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BOOK JACKET INFORMATION

Thelong-awaited sequel to Lion of
Irdland

Lion of Irdland was the breathtaking

chronicle of Brian Boru, the Great King who

led the bickering chiefs of Irdland to unity under his
reign. He overthrew traditions, reformed

society, and became the Irish Charlemagne.

The Ireland of 1014 was adream Brian

Boru had dreamed and brought inffbeing.

Now, with dl thefireand brilliance for which her
writing isknown, Morgan LIyweyn takes

usthere, to the battlefield where Brian died. His
fifteen-year-old son, Donough, is determined

to make the High Kingship of Irdland hisown, but
he must contend with his own mother, Gormlaith, a
voluptuous and treacherous woman whose lust for
lifeand for power remains undiminished by age.

"I know he'stoo young, but he'sdl we have

left,”" saysthe cunning diplomat Fergd, and

thus the boy takes his first command, on the bloody
ground of Clontarf. From there he must move

to establish hisright to rule in Kincoraand to make
thekings of Irdland accept him asther High King.
Y et Donough istorn--torn by his hatred

for hismother and by his al-consuming passion for the
beautiful pagan girl Cera, who remains beyond
hisreach, for the High King must have a Chrigtian
consort. ...

Prideof Lionsisanove of

dreams and bloodshed, passion and treachery, that
makes el eventh-century Ireland and its lusty people
utterly redl.

MORGAN LLYWELY N isthe author of
Lion of Irdand and other novels.
Shelivesinlrdand.
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fiction."
--Jennifer Wilde



"She writes about ancient Irdand as
if shejust had breskfast there.”
--Parke Godwin

By Morgan LIyweyn from
Tom Doherty Associates

Bad

Brian Boru
The Elementds
Finn Mac Coal
Lionof Irdand



For Michad

The Dynasty of the
Ddcassans

"The print form has been changed to the
folowingforminbraille

Petriarch

Child

Cormac Cas 3rd C. A.d.

Turlough

Hannan, Abbot of Kill Daua

Lorcan
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Murrough 970-1014 more. Fidelma
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Emer more. Sitric of Dublin

Blanaid * more. Macolm of Scotland
Domnall 980-1012 (norsefoster
son, aso known as Donough)
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* The second daughter of Blanaid and
Malcolm, Doada, was the mother of
Macheth. Through Blanaid the blood of
Brian Boru entered the family of
Scotland and thence England.



FOREWORD
by the Rt. Hon. Conor O'Brien,
theLord Inchiquin

In Pride of LionsMorgan

LIyweyn has again produced abrilliant

novel that is both fascinating from the historica
perspective and eminently readable. By following the
destinies of the surviving children of Brian Boru,
particularly histroubled and troublesome son Donough,
she has created aworthy sequel to her most

highly praised novel, Lion of Irdland.

Her Cdltic gift with wordsand an

extraordinary ability to bring the past to lifeare
halmarks of her literary excellence.

Morgan LIyweyn's uncanny knack of

sweeping the reader back through the centuries comesfrom
adeep, dmogt intuitive understanding of other eras.
Asawriter, sheisadways searching for the human
redlity behind both history and folklore. Thusthe
few fictitious characters she introducesin her

books are absolutely trueto their time. In

Prideof Lionsthey play vivid

supporting rolesto the many historic characters,
illuminating the society in which they lived.

The famous family descended from Brian

Boru, the greatest of Irdland's High Kings,

has played amgjor part in the history of these
idands over the centuries. The dynastic

marriages arranged for his children have had long-lasting
repercussons. Brian himsdlf certainly came

closer to unifying Irdland than anyone up to the
present time. His son Donough ismuch less

famous, but presents afascinating character study.
Upon him fdll the obligation of trying to live up

to an dmost superhuman father. He undertook the
task with passon, ashelived dl hislife, but

fate was to take a hand in shaping both hisfuture
and that of Ireland.

One wonders how different Irish history

might have been if Donough had achieved his
ambitions.

In Pride of Lionswe havetherare

opportunity to see what happens after an
earth-shattering event: how people get on with their
lives, what adjustments they must make, and what
choices. Donough is athought-provoking hero.
Looking back across nine hundred years, the

reader must judge for himsdlf if he would have made the
same choices. Thereisafineirony--and the



Irish have ways appreciated irony--

inthefact that for dl hiseffortsto emulate his

father, Donough took with him to Romethe physica
symbols of hisfather'skingship. Brian Boru's

crown and sceptre have never to this day come back
to Irdland.

Factualy, Donough's story astold in

Pride of Lionsisaccurate. Asa

direct descendant of Brian Boru and

Chief of the Name, | believe we O'Briens

arelucky indeed to have Morgan LIywelyn as

our modern-day Bard, telling the story of our

race with such eloquence and passion.

The OBrien,

Prince of Thomond,

18th Baron Inchiquin

County Clare, Irdland

June 1995



PRIDE OF LIONS
ROME, 1064

Theroad to Romeisvery long, they say. My

way has been longer and harder than most. |

came here an old man, knowing | may never

liveto seelrdland again.

| came here because | must; because it was expected
of me. Thefind pilgrimageto ask for

remisson of gn.

Have my sins been so great that | must crossthe
seaand use the last of my strength to seek
forgiveness? There are many who would say so.

In youth, my sin was pride. We were proud, the

cubs of the Lion. Passion and ambition were bred

into us and we attacked life with ahunger that was hard
to satisfy. | wanted everything my father had;
everything he had been. At thetime| thought |

wanted them for mysdlf.

Then | thought | wanted them because my
achievements would make him proud of me, dthough he
was dead.

He was not dead to me. He stood behind me,

rode beside me, saw the world through my eyesand |
tried my best to shapeit to suit hisvision.

Hisdesre.

Asl grew older | learned the meaning of

desire. Firgly | desired the most

meagnificent palacein Irdland and would have done
anything--literdly anything--to make it mine.

Kincoral It risesin my memory as

splendid as ever it stood, with gray stonewals

defying timeitsdf and the summer sun turning the thatched
roofsto gold.

| desired the power that had been my father's. With
such power | thought | could have everything | wanted,
and to that end | sought the kingship that had been his
lifeswork. Placing mysdlf in the gap of danger

| swung the sword that had been his and took the
blows. Took the wounds, bled the blood, paid a
terrible price.

| desired women; the rampant pleasure, the
boiling-blood madness, the explosion which shakesthe
pillars of the soul and assuages grief and pain.

Then | desired one very speciad woman and

secretly hated the Church that stood between us.

Such alonglife... two wives, children

sred, enemies made by my pride and because of my
desire. And so much lost!



Kincoraisnot mine. Thekingship |

coveted was never mine either. Though | wascaled a
king | did not bear thetitle my father bore.

What little power | achieved was whittled away

by conspiring enemies and well-meaning friends.
Wedthislogt, honor logt, | aman

exilein an unfamiliar land.

| cameto beg forgivenessfor fratricide.

That sn more than any other drove meto seek

mercy from Rome, not for myself but for my posterity.
| would not have my children think | died with such astain
on my soul, so | have made thisvery public

gesture. Onelast duty fulfilled.

If you meet me on the road to Bolsano,

where the Pope has granted me afew acres
bordering on the lake, you will see, and perhaps pity,
an old man with snowy hair and stooped shoulders.
Once those shoulders were broad and | thought them
capable of bearing any burden. Once | thought

| would be young and strong forever, immortal as my
father had become immortd, with ashining future before
me

| waswrong; wrong about everything.

And | am the happiest man dive.

From
The Annds of the Kingdom of Irdland
by the Four Masters

VOLUMEII

'Gadlic trandation for thefollowing
quotation has been omitted from the braille.!
"The Ageof Christ, 1014.

... a Clontarf, on the Friday before

Eadter precisdy. Inthisbattleweredain
Brian, son of Kennedy, monarch of Ireland,
who wasthe Augustus of al the West of
Europe. ..."



Chapter One

Thetdl boy on the gray horsecast an

apprehensive look at the sky.

He could hear his men behind him grumbling asthey
rode. They resented his command of their company,
considering it an undeserved appointment forced upon
them by hisfather. Still more they resented being sent south
for skirmish duty while Brian Boru was

assambling the main army at Dublin for the battle

to determine the future of Ireland.

Y oung Donough was asfrugtrated as his men, though
in his case it was compounded by a growing sense of
foreboding. The sky to the north, in the direction of
Dublin, wasfilled with black clouds that had been
boiling in eerie configurations sincefirg light.

It was now late in the day on Good Friday in the
Year of Our Lord 1014, and the clouds looked more
ominousthan ever.

Donough tried to reassure himsdlf. My father

would never initiate battle on aHoly Day,

he thought. But what if hisenemiesforced a
confrontation? Pagan Northmen have no respect

for the Christian caendar.

Watching the demoniac sky, Donough was
increasingly certain that Brian Boru had dready

faced hisenemieson thefield of baitle. The

writhing clouds were witness.

He turned his horse's head toward Dublin

and lashed itsflanks with his horse-goad.

Chapter Two

Asdaknessfdl, membersof Brian

Boru's combined forces began trying to identify

their dead. The gruesome task was accomplished with
little conversation. Most were too shocked to speak. They
were seasoned warriors accustomed to the aftermath of
battle, but none of them had seen thousands of

corpses piled five and Six deep until today.

Twilight was splintered by the shrieksand

curses of the wounded, the prayers and moans of the
dying.

Many of the Irish chieftainswho had brought their
persona armiesto join the High King againgt the
invaders had been killed in the battle. Their

aurviving followers wandered, dazed and leaderless,
through the gloom. Maachi Mor began gathering up
these strays and adding them to his own Meathmen.
Malachi had no ideawhere Brian Boru



was. He had not seen the Ard Ri, the

High King of Irdland, ashe had held his

Meathmen apart from the conflict until its outcome
was certain. Only then had heled hisarmy down from
the high ground to fight beside Brian's other

dlies

Now hewas gathering for himsdf the remnants of a
massive assemblage, warriors who had been
willing to follow Brian Boru's banner wherever

it led, even to desth.

Theirony was not lost on Maachi.

Litter bearers approached from the direction of the
weir a Clontarf, carrying abody. A

scrap torn from asaffron linen tunic covered
itsface. Maachi sgnded the bearers

to hat. Recognizing the man who had been Ard

Ri before Brian Boru, they obeyed.

Malachi flicked the covering asde. The

sghtless eyes of afifteen-year-old boy stared

past him toward a canceled future.

"That's Prince Murrough's son," one of the
bearerssaid. "The Ard Ri'sfirst grandson.” The
man'svoice wasthick in histhroat. "We found

him floating facedown in thewar with hisfingers ill
tangled inthe hair of thelast Viking he

killed."

Madachi ran hisfingersthrough hisown thin gray
hair. He found himsdf recaling thet Brian

Boru's maneretained afaint gleam of

red-gold in spite of the passage of time, and
appeared asthick asit had ever been. Such
comparisons tormented Maachi, but he could not
prevent them, any more than one could prevent one's
tongue from tormenting a sore tooth.

Brian is a decade older than me,

Maachi thought. He's seventy-three this

month. Can it be possible? where have the years gone?
And both of ustill fighting.

He shook his head ruefully, dragging histhoughts
back to thistime and place. He covered the dead
boy's face and asked one of the bearers, "Where's
Prince Murrough?'

"They're bringing him now," volunteered a
Dacassan warrior, limping past them inthe
twilight.

Murrough'slitter bearers were Dalcassan

heroes famed for their strength, yet they were tottering
like old men asthey approached. Both they and the
litter were bathed in blood.

Madachi stepped forward to intercept them.



"What happened to him?' he asked, staring

down. The face of the corpse was uncovered, but
masses of clotted gore obscured the

features.

"That blood's not from hiswounds," a bearer said.
"We carried him here through Tomar's Wood, where
the worgt of the axe fighting was. Blood's till
dripping from the branches of the trees.”

In spite of himself, Mdachi shuddered.

With the hem of his own tunic he wiped the blood
from the dead man's eye sockets. Thelids, he

was thankful to find, were closed. Thefacewhich he
had s0 often seen contorted with anger was peaceful
now, dl quarrelsforgotten.

Including ours, Maachi told Murrough

dlently, Forgotten and forgiven.

Helaid the pdm of hishand on the bloody

forehead in benediction, then motioned the bearers
to move on. The depth of hisgrief surprised

him. He and Brian Boru's eldest son had

never liked one another.

The collecting of the dead continued. It would go on
for days.

Thenight smelled of death and excrement.
Somewhere down near the bay someone was chanting
wildly "Boru! Boru! Boru!"

Chapter Three

The gray horse had been bred for endurance on
the limestone-rich plains of Kildare, but it was
tired now. Men and horses dike weretired,

yet Donough drovethem on. "The Ard Ri
needsme," heinssted.

Asusua, Ronan, his second in command and the
senior member of the company, contradicted him.
"The Ard Ri does not need you. | mysdlf heard
him say he does not expect usto join him

until after Easter. Those were hisprecise

orders

Ignoring Ronan, Donough pushed on.

Saturday evening found his band in the Wicklow
mountains, the men wearied to the point of revolt.
When they paused to water their horses at aniicy
stream, Ronan tried again. "'Y ou have to have some
congderation for your men," hetold Donough.

"Y ou're being reckless, forcing such a pace when there
isno need for it. | must protest,

Donnched.”

The youngster's gray eyesflashed. "l told



you before. Cal me Donough from now on.”

He pronounced the name Donno in his Munster
accent. He despised the name Donnchad, which his
mother had given him, and with which she prefaced her
congtant criticisms of him. He consdered himsdlf
aman now, entitled to anew nameto reflect his

new status. Had not Brian Mac Cennedi

become Brian Boru?

"QOch, | forgot,” Ronan replied with a

ghrug, asif it did not matter. "But lisen to the

voice of experience, lad. What you'redoing is
dangerous. Weary horses are likely to stumble

and break their legs or our necks. It could

happen to you as easily asto one of us, and then there
would be trouble. We have ordersto ..."

"Towhat?' sngpped Donough, ingtantly

suspicious. "Y ou have ordersto what?"

"To keep you safe,”" Ronan admitted.

"That'swhy the Ard Ri assigned usto come south with
you whiletherest of them went to Dublin.”

"| thought so!" Donough exploded. "And |

tell you, no oneis needed to keep me safe.

| can take care of mysdlf! Am | not the same

age my father was when he began fighting the Vikings?
And am | not in command of this company? We're
riding on to Dublin now, Ronan, and if that

means we keep going throughout the night, so beit!”
Beow aflowing russet moustache, Ronan

thrust forward a clean-shaven jaw. "If the Ard

Ri were hereright now," he said, "hewould tear

grips off you. He'sfamousfor taking care of his
wariors.

Donough felt amomentary empeathy with his

oldest haf-brother. Murrough frequently

complained of having Brian Boru held up

to him, an unattainable standard of perfection. The
burden of such afather weighed heavily on his

sons, particularly the eldest.

Donough, the youngest, tried to imagine whet his
father would do in the same situation. Compromise, he
decided. Compromise was one of the Ard Ri's

mogt effective wegpons, alesson Murrough

had never learned. But Donough would learn. He
idolized Brian. It was hisambition to bejust like

him.

"I'll strike abargain with you, Ronan,”

he offered. "Y ou and the othersride on with me now
until thewind changes. Whenever that happens, we
will set up camp and have arest before we go any
father.”



Ronan looked dubious. "What if

the wind doesn't change?"

"Surdy it will, it's been shifting dmost

congtantly for days. Y ou yourself said you had never known
it to be so unpredictable. Have we an

agreement?'

The veteran hesitated, to make it look as

if hehad achoice. "Wedo," hesaid at

last.

They mounted and rode on in gathering darkness, a
weary band in saffron-dyed tunics and woolen
mantles, bare-legged, cold, hungry.

One of thewarriors remarked, low-voiced,

to Ronan, "Y ou were afraid held go off without us
and report us as desertersto hisfather.”

"I'm not afraid of Brian Boru," came

the swift reply. "I tel you something for nothing

--that lad's mother is the one to be feared.”

At themention of Gormlaith aripple of

coarse laughter ran though the company. "If we

let her baby ride off by himsdf and anything

happened to him," Ronan elaborated, "she would

put afearful curse onthelot of us."

"That Gormlaithisacursedl by hersdf,"

another man said.

No one disagreed.

The night was bitterly black; thewind was

icy. Neither moon nor starslit theway. The

sky was opague with cloud.

Sooner than he would have liked, Donough felt

the wind shift, swinging around to blow straight out of the
north. It had gained him alittle moretime, at least,

and for that he was thankful. He sgnded ahdt and
his men were diding off their horsesamost before he
gavethe order.

They made camp in thelee of amassive

stony outcropping that shielded them from the worst of the
wind. With flints, one of the warriors struck

sparks and made afire of dry gorseand

winter-killed bracken. They weretoo tired

to forage, so contented themsalves with eating bread and stringy
dried venison from their supplies, then settled

down to deep.

But Donough could not rest. He wandered around the
perimeter of the campsite, listening to the snores of

his men and the chewing of the hobbled horses asthey
grazed on mountain grass. The bitter wind

tugged at the edges of the brat he wore, the heavy
knee-length mantle fastened at the shoulder with a
massive bronze brooch.



Although he was angry with hisfather for putting

himin what he consdered to be ahumiliating

position, denied apart in the redl fighting, most of

his anger was reserved for his mother. If it were not for
Gormlaith there would be no invasion to thresten an
aging High King who should have been dlowed to live out
hisremaining yearsin peace.

Donough wanted to share those years with Brian

Boru. He had not been dlowed much time with hisfather
while Brian and Gormlaith were married, for she

had deliberately contrived to keep her son

away from his sire so she could demand Brian's
attention for hersdf. But when at last the Ard R
divorced Gormlaith under Brehon Law and

sent her from Kincora, he had kept Donough with

him.

The youngster had taken thisasasign of specia
affection, and began imagining himself someday
supplanting Murrough as Brian'sfavorite,

the son being groomed to succeed hisfather.

But now Murrough, who had spent hislife

trying to step out of Brian's shadow and be hisown
mean, waswith the Ard Ri a Dublin, while

Donough was being held at arm'slength. To keep

him safe.

He ground his teeth in the darkness.

With no one watching, Donough did not have to keep
up the fa@cade of maturity he assumed

by daylight. He could be what he was, a
sixteen-year-old boy ... well, to be honest,
gxteenintwo months... in unfamiliar

country in the middle of the night, assailed by the
fearsthat worry most youngsters at sometime.

What would | do, he asked himsdlf, if

anything happened to my father?

The mere ideamade his ssomach churn.

Without Brian behind him, Donough was nothing more
than Gormlaith's son; the son of the Princess

of Leinger, the most hated woman in Ireland.

Surely, he thought, concentrating with

desperate intensity, God will not let anyone

harm the Ard Ri!

He pictured hisfather as he had last seen him

at Kincora--tall, rega, looking far younger

than hisyears.

But old nevertheless. Brian had been old for

al of Donough'slifetime.

The boy recalled hisfather's voice, that deep,

dow voice which dropped each word asif it werea
jewe, compdling peopleto listen. Donough had strained



histhroat trying to force hisown voiceinto a

lower regigter, and when someone eventualy commented thet
he was beginning to sound like the Ard Ri he had glowed
like abeeswax candle.

He knew he looked somewhat like Brian. In

his mother's many mirrors he had studied hisface,
searching out Smilarities. He had the same

broad brow and long, straight nose. To his

regret he had dso inherited his mother's curving
mouth, but as soon as he could grow the drooping
moustache of awarrior hewould hide that flaw.
Unfortunately he lacked Brian'sfamous

red-gold mane, for hisown hair was an auburn

50 dark it looked amost black unless he stood in
the sunlight. But at least he wastall. Someday

he might be astall asthe Lion of Ireland.

Someday ...

He tensed abruptly. He thought he heard a

woman cry out--but what woman would bein these
mountains a night when wolves might be hunting?
Perhaps it was awolf he heard. He dropped a
cautious hand to hissword hilt.

The sound came again, raising the hackleson his
neck. That was no wolf. Now Donough was certain
it was afemade voice, onewith an unnamesble
qudity at oncefamiliar and frightening.

Thewall drifted onthewind. And dl at

once, he knew.

"Ban shee!" he hissed in horror.

"Whassay?' mumbled awarrior lying near him

on the ground, wrapped in avoluminous shaggy
cloak.

Donough stood transfixed as the sound rosein
volume, shrilling upward into an inhuman

ululation asmuch apart of Irdland as her fidds

and forests.

"Mother of God!" gasped the warrior on the
ground, trying to scramble out of the enveloping folds
of hiscloak so he could get to hisfeet. "What
wasthat?'

"The guardian spirit of the Dal Cais”

Donough told him with sudden, absolute

certainty. His blood and bonesidentified the

sound. "Shewho liveson Crag Liath, the

Grey Crag above Kincora. But she's not there

now. She's somewhere on this side of the country, and
she's keening for the Dal cassian dead!™

"Jesus, Mary, and Joseph protect us!™

cried thewarrior, fervently signing the Cross

on hisbresst.



The otherswere waking in spite of their

weariness, the very mention of the ban shee enough to cut through
thefog of deep. Their priests claimed that the

ban shees--fairies, Little People, supernatural

relicts of avanished race--were but mythsand
legends preying on supergtitious minds. But when

her next cry came with chilling darity, they dl

heard it.

She screamed like a hare being torn apart

by hounds. In that despairing shriek was dl the

grief and painin theworld.

"| told you my father needs me!” Donough

sobbed in anguish.

In amatter of minutes camp was broken. The
company set off at a hasty trot along narrow
mountain trails, impelled by the memory of the ban
shee's scream.

Thefirg light of agray, bitterly cold

Eagter morning found them descending from the mountains
toward Dublin. The veteran warriors sad little

to one another. Fear and supergtition rode with them,
embedded in their bones.

Donough was dso sllent. His jaws were clamped
tight on hisanxiety, but his thoughts raced

feverishly ingde hisskull.

Hisfather, hishdf-brothers by Brian's various
women, his Dalcassan cousins-dl the men who
represented stability in hislife--werein
Dublintofight theinveders

His mother wasin Dublin too. Gormlaith, the
antithesis of gability.

Oncethey left the mountains, their routejoined

with the Slighe Cuaann, one of the five mgjor

roads developed by King Cormac Mac Airt
inthethird century of the Chrigtian erato bring
commerce and tribute from every part of Ireland to his
sronghold a Tara. Theidand had countless

smdll roads composed of foot-beaten earth,

called bothars, or cow roads, because they were the
width of two cows, one lengthwise and one

athwart. But these casudl trailswere hardly

aufficient for the traffic Cormac had envisioned--
hencethe dighe.

Origindly congtructed of oak logslaid down

across timber supports, adighe was designed

to accommodate, two abresst, the war chariots
once used by Gadlic champions. The passage

of centuries had seen the disappearance of war
chariots, dthough similar carts of wickerwork were il
used for persond transportation by the nobility.



Meanwhile wooden-wheedled traders

wagons had combined with the Irish weather to erode the
dighe. Stones had been added to its bed from time

to time so it would continue to provide astable
surface over mud and bogland, but it was very

difficult footing for weary horses.

Unthinkingly, Donough guided his horse onto

the dighe. Ronan, directly behind him, reined
hisanima to one side and rode beside the dighe rather
than upon it. The othersfollowed hisexample.
Donough noticed, but continued as he had begun,
refusing to beingtructed by his

second-in-command.

Ronan grinned to himsdlf. Proud and stubborn; not
urprisng.

Asthey drew closer to Dublin, the company

began encountering refugees, big-boned,

far-haired peopletypicd of the Scandinavian
population of the city. Thefirst onesthey met were not
prosperous Viking searovers, however, but three
men and two women whose dothing identified them as
members of the laboring class. The men wore

tattered woolen coats and leggings that had been many
times patched. The women, who might have been mother and
daughter, were clothed in unfitted ankle-length
gownsof coarse wool over shiftsof equaly

coarse linen. Neither gown was ornamented with
embroidery. Likedl Vikingsthey wore shoes,

but these were in bits and bound to their feet with string.
They straggled to ahalt and peered up at the
horsemen, fear in their eyes. The two women

held hands.

"Areyou from Dublin?* Donough demanded to know in
an awkward mixture of aristocratic Irish

and the Norse spoken by the inhabitants of

Limerick, the only Vikings he knew. "What

happened on Good Friday?"' he asked

urgently, leaning forward on hishorse.

The refugees gaped at him, dack-mouthed.

Ronan, who was familiar with Dublin and its

people, inquired in their own didect, "Wasthere
fighting on Freyds Day?'

A scrawny man with soot ground into every pore

had been staring openly at Donough'storc, the

gold neck ring that identified him asamember

of the chieftainly class. Now the man

transferred his gaze to Ronan. "Y ah, yah,

fighting," he affirmed. Hewaved hisarms.

"Big bettle at the Meadow of the Bull!"

"Clontarf?'



"Yahyah"

Donough, following the exchange as best he

could, said impatiently, "Ask him who won,

Ronan. Ask him what he knows of my ... of the
ArdRi."

Ronan repeated the questions but got no reply

other than ablank stare. To emphasize his

demand he drew his short-sword from the scabbard
affixed to his belt, which reduced the Dubliner

to near hysteriaand made the women shriek and throw
their arms around one ancther.

"l am acharcod burner, | know nothing about
anything!" the sooty man cried. "'l know

nothing!" His eyes skittered in their socketslike
frightened insects.

A second man managed to say, "We were
frightened so we hid. It isaways people like uswho
auffer. No matter who wins, the victors burn

and rape. We hid for along time. Then thismorning
we came out when they opened the gates.”

"When who opened the gates? Brian Boru's

men, or Sitric Silkbeard's?’

The refugee shrugged. "Men with spears.”

Men with spearswere dl the same to him, whatever
their army.

Ronan turned to Donough. "We won't get

anything from thislot. They were probably coweringina
cdlar thewholetime™

"L et them go, then. We may have better luck

farther dong.”

Ronan sheathed his sword and the company rode
off, leaving the refugees huddled together like sheep,
garing after them.

The next group was better dressed and was pushing
ahand barrow piled with household goods. One of the
women was leading agoat by alength of rope. When
she saw the horsemen bearing down on them she
tried to conceal the goat with her body.

A thickset man with afacelike ared moon

stepped forward warily. Donough let Ronan question
him.

"I'm ashoemaker," the man said, "with ashop

in Fishamble Street. | hopeit's ill there when
wereturn,” he added willly.

"What do you know about a battle? At

Clontarf?"

"Not just Clontarf, but everywherel” wasthereply.
"It wasterrible, like the end of the world. Peoplefighting
al around the city and the plains beyond.

"We had been hearing rumors for weeks that



King Sitric had summoned a great

hosting from the north to chalenge the High King of the
Irish and take control of the country away from him.
Everything would have been ours, then: theriches of this
richidand ..." Hesighed asif they had been

snatched out of hisown hands.

"Go on," Ronan urged.

"For days, ships had been sailing into Dublin

Bay bringing warriors from Scandinavia, the

Orkneys, the Hebrides. Even King

Amlaff of Denmark himsdlf, someone said.

"Then Brian Boru came marching east witha

great army gathered from throughout Ireland. He was even
sad to have Norsetraitors from Limerick with him,
cometo fight againgt their own countrymen.

"When he reached the coast he put the torch to the
land from Fingd to Howth, trying to intimidate

Sitric. The smoke was so black wein

Dublin had to light lampsin the middle of the day.
"My wife wanted to leave the city then, but |

was not prepared to abandon my shop. So we stayed.
On themorning of Freyas Day the Irish army

swept toward the sea, and the longships sent another
army ashore to meet them, and the battle began.
There was such clashing and banging and screaming we could
hear it even ingde thewadls of Dublin, though

in the beginning the fighting waswell north of the
Liffey."

"The noise frightened the children,” said atall

women with anumber of missing teeth. "They
screamed and clapped their hands over their ears. |
knew then we should have |ft." She cast adark

look at the shoemaker. "1 warned my husband

| would be raped if we did not leave at

once."

"Make that man tell you about the bettle,”

Donough ingtructed Ronan, but the narrative had

been taken away from the shoemaker. Hiswife
continued, with evident relish at being the center of
attention, "'l saw her, you know. With these two

eyes| saw Kormlada." She gave

Gormlath's nameits Viking pronunciation.

" She was watching the battle from atop thewalls

of the city with her son, King Sitric. Her son

by the old King of Dublin, him they cdled Olaf
Cuaran."

At the mention of his mother's name Donough had
fixed his eyes on the woman'sface with fierce
intengty.

"Olaf was Kormladasfirst hushand,” shewas



saying, obvioudy preferring gossip

to descriptions of battle. "Sheislrish, you

know, aprincess of Leingter or so sheclaims,

but she married aViking king. After hedied she
married Maachi Mor, High King of the Irish.

Then when Brian Boru took the kingship away

from Malachi, did she not change her gown and
marry him? And have another son by him, though she was
old enough to be agrandmother!” The woman lowered her
voiceto aconfidentid murmur. "They say

King Sitric offered his mother in the marriage bed

to any foreign lord who could succeed inkilling

Brian Boru."

Abruptly, Donough exclamed, "We have

to go now!" Helashed hisweary horse so

savagely with the goad that it legped forward into full
gdlop, its hooves skidding on the stones of the

dighe

Ronan shouted after him, "But | thought you

wanted meto question ..."

Donough was dready out of earshot. Ronan glanced
around at the other horsemen and shrugged. They set
off after Donough.

The refugees watched them go. "What do you

make of that?' asked the woman with the goat, which was
chewing unnoticed on the embroidery of her

deeve

"It was the mention of Kormladathat did it,"

said the shoemaker. "Did you mark how the beardless
one went white around the mouth? The Irish hate

her."

"Sheisnot much loved in Dublin ether,” commented
an older man leaning on awaking stick.

"Swanning around the city, criticizing our

customs. Her son may be King of Dublin but
sheisjust an old Irish woman."

"Jugt an old Irish woman?' The shoemaker

raised an eyebrow. "'l mysdf have seen

Kormlada striding down Fishamble Street with
sunlight flaming her hair and the seain her green

eyes, and thereisno Viking woman the equa of

her, no matter how old sheis"

Hiswiferounded on him."Y ou would say that, you
man! Just because she has a big body and adisgusting
amount of red hair you think sheisamarve. But

she was born with those things, they are none of her
doing. Y ou know what people say of her: "Kormlada
of Leinger ismogt gifted in that over which she has

no control, but worksevil in al thosethings over



which she has any power." Did we not

see the proof of the saying on Freyas Day?'
The shoemaker replied mildly, "Surely

one woman could not cause awar.”

Hiswife sniffed. "Congder this. Brian

Boru had kept peacein Ireland for ten years.
He even married one of his daughtersto King
Stricto build an dliance with the Dublin
Vikings. Then he divorced Kormlada, and
suddenly thereiswar.

"Wherewould you lay the blame?’

Chapter Four

Lashed by intermittent rain, Donough's company
hurried on toward the city. Though it was Easter
Sunday, the celebration of the Feast of the
Resurrection was the furthest thing from their minds.
Only by courtesy could Dublin be caled a

city. Compared to Rome or Congtantinople it wasa
primitive town, aViking trading port whose

narrow, twisting laneways ran between cramped
houses and shops of post-and-wattle construction,
daubed with mud and manure to keep out the weether.
Some of the more prosperous searaiders had built
themsalves two-roomed houses of timber planking, but
thatch made of river reeds was the ubiquitous
roofing materia. Goats and geese were penned in
filthy yards, and haf-wild swinerooted in

midden hegps, adding to the pervasive effluvium of
fishmarkets and smoky fires and wet wool and
rotting seaweed and scabrous hounds and tidal
mudflats and running sewage.

Dublin was acity you could smdll, onawarm

day when the wind was off theriver, before you could see
it.

Its origins could be traced to asmall

support settlement that had grown up around

severa Chrigtian churches on the south bank of the
river Liffey at aplace known as Ath

Cliath--the Ford of the Hurdles. The Irish

staked sheep hurdles--panels of woven

wattles used to make temporary sheep pens--

in the bed of the shalow river at this point,

to provide aford acrossthe Liffey. Whileit

did not keep their feet dry, at least it kept

them from becoming mired in mud and Slt.
Scandinavian searovers had first discovered the
stein 837, when Norse longships explored

the bay and the mouth of the Liffey. They returnedin



forcein 841, when thefull terror of

Viking raids descended upon peaceful, dreaming

Ath Cliath.

The Norse settled in to spend the winter at a

nearby locale caled Dubh Linn--the

Black Pool--which was atida basin wherethe

river Poddle joined the estuary of the Liffey. The
Northmen busied themsalves repairing their ships,
gloating over their plunder, and enjoying aclimate
that was positively balmy by comparison with their
homeland. They congtructed what they called a
longport, acamp that enclosed their beached
longshipsinsde a protective paisade.

Within afew years Dublin would be the

principa Viking colony in Irdand.

Inthe beginning the Irish did not fully

comprehend the ramifications. They had lived
unmolested by invadersfor over athousand years.
Even Caesar had not extended his campaign so

far west. The Irish, who with the Scots comprised
the Gadlic branch of the Cdltic race, were a

totaly pastoral people. The resources of their idand
were so extensive they needed not take to the sea

to support themselves, so they did not appreciate that
the seawas a highway which could bring ever-increasing
numbers of raidersto their shores. At first they
consdered the Vikingsin their longshipsonly a
temporary hazard.

But when more and more Norsemen arrived--raiding,
pillaging, and, inevitably, beginning to form

colonies wherever they found good harborage--the
Irish took aarm. Then the Danes followed the

Norse, to viefor control of alucrative

export tradein Irish gold, timber,

leather, daves, sacred vessdl's, and secular
ornaments of unmatched craftsmanship. Asthe
Viking presence grew, the Irish fought back.
Meanwhile, Norse trading centers were

established at such places as Waterford,

Wexford, and Limerick. The Vikings introduced

the concept of settled townsto aland whose
inhabitants had gloried in the freedom of

unfettered herding and hunting for countless generations.
During the next two centuries Irdland was

torn by almost constant warfare between Gadl and
Viking. The Northmen were asfierce at fighting as
they were dedicated to trade, but the Irish were ruled
by awarrior aristocracy that defined itsalf through
combat. In the bitter struggle for control of the
idand'sriches, neither Sde managed a



decisvevictory.

To confuse theissue, astime passed the digtinction
between native and foreigner grew blurred. Some of the
Vikings brought their own women with them, but others
married Irish women and sired halfbreed

families. Their sons became mercenaries,

fighting for both Sdes.

Some Irish chieftainsformed aliances of

convenience with the Vikingsto further their own burgeoning
interest in trade, or to add Viking warriors

to their persona armieswhen carrying on ancient
feudswith other Irish chieftains,

Warfare ceased to be asmple matter of

Gad againg Viking.

Nor wasit merely Chrigtian againgt pagan.

Some Vikings converted to the teachings of Chrigt,
while some Irish eschewed Chrigtianity and

continued to follow the Druid way to the profound
displeasure of the Church.

Thiswasthe Ireland to which, againgt dl odds,

Brian Boru had brought a decade of peace.

Now that peace was shattered.

In the uncertain aftermath, Donough and his men
made their way toward Dublin. When they met
Vikings driving twenty-eight good oxen acrossthe
dighe, they fell on the sartled herders and

relieved them of their animals. " Spoils of

war," Donough claimed.

The addition of plodding oxen to their company dowed
him down, but he did not complain ashismen
expected. Asthey drew nearer the city, Donough
wasincreasingly apprehengve about what he might
find there, and willing to put off the moment aslong as
he comfortably could.

Soon enough the walls of Dublin loomed ahead.
Asaresult of countless assaults and sieges

over theyears, the city was heavily fortified,

protected by timber palisades and guarded

gateways.

Closeto the house of V espers the horsemen

crossed the Slighe Dalaasit approached

Dublin from thewest. Therethey saw their first
bodies. Irish warriorsin saffron-dyed linen

tunicsand foreignersin chain mail lay twisted

together in the dance of death, their blood stiff and
black upon them.

Lowering their heads, the oxen stared popeyed at the
corpses and gave them awide berth.

One of Donough's men pointed toward the city.

"I seefiguresmoving onthewadls."



"Guards on the palisades, no

doubt," Ronan responded. "The question is, are
they our men, or theirs?'

Donough narrowed hiseyes. "It lookslike
they're wearing cones on their heads.”
Ronan swore under his breath. ™Y ou have the eyes
of an eagle. Vikingswear conical iron
helmets, we don't, so those are Sitric's

men.
Donough gnawed on hislip. If the Ard R

had not captured Dublin, it must mean that for thefirst
timein years Brian Boru had been defeated in

battle. "I want to join my father right away,"

he told Ronan. "He needs my support.”

For once Ronan was disinclined to argue.

"He's probably il north of the Liffey,” the

veteran surmised, "supervising the gathering of the
bodies and the digging of mass graves. The best

place for usto crosstheriver would be at the Ford

of the Hurdles, which is beyond spear range from the
walls. That way," he indicated with anod.

The company rode along the west side of

Dublinin thedirection of theford. Sitricsmen
watched in ominous slence from thewalls.

"Why don't they yell at us, curseus,

something?' one of the horsemen wondered aoud.
Asthey approached Fair Green they found a
haphazard military encampment sprawled acrossthe
meadowland. Recognizing banners, Donough gave
aglad whoop. "Dacassand” Herode

forward eagerly. "Abu Dd gCaid”

No one returned the ancient shout of

victory. It was met with athunderous silence, and as
he drew nearer Donough could see that these were men with
nothing left to give, either physicaly or

emotionaly. Bloody, battered, as dispirited asthe
sodden banners that dripped from poles beside their
officers leather tents, they sat or sprawled

on wet earth.

The facesthey turned toward Donough as he

rode up were the faces of men who had seen hell.
Defeat then, Donough thought. Defeat

confirmed. He braced himsdlf asfor aphysica

blow.

A sandy-haired man with aluxurious moustache
emerged from one of the tents. Over hisknee-length
leine was abrat of woven wool dyed a

brilliant Munster blue and trimmed with wolf

fur.

"Fergd!" Donough shouted to hiscousin.



"Fergd Mac Anluan.”

The son of Anluan glanced up and frowned.

"Oh. It'syou.”

Donough was taken aback. "Of courseit's

me"

"We could have used you on Good Friday."

"I'm here now!" the boy bristled. "Where's

my father?'

Ferga gazed at him thoughtfully, started to say
something, changed his mind, waved hisarm toward the
north.

Donough shouted over his shoulder to hismen, "You
lot stay here and mind the oxen. I'll be back

to you when I've seenthe Ard Ri." He

gdloped away before anyone could protest,
including a second man who emerged from the tent
tojoin Fergal.

"Could you not stop him?' the second man asked
Ronan, who was dismounting.

"l can't do anything with him, Cian. His heed
ispurerock. Isit too dangerousfor him

to go off donelikethat? | can go after himand ..."
"| doubt if thereis much danger to him right

now," replied Cian, who wore amantle

even richer than that of Fergdl. "But hell be
wanting someonewith him."

"l don't understand,” Ronan said.

Cianturned to Fergd. "Did you not tell

them?'

"I hadn't the heart.”

Ronan fdt suddenly chilled. "Tel us

what?'

Donough galloped on toward the Ford of the

Hurdles, following atrackway of

hoof-scarred mud. A party was coming up from theriver
toward him; afunerd party, marching to the beet of a
bodhran, the goatskin-covered war drum. There

was aguard of honor, fully armed, and

solemn-faced bearers who carried two litters.
Thefirst of these was draped in the persona banner of
Murrough Mac Brian.

Donough drew reinin dismay. "That can't be
Murrough!" His darkest imaginings had never

included the deeth of one of hissblings. Men

clamed, "The cubsof theLion areas

unkillable astheir sre.”

The captain of the honor guard, who wore the
digtinctive blue and gold of the Dd Cais,

sgnded the cort@egeto hdt. "Itis



Prince Murrough,” he affirmed.

"Sanin battle by aforeigner cdled

Anrad.”

Donough's mind struggled to catch up with his

eyes and ears. How could sturdy, aggressive,
contentious Murrough be dead? Dead?

"Where are you taking him?" he asked numbly.

"To aplace not far from here, caled

Kilmainham. We camped there before the battle,

in some woods above the Liffey. Prince

Murrough remarked that Kilmainham had a
pleasant aspect, and said he would like to rest there
again when thefighting wasover. S0 ..." --the

Dal cassian paused, fighting for control--"...

and so heshdl.”

Donough rolled his eyestoward the second

litter. "And whoisthat?"

"Prince Murrough's son, Turlough. He

fought as bravely as hisfather and they shall deep together
under the same stone.”

"But Turlough'sonly aboy!" Donough

protested asif that could somehow make a difference.
"Hewasyour age," said the Dalcassan.

"Old enoughtodie

Donough found himsdlf torn by conflicting emotions.
First wasrdief; the ban shee had not wailed for
Brian Boru, but for Murrough and Turlough.
Hedsofdt aguilty pleasureinthe

redization that Murrough's place as Brian's

chosen successor was now vacant.

But even asthe thought crossed Donough's mind it
was swept away by genuine grief. Murrough,
athough separated from him by more than ageneration, had
been part of thefamilid network so important

to the Gadl. And though he had aways been
antagonigtic toward Gormlaith, Murrough had
seemed to like her son, to the extent of engaging in
good-humored horseplay with the boy when they
happened to meet at Kincora.

Once, anumber of years ago, Murrough

had even given Donough awhistle carved from the
wood of athorn tree that grew on the dopes of
Crag Liath.

Donough il had that whistle someplace.

Suddenly he wanted very much to go and find it.
The beat of the bodhran resumed, setting the
cadence of adirge for the marchersto follow. Honor
guard and litter bearers prepared to move off.
Rousing himsdf, Donough cried, "But what of my
father? Doesthe Ard Ri not mean to attend his



son'sburid?!

The captain of the guard paused long enough to give
him aleve, measuring look. "The Ard Ri

ison hisway to Swords," hesaidina

grange voice asif thewords hurt him.

"The Sword of &. Colmcille? Why would

he be going to amonastery now?"

Therewas no way, the Dalcassian captain
decided, to shield the boy from the blow. Best get
it done. Harsh and quick and over. "Brian

Boru's corpse has been taken

to Colmcill€'s chapel to wait for the Bishop of
Armagh to arrive and escort it north to Ulster for
burid. | am sorry, lad. Sorry for us

al”

Donough did not hear the last words.

He could only hear the ban shee scream on a
risng wind.

Chapter Five

Some battles are destined to be remembered.

Some are best forgotten.

It was enough to have survived Clontarf.

Of the thousands who had fought out of anger or
avarice, the mgjority were dead.

Courage and cowardice had contested together, often
within the same person. Memories would haunt the
survivorsfor therest of ther lives. They had

only to murmur, "Clontarf,” and it would all

come back again: the legp of loydty, the dash of

swords, the hiss of spears, the grunting and

screaming and sudden stench as bowels opened in death
or terror, the skirling of the war pipes, the thunder

of fist-beaten shields. And worst of dl, the

sckening, unforgettable thud of the axe.

Used by warriors on both sides, the battle

axe had turned the meadows between the Tolkaand the
Liffey into abloody quagmire and madea

nightmare of Tomar's Wood.

When the battle was over afew men were so

gppdled by the daughter in which they had taken part that
they hurled their weaponsinto the sea. Mog,

however, kept them to pass down from father to son,
encrusted with legend. Someday old men would boast,
"--] was at Clontarf with Brian Boru," and

those words aone would be enough to draw an audience.
But that was in the future. On Easter Sunday

1014 it was enough to have survived.

What remained of the Irish combined forces waited



in dazed disarray for someone, anyone,

to tdll them what to do next. But their surviving
officers were incapable of leadership. Thelossof the
Ard Ri had unmanned them.

Inlife, Brian Boru had dominated

Ireland as no man before him. He was more than the
High King, an overlord claiming tribute from

five provincid kings and two hundred tribal

kings. Hewas alover and Ireland was his grand
passion. Throughout hislife he had courted her with
al the talents he possessed, including

ferocious energy and a questing, complex intellect.
Althoughin hisyouth hetried to daughter every
Viking he could, in time he had recognized the
permanence of the Scandinavian presencein Ireland.
After two hundred years, Viking colonists

smply could not be plucked out like a sore tooth.
When he accepted thistruth, Brian changed his
gpproach and set out to win the alegiance of

Norse and Dane and incorporate them fully

into Irish life.

The breadth of hisvison and the audacity of his
ambition shocked some and infuriated others.

He entered into political negotiationswith
varioustriba chieftainswho had long enjoyed
warring upon one another, forcing peace upon themwith a
canny mixture of bribery and intimidation. He
encouraged alliances between Viking and Gadl through
trade, marriage, and the fostering of orphans.
Through his own children he developed anetwork of
dynastic marriage that extended beyond the shores of
Irdland to intertwine with foreign roydty. Towin
ecclesiagtica support for his schemes he

rebuilt churches and endowed monasteries. With an
unprecedented grasp of military strategy--

stimulated by an education in monagtic schools that
included studying the careers of Caesar and
Charlemagne--he built anavy, trained a

cavdry, and planned perimeter defensesfor the
idand to be a deterrent to any other foreigners
attracted by Irdland's riches.

Those defenses were not yet in place a thetime

of hisdeath, however. Murrough had been entrusted with
ther redization ... inthefuture,

The influence of Brian Boru permegated every

aspect of Irish life. He had overthrown

traditions, reinterpreted laws, reformed

society, and reshaped the peopl€'simage of themsealves.
In so doing he had become the Irish

Charlemagne.



His enemies, and they were many, accused him

of being an opportunist and a usurper.

Inthe Book of Armagh he caled himsdif

Emperor of thelrish.

The Ireland of 1014 was adream Brian

Boru had dreamed and brought inffbeing. His deeth was
beyond comprehension.

Particularly to hisson; to me.

Chapter Six

The captain of the honor guard gazed up a
Donough's paeface, in which the freckles

stood out darmingly. The youngster was swaying on his
horse.

"Areyou dl right?' the Da cass an wanted

to know.

Donough could not answer him; could not even hear
him. All he heard was the wind. The ban shee

wind. Cold, so cold, with himsdlf initsvortex

and nothing beyond but avast and terrible emptiness.
The Dal cassan stepped forward and seized
Donough's horse by the bridie. Thank God

at lesst oneof themisdivel hethought to himsdf.
"This has been ashock for you," he said adoud.

"Had no onetold you anything?'

Donough stared over his heed, Silent.

The Dacassan tried again. "Have you just

arrived from the south? Are there men with you, shal |
take you to them? Prince Murrough will wait, he
hasdl eternity."

Donough managed to say something, he would never
remember what, and the Dalcassian barked orders
to hismen. The cold wind blew. Donough sat

on hishorse. After awhile he was awarethat it was
being led somewhere.

He rode above the pain, listening to the wind.

Then he was back at Fair Green. Someone

took him into atent, out of thewind.

But he could 4till hear it.

Inside the tent was Cian the Owenacht,

Prince of Desmond, who had married Brian

Boru's daughter, Sabia, in aunion

encouraged by Brian to establish an dliance between
the Da cassans and their ancient enemies, the
Owenacht tribe. In hismiddle years, Cian was

gtill handsome, though now he had the same exhausted
look asthe rest of them. Hewas dumped on a
wooden camp stoal, but at the sight of Donough

he rose and pressed a cup into the youngster's hand.



"Takethis, nephew. You look asif you

need it."

Donough drained the Danish de without tasting

it. Then helet himsdf sink to the ground, Sitting
crosdegged and gazing blankly into the empty

cup.

Ronan and Fergal were aso in the tent, together with the
Dal cassian officer who had brought Donough.

They began talking above his head. From timeto time he
heard his name spoken, but he could not summon the will
to respond.

"I know | wastaking alot on mysdlf,” the

Dd cassan captain was saying, "but | was doing
what Prince Murrough would have wanted, I'm
convinced of it. Can you seethat, Prince
Donnchad?

"Donough,” Ronan corrected him. "He

wants to be known as Donough now."

"Eh?Er ... of course, of course.

Prince ... Donough,” the officer amended.

"Anyway, the Ard Ri'smen ingsted his

favorite son should be taken to Armagh and buried
with him there, but those of uswho had been closest
to Prince Murrough knew hewould want to rest in
aplace of hisown, not hisfather's. So we wrapped
another body in one of his cloaks and sewed it
closed with lesther thongs. We gave thisto the Ard
Ri's attendants, while we brought the real

Murrough with usto bury at Kilmainham. Let

the scribeswrite that heis entombed at

Armaghif they want to."

Ashelistened, Donough'slips curled into the

ghogt of asmile. Thiswasthe sort of trickery

Brian Boru might have employed.

The Dalcassian interpreted the smile as

gpprovd. "l may go, then? | may bury

my prince & Kilmanham?'

The deferencein hisvoice surprised Donough.

He nodded assent, then sank back into the gray
void where pain was kept at a distance by the smple
expedient of feding nothing.

The others resumed talking among themsdves, but
Donough no longer heard them.

Eventualy, however, he became aware that hewas
shivering. With physicd awarenessaurd
comprehension returned. Fergal was saying, "'l
know he'stoo young, but he'sal we have left.

| don't think the Dalcassianswould take

orders from anyone dseright now. We must have
Brian's son take command or they will smply



gt there until Sitric recoversfrom his

defeat and comesroaring out of Dublin. If we

give him time he could destroy us, weskened aswe
ae"

Ciansad, withachill inhisvoice, "l am

married to the Ard Ri's daughter. They should

accept my command.”

"Y ou're an Owenacht, not aDalcassan,”

Fergd pointed out. "They would never follow you;

it's Donough they'll accept. And who knows? He

may prove to be as much of aman as hisfather was at
the same age.”

"From your mouth to God'sear!" Ronan

interjected.

With an effort, Donough broke his sillence.

"Did you say "Sitric's defeat"? |

thought he won."

Cian snorted. "Sitric win? Not

likely! The battle was hard fought and there were times
it might have gone either way, | admit. Many of

our leaderswere dain, chieftains and princes dying
left, right, and center. But dl the leaders of the
invading force werekilled, every last man of them. At
the end of the day their army was shattered likeiceon a
pond.”

Fergd sad, "The Ard Ri had so arranged his

battle linesthat his enemieswere trapped no

matter which way they went. When theforeignerstried
to escape to the shipsthat had brought them, thetide
hed turned. The shipswerefar out in the bay beyond their
reach. Hundreds of them drowned in the seaand we
killed hundreds more on the beaches, not to mention the
daughter that took place clear across Fingdl.

A few may have found sefety inddethewadls

of Dublin, but when the battle was over, only a
handful of theinvaderswas|left dive. The Ard

Ri gavethe Vikingstheworst defeat they've

ever sUffered,” he added with ringing pride. "It wasa
greet victory for him."

"Victory?' said Donough, unable

to comprehend. "But he'sdead.”

"Heisdead. But he died triumphant.

What more could awarrior want?"

Thewords hung onthe air, defining Brian's

ultimate achievement. In slence, they considered

it.

At last Donough spoke again. "What about

Sitric? You said dl the enemy leaders were

killed."

"Not Sitric,” Ciantold himin



contemptuous tones. "He never came out

of the city. Hes dill in there--with your mother."
"And Magmordha, my mother's brother?*
"Thetreacherous Prince of Leingter led
SitricsVikings againg Brian Boru and

got killed for hispains," Fergal said smugly.

"I know. | killed him. He died squedling like

the vermin hewas"

"My father?' Donough made himself ask. "How

did my father die?"

"At the end of the day hewasin histent, praying.
Prince Murrough had talked him out of taking part
inthefighting by convincing him, not that he wastoo old,
but that he was too valuable to risk. We were
relieved, we thought he was safe. If the day

went againgt us we would need him more than ever.
"A bodyguard was with him, of course, but late
inthefighting he sent them away. ThenaViking
caled Brodir, the last surviving leader of the
invasion force, was running for hislife through the woods
when he came upon the Ard Ri'stent. He

attacked the old man he found inside and cleaved
hisskull with an axe."

Donough flinched. Hisface was the color of
buttermilk.

"But Brian had kept his sword with him,"

Fergd continued. "Even as he was struck he

diced through Brodir'sleg. It was amighty

blow, the blow of ayoung man. Brodir bled to death
beside the Ard Ri. We found their bodies amost
touching.

"The next day--yesterday--some prisoners that were
brought to ustried to claim that Brodir survived.
They were saying the Irish had caught him later and
tortured him to death, but that was alie they were hoping
to spread. The Irish never resort to torture;

the Vikingsdo it dl thetime. Those of uswho had
seen the two bodiesin Brian's tent knew the

truth."

Donough clung to what seemed to him to be the
most important fact. "My father died

fighting."

"Hedied winning," Fergal stressed.

Though his knees threatened to buckle under him,
Donough struggled to hisfeet. "Have someone bring
my horse. | must go to him. | must go

to Swords."

"Y ou aren't going anywhere just yet," Ronan said
gernly. He put one big hand on Donough's
breastbone and pushed him back down into asitting



position.

"We need you here now," Cian explained, and

Fergd added, "Thisiswhere your father would want you
to be, taking care of his Dacassansfor him.

We need his son to take up where he left off."

"Then get Flann. Or Conor."

"They both died in the battle. And Teigue

was | eft behind to guard Kincora, you will recall.

Of dl the sons, only you are dive and here."

Donough felt agreat weight about to descend

on him. He opened his eyes very wide, looking more
than ever like afrightened boy. "But ..."

"Y ou've been crowing about being ready for command,”
Ronan said mercilesdy. "Now's your chance

to proveit. Take command of the Dalcassians.

Or areyou not ablefor it? Are you al mouth and no
musde?'

Donough squirmed inwardly, forced to confront a

truth about himsdlf. He saw now that he had merdly
been playing; playing a being awarrior. He

could pretend to command asmal company of cavary
because the grownups, Ronan and the other veterans
assigned to him, were there to keep him from getting
into too much trouble. They were anet held beneath him
while hetried hiswings.

But suddenly everything had changed. He was being
asked to take charge of the Dalcassans, the

persona army that had served hisfather so devotedly
and which comprised the largest part of the army of the
province of Mungter.

It was amassive respongbility with no one

to protect him from the consequences of his mistakes.
The mantle he had childishly coveted was his

without warning or preparation. The only man who could
have prepared him had trained Murrough instead, and
now they were both dead.

Donough began shivering again,

uncontrollably. | don't want this!

Make it not be happening!

But it was happening. The other men werelooking at
him, waiting.

Waiting for Donough, through some miracle,

to replace Brian Boru.

Chapter Seven

The corpse of the Ard Ri was borne a oft on

nine shields lashed together, as was necessary to carry one
who had been, inlife, thetalest manin

Ireland.



The procession carrying him to the

monagtery at Swords trudged to the solemn

best of the bodhran and the wild wail of the war
pipe. "Brian Boru'sMarch," someone said,

giving nameto thedirge.

Defying the gloom of arainy evening, men

carried torchesto form amoving rectangle of

light around the body. Icy drizzle madethe
torches spuitter.

Brian Boru waswrapped in acrimson

mantle and draped with his banner of threelions,
modeled after the stylized Cdltic lionsin the

Book of Kdlls. The priests had wanted

to put his crucifix in his hands; hiswarriors had
argued for his sword. In the end they compromised and
gave him both.

Malachi Mor walked at the front of the

procession with a deliberate space kept between
himsdlf and Brian's persond entourage. He could
fed their resentment. From timeto time he glanced
covertly around to reassure himsdlf that his Meathmen were
within hailing distance.

The bulk of the procession was made up of
warriors, but a number of priests accompanied
them. The men of God kept their eyes averted from
the horrific guard of honor that surrounded the
body onitshier.

About this, Brian'swarriors had been

unwilling to compromise.

InaCdtic tradition much older than

Chridtianity, the heads of the heroeswho had given
their livesfighting for Brian had been arranged

on hisbier so they encircled his corpse, glassy
eyes staring outward, vigilant in degth.

Conaing. Duvlann. Nidl of dlan

Cuinn, captain of the High King's bodyguard.
Mothlaof Oridl. Scandd Mac Cathdl.

Donall, aprince of the Scots, whose cousin
Malcolm was married to one of Brian's

daughters. Princes of Connacht and of Mungter.
Flann Mac Brian.

Conor Mac Brian.

Theintact body believed to be that of Murrough
Mac Brian was carried separately, afew

paces behind the Ard Ri. The plump little man
walking beside it would have preferred waking beside
Brian, but the warriors had e bowed him out of the
way. Brian wastheirsnow, their fallen

chieftain, and they had no patience with amere
higtorian.



Carroll did not take offense. He

was accustomed to the warrior mentality.

From his vantage point to the rear he was busily
committing every detail of the procession to memory,
to be scribed in hisleisure as Brian would have
wanted.

Laiten, who had been Brian's persona

attendant, dropped out of the procession for amoment
to rdieve himsdf. Taking advantage of the
opportunity, Carroll waited and fell into step

beside him. "I've been wanting to spesk to you," the
historian explained.

Laiten was short and dender, with dark wiry

hair and anarrow face aged by grief. Little more
than alad, in recent days he had seen more of

death than most men would ever know. "What do you
want of me?" he asked. His voice was husky

with weeping.

"Just conversation. We got such alate start that

we won't reach Swords until after dark.

Tdk will shorten thejourney.”

Laiten was not deceived. Carroll's plump

cheeks and pouched eyes gave an impression of
guilelessness, but as everyone knew he had been the
Ard Ri's confidant, learning the arts of

manipulaion from amaster.

"I have nothing to talk about,” the young man said
shortly.

"Oh surely you must! Y ou werein the eye of the
storm. Y ou could tell me so much from your own point
of view about what happened on Friday. Who was
where, that sort of thing. Y ou don't know what a
help it would beto me."

"Y ou mean to writeit down, | suppose?’

"Oneof the portershas my little folding writing

desk and my parchmentsand inks. | can write tonight
a Swordsif the good brothers are not too mean
with their candles.”

"If you need more light ask Mdachi for a

lamp,” Laiten said. "'l should think helll do

al he canfor usnow.”

Carroll's amiable expression faded.

"Mdachi didn't do much for uson Friday

though, did he? He stood off until hewas

certain the battle was won before he came swooping
into cam ashareof theglory."

"| dont think that'sentirely fair."

"Areyou taking hisside, Laiten?"

"How dare you say that! Everyone knows| was
devoted tothe Ard Ri."



"Y et you left him defensdess”

"The Ard Ri wasnever in hislife defensdess,

even at the end of it. Besides, he sent usdl

away. As captain of hisbodyguard, Nidl

tried to argue with him, but no one ever won an
argument with Brian Boru. Heinssted wejoin
inthefina fighting. Said we deserved ashare of the
victory. Obeying that order cost Nial his

life, asthingsturned out. He was dmost the last
mantodie... except for the Ard Ri himsdf."
"Exactly when did Brian send you away,

Laten?'

"After | reported to him that Prince Murrough

had fdlen.”

"And were you not concerned, knowing he must bein
despair over his son's death? How could you leave
him?'

"| told you, he ordered it. Could you have

refused adirect order fromthe Ard Ri?|

could not. Besides, he didn't sesemto be
despairing. Hewas surprisingly calm. Almost

... a peace." Laiten's voice dropped,

became awhisper. "Looking back, Carrall,

| think he knew what was going to happen to him.
Knew, and welcomedit."

"How could he possibly have known Brodir would
sumble across histent by accident and kill him?*
Laiten hesitated. "He was warned.”

The historian sopped waking. "By whom?"

The two men stood facing each other asthelast

of the cort@ege moved past them. Laiten did not
want to spesk, but Carroll's attentive gaze

drew the words out of him. "On the night before the
battle awoman cameto the Ard Ri'stent.”
Carroll's eyebrows shot up. "What

woman?'

"I never actualy saw her. | had beeninthe

tent, adjusting the cushion on his prayer stool and
lighting thelamp for him on hismgp table. The
commander said he wanted to be alone, so | went
outside and took my place by the tent flap as
usud. Then suddenly | saw awoman's

shadow as she passed between thewall of the tent and the
lamp.”

"Areyou sure it was awoman?"'

Laten wasindignant. "1 know the hillsand
vdleysof awoman'sform! And it wasa
woman'svoice | heard, but ... strange,

whispery asleaves. The very sound of it made my
belly go cold. Even remembering ... |



don't want to talk about this."

"Youmug," Carroll perssted gently. "I'm

sure he would want you to tell me. He wanted
everything chronicled you know; that was hisway. So
tell me, Laiten--did you get alook at

her when she lft?!

"That's the strangest part. | never moved away
from the tent flap, not for one moment. But after a
whilethe Ard Ri cdled for meand | went

into him ... and hewas done."

"What do you mean he was done?’

"1 mean no one was with him. No woman, no
living being." A recollective shiver ran through
Laten'sbody. "Yet | had been just
outsdetheentiretime and | swear she never

left.”

Carroll's eyebrowstried to crawl into his
receding hairline. "Did you ask Brian about

her?'

"| did ask him. He smiled and said,

"My guardian spirit." Then heturned away

and | was afraid to question him further, Carroll.
Y ou know how he was about people ... prying.
"But | swear to you on my mother'sgravethat |
overheard the woman tell the Ard Ri hewould
diethe next day. When the battle was over. It
would be the price of hisvictory, she sad.

"So | don't think our leaving him made any
difference. | am convinced he sent us away so we
would not try to save him.”

The evening seemed very dark.
Thedrizzleturned into ardentless bitter
downpour. The drums best, the pipeswailed.
Torchlight flickered and flared.

On overlapping shields the corpse lay,

hands folded over crucifix and sword. Around it
twelve decapitated heads glared baefully
outward, daring anyone or anything to interfere.

Chapter Eight

Donough spent the remainder of Easter Sunday

in the Da cassian camp. Hisband of horsemen

mingled with the remnants of Brian'sarmy and

listened envioudly to their descriptions of the

battle. In amatter of days such storieswould

begin to assume mythic proportions, but now,

recounted by weary men whaose clothes till stank of the
blood they had shed, the events of Good Friday were



repeated in the crude terms of the foot

warrior, embelished only with profanity.

Sometime during the night Donough fell adesp

in Cian'stent with his head pillowed on hisarm.
Hisrest was disturbed by ajumble of swirling
images compounded out of what he had seen and
imagined.

Meanwhile the surviving senior officers had

crowded into the tent. Sleeping at their feet,
Donough heard them in someleve of hismind below
conscious thought. Heard them and entered into the stories
they told until it seemed he was wading through the
bloody weir; he was striding across the gory
meadows. He wasin Tomar's Wood with something red
and sticky dripping down on him from the trees.
Axesswung in hismind.

Hisfists clenched in his deep. He groaned

and twitched.

Murrough fell asecond time, and Donough

sei zed his banner and ran forward, howling for
vengeance.

Agangt abackground of flashing swords,

Brian Boru was cut down like agreat tree, as

an agonized Donough watched from adistance. When
hetried to go to hisfather's aid, hisfeet seemed
rooted to the earth.

In his deep tears dipped from beneath his closed
eyelids and ran down his cheeks.

"Wake up, lad. Wake up now." A hand

shook his shoulder.

Donough muttered and pulled away. One moment
more! One moment in which to fight off the paralyss,
find awegpon, get to hisfather'ssideintime

to...

"Wake up now! It'sdawn.”

As Donough struggled to reach Brian the shreds

of dream dissolved into redity and he found himsdf lying
onthefloor of Cian'stent, beneath ashaggy

mantle someone had thrown over him. Hetried

to shake off the hand tugging at his shoulder.
"Ronan? Go away, leave medone.”

"Itisnot Ronan," avoiceinformed him,

"and | will not go away. We must have our orders,
Commander.”

Commander? But Brian Boru was the commander.
Donough came awake with a startled legp asif

he had been hurled from aheight.

Cian of Desmond was bending over him. "We

must have your orders." He snatched the mantle

away.



"I'm cold,” Donough complained.

"And am | not cold? It's adesperate

bitter day, no fit westher for Easter Monday,

but what difference doesthat make? Be up now. You
can warm yourself at thefire outsde. The officers
will be gathering soon for your orders.”

"My orders," Donough repeated blankly.

Thisisgill the dream, he thought. Or some

other dream.

He was ushered out of the tent into acold dawn.
Streaks of pae light were appearing above the

Irish Sea. For thefirgt timein daysthe morning
promised to be clear, but the smoke of numerous
campfires hung thick enough in the damp air

to make him cough.

Theworld was too tangible; thiswas no dream.

| am supposed to lead my father's army!

Theyears of childhood. Toy swords.

Shields made from basket bottoms, and
javelinsthat were broken broom handles. Himself
strutting up and down, pretending to be acommander of
warriors.

Suddenly the play wasredl.

He had never been so afraid in hislife.

Swallowing hard, he swept his eyes acrossthe
camp and tried to think like Brian Boru. But the
only thought that cameinto his heed was avague
dismay at the number of men now looking to him for
leadership.

Anamy. My army. what do | do with

them?

Heturned around asif the answer might be behind
him. There, to the east, the dark bulk of Dublin's
wallsrosein slhouette againgt the dawn.
Sitric'sstronghold. If my father were till

dive hewould be planning to capture Dublin

now. Seize the city, punish Sitric, do ...

something ... about Gormlaith.

At the thought of his mother, Donough's thoughts
twigted into atangle.

A smdl group of officerswas coming toward him
across the camp ground, talking among themsalves. Most
of them were Dalcassian, but some were Cian's
Owenachts.

Donough must command them asthe Ard Ri would have
done.

But he suffered a massive disadvantage.

While Murrough had--reluctantly--trained

at Brian's elbow, Donough had been kept

away from hisfather mogt of thetime. Asaresult he



knew Brian more through reputation than

persond experience. In hiseyes hisfather wasthe
consummeate hero, al knowing, utterly fearless.

The ddliberate congtruction of that image

by Brian himself had been well conceded from hisyoungest
on.

Never having had access to the man behind the
image, Donough could only givea

superficid imitation of Brian Boru.

But hetried. Uncertain, grief-stricken,

on that cold Easter Monday he swallowed his

fear as best he could and prepared for the day to come.
"Cian," hetold the Owenacht prince, "your

tent will be my command post from now on, asit seems
thelargest one here." He did not bother to ask
permission. He had never heard hisfather ask

anyone for permission to do anything.

Cian was outraged that a mere boy, no matter

whose son, would appropriate his tent--an

Owenacht tent, not Dal cassian--so

arrogantly. Usurper! he thought. Ignoring

rank and custom! Brian Boru had been

caled ausurper when hetook Malachi

Mor'skingship from him. Now herewas hisson
Setting out on the same path.

But Cian said nothing doud. Hesmiled a

fraction too broadly and relinquished his

guarterswith a courteous bow. Thisisthe way
princes should behave, his attitude said to Donough
--who did not notice.

The youthful commander placed himsdlf in front of the
tent, and the officers arranged themselvesin a
semicircle around him. They weretired past the

point of weariness, and there was not one among them who
was not bruised and sore at the very least. Their

faces were old beyond their years asthey waited for a
boy to give them orders.

Donough stood astall as he could and prepared

to pitch hisvoice as degp asit would go, mindful that
it had only changed during the last year and might

not be totaly trustworthy. It was one more thing

to worry about.

Under hisbresth he whispered asingleword, likea
prayer. Father.

Then hefilled hislungs and addressed the

officers. "We shdl finish the campaign the Ard

Ri began! This meanswe capture Dublin and

punish Sitric Silkbeard for histreachery in

breaking histruce withthe Ard Ri."

"But we haven't finished burying our deed,”



one of the officers protested. "And we have more
wounded men than able-bodied ones; what about them?"
Donough redlized hiserror. Caring for the dead and
wounded first had been one of the tenets of hisfather's
military philosophy. "We must take care of

them before we do anything else, of course” hesaid
hadtily. "Then we can chdlenge Sitric.”

The officers exchanged glances. They knew,

better than he, how depleted their troops

were. Such battered men werein no condition to take
up arms again so soon.

Donough sensed their hesitation, and in that moment it
seemed asif someone standing at his back pressed
hard againgt him. Reflexively, he stepped

away from the tent. Therising sun promptly

hal oed his auburn hair with coppery fire.

Seen thus, hisfeatureswerein shadow.

"We can succeed!" he assured the men.

Hisyouthful lankiness was concedled by clothing, but his
height was obvious. It was, amog, Brian

Boru's height. And surely that deep voice

was Brian's voice?

It was the season of Resurrection and they

desperately wanted to believe.

Ferga Mac Anluan began to smile.

"Yes" hewhispered to himsdlf. "Yes"

"Aslong asthe Vikings cower behind thewdls of the
city they're safe," Donough went on, "since

we don't have enough hedlthy men to storm the gates and
go in after them. But what if we lure them out? We
have aherd of their oxen, fine strong beadts,

vauable. | propose to begin daughtering those

oxen one at atime on the Fair Green, in

plain sght of the paisades. That should bring
Sitric'smen out to try to stop us, and we can

attack them asthey come.”

The cleverness of the Stratagem was asfamiliar as

the degp voice. A couple of the captains shouted

their enthusasm.

While burid parties dug gravesfor foot

warriors, other men built dedges

to trangport the wounded and carry dead chieftains
back to their own people. When these preparations were
complete, Donough ordered every man capable of
wielding aweapon to the Fair Green and gave the
order to begin daughtering the oxen.

Sitric's men watched from the catwalk atop

the palisade.

Donough gavethesgnd. A two-handed

sword blow to the neck cut hafway through the



spine of thefirgt ox, and theanimal fell

to itsknees. Asit toppled onto itssde the

Dal cassans shouted defiance toward Dublin.

Sitric's men responded with ahail of

spearsthat fel short, and athunder of curses.

They vowed to torture every Dacassan to death and
rip out their lungsto leave atop their torsos,

forming the Viking "blood eagle.”

"They'll have to come out hereto doiit,” Ronan
remarked, grinning with anticipation. He took his
short-sword from its leather sheath and tested the
blade with a practiced thumb. The other
Dacassanswere smilarly preparing for

battle, finding that the prospect eased the stiffness
from their joints and the soreness from their muscles.
But Cian of Desmond was unhappy. "Those

oxen are gpoils of war," he complained. "They
should have been divided among us, not wasted like this. The
Vikings may not even come out after them.”

"They will," said Ronan confidently.

He waswrong. Some pragmatic mind within the
city ordered the Viking warriorsto stay wherethey
were, ssfewithinthewalls.

With Sitric Silkbeard. And Gormlaith.

Chapter Nine

When a battle was over, no matter which sde

won, the loca women scavenged the

battlefield in search of vauables. It wasa
time-honored tradition to strip the dead of their
ornaments and weapons before their fellow warriors
could retrieve them.

In the peaceful latter years of Brian

Boru'sreign, however, this profitable pastime

had been serioudy curtailed.

But Clontarf made up for the privations of the
previous decade. Dead men littered the ground

for miles and the scavengers swarmed over them like
bees at the hive. They were till a work on thelast
unclaimed bodies when Donough ordered the oxen
daughtered.

From where he stood, waiting with fading hope for the
Vikingsto emerge from the city, he could see some
women inthe distance. Theloyd Irish had dll

been claimed by then; they were now working on Viking
deed, or some of Maelmordhasfollowers. As
Donough watched they bent to their task like harvesters
inafied, sooping over one corpse after

another and picking it clean. They were country



women; they did not flinch.

"That was afineideayou had,” Ronan said

abruptly besde him, gtartling Donough from his
reverie. "Pity it didn't work. What are you

going to do now?"

"Any suggestions?'

"Me?1 should say not, you're the commander now,”
Ronan replied cheerfully. He was enjoying

seeing the lad under pressure; it might makea

man of him.

Donough gave himacold sare. "l

didn't say | would take your suggestions, |

just asked if you had any." He meant to deflate

the man. Ronan'slack of respect could

prove disastrousif it were communicated to the other
warriors. Leading them would beimpossible then.
Turning on his heel, Donough strode across

Fair Green with no clear destination in mind,
athough he walked as purposefully asif he had
someplace important to go. He paused once

to gaze regretfully at the pile of cooling meet

that had been twenty-eight fine oxen.

The scheme had not worked. Nothing to do about it.
Hebit hislip and went on, feding the men's

eyeson him, wondering if they were beginning to lose
fathinhim.

Fergd Mac Anluan, who had killed the

last ox, came toward him, wiping hiswesgpon

clean.

"Fergd," Donough greeted him, "tdl me

--how many of my father's officersare fill dive, do
you know?'

Fergd stopped to think. "Not enough. Why?*

"I was thinking about gppointing anew
second-in-command. Ronan's agood man, but
sometimes| don't think he ... has enough

respect for me."

"Fair enough. Well, there are severd

members of clan Cuinn who were part of Brian's
personal bodyguard.”

"Where arethey?"

"Gone north with Brian's bodly, |

imegine”

"Will they return to Thomond? Afterward?"

"l should think 0, their clanhold is not far from
Kincora"

"Who ese knew my father'sways?'

Ferga began ticking off hisfingers. "There's

Carrall, of course. The higtorian. Brian

rarely went anywhere without him, not since together they



rewrote the Book of Rights. He

had great respect for Carroll's knowledge of the law.

| would say if any man knew the shape of

Brian Boru's mind, it would be Carroll.”

"l know Carroll. He'stoo old and too

fat, and he's a scholar not awarrior. No

usetome”

"Perhaps you will find someone when we return

to Kincora," Ferga said hopefully. "We could

leave at dawn tomorrow and ..."

Donough's gray eyesflashed. "I'll

decide when we are going to leave. And that won't

be until we've taken Dublin."

Ferga was disappointed. It had become

obviousto him that they were not going to be able

to capture Dublin. Any further effort to do so

would be awagte of time and energy. He wanted to go
home.

The battle was over.

He started to say as much, then redlized Donough

was not paying any attention. The youngster's gaze was
fixed beyond him, on something in the distance. "Who's thet
over there, Fergd?'

"Where?' Fergd turned to look. "I don't

Seeanyone.”

Donough pointed across an expanse of

meadowland. "There, beyond that ditch. Where the women are
scavenging. Do you not seethat dim girl inthered
irt?'

