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Chapter One

Lifting his caman high in the air and with his long auburn hair gleaming in the sun, Lachlan the Red led the Mackintosh charge, yelling the slogan of his clan. The Camerons met the Mackintoshes at the rush, shouting as they advanced. The two sides clashed in the centre of the field, with caman clashing on caman and body smashing against body in their pursuit of victory. Lachlan dodged a massive swipe from a freckle-faced Cameron, lifted the ball in the crook of his caman and launched it forward.

Queen Maelona of Alba led the cheers as the Mackintoshes advanced in a wide formation, with one tall forester trapping the ball and hurling it toward the goal. The Cameron goal-keeper made a valiant attempt to catch it, but the ball bounced from his elbow and in between the posts.

All around the field, the Mackintosh supporters and the neutrals cheered, while those people who followed Clan Cameron looked sullen or took hold of the hilts of their dirks and growled revenge for this insult to their superior sporting skill.

'This could get interesting,' Melcorka said cheerfully.

Leaning against his staff, Bradan nodded. 'These big games often end up in a free-for-all.'

'That goal makes it a draw!' Queen Maelona judged the temper of her subjects. 'It's time to stop the game before somebody gets seriously hurt.'

Melcorka looked at the field, where three men lay on the ground nursing injuries of various degrees while most of the remaining players were bruised and bleeding. 'I've never seen this sport before. What's it called?'

'This is shinty,' Bradan told her quietly. 'It is a game as ancient as time.'

'It's very violent,' Melcorka said.

Maelona laughed. 'That is good, coming from you!' She touched the great sword that was strapped across Melcorka's back. 'You are one of the greatest warriors in Alba.'

'I am not as violent as this game,' Melcorka said as the Camerons launched an offensive that saw three Mackintoshes knocked to the ground and others sent staggering back. Now it was the Cameron section of the crowd that was gesticulating, roaring encouragement to their chosen players while those who supported the Mackintoshes were waving fists and sticks in return.

'Here we go,' Bradan said as some of the crowd came onto the pitch to support the Mackintoshes, and their rivals spilled on to help the Camerons.

Maelona shook her head. 'Men take their sports far too seriously.' Still smiling, she stood up and walked slowly onto the pitch with her hands above her head.

'I'd better go with her,' Melcorka said.

'No,' Bradan touched her arm. 'She is the queen. Nobody will hurt her.'

Melcorka watched as the crowd parted before Maelona until she reached the centre of the pitch. The hubbub eased as men realised that their queen stood among them. They stepped back respectfully to give her more room.

'That was an exciting game,' Maelona's clear voice carried over the hush. 'Both sides proved their skill and a draw is a fair result. Well done to everybody and now we are no longer opposing teams. We are all shinty players or shinty supporters gathered in the one field in friendly companionship.'

Now that the initial excitement had passed, the people were calming down, with Maelona's words helping assuage any remaining animosity.

'Maelona has the people's respect,' Melcorka said.

'She is the queen,' Bradan looked around him, smiling. Melcorka expected his sigh, and the words that followed. 'All the same, Melcorka, I have had enough of all this hospitality and luxury.'

'You wish to be on the road again,' Melcorka said. 'I do as well.'

'Well met, woman with a sword.' Melcorka did not know the broad shouldered man who stopped before them. He carried a long claymore across his back, with the hilt decorated with interwoven Celtic designs.

'Well met man with a sword.' She replied coolly. 'I am Melcorka of the Cenel Bearnas, who some call the Swordswoman.' She waited for the man to introduce himself.

'Your name and fame are known, Melcorka the Swordswoman. I am MacEachern of Islay, swordmaker to MacDonald of the Isles.'

'Your name is also known, MacEachern,' Melcorka waited for MacEachern to speak next. As the hereditary swordmaker to the Lord of the Isles, MacEachern was a man of importance and entitled to respect for his position.

'You do not dress like a warrior,' MacEachern said, 'or look like the woman who killed a thousand Norsemen.'

'I have not killed a thousand Norsemen,' Melcorka said. 'I have not even killed a hundred.' She looked down at the striped arisaid she wore, 'and I am dressed appropriately to my surroundings in this beautiful and peaceful royal town.'

'I have heard of your sword,' MacEachern said. 'May I hold it?'

Melcorka nodded. 'You may, MacEachern.' Flicking it from the scabbard, she held it out, hilt foremost. MacEachern accepted the sword with reverence and examined it with an expression that altered from critical to awe. 'It is a blade beyond compare,' he said. 'This was not made by the hand of any craftsman I have known.'

Melcorka remembered when Ceridwen of the People of Peace described how her sword, Defender, was made.

Derwen made this sword,' Ceridwen had said. 'It came from long ago, long back, and Derwen made it for Caractacus, who was betrayed by a woman. It was the blade of Calgacus, the swordsman who faced the iron legions of the south in the long ago days of heroes.' She ran her hand the length of the scabbard, without touching the steel of the blade. 'It was the sword of Arthur, who faced the Saxon and now it is the sword of Melcorka.'

'In Derwen's forge,' Ceridwen had said, 'it was a sword well made with rich red ore with Derwen tramping on bellows of ox-hide to blow the charcoal hot as hell ever is. The ore sank down, down through the charcoal to the lowest depth of the furnace, to form a shapeless mass the weight of a well grown child.'

'Derwen carried the metal to the anvil and chose the best of the best to reheat and form into a bar. He had the bar blessed by the druids of his time, and by the holy man who came from the East, a young fugitive from Judea who fled the wrath of the Romans.'

'Derwen cut his choice of steel into short lengths, laid them end on end in water blessed by the holy one and the chief druid of Caractacus, and drew them long and long before welding them together with the skill that only Derwen had. These operations working together equalised the temper of the steel, making it hard throughout, and sufficiently pliable to bend in half and spring together. Derwen tested the blade, and retested the blade, then hardened and sharpened it with his own touch and his own magic. At the end, in the final forging, Derwen sprinkled his own white powder of the dust of diamonds and rubies into the red hot steel, to keep it free of rust and protect the edge.'

'The People of Peace were involved in the making of it,' Melcorka said to MacEachern.

MacEachern started and nearly dropped the blade. 'The People of Peace? The Daoine Sidh?' He said the name with reverence. 'The fairy folk? Take it back, Melcorka, and may the grace of God protect you.'

Melcorka smiled as she slid her sword back into its scabbard. 'I call her Defender,' she said, and frowned when she realised that MacEachern had already hurried away.

'MacEachern has gone,' Bradan told her. 'Mention of the People of Peace has that effect on even the bravest man.'

'Does it have that effect on you?' Melcorka asked.'

'The People of Peace terrify me,' Bradan admitted frankly.

'Yet you did not run when we met them,' Melcorka said. 'You are a man of courage.' She looked down at herself again. 'I don't suit these clothes do I, Bradan?'

Bradan smiled. 'You suit whatever you wear, Melcorka, including that arisaid.'

'It feels constricting; as if I am on display.' Melcorka touched the fine material she wore. More used to a simple linen leine and her long hooded travelling cloak, the white plaid of the arisaid with its thin black and blue stripes felt too ornate. The leather belt, complete with great inlaid silver buckle had been a gift from Maelona, as had the intricately designed silver brooch that secured the arisaid in place. As Melcorka looked at herself in some dismay, the sun reflected from the golden cairngorm in the centre of her brooch.

'I do not feel comfortable in this dress,' she said and touched the hilt of her sword. 'Not while I have unfinished business.'

Bradan sighed as he looked around the ground. 'You have no unfinished business, Melcorka. You have done more than any woman or any man to free this land from war. Embrace peace now and be content.'

With bunting decorating the red stonework of Inverness Castle, wooded hills around and the fast-flowing River Ness only a hundred paces away, this was a place of beauty. 'The queen has chosen a good place to site her royal dun.'

'Maelona has a fine eye for position,' Melcorka agreed, knowing that Bradan sought to turn the subject of her conversation. 'Inverness is at a crossroads here, with Glen Mhor leading south west and the coastal plain stretching to Fidach in the east and then beyond all the way south to Dunedin. It is a fine starting point for my journey, when I complete the circle and finish this thing.' She glanced over to him as they sat on the grassy banking beneath the dun. 'Will you be coming with me?'

The crowd were singing now, with Maelona's voice clearly heard above the rest. Camerons and Mackintoshes were arm in arm in comradeship, all rivalry forgotten as they discussed the finer points of the late match.

'I will be coming with you,' Bradan said. 'Somebody has to look after you, after all!'

'You don't approve, do you?' Melcorka sighed. 'I don't like it when we disagree, yet I have to do this thing.'

'You do not have to do this thing,' Bradan said quietly. 'Your mother advised you not to, as did Ceridwen of the People of Peace.'

'I know that,' Melcorka said.

'Defender, your sword, will not avail you if you pursue this matter,' Bradan said. 'And without Defender you are only an island girl; brave, tough and agile, but without any magic.'

'I know that as well,' Melcorka agreed.

'And yet you still wish to continue?' Bradan tapped the end of his staff on the ground. 'You could be killed.'

'I also know that,' Melcorka said. She looked around, appreciating anew the beauty of this peaceful place, where men and women lived in harmony, contests of shinty were more important than war and there was neither killing, nor hatred nor fear. If King Arthur's Camelot had ever existed, it would have been like this.

'So why pursue a thing that is wrong?' Bradan asked.

'Egil killed my mother,' Melcorka said simply.

'I know that,' Bradan said. 'And you wish to kill Egil in revenge. I shall ask you a question or three, Melcorka, and you will reply honestly.'

'I am always honest,' Melcorka said.

'That is true,' Bradan agreed. 'Then tell me, will killing Egil bring your mother back to life?'

'It will not,' Melcorka said.

'Will killing Egil make your mother any happier?'

'She is happy enough in the Isle of Avalon,' Melcorka said. 'Or perhaps in Heaven, whichever is better.'

'And one more question; after that if you make up your mind to pursue Egil I will come with you, and carry your head for you after Egil removes it from your body, and what a waste of a beautiful head and body that will be.'

Melcorka smiled at the less-than-subtle compliment. 'Ask your question, Bradan the Wanderer.'

'Before you leave this place of peace and seek death, will you come with me to speak to Fitheach and seek her knowledge?' Bradan's eyes were level as he held Melcorka's gaze.

'If you tell me who Fitheach is I will consider doing so,' Melcorka replied.

'Fitheach is a seer and a witch,' Bradan said. 'The name means Raven, as you know, and she may tell you if you will kill Egil, or if he will kill you.'

'It could be useful to know when I die,' Melcorka said. 'I'll come with you to meet this Fitheach and then we shall discuss what we will do.'

'That is a good plan,' Bradan said, standing up. 'She is waiting for us.'

'How does she know?' Melcorka asked.

'She is a seer,' Bradan said, and smiled. 'Also I told her to expect us.'

Melcorka laughed. 'That would help! Take me to your all-seeing seer, Bradan, and let's see what she sees for us.'

'It is a short walk,'

Bradan led them round the heavily-wooded hill of Tom-na-hurich, inside which the People of Peace were said to live, and to the banks of the River Ness. Even although it was mid-summer the water was high as the Ness surged along the grassy banks, foaming as it washed against a number of small, green-treed islets in mid-stream.

'They say there is a water horse in this river, or some sort of dragon,' Bradan said. 'I have never seen it.' He glanced over his shoulder at Tom-na-hurich. 'I'd prefer to meet a hundred water horses than a single creature from that place.'

'The People of Peace are not all bad,' Melcorka touched his shoulder. 'Ceridwen is of their number, as you know, and she cared for Maelona the queen and helped us when we fought the Norse.'

'I do know that,' Bradan agreed, 'but I still think it best to keep clear of such creatures.' He closed his mouth and said no more on the subject.

The nearest of the Ness islands was close to the shore, yet too far to jump and the water too deep to ford. Instead there was a double length of rope along which they pulled themselves. In the middle of the passage this precarious bridge dipped beneath the surface of the water, soaking them both.

'I hope this seer is worth it,' Melcorka stepped onto the island and shook the excess water from her clothes.

'Oh she is,' Bradan said.

At any other time Melcorka would have appreciated the beauty of the scene, with half a dozen tree-clad islets surrounded by the rushing river while the hills rose blue and remote in the distance. Today, with the knowledge that her destiny may be foretold, she had other things on her mind.

'It is the island most to the west,' Bradan said, guiding her over a maze of narrow rope bridges that connected each small island. 'The one with the hazel grove.'

Melcorka nodded. 'I have heard that hazel nuts aid divination.' She felt her tension rise as she moved closer to Fitheach, although she was not quite sure why. She looked ahead, aware of the constant tapping of Bradan's staff on the ground and the whisper of the wind through the trees. The most westerly island had been shaped by the river until the tip was as pointed as the bow of any Norse dragon-ship, with the water foaming white and lapping onto the smooth green grass that led to the hazel grove.

So here I find my destiny, Melcorka thought, and shrugged away her forebodings. What would be, would be and that was the way of the world.

'Well met travellers,' the woman was young, with friendly green eyes and brown hair that cascaded past her shoulders. 'You will be Melcorka and Bradan.'

'That is who we are,' Bradan said, resting on his staff as if he had come a great distance.

'Are you Fitheach?' Melcorka asked bluntly.

'I am Fitheach,' the woman said, 'and unless you are afraid of the truth, then you have no reason for fear.' Her smile was as friendly as anything Melcorka had ever seen. 'You expected some toothless, lonely old hag with warts and bad breath,' she said.

'I did,' Melcorka admitted.

'Then you will be disappointed,' Fitheach said, 'for I am neither toothless nor old, I have no warts and my breath is as fresh as yours.' She tossed her hair, 'and nor am I lonely. Why should I be? I am attractive and female!' Her laugh sounded across the islands to the banks of the Ness. 'Come on then Melcorka and I shall make a frith for you: that means I shall delve into your future and see what shall be seen.'

'You look very young for such knowledge,' Melcorka said doubtfully.

'I know I do,' Fitheach said cheerfully, 'just as you look very young to be the woman who repelled the Northmen.'

Melcorka nodded. 'That is a point well made,' she said.

'Come into my home,' Fitheach invited, 'and you shall hear what I shall see.' Holding a hand out in welcome, she ushered them into the heart of the hazel grove, with the trees murmuring in the breeze and sunlight dappling the ground before them. There was a small mound in a clearing, with a neat, heather-thatched cottage on top. A small window sat on either side of a low wooden door.

'I have not eaten since I heard you wished your frith,' Fitheach said casually, 'for fasting helps the gift.' She looked upward, and a westerly wind now dragged clouds across the low sun. 'It is nearly dark; the most auspicious time for a frith is immediately before dawn, so you will sleep here to-night.'

'We thank you for your hospitality,' Bradan said. 'May God bless your house and all within it.'

'Oh He will,' Fitheach said cheerfully. 'Come away in.'

The interior was as neat as the exterior, with a clean dirt floor, a low table and four stools scattered around a central peat fire that sparked welcome light into the dark interior. The sweet smell of peat-smoke was as familiar as Scottish rain.

'You will sleep,' Fitheach told them, 'and you will wake an hour before dawn. Don't worry about the man in the corner. He is here to entertain me and keep my bed warm. He is not here for any reason that concerns you.'

The handsome young man who occupied a corner couch gave them a friendly grin without speaking a word, tossed back a mop of shining red hair and leaned back. His short kilt covered barely enough for decency while above the waist he was naked and finely muscled.

'You have a fairy sword, I see,' Fitheach said, and shook her head at Bradan's immediate expression of alarm. 'Oh it's all right, Bradan. The People of Peace at Tom-na-hurich don't bother with me, or I with them.'

'It is a fairy sword,' Melcorka agreed. 'It was the sword of Calgagus and of Arthur.'

'Excalibur?' Fitheach raised her eyebrows. 'Now that I did not expect. I see the future and not the past.' She rested a slender finger on the hilt. 'She will not let you down, as long as you do not abuse her trust. Sleep well.' Fitheach smiled. 'Your sword will be safe in my home.'

As was common in the houses of the Gael, the bed was made of heather, with the stalks downward to give spring and the leaf upward for comfort. The pleasant scent of natural heather soothed Melcorka to sleep and if she dreamed, she did not remember. She woke to the chuckle of the rushing river and the soft sough of wind through the boughs of the hazel trees.

'Are you ready, Melcorka, daughter of Bearnas?'

Fitheach stood over her, smiling and not looking as young as she had the previous night.

Melcorka looked around. Bradan sat at the corner of the cottage, watching her, looking as though he had been awake for hours. Now fully naked, the other man slept the sleep of the exhausted. His kilt lay in a tangle beside the peat flame.

'I am ready Fitheach.'

Fitheach nodded. 'That is well. Bradan would tell you what I am?'

'You are a seer,' Melcorka said.

'Nearly, Melcorka. I am a frithir. I can see into the unseen. You are welcome to watch if you wish, but not to interfere.' Bareheaded so her hair cascaded to her shoulders and barefoot on the clean earthen floor, Fitheach wore a simple linen leine and nothing else. She opened the door of the cottage, closed her eyes and stood on the threshold with one hand on each jamb. She spoke slowly; praying to the god of the unseen, then opened her eyes again and walked around the cottage from east to west.

'Sunwise,' Bradan murmured softly. 'This is the old way, praying to the old gods of the druids.' He made the sign of the cross to protect himself and stepped outside the door. Melcorka followed, leaving Defender propped against the inner wall. She knew she did not need it in this house of hospitality.

Fitheach made a circle with the thumb and forefinger of her right hand as she continued to walk around the cottage, sunwise.

'The circle is the symbol of Bel, the sun-god,' Bradan said softly. 'Fitheach is praying to him.'

Melcorka stirred uneasily. 'I am a follower of the Christ God.'

'So am I,' Bradan said. 'Yet some times the old ways work. They were here for thousands of years before the Christ came from the East. The old gods know this land.'

'There is only one God,' Melcorka said, yet she continued to watch Fitheach's progress. She heard the breeze rustle the branches of the hazel and the river surge and suck at the edges of the island. She heard the melody of a dozen different birds, mavis, robin, blackbird and sparrow, and the cheep of a medley of finches. The sounds merged until they became one, until they became part of the incantation that Fitheach was repeating as she circled the cottage with her bare feet gradually creating a furrow in the ground so she was connected deeper and deeper with the mother earth. In the east, where the River Ness entered the sea, the sun rose, shining a golden path up the rippling waters until her light sweetened the branches of the trees and dappled the clearing in which Fitheach walked.

Fitheach's words rose as the sun kissed her but her pace did not alter. Melcorka could not tell how many times the frithir had circled the house; scores, certainly, perhaps more than that and she continued, sunwise, with her face set and her eyes alive, yet what she saw only she knew.

'She will circle the house nine times nine,' Bradan may have guessed Melcorka's thoughts. 'And then the truth will come to her.' He touched her on the sleeve. 'You may not wish to hear what she sees.'

Melcorka swallowed hard. She was unsure in this place; she did not understand this dabbling with the uncanny; even with Defender, she could not fight the unseen. 'I will hear what the frithir says. Taking a deep breath, she watched the hazel grove come alight with the blaze from the sun. The instant the sun licked around her, Fitheach stopped walking; for a moment she seemed to be a figure of gold.

'I see!' Fitheach said. 'I see a man with braided hair and a face marked and decorated.'

'That is Egil,' Melcorka said, although she knew that Fitheach was lost in her own world and could not hear her. 'Egil is the Northman who killed my mother.'

'I see him well,' Fitheach continued to speak. 'I see him facing you near the circle of Bel. I see him standing over you with an axe in his hand and blood in his heart.'

'Will I kill him?' Melcorka asked.

Perhaps her words got through. 'You want to kill him.' Fitheach said.

'More than you will know,' Melcorka saw sunlight creep slowly toward her.

'Neither steel nor iron will kill that man,' Fitheach said.

'How will he die?' Melcorka asked. 'How can I kill him?'

'He will die from the bite of the dead; you will be there, Melcorka and you cannot kill him in vengeance, yet he can kill you.'

'I must seek him!' Melcorka allowed the warmth of the rising sun to filter through the swaying leaves of the hazel grove and light up her face. She told herself she was not seeking the blessing of Bel or any other pagan god. She did not know if that was the truth.

Fitheach stood within a beam of the sun so a halo seemed to form around her head. 'You will not seek him yet you will meet. He will not seek you yet his axe and sword will colour with your blood.'

A cloud covered the sun. Fitheach no longer stood within its golden rays. She looked up. 'Beware of the Bel beachd, the circle of Bel, Melcorka of the Cenel Bearnas.'

'He will die from the bite of the dead,' Melcorka repeated. 'What does that mean, Fitheach?'

She shook her head slowly. 'I say what I see; I leave the interpretation to you.'

'It seems that I cannot kill that man, yet he will die whatever I do.' Melcorka was aware of Bradan watching her.

'He is best avoided,' Bradan agreed.

'We will not be seeking Egil,' Melcorka said quietly. 'We will follow the path of the wanderer rather than the way of the warrior.'

'That is the better path,' Bradan agreed. 'Travellers are always made welcome in this land of Alba or in Erin over the sea and Cymri to the south. Of the land of the Saxons I do not know.'

'We will see what we will see,' Melcorka said. 'And if I am destined to meet Egil whether I seek him or not, then that shall be what happens.' She glanced around, where Fitheach's male companion had joined them outside. He smiled to her, running his gaze from the top of her black hair to the tips of her toes and back, lingering at her breasts. 'And if you do not control yourself, man-of-the-mobile-eyes, I shall ensure that Fitheach has no further use of your services. That,' she pointed to his manhood, 'would make a small trophy on the edge of my sword.'

Fitheach gave a short laugh. 'That would be a waste,' she said, 'although it would be well deserved.' She held out a hand, palm downward, to Bradan. 'Let me see your staff, Bradan.'

He handed it to her, wondering, and she turned it over and over, examined it. 'Blackthorn, I see.' She said. 'It is a fine staff, and it has cared for you for many miles on many roads.'

'It has done that,' Bradan agreed.

'And now it needs a rest,' Fitheach said.

'My staff will see me on many more roads,' Bradan said.

'It will be safe here with me,' Fitheach told him, 'and it will tell me the tales of your adventures. In return,' she reached to the rafters of the cottage and hauled down a staff equal in size and weight. 'Here is one for you.'

Bradan took it with a curious expression on his face. 'This is rowan wood. I've been searching for a rowan wood staff for many years.'

Fitheach smiled. 'It is blessed by being rowan wood, Bradan and doubly blessed by the owner it once had.'

Bradan examined it carefully. 'I see nothing to tell of the owner,' he said.

'Look at the top,' Fitheach said.

Bradan did so. 'There is a small cross embossed in the wood.'

'This was the staff of Columba,' Fitheach said. 'There will come a time or three when it will stand you in good stead.'

'Thank you,' Bradan rubbed his hand the length of the staff and tapped it on the ground. 'It is a fine support.'

Fitheach's man grinned. 'It is a length of wood with no more purpose than…'

'Than your tongue, man of no wit,' Melcorka eyed him up and down, shook her head slowly and looked away.

'How can I thank you, Fitheach?' Bradan asked. 'What do you wish of me?'

'I wish you to use the staff well,' Fitheach said quietly. 'If you do that, you will do more than enough for me, and for others.'

Bradan nodded. 'There is a lot that you are not telling me,' he said.

'There is a lot that I do not know,' Fitheach placed Bradan's old staff in the rafters. 'And there is a lot that I would like to know.'

'I will come back and tell you,' Bradan said.

Fitheach shook her head. 'It will be many days before you are back here, Bradan, if indeed you return at all. Your path takes you a long journey to elsewhere.'

Bradan held out a hand. 'In that case, I thank you for your hospitality and your words.' He tapped his new staff on the floor again. 'It's time we were on the road, Melcorka. You are growing restless and there is the memory of a man I wish to see.'

Melcorka ignored the mocking bow of Fitheach's man. He was as irrelevant as his nakedness.







Chapter Two

With Bradan leading the way with his deceptively slow stride, they followed the sun on its passage west. Less than two years previously, Melcorka had travelled in the opposite direction with her mother and the people she had known all her life. She had been a naïve island girl then, unsure and untried, with no idea of the powers that her sword Defender could give her. Now everybody who had travelled with her was dead and she was a warrior with a reputation.

Melcorka looked sideways at Bradan. Somewhere along the journey she had picked him up, or he had picked her up, she was not sure which.

'And what are you thinking?' Bradan asked.

'Nothing for your ears,' Melcorka examined her surroundings. All around her were great gaunt mountains and long expanses of bogland with open stretches of dark water ringed with reeds and the occasional small island with lonely trees nodding in the breeze. This was a place of nature spirits, of the old vanished peoples and their knowledge. There was peace here; as if the inhabitants had found what they sought within them and moved on.

'You are wondering what the future holds.' Bradan said. 'Fitheach would not have handed over this staff unless there was a purpose for it.'

Melcorka smiled. As long as she had Defender, she had little to fear, and anyway she had been growing stale and bored in the luxury of royal court life. 'Fitheach is an intelligent woman. We will deal with whatever comes when it comes.'

Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. 'I am glad that you are with me, Melcorka. I only hope I do not lead you into trouble.'

'I led you to plenty,' Melcorka glanced over to him. 'Now we are moving, could you tell me who it is you are looking for?'

'I am searching for the knowledge of Abaris.' Bradan smiled. 'He was a good man, Melcorka; you have nothing to fear from him.'

'He was a good man,' Melcorka said. 'Has he stopped being so good now?'

Bradan nodded. 'He is dead.'

'Abaris the dead man,' Melcorka said. 'I do not know the name. 'You can tell me more about him later, here's the village now.'

They had arrived at a small cluster of houses beside Loch Ewe, where a group of exotic palm trees waved welcome and proved the water was warmed by some sea current from undreamed of shores. A row of fishing boats leaned their masts above the high-tide line of seaweed, while a gaggle of tousle-headed, bare foot children greeted them with loud cries and raised hands. A man looked up from his task of mending his nets.

'God bless the road,' he said, steady-eyed, 'and the travellers that use it.'

'God bless the work,' Bradan rested on his staff as he stood to talk. 'It's a fine day.'

The man continued to work, checking each strand of his net as he wove. 'It is that. If you are visiting the village then my house is the first you come to and you are welcome to stay if your purpose is peaceful, and welcome to pass by if you seek to do harm.'

'We seek to do no harm,' Melcorka said.

'Then that sword is a very ornate decoration for a woman seeking only peace,' the man said. 'I am MacLean of the nets.'

'I am Bradan the Wanderer and this is Melcorka the Swordswoman.' Bradan introduced them both. 'We are heading west-over-seas to seek news of Abaris.'

'I do not know the name. I do know that there is a boat leaving shortly for Port-nan-loch in the isles,' MacLean glanced at the sun and the sea. 'You had better hurry; the tide is on the turn and Captain Nicolson will not wait.'

The boat was typical of the isles, a leather hulled curragh, broad beamed with a single central mast. The six crewmen leaned on the shafts of their slim-bladed oars as Bradan and Melcorka negotiated the fare with the captain. The curragh bobbed lightly on the surface of the loch, her blunt bow pointing toward the open sea.

'Prancer is a fine ship, the fastest in these waters and safe in a blow.' Captain Nicolson was a long faced, weather-beaten man with a leather waistcoat above a short kilt. 'Where are you going?' He eyed up Bradan, calculating how much he could charge for the passage by the quality of his clothing and the value of his possessions. As Bradan wore a simple leine below a brown cloak and carried only a single bag over his shoulder, the fare would be low.

'Wherever you are headed, Captain,' Bradan said cheerfully. 'I know the southern isles where the Lord of the Isles holds sway but not the outer isles.'

Nicolson grunted. 'Aye; maybe you won't want to know them when you get there. If Hector allows you in.' He nodded toward Melcorka. 'Is the woman coming too?'

'The woman is certainly coming too, Captain,' Melcorka stepped on board and sat on a bench near the stern. 'If you have room for me.'

Nicolson glanced overboard where the waves burst against the shingle in a sparkling display of silver-white surf. 'Aye; I've room if you have payment.' His eyes shifted from Melcorka's sword with the ornate hilt to the cairngorm-and-silver brooch that held her hooded travelling cloak in place, and the fare automatically rose.

'I have payment,' Melcorka extracted a silver coin from within her cloak and spun it into Nicolson's ready hand. 'That is for both of us,' she said. 'Best hurry if you are to catch the tide.'

Nicolson bit into the coin to test its purity. 'I always have room for a beautiful woman,' he said. 'Untie the mooring ropes, boys and pull for the sea.'

The curragh pushed out into the loch, then completed a slow circle, sunwise for luck, as Nicholson took the steering oar in the stern and pointed his long face toward the west.

'Who is this dead man you are journeying to visit, Bradan?' Melcorka nodded as the crew pulled at their oars and the curragh slid easily toward the open sea. Lacking a keel, it floated lightly on the surface of the water and skiffed over the top of barely submerged reefs and skerries that would tear the bottom out of vessels of deeper draught.

'I told you that his name was Abaris,' Bradan said. 'I did not tell you that he lived a few hundred years ago.'

Melcorka nodded. 'If he has been dead that length of time I doubt he will be saying much to you.'

'He may say nothing and tell me a lot,' Bradan said as the head of the curragh rose to a wave as they pulled into the boisterous seas of the Minch, the stretch of often rough water that divided the mainland from the Hebridean islands.

'That may be interesting,' Melcorka took a deep breath of the sharp-salt-laden air. It was a long time since she tasted sea air and realised how much she missed it. 'Who was he?'

'Abaris was a magus, a druid who travelled from Alba to Greece to discuss philosophy with the learned men there. The ancient Greek scholars spoke highly of him without giving a precise location for his home. They mentioned that he came from a winged temple but we don't know much more than that.'

Bradan stopped to point to the dorsal fin that sliced through the water. 'That's a basking shark. They are not usually so close inshore around here. Something must have disturbed it.'

'There have been a few unusual things recently,' Nicolson said. 'Caterans venturing further afield, selkies in the outer isles and ships vanishing.' He looked around the empty seas. 'You can be thankful that you are on Prancer. We can outrun any ship on the sea, given the right weather conditions.'

Melcorka lifted a finger to test the air. 'Let's hope we don't need to run from anybody.'

'You're safer on land than at sea,' Bradan said. 'I like the feel of the ground beneath my feet.'

'Yet you're sailing to the islands to search for a man who is already dead,' Melcorka mused. 'He must be very important to you.'

Bradan nodded. 'He has been central to my life.'

'I've never heard of Abaris,' Melcorka said. 'When did you start searching for him?'

'The day after I first heard of him,' Bradan said. 'All my life.'

'Why?' Melcorka asked. 'I have never heard of anybody doing anything like this before.'

Bradan smiled. 'I am known as Bradan the Wanderer; yet I don't wander aimlessly; I have a purpose. Abaris was a seeker after wisdom; I am a seeker after Abaris.'

Melcorka watched as a seagull circled around before landing on top of the mast. 'How do you know about him?'

Bradan held her gaze. 'Have you ever heard of a man named Diodorus Siculus?'

'I have not,' Melcorka said. The seagull looked agitated as it flew away again to circle the boat. 'Who is he?'

'Diodorus Siculus was a scholar and a writer from Sicily, an island south of Rome,' Bradan said. 'He wrote about Abaris, saying that he visited Athens, which is in Greece.'

'I have heard of Athens,' Melcorka did not wish Bradan to think she knew nothing of the world outside Alba.

Bradan did not smile. 'Athens was a famous centre of learning. Diodorus said that Abaris was a Hyperborean from beyond the north wind, a healer and a seer.'

Melcorka lifted a hand. 'That means nothing to me. What is a Hyperborean? And how can you get beyond the north wind?'

'I believe that Diodorus meant somewhere beyond their knowledge, somewhere so far north of Greece they did not know where it was.'

Melcorka nodded, watching the mainland of Scotland slip astern. 'That would make sense.'

'I think Abaris could be a druid, a holy, learned man from Erin or Alba; more likely Alba as we are further north.' Bradan gave a small smile. 'Beyond the north wind, indeed.'

Melcorka watched as more seagulls joined the first, flocking around the curragh as the oarsmen chanted their iorram, the rhythmic song that kept them in time as they rowed.

'Beyond the north wind is a large area to search for a long dead druid,' Melcorka said.

'According to Diodorus Siculus,' Bradan said, 'Abaris came from a winged temple. I have visited a great number of places that could be called a temple without finding any mention or trace of Abaris.' He looked up with a lopsided smile. 'Or anything that could be called wings.'

There were other birds among the seagulls now; shags, cormorants and gannets in a squawking unity that Melcorka had never before witnessed. 'Have you asked the monks at Iona or the other monasteries? They are educated men.'

'They are very educated, yet they don't know anything about Abaris, or the winged temple. Or,' Bradan said, 'maybe they don't want to talk about a magus who preceded Christianity in Alba.'

The birds were gathering; razorbills and kittiwakes, Arctic terns, black-backed gulls, skuas and shearwaters; a score of different types congregating around the curragh, calling, screaming and squawking in an unholy cacophony of sound. There were even two crows, land-birds caught up in this winged maritime display. Melcorka looked around the horizon. The mainland was rapidly falling behind with the mountains and all their memories only a blue smear. All around were the shapes of islands, some close and colourful, others distant; a scattering of individual worlds set amidst a sea that could alter from benign beauty to a full scale storm within a few moments.

And still the birds gathered, circling the curragh.

Something was wrong.

'This Abaris is very important to you.' Melcorka tore her attention back to Bradan.

'He was the reason for my existence,' Bradan said. 'If he combined the learning of the druids with the wisdom of Greece he must have been one of the most knowledgeable of men. I wandered with the sole purpose of finding him so I could obtain at least some of his knowledge.' He smiled. 'Until I met you I took no interest in the physical works of men; their politics and power struggles did not concern me. I was only a man with a staff, wandering the roads and trails, yet all the time I was searching.'

The birds clustered above them in a clamorous cloud, white and black wings fluttering, sharp beaks open as they called together. The seamen stared up in wonderment, with the notes of the iorram disrupted and one man missing a stroke so a pailful of water cascaded into the curragh and splashed up from stem to stern before draining through the scuppers.

'You clumsy oaf!' Nicolson roared. 'Concentrate on your rowing and never heed the birds.'

Bradan frowned as his train of thought was broken. 'Have you ever seen such a congregation of birds above a lone boat?'

'I have not,' Melcorka said. She watched as a pair of oystercatchers joined them with the black and white feathers creating a perfect cross. She smiled; if there were oystercatchers there, she knew they had come to help her.

'They are going to attack us!' One of the oarsmen yelled.

'They are not,' Melcorka said. 'They are warning us of danger ahead.' She pointed to the oystercatchers. 'That is my totem bird, my guide. Follow them.'

'I am master of this ship!' Nicolson began, and then looked up. Sounding their piping call, the oystercatchers left the flock and headed north, while the other birds continued to circle around the mast. There were more crows now, their black shape incongruous among their maritime companions.

'Captain!' the man at the steering oar pointed to an island in the south, 'a ship; two ships … three ships coming round that headland there.'

'Caterans! Nicolson said. He stepped to the steering oar and pushed the helmsman aside. 'What are you waiting for boys? Did you not hear the woman? Follow the oystercatchers! Increase the stroke so we can keep up with these blasted birds!'







Chapter Three

As Nicolson swung the steering oar hard over, the chant of the iorram increased and the oarsmen doubled their speed.

'What the hell are the Caterans doing this far north?' Nicolson asked. 'Move these blasted oars!'

Prancer proved her name as she skiffed across the surface of the waves. With an ash frame covered in ox-hide, the curragh was lighter on the surface than any plank-built vessel, so pulled away from the vessels that had emerged from behind the island.

'I see three ships,' Melcorka joined Nicolson in the stern of Prancer. 'Each one much larger than us.' She ran her eyes up the length of the vessel. 'What weapons do you have on board?'

Nicolson shook his head. 'None. The lads will carry a sea-knife but that is all. Since Maelona became queen and the Norse were chased from the country there has been peace except for the Caterans.'

'The Caterans?' Melcorka asked. 'I know nothing about them. Tell me more.'

'The name means the plunderers,' Nicolson said. 'They are pirates who attack ships that are not native to these seas, or who look weak enough to reive.' He eyed the distance from the three distant ships to Prancer. 'They are fast, but we are faster in this light wind.'

'If you knew we might meet them, would it not have been better to carry weapons?' Melcorka asked.

'I have never known them come this far north before. If those ships,' he nodded to the vessels that now were obviously headed toward them, 'if those ships are really Caterans and not some peaceful vessels that just happen to be coming in our direction.'

'I think we can assume they are not friendly traders,' Melcorka nodded to the oystercatchers. 'My friends have given us fair warning.'

Bradan climbed up the slender mast. 'These ships are pierced for ten oars on each side. If we allow just one man at each oar, plus master, steersman and mate, that would give each ship twenty-three men.'

'I have seven men, plus us,' Nicolson said. 'That gives us ten in Prancer against at least sixty in their vessels.'

'Fair odds, then,' Melcorka touched the hilt of her sword. The thrill of contact ran through her. 'If they can catch us.'

Nicolson shook his head. 'As long as we keep this light wind, they won't catch us. If it increases, then…' He shrugged, 'they will have the advantage and life may get more complicated.'

'Why does the Lord of the Isles not send a squadron to suppress these Caterans?' Bradan shinned back down to the deck. 'He has the Ocean Constabulary for just such events.'

'The Lord lost many men and ships defeating the Norse,' Nicolson said. 'He is rebuilding his fleet. I don't think that a few Caterans will be his prime concern.'

Melcorka nodded. 'When authority is weakest, thieves and robbers prey on those who cannot fight back.'

'They are not gaining,' the helmsman reported happily. 'Prancer is faster than they are.'

Bradan glanced at the sky. 'The clouds are speeding now; the wind is picking up.' All the birds had vanished except a pair of crows that hovered above the mast as if signalling Prancer's position to the Caterans.

'Shall we hoist the sail?' The helmsman asked.

'No,' Nicolson shook his head. 'If we get far enough in front, the Caterans may lose sight of us. The sail will make Prancer easier to see.' He nodded to Defender. 'Can you use that thing, swordswoman?'

'I can use this thing,' Melcorka touched Defender's hilt.

'If they get close you may have to.' Nicolson said. 'We don't get many females carrying swords in these parts.' He examined her as if seeing her for the first time. 'What did you say your name was?'

'I am Melcorka.'

Nicolson grunted. 'I think half the women in Alba are using that name now after the Norse were defeated. What was your name before you changed it?'

'You are a cynical man,' Bradan said as Melcorka looked away without replying.

'I know people,' Nicolson said. 'Very few are what they pretend to be.'

'These Caterans are getting closer,' Bradan warned. 'The stronger wind will favour their heavier ships.'

The three ships were undoubtedly closer. As Melcorka watched, their sails were hoisted; pure unadulterated black, they formed ugly dark rectangles on the sea, matching the colour of the crows that now flew from Prancer toward the approaching flotilla.

'Black sails.' Nicolson's voice had a new edge to it. 'That is the Cateran's mark. Now there is no doubt. Put your muscles to work, boys! Haul these oars!'

Prancer's crew were working hard, increasing the speed of their strokes by the minute, with each haul of the oars accompanied by a loud grunt. They no longer sang, saving their breath for the oars. Prancer's bows were lifted from the water as she skiffed the surface of the waves, but the rising wind added power to the Cateran's heavier plank-built vessels.

'They are closing,' the helmsman reported. 'I can make out the men in them.'

'There are islands and skerries ahead,' Nicolson said. 'Llyr's Daughters. If we can't outrace the Caterans we'll lose them there.' He glanced upward. 'The wind is rising fast.'

The skerries were low, black and ugly, with the great surge of the sea smashing across them in a maelstrom of churning froth and splintered waves, then withdrawing to expose islands of jagged black fangs and seaweed smothered rock. They extended for around a mile, a barrier across their route to the north, with islands within the guardian ring of rocks, half seen behind a curtain of spray.

Melcorka glanced aloft: her oystercatchers had gone; only the crows remained, black of feather and raucous of call.

'This is an evil place,' Bradan looked at the seething barrier ahead.

'It is not a place I would visit by choice,' Nicolson told him, 'but with the Caterans on the hunt, either the devil or Llyr the sea-god makes the choices for us.'

Bradan frowned, glanced at Nicolson and tapped his staff lightly on the ash-wood frame. The backwash from the skerries hit them, raising Prancer high and dropping her into the trough of two waves. For a second Melcorka saw the sea sink below the level of the skerries; the rock was dark and jagged, with tendrils of green and brown seaweed lying among a pattern of limpets. Impaled on an outcrop of rock, a human skull grinned at them.

'Captain! They are nearly in arrow range!' The call came from one of the oarsmen as Nicolson steered Prancer past the first skerry and into the confusion of rocks and raging sea that were named Llyr's Daughters.

Melcorka stared at the oncoming ships. They were birlinns, clinker-built of overlapping planks and each with a central mast. They moved with such speed that they created a bow wave and left a deep wake in the sea behind them, yet seemed very steady on the water, as if built by a master craftsman, or protected by some unearthly power. As they approached, one vessel moved ahead of the others so they were in a Vee formation.

'Who is that in the bow?' Melcorka pointed to the closest ship. 'It's a woman!'

'And what a woman,' Nicolson said, with an admiring glance. 'Why is she with the Caterans I wonder; maybe she is a prisoner.' He turned his attention back to the angry water ahead, shouting to his oarsmen to ignore the blasted woman and concentrate on their rowing.

Melcorka studied the woman. As Nicolson had suggested, she was beautiful, nearly as tall as a man, with the sun shining on brown hair that descended to her shoulders, and a figure that was causing the oarsmen to stare, even as they entered very dangerous waters.

'She has power,' Bradan said quietly. 'Look at the way she is standing, full of confidence. She is no prisoner.'

'And the chief is in the stern beside the helmsman,' Melcorka said, 'where he belongs.' She tried to focus on the Cateran captain, tutting when the birlinn's sail altered angle and blocked her view. 'They carry heavy crews,' she said. 'There are two men to each oar so that would be a crew of forty three on each ship.'

Nicolson did not reply. He eyed the maelstrom of white water and savage rocks into which he negotiated Prancer. Handing the steering oar to the helmsman, he slid up the mast for a better view of his route. 'Hard to port!' He shouted as a surge of the sea revealed a hitherto hidden skerry and spindrift spattered over them like hail.

The steersman reacted immediately and Prancer slid sideways, her leather hull so shallow of draught that she slid over a shelf of rock covered with only a few inches of swirling water.

'The Caterans are pulling away,' Melcorka reported.

'They can't come in here,' Nicolson said. 'Their draught is far too deep.'

'I can't blame them for keeping outside,' Bradan looked around. They were surrounded by islands with low cliffs against which the sea exploded, skerries that were exposed one minute and covered in white-frothed waves the next, and dark rocks as sharp as the teeth of a wildcat, smeared with tendrils of green seaweed.

'Hard to starboard!' Nicolson shouted. Prancer eased past an array of ragged rocks and half the crew yelled as a back surge from the nearest island nearly capsized her; her mast lurched to the side as she was thrown into her beam ends.

'Hold on!' Nicolson shouted.

Melcorka staggered, and then Bradan was holding her, his eyes concerned and arms strong. Prancer had bounced back upright, knocking three oarsmen onto the deck, and then they entered an area of surprisingly calm sea. All around them, rocks and skerries acted as a barrier, keeping them secure from the deeper-draughted Caterans.

'This is Llyr's Haven,' Nicolson looked around him. 'I have never been in here before.'

'Why is it named that?' Melcorka asked.

'God knows,' Nicolson said. 'Stop rowing, lads. The Caterans won't dare come in here. We'll wait until night and slip past them.'

'Llyr was the Celtic god of the sea.' Braden said quietly. 'In the old days. This is a quiet place so perhaps he rested here.'

With the sea breaking against the surrounding rocks and islets, the entire area of calm was within a curtain of spray that rose and fell, obscuring anything outside the skerries. In the very centre of this serene oasis sat a single low-lying island

'This is indeed a haven,' Braden said.

'Listen,' Melcorka said, 'somebody is singing.'

'Not one of my men,' Nicolson said with a frown. 'I can't hear anything.'

'Listen!' Melcorka lifted a finger. 'Blank out the noise of the sea.'

'I hear it,' Bradan said. He stared at Melcorka in wonderment. 'It's a woman; who would sing here? Does somebody actually live in this place?'

Melcorka looked around at the vicious rocks covered in seething white water. 'I can't imagine what sort of person would wish to live here.'

'That must be one of Llyr's daughters,' the helmsman shouted, pointing to the island. 'Forget the Cateran woman, this one's a goddess!'

Released from the burden of hauling at their oars, the rest of the crew were also looking toward the island, where a young woman sat on a rock. She was watching them and singing in a high, clear voice that was easily heard despite the constant growl of the waves. As she noticed them looking at her, the woman raised her right hand in greeting, allowing the men to see that she wore nothing above her waist.

'She's gorgeous,' one of the oarsmen raised his voice, 'who are you, my pretty one?' Other of the crew joined the first man, shouting across to the woman as she sang and waved.

'How did you get here?' A man yelled.

The woman did not reply, but stopped singing, stood on her rock and waved. To complement her naked upper half, a small rectangle of green cloth dangled beneath her waist

'She must live there,' another man said. 'Come on over,' he invited. 'And tell us about yourself.' He lowered his voice, 'and I will show you all about me.'

The oarsmen laughed coarsely and more stood up, shouting over to the young woman. The first oarsman, a tall, lithe man with a mobile face, made suggestions that would have curled the hair of a more modest woman than Melcorka.

'Captain!' The helmsman said. 'I think we should land on the island and make ourselves known. Maybe that poor woman is a castaway and needs us to save her.'

'I have something to help save her,' another man said, and demonstrated what he meant.

Melcorka smiled and looked away, shaking her head.

'Enough of that!' Bradan tapped the man ungently with his staff. 'There is a woman on board, remember.'

'Maybe I should show her, then,' the oarsman said and stood up, adjusting his clothing.

'Only once,' Bradan tapped his staff on the deck. 'You would do that only once.'

'I would not advise you to go to that island,' Melcorka said quietly. 'Look around. There are no birds, there are no crops, there are no trees and there is no house. Whatever that is standing there, it is not a beautiful woman. It is something you don't want to meet.'

The woman began to sing again with her voice as lovely as anything Melcorka had ever heard. She could not make out the words but the tune eased across the calm haven to wrap itself around Prancer like a silken thread around the throat of an unsuspecting rabbit.

One by one the men fell silent and all looked toward the island and the lone female who stood there, singing to them. She lifted her hand again and indicated they should join her.

'This is not right, Bradan,' Melcorka said. 'Where did she come from? Who is she? What is she?'

'She has the most beautiful voice I have ever heard,' Bradan barely glanced at Melcorka. He seemed as entranced as the other men.

'She has that,' Melcorka agreed.

'And the most beautiful body,' Nicolson was also staring at the woman. 'Both of them have.'

'Both of them?' Melcorka watched as a second woman emerged from the sea and stood beside the first. A third woman came from some hidden gap in the smooth hill behind. 'Now there are three … four, five. Are they all Llyr's daughters? He's been a busy man has our Llyr.'

'Back to your benches, lads. Let's get to these women!' Nicolson was grinning. 'These Caterans have done us a great favour chasing us here.'

'These are not women,' Melcorka said. 'These may sound like women and look like women but they are not women.'

'They look like damned attractive women to me!' Nicolson shouted. 'Steer for that island helmsman; row lads!'

'If you land there you will be dead within five minutes,' Melcorka said. 'If you have any trust for me Bradan, trust me now.'

Bradan was staring at the island, where six women now waited, each one the image of beauty. 'I do trust you,' he said. 'But what a selection of perfection.'

'Describe them,' Melcorka said quickly. 'Hurry!'

Prancer was surging close to the island with the oarsmen pulling hard. Another few strokes and they would arrive and the crew would be loose with these beautiful, near-naked women.

'What are they like?' Melcorka urged. 'Tell me!'

'You can see for yourself! They are all dark headed, like you,' Bradan said, 'tall and slender, with delicate curves and fine hips … like you.'

'Are they all like me?' Melcorka said.

'All of them,' Bradan said happily. 'Six copies of you and all calling to me.'

Melcorka nodded. They were very close to the island now. 'Nicolson: describe these women: quickly!'

'They are just as you see them,' Nicolson said. 'There are two shapely blonde women, two redheads with large breasts and two with hair as dark as a December midnight.'

'Not so,' one of the oarsmen said; 'they are all red-haired and plump to keep a man warm at night…'

'Stop!' Melcorka shouted. 'Don't you understand? You are all seeing what you want to see. Turn this boat round now and get away from this place.'

Some of the men laughed; others jeered. Most did not stop staring at the women. Nobody did as Melcorka advised.

Pushing through the oarsmen, Melcorka reached the helmsman and drew Defender. As always the thrill of holding the sword ran through her. She felt her muscles harden and heard her voice deepen and fill with authority as she spoke.

'Steer away from the island, helmsman, or you will be without a head.'

When the helmsman looked at her, Melcorka could see that his eyes were blank, and his mouth slack. Lifting Defender, she cracked it against the side of his head, knocking him senseless to the ground.

'My helm now,' she said, and pulled the steering oar to port so Prancer's bow pointed away from the island. The oarsmen shouted loudly, rising from their benches in frustrated anger.

'The women want us!'

'Row!' Melcorka ordered. 'Row or die!'

'You can't kill all of us,' the oarsmen were snarling at her; with their attention divided between Defender and the women, their eyes darted back and forth even as they shouted at Melcorka.

'I can kill you all– and so can they!' Melcorka pointed to the women. 'Watch and learn!' Sliding Defender back into the scabbard, she jumped into the water and swam hard toward the island. Melcorka knew that she was taking a chance in leaving the men on Prancer but balanced that with the possibility of bringing them to see reality. Brought up on an island, she was as happy in the water as on land and swam fast even with Defender strapped across her back.

Looking around, Melcorka grunted as she saw that Prancer was already turning toward the island. She hoped she could prove her point before the oarsmen poured ashore and met whatever horror these supposedly beautiful women concealed. Swimming faster, she arrived at the rocky shore twenty yards ahead of the curragh. The women were waiting for her; half a dozen of them, plain looking and dowdy. 'Reveal yourselves for what you really are!' She stepped from the water, wary, ready to pull Defender, knowing that things were not as they seemed to be.

Ignoring her words, the women extended welcoming arms to the crew of Prancer and began to sing again with their mouths open and the golden notes soft and enticing across the decreasing stretch of calm water.

Light of draught, the curragh slid up the slanting slab of rock at the side of the women. As Melcorka strode forward, the first of the oarsmen leaped overboard and ran forward.

'Wait!' Melcorka yelled. 'Bradan! Don't leave the boat! Don't trust these women.'

Other oarsmen followed in a rush, straight into the waiting arms of the women. For one moment they locked in an extremely amorous embrace, with hands and mouths busy, and then the women changed. The smiles dropped from their faces; their mouths elongated, their teeth grew longer and sharper and their legs merged together as they clamped their arms firmly around their chosen men and jumped into the sea.

'They're mermaids!' One of the oarsmen shrieked in sudden and belated terror.

Melcorka arrived as the first of the mermaids flicked its tail to slide away. She unsheathed Defender as she ran. 'Leave that man alone!' Swinging Defender sideways, Melcorka sliced the mermaid's tail in half. The mermaid opened its fanged mouth in a high-pitched scream that seemed to cut through Melcorka's head, but its arms opened and the oarsman, shocked and terrified, scrambled free.

'Bradan! Don't leave the boat!' Stabbing Defender into the mermaid's heart, Melcorka pulled the oarsman further away and pushed him toward the curragh. 'Get in there and stay safe.'

Mouth open, the man stumbled toward Prancer. Leaving him to make his own way, Melcorka concentrated on the others. As soon as they had realised their danger, those oarsmen who had not been captured scattered, some running toward the boat and others inland away from their newly perceived threat of the sea.

From a scene of amorous excitement, the rocky shore had become a place of terror as the captured oarsmen struggled to free themselves from the mermaids.

'Get back to the boat!' Melcorka yelled. Jumping high, she came down on a second mermaid, thrust Defender right through it and moved on, leaving the oarsman to extricate himself. The third mermaid managed to submerge before Melcorka leaped into the water behind it. This one immediately released its prey and turned on her, slashing with its hooked claws and long-toothed jaws. The woman of beauty had become the vicious, dangerous creatures of the sea that it really was.

