do the shadows cause the air to thicken?”

Scáthach’s expression was grim as she shook her head. “No. The rage, greed, and hatred that fill the spirits here create the heaviness you sense in the air.”

They trudged on. Cuchulainn was just thinking that he wished that Chance and the chariot were with them and then one of the storm-pocked rocks beside their path quivered and opened its eyes. A jolt of shock zapped through Cuchulainn’s body and he staggered to a halt, staring as he tried to comprehend what he was seeing. It wasn’t a rock. Or rather, it was a rock shaped vaguely like a man. The eyes closed and opened again. “Is that a person?” he whispered.

Scáthach had stopped with him. “It was a person. Now it is a spirit made corporeal being absorbed by the Winterlands.”

The spirit opened his mouth and drew in a shuddering breath. Across his body, fissures opened as what was left of his chest and ribs tried to expand. Blood seeped from the cracks and then the rock solidified again. The man’s mouth closed and disappeared. His open eyes began turning to stone as blood wept down his calcified face.

“I’m glad you sent Chance and the puppy to the Summerlands,” Cuchulainn said as they left the stone man behind.

Scáthach sighed and nodded. “It was the right thing to do but I do miss that horse.”

The ice changed to snow that fell sideways with the wailing wind. They came to what at first appeared to be a crevice or fracture that split the path they were on. It was only a couple feet wide, but it stretched so far to the left and right of the path that it seemed to have no beginning or end. Scáthach slowed and Cuchulainn glanced questioningly at her. “It looks easy to cross. We needn’t even jump. Just stride over it.”

Scáthach shook her head. “It’s not that it’s too wide to cross.” She stopped only a handbreadth from the slash in the ground and a shudder washed through her body as she gazed down into the crevice. “It’s what it holds.”

Cuchulainn had stopped beside her. He did not want to look down—but he did it. The cleft in the ground became narrower the deeper it went. Filling it were people. They looked as if they’d been driven down into the split like they were posts for a fence. Their arms were trapped at their sides. They were packed so tightly that the only part of their bodies they could still move were their heads, which were tilted up, mouths open grotesquely as they shrieked. Cuchulainn realized two things simultaneously. First, it wasn’t the wind that was wailing; it was the trapped people. Second, the crevice was closing. Horrified, he watched as the ground shuddered, squeezing those held within as it slowly—oh so slowly—entombed them.

Cuchulainn hooked his arm through Scáthach’s. “We should not look down,” he said grimly as he took a long stride forward. Scáthach came with him. He did not look down again. Scáthach did not look up until they were over the terrible crevice.

They continued on in silence. Even though they were fully concealed by the shadows, Cuchulainn’s eyes continually scanned the grayness around them. Not far off the side of their path a dozen or so warriors battled. They hurled insults at one another and cut their opponents down, slicing through armor like it was lard as they hacked off limbs and disemboweled one another—only to reanimate and begin fighting all over again. The frozen ground around them was almost knee-deep in blood and intestines, body parts and gore, yet they kept slicing away at one another as they shrieked insults and curses.

“I don’t understand. Why continue to fight on and on and on?” said Cuchulainn.

“Because they are filled with senseless anger and the violence that follows it is difficult to understand,” said Scáthach. “But it’s why they are held here. They refuse to learn, to grow, to become self-aware.”

Cuchulainn continued to glance back at the endlessly battling warriors. “There is still senseless violence in our mortal world.”

“That is very true, but it’s no longer perpetrated by any of the spirits we’ll see here.”

Cuchulainn felt a flutter of hope. “Does that mean someday there will be no more senseless violence in our world?”

When Scáthach met his gaze, he already knew the answer before she spoke it. He saw the sadness within her expressive eyes. “I asked the same of my mother and I shall give you her answer. The Goddess of the Underworld said, As long as man has free will, some will always choose violence and selfish delusion instead of growth and healing.”

Cuchulainn had no response. He often noticed groups of men fighting in the distance but he didn’t study them—didn’t continue to crane his neck around to watch. It was the same thing repeated over and over and over: violence, death, reanimation. He averted his gaze from yet another cluster of warriors endlessly hacking away at one another and noticed not far ahead of them one of the rocky hills was covered with clumps of plants—large plants that were the grayish green of sage, or maybe even . . .

“Thistles! Are there actually thistles here?” Cuchulainn shook his head disbelievingly. “Will they have purple flowers? I’m surprised that there are plants here at all.”

When Scáthach was silent, he turned his focus from the hill to the Queen of Shadow. Her face was expressionless except for the taut line of her lips. She glanced at the plants they were drawing closer and closer to and then looked hastily away.

“What is it?” he asked.

“They’re not really thistles. The only plants here mirror the abominations within the realm.” She met his gaze. “I don’t suppose it’ll do any good for me to tell you to look away as we pass them.”

Chills fingered down his spine. “I don’t understand.”

“They’re more of the dead being absorbed,” was all she said.

He wanted to look away. He really should have looked away. But he was too curious. Once he understood what they were, he was too revolted to tear away his gaze.

The hill wasn’t covered with huge thistles. It was covered with people who were becoming thistles—from the inside out. Their legs were fused to form bizarre stems. Needles, thick and dagger sharp, had been forced from the inside of their bodies outward so that long spikes bound their legs together. Similar spikes of different lengths protruded from all over their bodies, covering their skin as they burst out. Their arms were splayed wide, palms forward, as if to push away what was happening to them. Their fingers were curled to resemble spiked, leafed claws. The whipping wind caused them to sway like horrible branches.

Their faces were so grotesque that Cuchulainn actually felt ill. Their mouths and eyes were open wide. Needles sprouted from their mouths and protruding tongues and ruptured their staring eyes. Blood dripped steadily down their bodies, staining the ice and snow around them rust.

“I shouldn’t have looked,” said Cuchulainn when he could speak again. He glanced at her. “Did your mother actually allow you to see all of this when you were a child?”

“No!” Scáthach said quickly. “She only took me into the Autumnal Realm a few times when I was a young girl. It wasn’t until I’d become a woman that she offered me the choice of entering the Winterlands with her.” She paused before she added, “I chose to go with her. Once. We were wrapped in shadow, much like you and I are now. Mother warned me that the realm contained horrors without being specific.”

Cuchulainn blew out a long breath and then said, “I understand that now. Describing the awfulness . . . it’s impossible to fully comprehend unless you’ve seen it for yourself.”

Scáthach nodded. “Exactly.”

He took her hand as they continued along the path. “I don’t like that you’ve had to return here, had to witness all of this again, because of me.”

“It was my choice, just as it was my choice to come here with Mother. Yes, it is terrible, but it doesn’t frighten me. It saddens me. I have never wanted to believe that so many are unredeemable.” She shook her head. “Even though I know every dead person sent here has committed atrocities over more than one lifetime and feel no remorse for their deeds, it haunts me.”

“It is because you are decent and kind, and you cannot comprehend doing the things these dead have done,” said Cuchulainn.

She moved her shoulders in a restless shrug. “But that’s not completely true. Aife put a price on my head and tried to steal my castle. In return I ordered her entire army killed, even though I am difficult to kill and Dunscáith is impossible to take by force.”

“But did you want to order the army killed?” Cuchulainn asked.

“No, of course not,” she said.

“And that’s the difference between you and the spirits sentenced to eternity here,” he said. “Those sent to the Winterlands would have reveled in those deaths. It is certain they would have killed Aife, even though by doing so they would also have killed an innocent unborn.”

Scáthach nodded. “Rationally I understand that and have understood it since Mother explained the Winterlands to me. And yet still it haunts me—the fact that not one spirit here will ever experience joy or peace or love again.”

“What would you do were you the Queen of the Underworld as well as of Shadow?”

She chewed her bottom lip for some time before she answered. “I would come here frequently, cloaked by shadow as we are now, and observe.”

He was intrigued by her answer and asked, “To what end?”

“To perhaps someday find a spirit who is repentant and worthy of forgiveness.” She glanced at him and smiled almost shyly. “Discovering even one would be a cause for celebration and a reason to continue to return.”

“You are a wonder, Queen of Shadow,” Cuchulainn told her, loving how her cheeks pinkened.

A group of six men jogged in a single line across the path in front of them, completely oblivious to their shadow-wrapped presence. Cuchulainn and Scáthach paused to let them pass. They each had strange necklaces draped around their necks. Whatever dangled from the necklaces thumped against their chests in time with their foot beats. Cuchulainn was trying to figure out what the necklaces were made of when one of the men lifted his to his mouth and began chewing on it.

Scáthach made a soft gagging sound and looked hastily away from the line of men.

“What is he eating?” Cuchulainn asked.

Scáthach grimaced, cleared her throat, and then said, “The necklaces are made of fingers and ears they’ve cut from anyone they come across. They never stop moving. They continually hunt other men, cut off their fingers and ears, and then eat them as they search for more.”

He stared at the line of men as they disappeared into the gloom. “That’s repulsive.”

“Definitely.”

As the gloom swallowed the last of the men, Cuchulainn glanced around them. “Is it getting darker?”

“Yes. We’ll have to stop and make camp soon.” She sighed heavily. “The days are short here and the nights long, which is why we haven’t reached Curruid today. Though from what I can feel from the shadows, we will arrive at the Winter Sea tomorrow, which is where the monster will be found.”

“You sound weary. Must we wait for full dark before we stop?”

She smiled at him and some of the weariness faded from her face. “We absolutely do not need to wait for full dark. Shadows, please lead us to a spot where we may pass the long night in comfort.”

They only took a few steps more before their blanketing shadows nudged them from the path, guiding them to a large, rocky hill that was, thankfully, free of spirits turning to stone or thistles. The shadows prodded them so that they followed the curve of the hill around to its rear, where there was an arched opening. Scáthach didn’t hesitate but strode toward the opening. Cuchulainn reached out and snagged her wrist, halting her.

She turned to him. “Sentanta?”

“We’ve seen this realm absorb people several different ways. Is it really wise to willingly enter something that looks far too mouth-like?” He cut his eyes to the opening.

“We’re not dead so the realm cannot absorb us. And you must keep in mind that the Winterlands are sentient, even more so than the Autumnal Realm. It has to be to contain the spirits of the raging dead. Also, the shadows wouldn’t lead me wrong.” She laced her fingers through his. “Inside we will be safe. On that I give you my word.”

