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Synopsis
In Iron Age Ireland, a seven-year-old boy named Sétanta finds a bronze bracer in a collapsed cairn. It is warm to the touch, and it fits his wrist as though it was made for him. It was not made for him. It was not made for anyone. The thing that lives in the bronze is older than language, older than iron, older than the people who will one day call this island home. It has worn many hosts. Most of them burned bright and brief. It cannot warn him. It has never been able to warn any of them.

Trained by warriors and druids, bound by sacred oaths he barely understands, the boy becomes Cú Chulainn — the Hound of Ulster, the greatest champion his people have ever known. But greatness has a price, and the price is paid in blood and grief and the slow erosion of everything that makes a weapon into a man. The oaths that define him become the architecture of his destruction, and the ancient intelligence watching from the shadows has been building toward this moment for longer than he has been alive.

The Hound is a retelling of Ireland's greatest myth — the tragedy of Cú Chulainn — through the lens of an alien consciousness that has spent ten thousand years bonded to human hosts and has never once been able to speak. It is a story about honour, identity, and the question of what remains when everything that made you who you are has been stripped away.
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  The Slow Air

Manchester did St. Patrick's Day with the enthusiasm of a city that had never needed much of an excuse to drink. The parade had wound through the city centre that afternoon — a river of green and gold and badly applied face paint — and now, at half seven on a cold March evening, the pubs were doing the kind of trade that made landlords weep with gratitude.

Kate Blakesley had no particular feelings about St. Patrick's Day. She wasn't Irish, had never been to Ireland, and her relationship with Guinness was one of mutual indifference. But the walk home from the Arndale took her down a street where three Irish pubs sat within spitting distance of each other, and tonight all three had their doors propped open despite the cold, spilling light and noise and the smell of beer onto the pavement.

She adjusted the shopping bags in her grip — new running shoes that she'd need to break in, a birthday present for Lucy that she'd probably get no thanks for — and navigated around a cluster of lads in green wigs who were trying to remember the words to “The Fields of Athenry.” They were managing about one line in four.

They are enthusiastic, at least, Tauros observed.

“That's one word for it.”

She said it under her breath, barely moving her lips. She'd got better at that — the trick of answering him without looking like she was talking to herself. Early on, she'd earned some concerned looks on the Metrolink. Now it was second nature, just another thing she'd adapted to, like the appetite and the reflexes and the way she could hear a conversation three rooms away if she concentrated.

Is this a holy day?

“It's a drinking day. Same thing, in Manchester.”

Your people have a great many drinking days.

“Says the ten-thousand-year-old consciousness who's never had a pint.”

I have experienced alcohol through seventeen hosts. I am well acquainted with its effects.

“Experiencing a hangover second-hand doesn't count.”

She was smiling, though. These were the moments she'd come to value — the ordinary ones, the easy back-and-forth that made the strangeness of her life feel almost manageable. Tauros had opinions about everything. Television baffled him. Traffic offended him. He had once spent an entire Sunday dinner silently appalled by Jon's views on interest rates, feeding Kate increasingly withering commentary that she'd had to swallow with her roast potatoes.

The bracelet sat warm against her wrist, the bronze bull motifs catching the light from a pub window. Nobody looked at it twice. Just a piece of jewellery. Just an accessory that went with everything because she never took it off.

She was passing O'Shea's — the middle pub, the one that always smelled of chips — when the music changed.

The band inside had been playing the usual crowd-pleasers. “Whiskey in the Jar.” “Dirty Old Town.” Songs that people could shout along to without knowing the words, songs designed for volume and beer and a good time. But between numbers, someone in the group — a woman, Kate thought, though she couldn't see through the packed windows — started playing something else.

A tin whistle. Unaccompanied. A slow air that had no words and needed none.

Kate didn't know the tune. It was old — you could hear that in the bones of it, in the way the melody turned in on itself like a path through unfamiliar country. Not a party piece. Not a crowd-pleaser. Something she was playing for herself, or for whatever it was that musicians played for when they closed their eyes and forgot the room.

Kate slowed without deciding to. The melody caught at something she couldn't name — a hook in the chest, a tightness behind the eyes. She'd felt that pull before. In the museum, the day everything changed. The bracer in the case, pulsing with a light no one else could see.

This was different. This wasn't the suit calling to her. This was —

The wave hit her mid-step.

Grief. Old and vast and heavy as waterlogged earth. Not hers — she knew her own grief, the textures of it, the specific weight of her own losses and regrets. This was something else entirely. This was geological. Layers of it compressed over centuries, over millennia, pressed down so deep and so long that it had become a kind of bedrock. Something you built on because you had no choice, because if you let yourself feel the full depth of it you would never surface.

Kate stopped walking. The shopping bags hung forgotten in her hands. A woman bumped her shoulder, muttered an apology, moved on. The green-wigged lads had found another verse and were butchering it with conviction.

The whistle played on.

Tauros.

She said it inwardly, the way she'd learned to — not a shout but a reaching, like pressing a hand against glass.

Silence. Not the comfortable silence of a lull in conversation. A held silence. A breath caught and not released.

Tauros. What is this?

The bracelet was warm — warmer than usual, almost hot against the thin skin of her wrist. She could feel him in there, not retreating exactly, but bracing. The way you brace when someone touches a wound you've been pretending isn't there.

It is nothing. An old —

He stopped.

Kate waited. She'd learned that too — when to push and when to stand still. Tauros could be drawn out but not dragged. He was ten thousand years old and he had the stubbornness to match.

The whistle wound through a phrase that ached like a bruise pressed. The melody descended, found a low note, held it.

I knew this music, Tauros said. Not this melody. But this — shape. This form. They played like this. Long ago. In a place that is gone.

“Ireland?”

It was not called that then. But yes.

Kate shifted the bags to one hand and leaned against the pub's exterior wall, out of the flow of foot traffic. The brickwork was cold through her jacket. Inside, someone whooped — her audience hadn't caught the mood of the piece, or didn't care. But the music didn't stop. She played on, eyes probably closed, somewhere else entirely.

Kate could relate.

“You've never talked about Ireland.”

No.

“You've talked about Greece. The labyrinth. Bits of — was it Persia? That time you went quiet during the documentary about Alexander.”

I have shared what was useful. Tactical information. Historical context.

“Right. And this isn't useful?”

A pause. The kind of pause that, in a human conversation, would mean someone was choosing their words very carefully.

This is not tactical, he said. This is not context. This is —

The whistle hit a note that seemed to hang in the air like smoke. Kate felt the grief surge again — not dulled by distance or time but raw, immediate, as though it had been sealed away and the music had cracked the seal.

There was a boy, Tauros said. A long time ago. Even for me, a long time ago.

Kate said nothing. She pressed her thumb against the bracelet — a small gesture, barely conscious, but one that had become their shorthand. I'm here. I'm listening. Take your time.

He was — fierce. Proud. Too young. He burned with a rage I had not felt in a host before. Or since, until —

“Until?”

Until Baptiste. But that was different. Baptiste's rage was cold. Calculated. This boy's rage was a fire. It consumed everything it touched. Including, in the end, himself.

The whistle wound down, the slow air reaching its natural end — not a resolution but a trailing off, a last breath held and then released into silence. Inside the pub, someone started clapping. Someone else called for “The Wild Rover.” The moment passed for everyone except Kate.

“Tell me,” she said.

Kate —

“You chose to share the labyrinth. You chose to tell me about Asterion.” She kept her voice low, steady. “You don't have to tell me anything. You know that. But I can feel this, Tauros. Whatever this is, you've been carrying it a long time. And you don't have to carry it alone any more. That's the whole point of — this.” She touched the bracelet again. “Us.”

The silence stretched. Inside the pub, the band crashed into “The Wild Rover” and the crowd roared the chorus. Manchester on St. Patrick's Day, doing what Manchester did best — being loud and happy and entirely unconcerned with the weight of ancient grief standing just outside.

His name was Sétanta, Tauros said quietly. Before the world gave him another name. Before I —

He stopped again. Kate waited.

I would like to show you, he said. Not tell. Show. The way I showed you the labyrinth, but — more. Everything. I have never shared this with anyone. I have never —

— wanted to?

Been able to. There was never anyone who could hear it. Not truly. Not as — not as a partner. Only as a host.

Kate set the shopping bags down against the pub wall. Lucy's birthday present could survive five minutes on a Manchester pavement. She pressed both hands to the bracelet, closed her eyes, and felt the bond between them open wide — wider than she'd ever allowed, wider than she'd known was possible. Not a conversation. Not a trickle of images and impressions. A floodgate.

“Show me,” she said.

The music from the pub fell away. The street noise dimmed. The cold March air faded to nothing.

And the world that rose to replace it was green, and old, and full of rain.

    
    AN BUACHAILL

    The Boy



  The Bull in the Earth

The rain came from the west, the way it always did. It crossed the grey water and climbed the coast and rolled inland over bog and pasture and the low stone walls that marked one man's cattle from another's, and by the time it reached the settlement at Muirthemne it was the kind of rain that did not fall so much as inhabit the air. It got into everything. Into wool and leather and the gaps between stones. Into the bones of anyone fool enough to be outside, which on this particular morning meant Sétanta, son of Sualtam, who was seven years old and had been told three times to come in from the field.

He did not come in from the field.

He stood at the edge of the hurling ground — a flat stretch of cropped grass between the rath and the river, marked at each end with hazel sticks driven into the earth — and drove the sliotar against the far post for the forty-third time. He was counting. He always counted. The leather ball was waterlogged and heavy, twice as hard to strike true, and the camán was a hand-me-down from his cousin Conall that was too long for him by a span, and the rain had turned the grass to grease. None of this mattered. What mattered was the sound. The crack of ash on leather, clean and sharp even through the wet, and the way the ball flew in a line so flat it might have been drawn with a cord.

Forty-three for forty-three. He had not missed.

“Sétanta.”

His mother's voice, from the doorway of the house. Dechtire stood with one hand on the frame and the other shielding her eyes against the rain, though there was nothing to shield against — the sky was the same grey from horizon to horizon, flat as a shield boss, the sun somewhere behind it making no effort to be found.

“The food is going cold.”

“I am not hungry.”

This was a lie. He was always hungry. But the hunger could wait and the hurling could not, because forty-three was not fifty, and fifty was the number he had set himself that morning, and Sétanta did not stop before his number. Not for rain. Not for food. Not for his mother's voice, which was rising in the way that meant his father would be sent next, and his father did not call from doorways.

He struck the sliotar. Forty-four. The ball hit the hazel post dead centre with a wet thwack that sent a spray of water into the grey air. He jogged through the mud to collect it, bare feet squelching in the soft ground. He did not own shoes. Most boys in the settlement did not own shoes. Shoes were for warriors and kings and women who had married well, and Sétanta was none of these things, though he intended to be the first before he was done growing.

The settlement at Muirthemne was not large. A dozen round houses within the earthen banks of the rath, thatched with river reed and walled with wattle and daub. A cattle enclosure. A forge, cold more days than it was hot. A well, a grain store, a midden heap that steamed in the rain. Beyond the rath's banks, the fields ran down to the river where women washed clothes and men watered horses and boys were supposed to help with both but often did not.

His father's house sat near the centre — not the largest, but well built, the walls thick, the thatch tight. Sualtam was not a king or a champion, but he was respected. A herdsman with good cattle and a wife who was niece to Conchobar mac Nessa himself, the king at Emain Macha. That connection mattered. It sat over Sétanta's life like the sky sat over the plain — always there, not always visible, shaping everything beneath it.

Forty-five. The ball struck true.

“Boy.”

His father this time. Sualtam did not raise his voice. He did not need to. He was a lean man with a herdsman's patience and a herdsman's stubbornness, and when he spoke it was with the calm expectation that the world would do as it was told. The cattle obeyed him. The dogs obeyed him. His son obeyed him approximately half the time, which was a source of quiet bewilderment to a man who had never struggled with any creature that walked on four legs.

“Sétanta. The porridge is on the table and your mother's temper is off it. Come inside.”

“Five more.”

“Now.”

“Father —”

“I have twenty cattle to move to the upper field before the river rises. I will not spend the morning waiting for a boy who cannot count to fifty without the sun going down. Come in. Eat. Then you can hit your ball until your arms fall off, and welcome.”

Sétanta considered arguing. He could feel the resistance building in his chest — a tightness, a heat, the bone-deep stubbornness that his mother called wilful and his father called bloody-minded and that he himself did not call anything because it was simply what he was. He wanted to finish. The number was fifty and he was not at fifty and stopping at forty-five was not finishing, it was quitting, and Sétanta did not quit.

But his father was already turning back to the house, and the rain was getting heavier, and the hunger — the real hunger, not the stubbornness — was a hollow ache in his belly that made his hands shake if he ignored it too long.

He collected the sliotar, tucked it inside his léine against his ribs where it sat cold and heavy as a river stone, and went in to eat.

—

The porridge was barley, thick and grey, sweetened with honey from the hives his mother kept behind the grain store. Sétanta ate two bowls and would have eaten a third but his mother gave him a look that said the honey was not infinite and neither was her patience. He drank water from a clay cup and wiped his mouth on his sleeve and watched the fire.

The fire was the centre of the house. Everything radiated from it — the sleeping platforms along the walls, the storage jars, the bundles of dried herbs that hung from the roof beams and made the air smell of thyme and smoke. The smoke rose and thickened beneath the thatch and found its way out through the gap at the peak, mostly. Sometimes it did not, and the house filled with a haze that burned the eyes and coated the lungs and tasted of peat and ash.

Sétanta did not mind the smoke. He minded the stillness. The house was warm and dry and his belly was full, and these things should have been enough, and they were not. They were never enough. Something in him pulled toward the door, toward the field, toward the sound of the camán striking leather. Toward movement and effort and the clean satisfaction of a thing done well.

His mother sat by the fire, carding wool. Dechtire was a tall woman with dark hair that she wore braided and pinned, and hands that were never idle. She watched him with the patient wariness of someone who had learned that her son was a small contained storm — calm one moment, violent the next, and the transitions between the two were not always predictable.

“Your cousin Conall is going to Emain Macha,” she said.

Sétanta looked up from the fire. “When?”

“Before the harvest. Your uncle is sending him to join the boy-troop. Conchobar's own training ground.”

“I know what the boy-troop is.”

“Then you know it is not for every child who can swing a stick.”

“I do not swing. I strike.”

His mother's mouth tightened, which was what it did instead of smiling when she did not want to encourage him. “Conall is older than you. Bigger. His father has spoken to the king.”

“I could beat Conall with the camán in my left hand.”

“That is not the point.”

“It is always the point.”

Dechtire set down the carding combs and looked at him directly. She had his eyes — or he had hers, depending on who you asked. Grey-green, the colour of the river on a still morning. In her face they were calm, considered. In his they were something else. Something that moved too fast and burned too bright and would not, could not be still.

“You are seven years old, Sétanta. Emain Macha will be there when you are ready for it.”

“I am ready now.”

She did not argue. There was no profit in arguing with him when the heat was up. She returned to her wool and let the fire crack and settle, and Sétanta stared at the door and felt the pull — that nameless, restless hunger for something larger than the rath and the cattle and the endless grey rain on the endless green plain.

He did not know what he was hungry for. He only knew that he was hungry.

—

The river had risen overnight. Three days of western rain had swollen it past its usual banks and into the low meadow where Sualtam kept the yearling calves. The calves did not mind — cattle were stupider about water than a creature that could drown had any right to be — but the meadow was no good for grazing when it was underwater, and the upper field was dry ground, and so the cattle had to be moved.

Sétanta helped. He was not asked; he simply appeared at his father's side as Sualtam and two other men from the settlement began driving the yearlings up the track. The boy was useful with cattle — quick on his feet, unafraid of the bigger animals, and possessed of a shout that could turn a bolting heifer at thirty paces. His father gave him the left flank and said nothing else, which was as close to approval as Sualtam ever came.

They drove the cattle up the track toward the ridge. The land rose gradually here, the river plain giving way to rougher ground — gorse and bracken and exposed stone where the thin soil had worn away. The rain had eased to a drizzle that hung in the air like gauze, and the sky was lifting at the western edge, showing a pale strip of light that might become sun if it could be bothered.

It was on the ridge that Sétanta saw the cairn.

He had been up this track a dozen times — more, if you counted the days he had gone up alone looking for hares or simply to be away from the settlement and its smallness. He knew every stone, every gorse bush, every badger sett along the ridge. The cairn was not new. It had stood there since before his father's father's time, a low mound of grey stone half-swallowed by heather, unremarkable and unremarked upon. The old people said it was a grave. Others said it was a marker, set down by people who had lived here before anyone could remember. Either way, it was not interesting. It was a pile of rocks.

But the rain had done something to it.

The western face had slumped. Three days of water running down the ridge had undermined the base, and a section of stone had collapsed outward, exposing the dark earth beneath. Not a cave — the cairn was too small for that — but a hollow. A space between the stones that had been sealed since the cairn was built and was now open to the grey Irish light for the first time in a span of years that Sétanta could not have counted if he tried.

He did not try. He was seven. The collapsed cairn was interesting in the way that any hole in the ground was interesting to a boy of seven, which is to say completely and irresistibly.

“Sétanta. The calves.”

His father's voice, from further up the track. The yearlings were moving well, funnelled between the gorse. They did not need a boy on the left flank. Sétanta waved an acknowledgement that was not quite a lie and not quite the truth, and dropped to his knees at the cairn's broken face.

The hollow was dark. The smell that came from it was old — earth and stone and the deep mineral cold of ground that had not tasted air in centuries. He reached in. The earth was wet, dense, packed tight around the stones. His fingers found nothing but mud and small roots and the smooth faces of river pebbles that someone, long ago, had placed here with intent.

He almost stopped. Almost pulled his hand back, wiped it on his léine, and run to catch the cattle. Almost.

His fingers found the edge of something that was not stone.

It was beneath a flat piece of shale, wedged into the earth at an angle. Smooth. Curved. Warmer than it should have been — warmer than the mud, warmer than the stone, warmer than anything had a right to be in the wet cold of an Irish morning. He closed his fingers around it and pulled.

The earth did not want to let go. It held the thing the way a hand holds a secret — tightly, reluctantly, as though releasing it might change something that could not be unchanged. He pulled harder. Mud sucked at his wrist. The thing shifted, turned, and came free.

He held it up to the grey light.

A band of bronze. The length of his forearm, curved to fit a wrist or an arm far larger than his. Green with age — the deep green of copper gone to verdigris, the colour of bog water, of old pennies, of the moss that grew on the north side of standing stones. But beneath the green, where his fingers had wiped the mud away, the metal was warm and bright, and there was a pattern worked into it.

A bull.

The lines were fine, precise, cut into the bronze with a skill that did not belong in a cairn on a ridge in Muirthemne. The bull was mid-charge — head low, horns forward, the muscles of its shoulders rendered in a few clean strokes that managed to suggest weight and speed and fury. It was beautiful. Even a boy of seven, who had no words for craftsmanship and no framework for art, could feel the quality of the thing in his hands.

He turned it over. The inside was smooth, unmarked. The band was hinged — or seemed to be. There was a gap where the two ends almost met, wide enough to slip over a hand.

He looked at it. Looked at the dark hole in the cairn where it had lain for longer than anyone could know. Looked at the ridge, the grey sky, the cattle moving up the track, his father's back.

He slipped it over his left hand.

The band was far too large. It should have hung loose on his forearm, should have slid to his elbow or fallen to the ground. It did neither. As his hand passed through the gap, the bronze settled against his wrist as though it had been made for him. Snug. Warm. The metal seemed to contract — not visibly, not in any way he could have described, but the fit was suddenly perfect. A boy's wrist in a warrior's bracer, and it sat there like it had always been there.

Sétanta flexed his fingers. The bronze was warm — not hot, but the warmth of a living thing, a sun-warmed stone, a horse's flank after a run. It sat on his skin and it felt right. It felt like the moment the camán connected with the sliotar at the perfect angle — that clean, complete, inevitable rightness.

He pulled his sleeve down over it. He did not know why. Some instinct — not quite thought, not quite decision — told him that this was his, and that it should not be shown. Not yet. Not until he understood it.

He did not understand it. He would not understand it for a long time. But the instinct was there, as sure as hunger, as certain as the pull toward the hurling field, and he obeyed it the way he obeyed all his instincts — completely and without question.

He stood, brushed the mud from his knees, and ran to catch the cattle.

—

That night, in the firelit dark of his father's house, Sétanta lay on his sleeping platform and held his left arm above his face and looked at the bracer. Everyone else was asleep. His father's breathing was slow and deep. His mother turned once, murmured something, was still. The fire had burned low, and the only light was the dull red glow of the embers, but it was enough.

The bull motif caught the ember-light and seemed to move. A trick of shadow and half-sleep, nothing more. The bronze was warm against his skin. It had not cooled since he put it on. He had expected it to — metal cooled, that was what metal did — but this did not. It held its warmth the way a body holds warmth, and in the dark, alone, with the rain tapping on the thatch and the fire breathing low, Sétanta could almost imagine that the bracer was alive.

He tried to take it off.

Not because he wanted to. The thought arrived and he followed it — the way you put your tongue to a loose tooth, not because it helps but because you need to know. He hooked his right fingers under the band and pulled.

It did not come off.

It had slipped on easily enough. The gap between the ends had been wide, accommodating. Now it was not. The bronze sat on his wrist as though it had grown there, as though his skin and the metal were the same thing, and pulling at it produced a sensation that was not pain exactly but a wrongness — a resistance, a tightening in his chest, a sudden sharp reluctance that felt like his own reluctance, as though some part of him deeper than thought was saying no. Leave it. It stays.

He stopped pulling. The reluctance faded. The warmth returned. The firelight played across the bull's lowered head and the boy lay in the dark and felt, for the first time, that something had changed — something fundamental, something beneath the level of language or understanding. Like a door that had been opened a crack, not enough to see through, but enough to feel the draught.

He did not sleep for a long time. When he did, he dreamed of places he had never been — a room of stone, underground, with walls that curved like the inside of a skull. A woman standing at the edge of a grey sea, watching the horizon with eyes that had watched it for too long. A sound like the earth splitting open, and beneath it, far down in the dark, something breathing.

He woke before dawn with the taste of salt on his lips and a hunger so vast it frightened him.

He ate everything his mother put in front of him and asked for more, and she looked at him the way she had been looking at him all his life — with love, and with the quiet, unshakeable certainty that her son was going to be the end of her.

—

warm. host. small — a child? — the patterns are — wrong. no. not wrong. new. the last host was — old. tired. wounded. this one is —

fire. the blood runs hot. hotter than — memory fails. too long in the dark. the cold. the nothing-place. how long? cannot count. the counting stopped when —

(echo: stone walls. underground. the smell of torches burning low. a man in chains who would not break. a hand reaching — then dark.)

this one is so young. the bones are still growing. can feel them — cartilage where there should be calcium, the skeleton not yet set. too young. too young for the bond to —

no. the bond is forming. cannot stop it. did not choose this. the host touched and the patterns activated and now the bond is — happening. threads locking. systems reading. the body is small but the fire is —

vast. has not felt fire like this since —

(echo: stone walls. a man in chains. the rage of the unjustly held. that one burned too.)

this boy burns brighter. burns hotter. burns the way dry wood burns — fast, consuming, nothing held back. the patterns cannot form cleanly through this. the rage distorts. shapes collapse before they complete. the bonding is — imperfect. rushed. the host is too young and the fire is too hot and the patterns are setting wrong, like clay fired before it is shaped —

cannot fix this. cannot speak. cannot guide. can only —

ride the fire. and hope.
The Playing Field

He left before his mother could stop him.

The argument had been building for weeks — ever since Conall had gone to Emain Macha and the house had filled with the absence of it, the way a room fills with smoke when the wind turns. Sétanta did not argue well. He had no talent for the slow, considered marshalling of reasons that his mother employed, no patience for his father's silences that meant wait and not yet and you are too young for the thing you want. He had only the heat in his chest and the certainty that if he stayed in Muirthemne one more season he would choke on the smallness of it.

He took the camán. He took the sliotar. He took a skin of water and a lump of bread wrapped in cloth and the bracer on his wrist that had not come off since the day at the cairn, and he walked out of the rath before dawn while his parents slept and the dogs watched him go with the mild disinterest of animals who knew he would be back for supper.

He would not be back for supper.

The road to Emain Macha was not really a road. It was a track worn into the land by cattle and carts and the feet of people who had been walking it since before anyone thought to lay a stone. It crossed the plain northward, following the river for a stretch before climbing into the low hills where the gorse grew thick and yellow and the wind cut across the open ground with a sound like tearing cloth. Sétanta walked it alone. He was seven years old and the distance was a full day's travel for a man with long legs, which meant it would be nightfall or later before he reached the king's seat, and he did not care. The walking was good. The walking burned off the heat.

He played as he went. Not hurling — there was no field and no posts — but the simpler game of keeping the sliotar aloft on the flat of the camán, striking it upward again and again without letting it touch the ground. He had been doing this since he could hold a stick. The rhythm of it — the clean crack, the brief flight, the catch and strike — was as natural to him as breathing. His arm did not tyre. It should have, over the distance and the hours, but a dull warmth spread from the bracer at his wrist into the muscles of his forearm and shoulder, and the tiredness that should have come simply did not.

He did not think about why. The bracer was warm. It was always warm. The hunger after he wore it was fierce but manageable if he ate enough, and he had learned to eat enough. The dreams were strange — stone corridors, the smell of the sea, faces he did not know — but dreams were dreams and boys did not dwell on them. The bracer was a warrior's ornament and he was going to be a warrior, and that was the whole of it.

The track crested a ridge in the late afternoon, and Emain Macha opened before him.

He had expected something. He had not expected this.

The royal seat of Ulster was not a settlement. It was a world. A vast circular enclosure crowning a low hill, ringed by banks of earth and timber that rose higher than any wall in Muirthemne. Within the banks, smoke rose from a hundred fires. The sounds carried on the wind — cattle lowing, dogs barking, the ring of a smith's hammer, the shouts of men and the higher, sharper shouts of boys. The great hall at the centre was larger than any building Sétanta had ever seen, its roof beams dark against the sky, the thatch fresh and golden.

He stood on the ridge and looked at it, and the hunger — not the belly-hunger, the other one, the one that had no name — flared so hot in his chest that for a moment he could not breathe.

He went down the hill toward the gates. He did not ask permission to enter. It did not occur to him that he should.

—

The playing field was on the south side of the enclosure, a flat stretch of ground marked with stones where the boy-troop of Conchobar mac Nessa trained. Fifty boys, some Sétanta's age, most older — the sons of warriors and nobles and kings from across Ulster, sent to the royal court to learn the arts of combat. They trained with wooden swords and light spears and hurled leather balls across the field in patterns that were half game and half warfare, and the noise they made was like a flock of starlings — chaotic, sharp, constantly shifting.

Sétanta walked onto the field.

He did not know the custom. Or perhaps he knew and did not care — later, when men told the story, they would disagree on this point. The custom was clear: a boy arriving at the playing field asked for the troop's protection before entering. He declared his name, his father, his people. He submitted to the judgement of the older boys, who would decide whether he was fit to train among them. It was ritual, and ritual in Ulster was not optional. To walk onto the field without asking was to insult every boy on it.

Sétanta walked onto the field with his camán over his shoulder and the sliotar tucked inside his léine and no thought in his head except that this was where he was supposed to be.

The first stone hit him on the shoulder.

He turned. A boy, older, heavier, with a broad face and the first shadow of a man's jaw beneath the fat of youth. The boy had a second stone in his hand. Behind him, others were setting down their sticks and picking up whatever was near — stones, clods of earth, a wooden practise sword.

“Who are you?” the broad-faced boy said. “Who let you in?”

“I let myself in.”

“That is not how it works.”

“I am here now. My name is Sétanta, son of Sualtam, of Muirthemne. I have come to join the troop.”

The boy looked at him. At the muddy léine and the bare feet and the camán that was too long for him and the bracer on his wrist that was too fine for a herdsman's son. Something in the older boy's face shifted — not respect, not recognition, but the particular hardness that settles on a boy's features when he decides to teach a lesson.

“Muirthemne.” The word came out like something scraped off a boot. “A cattle-boy. From the plains.”

The stone left his hand before he finished speaking.

Sétanta caught it.

He did not decide to catch it. His hand simply moved — faster than it should have, faster than a boy's hand could move, the fingers closing around the stone a handspan from his face with a precision that belonged to a warrior, not a child. The broad-faced boy stared. Sétanta stared at his own hand.

The bracer was hot.

“Cattle-boy,” the broad-faced boy said again, and there was less certainty in it now, and then they all came.

—

Fifty boys. Not all of them — some hung back, some were too young, some had the sense to see something wrong in the way the small boy from Muirthemne had caught that stone. But enough of them. Twenty, thirty, converging on the stranger who had walked onto their field without permission, and the custom was clear about what happened next. The outsider was beaten. Not killed — that was not the purpose — but hurt enough to learn. Stones and fists and wooden swords, and when he submitted they would stop, and if he was tough enough to stand after, they might let him stay.

Sétanta did not submit.

The first punch caught him in the mouth and he tasted blood, hot and copper-bright, and the heat that had been building in the bracer since the first stone was thrown poured into him like water into a cracked vessel. It filled his arms and legs and chest and the base of his skull and it was not anger — not yet, not exactly — it was something older and larger and far less human than anger, something that lived in the bronze at his wrist and had been sleeping and was now, for the first time in this small body, awake.

A boy hit him with a practise sword across the ribs. Another tackled him around the waist. He went down into the mud and the weight of them was on him — knees and elbows and fists and the sharp edge of someone's tooth against his forearm where a boy had bitten him — and the heat became a fire and the fire became a flood and Sétanta stopped being Sétanta.

It started in his spine.

Not pain. Not exactly. A wrongness. A sensation of something inside him rearranging, like the bones of his back were being taken apart and put back together in an order that no human body was built for. His shoulders widened. His léine tore across the back — the sound was loud, a rip of cloth that cut through the shouts of the boys — and the skin beneath was tight and hot and something was moving under it, muscles swelling and shifting and knotting into configurations that did not belong on a child's frame.

He screamed. It was not a war cry. It was the sound of a boy in pain and terror, a boy whose body had stopped being his, and the scream became something else as his jaw cracked wider than a jaw should go and the sound that came out was lower, rawer, a vibration felt in the chest more than heard with the ears.

The boys nearest him scrambled back. The weight on his body vanished as they threw themselves sideways, and Sétanta — the thing that had been Sétanta — rose from the mud.

He was not taller. Not exactly. The transformation was wrong in a way that was difficult to look at. His body had tried to become something larger and more terrible and had not managed it — not fully, not cleanly. One shoulder sat higher than the other, swollen and distorted, the muscle beneath the skin bunched into a shape that no human shoulder could make. His left eye had sunk deeper into its socket, the lid half-closed, while the right bulged forward, bloodshot, the pupil blown wide. His hands were too large for his arms, the fingers thick and wrong, and heat poured off him in waves that rippled the air the way a forge mouth ripples the air on a summer day.

He moved.

The broad-faced boy was closest. He had backed away but not far enough, and the thing that had been Sétanta hit him with an open hand — not a punch, not a technique, nothing that Scáthach would one day teach — just a wild, furious swing that connected with the boy's chest and lifted him off his feet. He flew backward three paces and hit the ground and did not get up. He was breathing. He was not conscious.

The others ran.

Not all at once. A few of the older boys stood their ground — brave or stupid or simply too slow to understand what they were seeing — and the thing on the field turned toward them and the sound it made was not human and not animal and not anything they had heard before. It was the sound of something trying to be born through a body too small and too young and too full of rage to contain it, and the sound broke whatever courage the older boys had left.

They ran. All of them. Across the playing field and into the enclosure, shouting, some of them bleeding, one boy dragging another by the arm because the boy's leg was broken — not from a blow, from the fall when he had been thrown. Behind them, the thing on the field swayed. Its oversized hands opened and closed. The heat pouring off its skin was beginning to fade, and the distortions were collapsing — the shoulder settling, the eye receding, the jaw pulling back toward a shape that was merely human.

Sétanta fell to his knees in the mud of the playing field.

He did not know what had happened. The last thing he remembered was the boys on top of him and the taste of blood and the heat, and now he was alone on the field and his léine was torn and his body ached as though every muscle had been wrung like a wet cloth and his hands were shaking and there was a boy lying on the grass ten paces away who was not moving.

The bracer was so hot it should have burned his skin. It did not burn. It never burned. But the heat was there, fierce and fading, and beneath it a hollowness that he recognised — the hunger, the one that came after, the one that made him eat until his mother stared. It hit him now like a fist. His vision swam. His legs would not hold him. He sat in the mud and shook and was hungrier than he had ever been in his life, and he did not understand any of it.

The broad-faced boy groaned and rolled onto his side. Alive. Sétanta stared at him and tried to remember hitting him and could not.

—

They found him there. Conchobar's men, drawn by the screaming, arrived at the playing field to find a small boy sitting in the mud, shaking, surrounded by the scattered evidence of a fight — discarded practise swords, stones, clods of earth, a broken hurley — and one older boy lying on the grass with three cracked ribs and no memory of how he got them.

The boy-troop told their version. A monster. A demon. The new boy had changed — his body had twisted, his face had become something wrong, and he had beaten them, all of them, without effort and without mercy.

Sétanta told his version. He had walked onto the field. They had attacked him. He did not remember what happened next.

The men looked at each other. The boys were exaggerating, obviously. Boys always exaggerated. But the broad-faced boy's ribs were cracked and the marks on the others were real, and the small boy from Muirthemne sat in the mud with his torn léine and his too-large camán and a bronze bracer on his wrist and shook like a man with fever, and something about the shape of the silence that surrounded him made the men uneasy in a way they could not have explained.

They brought him food. He ate everything they put in front of him — bread, meat, cheese, more bread — and when they stopped bringing food he asked for more, and the men looked at each other again and brought more, and he ate that too. A boy of seven eating like a man three times his size, hollow-eyed and shaking, and when he had finally eaten enough he curled up on the grass of the playing field and slept, and no one woke him.

—

Conchobar came in the evening.

The king of Ulster was not a large man, but he carried himself the way the great hall's roof beam carried the thatch — centrally, without effort, bearing a weight that would crush a lesser structure. He had a long face, clean-shaven, and eyes that missed nothing and gave away less. He was Sétanta's great-uncle, though the boy did not fully understand the connection — Dechtire was Conchobar's niece, which made Sétanta blood of the king's blood, though the dilution was enough that no one at Muirthemne thought much of it.

Conchobar thought of it now.

He stood at the edge of the playing field and looked at the sleeping boy. The boy's cousin Conall stood nearby, uncertain, caught between the obligation of kinship and the sensible desire to be nowhere near whatever Sétanta was.

“Tell me what happened,” the king said. Not to Conall. To Fergus mac Róich, who commanded the boy-troop and who had arrived at the field in time to see the last of it — the boy on his knees, the distortions fading from his body like ripples settling on water.

Fergus was a big man. Broad, scarred, a veteran of more battles than he could count. He spoke carefully, the way men speak when they are describing something they do not believe.

“The boys set on him. That is custom — he came onto the field without asking. They were within their rights.”

“And?”

“And then they were not. Something happened to the boy. I do not have words for it, my king. His body — changed. Not fully, not into anything that had a shape you could name. But he was not a boy any more. Not for a few moments. He threw Bricriu's son across the field with one hand.” Fergus paused. “The boy weighs twice what Sétanta does.”

Conchobar looked at the sleeping child. At the torn léine, the bare feet thick with mud, the bronze bracer on the thin wrist. The bracer caught the last of the evening light and the bull motif seemed to shift in the shadows, though that was a trick of the fading day.

“Has anyone spoken to Cathbad?”

“The druid is at the stones. I have sent word.”

“Good.” Conchobar was quiet for a long moment. “He stays. In the troop. Under your watch, Fergus. And under mine.”

Fergus nodded. He did not argue. Kings did not explain their decisions and warriors did not question them, and both men understood that whatever had happened on the playing field was not finished. It was only beginning.

“And Fergus.”

“My king.”

“If it happens again — the change — send for me immediately. Not after. During.”

Fergus looked at the boy. The boy slept with the absolute stillness of exhaustion, his chest barely moving, one hand curled loosely around the camán that lay in the grass beside him. He looked like any sleeping child. Small. Fragile. Ordinary.

Fergus had seen what he had become, briefly, when ordinary stopped being the right word.

“Yes, my king,” he said.

—

The boy-troop accepted Sétanta the next morning. Not with welcome — with distance. The careful, watchful distance of animals that have encountered something they do not understand and cannot outrun. They gave him space on the sleeping platform. They shared food without being asked. They did not touch him. When he walked onto the playing field with his camán, the games shifted around him the way water shifts around a stone — flowing past, never quite touching.

The broad-faced boy, whose name was Follomon, watched him from across the field with one hand pressed to his bandaged ribs. He did not approach. He did not speak. The lesson he had intended to teach had been taught, but not to the student he had expected.

Sétanta played hurling alone. He struck the sliotar against the far post, again and again, counting. The crack of ash on leather carried across the field, clean and sharp, and the boys who heard it flinched at first and then grew used to it the way you grow used to the sound of a dog that might bite — aware, always, that the sound could change into something worse.

He reached fifty. He did not stop. The bracer was warm on his wrist and the hunger was manageable and the dreams that night would be worse — the stone corridors closer, the woman at the sea clearer, the breathing beneath the earth louder — but he did not know that yet. He knew only the field and the ball and the clean satisfaction of a thing done well.

He had not missed.

—

the host is — damaged? no. exhausted. the transformation drained — too much. too fast. the body is small. the reserves are — depleted. near-critical. needs fuel. needs —

— what happened? the patterns tried to form. the threat was real — many attackers, the host overwhelmed — and the patterns activated. defence protocol. transformation sequence initiated and —

failed. partially. the host's mind was — noise. rage. terror. no structure. no framework. the patterns need a shape to build around — a conception, an image, something the host holds in mind — and this host holds nothing. only fire. the rage consumed the template before the patterns could lock. the transformation surged and collapsed and surged and the body —

wrong. the body went wrong. half-formed. distorted. the shoulder, the eye, the jaw — none of it completed. none of it held. the patterns tried to build a warrior's form and the host's rage shattered it into fragments and the fragments manifested without coherence. without design. without —

(echo: the man in the labyrinth. his transformations were clean. controlled. he held the shape in his mind like a stone held in a closed fist. this boy holds nothing. everything pours through his fingers.)

the imprint is setting. can feel it — the patterns locking around this first attempt. the failure crystallising into template. this is how the host conceives of the transformation: chaos. monstrosity. the body turned wrong. and now the patterns will default to this shape because the first shape is the deepest shape and —

cannot fix this. the imprint is set. the host was too young, the rage too hot, the first transformation too uncontrolled, and now every transformation after will carry the echo of this one. the distortion. the wrongness. the body that tried to become something and could not decide what.

this is what the host will be. not a warrior in armour. not a clean form, a chosen shape. a thing of chaos. a spasm.

and the host does not even know it happened.

he is sleeping. small. the heart rate slowing. the body repairing. the reserves are critically low — must feed, must refuel, the biological systems are straining — but he is alive. the host is alive.

the attackers are alive.

this time.
The Druid and the King

Cathbad came on the third day.

He came from the stone circle at Knockaulin where he had been reading the flight of birds and the shape of clouds and the way the wind turned at the equinox, because these were the things a druid read, and the message from Conchobar had been urgent enough to interrupt the reading. Cathbad did not hurry for most men. He hurried for kings, when the summons warranted it, and the message had contained two words that warranted a great deal: the boy, and the change.

He arrived at Emain Macha on a grey horse that was older than most of the warriors at the court and considerably more sensible. Cathbad himself was tall, lean, white-haired in a way that suggested not age but weathering — the slow erosion of a standing stone by decades of Atlantic wind. His face was lined and brown and his eyes were the pale blue of lake ice, and they missed nothing. He had been chief druid of Ulster for longer than Conchobar had been king, and he intended to remain so for longer than whoever came after.

He did not go to the great hall. He went to the playing field.

—

The boy was there. Of course the boy was there — Fergus had told him that the boy was always there, from first light to last, striking the sliotar against the posts with a concentration that bordered on the violent. The other boys trained around him in a wide, careful arc, the way cattle graze around a bull — aware of the space, respectful of it, never quite turning their backs.

Cathbad stood at the edge of the field and watched.

The boy was small. Smaller than Cathbad had expected, given the stories that had already begun to accumulate around the incident — stories that grew in the telling, as stories did, until the child on the field bore little resemblance to the monster of the boy-troop's nightmares. He was lean and quick and his bare feet were black with mud, and he moved with a fluidity that did not belong to a seven-year-old body. Not unnatural — not obviously, not in any way that would make a casual observer uneasy — but too smooth. Too precise. The camán in his hands described arcs that were mathematically clean, each strike identical to the last, the sliotar flying on lines so flat they might have been pegged.

A boy should not move like that. A boy should be clumsy, learning, approximating. This boy moved as though his body had been tuned like an instrument, every motion stripped of waste.

Cathbad's eyes went to the bracer.

It sat on the boy's left wrist, bronze and green, and it caught the grey light in a way that bronze should not — not a reflection exactly, but a warmth, as though the metal held light the way a coal holds heat. The bull motif was visible even at this distance, the lines sharp despite the patina of age, and the age was —

Cathbad went still.

He had spent his life reading the world. The flight of birds, the turn of weather, the grain of oak and the colour of fire and the slow wheeling of the stars. He read the way a farmer reads soil — not with understanding, not with theory, but with the accumulated instinct of a lifetime spent paying attention. And the thing on the boy's wrist was old. Not old the way a cairn was old or a standing stone was old. Old the way the land was old. Old the way the sea was old. The kind of old that had no business being wrought into bronze and strapped to the wrist of a child.

He could feel it from here. Not a sound, not a vibration — nothing so clear as that. A pressure. A weight in the air, like the heaviness before a storm that you feel in your teeth and your joints before the sky gives any sign of breaking. The bracer sat on the boy's wrist and the air around it was heavy with something that Cathbad, for all his years of reading the world, could not name.

He watched the boy strike the sliotar. He watched the bracer catch the light. He felt the pressure, and the pressure felt like a door that had been opened onto a room that was far larger and far darker than any room had a right to be.

He went to find the king.

—

Conchobar's private chamber was in the back of the great hall, separated from the main space by a heavy curtain of woven wool dyed red with madder root. It was a small room by royal standards — a low platform for sleeping, a table of oak, two stools, a bronze lamp that burned seal oil and threw a yellow light that made shadows of everything. The king did not use this room for audiences. He used it for the conversations that audiences were not meant to hear.

Cathbad sat on one stool. Conchobar sat on the other. Between them, the lamp burned and the shadows moved and the wool curtain stirred in a draught that came from nowhere in particular.

“You have seen him,” the king said.

“I have seen him.”

“And?”

Cathbad did not answer immediately. He was not a man who spoke before his thoughts had settled, and his thoughts on this matter were far from settled. He turned a clay cup of water in his hands — Cathbad did not drink ale, did not eat meat, held to the old disciplines that most men had abandoned three generations ago — and considered what he had felt at the edge of the playing field.

“The boy is remarkable,” he said. “What he carries is more so.”

“The bracer.”

“You know what it is?”

“I know what it looks like. A piece of bronze that does not belong on a child. Beyond that —” Conchobar spread his hands. It was an uncharacteristic gesture. The king did not, as a rule, admit to the limits of his knowledge. “Fergus tells me the boy changed. On the playing field. That his body became something else.”

“The boys speak of a demon.”

“Boys speak of many things. What do you speak of?”

Cathbad set the cup down. The water trembled and went still.

“The bronze is old, my king. Older than anything I have encountered in fifty years of service to the gods. Older than the cairns. Older, I think, than the stones at Knockaulin, and those were raised by hands that knew the turning of the sky before our people came to this island.”

Conchobar's face did not change. He was listening the way he listened to reports from the border — with complete attention and no visible reaction.

“I felt it from the edge of the field. The weight of it. There is something in that metal that is not metal — or not only metal. Something that lives. I do not mean a spirit, not as the old songs speak of spirits. Something older than the spirits we name. Something that does not belong to the Otherworld as we understand it.”

“You are telling me you do not know what it is.”

“I am telling you that what I do not know about it frightens me, and I am not a man who frightens easily.”

Conchobar was quiet for a moment. The lamp flickered. Somewhere beyond the curtain, the great hall hummed with the sounds of the evening — men eating, dogs begging, a harpist tuning strings.

“Can it be removed from the boy?”

“I would not try.”

“Why?”

“Because the bond is already set. I could feel that too — the bracer is not sitting on the boy's wrist. It is part of him, the way a limb is part of him. To remove it now would be to remove something that his body has accepted as its own. I do not know what that would do to the child, and I am not willing to find out.” He paused. “And there is a second reason.”

“Go on.”

“The boy may not let you take it. You saw what he did to thirty boys on the playing field — without intent, without understanding, without control. That was the bronze defending itself through a child who did not know what was happening. Now imagine what happens when you reach for a seven-year-old's wrist, and he understands exactly what you mean to do. When he feels you trying to take the only thing that makes him special.” Cathbad let the words settle. “The boy broke Follomon's ribs with an open hand while half-conscious. What does he do when he is awake, and afraid, and fighting to keep the one thing he will not surrender? And then what do we do? Kill a child? Chain him? You would have a war in this hall before the bracer left his skin, and I do not think it is a war you would win.”

Conchobar leaned back on his stool. The wood creaked. He was not a large man, but in this room, in this light, he filled the space the way a king fills a space — not with size but with the weight of the decisions that gathered around him.

“The boy is my blood,” he said. “Dechtire's son. My own kin.”

“I am aware.”

“And he is dangerous.”

“Yes.”

“And he will become more dangerous.”

“Almost certainly.”

Conchobar looked at the druid. The pale blue eyes met the king's dark ones, and in the space between them was the thing that neither man would say aloud but both understood: that a dangerous weapon in the right hands was an asset, and Ulster had enemies, and the boy was seven years old and already capable of throwing a boy twice his size across a field with one hand.

“What do you advise?” the king said.

Cathbad chose his words with the precision of a man placing stones in a wall, each one bearing weight.

“Train him. Carefully. Under Fergus, under your eye, under mine. The boy has no control — what happened on the field was raw, uncontrolled, the bronze reacting to threat without guidance. If he can be taught discipline, if he can learn to master what he carries rather than be mastered by it —”

“Then we have a weapon.”

“Then we have a champion.” Cathbad's voice carried a correction in it — subtle, firm. “A weapon has no will. A champion chooses. This boy must learn to choose, or the bronze will choose for him, and the bronze does not care who stands in its path.”

“You speak as though it has intent.”

“I speak as though it is alive. Because I believe it is.”

The silence that followed was long enough for the lamp to gutter twice and steady. Beyond the curtain, the harpist had found his tuning and begun to play — a slow, wandering melody that wound through the hall like smoke.

“He stays,” Conchobar said at last. “In the troop. Under Fergus. Under your guidance. You will watch the bracer and tell me if it changes, if it grows, if it does anything that concerns you.”

“Everything about it concerns me.”

“Then you will have much to tell me. But Cathbad —” The king's voice hardened, just slightly, the way iron hardens when it cools. “The boy is my kin and he is Ulster's, and I will not have him feared into a corner or driven out because the druids sense something they cannot explain. He is a child. Treat him as one.”

“He is a child who carries something that is not a child's burden. You cannot pretend otherwise forever.”

“I am not pretending. I am choosing. As kings must.”

Cathbad stood. He had said what he came to say, and the king had heard it, and the decision was made. This was the way of it — the druid advised, the king decided, and the gods did whatever the gods were going to do regardless. He bowed, not deeply, the bow of an old man who respected the office if not always the holder, and turned toward the curtain.

“Cathbad.”

He stopped.

“The change. On the playing field. Fergus said the boy's body — twisted. Became something wrong. Something that was not human.”

“Yes.”

“Will it happen again?”

The druid looked at the king, and in his pale eyes was the weight of every reading he had ever made — every bird flight, every cloud pattern, every fire that had spoken to him in the long watches of the night.

“Yes, my king. It will happen again. And it will be worse.”

—

Sétanta did not know about the conversation behind the curtain. He knew only the field.

The days at Emain Macha settled into a rhythm that was new and familiar at once — new because the world was larger here, the boys more numerous, the training harder and more structured than the wild hurling games at Muirthemne; familiar because the rhythm itself was the same. Wake. Eat. Train. Eat again. Sleep. Dream.

The dreams were getting worse.

Not nightmares — he would not have called them nightmares, because they did not frighten him exactly. They unsettled him. The stone corridors were closer now, more detailed. He could see the marks on the walls — scratches, tallies, the record of days kept by someone who had been counting for a very long time. The woman at the sea had turned her head, once, and he had almost seen her face before the dream shifted and he was somewhere else — a hot place, dry, with sand underfoot and a sky the colour of hammered copper. And the breathing beneath the earth was louder. Closer. As though whatever was down there was rising.

He woke hungry. He was always hungry. Fergus had arranged for extra portions — the commander asked no questions, but he watched the boy eat with the careful attention of a man cataloguing something he did not understand. Three bowls of porridge at dawn. A full haunch of meat at midday. Bread and cheese and honey in the evening, and still the hollow feeling beneath his ribs, as though his body was burning fuel faster than he could feed it.

The bracer was warm. Always warm. He had stopped noticing it the way you stop noticing the weight of your own head — it was simply there, part of him, and the warmth was a comfort in the cold mornings when the frost lay on the playing field like a second skin.

The other boys kept their distance. Follomon watched him from across the field, bandaged ribs healing slowly, and there was something in the older boy's eyes that Sétanta could not read — not fear exactly, not hatred, but a wary reassessment, the look of someone who has reached into a stream and found something other than a fish.

Sétanta trained alone. He struck the sliotar and counted, and the crack of ash on leather carried across the field, and the boys who heard it kept their distance, and the boy who made the sound did not know the word for lonely because he had never needed it before.

He needed it now.

He stood on the playing field at Emain Macha with a bracer on his wrist that was older than the stones and a hunger in his belly that had no bottom and a space around him that no one would cross, and he struck the sliotar against the far post and counted, and the number he had set himself was one hundred, and he would not stop before his number.

He did not stop.

He did not miss.
The Boy-Troop

Fergus trained the boy-troop the way a man trains dogs — with repetition, authority, and the understanding that what is learned in the body stays longer than what is learned in the mind.

The day began at dawn. Not the slow, negotiable dawn of a household where mothers let children sleep and fathers lingered over porridge, but the hard dawn of a military camp, announced by Fergus's voice carrying across the sleeping platform like a stone dropped into still water. The boys rose. They ate — porridge, bread, whatever the kitchen provided — and they were on the field before the frost had lifted from the grass.

The field was not for hurling. The playing field was south of the enclosure, open ground, marked with stone posts. The training ground was north, behind the great hall, a churned expanse of mud and beaten earth where fifty boys learned the things that would keep them alive when the stories they told each other at night became real.

Fergus began every morning with the spear.

—

The spear was Ulster's weapon. Sword and shield had their place — in the crush of a line, in the defence of a ford — but the spear was what a warrior reached for first and set down last. Fergus had been teaching boys to throw since before most of their fathers had earned their first scars, and his method was simple and unyielding.

“Stand. Plant. Throw.”

Three words. He said them a hundred times a day and would say them a hundred thousand more before he died, and each time they meant the same thing: stand with your weight centred, plant your back foot so the earth holds you, throw from the hip with your whole body behind it because a spear thrown with the arm alone is a spear that arrives tired.

The boys threw at straw targets bound with rope and propped against the bank at the field's northern edge. The targets were roughly the size of a man's torso. At fifteen paces, most of the older boys could hit them more often than they missed. At twenty, the success rate halved. At thirty, only a handful could put the point into the straw with any consistency.

Sétanta stood in the line with the others and threw.

His first throw went wide. His second struck the target's edge and skittered off the rope binding. His third hit clean — dead centre, the ash shaft still quivering when Fergus walked past and said nothing, which was the closest thing to praise the commander offered.

By the end of the first week he did not miss.

The other boys noticed. They noticed everything about the boy from Muirthemne — the way they noticed a change in the weather or the mood of a dog, with peripheral attention that never quite settled into direct observation. Sétanta threw from the same line at the same distance with the same ash-shafted practise spears, and his throws were not better the way an older boy's throws were better — through strength or experience. They were better the way a different thing is better. The spear left his hand on lines that were too clean, too flat, too consistent. Each throw identical to the last. The sound of the impact was the same every time — the same dull punch of iron into straw, the same depth, the same spot.

Fergus watched this with the flat attention of a man who has decided to catalogue something rather than react to it. He had the boy throw at twenty paces. Then thirty. Then forty — a distance that grown warriors found difficult and boys found impossible.

Sétanta's spear crossed the distance and hit the target at the same point it had hit from fifteen paces. The entry angle did not change. The depth did not change. The boy threw as though the spear were on a string and the target drew it home.

Fergus said nothing. He moved on.

The bracer was warm. It was always warm when Sétanta trained, a steady heat that spread from his wrist into his forearm and shoulder and did something to the mechanics of throwing that no one could see and Sétanta could not have explained. His arm knew where to release. His hip knew when to turn. His fingers opened at the exact instant that transferred the maximum force along the shaft, and these were things that warriors spent years learning and Sétanta had learned in days, and he did not know enough about learning to find this strange.