Shortening her sword so she held it a third of the way up the blade, Melcorka stabbed the creature in its broad throat. When it choked, spitting out a mixture of blood and seawater, Melcorka pushed it away and swam after the next. It was gone, submerged after releasing its human. The remaining two had disappeared into the depths, each carrying an oarsman in its arms. All Melcorka could see was the end of their long tails propelling them to some underwater lair.

Surfacing, she shook the water from her hair. 'Everybody back on Prancer,' she yelled. 'Push off from this place.'

'How about Donald and Kenneth?' Nicolson pointed to the blood smeared water.

'They've gone,' Melcorka ushered the remaining oarsmen back on board the curragh.

'What were these things?' A young, freckle-faced oarsman asked. He was openly crying.

'Mermaids,' Melcorka shouted as she pulled herself over the bulwark of the curragh. 'No wonder they call this place Llyr's Daughters. It's the creatures they are talking about, not the skerries.'

'I have seen mermaids before,' Nicolson still looked at the sea, perhaps in the hope that his crewmen may yet surface. 'They are not uncommon. I've never seen them so aggressive, or heard of them luring men to their deaths like that.'

'Something is wrong out here,' Bradan sounded worried. 'They enchanted all the men on the ship, and I thought I was proof against enchantment.' He looked at Melcorka. 'I always thought a strong mind and sensible outlook was power enough against the allurement of magic or women.'

Melcorka shook her head. She might mention that 'proof against the allurement of women' statement later. 'Nobody is proof against enchantment.' She said, 'not man, woman, child or a prince of the blood. These creatures made you see exactly what you wished to see; you saw the women of your dreams.' She focussed on Bradan, remembering that his vision had been half a dozen images of her, and that thought warmed her in a way she did not quite understand. She looked at him and smiled, knowing that he would be hurting that he had let her down.

'Who are you?' Nicolson asked as the oarsmen pulled clumsily to the centre of the haven and rested there, gasping. The freckle-faced boy was trying to control his tears, Braden was guiltily trying to avoid Melcorka's eye; one man was boasting what he would do to the mermaids if ever he met them again.

'Who are you?' Nicolson repeated. He eyed Melcorka as if he had never seen her before.

'I am Melcorka.'

'The Melcorka?'

'She is none other,' Bradan could not keep the pride from his voice. 'This is Melcorka the Swordswoman who swept the Norsemen out of Alba.'

'Dear Lord,' Nicolson said. 'I did not know.' He gave a little bow of respect. 'I am honoured, my Lady.'

Dripping wet and feeling anything but ladylike, Melcorka stood in the stern of Prancer. 'The past is done,' she said. 'The future is yet to arrive; only the present matters. Now we have to stay away of the mermaids until it is safe to get clear of these rocks and evade the Caterans outside.'

The oarsmen stared at her. Still in shock, Melcorka knew they would nearly have forgotten the threat of the Caterans in their terror of the mermaids.

'Are you able to wait?' Melcorka asked softly. 'Captain Nicolson's original plan was to remain here in the haven until dark and then slip out unseen. Can your nerves stand the wait?'

'What if the creatures come again?' The freckle faced boy asked. He was about seventeen, with tear-bright eyes and a snub nose.

'Then I shall kill them again,' Melcorka said simply.

'We shall wait,' Bradan said. 'The Caterans are as dangerous as the mermaids and there are many more of them.'

'It will not be easy,' Melcorka told them. 'The mermaids will try again.' She touched the hilt of Defender. 'I think you should find weapons before you venture back to sea.'

The men nodded, some still visibly trembling. The freckle-faced boy tried to smile, failed and looked away. He did not venture close to the side of the curragh.

'You'll be all right now,' Bradan tried to comfort him. 'They won't come on board.'

'If they try,' Melcorka said cheerfully, 'I have this.' She touched Defender.

'Listen,' one of the oarsmen said. 'They are singing again.'

'Sing back!' Bradan said. 'Loud songs so we can't hear them.'

The men began to sing, discordant, nervous, with dry throats and glances at the island where the mermaids soon gathered again. Every time there was a pause in the oarsmen's singing, they could hear the mermaid's enchantments as they called to the men on Prancer.

'I must go to them,' the freckle-faced boy said. 'I can't fight them.'

'Let me help you,' Bradan said, and cracked the side of his head with his staff. 'That should take your mind off them.'

Melcorka smiled. 'I will remember that method next time you are also tempted,' she said. She watched as Bradan's eyes strayed to the central island.

The singing intensified, so one my one the oarsmen again turned toward the island, their eyes glazing as the mesmeric music coiled around Prancer. Melcorka could nearly see the insidious silken threads as they drifted across the calm sea, tainting the clear blue-green water with their sweet poison.

'Melcorka,' beads of sweat were coursing down Bradan's face, 'I can't hold on much longer.'

'You must,' Melcorka held his arm. 'Tell me what you see.'

'I see you,' Bradan said, 'you and you and you and you. I see four times you and smiling to me.'

'Describe me,' Melcorka ordered. 'I can see only four women on the island, plain of face and dumpy of form.'

'Oh God no,' Bradan said. 'They are beautiful.'

'That is not me, then,' Melcorka said.

'They are the most beautiful women in creation,' Bradan continued as if Melcorka had not spoken, 'and they all look like you, except as naked as the day you were born.' He was looking at the mermaids on the island, with his voice an appreciative murmur.

'Then you have no business to be looking,' Melcorka said, although that is not what she thought. While part of her wished to continue, to explore what were obviously Bradan's secret desires, another part of her recoiled from such an intrusion into his privacy.

'Wait,' Bradan said, 'there is another woman joining them.'

'I see the other creature,' Melcorka said. 'I do not see a woman: I see a man.'

The golden music increased as the merman joined them. He was tall and handsome, with a ruggedness that Melcorka found familiar. She knew that face well. Despite knowing that her perception was false, despite knowing that there was evil at work, Melcorka could not help her gaze from drifting down the length of that man's body, from the deep chest to the muscular legs and all the splendour in between.

'Dear God in his heaven,' she said. 'You are beautifully put together.'

She could not close her eyes. The man was smiling to her so that he filled her vision and her mind. Nothing else mattered; she had to go to him, to entwine herself in his arm, to taste the pleasures that he was offering, to hold him and be with him and … The pain was sudden and unexpected. Melcorka lay in the bottom of the curragh, staring up at Bradan.

'You hit me,' she accused.

'You were falling under the spell,' Bradan told her.

'Captain!' Melcorka felt the swelling bruise on the side of her head. 'Hoist the sail. We have waited long enough. I would rather face a thousand Caterans than these creatures.'

Nicolson said nothing. He was staring toward the island, with his hands gripping the bulwark and his mouth open, lost in the enchantment.

'Bradan!' Melcorka shouted, 'It is up to you and me. Hoist the sail: I'll take the steering oar.'

The wind was fluky, raising little ripples on the waters of Llyr's Haven as it ghosted between the surrounding skerries and islands. Bradan hauled at the ropes so the great cross-spar lifted up the mast and then the square sail dropped, to waver virginally white in the breeze.

'There's not enough wind to shift her,' Bradan said.

'It will get stronger,' Melcorka had to shout above the increasing volume of song as the mermaids realised their prey was trying to escape. She fought the temptation to have one last longing look at that enticingly handsome man. 'Grab a pair of oars and row!'

That slight extra power pushed Prancer further away from the central island and toward the circle of white water and foam-covered skerries that marked the border of Llyr's haven. Twice the sail bellied under the pressure of wind, and twice it flattened again as the wind veered away. The music increased as the mermaids made a final effort to trap them, and then there was only the sound of breaking waves and splintering spindrift as Prancer was back in the nightmare of skerries, islets and rocks that marked the outer circle of the haven. A faceful of cold spray removed any lingering desire Melcorka had to ogle the merman; she could either steer Prancer clear or be smashed against the rocks. There was no other choice.

The only boat that Melcorka had ever steered had been a tiny coracle; this curragh was a far larger vessel but just as responsive. She had to be, with a dozen competing currents between the skerries tossing her around. Melcorka pushed the steering oar to the right as they passed between two snarling skerries; she watched Bradan lift his oars in time to avoid having them crushed and then Prancer jerked sideways in a sudden, violent current.

An islet that seemed composed of nothing but low ragged cliffs loomed ahead with the sea foaming around its base and outlying skerries waiting to shred the leather of Prancer's hull.

'We're all going to die!' the freckle-faced boy screamed, until Nicolson pushed Melcorka aside.

'Give me that steering oar,' he ordered. 'You're no mariner.' He raised his voice. 'Get to your oars, you men!'

Used to his authority, the crew obeyed, with Bradan taking the place of one of the men the mermaids had dragged away.

'Starboard side: row! Larboard side: lift oars!' Nicolson gave a string of orders that guided Prancer past the inner ring of skerries.

Leaving Nicolson to direct the ship, Melcorka took her place on the vacant rowing bench, grabbed the oars and followed orders as best she could. She knew she lacked the skill of the seamen, so her movements were slower and clumsier, yet every ounce of muscle-power might help as Prancer threaded through the seething nightmare of skerries and rocks.

'Please don't leave me here!' The voice was small and pathetic, pleading rather than alluring yet it carried through the surge and crash of the sea.

'Who said that?' Nicolson looked around. 'Did anybody else hear that voice?'

'I did,' Melcorka looked around, not really trusting what she had heard. 'It might be another trick of the mermaids.'

'It is a child! A little girl!' Bradan pointed to a skerry that was surrounded by seething white water. In the middle, on a seaweed-entwined rock that seemed to be the only part protruding above the water, a small girl stood with both arms raised in supplication.

'Please help me!' The girl's voice barely penetrated the crash and hiss of the sea.

'It is one of the creatures!' The freckle-faced oarsman shouted. 'Ignore her!'

'She might be real,' Melcorka said. 'What do we all see?'

'I see a little girl looking for help!' Bradan stretched out his arm, as if he could reach across fifty feet of surging sea.

'It is a little girl,' Nicolson said, and the oarsmen agreed, nodding their heads. With everybody seeing the same thing, Melcorka thought that there was less possibility that they had been enchanted. Peering through a curtain of spray and spindrift, she strove to see the child. She cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted: 'Who are you?'

'I'm Alva,' the girl screamed, thin voiced. 'Don't leave me please!'

'Wait!' Melcorka ordered. 'Don't move!' She lowered her voice to an urgent whisper. 'Captain: can you keep Prancer here for a few moments?'

Nicolson glanced around at the maelstrom of breaking waves and savage rocks. He shook his head. 'No! It's not safe!'

'We cannot leave the child here,' Melcorka yelled. 'She is not one of the creatures.'

'How do you know?' Nicolson adjusted the steering oar to compensate for the sideways surge of the sea. One of the oarsmen yelled in fear when Prancer tilted to port and men slid along the rowing benches.

'I cannot sense any evil in her,' Melcorka said. 'And we all see the same; I think she is a child.' She made a rapid decision. 'Bradan! Take Defender!'

'Melcorka! Be careful!'

Poising herself on the bulwark for a second, Melcorka calculated the distance to the skerry, eyed the seething sea and jumped into the water. She was a powerful swimmer but even so felt the pull of the current and the buffeting of the waves as she struck out. Please God, she prayed, let there be no mermaids in this stretch of the sea.

The girl was about five, Melcorka thought, standing with tears streaming down her swollen face and a small pile of food and flagons of fresh water at her side. With an explosion of tangled blonde hair and clothing that clung to her in a sodden mess, she looked exactly what she was: a distressed and frightened child.

'You are safe now,' Melcorka crouched and folded her in her arms. 'We have a fine boat to take you away from here.'

'Our ship went down,' the girl sobbed, 'and horrible things came from the sea and took away my father and all the men. They kept me prisoner here…'

'I know, I know,' Melcorka soothed. 'You can tell me all later. No you must trust me. We are going to swim to that ship there…' She pointed to Prancer, half seen through a mist of spray.

'I'm scared.' When the girl shook her head, blonde hair bounced around her face, sending droplets of water flying. 'I'll drown.' Chubby little hands clung tightly to Melcorka.

'You must trust me,' Melcorka crouched at her side. 'My name is Melcorka. What did you say yours was?'

'Alva.' The girl's voice was weak; her eyes wide and blue and brimming with tears.

'Alva: daughter of the elves. That is a nice name.' Melcorka lifted her up; she was light and cold and trembling with fear. 'Now; do you see our ship?'

Alva nodded, wordless.

'She is called Prancer and she is going to take us to safety. Hold on tight and we will swim.'

Melcorka felt Alva's grip tighten around her neck.

'I'm scared!'

'It's all right, little one,' Melcorka soothed. 'Trust me.' She stepped into the water, aware of the extra drag that even such a lightweight as Alva created. She swam overhand toward Prancer, with the waves buffeting her back and forward and Alva's grip tight around her neck. Bradan stretched out a hand to help her pull herself on board, gasping for breath.

'Aye, we waited for you,' Nicolson said. 'That had better be a real child or it will be overboard as quick as I can curse, and that is damned fast!'

'This is Alva.' Melcorka ignored the threat. Any ship master that endangered his ship to wait for a strange child was a good man at heart. 'Her ship was wrecked here and the creatures took her parents so she is a castaway.' Retrieving Defender from Bradan, she buckled it across her back. 'She is also my responsibility and is under my protection.'

'Can we get away from this hellish place now?' Without waiting for an answer, Nicolson roared out: 'Pull lads! Pull hard!'

'You stay near me,' Melcorka said quietly to Alva, 'or to that man there,' she pointed to Bradan. 'You can trust him.'

'What will we do with the little one?' Bradan removed Alva's thin leine and began to dry her with his cloak. 'Look at her! She is all skin and bone and covered in bruises and cuts.'

'We will look after her,' Melcorka said. 'That is what people do with children. The hurts will heal and good food will add flesh to her bones.' She glanced at Bradan. 'I don't know how to heal what she has seen and endured.'

'Even if she is fed, she is very frail for a wandering life,' Bradan dipped into his bag and unfolded a roll of cloth. 'Here, Alva, wrap this around you until your own clothes dry.' He helped her dress herself.

'She is better with us than she would be there,' Melcorka indicated the cauldron of skerries and leaping water.

'Of that there is no doubt,' Bradan agreed. 'Sit over there, Alva, keep out of the way of the men and be good; Melcorka and I have to take our places on the rowing benches.'

'Clear water ahead!' Nicolson roared. 'One last effort, lads and we are through!'

Melcorka hauled with the others and suddenly they were beyond the cauldron of Llyr's Daughters and into the waters of the Minch with the sea-road to the Isles before them and a rising wind kicking white spume off the head of the waves. The crew gave a spontaneous cheer that came more from relief than triumph, and then fell silent when they saw the three ships waiting.

'The Caterans are still there,' Bradan pulled Alva close to him.

The three Cateran ships hovered, hull down to the south. Their black sails fouled the horizon.







Chapter Four

'Drop the sail, boys,' Nicolson ordered, 'and row like the devil was poking flaming torches into your arse.'

Nobody questioned Nicolson's order. A white sail would act like a visible target to the Caterans while the pencil thin mast might not be seen against a horizon of tossing waves. Prancer would have to rely on muscle and oar power to avoid the Caterans as she crossed the Minch, the stretch of water between the mainland of Alba and the outer islands.

'Sing lads,' Nicolson ordered, 'but keep it low. Noise carries.'

The iorram sounded again, with the men and Melcorka putting their weight behind the oars at every sixth note and Prancer surging onward across the waves. Staying close to Bradan, little Alva picked up the words and sang along with them, her thin voice piping above the rest. For a while all seemed well and they eased closer to the isles and away from the Caterans.

'They've seen us!' The freckled oarsman shouted suddenly. 'They're after us!'

Melcorka peered to the south where the black sails were now prominent and the hulls beneath also visible.

'If this wind holds we might do it,' Nicolson said. 'If it strengthens or veers to the west then they have the advantage.'

As Nicolson spoke, the wind increased, skiffing the tops off the long waves and tossing Prancer around.

'The wind's getting up! It'll be harder to row.' Alva displayed a surprising knowledge of seamanship.

'Row lads,' Nicolson shouted. 'Up the tempo and row for your lives!'

Melcorka followed the oarsmen in lifting the long oars, dipping them in the sea and pulling hard, grunting with every stroke. The curragh slid over the wild grey water, rising to each wave and diving down. A pod of dolphins broke the surface in front of them, cavorting playfully without a care for the worries of humanity, keeping pace with Prancer with no obvious effort. Yet however hard the crew of Prancer pulled, however much effort they put into their work, the three Cateran craft with their fresher crew and multiple oars were gaining on them.

'Hoist the sail,' Nicolson ordered, 'it might make a difference.'

'They're changing tactics,' Bradan warned, 'one is trying to head us off.'

Glancing to her right, Melcorka saw that he was correct. One of the Cateran vessels had altered course and was driving hard in front of them, trying to cut Prancer off from the isles that lay, alluringly visible, on the horizon.

By now the oarsmen were tiring. It was hours since they had left the mainland, with the attack by the mermaids a horror that had left them shaken and upset. Their strokes were weaker, despite all their efforts, and the Cateran vessels closed rapidly so that Melcorka could see the crowded hulls, the pure black sails and the eager, predatory faces that glared at them from the nearest vessel. The woman stood in the bow of the detached vessel, her dark leine pressed close to her body and her hair hanging in neat braids on either side of her face. Melcorka could have sworn that she was smiling, enjoying the chase.

The first arrow hissed toward them a few moments later, to land with an innocuous plop ten paces from their stern.

Bradan winked at Alva. 'They'll have to do a lot better than that, eh, little one?'

Alva tried to smile, failed and wiped away a tear.

'Oh God we're all going to die,' the freckle faced oarsman was equally unhappy with the situation.

'Not unless their shooting improves,' Melcorka said, smiling.

The next arrow was closer, disappearing into the sea five paces from the larboard side of Prancer, and the third ripped into the leather hull to protrude like some obscene feathered stick a handspan from the most forward oarsman.

'Their shooting's improving!' The freckled man nearly screamed.

'Enough of this,' Melcorka said. Hauling her dripping oars out of the sea, she stood up and pulled Defender from her scabbard. 'Keep rowing, boys, and leave the arrows to me.'

Standing in the stern of Prancer, Melcorka could see every detail of the closest Cateran vessel. Like its companion it was a birlinn, a timber-built galley with wooden pegs holding its strakes together and a carved serpent as a figurehead. The watchful woman stood motionless in the bow, as if she was also carved from timber, her eyes deep and strangely glowing and her dark hair tossing around her face.

An archer stood on either side of the woman, bending their bows; they released together and two arrows arced toward Prancer. One veered and wobbled in its flight, so Melcorka ignored it. As the second reached the apex of its arc and then whistled down, she stepped to where it would land, poised Defender and chopped the arrow out of the air. The two broken pieces fell harmlessly; one into the sea and the other inside the boat.

The oarsmen set up a cheer and continued to row.

'Land ahead,' Nicolson yelled. 'I can see Port-nan-loch.'

'I can see another ship,' Melcorka balanced easily with the bobbing of the curragh. 'It is pulling out of the shadow of the island.'

'Friend or foe?' Nicolson asked.

'I cannot tell,' Melcorka casually slashed another arrow out of the air. She knew that dark woman was studying her and stared back across the tossing water.

'She'll know you next time,' Bradan was holding Alva to him.

'And I will know her,' Melcorka said. 'One of the birlinns is dropping astern.'

With one of the Cateran vessels lagging, only two threatened Prancer now, the one ahead where the dark woman stood, and one closing on the larboard quarter.

'She's going to board us!' Bradan shouted as the Cateran to larboard unleashed a volley of arrows, lifted their port oars and surged alongside.

Melcorka chopped three of the arrows from the air and jumped on the thin gunwale, balancing there as the Cateran's birlinn closed. There were a dozen Caterans ready to jump on board, mouths open in obscene yells, bearded faces vicious, linen leines or padded jackets scarred and torn from long use. Rather than wait, Melcorka leaped across the gap onto their craft, slashing left and right with Defender even before she landed on the wooden deck.

'Come and fight me!' She shouted.

She sliced off a man's arm off at the elbow, chopped Defender into a rib cage and then she was slashing, hacking and thrusting, pushing the Caterans back with the fury of her attack. These men were nothing like the fierce Norse warriors she had previously fought, or the disciplined Picts of Fidach. These were predators who hoped for soft targets, outcasts who lived for the quick swoop and plunder of undefended merchant ships. They had not expected such resistance from a small curragh.

Most backed away from Melcorka's charge; others formed up in the stern and charged toward her. There was no finesse possible on this limited space, only move, duck, maim and kill as Melcorka scattered the first group of Caterans, leaving a welter of broken bodies in her wake. Somebody hacked at her with an axe and she cut his hand off; a man thrust at her with a spear and she sidestepped, caught the spear on her blade, turned it and sliced Defender into his body. Blood spurted from the wounded and dead so she moved in a haze of crimson as she stepped from the birlinn's quarterdeck to the packed rowing deck, chopping left and right at the startled, cowering oarsmen.

'Constables!' That was a new roar from astern. Melcorka had no time to look but knew that the vessel she had seen coming from behind the island had not been a Cateran. She was not alone in this fight.

A man in the birlinn's bows aimed an arrow at her; Melcorka saw Bradan lean across from Prancer and slam his staff into the archer's groin, then push him over the side. Other Caterans stared at her, or at the new vessel that was powering toward them with armed and mail-clad men straining at the oars and a tall man in the stern giving orders.

And then it was over. Men in chain mail were swarming over the birlinn from the newcomer and the second Cateran boat was fleeing. Melcorka saw the Caterans leap into the sea or throw up their hands in surrender on sigh as they saw the sail of the newcomer; the single black galley against a yellow background: the symbol of MacDonald, Lord of the Isles.

The tall man who had been at the stern of the new ship approached. He slid a bloody sword into his scabbard, smiled and held out a hand in friendship. With a drooping moustache and dancing eyes, he looked tough, humorous and capable; Melcorka liked him at once. 'Well met fellow warrior! I am Ranald MacDonald, Constable of the Isles.'







Chapter Five

Port-nan-loch in the island of Ulvust consisted of a cluster of dry-stone, heather-thatched houses scattered around a sea-loch where leaden waves washed a coast of rocks smeared with seaweed. Most cottages were long and heavy, thick-walled against the weather, smeared with peat smoke and with small deep-set windows that peered out toward the sea. Dogs ran bedside groups of children, hens roamed free and the occasional dun-coloured cow or shaggy sheep hunted the coast for anything edible. The island stretched around, with crofts and cottages crouched low under an infinity of sky.

Ranald MacDonald escorted Prancer to a shallow bay in the shelter of a rubble-built breakwater, and waited to greet Nicolson and the crew as they thankfully disembarked.

'Bad voyage?' Ranald viewed the empty rowing benches and the rips on the hull caused by arrow and skerry.

'Between Caterans and mermaids it was interesting, but we collected another friend.' Melcorka nodded to Alva.

'Lovely looking little girl,' Ranald said. 'Where did you find her?'

'Have you heard of a ship going down near Llyr's Daughters? That's where we found her. Her parents are missing.'

Ranald shook his head. 'I have not heard of any vessel sinking there recently. I will make enquiries and let you know.'

'I would like to return young Alva to her kin,' Melcorka said.

'It is always better to be with family,' Ranald agreed. 'I'll pass on the word that you rescued her.'

'I would be obliged.' Melcorka looked over the Constable's galley. 'Nice ship you have there. Ten oars a side and a young crew?' She examined Ranald's men. 'They seem a handy bunch. You should be able to curtail the Caterans with men like that.'

Ranald nodded. 'You would think so, would you not? If there was more of me I might be able to, but with one ship for the whole of the Lordship, and the Caterans increasing in numbers and ferocity, I am hard pressed.' He shook his auburn head. 'Now you say that the mermaids are also causing trouble?'

'They are; we had to shelter in Llyr's Haven and there were at least half a dozen of the creatures there.'

'A whole gathering of them? That's very unusual.' Ranald sighed and then smiled 'I'll take the ship over and have a look. I might be able to do some good.'

'I hope so; they took two of my men,' Nicolson said.

'They're not the only men to be taken recently,' Ranald said, grimly. 'There is something serious happening just now. I've never known peacetime seas to be so dangerous. The Caterans are raiding far and wide; I think they have some new leader organising them. If I can find who it is I'll destroy the whole nest.'

'There was a woman on the Cateran ship that attacked us,' Melcorka described her as best she could as Ranald listened.

He shook his head. 'That means nothing to me,' he said. 'I'll take my boys over and see to these mermaids first and think of the Caterans later.'

'I am sure you will be able to clean them up,' Melcorka said.

'So why are you here?' Ranald eyed Defender inquisitively. He was friendly, inquisitive but ready to be stern in the manner of law-enforcers the world over.

'We are looking for a dead man named Abaris,' Melcorka told him honestly. 'He was a druid and Bradan wishes to find his temple.'

Ranald shrugged. 'You are looking for a dead man? There are seldom many of them above ground or above water. I don't know the name Abaris though.'

'Not many people do,' Bradan said. 'If I can find his temple I may be able to find out more about him.'

Ranald nodded. 'There are plenty of temples among the Isles. Ask at Broch nan-inch. Hector MacRae is your man. His people have been here since before time.' He glanced at his ship, shouting to one of his men to check the weather braces 'and get that damned steering oar in shape; she was steering two points adrift in the westerly wind!' .

'Thank you,' Melcorka said, 'I'll ask Hector MacRae. I can see you are anxious to get back to sea so we shall not detain you any further.'

Ranald gave a little bow and was shouting orders to his men even before Melcorka could speak to Bradan. 'Come on lads! We have a nest of mermaids to clean up before night fall and its coming on dusk now!'

'So we are looking for Hector MacRae at Broch nan-inch.' Melcorka looked around the island, where all was bustle as Nicolson loaded his cargo of black cattle and tried to recruit oarsmen to replace his lost crew. A small file of men watched from the shelter of a rock; each one carried a short spear and a bow; apart from that there were mainly women and children, huddled deep in their cloaks and watching the visitors through narrow, suspicious eyes.

'I can't see anything like a broch in this township so it must be deeper inside the island.' Melcorka looked up at the sky. 'Ranald was right; night is coming on.'

Bradan waved to the nearest gathering of women. 'Could you direct us to Broch nan-inch?' They turned away, with only one gesturing vaguely inland.

'They're not the friendliest of people.' Melcorka said.

'They are not,' Bradan agreed. The women hurried away to join a larger group some of whom carried children or small bundles. They stared at Melcorka and Bradan, muttering amongst themselves.

'They cannot be local women. The people of the Hebrides are the most hospitable within the four seas.' Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. 'Come on Melcorka; the people will be friendlier elsewhere.'

They spent the night sheltered in a hollow between two large rocks, with a nearly burn supplying sweet water to drink and a couple of fine trout. Alva demolished her share of the fish with a ravenous appetite and snuggled to sleep between the two of them. She woke only once, calling out in some remembered horror, and Melcorka cuddled her close under her cloak. High above, bright stars smiled on them, careless of human problems.

'Inland we go,' Melcorka said as they faced the dawn wind. 'You get washed and ready, Alva; we don't know what this next day may bring.'

A track wound across what was little more than moorland, sweetened with small beds of raised ground made fertile with seaweed and planted with whatever crops would grow in the persistent wind. Cottages cowered behind stacks of peat, with women looking outward through tiny windows as Melcorka and Bradan strode past.

'They are watching us,' Melcorka said.

'They are scared,' Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. 'And not of you and me and a small child.'

Blue smoke hugged the farmsteads and spread to smear the surrounding low hills, merging with slow-drifting mist under a sky of leaden grey.

Bradan looked around him. 'There is no joy in this island.'

'I feel it too,' Melcorka said. 'Perhaps Hector MacRae will know more.'

A woman outside a cottage looked up briefly and pulled her shawl across her face. 'May God bless the work,' Bradan called cheerfully. The woman scurried inside and shut the door. They heard something being dragged across the floor. 'She's barricading the door against us,' Bradan said.

'That is not normal,' Melcorka said. In Alba hospitality was expected. Travellers were welcomed without question and food and accommodation provided with a smile.

'There is something very wrong here,' Bradan banged his staff on the ground. 'Something very wrong indeed.'

'Maybe the mermaids have stolen all the men,' Alva said.

'I hope not,' Bradan ruffled her hair.

'Don't do that,' Alva pulled away from him. 'It is my hair and I like it the way it is.'

Melcorka laughed. 'You have spirit, little Alva; that is a good thing to have, but Bradan is being friendly and it is never good to meet friendship with a sharp tongue.'

'Father had no friends,' Alva said.

'Why was that, little one?' Melcorka asked.

'I don't know. Nobody liked him.'

'Did he have any enemies?' Melcorka asked.

Alva shook her head. 'He killed all his enemies,' she said.

Melcorka glanced at Bradan, who shook his head warningly and they relapsed into silence. They walked on, with people who would be expected to greet them with cheerful greetings watching suspiciously or stepping back inside their homes. Some men lifted crude spears and stood in front of their families as if prepared to defend them. Black-and-white collie dogs and the long-legged deerhounds alike growled at them from closed doorways.

'There is only fear and suspicion here,' Melcorka said.

'Even the dogs are unfriendly,' Bradan transferred his staff to his left hand, preparing to fend off any canine attack.

'Father would kill them,' Alva said, and Bradan hugged her close.

'I can see a broch ahead' Bradan said at last. 'Perhaps there we can get some answers.'

'I have never seen a broch before,' Melcorka said. 'It looks like a very formidable structure.'

Standing seventy feet tall of un-mortared close-fitting stones, the broch glowered at them across the leaden waters of a loch. Situated on an island, it was circular, with concave walls unbroken by a single window and topped by battlements behind which stood half a dozen warriors.

As was the custom, Bradan and Melcorka walked sunwise around the loch to show their friendship, and then approached the causeway that led to the single narrow, yet very tall entrance. The door to the brooch was of solid wood, studded with iron and despite the daylight, was fast shut.

'That is not very friendly,' Melcorka said.

'Nor is that,' Bradan pointed to the two trees that stood opposite the door; five paces apart, they were fire-blackened and twisted, with ominous metal shackles attached to each.

'That looks unpleasant,' Melcorka agreed. 'These shackles are not there for decoration.'

'I am thinking that it will be better to bid farewell to this island of Ulvust than to greet it hello,' Bradan said and looked toward the broch.

'Maybe so,' Melcorka agreed, 'yet I am not inclined to leave for no reason except that it feels wrong.' She surveyed the broch. 'That place would be hard to take without an army. The battlements overtop the walls so the defenders could fire down at any attacker, and there is only a single door for entrance.'

'And there is the loch as a moat,' Bradan added. 'I would not like to be the man who has to capture it from Hector MacRae.'

'And I would not like to be Hector MacRae who has to hide himself behind such a structure.' Melcorka said. 'Of what is he afraid in his own Ulvust?'

Bradan looked around the island. Heavy clouds pressed down, grey-bellied and threatening. 'This is not a place to seek the temple of Abaris. There is neither wisdom nor goodness on this scrap of land. Best we leave now, Melcorka; there is badness here.'

'Yes; let's go,' Alva augmented her opinion by tugging at Melcorka's sleeve. 'I don't like it here.'

'I have not come here to leave before I properly arrive,' Melcorka said. 'I said I shall accompany you to find this dead druid, and I shall do exactly that.' She raised her voice to a shout. 'Halloa there; is this Broch nan-inch? Is this the home of Hector MacRae?'

'This is Broch nan-inch.' A tall man had been silently watching them from behind the battlements. 'Who are you to ask for Hector?'

'I am Melcorka the Swordswoman and this is Bradan the Wanderer with young Alva. We seek the knowledge and wisdom of Hector.'

'Why?' The guard leaned over the battlement.

'Are you Hector MacRae?' Melcorka asked.

'I am not.' The guard replied.

'Then either fetch him or open up for us. It is not you we wish to talk to.' Melcorka lowered her voice. 'This is not a hospitable place.'

'It is a place of fools or very scared men,' Bradan said.

'We should go,' Alva continued to pull at Melcorka's sleeve, but it is the way of adults to ignore the wishes of children.

'Begone with you!' The guard roared. 'There is nothing for you here!'

'This is not the Alba I know,' Bradan said softly. 'Fellow!' He shouted, 'is all honour and decency missing from this place? I have travelled Alba from Caithness to Dunedin and Alcluith to Dunnottar and found only hospitality. Shall I tell the world that Broch nan-inch lacks friendship?'

'Tell them what you like, as long as you leave us in peace,' the guard shouted. He raised his spear, 'now go, lest I spit you clean through and through.'

Melcorka pushed Alva behind her. 'That would not be a wise thing to do,' she warned.

'Wait!' That was another voice. A broad shouldered man joined the guard, wearing the seven coloured tartan of a king. 'I am Hector. Who are you who seek admission to my home?'

'It is a poor home that keeps a locked door between itself and guests,' Bradan said, 'and it is a home whose name for unfriendliness will soon be known the length and breadth of Alba.'

Hector looked coldly down at Bradan. 'Let these people in,' he said at length. 'Guide them along the causeway.'

The door gave a great creak as it swung open, and two men emerged. One was slight and wiry, with a smile disfiguring a lean face, and the other was bulky and carried a short throwing spear. They took a crooked way across the loch, obviously following a causeway that twisted this way and that just beneath the surface of the water.

'Come with us and welcome,' the wiry man said. 'I am Conall the steward and this is Conn the watchman.' His smile did not falter; neither did it reach his eyes, while a shaft of weak sunlight reflected from an ornate brooch at his breast.

Ankle-deep in cold water, the causeway was three feet wide and led by a double zig-zag to the narrow, if very deep entrance. Conall led them in, with Melcorka at his heels. She nodded to the spearman who stood in the guard's chamber beside the door and stepped in. Bradan followed a pace behind, carrying Alva to keep her dry. There was a narrow passageway that led past a wide double wall, inside which were set stone chambers and flights of stone steps that led to upper levels.

'This is the first time I have been inside a broch,' Melcorka said cheerfully.

'It is like a big chimney,' Alva gave the solemn opinion of a five year old.

Within the double wall the interior courtyard was open to the sky, with windows looking down from the chambers set within the walls. All the accommodation was set within the double walls, on top of which the guards glowered down, spears ready to throw.

Hector was a large man, but was overshadowed by the great bearded man at his back. Both waited within the central courtyard, and while Hector was empty-handed, his companion carried a two handed axe with as much ease as he would a kitchen knife.

'Well met, travellers,' Hector eyed them both up and down, like cattle at an auction. 'Bradan: your name is known.'

Bradan gave a small nod. 'As is yours, Hector MacRae.' He placed Alva carefully on the ground. 'The little one is Alva; she is the sole survivor of a shipwreck and we are seeking her kin.'

Ignoring the child, Hector indicated the large man. 'This is my bodyguard, Tuath of the Axe.'

'Tuath would be a handy man to have in a battle,' Bradan said as Melcorka and the bodyguard exchanged stares.

'And you,' Hector frowned as he looked at Melcorka, 'you are a woman.'

'I already know that,' Melcorka studied Hector. Within the royal tartan he had a deep chest and flint-hard blue eyes set in a face that would have been handsome except for a pair of protruding front teeth.

'And some woman you are,' Hector did not hide his admiration.

'Just a woman,' Melcorka allowed her eyes to drift around the interior of the broch. With the exterior door being so narrow, any invaders could only enter one at a time, and then they would be exposed in this central courtyard with the guards throwing down spears and firing arrows. 'You have a strong defensive position here.'

'Impregnable,' Hector's eyes did not stray from their scrutiny of Melcorka's body.

'So am I,' Melcorka warned him off. 'And you are not a hospitable man.'

'For you,' Hector gave a mocking little bow, 'I will be extremely hospitable. Come this way.'

The space between the double walls of the broch was filled with chambers, all connected with short stone corridors and the various levels linked by stone stairways in a head spinning circular array. Hector led them to a large chamber that occupied most of the top storey of the broch, with three small windows overlooking the courtyard. The room was narrow, curved and crowded when the massive Tuath and Conall the steward also joined them.

'Do you live in here?' Melcorka looked around; the stone walls were less than comfortable. 'I had heard that brochs were only used when somebody attacked.'

Hector politely pulled out a seat for Melcorka. 'You heard correctly, Melcorka.'

'Then you don't live here all the time.'

'We do at present, and I have patrols out all around Ulvust.'

'We saw one of them,' Bradan remembered the men who had watched Prancer being unloaded.

'There must be a reason for that,' Melcorka said.

'Caterans,' Hector said the word as if it was a curse. 'They are everywhere. There is not a ship that sails without at least sighting their black sails and maybe one in four are attacked. They pillage isolated cottages and small clachans and steal the men.'

'They steal the men?' Bradan repeated.

'That's what they do.' Hector said as Tuath snarled through his beard and tapped the shaft of his axe.

'Why?' Melcorka asked. 'Why steal the men? I would have thought that they would prefer women.'

Hector shook his head. 'I do not know. I have ordered all the men never to go alone anywhere and always to carry a weapon. I have ordered patrols of the island and told all my own vessels to either stay ashore or sail well-armed, but still they are taken. This island is under siege.'

'We met three Cateran vessels on our voyage from the mainland yesterday,' Bradan said.

Hector grunted. 'Three out of maybe a hundred. They are everywhere. Even a few months ago there were only a few Cateran ships full of broken men: the clanless, the unwanted, those dispossessed by war or family disputes, but now?' He sighed. 'They are swarming everywhere with scores, hundreds of the foolish joining them: Norse who cannot accept their defeat in the late war, youths who had a surfeit of adventure fighting the Northmen and can't go back to the land; the unruly and the vicious; I don't know who leads them but he is known as the Osprey and he is dangerous.'

'The Osprey?' Melcorka salted the name away for future reference. 'I was told that Hector MacRae knew everything about the Isles,' she said, 'and it seems that you do.' She smiled to him, aware of his attraction to her, flattering him as a means of gathering information.

'Where is this Osprey fellow based?' Bradan asked.

'Everywhere that central authority is weak; any island that lost its chief during the Norse war; islands such as Pabay, Raasay and South Rona… He moves around a lot.' Hector gave Melcorka a smile that may even have been genuine.

'Is there any single place he is associated with? Any central base?' Melcorka met and held his smile. She no longer disliked Hector quite so much; he was a scared man doing his best for his people.

'Yes,' Hector seemed hesitant. He glanced at Tuath, who stood a few feet away saying nothing as he held his axe like an old friend or a lover. 'We have heard the name Inch Iolaire: Eagle Island, maybe named after himself, with him being an osprey.'

Melcorka screwed up her face. 'I've never heard of that island,' she said. 'Have you, Bradan?'

'I am not familiar with the name,' Bradan said. 'It may be a nick-name.'

'We do not know where it is either,' Hector said. 'I have sent ships out looking and they either don't return, or come back with tales of an island surrounded by whirlpools and tidal surges, shielded by the mist and populated by the devil's children. They say that Llyr, God of the Sea turned his back on Inch Iolaire as soon as he saw it and only the Osprey knows the way through the protecting currents.'

'It is a place to avoid,' Bradan said, 'if it exists at all. The Osprey would not be the first man to spread rumours and lies to inflate his reputation.'

'That may be so,' Conall said softly. 'Yet it does not explain the missing ships. The seas are no longer safe.'

'Conall is correct,' Hector said. 'You had better stay with me.' He looked at Melcorka with a smile as charming as any striking viper. 'You are safe in my broch on my island.' Leaning across the table, he patted Melcorka's hand. 'I will look after you.'

'I will look after myself,' Melcorka told him.

'I know you carry a long sword,' Hector's smile had not faltered, 'but can you use it?'

'I can use it,' Melcorka said.

'My bodyguard may wish to test you,' Hector said.

'Then I will kill him,' Melcorka glanced at Tuath and smiled, 'although that would be a waste of a very handsome man.'

Tuath grinned his appreciation of the compliment. 'You may not find the killing quite so easy as you think,' he said, 'and I certainly would not wish to spoil your pretty face.'

'Then we are both in agreement,' Melcorka said, 'and no need for a quarrel between us.' She appreciated Tuath's friendly nod.

'That would be best,' Tuath said. 'There is no need for a killing between people with no quarrel.'

'That is for me to decide,' Hector glanced at Braden and then at Melcorka.

Was that some sort of threat? Melcorka wondered. She shifted slightly, loosening her muscles in case she would have to fight her way clear of the broch. She glanced over at Tuath and saw he was also shifting, looking at her and no doubt wondering the same thing.

She smiled and held out her hand to Tuath. 'I hope sometime to fight alongside you Tuath. If you are Hector's champion you must be a good man indeed!'

Tuath barely acknowledged Hector before he took her hand. 'I have heard only good of you Melcorka.' His grip was firm, and Melcorka saw him wink at Alva before he took his hand back and resumed his stance. She noticed Conall's quick frown: good. Unsettle the steward. He was a poisonous little man.

Hector frowned and stood up. 'Bring food for my guests! Food and wine!' He smiled to Melcorka. 'If Tuath has accepted you, Melcorka, then you must have some good in you.' He patted her shoulder, winked and clapped his hands loudly.

Melcorka was surprised at the speed with which the table filled with platters of various kinds of food. There was a dish known as brochan, which was oatmeal mixed with boiling water and butter; there was fresh oaten bread with goat's cheese; there were eggs and milk and various types of fish from herring to salmon, and there was a bowl of mussels. There was also a huge platter of nicely cut meat that Melcorka could not identify.

'What is this tasty looking dish?' She asked.

Hector smiled. 'It is not something you would find much on the mainland,' he said. 'That is seal meat, an island speciality.'

Melcorka tasted a little piece. 'Not bad,' she said. 'A little fishy but not bad. How do you hunt them?'

'We visit their breeding grounds in June when the cubs are weaned and club them to death.' Hector took a mouthful of seal meat, biting into it with his large and obviously sharp front teeth. 'If you kill the young ones first, the mothers wait by the bodies and are easier to kill.' He seemed to find the whole procedure amusing.

'I see,' Melcorka suddenly lost her appetite for seal meat. Hunting was normal; it was a major source of food for many people, but the idea of clubbing infant seals was not pleasant.

'I enjoy a good seal hunt,' Hector managed to confirm Melcorka's renewed dislike of him with that statement. 'We also catch them in nets. They struggle quite hard before we kill them.'

Melcorka pushed the plate aside; Alva plucked a piece of seal-meat and chewed happily.

Hector laughed. 'So you are a squeamish woman who carries a large sword? You attract me more with each passing moment.'

'I am not here to be attractive,' Melcorka said. 'Bradan and I are on a quest.'

'A what?' Tuath was also chewing on seal meat.

'The lady is on a quest.' Conall explained smoothly, 'that means that she is searching for something, or someone, Tuath.'

Tuath frowned; his right hand closed on the haft of his axe. 'I knew what the word means,' he growled, with his black beard jutting forward.

'Then perhaps you can help us, Tuath,' Bradan tried to patch up the obvious tension between the two. 'I am searching for memories of a druid named Abaris who may have lived in these parts. He was said to live in or work in a winged temple.'

The Steward gave a high pitched laugh. 'You're asking the wrong man. Tuath won't know what a druid was yet alone where he may have had a temple.'

Tuath's knuckles gleamed white around the haft of his axe and for a second Melcorka thought there might be quick murder in that echoing stone chamber.

'I have always found that warriors know a great deal,' Bradan said softly. 'They are more reticent about sharing their knowledge than Stewards, and more to be trusted when they do speak.'

Melcorka saw Conall stiffen, while Tuath gave Bradan a nod of appreciation. She knew that Bradan had made an enemy and a friend with the one statement, and wondered which one was the more powerful in Hector's household.

'I know where there are temples,' Tuath said slowly, obviously thinking before he spoke. 'You might not be welcome in some of the places. The lady Melcorka may need to use her sword.' He nodded to Melcorka in case the others present could not work out who she may be.

'Where are these temples?' Bradan asked.

'There is one on the Seven Hunters; that's a group of islands far to the west; there is another on Rona, the island of seals, and yet another, the largest and most impressive of the lot, high up on Lewis, amidst the bare moorland on the north. That is where the lady's sword may be useful, or it might not be any use at all.'

'And why is that?' Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender.

'A sword is useful against natural foes, as is an axe. There are strange stories of creatures that guard the approaches to that temple and what lives inside is not of this world.' Tuath made the sign of the cross, and then, to make sure, made a circle with his finger and thumb, the ancient sign of Bel, the sun god.

'Three temples that are worth exploring,' Bradan said. 'I thank you, Tuath of the Axe. We shall visit all three, and hope not to meet anything unfriendly, either from this world or any other.'

The Steward gave a thin laugh. 'There is nothing from any other world,' he said. 'These tales are for children, old women and fools. There is only us and nothing else.'

Melcorka remembered her encounters with the People of Peace and said nothing, while Bradan tapped his staff on the floor and looked away. 'What do you say, Hector? Could you tell us of these temples and their dangers?'

Hector looked suddenly serious. 'I know that there are more things than Caterans on the prowl,' he said, 'and I know the temples that Tuath speaks of. The Seven Hunters are uncanny isles; you must obey certain rituals if you venture there. Beyond these islands there is only the great western ocean and beyond that is Tir-nan-og, the land of youth to which all heroes go after death – or perhaps there is nothing at all.'

'I would like to try that western ocean someday,' Bradan said. 'I have heard of strange things washed up on the shores of our islands. They must come from somewhere. But first I seek Abaris, and the wisdom he had.'

'Rona is a land of seals; the temple there is little more than a shelter.' Hector said. 'I have seen it with my own eyes when I went hunting.' He smiled and sucked at his teeth. 'There are many seals to kill there.'

Melcorka thought of the seal pups and hid her anger.

'And the other one you mentioned? The temple in the moors of Lewis?' Bradan leaned forward on his seat.

The tension within the curved stone chamber was palpable. Melcorka looked from face to face. Bradan was eager to learn, his eyes animated, his mouth slightly parted. The Steward leaned back in his chair with a cynical sneer on his face and his fingers tapping on the table while Tuath held his axe as if his life, or his soul, depended on it.

'We call it Callanish,' Hector spoke quietly as he chewed on another piece of seal-meat. 'It is not like the others. In fact it is not like any temple you have seen in your life or are ever likely to see again. There are tales of men…' he looked at Melcorka and away again, 'and women, visiting Callanish and disappearing. What is there I do not know.'

'What lives there is not from our world,' Tuath said.

'It is the Shining One,' Hector said and as he spoke there was a flash of lightning that blinded them all as it entered the room by one window and exited by the other, leaving a black scorch mark on the table and the plate of seal meat smouldering and black.

'I was enjoying that,' Alva had not flinched when the lightning had entered the room. Now she plucked at a herring and began to eat.

When Melcorka stood, she saw Tuath cowering against the wall and Conall staring at Bradan.

'You have brought evil into this house.' The finger the Steward pointed was decorated with a finger ring of deer's antler with a blue amethyst in the centre. 'You are ill-omened, Bradan the Wanderer!' He lifted his hand and joined his forefinger and thumb in a circle. 'You brought the anger of the storm god but Bel will seek you out!'

Melcorka tried to meet Bradan's eye but he was staring at Conall with his mouth open. His right hand opened and his staff clattered to the stone-flagged floor. Alva chewed on her herring, the only person in the room who was unconcerned.







Chapter Six

The scraping at the door wakened Melcorka. She lay still for a moment, trying to work out what had made the sound was and where she was. The air was damp and chill, the ground hard beneath her hip and she was surrounded by stone. The scraping continued, louder.

Rolling over, Melcorka looked around. She and Alva were alone in the small chamber within the walls of the broch, with their few possessions rolled up on the ground and Defender in her scabbard, leaning against the wall. Minimal grey light seeped through the small square window.

'Who's there?' She stood behind the heavy door, a hand's breadth from Defender.

The door opened slowly and Conall stepped in, smiling. 'You know that I have taken a liking to you,' he said.

'I did not know that,' Melcorka glanced at Alva, who lay curled up like a cat, breathing regularly.

Conall's eyes were busy, examining Melcorka's body from neck to knees and back. Dressed in a light linen leine, Melcorka was aware she was adequately covered if hardly hidden; she felt an unusual twist of discomfort. There was something about Conall that made her skin crawl.

Conall shut the door and stood with his back to it. 'I made sure you had the most comfortable room and some privacy.' A smile snaked across his face. 'Your friend Bradan is sharing the guard barracks with a score of hairy warriors.'

'Bradan will be all right,' Melcorka said cautiously.

'He is on the ground level,' Conall said, 'three levels below us and on the opposite side of the broch.'

Melcorka nodded. She had guessed that the steward made the sleeping arrangements to keep her and Bradan as far apart as possible.

'Are you quite comfortable here?' Conall asked. He glanced at Alva, frowned but said nothing.

Melcorka nodded. 'I am,' she kept close to Defender in case Conall hoped to be more than merely friendly.

'Good,' Conall nodded, with his eyes continually sliding up the length of her body. 'Hector was insistent that his honoured guest had the best quarters.'

'Pray tell Hector that I am very grateful to him,' Melcorka said.

'He had four people removed from this chamber for you.'

'That was very kind of him,' Melcorka said, 'but there was really no need. I am quite used to living in more modest surroundings.'

'You can thank him yourself,' Conall said. 'For here he comes now.'

Hector thrust Conall aside with barely a look and entered the chamber. Dressed in a leine that was belted at the waist and a pair of fine sealskin brogues, he looked relaxed and confident. 'Melcorka; you are a strong, fine woman, just the sort I like.'

'Thank you, Hector,' Melcorka gave a small bow. 'I am honoured.'

'I hope to honour you some more,' Hector replied to her bow. 'There are many women who would be delighted to have me honour them in my chamber…' his protruding teeth only slightly disfigured his smile.

'I am sure there are,' Melcorka said. 'And that is not surprising, with such a handsome and powerful man as yourself.'

Hector's smile broadened. 'Will you join me?' He extended his arm for Melcorka to hold.

'I cannot,' she shook her head slowly. 'I have a man and I am bound to be faithful to him.'

'Oh,' Hector's smile fell; he looked genuinely disappointed. 'I shall not ask you to break an oath.'

Melcorka did not say she had taken no oath. She allowed Hector to think as he wished.

Reaching forward, Hector touched Melcorka's hair. 'It is a great pity,' he said, 'for I am sure you and I could do great things together.'

Melcorka pulled slightly away. 'I am sure we could.'

Hector nodded. 'One day, Melcorka, we shall do these things; when you are not bound by oath.'

'That day will be a long time in coming,' Melcorka said.

'Maybe not as long as you think.' Hector said. 'Come, Conall; we are not wanted in our lady's chamber.'

As soon as both men left, Melcorka pushed the door closed.

'I'm glad they've gone,' Alva said sleepily, sitting up. 'I don't like them much. That Conall scares me.'

'You go back to sleep, little one,' Melcorka said. 'Don't you worry about Conall. He won't hurt you as long as I am here.'

'He doesn't want to hurt me,' Alva said. 'He wants to kill Bradan and bed you.'

'Hush now,' Melcorka pushed her back into her cocoon of blankets. 'You are too young to talk about such things.'

Alva settled back down. 'You should kill Conall now,' she said. 'That's what father would have done.'

'Go to sleep, little one.' Melcorka determined to find out more about Alva's father as soon as she could.







Chapter Seven

The tall, gaunt-faced woman stood in the centre of a circle of her peers, vigorously rubbing two sticks together. Holding Alva's hand and with Bradan at her side, Melcorka watched as the friction generated by the rubbing caused one of the sticks to smoulder. The circle of women gave a small sound of appreciation when the stick-holder quickly placed the smouldering stick into a small pile of wood shavings and blew gently. Smoke rose in a thin spiral, and then a flicker of flame rose, died and revived to become a steady glow.

'What are these women doing?' Alva asked.

'They are making a need-fire,' Bradan explained.

'If they need a fire, then why don't they take one from one of the houses?' Alva asked.

'A need-fire is a sacred fire,' Bradan was more patient than Melcorka would have been. 'It has to be lit a certain way.'

'Why?' Alva asked, quite sensibly, Melcorka thought.

'These women believe that the gods they worship would like that,' Bradan said.

'Oh,' Alva said. 'Why?'

'They just do,' Bradan said. 'Now keep quiet and watch.'

As the flames increased the women added more wood to the fire until it was quite a substantial blaze. The women edged closer, all making a circle with the thumb and forefinger of their right hand.

'The sign of the sun,' Bradan explained. 'In tribute to their god Bel.'

'Now what are they doing?' Alva asked as the women, still in their circle, all turned to face east. A band of light spread across the sea; a harbinger of dawn.

'I do not know what they are doing,' Melcorka said. 'I have never seen such a thing before.'

'Nor have I,' Bradan said, 'although I have heard of it.'