Like a dog gently herding a lost lamb, the shadows nudged at his back. Cuchulainn took a step forward, and just within the opening of the cave, light blossomed as a campfire burst into flame, radiating heat. He needed no more encouragement but strode through the arch with Scáthach.

“It really is a cave,” said Cuchulainn as his gaze swept the small space, carefully looking for threats. Behind them the shadows served as a door, sealing the entrance, though they somehow allowed the smoke from the campfire to escape. The firelight was muted gold and orange, and the flames crackled with a homey sound that had Cuchulainn’s shoulders finally relaxing.

“I feel like we’ve been walking for weeks,” said Scáthach as they dropped their packs and weapons.

“It’s good to be warm and to see some light again,” Cuchulainn said. But he wasn’t looking at the fire. He was staring at Scáthach. She’d taken her cloak off and shook back her hair. In the soft light of the cave, it shined like silk, framing her face before it cascaded in waves to her waist. Her warrior’s body was tall and supple, with a woman’s softness covering cords of muscle. She carried herself with the grace of a demigod and the confidence of someone utterly secure in her own power.

She lifted her gaze to him. Cuchulainn knew what she saw. He had never desired anyone with the intensity he did her. Walking through death that day and seeing the horrors of the Winterlands had made him starkly aware that what they had together was fleeting; all mortal lives were fleeting.

He opened his mouth to tell her of his desire—to woo her to him with proclamations of—

Scáthach closed the space between them with a single step and wound her arms around his shoulders. She looked into his eyes and said, “Love me, Sentanta, so that our passion burns away the memory of the frozen death that surrounds us.”

They came together in a kiss that scorched. Her touch ignited him. It didn’t just burn away the surrounding death. It seared the memory of Aife’s defilement of his body so that he met Scáthach’s passion with unrestrained enthusiasm.

They parted only to hurriedly take off their clothes and spread their cloaks on the stone floor. Then they blazed together. Their moans of pleasure and gasping breaths filled the space, creating a symphony of desire. When Scáthach knelt before him and took him into her mouth, he gave himself fully to her, though soon he was on his knees with her. She smiled and nipped at his bottom lip, the curve of his neck, and finally her teasing tongue found his nipple. He gasped as she flicked it across his sensitive flesh.

And then he couldn’t bear not being inside her. Still on their knees, he turned her so that her back was to him. Over her shoulder she gave him a sensuous smile before Scáthach languidly bent to rest on her forearms as her rounded ass pressed seductively against him.

He didn’t enter her immediately, though he wanted to. Instead he caressed her back. Brushing her hair aside, his fingers traced the tattooed lines of swimming sturgeons that flowed over her shoulder and into a waterfall, which became an eternal blue spiral that covered her back. His hard cock throbbed against the softness of her generous ass.

“Now, Cuchulainn. I need you inside me now.”

As he entered her with one deep thrust, she threw her head back and moaned his name, closing her heat around him. Her hair flowed down her back like a veil, allowing alluring glimpses of her tattoos and naked skin. Cuchulainn moved rhythmically with her, in and out of her slickness. He bent so that he could reach between her legs to stroke her in time with his thrusts.

Her release came first, and again as they shifted position and she rode him. With her third climax, her beautiful voice cried his name and it was too much for him. His pleasure was so intense as he lost himself in her that she took his breath, his heart, and his spirit. And as they lay entwined together, their heartbeats racing in time, Cuchulainn knew that even if they must part, he would be hers forever.

Scáthach’s head rested on his chest. He caressed her shoulder and her back. He thought she’d fallen asleep, but her musical voice asked softly, “Are you well, Sentanta?”

“Better than well.” He could feel her smile. “And you?”

She propped herself up on her elbow so she could look into his eyes. “Better than well, too. But I will admit I wish I had my big bathing tub and buckets of hot water.”

He grinned. “That sounds—” Her gasp cut off his words, and Cuchulainn bolted up and looked wildly around the cave for a weapon, cursing to himself that his sword wasn’t closer.

Scáthach pressed a hand to his chest. “All is well, love. Look.” She pointed behind him.

He turned to see a hot spring had miraculously appeared tucked against the rear wall of the little cave. Steam lifted from the pool of water. Cuchulainn laughed and then said, “This realm adores you.”

“And for that I am very grateful. Come on!” She sprang to her feet, and he was close behind.

With matching groans of deep pleasure, they sank into the hot mineral water. The pool was rounded like a basin and just big enough for them to fit in facing each other.

“This is perfect,” Scáthach said as the water covered her shoulders. She closed her eyes and leaned languidly against the side of the pool.

“It is. Though it’s missing the presence of a bard singing inaccurate ballads of our mighty feats.” His eyes glinted mischievously when hers opened to dangerous slits. Cuchulainn laughed and held his hands up in mock surrender. “I’m not being serious.”

She flicked water at him. “That bard! I have a feeling those inaccurate ballads will be told and retold for generations.”

“Well, were he here, perhaps he would compose an accurate love ballad,” Cuchulainn said.

“That chirping budgie would not be allowed in my cave,” she said firmly. “Ugh. Can you imagine?”

“Yes,” Cuchulainn said, eyes still sparkling with humor. “He’d make you one of the fifty maidens I pleasure over and over and over.” As he spoke, he took her foot in his hands and began to firmly massage her arch. “Because, of course, the Hero of Ulster must have superhuman prowess with the maidens.”

“Maidens, huh?” Scáthach’s voice was light, though her eyelids were growing heavy as his clever hands massaged from her foot to her calf. “I am most definitely not a maiden.”

“And for that I am most definitely grateful,” he said. He moved up to her thighs, which he gripped, and then slid her slowly through the water to him so that she straddled his lap. “But we could make the being pleasured over and over and over part of the ballad true.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “So we’re writing ballads now?”

“No, we’re living them.” Cuchulainn kissed her and then he did, indeed, pleasure her over and over and over during that blissfully long night.





Chapter 26

Sentanta woke before Scáthach. She’d taken to sleeping with her head on his shoulder with one long leg thrown across him. He wrapped his arms more tightly around her. She murmured something unintelligible in her sleep and snuggled more closely to him.

They would find Curruid today. Their quest would be over. Then they would return to Dunscáith.

It might be hard to believe, but he wished the quest was more complex, the realm bigger, the task more difficult to finish. He was in the frozen land of the unrepentant dead, a place filled with nightmares personified, and Sentanta did not want to leave.

* * *

It took all Scáthach’s willpower to leave the cave when the coal sky lightened to slate. She and Cuchulainn spoke little but touched often. It was one of her favorite things about him being her lover—those brushes of intimacy—fingers that lingered when she passed the mead skin to him, shoulders that pressed lightly together as they broke their fast, looks that were long and said so much without a spoken word.

Leaving the cave was difficult, especially when they emerged from their cocoon of warmth and serenity to reenter a frozen realm of horrors. It was snowing again, small sharp flakes that slanted sideways in the bitter wind. Scáthach almost stopped, spun around, and reentered their cave. She had no doubt Cuchulainn would gladly follow her, gladly remain in that safe place with her for as long as she would have him. As the two of them trudged through the calf-deep snow back to the path, Scáthach wondered how long they could remain here in this realm of death and cold while the mortal world kept spinning.

If they stayed longer, would her Little Fry be a gray-haired matron when she returned? Would Scáthach be a grandmother? Perhaps even a great-grandmother? A shudder passed through Scáthach at the thought of missing half of a lifetime with her daughter, Tabiti, her Shadow Guard . . . no. That she loved Cuchulainn was one truth. A greater truth was that she had a life and a family waiting for her. She would not, could not, forsake them.

Cuchulainn’s voice broke through her morose thoughts. “It’s good to be back on the path. Wading through that snow was exhausting.”

She nodded and smiled at him. She hadn’t even noticed they’d reached the path where the snow and ice magickally cleared for them. His gaze met hers and she thought she glimpsed a struggle within him similar to the internal battle she was having. She knew the outcome would be the same. Cuchulainn would realize the time they had left together was short, and there was little they could do about it.

So instead of mourning or sulking or borrowing future despair in the present, Scáthach shook off her melancholy and vowed to herself to cherish the moments they had left. She moved closer as they walked. Their arms brushed. Sometimes they entwined their fingers. Often they shared intimate smiles. And when they passed groups of men slaughtering other men or turning painfully to stone or being engulfed by thorns or the earth herself, they looked to each other instead. They spoke about Chance and the pup, the training yet to happen back at Dunscáith, and imagined how much of a nuisance Leannan was being for Tabiti. As they walked and talked, laughed and touched, the awfulness of the Winterlands became less like a living nightmare and more like an indistinct dream they passed through together.

They heard the waves before they saw the water. The path curved around a hill, and when it straightened, they were suddenly walking along a steep bank that sheered down to a dark, restless sea.

“Is that it? The Winter Sea?” Cuchulainn asked.

“It is.”

His eyes scanned the gray waters. “Curruid must be close. Should we climb down there to the water? Call him?”

“We should definitely not do that unless the shadows guide us there. I get the feeling from them that Curruid doesn’t hide,” she said.

He looked from his study of the sea to her. “Do the shadows talk to you?”

“Not with words,” she explained. “I get feelings from them. They’re like an extra sense. They can show me things, but only if those things are fairly close.”

“They haven’t shown you Curruid?”

“No, not yet. But I do know we’ll find him today.” Scáthach stared out at the sea. She usually loved the ocean and felt at home there. These dark, cold waters were different. They held no allure for her. She knew too well what they hid—absorbed spirits of the unredeemable. The smell came to her as she turned her gaze from the Winter Sea.

Cuchulainn wrinkled his nose and shook his head like a dog coming in out of the rain. “What is that terrible smell?”

Scáthach’s voice was soft and held a world of misery. “She’s not fully absorbed yet.”

“She? Who?” He sneezed and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “Oh gods, did you say absorbed? Not another one.” He cast his gaze to their left and the rocky hills.

“Not there,” said Scáthach. “In the water. You’ll see her soon.”

“But I shouldn’t look?” he asked wryly.

“You absolutely should not look. Neither should I.”

“But we will?” he asked with the ghost of a smile.

“More than likely,” she agreed.

They continued on silently, both flicking gazes seaward and then back. The smell got worse.

“Is it rotten fish? It smells like that mixed with—” He paused, sniffed delicately, and then sneezed again.