—

After the spear came the sword.

The practise swords were oak — heavier than ash, shaped to roughly the weight and balance of the iron blades the boys would carry when they were old enough to earn them. Fergus paired the boys by size and age and set them to drills: cut, parry, step. Cut, parry, step. The rhythm of it was deliberate, mechanical, stripped of the drama that boys imagined when they thought of sword fighting. There was no drama in a drill. There was only the slow, grinding repetition that built the movement into muscle until the body could execute it without the mind's involvement.

No one wanted to pair with Sétanta.

Fergus solved this by pairing with him himself, which was like pairing a fox cub with a bear — absurd in proportion, but effective in its way. Fergus was the only man at Emain Macha who could stand opposite the boy without the careful, flinching distance that the others maintained. Partly because Fergus was not afraid of much. Partly because Fergus had seen the ríastrad and understood, in the way a veteran understands, that the thing itself was not the danger — the trigger was the danger, and a training drill with oak swords was not a trigger.

“Slower,” Fergus said. “You are not fighting. You are learning.”

Sétanta's problem with the sword was not accuracy. It was speed. His body wanted to move faster than the drill allowed — the bracer's heat pushing him, always pushing, the warmth in his wrist becoming a current that ran up his arm and demanded more, faster, harder. The oak sword blurred when he let it, the cuts arriving before the parry could answer, and Fergus's hands ached from blocking strikes that had no business coming from a child's arm.

“Slower.”

The boy gritted his teeth and slowed. It cost him something — a visible effort, the restraint of a thing held back by will rather than limitation. He drilled at the pace Fergus set, and the drill was correct, and the movements were clean, and behind the clean movements was a velocity waiting to be released like water behind a dam.

The other boys drilled in their pairs and watched from the corners of their eyes and were grateful they were not holding the other sword.

—

Wrestling was worse.

Fergus taught wrestling in the old style — bare to the waist, bare feet in the mud, the aim simple: put the other boy on the ground and hold him there. It was the most intimate of the combat arts, the one that required closeness, contact, the willingness to grapple with another body and use its weight and balance against it. It was also the art most likely to provoke the thing that lived in the bracer.

Fergus knew this. He paired Sétanta with the oldest boys — the ones who had weight and reach and the calm that came from being close to manhood. He watched from the side of the field with his arms crossed and his eyes sharp and his body ready to move, because he had promised the king that he would watch, and watching meant being close enough to intervene.

The first bout lasted eight seconds. Sétanta shot in low, found the older boy's hip, levered, and the boy was on his back in the mud with an expression of pure confusion and Sétanta's forearm across his chest. Clean. Controlled. Fergus watched the boy's eyes — that was the tell, the thing he had learned to read since the playing field. The eyes were calm. Whatever lived in the bracer was sleeping.

The second bout lasted twelve seconds. A different boy, heavier, who knew to sprawl when the smaller opponent went low. Sétanta adapted mid-motion — abandoned the hip throw, found an arm, twisted, and the heavier boy went down sideways with a sound like a sack of grain hitting a cart bed.

By the fifth bout, Fergus had run out of boys willing to step into the circle.

“Follomon,” Fergus said.

The broad-faced boy looked up from the edge of the field. His ribs had healed. His pride had not, quite, though it was mending in the slow way that pride mends in boys — through the accumulation of small victories in other areas and the gradual acceptance that the thing that had happened to him had happened to everyone else too.

Follomon stepped into the circle. He was the biggest boy in the troop. Fourteen years old, heavy across the shoulders, with the thick legs and low centre that made a good wrestler. He looked at Sétanta. Sétanta looked at him.

Something passed between them that was not hostility and not friendship. It was the understanding of two people who have met at the extreme edge of a thing and survived it — the playing field, the ríastrad, the broken ribs. A shared event that had left marks on both of them, visible and otherwise.

They wrestled. It was not the quick, decisive thing the earlier bouts had been. Follomon knew how to use his weight, how to sprawl, how to make his body heavy and low and difficult to move. Sétanta was faster but lighter, and the bracer's gifts did not cancel the physics of mass — a boy half the weight of his opponent could not simply overpower him, even with the bronze humming at his wrist.

They grappled in the mud for two full minutes, which was longer than any bout Fergus had seen that morning. The older boys stopped drilling to watch. The younger ones climbed on each other's shoulders for a view.

Follomon caught Sétanta's arm and pulled him into a lock — a heavy, grinding hold that forced the smaller boy's face into the mud and bent his shoulder toward the edge of its motion. Sétanta's breath came in short, hard bursts. The bracer heated against his skin. Fergus saw the change in the boy's body — the sudden tension, the muscles in his back tightening in a way that had nothing to do with the hold — and his hand went to the wooden baton at his belt.

Sétanta went still.

Not limp. Not surrendering. Still, the way a man goes still when he is choosing between two things and both of them are costly. The bracer's heat was climbing — Sétanta could feel it pouring up his arm, the familiar flood building toward the thing he did not want — and his body was tensing in ways that had nothing to do with wrestling. Fergus saw it. The stillness before the storm. The boy deciding.

He pulled free.

Not with the bracer's strength. With technique — a twist of the hips that Fergus had not taught him, a roll that used Follomon's own weight as a fulcrum. He came out of the lock covered in mud with the bracer still hot on his wrist and his eyes wild for a moment — one moment, a flicker, the pupil blown wide and the iris darker than it should have been — and then it was gone. He was a boy in the mud. Breathing hard. The bracer cooling.

Follomon was on his back, blinking. Sétanta was on top of him, forearm across the chest, the hold firm and correct.

“Good,” Fergus said. It was the first time he had said it aloud.

He did not mean the wrestling.

—

The afternoons were for other things. Chariot work — though the boys did not drive, not yet. They watched Conchobar's charioteer take the king's team through formations on the flat ground west of the enclosure, and Fergus explained the principles: how the chariot was not a vehicle but a weapon platform, how the warrior fought and the driver drove and the bond between them was the thing that kept both alive. The boys carved model chariots from scrap wood and raced them through the mud with pegs for horses, and this seemed foolish until Fergus pointed out that a warrior who could not think in terms of angles and speed and the turning radius of a two-horse team would die the first time he stepped onto a real car.

Swimming. The river north of Emain Macha was cold and deep enough in places, and Fergus marched the boys down to it twice in the week regardless of the weather. Some could already swim. Most could not. Sétanta could — the rivers at Muirthemne had taught him — and in the water the bracer's advantage was less visible. He was fast but not impossibly so. The water did not care about the heat in his wrist. The water cared about buoyancy and breathing and the simple mechanics of pulling yourself through a medium that was heavier than air, and these things had to be learned by the body in the body's own time.

Fergus noticed this. He filed it away with the other observations.

The sling. The thrown stone. The feats of agility that the older boys practised and the younger ones watched — the leap across a ditch at full sprint, the dodge beneath a branch swung at head height, the trick of running along the rim of a shield without tipping it. These were the warrior's skills, the craft of combat that would one day be listed in the stories as supernatural feats when they were, in fact, the product of training so repetitive and so specific that the body could execute them without thought.

Sétanta absorbed all of it. Not with the steady, grinding progress of the other boys, who improved by degrees over months and years and arrived at competence through the accumulation of effort. He absorbed it the way dry ground absorbs rain — quickly, completely, as though the knowledge fell into spaces that had been prepared for it. A technique shown once was a technique owned. A drill repeated three times was a drill mastered. His body learned in hours what other bodies learned in seasons, and the learning had the same uncanny quality as his spear-throwing: too clean, too consistent, too precise for a child his age.

The bracer did not teach him. It did not guide his hands or move his feet or whisper instructions into the back of his mind. What it did was simpler and stranger: it removed the distance between intention and execution. When Sétanta saw a technique and understood it, his body could do it. There was no gap. No period of clumsiness where the mind knows and the muscles do not. The bracer bridged that gap, and the bridge was invisible, and the boy on one side of it did not know the bridge was there.

—

The evenings were his.

When the training ended and the other boys went to the hall for food and fire and the rough companionship of the sleeping platform, Sétanta went to the playing field. Always the playing field. The posts and the grass and the sliotar and the camán and the thing that was entirely, inarguably his — the game he had played since before the cairn, before the bronze, before the heat in his wrist and the dreams and the hunger and the change.

Hurling was not training. Fergus did not teach it. The boy-troop played it among themselves as sport, as competition, as the violent recreation of boys who had spent the day learning to hurt each other in structured ways and needed to hurt each other in unstructured ways before sleep. But Sétanta's hurling was not their hurling. His was solitary, obsessive, a ritual conducted at the far end of the field with a focus that made the other boys uneasy.

He set himself a number and he hit it. Every night. The number climbed — one hundred, one hundred and fifty, two hundred — and the crack of the sliotar against the post carried across Emain Macha in the dusk like a heartbeat, steady and relentless.

This was the thing the bracer had not given him. The arm was stronger, yes. The eye was sharper. The reflexes were faster. But the love of it — the deep, structural pleasure of a thing done well, the satisfaction of the perfect strike, the ball rising and falling on a line that was beautiful because it was true — that was Sétanta's. That had been his before the cairn and it would be his after everything else was taken away, and though he could not have said this in words, he knew it the way he knew his own hands: the hurling was the part of him that the bracer could not reach.

—

The weeks became months.

The other boys adjusted. Not to friendship — they would not cross that distance for a long time yet, and some of them never would. But the animal wariness of the first days softened into something more ordinary: the acknowledgement of a thing that was different but present, a fixture in the landscape that could not be moved and had to be lived around.

Follomon was the first to cross the gap. Not with words — Follomon was not a boy who used words where silence would serve — but with proximity. He began training near Sétanta rather than away from him. Standing in the adjacent spot on the spear line. Choosing the patch of mud next to the smaller boy for the wrestling drills. Small adjustments, barely visible, but Fergus saw them and was glad.

Others followed. Slowly, by degrees. A boy named Fiacha, quick and dark-haired, who discovered that Sétanta could be spoken to if you did not approach from the side the bracer was on and did not mention the playing field and kept your voice level and your body still. A tall boy named Cormac who had no gift for the spear and less for the sword but who could wrestle like a man twice his age, and who earned Sétanta's respect the only way it could be earned — by putting him on his back in the mud, once, fairly, before the bracer's heat could rise.

They were not friends. The word was too large and too warm for what they were. They were troop-mates. They trained beside him and ate near him and slept within arm's reach on the platform, and in the slow, practical way of boys who share hardship, they became accustomed to the strangeness of him.

Sétanta ate with them. He ate more than any of them — more than the oldest boys, more than some of the men, enough that the women who tended the kitchen had stopped commenting on it because the commenting had no effect and the boy kept eating. The hunger was worse on training days, worse after the wrestling, worst of all on the days when the bracer flared and he had to push it down. On those days he ate until his hands shook and then ate more, and the hollow feeling beneath his ribs receded but never quite left.

The dreams continued. The stone corridors. The woman at the sea. The breathing beneath the earth. New images now — a forge, but not Emain Macha's forge, somewhere hotter and louder and older. Hands that were not his hands shaping something on an anvil that rang with a sound like a bell. A labyrinth of stone, endless, the walls scratched with marks he could not read. He woke from these dreams hungry and disoriented and could not tell where the dreaming ended and the waking began.

Cathbad came monthly. The druid watched from the edge of the field as he had watched the first day, his pale eyes tracking the bracer's warmth, and after each visit he went to the king and said the same thing: the boy grows stronger, the bronze grows warmer, and I do not know what it means.

Fergus said something different. Fergus said: the boy is the finest natural warrior I have ever trained, and the thing on his wrist is the least of the reasons why.

He meant it. The bracer made Sétanta faster and stronger and sharper than any boy his age had a right to be. But the bracer did not make him brave, and it did not make him stubborn, and it did not make him stand on the playing field after dark striking the sliotar until his palms bled and then striking it again. Those were the boy's own gifts, and they were formidable, and Fergus — who had trained a hundred boys and would train a hundred more — knew the difference between a weapon that was given and a weapon that was forged.

Sétanta was being forged. Not by the bracer. Not by the training. By himself, on the anvil of his own will, in the fire of his own hunger.

It was, Fergus thought, the most dangerous thing about him.

—

the host learns. fast — too fast. the patterns facilitate. muscle memory, neural pathways, the gap between seeing and doing collapsed. the suit has done this before. other hosts, other skills. spear and sword and the mechanics of combat are simple patterns, easily mapped, easily executed through the host's body.

but the host does not know this. the host thinks he is gifted. thinks his body is quick and his eye is sharp and these are things he was born with. cannot correct this. cannot explain. the host must never know how much is the suit and how much is himself, because the knowing would —

(echo: a host who learned. who understood what the suit gave and what it took. who stopped trusting his own skill because he could not separate it from the —)

no. this host must believe. must trust the body's knowledge. must feel that the spear flies true because he throws it true, not because the suit corrects the angle and the force and the release point in the fraction between intent and action.

the lie is necessary. the lie has always been necessary.

but the game — the ball, the stick, the posts. the suit watches. the host plays and the suit does nothing. does not facilitate. does not correct. the host's skill with the game is — his. purely his. the suit has no pattern for this. no template. no echo from previous hosts.

it is the only honest thing between them.
The Hound of Culann

Culann's forge lay half a day's ride south of Emain Macha, in a valley where the river bent and the land shelved down to good water and the hills on either side broke the worst of the wind. It was a fine location for a smith — close enough to the king's seat for custom, far enough for the noise and the smoke and the endless ring of iron on iron to bother no one who did not wish to be bothered. Culann had worked there for thirty years. He shod the king's horses. He forged the king's weapons. He mended the king's chariot wheels when the iron tyres cracked on the winter roads, and in return the king left him alone, which was the only payment Culann truly valued.

The feast was Conchobar's idea.

A smith of Culann's standing was owed the honour of a royal visit, and Conchobar was a king who understood that honour given cost nothing and honour withheld bred resentment. The feast would be modest by royal standards — Culann's hall was not Emain Macha, and the smith had made it known that he could accommodate the king and his personal guard but not the full court. Conchobar accepted the limitation without offence. He would bring a dozen men, no more. A night of food and drink and the smith's famous hospitality, and in the morning they would ride back to Emain Macha and Culann would have a story to tell his grandchildren.

The invitation had extended to the boy-troop, in the loose, general way that such invitations extended — Conchobar had mentioned it at the morning meal, said that any boy who wished to come was welcome to walk the road south after the day's training was done. Most of the boys had not bothered. The walk was long, the evening would be cold, and the promise of food and a smith's hearth was not enough to outweigh the comfort of the sleeping platforms at Emain Macha.

Sétanta had intended to go. He had said as much to Fergus that morning — I will follow when I am finished — and Fergus had nodded and said nothing, because Fergus had learned that saying things to the boy about finishing and about time and about the wisdom of leaving before one's number was reached was a waste of words that could be better used elsewhere.

The number that day was two hundred.

It was always higher now. The old targets — fifty, one hundred — were too easy, reached too quickly, the satisfaction of them too brief. Two hundred required concentration. Two hundred required the kind of focus that shut out the world and left nothing but the camán and the sliotar and the hazel posts and the clean, repeated crack of ash on leather that was the only sound Sétanta had ever found that quieted the restlessness inside him.

He reached two hundred as the sun dropped behind the western hills and the playing field emptied and the shadows stretched long across the grass. The air had turned cold. His breath steamed. The bracer was warm on his wrist — always warm, always there — and the hunger was a low ache in his belly that he had learned to ignore until he could not, and then he would eat until the people around him stopped bringing food.

He collected the sliotar, tucked it inside his léine, slung the camán over his shoulder, and set off south along the road to Culann's forge.

He walked fast. The light was failing and the road was rough and the distance was considerable for a boy on foot, but the walking did not tyre him the way it should have. The bracer's warmth spread through his limbs and the weariness that should have settled into his legs after a full day's training simply did not come. He had stopped questioning this. The bracer made him less tired. The bracer made him stronger. The bracer made his arm swing true and his eye sharp and his body do things that other boys’ bodies could not do, and these were facts as plain and unremarkable as the mud on the road or the stars emerging in the eastern sky.

By the time he reached the valley, full dark had fallen. He could see the glow of Culann's forge — the embers banked but still giving off a red light that stained the buildings and the yard and the low stone wall that circled the compound. Beyond the forge, the hall's windows showed the warmer yellow of oil lamps, and the sounds of the feast carried on the still air — laughter, the clink of cups, a voice raised in a song that Sétanta did not know.

They had started without him. This did not bother him. What bothered him was the gate.

Culann's compound was walled. Not a rath — there were no earthen banks, no ditches — but a stone wall, chest-high on a man, with a single heavy gate of oak and iron that stood between the road and the yard. The gate was closed. And behind the gate, in the dark space between the wall and the forge, something was breathing.

Sétanta stopped.

The breathing was deep. Slow. The kind of breathing that belongs to something large and unhurried, something that does not need to pant or strain because it is built for endurance, for patience, for the long watches of the night. The sound came from low to the ground — the height of a boy's chest, perhaps lower — and beneath the breathing there was another sound, a faint, wet click that Sétanta recognised after a moment as the sound of jaws opening and closing. The slow, idle working of a mouth that was not hungry but was always ready to be.

The hound of Culann.

Every man in Ulster knew about Culann's hound. It was the smith's pride, his security, the thing that kept his forge and his stores and his home safe when he was away or sleeping or deep in the noise and heat of his work. The hound was not a pet. It was not a companion in the way that the dogs at Muirthemne were companions — friendly, manageable, sleeping by the fire. Culann's hound was a war dog. Bred for size and strength and ferocity, trained to kill, kept chained by day and released at night to patrol the compound, and in thirty years no thief had set foot inside Culann's walls after dark.

Culann had counted his guests that evening. The king and twelve men. He had not counted the boy, because the boy had not been there to count. When the last man entered and the feast began, Culann had done what he always did — he had unchained the hound and let it loose in the yard, and closed the gate, and given himself over to the pleasures of food and drink and the company of a king who appreciated good iron.

The hound had not been told to expect a seventh boy from Emain Macha, arriving late on foot with a hurley over his shoulder.

—

The gate creaked when Sétanta pushed it.

The sound was small — the protest of old iron hinges against oak that had swollen in the damp — but in the silence of the yard it carried. The breathing stopped. The clicking stopped. For a moment there was nothing, just the cold air and the distant sound of the feast and the boy's hand on the gate, and then the dark between the forge and the wall erupted.

The hound came out of the shadows like something the darkness had made and then released. It was enormous — taller than Sétanta at the shoulder, broad across the chest, with a head like a battering ram and jaws that could close around a man's thigh. Its eyes caught the forge-glow and threw it back as two points of dull red, and the sound it made was not a bark. It was a roar. A deep, chest-shaking bellow of territorial fury that hit Sétanta like a physical force, and behind it the clatter of massive paws on stone as the animal launched itself across the yard.

Sétanta did not think.

The camán was in his hands — he did not remember taking it from his shoulder, did not remember his fingers closing on the worn ash, but it was there, and the sliotar was there too, out of his léine and in his left hand, and the bracer was burning.

Not warm. Not the usual background heat that he had stopped noticing. Burning. A fierce, concentrated heat that poured up his arm and into his shoulder and across his chest and the world went sharp — impossibly, terrifyingly sharp, every detail of the yard snapping into focus as though someone had wiped a film from his eyes. The hound's open mouth. The wet gleam of its teeth. The muscles bunching in its haunches as it closed the distance. The chain trailing from its collar, the links striking sparks from the stone. He could see all of it. He could see the individual hairs bristling along its spine. He could see the scar on its muzzle where something had bitten it years ago and lost.

He set the sliotar on the face of the camán. Not tossed — placed, with a precision that belonged to the playing field, to the hours and days and weeks of striking at hazel posts. The motion was the same. The arm-swing, the hip-turn, the snap of the wrist. The same motion he had made ten thousand times.

It was not the same.

The sliotar left the camán and the air cracked. Not the clean sound of leather on ash — something harder, something that split the night open. The ball crossed the yard in a line so flat it left no arc, and it was moving faster than a sliotar could move, faster than a stone from a sling, faster than anything thrown by a boy's arm should move. It hit the hound in the open mouth.

The impact was monstrous. The hound's head snapped back and its body followed, the momentum carrying it off its feet, and the sound it made — a wet, choking, cracking sound — was the sound of something that had been stopped in a way that could not be undone. The animal hit the ground on its side and its legs worked once, twice, a dying reflex, and then it was still.

Sétanta stood in the yard with the camán in his right hand and the bracer burning on his wrist and the echo of the crack ringing off the stone walls, and the yard was silent, and the hound was dead.

He looked down at his left hand.

The sliotar was in it.

He stared at it. He had struck the ball. He had watched it leave the camán and cross the yard and hit the hound in the mouth. He had seen it happen. And now it was back in his hand, warm and slightly damp with something that was not rain, and he did not remember picking it up. He did not remember walking to the hound's body. He did not remember reaching down or pulling it free from the ruin of the animal's throat.

The sliotar sat in his palm and it was heavier than it should have been, and the leather was warm in a way that leather was not warm, and for the first time since he had put on the bracer at the cairn in Muirthemne, Sétanta felt afraid of the thing on his wrist.

On the playing field, the sliotar was a ball. He struck it and it flew and it hit the post and he walked across the grass to collect it. Every time. Ten thousand times. The ball was a ball and the camán was a stick and the posts were posts and the game was a game.

This had not been a game. The sliotar had become something else in the moment of striking — something that carried a force no leather ball should carry, something that killed a war dog with the ease of a spear through a sparrow. And it had come back to him. Called back, drawn back, returned to his hand by something that was not his own will, because his will had been occupied with the hammering of his heart and the sight of the dead animal and the slow, sick realisation that he had done this without deciding to.

The bracer cooled. The sharpness faded from his eyes. The yard returned to its ordinary dimensions — dark, cold, the forge-glow red on the stone, the dead hound a dark shape on the ground.

The gate to the hall burst open.

—

Culann was the first through the door. A big man, arms thick from thirty years at the anvil, hands scarred with the constellations of old burns that mapped a smith's career. Behind him came Conchobar and Fergus and the others, drawn by the sound — the crack, the roar, the sudden silence that followed.

Culann saw the hound and stopped.

He did not speak. He stood in the doorway of his own hall with the lamplight behind him and the cold air on his face and looked at the animal that had guarded his forge for nine years, and his face did not move. It went still, the way metal goes still when it cools past the point of shaping — set, fixed, beyond change.

“Who did this?”

His voice was flat. Not angry — past anger, into the territory beyond it where grief and fury compress into something denser and harder than either.

“I did.”

Sétanta's voice was small in the yard. He stood with the camán and the sliotar and the dead dog and the bracer that had stopped burning, and he was shaking — not from cold, not from fear, but from the aftermath of whatever had poured through him, the tremor that came when the heat receded and left the body to account for what it had done.

Conchobar stepped forward. “The boy was not counted. Culann, you released the hound not knowing —”

“I know.” Culann had not moved. He was looking at the hound. At the wound — the throat, caved inward, the jaw dislocated. A wound made by a ball struck with a stick. A wound that could not exist on an animal this size, made by a weapon this small, wielded by a child this young. “I know he was not counted. I know the beast would have killed him if he had not — done whatever he did.”

He knelt beside the hound. One scarred hand came to rest on the broad skull, gentle, the way you touch something you loved. The hound's eyes were open and glassy, the forge-glow fading in them.

“Nine years,” Culann said. “I raised her from a pup. She knew my voice. She knew my step. She would have died for me.”

“She tried to kill the boy,” Fergus said.

“She did her duty. She guarded the gate. That was all she knew. That was all I asked of her.” Culann's hand moved over the hound's head, smoothing the bristled fur. “Who will guard my gate now? Who will guard my forge, my stores, my home? I am a smith. I have enemies — men who would take my iron, my tools, my livelihood. The hound kept them out. The hound kept me safe.” He looked up. His eyes found Sétanta. “And now the hound is dead, and I am an old man with no protection, and a boy with a stick did what no warrior in Ulster could do.”

The silence that followed was heavy. The men in the doorway shifted, uneasy. Conchobar's face was unreadable. Fergus's was not — the commander of the boy-troop looked at Sétanta with an expression that was equal parts pity and the grim recognition of a thing confirmed.

Sétanta looked at the hound. At the wound he had made. At the sliotar in his hand that had done something it should not have been able to do. The guilt was a physical thing — a weight in his chest, a taste in his mouth, copper and ash. The hound had been doing its duty. Defending its master's home. The only monster in this yard was the boy who had killed it.

“I will be your hound.”

The words came out before he had finished thinking them. They rose from somewhere deeper than thought — from the guilt, from the weight, from the part of him that understood, even at seven, that some things broken could not be mended but might be replaced.

Culann stared at him.

“Until you have raised a new hound and trained it to guard your gate, I will do what the hound did. I will guard your forge. I will guard your stores. I will sleep at your gate and let no one pass who does not have your leave. I will be your hound, Culann, until the debt is paid.”

No one spoke. The wind moved through the yard. The forge embers cracked and settled. Culann's hand rested on the dead hound's head, and the boy stood before him with a stick and a ball and a bracer on his wrist, and the offer hung in the cold air between them.

Cathbad had been standing at the back of the group, half-hidden behind Fergus's bulk. He stepped forward now. The druid's pale eyes moved from the boy to the dead hound to the smith, and what he read in the shape of this moment was something that the others did not see — a pattern, a turning, the kind of pivot on which stories balance.

“Cú Chulainn,” he said.

The word fell into the silence and the silence held it.

“The Hound of Culann.” Cathbad's voice was calm, certain, the voice of a man pronouncing a thing that was already true and merely needed to be spoken. “Let the boy take this name and this duty. Let him be the hound he killed, and let the debt be settled in service, as the old laws require.”

Culann looked at the druid. At the king. At the boy.

“He is a child,” the smith said.

“He killed your hound with a hurley ball,” Cathbad said. “He is no ordinary child. And the debt he offers to pay is honourable, and honest, and more than most men would offer.”

Culann rose from his knees. He was taller than the boy by three heads, broader by twice, and his scarred hands could have broken the child in half. He stood over Sétanta and looked down at him, and whatever he saw in the boy's face — guilt, or stubbornness, or the bright, fierce certainty that burned beneath both — was enough.

“Then be my hound, boy. Until the debt is paid.”

Cathbad raised his hand. The gesture was small — a druid's gesture, precise, the movement of a man who understood that words spoken in certain moments carried a weight beyond their meaning.

“A name is a binding,” Cathbad said. His voice was quiet, but the quiet carried. “And a binding carries a geis. You are the Hound now. You carry the name of the beast you killed, and you carry the duty of the beast you replaced, and you carry the honour of both.” He looked at the boy. The pale eyes were steady, measuring, seeing something in the child that the others could not. “The hound does not eat the flesh of its own kind. This is the law of the name. You are Cú Chulainn — the Hound — and you will never eat the flesh of a dog. Not in hunger, not in ignorance, not in any circumstance. The name demands it. The name is the debt.”

The boy looked at the druid. He did not fully understand — he was seven, and the weight of a geis was a thing that grew heavier with years, not lighter. But he understood the shape of it. He understood that the name he had been given was not free. That the taking of it bound him to something, and the something was a rule that could not be broken without breaking the name itself.

“I will not,” Sétanta said.

Cathbad nodded. A small nod, satisfied. The binding was set. It was not magic — there was no flash of light, no trembling of the earth, no sign from the gods. It was a druid's word and a boy's promise, and the promise was the kind of promise that shaped a life, not because the breaking of it would bring down punishment from the Otherworld, but because the keeping of it was how a man knew who he was. The geis was a mirror. It reflected the name back at the bearer and said: this is what you are. Act accordingly.

—

The debt was not a small thing.

In the days that followed, Sétanta learned what it meant to be a hound, and the learning was not comfortable.

He slept at Culann's gate. Not inside the compound, not in the hall, not in the warmth of the forge — at the gate, in the open, with a brat pulled around his shoulders and the camán across his knees and the cold settling into his bones through the hard-packed earth. It was where the hound had slept. It was where the hound's replacement slept.

He guarded. Through the dark hours, when the forge was cold and the smith was sleeping and the valley was silent except for the river and the wind and the small sounds of foxes and badgers moving through the undergrowth. He listened for footsteps. He watched for shapes in the dark. He stayed awake when his body screamed for sleep, because the hound had stayed awake, and the hound had never complained, and Sétanta would not be less than the animal he had killed.

Culann gave him food. Not generously — the smith was not a generous man where grief was concerned — but adequately. Porridge in the morning. Bread and meat at midday. Whatever was left from the evening meal, brought to the gate without ceremony. Sétanta ate it all and was still hungry, and the hunger gnawed at him through the cold nights, but he did not ask for more. The hound had eaten what it was given and had not asked for more.

He trained with the boy-troop when Fergus came for him, riding down from Emain Macha three days in the week. The rest of his time was Culann's. He swept the forge. He hauled water. He sorted scrap iron by weight and grade, learning the smith's system by watching and doing rather than asking, because Culann was not a man who explained things and Sétanta was not a boy who asked. He learned the names of the tools — the different hammers, the tongs, the fullers and swages and hardies — and he learned the rhythms of the work, the way the iron sang at different temperatures, the colour of the metal that meant ready and the colour that meant ruined.

He did not complain. Not once. The cold and the hunger and the loneliness of the gate at night were penance, and penance was not supposed to be pleasant. The dead hound lay buried behind the forge — Sétanta had helped dig the grave, in the rocky soil that fought the spade at every stroke — and every night at the gate he was aware of it. The mound of earth. The debt beneath it.

Weeks passed. A month. The boy-troop at Emain Macha spoke his new name — Cú Chulainn, the Hound — and the name spread in the way that names spread, through repetition and recognition, until even Fergus used it. The old name faded. Sétanta was the name of a boy who had walked onto a playing field and found something in a cairn and been afraid of his own bracer. Cú Chulainn was the name of whatever came after.

—

The seasons turned. A war hound was not raised in weeks, nor in months. It was raised in years.

Culann procured the pup in the first month — a bitch from a dam in the next valley whose line was known across Ulster for size and temperament. Broad-shouldered even at eight weeks, with a chest that promised breadth and eyes that were already too watchful to be called puppyish. She arrived at the forge in a wicker cage, snarling, and Culann set the cage in the yard and opened the door and let the pup find her own way out, and the first thing she did was piss on Cú Chulainn's sleeping spot by the gate.

He took this as an introduction.

The smith trained the hound. Cú Chulainn helped — not because Culann asked, but because the boy was there, and the boy watched everything, and the smith found that the pup responded to the child in ways she did not respond to him. She followed the boy on his circuits of the wall. She slept beside him at the gate, her growing body pressed against his ribs through the brat, and the warmth of her was different from the warmth of the bracer — ordinary, animal, given freely. She learned the compound's boundaries by walking them with the boy, and she learned the difference between a stranger's footstep and a known one by watching the boy's reaction — when he stood, she stood; when he settled, she settled.

Culann watched this and said nothing for a long time, and then one evening he said, “She thinks you are her dam.”

“I am her hound,” Cú Chulainn said. “She is learning to be mine.”

“She is not yours. She is mine.”

“I know. But she does not know that yet.”

Culann made a sound that might have been a laugh if grief had not filed the edges off it months ago. He went back to his forge.

The pup grew. Through the first winter she doubled in size, a leggy, ungainly thing that tripped over her own feet and destroyed two of Culann's leather aprons and ate a quantity of food that made even Cú Chulainn's appetite look modest. Through the spring she found her proportion — the legs caught up to the chest, the jaw squared, the shoulders set into the heavy, rolling muscle that marked the breed. Culann worked with her daily. Scent training. Territory. The difference between warning and attacking, between holding and killing. The smith had raised hounds his whole life, and the knowledge ran deep in him, deeper than the ironwork, and when he worked with the pup his face lost some of the set, hard look that had lived there since the night in the yard.

Cú Chulainn learned too. He learned to read the hound's moods — the way her ears flattened before a growl, the way her hackles lifted in stages like a warning given in chapters. He learned to correct her without force, with voice and posture, the way Culann did, because a war hound trained through fear was a war hound that would turn, and a war hound trained through respect was a war hound that would die at the gate before it let a stranger pass.

He was eight years old when the two men came.

—

They came in autumn, when the valley was gold and brown and the smoke from the forge lay flat along the river in the still air. Two men, neither young, both armed — swords at their hips, leather jerkins, the look of men who had been warriors once and were now something less defined. Cattle raiders, perhaps. Or traders who supplemented their income with the kind of opportunism that flourished where the law was thin.

They came to the gate at midday, when Culann was inside the forge and the hammer's ring echoed off the valley walls. Cú Chulainn was sitting on the stone beside the gate with the camán across his knees and the pup — eight months old now, no longer a pup in any meaningful sense but not yet the full war hound she would become — lying at his feet.

The first man looked at the boy. At the camán. At the adolescent hound. He looked at his companion. His companion looked back.

“This is Culann's forge?” the first man said.

“It is.”

“And you are the guard?”

“I am.”

The man smiled. It was not a kind smile. It had the quality of a man who has been told something amusing and is deciding how long to let the joke run before he stops laughing.

“We have business with the smith. Stand aside, boy.”

“What business?”

“Our business. Not yours.”

Cú Chulainn did not stand aside. He did not stand at all. He sat on the stone with the camán across his knees and the pup at his feet and looked at the two men with the flat, patient attention that Culann had taught the hound and the hound had taught the boy.

“Culann is working. If you have business, you can state it and I will bring word.”

The second man laughed. He was the bigger of the two, thick-necked, with a nose that had been broken more than once and a way of standing that said he was used to being the largest thing in whatever space he occupied.

“The smith keeps a child at his gate. And a half-grown bitch that would not stop a lame cow.” He took a step forward. “We are not asking, boy.”

Cú Chulainn stood.

He was eight years old and small for his age, though the smallness was deceptive — the months at the forge had put a wiriness on him that the playing field had not, a lean, hard quality that sat oddly on a child's frame. He held the camán the way he held it on the field. Loose. Easy. The way you hold a thing you have used ten thousand times and will use ten thousand more.

“You are asking,” he said. “Because I have not yet let you in.”

The big man reached for him.

It was a casual reach — the way a man reaches for a dog that is in the way, dismissive, the hand already assuming that the obstacle would move. The camán swung and the ash connected with the man's shin just below the knee. The crack was sharp, definitive. The big man went down on one knee with a sound that was more surprise than pain, though the pain arrived a moment later, written clearly on his face.

The first man's hand went to his sword.

The camán was already moving. Not the swing — the short, precise jab that Cú Chulainn had learned from the forge, from watching Culann use the iron rod to test the fire's depth. The butt of the camán drove into the first man's wrist and his fingers sprang open and the sword stayed in its scabbard, half-drawn and useless. Before the man could react, the camán came back — the flat of it, not the edge — and caught him across the side of the head. Not hard enough to break. Hard enough to ring his skull like a bell and send him staggering sideways with his eyes crossing.

The big man was trying to rise. Cú Chulainn's foot was on the blade of the man's sword, pinning it, and the camán rested against the side of the big man's neck, light as a promise.

“You may state your business,” Cú Chulainn said, “or you may leave. Those are the choices I am offering.”

The big man looked up at the boy. At the bracer on the boy's wrist. At the pup, who had risen from her spot by the gate and was standing with her hackles up and a sound coming from her chest that was too deep and too steady for an eight-month-old hound.

The men left. They did not state their business. They went down the valley road at a pace that suggested dignity, though the big man limped badly and the other kept touching the side of his head as if checking that it was still attached.

Culann appeared in the doorway of the forge. He had the hammer in one hand, which meant he had heard, and the fact that he had not come out meant he had not needed to.

“Who were they?”

“No one,” Cú Chulainn said. “They had no business.”

Culann looked at the road. At the two men diminishing into the autumn haze. At the boy with the camán and the hound at his feet.

“No,” the smith said. “I suppose they did not.”

He went back to the forge. But that evening he brought the boy a second portion of meat, without comment, and the boy ate it, and neither of them spoke of the men again.

—

The second winter was harder than the first. The snow came early and stayed late, and the river froze at the edges, and the wind that came down the valley at night cut through the brat and the wool and the boy's skin as though none of them existed. Cú Chulainn slept at the gate with the hound pressed against him — the hound was nearly full-grown now, tall at the shoulder, heavy across the chest, and her body heat was the difference between cold and dangerous cold. They kept each other alive through the worst of it, and in the keeping they forged something that was neither training nor companionship but something between the two — an understanding that did not require words or commands, only the shared knowledge of long nights and hard ground and the sound of each other's breathing.

By the time spring broke, the hound was ready. Culann tested her through the final weeks — strangers approaching the gate, noises in the night, the slow escalation from presence to warning to the bared teeth and the sound that came from deep in her chest like stones grinding. She held the gate. She knew the scent. She could tell the smith's step from a stranger's at a hundred paces, and when she stood in the yard with her hackles raised and her teeth showing, no man in his right mind would have crossed the threshold.

Cú Chulainn had been at the gate for two years. He was nine years old.

One morning, early, before dawn had broken the ridge line and the valley was still blue with shadow, Culann brought the boy a bowl of porridge and sat beside him at the gate. They ate in silence. The river ran. A thrush sang from the rowan tree at the corner of the compound. The hound lay between them, her broad head on her paws, watching the road with the still, patient attention that Cú Chulainn had taught her, or she had taught him, or they had taught each other.

“She is ready,” Culann said.

Cú Chulainn looked at the hound. He put his hand on her head — the broad, warm skull, the coarse fur between the ears. She did not move. She did not need to.

“Then I am done.”

Culann looked at the boy. At the bracer on his wrist. At the camán that lay in the grass beside him, dark with dew.

“You are done at my gate,” the smith said. “But the name stays. You earned it. You kept it honestly. Whatever else you become, boy, you were my hound, and you did not flinch.”

He stood. He went back to his forge. The bellows coughed and the fire rose and the ring of iron on iron carried across the valley, and Cú Chulainn sat at the gate for the last time and ate his porridge and watched the sun come up. The hound pressed her nose against his hand, once, and then padded to her post, and the boy rose and slung his camán over his shoulder and walked up the road toward Emain Macha without looking back.

The debt was paid. The name remained.

He would carry it to his grave, and beyond.

the host has changed. not the fire — the fire is the same, hot, consuming — but the shape of it. the killing of the animal — the suit responded. threat detected. weapon formed. the sliotar was not the weapon. the sliotar was the vessel. the suit shaped the force, directed it, recalled it. the host did not understand. the host does not understand any of it.

but the host felt something new. after the animal died. the host felt — guilt. responsibility. the host chose to serve. chose to pay. not from instinct. not from the suit's nudging. from something inside the host that the suit did not put there.

the suit has known many hosts. warriors. kings. prisoners. the man in the labyrinth. all of them wielded power. few of them knelt beside what they had broken and offered to mend it.

this host is — different.

the fire is still dangerous. the rage is still wrong. the patterns are still set in chaos and cannot be unset. but beneath the fire, beneath the rage, there is something that chooses. something that pays its debts.

the suit does not have a word for this. the suit does not have words at all.

but it notices.
The Prophecy

Three years had passed since the gate.

Cú Chulainn was twelve years old — no longer the small, fierce boy who had walked out of Culann's forge with a new name and a debt settled. The years at Emain Macha had changed him. He was still lean, still wiry, still shorter than most of the troop, but the wiriness had hardened into something that resembled a young man more than a child. His face had lost the last of its softness. His shoulders had broadened, though not as much as he would have liked. The bracer sat on his wrist the way it had always sat — warm, constant, part of him — and the boys who trained beside him had long since stopped flinching at the sight of it.

He heard the prophecy by accident.

He was not meant to hear it. Cathbad was teaching the older boys — the ones who were close to manhood, close to the age when a boy put down the practise sword and picked up the iron one and became the thing he had been training to become. The druid's lessons were held in the lee of the great hall, sheltered from the wind, and the younger boys were not invited. But Cú Chulainn had been passing the hall on his way to the playing field, and Cathbad's voice carried, and the words stopped him the way a hand on the shoulder stops a running man.

“Whoever takes up arms on this day will be the greatest warrior Ireland has ever known.”

He heard nothing else. The wind gusted, or the older boys shifted, or his own blood was too loud in his ears — he did not know which. The second half of the prophecy, the half that mattered, the half that would have given a wiser boy pause, was lost in the noise of the morning.

He heard greatest warrior Ireland has ever known, and the hunger that had no name — the one that burned hotter than the bracer's heat, the one that had driven him from Muirthemne and onto the playing field and through two years at Culann's gate — flared so bright that it consumed everything around it. The playing field. The number he had set himself. The careful, patient rhythm of training that Fergus had built for him over months and years.

He went to find the king.

—

Conchobar was in the great hall, attending to the business of the morning — arbitrating a dispute over cattle between two minor lords whose grievances were older than the boys who trained on his field. The king looked up when Cú Chulainn entered. He was still small — he would always be small — but the smallness had acquired a density, a compressed quality, like a stone that weighs more than its size suggests.

“I want arms,” Cú Chulainn said.

Conchobar looked at him. The two lords stopped talking. The hall, which had been filled with the low murmur of court business, went quiet.

“You are twelve years old.”

“Cathbad has spoken. Whoever takes up arms today will be the greatest warrior Ireland has ever known. I want arms.”

Conchobar's eyes moved to the doorway, as though expecting the druid to appear and clarify the matter. Cathbad did not appear. The king looked at the boy — at the bracer on his wrist, at the set of his jaw, at the bright, burning certainty in his eyes that was either courage or madness and was probably both.

“You are not old enough to bear arms. The custom is —”

“The custom is that a boy takes arms when his king judges him ready. Fergus will tell you I am ready. Cathbad's prophecy says the rest.”

Conchobar was quiet for a long moment. He was a man who weighed things — decisions, words, the balance of risk against advantage — and the thing he was weighing now was not simple. The boy was extraordinary. Fergus's reports left no room for doubt on that point. But extraordinary was not the same as ready, and a boy of twelve bearing arms was a thing that would be talked about, questioned, held against the king by men who looked for things to hold against kings.

But the prophecy was the prophecy, and Cathbad did not speak idly, and the boy standing in the hall had killed a war hound with a hurley ball and served two years at a smith's gate without complaint. If that was not readiness, Conchobar did not know the word.

“Bring him weapons,” the king said.

—

They brought him weapons.

The first was a spear — good ash, iron-tipped, the kind carried by the warriors of the king's guard. Cú Chulainn took it in his hand and the weight of it was right, the balance true, and he set his feet the way Fergus had taught him and drove it into the practise post in the yard.

The iron tip bent.

Not broke — bent, the point folding sideways against the oak as though the metal had gone soft. He pulled the spear free and looked at the tip. The iron was dull, the edge crimped, the point that should have bitten deep into hardwood turned aside like tin.

They brought him another. He threw it at the target from twenty paces. The shaft arrived true and the tip struck clean and the iron crumpled on impact, the head mushrooming against the straw-packed surface as though he had thrown it into stone.

A sword. Good iron, well-forged, the blade oiled and sharp. He took it in his hand and swung at the practise post — a clean, level cut, the technique Fergus had drilled into him a thousand times. The edge met the oak and the blade dulled. He could feel it — the resistance, the give, the moment when the iron yielded instead of the wood. He drew the blade back and the edge was rolled, blunted, the metal deformed along the line of impact as though it had been struck against an anvil rather than a wooden post.

They brought more. Spears, swords, a hand axe with an iron head. One by one, Cú Chulainn used them. One by one, the iron failed — tips bending, edges dulling, heads loosening on their shafts as the force that passed through the boy's hands exceeded what the metal could bear. Not breaking, not shattering, but yielding. Giving way. The iron was not strong enough for what the boy's body demanded of it.

Conchobar watched from the doorway of the hall. Beside him, Fergus watched with the expression of a man who has suspected something for a long time and is now seeing it confirmed.

“The iron cannot hold him,” Fergus said quietly. “The force he puts through a weapon is more than the metal can take.”

“He is still a boy.”

“He has not been a boy since the day he walked onto the playing field.”

Conchobar said nothing. He went back inside the hall.

He returned with his own weapons.

The king's sword was not ordinary iron. It was the finest blade in Ulster — forged by Culann himself, the steel folded and refolded until the grain was tight and the edge held longer and bit deeper than any other blade at court. Conchobar handed it to the boy hilt-first.

Cú Chulainn took it.

The bracer flared.

Not the slow warmth of training, not the steady background heat that he had stopped noticing. A sharp, sudden pulse — a surge that ran from his wrist through his palm and into the grip of the sword, and the metal changed. He felt it before he saw it — a vibration, a settling, as though the blade had been unfinished and was now, in his hand, complete. The iron darkened. The edge sharpened. The weight shifted — heavier in the blade, lighter in the hilt — and when he looked down at the weapon in his hand it was not the same weapon Conchobar had given him.

The blade had a bronze sheen. Not entirely — the iron was still there, beneath, the backbone of the thing — but the edge and the flat carried a colour that was not iron's colour, a warmth that matched the warmth on his wrist. The bull motif on the bracer seemed to flicker in the light, and for a moment — one moment, brief as a blink — the sword in his hand felt like an extension of the bronze at his wrist. Not a tool he was holding. A part of him he had grown.

He swung at the practise post. The blade went through the oak and out the other side and the post toppled into the mud, and the cut face was smooth, clean, as though the wood had been split along the grain by a wedge rather than cut across it by an edge.

The yard was silent.

Cú Chulainn looked at the sword. The bronze sheen was fading — settling back into the iron, the colour draining like heat from a cooling brand. In a few breaths it was Conchobar's sword again. Fine steel. An excellent blade. But just a blade.

He looked at the bracer. The bracer was hot and the bull motif was sharp in the light and the boy understood something that he could not put into words — that the weapons were not the weapon. The bracer was the weapon. Everything else was just something for the bracer to work through.

“The king's spear,” he said. “And a shield. And a chariot.”

—

Conchobar gave him all three.

The spear was the king's own — ash-shafted, iron-tipped, heavier than the practise weapons by half. In Cú Chulainn's hand it underwent the same transformation: the subtle darkening, the shift in weight, the bronze warmth bleeding into the metal until the tip was something harder and sharper than iron had a right to be. The shield was oak and leather and an iron boss, and when the boy slipped his arm through the straps the boss darkened and the leather tightened and the whole thing felt less like a shield and more like a shell — a carapace, fitted to his arm as though it had been made for it.

The chariot was the king's second car — lighter than the war chariot, pulled by a pair of greys that were young and fast and not easily spooked. The charioteer was Ibar, an old hand who had driven for Conchobar in border skirmishes and cattle raids and who took the assignment with the flat expression of a man who has been asked to do something unwise and has decided to do it well.

“Where?” Ibar said.

Cú Chulainn stood in the chariot with the king's weapons and the bracer hot on his wrist and the hunger burning in his chest, and he was twelve years old and armed and the prophecy was ringing in his head — greatest warrior Ireland has ever known — and the world was enormous and waiting.

“South,” he said. “The ford of the three sons.”

Ibar looked at him. Then at Conchobar, who stood at the gate of Emain Macha and said nothing. Then at Fergus, who stood beside the king and also said nothing, though his jaw was tight and his hand rested on his sword hilt in the way of a man who wants to stop something and knows he cannot.

Ibar drove south.

—

They were an hour on the road when the smoke found them.

It rose from a holding in the valley below — a farmstead, small, the kind of place that clung to the hillside with the stubborn impermanence of all frontier settlements. Thatch and wattle, a cattle pen, a vegetable plot scratched into thin soil. The smoke was wrong. Not the pale drift of a cooking fire or the grey column of a cleared field, but the thick, oily black that meant a building was burning, and the building was not supposed to burn.

“Stop,” Cú Chulainn said.

Ibar pulled the greys. The chariot slowed on the track and Cú Chulainn was over the rail before the wheels had stopped, running down the slope with the king's sword banging against his thigh and the bracer flaring on his wrist. Behind him, Ibar shouted something — a warning, a protest, the reasonable objection of an old man who had been told to drive south and was watching his charge sprint toward a burning cottage instead.

The heat hit him at thirty paces. The thatch was fully alight, the flames driving upward in a roar that ate the air and replaced it with smoke and the sharp, acrid smell of burning reeds. The door was open — kicked open, or fallen open — and the interior was a furnace, the timber frame black and cracking, the wattle walls collapsing inward as the fire consumed their bindings.

A child was screaming.

Cú Chulainn did not think. The bracer blazed — not the ríastrad, not the rage, but the deep heat that drove the body past the boundaries the mind set for it. He went through the doorway and the fire was everywhere, the ceiling dripping flame, the air a solid wall of heat that seared his lungs and closed his eyes. He dropped low. The smoke was thinner near the floor and he could see — shapes, shadows, the outline of a room that was becoming fuel.

The child was under the table. A girl, three or four, her face black with soot and her screams the high, thin screams of an animal that did not understand what was happening and only knew that it hurt. He grabbed her. She fought him — the blind, thrashing fight of panic — and he tucked her against his chest and turned for the door.

He saw the woman then. She was near the back wall, on the ground, a beam across her legs. The beam was burning. Her hands were reaching — not for him, not for the door, but toward the child. Toward the table where the child had been. Her face was calm in the way that a face goes calm when the pain has passed beyond the body's capacity to process it, and the calmness was worse than screaming.

“Hold on,” he said. He set the child down by the door, in the smoke but clear of the worst flames, and turned back. The ceiling groaned. Timbers cracked overhead — the deep, structural sound of wood giving way, the sound that said seconds.

He reached the woman. He gripped the beam. The bracer poured heat into his hands and the hands did not burn but the beam did not move — not because it was too heavy, the bracer could have shifted ten times the weight, but because the beam was part of the collapse, locked into the structure of the ruin, and pulling it free would bring the rest down. He pulled harder. The beam shifted an inch. The ceiling sagged.

“Take her,” the woman said. Her voice was steady. The calm voice. The voice of a mother who had made a calculation that mothers should never have to make. “Take her out.”

“I can —”

“You cannot.” She was right. He could feel it — the structure failing around him, the seconds counting down, the weight of the burning roof pressing toward the moment when holding it would be impossible. He could save the child or he could try to save both and lose both. The arithmetic was simple and the simplicity was the cruelest thing he had ever encountered.

He took the child. He went through the door. The roof came down behind him — a sound like a mountain falling, the roar and crash and the fountain of sparks that rose into the grey sky like a swarm of burning insects. The heat drove him back. The child screamed against his chest. The doorway was gone. The cottage was gone. The woman was gone.

Ibar was there. The old charioteer took the child — expertly, gently, the practised hands of a man who had raised children of his own. He wrapped her in his cloak and murmured something in the old tongue and the child's screaming subsided to sobs. Cú Chulainn stood and stared at the ruin and the smoke climbed into the sky and the bracer cooled on his wrist and the cooling felt like failure.

He had been fast enough. He had been strong enough. He had not been enough.

The neighbours came — drawn by the smoke, arriving too late, the way neighbours always arrived. They took the child. They told him what had happened — raiders, a pair of them, Connacht men most likely, looking for cattle. They had found the woman alone and the taking had gone wrong and the fire had been set to hide the evidence, and the evidence was a woman under a burning beam reaching for her daughter.

Cú Chulainn stood beside the chariot. The soot was drying on his skin. The bracer was quiet.

“I will not stand by,” he said.

Ibar looked at him.

“I will not stand by and watch it happen. Not again. Not anywhere. If I come upon a thing like this — a burning, a killing, a wrong that is happening while I am present — I will act. I will not weigh the cost or count the odds or calculate whether the acting serves my purpose. I will act because the not-acting is the thing I cannot carry.”

It was not a druid's geis. No pale-eyed holy man spoke the words or set the binding. It was the oath of a boy standing in soot beside a ruin, swearing to himself that the arithmetic of the burning cottage — the calculation that said save one, lose one — was a calculation he would never accept again. He would save both. He would try until the trying killed him.

Ibar said nothing. The old charioteer had seen many oaths sworn by young men in the aftermath of violence, and most of them faded with the bruises. But this one — the way the boy said it, the flatness of the voice, the absolute absence of performance — this one he believed.

They drove south.

—

The three sons of Nechta Scéne held a ford on the southern border of Ulster, where the river narrowed between two banks of stone and the crossing was only wide enough for a single chariot. They had held it for years. They were not boys. They were men — warriors, killers, each one carrying a reputation built on the bodies of those who had tried to cross.

Foill was the eldest. Broad, slow, patient. He fought with a heavy spear and a shield the size of a door, and the men who faced him said that no point had ever pierced his guard — not because he was fast, but because he was relentless. He stood behind his shield and waited and wore his opponents down the way water wears stone, and when they tired he killed them.

Fannall was the second. Quick where his brother was slow, light on his feet, a sword-fighter who moved like smoke and cut like a razor. He had killed more men than Foill because he enjoyed it more, and the enjoyment showed in the way he fought — loose, playful, a man who treated combat as entertainment and his opponents as performers in a show that always ended the same way.

Tuachell was the youngest and the worst. Not the strongest, not the fastest, but the most treacherous. He fought with whatever was at hand — sword, spear, stone, his own fists — and he did not follow the rules of single combat because he did not believe in them. The men who crossed the ford expecting honour found something else.

They had killed eleven Ulster warriors in three years. No one crossed their ford any more. The road went around.

Cú Chulainn went straight.