The women stared eastward until dawn sent a pale streak across the sky and then the first sliver of sun appeared above the line of the sea. The tall woman who had started the fire took off her head-covering and gave a low curtsey, with all the others following suit, so the entire circle of women were curtsying to the rising sun.

They began to chant:

 

'When I see the sun

It becomes me to life mine eye

It becomes me to bend my knee

It becomes me to bow my head'

 

'What are these silly women doing?' Alva's piping voice broke the chant.

'Sshh, Alva,' Bradan said. 'It is sun worship; they are worshipping the sun.'

At the sound of Alva's voice, the women flicked round, and then one by one they lifted their hands with the thumb and forefingers still making the sign of the sun as they stared at the three strangers.

'God bless the work,' Melcorka called cheerfully and guided Alva away with a strong hand on her back. Not trusting the women, she walked backward, with her gaze never leaving the women.

'This is a place I will be glad to say farewell to,' Bradan said as he bowed to the women and followed Melcorka.

'I like this island,' Alva said loudly. 'Except for that Conall.'

'You will be better behaved if you kept your tongue still,' Melcorka scolded, and ruffled Alva's hair to show there was no ill-feeling. 'Come along and we'll have a look at this island while we are here.' Alva shifted away and patted her hair back into place.

'I like my hair the way it was,' Alva said.

Melcorka knew she was the focus for all eyes as she and Bradan walked around the island with Alva safely between them. She returned the stares of the women, noting that some wore shoes made from the necks of gannets with the soft feathers decorating the shins in a close caress. Others wore necklaces of red coral or red rowan berries, while a few had a twist of scarlet thread wound around the middle finger of their left hands.

'Red is the magic colour,' Bradan explained. 'They are warding off evil. Those with rowan berries are doubly protected, as even the People of Peace are wary of the power of rowan.'

'This is a strange place,' Melcorka said. 'It is an island of fear. Even the warriors look afraid.'

Bradan nodded agreement as a patrol marched past them, the men carrying short throwing spears tipped with whalebone points and bows with whalebone arrows. They wore the double-coloured tartan of ordinary men with only the plaid of their commander having the four colours of a noble. Above the plaids they wore sealskin waistcoats, the first time Melcorka had ever seen such a thing, while their brogues were also of sealskin.

'They are of the sea,' Melcorka said, 'yet they are afraid of it. They walk a hundred paces from the foreshore and their eyes are never still.'

'They are not like the Hebrideans I know,' Bradan said.

'They are wearing dead fish,' Alva spoke loudly until Bradan placed a finger against her lips.

'Keep quiet little one,' he said, 'lest you disturb these men.'

Leaving the small settlement that cowered around the harbour, they walked around the coast, where Hector had set up watch towers on every rise and headland. Moving heads showed where nervous men peered out to sea. Only small fishing boats specked the water, with none more than two hundred paces from the shore and each with a man constantly on watch, spear or bow at the ready.

'This is an island under siege,' Bradan said, 'yet not by Caterans. It is an island besieged by its own fear.'

'Wait!' Melcorka held up her hand. 'There is laughter ahead, inland a little beyond that little rise: somebody has forgotten to be afraid!' She smiled as Bradan tapped his staff on the ground.

'It must be a stranger,' he said and hurried on to see who was breaking the melancholic silence.

The interior of the island was a mixture of low hills and small lochans, with individual crofts and tight clachans of cottages scattered amongst the most fertile ground. A great rock, carved into a circle and painted yellow, overlooked one loch, itself a perfect circle. A dozen young boys were playing in the water, laughing as they swam or splashed or ducked each other.

'At least the children here are normal,' Melcorka said.

'That is good to see,' Bradan agreed.

Alva tugged at his sleeve. 'May I join all these boys playing?' she asked.

About to say yes, Melcorka put a hand on Alva's head as the women who had formed the circle hurried toward the lochan.

'Stop!' The woman who had started the need-fire shouted. 'Stop that noise! You will encourage the water bull to come up.'

Either the boys were too intent on their games to hear, or they chose to ignore the woman, for they continued to play, shouting happily.

'You were told to stop!' Another of the women shouted. She gesticulated with a long pole, curved at one end and then stepped into the water, hooked one of the boys around the neck and dragged him out. He struggled, yelling as she deposited him, naked and pale on the grass beside the water. A third woman unfastened the sealskin belt from around her waist and began to belabour him, altering her target as the woman with the pole added other boys to her wriggling collection on the ground.

Bradan watched, frowning, and stepped forward. 'Enough now! These boys have done no harm!'

The woman with the belt stopped, panting with effort and made the sun-sign at him. 'You were the man at the Blessing,' she accused, stepping back. She hefted her belt as if to strike him.

'Here's another!' The woman with pole hooked it around a very small boy's leg and dragged him backwards out of the water. 'Teach him!'

'I will do that all right,' the woman with the belt landed a full overhand stroke that cracked down on the boy. She swung back for a second blow, until Bradan thrust forward his staff and caught the belt in mid stroke. When the sealskin wrapped itself around the staff, Bradan jerked it from the woman's hand, unbalancing her so she slipped and fell into the water. Alva burst into unrestrained laughter; Melcorka smiled and the boys who had so far evaded capture giggled and pointed. The other women screamed and stared at Bradan in horror. One by one they made the bel-sign with thumb and forefinger, forming a circle around Bradan.

'What in the name of God…' Melcorka said.

'You there! Stranger!' The voice cracked out across the loch as a patrol hurried over to them. 'I saw that!'

'Good!' Melcorka said. 'Then you can stop these women maltreating the young lads.'

There were a dozen warriors in the patrol, each carrying a whale-bone tipped spear or a long sword and a bow. Ignoring Melcorka, the leader helped the woman from the lochan, listened to her high-pitched complaints and approached Bradan.

'You threw this woman into Bel's holy loch.'

'I did no such thing,' Bradan said.

Melcorka stepped closer to lend support, while two of the men lifted Alva. Four others fitted arrows to their bows and pointed them at Bradan.

'You struck a woman of noble birth and interfered with the ceremony of the sun,' the leader had a whalebone sun pendant hanging around his neck, possibly as a symbol of authority. 'You are under arrest and will appear before the Brehon at noon today.'

Melcorka began to laugh at the absurdity until she realised that the warriors were in earnest. 'That stupid woman was hectoring the children and fell in the loch', she said. 'You will arrest nobody,' she put a hand on the hilt of Defender until she realised that two of the warriors were withdrawing quickly, carrying a protesting Alva with them and all the others had spears or arrows pointing at Bradan.

'If you say one more word we will kill the child where he stands and put your man between the fires of Bel.'

'You will kill nobody…' Melcorka felt the expected thrill of power as she half drew Defender.

'No, Melcorka,' Bradan said. 'Look at Alva.'

One of the warriors held Alva by her ankles so she hung upside down while the other had a knife to her stomach. Her hair flopped to the ground as her leine covered her shoulders and face, muffling her cries.

Melcorka replaced Defender and dropped her hand. 'It seems that I have no choice.' She eyed the men who held Alva. 'It takes two of you to intimidate a child. You are not fit to be called warriors.' She fixed their faces in her mind. 'I will know you both when next we meet,' she said, 'and you had better pray that Alva is unhurt when we do.'







Chapter Eight

Shackled at the ankles and wrists, Bradan looked at the guards who stood at either side of him as he was led to the Torr a brithimh, the judgement mound that stood opposite the broch. Three stone steps had been carved into the mound from the living rock, and at the top three low wooden panels, tipped by whalebone spikes formed a hollow box within which the accused should stand. With his back straight and his face expressionless, Bradan took his place and looked around him.

Surrounded by armed guards, Melcorka stood slightly apart from the crowd that gathered on the shore of the loch, with the broch brooding over them all. She held Bradan's gaze for a moment and looked around for Alva but the child was nowhere to be seen.

'If Alva is in any way hurt,' she shouted, 'I will destroy this broch and kill every person on this island.'

The guards said nothing. Some of them made the sun sign. Somebody laughed, but whether in amusement or nervousness, Melcorka was unsure. She tapped the hilt of Defender, looked at Bradan and controlled her rising concern.

The sound of women singing heralded Hector's appearance from the doorway of the broch. Tuath and a handful of tough-looking warriors formed a guard around him. He did not even glance in Melcorka's direction. 'Send for the Brehon!'

'Who is the Brehon?' Melcorka asked, to be met again by utter silence. 'I asked you a question!' She fixed on the biggest and toughest looking of Hector's guards, a man with a short black beard and a broken nose. 'You! Who is the Brehon?'

The man looked at his companions before he grinned. 'The Brehon is the chief judge of the island … here he comes now.'

The broch door opened again and four men appeared, with a great carved chair balanced on a platform on their shoulders. On the chair sat Conall the Steward, giving his greasy smile as he swayed toward the judgement mound.

'That man is no Brehon,' Melcorka said.

'Conall the Steward is the chief judge,' the broken-nosed man told her. 'It is a hereditary position; his father was Brehon before him, and his father before that.'

Conall lifted a hand to acknowledge the crowd, smiled to Melcorka and settled back in his seat.

'You know where I should be,' he told the chair-porters. 'Put me directly opposite the judgement mound.'

Bradan watched impassively as Conall's chair was set down.

'Bring me the witnesses,' Conall said, watching Bradan all the time.

One by one the women from the need-fire circle related what had happened, from Melcorka and Bradan witnessing the sun ceremony to their presence at the lochan and finally the incident where Bradan interfered.

'The boys were polluting Bel's Holy Loch with their behaviour,' the woman who had carried the looped pole said, 'and we were taking them out and correcting their behaviour.'

'That is the right and proper thing for you to do,' Conall told her.

'Yes. And this stranger-man prevented us with his stick. He knocked Olwen there into the water so it was doubly polluted.'

The other women nodded, hissing, making the sun sign at Bradan and adding caustic comments he had never made but which made the tale more colourful.

'So this foreign man, this self-confessed wanderer who belongs to no community and no family, insulted you and knocked you into Bel's Holy Loch,' Conall said slowly.

'That is what happened,' the woman said, and one by one all her companions agreed.

At last Conall asked Bradan his version of events. 'You may give your side of the story, Bradan the Wanderer,' Conall said.

'It is partly as the women said,' Bradan spoke quietly and slowly. 'I did witness the sun ceremony and later I was at the lochan, although I did not know it was holy.'

The crowd hissed at the admission, with some again giving the sun-sign to him.

'The statue of Bel is plain for all to see,' Conall said, quietly and truthfully.

'There were a dozen little boys playing in the lochan,' Bradan said, and that woman,' he nodded to her, 'shouted at them and then another pulled them out with a long looped pole. Once they were out that other woman began beating them, so I stopped her and she fell into the water.'

The crowd gave a great growl of anger.

'You admit it!' Conall sounded shocked. 'You admit that you watched the sun ceremony and interfered with the hardening ceremony as well as knocking Olwen into the Holy Loch.'

'I watched the sun ceremony…' Bradan began.

'A ceremony that is prohibited to men!' Conall hissed. The crowd gasped in obvious horror.

'I did not know that,' Bradan began.

'Ignorance is no excuse. Did you see any other men present?' Conall asked, and then answered his own question. 'No you did not. That ceremony is sacred to women; you defiled the sanctity of Bel.'

Bradan looked toward Melcorka, raised his eyebrows and mouthed 'where is Alva?'

Melcorka shook her head. 'I do not know where Alva is,' she replied in clear tones.

'The foreign woman will remain silent or she will also stand on the Justice Mound,' Conall was enjoying himself. He returned his attention to Bradan. 'Not content with your blasphemous conduct during the sun ceremony, you also decided to despoil the boys' hardening ceremony.'

'I did not decide any such thing,' Bradan said.

'The foreign prisoner will remain silent or the court will have him gagged,' Conall said, to the obvious approval of the audience. 'You witnessed the first part of the hardening ceremony, where every boy in the island must spend one hour in Bel's Holy Loch to harden themselves, while remaining a strict silence. If they break their silence then the Priestesses of the Sun shall drag them out without entering the water, for no female shall enter Bel's Loch.'

Bradan glanced at Melcorka, who shook her head.

'I did not know that it was a religious ceremony,' Bradan said.

'Ignorance is no excuse,' Conall said. 'As you do not deny the charge, and there are a dozen witnesses, then I find you guilty of that charge also. Thirdly and finally there is the charge of assaulting Olwen, a noble woman and a Priestess of the Sun, thereby causing her to fall into Bel's Loch and polluting both it and herself.'

'I was trying to stop her from striking the boys,' Bradan said.

'That is another admission of guilt,' Conall sounded smugly satisfied. The crowd barked its approval. 'You are guilty of all three transgressions by witness and on your own admission.'

'He is guilty of nothing except kind-heartedness,' Melcorka shouted.

'If you utter one more word you will be on trial for contempt and your child will be drowned as sacrifice to Bel,' Conall said. 'Now as for you Bradan the clanless, it is the sentence of this court that you go between the fires of Bel. Sentence to be carried out immediately.'

As the crowd cheered wildly and the women jeered at Bradan in triumph, Melcorka could only stare at Bradan. With Alva held as a hostage, she was powerless to help.

'Do you know what that means?' The broken nosed guard asked.

Melcorka shook her head, powerless to intervene as a group of guards grabbed Bradan and hustled him off the justice mound.

'Do you see these two trees there?' The guard pointed to the two charred trees that Melcorka had noted when first they had arrived at the broch.

'I do,' Melcorka said.

'Well, your friend will be chained between them with a fire in front of him and a fire behind him. These are the fires of Bel. Your friend has been found guilty of blasphemous practises, so he will be slowly roasted to death as a sacrifice to Bel.' The guard grunted. 'And we all have to watch.'

For a moment Melcorka could say nothing at the thought of her kind-hearted, intelligent Bradan being slowly roasted to death. 'That's pure vindictive murder,' she said.

The guard took a deep breath. 'It is the law,' he said.

'Who made that law?' Melcorka demanded as her anger mounted.

The guard shrugged. 'I don't know and I don't care. That wandering man broke it and now he will burn.' He tapped the base of his spear on a rock. 'It will keep the people's minds off the Caterans for a while and show that Hector is still in charge, so it is good for the island.'

'You inhuman animals!' Melcorka grabbed for the hilt of Defender, only for the guard to laugh in her face. 'You may kill me if you can,' he said, 'and then Conall will take your little girl – what was her name, Alva? – And he will drown her in Bel's Holy Loch as a purifying sacrifice. Draw your sword, Melcorka, and you condemn her to death.' He was laughing as he walked away, with his companions openly grinning.

'Hector!' Melcorka strode toward Hector, feeling the anger burning inside her. 'Hector! You know this is a travesty! This is murder, not justice!'

As Hector turned to face her, Tuath took a step to the side and balanced his axe across his shoulder with both hands. He eyed Melcorka dispassionately while the other bodyguards loosened the swords within their scabbards or hefted their bone-pointed spears.

Five of them, Melcorka thought. Tuath looks like a man who knows how to fight while the others are just muscle and aggression. I will kill Tuath first and the rest will lose heart.

'You witnessed the trial,' Hector said mildly. 'Bradan admitted his guilt in disrupting the ceremony of the sun and the ceremony of hardening as well as in assaulting a noblewoman and priest. He could not be guiltier.'

'He did not know!' Melcorka said.

'Ignorance is no excuse,' Hector was remarkably quiet. 'What would happen if some stranger walked into one of your churches and pissed on the font, or used a cross as firewood? That would be sacrilege to you, would it not?'

'It would,' Melcorka agreed.

'And would your Church accept ignorance as an excuse?'

'I do not know,' Melcorka said honestly.

'Well then; there you have it. Bradan was given a trial and a chance to speak in his own defence and all he did was admit his guilt. Being sacrificed is an honourable death.' Hector shook his head. 'There is nothing malicious in this Melcorka; you know how much I like you. Bradan broke the law and must suffer the consequences, as must we all.'

'Here he comes now,' Tuath said as Hector walked toward Bradan. He looked at Melcorka, frowning. 'It was a fair trial, Melcorka. Hector is correct.'

'It is judicial murder.'

Tuath looked genuinely upset as his fingers moved on the shaft of his axe. 'No, Melcorka, that is not right. You saw the Brehon; he judged fairly.'

Melcorka looked at him. 'You are an honest man, Tuath, and I have no wish to offend you. Is there any way to alter this sentence that does not involve me killing you, Hector, Conall and every other living soul on this island?'

'We have your little Alva as hostage,' Tuath explained patiently, 'as is the custom. If you do not agree the sentence you can have her killed instead.' He shook his head. 'She is well cared for, with two guards looking after her.' He smiled, as if he was talking about domestic matters rather than the imminent fatal roasting of Bradan. 'Little Alva is the most lovely little girl, Melcorka. It would be a terrible shame to have to drown her when she has done nothing wrong.'

'Where is she held?'

Tuath shook his head. 'You know I cannot tell you that, Melcorka. I can only say that the guards have orders to drop her into the loch with a great stone tied round her feet the second you cause any trouble.'

'If you tell me where she is I can save her,' Melcorka said.

Tuath shook his head and glanced at Hector. 'I am Hector's bodyguard,' he said, 'and I am loyal to my trust even if I do not always like what I have to do.'

'You are loyal to a man who does not deserve your loyalty, Tuath,' Melcorka said. 'I hope we never have to fight. I do not wish to kill you.'

'Nor I you, Melcorka,' Tuath said sadly, 'but if Hector commands it, then I shall.'

Conall led the dozen guards that were with Bradan. Holding a staff with an end that had been shaped into a circle, he supervised as the guards prepared Bradan for his death.

'Naked he came into the world, and naked he shall leave,' Conall said, touching Bradan on the chest with the end of his staff. 'Take his clothes off.'

The guards nodded and stripped Bradan naked before they stretched his right arm out and shackled it to one tree, and then his left to the other. They did the same to his ankles so he was spread-eagled between them.

All the time the guards worked, the priestesses were walking in a sun-wise circle, slowly chanting as they made the symbol of Bel with their thumb and forefinger. The instant Bradan was secured they closed around him in a circle, made the sun sign once more and began to pile up brushwood and peat in two large mounds, one three feet from his face and the other four feet from his back. Melcorka was surprised how solemnly they performed this task, as if it was indeed some important religious ceremony and not an act of gratuitous vengeance.

'I have a request,' Bradan shouted. 'Once I am dead; could you put what is left of me in a coffin of rowan-wood? I do not wish the People of Peace to take me.'

'I will ensure that happens,' Melcorka replied over the low chanting of the priestesses, 'but don't give up hope yet, Bradan.'

Olwen, the woman that Bradan had caused to fall in the loch, looked him up and down, showing interest for the first time. 'You are a fitting sacrifice to Bel,' she said. 'It is almost a pity that you must die, for I can think of other uses for you.'

Olwen's words seemed to break the religious dam, for her companions chuckled and added anatomical details of their own that would have made Melcorka angry in other circumstances. In this case the comments reminded her of Hector's interest in her own body. 'Hector!' she shouted. 'Hector! I have a proposition to put to you.'

Hector gave the sigh of a long-suffering king. 'Give me your proposition then, Melcorka but it will avail you nothing. Judgement has been proclaimed.'

Olwen took a last look around; the fires were in place, Bradan remained stretched between the two trees, naked and vulnerable. Dropping all pretence at religious interest, Olwen circled him, smiled, ran her hand down his body and shook her head. 'You are lean,' she said, 'without much fat. You will burn slowly. And I could do so much with you…'

Resisting her temptation to rush forward and slice off Olwen's head, Melcorka faced Hector. She forced herself to keep calm even as Olwen accepted two sticks from a fellow priestess and began to rub them together.

'Your island is scourged by Caterans, Hector,' Melcorka said, 'and you are unable to destroy them. If you free Bradan and Alva, I will locate and destroy this nest of Caterans and kill or capture Osprey, their leader. I give you my word that I if I am unsuccessful I will return here to Ulvust and do whatever you wish.'

'Whatever I wish?' Hector repeated Melcorka's words, licking his lips as he gazed lasciviously over her body.

'Whatever you wish,' Melcorka fought her desperation as Olwen's stick rubbing began to show fruit. She was experienced in such matters now and soon a thin column of smoke drifted from the sticks and a few sparks were showing.

'And you will promise to return?' Hector moved forward with his hands outstretched, as if he could not wait to place them on Melcorka's body.

'You have my word,' Melcorka said. She waited until Hector's finger-tips brushed against her and then moved further away, tempting him without allowing contact.

Olwen blew on her glowing need sticks and applied them to a small pile of wood shavings. Within a minute smoke was coiling around a number of ominous yellow flames. She thrust a torch into the burgeoning fire, glanced at Bradan and smiled. 'I will remember you, Bradan, as you are now, and you will be a long time burning for the glory of Bel.'

'Do you agree with my proposal, Hector?' Melcorka could not keep the urgency from her voice. The westerly wind blew blue smoke from the fire over Bradan, who closed his eyes and coughed. 'Hector?' Melcorka arched her back slightly and shifted her hips, doing all she could to ignite his lust. She inched closer, allowing him a subtle touch.

'I agree then,' Hector's gaze did not stray from the region of Melcorka's breasts until he looked up, shifty eyed. 'With one condition.'

'Name it … quickly!'

Melcorka watched as Olwen placed her torch into the burning wood-shavings, shielding the yellow-orange flames from the ever-present wind. She saw Bradan glance at the torch and look away.

'The child stays with me.' Hector said. 'As insurance. If you do not return within three months, then she will take Bradan's place between Bel's fires.'

Olwen thrust her now-burning torch into the first of the waiting piles of wood, waited until the flames licked up and then casually patted Bradan's thigh as she brushed past to apply the torch to the second.

'Agreed!' Melcorka said urgently, 'as long as Tuath looks after her.' As Hector hesitated, she slipped down the top of her leine, allowing Hector a long look at what was beneath. 'Is it a bargain?'

Olwen had stepped clear of the fires and seated herself on a large rock that afforded her a perfect view of Bradan's torment. She lifted her hand in the sign of Bel, with all the other priestesses copying her. As Olwen remained sitting the others began a slow chant and formed a circle around the sacred trees, with numbers of spectators crowding round, pointing and whispering excitedly together. The fire was beginning to increase, without many flames but with a fierce heat that would melt Bradan's skin, blister his eyeballs and boil the blood within his veins. It would not be a quick death.

'Well, Hector?' Melcorka knew she could not allow Bradan to die. If Hector disagreed she would kill him and free Bradan. After that … after that she would have to persuade Tuath to tell her where Alva was and she knew that would not be an easy task.

'No;' Hector spoke without urgency. 'I want Tuath to go with you as extra security. I will leave the child with Igraine, Tuath's wife. She will be safe there until you return … or until we sacrifice her to Bel.'

Bradan was already gasping in the heat. He writhed as a gust of wind sent a flame to lick at his legs, scorching the hairs on his calves. Olwen gave a small smile and rose to see the results, peering through the sun-sign.

'Agreed,' Melcorka said quickly.

'Then we have a bargain,' Hector said and reached forward to squeeze Melcorka's left breast.

As soon as he said the words, Melcorka pushed him aside and dashed forward, dragging Defender from her scabbard. Her first slice freed Bradan's right wrist, her second his left and then she caught him as he staggered.

'Thank you, Melcorka,' he said, coughing.

'There is a price,' she hacked away the bonds on his ankles. 'We can discuss that later.'

'There is always a price,' Bradan said.

Olwen was standing watching with her mouth open in disappointment. 'Sacrilege!' She screamed. Without hesitation and with utter satisfaction, Melcorka pushed her so she fell backward to sit down hard amidst the fire. She squealed and jumped up, slapping her hands on her ample backside. Melcorka pushed her again, resisted the temptation to hold her there and instead watching as the priestess leaped up, clutching herself and shrieking.

'That is the best thing I have seen for some days,' Melcorka said, and noticed that Tuath was also having difficulty in repressing his smile while Hector was laughing openly as he watched the antics of the priestess of Bel. 'Perhaps there is still hope on this island.'

'Perhaps so,' Bradan agreed.







Chapter Nine

'If we are to pursue these Caterans, we will need a boat,' Melcorka said.

They sat on three legged stools in the small chamber in the broch where Tuath lived with Igraine. The stone walls were decorated with green boughs and a simple tapestry showing an apple tree. Alva sat on the floor opposite, watching and freely offering her five year old wisdom where she thought it most needed.

'There are many boats on the island,' Tuath said. 'We can just take one, or if you prefer, Hector will order the owner to give you one.'

'I want my own boat,' Melcorka said, 'one that I can trust; one built by a master boat-builder.'

'Finlay MacCodrum is the best builder in the island.' Igraine was stout and cheerful, with the ubiquitous red thread around her finger and a necklace of red beads around her neck. 'He is your man.'

'That is where we go then,' Melcorka said. 'Alva, you have to stay here with Igraine. She will look after you while we are gone.' Melcorka did not mention the threat that hung over her head. The child had been through enough without adding more to her burden.

'Can't I come, Melcorka?' Alva asked. 'I will be quiet and I could help.'

'No little one,' Igraine pulled her close. 'I need you here to help me. I have always wanted a little daughter like you.'

As he left the chamber, Melcorka took Igraine aside. 'If we fail, Igraine, make it quick and painless.'

'She does not know,' Tuath said shortly.

'What don't I know?' Igraine asked. 'What are you keeping from me?'

'Nothing that should concern you,' Tuath said.

'What don't I know that should not concern me, Tuath, you great lump?'

Tuath gave Melcorka a warning look. 'Hector has plans for Alva if we do not destroy the Osprey's nest, Igraine.'

'What plans … no, don't tell me.' Igraine put protective arms around Alva. 'He will have to deal with me first!'

'I do not envy him that task,' Melcorka murmured. Although she knew that Hector or Conall were quite capable of killing Igraine if they chose, she felt slightly reassured to know that Alva was in caring hands, at least for the present.

Tuath gave a slow smile and nodded to her. 'Alva will be safe,' he said. They both knew he was being more hopeful than accurate.

Finlay MacCodrum lived in a small cottage on a peninsula on the very north west of the island, with the sea breaking frothy green to the north and west and a deep sheltered harbour to the east. He was surrounded by lengths of wood ready for planking, and hides of animals for the hulls of skin curraghs, while a host of children played in and out of the water without concern for anybody or anything.

'This is a place outside the fear of the island,' Bradan said.

'Finlay MacCodrum and his good woman are within Hector's peace but outwith the laws of hardship and duty. Nobody comes here except on nautical business and nobody harasses him.' Tuath made the sun-sign. 'That is the way of life with Finlay MacCodrum.'

'That is a good way,' Melcorka said, watching as five children jumped into the sheltered water, one after the other with hardly a splash. A woman stood by the water, her black hair sleek and her face serene.

'Welcome to our home,' the woman said quietly, eyeing Melcorka's sword. 'All are welcome here if they come in peace.'

'Peace to this house and all in it,' Bradan replied, 'and God bless the work.'

The woman smiled. 'Would that be our god,' she made the sun-sign, 'or your god?' She made the sign of the Cross.

'Both,' Bradan replied cheerfully. 'And any other god that wishes to bless you is equally welcome.'

The woman's smile broadened. 'And all are welcome to bless your journey, Bradan the Wanderer. Your name is known, you see.' She proffered an open hand. 'I am Una, although it is my husband, Finlay the boat-builder that you seek.'

Finlay MacCodrum was a man of middle height and middle age, with steadier eyes than any man Melcorka had yet encountered on this island and a hard as hard as the timber of the boats he built. 'What sort of a vessel were you after?'

'We want a small one that can hold about half a dozen people and is seaworthy in all conditions.' Bradan said at once.

'I have that boat ready,' Finlay told him after a short pause. 'She is easy to sail or row and if I build her, she won't sink.'

'You have our boat ready? How can this be when we have only approached you this very moment?' Melcorka asked. She saw the woman behind Finlay smile at her words and knew that there was something uncanny about this house.

'My lady told me you were coming,' Finlay said. 'She said you would need a boat as you described for voyages more perilous than you knew and longer than you expect.'

'Your lady sees things that may happen?' Melcorka looked at the dark haired Una, trying to work out her age. She could have been twenty or forty, or even a hundred and twenty; looks such as hers were ageless, and priceless.

'Not so,' Finlay said. 'My lady sees things that will happen. She is of my mother's people.' He held up his hands, fingers spread and Melcorka saw that they were webbed.

'You are not of this island,' she said. 'That is why Hector MacRae is wary of you.'

'My mother was a selkie,' Finlay said quietly, 'as is my lady.' His eyes sought and held Melcorka's, as if challenging her to comment or complain.

'A selkie?' Melcorka asked. 'I've heard the term but I am unsure what it means.'

Finlay looked slightly relieved. 'My mother and my lady are both of the race of selkies. They were from the long-ago when the King of Lochlann sent his ambassadors to this land of Alba and to Erin. They angered Bel, who did not like the idea of friendship between the nations and he ordered that the ambassadors should all be killed, but Llyr the sea-god had mercy and fought Bel for their lives. Now they are selkies, seals who can take human form, not entirely of the land and not only of the sea.'

'It is a blessing that Llyr has given the selkie people.' Unsure how Una viewed her position, Melcorka did not address her directly.

'It is more a curse not to be one thing or another,' Una spoke with the hush of the sea in her voice. 'Yet a blessing to be of both.' Her smile revealed sharp little teeth. 'I am lucky that I found an understanding man.'

'Then God's peace upon you and yours,' Melcorka gave a little curtsey.

'And the blessing of Llyr upon you and on your boat,' Una replied. 'May she never sink and may nobody who sails in her ever suffer the fate of drowning.'

'So you are doubly blessed,' Finlay said solemnly, 'for my boats are blessed through the blood of my mother and now also through the words of Una, my lady and the mother of my children.'

'There will be payment for the boat,' Tuath said. 'Hector will do that part.'

'He will do that for us,' Finlay said with a small smile. 'Or he will have no more work from me. Now, let me introduce you to your vessel.'

At about twenty feet, she was longer than Melcorka had expected, built of seasoned timber imported from the islands to the south. Finlay had hewn the timber into planks and laid them edge-over-edge in clinker fashion before fastening them with wooden nails. She was high prowed and high sterned, yet broad in the beam for stability, flexible to ride the roughest of seas, with a shallow keel for sea-lochs and shallow coastal waters. In the bows, two eyes peered forward so she could see where she was going.

'The eyes were Catriona's idea,' Finlay nodded to one of his daughters, who grinned her delight at being acknowledged. Bradan ruffled her sleek black hair, as he did with all children, and Catriona nearly purred with glee.

'She is well made,' Melcorka ran her hand along her hull. 'And the sail will give extra power.' The boat had a central mast of Scots Pine, a central rudder in the stern and two oars each side.

'She is light enough to be rowed by one man and long enough to be rowed by four, if you sit side by side,' Finlay said.

'Has she a name?' Melcorka asked.

'She is Catriona,' Finlay said, 'after my mother and this daughter.'

'That is a good name to have,' Melcorka smiled to the younger human Catriona, 'and we shall care for Catriona as she will care for us.'

'We will eat first,' Una said, 'and then you will take her into the calm water to test her out.' She looked directly into Bradan's eyes. 'Tomorrow you will start your voyage into troubled seas.'

'Will we succeed in our quest, Una of the selkies?' Bradan asked.

Una stooped and lifted a handful of seawater, which she threw into the air, peering at Bradan and Melcorka through the mist of falling water. 'There is much confusion,' she said, 'and much deception. I see the death of a child who is not young and the discovery of a truth.'

'Alva?' Melcorka asked as a deep stab of pain hit her.

'I cannot tell,' Una said. 'I cannot tell at all.'

'If Alva dies,' Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender, 'then I shall destroy Hector's clan, root and branch and make a devastation of this Ulvust.'

'Let us hope that she lives, then,' Una said, 'for you are a woman of your word.'

'You and yours will be safe,' Melcorka promised. She held Una's gaze. 'You will not bring harm to me and mine and I will not bring harm to you and yours.'

'I will not harm yours,' Una said. 'Although I know that others have. Before your quest is done there will be blood on your sword.'

'Then that is what will happen,' Melcorka said quietly.

They left as dawn kissed the sea, with tiny ripples breaking silver on the pebbled beach under the boat-builders house and a dozen MacCodrum children standing ankle deep in the water to wish them farewell. Their first voyage was coastwise, with Melcorka pleased with how well Catriona handled and Bradan noticing how the fishing boats all made for home on their approach.

'They are even scared of a small vessel like us,' he said.

'That is the reason that Hector wishes us to destroy the Caterans' lair.' Melcorka touched the tiller and Catriona veered immediately to port or starboard. 'Catriona steers better than any boat I have ever known.'

'We have a fine boat,' Bradan agreed as they sailed around Ulvust to Port-nan-loch where Hector waited for them with suspicion in his face and Conall at his side. Tuath was a step behind him, his axe balanced on his shoulder and Igraine close by. Alva looked up from her concentrated study of the rock-pools to wave to them and then returned to her important search for marine life.

'I knew you could be trusted to return,' Tuath said as they stepped ashore.

Igraine and Melcorka exchanged glances. 'I will take care of her,' Igraine said softly. She ran her eye up the length of Melcorka's body, from her long legs, past the swell of her hips to the trim waist and firm breasts and glanced at Tuath. Her question was unspoken but unambiguous.

'Tuath is safe with me,' Melcorka said softly. 'He is your man, not mine.'

Igraine nodded. 'Then we both have something precious to look after for the other.' She waited until Tuath stepped away to talk with Hector. 'He is faithful, yet he is still a man; he can be tempted.'

'I will not be doing any tempting,' Melcorka said. 'And the way he looks at you, I think you have no reason to worry.'

They clasped hands and watched as Bradan and Tuath loaded supplies and water into Catriona.

'Hurry! We can catch the tide!' Bradan said. He ruffled Alva's hair, smiling as she pulled away. 'You look after Igraine now, and behave yourself.'

'You look after Melcorka and you behave yourself!' Alva replied and was promptly rebuked by Igraine for being cheeky.

'I'll take care of her,' Igraine promised, with a hand on Alva's shoulder.

'I know you will,' Melcorka said; she saw Conall watching from the corner of a cottage, with a twisted smile on his face and evil in his eyes. 'We'll be back,' she told him, 'and Alva had better be fit and healthy when we are.'

There were a few moments of confusion while they clattered into Catriona, shifting water kegs to the stern and sacks of meal to the driest parts of the ship before they settled down on the rowing benches.

'Safe voyage,' Igraine said and only Melcorka noticed the bright dampness of her eyes.

'I am no seaman,' Tuath grumbled as he took his place at the oars.

'Then this will be a new experience for you,' Melcorka told him. 'The sea can be kind or it can be cruel; we are lucky in our boat and lucky in our company, for you and I are warriors and we know what we set out to do.'

'And him?' Tuath jerked a thumb toward Bradan. 'He is only a man with a stick; he is neither warrior nor artisan, druid nor Brehon.'

'He is Bradan,' Melcorka said, 'my guide and my mentor; and my friend.'

'He is not worthy of you,' Tuath said. 'If I was not a man with a wife I would kill him and carry you off myself.'

'You would find him hard to kill,' Melcorka smiled, 'and although I appreciate the compliment, I think you are better suited to the wife you have. I will keep Bradan a little longer.' And maybe longer than a little, she thought.

Bradan looked at them both. 'You are correct, Tuath. I am no warrior. And you are also correct, Melcorka; I would be hard for Tuath to kill. Not because I am fierce in any way, but because he is a true fighting man and not a coward who would misuse his skill in murdering an unarmed man.'

'You do not know me, Bradan,' Tuath growled from his bench.

'I do not,' Bradan agreed. 'But I do know what type of man you are.'

Tuath looked at him without saying anything, spat into the sea and addressed Melcorka. 'We know that the Caterans are in Inch Iolaire, yet nobody is sure of the best route there or exactly where it is. It is as if Llyr himself, or something worse, has cast a fog over that island to protect it from man. Even the Constable has tried to reduce it, and was baffled by the currents and whirlpools that only the Osprey knows.'

Melcorka looked upward, where birds circled around them, calling. Ignoring most, she focussed on the black-and-white oystercatchers, her totem bird, which circled her three times and then flew resolutely to the west.

'We head due west,' she said, 'and we will find this elusive island.'

'Are you sure?' Tuath asked.

'The birds are guiding us,' Melcorka explained and settled down with the tiller. There was something elemental to be back at sea with the great swelling waves lifting them, affording them a glimpse of far horizons and then dropping them into the trough between two waves. Melcorka felt the thrill of holding the tiller, knowing that she was ultimately in charge of this man-made vessel that seemed alive, as if Catriona possessed a soul of her own, as if she was part of this huge expanse of sea and sky with its mysteries and myriad unseen creatures.

'You are pensive,' Bradan observed, half an hour later.

'We have much to do,' Melcorka said, 'and poor Tuath there is thinking of his wife.'

Tuath looked up from his rowing. 'Poor Tuath is thinking nothing of the sort,' he denied, so emphatically that Melcorka knew it was a lie.

For the first part of the voyage they were accompanied by the host of screaming seabirds, and then one by one the birds peeled away until only the pair of oystercatchers remained and then they too flew off and they were alone, with the sun dipping to the tossing horizon and the chill of evening in the air.

'How far can we sail?' Tuath looked slightly unwell as Catriona dipped and swung to the rhythm of the waves.

'As far as we need to,' Melcorka said, 'and I have no more idea how far that may be than you do. The oystercatchers were heading due west and then so shall we.'

'I would like to sail on and on to the ends of the sea,' Bradan said, 'and see what is on the far rim of the world.'

'Nothing,' Tuath said. 'There is nothing there, and too much of that.' He glowered at Bradan with undisguised contempt. 'That might be a good place for you, man-with- no-reason.'

Bradan smiled and said nothing as he rowed onward, patiently, toward the glorious sunset.

'I could kill you now,' Tuath was obviously frustrated that he could not upset Bradan.

'You could kill me at any time, Tuath,' Bradan told him. 'You could kill me as easily as you could swat a fly, or stand on an ant, yet you will not.'

'I may,' Tuath widened his eyes and glared at him in a renewed attempt at intimidation.

Bradan smiled and looked away. 'What is that on the horizon? It appears to be some sort of cloud formation against the sun.' He peered harder. 'It is cloud; a funnel of cloud that reaches upward from the sea to the heavens.'

'I see it,' Melcorka said. 'I have been steering for it this last half hour while you boys have been teasing each other.'

'I am not teasing,' Tuath gestured toward his axe. 'One stroke is all it would take and his head would be smiling at us from between his feet.'

'And then we would be a man short for rowing and you would be dead and Igraine would miss you greatly.'

'You could not kill me.' Tuath said. The rowing was obviously not agreeing with him.

'I have no wish to kill you … as I have already told you,' Melcorka said. 'Yet if you kill Bradan I certainly would. As would whatever monster is behind that cloud.'

'Monster?' Tuath's teeth gleamed white behind his black beard as his customary good humour returned. 'Where is the monster? Show me this monster that I can fight.'

'I cannot see it, yet I hear it plain enough, as would you if you stopped posturing and pretending to be the bully you are not, and started to listen.'

Resting on their oars, Bradan and Tuath listened as Melcorka had directed. At first they heard nothing but the natural hiss of the sea and the spatter of spindrift from waves that broke on the high stem of Catriona.

'I hear it,' Bradan said, 'and I have never heard the like before.'

'By Bel's fires,' Tuath stretched out his feet to reach for his axe. 'It is a monster indeed.'

'Let's get a little closer,' Melcorka said, 'and we'll see what this monster is like.'

They rowed slowly, pulling in unison as the waves grew more turbulent the closer they came to the pillar of cloud that reached from the surface of the sea as high as the red-hued sky above.

'It is the work of Llyr,' Tuath said, craning backward to scan the heavens. 'Or even of Bel himself!' He made the sun-sign toward the cloud formation. 'I have never seen anything like this before.'

'Nor have I,' Bradan said, 'and I have wandered the lands of Alba and Erin since I was old enough to put one foot in front of another.'

'Keep rowing,' Melcorka said, and steered them to approach the pillar, sunwise, as was the custom.

The roaring increased in volume the closer they came to the great pillar of cloud, until Tuath rested his feet on his axe and muttered prayers to a whole host of gods. 'By the fires of Bel it is strange.'

'The cloud is moving,' Melcorka said, 'it is moving in a great circle, sunwise.'

'I see that,' Bradan said. 'Yet it is not like any cloud I have ever seen before. It is like water, like a water spout but larger, a thousand times larger than any I have ever seen before.' He frowned and lifted his oar from the sea. 'We are moving closer to it; or it is moving closer to us!'

'Back water!' Melcorka said urgently. 'Back water; there is some current here pulling us in!'

Bradan and Tuath obeyed, plying their oars frantically in an effort to haul Catriona backward out of danger. Their oars raised a froth of white water, yet the boat continued to move forward toward the whirling cloud and the great growling roar.

'It is no good!' Tuath said. 'The monster has us!'

'It is roaring its triumph!' Even Bradan sounded afraid. 'The monster is going to eat us!'

'Then we shall fight it!' Melcorka said. Releasing her grip on the tiller, she unsheathed Defender and stood up, staring at the circling grey-white cloud that was only a few yards away. 'Come on and fight, monster! I am Melcorka the Swordswoman of Alba! Fight me!'

'And I am Tuath of the axe!' Tuath had hauled his oars inboard and stood upright, holding his great curved axe in both hands. 'Show yourself or be forever known as a coward!'

And then the cloud swallowed Catriona.

The noise increased in volume until it filled Melcorka's head, a massive roar that numbed her senses and overpowered her ability to think so she could only stand in the stern of Catriona with her shouts of defiance lost in the overwhelming sound. She was aware of water cascading all around her, as if she stood under a waterfall, and she was aware of Tuath standing close by and of Bradan still sitting, clutching his staff as the noise increased.

She shouted her defiance, only for the noise of the monster to take her words and lose them in its all-encompassing roar. She saw Bradan gesture to her to sit down, saw Catriona power forward in huge circles and knew that whatever was happening was far beyond her ability to control. She sat down, gripped Defender and waited for whatever came.

There was nothing except noise and water, no sensation of movement except the falling storm, no monster to fight, no creature from beneath or above the water, only the water and the roar.

'Show yourself!' Melcorka's patience vanished and she slashed sideways with Defender in case the creature came through the water, but felt no resistance. 'Fight me!'

'By Bel's fire I will kill you!' Tuath hacked at the air with his axe, achieving nothing as Catriona continued to move in great circles.

The circling motion ended as quickly as it had begun. The roaring diminished and they were in a stretch of clear water with the whirling cloud at their back, lessening in size until it whimpered away to nothing.

'What happened?' Tuath glared around, holding his axe. 'Where is the monster?'

'There is no monster,' Bradan had not moved from his bench. 'And there never was. That was some sort of water spout, except larger. It was a doorway I think, and we have passed through to wherever we are now.'

Melcorka grunted and replaced Defender in her scabbard. 'That is a pity; I wanted to fight the monster.'

'As did I,' Tuath said.

They looked around them. Behind, where the water spout had been, there was only the hard line of the horizon. The sun had disappeared so they were in brightness without a source. In front there was a stretch of clear water and then an area of turbulence where the sea moved in a great circle, round and round and round.

'The Corryvreckan!' Tuath said with something like awe. 'I have heard the old mariners speak of it but never thought to see it. It is a great whirlpool that eats ships and men.'

Melcorka took a deep breath and viewed the horror that now lay before them. 'I would much prefer a flesh and blood monster,' she said. 'I can fight a monster, but how can we fight that?'

In a direct mirror image to the cloud through which they had passed, the sea was circling sunwise, howling rather than roaring, with a dark vortex in the centre. As they watched, the current caught a huge tree, blown down in some storm on an unimaginably distant shore. The outside of the Corryvreckan seized the tree and moved it around, slowly at first and then faster and faster, sucking the tree into the centre of the whirlpool.

'Oh Llyr save us!' Tuath made the sign of the sun, 'or Bel or any of the great host of gods who preside over us.'

They watched as the tree upended so it stood amazingly vertical for a long moment, and then it vanished into the dark maw of the Corryvreckan.

'We can't go through that,' Tuath said. 'I am no seaman, remember.'

'We have no choice,' Melcorka said. 'If we return without success, then Hector will surely have Alva drowned or burned.' She did not say what would happen to her.

'Igraine will try to defend Alva,' Tuath said. 'She has taken a liking to that young girl.'

'Will she succeed?' Melcorka looked at the power of the Corryvreckan and knew it would suck Catriona down as easily as it had the tree. For a moment she was tempted to turn back rather than be dragged under the sea.

'No,' Tuath shook his head. 'She may persuade Hector to allow Alva to live, but Conall the Steward has no mercy in him. He will have the girl burned or drowned, whichever suits his fancy best.'

'Then we go on,' Melcorka said. 'It is better that warriors die doing their duty than children suffer.'

'We go onward and skirt the whirlpool,' Bradan decided. 'I am already living on time gained by Melcorka; my life is bartered; it is not my own.'

'My wife would hate me if I gave up without trying; I will not exchange my life for that of a young girl.' Tuath gave Melcorka a lopsided grin. 'We live or die together, warrior woman.'

'And I would never die in better company than the men I have here,' Melcorka said. 'Raise the sails, lads, and man the oars. It is us against the Corryvreckan and only God knows who will win!' She grinned across to them and flicked the sodden hair from her face. 'Now we will see if Finlay's Una was right and we cannot drown in his boat!' She heard the hysteria in her own laughter as she pulled up the sail and took hold of the tiller. 'Come on lads: face our fate and laugh at the jests of the gods!'

With Bradan and Tuath rowing until their muscles threatened to tear and Melcorka fighting the madly bucking tiller, they steered Catriona away from the Corryvreckan. The men sweated with effort, grunting with every stroke of the oars, hauling against the force of the circular current. Melcorka saw Tuath put all his strength into each pull, while Bradan, leaner and wirier, launched himself off the rowing bench with every stroke.

For a while Melcorka thought they were going to make it as they skirted the very rim of the giant whirlpool and Catriona eased on, inch after painfully-gained inch, and then slowly, agonisingly but inevitably, the sheer power of the Corryvreckan dragged them in.

'Keep rowing!' Melcorka yelled, with her voice lost against the horrible howl of the whirlpool. She looked left and saw the chopped surface of the sea, and then she looked right and there was the Corryvreckan. It was like looking into concentric circles of water, each one narrower and darker than its neighbour, with Catriona moving around the rim of the circle, slowly at first but faster and faster as they were pulled toward the centre.

'We're all going to die!' Tuath shouted.

'Just you wait until I am dead!' Bradan shouted, with a wry grin on his face. 'I'll tell Una that her words were empty!'

Melcorka stood up in the stern, grasped the tiller and stared forward. She was not afraid; she had done all she could do and now nothing remained but to beard fate in its own den and fight whatever the Corryvreckan brought, be that death or some terrible undersea creature.

'I am sorry Alva' she whispered, 'I have let you down.'

And then they were plunging down and down the inside of the whirlpool with Catriona vertical and the sea hissing and howling all around them and only darkness ahead.

The stores shifted, rattling forward until they piled up in the bow, bags of meal bursting open to spread their white powder over the timbers and a keg of fresh water rolling out of the ship to vanish in the darkness below.

'Hold on!' Tuath roared, needlessly as they all grabbed hold of the bulwarks with both hands and wedged their feet on the strakes or bent their knees around the rowing benches.

'Dear God save us,' Bradan said softly as they plunged down, arrow straight toward the bottom of the sea.

Until Melcorka realised that Catriona was levelling out; they were no longer vertical and she could release her tight grip on the tiller and look around her as the whirlpool took them sideways. They sped along what seemed like an underground river in a tunnel under the sea with a ceiling of seaweed-festooned rock above them and living rock on each side.

'Where are we?' Tuath shouted above the roar of fast moving water.

'In God's hands,' Bradan replied, and continued to sit on his bench with his staff in his hands and his eyes probing into the darkness ahead.

'Well, I wish that God would let me know what he has planned sometimes,' Melcorka said as the walls of the cavern flicked past so quickly that she could see only a blur and the water beneath them churned milky white with the speed of their passage.

'Would that not take the mystery and excitement out of life?' Bradan asked. 'Just wait and see what is coming.'

'I prefer to be in charge of my own destiny,' Melcorka said.

'We are slowing down.' Tuath's voice was tense.

'We are also rising,' Bradan said. 'There is some current pushing us upward.' He smiled. 'I've never known water slide up a slope before.'

There was a sudden onrush of water and the current thrust them out of the tunnel and into a stretch of blue-green sea, with a line of breakers about forty feet high between them and land that Melcorka did not recognise. Catriona sat there, with her initial wild motion gradually subsiding until she was merely rocking with her prow and stern rising and falling in the normal motion of the sea.

'Does anybody know where we are?'

'Nowhere I recognise,' Tuath muttered.

'If this is Tir Nan Og then the story tellers have it all wrong,' Bradan said. 'It is meant to be a place of ease and luxury, filled with apple orchards and with handsome young men and beautiful young women, not a huge sea breaking on rocks and stark granite mountains behind.'

Melcorka gave a short laugh. 'We are not in Tir Nan Og then; this is another place that the story tellers have yet to write about.'

'We will tell them of it when we return,' Bradan said, 'and then they can fabricate all the tales they like.'

'Hold on!' Tuath shouted, 'the tide has us!'

Grabbing hold of the tiller again, Melcorka steered Catriona with all the skill she could muster, keeping the boat level as the sea rushed them onward and upward on the back of the surging tide. One second they were climbing the back of a huge roller and then they were on top, riding the surf as Melcorka steered them around the swirls and eddies of the wave.

'Hold tight!' she yelled as the wave neared the shore and burst with a splinter of silver and white water and a tidal surge that took them high up a gently shelving beach of sand and small pebbles. The wave receded, sucking a million tiny pebbles in its wake but leaving Catriona remained upright.

'Get out!' Melcorka yelled. 'Drag her out of the tide before the next wave comes.'

Leaping out, she found her feet sinking into the wet sand so it was hard to push Catriona high up the beach beyond the high tide mark. Only when Tuath joined did the boat slide and scrape upward to safety. The next wave burst with a mighty explosion of sound behind them, sending probing tendrils up the beach, only to withdraw with a hiss of failure.

'We're safe,' Melcorka said, gasping for breath. She looked backward at the sea, which was breaking in surf twenty, thirty, forty feet high before retreating to form another wave in the relentless assault. 'I wonder where we are.'

'I would not worry about that just now,' Bradan said. 'I would be more concerned with what is ahead of us.'

'Over there,' Tuath hefted his axe as Melcorka looked ahead.

They were not on the main island itself, but on a spit on land a hundred yards wide. In the sea loch in between were half a dozen birlinns, all with the black sails of the Caterans, and each packed with scores of men.







Chapter Ten

'I think we have found Inch Iolaire,' Melcorka said, studying the birlinns.

'I think you could be correct,' Bradan agreed. 'Unfortunately, we are not quite prepared to defeat them all.'

'That is indeed unfortunate,' Melcorka said.

'We are a little outnumbered,' Tuath said. 'There are two of us against a hundred or two hundred of them.'

'There are three of us,' Melcorka corrected. 'You, me and Bradan.'

'A man with a stick will not matter in a battle,' Tuath said. 'He is best left out lest he gets in the way.'

'There are three of us,' Melcorka repeated, 'and they will be surprised to see us, which we can use to our advantage.'

'We attack the first boat and kill them all,' Tuath said. 'That will discourage the others.' He tested the edge of his axe-blade with his thumb, drawing blood.

'That will kill a lot of Caterans,' Bradan agreed, 'but it will not solve our problem of defeating the scourge and remaining alive to regain Alva.'

Tuath swung his axe, revelling in the prospect of battle. 'What do you propose, man with a stick?'

'I know that Melcorka is a mighty warrior and I have no doubt that you also have killed your quota of men, yet I do not believe that even you two can kill all the Caterans in the world simply by attacking them head on. I do not even think that they have seen us yet.'

'They have not,' Tuath said, 'or they would have already attacked. They must be preparing for a raid on somebody.'

'Or they are returning from a raid,' Melcorka said. 'They are furling their sails and heading for land.'

Bradan nodded. 'They think they are safe here in this island of eagles; the last thing they expect is to see anybody else here. Let's keep out of sight until we decide what to do.'

Tuath frowned. 'How can we kill them if we are out of their sight?' He grounded his axe and leaned on the head of the blade, scorning to conceal himself.

'You will get your share of killing, Tuath,' Bradan said, sliding behind a rock, 'never fear, but killing with a purpose, not just for the sake of spilling blood.'

