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OAKDAY - FALCON 64TH 

TULACH SHIRE 

 

Soaring high above Fox Pond, a fish hawk glided from one thermal to another with just an 

occasional lazy flap of its wings, circling round and round and peering down from its lofty height. Beneath 

the hawk, two boys circled the small, glassy pool, their third time around. 

“Look at you, Paddy,” the boy in the lead taunted the one two strides behind. “There’s the finish 

line, and you’ll be lucky to make it there under your own power. You’ve gotten soft.” 

Were it not for their clothing and their eyes, the two boys would be difficult to tell apart. Both, the 

same age, had light-brown hair and somewhat similar body types of the gangly mid-teens. 

Now, nearing the end of the race, brown-eyed Liam, dressed in the fine garments of the nobility, 

pushed himself harder, opening up the gap between the two of them to three strides. 

Pádraig, with deep-blue eyes, in the simple cotton and leather of a tradesman, smiled slightly, but 

said nothing in reply to the gibe. A bit more muscular and tanned than his noble friend, he matched the 

increase in pace, reducing the separation back to where it had been just moments before. 

Three times around Fox Pond. That had been the bet. Three times around any pond was always 

the bet when the two boys found themselves in the same territory. And in an island nation like Cruachan, 

small pools were plentiful, especially in the Kingdom of the Western Shires—with its many marshes, 

lochs, ponds, rivers, and other water features. 

Atop a boulder at what would be the finish line, a maiden with alabaster skin and long, flame-red 

hair sat smirking, shapely legs curled up under her. Her attire, like that of the boy leading the race, was 
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not the clothing of a commoner. She wore an emerald-green dress with a white girdle, white slippers, and, 

around her head, a circlet of finest silver. 

Oh, Paddy, Máiréad thought, giving a frustrated shake of that head, sending her curls in motion 

like numerous wriggling coral serpents, You’re letting him win. When will you stop being so subservient? 

With a sigh of exasperation, she then mentally answered her own question. Probably never.…Oh, 

well. 

Responding to a slight motion of her left hand, the root of a willow tree that had grown into the 

rough trail around the pond raised itself about two inches from the ground directly in front of Liam. 

“Soft, Paddy. You’re soft, I tell—” 

The remainder of his goading changed to a yelp as the young noble’s foot caught the root and sent 

him headlong onto his belly, ripping the front of his fine-woven, white tunic from neck to belt, as well as 

the sleeve where his elbow hit the dirt. 

Pádraig glanced over at the girl, shook his head in reproach, and frowned at her. Nevertheless, he 

did cross the finish line before returning to his friend lying in the middle of the path. Panting, he bent over 

and extended a helping hand. 

Writhing in pain and holding his right elbow with his left hand, Liam spat out at him, “You tripped 

me!” 

“How could I have tripped you? I was behind you, you clumsy oaf.” 

Liam let go of his elbow just long enough to slap Pádraig’s hand away. “You used one of your 

tricks. You broke the rules. I said, ‘No tricks,’ and you agreed.” 

“If you had been looking where you were going instead of back at Paddy, you would have won,” 

Máiréad said to him as she approached the twosome. “Maybe next time you’ll be a bit less arrogant and a 

tad more watchful.” 

She handed a farrier’s hoof-pick to Pádraig. The wrought-iron pick had been forged in the image 

of a hawk. He stuck it in his belt as Máiréad casually tossed two other items she had been holding into 

Liam’s lap—a scabbard containing a dirk with an eight-inch blade, brass guard and pommel, and ebony 

grip, as well as a bronze torc, the neckwear of a prince. 

“I won anyway!” Liam snapped, jamming the black leather scabbard with brass fittings into his 

belt. “We agreed on no tricks. He broke the rules and cheated, so I win.” He then positioned the torc 

around his neck with the twin wolf-head ends facing forward. 

“If you really believe that I cheated you, Your Highness, then, yes, you win. Now, here, let me 

help you up and let’s take a look at that elbow.” Pádraig again stretched out his hand. 
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“No, Paddy! No!” Máiréad scolded him, her green eyes flashing. “Why do you always let him have 

his way. Oooo, you make me so angry at times.” Turning from them, she stomped back to her rock, 

pouting. 

Assisting Liam to his feet, Pádraig took a look at the elbow, protruding from the ripped sleeve of 

the tunic. 

“Ow! That hurts!” Liam complained as his friend squeezed the joint slightly. 

“Don’t be such a baby, Your Highness. There’re no bones broken. It’s just a scrape.” 

“How would you know whether or not it’s broken. It feels broken to me.” 

Squeezing the elbow once more, not to ascertain the damage, but because Liam’s complaining was 

beginning to irritate him, Pádraig said, “The bones in your arm aren’t all that much different than the 

bones in a horse’s leg. I work with horses all the time and I know a break when I feel it, and this isn’t one. 

You’ve got a scrape. A little scrape. Now, if you want me to make the pain go away, be quiet.” 

“What are you going to do?” 

“I don’t know what he’s going to do,” Máiréad spoke up, “but if you don’t stop that whining, I’m 

going to turn you into a pig. A squealing, little pig.” She held out her arm with her palm toward Liam. 

Reflexively, he flinched. 

While his friend had been distracted by the girl, Pádraig had put both his hands around Liam’s 

elbow and had closed his eyes for a few seconds. By the time Liam’s attention had returned to Pádraig, 

the pain had been dispelled. 

“Here,” Pádraig told him, taking a lump of raw sugar from the pocket of his breeches and holding 

it out toward Liam. 

“What’s that?” his friend asked, looking at it suspiciously. 

Pádraig grinned at him. “Sugar. When a horse cooperates with me, it gets a treat. This is yours.” 

“Fool!” Liam replied, slapping the lump of sugar away. 

“The lad who is so clumsy that he trips over his own feet has the nerve to call someone else a 

fool?” Máiréad said. “That’s rich!” 

Ignoring her and flexing his arm, Liam asked Pádraig, “How did you do that?” 

The other boy simply shrugged. “A gift from An Fearglas,” he replied, bowing his head slightly 

and touching his forehead, chest, then his mouth with the first two fingers of his right hand as he uttered 

the Deity’s holy name. Both Liam and Máiréad did likewise, all three mentally reciting the ritual act of 

submission as they did so: May His tenets be always in my mind, in my heart, and on my lips. 
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“All three of us come of age in the new year,” Liam reminded him. “I suppose you intend to put 

yourself up for admission to the Blacksmiths’ Guild at the Mid-Winter Roghnú? But with your gift, you 

could join Máiréad and stand for entry into the Academy for the Spiritually Gifted. It would be a 

prestigious appointment.” 

“My future is already set, Your Highness, as is yours. Your da is a chieftain and a king, so shall 

you be one day. My da is a farrier and a blacksmith, as was his da before him, as will I be with him and 

after him.” 

“Really, Paddy.” Liam raised his left palm. “A blacksmith?” Lifting his other palm, he continued, 

“Or a wizard?” He made a small juggling motion with both hands. “Who knows? If you received an 

appointment to the Academy you might even end up one day as my court wizard when I am King of the 

Western Shires, or even Arch-Wizard when I am High King of Cruachan.” 

“King of the Western Shires, most definitely,” Pádraig responded. “But High King like your da? 

Aren’t you getting just a little ahead of yourself? Even though all the high kings have been from the house 

of Seamus since the Confederation, they have to be elected by the entire Dáil. It’s not automatic. The 

Assembly of Shire Chieftains could just as well choose one of the other two provincial kings.” 

“Don’t forget, Paddy,” Máiréad piped up. “In addition to the King of the Northern Shires or the 

King of the Eastern Shires, the Dáil could also choose the King of the Fools rather than a donkey like 

Liam, with seemingly unbridled ambition. Yes, now that I think of it,” she said to Liam, “you bray just 

like a donkey.” She put her hands up to the side of her head like ears, and wiggled her fingers. “Hee-haw, 

hee-haw, hee-haw, future King of Donkey-Town.” 