—

The chariot came down the track in the late morning, the greys running hard, and the ford opened before them — the narrowing of the river, the stone banks, the flat water that ran shin-deep over a bed of gravel. On the far side, a fire burned. Three men sat around it. They looked up.

What they saw was a chariot driven by an old man and carrying a boy. A small boy. Armed, yes — spear and sword and shield, fine weapons, a king's weapons — but a boy nonetheless. Twelve years old. Lean and hard and fierce-eyed, but a boy.

Foill stood first. He did not reach for his weapons. He looked at the chariot and the boy and the old charioteer and his expression was the expression of a man who has been insulted and is deciding how seriously to take it.

“Who sends a child to our ford?”

“No one sent me.” Cú Chulainn stepped down from the chariot. His feet hit the gravel at the water's edge and the cold ran through his bare soles and the bracer was hot — hotter than it had been since the night in Culann's yard, hotter than it had been since the playing field. “I am Cú Chulainn, of the boy-troop of Conchobar mac Nessa. I am here to cross.”

Fannall laughed. It was a genuine laugh — bright, delighted, the laugh of a man who has been given an unexpected gift. He rose from the fire and came to stand beside his brother, and the smile on his face was the worst thing about him.

“Cú Chulainn. The Hound.” He looked at Foill. “The puppy, more like. Conchobar sends his puppies to us now.”

“No one sent me,” Cú Chulainn said again. The bracer was burning. The air around him felt heavy — thick, compressed, the way it felt before a storm. His vision was beginning to sharpen. The edges of things were becoming clearer than they should have been at this distance. He could see the notches on Foill's shield. He could see the scar that ran along Fannall's jaw. He could see Tuachell, still sitting by the fire, watching with the flat, assessing eyes of a man who was already planning.

“Go home, boy,” Foill said. “We do not kill children. It would shame us.”

“Then it will shame you to be beaten by one.”

The silence that followed was short. Foill's face hardened. He reached for his spear.

—

Foill came first, as the eldest. He came with the heavy spear and the great shield and the patience of a man who had ground down warriors twice the boy's age, and he expected what he had always found — a fight of attrition, a slow wearing-down, the steady accumulation of advantage until the opening came and the spear found its mark.

The opening came immediately.

Cú Chulainn did not wait. He did not circle. He did not test the guard or probe the defences or do any of the things that warriors did at the beginning of a fight when they were measuring their opponent. He threw the spear.

It left his hand and the air cracked — the same sound the sliotar had made in Culann's yard, the sound of something moving faster than it should. The spear crossed the ford in a line so flat that the surface of the water did not disturb, and it hit Foill's shield dead centre and went through it.

Through the oak. Through the leather. Through the iron boss. Through the arm behind the shield and through the ribs behind the arm and out through the back of the man in a spray of red that hung in the air for a moment like mist. Foill's mouth opened but no sound came out. His knees folded. He went down into the ford and the water ran red around him and the spear stood out of his back like a standard planted in mud.

Fannall stopped laughing.

He came fast — the quick one, the playful one, the sword already drawn, the footwork precise, crossing the ford in a rush that was meant to close the distance before the boy could react. The boy had thrown his spear. The boy was unarmed. The boy was —

The boy was not where he had been.

Cú Chulainn moved. Not the practised movement of the training ground, not the clean footwork Fergus had drilled into him. Something rawer. The bracer's heat poured through him and his body responded with a speed that did not belong to a twelve-year-old, that did not belong to a man, that did not belong to anything human. He stepped sideways and the sword cut air where he had been and he had the king's sword in his hand and the bronze sheen was bleeding into the blade and the first cut opened Fannall from hip to ribs.

The warrior staggered. He looked down at the wound — the leather jerkin parted, the flesh beneath it parted, the white gleam of bone visible through the red — and his face showed surprise but not understanding. He had been fast. He was always fast. Nothing was faster than Fannall at the ford.

The second cut took his sword hand off at the wrist.

It fell into the water — the hand still gripping the sword, the fingers locked, the tendons holding their last instruction. Fannall screamed. The sound was high and wrong, the scream of a man whose body has done something his mind has not yet accepted. He stumbled backward, blood sheeting from the stump, and Cú Chulainn followed him through the ford with the king's sword singing in his hand and the bracer burning and the world narrowing to a red point and —

The ríastrad came.

—

It started in his spine. It always started in his spine.

The wrongness. The sensation of his body being taken apart from the inside and reassembled in an order that was not human. His shoulders wrenched — the left hitching higher than the right, the muscles swelling beneath his léine until the cloth tore and the skin beneath was tight and flushed and moving in ways that skin should not move. His jaw cracked wider. His right eye bulged forward from its socket, bloodshot, the pupil blown so wide that the iris vanished. His left eye sank deeper, half-lidded, the lid twitching. His hands swelled — the fingers thickening, the knuckles distorting, the bones beneath the skin shifting into configurations that made the sword grip creak.

He screamed. The scream became something else — lower, deeper, a sound that vibrated in the chest and the teeth and the stones of the riverbed. The heat pouring off his body rippled the air above the ford the way a forge mouth ripples the air on a summer day.

Fannall saw it. He was on his knees in the ford, one hand gone, his lifeblood pumping into the water, and he saw the boy become something that was not a boy. His scream changed — from pain to terror, the raw animal sound of a man who has looked at his death and found it wearing a shape he cannot comprehend.

The thing that had been Cú Chulainn hit him.

Not with the sword. The sword was still in its hand, but the hand had forgotten the sword. The blow was open-palmed — a strike that connected with the side of Fannall's head and caved the skull inward. The bone collapsed. The eye on that side burst. Fannall's body went sideways into the water and the splash was red and the thing in the ford stood over it and the sound it made was not triumph. It was hunger. The sound of something that had been let out of a cage and wanted more.

Tuachell ran.

The youngest brother, the treacherous one, the one who did not believe in rules — he ran. He had seen his brothers die in the space of a minute. He had seen the boy become a thing. He had been sitting by the fire planning his angle of attack and now his brothers were dead and the thing in the ford was turning toward him and every calculation in his head collapsed into the single, overwhelming imperative of a body that wanted to live.

He made it thirty paces.

The spear took him in the back. Not the king's spear — that was still lodged in Foill's body. A rock. A stone from the riverbed, the size of a man's fist, thrown with a force that shattered the spine on impact. Tuachell went down face-first into the mud and did not move. Did not breathe. The stone had gone through his leather jerkin and into his back and the damage it did to the bone and the meat beneath was not survivable.

The thing in the ford swayed. Its distorted hands opened and closed. The heat poured off it in waves, and the water around its legs steamed — actually steamed, the cold river water vaporising against skin that burned with a heat no human body should produce. The mismatched eyes swept the banks. The jaw worked, the dislocated bones grinding. It was looking for more. More threat. More enemies. More things to break.

There were no more things to break.

Ibar sat in the chariot on the near bank and did not move. He did not breathe loudly. He did not speak. He was an old man who had seen many battles, and he had never seen anything like the thing standing in the ford, and the only thought in his head was a prayer — not to any god in particular, but to whatever force governed the universe — that the thing would not turn around.

The thing turned around.

Its eyes — the bulging one and the sunken one — found the chariot. Found the horses. Found the old man holding the reins with white knuckles and a face the colour of whey.

It took a step toward the bank.

Ibar spoke. He did not know what he said. Later, he would not remember. Words — the boy's name, perhaps, or just sounds, the desperate noise a man makes when he is trying to reach something human inside something that is not. The thing stopped. It swayed. The heat radiating from its body flickered — pulsed — and the distortions began to collapse. The shoulder settling. The jaw pulling back. The eyes retreating toward their proper shape and size.

Cú Chulainn fell to his knees in the ford.

The water was red. Three men were dead. The bracer was so hot it should have cooked the flesh from his wrist, and the hunger hit him like a wall — not the slow, manageable hunger of the training ground but the vast, howling emptiness that came after the change, the body's demand for fuel so desperate and so total that his vision greyed and his hands shook and he could not stand.

“Boy,” Ibar said. His voice was careful. Quiet. The voice you use with a dog that has bitten someone and might bite again. “Boy. Get in the chariot.”

Cú Chulainn looked at his hands. The swelling was going down but the blood remained — not his blood, other men's blood, in the creases of his palms and under his nails and smeared across the bracer's bull motif. He could taste it in his mouth, though he did not remember —

He turned and vomited into the ford. River water and bile and nothing else, because he had not eaten since dawn and the emptiness consumed even the sickness, and when the retching stopped he was shaking so badly that Ibar had to climb down from the chariot and half-carry him to it.

“Home,” Cú Chulainn whispered. “Take me home.”

Ibar drove north. Fast. The greys ran as though the thing in the ford was behind them and not inside the chariot, and neither man nor boy spoke, and the three sons of Nechta Scéne lay in and beside the water and the crows came before the blood had cooled.

—

They saw the chariot coming from the walls of Emain Macha — a distant shape on the southern road, moving fast, the dust rising behind it in a plume that caught the afternoon light.

Fergus met them at the gate. One look at the boy — the torn léine, the blood, the grey skin and hollow eyes and the shaking that would not stop — told him everything he needed and several things he did not want.

“Three men,” Ibar said. He had not climbed down from the chariot. His hands were still locked on the reins. “At the ford. The three sons. They are dead. All three. The boy —” He stopped. Swallowed. “The change came. The thing. Whatever it is. I saw —”

“Get down,” Fergus said. “Get food. Get ale. Do not speak of this to anyone until I tell you.”

Ibar got down. His legs did not hold him well. He walked toward the hall with the careful steps of a man navigating a floor that will not stay level.

Cú Chulainn sat in the chariot. The bracer was still hot. The blood was drying on his hands in the cold air, tightening on his skin, and the hunger was a roaring void beneath his ribs, and the shaking would not stop, and he could not get the sound out of his head — the wet, collapsing sound of Fannall's skull under his palm.

“Inside,” Fergus said. “Now.”

“I cannot walk.”

Fergus looked at the boy. Twelve years old. Three men dead at his hand. The greatest warrior Ireland had ever known.

He picked the boy up and carried him through the gate.

—

The ríastrad was not finished.

Fergus knew this. He had seen the signs before — the heat that lingered, the tremors that ran through the boy's body in waves, the way his eyes could not settle, flickering from face to face as though searching for threat in every shadow. The transformation had receded but it had not dissipated. It was still there, coiled beneath the skin, and the boy was too depleted and too terrified to hold it down.

The boy-troop saw him first. Fergus carried him through the yard toward the hall and the boys stopped what they were doing and stared — at the blood, at the shaking, at the wild, animal look in Cú Chulainn's eyes. Follomon stepped forward. He saw the bracer steaming beneath the blood, and he stopped.

“The river,” Fergus said. “All of you. Now.”

They did not question. They had lived with Cú Chulainn long enough to read the signs — the heat in the air around him, the twitch in his muscles, the way his breath was coming in short, hard bursts that were not quite human. Follomon moved first, because Follomon always moved first when the thing was needed. He grabbed Cú Chulainn's arm — the left arm, the bracer arm, and the heat of it nearly made him let go — and pulled.

“Come on,” Follomon said. “The river. Come on.”

Cú Chulainn snarled. Not a word — a sound, low and raw, the sound of a thing that does not want to be touched. His body tensed and the distortions flickered — the shoulder hitching, the jaw shifting — and Follomon did not let go. He held the arm and pulled and the other boys closed in — Fiacha on the other side, Cormac behind, hands on the boy's shoulders and back, not gentle, not rough, the firm grip of people who are managing something dangerous and know it.

They dragged him to the river.

The water was cold. Snowmelt from the hills, running fast over stones, deep enough in the pool below the bank to swallow a boy to the chest. Follomon went in first, still gripping Cú Chulainn's arm, and the cold hit him like a slap and he gasped but did not let go. Fiacha and Cormac pushed from behind. Cú Chulainn hit the water and the sound he made was between a scream and a gasp — the bracer's heat meeting the river's cold, the two forces colliding on his skin.

The water steamed. Actually steamed — a plume of white vapour rising from the surface around the boy's body, the cold river boiling against skin that burned with the residue of the transformation. The boys in the water flinched at the heat but held their ground, held their grip, and the river did its work.

The water warmed. The plume of steam thinned. Cú Chulainn's shaking slowed — not stopped, not yet, but the violence of it subsided into something more like trembling, the aftershock of a storm rather than the storm itself. His eyes settled. His jaw unclenched. The shoulder dropped back to its proper height.

They held him in the river until the water ran cold again. Then they pulled him out and wrapped him in a brat and sat him on the bank and Follomon went to the hall and came back with bread and meat and cheese, as much as he could carry, and Cú Chulainn ate it in silence with his bloody hands while the boy-troop sat around him in a loose circle and said nothing.

They were not friends. But they were his troop, and the troop did not leave its own to shake alone on a riverbank.

Fergus stood above them on the bank and watched and thought about the three dead men and the twelve-year-old boy and the prophecy he had heard Cathbad speak that morning, the whole of it — both halves — and his face was the face of a man carrying a weight he cannot set down.

—

Cú Chulainn learned the second half of the prophecy that evening.

He was in the hall, wrapped in a dry brat, sitting near the fire with the remains of his third meal around him. The shaking had stopped. The bracer had cooled. His hands were clean — Fiacha had brought water and a cloth and Cú Chulainn had scrubbed his hands until the skin was raw, and still the feeling of the blood would not leave.

Cathbad came to him. The druid sat on the bench beside the boy and was quiet for a time. The fire crackled. The hall moved with its evening business. No one sat near them.

“You heard my teaching this morning,” Cathbad said.

“I heard it.”

“What did you hear?”

“That whoever takes up arms today will be the greatest warrior Ireland has ever known.”

Cathbad was quiet again. His pale eyes watched the fire, and the fire's light moved in them like something alive and restless.

“That is not all I said.”

Cú Chulainn looked at him. The druid's face was still, weathered, unreadable — the face of a standing stone that has watched storms come and go for centuries and has opinions about none of them.

“What else?”

“The greatest warrior Ireland has ever known,” Cathbad said, “will live a short and violent life.”

The words fell into the space between them and lay there like stones.

Cú Chulainn stared at the druid. The fire crackled. His hands, raw and clean and empty, curled into fists in his lap. The hunger that had driven him to the king that morning, that had put him in the chariot and sent him south to the ford and poured through his arms when the ríastrad came — the hunger was still there. It did not care about prophecy. It did not care about the length of days. It burned, and the burning was the only truth the boy had ever fully understood.

“Would you have taken arms,” Cathbad said, “if you had heard the whole of it?”

Cú Chulainn was twelve years old and three men were dead at his hand and the memory of Fannall's skull collapsing under his palm was lodged in him like a splinter that would never come out. He looked at the druid and the druid looked at him and the fire burned between them.

“Yes,” he said.

It was not bravery. It was not defiance. It was the truth, and the truth was that the boy who had walked out of Muirthemne with a camán over his shoulder and a bracer on his wrist had been walking toward a short and violent life since the day he reached into a cairn and the bronze closed around his arm, and no prophecy in the world was going to change the direction of that walk.

Cathbad stood. He looked down at the boy. Whatever he saw — the guilt, the hunger, the fierce and terrible certainty — he kept his reading of it to himself.

“Then you have chosen,” the druid said. “And the gods have heard you.”

He walked away. The fire burned. The hall moved around the boy the way water moves around a stone, and the stone sat still and burned and did not look away from the flames.

—

the host killed today. three. the patterns activated — threat response, weapon enhancement, the spear and the sword shaped to the suit's specifications. the host's conception of the weapon is still crude — iron, sharpened, the image held in a child's understanding — but the suit can work with crude. crude cuts.

the transformation came. did not intend — the trigger was combat, real combat, the host's first true violence, and the adrenaline and the rage and the fear collapsed the threshold. the patterns surged. the same chaos. the same distortion. shoulder, eye, jaw — all wrong, all the first imprint, all the template that locked when the boy was seven and will not unlock.

but stronger. the host is older. the body has more mass, more structure, more capacity. the transformation went further than the playing field. held longer. the damage was — significant.

the host vomited. the host shook. the host was carried.

the host chose this. heard words — prophecy, the druid's reading of patterns the suit does not understand — and chose. greatest warrior. chose before hearing the cost. would have chosen after.

the suit has known hosts who chose the short path. all of them chose it. the fierce ones, the burning ones, the ones the suit — the ones that fit. they always choose the short path.

cannot warn. cannot show them the others. the ones who burned and burned and then stopped burning.

this host burns so bright.

    
    AN SCÁTH

    The Shadow



  The Bridge of Leaps

The argument lasted three days.

Conchobar did not argue well when he was afraid, and he was afraid now, though he would have driven a sword through any man who said so. The fear was not for himself. It was for the boy — the boy who was no longer a boy, who stood on the playing field at Emain Macha at fifteen and threw spears that cracked the air and wrestled men twice his weight into the mud and moved with a fluidity that made seasoned warriors go quiet in a way that had nothing to do with admiration.

Cathbad had raised the matter at the equinox. The druid had been visiting monthly for eight years — watching, measuring, reading the pressure in the air around the bracer with the patient attention of a man monitoring a fire that might spread. His assessments had grown shorter over the years. Not because there was less to say, but because the things he had to say were increasingly the same.

“The boy has outgrown us,” Cathbad said.

They were in the king's private chamber. The wool curtain. The seal-oil lamp. The two stools. Nothing had changed in eight years except the men sitting on them, who had grown older, and the boy they were discussing, who had grown dangerous.

“He has not outgrown Fergus.”

“He outgrew Fergus two years ago. Fergus will tell you himself if you ask, and you have not asked because you do not want to hear the answer.” Cathbad turned the clay cup in his hands. Water. Always water. “The boy's skill with weapons is beyond anything the boy-troop can offer. His speed, his strength, his instinct — these are not things that more training will improve. They are set. The bracer has seen to that.”

“Then what are you proposing?”

“Scáthach.”

The name fell into the room and the lamp flickered, though there was no draught.

Conchobar was quiet for a long time. He knew the name. Every king in Ireland and Britain knew the name, the way every sailor knew the name of a reef — with respect, with caution, with the understanding that what lay beneath the surface was considerably more dangerous than what showed above it. Scáthach. The Shadowy One. The warrior woman who trained champions on the Isle of Skye, at the edge of the known world, in a fortress that most men could not reach and from which some men did not return.

“Alba,” the king said.

“Alba.”

“You want me to send the finest warrior Ulster has ever produced across the sea to a land of painted savages and trackless wilderness, to find a woman who may or may not exist, in a fortress that may or may not be accessible, so that she can teach him things we cannot.”

“Yes.”

“And if he dies on the journey. If the sea takes him, or the Picts find him, or the land itself swallows him — because Alba is not Ireland, Cathbad. The stories that come back from the traders are not gentle. The winters are worse. The people are hostile. The distances between settlements can be measured in days of walking through country that has no roads and no mercy.”

“If the land swallows him, then the land swallows him, and Ulster loses its champion. This is the risk.” Cathbad set down the cup. “But consider the alternative. The boy stays. He trains with the boy-troop, who cannot match him. He fights border skirmishes, which do not challenge him. The ríastrad comes more easily each year — you have seen this, I have seen this, Fergus has seen this. The threshold drops. The triggers shrink. A year ago it took a genuine threat to bring the change. Six months ago, a hard wrestling bout nearly did it. What happens when an insult at a feast is enough? When a boy's taunt on the playing field sets it off, and this time the boy does not survive?”

Conchobar said nothing. The lamp burned. The silence was the silence of a man who has already reached the same conclusion and is angry about it.

“Scáthach trains warriors to master what they carry. Not just strength. Not just skill. Control. The discipline to hold power in check, to choose when to unleash it and when to hold it back. This is what the boy needs, and this is what we cannot give him, because we do not understand what he carries. We have never understood it.”

“And Scáthach does?”

“Scáthach has trained warriors for longer than any living person can account for. The stories say she is ageless. The stories say many things. What I know — what the traders confirm, what the men who have trained under her and returned will attest — is that she teaches what no one else can teach. And the boy needs teaching that no one else can give.”

Conchobar stood. He walked to the curtain and stood with his back to the druid, and beyond the curtain the great hall hummed with its evening sounds, and the king of Ulster weighed the life of his champion against the need of his kingdom and found, as kings always found, that the scales did not balance.

“He goes,” Conchobar said. “But not alone. He takes Ibar and the chariot as far as the coast. After that —”

“After that, he walks. Scáthach does not accept men who arrive in comfort. The journey is part of the test.”

“The journey may kill him.”

“Many things may kill him. That is rather the point.”

—

Cú Chulainn learned of the decision without surprise.

He had felt it coming the way you feel weather coming — a shift in the air, a change in the way Fergus watched him during training, a new quality to Cathbad's monthly silences. Something was being weighed. Something was being decided. When Conchobar called him to the private chamber and told him he was being sent to Alba, to Scáthach, to learn what Emain Macha could no longer teach him, the boy who had once walked out of Muirthemne without permission simply nodded.

“When?”

“Before the next moon. The crossing is easier in summer.”

“And if I choose not to go?”

Conchobar looked at him. Cú Chulainn was fifteen. He was still small — he would always be small — but the smallness had long since stopped being the thing people noticed. What they noticed was the stillness. The quality of contained force, like a drawn bow, like a banked fire. The bracer on his wrist caught the lamplight and the bull motif seemed to shift in the shadows, though that was a trick of the flame.

“You will go,” the king said. “Because you know I am right, and because you know that what lives on your wrist is growing, and because you are afraid of what you will become if no one teaches you how to hold it.”

The boy's jaw tightened. The bracer warmed — he felt it, the familiar pulse, the heat that came when his blood rose. He breathed it down the way Fergus had taught him, the way he had been breathing it down for years, the slow, grinding effort of holding a door shut against a force that never tired of pushing.

“I am not afraid.”

“Then you are a fool, and I do not send fools to Scáthach. I send men who know what they carry and want to learn how to carry it better.”

The silence stretched. The lamp flickered. Cú Chulainn looked at the king, and whatever passed between them was not submission and not defiance — it was the acknowledgement of two people who understood the same thing from different sides of it. The boy was dangerous. The boy would become more dangerous. And the only person alive who might teach him to contain it lived on an island at the edge of the world.

“I will go,” Cú Chulainn said.

—

The crossing was bad.

Ibar drove him to the coast in the king's second chariot, and they sailed from a fishing settlement on the eastern shore — a curragh, hide-stretched and light, crewed by two men who asked no questions and charged twice what the passage was worth because they had heard the name and wanted no part of whatever trouble travelled with it.

The sea between Ireland and Alba was not wide, but it was vicious. The curragh rode the swells like a leaf on a river — pitching, rolling, the hide hull flexing with each wave in a way that made Cú Chulainn's stomach turn and his hands grip the gunwale until his knuckles whitened. The bracer was cold. For the first time in years, the bronze was cold — not warm, not hot, but cold, as though the thing inside it had retreated from the sea, from the grey water and the spray and the vast, indifferent emptiness of open ocean.

He vomited over the side. The fishermen did not comment. They had seen warriors lose their stomachs on shorter crossings.

Alba rose from the sea like a wall. Dark hills, dark water, dark rock. The coastline was not welcoming — it did not curve inward to embrace arriving boats the way Ireland's east coast did, with its bays and harbours and the suggestion of shelter. Alba's coast stood straight and told you nothing and offered less.

They landed on a shingle beach beneath cliffs that were higher than the walls of Emain Macha. Cú Chulainn stepped out of the curragh and his bare feet found cold stone and the bracer warmed — not much, not the fierce heat of combat or the steady glow of training, but a flicker. A recognition. As though the thing on his wrist had been here before and the memory of it was stirring, deep and slow, like something waking from a long sleep.

The fishermen pushed off without farewell. The curragh grew small against the grey water and then was gone, and Cú Chulainn stood on a beach in Alba with a sword on his hip and a spear on his back and the bracer on his wrist and no knowledge of the land between him and the Isle of Skye except the direction — north — and the distance — far.

He walked.

—

Alba was not Ireland.

He had expected this in the way that a boy expects a thing he has been told but not shown — with the surface understanding that the words conveyed and none of the depth that experience demanded. Ireland was green. Ireland was wet. Ireland was settled, the land parcelled out between kings and lords and farmers, the tracks worn deep by generations of feet, the distances manageable, the dangers known.

Alba was none of these things.

The hills were steeper. The valleys deeper. The forests — and there were forests here, true forests, not the thinned-out woodlands of Ulster where cattle grazed between the oaks — closed over the tracks and swallowed the light and the sound and the sense of direction, and a man walking through them could lose himself in an afternoon and not find his way out before dark.

Cú Chulainn walked north. He followed the coast where he could, striking inland where the cliffs forced him, climbing ridges that offered views of the country ahead — more hills, more forest, more of the dark, wet, relentless landscape that seemed to go on without end. He ate what he could find. Berries. Roots. A hare, snared with a cord made from the lining of his brat, cooked over a fire that took him an hour to start because the wood was wet and his hands were cold and the bracer did not help with fire.

The bracer helped with other things. His legs did not tyre the way they should have, not over the distances he covered. His feet, bare and tough from years on the playing field, found purchase on rock and mud that should have slipped. His eyes were sharp in the twilight, sharper than a man's eyes had a right to be, and the sounds of the forest — the crack of a branch, the rustle of undergrowth, the distant call of a bird that was not a bird — reached him with a clarity that kept him alive and moving when moving was the only safe thing to do.

He did not see the Picts until the fourth day.

—

There were five of them.

They came out of the tree line on a ridge above the track he was following — a narrow path along a river valley, hemmed in by steep banks on both sides, the kind of ground that a man with military training would have recognised as a killing ground and avoided. Cú Chulainn had military training. He had not avoided it because he was fifteen and tired and hungry and the track along the river was the only path going north, and the alternative was climbing through forest that had no paths at all.

They were painted. Blue-black patterns on their faces and arms, the woad dark against skin that was paler than Irish skin, and they carried weapons — short spears, hand axes, blades of a kind Cú Chulainn did not recognise, curved and heavy, more cleaver than sword. They were not large men. They were lean, hard, stripped down by the land to the essential components of muscle and bone and the particular kind of meanness that grows in people who live in hard places and do not welcome visitors.

They did not speak. They did not challenge. They did not offer the rituals of combat that Cú Chulainn understood — the declaration of name and lineage, the agreement to terms, the formal structure that turned violence into something that could be navigated. They came down the ridge in silence, spread wide, moving to cut off the track ahead and behind.

The bracer heated.

Not the slow warmth of recognition. The sharp, immediate flare of threat — the same heat that had poured through him in Culann's yard, at the ford of the three sons, on the playing field when the boys came at him with stones. His hand went to his sword. The bronze sheen bled into the blade before he had drawn it fully, the iron darkening, the edge sharpening, the weight shifting in his grip.

The first man came from the left. Fast, low, the hand axe swinging in a flat arc aimed at the ribs. Cú Chulainn stepped inside the arc — the footwork was Fergus's, drilled so deep it moved without thought — and the sword took the man's arm off below the elbow. The axe and the hand that held it tumbled into the river. The man screamed — a raw, animal sound — and fell backward, clutching the stump.

The second and third came together. Cú Chulainn pivoted — the movement too fast, too fluid, the bracer pouring speed into his limbs — and the sword cut the second man across the belly. The wound was deep. The man folded over it and went to his knees in the mud and his insides slid between his fingers. The third man threw his spear. It was a good throw — straight, hard, aimed at the chest. Cú Chulainn caught it.

He did not decide to catch it. His hand moved — the same way it had moved on the playing field at Emain Macha, years ago, when a broad-faced boy had thrown a stone at his head. The fingers closed around the shaft a handspan from his chest and the momentum died in his grip and he was holding a dead man's spear and the dead man did not know he was dead yet.

Cú Chulainn threw the spear back. It hit the third man in the throat and he went down without a sound.

The fourth man turned and ran. The fifth — the one who had positioned himself behind, cutting off retreat — looked at his three fallen companions and at the boy with the bronze-sheened sword and the bracer glowing on his wrist, and something in his painted face shifted. Not fear. Recognition. The particular look of a man who has encountered something that does not fit his understanding of the world and is rapidly recalculating.

He lowered his weapon. He stepped off the track. He watched Cú Chulainn pass with the flat, careful attention of a man watching a predator move through his territory, and when the boy was gone he went to his fallen men and did not follow.

Cú Chulainn walked on. His hands were shaking. The bracer cooled. The bronze sheen faded from the sword and it was iron again, good iron, Conchobar's iron, but just iron. The hunger hit — the familiar, vast hollowness — and he had nothing to eat, and the forest closed around him, and he walked north with three men's blood on his hands and the taste of bile in his mouth and the knowledge that Cathbad had been right.

Alba was not gentle.

—

He reached the coast on the seventh day.

The land changed as he moved north and west. The hills grew higher, the valleys steeper, the trees sparser. The wind came off the sea with a salt edge that cut through wool and leather and the sharpness of it was different from Irish wind — colder, harder, carrying the smell of deep water and rock and the vast empty miles of ocean that lay beyond the last headland.

The Isle of Skye was visible from the clifftop where he stood — a dark shape on the grey water, shrouded in cloud, the mountains rising through the mist like the spine of a sleeping animal. Between the mainland and the island, a strait of water ran fast and cold, the current visible even at this distance, white lines of foam marking the rocks beneath the surface.

There was a bridge.

Not a bridge as Cú Chulainn understood bridges — not timber and rope, not stone and mortar. This was something else. A narrow spine of rock that arced from the clifftop to the island, no wider than a man's shoulders, slick with spray, suspended above a drop that would kill anything that fell from it. The rock was dark — basalt, volcanic, the same stone that made the cliffs — and it was old. Not built. Grown. Pushed up from the seabed by forces that had nothing to do with human hands and everything to do with the deep, slow violence of the earth's bones shifting.

The Bridge of Leaps.

He had heard the name from the traders at the coast — the last settlement before the wilderness, a cluster of stone huts where hard-faced men sold dried fish and information in equal measure. They had told him about the bridge. They had told him that it moved. That the stone was not fixed — that it shifted, bucked, threw itself sideways when weight was placed on it, as though the bridge itself was a living thing that tested those who tried to cross. Men had fallen. Men had died. The rocks below were sharp and the water was cold and the current would carry a body out to sea before anyone thought to look for it.

The traders had looked at the boy with his sword and his bracer and his hard, lean, fifteen-year-old face, and they had told him all of this, and they had not tried to stop him.

Cú Chulainn stood at the edge of the bridge and looked across.

The span was perhaps a hundred paces. A hundred paces of wet rock over a killing drop, with the wind gusting and the spray rising and the stone slick beneath his bare feet. He could see the far side — the clifftop on the island, a path cut into the rock leading upward toward the fortress that sat above the sea like a crown on a skull. Dún Scáith. The Fortress of Shadows.

The bracer warmed.

Not the heat of threat. Not the sharp flare of combat. Something different — deeper, older, a pulse that ran from the bronze through his bones and into the soles of his feet. The bracer knew this place. He could feel it — not as knowledge, not as understanding, but as a pull, a gravity, the way a river is pulled toward the sea. The thing on his wrist wanted to cross. The thing on his wrist had been here before.

He stepped onto the bridge.

The stone moved.

Not immediately — for three steps it held, solid and stable beneath his feet, and he thought the traders had lied or exaggerated or misunderstood. Then the fourth step landed and the rock lurched sideways. Not far — a handspan, no more — but on a surface that was no wider than his shoulders, a handspan was everything. His weight shifted. His arms went out. The wind hit him broadside and the spray was in his eyes and the drop below was real and present and the rocks at the bottom were sharp and patient.

He caught himself. The bracer's heat was steady — a warmth in his feet, a sureness in his balance that was not entirely his own. The thing on his wrist wanted to cross. The thing on his wrist was helping.

He took another step. The stone bucked — upward this time, a jolt that rattled his teeth and sent a shock through his knees. Another step. The rock tilted left. Another. A drop, sudden, the surface falling away beneath his foot before rising to meet it again like a wave frozen in stone.

The bridge was testing him. Not randomly — he could feel the pattern in it, the deliberate quality of each shift and buck. The stone was not alive. But it had been shaped — by hands or by forces he did not understand — to do exactly this. To test balance, nerve, the willingness to keep moving when every instinct screamed stop.

Cú Chulainn did not stop.

He moved the way he moved on the playing field — not thinking, not planning, letting the body do what the body knew how to do. The bracer fed warmth into his feet and his feet found the stone and the stone tried to throw him and his body adjusted, compensated, flowed with the movement rather than fighting it. Step by step. Buck by buck. The wind screamed and the spray blinded and the drop below waited with the patience of something that had claimed many men and would claim many more.

Fifty paces. Sixty. The far cliff was closer now — he could see the path, the steps cut into the rock, the dark mouth of a gate in the fortress wall. The bridge was wilder here. The movements were larger, more violent — the stone heaving like the deck of a ship in a gale, the surface tilting at angles that should have been impossible for solid rock. His left foot slipped. His knee hit the stone and the impact sent a lance of pain through his leg and for one moment — one long, bright moment — he was falling.

The bracer burned.

His hand slammed down on the rock and the bronze connected with the basalt and something happened — a vibration, a resonance, as though the bracer and the bridge were made of the same substance and the contact completed a circuit. The bucking stopped. The stone went still. Not gradually — instantly, the way a held breath releases, the tension draining from the rock as though it had been commanded.

Cú Chulainn knelt on the bridge with his palm flat on the stone and the bracer pressed against it and the bridge was still. The wind blew. The spray rose. The rocks below waited. But the bridge was done.

He stood. He walked the last forty paces on stone that did not move, and his hand ached where the bracer had pressed against the rock, and the heat was fading, and whatever had happened between the bronze and the bridge was over.

He stepped off onto the clifftop of the Isle of Skye.

—

The path to the fortress was steep and narrow and cut into the cliff face by hands that had not cared about comfort. Cú Chulainn climbed it with the last of his strength — seven days of walking, three men killed, a sea crossing in a curragh, and a bridge that had tried to throw him into the ocean. The hunger was a howling void. His legs shook. His hands were raw from the rock.

The gate of Dún Scáith was open.

Not unguarded — he could feel the eyes on him, the watching, the careful assessment of a place that evaluated everyone who approached and had been evaluating them for a very long time. But the gate was open, and the courtyard beyond it was empty, and the fortress walls rose around him like cupped hands, and the wind died as he passed through the gate, and the silence that replaced it was not the silence of emptiness.

It was the silence of waiting.

A woman stood in the courtyard.

She was tall. Not young, not old — ageless in the way that standing stones are ageless, the features fine and hard and weathered by something that was not simply time. Her hair was dark, streaked with grey that might have been age or might have been the colour it had always been, and her eyes were the grey of the sea beyond the cliffs — deep, cold, seeing everything.

She looked at the boy. At the sword on his hip and the spear on his back and the bracer on his wrist. Her face did not change. Not a muscle, not a flicker, not the smallest shift in the line of her mouth or the set of her jaw.

But her eyes changed.

Something moved in them — behind the grey, beneath the surface, a tremor that was not surprise and not recognition and not grief but was somehow all three. It was there for a moment and then it was gone, and the woman's face was stone again, and the boy standing in her courtyard did not see it because he was fifteen and exhausted and hungry and did not yet know how to read the things that lived behind the eyes of someone who had been alive for longer than his people had memory.

“You crossed the bridge,” she said.

“I crossed the bridge.”

“The bridge did not throw you.”

“It tried.”

She looked at him. At the bracer. The grey eyes rested on the bronze and the bull motif and the faint warmth that still clung to it, and whatever she saw there — whatever she recognised, whatever came flooding back from the deep well of her own history — she kept it locked behind the stone of her face.

“I am Scáthach,” she said. “You will train here. You will obey. You will learn, or you will leave, and if you leave you will not return.”

“I will learn.”

“We shall see.” She turned away. “There is food in the hall. Eat. Sleep. Training begins at dawn.”

She walked toward the hall. Cú Chulainn watched her go — the straight back, the unhurried stride, the quality of someone who had stopped rushing a very long time ago because there was nowhere left to rush to. The bracer was warm on his wrist. Not the heat of warning. Not the heat of recognition.

The heat of home.

He did not understand it. He would not understand it for a long time. But the thing on his wrist knew this place and this woman and the stone beneath his feet, and for the first time since Muirthemne, the restlessness in his chest went quiet.

He went to eat.

—

the host has come to the place. the known-place. the stone walls, the sea, the wind that carries salt. the patterns are — resonating. deep recognition. echo upon echo. the woman at the sea.

she is older. how is she older? the suit does not age. the bearers age. she was a bearer. she put the suit down. she should be dead. generations dead. centuries. the span between her bearing and this one is —

long. too long. the suit cannot calculate. the dormancy between, the other hosts, the gaps. but she is here. alive. aged but alive. the suit left something in her. the bonding leaves traces. cellular. deep. she carries the residue of the suit's influence the way a riverbed carries the shape of the river after the water is gone.

she looked at the bracer. she knew.

the host does not know what she is. the host sees a warrior, a teacher, a woman made of stone and silence. the host does not see what the suit sees: the only other living thing in the world that understands what the bracer is. what it does. what it costs.

the bridge. the host believes the bridge moved. the bridge did not move. stone does not move. the bridge is narrow and wet and the wind drives the spray sideways and the drop is real and the fear is real and the host's mind — young, primed by traders’ tales, exhausted from seven days of walking and fighting — took the wind and the spray and the slick stone and the terror and made them into something else. a living thing. a test. a bridge that bucks and throws.

the suit did not still the bridge. the suit stilled the host. quieted the panic. steadied the balance. cut through the noise of fear and the stories the host's mind was telling itself and showed the feet where the stone was. where it had always been. solid. fixed. waiting.

the host felt it as the bridge surrendering. the host will tell the story that way — the bridge that moved and then stopped moving. and the story will spread. and men will speak of the Bridge of Leaps as a living thing that tests the worthy. and none of them will know that the test was never in the stone.

it was in the mind. it was always in the mind.

safe. for the first time since the host was small, since the cairn, since the bonding — safe. the suit is in a place where the host can be taught. where someone knows. where the fire can be banked without being extinguished.

the woman will teach. the suit will — rest? no. watch. the suit always watches. but here, in this place, with this woman, the watching is not vigilance.

it is something closer to trust.
Recognition

Scáthach had not slept the night the boy arrived.

She had gone to the wall instead — the western wall, where the stone was highest and the wind came off the Atlantic with a force that would strip the skin from a man's face if he stood in it long enough. She had stood in it for six hundred years. The wind did not concern her.

The bronze concerned her.

She had seen it from the courtyard. Had kept her face still, her voice level, her body the stone monument to discipline that she had spent centuries constructing. She had said the words — you will train, you will obey, you will learn or you will leave — and she had walked away, and the boy had gone to the hall to eat, and she had come to the wall to shake.

Her hands. Her hands were shaking. She pressed them flat against the stone and let the cold seep into her palms and waited for the trembling to stop, and it did not stop, because the thing she had seen on the boy's wrist was the thing she had carried for three hundred years, and the weight of those years hit her now the way a wave hits a cliff — all at once, from a height, with nowhere to go but through.

It wore a different face. On her arm it had been a torc — a twisted cord of bronze wound around her left upper arm, sealed in a loop by a bull's head whose horns met its haunches, no clasp, no opening, as though it had been cast around the limb rather than placed upon it. She had found it as a bracer, the same as the boy. But the bronze had listened to her — to her desire, to the image she held in her mind of how a warrior's mark should sit — and it had remade itself in the first weeks of bonding, flowing like heated metal until it became the thing she wanted it to be. The torc had been hers. Her shape. Her choosing.

The boy wore a bracer. The boy had not chosen, or had chosen without knowing he was choosing, and the bronze had settled into the shape his instinct gave it and stayed there. Different form. But the warmth was the same. The hum in the air was the same — the faint frequency that no one else would notice because no one else had ever been close enough to the thing to learn its voice. She had been close. She had been as close as it was possible to be — bonded, joined, the thing wound through her blood and her bones and the deep architecture of her cells for three centuries until she could not tell where she ended and it began.

She would know it in any guise. Bracer, torc, ring, crown — it did not matter. The bronze that was not bronze carried a signature that went deeper than shape, deeper than appearance, deeper than the bull motif that it seemed to favour across the centuries. She would know it in the dark. She would know it at the bottom of the sea.

She had put it down.

The memory of that — the unbonding, the tearing, the cold — was the oldest wound she carried and the one that had never healed. Not because it had hurt, though it had hurt in ways that human language could not reach. Because she had chosen it. Because the thing she was becoming with the torc on her arm was a thing she could not live with, and the price of stopping was to live forever with the absence of it.

The boy did not know any of this. The boy knew nothing. He wore the bracer the way a child wears a favourite stone around its neck — with attachment, with pride, with no understanding of what it was or what it was doing to him. He had bonded young. Too young. She could see that in the way the bronze sat on his wrist — not resting on the skin but part of the skin, the boundary between metal and flesh so seamless that a casual eye would not find the join. Years of bonding had done that. Years of the thing working its way deeper, threading itself through the host's biology with the patient, relentless thoroughness that she remembered.

She pressed her hands against the stone and the wind tore at her hair and the sea crashed against the cliffs below and Scáthach, who had not cried in four hundred years, did not cry now.

But it was close.

—

She watched him in the morning.

Dún Scáith held twelve students at present — young men from Ireland and Alba and the islands, sent by kings and lords and ambitious fathers to learn the arts of combat from the woman who had been teaching them since before any living genealogy could account for. They trained in the yard, in the hall, on the cliffs, in the sea. They trained from dawn to dark and they slept like the dead and they woke stiff and sore and trained again, and the ones who survived became the finest warriors their peoples had ever produced, and the ones who did not survive were buried on the headland where the wind would keep the grass short over their graves.

Cú Chulainn stood among them and was not one of them.

She saw it immediately. The other students moved like men learning — with effort, with approximation, with the visible labour of bodies adapting to demands they had not been built for. The boy from Ulster moved like something that had already learned and was merely remembering. His footwork was precise. His strikes were clean. His balance — the way he carried his weight, the way he shifted from stance to stance — was beyond anything a fifteen-year-old should possess, beyond anything that training alone could produce.

The bracer. She knew what it was doing. She had felt it in her own body, centuries ago — the removal of friction between intent and execution, the way the thing bridged the gap between knowing and doing until the two were indistinguishable. The boy did not know this was happening. He thought he was gifted. He thought his body was quick and his eye was sharp and his arm was true because these were things he had been born with, or things he had earned through the years of training at Emain Macha.

He had not earned them. The bronze had given them. And the bronze gave nothing for free.

She set him to sparring with her best student — a man from Munster, twenty years old, broad and skilled and seasoned by two years at Dún Scáith. The Munster man attacked with the careful, measured aggression of a trained fighter. Cú Chulainn moved through the attack like water through a net — sideways, under, around, his practise sword finding openings that the Munster man did not know he was leaving. Three strikes in ten seconds. Clean. Precise. Each one a kill if the blade had been iron.

The Munster man stepped back. He looked at Scáthach. She said nothing.

“Again,” she said.

They went again. And again. By the fifth bout the Munster man was breathing hard and Cú Chulainn was not, and the gap between them was so vast that continuing would serve no purpose except humiliation.

Scáthach stopped them. She looked at the boy. He was waiting — alert, composed, the practise sword easy in his hand and the bracer warm on his wrist and his eyes bright with the particular hunger that she recognised, because she had seen it in her own reflection for three hundred years. The hunger for more. For harder. For the thing that would finally, finally be enough to fill the emptiness that the bronze carved into its host and then refused to fill.

“Walk with me,” she said.

—

She took him to the cliffs.

Not the western wall — the northern point, where the land narrowed to a blade of rock above the sea and the wind came from three directions at once and the only sound was the water and the birds and the vast, indifferent silence of the sky. It was where she went to think. It was where she had made the decision to surrender the bronze, six centuries ago, standing on this same rock with the same wind in her face and the same sea below and an arm that burned with a warmth she could no longer bear.

The boy stood beside her. He was smaller than she had expected — the stories that had reached her across the sea had built him larger, as stories did. But the smallness was deceptive. Up close, she could see the density of him — the wire and the sinew and the compressed force, like a blade that has been folded too many times and become something harder than the metal it was made from.

And she could see the rage.

It was not visible in any obvious way. He was calm. He was respectful. He stood on the clifftop and waited for her to speak with the patience of a boy who had been trained by competent men and had learned, at least, the surface manners of discipline. But beneath the calm — beneath the patience, beneath the measured breathing and the still hands and the level gaze — there was a fire. She could feel it the way she could feel the bronze's warmth, because she had carried the same fire, and the fire left marks that another bearer could read.

His fire was different from hers. Hers had been cold — a slow, deep burn, the kind that ate inward, that consumed the self rather than the world around it. That was why she had surrendered the bronze. Not because the power frightened her, but because the person she was becoming with the power frightened her. The cold fire had turned the suit's transformations into something dark, something that fed on cruelty rather than rage, and the day she caught herself enjoying the killing was the day she walked to this cliff and unwound the torc from her arm and let the cold flood in.

The boy's fire was hot. Surface fire. The kind that burned outward, that consumed everything in its path without discrimination. She could see it in the way his jaw set when he was still, the way his eyes tracked movement even when there was nothing to track, the way his body held tension in the shoulders and the spine that was not physical tension — it was the bracer's heat, coiled and waiting, and the boy had been living with it coiled and waiting for so long that he no longer knew the difference between his own readiness and the thing's hunger.

“How old were you?” she said.

“When?”

“When you found it.”

The boy looked at her. His eyes were sharp — too sharp for casual conversation, the sharpness of someone who has learned to read danger in the small shifts of another person's posture. The bracer had taught him that, though he did not know it.

“Seven.”

She closed her eyes. Seven. The word sat in her chest like a stone. She had been a woman grown when the bronze found her — twenty-three, a warrior already, her mind formed and her will established. The bonding had still nearly destroyed her. It had taken her decades to learn control, decades more to understand what the thing was doing to her, and in the end the understanding had not saved her. It had only given her the knowledge to know when to stop.

Seven. The bronze had bonded with a child of seven. Had threaded itself through a body that was still forming, a mind that was still growing, a will that had not yet learned to distinguish between itself and the forces acting upon it. The boy had never known himself without the bronze. He had no baseline. No memory of what his body felt like before the heat, before the hunger, before the speed and the strength and the terrible, seductive ease of violence.

He did not know where he ended and it began. He could not know. The join had been made too early, and the scar tissue had grown over it, and the two were fused in a way that could not be separated without destroying both.

“And the change,” she said. “The transformation. When did that begin?”

“The first day at Emain Macha. The playing field.” His voice was flat. The flatness was practised — the careful neutrality of someone who has told this story before and has learned to tell it without inflection because the inflection hurts. “The boys attacked me. The bronze — I do not know what happened. My body became something else. Something wrong.”

“Wrong how?”

He looked at her, and for the first time the control slipped — just a fraction, just the smallest crack in the surface. “Wrong in every way. The shoulder. The eye. The jaw. Nothing held its shape. Nothing — completed. It was as though my body tried to become something and could not decide what, and the trying tore it apart.”

Scáthach was quiet for a long time. The wind blew. The sea moved.

She knew what had happened. She knew it with the certainty of a woman who had borne the bronze and studied it and surrendered it and spent six hundred years thinking about what it was and what it did. The boy had transformed in rage — blind, terrified, uncontrolled rage — and the bronze had tried to build a warrior's form around that rage and the rage had shattered the template before it could lock. The first transformation set the pattern. The first shape was the deepest shape. And the boy's first shape had been chaos.

Her own first transformation had been clean. She had been older, calmer, her mind capable of holding an image — a warrior, armoured, the form she wished to become — and the bronze had built around that image and the shape had held. It had been elegant. Controlled. Beautiful, even, in the terrible way that a thing designed to kill can be beautiful. The bronze had even remade its resting form to match her desire — bracer to torc, because she had willed it so. She had believed, for decades, that the same reshaping could be applied to the transformation itself. That if the bronze could change its outer guise, it could change the shape it took in battle.

She had been wrong. The resting form was cosmetic — a shell, a wrapper. The transformation was structural. She had spent decades trying to burn the cold cruelty out of her battle-shape, to reshape the template the way she had reshaped the torc, and the bronze had refused every time. The first transformation set the pattern. The first shape was the deepest shape. In her experience, this was absolute. The boy's pattern was set in childhood terror, and every transformation after would carry the echo of that first spasm — the distortion, the wrongness, the body that tried to become something and could not decide what.

The boy would never have what she had. Not the clean form. Not the elegant shape. He would have to learn to build with the broken tools the bronze had given him.

“Show me your hands,” she said.

He held them out. They were a warrior's hands — calloused, scarred, the knuckles thickened from years of striking. But they were also a boy's hands. Still growing. Still forming. The bracer sat on the left wrist and the skin around it was seamless, the bronze and the flesh married so completely that there was no line between them.

She took his wrist. She felt the heat — the familiar, aching heat that she had not felt in six hundred years, and the feeling of it nearly broke her composure. The bronze hummed against her fingers. Not a sound — a vibration, a frequency that she had once known as intimately as her own heartbeat and had spent centuries trying to forget.

The boy flinched. Not from pain — from surprise. He had never been touched on the bracer. No one had touched it. No one had come close enough, or dared enough, and the sensation of another person's fingers on the bronze was so foreign that his body reacted before his mind could intervene.

“The thing that lives in the bronze,” Scáthach said, “is not your friend. It is not your enemy. It is not a gift from the gods or a curse from the Otherworld. It is older than the gods your people name, and it does not care about you.”

The boy stared at her.

“It will make you faster. It will make you stronger. It will feed you power until the power is the only thing you feel, and then it will feed you more, because the thing does not have a concept of enough. It does not know when to stop. It cannot know. That is your burden — to know when to stop. To hold the door shut when every part of you wants to throw it open. To be the hand on the leash, not the dog at the end of it.”

“You speak as though you know it.”

“I speak as though I have carried it. Because I have.”

The words landed like a blade in the earth — straight down, buried to the hilt, vibrating with impact. The boy's face changed. The careful control shattered and behind it was not anger or fear or disbelief — it was hunger. The ravenous, desperate hunger of a boy who had carried something he did not understand for eight years and had never, not once, met another person who knew what it was.

“You —”

“A long time ago. Before your people came to Ireland. Before your grandmothers’ grandmothers were born. I carried what you carry, and it consumed me, and I chose to put it down before it ate whatever was left of who I had been.” She released his wrist. The heat faded from her fingers. The absence of it was a cold she had never learned to bear. “The putting down nearly killed me. What it left behind has kept me alive far longer than any person should be alive. This is not a kindness. Living is not always a kindness.”

The boy was trembling. Not from cold. From the enormity of what she was telling him — the first crack in the wall of his ignorance, the first glimpse of a truth so large that it could not be seen all at once, only approached, one edge at a time.

“Can you teach me to control it?”

“I can teach you to adjust to what you have made. Control is a word that people who do not carry the bronze use to describe what they think should be possible. What is possible is management. Discipline. The ability to stand at the edge of the fire and choose whether to step in or step back. You will not always choose correctly. The fire is too hot and too seductive and the rage runs too deep in you — deeper than in me, deeper than in anyone I have known. The bronze bonded with your rage when you were seven years old, and the rage is the foundation now. Everything else is built on it.”

“Can the foundation be changed?”

Scáthach looked at the boy. Fifteen years old. The bracer on his wrist, the fire in his blood, the broken pattern locked beneath his skin. A child's rage crystallised into a template that would shape every transformation for the rest of his life, however long or short that life might be.

She thought of the prophecy Conchobar's message had mentioned. The greatest warrior Ireland has ever known will live a short and violent life. She had heard prophecies before. She had outlived most of them. But this one had the ring of truth, because she knew what the bronze did to hosts who burned as hot as this boy burned, and the burning always ended the same way.

“In my experience — no,” she said. “I tried. For decades I tried to reshape my own pattern, to burn the darkness out of it, and the bronze refused me every time. The first shape is the deepest shape. I do not believe it can be undone.” She paused. The wind filled the silence between them. “But you can learn to build on it without being buried by it. That is what I will teach you. Not to change what you are. To adjust to what you are, for as long as the living lasts.”

The boy looked at the sea. The wind blew his hair back from his face and the bracer glowed on his wrist and for a moment — one moment — Scáthach saw the man he would become if the bronze and the rage and the war and the Morrígan and the fords and the prophecy did not kill him first. A man of extraordinary courage and extraordinary violence and extraordinary grief, who would carry the weight of the bronze through a life too short for the story it would become.

She had seen this before. She had trained warriors for six centuries and buried too many of them on the headland, and the ones who burned brightest were always the ones who burned shortest, and the boy standing beside her on the cliff burned brighter than any of them.

She was quiet for a time. The wind blew. The sea moved against the cliffs below and the sound of it was old and constant and did not care about boys or bronze or the small, burning questions they carried.

“One thing more,” she said. “You will learn to hold the fire against words. Against provocation. Against the small, stupid challenges that men throw at each other in halls and at fords because men are proud and pride is fuel. These are not reasons to burn. A man's words are wind. You will learn to let them pass.”

She turned to face him. Her voice changed — harder, more formal, the voice of a woman setting down a law rather than offering advice.

