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CHARACTER NAMES 

Aednat [AY-nit] 

Ailill [ALL-yil] 

Aislin [ASH-lin] 

Álmhath [AWL-uh-va] 

Alroy [ALL-roy] 

An Fearglas [on FAIR-glahs] 

Aoife [EE-fah] 

Beibhinn [BEE-veen] 

Bowie [BOO-ee] 

Bradan [BRAY-don] 

Breasal [BREE-sal] 

Brian [BREE-an] 

Brynmor [BRIN-more] 

Cabhan [KAV-an] 

Cadwgawn [kah-DOO-gan] 

Cahal [KA-hal] 

Caoilainn [KAY-linn] 

Cearul [KAR-ul] 

Cian [KEE-an] 

Coinneach [KOY-in-ock] 

Colm [KOL-um] 

Conall [KAWN-all] 

Conlaoch [kon-LAY-ock] 

Daragh [DYE-ruh] 

Déaglán [DECK-lan] 

Diarmuid [DEER-mid] 

Donnan [DUN-ahn] 

Donny [DUN-ee] 

Dyddanwy [dee-THAN-wee] 

Eamon [AIM-an] 

Eirnín [AIR-nin] 

Eógan [OWE-in] 

Faolan [FOY-lan] 

Feidhelm [FAIL-im] 

Fergal [FUR-gul] 

Finbar [FIN-bar] 

Fintan [FIN-tan] 

Fionnuala [fin-OWE-luh] 

Garbhán [GAR-vawn] 

Gearóid [GAHR-ohd] 

Ginebra [jin-EH-bruh] 



Glendon [GLEN-dun] 

Gormán [GUR-mawn] 

Griogair [GRI-ger] 

Håkon [haw-KUN] 

Hilma [HEEL-ma] 

Hugh [hue] 

Iollan [OOL-on] 

Irial [EER-ee-yal] 

Isla [EYE-la] 

Jarlath [JAR-leth] 

Keiran [KEER-awn] 

Killian [KILL-ee-an] 

Kyna [KEY-na] 

Labhrás [LAV-raws] 

Lachtnán [LACHT-nawn] 

Lairgnen [LAIR-gnen] 

Líadan [LEE-a-dan] 

Liam [LEE-am] 

Lorcan [LOR-kawn] 

Máedóc [my-AY-doc] 

Máiréad [MAWR-aid] 

Marga [MAR-gah] 

Meig [meg] 

Muircheartach [mwir-CHER-tack] 

Murchú [MUR-choo] 

Murtagh [MUR-tah] 

Neasán [NYAS-awn] 

Neave [NEE-av] 

Niall [NIGH-ul] 

Odhran [OWE-ran] 

Oisín [ush-EEN] 

Pádraig [PAW-drig] 

Parnell [PAH-nul] 

Phelim [FAIL-im] 

Radha [ROWE-uh] 

Ranait [RAN-eh] 

Ríoghán [REE-awn] 

Rionach [REE-in-ock] 

Risteard [RISH-taird] 

Ruadhán [ROO-awn] 

Ruari [ROW-ree] 

Rutger [RUT-gur] 

Scoithniamh [SKUH-nyee-uv] 

Scolaí [SKUL-lee] 

Seamus [SHAY-mus] 

Siobhán [shi-VAHN] 

Siollán [SHULL-awn] 



Sléibhín [SHLAY-veen] 

Suibhne [SIBE-nuh] 

Tadhg [tige] 

Taliesin [tal-ee-ES-in] 

Taran [TAH-rhen] 

Teagan [TEE-gun] 

Tierney [TEAR-nee] 

Tuama [TOO-uhm-ma] 

Uaine [OO-in-yeh] 

Ulf [OOLTH] 

Ultan [ULL-tun] 

Yseult [EE-solt] 

 

 

PLACE NAMES 

An Saol Eile [on sail ELL-ah] The Otherworld 

Árainn [ARR-in] One of the Northern Shires 

Báinigh [by-NEE] One of the Western Shires 

Beanntan Fiacaill-Sàbhaidh 
[BYAN-ton FEE-ICK-ul 

SABB-heed] 
Sawtooth Mountains 

Béarra [BEAR-ah] One of the Northern Shires 

Cairbre [CAR-bur-uh] One of the Western Shires 

Cairbrigh [CAR-uh-bree] One of the Northern Shires 

Callainn [COLL-een] One of the Northern Shires 

Ceanannas [CAN-non-nus] One of the Eastern Shires 

Ceatharlach [CAT-her-lock] One of the Western Shires 

Coedwig Dryslyd [KOID-wig DRIES-lid] Tangled Woods 

Dealbhna [DEL-ab-nah] One of the Western Shires 

Droim Fiaclach [DROOM FIA-claw] Serrated Ridge 

Fotharta [FOR-har-tuh] One of the Western Shires 

Gabhalmhaigh [gull-WE] One of the Eastern Shires 

Gabhrán [gull-RON] One of the Northern Shires 

Gaileanga [GYAL-lean-gyuh] One of the Eastern Shires 

Iorras [ERR-iss] One of the Western Shires 

Liatroim [LEE-uh-trim] One of the Eastern Shires 

Lorg [LURG] One of the Western Shires 

Luíne [LEAN-yuh] One of the Eastern Shires 

Muraisc [MORE-ishk] One of the Eastern Shires 

Orrery [are-or-EE] One of the Western Shires 

Seanaid [SHAN-idge] One of the Eastern Shires 

Sruthail [SRUTH-uh] One of the Eastern Shires 

Stob Bàn [STROW-bahn] White Peak 

Tulach [TUH-luh] One of the Western Shires 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WORDS & PHRASES 

Am Fear Liath Mòr [am fair lee-ath MORE] The Big Gray Man 

An Fear Portach [on fair pour-TOCK] The Bog Man 

anam cara [ah-nahm KHAR-ah] soul friend 

bean-sidhe [BAN-shee] 
female spirit whose wailing warns of 

impending death 

capall uisce [kop-ull ISH-cuh] water-horse 

cathair [COT-ur] stone ringfortress 

Cosaint agus Seirbhís 
[CO-sint ah-gus SHUR-

beesh] 
Protection and Service 

Dáil [doyl] Assembly 

Daoine Dofheicthe [dee-nee doe-ET-chee] Hidden Folk 

Déan díobháil do aon duine 
[den DEE-woil duh AY-

un DOO-neh] 
Harm no one 

dúnfort [DOON-fort] citadel 

færing [FEH-reng] 
small four-oared boat used by the 

Northmen 

Fáilte! [FALT-cha] Welcome! 

kelpie [KELL-pee] malevelant capall uisce 

phooka [POO-kuh] mischievious capall uisce 

poulaphouca [poll-ah-POO-kuh] phooka-pool 

ráth [raith] earthen ringfort 

Roghnú [ROW-new] Selection 

Seirbhís a Tír agus Rí 
[SHUR-beesh ah TEAR 

ah-gus REE] 
Service to Country and King 

sgian bròg [SKEE-an BROWG] boot knife 

skeið(ir) [SKAY-j(er)] longship(s) used by the Northmen 

Sláinte! [SLAWN-shuh] Health! 

tríbhís [TREE-veesh] conjoined triple spiral 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MID-WINTER DAY 

CENTRAL FEDERAL REGION - DÚNFORT CRUACHAN 

 

Although the sky was clear and cloudless, with the bright sun shining from directly overhead, the 

cold wind whipped around atop the interior cliffs above Saltwater Bay, Cruachan’s only natural harbor. 

All three kingdoms of the Confederation—the Northern Shires, the Western Shires, and the Eastern 

Shires—plus the Central Federal Region came together in the middle of the island, all bordering on the 

bay. 

While the federal authorities administered the actual activities for the entire harbor, each of the 

kingdoms had their own set of docks and exercised control over material coming in and going out of their 

respective realms. 

Sitting on a boulder, observing the stevedores load and unload the ships, Pádraig shivered, as he 

pulled his gray, wool cloak tighter about him. It wasn’t just the wintry air and the wind, though, that had 

chilled him, but something much more personal, causing the biting cold to seep deep down into his very 

being. 

The Mid-Winter Selection had been held that morning. As part of the process, tradesmen hand-

picked their apprentices, and youths, who had, or would, come of age during the year, put themselves up 

for entry into a trade. It was also the day when the five master wizards each sponsored one young man or 

woman to the Academy for the Spiritually Gifted. 

His perch on that rock, just below the Citadel of Cruachan, had always been one of Pádraig’s 

favorite places. His late mother, Aislin, used to bring him to this very point when he was but a young boy. 
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Here, she would identify for him the various types of traders’ vessels that had come from the East, across 

the Sea of the Dawn. He always returned to this spot whenever he was in the Central Federal Region. It 

had a calmative effect on him—at least, it usually did. Not so, though, on this day. 