“Shit,” she finished for him. “It smells like fish and rot mixed with shit.”

“Good description. Is that a weeping willow?” He answered his own question before she could. “No, it can’t be. There is no normal foliage here. It has to be something awful that’s . . .” Cuchulainn’s words faded as they drew closer to a small bay. The sand was black, and a tree grew where the beach met the dark sea. Its trunk was slender and it bowed under the weight of long, skirt-like branches.

Scáthach said nothing. She kept walking. She glanced once at the tree, noting the small changes that had happened over the many years since the last time she’d been in the Winterlands with her mother, and then her gaze focused on Cuchulainn. She saw the moment he understood. His handsome face blanched from a healthy tan to a sallow color somewhere between milk and bile. He jerked to a halt, staring at the beach below them, the tree, and what it held.

“That’s . . . I don’t . . . are those her intestines?” Cuchulainn pressed the back of his hand against his mouth.

“They are,” said Scáthach. “She’s being absorbed into the sea slowly as it dissolves her—skin and muscle, organs and fat first, and then bones. She was here when last I visited, which was more than two decades ago.”

“Lugh’s balls! That is ghastly.”

Reluctantly, Scáthach looked from Cuchulainn to the tree. At first glance it did appear to be a willow—except the long, leafless branches that arched down to the sea ended in a person. Her arms were raised over her head and had become fused to the branches so that she was held over the water. Dark waves lapped against her, each flow of the sea engulfed her to her waist. Then the wave ebbed, revealing what was left of her. Entrails spilled from eroded skin, flowing around her with the tide and mixing with her long, dark, hair-like tentacles. The ivory of hip and leg bones seemed too bright in the grayness. The horrible sound of rattling bones lifted to Scáthach and Cuchulainn along with the stench of rot. The waves washed against her again, ebbing and flowing unendingly. A sharp-toothed fishlike thing with the head of a man swam to her and began feeding from her entrails. The woman screamed and screamed and screamed.

Scáthach hooked her arm through Cuchulainn’s and strode briskly forward, pulling him with her. “Move, Sentanta. I cannot bear the smell, the sight, or the sound.”

He nodded and hurried along with her. When the woman was out of sight behind them and they could no longer hear her shrieks, he asked, “What could she have possibly done to deserve that?”

“I asked Mother the same question. She explained that the woman had spent several lifetimes embracing her most base nature. She’d been held in the Autumnal Realm after her past three lifetimes as generations passed in the mortal realm. After each lifetime she eventually showed remorse, so three times Béfionn allowed her to be reborn. During her last life she became angry with her father for showing favor to her brothers. She was the eldest and expected to inherit his property, but her father had realized that she was unfit to inherit anything, which is why he favored her brothers. They were just little boys. She poisoned them, cut them up, and made a stew with them that she fed to her grieving father—and then she gleefully told him what she’d done.”

“He killed her for it?”

“No. He died from the poison in the stew, weeping and in despair over the loss of his children. She inherited his land and married a decent man whom she also poisoned. Then she was arrested and hung.” Scáthach shook her head. “My mother blamed herself for the death of the boys and the father and the second husband. She said she should have known the woman was unredeemable.”

Cuchulainn shuddered. “I think your mother was correct.” He glanced at her and asked, “Do you not agree?”

“Oh, I do. But I also agree with my mother. She was responsible for the deaths of the children and the men.” Scáthach sighed. “I don’t say that with disrespect for Mother. I say it with understanding and a wish that the Goddess of the Underworld was infallible.”

“Or that she spent more time here,” Cuchulainn said softly.

Scáthach could only nod her agreement. Speaking the words, Yes, I wish she spent more time here, too, felt traitorous to Béfionn.

And then Scáthach bumped against the shadows that cloaked them and she halted, Cuchulainn at her side.

“They stopped moving?” he asked.

The extra sense her shadows shared with her pulled her gaze down to the black-sand shore. “Yes, because we’ve arrived at Curruid’s beach.”

They looked down at a shoreline littered with skeletons bleached white by time and salt.

“Those bodies didn’t reanimate? Are they being absorbed?” Cuchulainn shook his head. “I don’t understand what I’m seeing.”

“What you’re seeing are the remains of the living mortals who somehow tricked their way here to try to claim the Gáe Bulg as their own,” she said.

“Doesn’t appear any of them were successful,” he observed.

The shadows nudged them, veering off the high path to lead them down a steep offshoot trail that snaked in a descent to the beach. They had to go single file. Cuchulainn led, his hand on the pommel of his sword. Scáthach followed. She kept looking from the trail to the beach. She knew Curruid must lurk near.

When they reached the beach, Scáthach stopped. “It’s time I released the shadows,” she told Cuchulainn.

“Are you sure? Should you not keep within their cover while I deal with the monster?” he asked.

She lifted one tawny brow. “Because I’m so frail and delicate and cannot possibly protect myself?”

Cuchulainn snorted. “Hardly. You’ve bested me how many times now? I just meant—”

“I know what you meant and no. I will not stand back while you battle a monster.” She sent him a narrow-eyed glare before she lifted her arms. Gently, she caressed the shadows that cloaked them. They were like mist and fog, smoke and cloud. They played around her hands, reminding her of when she was a little girl and she’d first begun calling them. They’d been her friends then; they were still her friends, her companions, her protectors. “Thank you for your guidance, your warmth, and your protection, my loyal shadows,” Scáthach said. “I release you with gratitude and love.”

Like morning dew dispersing beneath the warmth of sunlight, the shadows faded. The last to go were those wrapped around her hands. They, too, drifted away, but at the edge of her vision she could still glimpse them tucked against the steep bank where it met black sand, waiting should she have need of them again.

Scáthach shivered as the true temperature of the Winterlands hit her. Thankfully the snow had stopped. For the moment no ice fell. It was as if the realm held itself still in a frigid pause.

“Do we have a plan to get Curruid to come to us?” Cuchulainn asked after the shadows had gone.

“I have a feeling we won’t need a plan. Look at the water.”

The Winter Sea had begun to bubble. It reminded Scáthach of the trails whales sometimes left in their wake, though the beast that emerged from the sea was definitely not a whale. Its long snout appeared first. The lizard-like creature shot up and roared, revealing double rows of upper and lower fangs as it sprayed rancid water from its mouth. It was so large Scáthach and Cuchulainn could have walked into that stinking maw without ducking their heads.

Its body was sinuous and almost serpentine, though its size was impossibly large for a snake. Scáthach could only see part of its huge body. Along the ridge of its spine were the same type of boney scutes her nursemaids had, except each of Curruid’s were as long as a sturgeon. Its skin was covered with thick, dark scales. She could just see its front fins and was shocked to note that they weren’t rounded but ended in webbed toes.

“Lugh’s balls! He’s huge!” Cuchulainn dropped his pack, unsheathed his sword, and took his shield from where it was strapped across his back.

Beside him, Scáthach hastily did the same. They also stripped off their cloaks, which would be in their way during the battle. “He has to be huge if one of his ribs will make a decent spear. At least we can be grateful that he’s bound by water. Let’s check out spots along the beach. See where it’s shallow enough that we can lure him there.”

Cuchulainn nodded shortly. “Then flank him and try to get him to expose his underbelly.”

“Or open that huge mouth again. If you ram your sword down his throat, I’ll strike up through it and try to slant mine into his brain.”

Together they jogged through the sand, giving the monster a wide berth as they headed to the water’s edge, looking for shallows.

The thing had stopped roaring and turned its massive head to follow their progress down the beach. And then, with speed and grace that belied it size, Curruid slithered from the water onto the beach.

“That’s bad,” said Cuchulainn.

“Very,” agreed Scáthach.

“What do we do?” Cuchulainn asked as they faced the beast.

“We kill it. Again.”

Curruid half slithered, half crawled toward them. His red-eyed glare was surprisingly intelligent as it studied them. Scáthach and Cuchulainn took their battle stances, raising their swords and shields. And then the beast’s voice blasted through their minds, so loud, so deep, that they grimaced and staggered back.

“Give me what I most desire! That is the only way to possess the Gáe Bulg!”

“Gods! He speaks!” Cuchulainn said.

Scáthach stared at the creature. She lowered her sword and took one step toward it. Curruid’s red gaze skewered her. She dipped her head in a small bow. “I am Scáthach, Queen of Shadow, daughter of Béfionn. Tell us what it is you most desire and, if it is within my power, I will grant it you.”

“It cannot be told. It must be discovered. And it is within your power to grant, Shadow Queen.”

Curruid’s voice assaulted her mind but Scáthach did not flinch. She studied the creature as it roared again and then struck at them. She and Cuchulainn split up. They took turns in their deadly dance. Scáthach rushed in to slice and jab, and when Curruid turned on her, Cuchulainn raced in to strike at the side of his throat, drawing a long line of scarlet. But it didn’t seem to faze the sea monster. Curruid lashed out, using his long, flat tail to whip around and strike at Cuchulainn, and though Cuchulainn hacked at the tail, he could not pierce the black scales that covered it.

Curruid struck and struck and struck at them. He caught Scáthach with his tail, throwing her across the beach several yards. In response Cuchulainn shouted his mighty battle cry and attacked the monster with such speed that he was forced back to be partially submerged in the Winter Sea.

“I’ve got an idea!” Scáthach called to Cuchulainn. “Try to keep him in the water!”

While Cuchulainn continued his furious attack, Scáthach turned her back to the sea, facing the Winterlands. “You have been so good to me,” she told the frozen realm. “I ask another boon . . .”

“Scáthach!” Cuchulainn yelled. “I can’t hold him much longer!”

The Queen of Shadow sheathed her sword, dropped her shield, and picked up the pole that had appeared at her feet. She took the dagger from her waist and gripped the handle between her teeth to free her hands, which she positioned carefully on the pole. Then she turned and raced toward the sea monster and the Hero of Ulster who battled him.

“Get ready! He’s going to show you his throat!” she shouted as she planted the end of the pole in the sand and leaped, arching up perfectly and landing on the monster’s boney back.

Scáthach moved with blurring speed. She took the dagger from between her teeth and plunged it into Curruid’s eye. The monster bellowed in pain and tossed his enormous head back, dislodging Scáthach and throwing her into the frigid water behind him—and in doing so he exposed his neck to Cuchulainn, who quickly slit the creature’s throat.