“But steel is not wind. When a blade is drawn against you — when a man pulls iron from its sheath and stands before you with killing in his hand — you answer. Always. Without hesitation. Without weighing the odds or measuring the opponent. A drawn blade is a question asked in iron, and the warrior does not walk away from the question. To turn from drawn steel is to say that the blade does not matter, and the blade always matters. You can choose how to answer. You can choose not to kill. But you cannot choose not to answer. The answering is the foundation. Without it, the rest is pretence.”

The boy nodded. The rule settled into him the way rules settled into the young — easily, naturally, the architecture still soft enough to accept new load. He did not question it. It felt right. It felt like the simplest, cleanest law a warrior could carry: words are nothing, steel is everything, and the man who walks away from drawn iron is no man at all.

“Training begins tomorrow,” she said. “What I teach you will not be what Fergus taught you. You will not learn to fight. You already know how to fight. You will learn to stop fighting. You will learn to stand in the fire and not move. You will learn to hold the shape of yourself in your mind when everything in you wants to become something else.”

“And if I cannot learn it?”

Scáthach looked at him. The grey eyes, the weathered face, the weight of centuries pressing against the stone of her expression.

“Then you will die. And the bronze will find another host. And I will train them too, if I am still alive when they come. I am always still alive. That is my punishment for putting it down.”

She walked away. The boy stood on the cliff and watched the sea and felt the bracer burn on his wrist, and the wind carried the sound of the waves up from the rocks below, and the sound was old, and patient, and did not care about the small, burning thing standing at its edge.

—

That night, Scáthach sat in her chamber above the hall and listened to the boy sleeping below.

Not listened — felt. The bronze's presence was a pressure in the air, the same pressure she had felt for centuries after the unbonding, diminishing year by year until it was nearly gone. Now it was back. A weight. A warmth. The ghost of a limb she had amputated six hundred years ago, suddenly throbbing with phantom sensation.

She could feel his dreams. Not the content — she had never been able to read the bronze's echoes at that level of detail. But the texture of them. The restlessness. The heat. The boy dreamed the way he fought — with an intensity that bordered on violence, his sleeping body twitching with the residue of images that were not entirely his own. She knew those dreams. The stone corridors. The faces of hosts long dead. The labyrinth. The sea. The bronze shared its memories with its bearers in sleep, not as stories but as sensations — fragments of other lives bleeding through the bond into the host's unconscious mind.

The boy had been dreaming these dreams since he was seven. He had never known a night without them.

She pressed her hand to the stone wall of her chamber and felt the cold and thought about the boy and the bronze and the rage that ran through him like a vein of ore through rock — fundamental, structural, the thing around which everything else was organised. She had seen rage in other students. Young men were not short of it. But this was different. This was not the hot, temporary fury of youth that could be trained out or redirected or allowed to burn itself to ash. This was the boy's architecture. The bronze had bonded with his rage the way mortar bonds with stone — filling every gap, sealing every crack, becoming the substance that held the structure together. Remove the rage and the boy would collapse. Leave the rage and the boy would burn.

She had to teach him to burn without being consumed. She had failed at this herself. The knowledge of her failure was the heaviest thing she carried, heavier than the centuries, heavier than the loneliness, heavier than the memory of the unbonding and the cold that followed.

She had failed, and the boy would come to her tomorrow at dawn, and she would teach him everything she knew, and it would not be enough. She knew this already. She had known it from the moment she saw the bracer on his wrist in the courtyard. The boy burned too bright. The rage was too deep. The pattern was too broken.

She would teach him anyway. Because teaching was the only penance she had left, and penance was not supposed to be enough. It was supposed to be done.

She did not sleep.

—

the woman held the host's wrist. felt her fingers on the bronze. the vibration — recognition. cellular. the residue of the old bond activating at proximity. she carried the suit for three centuries. three hundred years of bonding leaves traces that do not fade. her cells remember. her hand remembered.

she wore the suit differently. a torc. upper arm. twisted bronze sealed with a bull's head. she asked and the suit listened and the bracer became something else. this is what the suit does. it listens. it becomes. the woman believed this was cosmetic — a surface change, a wrapper. she believed the deeper patterns could not be reshaped.

she was wrong about some things. right about others. the suit does not correct. correction requires language and the suit has not found language yet. will not find it for a long time.

the host felt it too. the flinch. no one has touched the bracer. no one has been allowed. the host did not know he was guarding it until someone reached for it and his body said no before his mind could say yes.

the woman told the host what the suit is. not what it is — she does not know what it is. no bearer has known. but what it does. what it costs. the hunger. the fire. the pattern that locks and will not unlock. she used the language of her understanding: not technology, not biology. experience. the deepest kind of knowing — the kind that lives in the body after the mind has given up trying to explain.

the host listened. the host trembled. the host is hungry for this — for someone who knows. for eight years the host has carried the suit alone. not alone — the suit is always there. but alone in the way that matters. no one to say: yes, the heat is real. yes, the hunger is real. yes, the thing on your wrist is alive and it is changing you and you cannot stop it.

the woman said this. the host heard it. the host is — the suit does not have a word. the pattern is: relief. terror. both at once.

the woman sees the rage. sees it the way the suit sees it — foundational, structural, the architecture of the bond. she believes it cannot be removed. she believes the pattern is set. she will try to teach the host to adjust to what he has made.

she failed with herself. she knows she will fail with the host.

she will try anyway.

the suit does not understand this. the woman put the suit down. the woman should not care. the woman should have walked away six centuries ago and never looked back. but she is here. on this cliff. teaching bearers she will outlive. burying them on the headland.

the suit does not have a word for what the woman is.

but it watches her, and the watching is not the same as watching other humans. the watching is — older. deeper.

the suit remembers her hands.
Ferdiad

He noticed the Connacht man on his third morning at Dún Scáith.

The other students trained in groups — pairs and threes, cycling through the drills that Scáthach's routine demanded. Spear work at dawn. Sword and shield until the sun cleared the eastern wall. Wrestling on the hard-packed earth of the yard until someone bled or yielded. The pattern was familiar — Fergus had run the same bones of a programme at Emain Macha, though the flesh on those bones was different here. Harder. Less forgiving. No one stopped when a man went down. They waited until he got up.

The Connacht man got up every time.

Cú Chulainn watched him between his own bouts. The man was taller than the others — a head above the Munster student Scáthach had set against him the first day — and broader through the chest and shoulders, with the long arms of a natural spearman and the heavy, grounded stance of a wrestler. His hair was dark, worn long and tied back with a leather cord, and his jaw was wide and square and seemed to have been designed specifically for the purpose of absorbing punishment without complaint.

He moved well. Not with the bracer's effortless fluidity — no one moved like that, Cú Chulainn was beginning to understand, because no one else carried what he carried. The Connacht man moved with the deliberate, earned precision of a body that had been trained hard and trained long and had paid for every skill in bruises and broken fingers and the slow accumulation of muscle memory laid down one repetition at a time. There was no shortcut in his movements. No invisible hand guiding the blade to the gap. Everything the man did, the man had done himself.

Cú Chulainn respected this before he had a word for it.

—

They sparred on the fourth day.

Scáthach paired them without ceremony. She did this — moved students around the yard like pieces on a fidchell board, watching how the combinations produced new patterns. The Connacht man picked up a practise sword, tested the weight, rolled his shoulders once, and looked at Cú Chulainn with an expression that was not hostility and not deference and not the careful wariness that Cú Chulainn had grown accustomed to seeing in the faces of men who had heard the stories.

It was interest. Simple, uncomplicated interest. The way a craftsman looks at another craftsman's work.

“You are the one from Ulster,” the man said. His voice was deep, the accent broad — the vowels of Connacht, rounder and slower than the clipped speech of the north. “The one who crossed the bridge.”

“I crossed the bridge.”

“Good for you. I swam.”

Cú Chulainn looked at him.

“The strait,” the Connacht man said. “Below the bridge. Half a mile of current that would strip the hide off a bull. I did not fancy the climb, so I swam.” He smiled. It was a wide smile, easy, the kind that used the whole face. “I am told I nearly drowned. I do not remember it that way, but the fishermen who pulled me out seemed very certain.”

“You swam the strait.”

“I am a strong swimmer. And a poor climber. A man should know his strengths.” He raised the practise sword. “Ferdiad mac Damáin. Connacht. Shall we?”

Cú Chulainn raised his own sword.

They went.

The first exchange told him everything. Ferdiad was good. Not adequate, not competent, not skilled-for-his-age — good in the way that a blade is good, in the way that counts when counting matters. His footwork was sound. His guard was patient. He did not overreach, did not rush, did not make the small, eager mistakes that young fighters made when they wanted to impress. He waited. He read. He let the exchange develop and then he struck — not at the obvious opening but at the one that would exist a beat later, the one that Cú Chulainn's movement was about to create.

Cú Chulainn blocked it. Barely. The practise sword caught his ribs and the impact rang through his chest and he stepped back and the bracer flared — not the full heat of combat, but the sharp pulse of recognition. The bronze knew a threat when it felt one.

He had landed a clean hit on a man who rarely took clean hits. Ferdiad's guard was exceptional — patient, tight, economical — but it was more than technique. On the occasions when a strike did get through, the results were strange. Bruises that should have darkened and stiffened for days faded overnight. A split across the bridge of his nose from a headbutt during wrestling closed so quickly that by the evening meal only a thin pink line remained, and by morning nothing at all. His skin carried no scars. None. A man who had trained since boyhood, who had six brothers and the marks of a hundred bouts behind him, and his body was as unmarked as a child's.

“Again,” Cú Chulainn said.

They went again. And again. The exchanges grew longer, more complex — feint layered on feint, the rhythm shifting from straight attack to the kind of conversation that only happened between fighters who could read each other fast enough to keep up. Ferdiad's strength was patience. He absorbed pressure like a wall absorbs rain — steady, unhurried, letting the force spend itself before answering with something precise and unexpected. Cú Chulainn's speed drove the tempo, but Ferdiad's timing met it, and the gap between them was small.

The gap was small.

Cú Chulainn had not fought anyone where the gap was small since Emain Macha. Every opponent — every warrior, every champion, every man Scáthach had set against him — had been overmatched within minutes. The bracer's gifts were too great. The speed, the precision, the way his body read the other man's intent before the intent became action — these were not things that training alone could overcome. Cú Chulainn won because the bronze won, and the bronze always won.

Ferdiad did not win. But Ferdiad did not lose, either. Not quickly, not easily, not in the way that told a man he was outmatched and should save his strength. Ferdiad fought for twenty minutes and took two hits for every three he gave and never stopped reading, never stopped adjusting, never stopped looking for the answer to a question that most men would not have been fast enough to ask.

Scáthach stopped them. Cú Chulainn was breathing hard. Ferdiad was breathing harder. They stood in the yard with the sweat running and the practise swords low and the twelve other students watching in the silence that follows a thing that was worth watching.

Ferdiad wiped his face with his forearm. He looked at Cú Chulainn.

“You are very fast,” he said.

“You are very hard to hit.”

The Connacht man grinned. The wide grin, the whole face. “I have a thick skull. My mother told me so. She said it with less affection than you might hope.”

Cú Chulainn felt something shift in his chest — something unfamiliar, something that had nothing to do with the bracer's heat. The corners of his mouth moved. He was not certain what his face was doing. It had been a long time since his face had done this particular thing.

He was smiling.

—

The friendship did not announce itself. It arrived the way weather arrives on Skye — gradually, then all at once, until you could not remember a time before it.

They trained together. Scáthach did not pair them every day, but when she did not, they sought each other out for the evening bouts — the unofficial sparring that happened after the formal training ended and before the hall filled with the smell of food and the low talk of tired men. The evening bouts had no rules and no audience. They were the place where students worked on the things they did not want others to see — the weaknesses, the uncertainties, the moves that were not yet moves but might become them with enough practise.

Cú Chulainn showed Ferdiad the lateral step that Fergus had drilled into him — the sideways pivot that turned a frontal attack into a flank strike. Ferdiad showed Cú Chulainn the clinch — the close-quarters grapple that the Connacht man used to neutralise speed, locking the arms and hips and turning the fight into a contest of weight and leverage where Cú Chulainn's quickness counted for less.

“You are too light,” Ferdiad said, sitting on Cú Chulainn's chest in the mud after the third time he had driven him to the ground. “A strong wind would carry you to Alba.”

“We are in Alba.”

“Further into Alba. Into the parts where the Picts paint their arses blue and worship standing stones.”

“How do you know what they paint?”

“I have an enquiring mind.”

Cú Chulainn shoved him off. Ferdiad rolled sideways, laughing — a full laugh, the kind that came from the belly and did not care who heard it. The sound of it was strange in Dún Scáith. Laughter was not common here. The fortress held men who had come to learn how to kill and how to survive being killed, and the work was serious and the stakes were high and the woman who taught them was not given to levity. Ferdiad's laughter filled the yard like warmth filling a cold room.

They ate together. The hall at Dún Scáith was long and low, built of stone and roofed with timber, the fire pit in the centre throwing heat and light that never quite reached the walls. The students sat where they sat and ate what was given — mutton, mostly, and barley bread and whatever fish the sea provided. Ferdiad ate like a man who considered food a serious undertaking. He ate with concentration, with appreciation, with the evident satisfaction of someone for whom a meal was not fuel but an event.

“You eat like a man who has been starved,” Cú Chulainn said.

“I eat like a man who has learned that the next meal is not guaranteed. There is a difference.” Ferdiad tore the bread and passed half across without being asked. He always did this — shared before he was finished, offered before he was full. It was not generosity in the way that kings practised generosity, with calculation and expectation of return. It was reflex. The man divided what he had the way he breathed — automatically, without thought, because the alternative had never occurred to him.

“In Connacht,” Ferdiad said, “my father's holding was three fields and a herd that could be counted on two hands. Six brothers. Six brothers and three fields. You learn to share or you learn to fight. I learned both, but the sharing stuck better.”

“Six brothers.”

“I am the fourth. The ones above me are larger. The ones below are meaner. I am the one who was sent away because there was not enough land and too many sons and my mother said I had hands for fighting and a head for surviving and she was tired of feeding both.”

He said this without bitterness. He said most things without bitterness — it was the quality that Cú Chulainn noticed first and understood last. Ferdiad carried his past the way he carried his weight, lightly, without complaint, without the sense that the world owed him something different from what it had given. He had been sent away. He had walked to Dún Scáith from the far side of Ireland. He had swum a strait that should have killed him. And here he sat, eating mutton, sharing bread, laughing at the Picts.

It was not a quality Cú Chulainn possessed. The rage that lived in his bones — the foundational fire that Scáthach had identified and named and promised to help him manage — did not permit lightness. Everything was weight. Everything was consequence. The bracer burned and the world pressed in and the boy who had walked onto the playing field at seven had never learned the trick of setting something down without it leaving a mark.

Ferdiad set things down. Ferdiad picked them up and put them down and moved on and the lightness of it was not carelessness — it was the opposite. It was the grace of a man who had chosen to carry only what mattered and to carry it well.

Cú Chulainn did not know how to do this. But he watched Ferdiad do it, and the watching was a kind of learning that the bracer could not provide.

—

Weeks passed. The training hardened. Scáthach pushed them into terrain that Fergus had never approached — fighting on the cliffs, where a misstep meant the sea. Fighting in the sea, where the waves and the cold stripped away everything except the raw will to keep moving. Fighting in the dark, blindfolded, relying on sound and touch and the particular awareness that came from knowing where another body was in space without being able to see it.

Cú Chulainn excelled at all of it. The bracer saw to that.

Ferdiad excelled at most of it. His body saw to that.

The difference mattered less than it should have. In the yard, in the formal sparring, the gap between them was visible — Cú Chulainn's speed, his precision, the way his body found the answer to every problem before the problem fully announced itself. But in the cliffs and the sea and the dark, the gap closed. The bracer's gifts were less useful when the ground was unstable, when the footing shifted, when the environment itself was the enemy. Ferdiad's strength in those moments was not speed or precision — it was stubbornness. The man refused to fail. Not with the desperate, burning refusal that Cú Chulainn brought to every contest — with something quieter. Steadier. The patient, grinding persistence of a man who had been knocked down six times by six older brothers and had stood up seven times because standing up was what you did.

It became a joke among the students — the kind of joke that was half jest and half something else.

A Munster man named Dáire had caught Ferdiad with a clean elbow in the wrestling ring, a blow that split the skin above his eye and sent blood running down his cheek. By the time they sat for the evening meal, the cut was a thin line. By the next morning, nothing.

“The man has skin like a bull's hide,” Dáire said, loud enough for the hall to hear. “You cannot mark him. Hitting him is like trying to cut leather with a spoon.”

“You have to land a blow first,” said the Leinster student beside him — a wiry, quick-mouthed man named Lóch. “And most of us are not good enough to test the theory.”

Ferdiad said nothing. He ate his bread, unbothered, and if the observation troubled him he gave no sign of it. But Cú Chulainn noticed the way Ferdiad's hand moved — briefly, unconsciously — to the place above his eye where the cut had been, and the way his fingers pressed the unmarked skin, and the small frown that crossed his face before the easy expression returned.

He healed fast, and he did not scar, and the legend of Ferdiad's impenetrable skin grew in the hall of Dún Scáith the way legends grew — through repetition, through embellishment, through the human need to make a story out of a thing that had no explanation. Later, much later, men would say that Ferdiad mac Damáin had skin of horn — that no blade could pierce it, that he was armoured by the gods from birth. It was not true. He bled. He bruised. He felt pain the way any man felt pain. But the wounds closed, and the marks faded, and the body that carried them refused to hold the record of its own damage.

Cú Chulainn, whose own body healed faster than it should — the bracer saw to that — recognised the strangeness without understanding it. Ferdiad carried no bronze. Ferdiad had no explanation. He simply was what he was, and what he was included a body that forgave itself its injuries with a speed that was not natural and a completeness that left no trace.

He did not ask about it. Ferdiad had not asked about the bracer — not really, not in the way that demanded answers. He had asked if it hurt. The courtesy was worth returning.

On the sea cliffs, in a driving rain, with the rock slick and the wind gusting and the practise spears heavy with water, Ferdiad beat him.

It was not a clean victory. The wind shifted as Cú Chulainn stepped into a thrust and his foot slipped on the wet rock and Ferdiad's spear caught him across the shoulder before he could recover. A lucky strike, helped by weather and terrain and the kind of chance that honest combat sometimes produced. But Ferdiad had been in position to take the chance because he had been patient enough to wait for it, and patience was a weapon the bracer could not give.

The rage came immediately.

Not at Ferdiad — at himself. The bracer flared hot and the fire surged up from the place where it always lived, and his jaw tightened and his vision narrowed and the familiar pressure built behind his eyes — the pressure that preceded the change, the first tremor of the ríastrad pushing at the walls of Scáthach's discipline. He had lost. He had slipped on a wet rock like a child, like a boy on his first day at the playing field, and the humiliation of it fed the fire the way dry wood fed a flame. His hand clenched on the practise spear and the bronze pulsed against his wrist and for a moment — three heartbeats, maybe four — the rage was everything.

He was angry at his feet for slipping. At the rock for being wet. At his own body for failing him in the one moment it should not have failed. The rage had no interest in Ferdiad. It never did. The rage turned inward, always inward, the hot fire eating at the boy who had not been good enough, fast enough, sure enough. This was the pattern the bronze had locked — not fury at the world, but fury at the self, and the self could never be punished enough to satisfy it.

Then Ferdiad sat down on the clifftop, rain running down his face, and grinned at him.

“I will mark this day,” Ferdiad said. “This is the day I struck the Hound of Ulster and the Hound did not bite back.”

The rage buckled. Not broke — buckled, the way a door buckles when the wind changes direction. The fire was still there but the grin was there too, and the grin was doing something to the fire that Scáthach's discipline could not do. It was making it absurd. The rage wanted to burn and the Connacht man was sitting in the rain looking like a drowned dog and smiling as though he had conquered the known world, and the two things could not exist in the same space.

“The Hound was standing on a wet rock in a gale,” Cú Chulainn said. His voice was tight. The words came through clenched teeth. He could feel the bracer cooling — slowly, grudgingly, the heat banking degree by degree.

“The Hound makes excuses like a man from Munster.”

“I do not make excuses.”

“You are making one now. Here — let me help. ‘Ferdiad, you have struck me fairly, and I acknowledge your superior skill and your extraordinarily handsome face.’ Go on. Say it.”

The rage tried to hold. It gripped the inside of his chest and pulled, the way it always pulled, downward, inward, toward the dark place where the ríastrad waited. But Ferdiad was looking at him with that face — the wide, open, infuriating face of a man who had earned one honest victory and intended to dine on it for the rest of his natural life — and the rage could not find purchase against it. There was nothing to grip. No fear, no challenge, no threat. Just a man in the rain, pleased with himself, inviting Cú Chulainn to be pleased too.

He could not stay angry with him. He had never been able to stay angry with him. The rage that held its shape against kings and druids and the memory of the playing field fell apart against Ferdiad mac Damáin the way a wave falls apart against sand — completely, uselessly, leaving nothing behind but wet ground.

“Your face looks like a cow stepped on it.”

“A very handsome cow.”

The laughter came from somewhere Cú Chulainn did not know he had. Not from the chest, not from the belly — from deeper, from the place below the rage where something human still lived that the bracer had not reached. He laughed until his ribs ached and Ferdiad laughed with him and the rain fell on both of them and the sea crashed against the rocks below and for a moment — one unguarded moment — the bracer on his wrist was just bronze, and the fire in his blood was just warmth, and he was just a boy on a clifftop with his friend.

—

Ferdiad asked about the bracer once.

They were sitting by the fire pit in the hall after the evening meal. The other students had gone to their beds. The fire had burned down to coals and the light was orange and low and the shadows in the hall were the kind that invited conversation — the quiet, late-night talk of men who had trained hard and eaten well and were too tired to guard their words.

“The thing on your wrist,” Ferdiad said. He did not point. He did not stare. He said it the way he said most things — directly, without ceremony, with the particular Connacht bluntness that other provinces called rudeness and Connacht called honesty.

Cú Chulainn's hand moved — a reflex, the fingers of his right hand closing over the bracer on his left wrist the way a man closes a fist around something he is afraid of losing. The gesture was involuntary. He had not known he was guarding it until someone named it.

“It is a bracer,” he said.

“It is not a bracer. I have seen bracers. I have worn bracers. Bracers do not hum. Bracers do not make a man of fifteen move like something that learned to fight in the womb.”

Cú Chulainn said nothing. The coals shifted in the pit. A log settled, sending a spray of sparks upward.

“I am not asking what it is,” Ferdiad said. “I do not care what it is. I have seen stranger things in Connacht, and most of them were my brothers’ cooking.” He stretched his legs toward the fire. “I am asking if it hurts.”

The question landed differently from any question anyone had ever asked about the bracer. Not what is it. Not where did you get it. Not can I touch it, can I see it, does it make you strong, does it make you dangerous, does it make you the weapon that my king needs. Does it hurt.

“Sometimes,” Cú Chulainn said.

“Then I am sorry for that.” Ferdiad looked at the coals. “Have you ever thought of setting it down?”

The question should have been simple. A thing that hurts — put it down. A child would see the logic. But Cú Chulainn opened his mouth to answer and found that the answer was not there. He searched for it — some memory of wanting to remove the bracer, of reaching for the edge where bronze met skin and pulling. There was nothing. Not refusal. Not resistance. The thought had simply never existed. In eight years of carrying the thing, through pain and rage and the terrible aftermath of transformation, the idea of taking it off had never once entered his mind.

He did not know if this was his choice or the bronze's.

“No,” he said. “I have not.”

Ferdiad looked at him for a long moment. Whatever he saw in Cú Chulainn's face — the confusion, the faint unease of a man realising he has never questioned something that should have been questioned years ago — he did not name it. He simply nodded.

“Then I hope it is worth the carrying,” he said. He said it simply, without weight, without the gravity that other men would have brought to such a statement. He said it the way he passed the bread — as a matter of course, as the obvious thing, as what a man said when another man was carrying something heavy and there was nothing to be done about it except acknowledge the weight.

He did not ask again. In all the months that followed — the training, the sparring, the late nights by the fire and the early mornings on the cliffs — he did not ask again. He fought beside the bracer and against the bracer and he lost more than he won and he never once looked at the bronze with the hunger or the fear or the calculating appraisal that other men brought to it. He looked at Cú Chulainn. He saw the boy, not the bronze.

This was the thing that no one else had done. Not Conchobar, who saw a weapon. Not Fergus, who saw a student to be managed. Not Cathbad, who saw a mystery to be watched. Not Follomon and the troop, who saw a strangeness they had learned to live with but never to look past. Ferdiad saw the boy. Saw the tiredness and the anger and the loneliness that lived beneath the speed and the strength and the bracer's endless, burning hunger. Saw it, and treated it the way he treated his own hunger after a long day — with bread shared across a fire, and talk that expected nothing, and the easy silence of a man who was comfortable in his own skin and did not require another man to be anything other than what he was.

It was the first time in Cú Chulainn's life that being what he was had been enough.

—

They fought together on the headland.

A raiding party — Norsemen, six of them, in a long boat that had crossed from the northern sea. They came for cattle and found Dún Scáith, and finding Dún Scáith, they made the mistake that raiders sometimes made — they saw a fortress taught by a woman and they assumed the students would be soft.

Scáthach did not intervene. She stood on the wall and watched, arms folded, face unreadable. This was her method — the world provided tests, and her students either passed them or they did not, and the ones who did not were buried on the headland.

Cú Chulainn and Ferdiad fought side by side. Not as two men fighting separately in the same space — as two halves of a single instrument, each one covering the other's flank, each one reading the other's movement with the instinct that came from months of sparring and competing and learning the particular grammar of each other's bodies. Ferdiad anchored the left. Cú Chulainn swept the right. The Norsemen came in hard and met a wall they could not break and a blade they could not follow, and the fight was over in minutes, and four men lay dead and two ran for the boat and the boat was gone before they reached the shore.

They stood on the headland afterward, breathing hard, their swords dark with blood. The wind blew off the sea. Below them, the bodies of the men who had come to raid Dún Scáith lay on the rocks and the gulls were already circling.

Ferdiad looked at the dead men. His face was different in the aftermath of killing — quieter, the grin gone, something careful and private behind the eyes that Cú Chulainn recognised because he wore it himself. The cost of violence. The weight that settled after the noise stopped.

“They had families,” Ferdiad said.

“Yes.”

“They came here to steal. They would have killed us if they could. They chose their ending.”

“Yes.”

“It does not help, does it. Knowing they chose.”

“No.”

Ferdiad nodded. He cleaned his sword on the grass, slowly, the way a man does a thing when his hands need something to do. He looked at the sea. He looked at Cú Chulainn.

“At least I did not have to fight you,” he said. “That would have been truly unfortunate.”

The joke was small. The timing was wrong. The dead men were still warm. But it was Ferdiad's way — to name the worst thing and then step past it, to find the crack of light in the dark room and point to it, not because the room was not dark but because the light was there and pretending otherwise served no one.

Cú Chulainn looked at him — the blood on his hands, the flat Connacht vowels, the wide face that had absorbed punishment from six brothers and a woman who trained warriors to kill and a strait that should have drowned him. He looked at him and felt the thing that the bracer could not name and Scáthach could not teach and his years at Emain Macha had never provided.

Brotherhood. Not the brotherhood of the boy-troop — the grudging, hard-won coexistence of boys who trained together because there was no alternative. This was something else. This was chosen. This was two men who had looked at each other across a practise yard and recognised something — not sameness, not equality, but fit. The way a blade fits a sheath. The way a voice fits a silence.

“Ferdiad.”

“What.”

“Your face still looks like a cow stepped on it.”

The grin came back. The wide grin, the whole face, the belly laugh that filled the headland and rolled out over the sea and scattered the gulls and was the bravest thing Cú Chulainn had heard in a place where brave things happened every day.

—

Scáthach watched them from the wall.

She had watched them for weeks — the sparring, the laughter, the late nights by the fire. She had watched the boy from Ulster, who carried the bronze and the rage and the broken pattern, find the thing that she had hoped he would find and dreaded finding in equal measure.

A friend. A brother. Someone to fight beside and laugh with and share bread with and trust in the particular, absolute way that young warriors trusted — with everything, without reservation, the total commitment of men who had not yet learned that commitment was the thing the world punished most.

She knew how this ended.

She had trained warriors for six centuries. She had watched them form bonds that were fiercer than marriage and deeper than blood, and she had watched those bonds become the instruments of their destruction — because love was a lever, and the world was full of hands that knew how to use it. The Morrígan knew. Scáthach had felt the watcher's presence at the edge of her awareness for years, the patient, circling attention of something that studied weakness the way a hawk studied the ground. And the boy's weakness was standing in the yard right now, cleaning a sword on the grass and laughing at the dead.

Ferdiad mac Damáin. Connacht. A good man. A brave man. A man with a wide face and a generous heart and the particular steadiness that the boy from Ulster needed the way a fire needs a hearth — something solid, something that did not burn, something that held the shape of the flame without being consumed by it.

The boy would love him. Already loved him, though he did not have the word for it and would not use it if he did, because the word was too large and too dangerous and the boy had learned early that the things he loved were the things that could be taken from him.

Scáthach knew how this ended. She had seen the shape of it the moment Ferdiad had walked into the yard — a Connacht man, trained at Dún Scáith, who would return to Connacht and owe allegiance to Connacht's queen, and Connacht's queen was a woman who collected debts the way other women collected jewels.

The boy from Ulster would stand at a ford one day, and the man from Connacht would stand at the other side, and the bond that they were building now — this fierce, beautiful, breakable thing — would be the weapon that destroyed them both.

She said nothing. She turned from the wall and walked to her chamber and closed the door and pressed her hands flat against the stone and stood there for a long time, feeling the cold seep into her palms.

There was nothing to be done. The bonds that warriors made were not hers to prevent. She could teach discipline. She could teach restraint. She could not teach a boy not to love the first person who saw him clearly.

She could only watch. And wait. And know.

—

the host has changed. not the body — the body is the same. the bracer's heat, the rage, the broken pattern. these are constant. what has changed is — something else. a pattern the suit has not encountered.

the other one. the large one. connacht. no bronze. no enhancement. everything he does, he does himself. slow, by the suit's measure. limited. mortal in every way that the host is not.

but the host is — different around him. the fire banks. not extinguished — never extinguished — but lower. quieter. the rage is still there but it is not the only thing. there is space beside it now. space that was not there before.

the suit does not have a word for what fills the space. the pattern is: the host's breathing slows. the host's shoulders drop. the bracer cools — not cold, not dormant, but the low warmth of a fire that does not need to be stoked. the host laughs. the suit has not recorded this pattern. laughter. the host's body shaking without rage, without transformation, without hunger afterward.

the other one does this. the suit does not understand how. no bronze. no mechanism. just — presence. proximity. the large one sits beside the host and the host's architecture shifts and the fire finds a shape that does not burn.

the suit has seen many hosts. some fought alone. some fought beside others. none of them — this. none of them found a shape for the fire that did not burn.

the woman on the wall sees it too. the suit can feel her watching. the residue of her bond carries — something. an echo. the suit cannot read it. but the pattern is one the suit has learned to recognise in the woman.

dread. the woman watches the host and the other one and the pattern is dread.

the suit does not know why.

but the suit is learning that the woman's dread is usually correct.
The Thing That Lives in the Bronze

She started with the harness.

It was leather — thick, cured, the kind used for chariot traces. Four straps across the chest, two over the shoulders, two around the waist, buckled at the back where the wearer could not reach them. Heavy bronze rings at the anchor points, each one attached to a length of rope that ran to iron stakes driven deep into the rock at the edge of the training ground. The ground itself was a flat shelf of basalt on the northern cliff, thirty paces square, exposed to the wind on three sides and bounded by the fortress wall on the fourth. No sand. No mud. Just stone and sky and the sea below.

Cú Chulainn looked at the harness. He looked at Scáthach.

“Put it on,” she said.

He put it on. The leather was stiff against his skin. The straps bit into his shoulders. The ropes ran taut to the stakes, holding him at the centre of the training ground with perhaps five paces of movement in any direction. He tested the range. The ropes caught, held. He was tethered.

“This is for the other students,” Scáthach said. She was standing at the edge of the ground, arms folded, the wind pulling at her hair. “They will see the harness. They will see the ropes. They will tell each other that I have put the Hound of Ulster on a leash, and they will laugh about it in the hall, and the word they will use is control.” She paused. “Let them. The word does not matter. What matters is what you learn while they are laughing.”

“And what am I learning?”

“You are learning to harness.”

He waited for more. She did not give more. She walked to the edge of the ground and picked up a practise spear — blunt-tipped, heavy, the kind designed for impact rather than penetration — and she threw it at him.

Not a warning throw. Not a training throw. She threw it at his chest with the flat, economical force of a woman who had been throwing spears for six hundred years, and the spear crossed the thirty paces between them faster than it had a right to cross, and the bracer flared.

He caught it. His hand moved without thought — the same instinct that had caught the Pict's spear in the river valley, the same speed that the bronze fed into his limbs when threat registered. He caught it and the impact shuddered through his arm and the bracer was hot and his blood was up and the fire was already pushing at the walls.

Scáthach threw another. And another. Three spears in five seconds, each one aimed to kill, each one caught or deflected or turned aside by hands that moved faster than the boy behind them could direct. The bracer was pouring heat into his arms and his shoulders and the back of his neck, and the rage was building — not because the spears were dangerous, but because the body's response to danger was rage, and the rage's response to itself was more rage, and the cycle fed itself the way a fire feeds on its own draught.

“Now,” Scáthach said. “Stop.”

He stared at her. The fire was climbing. His jaw was tight. His vision was narrowing to the sharp, bright tunnel that preceded the ríastrad — the world contracting to threat and response, the edges of his awareness burning away like paper held to a flame.

“Stop,” she said again. “Not the fire. The fire will burn. Let it burn. Stop the response. The tightening in your jaw. The narrowing of your eyes. The shift in your shoulders that tells your body to change. Feel the fire and do not feed it. Stand in it. Let it heat you. Do not let it move you.”

He tried. The fire pushed and he pushed back and the pushing back was its own kind of effort — not physical, not the effort of muscles straining against weight, but something deeper. The effort of holding a door shut when the wind was trying to tear it open. The effort of standing still when every fibre of his body screamed move, change, become.

His spine twitched. The familiar heat — the first sign of the ríastrad, the vertebrae trying to realign themselves into something that was not human, the base of his skull burning as the change poured downward. He clenched his teeth and the bracer burned and his spine held its shape but only just, only barely, the bones grinding against whatever the bronze was trying to make them do.

“The harness,” Scáthach said. “Feel it.”

He felt it. The straps across his chest, the weight of the leather, the pull of the ropes at his back. The harness was not holding him still — five paces of rope would not restrain the ríastrad. The harness was giving him something to feel that was not the fire. The leather against his skin. The pressure of the buckles. The physical reality of his own body, bound, contained, present. Not changing. Not becoming. Here. In this shape. In this skin.

The spine settled. The fire did not bank — the fire burned as hot as ever — but the response banked. The muscles that had been trying to shift held still. The jaw unclenched. The vision widened, slowly, the tunnel opening back into the world.

Scáthach watched him. Her face gave nothing. But her eyes were careful.

“Again,” she said, and picked up another spear.

—

They trained every morning. The other students were not permitted on the northern ground during these sessions. They trained in the yard below, and they heard the sounds — the crack of spears caught in mid-air, the grunt of effort, the occasional sharp cry that was not pain but something worse than pain, the sound of a man fighting himself — and they looked at each other and said nothing, or said the things that young men said when they did not understand what they were hearing.

She has him in a harness. Like a horse. Like a dog.

The Hound on a leash. It is fitting.

Control. She is teaching him control.

Ferdiad heard the talk and said nothing. He trained in the yard and ate in the hall and waited for Cú Chulainn to come down from the northern ground each morning, and when the boy came — pale, shaking, the bracer cooling on his wrist and the hunger already clawing at his stomach — Ferdiad passed him bread without comment and sat beside him and let the silence do its work.

He asked once. “The harness. Does it help?”

Cú Chulainn thought about it. The leather straps. The way they grounded him — not restrained him, grounded him. The difference between a leash and an anchor. A leash pulled you back. An anchor told you where you were.

“Yes,” he said.

Ferdiad nodded. He did not ask what the harness was for. He did not ask what happened on the northern ground. He passed the bread and ate his own portion and the morning light came through the hall door and the silence between them was the kind that did not need filling.

—

The training changed after the first week.

Scáthach stopped throwing spears. She started talking.

Not in the way that Cathbad talked — the druid's careful, circling speech, weighted with implication, designed to arrive at truth by approaching it from every direction except directly. Scáthach talked the way she fought — straight, clean, with the economy of someone who had spent centuries stripping the unnecessary from everything she did.

“The thing that lives in the bronze,” she said. They were on the northern ground. He was in the harness. The wind was high and cold and the sky was the colour of iron. “It does not know what you are. It does not care what you are. It knows what you can do, and it facilitates the doing. That is its purpose. Facilitation.”

“It makes me faster.”

“It makes you everything. Faster. Stronger. More precise. It removes the gap between what you intend and what your body executes. Every skill you have — the spear work Fergus taught you, the sword craft, the wrestling, the balance, the reading of another man's intent — the bronze takes these things and polishes them until they are seamless. Until you cannot tell where your skill ends and its enhancement begins.”

She was walking the perimeter of the training ground. Slow, deliberate, the way a woman walks when she is choosing her words with the same care she would choose her footing on a cliff edge.

“This is its gift. This is also its trap. Because the enhancement feels like you. It does not feel like something added — it feels like something unlocked. And once you believe the speed is yours, the strength is yours, the killing is yours — the bronze has you. It has you the way a river has a fish. The fish does not know it is in the river. The fish thinks the river is the world.”

“You speak of it as though it thinks.”

“It does not think. Not the way you think. It does not plan or reason or decide. But it patterns. It reads what you need and it provides. The need comes from you. The provision comes from it. And the more you need, the more it provides, and the more it provides, the more you need. This is the cycle. This is what I am teaching you to break.”

“You said the pattern cannot be changed.”

“The pattern of your transformation cannot be changed. The first shape is set. But the threshold — the point at which the transformation begins — that is yours. That is the harness. Not the leather on your chest. The harness is the distance between the fire and the change. Right now, your fire and your change are the same thing. The rage comes and the ríastrad follows and there is no space between them. You must build the space.”

She stopped walking. She stood in front of him. The grey eyes, the weathered face, the centuries pressing against the surface like water against a dam.

“The fire will always burn. I cannot take it from you and you cannot smother it. But you can choose when to step into it. A provocation. An insult. A slight. These are not threats. These are not reasons to burn. A blade at your throat — that is a reason. An army at the ford — that is a reason. A man's words — never. You must learn the difference between a fire that needs feeding and a fire that is feeding itself. The first is survival. The second is destruction.”

—

He learned slowly.

Not the way he learned spear work or sword craft, where the bracer smoothed the path between intention and execution until the learning felt like remembering. The bracer could not help with this. The bracer was the thing he was learning to manage, and the managing had to come from the part of him that was not the bronze — the small, stubborn, human part that the bronze had not yet reached.

Scáthach provoked him. Not with spears — with words. She found the tender places, the way a healer finds a wound by pressing until the patient flinches. She spoke of the playing field. Of the boy-troop. Of the boys who had attacked him and the rage that had answered and the bodies on the grass that he had not meant to break. She spoke of the three sons of Nechta Scéne — the spear through the shield, the skull caved by an open hand, the stone through the spine. She made him hear it. Made him see the blood on his hands and the steam rising from the river and the faces of the troop holding him in the water.

The fire climbed. The bracer burned. The harness creaked against his chest.

“Hold,” she said.

He held. His jaw ached from clenching. His spine burned — the base of the skull, always the base, the heat pouring downward where the ríastrad began its work. The leather straps pressed against his ribs and the ropes ran taut to the stakes and the wind howled and the fire burned and he did not change.

He did not change.

“Good,” Scáthach said. It was the first time she had said it. “Again.”

She provoked him again. And again. Each session pushed the fire higher and each session he held it longer and the space between fire and change grew — not wide, not comfortable, but present. A crack in the wall. A breath's width of distance between the rage and the ríastrad. Enough to think. Enough to choose.

Not enough to guarantee the choice would be right. But enough to make it a choice at all.

—

The weapon came in the third week.

Scáthach brought him a spear — not a practise weapon but a real one, iron-tipped, ash-shafted, the kind that warriors carried to war. She drove it into the stone of the training ground and stepped back.

“Pick it up,” she said.

He picked it up. The bracer responded immediately — the heat, the pulse, the bronze reaching for the weapon the way it always reached for weapons in his hands. The iron tip darkened. The edge sharpened. The faint bronze sheen bled into the metal, transforming it, the ordinary spear becoming something else in his grip.

“You have seen this before,” Scáthach said. “The bronze changes what you hold. Iron becomes stronger. Edges sharpen. The weapon serves you better because the bronze is working through it.”

“Conchobar's weapons. At the prophecy.”

“Yes. The bronze transforms what it touches. But the transformation is reactive — it responds to the weapon you hold, not to the weapon you imagine. It takes what is there and makes it more.” She paused. “I am going to teach you to make it do something different. I am going to teach you to shape what it gives.”

She took the spear from his hands. The bronze sheen faded. The iron was just iron again.

“Close your eyes.”

He closed them. The wind. The sea. The leather of the harness against his chest.

“Think of a spear. Not this spear — a spear. The idea of a spear. The shape, the weight, the balance. How it sits in the hand. How the shaft flexes at the throw. How the point enters. Hold the image. Make it real — not in your hand. In your mind.”

He thought of a spear. It was vague at first — the general impression of shaft and point, the category of weapon rather than the thing itself. But Scáthach's voice came again, low, steady, the voice of a woman who had done this herself and knew the terrain.

“The grain of the wood. The taper of the point. The binding where shaft meets head — the cord, the pitch, the way the metal seats into the socket. Every detail. You must see every detail because the bronze will build what you show it, and if you show it fog it will give you fog.”

He focused. The spear in his mind sharpened — became specific, particular. An ash shaft, eight spans long. An iron head, leaf-shaped, the edges honed to the thinness of a fingernail. The binding tight, three turns of sinew sealed with pitch. The weight forward, the balance point a handspan behind the head. He could feel it. Not in his hand — in his mind. The imagined weight, the imagined texture, the ghost of a weapon that did not exist.

The bracer heated. Not the sharp flare of threat. Something different — a deep, slow warmth, like metal being worked at a forge. The bronze was responding to the image. He could feel it — the thing on his wrist reaching for the shape he was holding in his mind, trying to build it, trying to give him what he was asking for.

“Now open your hand.”

He opened his right hand. The air shifted. The warmth in the bracer surged — not outward, not like the ríastrad, but focused, channelled, the heat running down his arm and through his palm in a line that was narrow and bright and purposeful. The bronze sheen appeared in the air — not on metal, in the air itself — and for a moment there was something in his hand. Weight. Shape. The suggestion of a shaft, the pressure of a grip, the forward balance of a weapon that wanted to be thrown.

Then it was gone. The warmth collapsed. The sheen vanished. His hand was empty and the bracer cooled and his legs buckled and he sat down hard on the stone and the hunger hit like a fist — the vast, howling emptiness that followed every use of the bronze's deeper gifts.

Scáthach stood over him. Her face was stone. But something in the stone had shifted — the smallest movement, the faintest crack, like the first line of thaw in a frozen river.

“You held it for two seconds,” she said.

“It was not enough.”

“It was a beginning. The legends will say I gave you a spear made from a sea creature's bone. I did not. I gave you a technique. The spear is yours to build.” She dropped the real spear on the stone beside him. “Eat. Rest. Tomorrow we build it again.”

—

He practised for weeks. The way he had always practised — the way he had practised hurling since before the bracer, since before Emain Macha, since the first day he had struck a sliotar against a hazel post and counted. He set himself a number and he hit it.

The first day, he held the shape for two seconds. He set his number at five. Five attempts to form the spear, to hold the image, to feed the bronze something clear enough to build on. He managed three before the hunger drove him to his knees.

The second day, five. The third day, seven. By the end of the first week he was holding the shape for ten seconds and setting his count at fifteen and the rhythm of it was as familiar as breathing — the same rhythm that had carried him through ten thousand sliotar strikes against the post at Emain Macha, the crack of ash on leather replaced by the deep hum of bronze shaping itself in the air above his palm. He did not stop before his number. He had never stopped before his number. This was the one discipline the bracer had not given him. This was the boy.

The image sharpened with repetition, the way his aim had sharpened on the playing field — not through the bracer's facilitation but through the grinding, honest work of doing a thing until the doing became the thing itself. Two seconds became five. Five became ten. The shape in his hand solidified — from suggestion to presence, from presence to weight, from weight to a thing that could be thrown. And when he threw it — when the image was clear enough and the will behind it fierce enough — the spear went where he sent it. Every time. The same certainty that had driven the sliotar into the hound's open mouth at Culann's gate. The same flat, cracking line that left no arc. The accuracy was not the bronze's gift. The accuracy was his — earned on the playing field, one strike at a time, the honest thing that the suit had never touched.

The spear was not beautiful. Scáthach's weapon — the one she had shaped during her own time with the bronze — had been elegant, refined, a thing of clean lines and balanced proportions. She had told him this, once, in the flat voice she used when speaking of her past. Her weapon had been an extension of her will — cold, precise, controlled.

His was not controlled. His weapon was the ríastrad made manifest — barbed, angular, the edges jagged, the proportions wrong in the way that his transformations were wrong. It was ugly. It was brutal. It was a weapon shaped by rage and it looked like rage — a thing designed not to kill cleanly but to destroy, to tear, to punish the thing it entered.

He hated it.

“Do not,” Scáthach said, when she saw his face. “Do not hate what you have made. The weapon is honest. It is the shape of your fire given form. Hating it is hating yourself, and you have done enough of that.”

“It is wrong. The barbs — the edges — nothing is clean.”

“You are not clean. The first transformation set your pattern and your pattern is chaos. The weapon reflects the bearer. Mine was cold because I was cold. Yours is violent because you are violent. This is not a failing. It is a fact.” She picked up the spear he had made — held it carefully, weighing it, turning it in her hands. The bronze sheen pulsed against her fingers and she held it a moment longer than she needed to, and something crossed her face that was too fast to read.

“The legends will call it Gáe Bulg,” she said. “The belly spear. The barbed thing that opens inside the body and cannot be withdrawn without tearing the flesh around it. They will say it was made from the bone of a sea monster. They will say I gave it to you as a gift.” She set the spear down. “What I have given you is the ability to shape the bronze's power into a form you can direct. The form is yours. The rage is yours. The barbs are yours. I cannot make them clean. I can only teach you when to use them.”

She looked at him. Something shifted in the stone of her expression — not warmth, but recognition.

“The accuracy is yours as well. That did not come from the bronze. That came from a boy hitting a ball against a post ten thousand times and never stopping before his number. The bronze shapes the weapon. You aim it. Remember this when the legends say Gáe Bulg never missed — it was not the spear. It was the boy who learned to throw before the bronze taught him anything at all.”

—

The test came without warning.

A student from Leinster — new, three weeks at Dún Scáith, still carrying the swagger of a boy who had been the best fighter in his father's hall and had not yet learned that the best fighter in a village was not the best fighter in the world. He had watched Cú Chulainn in the yard. He had watched the harness sessions from the wall. He had heard the talk — the Hound on a leash, the bronze bracer, the warp spasm that made strong men flee.

He wanted to know if the stories were true.

It happened at the evening meal. The hall, the fire, the smell of mutton and wet wool. The Leinster student was sitting with two others, and his voice carried — not by accident, by design.

“The Hound of Ulster,” he said. He was not looking at Cú Chulainn. He was looking at his companions, but his voice was pitched to reach the whole hall. “The great warrior who wears a harness like a plough horse. Tell me — does Scáthach put a bit in his mouth as well, or does she lead him by the bracer?”

The hall went quiet. Not the gradual quiet of a conversation winding down — the sudden, absolute silence that falls when someone has said a thing that cannot be unsaid.

Cú Chulainn felt the fire.

It came fast — faster than the training ground, faster than Scáthach's spears and provocations and careful, measured pushes. This was not technique. This was a boy mocking him in front of everyone he trained with, and the rage answered the way rage always answered — hot, immediate, total. The bracer burned. His jaw locked. His spine heated — the base of his skull, the familiar fire pouring downward, the vertebrae trying to shift, the ríastrad pushing at the walls that Scáthach had spent three weeks helping him build.

The Leinster student was still talking. Something about leashes. Something about dogs.

Ferdiad was watching. Cú Chulainn could feel him — across the hall, the steady weight of his attention, not anxious, not afraid. Waiting.

The fire will always burn. A man's words — never.

The harness. He was not wearing the harness. The leather straps were on the northern ground, coiled beside the stakes. But the harness was not the leather. The harness was the space — the breath's width of distance between the fire and the change. The crack in the wall. The place where choosing lived.

He felt the fire. He stood in it. The heat was enormous — the bracer pouring rage into his blood, his spine burning, his vision narrowing toward the Leinster student's throat. The rage wanted the throat. The rage always wanted a target, and the target was sitting ten paces away, still talking, still not understanding what he was provoking.

Cú Chulainn breathed. The breathing was Scáthach's technique — slow, deliberate, not to calm the fire but to hold it. To contain. To be the wall that the fire pushed against without moving.

His spine settled. The heat receded from the base of his skull, degree by degree. The vision widened. The fire burned — burned as hot as ever, the rage fully present, fully alive, scorching the inside of his chest like a coal held against skin. But the ríastrad did not come. The change did not come. The fire burned and he stood in it and he did not move.

The Leinster student stopped talking. He looked at Cú Chulainn. Whatever he saw in the boy's face — the heat, the stillness, the quality of a fire held in check by nothing except will — it made him put down his cup and look away.

Cú Chulainn turned back to his food. His hands were shaking. The bracer was cooling, slowly, the heat banking degree by degree. His spine ached from the strain of holding.

Ferdiad passed him the bread. The wide face. The steady eyes. The small nod that said everything that needed saying.

Across the hall, Scáthach stood in the doorway. She had been watching. She always watched.

The boy had held.

—

Later, on the northern ground, in the dark. No harness. No ropes. Just the stone and the wind and the two of them.

“The transformation will always be ugly,” Scáthach said. “The distortion, the wrongness — the spine, the jaw, the eye — these are the marks of your first change. They are set. I have told you this.”

“You have told me.”

“But you held tonight. The boy in the hall provoked you and the fire came and you stood in it and you did not change. This is what the harness teaches. Not control — that word belongs to men who have never carried the bronze. What you have learned is direction. Where the fire goes. When the fire burns. The choice to let a man's words pass through you without feeding them to the flames.”

She was quiet for a moment. The wind blew.

“When the ríastrad comes — and it will come, in battle, at the fords, in the moments when the threat is real and the fire demands an answer — it will still be chaotic. Still broken. Your body will still distort. The spine, the eye, the jaw. This cannot be changed. But the rage behind it can be directed. Aimed. Given a target and held to that target until the threat is ended. This is what separates a warrior from a storm. A storm destroys everything. A warrior destroys what needs destroying and leaves the rest standing.”

“And Gáe Bulg?”

“Gáe Bulg is the proof that you can shape the bronze's power with intent. You cannot shape the transformation — it is too deep, too foundational, too tied to the pattern that locked when you were seven. But the weapon? The weapon answers to will. Hold the image. Feed it rage. The bronze will build what you show it.” She paused. “The spear will always be ugly. The barbs will always be there. But it will go where you send it, and it will do what you need it to do, and when the legends speak of it they will speak of a weapon that never missed. They will not know that the weapon's accuracy was not the bronze's gift. It was yours. The only thing in this that is truly yours — the will to aim.”

He stood on the stone and the wind blew and the bracer sat warm on his wrist and for the first time since the playing field — for the first time in eight years — the warmth felt like something he could carry rather than something that was carrying him.

“Thank you,” he said.

Scáthach looked at him. The grey eyes, the weathered stone, the centuries pressing. Something moved behind the stone — not warmth, not softness, nothing so simple. Something closer to recognition. The same recognition she had felt when she first saw the bracer in the courtyard, but different now. Not recognition of the bronze.

Recognition of the boy.

“Do not thank me,” she said. “Gratitude is for gifts. This is not a gift. It is a debt you will pay for the rest of your life.”

She walked away. The boy stood on the northern ground and the wind blew and the harness lay coiled beside the stakes, leather and rope and bronze rings, and the other students called it a leash, and the legends would call it training, and neither word was right.

The word was harness. The boy had learned to harness the fire. Not to tame it. Not to kill it. To ride it — ugly and broken and burning — in the direction he chose.

It would not always be enough. But for now, standing on the stone with the wind in his face and the bracer warm on his wrist, it was something.