Again, hunkering down into the warmth of his cloak, Pádraig imagined the four-seat open parade 

carriage with a fringed top, hitched to a pair of matching white draught horses, making its way back from 

the docks to the citadel. The five new student wizards, he figured, had already boarded the sea-currach 

that would transport them to the Academy for the Spiritually Gifted on Blessed Island. 

It had seemed like such a short time ago that he and Máiréad had boarded that very same vessel as 

student wizards. Now, here he sat, ten years later, with the rank of an apprentice wizard, the third level of 

wizardry. Máiréad, too, had graduated from the Academy as an apprentice wizard. Both of them, in fact, 

had finished their studies and had achieved level-three status in record time—seven years and seven 

months. 

Although his time at the Academy was over, Pádraig’s education continued now under the 

watchful eye of his sponsor and mentor, the Venerable Taliesin, Court Wizard of the Kingdom of the 

Western Shires and Guardian of the Black Stone. 

*     *     * 

Achievement at the Academy was the measure of advancement. Achievement only. 

Nothing else mattered. Eight years was the cut-off point for advancement to each of the 

first three levels of wizardry. Some, who had shown promise and had been selected as 

student wizards, never made it even to the first level. 

Those who did attain level-one status—that of novice wizard—would be awarded a 

green mantle, identifying them as keepers of tradition and history. They didn’t keep this 

knowledge in books or on tablets. They kept it in their minds. A few managed to learn and 

memorize what was required of them in two or three years. Some, in five. Others needed 

the entire eight years. But novice wizards, however long it took them to achieve that level, 

were treasured throughout the three kingdoms. They knew the history. They knew the 

traditions. They knew the law and the lore. And they were respected for their knowledge. 

Oblate wizards were those who had attained level-two status. Their purple mantles 

marked them as herbalists and healers. No king or shire chieftain would even consider not 

having at least one oblate wizard on his staff. Accidents, wild animals, and conflicts were 

ways of life in Cruachan. 
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Apprentice wizards wore red mantles to signify that these few had mastered the 

rudimentary spells, incantations, and potions necessary to attain level-three status and 

function as wizards-under-supervision. Their education continued in the field; and, they 

would spend however many years as was necessary, assisting the master wizard who had 

sponsored them. During this time, it was hoped that they would learn the most complicated 

spells, incantations, and potions. 

Once, and only if, their sponsors deemed them to be ready, apprentice wizards 

would graduate to level-four status and receive blue mantles that designated them as 

journeymen wizards. They were now free to function independently and offer their services 

for hire. However, they were still under the charge of the master wizard in whose kingdom 

they functioned. 

The kings of the three realms, in consultation with the Sodality of Master Wizards, 

had the privilege of choosing their own master wizard from among the ranks of journeyman 

wizards to fill a vacancy due to death. The High King had the sole responsibility to choose 

the Arch-Wizard, as well as the Master of the Academy for the Spiritually Gifted. 

Death was the only reason a master wizard could be replaced. Once reaching that 

level-five status, he or she was a master wizard for life. Upon a master’s passing over to 

The Otherworld, the Arch-Wizard would temporarily take custody of the seeing-stone, 

which that wizard had guarded, until a new master wizard could be named. Along with 

receiving a black mantle that signified the rank of master wizard, all the late master’s 

possessions, including the seeing-stone, would become the property of the newly-

consecrated master wizard. 

*     *     * 

Ten years, Pádraig mused. Has it really been ten years? His thoughts again turned to Máiréad, his 

once-upon-a-time soul friend, and he winced and shook his head in sadness: 

 

The Lady Máiréad, daughter of Eógan, Earl of the Western Shires, and the 

Countess Kyna, had lobbied the Venerable Taliesin for an appointment to the Academy. 

Since Taliesin was Court Wizard of the Kingdom of the Western Shires, and her father was 

the elder cousin of Déaglán—Chieftain of Tulach Shire, King of the Western Shires, as well 

as High King of Cruachan—Máiréad was positive that the appointment was hers, simply 

for the asking. 
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However, in such matters, the members of the Sodality of Master Wizards kept their 

own counsel and made their own decisions. When the time came for the Mid-Winter 

Selection that year, Taliesin had chosen to sponsor Pádraig, rather than Máiréad. 

Being passed over crushed the girl, especially since Pádraig, although a gifted one 

as well, had never expressed any interest whatsoever in becoming a wizard, preferring, 

instead, to continue working with his father, Finbar, the farrier. 

Máiréad’s mother Kyna, however, wielded some influence of her own and, when it 

came time for the Venerable Odhran, Court Wizard of the Kingdom of the Northern Shires, 

to make his selection for the Academy, the master wizard picked Máiréad. 

Even though both childhood friends were student wizards at the Academy, in the 

almost-eight years they were together on Blessed Island, Máiréad spoke to Pádraig only 

when absolutely necessary as part of their studies, and even then, as if he were a stranger. 

 

Ten years, Pádraig thought again. And, still, Meig has never forgiven me. 

The apprentice wizard closed his eyes, took a series of slow deep breaths, and did the best he could 

to clear his mind, as he had been taught. When he opened his eyes, he willed his vision to magnify the 

scene across the bay. 

Closer and closer the image of the watchtower on the Iorras Shire side of harbor entrance, a mere 

speck on the horizon just moments before, slowly zoomed into his field of vision, as if the young wizard 

were simply a furlong away, rather than leagues. 

One of the harbormaster’s pilots had just guided a sea-currach through the narrow harbor inlet and 

had transferred back to the pilot’s currach that would take him to the next ship waiting patiently in the 

queue to enter or exit the harbor. Due to the restricted width of the entrance to the bay and the tidal swells, 

no vessel, except for those operated by the Cruachanian Defense Forces or the security forces of one of 

the three kingdoms, was permitted to traverse the inlet without a skilled pilot at the tiller. A wreck in that 

narrow space would shut down harbor operations for the entire island. 

The only time that the harbor was ever closed was when Cruachan’s two moons—Silver 

Nightingale, the smaller and closer one, and Golden Owl, the one larger and farther away—were both full. 

Aligned together, the double full moons caused higher than normal tides and fierce waves. To protect the 

harbor from being swamped during this time period, a watergate, through a series of winches and pulleys, 

would be cranked over to a small opening in the rock on the Callainn Shire side of the inlet, effectively 

sealing off the harbor from the raging Sea of the Evening. 
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A sea-currach had just exited the harbor without the aid of a pilot. Its swallow-tailed, white flag 

mounted on top of the mainmast displayed the image of Blessed Island—a conical, steep, rocky island 

with twin peaks. Once clear of the harbor, sailors raised the square mainsail and headsail, both of which 

also sported the same image that was on the flag. The six oars were pulled in, and a member of the 

Cruachanian Defense Forces turned the tiller and swung the boat southward, heading it toward where the 

five new student wizards would begin the adventure of their lives. 

Coming fast from the north, three other sea-currachs entered into Pádraig’s magnified view. The 

red flags at the top of their mainmasts exhibited a tríbhís having its left and right legs in black and its top 

leg in gold—the emblem of the Security Forces of the Kingdom of the Northern Shires. The mainsails and 

headsails also displayed this same emblem. As the sea-currachs reached the inlet to the bay, two oarsmen 

from each boat quickly pulled down the sails. The remaining four oarsman stuck out their oars, braking 

the forward motion of their boats and allowing them to coast to a stop in the harbor inlet. 

After congratulations all around, the oarsmen rowed their currachs into Saltwater Bay, turned them 

around, and maneuvered them back out to sea, straining against the wind, as they headed in the direction 

from which they had come. 

The far-seeing exercise quickly took its toll on the young apprentice wizard. Closing his eyes once 

more, he fought the nausea and light-headedness that had come with expending so much of the life-force 

with which An Fearglas, the Deity of Cruachan, had blessed him. Slipping off the boulder, Pádraig now 

sat on the ground with his back supported by the rock, so that direct contact with the elemental forces in 

the earth could recharge the essence within him. 

Still somewhat faint from the experience, he, nevertheless, took a measure of comfort in the fact 

that with each practice session, he was able to maintain the far-seeing spell for just a bit longer than the 

previous time. Shivering, he again pulled the cloak more tightly about his body and replayed the events 

of the morning: 

 

He had ridden all night from Liatroim Shire, in the Kingdom of the Eastern Shires. 

He had just finished his eight-month assignment under the tutelage of the Venerable 

Fergal, Court Wizard of the Kingdom of the Eastern Shires and Guardian of the Blue Stone. 

As had his mentor, Taliesin, with the nine shires in the Kingdom of the Western Shires, 

Fergal had had the young man spend one month with him in Sruthail Shire, then a month 

each with the senior journeyman wizard in each of the other seven shires. 
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The experience the apprentice wizard had gleaned from the two master wizards and 

those fifteen journeyman wizards had been invaluable. Where one may have excelled in 

lore and law, another was gifted in healing. Others were skilled at spell-casting, while 

some were adept at shape-changing. Pádraig looked forward to the next five months where 

he would be assigned to the Venerable Odhran, Court Wizard of the Kingdom of the 

Northern Shires and Guardian of the Red Stone. He also secretly yearned to see Máiréad 

again, hoping that the seventeen months since the two of them had graduated from the 

Academy had tempered her animosity toward him. 