“Take care with your words, Meig,” Liam said, using the diminutive of her name, clearly not 

amused by her remarks. “Remember, wizards serve at the pleasure of the kings, and the High King makes 

the appointment of three of the five positions in the Sodality of Master Wizards—the court wizard of his 

own kingdom, the Master of the Academy for the Spiritually Gifted, and the Arch-Wizard of all Cruachan. 

That leaves only two other openings. And, with your attitude, if neither of the other two kings will have 

you, you’ll be shut out of the Sodality entirely and be relegated to permanent duty as a journeyman wizard, 

trying to make it rain for some shire chieftain’s poor peasant farmers.” 

Bristling at the idea of being a shire chieftain’s journeyman wizard, or a journeyman anything, for 

that matter, Máiréad snapped, “I think not. I intend to be the most powerful wizard in Cruachan, and all 

the kings, you included, will be beseeching me for my services. Besides, you heard Paddy. He’s not the 

least bit interested in attending the Academy.” 
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“You accuse me of unbridled ambition? You haven’t even been selected to the Academy, yet. And 

if you are, remember that the first tenet of wizardry is ‘Seirbhís a Tír agus Rí.’” He held up a hand to stifle 

any response as the words in the language of the ancients—‘Service to Country and King’—sunk in. 

Narrowing his eyes, he lowered his voice, almost hissing, “And also, dear cousin, while you’re threatening 

to turn someone into a donkey, remember that crossing over onto the dark path is punishable by death.” 

“Hey, hey, hey! Enough, you two,” Pádraig said, frowning at Máiréad and shaking Liam by the 

shoulder. “No one’s going down any dark path, here. All three of us are going to achieve great things. 

You, Your Highness, will one day be Chieftain of Tulach Shire, King of the Western Shires and, most 

probably, High King of Cruachan. You, My Lady, are going to stand for entry into the Academy for the 

Spiritually Gifted at the Mid-Winter Roghnú and turn out to be the finest master wizard the Academy has 

ever produced and, I have no doubt, the first female Arch-Wizard of all Cruachan. While I, the humble 

servant of you both, will make sure that your horses have the best-cared-for hooves in all of the three 

kingdoms. Okay?” 

Neither of the other two said a word. 

“Lady Máiréad,” Pádraig entreated, “apologize for calling him a donkey.” 

“He’s lucky I didn’t turn him into one,” she replied, glancing away and sulking. 

“See, Your Highness?” Pádraig continued. “She didn’t turn you into a donkey, did she? That’s sort 

of positive, isn’t it? Now what do you have to say?” 

“Then I guess I won’t have her tried for practicing dark-path magic.” 

“If I had turned—” Máiréad started, but with a small hand-gesture from Pádraig, broke into a 

sneezing fit and couldn’t finish the sentence. 

“Great!” Pádraig said, quickly, patting Liam on the back. “Now, since by royal request you got me 

out of helping my da with the garrison’s horses—” He stopped, frowned, and pointed westward. “Horses! 

Six of them and coming fast!” 

Liam looked in that direction. “I don’t hear or see anything.” He glanced over at Máiréad. 

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m not get—No, wait! I hear them now. And like Paddy 

said, there are six of them.” 

“I still don’t hear anything,” Liam protested. 

Pádraig cocked his head slightly. “Six horses but only four riders.” 

“You’re making this up,” Liam said, then stopped as he, too, heard the sound of hooves 

approaching from the west. 
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Out of the trees came six horses, but only four with riders. And all four of the riders carried lances. 

Emblazoned on the dark-blue tabards of the two lancemen in the lead, as well as on their round shields, 

was the gold tríbhís—the conjoined triple spiral—with a lightning bolt in its center, the symbol of the 

Cruachanian Defense Forces. The tabards of the other two were purple and bore a tríbhís with no image 

in the center, and having its top and right legs in black and only its left leg in gold, the emblem of the 

Security Forces of the Western Shires. 

“Your Highness! Your Ladyship!” one of the lead soldiers with the insignia of a captain on his 

shoulder formally addressed Liam and Máiréad in turn, dismounting and bowing slightly as he spoke. 

“The High King and the earl have sent us to bring you back to Cathair Tulach. Please, Your Highness and 

Your Ladyship, we must hurry.” 

The two members of the security forces had also dismounted and brought the riderless horses 

forward. One, a pure white stallion, carried a standard saddle. The other, a dapple-gray mare, had been 

outfitted with a sidesaddle. 

“What’s happened?!” Liam asked. “Is the High King all right?” 

“Both he and the earl are fine, Your Highness. I have no details. I just have orders to fetch the two 

of you and bring you back to the cathair.” 

“What about Paddy?” 

The captain shrugged. “No one said anything about the farrier’s lad. Please, Your Highness, 

hurry!” 

“Come up behind me,” Liam said to Pádraig as he mounted the stallion. “It’s not that far. Máedóc 

is a strong horse. He won’t be taxed.” 

Pádraig waved him away. “Go! It’s obviously important. The two of you just go! I’ll be all right.” 

Máiréad had crossed to the side of the mare. There she addressed the captain. “Go! Take the prince. 

I’ll follow shortly.” 

“But, Your Ladyship,” he protested, “my orders are—” 

Putting her hand on his arm, Máiréad repeated herself. “Take the prince. I will follow shortly.” 

The soldier stood there, glassy-eyed for a second or two, then replied, “We’ll take Prince Liam 

with us, My Lady. You’ll follow shortly.” He then swung himself up into his saddle, as did the two soldiers 

from the security forces. Quickly, all five turned their horses around and took off at a gallop, two soldiers 

in front and two behind Prince Liam, toward Fortress Tulach, a promontory stone ringfort and ancestral 

home of the Kings of the Western Shires. 

“How soon will you come?” Liam called out over his shoulder. 
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“Shortly,” Máiréad shouted back. 

As Pádraig and Máiréad followed on foot in the same direction that the horses had gone, she 

leading the mare by its reins, he said, “Why, Meig? Why didn’t you go with them?” 

“Why were you holding back in the race?” she asked, ignoring his question. 

Pádraig kept silent. 

“You could have beaten him,” she insisted. 

Pádraig shrugged, then asked, “Why did you trip him?” 

“Because you were letting him win.…Why?” 

“He needed to.” 

“And you didn’t?” 

The boy shook his head and replied, simply, “No.” 

The girl had stopped while Pádraig had kept on walking. When he had gotten a half-dozen steps 

ahead of her, she flicked the fingers of her left hand in his direction, sending a miniature lightning bolt at 

his backside. 

She had no sooner loosed it when she felt the sensation of Pádraig’s magic detecting it. 

Without turning around, he made a movement with his right hand, deflecting the energy spike off 

into the pond where it sizzled as the water extinguished it. 

Máiréad raised an eyebrow in surprise that he had been able to not only sense but repel her magic 

without seeing it coming. She flicked her fingers again, sending another power-surge toward him, this one 

twice as potent. 

Again, Pádraig sensed and deflected it, without ever turning around. 

Yet a third time she tried, redoubling the power of the energy. 

Once more, without physically seeing it coming, the boy detected and stopped it before it made 

contact with him. Only this time, instead of deflecting it into the pond, he sent it back toward her so that 

it exploded at her feet. 

Although startled, Máiréad said, “So there is a limit to how much abuse you’re willing to take. 

Good for you. But you’ve been given a gift, Paddy. Why don’t you use it?” 

He turned to her. “I don’t believe An Fearglas gave it to me to use as a toy or for personal gain, 

Meig.” 