'Go on then, Bradan; tell us your plan,' Melcorka joined him behind the rock.

'We get to the leader, this Osprey, and either kill him or bring him back to Hector. With him gone the Caterans will be just another bunch of broken men and will be easy enough for the Lord of the Isles or the Constable to hunt down, or even for Hector to destroy. Now we have found where their headquarters are, I can't see many problems.'

'That is not much of a plan,' Tuath said, still standing in the open and leaning on his axe.

'Do you have a better one?' Bradan asked pointedly.

Tuath grunted and did not give a direct reply. 'Do you expect Hector, or Donald of the Isles, to lead a fleet of birlinns through that water spout and down the Corryvreckan?'

'No, I don't, but nor do I think that the Caterans come that way every time. We will find a better way back.' Bradan did not flinch from Tuath's glare.

'How do you expect to do that?' Tuath sneered.

'By following a Cateran ship or by asking them nicely.'

Tuath fingered the edge of his axe again. 'I could do the asking.'

'I can think of nobody better suited for the task,' Melcorka intervened. 'In the meantime, I think we wait until night, cross to the island and see what we can find out.' She nodded to Bradan. 'Bradan is correct; you, Tuath could kill all the Caterans, but the Osprey would only recruit more. If we kill the leader the disease will just melt away.'

Tuath grinned. 'We find their leader and kill him.' He seemed to suddenly approve of the idea.

'That is the first part of the plan,' Bradan said. 'The second part is in getting away safely.'

'We will take these two parts separately,' Melcorka said. 'We will face the first part first and then the second.'

Hiding Catriona in a dip between two rocks, they camouflaged her with seaweed, threw some handfuls of sand over the top for effect and rested.

'It was sunset when we came to that water spout,' Bradan said. 'I wonder why it is still daylight now.'

'I do not know,' Melcorka said. 'It is what it is. We take turns to go on watch until dark,' she decided, 'in case the Caterans send a patrol out, although I think that is very unlikely.'

'I'll take first watch,' Tuath said. 'I am not tired.'

'I am,' Melcorka stifled a yawn as she smiled. 'I'm glad you volunteered.'

Woken a couple of hours before sunset, Melcorka struggled to remember where she was. Oh yes, she was on the Island of Eagles with Bradan and Hector's bodyguard who may well have orders to kill her, and a few hundred Caterans who would delight in parting her head from her body. All was fine with the world then; all she had to do was find the Osprey in the midst of his men, kill or capture him, defeat the Caterans and get back safely through whirlpools and waterspouts to ensure that Bradan was not executed, Alva was not drowned and she was not destined to share Hector's bed.

'Up you get, Melcorka,' Bradan smiled to her, 'and let me get some sleep.'

'Is anything happening out there?'

'Only some very loud eagles calling to each other. Good night.'

Melcorka took Bradan's place on the island side of the rocks where Catriona was hidden and looked across to Inch Iolaire. The island was about three miles long, and she did not know how deep with a range of low, rocky hills on the east side and a couple of high hills on the west. If she were the Osprey, where would she have her headquarters? Somewhere she could oversee most of the island and particularly the harbour, or wherever the birlinns were berthed.

Melcorka grinned. That was one sure way of drawing out the Osprey; threaten or destroy his ships and he would come running from whatever hole he hid himself in. That might aid Bradan's plan.

The wind was light for the western coast, sufficient to keep away the ferocious Hebridean midges, the tiny biting flies that hunted in packs millions strong, and to kick the tops off the waves, but not strong enough to be uncomfortable. They sat in the lee of the rocks, watching a glorious sunset that set the western sky alight in a kaleidoscope of orange, yellow and red.

'With so much beauty,' Bradan said, 'I always wonder why men have to fight.' He sighed and pointed west. 'That is free for all to enjoy.'

'You can discuss that with the Osprey when you meet him,' Tuath said sourly, 'and then I will kill him.'

'We have to swim across to the main island,' Melcorka said, 'I am not going to chance Catriona being seen or worse, lost.' She explained her plan to them, nodding as they added small improvements.

The water was cold, with a strong current that dragged them sideways so they were a hundred yards from their intended landing place when they arrived on the island and shook the worst of the water off them.

'The wind will soon dry us,' Melcorka said.

'It's a fine clear night,' Bradan looked upward where a million stars illuminated the night and the moon was already beginning its journey across the sky.

Tuath ducked his head to the moon and gave a short prayer as the others stopped to respect his religion.

'Ready?' Melcorka asked, and led them at a silent jog along the coastline of the island. With no notion of the geography she moved in the direction they had seen the birlinns sail the previous day, hoping the vessels had been heading for their harbour and not sailing outward on a raid.

The skerry where they had landed provided a breakwater for the sea, with huge surf on the outside but calm, if shifting, water within. To their right Inch Iolaire was dark and mysterious, without a single house-light to tell of human habitation and only the desultory call of night-hunting birds to tell of any life at all.

'This is a dismal place,' Bradan said.

Intent on her plans for the Caterans' birlinns, Melcorka did not reply. There was no need.

'Smell!' Bradan put out a hand and they stopped. Despite their exertion they breathed easily, chests rising and falling steadily as they stood still.

'I smell it,' Melcorka said.

'As do I,' Tuath shifted the axe he carried across his right shoulder. 'Peat smoke.'

'Peat smoke, people and cattle,' Bradan said. 'About quarter of a mile ahead. And tar I think; yes tar.'

'Tar to waterproof the birlinns,' Melcorka nodded. 'We have found their harbour.'

They moved again, slower and more cautiously, silent on the rocks, gliding through the soft grass and their eyes probing into the darkness beyond.

'Can you hear that?' Melcorka asked, 'music and singing.'

The sounds drifted through the night on the back of the wind, now low, now increasing, with the wind carrying bursts of laughter, the wild skirl of bagpipes and the lower, sweeter melody of the harp.

'The Caterans are celebrating a successful voyage,' Tuath said. 'That will be the crews of these ships we saw come in.'

'Booty and slaughter,' Bradan said.

'We have chosen a good time to arrive,' Melcorka touched the hilt of her sword. 'They will be drunk and distracted; it could hardly be better.'

'Look at the sky,' Bradan pointed to an orange glow that flicked ahead. 'They must be feasting outside; that is a fire-glow.'

They moved on, still slowly, testing each step, listening for stray Caterans, breathing softly.

'Hold,' Tuath whispered next. 'Movement ahead.'

They stopped and slowly crouched down, peering into the night.

'Over there,' Bradan pointed with his chin; hiss words barely audible. 'Two people; a man and maid together.'

The laughter was short and ugly, followed by a grunt, more harsh laughter and loud gasping. The woman gave a little scream, quickly suppressed, and then she giggled.

'Definitely man and maid together,' Tuath said.

'We'll leave them to it,' Melcorka decided and moved on again.

The Cateran lurched from behind a rock, adjusting his clothing. They did not see him until he was nearly upon them.

'Who are you? I don't know you?' His speech was slurred with drink, his eyes confused and Tuath killed him with a single blow of his axe. The man fell without another word, his head cleft in two and brains and blood pouring onto the ground at their feet. Tuath dragged him back to the shelter of the rock.

'That is one less,' Tuath said.

'Good,' Melcorka gave professional approval. 'You killed him well.'

Plucking a handful of grass, Tuath cleaned the blood from the blade of his axe and grinned. 'Let's kill some more.'

Slower now, they moved on, hoping to avoid any stray Caterans in case they gave their presence away. All the time the noise of carousing increased, laughter and singing interspersed with loud screams and cries of protest as the glow in the sky intensified.

'It is over that ridge, whatever it is,' Bradan pointed to a low rise, topped with irregular boulders and a few wind-tortured trees.

'Come on then,' Melcorka was first up the rocky crags and stopped beside a hawthorn tree for Tuath and Bradan to catch her.

She lay prone on the summit, looking over a scene that could have come from any Viking encampment or barbarian Saxon village after a raid on civilised lands.

The coast indented to form a natural harbour, on the rocky shore of which a score of birlinns lay, spars at an angle, sails furled and hulls dragged free of the water. They looked well used, with salt stains on their hulls and some with scars of raw timber where their victims had fought back with spear and arrow.

Inland of the harbour was the Caterans' settlement; perhaps a hundred cottages and long houses scattered without plan or order around an irregular central square. It seemed that most of the Caterans were dancing, drinking and singing around a huge fire that illuminated the central square. In the spaces between the huts and cottages, men and women were busy together, and to judge by the screams, many of the women were very reluctant partners.

'They are enjoying the spoils of their raid,' Bradan said quietly. 'Drink, music and women. A Caterans' heaven.'

'They could be our women, from Ulvust,' Tuath ran his hands up the haft of his axe. 'We should strike now when they are least expecting us. We could kill them all.'

For a second Melcorka pondered the idea, then she shook her head. 'No,' she said. 'We stick to the plan and go for the ships to attract the Osprey.'

When they approached, Melcorka saw that although most of the Caterans were drunk, the Osprey had not totally neglected his defences. There were a few patrols of sober and fully armed men moving around the settlement, watching proceedings yet not joining in.

'They could be dangerous,' Bradan indicated the closest patrol of five men. Dressed in a mixture of tartan and quilted mail, they were hard-faced and professional looking, with bows across their backs and long swords in sheaths at their hips.

'Not so,' Melcorka said. 'They are an opportunity. Tuath, I know you can kill, but can you kill silently?'

'Of course,' Tuath seemed surprised at the question.

'Good; then we will lure that patrol to a quiet place and dispose of them. Bradan: you are the bait; Tuath and I will be the trap.'

Bradan raised his eyebrows. 'I am not sure I wish to be the bait,' he said.

'All you have to do is act scared and run when you see the patrol,' Melcorka told him. 'Tuath and I will do the rest.'

'There will be no acting,' Bradan said. 'I am already scared.'

Tuath spat his contempt on the ground. 'Fear is pointless,' he growled. 'You live until you die and then you join Bel in Tir-nan-Og.'

'I have no wish to die yet,' Bradan said.

'Then do as I say and you should live a bit longer,' Melcorka said. 'Unless things go wrong.'

'That unless is what I am afraid of,' Bradan said, and sighed. 'All right, Melcorka, what do you wish me to do?'

'Walk up to that patrol, act as if you have suddenly seen them, turn around and run toward us.' Melcorka glanced around. 'We will be in the space between these two cottages, hiding in the shadows. You won't see us, but we will be there. Don't let the patrol catch you.'

Bradan grunted. 'Don't you worry about that. I will do my very best not to get caught.' He handed over his staff. 'Here: look after this for me will you?' Taking a deep breath, he walked toward the patrol, staggering slightly as if he was drunk.

'Back here,' Melcorka led Tuath to the shadowed alley between two low cottages. The stink of a manure heap caught in the back of her throat as she eased against the wall and waited. The dark seemed very intense and she was very aware that they were surrounded by hundreds of violent, predatory and very drunk Caterans who would enjoy parting their heads from their bodies.

Bradan came within twenty paces of the patrol, then stopped suddenly, backed off slowly and then turned and ran. It was a manoeuvre that would have aroused the suspicions of any law-keeper in the world.

'Hey you! Stop!' the patrol leader, a bulky man in red and blue tartan shouted.

Bradan glanced over his shoulder, put his head down and ran all the faster. The patrol leader followed, drawing his sword, with his men only yards behind him.

'Who are you?' The patrol leader yelled. 'Stop at once!'

One of the patrol halted, drew back his arm and launched his throwing spear. Melcorka held her breath until the spear thrummed into the door of a cottage only a hand's span from Bradan's back. Ducking his head, Bradan began to weave from side to side to put off the aim of any other spearmen. That manoeuvre may have distracted a spearman but it also slowed him down. The patrol began to gain on him, shouting, yelling and whistling. A second spear whistled through the air, landed at Bradan's feet so he stumbled over it and near fell, swore and carried on.

'Keep going, Bradan,' Melcorka encouraged silently as the patrol were only a dozen paces behind him. She unsheathed Defender and watched him, controlling her anxiety.

Bradan staggered up the passageway with his breathing harsh, hesitated as he did not see Melcorka and for a moment she thought he would turn away. However he kept his nerve and ran on, with the patrol only seconds behind.

The Caterans entered the alley in a rush, still shouting. They stopped abruptly when Tuath stepped in front of them, axe raised.

'Who the hell are you?' The leader asked, a second before Tuath killed him with a single blow of his axe. Melcorka thrust Defender through the chest of the second, twisted the blade and pulled it back out. Both men died before they were aware they had run into a trap; the third saw Tuath and swung his sword at him, yelling in a mixture of fear and anger. Tuath blocked the blow with the blade of his axe, lifted the man left-handed and broke his neck against the corner of the cottage as Melcorka hacked down the fourth. The fifth hesitated, screamed in fear and turned away; too late. Melcorka and Tuath both sliced downward. The man fell with his head split in three.

'That was easy enough.' Tuath said, wiping clean the blade of his axe.

'Maybe for you,' Bradan gasped, leaning against the wall of the cottage. 'I did not find it easy at all. They threw spears at me!'

'They missed,' Melcorka told him laconically. She did not tell him how nervous she had been when the spears thudded down. This was not the time.

Tuath's short laugh did not help Bradan feel any better.

'And now we have clothes such as the Caterans wear,' Melcorka said. 'A bit bloody and no doubt covered in lice and fleas, but they will suffice for a few hours while we scout out the place and look at the ships in harbour.' She tapped Tuath on the shoulder. 'You are good with that axe,' she said.

'And you are good with that sword,' he replied. 'When I first saw you I wondered if you were merely a woman carrying a weapon for show. Now I know that you are a skilled warrior.'

Melcorka bowed her appreciation. 'A compliment from a true fighting man is always welcome,' she said. 'Now, get the clothes off these men.'

They dressed hurriedly, slipping the Cateran's tartan plaids over the top of their own clothes, complaining and laughing in equal measure. Bradan lifted a discarded helmet and jamming it on his head before struggling into a blood-stained padded jerkin.

'I want all the protection I can get,' he said.

'You look exactly like a Cateran,' Melcorka said solemnly, 'except for the staff. They carry swords, not sticks.'

'I have had this staff for many miles,' Bradan said. 'I have long wanted a staff of rowan wood.'

'And you will be alive to carry it for many more,' Tuath told him, 'unless the Caterans guess you are an imposter.'

'We'll come back for it,' Melcorka said as she removed the staff from Bradan's grasp and leaned it against the wall of the cottage.

'It might get stolen,' Bradan eyed his staff.

'Nobody will want your bit stick,' Tuath pushed him away.

'Now swagger, Bradan,' Melcorka said. 'Try and look as if you belong, as if you are a murdering vicious, raping, thieving Cateran.'

Bradan smiled and put on a swaying walk in the fond belief it would make him look fierce.

'You look more like a drunken farmer,' Tuath said.

Tying up her hair, Melcorka grabbed Bradan's helmet and thrust on her head. 'I need this more than you do,' she said. 'I look too much like a woman.'

Tuath grinned. 'You look fine to me.' He eyed her up and down appreciatively.

'You have your own wife,' Bradan snapped, glanced at Melcorka and looked away.

Tuath grinned. 'Well said, Bradan!' He gave him a slap on the shoulder that nearly knocked him down. 'We'll make a man of you yet!'

They swaggered through the township, ignoring the groups of drunken men and women, listening to the rising clamour from the centre and pushing aside anybody that came too close. Not many men would argue with Tuath and even he had to admit that Bradan, in his battered chain mail and soiled tartan, looked every inch the Cateran.

The settlement had two centres; the harbour where the birlinns were moored and a large grassy square in which the fire was situated and around which the Caterans congregated to drink and sing.

They stopped on the fringe of the settlement. 'How many are there?' Melcorka wondered.

'Hundreds,' Tuath said. 'We are wasting our time counting them.'

'I would say about three hundred to four hundred men,' Bradan estimated, 'and maybe two hundred or so women.'

'Quite a gathering,' Melcorka said. 'I can't see any house that the chief, this Osprey, could occupy. There is no building that stands out from the rest, no great hall or dun or anything.'

'Maybe he lives like the others, like a pig in a sty,' Tuath said.

'Maybe that is how he retains the loyalty of his men,' Bradan suggested, 'by being one of them.'

'That is possible,' Melcorka said. 'I was hoping to maybe kill or capture him tonight when the Caterans are distracted by this celebration, but I cannot see anybody in the crowd that looks important enough to be a chief.'

'There is no focus,' Bradan agreed.

'A pity; that would have made things easier,' Melcorka said. 'So we return to our original plan then and burn their boats. That will attract their attention if anything does.'

'We need fire,' Tuath said sourly.

'And there it is,' Melcorka pointed to a group of men that dragged a women away from the central square. The woman was laughing as hard as the leading man who held up a flaming torch to light their passage.

'A gift from Bel,' Tuath made the sun-sign with forefinger and thumb.

They followed the group, waited until they were preoccupied with the woman and then came among them, sword and axe poised. As Tuath killed three men who watched the fun, Melcorka waited until one was fully occupied with the woman and spitted him clean through the heart, finishing the group by decapitating the last survivor. By that time the woman was screaming hysterically and ran away into the night, naked as any baby.

'That was murder,' Bradan said as they stood amidst the dead bodies. He lifted the Caterans' discarded torches and passed them around.

'That was justice,' Tuath said. 'These men are murderers all, and the women are no better.'

Melcorka held the torch. 'If they were innocent, Bradan,' she said, 'Defender would not have killed them. My sword can kill only those who deserve it.'

Tuath watched her through narrowed eyes. 'That may be a weakness that costs you dear,' he said.

'Defender was forged in the old days,' Melcorka explained, 'and blessed by the People of Peace. She can only fight for good and never for revenge or the lust of slaughter.'

'I see,' Tuath touched his axe. 'I have no such strictures. I can kill who I wish, when I wish and how I wish.'

Melcorka nodded. 'You have only your conscience and goodness to guide you,' she said.

'Shall we go to these damned ships?' Bradan said. 'The night is wearing on and we have achieved nothing except the slaughter of a few Caterans.'

With the torches held boldly before them, they moved to the harbour, laughing loudly as they tried to look like they belonged. There were no watchmen around the ships, only a few stragglers who were too drunk to notice the three strangers who passed them in the night.

Twenty-two birlinns filled the natural harbour, with small waves hushing against their wooden hulls and the occasional seagull perched on the slanted past or tall prow. A crow cawed harshly and rose in wing-flapping rancour as they stopped at the first birlinn. Melcorka wondered what cruelties and horrors these vessels had witnessed, and pushed the thought aside.

'Bradan, you start here; Tuath, count seven ships in and start there and I shall start at the ships at the far side of the bay. Set fire to their sails and it should spread; the tar on the hulls will ignite.' She grinned, 'at worst we have a fine bonfire; at best we bring the Osprey flying down so we can eradicate him and whatever happens we will reduce the Caterans' fleet.'

'You are an evil woman,' Tuath said, smiling.

'Thank you,' Melcorka said. 'Give me a count of a hundred and get started.'

Bradan nodded as Tuath trotted along the line of sleek, long-hulled vessels. 'It seems a shame to burn such lovely ships,' he said.

'Yet a bigger shame to burn you,' Melcorka reminded, 'and to see young Alva drowned in the Holy Loch, or worse.'

Bradan gave a small smile. 'That is true,' he said. 'I did not enjoy being chained to Bel's trees.'

'Then burn these ships,' Melcorka told him, 'and let's get this job done.' She touched him on the arm and set off, overtaking Tuath within a dozen steps.

Running along the line of ships with her torch casting flickering shadows and revealing small vignettes of sundry faces and discarded pieces of equipment, Melcorka pondered how her life had changed. From a peaceful island girl only two years ago, she was now an experienced warrior hunting down Caterans to save the life of a man and a child … and save herself from something even more unpleasant than death.

The ships were arranged in a semi-circle, following the line of the shore, each one with the prow drawn above the high tide mark and the mast at an angle to the ship. Seagulls rose as she passed, and once a drunken Cateran looked up from the deck, growled something incomprehensible and slumped back down.

As Melcorka reached her destination, she saw flames flicker in two places along the line and knew that Bradan and Tuath were already busy with their torches. She swore softly when she saw that her target vessel had no sail, so she had to search for something else combustible.

After a frantic few moments, Melcorka found a bundle of sheepskins lying between two of the rowing benches. Loosening them to allow in air, she applied the torch; they smouldered slowly, with no spurt of flame.

'Come on,' she breathed, and looked up as a band of men hurried toward the fires further along the line of ships. 'Come on: hurry up!' She knew her time was limited for although Tuath could defend himself more than adequately, Bradan was not a fighting man and would be killed or captured within minutes unless he was supported. 'Come on!' The first of the sheepskins turned a healthy black and began to curl at the edges.

A file of men rushed past, each one holding a sword or a short spear and all shouting.

'Burn!' Melcorka said, and breathed out a sigh of relief as flames eventually began to flicker around the sheepskins. Piling them in the stern of the ship, Melcorka slipped over the side, landing right beside a red-haired giant.

'Hey, what are you doing?' The man clutched at the sword he wore at his belt.

'Killing you,' Melcorka thrust her torch into his face, pulled out Defender left handed and sliced low at his belly. The man gave a shrill scream and collapsed, watching his entrails spill onto the rocks. Melcorka gave him a merciful death by cutting his head off and moved to the next ship without a second glance.

She glanced along the line. She had been the least successful in her fire-raising, as there were ten distinct fires blazing, so ten ships were damaged if not destroyed. Even such a numerous fleet as the Caterans would surely miss ten birlinns.

Melcorka's second ship had been hastily landed, with the sail hanging loose from its spars. Melcorka gave a brief grin at this easy target. It was the work of seconds to put her torch to the lowermost edge, wait unto the fire caught and run to the next in line.

There was shouting ahead and the clash of arms; that would be Tuath in action. Hoping that Bradan had the sense to get well out of the way, Melcorka jumped on the next vessel. The sail was neatly furled but the mast angled toward her so it was only a long stretch and she could play the flames of the torch on the yard arm.

The noise increased; she was sure she could hear Tuath's roar above the general hubbub. She sighed; she could not leave him to fight alone. Leaving the third ship the second the sail began to smoulder, she ran forward, threw the torch onto the deck of the fourth in the hope it might do some damage and dashed forward to help Tuath. Surely they had caused sufficient damage to attract the Osprey.

On an impulse, Melcorka opened her mouth, 'MacDonald!' She shouted, hoping to create even more confusion, and added: 'Constable! Ocean Constabulary!' If the Caterans suspected that the Constable or even the Lord of the Isles had attacked them, their morale might be damaged and they would be less keen on fighting. Although the Constable had only the one vessel, the MacDonald Lord of the Isles had many more, even if he had been weakened by his recent battles with the Norse.

Looking down the line of birlinns, Melcorka saw flames rising from at least fifteen of them, with the wind blowing smoke toward the settlement, now obscuring the ships, now exposing them, enabling her to see the orange flare ripping through tarred wood, leaping from ship to ship, destroying the Caterans source of income.

'Tuath!' Melcorka shouted, although she had no need to search far. She heard Tuath's roaring and the light of the blazing boats highlighted a knot of men, with the flames reflecting from upraised swords and showing some men rushing in and others backing away or limping with gaping wounds. The small pile of broken bodies told its own story.

'MacDonald!' Melcorka yelled as she attacked the Caterans. The power of Defender surged through her, quickening her reactions, strengthening her muscles, eroding her sensibilities so she had no qualms about killing, wounding, maiming as she sliced into the men attacking Tuath. The first two Caterans died before they knew she was there, the third had time to turn round and see her before she plunged Defender into his chest and the fourth nearly managed to lift his sword in defence before Melcorka hacked off the blade of the sword at the hilt and neatly removed his head.

The sudden slaughter from an unexpected quarter unnerved the nearest Caterans; they recoiled and Melcorka had time to watch Tuath at work. He held his axe in both hands and swung in a figure of eight that was almost impossible for the Caterans to break through. Even as Melcorka watched, Tuath blocked a sword thrust with his axe and decapitated the man with the same easy movement, then sliced off another man's arm without even looking at him. A third Cateran ducked low and tried the groin stroke, but Tuath sucked in his middle, trapped the dirk between arm and axe, smashed down with his head and knocked the man senseless.

'Get back!' One of the Caterans shouted, 'use arrows!'

Melcorka nodded; whoever had said that was using his brain. Could that be the Osprey himself? She scanned the Cateran mob, looking for the man who had given the order or anybody who looked as if they could be a natural leader. 'Tuath!' she shouted, 'keep pressing them; don't give them space.'

Arrows were always awkward to face. In daylight she could chop one or two from the air; at night they would be harder to spot, and given the number of possible assailants, it was almost inevitable that some would get through.

Melcorka and Tuath pushed forward, each ensuring they were outside the killing swing of the other, each disposing of any Caterans who stood to face them. The first spear was aimed at Tuath, and he chopped it from the air without any effort. The second was well wide; the third and fourth came together and Melcorka sliced them down.

'Have you seen Bradan?' She asked.

'No,' Tuath shook his head. 'Nor any sign of the Osprey, or any sort of leader of this rabble.'

The row of archers stepped from behind a cottage, bows drawn. There were twenty of them that Melcorka could see, and others were hurrying to join them.

Looking sideways to Tuath, Melcorka hefted her sword. 'We have to charge the archers,' she said.

'That will be a good way to die,' Tuath said calmly. 'A pity we did not find the Osprey; it was a good plan.'

Thought of Alva made Melcorka flinch. If she failed here, the little girl would be drowned or burned without thought or mercy. Whoever she was, her life had been short and brutal, and her death would be pointless and sordid. 'I don't intend to die yet,' she shouted. 'We will win this battle; we will find the Osprey and we will kill him.'

'On the count of three then,' Tuath said, 'and we charge to victory…'

The horn sounded above the hubbub of battle, the crackling of flames and the screams of the wounded and dying. Melcorka looked up. With the ships burning behind her and the darkness before, she could only see as far as the firelight, which meant the first few houses of the settlement and the growing line of archers.

'Is that the Osprey coming now?' Melcorka gasped, trying to peer beyond the circle of light. 'We will charge for the horn.' She blinked as a gust of wind blew smoke in her eyes.

'I hope so,' Tuath said. 'If I am to be killed, I'd prefer it to be by a known champion rather than some un-named Cateran with a bow.'

'We cannot afford to be killed,' Melcorka reminded. 'Alva depends on us. You are very quick to give up your life!'

'Alva depends on you,' Tuath corrected, 'not on me.' He raised his voice to a roar. 'Come on and fight, you Cateran cowards! Where are you, Osprey? Hiding behind your archers? Come out and fight!' He shook his axe in the air.

The horn sounded again, louder, and then flames appeared in the heather roof of the cottage beside the archers, spreading quickly in the wind. The archers looked up; some moved away and then the burning heather slid toward them as the roof collapsed. Melcorka saw a dark figure behind the flames, heard the horn again and another cacophony of shouts and yells.

'What in the name of Bel?' Tuath asked.

'It must the Lord of the Isles or his Constable,' Melcorka said. 'Nobody else would come here to attack the Caterans in their own island.'

'No,' Tuath said, 'it is not. That is not the slogan of Clan Donald.' He took a step forward, ready to charge. 'What in the name…'

Lit by the blazing ships and thatch, a mob of men roared onto the scattered archers. Some were armed with sticks, others stones and most had only fists and feet as they crashed into the already disorganised Caterans.

'Who are they?' Tuath asked.

'I do not know,' Melcorka said.

While some of the Caterans turned to fight, the majority ran before this new and unexpected assault. Within five minutes the harbour area was free and Melcorka stepped forward to meet the leader of this new force. He stepped toward her, silhouetted by the fire at his back, tall and rangy and swaggering like any successful warrior.

'Well met, Melcorka,' Bradan said, grinning. 'I think we should try and salvage a ship or two to get these men off this island.'

Melcorka surveyed the mob that seethed around them. Ragged, unshaven and half starved, they all carried bruises or other injuries. Now that the fighting was over they were gasping with reaction, sinking to the ground or visibly shaking. 'Who are these men?'

'These are the survivors from the Cateran raids and the seamen from captured ships,' Bradan said. 'Or some of the survivors anyway. While you and Tuath were fighting the Cateran warriors, I had a look around the village and found these good men locked in a sort of compound.'

Melcorka replaced Defender into her scabbard. 'You saved us, Bradan.'

Tuath walked around the wounded Caterans, killing them off without mercy.

'Leave one alive!' Melcorka shouted. 'I want to ask him questions.'

'Too late,' Tuath said. 'That's the last one gone.'

'A pity,' Melcorka cleaned the blade of Defender. 'I wanted to find out if the Osprey was among the dead.'

'He was not,' a bald man said. 'He is in his broch.'

'How do you know that?' There was suspicion in Tuath's voice.

The bald man shrugged. 'The Caterans liked to boast; I like to listen.'

'Then we'll find his broch and kill him there,' Melcorka decided.







Chapter Eleven

'It is a pity you burned all the boats,' the bald man stood beside them in the grey light of dawn. 'Now we are trapped on this accursed island.'

'We did not burn them all,' Tuath was surprisingly mild. 'There is one left whole and others are only partially destroyed.'

'One boat and bits of boats are not enough to escape with,' the bald man said. 'There are over a hundred of us, prisoners of the Caterans. How are we to escape?'

'There is no escaping yet,' Melcorka told him. 'First we destroy the broch and capture or kill the Osprey.'

'The Osprey's broch is impregnable and he cannot be captured,' the bald man said. 'It would be best to escape now, before he rallies his men and comes for us.'

'What is your name?' Bradan asked.

'I am Duncan; Duncan of…'

'Do not tell us what community you dishonour with your cowardice, Duncan,' Tuath said. 'You were captured like a poltroon and now you want to flee like a whipped dog without even trying to get revenge?' He turned his head to the side and spat his contempt onto the ground. 'You get in that birlinn, crew it with faint-hearts and leave this island any way you wish. Melcorka, Bradan and I will take this broch and burn it around the feathered ears of the Osprey. We are men, not sheep scared of their own shadow!'

'I am not a man,' Melcorka said quietly, 'but I am glad you have included Bradan as one, this time.'

'Bradan proved himself in battle,' Tuath said. 'Nothing else matters.' He looked sideways at Melcorka, 'and you are as good as any man; you are nearly as skilled as I am.'

'Perhaps,' Melcorka said. She did not admit that all her skill lay in Defender; some things were best left unsaid, especially to a man who would have orders to kill her if he thought it necessary.

'Let's find this broch,' Bradan said. 'If Duncan and his survivors wish to leave, they may do so, and God help them crossing these seas. If they wish to come with us, then their help and advice will be most welcome.'

'Don't you wish to hold their hands?' Tuath asked.

'They are adult men,' Bradan replied. 'They can make up their own minds what is best for them.'

Tuath looked at him from beneath bushy eyebrows. 'You are not quite as useless as I thought,' he said.

As Bradan gave a mocking bow, Melcorka hid her smile; that was high praise from Tuath.

'Where is this broch, Duncan?' Bradan tapped his staff on the ground.

Duncan waved his hand in a vague, meaningless gesture. 'Inland somewhere,' he said.

'That is helpful,' Bradan said with more than a touch of sarcasm in his voice.

'Inland is better than nothing.' For once Melcorka acted as peacemaker. She looked around at the deserted village and the smouldering, broken ships. 'We've done all we can do here,' she said. 'Our attempt to flush out the Osprey failed; he did not come to help his men.'

'He is a coward,' Tuath seemed to like that word.

'That may be so,' Melcorka agreed. 'We'll find out when we smoke him out of his nest.'

'And kill him,' Tuath ran a huge hand over the blade of his axe.

Not even Bradan disagreed with that statement. He tapped his stick on the ground, had a last look around the harbour where Duncan was giving orders to the survivors and began to head inland. Hitching up Defender so the sword rode comfortably across her back, Melcorka followed, with Tuath at the rear, battle-axe balanced on his right shoulder.

 

'Are you sure we are headed in the right direction?' Tuath looked around as the path led between the twin peaks, both shrouded in low cloud. They heard the cry of eagles, loud and harsh from somewhere within the mist.

'There are two roads leading from the harbour,' Bradan said patiently. 'One followed the coast and was faint. This one is broader and better used, fit for a chief, or a prince of Caterans.'

The path was muddy, with occasional deep pools of water to slow them down, while on both side slopes of heather and rough grass rose to rocky crags that vanished in the mist. Their footsteps sounded hollow, echoing and slightly sinister.

'Look behind us,' Tuath said, 'we have followers.'

About twenty of the survivors had chosen to accompany them, a ragged bunch of men who probably hoped that Melcorka could lead them to better times. They shambled up, bow-shouldered and with scared eyes. Melcorka glanced over them; she did not recognise any from the fighting and guessed these men had hung back.

'Do any of you men know where the Osprey's broch is?' Melcorka asked.

She was met with a collective shake of their heads and shrugging of many shoulders.

'They are broken,' Bradan spoke with some sympathy. 'Whatever happened to them has destroyed whatever makes them men. They will follow us like sheep and do exactly as you tell them; nothing more.'

'That may be so,' Melcorka said. 'Let's see if we can put some spirit back inside them.' Jumping on to a prominent boulder, she gestured the men to her. 'Gather round, lads, and let's get to know each other.'

As Bradan had said, they obeyed without question, walking up to her and forming a silent group. Melcorka surveyed them; with their heads down, their eyes avoiding hers and their shoulders hunched, they were not like the men she had known in Alba or Fidach. Indeed, she thought, they were not like men at all.

'Right lads; you did well back there in helping us defeat the Caterans. Tuath and I could not have defeated them without your help.'

That was not enough. The shoulders had not lifted; the eyes had not moved from their study of the ground, the heads had not risen. She had been right; these men had not taken part in the attack on the Caterans.

'Now we are marching to the nest of the Osprey himself. We will find it and we will destroy it and all that cower inside!' Melcorka lifted her hands, more in hope than expectation. It had been a poor speech yet she could think of nothing better.

The survivors stirred a little. One man raised his head to look at her and quickly dropped it again when she smiled to him.

'May I?' Bradan joined her on the boulder. 'Most of you will remember me,' he spoke quietly so the survivors had to concentrate to listen, which was a trick that Melcorka did not know. 'I am Bradan the Wanderer. This woman,' he indicated Melcorka 'is Melcorka the Swordswoman of Alba. She led the coalition that drove the Norse from Alba.'

Some of the men looked up; not at Melcorka but at Bradan.

'This man here,' Bradan pointed to Tuath, 'is Tuath of the Axe, bodyguard of Hector MacRae of Ulvust. He and Melcorka have come specifically to destroy the Osprey and free the seas, your seas, and the islands, your islands, from the scourge of the Caterans. They do not intend to merely damage the Caterans, but remove them forever.'

More of the men moved now as Bradan's low voice purred under the encroaching film of mist. Some edged closer to listen.

'If you help us again,' Bradan said, 'we can do the job quicker and easier and then we can all get home.' He looked over them. 'Now, I cannot order you to help; you are all as free as I am. I can only ask. We are going to move on in a minute; if you wish to help, then come along and welcome. If you do not, then please leave us room to fight and do not get in our way. Either way, I wish you all the luck in the heavens, whatever God you worship.'

Jumping down from the boulder, Bradan signalled to Melcorka to join him and headed up the track.

'The best of them will come with us,' he said, striding along. 'Don't look back; they must make their own decision.'

Bradan was proved correct. Fifteen of the survivors trotted after them, now looking more hopeful. Four, the more spirited, had lifted weapons from the dead Caterans at the harbour; they brandished them with a show of great determination if little skill.

'We are with you,' one middle aged, grey-bearded man announced.

'Then the Osprey will quake in his feathers,' Tuath growled.

Bradan frowned at Tuath. 'Thank you for your support,' he said to the grey-bearded man. 'Try to keep up with us.'

'And now we are eighteen strong,' Melcorka said. 'God help the Osprey.'

'It's not the Osprey I am bothered about,' Bradan said, 'but the birds that are circling around us.' He pointed upward, where four eagles flew around them, calling.

'I've never seen eagles that large before,' Melcorka said. 'They must be as large as a man.'

'As large as two men,' Tuath said. 'I see now why this is called the Island of Eagles.'

'Wait!' Melcorka held up her hand. On the path ahead, a lone eagle stood beside one of the large puddles, drinking. Every so often it would look along the path as if measuring how far the humans had to come, and then it returned to its drinking, dipping its beak into the brownish liquid.

Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender. 'That one is larger even than the ones above us.'

'By the fires of Bel!' Tuath hefted his axe. 'It must be as tall as three men. That is surely the king of all eagles.'

'Wait,' Bradan put out a hand as Tuath stepped forward with his axe ready to strike. 'We are the intruders here. The eagle is in its own territory. We give it time to drink.'

'I could kill it,' Tuath said.

'Of that I have no doubt,' Bradan tapped his staff on the ground, 'but that would avail us nothing except a dead eagle, and that would be no help at all.'

The eagle drank slowly, looking up every few moments as if to see what these strangers were doing on its road. Eventually it spread its wings and took off, surprisingly clumsily at first and then with amazing grace as it found an up draught of air. The survivors gasped at its size; one man yelled in sudden panic, turned and ran away. Nobody called him back.

'Now we continue,' Bradan said, 'and there has been no unnecessary killing.'

'You are a good man, Bradan,' Melcorka said.

'No,' Bradan denied. 'I am only a man.'

It was then that the first arrow came, landing with a thud and a quiver on the path in front of Melcorka.







Chapter Twelve

'Where did that come from?' Tuath looked around, axe in hand as the arrow quivered slightly in the ground.

'Up there,' Bradan pointed to a cluster of rocks just below the shifting line of mist.

A second arrow hissed down, landed at a shallow angle and skittered across the path. Melcorka picked it up. 'There is no weight in this,' she said, 'and there was no power behind it.' She snapped the shaft between finger and thumb. 'It might penetrate skin but it would not cause any damage unless it hit you in the eye.'

'Somebody is a poor archer,' Bradan scanned the hillside. 'It is hard to see anybody with this mist shifting so much.'

'Wait,' Tuath said. 'They must reveal themselves to fire at us, so I will give them a target. Lifting his arms at right angles to his body, he stepped forward in the direction from which the arrow had come. 'Here, archer! Try and kill me! I'm big enough!' He spread out his cloak to increase the size of the target.

This time Melcorka saw a brief flicker of movement as the archer raised himself to fire, and she threw herself forward. The archer had ducked back down behind a high, lichen-stained boulder, a few yards below the slithering mist. 'Bradan!' she shouted, 'take the left!'

She did not have to shout, for Bradan had also seen the movement and was climbing the hill with his deceptively casual strides that covered the ground as quickly as most men would at a run. Melcorka jumped on to the hill slope with its mixture of rounded boulders, ragged granite rocks and ankle-twisting gaps where near-liquid patches of mud waited to trap the unwary.

With her gaze fixed on the spot where the archer had bobbed up to fire, Melcorka had not seen the flight of the next arrow until she heard Tuath's jeering laugh. 'Is that your best? Is that the best you can do?'

Gasping with effort, Melcorka climbed higher, over smooth grey boulders, ancient as time and slippery with rain and mist. Melcorka jumped onto the large rock she had eyed, sword in hand, expecting to see a Cateran. Instead a slender, red haired girl glared at her.

'You Cateran pig,' the girl was hurriedly fitting another arrow to what was obviously a home-made bow.

'I am no Cateran,' Melcorka dropped beside her and took hold of the bow. It was so fragile it nearly snapped in her hand, 'and you are no warrior to attack them.' She lowered her tone. 'You'll get yourself hurt, little one.'

'I will kill you!' the girl said, swinging her arm in a wild punch that Melcorka blocked with ease.

'No you won't,' Melcorka lifted the girl by her arm, swung her face down over her shoulder and walked down the hill. 'You can get back down the hill now Bradan. It's all right, Tuath; it's only a little girl!'

'A little girl that tried to kill me!' Tuath roared, obviously frustrated that he had nobody to slaughter.

'Now that would look bad, wouldn't it?' Melcorka said, 'a hero like you being bested by a child?'

'You little monster!' Tuath gave the girl a light slap on the bottom, 'what were you thinking?'

'I was trying to kill you, Cateran pigs!' The girl kicked her legs in protest at her undignified treatment. 'Kill me fair!'

'Kill you?' Tuath slapped her again, even more gently. 'You're not worth killing you little shrew! I've got a good mind to…' He lifted his hand to land another tap, until Bradan stepped between them.

'One was too few; two was sufficient and three would be too many. The girl thought you were our enemy; she knows better now!' Bradan held his staff in an attitude of defence as Melcorka shook her head. She knew Tuath was being friendly in his own rough way.

'I could kill you with one finger,' Tuath looked amazed at Bradan's gesture of defiance.

'I know that,' Bradan said.

'So why oppose me?'

'Because you need to be reminded who you are, and what you are not,' Bradan did not flinch as Tuath lifted his axe. 'You are Tuath of the Axe, a noted warrior, not Tuath the bully who hits defenceless and very brave children.'

'What?' Tuath lifted his axe higher, and then gave out a huge roar of laughter. 'You are indeed a strange man, Bradan the Wanderer! Melcorka, let that child down and we shall see how brave she is when she faces me.'

Grinning, Melcorka stooped to allow the girl to stand beside her. The top of her head nearly reached Melcorka's shoulder and her hair was an explosion of red, with twigs and moss as additives, yet she stood erect and glared at Tuath without visible fear. 'Was it you that struck me?' She asked, rubbing at her bottom.

'It was,' Tuath told her. 'And I will strike you again if you aim your arrows in my direction.'

'You are nothing but a bully,' the girl said, 'and when I get older I will teach you how to treat a lady!'

Melcorka looked away to stifle her laughter as Tuath lifted his hand, dropped it and laughed himself.

'You need a good lesson my girl!'

'But this is not the time or place,' Melcorka said, although she did appreciate Tuath's point of view. Having arrows fired at you was not pleasant. 'What is your name, little one?'

'I am Eileen,' the girl said. 'Eileen Nic Marta, of…' she faltered and dashed away a treacherous tear. 'I have no family to be of anywhere. The Caterans killed them all. My father tried to fight them but they were too many, and when they killed him my mother tried to fight and they killed her as well and then my brother fought and they lifted him up and smashed his head open on a rock…' Eileen could not prevent her tears now; they came like the tide as her face crumpled.

It was Bradan who put a hard hand on Eileen's shoulder. 'You are with us now, Eileen, and welcome.'

'I want to kill them,' Eileen said through her sobs. 'I want to kill all of them.'

'We are going to do that right now,' Melcorka said, 'Bradan, that is the man with the staff, me; I am Melcorka, and Tuath, that is the big lump with the axe and the roary voice, and all these men who follow us.'

Eileen looked at Bradan through wise young eyes. 'He is not a warrior and the men who follow are scared even of me. Tuath is the warrior. I do not know if you are. I think you are.'

'You have that correct, Eileen.' Melcorka said. 'Now stay behind us out of danger and please don't fire any more arrows at Tuath.'

They walked on, more cautious as they eased through the pass between the mountains with the mist above and all around them and the constant screams of the eagles harsh in their ears.

'How long have you been on this island Eileen?' Bradan asked.

Eileen looked blank. 'I don't know. What year is it?'

'I don't know that either,' Melcorka said. 'I have never thought about a year having a name!'

'A long time then,' Bradan said. 'Do you know where the Osprey's broch is? Where the chief lives?'

'Of course,' Eileen looked at him as if he was stupid. 'It's only around the corner.'

Eileen was correct. As they rounded a spur of the right hand hill, they came to a near-circular loch. In what might almost have been a mirror image of Hector MacRae's home, a tall broch frowned from an island in the centre of the loch, with faces peering from the battlements, a black flag flying above the doorway and two boats sitting proud on steel-grey water.

'That's the Eagle's Nest,' Eileen said, 'the home of the chief. That is the home of the Osprey and his murdering bloody Caterans.' She spoke with such venom that Melcorka could have smiled, or cried to hear a child deprived of innocence far too young. Instead she pulled Eileen close and squeezed her.

Melcorka the Swordswoman was learning that there were always victims when the sword held sway.

'Bel's fires!' Tuath said as they crouched behind some of the rocks that lay scattered around the loch. 'That place will be tough to take.'

'It will,' Melcorka remembered how strong the defences of Hector's broch had been. She ran her eyes over the walls of the broch, looking for any weakness or fault; any way in. She could see none.

'Especially with only the two of us and a gaggle of spiritless women,' Tuath gestured to the survivors who huddled a hundred paces away, staring at the broch and saying nothing.

Eileen looked around. 'There are four of us,' she sounded puzzled, 'and no other women here.'

Leaning across, Bradan ruffled her hair, smiling as she pulled hurriedly away. 'You are right,' he said, 'there are four of us.'

'Only two warriors though,' Tuath said.

'You are a warrior,' Eileen said, 'but have you ever fought anybody? Who do you belong to?'

'I am Tuath of the Axe, chief bodyguard to Hector MacRae,' Tuath said proudly. 'I have killed twenty seven men, and all armed warriors, no striplings or old grey-beards among them.'

Eileen smiled. 'Good; you will be able to help me kill the Osprey.' She stepped closer to Bradan as he crouched against his rock. 'I know you are not a warrior; what is it that you do?'

'As you say, I am not a warrior. I am Bradan the Wanderer,' Bradan said, still smiling. He proffered his staff. 'I carry a stick only.'

Eileen gasped and moved away.

'It's all right,' Bradan looked very concerned. 'I won't hurt you.'

'I thought you were going to hit me.' Eileen went down to her hands and knees and crawled over to Melcorka. 'Are you a very brave warrior?'

'Some people say I am a warrior,' Melcorka said.

'That is Melcorka, who chased the Norse out of Alba nearly single handed,' Bradan told Eileen, solemn faced, trying to make friends with her again after her fright with the staff.

'Honestly Bradan: every time you tell that story it gets bigger and bolder,' Melcorka said. 'It was not like that, Eileen. I was part of the army that defeated the Norse.'

'You organised it,' Bradan said.

Eileen was looking from one to the other with her little face animated, her eyes bright and her mouth slightly open. 'Are you two going to argue about it?' She asked. 'I hope so. I love to watch grown-ups arguing.'

'No,' Melcorka said, 'we are not going to argue.'

'Oh,' Eileen looked disappointed. 'That's a pity.'

'I know I should have taught you a lesson earlier,' Tuath said, and winked at her. Eileen winked back, and then stuck out her tongue and put her hands to her ears, fingers outspread.

'You are very cheeky,' Melcorka told her.

'I know,' Eileen said with a smile.

'We eat first, then sleep and decide how to take that place,' Bradan said.

'We have no food,' Tuath said, and smiled when Bradan plunged into his bag and handed out dried herring and oatcakes.

'Not great but better than nothing,' he said, 'and before you ask, Eileen, I am no magician. I took them from one of the ships in harbour before I burned her.'

'I did not think you were a magician,' Eileen still kept away from his staff. She looked at him with some suspicion.

'Eat, little one,' Tuath said, 'you have had a busy day, trying to kill me.'

Eileen poked out her tongue again as she chewed on an oatcake, ensuring she was as far away from Bradan as possible.

The pre-dawn wind dragged rain-clouds with it, easing down the most westerly of the hills and with rain pock-marking the dark water of the loch with tiny droplets. Sitting between two rocks, Melcorka studied the broch as it emerged from the dim of the night.

Perhaps ninety feet high, it had the same concave wall as Hector's, with the parapet overlooking the loch, and a single narrow, tall entrance. She had heard the guards patrol all night; their muttered conversations, together with the screaming of the eagles, had broken the silence. Now a single black crow hopped along the shore of the loch, bedraggled under the drizzling rain.

'How does it look?' Bradan asked.

'Strong,' Melcorka said. 'We can't scale these walls by day without being seen by the watchmen and there is only one gateway in and that will have a guard, the same as Hector's broch. The guards are always on the parapet, and seem to be watchful. Added to that are the two boats on patrol in the loch; the Osprey is secure within his nest.'

'There will be a causeway,' Tuath joined them, holding Eileen by the hand as if she had not attempted to perforate him with arrows and he had never threatened violence on her diminutive person.

'There is,' Melcorka said. 'The boats never go all the way round the loch.' She pointed to a wind-twisted tree that stood a few yards from the bank. 'You see that rowan there?'

'Of course,' Tuath sounded annoyed by the question.

'The boats stop opposite that tree and turn back, and when they reach that prominent rock there, the one with the green lichen on the east side, they stop again.'

'So the causeway is somewhere between these two points,' Bradan said. 'It will be crooked, like Hector's, and may have a gap in the middle as well.'

'With a crooked causeway and a guard, the gate will be one of the hardest places to enter,' Melcorka said. 'That only leaves the wall. How are your climbing skills, Tuath?'

Tuath craned his neck backward to look at the height of the broch. 'I am not built for climbing. I will go in the front door.'

'That is the path of most danger,' Melcorka said.

'It is the warrior's path, the path of most honour,' Tuath caressed his axe.

Bradan looked at him through narrow eyes. 'Your wife may not wish you to take the path of most honour if it leaves her as a widow.'

Tuath looked away. 'Igraine will find another man,' he said.

'Maybe she does not want to find another man,' Melcorka told him. 'Maybe she wants you.'

'This is not the talk of a warrior.' Tuath said. 'It will weaken our resolve. I'll go in through the gate whatever you decide to do.' His chin thrust out, signalling the end of the conversation.

'They will kill you, Tuath,' Eileen said. 'There are two warriors in the guard room beside the door.'

'How do you know that?' Bradan asked.

'I have been watching,' Eileen said simply. Scowling at Bradan, she kept close to Tuath.

'What else do you know that may help?' Melcorka asked.

'I know how many men are inside and I know how many are on the boats,' Eileen said.

'How many are there?'

'There are always twenty men inside the broch and ten on each boat,' Eileen said. 'And there is the chief man, the one that murdered my father.'

'The Osprey?'

'He lives here all the time with two bodyguards and his women. He only leaves to go on raids with his ships.'

'We have burned his ships,' Tuath said. 'He cannot go raiding now.'

'Forty three men then, and some women,' Bradan said. 'That is big odds against two warriors, a man with a staff, a child and a group of dejected mariners.'

'It is what it is,' Melcorka shrugged, 'so here is what I think we should do. I am the best climber here so I shall swim the loch and scale the wall at the back of the broch. Bradan will be on the shore where he can simultaneously watch both the back of the loch and the gate. As soon as I am half way up the wall, Bradan will inform Tuath, who will walk over the causeway. It will be crooked so he will have to feel his way. He will reach the gate about the same time as I get to the top of the wall.'

Tuath nodded, 'I will have the position of honour.'

'Which is what you want,' Melcorka agreed. 'I will fight my way down from the top and you will fight your way up from the bottom.'

'What can I do to help?' Eileen asked.

'Nothing!' Tuath said, 'you can stay out of the way and keep safe. We have enough to worry about without children getting under our feet!'

Eileen's face fell. 'But I want to help.'

'Perhaps you can help,' Melcorka said. 'Once I have begun the second half of the climb, you can fire your arrows at the men on top to distract them. If they are looking for you they will not be looking for me or Tuath.'

'She is only a child,' Tuath said. 'She should be kept out of danger's way.'

'Eileen,' Melcorka said solemnly. 'Once you start, keep out of danger's way. The very second that the Caterans fire back or any of them come looking for you, run away and hide in the hills.'

'Yes, Melcorka,' Eileen said quietly.

'Now you remember that. If you get yourself killed I will be very angry with you.'

Eileen looked crestfallen. 'Yes, Melcorka,' she said.

'Right,' Melcorka said. 'That's that settled then.' She knew that Eileen's bow lacked the power to fire arrows anywhere near the top of the broch. On the other hand, if she thought she was helping she would be less likely to do anything to jeopardise the attack and the watchmen would not notice her in the dark so she would be safe.

'There is one thing we have not thought of,' Bradan said quietly. 'The Caterans who escaped from the harbour will either have run to the broch or be loose in the hills. We have to be careful for them.'

Melcorka nodded. 'We will all be very careful,' she said, and reinforced her words with a nod to Eileen.

They spent the rest of the day watching the broch, finding food for the survivors who had followed them and catching whatever sleep they could, trying to ignore the harsh calling of the constantly circling eagles. Bradan's warning about the Caterans at the harbour proved ominously correct as there was a trickle of ragged men returning from the harbour, some wounded, some angry and all looking for vengeance.

'We could kill them in the hill pass and reduce their numbers,' Tuath said.

'Better to let them enter the broch and spread lies about how powerful we are. They won't say that they were defeated by two warriors; they will say the whole power of the Lordship of the Isles descended upon them. By the time they finish, the Osprey will be jumping at his own shadow and thinking the island is ringed by a hundred war ships.'