Arriving at the Citadel of Cruachan just before dawn, Pádraig had searched out 

his father, Finbar, who was there with his elfin friends, Brynmor and his son, Cadwgawn. 

Spotting the threesome, the young wizard couldn’t help but notice that, as his father 

had moved into late middle-age, his tanned and weathered face had developed a few more 

wrinkles, and quite a bit of gray had crept into his brown hair. With the farrier’s contract 

from the High King to tend the horses of the Security Forces of the Kingdom of the Western 

Shires as well as the Cruachanian Defense Forces, Finbar’s body, though, was as trim as 

ever. Pádraig was well aware that under that gray, wool cloak, cotton tunic, and leather 

breeches was the same well-muscled body he had always known, and he had to smile. 

Looking down at his own attire, Pádraig thought: You can take the boy out of the 

forge, but not the forge out of the boy. 

He was dressed exactly like his father, although he wore his light-brown hair below 

his collar, whereas Finbar’s was shorn short. 

The elfin artillators never seemed to change. Brynmor, tall and sinewy, wore his 

long, blond hair in a horsetail, and the enigmatic countenance on his pearlescent face 

betrayed no emotion whatsoever. Nor did it show the lines that gave away Finbar’s age, 

even though he had fought alongside the farrier in the War for Independence many years 

before. 

Cadwgawn could have been Brynmor’s twin, rather than his son. Both elves 

dressed in buckskin with brown cloaks. The only differences were that the elder elf was 

slightly heavier and had just a few facial creases near his eyes. 

After Pádraig had exchanged forearm grasps with all three, Finbar said to him, “I 

was beginning to wonder if you were going to make it this year, Paddy.” 
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“Rode all night from Liatroim Shire,” the young wizard replied. “No way would I 

miss this.” 

Ever the concerned farrier, his father raised an eyebrow and said, “I assume you 

took proper care of the horse?” 

Pádraig dutifully replied, “Yes, Da. Walked him around to cool him off, rubbed 

him down, and saw that he had clean straw in his stable, as well as fresh food and water.” 

The young man then added, “Just like you taught me.” Not seeing the elderly troubadour 

anywhere nearby, he raised an eyebrow and asked, “Lairgnen?” 

Finbar tightened his lips, narrowed his eyes, and gave a small shake of his head. 

Pádraig read the body language correctly. It said: ‘We’ll talk about it later.’ 

Nevertheless, he felt a bit of disappointment. It had been Lairgnen who had given him his 

first set of elbow pipes and lessons; and, the young wizard always looked forward to seeing 

the elderly man and playing duets with him—he, on his pipes; the troubadour, on either a 

second set of pipes or the lute or tin whistle. 

Atop the hillock outside the citadel stood a cromlech, consisting of three megalith 

stones arranged in a partial circle—one facing northeast, another east, with the third stone 

facing the southeast. Each stone had a hole drilled through it that pointed toward the exact 

center of the partial circle. In that center, a hole had been dug in the ground and lined with 

rocks. An oak log, decorated with holly and ivy branches, had been placed upright in the 

rock-lined hole and soaked in lamp oil. 

Next to the log stood Déaglán, High King of Cruachan. An aide held a brazier 

nearby, so that he might keep his royal majesty warm on this frigid, winter morning. 

Looking out over the assembly which had gathered there, all facing the southeast 

and watching for the first hint of sunrise on this the shortest day of the year, Pádraig’s 

heart skipped a beat as, in the torchlight, he spotted the Lady Máiréad along with her 

mother, Countess Kyna, standing with Queen Ginebra, Prince Liam, and the rest of the 

royal household. 

The young wizard willed himself not to wave, but, at the same time, wondered if 

Máiréad had spotted him, as well. As much as he hated to admit it, he hoped she had. She 

looked radiant in her dark-blue ruana embroidered on its edge with black, endless 

knotwork. Its ermine-fur-trimmed hood had been thrown back, revealing flame-red tresses 

that cascaded down over her alabaster skin and onto her shoulders. 
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The wait turned out not to be long. People began to point and shout as the eastern 

sky turned from black to purple to violet, then from violet to light orange. As the sun broke 

over the horizon and began its rise, the observers became more vocal and switched their 

gazes toward the southeast-most megalith. Finally, as sunlight crept up the side of the 

massive stone, cheers began to break out when the rays reached the hole, and a single 

beam of sunlight shined through upon the center of the oak log. 

At that point, Déaglán took the brazier from his aide with his left hand and raised 

it high. A sudden hush came over the crowd. Pointing with his right hand to the beam of 

light on the log, he called out in a loud voice, “Behold the light of An Fearglas! Blessed 

be His holy name!” 

The entire company repeated the exhortation, then performed the ritual act of 

submission by bowing their heads slightly and touching their foreheads, chests, then their 

mouths with the first two fingers of their right hands, as they declared: “May His tenets be 

always in my mind, in my heart, and on my lips.” 

The High King touched the burning coals from the brazier to the side of the log, the 

lamp oil caught fire, and flames rose up the entire height of the tree trunk. 

The crowd cheered. Many in the company hugged and kissed each other. 

Pádraig watched as Máiréad embraced Liam and kissed him passionately. After a 

moment, the young wizard had to turn away, even though he always knew that this would 

be the way his two friends would end up. He even remembered a conversation he had had 

with Máiréad some ten years earlier. It had been New Year’s Eve, and they had retreated 

to the relative privacy of the overlook at Fortress Tulach in the Kingdom of the Western 

Shires: 

 

After a long and tender kiss, Máiréad put her head on Pádraig’s chest, sighed, and 

said, “You know how I feel about you, don’t you, Paddy?” 

“You forgot the last word of that sentence, Meig.” 

Looking up at him, she cocked an eyebrow. “Last word?” 

“‘But,’” he told her, kissing her on the forehead. “I sensed a ‘but’ there.” 

Taking in a deep breath through her nose and letting it out slowly, she gave him 

another squeeze, then sat down on the overlook wall. “You know it can’t ever be, don’t 

you?…Us?” 
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He simply smiled at her. 

“I’ll be promised to a chieftain’s son or to a prince. More than likely to Liam the 

donkey-prince. But…” She left the sentence unfinished as her shoulders slumped in 

resignation. 

“But never, ever, to a commoner,” Pádraig finished it for her. 

She looked away toward the raging sea below, saying nothing in return. 

 

Returning the brazier to the aide, Déaglán once again raised his hand for quiet. 

When the din had subsided, he said, “This Mid-Winter Day is a time for rejoicing. As the 

days now grow longer, we await the renewal that will come as Spring approaches. But, it 

is also a time of self-reflection and planning for the future—our individual futures, the 

future of each kingdom, and the future of Cruachan. As our das have done and their das 

and granddas before them, we conduct the Roghnú. In the cathairs of each of the three 

kingdoms, our young men and women will have their life’s work determined by today’s 

selection process. Some will be coopers. Some will be wheelwrights. Some will be millers. 

Some will become apprentices in other trades. Some will join the armed forces and become 

soldiers and sailors. Today at our Roghnú, here at Dúnfort Cruachan, we will witness the 

selection of five possible future wizards.” 

A semicircular table had been set up facing the southeast, looking directly at the 

burning oak log. Each of the four master wizards in attendance took their places, standing 

behind the table—Arch-Wizard Faolan, Guardian of the Green Stone, in the center. 

Fergal, Court Wizard of the Kingdom of the Eastern Shires and Guardian of the 

Blue Stone, stood to the right of Faolan; and, Odhran, Court Wizard of the Kingdom of the 

Northern Shires and Guardian of the Red Stone, was positioned on the end, to the right of 

Fergal. 

To Faolan’s left was Taliesin, Court Wizard of the Kingdom of the Western Shires 

and Guardian of the Black Stone. Next to Taliesin was an empty space. However, that 

space would soon be filled. 

As a precaution in case of either a natural or man-made disaster, all five master 

wizards never appeared together at the same location. This safety measure assured that, if 

a catastrophe did occur, at least one master wizard would be able to continue on and teach 

others the craft. On this Mid-Winter Day, Coinneach, Guardian of the Purple Stone, and 
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Master of the Academy, had been chosen as the designated survivor. He would make his 

selection known by scry from his round tower on Blessed Island. 

Each of the four members of the Sodality of Master Wizards, who were physically 

present, removed their seeing-stones from their belt-bags and placed them in indentations 

on the table in front of them. Emptying their minds of any distractions, they gazed deeply 

into their stones. 