Scáthach surfaced, sputtering and wiping hair and water from her face as she shivered and sloughed through the shallows to the beach while Curruid roared once and then collapsed, turning the black sand even darker with his blood. She made her way around Curruid’s head to Cuchulainn. Scáthach looked into the monster’s eye. She was surprised not to see rage but a deep sadness. “Give me what I most desire. That is the only way to possess the Gáe Bulg.” The words echoed again through her mind while the light in the monster’s eye faded and then was snuffed out.

Cuchulainn headed down the beast’s side, raising his sword.

“What are you doing?” Scáthach asked him.

“Trying to find a soft spot so I can cut into him and pull out a rib before he reanimates,” said Cuchulainn.

“I think there’s more to it than that,” Scáthach began. “He wasn’t that difficult to kill. There are too many skeletons here. It should have been harder to—”

With a deafening roar, Curruid reanimated. He whipped his head around, jaws snapping with a sound like lightning splitting a tree as they missed Cuchulainn by only inches. And then the battle with the sea monster resumed.

The day progressed with a macabre rhythm. They would kill Curruid, attempt to cut the monster open to retrieve the Gáe Bulg, Curruid would reanimate, the battle would resume. And each time the sea monster collapsed with a mortal wound and lay dying, his deep voice echoed in Scáthach’s mind, “Give me what I most desire. That is the only way to possess the Gáe Bulg.”

When they killed him the sixth time, neither attempted to cut into the monster. They bent at the waist, gulping air, waiting for the thing to reanimate.

“We can’t keep doing this,” said Cuchulainn.

“I know. I’m not sure what to do.” Scáthach’s gaze went to where her shadows lurked nearby. “Perhaps we should retreat. Call the shadows to cloak us and rest.”

“Maybe. It feels like a defeat more than a retreat, though. It’s frustrating.” Cuchulainn wiped the sweat from his face. “He’s not that difficult to kill, but even dead we can’t get to his ribs. He reanimates too fast, and those scales are too thick to hack quickly through.”

She blew out a long breath. “And we haven’t been able to get him to roll even halfway onto his back so we can reach his underbelly.” She met Cuchulainn’s gaze. “Do you hear him in your mind?”

“Yes. Every time he’s dying. He keeps saying the same thing.”

“Give him what he most desires,” she repeated.

“But why doesn’t he tell us what he desires?” Cuchulainn shook his head. “I don’t understand. You think we have time to cut his head off? He’s so big we might be able to carve our way to his ribs.”

“Ugh,” she said. “That’s a disgusting thought, and no, I don’t think he’ll stay dead long enough. We’d be caught up there by his jaws. Remember how he almost got you the first time he reanimated and—”

Curruid roared. Wearily, Scáthach and Cuchulainn lifted their swords and shields.

Cuchulainn rolled his shoulders and said grimly, “I wish your Shadow Guard were here with those big torches they take on night rides. Maybe we could burn this damn monster.”

“Give me what I most desire! That is the only way to possess the Gáe Bulg!” The monster’s voice blasted through their minds as both warriors grimaced again.

Then understanding jolted Scáthach. She grabbed Cuchulainn’s tunic and pulled him back. “How did Curruid die?” she asked quickly as he turned to her.

Curruid roared again and slithered toward them from where he’d last been killed, half in and half out of the water.

“Another sea monster, Coinchenn, killed him,” said Cuchulainn.

“Did people witness it? Did they make a pyre for Curruid?”

“I’ve heard tales told for generations by sailors that a passing ship witnessed their battle, but nothing else. I’m not sure how anyone would observe any type of funeral rite for a monster who died far out at sea. Scáthach, he comes.” Cuchulainn jerked his chin at the monster stalking them down the beach.

“Good. This time we kill him on the beach. His whole body must be out of the water. When we strike the killing blow, run for our travel packs. You’re faster than me. I’ll need you to bring me all of the food and mead,” Scáthach told him.

His bright eyes met hers and he smiled. “So you’re admitting that I’m faster than you.”

She snorted a laugh. “Only out of the water. I’ll always beat you swimming. Just bring me the food and mead.”

“Why?”

Her smile mirrored his. “We’re going to give funeral rites to a sea monster.”

Thus began a deadly chase. Exhausted, Scáthach and Cuchulainn moved in time once again, striking only to retreat, backing from the water across the black sand. It seemed to take days before the huge monster had followed them far enough across the beach for all of it, even its long, flat tail, to be clear of the water.

“Now!” Scáthach said. “Take the next killing blow!” She raced to the monster’s side, dragging her sword along it. She knew she couldn’t slice through Curruid’s scales; she also knew he would lift and turn his head as he snapped at her. As he did, Cuchulainn rushed forward and again thrust his sword into the beast’s neck in a killing blow.

“Hurry!” Scáthach urged as she used her sword to hastily draw a circle in the black sand around the body of Curruid. She’d just finished as Cuchulainn raced back to her, carrying the travel pack that held the supplies the Underworld had been magickally replenishing daily.

Cuchulainn was breathing hard. He dropped the pack in the sand beside her with a sigh. “It’s much heavier than it usually is.”

“That means I’m right! I understand what Curruid wants most!” Scáthach opened the pack and the skin holding the mead rolled out. Its sides were bloated to bursting with how full it was. She dumped out the rest of the contents, which had drastically changed from the provisions of smoked pork, cheese, and bread for two. Instead an impossible number of succulent cuts of raw beefsteaks tumbled out with hunks of fragrant, sticky honeycomb. “Take the meat and honeycomb,” she told Cuchulainn. “Place it all around his body. I’ll pour the mead over it. Hurry! He’s going to reanimate soon.”

Cuchulainn grabbed bloody hunks of meat and sticky honeycomb and began dropping them around the body. Scáthach jogged along the line she’d drawn in the sand, pouring a generous amount of mead from the magickally bottomless skin.

They’d just finished when Curruid’s body began to twitch.

Scáthach spread her arms wide and lifted her voice so that it carried on the gelid wind, filling the Winterlands with the sweetness and music she shared with her divine mother.

“Curruid is dead. I, Scáthach, Queen of Shadow, daughter of your goddess, willingly give him the proper rites of funeral. He has succulent beef, sweet honey, and rich mead. And if you aid me, Curruid will also have cleansing fire.”

Whoosh!

The circle Scáthach had drawn around Curruid burst into flame so bright and high that she and Cuchulainn had to move quickly back. As the fire immolated the sea monster’s body, it howled like it was a living thing. Thick smoke the color of old blood poured from Curruid’s body as the wall of flames consumed him. Then there was a great rushing sound, like a sighing giant, and from the monster’s body lifted a glistening form. It hovered in the rising smoke and turned its head toward Scáthach.

“Curruid?” Scáthach spoke his name softly.

The creature’s eyes opened. They were no longer red, but luminous. They glittered like faceted jewels. Across her body, Scáthach felt the unmistakable tingle that told her the veil to the Summerlands was near. Her heartbeat quickened. She took a step toward the spirit of the sea monster. Like a snuffed candle, the fire was extinguished. Scáthach moved closer, her gaze completely focused on the glistening spirit that still hovered above the beach.

She felt Cuchulainn beside her. He took her hand in his. “You know what to do.”

“But it’s impossible,” Scáthach said without looking away from the spirit.

“I’ve come to believe that where you’re concerned, nothing is impossible.” Cuchulainn squeezed her hand, released it, and stepped back.

Scáthach’s honeyed voice rang throughout the frigid realm as she asked, “Are you sorry for anything?”

Curruid blinked several times and then bowed his massive head. Within Scáthach’s mind his voice said, “Yes. I was the last of my kind. I allowed loneliness to become rage, and rage to control me. I thought if I caused pain to others I would feel less of my own. It was a wrong way of thinking. I was wrong. For the terrible things I did, I am truly sorry.”

Joy shivered through Scáthach’s body with such intensity that she had to close her eyes against it. She’d found it—one spirit in the Winterlands who had earned redemption.

“Then rest in peace, mighty Curruid. And may you never suffer loneliness again.” The air before the spirit shimmered. Scáthach pinched the veil between her forefinger and thumb and pulled it aside to reveal a very different body of water—one that was summer-sky blue. From beneath its sparkling depths a shape took form. A sea creature, the twin of Curruid, breached with a happy cry. “Go on,” Scáthach told Curruid. “When the Summerlands beckon, we do not keep her waiting.”

Curruid’s spirit circled Scáthach thrice before it rushed through the opened veil. As it dove into the cerulean sea, it reanimated, greeting its mate with a joyful roar. And then the veil disappeared.

Scáthach blinked tears from her vision in time to see an ivory spear protruding from the center of the blackened outline of Curruid’s body.





Chapter 27

Scáthach, I wish—”

She pressed her fingers against his lips. “I know. You don’t have to say it. And I understand. Just kiss me again.”

Sentanta closed his eyes and pulled her to him. He kissed her like he was dying of thirst and she was rainfall in his desert. And as he did so, he thought how very much he wished he could defy not just Lugh, the Ulstermen, and their king. He wished he could defy the part of himself that would never be satisfied living a long life of ignominy . . .

* * *

Cuchulainn stepped up beside Scáthach and used his thumb to wipe the tears from her cheeks. “Curruid was redeemable.”

Scáthach nodded, not trusting her voice.

“You’ve been right all along. There are spirits here who deserve redemption,” he said.

She smiled and blinked away the last of her happy tears. “I’m going to have to have a serious conversation with my mother.”

Cuchulainn frowned. “I’m sorry for that.”

“Don’t be! Béfionn is wise and reasonable. She’ll know what to do.”

He brushed a sweaty strand of hair back from her face. “And she won’t be angry with you for bringing a problem to her?”

“No, she is not Lugh,” Scáthach said firmly.

“She is definitely not Lugh.” Cuchulainn sighed. “I suppose we must finish this.”

“I suppose,” she said softly.

Together they turned to face the spear. It was a thing of dangerous beauty. The bone-white color was in stark contrast to the black sand and the scorched outline of Curruid’s body. Even in the gloom it glittered, and Scáthach realized much of the shaft was encrusted with silver that formed delicate waves. The blunted end was in the sand, with the spear point up and visible. It, too, was covered with intricate knot work.

“It’s too beautiful to be a weapon,” Cuchulainn said.

Scáthach scoffed. “I’m beautiful and I’m a weapon; don’t let beauty fool you.”