They both bowed their heads slightly, performing the ritual touching of their foreheads, chests, 

and mouths. 
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“A most noble sentiment for a commoner. But were you given this gift so that you could squander 

it on sick horses and healing scrapes on the donkey-prince?” 

“Relieving suffering is hardly squandering.” 

“Paddy, Paddy, Paddy,” she said, leading the mare up to him. “You are so naïve. Come, ride with 

me. Rionach will barely feel the difference.” 

Bending down and cupping his hands to give the girl an assist, he lifted her up onto the mare’s 

saddle. “After Liam went to all the trouble of getting me out of work? I might just as well enjoy myself 

for the rest of the day.” 

“Will I see you later this evening?” 

“After supper tonight we’ll be packing up the wagon. Early tomorrow morning we move on to the 

garrison at Southwest Head.” 

“So soon?” Máiréad whined. “Not only is it a Between-Season Holiday, it’s the beginning of the 

new year. No one works on New Year’s Day.” 

“Tell that to the king’s horses. But how about if I meet you at the overlook at the beginning of the 

first watch tonight? We’ll celebrate New Year’s Eve together by eating a traditional meal while we reflect 

on our ancestors who have passed on to An Saol Eile. After that, we’ll run hand-in-hand through the smoke 

of the bone-fires to cleanse our own souls.” 

Cringing slightly at the mention of The Otherworld, she said, “I’m not sure about reflecting on An 

Saol Eile, but the running hand-in-hand sounds like fun.” Forcing a smile, she kissed the fingers of her 

left hand, bent down, and briefly placed them on Pádraig’s lips, adding, “Until tonight, my farrier.” 

“And, Meig, remember,” he said, holding on to her horse’s bridle, “while our friend may very well 

be a donkey-prince now, after his da passes over, Liam will become not only Chieftain of Tulach Shire 

but King of the Western Shires, as well. When that day comes, it will fall to his court wizard to help him 

develop into the king he needs to be.” 

With that, he gave the horse a slap on the rump and sent it heading in the direction of Fortress 

Tulach. 

From high above, the circling fish hawk let out a screech. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OAKDAY - FALCON 64TH 

TULACH SHIRE 

 

As the hoof-beats of the dapple-gray mare faded into the distance, carrying the Lady Máiréad 

toward her home at Fortress Tulach, Pádraig picked up a small, flat stone and sent it skipping across Fox 

Pond. Although he wondered why soldiers from both the defense forces and the security forces had been 

sent to retrieve Liam and Máiréad, he decided he could wait until later in the afternoon to satisfy his 

curiosity. Had he gone back with them, his father would have put him to work; and a rare day off was not 

something Pádraig was willing to relinquish without an extremely good reason. He had worked each day 

of the previous six eight-day weeks, including every Hollyday and Oakday, the traditional days off at the 

end of each week commemorating the two trees most sacred to the Deity. 

Following the brook that fed Fox Pond, Pádraig stopped momentarily to watch a little wren flit 

about, foraging for food. From somewhere among the bare branches of the alder trees, two crows argued 

with each other, while above the canopy, unseen by the boy, the fish hawk continued to circle. 

With his heightened senses, a by-product of his ‘gift’ from the Deity, the young blacksmith 

detected the sound of splashing water coming from somewhere upstream. 

A rapids, or maybe a waterfall? he wondered, and quickened his pace. 

Wash-downs at the garrison with a bucket and rag hardly made a difference in his personal 

hygiene. The young farrier would have liked nothing better than to stand under a waterfall and rinse the 

smell of horse from his body. 
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His visual sense, though, detected something else as well. For just a fraction of a second, out of 

the corner of his eye, Pádraig caught a glimpse of an image through the tree line that bordered the stream. 

He couldn’t tell whether it was a person or an animal; but, he forced himself not to turn his head and look 

in that direction, hoping that whatever or whomever it was wouldn’t know that it or he had been noticed. 

Continuing to walk along the stream bank, Pádraig caught two more flashes of the figure, just long 

enough for him to confirm that someone or something was, indeed, tracking him. However, he couldn’t 

discern what it was. 

Daoine Dofheicthe? he wondered, then thought back to Máiréad tossing her energy bolts at his 

backside. And did I or Meig draw its attention? He shuddered at the notion. 

His father had warned him repeatedly about using his gift indiscriminately: 

 

“Magic draws magic,” he had cautioned the boy. “And there are some Daoine 

Dofheicthe that you would do well not to attract. Be very careful. What you’ve been given 

is not a toy. Actions always have consequences.” 

 

On the other side of the brook, the trees opened up on a small clearing. In the very center of the 

glade, one of the most magnificent looking horses Pádraig had ever seen stood there snorting, whinnying, 

and limping as it tried to walk, favoring its left foreleg. 

Using the rocks in the stream, Pádraig crossed into the glade, approaching the animal slowly, all 

the while talking to it softly. 

“Such a pretty girl, you are. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a horse this black in all my life. And your 

coat? It absolutely shines. Someone must take really good care of you.” 

The animal tried to back away, but its hoof hurt too much for it to go more than three or four paces. 

“It’s okay,” Pádraig continued, slowing his approach slightly. “I’m not going to hurt you. No one 

would hurt a horse like you. Did you break through a hedge or fence, or just jump over it. You’ve got to 

be what? Fifteen hands, at least. I’ll bet you jumped over it, didn’t you?” 

The horse snorted, moved its head to the side, but didn’t shy away. 

“Yeah, I’ll bet someone’s missing you, all right.” 

Now within less than an arm’s length of the animal, Pádraig reached his hand into the pocket of 

his breeches. “I know quite a lot about horses. And the one thing I know for sure, more than anything else, 

is that all horses like sugar.” Removing his hand from the pocket, Pádraig held a lump of raw sugar 

between his thumb and forefinger. 
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Again, the horse snorted and fixed its yellowish-brown eyes on the boy. However, this time it 

stretched out its neck toward him and the treat. 

“Okay, this one’s for free,” Pádraig said, placing the sugar in the palm of his hand and extending 

the hand toward the animal. “But to get the next one, you’re going to have to let me look at that hoof. Do 

we have a deal?” 

The soft lips plucked the lump of sugar from the boy’s hand and the horse’s teeth made short work 

of it. 

Pádraig had positioned himself at the side of the injured foreleg. During those two or three chews, 

he had placed his right hand on the animal’s neck. He stood there, now, stroking the horse and continued 

to talk to it. “What’ve you been doing?” he asked, pulling a few strands of dark-green water-grass from 

the animal’s mane. “Did you go for a swim?” Removing a few more strands of the water-grass, he sniffed 

the horse and went on. “It sure looks and smells that way. Bet you had fun, didn’t you? Now, how about 

letting me take a look at that hoof, okay?” 

Moving his hand down the neck onto the shoulder, he continued stroking halfway down the horse’s 

left foreleg. “This is the one isn’t it?” he asked, letting his hand move back up to the animal’s mane. 

The horse stretched out its neck and nuzzled the boy’s pocket. 

“Yeah, I know, I promised you another treat, didn’t I. But this time, in order to get it, you have to 

let me look at that hoof. Remember? That was our deal.” 

Again the horse nuzzled the pocket. 

Letting his hand slide all the way from the animal’s neck to the fetlock, Pádraig leaned up against 

the mare to make sure that it was standing solid on the other three legs, then gently lifted the left forefoot 

off the ground. 

The horse didn’t protest. It simply nuzzled the pocket again. 

Not wanting to scare the animal the first time it had allowed him to lift its foot, Pádraig gently set 

it back down again without touching the bottom of it. 

“Good girl!” he cooed, once more patting the horse’s leg all the way up to the shoulder. “See? I’m 

not going to hurt you. This time, though, we’ll take a good look.” 