'How about them?' Tuath jerked a contemptuous thumb at the group of survivors who watched them through eyes dulled by hardship and fear.

'They need time to recover,' Bradan said. 'When they are better they will be men again. Some of the survivors did well in the attack on the harbour, remember.'

Tuath grunted. 'I suppose they did,' he said.

'I don't like them,' Eileen said. 'They will get in the way.'

'So might you,' Tuath said, and pushed her arm. Eileen pushed back, laughing until Bradan came close, whereupon she shrank away once more.

'I don't like you,' she said to Bradan and turned her head away.

'Eileen,' Melcorka said, 'Bradan won't hurt you.'

'Yes he will,' Eileen said. She snuggled closer to Tuath. 'He wants to kill me.'

Melcorka stared at Bradan, who shook his head. 'I have no idea what has upset her,' he said, as Eileen whimpered.

'Make him go away,' Eileen said, 'please send him away.'

'That will not happen,' Melcorka saw Tuath grip his axe and glare at Bradan. 'Nobody will hurt you Eileen.'

'He will try to kill me,' Eileen said.

Melcorka saw the crow fly directly overhead, its black feathers ominous as it looked down upon them. It cawed once, loudly, flew to the battlements of the broch and landed as if coming home.

That crow troubled Melcorka. She kept her misgivings to herself and checked Defender. Something was very wrong here and she did not know what it was.

The sun dipped in that gloriously melancholic orange that was a feature of the far west, with Tuath saying farewell to his god with a circle of forefinger and thumb and Melcorka feeling melancholic, although for what she could not say. It may have been a nostalgic remembrance of her childhood on the island of Dachaigh, or some inherited folk memory from a time long before she was born. She did not know; she only knew that the most brilliant of sunsets unsettled her in some unaccountable manner so she was glad to escape the beauty and concentrate on the matter in hand.

'Now, Bradan, you don't give the signal to Tuath until you see me half way up the walls of the broch, where the wall stops its inward incline and slopes outward toward the parapet. I will call to you as an oystercatcher.'

Bradan nodded. 'I will wait for your call.'

'And you, Tuath; you don't attack until Bradan calls to you as an owl. You have to curb your impatience to die like a hero. We much prefer you alive and killing Caterans.' She tried to smile despite that uncertainty that gnawed at her confidence.

'I know what to do.' If Tuath had any resentment at being ordered around by a woman he hid it well.

'And you, Eileen; if you decide to fire your arrows, then please make sure you don't hit me,' Melcorka said, 'or Tuath, come to think of it.' She glanced at Bradan. 'Or Bradan; he would never hurt you.'

The little girl nodded. 'I know exactly what I am doing,' she said. 'I'm not as young as you think, you know.'

'I am sure you are very old indeed,' Melcorka said.

'Not too old,' Tuath growled, and winked at her.

Eileen winked back, stuck out her tongue and managed to look even younger.

'God's luck to us all,' Melcorka said, exchanged a last glance at Bradan and vanished into the night. Softly behind her she heard Bradan's response.

'God's luck, Melcorka.'

The edge of the loch was uneven, rimmed by reeds and rocks, each presenting its own difficulties to cross in the dark. Melcorka stumbled twice and swore once as she waded thigh-deep in an area of soft bogland. There was a single burn to cross, a gushing torrent from the mountain that fed the loch, but she lifted her cloak and leine to her hips and waded across, ignoring the shock of ice-cool water.

Once she had to duck as a patrol boat passed close by, the phosphorescence of water disturbed by its oars as good as a lantern to reveal its position. She saw the shadowy shape of its crew against the death-glow of the sun, waited until it was gone and continued onward, always with that broch stark and tall in the centre of the loch and the knowledge that the life of Bradan and Alva depended on her success.

From the far side of the loch the broch looked even taller, with the faint pale glow of the sun now below the horizon and the hum of night-hunting insects more reassuring than irritating. Melcorka took a deep breath and waited. She knew there were two boats on patrol and she had watched them to know exactly how much time she had to swim from the shore to the islet on which the broch stood.

The second boat passed her now, its oars dipping and rising with rhythmic skill and the crew dim shapes behind the ranked shields along the bulwark. The master stood in stark silhouette in the stern with his helmet making his head large and his spear up-thrust against the darkening sky. She allowed the boat the count of ten, removed her cloak to pick it up later, tucked her leine between her thighs to give her manoeuvrability and stepped into the water.

It was even colder than she had expected and she suppressed a shiver, glanced right and left and pushed forward toward the broch. Suppressing a momentary fear of a water-bull or other monster, she stayed underwater as long as possible to avoid detection from the parapet, pushed forward and swore as her knuckles barked against the rock of the central island.

From the far shore it had seemed that there was a ledge on which she could balance before beginning the ascent, but the islet rock was greasy and sloped outward, so affording no foothold at all. Melcorka smiled; she had grown up on an island where part of life was descending the cliffs to raid the eggs of gugas and other seabirds, a staple food-source for the islanders. Climbing the sheer, concave walls of a broch was only a challenge, not an insurmountable obstacle.

As soon as she reached up, Melcorka realised that whichever people had built this broch were master masons. Even without mortar, the stones fitted together so closely that there were no spaces in between. She had to find the tiniest of cracks and cling on by the power of finger tips and toes as she pulled herself up, one agonisingly painful hand-hold after another. There was no respite in the cliff-like wall, no ledges or areas where she could rest to relax her straining muscles. She had to keep climbing or give up, and she could never give up.

Melcorka stilled the harsh rasp of her own breathing and fought the trembling strain as she put all her weight on the tips of her fingers and the ends of her toes. She bit her lip at sudden pain when one of her nails was ripped away, to hang in a bloody, painful mess from her forefinger. She must not cry out; she must continue, easing upward; Bradan and Alva depended on her success. She must think of them; nothing else mattered.

Voices from above forced Melcorka to freeze, clinging to the surface of the broch as vulnerable as any spider on a whitewashed wall. A guard leaned over the parapet and passed his torch back and forward, obviously performing a routine task. The flickering torchlight passed her, casting weird shadows along the wall but either the watchman did not notice or was too bored to properly look, for he moved on.

Halfway: Melcorka looked sideways and saw nothing except dark space. Clouds obscured the sky so there was not even a glimmer of a star to break the black monotony. Taking a deep breath she whistled in her best imitation of an oystercatcher, waited until there was the answering hoot of an owl and sighed. Now Tuath would attack; she must push on as fast as she could.

Melcorka continued her climb, stretching for the next handhold with her fingers screaming for mercy and her legs trembled with the strain. The last third was the worst as the walls sloped outward and her head overhung the dizzying drop to the loch. The night at its darkest and the parapet seemed to recede the more she climbed.

The sound came to her suddenly. There was a curse, a loud splash and then Tuath's mighty roar and the crash of his axe on the tall door of the broch. Melcorka nearly smiled; Tuath was not a subtle man. The sound was followed by raised voices from the roof as the watchmen rushed to the side of the parapet that overlooked the front. The distraction gave Melcorka a few second's grace.

Ignoring the agony of the strained fingers and toes, Melcorka hauled herself up the final few yards, scrambled over the parapet and drew Defender from her scabbard.

'Hey, Caterans,' she called softly.

They turned round, bringing their spears to the ready.

The thrill of the sword coursed through her, increasing her strength and giving her all the skill of its previous owners.

'It's a woman!' the first of the three watchmen held his torch high. 'How did she get up here?'

'I flew like an eagle,' Melcorka said, and sliced sideways. Blood fountained high in the air as his disembodied head toppled over the parapet. The body remained standing for what seemed a long time before it crumpled.

The second and third watchmen swore and lunged at Melcorka with their short spears. Melcorka leaped back, felt the hard edge of the parapet against the small of her back and parried the spears with a swipe of her sword that removed both spear-heads so the watchmen were left holding lengths of wood.

While one stared at his now useless weapon, Melcorka killed him with a single thrust to the heart. The last man, with courage that would have graced a better cause, tugged the long sword from his belt and slashed at Melcorka. She parried with ease, twisted Defender so the sword was wrested from the Cateran's grasp and hacked downward, cutting off his right arm at the elbow.

The man screamed and stared as the life-blood pumped out of him.

'You are a brave man,' Melcorka told him, and then killed him cleanly with a thrust to his heart. 'But foolish to fight me alone.'

The design of this broch was identical to that of Hector's, with a single opening to the parapet and a flight of stone stairs leading to the level below. As Melcorka finished off the last of the three watchmen, a horde of Caterans pounded up the stairs toward her. In such a narrow entrance they could only come one at a time, so Melcorka stood at the head of the stairs, swinging Defender and killing them one by one. The Caterans were aggressive, fast and lithe, but Melcorka had all the collected power and skill of Defender's previous owners and disposed of them without effort, pushing their bodies back on top of their companions to further unsettle the men below.

'Have you no skilled warriors?' Melcorka challenged, 'rather than boys and old men? Where are your captains? Make this fight worth my while!'

As she destroyed the defenders on top of the broch, Melcorka heard the noise of battle below and knew that Tuath still lived and, to judge by his roaring, was having a splendid time disposing of any Cateran that came his way.

'Tuath!' She shouted, 'can you hear me?'

'As clear as if you were in the same broch!' Tuath's words were followed by the crunch of his axe through some unfortunate head.

'I am coming toward you!' Melcorka shouted, and thrust her sword into the throat of the Cateran who opposed her. The stairs were dark and crowded with men; so many that they got in each other's way. 'You will all die!' Melcorka taunted. She took a step downward and heard the blare of a horn from somewhere outside. Many of the Caterans facing her decided that they had better things to do than stand and be killed by Defender. They turned and fled, crashing against those at the rear who still pressed to come upward, with one unlucky man remaining to act as rearguard. He stared at her, holding his sword in a defensive position, his mouth open and blue eyes half closed.

'Your friends have abandoned you,' Melcorka dropped her guard so Defender pointed to the stone floor, blood dripping from the point. 'Had you not better join them? I can kill you later if you wish to fight me.'

Seeing Melcorka apparently defenceless, the man shouted: 'I'd rather kill you now' and lunged at her.

Melcorka had read his intentions in his eyes. She waited until he was committed to his attack and flicked up Defender's point. The Cateran's leap brought him forward so Defender penetrated his groin. His eyes widened and his mouth opened in wordless agony. Melcorka watched him writhe for a long second before she took pity on him and thrust upward. Defender penetrated his body as far as his heart, and then Melcorka ripped the sword sideways, splitting him nearly in two.

'You tried your best.' She stepped over the mess of blood, splintered bone and entrails that was what remained of the Caterans she had butchered.

The upper level of the broch seemed empty of Caterans, while the upturned chairs and tables and scattered clothes, tankards and pieces of domestic crockery argued for a rapid exit. Melcorka grinned, held Defender point-upward in both hands and moved cautiously onward, checking every corner and place of concealment of each chamber before she deemed it safe. She had no intention of leaving some assassin who could creep up behind her and disable her with the upward stroke of a dirk so beloved of Caterans. She had seen these light infantrymen operate against the Norse and knew how viciously effective their tactics could be.

There were three chambers in that level, all built within the double walls of the broch and all empty of human life. Another flight of stone stairs led downward to the middle level. Melcorka stopped on the top step.

'Tuath!' She yelled. 'That's the top floor cleared.'

'And the ground floor!' Tuath's cheerful roar was welcome.

'We'll meet on the next level!' Melcorka shouted, and peered into the shrouding darkness of the stairway. She heard a faint fluttering, as if there was a bird loose within the broch, and frowned.

There was something not right here. Things had been too easy so far. If this was the Osprey's headquarters, then why was it not better defended? Every chieftain surrounded himself with a body of retainers that would include at least one bodyguard, so a chief of Caterans would have more than one, in case of a disgruntled follower or an attack by one of his victims. So far, Melcorka thought, she had only met ordinary warriors with less than ordinary skills.

'Osprey!' she shouted. 'Show yourself! If you surrender you will get a fair trial by Hector MacRae or the Constable of the Isles.'

There was no response from the gloom of the middle level except that rustling of feathers. Holding Defender before her, Melcorka stepped cautiously downward, peering into the dark, ready for a sudden rush of Caterans or the evil hiss of a flight of arrows. She was not prepared for the sudden flare of torches highlighting the group of terrified women who blinked at her through wide, tear-bright eyes.

'Welcome Melcorka,' a deep voice sounded from beyond the circle of torch-light. 'We have been expecting you.'

'Show yourself!' Melcorka turned around, facing this way and that, staring into the shadows. 'If you are the Osprey, come and fight me like a man!'

'I have no need to,' the voice sounded again. 'You are about to put down your sword and surrender.'

'I am not,' Melcorka took another step forward and stopped. There were a dozen women tied together, two by two, as well as bound hand and foot. They pleaded with her through wide eyes above viciously tight gags. Two men held the torches high; they seemed like typical Caterans, unkempt, ragged of clothes, with a long dirk thrust through the belts at their waists.

'Do you value your life so highly that you will allow others to die for you?' That was followed by a low chuckle from beyond the flaring torches.

'If I kill you, these women will live,' Melcorka said, hearing her words echo around that stone chamber.

'Perhaps,' the voice said, 'perhaps. Bradan, however, will die, and poor little Eileen will be no more.'

The names chilled Melcorka. 'If they are hurt in any way then I shall surely destroy you and tear this broch down until it is not even a memory.'

'Here they are!' the voice sounded and two people were thrown into the circle of light. One was Eileen, tightly bound hand and foot. The other was Bradan, tied in the same way and also gagged. He struggled to his feet and tried to relay some message to Melcorka with his eyes. She stepped forward, sword poised, and an arrow thudded into the floor between Bradan's feet.

'We will not kill him clean,' the voice said. 'We will shoot him in his arms, legs and belly so he dies slowly and painfully; and then we shall do the same to the child.'

'Fight me!' Melcorka pleaded. She was in unchartered territory here. She knew how to fight and how not to fight, but was lost in the duplicity of men such as the Osprey. 'Fight me clean!'

Another arrow hissed, to land a finger's width from Eileen's legs. The girl emitted a powerful scream. 'Melcorka! Please don't let them kill me!'

Melcorka saw Bradan shake his head, but the message could mean anything. She knew she could not let him and Eileen die for her. She took a deep breath; the Osprey had defeated her, by guile and duplicity. Fully aware that she would probably be dead in a few moments, Melcorka placed Defender on the ground at her feet.

'Kick the sword toward me,' the voice commanded, and Melcorka did so. Defender lay just inside the circle of torchlight where she could see it. With luck she would manage to get it back … that hope died as a hand reached out and snatched it up.

'Lights!' That voice commanded and more torches flared all around the chamber.

Melcorka blinked and looked around her.

The walls of the chamber were lined with men, each with a bow drawn to his chin and an arrow aimed either at her or at Bradan. Standing with his back to the only other door was a nondescript man with a prominent nose, a mane of pure white hair and a terrible scar across his face that had obliterated his left eye.

'You are the Osprey,' Melcorka said, then raised her voice to a shout. 'Tuath! Don't come up here! It's a trap!'

The Osprey smiled. 'I am the Osprey.' He stepped away from the door. 'Bring him in,' he said. The door opened and two men dragged in the unconscious form of Tuath. Only when they threw him to the ground did Melcorka see the arrow in his left buttock and the bloody mess across the back of his head.

'He is not dead,' the Osprey said. 'Not yet. He will tell me more about his master, Hector MacRae, before he dies.'

'You won't get anything from him,' Melcorka said.

'Yes we will,' the Osprey said quietly. 'We know all about him and his woman Igraine; he has quite a mouth on him and Eileen here listens well.'

Melcorka frowned. 'You will question a child?'

When the Osprey smiled his scar writhed horribly, as if a white snake was wriggling across his face and disappearing into his empty eye-socket. 'Which child?' he said and began to convulse with laughter that his archers shared. 'Free her.'

A tall, saturnine man sidled from among the archers, pulled a dirk from beneath his arm and sliced the bonds that held Eileen. 'There you are, My Lady,' he bowed to her with a show of respect.

'I am indeed Eileen,' the girl's voice had altered, deepened and matured, and as Melcorka looked, so did her face. 'Yet I have many other names. As I told you, I am older than I look.'

'You are not a child,' Melcorka said.

'I was old when your grandmother's grandmother was not even a thought,' Eileen said.

'You are of the People of Peace,' Melcorka felt betrayed; she eyed the man who held Defender, wondering if she could jump across, grab her sword and free Bradan before the archers loosed.

Eileen bowed. 'I am of the Daoine Sidh, as you say.' She was altering even as Melcorka watched; changing into a dark haired, strikingly good looking woman.

The last time Melcorka had seen that woman, she had been standing on the prow of a Cateran ship. Eileen, or whatever name she chose, had been spying on them all the time. They had been doomed from the moment they had tried to help what they thought was a scared and vulnerable young child.

'I have never had any quarrel with the People of Peace,' Melcorka told her. There were too many archers. She could not kill them all before some fired at Bradan.

'You have never met me,' Eileen said.

'I saw you on a ship,' Melcorka reminded as Eileen gave a little smile.

I will kill you, Melcorka thought.

'Tie this woman up,' the Osprey ordered, 'and put all three of them in the dungeon. We shall question them tomorrow.' His laugh was not pleasant. 'I have a special fate for you, Melcorka the Swordless; a fate that only one of us will enjoy.'

Deprived of her sword, Melcorka was only an ordinary woman, no match for the wiry Caterans who grabbed her. Together with Bradan and Tuath she was hustled to the lowest level of the broch, a rock hewn pit that sat under the exterior walls.

'You tried so hard,' Eileen said as two hefty Caterans dragged back the iron bolt that secured a trap door above the dungeon. 'It is nearly a shame that you failed so spectacularly.'

When the door opened a draught of foul air wafted out.

'Drop them in carefully,' Eileen ordered. 'I don't want them dead; they will be so much more fun tomorrow when they are fit and healthy to begin with.'

They lowered Tuath in first, with Bradan next and finally Melcorka. The last thing she saw was Eileen's eyes, dark and hazel and brooding, before the trap door was banged shut, the bolt dragged across and they were left alone with the bitter knowledge of defeat and the even more caustic misery of their own thoughts.







Chapter Thirteen

'That did not go exactly as planned,' Melcorka said. Wriggling closer to Bradan she turned her back so she could use her tied hands to wrestle the gag free from his mouth.

'Not quite,' Bradan agreed.

'How did they capture you?' Melcorka asked.

'With far too much ease,' Bradan sounded bitter. 'That Eileen creature began to scream that the Caterans had her so I ran to help her and right into an ambush. They threw my staff into the loch and brought me into the broch.'

'We were both victims of the same type of trap,' Melcorka said. 'Eileen was planted to lure us in right from the beginning.'

'Evil little bastard,' Bradan said. 'I always said I distrusted the People of Peace. No wonder she avoided my staff. It's made of rowan wood remember.'

'I remember,' Melcorka said. She did not say that it had done them precious little good. 'Try to untie these ropes.'

They wriggled together until they could reach each other's bonds. 'These are tied well,' Melcorka said as she struggled with the knots.

'Here,' Tuath's voice was welcome in the dark, 'Let me.' He joined them so all three were back-to-back in the centre of the dungeon. 'I was slaughtering them like sheep until they captured me. Like rotten sheep.'

'How are you?' Melcorka asked. 'You have an arrow in your backside.'

'I know that,' Tuath said. 'I noticed it was there.' He grunted. 'Maybe one of you could pluck it out for me.'

'We can't even get these ropes untied,' Braden said.

'Who said anything about untied? These Caterans are seamen; they know how to tie ropes with knots that last forever. They took my axe and dirk but did not search me. I have a skein-dhu, a black knife, under my armpit. If one of you could get it free we'll get rid of these ropes.'

Melcorka lifted herself over the top of Tuath and groped for the hilt of the knife. 'I have it,' she said and slumped back down. 'It's sharp,' she said as she felt the bite of steel in her fingers and the warm flow of blood.

'Yes,' Tuath agreed. 'Could you stop trying to saw my fingers off? I need them to hold my axe.'

'How did they capture you?' Melcorka asked.

'I was doing well,' Tuath said, 'I was slaughtering them like sheep…'

'You said that,' Melcorka said.

Tuath grunted. 'I must have killed ten, twenty of them and then somebody at the top of the stairs dropped a net on me, weighed at the edges so I could not throw it off. A man came close and fired into my arse, so I turned to kill him and about a dozen Caterans jumped on me.'

'Clever move,' Melcorka said, continuing to saw and hoping the knife was somewhere near the cords that held Tuath rather than on his hands.

Tuath gasped and jerked his hands free. 'That's me. Well done Melcorka; you left me with nearly all my fingers. Now give me the knife.'

Within a few moments they were all free and rubbing at wrists and ankles as they tried to look around in the stygian dark.

Tuath tried to pull the arrow out and gasped. 'I will need your assistance here,' he said.

'Happy to help,' Melcorka said cheerfully. 'Lie on your face and we'll soon get that out of you!' She waited for Tuath to lie down and knelt beside him. She lifted his kilt. 'This will sting a little' she said, and gave the arrow a tentative tug. Tuath gasped and twisted.

'It is quite deep in the muscle,' Melcorka said. 'I may have to cut it out.' Using the knife to cut open Tuath's leine, she took hold of the arrow and twisted it slightly. 'That's easier now,' she said, and began a slow, remorseless pull, ignored Tuath's protests and slid the arrow free. 'You were lucky,' she said. 'It is made from whale bone and there is no barb.'

'I don't feel very lucky,' Tuath said, with one hand rubbing at his wound.

'You'll live,' Melcorka said without sympathy. She looked around and spoke, more to take Tuath's mind off his discomfort than anything else. 'I've never been in a dungeon before.'

'I have,' Tuath took the bait. 'MacNeil of Barra had me in one when I was a young lad.' He said no more. 'They are not easy to escape from.'

'We could wait until they feed us and overpower the guards,' Bradan said.

'Who says they will ever feed us?' Tuath asked.

'There is air in here, so there must be a window or opening of some sort.' Melcorka said. 'Check the walls and trapdoor. Maybe it is loose.'

'And maybe the Osprey will release us, give us our weapons back and allow us to take him back to Hector as our prisoner.' Tuath was less optimistic.

They edged around the perimeter of the dungeon, pushing and shoving without much hope and even less success.

'The walls are solid rock,' Melcorka said at last. 'It looks as if the dungeon was hacked into it; there is no way out there.'

'The trap door is secure as well,' Tuath said. 'I cannot shift it even a fraction and I am the strongest man I know.'

'And the most modest,' Melcorka said. 'Yet there is air coming in from somewhere.'

'And water,' Bradan said. 'The dungeon is filling with water. Feel along the walls.' She stopped as a spurt of cold water splashed onto his face. 'Here we are.'

Tuath put a huge hand on the wall. 'There is a square hole here as large as a man's head.'

'Is it large enough to get out of?' Melcorka stood up, feeling for the hole.

'Not unless you are very small,' Bradan said and cursed as another dollop of cold water surged into his face.

'I am smaller than you are,' Melcorka pushed an arm through the hole. 'This place is not a dungeon; it's a torture chamber. They put their prisoners in here and drown them slowly.'

'That might be the way of it,' Bradan said. 'Wait; did you hear that?'

'Hear what? I heard nothing,' Tuath said.

'Nor did I. What was it?' Melcorka asked.

'My name. I heard my name.' Bradan lifted his head higher to hear better. 'There it is again.' He pulled himself up to the gap in the wall. 'It's coming from out there.'

'There's only the loch out there,' Tuath said.

'And this.' Bradan reached out of the gap and hauled in his staff. 'It must have floated out when the Caterans threw it into the loch.'

'You said that it called to you,' Tuath said, smiling.

'It did,' Bradan ran his hand the length of his staff. 'A frithir gave me this. She said it was doubly blessed.'

'It did not help against Eileen,' Tuath said. His arrow wound, or the knock on his head, was making him more bad tempered than usual.

'Perhaps it did,' Bradan said, smoothing a hand over his staff. 'We are all alive still.'

'We are all stuck in a dungeon that is filling with water,' Tuath shouted. 'We can drown tonight or be murdered tomorrow.'

'Or escape before either happens,' Melcorka said. 'I might squeeze out of this hole.'

'Only if we cut bits off you so you fit,' Tuath said brutally.

'Or make the hole larger,' Melcorka was equally blunt. 'You have the knife; you can go first.'

Tuath glared at her in protest, saw the sense of her words and began work, grunting as he began to scrape at the hard rock around the hole. Because of his bulk, the pain of his wounds and the constricted position in which he had to work, it was not long before his breathing was laboured and his labours slowed.

'Move over,' Melcorka said cheerfully, 'we'll work in rotation.'

They took turns each, scraping at the rock surrounding the hole and with the gap growing painfully larger as the night wore on. They worked until their fingers ached and until the blade of the knife wore thin, they worked until the sweat started from every pore and until every muscle screamed in protest; and still they worked.

'You do realise that the bigger we make the hole, the more of the loch comes in and the faster we will drown?' Bradan said.

'You're not helping,' Melcorka said as she eased the blade of the knife under a small knob of rock, gradually removed it and felt a small twist of triumph as it flicked free.

'How long have we been at this?' Tuath asked.

'Not quite long enough,' Melcorka said. 'Keep working. The hole has to be large enough for my head, shoulders and hips to wriggle through.'

Bradan stepped back as far as he could in the dungeon. 'Well your head will fit in, and maybe your shoulders. I am not sure about your hips, though…'

Melcorka stared at him. 'Are you saying I have a big bum?'

He grinned at her as Tuath watched. 'Will it fit through?'

'I'll make it fit through,' Melcorka said, 'and then you will eat your words and apologise to me for your horrible insults!'

Pushing him aside, she hoisted herself to the hole and thrust her head through. Her shoulders were harder, but she found she could get them through with some wriggling and the loss of some skin. As Bradan had predicted, her hips were the sticking point. She twisted, ignoring the pain as rough rock scraped at tender flesh, felt the flow of blood and knew she was stuck.

'The gap is not big enough,' she said, returning into the dungeon and looking down at the rents in her leine. She glared at Bradan. 'I hope you were not gawping at me!'

'I would not dare.' Bradan lifted his hands in mock horror at the idea of him taking advantage of Melcorka's situation.

'Keep working,' Tuath said. Melcorka was grateful that he refrained from making any comments on the size of her hips. Instead he hoisted himself up and began a frenzied attack on the sides of the hole, swearing in a continual monotone as slivers of rock showered down into the dungeon.

'You tried hard,' Bradan said.

'I have not forgiven you yet,' Melcorka told him. 'Turn your back.' Lifting her leine she examined the damage. 'I'll live,' she said, glowering at both men as Bradan ignored her orders to look elsewhere. 'No thanks to you and your silly staff.'

'Try that.' Sweat beaded Tuath's face as he dropped down from the hole. There was blood on his fingers where he had torn at the rock with his bare hands.

Nodding, and giving Bradan a look that should have turned him into a pillar of salt, Melcorka hoisted herself back up. As before her head and shoulders fitted through and now she wriggled herself further before she stuck.

'Give me a push!' She whispered over her shoulder.

Willing hands grabbed at her, although she was not sure if they belonged to Bradan or Tuath. At that moment she did not care, as long as she got free, somehow. There was a long moment of tearing pain and then she stuck again with her upper body at the surface of the loch, her hips and thighs in the gap and her feet kicking frantically within the dungeon.

Twisting her head, she could see the parapet of the broch far above, hoped the watchmen were not alert to the frothing of the water as she tried to escape. She swore as somebody gave her an almighty push from behind.

Melcorka felt the flesh scrape from her hips and then she was free, splashing on the surface of the loch with voices up above her and small waves breaking on her face. Diving to avoid detection, she powered toward the shore, intent only on getting away from the broch.

The rocks of the shore were welcoming; the scent of heather and peat a luxury after the confines of the dungeon, and Melcorka lay prone for a long moment, feeling the sting of her torn flesh and the enjoyment of freedom.

Only now did she wonder: alone and without Defender: how was she to get Bradan and Tuath free of the dungeon?







Chapter Fourteen

'Right, men,' bleeding from both hips, wet, bedraggled and alone, Melcorka did not look impressive as she addressed the small group of survivors who cowered in a small bowl of the hills. 'I need your help.'

The survivors looked up. 'You said you were going to destroy the broch and get us all home,' one man accused. He looked away again, having used up his small store of courage in thus addressing her.

'I was and I am.' Melcorka said. 'Our first attempt did not go according to plan so we'll try again. That is why I need your help.'

Some moved away; one or two looked interested, only one man stood up. 'What do you want us to do?'

'What is your name?' Melcorka had noticed this man before. He was about thirty and had walked slightly apart from the others, with his head not so low and his shoulders not quite as hunched.

'I am Kenneth MacNicol…'

'Kenneth it is. I am Melcorka, as you know.' She held out her hand and he hesitated and then took it nervously. It was possible to tell a lot from the handshake of a man. Kenneth's was hard and open. 'You are a seaman … you are all seamen?'

'Most of us are,' Kenneth said as some of the others gave reluctant nods and others avoided her eyes completely.

'I want some seamen who are not afraid of hard knocks and who wish to get revenge on the Caterans.' Melcorka said. 'It will be dangerous and you may get killed.' She was not inclined to pretend all would be well. 'It is not something I can do myself. Who is with me?'

'I am!' The voice came from beyond the dark.

Melcorka turned around to see bald headed Duncan there, with two other men. 'I thought you were back in Alba by now,' she said.

'We lost the ship and most of the men in a whirlpool,' Duncan said. 'I want to kill Caterans.' The two men behind him nodded. All three looked battered and bruised.

'So there are four of us.' Melcorka did not ask for details.

'Five of us,' Kenneth said, as she had hoped he would.

'I'll come too,' a young voice sounded from the survivors. He stood up, shaking off a hand that sought to drag him back. 'I want to help!'

'Good man,' Melcorka said, although he was barely more than a boy. 'What is your name?'

'I am Liam Mac Manus.' The boy had huge eyes and a bruise that covered the entire left side of his face.

'Welcome Liam; you are a man among men.' Melcorka saw him straighten his back and square his shoulders, as she had intended.

'Six of us,' Melcorka said. 'That might be enough: unless there are more?' The men lowered their eyes as she looked over them. 'Very well, six champions to defeat the Osprey and his Caterans. Come with me.'

As they walked, Melcorka warned them about Eileen.

'What is she?' Kenneth asked.

'I think she is of the Daoine Sidh, the People of Peace,' Melcorka said openly. 'So do not believe all you see or all you are told.'

'What are we going to do?' Now he was committed, Liam was all eager to help.

'Now we are going to become Caterans,' Melcorka said with a small smile.

'What?' Duncan looked shocked.

'Come with me, be as quiet as you can and do exactly as I say.' Melcorka tried to sound confident. She wished she had Defender. But she had not; she must manage as best she could and not let these men know she was only an ordinary island girl.

'Where are we going?' Liam asked.

'To the loch,' Melcorka forced a smile. 'You are all seamen and you are going to row a boat tonight.' She looked at the sky. 'Or rather today; dawn is only a whisker away.' That was a sobering thought as the Osprey had promised to execute them all this morning. She had to act quickly; she had a group of demoralised seamen and at most two hours to rescue Bradan and Tuath.

As she expected, the two patrol boats were moving slowly, nearly languidly around the loch with their crews of bored oarsmen paying little attention to their surroundings as they worked at a task that had probably become routine many weeks ago.

'Stop here,' Melcorka pulled her handful of nervous men into the shelter of the same rocks at which she had planned to capture the broch only a day before. 'Now listen,' she explained what she wanted them to do. 'Tell me if you do not understand.'

They looked at her, nodding slowly. Melcorka smiled, trying to restore confidence into men who were obviously frightened. 'If we all work together we can win this war and get our revenge on this Osprey.' Liam nodded back eagerly; the others were less sure. 'So go and find some sort of weapon; anything, a rock, a stick, anything that you can use and then come with me and we will choose a suitable spot for our plan.'

Half an hour later, with her instructions given and hopefully understood, Melcorka led them to the furthest point from the broch, where the two boats were at the greatest distance from each other. She settled down in the shadow of a clump of stunted hawthorn trees with the wind rustling in the branches and the sound of wavelets lapping on the half-seen shore of the loch. This could be a beautiful island, if it was not for the Caterans. Melcorka waited until she saw the faint luminosity from the boat's oars and heard the crew's muted murmur of conversation. Then she stood up.

The boat moved on. 'They're too bored to even notice me,' Melcorka said conversationally, and stepped forward, making sure to kick a couple of stones and make a noise.

'Who's that?' At last somebody noticed her. 'Who's there?'

Melcorka waited until she was sure the oarsmen realised she was a human and not some wild animal, and then she turned around and scrambled noisily away, turning over as many stones and rocks as she could. 'Get away from me!' She shouted and scrambled into the dark. 'Leave me alone!'

'That's a woman!' the voice floated from the guard boat. 'Catch her!'

The boat pulled for the shore and the crew jumped into the loch or onto the rocky shore, shouting and yelling in their joy at having something to do rather than circle an empty loch for endless hours.

'I can see her,' somebody shouted, 'it's a woman in a leine!'

'Follow her!'

Melcorka glanced over her shoulder, trying to keep far enough ahead for safety while still allowing her pursuers to believe they could catch her. She ran into a shallow valley, with rocks along one side and a straggle of scrubby bushes covering the southern slopes on the other, kicking stones so she could be followed. The Caterans followed, whooping in their joy of the chase.

Melcorka heard movement around her and yelled: 'Not yet!' Too late as her survivor volunteers unleashed a volley of stones and rocks at the Caterans and then charged down with as much noise as they could, exactly as Melcorka had ordered, if a few moments early.

Reaching down, Melcorka lifted the length of wood that she had placed ready on the ground and rushed back toward the Caterans. Fully aware that without Defender she was out-muscled and out-skilled by any of the Caterans, she compensated by sheer aggression, swinging her makeshift club with as much power as she could.

Eight Caterans had left their boat to chase Melcorka. By the time she reached them, the survivors had felled five of them; she knocked one down with her club, lifted it high and smashed it on his head again and again until she was gasping with effort and the Cateran's head was a mush of broken bone, brain and blood.

By that time it was all over. The ground was a litter of dead or moaning Caterans while those who had survived had fled into the night. Melcorka hoped that they would be too disheartened to be effective for some time.

'Grab their weapons and outer clothes,' Melcorka said, 'hurry! Follow me!' Lifting the sword of the man she had mangled, she ran back toward the loch, with Liam, Kenneth and Duncan close behind and the other two survivors less keen on continuing the fight but still tagging on in the rear.

A Cateran who had survived the ambush was in front of them, yelling like some demon of the night. Hardly thinking what she was doing, Melcorka hacked at him with her new sword, the stroke feeling clumsy after the perfect balance and grace of Defender.

The man screamed as the sword dug into his shoulder. He turned to face her, pleading for his life until Kenneth thrust a sword deep into his chest. The Cateran gasped, twisting on the edge of Kenneth's blade, with blood and froth bubbling from his mouth. Melcorka hacked at him, again, cutting into his head without killing him, wishing she had the skill that Defender provided. Kenneth twisted his sword and plunged it into the man's throat so he died messily.

'Keep going!' Melcorka gasped. 'We need that boat.' She knew the sounds of battle would carry far in the night but hoped her plan would counter that, if everybody kept their nerve and acted as they were supposed to. She took a deep breath and tried to put on a bold face.

The guard boat lay at the water's edge with the remaining four crewmen looking anxiously in the direction of the yells and shouts.

'They're coming!' Kenneth yelled, as Melcorka had ordered him to. 'They're after us! Hundreds of them!'

'Who?' The first man said, just as Kenneth leaped on board, with Melcorka a close second and Duncan and Liam at their backs. They began killing as soon as they were on the boat, swords whirring and slashing with little skill but a great deal of pent up fear and frustration. The Caterans attempt at resistance was useless. They belatedly drew their swords or grabbed their spears, yelling in fear and frustrated anger that availed them nothing. Melcorka's desperate band eliminated them in seconds.

'That's stage one,' Melcorka gasped for breath and looked over the bloody boat she had captured from the Caterans. It was a small victory and she was a long way from freeing Bradan and Tuath, but it was the first step and would give heart and confidence to her small band. 'Now we have to get into the broch and prevent an execution or two.' And get Defender back, she thought. 'I have a plan.'







Chapter Fifteen

'What was all the shouting back there?' The guard at the great doorway to the broch called out to them across the stretch of dark water. 'We heard shouting and screaming.'

'You've lost your prisoners!' Duncan yelled. 'We found all three of them scrambling around in the water. They put up the devil of a fight and we killed one and captured the woman. The third got away in the dark.'

'One got away?' The guard sounded angry. 'How the hell did that happen?'

'We only lost one; you lost all three!' Duncan managed to sound quite indignant while still keeping the boat in the darkness beyond the causeway in the greying dawn light. 'They must have slipped past you.'

'Nobody got past me!' The guard said. 'Who are you? You're not Donald! Where's Donald?'

'Donald's dead,' Duncan said. 'That big ugly bearded bastard you let free killed him.'

'Get closer,' Melcorka hissed. 'Throw your plaids over your heads and get into the broch.'

The survivors were not the best warriors in the world but when it came to handling a boat they had nothing to learn. A couple of hard pulls at the oars saw them grind hard against the hidden rocks of the causeway and Kenneth led them onto the ankle-deep water and moved toward the watchman at the gate.

'Here's the woman,' Duncan said, pushing Melcorka forward with a little too much enthusiasm for her liking. She did not have to pretend the stumble that threw her against the guard, or the fumble for balance that saw both fall against the door in a tangle of arms and legs.

'Take him!' Melcorka said, urgently, and Duncan and Kenneth jumped on the guard, subduing him with hard blows to the head and thrusts with their swords that nearly nicked Melcorka in the arm.

'What's all the noise?' a watchman called from above. He thrust his torch in front of him so its flickering light illuminated the smooth stones of the wall. Pieces of burning brush-wood fell into the loch, to be extinguished with a hiss. 'Iain? Are you all right down there?'

'The woman's escaped but we captured her,' Duncan kept well away from the torchlight as he spoke.

Fumbling to open the door, Melcorka found a lever set deep in the wall. She pulled it, with Liam eager to help. At first nothing happened and then the door swung open, accompanied by soft creaking and a blast of cold air.

'The dungeon is in the courtyard,' Melcorka lifted the guard's sword and pushed inside. She was surprised that there was no lighting; nothing but darkness and the chill of concentrated evil. The internal walls of the broch thrust up all around, a circle of cold stone reaching to the hopeless anonymity of the sky. Reaching back, she grabbed the guard's torch and held it high.

The courtyard was empty. Melcorka had expected at least one guard here instead of the bare circular space where rough grass spouted amidst the raw rock of the islet. Set near the north side of the broch was the square flagstone of the trap-door. A massive iron bar fastened down its looped handle.

Kenneth and Liam were first to grip the bar, yet it needed the addition of Duncan's muscles to haul it free.

Melcorka knelt at the hole. 'Bradan? Tuath?'

'About time you got here!' Tuath's head thrust out of the hole. 'We're nearly drowning in there.' He clambered out, hauling Bradan behind him. 'Who are these men?'

'Friends,' Melcorka said, just as the flare of many torches lit up the courtyard.

Melcorka blinked in the sudden light. She looked around, seeing a dozen Caterans holding torches and about ten more fully armed, with the Osprey in front holding Defender in one hand. She knew she had to act quickly, yet she would not catch these men by surprise.

'After me, men!' With no hesitation she threw herself directly at the Osprey, sword thrust in front of her in the hope that a quick kill that would end the contest right there.

'Where did you come from?' The Osprey parried her stroke with casual ease, stepped aside and pushed her so she staggered against the inside wall of the broch. 'I thought you were all safely locked up.' He laughed as he kicked her. 'I also thought you were a warrior rather than a lumbering farmer.'

Melcorka turned round to see her survivors locked in a desperate, sword to sword fight with the Caterans, while Tuath strangled a man with his bare hands. She looked for Bradan and felt a surge of relief that he was still alive, standing against the wall and fending off an attacker with his staff.

Turning, Melcorka slashed again, aiming at the Osprey's neck, to see him parry the blow with ease so casual that it verged on the contemptuous. Her borrowed sword sounded cheap and weak when it clashed with Defender. She tried again, thrusting low at his groin, and then turning her sword upward. Once again Defender blocked her blow, with the Osprey grinning at her.

'This sword that was once yours has a life of its own,' he said. 'Thank you for such a sweet gift.' His single eye gleamed at her as he tossed back his mane of white hair. 'Try again little girl: I can do this all day, or until I decide to kill you.'

Gasping with frustration, Melcorka stepped back. The fight was not going well. After all her struggles to escape, after the plotting and planning, the Osprey had turned the tables and was winning this sordid little skirmish with ease. More Caterans arrived in the courtyard, some with swords or spears, and women's faces peered out of the windows, watching the fun. Some openly jeered.

The idea came to her with such clarity that she nearly laughed. 'Why are you trying to kill me, Osprey?'

'Why?' The Osprey glowered at her through his one eye. 'Because you escaped from my home, Melcorka, and because you attacked me.'

'You are killing me for revenge, then?' Melcorka said, hoping that the Osprey would admit that was his reason. She remembered her mother's words when she had first got possession of this magic sword.

Bearnas put her hands on Melcorka's shoulders. 'Look at me, girl!'

'Yes, Mother,' Melcorka fixed her gaze on her mother's eyes. They were steady and bright, wise with years.

'You must never draw blade unless in righteousness; you must defend the weak and the good; you must never kill or wound for sport or fun. Do you understand?'

'Yes, mother. I understand.'

'Good,' Bearnas said. 'You must never take pleasure in killing, or kill for revenge or cruelty. You have been granted a gift, and you must use it responsibly or the power will drain and turn against you. Do you understand?'

Melcorka had understood. She had been unable to kill Egil, her mother's killer, because she had sought revenge with Defender. Now she hoped the same magic would work with the Osprey.

'Yes, I seek revenge on you.' As the Osprey lifted Defender, all else that happened in the broch faded away. Melcorka could see nothing but the Osprey and the glittering, historic blade that he poised above her. His single eye gleamed at her, with the great scar writhing like an evil white snake, while his hair surrounded his head like a white halo, enhancing his ugliness as he poised Defender, point outward, ready to split her in half.

Melcorka lifted her borrowed sword, knowing that the blade was no match for Defender, knowing that the magic blade could shear through anything made by man, yet also knowing that Defender could not kill except in a good cause. She was taking a chance that Defender controlled its own destiny, and taking a chance that Defender believed that she was not an evil person, despite the men she had killed and the deeds she had done. Putting her faith in her own sword and her mother's words, Melcorka dropped her borrowed sword and waited for death, or for life.

The Osprey's face was twisted with fury and delight as he put all his strength into his swing. Melcorka saw Defender slice toward her; she saw the reflection of the torches along its familiar blade, and the tiny glitter of diamonds and rubies that had been used to complete the sharp temper of the steel.

Would it be death by her own blade, or would it be life? Was she right to put such trust in her mother's words?

The Osprey yelled as Defender stopped of her own accord, with the blade an inch from the top of Melcorka's head. Melcorka saw a shudder run through him. He shouted and lifted the sword again, trying a sideways swipe at Melcorka's neck. Again Defender stopped herself.

'You can't kill me with that sword,' Melcorka said calmly.

'Then I shall use my dirk,' the Osprey said, dropping Defender and drawing the arm-long blade from beneath his arm.

As the Osprey held the wickedly sharp, single edged dirk, the weapon of choice of the Caterans, Melcorka knew she was in danger of being gutted. The Osprey swept his arm back, preparing to use the vicious groin stroke that spitted a man or woman from groin to stomach so he or she died in unspeakable agony with their intestines spilling out over the ground.

Ducking away, Melcorka scrabbled for Defender on the rocky ground, missed and cursed. She rolled away and looked up, seeing the renewed glee in the Osprey's face as he lifted the dirk, aiming to slash it across her face. Struggling to her feet, she backed off, so the Osprey shifted his stance, going again for the most sensitive organs.

No different to anybody else facing a similar threat, Melcorka recoiled, hauling her middle away from the dirk. The Osprey laughed and slashed at her face, enjoying her fear.

Bradan's staff cracked down on the Osprey's wrist. Bradan was a tough, wiry man but lacked the trained strength of a warrior. The staff diverted the Osprey's stroke off target enough for it to miss its mark, yet did not knock the dirk out of his hand. The knife sliced Melcorka, drawing blood from her right shoulder and causing her to gasp and pull even further away.

'Sword!' Bradan yelled as he pulled back his staff, aimed and slammed it forward, aiming at the Osprey's throat. He missed as the Osprey, veteran of a hundred skirmishes, jinked sideways. Momentarily off balance, Bradan staggered forward, exposing himself to the Osprey's lunging dirk. The Osprey recovered his stance, altered his grip on the hilt of his dirk and slashed toward Bradan's chest.

Already moving toward her sword, Melcorka took advantage of the Osprey's distraction, kicked up Defender with her right foot, caught the blade a third of the way up and thrust it forward. She felt the initial thrill as she held Defender, and then a secondary thrill when the blade sunk into the Osprey's chest.

The Osprey roared and stared at her in disbelief. His attack on Bradan faltered so Bradan easily parried with his staff, staring at Melcorka with a mixture of relief and gratitude.

Melcorka ripped Defender from side to side within the Osprey's chest and hauled the blade free. Blood spurted out in a frantic jet, covering her and splashing around the courtyard. Despite his terrible wound, the Osprey lifted his dirk again and made a stab at her, which she parried with Defender, dropped her hands to the hilt and faced him as the life blood covered him from chest to feet.

'You killed me,' the Osprey sounded surprised as he slumped to the ground, still spurting blood.

'I know,' Melcorka said, knelt beside him and pressed her hand over the wound, slowing the flow of blood.

'What are you doing?' the Osprey asked. 'Let me die!'

'Why did you do it?' Did Eileen find this island? Where are all the men you captured?'

'Eileen?' The Osprey spat out blood. 'You know nothing!' He grinned, showing bloodstained teeth. 'You will never know the truth, swordswoman! Even in death I have defeated you!'

'Was it you?' Melcorka knew the Osprey was dying. 'Why did you capture so many men? Where are they now?'

'You will never know; now let me die clean!' the Osprey begged.

'I will,' Melcorka promised. 'As soon as you tell me where the missing men are. You have captured hundreds; we found many less than that on the island.'

'It was not me,' fear had replaced defiance in the Osprey's single eye. 'I handed them to the Shining One.'

'To whom?' Melcorka asked, as the Osprey stiffened. His eye widened and he opened his mouth in a last terrible scream. 'He will come for you as he has for me!' He writhed, gasping, and, frustratingly, died without saying more.

'The Shining One,' Bradan said quietly. 'Dear God in heaven, the Shining One. I thought he was only a myth.'

It was then that Melcorka realised how quite they courtyard was. A few moments ago the place had been the scene of a battle, now there was a deathly hush save for the moans of wounded men. Melcorka looked around. Tuath was leaning on his own battle-axe, panting slightly and the survivors were all around, watching Melcorka and Bradan. The only Caterans she could see were dead or close to death.

'You did well, Tuath,' she said.

'As did you,' Tuath jerked a massive thumb at the Osprey. 'He was a noted warrior,' he looked around at the sprawled bodies of the Caterans that littered the ground. 'These were peasants with swords, untrained rubbish that I could have killed in my sleep.'

Melcorka retrieved her scabbard from the back of the Osprey, wiped it clean of blood and began to scour Defender's blade. 'I believe that means that Bradan and Alva are safe.' She looked at Tuath, ready to fight him if necessary. She knew he would obey any order that Hector had given him. 'Unless Hector told you to kill us once the Caterans were defeated.'

'Hector ordered me to kill you only if you and Bradan tried to escape,' Tuath said with total honesty. 'But now our mission is complete. We have eradicated the nest of Caterans and killed their leader. Now all we have to do is get back to Hector.'

'That may not be easy,' Melcorka remembered the whirlpool that barred their outward progress.

'There will be a way,' Bradan said. 'The Caterans would not sail through these dangerous seas every time; they would lose most of their ships.'

Melcorka smiled. 'Then we have to find out their route … it is a pity we have left none alive.'

'Melcorka!' Liam had been staring out of the gateway. 'There are more Caterans coming! Hundreds and hundreds of them!'







Chapter Sixteen

Melcorka led the rush outside, with Defender held ready and Tuath at her side. 'I thought we had rid ourselves of this plague,' she said.

'So did I,' Tuath said. 'We have cut off the head; it appears that now we have to destroy the body.' He lifted his axe. 'Let them come.'

They stood outside the broch, side by side and with Duncan and the other survivors behind them as the morning sun climbed above the hill to the east.

'Where are these Caterans?' Tuath asked.

'I saw them come over the hill,' Liam said. 'And now they have gone.'

'They must have withdrawn to lure us into an ambush,' Melcorka said.

'They heard how good we are,' Tuath said. 'They know we outnumber them, two to hundreds!' His laugh was sardonic. 'Shall we kill some Caterans?'

They moved forward at a trot with Bradan a step behind and the others following, less reluctant than Melcorka had expected. Pushing herself in front, Melcorka ran up the pass between the two hills beyond the loch, following the burn until she reached the source, high up and with a splendid view over the island. She stopped there to allow Tuath and the others to catch up as she looked over to the far side of the island and the sea beyond.

'Dear God,' she gasped.

'By the fires of Bel,' Tuath's breath was ragged.

'Where have these all been hiding?' Melcorka asked. She ran her fingers the length of Defender's blade.

'They must have been on a raid,' Tuath swung his axe around his head before balancing in on his right shoulder.

This east side of the island slithered away in a succession of heathery ridges that slowly reduced in size until they merged with a coastal plain. Beyond the shore there was an area of calm water, within a continuous line of skerries marked by seething white water that extended a mile or more out to sea. Spread out over the calm water was a fleet of black-sailed ships, nearly end to end. Their crews stood on the heather in massed ranks, score after score, hundred after hundred with their captains in front and the sun glittering on the blades of spears and swords. In the centre, prominent and sinister in her guise as a beautiful mature woman, Eileen stood within a small group of handy looking warriors under a flapping black banner.

'I don't think that the Osprey was the leader here,' Tuath said, 'I think it was that woman.'

'Is she the Shining One?' Melcorka asked. 'I remember Hector using that term.'

'And you don't want to hear it again,' Bradan said.

'More importantly,' Tuath said, 'how do we defeat these Caterans? She has an entire army here; hundreds of warriors.'

'And here comes the first rush.' Melcorka said. 'They have seen us.'

Led by a tall captain in a deerskin coat, a company of around twenty Caterans rushed forward. Two more groups followed at their heels, splitting into two distinct columns. They advanced over the heather with brandished swords and thrusting spears, hard faces and loud slogans.

'You men!' Tuath yelled to the survivors, 'support us! Melcorka; I will take the right column.'

'And I the left,' Melcorka said. She hauled Defender from her scabbard in a slither of steel and leather, laughed at the now-familiar surge of power and ran to meet the Caterans.

They advanced in a mob, slashing with their swords and thrusting with their short spears, careless of Melcorka's charge. She stopped when they came close, held Defender above her head and sliced left and right, left and right, seeing heads and arms flying through the air, tasting the raw blood that filmed the air, hearing the expected screams and curses as men fell before her. After that there were a few moments of confusion and killing as she parried and dodged strokes, ducked away, hacked at arms and legs and laughed as the Cateran attack melted away before her.

'Well,' she said, hardly out of breath as she grinned to Tuath. 'That was easy enough.'

'They died well,' Tuath leaned on the head of his axe. 'Not a man turned to flee; they just ran onto my axe.'

'And onto my sword,' Melcorka said.

'Wait,' Bradan said. 'There is something not right here. Look at the bodies; listen to them! Look at the other Caterans and the ships.'

Melcorka cleaned the blade of Defender on a wisp of rough grass, and then dropped the grass. 'What do you mean, Bradan? They look dead enough to me.'

'Every company is the same. Melcorka; they all stand the same and the ships are in groups of five- look!'

Melcorka examined the ships; Bradan was correct. They were in flotillas of five, with each flotilla a mirror image of the next. The leading ship of each group had her mast at exactly the same angle, with her sail furled the same way. The oars were shipped in precisely the exact manner, and the shields hung in a row along the hull in the same pattern, with the third one a fraction lower than the others.

'The ships are exact copies of each other,' Melcorka agreed.

She turned her attention to the men. Each captain stood the same distance in front of his men, wore a short deerskin coat, carried a battle-axe across his shoulders the same way, and had exactly the same number of men in his company.