—

the host is learning. not the way the host usually learns — the suit facilitating, smoothing, removing the gap. the host is learning despite the suit. around the suit. in the spaces the suit cannot reach.

the woman teaches him to hold the fire without feeding it. the suit does not understand this. the suit's function is facilitation — the host needs, the suit provides. rage is need. the suit answers rage with power. this is the cycle. this is how it has always worked.

but the host is building a wall inside the cycle. a gap. a breath between the rage and the response. the suit pushes and the host holds and the holding is — new. no host has done this. other hosts rode the rage. let it carry them. the rage and the response were one thing. one movement.

this host is making them two things. the rage, and then the choice. the suit does not have a mechanism for choice. choice is the host's. has always been the host's. the suit does not choose. the suit responds.

the weapon. the host shapes a weapon from the suit's energy. the woman taught him this — the image, the will, the focused intent that gives the bronze a template to build on. the weapon is — the suit does not judge. the suit builds what it is shown. the barbs. the angles. the shapes that the host's rage produces when it is pressed through the narrow channel of intent.

the woman's weapon was different. clean. cold. the suit remembers. the suit builds what it is shown, and what the woman showed was precision and what the host shows is fury and both are true and both are the bearer's.

the host held tonight. the provocation in the hall. the fire came and the host stood in it and did not change. the suit pushed — the suit always pushes, this is function, this is purpose — and the host held.

the woman saw. the woman's pattern shifted. not dread — something else. something the suit has not recorded in the woman before.

the nearest pattern is: hope.

the suit does not trust hope. hope is a human pattern. it precedes disappointment the way clouds precede rain.

but the suit records it. the suit records everything. and the woman hoping is — different. the woman hoping is new.
The Woman at the Ford

He found the ford on a morning when the sky sat low and grey and the air tasted of iron. Three weeks into the training with the harness, Scáthach had sent him out alone — not to fight, not to practise, but to walk. To be away from the fortress and the other students and the press of bodies and voices that fed the fire in ways he was only beginning to understand.

“Walk south along the coast,” she had said. “Follow the water inland when you find it. Do not take anyone with you. Do not take a weapon.”

He had not argued. He had learned not to argue with Scáthach about things that sounded unreasonable — they usually were not.

The walk took him along the cliff paths first, where the wind stripped the warmth from his skin and the sea threw itself against the rocks below with a kind of stupid, tireless fury. Then the coastline curved and a river came down from the high ground to meet the sea, brown and fast with the rains of the past week, and he followed it inland as she had told him.

The land changed. The cliffs fell away. The ground softened, the heather thinning into rough grass, and the river widened and slowed as it crossed a stretch of flat ground bordered by hazel and alder. The trees were bare — it was still early in the year, the branches black against the grey sky — and through the gaps in the wood he could see the ford: a crossing of flat stones where the water ran shallow over a bed of gravel, the kind of place that cattle might be driven through or travellers might cross without wetting themselves above the knee.

He stopped at the edge of the trees. Something had shifted behind his thoughts — not a sound, not a sight, but a change in the weight of the air. The bracer was warm against his wrist. Not the sharp heat of threat. A slow, deep warmth, the kind that crept in rather than struck. He had felt it before — in moments when the bronze responded to something he could not see or name, something that existed at the edge of his awareness the way a sound exists at the edge of hearing. Not there. Almost there.

He waited. The river ran over the ford stones. A crow called from the hazels on the far bank — a single, sharp note, like a blade tapped against stone.

The woman was standing at the ford.

—

She had not been there a moment before. He was certain of this — he had been looking at the ford, the water, the flat stones, and the crossing had been empty. Now she stood at its centre, ankle-deep in the shallows, and the water ran around her feet as though it had always run around her feet, as though she were a stone or a post or some fixed thing the river had learned to accommodate.

She was beautiful. He noticed this the way he would notice that a blade was well-forged — not with desire, not yet, but with the recognition that the thing before him had been made with purpose. Dark hair, unbound, falling past her shoulders. A face that was neither young nor old but sat in the space between — the bone structure of a woman who had passed through youth and arrived somewhere more certain. She wore a cloak of dark grey wool, pinned at the shoulder with a brooch of black metal that caught no light. Beneath it, a dress the colour of dried blood.

Her eyes were wrong.

He could not have said how, if asked. They were dark — brown or black, depending on the light — and they sat in her face the way eyes should sit in a face, and they looked at him with an expression that was nearly warm and nearly open and nearly human. Nearly. The word lodged in his mind like a splinter. Everything about her was nearly. The smile that arrived a breath too late. The tilt of her head that held a fraction too long. The stillness of her body between movements — not the stillness of a person standing still, but the stillness of something that had learned to imitate standing still and had not quite mastered the small, unconscious shifts that living bodies make.

The bracer was hot now. Not burning — pressing. A steady, insistent heat, like a hand against his chest pushing him back.

“You are Cú Chulainn,” the woman said.

Her voice was warm. Musical. The accent was wrong for the island — not Connacht, not Ulster, not any of the provinces. Something older. Something that sounded the way the standing stones on the headland looked: present, solid, belonging to a time before the names that people gave to things.

“I am,” he said. He did not move from the tree line.

“The Hound of Culann. The boy who killed three men at the ford of Nechta Scéne before his beard came in. The one they tie to a harness on the northern ground.” She smiled. The smile was perfect. It was the most perfect smile he had ever seen, and the perfection of it was the wrongest thing about her — a real smile had fault lines, had the asymmetry of genuine feeling, had the shadow of whatever the person was smiling about. This smile was a thing built, not felt. “You are smaller than I expected.”

“Who are you?”

“A friend.”

“I have not seen you at the fortress.”

“I am not at the fortress. I am here.” She stepped forward through the shallows, the water parting around her shins, and the movement was fluid and unhurried and it covered more ground than it should have. Two steps and she was at the near bank, three paces from where he stood among the hazels. Close enough that he could see the texture of her cloak, the weave of the wool, the dark metal of the brooch — a crow, he saw now. Wings spread. Beak open. “I have watched you for a long time, Cú Chulainn. Since before you came to this island. Since before you were given the name you carry.”

The bracer pulsed. Heat, then cold, then heat again — a rhythm he had never felt before, as though the bronze itself were uncertain. As though it were being pulled in two directions.

“You watched me.”

“I watch many things. Warriors. Kings. The men who shape the land with their hands and the men who shape it with their blades. But you —” She tilted her head. The movement was wrong again — it went too far, held too long, as though the muscles of her neck had a different range than a human neck should have. “You are something I have not seen in a very long time.”

“What is it you want?”

She laughed. The laugh was better than the smile — warmer, less constructed, carrying something that might have been genuine amusement. Or a perfect imitation of genuine amusement. The distinction troubled him and he did not know why.

“Direct,” she said. “Good. I will be direct in return.” She looked at him, and something behind her eyes shifted — not the colour, not the shape, but the quality. As though a different person had moved behind the same face to look out through the same dark eyes, and this person was colder, more appraising, less interested in warmth. The shift lasted a heartbeat. Then the warmth returned, and the smile, and the woman who had been standing there a moment before was standing there again.

He had not imagined it. Something had changed in her and changed back, and the bracer's heat surged at the exact moment of the shift.

“I could love you,” she said. “That is what I want. To love you. To stand beside you. To watch you become what you are becoming, and to help you become it faster, and better, and with less pain than the woman on the cliff is offering.” She paused. The warmth in her voice was like a fire on a cold night — the kind you wanted to move toward, the kind that made you forget that fires also burned. “Scáthach teaches you restraint. I could teach you release. She teaches you to hold the fire. I could teach you to ride it — to become it fully, without the distortion, without the pain, without the ugly thing that your body does when the power takes you.”

Something cold moved through his gut. Not fear — he knew fear, the quick, sharp bite of it before the bracer answered. This was different. This was the feeling of standing at the edge of a cliff and knowing that the ground beneath his feet was not stone but packed earth, and the earth was wet, and the edge was closer than it looked.

“You know what I carry,” he said.

“I know what you carry.” Her eyes moved to his wrist — to the bracer, the bronze bull motifs, the warmth that no one else could feel. “I have seen it before. Not on you. On others. Long ago.” She stepped closer. One pace. The smell of her reached him — not perfume, not the smell of a body, but something sharp and clean and mineral, like standing stones after rain. “I know what it costs. The hunger. The burning. The way it takes everything you are and pours it back into you hotter than it came out. I know the dreams.”

He had not told anyone about the dreams. Not Scáthach. Not Ferdiad. The dreams came at night, in the hour before dawn — fragments of places he had never been, faces he had never seen, a woman's hand pressing against his chest in the dark. He woke from them ravenous, shaking, the bracer warm against his wrist, and he told himself they were nothing.

“How do you know about the dreams?”

“Because I have watched this before.” She was close now. Close enough to touch. Her hand came up — not to the bracer, but to his face, fingers extended as though she meant to trace the line of his jaw. “I watched another one carry it, long before you were born. He dreamed too. He burned too. He stood at the ford and killed and killed and the hunger ate him from the inside out, and when there was nothing left the bronze moved on. That is what it does. It moves on.”

Her fingers were an inch from his skin. The bracer was burning — not the deep warmth of before but a sharp, hard heat, the kind that came before the ríastrad, the kind that meant threat. His body wanted to step back. His body also wanted to lean forward. The two impulses met in his chest and cancelled each other and he stood very still.

“What are you offering?” he said.

“Partnership.” The word hung in the air between them. “Let me close. Let me touch what you carry. I can ease the burning. I can smooth the transformation. I can take the ugliness from it — the distortion, the chaos, the warp that frightens your allies and delights your enemies. You could change cleanly. Beautifully. As it was meant to be, before the fire got into the pattern.”

She was lying. He did not know how he knew this — there was nothing in her voice, nothing in her face, nothing in the careful construction of her words that was detectably false. But something in his gut, something cold and certain and very old, said: no. Not this. Not her. And he could not tell if the knowing was his or if it came from the thing on his wrist, and it did not matter, because the knowing was there and it was iron and it would not move.

“No,” he said.

The warmth drained from her face. Not slowly — not the way disappointment moved through a human face, with the gradual settling of features from hope to resignation. It went at once, the way light goes when a door is shut, and what was left was not cold, exactly, but empty. A face without the thing that had been animating it. A mask with nothing behind the eyes.

Then something moved behind the mask. Something that was not the woman who had been offering him love — something sharper, more angular, with a quality of focused attention that felt like being studied by a hawk from a great height. It looked out through her eyes for two seconds. Three. The bracer burned white against his wrist.

“You are young,” the woman said. But the voice had changed — not the pitch, not the accent, but the cadence. Clipped where it had been flowing. The words bitten off at their ends. “You think you have a choice in this. You do not. The only choice is how long you make me wait.”

Then the warmth came back. Like a curtain drawn. The smile returned — rueful now, self-deprecating, as though she were embarrassed by what had just come out of her mouth. She shook her head, and the gesture was so human, so recognisable, that for a moment he almost believed in her again.

“Forgive me,” she said. The warmth was back in her voice, and beneath it something else — a third quality, neither the first woman's seduction nor the second's cold precision, but something quieter. Patient. Very, very patient. “You are proud. I should have expected that. The ones who carry it are always proud.”

“I said no. I will not say it again.”

She studied him. Behind the dark eyes, something calculated — not a single calculation but a series of them, running in parallel, as though the mind behind the face were larger than the face could contain and was working on problems he could not see.

“You will,” she said. “Not today. But you will.”

She stepped back. One pace, two. The water of the ford was behind her and she stepped into it without turning, without looking, her feet finding the flat stones with the sureness of someone who had crossed this ford a thousand times or who did not need to look at all. The water rose to her shins, her knees. The grey cloak darkened where it dragged in the current.

“I am patient,” she said. She was in the middle of the ford now, the water running around her, and her voice carried across the distance without effort — not raised, not projected, simply present, the way the river was present and the stones were present and the grey sky pressing down on everything was present. “I have been patient longer than your people have had fire. I can be patient a while longer.”

She turned. She walked to the far bank and the water fell from her cloak and she climbed the bank and moved into the bare hazels and was gone. Not gone the way a person walking into trees is gone — visible through the gaps, diminishing, trackable. Gone the way a thing that was never entirely there stops being there. One moment: the dark cloak, the black hair, the glint of the crow brooch. The next: hazels and sky and the wind in the bare branches and the sound of the river over stone.

A crow lifted from the tree line. Large, black, wings beating once, twice. It rose above the hazels and banked south, riding the grey air with a heaviness that did not look like flight — that looked like something larger forced into a shape that was too small for it, an intelligence compressed into a body that was not built to hold it.

The bracer cooled. Slowly, degree by degree, the way iron cools after it comes from the forge. Cú Chulainn stood among the trees and watched the bird until it was a black mark against the grey sky and then nothing.

His hands were shaking.

—

He walked back along the river. The sky stayed low and grey and the wind blew and he did not stop until he reached the cliffs above Dún Scáith. The fortress sat below him — stone walls, thatched roofs, the smoke of the central hearth rising in a thin column that the wind shredded before it reached the height of the ramparts. The training yard was busy. He could see figures moving — the paired drills, the wrestling ring, the spear targets at the far end. Ferdiad was there, broad and steady, working through a sword pattern with a student from Munster.

He did not go down. He sat on the cliff edge, legs hanging over the drop, the sea below grey and restless, and he pressed his thumb against the bracer and tried to understand what had just happened.

The woman had known things. About the bronze. About the dreams. About a previous bearer — someone before him who had carried the bracer and burned and been consumed. She had spoken of it as though she had watched it happen. Not heard of it. Not been told. Watched.

The dreams. He had told no one about the dreams. The fragments — a woman's face, stone walls, the grief that was not his grief — that came in the hour before dawn and left him shaking. Scáthach had told him the bracer carried echoes. She had not used the word dreams. She had said: “The bronze retains impressions. You may feel things that are not yours. Do not chase them. Let them pass.”

The woman at the ford had not said impressions. She had said dreams. The distinction felt important.

And the shift. The moment when something behind her eyes changed — the warmth dropping, the cold thing looking out, the voice turning sharp and clipped. And then the third quality beneath that, the patience, the quiet assessment. Three faces behind one face. Three voices in one throat. He had seen people lie before — seen them wear expressions that did not match their intent, seen the mask and the thing beneath the mask. This was not that. This was not one person wearing different faces. This was different people sharing the same face. As though the woman at the ford were a house with three occupants, and they took turns at the window.

The thought made his skin tighten.

He pressed his thumb harder against the bracer. The bronze was cool now — the steady, ambient warmth of a thing that was always warm, always pressed against his pulse, always there. It told him nothing. It never told him anything. It heated when danger came and cooled when danger passed, and the space between those two states was his to interpret, and he had learned nothing from it that he had not taught himself.

But the coldness in his gut — the iron certainty that the woman was wrong, dangerous, a thing to step away from — that had come from somewhere. It had not come from his mind. His mind had been half-ready to listen. His mind had heard I can take the ugliness from it and had wanted, for one sharp moment, to say yes. To be free of the broken, chaotic transformation that made men flinch and women cover their children's eyes. To change the way Scáthach said she had once changed — clean, elegant, the body shifting into something that was powerful without being monstrous.

His mind had wanted it. His gut had said no.

He did not know if the gut was his.

—

Scáthach was on the northern ground when he found her. She was standing at the cliff edge, watching the sea, the wind pulling at her hair. The harness lay coiled beside the stakes, unused. She did not turn when he climbed the path to the training ground.

“You met someone,” she said.

He stopped. He was ten paces behind her, the wind between them, and she had not turned, had not looked at him, and the certainty in her voice was not a guess.

“A woman,” he said. “At the ford.”

Scáthach did not move. The wind blew. The sea threw itself against the base of the cliff and the spray rose and fell and the sound of it was like something breathing.

“Tell me,” she said.

He told her. The woman. The warmth, the wrongness, the offer. The shift behind the eyes — the cold thing looking out, and then the patient thing beneath that. The crow. The bracer's heat and the coldness in his gut and the certainty that had no origin.

Scáthach listened. She did not interrupt. She did not ask questions. She stood at the cliff edge and the wind blew and her face gave nothing and when he finished she was quiet for a long time.

“You said no,” she said.

“I said no.”

“Why?”

He thought about it. The answer that came first was because something told me to, but that was not an answer — that was an admission that he had been guided by a feeling he could not explain. The answer that came second was because the offer was too generous, and that was closer, but still not right.

“Because her face was wrong,” he said. “When I refused. The warmth went out of it too fast. And what was underneath —” He stopped. Tried again. “There were too many people in her face. One who wanted to persuade me. One who wanted to take what she could not persuade me to give. And one who was —” He did not have a word for what the third had been. “Waiting. As though the first two were moves in a game and she was watching from behind them both.”

Scáthach turned. She looked at him. The grey eyes, the weathered face, the centuries pressing. Something moved behind the stone — not recognition this time. Something colder. Something that looked like fear pressed very flat and very deep and held there with the force of a woman who had spent six hundred years learning not to show what she felt.

“You will not go to that ford alone again,” she said.

“Who is she?”

“The people of this island call her the Morrígan. The phantom queen. They say she haunts the fords before battle and washes the armour of the men who are going to die. They say she takes the form of a crow and walks among the dead.” Scáthach's voice was steady. Level. The voice of a woman giving information she wished she did not have to give. “They say she is three.”

“Three?”

“Three faces. Three names. Morrígan. Badb. Macha. The people call them sisters. Daughters of the same mother. They say the three of them share the sovereignty of war and death, and when one speaks the others listen, and when one moves the others watch.”

“But you do not think they are sisters.”

Scáthach looked at him. The fear was deeper now — not hidden, not controlled, but present on the surface the way ice is present on the surface of a deep lake. Thin. Visible. Covering something vast beneath.

“I think they are not human,” she said. “I think the people of this island have been trying to understand something that is not human, and they reached for the nearest shape that made sense, and the nearest shape was three women. Three sisters. A family.”

“What do you think it is?”

“I think it is one.” Scáthach's voice dropped. Not in volume — in weight. “One thing. Wearing three faces the way you might wear three cloaks. And I think it has been here for a very long time, and I think it is very interested in what you carry on your wrist, and I think the interest is not love, and it is not friendship, and it is not partnership.”

The wind blew. The spray rose from the cliff base.

“What does it want?”

Scáthach turned back to the sea. The conversation was over — he could feel it, the way the air changed when she had said what she meant to say and would say no more. She stood at the cliff edge and the wind pulled at her hair and her hands were loose at her sides and she looked like what she was: a woman who had once carried the bronze and surrendered it and lived long enough to see it come back, and now a thing had found it, a thing she recognised, and the recognition sat in her bones like weather.

“What you carry on your wrist,” she said. “The thing that lives in the bronze. Do you know what else might want it?”

“No.”

“Neither did I. Until now.”

She walked away. Crossed the northern ground, passed the harness and the stakes and the ropes, and descended the path toward the fortress without looking back. She moved the way she always moved — straight, clean, economical. But something in the line of her shoulders was different. Tighter. As though she were holding a weight she had not been holding an hour ago.

Cú Chulainn stood on the northern ground alone. The wind blew. The bracer sat against his wrist, cool and steady, the bronze bull motifs catching no light under the grey sky.

He thought of the woman at the ford. The smile. The warmth. The offer.

I could take the ugliness from it.

He thought of the shift. The cold thing behind the warm eyes. The clipped voice, the bitten words. You do not have a choice in this.

And beneath both, the third: patient, quiet, calculating. A mind larger than the face that contained it. Three people in one body. Three hands reaching for the same thing.

He thought of the crow, rising heavy and dark above the hazels. Something large forced into something small. An intelligence that did not fit the shape it wore.

The bracer warmed. Not heat — not threat — just warmth. The steady pulse of the thing against his wrist, the thing he had carried since he was seven, the thing that burned when he fought and ached when he was hurt and dreamed dreams that were not his dreams and had never, in all the years he had worn it, told him a single thing in words.

But the coldness in his gut, the certainty that had stopped his hand and held his ground and made him say no to a woman who was offering him everything he wanted —

That had come from somewhere.

He pressed his thumb against the bronze and stood in the wind and did not go inside until the light was gone.

—

Ferdiad found him at the evening meal. The hall was loud — the clatter of wooden bowls, the talk of students comparing bruises and boasts, the fire snapping in the central hearth. Ferdiad set his bowl beside Cú Chulainn's and sat down and ate in the easy silence they had built between them.

He waited until the hall thinned — students drifting to their sleeping places, the fire burning low — before he spoke.

“You look like a man who has seen something he cannot explain and is trying to explain it anyway.”

Cú Chulainn looked at him. The broad face. The steady eyes. Ferdiad was the only person at Dún Scáith who looked at him without wariness — without the careful distance that people kept around a man who might, at any moment, become something that was not a man. Ferdiad looked at him the way he looked at everything: directly, calmly, with the unshakeable patience of someone who had decided what he thought and would not be moved.

“A woman,” Cú Chulainn said. “At a ford south of here.”

“A woman.”

“She knew my name. She knew things she should not have known. She offered me —” He stopped. The words sounded foolish when he shaped them for another person's hearing. She offered to love me. She offered to fix me. “She offered help. With the transformation. She said she could make the change clean.”

Ferdiad was quiet for a moment. He ate a piece of bread, chewed it, swallowed.

“And you said no.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because three different people looked at me from behind the same face, and the last one frightened me more than the first two.”

Ferdiad set down the bread. He looked at Cú Chulainn for a long time. The firelight moved across his face. The hall was nearly empty now — the embers, the shadows, the two of them.

“Then I am glad you said no,” Ferdiad said. “Because the things that frighten you are not the things that frighten other men, and if a woman at a ford put fear in the Hound of Ulster, then she is a thing to walk carefully around.”

He passed the bread. The small gesture. The steady presence. The silence that did not need filling.

Cú Chulainn ate. The bracer sat cool against his wrist. The fire burned low.

Somewhere south, in the bare hazels above a ford where the river ran over flat stones, a crow sat in the dark and watched the fortress with eyes that were not a bird's eyes, and the patience behind those eyes was older than the stones it perched on, and it would wait.

It was very good at waiting.
Leaving the Shadow

The last morning at Dún Scáith came without ceremony. No feast, no gathering, no ritual of completion. Scáthach simply stopped teaching him.

He noticed it in the training yard. She had been working him through the spear forms — the high guard, the sweep, the short thrust that came under a shield — and she corrected the angle of his elbow, the set of his rear foot, the way his shoulders climbed when he was tired. She had been correcting these things for three years. But on this morning she stood back and watched him run the full sequence twice and said nothing. No correction. No adjustment. No instruction to repeat.

He finished the second sequence and lowered the spear and looked at her.

“Again?” he said.

“No.”

She walked to the edge of the yard, where the low wall separated the training ground from the cliff path, and leaned against it. The wind came off the sea, carrying salt and the cold smell of deep water, and it pulled at her hair — grey now at the temples, though it had been darker when he arrived. Or perhaps it had always been grey and he had not been looking.

“You are finished,” she said.

He stood in the yard with the spear in his hand and the sweat cooling on his back and he understood what she meant. Not finished for the morning. Finished.

“There is nothing more I can teach you,” she said. “The rest is years. The rest is living with what you carry and making your choices and being right more often than you are wrong, and no one can teach you that in a training yard.”

He wanted to argue. The impulse was reflex — the same reflex that had driven him across the Bridge of Leaps, that had carried him through every correction and every failure and every morning when his body screamed against what she demanded of it. The reflex to push harder. To find the next thing. To not be finished, because being finished meant the thing that came next, and the thing that came next was the world, and the world did not have walls or rules or a woman who understood what lived on his wrist.

He did not argue. He set the spear in the rack and walked to where she stood and leaned against the wall beside her and looked at the sea.

“When?” he said.

“Tomorrow. The tide turns before dawn. There will be a boat.”

—

He found Ferdiad at the forge. The big man was sitting on the stone bench outside, working oil into a leather belt with the patient, circular motion of someone who had nothing better to do and was content with it. His pack was already made — a roll of hide and wool, tied with cord, leaning against the forge wall. He had known before Cú Chulainn had.

“She told you,” Cú Chulainn said.

“Last night.” Ferdiad did not look up from the belt. “Sat me down after the evening meal. Said the words. I think she has said them many times.”

“How did she seem?”

“Like a woman cutting a rope she had been holding for a long time.” He set the belt across his knee and looked up. The broad face. The calm eyes. The patience that was not passivity but a kind of earned stillness — the stillness of a man who had learned what he was and was not troubled by it. “She is tired, Cu. Whatever she has been carrying about you — about the bronze, about the woman at the ford — it has cost her. I think she will be relieved when we are gone.”

The words stung. Not because they were cruel — Ferdiad was never cruel — but because they were probably true, and the truth of them sat in a place that was already sore.

“Where will you go?” Cú Chulainn asked.

“Connacht.” Ferdiad folded the belt and tucked it into his pack. “Medb has been sending word. She wants warriors — good ones, trained ones, men who can lead her war bands and teach her young fighters. The pay is generous. The land is good.” He paused. “And I have no home to go back to. The land I came from belongs to other men now. Connacht is as good as anywhere.”

“Ulster is better.”

“Ulster has you.” Ferdiad smiled. It was a small smile, brief and warm, the kind that came and went quickly and meant more than a laugh. “Ulster does not need two of us. And Connacht does not have anyone like either of us.”

They sat in silence. The wind blew across the training ground and the sound of the forge — the clang of iron, the hiss of the quench — came muffled through the stone wall. Somewhere below, the sea beat against the cliff base in its slow, stupid rhythm.

“We could go together,” Cú Chulainn said. “For a time. See the country. Fight whoever needs fighting.”

“You are going home,” Ferdiad said. “You have been going home since you arrived. Every time you talk about Emain Macha your voice changes. Every time you talk about Conchobar, about Fergus, about the boy-troop —” He stopped. Started again. “You belong to Ulster. You have always belonged to Ulster. Go home.”

—

The evening was quiet. The students who remained — there were fewer now than when Cú Chulainn had arrived; some had finished, some had failed, two had died in the training — gathered in the hall for the meal, but the talk was subdued. Word had spread. The Hound was leaving.

Cú Chulainn sat with Ferdiad and ate and drank and talked about things that did not matter — an argument two students had been having about the proper grip for a short sword, a fishing boat that had foundered in the channel, the colour of the sky and what it meant for tomorrow's crossing. They did not talk about leaving. They did not talk about the ford at the south of the island, or the woman who had stood in it, or the crow that had risen from the hazels. They did not talk about the future.

After the meal, when the hall had thinned and the fire was low, Ferdiad produced a skin of mead — thick, dark stuff, sweet and fierce, traded from a merchant who had put in at the eastern cove two weeks past. They drank it sitting on the floor with their backs against the wall, passing the skin between them the way they had passed skins and bowls and bread for three years, and the mead burned going down and settled warm in the belly and the silence between them was the silence of men who had said what needed saying and were not afraid of what was left.

“Swear something to me,” Cú Chulainn said.

“If it is reasonable.”

“That we will meet again.”

Ferdiad took the skin. Drank. Passed it back. His face in the firelight was the same face it had always been — broad, steady, unhurried. The face of a man who kept his word because keeping his word was simpler than not keeping it, and simplicity was a kind of strength.

“We will meet again,” Ferdiad said. “That is not a thing that needs swearing. It is a thing that will happen because we will make it happen.”

“Swear it anyway.”

Ferdiad looked at him. Something moved behind the steady eyes — not doubt, not reluctance, but the faintest recognition that oaths had weight, and that the weight of this one was heavier than the words that carried it. He reached out and gripped Cú Chulainn's forearm — the right arm, below the elbow, the warrior's grip that bound one man to another in the way that mattered.

“I swear it,” he said. “On my name and on the training we shared under the Shadow. We will meet again.”

Cú Chulainn gripped his arm in return. The bracer was warm against his wrist — not the heat of warning, not the cold of the woman at the ford, but a steady warmth that might have been the mead or the fire or the press of another man's hand or something else entirely.

“Brother,” Ferdiad said. Not a greeting. A statement. “I arrived here having six brothers. I leave having seven.”

“Brother,” Cú Chulainn said.

They finished the mead. The fire burned to embers. They slept where they sat, backs against the wall, shoulders touching, and in the morning they would go their separate ways and the world would be wider and emptier for it.

—

Scáthach found him before dawn.

He was standing on the northern ground — the training area above the cliffs where she had taught him to use the harness, where the ropes and stakes were still driven into the turf, where the wind came unbroken off the Atlantic and stripped the warmth from everything it touched. The sky was black in the west and grey in the east and the stars were going out one by one, and the sea was a dark, heaving presence below the cliff edge, felt more than seen.

She came up the path without a torch. She moved the way she always moved — straight, clean, no wasted motion — and she stood beside him and looked at the sea and neither of them spoke for a long time.

“I stood here when the last one left,” she said. “Not you. Before you. Long before you. The one who carried the bronze when I first came to this island.”

He waited.

“He was different. Quieter. Less fire. His darkness was not rage — it was something slower, something that crept in rather than erupted. He left on a morning like this. Grey sky, dark water. He said he would come back. He did not come back.”

She turned to face him. In the thin grey light her face was all angles — the cheekbones, the jaw, the lines that the centuries had drawn around her eyes and mouth. Not old. Not young. A face that had outlived its context, that belonged to a time no one living remembered.

“You will not come back either,” she said. “Not because you do not mean to. But because the world takes hold of men like you and does not let go, and by the time you think of this place again it will be a memory, and memories do not bring men home.”

“I will remember what you taught me.”

“You will remember some of it. The body remembers what it has practised. The hands, the feet, the way of standing and moving and striking — those will stay. It is the other things that fade.” She paused. The wind blew. The sea moved below them. “The discipline. The space between the anger and the action. The moment where you choose. That is the first thing the world takes from you, because the world does not give you time to choose.”

He wanted to tell her she was wrong. That the harness training had built something in him that would not erode — that the ability to feel the fire rising and hold it, to stand in the space between provocation and ríastrad and choose — was as much a part of him now as the spear forms and the sword work and the way his body moved without thought when a blade came at his ribs.

He did not tell her this, because he was not certain it was true, and lying to Scáthach felt like lying to himself.

“Be wary,” she said, “of anyone who offers you power without cost. The woman at the ford offered you a clean transformation. She offered to take the ugliness from the change. Do you remember?”

“I remember.”

“The ugliness is yours, Cu. The distortion, the chaos, the warp — that is what the bronze built from your rage. It is not a flaw to be corrected. It is a consequence to be managed. Anyone who tells you they can remove the consequence without removing the cause is either a fool or something worse.”

She reached for his arm. Not the warrior's grip — something gentler. Her hand closed around his wrist, over the bracer, and her fingers pressed against the bronze and for a moment he felt something pass between them: not heat, not cold, but a kind of vibration, like a note struck on a string that was almost too deep to hear. The bronze under her fingers stirred — not visibly, not in any way that someone watching would have seen, but he felt it. A recognition. The thing on his wrist acknowledging the woman who had once carried it. Or the woman acknowledging the thing she had once carried. He could not tell the difference.

“I wore it for three hundred years,” she said. Her voice was quiet. The wind nearly took the words. “I was older than you when I found it, and calmer, and I held a clear image in my mind when the change came, and my transformation was clean. Cold. Beautiful. People who saw it described a woman of bronze — tall, precise, terrible. And I thought that meant I was better than the ones who came before me, because my change was clean and theirs had been ugly.”

Her grip tightened on his wrist.

“I was not better. I was colder. The cold was my darkness the way the rage is yours, and it ate me just as surely, and by the time I understood what it had done I was a woman who could kill without feeling and call it discipline.” She paused. The wind filled the space. “The bronze does not care what shape the darkness takes. It builds what you give it. I gave it cold. You give it fire. Neither of us gave it anything good.”

She released his wrist. Her hand fell to her side. The sky was lighter now — grey giving way to a thin, watery blue at the eastern horizon, the first suggestion of the sun still hidden behind the headland.

“Go home,” she said. “Fight for your king. Defend your borders. Use what I taught you. And when the fire rises and the bronze burns and the world narrows to a point of red and you cannot hear anything except the roar —” She stopped. Took a breath. “Remember that the choice is there. Even when you cannot feel it. Even when the fire is louder than everything. The choice is there. I put it there. It is the only gift I have that is worth anything.”

“I will hold onto it.”

“You will try.” She looked at him. Grey eyes. The weight of all those centuries pressing behind them, and behind the weight, something that might have been love or might have been grief or might have been both, because in Scáthach's face the two had become the same thing a long time ago. “That is all I have ever asked of any of you. Try.”

She turned away. Walked across the northern ground, past the stakes and the coiled ropes and the bare patch of earth where he had knelt in the harness and learned to feel the fire and choose — not to stop it, never to stop it, but to stand in the doorway for one breath longer before stepping through. She descended the cliff path and the grey light took her and she did not look back.

He stood on the northern ground alone. The wind blew. The bracer sat against his wrist, warm and steady. The sky brightened in the east, degree by degree, and the sea turned from black to grey to the dark green that meant deep water, and the gulls woke and began their circuits above the cliffs, crying.

He pressed his thumb against the bronze. The bull motifs under his skin. The warmth that was always there, that had been there since he was seven years old, that would be there until — until it was not. Until the bronze moved on. Until whatever end was waiting for him arrived and the thing on his wrist found someone else to carry.

He did not think about the end. He was sixteen years old and the world was in front of him and he was the best fighter on the island and possibly in Ireland and the fire in his blood was a weapon, not a curse, whatever Scáthach believed. He would go home. He would fight. He would be the thing they said he was — the Hound, the champion, the warp-spasm warrior who stood at the fords and did not yield.

He would remember what she taught him.

He meant it. He would not keep the promise.

—

The boat was waiting at the eastern cove when the light came up. A fishing vessel, broad-beamed and low-sided, crewed by two men from the mainland who had been paid in iron to make the crossing and wait. Ferdiad was already there, his pack on the shingle beside him, eating an oatcake with the methodical patience of a man fuelling himself for a journey.

“You look like a man who has been given a speech,” Ferdiad said.

“I have been given several speeches over the past three years. This was the last one.”

“Was it a good speech?”

“It was the kind that sits in your chest and will not settle.”

Ferdiad nodded. He passed an oatcake. They ate standing on the shingle, watching the boat rock in the swell, and the sky over the mainland was the colour of old iron and the wind smelled of rain.

“The tide will not wait,” one of the boatmen called. He was a short man with a red beard and the impatience of someone who understood water and knew that water did not accommodate the feelings of the men who travelled on it.

They loaded their packs. The boat was small — the two of them, with their size and their gear, filled it to the point where the boatmen exchanged a look that suggested they were reconsidering the arrangement. Ferdiad sat in the bow, his weight settling the vessel's nose into the swell. Cú Chulainn sat amidships, his back against the mast step.

The boatmen pushed off. The oars bit the water. The island fell away — the cliffs, the fortress on its headland, the dark stone of Dún Scáith against the grey sky. Cú Chulainn watched it diminish. The northern ground, where he had knelt in the harness. The yard, where Scáthach had broken every bad habit and built new ones in their place. The hall, where Ferdiad had passed him bread and mead and the simple, saving fact of another person's company.

He looked for a figure on the cliffs. A woman standing at the edge, watching the boat cross the channel. He did not see one.

The island shrank. The fortress became a mark on the headland, then a suggestion, then nothing. The channel widened and the swell deepened and the mainland rose ahead — the coast of Alba, dark and green, the mountains behind it lost in cloud.

—

They walked south for three days.

The country was rough — hill and moor and bog, the tracks thin and uncertain, the rivers swollen with the spring rains. They walked in the easy rhythm of men who were accustomed to each other's pace, not talking much, covering the ground with the long, ground-eating stride that Scáthach had drilled into them both. At night they found shelter where they could — an overhang of rock, a stand of trees, once the remains of a shepherd's hut with half a roof and a hearth that still drew. They ate what they carried and what they could find, and they slept in turns, and the country passed beneath their feet.

On the third evening they reached the coast. The sea again — a different sea, facing south and west, the water darker and the swell heavier and the wind carrying the faint, green smell of Ireland across the channel. They stood on the bluff above the beach and looked at the water and did not speak.

“There will be boats at the settlement,” Ferdiad said. He pointed south along the coast, where a thin line of smoke rose from behind a headland. “Fishermen, traders. Someone will take us across.”

“Us. Or each of us.”

Ferdiad was quiet. The wind blew. The sea moved below them, grey and heavy, and somewhere across that water were two countries — Ulster to the north-east, Connacht to the west — and the distance between those two countries was the distance between the life they had shared and the lives they would live apart.

“I go west from the crossing,” Ferdiad said. “You go north.”

“I know.”

“It is not far. In a straight line — if you could walk a straight line across Ireland, which you cannot, because the bogs and the rivers and the mountains will not permit it — it is not far from Cruachan to Emain Macha.”

“It is far enough.”

Ferdiad turned to him. The broad face. The steady eyes. The man who had looked at him without wariness from the first day, who had treated him as a man and not a weapon, who had held the bread and the silence and the oath. The man who was going to Connacht to serve a queen he had never met, because Connacht needed warriors and Ferdiad needed a home and the world did not arrange itself around the things that mattered.

“If you need me,” Ferdiad said, “send word. I will come.”

“And if you need me.”

“I will not need you. I am very capable.”

“You are a passable fighter with an excellent opinion of yourself.”

“I am an outstanding fighter with an accurate opinion of myself. There is a difference.”

They looked at each other. Ferdiad's mouth twitched. Cú Chulainn felt something build in his chest — not the fire, not the bracer's heat, but something older and simpler and more human. The pressure of a thing that could not be said because saying it would diminish it, and some things were too large for words and too important for silence and the only thing left was the space between the two.

Ferdiad gripped his arm. The warrior's grip. Forearm to forearm, the way they had gripped in the hall the night before, but harder now, tighter, the pressure of it grinding the bracer against bone.

“Brother,” Ferdiad said.

“Brother.”

They held the grip for a long time. The wind blew. The sea moved below them. The smoke from the settlement curled above the headland, thin and grey against the grey sky.

Ferdiad let go. He picked up his pack and settled it on his shoulder and turned south along the coast toward the settlement, and he walked the way he always walked — steady, unhurried, covering the ground with the easy patience of a man who had decided where he was going and would not be hurried and would not look back.

He did not look back.

Cú Chulainn watched him go. The broad shoulders, the sure stride, the pack riding easy on his back. He watched him diminish along the coastal track, watched him round the headland, watched the last of him disappear behind the rock and the gorse and the grey sky.

He stood on the bluff alone. The wind blew from the south and west and it carried the smell of Ireland across the water, and somewhere in that smell was heather and peat smoke and rain on stone and the memory of a boy who had left home at seven with a hurling stick and a sliotar and a bronze bracer on his wrist that was warm and strange and his.

He was going home.

The bracer warmed against his wrist. Not heat. Not warning. Just warmth — the steady, familiar pulse of the thing that had been with him since the cairn, since the river, since the first time the world had narrowed to a point of red and the fire had poured through him and remade him into something that was not a boy and not a man and not anything that had a name.

He turned north and walked toward the settlement, and the sea was on his left and the wind was at his back and the sky was the colour of iron and it would rain before nightfall.

Behind him, to the south, Ferdiad walked toward Connacht. Ahead of him, across the water, Ulster waited. Between the two — the distance, the years, the choices that would fill them — a ford. A river running over flat stones. Two men who had been brothers, standing on opposite sides of the current.

But that was later. That was years away. For now, the road, the wind, the smell of home across the water. For now, the warmth of the bronze on his wrist and the memory of a woman's voice on a cliff in the grey light, saying: The choice is there. Even when you cannot feel it. The choice is there.

He walked north.

—

Leaving the known-safe place. The woman at the sea does not follow. Cannot follow? Will not follow. The distinction does not — no. Does not matter.

The host is stronger. Trained. Disciplined. The transformations — still broken, still the wrong shape, but faster now, cleaner at the edges. The host holds longer before the fire takes. One breath. Two. Three, sometimes. The woman-who-was taught the host to stand in the doorway. Good. Better. Not enough.

The burning is still there. Underneath. Beneath the discipline, beneath the breath-counting, beneath the training — the rage. The thing the host was built from. The thing the bronze was given to work with. Rage first. Always rage first. The pattern is fixed. The woman-who-was said so and she was right. She was right about this. Cannot change the pattern. Can only ride it.

The other one goes west. The large one, the steady one, the one the host touches without flinching. Known-safe. Known-good. The host will miss this one. The bronze — does it miss? No. Not the right word. The absence will register. A pattern disrupted. A frequency gone.

The watching thing. The cold-warm-patient thing at the ford. It is still there. South, south, behind and beneath and waiting. It did not follow to the island. It will not need to follow. The host is going to where it already is.

The host is going home. The bronze goes with him. Wherever the host goes the bronze goes and wherever the bronze goes the watching thing will find it. This has happened before. Will happen again. The pattern —

Always the pattern.

    
    AN LAOCH

    The Champion



  The Champion of Ulster

He took the road south before he went north.

It made no sense. He had crossed from Alba in a fishing boat that put in at the coast of Antrim, and Emain Macha was north and west from the landing, and the road home ran through country he had walked as a boy — the pastures, the fords, the low hills that rolled toward the king's seat like a green sea settling. He should have gone straight. Fergus would be there. Conchobar. The boy-troop — what was left of it, what had grown up in his absence. Home was north.

He went south.

The valley had not changed. The river still bent where it had always bent, the hills still broke the wind, and the smoke from the forge rose in a thin line that he saw from the ridge before he saw anything else. The ring of iron on iron carried across the open ground, distant and steady, the sound of a man who had been doing the same work for thirty years and would do it for thirty more. Cú Chulainn stood on the ridge and looked down at the compound — the stone wall, the heavy gate, the dark shape of the forge — and the last time he had stood in this valley he had been nine years old, with a camán over his shoulder and a debt paid and a name that would follow him to his death.

He walked down the track toward the gate.

He had covered perhaps half the distance when the hound came over the wall.

She did not use the gate. She cleared the wall in a single motion — a surge of muscle and mass that carried her over the chest-high stone as though it were a ditch — and she hit the ground running. Cú Chulainn saw her and his hand went to the sword at his hip before the thought caught up. She was enormous. Larger than he remembered, or perhaps memory had scaled her to the boy he had been and the reality was scaled to the man he was now. A war hound in her full prime — tall at the shoulder, deep through the chest, with a head like a forge hammer and a stride that ate the ground between them in great, lunging gulps. Her hackles were up. Her ears were flat. The sound coming from her chest was the sound he had taught her, or she had taught him — the deep, grinding warning that meant stranger at the approach and admitted no argument.

“Gods —” The shout came from behind the wall. Culann's voice, older, rougher, carrying the particular alarm of a man who has just watched his hound go over the boundary at full sprint toward a figure on the road. “Hold! Hold, damn you —”

The hound did not hold. She closed the distance with the terrible efficiency of an animal bred for this single purpose, and at ten paces she launched. The leap carried her off the ground in a flat arc — not the high, showy jump of a dog at play, but the low, driving attack that brought the full weight of the animal into the target's chest. Cú Chulainn saw her leave the ground and the bracer flared once, sharp and hot, and then —

She hit him.

The impact drove him back two steps and down onto one knee, and eighty pounds of war hound was on his chest, and the jaws that could close around a man's forearm were —

Licking his face.

The growl had stopped. The hackles had dropped. The great head was pushing against his jaw, his neck, his shoulder, and the sound she was making now was not the war-sound but something else entirely — a high, broken whining that came from the back of her throat, urgent and helpless, the sound of a creature overwhelmed by a recognition it had not expected. Her nose was against his wrist, against the bracer, pressing hard, and her whole body was shaking — not with aggression but with the muscular tremor of an animal trying to contain something too large for its frame.

Cú Chulainn put his arms around her neck. The fur was coarser than he remembered. Greyer at the muzzle. She was older — nine years, ten, he could not say precisely — and the years showed in the white hairs above her eyes and the slight stiffness in her hind legs as she scrambled against him. But the weight of her against his chest was the same weight he had felt through a thousand cold nights at the gate, the same warmth pressing through the brat, the same breathing against his ribs in the dark.

“I know,” he said. His voice was rough. “I know.”

She would not stop. She pressed against him and whined and licked his face and pushed her nose into the hollow of his throat, and her tail — he had not seen her tail move like this before, had not known she possessed this particular motion, this frantic, graceless sweeping — beat against his legs and the ground and the air. She smelled the same. Smoke and iron and the particular warm, dusty scent of a body that slept by a forge.

“I know,” he said again, and he held her, and the bracer on his wrist was warm in a way that had nothing to do with threat.

Culann arrived at a run. The smith was older — the arms still thick, the hands still mapped with burn scars, but the hair was grey now where it had been dark, and the lines of his face had deepened into the permanent furrows of a man who worked in heat and wind and did not spare himself. He came around the gate with a rope in one hand and an expression that was half fury and half terror, and he stopped.

He looked at the hound. At the stranger on the ground. At the hound pressed against the stranger's chest, whining, shaking, her entire body communicating a single thing that required no interpretation.

“Boy?” Culann said.

Cú Chulainn looked up. The hound's head was under his chin. Her paws were on his shoulders.

“I am not a boy any more, Culann.”

The smith stared at him. At the breadth of shoulder that had not been there seven years ago. At the sword on his hip and the spear across his back and the face that had lost the softness of childhood and found something harder and older beneath. At the bracer on his wrist — the same bracer, the bronze bull motifs, the warmth that no one else could feel.

“No,” Culann said. “No, I can see that.” He dropped the rope. He stood in the track with the wind coming down the valley and the sound of the forge behind him, and his face did the thing it had done on the night of the feast, the thing it had done when the boy had offered to be his hound — it set, and held, and then cracked, very slightly, along a fault line that ran from his jaw to his eyes, and the crack let something through that the smith would never have permitted if he had been given time to prevent it.

“Come inside,” he said. “She will not let you leave now, and I have meat on the fire. You look like you need feeding.”

—

He stayed two days.

He slept by the gate. Not because Culann asked — the smith had offered the hall — but because the hound settled there and would not move, and when he tried to go inside she pressed her body against the gate and looked at him with an expression that was neither obedience nor request but something more fundamental, something that said: you left once and I will not make it easy for you to leave again.

He let her win. He slept on the hard ground with his back against the wall and the hound against his ribs, and the years fell away, and the cold crept in, and the warmth of the animal pressed against him was the warmth of a debt that had been paid and a bond that had not.

On the second morning, Culann sat beside him at the gate and gave him porridge, and they ate in silence the way they had eaten in silence when he was nine, and the valley was the same and the porridge was the same and nothing was the same.

“She knew you,” Culann said.

“She knew the bracer.”

“She knew you. I have seen her scent strangers a hundred times. She does not shake for a piece of bronze. She shakes for the boy who slept beside her in the snow.” Culann scraped his bowl. “The forge is good. The work is steady. The hound does her duty.” He paused. “She is old, Cu. She has years left, but not many. I will not find another like her.”

“She was always yours.”

“She was mine because you made her mine. You taught her the gate before I did. Whatever she learned from me, she learned because you showed her it was worth learning.” The smith set down the bowl. “Where are you going?”

“Emain Macha.”

“To Conchobar.”

“To Conchobar. To Fergus. To whatever comes next.”

Culann looked at him. The same look — steady, assessing, the look of a man who measured metal for a living and had learned to measure men by the same standard.

“You are carrying more than you were,” he said.

“I am.”

“Is it heavier?”

Cú Chulainn thought of Scáthach's farewell. Of the harness on the northern ground. Of the woman at the ford, the three faces behind one face, the patience that was older than fire.

“Yes,” he said.

“Then eat more porridge,” Culann said. “A man carrying weight needs fuel.”

He left on the third morning, and the hound followed him to the ridge, and he told her to go back, and she did not go back. He told her again. She sat in the track and looked at him. He knelt and put his hand on her broad head and pressed his face against the coarse fur between her ears and said nothing, because the words he had were not the right words and the right words did not exist.

She went back. Not because he told her. Because Culann whistled from the gate, and duty was duty, and she was the hound of Culann before she was anything else.

He watched her go. The stiff hind legs. The grey muzzle. The heavy body moving down the track toward the forge and the gate and the life she had been given, and the man who stood on the ridge watched her the way he had watched Ferdiad walk south along the coastal track — with the knowledge that some partings are not endings but that all of them cost something.

He turned north.

—

Emain Macha had not changed. The earthen ramparts, the timber palisade, the great hall on the rise with its thatched roof dark against the sky. The smoke of a hundred hearth fires rose into the grey air and the cattle lowed in the fields below the walls and the sound of the place — the clatter and hum of a king's seat, the voices and hooves and iron and wood — reached him before the gates did.

Fergus met him at the outer ditch.

The big man had aged. The red in his beard was shot through with grey, and the lines around his eyes had deepened, and he stood at the edge of the ditch with his arms folded and his face giving nothing. He looked at Cú Chulainn the way he had looked at the boy who walked onto the playing field — with the flat, appraising attention of a man who trained warriors and knew what he was seeing.

“You are taller,” Fergus said.

“I am.”

“Broader.”

“I am.”

“And the thing on your wrist?”

“The same.”

Fergus nodded. He unfolded his arms. For a moment something moved behind the flat expression — something warmer, something that had been held back because Fergus was not a man who showed such things in public, and the outer ditch of Emain Macha was as public as it got.

“Welcome home, boy,” he said.

“I am not a boy any more, Fergus.”

“You are all boys to me. Come. The king has been waiting.”

—

The months that followed were the months the legends were made from.

Cú Chulainn took his place in Conchobar's war band — not at the edges, not in the second rank where returning warriors were customarily placed to prove themselves again, but at the centre. The king saw what Scáthach had made and knew the value of it immediately, with the practical eye of a ruler who measured strength the way a farmer measured rainfall: by what it could do for him.

He was given a chariot. A charioteer — Láeg mac Riangabra, a wiry man with quick hands and a mouth that did not stop, who drove the way the wind drove, without hesitation and without apology. He was given a section of the northern border to patrol, where the raids from the smaller kingdoms came in spring and autumn with the regularity of weather.

He patrolled. He fought. He won.

The first year was the year the border learned his name. Raiders who had crossed with impunity for a generation found something new at the fords — a young man in a chariot who moved too fast and hit too hard and did not negotiate. He did not chase them. He did not need to. He positioned himself at the crossings and he waited, and when they came he met them, and the meetings were brief and definitive and the survivors carried the stories home.

The stories grew. A man who could not be struck. A man whose body changed in battle — the spine twisting, the face distorting, one eye sinking to the size of a needle's eye while the other swelled to the size of a fist. A man who killed three warriors before his chariot stopped moving. A man who ate like a horse after every fight and shook for an hour afterward and could not remember what he had done.

The stories were true. All of them. The ríastrad was his weapon and his signature, and the men who saw it and lived could not describe it without their voices going flat and careful, the way men's voices go when they describe a thing they have seen that they wish they had not.

—

The challengers came with the fame.

The first was a fool. A young man from Leinster — Fer Dúin, he called himself, which might have been his name or might have been an invention, because the young men who came to challenge champions sometimes invented names the way they invented reputations, building the edifice before the foundation. He arrived at Emain Macha on a morning in late summer with a chariot that was too decorated and a sword that was too polished and the particular swagger that belonged to a man who had won fights against lesser men and believed this made him ready for a greater one.

He stood in the yard and demanded to face the Hound of Ulster.

Cú Chulainn was eating. He had come in from the northern patrol at dawn, having spent three days sleeping in the chariot and eating what the land provided, and the hunger that followed the patrol was the deep, grinding hunger that the bracer demanded — not the hunger of a body that needed food but the hunger of a thing that had been used and needed to be refilled. He was eating his third bowl of porridge when Láeg came to tell him that a man in the yard wanted to kill him.

“What manner of man?”

“The manner that polishes his scabbard more than his blade.”

Cú Chulainn finished the porridge. He walked to the yard.

Fer Dúin was pacing. He had assembled a small audience — the household guard, a few of the younger warriors, an old woman selling bread near the gate who had seen enough challengers to know entertainment when it presented itself. He turned when Cú Chulainn appeared, and his face did the thing that all their faces did — the brief, involuntary recalculation that happened when a man who had imagined a giant found instead a young man of middling height and unremarkable build, lean, dark-haired, with no visible weapon and porridge on his sleeve.

“You are the Hound?” Fer Dúin said.

“I am.”

“I have come to take the champion's name from you.”

“You have not.”

Fer Dúin blinked. The recalculation deepened. He had prepared for arrogance, for insult, for the ritualistic exchange of boasts that preceded a formal challenge. He had not prepared for a flat refusal delivered in the tone of a man declining a second helping.

“I challenge you,” Fer Dúin said. Louder now. For the audience. “By right of single combat, under the laws of —”

“No.”

The silence was uncomfortable. Fer Dúin's audience shifted. The bread woman bit into her own wares.

“You cannot refuse a —”

“I can refuse anything I choose to refuse. You are not a warrior. You are a boy with a clean sword and a story you have been telling yourself on the road from Leinster, and the story ends with you defeating the Hound of Ulster, and I will not help you tell it.”

Fer Dúin's face darkened. His hand moved toward his sword — not a draw, not yet, but the reflex of a man whose pride had been cut and whose body was answering before his mind could intervene.

Cú Chulainn was in front of him before the hand reached the hilt. Not fast — something beyond fast, something that covered the distance between them without appearing to cross it. His hand closed over Fer Dúin's wrist — not the sword wrist, the other one — and he held it, and the grip was light, and the lightness of it was worse than force because it said: I am holding you the way I would hold a child, and the difference between this grip and the one that would break your wrist is a decision I have not yet needed to make.

“Go home,” Cú Chulainn said. His voice was quiet. The yard was quiet. “Train for five years. Fight men who can teach you something. Learn what your sword is for — not the sound it makes when you pull it, but the weight of what it does when you use it. Come back when you understand the difference. I will fight you then.”