Removing the wrought-iron hoof-pick from his belt, Pádraig showed it to the horse. “I made this 

myself,” he said. “In my da’s forge. It’s in the shape of a hawk. I won’t hurt you with it, I’m just going to 

scrape away some of the caked-in mud and grass so that I can see the bottom of your hoof. Okay?” 
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Taking a nuzzle at the pocket as a ‘yes,’ Pádraig again slid his hand down the horse’s leg to the 

fetlock, and again assured himself that the animal had its other three legs securely under it before lifting 

the foot. 

“Got quite a collection jammed in there don’t you?” he asked, as he went to work with the hoof-

pick, using the hawk’s beak to clean away the debris. 

“Ah-ha!” he said. There, lodged in the wedge-shaped frog of the animal’s hoof, was a stone. 

Looking over his shoulder and making contact with those yellowish-brown eyes, he told the 

animal, “You’ve managed to get a stone stuck in there. No wonder you’re limping. Just hold on for a few 

more seconds and I’ll pop it right out of there.” Again showing the hoof-pick to the horse, he continued. 

“That’s why I made the hawk’s beak like I did. It’s perfect for this job.” 

Returning to the hoof, Pádraig set the point of the beak at the bottom of the stone, rotated the pick, 

and the stone popped right out. 

He gently set the hoof back down on the ground and said, “Okay, try it out. See what you think.” 

Instead, the horse nuzzled his pocket. 

“Oh, I see. First things first. Okay. Here’s your treat.” Taking another lump of sugar from his 

pocket, the young farrier put it in the palm of his hand and held it out. 

Again, the animal took it softly, chewed it three times, then walked away from Pádraig. 

“How’s that feel?” the boy asked. 

In answer, the horse took another few steps, broke into a slow canter, then into a gallop as it raced 

around the glen. Returning to the boy, the animal snorted and again nuzzled the pocket. 

“No. That’s enough. Too much sugar isn’t good for your teeth.” 

Another nuzzle. 

“Well, okay. Let me check the other hooves and we’ll see.” Patting the horse as he did so, Pádraig 

walked around the animal and checked its other hooves, using his pick to clear out the debris, but found 

no other problems. 

“You’re good to go,” he said, giving the mare one more lump of sugar and pulling some more of 

the dark-green water-grass strands from its mane. “Now you’d better be getting home. Your master or 

mistress is probably really worried about you.” 

The horse just stood there, bobbing its head. 

“Go on! Shoo! Go home!” 

Nothing. 
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Looking at the position of the sun in the sky, Pádraig saw that he had plenty of time before he had 

to head back to Fortress Tulach. 

“You can’t just stand here. How about if I get up on your back, and you can show me where you 

live? Okay?” 

More bobbing. 

Leading the horse over to a rock, Pádraig used the rock as an assist, springing from it onto the 

animal’s back and holding on to its mane. 

“Okay, horsey! Home!” 

One touch of his heels to the animal’s sides and the horse took off like an arrow, through the glade 

and into the trees, racing up the bank of the brook toward where Pádraig had hoped to find a waterfall. 

As the animal dodged trees, leapt over rocks, Pádraig had to put his head down next to the horse’s 

neck to escape getting flailed by the passing branches. There, further on in front of him, was indeed a 

waterfall, emptying into a pool. And the horse was heading directly for it, not slowing at all. 

The boy attempted to take his hands from the animal’s mane and place them over its eyes, hoping 

that the horse, deprived of vision, would come to a halt, but his hands wouldn’t move. They were stuck to 

the side of the horse’s neck. 

At that moment, his father’s words came back to him: 

 

“Magic draws magic. And there are some Daoine Dofheicthe that you would do 

well not to attract.” 

 

And then Pádraig realized why the animal had water-grass entangled in its mane. 

It’s a capall uisce! he told himself, using the term from the language of the ancients for ‘water-

horse.’ And it’s heading straight for the pond! 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OAKDAY - FALCON 64TH 

TULACH SHIRE - CATHAIR TULACH 

 

The prince and his military escort had hardly cleared the main gate of Fortress Tulach, when Liam 

spotted his father in deep conversation with Gearóid, Field Marshal of the Cruachanian Defense Forces, 

and Eógan, elder cousin of the High King and Earl of the Western Shires. A half-dozen other members of 

both the defense forces and security forces stood there, silently and respectfully listening. 

Leaping from his mount, Liam ran toward the group, shouting, “Your Majesty! What is it?! What’s 

happened?!” 

Déaglán—Chieftain of Tulach Shire, King of the Western Shires, and High King of Cruachan—

turned toward Liam and beckoned the boy over toward him. As the prince approached, his father turned 

back to the group and said, “Excuse us, please. That will be all for now.” 

With a chorus of, “Yes, Your Majesty,” the men bowed and left the High King, earl, and field 

marshal. 

“What’s happened?” Liam repeated. 

Eógan, with a worried countenance, quickly scanned the yard. “Where’s my daughter? Where’s 

Máiréad?” 

“She’ll be along shortly. I rode on ahead.” Once more, he looked at his father and asked, “What’s 

wrong?” 
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The High King gave a nod to the field marshal. The grizzled veteran of the War for Independence, 

in turn, started across the ward toward one of the out-buildings that served as the armory. Both father and 

son followed. 

“I’m going to wait for Máiréad,” Eógan called after them. 

Over his shoulder, Déaglán waved an acknowledgement to his cousin. 

Two guards, one on either side of the door to the armory, snapped to attention as the trio drew 

near; then, one of them opened the door. 

Inside, among the armaments, a sheet-covered form lay atop one of the wooden boxes. 

Taking the cloth by a corner, Gearóid peeled it back, revealing the corpse of a man, bloated from 

spending a lengthy amount of time in the water. 

Liam backed up a step, stifling a gag, thankful that he had not yet eaten his midday meal. 

“Washed up on the beach below the cliffs this morning,” the field marshal said. 

Although the facial features themselves were of no help, due to the puffiness of the body, Liam 

examined the man’s hair-style and garments. He wore his blond hair in braids. And the knee-to-foot leg-

wrappings restrained the excess material of the bottoms of his baggy, brown breeches. 

After a few moments the prince looked up at the other two men and said, “A 

Northman?…Here?…Why?” 

The field marshal gestured to another box beside the body. On top of it, a variety of small knives 

of Northman design were displayed—some for throwing, others for thrusting, and a few for slashing. “He 

had these on him when he was found. Apparently he’s…at least he was, an assassin.” 

“Meant for you, Your Majesty?” Liam asked. 

“Presumably so,” his father replied. 

“How could he have known that you’d be here?” 

“That’s the question, now, isn’t it?” Gearóid answered. “But neither you, Prince Liam, nor the 

High King will be here for long.” 

“What?” 

“We’re returning to the Central Federal Region immediately,” Déaglán told him. “Get your things 

together. We leave within the hour. If we push the horses, we should make it to Ráth Lorg by nightfall. 

Within two more days, we’ll be back home at Dúnfort Cruachan.” 

“Where you can be properly protected,” the field marshal added. 
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Liam gestured toward the corpse while addressing the soldier. “How does a Northman get close 

enough to wash up on our shores without the Cruachanian Defense Forces or the Security Forces of the 

Western Shires spotting him?” 

“The double full moons, Your Highness. They’re aligned together. Due to the fierce waves that 

this configuration causes, neither the defense forces which patrol the sea nor the security forces which 

patrol the coastline have been able to launch their boats for a week now. Nor will they for a few more 

days.” 

Pointing to the dead man, Liam said. “That didn’t seem to stop the Northman.” 

“Not from launching, no. But certainly from landing.” 

“What about his boat?” the prince asked. 

“We found a færing smashed on the rocks about two furlongs down the beach.” 

Liam thought for a moment, then asked, “Isn’t that a small four-oared boat?” 