Fergd shaded hiseyeswith hishand. "They're

nothing more than tiny black figurestome. You

take after your father; he always could see abedsome
woman."

Donough reddened. "l wasnt ..."

"Of course you were, and why not? If you want

her, go get her. Y ou're the commander now, that's
better than being a chieftain when it comesto women.
They love aman with along spear and ahard

sword." Ferga winked.

"l have nointention of ..."

The wink was replaced with aknowing look. ™Y ou've
never had awoman, isthat it? Do they frighten you?

If I had amother like yours| would be terrified

of the creatures mysdf, but ..."

Fergd wastaking to empty air. Donough was

walking briskly away.

Heimagined himself sorming the gates of the city

and breaking them down through sheer force of will. He saw
himsdf saizing Gormlaith by her red hair and

dragging her through the streets screaming for mercy,



though no man in Irdland had ever heard

her plead for mercy.

Excitingimages boiled upin him, heating his
blood. He paid no attention to the direction his
legswere carrying him. In hismind hewasin
Dublin.

When thegirl inthered skirt stepped in

front of him heamost raninto her.

Donough hdted in astonishment. Where had she
come from so suddenly?

Seen close up shewas not redlly agirl.

She had adim body and youthful posture, but
finelinesfiligreed the skin around her huge,

dark eyes.

Donough's gaze swept down her body. In

spite of the coolness of the day, shewas clad only
inasmple smock of bleached linen and aheavy
skirt of red wool. Her high-arched feet were

bare. Though she stood on muddy ground they
looked white and clean.

Puzzled, he looked back to her face.

"Y ou cannot take Dublin," she said. "Do not

try."

"What do you know about it?"

"Morethanyou.”

"You live near here? Y ou're one of thewomen |
saw picking over the corpses?’

"Y ou cannot take Dublin now," shereiterated.
"Take the Dalcassians back to Kincora."

Her eyeslocked with his. He tried to look

away but could not.

She raised one hand and extended her fingers
toward him. When she flexed her wrigt, her fingers
trailed through the air in aflowing gesture asiif
beckoning Donough to follow.

Hisfeet stepped forward of their own accord.
Alarmed, hetried to grab her wrist. She

ducked under hisarm and ran past him. When he
turned to follow her he found himsdf staring
directly into the blazing sun.

Heblinked furioudy. Petterns of

crimson and gold swirled on theinsde of his
eydidsuntil he pressed the heds of his

hands againgt his eyes and forced a soothing darkness.
When he opened his eyes, the woman was gone.
A thoughtful and troubled Donough returned to the
camp. He longed to discuss his experience with someone
but he dare not.

One thing was certain. He would not attempt

to capture Dublin now. Whether hehad seena



supernatural vison or ared person

hardly mattered; the omen was too compelling
toignore.

When he reached the command tent he found Cian
there, meticuloudy combing hishair in front of a
polished meta mirror. "Leaveme, | need

to think," Donough ordered.

Cian's knuckles whitened on the comb. "This

ismy tent.”

"l need it now."

The Owenacht dtiffened. "Very well." Hiseyes
wereicy. "Whatever you want, Dacassan. For
now." Heleft, hisshouldersrigid with

outrage.

Donough tardily redized hismistake. It was

wrong to antagonize Cian. Brian Boru

had worked long and hard to replace the ancient
feud between Owenacht and Dal cassian with amicable
relations.

I'll gpologizeto him later. But ...

would my father have gpologized? | never heard him
gpologize to anyone. Perhaps| should just let it

go...

When he issued the order, there was agenera

ar of reief. "Were going home,” one

man passed word on to another.

"Hometo Munger."

They set out in midweek. Asthey moved away

from the city they were aware of the Dublinerson the
walls, watching them go. They forced themsdvesto wak
proudly, asavictorious army should, though many of
them had painful injuries and hed to struggle not
tolimp.

Donough glanced back just once. If his mother was
among the watchers on thewalls, hedid not see

her.

They made their |aborious way west and south,
stopping frequently to rest the wounded. Herders and
amallholdersthey met dong the way were generdly
indifferent to them. Some had heard of the battle as
news was shouted in the customary way from one
hilltop to another, but their life was the land.

Princes and chieftainsfighting for sovereignty

hed little significance for them.

"I'll haveto pay tribute to whoever'sin charge
anyway," one smalholder told Donough.

"One sheep in twenty. To one king or another.

It'sdl the sameto measlong as| have enough
lambsin the spring. Y ou say we won agrest

victory, but | didn't fight. | had no



reason to fight."

"For your sakethe Ard Ri gave battle

to Sitric Silkbeard and the invaders from the

north."

"Vikings, you mean? Hefought Vikings?'

"Hedid. And some Leingermen who dlied with
them.”

"The Vikings buy my fleecesand pay well

for them. Why would | want anyoneto fight the
Vikings?'

"They wanted to take Irdland for themselves,"
Donough tried to explain.

"They are here anyway, are they not? Have been for
years. And how could they take Ireland? Could they
tieit to their longships and tow it away?1

don't understand." Musing on the vagaries of
chieftains, the smdlholder returned to his

home.

Women the Dal cass ans encountered responded
differently. Some of the younger oneslicked their lips
or shifted their hipsand smiled at the warriors,
meaking agrest point of bringing water and medicaments
to the wounded. Older women enquired anxioudy
over relatives who might have been a

Clontarf, and threw their skirtsover their

faces to keen for the dead.

Therewasribad talk of women in the camp at

night.

Donough listened, haf-envioudy.

Ferga had guessed correctly, he was

afraid of women. Gormlaith was his principa
example of thefemae sex: voldtile,

sensud, jedous, manipulaive Gormlaith,

who made trouble for the pleasure of it and had kept
the men of Kincora at one another's throats

until Brian at last sent her away.

Gormlaith was astorm Donough did not care

to repeat in hisown life,

So helooked at women and listened as other men
talked about them. From timeto time he found himsdlf thinking
of thewoman in the red skirt; of her high-arched

feet.

But he kept himsdlf to himself.

In spite of opportunity, hismen did the

same. Many of them were too wounded to beinterested in
any woman, and those who were able-bodied still felt the
memory of Clontarf oppressing them. They were not
ready for pleasure.

Weary and depressed, they marched on through the
province of Leingter toward that of Mungter, which



contained the kingdom of Thomond, tribeland

of the Dd Cais.

At Athy they camped besde theriver Barrow

to rest and tend the wounded. Willowslined the
riverbank, trailing their fingersin the weter. As
Donough broke off awillow twig to scrub the
pastiness from histeeth, he found himself recdling a
dark-eyed woman trailing her fingersthrough thear,
beckoning him ...

"Abu Gillgpatrick!" rent theair. A

dozen armed warriors screaming their war cry came
bursting through the willows, holding up shiddsand
brandishing spears.

Donough dropped the twig and grabbed for his
sword. Other Dacassansin various states

of undress scrambled for their weapons while the
wounded lay helpless and watched.

"It'snot an attack," Ronan advised

Donough. "Not with so few men. It'sadeegation
of some sort, talk to them.”

Nodding, Donough stepped forward, relieved

to fed Ronan moveinto place behind him.

The foremogt of the strangers asked in ahogtile
tone, "Areyou Dacassans?’

"Weare. And you?'

"Men of Ossory."

Donough turned his head to enquire over his
shoulder, "Ronan, are wein the kingdom of
Ossory?'

"Weare, | bdieve”

"Y ou trepassin our territory," announced

the leader of the delegation.

Donough assured him, "We mean no

trespass. We're returning to our homes after

the battle.

"What baitle?'

"The war againg the Northmen a Dublin. The
Ard Ri woninadl our names" Donough could not
ress adding.

The Ossorian sneered. "Did he now?1

don't recdl asking that Dalcassian to fight

forme”

"If he had not, by thistime next season you would
be subject to Sitric Silkbeard and sending a
Sizable portion of your corn and cattleto Dublin
astribute”

"Not me. I'll never pay tribute to anyone

but Mac Gillapatrick, Prince of

Ossory. He sends meto tell you that no
Ddcassan iswelcomein hiskingdom. He



isbut an hour's march behind us, coming to give
you bettle."

"Werein no condition to fight!" Donough

protested. "Can't you see? We have anumber of
wounded men. Surely your prince would not attack
wounded men who are only trying to get home."
The Ossorian replied coldly, "Inan

hour you will be punished for your trespass,
Dacassan." He gave his spear afind

menacing flourish, then he and his companions
trotted back the way they had come.

Fergd was gppadlled. "Thisis outrageoud!

Ossory spitsin theteeth of therules Brian

Borulaid down for warfare.”

"Brianisdead," said Cian succinctly.

"And Mac Gillgpatrick knowsit,"

Ronan added. "He was an old enemy of the Ard

Ri, who once wiped hisface in the mud and forced
him to submit. He would never darethisif he thought
the Ard Ri was il dive™

"I won't let him!" cried Donough,

clenching hishandsinto fids.

Cian asked, "Just what do you think you can do about
it?'

"I haveaplan,” Donough lied.

"It better be more clever than your last plan.

Look at these men of yours. They can't fight a

fresh army. And who do you think you are--
Cuchulain?Will you try to stand off Mac
Gillapatrick al by yoursdf?'

Cian wants to see me humiliated,

Donough redlized. Probably they al want

to see Gormlaith's son humiliated.

"If you don't want to stand with me, Cian,

you're freeto go, you and the men you brought with you.
You're not Dalcassian, Mac

Gillgpatrick has no quarrdl with you."

Cian glowered a Donough. "I have never run
fromafight in my life" he grated through clenched
teeth. "But | don't owe any loyalty to an

unweaned puppy who can suggest | might. The
grength of the Dacassansis broken, killed

with Brian Boru. Perhgpsitistimefor

Desmond to aly with Ossory." The Owenacht
prince promptly signaled hismento fold his

leather tent, and without further discussion he and his
fellow tribesmen I eft the camp.

Donough stood with folded arms, watching them go.
There seemed nothing to say. Gradualy he became
aware of something like a presence--less



substantia than a presence--standing with

him. Or indde his skull, watching. Something

... male. Strong ... confident ...

At that moment awounded warrior on adedge
lifted onefeeble arm into the sky, fist clenched, and
criedwith dl hisstrength, "Abu Dal

gCadl”

Donough smiled. "Cuchulain, isit?' he

sad softly.

He began issuing orders.

The men of Ossory came marching through shafts of
sunlight, chanting fighting songs. The

Dd cassans had been supremein Irdland

long enough. Defegting them would establish the
Ossorians as the new champions--for atime.

At their head rode Mac Gillapatrick,

agrizzled prince cloaked in speckled green.

The news of Clontarf had been shouted across
Ireland in the time-honored tradition, exciting the
interest of the nohility if not the common people. Mac
Gillgpatrick had rejoiced in the degth of hisold
enemy while Brian Boru's body was Htill on

itsway to Swords.

Asthey drew near Athy, the Prince of

Ossory could dmost fed Dacassian blood

on hissword. An old grudge was about to be
settled. Brian's hard-won peace had died

at Clontarf; the good old days, the days of

battle and glory and the tribd warfare by which
Gadlic chieftains defined themsdlves, were about

to return.

Mac Gillapatrick was actualy grinning when

he caught hisfirst glimpse of the

Ddcasssans. Sitting on hishorse, he

saw them before hisfoot warriors could. Hisjaw
dropped, pulling the grin out of shape.

In another moment his followers had seen what

he saw. The warriors dowed to an astonished

hdlt.

Facing them was a phaanx of timber stakes

cut from nearby trees and driven degp into the
earth. A wounded man was bound to each of these
stakes, sanding upright asthe dying Ulster hero
Cuchulain had bound himsdlf upright to astanding stone, so
he could meset hisenemies on hisfest.

A few of the men were actualy aready dead,
bodies of the nobility being returned home for
burid. But every figure had aweaponinits

hand, though in some cases swords had been bound
to gtiffened fingerswith leather thongs.



Beside the stakes stood the remaining

able-bodied Dacassans. The courage of their

wounded comrades heartened them as nothing € se could.
Every last one of them was prepared to fight to the death,
and it showed in their haggard faces.

Theterrible army waited for the Ossorian

attack.

Mac Gillapatrick's men were dismayed.

"What are you waiting for!" he shouted at them

when he had recovered from his own surprise. "There
isour enemy; attack!"

Hismen did not move.

Asthey watched, the head of agravely wounded
Dalcassian dumped forward in degth. But the

sword remained in his hand.

Severd Ossorians signed the Crosson

their breagts. "A bad thing, this," said one of them
nervoudy.

The Prince of Ossory wasinfuriated.

"Attack them!" he screamed as another

Ddcassan sagged in hisbonds and died.

One of Mac Gillgpatrick's officers

said, "What good will it do usto attack dead men?
Therésnoglory init.”

"Y ou disobey my order?’

The officer glanced back toward his men, reading

their faces. In the hierarchy of Gadlic warfare

every army was compaosed of individua bands of men who
had sworn loydty to aleader from their own

tribe. Should one of these leaders|eave, his men would
go with him. Their dlegiance wasto him, not to the prince
hefollowed.

A second officer spoke up. "We cannot

attack such desperate and resolute men,” he

told Mac Gillgpatrick flatly. "It would

bring shame upon us."

"But they are Dalcassiand | order you

to cut them down asthey stand!"

The men looked from him to Donough'sarmy. They

had taken up arms during the reign of Brian

Boru, when the proudest boast aman could utter

was, "l aman Irish man." They had been

proud of themsalvesin those days. They would not set that
pride aside now.

Leaving Mac Gillgpatrick raging, they

turned and marched away.

Chapter Ten

Thewadlsof Dublin were not enough to contain



Gormlaith's passion. While

remnants of Brian Boru'sarmy werein the
areashe dare not leave the city, but time and again she
climbed up the ladder to the catwalk just ingde the
palisade and stared out acrossthe Liffey, toward the
nine hillsand dightly doping plain of

Fingd. The areawhere Finga met the seawas
called the Meadow of the Bull because there the sea
roared like abull, as charging waves beat themsdlves
to afroth againgt the sand dunes.

Clontarf. Gormlaith's lips shaped theword

dlently.

Overnight her legendary beauty had faded.

Her mirror, which only days before had reflected
avitd, desrable creature fill glowing with the
firesthat had captivated three kingsin turn,

now revealed awoman suddenly catapulted

into old age.

No worthy man, she reflected bitterly,

would fight for her favors now. The northern
warlords who had been lured to Ireland to kill
Brian Boru and claim her astheir reward were

al dead. Every noble chieftain who ever wanted
Gormlaith was dead--except for Maachi

Mor. And having possessed her once, no power
on heaven or earth would induce him to take her
agan.

Shewaked done on thewadls of Dublin and
shook her fists at the sky.

Eventudly Sitric lost patience with her.

He knew aswéll as she did that his mother's
vauewas gone.

He sent an attendant to bring her to his

hall, asmoky, timbered chamber resembling

an overturned longship. It was as close as

Sitric Silkbeard cared to get to ships. The

Viking King of Dublin was, to hischagrin,

subject to uncontrollable seasickness, a

weakness he was at great painsto conced.
Ashewaited for hismother to join him, Sitric
conddered the Stuation. He till held Dublin, but
only because his opponents lacked the strength

to cdlam thefind prize. They would probably go
home, lick their wounds, and return in the spring.
Brian Boru had taught the Irish tribes

to unite, and againgt such aunion Sitric had no
chance.

But who would lead them now?

While he awaited Gormlaith's gppearance
--shewas habitudly late--he wasto his



surprisejoined by hiswife: a

daughter of Brian Boru.

Emer had made her loydty plain during the

recent battle, cheering for her father'sforces and
disparaging the Northmen. On the night of Good
Friday sherefused to join her husband in the
marriage bed and had avoided him since. She
joined him now merely because she was hungry and
expected amed to be served in the hall.

When she entered, Sitric smiled as affably

asif they were on the best of terms. It was not hard
to smile a Emer; she was a pretty woman,

with around sweset face and wide-spaced eyes.

But now the sweetness was gone from her face, and
her eyes were the color of winter.

"Emer, wife! | have missed you. wereyou

ill?" Sitric enquired solicitoudly.

" am mourning my father."

"Of course, of course. A brave man he

was, it was ashock to hear of hisdeeth.”
Shelaughed mirthlesdy. "I'm sure.

Especidly since you had assembled ten thousand men
totry tokill him."

"Y ou exaggerate. We had less than half that

many. The Ard Ri'sforces were twice the sze of
ours. That's the only reason they won."

"That'syour verson, isit? Y ou forget that | was
there, from the walls we could see how large both
amieswere.

"Y ou misinterpreted what you saw," he

replied blandly. "How could awoman understand a
baitle?"

Her lips narrowed to athin line. ™Y ou forget
again--| wasraised a Kincora. All my

lifel watched warriorstrain and listened to their
talk. | could probably lead an army aswell

as you--better, for I'm no coward."”

Sitric drew back hishand to hit her but

stopped himself with an effort. He must not make more of
an enemy of Emer than she dready was. He had
plenty of enemies. What he needed now were
adlies. There would be few enough of those after his recent
defest.

Forcing himself to stay cdm, he said, "Y ou think

| wanted to avoid thefighting? Not at dll, |

ached for it; my fingersitched to hold the axe. But

| am King of Dublin and it was my

respons bility to stay with my city and look after

my people.”

"How convenient for you." Emer sudied her



fingernailsrather than Sitric'sface.

She wondered how she could ever have agreed to marry
him. She had only done so to please her father. In
those early days of marriage, had she ever enjoyed
looking at Sitric? shewondered idly. He

was abig blond Viking with Gormlaith's proud
profile and broad hands not averse to hitting

women. Ugly handswith gnarled knuckles,

Y ears of living with Sitric had magnified his

faultsin Emer'seyesand diminished his

virtues. She could tick off the former on her
fingertips. hewas brutal, he snored, he

farted, helied. He was petty and greedy and
scheming, histoes were crooked, and he was getting a
bald patch on the crown of his head.

Gormlaith swept into the hall, distracting

Sitric's attention and consgning Emer to therole

of fly onthewall. Whenever she appeared she

drew thefocus of attention to hersdf and held it
there. Gormlaith took up dl theairina

room.

Emer felt invisble when shewas around.

Gormlaith was astal asher son,

great-limbed and great-spirited, and even at sixty she
had a straight spine and an arrogant carriage.

Her famous mane was till red, though a succession of
servants spitefully claimed it was dyed, and her
heavy-lidded eyes were dill green, though not the startling
emerad of her youth. In their depths something
dirred lazily, like a predator svimming below the
surface.

"How dare you send for melike some servant!" was
her greeting to Sitric.

Hewasingtantly defensve. "l didn't

send for you, | requested the pleasure of your
Gormlaith stalked past him to the nearest

cushioned bench--the only oneinthe hdl, his--

and sat down, stretching her long legs before her in
acurioudy masculine gesture. "Asthe pig

requests the pleasure of the butcher,” she

retorted. "What do you want, Sitric? Y ou
awayswant something."

"Why is everything you say to me some sort of
accusation?' He bused himself with hisdrinking horn,
but could not resist acovert glancein her direction

to assess her mood.

"Stop looking a me," Gormlaith demanded.

"He looked a me like that when he thought |

wasn't watching." She need not identify whom



she meant. Therewas only onehein

Gormlaith's vocabulary.

Sitric cleared histhroat nervoudy. Shewas

the only person who could reduce him to awkward
self-consciousness. "Mother, | need to talk to you
about your, ah, habits."

"Habits? | have no habits. | do what

| likewhen I like, and never the same twice."

"I mean going up on the palisade and shaking

your fists a the sky. It'smaking my men
uncomfortable.”

She shrugged one shoulder. "They are easly

upset, then. But we knew that aready. Look how
they ran away from him on Good Friday."

Sitric gritted histeeth. Shewas

deliberatdly goading him, trying to meke him

lose histemper, but he was determined she would not
manipulate him thistime. "They did not runfrom
Brian Boru. My men fought as Vikings should,
unflinchingly and to the death.”

Gormlaith's reply was scornful. "They

ran like hares, the cowards.” She turned toward
Emer, thefirgt indication she had given of being awvare
of the other woman. Y ou saw them, too, didn't
you?”

"| did seethem. When | remarked onit,

your son hit me." In spite of hersdlf, Emer

fdt aflush of gratitude to Gormlaith for

including her in the conversation, for acknowledging and
vaidating her presence asif bestowing a gift.
Having the uncanny ability to center attention on
hersdlf, Gormlaith occasiondly enlarged her sphere
to include others. They invariably felt

flattered. Even those who most didiked her could not
help responding. Thiswas one of her gifts, and
sheused it to telling advantage.

Now she gave Emer the sympathetic ook of

one abused woman to another, cresting a
ssterhood in the presence of the tyrannica

mae. Then she amiled; adow,

conspiratoria smile. Sheturned back

toward Sitric.

"You hit your wife but you won't hit me, will

you?' she asked her sonin alow, deadly

voice. Risng from the bench, shetook astride
toward him with afluid grace that belied her years.
Agang hisevery intention, Sitric backed away from
her.

Gormlaith laughed.

But there was no mirth in the sound. No amusement



left in her. She was hollow. Shewould

gpend therest of her life with ahowling void at

her center.

Until he set her aside, she had adored

Brian Boru with dl the excess of her

flamboyant nature. She had flaunted her

sex to excite hisjealousy and played political
gamesout of an ambition the equa of hisown.
When he divorced her, she had sought afearsome
revenge.

When it came it cracked her heart down the
middle

| am wreckage, she thought. | am

aonein theworld without him, who was my only
equd.

| amdone.

Her huge eyes stared at Sitric out of

cavernous sockets. "Hit me," sheinvited.

If he hit her perhaps shewould fed something again.
Shaking hishead, Sitric took another step
backward.

"Coward." With another shrug that dismissed the
King of Dublinand al hisworks, Gormlaith

turned to leave the hall.

"Wait!" Sitric cried.

"Why? Isthere the remotest possibility you

might say anything worth hearing?' she asked over
her shoulder.

"l need your advice," he admitted.

She waited where she was. Her back was
eloquent.

Sitricsad, "You of dl people understand the
palitics of high kingship. Y ou've been married

to two of them and you know every possible claimant.
Tdl mewho | shdl haveto ded with now."
Sheturned hdfway toward him. "Why should

|?'

"Mother!" Stric heard the pleading in his

voice and knew it was amisteke, it would only
make her more contemptuous.

But Gormlaith merdy yawned. "Very well,

| have nothing better to do anyway. And aren't those
wretched servants of yours going to bring us some
food sometime or other?' Radiating boredom,

she sauntered back to the cushioned bench and sat
down. "Let'slook at the Situation,

Sitric. Maachi Mor isthe most obvious

clamant; hewas Ard Ri before. Remember that
until the rise of the Dacassans, the High

King was dways amember of ether the northern or the



southern Ui Nelll.

"But he destroyed the tradition of dternate

kingship. Mdachi might well attempt

to reestablish it now that he's gone.”

Sitric pointed out, "Brian Boru put

an end to the dternate kingship not only so he could
be Ard Ri, but aso so he could establish a

dynasty of hisown, with one of his sons succeeding
him. Of course, what he wanted no longer

matters”

"Areyou o sure?' Gormlaith asked

softly. "Remember--one of hissonsismy own
Donnched.”

"That boy? He's not High King materia "

Gormlaith drew in her bresth with ahiss.

"Who are you to judge?'

"l am aso your son," Sitric reminded

her.

"You are aproven loser," sheretorted.

"Y ou had enough aliesto conquer the world and you still couldn't
defeat him. To think | gave birth to you! But

| would like to be proud of at least one of my sons
--perhaps | will help Donnchad succeed hisfather as
Ard Ri so he can punish you asyou deserve.”

Sitric was taken aback. "Y ou wouldnt," he
sadfaintly.

"Would | not?' Her eyesglittered. Whatever

had been languishing in their depths rose toward the
surface, scenting an easy kill.

Chapter Eleven

The return of the army to Kincora should have been a
triumpha progress, but an unrdenting

melancholy accompanied them every step of the way.
The horsemen rode at aweary walk for the most

part, only stirring their animasinto atrot when

they had ahill to climb. Dragging the dedges

carrying the wounded and dead, the foot warriors
douched dong in no particular order, the

discipline Brian Boru had enforced now

abandoned.

A lantern-jawed man in abadly torn

saffron tunic growled, "We won, but what

did wewin? The Ard Ri's dead. That maggot

Stric fill holds Dublin. Theinvaders have

gone back to where they came from, but they may
return next spring, or the yeer after.”

"They dways do," commented another, whose bloody
axe was thrust uncleaned through his bdlt, rusting.



A third man added, "Aslong aswe

havefat cattle and yellow gold and fair women,
someforeigner will try to plunder us. It'sascertain
asfleasin your bedding.”

"I won't let anyone plunder us" Donough

wanted to say. "I can defend Ireland just as my
fether did."

But hekept slent, haf afraid they would

laugha him.

Beltaine--May in the Chrigtian calendar--

lay sweetly acrossthe land, fragrant with the

bloom of whitethorn. After acold, wet spring

the sun shone dmost every day asif trying to make up
for past omissons. Mud dried, making marching
esser.

But the Dal cass ans remained haunted

by Clontarf.

Asthey drew near the Shannon, however,
Donough fdlt hisspiritsrise. He began Sitting

taller on hishorse and craning his neck asif

he could glimpse Kincora through the dense woods
eadt of theriver. In hismind Kincora

represented prestige and security in aworld where
both were hard come by. He loved the sprawling fort
ashisfaher had loved it, inordinately proud of every
stone and timber.

He was, however, uncomfortably aware that

Brian had left Teiguein charge. Donough

had the army of Mungter with him, at least its
largest, Da cassian component, but Teigue

held the royd stronghold.

While the army was gtill some distance away, scouts
observed its gpproach and hurried to Kincora

to report to Teigue.

They found himin the great hdl, which crowned a
hill south of the edl weir on the Shannon that

gave Kincora--Ceann Coradh, Head of the
Waeir--its name. Theimmense rectangular

hall served adua purpose. Brian Boru

had used it as his audience chamber aswell ashis
banqueting hdl, caculatedly awing

vidgtorswith an ogtentatious display of gold

cups and bejeweled goblets on every tablein the
room.

The Ard Ri's private gpartments had been

built of stone, but his great hall was made of
wattle-and-timber paneled with fragrant cedar,

its shingled roof supported by pillars made from
tree trunks adzed to auniform sze, then

inlaid with slver and copper. Brightly colored



woolen wall hangings suspended from

bronze rods deflected draughts. The hall

boasted not one but two stone hearths, each athird
of the way down the center, and blazed with an
extravagance of beeswax candles.

The Ard Ri's carved bench sat on araised

daisto theright of the main doorway. In hisfather's
absence, Teigue had not presumed to occupy the
roya seet, but he did take hismealsin the

hall. He enjoyed watching the scurry of

servants using the twin corridors leading to the
kitchens, adesign of Brian'sthat alowed one

st of servitorsto carry in fresh food while

others removed the emptied platters, without
getting in each other'sway.

Teigue waslicking roast mutton fat off his

fingers when the scouts were brought to him with amessage
that would not wait. "The Ddcassansare only
afew milesfrom the Shannon,” they reported
breathlesdy.

"Who leads them?

"The Ard Ri'syoungest son.”

Teigue aoruptly stopped licking hisfingers

and wiped them on one of the linen ngpkins which were among
theluxuriesof Kincora A tal, dim

man, he had his dead mother's colouring. His hair
was dark brown, his eyes a soft blue screened

by thick eyelashes.

"Y ou can't mean Donough'sin command of the army?”’
he asked asif not certain he had heard

correctly.

"Apparently heis. Heridesin the lead

and the banner of clan Ddl Caisiscarried beside
hishorse"

Teigueimmediately told the nearest servant,

"Run; find Mac Liag for meif heis

anywherein Kincora. Tdl him| needhimin
ahurry!"

The servant trotted away, soon returning

with apuffing and panting Mac Liag at hishedls.
The man who had for so many years been Brian
Boru's chief poet was past the age when running
was possible, but he scurried asfast as he could.
As he entered the hdl he complained, "Y ou have no
reason to put such strain on an old man,

Teigue! You know I'm not well. | was just about

to go to my own house for alittle rest and to work some more on
thelament for ..."

"| sent for you because | need an honest

answer," Teigue interrupted, knowing the spate



of Mac Liag'swordswould continue

indefinitely if unchecked. "'l need thetruth

and | know | can hear it fromyou."

The poet smiled. A praise snger

by profession, he was as amenable to flattery asthe
nobility he served. "Poets are not aways

concerned with facts, but they are scrupulous about the
truth,” hereplied.

"Then tell metruly--you've observed my

haf-brother Donough throughout hislife; ishe

tainted by his mother's blood?'

Mac Liag was puzzled. "Why ask me about

him?He could hardly be lessimportant in the

"He could hardly be more important,”

Teigue contradicted. "According to the news we have
received, Murrough, Flann, and Conor are all

dead, which meansthat of my father's sons by noble mothers,
only Donough and | il live™

As Teigue spoke of the dain princes,

Mac Liag's eyes misted and his mouth began

working; eulogies were shgping themsalves on histongue.
Before the poet could launch into them, Teigue

asked him bluntly, "If only wetwo

survive, which of usisbest equipped by character and
disposition to succeed our father?

Mac Liag looked distressed. "I can

hardly answer you. | know you well and I've

known young Donough dl hislife, and you are very
different from one another. Frankly, | never

envisioned ether of you wearing Brian's mantle.”
"Neither did I, Mac Liag. But our father's

titlesare now vacant, and Donough is bringing

the Da cassans home even as we speak.
Gormlaith'ssonisleading Brian Boru's

persond army, do you understand?

"Thisiswhat | need youto tel me: Isthere

enough of hismother in Donough to make him dangerous?’
"I honestly don't know," the poet replied.

As Donough and the warriors gpproached the east
bank of the Shannon, Fergd Mac Anluan

recaled, "Y earsago Brian had abig

wine cdlar built someplace around here, did he
not? To store the three hundred casks of

imported winethe Limerick Vikingspaid himin
tribute every year?"

Donough was too young to have remembered the
congruction of the cellar, but saverd of the officers
grinned. "It'sinthisgenerd area," one of them



affirmed. "He hid it on thisside of the

river so the warriors garrisoned at Kincora

would belesslikely toraid it. But we might as

well find it and bend our elbows; it'sthe least

we deserve after what we've been through.”
Without even glancing toward Donough for
permission, ascore of men plunged into the
undergrowth, searching for the path that would lead them to the
cdlar.

"Hat!" Donough shouted after them. "We have

no timefor that now!"

Ronan promptly chalenged him. "And why

not? What else do we haveto do?'

"Y ou haveto follow me" said Donough, summoning
al the authority he could muster. Here wasthe redl
challengeto hisleadership; not at Athy, facing

the Ossorians, but here in Thomond with the lure of
drink tempting weary warriors. He would have
liked to find the wine cdllar himsdlf; hefelt as

if he could drain a cask without help from anyone.
Then Ronan said patronizingly, "Go on

without us. Too much red wine makes boysill."
Some of the other men sniggered.

Now, avoicewithin himsdf told Donough.

Now or never.

He was startled; the words were spoken in a deep,
cam voice not recognizably hisown. Butin

one smooth mation he found himsdf drawing his
sword, pivoting on his horse, and leaning forward
to pressthe sword point against Ronan's

throdt.

"We're going to Kincora," said Donough.
"Thewinecanwait."

For along, long moment no one moved. The

foot warriors were watching him; the horsemen
kept their eyes on Ronan.

The balance shifted one way and then the other.
Both men felt it asthey read one another's

eyes.

Then Ronan drew back aninfinitesmal

distance and said in acarrying voice, "On

to Kincorait is, Commander."

Donough lowered his sword.

He said nothing and kept hisfaceimpassive.

But he was astonished and not alittle relieved that
Ronan had backed down. Perhaps he would not need
to name a new second-in-command after al.

They splashed through the shallows, fording theriver
wherefor centuries thousands of cattle had crossed



to be paid as grudging tribute

by Leingtermen to the King of Mungter. Brian's
birthplace, a seventh-century ring-fort which he

had assimilated into the northern ramparts of
Kincora, was known as Beal Boru--The Fort of the
Cattle Tribute. The enforced tribute had

long been a cause of bitterness between Leinster and
Munger.

Gazing up a the timber paisades and

countless outbuildings of Kincorasprawling aong
the west bank of the Shannon, Ferga Mac

Anluan wondered if the cattle tribute would

be paid this year, now that Maelmordha of Leinster
and Brian of Mungster were dead.

A sound like the voices of angels drifted

to them, clearly audible above the roar of thefdls
bel ow the ford. Members of the nearby monastery of
Kill Dauawere chanting the Pater and the

Allduia

Donough was the first to canter his horse up the
inclinefrom theriver. He did not even wait for the
man carrying the Dal cassian banner to precede

him as convention dictated.

With abroad smile on hisweary face,

Donough came home.

Chapter Twelve

For the congtruction of his stronghold thirty years
earlier, my father had employed the most skilled
craftsmen in Mungter. The massive ok

gates were carved with the heads of saintsintermingled with
zoomorphic figures from amore pagan age; the

iron hingesthat held them were daborately

wrought. Even the smdlest nail headswere
engraved. Timber ceiling posts and rafters were
both carved and ornamented with copper and silver.
Wettle-and-timber walls were coated with
dazzlingly whitelimewash. Thestone used inthe
construction of private chambers, and the chapdl, was
precisdy cut and fitted so tightly aknife

blade could not be inserted.

Brian Boru's own restless mind had

designed numerous innovations to add to Kincoras
meagnificence. Uniquely among Irish

grongholds, hisfortresswasfilled with light. Every
chamber boasted small windows st just below the
eaves, 0 that any stray sunbeam--or moonbeam
--might find itsway insde,

Thelate Ard Ri had with judtification called



Kincora his paace, atestimony to that

Irish artistry which created incomparable goldwork and
illuminated gospelsunequaled in

Chrigendom. Viking Dublin seemed

offensvely crude by comparison.

As| entered the stronghold | felt againa

sense of timdessfamiliarity. It was asif | had

aways known this place, always been a part of hopes
and dreams and events unfolding within itswalls.

Long before | was born, some essential element of
mysaf had existed at Kincora With birth | had

begun to take an active part inalife | had

previoudy been observing from the shadows.

Chapter Thirteen

From the watchtower over the gate a sentry was
ggnding to someoneingde, informing them of thesze
of the contingent approaching. Kincorawas accustomed
to armies. Asmany as three thousand warriors had
been garrisoned there at one time, and on occasion
three hundred boats moored on the banks of the
Shannon.

When the gates creaked open, Brian's youngest

son rode forward without looking to left or right, as
he thought a conquering hero should.
Teiguewaswaiting for himingde.

Donough wasfilthy from the journey, and when he
saw his brother he regretted that he had not taken
timeto bathe a theriver. By contrast Teigue's

face glowed from avigorous scrubbing and every item
of clothing he wore was fresh; hissilk-lined

blue mantle with its marten fur trimming wasfit

for aking.

Hiswife Maeve clamed it heightened the

color of hiseyes.

Teigue welcomed the returning heroes of

Clontarf effusvey, and hisgreeting for

Donough contained dl the cordidity of oneloving
brother for another. He inssted everything must wait
until the weary men had been given a chanceto bathe
and refresh themsdalves. "Then | shal meet you inthe
great hal and hear dl about it," hetold

Donough. "You will be using your old gpartments, of
course?' he added innocently.

Gormlaith's old apartments.

Donough hesitated. "They hold unpleasant

memories”

It was Teigue'sturn to hesitate. Then,

"Of course, of course, we can find somewhere



better for you. For now you may use my

chamber. Thereésafireinthe brazier and I'll

send servants to you with heated water and a change of
dothing.”

"Something like you're wearing?'

Teigue glanced down at himself and hislips
twitched, fighting back asmile. "'l don't
awaysdressthisgrandly,” he admitted.

"So| recal.”

"My wife chose these for me."

Donough made no comment.

He was ushered into Teigue's private

chamber, acircular room carpeted with freshly
gathered rushes. A woman'stouch was obviousin
its gppointments.

It had been along time since Donough had

seen much luxury. Gormlaith had dways
surrounded hersdlf with costly things, but her taste was
florid, excessve. Sheinssted on dyes

vivid to the point of garishness, and never satisfied
hersdlf with one of any item if she could get three
or four.

In Teigue's chamber, hiswife Maeve had

exerted more subtle taste. A gilded book

dhrine sat on onesmadl trestletablein

isolated splendor. Another table displayed
Maeve's copper-aloy toilet implements

decorated with bird-head motifsagaingt afied

of red enamdl; works of art in their own right.
Cushionswere piled on alinen-covered

mattress plump with goose down and sweet

herbs. Donough glanced at it; looked away.
Hefdt likeachild invading the closed world of
adults.

He amost expected to hear Gormlaith shout

a himto go away.

A gray-haired bondwoman brought him a

copper ewer of heated water and abasin. She
stood patiently waiting, Saring into space, while
Donough washed himsdlf, then she carried the dirty
water away as another bondwoman entered the
chamber with apile of clothing in her ams.
Mindful of Teilgue's costume, he

selected aleine with bell-shaped, pleated

deeves. He drew the finely woven bleached

linen garment up through hisbelt until it hung just
above hisknees, to show off the muscles of his
legs. Over this he wore an embroidered green

and gold mantle, which he fastened at the shoulder
with apenannular brooch set with amber. Because he was



aprincein hisown paace hedid not

go barefoot, but donned leather shoes ornamented with
scrollwork of silver wire,

His saffron-dyed warrior's leine and muddy

brat were |eft abandoned on the floor.

When Donough finished dressing he picked up
amirror from among the collection of women's
toilet articles. The face that |ooked back

at him was older than he remembered, beginning

to be stamped by experience; to hisjoy therewasa
definite moustache growing and hisjaws needed a
razor. He was fumbling among the various
implementsin hopes of finding one when awoman
cleared her throat behind him.

He swung round.

Teigueswifewasonly afew years

older than Donough; adimpled woman with fair

hair dressed in curls and plaits. Shewore

along smock of slky linen bound with ablue

girdlie. Her fingertips were rouged with ruam, but the
red of her lipswas naturd.

Donough found himsdlf staring at thoselips. They
made him think of ripefruit.

Since hismarriage, Teigue had rardly

returned to Kincora, having afort of his own beyond
Crag Liath in abroad valey embraced

by mountains. And he had never brought Maeve with
him; thiswasthefirst time Donough had seen her.
Or she him. She did not remember him asa

boy. She waslooking at aman.

Sheamiled. "Donnchad? Or isit

Donough now? | seemto recall hearing my

husband mention you had changed your name.”

"Itis Donough,” hereplied withan

answering smile. "How did you know me?’
"Because of your resemblanceto the Ard Ri."

From that moment Donough was devoted to Maeve.
She accompanied him to the greet hdll, listening

with flattering interest to whatever he said. She could not
help noticing when he reached out to touch a carving
on apost with gppreciative fingers, or paused

to take an admiring look at the elaborate

ironwork of atorch holder.

He saw her watching. "Home," he said

Softly.

Maeve understood. Sheloved her own homein

the valey beyond the hills.

The hall was crowded when they arrived. Members
of the hand-picked company of warriors Brian

Boru had left behind to guard Kincora were stationed



around the walls, every man holding a spear
upright.

With abroad smile, Teigue came forward

to greet hisbrother. The smile faded when
Donough'sfirst wordsto him were, "My father never
alowed wegponsin the banqueting hall.”

"He did on occasion," Teigue countered.

"Y ou were probably too young to remember.”
The referenceto his ageirritated Donough.

It was exactly the sort of remark his mother might
have made to put himin his place; he assumed it
was ddliberate, as he assumed Teigue's

rega attire was a deliberate attempt

tointimidate him.

Hisface hardened. "Why are dl these people here?"
"Surdly you know many of them,” Teigue

replied. "There stands Cathd Mac Maine,

Abbot of Kill Dauasince the death of your

uncle Marcan. Besde him is Eamonn,

chieftain of clan Cuinn, and over thereisyour
cousin Fergd. And Enda, my chief seward, and
Conor, acattle lord from Corcomrua, and
Donough responded to each face with anod of
acknowledgment. But his eyes kept returning to a
smal cluster of men who stood gpart. They wore
heavily embroidered triangular mantles, and
ankle-length tunicsinnocent of girdling.

"And those men over there, Teigue?"

For thefirst time, anote of wariness crept

into Teigue'svoice. "Brehons," he said.

"Why are there so many judges here?| can't
recall my father having more than one or two at
Kincora"

"That would have been the usua complement,”
Teigue agreed. "But under the circumstances we
need the advice and counsel of every expert inthe
law."

"Under what circumstances?"

Teiguelooked at his brother blankly.

"Why ... thefact that both our father and Murrough,
his tanist, his chosen successor, died at the
sametime The Dacassanshavelost ther
chieftain and brehons must preside over the
election of another."

But tribd chieftainship, as both men were

aware, was the least of thetitles so abruptly
vacated. Thomond was the tribeland of the Dal
Cais, but only one of many tribelands

tributary to the larger province of Munger.



Brian Boru had dso held the

title of King of Mungter, thefirst mgor step

he had taken on hisway to becoming High King of the
Irigh.

ArdRi.

In the days since news of Clontarf reached

him, Teigue had accepted that he would follow his
father as chieftain of the Dal Cais. He had even
conceded he might claim the crown of Mungter as
well. But no mention of the high kingship had
crossed hislips. Teiguewasbasicdly a

smple man who would rather stay with hisherdsand his
family than dog through degp mud to wave a

sword in the face of some rebellious under-king.
Only Maeve knew how dismayed he had been

to find himsdlf the senior prince of hisclan.

Upon receiving the news, Teigue had sent for every
brehon he could gather. Whatever decisonswere
taken now must have the support of the practitioners
of the ancient Brehon Law.

Brian Boru had overthrown tradition but not

the law itself; he had, however, reinterpreted
variouslawsto support his own ambitions.
Traditiondly the kingship of Munster had been

held dternately by a prince eected from the

senior branch of the Dalcassian tribe and one

from the Owenachts, just asthe high kingship had been
held dternately by a chieftain from the northern
tribe of the Ui Neill and one from the southern
branch.

Until Brian Boru had wiped away

aternate succession, and the divisvenessit
engendered, with sword and Strategy.

Now hewas dead. In the vacuum of power
following Clontarf, leadership might be

redefined.

Thetiming of Donough's arrival wasfortuitous,

the two surviving sons could now hear the

brehons pronouncements together.

Chapter Fourteen

The great hall of Kincorawas abuzz with

conversation: the low, angry rasp of aswarm of

bees about to attack.

"Why didn't you bring the Ard Ri home?' the

patriarch of a Ddcassian family chalenged

Donough as he and Telgue were making their way to the
top of the hal. "Y ou brought other dead princes with

you for their people to bury; surely you could have returned



the Ard Ri tous”

"He should be entombed here, in the chapel of
Saint Flannan!" ingsted the sonorous voice

of Cathd Mac Maine. The portly,

tonsured abbot bore little resemblance to the late
Ard Ri, though hisfather had been Brian'sfirst
cousin. Only hisambitious eyes and the stubborn
et of hisjaw reveded their kinship. "Isthere

any placein Ireland so suitable for the tomb of
Brian Boru asthe chapd wherehe said his
prayers?'

Another man stepped forward to shake hisfist in
Donough's face. "We demand to know why you |eft
the King of Munster to deep among strangersin
Ulger!™

Donough was taken aback. "It wasn't my
decison. By thetime | got there they had aready
taken him away."

"Why?2!1!" adozen voicesroared.

Although Teigue had not spoken, Donough
directed hisreply to his brother. "It seemed

to be an arrangement the priests made.”

"Did you not quegtion it?"

Donough had no answer. Too much had
happened too fast; he was now aware that alot of
loose ends had been left dangling. A more

meature man might have behaved differently, might
have been less dazed, more ...

"Y ou don't know what it waslike," he said,
"trying to think clearly in the middle of so much
confusion. | did what everyone demanded of me, |
brought the Da cassans home. If you want

an explanation about our father's buria you should ask
those who took hisbody to Armagh.”

"They haven't returned yet. But welll

get an explanation, | promiseyou,”

Teigue said loudly enough for dl to hear. "For now,
we need to be reminded of the law pertaining

to elections.”

The angry buzz subsided but remained an
undercurrent inthe hall.

Standing to one side, Maeve listened enthralled
asthe brehons recited laws embedded in

poetry to facilitate memorization; laws

hammered out over many centuries, long before
Christian monks brought literacy to Ireland.

Every aspect of Irish life was addressed

by Brehon Law. In spite of herself shewas
moved by the beauty and precision of language, a
living tongue defining the structure by which apeople



consented to be governed.

Once women numbered among the brehons, but

it had been five centuriessncetherewas a
femaejudgein Irdand. Under the patriarchd
influence of the Church, women were no longer alowed
to be part of the professiona class. The brehons
summoned to Kincorawere dl menintheir middle

or late years, with faces of seamed sobriety.

The chief brehon of Munster, whom custom

dictated must belong to thetribe of the Deig,

began by intoning, "As people go by many roadsto a
roya residence, so they cometo thelaw of the
Senchus Mor, the Ancient Great Knowledge, by many
covenants.”

Behind his hand, Ferga Mac Anluan remarked

to Ruadri of Ara, "They haveto say that now.

Brian Boru changed alot of theold

customs, didn't he?'

Ruadri said with agrin, "Brian Boru

didn't wait to be elected. He took what

he wanted and then proved he was the best man to have
it." Ruadri was but ayear older than Donough

Mac Brian and audacity attracted him.

Choosing hiswords carefully, the chief brehon
continued, "The Dd Cais of Thomond mourn

their falen chieftain, but he must be replaced

swiftly; atribe cannot be without ahead. Asis

... usudly ... the custom, in the absence of a

tanigt atribe selects asits chieftain the

best qudified man from the preeminent clan.

Teigue Mac Brianisnow the senior

prince of that family, and furthermore aman of

good hedlth and sound judgment.

"If none of hisclose cousins chdlenge him,

and the principa men of the Da Cais assembled

here today agree, we can proceed to the election and
announce hischieftaincy.”

Seeing the pain on her husband's face,

Maeve knew he was thinking of hisolder brothers,
those who should have stood between Teigue and the leadership
he had never sought. Her heart went out to him. Then
shelooked at Donough and saw the light legping in
hiseyesasheraised hisright arm, requesting to be
allowed to speak.

The chief brehon nodded permission.

"Will the chieftaincy indlude Kincora?'

Donough wanted to know.

The brehons exchanged glances. Property was
amgjor source of contention, necessitating

hundreds of tractsin Brehon Law. The



judges did not want the tribal

succession to descend into an interfamily wrangle
over Kincora

The chief brehon cleared histhroat. "Asthe

royd resdence Kincorawill ..."

"It'saways been my home," Donough
interrupted--an almost unprecedented breach of
decorum that caused aripple of shock to spread
through the hdl. "Teigue has hisown fort; he
doesn't need thisone. Nor does he love it

as| do. Let him be chieftain if he wants,

but give me Kincora"

On the faces of the brehons heread their
unanimous intention to refuse, which only strengthened
his determination. He would fight; had not Brian
Boru awaysfought for what he wanted?

"My father willed Kincorato me!" Donough
blurted. "He made me heir to hisholding!"

There was amomentary shocked silence.

"When did he do that?' asked a cadaveroudy
thin brehon from Nenagh.

"On the evening before he sent me south with my
cavdry. We werefeadting here in the hall--1 was
gtting below the Ard Ri's seat--when he leaned
forward and told me | wasto be hisheir if
anything happened to him."

Teiguewas staring a him. "1 didn't hear

him say that.”

"He wasn't talking to you, he wastaking

to me. Hann was itting right beside me, though, and
he heard him. Flann told me he had no

objection. He had hisown fort. They dl did.
Murrough the tanist had a great stronghold. |

was the only one with no home but these walls.™"
"Hann Mac Brianisdead,” the chief

brehon pointed out. "Who el se have you as
witness?'

After amoment's pause during which hisbrain was
racing, Fergd Mac Anluan raised hisarm.

"l wasin the hdl thet night, Stting with my
kinsmen. | happened to overhear Brian'swords
to Donough, so | can testify to the truth of his
dam."

Even Donough was surprised. Hashing his
cousn agrateful smile, hesad, "Y ou see?

| have awitness, anoble of the Dal Caiswhose
word must be accepted. As my father's chosen heir,
| inherit hisprincipa residence.”

"If you were to have Kincora," interjected yet
another brehon, speaking dowly and thoughtfully,



"why wasyour brother Teigueleftin

charge here?'

"Because my father knew | wanted military
experience. Teigue prefers being a cattle lord

to bearing arms; I'm the one who takes after

Brian Boru."

Maeve hurled her slent thoughts at her

husband with al the strength she possessed.
Leaveit! sheurged him. Let Donough havethis
great sprawling pile, then you and | will befree

to go hometo our children and our valley.

But Teigue could not leaveit, his sense of

duty overrode hisdesirefor aquiet life.

Gormlaith had been aconsummeate liar and her

son might be the same; what he was claiming

might run counter to Brian Boru'sintention, and
that Telgue could not dlow. "I'm sorry," he

said, "but I cannot accept this without more proof. If
my father left such awill surdly it was committed

to writing. We mugt wait until Carroll

returns and ask him, for he kept al the Ard
Ri'srecords."

Donough glared a Teigue. "Are you accusing

me of making afdseclam?’

"And me?' Fergd interjected angrily.

"I would never question the honor of ether of you,"
Teiguereplied. "1 amply fed it would be

better to wait until we've had a chanceto talk

with Carroll.”

Donough flung out his handsto the brehons.

"What are my rights?'

From the depths of a capacious memory trained
through twenty years of study, the chief brehon
recited, "Under the law, on the death of afather each
sonisentitled to an equa share of theland he

held and the cattle fed upon it, but one of the sons,
in addition to hisequd share, dso inheritsthe
father'sresidence. Whether thisfavored sonisthe
eldest or ayounger son depends upon the discretion
of the father.

"However," he added, looking sternly from
Donough to Teigue and back again, "the son who
clamstheresdentid inheritance is thereafter
responsible for guardianship of the unmarried women
of thefamily, isbound to provide hospitdity

for dl those who have aclam upon histribe, andis
obligated to succor and defend any of his own who
arein need and distress.

"Think upon this, both of you. Kincoraislarge

and its dependents are many; the respongbility for



Kincoraisaheavy burden requiring

strong shoulders and awise head.”

Donough felt the massed weight of eyes

turning toward him, accusing him of ayouth and
inexperience he could not deny. "Y ou have no wife,
no children," challenged Cathd Mac Maine.

"What do you know of caring for women?'Y ou don't
even have the care of your own mother."

Someone at the back of the hall laughed.

"Gormlaith needs no oneto take care of her."
"Except in bed," chimed in another voice.

"Haf the men here have taken care of her in bed a
onetime or another." The laughter billowed into a
wave.

Donough balled hisfigts. Hisbrother fdt the

lesping tensonin him. "Go essy,” Teigue

advised out of the corner of hismouth. "Y ou have

to expect such talk."

"No one spesaks of your mother thisway,” Donough
replied bitterly. ™Y ou're lucky; your mother's

dead."

Teigue went white. At that moment something
hardened in him againgt his brother, astonein his heart
that would never dissolve.

But Donough, who had spoken out of an excess

of emotion, did not notice.

Maeve did, however. Suddenly she had the

strange sensation that the ground had shifted under her,
under all of them, and she wanted to run to her husband
and fed hisarmsaround her. With an effort she
restrained hersdif.

Teigue turned toward the chief brehon.

"I do not accept my brother'sclaim of awill in
hisfavor," he announced in avoice tiff with
formdity. "Unlessand until suchadamis

proved, | intend to retain the control of

Kincora, which my father gave into my handsfor
safe-keeping.”

Donough whirled on him. "Do you daimal

elsethat was hisaswell? Do you mean to be King of
Munster too, and possess the fortress of

Cashel?' He started to say more but common sense
findly caught up with him and he refrained from asking
if Teigue wanted to be Ard Ri.

What he had aready said was enough to condtitute a
chdlenge, however. Teigue's pride forced him

to respond, "1 will serve my people in whatever way
they decide.”

"The Owenachts may fight you for the kingship of
Mungter," warned a prince from the Sieve



Aughty mountains.

"ThenI'll fight," Telguereplied

grimly.

In spite of himself Donough laughed aoud.
"Teigue Mac Brian, fight? The closest

you ever came to emulating our father was when you made
canoes out of bark and sailed them on the
Shannon. And then you let them get away from you.”
Maeve hurled her thoughts at her husband with
all the strength she possessed. Leaveit

be! she shouted at him silently. Stop now

before this goes any further!

But he did not hear. Addressing Donough, but
gpeeking for the benefit of everyonein the hall,
Teigue announced, "In the absence of evidence
to the contrary, | must consider mysdlf Brian
Boru'sheir. Donough, | invite you

to remain asmy guest a Kincorauntil

Carroll and the others return from Armagh. If at
that time your claim to our father's strongholdis
confirmed, | will of course surrender it to you. In
the meantime | ask those present to vote on the
chieftaincy of the Dal Cais”

"And what of Munster?' someone called.

No! Maeve shouted slently.

With shadowsin hiseyes Teiguesad, "If

| become chief of the Dal Cais, | am

willing to hold the kingship of Munster for my
tribe"

Chapter Fifteen

For aman who was chief poet of Mungter, a

rank second in statusto that of the king, Mac

Liag had avery modest home. Built of

timber planking, it was rectangular in shapewith a
sod roof and only two chambers. But Mac

Liag loved hishouse by thelake. It had, he
rhapsodized, "An ash tree on one side of the
doorway and ahazel on the other. A row of

pines behind, singing with the wind. Salmon and pike and
perch and Gillaroo trout for my supper, and the song
of thelark to wake mein the morning.”

In the poet's old age hiswidowed son

Cumaralived with him and tended hissmple needs.
It was Cumarawho answered Donough's knock

on the doorframe--the door itself was hardly ever
closed--and made no effort to hide his

aurprise. "No one callson my father here,”

he told the unexpected viditor. "The Ard



Ri wasthe only exception. Thisis

father's private place; those who wish to seethe
chief poet attend him at Kincora."

"l want to see him, but | don't want

to tak to him indgde Kincora," Donough told

the round-shouldered, brown-haired Cumara, who in
spite of being awidower was but a decade older
than himsdf.

"Il send him out to you if heswilling,” the

other man replied.

As Donough waited he gazed out acrossthe

lake. Lough Derg, the Red Lake. Sometimes
carmined by sunset, sometimes flushed with tides of
roseate plankton that appeared and vanished
inexplicably.

Sometimes stained with blood.

"Y ou sought me, Prince Donough?* inquired a
médllifluous voice behind him.

Donough turned and |ooked down at Mac

Liag. He had last seen the poet in the hall

at Kincorathree months earlier, but in those

three months Mac Liag had aged years. His
subcutaneous fat had melted away, leaving his
flesh sagging from his boneslike agarment borrowed from a
much larger man.

Donough said, "Y ou were my father'sfriend, and |
need afriend now."

Inclining his head in the direction of Kincora,

Mac Liag replied, "Surely you have many friends
ingde”

"Do I? And who would they be? Friends of my
mother's, perhaps?’

"Come now, Mac Liag, you know she had no
friendshere”

"That was her own doing. Brian gave her every
opportunity to have agood life with him. Had she
made him happy, hisfriendswould have been hers.”
It wasthefirgt time Donough had ever heard anyone
refer to hisfather's happiness--or lack of it.

Such apossihility had never crossed his mind.

He was s0 young that the emotions of otherswere ill
abgractionsto him, Brian'smost of al.

"lan't being aking enough to make any man
happy?' he asked.

Mac Liag gave him along look.

"Wak with me, lad. Wak with me and we shal

talk of kingship. And other things." Over his
shoulder he cdlled, "Well be back

by sundown."



The poet's son appeared in the

doorway. Cumara had the face of the perpetudly
anxious, with deep frown lines scoring his brow,
and pale blue eyes that anticipated bad

news. "Don't you need me to come with you?"
"Not necessary. If | requirean arm to lean
onI'msurel can rely on my young friend

here" Mac Liag replied.

They strolled away from the house by the lake,
following awinding path among the murmurous
pines. Donough waited for Mac Liag to begin the
conversation, but the poet, for once, was silent.
Even their footfalls were hushed by the
centuries-deep carpet of pine needles.

When Donough cleared histhroat to speak, Mac
Liag put arestraining hand on hisarm.

"Smel.”

"Smdl?'

"The fragrance of the pines. My feet press

out perfumed oils as | walk, and the blackbird

on the high branch singsto me. And | am

happy, do you understand?'

Donough was plainly puzzled. "Not redly. |
thought we were going to talk about kingship.”
"Weare," said the poet. "1 know what

happened in the hall yesterday, even though | was not
present. There are no secrets at Kincora.

Y ou were foolhardy to challenge Teigue for your
father'spdace.”

"l haveasmuchright toit ashehas.”

"Butyou ae..."

"Don't tell mel'mtoo young!" Donough

flared. "I'm aman by every law, including that of
nature."

"| was going to say you are inexperienced,” Mac
Liag replied smoothly. "What do you know of
managing avas srongholding?'

"I've spent my life a Kincora,

watching Brian Boru. Surely that's enough
experience.”

"Y ou've spent your life at Kincora, but not
watching Brian Boru. Until hethrew her

out, your mother kept you asfar away from him as
possible. Y ou weren't trained at his elbow, you were
hidden behind her skirts. And | never noticed you
rebdling," Mac Liag added.

"l did rebel! Every chancel got. But she
wasadways..."

"I know. Gormlaith did everything she could

to keep you a child. Y ou were an ornament to be taken out



and paraded when she wanted to boast of her
motherhood at an age when other women are boasting
of their grandchildren.”

Donough turned and faced the poet squarely.

"Do you hate Gormlaith the way everyone dse

does?'

"Hate?' Mac Liag consdered the word. "'l

never hated her. Do you hate the storm that blows
down your trees?’

"Thenwill you bemy friend dthough | am
Gormlaith'sson?'

Pity moved the old man to say, "Of course

| will be your friend, lad. For your father's sake.

He used to come here, you know. To my little house.
The trained voice, which age had not destroyed,

grew reminiscent. "Wewould sit for hours at

my hearthside, talking. Sometimes he played his

harp for me here. Or he would summon meto a
banquet at Kincoraand give methefirs drink

of red wine from hisown cup." The faded eyes

misted.

Donough was too impatient for the future to be
enthraled with the past. "Asmy friend, you must
support my claim to Kincora."

Mac Liag's eyes opened wide. "I did

not say ..."

"When Kincorais mine, you shdl cometo every feast and
adways havethefirg drink from my cup,” the young man
promised.

"Ligten to me, Donough, whilel giveyou a

friend's advice. The possession of apaacewill not
make you happy. Y our father had Kincora but there was
awaysahunger in him, alonging for something ese;
something more. Don't | know? |, who was with him?
"Hewas alondy man; to the very end hewasa
lonely man. Murrough's mother died in hisarms,

other women were never enough for him, and then finaly
Gormlaith ...

"Evenwith al his power, the Ard Ri was not

happy. | don't think there was one day when he
experienced the contentment | know in my little house
by the lake. Out of alifetime of experiencel

tell you: that feding ismore to be desired than

al the noble srongholdsin Irdand.”

"Your "little house by thelake,"" Donough

quoted. "Y our own place. Well, Kincora

ismy own place. And | depend upon you to help
megetit!"

Later, as he sat brooding by his



hearthsde, Mac Liag said to his

son, "How do | find mysdf in such apatch of
nettles? Teigue has been elected

chieftain of the Da Caisand will no doubt

become King of Munster. When that happens, he
intendsto rule from Kincora as hisfather did before
him.

"Aschief poet of Mungter, my loyalty

istotheking.

"But now I'vetold ... worse than that,

I've promised ... young Donough that | would be
hisfriend. For amoment there, in the shadows of the trees,
he looked so much like hisfather ... 'masick
man, Cumara, I'm not able for this," the poet
moaned. "Being caught between Brian's sonswill
destroy me entirely. I've heard my last

cuckoo sing from the whitethorn.”

For aslong as he could remember, Cumarahad
heard hisfather complaining about various allments.
Brian Boru's degth had unquestionably hit

Mac Liag very hard, but Cumara privately

believed the old poet had the contitution of bog
oak. In spite of that he wasworried; it was his
nature to worry. Patting Mac Liag's hand,

hesad, "Put it out of your mind, father. Let

Teigue and Donough sort it out between them and you
day clear.”

"I want to be waked for six days,” Mac

Liag sad. "Six; itisan honor |

deserve”

"You aren't going to die, you won't need a

wake."

"Six days, with candleslit 'round my bier.

And Catha Mac Maineto pray over me, no
oneese. Do you understand? Bury me at

Cashd, theroya seat of Munster. Though,

mind you, | would rather be buried here beside the lake.
But we mugt think of my Sation.”

"Yes, father." Cumarasighed.

"And one more thing--be sure to tell me as soon

as Carroll gets back, will you? | need most
urgently to talk with him."

Chapter Sixteen

AsKincorawaited for thelate Ard Ri's

retinue to return from Armagh, Donough busied

himself mustering support. One he was relying upon was
his cousin, Fergd Mac Anluan. Hefound

Fergd inthelow stone building Brian had



constructed as an armory. Together with Odar

the amith, Fergd was counting the various weapons the
Dal cassans had reclaimed from the dead and

brought back to Kincora; weaponsthat gave mute
evidence of the ferocity of the battle. Thelight of
smoking fat burning in bronze lampsreveded
ubgtantia damage.

"Some of these blades are beyond repair,” Odar

was saying as Donough ducked his head under thelintel
and entered the building. "The best thing to do ismelt
them down and re-forge them. We can still use most of the
old hilts, though; particularly for the

short-swords. The great-swords are another

problem. Being two-handed, they need to be shaped to the
wielder's grip, so well have to assessthem

individualy.

"Now these axes are adifferent matter;

they're made to stand more battering. A hammering here,
anew edge there, and they're ready to kill aman
tomorrow.” Odar squinted at Fergd. ™Y ou know the
test of an expert axeman? Cut amanin

three pieces, firg with aforehand blow and then with a
backhand, before his dead body can hit the ground?”

"I not only know it," retorted Fergd,

"l candoit.”

"Can you now?' Odar did not sound convinced.
"It'san achievement rardly seen. Why, the

lasttimel saw .."

"Y ou probably saw my father do it," said

Donough, stepping forward into the lamplight, which
threw the bones of his maturing faceinto stark

relief.

"l believe did. In the battle of

Glenmama”

"Could you teach me?"

"Did the Ard Ri not teach you?"

Donough busied himsdlf with pawing through the pile of
damaged weaponry and did not answer.

"Y ou can do something for me," Odar said to him.
"When you next talk with your brother, tell him

hell get as many asthree hundred usable

wegpons out of thislot."

Donough swung around to glare at the smith.

"Hell get? These are mine; | brought them

back."

"Of course you did, and fair play to you, but the

chief will have the distributing of them among his
Ddcassans”

"My Dacassans. | brought them back,

too."



Odar took along, dow look at

Donough. The smith had not lived in the heart of a
warrior society al hislifewithout being

sengtiveto shiftsinthewind. Hestolea

glance at Fergd, but the son of Anluan was

keeping hisface studioudy blank.

"I had best get to work," said Odar in atone

that made plain they were both expected to leave him
to hiscraft.

Outsde the armory, Donough caught hiscousin

by thearm. "Y ou know the Dalcassans are mine,

they followed my banner home."

"They aren't your private amy,” Fergd

pointed out. "The chief of thetribeisther

ultimate commander.”

"Areyou not on my sde?What about the will?"

"That was different.”

"How?"

"| thought you made a good argument; you should have
Kincora. Besides, | likeyou and it's aways agood
ideato have aprince owing one afavor. That's
worthasmdl lie"

"A lie? Areyou saying you didn't hear my

father make mehisheir?'

Fergd narrowed hiseyes. "Areyou saying he

did?'

"Youdidn't heer im?"

"No, of course not. But it doesn't matter,

l.."
Hiswordswent unheard. Biting hislip,

Donough walked repidly away.

As she crossed the paved courtyard between the
private deeping chambers and the grianan, the
women's sunny-room, Maeve noticed him

gtting dumped on the ground with hisknees drawn
up to his chest and hisback againgt awadll. He
looked so dgected she could not resist going over
tohim.

Helooked up gratefully. "Isthere any

news of Carrall'sreturn?’

"Not yet. Y ou should not pin al your hopeson
him, Donough. So much has happened; if therewas
awritten will, it may have been logt in the confusion.
Or Brian might have intended to dictate it

to Carroll asthey marched to Dublin, then been
overtaken by events and forgot about it."

"My father never forgot anything,” Donough said
Subbornly.

Maeve laughed. "Och, everyone forgets.”

"Not my father."



"Have you nothing to cling to but your

memories of him and your desire for Kincora?'

The gray eyesthat looked up at her were

blesk.

Impulsively, she bent down to him. "I have

agder vistingme," shesaid. Y ounger than

me, not yet betrothed, and very pretty; If you're

old enough to bear aamsyou're old enough to marry, and if
you have afamily to shelter and support it would
srengthen your claim to Kincora. Though why you would
want aplacethislarge and al the headaches that

go with it is quite beyond me," she added.

"A wife?Your Sster?’

"And why not? Neassa has dl the virtues

required of awoman of high rank, shehasa

lovely voice, she can embroider and make meed

and command servants. I'll introduce you, shall |?
Who knows, you might like each other."

Donough found himsalf gazing into the square neck of
Maeve'sgown, at her full round bosom.

"I suppose there'sno harm,” he replied.

That night, asthe main med of the day was being served
in the banqueting hall, Maeve and ayoung woman
approached Donough. They had to thread their way
around long benches and small trestle tables,

trying not to trip over outstretched legs, for dmost

the length of the hdl. The strained relations within the
clan of Brian had resulted inachangein

Seeting arrangements.

Endathe chief sleward had been plainly

embarrassed when he led Donough to his new

bench. "Here, with your own table and astool for your
feet, will thisdo?" he had asked hopefully.

"But my brothersand | dways sat in the center

of the hall between the two hearths™ Donough
protested. "Where Teigue is Sitting now."

Endawould not meet hiseyes. "Thereisanew

order of precedence now, set by Prince

Teigue. | can only obey."

Donough said nothing, merely seated himsdlf on the
bench.

But he gazed acrossthe hall at his brother with

such intensity he was unaware when Maeve siood
beside him. She had to tap his shoulder to gain his
attention.

"Prince Donough, | want you to meet my

sister, Neassa. Isshe not aslovely as|

promised?’

The woman who stood beside Maeve was very like her:
the same sweetly rounded form, the samefair



coloring. Seen by thelight of ahundred

candles, she had atempting glow.

A wife, Donough thought with sudden fierce
determination. When | have awifel haveto havea
fort. And it'sgoing to be thisfort.

He could seeit so clearly in hisown mind, every
detail areplication of hisfather'slife--

except, of course, for Gormlaith--that he was
amogt surprised to find himsdlf till seeted far from the
center of the hal, with the girl called Neassa
looking at him asif he were asiranger.

Heforced his mind back to the present. "Sit

here besde me," heinvited, "and share my cup.”
Neassaraised her eyebrows and cast an
interrogatory glance at her sster. Maeve

hestily informed Donough, "An unmarried woman
of our rank cannot share a cup with aman unlesshe
has offered her father a bride-price. Y ou know
thet."

"l know that," he echoed, adull red flush

creeping across his cheeks. Then he said
brusquely, "So what would be a satisfactory
bride-price? Would your father accept five cows?
And what sort of dowry will come with her?'
Teigue's wife was taken aback. "Both

dowry and bride-price are usudly arranged through
an intermediary with no close persond interest,”
sheinformed him. Women often knew more about these things
than unmarried men. "A distant cousin, a

priest, abrehon ... someone who can

negotiate between the two parties over a period of
weeks or months."

Donough made an impatient gesture.

"Too long. We could be dead tomorrow; I've seen
plenty of dead men recently, enough to make me
want to do my living while | can. Y our family
livesjust up theriver, so send word to your father
immediately that | offer him five cows, and | shal
ettle another five cows on Neassathe day

we marry. If that is not enough, ask him what he
will accept.”

Maeve could not resst asking, "Do you actualy
have ten cows?"

"l do of course, didn't you hear the

brehons? Teigue and | will share equdly dl

the cattle our father fed on hislandholdings. | have
hundreds of cows," he el aborated, throwing his
armswide in an expansve gesture that swept

the cup from the table nearest him and splashed its
contents over Neassa's gown.



She drew back with astartled cry and

began mopping furioudy a hersdf.

By the next day everyonein Kincora--and much of the
surrounding countryside--had heard the news.
"Prince Donough has chosen awifel™
"ThewomanisMaevessder,” an

understeward informed a kitchen servant.

"But she has not agreed to the marriage,” the
kitchen servant told a porter.

The porter assured hiswife in bed that night,
"They will marry, of course. Evenif thegirl's
againd it, | should say her family will prevall
upon her. A prince of Thomond, and dl those
cowdl"

"Her family has adready married adaughter

to aprince of Thomond," the wife reminded him.
"Teigue Mac Brian. And him with the
chieftainship and Kincoraaswell."
"Kincoraisnot so certain,” said her husband.

"Y oung Donough's disputing hisclam. He says
therésawill."

"Isthere?'

"And how would | know? All thistalk. ...

Turn around here, woman, and put your head on

my belly.”

Arranging amarriage was not as swiftly done

as Donough would have liked. It seemed to him that
Brian Boru had only to snap hisfingersand his
wishes werefulfilled at once, but people appeared
determined to thwart and frustrate his youngest son.
Once Neassatold Maeve she was willing

to consider his proposa--an admission she made

in response to her Sster's urging, and with some
reluctance--the girl was promptly returned

to her father's house to remain there until al
negotiations between the two clans were concluded.
Runners would be sent back and forth, brehons
consulted and then consulted again. An accurate
current count of the late Ard Ri's cattle must

be made, for under the law Donough could not give
away asngle cow until the Sze of the various
herdsin their various meadows was known and the cattle
were evenly divided between himself and Teigue.
"But we know | shdl have morethan ten!” he
protested vehemently. "Why can't | just teke

ten now?'

Therewas, however, no arguing with the law.

Y et had not hisfather successfully manipulated
thelaw?



Donough stormed to the house on the

laketo complainto Mac Liag, "Why iseverything
being made so hard for me?”’

"It isnot. It just seemsthat way because you're
young."

"I merely want to marry quickly. Isthat so
unreasonable?’

"Not at al. People have been doing it for years.

| mysdf ..." Mac Liag paused, a

reminiscent smile soreading over hisface likethe
last glow of sunset. | did not havea

prince's marriage, with complicated property
settlements,”" he continued dreamily. "l ana

poet. | kidnapped my wife; | carried her

away into aseafull of garsand ..."

"Kidnapped?' Donough's eyeswere very bright.
"] did of course, an ancient and honorable
tradition. She was ddighted, though she essayed
one small shriek of protest just to observe the
conventions. But ..."

Mac Liag found he wastaking to himsdf.
Donough had gone.

"Ah, to beyoung again,” the poet wi/lly

observed to hisson. "Y oung and impetuous, thinking
dl thingsare possble”

Staring into his own future as sole caretaker

of an ederly, crotchety parent, Cumara, who
liked to think of himsdlf astill young, commented glumly,
"Nothing ispossble.”

The banner of the Ard Ri, itsgolden field

and three red lions stained with blood, was carried
through the main gates of Kincora. The entire
population of the great fort turned out to greet it in
reverent silence.

Behind the flagbearer came Brian'sretinue,
exhausted, hollow-eyed; men who had survived the
end of theworld.

After the entombment in Armagh they had stayed on
for some days as guests of Bishop Maglmuire.
When they findly left Ulster, Mdachi Mor

had indsted they stop at his stronghold in Megth for
more hospitality. There he had entertained hisold
riva'sfollowers so lavishly that Carroll was

moved to remark, "Maachi dreams of being High
Kingagan."

"Not adream," replied amember of clan

Cuinn. "Who eseisthere to succeed Brian but
aman who dready knowsthe office?’

Carrall thought of arguing, but somehow it did not



seem worth the effort.

Nothing seemed worth the effort anymore.

And so Brian's men came home to Munger,

and the gates of Kincora opened to receive them.
Aninterrogation smilar to that which had greeted
Donough awaited them, but Carroll had the

answers.

"The Ard Ri was entombed in Armagh at hisown
request,” he explained to Teigue even before

going inddeto wash hisfeet and face. "It wasan
arrangement Brian made years ago; | waswith

him when he madeit. In chalenging Mdachi

Mor for the high kingship he needed dll the dlies

he could get, particularly the Church. Sowe

made ajourney to Armagh and he lft twenty

ounces of gold on the dtar there while confirming
Armagh asthe principd ecclesiagticd city in

Ireland. In the clerical record hetitled

himself "Emperor of the Irish"--adesignation the
Church let stand.

"Then he paid the supreme compliment to Ulster.
Hewilled hisbody to be buried at Armagh so

his flesh would become one with the north.
"Theflattery was successful. When he

chdlenged Mdachi, the northern clergy--while

they did not actively support Brian--did

not support Maachi ether. Thus Ulster was
ingrumenta in Brian's becoming Ard Ri, and

now they have given him afunerd more splendid than
any ever seenin Ireland. He was waked for

twelve nights and twelve days, and masses said

in every chapel and monastery for the repose of his soul.
His body restsin solitary honor in agrest

stone tomb on the north side of the church at
Armagh; hisdebt ispaid, ashewilled.”
"Ashewilled," Teigue echoed. "So shdll it

be. But ... speaking of wills, have you seen my
brother?'

"Dead," Carroll replied dolefully.

"Murrough, Conor, Flann--all dead.”

"I mean Donnchad; Donough, ashe calls

himsdlf now. He clamsthere was awill, and we need
you to verify it, if you can ... whereisthat boy?"
heinterrupted himsef irritably, looking around.