Cuchulainn chuckled. “You have a point.” He glanced at her. “I think you should retrieve it.”

“Me? It’s your spear.”

“Yes, but you’re my teacher. You guided me here. You figured out what Curruid needed so that the spear was revealed. You’re going to return us to the mortal realm.” He paused and added, “You are going to return us, aren’t you?”

Scáthach met his gaze and all her humor had gone. “Yes. I must.”

“You must?”

“We must. For Uathach. For Tabiti. For Dunscáith. For Ulster. For your father. For your destiny.” Scáthach paused then, giving him an opportunity to say they could return to Dunscáith but he didn’t have to return to his destiny because he had decided to change his fate. The sorrow in his eyes was answer enough. “Yes,” she repeated. “We must.” Then she strode across the burnt sand and grasped the spear, pulling it from the earth.

The Queen of Shadow gasped as images flooded her mind. Cuchulainn rushed to her as she staggered under the weight of them.

“Scáthach! What is it?”

“It’s the spear. I know what it does.” She shook her head over and over, sickened by the terrible images the Gáe Bulg had shown her. “It kills. Always. Every time. The spearhead is magick. When it strikes a person, it splinters into thirty barbs that explode inside the body. They cannot be removed. It doesn’t matter where the spear embeds—even if it strikes a foot, a hand, an arm—that person will die.” With a grimace, Scáthach held it out to Cuchulainn. “Take it. I do not want such a thing near me.”

Cuchulainn grasped the spear. He met her gaze. “It showed me nothing.”

She shivered and wiped her hands down her tunic as if to rid them of the spear’s touch. “It showed me enough for both of us. Never forget.”

“I won’t. And I understand why my father allowed me to give up the berserker for the Gáe Bulg. A berserker can be killed. The spear cannot. It makes me undefeatable.” He sighed. “Dishonorably undefeatable as the wielding of it requires no skill.”

“You could leave it here,” said Scáthach. “Somewhere in the realm particularly horrible—like driven into the willow holding the dissolving woman. No one would find it there.” She watched several emotions slide over Cuchulainn’s expressive face, but when he met her eyes again, she saw resignation in his. “But your father wouldn’t like that.”

“Nor would the warriors of Ulster,” he said.

Scáthach wanted to shout, What about you! What do you want? But she was wise enough to remain silent. Sentanta knew he could change his fate. Cuchulainn had chosen not to, and she would respect his choice. Love cannot be caged and Scáthach would not even attempt to do so.

“Well, then, let us return to the mortal realm and those who wait there for us,” said Scáthach.

She sheathed her sword but left her shield and their travel packs and cloaks on the beach before she helped Cuchulainn strap the Gáe Bulg to his back where his shield had been.

“And now we swim,” Scáthach told him.

Cuchulainn’s gaze went to the dark, frigid water. “Are you sure we can’t just retrace our path?”

“Quite sure. Unless Mother is with us, the way we came is not retraceable. There’s only one way out for the living who are unaccompanied by the divine.” She took his hand and walked toward the turbulent water. “Though I think I can make our journey home bearable.”

They reached the water’s edge. Waves washed restlessly over their booted feet. Cuchulainn shuddered as the water lapped around his calves. “It’s so cold!”

“That’s part of what I can make more bearable.” One more time, Scáthach drew her dagger, but before she cut her skin, the Queen of Shadow bent and washed Curruid’s gore from it. She wiped it on her tunic before cutting a shallow line across her forearm, which she held out so that her blood dripped into the Winter Sea.

“Scáthach, daughter of Béfionn, would like to go home now, please,” she told the waves. “And I would like to take the Hero of Ulster with me.”

A tunnel of light blue water appeared just under the surface of the dark Winter Sea. It glowed brilliant turquoise, and within it sturgeons swam happily toward them.

“Your nursemaids,” Cuchulainn said, smiling.

“You’re not calling them sea monsters anymore?” she asked.

“Now that I’ve met a real monster of the sea, I know the difference,” he said. “What do we do?”

“Take a deep breath and dive in. The sturgeons will do the rest. We’ll emerge within sight of Dunscáith.”

But instead of diving into the sea, Scáthach and Sentanta turned to each other at the same moment. They came together, lips meeting, arms holding tightly. The kiss was deep and felt never-ending. And then Cuchulainn pulled back just enough to look into her eyes.

“Scáthach, I wish—”

She pressed her fingers against his lips. “I know. You don’t have to say it. And I understand. Just kiss me again.”

Cuchulainn closed his eyes and pulled her to him. She was rainfall in his desert.

When they finally parted, it was Scáthach who broke the kiss. She stepped back and cupped his cheek with her hand. “You have brought me so much joy.”

“And you have healed me,” he said.

She smiled. “No, Sentanta. I simply helped. You chose to heal.”

“What I chose was you.”

Her smile faded. Scáthach turned away from him to the sea and the glowing tunnel to stop herself from shouting, Had you really chosen me, you’d leave that cursed spear here and tell your father to sire another hero! “Ready?” she said instead.

He grinned. “Good thing I know how to swim.”

Side by side they dove into the tunnel. The water was warm. An artery that fed the Underworld pulled them into its pulse and, escorted by sturgeons, carried them with immortal swiftness from the Winterlands away and up, up, up—spitting them out like blow from a whale.

They broke the surface sputtering and squinting in the bright light of a warm spring morning. Treading at the surface, they wiped hair and water from their faces and tried to orient themselves.

Then the wail of a carnyx echoed across the water, accompanied by the excited barking of a very large dog. Scáthach spun in the water to gaze up at Dunscáith. All along the castle’s seaward balustrades, black uniformed Shadow Guards waved and cheered. The sun caught her daughter’s leonine hair as Uathach waved both of her arms over her head. Beside her, Tabiti took the carnyx from a Shadow Guard and blew it over and over as Leannan barked in joyous welcome.

“I think they’ve missed you,” said Cuchulainn as he treaded water at her side.

“And you’ve been missed as well.” She cut her eyes to the west, where a great ship was just dropping anchor. The flag that flew proudly over it was white, decorated only with one large red handprint.

“The red hand of Ulster,” Cuchulainn said solemnly.

* * *

“Mama!” Uathach hurled herself into Scáthach’s arms the moment her mother emerged from the water as Tabiti wrapped a blanket around her and then another around Cuchulainn. Leannan jumped about, whining and trying to shove her muzzle between mother and daughter.

“It’s okay, Leannan. You’re my good girl,” said Scáthach as she held Uathach, but freed one hand to ruffle the big dog’s ear. Leannan then turned her exuberant attention to Cuchulainn, who laughed and petted her.

“Little Fry, I have missed you.” Scáthach held her daughter tightly as Uathach trembled. She pulled back to stare at Uathach. “Why are you crying? Has something happened?”

“Yes, you’ve been gone for months,” said Tabiti, hands on hips. “Actually, it’s been exactly one year and one day since Cuchulainn crossed the Bridge of Leaps, which is why the King of Ulster is on our doorstep.” She pointed seaward to the ship that was already lowering a landing boat. Even from that distance, the sunlight glinted off a golden crown.

Cuchulainn straightened from petting Leannan, though he kept one hand on the big dog’s head. “The King of Ulster. He’s here for me.”

“That’s what his runner said. He arrived a few days ago to inform us of the king’s visit.” Uathach wiped her eyes and stepped out of her mother’s arms. “Hello, Cu. Did you get your spear?”

Cuchulainn pointed a thumb at his back and the bone spear that was strapped there. “We did.” He turned to Tabiti. “Good to see you. And let me thank you again for teaching me how to swim.”

Tabiti grinned and bowed her head. “You are most welcome, Hero of Ulster.”

“Have we really been gone for months?” Cuchulainn asked.

“Yes. I was becoming worried,” said Uathach.

Scáthach threaded her arm through her daughter’s as the four of them, with Leannan trotting close beside, walked along the rocky shoreline to the seaward entrance to Dunscáith. “Has Mother not visited?”

“Not once,” Uathach said.

“It’s why we worried,” added Tabiti. “We thought you two might have gotten yourselves in such trouble that Béfionn had to help you out.”

“No, she’s still in Valhalla with Father,” said Scáthach. “I know because I spoke with him and he said she was there.”

“You were in Valhalla?” Uathach asked.

“It’s a long story,” said Scáthach.

“Well, save it for later. Right now, you need to greet the King of Ulster,” said Tabiti.

“I’ll welcome him to the Great Hall while you dress,” said Uathach as they climbed the stairs to the keep. “When I sighted his ship, I informed the kitchen to expect the king and his retinue for the morning meal.” Before they parted, Uathach hugged Scáthach tightly again. “I’m so glad you’re back,” she whispered. Then Tabiti and Uathach hurried away—one to ready the Great Hall and the other to greet a king.

“So those nights we spent in each other’s arms,” Cuchulainn said softly. “They were weeks, months long.”

She met his gaze. “They were.”

“I knew it—knew what we had wasn’t so brief.”

“I knew, too.” She took a step toward him but footfalls on stone made her pause. Then dozens of warriors poured down the stairs from the battlements.

“Cu! You’re back!”

“Scáthach!”

“We missed you, Queen of Shadow!”

“Hail, Scáthach!”

“Cu, you got the Gáe Bulg!”

They were surrounded and separated by the jubilation of student warriors and Shadow Guards until a sharp whistle sounded, silencing everyone. Tabiti, fists propped on her slender hips, shook her head. “Give them some damn space!” she snapped.

Muttering apologies, the warriors reluctantly backed off. With Leannan beside her, Scáthach slipped away to her suite of rooms as student warriors—some who knew him and some who had recently joined the school—escorted Cuchulainn, barraging him with questions as they tried to get a better look at the famous spear.

Scáthach breathed a long sigh when she closed the door to her rooms behind her. She knelt to hug Leannan and kissed her muzzle. “I’ve missed you. I hope you were good for Tabiti.” Leannan sneezed and woofed, which Scáthach took as a solid no.

Scáthach hurriedly peeled off her wet clothes and chose a tunic dyed black to match her Shadow Guard and embroidered with silver sturgeons. She pulled on black leather breeches and laced up knee-high boots. Then she sat in front of her polished bronze mirror. With a contented sigh Leannan lay at her feet while Scáthach began combing through her damp hair.

It was good that Conchobar mac Nessa, King of Ulster, was there. Good that he would escort Cuchulainn back to his homeland.