“Yes, Your Highness,” the field marshal replied, a bit uncomfortably. 

“So,” the prince gestured to the dead man, “odds-on, he had comrades with him.” 

“In all likelihood. And that’s why it’s important for both you and the High King to return to 

Dúnfort Cruachan without delay, while our forces search the entire coastline. I’ve not only dispatched 

riders to the ráths south and north, but one to alert Master Taliesin so that he may warn the other members 

of the Sodality. With their help, by week’s end the entire island will be on high alert.” 

Liam stood there, not breaking eye-contact with the old warrior. Although the prince said nothing, 

Gearóid fully understood the look in the boy’s eye. It said: ‘An entire week that the Northman’s comrades 

will have to disappear and secrete themselves into the populace.’ 

Finally, the old man looked away. 

Déaglán had read the prince’s look as well. He held back the smile of admiration that he felt creep 

onto his lips at the manner in which his son had questioned the field marshal. My flesh, my blood, indeed, 

he thought. To Gearóid, he said, “Go, Marshal. Get things ready for our departure. We’ll be along 

directly.” 

“Sire!” the other man answered with a bow, then turned on his heel and gladly left the armory. 

“Well done, Liam,” his father told him, clapping him on the back. “You come of age this new 

year.” Fingering his son’s bronze, wolf-head torc, Déaglán continued. “Although you’ve held the title of 

prince since your birth, at the upcoming Roghnú, what say we trade this in for one of silver? I’ll be pleased 

to name you as deputy king and officially welcome you as my second-in-command and heir to the throne.” 
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Liam seemed to grow two inches taller as he looked his father in the eye and replied, “It will be 

my privilege to serve you, Sire.” 

As the two men exited the armory, Liam could hardly contain his joy. It’s one thing to be a prince 

by an accident of birth, he thought. But to be purposely named deputy king by my da? I couldn’t be more 

honored. 

*     *     * 

Eógan, Earl of the Western Shires, his wife the Countess Kyna, his daughter the Lady Máiréad, 

and all the functionaries of Fortress Tulach stood in the ward, bidding the High King and his retinue good-

bye. 

Watching the company leave, led by Field Marshal Gearóid, Máiréad couldn’t help but reflect on 

the awkwardness that had been avoided by the discovery of the Northman assassin. 

I would have been expected to accompany Liam to tonight’s New Year’s Eve festivities. Now I 

won’t have to lie in order to be with Paddy. She smiled wryly as she waved, then blew a kiss in the prince’s 

direction. I’ll probably be betrothed to the donkey-prince soon enough. For now, though, I’ll enjoy what 

time I have with my anam cara. Máiréad’s eyes moistened slightly as she bit her lip, thinking about her 

soul friend. Anam cara you may be, Paddy, but I know my future. And, unfortunately, it’s not with someone 

who isn’t of noble birth. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OAKDAY - FALCON 64TH 

TULACH SHIRE 

 

It’s a capall uisce! Pádraig realized as he tried to pull his hands free from the black mare. And it’s 

heading straight for the pond! But what kind is it? 

From what little he knew of the Hidden Folk, there were two different types of water-horses—one 

malicious, that would drag its victim into a pond, tear it apart, and eat it; and, the other only mischievous, 

that would simply give its rider a good dunking. 

Like attracts like, he thought, still struggling to break the invisible bonds that held him fast to the 

animal. And differences repel! 

Calming his mind as horse and reluctant rider drew nearer and nearer to the pool, the boy focused 

on the slipperiness of lamp oil spilled on a tavern table, imagining it covering his entire skin. As the water-

horse made a final hurdle from the bank to the pond, its spell was broken and Pádraig leaped from the 

animal’s back, hit the ground, rolled, and came up in a crouch, one knee on the bank with his arm extended, 

holding the hoof-pick in front of him as a potential weapon. 

He waited, looking intently and apprehensively at the spot where the animal had disappeared into 

the water. 

Nothing. No bubbles. Just the dissipating ripples. 

As he got to his feet, brushing the dirt from his clothing, Pádraig grew faint and started to reel. 

Quickly, he once again put one knee to the ground, shaking his head in an attempt to clear the cobwebs 

from it. 
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What’s wrong, he wondered. Has the capall uisce put another spell on me? 

The waters, at the middle of the spot where the animal had gone under, started to roil. Pádraig 

crawled farther back from the bank, stopping at the side of a large boulder and used it as a support, still 

light-headed, yet still clutching his hoof-pick. 

From the center of the churning water rose the torso of the most alluring maiden Pádraig had ever 

seen in his fifteen years. And the most scantily clad, as well—if you didn’t include the previous summer 

when he and Kieran, the miller’s son, had crawled through the reeds in Fotharta Shire to spy on Kieran’s 

sister and two of her friends as the young girls bathed in the mill pond. 

But this maiden was noticeably more developed than the miller’s daughter and her companions, 

and, by far, much more captivating. 

Droplets from her long, jet-black tresses, crowned with a wreath of woven, dark-green water-grass, 

splashed onto the bare shoulders of this maiden’s ebony skin. 

“Well! Aren’t you a surprise, my young farrier,” she said with a mixture of mirth and admiration 

in her throaty voice as she waded toward the shore. “And I thought it to be your red-haired companion 

who had the gift.” 

“Don’t come any closer,” Pádraig warned, brandishing the hoof-pick. But the young woman 

continued her approach; and, he could only stare as the curvaceous figure in the black, mid-thigh, skin-

tight gown revealed itself in its entirety. 

Taking her hair in her hands and ringing the water from it, the dark maiden smiled at the boy as 

his eyes widened at the sight of her pointed ears. 

“Don’t come any closer or what?” she asked as she sat on a large, flat rock some two feet out in 

the water from the bank. “You’ll clean my hooves again?” With that, she stretched out one of her long, 

bare, tapered legs toward him and wiggled her toes. 

Regaining his composure somewhat, Pádraig started to rise, but once again found himself too weak 

to stand. 

“What have you done to me?” he snapped. “What kind of spell have you cast with your magic?” 

“Spell? You broke the spell, my young farrier. I’ve had oblate wizards on my back before, and 

even they were never able to do what you did. It must have sapped quite a bit of your essence. No wonder 

you’re a bit wobbly.” 

“What?” 
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The dark maiden cocked her head, gazed at the boy for a moment or two, realized that he truly 

didn’t understand what had happened to him, then asked, “From whom did you inherit your gift? Dam or 

sire?” 

Hesitating slightly, Pádraig nevertheless answered. “My ma was a gifted one.” 

“No wonder,” the dark maiden said, nodding with understanding. “But, yet, she failed to teach you 

about what happens when you dissipate that much of your essence at once?” 

The boy lowered his eyes and grew very quiet. “My ma passed over to An Saol Eile when I was 

very young.” His voice caught and he had to clear his throat. “I don’t remember all that much about her,” 

he continued in an almost whisper. “In fact it seems that with each passing year, I’m able to recall less 

and less. I can barely picture her face anymore.” He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye with the sleeve 

of his tunic. 

Listening to him talk about his dam and sensing the love and the loss he felt almost brought tears 

to the dark maiden’s eyes as well, as she recalled how her own dam had patiently instructed her, as a 

young filly, to control her abilities. 

Standing once more, she crossed to the shore about three feet from the boy and sat back on her 

haunches in front of him. 

“And what about your sire? Has he not helped you develop your gift?” 

“Are you going to drown me and tear me apart?” Pádraig asked, ignoring her question and backing 

away again, putting the boulder between them. 

With disdain in her voice, she replied, “Do I look like a kelpie to you?!” She then spat on the 

ground. 

Pádraig gave an apologetic shrug of his shoulders. “I…I…I don’t know. I…I’ve never seen one?” 