"I would have thought he/d be among thefirst to greet
you."

But no one knew where Donough was, until

one of the horseboys came forward to say, in arather
nervous voice, "Prince Donough galloped

away from Kincoraat firgt light on his best



horse, and leading another.”
Teigue ared a him. "Another?'
"For hiswifetoride, hesad.”

Chapter Seventeen

Beyond the earthen embankment which encircled her
father's stronghold was a tree-fringed meadow
Neassavisited at sunrise on May

mornings. Beltaine dew was prized for its

ability to improve awoman's complexion. It

was most efficacious on thefirst day of the month, but
Neassa was a young woman who liked to be
certain; she collected the dew each dawn as

long as Beltaine lasted.

Onthelast day of May shelingered in the meadow
longer than usud. In ahousehold crowded with
parents, siblings, servants, and an occasiond

sick cow, it was the only place where she could be
aone with her thoughts. Neassa was of a passive rather
than a contempl ative nature, but she had

severd things on her mind thismorning.

Under Brehon Law, awoman could not be forced
to marry against her wishes. Brehon Law did not
preclude relatives from bringing considerable
pressure to bear, however. Neassas father
Gadhrawas a cattle lord with aszable holding,

but he was always eager to enlarge hisherd. Upon
learning that Donough wanted to marry Neassa he
had begun making plans a once.

"The Ard Ri's son Teigue gave methat

spotted bull as part of the bride-price for

Maeve," herecaled. "Best bull | ever

had. Every heifer he covered produced a calf.

A number of them even had twins" he added with a
geaminhiseye.

"I don't know that | want to marry

Donough,” Neassa had protested. "He'sa

granger to me. And he'sclumsy. And he

doesn't even have afull moustacheyet.”

"He's old enough to lead an army, so he'sold
enough to marry,” her father replied. "How largea
bride-gift did you say he waswilling to offer for
you?"

"Maeve sendsword that heisafineyoung

man, more comely than her own husband and with strong
white legs," Neassa's mother added. "Few men
have his advantages; you'l grow thin and gray
waiting for another.”

Neassawas not convinced. She had not had one



glimpse of Donough'swhite legs before

he spilled red wine over her, ruining the new

gown she had so painstakingly embroidered for her
first vigt to Kincora. At that one brief

meeting he had seemed abrupt, distracted,

paying hardly any attention to her, and she could not
imagine spending therest of her lifewith him.

He was probably very dull, she decided.

Something better would come aong.

Now she meandered dreamily across the meadow,
swinging asmdl glassphid hanging froma

leather thong and thinking in avague way about the
future. About marriage. About curling her hair

in adifferent syle. She began toying with theidea
of entering aconvent and imagined herself garbed in
bleached linen--which was very becoming--and doing good works.
She might even one day be asaint like Princess
Brigit of Kildareand ...

Neassasreverie wasinterrupted by the cadence

of gdloping hooves. Startled, she dropped her

little phial of dew just as Donough burst out of the
woods, riding one horse and leading another. He
reined to a hasty stop and they stared at one another.
Neassa recovered first. "What are you doing

here?'

Hetook adeep breath. "I've come..."

Hisvoice cracked; hisface turned afiery

red. Hetried again. "I've cometo kidnap you."

Teigue was astonished. "He's done what ?*
"Kidnapped Gadhra's daughter,

Neassa. Rode right into her father's holding, the
runner says, and carried her away with him."
Telgue's face was as stormy asaMarch
morning. "That provesit. HEstoo

impetuous to be entrusted with any
respongbility, never mind letting him have
Kincora. What am | going to say to Gadhra?
He's my father-in-law and I've always had good
relationswith him, but he won't take thiswell.
No proper negotiations, no bride-price

... unless| offer him onein my brother's name.
Should 1?7 Damn Donough! | don't even know
what one doesin these Situations. Send me a
brehon!"

While Teigue struggled with the formalitiesand
cursed his haf-brother, Donough and his stolen
woman were galoping across Thomond.
Gdloping isnot an dtogether accurate



description. They had begun at the

gdlop, with Neassa, who had never ridden a

horsein her life and refused to mount the one
Donough had brought for her, dung across the withers of
his mount like asack of corn. In thisuncomfortable
position she had protested so loudly that he was
forced to dow to amore sedate pace.

So he kidnapped hiswife a the walk,

once they were out of sight of her father'slandholding.
Trusting the superfluous horseto find itsway

back to the stables at Kincora, he knotted the

reins on the animd's neck and turned it

loose.

Then he allowed Neassato sit up in front

of him, and tried to make her comfortable straddling his
horse's shoulders with his arms around her, one hand
holding thereins. He could smdll her hair and

fed the warmth of her body, and when he glanced
down he could see the swell of her breasts, and her
skirt hiked up to her thighs.

She busied herself smoothing the front of her

gown. Had she known she was going to be carried off
she would have worn something more suitable, like the flowing
draperies of Irish princessesin the ancient

legends. Instead shewas clothed inaplain
ankle-length dress of brown wool over a

bodice of very crumpled linen. No jewelry,

even. And her exposed thighs looked too fat.

To keep him from paying attention to them she tapped
hisarm and remarked brightly, "Sitting ona

horse puts one up very high, doesnt it?"*

"It does." Donough waited for her to say

something else but she did not. His mother had afund
of inteligent conversation for any occasion, he
recalled, and even at her worst Gormlaith was
entertaining. Perhaps Neassa was too frightened to be
charming. Perhaps when she got to know him better she
would be agood companion.

For her part, Neassa had changed her mind about
Donough. Obvioudy hewas not dull. When he
announced he was going to kidnap her she had been
gartled, then willing. On aradiant Soring

morning theideawas ddlightful.

But asthe day progressed and she grew

increasingly tired of Sitting on the horse--and
increasingly sorein her female parts--ddight

faded.

"Stop squirming,” said Donough. "Y oure

upsetting the horse, heisn't used to carrying

double



Nesssa protested, "And I'm not

used toriding! Can't | get down and walk?"'

"How would that look if anyone saw us-—-me
mounted and you afoot?"

"We could both walk and lead the horse."

"That would look even odder. Besides, why should |
walk when | have a perfectly good mount? Now

gt dill and enjoy theride.”

Neassatried to think of apersuasive

argument, but none occurred to her. She shifted her
body as ddicately as she could to ease the most
sengtive portions of her anatomy off the

horse's bony withers. "Where are we going and how
soon will we be there?' she demanded to know.
Donough was asking himsdf the same question. Caught
up in the excitement of putting hisidea

to practice, he had not thought farther ahead than the
actual seizure of Neassa. He assumed that

aman who kidnapped awoman usualy took

her back to his own stronghold, but he had none.
The purpose of this undertaking was the acquisition of
Kincora. Under the circumstances he could hardly
take her there and beg Teigueto give them

shelter. Teigue would probably order him

to take her home again and then givehim a
tongue-lashing for being impetuous.

Which he had been. He knew it. But that did not
help now.

He must make Neassaphysicdly his; then

Teigue could not force him to give her back to her
father. But where? If shewasto bethewife of a
prince of Thomond she should not be ravished in the
open like aherder's daughter. Shewas entitled to a
roof, walls, aproper chamber and nuptial

bed.

Instead they had a sunny sky beginning to cloud
over, and rolling grasdand furnished with bracken
and occasiond briars.

Neassa was squirming again and the horse

flattened its ears with annoyance. Donough could
fed the hump forming inits back; in another

moment the beast would start bucking and ignominioudy
dump them both.

A quick decison wasimperétive.

Donough reined hishorseto ahat inthelee

of alow hill, which offered asheltered grassy

hollow with ascattering of daises. By astretch

of poetic imagination, onemight cal it asea

full of gars

Would enough ardor, he wondered, persuade



Neassa to overlook the shortcomings of the

place as awedding chamber?

He pushed back onto the horse's rump

to give himsdf room to swing aleg over behind the
girl, then did off. Holding up hisarmsto her
heinvited, "Come down to me."

Shewasingantly suspicious. "Why?"'

"So | can hold you properly.”

"Y ou were holding me on the horse. Why did you
get off? Ishe going to run away with me?'

Her voicerose.

"He's not going anywhere; heswell trained.

Come down."

For awoman who had been anxiousto get off the
horse, she seemed curioudy reluctant.

"Why?' she repeated.

Therewasalight in her eyes Donough would have
recognized asflirtatiousif he had been a

more experienced man.

"Because | want you to!" herepliedin
exasperation. He seized Neassa by thewaist and
tried to pull her off and she shrieked--not too
loudly--and struck out at him--not too hard.
Donough had never fought with awoman. Unsure
how to react, hetried to fend her off while till
managing to get her onto the ground with him. Inthe
struggle helogt his baance and the two of them
fdl, hard. His effortsto twist hisbody so he

would cushion her fall went awry, thanksto her
wild struggles, and when they hit the ground he
somehow found himsdlf on top.

The wind was knocked out of her, but not for long.
Before Donough could gather histhoughts, Neassa
ghrieked in earnest. 'Y ou clumsy maggot, you've
hurt mel™

Her voice was sharp enough to pierce holesin
earlobes. Such acry from awoman would bring
anyone within hearing to her aid; Donough had no
desire to be caught in such an embarrassng
position. "Be quiet," he hissed at her.

"Yourenot hurt.”

"I am hurt! Y ou owe me compensation, you owe
me at the least an amber pendant and an ivory
comband ..." She went rattling on, listing the

sort of rewards with which her long-suffering father
purchased peace in his own home. Appalled,
Donough responded by clamping his hand over her
mouth and one long leg across her body, pinning her
down.

Above hishand her furiouseyes glared a him.



There was only one thing he knew to do.

He must possess her here and now so he would have a
clamto her aswife. If helet her get

away shewould probably never dlow hima

second chance.

When hefirst thought of kidnapping Neassa,
Donough had dlowed his hedthy young imagination
to run riot with images of her body and the things they
would do together. A woman of hisown! He would be
gentle with her, he promised himsdf, gentleand
considerate but so passionate he would awaken
desirein her and they would ...

Redlity was different. Fumbling with hisclothes
while smultaneoudy trying to hold down the
struggling girl, he discovered that ardor was not dways
available on demand.

"What are you doing?"' she asked

unnecessarily. What he was attempting to do was
perfectly obvious.

Donough did not answer. Clutching her in

mounting desperation, he shifted his body and tried

to come at the problem from adifferent angle.

Her skirt wasin the way. Had she been

cooperétive the matter would have been quickly
resolved, but asit was he had to try to push her
clothing asde with his knee since he dready had

both hands occupied.

Neassawailed, "Y ou're ruining my gown!™

"I'll giveyou anew one," he panted.

Shewas not inclined to be reasonable. "I don't

want anew one, | want thisone, and | want

youtolet go of me!"

But by now Donough was grappling with her in grim
earnest, feding both hisfuture and his manhood

at stake. He dare not stop no matter how much

he wished he could.

He had listened to warriors boasting of conquest

and rape, and like many youthsfelt acertain

vicarious excitement. But when the opportunity
cameit wasthe last thing he wanted to do.

He was disgusted by the struggle, which embarrassed rather
than inflamed him and demeaned them both. At the
gtart of the day he had only the best and most noble
intentions toward Neassa. How could matters have
disntegrated into this sweaty scuffle among the
weeds?

Then Neassa squirmed under himin adifferent

way, and he felt the moist opening heat of her

againg his naked flesh. He gasped as his body

took over, freeing him of conscious thought, his



penisswdling and thrusting asif it had a

mind of itsown.

"No," she said with her mouth againgt the sde of his
face, but the word had no meaning. It was just a sound.
When she repeated, "No no no no no," her
half-hearted protest was lost in the plunging

rhythm of his body.

Hefdt abarrier; he pushed, something gave

and the girl gasped with pain but he could not stop.

He experienced a peculiar sense of ascenson

asif hewererunning up amountain whilethe air
became thinner and thinner and his breathing more and more
labored. He was desperately eager to reach the

top, where someone or something wonderful waited for
him, yet he did not want to get there. He

wanted to go on dimbing and climbing with the
oxygen-starved rapture growing in him until ...

The dimax when it came caught him

by surprise. A violent shudder swept through his

body at the summit of the climb and he cried out
aname, but he was not aware he cried out.

He was aware of nothing but the intensity of the
pulsing spasm that shook him, tearing his soul

loose from its moorings.

To her credit, Neassalay quiet under him

while passion subsided. The passion had been

his, not hers, but she had enough generosity to dlow him
the full experience. Only when he was quiet and

his breathing began to dow did she say, inan
aggrieved voice, "Y ou're crushing me.”

Donough sat up hadtily. His heart was ill

pounding, but he wasin control of himsdlf again--more or
less. In control, and contrite. He did not

want to look at her. He did not know where

to look nor what to do. What to say. Of course

he could not apologize, he was Brian Boru's

on.

Out of the corner of hiseye he saw Neassa

dowly st up, raising her handsto her hair in
atimelesswomanly gesture of repairing the

damage. Her skirt foamed around her thighs;

another foam was mixed there, streaked with blood.
When she caught him looking she thrust out her lower
lip. "Y ou've made mevery sore.”

Latein the day, asentry on the gates

cdled down to those inside, " Someone's coming. A
sgnglehorse™ He squinted into the twilight,

then grinned. "With two riders.”

A flushed and defiant Donough rode through the



gates as soon as they creaked open,

looking neither Ieft nor right. Inhisarms,
Neassawas swiveling her head on her neck as

if she had never seen Kincorabefore.

Her lipswere curved in asmug little smile.
Assoon as Maeve saw her Sister's

amile, sheknew everything. But Donough insisted
on spdling it out for Teigue when he met with his
brother in Teigue's private chamber. "I
consummeated a marriage with thiswoman, | made
her awife to me under Brehon Law. | know the
contracts hadn't been agreed, and there was no
priest on hand to call down God's blessing on

us, either. But sheismy wifeand | need a
homefor her."

Teigue'sarms were folded across his chest and his
facewas st in hard lines. ™Y ou behaved very
badly. Her father and kinsmen are furious with us, and
| don't blame them.”

"She'smy wife" Donough reiterated

doggedly. "I need ahomefor her."

"Y ou can stay here until afort can be built for

you on your share of our father'slandholdings.”

"l don't want some other fort. | want this

one, the one hewilled to me!"

Teigue dghed. "Send for Carrall,” he

said over hisshoulder to a servant.

The confrontation was brief and unpleasant.

"Brian left nowritten will," Carroll

told Donough with certainty.

Carroll wasfresh from adiscussion with Mac

Liag on thisvery subject, in which they had agreed
that the boy wasinteligent and full of spirit, but
unready to assume mgjor respongbility.
"Remember he's Gormlaith's son,”

Carroll had stressed, "and amoreirresponsible
woman never lived. We must protect her son

from himsdf."

"l agree,” Mac Liag responded. "But

tell me--in confidence, mind you--wasthere a
will?*

Carroll hegitated. "Never awritten one.

Although ..."

"Although?"

"Before the battle got underway Brian did

send for me, to remind me of his promise to bequesath
his body to Armagh should he die. And during that
conversation he aso specificaly bequesthed hisblessng
to hisyoungest son. Not to Teigue or any of the
others, but to Gormlaith's child. | wondered about that



gnce”

"Could he have meant to single out Donough for

specid privilege, even above his brothers?"

"Possibly,” Carroll conceded. "It was hard

to know what was on Brian's mind & thetime. He

was old and tired and aterrible battle was just ahead.

Had he been thinking clearly, | cannot believe

he would have bestowed favors on the child of the woman who
caused the battle. Surely Brian never

loved Gormlath!™

Maec Liag dlowed himsdlf the faintest of

smiles. "Do you remember how she looked when

they werefirst wed? The sight of her was enough to stop your
heart.” With an effort, the old poet dragged his

thoughts back to the present. "But you're right of

course; it would be a dreadful mistake for the boy

to inherit Kincora. It could only do him harm.”

"Therewasno will," Carrall reiterated now.
"I'msorry."

Donough looked astonished. "But there must have
been! Hetold me hisintentiond”

"| cannot deny what he may have said to you, but |
assure you heleft no written will with me, nor

did hedictate oneto me."

Donough glared a Teigue. "Did you order

him to say this?'

"Not at dl," wasthe honest reply. "Try

to be reasonable, lad. Y ou and your, ah, your
Neassaare welcometo live at Kincoraas

my guests while we make the appropriate
arrangements to celebrate your marriage and
placate her father'stribe.”

The mention of Neassareminded Donough that on
the ride back to Kincora, he had promised her

the palace would be hersto command. Thiswas going to make
her unhappy, and he dready knew her well enough
to know she was not awoman to suffer in silence.

Chapter Eighteen

Newstraveled rapidly across Ireland when

it concerned the marriages of kings and princes,
involving the complicated network of triba

dliances. In Dublin, Gormlaith listened to the

tidings from Munster with growing anger.

"My son marrying amere cattle lord's

daughter? He can't!" Her eyesflashed with a
trace of their old fire. "Did helearn

nothing from me? A marriage must enhance status or



enrich the clan. He understood that. He

married one of his daughtersto my son Sitric and
another to aprince of the Scots. And married his
other sonsinto the most noble families of Irdland

... except for that foolish Teigue, of

course, who never did have sufficient ambition.”
Gormlaith snorted with contempt. "What can a
cattle lord's daughters offer to the clan of an

Ard Ri? My son isyoung and foolish and they
aretaking advantage of himin Thomond. A
cow-eyed girl haswrapped her plaits around

him, obvioudy. Or her thighs. Well.

I'll soon put astop to her galop.”

When hismother came storming into the hall

to announce that she must leave Dublin at once,
Sitric felt apowerful desretofdl to his

knees and offer sacrifices of thanksgiving

to Odin. With an effort he restrained himsdlf. He
knew Gormlaith too well to agree with her; that
would only make her change her mind.
"Leavethelad done" Sitric said, combing

his beard with hisfingers. "Y ou're out of it now, away
from Kincoraand dl its unpleasant

associations. | thought you never wanted to seethe
placeagan.”

"l do not. But heismy sonand | havean
obligationto him."

"I need you here, Mother," Sitric replied,
draight-faced.

"Y ou certainly do, you're not capable on your own
of minding mice a acrossroads. But | am

going to Kincorato stop thisill-advised aliance,
s0 | ingst you provide mewith acart

appropriate to my station. And aguard of

honor."

Inal of Dublin, Sitric knew, there was

no cart which Gormlaith would consider fine enough for
her, but he commandeered the best vehicle available
and had it further fitted out with cushionsand fur
robes. A pair of swift horses were put

into harness, another pair provided for achange of
team, and aguard of sturdy Dublin Danes

hestily assembled.

Sitric'singructionsto them were cryptic.

"Do not let my mother out of your sight,” he said.
"But should some misadventure befal her, take
your time about rescuing her.”

Although he did not explain, his men understood.
Likeastorm blown inland from the Irish Seg,
Gormlaith swept toward Kincora.



During thereign of Brian Boru

awoman could travel unmolested from one end of the
idand to the other wearing dl her jewds, but

Brian was dead, and aready outlaws were gathering in the
forests. An elderly woman swathed in fursand
glittering with gold should have been aprime target.
Y et no one bothered Gormlaith.

"Doom rides with her," people whispered to one
another, regarding her with the superdtitious fear
usudly reserved for druid stonesand fairy

trees.

Shetook thereins of the team away from the
appointed charioteer and drove the horses along
the Sighe Ddahersdlf, lashing them unmercifully
with the long whip. Her guard on horseback was
hard-pressed to keep up with the careening wicker
cart. "Shell overturn herself and bekilled,”

one of them remarked to another.

"Not that one," wasthereply. "Y ou couldn't kill
Gormlaith with an axe."

Throughout the journey she complained continually about
everyone and everything, including the accommodations
provided each nightfal by chieftains through whose
territory they passed. None wanted to put a

roof over Gormlaith's head, but none dared

turn her away.

They offered only minima hospitdlity,

however.

In return Gormlaith insulted the proud

Irish chieftainsto their faces.

One of her embarrassed escort commented, "Now
| understand why Sitric Silkbeard has turned
asgray asabadger. That woman livesunder his
roof."

"And hiswifeisadaughter of Brian

Boru," acompanion pointed out. “Can you
imaginewhat life must belikefor Sitric,

caught between those two women?'

"Better for himif he had svung an axe

a Clontarf and let the Ard Ri kill him,"

sad athird.

The others nodded agreement.

For the men assigned to accompany Gormlaith the
trip seemed interminable, but she was even more
impatient. With each turn of the whedls she grew
increasingly worried that her foolish son might be
married before she could get to him.

Her fears were well-founded. Teigue had
urged a speedy wedding to mollify Neassal's



kinsmen, and Donough did not argue.

Oncethe formdlities were observed, heintended

to reassert his clam to Kincora

Neassawanted to invite everyone she knew

to watch her wed the Ard Ri's son.

"We are not going to offer hogpitdity to every
playmate of your childhood," Maeve informed

her sgter.

"Why not? Brian Boru entertained hundreds

of peopledl thetime, he..."

"My husband has avery different temperament,
and | assure you he does not want some huge
crowd devouring his stores and lingering for weeksin his
hdl."

Neassa pouted. Maeveignored her.

There was to be no huge crowd invited, but
Donough had inssted thet hisfather's closest friends
attend the wedding. From Mac Liag he begged a
list of Brian'sfavorites known to be il

dive

They sat together beside the hearth in Mac Liag's
house, squinting & the names by firdight while

an early summer storm lashed the waters of Lough
Dergto afroth.

"Who'sthis?' Donough queried, pointing.

Mac Liag bent closer. "Och.

Pedraic, of course.”

"Padraic?' Donough did not recognise the

name.

"Hewas your father's spear carrier originaly,

when Brian was ill ayoung man. In time he became
atrusted confidante. At the Battle of

Glenmama he suffered an injury that cost him his
eyesight and Brian pensoned him off.

"No man ever loved Brian Boru more--or

was more loved by him," Mac Liag added wi/lly.
"I'm surprised he wasn't kept at

Kincorato end hisdaysin comfort with my father."
"Bit of paliticsthere" Mac Liag

explained. "Y ou see, Padraic had become,

ah, involved with awoman who was not a Chrigtian.
A druid, afollower of the old ways."

"A druid?'

"Indeed. A woman caled Niamh.

Padraic was very fond of her and | dways thought
Brian encouraged it, because he had acertain
sympathy with the druids himsdlf. Not that he would ever
admit it, what with trying to keep the support of the
Church for hisvarious policies. But | knew

what wasin hisheart. Did | not see him snesking
out inthe dawn to carry little giftsto hersalf



on Crag Liah?"

Cumara, tending thefire, stiffened a the mention

of Crag Liath, and Donough threw Mac

Liag agtartled glance, but the old man did not

notice.

"In time thewoman caled Niamh left

Padraic,” the poet went on. "No one knew

where she went, only that her mother came for her and
took her away. Padraic grieved for along

time. | personaly think that'swhy hewas carelessin
battle and got himsdlf blinded.

"He never stopped yearning for her, and Brian

assured him shewould return one day. And so she

did. But Brian could hardly inviteadruid

woman to stay around Kincorawhat with bishops and
abbots coming and going like changesin the westher, so he
gave Padraic aholding near his birthplace,

somewhere beyond Ennis.”

Donough wasintrigued. "Helived therewith a

druid?'

"Indeed. When she came back to him she brought
achild who wasthe very image of him, and they had more children
after, who wereraised in the Old Faith.” The

poet chuckled. "Padraic's eyesight was dll

he had logt. Everything else worked just fine."

"So they married?' Donough had marrying on the
mind.

Mac Liag paused to rub the bridge of his

nose with thumb and forefinger. "'l wouldn't say they
married, exactly. Druid rituals are rather

... different. But they were devoted to one ancther.
When Niamh died Padraic requested

permission from Briantoraiseagresat cairnin

her honor, and Brian himsdlf placed the last

sone.

"Y ou should have heard the lament | composed, one of
my best efforts” The old man'svoice

trembled. "Everyone wept. We came back here
afterward and Brian sat right there where you sit now and
wetdked ..." Hedrifted off into his

memories.

Cumaratouched Donough's shoulder. "Therésa

break in the weather for the moment, so you had better go
now. I'll put him to bed before he beginsto cry.”

When Donough left Mac Liag's house and

st out upon the muddy, well-worn footpath
leading back to the gates of Kincora, he found
himsdlf glancing off to hisright toward the forested
heights of Crag Liath.

Lowering clouds hid the summit. The



aready-saturated air was charged with the certain

return of the storm. Donough stopped; stared toward

the brooding crag.

He had dways accepted without question that the guardian
spirit of the Dal Caiswas aban shee, a

disembodied relict of the race of sorcerers

cdled the Tuatha de Danann who had been

defeated by his own Gaelic ancestorsfifteen

hundred years earlier. The ban shee had warned

him of Clontarf.

But now hefound himsalf wondering. Who--or what
--dwelled on Crag Liath? To whom had hisfather
caried"little gifts'?

A ban shee from the pagan past? Or someone more substantial ? How could Brian have known the
druid woman would return to Padraic?

Donough suddenly found himsalf wondering how much

he redlly knew about Brian Boru.

The marriage of Donough Mac Brian

to Neassa Ni Gadhra would encompass severa
components. First Donough and Neassawould agree
to the provisions of amarriage contract in front

of abrehon, asIrish nobility had done since

before the coming of Chrigtianity. This contract

dictated the terms upon which the relationship would be
conducted. Afterward the guests would assemble to hear the
ranking cleric, Cathal Mac Maine, ddliver

the blessings of the Chrigtian faith.

The servants were gossiping in the kitchens as they
prepared the banquet that would follow. "The Ard

Ri would have sent hunters out to fetch every wild boar
and red deer in Thomond for the feast,” they told one
another. "What sort of aprincely celebration

serves common mutton and pike from the river?”
Teigue's seward Enda silenced them. "My

master does not want to give young Donough ideas
above hisgation. Thisisnot the marriage of aking, but
merdly of ayounger son. It isto be festive but
restrained.”

Restrained. The servants looked at one

another.

"Alas, Kincora," one muttered under his

bresth, repegting the refrain from Mac Liag's

lament for Brian Boru.



Chapter Nineteen

At Clontarf Brian Boru had broken the

power of the Vikings, but as he had foreseen they were not
to be driven out of Ireland. A string of traders

wagons belonging to Norse merchants based in
Limerick encountered Gormlaith as she turned

onto the road to Kincora

The Norse merchants of Limerick were only
peripherally aware of the great battle that had taken
place on the other side of theidand, athough

warriors from that city had marched with Brian

Boru. Limerick's principd interest wasin

trade. Using the sealanes, a congtant stream

of goods poured into and out of Ireland no matter what
battles were being fought. Irish gold and lesther were
much valued abroad, while Irish chieftainswere
areliable market for luxuriesthe VVikings

imported from asfar away as the shores of the
Caspian.

At the Sght of the traders Gormlaith

signaled a halt. She stepped down from her cart

and with her cloak billowing behind her strode toward the
Norse wagons.

Sitting on their horses, her escort watched

impassvely.

Gormlaith demanded of the burly blond man

walking beside the first team of oxen, "Where do you think
youregoing?'

The Norseman gaped at her. He was young; this

was hisfirst venture in charge of hisfather'swagons.
He had hardly expected to be challenged by an

aging lrishwoman wearing more gold jewery than

he had ever seen on one personin hislife.

Resting one hand on the broad, warm back of the
nearest ox, he said, "We are on our way

to Kincora, mother,” automaticaly using the

Norse term of respect applied to any

femae out of childhood.

Gormlaith glared a him. "I'm not your mother.
Andwho invited you?'

The woman's tone was ddliberately rude.

His spine stiffened with indignation but he refrained from
looking back at the other driversto see how they

were reacting. He wasin charge now.

"We aretraders" hesaid. "Tradersare

welcome everywhere. Asit happens, we are taking
deand slks and cinnamon to Kincorafor a



marriage celebration.”

Gormlaith raised her eyebrows.

"Cinnamon, you say? Red cinnamon, not shaved
tree bark you're trying to pass off onthe

ignorant Irish? Let mesee" Shoving

past the startled man, she leaned over the side of
his cart and threw back the hide covering.

"Now wait here ..." The Norseman reached

for her just as a spear interposed itself between him and the
woman. He looked up to seea Danish

warrior on ahorse glaring down at him.

Hewas not to beintimidated. "Thisismy

wagon and these are my goods!" he protested.
"Some strange woman can't just ..."

"Sheisthe Princess Gormlaith,” the

mounted man informed him.

"l don't careif she'sthe Goddess

Freya, she hasno right to paw through my goods!"
The Norseman had started to say something else
when, tardily, he recognized the name of
Gormlaith. When accompanying hisfather to Kincora
asayoungster he had never met the woman, but he
knew who shewas.

Everyone knew who shewas.

He hesitated, unable to believe that the

harridan rummeaging through histrade goodslike an
avaricious badger could possibly have been the most
beautiful woman in Irdland and wifeto three
kingsinturn.

Gormlaith extracted amudin bag and

held it to her nose, sniffing suspicioudy.

"Itisreal cinnamon,” she conceded &t |ast.

But as she tossed the bag back into the wagon she
told the Norseman, " Of course you could be
planning to cheat them some other way."

The young merchant glowered at her. "I dont
cheat anyone. | give honest vaue for honest

coin."

Her green eyes suddenly sparkled. "Coin?

Did you know that my son Sitric ordered the first
coinage ever to be struck in Ireland? Y ou

probably have some. His profileis on them.

He wanted to use mine, of course, but |

convinced him his own face would be more
appropriate.”

At this Gormlaith's escort exchanged

glances and bit their lips. It waswdl knownin
Dublin that Gormlaith had campaigned

vigoroudy to have her face reproduced on the
coin, and made Sitric'slife hdl for



months afterward because he used his own image
ingtead.

She continued, "If you're going to Kincora, it

must beto try to sdl your rubbish to my other son.
But he won't buy it. He has excellent

taste; helearned it from me" She cast afind
contemptuous look at the contents of the wagon and
went back to her cart. With onefoot on the step
she paused. "Do you know thiswoman he's
supposed to be marrying?' she cdled to the
Norseman.

The encounter was s0 bizarre he was not certain
whether he should answer, but the warrior on
horseback prodded him gently with thetip of his
Spear.

"I know her. Know of her, that is. Sheis

sder to thewife of Teigue Mac Brian."

"How many cattle does her father have? Y ou

trade with him for hislegthers?'

"We don't trade with him; his cettle have
poor-qudity hides."

"Hah!" Gormlaith exulted, springing into her

cart with surprising agility. She snatched up the
whip and curled it over her horses backs and

they legped forward. In amoment the cart was whirling
away with itsescort in hot pursuit, leaving the
Norsetradersin their dust.

The leader of the traders gazed after her
thoughtfully, wondering if it might not be more prudent
to bypass Kincora atogether and sell hisgoodsto the
chieftains beyond Nenagh instead.

Most of theinvited guests had dready arrived at
Kincora and been shown to their accommodations, in
private chambersif they had sufficient status

or in one of the large wattle-and-timber guesting
houses.

While awaiting the formaization of their

marriage, Donough and Neassa had been

assigned an gpartment once reserved for

Murrough. 1t would have been unthinkable to return
Neassato her father before the wedding; such an insult
would have meant a clan war. With or without contracts
and blessings, she was now wifeto Donough and his
responghility.

Already that respongbility was beginning to chafe
dightly. At night among thefursand

blankets he enjoyed her, but during the day he

wanted to put her out of hismind and devote himsdlf
to solidifying dliances. Y et no sooner had



he found an out-of-the way corner where he
could discuss politicsin private than

Neassawould appear at his elbow.

"Ah hereyou are, Donough! | waslooking for
you. Tel me, do you think | should wear these beads
my sister gave mefor our wedding? Or arethese
better?' She pirouetted for hisinspection,
oblivious of the other men with him, destroying a
mood Donough had been at painsto create. No
meatter how hetried to get rid of her shewould
linger, talking abouit triviaasif it were the most
important thing in theworld, until the men whose
support Donough had been wooing abandoned him
to her.

Ferga summed it up. "Neassa chatters

congtantly and says nothing.”

"She'sjust young and excited,” Donough defended
her. He must be loyal to her in front of others;

that was part of the marriage contract under Brehon
Law.

His cousin scoffed, "Y ou say that now, when she
hasyou by the balls, but wait until she's

older. Shewon't improve."

Donough did not want to believe him. He
determined to find admirable hidden quditiesin
Neassathat no one but himsalf could appreciate.
They must be there. He wanted to love her.

He wanted to be happy.

Surely dl it required was an effort of will.

The wedding was to take place on thefirst day of the
new moon. A few guestswerelatein arriving,

and amessenger had brought a chillingly curt
response from the prince of Desmond to the effect
that he and hiswife did not care to attend any
fetivities honoring Donough Mac Brian.

"Trouble there" Telgue remarked to his

wife. He promptly summoned Donough for an
explanation.

"Father married our Sster Sabiato Cian of
Desmond for the express purpose of making
peace between the Dal Cais and the Owenachts,”
Teigue reminded his brother. "Y et now there
seems to be anew grudge developing. What
happened?’

"We quarreled, but it was nothing.”

"Nothing?If it's cost me the support of the
Owenachtsit could mean serious trouble for my
kingship."

Donough folded hisarms. "'Y ou're determined

to be King of Munger, then?



"Father held that title until he

died and I'm his oldest surviving son.”
"According to the tradition of tanistry, any of our
close cousins might make an equa clam

to thetitle," Donough pointed out.

With awave of hishand, Teigue dismissed
tradition. "But none of them has, out of respect
for our father. In case you have forgotten, Donough, it
was Brian Boru's plan to found aruling

dynasty based on direct succession, father

to son, like theroyd families of the Britons

and the Gauls."

"I'm not arguing that point. I'm just questioning whether
you are the best man to follow Brian Boru as
king."

Teigue gave hisyounger brother ahard stare.

"l antheonly man," hesaidinagern

voice. He had not wanted kingship, but now,
angered at Donough's reaction, he began

to fed some of Brian Boru'sambition

surfacing in himsdf after dl.

Donough checked a scathing retort. Further
aienating his brother would serve no purpose.
Besdes, Teigue wasthe closest kin he had

left, other than Ssters he never saw and amother
he did not want to see.

With an effort he admitted, "l made a

mistake in quarreling with Cian. But the Owenacht
tribe has dways been contentious. Had you been
there, the same thing might have happened. Cianis
easly offended.”

"l don't want you blaming thison Cian.

Y ou have to take responsbility for what you do
yoursdf."

"That'swhat | wastrying to do!"

Teigue gaveatired Sgh. "Leaveit

then, Donough. When thiswedding isover | shdl
attempt to reetablish friendly relationswith the
prince of Desmond.”

Donough replied, "That should be my task if

I'm respongible for the problem.”

"I don't want you muddying the waters any
further," hisbrother said sternly.

"| fed like aspancelled horse," Donough
complained to Mac Liag later. He found himself
journeying to the old poet's house by the lake dmost
every day, seeking ... he knew not what.
"Spancelled horses accept their hobbles and are
obedient," Mac Liag replied.



"But it was | who brought the army of

Munster back from Clontarf! | evenwon a
victory of sortson theway. Surely |

deserve better than to be treated like a child now."
The old man's eyestwinkled. "Y our brother
Murrough voiced the same complaintsright up
until thetime he died. Brian would never let
himrun."

"At least he let Murrough diewith him,”

Donough sad hitterly.

"Itisnot easy to be onewho survives. |

know. Every day of my lifel regret that | did

not die with the flower of the Dacassans”
"That's exactly what | mean!" the young man
cried. "Youtak like everyone d e, asif dl

that wasfinest and most nobleisdead! But I'm
aive. Look at me. I'm flesh and blood

ganding here before you."

"Be patient, lad,” counsdled Mac

Liag. "What isfor you will not pass by you."

As Donough was leaving the poet's house he said
out of the side of hismouth to Cumara, "It'sal very
well for himto talk, he'slived hislife and had

his honors. But what about me?"

Cumaralooked sympathetic.

The day of the wedding dawned overcast. A
curtain of soft gray rain hung in the sky

north of thelake.

Brooding above Kincora, Crag Liath was
lostincloud.

Teigue's steward Torcan had offered

Donough an attendant to help him prepare for the
occasion, but he had asked Fergd to be with him
ingtead.

"l want an dly a my elbow," he

explained to hiscousin.

"Why? Areyou nervous? It'sonly a

marriage and you've dready lain with the woman."
"l want you with me," Donough repeated.

Fergd's common sense did not seem to help with the
knot in hisbdly.

Hedressed in anew leine and amantle

large enough to wrap four times around his body. So much
woven wool wasindicative of hiswedthasa
prince. The mantle was crimson speckled with
gray and black, and decorated with huge
horsehair tassdls.

Standing infront of him, Fergd heldup a

mirror S0 Donough could examine the effect. In



the polished metad surface he thought

he looked rather like hisfather. "Do | remind you of
anyone?' he asked Fergal.

"Y ou remind me of ascared boy afraid

someone's going to give him awhipping,” hiscousin
remarked unfedingly. "Areyou ready to go?'

Thefirst event of the day wasthe recitation of the
agreed marriage contract before the senior

brehon. Thiswas a private and sober ceremony

as befitted legd arrangements concerning

property. Only Teigue and Gadhra

accompanied the young couple astheir two clanswould
be bound by the settlements made. Once the
contract had been formally accepted by both sides and
tokens exchanged--gilded lesthers representing the
bride-price of cattle, ceremonid knives

representing a strengthened dliance with Gadhras
ghclan—-the festivities could beign.

The blessing of the Church would be ddlivered by the
Abbot of Kill Dduain the chapd of Saint

Flannan, and would mark the beginning of three days
of celebration. Priestly participation was not
customary for ordinary marriages, but had become
increasingly apart of weddingsinvolving noble clans
as Chridtianity consolidated itshold on

Ireland.

When the wedding party |€eft the private chamber
where the marriage contract had been formally
accepted, they crossed the main courtyard of
Kincorato the gray stone chapel. Kinspeople

and dependents now crowded around them.
Servants had lined the way with newly cut

rushes and strewn their path with fragrant

hawthorn blossoms, the last of the season. The

poets claimed hawthorn bloomed longer around
Kincorathan anywhereesein Irdland.

"| fed like aqueen,” enthused Neassa,

beaming left and right. Shewasresplendentina
deeveess coat of loosely woven wool over
asemi-fitted linen gown lavishly embroidered

with sk thread. Imported glass beads were

sewn onto her dippers. She waggled her

fingers at the spectators as if they were her

subjects. Once or twice she giggled.

Donough was both eated and embarrassed. Thiswas
only the second ritua of hislifeinwhich he

had played a central part, and he did not

remember thefirgt, his baptism. He paced forward
sdf-conscioudy, trying to look dignified.



Neassa matched her strideto his,

but one step behind. Under Brehon Law theirswasa
marriage of the second degree, as they were not
equa in status and property; her positionin the
procession was ordained by custom.

Among the crowd forming aline on ether sde of
their passage was a bony, elderly man whose

faded hair il retained ahint of red. By the

sunken hollows of hisblind eyes Donough

identified him as Padraic, former spear

carrier. Severa young people clustered protectively
around him.

One of them was adender, dark-haired girl.
Donough had amost walked past her when something
captured his atention and he turned to look.

Alone of dl the wedding guests, she wore no

shoes. Her high-arched white feet were bare, and the
skirt she wore over her linen smock was red.
Donough lifted his gaze to her face. Her

nose was very sraight, dmost Grecian; the

modeling of her rather stubborn chin would do honor to a
queen. Benegth level eyebrows, starswelled from
fathomless pupils, setting dark eyes aglow.

It was aface he would have recognized anywhere,
though he could have put hishand on his heart and sworn
he had never met her before.

Whilethey stared at each other asilent

conversation took place between them. Itsintengity
left him shaken.

Donough forgot the crowd around him, forgot his
new wife at his shoulder, the abbot waiting for

them. He was surrounded by gray cloud pierced by a
single beam of light, and in that light stood the

girl inthered skirt amiling a him asif she

had known him athousand years.

Chapter Twenty

| could never afterward remember entering the chapd,
nor the prayers Cathad Mac Maine intoned

before the dtar. Although my eyesremained fixed on
the abbot, some deeper sense was searching the dim
interior for the girl's presence.

When | redized she had not entered the chapel

| was upset. | wanted Cathal to stop droning

on and on so | could go outside again and see where
shewas.

Neassaelbowed meintheribs. "The

responses,” she hissed.

"The... ah. Indeed." | dragged my mind



back to the present and mouthed the expected
Latin. Catha signed the Cross over us, more
prayers were offered, the ceremony was over.
| amost ran from the chapdl.

Thegirl inthered skirt was gone.

Chapter Twenty-one

In honor of the occasion, Mac Liag had

worn al sx colorsto which apoet was

entitled. Hisleine extended to hisanklesin

pleated folds; hislong, semicircular mantle

was striped in yellow, green, black, red,

gray, and blue-purple. Even Teigue, who

was not yet King of Munster, was not so gaudily
attired. Mac Liag stood out from the throng in the
courtyard like arainbow.

Donough went gtraight to him. " That blind man who
was here awhile ago, that was Padraic, wasit not?"
"It was. | was glad to see him; it'sbeen
alongtime"

"Who was that with him? The young woman in the red
irt?'

Mac Liag searched hismemory. "I

didn't notice her, but | suppose she was one

of hisdaughters. Heisawidower like mysdlf, you
know, and he--"

"Why didn't they comeinto the chape ?* Donough
interrupted impatiently.

"Ah, Padraic would never be guilty of such
animpropriety.”

"What do you mean?"

"Don't you remember what | told you? His

wife followed the Old Faith and her children do the
same. Pagans are not welcomein Saint

Flannan's, and Padraic would never enter without
them.”

Donough's temper flared. "Who saysthey would
not be welcome? It's my marriage, | can have
whoever | want, and | wanted Padraic and his
family inthe chapd!"

Cathal Mac Maine appeared at his elbow,

the abbot's heavy features set in folds of
disapprova. "Y ou have just come from the House of
God," hereminded Donough. "1 expect a

certain decorum from you with the blessing till crowning your
brow. Ingtead you are willfully making trouble."

"Y ou overheard what we were saying?"

"Of coursel did. Your voiceis deep

and it carries. Y ou wanted to bring pagansinto the



House of God."

Mac Liag tried to smooth things over. "'l

wasjugt explaining to him, Catha. He didn't

know."

"I knew," Donough contradicted him. "Y ou

told me before. But | wanted my father'sold friend
and hisfamily too. Inlight of Padraic's

sarviceto the Ard Ri, no one can deny them
Kincora"

"Kincora, no," the abbot agreed. "But |

would stand in the doorway of Saint Flannan's and
bar them from its sacred precincts with my own body
if necessary. Do you hear me?"

Teigue excused himsdlf from a conversation he was
having with Gadhra and strode across the courtyard
toward them. "What's wrong here?'

Donough tried to bite back anger. "Why do

you dways assume there's something wrong when I'm
involved?'

Cathal Mac Maine promptly launched

into an explanation, complete with expressions of
clerica outrage. Donough began defending his
position, Mac Liag tried to outtalk them

both, and Teigue struggled futilely to teke

charge of the Stuation.

Voices snarled into aknot.

"Look at those men over there!" Neassa

protested to Maeve. "It's my wedding day and
they're quarrdling, trying to ruiniit for me."

Her sgter cast an experienced eye over the

group in question. "They are men of the Gadl," she
commented. "They loveto argue. They aren't doing it
to ruin your feast day, | assureyou. Irish

princes are warriors, that's how they became
nobility in thefirg place, by fighting and winning.

Y ou cannot tame them; you would destroy them."”
"Your Teiguesnowarior,” Neassa

replied thoughtlesdy. "Everyone know'she's as
gentleasan ox."

Maeve rounded on her sgter. "My Teigue

can fight aswell asany! You areastupid,

ignorant girl."

"Don't shout a me!" Neassaflared.

Her face turned red, her eyesfilled with

angry tears.

Within moments people were taking sides. A fight was
as good as awedding; better, in the opinion of many.
Rai sed voices echoed through the stronghold of the
Dacassans.



By latein the day, the great hal was given over

to feasting. A constant stream of servants moved in
and out of the kitchens, bearing food and drink and taking
away empty platters, whiletectfully

ignoring arguments that waxed or waned on every
sde. Guests discussng Donough's marriage

later would boast that it was the most contentious they had
ever attended. Three fights had turned serious

and Ferchar the physician was kept busy tending
inuries

After she had drunk too much mead inthe

women's galery, Neassa began sobbing and
demanding to go home with her father.

Gadhra suggested to Teigue that the property
arrangements might be forfet if his daughter was
dissatisfied.

Fergd Mac Anluan hit one of

Gadhras kinsmen over the head with athree-legged
gooal.

Ruadri of Arafound himsdf involvedina

violent argument over which of the Da cassans had
acquitted themselves most bravely at Clontarf,

and soon that battle was being refought by torchlight in
the courtyard, with the wolfhounds of Kincoraadding
to the confuson asthey tried tojoinin.

Only the storm center, Donough Mac

Brian, did not take part.

His brother was angry with him, the abbot was

angry with him, hiswifewascrying ... he

dipped out of the hal almost unnoticed and walked
through the mist to the main gates of Kincora

"Did the blind man, Padraic, leave by this

way earlier?' he asked the sentry.

"| just came on duty. Wait here; I'll

ask around if anyone saw him."

As Donough waited, afresh wind sorang

up off thelake, blowing the mist away. Shreds

seemed to drift toward the risng moon and form a
circlethere, until one pale face peered from a

pastel halo.

The moon was gazing toward the summit of Crag
Liath.

Donough wandered out through the open gateway. His
feet chose their path without his conscious thought,
turning northwest.

One of the guards cametrotting after him.

"Prince Donough. Prince Donough! Y ou were

looking for the old blind man? His children have taken him
home, back toward Ennis. They did not choose



to gpend the night in Kincora. They will

seek hogpitdity from friends dong the way."

Donough stood il on the path. Ennislay to the
northwest, across mountain and forest and bogland.
Reluctantly he turned to go back inside.

But first he looked toward Crag Liath bathed in
moonlight.

"Where are you now?" he asked the girl in the red
sKirt.

Thewind blew off thelake. The night air

smelled damp and swest, like the earth.

Donough's keen ears heard distant sounds coming
closer.

At once an armed guard stood beside him.

"There's horses coming down the road,” the man
affirmed, cupping one hand behind his ear. He shouted
up to the sentry in the watchtower, "We're about to have
company! Look sharp!”

"Late guests?' Donough wondered.

"Very lateindeed, if they are guests. But

that's why we keep the gates open. They're coming
fast; must be someone who knows the road even in the
dark."

Donough lingered to see who the new arrivas

might be. Soon awicker cart came careening

into view, followed by an escort on

horseback. Gormlaith stood bolt upright in

the cart with her feet braced againgt its swaying as

she drove the exhausted horses toward

Kincora.

Chapter Twenty-two

Threelargetorches setiniron holders

as high asaman could reach burned on either sde
of the gateway. They shed agolden light that
illuminated the road asfar asthe nearest stand of
trees. Inthat glow Gormlaith'sface

appeared haggard, the lines deeply scored, the
famous eyes sunken. Y et her posture was as
arrogant as ever. Whatever her failings, men would
aways say of her that she had the walk of ayoung
queen.

As she stepped from the cart, Donough gazed at
her in dismay. He could amost fed the bonds he
hed thought broken tightening around him again. "What
are you doing here?'

"| cameto prevent your making a dreadful
mistake," Gormlaith replied.

"What migtake?'



"Marrying someone who is not good enough for
you, of course. Now show meto--"

With grest satisfaction Donough announced,

"If you mean NeassaNi Gadhra, I've

dready married her." It wasthefirst timein memory that
he had been able to thwart his mother.

Gormlaith folded her arms across her breasts.

"Y ou can't. Y ou smply cannot have done."

"l have, thisvery day."

"A contract marriage?"

"Of the second degree. Sworn to before the

chief brehon of Mungter. Gadhraand

Telgue were--"

"Then you can just go back to the chief brehon and
tell him you divorce the woman," Gormlaith
demanded. "Tel him you made amistake."

From the moment Donough saw the girl inthered
skirt he had known marrying Neassawas a
mistake. Suddenly Gadhras daughter

seemed ... ordinary, no different from any

number of other females,

Y et shewas hiswife, by agreed contract. His
choice. If Gormlaith ordered him to set
Neassaaside, hewould keep her no matter

what.

When he set hisjaw helooked, inthe

flickering torchlight, morelike hisfather than he
knew.

"No, Gormlaith." He did not cal her

Mother. He had never called her Mother.

Thetdl, haggard woman drew adeep

breath. Sitting on their horses behind her, her
mounted escort watched silently. No one could
predict what she might do.

The sentries at the gates were just as uncertain.
They remembered Gormlaith from the old days,
remembered her al too well. She could

explode likeapineknot inthefireand ignite
everything within reech.

The chief sentry said over his shoulder to theman
nearest him, "Run, don't walk, to Prince
Teigueand tell him sheshere

The guard ran.

Gormlaith paid no atention. Tal inthe

torchlight, she chalenged her son with her eyes.
"Who put you up to this?'Y our weakling brother?
Let me speak to him!”

Throughout hislife Donough had accepted his mother's
tyranny because he had no options. When hewas a
child she controlled him totdly, and had continued to do so



until the day Brian Boru sent her

from Kincora

Since then, however, Donough had taken up

arms, seen battle, and led an army.

Hewould not let Gormlaith tyrannize him

now.

He opened his mouth to tell her so--just as she

put one hand on his chest and shoved him asidelikea
servant. With head held high she stalked through the
gaes of Kincorafor thefirst time snce her
banishment.

The sentriestried to stop her but she pushed

past them aswell. They did not dare turn their
weapons against awoman, even thisone. In

Brian Boru'sIrdland no man raised his

hand against awoman.

They had no such compunction when it cameto her
male companions, however. These were Dublin
Vikings, al too recently the enemy. When
Gormlaith's escort tried to ride through the

gate they found their way barred by crossed spears.
The captain appealed to Donough. "We arent
supposed to leave her."

Theyoung man sighed. "I'll take care of

her," he said with obvious reluctance. He

turned to the chief sentry. "Find someplace for

my mother's bodyguard to spend the night. Shelll
want them to accompany her back to Dublin tomorrow."
As Donough followed his mother into thefort, two
sets of armed men were left facing each other in the
torchlight. Dalcassan eyed Viking. |

would be happier mysdlf,” commented the chief sentry at
lagt, "if you took her away right now."

His opposite number frowned. "1 cannot.

Surely your prince would not deny hospitdity

for the night to awoman."

"That woman?' The sentry squinted up at the

man on horseback. "The Devil himsdf would

deny her hospitdity. But | supposeyou

might aswell comeingde until thisissorted

out. There's plenty of food and fodder, and you can
deepinthe guards quarters. | likethat horse

of yours, by theway," he added conversationdly, to show
there were no hard fedlings. "Kildare horsg, is

he?

Meanwhile the sentry who carried news of
Gormlath'sarrivd to Teigueinthe hal was

getting asample of the welcome she could

expect. "Stone her before she puts one foot
ingdethe gate!" cried aDa cassan.



There was a shout of agreement from among

the assembled guests.

"That woman isto blamefor dl theills of

Irdland!” cried achieftan'swife.

Mac Liag braced the pdms of his hands on

the trestle tablein front of him and pushed himsdlf

to hisfeet. "Honesty compels meto disagree,”

he said, his speech dightly durred by an

excess of red wine. "'l fed no more affection

for her than you do, but trouble has many parents.
Surely on the occasion of her son'swedding feast
we can put side our animosity and--"

"Don't make any specid effort for me!™

cried avoice from the doorway. Heads

swiveed as Gormlaith swept into the room as

if she belonged there. "And | don't need you

to champion me, Mac Liag," she added. "

can take care of mysdf. And of my son, cometo that."
Her son was close on her hedls. He

tried to lay arestraining hand on her arm but
Gormlaith shook him off. "Teiguel Areyou

to blame for this absurdity?"

Teigue had risen from his seet and started toward
her with hisarm outstretched and his hand raised, palm
outward, to bar her way. "Y ou are not welcome
here" hetold her.

"Nonsense. When could amother not cometo her
son'swedding?' She turned to Donough. "Would you
disgrace yoursdlf in front of your tribe by such
cruelty to your own mother?!

"o

"| thought not. There, you see, Teigue? He
wantsme."

Donough tried to step between them. "I never said
that, | was going to--"

"Bequiet now and let me handlethis. You are

in enough trouble, and | haven't arrived amoment too
soon. Where's thiswretched girl you purport to have
married? Let me have alook at her."

From the moment of Gormlaith'sentry Neassa

had been staring at her, dack-jawed. Now she

tried to dump lower on her bench, but the older
woman's unerring gaze sought her out in her place

of brief honor at the front of the women's

gdlay.

"You there! Stand up, if you aren't a

cripplel”

At Gormlaith's command Nesssarose,

trembling, to her feet. Maeve hissed at her,

"Sit down, ignore her," but the girl did not



seem to hear.

Gormlaith raked Neassawith her eyes, then

turned to her son. Y ou married this, Donnchad?

| am astonished. Look at that face, she has

no more brain than agoding. How can you

possibly expect to get brilliant children froma

stupid woman? This is no second-degree

marriage. At best it'saunion of thetenth

degree because one partner is smple-minded.”
Gadhras face turned black with fury.

Kicking back hisbench, he hurled himsdlf at
Gormlath. "Y ou insult my daughter! |

demand compensation under Brehon Law! I'll fast

on your doorstep, I'll have athird of everything

you own, I'll demand the poets strike your name from
the higtoried"

Teigue was at amomentary lossfor words.

Donough saized thefirgt thought that cameinto his
head. "Gormlaith, | am caled Donough

now, not Donnchad. And you areinsulting my wife
aswdll as Gadhra's daughter. Y ou are--"

Recovering, Teigueinterrupted, ™Y ou

insult usdl with your foul presence, woman. Y ou
persuaded your brother Magimordhato rebel

againgt my father and you enticed your son Sitric and his
Viking dliestojoin himjust to see Brian

Boru dead. Y ou have bathed Ireland in blood, and

if I were not aChristian man | would--"

"If you were not as meek as awoodmouse you would
have fought beside your father at Clontarf,” Gormlaith
replied. "At least my Donnchad is-"

"Donough!" the young man cried.

One of Gormlaith's giftswasthe ability

to think on severd layersat once. Tonight wasthe
firgt time she had heard his new name, yet the
urgency in hisvoicetold her it wasimportant

to him. She saw a once an advantage

to hersdlf, away of winning some degree of
graitudeif not affection. "My Donough,"

she amended with no perceptible hesitation, "isa
warrior. And awarrior prince has no business
lumbering himsdf with adreary cow who will bear sonswith
no shineon them.”

Thehdl wasin uproar. Gormlaith's last

words were drowned in shouts and babble.

But Donough heard them. Some part of hisbrain
registered agreement.

Nesssawas staring at Gormlaith exactly like

ahefer waiting for the butcher's axe.

Thegirl inthe red skirt would not respond in



that fashion. Without ever having exchanged
aword with her, Donough knew she would stand toe
to toe with Gormlaith and give as good as she got.
Her face was stamped on his mind like the imprint
|eft on the retinaafter staring at the sun; a
fine-boned, intdligent face.

When and how would he see her again?
Meanwhile there was atangle to be sorted out in
the great hall of Kincora. Amid noiseand

drink and anger Donough must juggle his mother, his
new wife, hisambitions--and the image of the girl
inthered kirt.

For amoment he felt overwhelmed.

Then from some unguessed well within him, a
voice spoke. A voice as curioudy

familiar to him as Padraic's daughter.

Be cold, it instructed. Suppress

al emotion s0 you can think clearly.

Donough stood immobile, his attention

captured. An unseen but powerful presence stood
besdehim, invighly filling space.

Be cold, the voice repested.

Obeying, he began conscioudy distancing himsdf
from hisfedings

Think. There are opportunities here.

Find them and use them. One step at atime.
Donough drew himsdlf to hisfullest height.
Looking down at hisolder brother, he said
gernly, "Teigue, | will not dlow you to insult

my mother.”

"What about the insult to my daughter?' cried the
furious Gadhra

"I married Neassa and paid agood
bride-pricefor her," Donough reminded him.
"That hardly condtitutes an insult.”

"Thiswoman insulted my Neassa," snarled
Gadhra, stabbing aforefinger a Gormlaith.
"Disavow her. | demand it!"

Her eyeslocked on Donough's. "Would you
repudiate your own mother? What would your father
7"

"Our father set you asdel" Teiguedl but

shouted at her.

Donough stood asif listening for amoment. Then
he said, "But Brian Boru never insulted my
mother in public, nor allowed anyone eseto do
s0. And | would not be lessaman than he.

"If my mother is not welcome here, neither am

|. The shameison your beard, Teigue, if

you drive ason of Brian Boru from Kincora



on hiswedding day. Isthisthe method you

choose to sed my patrimony from me?'

"Sted!" cried Teigue. He could hardly

believe such a charge had been leveled againgt him.
A more physical man would have struck Donough
without hesitation, but Teigue merely stood with his
eyes arting from hishead. " Sted!" he repeated
imprudently.

Those who had not heard the word thefirst time heard it
clearly the second.

The hdl was thrown inffconfusion. The name of
Brian Boru had been invoked not once, but
repestedly.

Men who amoment before had been ready to stone
Gormlaith glanced uneasily a one another.

"When theold Ard Ri washere...."

"Brian would never have..."

Their eyesrolled toward Teigue.

"Perhaps helacks hisfather's ..."

"Perhaps," suggested Fergd Mac Anluan,

"Prince Teigueis not the right man to have

Kincora. Prince Donough's claim may bethe
morevdid, inthelight of hischaracter. He holdsa
shidd infront of his mother asa son should, and he
has not lost his temper under provocation.”
Someone e se added, " See how young Donough
resembles hisfather!”

The poet Mac Liag looked from one of

Brian's sons to the other and stroked his beard.
Many in the hall werelooking from one to the other.
Donough exuded an unexpected dignity beyond his
years, Teigue, off-balance, was red-faced and
Sputtering.

Deciding the time had comefor clerica

intervention, Cathal Mac Maineraised hisarms

to attract attention. "Our Lord who took part in

the wedding feast at Canawould be grieved to seethis
occasion becoming one of discord! Put aside your
disputes and let us cel ebrate together.”

But he might aswell havetried to siop

ripples spreading across the surface of Lough

Derg.

The day had been studded with quarrdls. Asif

each were one step on adtair, they had led
inexorably to this moment when men must choose
Sdes.

Gormlaith was aware of the change of mood before
anyoneeseinthe hal. Shetook note of the

subtle way men began to range themselves on one
side of the room or the other, closer to Teigue



or to Donough.

More of them chose Teigue. But the young ones

drifted toward Donough.

She wondered how Donough could have known that his father
never insulted her in public. He had hardly

ever been with the pair of themin public. A good

guess, no doult.

Obvioudy he was aclever young man.

Gormlaith smiled. Donough wasthe future.

Chapter Twenty-three

In the Abbot's chambers at Kill Daua

the next morning, Cathal Mac Maine sat
brooding.

The room was more comfortably furnished than the
usua monadtic cell. Catha had abench with
arms, apersond prayer stool, asmal

desk for his scribe's use, and--in direct
contravention of the Rule of Madruain--a
mattress of feathers. Around his neck hewore
agold chain given him by hiskinsman, the late
ArdRi.

Y et he was not a happy man.

Staring out through the single small window the chamber
boasted, he could catch aglimpse of the
tree-fringed shore of Lough Derg. Beyond those
treeslay Kincora

Risng heavily to hisfeet, Cathd began

pacing the flagstoned floor. Five steps one

way, four steps the other. Once he could have
crossed the room in three strides. Long ago,
before his cousin Brian Boru stood atop Tara
Hill and was proclaimed High King of the Irish.
A lifetime ago, it seemed.

Twelveyears.

Now the old lion's cubs were fighting over the
spails.

The abbot sighed and tugged at hislower lip with
thumb and forefinger.

Quiet asamousein acorner, hisscribe

sat and waited. He had put down the quill and
plugged the slver ink pot with alump of
beeswax. The morning should have been devoted
to making anndigtic entries, but little would be
accomplished while Catha wasin this mood.

The abbot sghed again. "Thelife of man," he
announced portentioudy, "isan endless

burden.”

"Father Abbot?!



"A burden, Brother Declan. A

crossto bear. Do you not agree?"

"Oh | do most emphatically agree, Father

Abbot!" The monk leaned forward to emphasize his
perfect accord with his superior.

"Then why did you not say s0?' Cathd

snapped.

Brother Declan blinked. Trying to keep up

with the abbot was his persond cross. "l was just going
to say so, Father Abbot."

"Hunh." Catha resumed pacing. "What can

you know of burdens, of the weight of

respongbility | bear?' Hewaved anarm

to include the monastery and undefined regions
beyond. "Towhom can | look for aid in doing
God'swork?'

He gazed out thewindow again. "Thelate Ard

Ri was amost generous patron to this monastery, you
know. Wewanted for nothing during hisreign. He
was an exceptionaly devout man.”

"He was an exceptiondly clever ..."

Declan stopped, realizing the words he was about

to say would get himinto trouble.

But Cathal snatched them ungpoken from his mind.
Heglared at hisscribe. "What caumny were

you going to repeat? That Brian gave giftsto the
Church merely to further his own interests? Have you
forgot that according to the Rule of Madruain of
Tdlaght, we are not dlowed to accept giftsfrom
snful men but must passal such on to the poor?

| tell you, thelate Ard Ri wasthe holiest of

men and acredit to our tribe. Anything eseis

alie put about by hisenemies.”

Declan lowered his eyes contritely.

"Indeed, Father Abbot."

"There are even those who claim he maintained,

ah, druid connections, but that isalso alie.”

"Alie. A mdiciousdander.”

"No more Chrigtian prince ever walked the earth

than my late cousin,” Cathd inssted. "His

death was atragic loss, but | have taken comfort in
the knowledge that his son Teigueisan equdly piousand
obedient man who will continue his father's good works.
"But | must say | have serious misgivings about
hisyounger brother. Y esterday at hiswedding--hisown
wedding, mind you!--Donough disgraced himsdlf. He
began by wanting hisfather's old spear carrier and his
pagan children to be made welcomein Saint
Flannan's chapd.”

"Shocking,” murmured Declan with downcast



eyes.
"Then the Princess Gormlaith arrived, and that

put the cat among the pigeons | cantell you.
Therewasafrightful row. Donough clamed his
brother wastrying to stedl his patrimony, and
Teigue clamed Donough wastrying to take
Kincoraaway from him.

"Not content with quarreling under aroof, the
brothers and their followers went outside and fought in
the courtyard. They seized the wegpons they had
|eft at the door of the hall and attacked one
another in spite of adl | could do to separate

them. Once they had weaponsin their hands, the
blows they rained on one another became deadly.
Poor young Ruadri of Arawaskilled, and

severd othersmay dieof thair injuries.”

Brother Declan interjected, "Fights between
brothers can be savage. My own brothersand 1,
for example..."

"Indeed." Cathd was not interested in a

recitation of his scribe's family squabbles.

"| thought Teigue would unleash the entire force of
his army upon Donough, but before that could happen,
fortunately the youngster cameto his sensesand
realized how badly outnumbered he was. He

left Kincoraand took his surviving

supporterswith him. And hiswife and mother,”
Cathal added.

"His mother? Princess Gormlaith?"

"The very woman. Asif he needed to bring down
any more curses upon his head.”

"Where did they go?"

"I have no idea, but they |eft ashambles behind
them. | don't mind telling you, Brother

Declan, that | am deeply worried. This could
mean aserious plit inthe DA Cais. Should
Donough and his supporters gain the ascendancy,

| fear for our monagtery. Thisisayoung man who
has sympathies with the Old Faith. He might

not be as generous with usas Teigue.”

Declan scratched the bald top of his

tonsured head aboveitscircular fringe of

hair. "What will you do?"

"Support Teigue, of course!™ snapped

the abbot. "But I'm not happy about this. To be
perceived as Sding with one of the Brian's sons against
the other isto invite trouble. Bear in mind,

Declan, that more Irish chieftains have raided and
looted Irish monasteriesthan ever Vikings have.
Under Brian'srule such crimes ceased, but in



thisnew age..."

Cathd Mac Maine left the thought

unfinished. He resumed pacing his chamber, five

steps one way, four the other. Meanwhile his

scribe occupied himsdf by pursuing anitch that

made itsway from the top of hishead to the small of
his back, settling maddeningly where he could not quite
reach it no matter how he squirmed.

Hiswoolen robe only made the itch worse.

Donough's departure from Kincora had been
bitter for al concerned. He was coldly angry,
Teigue was hot with rage, Neassawas crying,

and Gormlaith was protesting &t the top of her
lungs and threatening everyonein sight with
reprisas.

"My son Sitric and his Vikingswill burn this
miserable heagp of timber around your eard" she
shouted to the sentries on the gate as she | eft.

But it was an empty promise and she knew it.
Following Clontarf, Sitric'swarriors

werein short supply. Thefew who now
accompanied Gormlaith scarcely condtituted a
threat.

Donough regretted he did not have enough men
to settle the issue then and there. Even if they had
sded with him, however, most of the battle-weary
veterans he had led back from Clontarf had

long since departed for their own homes. Of the few
Dal cassan officerswho had attended the
wedding, amgjority proved loya to Teigue.

A few left with Donough, however, including
Ferga and Ronan--and aso Conor of
Corcomrua, who had asmall band of hisown
warriorswith him. "Well see more excitement

by going with Prince Donough than wewill if we
take Telgue's Sde and stay here polishing our
shields," Fergd assured Conor.

"| agree with you. | know aman meant for
trouble when | see one. Donough's not going to have a
quiet life, whatever happens.”

Tothar surprise, Mac Liag and hisson

joined them. "My father wishesto offer you
hospitdity for afew nights, until you

decide what you want to do next," Cumara

told Donough.

Donough was reluctant to accept. "Thiswill not
endear you to my brother," he warned the poet.
Mac Liag shrugged. "I'mtoo old

to worry about such things. Besides, who would harassa



dying men?'

"Y ou aren't dying, Father," Cumararesponded
automatically, as he had done at least once a

day for aslong as he could remember.

"Of course | am. It'samiracle

I'velived thislong, and | have no desire

to live longer. The house will be yourswhen I'm
gone and you can take another wife to look after you,
ingtead of yoursdf tending asick old man.”

In an asdeto Fergal, Cumararemarked,

"I've tended that sick old man for solong

I've forgot what to do with awoman.”

"Y ou will remember soon enough when you have the chance,”
Fergd replied with awink and anudge. "Y our
partsfit hers, and the rest is obvious.”

Seasoned warriors dl, the Dalcassians

would deep on the ground outsde Mac Liag's
house, but the poet ushered Donough and the two women
ingde. "You may have my bed,” hetold the

newly married couple. "It'sarea bedbox,

carved oak, with afeather mattress." Hisfaded
eyestwinkled with unforgotten fire.

For some reason an image flashed through
Donough's mind of Crag Liath, brooding above
them. "I'll deep outside with my men,” he

decided. "They expect it."

Neassathrust out her lower lip. "They do not

expect it. | expect you to deep with me."

"If anyone requires afeather mattress,

| do,” Gormlaith announced. ™Y ou can squabble
over degping arangementsal you like, Donough.
But Mac Liag will show meto hisbed.”

The old poet looked so horrified even

Gormlaith had to laugh. "Where| shdl deep

aone" she added, then laughed again &t the relief

on hisface.

"What about me?' wailed Neassa

"I'll fix you apallet by the hearth,"

Cumara promised.

Shewould not be mallified. "Am|

to surrender the only good bed to that woman? I'm the
onewho just married a prince!”

Cumaraexchanged glances with hisfather. As
gently ashe could, Mac Liag took Neassa

by the elbow and drew her aside. "l suggest you
take what's offered and say nothing, little flower.
Thereistrouble enough aready, and no one has ever
profited from arguing with Gormlaith--quite the
reverse.”

Neassa turned with arms outstretched in



supplication toward her husband. But

Donough had dready left the house.

He wrapped himsdlf in his cloak and lay down

on the ground with the other men, to deep for whet little
remained of the night.

Dawn found him gtill wide awake, lying on his
back with his arms crossed behind his head. The night
had turned cold but clear; the dawn wasa

glory. Samon-colored light blazed acrossthe

sky, silhouetting the mountains eest of the
Shannon.

Donough sat up and glanced toward the house.

All quiet.

Perhapstoo quiet, he thought, remembering that
both his mother and hiswife were under the same roof. After
Gormlaith had left Kincoraand moved in with

her son Sitric in Dublin, there had been much
amused speculation asto what Sitric's home
lifewaslike, with Gormlaith and Brian's

daughter under the one roof.

What am | going to do with her? Donough

asked himself. Send her back to Sitric? Will

he take her? What if herefuses? He

rolled over on his ssomach and reached out to touch the
shoulder of the deeping Fergd. "Fergd! Areyou
awake?'

"l am now," came the growl from within afold

of woolen cloak. "But | did not want to be."
"Ligten hereto me. Y our mother and father ended their
marriage, did they not?'

Ferga sighed, groaned, tossed the cloak

aside, and propped himsdf on one elbow. "They
did. Why? Areyou tired of thefair Neassa
aready?’

Donough choseto ignore the question. "Where did
your mother go--after?”’

"Under Brehon Law she was given back dl

the property she had brought to the marriage, of
course, plus her share of the bride-gift. She

hed afine house built for hersdf inthe Arra
mountains. Why?'

"I wonder if my mother got her dowry

back."

"From which marriage?’

"Any of them. My father."

"If shedid," Fergd replied, getting

up to go relieve his bladder into the lake, "it's
gone now. Spent on jewelsand silks, I'd

say from the look of her. Theré'sawoman who



denies hersdf nothing.”

Donough rolled over and gazed up at the sky

once more. Already its clarity was marred by the first
threads of dark cloud.

Chapter Twenty-four

Embosomed among the oaks in astone-and-turf

cabin smothered by ivy, Padraic sat dreaming.

Behind his sghtless eyes old wars were fought anew.
Bronze battle tumpets blared. The

bodhran thundered its relentless beet. A giant

with red-gold hair strode among hisenemies

swinging atwo-handed sword no ordinary man could
brandish.

"l wonder who has Brian's sword now,"

Padraic murmured.

A soft voicereplied, "Don't you

remember, Father?'Y ou asked, and that historian,
Carrall, told you. They carried the sword

to Armagh with the Ard Ri's body."

"l heard,” the blind man said, "but I'm more

interested inwhat | didn't hear. Carroll

never said they put the sword in the tomb with him.
Brian Boru's sword? I'll wager it

came back to Munster under someone's cloak,

Cera

"Y ou have asuspicious mind." His daughter

laughed.

"l learned fromthe Ard Ri."

Humming as she worked, Cerabusied hersdlf about the
house. They had been away for atime and there was much
to do. According to the custom of the country, in their absence
they had left the house open, with food and drink and
blankets set out for any passing traveler who

might need them. Someone had obvioudy availed
himself of the hospitdity, but had taken only a

portion of thefood and | &ft the blankets neatly
refolded.

The hearth needed to be swept and thefire

relaid, however, and fresh water fetched from the
nearby spring. More bread must be baked in the round
stone oven behind the house, using whesat ground in the
mill a Ennis. There were goose eggs to gather and
spinning to be done, the last of the previousyear's
wool transformed into cloaks for the next winter.
Cerasthree brothers had departed shortly

after dawn to work thefields of their holding, while
their sster Failenn searched out medicind plants
among the hedgerows. None of them would return



until dark. Only Pedraic's

youngest daughter would spend the day with him, but he was
not londly.

He had the past.

Hetried to recdll the exact words his

Niamh had said about the past, the druid wisdom

she had shared with him.

"The pastisthefuture" ... wasthat it?

"Lifeisaspird; we come the same way

repeatedly, but each timewe have adifferent

view."

"Please God," Padraic murmured

to himsdlf. "Please God." He saw no

contradiction in caling on his Christian god

to verify druid faith.

"The Greet Fire of Life shineson

Christiansthe same asit does on druids,”

Niamh had often said.

Hisreveriewasinterrupted by Ceras hands

tucking ablanket around him.

Hetried to push her away. "I'm not cold,

pet; I'mawarrior.”

"Of course. But I'm cold, though I've

put another stick on thefire. The weether will

change soon.”

He did not ask how she knew. Druids

awaysknew.

By midday aferocious sorm waslashing the
kingdom of Thomond from the rim of the ocean to the
grasdands of Tipperary.

As sheworked at her spinning whedl, Cera

patted her foot in time to the music in her head.
Occasiondly the music broke out in theform of a
melodious whistle, aswest, dow air as

haunting as the scent of hawthorn.

Her father cocked hishead to listen. "1 swear

your mother used to ddight mewith that same song,” he
remarked. "Her that died when you were atiny wee
mite. How can you know her music?’

But Ceraonly amiled.

The fire on the hearth crackled and snapped

itsown music. From time to time the young woman arose
tofeed it abit of wood. Once, passing

closeto her father, she paused to look down at

him. "Where do you go behind your closed eyes?’ she
wondered aloud.

"Here and there. Here and there.”

"With Brian Boru?'

"Aye"

Asdde from thefire and the drumming of rain on the



thatch, the house was very quiet. Ceraand

her father were adone together within aglobe of being. It was
atime when one might ask the deeper questions.
"Areyou never bitter, Father? About your eyes?'
"Why should | be? Did | not have the use of

them for many years, more yearsthan alot of
wariorslive?'

"Y ou gave dl those yearsto the king and kept

nothing for yoursdf.”

Heturned hisface up toward her. "I'm not

awise man, not like Carroll or Mac Liag.

But this| know. If you are blessed with strength, other
peoplerdy onit, and you give gladly because agift

is meant to be shared." He paused and drew a

deep breath. Cerathought his handstrembled alittle,
resting on histhighs.