Scáthach stared at her reflection in the mirror. “Today. Cuchulainn must leave today.” She put down her brush and reached for the wooden box that sat on the table. It held the slender golden coronet she wore only to receive high-ranking visitors, as well as a few other pieces of jewelry, though the warrior queen didn’t often adorn herself in jewels.

She opened the box and her hand stilled. As expected, within were her coronet, her modest collection of jewelry—and unexpectedly, a golden crown decorated with roaring lions and glittering stones. Scáthach frowned. She knew all too well where the crown had come from—she’d already turned the thing down. She sighed, placed her coronet on her head, and closed the box.

Later there would be time to sort out what had transpired in Lethra while she was gone. Scáthach had more urgent matters to deal with. She’d made a decision about Cuchulainn. There would be no changing her mind, but that didn’t mean the execution of her decision would bring her any pleasure. Leannan trotted with her to the door. Before she opened it, Scáthach drew back her shoulders and straightened her spine. She set her face in a pleasant expression as she told herself, Rip the dressing from the wound quickly and it will hurt less.

The Great Hall was filled with warriors, who parted as Scáthach strode in with Leannan at her side. Tabiti and Uathach were already on the raised platform that held Scáthach’s table. They waited near it for their queen. The King of Ulster stood before the dais with Cuchulainn beside him. As Scáthach approached, the king turned and bowed his head. He was a big man whose girth and muscle made him appear bull-like. His thick hair was dark, curling around his golden crown, but his beard was beginning to show silver.

“Greetings, King of Ulster,” Scáthach said, dipping her head in a similar bow. “I welcome you to Dunscáith. My daughter tells me your timing is impeccable. Cuchulainn and I have been questing in the Underworld and did not realize one year and a day had passed since he first entered my school.”

“Queen of Shadow! It is always such a pleasure to see you.” Conchobar’s voice boomed throughout the Great Hall. “I cannot take credit for the timing of my visit. That goes to Lugh of the Long Arm. He appeared to me to announce I needed to come to Dunscáith, that it was time to escort our hero home.” The king clapped Cuchulainn on his back. “He has been missed, especially by his betrothed, who awaits his return with much anticipation.”

“Well then, it is good that it is still so early in the day. There is plenty of time for you to break your fast here at Dunscáith and be on your way.” Scáthach smiled pleasantly at the king as she motioned for him and Cuchulainn to join her on the dais at the head table. Tabiti clapped and called for the servants to bring in the food.

Conchobar sat at Scáthach’s left in the place of honor. Uathach was at her usual place on her mother’s right, Tabiti next to her. Cuchulainn sat beside his king. As they were being seated, Scáthach whispered to her daughter, “Why is the crown of Lethra in my chamber?”

Uathach shrugged and whispered, “I didn’t know where else to put it. Geirr delivered it last month with word Aife had birthed a son. Lethra has refused to accept the child as their next Jarl. Geirr asks again that you agree to wear the crown and rule Lethra.”

“I’ll send it back to him with another refusal,” Scáthach said.

“Queen Scáthach!” Conchobar’s deep voice ended the whispered crown discussion. “Cuchulainn tells me the two of you actually retrieved the Gáe Bulg.” He clapped Cuchulainn on his back again. “I would love to hear of that adventure.”

Cuchulainn’s smile was not reflected in his eyes. “The Queen of Shadow led the quest. I simply did my best to keep up.”

“Ha! Modesty!” Conchobar laughed. “What of Curruid? Was he as fearsome as legend tells?”

“Yes, my king. The sea monster was mighty,” said Cuchulainn.

“How did you kill it?” Conchobar asked Cuchulainn.

Cuchulainn leaned forward and met Scáthach’s gaze. “Teamwork,” he said.

The king turned in his seat to face Scáthach. “Perhaps the Queen of Shadow will be more specific.”

“Cuchulainn slit the monster’s throat,” she said. “Many times.”

Cuchulainn covered his laugh with a cough.

“Ah! There’s the bard I’ve missed!” said King Conchobar as Sechan entered the hall from a side door and took his place not far from the dais. “Cuchulainn, I expect you to be less modest on the trip home. Sechan must compose ballads so the story of the Gáe Bulg can be sung far and wide.” The king lifted his voice. “Sechan! Sing for us one of the Cuchulainn ballads! My favorite is the one about his naming.”

“Cu hates this,” Uathach whispered to her mother.

Scáthach could only nod. She didn’t look at Cuchulainn. She could not. Would not. The decision was his and he’d made it. She had to let him go.

* * *

The meal was a hasty one. Then the Ulstermen, their king, their hero, and—thankfully—their bard followed Scáthach down the stairs to the dock beneath the castle, where their small rowboat waited to take them to their ship.

“Farewell, Queen of Shadow,” said Conchobar, bowing his head slightly to her. “You have my gratitude for training our hero and for questing with him for the Gáe Bulg. Should you ever require the assistance of Ulster, you need only ask and Ulster will answer.” The Ulstermen who had already boarded the little boat cheered.

Scáthach inclined her head. “That is very kind. I wish you a safe journey home, King Conchobar. It was my honor to train the Hero of Ulster.” As the king followed his men into the boat, Cuchulainn stopped in front of Scáthach. He crouched down and took Leannan’s head between his hands.

“Be a good girl,” he told the big dog. “Take care of Scáthach, even when she says she doesn’t need caring for.” Leannan woofed softly and licked him.

Cuchulainn stood. Scáthach met his gaze and saw a world of sorrow there.

He spoke low and urgently. “One word from you and I will send them all away. I will stay.”

“Were that true, you would shout it—not whisper it,” she said as softly. Scáthach pressed her palm to his chest. “Go. We have chosen our fates.”

“Come with me!” Cuchulainn said in a voice that rang in the stone room and out to the dock and the men waiting in the boat. “Dance with me for the short life I have left.”

Scáthach felt everyone looking at her. She ignored them and saw only Cuchulainn. “No, love. The music I move to is here. Sentanta knows.”

“Sentanta is right here!” He covered her hand with his.

“No, love,” she repeated. “It is not Sentanta who asks me to join him. It is Cuchulainn, the warrior whose name will be sung for generations. Cu, the only place for me in those ballads is as an afterthought.” Gently, she pulled her hand from under his and pressed her palm over her own heart. “I’m worth more. I am enough.”

“But I—”

“No!” Her voice was sharp. “I will not watch you hurl yourself toward death.”

Cuchulainn’s broad chest lifted and then fell as he sighed. His shoulders bowed. “I wish it could be different.”

“It was—for one year and one day it was different. Goodbye, Cuchulainn.”

“Will I ever see you again?”

Scáthach smiled, slid her arms around his neck, and kissed him. “Don’t forget—no matter what your father says, no matter what that king says, you are enough,” she whispered before they parted.

“I won’t forget anything from our time together,” said Cuchulainn.

Scáthach and Leannan walked down to the end of the dock with Cuchulainn. He boarded and she unwrapped the rope tether. She and the King of Ulster bowed to each other one last time before the warriors began rowing to their ship.

“Little Fry,” Scáthach spoke softly, but her daughter was at her side in a moment. “I need to be alone.”

“Of course, Mama.” She ushered everyone away, then returned to her mother’s side. “Shall I take Leannan with me?”

“No. She may stay.” Scáthach’s gaze remained on the one warrior in the boat who still faced Dunscáith. His tricolor hair blazed as a sunbeam caught him.

“Mama, were you tempted to go with him?” her daughter asked.

“No, Fry, I was not. I was tempted to ask him to stay.”

“That would have ended badly,” said Tabiti as she joined them on the dock.

“Which is why I did not ask him.”

“We’ll leave you alone now, Mama,” said Uathach.

“We will be in the inner ward drilling the students,” said Tabiti. “If you need us.”

Scáthach nodded, but kept her gaze focused on the boat, which had reached the ship. She watched Cuchulainn’s blazing hair as he climbed into the ship and made his way quickly to the stern, where he remained, facing Dunscáith, until he disappeared into the blue horizon.

Only then did Scáthach allow her legs to crumble. She sat on the end of the dock, put her arms around Leannan’s neck, and sobbed her heartbreak into the dog’s warm fur. Her tears ran down the dog’s coat, through the wooden slats of the dock, and into the sea, which soon began to churn. Waves battered the dock, but Scáthach did not loosen her grip on Leannan. She understood her loyal sturgeons had rushed to her and she would acknowledge them, but at that moment she just needed to weep.

“Oh, my precious girl. I should not have stayed away so long.” Her mother’s voice wrapped around her, and then Béfionn was there, striding out of the sea to engulf Scáthach and Leannan in her warm embrace.





Chapter 28

Sentanta watched until he could no longer see her, and then he continued staring back at the isle, the castle, and the woman who had forever changed him, wishing . . . wondering . . . hoping . . .

* * *

Béfionn gently wiped the tears from Scáthach’s cheeks. “Sometimes we just need to cry them out of our hearts,” said the goddess.

Scáthach sniffed, wiped her nose with the back of her sleeve, and asked, “That actually works?”

Her mother stroked back her hair gently. “No, precious girl. What works is time and the understanding that the choice you made was wise.”

“It didn’t feel like I had a choice,” Scáthach admitted.

“That’s only because you are wise and independent. Do you know how many women would have believed they didn’t have a choice either, which means they would have given up their lives and chased after that man?” The goddess sat cross-legged facing her daughter. Leannan was curled at Béfionn’s side. One of the goddess’s hands rested on her wide head. Béfionn met her daughter’s gaze. “But I know how painful it is to choose to love yourself and your own life over losing yourself to another.”

“Doing the right thing isn’t easy,” said Scáthach. “Mother, I want you to know Cuchulainn isn’t a bad man.”

“Of course he isn’t. Beloved daughter, a lesser man couldn’t have won your love.” The goddess’s lips tilted up in a smile. “And the Underworld has told me tales of your Sentanta. The realms liked him. And I like his puppy.”

Scáthach brightened. “The pup! You’ve seen him?”

“Of course. I sent the dog’s spirit to the Autumnal Realm for Cuchulainn. Oh, and I’ve seen your stallion, too. He and the pup are inseparable.”

“I told Cuchulainn you were behind the berserker dog.” She paused and added, “The dog wasn’t there long, was he?”