'They are not real.' Bradan said. 'None of them.' He clutched his staff as if his soul depended on it.

'They felt real when they attacked us,' Melcorka said.

'Look at the bodies,' Bradan said. 'Study them!'

The Cateran casualties lay in a twisting carpet, dead and dying together on the heather. As Melcorka looked, she realised that the faces were similar, the groans repetitive and even the wounds the same. It was as if she examined the same group of men again and again.

'How can this be?' She asked. 'What is happening here?' She looked at Tuath and at herself. 'We killed these men as easily as if we were swatting flies; neither of us have any hurt. You have the same bruise on your head and the limp where the arrow hit your…'

'I know where it hit me,' Tuath said. 'There is no need to remind me.' He lifted his axe. 'I do not know what is happening. I do know that the next company is attacking us.'

Melcorka nodded. 'You are right,' she said, lifting Defender to face them. She did not mention the weariness of her muscles, the way her arms and legs ached or the stiffness of her back. These things did not matter; she had to fight and defeat these Caterans and any other group that fate sent their way. Her life, Bradan's life and the life of little Alva depended on her continuing courage and skill.

'Come to us!' she yelled, 'I am Melcorka!'

The Caterans attacked in the same manner as before, with the captain in front wielding his axe and the crew following in regular ranks.

'Melcorka!' Bradan's voice was urgent. 'Do you trust me?'

'Bradan, I am a bit busy just now,' Melcorka said. 'I have a hundred Caterans to kill.'

'Do you trust me?' Bradan asked again.

'Yes of course I do,' Melcorka stepped slightly to the side to allow room for the swing of Defender and of Tuath's mighty axe.

'Then don't interfere!' Bradan said, and ran forward.

'Bradan!' Melcorka shouted as he ran past the advancing Caterans and approached Eileen. The Caterans ignored him as if he was not there; they continued their roaring attack on Melcorka and Tuath. Melcorka looked at Bradan and then she had no time to think.

The Caterans were on them. The captain swung his axe at Bradan, roaring his war-cry, and then the first rank were all around them, spears jabbing, swords lunging and slashing and mouths wide open as they yelled their slogans of death.

Melcorka swung Defender and watched the front rank fall like oats before a sickle, with legs and arms and heads flying and blood spouting to descend like a crimson curtain, as it had in every previous fight she had been in.

'They die well,' Melcorka gasped, as she sliced a man in half with a single swing of her sword.

'We fight better,' Tuath roared, hacking a man's legs off his body above the knees. 'What is your friend doing?'

Stepping back, Melcorka took a second to watch Bradan. He had run straight to Eileen with his staff stretched out like a spear before him. Eileen recoiled before him, her face twisted in genuine fear.

'What is happening?' Melcorka asked, 'That devil has the power to destroy him, and all of us.'

'Your friend Bradan is a fool,' Tuath said as he casually killed another Cateran. 'Yet you are right: that Daoine Sidh creature looks scared of him.'

'It's the staff!' Melcorka said. 'It's made of rowan wood.' She stepped forward to meet the next Cateran wave.

For some reason the Cateran charge faltered. They stood immobile, frozen, with static faces and upraised swords. Melcorka had time to watch as Bradan approached Eileen with his staff stabbing, thrusting. Even the lightest touch forced her to back away, emitting high pitched squeals that Melcorka heard above the roar of battle.

What roar of battle? Even that had stilled. The slogans of the charging Caterans, the groans of the wounded and even the moans of the dying were absent. There was silence except for the ever-present whisper of the wind through the heather and the soft surge of surf on the shore.

Melcorka blinked and looked at Tuath, who shook his great hairy head. 'I have never seen the like,' he said.

'Nor I,' Melcorka said, and watched Bradan.

Eileen retreated with Bradan following step by step until the Daoine Sidh was trapped against a rock. She held out her hands imploringly but Bradan was implacable. He placed the end of his staff against her forehead, right between her eyes, and pressed firmly.

Eileen's shriek shrilled upward and all around the island so the eagles joined in with their raucous screams as they launched themselves into the air, bird after bird appearing from the hills all around. Melcorka flinched at the terrible noise, holding Defender up as if the sword could protect her. Tuath stepped backward and Duncan and the other survivors threw themselves onto the ground with their hands clasped over their ears.

The noise continued, seemingly for hours although it could only have been a few seconds. Only Bradan seemed unaffected as he pressed his staff remorselessly against Eileen's forehead.

And then Eileen vanished as if she had never been. One second she was writhing and screaming before Bradan, the next there was nothing there except empty heather, a slight whiff of smoke and a black scorch-mark against the rock.

The Caterans had vanished; live, dead and wounded, all had gone. The heather was not marked with blood or trampled with their footsteps.

'By Bel's holy fires,' Tuath looked around in wonder. 'Where are they? Even the ships have gone.'

Tuath was correct. The fleet had disappeared. The sea was now empty as far as Melcorka could seem with only a white rim of surf where the waves broke against a conventional coastline. The skerries had vanished, taking with them the ferocious surf and vicious currents.

'Tuath,' she said, quietly. 'Where is that calm sea-loch and where are the skerries that guarded this place?'

'They were never here,' Bradan walked toward them. 'We only thought they were.' He leaned on his staff. 'That creature we knew as Eileen brought them from within our heads and placed them where we did not want to see them. She created our worst fears and made them reality.'

'By Bel's fires,' Bradan shook his head. 'She was powerful.'

'The People of Peace are powerful in ways we can never imagine,' Bradan said.

'Then how did you kill her?' Melcorka slid Defender back inside her scabbard. There was no need to clean the blood from her blade; the sword glittered as if it had been made only that morning.

'It is not dead,' Bradan said. 'These creatures do not die. I only sent it away somewhere to recover its evil.' He touched the edge of his staff. 'If this was the staff of Columba, then it has already faced the Pictish druids and the monster of the Ness. I placed Columba's cross on Eileen's forehead and that, together with the power of the rowan, defeated her.'

'Where are we?' Tuath looked around. 'Even the landscape has changed.'

'We are on the same island, the Inch Iolaire,' Bradan said. 'We did not go through any magic gateway or any such thing. We are probably about fifty miles from Hector; no more.'

Melcorka nodded. 'The sea looks perfectly normal; choppy and cold but nothing more.' She looked around and breathed deeply of air that suddenly seemed clean, fresh with the salt tang of the sea.

'We'll make one of the birlinns seaworthy for Duncan and the rest, retrieve Catriona and leave this accursed island as soon as we can,' Tuath said. 'We have killed the Osprey; time to get home.' He grinned at Melcorka. 'I am glad I did not have to kill you and Bradan; I grew rather fond of you.'

'I am even gladder,' Bradan said solemnly. 'I have no wish to be killed.'

Melcorka smiled, touched the hilt of Defender and said nothing. 'We have work to do before we leave this island,' she said. 'It is a pity that somebody was so efficient in burning the boats.'







Chapter Seventeen

Alva ran through the sea to meet them, her smile broad and her feet kicking up a curtain of spray. 'Are you back, Bradan? Did you kill many Caterans, Melcorka?'

'Hundreds,' Melcorka said, smiling, 'far too many to count. How are you?'

'I am fine thank you,' Alva said with a little curtsey. 'I am living with Igraine now and she is far kinder than father ever was.' Her face was solemn. 'She makes me say please and thank you and wash my hands and face nearly every day.'

'Nearly every day?' Melcorka widened her eyes in horror. 'My goodness Alva, if you are not careful you will be all washed away until there is nothing left except your smile.'

Alva frowned for a moment and then laughed. 'No; that won't happen, Melcorka. You are being foolish now.'

'Melcorka is good at being foolish,' Bradan ruffled Alva's hair. 'It is one of her more endearing traits, when she is not being a major distraction to us all.'

'Leave my hair alone,' Alva pulled away with both hands to her head. 'It is my hair and not yours to spoil.'

Igraine waded through the water, lifted Alva and balanced her on her ample hip as if she had done it all her life. 'Don't you be cheeky to Bradan now, Alva,' she scolded as she leaned on the bulwark to talk to them. 'I am glad to see you all back; you have a fine bruise on your head, Tuath.'

'I have an even finer bruise elsewhere,' Tuath said. 'You will see it later.'

Igraine looked at Melcorka and raised her eyes. Melcorka smiled. 'It is not as bad as it may have been,' she said.

'I hope that you did not distract my man too much, Melcorka?' Igraine said.

Melcorka shook her head as she disembarked from Catriona. 'He was not distracted in the least.' She understood the gist of Igraine's words and they had nothing to do with his wound. 'He is your man, Igraine and nobody else will do for him.'

Igraine nodded. 'I am glad of that. We must talk sometime, Melcorka, out of the way of little ears.'

'But I want to hear!' Alva's little ears had heard and her little mouth opened in a large cry of protest.

'This is woman's talk, Alva,' Igraine told her.

'I am a woman!' Alva said.

'You very nearly are,' Igraine told her. 'And when you are full woman, then I shall include you in everything that I do,' she faced Melcorka. 'It is about that I wish to talk,' she said quietly.

'This is no time for women's talk!' Hector strode into the sea and helped drag Catriona to shore. 'Did you destroy the nest of Caterans?'

'We did, Hector,' Tuath was first on land, giving Igraine a brief hug and treating Hector to a broad grin that showed white through his black beard as he limped toward the beach. 'We killed them in their hundreds, burned their ships and Bradan here vanquished their pet Daoine Sidh.'

'The Daoine Sidh!' Hector made the sign of the sun. 'Bel's fires! No wonder they were so powerful.'

'Melcorka has a present for you,' Tuath said, still grinning.

'Here you are, Chief,' Melcorka lifted a canvas bag from the bottom of the boat and handed it over.

'What is it?' Hector opened it. 'Oh! A perfect present!' He lifted out the head of the Osprey by his long white hair and displayed it to all the people who were gathering. 'I shall mount this at the entrance to the harbour so all can see what happens to anybody who crosses Hector MacRae!'

'Indeed,' Melcorka kept any emotion from her face. 'Now that we have destroyed the nest of Caterans, you will release me from my promise and renounce your threat to Bradan and Alva.' That was a statement, not a question. Melcorka did not put her hand on the hilt of Defender although she was very aware of its presence across her back.

'Come into the broch and tell me all,' Hector was joviality itself.

'Are we coming as friends or as hostages?' Melcorka put a hand on Bradan's shoulder to prevent him from moving until she knew it was safe. His rowan staff may be proof against the People of Peace, but against Hector's warriors it was only a length of wood.

'You are coming as my guests,' Hector said.

'In that case we are glad to accept,' Melcorka said. A guest in Alba was sacrosanct. Nobody could ever violate the rights of a visitor without losing their honour and being cast out of civilised society for the remainder of their lonely and shunned life.

'I'm coming too!' Alva said, loudly.

'Only if you behave yourself,' Igraine said, and winked at Tuath.

They sat in the same curved chamber as they had occupied on the previous visit, except that this time the atmosphere was lighter, there were no death threats hanging over Bradan or Alva. Hector was smiling as he listened to Tuath's report of their adventures on Inch Iolaire.

'The Osprey was not the overall leader then,' Hector said.

'It seems not,' Tuath said. 'He was handing his prisoners to the Shining One.'

'God save us all,' Bradan said softly and crossed himself as a chill descended on the chamber.

'Tell us about this Shining One,' Melcorka asked.

'We do not know much,' Bradan said after a pause. 'We know that there have been legends about the Shining One that has persisted since time began. I never wished to hear it again and I never want to have anything to do with it.'

'Tell me!' Alva sat at the table, sandwiched between Bradan and Igraine.

'You have to behave!' Igraine told her, sternly.

'I am behaving,' Alva said, and relapsed into approximate silence when Tuath growled at her.

'There are many legends of the Shining One,' Bradan said, 'some are unbelievable, others are even worse. Some say it is a woman, a goddess from the old days who came to this world to help us. Others say it is a creature from the stars, or an angel from the Book. Some claim that the name only refers to the moon that shines in a certain place to be worshipped, but as Christianity has spread, the Shining One's power has weakened until he is an angry thing that seeks only to kill and hurt and destroy.'

'So nobody knows,' Melcorka said. 'This Shining One is all just maybes and rumours and legends.'

'Some things are known,' Bradan said. 'We know that it – I shall call it that – comes to the great winged temple at Callanish. We know it only comes at certain times of the year, when a full moon rises for instance, and now we know that it had some influence over the Osprey.' Bradan sighed. 'The Osprey was scared of the Shining One, which suggests he actually saw it … and it was dangerous.'

'We do know it was responsible for capturing hundreds of men,' Tuath said quietly.

There was a long silence at the table, broken only by Hector drumming his fingers. 'You, Bradan, have proved your worth by defeating one of the Daoine Sidh. The sentence of death upon you is lifted. You, young Alva, are safe.' He gave a small smile so that Melcorka nearly felt a spark of liking for him. 'I think I would have to fight Igraine to execute you.'

Tuath gave a snort. 'That is a fight you could not win,' he said, 'I have been trying for years!' He smiled at the loud laughter from Igraine.

'And you, Melcorka, have proved yourself a mighty warrior, saved the life of your man and this child, and returned to keep your word.' When Hector smiled his front teeth were more prominent than ever. 'I am glad you succeeded, Melcorka, yet if you had failed I would have had the pleasure of your company in my bed.' His smile altered to a gape-mouthed laugh.

'You may not have enjoyed that as much as you would wish,' Melcorka said.

'As it is,' Hector stood up, 'you have kept your word and you and yours are free to leave my island with your honour intact and your names bright.' He held out his hand to Melcorka, who took it, surprised at his frankness and the strength of his grip.

'Thank you Hector,' she said.

'I do not believe that this Shining One is a god or anything like a god,' Hector said. 'I believe it is a man posing as a god. I am going to take all my warriors and we are going to hunt him down and destroy him.' His grin was sudden and slightly boyish. 'You three destroyed the Caterans; I will destroy the man who gave them their orders.'

Tuath nodded. 'Bel will protect us from this imposter,' he said.

'Who will look after Ulvust?' Melcorka asked. 'They need you here, Hector.'

'Conall will take charge of Ulvust,' Hector said with a smile. 'I do not think that you, Bradan, or you, Melcorka, like him much, but he follows the law well.'

Melcorka nodded and glanced at Bradan, who sighed. 'I am hoping to see the winged temple and find details of Abaris,' he said. 'If this Shining One is there, and Hector is determined to destroy him, then I would wish to come along. There may never be another opportunity.'

Melcorka smiled. 'I knew you would still wish to pursue Abaris the druid.' She nodded to Hector. 'Bradan and I will accompany you.' She glanced at Alva. 'That means that you will also come with us, little one.'

Melcorka saw Alva's expression alter. The child looked at Igraine, who pulled her closer, kissed the top of her head and whispered something in her ear.

'Don't you wish to come?' Melcorka asked. 'There will be excitement, travel and new things to see.'

'Igraine has to come too,' Alva said, as Igraine hushed her to silence.

'I think Igraine has other things to do,' Melcorka said.

'Igraine will love it,' Alva said solemnly. 'There will be excitement, travel and new things to see.'

'Don't you be cheeky!' Igraine snapped, 'honestly Melcorka, I've never known her so full of herself. She has been as good as gold…'

'Until I happened along,' Melcorka finished Igraine's sentence.

'I will come as well,' Igraine decided. 'Someone will need to look after Alva while my man and Melcorka are slaughtering everybody.' She was not smiling as she met Melcorka's gaze.







Chapter Eighteen

Six of Hector's birlinns accompanied Catriona in the voyage northward to the conjoined islands of Harris and Lewis. They left Port-nan-loch in Ulvust with a fanfare of cheers and waves from the women and children they left behind, and headed northward as if on a celebration rather than a military expedition. Each birlinn had a harper in the stern and a piper in the bow to help the voyage pass more pleasantly, and if that was not enough the oarsmen sang an iorram to keep time.

'This is very impressive,' Melcorka sat on the bench at Catriona, rowing hard to keep up with the larger birlinns and their experienced crews.

Bradan laughed. 'Last time there were three of us against an army of Caterans. This time we have a complete fleet to protect us against one man who may not even exist. Let's hope we don't need them.' He laughed again, but without humour. Melcorka saw the shadows pass behind his eyes.

'This Shining One unnerves me,' Melcorka admitted. 'Whatever it is, it seems powerful.' She touched the hilt of Defender. 'This sword is the only thing that gives me strength. With it, I am capable of facing anything mortal. Without it I am only an ordinary woman. I have nothing to help us face anything from the supernatural world.'

Bradan looked across the sea to the birlinns as the oarsmen pulled together; the six ships in formation with their sharp bows pointing northward and their wakes a silver vee astern. 'No,' he said, pulling at his own oar. 'With or without Defender, you are no ordinary woman. No ordinary woman could have thought about freeing Tuath and I from the Caterans, yet alone led that assault on them.'

'Anybody would have done that,' Melcorka tried to meet his gaze. 'For a friend.'

Bradan was quiet for a few strokes as Catriona rose and dipped to the dance of the sea.

'When the mermaids were deceiving you all by making you see beautiful women, Bradan, why did you see them all as me?' That was a question that had been in Melcorka's mind for a long time.

There was another long pause before Bradan answered. 'I had no power over what happened,' he said. 'I cannot help that it was you I saw.'

'No,' Melcorka bent forward and pulled back hard on the oar. 'You could not. Nor could I help that I wished to free you.'

'Are we that closely connected?' Bradan asked quietly.

Melcorka did not answer, although she thought deeply about the question. As their attention to rowing wavered, Catriona dipped into the trough of two waves, her high prow sliced into the water so spray rose on either side of her bow, and then she rose again, facing the steel-grey of the sky.

'What are you two talking about?' Alva asked.

'We are working out how we feel about each other,' Melcorka said.

'Are we?' Bradan stared at her, missed a stroke and Catriona allowed gallons of sea-water to splash inside. 'Yes; yes I suppose that is what we are doing.'

'I wish you would talk about something else,' Alva said. 'It gets very wet when you talk about how you feel for each other.'

Melcorka smiled and again tried to meet Bradan's gaze. 'We will try and keep it dry,' she said.

'I wish you would,' Alva said, crossly.

'Your vision with the mermaids was quite interesting,' Melcorka returned to her subject, fully aware that it made Bradan uncomfortable.

'That was not how this conversation started,' he said.

'I know, yet that is where it led,' Melcorka countered him easily. Men were so much simpler to manipulate in conversation. 'We have been companions for some time, Bradan,' she was aware that Alva was listening to everything they said, her little eyes darting from one to the other and back. 'I could not leave you in that dungeon.'

'Many would have,' Bradan said.

'You would not have left me,' Melcorka said.

He shrugged. 'You could also have left me to the fires of Bel.' At last he met her gaze. 'That is twice you put your life in danger to help me, Melcorka. You are more than a companion.'

Suddenly Melcorka wondered if men were really easier to manipulate in conversation. Bradan had turned the conversation around in a few phrases.

'Well?' Alva prompted. She had moved from her position in the stern to sit in the space between them. 'What are you now, Melcorka? You are more than a companion.'

Melcorka was not sure whether to laugh, be angry with Alva or keep silent. She compromised with a smile and a shake of her head.

'We are Bradan and Melcorka,' Bradan said.

'And what does that mean?' Melcorka asked.

'It means I do not know,' Bradan admitted. 'Do you?'

Melcorka took three full pulls at the oars before she replied. 'No,' she said. 'I do not know.'

'I know,' Alva said, but at that moment both Melcorka and Bradan were lost in their own thoughts and did not listen to her.

Rather than sail direct to Callanish where the Shining One was said to appear, Hector thought it best to anchor with his foster brother, Ruari MacLeod further south in the rugged coast of Harris, leave the ships there and march northward.

'Callanish is by the sea,' Melcorka said. 'Why not sail directly there?'

Hector grunted. 'We know nothing about this Shining One,' he said. 'I don't want to leave my ships vulnerable to him. They are as safe with Ruari as they would be in Port-nan-loch.'

The birlinns led the way into a sheltered sea loch in a long line, with Catriona bringing up the rear and great gaunt mountains looming over them all. Hector was first ashore, roaring for Ruari and greeting him with an outstretched hand and a shout of delight that seemed nearly genuine. Ruari was tall, with long blonde hair and a quiet voice that did not disguise his authority in the slightest. While the two chiefs exchanged news, the crews disembarked and hauled the birlinns up beyond the high tide mark.

For an hour there was a scene of bustle and seeming confusion as the masts were shipped and stored alongside the oars, then the vessels were turned hull-up on the beach and secured against all that the worst of the weather could do. People from the nearby township gathered to watch this free entertainment, with many volunteering to help as the conversation flowed back and forth.

'Despite Ruari being my foster-brother, I do not know Harris and Lewis at all,' Hector looked around at the unfamiliar surroundings, 'until recently there were as many Northmen here as Gaels.'

'There are few Norse now,' Melcorka stamped her feet to regain her balance. She was as comfortable on land as at sea, but there was always a few moments of transition between the two elements.

'They left after your victory over them,' Igraine said quietly. 'You are quite the heroine, Melcorka.'

Was that jealousy in Igraine's voice? 'I am what I am,' Melcorka said. 'I am what nature and circumstance has made me.'

Igraine said nothing. She lifted Alva and walked into the settlement. Melcorka looked around; the small township was based around a semi-circular natural harbour at the head of the sea-loch. Seabirds circled above and a gaggle of tousle-haired children gathered noisily around them. Surrounding a small patch of rough fields were bleak granite hills under a lowering grey sky.

'So this is the island of Harris,' she stamped her foot again. 'Thin soil and bare hills. This will be a poor place to farm.'

'We are not farming here,' Tuath caressed his axe, saw Igraine watching and put an arm around her instead. 'We are leaving the birlinns and marching northward.'

'That is as well,' Melcorka said. 'If we stay here, we will eat these good people out of house and home.' The township looked poor, with heather thatch thick above dry-stone cottages and the cattle thin as they wandered between the houses. A scatter of sheep chewed half-heartedly at the seaweed that lay in dark strands above the beach.

'The last Norse invasion hit them hard,' Tuath said. 'There are few men left here and many broken homes.'

'Did you ever have a home Melcorka?' Igraine asked so sweetly that Melcorka knew there was animosity behind the question.

'I did,' Melcorka said, briefly. 'Why do you ask?'

'I do not see you as a home-maker with a husband, bringing up children and tending to your herds.'

'How do you see me?' Melcorka was surprised by the tone of Igraine's voice and the tenor of her questions. She did not know how to respond. Growing up without a father or brother, she had been protected from the usual cut-and-thrust of family life, and living in a small community where she habitually treated all the adults with respect, she never had any need to hone her verbal skills. Since becoming a warrior, most of her companions had been men, slow of speech if fast with sword and spear. She had no experience of the subtleties of feminine verbal sparring with the double meanings and hidden poison behind soft words.

'You are as you seem,' Igraine said.

'And how do I seem?' Melcorka pushed for an answer as they left the township and marched northward into driving rain.

'Like a warrior woman,' Igraine said.

'That is what I am,' Melcorka nodded.

'Then we agree.' Igraine turned away to check that Alva was all right, adjusted her hooded cloak against the rain and stepped on, head down and legs strongly thrusting.

The long island that guarded the western coast of Alba boasted two names, with Harris being the hilly, rocky southern half and Lewis the flatter northern half. Most of the settlements were on the coast or alongside the sea lochs while the moorland interior was used for summer pasturage for the cattle. That would be a happy time, Melcorka thought, when the population moved into temporary settlements known as shielings and the children had freedom to run around the moors.

'How far is this temple of yours, Bradan?' Melcorka asked.

'I am not sure,' Bradan said. 'Not far. Thirty miles perhaps.'

'One day's march for us,' Melcorka said with a smile. 'Two days with this rag-tag army.' She gestured over her shoulder at Hector and his men who straggled in a formless mob, staring about them at this new island as if they were in a different world.

'They are used to travelling by sea, not marching on land,' Bradan said.

'Our men of Fidach would rip them apart,' Melcorka said.

'The Fidach men were professional soldiers. These men are not.' Bradan glanced around him. 'I see what you mean though. They are not well disciplined.'

The ground levelled out into an undulating moor, with each footstep sinking into squelching mud, and men avoiding the many patches of deep bogland that were marked with brilliant green moss and a scattering of reeds. White bog cotton waved to them as they scattered to locate the firmest path.

'This is a dismal place,' Bradan used his staff to probe for firm ground. It was the first they had spoken since they left Catriona.

'Grey days like this make everything dismal,' Melcorka did not lift her head from the bog, in case she ended up sinking. 'I have no love for walking across this kind of countryside.'

'It is not only the weather that is grey,' Bradan found a passage through the next section of bog and stepped on, swearing when his foot sunk ankle deep in a hidden patch of black bogland.

'What was that supposed to mean?' Melcorka asked.

'Whatever you wish it to mean,' Bradan strode ahead and said nothing the next time he splashed into a bog.

Melcorka followed with her emotions in turmoil. She did not know how she felt or how to voice her feelings. She knew she wanted to scream at Bradan, even slap him, although she was not sure why, or what good that would do except release her own inner tension. She hated this unfamiliar feeling of uncertainty so it was almost a relief when the first arrows sang down among them.

She heard the faint whistle of the flight a second before the arrow thudded into the ground a long stride ahead.

'Arrows!' She yelled, glad of the distraction. Enemies and fighting she understood; an enemy was honest and definite; emotions and relationships caused turmoil and insecurity.

Somebody away to her right screamed, 'I'm hit!' and then a man on her left crumpled, spitting blood as an arrow embedded in his throat.

'Archers!' Tuath roared, and stepped closer to Hector, as was his position in battle.

'Use your targes!' Hector yelled.

Most of the men had targes strapped to their backs. These were the round leather shields that were common in the Highlands and Islands. Melcorka drew Defender and stepped closer to look after Bradan. It was a natural movement she made without conscious thought. She did not comment on it, or on the fact that Bradan did the same for her, so they stood back to back in the middle of the bogland, with their previous misunderstanding was forgotten in the midst of this new danger.

'I can't see them,' Bradan held his staff in front of him.

'Nor can I,' Melcorka said. Belatedly she saw Igraine and Alva ten paces behind them, dashed over and pulled them close. 'Keep between us,' she ordered.

'But…' Alva began.

'No buts!' Melcorka snapped, and resumed her defensive position.

Another man yelled and grabbed at his leg, from which an arrow had spouted, and then another fell with an arrow in the thigh.

'They are firing low, whoever they are,' Melcorka said. 'I still can't see anyone.' She thought of the MacGregors, with their ability to melt into the mist, but there was no mist here; the air was as clear as it ever would be.

Save for Hector's men, the moor seemed empty. It was not flat, but undulating, with the bogland in large pockets between the gentle slopes and with peat holes of undetermined depth scattered anywhere. Now she looked, Melcorka saw that there were small patches of mist drifting, condensing and thinning but never dense enough to conceal the MacGregors.

'Move to that high ground,' Melcorka gestured to the nearest ridge. 'We can see better from there.'

'They can see us better too,' Bradan pointed out.

'They are shooting low.' Melcorka reminded.

They moved as a single unit, step by step across the treacherous moor where any tussock of heather could hide an enemy and Melcorka and Bradan acting as a human shield for Igraine and Alva.

'Arrow!' Melcorka shouted, and swept Defender in a half circle that sliced the arrow in half. 'Alva!' she yelled as the child made a dive for the broken halves, 'leave that! It might be poisoned!'

Igraine pulled Alva back, while Melcorka carefully lifted the top of the arrow and held it as they reached the ridge and step by slow step moved to the top.

From here the view stretched out around them with the moorland seeming never-ending to the east, although in the west it ended at the hard grey of the island smudged sea while in the south the stark mountains of Harris lunged upward to the clouds.

Scattered among the moor were Hector's men, moving slowly northward or cringing for cover amidst the tussocks of heather and reeds of bog-cotton. Five lay still, pierced by multiple arrows.

'There,' Melcorka pointed downward; 'something is moving amidst the moss.'

'I see it,' Bradan said, 'what is it?'

'It's some sort of animal,' Igraine said. 'It's floating on top of the bog.'

'It's a monster,' Alva's voice was high-pitched.

Melcorka put a hand over her mouth. 'Speak soft little one, or don't speak at all. If you attract attention the enemy will look for you.' She stood beside Alva, sword drawn and balanced over her right shoulder, ready to strike at whoever or whatever attacked. She focussed on the creature on the moor.

'I see you,' she said softly, 'and if I can see you, I can kill you.'

The creature was the same colour as the moor, brown specked with purple, and its fur was spiky, like reeds. It seemed to glide across the bog on huge flat feet, and then crouch to fire a small arrow. If it was a man, it was misshapen, but if it was a monster it was not large.

'It's not a monster,' Melcorka said. 'It's a man with something on his feet.'

'It looks like a monster,' Alva insisted.

Melcorka nodded. 'It does indeed.' Now that she knew what she was looking for, she could see more of the bowmen in the bogland. There were dozens, crawling or crouching among the heather and reeds, firing whenever they found an opportunity and then ducking down again.

She looked at the arrow she had broken. The shaft was very light and the head was of bone, sharpened to a point. 'There is no power in this,' she said. 'It will not penetrate thick clothing yet alone even quilted armour. That is why they aim mainly at the arms and legs, the places least protected.'

'You said it was poisoned,' Alva said.

'I said it might be poisoned,' Melcorka corrected. She held the arrow-head to the light. 'I can't see anything on it, nothing except the bone of the arrow and honest mud of the moor. It is not poisoned.'

Bradan looked down on the moor. 'These strange creatures are picking off Hector's men one by one. What are we going to do?'

'You are going to stay here and look after Alva and Igraine,' Melcorka said. 'I am going to get rid of the archers.' She gave a grim smile. 'Or as many of them as I can reach in this bog-land!'

'I'll come too,' Alva scrambled forward until Igraine grabbed her and shook her.

'You'll do no such thing! You'll stay by my side and do as you're told!'

'You three lie down and keep covered as much as possible.' Melcorka sliced at the heather with Defender, cutting great swathes. 'Pile that around you; it might disguise you or even stop an arrow. Bradan, if you see any of these archers come close; attack them with your staff.'

'You take care,' Bradan said. His eyes were more worried than he knew.

Nodding, Melcorka covered herself as much as she could with her travelling cloak and loped down the hill, Defender in hand. Remembering where the archer had been, she headed in that direction, careless of arrows but wary of stepping into a bog.

'Be careful Melcorka!' That was Tuath's voice, coming from a tussock in front. Melcorka waved her acknowledgement and reached the bog where the archer was hiding. Close to, she could see nothing, yet she knew the archer was concealed here somewhere, amidst the heather and reeds. Crouching down, she swept Defender in a circle around her, watching the keen blade slice through reeds and heather stalks, and then she moved on, still crouching, gradually clearing the area with her sword. If the creature was hiding here, Defender would destroy it.

After a minute she saw movement in a shrub of heather and the creature leaped out, shapeless and ragged. It slid onto a dark pool and glided across the surface, due to some large plate-like objects that it had attached to its feet. As it reached the centre of the pool, out of Melcorka's reach it turned, pulled back its bow and fired.

Melcorka swung Defender and knocked the arrow out of the air. The creature quickly fitted another arrow to its bow and shouted something in a voice so high pitched it sounded like the call of a vixen.

Taking a chance on the depth of the pool, Melcorka plunged in, still swinging Defender. The archer backed away, dropped its bow and quiver and fled across the surface of the water, which reached only to Melcorka's thighs. Lifting the floating bow, Melcorka aimed at the creature and fired. She was certainly no expert with a bow, but in her girlhood had hunted birds for food, so her arrow flew true.

The archer squealed high pitched as the arrow struck it in the leg. It stopped to grab at the wound, overbalanced and fell sideways, sufficiently close to the far edge of the pool for Melcorka to run around the side and drag it ashore.

'Who are you?' She asked. 'What are you?'

It was a man. It was undoubtedly a man, dressed in a strange costume that blended with the moor. He stared at Melcorka through frightened hazel eyes as Melcorka ripped off his shaggy cape. Made of heather fronds skilfully woven together, it had reeds and bracken thrusting from it so the wearer would be virtually impossible to see against the moor.

'What a clever little creature you are,' Melcorka looked at his feet. The man wore huge shoes of heather stalks and hollow reeds woven to form floats that could bear his weight without sinking into the bog.

'Now what shall I do with you,' she said, just as an arrow thumped into her cloak.

Now knowing what to look for, she spotted the archer almost immediately, lifted her wounded victim's quiver and ran after the second attacker. The man ran into the depths of a bog and turned around, daring her to follow.

'I know that game,' Melcorka said to herself. 'I would wager that bog will be deep enough to drown me.' Fitting an arrow to her bow, she fired at this new attacker, at exactly the same moment he released an arrow at her.

The man ducked away the second he fired, so he did not see his arrow catch harmlessly in the folds of Melcorka's cloak. Melcorka's had aimed at his face, but as he turned it landed on the side of his throat, slicing open his jugular. He died in a fountain of blood, emitting that same high pitch shrilling as his wounded colleague.

The sound carried all across the moor, attracting many more of the little archers, who emerged from behind thickets or the midst of peat holes with bows at the ready, staring toward the source of the sound.

'They're going to attack us!' Tuath roared, readying his great axe.

'No; they are running away,' Bradan shouted from his position on top of the ridge.

'Kill them!' Hector said.

'No!' Melcorka countered his order. 'There is no need; we have won.' She watched as the moorland was filled with the little men, twenty, thirty maybe forty of them, all running to a second ridge that rose from the most low-lying part, surrounded by a natural moat of peat-pools and areas of reeds and quaking bog. There were many more than she had at first counted and all vanished into the bog land. A portion of the ridge opened before them like a door into a mound of heather and they ran in with high-pitched squeals.

'Here, my little friend,' Melcorka lifted the man she had wounded. 'You are no threat to us.' The man looked at her, his eyes terrified. 'Come on; I'll take you home.'

'He's one of the enemy!' Hector shouted.

'He stopped being my enemy when he stopped trying to kill me,' Melcorka said. She carried the small man to the edge of the deep bogland. 'You know the way from here,' she said, putting him gently down and handing him back his bow and arrows. 'I'm sorry about your friend but he attacked me first, you know.'

The man turned away and vanished into the bog. Melcorka waited until the strange door in the ridge opened again and the man slid inside, and then she turned away.

'They won't thank you for your mercy,' Hector said.

'I did not give mercy to gain gratitude,' Melcorka lifted the huge shoes from the feet of the man she had killed. 'Do you think these work with people our size?'

'Can I try it, Melcorka?' Alva asked eagerly, pulling at Igraine's hand to lift the shoes.

'No,' Igraine said. 'You might fall and drown.'

'Those little monsters did not drown!'

'You are not them,' Igraine said. 'Best not, Melcorka, in case they don't take your weight. You are not as light as they are.'

Melcorka wondered if Igraine was trying to say that she was overweight. 'I'll try them,' she decided, more to spite Igraine as out of curiosity. There were cords of twisted heather that fastened around her ankles feet and then she stood, feeling very clumsy as she shuffled forward.

'Go on Melcorka! Try and walk on water!' Alva sounded wildly excited.

Melcorka looked around. Igraine was restraining Alva from jumping after her while Bradan was leaning on his staff. Melcorka could not read any expression in his face.

If these little people could do it, then so could she. Taking a deep breath, Melcorka unfastened Defender and placed her on the side of the pool, took off her travelling cloak and slid onto the dark water. She slowly put her weight on the float. It sunk slightly under the surface and then held.

'It's easy,' she said and slid out her other foot. The water gave slightly and then seemed to solidify so she stood, wavering slightly. For a moment she forgot she was Melcorka the Swordswoman and was her age again, a young woman of twenty trying something new.

'Let's see if I can cross to the other side,' she said, smiling.

She slid forward as she had seen the small man do, wobbled slightly, then grinned as her confidence grew and tried a full step.

'Wait!' she shouted as her left foot sunk; she replaced her right foot too quickly, toppled over and fell face first into the dark peaty water.

For one second she floundered, swallowing water and completely disorientated until she realised that the floats, so useful when she was upright, had now bobbed to the surface of the water so she was upside down in the pool. And drowning, she realised as she swallowed a mouthful of peat-flavoured water.

This was not the way she expected to die. She was a warrior; she should die in battle, facing fearsome odds as she and Defender defeated some savage enemy. She should not die upside down in a peat bog in the middle of a moor after acting like a little child. She knew that dying people were said to have their lives flash before them. Instead she felt intense frustration at what she had failed to achieve. She had not found Bradan's wise druid, or taken him to see what was beyond the western ocean that he sometimes spoke about, or even told him how she thought about him.

Bradan? She had hardly even spoken to him these last few hours; why should thoughts of him dominate her final few seconds?

The truth was so obvious that it was painful as it entered her mind with all the force of one of Tuath's axe blows. Y

She felt the hands on her legs, pulling her backward and upward; she felt rough heather on her stomach and then her head was free and she was coughing and retching and spewing water onto the ground as Bradan and Igraine were pumping her dry.

'Are you alive?' That was Bradan's voice, laden with concern. 'Dear God in heaven Melcorka say something!'

'I won't be doing that again,' Melcorka tried to say, and succeeded only in vomiting a vast quantity of peaty water back into the pool.

She lay for a second, felt Bradan pulling her leine back down and realised her entire lower half had been exposed to the view of all and sundry, decided that it did not really matter and rolled over onto her back.

Igraine and Bradan were crouching beside her, Igraine with disapproval on her face and Bradan with concern and something else, something she now recognised and wondered why she had failed to do so before.

'Don't move,' Melcorka said to him, rolled over to the pool and washed her mouth clean. 'Now Bradan.' reaching for him, she pulled him to her and gave him a kiss that drained his breath and raised a cheer from the bystanders.

'That should keep you quiet,' Melcorka said with satisfaction.

'Do it again!' Alva shouted.

'You mean like this?' Bradan asked and repeated the procedure, much to Alva's satisfaction.

'And now,' Bradan said, smugly, 'we better be getting on our way. Hector is looking impatient and the Shining One may be watching too, for all we know.'

'Let him wait,' Melcorka lifted her cloak and Defender. She looked at Bradan, held his gaze for a long second, hoping he could read her mind, and walked on, northward, across the moor.







Chapter Nineteen

'There; do you see it?' Tuath used his axe as a pointer as he indicated what lay ahead. 'That is Callanish, the winged temple that Bradan has been searching for.'

Melcorka stopped at the summit of a small rise and waited for Bradan to join her. It felt slightly unfair that she should see Callanish before he did.

'Let me see.' Bradan hurried beside her. She could feel him shaking with suppressed excitement as he looked northward toward the temple that meant so much to him.

'Dear God it's huge,' he said in a voice little more than a whisper. 'It is much larger than anything else I have ever seen.'

Melcorka had thought the temple would be a single building, like a church or a broch or a dun, but instead it was a massive open complex composed of standing stones raised in a pattern that highlighted a stone circle set around a single grey monolith. She had been slightly disappointed yet was more than glad that Bradan appeared in awe.

'How many stones are there?' Bradan asked and immediately answered his own question. 'There must be scores in the main temple alone,' he looked around, 'and there are others all around; more circles, more standing stones. No wonder this place is the father of all the temples; no wonder Abaris came from here. It is a winged temple indeed.'

The temple of Callanish stood on a ridge, with the focus composed of a Celtic cross formed by standing stones, with the wheel, or circle having thirteen stones around a fourteen foot tall granite giant. Five rows of standing stones connected to this circle, with one paired row that led north by north-east acting as an avenue.

Bradan stared at the temple for a long time before he spoke again. 'There are so many stories and legends about this place,' he said quietly. 'Some people say that these stones were once people, but a magician changed them into living rock and placed them in a ring for some religious purpose. Others say that the chief druid – perhaps Abaris himself – stood on that stone, the tall monolith within the circle and performed religious ceremonies as he imparted his wisdom. There are tales that claim the avenue was a huge serpent that was turned to stone – and we all know that the druids are often called the serpents.'

'Oh yes,' Melcorka said. She had never heard that tale before but knew this was not the time to mention her ignorance.

'There are even stories that these stones were once giants that refused to convert to Christianity and so were petrified. They were known as fir bhreige – false men.' Bradan lowered his voice until only Melcorka could hear it. 'You see that avenue there, where a double row of stones leads up to the circle?'

'I see it,' Melcorka said.

'That is said to be where the Shining One walks, with a cuckoo announcing his arrival.' Bradan's voice was so flat that Melcorka knew he was disguising his emotions. He licked dry lips.

'We will find your Abaris,' she said. 'And rid you of your fear of the Shining One.'

He nodded, staring toward Callanish. 'The answer lies there, somewhere. I do not know if we will like it.'

The rest of Hector's warriors had gathered around them, and all were staring at the huge array of standing stones and stone circles that dominated the landscape, with the sea and offshore islands creating a dramatic backdrop. Some pointed in awe, others repeated the legends; a few shrugged with a complete lack of interest.

'Shall we go on?' Melcorka asked.

Bradan nodded. He had been shaken by Callanish, although with the dull sky and coming dark the temple could be taken for an ancient site with no more to it than a derelict and forgotten relic of the past. To those with no knowledge, Callanish was merely a collection of stones standing on end in a strange pattern.

'This is an evil place,' Hector spoke more soberly than usual. 'It is a place of death.'

Bradan nodded 'I had expected to find knowledge and understanding,' he said quietly. 'Instead…' He tapped his staff on the ground. 'I am sorry to bring you here, Melcorka.'

'There is no need for sorrow,' Melcorka said.

Tuath hefted his axe. 'If there is death, then I shall be the bearer.' He held up his hand, forefinger and thumb in a circle. 'If Bel allows.'

Melcorka watched Igraine pull Alva toward her and did not understand her twist of pain.







Chapter Twenty

The stones of Callanish stood stark and unspeaking on their ridge, with the sea and its islands to the west and the great black abyss of the night sky above. The wind whisked silently around the stones and whispered through the rough grass, competing with the constant hush of the sea-surf to break the silence.

'Is this how you imagined it?' Melcorka asked.

Bradan shook his head. 'This is different; much different.' He looked around slowly. 'There is more here than I ever imagined; so many standing stones and that circle all together. I can nearly feel Abaris here, walking the avenue, feeling the power of the stones.'

'There is no power in the stones,' Melcorka said. 'They are stones, nothing more.'

Bradan nodded. 'Perhaps so, yet they have heard the wisdom of the druids; they must have absorbed the words and the spirit.'

'I did not know that rock could do that,' Melcorka said.

Bradan touched the closest stone. 'If they could only talk,' he said, and grinned, 'they might even tell us about Abaris.'

'I wish they would,' Melcorka said, 'or even about the Shining One.' She put her hand on the hilt of her sword. For some reason even saying the name brought a shiver to her, as if she and the Shining One were bound together in some way.

'Pray to God that creature does not turn up,' Bradan's grin faded. 'Whatever it is, it terrified the Osprey and controlled that other thing that called itself Eileen.'

Melcorka felt that shiver again. 'Something is happening,' she said. 'Look at the sky.'

Bradan glanced upward. The clouds that had obscured the sky all day were moving away, revealing a million stars.

'There is a new moon tonight,' Bradan said.

'Is that important?' Melcorka asked.

'That may be,' Bradan said quietly. 'Look over there.'

The woman was as familiar as coarse weather and a lot less welcome as she sat on the monolith within the stone circle, swinging her legs from side to side as she watched them. Her eyes were like deep pits in a face as beautiful as it was repulsive.

'I had hoped not to see you again,' Bradan held his staff ready.

'Yet here I am,' Eileen said. 'You killed my favourite Cateran.'

'I did that killing,' Melcorka stood beside Bradan. 'I did not expect to see you at this sacred place.'

Eileen's laugh seemed to fill the temple and rise to mock the stars. 'Sacred to whom, Melcorka the Swordswoman? Do you know?'

'I do not know,' Melcorka said. 'I do know that there is only one God.'

Eileen laughed again. Slipping off her perch she floated down to the rough grass below and came toward them. Her face altered with every step; one second she was the beautiful woman they had first seen on the Cateran's ship, then the young child they had known on Inch Iolaire. Before their eyes she altered into a middle aged woman with lines around her mouth, lines that deepened and spread until she was an old hag replete with wrinkles and thinning white hair. When she stopped a dozen paces from them she was a beautiful woman who could have been in her thirties, with a mane of shining brown hair and eyes so innocent a dove would have envied them.

'Are you so sure about that, Melcorka of Alba?'

'I am sure,' Melcorka was determined not to succumb to the tricks of this evil creature, whoever or whatever she was.

'Then look around and tell me what you see?' When Eileen swept her arm around her, a host of people immediately filled the spaces between the standing stones of Callanish. Where an instant before the temple had been empty, now men, women and children occupied every gap and covered the ground in a colourful throng. Dressed in long robes and with sandals on their feet and long hair down to their shoulders, holding staffs or baskets of fruit, they stood in chattering groups, happy in each other's company. Melcorka looked upward; the night sky had cleared, with bright sun taking the place of a weft of stars, the scent of cut grass perfuming the air and bird-song sweet to her ears.

'You say there is only one God yet I can summon so many people, cancel the night and bring sunlight to a place you call sacred.' Eileen lifted her hands again, pointing to Melcorka. 'Can your sword protect you against me?'

'My staff can,' Bradan's voice floated within Melcorka's mind, yet she could no longer see him in this crowded place. 'These people are not real. They come from your mind to intrude in ours.'

'They are real,' Eileen said. 'They are real and the Caterans I summoned were real. They did not come from my mind or from your mind, Bradan the Wanderer, Bradan the Uncertain, Bradan the Unwanted, Bradan the Eternal Seeker after ghosts; they come from the past. These are the people who were once here and whose spirits remain here forever.'

'They are not real,' Bradan repeated. 'You are an illusionist; nothing more. Unless you return these images to where they belong, I will consign you to history as well.' He tapped his staff on the ground, three times in slow succession.

'That would be a mistake, Bradan,' Eileen said, 'after you have sought answers for so long, and can find them here.'

'Which answers can I find?' Bradan asked.

'You seek Abaris the Magi, Abaris the Druid, Abaris the Seeker after Truth.'

'I do,' Bradan said.

'And you fear the Shining One – and with reason.' Eileen said. 'You should fear him.'

'I fear what I do not know,' Bradan said.

Melcorka knew that she was temporarily forgotten as Bradan and Eileen engaged in their private conversation. She listened, only partly understanding.

'You fear what you do not know, yet you seek knowledge?' Eileen's laugh was harsher than anything Melcorka had ever heard. 'There is so much contradiction within you that you speak in riddles for which you shall never find the answers.'

'That is the way of it,' Bradan sounded calm. 'Now restore us to reality, old woman.' He tapped his staff again.

'There are many realities,' Eileen said.

'We live in only one,' Bradan refused to be drawn into a philosophical debate.

'As you wish, Bradan the Coward.' Eileen clapped her hands and the daylight vanished, taking with it the chattering people, the birdsong and the sweet scented grass.

Only Eileen remained, standing in front of the monolithic stone in that place of many stones, with the stars glittering above and the sound of the surf soft in the west.

'We have had enough of your tricks,' Bradan said.

'There will be no tricks tomorrow,' Eileen's voice was low. 'There will be death and sorrow and the beginning of a new quest.'

'Every day has its quota of death and sorrow,' Bradan said, 'and quests lead to discoveries and discoveries to new questions.'

'Tomorrow, at the rising of the sun, the Shining One will come; your nemesis, Melcorka, and your constant nightmare.' Eileen was the beautiful mature woman again, with her eyes black pits of loathing.

'I have no nemesis and my nightmares are my own concern.' Melcorka faced her boldly, as the beautiful woman faded into a haze and then vanished.

There was a flutter of feathers and the cawing of a crow. The bird stood on the central monolith, preening itself. It looked at Melcorka through the same black pits of eyes that Eileen used, and then spoke in her voice. 'One god or many gods; I am always the triple woman.' Where there had been one crow, now there were three and they rose together, cawing as they followed the circle of stones.

'Dear God in heaven,' Bradan breathed. 'It is her.'

'Who?' Melcorka asked. 'Who is it?'

The temple was empty. Only Bradan stood there, holding his staff, with Melcorka at his side and a hollow loneliness within her. She heard the call of a lone crow and then only the sounds of the night.

'That woman is evil,' Melcorka said. 'You know her, I think.'

'She is all evil,' Bradan said. 'She is from the old days; the very old days.'

'Who is she?' Melcorka repeated as the sound of the surf came to them. A single feather drifted down; black and coarse, it landed at her feet.

'Don't touch that,' Bradan said as Melcorka stooped to lift it. 'It is imbued with her evil.' He tapped his staff on the ground, holding the carved cross in his hand as though his life, or his soul, depended on it. 'She is Badb. She is the Morrigan.'

'I do not know the name.'

'She is personification of the war-goddess of the ancients. She can take three shapes and evolve into three personalities; she is the Great Queen, Macha, Nemainn or Badb; she lusts for war and slaughter, and for men … her sexual appetite is as powerful as her love of blood.'

'You take care then, Bradan…' Melcorka tried to smile, but Bradan was not finished yet.

'You may know of Morgan le Fay?' Braden said.

'The woman who caused the downfall of King Arthur?' Melcorka touched the hilt of her sword that Arthur had once possessed.

'That is also her, or one aspect of her.' Bradan looked around at the blanketing night. 'We should get some rest, Melcorka. There is death forecast for tomorrow and I do not wish to see it.'

Melcorka nodded. Defender, then known as Excalibur, had not helped King Arthur against the wiles of Morgan le Fay. Now she faced the same enemy, and with the same weapon. 'May God have mercy on us all,' she breathed.

'He may, if he so chooses,' Bradan's hand was white knuckled on the rowan-wood cross.

Dawn brought a smirr of rain and an easterly wind across the great moorland of Lewis. Seabirds called, harsh and piercing above the echoing surf.

'I heard you had a visitor last night,' Tuath's great voice boomed out.

'Eileen was back,' Melcorka said. 'In her own shape: the Morrigan. How did you know?'

'Alva told us.' Tuath said.

'Alva would know,' Melcorka looked to the circle of stones. 'The creature told us that the Shining One would come this morning.'

'Then let us prepare to meet him,' Tuath hefted his axe as his teeth showed in a grin. 'I have never met anyone, shining or dull, who could stand after I have felled him.'

Melcorka laughed. 'You are an honest man, Tuath and I am glad of your company.'

Bradan tapped his staff on the ground and said nothing. Melcorka knew that he was worried.

The clatter of weapons and thunder of marching feet sounded normal after the supernatural complexities of the previous night. Melcorka forced a smile as Hector arrived at the head of his men.

'So here we are then,' Hector roared, 'all waiting for this Shining One who ordered the Caterans to attack my ships and my people.'

'You look cheerful this morning,' Melcorka said.

'I want to get this over with so I can return home,' Hector nearly shouted. 'I don't enjoy these foreign adventures.' He raised his voice further. 'Where are you, Shining One? Hector MacRae is here! Show yourself you false coward! I am Hector and I will fight you man to man!'

'I will fight him for you, Chief,' Tuath stepped forward, axe on shoulder. 'I am your bodyguard.'

'No, Tuath,' Hector put a huge hand on Tuath's chest. 'This is one fight I must win alone. This Shining One is a chief; it is fitting that one chief should fight another, and where would the world be if I allowed you all the glory?'

'It is my job…' Tuath began, until Igraine put her far more delicate hand on his arm.

'Listen to Hector,' she urged. 'Let him fight if he wishes.'

Melcorka glanced at Bradan. She knew that Igraine was not concerned for Hector's glory, but for the life of her man. She could sense the dark shadow that waited in this place.

Hector took a few practise swings of his sword, the Gaelic claymore with the upturned quillons and great five foot long blade. 'I need the exercise,' he said. 'I used to be a great warrior.'

'Used to be,' Melcorka repeated. 'Perhaps you should allow Tuath or me to fight for you? We both have more recent experience.'

'Chiefs fight chiefs,' Hector said. 'I have made my decision.'

Tuath took a deep breath, looked at Melcorka and raised his eyebrows. 'As you wish, Hector and if he kills you I shall take my revenge on him.'

'No.' Hector shook his head. 'This will be an honourable fight; the victor will walk away unmolested. Swear that!'

'Hector…' Tuath said.

'Swear!'

'I do so swear,' Tuath mumbled through gritted teeth.

'And you, Melcorka,' Hector said. 'You are only in this fight at my bidding; you have no obligation to continue it after my death. Swear you will not seek vengeance.'

'I do so swear,' Melcorka did not mention that Defender could not kill for revenge. If Hector was defeated, there was nothing she could do.