"Then one day," Padraic went on, "you find

yoursdlf done. Those with whom you shared yoursdlf have gone off
with the strength you gave them, leaving none behind for you.
"Thereisonly the empty seaand the empty

sky then, if you have eyesto look at them. But |

have no eyes, so | look at the past instead. And
itisbright and shining, Cera. Like your name. Bright and
ghining."

"Cerameans bright red, Father," she reminded

him gently.

"Aye"

"My hair isnot red.”

"Isit not? Come hereto me, pet.”

She bent down. The freckled hand, itsfingers

gnarled and nobbled with age, stroked her dark brown
hair.

"It feelsred," said Padraic.

Later, when he had fallen adeep by the

fire, Cerawent to stand in the doorway of the house
and watch the last of the storm blowing away eastward.
The storms off the ocean dways blow eastward,

she mused, her eyesfollowing the curtains of

rain now sweeping the distant Shannon.

Kincora

Padraic's blind eyes saw only the past, but

his daughter stood in adoorway facing eastward

and looked to the future.

Meac Liag's hospitdity was exemplary,

but it was obvious from thefirgt night that the arrangement
must be short-lived. The house was too small and the
proximity to Kincoramade everyone

uncomfortable. They were very aware of Teigue's

guards passing daily on the road a spear's



throw away.

"They're gpying on us" Gormlaith told the

captain of her escort. "Teigue hates me,

I'm sure he's much angrier with me than he

iswith my son."

"We can go back to Dublin,” he suggested
hopefully. He was not comfortable being heavily
outnumbered in hogtile territory.

Gormlaith rewarded him with afrosty sare.

"Go, then."

"We can't go without you; we have ordersto stay with
you."

"l am with my son now. | don't need you

any longer. | ingst you go." Her eyeswerelike
chips of green stone.

Thebig Viking hestated.

"GO!" she screamed at him. Her fingers

hooked into talons; her face became amask of

fury.

Asthey were riding back toward Dublin a a

brisk trot hetold hismen, "' had rather face

Sitric Silkbeard any day than argue with that
women!"

Waiting until they had been gone for quite some
time, Gormlaith casudly informed Donough that her
guard had abandoned her. "'l don't know where they
went," she said innocently. "They just took off."
Donough had asinking feding inthe pit of his
somach.

When he began soliciting offers of

accommodation for theimmediate future, Conor offered
him the hospitdity of hisown clanholding &
Corcomrua.

Donough's expression brightened.

"In the Burren? North of Ennis?’

"Itis. At aplace cdled the Fertile

Rock," Conor added with obvious pride.
"That'salong way to take these women,”
Cumararemarked as the party was preparing to leave
Mac Liag's house, but Donough would not be
dissuaded.

"The farther | am from my brother right now, the
better for both of us" he said grimly.

And so Donough Mac Brian and hisfollowers

Set out across Thomond in the direction of the
Burren. In spite of al he could do to dissuade

her, Gormlaith was determined to accompany them.
"| am abandoned--what else can | do?' she

argued.

"That woman isgoing to be like aburr tangled



inhishair," Ferga prophecied

to Ronan.

Though she had dispensed with her bodyguard,
Gormlaith had kept her cart. She made the

journey in style, driving the horses hersdlf--with
Neassa, at Donough'sinsistence, beside her.

Neither woman was happy about the arrangement.
Each expressad her dissatisfaction to Donough

at every opportunity.

Thetrip to the Burren seemed to take avery
longtime.

"That cart dowsusup,” Conor told

Fergal. "It'sless than two days on agood

horse"

The other replied, "1 suspect Donough would

gladly leavethe cart behind if he could--contents and
al”

For the most part, however, Donough managed

to ignore the complaining women. Their voices
became magpie-screechesin hisears, asmuch a
part of the background as the thud of hooves or the
cresk of cartwhedsor the rustle of summer-wind
through summer-leaves. Donough rode with his men, beside
first one and then another, talking or being silent as
the mood took them.

They traveled west from Lough Derg through
mountainous land dotted with lakes that gradualy
gave way to bog and grasdand in the valey of the
Fergus. Asthey rode Donough questioned Conor
about various landmarks--and distances.

"Have you never been in the west of Thomond before?”
the lord of Corcomruawondered.

Donough shrugged. "I had no reason to be."

"Y et you seem mogt interested in it now."

"Some of my inherited landholdings are here.
Besides, thisisDa Cais country. Should | not
familiarize mysdf with every meadow and mountain?'
Conor grinned. He was a stocky, merry

man with a permanently wind-chapped face and very
whiteteeth. "Why? Do you envison yoursdf being
chief of thetribe some day? Y our brother Teigue
looksto be in good hedth to me."

Changing the subject, Donough extended an

arm and pointed. "Does Ennislie off that

way?'

"Therésnothing of interest in Ennis," Conor

assured him.

"No important forts?"

"Not redly, no. Some minor cattle lords have
holdings, and therésamill on theriver, but not



much ese. Even the nearest

crossroadsfair isat Spancil Hill."

"| thought my father's old spear carrier lived

near Ennis™

"Blind Padraic? He's abit farther on,

somewhere around Drumcullaun Lough.”

"Will we pass his holding?'

"Not at al. It will be much easier, Sncewe

have the cart, if we swing north soon. Theresa

road of sorts, that way."

The landscape changed again; became a

moonscape. Great dabs of gray limestone

lay like paving upon the earth, with a profusion of rare
and ddlicate flowers thrusting up between them. "The
Fertile Rock," Conor pointed out.

Donough looked around appreciatively.

"None of my new holdings arein the Burren, but

| might liketo have afort here mysdlf.”

At once Conor's cheerful face turned

sour. "Thisismy land," he stressed.

Conor's wife made the party welcome when

they arrived a his stronghold, and sent her women
scurrying for heated water and cool wine. "'l

don't know how shetoleratesliving here," commented
Gormlaith as she bathed her face and fest.

"Thisisnt apdace, it'sapile of

rocks."

Fortunately Conor, Lord of Corcomrua,

did not hear these disparaging remarks. After greeting
hiswife and introducing his guests he had

promptly set off for Galway Bay, just north

of hisholding, to conduct sometrade. The unforeseen
influx of so many guests meant arranging for
additiond supplies, he would exchange

promises of hides and butter for smoked cod and
barrels of herring.

Despite Gormlaith's criticiam,

Corcomruawas a stronghold worthy of a

chieftain. A circular cashd, or

stone-built fort, its construction was dictated by its
location. In the Burren stone was the most common
material. Within buttressed stone walls stood

severa round stone houses aswell asa

capacious kitchen. Beyond this centra ring-fort,
secondary walls protected outbuildings and

penned livestock. Burren limestone provided

rich pasturage even in winter, and the lord of
Corcomruawas known for the quality of hiscattle.
When sheinggted that she have "accomodation befitting
my rank," Gormlaith was given degping



gpace in the grianan, the women's

sunny-chamber. Donough, Neassa, and the other
ranking members of the party were put in the guesting
house,

At night the men sat around the centrd hearth

in Conor's house and drank mead and discussed the
Stuation. Burren mead was delicious, a potent
honey-apple wine that sang through the veins. A
few goblets were enough to make aman optimigtic.
"When the rest of the Dalcassans|earn how
Teigue hastrested me, they'll take my

sde" Donough said.

Conor extended hisgoblet to hiswifefor a

refill. "In what way? Become your army

instead of his? Do you hopeto gain Kincora

by force?'

"l just want what ismine."

"But if you can't proveit ..."

"Teigue hasthetitle," Fergd Mac

Anluan interjected. "He's chief of the Dd

Cais now, no one can displace him from

Kincora"

"The King of Mungter could,” said avoice fromthe
shadows.

Gormlaith had entered the room.

Chapter Twenty-five

Women did not customarily break into the
conversation of men, but Gormlaith had never been one
to follow custom. She walked straight to the hearth
and seated hersalf on abench, then unabashedly hiked
her skirts around her knees and stretched her long
legstoward thefire.

Donough could not help noticing that hismother still had
finelegs.

They dl noticed.

After along moment the cattle lord of
Corcomruainquired, "What did you say?'

"Something that should be perfectly obvious, even

to men. Aschief of theDa Cais, Teigue cannot

be forced from Kincora--except by his overlord, the
King of Munger."

"But Teigue's going to be King of Munger."
Gormlaith's green eyeswidened. "Is

he? First he hasto be dected, which can't happen
until the chieftains of the tribes convene.

Werein high summer and | know you Munstermen.
Everyoneisbusy with their herds, or tilling the

fiedds. Therewill be no convening a Cashel



until the cattle are brought in after

harvest." Turning toward Donough, shesaid, "And
by then you can have enough supportersto claim the kingship for
yoursdf."

He stared at his mother.

"Closeyour mouth,” she smilingly advised

him. "A gaping mouth isan invitation for ademon

to enter.”

Having planted the seed, she appeared

to devote her tota concentration to warming hersdf by the
fire

King of Munger. Claiming tribute in the form

of cattle and produce from every triba king inthe
south of Irdland.

The thought hung on the smoky air and they

dudied it; dl except Gormlaith, who gazed

into the flames. As she knew full well,

firdight flattered her skin and burnished her

faded hair.

At last Ferga remarked, " Donough would

make a better king than Teigue. He has more

soirit.”

From under their eyebrows the assembled men darted
glances a one another, each of them considering the
advantages to be gained by supporting an

ambitious prince on therise. Ther fathersand
grandfathers had grown wesalthy supporting Brian
Boru.

Conor named the blight on the fruit. "It

would undoubtedly cause amgor split inthe

Da Cais. Teigue may not be the timber

kings are made of, but he's convinced his duty
liesin that direction. Hewon't surrender

kingship essily.”

"He doesn't haveit, not yet,” Gormlaith

reminded them, keeping her eyes on thefire.

"If someone e seiseected, hewould abide

by the decison. Heis..."--her lip curled--

"... abascaly docile man. Anything for a

quiet life, that's Teigue.”

Now they weredl looking at thefireasif it
contained an oracle about to tell them the future.
Beforelong, Gormlaith felt the aimosphere

change. Enthusiasm had the men by the throat. They
began talking in rapid, eager voices, making

plans.

Only Donough remained silent.

But she knew how to reach insde him.

Turning toward her son, she said softly,

"Y our father would be so proud of you. There are outlaws



on the roads aready, did you know that? Just
since he died. He devoted himsdlf to making
travel safe. But now ... | mysalf was stopped,
right herein Thomond." She neglected to explain
that she had stopped of her own valition

to interrogate a trader, not surrender her
jewesto an outlaw.

Donough regarded his mother somberly. |

wonder if | have achoice, he asked himsdlf.
Already he could hear the other men beginning to make
plans, discussing the numbers of warriors each
could rdly, the various pressures they could bring
to bear on chieftains they knew. The noble network
was consderably entangled. Therewasnot amaninthe
room who was not related by marriage or
fosterage, or both, to some powerful Munster
clan.

By thetime Gormlaith findly retired to her bed
inthe grianan, thereto rest assmug asacat in

the sun, the next few years of Donough'slife

were being mapped out for him.

Still, she could not be sure of him. He had not
leaped at the suggestion as she had hoped; he had
sat back, listening to the others asthey strove

to convince him. He might need more pressure,
Gormlaith decided as she pulled her

wolf-fur robe up to her chin againg the chill of a
Burren night.

Early in the morning she intercepted Neassa
asthe young woman made her way to thelatrine
trench. In the most casua of voices,

Gormlaith remarked, "Thisisn't much of a

place, but | know acashd much finer."
Neassaglanced at her suspicioudly.

"What are you talking about?'

"Thered Cashd, the ancient stronghold of the
kings of Mungter. Y ou have never seenit, |
suppose. But you will when your husband goesthere for
hisinauguration.”

Neassaforgot the pressurein her bladder.
"Inauguration?'

Gormlaith ifled her contempt. Thefoal

girl could only mimic what others said, she had
not athought of her own. "AsKing of Mungter, of
course. Did you not know? Did he not mention it
last night on your pillow? Wearedl

encouraging him to make aclam; hesas

entitled to be king as hisfool brother.”

Smiling, Gormlaith sauntered off.

Neassaran to find Donough.



Cathad Mac Mainewas upset. The four

years since he succeeded the late Marcan Mac
Cennedi as Abbot of Kill Daluahad been

years of ecclesastica success and persond
satisfaction--until Good Friday, 1014.

After that, disaster followed disaster. First there was that
fight at Kincora, brother against brother and good
men dead. Then the summer turned wetter than
any inliving memory. Cattle sopped giving

milk, geese stopped laying eggs, bees sulked

in the hives. Chieftains who had made peace with
one another were suddenly quarreling again.

The change of seasonsdid not improve

matters. Autumn was early and bitter, with
pellets of ice blowing down from the mountains.
Shortly before Christmas had come news of a
shocking murder in the great monastic school at
Clonmacnois--and now, early in the new yesr,
this

"Why am | being punished, Lord?' Catha
demanded of the sullen heavens.

It was too much.

"Brother Declan, enter in the anna s that
Domnall, son of Donohue of Desmond,
isundertaking ahogting of hisfollowersfor the
purpose of sacking and looting Limerick.”

Declan dmost dropped hisquill. "Brother
Abbot? | thought Domnall fought on King
Brian'ssdeat Clontarf, asdid the

Vikingsof Limerick. Why would he atack his
former dlies?'

"Thisisadeliberate Owenacht provocation

to test the new Da cassan King of Munger.”
"But surely,” protested the scribe,

"Teigue Mac Brian can break the Owenacht's
Cathd scowled. "That's the problem. He
proposes to take no action. "Perhaps the plunder
of Limerick will satisfy the Owenachts and there will
be no further trouble," he says.

"Who knows what may happen next?If he
getsaway with this, Domnall might pillage

Kill Dauajust to heighten theinsult. I cannot
understand why God is dlowing thisto happen!™
Catha added in arising moan.

Word of an army on the move traveled faster
than the shadows of clouds racing before the wind. From
smdlholding to ring-fort, news was shouted that



Owenacht warriors were marching across the
countryside toward Limerick.

And Teigue was gathering no army to stop them.
Within the ssone walls of Corcomrua,

Gormlaith blazed with triumph. "'l knew that
wretched Teigue was inadequate! Now's your
chance," shetold her son. "Seizethe kingship

of Mungter and fight Domnall yoursdlf!"

It had been along, hard winter for al of

them. Gormlaith and Neassawere like chalk and
cheese; any room with both women iniit a the
sametime was soon icy with hogtility. Donough

had sent an urgent message to Sitric, his

half-brother and er/while enemy, asking him

to supply an escort to take Gormlaith back

to Dublin. But no reply came.

At night, Donough put hisarmsaround

Neassaand dlowed youthful lust to take its

course, but the coupling was curioudy

unsatisfying. Shetalked too much, for onething.
Even when he lay atop her she prattled about

living in apaace, and blamed him for not having

one. "If you were King of Mungter ...," her
monologuesinvariably began.

Donough closed hisears.

He knew what was happening. His mother wastrying
to manipulate him, using his poor slly wife

asoneof her tools. Rebdling, he put dl

thought of the kingship from hismind and refused to talk about
it with the other men.

On the day he learned Teigue had been

inaugurated King of Mungter at Cashd,

Donough had thought of mounting his horse and riding off
adonein search of Drumcullaun Lough. But

fear held him back. He could not say what he

was afraid of; perhgps that he would not find the girl in
thered irt after dl.

Andif hedid, what then?

Time dragged by and the stone walls of Corcomrua
seemed to closein. They were getting on one
another's nerves; every day brought aquarrel or a
figtfight. Findly Donough offered to take his party
and leave; go anywhere, just get out from underfoot. But
Conor would not hear of it. "Surely | can offer
hospitdity to my friends" heinggted, mentdly
adding up the favors he would one day be owed.
"Once spring returns, you can think of finding a
home of your own."

Spring seemed along time away.

Then the Owenachts set out to plunder Limerick,



and once more Gormlaith urged Donough

to saize the kingship. For one moment wild
excitement thundered through him. Shewas old, but there was
gtill a power in her when she was excited. She
infected him with her dream, so he saw himself wearing
the gold circlet on hisbrow ...

Redity setin. "Evenif | waswilling

to challenge my brother | don't have enough men,”" he
told hismather bluntly.

"But Conor and Fergal and these others..."

"Not enough.”

"The Dd cassanswould stand with you. Y ou led them
before.”

He shook hishead. "They follow Teigue

now. Asthey should,” he added, fighting back his
bitterness. They had been, so briefly, his--but

he remembered how it felt to have an army at his
back.

Gormlaith had started him thinking, however. That
night by thefire he remarked to Conor, "Thisis

not just about looting Limerick. Unless| am very
much mistaken, thisisthe Owenachts wanting

to reclaim the kingship of Mungter. Before my father,
Owenacht and Dalcassan held the kingship
dternately, you know. | suspect they want

to seeif Teigueisstrong enough to retain it now.

If they decide heis not, an Owenacht prince
--probably Cian--will try to overthrow him."

"Do you care?"

Donough considered the question. Hewas still angry at
Teigue, yet ...

When hetold Fergdl what he intended to do,

his cousin was taken aback. "Y ou're returning

to Kincora? After your brother threw you out? Why,
inthe name of the Sweet Virgin ..."

"He'smy brother,” said Donough.

When Donough set out for Kincora, Conor of
Corcomruajoined him, ralying other warriorsfrom
the Burren to accompany them. Conor felt he

had by thistime aszable stake in Donough's

future.

They refused to take Gormlaith, however.

Shewas | eft with Neassaat Corcomrua

"to keep you safe." No matter how she raged,

her son was adamant, although Conor'sown
womenfolk were not too happy at the prospect.

As Donough rode away, the January air

smelled crisp and clean, sweeping the smoke of

too many late-night firesfrom his nogtrils.



He did not see the woman who stood
in the gateway, watching him go.

While Donough was on hisway to Kincora,
Domndl Mac Donchue gradudly

approached Limerick, the Norse trading town

at the mouth of the Shannon. Teigue was making no
move to intercept him, so hetook histime. His

men were marching through rich countryside, and plundering was
good. The Owenacht felt no responsibility

toward the smaller, wesker tribes of Mungter.

Brian Boru had been the mortar that held them

all together, but he was gone.

If thisraid was successful, Domnal was
consdering chdlenging Cian for leadership of their
tribe. And that might be just a steppingstone.
Anyone, no matter how obscure, could rise

to the highest honorsin Irdand--had Brian

Boru not proved it?

No one was more surprised than Teigue when

Donough arrived at Kincorawith asmal army

at hisback. At first he refused them

admittance. But at hiswifeésurging, hefindly

met with Donough in the great hall.

Donough's followers were kept outsde the

stronghold, however, and their wegpons taken from them
while the two brothers talked. Conor and

Fergal and some of the others wandered down to theriver
to throw stones across the water and wager who could hurl
amisslethefarthest.

Teigue faced hisyounger brother inan

atmosphere sparking with tenson. The timbers of the

hall still ssemed to echo with their anger of the preceding
summer.

The older man would not bring himself to apologize

for the argument between them, and it never occurred to Donough
to apologize. But hedid say, "Welost a

lot of Ddcassansat Clontarf, and you

might not fed you have enough men to confront Domnall.
So | brought you as many as| could gather.”

"Y ou brought warriorsfor me?'

"Of course”

"Who said | was going to fight Domnal?*

"You are, aren't you? Thismarch on Limerick

isjust thefirst step in acampaign, anyone can

seethat. Stop him now, or fight him and Cian

and their whole tribe before next winter."

Teigue scowled. "Who told you to say this

to me? That scheming mother of yours?!



The skin around Donough's eyes

tightened but he held histemper. "Gormlaith

isn't with me now. | don't need anyoneto do

my thinking for me. I'm trying to think like my father--
and so should you, if hiskingdom means anything to you."
"Y ou brought thison us, quarreling with Cian."
"Itisn't Cian," Donough pointed out,

"who's attacking Limerick. Y ou haveto stop him."
The Abbot of Kill Daluakept making the

same argument. After considerable soul-searching,
Teigue had been about to give in when Donough
arrived. His unexpected appearance was like an
omen. Still, Teigue could not surrender without a
struggle--not to Gormlaith's son.

"Perhgps I'll think about it," he said

grudgingly.

"Think fast. | expect Domndl'sat the

gaesof Limerick by now."

Domnall Mac Donohue was not at the

gaes of Limerick--not quite. He and his men were ill
some miles south when they learned an army was rushing
toward them from Kincora

Domnal wasfrankly surprised. "I

didnt think held fight!" Dispatching runners

to collect his scattered, pillaging warriors,

he prepared for battle.

Telgue's Da cassans were not scattered.

Asthey had learned to do under thelate Ard R,
they formed into atight battle formation and marched with
grim purpose. Donough rode with the other

officers, glancing back from timeto timeto be certain
his persond followers stayed close behind him.

All his being was concentrated on the battle

to come. He no longer thought of his mother, or
Neassa--or even the girl in the red skirt.

Whatever importance they had in hislifewould bein
abeyance while man met man to fight to the deeth.
Hefdt both weightless and intensely

dive

Soon hewould bein battle. Not smple

skirmishing, but war as Brian Boru had known

it, roaring overwheming war, hundreds of men
running & one another in white anger, wielding

their wegpons with singleminded ferocity. War that
defined aman, showed him his own strengths and
weaknesses, exated his courage or laid bare his
cowardice.

How could aman know himsdf until he



experienced war?

All hislife, it seemed, Donough had been

waiting for thisday. It did not matter that he

followed Teigue's banner. What mattered was

having the opportunity to prove himsdf to himself.
Hewondered if hewould be sufficiently

courageous. Before hisvery firg skirmish he had been
nervous and excited but not fearful, because he did not
know what to expect. Now he knew. He had

seen and heard and smelled degth and he knew that
most men were afraid, though they did not admit it

to one another. Admitting fear weakened aman,
somehow.

Marching to face the Owenacht, Donough knew he
was afraid--not so much of deeth, as of afailure of
nerve.

Or worse--of failing to live up to what he

expected of himsdlf.

Chapter Twenty-six

Domnal Mac Donohue veered away from

Limerick and led hiswarriors dong the east

bank of the Shannon, looking for abattleground that
would give him the advantage. He decided

to await Teigue at arocky ford above a

series of fals, aplace where men of the
Uaithnetribe built small boatsfor

fishing. Coming down the west bank of the Shannon from
Kincora, the Dalcassans would have to crossthe
river to attack. Armieswere dwaysvulnerable
whilefording. A barrage of well-thrown spears
could reduce Teigue'sforce by as much ashalf
before they ever gained the riverbank.

Domnal gavethe order to pitch camp. His
Owenachts erected barricades of loot covered

with leather hides; their recently acquired plunder
included everything from chests of clothing and casks of
wineto farming tools and sacks of corn. They
ettled down behind this makeshift stockadein
anticipation of their next success.

They did not have to wait long.

Brazen trumpet and goatskin-covered

bodhran announced the approach of the
Ddcassans. As so often that spring the day was
cold and wet, with anumbing wind that carried the
sound.

Domnall of Desmond, atdl, dark man

with blue eyes as hard as polished stones,

surveyed hiswarriors with approva. Behind their



barricades they waited to hurl

javeins a the Dalcassians as soon asthey

reached the midpoint of theriver. Those who survived
thefirst ondaught could be expected to form abroad
line and charge the Owenacht emplacement, but a
second barrage should complete their destruction.

A broad line no more than two or three men

deep had characterized Celtic warfare since the days
when the Gauls fought Caesar. Having studied
Caesar's campaign strategies, Brian

Boru had attempted to introduce new

tacticsto his own warriors. Abandoning the

frontal assault that risked everything on a

wild charge, he had devel oped more complex and
subtle formations, varying them to suit theterrain and
gtuation.

With his desth, however, the warriors of Ireland

had quickly reverted to their old familiar battle

style. Not enough time had passed to turn Brian's
innovationsinto tradition. So Domnall was

confident that the Dalcassans, like his Owenachts,
would fight astheir ancestors had fought; asthelr
grandsonswould fight.

Brian Boru was dead and nothing had really

changed in Irdland after dl, Domnall thought,
grinning mirthlesdy asthefirs Dacassans

emerged from the trees on the far Sde of theriver.
"Get ready, lads," he called to hiswaiting

men.

They shifted behind their barricades; peered
cautioudy over; hefted their throwing spears.
Onthefar sde of theriver, Teigue looked

fird to the left and then the right, gathering the eyes of his
officers. He was not awarrior by inclination or
dispogtion, but the men with him were what remained of the
army Brian had forged.

"Now," hesaid.

They flowed forward to take the shape of a
spearhead, each man haf-shielded by themanin
front of him. Meanwhile flankers moved wide

to circle above and below thefdls, closnginonthe
Owenacht camp from the rear.

There would be no expected broad frontal

charge.

The point of the spear, asthey began fording the
river, was Teigue himsdf, riding astocky bay

horse with a black mane, descendant of the

Norse horses imported two centuries

earlier by the Vikings. Histwo largest captains

rode behind him, and behind them were four amost aslarge.



Instead of the traditiona round shield,

al carried shields specificdly shaped

to protect the upper body while on

horseback. The shields were worn on the arm of the
hand that held the rein, leaving the other hand free for
weaponry. Thewarriors heads were protected

by fitted |leather helmets reinforced with meta

plates, lighter than the old bronze Cdltic

helmet, more comfortable than iron Viking headgear.
Asthe leaders splashed through the shdlows they formed
an dmogt invulnerable wedge. Close behind them more
Dd cassans maintained atight formation.

Ronan was among them, and Fergd. They had fought
thisway before, they knew exactly what to do. They
roared across the river and hurled their human
spearhead Straight at the heart of the enemy.

A few Owenacht javelinsfound their targets,

but the Da cass ans were o tightly packed and
thoroughly shielded that for the most part they shed the
missilesasaturtle shedsrain.

Donough rodein thethird rank of the

gpearhead. From the moment his horse entered theriver
his fears were submerged beneath awave of exhilaration.
"Now," Teigue had commanded. Now and now!
Gdlop forward now, scream now, hurl onesdlf at

the enemy with the high, hot battle-lust pouring through
thevenslikewine...

With amighty effort Donough controlled himsdif.
Themen around him did the same, their natural
impetuosity curbed by years of training. Instead

of arash headlong charge into sure death they held

to the rhythm of martial music, therain of spears
glancing off their shields providing a counterpoint

to the thunder of the bodhran.

Vercingetorix of Gaul had once watched

Caesar advance on him thus; cold, determined,
implacable.

Asthe Dd cassians emerged from theriver,

Teigue reined his horse off to one side. "'l

will lead you, but I won't persondly kill an

Owenacht,” he had informed his men when they set out that
morning. "When | stand on the Rock of Cashel

to receive my father's crown as King of Mungter, |
don't want the men of Desmond to refuse me

because Owenacht blood isfresh on my hands.”

Out of the corner of hiseye, Donough saw his

brother ride clear of the action.

The position at the front was briefly

vacated.

Before anyone el se could fill it, Donough



surged forward. Brandishing his

short-sword he shouted, "Abu Dal

gCaid" Then with sudden ingpiration he bellowed
hisfather's persona war cry, the unforgettable cry
that had not been heard in Ireland since the Ard
Ri died.

"Boru!" roared the old lion's youngest cub.

"Boru! Boru! BORU!

Behind him the full force of the living spearhead
drove into the Owenacht barricade.

Order and discipline vanished in thewink of an

eye. The mounted Da cassans sent their

horses plunging through the flimsy barriers. Within
moments the muddy earth was littered with everything from
pitchforks and torn hidesto spilled flour and

broken wine casks.

Thefoot warriors flooded through the breach.
Throwing down their spears, the Owenachts met them
with swords and axes and barefigts, fighting a
desperate defensive action, but the momentum was
with the Dacassans.

Owenacht nerve broke. First one and then another
threw down his wegpons.

Domnall screamed at them, but it was no good.
Brandishing histwo-handed sword, the warlord from
Desmond rushed forward to attack his enemy with
al themad bravado of amythic hero, shrieking
thewar cry of histribe.

Some of hismenfollowed.

Many did not.

Without hesitation, the Da cassians cut them

down.

Watching from upstream, Teigue was aghast

to redlize hisyounger brother had so swiftly
assumed leadership. But it wastoo lateto ride
back and try to wrest it from him; too late, and the
maneuver would be too obvious.

Donough fought as he had long dreamed of

fighting, with reckless abandon, adding to the energy of his
youth the force of his pent-up frustrations. He

leaned from his horse to strike one man after another.

But that was not good enough; he wanted to beimmersed in
battle. So he did from his mount and fought on

foot amid the press of struggling bodies.

From his observation point Teigue glimpsed his

younger brother's head towering above the others. Then it
vanished.



Inthat moment Teigue forgot the

friction between them and shouted "Donough!" When
moments later Donough regppeared at the center

of the melee, apparently unscathed, he felt

limpwith relief.

I'll et him have Kincora, he thought.

I'll let him have anything he warnts, if

only hesurvivesthid

Some ingtinct degp within him, however, prevented
hismaking it asacred vow.

Through the stink of sweat and the smell of blood,

feet dipping on mud compounded by spilled wine,
ears deafened by screams and shrieks and the clang of
metal, Donough fought.

He had no sense of time passing.

A battle axe swung toward him like deeth's

regper. He ducked indtinctively, lifting his

shield, and felt the power behind the thwarted blow
shiver into hisbones. He lowered the shield just enough
to counterattack and caught his opponent

off-balance. With alunging thrust Donough drove

his short-sword into the man's exposed armpit.

As Teigue watched, regretting every decision

he had made, the battle spilled out of the broken
barricades and spread up and down the banks of the
river. By thistime the flankers had crossed
successfully and were moving in from the rear. Screams
of anger changed to howls of fear as the Owenacht
warriors redized the hopel essness of their Stuation.
Sometried to run.

Donough saw atall man who appearedina

flegting glimpse to be Domndl Mac

Donohue, sprinting toward a stand of trees.

Coward. Donough ran after him.

Theforest svallowed them.

Teigue, watching, could stand no more. He
galloped back and joined the fighting.

As he ran through the woods in pursuit of the
Owenacht, Donough thought of the Norseman
Brodir, fleeing after the Battle of

Clontarf. Running for hislife until he

came across atent in Tomar's Wood where the
aging High King waited and prayed for Irish
victory.

Brodir had hated to kill Brian Boru.

Anger lent wingsto Donough'sfeet. In his



imagination he was not pursuing an

Owenacht, an Irish man like himsdf, but hisfather's
killer. "Borul" he screamed into the darkness of the
trees.

In the cabin smothered by ivy, Cerahad been
fretting for days. Padraic could fed her

anxiety. Her knitted brow formed a pattern that
disturbed the air around him.

"Y ou need to be away from herefor awhile" he
told her.

"Not a al! Havel not just been away? As

far asKincora, which isfarther than I've ever
traveled before.”

"And you've not been the same since," he father
pointed out. "Whét troubles you?'

"Nothing troublesme."

"You cantdl me. Do | not dways understand?’
"Nothing troublesme!" She did not like the
feding of mentd fingersteasing a the edges of her
mind, seeking away in. Padraic had learned

too muchin histimewith Niamh.

Ceraplied her twig broom on the earthen

floor so ferocioudy that she tirred up acloud

of dust, making her father cough. She burned the
gtirabout initsiron pot and the cabin reeked of
scorched oatmeal. She put too much wood on
thefire, until Padraic complained of the heat and
went outsdeinto therain.

When his sons returned that evening he suggested
to Torccan, the edest, " Perhaps you might take
some of our produce south to the market at
Limerick. It'sabad year, wewon't get

anything for it around here, but the Vikingswill aways buy
wool. And, ah, while you're about it, take
Cerawith you. | don't think | can survive
another day in the house with her."

In the far distance, someone was playing music.

For atime Donough was content to lie dreamily,
listening. Harp music. A small bardic harp

with brass strings, like the one his father had played
occasondly inthe hdl at Kincora

His senses sharpened. That was no harp, but the
pounding of the bodhran. Hefdt avague
disappointment and tried to go back to deep. But he
could not. The pounding was not that of adrum, but hisown
head, throbbing agonizingly.

Keeping his eyes closed, he tried to assess

the Stuation. He seemed to be lying on the ground



--he could fed twigs beneath him. Yet

his head was pillowed.

His pounding, aching heed.

In spite of himsdf, he moaned.

Instantly acool hand touched his forehead.
"Sssshhh, that only makesit worse.”

The hand moved and wasjoined by another hand, one on
each sde of hishead, bracketing the tormented
skull between them, pressing very gently asif

to pressout the pain.

Donough tensed, but the pain grew no worse.
Infact, it lessened. Then he heard a sound like
humming and a vibration passed through his body.
The pain eased more.

Hewas able to open hiseyes.

Light stabbed his pupils, he closed hislids
quickly, then opened them ahair's breadth a a
time, pegping out.

At first everything was blurred. Hisvison dowly
cleared to reved adark shape bending over him.
Hewaslying with his head in someone'slap. Or so
it seemed.

"Did wewin?' he asked hoarsdly.

"Winwhat?'

"The battle." Hislipswere dry, histongue

thick.

"l saw no battle. Only you and the other

one, the onewho hit you."

Donough tried to raise hishead. "Whereis

he?' Before ablinding stab of pain lanced through his
skull, forcing himto lie down again, he glimpsed
aman lying on hisface afew paces distant.
Donough closed hiseyes, grateful for the touch

of the soothing hands on his head again. "What happened
tohim?'

"Hewastrying to hurt you."

"Didyou ...?" Heleft the thought

unfinished. Taking, even thinking, wastoo

painful. Closng hiseyes, helet himsdf tumble
down into some lovely soft gray wool that seemed
to have gathered around him ...

When next he opened his eyes, he saw the
rotting litter of aforest floor. His cheek was not
pillowed on alap, but on the earth.

A man lay facedown afew paces avay.
Experimentally, Donough raised his head. No
pain. He got to his hands and knees and crept
over to the other man.

When he turned the body over he was



disappointed to discover it did not belong

to Domnal Mac Donohue.

Nor was there amark on it. No weapon had

dain him, whoever hewas.

Suddenly Donough was fully conscious, every
sense dert. The memory of the previous conversation
came back to him like an echo.

Who waswith me? A woman?

"Hewastrying to hurt you," | thought my

rescuer had said. But what was the voice like?
Male... no. Surdly it wasfemae. My
earswereringing and | was groggy; | should have paid more
attention.

But had the conversation ever taken place at al,

or wasit hisimagination, the dream of an injured
man? It was receding like the memory of harp
music, fading into the blur of battle and

excitement and chasing someone.....

Donough returned to the body and examined it
again. Therewere not even any bruises. A big,
strong warrior with the unmistakable stlamp of an
Owenacht was dead of no apparent cause.

With tentative fingers, Donough examined himsdlf.
He found a szable wound on theright Sde of his
skull, above and dightly behind the ear, where the
glancing blow of ablade had torn loose a

flap of skin. His neck and shoulder were bathed with
blood, which had aready begun to form acrust.
Hisearswere il ringing. But therewas no pain.
Inits shesth, hefound his short-sword.

Thelast he remembered it had beenin his hand.

He began a systematic search of the surrounding
forest. No one. Only thetrail left by broken
undergrowth where he had chased the Owenacht.
Returning to the dead warrior, Donough studied
him thoughtfully for sometime. Then hedrew his
short-sword and stabbed the man through the heart. The
Owenacht's battle axe he thrust through his own
belt.

Expecting pain, he crouched, wrestled the dead
body onto his shoulders, stood up.

Therewasno pain.

Bemused, he st off through the woods carrying his
dead enemy and looking for the rest of the
Dacassans.

Chapter Twenty-seven

Inthe annds, Declan of Kill Daua
subsequently wrote, "A battle was fought at



Annacotry, the Ford of Small

Boats, between the sons of Brian Boru and
Domnall of the Owenachts. A number of men were
dan."

As Donough had discovered before he returned to the
ford, the man hekilled in the forest was not the
Owenacht |leader. That honor had goneto hiscousin
Fergd Mac Anluan, who endlesdy recounted
every detail of the death of Domnal Mac

Donohue until no onewould listen.

Teigue had dso dain severa men, but he

did not talk about them. For avictorious

warrior, hewasin afar from celebratory

mood.

"All-out war with the Owenachts, that'swhat this
means," he predicted glumly to hisofficers

as they made their way back to Kincora. "Cian
was turned againgt us already, now therest of histribe
sharehhisenmity.”

He shot adark look toward his younger brother,
riding off to one sde. But Donough did not

notice. Histhoughts were far away.

Hewastrying to recall the voice of the person

who had soothed hisinjured head in the forest--and perhaps
saved hislife. A conviction wasdowly growingin
him, based on no fact whatsoever, that he had

been rescued by the girl in the red skirt.

Impossible, he knew.

Andyet ... and yet, he wanted to believe.

He rode bemused, letting his horse pick

itsown way. From time to time he reached up
absentmindedly to scratch at the dried blood
crusted on hisear and jaw.

As soon asthey reached Kincora, Teigue
summoned his persond physician to examine his
brother's head wound. Ferchar had Donough sit

on agtool in the courtyard, in good light. "You

say you were hit with an axe?"

"Only aglancing blow, fortunately. |

brought the axe back with me."

Donough tried not to flinch as Fercher lifted the
partidly didodged flap of skinwith apracticed
thumb, bathed it gently with willow-water to free
the clotted hair, then eased it into its proper

place and affixed an herba poultice of

ribwort and plantain. ""For an axe wound thisis
remarkably clean," the physician commented.

"Men who survive axewounds usudly die

anyway of some latent poison that clingsto the
blades, but thereisno sign of purulence here.



Did you bathe your head in amagic

spring? Or did the guardian spirit of the Dd

Cais come down from her mountain to mend you?' he
teased, chuckling.

Donough did not laugh. Instead something shifted
behind hiseyes.

He had told no one of hisencounter in the forest,
partly because it might be afigment of hisimagination
resulting from his head wound. Partly because, if red,
it wasavery private memory.

Hisresponse to Ferchar was ssimply, "The axe

hasn't been forged that can kill me."

Perhapsit wastrue.

Once Teigue learned that his brother was going

to bedl right, he crigply informed Donough thet his
serviceswere no longer required at Kincora.

He chose not to remember the promise he had
madeto himsdf intheford.

Donough was genuinely taken aback. "Isthis

how you show your gratitude for my helpinthe
baitle?"

"There would have been no battle if you had not
caused trouble between our tribe and the Owenachts."
"A quarrd! It wasjust asmple quarrd!”

"That'show warsart,” Teiguetold him.

"Had it not been for your "smple quarrel” |

doubt if the Owenachts would ever have undertaken to march
on Limerick."

"Y ou can't know that! Don't you listen to the news
your own messengers bring you? Battles are
breaking out al over Irdland. Men who have been
dliesfor years are turning on one another. The

Ard Ri held them together, but those coditions are
faling apart now."

Teigueignored him. "You aoneare

responsblefor thisproblem," heingsted, "and |

think the farther you stay from Kincora, the better.
Perhaps with time resentments will die down.”

"And youll continue as King of Munster without
opposition,” Donough said darkly. "Or so you

think."

"What doesthat mean?"

Donough shrugged. "Whatever you want it

to mean.”

Gathering his supporters, heinformed themin

terse monosyllablesthat they were leaving again. "We
will go back to Corcomrualong enough to collect my
women," hetold Conor, "but then | must

build afort for mysdf. | don't have to have



Kincorato survive."

But thejut of hisjaw and thelight in hiseyessaid
otherwise.

Before they set out for the Burren once more,
Donough called on Maeve. "Whatever happens
between Teigue and mysdlf," hetold her, "I shal
aways be grateful to you for the kindness you have shown me."
She put out her hand to him. "1 don't want

the two of you quarreling. I don't think he

does either, not redly. But by now it's become a
matter of pride with him; he's hisfather's son.”
"Soam|," said Donough.

He had onefind vigt to pay. Approaching

Mac Liag's house by the lake, he found the

poet standing in the doorway asif expecting him.
The old man'sface was gray with fatigue.
"He'sworking too hard,” Cumaratold

Donough. "He keepsingsting hewill die soon

and he'strying to complete a biography of

Brian Boru firgt. Writing it al down himsdf,

he won't even send for ascribe from the

"| havethingsto relate | would not want one of
Cathd's monksto hear,” said Mac Liag.

Donough asked, " Should not Carroll be compiling
the history of my father'slife and deeds?"

The poet's faded eyestwinkled. "There are

some things even Carroll does not know. Hewould
only tell facts, | know truth. Comeingde

with me, lad, and we can talk while| tekea

rest from my labors. But only briefly, mind

you. Thereismuch till to bedoneand | don't want
my inksto dry up."

They seated themselves on either side of the hearth
while Cumara served them with summer foods:
berries and soft cheese, stewed cresses, a

cake made of flour, curds, and eggs. He

poured brimming goblets of mead from ajug and put
some sticks on the fire, though the day was warm enough
and theingde of the house was dtifling.

As Donough studied Mec Liag'sface,

he redlized the chief poet redlly was dying. Some
integra spirit had collapsed.

"Beforel leave Kincorafor ... for what may
bealong time,” Donough said, choosing hiswords
carefully, "I would gppreciate alittle more of your
truth.”

Mac Liag gtirred hisbowl of cheese with his
forefinger. "What can | tel you?' Asidefrom



suckling hisfinger likeaninfant at the

breast, Donough observed, the old man had little
appetite.

Cumarahovered, watching him anxioudly.

Donough sad, "Tak to me about Crag

Liah."

"Y ou know what everyone knows."

"But you know more," Donough ingsted. "You area
treasure-house, the repository of

Ddcassan myth and legend.”

"A treasure-house?' Mac Liag smiled,

pleased. "Perhaps | am. For example, | can

tell you that myth is often just anamefor forgotten
history." Heinterrupted himsdlf to twist around on
his stool and address his son. "'Find some work to do
outside. Thisdoes not concern you."

Grumbling under his breath, Cumaralleft the

house.

Before he spoke again the poet took along

drink of mead and belched pleasurably, exhding
afragrance of fermented honey and applesinstead of
an old man's sour stench. "The spirit of Crag

Liath," he resumed in amurmurous voice,

gazing up into the rafters asif he could see her

there. "Her true name, the ancient name she bore
asone of the Tuatha De Danann, is Eevin,

the Danann word for "beautiful.” Catha's
monkswould probably spell that Aebhinn, inthe
way they have of contorting the language--if they
wrote her name at dl, which they would not. She and
her kind are anathemato them."

"Is Eevin aban shee?'

"A femdefary?' Mac Liag'slips

twitched. "According to, ah, legend, what we

cdl fariesare actudly the undying spirits of the
racethat dwelt in Ireland when our ancestors
arrived, many centuries before Christ was born. The
Gadl defested the Tuatha De Danann with

iron swords, but they could not drive them out. The
Danann melted into the land itsdlf, becoming such a part
of it they could never be expelled.

"So the myth goes," Mac Liag added,

emphasizing the word myth. "Then thereis another
opinion which holdsthat Eevin was but the first of along
line of druid women who have practiced their

sacred riteson Crag Liath for centuries.

Where the gray stone broodsin the silent glen,
Eevin's daughters pray to gods older than

time. Or so some say." Mac Liag paused

to durp up another fingerful of cheese.



"Isthat the redl reason my father

vidted the mountain--to take offerings to druid
ceremonies?’

Mac Liag pretended to be shocked. "A

fine Chrigtian king like Brian Boru?'

"I know enough about my father to know he sought alies
wherever he could find them.”

"He was not seeking politica dlianceson

Crag Liath."

"What, then?"

"Henever told me."

"But you have asuspicion.”

"l do. I think he waslooking for awoman."
Donough leaned forward. " A druid woman?

A redl flesh-and-blood person, not the guardian
gpirit of the Ddl Cais?'

"Must she be one or the other? Why not both?*
"Youretdkinginriddles Mac Liag."

"Do you think so? Let metell you ared

riddle amysery. All hislife, at least for

aslong as| knew him, Brian Boru was

haunted by a druid woman. He had known her
when they were both very young. He told me that much one
night when there was too much red wine taken.
Fiona, her name was.

"Heloved her, lost her, let her go.

Became too busy hacking hisway to kingship. But
shewas dwaysjust beyond his range of vision, somehow.
Even in the days when Gormlaith lived here, there
were timeswhen Brian went dloneto Crag Liath
looking for the one he called Fiona."

"Did hefind her?

Mac Liag shook hishead. "1 cannot tell

you. | honestly don't know."

The two men gazed together into the fire. Donough
took adrink of his mead. Then suddenly he

lifted his head. ""Perhaps she found him. At
Clontarf."

"What do you mean?"

"Carroll said therewas astrange tale of some
woman who visited the Ard Ri in histent the

night before the battle, and then vanished.”

"Ah, that could not have been Fiona She would be
too old, if shewere dill diveat dl, to make

such ajourney.”

"Would she?' Donough wondered. "Y ou said she was
adruid. Do the druids not have magical

powers?'

The old man's expression stiffened. " Catha
camsmagicisevil, thework of demons.



"Somehow | don't think you believe

him. Tell methis, Mac Liag. Why doesthe

Abbot of Kill Dalua hate the druids so?"

A twinkle returned to the poet's eyes.

"Now that's an interesting question, especidly since
we weretaking of Crag Liath. Get up and

pour me some more meed, lad. Thisisnot astory
to betold with adry throat."

Mac Liag waited while Donough refilled

his goblet, then he emptied it in one draught.

"Ligen closdy, | shall only say thisonce.

There are those who wish it forgotten entirely. As
you may know, Saint Da-Luafounded the abbey
herelatein the Sixth century. Hewasa

grandson of Eochaid, then King of Mungter--an
Owenacht. The next prominent abbot was

Fannan Mac Turlough, for whom the chapel
isnamed. Hisfather was aking of the Dd Caiswho
reputedly rose to power through the aid of a demon.
"A demon iswhat they cal her now, you
understand. But in the legends of our tribe,
Turlough's benefactress was none other than

Eevin of Crag Liath. Through her magicd

influence the Da Caisgained control of dl
Thomond and were able to demand dternate kingship of
Munster. From her gray crag she watches over
them yet, and when aDacassian dies, she

keens.

"Once such adliances with ancient piritswere
encouraged. It wastheir land before it was ours. Y our
kinsman Cathd Mac Maine, however, is

filled with zedl and adesrefor reform. He

wants to slamp out every vestige of the Old Faith and
replaceit with Chrigtianity--in which he holds

an important position. He hatesthe

druids because they Hill revere the spirits he wants
to extirpate.

"Asfor Eevin, Catha consdersher a

humiliating reminder of Da cassian connections

to paganism. Hewould put her entire mountain

to thetorch if he dared, burn down every tree she
issadtolove. But for dl his sdlf-righteousness

he doesn't dare. He believesin her too,

you see; he was Dal cassian long before he was
abbot. Heistorn between two faiths and hates

the one he believesto be the source of his
dilemma." Mac Liag yawned abruptly.

"Tak weariesmethese days, I'm afraid.

And | till have writing to do before | deep.”
Donough took the hint and stood up. "'l am



tired mysdf,” helied, "and my men are

waiting for me."

"Before we part, lad, answer one question for me.
Did you ask these things out of Smple curiosity,
or something more?"

Donough felt he owed the old man an
explanation. "It'snot just curiosity. On Good
Friday | heard the voice of the ban shee. Then
after we reached Dublin awoman | had never
seen before appeared and gave me good advice. At
my own wedding | saw her again, only with ayounger
face. And when | wasinjured in thismost recent
battle, the same woman helped me--I think.
Somehow | hoped you could ... explain ..."

Mac Liag's mouth was hanging open. "His

heir," he said in an awed voice.

"What?"

"Brian is dead and now she's cometo you. You
aretruly hisher, though not in the way you
expected.”

The two men stared at one another, locked in the
samemydery.

At last Donough broke the sillence. "But
she'sared person! | mean, thegirl a my
wedding ... she'sred, | know sheis.”
"Fonawasred," Mac Liagtold him

flatly. The old man sighed, fumbled for hiscup
and refilled it. "'l fear for you, lad,” he said

a lagt. "l fear for you ... and envy you."

Chapter Twenty-eight

When Donough and his men returned

to Corcomrua, Gormlaith was quick to point out her

son's mistakesto him. "I could havetold you

therésno point in trying to mallify Teigue.

Y ou won't persuade him to cede anything to you by doing
him favors. Forceisthe only thing men

respect. Once the Owenachts were defeated, you

should have pointed out that the victory was your doing and
gppedled to the Da cassians to follow your banner
theregfter, instead of Teigue's. Y ou could have won them
inthat moment, but you wasted your opportunity.

Ligten to me &fter this; profit from my knowledge of kingsand
chieftans”

Donough eyed her wearily. Hewasin no

mood for alecture from Gormlaith, but once she

darted talking nothing would stop her. If he

walked away shewould follow him, yapping on and

on until helonged to strike her.



Y et he dare not, any more than
Cathal Mac Maine dared put the torch to the
treeson Crag Liath.

At night he bedded Neassa, who chattered
constantly but with less purpose. He was soon
dedf to her voice and merely lay with hisarms around
her, waiting for youth and lust to take over. When
they did, he performed and she accepted, a
fertility ritua older than time. But something was
missing. He knew it if she did not. Afterward,
unspent because he invariably held back a part of
himsalf he smply could not give, he lay awake

and stared into the darkness.

Sometimes he saw his mother'sface.

Sometimes he saw Padraic's daughter.

On the day Neassatold him shewas

pregnant, Donough announced he was beginning the
congruction of afort in avaley south of the
Burren, using the labor of locd clans

tributary to the Dal Cais.

"l don't want to livein another londly

outpost in the wilderness like Corcomrua, days
away from my father and clan,” Neassa pouted.

"l ingst you provide me with ahome more suitable
to my rank."

Donough laughed. "Y our rank?Y ou want a

home suitable for a cattle lord's daughter?!

"For aprinceswife," she countered. "Which |

am.
"Then you and your children will live with this prince wherever
helives" her husband informed her.

Donough did not plan to restrict himsalf

to western Thomond for therest of hislife. He il

dreamed Kincorawould be his someday. But in the
meantime he determined to build astronghold as

much like Kincoraas possiblefor hisgrowing family.

And out of the various landholdings that were now his,

he chose to build not far from Ennis, not far from
Drumcullaun Lough. He explained his

decison by claming the ste was conveniently

equidistant from Corcomruaand Kincora.

Gormlaith was asindignant as Neassa.

"I have no desire to vegetate in some nettle

patch where nothing important ever hgppens!” she

told her son.

"There are no nettles, the areais overrun

withivy instead. But if you don't likeit, you can

certainly go back to Dublin.”



"Y ou need me with you, you have no worthy
advisors." Recognizing the stubborn set of his

jaw, s0 like hisfather's, she softened her tone.
"Besides, Donough, | had rather be with you. Sitric
doesn't want me; he would turn out his own mother
as Teigue turned you out of Kincora. We

belong together, you and 1." Sheran her fingers
lightly down the bare, muscular arm emerging from the
deaveof hislinentunic.

Gooseflesh rose in the wake of her touch.
Gormlaith smiled. "Y ou don't redly want

meto go," she said. He was her son, but hewasa
man.

Gormlaith had always known her power over men.
Donough sped another urgent message

to Dublin, imploring Sitric to send for

Gormlaith. Offering cattle with her, likea

dowry.

Intimeasmal ddegation arrived a
Corcomruawith Sitric'srefusal. They

brought other bad news aswell.
"Thereisplaguein Dublin now," they said.

"People are dying left, right, and center." Strong,
Surdy Vikings, they feared no living man, but

at theword "plague” they trembled. "L et us

stay herewith you," they pleaded.

Remembering that Brian Boru had

incorporated Vikingsinto hisarmy, Donough was
happy to agree. "Swear loydty to meand

carry amson my behdf,” he sipulated, "and

I'll treat you better than Sitric ever

did."

It was avague promise based on an

uncertain future, but at least thefort in theivied
valley wastangible. And growing. Assoon ashe
had arranged with Conor for food and deeping
gpace for his Vikings, Donough prepared to make
one of hisfrequent journeysto check on thefort's
rate of progress.

Gormlaith intercepted him before he could get
away. "You see! | haveto stay with you. | couldn't
go back to Dublin if there's plague there.”
"Areyou not worried about Sitric?"
"Him?Hesasurvivor," shereplied

with ashrug. She had not forgiven Sitric for losing
at Clontarf. Gormlaith never forgave

losers.

Donough reminded her, "I have ahdf-sster
married to your son, and | worry for her."

"Y ou've never been closeto her. She'smuch



older than you."

"But sheismy blood-kin."

Gormlaith raised a sarcastic eyebrow.

"And so isdear Teigue. What aclose and

loving family you are, the clan O Brian."
Hewasrelieved to put her behind him.

Relieved to be away from Corcomrua, which was not
his, and Neassa, who was.

Neassa, who complained constantly about her
nausea and thickening waist, and wanted her husband
with her every moment becauise no one else would tolerate
her whining.

Donough rode south with alifting heart, watching

for the landmark bulk of the region's highest mountain.
Hisnew fort wasrising in ameadow beside aclear,
pesty stream with Slieve Callan looming beyond.
Theloca clanswho were building thefort claimed
that druid rites were performed on the summit at
Altoir-na-Greine, the Altar of the Sun.

Donough had wanted amountain overlooking his
fort, even if it was not as near as Crag Liath was

to Kincora Still it wasthere; amystica height,
areassuring presence.

He required amountain in hislandscape.

He often thought of Padraic's daughter, yet

did not go in search of her. Strangely enough he was
satisfied, for the moment, just knowing she was somewhere not
far away. Like Kincora, she seemed a

promisefor the future, astangibleto him asthe
fragrance of the hawthorn that perfumed the air of
Thomond.

The scent of magic.

With that perfumein hisnostrils, Donough sat

on ahummock and watched contentedly as hisfort
gorang from the soil like acluster of stony

plants. Its design was determined by a pattern

in hishead; he began to fancy it might resemble

the shape of hisown brain, if one could removethe
top of hisskull and peer insde.

Hisdesirefor Kincorabegan to fade.

Then he returned to Corcomrualate one

evening to find Conor's stronghold inan

uproar. Nesssawas very ll.

"Shewasfinewhen | left,” Donough

protested to any who would listen, but little timewas
gpared for him. The female population was

franticaly busy, either tending the Sck woman

or huddling in cornersto discuss her condition with much
muttering and arm-waving.

Donough could get no solid informeation from any of



them.

Exasperated, he joined the men outside.

"It'smy wifein there, and they won't tell me
anything."

The Corcomrua cattle lord gazed a him
sympatheticaly. "Y ou have alot to learn about
women. When one of their own isill, they close
around her and make usfed asusdessaswingson
afish. It'saway the women have of exerting their
power."

Donough remarked, "That isn't the way my mother
exertshers”

"Och, no." Conor laughed. "Y our mother's
different. None of the rules apply

to Gormlaith."

Including, it seemed, awelcomeinto the

society of the women tending Neassa. When
Gormlaith tried to join them, Neassa

protested until her mother-in-law was barred from the
chamber.

She stood quivering with outragein the

courtyard, aware that the men were watching her.
"I've never been so insulted!” she cried.

"Somehow | doubt that," murmured Fergd behind
his hand to Ronan.

The night grew later; darker. Glimmers of

light from bronze lampsfilled with shark oil from
Blacksod Bay shone through the cracksin the
door, but no one emerged from the chamber where the
sck woman lay. Once or twice Donough

knocked on the door and called out, but the only
response he received was a demand that he go away.
"Why don't you keep aphysician here?"

he demanded of Conor.

"l don't have enough rank to entitte meto a
persond physician. But my women know herbs
and potions, they'll take good care of her. Stop
pacing back and forth, will you? Y oure wearing a
groovein the courtyard.”

Shortly before dawn, Conor's wife came

out. Her face was drawn with fatigue. "I'm

sorry," she murmured to Donough.

"Sorry? Sorry for what?'

"They're both dead, there was nothing we could do.”
Hefdt suspended in space. "Both?' The

word had no meaning.

She put ahand on hisarm. ™Y our wife and child.
Neassa burnt up with fever and dipped atiny

dead boy, then died shortly after. It was God's
will."



Donough felt no earth beneath hisfest,
noarinhislungs

In that moment Neassa became preciousto him.
Her miscarried infant was equally precious.

A boy; ason! A child Donough had thought of
only as an abstraction, another reason for
building thefort, suddenly becamea
flesh-and-blood person.

And dead.

My child, he thought, the redlity sinkingin.

My child!

A spasm of agony convulsed him.

He did not know if he wept for Neassa or

the dead infant or al the possible futures so
cruelly extinguished. He sobbed like achild, though
he was seventeen years old and aman.

Then two arms enfolded him and ahand at the
back of hisneck pressed hisface into someone's
shoulder.

Gormlaith held Donough locked in her arms
while he wept, her eyesdaring anyone else

to try to comfort him.

When amessenger came to announce the fort on

the peaty stream was dmost finished, Donough showed no
interest. Y ou can move down there now if you
want," hetold hismother with an air of

indifference.

"1?Live by mysdf in the wilderness?

"Y ou can have servants.™

Shelaughed harshly.

"What are you going to do?' people kept asking him,
but he did not know. It was easiest to do nothing.
The fever that had claimed Neassa did not

kill anyone ese, though severd in Conor's

fort Sckened for atime until thelord of
Corcomrua sent for help to purify his

stronghold.

"A priest could blessthe place," he

explained to Donough, "but the spirits that inhabit the
Burren are older than Chrigtianity. We need
someone who knows how to placate them, so I'm
sending runnersfor adruid.”

Donough's eyes brightened for thefirst timein days.
Then hewas angry with himsdf for hoping it might be
Padraic's daughter who responded to the

summons

At night he lay on the bed he had shared with
Neassa and endured the corroding pangs of

guilt for thefirg timein hisyoung life. He gnawed



on hisknuckles and writhed, deepless,

as heimagined the things he might have done
differently; actionsthat could have led to a happier
outcome.

If I had known shewould die... if ...

if ...

A druid arrived in due course, leading an

ass piled high with sticks of ashwood and bags of
herbs. He was a stooped graybeard with afera

face; no one could belesslike Padraic's

daughter. He built fires throughout the cashd,
creating clouds of thick smoke scented with

spratling poppy, borage, and trefoil. The

smoke was driven into chamber and outbuilding by means
of flapping blankets, while the druid chanted
unintdligibly inahigh, nesd voice a

song for elder gods.

When the old man had performed thisritua for

three consecutive nights at the dark of the moon,

he packed what remained of hiswood and herbs and
sat down to enjoy afeast prepared by Conor's
women.

"Y our homeissafe now," he assured them.

"Have you any deto wash down thismeat? It seems
alittle tough and my teeth are not what they were. |
would not mind afew more stewed apples, while
you're about it. And some honeycomb, perhaps, with a
nice bit of oatcake?"

When he had gone, Conor cdled in

Chrigtian prieststo bless his stronghold.

They wrinkled their noses a the smdll of
herb-scented smoke but wisdly refrained from
commenting. They were men of the Burren.

Chapter Twenty-nine

| rode south one more timeto thefort in the

ivy-girt valey. With Neassaand the child dead it
was hard to imagine mysdlf living there, but | needed
to have another look at the place. Perhapsthen |
could make some decisions about what to do next.
Ronan and asmal armed guard accompanied

me, but | ingsted they wait some distance from the fort.
| wanted to be done within thewalls.

The men who had built the fort were gone. The
stronghold was completed, lacking only furnishing
and provisioning. Oak gates yawned gar,

wating.

Waiting for what? | wondered as| spancelled

my horse and turned it loose to graze. The



animal was used to the soft leather hobbles

and knew exactly how long astep it could take

asit drifted off acrossthe meadow, sampling various
grasses.

| just stood and watched it for atime, forestaling the
moment. Then turned and walked dowly through the
gateway.

There should have been awelcoming ceremony with a
symbalic burid beneeth the lintel. Harp and

pipe and timpan playing; peoplesinging. Thefirg fire
kindled on the hearth, awhole ox roasting on the

spit. Vats of de and buttermilk. Men

roigtering, women laughing.

Instead therewas ... nothing.

Infront of the round stone house | would have shared
with Neassa, | cocked my head to listen.

Soft wind whispered across Thomond. Inthe
meadow a cuckoo reiterated its two-syllable
announcement of sdf. The air was heavy with
summer; high summer, drowsy and warm.
Cresseswere green in the stream. Insects

rustled through the ivy on the bank.

Within the fort, however, therewas only gtillnessand
dlence. No life but my own.

Something seemed to gir at the edge of my vision;
when | turned to look nothing wasthere.

Can aplacethat's never been lived in be

haunted? The ghogts of afuture that will not happen,
perhaps.

Steding mysdif, | peered insde the unoccupied

house. My imagination had long since furnished

the chamber with a carved and painted bed box, iron
firedogs at the hearth, chestsfor clothing, a
woman'sloom, cauldrons and vats and pots,

herbs suspended from the rafters, drying.

But when my eyes adjusted to the dimnessthey saw
only empty shadows.

Something ached at the bottom of my throat.

Turning away, | wandered around the stronghold.
Mine was adesultory examination; the enthusiasm

| oncefet was gone.

| had not re-created Kincora after adl. The

fort wastoo smal and too ordinary and itsvery
newness offended me, the skinned surfaces of the
stone, the wounded wood still bleeding from axe and adze.
Asif to add to my pain, everywhere | looked

found doppy workmanship, not good enough for Brian
Boru but obvioudy considered good enough for Donough
Mac Brian. The Cdtic carvingson pillar

and post looked asif they had been hacked out of the



wood by amaevolent child. Iron hinges

that should have gleamed with grease were raw and dull, dready
dappled with rust.

Nothing was as | had dreamed.

Suddenly | froze.

Thistimel was certain | saw something out of the
corner of my eye.

| spun around.

Shifting shadows on astonewall briefly
produced the effect of afull skirt brisking
around acorner.

A trick of light made an arm seem

to beckon from an open doorway.

My heart thudded. "Areyou here?' | cried as

| ran forward, hope and guilt struggling for
supremeacy.

Guilt won. My steps dowed.

If I had been with Neassa and the unborn child
instead of here....

If I had not been lured by the vison of another
woman and wanted to build my fort closeto her

Druids... Accursed ... Cathal isright

about them ...

| stopped. Turned around, prepared to make

my way back to the gate.

Then | heard asound like alight foot

pattering over beaten earth and my heart leaped again.
Someone was humming at the very edge of
audihility.

Ingtinctively my hand dropped to my sword

hilt.

But the voice was light and soft; awoman's.

The wife of one of theloca laborers, |

tried to tell mysdlf, curiousto see what her

husband buiilt.

But | did not believeit.

Without bothering to summon Ronan and hismen, |
undertook athorough search of thefort.

While the sun moved through the sky | moved from
chamber to outbuilding and back again, crossing and
recrossing my tracks, peering into storerooms,
clambering onto walls to see what was on the other
sde. | had the profound conviction that the fort
contained another being who was dways just afew steps
ahead of me. Or afew steps behind.

Severd times| whirled around to find only my
shadow following me.

But | was not alone. Of that | was certain. And

| wanted desperately to find her.



Until Neassa's degth | had

been aboy; now | was aman. Being aman was
terribly londly.

"Whereareyou?'

Only echoes answered.

"Who areyou?'

The echoes mocked me.

At last, despairing, | stood in the center

of the stronghold | had built and recalled the
words of the poet Mac Liag: "The possession
of apaacewill not make you happy.”

Chapter Thirty

The cold, sharp air of Albadid not smell

like home, even after dl theseyears. If she

closed her eyes, Blanaid could still summon
Ireland: lush grassy meadows fringed

by fragrant, magical hawthorn; wet ferns

glowing asif with inner light; holly guarding the
approaches to primeval forests of oak and ash that
rang in al seasons with birdsong. Her senses

were starved for that wanton luxuriance,

On aday like this when the wind was blowing from the
southwest, it was easy to surrender to melancholy.
The We sh princes who sometimes visited her
husband's court had aword, hirageth, that meant
adeep yearning, and another word, cynefin, that
referred to one's own place, one's native

habitat. Blanaid understood both words, though
she hed learned little Welsh.

Shedid not spesk of her fedings

to Macolm, of course. He had no patience with
women's moods, the ephemera of emotion. His
interests and energies weretotdly involved with being
King of Alba, atitle he had held since

1005.

King. Blanaid rolled the word on her

tongue. Ri, in Gadlic; from the Latin,

Rix.

Brian Boru's daughter, she had been

educated as befitted her station.

"Ard Ri," shewhispered to hersdf. "High

King."

That would dways and only mean Brian Boru

to her. How strange to think that Maachi Mor had
reclaimed thetitle, with no formdity, but ashis
right. Stranger till that no one had bothered to oppose
him.

"Who could?' Macolm had commented when they



learned the previous year of Maachi's

accesson. "Who dse hasthe stature?

Maachi hastradition behind him, being aprince

of the Ui Neill, and he certainly knowsthe
obligations of the office."

"He should by now," Blanaid had remarked
bitterly. "He learned them by observing my father.”
"I meant from his own experience. Before

Brien."

Before Brian. Sometimes Blanaid felt that
everything in lifewas divided in two parts, before
Brian and after.

If shefdt that way, how much moreintensdy

must they fed itin Irdland?

Her mind far away across the sea, she paced
dowly aong the footpath |eading down to the pond
where she bathed in warm wesather. The hardy Scots
braved the water even in the dead of winter, but she
came from agentler land. She would not bathe this evening
in late summer. Therewas dready ahint of autumn
intheair, asmell of woodsmoke. Thewise
woman predicted the winter of 1016 would be
bitterly cold.

Blanaid shivered and drew her cloak more

tightly around her body.

Behind her rose the stony mass of Macolm's

roya seet, looking almost like anatural
outcropping of rock. A hill-fort had stood on

the Site since ancient times, he once told

her; built and destroyed and rebuilt and expanded
in that curious desth and rebirth common to such
places.

From what stronghold does Malachi Mor

rule Ireland now? Blanaid wondered. Not

Tara, surely. Tarahad not been used asa

primary roya residencefor centuries.

Newly inaugurated high kings occupied its
decaying magnificence only asasymbol of
possession, and soon |eft for sturdier, more
comfortable abodes. Brian had ruled from
Kincora, athough he could have used Cashdl, seat
of the kingdom of Munster. Mdachi probably

held court in hisfamily stronghold at Dun

na Sciath--not as kingly a pdace as

Kincora, Blanaid thought smugly.

But as she knew, he was demonstrating his
reestablished kingship in other ways. In

January of 1015, together with hiskinsman
Flaherty, King of Aileach, Maachi had led
asuccessful attack on Dublin. Thetwo



looted and burned Sitric's city in

retdiation for the Easter risng agains the Ard R,
then turned southward and exacted revenge upon
Leinger, taking many hostages. Gormlaith's
brother Magl mordha had been prince of

Leinger, had joined Sitricin the rebelion

againg Brian, had fought and died at Clontarf.

So Leingster must pay.

As part of his punishment of the eastern province,
Maachi had--ill advisedly, Blanaid thought
--bestowed kingship of Leinster on Donncuan, the
son of one of Brian'sdain officers.

"A gedture of reconciliation,” Macolm

had remarked when they heard the news.
"Mdachi'strying to mend hiswalswith the Da
Cais. He obvioudy haswit enough to redlize

he cannot retain the high kingship without the support
of Munger."

The Leinstermen were predictably outraged at
thisarbitrary bestowd of their tribelands upon a
Dalcassan prince. Defegated at Clontarf

by the man they would always consider "that upstart from
Mungter," they were Smmering, biding their time. They
would rebd again; nothing was more certain.

The old pattern of reprisd, Blanaid

thought wearily. My father tried to bresk that mold.
But now ...

Maachi as Ard Ri and everything theway it

was, before Brian. The flower of the Dal Cais

dead at Clontarf, and Malachi, apparently

by generd consent, presiding over an Irdland that was
reverting to unbridled triba warfare.

Sometimes Blanaid felt very old and tired.

A sill whistle plit the air behind her.

She turned to see her maid-servant standing at the
top of the path with two fingersin her mouth. The
woman caled down, ™Y our husband summonsyou,
lady. He saysthere's something you might like

to hear. A messenger bringsthe latest tidings from
Irland!"

Blanaid was briefly startled, asif God

had overheard her thoughts and sent a direct
response. Taking her skirtsin her two

hands, she hurried up the path.

A yellow-haired, jug-eared messenger stood
warming his backside by thefirein Macolm's

great hdl while he regded king and courtiers

with amixture of hard newsand titillating

gossip.

AsBlanaid entered the hdl, Macolm



threw an automatic glancein his

wifesdirection. Hisdark eyes gleamed like
obsidian benesth their heavy black brows. The
sght of her till pleased him after dl theseyears,
though he never told her so. Reveding affection

to awoman was asign of weakness.

But she was wearing well, he admitted to himsdf.
He had wanted an Irish wife because he had

an Irish mother who wore wdll. When Brian

Boru, who was then only King of Munster, was
marrying his children into noble familieswherever he could
to extend hisinfluence beyond provincia borders,
Malcolm had agreed to have alook at one of his
daughters.

Onelook at Blanaid had been dl he

needed. Twenty-six yearslater shewas till good
to look at, with astraight back, ardatively

unlined brow, and large eyesthe color of the sea
off Montrose. In dim light she could be

mistaken for one of her own daughters.

"| thought you'd be interested in hearing this"
Malcolm said now as Blanaid paused just

insde the low, arched doorway. "It's about
Osory."

Pressing her lipstightly together, Blanaid

crossed the room to seat herself on acushioned
bench near the hearth. No matter how many times she
told him, her husband il thought she came from
Ossory.

"Tdl usthat part again,” Macolm ingtructed

the messenger. "Take up where | stopped you
before.”

Dutifully the man recited, "When

Maefogarty of Ossory led araiding party

into Thomond recently, Prince Donough Mac
Brian recruited an army to chalenge him. The
Ossorians defeated the Dalcassians and a

number of Donough'sfollowersweredain.”

Ma colm turned to hiswife. "What do you

think of that?'Y our Ossorians must be good
wariors.”

"They are not my Ossorians,” she reminded

him patiently, as she had done many times before.
"My mother was born in Ossory, but al her people
came from Connacht. Those things matter in Ireland.
| am connected with Donough Mac Brian,

though; hes my hdf-brother.”

Malcolm suppressed asmile. Teasing his

wife gave him asmal and secret pleasure

because she never seemed to redlize she was being teased.



Long before she set foot on the shores

of Alba, Blanaid had believed that dl

Scotswere humorless. As Macolm, until

he met her, had assumed dl Irish were

emotiond. Blanaid, however, was adeep

pool, keeping her fedingsto hersalf. She managed
his household camly and competently, eschewing
extravagance, which pleased him. There had never been
gresat passion between them--he believed she wasincapable
of passion--but her very serenity had proved a haven
in hisotherwise turbulent life,

And he did enjoy teasing her.

"I know about your half-brother," he said

aoud. "And you have another who is now King of
Mungter. Should he not be the oneto chalenge
raidersin hiskingdom?'

Blanaid's thoughts ran back over the years,
searching for brightly lit niches of memory dong

the dark passageway of time. "Teigue was dways
the least contentious of us," she said. | recall

him as arather gentle boy, compared to the others."
"Gentle" Mdcolm gaveadismissve

snort. "Not a particularly desirable

attribute in aking; kings have to be fighters.

What about Donough? What's he like?*

"l don't know him. Y ou and | were married and

| wasin Alba before he was born. He wasthe
youngest of al Father's children.”

"Y our father certainly sred anumber of

sons," Macolm remarked, hisrasping voice

tinged with envy. Though hewas only thirteen years
younger than the late Ard Ri of Irdland, his
offspring were lamentably fewer: four daughters.
His people blamed Blanaid, but in hisinmost heart
he suspected the seeds for sons withered and died in
him before he could ever sow them in awoman.
Punishment for hissins, if onebelieved in such
things. But aking could ill afford a conscience.
"Prince Donough isawidower,"

volunteered the messenger in response

to Macolm'squery. "Hiswife miscarried

asonand died of afever.”

A frown stitched Blanaid's forehead. "A

widower dready, and he not twenty? That'sahard
beginning.”

The messenger nodded agreement. "Added to that,
Prince Teigue hasrefused him part of the
inheritance he claimed, and now this defegt; a
defeat he did not deservel” the man added,
betraying hisown sympathiesin the family



quarrd. "He'safinewarrior,

Donoughis.

Malcolm stroked his beard. "His mother is
Gormlaith, is she not? We could hardly

expect a son of the notorious Princess of

Leinger to be ... gentle.” With ahdf-amile,

he turned to Blanaid. "Perhgps we should invite

this brother of yoursto Glamisand get to know him."

Donough was astonished to receive an invitation from the
King of Alba. Ogtensibly it came from hissster
Blanaid, but it would never have been issued, he
knew, without her husband's approval.

When he mentioned the invitation to Gormlaith her
facelit with enthusiasm. " Send him our

acceptance this very day!"

"Our acceptance?’

"Widll, of course, our. Y ou know nothing of

foreign courts. Y ou will have to have someone at your side
to explain theintricacies of knotted

relationships, and who better than me? Who more
sympathetic to your own cause?"

Donough gave his mother alook. "What is

"my own causg'?'

She amiled sweetly. "Whatever you want it

to be, my son. Y ou wish to emulate your father--do
you think | don't know? To redlize his unredlized
dreams? A noble ambition and one of which | am
sure he would approve. But if you are to succeed,
you will require more than an army. Y ou will need the
support of foreign warlords. Theworld ismuch
larger than Ireland. Y ou saw how advantageous
hisforeign connectionswereto him a Clontarf, when
Ma colm sent agreat prince of the Scots

to fight on your father'sside.

"The time has come for you to expand your reach, my
son; thisinvitation isan omen. And | shdl bewith
you, helping you al theway. | desirefor you
everything you desire for yoursdlf. Y ou know that."
He knew no such thing. Gormlaith danced

to her own music, and if she offered help, one could
be certain it was only to further some scheme of her
own.