“He was a good dog. He slept until you and your warrior arrived. To him it seemed he had only just been killed.” She cocked her head, studying Scáthach. “Did it work? Was Cuchulainn able to accept the berserker?”

“You know Cuchulainn will call the berserker again?”

“I know Lugh, so yes, I know Cuchulainn will call the berserker again. I didn’t want the Hero of Ulster’s short life to be any more miserable than his choices have already made him.”

“Thank you.” Scáthach’s brow furrowed. “You know everything that happened in the Underworld?”

“Yes, though I did not ask for details on some of the . . . events that happened at night.” Béfionn ruffled Leannan’s ears. “You did good work opening Valhalla to those spirits. You judged the man obsessed with the child correctly, and it was compassionate to send the stallion and pup to the Summerlands before you entered the Winterlands.”

When Béfionn said nothing more, Scáthach frowned. “And what of Curruid?”

“Curruid is what began my journey here to you today.” The goddess reached out and stroked her daughter’s cheek. “And your tears were what hastened my arrival.”

“Then you know—”

“Excuse me.” Uathach’s voice came from the stairs that led up to the castle. Scáthach and Béfionn turned to see her standing at the bottom of them. She held their most precious pitcher—it was silver and covered with intricate knot work. Tabiti was beside her, carrying a tray that held two matching silver goblets. “Mother, Grandmother, we brought mead.”

Béfionn’s smile was filled with warmth. “Little Fry! How very considerate of you. Come! Come!”

Uathach and Tabiti approached, bowing low when they reached the end of the docks.

“Tabiti, you are aging well,” said the goddess.

Tabiti’s eyes widened in surprise, but she hid her shock, bowing low again. “Thank you, great goddess. As always, you look magnificent.”

Béfionn waved away the compliment. “Of course I do.” Her gaze went to Uathach. “It has been too long, Granddaughter. I am pleased to see you have grown into a lovely, strong woman.”

“Thank you. I’m glad you’re here, Grandmother,” said Uathach as she placed the pitcher of mead beside them and gave the goddess and then her mother the filled goblets. She met her grandmother’s gaze that was so like her own, and so like her mother’s. “Scáthach needs you.”

One of the goddess’s tawny brows lifted, but she only nodded and said, “That is exactly why I am here.”

“May we bring you food?” Uathach asked.

“Perhaps later. I’ll send Leannan to find you if so,” said the goddess. “For now, your mother has three important decisions to make.”

Uathach and Tabiti bowed low, and as they retreated back down the dock, the goddess raised her voice. “Little Fry?” Uathach turned to look at her grandmother. “If you say yes, know that I will see you often. Not as often as your mother will see you, but I want you to understand you will have my blessing.”

Uathach’s brow furrowed. She glanced at her mother, who shrugged. Then she bowed again to the goddess. “Yes, Grandmother. Thank you.” The two women hurried up the stairs.

“What are you talking about?” Scáthach asked her mother.

“Curruid,” said the goddess. “You’ve been correct since you were a child. I thought it was your father’s mortality filling you with compassion for the spirits being held temporarily in the Autumnal Realm. And then when you were a young woman and you showed so much undeserved compassion for the spirits sentenced to the Winterlands, I blamed his mortal blood again.” She held Scáthach’s gaze steadily. “I was wrong about both.”

Relief washed through Scáthach. “Then you’ll do something about it! Especially in the Winterlands. The spirits in the Autumnal Realm will eventually move on, so their need is not as urgent—not that I mean to lessen the importance of ending their misery as soon as possible.” She spoke quickly, filled with excitement. She’d done it! She’d gotten her mother to take a second look at the rules that bound the Underworld realms! “But it’s the Winterlands that haunt me the most, or rather the spirits there. Oh, Mother, thank you! I’m so relieved that you’re going to . . .” Her words faded. “What is it you’re going to do about those spirits?”

“I’m so glad you asked. I’m not going to do anything.” Béfionn smiled.

“But you said you were wrong.”

“Oh, I was. And I wasn’t completely accurate when I said I’m not going to do anything about the realms. If you agree, I’m going to create the Goddess of the Dead, whose only job is to escort spirits to the Underworld and then watch, listen, judge—and be quite sure no mistake like the one I made sentencing Curruid to eternal damnation happens again.”

Scáthach blinked several times. “I . . . you . . . I don’t understand. You want me to agree that it is wise to create a Goddess of the Dead?”

“No, beloved daughter, I want you to become Goddess of the Dead.”

The shock that jolted through Scáthach’s body felt lightning-bolt strong. “Me?” she squeaked. “But I’m mortal. And Queen of Shadow. And I teach warriors. I don’t . . . I can’t . . .” She closed her mouth and stared at her mother, who continued to smile serenely.

“I can gift you with immortality. The realms already accept you.”

“Because I’m your daughter!” she blurted.

“No, my sweet, precious girl, because you are wise and merciful as well as a mighty warrior whose discernment they trust.”

Scáthach sighed and muttered, “You sound like the delegation from Lethra.”

“The one that named you their queen?” asked the goddess.

“Yes. The one I turned down,” answered her daughter.

“Another wise choice, especially when you have two queens here who are ready to step into their power.”

Scáthach shook her head. “Two queens? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You will soon enough. Now, what of my offer?” Before Scáthach could reply, the goddess continued. “You would live on Hy-Brasil, of course. As Goddess of the Dead you have the power to create your own castle, though you may return and visit Dunscáith as often as you wish.” Béfionn laughed softly. “Goddesses rule themselves.”

Scáthach kept staring at her mother. “But I’m Queen of Shadow.”

“That is a title. You may gift it to anyone deserving.” Béfionn’s gaze flicked to the empty stairway and then back to her daughter. “You will still have your affinity for shadow. That will never change.”

“And my school?”

“If you choose your replacement wisely, Dunscáith will thrive for many more years, but you must understand this is a mortal school and nothing mortals create lasts forever except in ballads.” The goddess’s smile turned wry. “And those are seldom accurate.”

Scáthach scoffed. “Something all wise women know!”

“I told you the bard would be amusing,” said the goddess.

“Ha! He’s been as amusing as a festering thorn in my side,” said Scáthach.

Béfionn shrugged. “He will create ballads about your Cuchulainn that will be sung generation after generation.”

“He’s not my Cuchulainn,” said Scáthach.

“Cuchulainn, Sentanta—they’re basically the same and they’re both yours.”

“He’s going to marry someone else and live his short life without me,” said Scáthach.

Béfionn leaned forward and spoke directly into her daughter’s face. “Your father married someone else. He lived his long life mostly without me. He was always mine.”

Scáthach nodded slowly. “Yes. He was always yours. He still is, isn’t he?”

Béfionn leaned back. “Of course.”

“You said I have three decisions to make. You’ve only presented me with one,” said Scáthach.

“And if you say yes to the one, the other two will present themselves to you.”

“When do you need my decision?” she asked.

In response Béfionn asked her own question. “How long do you want redeemable spirits to suffer in the Winterlands? How long do you want those who are repentant to languish in the Autumnal Realm? How long will our warriors be without a guide to the Summerlands?”

Scáthach abruptly stood. “I have to make those two decisions.”

Béfionn’s smile was brilliant. “Yes, beloved daughter, you do. And I shall wait here and sip this excellent mead while you do.”

“So it’s today?”

“It is today.”

“Little Fry will not like it.” Scáthach’s voice hitched as she spoke her daughter’s nickname.

“She’ll miss you, but she’ll be very busy.” The goddess ruffled Leannan’s ears. “And you’ll visit her often, as will I.”

“Do you know everything?” Scáthach asked.

“No. But I do know you. Now go on.” She fluttered her fingers dismissively at her daughter. “The Underworld impatiently awaits the arrival of their new goddess.”

* * *

Scáthach had Tabiti assemble the Shadow Guard and the students in the inner ward of the castle. They made a half circle before her on the training field. When Uathach and Tabiti joined her, their furrowed brows were the only indication of their concern. In a low voice she told the two women, “I’m sorry I’m doing this without talking with you first, but there is no time. Respond honestly. I will honor whatever you decide.”

Tabiti and Uathach exchanged confused looks, but each woman nodded and took their familiar places on either side of the Queen of Shadow.

Scáthach got directly to the point. “The goddess Béfionn is below on the dock. She awaits me, so I must be swift. My mother has asked that I become Goddess of the Dead, and I have accepted.” Beside her, Uathach gasped. A low murmur went through the gathered warriors. Tabiti was completely still, as if she’d turned to stone. Scáthach raised her hand, silencing everyone.

She turned to face her daughter. “Uathach, I would ask something of you.”

Before her daughter met her gaze, Scáthach saw her shoulders slump, her head bow, and despair flash across her beautiful face. Then Uathach wiped away the tears on her cheeks, schooled her face, and raised her head. She looked into her mother’s eyes and Scáthach read the sad resignation there—and was jolted anew as she recognized the exact expression from her last vision.

A great weight lifted from Scáthach’s chest as she finally understood the vision and knew she was doing the right thing.

“Ask me anything, Mother. I will not deny you.”

Scáthach motioned for Amage, whom she’d sent to her chambers while Tabiti assembled the warriors. Amage came to her, carrying the wooden jewelry box. Scáthach opened it and took out the crown. The jewels glistened in the sunlight and the golden lions seemed to come alive. She turned back to her daughter, who stared at her with the same wide-eyed expression with which Scáthach had so recently stared at her own mother.

“Accept the crown of Lethra.”

“I—but—you want me to be Queen of Lethra?” Her daughter stumbled over the words.

“Only if you desire it,” said Scáthach, still holding out the crown.

Uathach blinked and tears spilled down her cheeks. She nodded. “I do, Mama. I very much do!”

Scáthach smiled as she placed the crown on her daughter’s head. “Rule wisely and send your most promising Wolfskins here to be trained by Tabiti, Queen of Shadow and mistress of Dunscáith Castle.” Scáthach took the slim coronet from her head and turned to Tabiti, who was staring openmouthed at her. “But only if you accept.” She held the coronet out to her dear friend.

Tabiti’s gaze was full of wonder when it met Scáthach’s. “Is this what you truly want?”

“It is.”

Tabiti bowed her head. “Then I gladly accept.”

Scáthach placed the coronet on her head. Her gaze went to the gathered warriors, who were watching intently but silently. She smiled and nodded, and they broke into enthusiastic cheers, rushing to surround Tabiti and congratulate her.