“Believe me, you’d know it if you saw one. In fact, it would be the very last thing you’d see before 

passing over. Nasty, smelly beast.” 

“W…what are you, then?” 

Somewhat taken aback, as if everyone should know, the dark maiden replied, “A phooka, of 

course.” 

The boy shook his head. 

The phooka raised her arms in exasperation. “Hasn’t your sire taught you anything about the 

Daoine Dofheicthe or your gift?” 

“He taught me that my gift isn’t a toy to be used on a whim, and that there are some Daoine 

Dofheicthe that I’d do well not to attract by using it too often.…Like your kelpies, I’m guessing.” 
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“They are not my kelpies,” she replied indignantly, then continued with, “That’s it?” 

“P…pretty much. Yeah.” 

The phooka shook her head. “What is your name, young farrier.” 

“Pádraig.” 

“Nice name. Your friends call you ‘Paddy’?” 

He nodded. 

“Well, you took that stone out of my hoof, so I consider you a friend, also. Therefore I will call 

you ‘Paddy’ as well. My name is Siobhán.” 

“If you consider me your friend, Siobhán, why did you try to drown me.” 

“I wouldn’t have drowned you, Paddy. I just would have given you a good dunking, that’s all.” 

“Some friend. Why?” 

Siobhán shrugged her shoulders. “I’m a phooka. What can I say? It’s my nature.” 

Pádraig didn’t really notice the shoulders, though. His eyes were focused on the dark maiden’s 

breasts in the skin-tight halter top of her dress as they raised and lowered with the shrug. 

“After I took that stone from your hoof?” he said. “That’s how you thank me?” 

“You’re right,” she acknowledged with a sigh, giving him a rather half-hearted, “Sorry, sorry, 

sorry.” Continuing, she said, “As to my expression of gratitude, I will demonstrate it to you fivefold.” 

“How?” 

“Certainly not with what your eyes have been concentrating on so intently, my young farrier.” 

Pointing to her own yellowish-brown eyes, she continued with, “Up here, Paddy.” 

Blushing, Pádraig raised his deep-blue ones to make contact with hers. 

“First,” Siobhán said, “you’re faint due to the amount of your essence it took to break my spell. 

Each time you use your gift, you expend some of the life-force with which An Fearglas has blessed you.” 

She waited as Pádraig made the ritual touching of his forehead, chest, and mouth. However, she 

did not perform the rite herself. 

“It takes awhile for that force to replenish itself. My guess is that you’ve never before used enough 

of it at any one time to notice the loss. When you return home, Paddy, stay seated on the ground for the 

remainder of the day. The more contact you have with the elemental forces in the earth the quicker the 

essence will recharge within you.” 

“I think I’ll just sit here for a bit longer, if you don’t mind. I can barely stand.” 

“That brings me to my second expression of gratitude,” Siobhán said as she rose. “In your 

condition, it’ll take the better part of the afternoon to make your way home. Here!” She wriggled her 
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nubile body and once again shape-shifted into the black mare. “Steady yourself on my withers as you 

climb on that rock, then crawl up onto my back. I’ll have you home in no time.” 

“Without dunking me?” Pádraig asked warily, standing and using the horse to support himself. 

“I promise. Up you go, now, and hold on tightly.” 

Pádraig did as he was told and the black mare let out a whinny, then took off westward in the 

direction of Fortress Tulach. 

He had been on horses his entire short life, but the boy could not remember another that ran as fast 

or with as much agility as Siobhán, the shape-shifting phooka. 

As boy and water-horse disappeared among the trees, the fish hawk lifted off from the top of a 

river birch where it been observing the interchange, letting out a final screech before heading east toward 

the center of Tulach Shire, its mission accomplished. 

*     *     * 

The black mare came to a halt about ten rods from Fortress Tulach, just inside a tree line that ran 

alongside a small rivulet. Once Pádraig had dismounted, the horse backed up into the brook until her hind 

hooves were in the water up to the fetlocks. There, with a wriggle, Siobhán shape-shifted back into her 

dark-maiden form. 

“Can you make it from here to the cathair under your own power?” she asked. 

“Yes. There’s no need to reveal yourself. Thank you. You were right. It would have taken me all 

afternoon to get here.” 

As he took what he thought to be a last admiring toe-to-head look at the phooka, then turned toward 

the fortress, Siobhán said, “Remember, Paddy, I said I would show my gratitude fivefold.” When Pádraig 

turned back to her, she continued. “First, I explained to you why you were so unsteady and how you could 

recharge your essence. Then I brought you home.” 

Stepping out of the water and beckoning to him, the dark maiden approached him as he advanced 

toward her. When they were a foot apart, she put her hands on his temples and said, “Close your eyes. 

And try to remember something about your dam.” 

“What?” Pádraig replied, backing up slightly and breaking contact with her. 

Moving closer to him, Siobhán once more placed her hands on his temples. “Just do it, Paddy. 

Close your eyes and think back.” 

This time he did as he was bidden, conjuring up a memory from when he was four-years old—the 

very last time he had seen his mother. It was nighttime, and she was tucking him into bed and explaining 
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that she had to go out that night. Pádraig could barely make out his mother’s features. It was as if he were 

viewing the scene through a heavy mist. 

“Concentrate,” the dark maiden instructed him. “Concentrate on her face.” 

He did so, and gradually, the scene in his mind began to clear—so much so that it was as if he 

were right there in the wagon with the two of them, his mother and his much younger self. 

 

“But why do you have to go?” he heard his younger self whine. 

“I have to meet with someone,” she told him. “I won’t be away long. By the time 

you wake up in the morning, I’ll have returned. Then, we’ll go down to the harbor and 

watch the ships come in. Would you like that, Paddy?” 

Little Pádraig nodded as he reached out and held the stone from his mother’s 

necklace in his hand. It bore a crude carving of a double-headed war-hammer and an open 

hand in the center of a tríbhís. “Do you really have to go?” he asked again. 

“Yes, little one. I really do. Now go to sleep.” 

From outside the wagon, Pádraig heard his father’s voice. “Aislin? It’s time.” 

The woman kissed her son on the forehead, pried his little fingers from the rune 

stone, then rose from the side of his bed. “Sweet dreams,” she told him. “I’ll see you in the 

morning.” 

 

But she hadn’t seen him the following morning. She never returned from her meeting. Murdered 

by highwaymen, so Pádraig had been told when he was older. 

Siobhán removed her hands from the boy’s head and the image faded. But somehow, Pádraig knew 

it would be just as clear the next time he coaxed it from his memory. 

“Thank you,” he whispered. 

“My gift to you, Paddy, Siobhán responded, “As is this.” Still standing close to him, she put one 

hand behind the boy’s neck and the other on the small of his back, pulled him tightly against her and 

kissed him full on the lips. 

Pádraig felt weaker than he had when he had expended his essence breaking her spell, but this time 

drained in a pleasing manner. As if enchanted, he involuntarily placed his hands on her waist, closed his 

eyes, immersed himself in the aroma of fresh water-grass, and returned the kiss. When Siobhán finally 

released him and took a half-step back, Pádraig staggered and almost fell over; but the phooka reached 

out and took both his upper arms in her hands to steady him, giving him a throaty laugh as she did so. 
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“Are you sure you can make it to the gate?” she asked, playfully. 

Although blushing unreservedly, Pádraig pulled himself together and replied, “Of course. It’s not 

the first time I’ve been kissed, you know.” 

Siobhán gave him a quick, but tender, peck on the lips and replied, “But you must remember this 

one always, my young farrier.” 

“And why is that?” he asked, well knowing that, in fact, he would never be able to forget it even 

if he tried. 