Within seconds, the four orbs began to glow; and, within ten seconds more, an 

apparition of Coinneach appeared in the empty spot next to Taliesin, the image so palpable 

it was as if the wizard were actually standing there in person. 

“Seirbhís a Tír, my brothers,” Arch-Wizard Faolan said, in the language of the 

ancients. 

“Agus Rí,” the other four replied. 

‘Service to Country and King’—the first tenet of wizardry—having been uttered, 

High King Déaglán looked over to the members of the Sodality and said, “Your service is 

much appreciated. Now, to the selection process for the five gifted ones who will be 

sponsored to this year’s class at the Academy for the Spiritually Gifted. Master Coinneach, 

whom do you choose?” 

*     *     * 

After the master wizards had each made their selections and the crowd had erupted 

with cheers and applause, Déaglán again raised his hand for quiet. When the assembly 

had silenced completely, he said, “Before the merriment begins, we have one more piece 

of business to conclude at this year’s Roghnú.” The High King beckoned toward the 

members of the royal household. 

Prince Liam, the Lady Máiréad, Countess Kyna, and Queen Ginebra all came 

forward and joined Déaglán. Liam and Máiréad stood directly in front of their respective 

mothers. 

“I am proud, this day,” Déaglán said, “to announce to the entire Confederation of 

the Three Kingdoms the handfasting of my son and deputy king, Prince Liam, to the Lady 

Máiréad, daughter of my cousin Eógan, Earl of the Western Shires, and the Countess 

Kyna.” 

Again, cheers, whistles, and applause burst forth from the assemblage. 

Pádraig felt his knees begin to buckle and he struggled to maintain his balance. 
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Sensing the young wizard wobble, Cadwgawn said nothing, nor did he change his 

unreadable countenance any. However, he did shift his position slightly so that he stood 

shoulder to shoulder with Pádraig, providing a buttress. 

Liam and Máiréad faced each other and grasped each other’s hands, right to left, 

as both mothers removed the sashes from their gowns. Each stood to her offspring’s right 

and tied her sash to one pair of hands. 

“The wedding will take place two months from now on Mid-Spring Day,” Déaglán 

announced. “And may An Fearglas bless this betrothal.” 

The entire company repeated the exhortation, performed the ritual act of 

submission, then gave the newly-handfasted couple a tremendous ovation. 

Pádraig just stood there, numbness encasing his body. His thoughts, though, 

returned to another conversation he had had ten years before. This one with his father, 

Finbar, just prior to meeting Máiréad at the Fortress Tulach overlook on New Year’s Eve: 

 

“I’m going to join the lads over at the tavern,” Finbar said to his son. “You’re 

welcome to come along.” 

Pádraig hesitated briefly, then answered, “Thanks, Da, but I’m…I’m supposed to 

meet someone at the overlook.” 

“Someone with red hair, perhaps?” 

Receiving a non-committal shoulder shrug for a reply, Finbar continued. “It’s nice 

that you have friends, Paddy. I really mean it. Especially with the way we keep moving 

around the kingdom. Enjoy it while you can, but don’t make the mistake of thinking that 

anything more can come of it. The Lady Máiréad will marry another noble. That’s for 

certain.” 

Emitting a small sigh, Pádraig said, “Yeah. I know.” 

 

Brought out of his contemplation by the presence of the crown prince, whom he sensed 

approaching slowly and quietly from behind him, Pádraig again emitted a small sigh, thinking, Yeah. And 

that day is today. By way of greeting, devoid of emotion and without getting up or turning around, he 

said, “Your Royal Highness.” 

“Honored Sir,” Liam replied, equally detached, using the honorific reserved for an apprentice 

wizard. Still dressed in the fine garments of the nobility that he had worn for the Selection, he plopped 
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himself down on the ground beside Pádraig and pulled his formal dark-blue cape around him. “I left a 

message with the avener to have you get with me before the ceremonies. I want you to know, Paddy, that 

I certainly had no intention of blindsiding you with the handfasting.” 

“I didn’t arrive at the dúnfort until shortly before dawn. I got your message when I reached the 

stables, but everyone was already out at the cromlech. Congratulations, by the way, and may An Fearglas 

bless your union.” 

At the mention of the Deity’s name, both young men silently performed the ritual act of 

submission. 

“I know you’re still in love with her, Paddy,” the prince said, after a beat. 

“The two of us have always been in love with her, Liam. I really am serious about offering my 

congratulations, though. I think we both—actually, all three of us—knew that things would turn out this 

way eventually.” 

Up until that time, neither young man had looked at the other. Now Prince Liam, Deputy King of 

the Western Shires, turned to his friend and said, softly, “I had hoped that the years would have mellowed 

Meig’s feelings toward you.” 

Pádraig let go of a snort. “Tell me about it.” 

“You’ve been my best friend…it seems like forever,” Liam continued. “You saved my life, putting 

your own in jeopardy to do so. I always pictured you by my side on my wedding day—my right-hand 

man. I…” his voice caught, and he couldn’t finish the sentence. 

Reaching over and patting the other man’s arm, locking his deep-blue eyes on the prince’s brown 

ones, Pádraig said, “Say no more about it, Liam. There’s no point in beginning a marriage with a quarrel. 

But know that I’ll be there in spirit, right beside you.…Right beside both of you.” 

After a few more moments of silence, the prince asked, “Where do you go from here?” 

“Since all the master wizards, except for Master Coinneach, are here in Dúnfort Cruachan, this 

afternoon I was going to present myself to the Venerable Odhran. I’ve been assigned to him for the next 

five months of my training program.” 

“That should be an interesting five months. Here’s hoping that Odhran keeps you and Meig at a 

safe distance from each other.” 

“Where’s she been training?” Pádraig asked. “With some of the journeyman wizards throughout 

the three kingdoms, like I have?” 

“No. Just with Odhran, himself. She’s been up at Cathair Béarra the entire time since your 

graduation from the Academy. Odhran has been giving her personal instruction.” 
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“The entire seventeen months? Interesting.” 

“Sort of scary, actually,” Liam admitted. “Thanks be to An Fearglas that the first tenet of wizardry 

is ‘Seirbhís a Tír agus Rí.’” After both men again performed the ritual act of submission, the prince 

continued, though with a concerned note in his voice. “It’s sacrosanct, right, Paddy? The first tenet?” 

Pádraig snickered. “The wizard part, sure. But, remember, she’s also going to be your wife. You’re 

on your own there, my friend. No tenet to protect you from being turned into a pig, if you cross the line in 

your marriage.” 

“But…you’d be able to reverse the spell. Right?” 

“Hmm. Maybe, yes; maybe, no. Best not to test it.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MID-WINTER DAY 

CENTRAL FEDERAL REGION - DÚNFORT CRUACHAN 

 

Pádraig and Prince Liam had walked back to the citadel together. 

Leaving the apprentice wizard in the great hall of the keep, Liam said, “I’ll hunt up Master Odhran 

and tell him you’re here. Perhaps my rank will see that he doesn’t let you sit here and cool your heels for 

too long.” 

“I appreciate it,” Pádraig told him. 

“Hey! What’s rank for, if you can’t abuse it for your friends,” Liam replied with a chuckle, as he 

headed toward the door. “Stop and see me before you leave. Let me know what His Venerableness plans 

to do with you for the next five months.” 

Once the prince had left the room, Pádraig tried to decide what he should do while he waited—

remain standing, take a seat at the large table, or pull a stool out from the table and sit over by the fireplace 

where it was warmer. 

Three logs burned in the mammoth stone hearth. On the mantle, as well as on the walls of the great 

hall, the polished stone eyes of various stuffed forest creatures peered out at the apprentice wizard. But 

the two that captured Pádraig’s attention were a black bear rampant and a warthog standing on the floor 

on either side of the firebox. 

Crossing over to the warthog, Pádraig quickly looked around the empty room. 
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Even though Liam said he’d pull rank on Odhran, the young wizard thought, I wonder how long 

of a wait I have? Surely enough for a little practice. I really need only a minute. That’s all I’ve been able 

to maintain the spell for anyway. 

Heretofore, he had used the shape-changing spell, which he had only recently learned, on just 

inanimate objects—boulders, tree stumps, an occasional fallen log. He had never attempted an animal. 

And even though the stuffed warthog wasn’t technically an animal anymore, it had been at one time. 

As he had up atop the cliffs overlooking Saltwater Bay, Pádraig closed his eyes, calmed himself, 

and cleared his mind. Opening his eyes, the young wizard concentrated on the warthog and, as he did so, 

he slowly assumed the shape of the one-time-animal. 

The transformation had no sooner taken place when the door to the great hall opened and the Lady 

Máiréad strode in, wearing a royal-blue dress with a white girdle, white slippers and, around her head, a 

circlet of finest silver. 

Two gasps were let out simultaneously—one audible and one silent. 