He had never meant to keep her with him
indefinitdy. In an effort to discourage her, he

had abandoned any idea of livingin afort and

built himsalf asort of camp inthevaley of the

Fergus, a cross between amilitary encampment

and the seasond dwellings thrown up by herdsmen. It
had proved to be an excellent foca point for



gathering disaffected Dadcassansto him,

but the facilitieswere ddliberatdly made
uncomfortable for awoman.

Gormlaith, to hisdismay, had chosen to seethe
wholething asan adventure. "I'mtired of

luxury,” she had announced. "1 get tired of

anything after awhile--agown, aman, away of

life. Thiscamp of yourswill refresh my jaded

paate, Donough; it'safineidea”

To prove the point, she settled into alean-to
constructed of woven branches and thatch and made
hersdf quite at home, asif she had grown up
following the cattle from pasture to pasture. She
dressed in unbleached linen, went barefoot, and
swam nudein theriver, scanddizing Donough,

who thought she had already exhausted her capacity for
shocking him.

"You'retoo old for such carry-on!" he

protested.

"Nonsensg, it'staking years off me. Are

you afraid one of your men will look at my naked
body and grow a spear of desire? That would make
me younger ill, | assureyou!™

Gormlaith threw back her head and hooted with
laughter at the look on her son'sface.

But she proved unableto face awinter inthe

open. Having ascertained that the plague had ended,
shefindly returned to Dublin to impose hersdlf on
Sitric and hiswife--an impaosition they did

everything to discourage. It took Maachi Mor's
burning of the Viking port to drive Gormlaith

out, however, and once more she made her way west
to appear a Donough's camp, confidently

expecting him to take her in. "I am your

mother," she said asif no other argument were necessary.
That became her pattern. Summer with Donough,
winter with Sitric; time divided between Gadl and
Viking. Neither man liked it, and Sitric's

wifewas amost manic in her hatred of

Gormlaith, but no one could force Gormlaith

into any other arrangement. When al dsefailed
shefdl back on motherhood, demanding the
protection of her sons as her right.

Sitric Silkbeard was heard to muitter that the
exposing of femdeinfants at birth was

probably not abad idea.

But Donough had been glad enough to have Gormlaith
waiting when he returned from his defegt at the hands
of the Ossorians.

Old scores had been settled; many of his



best men weredead. Yet to his

surprise Gormlaith spoke no word of

criticism. She briskly set about tending the

wounded and making small jokesto boost their spirits.
She even flirted with them; the more grievous a
man'sinjuries, the moreflagrant her

behavior.

On some it worked wonders. Men who were given
up for dying revived after having their heads pressed
into Gormlaith's fill capacious basom.

Donough told Fergd, "I hate to admit

it, but there are times the woman is an ass&t."
Shewould not be an asset in Alba, however; of

that he was convinced. The prospect of traveling to the
land of the Scots with Gormlaith was daunting.

But she busied hersdlf with plans and preparations as
if there was never any question of hisleaving her behind. She
made apoint of telling hisofficers, "Thiswill be

the journey of alifetimefor me, and aren't |

fortunate to have a son who will take meto foreign
courts, to mingle with people of my own stature? What
amemory to treasurein my old age!”

She clasped her hands over her breasts. She
rhapsodized over Donough's kindness. At some

point he redized he would have to take her or

risk the profound disgpprova of hismen, dl of

whom had mothers.

Although she kept dropping tantdizing hints

about the life and times of Ma colm the Second,

she was careful not to reved what she knew. "I shall
tell you when were underway,” she promised.

"It will make the voyage go faster, and befreshin
your mind when you actudly set eyes on the man.”
Donough knew she was manipulating him;

recognized her tacticswith adark and bitter
amusement and a certain reluctant admiration. But

it was not worth arguing; there was too much to be done.
Arrangements to be made, good-byes to be said.
Since hisfind frudrating vist to thefort he

had built south of the Burren, Donough had tried

not to think about Padraic's daughter. Like the
abandoned fort, she was asymbol of youthful dreams
and extravagant plans set aside.

Neassa's death and the loss of his son had changed
something ingdehim.

But he did not want to leave Ireland without

informing Padraic's daughter. It was

inexplicably important to him that she know where
hewas.

Taking afast horse and no bodyguard, he



set out to find her. Hetold no one,

not even Ferga, where he was going.

A lashing rain wasfaling as he galloped through

an endless sea of wet weather. Hishorse

plunged beneath him like a ship breasting the waves,
spume blew back from its open mouth to fleck his
dothing.

Blind Pedraic's holding was easy enough to find.

A herder on ahillsde gave him exact

directions and he galloped on, the bulk of

Slieve Cdanlooming ever nearer. Theran

blew away; awatery sun shone.

At last Donough took pity of hisblowing

horse and drew rein on the shores of alake

to alow the animd to drink. Whilethe horse

sucked up water in grateful gulps, Donough

looked around.

It occurred to him that thiswould have been a better
gtefor hisfort than the one he had chosen. Fish
legped in the shadlows asif begging to be caught.

A solitary idet in the middle of thelakewas

an ided nesting Sitefor wildfowl, and the sandy
beach on which he stood was perfect for launching
smdll boats. Asfor pasturage, on oneside

sweling hills climbed toward green uplands,

on the other were sweeping meadows tufted with
arbutus.

Asde from the sounds his horse made while
drinking, the sllence was absolute.

A peculiar light glittered on the surface

of thelake.

The horse raised its head and snorted

Softly.

Donough tensed. Hiswarrior'singtinctstold

him he was not done. Very dowly heturned.
Shewas standing dmogt directly behind him at a
distance of fifteen or twenty paces.

Today she was not wearing the red skirt, but a short
apron that barely covered her knees. Her leine

was open at the throat and her hair tumbled unbound
around her shoulders. She hardly seemed clothed

a dl; hewasintensely aware of her supple

body benesath the veiling fabric.

"How long have you been standing there?" he asked.
She smiled and waked toward him. "Long

enough.”

"How did you know | was here?" It did not

occur to him that this was an odd way to begin their
conversation, asif they were old friendswho had just found
themsdlvesin the same room.



Shedid not answer.

Donough dropped the horse'sreins and walked
forward to meet her. The words which had been coming so
eadly dried up on histongue when hewas

close enough to touch her. He held out one hand
instead.

Hesitantly, she reached to let her fingertips

just brush his. Her fingerswere warm and redl. His
hand closed over them, drawing her closer to him.
When shelowered her eyes her long lashes

swept her cheeks.

"Have you been following me?' Donough asked in
achoked voice.

Shewould not look up. "Why would | do that?'
"Wasit you that day, in my fort?"

"What fort?' Still she kept her eyes down.
Hetightened his grip on her hand. "Not far from
Drumcullaun Lough. Surely you knew |

built one there”

"Did 1?What possibleinterest would |

takein the building of afort, Prince Donough?'
Now sheraised her eyesto hisand he saw
laughter inthem.

"Y ou know my name but | don't know yours."

"l am called Cera." She pronounced it

with a soft, west-of-Ireland accent. Karra

"I was named for one of the wives of Nemed."
Donough told her, "I named mysdf.”

She did not ask how this could be. She smply
accepted, as she accepted his arm passing around her
shoulders and drawing her closer.

Chapter Thirty-one

When Donough kndlt on the earth, Cera

knelt with him. Their faceswere so close he could
amell the sweetness of her breath. He felt there

was something he should say but she read the thought in his
eyesand laid her fingertips across hislips.

Then she replaced her fingers with her mouth.

Her body from the knees up pressed againgt the
length of his. He curved over her, striving

to draw even closer. At firgt hismounting desire

did not even seem sexud, but rather an overwhelming
need for completion, for drawing her into himtofill a
great aching hollow at the center of hisbeing.

But when she moved againgt him and he fdlt the
softness of her belly, he became aware of an

erection so huge and hard it was painful. With a
groan, hethrugt blindly againg her.



She responded by cupping her hands

around his buttocks and trying to pull him yet

closer.

"What do you want?" he whispered hoarsdly.

ny

"How?"

"Inme"

Her words brought him to the brink of orgasm.
Fighting for control, he turned hisbody so he

could lie down and pull her down beside him. He
dare not lie on top of her; hewould surely

spend himsdlf then, before he could enter her.

He held her in hisarms and studied her face

with wonderment.

She was pagan, and he had only lain with a
Chrigtian woman, reproaches and whimperings and
subtle refusa s that must be overcome. Cera

did not engage in such subterfuge. She

agtonished him by the openness of her response and the
frankness of her caress. She celebrated his

body as she celebrated thelifeforcein the

trees and the birds and the earth, with ajoy that enfolded
Donough in golden hest.

"I want to touch you," she said, her hands busy
beneath histunic. Her fingers closed around the
swollen peniswith infinite tenderness.

He gasped. If hefdt so much asthe

pulsein her flesh he would come, but sheredized
thisand kept till. Incredibly ill.

He throbbed in her hand.

"You are beautiful,” shesad.

Never in hislife had Donough exerted such an

effort of will. He held the orgasm like asun

waliting to explode, while his eyes searched her

face; his ears attuned themsalves to the surrounding
sounds; hisskin felt the warm sun and the damp
grass and the soft wind blowing. He was more intensely
aive and aware than he had ever been, and he
wanted the moment to last forever.

Sheknew. Shesmiled a him.

"Gently," shesaid. "Sowly," shesad.

The urgency that had been cresting receded. He
was able to run his hand over her body, freeing her from
her clothing. Suddenly theidea of fabric

Separating them was obscene to him. But when bare
flesh touched bare flesh he dmost came again.
"Thefed of you!" he exclamed.

Ceramade asound in her throat, a soft little

hum that vibrated through her skin and into his body.
He could not hold back any longer. Rolling



over on top of her, hefet her

thighs open to him ashe sank downandinto a
luscious wet welcoming. The muscles of her

body gripped him and drew him deeper with no
effort on his part.

Shewasvery smdl, heredized tardily, and for a
brief moment hewas afraid of hurting her.

Neassa had often complained that he hurt her. But
even asthe thought crossed his mind Ceras hands
clutched hishipsand pulled him even harder againgt
her, demanding hisfull strength and passion.

He plunged and the sun exploded.

Sometime after, he became aware that hewaslying
with her legswrapped around him. It must be
uncomfortable for her; hetried gently to disengage.
But shemoaned asif in pain and hedd him

tighter. "Don't go."

"Just to be more comfortable ..."

"Dont go!" shecried.

He relaxed into her embrace. And dowly,

subtly, the rhythm began again, her interior

muscles pulsing until they set up amatching

pulsein himsdlf. The sense of heightened awareness
returned; he was aware of the flattened softness of
her breasts againgt him and the contradictory firmness
of her smdl nipples.

When he thought of her breasts she rotated
smoothly on hisimpaling penisand sat up,

riding him ashelay on hisback. He gazed

up at her breastsin fascination and she, looking
down, laughed with delight at the expressonin his
eyes. Her pelvisthrust forward and back,
smulating the motion of arider onagdloping

horse.

The sensation was overwhelming. They were free and
naked together, gdloping, gdloping ...

The second explosion was dmost asintense asthe
firgt but different, afresh discovery for nerve and
muscle. He wasingtantly greedy for more and sat
up, pulling her againgt him, twisting to find anew
position, anew way of exploring the wonder that
hed befdlen him.

She laughed--or he laughed--the sound bubbled

up from their shared body and the source did not matter,
they were one and the same.

He murmured anameinto her hair--it did not

sound like Cera

She responded with aname for him as she buried
her facein the hollow of hisneck. The name was not
Donough. They spoke older namesin aforgotten



language but they understood one another.

All was remembered and resumed, the sweet
happiness coming to them again, and they celebrated its
return inthe sunlight, laughing.

Chapter Thirty-two

Padraic heard the door creak open, felt

the wind blow in on him. Fecund summer wind.
Heraised hishead.

"Cera?'

"l am here, Father."

"Wherewereyou?'

"In the next valey, collecting herbs”

"Isit herbs| smdl?’

Shedid not answer.

"Thenext valey," Padraic mused. "The

lake of the arbutus?’

Slence

"The lake with the drowned city that only appears
every hundred years?' he asking teasingly.
Uncharacteristically she snapped, "Don't make

fun of an enchantment.”

Hewasingantly contrite. "I learned that much

from your mother. Isit there, then--the lost city? Have you
senit?'

But she had spoken al she could. She needed

slence. She built up the fire and pounded his

cushions and left him to go and stand in the open
doorway, gazing out across her memories.

She had spent the entire afternoon with Donough, the
two of them asfree and thoughtless as mating deer on
ameadow. No questions had been asked nor answers
demanded. Being together was so natura, she somehow
assumed it would be permanent. She expected him

to lift her up before him on the horse and take her

to ... to wherever hewas going.

It was asif adoor had opened for Cera.

Without hesitation she would step out of onelife and
into another. He had only to take her hand.

But when the sun began to sink and the shadows grew
long on thelake, shefdt achangein him.

Some vitdl part withdrew. He wrapped her ina
finewoolen cloak from the pack tied behind his
saddle. He caressed her face and stared into her

eyes and brushed her mouth with his, but he did not
say, "Comewith me."

Hedid not say, "Now you are mine," though

she strained with every fiber of her being to hear the words.
She who had been free dl her life had given



hersdlf totaly to him, and longed for the
acknowledgment of that gift.

Instead he stroked her hair.

When he caught his horse by the mane and

vaulted aboard, he did not hold down ahand

to her.

"Where are you going?'

"Totheland of the Scots-Alba" he

replied. Theword tasted strange in his mouth. He
had almost forgotten about Albaand Macolm during
the long afternoon.

"Can| comewith you?' She hated hersdlf for asking;
she should not have to ask.

He gazed down at her. Her eyes were so

clear they sparkled, her mouth looked soft and
bruised. For al the passion of the day, she seemed
innocent in away Donough could never remember
being. He felt a sudden impul se to sweep her

upinto hisarmsand ...

Be cdm, hewarned himsdlf. Think thisthrough.
Make no hasty decision you may regret

leter.

He was obliged to be shrewd and pragmatic

if hewould imitate hisfather. Brian had been

many things, but never, so far as Donough knew,
impulsve.

Gazing down & Cera, he fought back his

emotions and tried to assess the Situation

objectively. What could such agirl understand of
political expedience? Could he make clear

to her theimportance of establishing ardationship
with the King of Alba, who was surdly asfar

outside her sphere asthe stars? How could he
clarify in afew words the complex machination his mother
had taken alifetimeto learn, and by which kingdomswere
achieved? Cerawas a daughter of sun and wind,

she had no need of such knowledge.

And there was the core of the problem. Not her
ignorance, but her wisdom. Cerawas adruid.

Even Brian Boru, Donough thought, had not

dared offend the Church by marrying his druid woman.
The cold, hard facts of the Situation shattered

the magic as she looked up a him, waiting.

Anything he might say to her now would sound like
an excuse, or, worse, abetrayal.

Y et how could he use her body and then just

gdlop awvay?

Wheat had taken place between them was more than a
sexua act; he knew that dready. Had known it
before he ever put hisarms around her. Y et she



bel onged to aworld that stood aside from hisas
if separated by avell. Shewas-he

passionately desired her to be--mystery and
magic, ancient sorceries and youthful dreams.

She was more than he could afford.

Something seemed to be tearing insde him, likea
piece of cloth being rent down the middle.

He mumbled afew words, claming pressng
obligations. Shewatched hisfacein slence.

Her eyeswere aslimpid aslake water.

"l haveto go," heinssted with increasing urgency,
afraid if he did not leave now he would never
leave. "But I'll come back for you. I will ...
assoonas| can ... when | have accomplished

... Wordsfailed. He waved one hand in the

arr, trying to define the indefinable.

He could not explain why he wasleaving her behind,
not without hurting her, and as he looked into those huge
eyes hewould rather anything than hurt her.
Baffled, angry with himsdlf, he had findly

turned his horse and ridden away.

Now Cerastood in the doorway of her father's
house and gazed east, the direction he had taken.
Then she spoke over her shoulder to her father. "How
far away isAlba?'

"How far away isAlba?' Gormlaith

asked. "Once we reach the coast and arrange for a
vess to carry us, will we betherein aday? Two
days?"

Fergd Mac Anluan shrugged. "I'm no

seaman. You lived with the Vikings al those years,
surely you know more about the duration of voyages than
| do."

Gormlaith hated admitting there was something she
did not know, but in fact she had never been on the
water. No man had been willing to entrust his
lifeto the savage seawith Gormlaithinthe

boat beside him. In the dayswhen her hair waslike
living flame, she had been denied on the grounds

of superdtition: ared-haired woman in aboat
meant disaster.

The hair was faded now, but she was perfectly
aware that boatmen would till like to refuse her.
Donough would haveto be forceful.

"I've been to seaa score of times,” she

told Fergd airily, trusting her wordswould

get back to Donough. "When | wasin the boat
there dways seemed to be calm weether, in fact.



My firgt hushand, Olaf Cuaran,

called me agood-luck charm. But | just don't

recall how long it takesto sail to theland of the
Scots."

Her son, since returning from some brief,

mysterious journey about which he would not speak, had
been worrying Gormlaith. His mood was

distracted; he seemed amost uninterested in the

trip to Alba, whereas he had been enthusiagtic
before. Now he acted asif it were some unpleasant
task which must be gotten out of the way.

She hammered a him. "'If you can make an

aly of Macolm of Alba, you will have extended
your reach beyond Ireland. The Da Caiswill be
forced to recognize you astheir true leader and give
you enough support to overthrow Teigue.”

"l don't want to overthrow him," Donough

told her wearily, knowing shewould not ligten. "'l
just want whet isrightfully mine. Thet'sall

I've ever wanted. That, and to make my father proud
of me"

Her temper snapped. "Y our father's dead!

What about making me proud of you?"

Donough stared at Gormlaith. "Aren't you?"

Her eyes blazed, but for once she could think of

no answer.

Accompanied by two score trusted warriors,

including Fergdl and Ronan, Donough would

journey to the east coast to arrange passage on

aboat for Alba. Since before the annalswere

written down, trading vessels and searovers

had crisscrossed the Irish Sea, following

routes established by leather coraclesin the

Bronze Age.

During the early centuries of the Chrigtian

era, Gadlic chieftains had sailed acrossthose
samewaters from Ireland to settle permanently

inthe highlands of Alba. Intimetheir new

homeland had transformed the colonists, imbuing

them with the characteristics necessary for surviving in acolder,
more rugged land. They continued to refer to themsdavesas
Scots, however, areference to Scotia, one of the
ancient namesfor Irdland.

Brian Boru had revived that ancient

kinship by marrying adaughter into the clan descended
from Kenneth Mac Alpin, who had been the first
Gadlic chieftain to style himsdlf king of both the

Scots and the Picts, the indigenous Albans.

By uniting these two peoples under one monarch in the



middle of the ninth century, Mac Alpin

had set a pattern Brian subsequently

followed with the Gadl and the Viking in Irdland.

In the wake of Brian's death, however, the

cohesion he had achieved took on an ugly

form. As Donough and his party traveled across
Ireland, they were severd times set upon by bandits,
roving gangs of Hiberno-Norse mercenaries

owing allegiance to no one but their own greed.
Thefirst band came roaring out of the forest near the
crossroads know as Ros Cre, Cre's

Wood, where the Slighe Dalawas intersected by a
market road. In deference to Gormlaith's

cart, Donough had decided to follow the dighe

amos asfar as Dublin, then circleto avoid the

city, and sail from one of thefishing villagesto the
north. He had no desireto try procuring a

vess in Stric'scity.

But they were till along way from the eastern coast
when thefirst attack took place.

"Outlaws!" screamed Gormlaith. She saw

them firg; they had waited until Donough'sarmed
escort passed by, then ran out onto the

roadway shouting threats and trying to seize her

cart. The cart contained hersdlf, adriver Donough

had assigned to her, and dl the personal baggage

she could cram into it, including some items she had
no intention of revedling or surrendering.

When the outlaws drew close Gormlaith

snatched the whip from her driver and began lashing a
themwith it. Her cries were louder and more savage
than thairs. "I'll eat the face off you!" she

screamed at alantern-jawed youth who wore a

tunic of untanned skins.

"Andyou ... I'll makeyou crawl back in

the womb of the worm that bore you!" Thisto an older
man who had succeeded in getting one foot insgde

the cart before she kicked him vicioudy. He

fell back; Gormlaith leaned forward and spat

on him as he writhed on the road clutching his

private parts.

Meanwhile, Donough whedled his horse and

galloped back to defend his mother. Fergdl and the
warriors were close behind him. There were two score
of them, trained and well-armed Dal cassanswho
could assess acombat Situation at a glance and

take appropriate action without waiting for

orders. Swiftly they circled the outlaws,

divided them, and proceeded to hack them down while
Gormlaith shouted advice and encouragement from the



cart.

At last she could restrain herself no longer.

Shelegped down, ran to the nearest fallen man,
retrieved a short throwing spear from his dead hand,
and hurled it at another bandit.

Her am was surprisingly good, but her arm was not
strong enough to drive a spearhead into living meat. The
blow glanced off harmlesdy. Her intended victim

was surprised enough, however, to drop his guard, and
in that moment one of Donough's men severed his neck
with an axe.

Donough took no prisoners. When all the

bandits were dead he surveyed the wreckage
triumphantly, only to be disconcerted when

Ronan remarked, ™Y ou should have |eft one dive

to go back to wherever he came from and warn them not
to attempt you again. Brian Boru dwaysleft a
witnessdive"

Next time, Donough promised himsalf. Next

time

Although he had a couple of injured men, which
necessitated making camp for afew days until

they werewell enough to travel, Donough was
exhilarated by the battle. The interlude with Cera

sat more lightly on his conscience. Redlity was here
and now, fighting, winning, building--rebuilding?-
akingdom.

He stole aglance a his mother. Her color was

high, her eyes sparkling. Shelooked a

decade younger, and he understood what men had seen
in Gormlath.

That night she sat close beside him at the

campfire. "We showed them, did we not?' she

kept asking excitedly. "If | had asword

| could have killed a couple mysdf. Would have done.”
"l suspect you would," Donough replied,

amused.

Shelooked a him quizzicaly. "What

happened to ... to your father's sword? Do you have
it?'

Hisjaw musclestightened. "I do not haveit.

| don't know whereitis. | supposeit was

entombed with him."

Her eyesglinted. "The sword of Brian

Boru?' It wasthefirg time she had spoken that name
in ages; it sounded sharp on her tongue. "I

doubt if it went into the tomb to rust, and you know
nothing about human natureif you think it did.

At the last moment one of his devoted followers



probably carried it off under his

mantle" Gormlaith laid her hand on
Donough's arm; softly, softly. "But it should be
yours," she murmured.

Sitting upright and naked in his bed, Macolm
turned his sword over in hishands, testing the edge
with histhumb in hisnightly ritud. A sword,

he mused, was a powerful symbol. More powerful
than acrown. With the sword Swein, King of
Denmark, had beaten the Anglo-Saxons

into submission and put Wessex under Danelaw.
After Swein's recent death, his son Canute

had taken up hiskingship together with histerritorid
ambitions, and Macolm had little doubt that
Canute would prove at least asformidable ashis
predecessor.

Malcolm did not intend for Albato be

included in the Danish grasp.

"I wish you would not keep your sword in the bed
with you likeawoman," Blanaid protested. She
was gitting on abench by the brazier, plaiting her
hair for the night.

"If you object to sharing the bed with my sword,
then go back to your own chamber.”

"You sent for me" shereminded him camly.
"Areyou dismissng me now?"

He grinned, aflash of white teeth within his
gray-streaked black beard. "Of course not. |

need you."

Blanaid went on plaiting her hair. They

had been married too long for her to think he
desired her sexudly. "Y ou need someoneto talk
to," she said. It was not aquestion.

Regting the sword across his knees, Ma colm
scratched the grizzled mat of hair on his chest.
"Who dsecan| tak to? ThisisGlamis;

the stones themsalves are steeped in treachery. A king
remainsking only until he makesthe

mistake of trusting someone, but even so | must have
earsto hear my thoughts. No man can live done
ingde his head without going mad.”

Blanaid nodded. "Thisis Glamis" she

echoed. "The stones are stegped in madness.”
"Not mine. Nor splashed with my blood either,
not while | keep my wits about me. And stay
informed of Canutes actions.” Macolm

picked up the sword again. "Canute ison my
mind alot these days. He's arapacious man
likedl the Land Leapers, Blanaid, and now that



he has established himsdlf in Albion

| expect him to be athreat to Alba. | need
adrategy to forestd!l him."

Ma colm'swife tossed the heavy plait of

hair over her shoulder and stood up. Firdlight

from the brazier silhouetted her form within her linen
gown, but Macolm did not notice. How

soon is eaten bread forgot! she thought.

"After you defeated him in Moray, you married

our daughter Thorato Sigurd the Stout to help
insure he and his Orkneyites would not attack you
again," shereminded her husband as she padded
barefoot across the flagstoned floor and clambered
into bed beside him. "That was a successful strategy
... asfar asit went. B." Her voicewas

bitter.

"But," Macolm echoed. "Areyou going

to blame me for the fact that he attacked Ireland
instead? Y our father was able for him; Sigurd was
dan."

"Sowasmy father," Blanaid said huskily.
Shivering, she pulled the blankets up around her
shoulders. Macolm never seemed to fed the

cold and dept naked summer and winter. The bed
gmeled of him: amae smdl, abear

smdl, heavy and musky.

"Y our father was an old man,” Macolm

reminded her. "He had an incrediblelifeand a
long one, but everyone must die sometime. In truth,
| envy Brian Boru his death at the moment of

his greatest victory. Few of usend ona
mountaintop with the world at our feet."

She wanted to change the subject. "What do

you plan to do about Canute?”'

"I do not know--yet. He's afierce young
Danewith ambitions”

"Has he awife who might have Alban

sympeathies?'

"He married the daughter of awedthy
Northumbrian soon after arriving in Albion,

| wastold. The Northumbrians are eager enough
to stay in my good graces ... for now. But | would
say Canute is not the sort of man to be

influenced by any woman. Do not overestimate your
Eyeslowered, Blanaid replied, "My

sex has more power than you credit. What of the
Princess of Leingter? Was she not the lure that
tempted Sigurd to his death--Sigurd and how
many others?'



Ma colm bared histeeth again and

stopped caressing hissword. "Gormlaith," he
sad thoughtfully, "isatrophy. Men are

hunters, we appreciate trophies. A

woman who has been wifeto threekingsand is
famed for her beauty is surdly the ultimate
trophy."

In his voice was an undertone that made
Blanad bridle. "Gormlaithisan old

woman," shetold him as she twisted on the bed
to punch up her pillow. "Anold, raddled
woman, withered and juiceless. And you will never see
herin Alba"

Chapter Thirty-three

At Dun na Sciath, Maachi Mor was

taking arest. Well-earned, hefdt. The

year 1016 had been a difficult one. From the
beginning, reasserting his authority as Ard Ri had

not been easy; too many Gaelic princes
remembered that he had relinquished thetitle

to Brian Boru without astruggle. Intheir eyes

his stature was diminished and they could not resst
chdlenging him. When the King of Ossory murdered
Donncuan, King of Leingter--whom Maachi

had placed in that kingship--it became necessary to march
an army into Ossory, kill the offending warlord,
plunder histribeland, and carry off anumber of
hostages.

Hostages of noble birth guaranteed the

submission of Ossory--for aslong astheir

captor held them.

Then arevolt arose among the Ui

Kinnsdlagh, who refused to pay tribute to the

Ard Ri. That meant another battle and more
hostages taken. The guesting houses at Dun

na Sciath overflowed and Malachi ordered more
built.

Ashischief brehon reminded him,

"Hostages must be treated at least aswell as

their captor treats himsdlf, anything lesswould bea
cause of dishonor.” So whole roast oxen and

tuns of de disappeared into the bellies of

Malachi's enforced guests, who were thoroughly
enjoying themsalves and showing no desireto go home.
"I suppose | should begin negotiations with their
tribesfor their return,” heremarked to his

son Ardgdl, as he and another son, Congalach,
joined their father for aday's hunting with houndsin the



rolling meadowlands beyond Dun na

Sciah.

But Maachi had not got around to negotiations.

It was easier to |et the matter be, for now, and

join the hostages at their feast in the banqueting

hall. Maachi Mor had dways enjoyed

presiding over banquets and entertainments.

Among hisfriends hewas called "Mdachi of the
Cups' for good reason.

Hewas not |eft in peace to play the genid

host, however. Messengers kept arriving, even from
the most remote corners of the land, to inform him of
fights and feuds and banditry, of monasteries

looted and women abducted and cattle raided.
"Why areyou tdling methis?* he complainedto a
wall-eyed messenger from Connacht who entered the
banqueting hdl dripping from therain.

"Theformer Ard Ri wanted to be kept informed

of everything that happened in Irdland,” the man
replied, surprised at the question. " So he could

"I know, | know. So he could interfere.”

"So he could take action if necessary,” the
messenger corrected, histhoughts running back to the
good old days of three years ago. "Now

Prince Aed of the Ui Briuin requeststhe

support of the Ard Ri in putting down a

revolt among the clansof ..."

"What hasthisto do with me?' Maachi asked with
risng irritation, waving ahdf-eaten thigh of

young pig intheair. "Arethese dansrebelling
againgt my authority? Do they refuse to pay thelr
share of the tribute due Tara?"

"They do not, but ..."

"But they are Aed's problem,” Maachi said
firmly. He resumed gnawing the sweset roast

piglet.

"Soon they will be the problem of &l Connacht

if thefighting boilsover and ..."

"Should that happen, then | will ded withit. But
until thet time, return to Aed and tell him he

isto sort out hisown affarsand leave me
tomine”

When the messenger, obvioudy disconcerted, had
departed, Maachi remarked to Ardgd, "Brian
Boru had a peculiar concept of kingship. He

tried to control the entire land himsdlf, likea
charioteer with ateam of hundreds of horses and
al thereinsin hishands. And where are hisgrand
ideas now? In atomb at Armagh, moldering.



"Asfor me, | have no intention of

gdloping off to Connacht to embroil mysdlf in some
local squabble. | shdl reign as Ard Ri with

al the generosity and justice a my command, but |
must save mysdlf for the big battles”

That there would be more big battles, he had no
doubt. He would have liked to be able to say

to Ardgd, "I'm getting too old for this" and

enjoy ahit of sympathy. But he could not forget

that Brian had been older.

Besides, theway he caught his sonslooking at

him from time to time made Ma achi reluctant

to admit the weight of the years. An ambitious

son ...

Perhaps, he thought, it would bewiseto makea
few gesturesto encourage goodwill. To thisend he
announced that he would build new churchesand
repair others which had falen into decay, and would
aso endow aschool and maintain the students at his
own expense.

When helearned of these undertakings, the Abbot of
Killaoe was not impressed. "The attempts

of alesser man to emulate agreater,” he commented
with barely concedled contempt.

Cathd Mac Mainethen visted his

kinsman, Teigue, to urge him to consider putting
forth aclam to the high kingship. "Mdachi Mor
meanswell and is a pious enough man,” the abbot
sad, "but heisUi Neill, and it seemsa

shameto let therule of Irdland passfrom

Ddcassan hands"

Teigue had been dreading the moment when someone
would openly presshim to fight for hisfather's
supremetitle. He had his arguments ready.

"Ruling Mungter," heinformed Cathd, "is
increasingly demanding. So many tribes, so many
underkings, the Owenachts dways sniffing for aweakness.
... | amleaving this very afternoon for Cashel to spend
the next month hearing an endless stream of
complaints and petitions and trying to sort out various
quarrels. Y et you want me to take on more? Y ou
sad it yoursdf, Maachi isapious man. Let

him keep the high kingship. How much longer can he
live, anyway?"

Returning to Kill Daua, Cathd

ingructed Declan the scribe to writein the

annds. "The Ageof Chrigt, 1016. The

second year of the second reign of Maachi

Mor. New churcheswere built in Meath and

Ulgter, but nonein Mungter. Likewise anew



fine monastery was endowed, but not in

Mungter. Teigue, son of Brian, ruled

Munster but did not demand the beneficence the
province was due.”

Ashetook Cathal's dictation, Declan

was aware of the abbot's anger. Hewas putting it in
writing for the world to remember.

All the mgjor monasteries compiled annds,

and were in unspoken competition with one another for the
mogt extensve and beautifully illumined. The
Annds of Kill Daluahad been consdered very
finein Brian Boru's day, but without the

patronage of an Ard Ri behind them, their
reputation would fade while the gilding and colored
inkswere dill bright.

Two days|ater, Cathal was till turning over

the problem of Teiguein hismind. On the one hand
he wanted the man to be obedient and manageable;
on the other hand, it might be better for Kill

Dauaif he were of amore aggressive dispostion.
As often when he had aproblem, Cathad Mac
Maine went out into the orchard beyond the refectory
to be done with histhoughts. He strolled among the
well-tended gpple trees with his hands tucked

into the deeves of hisrobe and afrown of concentration
on hisface, sufficient to deter anyone from
interrupting him. From time to time he fingered the
crucifix he wore. Occasiondly he rubbed the
bridge of hisnose, or scratched histonsured

head.

The morning was gill, with only ahint of a

breeze. The abbot continued to pace up and down,
ignoring the sweet song of ablackbird perched

on the sonewall enclosing the orchard. Suddenly
Catha stopped walking; lifted his head;

sniffed. Sniffed again.

His eyes opened wide.

Smokel!

In the distance he heard the first shouts and cries
echoing across Lough Derg.

Cathal whirled and ran back inside.

In hislittle house on thelake, Mac Liag was

resting from hislabors. The detailed account of the
lifeof Brian Boru wasdl but finished;

nothing remained but to reread it, check the text for
errors, and arrange for it to be copied out and bound.
"l shal send it to Kells, | think, for

copying,” hetold Cumara. "The

scriptorium there produces the finest handwriting



in... What wasthat? Did you hear

something?'

Cumarawent to the door and stood listening. When
he turned back toward hisfather, hisface was
drained of color.

"It sounds like Kincoras being attacked!"

In Connacht a series of small clan wars

had exploded into tribal conflicts, and a

chieftain on the edge of Thomond, anxious

to enhance his reputation and thusintimidate his
rivals, had seized upon the idea of attacking

Brian Boru's old stronghold as one sure

way of gaining glory. With Teilgue away and the
Dacassansdivided asaresult of the

gplit between the brothers, theraid was cleverly
timed.

It was also well planned. One band of
Connachtmen made awide circle that brought them
south of the greet fortress, while the main army
attacked from the north. Sentrieswho had lost
their vigilance during the long years of peace were
routed. Torches were put to the timber

palisades, gates were burst open.

Meanwhile a separate company was dispatched
to plunder the nearby monastery.

Cathal and his monks resisted, but they were not
trained warriors. Out of deferenceto their caling the
Connachtmen did not kill them, merdly trussed
them up like fowl and left them on the bank of the
Shannon to watch helplesdy as the roofs of

Kill Daluaburned.

But the fires set at the monastery were nothing
compared to the damage done to Kincora.

Mac Liag came pelting down the road with the
skirts of hisrobe hiked up around his knees.

He had not run in decades, but he ran now.
Cumarasprinted beside him, pleading with him to go
back, but his words were wasted on the wind.
"Kincora," Mac Liag panted over and

over. "Kincora"

In his camp beyond Cre's Wood, Donough was

just preparing to move out and resume hisjourney when
he heard the sound of faraway shouting. Almost at

once the shout was picked up by awoodcutter

nearby and passed along.

"Kincorais attacked!"

Thunderstruck, for amoment Donough could not gather



his thoughts. Then he bellowed a hasty

succession of orders.

"Y ou have no reason to go back there now,"
Gormlaith tried to argue with him. "It's
Telguesrespongbility. Youand | are

goingto Albato..."

"Y ou're staying here! Ronan, you and adozen men
stay with her and take care of her. Therest of you
come with me--to Kincora."

They rode away at agdlop, leaving

Gormlaith standing in the road, furious.

When Donough reached the east bank of the
Shannon, the sky was stained with greasy smoke from
the conflagration acrossthe river. His company
galloped headlong through the ford, sending up a
Soray whoseindividual dropletsreflected the
blazing thatch visible above the tops of the
palisade. Men and women could be seen running
down to theriver for endless futile buckets of
water, while others streamed away from the fortress,
carrying salvaged property beyond the reach of the
flames

"Where's Teigue?' Donough shouted at the

nearest man as he reached the west bank of the
river.

The man, carrying awine cask that had been
pressed into service as awater bucket, was
covered in soot. There was a smear of blood across
hisforehead and his eyes seemed unfocussed.
"Goneto Cashel," he managed to say.

"And left Kincora undefended?”

"Och no, there were guards here ... but they came
so fast ... so unexpected ..." The dazed man
struggled to organize histhoughts.

"Who came?'

"Connachtmen.” The other drew a deep breath,
steadied himself, declared vehemently, "Thiswould never have
happened if your father were till Ard Ril"
Donough gave agroan of anguish.

The grest gates gaped gar. From insde came

the crash of burning timbers.

Chapter Thirty-four

Leaving hiswifeand children at Cashel, Teigue
sped to Kincorawith his steward, Enda, and the
historian Carroll. By thetimethey arrived the

last ember had been extinguished, however.

A forlorn spectacle remained.

Most of the wooden parts of the fortress had been



destroyed by thefire, including severd

sections of pdisade. Stonewalls till stood,

but the mortar had been damaged by the heat and many
stones were cracked. Extensive repairs would be
needed before Kincorawas usable again.

Teigue paced through the rubble, pausing from time
to timeto pick up abit of debris. "They were very
thorough,” he remarked hitterly. "L ook at

this, Enda”

"One of the hinges from the watergate," the seward
affirmed, examining the warped and twisted iron.
"Can Odar the smith repair it?"

"If not, helll melt it down and reforge the

piece. But I'd say it will take sometimewith the
smithy working a white heat before al the metalwork
isreplaced. And asfor thetimber ..."

Carroll interjected gloomily, "Gone.

Gone forever, the timber that rose a Brian's
Teigue lifted hishead. ™Y ou sound like Mac

Liag. Whereis he, by the way?'

Cathd Mac Maine supplied the answer.

When the Abbot of Kill Daualearned of
Teiguesreturn, he hurried to Kincorafrom

the sanctuary he and his monks had taken on

Holy Idandin Lough Derg.

Cathal wasacoldly angry man. "You

left us undefended,” he accused Teigue with

no pretense at pleasantries.

"| left an adequate garrison here. They

"They werefat and complacent and the Connachtmen
swept over them like the tide. At the end of the day
they were battered senseless, no more usethan a
cauldron made of butter. The only redl

warriors weve seen in afortnight are the ones

who came with your brother."

"My brother? Donough? What was he doing

here?' Teigue asked in surprise.

"He came faster than you. And when he saw

what had been done to Kill Daua-and to this
place, of course--he set off at once

to retdiate”

"Donough?'

""Vengeanceismine, saththeLord,™"

Cathd intoned. "Y et seeking revengein this
inganceisanoble act and | do not blame him for

it. In this past year aone, the monasteries of
Clonmacnoisand Clonfert and Kellshavedl

been attacked by looters. Ireland is going



mad. Have you not noticed?"

Awarethat Carroll waslistening to this exchange with
interest--and would undoubtedly memorize every word--
Teigue retorted with risng anger, " Of course

I've noticed, but | don't know what you

expect meto do about it. I'm King of Munster and
those monagteriesarein--"

"Kill Dauaisin Munger," Cahd

interrupted him, "and soisKincora."

Teigue's thoughts returned to Donough.

"What | don't understand ismy brother's

plan. Is he attacking the Connachtmen on his

own?'

"Not the Connachtmen. He has gone to seek

reprisd from Mdachi Mor."

Teigue was dumbfounded. "Mdachi Mor?

Has Donough lost hismind?*

But afierce and joyful light had begun
toburnintheeyesof Carroll. "Yed" the

historian said under his breeth, smacking hisfist
agang hispam. "Y es, Donough!"

Teigue shot him apuzzled glance. "You

gpprove of this? Heis usurping the privilege
thatismine”

"Y ou weren't here," interjected Catha Mac

Maine.

Teiguefought to keep histemper by trying

to change the subject. "WhereisMac Liag?"
heinquired. "l expected to find him here

composing another lament.”

From somewhere behind them came agreat crash astwo
men with ateam of oxen pulled down what remained
of atermindly damaged wall. Catha dtarted at

the sound, then gathered himsdlf and replied, "To our
deep sorrow, Mac Liag hasrecited his

last lament. When thefire began he came

running asif it was his own home burning, but the
effort was too much for him. Hefdl in the road

and died, just outside the gates. May God be
meraful.”

"Dead?’ Teigue could not imagine Mac

Liag dead. The man had been afixture of his

world since boyhood.

Catha nodded. " Though his son waswith him,
nothing could be done. His heart cracked, they said,
asthe stones cracked at Kincora."
There was apained silence. Themen stood in a
little cluster in the center of the destroyed fortress,
bowing their heads. One must be quiet and reverent in
the hours after death, while asoul was standing in



front of its Creator for judgment.

At lagt Carroll said, "WhereisMac

Laig'sson now?| would liketo talk to him. The
last words of the chief poet of Ireland should
surely be commemorated.”

"Cumarahas gone north,” wasthereply.

"Gone with Prince Donough in search of
reprisa.”

Donough raged up the Shannon asfar as Lough
Ree and attacked the Stony Idand and the Idand
of the White Cow, where Maachi kept asmall
garison and afleet of boatsfor river

trangport. He and hiswarriors swooped down
on the unsuspecting Meathmen, routed them
completely, carried the boats awvay and took a
number of hostages. Theraid wasa

spectacular successinwhich they did not losea
man.

Chapter Thirty-five

Every step of theway, | could fed my father
looking over my shoulder. Theidea of attacking
Malachi's garrison on Lough Ree had come,

| firmly believed, from the unseen spectator

who not only guided my actions but had begun
contralling my emotionsaswell.

Asl lay wrapped in my cloak the night

after our raid on the Idand of the White Cow, |

fdt asif | need only put out my hand to touch

an aged giant whose hair was frosted with silver.

| was so convinced | whispered, "Areyou there?"
Hedid not answer, but an dmost tangible sense

of his presence reassured me.

He had cometo mewhile| stood amid the
gppalling destruction at Kincora. Comewith his
fierce, proud spirit pouring over me, entering me

to use as hisinstrumen.

Brian would waste no tears weeping over what

was done. He would act for the future.

Asif | looked through his eyes, watching

Ireland from some remote remove, | saw quite
clearly the Situation that now existed. The center had
collapsed. The former Ard Ri had governed through
an exercise of intellect and will, foreseeing
problems, laying long-range plans that engendered
asense of confidence in the people. Maachi Mor, with
al the goodwill in the world, could not fill his

place. Maachi saw only what wasin front



of hisnose. He did not act; never

had. He only reacted.

Theroot cause of the destruction surrounding me
was not the men of Connacht. They were, aswasthe rest
of Irdland, smply responding to changed
circumgtance.

Thered cause was Mdachi Mor.

| could not challenge him; not yet. | had

only ahandful of warriors by comparison to the
armies he could summon from the kings tributary

to him. Ulster and Leingter, Munster and Connacht were
al obliged to supply warriorsto the Ard Ri.

But | could issue awarning. Warn Mdachi,

then set about pulling mysdlf in position to makea
formd chdlenge.

Suddenly | saw it all spread out in front

of melikeamap on atable.

In that moment dl independence of action was taken
from me. My father took command. My subsequent
actionswere dictated by him. | believed it then, and
| believeit now.

My cousin Catha Mac Mainewould have said

| was possessed, | suppose, and seenit wasa
device of the Devil.

Mac Liag had once told me my father was

haunted by adruid woman. I, in my desire

to emulate him, had imagined mysdf haunted

by Padraic's daughter.

After Kincoraburned, | was haunted by something
very different.

Chapter Thirty-six

Gormlaith gpproved.

When Donough returned to the camp near Ros

Cre with the Meath warriors he had taken

hostage, she would give him no peace until he
recounted the event to the smallest detail. Then
shegloated, "That'safig intheeyefor

Mdachi!"

AsFergal remarked sarcastically to Ronan,

"Being aformer husband of the Princess Gormlaith
isasureway to earn her undying enmity."

To Donough's grateful surprise, hedid

not have to explain hisreasonsfor theraid on Lough
Ennel to hismother. She understood at once with an
unfeminine political acumen. "Of courseyou

hed to take reprisal against Mdachi; heis

ultimately respongiblefor the disintegration of the
kingdom. Such asuccessful raid into hisown



territory will carry aclear message.

From now on he must seeto it persondly that your
interests a least are protected, from Connachtmen
or anyone e se. Furthermore, you have made it
plain that Kincorais one of your interests, thus
outshouting your wretched brother.”

At Dun na Sciath, Maachi indeed got

the message. He was horrified. "l am no

longer ayoung man," he protested to his sons.
"How am | to cope with another fiery-eyed
Dacassan? Was not onein alifetime enough?'

His sonswere having the sameworry. A

repetition of their father's humiliating rivary with
Brian Boru wasthelast thing they wanted. "If
thisisn't an open revolt againgt your authority,”
counseled Ardgd, "don't blow it up into one.

Make an offer for your hostages--one large enough
to be tempting but not so large asto encourage a
repeat of the incident--and when Donough accepts,
make peace with him."

"But why did he do it?" wondered Conor,
Maachi's youngest son.

The High King favored him with amorose stare.
"Because hesaDacassan. | suspect this
ishisway of warning methat heisangry over the
destruction of Kincora. The Dal Caistend

to think intwistsand spira's, and act accordingly. |
likethingssmple, sraightforward. We of clan
Colman are not such adevious breed.”

Maachi's son Ardchu said nothing. But he

thought to himsdlf that perhaps being devious paid, if the
success of the Dal Caiswas any example.

Donough waited in his camp, and as he had

expected, within afew days emissaries from

Malachi, riding fast horses, arrived to make
arrangementsfor the return of the hostages. They

met with him in the privacy of histent, where they were
amog panfully forma. He was glad they had come
promptly; feeding the two score warriors he

had taken was straining the patience of hisown
warriors. On them fell the task of hunting and
foraging, and the M eathmen were voracious eaters.
Gormlaith continualy advised her son on how

to treat them while they werein his custody. "Give
them the best of everything, so they will have no cause
to spesk againgt you when they return to Maachi.
Make them think you have unlimited resources at

your digposd. That'swhat he dwaysdid."



But Donough did not need her

advice.

In return for the freedom of the hostages,

Mal achi's emissaries brought Donough twelve
horses, twelve fur-bordered cloaks, and,

last but by no meansleast, amassve gold ring.
Within their hearing Donough pretended to be
dissatisfied. "The least he could have done was send us
one horse for each man we are holding,” he
grumbled.

But secretly he was delighted. The horses

would be useful for therest of their journey to the coast,
where they could be exchanged for passage to Alba
The cloaks would be handsome giftsfor the court of
Malcolm the Second.

Asfor thering ...

Hetook it to Cumara. "Have you seen this before?”
he asked Mac Liag's son.

"l have. Thelast timel saw it, it wason the

hand of the Ard Ri ... the former Ard Ri, that

Is"

Donough nodded. "I thought so. How did

Madachi get it?"

"Heisan honorable man, whatever his

faults," Cumarareplied. "If yourethinking

he may have stolen it from Brian's dead hand I'd

say you are mistaken. Y our father probably gave

it to him before the battle at Clontarf. Perhapsthey
exchanged rings as apledge of dliance.”

"And now he has sent it to me. What am |

to read into this, Cumara?"

"Whatever you wish, | suppose. My mind

isnot the sort that interprets the games
chieftainsplay.”

Donough smiled thinly. "Mineis™

He dipped the ring on the forefinger of hisleft

hand, leaving the right hand unencumbered for the sword.
It fitted perfectly.

After the Meathmen had departed with the hostages,
Donough held alittle celebration in the camp beyond
Ros Cre. His men threw more sticks on the

fire than necessary and one played a pipe, while
another drummed the bodhran.

Donough sat with hisback againgt an oak tree,
listening. His seet was apile of autumn leaves,

his cup held clear water from anearby spring.

No poet entertained him, no servants shuttled

to and fro carrying heaped platters, but he was
content. Almost content ...

Cera...



Resolutdly, he pushed the thought of

her from hismind. Y et like the smell of woodsmoke
shelingered at the edge of his consciousness, swest,
haunting ...

No!

Standing up abruptly, Donough brushed himsdlf

off like aman ridding himsalf of cobwebs. He
caught his mother watching him.

"What'sthat ring on your finger?"

"Jug aring."

"Let mesee," she demanded imperioudly.

He held out his hand for her perusdl.
Gormlath'seyes glittered. "Thiswas your

father's”

"It was"

"How did you comeby it?"

Hisreply was studiedly careless. "He wanted

meto haveit. It's part of my inheritance.

Gormlaith raised her eyebrows.

When they were preparing to break camp and move on
toward the coast and Alba, Cumaracame

to Donough's tent. His serious face was more serious
than usud.

"Since you have your father'sring, | think you should have
thistoo,” he said, holding out alesather bag. "l
brought it away with mefrom home, | did not think
it wiseto leaveit there unattended.”

For amoment Donough's heart legped into his
throat. The sword! The sword after al!

Then heredlized the bag was thewrong szeand
shape. Strangely, however, his handstrembled as
he reached for it.

"Y our father left it with ming" explained

Cumara, "before he marched away toward Dublin.
My father believed he knew what fate would

befdl him, and was making his preparations. Like
telling you of your inheritance."

Sowly, reverently, Donough reached into the bag
and drew out asmal bardic harp.

Theinstrument possessed a curved forepillar

with aT-formetion thickening, arelatively shalow
soundbox, and an eegantly curved neck.

Abgtract Cdltic and zoomorphic

Scandinavian motifs were carved together into the
polished willow wood. A ribbon of finest

gold wire traced the curve of the neck, the pins
were of dlver, and the nine brass strings, though
dightly tarnished, were sound.

The two men gazed at the harp in admiration.
Atlast Cumarasad, "Many'sthetimel've



seen your father gtting in our house with this

on hislap. He preferred the dow airsto the
Sprightly ones, and kept his eyes closed when he
played; it was asif no one else wasthere, only
himsdlf and the harp. | thought it astrange thing for a
warrior to do."

Donough said nothing. But that night, their last

night before setting out once more, he lay wrapped
in his cloak with thering on his hand and the harp beside him.
From time to time he reached out and gently stroked the
grings. Although he lacked the long fingernail s necessary
for playing the harp properly, it rewarded him with a
ripple of swest, clear sound that was almost
bell-like,

"How long would it take to learn to play you?"

he whispered.

Asthey rode eastward the next morning, he

moved his horse close to Fergdl's. "Who do you
suppose has my father's sword?!

"l havenoidea”

"My mother has atheory; she doesn't

beieveit was put in histomb in Armagh.”

Fergd squinted between the pricked ears of his
horse, assessing the road ahead. " She's

probably right. King Brian's famous sword

that knew how to win wars would be too much of a
temptation.”

"Who would take it? Can you guess?"

"I cannot, but | would say any of thewarriors

might have doneit. Or even Maachi Mor

himsdf. Therewas magicin that sword."

"Magic." Donough's eyes were briefly

dreamy.

Asherode, heimagined the great sword in

its scabbard, belted around hiswaist. He could
amog fed itsweight againgt histhigh. The blade
was 0 long only avery tal man could widdiit,

and the heavy, counterbaancing hilt was designed for
huge hands.

Huge hands. Donough looked at his own.

They were big enough.

The westher grew cold and bitter, and Donough
began forcing the pace. Once winter set init would
be hard to persuade a shipowner to transport his
retinue acrossthe Irish Sea. Even the Vikings
abandoned the northern seas during the season of
gorms.

Twice more they were attacked by outlaws, but in
both instances, and with increasing anger, Donough



repelled them.

When they neared Dublin they swung north,

made awidecirclearound Sitric's

stronghold, and angled toward the coast. Their

route took them past atiny chapd dedicated

to Saint Mobhi, where they stopped long enough to drink
from the saint's holy well. The water was

curioudy hitter, yet left a swveet

aftertaste on the tongue.

For some reason, that taste reminded Donough of
Cera.

They reached thetiny fishing village of

Skerries shortly before sunset on an evening

when sky and seaand air were dl acold, stony

blue. Beyond the curving arm of asandy beach, severd
idandswere visble, the nearest only ashort

distance away. A collection of currachsand

coracles was beached on the strand, upended so they
resembled the black carapaces of giant

beetles entangled in aweb of drying

fishing-nets.

"We shdl make camp outsdethevillage"

Donough decided, "and in the morning well

inquire about passage to Alba. | want

to take Fergal and Cumarawith me, and you,

Ronan, with four of your best men. And my mother, of
course" he added unenthusiadticaly. "The rest

of you can return to Thomond with my thanks."
Hismother had surprisingly littleto say. She

stood in her cart staring at the expanse of open

water with an unreadable expression.

Arranging transportation to Albatook

severd days, for none of thelittle fishing boats was
capable of carrying alarge party such adistance,
evenif their owners had been willing to undertake the
journey with winter coming on. But &t last aloca

man whose wife's brother had married the daughter
of aHiberno-Dane undertook a complicated
negotiation on Donough's behaf, and succeeded in
hiring abattered Viking longship, replete with
dragon-headed mast.

The vessal would be crewed by Danes and
captained by the owner, aDane called

Ragndd, whose ship would otherwise beidlein the
off-season. He considered a dozen horses an
unexpected windfall and accepted them gladly

to pay thefare, though when heredlized his
passengers would include ared-haired woman he
upped the price.

"Red-haired women at seaareterrible bad



luck," the Daneingsted.

When the time came for boarding, Donough's
escort, none of whom had ever made a sea
voyage before, stood aside to a man.

"Youfirg," Fergd told him cheerfully.

Areyou with me? Donough slently asked the
unseen presence that had impelled him thisfar.

No discernible response.

When he stepped into the boat, the others
followed.

Donough was surprised by the fedl of the boat.
The wooden planking beneath hisfeet seemed
unexpectedly thin, so that he was aware of the sea
below asif it werealiving creature. The water
moved, heaved, had amind of itsown, and hewas
about to ride on its back with only atimber

shell to protect him from itswhims and vagaries,
itssavagery.

But thisis more than my father ever did, he
reminded himself. Then, to that unseen presence, he
added, We take a great leap now.

Chapter Thirty-seven

Writing in theannds of Kill Dauaat

the end of the year, Declan recorded, "The Age

of Chrigt, 1017. Thethird year of the second

reign of Mdachi Mor. Inthisyear died a

number of abbots, and a number of princeswere
dain, often by their own kinsmen. The son of the King
of Leingter was blinded through treachery by Sitric of
Dublin, and his brother likewise murdered.

Malachi undertook predatory excursions

into various kingdoms and many men werekilled, including
his son Congaach and his chief brehon.

Teigue, King of Munster, undertook the

rebuilding of Kill Dalua, but agreat wind

arose off the lake and three times stripped the roof
from the chapd ."

To supervise the reconstruction, Cathal

Mac Maineleft Holy Idand and, with half

adozen monks, resettled himsdlf rather
uncomfortably in the damaged monastery. He
quickly grew suspiciousthat Teigues men were
retaining the best building materidsfor Kincora
while providing flawed stone and green timber for
repairsto Kill Daua. Swathed in righteous
indignation, he set off to the fort to complain. None
of hismonkswere asked to accompany him; hedid
not want them to witnesstheir abbot in adigplay of



temper.

As he approached the main gateway Catha

met aparty of four headed in the same direction,
three young men and a barefoot woman who was swathed
in ahooded cloak. The leader was a freckled,
angular man with red hair and astrangely

familiar face, but Cathd could not identify him

until he noticed the ornament the man wore on
achain around his neck. It was a bronze pendant

of great antiquity and vagudy Gaulish style;

atriskele, emblem of druidry.

"What are you doing herel" the abbot challenged,
extending his blackthorn walking stick to bar their
way.

"Our father sent usto help repair Kincora,"
Padraic'seldest son replied. "Heis

of theDd Cais; it isour responghility.”

"We don't need your help. We have plenty

of Christiansto do the work, God-fearing men who will
not leave pagan charms hidden under lintdls.”
Torccan's eyesflashed but he said evenly,

"We merdly seek to be useful. My brothers

and | are able carpenters, and our sister can mix
lime-wash and trim thatch. We do dl thework

on our father's holding; we can turn our hands

to anything."

"Bethat asit may, we have no need of you! Go

back where you camefromor ... or ..." Cathal
choked on outrage. To regain his composure he
lowered the walking stick and reached for the cross he
awayswore.

The moment hisfingers closed on the holy

symbol, words seemed to flow into hismouth. ...
Unlessyou are willing to renounce your idolatry

of sun and tree and embrace the true faith?'

No sooner did he utter the words than the

abbot was suffused with awarm glow. Hisimagination
legped ahead to the spiritud rapture of conversion:
impassioned prayer, patriarchd ingruction, the
opportunity to emulate sainted Peatrick and

bring thelight of Christ's messageto the

benighted. God worked in mysterious ways. Perhaps
the destruction wrought upon Kill Daluaand

Kincora had been for the express purpose of

drawing Thomond's remaining pagans out of the

hills and ddivering them to Cathd's minidtry.

But Torccan was shaking his head. "We are not
interested. Y ou have your beliefs, we have ours. They
have nothing to do with rebuilding Kincora."

| must keep my patience with these people, Cathd



warned himsdlf. Aninjudicious remark

now might destroy a God-sent opportunity.

"l remember your father asa Chrigtian.

Surely hewould not deny his children the benefits of
fath?'

Onchu, who had fierce blueeyesand a

wedge-shaped jaw, spoke up. "We have faith,

the Old Faith," he informed the abbot. "And we

have knowledge, the true knowledge that comes from earth and sky and not from
the minds of men no better than ourselves.”

Druid rantings! thought Cathd, refusing

to beinsulted. He kept afirm hold on his

cross. But at that moment he heard the wind moan

on the dope of Crag Liath, and in spite of

himsdlf cast a superdtitious glancein the direction

of the mountain.

Following his glance, the youngest brother spoke.

"Y ou hear the voice of the gods," said Daman.

"The old gods spesk to usthrough the dementsin
language we understand; we need no Church

to trandatefor us."

Daman was shorter than his brothers, thickset

and gtolid in appearance, but his face was stamped with
an indestructible innocence. Be gentle with thisone,
Cathal cautioned himself. Be persuasive. Find

common ground upon which to build, asthe saintsdid in
their first contacts with the pagans of Ireland.

"In the words of the blessed Patrick for whom your
own father was named,” Cathal saidin hiskindest
tones, "our God isthe God of dl the people and

aso of the sun and the moon and the gars, of the high
mountains and the deep valeys."

Daman blinked like adeepy ox. "Then you and

| worship the same gods already."

Cathd inhaled sharply. "Not gods. God.

One God! He hasone Sonwhois

coeternd with Him, and together with the Holy Spirit they

"| thought you said one god," remarked

Torccan, shifting weight from one hip to the other and
folding hisarms. "Now you're talking about three.”
"Threein One, the Trinity. It isagreat

mystery that will be dlarified when ..."

"Mydteries are not meant to be clarified,” a

amiling Torccan said asif hewasingructing a

child. "Mysteries are necessary to remind usthat there are
things beyond our understanding and to keep us from being
arrogant; they encourage the ecstasy of worship.
Weworship life. We enjoy everything it brings

us, from the warmth of the sun to the refreshnment of therain.



We do not know the source of ether, but we

hold them both holy and are enraptured by them.

"Y ou Chrigt-men gain power by channeling man's
inborn need to worship through yourselves as sole
interpreters of the spirits. Y ou erect buildingsand
claim they house your god--asif agod could be
contained in abuilding. But are you not discouraging people
from learning to hear the voices of the Otherworld for
themselves? And | wonder--do they find asmuch joy in
your roofed rituals aswe do in the singing of the
grass?'

Catha started to voice a protest, but

Torccan went on relentlesdy. "'l must tell

you, we find your custom of celebrating the

torture of your god and then eating him

repellent. But if such practices makeyou

fed better, that isyour business--provided you

do not try to force them on others. Asfor us, we
neither need nor want your services. We only

want to offer assstanceto Prince Teigue.”

Thewords of the despised pagan demongtrated

such misguided intelligence and reasoning ability

that Catha was severdly tempted to abandon his
Chrigtian forbearance and hit Torccan in the mouth.
But at that moment the woman in the cloak stepped
forward. Pushing back her hood to reved her

face, Cerainquired sweetly, "Please, can

you tel meif Prince Donough postponed his

trip to Albato help rebuild Kincora?'

Cathal was disconcerted. "What businessisthat

of yours? What possible... ah ... did | not

Seeyou & hiswedding?'

When Ceralowered her eyes her thick lashes

swept her cheeks. "We were outside. We were not
dlowedin.

A horrified Cathd was hadtily fitting

piecestogether in hismind. "And hisyoung wife died
not long thereafter. Y ou were angry at being excluded,
S0 you put acurse on her. A pagan

curse!" Hisface suffused with blood. "1

demand you leave this place now and never return!”
Onchu said in agood-natured drawl, "l

thought you wanted usto convert to Chrigtianity.”
Suddenly Cathd understood everything. These were
demons sent to torment him. There had never been
any hope of conversion; indeed, they were probably
responsible for the wind that kept tearing the new roof
off the chapel. They outnumbered him but he was not
afraid. Hewould not let himself be afraid. He

was Dal Cais, born to beawarrior. And



God waswith him.

They might tear and rend his body but they could not
harm his Chrigtian soul!

Shouting, "Begone, demons!™ the Abbot of

Kill Dauabrandished hiswaking stick likea

gpear and crouched in anticipation of their attack.
Thefour stared a him but made no move.

When the tension became unbearable, Cathal
dropped to his knees and bent his head in prayer,
beseeching God to be with him.

Torccan exchanged glances with the others, then with
no word passing between them, the four edged away from the
man who kndlt like Saul on the road

to Damascus.

Cathd did not hear them go, for his heart was
pounding too loudly in his breast. To the best of his knowledge
no Chrigtian had yet died at druid handsin

Irdland; perhaps this was a specid honor God

had reserved for him. Hewaited, dternately

cold with terror and hot with exultation. Time
passed. A great wind soughed along the roadway,
ruffling the trees on either sde and lifting the

hair at the edge of Cathal'stonsure.

He opened hiseyes.

Hewasalone.

* % %

They followed the winding pathway up the shoulder
of Crag Liath. Torccan led theway. Ashe
shouldered through holly and hazel and hawthorn he
could fed the summer-life draining from them, flowing
back into the earth which would keep it safe until the
next leaf-spring. There was peace on the mountain,
the peace of time measured in seasons.

Over hisshoulder hesaid, "It would bea

mistake for usto go to Kincoranow; it would only
causetrouble”

"It would," Onchu agreed. "The abbot hates

us”

Daman chuckled. "We did nothing

to encourage himto like us." In amore sober voice
he added, "We don't try to convert

Chrigtians, so why does the abbot want to convert
U7

"It isatenet of the Chrig-faith,” replied

his oldest brother, "that they must extend it

to everyone.”

"Why?'

"They think only they know the truth.”

Onchu barked alaugh. "But there are as many

truths asthere are people! Assooninsst weadl have



the same shape of teeth.”

A mist descended, damp and clinging. Cera

licked her lipsto taste the moisture clinging

to them. Sweet; SO Swest.

Water indl itsformswas haly.

The quartet emerged from aclump of trees

to find themsdlves facing the bare gray rock for which the
crag wasnamed. Asif at asigna, themist

lifted. When they turned around Thomond lay
spread out below them. "I can see Kincoral"
Ceracried with ddight. "Och, Torccan; are

you sure we cannot go there?"

"Father told usto stay out of trouble, especidly
snceyou arewith us. It would have been better, little
Sde, if you had stayed at homewith him."
"Falenn'sa homewith him," Cera

replied with atoss of her head. "Besides, |

ingged.”

Daman chuckled again. "And we dl know how
stubborn you are.”

"What if | am?Lifeisstubborn.”

Shetook afew steps down the dope and gazed
toward the sprawling fortress below. Was he there?
Would hefed her on the height above him?

But when she searched with her mind and spirit, she could
fed no trace of Donough Mac Brian.

Her shoulders drooped.

Torccan said briskly, "Come now, Cera,

we have thingsto do."

With asigh, she turned and made her way back

up to her brothers. From a pack on Torccan's
back Onchu took a parcel neatly wrapped in
deerskin. The others crowded close, each placing
ahand on the parcd so that together they laid their
offering before the stone.

Then they stood for atimein sllence; Being With.
Atlast Daman sad, "If wecan't go

to Kincora, how can we take part in the rebuilding
as Father wanted?"

Ceragmiled. "I know the answer to that question.
We shdll send strength to the builders.”

Torccan nodded his approval.

"Will we do apattern?' Onchu asked his

gder.

"A whed of grength," she affirmed.

"Sunwise round.” She reached for Daman's hand
and took a step forward, bare foot against bare
earth. Torccan and Onchu fell in behind them. With
unselfconscious grace, Padraic's children

began adruid dance. The rhythm they would follow



was as old astime, and deep in their bones.

They sprang lightly off the ground, landing on

thetoes of their feet. The earth cushioned them.

In perfect harmony they raised their right feet and
placed them to the second begt of the sllent music
within them, then followed this step with alightning-swift
placement of theleft foot. Right and left again for
seven beats, ending with the left foot asthey were
turning to theright; sunwise.

Then one, two, three, backwards and forwards,
flying feet, bodies aslight asair, legping,

Sdestepping, weaving through an ancient pattern.
When one full whed was completed and before they
began the next, Ceralifted her voicein

oNg.

Beow in Kincora, the men laboring to rebuild

the damaged fort heard the larks of summer singing,
though the day was chill with autumn. They redoubled
their efforts, feding more energetic, asif new
lifeflowed through their veins.

The leader of the construction crew had just received a
tongue lashing from the Abbot of Kill Dauaand
was in no good mood, but even he relaxed and began
to hum under his breath as he worked, forgetting the
recent unpleasantness.

On hisway back to the monastery, Catha

heard a sound which seemed to emanate from the dome
of the sky. He paused, turned around, looked

up. Saw nothing. But achill ran up hisspine

and he began to trot, pounding the end of hiswalking
gtick into the ground with every step he took.

The sound followed him. He thought it ashriek,
amoan, ademon'svoice. By thetime he

reached the sanctuary of Kill Dduahewas

red-faced and swesting.

"The ban shee!" he cried to an darmed

Brother Declan. "' heard the ban shee, and

| anDd Cad"

Chapter Thirty-eight

In the autumn of 1017, Donough's hired

longship had followed the Irish coast asfar

north as Rathlin Idand, where they took aboard
additiona supplies, then struck out across open
water. Upon reaching Iday, they had turned

north again, hugging the deeply indented coastline and
putting ashore at night to make camp.

In spite of Ragnald's frequent

exhortations to Odin, the wind had been against them.



Most of thetime the ship relied on oar

power rather than its one square sail. Beneath darkly
overcast skies, daylight hours were defined by the
relentless rhythm of the oars.

Donough's plan had been to circle northern

Albaand come down the eastern shore dmost to the
Firth of Tay, which would put them near Glamis.

A seavoyage had seemed preferable to along

and dangerous overland trek in unknown territory.

In actudity seatravel could be more

hazardous than traversing the land, asthe ship's
owner reminded his passengers once their fare was paid
and they were underway. "Raiders abound in these
waters" said Ragnad, an axe-faced Dane

with dark gold hair and athrusting, predatory

nose. "Not me, you understand,” he added quickly.
"I don't go Viking, I'm just ahard-working

trader." Hisweatherbeaten face shone with
unconvincing sincerity. "But aswe round the
northern coast of Albawell pass very close

to the Orkneys, and no matter what the season, the
Orkneymen taketo the sea like sharksin search of
prey.”

"My soniswdl ablefor them,” Gormlaith

assured him. But Donough spent considerable time
clutching the gunwae, scanning the horizon and
gpeculating on just how one fought off Vikings at
sea

Asthe weather worsened he, like the rest of his
party, had another reason for clinging to the
gunwales. Their somachsrolled and lurched like the
waves benesth the boat. Even Ronan turned a
peculiar shade of green.

Only Gormlaith did not surrender to her

somach. With amighty effort of will, she sood

erect in the dragon-headed prow with her faceto the
gdeasif shewasenjoying every moment. Her unbound
hair whipped behind her like a banner. When nausea
overcame her she smply leaned forward and
pretended to be examining some object of intense
interest in the waves.

"l love stormd” she proclaimed.

"That woman isastorm,” Fergd muttered

as he sat douched in the bottom of the boat,

hugging his somach and tagting bile.

At the hedm, Ragnad slently concurred.

They had been underway lessthan aday when he
redlized hisfemale passenger was none other than
the infamous Kormlada. Old she might be, but

it was said no femdein Ireland was more skillful



in pleasuring aman's private parts.

The very firg night they camped ashore he had
sdled up to Gormlaith as she sat amid a

small collection of bags and boxes sheinssted

on unloading and keeping with her at dl times.

Her eyes had been fixed on the campfire, but

she cut themin hisdirection.

"My women call me Ragnad

Long-Knife. Can you guesswhy?' he

inquired.

Recognizing the smug innuendo she had heard

in athousand other male voices, Gormlaith

yawned with boredom. "No," she said tersdly.
Sheturned away from him and resumed gazing at the
fire

Ragnald had not expected arebuff.

Surely such an old woman should be grateful

for the attentions of avirile and vigorous Dane

to heat the blood in her veins. Hetried again.

"We have along journey ahead of us and the farther
north we go, the colder the nightswill be."

"Good. | likethe cold.”

"I have warm fursfor my bed."

"Enjoy them. Fur makes me sneeze," she

lied.

"Then perhaps we would be more comfortable in your bed?'
Gormlaith swung around and thistime looked
squarely at the man. Her eyes glowed like
codsintherr deep hollows. ™Y ou aren't going

to bein my bed.”

Something flashed in thefirdight.

To Ragnad's astonishment Gormlaith

produced aknife out of nowhere; not the little
household knife Viking women wore dong with
their shears and keys, but a serious dagger, honed
sharp. In one lithe motion she was on her fed,
holding its point to hisgroin.

"Thisismy long knife" shesadina

conversational tonewhich wasal the more deadly for its
lack of emotion. "1 am quite capable of using it

to amputate yours."

Ragnald did not doubt she meant every word.
Nonplussed, hereturned to hismen and

spent that night, and every night after, safely
embedded among the Danish crew.

The Irish chuckled about the incident but kept

their mirth to themselves. It would be unwise to offend men
onwhom their lives depended.

Gormlaith had no such inhibitions. Whenever
Ragnald came too close to her, she openly



Sneered at him.

"Theman'sasearader for al he

clamsotherwise," Ronan advised Donough.

"Can't you get your mother to be niceto him? He could
dit our throats and toss us overboard any time
helikes"

Donough gave Ronan a sardonic glance.

"What makes you think | can get my mother to do
anything?”

Gormlaith had nothing but contempt for

Ragnald and hiskind. She wasweary to the soul of the
mindless lust of men who neither knew nor cared about
the person insde her head. Furthermore the

Danes stank, having rubbed themselves copioudy with
rancid grease to keep out the cold. They could

neither read nor write; she could not carry on an
intelligent conversation with any of them about
subjectsthat interested her. And as shetold

Donough, "I've seen much bigger shipsthan this

inthe harbor a Dublin. Your Ragnadis

no wedlthy merchant; he'sa common pirate and

not avery successful one at that, to judge by his

ship and crew. Y ou could have hired him for agreat dedl
less”

"They cost S0 much,”" Donough informed his mother,
"because | had to bribe them to transport a

red-haired woman. Without you | could have saved
hdf thefare"

Gormlaith shrugged one shoulder. "I'm worth

it," wasdl shesad.

From thefirst day it loomed out of the mist, she thought
the west coast of Albavery beautiful. Deeply

cut inletsand innumerable smdl idands

provided excdlent hiding placesfor sea

raiders, but the overall effect was one of rugged
grandeur.

Past Cape Wrath, bouldered headlands soared

up from the sealike mythica beastswith gleaming
shoulders. They lacked the softening luxuriance of
verdure, but Gormlaith liked them the better for

it. Taking an engraved mirror from her chest of

bel ongings, she gazed into its polished surface.

The softnessis gone from my face too, she

thought. Worn away by the sorms of my life.

Now the bones show, and they aso have arugged
grandeur.

Putting the mirror away, she returned to her

favorite pogition in the prow of thelongship. This

time she did not look ahead, however, but back;

back toward the oarsmen |aboring on their benches.



| am old, thought Gormlaith, as

men reckon old. | should bewrapped in

blankets and crouching by asmoky fire, gumming
my food. Instead | ride behind the dragon and
Vikings-Vikingd--aretaking meto Alba, a

land even Brian Boru never saw.

She threw wide her arms and laughed.

Although the northern coastline appeared

desolate at acasua glance, numerous

small settlements were snugged behind the headlands.
Coadt-dwellers always anticipated trouble, and
did not wait to learn if srangersweretravelers

or raiders. Whenever the longship drew close

to shore, it met arain of spears and shouted
imprecations.

"Canthey not tdl usfrom Orkneymen?* Fergd
asked Ragndld.

"They don't care. Anyoneinalongshipis
amenace as far as these people are concerned.”
Fortunately the Dane knew the areawell enough
to locate safe Sites ashore for night camps,

but nevertheless both he and Donough posted sentries.
Near Arbroath, they dragged their ship ashore
and made afinal night camp. Beyond ameadow of
bracken, stands of pine and larch cut off their view
inland. No sooner had they built afire than

aherd of excessvely shaggy cattlewith

impossibly long horns materidized like ghosts

at the edge of the meadow and stared curioudly at the
grangers. "I've not seen their likein thefive
provinces," Ronan murmured in wonder. But
when hetried to get close for a better view they
Sstampeded.

The otherslaughed. "I hope you have better

luck with Alban women," jeered Fergd.

When Donough announced they would set out for
Glamisat sunrise, his mother scowled.

"Nonsense. You are aprince of Ireland, you
cannot appear like abeggar at Malcolm's gates.
It'sagood thing | camewith you to ingruct you in
proper behavior.