“Because my fifth expression of gratitude, is this, Paddy.” The smile vanished from her face and 

she grew very serious. “I sense not only a great power in you, but a great purpose as well. Though I know 

not what it is, I also sense that it is just. So, if, at any time, you need my assistance for any reason 

whatsoever, submerse yourself in whatever loch, pond, stream, or body of fresh water you’re near. Clear 

your mind completely of everything except our kiss. I will hear you and I will come to you.” 

The puzzlement showed on Pádraig’s countenance. “B…but how? I don’t understand.” 

Smiling once again, the dark maiden said, “Like the roads and paths throughout Cruachan, all the 

waterways are interconnected. And the elemental forces in the water will alert me to your call. Whether 

near or far, my young farrier, be assured that I will come to you.” 

With that, the phooka wriggled once more and shaped-shifted back into the black mare. But instead 

of leaving at once, she nuzzled the pocket of Pádraig’s breeches, locking her yellowish-brown eyes on his 

deep-blue ones. 

Pádraig couldn’t help but laugh as he withdrew a lump of sugar from the pocket, gave it to the 

mare, then tousled her ears as she chomped it. 

Once she had swallowed, Siobhán backed away from him, reared up on her hind legs, pawing the 

air and whinnying as she did so. As if shot from a master archer’s bow, she galloped off in the direction 

of her phooka-pool. 

Standing there for a few seconds until the horse was out of sight, the aroma of water-grass faded 

and Pádraig realized that he still smelled like horse. 

I sure wish I had remembered to stand under that waterfall at Siobhán’s pool, he thought. I 

definitely have to get cleaned up before meeting Meig. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OAKDAY - FALCON 64TH 

TULACH SHIRE 

 

In the center of Tulach Shire, an elderly man, bent with age, sat on a boulder, one of eight in a 

circle, skewering a second salmon onto a wooden spit to go along with its twin. A cane fishing pole sat 

nearby, as well as a woven wicker basket in which he had brought home his catch. One small fish remained 

in the basket. 

A fire lapped up in the center of a smaller ring of stones within the circle of boulders. Two forked 

wooden supports stood across the fire-pit from each other, ready to receive the skewer with the fish. 

The pointed hood of the man’s black cloak had been brushed back off his head, revealing a full 

shock of unkempt pure white hair to go along with his foot-long beard of the same color. The black mantle 

of his cloak marked him as a master wizard. 

With a shriek to announce its arrival, a fish hawk spread its wings and softly landed on another 

boulder, two over from where the wizard sat. Folding up its huge wings, it cocked its head, looking intently 

at the salmon. 

“I suppose you think you’ve earned some of this, don’t you, my feathered friend?” the old man 

asked with a laugh, peeling off a generous piece of the fish he was working with and holding it out to the 

bird. “A small payment for allowing me to see through your eyes.” 

The hawk hopped over onto the boulder next to the wizard, quickly snatched the fragment from 

him, then hopped back over to its own rock and greedily consumed the piece of fish. 

“Spying is hungry work, isn’t it?” the elderly man said. 
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Reaching down into the basket, he took the remaining salmon and set it on the stone between 

himself and the hawk. “Here. For services rendered. Although I know you prefer one fresh from the 

stream, I’ve yet to see you turn down one from someone else’s labor. Besides, it’s been out of the water 

for no more than a half hour.” 

The bird again hopped from its boulder to the one with the fish, and proceeded to devour the 

payment. 

Placing the spit onto the supports, the old man continued his one-way conversation with the bird. 

“This one could be the one, don’t you think? To break the spell of a phooka without the benefit of 

any formal training? Impressive, indeed. I sincerely hope he is the one, although convincing his father to 

allow him to attend the Academy may prove to be an insurmountable task.” 

The old man reached over and rotated the spit, exposing the other side of the fish to the fire. “When 

you’re through with your meal and have rested for a bit, I need you for another errand this day.” 

The hawk stopped ripping his salmon apart for a moment and glanced over at him. 

The old wizard resumed his request. “I need you to locate Lairgnen for me. I believe he’s 

somewhere east of us, near the Boundary Road. Let him know that there is some urgency to—” 

Stopping, he quickly looked at the stone bridge over Salmon River that formed the only entrance 

to and egress from his island home. He stood and grabbed a staff which had been stuck in the ground next 

to his boulder. The top of the enormous cypress-wood pole, that he now held at arm’s length in front of 

him, had been carved to resemble the face of an old man. It could very well have been a self-portrait of 

the elderly wizard himself. 

Within minutes, a rider, dressed in the dark-blue uniform of the Cruachanian Defense Forces 

reached the bridge, hesitated for only a moment, then galloped across. 

“Master Taliesin!” he called out as he reined in his steed and quickly dismounted. “I have a most 

urgent message from Field Marshal Gearóid.” 

The old wizard relaxed, restuck the bottom of his staff in the ground, and beckoned the soldier 

over to him. “I would think any message from the field marshal to be urgent,” he said with a chuckle. “At 

least in his mind, at any rate.” Gesturing to the two salmon on the spit, he continued. “Come rest yourself. 

Have a bite to eat while you deliver this most urgent message.” 

The soldier started toward Taliesin, then stopped as he spotted the fish hawk. “Perhaps, Venerable 

Sir, I should just—” he cautiously began. 

“He won’t hurt you as long as you don’t try to take any of his meal,” the wizard said, waving the 

man closer. Removing the two fish from the spit and placing one on a flat rock for the messenger and the 
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other on a second rock for himself, he went on. “Come. Sit. And tell me what it is that Gearóid thinks is 

so very important that it couldn’t wait until tonight.” 

“The field marshal has already left the cathair, Master Taliesin,” the soldier said, giving the hawk 

a wide berth and circling around to the stone on the other side of the old man. 

“Left? Whatever for?” 

Both men sat. As the soldier pulled out a dagger and proceeded to cut his fish, he told the old 

wizard about the Northman assassin who had washed up on the beach below the cliffs of Fortress Tulach, 

and about the High King and Prince Liam returning to the Citadel of Cruachan. 

*     *     * 

With the meal ended and the messenger on his way back to the fortress, the fish hawk took flight 

toward Báinigh Shire, the shire east of Tulach Shire. From there it would fly farther to the east, searching 

for Lairgnen somewhere along the Boundary Road that separated the Kingdom of the Western Shires from 

the Kingdom of the Eastern Shires. 

Taliesin entered his round tower and, with great difficulty, grasping his staff in one hand, slowly 

climbed the ladders to the fifth floor, all the while thinking, I pray that young Pádraig is the one. My time 

in this mortal world is fleeting. 

The small, sparsely furnished, room at the top of the round tower contained only a seldom-used 

bed, a desk, and two stools placed across the desk from each other. Four windows, precisely at the four 

primary compass points, looked out over the forest. 

Although glancing wearily and yearningly at the bed, the old wizard resisted the temptation, since 

the message from the field marshal had been, indeed, of great importance. Instead, he lowered himself 

onto one of the stools and paused for a moment, head bowed and both hands on the desktop, before opening 

an ancient wooden box that sat there. Knowing not only what he must do, but the consequences to his 

health of so doing, Taliesin, Guardian of the Black Stone, lifted the lid of the box, removed a round, 

polished, black orb, about a hand in diameter, closed the lid, and set the sphere in a small indentation on 

top of the box. 

He then emptied his mind of all concerns and distractions and gazed directly into the orb, 

concentrating his thoughts solely on one of his fellow four members of the Sodality of Master Wizards—

the Most Venerable Faolan, the Arch-Wizard himself. 

It took almost ten minutes; but finally, an apparition of the Arch-Wizard manifested itself in the 

stool across the desk from Taliesin. 
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Not quite as aged as the Court Wizard of the Kingdom of the Western Shires, Faolan, nonetheless, 

was advanced in years. Although his hair, beard, and mustache matched the pure-white color of his brother 

wizard, he wore the hair at shoulder length, and kept his beard trimmed to about three inches in length. 