The silent one came from Pádraig. New at practicing the shape-shifting spell, he knew he couldn’t 

maintain it for very long. 

Uh-oh, he thought. Go away! Go away! Go away! 

Averting even that little of his concentration to his thoughts of Máiréad, the young wizard could 

feel the spell begin to slip, and he once more used every bit of his willpower to maintain it. 

The young woman issued an audible gasp, and she automatically assumed a defensive posture, 

conjuring up balls of lighting in both hands. Although seeing only the stuffed animals on the walls and 

mantle, as well as the bear and the two warthogs beside the fireplace, she sensed another presence in the 

room with her. Running from the room, she hurled the lightning balls in no particular direction, just using 

them as covering fire, as she made her escape. 

Pádraig resumed his normal form, holding on to the fireplace mantle, so that he wouldn’t collapse. 

Interesting, he thought, as he fought the wave of nausea. She could sense my presence. 

Taking slow, deep breaths, the young wizard continued to stand there grasping the mantelpiece for 

support. The floor of the great hall was stone, and, therefore, insulated him from the elemental forces in 

the earth. It would take some time under these conditions for his essence to fully recharge. 

In less than a minute, the Venerable Odhran, Court Wizard of the Kingdom of the Northern Shires, 

hastily entered the room, followed by the Lady Máiréad. 

The master wizard had a long, pinched face that seemed to be frozen in a perpetual frown. He cast 

an ominous figure, dressed completely in black. With his brown-and-black leather belt-bag and obsidian 
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eyes, the pale skin of his face, and gray hair, mustache, and foot-long beard were the only contrasting 

colors. 

“Venerable Sir,” Pádraig said, with a respectful bow. “My Lady,” he added, nodding toward 

Máiréad. 

Quickly taking in the great hall, Odhran barked, “How long have you been here?” 

“I…I only just arrived,” Pádraig lied. “Just…just moments before you and the Lady Máiréad. I…I 

hope I didn’t keep you waiting.” 

Odhran glanced over at Máiréad. 

Completely ignoring Pádraig, as if he were merely a second stuffed warthog, she started her reply 

to the master wizard, “I could have sworn there was a—” 

But Odhran cut her off with a hand gesture. 

“I must have been mistaken,” she finished. Following with a slight bow, she said, “I’ll await the 

conclusion of your meeting, Venerable Sir,” and left the room. 

“So, Honored Sir?” Odhran said, a bit condescendingly with the honorific, gesturing Pádraig to a 

stool at the table. “What am I to do with you for the next five months? Hmm?” 

As the young wizard crossed to the side of the table, using all his concentration to keep from 

stumbling, he replied, “Further my education, Venerable Sir. Teach me those things an apprentice wizard 

should know.” He managed to lower himself onto the stool without falling down. 

However cautious Pádraig was, Odhran detected the all-too-carefulness with which the young man 

had walked. Taking a seat at the foot of the table, the wizard said, “I notice you’re moving a bit slowly. 

Are you ill?” 

“Lack of sleep, Venerable Sir. I rode all through the night from Liatroim Shire to get here for the 

Roghnú.” 

“Ahh, that explains it, then. Well, rest up. I imagine you’ll want to spend some time with your da. 

Take whatever you need.” 

“I appreciate that, Venerable Sir, but whenever you require me to begin my training, I’ll be ready.” 

Odhran gave a wry smile at the eagerness, then said. “My brother Taliesin and I have very different 

views on the training of young wizards. But, since he is your mentor, I will defer to his methods. Murchú 

is the senior journeyman wizard, on the staff of Ruari, Steward of Árainn Shire. After you’ve rested and 

had a good visit with Finbar, you will report to Murchú at Ráth Árainn. He will give you your 

assignments.” 
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“If I may ask, sir, how long will I be with the Revered Murchú?” Pádraig asked, using the proper 

honorific for a journeyman wizard. 

“Until you are told differently. Now go. Get some well-deserved rest. Have a nice visit with your 

da, then head up to Ráth Árainn.” 

Knowing a dismissal when he heard one, Pádraig rose from his stool, bowed to the master wizard, 

and said, “Thank you so very much, Venerable Sir. I appreciate your understanding, and I look forward 

to my time in The Northern Shires.” 

Odhran said nothing in return. He simply gave a small nod toward the apprentice wizard. 

Once Pádraig had left the great hall, Odhran stood, conjured up a light which illuminated the entire 

room, and slowly moved about, extending his senses into every corner. When he reached the stuffed 

warthog, he stopped, looked down at it, and put his hand on the animal’s head. 

Only just arrived, did you, Pádraig? he thought. I would not have thought that shape-shifting 

would be part of your skill-set at this early stage of your development. Ten years ago when you thwarted 

our efforts, I thought you to be merely a very clever farrier, albeit blessed as a gifted one. However, now 

I see that you have become a very clever wizard with powers. And, I fear, more powers will develop within 

you. A wizard with powers who shall bear watching. Isn’t it fortuitous that I will be overseeing your 

continued development for the next five months. And you will be watched, indeed, my young wizard. 

Watched and placed in service in a locale where you cannot foil our plans for a second time. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MID-WINTER DAY 

CENTRAL FEDERAL REGION 

 

After leaving the citadel, Pádraig headed over to The Rope and Anchor, one of the many taverns 

in the Central Federal Region, to meet his father, Finbar, for an early supper. Still a bit wobbly from his 

shape-shifting experiment, he stopped once more at his favorite spot atop the interior cliffs above Saltwater 

Bay. There, he pulled his cloak tightly around him, plopped himself down on the ground, with his back 

up against the boulder, so that most of his body was in direct contact with the elemental forces in the earth, 

and waited for the essence within him to refresh. 

While he sat there, his thoughts once again returned to the morning’s Selection and to the five new 

student wizards who were now, no doubt, ensconced in their quarters at the Academy for the Spiritually 

Gifted on Blessed Island, all wide-eyed with wonder, anticipation, and trepidation. 

Those thoughts were temporarily interrupted, however, as a trio of elves, followed at a very 

distrustful distance by a quartet of dwarfs, traipsed toward the marketplace with pushcarts containing their 

wares. 

The variety of goods at the marketplace was amazing—cloth, spices, and fruit from the East, across 

the Sea of the Dawn; gold and silver pieces from the dwarfs in the Northern Shires; wooden items from 

the elves in the Eastern Shires; and, objects from every sort of craftsman throughout all Cruachan, as well 

as from abroad. 

Pádraig returned acknowledgement nods from the elves. The Tangled Woods, the semi-

autonomous homeland of the elves in the Eastern Shires, overlapped both Muraisc and Gaileanga Shires. 
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When the young wizard had been assigned to the journeymen wizards from those two shires, he had 

ventured into the Woods; and, with the help of his elf friend, Cadwgawn, had made quite a few 

acquaintances there. 

Being naturally friendly, he also waved and smiled at the dwarfs. However, as was their manner, 

they completely ignored him, returning neither waves nor smiles. 

Chuckling to himself, Pádraig couldn’t help but think of the new student wizards and their first 

lecture the following morning, given by the Venerable Coinneach himself, Master of the Academy, on An 

Fearglas’ creation of the world. 

This would be the perfect spot to give that lecture, he thought. You’ve got most of everything right 

here where you can see it. Air, Water, Earth. Maybe not Fire that you can see, but you know it’s down 

there. Rocks, Woods. Men, Dwarfs, Elves, Creatures of the air, land, and sea. And the Daoine Dofheicthe? 

Well, they’re always around somewhere. 

And then he recalled the lecture verbatim, as would the new student wizards for the rest of their 

lives, after hearing it in the morning: 

 

In the beginning there was An Saol Eile—Only An Saol Eile and the Void. 

Flames, and dust, and mists, and winds swirled endlessly within the Void. Aside 

from these, the Void contained nothing—nothing but darkness. 

An Fearglas looked out upon the Void and saw the potential for much more than 

confusion and nothingness. 

Stretching out His hand, An Fearglas captured each of the four elements one-by-

one from the Void. First, He obtained Earth—the millions of specs of dust that had swirled 

around from the beginning of time. Next, He acquired Air—the wind that drove the vortex. 

In turn, He then secured Fire and Water. When He had possession of all four elements, all 

that was left in the Void was total darkness. 

Taking these four elemental forces, An Fearglas compressed them and formed them 

into an orb. Then breathing His Spirit upon the orb, He cast it back into the center of the 

Void where it began revolving in place. This was the end of the first day of the creation of 

the World, and An Fearglas saw that it was good. 

As the World spun on its axis, An Fearglas separated out the four elements; but, 

rather than allowing them to return to disorder, as they had been, He confined them each 

to their own place. Splitting Water from Earth, He created the dry land and the seas, lochs, 
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and rivers. Taking Air, He placed it in a layer above the Earth and the Water. With Fire, 

He buried it deep below the surface of the Earth and the Water. This was the end of the 

second day of the creation of the World, and An Fearglas saw that it was good. 