“Mama?”

Scáthach faced her daughter.

“I’m sorry I disappointed you. I’m sorry that I don’t want to take your place here.” As she spoke, tears washed down her cheeks and she swiped at them.

“You have not disappointed me. I wish you’d told me before now.” She slid her arm around her daughter’s shoulders and together they walked to the tunnel that led down to the dock.

“I was afraid to tell you. I tried really hard to be like you—to love teaching young warriors. I just . . .” She shrugged.

“Little Fry, I never wanted you to be like me. I want you to be you. That has always been enough for me. You have always and will always be enough.” Slowly they made their way down the stone stairs. Scáthach let her fingers trail over the symbols that decorated not just the tunnel, but had been carved into the very heart of Dunscáith. “You are what I am most proud of in this lifetime, my beloved daughter.”

Uathach hiccupped a little sob and pressed her hand to her mouth. She stopped and turned to face her mother on the stairs and cleared her throat before asking, “Even when you’re immortal?”

“Always, Little Fry. You will always be my beloved daughter.” Scáthach took her daughter into her arms and held her while she sobbed.

* * *

Béfionn stood when daughter and granddaughter walked down the dock to her. She went to her granddaughter and gently wiped the remaining tears from her eyes. “That crown looks at home on your head, Queen Uathach,” said the goddess.

“Thank you, Grandmother.” Uathach bowed. “You will visit me in Lethra?”

Béfionn cupped her cheek. “Frequently. On that you have my oath.”

Booted feet slapped against the stone stairs and Tabiti burst into the room, jogging down the dock to them.

“You were going to leave without saying goodbye?” she asked Scáthach. She hastily bowed to Béfionn.

“I didn’t want to take you away from your students,” said Scáthach.

“They’re students. They need to practice waiting.” Tabiti threw her arms around Scáthach, hugging her tightly. “You have given me the one thing I’ve always desired but never believed would come to me—my own school to rule. Thank you, my friend.” She stepped back and bowed low to Scáthach. “Thank you, Goddess of the Dead.”

“If you have need of me, send the shadows. I will come,” said Scáthach.

Tabiti’s eyes went wide and her brows disappeared into her hair. “I’m really Queen of Shadow? It’s not just a title?”

Scáthach laughed. “Yes and no.”

“What she means, Queen Tabiti,” said Béfionn, “is that it would only be a title were it not gifted by a goddess. Shadows will come to your call. Be wise in how you use them.”

“Always, Goddess,” said Tabiti.

“Excellent,” said Béfionn. “Shall we go?”

Scáthach looked at Leannan, who was sitting at the goddess’s side, grinning her doggy tongue-lolling grin up at her. “What about Leannan? Can she come with us?”

“Well,” said Béfionn. “This sweet girl will one day exist in the Summerlands, but if you want her with you now, I will carry her with us.”

Scáthach crouched before the deerhound. “What do you want, my good girl? Go with Uathach to Lethra, go with me to Hy-Brasil, or remain here with Tabiti? It is your choice.”

Leannan tilted her head, studied Scáthach before woofing softly and licking her face, then trotted over to Tabiti and sat by her side.

Tabiti frowned down at the big dog. “Really? You choose me?”

Leannan’s tail thumped against the wooden dock and she woofed again.

“That’s yes, in case you were wondering,” said Scáthach.

“Definitely a yes,” said Béfionn.

Tabiti looked down at Leannan, sighed, and patted the big dog’s head. “I’ll take good care of her,” she said reluctantly.

Uathach snorted. “More like she’ll take care of you.”

“It’s her job,” said Béfionn with finality. “Dogs take care of us.” The goddess nodded to her daughter. “Are you ready now?”

Scáthach hugged Tabiti again and then pulled her daughter into her arms one more time. “I will see you soon, Little Fry.” Uathach nodded and wiped away fresh tears. Scáthach drew a deep breath and released it. “Yes, I’m ready.”

Béfionn walked to the very edge of the dock with Scáthach at her side. “Sister mine, Cliodna, Goddess of Seas and Waterways, take the Goddess of the Dead and me home,” Béfionn said in her musical voice.

The same brilliant turquoise artery of water opened a glistening blue tunnel before them, just under the surface of the gray water.

Béfionn faced her daughter. “You enter the tunnel mortal, but you will emerge immortal, washed in the lifeblood of our Underworld, baptized by Annwn, and welcomed by Hy-Brasil.”

“Will it hurt?” Uathach asked in a small voice.

Béfionn smiled back at her. “No, Little Fry. It will not cause your mother any pain.” She turned the smile on Scáthach. “Follow me, beloved daughter.” The goddess dove gracefully into the water.

Scáthach looked one last time through mortal eyes at Dunscáith, Tabiti, Leannan, and her daughter, and saw the truth. They were ready to soar without her; they’d been soaring without her for the past many months. And now she, too, was ready to embrace her destiny. She smiled. “I love you,” speaking the words to all of them before following her mother.

The warmth of the arterial waters claimed her, pulling Scáthach with her mother as she swam with the impossibly strong tidal pulse.

This journey was different from any of the others—so much different. This time she wasn’t separate from the artery. This time it filled her, permeating her skin, her spirit, her heart, her mind, and her blood. She felt its power and its sentience. She knew when she changed—when she shed the last of her mortality—and it was glorious.

The arterial tunnel ascended, and she broke the surface beside her mother. The goddess Béfionn lifted her arms high over her head and proclaimed, “Behold Scáthach, Goddess of the Dead. Welcome her!”

As Scáthach strode from the water and onto the beach of Hy-Brasil, hundreds of bears stood on their hind legs and roared welcome. The joy of true homecoming filled her and she spread her arms wide. Her laughter pealed throughout the isle as she watched new tattoos form, covering her arms from shoulders to wrists with images of her mighty bears.

Scáthach had truly come home.





Epilogue

Scáthach knew when he died—knew it immediately. It took her by surprise. “It’s too soon,” she told the puppy that trotted beside her through the wildflowers and the swaying grasses of the Summerlands. “A decade hasn’t even passed in the mortal world. He must only have been . . .” She considered. “Not even thirty.” Scáthach shook her head. “So young. So much life not lived.” She sighed as she bent to pet the puppy. “Wait here. I’ll be back with—” The stallion butted her with his head, and she almost fell over. Standing, she pushed Chance aside playfully. “Yes, I’m going to get him. As I was saying to the pup, wait here. I won’t be long.”

Scáthach lifted her hand, and the veil between Annwn and the mortal realm glittered. Before she took it between her thumb and forefinger, the Goddess of the Dead paused. She smoothed back her hair and swept a hand down her tunic—black and covered with silver sturgeons. It was short and showed a pretty length of her long legs. She particularly liked how her laced black boots set off the creamy color of her thighs. Scáthach shook herself mentally. “Am I nervous? I’m not nervous. No. I’m a goddess.” The goddess pinched the veil before her and pulled it aside.

The scene it revealed sickened her. Bodies surrounded a man-sized boulder. As Scáthach strode through them, she touched each one. At her touch the spirits lifted from their bodies and became corporeal. Their eyes saw only Scáthach. As one they bowed deeply to her. She gazed at them and felt the weight of their deeds—those that were honorable, and those that were horrible. As she passed each of the spirits, she murmured either “Summerlands” or “Autumnal Realm” and then breathed a sigh of relief when she saw none of them carried the blight of spirit that would condemn them to the Winterlands. At her spoken word the spirits disappeared through the veil she’d opened.

Finally, she faced the last body. Someone had chained him to a rock so that even in death he stood. His hand hadn’t released his sword. She did not see the Gáe Bulg and was glad of that.

Cuchulainn looked terrible, and not because of the blood that covered him or the many hacking wounds that had ended his life. Cuchulainn had lived twenty-seven years, and Scáthach knew if she’d seen him before this last battle she would have thought him decades older. His handsome face was lined deeply. His tricolored hair was almost completely gray. His body was still strong, muscular, tall—but even through the gaping wounds and gore and pallor of death, she could see the multitude of scars that crisscrossed it. She ached for him and for the beautiful young man she’d known who had still been able to embrace joy.

She reached out and gently pressed her palm to his bloody chest. His spirit lifted from his body and became corporeal. He stood before her, blinking and staring at her.

Scáthach saw his deeds—his mistakes, his victories, and where he belonged.

“Hello, Sentanta,” she said.

“I knew you’d come,” he told her. His smile was dazzling. “It’s why I made them chain me to the stone.” He pointed his thumb back at his body, but Sentanta didn’t so much as glance behind him. His entire being was focused on Scáthach. “I wanted to be standing when you came to collect me.”

She raised one tawny brow. “The battle could have lasted longer had you not done that.”

His gaze locked on hers. “I didn’t want it to last longer.”

She cocked her head and studied him. “You weren’t afraid to die?”

“I haven’t been afraid of death since I learned there was a new Goddess of Death.” He paused and then added, “Wait. You’re not taking me to the Winterlands, are you?”

She saw in his amber eyes that he was only half teasing. “No, Sentanta. There is a horse and a puppy who are looking forward to welcoming you to the Summerlands.”

“That’s a relief.”

She held her hand out to him. “Ready?”

He took her hand and lifted it to his lips. He kissed it and then rested his cheek against her hand. “I’ve missed you so,” he murmured.

She stroked his hair, which had returned to its youthful tricolor. “And I you.”

He threaded their fingers together and began walking by her side. “I won’t have to miss you anymore, though, will I?”

“No, love. Never again,” she said. They fell into a familiar step—one beside the other—so close that their shoulders brushed. Scáthach smiled at him. “Mortals will remember you for thousands of years. An entire country and their descendants will shout your name as they battle their oppressors. You will inspire people to be warriors for uncounted generations.”

He said nothing for a few strides, and then very quietly said, “Lugh will be pleased.”

“And you?” she asked before they stepped through the veil together. “Are you pleased?”

He shrugged. “I’m pleased it’s over.”

“Regrets?”

Sentanta met her gaze. His amber eyes had lightened to yellow topaz as his expression filled with joy while his spirit spoke the absolute truth. “Everything except you, my love. Everything except you . . .”






Author’s Note

For help or simply an understanding ear, the National Domestic Violence Hotline is 800-799-7233, and the National Sexual Assault Hotline is 800-656-4673. I also recommend RAINN as a good online resource: rainn.org.
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