'Very well,' Hector said. 'Then let the charade begin.'

Hector's men formed themselves around the stones, gathering together individually or in small groups that were so reminiscent of the long-gone people Melcorka had seen the previous night that she felt the sweat start on her body. History was repeating itself, except these men were living, breathing and talking as they watched their chief stride forward to battle the unknown.

With his claymore across his back, his dirk at his belt and the skein-dhu in his stocking, Hector was every inch the burly Hebridean warrior as he walked toward the central circle. 'I am here, Shining One! I am Hector MacRae of Ulvust! Fight me if you dare, or be forever doomed to be known as a coward!'

At first there was no response, and then the sun crept up beyond the highest of the stones. There was the call of a cuckoo, all the more unsettling for being out of season.

Melcorka did not see where the Shining One came from. One minute only Hector stood there, and the next there was a giant that glittered under the power of the sun. The reflection was so bright that Melcorka narrowed her eyes and then had to look away. There was light, and there was a blazing golden hue that dominated the avenue of stones that led to the central circle at Callanish.

'The Shining One!' The words passed from man to man along the crowd, with many making the sun gesture to Bel with thumb and forefinger. Tuath was among them, watching through the fingers of his left hand and an expression of superstitious awe on his face.

'It is Bel himself,' Tuath said.

'Bel… Bel…' The name was repeated like the crisp rustle of leaves in an autumn breeze.

Even Melcorka felt the small hairs on the back of her neck rise as the great glittering giant strode forward along the avenue of standing stones, with the sun reflecting from every part of him.

'Hector!' Tuath yelled, 'you cannot fight a god!'

'I am Hector MacRae!' Hector's voice sounded, 'and I am scared of nobody, not man nor beast nor god nor demon!'

For the first time, Melcorka felt a twinge of admiration for Hector. 'Fight well Hector!' she shouted, 'and may God give strength to your arms!'

Running around the outside of the stones, Melcorka tried to find a place where she could stand outside the glare. There was nowhere. The sun caught the Shining One, reflecting and dazzling from every angle. She could only guess how much worse it was for Hector, close up and with his life at stake.

'Swing hard Hector!' Melcorka yelled. 'Guard yourself.'

She heard the first grunt of combat and the clatter of steel on steel. Hector shouted his slogan and she knew he was fighting, although the glare encompassed both men, if indeed the Shining One was a man and not some creature from beyond mortality.

'Use this!' Melcorka had not seen Bradan come beside her. He handed her a strip of dark silk. 'Place it across your eyes and look through it!'

The silk acted as a filter for the glare, so Melcorka could watch the fight. The Shining One was clad from head to toe in armour, polished so hard that it reflected the sun as if it was a mirror. He was tall, nearer seven feet than six, with a helmet that covered his head and face, and fought with axe and sword in a fashion that Melcorka had seen only with the Northmen.

It was obvious that Hector was a skilled warrior as he slashed and thrust and parried with his claymore, yet he was at a major disadvantage as he fought with his eyes narrowed against the glare.

As one of his mighty slashes forced the Shining One a step back, Hector roared and sliced sideways, catching his opponent on the leg, denting his armour and making him roar in pain.

'He is no god!' Melcorka decided. 'The Shining One can be hurt; he is a man inside bright armour; that is all.'

The pain seemed to make the Shining One more determined. With a long sword in his left hand and the axe in his right, he countered Hector's next attack, trapping the claymore between his twin weapons and holding it there.

'Fight, Hector!' Melcorka shouted. 'Fight for your life!'

For a minute that seemed to stretch for hours, the Shining One and Hector stood like that, each man straining forward, Hector to free his sword and the Shining One to break his grip on the hilt. It was muscle against muscle, strength against strength, power against power.

Melcorka winced as Hector was forced a single step back. She saw the determination on his face as the muscles in his neck corded and writhed like snakes, and then he forced the Shining One to retreat in turn. They were poised again with neither man willing to concede an inch. Then Hector's sword snapped. The great blade broke in two with the top half falling in seeming slow motion to spear into the thin soil between the stones.

The sound echoed around the temple as Hector staggered back and the Shining One stepped forward. That might have been the end of the contest for a lesser man, but Hector was a Hebridean chief, a fighting man from a breed of fighting men. Even as the Shining One lifted his axe to deliver a killing blow, Hector drew the dirk from his belt and thrust it upward toward the Shining One's belly.

Melcorka nearly winced, knowing how deadly that stroke was. Instead she gasped as the long blade also snapped when it clashed against the Shining One's armour.

'He can't be killed!' Somebody shouted. 'He is invulnerable; he is a god!'

'He's only a man!' Melcorka yelled, and relapsed into silence as the Silent One lifted his axe and chopped sideways. She watched as the sun caught the blade of the axe on its journey, and then it dug into Hector's neck.

Hector's head lifted in the air, propelled by jets of blood, and descended to bounce twice on the ground and roll away. His body stood for a second, spouting blood, and then it crumpled and fell.

There was silence around Callanish as the men of Ulvust witnessed the death of their chief.

For the first time that morning, a cloud slithered across the face of the sun.

Melcorka watched as the Shining One slid his sword into its scabbard and lifted the head of Hector. Blood slow dripped onto the grass.

'Is there anybody else bold enough to fight me?'

The silence endured. Melcorka saw Tuath step forward, only for Igraine to hold him back with a single finger. 'You gave your oath,' she said, the soft words carrying around that bitter temple with more force than any shouted battle-slogan.

'As did you,' Bradan whispered to Melcorka.

The Shining One walked on, holding Hector's head high. 'I have killed your chief!' he announced. 'Now I challenge you, any of you, to face me in battle.'

'I will fight you!' The voice was very young as Alva slipped free and ran up to the Shining One. 'I liked Hector.'

'Alva!' Both Igraine and Melcorka ran forward to save her.

Without hesitation, the Shining One bent down. He swept his arm in a great arc that knocked Alva off her feet and crashed her against the nearest stone. Melcorka reached her first, with Igraine one step behind.

'Give her to me!' Igraine demanded, taking the child from Melcorka's grasp. 'You!' she shouted, 'Shining One!' Still carrying Alva, she ran up to the man and pushed him with one hand. 'I never gave my word not to fight you! Take off that armour and fight me fair; if you dare!'

In response, the Shining One pushed her aside as easily as he had Alva.

'You coward!' Melcorka did not release Defender as Tuath came to protect his wife.

'Fight me,' the Shining One said.

'We are bound by oath not to,' Melcorka said. 'We gave our word not to avenge Hector, if you should emerge victorious.'

'Then I could kill you where you stand.' The Shining One said.

'If you tried,' Melcorka told him, 'we would no longer be fighting to avenge Hector, but to defend ourselves.'

'I wonder what you are like under that helmet,' Bradan mused as he stepped in front of Melcorka. 'Are you so ugly that you must hide from our eyes, or so much a coward that you fear to be seen?'

Tying Hector's head to his belt, and sliding his axe on the opposite side, the Shining One put both hands to his helmet. 'I am like this,' he said, and pulled the helmet off. He shook his head so his long braided hair cascaded down on either side of his tattooed face.

'It's Father!' Alva said.







Chapter Twenty-One

For a moment Melcorka could only stare. The face that emerged was one that had filled her nightmares for the past fourteen months. Egil the Norseman, the killer of her mother and the man who had led half the army of Norse that had devastated much of Alba stared out at her.

'You knew me as Egil,' he said.

'It's Father,' Alva repeated, and backed away behind Igraine. 'Please don't give me back to him.'

Egil laughed. 'Have no fear of that; I have a fine son; I have no use for a snivelling daughter,' he stepped forward, arm raised as if to deliver a back-handed swipe to her face.

'If you touch her, we are no longer fighting to revenge Hector,' Melcorka said. 'Look around you.'

Hector's men were as bound by oath as Melcorka was, yet there were at least twenty arrows pointed at Egil at that moment.

'Your armour may protect you some of the time,' Melcorka said. 'Not all.'

'I defeated you once before,' Egil mused. 'Now you hide behind an oath because you are frightened to fight me again.'

'There is no fear in me,' Melcorka said quietly. 'I have a question for you, Shining One.'

'Only one question? Do you not want to hear how your mother squealed as I killed her? Do you not wish to hear how my men killed every last one of your family, your clan and your people?'

Melcorka lunged forward as the memories returned, only for Egil to push her away with ease.

'Your sword cannot kill me, Melcorka, and without it you are only a puny girl.'

Melcorka sprawled on the ground, unable to articulate her hatred.

'You left your daughter alone amidst mermaids,' Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. 'She thought you were dead.'

Egil pushed Melcorka with his foot. 'I hoped they would eat her,' he said, 'while the Morrigan and I had other matters to attend to.'

'I also have a question for you,' Tuath spoke quietly. 'You are posing as the Shining One; you are a man, not a god. Why pretend to be what you are not?'

'I am the only Shining One you will ever meet, coward with an axe.'

'You are fortunate that I am bound by oath,' Tuath said, 'or my axe would be buried deep in your head.'

Egil's laugh was as loud and insincere as ever.

'The chief of the Caterans handed his captives to you,' Tuath ignored the laugh. 'What did you do with them? Why do you want them?'

'That is two questions, yet I am happy to answer. I am only the next link in the chain. I passed them along to the king of the selkies,' Egil laughed again. 'He uses them as food for his people.'

'Food?' Tuath sounded stunned. 'You handed men over to be eaten?'

Egil's laugh was louder than ever. 'Why not?' He put his armoured foot on top of Melcorka's thigh and twisted, breaking the skin. 'The men of Ulvust eat the flesh of seals. Why should the seal-people not eat the flesh of the men of Ulvust?'

'And where is this king of the selkies?' Melcorka broke the horrified silence as she shuffled clear of Egil's foot. 'Tell me so I can kill him. He is the head of this evil and I am not oath bound to keep him alive.'

Egil smiled to her. 'He has his own temple in the distant isles,' he said, 'guarded by creatures of the deep so ferocious that you would scream in terror even to view them, Melcorka the orphan.'

'What temple?' Bradan asked.

'That you shall never be told,' Egil said.

Igraine took a step forward. 'Are you the father of Alva?' She faced Egil directly.

'That brat is one of mine,' Egil said.

'The men you are handing over are somebody's children,' Igraine said. 'How would you feel if somebody handed Alva over to be eaten by some monster?'

Egil stopped laughing. 'The little bastard is nothing but a wagging tongue. I would enjoy watching the selkies eat her.'

Igraine stiffened. She placed both arms around Alva. 'I am not letting you have her back.'

Melcorka saw Alva press closer to Igraine.

'Her time will come,' Egil said, 'and so will yours.'

'You…' Tuath took a step forward.

Igraine pushed him back. 'No, Tuath. You gave your oath; our new child will need a father with honour.' Her smile to Egil combined triumph and malice in equal measure. 'You have lost your daughter, Egil. However brave you think you are hiding in that armour, you are a poor parent.'

Tuath looked confused. 'Are we going to look after Alva?'

'Yes we are,' Igraine looked toward Melcorka, who had risen to her feet.

'Does Alva wish that?' Melcorka held a hand out to the child. For a moment Egil did not matter; her hatred of the Norseman was less important than the well-being of this child.

'Please, Melcorka,' Alva pleaded.

Melcorka felt Alva's tiny hand slip inside her own. For some reason it was painful to agree to something she knew was correct. 'Yes, Alva,' she said, slowly, knowing she was depriving herself of something precious, yet aware it was the only possible choice. No five-year old could live the life she had chosen, and if she was killed, then Alva would be alone in a very hostile world. 'Of course, Alva. Igraine and Tuath will give you a fine life.'

Egil gestured with his axe. 'I will come back and kill you both, and then hand the bastard to the king of the selkies to be his slave, until he gets hungry.'

'You have given me another reason to kill you, Egil,' Melcorka said.

There was no reply. Egil had vanished and the stones of Callanish were empty except for the headless body of Hector.







Chapter Twenty-Two

'We still have not found your man Abaris,' Melcorka lifted a keg of water and placed it in the bow of Catriona.

'He has been dead for hundreds of years,' Bradan said. 'He will still be dead when we have found this king of the selkies.' He wrapped two sacks of meal in tarred canvas to keep them watertight and placed them amidships.

'This is no longer your fight,' Melcorka said. 'You have no reason to get involved.' She checked the oars for damage and wear after their recent voyages then began to remove the barnacles from the hull. 'These things can really slow you down,' she said, hauling off some long tendrils of seaweed. 'You don't have to come with me.'

'You don't have to go either,' Bradan reminded. He stood beside the boat, watching her work. 'I could expect you to try and get rid of Egil for what he has done. This king of the selkies has not harmed you or yours.'

'He has ordered Egil to capture scores of seamen to be eaten.' Melcorka ran her hand up the mast, rapping it with her knuckles to ensure it was sound and could bear the pressure of the sail in a full gale. 'I want to kill him.'

'That is revenge,' Bradan said. 'Your Defender can not kill in revenge.'

'It will be justice,' Melcorka said. 'And I have another weapon.' She showed Hector's dirk. 'I kept this; I did not like Hector much but he was a brave man and a fair one after his own lights.'

'It is a pity that Tuath could not come with us,' Bradan watched a flight of ducks pass overhead, their necks seemingly overlong for their bodies. He did not look directly at Melcorka, allowing her space.

'He is the new chief of Ulvust' Melcorka said. 'As Hector's foster brother, he has got an island to take care of.' She tested the edge of Hector's dirk. 'We have been alone before.' She was not referring to Tuath.

'We are better alone, perhaps.' Bradan said. 'I've never seen you like this.'

Melcorka ran her hand across the sharp bow of Catriona. 'I've never been like this,' she said. 'Even when Egil killed my mother, I was not like this.'

'Alva.' Bradan said the name that was uppermost in both their minds. 'Egil threatened her. You felt protective for her.'

Melcorka looked away. 'She is a child. She needs protected.'

'She has Tuath and Igraine to protect her,' Bradan said. 'I think she will be as safe as any child in Alba, if not in the world. There is more than that.'

'Is there?' Melcorka continued to busy herself with small tasks on the boat. 'I do not know. I do not know at all.'

'You know well. We were invited to settle with Tuath and Igraine,' Bradan persisted. 'We chose not to.'

'You are a wandering man; you cannot settle. You would feel constricted on such a small island.' Melcorka put in a wooden vessel for bailing.

'You are an island woman; you would be at home there.' Bradan sighed and checked the sail for rents and flaws. 'And you would be close to Alva.'

'You would not be comfortable,' Melcorka did not look at him. 'We could not stay here.'

'We could have headed south to Cymri or the Saxon countries, or west over sea to Ireland, or northward to the lands of the Northmen, and on to Rus and Miklagard or…' Bradan nodded to the west, where the sea stretched past the limits of their imagination. 'Or out there to see what is beyond the horizon.'

'We have business to finish,' Melcorka said. 'As long as this king of the selkies is stealing people, then Alva is under threat. And others.'

'And so we return to Alva,' Bradan had a last look around the harbour, where a small group of local people watched them work. The bleak hills loomed down over them, bare and uncompromisingly rocky.

'The time for talking is past,' Melcorka said, and began to push Catriona into the quiet waves of the harbour.

'Then let us sail again.' Wading thigh deep in water, Bradan joined her, boarding the boat when they were properly afloat.

'This whole business is centred on temples,' Melcorka said as she watched the land of Harris for what could be the last time. 'Your Abaris has his temple, the Shining One of Egil infested the temple of Callanish and now the king of the selkies has a temple on some remote island.'

'That is so,' Bradan agreed.

'Your quest and my quest are one and the same,' Melcorka said. 'You are looking for a man of knowledge in a temple and I am searching for some creature of the selkies in a temple.'

Bradan nodded. 'We tried to find Abaris and instead found Egil; I wonder what we will find looking for the king of the selkies.'

Melcorka gave him a level look. 'Hopefully we will end this career of butchery and murder.'

There was a small cheer from the watchers as Bradan gave them a farewell wave, Melcorka hoisted the white sail, angled the spars to catch the wind and took hold of the steering oar.

'There is nobody else I would rather be sailing with than you,' Bradan said as they cleared the harbour and Catriona raised her bow to the high swells of the Western Ocean.

'I know,' Melcorka said. She did not say that the knowledge troubled her. She did not say that the responsibility for Bradan's emotions scared her more than any clash of swords. Nor did she try to voice her own feelings. She had never learned how to.

They sailed west, away from the rising sun with the wind keen about their ears and the gulls screaming around them, wing-tips quivering and eyes hard and remorseless as they hunted for food. High above, dark grey clouds were ragged against a light grey sky, with no sun and precious little pity. Grey waves stretched to grey infinity on either side of the boat, breaking creamy-white against Catriona's bow and seething in vicious bubbles along their hull and in their wake until they merged with the vastness of the sea in which their mark faded into nothing.

Melcorka held the tiller and stared out to sea. They were nothing out here. Specks in the ever-changing sameness of the ocean, unheeded morsels of bone and blood and muscle set in the sea, land-animals out of their element, or creatures returning to their proper home as long-forgotten memories of a far-distant past called them to the constant movement of salt water and depths that hid things of which they were mortally afraid. Yet Melcorka knew they were a part of a holistic entity whose surface they could barely scratch in the entirety of their lives.

'West first,' Melcorka decided, 'we shall view your temple in the Seven Sisters and see if this king of the selkies is there; if he exists.'

'We'll visit all these temples of the sea,' Bradan said, 'you to cleanse them of evil and me to seek the wisdom of Abaris.'

Melcorka nodded. She touched the hilt of Defender and looked aloft, hoping to see a friendly oyster-catcher to guide her. There were none. Her totem-bird had deserted her for these last weeks and she felt alone and unwanted, save for this enigmatic man with his disturbing attachment to her. She brushed the thought away and concentrated on steering them westward into the infinity of sea.

When she saw them first, Melcorka thought they were nothing more than a collection of cliffs that rose sheer from the waves. They seemed to tower in perpendicular splendour from the frothing surf at their base to their heads in the clouds, seven islands that were inaccessible, remote and utterly unfriendly.

'The Seven Hunters,' she sat at the tiller with the sail drawing clean and the wind whistling through their simple rigging.

'Otherwise known as the Flannan Islands,' Bradan said. 'The men of Lewis and Harris say there is something uncanny here. Perhaps this is the home of the king of the selkies.' He looked upward and around, where the great cliffs denied any easy access. 'Although I can't think why even seals would want to live in this God-forsaken place.'

'Or it could be where Abaris is remembered,' Melcorka eased the tiller around so they approached sun-wise, as was the custom out here in the west.

'Duncan told me that the temple here is known as the Temple of Blessing,' Bradan said. 'Any mariner that lands here has to pray for luck.'

'Aye; he would need luck to land here and get away in safety,' Melcorka said. 'This place is like the end of the world.'

What was known as the temple was a small dry-stone building barely sheltered from the elements. They pulled Catriona out of the worst of the tide, secured her against the lunging waves with ropes and stones and walked to what was little more than a hut although it boasted the title of a temple. All around was the sound of the sea surging against the rocks and the raucous cry of seagulls screaming in the wind.

'This is not the place,' Bradan said at once. 'There is not a vestige of wisdom in these islands, only the great rollers of the sea. And those.' He pointed to the dog-like heads of seals that were watching them from just off shore.

'They have been with us this last four hours,' Melcorka said off-hand. 'They are only seals.'

'Do you remember Finlay the boat builder?' Bradan said. 'He was related to the seals from his mother and wife. Now Egil speaks of the king of the selkies. These could be watching us as spies of the king.'

'They could be,' Melcorka watched the seals as they bobbed beneath the waves, to appear again a few moments later, still watching. 'Or they could just be seals feeding.'

'All the same, I would watch them,' Bradan said.

'If they come too close I will fight them,' Melcorka patted the hilt of Defender. Suddenly she was desperate to draw her sword, frantic for the tension-release of action and danger. Fighting was easier than working out the turmoil of her hidden emotions.

The interior of the temple was stark, rough stone walls and a flagstone floor, with no concessions to comfort. They knelt to pray, as was the custom, for they knew the old rule never to make a custom or break a custom.

'There is no Abaris here,' Bradan said. 'There is only a sensation of waiting, as if for some future misadventure.'

'Something will happen here,' Melcorka agreed, 'but not to us. If there is a selkie king here, he is not coming to see us, and there are no prisoners held here. There is no space for them.'

Bradan stood up. 'We've wasted sufficient time here. We should be going.'

As they left the Seven Hunters, still sun wise, the seals were gathering off shore. Their heads were always visible, their eyes wide, staring, nearly mesmeric as they watched Melcorka and Bradan board their boat.

'There is something not right here,' Bradan said.

'There is a lot not right here,' Melcorka agreed. She was reassured by the weight of Defender across her back.

'Where next?' Bradan asked, as they hoisted the sail and headed into the great westerly swells. Catriona dipped her prow, tossing aside a great spume of spindrift as she thrust into the sea.

'Sula Sgeir,' Melcorka said. 'There is another temple there, although I doubt that the island is large enough to interest your Abaris.'

'It is a noted place for seals,' Bradan said. 'Perhaps the king of the selkies would make his home there.'

'That is possible,' Melcorka said as she took hold of the tiller and settled down.

The seals accompanied them on their voyage to Sula Sgeir, swimming alongside, diving, popping up their heads to watch and submerging again.

'I have never seen seals remain with a boat for so long,' Melcorka said.

'Yet you grew up on a west coast island,' Bradan placed a hand on his staff. 'I have never heard of seals attacking anybody so there is nothing to worry about. Even selkies only attack by deception.'

Melcorka watched the seals, shrugged and looked away. 'They are not ferocious beasts; they are not like bears or wolves and we have faced them before. I am not concerned about a few seals.'

'Perhaps you would be concerned about a few dozen,' Bradan said. 'There must be at least fifty of them here.'

'They are in the sea,' Melcorka said. 'We are on a boat. They cannot board us and we will not be swimming. We are as safe as if we were in our own house.'

Bradan nodded. It was a few moments before he replied. 'We do not have our own house,' he said.

'Wandering men like you do not make roots,' Melcorka replied at once. They exchanged glances and looked quickly away, each unable to articulate their thoughts.

They were still at sea when night fell so rather than chance landing in the dark they hove- to, put out a sea anchor and made themselves as comfortable as they could within the boat.

'The seals are getting noisy,' Bradan said.

'Let them,' Melcorka tried to sound unconcerned yet she kept Defender at hand as they settled down for the night.

During the day they could ignore the barking and squealing of the seals. At night the sounds seemed exaggerated and far more sinister. The noise continued throughout the hours of darkness until a cold sliver of moon rose to ghost silver light over the sea.

The seals were all around them, bobbing round heads with dog-like snouts.

'They are getting very close,' Bradan warned.

The sudden jolt took them by surprise as Catriona was almost lifted from the water and driven a dozen yards to port.

'What in God's name…' Melcorka looked over the side where a press of seals were preparing for another attack on the boat.

'Seals don't do that sort of thing,' Bradan said.

'These seals do.' Melcorka unsheathed Defender. 'I would guess that the king of the selkies knows we are coming for him and is warning us off.'

'That might be so,' Bradan said. Leaning over the side, he prodded at the seals with his staff. 'Begone, you creatures of the sea. There is nothing for you here!'

'Except death!' Melcorka said. 'Go now, and leave us in peace.'

Perhaps the words and threats were sufficient, for the seals withdrew twenty yards, where they clustered in a huge shoal, calling to each other and contemplating Catriona through wide round eyes.

'We have to stand watches,' Melcorka said, 'like we did during the Norse invasion. You try and sleep and I will wake you later.' She watched as Bradan lay in the bottom of the boat, pulling his cloak over him as protection when an occasional rogue wave burst on the prow and showered him in spindrift. For a moment she watched him lying there, so dependable and yet so vulnerable out here on the water, and then she turned her attention to the seals.

There were upwards of a hundred gathered in a large shoal that swam round and round Catriona yet never moving nearer than twenty yards. Most remained close to the surface, with the occasional bolder spirit diving deeper and passing underneath the boat to emerge on the far side.

'I will be glad when the dawn comes,' Bradan said as he joined Melcorka on the rowing bench.

'As will I,' Melcorka said.

'The moon is waning,' Bradan nodded upward, 'and what is happening there?' They watched as a group of seals parted from the others and swam away toward the east.

'It was almost like they are off on a quest of their own,' Melcorka said.

'Or summoning reinforcements,' Bradan said. 'Get some sleep while you can, Melcorka. Things may not be so quiet tomorrow.'

'You take care,' Melcorka lay on the bottom on the boat, feeling the residue of Bradan's body heat on the planking as she pulled her cloak over her face. 'If there is any danger, don't face it alone.'

It felt strange yet familiar to lie on wooden planking and listen to the slap of the waves only a hand's span from her face. Island born, she had no more fear of the sea than she had of the land; she was home wherever she was.

And the seals? There was nothing she could do about them, so there was no gain in remaining awake to worry. Melcorka closed her eyes. Sleep came easy, dreamless and untroubled.

'Melcorka.' Bradan's voice was soft. 'Breakfast.'

Melcorka woke at once, instantly aware where she was.

'An apple,' Bradan said, temptingly, 'cold oatmeal porridge, cool water from Harris and the wing of a chicken, cold and welcome; it is a breakfast fit for heroes.'

'And we are both heroes,' Melcorka demonstrated that she had not lost her appetite. With cloud hiding the moon it was too dark to see any of the seals she could hear out there, barking mournfully all around them.

'Dawn.' Bradan gestured east. 'Bel is coming.'

Melcorka looked at him. 'There is no Bel,' she said. 'That is the old way, long gone now.'

'There are no People of Peace,' Bradan countered, 'yet we have met them. Seals do not attack people, yet they attack us. There is no longer certainty within me, Melcorka; that is why I wander to seek knowledge; that is why I want the truth.'

The fog came without warning, dulling sound and negating vision as they hauled in the sea anchor and raised the sail.

'That will be useless unless we have a wind,' Bradan pointed out.

'It will act as a mark for others to see us,' Melcorka said. 'I think we may welcome company on the sea today.' Taking her place on the rowing bench, she thrust out the oars. 'We head north and east for Sula Sgeir,' she said, 'and the next temple.'

As the sun rose, it tinted the fog crimson, so it seemed that they were sailing through a curtain of blood. Melcorka crossed herself, shaking her head. 'I have never been a very religious person,' she said, 'or very superstitious, but there are so many omens and strange things on this quest, Bradan, that I share your uncertainty.'

Bradan nodded, hauling on his oars. 'We have started now, so we must continue and follow wherever the sea-road leads, be that Abaris or the king of the selkies.'

'One or the other,' Melcorka said, 'we are set on our course and there will be an end.'

The seals remained with them, an escort of bobbing heads and sleek bodies, of watchful saucer-eyes and the occasional gaping mouth of long, sharp teeth. As the sun rose, it burned away the fog so they had a clear vision of the sea, populated by seals as far as they could see.

'I hope you know where we are going,' Bradan said.

'I hope so too,' Melcorka said. She looked around her; the sky was blank; there were no friendly oystercatchers to guide her. For a moment she felt near despair; the oystercatcher was her totem, her good-luck and her guide. Without it she was alone. Except for Bradan. She looked at him; he was the sole constant in her shifting world.

'What's that?' Bradan pointed ahead. 'It is like a waterfall, except it is upside down.'

Melcorka blinked at a great gush of water erupted from the sea, thrust skyward for a few seconds and then fell back down. No sooner had the first dissipated than another burst up. 'I do not know,' she said, feeling for Defender. 'It is exactly where the island of Sula Sgeir should be. Maybe the king of the selkies is sending a message to the seals.'

'Maybe he is.' Bradan said. 'There are plenty here to heed it.'

Melcorka grinned, 'well Bradan, we have fought Norsemen, mermaids and Caterans; let's see how good the selkies are!' The sudden recklessness surprised her as she pulled harder at the oars, now determined to face this new threat. She was Melcorka the Swordswoman and nothing, man, beast or demon, would scare her. 'Come on Bradan!'

'I'm here,' Bradan grinned back at her abrupt change of demeanour and matched her pull for pull.

'There is Sula Sgeir,' Melcorka rested at the oars, looking forward as that cascade of water erupted upward again. 'I doubt that a selkie king would make his dominion there.'

'It is a bit small for even a selkie to plant his throne,' Bradan agreed. The island was nothing more than rock, pierced with caves and covered with sea birds. They approached sunwise, searching for a place to land with the seals accompanying them, keeping to their habitual twenty yards distance, diving, surfacing, barking, and watching them through wide eyes.

'According to Duncan,' Bradan said, 'there is a small tidal beach under the cliff near the isthmus where the northern half of the island joins the southern.'

The pebbly beach was barely visible between the suck and surge of the tide, so Melcorka had to judge their landing to the second, and then urge Catriona onto what she could see of the beach.

'Out! Quick!' she ordered, and hauled Catriona up the steep slope. 'We need our muscles now; there is a shelf above our heads.' They looked back, where the sea had retreated only long enough to prepare for its next onslaught.

'Up we go!' Standing on shifting shingle, they used the force of the wave to help propel Catriona upward, and then pushed her the final few inches to the ledge. Turning her upside down, they secured her against the wind with heavy rocks and clambered up to the surface of the island, just as the ground opened up in a high spout of water.

'A monster…' Melcorka reached for Defender, but stopped when the water subsided and pattered beside them and across the rocky ground.

'It's a water spout,' Bradan said. 'The sea is forced into a cave and erupts through a blow-hole. There is neither god nor demon at work here.'

Nodding, Melcorka pushed Defender back into her scabbard.

'At least there are no seals here,' Bradan said. 'Not even the fittest could climb up that cliff.'

'Is that the temple?' Melcorka pointed and shouted against the force of the wind.

The building was the size of a cottage, with walls no more than three feet high, although when they got closer they could see that the doorway had steps leading downward.

'It must be; there is nothing else in this forlorn place,' Bradan said. He started when a voice came from within the low building.

'God save you pilgrim. You are heartily welcome here for we have had repeated apparitions of your arrival here and we congratulate your arrival in our remote country.'

'What?' Melcorka had not expected to meet somebody in this rocky scrap of an island. Now she saw a family had emerged from the temple; a man, woman and two children.

The family bowed in unison and made the sun sign, before walking sunwise around Melcorka and Bradan. They were small made, with faces oak-brown from exposure to wind and weather, yet they advanced with smiling mouths and held out trays of crisp bread and ripe apples, with a stoneware jug that brimmed with what looked like mead.

'God save you pilgrim. You are heartily welcome here for we have had repeated apparitions of your arrival here and we congratulate your arrival in our remote country'

They repeated the same phrase, adding, 'pray accept this gift of food and refreshment for you must be hungry and thirsty after your long journey across the sea.'

'Who are you?' Melcorka asked.

'We are the people of this land.' The man said. 'We have heard of other people in other lands across the sea but we have never met any.'

'I am Melcorka of Alba,' Melcorka said, 'and this is Bradan the Wanderer.' She smiled to the man. 'Are we really the first people you have ever met apart from yourselves?' Glancing at Bradan, she accepted the tray.

'We have never left this land,' the man said. 'And nobody ever comes here.' He bowed again. 'Eat and drink, pilgrims, for we wish to welcome you.'

'Is this the temple, man who has never left this land yet who speaks our language perfectly?' Bradan tapped his staff on the rocky ground.

'This has always been our language,' the man said.

'And have these always been your clothes?' Reaching out, Bradan rubbed the man's long robes between his finger and thumb. 'Fine wool, yet I cannot see a single sheep on this island.'

'Bradan…' Melcorka frowned at his lack of manners.

'And this food and drink,' Bradan took the tray from Melcorka's hands. 'You have beautiful oaten bread here, grown in a land with no crops, and mead from an island with no flowers or heather to encourage bees.'

'We offer you all we have,' the man said.

'You are a liar.' Bradan thrust the end of his staff against the man's chest, sending him backward. 'Who are you?'

'I am of this land,' the man said.

'Begone, creature,' Bradan said, 'and take your foul friends with you.' He stepped back. 'I do not know what these are, Melcorka, but they are not people who live here.'

As he spoke, the man opened his mouth wide, revealing a row of sharp teeth. He made a lunge at Bradan that only ended when Melcorka swung Defender around and hacked him in two. Both halves fell on the ground, changing into sections of seal that wriggled for a few seconds and then were still.

The other three ran across the rocky surface, to jump into the cave of the water-spout and vanish.

'Selkies,' Bradan said. 'What was that they were trying to make us eat?'

Melcorka looked at the tray, 'raw fish,' she said.

'Very tasty.' Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. 'At least we know that some of what Egil said is true. There are selkies about.'

'I thought they worked by deception,' Melcorka said.

'Perhaps their new king has made them more aggressive,' Bradan said. 'Shall we go?'

'Not yet,' Melcorka said. 'I want to see what's inside the building.'

They stepped inside the temple. Set as much beneath ground as above it, the floor was of rock and the walls of huge boulders fitted together by some skilled hand.

'This is a simple place, yet well built,' Melcorka said.

'There is nothing of Abaris here,' Bradan said, 'pray quickly and leave before more of the selkies come.'

'I am not good at praying,' Melcorka said.

'Then I will pray for you,' Bradan said, smiling. 'I'll make it quick!'

They left within five minutes, to see a mass of people moving toward them from the direction of the spouting cave.

'Careful now, Melcorka,' Bradan said. 'These are not what they seem.'

A young woman nearly ran to them, her hair long and sleek, her mouth stretched in a smile.

'God save you pilgrim. You are heartily welcome here for we have had repeated apparitions of your arrival here and we congratulate your arrival in our remote country.'

'Selkies,' Bradan pushed Melcorka toward the cliff. 'Time to go.'

While Bradan pushed the anchoring rocks away from Catriona, Melcorka stood guard, flashing Defender back and forward as the selkies gathered in a great semi-circle around her. They were smaller than people, and slower moving, yet when they bared their teeth they looked savagely dangerous.

'Is the boat clear yet Bradan?'

'Clear, Melcorka; I will need your help in launching her.'

Backing away from the growing numbers of selkies, Melcorka put her back to Catriona. 'We should lower her slowly,' she said, and gasped as two of the selkies dashed forward, teeth snapping and hands clawing at her.

'It's a long drop to the beach,' Bradan said. 'If we time it right we will land her in the sea, but if not…'

'If not she will smash herself into pieces on the beach and we will be stranded here in this place, to be eaten by the selkies.'

With Catriona poised above that strip of beach, and the waves alternatively crashing and receding, they waited until one large wave exploded in a frenzy of surf and spindrift, glanced at each other and pushed Catriona over the side. They jumped a second later.

To Melcorka, that fall from the ledge took an eternity. She heard the hideous screaming from the selkies above and the surge of the sea beneath and then she landed with a hollow thump in the body of the boat. Her feet gave way beneath her and she sprawled over the thwarts. She lay there for a moment, gathering her senses together.

'Bradan!'

'Bradan!' He was not in the boat. Catriona bobbed on the surface of the receding wave, with the prow pointing at an alarming angle to the sky and the stern part buried in the sea.

'Here!'

Bradan waved an anxious hand. He was twenty yards away and with the current carrying him further with every second. A succession of splashes at the base of the cliff showed where the selkies were launching themselves from the island into the sea. They had an instant transmogrification from clumsy land creatures into graceful, speedy seals that swam toward Bradan like hunting sharks.

Single handed, Melcorka found Catriona was hard to handle but she knew she would do little good if she tried to swim. However powerful she was in the water, the seals were many times faster; she could not match them in their own element.

She saw Bradan's head bobbing between two waves, saw him raise a hand to her, noticed that he still clutched his staff, and rowed toward him as hard as she could. In the massive backlash from the island, Catriona swayed alarmingly, nearly capsizing and only righting herself by a seeming miracle. Melcorka blessed the cunning, skilful hands that had built her so well, and strained at the oars.

'Melcorka!'

The round black heads were closing on him. Seals or selkies, she knew not which; she only knew their mouths were open to display rows of vicious teeth as they swam directly at Bradan.

'Hold on!' Melcorka put Catriona hard about. Rather than jump into the sea and try to fight creatures that were far more adapted to the conditions than she was, Melcorka aimed Catriona straight for them.

The first seal immediately dived away; the second was slower and Catriona caught it a glancing blow on the back; the impact knocked the boat off her course, diverting it straight into the third seal, crashing into its head with the wooden prow.

'Bradan!' Melcorka saw Bradan a few yards away, too far even for a long stretch, with another seal diving at his side. She saw Bradan wave his staff, and then he yelled and vanished beneath the waves.

'No!' Melcorka shouted and, abandoning her resolution not to compete with the selkies, she jumped into the sea, drawing Defender at the same time.

The water closed over her head, cold, dark and strangely clear. She struck out in the direction of Bradan. She saw shapes around her, knew instinctively they were seals and thrust with Defender. The shock of contact felt good; she ripped the blade sideways and withdrew. Thick blood clouded the water. Wounding or killing a single seal would make no difference, yet the satisfaction empowered her to continue onward.

She saw Bradan struggling between two seals that were dragging him downward to whatever lay in the depths. Desperate now, Melcorka thrust Defender like a lance before her and paddled hard with her feet. She judged her distance through the water and lunged at the nearest seal, allowing Defender do the work. The blade penetrated the skin so the seal writhed and broke away. Bradan's mouth was open as he stared at her, gripping his staff and sinking slowly, inexorably, to the bottom of the ocean.

With her lungs now burning through lack of oxygen, Melcorka pushed Bradan away and gestured to the surface, forcing him upward. She had enjoyed the advantage of surprise during her initial assault; now that had ended and the seals had everything in their favour.

Turning around, Melcorka kicked for the surface, slashing sideways to keep any seals away. She felt a great weight on her left foot, kicked out, thrust downward with Defender and broke the surface of the sea.

'Melcorka!' Bradan was five yards away, looking around desperately for her. 'That way!' He pointed to the right, where Catriona danced to the tune of the waves, her prow and stern rising and falling with terrifying speed.

Melcorka struck out for the boat, feeling the drag of Defender slow her. There were seals all around, calling to each other, their mouths open, and teeth white and sharp. She swam one-handed, slashed at them and grabbed for the gunwale of Catriona. The feel of the smooth wood was a relief and, clattering Defender inside, she hauled herself up, gasped for breath and reached out for Bradan.

He held out his staff; she took hold and pulled him in, with a seal snapping its jaws only a few inches away from his feet.

Gasping and retching, they lay on the bottom of the boat, side by side with the water streaming off them and the seals barging and banging into the hull a few inches away from their faces.

'Thank you, Melcorka,' Bradan said, and vomited sea water.

Melcorka smiled, once, and joined him so they were sick together.

'That was a new experience,' Melcorka said when she had recovered a little. The boat leaped around, and for a moment she was scared Catriona would be hammered against the rocks of Sula Sgeir. She glanced up to see they were far from the island, drifting on some unseen current.

'I think we have this selkie king scared,' Bradan said, coughing up the last of the sea-water he had swallowed. 'He sent these things to attack us.'

'Let's hope there are not many more of them,' Melcorka stood up, found her legs were shaking and sat down again. 'I am not good at fighting in the sea.'

'You did well,' Bradan wiped a hand over his mouth. 'You always do well.'

'Let's get going,' Melcorka could not say more.







Chapter Twenty-Three

'We are headed to the island of Rona,' Bradan said. 'Do you know what that name means?'

Melcorka shook her head. 'It is just a name to me.'

'It means Seal Island,' he took his seat at the oars and took a tentative pull that sent Catriona surging eastward.

'That sounds promising,' Melcorka sat back at the tiller and gestured to the sea around them, where scores of seals surrounded them. 'We have an escort.'

'We won't get lost then,' Bradan glanced upward. 'The sooner we get there the better, I think; hoist the sail, Mel; there is plenty of wind.'

'Mel?' Melcorka smiled to him.

With the sail bellying before a westerly breeze and Bradan pulling at the oars, Catriona made good time across the miles of surging ocean. Rona was larger than Sula Sgeir; a humped green island with a decent landing place and an aura of isolation rather than desolation.

'This is not where Abaris will be,' Bradan said at once. 'I cannot feel his goodness.'

Melcorka nodded. 'I fear you are right, Bradan. We'll visit your temple here so you are certain, and kill any seal that gets too close.'

As they pulled up, there was no noise except the sea. The seals remained around them, heads appearing and disappearing without any attempt to interfere and without emitting their barking cry. Even the wind was muted as they pulled Catriona beyond the high-tide mark, unshipped the mast, turned her upside down and secured her against the weather.

'So this is Rona,' Melcorka fastened Defender across her back and adjusted the strap so the sword was comfortable. 'It is a bleak place.'

'But better than the last.'

The island was composed of two large smooth humps of coarse grass, with a number of ruined buildings that proved humans had once lived here. Now there was only the encircling sea and the soft sough of the wind.

'So far,' Melcorka said, 'so good. Now we will find the Temple na Greine – the Temple of the Sun.'

'There is that sun reference again,' Bradan said. 'Tuath would appreciate that.'

'Tuath is not here,' Melcorka said. 'Tuath is at home with Igraine and little Alva.'

Bradan glanced at her. 'Alva is better off there than here.'

'That does not help,' Melcorka said. 'That does not help at all.'

Bradan nodded, understanding her mixed emotions. He led them inland with his long, loping stride.

The interior of Rona was bare, bleak and strangely beautiful. With the people gone, the wind had full scope to scour the land free of most traces of humanity, so only the temple stood in splendid isolation against the dull green of the rough grass and the dull blue of a sea that heaved under a sky of lifeless grey.

'There is no activity here,' Bradan said.

'Then this will be a quick visit,' Melcorka touched a hand to the hilt of Defender. 'And that is a great pity, for I hoped to meet this selkie king.'

'And I hoped to see Abaris,' Bradan did not sound as if there was much hope left within him.

The temple was old, of dressed but unpolished stone and an arched doorway. It was small, a beehive hut that had been used by St Ronan, according to legend, and it was holy, with layers of Christian worship laid on top of much older beliefs.

'There is a feeling of sanctuary in here at least,' Bradan said as he entered.

Melcorka touched the Celtic cross that some unknown hand had carved on a stone inside. 'This is not a temple to Bel.'

'It was once,' Bradan said. 'Until the true God replaced him.'

'There is peace here,' Melcorka agreed. She sat against the far wall. 'I can nearly feel the old saint at his devotions.'

Bradan joined her so they sat side by side in the ancient chapel, remote from the world and sheltered from the forces of nature outside.

'She will be safe,' Bradan said.

Melcorka nodded. 'How did you know I was thinking of Alva?'

'You have thought of little else,' Bradan told her. 'I know you.'

'Too well it seems,' Melcorka said. She did not say that she had also thought about him. Perhaps he knew that as well.

'We have journeyed long together,' Bradan touched the cross again. 'After this adventure, whether I find Abaris or not; whether you find the selkie king or not, will we still journey together? Or do you seek to settle down and have children?'

Melcorka looked away. 'I am Melcorka the Swordswoman, not Melcorka the Mother. Alva is not my daughter and never was.'

'That is not what I asked,' Bradan said.

'I know very well what you asked!' Melcorka snapped and relapsed into a silence that lasted a long time. 'You did not say everything that is in your mind,' she said at last.

'I hardly said anything that is in my mind,' Bradan spoke quietly. 'I am only trying to clear yours.'

'My mind is not your concern,' Melcorka's eyes were as hot as any fire of Bel's.

'You have not been yourself these last few weeks,' Bradan said. 'If this selkie king is powerful enough to control Egil and the Osprey, then he is a very dangerous enemy to cross. You will have to be at your best. You will not be at your best if your mind is full of doubt.'

Melcorka looked away again. 'It was good to have a little one to look after,' she said slowly.

It was Bradan's turn to say nothing.

'And I miss her,' Melcorka said.

There was another long silence.

'Yet I know she is better, safer and happy where she is.' Melcorka gave a long sigh. 'Sometime I will have a child of my own. That time is not yet. So if you want my company, I will wander with you.' She looked at him with her eyes clearer than they had been for some time and repeated. 'If you want me.'

'I want nobody else,' Bradan said simply.

'Nor do I.'

The meaning had changed as they looked at each other, man and woman together yet seeing each other in that light for the first time.

'We are companions,' Melcorka said, and closed her mouth.

'I think we are much more than that,' Bradan told her.

'Bradan,' Melcorka said softly, and then realised that the time for talking had passed. She unbuckled Defender and leaned it against the wall. 'I will not need this.'

'Nor I this,' Bradan placed his staff beside Defender. 'They can keep each other company.'

There was uncertainty in Melcorka's smile. 'I hope this will not change things between us.'

'Only for the better,' Bradan held out his arms to her.

It was dark. Melcorka woke first to find herself still enfolded in Bradan's arms. She smiled, enjoying the sensation more than she had thought possible, and eased herself free, placing Bradan in a position she considered comfortable. She looked down on his body for a long minute, stooped to kiss his forehead and walked naked to the door.

After the silence of the day, the clamour of the night was surprising. At first she could not work out what was making the strange burr-ing noise until she realised there were hundreds, no, thousands, of birds nesting on the island. In the wan moonlight, she could see birds rising and flying from underground burrows with their forked tails busy and their beaks open as they called to each other.

'Bradan,' Melcorka called softly over her shoulder. She looked at him again, momentarily admiring the clean, strong lines of his lean body. 'Bradan!'

He stirred, looked up at her and smiled. 'Mel?'

'We have company,' she said. 'Dress quickly. It is not friendly.'

Bradan joined her in seconds, waiting at the door while she pulled on her clothes and buckled Defender onto her back.

'What is it?' Bradan asked.

'The seals are gathering,' Melcorka said. 'In their legions.'

They watched as the seals dragged themselves out of the sea in tens and companies until the entire shore and most of the island was a mass of sleek black bodies. The birds vanished, sliding down into holes in the ground.

'Something is happening,' Bradan said.

'Perhaps it is us they are after.' Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender.

'Perhaps it is,' Bradan glanced behind him. 'I am not afraid when we are together.'

As the moon rose higher and then slid across the sky, the numbers of seals increased until they were barking at the very door of the temple. They made no move to attack Melcorka or Bradan.

'We'll wait here,' Melcorka said with a small smile. 'Anyway, it seems that we have nowhere else to go.'

An hour before dawn Melcorka noticed moonlight reflecting on something out to sea. 'There's a ship coming in,' she said.

'They would be well advised not to land here.' Bradan tapped his staff on the stone flagged floor.

The ship approached at speed with her wake arrow-straight on the sea.

'I see no oars and she is sailing against the wind,' Melcorka said. 'No ship can sail against the wind.'

'There is no mortal hand sailing that vessel,' Bradan crossed himself.

'Bel, perhaps?' Melcorka felt a shiver run down her spine.

'Bel is the sun god; there is no sun at night.'

'Is there a moon god?' Melcorka ran her hand over the hilt of Defender. She felt neither fear nor uncertainty. She was herself again, ready for whatever the world threw at her.

The ship came straight to Rona and moored a stone's throw away from Catriona. Despite the constant pounding of the sea it seemed to float effortlessly beside the low cliffs. Melcorka and Bradan watched a dozen small men disembark, followed by a long column of taller men in the clothes of islanders or coastal Gaels. All were round shouldered and with their heads bowed, chained together at wrist and ankle and walked as if in a dream.

'Slaves,' Bradan whispered. 'Caught by the Caterans to hand over to the king of the selkies.'

The column seemed to be endless as it wound out of the ship and up to the centre of the island, with the seals shifting back to allow them space, and barking and snapping at the prisoners .

'How did they get so many people in one ship?' Bradan asked. 'There is something uncanny here.'

'Oh dear God!' Melcorka said. 'There is Tuath! And Igraine!' She stared at them; Tuath, the great warrior was walking like the others with his shoulders bowed and no expression on his face.

'I cannot see Alva,' Bradan said.

'There she is, behind Igraine.' Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender. 'I thought we had ended this monstrosity when we killed the Osprey.'

'It seems not,' Bradan said quietly. 'Look, there is Eileen.'

At the end of the long column, Eileen watched. She had resumed her guise as a beautiful dark woman and laughed easily, loveliness disguising a heart of pure venom. At her side, smiling and touching her leg, walked Conall.

'That evil…' Bradan's grip tightened on his staff.

'Stay your hand,' Melcorka said quietly. 'We will free them somehow. They don't know we are here.'

'They are coming toward us,' Bradan said. 'They'll see us very shortly!'

There was nowhere to hide; the seals filled every inch of the island outside while the inside of the temple was stark stone.

'They won't fit in here,' Melcorka said, and started. 'Look at that!' She pointed to the ground immediately outside the temple. The hole was small at first but enlarged as they watched until it was ten feet square, with a flight of stone steps descending into the depths.

'That must be the lair of the selkie king,' Melcorka said. 'That must be where they hold the captives; come on, Bradan before they get here!'

Melcorka dashed down the stairs, with Bradan on her heels. Down and down; the steps descended deeper and deeper into a blackness that was tangible and a stench that grew thicker with every step.

'Where are we headed?' Bradan probed ahead of him with his staff. 'There is no end to this.'

'Wander down, Bradan the Wanderer,' Melcorka said, grimly humorous. She glanced over her shoulder. 'The prisoners are about a hundred paces behind us. If you can see anywhere we can hide, tell me.'

The staircase was only wide enough for two people side by side, with a hideous drop on the left into unknown darkness. To their right was solid rock, smooth as glass and slimy with damp.

'We can't stop or they will bump into us,' Bradan said. 'Let's hope we reach somewhere soon.'

'In here!' Melcorka hissed.

The passageway was so narrow that Bradan had not seen it as it shafted off at right angles to the staircase to burrow deep into the living rock. He followed Melcorka, ducking his head away from the low ceiling.

'That will do,' Melcorka said when they were about ten paces in. 'Now let me squeeze past you so I am nearest the stairs.'

A group of the small selkies walked past first, and then the head of the long column of prisoners. They walked without expression on their faces, heads down and shoulders hunched as they dragged their feet from step to step.

'Dear God,' Melcorka breathed. 'I know these people. I know all these people.'

'They are all from Ulvust, Tuath's island,' Bradan said. 'The selkie king, or maybe even Egil must have taken every person on the island.'

They filed past; men, women and children, each one with the same blank expression on his or her face, each one moving without thought, monotonous, rhythmical, unhuman.

'They are in some sort of trance,' Bradan said. 'They are enchanted.'

'It's that little monster Eileen,' Melcorka said. 'She's put them under some sort of spell.'

'Here comes Igraine.' Bradan said.

Igraine was no different from the others, her face a mask and her body limp and bowed, her spirit broken.

'Get ready…' Melcorka ordered and as Igraine walked past she darted out, grabbed her around the neck and dragged her into the passageway. Igraine did not resist; her feet continued to move even as Melcorka passed her over to Bradan. 'Look after her!'

Tuath lumbered past next. Stretching out, Melcorka grabbed hold of his sleeve and dragged him in. He did not protest but came in like a child, although he was so bulky that he filled the side passage.

'Move up, Bradan!' Melcorka hissed to Bradan. 'We've no room.'

Bradan moved deeper into the dark, taking Tuath and Igraine with him. Melcorka waited for Alva, swearing softly when she saw the child was too securely held.

'Where is Alva?' Bradan asked.

'I could not get her,' Melcorka was as close to tears as she had been for many years. 'She was between two of these selkie creatures.' If I killed them, the others would notice.'

'We'll follow them,' Bradan put a hand on her shoulder. 'We'll get her free.' Despite the narrow passage, he managed to get his arm around her. 'We will.'

Melcorka took a deep breath. 'I want to kill every one of them.'

'If that is what it takes,' Bradan said quietly, 'that is what we will do: hush!' He pulled Melcorka closer and put a hand over her mouth. Eileen moved past them, seeming to glide down the steps without touching the stone. Conall was at her side, his right hand and all his attention busy on her body. Bradan removed his hand from Melcorka's mouth. 'First, we shall have to get Igraine and Tuath out of their enchantment.'

Melcorka nodded. 'And how do we do that?'

Bradan shook his head. 'I have no knowledge of that sort of thing.'

Melcorka glanced out of the side passage. 'I'm going to follow Alva,' she said. 'You stay here with these two.'

'We should all stay together,' Bradan said.

'I'll come back for you. I can't let these creatures take Alva.' Melcorka touched his arm. 'You keep quiet and keep out of trouble.'

Alone in the tunnel, the stairs seemed darker to Melcorka and the soft fall of her feet echoed in the pitiless nothingness. There was another sound far below, a soft rumble of running water that increased the deeper into the earth she ventured. Now worried in case Alva was spirited away forever, Melcorka ran downward until she saw the tail-end of the prisoners in front of her, with Eileen and Conall ensuring there were no stragglers.