On day three of the creation of the World, An Fearglas divided the darkness of the 

Void into day and night, placing the sun to light the day and warm the World, and placing 

two lesser lights, the moons—Silver Nightingale, the smaller and closer of the two, and 

Golden Owl, the larger and farther away—to provide a bit of light even in the darkness of 

the night. He also placed an incalculable number of much smaller lights, the stars, in the 

nighttime sky, so as to aid in navigation around His World. And He saw that it was good. 

On the fourth day of the creation of the World, An Fearglas looked at what he had 

made and caused vegetation and plants and trees of various kinds to spring forth from the 

land. He also made provisions for their continuation by causing them to put forth seeds, 

each of their own kind. And He smiled, as He saw that it was good. 

An Fearglas then turned his attention to the Water and the Air above the Earth. In 

the Water, He populated it with all types of sea creatures and swimming things. In the Air, 

He created every winged bird. On the Earth, He fashioned every type of animal imaginable. 

And He told the creatures in the Water and the birds of the Air and the animals of the Earth 

to be fruitful and multiply, and to fill the Water and the Air and the Earth each with their 

own kind. This was the end of the fifth day of the creation of the World, and An Fearglas 

saw that it was good. 

On day six of the creation of the World, An Fearglas thought, “I must have stewards 

to tend this World for me and assure that all is maintained properly, and that harmony and 

balance are preserved.” And so He created the Daoine Dofheicthe, the Hidden Folk, and 

gave them charge over the World that He had created out of the Void. And as He had with 

the creatures of the Water and the birds of the Air, and the animals of the Earth, so, too, 

He charged them to be fruitful and multiply, expecting them to manage the World’s 

resources suitably for all time. 

But the Daoine Dofheicthe turned out to be haphazard stewards of the World’s 

bounty. Although some took their mission seriously, many did not, preferring, instead, to 

look after their own desires and pleasure. Loath to uncreate anything that He had brought 

into the World, on the seventh day of creation, An Fearglas, instead, fashioned the three 

races of peoples—Men, Elves, and Dwarfs. And He gave them charge of different aspects 
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of the land based on the material from which He had created them. Out of the soil, He 

created Men to be overseers of the land. Out of the wood of the trees, He created Elves. 

And from the rocks, He created the Dwarfs. Like He had with the other living creatures, 

He charged them to be fruitful and multiply, and to fill the World with their own kind. And 

He saw that it was good. 

On the eighth day of the creation of the World, An Fearglas simply smiled at His 

handiwork and blessed it all; and, with the work of creation complete, He rested. 

*     *     * 

Entering The Rope and Anchor, Pádraig spotted his father, sitting alone at a table for four near the 

back of the room. Although he would have liked to have seen Brynmor and Cadwgawn, he knew how 

odious elves found taverns and drunken men. 

Finbar, after waving to his son, signaled the alewife, pointing at his own tankard of ale, then 

holding up two fingers and gesturing toward the place next to him. 

The young wizard exchanged forearm grasps with his father, then took the proffered stool, but 

waited until the alewife had delivered the two tankards before speaking. 

After an exchange of “Sláinte!” and a deep pull on the tankard, Pádraig simply said, “Lairgnen?” 

“Ahh, Lairgnen,” Finbar repeated. “The section leader in charge of a sea-currach belonging to the 

Cruachanian Defense Forces, one of our men, spotted some strange activity going on up at North Head a 

few weeks ago. It appeared as if the Kingdom of the Northern Shires was expanding its beachhead below 

the cliffs. Not wanting to let his craft get too near the shore for a closer look and draw attention to himself, 

he waited until their next patrol to check it out again. Sure enough, the beach seemed to be expanding 

outward.” 

The ‘one of our men’ remark meant a fellow Watchman. Both Finbar and Pádraig, as well as 

Lairgnen, Brynmor, and Cadwgawn were members of that covert group. 

*     *     * 

After the Northmen had been ousted from the island in the War for Independence 

by the then High King Seamus and his new Confederation of the Three Kingdoms, there 

were people on both sides of the conflict who remained unhappy with the outcome. Some 

believed that Cruachan would become a republic, and that they would gain the right to 

elect their own leaders. Others, who did very well under the oppressors—mainly 

merchants—were not all that happy to see the occupiers leave, maintaining contact with 

their old overlords and dreaming of prosperous yesteryears. 
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Because the conflict had resulted in such destruction, with many, many lives lost 

and devastated, a group of like-minded individuals, who didn’t want to go through that 

again, and certainly didn’t want another conflict foisted upon them because of zealot 

republicans or former collaborators, banded together to keep an eye out for any signs of 

potential treason from extremists on either side of the political spectrum. 

And while The Watchmen performed outside the law, they were, first and foremost, 

patriots, doing things that needed doing—things that a government could not nor should 

not do. 

Also, the plot against Prince Liam’s life ten years ago in the Kingdom of the 

Northern Shires, which Pádraig’s quick thinking had thwarted, had been aided in part by 

Northmen. Because of this overt action on the part of the ousted overlords, The Watchmen 

had redoubled their vigilance in the North. 

*     *     * 

Pádraig knew that the reason the sea-currach belonging to the Cruachanian Defense Forces could 

not get close enough to shore to get a good look at the beach below North Head was the difference in the 

missions between the defense forces and the Security Forces of the Kingdom of the Northern Shires: 

 

The Cruachanian Defense Forces were under the control of the High King. They 

were responsible for national security. On land, they patrolled the coastline on horseback, 

from various forts spaced one-day’s ride apart. At sea, they patrolled in currachs far off 

the coast. They were also responsible for law enforcement within the Central Federal 

Region itself. 

The security forces of each of the three kingdoms, on the other hand, were under 

the control of their respective kings. On land, they patrolled their own kingdoms. At sea, 

their currachs patrolled the littoral waters of their own coastline. 

 

“And, Lairgnen?” Pádraig asked. 

“Dispatched to check things out. After all, how innocent-looking is a clownish troubadour, playing 

those dratted elbow pipes and riding a mule? He was supposed to return yesterday.” 

“My guess is that he can still handle that hand-and-a-half sword with the best of them,” Pádraig 

remarked. 
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Finbar frowned and gave a small shake of his head. “It’s been quite a while since you’ve seen him 

Paddy. He’s still good with the sword, mind you, but he’s lost a step or two with age. Not at all the man 

you remember.” 

“You’re worried?” 

“…Concerned.” 

“Well, I had my meeting with the Venerable Odhran before I came over here. I’ll be heading to 

Árainn Shire for the first part of my training in the North. Could just as well detour on up to Béarra Shire, 

if need be, and nose around North Head.” 

“Let’s give it a day or two. Now, how about supper? Mutton stew?” 

“Sounds good, Da. Then it’s over to the forge and bed for me.” 

“Bed? The evening watch has barely begun.” 

“Hey, I rode all night long last night, remember? I’m beat.” 

“You’re a wizard, lad. Isn’t there some sort of spell for that?” 

“Yeah. It’s called a good-night’s sleep.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

YEWDAY - BEAR 1ST 

GABHRÁN SHIRE 

 

It had been three quarters into the middle watch that the shutters on one of the 

windows of the citadel’s forge had rattled, and a high-pitched shriek had sounded from 

outside. 

Both Pádraig and Finbar, roused from a deep sleep, sat bolt upright in their beds 

at the clatter. 

“What the…” Finbar started, then continued with, “Was that you, Paddy?” 

“Not me, Da,” Pádraig replied, hopping off of his cot. “It’s coming from outside 

in the ward.” 

Just then the shriek and the rattling of the shutters repeated itself. 

Pádraig crossed to the window and opened the shutters outward. In the light of a 

waxing crescent Silver Nightingale and full Golden Owl, he failed to see what had caused 

the commotion. 

But, through his sleep-fuzzed brain, Finbar realized what it was and, as he rose 

from his cot, said, “Move away from the window, lad. Quickly!” 

No sooner had Pádraig complied, than a large fish hawk softly landed on the 

window sill and let out another shriek, seemingly just for the fun of it. Folding up its huge 

wings of brown and white feathers, it cocked its head and raised a talon. The leg had a 

small parchment tied to it. 
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“Strike a light,” Finbar said. 

As Pádraig grabbed a tinder box from the anvil, struck a spark, and lit a candle 

stub once the tinder had flamed, his father untied the parchment from the bird’s leg. 

Without waiting for a dismissal, the fish hawk let out one last screech, hopped off 

the window sill, and spread its wings. With three silent flaps, it disappeared silently back 

into the night. 

Pádraig had joined his father at the window and held the candle down where 

Finbar smoothed the parchment on the sill. 