"Wewait right here and send amessenger

to Glamiswith aforma announcement of your
arriva, and request for aroyal escort. We

don't put onefoot in front of the other until

they comefor us™"

"But we're perfectly ableto ..."

Gormlaith's scowl deepened. "You are

perfectly ableto look like atotal fool who



knows nothing. Lisento me.”

Fergd sded with Gormlaith. "The woman

knows more about roya courts than any of us, yoursalf
included,” hesaid. "1 would listen to her if |

wereyou. Y ou don't want to be left-footed here.”

At Donough's request, Ragnald dispatched

four of hismen to Glamisto inform Macolm of his
guests arrivd.

Then they waited.

"We should have gone, Donough,” fumed Ronan.
"Mysdf and Fergd "

"Do you know theway to Glamis?*

"l do not, but | doubt if those Danes do

ather.”

Donough smiled. "I'm sure they do.

Ragnald knows Albafar too well; | would

say his ship has sailed these waters many times

before, and not on innocent trading ventures.”

"If that is s0, will the Scots et his men get

anywhere near Glamis?'

"They carry aforma message from a prince of

Irdland, written in hisown hand,” Gormlaith

interjected. "No matter what the circumstances,

only asentry who did not value his head would
refuse to take them to hisking. A messenger must

be as sacrosanct as a bard or nothing could be
accomplished.”

While they waited for word from Macolm,

Donough tried to keep hismind occupied by envisoning
thefuture. If Macolm likesme, if

| can form some sort of dliance with him--then how do
| useit? To chdlenge Teigue for Mungter?

Or to chdlenge Mdachi Mor?

Donough ambled down to the edge of the dark water that
had carried him thisfar, and stood gazing not outward,
but inward, troubled by the amorphous quality of his
ambition. | should have amore exact idea of what

| meanto do. Lifeisshort, any warrior

knows that much.

| want ... but what do | want?

What did my father want when he was young?

Peace, surdly. Irdland in hisyouth was

ravaged by warfare, Gael and Viking at each

other's throats. Brian won his battles and

lived long enough to know held won them. But things are
more complicated now. Clontarf forced the Northmen
to abandon their dream of ruling Ireland, yet peace

has dipped away from us again. We are plagued

by strugglesfor power among the princes of the various
provinces, while tribes and even clansfight



among themselves. Then there are the outlaws

The Ard Ri is supposed to solve all

these problems; to settle quarrels and make
judgments and rule the idand in the pattern my father
established. If Maachi Mor failsto do so,

the next High King mugt. The Irish grew
accustomed to stability under Brian Boru, that's
why thereis so much upheava now. They want the
old days back.

AsArdRi, | will be expected to restore

them.

Todevotemy life...

Donough gazed unseeing at the dark water.

It was not too late. He might till say to his
mother, "Thisisamistake, | want to go back
tolrdandand ... and ..."

He could not think of what else he might do.
Princesfollowed the path their fatherstrod; it was
ever s0. How could it be otherwise?

Unwilling to be done with histhoughts any longer,
Donough returned to camp. His men were Sitting
around thefire, tdling tales of war.

Gormlaith occasiondly joined in, taking evident
relish in describing battles fought and men

killed for her sake.

Donough stood outside the ring of firelight,
listening. His brooding gaze wandered over the
familiar facesin thegilding light. How
samplethingswere--for them.

War and war and war, avoice said clearly.
Startled, he whirled around. But there was no one
there.

Y et the voice went on. Kill or be

killed, and wheresthe glory in it? When asword
runs through you, your bowels open and you diein your
own gink.

"Isthat you?' Donough whispered, shocked.
"Father?'

No one answered.

In due course an escort from Glamis

arrived: acompany of men in heavy woolen

tunics, with gaudy plaidsdung over their

shoulders. Ther festureswere smilar to the lrish

and they spoke, roughly, the same tongue, but their
accents were so thick Donough could scarcely understand
them.

They brought sturdy Pictish ponies onto which

they loaded the travelers baggage. Therewas no



cart for Gormlaith, but their leader

explained that no one had mentioned afemae being
with the party. "Besides," he added, "what kind of
woman are ye that your legs don't work?!

Crimson flamed in Gormlaith's cheeks.

Without aword, she strode out ahead of them,
determined to walk them dl into the ground before they
resched Glamis,

Ragnad and his men were busly preparing the
longship for the return voyageto Irdland. "Red

winter isasnowflake away," the Danetold

Donough. "No one sailsthese seasthen. You are

here until spring; | trust you know that?"

"Weknow."

"Y ou are here no matter what happens. Do you
understand me?"’

"Areyou giving meawarning?'

"I'm just saying that you cannot leave Alba until

the seaways open again. And take it from one who knows
--these people, for dl they ook like you, are not Irish.
They have been heretoo long, they sing different
songs now. Don't trust them.”

Donough laughed. "This, coming fromaViking!"
Ragnad shrugged. Having delivered his

passengers, he had no further interest in their

fae.

But as Donough and his party entered the first stand of
trees between themsdves and Glamis, the Dane
impulsvely cupped his mouth with his handsand
bellowed, "Remember what | said!"

Chapter Thirty-nine

The composure for which Blanaid was famous
deserted her entirely.

She had been ddlighted to learn that her brother

was actudly in Alba With Macolm--as so often
--away from Glamis, holding court at Scone,

it fel to hiswife to organize an escort

to bring the gueststo the castle. While she waited
she busied hersdlf with ordering afeast and overseeing the
aring of achamber suitablefor aprince.

When Donough's party arrived, Blanaid was
waiting for them at the entrance to the greet hdl. Her
face was wreathed in smiles as she held out both

her handsto her brother, recognizing him at once

by hislikenessto Brian Boru. He towered a

head taller than the men around him.

"| apologizefor not having an atendant

waiting for you," Blanaid said to the person who



pushed forward to stand beside him. "1 did not
know my brother was bringing awoman with him."
"Not just awoman,” came the swift reply.

"l am hismaother.”

Blanaid was taken aback. "Gormlaith of

Lenge?'

"Of course," snapped the other woman. "How

many mothers has he?' She strode imperioudy

past Blanaid and surveyed the hall through narrowed
eyes. "SothisisGlamis Wdl, | must

say, it looks no better from insde than from out.
What adark, disma place. Y ou have no

windows"

Blanaid made a swift recovery.

"Glamis" shesaid coldly, "hasbeen a

noble stronghold for generations and is now the primary
residence of the King of the Scots and the Picts.
May | remind you that you are aguest here, and as
such you havenoright toinsult ..."

Gormlaith chuckled. "Och, may | remind

you I'm no guest here. Y ou never invited me. |

just came.”

Blanaid turned toward Donough. In the

moment before her eyes met his she could have sworn he
was grinning, but when shelooked at him full face
he was suitably sober. "The Princess
Gormlathisalaw unto hersdf," hetold

hissger.

Blanaid was trembling. Her facefelt

bloodless. "My ... our father is dead because of

her. How dare you bring her here!™

Thistime Gormlaith laughed outright, arich,

throaty sound as disconcerting asit was unexpected.
"He couldn't have stopped me. And your father isnot
dead because of me. He's dead because your daughter's
husband Sigurd, among others, tried to wrest

contral of Irdland from him."

"The"others' you mention include your own son
Sitric and your brother Maelmordha!"

Blanaid retorted furioudly.

"They'red| dead now," the other replied,

unruffled, "except my son Sitric, and he

doesn't amount to much if thetruth be known. This
one hereistwice the man, that'swhy | thought it
was time you two should mest."

"Youthought ..."

"Of course. Donough was not going to come, but |
ingsted. And along journey it has been, | must

say. Daysat seain an open boat, nights

deeping on cold ground--and | hate the cold!



Surely you intend to offer us some heated

water for bathing our faces and feet, and then a

hot med?' Gormlaith fixed Blanaid with

wide-eyed, ingenuous gaze. "l haveit on good
authority that no onewill crossthe seaiin winter,

so we shdl be with you for months and months.”

No member of Ma colm's court had ever

seen hislrish wife nonplussed--until she

faced the Princess of Leingter. While she

recovered, Blanaid fell back onthe
immutabletradition of Gadlic hospitdity which
wasthesamein Albaasin Irdland. Guests,

even if they were mortd enemies, were entitled to the
best a household had to offer.

Malcolm would not forgive her if shedid

less

But the emotions surging through her were hard

to contral.

Seeing Donough was amost like seeing ayouthful
verson of her father. She wanted to throw her arms
around him, draw him down beside her and talk about
Ireland and Kincora, invoke the song of the

cuckoo and the screech of the corncrake, the taste
of buttermilk, the baying of ared-eared hound. She
wanted him to take her home again with hiswords and
memories.

Instead he had brought Gormlaith.

In the king's absence, Blanaid presided

over the banquet in the hall. "Make certain

only the best of everything isserved,” she

ingtructed Macolm's steward, "and seat my

brother's mother with us, as you would any visiting noble.
Just put her asfar from me as possible. You
understand?’

She spoke coldly, precisdly, her spine

rigid with indignation. Macolm when he

returned would find no fault with her

hospitdity in hisname. Pride would carry her
through.

The banquet was served in the hdl, with the guests
seated on benches drawn up to amassive single

dab of oak, and the rest of Ma colm's court

egting from small trestle tables. Asat

Kincora, great hounds roamed through the room,
devouring the gnawed bones that were tossed onto the
straw-strewn floor. But Glamis was darker

than Kincora. It was built entirely of stone,

and interior illumination was provided

exclusively by torches soaked in pine pitch

then mounted in iron holderson thewalls. They



cast aflickering, baeful glow. The

ar smeled resnous.

Gormlaith remarked irritably, "There's

no grianan in thiswretched place. How do
women survive here without a sunny-room?"
Fergad Mac Anluan took note of the

fact that the shidds hung on thewadlls, painted

in unfamiliar desgns and color combinations, were
badly dented. "1 think surviva does not come
easy herefor anyone," he said.

The med wasanightmarefor Blanaid. She

could not eat, could only jab at her food with the
point of her scian dubh. But Gormlaith ate
enough for two, devouring roast venison and edl
boiled in milk with an enthusiasm that belied her
years.

"| thought old people lost their appetites,”

Blanaid murmured under her bresth.

Sesated at her right hand, Donough overheard.
"Asfar as| know, my mother haslost none of her
aopetites,” hetold hisggter. "I'm

sorry about this. | can seeitishard for you. But
sheismy respongbility; | could not just go

away and leave her."

"Could Sitric Silkbeard not have taken her

in?' Blanaid inquired, the name bitter in her
mouth.

Donough lowered his eyes. "Sitric doesn't

want her. Or rather, hiswife Emer doesn't

want her. Gormlaith doeslive part of each

year with them, but it invariably degeneratesinto war.
And with Maglmordha dead she has no other
closeliving kin except mysdf.”

"Tel meof Emer," Blanad sad

brightly, to change the subject.

But Donough could tell her little about their mutua
haf-sster. Emer, like Blanaid, lived a

life gpart from his, alife shaped by her

marriage.

"Sheisasmuch aViking now, | suppose,

as| am Scots," Blanaid remarked, fingers
plucking absentmindedly at the plaid shawl around
her shoulders.

Brian'sblood flowsin surprisng

directions, mused Donough. By the light of
smoking torchesin iron sconces affixed to the
walls, he covertly studied Blanaid's

features, trying to find something familiar in her
face. But shewas a stranger to him. 1 would not
know her if | met her on the road. How



odd.

Then Gormlath'slaugh rang out in

response to something one of the men said. Blanaid
lifted her chin and squared her shouldersasif for
battle, and in that proud, defiant gesture

Donough found hissger.

"Why areyou smiling?' she asked him.

"Because | remember our father carrying himsdlf just so,
thelast timel saw him."

Catching Donough's hand, Blanaid gave it
animpulsve squeeze.

That night a Scottish piper played inthe

hal a Glamis, and atroupe of jugglers put

on aperformance marred by missed catches. "They
are tenants of my husband,” Blanaid

explained to Donough. "In Albathe king hasthe

right to food-rent, and also to "conveth,” to demand
anight's entertainment from those who occupy hisland.”
"|s entertaining the king not an honor to be

sought?* Donough wondered. His thoughts strayed to the
harp initsleather bag with his other belongings.

"By some. We have our bards. But others’--

Blanaid nodded toward the forlorn jugglers--
"perform because they must. Otherwise they would be
dispossessed.”

"Doestheland not belong to the tribe itsdf then, as
inlrdand?'

"Albaisdifferent, my brother. Here, a

man clamsas hisown dl the land he can conquer.
The Brehon Law that till pertainsin Irdland

has been subsumed into other laws, other

customs, in Alba But thekingisnot a

despot. Macolm rulesjustly; hehasa

council of priests and mormaers to whom he must
answer."

"Mormaers?'

"Somewhat liketriba tanists, men of royd

blood who might conceivably have aclam onthe
throne. One such was Dondl, the Great Steward

of Mar, whom Macolm sent to fight on the

Sdeof Brian Boru a Clontarf.”

A movement at the end of the table aerted

Donough to the fact that his mother had |eaned forward and was
listening avidly to this conversation. "How clever of
Macolm!" Gormlath cried. "Imagine being
represented by both Sigurd of Orkney and the
Steward of Mar. | admire aman who fights

on both sdes at the same time. He cannot

loe"

Donough shot his mother awarning glare, but she



ignored him.

Asthe torches began to burn out and courtiers were
nodding over their cups of de, the blast of ahorn
reverberated outside like ashriek of doom. There
were immediate sounds of uproar in the courtyard, and through the
open doors of the hall Donough heard ahoarse
ma e voice shouting invective.

"My husband," Blanaid remarked camly,

"seemsto have returned early.”

Soon Macolm grodeinto the hdl, bringing

with him the smell of sweet and horse dung and
fresh night ar. "Wheres Brian Boru's

son?' he demanded to know.

Before Blanaid could answer, Donough was on his
feet. Helifted his chin and squared his shoulders
asif for battle.

Then he ddliberately kicked over the bench

on which he had been gtting.

"l am Donough of Thomond," he said.

They taked late into the night. Or rather,

Donough talked and Macolm listened. The King

of Albawanted to hear al hisguest could tell

him of the battle of Clontarf and the ensuing

politica stuationin Ireland. Donough gave

him as many facts as he could, aware that from timeto time
Malcolm nodded asif comparing hiswords with those of
other informants.

Thiswould be adangerous mantolieto,

warned the voicein his head.

At last Mdcolm sat back and thoughtfully

fingered the massive slver cup from which he drank
hisae. "Now tel me about yoursdlf,” he commanded.
"Y ou come from arace of warriors; what sort of
fighter areyou?"

Donough had never heard the question put quite so
bluntly. "I am adept with sword or axe,

and | can hurl aspear for atleasta...”

"That isnt what | mean. Do you fight because you
must, or do you enjoy it?'

Donough paused to consder. "'l enjoy winning."

"Ah." Mdcolm'sdark eyes glowed. "Which

do you fedd more strongly? The desire to win--or the
fear of loaing?'

Again Donough paused. Then he chosethe

heroic answer, thinking it was expected. "The
desiretowin, of course. | have no fears."

Ma colm laughed. "By the holy rood, lad,

you have alot to learn! When the day arrives-and it
will--that you fed ahedlthy jolt of pureterror,



cometo meand | may have some usefor youin

my army. A fighting man needsto know fear and how
to get beyond it, or hesno use.”

"I have no interest in fighting in Alba. There

arewars enough in Ireland to keegp me occupied.”
"And what do you hope to get out of them, those
Irish wars? From what | understand, you have no
kingship and no power. Do you not covet your
brother's Munster?*

Do not answer. That isnot aquestion to be

answered publicly or to this man.

"l want only what | deserve,” Donough

sad carefully.

Mal colm leaned forward. "And your inheritance,

did you not deserve that? Ah, don't look so
surprised. We know many things here. For

example, | know that you were hard-done-by,
Donough, and you have every reason to be resentful .”
"I'm not resentful.”

"Nor afraid. You are awonder, a

cresture with no human fedingsat dl,”

Macolm said sarcadticdly. Then histone

changed. "But we might make aman of you yet.

Y ou will stop with usfor the winter and perhaps we may be of
benefit to one another.

"Y our father was an dly of mine, though we never
met in person. | admired him, and he entrusted

me with his daughter. For that | owed him."

Donough suddenly felt uncomfortable. "Do you

resent my bringing Gormlaith with me? Blanaid

does, she aready made that plain. Like many people, she
holds my mother guilty, & least in part, for my
father's death.”

Macolm gave anegligiblewave of his

hand. "No woman is cagpable of bringing down a
giant. The Princess of Leingter was part of the

bait, but the battle would have been fought with or without
her. Irdland isarich prize and your father had

made too many enemies.

"It wasjust unfortunate that one of them was your
mother." Macolm added, light rekindling in his

eyes. "Perhaps a different man would have been more able
for her."

A thin gray light was seeping into the hal when

at last Donough was ableto leave Macolm and

seek hisbed. Blanaid had given him achamber

little bigger than aclost, but the best guest
accommodation the castle had to offer. He must share
it with hisnoble cousin Fergd, however. Ronan and the
other men were already adegp on the floor



of the hdl, and Gormlaith had been ushered to some
closet of her own, arranged at the last minute

a her vehement ingstence.

Weary beyond weariness, Donough tumbled onto the
feather-filled palet where Fergd dready lay

snoring. But when he closed his eyesthey would not
stay closed.

He nudged Fergd. "Do you want to hear

something surprisng?”

"Yes," muttered the other. "1 want to hear

that you'l let me deep.”

"TheKing of Albaisinterestedin

Gormlath."

With astrangled snort, Fergd camefully

awake. "What do you mean?"'

"I mean he asked me dl sorts of questions

about her, personal questions. And the look on hisface

"But she'san old woman." Fergal would have

been shocked--had it been anyone other than
Gormlath.

"Macolm's older than sheis. Besdes,

did you notice her after hejoined usin the hdl?

It might have been atrick of thetorchlight, but

| could have sworn she seemed prettier somehow.”
"There are certain men, apparently,” Fergd

observed, "to whom your mother responds no matter
what her age."

"And I'm telling you, Ma colm responds

to her."

Fergd consdered thisin silence for atime, then

sad, "Well, | shouldn't think he would do anything
about it. Don't take offense, but everyone knows
wha Gormlaith is-even if sheisyour mother.”
Donough took no offense. Y et he could not

help wondering before hefindly fell adeep how
many more surprises Albawould havein store for him.

From the moment Ma colm had learned her
identity, Gormlaith had been aware of hiseyes

on her. Asde for a perfunctory greeting he

did not speak to her while they werein the hal, but
when an attendant led her from the room on her
wal to her chamber, he had nodded to her.
Gormlaith needed no oneto interpret the nod.
Before collgpsing on her palet she opened some
of the baggage she had brought and took out a carved
wooden casket, heavily ornamented with slver and
gemslikeagospd shrine. By thelight of a

Norse sedl-oil lamp sheraised the

lid, peered in, and smiled.



Mal colm spent the following day in consultation

with his council. When the sun began to set he wasjust
heading for the hal when he encountered Gormlaithin
apassageway.

She had dept most of the day. Upon arising, she
sent for heated water into which she poured perfumed
oil, then bathed her face, her body, her

hair, refusing the help of an attendant. She

had passed the stage where she was willing for any
other woman to see her naked.

From an assortment of pots and jars she

scooped various unguents which she applied
assduoudy. She gtared critically into her

mirror, wiped off some and regpplied others.
Crushed ruam in beeswax was used to trace the

rim of her ears, giving them ayouthful flush; then

she, with abemused expression, cleaned her stained
fingertips on the aureole of her nipples,

rouging them too. Finally she poured alittle more of the
perfumed ail into the palm of her hand and rubbed it
between her legs, at the tops of her thighs, where the
curlswere dtill red and springy.

Sherecalled with astab of pain the very last time
she had so decorated hersdlf. For him ...

But that waslong ago. And very far away.
Gormlaith tried on haf adozen gowns

before selecting one of sheerest linen, through which the shape
of her breasts and belly was clearly visble.

Satisfied with the effect, she combed her hair with a
willow-wood comb and arranged its faded silk

into elaborate swirls around her head and

shoulders. Then she stood in the center of the smdll
chamber, closed her eyes, and ran her hands

dowly down over her body.

When Ma colm met her in the passageway,

for amoment he did not recognize her. Last

night it had been her notoriety that engaged his
interest; her physical self, gaunt and aged and
travel-worn, held no gppedl.

But the Gormlaith he found himsdlf facing now was
transformed. Tall, glowing, she sauntered

confidently toward him with ayouthful sway of hips
that distracted his eye from the lines on her face.

In truth those lines seemed much less degp than

he had first thought. Shelooked no older than his
wife

"Has my son given you the presents he

brought? The cloaks?' sheinquired.

"Hedid, last night in the hall

after you had retired. A princely gift; | was

grateful.”



"l dso have agift for you," sad Gormlaith.

Her voice dropped into alower regidter;

husky, intimate. "But | would rather not present it
inpublic, inthe hal. When you seewhét it

is, you will understand.”

Malcolm drew a deep breath.

He knew exactly what this woman was--or
thought he did. Sheradiated danger as abar of
copper left long in the sunshine radiated heat.

But for amature man like himsdlf, who had seen and
done much and knew how to handle himsdlf in any
Stuation, surely therewas nothing to fear. He
loved hiswife as much as he was capable of loving
anyone; hewas not emotiondly vulnerable

to Gormlaith.

She would be merdly adiverson; aform of
exoticain alifewhich had offered nothing exotic
before.

"I have aprivate chamber,” he said.



Chapter Forty

The King of the Scots and the Pictswas no

skilled voluptuary, but had what he considered

an adequate experience of women. From thefirst
lass he had tumbled in a cow-byre when he was
little more than achild, he had enjoyed the female sex
as he enjoyed meat and drink and agood scratch.
Hewaswell acquainted with the landscape of the
fema e body, and he knew enough about femae
moodsto ignore them. In fact, gpart from the
occasiond sexud conquests he still undertook when
away from Glamis, he tended to ignore women.
Thefires of youth were far behind him and he had more
important matters on hismind.

Y et from the moment Gormlaith swept into his
private chamber carrying an ornamented caske,
hefdt asif he had been catapulted

into unfamiliar territory.

"Sit there" she sad peremptorily,

indicating with anod the bench next to the brazier where
afresh fire crackled. He started to protest,

thought better of it, and, bemused, sat asshe
requested.

Pushing asmdl tablein front of the bench, she
placed the unopened casket upon it. Polished

slver gleamed in thefirdight. "No looking

yet," shewarned. "Have you mead, or isAlba

too cold for bees and apples? That Danish

deyou served lagt night is good enough for
woodcutters and lesther tanners, but | have afiner
pdate.”

"We have good mead," Macolm assured her,
feding uncharacteridticaly defensve. Raising his
voice, he bdlowed "Mead! To theking now!" The
cry rang through stone passageways and a servant
arrived a the run with apitcher in hand.

Gormlath stood waiting until two silver

cups were brimming with the fragrant golden

liquid, then she downed hersinalong,

appreciative gulp, as straightforward asa

man. She set the cup back on the table and

glared at the servant. "Go!" she commanded.

The man went.

Gormlaith turned back to Macolm. There
wasasmilein her eyes but not yet on her

lips, adow warmth full of possibilities.

"Do you want to seewhat | brought you now?" she



asked in that husky voice he

remembered.

His mouth being unaccountably dry in spite of the
mead, he merely nodded.

Gormlaith opened the casket. "A king should have
aking'sgift," she murmured, bending forward

to remove the contents.

Ma colm found himsdlf staring into the neckline of
her gown.

From the ornamented box, Gormlaith began
removing chess pieces, intricately carved
figuresinivory and polished basalt. Each

piece was decorated with gold or slver, and the
larger oneswere set with gems. The white,
Macolm saw, werein Gadlic costume; the

black pieces represented Vikings.

Pressing apand on the bottom of the

casket, Gormlaith reveded afolded

chesshoard that swung open to full size. Its
squares were inlaid with the same ivory and black,
and each square was outlined with aminute Celtic
knotwork of gold wire.

It was the most beautiful object Macolm

had ever seen.

Gormlaith read the appreciaion in hiseyes.

The smilein hers extended to her lips. "Thiswas
the chessset of ... theformer Ard Ri," she

sad.

He dragged his gaze away from the chess set and
looked up at her. "How did you come by it?"

"l goleit.”

"Youwhat?'

She shrugged. "1 gtoleit from Kincora. When

[, ah, |eft there after our marriage was set

asde, dl | took was the clothes on my

back, but later ..."

"l heard that Brian threw you out."

Her eyesflashed. "We mutudly tired of

one another. But the point is, he did not

return my full dowry to me; | was entitled

to more. Thelast time | was at Kincoral took

his chess set as part compensation, and now | giveit
toyou."

Malcolm gaped at her, dumbfounded.

She arched an eyebrow. "Can it be you don't
know how to play? Perhaps you might know one of the
smpler Irish games, then; fidchell, or

bran dubh?I'm suremy son has...."

"Of course | can play chess" he

snapped, on the defensive again. "'l learned on



theldeof Lewis™

"Then you will grant me amatch?' Before he could
answer she had drawn up astool and seated herself
facing him. Shetook ablack pawnin one

fist and awhitein the other. "Choose one."

When he tapped her left fist with hisforefinger,

he felt aspark jump between them.

Never in hislife had Ma colm played chess

with awoman. Such games were an extension of
warfare, requiring amasculine mind. But from the
first moves, it was obvious Gormlaith wasa

skilled player. Soon he wasfighting for

surviva assurely as he had ever fought on a
batlefied.

He could fed swest rolling down his back.

To his consternation, Gormlaith was able to play
while carrying on a conversation. No sooner were they
into the game than she began questioning him about his recent
campagns.

"l understand you recently defeated alarge army

of Northumbrians at Carham and now claim
everything to the Cheviot Hills," she remarked as
she moved a pawn deep into histerritory.

Malcolm frowned at the chessboard. ™Y ou

give me credit for my ambitions but not

necessarily my achievements. Thereare

regions not yet secure. Perhaps with the help of
foreigndlies...”"

She glanced up with ademure amile. "I'm

sureyou will triumph,” shetold him.

When he looked down again he discovered she had
captured his queen's bishop.

The pace of the game dowed. Gormlaith kept

asking Macolm questions hefdt impelled

to answer, which spoiled his concentration, and he was
increasingly aware of her sensudly, an avarenessthat
grew into athundering tenson that was giving him a
headache.

"What do you think of my son?" sheinquired as

she put one of Macolm'srooksin

jeopardy.

"When we met he kicked hisbench aside. A

bold gesture that attracted me immediately, | must
admit. | tend to judge aman by small

things." As he spoke Macolm made a

countermove heimmediately regretted, certain it was
amistake.

"Och, he'sbold enough. He just needs alittle

push, so to speak, to comeinto hisown. | do what

| can to counsel him and guide hismoves...."--



she moved her queen unexpectedly,

devouring Macolm's bishop--"... S0 that he can
rise to the eminence he deserves.”

The Scot gave her an appraising look from

benegth his heavy eyebrows. "And you? A risein
gtatus for Donough would eevate you aswell, |
presume.”

She bit her lower lip and studied the

chesshoard.

"You like being dlied to power, don't you?'
guessed Macolm.

Her green eyes met hiswith jolting force. "I

like having power," Gormlaith replied.

The game continued.

Theflickering firdight from the brazier cast
grotesgue shadows on the chamber walls.

Mal colm was seated at an angle that |eft his

face in darkness, though his handswere clearly visble
on the chesshoard. Gormlaith found hersdf studying
them while she and the king discussed power and
politics, schemes and Strategy.

How pleasant it is, she thought, to converse

once more with an equa. She was reminded of years
ago, when he taught her to play chessand they
used to talk for hours, long after everyone else had
gone to bed, while the pieces swooped around the
board and wars were won and lost.

Flattered by Gormlaith'sinterest,

Mal colm began describing his successful

campaign againg an invading force of Orkneymen
inMoray in 1010. "The Orkneysare a

major base for the seaempire of the Norsemen,”

he explained. "In order to safeguard Alba

from their depredations | had to prove | could defeat
them in battle, but | dso took the precaution of
arranging an dliance with their most powerful family
through marriage to one of my daughters. Since
Sgurd's death, the son of that marriageishere

with usa Glamis. A hard little boy called

Thorfinn; | liketo think | see something of mysdif in
hm."

"Perhgps we can profit from your example,"
Gormlaith commented.

"What do you mean?"

"If my son Donough isto attain the power

he deserves, he needs an advantageous

marriage. Left to hisown devices hell

accept someone as unsuitable as hisfirst wife. The
poor thing was nothing more than a cettle lord's
daughter; he could have done much better. Perhaps you and



| can think of someone who would enhance his
opportunities?' Her hands hovered over the
chesshoard.

"There are advantages to be gained from aclever
political marriage,” Macolm agreed.

"Unfortunately al my daughters are wed now

or | would ..." Hefédl slent, frowning

over srategy.

Gormlaith heard what he did not say.

"Y our relationswith Orkney may be amicable enough
these days--but aking is aways under siege of one
sort or another. Perhaps we could marry my son

to awoman whose connections would be of benefit to you.
Since there are aready dliances established between
us" she added, amiling meaningfully.

The woman astonished him. Her mind went

draight to the point like awell-thrown

spear. Even as she was speaking he was thinking

of Canute, of Dane and of Saxon to the

south, of the great power struggle he sensed

coming.

Asthe game progressed, Gormlaith became

more and more aware of Malcolm's hands. Huge
hands, with strong, well-shaped fingers. Inthedim
room it wasimpossbletotdl if the hair on

their backs was dark or bright.

It might have been red-gold.

Shedid not look up at hisface. Aslong

as she watched only his hands, she could dmost
imagine that someone else sat across the chessboard
from her. Another king ... another powerful man

Shedrank afourth cup of mead, afifth,

the fumes dancing in her brain. Shelaughed, she
flirted, she dazzled him with the extent of her
intellect. Sparkling like a polished gemstone,

she displayed a dozen facets of Gormlaith.

The man whose face wasin shadow became not one
specific person, but the male audience for whom

she had aways performed. Moment by moment she felt the
flesh growing firmer on her bones, the age

melting out of her muscles. Likeariver

reversed, the years flowed backward until she was
in Glamis no longer, but somewhered<e...

.. facing someone el se across the chessboard

The hair on the backs of hishandswas a
burnished red-gold.
Emotion she had thought long dead welled up in



Gormlaith. Her eyes stung with

long-forgotten tears.

A grest, aching tenderness swept through her. She
fought it back; to be tender was to be vulnerable,

to be feminine and weak. Men took advantage of
femae vulnerability; she had learned that

lesson with thefirst flush of her beaty.

There had been atime when she wanted

desperately to explore the soft Sde of her

nature. There had been one man to whom she longed
to present the varied facets of Gormlaith; for

him she would have been child and woman, devil and
angd, seductress and playmate and friend. But

fate had made them adversaries, eveninthe
marriage bed. And he had died at Clontarf

He had not died. He sat across from her now.

She knew those hands, knew the skill with which they
suddenly began to maneuver the chess pieces.

She had never succeeded in defeeting Brian

Boru.

Gormlath gavealittle sob.

Startled, Macolm glanced at her face.

Her eyeswereimmense and full of light.

By sometrick of thefireight shelooked like ayoung
woman, apectacularly beautiful woman whose
face glowed with passion.

Malcolm held power by never faling

to recognize and take advantage of an

opportunity.

With a sweep of hisarm he knocked the priceless
chess pieces off the board and onto the floor.

He leaned across the emptied table and caught
Gormlaith by the shoulders, drawing her face
toward his.

Before thelight could reved hisfeatures, she
closed her eyes.

Thelipsthat crushed hers were hard and bruising,
but she did not respond in kind. Not thistime.

| have learned my lesson, she thought. He

has come back to me and | have learned my

lesson.

Shelet her mouth go oft; et her body go

soft in hisarms as he stood and pulled her againgt
him. All of her wasayielding and agiving, 0
opposite from what Ma colm had expected that

he amost dropped her. He had thought to embrace
atiger; instead he hdd avirgind girl.

The change confounded him. He sought to soften his
kiss and meet her gentleness with gentleness, but he



did not know how. His mouth could only

seize and devour. Angered by failure, he

became more fierce than ever, running his hands down
her body and ripping away her robe. The

fabric bruised her flesh asit pulled and tore

and she winced, but he paid no attention.

He thought she murmured, "Please, not this

time," into his mouth, but he would not accept guidance
from amerefemale. He forced her backward and
threw her down onto the floor, then hurled himself
atop her.

"Liedill, woman; you're going to bed another

king."

When she began to struggle he laughed. He

forced aknee between her legs and fumbled with his
clothes, aware that he had amassve erection.
Gormlaith! Theultimate prize, inhis

chamber, beneath him!

Chapter Forty-one

Contrary to his expectations, Catha Mac

Maine did not die. He was convinced he had

heard the ban sheewail for him, but days,

weeks, months passed, and the worst fate that

befdl him wasincreasngly severe rheumatism
during along, wet winter.

His dreams were haunted by echoes. Usualy they
took the form of aban shee's keening, but occasonaly
they contained an underlying, mocking laughter.
"Those pagans have cursed me!l" he complained
bitterly to Brother Declan. "They put the

aguein my bones."

Though the scribe had heard Cathal complain of
joint pain for years, he dare not contradict his

abbot. Keeping histhoughtsto himsef, he dutifully
updated the anna s and transcribed Cathd's

letters. Early in 1018 sympathy was expressed

to the Abbot of Kildare, whose monastery had been
struck by lightning, and to the Abbot of Kdlls, whose
abbey was plundered by Sitric Silkbeard and the
Danes of Dublin. Catha viewed both

dissstersin the samelight.

For aletter to Maachi Mor, Catha

dictated, "We share your grief in thistime of your
trouble. The death of two of your sons, Ardga and
Ardchu, isagreat loss. Sad it isfor them that

they were dain by the treacheroustribe of the Cendl
Eoghain, risng againg your authority. They shall be
remembered in our prayersat Kill Daua



for aseven-night.”

Privately, Declan thought a seven-night

was abit mean; the sons of the Ard Ri surely
deserved alonger period of mourning. But everyone
knew that during thereign of agood Ard Ri grain
overflowed the storehouses and every cow had twins,
whileabad Ard Ri inevitably brought on

an eraof caamities,

Disagters were indeed occurring, but Catha was
increasingly attributing them to the lingering paganism
in Irdland, and more specifically to the druids
themsdves.

In thishewasin the minority, even among his

fellow clerics, as Declan wdl knew.

Since the coming of Chridtianity to Irdland inthe

fifth century, adegree of tacit coexistence

had marked the relationship of the Church with druidry.
Chrigtian missonariesadmogt from the beginning had
redlized that the druids had smoothed their path for
them by teaching that the soul wasimmorta. Having this
central belief in common helped make the conversion
of Ireland bloodless. The New Faith was not so
radically different asto be unacceptable

to druids; in many ingtances, it was just ametter of
changing the names of festiva days, or grafting

one superstition onto another.

Druids were members of thefilidh, the

intellectud classof Irish society which

included teachers, sacrificers, heders,

brehons, historians, philosophers, and

poets. Some of these functions the Church
appropriated unto itself, but others were till very much the
realm of the druid. Chrigtianity had asyet

made no concerted effort to supplant them.

Over the centuries the balance of power had

shifted as members of thefilidh accepted the

New Faith. They did not abandon their sacra
reverence for theland, however; they merely enlarged their
view of godhood, recognizing the god of the
Chrigtiansasimmanent in his creations. Such

innocent pantheism added anew dimension to the
Church, giving it auniquely Cdtic

flavor. Inlondly ascetic cdls, Irish

monks composed poems celebrating the beauties

of nature and thus affirming spiritud kinship with the
pagans.

But there were till those in the vast dark forestswho
practiced the Old Faith undiluted

by Chridianity.

Irish druids did not engage in human



sacrifice astheir continenta counterparts

had done, but they manipulated the environment through
techniques the Church called sorcery. They

hedled the sick, cursed the wrongdoer, instructed

the young--aside from the sons of princeswho were
educated in the great monastic schools—-and continued
to devote themsalves to the natural sciences asthey had
done for athousand years.

Such practices were tolerated if not condoned.

In the soft mists of Ireland old gods and new

hed intermingled, and the bitter plant of intolerance

had yet to take root.

Chrigtian chapels were sometimes ornamented with the
carved, stylized heads of men and animals, a

purely pagan embel lishment not intended

to represent saints. Brehon Law still governed

such customs as marriage, alowing polygamy and
divorce and denying the concept of illegitimacy,
because every union that could result in a child was considered
aform of marriage.

Thisenduring pagan influence wasincreasingly
resented as the Church sought to expand its power,
however, and Cathd Mac Maine was more resentful
than most. He saw the druidsasbeing in

direct competition with the Church, and their intention as
the destruction of Chridianity.

"My confrontation with Torccan Mac

Padraic was dl the proof | need,” he

confided to Brother Declan. "The man

demongtrated areasoning ability no enlightened

pagan could possess. It isthe work of

Lucfer.”

Torccan'sintelligence was not dl that upset

the abbot, however. Padraic's children radiated an
inner serenity that scandalized Cathal. Such a

gift should belong only to Chrigt's annointed.

To make matters worse, they took a heathenish
plessurein being dive.

"Thistempora exisenceisaburdenand a
punishment, an ordeal to be endured so we may

earn an eternity in the company of Chrig,” the

abbot frequently lectured hismonks. The

druidicjoy inlifewasarefutation of his

persona philosophy.

"We are taught that unquestioning obedienceto the
Church," Cathd sternly reminded Declan,

"isthe only path to true happiness. How then can

we tolerate the dangerous example the druids

-

He began to write lettersto the hierarchy



expressing hisfear and loathing and urging that
something be done, once and for dl, to destroy
druidry. But the bishops he addressed were, like
himsdf, Irish. Ther Chridtianity, no matter

how ardent, overlaid arespect for ancient

wisdom bred deep in their bones. They were not
prepared to attack the druids overtly.

"Pray for their souls,” Catha was advised,

"that they may find the path of redemption.”

Sworn to obedience, hetried. He prayed

long and hard on the cold stone flags of the chape
and arose with painfully stiffened knees. These he
offered asa sacrifice to God, but his heart was not
softened. Having recognized the menace, he saw
it everywhere. Irdland abounded in druidic
Seductions.

Cathal loved the Church with dl the passion of a
man who hasfelt only onepassoninhis

life. Hiswas afierce, proprietary devotion.

were it possble for him to convert Padraic's children
he would have done o, but instead, asinavision, he
saw himsdlf snglehandedly defending Chridtianity
agang them.

Thewarrior in himthrilled. The Church

Triumphant.
Chapter Forty-two

Gormlaith awvake; alayered process

beginning with afoggy awareness of sdif, then of ahard
surface beneath her, lastly of athrobbing head. She
was lying on the floor. Someone had wrapped a
woolen robe around her and jammed the ends under her
body. When she moved she felt another sort of
throbbing lower down, a swest, familiar soreness
in her female parts.

Her eyes opened the merest dit. Anarm's

length from her face lay atumble of chess

i eces.

Brian's chess pieces.

She stared at them blankly for amoment--then
saw, in clear and perfect memory, alarge hand
hover over the pawns. A hand with red-gold hair
on the back.

Her body turned toice; to fire.

Hewasdivel

Of course hewas dive. How could she have been
50 foolish asto think otherwise? The man had not
been born who could kill Brian Boru!

Hewas dive and the terrible past was relegated



to nightmare.

All my ansareforgiven me, Gormlaith

thought gratefully. She dragged hersdlf to her knees
and signed the Cross on her breadt.

Soon hewill come through the door, shetold

hersdlf, and we will be together again aswe werein the beginning,
or aswe should have been, if | had been content

to love him as awoman loves aman, and not
compete with him. Thistime thingswill be different.
She glanced down at her hands. Inthedim

light they looked young and smooth. When sheraised
her fingersto her throat and stroked the skin, it

fdt firmto her touch.

The years have been rolled back, she thought in
amazement. | am agirl again, and he will bethe

only man | ever know. | shal make him happy,

oh, | shall make him so very happy!

Gormlaith gazed around the chamber, looking for a
basin in which to wash her face, or acomb for her
tangled hair. He must never see her so

rumpled. She must be beautiful for him; beautiful

and young. As hewould be beautiful and young, sotal,
S0 gtrong, blazing, and crackling with that ferocious,
irresistible energy that had won Irdland.

No. If hewasyoung, hisgreat victorieswere

il ahead of him. Kincorawas not yet built.
"Sowheream |1?7' Gormlaith asked of the stone

wdls

They kept Slent.

She got dowly to her feet. Seeping on the

stone floor had |eft her very tiff, but she

ignored the pain. It was nothing to someone so young. A
torn gown she did not recognize lay on the

floor, but shedid not pick it up. Let him

return--and find her naked, and they would ...

There were footstepsin the passage. Her heart

was pounding so hard she could barely breathe. Asthe
door opened a cold draught blew across the

floor and she shivered, but the smile she put on

for him wasradiant.

"Brian." Her lips shgped hisname

dlently. Likeaprayer.

He stood in the doorway, abig man,

filling the space. Suddenly shewasasshy asa

virgin. She sood waiting for him to take her in
hisarms, and as he came toward her, she saw with
perfect clarity the noble forehead, the long,

Sraight nose, the stark cheekbones. The luminous
gray eyesin their deeply carved sockets.
Hewasdive.



Gormlaith could not wait any longer,

but hurled hersdf into hisarms.

A moment later her scream rang wildly through
the corridors of Glamis.

In the daysthat followed, Gormlaith's use of

paints and dyes grew more lavish, accentuating her
age, yet shetook to wearing the smple gowns of
anunmarried girl. Shewas by turns giddy,

querulous, diffident, and demanding.

But the king continued to welcome her to his bed.
She had given him afright on that first occasion,
screaming like amadwoman when hereturned to his
chamber. Macolm had hestily clamped hisarms
around her and put one hand over her mouth to muffle
her screams. Then, when shewas quiet, helet

his hand dide down her body, enjoying her heaving
breasts.

"l thought you were Brian," she murmured.

"Y ou were groggy and half-awake, it wasjust a
dream," heingsted.

Shedmost beieved him.

But not quite.

She closed her eyesand let him fondle

her, however, and in the dark behind her eyelidsthe
achemy of desire changed one king into another.
"Brian," Gormlaith whispered, parting her

thighsfor him.

Macolm had smiled grimly to himsdlf. So that

was the game she preferred to play, wasit? Well,

he was able for her--particularly since he wasthe
beneficiary of her passion.

The next night he again invited her to his

chamber and kept the room in darkness, and when she
caled him Brian hedid not contradict her.

If she had been good before, she then became
extraordinary.

Thereafter Macolm dept with her as often asthe
desiretook him, which was often indeed. Thefires
of hisyouth flamed again, an unexpected spring
interrupting the onset of winter.

And inthe dark, afterward, he found himself taking with
her as he had never talked with any of his other
women.

Not apassve confidante like Blanaid,

Gormlaith demonstrated an uncanny understanding
of the male world of palitics and power. Shewasa
font of sratagems. Privatdy, his

courtiers grumbled that the king's bedchamber became
his council chamber when the Princess of Leingter



arived.

The winter Donough spent at the court of

Malcolm the Second was the coldest of his

life. But asfire tempersasword blade,

harsh Albatempered him. A young man had

arived a Glamis; aman full-grown would

leaveit.

During the gray months, Macolm kept the

Irish prince close by hissde. Donough

answered the questions he asked, but more frequently was
content to listen. The older man waswily and
experienced and did not seem to mind passing on his
wisdom.

But on an evening when he had drunk too much
Danish deat abanquet to entertain a

chieftain from Strathclyde, Donough remarked

to Cumara, "Macolm isnot easy company.

My mother getsaong with him, but | dwaysfed as
if heswatching me over the edge of ashield.”
"Doesit bother you, knowing they deep together?"
the poet's son asked bluntly. He too had

drunk an excess of de.

Donough hesitated before answering. "At firgt it

did. It seemed abetraya of my father. Then

| reminded mysdlf that he had ended their marriage,
and if she married one man or dept with athousand
it no longer had anything to do with him. Now | am
glad that she has found some pleasurein life

agan.”

"Do you redly mean that?"

Donough stiffened. "I do of course."

"Y ou answered just abit too quickly.”

"Nonsense, Cumara, you'reimagining things."

Y et a night, when helay in hisbed knowing

full well Gormlaith had goneto Macolm's

chamber, Donough tossed and turned. His fevered
imagination presented him with ahundred different
images of his mother in the arms of the swarthy Scot.
Late one night he could bear it no longer.

Herose, threw on afur-lined brat, and

went out into the passageway. He had no destination
in mind other than escape from histhoughts, but he had
gone only ashort distance when he met hissigter.
Inthelight from atorch till burning on the

passage wall Donough could seethat hissister's

face was drawn, her eyes red-rimmed.

"Isanything wrong?' he asked. Hefdt

asudden urgeto take her in hisarms and comfort her,
but she had done nothing so far to encourage such an



intimecy.

Blanaid lifted her chin. "Of course not,

| merely wanted abreath of air.”

"I do mysdf. Shdl | go with you?'

When she nodded assent they continued aong the
passage together, then made their way single-file
down anarrow stone staircase and out into the great
hall. Humans and hounds dept together on the
rush-strewn floor, keeping one another warm.
Thefire on the hearth had gone out. The stde

ar smelled of dead ash and deep.

Donough and Blanaid passed through the hall
without waking anyone. A yawning guard unbolted
amassive oak door for them with acurious glance
but no question, and they went outside.

The night was bitterly cold. Therewasno

moon; the stars were so bright they stabbed at the eyes.
Blanaid drew her cloak moretightly around her

and gazed upward. "Winter nights here have their own
sort of beauty,” she said conversationaly.

"They do."

A pause ensued. "Is Albawhat you

expected?' she asked at last.

"l don't know what | expected.”

"Why then did you come?’

"I'm not sure of thet either,” hereplied

honestly. "My mother ..."

"Ahyes. Y our mother." Blanaid's voice

was carefully neutral. " She was something | did

not expect.”

Donough laughed. "No oneis ever prepared for
Gormlaith."

In spite of hersdlf, Blanaid laughed too.

"No, | suppose not."

Donough tried to read her facein the starlight.

"|s she the reason you were crying?'

"l wasn't crying. My husband has dways

had women; he'saking. It means nothing to me."
"No," he agreed amiably. He douched

againg thewall beside her, and together they watched the sky
asif messages were concedled among the stars.
"How strangeit must be" Blanaid

remarked after awhile, "to have that woman as amother.”
"She'sthe only mother I've ever had, so

I've no comparison. But most of thetime

don't think of her asmy mother.”

"Y ou don't? How do you think of her?"

"Just as Gormlaith.”

"And our father?'

Donough drew adeep breath. When he



spoke his voice was so deep and so

familiar it gartled Blanaid. "Ard Ri."

Shewhirled to stare a him. "Y ou sound just like
him."

"Dol?'

Blanaid'sthroat closed. Her eyes

began to sting again. Not fair! shethought. | have
not wept in years, and now twicein the same

night ...

Donough exclaimed, "Look! Look there!"
Sheblinked hard and followed his pointing finger in
timeto see ashooting star. "The druids used

to say ashooting star meant the degth of aking,” she
said around thelump in her throat.

At the mention of druids, Ceraleaped

into Donough's mind. Overcome by an echo of
swest laughter and asmdll of the wild woods,

he stared unseeing into the night, histhoughts very far
avay.

Suddenly, unexpectedly, Blanaid

broke. A storm of sobs shook her. Shedid

not know if she was crying because Brian Boru was
deed, because Md colm waswith Gormlaith, or
smply because the sight of her brother had brought
back Irdland with painful intengty.

In the next moment her brother's arms were around
her and his hand at the back of her head was gently
pressing her face into the hollow of his shoulder.
"Sssh," hewhispered. "It'sdl right.

Sssh now.”

Never in hislife had Donough held sister or

mother as he held Blanaid now. The emotions
engendered were arevelaion to him.

Surdy what he had felt for Cerawas

love; alovethat time and distance were gradually
investing with anogtagic melancholy. Hisfedings
for Blanaid lacked the sexud excitement, but

they were equally tender, and to his surprise they
gave him asense of family which he had never
experienced with Gormlaith.

Ashehdd hissster hewas very aware that they
shared the same father, a connection that was dmost
tangible. Linksin achain, Donough thought
musingly. It wasimpossible to imagine putting his
arms around Brian Boru, yet through hissister he
was somehow embracing the man.

Love had alife of itsown, then, an

immortdlity that had nothing to do with desth or distance.
With Blanaid in hisarms, Donough had asense

of forcesmuch larger than himself.



Cera, hethought again.
Brother and sister stood together under the sars.

They never spoke of that night afterward.

Blanaid's acquired Scottish reticence

kept her slent, and Donough would not bring up the
subject on hisown, but he knew the same thing

had happened to both of them. They had found
family. When their eyesmet inthe hdl or the
courtyard or asthey passed one another in some
corridor, awarmth leaped between them that did not
depend on words.

Acrossthe Irish Sea, another member of
Donough's family was thinking of him, though not
tenderly. Carroll the historian madeit his
businessto follow the fortunes of Brian's children,
and had innocently mentioned Donough'strip during
aconversation with Teigue.

They wereinthe greet hall at Cashel, where

Teigue now spent most of histime. Becausethe
restoration of Kincorawas taking longer than
anticipated, he was keeping hisfamily inthe
traditiond fortress of the Munster kings. Cashel

was magnificent in aforbidding way, comprised of a
cluster of stone buildings perched atop ahuge
limestone outcropping with aview spanning much of
Munger.

Teigue had begun taking severd walksa

day around the perimeter of the height. He would
pause a various points and stland motionless, gazing
out acrosstheralling, fertileland with a
sdf-satisfied expression.

But Carroll would always prefer Kincora. He

said as much, then added offhandedly, "I daresay
Donough would agree with me. He must befinding
Albainhospitable by comparison.”

Teigue diffened. "What'shedoing in

Alba?Why did someone not tell me sooner?”

"| thought you knew aready," replied Carroll.

"l did not know. Isheon a

pilgrimage? To lona, perhaps?!

"It ssemsto be afamily visit. Your

gder Blanaid invited him to Macolm's

gronghold at Glamis, so he and Gormlaith

"Donough took that woman? To Alba?"
"Hedid."

"Thenit'snofamily vist,” Teigue
sngpped. "'If Gormlathisinvolved it can



only be a conspiracy. What's she

scheming to do now, have him take Mungter from me?"
Carroll said soothingly, "Och, I'm sure

neither of them has designs on your kingship.”
"You'redmos right,” Teigue shot back.

"Mungter isnot their fina objective, one

province would never satisfy Gormlaith. She
intends her son to be Ard Ri, and thisvisit

to Macolm's court is her way of promoting that
ambition. It should be perfectly obviousto anyone
who knows the woman!

"The very fact that Donough is her son condemns
him. He must never be dlowed power; adoor that
opensthe dightest for him lets Gormlaith

enter.

"| did not seek to be King of Munster, but

now that | am, Donough will not make Cashe his
seppingstoneto Tara | won't let him. With

Brian Boru'sown sword | will bar hisway."
Carrall'sjaw dropped. "Brian's

sword? Y ou have Brian's sword?”’

A dy light, which once would have been
uncharacterigtic of Teigue, crept into hiseyes.

"I might know whereitis."

Hewould say no more, but Carroll waslike ahound
with abone. The historian began quietly questioning the
sentries, the spear carriers, the lower echelon

who dways knew more than the nohility.

He never mentioned the sword directly, but in
time he had the answer he sought. It was not the
answer he expected.

Chapter Forty-three

In addition to being King of the Scots and the
Picts, Macolm had been, since the death of a
cousinin 991, Prince of Cumbria, the
northwestern region along the Irish Sea. With

his defeet of the Northumbrian army a Carham

in 1016, he had extended hisreign south to the
Cheviot Hills. The control of so much

territory required not only constant military
vigilance, but considerable monarchical
adminigration.

For this purpose he held court at Scone,

to which heinvited Donough and his men to accompany
him. The distance was not great, along day's ride
aong awd|-besaten road through valleys

carpeted with dead bracken. Gray crowswheeled
abovein gray sky, cdling harshly to one another.



Scone was an ancient assembly

gte predating Chrigtianity. The buildingsthat

now stood there were constructed of stone-kerbed
timbers, with sod roofs upon which rank grasses
grew. Built in the manner of an ancient

broch, they comprised a cluster of round chambers,
low-ceilinged, smelling of the earth.

"The Fictsprefer thisto Glamis,"

Malcolm explained to Donough on their first

vigt. "They are, or were, cave-dwdlers,
short-statured folk who feel comfortablein these
surroundings. Skilled artisans, though. The

dlver ornamentation you see dl around you istheir
work."

Sconefdt old, Donough thought. And not

Cdltic. There was something else here, adifferent
flavor inthe air. The scent of meta and

stone-dust.

Malcolm persondly escorted hisIrish

gueststo the tree-girded Moot Hill, or

Assembly Site. "This mound was formed

centuries ago of earth collected from throughout
Pictland," he said proudly. "And there you see the
Stone of Scone, believed to be part of the original
gtone pillow upon which the biblica patriarch
Jacob rested while seeing hisvison of

angels”

With a proprietary sweep of hisarm, he

indicated arectangular block of pae

ydlow sandstone at the top of the mound. " Jacob's
Pillow eventudly madeitsway to Irdland--some
say with the Tuatha De Danann--where it was
placed on the Hill of Tara. Thereit wascdled

the LiaFail, the Stone of Destiny and became

the inauguration stone of the Irish high kings. My
predecessor, Kenneth Mac Alpin, acquired
apiece of the LiaFall for hisown inauguration
asthefirst King of the Scots and the Picts--his mother
was a Pictish princess--and named it the Stone of
Scone. Each King of Albasince then has

seated himself upon it. Rather than being crowned, we are
"set upon the Stone™

"Goon, look at it. You may touchit if you

like, Donough,” Ma colm added magnanimoudly.
"You are of kingly blood."

Donough and his companions gathered around the
revered stone, embedded like ajewd in the grass.
After one good look, Ronan snorted and nudged
Donough with his ebow.

When Malcolm was out of earshot, he said,



"That's no more part of the Lia Fail than

| am. | wason Tara, amerelad in my first
company of warriors, when your father stood upon the
LiaFall and it shrieked doud, proclaiming

him thetrue Ard Ri. I'll never forget that day

nor anything about it--including the fact thet the Lia
Fail isgray, not yellow like Macolm's

rock. A different sone entirely.”

"Isthat true?" Fergal asked Donough.

"l don't know, I've never seentheLia

Fail. When my father went to Tarato be
inaugurated, he left my mother and me a

Kincora"

"Good job too,” commented Cumara.

"Gormlaith had been married to Maachi Mor,

and Brian was taking Maachi's high kingship

away from him. It would have been too grave an
insult to flaunt the fact that he had dso married
Maachi'sformer wife."

Donough knew, but did not say that Gormliath

had never forgiven Brian for denying her her moment
of glory at Tara, her chance to be honored asthe
new Ard Ri'swifein front of Maachi

Mor. Their subsequent arguments about it were his
earliest memoriesof hisfather.

Chieftainstraveled to Scone from the far
corners of Albato do homageto Macolm.
Donough listened attentively asthe wily Scot
played off one against another, awaysto hisown
advantage.

From time to time he would look up and catch
Donough's eye and give the dow, solemn wink
of shared conspiracy.

"Theking istrying toimpressme," Donough
remarked to Fergal on arare winter afternoon of
radiant sunshine, when they were enjoying astag
hunt Ma colm had arranged for the new
Mormeaer of Ce. "He must believe I'm more
powerful than| am.”

Before Fergd could reply, Donough felt an
unseen presence at his shoulder and in his head sounded
the deep, dow voice he knew so well.
Perceptions are important, it counseled.

If Macolm thinks you have hundreds of
warriors at your command in Ireland, do not
disllusonhim,

Donough began dropping offhand referencesto
"my amiesat home" into casua conversation.
At Scone he met avariety of powerful men



come to negotiate with Macolm for

various reasons, the King of Man, the Lord of the
Western Ides, the Mormaers of Caithness and
Argyll, abbots and bishops and slver-haired
Norsejarlsand dark Pictish chieftains.

To al of these Ma colm unabashedly presented
Donough as, "The son of the Emperor of the
Irish," and Donough watched their eyeskindle with
respect.

In Alba he was accorded a stature he did

not possess a home.

He ordered Ferga and Ronan to flank his

seat inthehdl, holding spearsat a

ceremonia angle. Ronan obeyed without question,
but Ferga took offense. "I'm entitled to have
Spear carriers of my own; I'm aprince of the

Dd Cad"

"I'm Brian Boru's son," Donough

replied inarguably.

While Macolm held court at Scone,

Gormlaith was|eft a Glamiswith the other

women. Her son wasrelieved. He was finding her
behavior increasingly disturbing. She howled with
laughter at ingppropriate times, which was bad
enough, but her tendency to stare at Macolm and then
burgt into tears unnerved him.

Donough had never before seen hismother cry.
Blanaid aso remained in residence a

Glamis, with Sgurd'swidow, Thora, and the

boy Thorfinn. She avoided Gormlaith whenever

she could, which was not easy, asthe big Irish woman
dominated whatever space she occupied.

Blanaid held her temper and her dignity

until the arrival of her oldest daughter,

Bethoc, with her husband Crinan, Abbot of

Dunkeld, and their son, young Duncan.

Being of an age and like disposition, Duncan and
Thorfinnimmediately became
companions-in-mischief. Bethoc was reunited

with her sster Thora, whom she had not seen in some
years.

And Gormlaith flirted outrageoudy with the

Abbot of Dunkeld.

Bethoc complained to her mother. When Macolm
next returned to Glamis he was unplessantly

surprised by aconfrontation with hiswife.

Blanaid would not fight him on her own behdlf,

but she was atigress where her cubs were concerned.
"Do something about that woman!" she demanded.



"Short of locking her in her

chamber,” Macolm replied, "I cannot keep
Gormlaith out of the hall. | don't want

to dienate Donough Mac Brian by abusing his

"Y ou abuse her often enough in your bedchamber.”
Hisblack brows swooped together. "That's my
business. And it isn't abuse.”

"No? Taking advantage of ademented ..."
"Sheisnot demented.”

"| thought you more observant than that,” said
Blanaid coldly. "I warn you, hushand.

Keep Gormlaith out of sght henceforth, or |

mysdf will seethat Donoughisnever an dly of
yours."

She held her shoulders square and her head

high, and in the proud set of her jaw, Macolm
read implacability.

That night he told Gormlaith, "When |

return to Scone, you will go with me.”
"Hewantsmeat hissde" Gormlaith

smugly reported to her son.

Of course she found Scone even less

appeding than Glamis, and did not hesitate

to say 0. In an effort to win her interest,

Malcolm took her to see the famous Stone.
Donough accompanied them out of politenessand a
secret amusement. Perceptions, he thought.

The Albans perceive thisto be alegitimate
king-stone, so for themit is. Old Kenneth Mac
Alpin must have been very clever.

Logt in hisown thoughts, he walked beside his mother and
Malcolm toward the Stone of Scone.

Neither man was prepared for Gormlaith's
reaction.

No sooner had Macolm delivered his

speech about the stone's provenance than she swept
past him, up the gentle breast of the man-made
hill, and threw hersdf down beside the stone. Asthe
two men watched in consternation she pressed her
cheek againgt its cold surface.

"Just s0," Gormlaith whispered throatily.

"Just 0. Y ou stood on thisstonein the sun; |
remember. You stood, and | at your side, and it
screamed doud for us.”

"Wheat is she talking about?' Ma colm asked
Donough. "We don't s¢and on this, it'sthe

throne, the king-sest."

The younger man shook his head, unable to spesk.
Gormlaith was running her hands over the stone as



awoman would caressaman's body,
withinfinitelove. "Ard Ri," she murmured.
Shewascrying.

Donough felt aterrible pain flare through his

chest asif someone had opened him with asword.
Sheloved him. She actudly loved him, and

none of us ever knew.

Heran up the hill and put hishandson his

mother's shouldersto try to lift her, but she fought him
off. "Leaveme! Leave mewith him! | belong

with him, don't you know that? Don't any of you know
thet?'

In amoment Ma colm was beside Donough. Together
they wrestled Gormlaith to her feet but she fought
them like awildcat, screaming. They had to drag

her down the hill, and she was congtantly twisting
backward to shout at the stone, "Don't et them
takeme!”

That night Ma colm's persond physician

gpent along time closeted with Gormlaithina

small chamber with aguard at the door, then
emerged shaking hishead. "Her reasonisaddled,”

he reported. "A pity. Such abig, strong

woman. But she keepstalking to someone esein

the chamber, someone who is not there.”

| talk to him too, thought Donough,

inwardly flinching. Doesthat mean my witsare
addled? Or isheredly with us?

Therewas no answer. Try as he might he could

not sense the towering presence behind him, but felt
suddenly, terribly, aone, asif hisback were
unshielded at the height of battle.

Hisfedings about his mother, dwaysambivaent,
underwent a sea-change. The last emotion

Gormlaith would want to inspire was pity, yet it

was pity hefdt for her.

Ma colm's attitude toward Gormlaith

a so changed. When shewas rationd, which was most of the
time, her intelligence was as keen as ever and he
continued to enjoy talking with her. But whatever ardor
he had felt was gone. He could not bring himself

to take her into his bed-chamber again.

Gormlaith was plainly hurt by theking's

rejection. She put abraveface onit,

however. "I've grown tired of him," she

announced to Donough. "He'sthick in the belly

and too old for me, and his spear isblunted.”

This open reference to her sexud life made

Donough uncomfortable, and struck him asfurther
proof of her faling sanity. He beganto be



anxiousto take her hometo Ireland.

Exposing his mother, in her weakness, to the eyes of
strangers seemed a betrayal.

But hewastorn. Thevigt to Albawas

providing him with knowledge, experience, and acircle of
powerful acquaintances. To leave now would beto lose
opportunities that might not come again. In Alba

he was looked upon asthe next Ard Ri of the

Irish. At home he was not even aprovincia

king.

Onthefirst day thet carried ahint of springinthe
ar, Donough waswith Macolmin thelow-cellinged
audience chamber, conferring with clan chiefs of
Angus and of Fife, when their conversation was
interrupted by the blast of ahorn. Within momentsa
foreign del egation was ushered into the chamber.
The leader of the group was thickset, with atawny
beard and snapping blue eyesin asquare

Saxon face. Beneath a mantle of woven wool

he was garbed in the deeved, short-skirted coat
and loose trousers worn by men of Albion, now
cdled by itsinhabitantsthe land of the
Anglo-Saxons, or England.

"My lord Godwine, Earl of Wessex and

Kent," announced the smal boy who trotted
besde him, panting.

Mal colm sat bolt upright on hisbench, his
faceimpassve. But the handsthat clasped his
knees were suddenly white-knuckled.

Power meets power, whispered avoicein
Donough's head. Watch for your own

opportunity here.

Chapter Forty-four

On that day at Scone Donough's horizon
expanded in away he had never anticipated. The
trip to Albawas amighty adventure, but with the
arriva of Earl Godwine it became obvious that
Albawas only athreshold; amuch larger world
lay beyond.

Helistened, fascinated, asthe Earl and

Mal colm spoke of London and Normandy and
Rome, of shiftsin power both tempord and
spiritud, of warfare and palitics and the reshaping of the
Anglo-Saxon kingdom.

"Canuteis nothing short of brilliant,”

gtated Earl Godwine unequivocaly. "When he
arrived off our coast in the summer of 1015 witha



fleet of Danish ships, many thought him

little more than an untried youth. There were even
jokes about the boy King of Denmark; some claimed
he brought awet nurse with him.

"But within four months no one wasjoking.

Canute had complete military control of

Wessex and was not only extending Swein's
conquests but making new ones. | thought it
expedient then to dly with him--adecison | have
never regretted. | owe my recent earldom

to him. My wifeisafull-blooded Dane and

her brother UIf ismarried to one of Canute's

ggters. Our children will ascend with Canute's Star.
"At thetime Canute began his military

campaign there was dready great dissatisfaction, even
rebdllion, againg the Saxon King Aethelred.

Eadric of Mercia, one of hisforemost

critics, openly dlied himself with the Danes.

He did return to the king's Side, however--for a
while

"Much too late, Aethdred raised an army.

When the London militiarefused to join them,

it disntegrated. Meanwhile, Canute played

on the fears of the people by harrying the unprotected
shires. One after another, they fell to him.

"When Aethdlred conveniently died hisson

succeeded him, but Edmund Ironside had little more
success againg Canute than hisfather before him. A
great battle was fought for London, and Eadric

of Merciafled thefied, taking many warriors
withhim."

"I heard that he deliberately betrayed the

king," Macolm commented.

"I wastold you had long ears,"” replied

Godwine with respect. "Y our informants are

correct. In the event, the Anglo-Saxon

defense collgpsed.

"But | must admit Edmund Ironside

proved so formidable in the face of disaster that he
won the hearts of many who had not previousy
supported him. Canute was shrewd enough

to recognize this. He met Edmund on an

idand in the Severn and the two made a pact by which the
land was divided, with Wessex going to Edmund and the
country beyond the Thamesto Canute. Even
Canute's enemies were impressed by thisexample

of generogity to agdlant foe.

"Such adivison could not last, of course. When
Edmund died not long after, Canute became King

of England amaost by acclamation. The people were hungry for a



srong man."

Irdland, said the voice in Donough's head.

The people are hungry for astrong man.

He leaned forward on his bench, absorbing every word
as Earl Godwine described the means by which
Canute had consolidated his hold on England.
Although Swein had been apagan, hisson

Canute undertook to promote the Christian

religion and protect and enrich itsclerics.

He becamethefirg Viking leader to join the
exclusveranksof Chrigian kings. Thus

he was brought inffcontact with Rome and acquired
political connections none of hisrace had

enjoyed before.

He had aso married Emma, the widow of the dead
King Aethelred.

Malcolm looked surprised. Clearly this,

at least, was newsto him. "But did Canute not
dready have awife?'

Godwines blue eyestwinkled. "He

did. He had married the daughter of awedlthy
Northumbrian landowner not long after arrivingin
England, and she bore him two sonsin very short
order. But once he becameking, hefaced a

threet in the form of the late Aethelred's sons.

Their mother, Emma, was asister of the Duke of
Normandy, and it was feared Normandy would use them
to lay aclam to the English crown.

"He may be a professed Chrigtian, but our

good Canute still has astrong streek of the
barbarian in him; he does not accept the conventions
that limit lesser men,” Godwine continued. "He
promptly announced that his arrangement with the
Northumbrian woman had never been formdized
by the Church, and therefore as a Christian king he could
not consder himsdf lawfully bound to her.

"Then hemarried Emma.

"He now has control of Aethered's sons

plusthe Duke of Normandy for a

brother-in-law. Under the circumstances |

serioudy doubt if Normandy will dispute
Canute'sright to be King of England.”

When Donough at last retired, grainy-eyed

and weary yet exhilrated, he found Gormlaith
waiting for him. She wanted to hear every detail
concerning the Saxon vistors.

Once he would have tried to avoid her. Now, in
pity, he spent as much time with her as he could.
"Why hasthis Godwine cometo Macolm's



court?' shewanted to know after Donough

recounted al he could recall of the conversationin the
audience chamber.

"For the same reason everyone €lse comes--to gain
something for himsalf. Nothing was said in my hearing, but |
have the profound conviction that Ma colm summoned
him, or at least invited him, for avery specific

reason.”

"What?"

"As Godwine made clear in the audience

chamber today, he hasthe ear and the trust of King
Canute. | think Macolm will mekehima

generous offer in return for Godwinesusing his
influence to dissuade Canute from attempting the
conquest of Alba."

"What has Ma colm to offer that Godwine would
want?'

Donough's eyes narrowed to ditsin the

torchlight. But Gormlaith was not looking &t his

eyes. Shefound hersdf staring at his hand, upon which
gleamed thering of Brian Boru.

"A powerful dly inlrdand," said the

deep voice she knew so well.

Gormlath smiled.

"Godwine has hisown amhbitions” Donough

went on. "He said quite candidly that he would not mind
seeing ason of hison the English king-seat one

day. Andliance with thelrish Ard Ri would be very
beneficid in such acircumstance, and that, |

suspect, iswhat Macolm meansto offer

him."

"Games" murmured Gormlaith. "Theold

games, ah, how well | know them. And how

perfectly this comestogether for you! An dliance with the
King of England ..." Reaching out, she stroked the
massive gold ring on her son'sfinger.

"Thet potentid dlianceisbased on my being

Ard Ri, which | am not,” Donough reminded his
mother.

When Gormlaith's eyesmet him they were

glazed; they looked dmogt blind. He wondered if
shesaw himat dl.

Y et she seemed to know who he was. She said,
"With such forces behind you as you are now gathering, who
could stand againgt you? Not that flabby old man
Madachi, surely.”

"l cannot be Ard Ri without first being King of
Mungter. That, need | remind you, isatitle

my brother holdswith al the determination of ahound
clinging to thethroat of astag.”



Gormlath gave anegligible

wave of her hand. "A temporary inconvenience.
"What do you mean?"

"Ask Macolm--hewill tell you. Ask him

just how he arranged to become King of Alba."

But when Donough questioned Macolm on the
subject, he was met with such evasions he began

to suspect a val uable secret was being withheld from
him.

"When Godwine has gone and we return

to Glamis," Macolm said, "we can discussthese
things. There are some matters one should not mention when
foreignersare about.”

| am aforeigner, thought Donough. How

much is being kept from me?

The fact that he was not privy to dl of

Mal colm's conversations with Godwine heightened his
suspicions.

After afortnight Godwine departed with the air of a
man who has got al he camefor, and the King of
Albaand hisretinue set out for Glamis.

The pile of dark stonelooked more forbidding than
ever asthey approached it through adriving rain.
Gormlaith, wrapped in leather cloaks and seated
upon a sure-footed pony, stared at the Alban
sronghold asif she had never seen it before, then
gazed wildly around and caled out, "Whereisthis?
Where are we?"

Donough left Macolm and went to ride beside

her, talking gently to her in avoice shedid not

seem to hear. But by the time they wereingde she
seemed hersdf again.

Within the stern walls there were fires blazing
cheerfully and the air rang with the squed s of children. The
two little boys, Thorfinn and Duncan, wereracing
through the castle, playing a war. The King of

Alba had no sooner entered his hall than they
caromed into him, glanced off, laughed, and ran on
without so much as abackward glance.

Ma colm smiled indulgently. "Have you

sons?" he asked Donough as Blanaid came

forward to greet them.

"Not yet. My wife died before any children were
bornto us”

Mal colm turned and met Gormlaith's

eyes. Intercepting the look that passed between them,
Donough recognized conspiracy

That same night Donough repeated the question
Gormlaith had bade him ask Macolm. He



even used the same wording she had used, a

fact not lost on the king.

"Arranged?' Malcolm repested. "Who said

| "arranged” to becomeking?'

"My mother."

"Ah." For amoment the Scot's face |ooked

more somber than usua. "She wasreferring to

... to pillow talk, | believe. One should be

careful what one saysin the dark to awoman.”

"I sugpect my mother has agift for working
secrets out of men.”

"Y our mother has many gifts. Inaway | shall

be sorry to see her leave; some of her ideas have
been ... very vduable. | shall answer your question asa
favor to her." With hiseyes, Macolm

summoned aservant, who hadtily refilled his

and Donough's cups. Then the king led the way

to his private chamber.

It was Donough'sfirgt visit to the chamber. He
was careful not to let hiseyeslinger on the bed.
Seating himsdlf on abench beside alow table that
held arichly ornamented Silver casket,

Malcolm took a deep drink from his cup, then
began. "Before me, Kenneth the Second considered
himsdf King of the Scots and the Ficts. Like mysdf,
he was descended from Kenneth Mac Alpin. As
issometimesthe casein Irdland, | believe,
kingsin Albaare chosen from aternate branches
of theroya house, but my predecessor came from
asecondary branch and was not entitled to the
kingship. Not by my reckoning.

"Besides, hewas abad king, wesk in battle and
vadillating in judgment.”

Ma colm paused and drew a deep bresth,

flaring hisnodtrils. "So | killed him."

"You.."

"Killed him. An ancient and honorable way

of proving onesdlf the better man.”

"Isit? Ancient, indeed, but honorable?

My fether did not kill Maachi Mor; he

proved himsdlf the better man without bloodshed.”
"And overthrew the concept of aternate
successon for the high kingship; yes, | know. It

is dangerous, young Donough, this breaking with
tradition. Listen to aman who has had
consderable experience. The old ways are best;
smple and straightforward.

"Y our father changed thingstoo much too fast in
Ireland. Now heisgone, the old verities

are swept away, and there has not been timefor a



new tradition to grow strong roots.

Madachi Mor can neither replace Brian

Boru, nor restore the system that was destroyed.
"So | do not advocate your father's methods.

If he had killed Maachi, you would not have him
standing between you and the high kingship.”
"YouareaChrigianking ..."

"l am, | endow churches and monasteries.”

"... yet you advocate murdering your

rivas?' Donough finished.

"Murder isthe wrong term. | advocate

politica nation when necessary, for the, ah,
greater good."

"And doesit not weigh heavily on your
conscience?'

Malcolm did not blink. "No. A king cannot

afford a conscience. There are other things he
requires, however. Y our mother and | have discussed this
and she made an excellent suggestion.”

"Any suggestion of herswould be suspect.

My mother isno longer sane." Saying thewords
hurt, but honesty impelled Donough to say them.
Ma colm's mouth twisted. "Who is sane?
Sheisdill clever. She put forward a proposa

on your behaf which will be advantageousto dl of
us"

"My mother has no authority to make
proposason my behaf," said Donough

heatedly.

"Don't get prickly with me, lad. Just

listen. Thismay bethelast thing your poor mother ever
asksof you."

Chaepter Forty-five

We returned to Ireland in an Orkney

longship arranged by Macolm. With uswe carried
numerous gifts he had given me, the plansand
dreamsthevisit had indtilled in me, and astrong,
dlent Scot whose sole function was to take care

of my mother.