The concern he had for Taliesin showed on his face, as he greeted the summoner in the language 

of the ancients. 

“Seirbhís a Tír, my brother.” 

“Agus Rí, Faolan,” Taliesin answered, tiredly. 

The ritual exchange of ‘Service to Country and King’ completed, the Arch-Wizard said, “Your 

essence is weak, my brother. I am barely able to maintain the scry. Are you ill?” 

Taliesin managed a chuckle. “I am old, my brother. And after climbing up five flights of ladders, 

my bones feel every single one of those years.” 

From the top floor of a similar round tower located within the Citadel of Cruachan in the Central 

Federal Region, Faolan, Guardian of the Green Stone, sat at a round table with a polished, green sphere 

in front of him and the manifestation of Taliesin on a stool opposite. 

“Then let us be brief with our conversation this time,” he said. “What is it that concerns you?” 

Taliesin relayed the information regarding the Northman assassin to the Arch-Wizard and let him 

know that the High King and his son had left Fortress Tulach, would overnight at Fort Orrery, and arrive 

back home in two days. 

Faolan asked, “Any sight of the assassin’s boat or any other Northmen on the beaches or out on 

the Sea of the Evening?” 

“The boat, yes. A færing. Smashed on the rocks near Cathair Tulach. Other Northmen, not as of 

yet. Field Marshal Gearóid has sent horsemen north and south to alert the other ráths, who will in turn 

send riders to notify those north and south of them, and so on. I was charged with contacting the members 

of the Sodality. You are my first scry.” 

“Then let me get in touch with the other members for you, old friend. Rest and recoup your 

strength.” 

“Thank you, my brother, but allow me to speak with Coinneach at the Academy. I have another 

matter of some importance that I need to discuss with him.” 

“Regarding a potential selectee?” Faolan asked. 

“Possibly, yes.” 

“Then rest up first, old friend. I will contact Coinneach about the Northman. I’ll let him know to 

expect your scry at a later time, after your essence has had an opportunity to recharge somewhat.” 
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“Thank you, Brother Faolan. With the waves and tides being what they are during this alignment 

of the two full moons, the Northman, or Northmen, did not come all this way in a færing. Ask Coinneach 

to keep watch from his tower on Blessed Island for a skeið that most probably towed the færing behind it; 

although, my guess is, that after dropping off the assassin and his comrades, the warship quickly headed 

back out into open waters.” 

With that, Faolan, Guardian of the Green Stone, broke the psychic connection. 

Taliesin slumped on his stool, sat there for a few moments to summon up whatever reserve energy 

he had, then returned his seeing-stone to its box. From the stool, with the aid of his staff, the old wizard 

had everything he could do to make it to edge of the bed. 

An Fearglas willing, let the young farrier be the one, he thought. After bowing his head, he 

performed the ritual act of submission. 

No sooner had the old wizard’s head hit the pillow, then he drifted off into a sound slumber. 

*     *     * 

Some hours later, Taliesin opened his eyes, not so much finished with sleep, but somehow 

compelled to awake. Night had fallen; however, the tower room had not been plunged into total darkness. 

The illumination from the double full moons shown in through the windows and a glow emanated from 

the box on the desk. 

Although not completely refreshed, the old wizard had regained some of his strength—enough of 

it, anyway—to make his way from bed to desk without the aid of his staff. 

Sitting, he opened the box and removed the black orb, now glimmering eerily, and set it in the 

indentation on the box’s lid. 

Clearing his mind, he gazed into the depths of the sphere. Within seconds, another master wizard 

manifested himself on the stool across the table from him. This wizard also showed the accumulation of 

years on his countenance. 

“Cosaint, Coinneach,” Taliesin said in the language of the ancients, smiling at the old man across 

from him. 

From a tower in the Academy for the Spiritually Gifted on Blessed Island, just off the west coast 

in the Sea of the Evening, Coinneach, Guardian of the Purple Stone, sat at a table with a round, polished, 

purple orb in front of him. On a stool opposite sat a manifestation of Taliesin. 

“Agus Seirbhís, Taliesin,” the other wizard answered. 
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Instead of beginning their conversation by reciting the first tenet of wizardry—‘Service to Country 

and King’—these two wizards had begun with a slightly different ritual greeting—‘Protection and 

Service.’ 

With a grin, Coinneach continued, “I hope I didn’t cut your nap too short, old man. I’m sure you 

were resting up for the festivities tonight; but I waited as long as my curiosity would allow.” 

“Humph! ‘Old man,’ indeed. I must be talking with someone who has no access to a glass so as to 

see his own reflection.” 

Both elderly wizards laughed, but then Coinneach grew serious. “Brother Faolan tells me that you 

may have found a suitable candidate for the Academy. Tell me about him…or her.” 

Taliesin looked directly into the other wizard’s eyes and, unapologetically replied, “Pádraig, son 

of Finbar the farrier and the late Aislin.” 

Coinneach shook his head and sighed. “Are you growing daft in your old age, my brother? To go 

down this road?” 

“He has his mother’s gift. But it is much stronger in him than it ever was in her.” Taliesin proceeded 

to tell his brother-wizard about Pádraig’s encounter with the phooka. 

When he had finished, Coinneach said, “Breaking a phooka’s spell with no training whatsoever? 

Are you certain, my brother?” 

“I observed it myself through my familiar’s eyes,” Taliesin answered. “I am certain.” 

“But you have not yet approached Finbar.” It was delivered as a statement, not a question. 

“I’ve sent for Lairgnen.” 

“And which of you does Finbar blame the most for his wife’s death, my brother? You, who sent 

her on her final mission, or Lairgnen, who was supposed to protect her?” 

After a slight pause, Taliesin replied softly, “Himself, for allowing her to go.” 

“But surely, he must hold both you and Lairgnen a close second for culpability.” 

“Without a doubt.” 

“And yet you are going to have Lairgnen talk to him about letting his son attend the Academy for 

the Spiritually Gifted?” 

“I feel it in my being. The lad is the one.” 

After a moment or two, Coinneach asked. “Whom else have you shared this with?” 

“No one, my brother. Only you.” 

“Surely with the Arch-Wizard?” 



A SPARK IS STRUCK IN CRUACHAN                                                                                  31 

 

 

“Surely not. There are only two master wizards I trust, my brother—you and me. And sometimes 

I’m not so certain about you.” 

Both men shared a chuckle, then Taliesin continued. “Somehow, information on Aislin’s meeting 

those many years ago was leaked. Even though it could never be proven, you know it and I know it. It was 

not mere coincidence that both she and Taliesin rode into separate ambushes that night. Fortunately, he 

escaped with only wounds. We need to keep our own counsel on this, until Finbar can be convinced and 

Pádraig’s appointment is formally announced at the coming year’s Roghnú. Once the lad is on Blessed 

Island, you will be able to afford him a measure of protection.” 

“If there is anything I can do to facilitate things, my brother, let me know.” 

“Thank you, Coinneach, but the contact with Finbar must come directly from Lairgnen and myself. 

It is the only honorable way. Any other entreaty he would reject out of hand and curse us both.” 

“And has he not already been doing that for the past eleven years?…Keep me informed, my 

brother. And good luck.” 

“Thank you, my brother. I will need all the luck and blessings that An Fearglas can provide.” 

As both wizards performed the ritual act of submission by touching of their foreheads, chests, and 

mouths, Coinneach’s image faded, and the glow of the black orb grew fainter and fainter until Taliesin 

was left sitting at his desk in the moonlight. 

Although he longed to return to his bed, the old wizard put the sphere back into its box and grasped 

his staff. A white flame sprung from the staff’s tip, and he started for the ladders that would take him to 

the main floor of his tower. It was time to ride to Fortress Tulach and light the New Year’s Eve bone-fire. 
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