The message was short and concise: 

 

Clearing by Stag Pond 

Straightaway 

*     *     * 

Now, Pádraig and Finbar raced northward on the Dúnfort Road toward Gabhrán Shire, their wool 

cloaks wrapped tightly about them with the hoods up to ward off the bitter cold. While Finbar rode a 

yellow dun, borrowed from the stables at the Citadel, Pádraig sat astride Líadan, a gray mare he had 

appropriated from Fortress Tulach, when he had graduated from the Academy and begun his 

apprenticeship two years and one month earlier. 

At the border of the Central Federal Region with Gabhrán Shire, the road T-ed into another. 

Turning west would take them to the north-south Central Road that bisected the Northern Shires. Going 

in the opposite direction would take them to the Coastal Road that went north to Fort Gabhrán. Hesitating 

only briefly, the pair reined their mounts to the east, resuming their gallop. 

After a while, the road made a sharp S-curve—first to the left, then back again to the right—in 

order to skirt a small body of water called Stag Pond. 

Taking the first curve, the pair slowed but, instead of following the road as it curved to the right, 

they kept their horses heading left, directly into the forest. No sooner had they been completely obscured 

by the woods than they reached a clearing. 

There, on a fallen tree in front of a small campfire, sat the Venerable Taliesin, Court Wizard of the 

Kingdom of the Western Shires and Chief Watchman in Tulach Shire. With him were the elves, Brynmor 

and Cadwgawn, as well as a third man whom neither Finbar nor Pádraig recognized. A little way from the 

quartet, the wizard and elves’ horses grazed, along with two horses from a flatbed wagon that had been 
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parked nearby. Tied behind the wagon, a mule just stood there, looking forlorn. In the moonlight, there 

was no mistaking the cloth-covered form of a person lying prone on the wagon bed. 

Without trading pleasantries with those in the clearing, both Finbar and Pádraig reined in their 

mounts, jumped from their saddles, and ran to the wagon. There, Finbar peeled back the cloth; and, the 

two of them gazed down on the waxen face of their friend and fellow-Watchman, Lairgnen the troubadour. 

“What happened?” Finbar snapped, as Brynmor and Cadwgawn came up behind him. 

The man, whom neither Finbar nor Pádraig had recognized, trailed the elves. Looking at them, the 

man whispered, “Cosaint!” 

Both father and son gave the prescribed reply of “Agus Seirbhís!” 

With the identifying greeting between Watchmen of ‘Protection and Service’ having been 

completed, Brynmor made the introductions. 

“Paddy, Finn, this is Irial. He is a section leader with the defense forces.” 

After exchanging forearm grasps, Finbar repeated himself. “What happened?” 

“He was found at the foot of the cliffs at North Head,” Irial replied. “Every indication was that he 

had lost his balance and had fallen.” 

Finbar snorted, contemptuously. “Anyone see it?” he asked, slowly and distressingly re-covering 

his old friend’s face with the cloth. 

“Nope. Apparently it happened at night. The body was discovered the next morning by fishermen.” 

Silent until now, Taliesin called out, “Come! Sit by the fire. We need to decide on a course of 

action.” 

As Irial, the elves, and his father complied with the old wizard’s directive, Pádraig crossed to the 

rear of the wagon. The mule stood there, head drooped down low. With its moist, brown eyes reflecting 

the flames of the fire, it appeared almost as if the animal were crying. The young wizard reached down, 

took the mule’s bridle, gently lifted its head, and stroked the coarse brown hair of its muzzle. 

With that brief contact, Pádraig sensed the sadness that the animal felt. 

“I know you miss him, K2. You’ve been with him almost from the time you were a colt. We’re all 

going to miss him. And, I realize that you don’t know how to deal with these feelings, so I’m going to 

help you a little.” 

Lairgnen’s original mule had been named ‘Killian.’ Some years’ back, when the faithful animal 

had grown too old to carry the troubadour on his sometimes-long trips, Lairgnen had reluctantly, but 

mercifully, turned him out to pasture, to live out the rest of his days on a friend’s apple farm. Whether out 

of homage to Killian, or because he just couldn’t seem to come up with another name, the old man had 
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named his new mule ‘Killian,’ as well. Rather than calling him by that appellation, though, Lairgnen had 

simply referred to him as ‘K2.’ 

Hugging the mule around its neck, as he continued to stroke it, Pádraig whispered into the animal’s 

ear. “I’m not going to make you forget him. I wouldn’t do that. Lairgnen was your friend, and he needs to 

be remembered. But what I am going to do is use a spell to block out the hurt and loneliness that you’re 

feeling. You’ll still remember him, but only the good memories, okay?” 

Neither expecting nor receiving an answer, the young wizard closed his eyes, emptied his mind, 

and conjured up a spell that he placed upon the animal. After kissing K2 on its muzzle, Pádraig looked 

into its eyes. The moisture was gone, and they appeared to be just a tad brighter than before. 

As Pádraig joined the others by the fire, Taliesin said, “Finn tells me that you’re on your way to 

Árainn Shire. When do you report?” 

“It’s open, Venerable Sir. Master Odhran told me to take whatever time I needed. And, like I told 

Da, I could detour up to Béarra Shire and have a look around North Head.” 

The old wizard shook his mane of snow-white hair. “No, Pádraig. Especially not now. You’re too 

visible, and Odhran will be watching you or having you watched. We may have to use you sooner or later; 

but, for right now, just go about your duties and keep your eyes and ears open. Don’t draw attention to 

yourself.” 

“As you wish, Venerable Sir.” 

“What do we do about the mule?” Cadwgawn asked in his lilting voice. 

“I’ll take him,” Pádraig said, quickly. 

Finbar cocked an eyebrow. “Are you sure, lad?” 

“If I’m going up to Árainn Shire near the Sawtooth Mountains, K2 may be more sure of foot than 

Líadan.” 

“When will the passing-over ceremony be held?” Brynmor asked. Like his son, the elder elf’s 

lilting voice betrayed no emotions. 

Taliesin thought about it for a few seconds, then said, “This coming Hazelday. Irial and I’ll take 

Lairgnen, the wagon, and the mule back to Tulach Shire and see to the preparations. Finn, that’ll give you 

a chance to finish up with what work you have to do at Dúnfort Cruachan, with Pádraig’s help, before 

riding down. Where are you scheduled next?” 

Finbar held the farrier’s contract for the Kingdom of the Western Shires, as well as for the Central 

Federal Region. 

“Ráth Iorras,” he answered. “But what are we going to do about North Head?” 
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Irial raised a forefinger. “For now, how about nothing. Leave it to my people, Finn. Between 

patrolling the Coastal Road and the sea, we’re sort of invisible in plain sight. Best not to have any new 

faces poking around up there, just yet. Lairgnen’s death has been ruled an accident. Let it stay that way, 

until we have solid proof to the contrary. If we discover anything that requires further attention, we can 

re-address the situation then.” 

Everyone looked at Taliesin. The old wizard said, “Let’s take care of Lairgnen’s passing-over 

ceremony, give Irial’s people a chance to discover what they can, then we’ll meet again.” He looked over 

at Pádraig. “Whatever we decide, we’ll get word to you up in Árainn Shire. Who did my brother Odhran 

assign you to?” 

“Murchú, Venerable Sir. He’s the senior journeyman wizard in Árainn Shire. On the staff of 

Steward Ruari.” 

“Humph. And one of Odhran’s most trusted allies. Remember what I said, Pádraig. Go about your 

duties. Keep your eyes and ears open. But, don’t draw attention to yourself. And, under no circumstances 

are you to use any of your powers unnecessarily. No practicing spells where you can be observed. Right 

now, my guess is that your powers exceed Murchú’s. There’s no need for him nor Odhran to be made 

aware of that.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HAZELDAY - BEAR 5TH 

TULACH SHIRE 

 

On an island in the middle of Salmon River, a round tower, constructed of black and gray stones, 

rose up to an impressive height of five stories. Near the round tower, home to the Venerable Taliesin, the 

island also housed an enormous sacred grove of oak trees. A gap between the two largest afforded ingress 

to and egress from the grove. 

Standing next to the opening, Taliesin himself, hunkered down in his black, wool cloak, hood 

covering his mane of snow-white hair, waited for the procession that had just begun to cross the stone 

bridge onto his island. 

Leading the company on horseback were the elves, Brynmor and Cadwgawn. Next, Finbar and 

Pádraig drove a dray, pulled by a matched pair of white draught horses. On the dray, atop a wooden litter, 

covered with a bed of holly and mistletoe branches, lay the body of Lairgnen the troubadour. It had been 

washed in water from the sacred spring within the grove and wrapped in a white shroud. Tied to the back 

of the dray, head drooped and ears down, Killian the mule plodded along. 

The rest of the assembly which followed, either on foot or horseback, consisted mainly of older 

men, most of them veterans of the War for Independence who had fought alongside Lairgnen. Tuama, 

Reeve of Tulach Shire, represented the government and the absent Eógan, Earl of the Western Shires. 