By thetime we left Albait was obvious

to everyone that the Princess of Leinster was mad.
She who had not spoken the name of Brian

Boru for years had begun talking to him

congtantly. Sometimes she was looking at Malcolm
as she spoke; sometimes at me. But she wastalking
only to Brian. Shewould no longer respond

to anyone ese.

The spring winds were kind to us; the Viking ship with



its shalow draught flew like abird

over the waves.

Sttinginitswalg, | passed thetime

by endeavoring to play my father's harp. Cumara
taught me what he had learned from Mac Liag.

| could see why Cumara had never followed hisfather
asabard, however. He did not have an ingtinctive
understanding of the music inherent inwordsor inan
ingrument. He knew which stringsto pluck in what
order, but he could not make the harp sing.

After abit of ingtruction, my fingers sought the
gringswith awill of their own, and the sounds | summoned,
if not aways accurate, were at least musical.

The damp seaair was bad for the harp, and her
voice was soon tarnished. Y et she answered my
touch asif sheknew me, and | rgjoiced in her
company.

One evening the dark caught us before we had found
asuitable harborage, and the ship glided on for a
time, propelled by her sail. A slence

descended; the hard bitten men of Orkney rested

on their oars and listened to me play. Theair was
unseasonably warm, and soft. A risng moon
shoneslver.

In memory | can il seethat paleface,

wreathed in shreds of cloud.

Inmemory | can till see my mother come swaying
toward me, with her keeper following to see shedid
not hurt hersaf. She made her way the length of the
ship to knedl at my feet and rest her head against
my knee.

"Play," shesad oftly. "Play themusic

you composed for me, my Brian."

Chapter Forty-six

Never before had Cera celebrated the rites of

spring with such happy abandon. She danced, she
hummed, she glowed.

"Donough will return to uswith the leaves" she

explained to her father.

"To us?You mean, to you."

"Perhgps| do."

The blind man put his hand on his daughter'sarm.

"Don't gart living in the future until it

arrives, pet. Prince Donough may indeed

return to Ireland soon--or he may naot, there

isno predicting the movements of princes. But

ether way, hewill havethings on hismind that have nothing
to do with you. Do not expect him to come running to you the



day he setsfoot on the shore.”

Living with druids had amplified

Peadraic's senses. He could not see Cera, but
he could fed waves of heet radiating from her
soirit. "Ligento me" he said emphaticaly.

"Be patient, bide your time. What isfor you will

"... not pass by me, | know, you'vetold me

that for aslong as| can remember. But how can |
st with my handsfolded and do nothing? Lifeis

to belived; you've told me that, too!"

She pulled away from her father and ran from the
cabin.

Beyond the oak woods that embraced their home, the
land roseinto a succession of rocky hills. A
swift-flowing stream ran through these hillson its
way to the Fergus, watering the roots of numerous
rowan trees. On summer nights white moths
collected amid the rowan. In the autumn,

Cerds sgter brewed arefreshing beverage from
fermented rowan berries. But in early spring the
power of the rowan was most potent, shimmering amost
visbly through the slver-gray bark.

Thiswasthe tree Ceranow sought, the fabled tree
of gpeed and protection, the tree of summoning and
welcoming. When she found a specimen whose
branches extended eastward like outreaching arms, she
knelt a its base and made asmall offering.

Then she set to work.

Aboard the Orkney longship, Donough put

aside his harp to gaze out across the greenish-blue
water. He avoided looking a Gormlaith.

To cdm her lagt night the captain of thelongship
had donated his own measure of ale, and the big
Scot held her down while Donough forced her
todrink al of it. Today she was bleary-eyed and
nauseous, but at least she was quiet. Huddled in
ablanket, she sat inert and unaware.

"| shdl haveto take her to Dublin, to Sitric,"
Donough told Fergd. "Advise our captain
accordingly. | cannot keep her with me under the
circumstances, her presence would be crippling.”
Once he madethisdecison, dl hisplans

became more substantia. Making arrangements for
Gormlaith was now thefirst step in acareful
campaign. Donough expected Sitric

to complain mightily, but at the end of the day hewould
not throw Gormlaith out into the road.

As he watched the sea dipping past the prow,



in hismind Donough was dready taking the

next step. Upon returning to Thomond he would
rally as many followers as he could, then request a
convening of the brehons a Cashel. Hewould ...
A shiver ran across his shoulders. It was cold

on the sea but he wore a heavy fur mantle,

the gift of Macolm. He should not have felt the

Thereit was again. With the shiver came alonging so
panful it waslikeafig to the bdly. "Ceral"
Donough heard himsdf cdl out.

"What?' Fergd glanced toward him. "Did

you say something to me?"

"l ...ah, I did not. | wasjust thinking

aloud, | suppose.”

Hiscousn squinted a him. "Areyou dl right,
Donough?Y ou've gonevery pae."

"I'mfine. Just eager to be home again,

to make things happen.”

Ferga grinned. ™Y ou will make things happen;
theres no doubt of it. Just don't forget your old
friends”

A shadow crossed Donough's face. For just

one moment he smelled green grass, flowers
blooming, felt Cerain hisarms. "'l never

forget," hesad.

Thepainin hisvoice puzzled hiscousin.

Donough st very Hill, waiting.

Thefeding, when it came again, wasamost
overpowering. It was dl he could do to keep from leaping
from the ship and swvimming franticdly toward
Ireland.

"Hurry!" he shouted to the captain. "Can you not

go any fagter?'

The Orkneyman was losing patience with his
passengers. That business with the woman last night
was bad enough; he resented having alandman
criticizetheway he salled. "You'l get

there when you get there," he responded in asurly
tone, "and not a moment sooner.”

When they caught their first glimpse of thelrish
coastline, Donough thought his heart would legp from his
breast. But there were practical considerations

to digtract him. The decision to put ashore a
Dublin added to their sailing time, and aso meant they
would receive an uncertain welcome.

"I have done some trading with the Dublin

Danes," the Orkney captain said, "but if the

Irish hold the city now, they might meet my

crew with spears.”



"If theIrish hold Dublin youll

be safe, because you'rein the employ of an Irish
prince" Donough assured him. Privately

he wondered, however, just what the Stuation might be
in Dublin. Wasit possible Maachi could have

sized thecity?

They beached the longship at the mouth of the

Liffey, where the Vikings had built wooden
wharvesto facilitate the loading and unloading of
cargo. Even before they went ashore it was obvious
that the city was till under Viking control, dthough an
occasiond, unmistakably Gadlic face

appeared in the crowds thronging the quayside.
Asthe gtench of the city enfolded him, Donough

felt hissense of Cerareceding. Shewasa

cresture of meadow and mountain; her voice was lost
in the dlamor of Dublin.

"Keep afirm hold on my mother," he

advised the big Scot as, surrounded by hismen,

he set out for Sitric's stronghold.

Sitric wasfar from pleased to see his

haf-brother--or their mother. When the sentries
announced Donough's arrivd, the Dane | eft

them waiting at the gates for along time before they were
findly ushered into the hall.

"What do you want here?' was Sitric

Silkbeard's gredting.

Armed warriorsringed the room. Although they were
indoors, a Sitric's command they had donned

their Viking helmets, conical metal capswith

nose protectors and eye-ditsthat gave them
auniquely sinister gppearance.

Donough was not intimidated; he understood the
game. "Put down your wegpons at the door,"

he said loudly to hismen. "Wewon't need them

here

Then hemet Sitricseyes. "Will we."

It was not aquestion.

The Viking hesitated. "No," he said a

last. "Put down your spears,” he ordered his

guards. "Now, Donough. What's this about?"

"I haveto leave Gormlaith with you, as| cannot

keep her any longer.”

Sitric scowled. "Not even for half the

year?'

"Not even for aday, not now. | shall betraveling
light and fadt, as| have much to do. Shewill be
better off here”

Sitric looked past Donough to the silent

woman who stood wrapped in amantle, her



head hanging apatheticaly. He noted the

Scot who kept afirm grip on her shoulder.
"Isthiswhat you want, Mother?' heinquired.
Gormlaith did not respond. She did not
evenlift her head.

Sitric strode toward her and bent dightly

to get agood look at her downturned face.
What he saw horified him. Her eyeswere
perfectly blank and athin drool of spittle

ran down her chin.

"What have you doneto her?' he demanded of
Donough.

"Nothing. | took her to Albawith me because she
ingsted on going, and while we were there she began
to seethings. Hear things. Tak tothin air. She
was not injured in any way, shejust ..." He
lifted his hands pam upward in agesture of

hel plessness.

"Jugt went med,” Sitric finished for him.
"Indeed. | regret it bitterly, but it was

nothing anyone did to her. She was still sane, at
least part of thetime, until we left Alba

Sane enough to extract promisesfrom me," he
added under his breath. "But once we were on the open
sea she became as sheisnow. | don't think
theres any way back for her."

When Sitric put atentative hand on
Gormlaith's shoulder she gave no sign of
recognition. Only the big Scot responded,
waiching the Viking warily.

Sitric turned back to Donough. "I think

we had better talk," he said.

A chamber wasfound for Gormlaith. Emer

refused to have anything to do with her, so her Scottish
attendant bathed her, fed her, put her into bed.
Meanwhile Donough's men circulated

uneadly among the Vikingsin the sronghold, and
Donough and Sitric talked.

Food and drink were provided: roast mest,

dried fruit, horns of Danish de. But neither

man had much appetite--except for the de.

They were naturdl enemieswith nothing in common but
the womb that bore them. Y et the tragedy of
Gormlaith was enough to alow them to spesak to one another
with tense aivility.

"Under Brehon Law," Donough told

Sitric, "her kindred must carefor her. But in

truth she hasfew kindred |ft dive, only

yoursdf and myself. And | don't suppose you



recognize Brehon Law anyway."

"I do not. The same custom pertains among the
Vikings, however. We would not put a madwoman
out in the snow--at least, not so long as we had enough
food for her without starving ourselves.”

"And do you?'

"Things have not gone well since Clontarf,"
admitted Sitric, "but | can fill another

mouth. I'm il king of the Dublin Danes, and asyou
no doubt saw down at the quay, trade

continues. Trade always continues, no matter
who'sin power," he added.

Donough cocked his head for amoment, then smiled
and sad, "It'satrade | haveto offer you."

"Y ou brought meriches from Alba?'

"Inamanner of speaking. In Albal

acquired some powerful dlies, not the least of them
being King Macolm. | now have more supporters
across the seathan Maachi Mor could ever call
upon. What does that suggest to you, Sitric?!

The Danefolded hisarms across hischest. "Go

on, I'mligtening.”

"I can make life very hard for you, or not, as

| seefit.”

"Mdachi's been making life hard enough for me.
He and hisfollowers attack my people on any
pretext. He's worse than arash of

nettles. That old man'strying to bash hisway

back into akingly reputation.”

"There are better waysto win akingly

reputetion, Sitric.”

"Areyou suggesting atruce between usif I'm
willing to take Gormlaith off your hands
permanently?"

Donough cocked hishead again. "Isatruce
possible between us, after Clontarf?*

"Mdachi would say no."

"I'm not asking Mdachi. I'm asking my

brother.”

Sitric took along pull of defrom his

drinking horn. "Haf-brother," he

corrected. "That makes adifference. Y our father was
aGad, mineaDane. Born enemies, some

might say.”

"That doesn't mean we can't cometo an
accommodation now. The world has moved on.
Ireland has moved on."

"Y ou may think so, but some thingsdon't

change" Sitric replied. "My wife

hates Gormlaith as water hatesfire."



"Emer and | are blood kin too.

If I could persuade her to accept the

arrangement, what then”?”"

Sitric dug into his beard, scratching with

blackened fingernails. "Old enmitiesgo

deep. You don't likeme, | don't likeyou. And
Clontarf isan open wound.”

"Itis" Donough agreed somberly. "But

it'sover. No one can bring back the dead, on

your side or mine. Heréswhat | propose,

Sitric: Give Gormlaith ahomefor therest

of her life, and inreturn, | shall never take

up amsagaingt you or your people without first meeting you and
making every effort to resolve our differences.”
"Youreasmad assheis. That isn't theway

things are done."

"That'show my father did them."

A musclejumped in Sitric'sjaw.

"Your father. Yes. But hewas..."

"Whatever hewas, | mean to be. Have we an
agreement or not?"

Sitric eyed Donough with agrudging

respect. "Y ou redly think you're going to be Ard
Ri?'

"Answer my question.”

"Y ou don't know what you're asking of me.

Any time spent under the same roof with Emer and
Gormlaith together is enough to make aman tear out his
hair with both hands. Y ou are requiring agreat
sacrifice on my part--in return for what?'

"In return for my solemn pledge that, when

| an Ard Ri, you shdl be undisputed king of the
Dublin Danes, and the pendlties exacted against
you snce Clontarf shal berescinded.”

"What about Maachi Mor?'

"| cannot speak for Maachi Mor. Aslong as
heisArdRi ..." Donough deliberately

|eft the sentence unfinished.

Sitric took another drink of ae. Then,
unexpectedly he laughed. "Y ou're good! |

giveyou that, you're very good. | might dmost hear
your father talking. | suppose this means you will
expect my support when you undertake to claim the
high kingship?'

"It would beto your advantage," Donough told
him. "But it won't make any substantial

difference. | told you, | have Macolm of

Alba And for that matter," he added casudly,

"an dliance with the King of England.”

Sitric'sjaw dropped. "Y ou what?'



At Kill Daua, Brother Declan was

continuing to record the litany of carnage and
pillage sweeping the country. No longer was he
concentrating on Viking depredations; he wrote of
Irish princes renewing old battlesfor
supremecy.

"Madachi Mor endeavorsto control the
violence with greater violence," he entered in the
annals, "but heis not successful. Haherty,
grandson of Eochaid, King of Ulster, has been
blinded by Nidl, son of Eochaid. The men of
Bregahave dain achieftain of Mugorn. The
Tanis of Delbhnawas brutally murdered in his
own home. Ruadri of the Nechach has been
killed by arival from Fernmai."

"No oneissafein Irdland these days,”
complained Cathd Mac Manegrimly. "The
land iscursed.”

He knew the source of the curse. He

reviewed his epistolary bombardment of his
superiors, demanding extirpation of the druids.

Once Donough had come to an agreement with
Sitric, he had along and unpleasant

conversation with Emer. He could not offer his
half-gster the same inducements. Nothing would
make her accept Gormlaith gladly. "And if

my husband does, or says he does, you should not
trust him," she warned Donough.

"Och, | don't trust him. But | understand

him; he only respects sirength. Aslong as

| have sufficient strength, he will keep hisword
tome"

"He didn't keep the truce he made with

our father," Emer reminded her half-brother.

"He had Gormlaith at his shoulder, urging

him on. It would take a stronger man than

Sitric Silkbeard to resst Gormlaith at

the height of her powers. But those powers are gone
now, and it ismy duty to do what | canto carefor
her. | ask you to do the same, in the name of our
kinship. Father would want that," he added.
Tearsshimmered in Emer's eyes. 'Y ou cannot
gpeek for him, and you have no right to invoke his name that
way. Itisntfar."

"l can speak for him," said Donough Mac

Brian.

He paid hismother onelast vist beforeleaving her



in Dublin. He did not think she would

recognize him, but when he entered her chamber her
Scottish attendant said, " She's having agood

day.”

Donough looked at the empty-faced woman
dumped on abench. "How can you tdll?*

"I'm used to her ways now."

"That'swhy | want you to stay with her.

Sitric will give her shelter and food, but the

only way | can guarantee shewill be properly

cared for isif her attendant is answerable

to me. | shall reward you handsomely, and when ... when
you are no longer needed, you may either return

to Albaor | shdl giveyou land here; good land,
fertile soil .

The Scot did not hesitate. "'I'm your

man," hesaid. "l won't go back. It's

coldinAlba"

Donough sat down beside his mother. He wanted
to take her hand, but such gestures had never been
employed between them and would seem unnatura now.
Not knowing what else to do, he spoke of hisplans
to her for awhile, then, when she was unresponsive,
he stood up with asigh. "1'd best be going,”

he told the Scot. "Be good to her.”

He was amost out the door when he heard her
voice, asthin and insubstantial asthat of aghost.
"Remember your promiseto me," said

Gormlath.

Donough whirled around.

Her faded eyesmet his. "Y ou made me a

promise. Thelast thing | shdl ever ask of you."

"l won't forget," he said hoarsdly. "'l

will keep my vow to you ... Mother."

After he had gone, Gormlaith stared &t the

empty doorway for along time. Then her dry,
cracked lips shaped aname.

Chapter Forty-seven

Maachi Mor felt stretched very thin. He

had never fully recovered from the deaths of his

sons, but aslong as he kept busy he could

avoid thinking about them. Hisyearswere againgt him,
however. Each day he felt wearier, more

despondent; each day he fought back with al the

fury he could mugter.

But he had to admit to himsdif it was not enough.
Learning that Donough Mac Brian had

returned to Irdland and gone straight to Sitric



Silkbeard did not improve his

humor. "He'sa schemer like hisfather," Mdachi
told his courtiers. "No doubt he's plotting

some evil with the Dublin Danes.”

S0 he was astonished when Donough arrived at
Dun na Sciath and offered to put himself and his
followersat Maachi's service.

It wasthefirgt time the two had met face

to face. The Ard Ri expected an impudent

youth; hefound himsdf facing adisturbingly
familiar man.

"Why would you want to help me?' Maachi

asked suspicioudy. "What benefit do you

Seek?!

Donough replied with adisarming smile, Y ou have
lost sonswho should be fighting beside you. | havelost
afather."

"I can't replace your father."

"Nor can | replace your sons," Donough

replied, aware of theirony inthe Ard Ri's

words even if Maachi wasnot. "But | havea
number of supportersin Thomond, good fighting
men dl of them. | think an dliance would beto the
advantage of both of us."

At Cashd, Carroll could hardly contain
himself. Messengers from the northeast had begun
reporting asuccession of victories on the part
of the Ard Ri, and the name of Donough Mac Brian
was dwaly's prominently mentioned.
"Heisacquitting himsdlf in away that would
make hisfather proud,” the historian said.
"Prince Donough ishelping the Ard Ri

to restore, at last, amodicum of order."

"Why ismy brother fighting for the High King?"
Teigue asked peevishly. "Isnot his place
herein Mungter?'

Maevefdt compelled to befair. "You

denied him aplace in Mungter," she reminded
her husband.

"l did no such thing. | just refused to alow

him to take over Kincora."

"Y et you no longer livethere yoursdlf.”

"I shdl whenitisfully rebuilt.”

"All thework isdone, they say."

"Areyou so anxiousto go back there?’

Maeve sighed. "1 would redly like to go back
to our homein the valley west of Kincora," she
sadwi/lly. "But | suppose..."

"No," Teiguesad. "l an King of



Munster now."

In the cabin among the oaks, Cerawaited.

She knew Donough wasin Irdland; she could fed

him. But he was agreet distance from her and she could not
draw him closer.

Sometimes she fdlt that hewasin great danger.

Then she employed dl she knew of druidry

to keep him safe.

The Ui Caisin had long been an

exceptionaly contentioustribe. Their neighbors
feared and hated them, and their incessant cattle
raiding had sparked a hundred bitter feuds.

So many had complained to the Ard Ri thet at last
Maachi, with Donough beside him, led asmall

army south and west from Kildare to the territory of the
Ui Casn.

The season was high summer. Hedgerows hummed
with insect life, and ashe sat at ease on his

lightly sweseting horse, Donough could smell the
fragrance of sun-warmed earth. Herode at the

head of the warrior band, alowing only Maachi

to precede him. Having learned alesson from the
head wound a Annacotty, he now never went

on such expeditions without wearing a padded iron
helmet and ashirt of iron linksin the Viking

gyle. Hedid not include aViking axe

among his weaponry, however.

Donough preferred the sword.

In the bright sunshine, his hdmet wastoo hot.

He debated with himsdlf about removing it, then
decided to keep it on. He would not let the men

see him giving in to discomfort. He was stronger than
the Ard Ri.

Madachi wasfinding such campaignsincreasngly
difficult. In recent years he had been

plagued with hemorrhoids, which maderiding an
agony, but he wastoo old to walk. Face

white with pain, he rode on asaddle thickly

padded with fur cushions, and insisted that his mounts
either walk or canter, but never trot.

Donough was contemptuous. "That pathetic old
man," he said privately to Ferga and

Ronan. He did not say it in Cumaras

presence, however. Cumara had spent yearstaking
care of an old man, and his sympathies were with
Maachi.

Asthey neared the land of the Ui Caisin, the Ard

Ri seemed to shrink in upon himself. He was gathering



his energies as best he could for another of

those battles he had come to dread.

But he was not prepared for the Ui Caisin when they
came exploding out of the undergrowth.

Even Donough was caught by surprise. Almost

before he knew what was happening, awarrior had
grabbed the bridle of his horse and was wrenching the
animd's head around, trying to makeit fal and
pinitsrider.

"Maggot!" screamed Donough. Hetore his

sword from its sheath and hacked furioudly at the

man on the ground, driving him back. Meanwhile
another of the enemy vaulted onto his horse from behind
and tried to strangle him, but Donough twisted around
and knocked his attacker off the horse, then did

to the ground himsdif, ready to fight.

By now Donough was very familiar with battle. It

had arhythm: lunge forward, dash and thrugt,

fall back, adjust your balance, attack again.

A good sword could weave ashield of metal in

the air around you. And there was aways aman guarding his
back; usualy Fergal.

Hewas young and it was summer, and he thought himsdlf
invulnerable.

Catharnach, son of Aedh, chieftain of the

Ui Caidn, did not know the identities of any

of thewarriorswho had invaded his homeland under the
banner of the Ard Ri. Asfar as he was concerned
they were dl The Enemy. But he did want

credit for bringing down the most able of them, the
champion. And from theway he wasfighting, dancing
on the balls of hisfeet, the champion appeared

to be the very tal man with the flowing auburn
moustache.

Brandishing an axe, Catharnach ran toward

Donough.

Cerawas knedling beside a stream, washing her
hair, when a cold white lightning burst over

her. She sat up abruptly, dinging back her

hair. Water cascaded from her head and ran down
insde her clothes, but she did not notice.
Thelightning vanished, and thelight withiit. Yet
the sun was dtill vishle. A strange murky
grayness had descended, however, and achilling
cold.

She could taste blood in her mouth.

She leaped to her feet and ran toward the rowan
trees.



Donough wasjarred by theimpact as his sword
grated against bone. The man whoseribs he had just
laid bare shrieked in pain and spun away from

him, staggered, fell. Donough temporarily

switched the sword to hisleft hand and gave his
right arm avigorous shake to relieve the shock.

At that moment aflorid young man with abutton
nose and sweat-drenched yellow curlsflung

himself forward, screaming abéttle cry. He

swung amighty sdeways axe blow at

Donough's neck, meaning to decapitate him.

The attack caught Donough off-baance. He

flung up hisright hand ingtinctively, deflecting

the blow, and heard the axe boom against hisiron
helmet.

For a measureless moment there was no pain, only
ablinding white light. Donough rocked on his

feet. In hisleft hand his sword seemed

incredibly heavy; he could hardly lift it. When

he tried to launch a counterblow dizziness washed
over him and his effort was wesk, badly aimed. The
man legped nimbly out of range then came toward
him again, grinning in anticipation of an easy

kill.

Fergd cut him down from behind. Catharnach

fell without ever knowing what hit him.

Fergd caught Donough before he collapsed.

"Over here... thisway ..." He half-carried

his cousin away from the fighting toward the shelter of a
copse of trees.

Donough il had not redlized that he was injured.
He could not understand why the countryside seemed to be
spinning around him. In hisearsaroaring rose and
fell like the voice of the sea; he was very nauseated.
Looking up, hetried to focuson his

rescuer'sface. "'I'm not seasick,” he

mumbled. "I don't get seasick anymore,

Fergd.”

The other laughed without humor. "Werea

long way from the sea. Y ou're axe-sick, you are.
Anditlookslikeyou'velost ahand.”

Chapter Forty-Eight

Cerawasfrantic with anxiety. Hewas

badly hurt and she did not know where he was,
nor wastheretimeto find him.

She had tasted hisblood in her mouth.

Until long after moonrise she was scouring the



fieldsand forests for every form of medicament

that might be of use. Gathering them with the
appropriate signsand spells, she carried

them to the bank of the stream. There she built a

large fire. When the heat was enough to warm the sapin
the nearest trees and thick smoke was billowing out
over the swift-flowing water, she consgned her
collection to theflames.

For the second timein hislife Donough had lost
consciousness as the result of a battle injury, but
thistime he did not wake up with his head in someone's
lap. Nor was his awvakening painless.

"Sweset Jesus," he groaned as he

became aware of an agonizing throbbing al dong
theright sde of hisbody. Hisarm fdlt asif it

were being crushed between giant jaws.

With an effort of concentration, he recalled the
battle. He had adim memory of an axe

flashing in the sun; then nothing. He groaned again.
Footsteps approached and he heard Fergdl's
voice asif from agreat distance. "Y ou're awake
then? God be praised; we thought we'd lost you."
"Fergd?' Donough's tongue seemed tofill

his mouth, making it hard to speak clearly.

His cousin squatted beside him, saying, "Don't

try to talk, save your strength. If you redlly
aregoing to live, well make alitter for

carrying you."

"Madachi ..."

"Cdébrating victory. Hell start for

Dun na Sciath tomorrow."

"l can't..."

"Of courseyou cant, it'stoo far. Well

take you on to Thomond, it's much nearer and you'l
be safe there. Drink this, then rest.”

Fergad held acup of water to hislipsand

Donough sipped obediently, though even that effort
made his arm throb.

Hedid away into abuzzing darkness.

By dawnlight he learned the extent of his

injury. When he awoke, in spite of the pain he
made himsalf unwrap the bloodstained cloth someone
had bound around hisright arm. The fingers of hisleft
hand were siff and clumsy asif shrinking from their
task. Before he had finished aclammy swest
formed on hisforehead.

Thenthearm lay reveded.

It was S0 purple and swollen at first he could not
tell itstrue condition, only that the contours were



wrong.

He peered closer. Nausea swept over him

agan.

Mogt of his hand was missng.

The axe had sheared off hisfingersat an angle
from between thumb and forefinger to just above the knob of
wrigtbone. Only the thumb itsdf remained. Stubs
of splintered bone and severed tendon fibers
protruded from a crust of dried blood.

Donough could only stare.

Ferga bent over him. "Nasty," he commented.
"Ronan said you would probably die."

Donough gritted histegth. "Tell him |

agopreciae hisfathinme”

With alaugh, Fergd straightened. "Och,

you're better. Y ou shouldn't be, but you are.
Cumara™ he shouted. "Come here and take a

look at this."

Cumarajoined them, looking, as aways,

worried. He examined the exposed injury, then
shook his head. "Ronan told us the hand would
fester and we would haveto cut off thewholearm.”
Donough'stoes curled in anguished

anticipation. "Not my arm, you don't! It

ian't festering, see?"

"It doesn't appear to be," Cumara

reluctantly agreed. "But it should. We had

nothing with which to treat the wound, al we did was wash
away the worst of the blood with water from a stream.
| cannot understand why ..."

"l am hedling to spite Ronan," Donough

interrupted. "Whereis he?'

Fergd's scowl of disgpproval told the

gory. "He's gone with Mdachi. Said hewasa
warrior and you would not be fighting any more battles,
s0.."

"S" Thepainin Donough'sarm was

excruciating, but no lessthan his sense of

betraya. He was determined to | et neither show.
Keeping hisface stony, he said, "The next time

we go to war we will be better off without him.”
"The next time?' Fergd |ooked

quizzicd.

"Therewill beanext time," Donough promised.
"I'veonly lost part of ahand. I'malong

way from dead, no matter what Ronan thinks."
Helooked a Cumara. " shdl need some

placeto rest and heal. Can we go to your house on
Lough Derg?"

"| gaveit up to someone esewhen | joined



you," Mac Liag's son replied.

"ThereésKincora, of course.”

"Not yet. Not until | walk through those

gates with the full approva of thelaw.”

"What about Kill Daua?' suggested

Fergd. "The physician of the Da Caiscan

take alook at that arm, though in truth there
seemslittle for him to do. And the good brothers can care
for you until you recover.”

Donough gtarted trying to rewrap the arm, but he
wastoo clumsy. A solicitous Cumaratook

over thetask.

Looking the other way, Donough said, "Kill
Dauawould not be my first choice, but |

suppose it'sthe best under the circumstances. And
| won't need alitter. If you will lead my

horse, Fergd, | canride.”

Therebuilt monastery at Kill Dauawas

Cathd Mac Main€es pride and joy. The

abbot went on atour of ingpection dmost daily,
feasting his eyes on sturdy oak gates and

freshly quarried sonewalls. If the new

structure looked more like afortressthan a
monagtery, the resemblance was intentiond.

Cathd now thought of Kill Dduaasa

Chrigtian stronghold against the pagan forces
arayed againg him.

When theinjured Da cassian prince was brought

to him to recover from hisinjury, Cathal welcomed
him effusvely. The abbot's disenchantment with
Teigue continued, and having Donough under his
influence for atime was aheaven-sent opportunity.
"Youwill bethefirg guest in our new guesting
house," abeaming Cathd informed Donough.
"Anything you require, you have only to ask for.
We are now brewing some very fine mead from our own
honey and apples, and | shall seethat ajugis

kept by your bedside to ease your pain.”

Cathd wastoo friendly, ingtinct warned

Donough. But he was wounded and weary and it was enough
to lie beneath alinen shest, ligening dreamily to the
angelic voices of the brothers asthey changed their
offices.

The abbot assigned severa monksto tend

to his needs. Foremost among them was ayoung local
man called Brother Senan, who had around
Thomond face and a great gap between hisfront
teeth, about which he wasinclined to make jokes.
Under Brother Senan's watchful eye Donough



dept, ate, dept again. Thearm

hedl ed with astonishing rapidity. Sometimes, ashe

lay on his bed gazing out the window at the Sky beyond,
he thought of Cera.

She could fed him; much closer now. At least

hewas gill dive. But she could fed adarkness,

too, likeabruisein fruit. Aninjury. In

spite of al her efforts he was damaged, and the knowledge
tormented her.

She spent more and more time away from the cabin among
the oaks. She could not bear to be under aroof or

within the embrace of four wals.

She did not confide in Padraic. A change

had taken place within her; she wanted to confide

her inmost thoughts only to Donough. Everything of
vauein hersdf was hisnow.

Her longing reached out to him.

As his hedth improved Donough began to read
voracioudy, demanding books be brought to him from the
abbot'slibrary. Hismind was asrestlessas his
body was lacking in vigor. He resented the
periodic exhaudtion that till incapacitated him,
athough Ferchar, chief physician of the Dd

Cais, assured him it was normd for someone who
had suffered such aninjury. "Just rest and give
yoursdf time," he counsdled.

But it was hard to ret, hard to fed life going

on without him.

Donough spoke to Brother Senan. "The abbot
said | could have anything | wanted, so | need you
to do something for me."

"Of course," the monk agreed ashe put a

fresh sheet of linen on Donough's mattress.
Smoothing the fabric over the bag of feathers he
ft amomentary envy, but he quickly extinguished
it and thanked God instead that he was alowed
to deep on aplank.

Donough was saying, "1 want to send word

to CeraNi Padraic that | am injured and would
like to see her. Shel'sthe daughter of my father's
Spear carrier; shelivesnear Ennis.”

Brother Senan flashed a pleasant,

gap-toothed grin. "If she seesmy smile

first, shemay forget al about you," he warned.
"I'm willing to take that chance," replied

Donough, grinning back a him.

When Senan dutifully reported the request

to the abbot, he was startled by Cathal's



response. "Forget we ever had this

conversation.”

"Forget? But Prince Donough warnts...."

"He doesn't know what's good for him. A

woman like that has no business coming within aday's
journey of Prince Donough, and | mean

to protect him from her."

"But what shdl | tell him?"

"Dont tell him anything. Let him

assume the message has been sent--and

ignored.”

Senan was ascrupuloudly honest man and any
deception troubled him, but he was obedient.

While Donough waited for Cerato cometo him,

he began working to restore his strength. Every day he
pushed himsdlf harder, ignoring the order to rest. It
was bad enough that Cerawould find him maimed; he did
not want her to see him weak aswell.
Hewasawarrior. He could not think of himsdlf as
anything other than awarrior. And awarrior must
fight, so he had to relearn the use of wegpons.
Cumara had gone with Fergd to the latter's home
during Donough's recuperation, o Brother Senan
was pressed into service. The bemused monk became
atraining partner, helping Donough adjust to using

his sword |eft-handed.

The weapon was made for aright-handed man, however.
The hilt was awkward in hisleft hand, the balance

of the bladewaswrong. "I'll need anew

sword," Donough told Senan. " Send word

to Odar the smith, at Kincora. Have him cometo me
and we shd| discussitsforging.”

Odar soon arrived and along afternoon was spent in
discussion of hilt shape and blade baance. The

forge at Kincorawas heated white-hot; anew
weagpon was manufactured. Thefina result,

when Odar ddivered it to Kill Daua, was

handsome and well balanced, but Donough could not help
thinking how little it resembled the siword of Brian
Boru.

"With the sword in my left hand | haveto carry the
shield on my right arm," he said to Senan, "which

may be of advantage. When my hand ishidden

behind the shield, no opponent can tell I'm

injured. And listen here to me, Senan: Why not

bind aknifeto my right wrist, with the blade like an
extension of my thumb? That way if | losethe

shidd I'll till have awegpon in either hand.”

"Except you don't have two hands."

"I shall make ahand and ahdf enough,” Donough



replied.

Ashe gained in strength, he undertook daily

practice sessonsin the orchard beyond the

refectory. Brother Bressa complained that it

disturbed his bees and would lower honey production,
but the other monks made a point of visting the
orchard as often asthey could, for the pleasure of
watching. They were sworn to God, but they were born
of awarrior race.

To aman, they admired Donough. He never

gpoke of his mutilation and made no excuses for

it. Nor did hetry to conced it, except when

carrying the shied. The rest of the time he displayed
his damaged arm as fregly asthe other, and soon

no onetook any notice of it.

When the sunlight took on the golden dant

of autumn and harvested apples piled highin

baskets, Donough began to wonder when Cerawould
arive.

She had waited aslong as she could, but at last
she wrapped ashawl around her shoulders, kissed
her father good-bye, and set off eastward, feet
white and bare benesth the hem of her red skirt.
Ceratrusted her intuition to lead her to Donough as
surely asingtinct brought mated birds back

to last summer's nest.

She could fed him. Three days determined
walking should take her to him.

When she gppeared outside the gates of Kill

Da ua she found them closed. But abronze

bell had been set up in aniche, and sherang
thisenergeticdly.

A amadl pand et flushin theleft-hand

gate did open with a squed of wood, and a
tonsured head peered out.

"I want to see Prince Donough Mac

Brian," Ceraannounced.

The monk regarded her owlishly. "Y our name?"
When shetold him, he did the pand shut.
Cerawaited with the taste of anticipation tingling
like mint on her tongue. At last sherang the

bdl again.

A different monk looked out at her and she
repested her request. Thistime shewastold, "The
abbot has been informed.”

"l am not here to see the abbot, but Prince
Donough. | am ... afriend of his, and |

want to know if hessdl right.”

"Peasewait." Once more the pand



closed.

The third time the pand opened, it was Cathal

Mac Maine himsalf who gazed out at her. She
recognized him immediately and braced hersdf for another
unpleasant confrontation, but instead he arranged his
featuresin an expression of polite regret.

"Y ou have cometo vist Prince Donough, |

bdieve?'

"l have

"Then | am sorry to haveto tell you hewill not
seeyou.”

Ceradtared at the abbot. "But I've come a
longway ..."

"Then | am doubly sorry."

Her smdl chin lifted stubbornly. "L et

him tell me himsdif that he does not want to see
me"

Cathd amiled. "He cannot do that without seeing
you, and herefuses. Thereisnothing | can do.
Heisour guest; we cannot ignore hiswishesin

the matter."

"But he'sbeen hurt!"

The abbot looked surprised, but quickly

recovered. "How did you ... indeed, he was

injured in abattle, but heisamost well now.

Y ou heed not concern yoursdlf about him."
Shewas sure he was lying. Faced with his
unyielding determination, the closed gates, the

high stone wall, she was effectively blocked,
however. She could not smply push her way in.

But when Cathdl said, "l an sorry,” a

third time, he sounded so sincere her conviction was
shaken. She was not born to noble rank, her
woman's heart reminded her. Perhaps she was only
apleasant interludein thelife of aprince, and
Donough redly did not want to see her again.
Perhaps when he sailed away to Albahe had
forgotten al about her. She had no proof

otherwise.

Reading salf-doubt in her eyes, Cathdl

saw hisvictory.

He could afford to be generous now, if only for the
sake of keeping the enemy off-guard. It was not
hypocrisy, merdly clever srategy. Anything

was permissable for the greater good of the Church.
"Wait there and | will have one of the brothers bring
you asmall cask of mead to take home with you,"
hesad.



Chapter Forty-nine

Asthe days passed with no word of Cera, |
began to fed anxious. It had been necessary

to establish an aliance with Maachi as soon as

| returned to Ireland, but | had meant to go

to her sraight from Ui Caisin territory. There
were things | needed to say to her, and explanations
to be made in away she would understand.
Instead | had been injured.

It was Catha himself who informed me she was not coming
to me. "We sent arequest as you asked, but she
has refused. Thereis nothing more we can do,
Prince Donough.”

"Why did she refuse?"

Cathd gave an noncommittal shrug.

"I cannot explain the ways of women. | can only
assume, inthelight of your mutilation ..." He
paused meaningfully.

| stared down at my hand. " She wastold of

this?"

"Of your injury, of course.”

When he had gone, | sat for along timejust
looking a my hand--or what was left of my hand.
The pain | felt was much greater than it had been
on the day the axe cut through me.

Chapter Fifty

In him was an anger that Smmered and seethed.
At timesit lay amost quiescent, no morethan a
dull heet benesth the surface of hissoul. Theniit
would erupt for no reason he could consciousy
identify, lashing out with awhite-hot fury that
scorched himsalf as much asthose around him.
When Ferchar told him the hand had hedled as much
asit ever would, Donough left Kill Daua.

He summoned Fergal and Cumarato accompany
him and crossed the Shannon into Ely territory.
Likethe Dd Caisand the Owenachts, the Ely had
extensvetribd landholdingsin Munger. Ther
territory ran from the east bank of the Shannon
north to Meath and south asfar as Cashdl. Eight
powerful clans comprised thetribe, whose tribal
king wastributary to the King of Munster.
Donough and his companions set up camp near
thefort of acattlelord caled Lethgen, who
promptly came out with apair of spear carriers
to question their intentions.

When Donough identified himsdlf Lethgen was



visbly impressed. "A kinsman of

mine was historian to your father," he boasted.
"Madsuthainn O Carrall of theline of King
Cearbhaill, the grestest of the chieftains of

By."

"Heisavery good friend of mine," Donough
asserted. "Asachild at Kincoral sat on his

knee while he taught me my letters. We
Dalcassians have dways referred to him smply as
Carrall, however; he prefersit.”

Satisfied that Donough did indeed know his
kinsman, Lethgen beamed. | am certain he

would expect meto give you the utmost
hospitality,” said the cattlelord, a

bandy-legged, barrel-chested man with ruddy cheeks
and the roseate nose of aconfirmed ae-lover.
"What may | offer you?'

"Land.”

L ethgen was taken aback. Hissmile

dipped. "What?"

"l need aholding, someland.”

"Asaprince of theDa Cais, surely you

have holdingsin Thomond."

"I want to build astronghold somewhere

else" Donough replied, "and gather anarmy.”
Lethgen wasthinking fast. Here was another of the
line O Brian, obvioudy extending his

grasp. It would be wise to accommodate him.
"Thisarmy of yours-—-it would protect your holding?
And support your dlies?

"Indeed.”

"Now that | think of it, Prince Donough, there
isahilltop not far from here with agrand view of the
countryside; no one could sneak up on you at

al. | have plenty of grasdand, | could

certainly grant you aholding as akindnessto my
kingman."

Donough smiled. "Y ou are the soul of

generosity,” he assured the lord of Ely.

Learning hiswhereabouts, Dacassans came

to him: theloyd, the disaffected, the bored. From them
he assembled a persona army and from Ely

timber he built anew fort with no old

memoriesto taint the walls.

And no women, not even bondservants. In the
beginning Donough'sfort was an exclusively

mal e stronghold where he sought to reproduce the
masculine aimosphere of the Kincorahe

remembered.



Countless warriors had postured and

swaggered through hisfather'shdl, boasting of everything from
their battle skillsto the Sze of their genitals.

Asa child, Donough had hung on their every word. He
had regarded them as demi-gods in a pantheon whose
chief deity was Brian Boru.

Now smilar men gathered under his banner in

Ely and pledged their dlegianceto him.

On the day each new man joined him, Donough

held out hisright arm in away that forced them

to observe the damage. "Thisisabattle

wound," he said, "gained in honorable combat. |

am not ashamed of it. Look your fill now. Then

we can talk of thingsthat matter.”

Wounds more disfiguring than hiswere commonina
warrior society, but never exhibited so

blatantly. By cdling attention to the mutilation,
inacuriousway he diminished its power. His

men soon ignored it, which was his purpose.

He demanded to be trested as awhole man.

"I havelost enough,” hetold Cumaraone

night asthey sat late beside thefire, "and |

don't intend to lose any more." As he spoke

he withdrew the harp from its bag beside his bench. He
did not ask Cumarato help him. "Thetime has
come to teach mysdf to play thiswith my left hand,” he
sad.

Cumaralooked dubious. "We canfind a

harper for you if you want music, it would be

esse.”

"I don't need anything to be made easier.”

Donough rested the ruin of hisright hand on the
forepillar of the harp, holding the beautiful instrument

in place with apurple-scarred sump endingina

sngle thumb like ahook. A webwork of

exceptional musculature developed by widding

the sword remained at the base of the thumb. Asthe
wound healed it had tried to contract and stiffen, but
he fought back, manipulating the thumb, forcing the
jointsto flex and stay functiond.

With grim determination he had taught himsdlf to do
many things usng hismaimed right hand, thingsthat Cumara
would have thought impossible. He would undoubtedly
teach himsdlf to play the harp with his|eft.

Donough's hall was slent except for the

crackling of thefire. Thefirst notes he evoked

from the harp strings sounded tortured.

But he persevered.

Severa warriors passing the hall overheard

the attempt at music but did not realize who was



responsible. Therewas abark of

derisvelaughter.

Donough carefully laid the harp aside, then

roseto hisfull heght and hurled himsdlf through the
open doorway. In two strides he reached the
surprised warriors. Seizing the nearest man

by the shoulder in a punishing grip, he doubled hisright
arm and dammed it into his hgplessvictim's
windpipe.

Thewarrior sagged in Donough's grasp. He

gasped and made gurgling noises. His
companionstried to intercede, but Donough gave
them such aferocious glare they fell back. With

an oath he flung the laugher away from him, then

ran after him and punched him in the face two or
threetimeswith hisleft fist.

When the man was lying inert and unconscious
Donough turned without aword and stalked back into the
hall. He picked up the harp and resumed

practice asif nothing had happened.

After that no one laughed & his playing.

Learning that Donough had built himsdlf afort in

Ely territory, Carroll decided to visit that

branch of his clan which dwelt east of the Shannon.
He had grown too old and too stout for

traveling by foot, so he made hisjourney ina

wicker cart driven by a pungent bondservant.

The man was disnclined to bathe but loved to talk, and his
only topic was himsdlf. He had an endless

supply of pointless personal anecdotes.

Occasondly Carrall interjected polite

murmurs, but asthey jolted aong the rutted
trackways the historian's thoughts wandered.

During arare sllence on the part of hisdriver

he remarked, "Asascholar | have been

sngularly blessed. | wasthinking about that just now,
counting my blessngsif you will. I have witnessed
momentous events and been the confidante of kings.
Words | have written will be carried to lands | shdll
never see, and speak, long after | am dead, to people
asyet unborn."

"Annh," grunted thedriver. "I don't

read, mysdf. Bondservants aren't entitled to an
education like you lot. Y ou nobles. But | have other
skills. Did | ever tell you about thetime |

beat my cousin a arm wrestling? Four times
running?'

Carroll sghed. "Please do,” he murmured

patiently.



But before the driver could launch into this
new tale, acolumn of dark smoke on the
horizon drew his atention.

"QOutlaws burning some homesteed,” he said,
pointing. "It'sadisgrace. | am an honest

man, and whilethere are days| fed hard done
by, | would never ..."

| have seen Irdland at her zenith, Carroll
thought sadly. Now | am witnessto her decline.
But at |east there is Donough.

Likeatraveler a sea, Carroll found himself
pinning hishopeson adar.

When he found Donough he was shocked, though he
tried to hide his reaction. Instead of the merry,
arrogant youth he remembered, Carroll saw a
man who wore histragediesin hiseyes.

The hand wasthe least of it. "Have alook,"
Donough offered casudly. "It'shedled

remarkably well, they tel me."

Carroll glanced, then quickly looked away.

He had seen too many battleinjuries; he

did not want to see any more. "1 had no idea
youd logt anarm.”

"I haven't lost my arm. Look again.

Only part of my hand isgone. | can do everything
| used to do, I'm not crippled,” Donough said

asif daring the hitorian to contradict him.

Carroll turned to see his baggage being carried
into the hdl by his bondservant. "Be careful!”

he caled sharply. "My writing desk isin

there, and my quills™

Donough raised an eyebrow. "All that

baggage for a portable desk and some quills?’

"I have afew other things. Y ou know. Clothes.
Books. Mementos. One accumulates a

certain amount of property over the years."

"From the looks of it you've brought most of your
property with you."

Carroll lowered hiseyes. "l have, actudly.”
"Youintend along stay?"

"If you have no objections. | would prefer

to gpend my remaining dayswith you than with ..."
"With my brother? But surely Teigue can

make you more comfortable than | can." Ashe spoke,
Donough was gesturing to hismen to bring abasin of
hested water.

Carroll replied, "At Kincora, perhaps.

But he does not live at Kincorathese days.

Cashel seemsto please him better, being less



Brian Boru's place and more hisown.

Our Teigue has become quite fond of the
perquisites of being King of Mungter. Ah, that's
nice" the historian added as a steaming basin was
offered for bathing his hands and feet.

While these ablutions took place, Donough
steded himsdlf to ask, "Who occupies Kincora
now?'

"The king keeps a garrison there so it does not
dand empty."

Thetal young man with eyeslike winter lakes
sad softly, bitterly, "Teigue could have offered
ittome."

Carroll did not reply. He devoted himsdlf

to removing the dust of the road.

Donough made the historian welcome and

ordered a separate chamber built for him onthe

eadt Sde of the stronghold, where the morning sun
would awaken him. "You and | seem destined to take
care of old men," he remarked to Cumara.

"At least we don't have Gormlaith.”

One of Donough'sincreasingly rare smiles

flickered across hisface. " Strangely enough, |

amos missher.”

"And your father?"

Donough looked at some point over Cumaras
shoulder. "I used to think he waswith me.... most

of the time. Though not the way my mother ssemsto.”
"It's not uncommon. After Mac Liag died

| had asense of his presence for months. |

take it you no longer sense Brian Boru beside

you, though?*

The skin around Donough's eyes tightened with
pain."No," hesaid.

A messenger arrived from Maachi, who was
currently holding court a Tara. Was Prince
Donough prepared to send some of hiswarriorsto the
Ard Ri'sservice?

Donough gaveacynicd laugh. "Thetide

of battle must have turned againgt him again. But
I'll go mysdif. 1t will amuse meto show him I'm
not the cripple he no doubt imagines.”

"Can you widld asword?" Carroll wanted

to know.

"Come out on the grassand I'll show you."

The higtorian wasimpressed. Donough
brandished the weagpon asif he were naturaly
left-handed.



"Itisapity,” sad Carrall, "that

you don't have your father's sword, snce you wear his
ring and play hisharp.”

"I thought he was supposed to have been entombed with
hissword," Donough replied. Suddenly he was

tense. Something he heard in Carrall's voice

derted him.

"Supposed to have been. Yes. You put it very

well. I mysdlf saw it laid upon hisbody. But

the vault was not sedled for severa days, and during that
time..."

"Someone took the sword,” Donough concluded.

He did not sound particularly surprised.

"Indeed. Once no man in Ireland would have
desecrated agrave, but times are changing.

Changing very fad."

"What happened to the sword?"

"The warrior who took it--and | shan't

tell you hisname, it isof no importance--wasa
Dalcassian. Hetook the sword because he

loved Brian, | think. It went back

to Thomond with him, but in time his conscience got the
better of him and he presented it to the King of
Munger."

Donough's features hardened into arigid

mask. "Teigue has my father's sword?’

"Y esand no. He thought it would be, ah,
presumptuous of him to display the sword of the Ard
Ri, and quite honestly | think he's afraid the
Owenachts might try to Sedl it. So he had his

servants secretly bury Brian's sword.

"At Cadhd."

Chapter Fifty-one

Lifewasincreasingly hectic for Macolm of

Alba He had begun delegating some authority

to the mormaersto collect tributes and be

responsible for the execution of theking'slaw. But it
was not easy for him to relinquish power, even to those
he trusted. He spent much of histime traveling from
one region to another to assure himself the king's word
remained absolutein Alba

Another of Macolm'sworrieswas the lack

of ason. Asthe years passed, he had become
obsessad with securing for his grandson, Duncan,

the throne he must someday vacate. Mindful of the
disaster whereby the Battle of Clontarf had

destroyed Brian Boru's plansfor an

inherited and stable monarchy, he had even discussed



the Stuation with Gormlaith during her

vigt. Taking together long into the night, they had
agreed on the most pragmatic course of action.

In 1020, Macolm put their plan

into effect. Having dain Kenneth the Second

to gain the kingship, he now had the grandson of his
predecessor killed. By this deed he satisfied

himsdlf there were no stronger clamantsfor the throne
than young Duncan. He was unfortunately

unaware that the murder victim |eft adaughter,
Gruoch, who was betrothed to ayoung Scot caled
Mac Beth, Mormaer of Moray, aman aso

of royal descent.

With the murder of Kenneth's grandson,

Ma colm's hands felt no more bloody than they

had before. "Kingship," as he had remarked

to Gormlaith, "isonly for the able.”

Although he doubted she any longer had the menta
capacity to understand, early in the year 1020 he
sent Gormlaith aletter. Init hewrote,

"Our mutud plan for Duncan's benefit is
accomplished. Now | am prepared to turn my
energiestoward your son, aswe agreed."

Mal colm had been following Donough's career

with interest, welcoming every bit of newsfrom
Irdland. " Duncan will not have an easy timewhen
heisking," hetold Blanaid. "1 mean for

himto havedl thedlies| can arrange, as|

foresee the day he might need to call upon an army
of the Irish Gadl to keep hisplace on the

king-seat. Therefore | want to be sure your

brother isindebted to me."

Blanaid had had her fill of kingly

manipulations. Gormlaith had inserted awedge
between hersdlf and Macolm and she was no longer
sympathetic to his palitical machinations. Nor

did sheliketheidea of having her brother used.
Shetold Macolm S0 in no uncertain terms,
surprising him.

"What has become of my compliant wife?"

he asked, meaning to tease her.

Blanaid's expression hardened. " She's

Irish," wasthe reply, "and not as compliant asyou
think!"

Thereafter Macolm did not confide in her

listening ear. When he sent two more letters, first one
to Earl Godwine and, sometime later, one to Donough
Mac Brian, he neglected to tell hiswife.

Madcolm's|etter reached Donough at Tara,



where he had goneto join Maachi.

Once known as Tara of the Kings, the ancient

roya seat had begun to show signs of

dilapidation. The palisaded complex of timber

forts and chambers sprawling dong the green ridge
was badly in need of limewash and rethatching.
Preferring Kincora, Brian Boru had never

made Tarahis principa resdence. Maachi

Mor now followed hisexample.

Thiswas Donough'sfirst vigt to thefabled hill,

and he was disappointed.

He had brought his persond army with him,
regaing them aong the way with taesfrom hisfather's
time. "When Brian stood upon the Stone of Fal

it cried doud for him asthetrue Ard Ri!" he
repeated in ringing tones.

But when he saw the Stone of Fal, supposed

parent to the Stone of Scone, he found it hard

to imagine the scene that had taken place there only
eighteen years earlier. Weeds were growing up around
the roughly formed gray pillarstone that lay onits
Sde atop the Mound of the Hostages. Bird
droppings like white lichens disfigured its

surface.

Even the great banqueting hall and the House of the
King looked shabby. A few sodden banners

hung beside the fourteen doorways of the hall, and
there was afire on the hearth in the roya

resdence, but al Taraborean air of

degjection.

Maachi seemed cheerful, however, though it wasa
forced jollity born of growing desperation. Y ou are
ahundred timeswelcome,” cried the old High

King as he hurried forward to greet Donough with
outstretched hands. Then Mdachi's eyes

dropped. "l ... ah ... | heard you were

injured, but ..."

"But nathing. I'll fight any champion you

careto name."

"Of course, of course.” Smiling broadly,

Malachi looked past Donough to the large company
of able-bodied men he had brought. "We are glad
to havedl of you," hesad. "Thereisrebelion

in the west and the Connachtmen have plundered
Clonmacnois. | have summoned additional

warriors from both Leingter and Ul ster but they have not
yet arrived." The amilefaded from hisface as

he spoke, revealing atroubled man approaching
theend of hisreign.

When | step upon the Stone of Fd it will cry



aoud for me, Donough told himsdf. And

there will be no weeds around it, either.
Whilethe Ard Ri waited for more warriors

to arrive, Macolm'setter was brought to Donough
by amessenger from Dublin. "The arrangements have
been undertaken and completed,” the king had written.
"Thisday | have heard from the Earl Godwinethat he
accepts your proposd for his daughter

Dridla Shewill besenttoyouin Irdand as

soon as sheis of an age to consummate the
marriage, and you will thus be related to the most
powerful familiesin England.

"Remember who made this possible.

"Ma colm the Second, King of the Scots

and the Picts™

Donough put the letter down and stared thoughtfully
into space. For aman who had just learned he was
betrothed, his expression was bleak.

He did not mention the contents of the letter to Fergal
and Cumarauntil Ma achi's combined army was
marching toward Connacht. Then he remarked
offhandedly, "Inayear or two | shdl havea

new wife"

Histwo friends turned on their horsesto stare
ahim."A wife?' Fergd askedin

surprise. 'Y ou're a degp one; you never

mentioned this before. Whét cattle lord is being enriched
with your bride-giftsthistime?*

Donough's eyestwinkled. "No cattle

lord, but Godwine, Earl of Wessex and Kent."

Their gape-mouthed astonishment provoked the first
laughter he had enjoyed in along time.

Fergd wasthefirst to recover. "Why in God's

name would you marry a square-headed Saxon?'
"Her mother isaDane, actudly. And her
uncleismarried to asister of Canute, King

of England.”

For once even Fergal was speechless. It

remained for Cumarato ask, "How did dl this

come about?’

"Through Macolm. And my mother. It issomething
shewanted very much, and | ... | saw no

reason why not. While | was dtill at Kill

Daual sent aletter to Macolm to make the
arrangements.”

Edging his horse closer to Donough's, Cumara
studied hisface. "Y ou don't seem very happy

about this"

"Happinessisataetold to children. | am

making amost advantageous marriage. No



other princein Irdand will havesuch a

connection. My sister ismarried to the King of
Alba and | shdl be..."

"Ard Ri," concluded Fergd.

Cumara shook his head. ""Even with the support

of the King of England, that won't be easy. The
brehonswill argue you're blemished, and a
blemished man cannot be king."

Donough replied scornfully, "That grass

won't feed cattle any more. While | was

recovering a Kill Daual read some of the
Senchus Mor, the books containing Brehon

Law. Kings had to be whole so they could be
warriors, but I'm as good awarrior as any

man in this company and | mean to proveit to the
satisfaction of the brehonsand anyone dse.

My father overthrew outdated traditions and so shall
1"
They rode on into the west, following the banner

of Mdachi Mor. In hismind's eye, however,

Donough was seeing his own banner at the head of the

any.

Later the annaistswould write: "An army

was led by Maachi Mor and Donough Mac

Brian to the Shannon, and there agresat battle was
fought. Theforces of the Ard Ri were triumpharnt,

and he was given the hostages of Connacht.”

The warriorswho actudly took part in the

battle would remember it in much more colorful

terms. Even with one hand, Donough fought like aman
possessed. Hisleft arm rose and fell, rose

and fdl, until the sword that had gleamed in the
autumn sunshine was coated with blood. When a
concerted rush by several Connachtmen succeeded in
tearing his shiddd away from hisright arm, the knife
strapped to hiswrist fatally skewered his nearest
opponent. The others were so surprised they lost the
al-important rhythm of the battle and

Donough's men quickly overpowered them.

Below his helmet, Donough's face was

radiant with victory. "Boru!" he screamed.

"Boru!"

The sound of that cry froze the remaining
Connachtmen in their tracks. The High King's

army poured over them likeawave.

That night in the leether tent his men had erected

for him beside Maachi's command tent, Donough tried
to imagine hisfather besde him. "I fought well today,"
he whispered. "Y ou would have been proud of me."



The night was very ill. No voice
answered him.

The Connacht campaign was a great success, but
that same autumn Kildare was burnt and

pillaged, the monasteries at Glendalough and at
Swords were plundered, the bell of Saint

Petrick was stolen and Armagh itsaf was burnt, with
only thelibrary being saved.

Malachi hurried north and east, south and

west, putting out smal fireswhilelarger ones

flamed up behind him. Only the onset of winter
saved the old High King from atota collgpse

dueto exhaugtion. "Maachi isa spent

force," Donough said privately to Fergd.

"It'sjust ameatter of time now, and while we

wait for theinevitable | can be strengthening my base
of support.”

The combined army disbanded. Its members went
home to their various tribelands for the winter, aware
that anew battle season surely awaited them
thefollowing year.

But something more awaited Donough. He had no
sooner returned to hisstronghold in Ely

territory than another message reached him.

Dridla, daughter of the Earl of Wessex and

Kent, would arrivein the spring.

A tall man with troubled gray eyesstood in

the doorway of atimber hall, gazing out at a
somber sky.

A wife. Another wife, awoman

I've never seen. A woman who probably

doesn't even speak Irish. How am |

to talk with her?will she know any Latin?what
sort of education do Saxon women have?

But Driellawas of noble blood, surdy she

would be educated as such women werein Ireland.
What will wetak about? Have we anything in
common? Shewill be barely grown, her experiences
surely limited. Perhapsal wewill have in common
are our bodies.

Bodies. A strange woman in hisbed.

Heat throbbed in him, but it was a heat oddly
disassociated from hismind.

Since hisinjury he had bedded no woman.
Bdieving that Cera shunned him because of hismutilation
made him wary. He did not want to subject

himsdf to femde pity.

Dridlamight pity him, but he resolved not



to let it bother himif shedid. She

would be his connection to that great world that glimmered beyond the
Irish horizon.

As hethought of marriage afigure took

shapein hismind. But it was not thefigure of a
Saxon woman.

Staring down from his hilltop and acrossthe plains of
Tipperary, named after aholy well, Donough

spent an imagined lifetime in the company of a
dender Irish woman with huge, dark eyes.

They laughed alot and he played the harp for

her.

Blackbirds circled in the wintry sky,

cawing derisively. Summoning him back

toredity.

He went back into hishall and dammed the

door.

Chapter Fifty-two

Dublin in the late spring teemed with

activity. Seagoing vessals of every description
salled into the mouth of the Liffey to jostle one
another for space at quayside. Tradersfrom
throughout western Europe unloaded merchandise,
haggled, gesticulated, argued, and finaly

reloaded their shipswith thewedlth of Ireland. No
one cared about the origins of the man hedid
business with, so long as a profit was made.

When Donough arrived to await Dridllas

ship, he went straight to the king of the Dublin
Danes.

"Y ou don't want to see her,” Sitric

assured him. " She won't recognize you; she
doesn't know anyone any more."

"I've cometo tdl her I've kept my

promise. Shélll understand.”

"Shewont. But go ahead if you ing <.

I'll have someone show you where sheis."
Gormlaith was being kept in a stone chamber at
some distance from Sitric's hall. There was one
heavy oak door with abar on the outside, and a
pair of opposed windowstoo small for anyone

to squeeze through. Relieved to find her Scottish
attendant till with her, Donough gavethe man a
leather pouch full of coins stamped with the image of
Sitric Silkbeard--vauablein Dublin if

not in the rest of Ireland, where cattle or
bondwomen till comprised the medium of exchange.
Then he turned his atention to Gormlaith.



Seeing her, he wished he had

followed Sitric's advice. He did not

want to remember her as she was now, shrunken and
wizened and gray. She was wrapped in warm robes
and the Scot kept her clean and fed, but she seemed
no more than an empty husk. When he addressed
her as Mother, Gormlaith did not respond at

dl.

Donough sat down beside her and took her right hand
in hisleft while hetold her of hisbetrothd.

She gave no indication of awareness. "Are you not
pleased?’ he asked earnedtly. "Isthis not what

you wanted for me?"

With her head sunk on her breast, she picked

idly at athread on her deeve.

In frustration he burst out, "Does she even

know I'm here?!

"I cannot say," the Scot answered. "But if

| ask her to stand up or sit down she does, so
there is something lft in her poor old head.”
Eventualy Donough joined Sitricinthe

Viking hall, where he drank four horns of

dein swift successon.

"Wd|?' said the Viking. "Did she

recognize you?'

"No."

"Did you say what you cameto say to her?"

"l did"

"Any reaction?"

"No. I'll be going now, Sitric. Thank

you for your goodnessto her."

His haf-brother hesitated. "You can ... you

can day hereif you'regoing to bein Dublinfor a
while"

Donough gave him ameasured smile, warm enough
to be polite, cool enough to discourage intimacy.

"I think not. It would not look good for ether of us.
Youredill pillaging my people whenever you can get away
withit."

"Y our people?" Sitric stroked his beard. "So
that'sthe way thewind is blowing?'

"Y ou will have to meet me someday aswe agreed,
to negotiate," replied Donough. "Until that

time, it isbest if we develop no persona

friendship.”

Sitric threw back his head and laughed.

"Friendship! With you? There was never any danger of
thet!"

In her chamber, Gormlaith repeatedly ran



thetip of her tongue over her lips.

The Scot |eft her to fetch apitcher of fresh

water. When he had gone she lifted her head and
regarded the closed door.

"A marriage," she muttered, frowning, trying

to think clearly. But her head wasfull of shapes

and memoriesthat flowed into one another
uncontrollably. "Marrying ..." She could not

hold the thought. 1t dipped through her mentad fingers
like drops of water and was gone. Overwhelmed by the
tides of time, Gormlaith was swept back to a
wedding day of her own and saw hersef a Kincora
beside a copper-haired giant. They might have been
of another race, ageless and more beautiful than
mere mortals.

Donough and his men pitched tents outside the
wallsof Dublin, not far from hisfirst Sght of the

city amost adecade earlier. Leaving the others
behind, he went done to Kilmainham and stood a
long time before arough gray standing stone carved with a
Cdtic sword.

"Murrough," hecaledinalow voiceto the

brother who lay benegath the stone.

"l am living the life that was meant for you. Y ou
wereto follow our father as Ard Ri. How
unexpected are the events that actualy shape our
lived It isnever thething we plan for; dways
something else. Fate ... or God? Or random

chance? How much of it isin our own hands?
Anything?'

Donough redlized he was afraid of the answer.

A runner brought news of aSaxon shipinthe
bay. Dressed in princely style with hisgold

torc prominently displayed, Donough went

into Dublin to meet hisbride.

Accompanied by Fergal and Cumara, he

waited impatiently at quay-sde whilethe
wide-bellied, square-sailed Saxon vessd

was maneuvered into position. As he scanned the
faceswaiting at therail he saw no onewho

might be the daughter of Earl Godwine.
"Perhaps," said Fergd jocularly, "she

changed her mind and didn't come.”

Donough replied through gritted teeth. " She
couldn't change her mind. Their laws are different
from ours, Saxon women are property. Her father
would make her come.”

"Theresheid" Cumaracried, pointing.



A chubby girl with corn-colored

braidslooped around her ears had appeared at the
railling. Her face was broad, bland, and
wind-chapped, and she was chewing on her thumb. She
could not have been older than fourteen.

Donough strode forward as she disembarked with a
small escort. Earl Godwine had sent four

Saxon housecarles with his daughter, sturdy
men-at-arms who cast suspicious eyeson
everything they saw. There was dso, to Donough's
surprise, a Saxon priest.

Language was a problem. Driella spoke

no Irish, and when her intended husband tried

to welcome her in Latin she stared at him

blankly. Then her eyes dropped to the

mutilated hand he made no effort to hide. She
turned to the dark-visaged young man in clerica
garb beside her and jabbered away in her own tongue.
The priest suppressed asmile. To Donough

hesad, in polished Létin, "l am cdled

Geoffrey of the Fens. | am sent by the Earl of
Godwine to guard his daughter's virtue and see

that sheis married properly.”

"What did shejust say to you?' Donough demanded
to know.

"Sheremarked that you are acomey man,”
Geoffrey replied smoothly.

Donough did not believe him.

Deep down, hewas angry. Did the

Saxonsthink the Irish were such heathen they had
to send one of their own priests?

They shepherded the Saxons through Dublin, down
narrow aleyswheretheloca Vikings stared at
them and stray dogs barked at them. The brightly
painted wicker cart Donough had provided for
Dridlawaswaiting just outsde the eastern

gateway. A company of his men were guarding the cart
and holding horsesfor himsdlf, Fergd, and

Cumara, but there were none for the Saxon soldiers
or the priest.

Geoffrey of the Fens promptly climbed into the

car besde hisyoung charge.

All communicationswith Driella

subsequently took place through Geoffrey, a

fact that amused Donough's men not alittle.

"I wonder if helll stand beside the marriage

bed and give her ingructions,” Ferga muttered

to Cumara.

The other guffawed.

During thelong journey to Tipperary, Donough



had ample opportunity to study his

intended bride. " She could beworse" hefinaly

said to Fergd.

"She could be," his cousin assured him. " She

has two expressions. stupid, and scared. It

would beworseif she had only one. And at least

she possesses good wide hips, shell give

you sons.”

Wide hips and anoble family constituted most

of Dridlasassets. She had brought the

requisite dowry, Saxon coin and Flemish

cloth, but she seemed woefully deficient in

persondlity. Nor was she interested in much beside the
priest, to whom she clung like achild afraid of
strangers. For much of the journey he kept onearm
around her to cushion her from thejolting of the cart.
When at last they reached Donough's fort she

clapped her hands together and made some remark

to Geoffrey.

" She says you have a magnificent palace,”

the priest trandated to Donough.

Ferga sniggered. "If shethinksthisfortis

apaace, what sort of place do you suppose

aSaxon earl inhabits?"

Donough's plan wasto marry Dridlain

Saint Flannan's Chapd, with Catha Mac

Maine officiating as before. He took great

pleasure in sending amessageto Teigue,

formally requesting the use of Kincorafor the wedding.
"My marriage to aniece of the King of England,”
wasthe way he put it.

"That isnot grictly true," Carroll

pointed out. "Her uncleis married to the king's

sgter, which makesyour Dridla..."

"Whatever | say sheis,” Donough

snapped.

Whatever the niceties of the connection, Teigue

was thunderstruck by the news, as Donough had intended
he should be. He saw the ramifications at

once.

"l suppose | must let him use Kincora

--temporarily. But wewill not go to that wedding," he
told hiswife.

Maeve put agentle hand on hisarm. "But

we must, and not just because he's your brother. How would
such an open split among the Dacassans

look to outsiders?!

"Thereisdready aolit; everyone knowsit."

"But why makeit wider? Let'sgo

to Donough's wedding and perhaps use the opportunity



to mend things between you."

The wedding was ruffling other feathers, however.
Cathd Mac Maine wasirritated by the

proposed presence of Geoffrey of the Fens, and
when helearned Geoffrey intended to say "some
sort of Saxon rite" over the couple, his

temper exploded.

Donough sent Carrall to placate him. "The
occasion will mark amost signa honor for the Da
Cais" the higtorian pointed out, "and for Saint
Flannan's. Prince Donough is not marrying just
anyone, but aniece of the King of England.” The
phrase did not stick in histhroat. ™Y our joint
participation with the Saxon priest will set anew
tradition. No doubt there will be pleasurein

Rome when the Church learns of this"

Asever, Carroll was persuasive. Cathal

agreed and the date for the wedding was s&t.
Donough invited dmost every free personin
Thomond. He went to hisfather'sfortressin

order to supervise the arrangements himsdlf. For
weeks in advance, supplies were carted

into Kincorato feed the expected horde.

When Teigue and Maeve arrived they were
agtonished at the lavishness of the hospitdity being
provided. "My brother cannot pay for dl this
himsdf," Teiguetold hiswife. "And | will

not!"

But Donough asked nothing of Telgue. Every
action of hisemphasized hisindependence from his
brother.

When agroup of young people gathered at theriver, the
bellows-boy who worked in the forge of Odar the
smith remarked to a comely bondwoman who worked in
the kitchens, "'If Prince Donough ismarrying

the King of England's daughter, does that mean an
army from England will be coming here?’

The girl scratched her head. It was abad

year for lice. "I hope not. We have al we can

do now, preparing food for the marriage feest. If
another army iscoming | don't know how they will be
fed. | don't even know wheredl thisfood is
coming from."

A porter who brought suppliesto the kitchens
joined the conversation. "The O Carralls of Ely
arefurnishing most of it themsdlves. Thismorning Six
carts piled high with daughtered boars forded the
Shannon, followed by twelve cartsloaded with
casks of deand wine. Brian Boru'sold

winecdlar isso full we're having to opena



new one."

"Why arethe Ely being so generous?' wondered the
girl. But her companions could not explain the
abgtractions of politics.

Telgue, however, thought he understood very well.
"Donough has made dlies of the Ely in order

to outnumber the Da cassanswho areloya

tome" hetold Maeve. "Heintendsto use
thiswedding to show everyone he has more supporters
than | have. | don't haveto stay here and suffer this,
I'm going back to Cashel and taking my men with

me, SO No one can count them and make comparisons.”
"But thewedding ..."

"You day if you want. Women love

weddings"

The departure of the King of Munster was observed
by everyone and commented upon by most, but Donough was not
digpleased. "'In addition to his other failings, now

my brother reveds himsdlf as petty and
mean-spirited,” he remarked.

The wedding proved to be the spectacular event

he had planned, with the four ranks of Irish

kingship represented. The Ard Ri did not

attend persondly but he sent gifts. The eldest

sons of two of the provinciad kings, those of

Leingter and of Connacht, did arrive, duly

impressed to find Donough in gpparent possession

of Kincora. Severd tribd kings such asthe king

of the Ely were among the guests, and a number of
clan chieftains

Pedraic of Ennisand hisfamily did not

attend.

When Donough and Driellaemerged from the

chapd hefound himsdf haf-hoping, haf-fearing

to see Cerathere. For one wild moment he

imagined leaving the dumpy girl by hissdeand
running to the druid. Sweeping her upin hisarms,
carrying her out of Kincoraforever, taking her into the
wild hillsof Thomond and ...

"Hoos-band,” sad Dridla, giving hisleft

arm aproprietary squeeze.

Then shelaughed. It wasthe first time Donough had
heard her laugh; the sound was like the breaking of eggs.

Chapter Fifty-three

Deep in his bones, Malachi Mor sensed the
approach of death. The rats of mortality
gnawed with sharp teeth. He awoke in the night
gasping for breeth, lisgening to the increasingly



irregular thudding of his heart.

Ashetold his confessor, "1 am not

afraid to die; every warrior has faced death so

many timesthe fear isreplaced with familiarity.”

He had another reason for lack of fear,

however; an overriding emation. In deeth Maachi
meant to triumph at last over his greatest

rival. He would thwart forever the dreams of

Brian Boru.

Malachi's sons had died in battle and

falen to disease, even the youngest of them, but he was
expected to name atanist. Under the very rule of
successon that Brian had established to benefit his
own son Murrough, Maachi'stanist would

succeed him asHigh King.

"Donough Mac Brian hasworked very hard

towin my trust and support,” hetold the clan
chieftains of Meath when he entertained them in the
hal of Dun na Sciath. "He hopes| will

go outside my tribe and name him to succeed me.

It isthe sort of break with tradition hisfather
espoused.”

"No!" the chigftains thundered, pounding their fists
onthetable.

Smiling serendly, Mdachi continued.

"Donough has built himsdf aformidable power
basein Mungter. | know why; he meansto wrest
Cashd from his brother. AsKing of Mungter he
would befollowing in hisfather's footsteps on hisway
to Tara

"Do not scowl a me, good friends. The high
kingship is not to be taken away from our tribe and
our blood, | swear thisto you on the sacred wounds
of Christ. There are severd movesby which | shdl
forestd| the ambitions of the clan O Brian. The

first concerns Tara, and for this| need your
support.”

Tarawasthe ultimate symbol of high

kingship. Maachi now proposed to abandon the
ancient royd Steatogether. By thisofficia act

he meant to deny its possession to whoever succeeded
him.

He vowed that no son of Brian Boru would

ever hold court in the banqueting hal with the
fourteen doorways.

With some reluctance, the chieftains agreed

to his plan. Ending the supremacy of Tarawould

be ablow to Meath prestige, but they would rather seeiit
fdl into find decay than revert into the hands of
Mungtermen.



With aweariness he would admit to no one,
Maachi visted Taraonelast time. He

rode in an old-fashioned chariot bedecked with
plumes and gaudy with colors, and hetook as
escort the battle-champions of Megath.

Inthe end, however, he paid hisfind visit

done.

"Wait for me" heingtructed hisdriver.

Stepping down from the chariot, he entered through the great
northern gateway and proceeded up the
ceremonia avenue on foot.

A cold wind was blowing. The rats chewing
Malachi's old bones bit deeper.