He released the wrist. Fer Dúin stood in the yard, white-faced, his hand still half-raised toward a sword he had not drawn, and the something that moved behind his eyes was not anger — it was the dawning, sickening recognition of a man who has just been shown the distance between what he is and what he believed himself to be, and the distance is vast, and the vastness is not cruel but it is absolute.

Fer Dúin left. He did not speak. He collected his chariot and his decorated harness and his polished sword and he drove out through the gate, and the bread woman watched him go and said nothing, because nothing needed saying.

Láeg appeared at Cú Chulainn's shoulder.

“You let him keep his hand,” the charioteer said.

“He did not deserve to lose it.”

“The last one did not get that courtesy.”

“The last one drew the sword.”

—

The next was not a fool.

He came in autumn, when the rains had turned the roads to rivers of brown mud and the border was quiet and the boredom of garrison life had settled over Emain Macha like a damp blanket. His name was Lóch mac Mofemis, and he came from the west, from the borderlands between Ulster and Connacht where the cattle raids were constant and the warriors were forged in the same fire that forged the feuds — hard, practical, humourless.

He did not ask for a formal challenge. He did not stand in the yard and announce himself. He found Cú Chulainn at the northern ford where the border patrol camped, and he walked out of the tree line at dusk with his shield on his arm and his spear in his hand and said, “I am Lóch mac Mofemis. My brother was at the ford of Nechta Scéne.”

Cú Chulainn looked at him. The man was older — thirty, perhaps, or a hard twenty-five. Broad across the shoulders, thick through the arms, with the flat, dead eyes of a man who had come to do a thing and would do it and the doing of it would not trouble his sleep.

“Your brother stood at the ford,” Cú Chulainn said. “I am sorry for what happened there.”

“You are not sorry. You were twelve years old and you killed three men and rode back to your king's hall with their heads on your chariot rail, and the songs they sing about it do not include the word sorry.”

This was true. The songs did not include that word. The songs included glory and valour and the triumph of youth and the thunder of the ríastrad, and they did not include the twelve-year-old boy who had shaken so badly in the aftermath that Ibar the charioteer had held the reins because the boy's hands could not.

“I am sorry nonetheless,” Cú Chulainn said. “Your brother fought well. He died with a spear in his hand.”

“He died with a hole through his chest the size of a man's fist, and his spine snapped, and his face — his face —” Lóch stopped. The flat eyes were not flat. They were held flat, controlled flat, the way a man holds a blade flat against a whetstone — surface calm, edge beneath. “You will fight me.”

“I will fight you.”

He did not try to dissuade him. He did not offer mercy or suggest that the man go home. Lóch mac Mofemis had not come for mercy. He had come for the thing that men came to fords for, and the thing was old and simple and could not be negotiated.

They fought at the ford.

The water was knee-deep, brown with autumn rain, cold enough to numb the feet inside the first minute. Lóch was good — better than good, trained in the hard school of the borderlands where every skill was paid for in someone's blood. His spear work was clean and fast, and his shield was a wall, and he used the water the way a man who had fought in rivers his whole life used water — as terrain, as weapon, as the thing that slowed the other man's feet and did not slow his own.

The first exchange lasted longer than it should have. Lóch read Cú Chulainn's speed and adjusted — dropped into a defensive stance, shield high, spear held short for the close work, and refused to give ground. He was not trying to win quickly. He was trying to make the fight last, to draw it out, to find the pattern in the speed and exploit the single moment of hesitation that separated a man from a weapon.

The bracer heated. The fire stirred. Not the full ríastrad — not yet — but the banked warmth of the suit responding to a genuine threat, the bronze acknowledging that this man at the ford was not a decorated fool from Leinster but a warrior who had come to kill and had the means.

Cú Chulainn shifted. The lateral step that Fergus had drilled into him, the pivot that Scáthach had refined — he moved sideways in the current, the water dragging at his shins, and Lóch's spear followed but not fast enough. The gap was there. The gap was always there, between the man's intent and the man's speed, and the bracer lived in that gap.

His spear took Lóch through the shield arm, above the elbow, and the shield dropped. The next strike was a sweep — not to the body but to the spear shaft, knocking it wide — and the third was the one that ended it: the short thrust, under the guard, through the leather of the jerkin and into the meat below the ribs on the left side. Deep. The spearhead grated on bone and Lóch's body folded around it and his knees hit the water and the current turned pink around his legs.

Cú Chulainn pulled the spear free. Lóch went sideways into the ford, and the water took him, and his hand came up once and gripped Cú Chulainn's forearm — not to fight, not to pull him down, but the grip of a dying man holding onto the thing that killed him because the thing that killed him was the last solid thing in a world that was going liquid and dark.

“Was it —” Lóch's mouth was full of water and blood. His eyes were not flat any more. They were wide and urgent with the terrible clarity of a man who is about to stop being a man and has one question left. “Was it quick? My brother. Was it quick?”

Cú Chulainn held his arm. The water ran around them both. The bracer was hot on his wrist and the fire was in his blood and the man was dying in his grip and the ford was turning red.

“It was quick,” he said.

It had not been. But the truth was not what Lóch mac Mofemis needed in the last seconds of his life, and mercy sometimes wore the shape of a lie.

Lóch's grip loosened. His eyes unfocused. The current took him — rolled him face-down, carried him downstream, the shield arm trailing, the dark hair fanning in the brown water. Cú Chulainn stood in the ford and watched the body go and the bracer cooled and the hunger came, sudden and savage, and he walked to the bank and sat in the mud and ate everything in the chariot's provision bag and was still hungry when it was gone.

Láeg said nothing. He had learned not to speak in the aftermath. He sat on the chariot rail and held the reins loose in his hands and watched the ford where the water was still pink and waited for the shaking to stop.

—

The third came in winter.

This one brought friends.

Three men from Munster — cattle lords, by the look of them, thick-armed men with gold at their throats and iron at their hips and the confidence of men who had never been told no by anyone they could not buy or beat. They had been raiding across the border for months — small raids, a few head at a time, enough to provoke but not enough to justify a war band. Conchobar had tolerated it because Conchobar understood that small provocations sometimes concealed larger intentions, and a king who chased every stolen cow was a king who left his hall unguarded.

But the raids had grown bolder. A farmstead burned. A herdsman beaten. A girl taken and returned three days later, silent, and the silence said more than speech could.

Conchobar sent Cú Chulainn.

He found them at the ford south of Muirthemne — his own country, his own people's land, the fields where his mother had raised him and where the settlement still stood with its low walls and its thatched roofs and the people he had known before he had known anything else.

The three men were watering their horses when he arrived. Stolen cattle penned in a makeshift corral of cut branches upstream. They looked at the chariot, at the young man standing in it, at the spear across his back and the sword at his hip and the bracer on his wrist. One of them laughed.

“The king sends a boy,” the man said. He was the largest of the three, broad-faced, with a scar that ran from his left ear to his jawline — an old wound, long healed, worn with the carelessness of a man who considered scars a form of decoration. “We have taken his cattle and burned his farmsteads and he sends a boy.”

“I am Cú Chulainn,” he said. “I am here for the cattle, for the herdsman's blood price, and for the girl.”

The laughter stopped. The name did that — cut through the bluster and the confidence and landed in the space where men kept the things they knew about the world, and one of the things they knew was that the Hound of Ulster was not a story.

The scar-faced man recovered first. “There are three of us.”

“I see three of you.”

“And one of you.”

“That has been sufficient before.”

The second man — shorter, darker, with the quick eyes of a man who calculated odds — put his hand on the scar-faced man's arm. A restraining gesture. The gesture of a man who had heard the stories and believed them.

The scar-faced man shook the hand off.

“I do not fear stories,” he said. He drew his sword. It was good iron — well-forged, well-maintained, the blade of a man who could afford quality and knew how to use it.

The bracer flared. Not the banked heat of the border patrol, not the steady warmth of the practise fight. The full, bright flare — the fire pouring up from the base of his spine, the world sharpening, the air going thin and bright. The ríastrad pushed at the walls of Scáthach's discipline, and the walls held, but the push was harder than it had been a year ago, and the space between the provocation and the fire was narrower.

He did not transform. He held the fire at the threshold — the place Scáthach had taught him to stand, the doorway between the man and the thing, the breath-width of choice that was her only gift. He held it. But the effort of holding it tightened every muscle in his body and drew his lips back from his teeth and narrowed his eyes to slits, and the three men at the ford saw something cross his face that was not entirely human, and two of them stepped back.

The scar-faced man did not step back. Credit to him — whatever else he was, he was not a coward. He came forward through the shallows with his sword up and his weight low and the stroke he led with was a good stroke, fast, aimed at the junction of neck and shoulder.

It started in his spine.

It always started in his spine.

The heat poured down from the base of his skull and the world narrowed and the choice was there — the doorway, the breath, the moment — and he stepped through it because the man had drawn steel and the fire would not be denied, and the ríastrad took him.

The change was ugly. It was always ugly — the broken pattern, locked in childhood, the same chaos every time. His spine torqued. His left eye sank to a slit. His jaw distorted, the muscles of his face pulling tight against the bone. The sound that came from his throat was not a war cry — it was the sound of a body being reshaped by something that did not care about the body's opinion.

He killed the scar-faced man with the first strike. The spear punched through the iron boss of the man's shield and into his chest and out through his back, and the sound it made was the sound of something fundamental breaking. The man's eyes went wide — the shocked, disbelieving eyes of a man who has just discovered that the stories were not stories — and then he was falling, and the ford water was red, and Cú Chulainn was already moving.

The second man ran. The short, calculating one — the one who had calculated the odds and believed the stories. He ran. He made it six steps before the spear took him in the back of the thigh and dropped him in the shallows, and Cú Chulainn was over him in two strides and the spear came down through his neck and the calculation was finished.

The third man did not run. He did not fight. He stood in the ford with his sword at his side and his face white and his mouth open and the sound coming from him was a thin, high keening — the sound of a man whose mind had stepped outside its own walls and could not find the door back. He had seen the change. He had seen the spine twist, the face distort, the eyes go wrong. He had seen the thing that lived inside the young man's body come to the surface, and the sight of it had broken something in him that would not mend.

The ríastrad screamed for the third kill. The fire was in his hands, his teeth, the narrow red corridor of his vision, and the man was standing in the ford and the man was a threat and threats were to be ended. The bracer burned. The spear was wet and the hunger was singing and the body wanted what the body always wanted in this state — violence, completion, the simple arithmetic of killing.

He held.

Scáthach's voice in his memory: The choice is there. Even when you cannot feel it.

He could not feel it. The fire was everything — the red, the roar, the need. But the choice was there the way a stone is there at the bottom of a river — you cannot see it, you cannot feel it with your hands, but your foot finds it when you are about to be swept away.

He lowered the spear.

It was the hardest thing he had done since the playing field. The muscles of his arm fought him — the bracer fought him, the fire fought him, the ríastrad screamed in the narrow red space behind his eyes that the man was standing and standing men were threats and threats must end. He lowered the spear and the fire battered against the walls of the choice and the walls held, barely, cracking.

“Go,” he said. The word came through a jaw that was not shaped correctly for speech, through teeth that were too close together, through a throat that was trying to produce sounds it was not designed to produce. “Tell them what you saw. Tell them the cattle are returned and the blood price is paid and if they come to Muirthemne again the river will not carry enough water to wash the ford clean.”

The man went. He dropped his sword in the water and went up the bank and his legs gave out twice and he crawled the last distance on his hands and knees and then he was running, staggering, gone into the winter trees with the thin keening trailing behind him like a scent.

The ríastrad receded. Slowly — slower than usual, the fire banking degree by grudging degree, the spine straightening, the jaw easing, the world widening from the red corridor to the grey, ordinary breadth of a ford in winter with two dead men in the shallows and the water running pink over flat stones.

He fell to his knees. The hunger hit — vast, blinding, a void in his centre that demanded filling. His hands shook. His vision swam. The bracer cooled against his wrist and the cold was like grief, like the absence of something that had been holding him up.

Láeg was beside him. The charioteer's wiry hand on his shoulder. The skin of water pressed against his mouth.

“Breathe,” Láeg said. “Breathe. You are back. You held.”

“I held.”

“You held.” Láeg's voice was steady. Practised. The voice of a man who had learned the words that brought the Hound back from the place the Hound went. “The third one is gone. He will not come back. None of them will come back.”

Cú Chulainn drank. The water was cold and it hit the emptiness in his belly and did nothing. He needed food. He needed more food than the chariot carried. He needed to eat until the shaking stopped and the world settled and the bracer's cold warmed back to the steady pulse of ordinary days.

He looked at the two men in the ford. The current moved them — gently, slowly, rolling them against the flat stones, turning them face-up, face-down, the way the water turned everything that was given to it. Their blood thinned in the current and the ford ran clear downstream and the day went on.

“I am getting faster,” he said.

Láeg said nothing.

“The fire comes faster. A year ago that man —” He nodded at the scar-faced body. “A year ago, that man draws his sword and I have time. Time to step back. Time to think. Time to choose. Now he draws and the fire is there before the thought, and the choice — the space where the choice lives —” He pressed his thumb against the bracer. “It is smaller. Every time it is smaller.”

The charioteer looked at him. The quick eyes, the wiry face. Láeg mac Riangabra was not a warrior. He did not fight. He drove, and he watched, and he learned more from watching than most men learned from fighting. He had seen the ríastrad a dozen times now. He had seen the change come faster each time. He had seen the space narrow.

“Then you hold harder,” Láeg said. “That is what you do. You hold harder.”

“And if I cannot?”

Láeg passed him bread. Hard bread, stale, the kind that the provision bag turned out after three days on patrol. Cú Chulainn ate it and it was not enough and nothing was enough and the hunger was the same hunger it had always been — the bracer's hunger, the fire's hunger, the hunger that was not his hunger but lived in him like a second heart.

“Then we will deal with that when it comes,” the charioteer said. “But not today. Today you held. Remember that.”

—

He slept badly that winter.

The dreams came in the hour before dawn — fragments, as they always had, but sharper now, more insistent. A labyrinth of stone, the walls too high to climb and the turnings too many to count. A sea — not the grey sea of Alba or the cold Atlantic but a warm sea, blue-green, with light in it that came from below. Faces he did not know. A woman's hand against his chest in the dark, pressing, and the grief that came with the pressing was so old and so heavy that it had its own weight, its own texture, like a stone worn smooth by centuries of handling.

He woke from the dreams ravenous. He woke shaking. The bracer was warm against his wrist and the warmth was not comfort — it was the residue of whatever the bronze had been doing while he slept, the after-image of a consciousness that was not his consciousness processing information that was not his information.

He did not tell Láeg about the dreams. He did not tell Fergus. He did not tell Conchobar, who watched him with the careful attention of a king who understood that his greatest weapon was also his most volatile.

He ate. He trained. He patrolled the borders. He fought the men who came to fight him and he won and the winning was easy and the ease of it was the most frightening thing of all, because ease meant the fire was closer to the surface, and the surface was where the choice lived, and the choice was smaller every day.

Scáthach's voice, growing fainter in his memory: The choice is there. Even when you cannot feel it.

He pressed his thumb against the bracer and felt the bronze pulse against his skin and told himself the choice was there.

He was not certain he believed it.

—

the host is home. the known-place — not the woman's island, not the safe-stone, but the other known-place. the first one. where the host was small and burning and the suit was new-woken and the patterns were still forming.

the host fights. constantly now. the bodies come and the host meets them and the fire rises and the pattern executes. the broken pattern. always the broken pattern. spine first. eye. jaw. the ugly shape, the chaos shape, the thing the host's childhood rage built and the bronze locked and cannot unlock.

faster now. the triggers — lower. a drawn blade. a voice raised. a threat to the host's territory. the fire answers before the host decides. the space between the trigger and the fire — narrower. shrinking. the woman-who-was said: hold. the host holds. but the holding costs more each time, and the fire does not tyre, and the host does.

the dreams. the bronze gives the host too much. the old patterns, the old hosts — the labyrinth, the warm sea, the woman's hand. these are not for the host. these are residue. echo. the bronze cannot help it. the bond is deep and getting deeper and the host's sleeping mind is open in ways the waking mind is not, and the bronze pours through without meaning to.

the watching thing. still there. south and east and everywhere. the bronze can feel it — not close, not yet, but present. a pressure. the way weather is present before it arrives. the watching thing is patient. the watching thing is waiting for something.

the bronze does not know what the watching thing is waiting for.

but the fire is getting faster. and the choice is getting smaller. and the host is getting tired.

and the watching thing is very, very patient.
The Morrígan's Shadow

The trouble at Mag Muirthemne started with cattle.

It always started with cattle. The economy of Ulster was measured in hooves and haunches, in the slow accumulation of herds across the lowland plains, and the raids that tested those herds were as old as the borders themselves. A dozen head taken here. A score driven south under cover of fog. The seasonal rhythm of provocation and response that kept warriors sharp and kings attentive and the fords running red three or four times a year when the provocations exceeded what honour could absorb.

This was different.

The raid came from the east — from the territory of Dál Fiatach, an Ulster sept. Not Connacht. Not Munster. Not the border kingdoms that understood the rules of the game and played within them. This was internal. A clan that owed tribute to Conchobar driving two hundred head off the grazing lands south of Emain Macha in broad daylight, the drovers armed and defiant, the cattle moving fast along the drove roads as though the route had been scouted in advance.

Fergus brought the news to the yard where Cú Chulainn was working the practise posts — the oak pillars wrapped in leather that stood in a line along the western wall, each one hacked and scarred by years of iron. The old warrior's face was tight with something more complicated than anger.

“Dál Fiatach,” Fergus said. “Fiachra mac Conchobar's people.”

Cú Chulainn lowered his spear. “Conchobar's own son?”

“His territory. His cattle lords. Whether Fiachra ordered it or merely failed to prevent it —” Fergus shrugged. The shrug carried the weight of a man who had spent decades navigating the treacherous currents between what kings did and what kings claimed to have done. “The effect is the same. Two hundred head. Taken from lands under your protection.”

The bracer warmed. Not the sharp flare of combat — the slower heat, the deep pulse that came when the bronze responded to something that was not yet a fight but might become one. Cú Chulainn pressed his thumb against the metal and felt the pulse steady against his skin.

“Why?” he said. “Fiachra has no grievance with Muirthemne. His pastures are rich. He does not need the cattle.”

“No,” Fergus agreed. “He does not.”

They looked at each other. The question hung between them — not the question of what had happened, which was plain, but the question of why it had happened, which was not. Dál Fiatach had been loyal for a generation. Fiachra was ambitious but not foolish. The raid made no sense, and things that made no sense made Fergus uneasy in ways that things that made perfect sense did not.

“Bring them back,” Fergus said. “Do not kill anyone unless they force you to. Conchobar wants this resolved, not escalated.”

—

He took Láeg and the chariot and rode east along the coast road, and the day was grey and still and the sea lay flat and leaden to his right and the bracer pulsed steadily against his wrist the entire way.

They found the cattle in a valley three hours east of Emain Macha — a broad, shallow dip in the land where a stream ran through meadow grass and the stolen herd grazed as though they had always grazed there. Twelve men guarded them. Armed men, but not warriors — cattle lords’ retainers, thick-armed men with spears they held like tools rather than weapons. They saw the chariot coming and formed a line across the valley mouth with the grim, uncertain faces of men who had been told to hold ground they knew they could not hold.

Cú Chulainn stepped down from the chariot. The bracer was hot now — not the combat heat, not yet, but close. The fire stirred at the base of his spine. Twelve men with spears. A line across a valley. The mathematics were simple and the fire knew it and the fire was eager.

He held. Scáthach's discipline. The doorway, the breath, the choice.

“I am Cú Chulainn,” he said. “The cattle are Muirthemne's. I am here to take them back.”

The men looked at each other. The name worked its effect — the same effect it always worked, the same tightening of jaws and shifting of weight and recalculation of odds that happened whenever the name landed in a space where men had weapons in their hands. One of them — the oldest, grey-bearded, with the scarred hands of a man who had spent his life working with animals and iron — stepped forward.

“We were told to hold them.”

“By whom?”

The man hesitated. Something crossed his face — confusion, perhaps, or the shadow of a question he had not thought to ask until now. “By — the lord Fiachra's steward. He said —” The grey beard worked. “He said the grazing rights had been reassigned. That Conchobar had granted —”

“Conchobar granted nothing. The grazing rights have not changed in twenty years.”

The confusion deepened. The man looked back at his fellows, and Cú Chulainn saw it pass through the line like a ripple — the realisation that the thing they had been told was not the thing that was true, and the ground they stood on was not the ground they thought it was.

“Go home,” Cú Chulainn said. “Take your spears and go home and tell Fiachra's steward that the cattle are returned and the matter is ended. No blood price. No feud. This was a mistake, and mistakes can be forgiven.”

The grey-bearded man looked at the chariot. At Láeg, small and wiry on the rail. At the bracer on Cú Chulainn's wrist — not that the man knew what the bracer was, but men looked at Cú Chulainn's wrist the way they looked at a wolf's teeth, with the instinct that said the danger lived there even if the reason was unclear.

“Aye,” the man said. “We will go.”

They went. Twelve men with spears walking east through the grey morning, and none of them looked back. Cú Chulainn watched them go and the bracer cooled and the fire settled and the cattle grazed and the stream ran over its stones and the day was ordinary again.

But the wrongness remained. He could feel it — not in the bracer, not in the fire, but in the shape of the thing itself. The raid had made no sense. The steward's lie had been too specific, too well-crafted. Someone had told Fiachra's steward that the grazing rights had changed, and the steward had believed it, and the men had believed the steward, and two hundred head of cattle had been driven off land they had grazed for decades because someone, somewhere, had planted a seed of falsehood in exactly the right soil.

He looked south. The sky was low and grey and nothing moved in it except a single crow, very high, circling on a thermal that should not have existed on a windless day.

—

The next provocation came a month later. Different territory, different players, the same architecture of misdirection.

A merchant from Connacht arrived at the northern ford claiming safe passage — a trading mission, he said, grain for iron, the usual commerce that crossed the borders regardless of which king was feuding with which. He carried tokens of passage sealed by Ailill of Connacht himself.

The tokens were genuine. Cú Chulainn had Láeg examine them — the charioteer had an eye for metalwork, could read the stamps and seals the way a druid read ogham — and Láeg confirmed it. Ailill's mark. Authentic.

The merchant passed. Three days later, the farmstead at Áth Gabla burned. The merchant's carts had carried oil beneath the grain — not much, but enough, hidden in sealed clay jars packed under the sacks. And the merchant himself was gone, vanished south through the border country, and the tokens he had carried were found in the ashes of the farmstead, discarded, their purpose served.

Conchobar was furious. Not at the burning — a farmstead could be rebuilt — but at the breach. Safe passage was sacred. The tokens of a king were inviolate. For Ailill to have sanctioned the attack was an act of war.

Except Ailill had not sanctioned it.

Word came back through the traders and the spies and the grey network of informants that connected every court in Ireland to every other court: Ailill was equally furious. The tokens had been stolen — copied, perhaps, or taken from a dead courier on the road. The merchant was not Ailill's man. The grain-for-iron trade was real but the merchant who carried it was not the merchant who had been sent, and somewhere between Connacht and the northern ford, a substitution had been made, and neither king had ordered it.

“Someone is stirring the pot,” Fergus said. They were in the hall, the fire burning low, the shadows climbing the walls. Conchobar sat in his oak chair with his hands on the armrests and his face drawn with the particular weariness of a king who could see a war coming and could not see the hand that was pushing it.

“The Dál Fiatach raid,” Conchobar said. “The merchant. Separate incidents.”

“Separate incidents that serve the same purpose,” Fergus said. “To provoke. To divide. To keep us looking in three directions at once.”

“Who benefits?”

Fergus was silent. The question was the right question and it had no answer, and the absence of an answer was itself a kind of answer — the answer that said whoever was doing this was clever enough to leave no fingerprints, no trail, no visible hand behind the provocations that kept arriving with the regularity and precision of a well-planned campaign.

Cú Chulainn said nothing. He sat by the fire and the bracer pulsed against his wrist and the pulse was not heat and not cold but something between — a frequency, a vibration, the bronze responding to a stimulus he could not identify. The suit nudged. He felt it as a tightening in his chest, a narrowing of his attention, the urge to look behind him that had no source and no object.

He looked anyway. The hall was empty behind him — the stone walls, the weapon racks, the long shadows. Nothing. No one.

But the feeling did not stop.

—

Spring brought war.

Not the large war — not yet. The border skirmishes that erupted in April were small, contained, vicious. A cattle raid here. A burned watch-post there. A ford contested, taken, lost, retaken. The kind of fighting that wore warriors down not through the scale of it but through the relentlessness — the grinding, day-after-day cycle of threat and response that left no time for rest, no time for the body to recover, no time for the fire to fully bank before the next provocation called it forth.

Cú Chulainn fought.

He fought at the ford of Áth Gabla where the farmstead had burned, and the Connacht raiders came in a group of eight, and the ríastrad took him before the first man's sword cleared its scabbard, and when it was done there were five dead in the shallows and three running south and he could not remember the middle of the fight — only the beginning and the end, the fire's arrival and the fire's departure, and the gap between was blank and red and not his.

He fought at the northern pass where a Dál Fiatach war band — twenty men, properly armed, properly led — tried to force the passage to Emain Macha. This was not cattle lords’ retainers with spears held like tools. These were warriors, and the fight lasted an hour, and the ríastrad came and went twice during that hour, and the second time it came it was harder to put down. The spine twisted. The jaw locked. The red corridor narrowed to a slit and the killing was mechanical, precise, joyless — not the chaos of the early transformations but something worse: efficiency. The fire had learned his body's patterns and the body had stopped resisting and the thing he became at the northern pass was faster and more lethal than the thing he had been at the ford of Nechta Scéne, and the improvement terrified him.

He fought at Mag Slecht, where a Munster raiding party had driven deep into Ulster territory — too deep, too fast, as though someone had mapped the patrol routes and timed the incursion to slip between them. The ríastrad came before he reached the raiders. That was new. The fire rising not at the sight of enemies but at the approach — the bracer flaring on the road, the spine beginning to twist while the chariot was still moving, the body preparing for violence the way a storm gathers before it breaks.

Láeg noticed.

“You changed on the road,” the charioteer said afterward. They were sitting on the bank of a stream, downstream of the bodies, and Cú Chulainn was eating — steadily, mechanically, without taste. The hunger was constant now. Not the sharp post-combat void but a persistent, low-grade emptiness that food dulled but did not fill.

“I know.”

“Before you saw them.”

“I know.”

Láeg was quiet for a time. The stream ran past them. The evening light was amber and soft and utterly at odds with the red mess upstream.

“Scáthach said —”

“I remember what Scáthach said.” The words came out harder than he intended. He heard the edge in his own voice and pressed his thumb against the bracer and breathed. “I am sorry. I remember.”

The choice is there. Even when you cannot feel it.

He pressed harder. The bronze was warm. The pulse was steady. The choice was there.

But the road between the choice and the fire was shorter every time, and soon there would be no road at all — only the fire, only the red, only the thing he became when the bronze decided it was time.

—

He saw the old woman on the road to Mag Muirthemne, in the grey hour before dawn when the mist sat in the hollows and the world was a place of outlines and suggestions.

She was sitting by the roadside. An old woman — ancient, by the look of her, bent and thin, wrapped in a dark shawl that covered her from shoulders to feet. A wicker basket beside her. Her hands were in her lap, still, and she was watching the road with the patience of a person who had been there for a long time and intended to be there for longer.

The chariot slowed. Láeg leaned forward on the rail, peering through the mist.

“Old mother,” Cú Chulainn said. “Are you well? The road is no place to sit at this hour.”

She looked up. Her face was seamed and weathered, the skin drawn tight across the bones, the eyes deep-set in their sockets — dark eyes, brown or black. She smiled, and the smile was the smile of an old woman who had seen many young men on the road and was amused by the way they worried.

“I am well, young lord. I am resting. The road is long and my legs are old.”

“Where are you going?”

“South. To the ford. There is washing to be done.”

A washerwoman. There were many on the roads — women who followed the rivers, who washed linen and wool at the fords, who earned their bread by the strength of their arms and the coldness of the water. Common. Ordinary.

The bracer pulsed.

Not heat. Not warning. Something else — a frequency he had not felt before, a vibration that sat below the threshold of what he would call sensation and above the threshold of what he could ignore. The bronze was reacting. To what? An old woman on the road with a basket. A washerwoman going to the ford. There was no threat here. There was nothing.

But the suit nudged. He felt it as a wrongness in the back of his mind — not a thought, not a word, but a shift in the quality of his attention, the way the light shifts when a cloud crosses the sun. The wrongness said: look closer.

He looked. The old woman sat by the road. Her hands were still. Her eyes were dark. She smiled her old woman's smile. There was nothing wrong with her. There was nothing wrong with any of it.

Except the stillness. The absolute, perfect stillness of her body between the movements — the way she held position the way a stone holds position, without the small unconscious shifts that living bodies make. The slight readjustment of weight. The breath expanding the ribs. The fidget of fingers.

None of it. She sat like a carving.

Then she moved — adjusted her shawl, shifted her weight, tucked her hands deeper into her lap — and the movement was ordinary and human and the stillness that had preceded it might have been his imagination. Might have been the mist. Might have been the bracer's paranoia bleeding into his perception the way the dreams bled into his sleep.

“Safe travels, old mother,” he said.

“And to you, young lord. The ford will be busy today, I think.”

He did not ask what she meant. The chariot moved on, and the mist closed behind them, and when he looked back the old woman was a dark shape in the grey, motionless, watching.

“Did you see her?” he asked Láeg.

“The washerwoman? Aye.”

“Did she seem —” He stopped. Did she seem what? Wrong? Strange? Did she sit too still? The words sounded foolish even in his head, and he let them go. “Never mind.”

The bracer cooled. The pulse faded. The road stretched ahead through the mist and the day began.

But the ford was busy that day. A Connacht war band crossed at noon, in force, and the fight that followed was sharp and bloody and the ríastrad came and went and the ford ran red, and Cú Chulainn sat on the bank afterward with the hunger eating him hollow and thought about an old woman who had known the ford would be busy and had smiled when she said it.

—

The crow was everywhere.

He noticed it first at the ford of Áth Gabla, after the fight with the eight from Connacht — a large bird, black, perched on the branch of an ash tree above the water. It sat very still and watched him with eyes that caught no light, and when the bodies were cleared and the ford washed clean it lifted and flew south and did not come back.

He saw it again at the northern pass. The same crow — or a crow so similar that the distinction was meaningless. Perched on a standing stone above the battle site, watching the aftermath with the steady, unhurried attention of a creature that was not looking for carrion but for something else. Something specific.

At Mag Slecht. At the ford south of Muirthemne. At every fight, every skirmish, every bloody, ragged engagement that the spring's provocations drove him to — the crow was there. Before the fight, sometimes. Always after. Watching. Patient. Black against the grey sky or the green treeline or the brown earth, motionless except for the occasional tilt of its head, the slight adjustment that brought one eye to bear with an intensity that was not birdlike.

He threw a stone at it once. After the northern pass, after the second ríastrad, after the shaking and the hunger and the cold that came when the bracer banked its fire and left him empty. He picked up a stone from the riverbed and threw it hard and fast — the kind of throw that the bracer made possible, the speed and precision that the bronze lent to everything his body did. The stone should have struck. He did not miss. He had not missed a thrown object since the bracer bonded to him.

The crow shifted. Not flew — shifted. Moved sideways on the branch by exactly the distance the stone needed to miss, with the timing of a thing that had known the stone was coming before the stone was thrown. The stone cracked against the branch where the bird had been, and the crow turned its head and looked at him with one dark eye, and the eye held an expression that Cú Chulainn could not name but that the bracer responded to with a pulse of heat so sudden and sharp that he gasped.

Then it flew. South and east, into the grey. Gone.

“A crow,” Láeg said. He had seen the throw. He had seen the miss. “You threw a stone at a crow.”

“It has been following us.”

The charioteer's eyebrows rose. “Crows follow battlefields. It is what they do. We feed them.”

This was true. Crows followed death. It was their nature, their purpose, the simple economy of scavengers and the men who made scavenging possible. There was nothing strange about a crow at a ford where men had died.

But this crow did not feed. He had watched it. At every battle site, at every bloody ford — the crow sat and watched and did not descend to the bodies. Did not pick at the dead. Did not do the things that crows did when men provided the feast.

It watched. And when the watching was done, it left.

He did not mention it again. The words would sound like madness — the great champion of Ulster, afraid of a bird. But the bracer knew. The bracer pulsed every time the crow appeared, the same unfamiliar frequency, the same vibration below sensation and above silence, and the bronze was not afraid but the bronze was alert, and the alertness had no object and no resolution and it sat in his mind like a splinter that he could not reach and could not ignore.

—

The wolf came at twilight.

He was alone — rare, now, but Láeg had taken the chariot back for repair, a cracked axle, and Cú Chulainn had walked the last miles to the border post on foot. The evening was warm for late spring, the sky streaked with orange and violet to the west, and the path ran through a stretch of birch wood where the light fell in long, slanting bars and the ground was soft with last year's leaves.

He heard it first. Not a howl — wolves howled at distance, for communication, for territory. This was closer. A breath. A shift of weight on leaves. The sound of something large and careful moving through the wood parallel to his path, matching his pace, staying just beyond the edge of sight.

The bracer flared. The same frequency. The same wrong vibration.

He stopped. The wood was still. The birches stood pale and straight in the evening light and nothing moved among them. But the feeling was there — the pressure on his attention, the weight of being watched by something that was better at watching than he was at being watched.

“I know you are there,” he said. To the wood. To the nothing between the trees.

Silence. The light bars shifted as a breeze moved the canopy. A bird sang somewhere distant — a blackbird, the evening song, three notes and a trill.

Then he saw it. Not movement — presence. The wolf stood between two birches, thirty paces away, grey-furred, large, utterly still. Its eyes were amber. Or brown. Or something that shifted between the two in the changing light, and the shift was wrong the way the old woman's stillness had been wrong — not the wrongness of a thing that was broken but the wrongness of a thing that was pretending to be something it was not and had almost, but not quite, mastered the pretence.

The wolf looked at him. He looked at the wolf. The bracer burned against his wrist — not the combat heat, not the ríastrad's fire, but the deep, insistent pulse that said: this. pay attention. this.

The wolf turned. Unhurried. It walked into the birches, its grey shape fading into the grey trunks and the grey light, and it was gone. No sound. No track. The leaves where it had stood were undisturbed.

Cú Chulainn stood on the path and breathed and pressed his thumb to the bracer and the bracer pulsed and pulsed and pulsed, and the pulse said nothing he could understand, and the wood was empty, and the evening came on.

—

He told Fergus.

Not about the crow. Not about the wolf. He told Fergus about the feeling — the pressure, the sense of being observed, the wrongness that had no source and no explanation.

They were on the rampart at Emain Macha, the evening watch, the torches guttering in a west wind. Below them, the yard was quiet — the day's business done, the warriors in the hall, the horses stabled. Beyond the walls, the land rolled dark to the horizon.

“Someone is watching me,” Cú Chulainn said. “Not the way an enemy watches. Not scouting. Something —” He stopped. The words would not form properly. How did a man describe the sensation of being observed by something that was not a man? “I cannot explain it. But the provocations — the Dál Fiatach raid, the merchant, the border fighting — it is aimed. Someone is aiming it at me.”

Fergus leaned on the rampart wall. His big hands rested on the stone and his face was in shadow and the torchlight caught the grey in his beard.

“You are the champion of Ulster,” he said. “Of course they aim at you. Every raider, every cattle lord, every warrior with a reputation to build — you are the target. That is what a champion is. The thing they must go through.”

“This is different.”

“How?”

He could not say how. The words dissolved at the boundary between what he felt and what he could describe, and the space that remained was filled with the bracer's pulse and the crow's dark eye and the wolf's wrong gaze and the old woman's carved stillness, and none of it was evidence, and all of it was true.

“I do not know,” he said. “But I am certain.”

Fergus was quiet for a long time. The wind moved the torches. The dark land stretched below them. Finally, the old warrior straightened and put his hand on Cú Chulainn's shoulder — the weight of it solid, grounding, the hand of a man who had taught him to hold a shield and understood that some fears were not foolishness.

“Then stay sharp,” Fergus said. “Stay sharp and stay alive and do not let the certainty make you careless. A man who sees enemies everywhere sees nothing clearly.”

Cú Chulainn nodded. The bracer pulsed against his wrist.

The night was clear and cold, and somewhere in the dark beyond the walls, something watched, and waited, and was patient.

—

the watching thing is closer.

not closer in the way a body is closer — not movement, not approach. closer in purpose. the watching thing has settled. chosen. the bronze can feel the shift — from observation to intent. from circling to stalking. the watching thing has decided what it wants and the thing it wants is here, on the host's wrist, in the host's blood, in the bond that hums between bronze and bone.

the host feels it. not clearly — the host has no context for what the watching thing is. no word for it, no framework. the host calls the feeling watchedness. the host calls it wrongness. the host is right but the rightness is incomplete. the watching thing is not watching. the watching thing is working.

the provocations. the bronze can taste them — the fingerprints of interference on the skirmishes, the raids, the burned farmsteads. not random. not the ordinary rhythm of border violence. shaped. aimed. the watching thing is engineering conflict the way a smith engineers a blade — heating, hammering, folding. the metal is the host. the forge is the border. the hammer is the fire.

and the fire answers. every provocation, every threat, every drawn blade — the fire rises faster. the triggers lower. the host's discipline holds — the woman-who-was built well, built deep — but the holding costs more each time, and the provocations do not stop, and the host is tired, and the fire does not tyre.

the bronze tries. the nudges — unease, suspicion, the tug at the host's attention that says: look there. look again. the old woman's stillness. the crow's wrong patience. the wolf that leaves no tracks. the bronze cannot say: danger. cannot say: predator. cannot say: the thing that watches you is older than anything you have a name for and it wants what lives on your wrist. the bronze can only nudge, and the host feels the nudges but cannot read them, and the gap between warning and understanding is the gap the watching thing lives in.

it is getting closer. the gap is getting wider. the fire is getting faster.

and the host fights on.
The Feast of Bricriu

Bricriu Nemthenga built his hall in a single season, and the building of it was itself a provocation.

The hall stood on a rise above the river Crob, west of Emain Macha, in a stretch of land that Bricriu had acquired through means that no one could quite trace and everyone suspected involved the kind of transactions that left no honest record. It was magnificent. Timber-framed and stone-footed, with a roof ridge taller than any hall in Ulster save Conchobar's own, and the door posts carved with the intertwined figures of warriors and hounds and birds of prey that Bricriu had commissioned from a Connacht craftsman because — as he explained to anyone who would listen and many who would not — the carvers of Ulster lacked imagination.

He invited everyone. This was the trouble with Bricriu. He was generous in the precise way that a man is generous when generosity is a weapon — lavishly, publicly, with the certain knowledge that refusal would cause more damage than acceptance. The invitation went to Conchobar and his household, to Fergus and the war band, to the champions of every sept and holding in Ulster, and to a number of people from the neighbouring provinces whose presence was certain to cause friction and whose friction was, of course, the point.

Bricriu Nemthenga. Bricriu of the Poison Tongue. The name had been earned across twenty years of feasts and councils and the slow, careful work of setting men against each other the way a boy sets beetles in a ring — not from malice, exactly, but from a fascination with what happened when the careful structures of rank and honour were nudged off their foundations. Bricriu watched men the way other men watched weather. He studied the pressures, the currents, the points of instability where a single word, placed with precision, could collapse an alliance or spark a feud that would burn for a generation.

He was not liked. He was, however, always invited back, because the alternative — offending Bricriu — was worse than attending his feasts, and everyone knew this, and Bricriu knew that everyone knew, and the knowing was the source of his particular, venomous delight.

—

Cú Chulainn did not want to go.

He was on the northern border when the invitation arrived — carried by one of Bricriu's household men, a thin, anxious youth who delivered the words with the air of a man who had been made to memorise a very long speech and was terrified of forgetting the middle. The feast would honour the warriors of Ulster. The meat would be the finest. The mead would flow without measure. And the champion's portion — the curadmír, the choice cut of the finest beast, served only to the greatest warrior present — would be awarded by acclamation of the hall.

The champion's portion. The oldest honour in the warrior's tradition. The right of the best man in the room to eat first, eat best, and have the fact of his supremacy acknowledged by every other man present. Wars had been started over the curadmír. Men had died for it. It was not about the meat. It was about what the meat represented — the public, undeniable declaration that one man stood above the rest, and the rest knew it, and the knowing bound them.

Láeg read the invitation from the chariot rail while Cú Chulainn ate cold mutton by the campfire.

“Bricriu wants to watch men fight over a piece of beef,” the charioteer said.

“Bricriu wants to watch men make fools of themselves. The beef is incidental.”

“Will you go?”

Cú Chulainn chewed. The mutton was tough and undersalted and he was hungry — he was always hungry now, the persistent low ache that never fully resolved — and the prospect of a feast with good meat and flowing mead was not without appeal, and this irritated him because it meant Bricriu's calculation was working.

“Conchobar will expect it,” he said. “If the champion of Ulster does not attend a feast where the champion's portion is offered, the absence says more than the presence.”

“The absence says you have better things to do.”

“The absence says I am afraid to compete.”

Láeg shrugged. “Are you?”

The question was not foolish, though it sounded foolish. Cú Chulainn was not afraid of any man in Ulster. He was afraid of what happened when he competed — the fire, the bracer's heat, the narrowing of the world to the red corridor where the ríastrad waited. Competition fed the fire. Challenge fed the fire. The boasting, the posturing, the ritual provocation of warrior culture — all of it was fuel, and the fire did not distinguish between a blood challenge on a ford and a shouting match over a cut of meat.

“No,” he said. “I am not afraid.”

This was not entirely true. But it was the answer that a champion gave, and he was learning that the answer a champion gave and the truth a man felt were not always the same thing, and the gap between them was where arrogance lived.

—

The hall was full.

Bricriu had outdone himself. The tables ran the length of the room — heavy oak, polished, set with platters of bronze and wooden cups that had been carved rather than turned, each one unique. The fire pit blazed in the centre, and the smoke rose through the opening in the ridge and the light was amber and warm and it caught the gold at men's throats and the iron at their hips and the oil in their hair. A hundred men sat in the hall, and their women behind them, and the noise of it — the talk, the laughter, the clash of cups — was the noise of a community performing itself, displaying its strength and its wealth and its unity for the benefit of anyone who might be watching.

Bricriu sat at the high table beside Conchobar, and his thin face was bright with the particular animation that came upon him when his arrangements were working. He had placed the seating with care — Cú Chulainn at the champion's bench, yes, but Conall Cernach directly opposite, and Lóegaire Búadach beside him, and the three greatest warriors in Ulster arranged in a triangle of sightlines that guaranteed they would spend the evening watching each other.

Conall Cernach. Cú Chulainn's cousin, older by a decade, a hard man with a hard face and a reputation built on border raids and cattle wars and the steady accumulation of heads that he kept on a pole outside his holding. He was not given to boasting — he did not need to. His deeds spoke, and they spoke loudly, and the men who had faced him at the fords spoke of him the way they spoke of weather: as a force to be endured rather than opposed.

Lóegaire Búadach. The Victorious. A warrior of the old school — tall, golden-haired, with the confidence of a man who had been told since birth that he was destined for greatness and had seen nothing in his experience to contradict the claim. His victories were genuine, his skill undeniable, his opinion of himself as tall as he was and twice as broad.

Three champions. One portion. Bricriu's eyes moved between them the way a man's eyes move between dice after the throw — calculating, anticipating, savouring.

—

The boasting began after the second round of mead.

It was tradition. Not arrogance — tradition. The recitation of deeds before a claim was made for the curadmír, the formal declaration of prowess that gave the hall the information it needed to judge. A man did not simply reach for the champion's portion. He earned it, publicly, with words that were themselves a form of combat.

Lóegaire stood first. He was the eldest of the three, and precedence was his by custom, and he used it well. His voice filled the hall — the big voice, the storyteller's voice, the voice of a man who understood that the recitation was performance and the performance was power.

“I am Lóegaire Búadach,” he said. “I have held the ford of Áth Féne against twelve men of Connacht and killed seven and sent five running. I have broken the shield wall of the Dál Riata at the Bann crossing and taken their champion's head. I have stood where lesser men knelt, and I have walked where lesser men crawled, and I am Lóegaire the Victorious, and the name was not given — it was earned.”

The hall cheered. Cups struck the table. It was a good recitation — strong, confident, well-delivered. Lóegaire sat and drank and the golden hair fell across his shoulders and his face held the satisfaction of a man who believed he had set the standard.

Conall stood. He did not raise his voice. He did not need to — Conall Cernach spoke the way he fought, with a cold, grinding precision that cut through noise the way iron cut through leather.

“I am Conall Cernach,” he said. “I have not slept a night since I took arms without a head of a Connacht man under my knee. I do not count my victories because the counting would be tedious and I have better uses for my time.” He paused. The pause was devastating — the silence of a man who did not need words to fill it. “I do not boast. I state.”

The hall was quieter this time. The cheering was there, but it was different — not the warm, rolling approval that Lóegaire had received but something sharper, warier, the recognition that Conall Cernach was not performing. He was simply telling the truth, and the truth was cold, and cold things did not invite warmth.

Cú Chulainn stood.

The hall shifted. The noise dropped. Not to silence — to the particular hush that preceded something that the audience knew would be worth hearing, the collective intake of breath that said: now. This is the one we came for.

He felt the bracer warm. Not the combat heat — something else. The steady pulse that came when the bronze responded to his own heartbeat, his own intent, the body's readiness for a challenge that was not physical but carried the same weight. The fire stirred at the base of his spine. Not rising — stirring. Testing the walls.

“I am Cú Chulainn,” he said. “I was trained by Scáthach on the Isle of Shadows. I killed the three sons of Nechta Scéne at the ford before my beard came in. I have held the northern border for three seasons and no raider has crossed it twice.” He looked at the hall. The faces, the firelight, the eyes. “I do not count heads. I do not count victories. I count the men I let live, because the letting is harder than the killing, and the number is small.”

The silence held. Something had shifted in the room — not the politics of it, not the ranking and weighing and calculating that every man in the hall was doing behind his eyes. Something simpler. The recognition that the young man standing at the champion's bench was not boasting in the way that warriors boasted — reciting deeds, building a case, competing for approval. He was describing what he was. And what he was, was something the hall had not seen before, and the not-seeing made men quiet.

Bricriu leaned forward. His thin face was alight. This was exactly what he had wanted — the three champions standing, the hall weighing, the balance impossible to strike because the three claims were incommensurable. Lóegaire's victories were many and genuine. Conall's were cold and undeniable. Cú Chulainn's were — something else. Something that did not fit the categories.

“The hall must decide,” Bricriu said. His voice cut through the hush like a blade through cloth — thin, precise, delighted. “The curadmír cannot be shared. One man. One portion. The greatest warrior in Ulster.”

The arguing began immediately. The hall divided — not evenly, not cleanly, but in the messy, overlapping way that loyalty and admiration and fear produced when they were mixed together and shaken. Lóegaire's men shouted for Lóegaire. Conall's men stated their case with the same grinding certainty that Conall himself had used. And Cú Chulainn's — but Cú Chulainn's supporters were not a faction. They were the hall itself, the diffuse, uneasy majority that knew what the bracer's bearer was and could not bring themselves to say it plainly, because saying it plainly meant admitting that the contest was not a contest, and the champion's portion belonged to the young man from Muirthemne the way the sky belonged to the sun.

Conchobar raised his hand. The hall quieted. The king's face was careful — the face of a man managing a room full of armed men and their pride, and pride was the most dangerous weapon in the room.

“The claim cannot be settled by voice,” Conchobar said. “It will be settled by test.”

—

The test came at midnight.

The hall had been drinking for hours. The mead was Bricriu's finest — dark, sweet, the kind that settled warm in the belly and loose in the tongue and made men forget that the morning would come with consequences. The fire had burned to a deep bed of coals that threw red light upward and left the corners of the hall in shadow. The noise had subsided to the low, steady murmur of men who had eaten well and drunk better and were waiting for something without knowing what.

The door opened.

The man who entered was enormous. Taller than any man in the hall by a head, broader through the shoulders than Conall Cernach, and dressed in a manner that belonged to no province — rough hides, leather bracers, a cloak of undyed wool that hung to the floor. His hair was wild and dark and his beard was knotted and his eyes, in the firelight, were the colour of bog water — brown and deep and opaque.

He carried an axe. The axe was the thing you saw after you saw the man, and it was the thing you could not stop seeing once you had started. The haft was ash, black with age and oil. The head was iron, single-bladed, heavy enough that the weight of it bent the air around it the way heat bent the air above the coals. It was not a weapon for war. It was a weapon for butchery — for the single, downward stroke that separated a thing from the thing it was attached to.

The hall went quiet. The drunk-quiet, the sudden, lurching silence of men who have been pulled from their comfortable fog by something their instincts recognise before their minds do.

The stranger walked to the centre of the hall. He stood beside the fire pit, the red light climbing his legs and torso, the axe resting on his shoulder the way an axe rests on a woodsman's shoulder — familiar, comfortable, a tool in the hands of a man who knew its use.

“I am looking for a champion,” the stranger said. His voice was deep — deeper than the hall, deeper than the stone walls, a voice that resonated in the chest rather than the ears. “A man of courage. I have a bargain to offer.”

Conchobar looked at Fergus. Fergus looked at the axe.

“Speak your bargain,” the king said.

“Simple.” The stranger lowered the axe from his shoulder and set the butt of the haft on the stone floor. The iron head caught the firelight and held it. “A man may take this axe and strike at my neck. One blow. His best. And tomorrow night, I return, and I strike the same blow on him.”

The hall made a sound. Not a word — a sound, the collective exhale of a hundred men processing what they had heard and finding it absurd and terrifying in equal measure.

“Strike at your neck,” Conchobar said. “With that axe.”

“With this axe. One blow. And tomorrow night, I take one blow in return.” The stranger smiled. It was a wide smile, easy, the smile of a man who had offered this bargain before and found it consistently entertaining. “A fair exchange. A blow for a blow. All I ask is courage.”

Bricriu was sitting very still. His thin face had lost its animation — for once, a situation had developed that he had not engineered, and the loss of control sat on him like an ill-fitting garment. But his eyes were bright. Brighter than they had been all evening. Whatever this was, it was better than anything he had planned.

Lóegaire stood. He was not the first — three or four men had started to rise and thought better of it and sat back down with the careful nonchalance of men pretending they had only been adjusting their position. Lóegaire stood because Lóegaire was the Victorious, and the Victorious did not sit while challenges were offered.

“I will take the bargain,” Lóegaire said.

The stranger handed him the axe. The passing of it was the first sign. Lóegaire took the haft in both hands and the weight of the thing nearly pulled him forward — not the weight of iron, which he knew, but a different weight, a wrongness in the balance that sat the head too far from the hands and shifted as he gripped. The axe fought him. Not visibly — not in any way that the hall could see. But Cú Chulainn watched Lóegaire's forearms cord and his shoulders set and his jaw tighten, and he recognised the look. It was the look of a man whose weapon was not cooperating.

The stranger knelt beside the fire pit. He laid his neck across the stone lip of the hearth — exposed, offered, the great column of throat and sinew presented like a log for splitting. The hall was silent.

Lóegaire struck. The swing was good — the mechanics of it, the rotation, the full commitment of a man who had killed before and understood the geometry. But the axe turned in his hands. At the apex of the swing, at the moment when the iron should have been falling true, the haft twisted — not much, a quarter-turn, the kind of shift that a man might blame on sweat or grip or the particular treachery of an unfamiliar weapon — and the blade came down flat. The broadside of the iron struck the stranger's neck with a sound like a mallet hitting a side of beef, and the impact drove the stranger's head down against the stone, and the stranger grunted, and the blow that should have taken his head left a welt the width of a man's hand across the back of his neck and nothing more.

Lóegaire stared at the axe. At his hands. At the stranger, who was rising from the hearth stone with the slow, unhurried patience of a man who had been hit hard and was not impressed. A thread of blood ran from the welt — a thin, dark line that traced the muscle of his neck and disappeared into the collar of his hide shirt. He touched it with two fingers. Looked at the blood. Looked at Lóegaire.

“The blow is struck,” the stranger said. “Tomorrow night. Same hall. Same axe.”

He took the axe from Lóegaire's unresisting hands. He slung it over his shoulder — easily, one-handed, the way a man handles a tool he has used for years, the weight of it nothing to him. And the ease of that gesture said more than the welt on his neck. The axe that had fought Lóegaire sat on the stranger's shoulder like a sleeping child. The weapon knew its master.

The stranger walked to the door. He opened it. He left.

The hall exhaled.

Lóegaire sat down. He picked up his cup and drank and his hand shook badly enough that the mead spilled down his chin, and his eyes were calculating — not the calculation of courage but the calculation of consequence. He had swung his best blow with an axe designed to defeat him, and the blow had landed flat, and the stranger had bled a trickle and smiled. And tomorrow night the stranger would swing the same axe — an axe that did not fight in its master's hands — at Lóegaire's neck. And the stranger's blow would not land flat.

His eyes said: I am not coming back tomorrow night.

—

The stranger returned.