When the group reached the entrance to the sacred grove, those in wagons or on horseback 

dismounted. Six of the men removed the litter from the funeral dray and followed Taliesin through the 

opening between the two large oaks to a clearing in the center of the grove. There stood a funeral pyre, 
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constructed of rowan logs and kindling. The wood had been soaked in lamp oil, so saturated that droplets 

spilled onto the ground. Off to the side, the sacred spring bubbled up from a group of boulders, the water 

making its way via a small creek to where it emptied into Salmon River. 

Once the litter with the shroud-wrapped body of the troubadour had been placed upon the pyre, 

someone struck up a slow beat on a bodhrán, using the instrument’s tipper to produce an almost military 

cadence. The company filed in behind, silently. Inside, they circled the pyre three times in a sunwise 

direction, their right shoulders facing the center of the grove, before finally coming to a halt and turning 

inward toward the pyre itself. 

The lead-man in the escort set a bowl carved of rowan wood on Lairgnen’s chest. Its contents 

contained a handful of earth, signifying the physical being, and an equal measure of salt, symbolizing the 

spiritual being, a reminder of the dual nature of An Fearglas’ creations. He and the other five then stepped 

back into the circle of mourners. 

Taliesin raised his enormous cypress-wood staff and the bodhrán fell silent. 

“We have come together on this day in this sacred space,” the old wizard intoned, “to reflect on 

our comrade Lairgnen’s passing over to An Saol Eile. The five elements that An Fearglas used in the 

creation of His world are all present here with us for this ceremony.” 

At the utterance of the Deity’s name, every member of the company, except for the elves, bowed 

their heads slightly and touched their foreheads, chests, then their mouths with the first two fingers of their 

right hands, as they mentally recited the ritual act of submission: May His tenets be always in my mind, in 

my heart, and on my lips. 

Taliesin continued. “Fire will consume Lairgnen’s physical remains, returning his husk to the Earth 

from which he was created. Air will take the smoke upward in a symbolic gesture of his being raised to 

another plane of existence. The Water from this sacred spring, which some say pours forth directly from 

An Saol Eile to the world of the living, will rinse and purify his ashes. And the Spirit of An Fearglas will 

envelope him and welcome him to his eternal home.” 

Again, the company made the ritual act of submission. 

“To Lairgnen!” the wizard called out. “Troubadour…soldier…comrade…and, most of 

all…friend!” 

As one, the members of the company bowed their heads, raised their right arms straight up, and 

shouted out, “To Lairgnen!” 
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At a nod from the wizard, Pádraig began a soulful refrain on the elbow pipes. Brynmor and 

Cadwgawn, from opposite sides of the circle, fired flaming arrows into the side of the pyre, and the entire 

structure erupted into a blazing inferno. 

After the last refrain of the pipes had faded, Pádraig stood there in silence, as the funeral pyre 

continued to consume the remains of his friend. Along with memories of Lairgnen, though, the young 

wizard also recalled another passing-over ceremony, this one from long ago—the one for his mother, 

Aislin: 

 

The four-year-old Pádraig stood in this same sacred grove, the tears rolling down 

his cheeks as he tightly clutched Finbar’s hand, watching in dismay as the flames consumed 

the remains of his mother. 

His were not the only tears that flowed freely that day. Finbar cried, as well. And, 

standing off to the side, leaning on a staff because of the wounds he had received in an 

ambush as he rode to back up Aislin on the night she was killed, Lairgnen, her Controller 

Watchman, sobbed uncontrollably. So, too, did the Master Wizard Taliesin, the Chief 

Watchman, who had sent Aislin on her final, fatal mission. 

 

Unconsciously, Pádraig reached up to his chest and fingered an item that hung about his neck 

beneath the red apprentice wizard’s mantle—his mother’s necklace. The crude carving on the stone was 

comprised of a double-headed war-hammer and an open hand in the center of a tríbhís, the dwarf runes 

for ‘Protection’ and ‘Service.’ It was the symbol of the Watchmen—Protection of and Service to the 

Confederation of the Three Kingdoms. 

*     *     * 

As each member of the company left the sacred grove, he or she took one of the rowan-wood bowls 

that had been provided and scooped up a portion of ashes from the now-spent pyre, scattering them over 

the creek that ran from the sacred spring, the holy water carrying them along toward Salmon River. 

“The earl would have come himself, had he been here, Finn,” Tuama, Reeve of Tulach Shire, said 

as he exchanged forearm grasps with the farrier and his son. 

Although not all that sure about the veracity of the reeve’s statement, Finbar simply replied, “But, 

he left Dúnfort Cruachan before we did. Paddy and I checked out his retinue’s mounts the day before he 

got underway.” 
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“Not to come here, though,” Tuama said. “He, the countess, and the Lady Máiréad were to spend 

a few weeks at Ráth Árainn before returning to Cathair Tulach.” 

Eógan had been Chieftain of Árainn Shire before being elevated to the position of Earl of the 

Western Shires. The appointment had been purely political and not based on any familial affection. 

*     *     * 

After Seamus, King of the Western Shires, convinced the other two kings—Hugh of 

the Eastern Shires and Conlaoch of the Northern Shires—to agree to the Confederation of 

the Three Kingdoms, and together, with help from the elves and the dwarfs, they managed 

to drive the occupying Northmen from their island in the War for Independence, the 

Assembly of Shire Chieftains unanimously elected Seamus as the first High King of 

Cruachan. 

Although severely wounded in the final battle at North Head, Seamus moved his 

headquarters to Dúnfort Cruachan and designated his son, Diarmuid, as deputy king. 

Diarmuid then ruled the Kingdom of the Western Shires in Seamus’ absence. 

Within a month after that final victory, though, the High King succumbed to his 

wounds and passed over to The Otherworld. With Seamus’ passing, Diarmuid then became 

Chieftain of Tulach Shire and, as deputy king, acceded to the throne as King of the Western 

Shires. He was also promptly elected unanimously by the Assembly of Shire Chieftains as 

the new High King. 

Because of how soon his father had passed, Diarmuid felt the need to demonstrate 

a continuity in leadership within the fledgling Confederation. Although he and his wife had 

no children, he did have two nephews—the elder, Eógan, Chieftain of Árainn Shire in the 

North, and the younger, Déaglán, Chieftain of Ceanannas Shire in the East. 

Everyone naturally expected that Diarmuid, in keeping with tradition, would name 

Eógan, the elder of his two nephews, as deputy king. Instead, perhaps seeing something in 

the makeup of the two men, Diarmuid broke from that time-held custom and bestowed the 

title on Déaglán. 

This appointment was seen as a slap in the face of every citizen in the Kingdom of 

the Northern Shires. They had suffered the most and the longest during the occupation of 

the Northmen, being the first kingdom conquered and the last to be liberated. And, this 

divisiveness showed itself eventually after Diarmuid passed over to The Otherworld. 



THE EMBERS ARE FANNED IN CRUACHAN                                                                                  33 

 

 

With Diarmuid’s passing, Déaglán gave up his title of Chieftain of Ceanannas Shire 

to become Chieftain of Tulach Shire, and acceded to the throne of the Kingdom of the 

Western Shires. However, the election of the new High King was not unanimous, as had 

been the case for both Seamus and Diarmuid. The five chieftains in the Northern Shires 

voted for their own king, Cabhan. The remaining chieftains, nine in the West and eight in 

the East, voted for Déaglán. 

The citizens of the Northern Shires felt that they had been disenfranchised. They 

reasoned that, had Eógan been chosen as deputy king by Diarmuid instead of Déaglán and 

acceded to the throne of the Kingdom of the Western Shires upon Diarmuid’s death, he 

would have brought along the votes of all nine Western Shires’ chieftains in the Assembly, 

and that Cabhan would then have been elected High King by a fourteen-to-eight-vote 

margin. 

By elevating Eógan from a shire chieftain to Earl of the Western Shires, a member 

of royalty, Déaglán hoped to smooth over some of that discord within the Assembly and 

gain the loyalty of the chieftains in the Northern Shires. 

*     *     * 

What’s going to happen to Eógan after Liam and Meig are married? Pádraig wondered. Surely, 

with Liam being deputy king, the newlyweds will move into Cathair Tulach. Will Eógan then return to 

Árainn Shire and resume his tenure as chieftain there? He never did give up that title. Ruari has only the 

title of Steward of Árainn Shire in Eógan’s absence. And, even if Eógan does, my guess is that Meig will 

most certainly insist that Liam lobby Déaglán to allow her da to retain his royal title of Earl. 

The young wizard pondered the situation further as he, Finbar, and the two elves left the sacred 

grove for their wagon and mounts. Although no direct evidence was ever uncovered to tie Eógan to Liam’s 

kidnapping and the murder plot of ten years ago, Eógan would have been the only one to gain by it. Maybe 

now that his daughter has secured her place within the royal family and will see to it that her parents 

remain royals, we can all rest a bit easier on that front. 
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