For eight hundred years this had been Tara of the
Kings, and before that the stronghold of the Tuatha De
Danann. But whatever sorcery might till linger could
not prevall against the power of time. Earthwork
embankments that once stood taller than six men
were gradualy sinking, victims of centuries of
human wear and e emental erosion. The timber
palisades that encircled the Site, mile upon

mile of them, wererotting. An attacking force could
breach them with little effort.

But no one would attempt Taranow; its

symbolic value was ended. The Ard Ri had so
decreed.

Maachi shivered. Suddenly he wanted very much
to be gone from here. Tarahad never been his, not
since Brian Boru stood on the Stone of

Fal and it screamed doud for him.

The Stone had never screamed for Maachi.

When heredlized the sun was beginning to set he
trudged back down the ceremonia avenue. The
farewell tour was over, the slent good-byes said.
His chariot was waiting just beyond the gateway; a
brisk drive would take him back to Dun na

Sciath, to hearth firesand de and the forgetfulness
of old men.

At the gate he paused without meaning to and
looked back. The westering sun gilded Tara.
Decaying thatch blazed gold.

Atop the Mound of the Hostages, the recumbent
Stone of Fa was struck by adanting sunbeam.
Malachi gasped.

For just one moment he thought a man stood there, his
coppery hair aflamein the setting sun.

A giant.



Chapter Fifty-four

Cumarawasworried. Anxiety came

naturdly to him; the permanent frown on hisforehead
had been stitched there when he was till ayoung boy. It
was hislifelong habit to awaken each morning

asking himsdlf what might go wrong in the day ahead.
But now he did not have to ask. He knew.

The stronghold was no longer a comfortable place
for aman to be. Since hismarriageto Dridla,
Donough was more short-tempered than ever. Even
Ferga had begun guarding histongue; his sarcasm
no longer amused Donough but made him angry.
Almog anything could make Donough angry.

No one knew when they might receive the sharp edge
of histongue. He took the most casua comment the
wrong way, seeing insult where none was intended.
For thefirst time, he began wearing deeves so long
they conceded his mutilated arm. If he thought
anyonewaslooking at it he glared at them

savagdy.

Cumaratold Fergd, "I'm going to leave

here and go back to Thomond. The atmospherein this
place makes me nervous, it'sasif thefire

on the hearth is about to explode.”

Fergd said quickly, "Don't go! You'rea

good influence on him. At least he playsthe

harp occasondly for you, the only time he seems

to bein relative good humor."

"I'm apoet's son,” Cumara pointed out,

"and | have my father'stemperament if not histaent.
Discord upsets me. It'sal very wdll for you;
warriorsthrive on conflict. But some nights

| can't even eat my medl, my somachisso

roiled. A couple of timesrecently I've

vomited blood. I'm going back to Thomond."

"| thought you gave your house away."

"I did, but | have friendswho will take mein.
Friends of my father'swill welcome mein hisname.”
"What will Donough do if you go?'

"I worry about that,” Cumarareplied.

But heleft; an act of self-preservation

after alife dedicated to others.

Donough was too proud to ask him the reasons for
hisleaving, athough deep in hisheart, he knew.

As Cumarawastaking hisleave of Carrall,

he warned the old man, "Keep an eye on that

Saxon priegt, will you?'

"What can | do?I'm aguest here, | have

noright to interfere.”



Cumaras naturaly lugubrious

face lightened briefly. "When did you not
interfere, Carroll?"

Donough needed no warning about Geoffrey of the
Fens. The man's presence was a constant

irritant, yet he could not send him away.

Only Geoffrey could trandate what he said

to Dridlla, or sheto him, and the young woman
seemed unable to learn any language other than
Saxon.

At first Donough agreed with Fergdl; shewas
smply stupid. But astime passed he began

to sugpect she was deliberately refusing to learn
30 shewould have to keep Geoffrey with her.

Y et he never caught them together in any
compromising postion.

When Carroll remarked on their constant
companionship, and Dridlastotal dependence
on Geoffrey, Donough's pride made him

say in her defense, "I cannot imagine my wife
betraying me with apriest or anyone else.
Shesnothing likemy ..."

"Likeyour mother? No, sheisnothing like
Gormlaith," Carroll agreed.

But Dridlahad other faults, he

observed.

A lifetime spent absorbing every tenet of the
Church with no sense of discrimination had rubbed
away her own persondity, leaving her as
featureless as an ocean-scoured pebble. She was
submissive and self-effacing to an infuriating
degree.

Old ashewas, Carroll began

speculating about what it was like to bed such awoman.

Thefirst night had been awkward, but no more than
Donough expected. Dridlawas avirgin and

there were tears and blood and moans of pain.
Cerahad been avirgin, herecaled against

hiswill. And there had been blood, but no tears,
only radiant smilesand ...

Dridlahad submitted totdly to himin

gpite of her pain, spreading hersalf beneath him likea
sacrifice. Shelay with eyes screwed tight

shut and endured him. Had there not been so much
pent-up lust in his body, Donough would have got
off her and walked away. Hefelt asif hewere
pounding himself into a piece of mest.

The next morning he had barely |eft their bed

when Geoffrey came bustling in, dl unctuous



sympathy, and knelt to pray with the

deflowered bride,

"No one sent for you," Donough had said

coldly, but the priest replied, "I'm only

here to help. This child needs me now; dueto the
rigors of the voyage she brought no womenfolk of

her own. Surely you have enough delicacy to understand?’
That same day Donough arranged for femae
bondservants but they proved of little use except

for menia tasks. They spoke no Saxon.

Geoffrey seemed to be constantly counsdling

Driella. When Donough bit back his pride

long enough to ask what they were discussing, the priest
replied, "1 am giving her advice asto her

conjugd duties.”

Y et Dridlasresponsein the marriage

bed did not improve. She accepted. She

endured. The only emotion she ever displayed waswhen
she shrank from the most inadvertent touch of her
husband's maimed arm.

After each night spent with Donough, in the

morning her first act wasto pray with Geoffrey.
"Weare praying that shewill conceive," Geoffrey

sad.

Donough discovered a curious thing about himself.
Passon was a powerful, acompelling forcein him, but
he could direct it into other channels such as
fighting--so long as there was not awoman to focus his
desre.

With the plump young Saxon in his bed, however, he
thought congtantly of sex. If he did not have
intercourse with Dridllahelay awake,

amelling her skin and hair, intensdy aware of

her dightest movement, suffering from apanful

erection and aching teticles. If herolled

over and entered hiswife he found momentary

relief, but was plagued afterward by a sense of
profound disappointment, dmost of disgust with himsdif.
Marriage, he concluded, was an arrangement like

any other political arrangement. Dridlla

provided him with important aliances and he had

no reason to doubt shewould intime give him

sons. Such assets came at aprice, but it

was a price he must pay.

Compromise, he thought with asense of irony.

The skill Murrough never mastered.

When Dridlabegan to ripen with achild,

compromise seemed judtified.

The birth of Donough'sfirst live child, aboy

he caled Murchad, did not merit anentry in



the annals. For that year Brother

Declan wrote: "Branagan, achieftain of

Mesth, was drowned in Lough Ennell, and Mac
Conailligh, chief brehon of Maachi

Mor, died, after the plundering of the shrine of Saint
Ciaran by the both of them. The King of Leingter
gained avictory over Sitric of Dublin at

Déelgany. Donough Mac Brian mediated between
them and brought an end to dreadful daughter.”
Since abandoning Tara, Maachi had not
summoned Donough to hisbanner. So Donough
now sent afull report to the Ard Ri

detailing his negotiations between the King of Leingter
and the Dublin Danes, demondirating that he was as
skilled at bringing peace as at waging war. The
ungpoken but implicit addendum was. make me
yOur SUCCESSOr.

Madachi did not respond.

Thefollowing summer found him leading anarmy
againg Sitric and the Dublin Danes @ the

Y ellow Ford of Athboy, amid a shower of
hailstonesthe size of apples.

Once more Donough Mac Brian had not been
summoned.

Only amonth later, Declan wrote,

"The Age of Christ, 1022. Mdachi Mor,

High King of Tara, pillar of dignity, died
onanidandin Lough Enndl inthe

seventy-third year of hislife. He

relinquished his soul on the fourth of the Nones of
September, after doing penance for his sins and receiving
the body and blood of Christ. Masses,

hymns, psams, and canticles were sung throughout
Ireland for the repose of his spirit.”

Cathal Mac Maine directed his scribe

to add, " Splendid though they were, the
obsequiesfor Maachi Mor were a mere shadow
compared to those for Brian Boru.”

The Abbot of Kill Daluahad not attended

ether funerd, but he had Da cassian honor

to uphold.

Malachi was deeply mourned by his many
adherents. Poets lauded his exceptional

generosity. Donough confided to Carrall, "l am
surprised to find mysdf genuinely grieved by his
desth. Mdachi has been apart of my life, in
oneway or another, for aslong as| can
remember.”

"l too mourn him," Carroll replied,

"though perhapsfor different reasons. He was of my



generation; if he haswalked over the

rim of theworld, | must shortly follow."

A fiercelight legped in Donough's eyes.

"Not until you see meinaugurated Ard Ri!"

He thought it would be soon.

Hewastotaly unprepared for the shock that
followed.

The news was shouted across the countryside like an
announcement of the end of the world. Thunderstruck,
Donough saddled hisfastest horse and gdloped
headlong to Kill Daluato await forma

confirmation.

The abbot was as taken aback as himsdlf.

"Mdachi Mor has robbed the Dal Cais of

ther entitlement!" he complained.

But his anger was nothing compared to Donough's. " That
wretched schemer must have made these planslong before
he died. When | last saw him--and we shared a

cup together--he aready knew. He knew and said
nothing and smiled at melikeafond uncle,

Cathal! And to think | was mourning him! How did

he manage to persuade them? Did he offer

gold to Lismore to get the abbot to agree?"

Catha was offended. "Impossble. A man of

God?'

"Thisentire arrangement isimpossble!”

Donough vehemently protested. "He--they--cannot
possibly be High King. How could two men

hold one high kinship?"

The question was being repested throughout Ireland in every
noble household.

Assduoudy searching Irish law, eventhe

brehons were astonished to find nothing that could
prevent the High King from naming dud

successorsif he chose. Brian Boru had

endowed the office with unprecedented powers. Inthe
lagt officid act of hislife, Maachi Mor

used those powersto the fullest.

Henceforth Ireland was to be governed jointly

by Cuan of theline of Lochlan, chief poet of

Mesth, and Corcran Cleireach, arenowned

holy man and anchorite under the supervision of the
Abbot of Lismore.

Thetitle Ard Ri, however, wasto behddin

abeyance.
Tarawould remain deserted.

Chapter Fifty-five

The explosion Cumara had expected came at



last. Donough unleased hisrage.

While hismother was dive hewould maintain a
degree of amity with Sitric, but no onedse

was safe from hisfury. He resurrected old

Mungter tribal feuds and initiated new ones.
Heflung himsdf from one battle into another with an
energy that astonished, and eventualy exhausted, his
followers.

The Ddcassans traditiond rivasthe
Owenachtswere his principa targets, but he dso
undertook raids into Ossory and Muskerry,
bringing back hostages for whom he demanded avery
high ransom.

Teigue was gppdled. "I shal be blamed for

this" he complained to his courtiers at Cashdl.

"The other provincid kingswill think I'm
encouraging himin preparation for invading their
kingdoms™"

"Y ou might do," suggested abored warrior
hopefully. ™Y ou might reach beyond Mungter and start
layingcdamtodl of Irdand. There's plenty

would support you."

"I have everything | want here," Telgue

indgsted when he saw the sudden fear in hiswife's
eyes.

The seed was planted, however.

Inthe dark of night he sat in his private

chamber at Cashel and ared into thefirein the
brazier, thinking of the high kingship. Brian's

high kingship, sugpended. Waiting.

Without saying anything to Maeve, he ordered his
father's sword dug up and brought to him.

Donough resented the onset of winter that brought

an end to battle season. If there were no wars

to fight, he must retire to his stronghold and

wait for spring; wait for winter's mud

to solidify enough for marching upon once more.
Wait under the same roof with Dridla. And

Geoffrey. And his bitterness.

His second child was conceived that winter. Donough
announced if it was aboy he would be called

Lorcan, meaning "fierce.” "Lorcan wasthe

name of my father's grandfather,” he explained when
Geoffrey protested at such an un-Chrigtian

choice. "And what right have you to question the naming of my
children?'

Feet wide apart, Geoffrey of the Fens

stood his ground. His mouth opened asif he meant

to say something--then he took along look



into Donough's eyes.

The mouth closed. The priest turned away.

Grimly, Donough endured the winter. He

knew hewasirritable and volatile, but his soul
chafed asif hewore ahair shirt.

Inectivity maddened him. Once or twice he

took out the harp and tuned it, then put it back in

its case unplayed.

Therewas no music ingde him to express.

The dayswerelong and the nights were longer. Likea
fly trapped in amber, hefdt hungupin

life

To passthetime he began inviting Lethgen

to hishall. The loquacious cattle lord was

content to carry on a conversation with only minima
replies from Donough and pretended to be unaware
of hishost's bad moods. L ethgen would have put
up with amuch worse temper for the sake of such a
friendship. Donough would be Ard Ri yet, he had
no doubt.

Begdes, the Da cassian was an ungtinting host

who aways kept avat of ale on hand.

Late one night when everyone e se had fdlen

adeep, Donough and L ethgen were till matching one
another cup for cup in drunkenly determined
competition. They drank to Donough's son
Murchad and to his unborn child; they drank

to Lethgen's sons and daughters, and to everyone's
cousins, and to Mungter and Irdland and all the
saints. When they had run out of anything else

to toast, Donough said in ablurred voice, "l

drink to my father's sword."

Lethgen belched. "A finechoice" He

rased hiscup. "To Brian in histomb."
"Theswordisnt in histomb."

"No?" Lethgen put down the cup and peered
owlishly a hishog. "Wherethen?'

"My brother got possession of it someway.
It'sburied a Cashd."

"Tha's no place for agood sword. A

sword that knows how to win wars. Y ou should have that
sword."

"I know," Donough replied morosdly.

"Teigue won't useit; he doesnt

desarveit.”

"Y ou should have that sword. Y ou should.”

"l know."

"Yesindeed. My frien' Donough should have that
sword. | will get that sword for him. |

promise.” Lethgen stared into his cup, dismayed



tofind it wasempty again. "l

promise" he repeated.

Donough refilled both their cups. When

Lethgen findly tumbled off hisbench and lay snoring
on the straw that carpeted the floor, his host was il
awake.

Anything was better than going to bed. He

refilled his cup yet again and, svaying dightly,
carried it to the door of the hdll.

The starswere far away. His eyeswould not focus
properly; their individud lights became a
shimmering blur. Only the moon was separate and
didinct.

"Cera," Donough whispered.

He never alowed himsdlf to think of her when hewas
sober.

Lethgen awoke in the cold gray dawn with a
ferocious headache. He was halfway home before
he recalled snatches of the conversation the night
before. But once remembered, he did not forget.
Hewas of the Gael; a promise was sacred.

Spring of the year 1023 came late.

Lethgen's herds had suffered during the hard winter
and their numbers were diminished. He hoped for agood
breeding season, but his bulls were old and not as
vigorous as he would have liked.

Hearing of aremarkable young bull down near
Cashdl, he st off to attempt some trading.

Trave in lrdland was not as safe asit once

had been, so Lethgen took with him an armed
complement of Ely men.

"L et outlaws beware!" they told one

another.

Unfortunately, even after severd days hard
haggling the dea could not be done. The bull's owner
proved intranggent. L ethgen was disgppointed, but
determined not to go home empty-handed.

Meanwhile Donough was beginning to respond to the
change of seasons. The depression of the dark days
lifted. He could not endure to be melancholy when
the sun was radiant and the very air smelled green,
so with an act of will he strove to be more pleasant
--even to Geoffrey.

Rdlief was papableinthefort.

Ferga dsofdtthesaprisnginhisvens.

"It'stimel took awifefor mysdf,” he

told Carroll.

"Y ou've exhausted the local women?'



Fergd laughed. "Or they have

exhausted me. But in truth, | fed aneed for

sons. | must find awoman suitable to marry a

man of my rank. Bedding is onething, marrying
isanother. And she should be a Dalcassian.

These Ely femaes are fine and glossy, but they

don't know any of the songs| know."

The old historian chuckled understandingly. "The

sort of woman you want is best sought at

Cashd. Where thereisarooster you find chicks;
wherethere are kings you find princesses."

"If I go to Cashdl, Donough will fed

betrayed. Y ou know how things are between Teigue and
himsdf."

"Leave Donough to me," Carroll suggested.

Waiting until just the right moment, he broached

the subject to Donough. ™Y ou have lost so much of your
family, you should try to be on good terms with those
who remain.”

The explosion he haf-expected did not come.

"You think | should patch up my quarrdl with

Tague?'

"I do, for many reasons. Not the least of themis

the need to find an appropriate wife for our

Fergd, and such women are most numerous at the
king'scourt.”

Though Donough did not smile, thegrimline

of hismouth softened. "I aways did admire agood
tactician, Carroll. You're offeringmean

excuseto vist my brother without looking asif

I'm seeking something for mysdif.”

Carroll's expression was one of perfect

innocence. "What could you possibly be seeking for
yoursdf?'

Donough took severd daysto consider. His

rage had burnt itself out, and his expanding family
reminded him of the importance of the family network.
Perhaps the time had come to make amends. Kincorawas
dill not his, but it was no longer as painful. Time and
distance hel ped. He had his own home, hisown

life, even if they were not what he had dreamed.

"If we go to Cashd will you go with us?' he

asked Carroll.

"Och, I'm too old. I'm done with

traveling. Y ou don't need me at your elbow,

Donough, to give you wordsto say. Y ou have the finest
mind of al Brian's sons, and in spite of that

hard shell you wear, | know thereisagentle
maningde.

"Go to your brother and offer him the hand of friendship.



If you are sincere, he will welcomeyou.

Telgue cannot want this barrier between you any more than
youdo."

Preparing for the journey, Donough assembled

casksof ae, pilesof furs, balesof fine

leathersto take as gifts to his brother. Once

having made the menta commitment he was determined
not to let pride stand in hisway. He would make

al the overtures; Teigue had only

to accept.

Hebeganto fed asense of relief at

shrugging off aburden he had carried far too

long.

As hedid not want Teigue to misunderstand the
motivesfor hisvist, herefrained from taking his

army with him. Fergal and a score of otherswould
accompany him, armed only with hunting spears and the
ubiquitous Cdltic short-sword every man

carried at his belt.

Fergd questioned the decision. "Youretaking a
chance, Donough. Weve been fighting half the

tribes of Mungter recently. What if one of

them seesthis as the perfect opportunity to ambush
U

"WEell gay in Ely territory dl the

way to Cashd," Donough assured him. "And if

we encounter outlaws, ascore of our good men can
overwhelm any band of mongrels.”

"We can," Fergal agreed, heartened asdways

by his cousin's confidence.

Donough had anew horse--part of the ransom

for the hostages of Ossory--which he meant to ride
onthejourney. A skittish brown colt with

powerful hindquarters, the anima had tried

to knock him off by running under alow branch thefirst
time herodeit. Thetrip to Cashel would bea

vauable training exercise because it waslong enough
to tire the colt and make it tractable.

Donough thought briefly of wearing hished met,

in case the horse tried to bash his head against

another branch. Then, mindful of his determination

to gppear peaceful, he left the helmet behind.

Asthe party rode south he bantered amiably

with hismen. Ddlighted that he was morelike hisold
sdf, they began to relax. Finaly someone asked

the question that had long been on everyone's mind: "Will
you mount achallenge for the high kingship now?"
Donough shook his head. "Mdachi wasvery

clever. He knew | would not attempt to overthrow
apoet and aholy man. Both are sacred in



Ireland. Aslong as Cuan and

Corcran are ableto govern, the authority is
theirs”

"But..."

"No buts. Let it be." Donough rode
oninslencefor afew heartbests, then added,
"For now."

The men with him exchanged meaningful glancesand
grinned.

In time Cashd rose before them from the plains of
Tipperary. Donough reined in hishorse. "King

of Mungter,” he murmured to himself.

Only Fergda heard him. Urging hishorse

30 close that his knee pressed against Donough's,
he said, "If you are not going to be Ard Ri for
now, why not be King of Mungter?'

"I 1 will not chalenge apoet and aholy

man, what makes you think | would usurp my
brother'stitle?!

"But do you not havethe desire?"

Donough turned on his horse and looked at his
cousin squardly. Responding to the shift in
weight, the brown colt skittered sideways.
"Desire? Let metdl you about desire.

Thereare ... things.... | have wanted with such a
passion | thought | would be torn gpart. | never
got any of them. Instead | have substitutes.
Compromises.”

"Haf of what you have," Fergd told him,

"would make most men very happy.”

"Would it?' Donough's voice sounded

drangdy faraway. "They'rewelcometo it

then. My cattle, my fort, my ..." He

paused, then gave a self-mocking laugh, "my
wife. Though | suspect someone aready has
her."

Giving hishorse amighty kick, herode

forward at the gallop, and the company surged after
him.

While Donough and his men gpproached Cashel

from the north, L ethgen encamped on the south sde
of the limestone escarpment. There he made bold
plansfor theft.

Once ddliberate law-breaking would have been
unimaginable to him. But times had changed. The

Irish had taken to plundering and pillaging with the
enthusiasm of Vikings now that the power and magjesty
of Brian Boru no longer deterred them.
Lethgen'splaninvolved playing aformd



vigt to the King of Mungter onthe

pretext of discussng the Mungter ceattle

trade. Being polite to Teigue would be a necessary
act of hypocrisy, for hefet Teigue had

treated hisfriend Donough very badly. Lethgenwasa
man of abrupt emotions. Heloved Donough.

He hated Teigue.

While he kept the king occupied, hismen

circulated among the servants at Cashel

asking questions. Lethgen, like Carroll before him, was
aware that the lowly often know the most. Once he
learned the location of the buried sword, Lethgen
thought it should be asimple matter to dig it up

by cover of night and carry the prize back

to Donough.

But the theft, he discovered, would not be so smple
after dl. When he met his men back &t the

camp, the spiesreported, "The king keepsthe

sword with him now.”

"Areyou certan?'

"Absolutely. We arerdiably informed

he has secreted the wegpon in achest of clothing

in his private chamber.”

Lethgen'seyes gleamed. "Ian't that

interesting? | do enjoy achdlenge.”

After fortifying himsdf with acondderable amount of
ae, hepaid asecond vigt to theking's

hall. Asbefore, he found the hall crowded with people
seeking the king's judgment or support. Lethgen
loitered among the crowd. He was not eager to speak
with Telgue again, he was waiting for adifferent
opportunity.

The moment came. No one was watching; he

darted unnoticed through a doorway and down a
passage described to him asleading to Teigue's
private chamber.

He narrowly avoided being seen by Maeve,

who, with her oldest son Turlough, aboy of some
seven years, wasjust leaving the royd chamber.
Lethgen flattened himsdlf in an angle of thewall

until they passed, then advanced on tiptoe

into the room. His breathing sounded very loud in hisown
ears. Hewasfilled with asense of drunken daring.

A smdll fire crackled in abronze

brazier, casting enough light to reved the carved
wooden clothing chest at the foot of the king's bed.
Holding his breath for fear thelid would creak,

L ethgen opened the chest and began pawing through its
contents.

The sword was at the very bottom. He found it



by touch rather than sight and with an effort

lifted it out.

Firdight gleamed on awegpon too large

for any ordinary man to wield. Thelength of the
blade and weight of the hilt astonished L ethgen.

For amoment he could only stare, awed to redize
he was holding in his hands--in his own handd --the
sword of Brian Boru.

"Wheat are you doing with that!" cried an angry
voice.

Upon reaching Cashel, Donough did not go

directly to see Teigue. "'l don't want

to meet my brother until I've had time to bathe

and make mysdlf presentable,”" he explained

to Fergd. "Y ou should do the same, if you mean

to make agood impression on the women."

Fergd agreed enthusiadticaly.

When they identified themsdlves, they were shownto a
large guesting house at the foot of the Rock of

Cashd. Thetop of the escarpment was too small

to alow for afull complement of royd buildings.

Only the great hdl, the chapd, the private

gpartments, and an armory were there.

Everyone e se must wait below, looking up.

When he was dttired in fresh clothing and with his
auburn hair gtill damp from the comb, Donough set
out up the steep incline to the top of the Rock. He
went on foot, with no escort and no weapon.

A massive double gate at the top of the

incline barred the way to the interior, which was ringed with a
wall of stone. One gate was gar, but no sentry

stood there. A roar of voices came from insde,
punctuated by shouts and profanity.

Puzzled by the volume of noise, Donough

stepped through the gateway. He was barely inside
the walls when someone ran toward him, pursued by a
crowd of shouting guards and a hail of spears.
Donough ducked ingtinctively.

The running man crashed into him, staggering them
both.

It was Lethgen.

"What ..." Donough began, but Lethgen was

thrugting something a him.

"Tekethis, | didit for you!" the cattlelord

cried. He plunged past Donough, through the gate
and down theincline. His pursuers pounded after him.
Looking down, Donough discovered he was holding
the sword of Brian Boru.



Chapter Fifty-six

My life ended that day. Or rather, any hope

of thelife | anticipated ended that day.

At firgt | could only gape dumbfounded at the
wespon Lethgen had thrust upon me. | knew

what it was, of course, though | never touched it
before. Our father did not allow any of usto handle his
sword, not even Murrough.

Jugt holding the hilt in my left hand gave me
adgrangefeding. For amoment the only thought in
my head was astonishment to find it was not too large
forme.

Then aguard grabbed me by the shoulders and shook
me."You!" he shouted into my face. "Did you have
something to do with this?™

"Withwhat?' | pulled away from him. "Areyou
accusing me of something? | am Prince Donough,
adl .."

He recognized methen, and avariety of

emotions chased one another across hisface. At

last hesmply said, "Comewith me.”

| wasled through agreat hal crowded with ghrill,
excited people who seemed to be trying to explain the
unexplainable to each other by means of haf-finished
sentences and wild gestures. Beyond the hdl a
passage led to the king's chamber.

My brother lay on his back beside an

overturned brazier.

Part of his clothing had caught fire and therewas a
gtink of burnt cloth. Burns were not the problem,
however.

A terrible wound in his chest poured blood.

| fdl to my kneesbeside him. "Teigue!

Tague”

He opened his eyes. Framed by their thick

lashes, they were as soft and puzzled asachild's. With
an effort he focused them on me. His mouth worked
but no sound came out.

| heard a sob and glanced around. Maeve was
leaning againg thewall, holding her burned hands
away from her body. It was she who had beat out the
fire

The boy Turlough shoved through acrowd at the
doorway and stopped abruptly, staring at hisfather
on thefloor.

When | turned back to Teigue hislipswere

moving again. "You," hesad, looking straight at
me"Y."

Hiseyes closed and he seemed to goflat dl



at once.

With apitiful cry, Maeve hurled herself past

me and onto his body. Turlough ran tojoin her.
Thelad bent over hisfather and called his name severd
times, then glared a me with burning eyes. "Y ou
did this" heaccused. "'l heard him. You did

thig"

"l did nothing,” | protested. Tearswere

rolling down my face but | was hardly aware of
them.

"You're carrying asword!" Turlough cried,

pointing.

Looking down, | discovered | ill held the

sword of Brian Boru in my hand. But there was

no blood on the blade.

Though nothing made senseyet, | was

relieved my father's weapon had not killed my
brother.

Could the fatal wound have been made by a
short-sword? | leaned forward to try to get a

better look, to seeif the blow had only

penetrated or had gone al the way through. The
mighty wegpon | held was capable of cleaving a
manin haf.

But young Turlough blocked me with his own body.
"Assassn!" he screamed a me.

Guards sei zed me then and dragged me out of the
chamber, while | tried to point out to anyone who
might listen that the sword | held was clean.

But no one wanted to hear me.

They threw meinto atiny chamber without a
window, and | was |eft donefor atime | could not
measure. There the full redlization gradudly

dawned on me.

Teigue was dead. Murdered. My brother.

My last brother.

And they thought | did it.

"No!" | roared with dl the power in my

lungs. My cry reverberated in the stone

chamber, desfening me.

Eventudly they camefor me. | wastaken

back to that terrible chamber, where Teigue now lay
on the bed, hisface covered by ablanket.

Maeve sat beside him, keening. The chief brehon

of Mungter was in the room together with severa other
officias. Someone had had the sense to take
Turlough away.

Questions were asked of meand | tried to answer.

| must have been convincing; eventudly | was alowed
to ask some questions of my own.



"L ethgen of the Ely stabbed theking,”

| wastold. "It may have been athwarted theft.
When you were seen with that sword in your hand everyone
assumed you wereinvolved.”

"l wasnot! | knew nothing about thisuntil |
walked in the gate and he flung the sword a
ma"

| honestly protested my innocence but aready |
wassck at heart. Asclearly asif | had

been an eyewitness, | saw what must have
happened.

And knew | wasindeed responsible.

When Maeve looked at me with reddened eyes,
| think she knew too.

Officidly, the brehons accepted my word. |
wasaprince of theDd Cais; if | said |

had not ordered the nation, | must be
believed. The unfortunate L ethgen had dready been
caught by the king's guards and dain on the spot
without benefit of trid.

In my father's day he would have had atrid.

Chapter Fifty-seven

"God has bestowed a martyrdom upon me,”
bewailed Catha Mac Maine, "by alowing me
to livelong enough to seethisdark day. Teigue
Mac Brian has been murdered amid terrible
rumorsthat his own brother was somehow involved.”
"Shal | put that in theannds?" inquired
Brother Declan.

"Certainly not! Would you disgracethe Dd
Declan refrained from recording the rumorsin
the Anndsof Kill Dalua, but other

annalists would be less generous.

No one would accuse Donough to hisface,
however.

It could be imprudent to accuse the King of
Munster of murder.

Donough had been more surprised than anyone

when Maeve sent for him the day after Teigue's

death was shouted across Munster. The province was
plunged into mourning. Masseswere being said in every
church and abbey. Together with his men, Donough was
waiting to attend the king'sfind entombment.

He dreaded facing his brother's widow. Only

his pride enabled him to meet her with his head up,
though hisface was blesk.



Herswas equdly bleak. She had aged

adecade overnight.

They gazed at each other in slencefor along
moment, then with acry Maeve flung hersdf into his
ams

Donough held the sobbing woman and patted her
awkwardly, intensely aware of hismamed hand
touching her.

"I'm sorry," he kept murmuring.

"I know." Her voice was muffled againgt his

chest.

"| didn't order him killed, Maeve."

"l know that too. Y ou never would have done that."
Anintegrity bred in hisbones compeled him

tosay, "Yet | dofed responsible..."

Shetore hersalf out of hisarmsand gazed up at

him with frightening intengity. "Never say that. Never!"
"But..."

"Whatever burdens your conscience bearsit must
bear in silence from now on, Donough. Don't you
understand?’

He hurt too much. He could not follow her

thoughts.

Maeve bit her lip and tried again. "Y ou are

the senior prince of the Da Caisnow. My

son Turlough istoo young to be king, but the last
thing any of the Dalcassanswarnt is

to relinquish the rule of Mungter to the Owenachts
agan after al these years. The kingship hasto stay in
the clan O Brian.

"Therefore you must succeed Teigue.”

Donough flinched asif she had struck him.

"I cannot! Don't you see? People will consider it
proof that | deliberately killed him for his

title”

"Sinceit isn't true you have nothing to fear.
Thisiswhat Teigue would have wanted, Donough,
for the sake of our children and their children. The O Brian
dynasty must continue.”

"Through me?' he asked hitterly.

"Through you if need be. Heloved you, for all

your quarrels.”

"l wish | could believethat."

Sheamiled sadly. "I tell youiitis

true”

Donough redlized the effort thiswas cogting her and was
awed by her courage.

Ontheday of Teigue's entombment the chief

brehon announced Donough Mac Brian was

to be the next King of Munger.



He could not tay in hisstronghold in Ely

territory, because that would only fud rumorsof a
conspiracy. Therefore his principal residence would
have to be either at Cashel--or Kincora

"I wanted Kincorawith my whole soul,” he
admitted to Fergd. "And | wanted my father's
sword. Now | have both, and | find | want

neither. They cost too much.”

Reluctantly, he decided to occupy

Cashdl. When Maeve had taken her children to their
old homein thevaley west of the Shannon,
Donough ordered the murder chamber sealed. He
had anew one built for himself afew paces beyond
the tomb of another nated king--his own
uncle, Mahon.

Upon Mahon's degth, Brian Boru had

succeeded him as King of Munster. Now the crown
he had worn would be worn by Donough.
Theirony wastoo close to the bone.

Fergd returned to Tipperary to escort

Dridllaand the rest of Donough's household

to Cashdl. The Saxon woman was heavy with child and the
journey was made very dowly. Geoffrey rodein

the cart beside her, holding her hand.

Others were traveling to Cashd; the roads were
black with people. Some came to expresstheir
loydty, others out of morbid curiosity,

eager to smack their lips at the sght of aking who
had murdered his brother to gain akingdom.

A king who was one of the high and mighty Ddl
Cas.

In spite of what he had said about being too

old to travel any more, Carroll aso returned

to Cashd. He wasimmediately taken to Donough, whose
gppearance darmed the old historian.

"You're asthin as a hazel wand!"

"Am 1?' Donough shrugged indifferently.

"Andyour hair ..."

"I know, it'sturning gray. People have dready
pointed that out to me. Gleefully, some of them, as
if it'sno morethan | deserve.”

"You arequilty of no crime," Carroll

said with certainty.

"Will higtory vindicate methen?'

"Ah." The other man stared down at the

floor. "It depends on who tellsthe

higory."

"The Owenachts are doing everything they can to make
suretheir verson isthe one remembered. |



suspect they will influence at least some

of theanndigs."

"Thenyou mus livealife," Carall

replied, "which givesthelieto your accusers.”

"I havelived such alife," Donough countered.

"I've never done anything to make people think | could
be guilty of fratricide. I've dways done

my best to live up to my father."

Carroll said softly, "Perhapsthat's the

problem.”

"What do you mean?"

"Y ou have taken too much on yourself. It was
incredibly difficult for him. Y ou Sarted

hafway up aladder of which he had built every

rung, then climbed from the bottom. Other peopl€'s
expectations of Brian were never as demanding as his
own."

"But he could do anything!"

Carrall laughed. "No, he couldn't. He was

samply clever at making othersthink he could.
Heheld usal spdlbound and | suspect

you'vefdlen victim to the same enchantment. |
admired him as much as any man, but over the years
| learned he was only human.”

"He was more than human,” Donough inssted
doggedly.

The other man only shook his head. ™Y ou lack
ahigtorian's perspective. | tdl you this

frankly--1 who loved him--Brian Boru

has blighted the lives of hissons.”

Donough did not want to hear.

On the day hewasinaugurated King of Munster

he made himsdlf carry hisfather's sword.

All eyeswere on him--and on that shining blade.

He stood before his people with his head high and hisface
et in dauntlesslinesthe oldest of them well
remembered, and they cheered him. Even hisenemies
cheered him that day.

He received messages of congratul ations from
Malcolm of Scotland and Godwine of

Wessex, and both sent gifts appropriate

to aking. Macolmwrote, "I trust you now have
acongderable army at your disposal. Our

struggles againgt various foes continue, and we would
not take amiss the loan of some men-at-arms."
Donough promptly dispatched a contingent of
Munstermen to Alba.

Earl Godwine's letter to his son-in-law was

dightly different. "The degth of LIyweyn,

King of Wales, coincideswith your own accession



to kingship, thus reminding usthat changeis

alaw of nature. Canute retainsthe throne

of England and isin full vigor, but I now have

my firgt son, abig lusty boy whomwe

christened Harold Godwinesson. Heisa

splendid fellow, theimage of me. My fond
hopeisto see him follow Canute on the

throne. Should that opportunity present itself, |
trust we may rely upon the support of a powerful
dlyinirdand.

Powerful. Donough read the |etter donein his
chamber, put it aside, took it up and read it

agan.

My power isonly Earl Godwine's

perception, he thought. Unless someonetdls

him, he has no way of knowing what unstable
footing | stand upon. What wasit that Carroll said
of my father? Ah yes--"Brian Boru was

amply clever at making othersthink he could do
anything."

Donough summoned a scribe and wrote back

to the earl, " At such time as you may require them,
the full resources of my kingdom are a your
disposa." He did not mention that he ruled over
adivided Mungter wherefully hdf of the people,
openly or secretly, thought him a

fratricide. Nor did he mention that he had

logt dl hope of ever becoming Ard R ...

unless he acquired an exceptiondly powerful

aly himsdf by the time Cuan and Corcran were no
longer abletorule.

Hewas gtill ayoung man, however. And there was always
achance Harold Godwinesson might someday gain
the English throne. Godwine was an able player

of the games of politicsand power.

* % %

When the company of warriors from Munster arrived
in Alba, Macolm put them to good usein his
renewed battle with the Northumbrians. Headso
heard amost interesting version of Donough's
accesson to the kingship.

"Blanad," heremarked to hiswifewith
condderable satisfaction, "the King of Mungter is
as canny asa Scot. He haswisdly

followed my examplein diminating

obstacles”

"What are you talking about?"

"Y our brother Donough had your brother
Teiguekilled for hiskingship.”

Blanaid gazed a her husband in horror.



Sitric Silkbeard believed the ory,

too, but he was not horrified. If anything hewas
admiring. He had learned a degree of caution

when dedling with women, however, so did not suggest
to hiswife Emer that one of her brothershad

murdered the other.

Therewas no point inteling Gormlaith, ether.

She no longer understood anything that was said to her.
She sat or lay mutein her chamber,

trapped in abody too strong to die. The spirit

her flesh imprisoned was like an extinguished

flame.

Alonewith her in the twilight, her big strong

Scottish attendant sometimes held her hand.

The next year Cuan O Lochlan died

unexpectedly, but the governorship of Irdland

did not revert to high kingship. By the time anyone
knew of the Cuan's death Corcran had

appointed anew poet to servein hisplace.
Tararemained deserted. Spiders spun
cobwebswithinitshals.

One battle season after another passed,

gave way to winter, was renewed with the spring.
Sitric's Dublin Danes sdlied forth

to plunder and pillage, but their enthusiasm for the
gport was gradudly diminishing. There wastoo much
competition.

Thejoint governors of the Irish, poet and

priest, weretotaly lacking in military experience
and made little effort to enforce any degree of
peace.

Donough Mac Brian, King of Mungter,

fought the wars that were necessary to aking, proving hisright
to rule by keeping hisenemiesintimidated.

At Cashdl, Dridllabore athird son

to join Murchad and his brother Lorcan. The new
child was smal and wizened, dark-visaged. Dublin
took one look at him and turned away.
Dridlawaswatching him asshelay onthe

bed. Something like fear touched her plump, sweaty
face. By now she had, inadvertently, acquired
enough Irish to be able to ask, "What name for your
on?!

Donough would not look &t the infant again.

"Cdl him anything you like," he said.

As heleft the chamber he met Geoffrey

of the Fensin the passageway. The two men

locked eyes, arare occurrence. The expression



on the priest's face was guarded;

anxious. Donough'sleft hand dipped to the

hilt of the knife he wore a his belt.

What would my father do if thisman had sred a
child on hiswife?

Kill him, surely. Then send the body

back to England in abox.

But the thought of England unexpectedly reminded
Donough of Earl Godwine. Asif someonewere
whispering them in hisear, he recalled the words
Godwine had written about his own son Harold;
words written with such glowing pride.

Sons, hefound himsdf thinking. Fathers.
Donough drew a deep breath and extended his
right hand. With infinite gentleness he rested the
muitilated hand on the priest's shoulder. When he
spoke his voice was kind.

"You haveason," hesad.

Chapter Fifty-eight

The young apprentice scribe sat perched like a
bony heron on histhree-legged stool, quivering

with the effort to look both humble and attentive.
Brother Declan was explainingto him, "The

keeping of the annalsis a sacred duty. These
records invoke the past for the sake of the future,
that those who read them may avoid our snsand be
inspired by our sacrifices™

It was the same speech Catha had made

to Declan many years before.

While the apprentice watched, trying not

to squirm, Declan dipped hisquill in hisink

pot and carefully scribed, "The Age of

Christ, 1027. Richard the Good, King of

France, Duke of Normandy, and son of Richard

the Fearless, died. After sweeping through Connacht and
taking many hostages, Donough Mac Brian led

the army of Mungter into the tribeland of Ossory.
There the Munstermen suffered a great daughter.
Among those who fell was Fergd, anoble son of
Anluan, son of Kennedy. Great wasthe grief

of the Dalcassans.”

But no words on parchment could convey thefull
extent of Donough's loss when Fergd died.

Carroll had died two years previoudy,

finaly succumbing without complaint to acombination of old
men'sills. Donough had mourned him, but the desth
was expected.

Fergd'swas not. One minute they were fighting



together, with Ferga asusud dightly

behind his cousin, guarding hisback. Then therewasa
sound like athunk, hardly audible among the other
sounds of battle. A weight crashed into Donough
from behind.

Heturned intimeto catch hisdying cousinin his

arms. A spear protruded from Ferga's back,

the shaft still quivering.

"You cant die!" protested Donough, who had

seen countless men die in the same way and knew the
wound was mortal.

Fergd squinted up a him. "I don't

awayshaveto follow your orders," he said hoarsdly.
"I'm aprincetoo." Hetried to grin but

coughed instead. Blood ran from the corner of his
mouth and his bowel s opened.

He was dead by the time Donough lowered him gently
to the ground.

Fergd's sacrifice brought Donough no

ingpiration.

It was for nothing, he told himself ashe

accompanied the body back to Cashel. | was

trying to prove mysdf thewarrior my father was, and
what have | accomplished? Another skirmish,

another battle, and none of them truly

important, none of them worth agood man's

life. Kill or bekilled, and wheresthe glory

init? Youdiein your own stink. He paused,

struck by adisturbing sense of having heard those
words before. But when? Who said them?

He could not recall.

The season was summer and every bush was vibrant with
birdsong. The air was sweet, the earth was

fertile, lifewas brimming dl around them,

precious and irreplacesble.

"Nothing isworth alife," Donough

abruptly said doud.

Hismen stared & him.

But thefighting did not end. Donough took

hostages from Leinster and Meath and they harried his
bordersin retdiation. Meanwhile a disaffected
Mungster tribe refused to pay tribute

to Cashel, Munster clans raided the cattle of

other Mungter clans, and the king was expected to act
on behdf of countless petitioners. Act, or

admit he was not strong enough to be king.

So Donough rode out from Cashel again and again.
Sometimes he lost, sometimes hewon. The

battles al had a sameness, but they were away

of passing the days, away of escaping from those things



he did not wish to think about.

Dridlacdled the baby Dondbane.

"That'sno Irish name," Donough's courtiers
grumbled. He refused to respond.

Since the child's birth he had not bedded his

wife. He dept in another chamber, when he

could deep. There were many nights he passed
stalking through the passageways of Cashd, a

tal, grave man with hungry eyes.

Hisbody Hill lusted, like some animd he could not
tame. But he would never touch Dridlaagain. His
restraint was not born out of anger at her

betrayd; rather, he felt he had bequesthed her

to Geoffrey the day Dona bane was born.

Bedding her now would be the betrayal.
Hewasamost glad he had noliving

confidantes. He could not have explained his decison
in away that would make senseto anyone else.

He only knew hewasliving up to someinner
standard of hisown--even if it did not correspond

to hisimage of hisfather.

There were other women. Donough was avirile

man and there were aways women who sought the honor of a
king's embraces.

Hedid not fed anything for them, for which hewas
thankful. He was convinced they felt nothing for him
ather, imperfect, disfigured, ashewas.

Better that no emotions were involved, so sex
became a gtraightforward transaction with each knowing
the other's price.

But he hated the desolate melancholy that

descended upon him afterward.

Sometimes when he could stand it no longer he sought
digtraction by riding north to ingpect the garrison

at Kincora At thefirgt sght of those timbered
palisades, for just one moment he could be aboy
agan.

By chance he was there in 1028 when Catha Mac
Mainedied. Donough paid hisfina respects

to the old abbot and attended his entombment within the
walls of Kill Daua. He was pleased

to learn hisfriend, Brother Senan, was to succeed
Cathal. They sat together in the abbot's chamber,
reminiscing about its former occupant over cups of
mead.

"Mind you," Senan remarked, "hewasa

dedicated Chrigtian with a strong sense of

purpose, evenif | did not always agree with

him."

Donough raised an eyebrow. "l was never



aware the two of you quarreled.”

"We did not quarrel; he wasthe abbot and |
amere brother. But he knew | disapproved of

his actionsin the matter of the druid girl, for
example"

Donough tensed. "What druid girl ?*

"The one you sent for, the one he sent away.”

Very carefully, Donough set down his cup.

"Do you mean she came to me after dl?'

"Shedid. Thelate abbot told her you

refused to see her. He could not sanction your
association with apagan, you see, and therefore ..."
Donough legped to hisfeet. "She did not

reject me because of this?" he roared, waving hisright
hand inthe air.

The shocked monk stared up at him, appdled

to redize just how big he was, how powerfully
built; how furious. "Y ou were mided,” Senan
whispered, half expecting from the look on his

face that Donough would hit him.

He was wesk with relief when the king ran from the
chamber. With an unsteady hand, he took up
Donough's abandoned cup and drained it.

At the sametime, Sitric Silkbeard

decided he had had enough. Since Clontarf his
pleasurein life had been steadily eroded.

He could not even look forward to Vahalla, because
the chances of hisdying in battle were very dim. He
did not have enough warriorsleft to venture outside
thewallsof Dublin. The previous summer his

Danes had been virtually destroyed by an army

of Meathmen, and this spring his oldest son had been
taken hostage by a prince of Bregawho demanded
as ransom twelve hundred cows, seven score
British horses, and sixty ounces of white

glver.

The plunderers were being plundered.

Now Sitricswife Emer wasin aterrible

temper. Gormlaith had begun screaming at

night and Emer demanded he get rid of her.

"What am | to do, set her adrift inthe

bay?"

"Or st her dight with ablazing torch, |

don't care.”

"I will do neither; sheismy mother.”

"Then send her to Donough,” snarled Emer,
"before | st fireto her mysdf.”

When they werefirst married al those years ago,
Sitric had been amused by the Irish temper of



Brian Boru's daughter. He had

laughingly referred to her as"my littlelioness™ The
charm had soon worn thin, and ended forever on the day
of Clontarf, when she had taunted him about his

defeat and he struck her.

Hisface set in stubborn lines. "With every hand

raised againgt me except Donough's, | cannot

afford to bresk trust with him. | agreed to keep

her here and keep her | shdl. And if any harm

comesto her through you, the same will be visited onyou."
"But you have to do something!" Emer shrieked at
him.

Sitric did something. He converted

to Chridtianity. "If | cannot get

into Vahdla" he explained to the bishop who
baptized him, "I can at least lay Sege

to Heaven."

The bishop was dubious about the aging Viking's
chances of entering Heaven, but wisdly refrained from
saying s0. The conversion of Sitric Silkbeard was
much to his credit.

After his baptism Sitric promptly departed

on apilgrimageto Rome, leaving histroubles

far behind.

* % %

Donough had made amuch shorter journey. From
Kill Daluahe had ridden at breakneck

gpeed, dmost killing ahorse under him,

to Drumcullaun Lough. Thereit wasasmple
matter to locate the druid cabin among the

oaks.

But once he drew rein and spancelled his

horse so it would not wander off, he felt lost.
What could he say to her after so long?

A worse thought struck him. What if she had
another man?

He amost turned around and got back on his
horse.

But he had never run from anything; he would not
run now. With firm stride he walked to the

closed door and banged on it with his one good fist.
In the slence that followed he could hear the
hammering of his heart.

Someone moved inside; the door cresked oniits
hinges

Cumaralooked out a himin disbelief.

A few moments|later Donough wasinsde,
warming his hands by thefire. "My father's old friend
Padraic gave me ahomewith hisfamily,"



Cumarawas explaining. "I've been here

ever Snce, occupying mysdlf with copying my father's
biography of your father. But my hedlthis poor,

| think only their ancient wisdom kegps me

dive"

"Where are the others--Padraic and his

family?'

"Och, he himsdlf died two winters ago, and his
older daughter and two of his sonsare married and
gone. Therés only Daman and Ceraliving here
now with me."

"Cera." Donough braced himsdf. ™Y our

wife?" he asked politely.

With ahollow laugh Cumarareplied, "Not for

lack of trying, but shewon't have me. A wild

one, our Cera. Shewon't have any man, she
belongs only to hersdf.”

Cumarawas beginning to recover from hissurprise.
Squinting at Donough in the dim light, he thought

he detected an expression of intenserelief.

Was the other so glad to find him, then? How
graifying! "Where are the rest of your men, my
friend?" he asked aoud.

"l camedone.

"Y ou couldn't! We heard you were made King of
Mungter; surely you go everywhere with an army now."
" left them at Kincora," said Donough.

"| dlowed no oneto comewith me."

"Why not?Y ou came to see me and wanted no
onewith you?'

"l did not even know you were here.”

Cumarawas taken aback. "Then | don't
understand what ... why ..."

The door creaked open and daylight fell across
Donough'sface, giving Cumaraagood look

at his expression as Cera entered the cabin.
Suddenly dl the questions were answered.

She gazed at Donough in wonder. But when she
started to speak, he sprang to hisfeet and

crushed her so tightly againgt him Cera could say
nothing at al.

"Ssshhh," he whispered into her hair.

"Ssshhh.”

Hesmply held her; atal man

enveloping asmal woman in hisembrace,

letting their bodies spesk for them with sensations more
eloquent than words.

With asad and wi/l smile, Cumaraarose and

|eft the cabin.

Sometime later--much later--they spoke of that day



at Kill Dauawhen she had tried and

falled to see him. "I thought you would not cometo me
because | was mutilated,” Donough told her.

By way of answer she caught hold of hisright

arm and turned back the deeve, exposing the
discolored thumb and scarred, denuded pam. She
held the ruined hand in the firdight so she could

seeit clearly, then bent her head and covered it

with kisses.

Chapter Fifty-nine

When hetook her back to Kincorawith him she
asked no questions. She was content to sit behind him with
her arms wrapped around hiswaist and her cheek
resting against the rough wool of hisbrat. From time
to time she hummed. Her voice did not seem

to enter hisears, but rather to inhabit them, asif it had
aways been part of him.

Upon reaching Kincora he took her at once

to the king's chamber. His, now. Hisby right. "We
will rest herefor afew days," hetold her,

assuming she understood they would go on to Cashel
afterward.

Hewas King of Mungter; he belonged to his people.
Cerawasjud for himsdlf.

Thefirst problem arose when he mentioned his plans
to Senan, expecting congratul ationsfor amistake
rectified.

Instead the new Abbot of Kill Dauawas

dismayed. "Y ou can't ingtal a pagan woman a
Cashd! | did not gpprove of the way the

matter was handled, but | agree with the premise behind
it. Thanksin large part to Cathd Mac

Maine, thereis now a strong movement to stamp out
the old heathen waysin Irdand. For the King of
Munster to make afavorite of adruid woman

would be an open defiance of the Church.

"Bring her to me, Donough, that we may begin

her conversion at once!"

But Cerahad no intention of being converted. "
cannot change my spirit," shetold Donough, "any
more than you can grow anew hand. Does my spirit
displease you 07

"Everything about you pleasesme," hereplied
truthfully. "Change nothing for me."

Once that decision was made, however, he must be
circumspect about their relationship. He decided

to take her to Cashel secretly and find her some
unobtrusive placeto live closeto the



Rock, yet away from the eyes of the

Church.

When hetold Cera hisintentions she balked
again. "l don't want to be hidden away like
someone you're ashamed of! | want to live with you.
| need to see your face beside mein thefirst light
of morning and fal adeegp inyour amsat

night."

"l have awife," Donough tried to explain.

"Set her asdeif you prefer me.

Surely you would not insult her pride by keeping
her in such aposition. Apply to the brehonsfor a
divorceand ..."

"| cannot, Cera. Y ou don't understand. | need
her, or rather | need her connections. My position
istenuous at best and depends on other peopl€e's
perceptions of my strength. If | end my
relationship with King Canute, | may destroy
forever my chance of becoming Ard Ri."

Her eyeslocked with his. ™Y ou want to be
ArdRi?'

"My whole life has been directed toward

that purpose.”

"Do you want to be Ard Ri?" she repeated.

How clear her dark eyes were! How deeply
they looked into hissoul! "I don't know," he

sad miserably.

Helay with her in the king's chamber at

Kincoraand wondered if hisfather had ever brought his
druid to thisroom; this bed. were their spirits watching from
the shadows?

Then Cera's hands moved on his body and her

mouth set fireto hisflesh, and heforgot about his

ghodts.

While she sat agtride him, riding him, he

gazed up in admiration a the underside of her

breasts. Their lush ripeness was not obvious when she
was clothed. Now they bounced with her movements.
Cupping them in his pams, he bounced them higher

and shelaughed.

Cerdslaughter rippled through her interior

muscles. They clenched his penisrhythmicaly,

provoking an orgasm so intenseit hurt. Y et

within moments hefdt himsaf diffening again, demanding
more.

Therewas no limit to Cerasjoyful giving.

She let him take her to Cashel with a shawl
over her head to keep her face in shadow. She



let him provide her with a hidden house

--of warm timber, not cold stone like the

structures atop the Rock--and there she waited

each day for him to cometo her.

For Donough she sacrificed her pride.

But in spite of her best efforts, she could not

hidethe painit cost her. Sometimesin an

unguarded moment he glimpsed anguish in her

eyes and knew the depth of her lovefor him.
Donough vowed to himsdf that her sacrifice would not
beinvain. Heredoubled hiseffortsto put himsdf in
apogtion where he might eventudly makea
successful clam on the high kingship.

Having proven himsdf asawarrior, he began
endowing churches and monagteries. At the sametime
and with total ruthlessness he cleared Mungter of the
majority of its outlaws and made the roads
reasonably safe.

Sometimes he fet he was fighting shadows. The
deep forces of disintegration at work in Ireland could
not be held back by any man.

Maeve came from her valey to inform Donough

she had sent her oldest son to be fostered

by Diarmait Mac Madl-nambo, Prince of

Leingter. "Turlough needs anoble father,” she
explaned.

"l would gladly foster him. My brother's child

"Unthinkable. Evenif | werewilling,

Turlough would never agree; he till holdsyou
responsible for Teigue's death. No, itis

better he grow to manhood asfar from you as
possible. Seeing you only keeps his anger

dive

"Besides," she added with a political shrewdness
he had not expected of her, "someday he may have
need of astrong dliance with Leinger.”

He knew then that Maeve meant to see her

son rule as King of Mungter. Immediately Donough
began grooming his own son Murchad to bea
warrior prince; aking.

A year dter Sitric Silkbeard returned

from a protracted pilgrimage to Rome where he
had been surprised to meet not afew fellow
Vikings, Brother Declan's gpprentice

meade hisfirg entry in the Annds of Kill

Ddua

"The Age of Chrigt, 1030. Gormlaith,

Princess of Leingter, mother of Sitric, King of
Dublin, and of Donough, King of Mungter, died.



It was this Gormlaith who took three

legps which awoman shall never take again: To Dublin
with Olaf, to Tarawith Mdachi, and to Kincorawith
Brian Boru."

Donough wegpt for her in private, and only
Ceraknew.

"If | ever have adaughter | shall name her
Gormlaith," hevowed. But Ceradid not dare

give him children, though she ached to do so. A child would
reved their secret past any keeping; he would not

be able to hide hisjoy and his pride.

With the passage of time their desire grew instead

of diminishing. Coupling was richer, degper, more
inventive. Donough teased, " Surely such

passion can't be natura!"

Soberly, Ceraresponded, "I would not

employ druid sorcery for this. The only magic

isin oursalves”

"Oursdves?'

Her grave expression softened into asmile.

"Both of us. Themagicisin both of us" she

told him.

Thefollowing autumn an urgent message

arived from Alba

"In spite of my effortsto conciliate him,”

Ma colm wrote, " Canute, King of England,

has attacked Alba. He is marching north with a

large army including a contingent of Danes

recruited from Dublin. Therefore | call upon you

to send me as many warriors as you can to hold Alba
for my nephew Duncan.”

The request rocked Donough. Assembling his

wisest counseglors, he explained the Situation.

"If | gotoMdcolm'sad | find mysdf

opposing Canute, thus making an enemy of the

King of England. My wifeisrdated

to Canute," he added unnecessarily.

The chief brehon of Mungter pointed out, "And

your sgter iswifeto Macolm. Whichtieis

sronger?'

There was too much advice dtogether. Everyone had
an opinion; none of them seemed to have an answer.
At last Donough sent them all away.

Latein theday hefound himself done, leaning his
elbows on the stone wall which encircled the top of the
Rock of Cashel. A shorter man would have had

to rest his chin on the same surface. Beyond lay
Mundter, glimmering in watery twilight.

Compromise. He considered his options. Not
possblein thisgtuation.



Avoidance. Pretend | never

received Malcolm's|etter. But avoidanceisthe
coward'sway and in the end it would cost me both of
them, Ma colm and Canute.

Gazing fixedly into the night, Donough sought

to think like hisfather.

Which isthe more dangerous enemy? Canute,
obvioudy. He hasalarger army and more

dlies. If lamevertogan Targ, itis

Canute who can give me the advantage |

need. Macolm isan old man, a spent

force. Canuteis one of the Land Leapers. The
futureiswith him.

In the same circumstances, Macolm the

savage pragmatist would probably do what

Donough was about to do. But knowing that did not make him
fed any better. He went to Ceraand drank

far toomuch de.

The next day he wrote along letter not

to Macolm, but to Blanaid, gpologizing for his
inability to send warriors "a thistime." He

related details of the various wars he wasfighting

and the number of men he could summon to his banner,
giving an impresson of aman aready committed to the
fullest, which was not untrue. Concluding with fond
wordsfor hissgter, he sent the letter by swiftest
messenger and waited.

No response came.

Donough never heard from hissster again.

Only later did it occur to him that Sding with

Mal colm would have freed him of the necessity of
maintaining amarriagewith Dridla But his

decision was vindicated when Mal colm accepted
Canute as overlord.

Donough had chosen the winning Sde, adecision

he earnestly sought to square with his conscience.

In his battles both externa and interndl,

Cerawas his sanctuary. In the autumn of 1034

he went gtraight to her after learning the King of the
Scots and the Picts had been murdered at

Glamis. AsMacolm had desired, the throne

of Alba passed to Duncan. And aswas hormal

with kingship, the succession was soon bitterly
contested by Mac Beth of Moray.

"Fortunately, that is one conflict which does not
concern me," Donough declared with some relief.
Then he resolutely put the matter out of his

mind. When hewas sitting in Ceras smdll

house, with hislong legs stretched out and her light
weight in hislap, he could forget there were such things



asdynastic struggles. He could forget

... for atime.

But even the King of England was subject to the
vagaries of fortune. In 1035 Canute himsalf

died unexpectedly, causng ascramble for power.
The next fifteen years was a period of

ineffectud kings and paliticd turmoail

until at last Edward, known as the Confessor,
ascended the throne--and had Earl Godwine and his
family expdled. They were accused of plotting the
new king's overthrow.

Donough read the earl's subsequent letter aloud

to Cera

"My trusted son-in-law,

"For the sake of your wife hissigter, | beg you
giverefugeto my son Harold. My family

has been broken up and dispersed and our dangers
multiply. | do not fear for mysdlf, for | aman

old man and have not long to live, but Harold's
futureisyet to come. Shelter him, | beg

you, and give him what support you can, for the sake
of your wife my daughter.

"Y our servant, Godwine, formerly Earl of

Wessex and Kent."

"What do you think?' Donough asked when he
finished.

Ceragave him asearching look. "1 think you

have aways regretted refusng Macolm,” she
replied.

A letter sped to Godwine, assuring him his son
Harold would be welcome at Cashdl.
Meanwhile the condition of Ireland sank into both
amora and aphysica depression. Battles

broke out continualy. There seemed to be ahunger
among men to rend and tear. No place was safe from
plunder. While Donough marched east to retdiate
againgt an attack by the Leinstermen, awarrior band
from Connacht seized their opportunity and sacked the
great monagtic school of Clonmacnais.

At the sametime the land was beset by natural
cdamities. Rain fdl incessantly.

Riversflooded, cattle drowned, the earth

oozed moisture like blood until cropsrotted
inthefieds

Although the Irish traditionally blamed bad kings

for bad wesather, the priests began saying it was
God's punishment on the people for their wickedness.
Cerawas amused by such clams. "Y our

Christ-men smply don't know how to placate

their god,” shetold Donough.



"| suppose you could do better?”

Shetwinkled up a him. "I might.”

But it was till raining when aweary and sodden
Harold Godwinesson arrived at Cashel

late in the summer of 1050. The young manwasa
strapping blond with the muscular grace of a
warrior. Donough could see little resemblance between
Harold and Dridlla, but nevertheless shefdll upon
her brother with glad cries and a babble of

Saxon.

Donough thought with apang of Blanaid, lost

tohim.

He did what he could to make the exiled
Godwinesson comfortable while gpologizing for the
miserable weather. Harold was not interested in Irish
misfortunes, however. In pite of exhaustion that

left dark rings under his eyes, he stayed up most

of thefirgt night complaining about the injustice that had
been done hisfamily, who were now scattered from
Flandersto Irdland. He was very hitter.

"They cdl old Edward asaintly man,”

he snarled. "'l have another namefor him."

Once Harold had rested from hisjourney his

natura optimism began to emerge, however.

He spoke of fulfilling hisfather's dream and
replacing Edward the Confessor with amore virile
king--himself. Soon he was brimming with the future.
| used to be like that, recalled Donough.

Hot and eager, ready for anything. In youth we
areimmortd, and it isalways summer.

He found himsdlf caught up in Harold's

enthusiasm and moved by the younger man'sdesire
to fulfill Earl Godwine's dream.

Soon Donough was agreeing to supply him with
warriors and arrange with the Norse of Waterford for
shipsto carry him and his men to the Ide of Wight,
where hisyounger brotherswerein hiding. With such
reinforcements Harold could plan areturn

to England and a campaign to gain the throne.
Harold Godwinesson, King of England,

Donough whispered to himself. Indebted to me.
Suddenly it dl opened up again. Standing in the
smoky greet hdl of Cashdl, he envisoned himsdlf
under the clean, windswept sky at Tara, stepping
onto the Stone of Fal.

That night in the privacy of hischamber he

took out the highly polished meta mirror which

had belonged to his mother. Upon her death her
Scottish attendant had sent it to him; he

kept it with hisfather's harp and sword.



For along time he sared into the

mirror's surface.

The face he saw reflected might dmost have

been that of Brian Boru. Seamed by a hard

life and the passage of haf acentury, it was

gern, grave. Commanding.

ArdRi.

Audacity in war and competencein administration
are not enough, the face in the mirror told him.
Donough nodded. By now he knew how to play the
game.

He sent for the chief brehon and a scribe and
worked late into the night. When he was so tired his
brain felt like mud, he rode alone down the

steep incline from Cashd, trugting his horse to know
whereto go. Theanimd followed afamiliar
pathway to asmal house submerged in dense
woods some distance from the Rock.

Thewoman who lived there had chosen asite
where any view of Cashel was blocked. She could
not bear to see where Donough lived with another
woman.

Without ever being told when he would come, Cera
knew the moment his horse set foot on the

doping road. She opened the door and stood
waiting, framed by thefirdight behind her.

Once he had thought she could not possibly
comprehend hislife. Now helay in her aamsand
told her his secret thoughts, hismost private

plans, and she listened and understood.

When herode away in the morning she stood in

the doorway, following him with her eyes.
Requesting the chieftains and senior clergy of
Mungter to meet with him, Donough displayed for them
anew aspect of hiskingliness--an extensve knowledge
of the usages of law.

Inthe Annas of Kill Dalua,

Declan's successor wrote:

"The Year of Chrigt, 1051. At aconvening

of thewisest men in Munster, Donough Mac

Brian presented and enacted new laws and
restraints upon every form of injustice. In
consequence, God hasfavored Irdland with a
return to clement wesether."

In the weeks that followed, old friends commended
Donough and old enemies grudgingly paid him
tribute.

"Youtimehascome" hisdliesinasted. "There

has been no true Ard Ri since Maachi

Mor, and the Irish are reduced to a pack of



quarrdling hounds. Assert your right to your

father's high kingship. Wewill support you; dl

Munster will support you.”

"I need more than Mungter,”" Donough told

them. "I haveto have dliesin the other provincesas

well. Princes who recognize thet their interests

liewith mine; powerful clergy who can influence the people

"The Church will support you," he was assured.
Donough paid avidt to the Abbot of Kill

Daua. But when Senan asked him outright, "'Is

that druid still with you?' hewould not lie.

"Sheis"

"Send her from you, Donough. Y ou arefar from being
ayoung man and sheis no longer ayoung woman;
surely the fires have burned out. Only if you

send her away can the Church give you the support
you seek. But with Rome behind you, you may yet be
ArdRi of Irdland.”

Chapter Sixty

Senan spoke the truth. Donough was not ayoung
man, and there was more than alittle gray in Ceras
hair.

At Cashd whole days passed when Donough

never saw Dridlaat dl. She might be

sewing in the grianan with her women, or kneding
inthe chapd at her devotions. Then he would
glimpse afat, pleasant-faced woman pacing
contentedly beside Geoffrey, who had gone quite bald.
They werefond of strolling across the lawn together,
talking in their common language that neither had ever
forgotten.

When Donough nodded to Dridllaher answering
smilewas palite. They had discharged their duties

to one another and both understood nothing more was
required.

Dridlahad madealifefor hersdf that

suited her. Shewas luckier than most.

Donough wished her well.

Senan was expecting an answer about Cera, but

he could not give him the answer he wanted.

"Surely the fires have burned out,” Senan had

sad.

How little he knew.

| am afly trapped in amber.

And till the seasons passed.

Murchad had grown into asturdy, belligerent

young man. Not astdl as Donough, hewas



nicknamed "Murchad of the Short

Shidd." He spoke confidently of the day he

would follow hisfather asKing of Munger.

In Leingter, Diarmait Mac Madl-nambo

succeeded to the kingship. Within weeks of his
inauguration Donough discovered he had an
aggressve new riva. Diarmait's

foster-son, Turlough Mac Teigue, took

to the battlefield with him. They attacked
Waterford, then together laid successful Sege

to Dublin.

Diarmait proclaimed himsdlf King of Dublin

and the Foreigners, exiling the sons of Sitric
Silkbeard, who had died while on

pilgrimage.

Diarmait and Turlough Mac Teigue made
aformidable team.

Donough'sfollowers clamored for him to strike
them down before they became any stronger.
"Diarmait meansto gain afoothold in

Mungter," they warned, "'by having young Turlough
replace you asking here.”

"Turlough has adherentsin Munster dready,”
Donough confided to Cera. "All of the

Dd cassians do not support me; thereisa

faction which has never ceased to believe | murdered
my brother. In aconfrontation they would sdewith
my nephew.”

Under hisfeet hefdt the shifts of power.

In England, Harold Godwine was maneuvering
himsdlf into position to replace the aged Edward the
Confessor on the throne.

In Normandy, William, the bastard Duke,

was congdering aclaim of hisown to the kingship of
England.

Inlrdland, Leingter chalenged Munster on

one battlefield after another. Connacht and

Ulster warred perpetually; occasionally Connacht
sded with Leingter againgt Munster. In the absence
of astrong High King to serve asa unifying force,
Ireland's provincia kings savaged their

neighbors.

"Assert your right to be Ard Ri, Father,”

demanded Murchad of the Short Shield. "1 will

then rule here at Cashd."

"Give up your druid,” demanded the Church,

"and Tarawill be yours. With the support of Rome the
Da cassanswill beforced to unify behind you.”

He was aman; there were decisions he must make



aone. Even Cera--particularly Cera

--could not help him.

One chance, one chance, thundered like a drumbest
through him. Onefind glorious chancetowinit

all

Hewas old, but not too old to fight. The

years of lifeleft to him could be made splendid
with the redlization of adream. Donough had only
to stretch out his hand.

Now, while there was ill time.

Alonein hischamber at Cashdl, he took

up Gormlaith's mirror once more and gazed

soberly at the face that looked back at him.
Thistime he was sure whose face it was.

* % %

On abrisk spring day Donough set out for

Kill Ddua. As he neared the monastery he

paused to admire arow of dender birch trees
crowning anearby hill likeunlit candles,

waiting for the flame of the sun.

No warrior escort accompanied the King of
Munster. Hewas dressed inasimple tunic

and aplain woolen brat. His face was serene, that
of aman who had cometo termswith himsdlf at last.
After making him welcome with meed, the monks
sent for their abbot. Senan expressed great
pleasure at the vigt. "Have you finally cometo bring
me good news?" he asked hopefully.

"l have come to make a confession and an
announcement.”

"A confession?' Frowning, Senan tented his
fingers. Was Donough going to admit to his
brother's assassination after al? What should be the
Church'sresponse?

"From theday | learned that Cathal Mac

Maine had kept Cerafrom me," said Donough,

"| hated your predecessor and everything he stood
for. In my heart | ceased to reverence his Church.”
Senan was deeply shocked. "Y ou've taken

too many blows to the head over the years, you don't
know what you're saying. | warn you, you put your
morta soul in danger!™

"l know exactly what I'm saying. | have

done my duty--by Mungter, my tribe, my
family--even by the Church. | felta

hypocriteevery timel laid agift onthe

dtar. Isthat what Christ wanted of us? That we
should become masters of hypocrisy?' Donough
gave hishead asmall, sad shake.

"Now | am done with duty," he continued.



"Beforel diel shall seek absolution

of my sinsfor the sake of my children. But beforel die
| intend to live, Senan. Livefully, without
compromise.”

"What are you talking about? Does this mean you
agreeto do everything necessary to achieve ..."

"I have done everything necessary. | have aready told
Driellagood-bye; thisismy farewd| to you.

If Murchad wantsto rule at Cashel he can

fight for the right askings have fought before. | leaveit
to him. Ceraiswaiting for me at Kincora."

The color drained from the abbot's face. "

don't understand.”

"We're going avay, Senan, to aquiet

lakeshore where aman and woman can livein

pesace with whatever gods they worship. Therewe shall
lie naked in the grass and cel ebrate together.”

"Y ou're talking blagphemy!"

Donough merely smiled. Hisgray eyeswere

full of light.

Holding his proud head high, heleft Kill

Dduafor thelast time. As he passed between the
gatestheir shadow fell briefly across hisface,

but then he stepped into the sun. He moved with an
easy grace, like someonewho had al thetimein the
world.

ROME, 1064



And so | walked away. Or rather, | rode

away, with Cerabehind me on the horse and the west
wind in our faces. My father's ring was on my

left hand; his harp was dung from the pomme of my
saddle.

In my pack were the crown and sceptre that had
been hisasKing of Munger.

Hissword | left a Kincora

Because it was Beltane we paused long enough

to climb Crag Liath and leave an offering there,

and | held my woman in my arms and gazed out
across Mungter. Lough Derg with the sun shining on the
water gazed back at uslike the blue eye of

God.

Kincoralay below us. Never redly mine.

We made ahome for ourselves beside aquiet
lake, aplaceinviolate, where | played the

harp for her and no one spoke of war or kings. |
grew adense gray beard in which she plaited
daises

We were not aone.

Sometimes | felt them watching us, that other king
and hisdruid. My eyes would seek Cerasand
shewould nod, smiling.

| did not envy Brian hislife, but |

knew he envied mine.

When the time came and Cerawent ahead of me
into the Otherworld, | set out for Rome. | till
knew how to play the game. By asking and receiving
absolution from the Pope himself | hoped

to expunge the stain clinging to my name. My
descendants must not bear the burden of
fratricide.

It was my last duty and one cannot totally

escape one's duties.

| laid gifts upon the Pope's dtar,

variousroya regdial no longer wanted.

What need has aman for gold when he has

stood with hisarm around his woman and watched the
western sun gild an entire sea?

The Church proclaimed my soul clean.

What had not been done was thus undone, an
irony | appreciated.

| have grown too wesk to return to Ireland, so

| have given indructionsthat my remaining
possessions a so pass to the Pope upon my death.
They arefina payment for his generogty. At the
end of my life, the Church has not been

unkind.



My only regret isthat | shall not die at

home and be put to rest beneath atree with my Cera.
But sheiswith me, dways.

Andl ... | amthe son of Brian

Boru.

| am the happiest man dive.

AUTHOR'SNOTE

The higtory detailed in Pride of

Lionsistaken without revison from the

chronicles of thetime. The dynastic marriages

by which the blood of Brian Boru entered the roya
families of Scotland and England are documented,
as are the events described.

In the yearsfollowing 1014, Ireland went

mad. With Brian's degth the country quiteliteraly
lost its head, and the chaos that followed left
Ireland vulnerable to any determined invader.
Malachi Mor wasthe last undisputed Ard

Ri. Otherswould subsequently lay clamto the
title, incdluding Turlough Mac Teigue, who
preferred to be known as Turlough O Brian.

But he and five successors were at best "kingsin
opposition,” never supported by morethan a
fraction of the people.

When the Normansinvaded in 1170 the high
kingship was soon permanently vacated, and the
pattern of attempted conquest that would dominate the
next eight hundred years of Irish history

began.

Donough isburied in Rome; the reader may

vigt histomb. Brian Boru'sring

eventualy made itsway back to Irdland and,
together with his sword, remained in the possession of the



OBrien family until the present century.

Asfor the harp, a subsequent Pope presented it

to King Henry Il of England--the monarch under
whom the Normansfirst invaded Ireland.

Donough would have appreciated theirony.
Thedruid Ceraisfictiona, but she and her

lineage haverootsin folkloric history. The
Dalcassans of Mungter have long believed inthe
exigence of the guardian spirit caled Aibhlinn,

who dwellson Crag Liath.

Although Donalbane disappeared from history,
Donough's other children accounted for anumber of
progeny, as did the children of hisbrother Teigue.
Through them the O'Brien dynasty continuesto the
present day.

The past belongs to those who shaped it; the future
isoursto make.
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