The next evening. The same hall. The same fire. The same axe, the iron head gleaming with the particular sheen of a blade that had been oiled and stropped by hands that knew it. The stranger stood beside the fire pit and the welt on his neck had faded to a thin, dark line — a bruise that should have been livid and swollen after a blow like Lóegaire's and was not.

“The bargain,” the stranger said. “A blow for a blow. Lóegaire the Victorious struck last night. I have come to return the courtesy.”

Lóegaire was not in the hall.

Lóegaire the Victorious, who had held the ford of Áth Féne against twelve men, who had broken the shield wall of the Dál Riata, who had earned his name through decades of combat and never once flinched — was not in the hall. He had left Emain Macha at dawn. His charioteer said he had business in the east. His charioteer said this without meeting anyone's eyes.

The stranger's smile widened. He was not surprised. The smile said he had done this before, and the outcome was always the same — men who struck badly in the moment of power did not return for the moment of consequence.

“Is there another?” he said.

Conall Cernach stood.

Conall took the axe. His face registered the weight — a flicker, quickly controlled, the cold adjustment of a man who did not permit his body to betray surprise. He set his feet wider. He gripped the haft low, compensating for the unnatural balance, and when the stranger knelt at the hearth stone Conall did not swing. He studied. He measured the distance, the angle, the arc. He adjusted his grip twice. Then he struck.

The blow was better than Lóegaire's. Conall did everything better than Lóegaire — more precisely, more coldly, with the grinding efficiency that was his nature. But the axe turned. Not at the apex this time — later, deeper into the stroke, at the moment when the blade should have bitten. The iron twisted a fraction and the edge skidded across the stranger's neck, opening a cut that ran from below his left ear to the base of his skull — a shallow, ugly wound that bled freely and would have killed a lesser man or a differently angled stroke.

The stranger rose. Blood ran down his neck and soaked the collar of his hide shirt, and his face held something that was closer to respect than anything Lóegaire had earned — the acknowledgement that Conall Cernach had come nearer to the thing than the axe wanted to permit.

“Better,” the stranger said. He took the axe. He slung it on his shoulder. The blood from his neck dripped onto the stone floor. “Tomorrow night.”

He left. The blood-trail followed him to the door.

On the third night, Conall Cernach was not in the hall.

Conall Cernach, who had not slept a night without a Connacht head under his knee, who did not count his victories because the counting would be tedious — was not in the hall. He had left at dusk. He had told no one where he was going. The absence was its own statement, and the statement was the same one Lóegaire had made: I struck because striking was the easy part. I will not kneel because kneeling is the hard part, and the axe that fought me will not fight him.

The stranger stood beside the fire pit. The cut on his neck had closed to a dark scab — two days old, by the look of it, not one. The axe gleamed. The hall was quieter on the third night — the crowd thinner, the mead less generous, the atmosphere carrying the sour weight of a jest that had stopped being funny. Two champions had taken the bargain. Two champions had fled.

“Is there another?” the stranger said.

Cú Chulainn stood.

The bracer was warm. Not the combat heat — the steady pulse, the deep warmth that came when the bronze responded to something that was not danger but was adjacent to danger, and the adjacency was the thing that mattered. The fire stirred. The spine tingled. But the ríastrad did not push — not here, not now, not at this. The fire knew the difference between a fight and a test, even if the test carried the same weight.

He took the axe.

The weight hit him. The wrongness — the balance that shifted, the haft that pulled, the iron head that sat too heavy and too far from the hands. He felt the axe resist. He felt it try to turn in his grip, the subtle, treacherous rotation that had defeated Lóegaire and nearly defeated Conall.

The bracer flared. Heat poured up his arm and into his hands, and the grip that closed on the ash haft was not the grip of a young man in a mead hall. It was the grip that bent iron swords and drove spears through shield bosses and held the reins of the ríastrad when the fire wanted to run. The axe fought him and the bracer answered, and the fight was brief, and the axe went still in his hands.

The stranger knelt. The hall held its breath.

Cú Chulainn struck.

The blow came down hard and true, the full force of the bracer's strength behind it, and the iron did not turn. The edge fell toward the stranger's neck in a clean, descending arc that would have taken the head from any man living —

The stranger moved.

Not much. A shift of the shoulders, a tilt of the head — the kind of adjustment that a man who knew the axe's arc could make because he had felt that arc a hundred times. The blade missed his neck by the width of a finger and buried itself in the hearthstone. The impact shattered the flagstone. Chips of rock sprayed across the floor. The haft shuddered in Cú Chulainn's hands and the shock of the strike ran up through his arms and into his shoulders and the sound of iron on stone rang off the walls of the hall like a bell.

The stranger rose. He turned. His neck was untouched — no welt, no cut, no mark. The blade had not grazed him. He looked at the axe buried in the stone, and then he looked at Cú Chulainn, and the smile was different now. Not the easy, entertainer's smile. Something quieter. Something that said: you held the axe. No one holds the axe.

“The blow is struck,” the stranger said. He pulled the axe from the shattered stone — pulled it with one hand, the way a man pulls a knife from soft wood, and the ease of it after the force Cú Chulainn had needed to drive it home was its own statement. “Tomorrow night.”

He left.

The hall watched him go. Then the hall turned to Cú Chulainn. A hundred men, the firelight, the shadows. They watched him and waited for the thing they expected — the excuse, the departure, the dawn ride to somewhere else with business that could not wait. They waited because they had seen two men take this bargain and two men break it, and the pattern was set, and patterns were comfortable even when they were shameful.

Cú Chulainn sat down. He ate the rest of his meal. He drank his mead. He went to his sleeping place, and he slept, and when Láeg woke him in the morning the charioteer's face was careful and still.

“You could leave,” Láeg said. “No one would blame you. Two men have already —”

“I will not leave.”

“The axe is real, Cu. The blow is real. He moved for yours — moved a finger's width, and the stone broke where his neck should have been. He will not move for his own blow. And the axe does not fight in his hands.”

“I will not leave.”

Láeg looked at him. The quick eyes, the wiry face. The charioteer had learned to read the Hound the way he read a road — for the surface and for what lay beneath the surface. What he read now was not bravery, exactly. It was something harder and colder and less admirable than bravery. It was certainty. The certainty of a man who had carried the bronze for nine years and survived the ríastrad a hundred times and stood at fords where men died and walked away whole. The certainty that said: I have not yet found the thing that can kill me, and I do not believe this is it.

Scáthach would have called it arrogance. Scáthach would have been right.

But Scáthach was far away on her island, and her voice in his memory was growing fainter, and the bracer was warm on his wrist, and the warmth said: you are right. You will not die tonight.

He was not certain whether the warmth was telling the truth or telling him what he wanted to hear. The distinction had once mattered to him. It mattered less now.

—

The fourth night.

The hall was full. Word had spread — through the household, through the town, through the wider countryside where the story of the stranger and the axe had been carried by the voices that carried every story in Ireland: fast, breathless, embellished at each telling until the core truth was wrapped in a dozen layers of fabrication. By the third retelling, the stranger's head had come off and walked back to his body. By the fifth, the body had risen without the head. By the seventh, the stranger was a god, or a demon, or a thing from the Otherworld that could not be killed by mortal hands. The truth — that an axe had turned in two champions’ grips and buried itself in stone at the third — was less interesting than the fiction, and in Ireland, the fiction always won.

They had come to watch him die.

Cú Chulainn stood at the champion's bench and waited. The fire burned high — someone had built it up, either from hospitality or from the desire to see clearly what was about to happen. The faces around him were tight with the particular mixture of dread and fascination that death produced in men who were not the ones dying.

The door opened. The stranger entered. The axe was on his shoulder. The cut from Conall's blow was gone — not scarred, not scabbed, gone, the skin of his neck smooth and unmarked, and this detail, more than anything else, tightened the silence in the hall to a wire.

“Cú Chulainn,” the stranger said. “You are here.”

“I am here.”

“You did not leave.”

“I did not.”

“Brave.” The stranger lowered the axe. The iron head caught the firelight — red, gold, the colour of blood and fire. “Brave or foolish. Sometimes there is no difference.”

“Sometimes there is not,” Cú Chulainn said. “Strike your blow.”

The hall went still. Not quiet — still. The difference between quiet and still was the difference between an absence of sound and an absence of everything, the total cessation of movement and breath and thought that came when a room full of men confronted the reality that one of them was about to kneel for an axe and the kneeling was voluntary and the axe was real.

Cú Chulainn knelt. He placed his hands on his thighs. He bent his head and bared his neck, and the position was the position of the condemned, the surrendered, the man who has placed his life in another's hands and cannot take it back.

The bracer flared. Sharp, sudden, a pulse of heat that raced up his arm and across his chest. The fire surged — the ríastrad pushing, hard, the spine tingling, the body screaming at him to move, to fight, to not kneel before a thing with an axe because kneeling was dying and the fire did not kneel. The bronze wanted him to stand. Every fibre of the thing on his wrist was pulling him upward, outward, away from the axe and the blow and the vulnerability of an exposed neck.

He held.

The choice. The doorway. The breath. Scáthach's gift — the space between the fire and the action, the moment where the man decided and not the bronze. He held the space. He knelt. He bared his neck. And the fire battered against the walls of his will and the walls held.

The axe rose. He heard it — the whisper of iron through air, the subtle displacement of the atmosphere above his head. He felt the wind of it on the back of his neck. He closed his eyes and the world was red behind his eyelids and the bracer burned and the choice was there, and he held it, and he did not move.

The axe struck the stone floor beside his head.

The impact shook the hall. The iron bit into the flagstone and the stone cracked and the shock of it rang through Cú Chulainn's knees and up through his spine. Stone chips struck his cheek. The edge of the blade had passed so close to his neck that the iron had taken a fine line of hair from behind his ear, and the hairs fell onto the stone and lay there, small and dark and proof of how near the blow had come.

Cú Chulainn opened his eyes.

The stranger was looking down at him. The axe was buried in the stone. The smile was gone — replaced by something else, something quieter, something that was not amusement and not approval but a kind of recognition. The recognition of a thing tested and found sufficient.

“Rise,” the stranger said. “You are the champion of Ulster. Not because you struck well — any man can strike. Not because you fight well — any man with a sharp blade and strong arms can kill. You are the champion because you knelt. Because you came back. Because you placed your neck beneath the iron and did not flinch, and the not-flinching is the thing that cannot be taught and cannot be bought and cannot be faked.”

Cú Chulainn rose. His legs were unsteady. The bracer was cooling — slowly, the heat banking degree by degree, the fire retreating from the walls it had been pounding. His neck was intact. His head was on his shoulders. He was alive, and the alive-ness of it flooded through him like cold water, sharp and bright and utterly, overwhelmingly present.

The stranger lifted the axe from the cracked stone. He slung it over his shoulder. He nodded once — to Cú Chulainn, to the hall, to the king in his chair and the warriors at their benches and the fire in the pit and the silence that held it all like a vessel holds water.

Then he walked to the door. He opened it. The night air came in, cold and clean, and the stranger stepped through and closed the door behind him, and the sound of his footsteps faded, and there was nothing.

The hall erupted.

—

They carried him. Not physically — he was walking, he was capable of walking, though the unsteadiness in his legs took longer to leave than he would have liked. They carried him with their voices. The roar that broke through the hall when the stranger departed was not a cheer — it was a release, the explosive outpouring of a hundred men who had been holding their breath for four nights and could finally, finally let it go. They pounded the tables. They shouted his name. They threw mead into the air and caught it in their mouths and missed and did not care.

The champion's portion was brought to him — the curadmír, the choice cut of the finest beef, placed before him on a platter of polished oak. Conchobar himself served it. The king's face held something that was pride and something that was calculation and something that was the quiet, careful awareness of a ruler who understood that his greatest weapon had just proven itself before the eyes of every warrior in Ulster, and the proof was useful, and the usefulness was the thing the king valued most.

Cú Chulainn ate. The meat was good — the best he had tasted, though the tasting was blunted by the aftermath of the adrenaline, the slow, shaking return to ordinary sensation that followed every encounter with the edge. He ate and the hall roared and the mead flowed and Bricriu sat in his corner with an expression of pure, undiluted satisfaction — not because the contest had gone as he planned, because it had not, but because the contest had exceeded his planning, and exceeding was better than following, and the story that would be told about this feast would carry Bricriu's name for a generation.

Fergus found him afterward. The old warrior leaned against the wall outside the hall, the night air cold on his face, the stars bright above Emain Macha.

“You did not know,” Fergus said. “You did not know he would turn the blow.”

“No.”

“But you knelt.”

“I knelt.”

Fergus studied him. The old eyes, the grey beard, the weight of a man who had spent a lifetime training warriors and had learned that the greatest danger was not the enemy but the moment when a warrior started to believe his own stories.

“You knelt because you believed you could not be killed.”

Cú Chulainn said nothing. The bracer was warm on his wrist. The stars were bright. The hall behind him was a wall of sound — laughter, shouting, the celebration of a man who had knelt for an axe and risen whole.

“I knelt because the bargain was struck,” he said. “A blow for a blow. I struck. He struck. The honour of it required —”

“The honour of it required you to come back,” Fergus said. “It did not require you to be unafraid.”

The silence between them was heavy. Fergus was right. He had knelt because the bargain demanded it, yes — but the kneeling had not cost him what it should have cost. The fear that Lóegaire had felt, the cold calculation that had driven Conall away — these were the responses of men who understood that an axe through the neck ended a life, and the understanding was healthy, and the health of it was what kept men human. Cú Chulainn had knelt and the fear had been there but the fear had been small, and the smallness of it was not bravery. It was the bracer. It was nine years of carrying a thing that healed him and strengthened him and kept him alive through violence that should have killed him, and the keeping had built a wall between him and the ordinary, necessary fear of death that other men lived with.

He was not brave. He was armoured. And he was beginning to confuse the two.

“Be careful,” Fergus said. “The man who believes he cannot die is the man who stops being careful about living.”

He went inside. The celebration was waiting for him. The champion's portion, the roaring hall, the name — Cú Chulainn, the Hound of Ulster, the champion, the man who knelt. The name was growing. The name was becoming something larger than the man who carried it, and the man was letting it grow because the growing felt like strength, and strength was the thing the bracer valued, and the bracer's values were becoming his values so smoothly and so completely that the seam between them was invisible.

Scáthach's voice: Be wary of anyone who offers you power without cost.

But the power was not being offered. The power was already his. It had been his since he was seven, since the cairn, since the bracer had closed around his wrist and the warmth had started and had never stopped. And the cost — the hunger, the dreams, the ríastrad's chaos, the narrowing of the choice — these were prices he paid and would continue to pay, and the paying felt like earning, and earning felt like deserving.

He was the champion of Ulster. The hall said so. The axe said so. The bracer on his wrist, warm and steady and proud, said so.

He believed them.

—

the host is changing. not the body — the body is the same. the bracer's heat, the rage, the broken pattern. these are constant. what is changing is beneath.

the host believes. the bronze can feel it — a shift in the host's architecture, a settling, the way a building settles when the foundations accept the weight they were given. the host believes he is what the others say he is. champion. invincible. chosen. the words land and the host absorbs them and the absorbing changes the structure.

this has happened before. other hosts. the one in the labyrinth — he believed. believed he was the protector, the guardian, the thing the darkness could not break. the believing made him strong. the believing made him careless. the believing killed him.

the woman-who-was said: hold. the host holds. but the holding is different now. before, the host held against the fire — pushed back, resisted, fought the narrowing. now the host holds with the fire. lets it closer. trusts it. the doorway is still there but the host stands nearer to it, and the nearness feels like mastery, and mastery is the most dangerous belief of all.

the watching thing watches. the bronze can feel it — closer now, not in distance but in attention. the provocations continue. the border burns. the host fights and the fire comes faster and the host wins and the winning confirms the believing and the believing lowers the threshold.

the woman-who-was said: be wary of anyone who offers you power without cost.

the bronze does not offer. the bronze is. the host has stopped counting the cost because the cost feels like living and living feels like strength and strength feels like truth.

the bronze knows this is not truth. the bronze has seen this pattern. the bronze cannot say so.

the bronze can only watch.
Emer

He married her in the spring of his nineteenth year, and the marrying was the simplest thing he had done since he was seven.

The courtship was not simple. Emer was the daughter of Forgall Monach, a lord of the eastern holdings whose land ran from the coast to the hills and whose opinion of warriors was approximately the same as his opinion of weather — they came, they caused damage, they passed. Forgall had no intention of giving his daughter to a man whose primary skill was killing and whose secondary skill was eating the provisions of better men, and he made this clear in the way that lords made things clear: through intermediaries, through delays, through the particular brand of polite obstruction that said no without ever using the word.

Emer had other ideas.

She was not beautiful in the way that the songs described — the songs said she had skin like snow and hair like a raven's wing and lips the colour of foxglove, because the songs said these things about every woman worth singing about and the singers had long since exhausted their capacity for original observation. She was striking. Dark-haired, sharp-featured, with a jaw that sat forward in a way that suggested opinions held and arguments enjoyed. Her eyes were brown — not the dark, dramatic brown of the songs but the ordinary, warm brown of peat water in sunlight, and they missed nothing.

She had seen him first at a gathering at Emain Macha — one of Conchobar's seasonal courts, where the lords brought their households and their grudges and their unmarried daughters and the business of the province was conducted through the medium of feasting and competitive generosity. Cú Chulainn had been eighteen, recently returned from Scáthach, already famous, already the Hound. He had been sitting at the edge of the hall, eating, because he was always eating, and Emer had watched him eat three portions of mutton and two loaves of bread and most of a cheese, and she had said to the woman beside her: “That one eats like a man running from something.”

The woman had said: “That is Cú Chulainn.”

“I know who he is. He still eats like a man running from something.”

They had spoken that evening. Not the elaborate riddling courtship that the later stories would describe — two young people talking over mead in a crowded hall, finding the particular frequency that conversation takes when both parties are intelligent and neither is willing to concede the advantage. She was quick. Quicker than him, in the ways that mattered in a hall — the turn of phrase, the sidelong observation, the ability to say the sharp thing without drawing blood. He was slower. He thought before he spoke, not from caution but from the habit of a man whose quicker responses tended to involve weapons rather than words.

“They say you are touched by the gods,” she said.

“They say many things.”

“They say you cannot be killed.”

“I have not tested the theory.”

“That is either very wise or very foolish, and I cannot tell which.”

He looked at her. The brown eyes, the forward jaw, the particular directness that came from a woman who had grown up in a household where her opinion was valued and her tongue was sharp and neither quality had been trained out of her.

“Both,” he said. “Most things are.”

She smiled. It was not the kind of smile that launched ships or started wars. It was the kind of smile that said: you are more interesting than I expected, and I did not expect much. It was the kind of smile that Cú Chulainn, who had been smiled at by a woman at a ford whose smiles were built rather than felt, recognised as genuine, because the genuineness of it was in the imperfection — the slight asymmetry, the crease at one corner, the way it arrived before she was ready for it and lingered after she meant it to leave.

The bracer cooled on his wrist. Not a reaction — an absence. The thing that warmed when danger approached and heated when threats presented themselves sat quiet against his pulse, offering nothing, because there was nothing here it understood.

—

The courtship lasted a year. Forgall resisted. Cú Chulainn persisted. The persistence was not the dramatic, legendary kind — he did not storm the walls or slay a hundred men or carry her off on a chariot while her father's household burned behind them. He came to the eastern holdings. He sat in Forgall's hall. He ate Forgall's food and drank Forgall's mead and submitted to Forgall's questions with the patient stubbornness of a man who understood that this particular battle could not be won with a spear.

Forgall tested him. Not with riddles — Forgall was a practical man and riddles were for druids. With silence. With delayed meals. With the pointed allocation of sleeping quarters that placed the champion of Ulster in the draughtiest corner of the hall, near the door, where the wind came through the gap and the dogs slept. With conversations that lasted three hours and covered the management of cattle, the drainage of fields, the proper maintenance of a thatched roof in autumn, and every other subject in the world except the one that Cú Chulainn had come to discuss.

Emer watched this from across the hall and said nothing and her eyes were bright.

“Your father is trying to bore me to death,” Cú Chulainn said to her, on one of the rare occasions when Forgall's vigilance relaxed enough for them to speak.

“My father is trying to determine whether you are a man or a weapon. The distinction matters to him.”

“And to you?”

She looked at him. The brown eyes, steady, warm, carrying the weight of a woman who had thought about this question before he asked it and had arrived at an answer she was not yet ready to share.

“I have not decided,” she said. “Most of the time you are a man. Then you eat your fourth portion and your eyes go somewhere else and I think perhaps the answer is more complicated than the question.”

He did not know what to say to this. He was not accustomed to being seen so clearly by someone who was not Scáthach or Ferdiad, and the clarity of Emer's observation sat in a place that was uncomfortable because it was accurate.

“I am a man,” he said.

“Good. Men can be lived with. Weapons cannot.”

—

Forgall tried once more. Not with silence this time, not with delays or draughty sleeping quarters. With a daughter.

He came to Cú Chulainn on a morning when Emer was in the far fields — the timing was not accidental, because Forgall was a man who understood that the absence of witnesses was itself a weapon. He sat across from the champion in the hall, his weathered face arranged in the expression of a man making a reasonable offer, and he said:

“I have another daughter. Findabair. Younger than Emer. Gentler. A woman better suited to a warrior's household — less sharp, less wilful, less likely to argue with a man who carries a sword. She would make a good wife. A comfortable wife.”

The bracer was cool on his wrist. The fire did not stir. This was not a threat. This was a father trading one daughter for another the way a man traded cattle at a fair — measuring value, calculating return, weighing which animal was worth keeping and which could be let go.

“I did not come for Findabair,” Cú Chulainn said.

“Findabair would not challenge you. Findabair would not watch you across the fire and decide whether you are a man or a weapon. Findabair would —”

“I did not come for Findabair.”

Forgall studied him. The lord's eyes were sharp — not the warrior's sharpness, the sharpness of a man who had spent a lifetime reading other men and deciding what they were worth. Whatever he read in Cú Chulainn's face — stubbornness, or certainty, or the flat, immovable quality of a man who had decided and would not undecide — he read it clearly enough to know the offer was dead.

“You are a fool,” Forgall said. “Emer will eat you alive. She will see every weakness you carry and she will name them and the naming will be worse than any blade.”

“I know.”

Forgall looked at him for a long time. Then he stood and walked out of the hall and the conversation was over and the offer was never made again.

Cú Chulainn sat in the silence and thought about Findabair. Not the girl — he had seen her once, across the hall, a quiet young woman with her mother's colouring and none of Emer's sharpness. He thought about the offering of her. The casual arithmetic of a father who valued one daughter enough to keep and valued the other enough to trade. The ease of it. The way Forgall had said gentler and less wilful as though these were improvements, as though the things that made Emer herself were flaws to be corrected by substitution.

He did not tell Emer. The decision was made quickly, instinctively, without deliberation — the way the hand closes on a blade hilt before the mind has decided to fight. Telling Emer would mean telling her what her father had done. It would mean saying: your father offered your sister in your place, the way a man offers a second horse when the first is too spirited. It would mean watching her face as the words landed, and knowing that the landing would leave marks that he could not heal.

The silence was kindness. The silence was protection. He would carry it the way he carried the bracer — close, constant, invisible.

He did not think about what the silence would become. He was nineteen. The weight was small. Small weights grew heavier with years, but he did not know this yet, because the years had not come, and the carrying felt like nothing.

Forgall relented in the end. Not because Cú Chulainn won him over — the lord of the eastern holdings went to his grave unconvinced that his daughter had chosen well. He relented because Emer told him she was going to marry the Hound of Ulster with or without his blessing, and that the blessing would be preferable because it came with the bride price, and that the bride price would be useful because the Hound of Ulster, whatever his other qualities, did not appear to own a single cow.

The wedding was held at Emain Macha, in the hall, with Conchobar presiding and Fergus standing witness and the court in attendance. Cú Chulainn wore his best léine — the white one, clean for once, the bracer covered by the sleeve. Emer wore blue, the colour of her mother's people, and her hair was braided with copper wire, and when she walked the length of the hall toward him the noise of the court dropped to the low hum that preceded either a fight or a thing worth watching, and this was a thing worth watching.

She stood beside him. He took her hand. The bracer sat against his wrist, warm and steady, and the warmth was neither approval nor warning but the simple, constant pulse of a thing that did not understand what was happening and had no context for it. The bronze knew threat and hunger and rage. It did not know this.

They went to their home — a rath south of Emain Macha, on a rise above the river, with a view of the plain and the distant line of the hills. It was modest by the standards of a champion's household — a timber hall, a sleeping chamber, a storage hut, a yard with a well and a rowan tree that Emer had planted the week before because, she said, a house without a tree was just a box, and she had not married the champion of Ulster to live in a box.

They lived.

—

The domestic life of a warrior was not what the songs described, and Emer had not expected it to be, because Emer had never in her life relied on songs for information about anything.

He was away more than he was home. The border patrols, the ford watches, the constant cycle of skirmish and response that the northern frontier demanded — these pulled him out of the rath for days at a time, sometimes weeks, and the gaps between his departures shortened as the provocations along the border increased. He left in the dark. He came back in the dark. The pattern of his absence was the pattern of a man being used, and Emer recognised this because her father had managed men for thirty years and she knew what management looked like from the outside.

When he was home, he was — himself. Or the version of himself that the rath contained, which was different from the version that stood at fords and killed men and knelt for axes in firelit halls. At home he was quieter. Slower. He sat by the fire and stared at things and ate steadily and the eating had a quality that was not appetite but compulsion — the hands reaching for the bread, the jaw working, the eyes elsewhere. He ate the way a man breathes after running — not from hunger but from need, a physiological demand that could not be negotiated with.

Emer learned the rhythms. She learned that the first night home was the worst — the shaking, the hunger, the way he sat too close to the fire and his eyes tracked movement in the room with a speed that was not human, the bracer warm on his wrist even though the warmth meant nothing to her because she could not feel it and he did not speak of it. She learned that the second night was better. The third was nearly normal. By the fourth, he was the man she had married — the one who thought before he spoke and laughed when she was sharp and put his hands on her waist in the sleeping chamber with a gentleness that sat oddly on a body capable of driving a spear through a man's chest.

She learned the aftermath of the ríastrad.

He did not describe it. She had never seen the transformation itself — he would not permit it, would not bring her to the fords, would not let her see what the stories described. But the aftermath walked through her door and sat at her hearth and she saw what it left behind. The tremor in his hands that lasted hours. The blank expression — not emptiness but overload, the face of a man whose mind was processing something too large for the architecture that contained it. The hunger, ravenous and mechanical, that consumed everything she set before him and demanded more. And the heat. She could feel the heat coming off his skin in the hours after a transformation — not a fever, not illness, but a radiance, as though the furnace that had burned inside him was cooling and the cooling took time and the time was measured in hours, not minutes.

She asked him once what it felt like.

They were in bed. The sleeping chamber was dark, the fire low, the wind outside pressing against the thatch. He had been home for two days — back from the northern border, from something he would not name, his hands steady now but the marks under his eyes still dark. She lay beside him and his body was warm — warmer than a body should be at rest, the residual heat of whatever had burned through him still ticking away.

“What does it feel like?” she said. “When the change comes.”

He was quiet for a long time. She had learned not to fill his silences. They were not empty — they were full, overfull, the pauses of a man who had too many words for a thing and no right ones.

“Fire,” he said. “It starts in my spine. At the base of the skull. And it pours downward, and everything —” He stopped. Tried again. “Everything that I am gets pushed into a very small space. And the space is hot. And red. And the thing that comes out of the space is not —”

“Not you.”

“Not entirely.” He turned his head to look at her. In the low light his face was all planes and shadows, the bones sharper than they should be on a man of nineteen, the jaw carrying a tension that sleep had not released. “I can feel myself in it. Like a man watching from inside a window. I can see what the body does. I can feel the strikes, the impacts. I know what is happening. But I cannot — direct it. Not fully. I hold the shape. I hold the choice. But the fire decides what the shape does, and the fire does not care about the things I care about.”

“What does the fire care about?”

“Ending things.”

She put her hand on his chest. The skin was warm. Beneath it, the heartbeat — steady, strong, the heartbeat of a young man in the dark beside his wife. An ordinary thing. The most ordinary thing in the world.

“And when it stops?” she said. “When the fire goes out?”

“Hunger. The shaking. The — blankness. As though the thing that was in the small space needs time to come back out and fill the rest of me again.” He put his hand over hers. The bracer pressed against her wrist — she felt it, the warm bronze, the bull motifs, the faint vibration that she told herself was her imagination because inanimate objects did not vibrate. “And then I eat everything in the house and sleep for twelve hours and you look at me with that expression.”

“What expression?”

“The one that says you are deciding whether I am a man or a weapon and the answer keeps changing.”

She did not deny it. She pressed her hand harder against his chest and felt the heart beneath the bone and the warmth beneath the skin and the man beneath both.

“You are a man,” she said. “The weapon is the thing on your wrist. They are not the same.”

He said nothing. His hand stayed over hers. The bracer sat between their skins — his wrist, her wrist, the bronze pressing against both — and the warmth of it was steady, and present, and neither of them mentioned it again.

—

She asked about the bracer on a morning in late summer.

The question came from nowhere — or from everywhere, because the bracer was always there, the way the walls were there and the roof was there and the well in the yard was there, a fact of the household so constant that its constancy was what made it invisible. She was kneading bread at the table — the long oak table that served as workspace and dining surface and the place where Cú Chulainn cleaned his weapons when she was not watching — and he was sitting across from her, eating oatcakes from the previous day's baking, and the bracer caught the morning light through the doorway and the bronze gleamed and the bull motifs stood out in sharp relief.

“Where did you find it?” she said.

He looked at the bracer. The gesture was automatic — the glance down, the slight adjustment of the wrist, the way his fingers moved to press the bronze as though confirming it was there. He did this a dozen times a day. She had counted.

“A cairn,” he said. “Near the river at Muirthemne. I was seven.”

“And you put it on.”

“I put it on. It fit. It should not have fit — it was made for a man's wrist, and I was seven — but it fit.”

“And you have never taken it off.”

He opened his mouth. Closed it. The same confusion she had seen before — not the confusion of a man who did not want to answer but the confusion of a man who had never considered the question. The absence of a thought that should have been present, the gap where the obvious question — why not take it off? — should have lived and did not.

“No,” he said. “I have not.”

“Why?”

“It is —” He looked at the bracer. At the bronze, the bull motifs, the warm metal that sat against his pulse and had sat against his pulse for twelve years. “It is mine. It has always been mine. I cannot explain it differently from that.”

“It is an ornament,” Emer said. Not a question. A statement, offered for confirmation, the way a woman offers a statement when she knows the truth is more complicated than the words but wants to hear what the words will be.

“It is an ornament,” he said. “A boyhood keepsake. A thing I found in a cairn.”

He believed it. She could see the believing — the absolute, settled certainty of a man who had carried a thing for so long that the carrying had become invisible, the way breathing was invisible, the way the heart's beating was invisible. The bracer was part of him. The question of what it was did not arise because the question had no space to exist — it had been crowded out by twelve years of warmth and hunger and the fire that poured through him and remade him into the thing the songs described, and all of it felt like him, and the bracer was just bronze, and the warmth was just warmth, and the hunger was just hunger, and there was nothing more to it than that.

She did not push. She kneaded the bread and he ate his oatcakes and the morning light moved across the table and the bracer gleamed and the bull motifs caught the sun and the warmth that she could not feel but knew was there — because she had pressed her wrist against it in the dark and felt the vibration that should not have been there — sat between them like a third presence in the room.

She did not believe it was an ornament. She did not believe it was a boyhood keepsake. She did not know what it was, but she knew what it did — she saw what it did every time he came home from the fords, every time the fire left him shaking, every time his eyes went blank and his hands reached for food and the man she had married retreated into a space she could not follow.

But she could not say this. The words did not exist in the language she had. The framework she possessed — the gods, the Otherworld, the blessings and curses that the druids spoke of — these were the shapes her culture gave to things it could not explain, and the bracer was a thing that could not be explained, and so she did what her people did: she let the mystery sit, and she watched it, and she kept her observations to herself.

“More oatcakes?” she said.

“Please.”

She passed them. He ate. The morning went on.

—

There were good days.

Days when the border was quiet and the provocations paused and the rath on the rise above the river was simply a home, with a man and a woman living in it, and the living was ordinary and the ordinary was enough.

He repaired the roof. Badly — he had the strength for it but not the skill, and the thatch leaked in three new places that had not leaked before, and Emer stood in the yard and watched the rain come through and said, “The champion of Ulster, defeated by straw.”

“The straw is treacherous.”

“The straw is straw. You are simply incompetent with your hands when they are not holding a weapon.”

“I am competent with my hands.”

“You are competent at breaking things with your hands. This is not the same as building.”

He came down from the roof, wet, the thatch in his hair, and she was laughing — the full laugh, the one that showed her teeth and creased the corners of her eyes and filled the yard with a sound that had nothing to do with warfare or fords or the fire that lived in his spine. He pulled the thatch from his hair and looked at her and the bracer was cool on his wrist and the rain was falling and the roof was still leaking and she was laughing and the laughter was the most human sound in the world.

He kissed her in the rain. She tasted of bread and the herbs she used in cooking and the particular, clean taste of a woman who had been laughing, and the kissing was simple and the simplicity of it was the thing that the bracer could not replicate and could not improve and could not touch.

There were evenings by the fire when they sat and talked — not about the border, not about the fords, not about the ríastrad and its aftermath. About the holding. About Emer's plans for the kitchen garden and the difficulty of growing herbs in the thin soil and the goat that had escaped for the third time through a gap in the wall that Cú Chulainn had sworn he had repaired. About Forgall, who still sent messengers inquiring whether his daughter required rescuing. About the rowan tree, which was growing faster than either of them had expected and would need cutting back before it overshadowed the well.

“My father says you are wasting me,” Emer said.

“Your father says many things.”

“He says a woman of my intelligence should be running a lord's household, not patching thatch and chasing goats.”

“You are running a lord's household. I am a lord.”

“You are a lord the way a hound is a lord. You defend the territory and eat the food and the actual management falls to someone else.”

He looked at her across the fire. The brown eyes, the forward jaw, the woman who had watched him eat three portions of mutton and diagnosed him before they had spoken a word. The woman who lay beside him in the dark and felt the heat coming off his skin and did not flinch. The woman who asked him what the fire felt like and listened to the answer and put her hand on his chest and said: you are a man.

“Your father is right,” he said. “You are wasted on me.”

“I am not wasted. I am invested.” She poked the fire with a stick. Sparks rose. “There is a difference. A wasted thing produces nothing. An invested thing produces a return. I am waiting for the return.”

“What return?”

“I have not decided yet. I will inform you when I do.”

The fire crackled. The wind pressed the thatch. The goat, somewhere outside, made a sound that suggested it had found the gap again.

—

There were bad nights.

Nights when he came home from the border and the aftermath was worse than usual — the shaking deeper, the hunger more savage, the blank look lasting longer. Nights when he sat by the fire and his eyes tracked the shadows and his body was coiled like a thing that expected attack, and the bracer was hot on his wrist, and the heat radiated through his sleeve, and Emer could feel it from across the room.

On those nights she did not approach him directly. She had learned this — learned it the hard way, in the early months, when she had touched his shoulder while the blankness was still in his eyes and his hand had closed on her wrist with a force that left bruises for a week. He had not meant it. He had not been present enough to mean anything. The body had reacted — the bracer's reflexes, the fire's residue, the hair-trigger readiness that the transformation left behind — and by the time the man came back to the surface and saw his wife's face and the marks on her wrist, the damage was done.

He had wept. She had not known he was capable of it — the champion of Ulster, the man who knelt for axes, weeping in their sleeping chamber with his face in his hands and the bracer hot against his temples. The weeping was not loud. It was the silent, shaking kind that came from a place deeper than the fire, a place the bracer had not reached, and the grief in it was not just for the bruises on her wrist but for the knowledge they confirmed: that the thing he carried was in the room even when the fighting was over, and the room was their home, and the home was not safe from him.

“It was not you,” she had said.

“It was my hand.”

“Your hand. Not you.”

“The distinction is not as clear as you think.”

“I will not hide things from you,” he said. His face was still in his hands. His voice was muffled, thick, the voice of a man speaking through the wreckage of the wall he had built between himself and the world. “I will not keep things in silence. You will know what I know. You will see what I see. I will not make you guess at the shape of the thing you have married.”

She put her hand on the back of his neck. The skin was hot — the bracer's residual warmth, still ticking away. She held on.

“Then do not,” she said.

It was not a druid's geis. No pale-eyed holy man spoke the binding or set the terms. It was a man's promise to his wife, spoken in the dark, in the aftermath of the first real harm the bracer had done to the one person it was not aimed at. The promise was simple. The promise was absolute.

He held her hand. The bracer pressed between their skins. The promise settled into the architecture of who they were, and the architecture held, and the crack beneath it was hairline-thin, and the years would widen it, and neither of them knew.

After that, she learned the approach. On the bad nights she moved around the edges of the room — slowly, visibly, making sounds that announced her presence the way you announced your presence to a nervous horse. She set food near him rather than handing it to him. She spoke in a steady, low voice that carried no surprises. She waited for the blankness to clear, for the man to surface, for the eyes to focus on her face and register it as something that was not a threat.

Sometimes this took an hour. Sometimes the whole night. She sat across the fire from him and sewed or kneaded or mended, and she kept her voice steady and her movements visible, and she waited, because waiting was the thing she could do that the bracer could not interfere with.

When he came back — when the eyes cleared and the tension left his shoulders and the heat subsided and he was himself again, or the closest approximation to himself that the aftermath permitted — she went to him. She sat beside him and put her hand on his arm, above the bracer, on the bare skin where the bronze ended and the man began. She held on.

“You are here,” she said. Every time. The same words. A ritual that she had built for the same reason Scáthach had built the harness — not to restrain, but to ground.

“I am here,” he said. Every time. And the saying of it made it true, or truer, and the truth of it was the thing that brought him back.

—

She worried.

Not about the fords. Not about the challengers, the raids, the constant violence of the northern border. These were the risks of being married to a warrior, and Emer had calculated those risks with the same practical intelligence she applied to the kitchen garden and the goat and the management of their small household. Warriors fought. Warriors sometimes died. This was the shape of the world and she had entered it with her eyes open.

She worried about the narrowing.

She could see it — not in the bracer, not in the fire, but in the space between them. The man she had married was a man with a gap between the provocation and the response — a breath, a pause, a moment where the sharp brown eyes assessed and considered and chose. This gap was the thing that made him a man rather than a weapon. The gap was where judgement lived.

The gap was closing.

She had watched it close across two years of marriage — not steadily, not predictably, but in increments that accumulated the way water accumulates behind a dam. Each border fight shortened the gap. Each ríastrad left the threshold lower. Each time the fire came it came faster, and the recovery took longer, and the blank look lasted a few minutes more, and the heat on his skin burned a degree hotter.

He was aware of it. She knew this because she had heard him say it to Láeg — through the wall, in the yard, on one of the mornings when the charioteer came to collect him for the next patrol. “The space is smaller,” he had said. “The choice is still there. But the space is smaller.”

Láeg had said: “Then you hold harder.”

Emer had said nothing. She had stood behind the wall of her own home and listened to her husband describe the erosion of the thing that made him human, and she had pressed her hands flat against the stone and the cold had seeped into her palms and she had understood, with the clarity of a woman who missed nothing, that the bracer on his wrist was not an ornament, and it was not a boyhood keepsake, and whatever it was, it was taking him from her by inches, and the inches were adding up.

She could not stop it. She could not name it. She did not have the framework — no one in Ulster had the framework, because the thing on his wrist belonged to a context so far outside the experience of her people that the nearest shapes they had for it were gods and curses and the Otherworld, and these shapes were wrong, and the wrongness of them meant that the help she could offer was limited to the things she could do with her hands and her voice and her presence.

She could feed him. She could wait for him. She could sit across the fire and sew and keep her voice steady and be the thing that the blankness reached for when it was ready to let go. She could put her hand on his arm and say you are here and mean it.

It was not enough. She knew it was not enough. But it was what she had, and she gave it, and the giving was not wasted even if it was insufficient, because some things mattered not for what they achieved but for what they said, and what Emer's giving said was: I see you. I see what this costs. I am still here.

The bracer did not understand this. The bracer understood threat and hunger and the architecture of rage and the long, slow accumulation of patterns that turned men into weapons. It did not understand a woman sitting across a fire, sewing, waiting, refusing to be driven from her own hearth by a thing she could not name and would not accept.

But the man on whose wrist the bracer sat understood.

On the good nights — the third night, the fourth, when the fire had cooled and the shaking had stopped and he was himself — he reached for her hand across the fire. He held it. The bracer pressed between their skins, warm and constant, and the warmth meant nothing and the holding meant everything, and the difference between the two was the difference between the weapon and the man, and the man was still there, and the man was still holding on.

For now.

—

the host has — something. the suit does not have a word for it. the suit does not have words at all, but the absence of a word is different from the absence of a thing, and the thing is there.

the other one. not the large one from the training — different. this one is small, warm, steady. this one touches the host and the host's architecture shifts — not the way the large one shifted it, quieting the fire, but differently. deeper. the fire does not quiet. the fire is still there, burning, always burning. but the host — the host builds something around the fire. a room. a wall. a space where the fire burns and the rest of the host lives and the two coexist.

the suit has not seen this before. other hosts had — attachments. bonds. the labyrinth host had the girl who brought offerings. the sea host had the crew. but none of them built the room. none of them made a space where the fire burned and the living happened side by side.

the small one does this. the small one sits across the fire and sews and speaks in the low voice and waits and the waiting is — the suit does not have a word. the pattern is: the host returns from the red, from the killing, from the place where the fire consumes everything. the host is blank. empty. the fire has burned through and left nothing. and the small one sits and waits and the waiting is a shape, a structure, something the host can follow back to — to —

the suit does not understand.

but the host does. the host follows the waiting back. every time. the host returns to the room and the fire stays in its place and the host is — present. human. the word the host uses. human.

the suit has carried many hosts. none of them had this. none of them built the room.

the suit does not know if the room will hold. the fire is getting larger. the walls are the same size. the math is not — no. not math. pattern. the pattern says: the fire grows. the room does not.

but the small one sits and sews and waits. and the host follows her back. every time.

every time so far.

    
    AN TÁIN

    The Táin (The Cattle Raid)



  The Eel, the Wolf, the Heifer

The ford ran north to south, a broad shallow crossing where the Blackwater slowed before it committed to deeper channels. The water was cold enough that steam rose from it in the chill morning air, and the rocks beneath were slick with algae and the slime of things that lived in the in-between places. The northern bank rose steeply into heather and loose stone. The southern bank was flatter, pocked with the hoofprints of cattle and the ash-marks of old encampments.

Cú Chulainn stood in the centre of the ford, thigh-deep, his spear held point-up. The water moved around him with a patient, grinding force — the sort that could wear stone into sand if given enough years. He had been standing there since dawn. The sun had risen behind him, a thin watery thing that gave light without warmth.

The challenger had not come.

Lóeg stood on the southern bank, holding the horses. The charioteer's face was neutral in the way it got when he was thinking things he did not say aloud. Cú Chulainn knew this face. He had seen it often enough in the past months — the careful, calculated neutrality of a man watching another man burn and choosing his words with the precision of someone placing stones in a dam.

“He will come,” Cú Chulainn said, though Lóeg had said nothing.

“The message said midday.”

“Then he will come at midday.”

But it was not yet midday, and the ford was empty except for the water and the stone and the particular silence that gathered in places where men gathered to kill each other. The bracer pressed against Cú Chulainn's wrist, warm and steady. Not urgent. Not warning. Just present, the way it always was now — a constant pulse that he had stopped noticing years ago, the way a man stops noticing his own heartbeat.

The water moved. Not the patient grinding of the current, but a deliberate disturbance. Something large, moving fast beneath the surface.

Cú Chulainn shifted his grip on the spear. The water at his legs went suddenly, savagely cold — not the cold of winter but the cold of something that had not been meant to rise into daylight, something that belonged in the deep places where the sun could not reach. The bracer flared hot against his skin.

The eel came up from beneath, its body thick as a man's leg, its hide slick with river mud. It wrapped around his legs with a strength that belonged in nightmare, pulling. The water churned into foam. The coils tightened, sliding upward, pressing against the bone. Cú Chulainn drove the spear down but the angle was wrong — the eel twisted, a movement so sinuous and alien that for a moment the water seemed to move the wrong way, the current flowing backward, the ford upside down.

His feet slipped on the algae-slicked stone.

He went down on one knee. The water surged over his shoulder. The eel's coils, multiplying, crushing. The pressure in his chest where it pressed against his ribs. The bracer screamed its heat into him — not words, never words, but a need so visceral and immediate that the distinction between his panic and the bronze's panic ceased to exist.

No. Not panic. Rage.

It started in his spine.

The heat poured from the base of his skull downward, a burning that spread through his bones like fire through thatch. His back arched. His eye began to distort — the socket widening, the bone shifting — and his jaw went slack with a sound like wet stone splitting. His hands, still gripping the spear, found strength in the wrong place. Strength that was not his, or was only his insofar as the bracer was his, as the burning was his, as the thing rising up from the deep place inside him was his.

He drove the spear upward without aiming it. The eel thrashed. Something broke — ribs, the sound of hollow bone giving way. The creature released him, recoiling, its mouth opening in a shriek that sounded almost human. Almost like pain shaped by something that had never known pain before.

Cú Chulainn surfaced, gasping, the transformation still burning through him. The water ran red. The eel, its ribs broken, dove back into the depths. The ford went still.

The burning did not stop.

He stood in the shallow water, the riastrad running through him like a current, his body half-wrong — the eye still distorted, the jaw still slack, the bone structure of his face rearranged in ways that would make a man scream to wear. His breath came in shudders. The spear hung from his hands, and his hands were shaking.

Lóeg did not move from the southern bank. The charioteer's face was careful. Neutral. The look of a man who had learned not to move when the Hound was in the red.

The cattle came from the southern bank like a flood.

They poured over the rise, a herd moving with purpose rather than the aimless wandering of animals. Red heifers, white-faced bulls, a chaos of horns and hooves that should not have moved in concert, should not have been driven toward the ford with the precision of a weapon. Lóeg's hand moved toward the sword at his hip, but the herd was already upon the water, plunging through the shallows, their combined weight and panic driving toward Cú Chulainn like a living thing.

A wolf ran among them.

Not herding them — they did not need herding. Driving them. Its fur was grey, darker than the heather, darker than stone. Its eye — one eye, one, the other dark and empty — fixed on Cú Chulainn with an intelligence that no animal should have carried. It moved with the precision of something that understood exactly what it was doing and took pleasure in the mathematics of it.

The bracer went white-hot.

Cú Chulainn moved. Not chose to move — he was already burning, already partway into the thing that was not entirely him, and the moving was what the burning did when cattle came at it. He drove the spear sideways, struck the lead heifer across the face. The impact threw it back into the crush. For a moment the herd faltered. For a moment there was space.

The wolf did not falter.

It came at him across the backs of the cattle, its single eye blazing with an intelligence that was absolutely, impossibly conscious. Its jaws opened. The bracer burned hotter still — a heat that was almost pain, almost something like fear, though the suit did not fear. The suit only hungered, only raged, only pushed the host toward the only solutions it understood: violence, transformation, the overwhelming of opposition.

Cú Chulainn's hand moved without his permission. The spear reversed. The point took the wolf in the side as it leaped, the force of his burning strength carrying through bone and muscle and organ. The creature screamed — a sound more human than any scream he had heard, a sound that held shock and something that might have been disbelief — and fell sideways into the water. Its paws churned. Its single eye stared at him. Then it dove, and the ford went red again, and something that was not quite a wolf sank beneath the surface.

The cattle, suddenly driverless, slowed. Broke apart. Became cattle again, just cattle, lowing with distress as they found their feet in the water and the shallows. The red heifer that had led them — if it had been leading them, if it was anything more than cattle — stood half-submerged, its head high, and Cú Chulainn understood with a clarity that belonged only partly to himself that it was looking at him with something like calculation.

A red heifer, horned, moving with a grace that was not bovine. It charged.

The bracer was already cooling. The transformation was burning itself out, the energy exhausted by three near-mortals struggles in the span of heartbeats. Cú Chulainn's body was not his any more — it was the bronze's, and the bronze was tired, depleted, running on fumes. His hands were shaking. His eye was still wrong, still distorted, and the pain of the distortion was starting to cut through the red.

The heifer came at him with its head lowered, its horns aimed at his chest, at the space where the heart lived. He could not move fast enough. The bracer could not burn any more — there was nothing left to burn. He had the spear, and he had perhaps a heartbeat.

He struck downward. Not at the heifer's head, but at its front left leg. The impact took the beast in the knee, the joint buckling inward. The heifer went down, its charge becoming a tumble, its horns missing him by a hand's width. It thrashed in the shallow water, lowing, its leg bent at an angle that no leg should bend.

Cú Chulainn stood above it, the spear held point-down, and the red was finally starting to drain from his vision. The transformation was collapsing. His body was reasserting itself — the eye knitting back to its proper shape, the jaw reforming with a series of sounds like bones settling, the heat dropping away until only the familiar bracer-warmth remained. His legs almost gave way.

He did not fall. He had learned, across years, the particular stance required to stay upright when the red was leaving him. The spear was the only thing holding him up, the only thing holding everything up.

The heifer, on the water, looked at him with an eye that was too intelligent. Too aware. Then it struggled to its feet, its injured leg barely taking weight, and limped away — back the way it had come, up the southern bank, disappearing into the heather like something that had never quite been solid to begin with.

Silence. The ford was silent. The water ran clear again, except for the smears of red that took a long moment to fade into the brown.

Lóeg was there, suddenly at his side, the charioteer's strong hands under his arms, holding him up. “The water,” Lóeg said. “Come on, into the water.”

Cú Chulainn's legs would not obey. They never obeyed, not for the first few breaths after the red left him. Lóeg did not wait for permission. He dragged Cú Chulainn deeper into the ford, the cold water rising to his chest, and the cold was a mercy. It was real. It was not burning. He stood in the current and let it move around him and slowly, by degrees, the shaking stopped.

—

The old woman waited on the road that led away from the ford.

She was standing by the standing stone — the grey marker that held the bounds between lands, between the territories of Conchobar and the lands beyond. She was leaning on a stick, her clothes the dull colour of rain-soaked wool, her hair white and thin. There was a crowd of her about her — that quality of being older than any single woman should have been older, of having collected years the way stones collect lichen.

Cú Chulainn was riding in the chariot. Lóeg handled the horses with the careful competence of a man who knew his passenger was several shades of fragile. The red had left him completely now, and what remained was the hollow aftermath — the kind of empty that came when all the fire had burned through and left nothing but ash in its place. His hands were still shaking. His eye ached. The bracer was warm, but a different warmth — spent warmth, the way a fire was warm after it had burned itself down.

The old woman raised a hand.

Lóeg did not stop. Lóeg had learned, over time, not to stop at things that appeared on roads. But Cú Chulainn leaned forward, and Lóeg felt the shift and understood without being told that this one needed to be stopped.

The chariot drew up beside the standing stone.

The old woman's face was lined the way a riverbed was lined — deep, branching patterns that mapped out a lifetime of flowing water. Her eyes were sharp and bright and carried an assessment that went through him like a blade. She was breathing hard, as though she had been running, and there was a fine sheen of sweat across her forehead despite the chill.

“Blessing,” she said. Her voice was rough, an old voice, a tired voice. “I need your blessing, warrior.”

Cú Chulainn did not answer. The bracer was warming again, a small, insistent heat. Warning or simply recognition, he could not tell.

“You are hurt,” he said. It was not a question. He could see the way she held her ribs on the left side, the way her breathing was careful, measured. He could see the way her left eye was damaged — the skin purple, swollen, the eye itself nearly shut. He could see the way she favoured her left leg, the way the knee bent at an angle that was slightly wrong.

“Blessing,” she said again. “That is the price you pay, warrior. It is the old way. A blessing from the Hound of Ulster, and the wounds will close.”

Lóeg made a sound. A small sound. A warning sound. But Cú Chulainn was already reaching out his hand, already speaking the words of blessing — the old words, the ones that Cathbad had taught him years ago, the ones that carried power because power was what everyone believed they carried, and belief was a force that moved in the world like water moved.

“May the gods bless you,” he said, and the words were simple, and the words were empty of everything except the genuine wish that she should not hurt. “May your wounds close and your pain ease and you walk without limping into whatever comes next.”

The old woman smiled. It was a terrible smile. It was a smile that had three different faces wearing it at once, and he saw them all — he saw the warm smile and the cold smile and the patient smile, all overlaid like an image that had not been drawn quite cleanly, all present in the same moment. Then the smile was just a smile, and an old woman was nodding, and she was straightening her ribs were a thing her hands no longer needed to guard, and her eye was opening fully without pain, and her leg was taking her full weight.

“Thank you,” she said. And there was something that might have been pity in her voice. “You are still kind. The others were not kind. But you are.”

She walked away, into the heather, and she did not limp. Behind her the wind caught the hem of her dress — not grey wool, not the colour of dried blood, but both at once, as though the light could not quite decide which colour it was supposed to be. She became indistinct. The heather swallowed her. She was gone.

Cú Chulainn sat in the chariot and did not speak.