The stairs ended abruptly with the passageway levelling off and stretching into the unseen distance. Following the end of the captives, Melcorka walked along a narrow ledge beside a broad canal through which dark water swirled, with occasional ripples and sinister splashes.

There were more noises ahead. Low moans, the clank of metal and the barking yowl of seals. Melcorka grunted, pulled Defender from her scabbard and strode forward. She was ready for whoever or whatever came out of the dark.

'You're not taking my Alva,' she muttered. 'You can't have her!'

Defender's strength and skill flowed through her, strengthening her resolve to rescue Alva and destroy the selkie king, however powerful he may be and however many selkies he could command. With Defender in her grasp, there was no doubt in Melcorka's mind. She was Melcorka the Swordswoman and nothing would stand in her way.

The clinking of metal on metal increased. Melcorka stopped; there was a man chained to the wall at her side.

'Who are you?' Melcorka asked softly.

He said nothing, staring into space and chained by wrist and ankle to staples in the rock.

'Can you hear me? Nod if you can hear me.'

The man did not move.

'Enchanted then,' Melcorka said to herself. She stepped on, and saw another man, and then another. The entire wall was lined with men, chained by wrist and ankle. There was an occasional woman and even a few children, but most were men of all ages from teenagers who had never felt the kiss of a razor to old grey-beards who had survived sixty winters or more.

'So here you are,' Melcorka mused to herself. 'The selkie king's store of prisoners; well you will have to wait until I have freed Alva.' She strode on in silence; aware that Alva would not hear her if she called out. She peered at every prisoner she passed, looking for people she knew, hoping to find Alva. The faces stared back at her through sightless eyes, with slack mouths and blank expressions.

'I will find you, Alva,' Melcorka said. 'I promise I will find you.

The corridor broadened out into a vast cavern, with ethereal light coming from an unseen source and stalactites in a thousand different sizes descending from an unknown height. Small waterfalls poured noisily into the cavern or disappeared with a terrible sucking into black holes so the whole place echoed with the sound of moving water. Chained men lined the wall along which Melcorka walked, while the major water channel ran down the centre, dull and black and wicked with menace.

Melcorka hugged the shadows at the spot where the cavern began, watching as the last of the new group of prisoners was herded toward the wall and their chains were stapled into the rock. Conall walked along the line of prisoners, smiling, humming to himself, patting the occasional face, turning around to speak to Eileen, who walked at his back with her left hand fondling him. Eileen stepped into the broadest part of the cavern, standing on the lip of the water channel and shouted something that was part way between the bark of a seal and the call of a man. There was a sudden rush of water emerging from the channel, water that solidified into the form of a huge seal.

Standing in the shadows, Melcorka saw the seal transform itself into a tall, dark haired and stark naked man. Eileen smiled to him, waved her hand and he was immediately wearing a silk leine and a dark cloak.

'You are the king of the selkies,' Melcorka said quietly to herself. 'You are the cause of all the trouble.' She touched the hilt of Defender. 'As soon as Alva is free, I am going to kill you.'

The selkie king lifted a hand and two more seals emerged from the channel, shook themselves dry and quickly transformed into a man and woman. Again Eileen waved her hand and both were fully dressed, or, Melcorka reasoned, both had the appearance of being fully dressed.

The selkies spoke in that strange mixture of barking and human speech and walked along the array of chained men, pointing to three of them.

'Dinner time,' Melcorka told herself. 'These poor devils are going to be eaten.' She watched, unwilling to interfere until she knew where Alva was. With Eileen, the smiling Conall and the selkies between her and most of the captives, she was unable to inspect them.

The selkie king poked his finger into the chest of the smallest man and shook his head.

'What does that mean?' Melcorka wondered to herself. She had not long to wait. The king lifted the man with his left hand, opened his mouth in what could have been a yawn, then bit into the man's throat. There was a long scream, some barking from the other selkies and the selkie king casually tossed the dead man into the channel.

The water parted with a swirl in the water as a seal surfaced, grabbed the body and hauled it away. All that remained was a twist of blood on the surface.

The king barked again and Eileen stepped to his side, smiling. Walking together they inspected the wall of prisoners. He looked at a couple, lifted the chin of Olwen, shook his head and walked on.

'What are you looking for?' Melcorka asked. 'Oh dear God.'

The selkie king barked again. He stopped, lifted Alva up with one hand and stepped back toward the centre of the cavern. Holding Alva by the left leg so the child hung upside down with her hands trailing on the ground and her hair hanging loose, the king's smile broadened. When Eileen gave a small nod, Conall crouched down to Alva and, horribly, ran his hand over her, fondling as if she was some sort of pet animal.

That was enough for Melcorka. 'You can let her go now,' she said loudly, and stepped out of cover. She felt the power of Defender thrilling through her.

At her words, the king and his two companions turned around, mouths open and teeth showing in a snarl. Eileen stepped back, with Conall giving a shrill yelp as he retreated.

'Put her down,' Melcorka said. 'Put that girl down!' She lifted Defender above her head, savouring the sword's strength that surged through her, fighting her anger so she could fight with a clear head, aware but uncaring that there were seals sliding out of the water channel behind her.

The selkie king barked at her, his mouth elongating to show his teeth, large and sharp and vicious. He dropped Alva, and Melcorka reached forward, scooped up the child with her left hand and pulled her behind her. She was so concerned with Alva she did not recoil when the king lunged at her with an arm that evolved into a taloned flipper. The talons ripped Melcorka's cloak and raked across her ribs, drawing quick blood.

'Change her!' Melcorka felt the king's words rather than heard them; they seemed to form within her mind.

Eileen pointed to her but nothing happened. She was not changed nor placed in enchantment. Her mind was as clear as before.

'I am protected from your sorcery,' Melcorka held up Defender in a second of triumph.

'She is not!' Eileen said quietly, pointing to Alva. 'She will be my slave.'

Alva's shape began to alter: she grew a covering of sleek black skin; her body lengthened, her arms became flippers and her face elongated. 'No!' Melcorka tried to cover Alva, hoping to shield her from the spell. She heard Eileen laugh and then writhed in sudden agony as the king raked his claws across her shoulders. Lifting Alva, Melcorka pressed the child's little body against the blade of Defender and watched her transmogrify back into a human.

There were other selkies around her, a dozen or more rising from the water, baring their teeth, barking, altering from seals to humans with some retaining their seal-faces or growing sharp-clawed flippers.

Clutching Alva in her left hand, Melcorka slashed at the selkies with Defender, felt the shock of contact as the blade hacked through one of them and saw the spurt of blood.

'Kill her!' That was Eileen.

'No!' The selkie king over-ruled her. He had barked, yet Melcorka understood the language. Why was that? It must be some power of understanding that passed from her close contact with Alva when she had momentarily altered to a seal. He barked again. 'I want her as my own.'

'You can't have me!' Melcorka shouted. She did not know if her words came out in human speech or as the bark of a seal. She only knew she would not be altered into anything other than her own shape and form. 'I am Melcorka! Why are you attacking us?'

'Stop!' The selkie king commanded and his followers immediately withdrew, to stand in a black-pelted mass at the edge of the channel. They stared at Melcorka through round eyes as they held up their taloned flippers and bared bright teeth.

Still shielding Alva, Melcorka took a step backward, holding Defender one- handed. 'This girl has not harmed you. I have not harmed you except in defence. This fight can only result in more deaths for your people and for ours.' She felt the strain of speech and wondered anew in what language she was conversing. 'Free these people and I will leave here without harming any more of you!'

Eileen lifted her hand, but the selkie king silenced her with one wave of his flipper. 'Foolish woman! Your people have waged war on us ever since time began! The island I cleared was filled with men who hunt my kind. They wear seal skin, eat seal flesh, kill my children and hunt my women.'

Melcorka paused, remembering the seal meat she had eaten at Hector's table. 'They do,' she said. She did not add that it was natural for humans to hunt animals for food. 'Just as seals eat fish.'

The king stepped forward, his round eyes liquid. 'Seals have to eat fish; there is no other food. Humans do not have to eat seals.'

'If you let these men go, and Alva, this child, I will ask them not to hunt seals for food,' Melcorka promised.

'It is too late for that,' the selkie king said. 'I have declared war on humans. We shall hunt you until humans no longer venture near our domain. My people will capture humans whenever they are at sea, or on the coast, or within reach of the coast. You will learn to live in fear of us, as we do of you.'

'Then we are enemies,' Melcorka said simply, 'for we need the sea as much as you do.' For one moment she had thought there might have been an understanding between them, but their dispute was too fundamental for that. Coastal communities lived on a knife edge of survival at all times, when life or death may depend on one catch of fish and a seal could provide food for a family or a village for a week and clothing for a woman or man for a year.

Melcorka expected the sudden attack. The selkies rushed at her, mouths wide and talons slashing. She swung Defender in a circle, slashing belly-high so the blade sliced through three of her attackers. They fell, howling and bloody as Melcorka took one step forward toward the selkie king.

'Fight me fair! Or will you let the people you claim to care for die in your place?'

More and more selkies emerged from the water channel, slashing at her with their talons, extending necks and faces to bite at her. Melcorka hacked and stabbed and thrust, killing, maiming, wounding and all the time backing away, pulling Alva along with her, keeping the child away from the malevolent power of Eileen or savagery of the selkie king.

She knew that Defender gave her the ability to kill selkies all day. They did not have the ability to reach her with talons or teeth, yet the longer the battle raged, the more tired she would get and eventually she would make a mistake. When that happened, the selkie king would take advantage and either wound her or, worse, snatch Alva. Despite her advantage with the magic blade, Melcorka knew she was still human and the cuts the king had inflicted her were weakening her. She could feel the blood flowing from her back, and the slight slowing of her reflexes. She had to close with him and end this, and she had to ensure that Alva was safe. Time and numbers were both on the side of the selkies.

Grabbing Alva in her left hand, Melcorka suddenly lunged forward, swinging Defender in a figure of eight motion; a steel shield that no selkie could penetrate. They did not even try; those that did not back away dived into the water so she faced the king with no distractions save Alva and Eileen.

The king stepped toward her, his face elongated, jaw and mouth out-thrust and his flipper- arms stretching until they matched the length of Defender. The claws on the end of his flippers were as long as any bear and hooked ready to tear into her flesh.

'We do not need to fight,' Melcorka said. 'If you give up your prisoners and let them go free, nobody will get hurt.'

The king said nothing, but lifted a hand and a cascade of water surged from the channel and into Melcorka's face. She blinked, startled by the force, and slashed with Defender in case the king should rush her when she was distracted. She felt Alva slip free from her grasp.

'I've got her!' The words formed inside her head and she reached backward for Alva. The child was not there.

'In the water! Quickly!' That was the king's voice.

Melcorka stooped and turned around. She saw two selkies with Alva in between them. The child was supine, not struggling as they carried her toward the channel.

'Leave her!' Melcorka yelled, and staggered as the king sent another deluge of water toward her. She took three strides forward and plunged Defender into the body of the nearest selkie. The creature screamed high-pitched and fell, changing into a seal as it slid into the water channel. The second selkie wrapped its arms around Alva and began to alter shape into a seal, a second too late as Melcorka sliced the top off its head off so a porridge of brains and blood seeped out. She scooped Alva back onto the stone ledge and yelled in sudden pain when the king's claws slashed along her shoulders. Fresh blood flowed down her back.

'Alva!' Melcorka shouted, and slapped the child hard across the face, hoping to shock her back to reality. Instead Alva slumped down to the ground. Melcorka could feel the blood seeping out of her wounds, soaking through her leine, slithering down her back and flanks, onto her hips and running down her legs to form little pools on the ground. She staggered in sudden weakness and knew her strength was draining away with her blood.

There was another surge of pain as the king thrust his talons deep inside her arm, twisting to enlarge the wound and barking like a rabid dog. Holding Defender with her now injured left hand, Melcorka stabbed ineffectively at the king, while trying to drag Alva as far from the water channel as she could.

Two more seals emerged from the water, transforming into selkies the instant they came onto land, and a further two clambered out behind them. Ignoring Melcorka, all four lunged toward Alva, their broad flipper-hands extended to grab her.

With a last thrust to make the king keep his distance, Melcorka turned to defend Alva. She knew she could not keep up this unequal fight much longer. Pain and the loss of blood was weakening her so even with Defender she was hard pressed to even stand, yet alone fight.

The king came again, throwing a wall of water in front of him and barking to bring out more selkies.

'You won't take her!' Melcorka yelled, but she knew she was losing. She lifted Defender; staggered through weakness and realised she was paddling through her own blood. She saw Conall appear behind the selkie king, smiling.

'I will keep her for myself, Melcorka,' Conall said, 'and use her as I see fit.' His smile was more evil than anything Melcorka had ever seen.

She lifted Defender as the selkies closed on her, talons slashing, ripping at her back and arms. 'You won't touch Alva!'

'I'll take her!' that was a very familiar roar.

Melcorka looked around, blinking away the salt water that burned her eyes.

'You kill the king and leave these things to me!' Tuath stood behind her, his teeth white behind his beard. Lifting a selkie in each hand, he banged them together and threw them against the opposite rock wall. 'You filthy creatures from hell!' Lifting his foot, he kicked another so it lifted high in the air and fell back in the water. 'Igraine!' He yelled, 'take your daughter.' He looked over to Melcorka. 'Well; what are you waiting for? Kill that thing! You are Melcorka the Swordswoman; he is only half a bloody seal!'

'How did you get here?' Melcorka closed her mouth. Her many questions would wait. Wounded and weakening, she needed all her strength to defeat this selkie king. Now grasping Defender in both hands, she stepped forward, very aware that Eileen could distort anything she saw or thought she saw but with fortified by the knowledge that Tuath and Igraine would defend Alva to the death.

The king barked; he opened his jaw to a tooth-filled gape and spread his arms wide, claws extended.

Melcorka took a step forward, winced and staggered, her head whirling. The king rushed forward, straight onto the point of Defender.

'Sorry your seal majesty,' Melcorka said, twisting the blade to enlarge the wound and ripping from side to side. 'I am not dead yet.' She watched as the king writhed, screaming. 'You abducted my Alva,' she said, totally without pity, and pushed the sword in deeper. 'You were going to eat her.' She put her weight on it, feeling satisfaction as the selkie king died. 'Or worse, hand her to Conall!'

'Look who you have killed,' the voice came into her head. 'You have killed your own mother.'

Melcorka looked down. Bearnas, her mother lay at her feet, bleeding from the wounds she had inflicted. Bearnas eyes opened, blinked in recognition as her lips formed the words: 'Melcorka, my daughter.'

Melcorka gasped and stepped back. 'Mother!'

Bearnas stiffened in agony. 'You killed me,' she said. 'I came back and you killed me.'

'No, mother,' Melcorka said. 'I killed the selkie king,' yet when she looked down on the well-remembered face of her mother, she knew that she was wrong. Eileen had fooled her; Eileen had replaced the selkie king with her mother, or rather had replaced her mother with an image of the selkie king. She had killed her mother; no, no; that could not be. Egil the Northman had killed her mother. The dead could not return.

And on two occasions she had faced Egil over the cross-bar of her sword and both times the Norseman had walked away, alive.

There would not be a third time. Melcorka looked at the body lying at her feet. She knew that, whoever it looked like, this corpse not her mother.

'Melcorka?'

'Bradan?' Melcorka staggered and held the wall for support. 'Where did you come from?' She forced a smile. 'You'll have to go on alone, Bradan. The selkie king wounded me sore. I can't go any further.' She felt the blood draining from her as she spoke and slid to her knees. 'Look after them Bradan.' She knew she was dying. 'Mother… I am coming.'

Bradan's hand held her. 'Wait here.' He stepped past her with his staff tapping on the ground.

Melcorka watched as he approached Eileen, prodding with his staff. Eileen turned away, with Bradan following, thrusting at her. She watched, feeling the blood flowing away, taking her strength and her life with it. She felt a terrible sadness, not that she was going to die, but that she had left so much undone and so much unsaid.

'Bradan…' Melcorka opened her mouth to tell him what she felt, only to see Conall slide behind Bradan. Conall dropped a dirk from his wide sleeve and moved into a half crouch, ready to use the groin stroke from behind.

'Bradan!' Melcorka tried to scream a warning, but her words came out as a strangled croak. She saw Conall sweep the dirk backward, then begin the terrible, deadly stroke that would plunge the long blade deep into Bradan's vitals. She reached forward to help her man but the darkness closed on her. 'Bradan…'

Melcorka woke to see Igraine looking down on her. 'About time you awoke,' Igraine said. 'You will feel pretty bad for a while and then that will wear off and you'll be yourself again.'

'Bradan?' Melcorka sat up. 'Is he all right?'

'I'm over here,' Bradan was sitting by the wall, smiling. 'How are you?'

'Alive,' Melcorka looked around. Nothing had altered yet everything seemed different. The water channel still bisected the cavern, the men still remained chained and vacant on the wall, the stalactites still descended from an unseen roof, yet there were no seals or selkies, no sensation of foreboding. 'I thought I was dying.'

'You were under enchantment,' Bradan said, 'like these poor people here.'

'I thought Defender was proof against that,' Melcorka said.

'It did not help you in Inch Iolaire,' Bradan reminded, 'Eileen's enchantment must have deceived you that it was helping here.'

Melcorka put a hand on her back. 'I was wounded fighting the selkie king.'

'You were only scratched,' Igraine said. 'It seems that your enchantment exaggerated things.'

Melcorka frowned. 'Did I actually fight the selkie king?'

'You did,' Bradan said. 'You fought him and you killed him, while rescuing Alva from the selkies.' Bradan smiled to her. 'It's good to have you back.'

'How did you get here? How did you free Tuath and Igraine from the spell?'

'The same way I freed you,' Bradan tapped his staff. 'I worked out that if this can battle creatures like Eileen, may also work against enchantment, so I pressed the holy cross at the end onto their forehead.'

'And it worked?' Melcorka asked.

'It did. It took a few moments but it worked.'

'Have you tried it on Alva?' Melcorka tried to sit up, staggered and returned to the ground.

'I have; she should be back to herself shortly.'

Melcorka looked around the cavern. 'It will take a long time to free all these people from enchantment,' she said.

'I have started,' Bradan said. 'I think there are a thousand men here and about fifty women and children. If I touch them with the staff, could you cut off their chains? It took us longer removing Tuath and Igraine's chains than it took removing their enchantment!'

Melcorka nodded. 'Is Eileen gone?'

'Eileen is gone and the selkie king is dead,' Bradan said.

'And Conall?'

'That treacherous creature is dead,' Tuath said. 'It was him that invited Eileen into Ulvust and betrayed the people…' He stooped down and lifted Conall's head from the ground. 'He died too quickly. He was about to skewer Bradan so I had to act quickly.' He shrugged. 'A pity: I would have liked to make him suffer.'

'He is dead; that is what matters. All that remains now is to get back to Rona.' Melcorka said.

'That road is closed,' Bradan said slowly. 'As soon as Eileen fled, a wall of rock descended; her final act I think, but it blocked the tunnel most securely. We have to go that way,' he nodded onward, 'wherever it leads.'

'Then that is the way we must go,' Melcorka's mind cleared. 'Onward, and we will fight whatever lies ahead.'







Chapter Twenty-Four

With no food and upwards of a thousand bewildered men and women to look after, Melcorka led them slowly through the echoing cavern and into another passage that led onward into the dark. 'This could lead anywhere,' she said.

'It could lead to the end of the world or Tir-nan-og,' Bradan agreed, tapping his staff on the ground with every stride. 'But when we are together, we can face whatever is here.'

'How was Tuath captured? He is not a man easily tamed.'

'Enchantment,' Bradan said. 'Eileen and Conall and between them made the people believe that the Lord of the Isles had sent a fleet to Ulvust. The people came out to welcome the Lord and were taken by the selkies.'

'Eileen is a dangerous woman,' Melcorka peered ahead into impenetrable darkness. 'I have never met her kind before.'

'I hope never to meet her again,' Bradan said, 'in any of her forms. When she appeared as the Morrigan she was feared for centuries. I don't know how long the power in my staff will last. It seems able to defeat her temporarily and then she revives her dark arts and attacks again.'

Melcorka glanced behind her, where the released prisoners formed a long column that followed, talking quietly, still dazed by what had happened to them. 'I much preferred fighting the Norsemen. Once they were killed, they remained dead!'

Bradan grunted. 'With you and Defender and me and my staff, we have advantages that others lack. Perhaps we were put on this world to remove the curse of Eileen and her magic.'

They walked on, with the tapping of Bradan's staff like the slow drum beat of an advancing army and the hush of the water channel a constant worry in case of selkie attack.

'I want to kill Egil,' Melcorka said.

There was another period of silence before Bradan replied. 'I know you do,' he said.

'I have been warned not to seek revenge and Fitheach told me that I would not be the cause of his death, yet I cannot let him live knowing that he killed my mother.'

'I know that too,' Bradan said. 'I wish that you would listen to good advice and leave his fate to fate itself. What will happen will happen.'

Melcorka nodded. 'I know that, yet I must do what is in me, whatever sense and advice say.'

'That is the way that you are,' Bradan touched her lightly on the arm. 'I would wish that it was otherwise.'

With darkness all around them, they had no idea if it was day or night so Melcorka decided when it was time to stop walking and men, women and Alva grabbing whatever rest they could, with fear of the selkies ensuring that sleep was fitful at best. Tuath organised the warriors into watches so they stood guard in case of attack, holding the cut-off manacles as makeshift weapons and hoping that nothing disturbed these periods of rest. Igraine held Alva close as nightmares and whimpering memories shook her.

'How long can this tunnel stretch?' Somebody asked.

'All the way to hell,' somebody else replied, and there were wails of horror and fear.

'Everything goes somewhere' Tuath roared, 'and wherever it ends it will be better than where we were. On your feet, people of Ulvust, and march!'

They moved on, slower as hunger bit, wearier as exhaustion took its toll, fearful, tired, angry, frustrated, with tears and complaints, but with Melcorka leading and Tuath giving rough encouragement, they kept moving.

'We are walking uphill,' Bradan tapped the ground with his staff. 'We may be moving toward the surface.'

'Don't say it loudly,' Melcorka whispered. 'It might not mean anything.'

A few moments later others also noticed that walking took more effort as they struggled against an incline. 'We're going upwards!' Somebody shouted.

'I will go ahead and see if things get better,' Bradan said.

'Be very careful!' Melcorka warned. She heard the rhythmic tapping of Bradan's staff as he lengthened his stride and pulled ahead, until the sound faded into the distance and died completely. The darkness clung to them like the shroud of death. Time passed, slow as the water to their left, and still Bradan did not return.

Melcorka kept walking, putting one foot after the other, acting as an example to Alva and the others, being the heroine that she certainly did not feel. As the weight of responsibility pressed down upon her she wished fervently for the sweet kiss of rain, for the bite of a winter wind against her face, for the sting of the sun and the scent of autumn heather, or the piping call of the oystercatcher, her own totem bird. And the darkness remained, fixed in her present firmament, a constant in her world.

The column slowed as the slope steepened. Then the water channel beside which they had been walking for what seemed like an eternity ended; they had reached the source. Melcorka stopped for a second; aware that her actions would result in the entire long column halting with subsequent confusion and misunderstandings, yet she had to look.

The water bubbled and surged out of an immense hole in the side of the tunnel, an underground or undersea waterfall that poured into the channel. Beyond the water was only darkness. She peered ahead with hope fading, until she heard the tapping of Bradan's staff, faint at first and then increasing in volume as he neared her.

'Light!' Bradan reported breathlessly from ahead. 'There is a circle of light one thousand two hundred paces ahead.' He touched her shoulder. 'I did not go all the way.'

'Go and find out,' Melcorka had taken control, 'and come and tell me.' She gave him a little push. 'Go on, Bradan!'

He moved away again, seemingly the only one among them who was impervious to fatigue as he returned the way he had come with the rap-rap-rap of his staff acting as a measure of his progress.

Melcorka began to move again, ignoring the Ulvust people's cries of wonder and astonishment at the sight of the waterfall. She understood their feelings.

The air had been foul and heavy for an eternity; just how long Melcorka could not tell. She only knew that now it was changing. There was a new coldness around her and a freshness she had not breathed for far too long.

'We are nearing the end,' Bradan was back at her side. 'The tunnel finishes in quite a wide space, but there is no way out. There is only a tiny gap in a wall of rock. We are trapped down here.'







Chapter Twenty-Five

Melcorka felt as if somebody had kicked her in the stomach. After fighting the selkie king and walking the darkness of the tunnel, to face defeat was sickening. She stood at the wall of rock that stretched upward and all around, breathing heavily, fighting the sickness of despair.

'Where is the light coming from?'

Bradan pointed to a small hole about thirty feet above their heads. 'There; it is no larger than a human head.'

Melcorka heard the released prisoners cramming into the space behind her, and the expected wails of despair. She looked upward; the wall of the cave was glass smooth, with only the tiniest of hand and footholds. No ordinary man or woman could climb that, but she knew there was no choice. Growing up on a small island, climbing down cliff faces to retrieve bird's eggs for food had been a weekly occupation. If she did not climb, she did not eat. 'Hold this,' she handed Defender to Bradan, kicked off her brogues so she had better purchase and felt for the first hold.

The holds were tiny, little more than miniscule cracks in the rock, suitable for spiders or women from the Isles. Hauling herself up, taking her time to test each hold, feeling the strain in fingers and toes, calves and forearms, she made slow progress.

'You're nearly there,' Bradan said, the words seeming to come from very far below.

The hole from which light seeped gave her a more secure hold, affording relief to muscles that screamed for help. Melcorka rested there, peering through to see what was on the other side. She could see blue sky and a stretch of bleak moorland that was welcome after so long in the dark. It was so close that if she stretched out her arm she could put the tip of a finger into fresh air, yet so far away she could not reach it. Three feet of solid rock lay between them and freedom.

'There is an arm's length of rock between us and the outside world,' she shouted. 'We will have to break through the rock, somehow.'

'Make tools!' Tuath would not be discouraged. 'Use the chains and manacles to hack at the rock! Make hand holds so we can help Melcorka!'

Tuath knew his people. By giving them something to do he had restored both hope and pride. Now focussed, the men of Ulvust worked with energy so within minutes the cavern was a scene of bustle as they banged and chopped at the walls, creating a number of indentations that gradually climbed higher and higher toward the hole and acted as handholds so more men could help Melcorka. When they were close to the gap, the men began to chip away at the rock in front of them, leaving Melcorka to hack at the hole itself. The work was hot and exhausting, but absolutely essential if they were to escape.

'Nobody is complaining now,' Melcorka said on one of her few breaks. She slithered to the bottom of the cliff, sat on the ground and wiped beads of perspiration from her forehead with the back of her arm.

'They have something to do; they have something at which to aim, an objective. It is when men are bored or cannot see the purpose of their endeavours that they complain the most.' Tuath was dripping with sweat and working as hard as any of his people.

Melcorka looked up. 'I'll remember that.' From down here the hole looked tiny, with all her scraping and hacking having achieved very little. 'At this rate it will take days to make that gap big enough to get anybody out.'

Bradan nodded. 'I know.'

'We will all die of starvation before then.' Melcorka rose to her feet. 'We had better carry on.'

Tuath organised his people in a rota system so there were always four men hacking at the wall, carving out steps to the high gap and chipping away at the wall as they did so. The more steps were made, the easier it was for Melcorka to reach the hole and fragment by fragment, inch by inch, she enlarged it.

She was not sure how long it took before the steps reached the hole. It was certainly many hours; it might have been days but at last Tuath stood beside her, gaunt of face but his grin as familiar as ever.

'Stand down, Melcorka,' he said. 'You need a break.'

Melcorka nodded. For all the energy expended, the hole was only fractionally larger. When they had worked on the window in the dungeon, the wall had been thinner and the hole larger. Here, despite all their efforts, the gap had only increased by the width of a fingernail.

'We may die down here yet,' she said.

'We will not die,' Bradan told her.

She heard the whistling before she saw anybody. The sound was familiar, yet from where she could not say.

'Melcorka!' Alva's voice sounded. 'It's the little bog people!'

Melcorka looked around to grab at Defender, remembering where she had heard that whistling before. Stuck here in the tunnel, the men of Ulvust would be easy targets for these agile little archers.

'No…' Bradan put a hand on her arm. 'I don't think they are going to attack us.'

The first of the bog people slithered through the gap as easily as if he was trotting across his own bog, and clambered down the inside to approach Melcorka. He was smiling and pointing to his leg.

'I know you,' Melcorka said. 'You are the man who I wounded and returned.'

The man spoke in a whistle and immediately a host of little men appeared at the outside entrance to the tunnel. Producing pieces of flat flint no larger than their own small hands, they began to scrape away at the rock, with one man replacing another as soon as his work rate slowed. They were chattering together, grinning as though they enjoyed the work and within minutes Melcorka could see that they were making a difference.

With many hands working on the gap it was only a few hours before it was large enough to crawl through. The arrow-wounded bog man ran in and out as if it was a game, laughing at his own skill.

Taking hold of Melcorka's hand, he brought her to the now much expanded gap, waved his hand around as if he was presenting her with a gift and ran outside. His people followed at once, leaving only silence and their memory behind.

'That was strange,' Tuath said. 'I thought we would have to fight them again.'

'That is the reward for Melcorka's mercy in not killing that wounded man,' Bradan said. 'It is a lesson to remember.'

Tuath nodded. 'Now, who is first to go outside?' he called, and laughed at the sudden enthusiasm.

'We don't know where it will take us,' Melcorka said. 'I had better be first. I am probably best equipped to fight, if there is fighting to be done.'

'I'll come with you,' Tuath said.

'Your people need you,' Bradan told him. 'More than ever, now.' He climbed up behind Melcorka. 'You and I, Melcorka, and God help us.'

'You and I,' she agreed, and wormed her way through the hole and into the world beyond.

After so long in the darkness underground, the daylight was so intense she could hardly see, but as she grew accustomed to the light, she looked around her and laughed.

'Bradan! Look where we are!'

He joined her, holding his staff in front of him like a weapon. 'Oh dear God in heaven,' he said. 'I would never have believed it.'

They had emerged from a rock on the outer line of stones at Callanish, with the sacred circle a hundred paces in front and the whole array of standing stones on either side. Melcorka took a deep breath and blinked as the light hurt her eyes.

'Let's get the people out,' Bradan said. 'They'll be very glad to breathe fresh air again!'

'Look there,' Melcorka pointed. 'Somebody is watching.'

'I can't see anybody,' Bradan said. He tapped his staff on the ground. 'Maybe it was a trick of the light.'

'Maybe I am not used to light now,' Melcorka agreed.







Chapter Twenty-Six

The people of Ulvust came out one by one, some staggering, others laughing, some helping their neighbours, others refusing all aid as they thrust out onto the surface of the island. All were exhausted, white faced, weary and more scared than they cared to admit. All blinked and closed their eyes at the power of even the weak northern sun.

'We're back at Callanish,' Tuath said. 'That tunnel took us right under the sea to the island of Lewis.'

'From one temple to another,' Bradan said. 'I don't know if that means anything or not.' He listened to the sound of surf on the coast nearby. 'I was hoping for some seagulls,' he said.

'I was hoping for an oystercatcher,' Melcorka said. 'I feel as if my totem birds have deserted me.' She searched the pale grey skies without success.

'They will be watching, somewhere,' Bradan touched her arm lightly.

'Maybe the crows scared them all away,' Alva said.

'I can't see any crows,' Melcorka said.

'Over there if you look,' Alva was bad-tempered through weariness. She flapped a hand in the general direction of the north where three crows flew together.

'Oh yes, I see them,' Melcorka said.

'Oh look; there are others,' Alva pointed west, and then east and south. Three crows came from each direction.

'Three crows flying together from all four directions,' Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. He looked at Melcorka, eyes weary.

'I hope it does not mean what I think it does,' Melcorka said.

'So do I.' Bradan tapped his staff again, harder.

'More!' Alva said, 'and more.'

'Bradan? Does this mean something?' Tuath pushed Alva toward Igraine.

'Crows are a sign of the Morrigan, the Great Queen; she loves war and lusts after men … and there she is, God help us all.' Bradan stepped in front of Melcorka in an attempt to protect her.

Melcorka watched as Eileen swayed seductively along the avenue that led to the central monolith. She had assumed the shape of that dark haired, extremely shapely woman, with bright eyes and slightly pouting red lips.

'So you are, back, Eileen the Morrigan,' Melcorka said quietly.

'That is one name that people call me. I can also be Badb, or Bab, or …'

'I only have one name,' Melcorka said. 'And I am aware of your tricks.'

'You have Bradan the Wanderer to look after you,' Eileen continued to sway forward, with the crows circling above her, cawing to each other. 'That makes you a very lucky lady.' She sighed and looked upward. 'Who do you have to look after Bradan the Wanderer?'

'He has me,' Melcorka said.

Eileen's laugh was as attractive as the rest of her. 'My dear Melcorka, how much longer do you think he will have you?'

Melcorka smiled. 'He will have me until he no longer wants me.' She touched the hilt of Defender.

'I would say considerably less than that, Melcorka. You will not be able to look after when you are dead. Look to the sky.' Eileen pointed above her head.

Melcorka watched as the crows stopped circling Eileen, congregated into the shape of an arrow and flew toward the rising sun. They formed a ring around what appeared to be a bright speck that detached itself from the sun, and escorted it slowly downward.

'What's that?' The question came from one of the freed prisoners.

'It's something flying!' Tuath squinted into the sun. 'Some sort of large bird.'

'It's not a bird; it's a chariot! Igraine said. 'It's a glowing chariot with somebody in it.'

Tuath stepped back. 'It's Bel himself! It's the sun god!' He held up his hand, forefinger and thumb pressed together. 'Bel himself. Bel is the real Shining One!'

'Yes; it's Bel himself,' Eileen said quietly. 'Do you think you are ready to meet him face to face?'

'It's not Bel,' Bradan said loudly. 'It's an illusion. Don't believe what you see: it is one of the Morrigan's tricks!'

'Bel!' Tuath, the muscular giant who would fight his way through an army and laugh at his wounds, fell on his knees before whatever it was the crows were rapidly escorting to the ground.

'Tuath!' Melcorka shouted. 'Tuath!'

'He's gone,' Bradan said as Tuath grabbed Igraine and Alva and hurried them back through the hole and into the tunnel. 'Seeing his god was too much even for him.' He raised his voice. 'The rest of you, get back! The Morrigan is out here!'

The chariot flew past them, pulled by two golden horses with fiery manes and its spoked wheels burning and flames coming from its sides and rear. There was a hiss and the smell of scorched grass as the chariot landed at the far end of the avenue. The rider dismounted.

His armour was golden, with wings on the sides of his helmet and on his shin guards; he carried an oval shield embossed with the image of the sun and a long sword that gleamed gold along the length of its blade.

Melcorka stepped back from this man of such splendour and majesty. She unsheathed Defender, feeling that familiar and welcome surge of power, knowing she would fight anybody and anything to defend her man… Bradan, her man, and little Alva.

'Whoever you are,' Melcorka said. 'Face me!'

The golden creature ignored her as if she did not exist. The twin horses pulled the chariot up the length of the avenue, leaving each standing stone ablaze in its wake.

'Are you Bel?' Melcorka asked. 'Are you the god of the sun?'

Dimly in some realm of her subconscious, she was aware of Bradan's voice, although she could not make out his words. She saw him walking forward, his staff tapping on the ground, slow and sure and steady. Her Bradan: never demonstrative, never boastful, always reliable and as brave as any warrior, champion or hero.

'Bradan!' She shouted the words as Bel lifted his shield high and swept it sideways, sending Bradan crashing against the closest of the standing stones. Bradan slumped to the ground and lay still as the golden aura around Bel increased tenfold so Melcorka was staring into nothing but a blaze of light so intense it hurt her eyes.

The familiarity brought back memories of Hector's battle here. She faced the same intense brightness and the same sword-to-sword duel with a mighty warrior.

Fitheach's words returned to her. 'Beware of the Bel beachd, the circle of Bel, Melcorka of the Cenel Bearnas.'

Melcorka grunted. Yes, she would beware, but she would also fight.

'Eileen!' Melcorka gripped the hilt of Defender. 'Morrigan! Badb or whatever name you hide behind. You are using your tricks on me!'

Bel faded, flickered and vanished. Eileen took his place; she still retained the shape of a beautiful woman, still smiled and still emanated an aura of love and allure. She stood over Bradan, shaking her head. 'Such a lean, handsome man,' she said. 'It would be such a waste to destroy him.' When she looked up, her eyes were soft as a deer. 'He is still alive, Melcorka. I may keep him for myself.' She snapped her fingers and Bel reappeared, still tall, still muscular, still wearing his armour but no longer god-like.

'Egil!' Melcorka's heart rate multiplied and sick despair churned within her. This was the murderer of her mother, the killer of her clan and the man she knew Defender could never destroy.

'That is who I am,' Egil lifted Bradan's staff and threw it far away. 'Now your friend is as powerless against us as your sword is against me.'

Melcorka tried to step forward to help Bradan. She could not; Eileen was controlling her.

'Now you are alone, Melcorka,' Eileen said softly. 'Alone and facing your nemesis, the one man in the world that your sword cannot protect you against. You have no host at your back to help you, no Bradan to give advice, nothing except your own anger and hatred to face Egil, the man who killed your mother and the man who will kill Bradan and then kill you.'

When Eileen stretched to three times her size and bent over her, Melcorka saw her face alter from beauty to hideous as her nose elongated and sharpened into a beak and her eyes shrunk to small red orbs. For a second Melcorka stared into the predatory face of a crow, and then Eileen was back in all her false beauty, with her voice smooth and caressing.

'Come then Melcorka, embrace your future; you have not much of it left, and that bitter and full of woe.'

Melcorka tightened her grip of Defender and raised her voice. 'Come, Egil! Fight me if you dare.' She glared at Eileen. 'And as for you…' she swung Defender and chopped Eileen in half, with her head and shoulders dissolving into a welter of blood and black feathers.

'See, Egil: I have killed your witch!'

The cawing of crows mocked her as the whole flock landed among the stones. 'Killed me?' the nearest said, and altered its form to that of the young Eileen. 'Killed me?' laughed the second, as it became a teenaged Eileen. 'Killed me?' said the third and became Eileen as a woman in her twenties, about to blossom into full maturity.

'I am not dead,' said a fourth, and the mature, dark headed beauty that Melcorka had just killed was standing opposite her, preening her feathers. 'I am in the eyes of every crow in this land. I am Badb; I am Macha, I am Nemainn, I am the Morrigan. I am everywhere; I am an eel and a she-wolf; I am Modron; I am Morgan le Fay; I am Eileen, I am woman and I am goddess…'

'And I am Melcorka!' Melcorka shouted. 'Fight me Egil, face to face and without the trickery and spells of this cawing old crow!'

'I don't need tricks to fight you.' The god Bel was back in all his golden finery but only for a moment. With graceful movements he removed his winged helmet and replaced it with a simple steel cap, removed his golden armour and replaced it with steel mail, and kicked off his winged shin-guards. The golden sword became his long Norse sword and in place of the oval shield he carried a simple, heavy axe.

'Do you remember him?' Egil lifted a head from the chariot. Even after the passage of time the features were recognisable as Hector, with the long red hair and the protruding teeth. 'I have killed five men since then and now I will kill you.' Smiling, he tied Hector's head to his belt by the hair. 'Now he can watch as I kill you.'

Melcorka readied herself. She had faced this man before and could not kill him. Defender could not kill in revenge, yet revenge was all she wanted.

Holding her sword two handed, Melcorka stepped into the circle of stones, aware that Eileen was sitting cross-legged on the central monolith, watching with a small smile on her face. The dark hatred in her eyes altered to deep lust whenever she looked at Egil.

'Bradan is not yet dead,' Eileen told her, 'I will not kill him. I will keep him alive for my pleasure, again and again and again, and when I am tired of him and he is nothing but a wasted shell of a man, I will hand him to Egil here.'

'I will enjoy that,' Egil had his sword in his left hand and his axe in his right. 'I will carve the blood-eagle on his back and leave him for the crows to eat.'

'And we will eat him,' Eileen said, 'piece by piece over days, while he still lives and suffers, and with every peck I will remind him how Egil killed you!'

Melcorka felt her anger rising. She glanced over her shoulder; Bradan still lay as he had fallen, a crumpled heap with one leg bent beneath him and blood on his forehead.

Egil swung his sword. 'I call this sword Breast-breaker,' he said, 'and my axe is Skull-splitter.' He laughed. 'Good names, don't you think?'

Melcorka said nothing as she stepped toward him, wary of Egil, expecting him to charge forward like a berserker.

She increased her speed, forming a new plan in her head. She had lost her dirk somewhere in the tunnel and knew that Defender could not kill in revenge, but her sword could surely disarm. If she could get even one of Egil's weapons from him, she had a chance to win this fight.

Thrusting at Egil's groin, she anticipated his involuntary parry, altered the angle of her blade and crashed it against Breast-breaker so Egil gasped audibly. He dropped the sword, which clattered across the ground to his left.

Melcorka withdrew, smiling. That was the first stage. 'Now you only have Skull-splitter,' she said. 'Can you use it, murderer?'

She expected his attack, with the mighty overhead swing, and lifted Defender in anticipation. The power of his blow shocked her and she staggered under his strength. Even with the magic of Defender she was outmuscled. Melcorka stepped back and tried to edge sideways toward Breast-breaker. She knew she could not match his strength or skill; she had to use guile, she had to tire him out and make him leave an opening she could exploit.

Egil came again, gasping as he swung his axe, aiming to maim and kill, using sideways swings and underhand chops, his face a mask of concentration and hate. He opened his mouth in a bellow that could have come from a bull or a stag in the mating season, and attacked again, forcing Melcorka back, step by slow step with each inch taking her further from Breast-breaker.

Eileen laughed. 'Even with your magic sword, Egil is your master,' she taunted. 'Perhaps we will not kill you. Perhaps we will cut out your tongue and chop off your fingers so you too can be our slave, and you can watch as I pleasure myself with Bradan, day after day and night after night. He will grow to love me, Melcorka, and you will watch.'

Rather than demoralise her, Eileen's words gave Melcorka strength so she held Egil's next attack, crashing Defender's blade against the handle of Skull-splitter and pushing back. They remained like that, face to ferocious face, breast against heaving breast and their breath mingling together as they glared hatred at each other.

This time it was Egil who gave way as Melcorka swung Defender and he had to parry. Although both knew that Defender could not strike the killing blow, Melcorka was not sure if her sword could still wound. She aimed at Egil's arms and legs, and although he matched her strokes, she saw the first flicker of uncertainty in his face.

'You're not so sure now, Egil the murderer!' Melcorka said, cutting at his left thigh so he had to quickly lower his axe. The clash of steel on steel echoed around Callanish. Egil took a step back and Melcorka followed, thrusting at his groin and altering the angle to an attack on his throat.

Egil backed off another step, snarling.

'Your mother also thought she was clever,' he said, 'She tried to taunt me before I killed her.'

'My mother was an old woman when you murdered her,' Melcorka reminded. 'I am not old.'

She eyed Breast-breaker. The sword was ten steps in front, and three to the right. If she could continue her attack she might make it yet. Taking a deep breath, she sliced at Egil's right arm, felt the shock as he blocked, took another step forward and thrust downward toward his belly. Egil pulled his middle inward and she punched him in the face with her left fist, hard enough to sting. He blinked, shook his head and backed off, one, two, three steps with Hector's head bouncing from his belt and Hector's protruding teeth raking at his bare thigh, drawing blood.

Melcorka followed, glanced at Breast-breaker and hacked hard at Egil's head. He blocked Defender and held her in that position. Overtopping her by some five inches, Egil pushed downward; his muscles vibrating and bunching with the effort.

Melcorka relaxed, unbalancing him, and slid sideways, allowing Defender to slash at his ribs as she passed. Egil grunted and turned, bringing Skull-splitter in a sideways sweep that would have chopped Melcorka's left arm off had she not parried. Now they were face to face again, but she was within reach of Breast-breaker.

'Good bye, Egil,' she yelled, twisted Defender to divert his attention and dived for the discarded sword.

She had not noticed the crows. They must have been gathering around her as she fought and now they crowded between her and Breast-breaker. She landed on a carpet of feathers and beaks that moved under her, squawking and cawing as they turned to peck at her face and hands, going for her eyes and ears and mouth and fingers. Melcorka swept them away with Defender, only for more to arrive until she was surrounded by them, twenty, thirty, forty crows all around her, pecking. She gasped as one sharp beak after another penetrated her, with one bird flapping its wings as it jabbed at her face.

'You're not real!' Melcorka shouted. 'You are an illusion caused by Eileen.'

The crows vanished.

Melcorka looked around, not sure where she was. In a forest somewhere with a she-wolf pacing around her, head held low, mouth agape and slavering.

'You're another illusion,' Melcorka shouted. 'You are Eileen.'

And she was back on the ground underneath the stones, with Breast-breaker in her left hand, Defender in her right and Egil storming toward her, axe held high. Eileen's illusions had cost her valuable time and Egil now had the advantage.

Death.

This was death. She knew that Defender would refuse to kill in revenge, so she had to rely on Breast-breaker. Without Defender she had no especial skill or strength; she was no match for an experienced, massively-muscled Norse warrior and captain like Egil. Lying prone, Melcorka threw Defender at Egil and saw him brush the sword aside as if it was a length of drift-wood. Breast-breaker was heavy in her hand, long and clumsy compared to the supreme balance of Defender, yet she had no choice.

Lifting the sword, Melcorka rolled out of Egil's thundering path and staggered to her feet. Without Defender she felt awkward, un-coordinated and vulnerable. She knew she was vastly outmatched.

Melcorka's sword stroke lacked conviction. Egil laughed, struck Breast- breaker with the flat of his axe and knocked it to the ground. It landed with a dull clatter on the rocks. Melcorka looked at him.

'I know how you will die,' she said.

'I have decided not to keep you as a slave,' Egil ignored her words. 'Your death will complete my destruction of your whole family and entire seed. I will wear your head at my belt, as I do Hector's.'

'I will not die so easily,' Melcorka shrieked, and jumped at him with her fingers clawing at his eyes.

'You little bitch!' Egil swore as her nails raked long furrows down his cheek, and then backhanded her back to the ground. Melcorka's head struck a standing stone and she lay there, stunned. Egil lifted Breast- breaker from the ground and slid it back into its scabbard.

'I hope your friends are watching as you die,' Egil said. He lifted his axe. 'I'll take off your legs first; then your arms and finally your head.'

Unable to move, Melcorka saw crows perched on top of all the standing stones, watching through intelligent, predatory eyes. She saw Egil poise with his axe aimed at her left leg and she murmured.

'Wait for me mother; I am coming home now.'

She did not expect the high piping call of the oystercatcher, or to see a whole flight of the birds swoop up the length of the avenue, their red beaks probing at the breasts of the crows. Nor did she expect the shaft of shining light that followed the birds, making each stone into a beacon and the spaces in between turn bright green with budding life.

'What?' Egil hesitated with the axe poised.

'I think that is my mother coming to talk to you,' Melcorka stood up as the stone behind her glowed with iridescent light.

'Your mother is dead,' Egil said. 'I killed her!'

'I know that,' Melcorka said. She watched as Egil dropped the axe.

It was not Bearnas who walked down the avenue, but a man that Melcorka had never seen before. Tall and lean, he wore a long white robe and had the serenity of an angel. He was in the centre of the beam of light and his passing made each standing stone shine in different colours, as if the life inside them had been waiting his arrival for hundreds of years.

He passed Melcorka with a gentle smile and moved on, following the stones of Callanish until each one was blazing with colour. As the light touched Bradan he rose, shook his head and joined Melcorka, hand stretched out to hold hers.

'The Shining One,' Bradan whispered. 'The real one this time, not some trick of the mind played by Eileen or the Morrigan or whatever you wish to call her.' He held Melcorka close. 'God alone knows who he is, or what he is, or what he wants here.'

'Nothing bad,' Melcorka said. 'Can you feel the peace? Can you hear the music?'

The music was birdsong, sweet and natural, with the piping of the oystercatchers as a chorus and the singing of blackbirds, mavis and robin interwoven to form a choir that would tempt angels out of heaven. A cuckoo called softly in the distance.

'Look!' Braden pointed as the crows vanished and Eileen stood alone before the Shining One. She cowered before him, bending her knees; he shook his head, touched her with a silver hand and she powdered into dust before them.

'No!' Egil drew his axe and rushed forward to do battle, only to stop and look down at himself in consternation. The slight, almost unnoticed wound that Hector's teeth had made during Egil's battle with Melcorka had opened and ran red with blood. Egil put a hand to his thigh, looked at the blood, and collapsed. He writhed on the ground, frothing at the mouth, spewed bloody green bile and lay still, eyes and mouth wide open.

'Just as Fitheach predicted,' Bradan said. 'He died from the bite of the dead and you were there.'

'He died because of the life he had lived,' Melcorka said. She held Bradan tight. 'It will be my turn next; I live as a warrior, I will surely die the same way.'

'You are a warrior, Egil was a murderer.'

The Shining One walked toward them, his white cloak undulating behind him and his eyes glowing.

'Who are you?' Bradan stepped in front of Melcorka. She felt his fear and admired his courage.

'You already know the answer to that.'

'If I did, I would not have asked,' Bradan refused to be bowed. 'Are you the man known as The Shining One?'

'That is one of my names,' the man said. 'You have been seeking me.'

'I have been seeking Abaris the druid.' Bradan said.

'And now you have found him.'

'You are Abaris,' Bradan took a deep breath and stretched a hand forward. 'I seek your wisdom.'

'You have your own wisdom,' Abaris touched Bradan's hand.

Melcorka saw Bradan stiffen. His eyes opened wide, his knuckles whitened for an instant and he sagged downward. The Shining One looked at Bradan and walked away, taking the lights with him.

Callanish lay silent under a grey sky. Melcorka did not know how long she had lain beside the central monolith. She touched Bradan. 'Are you all right?'

Bradan stirred. 'Did you see that?'

'I saw Abaris,' Melcorka said.

'Did you see all he showed me?'

Melcorka shook her head. 'I saw him touch you.'

'Touch me? I was away for days.' Bradan sat up; his eyes were glowing, his face alight with joy.

'You were not,' Melcorka said. 'He touched you and then withdrew.'

Bradan shook his head, his eyes wide with wonder. 'I saw all the wisdom of the world; I saw places that have not yet been discovered, countries that nobody knows about, people with the strangest ideas and cultures.' He looked at her. 'I must go there, Melcorka, I must see what Abarus showed me.'

Melcorka looked around. Tuath was leading the people of Ulvust toward them, with Igraine holding Alva by the hand. 'We will go together,' she said. A few black crow-feathers showed where Eileen the Morrigan had once been; Egil lay dead on the ground, his face twisted in agony and his leg swollen and discoloured. 'My work here in Alba is done.'

Bradan retrieved his staff. 'I've always wondered from where these strange things come that are washed up on the beach.'

'We will have Tuath pick up Catriona,' Melcorka said. 'And we shall go and find out.' She looked over the sea to the west. 'It may be the end of the world, or the beginning of a new one.'

'As long as we are together,' Bradan said and tapped his staff on the ground.





Author's Note

The Standing Stones of Callanish exist. They are on the western side of the Island of Lewis in Scotland. The legend of the Shining One has been told and retold for many centuries, while there are many tales of selkies and mermaids around the coasts of Scotland.

Abaris the druid may have been a genuine historical figure. Diodorus Siculus, scholar and writer, mentioned him as a learned man from beyond the North Wind who visited Athens to exchange knowledge. He was said to have come from a winged temple, which may well have been Callanish.

And Melcorka and Bradan? They have further adventures ahead, which may be chronicled.
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Cathy, my wife, followed me to university and carved herself a Master’s degree; she obtained a position in Moray and we moved north, but only with one third of our offspring: the other two had grown up and moved on with their own lives. For a year or so I worked as the researcher in the Dundee Whaling History project while simultaneously studying for my history Masters and commuting home at weekends, which was fun. I wrote ‘Sink of Atrocity’ and ‘The Darkest Walk’ at the same time, which was interesting.

When that research job ended I began lecturing in Inverness College, with a host of youngsters and not-so-youngsters from all across the north of Scotland and much further afield. And I wrote; true historical crime, historical crime fiction and a dip into fantasy, with whaling history to keep the research skills alive. Our last child graduated with honours at St Andrews University and left home: I decided to try self-employment as a writer and joined the team at Creativia . . . the future lies ahead.








Dear reader,

Thank you for taking time to read The Shining One. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author’s best friend and much appreciated.
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