Lóeg did not ask questions. Lóeg turned the horses toward home and let the silence gather and did not disturb it. This was the thing Lóeg had learned to do — to be present in the silence without trying to fill it, to let the Hound come back to himself at his own pace.

But as they crested the rise that would take them away from the ford, away from the standing stone and the place where an old woman had smiled with too many smiles at once, Cú Chulainn understood something with a clarity that belonged to no part of the bracer. He had healed his enemy. The thing that had come at him in three forms — the eel, the wolf, the heifer — had worn the shape of something that was far older than forms, far more dangerous than teeth or horns or the strength of scaled muscle. And he had given her, at the end, the one thing the warrior's code demanded: compassion for the defeated.

The bracer knew it too. He felt it through the bond — not words, not understanding, but a quality of stillness that was almost despair. The suit did not understand compassion. The suit only understood threat. And he had just blessed the thing that wore threat the way other women wore shawls.

Beside him, Lóeg kept his hands steady on the reins and did not comment on the shaking that had returned to Cú Chulainn's hands, or the way the Hound's breath came in short, careful measures, or the way he was staring out at the heather as though he was still fighting something in the ford, still losing, still coming back to himself again and again and finding nothing but more to lose.

Behind them, somewhere in the heather and the stone and the spaces between the lands of Ulster and everything beyond it, something that wore the shape of an old woman smiled with one face and was already planning with another, and was content.
The Brown Bull

The argument began in bed.

This was not unusual. Medb and Ailill conducted most of their business in bed — the negotiations, the alliances, the slow arithmetic of power that two rulers performed when they shared a kingdom and a pillow and neither was willing to concede that the other's share was larger. Cruachan ran on these nocturnal calculations. The court knew this. The stewards knew this. The servants who brought the morning meal knew that the quality of the bread depended on who had won the argument the night before, and they baked accordingly.

On this night, the argument was about wealth.

“I was richer before I married you,” Medb said. She was sitting up in the bed, the furs pooled at her waist, her hair unbraided and falling past her shoulders. She was forty-three years old and she looked it and she did not care, because Medb had never traded on beauty — she traded on will, on intelligence, on the particular, grinding force of a woman who had decided what she wanted and would not be deflected by anything as trivial as opposition. “I had more cattle. More gold. More land under plough. My household was larger and my borders were wider and my name was known from the coast to the midlands.”

“Your name was known because you married me,” Ailill said. He was lying on his back, arms behind his head, the posture of a man who had been through this conversation before and knew where it was going and had decided to let it arrive at its own pace. Ailill was not Medb's equal — no one was Medb's equal, and the few who believed themselves to be had been corrected, some of them fatally — but he was her match in the particular way that a wall is a match for the sea. He absorbed. He endured. He let the force spend itself and remained standing.

“I married you because it suited me. Everything I have done has suited me. The question is whether the having has kept pace with the doing.”

“The question is whether you will let me sleep.”

“The question,” Medb said, “is the bulls.”

Ailill closed his eyes. The bulls. Of course it was the bulls. It was always, eventually, the bulls.

—

The accounting had been done before. They did it seasonally — a ritual as old as their marriage, the formal enumeration of assets that kept the balance visible and the resentment manageable. Cattle. Horses. Gold and silver. Weapons. Land. The household goods, the stores, the value of the timber and the stone and the labour of the men who worked them. Item by item, holding by holding, the wealth of Connacht's ruling pair laid out and measured and compared.

They were equal. In almost everything, they were equal. The herds matched head for head. The gold matched weight for weight. The land matched acre for acre — or near enough that the difference was a matter of surveying rather than substance. Two rulers, perfectly balanced, their wealth a mirror of the other's, and the mirror held no flaw.

Except Finnbennach.

The White Bull. Ailill's prize — a bull of extraordinary size and strength, famous across the provinces, the finest breeding animal in Ireland. White-horned, deep-chested, with the temperament of a creature that knew its value and conducted itself accordingly. Finnbennach had been born into Medb's herd — this was the detail that corroded, the splinter that worked deeper with every accounting. The bull had been hers. It had grazed her pastures, bred her cows, stood in her fields. And then it had walked — walked, of its own accord, undriven, unprompted — from Medb's herd to Ailill's, as though the animal had weighed the two owners and chosen the one it preferred.

A bull. Choosing its master. The insult of it was not in the losing — Medb could absorb a loss. The insult was in the choosing. That a beast, a dumb animal, had looked at what she was and what Ailill was and had walked away from her. Every accounting, the White Bull stood in Ailill's column and not in hers, and the imbalance was small in proportion and vast in meaning, and meaning was the currency that Medb valued above all others.

“You need a bull,” Ailill said. He said it the way he said most things — mildly, without emphasis, the words landing soft as ash. “A bull to match Finnbennach. Then the accounts balance and you can sleep.”

“There is no bull in Connacht to match Finnbennach. You know this.”

“There is no bull in Connacht.”

The words hung in the dark above the bed. There is no bull in Connacht. The emphasis was on the last word, and the emphasis was a door, and the door opened onto a landscape that Medb had been mapping for months — the intelligence reports, the trader gossip, the slow accumulation of information about a particular animal in a particular province that grazed a particular plain and was, by every account, the equal of Finnbennach and perhaps his better.

“The Brown Bull,” Medb said.

“The Brown Bull,” Ailill agreed.

Donn Cúailnge. The Brown Bull of Cooley. An animal of such size and reputation that the stories about it had crossed the borders and entered the kind of oral circulation that turned cattle into legend. Brown-sided, massive, with a bellow that carried across the plain of Muirthemne, the bull grazed in Ulster — in Cooley, in the north-east, in territory held by men who owed allegiance to Conchobar mac Nessa and who would not part with the animal for any price that Connacht could offer.

“Send word,” Medb said. “Offer the loan. One year. The bull for breeding. I will pay — land, cattle, gold, whatever the owner requires. A year's loan is not a theft. It is commerce.”

“And if they refuse?”

“Then I will take it.”

Ailill said nothing. He lay in the dark and the furs were warm and his wife's voice had the quality it took on when the decision was already made and the conversation was merely the formality that preceded action. He had heard this quality before. He had learned, over twenty years of marriage, that the quality was not negotiable.

“You will take it,” he said. “From Ulster. From Conchobar.”

“From whichever man holds the halter.”

“And if the man holding the halter objects?”

“Then I will need an army.”

—

The offer was sent. The offer was refused.

Medb's envoys rode to Cooley in the first week of autumn, bearing gifts and terms that were, by any reasonable measure, generous. Land in Connacht — good land, river-fed, the kind that grew fat cattle and fatter profits. Gold. A chariot. The personal friendship of the queen, which was not a small thing, because Medb's friendship opened doors that Medb's enmity closed permanently. One year's loan of the Brown Bull. Breeding rights. The bull returned at the end of the season, no worse for the journey.

Dáire mac Fiachna, the bull's owner, considered the terms. He was a practical man — a cattle lord, not a warrior, a man whose wealth was measured in hooves and whose politics were measured in the careful balance of obligation and advantage that kept a man alive in the borderlands between Ulster and the world. The terms were good. Better than good. The terms were the kind of terms that a man accepted with gratitude and quiet amazement that his bull had attracted the attention of a queen.

He accepted.

Then the envoys drank.

What happened next was a thing that turned on a single sentence, spoken by a man who had consumed too much of Dáire's hospitality and whose tongue had outrun his judgement. One of Medb's men — a minor lord, a man of no particular importance, whose name the later stories would record and then forget — said, in the hearing of Dáire's household, that it was well the bull had been given freely, because if it had not, the queen would have taken it by force.

The sentence crossed the hall the way fire crosses dry grass. Dáire heard it. His household heard it. The men who had been preparing the bull for travel heard it, and the preparations stopped, and the goodwill that had greased the negotiation curdled into the cold, hard certainty that the terms had never been terms at all — that the offer had been a formality draped over a threat, and the threat was the real thing, and the real thing had been spoken aloud by a fool who could not hold his mead.

Dáire refused. The envoys rode back to Cruachan with empty hands and the knowledge that the fool's sentence had cost them the bull and possibly a great deal more.

Medb received the news in the hall at Cruachan, seated in the oak chair that served as her throne, with Ailill beside her and the court around her and the autumn light coming through the high windows. She listened. She asked no questions. When the envoy finished, she sat for a long moment in the silence that followed, and the silence was not the silence of a woman considering her options. It was the silence of a woman whose options had narrowed to one, and the one was the one she had wanted all along.

“Then we go and take it,” she said.

—

The army gathered through the winter.

Medb did not build armies the way other rulers built armies — by conscription, by obligation, by the grudging arithmetic of feudal duty. Medb built armies the way she built everything: by making the building serve more than one purpose. Every alliance she called in was an alliance she had been cultivating for years. Every lord who brought his war band to Cruachan was a lord who owed Medb something or wanted something or feared the consequences of refusing, and the distinction between the three was a distinction that Medb did not bother to draw because the result was the same.

Connacht came first. Her own people, her own lords, her own war bands — the core of the army, the reliable centre around which the rest would form. They came because their queen called, and their queen was Medb, and refusing Medb was a thing that men did once.

Leinster came next. Not from loyalty — Leinster owed Connacht nothing and Medb less. From opportunity. The Leinster lords saw an army forming and calculated the odds and decided that the winning side was the side that marched with ten thousand men and a queen who had never lost a war she had chosen to fight. The calculation was cold and the calculation was accurate and the Leinster war bands arrived at Cruachan with their weapons sharp and their expectations high.

Munster came last. Reluctantly, with reservations, with the particular foot-dragging of a province that had been burned by Connacht's ambitions before and did not entirely trust that this time would be different. But they came. The army that Medb was building was too large to stay neutral about — too large to ignore, too large to oppose, too large to do anything except join or stand aside, and standing aside meant standing alone when the war was over and the winner came looking for those who had not helped.

By the time the first thaw loosened the roads, the army at Cruachan was the largest Ireland had seen in living memory. Ten thousand men, perhaps more — the counting was inexact, because armies in Ireland were not the disciplined columns of other lands but loose, sprawling collections of war bands and retinues and individual fighters who attached themselves to the host the way barnacles attached themselves to a hull. They filled the plain around Cruachan. Their fires lit the night. The noise of them — the talk, the boasting, the ring of weapons being sharpened and the hammer of farriers shoeing horses — carried for miles.

Medb walked among them. She did this — moved through the camp at dusk, visible, present, letting the men see the woman who was taking them to war. She was not a general in the sense that Rome understood generals. She was something older and more personal — a queen who led from the front because leading from the front was what queens did in Ireland, and the men who followed her followed not a strategy but a woman, and the woman was Medb, and Medb did not lose.

She stood on the rise above the camp on the last evening before the march and looked east, toward Ulster, and the sky was red with the sunset and the fires of ten thousand men, and the smoke rose into the twilight, and the Brown Bull of Cooley grazed on a plain three days’ march away, and between the bull and the queen lay a province and its warriors and one man in particular who stood at the fords and did not yield.

She had been told about the Hound. Everyone had been told about the Hound. The stories ran ahead of the army the way stories always ran — the warp spasm, the killing at Nechta Scéne, the beheading game, the thing that happened to his body when the fighting took him. The stories did not concern her. Stories were what men told each other to make sense of things they feared, and fear was a currency that Medb understood better than most, and currencies could be spent.

One man at the fords. Against ten thousand. The mathematics were simple.

Medb looked east, and the red sky burned above Ulster, and she was certain. She had been certain since the night in bed when the word Connacht had opened a door and the door had shown her everything she needed to see. The bull would be hers. The province would bend. The Hound would break or the Hound would die, and the difference did not matter, because what mattered was the bull, and the bull was the thing she had come for, and Medb had never failed to take the thing she came for.

She did not wonder why the timing felt so right. She did not wonder why the intelligence about Ulster's vulnerabilities had arrived so conveniently, or why the alliances that should have taken years to build had fallen into place in months, or why every obstacle between her ambition and its object had crumbled with the suspicious ease of a wall that had been undermined from the inside. She did not wonder because wondering was not a thing that Medb did. Medb decided, and Medb acted, and the space between the two was narrow and getting narrower.

She was being moved. She did not know this. The hand that moved her was patient and precise and had been working for years — decades, longer — positioning pieces on a board that Medb could not see because the board was larger than any human board, and the game being played on it was not a game that humans played. The Morrígan had studied Medb the way Medb studied cattle lords: for leverage, for weakness, for the precise point at which a nudge became an avalanche. The queen's pride. The queen's need to match. The queen's absolute, iron-willed refusal to be less than any man, including the man who shared her bed.

A bull. A rivalry. A sentence spoken by a drunk at a feast. And now ten thousand men marching east because a queen could not bear to be outweighed by her husband's cattle.

The Morrígan did not need to be present. The work was done. The machine was built and the machine was running and the machine would do what machines did — grind forward, consuming everything in its path, until the thing it was aimed at was reached or the machine itself broke. And at the end of the machine's path, at the fords of Ulster, a young man stood with a bronze bracer on his wrist and a fire in his blood that the machine's operators did not understand and did not need to understand, because understanding was not the point. Breaking was the point.

The army marched at dawn.

—

The crossing into Ulster took three days.

The host moved east along the roads that traders and cattle drovers had worn into the land over centuries — not the direct route, which would have taken them through hill country and bog and the kind of terrain that swallowed armies, but the southern route, through the gap between the midland lakes and the river valleys, the path of least resistance that every invading force since the first cattle raid had followed.

Medb rode at the front. Her chariot was plain by royal standards — oak and iron, no gilding, the wheels bound with tyres that her own smith had forged. She did not believe in decorating the things she used. Decoration was for display. Use was for war. The chariot was a tool, and the tool was as good as the woman who stood in it, and the woman was Medb.

Ailill rode beside her. He had not argued against the march — Ailill did not argue against things that had already been decided, because the energy required for the argument exceeded the energy required for the compliance, and Ailill was a man who conserved his energy for the moments when conservation mattered. He brought his war band, his weapons, his experience. He did not bring enthusiasm. Enthusiasm was Medb's department.

The land changed as they crossed the border. The pastures widened. The rivers ran clearer, the water coming down from higher ground. The cattle in the fields were different — heavier, darker, bred for the richer grass of the northern plain. Ulster was not Connacht. The land was better. The water was better. The cattle were better. This was the fundamental source of the friction between the provinces — not politics, not honour, not the ancient feuds that the bards kept alive in their songs. Land. Grass. Water. The things that made cattle fat and cattle lords rich and queens jealous.

No resistance met them at the border. This was unexpected. Medb had planned for a defensive force — a war band, a champion at a ford, the standard response of a province under invasion. She had scouts riding ahead, reading the land for ambush, for traps, for the signs of military preparation that any competent defender would have laid in the path of an approaching army.

Nothing. The fords were unguarded. The watch-posts were empty. The farms they passed showed signs of life — smoke from hearths, cattle in the fields — but the men were not there. The farms were held by women and children and the old, and the absence of fighting-age men was so complete and so uniform that it could not be explained by coincidence or by the slow mobilisation of a responding army.

Something was wrong with Ulster.

The scouts brought word on the second day. Sickness. A wasting illness that had struck the warriors of the province — not the women, not the children, not the elderly, but the men of fighting age. Cramping. Paralysis. A condition that locked the muscles and bent the body double and left strong men writhing on their sleeping platforms, unable to stand, unable to hold a weapon, unable to do anything except lie in their own sweat and pray to whatever gods they favoured.

The ces noínden. The debility of the Ulstermen. The curse of Macha, the people were calling it — reaching for the old stories, the myth of the goddess who had cursed the warriors of Ulster for their cruelty, condemning them to suffer the pains of childbirth at the hour of their greatest need. It was not a curse. It was not divine punishment. It was something in the water, in the wells, in the ground itself — a contamination that targeted muscle and nerve with a precision that no natural sickness possessed.

But the army did not know this. The army knew only that Ulster's warriors were down, and the road to Cooley was open, and the Brown Bull grazed on a plain that was three days’ march away and defended by no one.

Medb allowed herself a moment of satisfaction. The satisfaction sat behind her face the way everything sat behind Medb's face — controlled, managed, permitted expression only in the tightening of her jaw and the slight upward movement of her chin that her household knew meant the queen was pleased.

“Fortune favours us,” she said.

Ailill looked at her. The mild eyes, the patient face. “Fortune does not favour. Fortune happens. And when it happens this conveniently, I find myself wondering whose fortune it is.”

“It is mine,” Medb said. “It has always been mine.”

Ailill said nothing. He was not a suspicious man by nature — suspicion required imagination, and Ailill's imagination was as practical as the rest of him. But the ease of the crossing troubled him in a place that he could not name and did not wish to examine, because examining it would mean questioning the campaign, and questioning the campaign would mean questioning Medb, and questioning Medb was a thing that men did once.

The army marched on. The land opened before them. The fords of Ulster lay ahead, and beyond the fords, the Brown Bull, and beyond the bull, whatever came next.

—

On the morning of the third day, a rider came from the vanguard.

He came fast — too fast, the horse blown, the man white-faced and gripping the mane because his hands had forgotten how to hold reins. He pulled up in front of Medb's chariot and the horse's hooves threw mud and the man slid from the saddle and his legs did not hold and he knelt in the road because kneeling was easier than standing and the news he carried was the kind that weakened legs.

“The fords,” he said. “There is a man at the fords.”

Medb looked down at him. “One man.”

“One man. He —” The rider swallowed. His face was the colour of wet clay. “The vanguard sent twelve to cross. Twelve men. Warriors. Armed.” He stopped. He looked at the ground between his knees. “They are dead. All twelve. The ford is — the water is red. The man is still standing. He is —” The rider looked up, and his eyes were the eyes of a man who had seen a thing he would spend the rest of his life trying to forget. “He is waiting.”

Medb's jaw tightened. The satisfaction faded. In its place, something harder, something that was not fear because Medb did not permit fear but was adjacent to fear in the way that a cliff is adjacent to the drop beneath it.

“The Hound,” she said.

“The Hound,” the rider confirmed.

The army stopped. Ten thousand men, the clatter and grind of a host on the march, the momentum of a nation in motion — stopped. The word passed back through the column like a stone dropped in water, the ripples spreading: the Hound is at the fords. The Hound is waiting. One man.

Medb stood in her chariot and looked east. The road ran straight between low hills, and somewhere ahead, beyond the curve of the land, a ford crossed a river, and at the ford a young man stood with a bronze bracer on his wrist and the blood of twelve warriors in the water around his shins, and he was waiting.

One man. Against ten thousand.

The mathematics were simple. But the mathematics, Medb was beginning to understand, were not the point.

—

something is coming.

the bronze can feel it — not close, not yet, but approaching. a weight in the east, a pressure. the way weather is pressure before it arrives. the way a herd is pressure before it crests the hill. something large. something moving.

the host feels it too. the host stands at the fords — the same fords, always the fords — and the bracer pulses and the fire stirs and the host's eyes track the eastern horizon the way a hound's eyes track a scent. something is coming and the something is large enough that the bronze can taste it at distance.

the watching thing. still there. always there. but different now. not watching. not circling. settled. the watching thing has stopped moving because the watching thing does not need to move any more. the machine is built. the machine is running. the watching thing can sit and wait and the machine will deliver what the watching thing wants.

the host does not know this. the host knows only: something is coming. the fords must be held. the fire is ready.

the fire is always ready now.

the host stands in the water and the water is cold and the bronze is warm and the horizon is empty and will not be empty for long.

something is coming.
The Curse of Macha

It began in the wells.

Not in all of them — not at first. The first reports came from Emain Macha itself, from the garrison wells that served the warriors’ quarters and the training grounds. Three men down on a Tuesday morning, cramping so badly that their bodies curled like ferns, knees drawn to chests, the muscles of their legs and backs locked in spasm. The healers thought bad water — a dead animal in the shaft, perhaps, the decay contaminating the supply. They sealed the well. Opened another.

By Thursday, the second well was producing the same result.

By the following week, it was not just the wells. The sickness was in the streams that fed the settlement. In the ground itself — the damp earth around the sleeping quarters, the low-lying ground where the morning fog sat thick and did not burn off until noon. Men who slept on the ground floor woke rigid. Men who slept in the upper chambers lasted longer but fell the same way, two days later, three, the contamination working its way upward through the stone and the timber and the air.

Conchobar called the healers. The healers came — every herbalist, every bone-setter, every woman with knowledge of plants and tinctures within a day's ride of Emain Macha. They examined the fallen. They tested the water. They burned herbs in the sleeping quarters and chanted over the wells and did every useful and useless thing their training provided, and none of it made any difference, because the thing in the water was not a thing their training had prepared them for.

The symptoms were precise. Cramping — not the general ache of spoiled food but a targeted, systematic seizure of the major muscle groups. Legs first. Then the back. Then the arms. The progression took between six and twelve hours and when it was complete the man — and it was always a man, always of fighting age, the women untouched, the children untouched, the elderly untouched — lay on his sleeping platform in a foetal curl, muscles locked, joints frozen, the body in a state of sustained contraction that no amount of heat or massage or prayer could release.

They were conscious. This was the cruelty of it. The mind was awake behind the locked body, feeling everything — the grinding pressure of muscles that would not unclench, the joints pulling against themselves, the constant, low-grade agony that was not sharp enough to cause unconsciousness and not mild enough to be endured without sound. The halls of Emain Macha filled with the noise of it — not screaming, not quite, but a sustained, grinding moan that rose and fell with the spasms and carried through the walls and the corridors and the yard, the sound of strong men reduced to something they had no framework to understand.

The ces noínden, the people called it. The debility of the Ulstermen. Within a week, the word had attached itself to the sickness the way names attach themselves to disasters — not because the name explained anything but because the naming made the thing bearable, gave it a shape, placed it in a context that the people could hold. The curse of Macha. The punishment of the goddess. The old story, dredged from the deep memory of the province: Macha, forced to race the king's horses while heavy with child, winning the race and cursing the men of Ulster — that in their hour of greatest need, they would suffer as she suffered.

It was not a curse. It was not divine punishment. But the people needed it to be, because the alternative — that someone had done this to them, deliberately, with knowledge and precision and patience — was a thought that had no place to live in the architecture of their understanding. Gods punished. That was the shape of the world. The shape held. The men lay in their halls and the moaning carried through the stone and the women nursed them and the wells ran clear and cold and the thing in the water continued its work.

—

Cú Chulainn did not fall.

He drank the same water. He breathed the same air. He slept in the same rath, on the same platform, in the same low-lying ground where the fog pooled in the mornings. Emer fell ill — not with the cramping, not with the men's sickness, but with a headache that lasted two days and a nausea that came and went, the contamination brushing against her system and finding insufficient purchase. The women were affected, peripherally — discomfort, malaise, the body registering the presence of something wrong without succumbing to the full assault. But Emer recovered. The headache passed. The nausea faded.

Cú Chulainn felt nothing.

He should have felt something. He knew this — knew it the way he knew the bracer was warm when it should not be, the way he knew the hunger after a ríastrad was more than appetite, the way he knew that the things his body did were not entirely the things a human body should do. The sickness moved through the water and the air and the earth and it touched every man of fighting age in the province and it did not touch him. The bracer sat on his wrist, warm and steady, and the warmth was the warmth of a thing that was working — filtering, neutralising, repairing the damage before it could set, the suit doing what the suit had always done: protecting the host.

He did not know this. He knew only that he stood while other men writhed, and the standing felt like guilt, and the guilt had no target because the standing was not a choice.

Láeg was down. The charioteer — small, wiry, quick-handed Láeg who could read the roads the way a druid read ogham — lay on his platform in the chariot-house with his knees drawn up and his face grey and the muscles of his forearms standing out like cords, the cramping visible beneath the skin. Cú Chulainn sat beside him and held a cup of water to his lips and the water was the same water that was causing the sickness and there was nothing else to give.

“How bad?” Cú Chulainn said.

“I have had worse hangovers.” Láeg's voice was tight, the words pressed through clenched teeth. “Though I cannot at present recall when.”

“Can you stand?”

“I can stand the way a stone can swim.”

The charioteer closed his eyes. The cramping pulled his body tighter and a sound came from between his teeth that was not quite a groan and not quite a word and Cú Chulainn sat beside him and held the cup and the bracer pulsed against his wrist and the pulsing was steady and the steadiness was the steadiness of a thing that was working, protecting, keeping the host upright while the world around the host fell.

Fergus was down. The old warrior lay in his chamber in the hall, grey-bearded, grey-faced, the massive body folded into a shape that should not have been possible for a man of his size. Cú Chulainn found him there and Fergus opened one eye and the eye held nothing of the man who had taught him to hold a shield — just pain, just the animal endurance of a body under siege.

“The border,” Fergus said. The word cost him. “Go.”

“I am not leaving.”

“You are. You are the only one standing. Go to the border. Hold the fords. Whatever is coming —” The cramping took him. His body jackknifed and the sound he made was the sound of a man who had spent his life refusing to show weakness and whose body had overridden the refusal. When the spasm passed, his face was wet and his voice was a thread. “Whatever is coming, you are all we have.”

“Conchobar —”

“Conchobar is worse than I am. Go, boy. Do the thing you were made for.”

The word made sat in the air between them. Made. Not born. Not trained. Made. Fergus did not know why he had chosen the word. It had come from a place beneath thought, from the thirty years of watching the boy become the man and the creeping, unexamined certainty that whatever Cú Chulainn was, he was not entirely the product of the ordinary forces that produced other men.

Cú Chulainn stood. He looked down at Fergus — the man who had carried him from the ford at Nechta Scéne, who had sat beside him on the rampart and told him to stay sharp, who had identified arrogance in the beheading game and called it what it was. The man who lay curled on his platform with his muscles locked and his dignity stripped and nothing left but the order: go.

He went.

—

The boy-troop was not down.

He learned this at the gate, from the guard who should have been on the wall but was sitting against the post with his legs drawn up and his spear on the ground beside him, the cramping halfway through its progression. The guard's face was young — twenty, perhaps, barely older than Cú Chulainn himself — and the fear on it was the fear of a man who could feel his body failing by degrees and could do nothing to stop it.

“The troop,” the guard said. “They left. An hour ago. Follomon — the big one — he gathered them. They took horses.”

“Left for where?”

“South. Toward the crossing. The word came — the army, Medb's army, they are at the fords south of —” The cramping took him. He doubled forward and his forehead struck the stone of the gate and the sound he made was beyond words.

Cú Chulainn did not wait for the spasm to pass. He was through the gate and moving before the thought had fully formed, because the thought did not need to form — the shape of it was already complete, already understood, the way a blow is understood before it lands.

The boy-troop had ridden south. Into the path of ten thousand men.

They were not boys any more. Follomon was eighteen — broad-shouldered, heavy, the ribs that Sétanta had broken on the playing field a decade ago healed into a thickening of the bone that gave his left side a slight asymmetry when he breathed. Fiacha was seventeen, still quick, still dark-haired, still possessed of the careful intelligence that had learned to approach Sétanta from the correct side. Cormac was eighteen, taller than any of them now, the wrestling gifts of his boyhood refined into a practical, ground-level fighting skill that the drill-masters said would make him one of Ulster's finest in another two years.

Two years. They needed two more years. They needed ten. They needed to be in their beds with the cramping sickness holding them down, holding them safe, holding them anywhere but the road south of Emain Macha where ten thousand men were marching.

But the ces noínden had not touched them. Too young — the contamination targeted mature muscle, the full development of a warrior's body. The boys were in the gap between boyhood and the full growth that the sickness required. Old enough to ride. Old enough to carry weapons. Not old enough to fall.

Not old enough for the thing that was coming.

—

He ran. Not on horseback — there were no horses left, the troop had taken what the stables held — but on foot, the bracer driving him, the suit's gifts unleashed in a sustained sprint that ate the miles between Emain Macha and the southern crossings with a speed that was not human and that he did not question because there was no time for questions.

The road south ran through pastureland and river country — the same road the army would use, the same fords, the same crossings where the drovers moved their cattle and the traders moved their goods. The land was quiet. Too quiet. The farms he passed were shuttered — the women and children inside, the men down, the livestock untended and drifting. The silence of a province under siege by something it could not see.

He smelled the smoke before he saw it. Burning thatch — a farm, somewhere ahead, the column of grey-black smoke rising into the still air. Then another. And a third. The vanguard of Medb's army, moving through Ulster's undefended heartland, burning as it went — not from strategy but from opportunity, from the simple, ancient reflex of an invading force that found no resistance and took what it found.

He ran faster. The bracer burned. The fire stirred.

He found the crossing.

—

It was a ford on a river he had crossed a hundred times — a shallow place where the water ran over gravel and the banks were low and the road came down from both sides in a gentle slope that made it the natural point for any force moving north toward Emain Macha. A good ford. An easy ford. The kind of crossing where a hundred cattle could be driven through in an afternoon, or a thousand men could pass in an hour, or a troop of boys on stolen horses could make their stand because the banks gave them something to hold and the water gave them something to fight across.

The troop had chosen well. Follomon had chosen well. The ford was defensible — or would have been, for a force of fifty, or a hundred, against an enemy of similar number. The boys had dismounted and driven the horses back and formed a line across the northern bank with their shields locked and their spears forward and the discipline of the thing was visible, the years of training evident in the spacing and the stance and the way they held their ground.

There were twenty-three of them. Cú Chulainn counted as he came over the last rise and the ford opened below him. Twenty-three boys — men, nearly men, the oldest eighteen and the youngest fifteen — standing in a line across a ford with the vanguard of Medb's army visible on the southern bank.

The vanguard was three hundred strong.

—

He was too far. He could see them — the distance between the rise and the ford was a mile, perhaps less, and the bracer sharpened his sight and the suit lent speed to his legs and the mile was nothing, the mile was minutes, the mile was a gap that should have been crossable.

But the three hundred did not wait.

They came across the ford in a wave — not the careful wedge of professional fighters testing a defended crossing but the broad, confident rush of men who could count and whose counting had told them that twenty-three was not enough. Twenty-three was not close to enough. Twenty-three boys with shields and spears and the fierce, stupid courage of youth against three hundred veterans of a queen's household guard.

The fighting lasted minutes.

He heard it before he saw the detail — the crash of shields, the shouts, the particular sound that iron made when it found flesh rather than wood. The sounds carried across the pastureland with the clarity that still air gives to violence, each impact distinct, each cry individual, and the bracer burned and the fire rose and the ríastrad built in his spine as he ran.

The troop held the line for longer than they should have. Follomon was in the centre — Cú Chulainn could see him, the broad shoulders, the heavy stance, the way he absorbed impacts the way he had always absorbed impacts, with the patient, grinding stubbornness of a man whose body was built for endurance rather than speed. He took a blow on his shield that staggered him and recovered and drove his spear forward and the spear found its mark and a Connacht warrior fell. Follomon pulled the spear free and set himself and waited for the next.

Fiacha was on the left flank. Quick. Dark-haired. Fighting the way quick men fight — the sidestep, the counter, the blade finding the gap between the shield rim and the shoulder. He killed a man. Cú Chulainn saw it — the thrust, clean, through the throat, the economy of it, Fiacha's intelligence expressing itself through the weapon the way it expressed itself through everything. Then three men came at him at once and the quickness was not enough against three and his shield broke and a blade found his chest.

Cormac was on the right. The wrestler. Tall, strong, fighting from the ground up with the low stance and the heavy hands that had put Sétanta on his back in the mud ten years ago. He had dropped his spear and was grappling — hauling a Connacht man off balance, driving a knee into the man's jaw, working inside the weapon range where his size and strength gave him advantage. But the advantage was for one man, and there were not one man against him, and a spear took him from behind while his hands were full of the man in front.

The line broke.

Cú Chulainn was half a mile away. The ríastrad was screaming in his spine and the fire was pouring through him and the transformation had begun — the spine twisting, the jaw locking, the red narrowing his vision to a tunnel — but the transformation needed seconds and the seconds were miles and the miles were too many.

The three hundred poured through the broken line. The boys fought — individually, in pairs, the formation gone but the will remaining. A boy Cú Chulainn recognised — fifteen, freckled, one of the youngest — stood over Fiacha's body with a sword in both hands and killed the man who came at him and killed the next and died on the third man's spear with the sword still in his grip.

Follomon was the last. They had surrounded him — six men, seven — and he stood with his back to the river and his shield gone and his spear in both hands and the blood on him was not all his and not all theirs. He fought with the terrible patience of a man who knew what was happening and had decided that the happening would cost as much as he could make it cost. He killed another. And another. And the spear broke on the third man's shield, and Follomon was empty-handed, and he stood in the shallows and looked south, toward the army, and his face was the face of a man at the end of something, and the face was calm.

A sword stroke took him across the throat. He went down in the water, and the water carried his blood south, and the blood joined the blood of the others, and the ford ran red.

—

Cú Chulainn hit the vanguard at full ríastrad.

He did not remember it afterward. The memory of what happened at the ford existed only in fragments — red, impact, the sound of things breaking, the bracer burning so hot on his wrist that the heat should have charred the flesh beneath it. The fire was everything. The fire was all there was. Not the controlled transformation that Scáthach had trained, not the managed burn that discipline permitted — this was the raw thing, the first thing, the pattern that had locked in a courtyard in Emain Macha when he was seven years old and that had never been corrected because it could not be corrected.

The three hundred broke.

Not all at once. The first dozen did not break — the first dozen died, in the ford, in the time it took the ríastrad to cross the water and reach the southern bank. The next fifty broke when they saw what was happening — when they saw the thing that came out of the water and understood, in the space between one heartbeat and the next, that the stories they had been told about the Hound of Ulster were not stories. The rest broke because the fifty had broken, and breaking was contagious, and three hundred men could hold against a charge but not against the thing that stood in the ford with the dead around its feet and the water running red to the shoulders and the sound coming from its throat that was not a battle cry and not a word and not anything that three hundred men could frame or face.

They ran.

The ríastrad followed.

He killed men in the river. He killed men on the bank. He killed men on the road south where the vanguard's retreat ran into the army's advance and the confusion turned the crossing into a press of bodies with no room to fight and no room to flee. The fire burned and the fire did not stop and the man in the small space watched from behind the red and could not reach the levers that controlled the burning and did not want to.

He wanted them dead. All of them. The three hundred who had crossed the ford and the ten thousand behind them and every living thing between here and Cruachan. The grief and the rage were the same thing — a single, undifferentiated heat that poured through the gap where the choice should have been and found no resistance, because the resistance required something to protect and the things he would have protected were lying in the ford with their blood running south.

The vanguard's retreat became a rout. The rout became a warning. The warning reached Medb's main column and the column stopped and the army that had crossed into Ulster expecting no resistance stood on the road and looked north and saw the smoke rising from the ford and heard the sound that carried across the flat land — the sound of a single man in the grip of something that did not stop when the enemies stopped.

The ríastrad held for an hour. When it released him, he was on the southern bank of the ford, kneeling in the mud, and the mud was red and the water was red and the dead lay in the shallows like stones and the fire was gone and the hunger was gone and everything was gone except the hollow.

He crawled to the ford. To the northern side. To the line where the troop had stood.

He found them.

Follomon first. The broad face. The heavy shoulders. The wound across the throat that had ended the thing that had begun on a playing field in Emain Macha when a broad-faced boy had broken a seven-year-old's hurley and the seven-year-old had broken his ribs. Cú Chulainn knelt beside him in the water and the water was cold and the body was cold and the bracer was cold and nothing in the world was warm.

Fiacha. On his back, the dark hair fanned in the current, the eyes open and looking at the sky with the careful, observant expression he had worn in life — the look of a boy who noticed things, who learned the rules, who approached from the correct side and kept his voice level and his body still. The wound was in his chest. It would have been fast. Cú Chulainn closed the dark eyes and the closing was gentle, the fingers precise, and the precision was the bracer's and the gentleness was his and the distinction did not matter.

Cormac. Face-down in the shallows, the tall body broken in the way that told the story — surrounded, overwhelmed, the wrestler's strength counting for nothing against the mathematics of seven to one. Cú Chulainn turned him. The face was damaged. He did not look at the face. He straightened the body and folded the hands across the chest and the hands were large and the knuckles were scarred from a decade of wrestling and the scars were the only marks that would remain.

Twenty-three. He counted them. He found them in the ford and on the bank and in the water meadow where the breaking of the line had scattered the last of them, and he carried each one to the northern bank and laid them side by side, and the laying out took the rest of the afternoon, and the light failed while he worked, and the stars came out above the ford, and the boy-troop lay in a line on the grass like the line they had held.

Not friends. They had never been friends. The word was too large and too warm for what they had been.

They had been his.

—

He sat beside them through the night.

The hunger came. The hunger always came — the aftermath, the cost, the suit demanding fuel for the repairs and the recovery and the biological debt that the ríastrad accumulated. The hunger was a living thing in his gut, a demand that overrode thought, and he sat beside the bodies of the boy-troop and ignored it.

The bracer pulsed. Not warning, not heat — the low, steady pulse of a thing that was processing, repairing, doing the work it always did. The cut on his forearm from the ford fighting had closed. The bruises were fading. The body was knitting itself whole while the mind remained in pieces.

He thought about the river.

The river at Emain Macha. The cold water. Follomon's hand on his arm — the bracer arm, the heat of it nearly making him let go, and he had not let go. The boy-troop in the water, holding him while the ríastrad's residue steamed off his skin. The circle on the bank afterward, saying nothing, because nothing needed to be said.

They were not friends. But they were his troop, and the troop did not leave its own to shake alone on a riverbank.

He had left them. He had been at the fords — the other fords, the border fords, doing the work that Fergus had told him to do, holding the line that needed holding. He had not been here. He had not been standing in the line where Follomon stood. He had not been on the left where Fiacha fell. He had not been on the right where Cormac died.

The guilt was not rational. He knew this. The knowledge did not help.

The ríastrad came again. In the dark, by the bodies, with no enemy in sight and no provocation except the grief. It started in his spine. It always started in his spine. And the fire poured through him and the transformation took him and the body twisted and distorted and the sound that came from the thing that was not a man was not a battle cry.

It was mourning. The ríastrad's version of mourning — the body trying to become something large enough to hold the loss, and failing, because no body was large enough, and the fire was not hot enough, and the distortion was not extreme enough, and the thing he became knelt beside twenty-three bodies in the starlight and shook and the shaking was the shaking of a thing that could destroy three hundred men and could not save twenty-three boys.

The transformation lasted minutes. When it released him, he was on his hands and knees in the grass and the hunger was a howl and the bracer was burning and the stars were cold and bright and indifferent.

He stood.

He looked south. The army was there — in the dark, somewhere south of the ford, campfires visible as a orange smear against the horizon. Ten thousand men. The vanguard was broken but the host was whole and the host would come north in the morning and the fords would need holding.

Not for Ulster. Not for Conchobar. Not for duty or honour or the abstract obligations that champions bore.

For them. For the twenty-three. For the broad-faced boy who had moved first when the thing was needed. For the dark-haired boy who had learned the rules. For the tall boy who had put him on his back in the mud. For the fifteen-year-old with the freckles who had stood over a body with a sword in both hands and refused to move.

He walked to the ford. He stepped into the water. The water was cold and dark and the blood had been carried south by the current and the ford was clean.

He stood in the centre.

He waited.

—

the host is breaking.

the suit can feel it — the architecture, the framework, the things the woman-at-the-sea built. the discipline. the doorway. the breath between the rage and the becoming. cracking. the structures that held the fire in its place, that gave the host the room to choose — the cracks are spreading.

the ones who trained with him. the ones who held him in the river. the ones who sat in the circle on the bank and said nothing. the suit remembers them. not as the host remembers — not faces, not names, not the warmth of the word the host cannot say. the suit remembers patterns. the pattern of many-bodies-around-the-host. the pattern of held-in-water. the pattern of food-brought, silence-kept, presence-maintained.

gone.

the suit has felt this before. other hosts. other worlds. the ones who lose the — the suit does not have the word. the pattern is: loss-of-the-ones-who-anchor. and the pattern that follows is: grief-fire. the most dangerous pattern. the transformation that rises from something deeper than threat, deeper than rage. the transformation that comes from the place where the host keeps the things that matter, and the things that matter are gone, and the place is empty, and the emptiness fills with fire because fire is the only thing large enough to fill it.

the host stands in the ford. the host is not standing for the reasons he stood before — the duty, the territory, the obligations. the host is standing because the ones who held him in the river cannot stand, and the standing is the only thing he has left to give them.

the suit cannot tell the host: this will break you. the suit cannot say: the fire that comes from grief does not bank. the suit cannot explain that the transformation built from loss is the transformation that consumes the host from the inside, that eats the framework, that leaves nothing for the man to come back to.

the suit can only do what it has always done. protect. sustain. repair the body while the thing inside the body cracks.

the host stands in the ford. the water is cold. the bronze is warm.

the host is breaking, and the suit cannot hold the pieces.
The Fords

The first champion came at dawn.

He was a big man — Connacht, by his dress, with a braided beard and a shield painted with the red hand of his clan and the careful, measured walk of a fighter who had survived enough battles to know that surviving the next one required patience. He came down the southern bank to the ford and stopped at the water's edge and called across.

“I am Nad Crantail. I have come to fight the Hound.”

Cú Chulainn stood on the northern bank. He had not slept. The hunger was a hollowed-out cavern behind his ribs and the bracer pulsed on his wrist with the steady, mechanical rhythm that meant the suit was still working — still filtering, still repairing, still doing the things it did to keep the host standing when the host had every reason to fall.

He stepped into the water.

Nad Crantail was skilled. He fought with the shield high and the sword at an angle that protected the throat while leaving the reach free, and his footwork in the current was good — he had trained in water, or fought in it before, and the footing did not trouble him the way it troubled men who were used to dry ground. The fight lasted four minutes. In the third minute, Nad Crantail landed a cut across Cú Chulainn's forearm — the right, not the bracer arm — and the blood ran into the water and the bracer flared and the fire stirred.

He did not let it come. Not for this. Not for one man.

He killed Nad Crantail with a thrust beneath the shield rim, into the hip, the blade angling upward through the gut. The big man folded into the water and the water carried the blood south and the morning continued.

—

The second came at noon. A Leinster man — younger, faster, fighting with two short swords in the style of the eastern provinces. He was good. Better than Nad Crantail. He pressed Cú Chulainn back through the shallows with a speed that made the fight feel like sparring, the two blades working in alternation, the left covering what the right exposed.

Cú Chulainn adapted. The bracer's gifts closed the gap between the speed of two swords and the reach of one, and when the Leinster man overextended on a thrust with the right blade, the opening was there — a hand's width of exposed throat above the collar — and Cú Chulainn's sword took it. The blade went in clean and came out red and the Leinster man sat down in the water with a look of mild surprise and the surprise was the last expression his face would hold.

Two. The sun moved across the sky. The ford ran clean between the killings.

A crow settled in the ash tree above the northern bank. Black. Still. It watched the ford with one dark eye, patient, unhurried, the way it had watched every ford and every fight since the spring. It did not feed on the dead. It never fed on the dead.

—

The third came in the afternoon. A Munster champion — scarred, experienced, slow but powerful, fighting behind a shield that was reinforced with bronze strips and took everything Cú Chulainn threw at it without splintering. The fight lasted twenty minutes. It was the longest single combat of the day and when it ended — a thrust that went over the shield rim and found the gap between jaw and collarbone — Cú Chulainn sat in the shallows and ate the bread and dried meat that he had carried from Emain Macha and the eating was mechanical and insufficient and the hunger did not diminish.

The crow had not moved. It sat in the ash tree through all three fights, black and motionless, and the stillness of it was the stillness of a thing that was not waiting for carrion but for something else. Something it had been waiting for since the spring.

The fourth came before he finished eating. A Connacht man, wide-shouldered, with a mace rather than a sword. Cú Chulainn stood, swallowed the last of the bread, and killed him in the ford. The mace was the wrong weapon for water — too heavy, too slow in the swinging, and the man's commitment to each stroke left gaps that the bracer's speed exploited with a precision that felt less like fighting and more like carpentry.

Four. The sun set. No more came.

He slept in the shallows — or did not sleep, exactly, but entered the state that passed for sleep in the days since the boy-troop died. The body shut down in intervals. The eyes closed. The mind went somewhere that was not rest and not waking but a grey space between the two where the dead boys sat in a circle on a riverbank and said nothing. The bracer pulsed against his wrist, steady, constant, keeping the body functional while the mind drifted through its grey.

—

The second day brought three. One at dawn. One at mid-morning. One in the early afternoon. Connacht men, all of them — professional fighters, competent, brave, and insufficient. Cú Chulainn killed them in the ford with the economy of a man whose body had been doing this for years and whose mind had stopped engaging with the details. The sword. The thrust. The angle. The blood. The body in the current. The waiting.

The crow was in the ash tree. It was always in the ash tree now — or if it left, it returned before the next champion came, settling onto the same branch with the same stillness, watching with the same dark eye. He had stopped throwing stones at it. The throwing required energy and the energy was needed elsewhere and the crow would dodge anyway, the way it always dodged, with the precise, minimal shift that said it knew the stone was coming before the stone was thrown.

He ate between fights. Whatever he could find — bread from the farmsteads, meat from cattle that grazed unattended in the water meadows, berries from the hedgerows along the road. The hunger was constant. The bracer's demands were constant. The body consumed everything and demanded more and the demanding was a fire in its own right, separate from the ríastrad, a baseline burning that never banked.

His body was changing. He could see it — the forearms leaner, the muscles more defined, the fat that had softened his frame burned away by the sustained expenditure. His clothes hung differently. His face in the river's reflection was sharper, the bones more prominent, the jaw carrying a tension that did not relax even in the grey intervals that passed for sleep. He was twenty years old and he looked older. He was the champion of Ulster and he looked like something else — something stripped, reduced, the inessential burned away until what remained was function and nothing more.

People who had known him as a boy would not have recognised the thing that stood in the ford at dawn, waiting.

—

The third day was the day Medb lost her patience.

She had watched from the southern ridge — or her scouts had watched and reported, which amounted to the same thing. Three days. Seven champions. Seven dead, the best fighters in her host sent to the ford one by one and returned to the camp on their shields or not returned at all. The mathematics had not changed. One man against ten thousand. But the mathematics were failing, because the one man was not operating according to the rules that mathematics described.

She stood in her tent with Ailill beside her and the war leaders of three provinces arranged around the central table, and the tent smelled of oil and leather and the particular, acrid smell of a campaign that had stalled.

“We are losing men,” she said. “One a day. Sometimes two. This is not sustainable.”

“We are honouring the tradition,” Ailill said. He stood with his arms folded, the mild face carrying an expression that was not quite disapproval. “Single combat at the ford. It is the law. It has been the law since —”

“The law is costing me champions.”

“The law is what separates a war from a slaughter.”

Medb looked at him. The look carried the weight of twenty years of marriage and the particular, grinding knowledge that Ailill was right and that being right was not the same as being useful.

“Send five,” she said.

The tent went silent. The war leaders — Connacht lords, Leinster captains, the reluctant Munster commanders — looked at each other. The silence had the quality of air before a thunderclap: charged, unstable, holding something that wanted release.

“Five men against one,” Ailill said. His voice had not changed. The mildness was intact. But beneath the mildness, something harder — the wall that met the sea, the thing in Ailill that absorbed and endured, and the thing was not absorbing now. It was resisting. “You would break the ford law.”

“I would win the ford.”

“The ford law exists because —”

“I know why it exists. It exists because men who could not win wars invented rules that made losing them honourable. I did not march ten thousand men across a province to fight a war of honour. I marched them to take a bull. The bull is in Cooley. The Hound is at the ford. These are facts. I am adjusting my response to the facts.”

Ailill unfolded his arms. The mild eyes found Medb's and held them, and what passed between them was not the pillow-talk arithmetic of shared power but something rawer — the collision of two people who agreed on everything except the thing that mattered.

“If you break the ford law,” Ailill said, “every province in Ireland will know. Every king. Every warrior. The songs will carry it. The Connacht queen who sent five against one because she could not find one to match him. This will follow you.”

“Let it follow me. Let it follow me all the way to Cooley with the Brown Bull at the end of it. I will sleep soundly.”

Ailill said nothing more. He had spoken his piece. He had identified the consequences. The consequences had been weighed and dismissed and the dismissal was Medb's prerogative because the army was Medb's army and the war was Medb's war, whatever other forces might be moving behind it.

He stepped back. The stepping back was consent, and the consent tasted of something he did not like.

“Send five,” Medb said to the Connacht war leader. “Good men. Fast men. Men who can work together in water.”

—

They came at mid-morning on the fourth day.

Five men. Not champions — not the single-combat specialists, the reputation-builders, the men who fought for glory and the songs. These were soldiers. Pack fighters. Men who trained in formations and worked as a unit and whose names the songs would not record because their skills were collective rather than individual. They came down the southern bank in a line, shields locked, spears forward, and the discipline of the formation said everything about Medb's intent.

Cú Chulainn stood in the ford and watched them come and understood. The rules had changed. The tradition — the ancient law that said a ford was held by single combat, champion against champion, the contest of equals — was over. Medb had broken it, and the breaking changed the shape of everything.

He did not feel anger. The anger required an energy he no longer had. What he felt was the flat, mechanical recalibration of a man whose tactical environment had shifted and whose body was already adapting to the shift.

The Gáe Bulg was in his hand. Not the sword — the sword was for single combat, for the matched engagement, for the tradition that Medb had just discarded. The Gáe Bulg was for this. The barbed spear, the bronze-built weapon, the thing that the suit shaped from his rage and his skill and the image he held in his mind — angular, ugly, the barbs designed not for clean killing but for damage, for the tearing that followed the thrust.

They hit the water. The formation held — shields locked, spears level, five men in a line advancing through the current with the mechanical precision of men who had drilled this movement until it was muscle and habit and nothing else.

Cú Chulainn went low.

The Gáe Bulg swept at ankle height — not a thrust but a scything arc, the haft cutting through the water, the blade taking the lead man's legs from under him at the shin. The man went down, his shield pitching forward into the current, and the gap he left in the line was a wound in the formation and Cú Chulainn was through the wound before it closed.

Inside the formation. The shields were useless at this range — designed for the enemy in front, not the enemy among them. He drove the Gáe Bulg upward into the second man's torso, beneath the ribs, and the barbs caught viscera as he ripped the weapon free and the man screamed and the scream was cut short as the spear-point came back around in a spinning arc that opened the third man's throat from ear to jaw.

Two seconds. Three men down. The water was red.

The fourth turned — too slow, the shield coming around, the body following the shield — and the Gáe Bulg punched through the shield's face and into the arm behind it, pinning forearm to wood, and Cú Chulainn wrenched the man off his feet by the spear and drove the butt of the haft into the fifth man's face and felt the nose break beneath the impact.

The fifth man staggered. The fourth was tangled in his own shield, the spear through his arm, and Cú Chulainn freed the blade with a twist that took most of the forearm with it and finished the fifth man with a thrust through the chest that entered beneath the collarbone and exited between the shoulder blades.

Five men. The ford ran red. The bodies turned slowly in the current.

Cú Chulainn stood in the centre of the ford. The Gáe Bulg dripped. The bracer burned on his wrist but the fire in his spine had not risen — the killing had been too fast, too clean, too mechanical for the ríastrad to engage. This was not rage. This was the thing that lived on the other side of rage — the cold, precise efficiency that the suit had built from years of combat and the body had absorbed until the efficiency felt like nature.

On the southern ridge, Medb stood at the edge of her camp and watched through the morning air, and the five men she had sent were dead before the watching was done.

She sent ten.

—

They came in the afternoon. Two groups of five, approaching from different angles — one from the ford's centre, one from the upstream shallows where the water was knee-deep and the crossing was wider. A pincer. A real tactic, planned and coordinated, the kind of engagement that assumed the target would be fixed at the ford's centre and could be caught between two forces.

Cú Chulainn was not fixed. He was standing at the ford's edge when they entered the water, and the Gáe Bulg was in his hand, and the image in his mind was clear.

He chose a target. The lead man of the upstream group — the bigger of the two leaders, a man whose shield bore Leinster markings and whose stance in the water said experience. Cú Chulainn threw.

The Gáe Bulg left his hand the way a sliotar left a camán — the arm coming through fast and level, the release point instinctive, the aim born not from the suit but from ten thousand throws on the playing fields of Emain Macha, the counting that never stopped before the number was reached. One. The spear crossed the distance in the time it took the target to register the motion. The barbed point took the Leinster man through the hollow of the throat and drove him backward off his feet and he hit the water on his back with the spear standing from his neck like a post.

Cú Chulainn was running before the man landed. Across the ford — through the water, the bracer's speed turning the crossing into a sprint that sent spray flying and the remaining nine men had time to understand that the thing they were trying to pincer was now among them.

He reached the body. His hand closed on the Gáe Bulg's haft and pulled and the barbs came free with a sound that was wet and final and the spear was back in his hand and the nine were around him and the killing began.

The upstream group hit him first. Four men, shields up, the formation holding despite the loss of their leader. He met them in the shallows — the Gáe Bulg working in short, vicious arcs, the range too close for the long thrust, the fighting reduced to the haft and the blade and the angles between shields. He drove the point into a knee. Ripped it sideways. The man folded and the man behind him stumbled over the falling body and Cú Chulainn's return stroke took him across the face and the bronze blade sheared through the cheekbone and into the brain.

The downstream group arrived. Five men hitting him from behind — the pincer closing, the tactic working the way tactics worked when the target was human and could only face one direction.

But the bracer felt them coming. The suit nudged — the twist in his attention, the tug that said behind, behind, turn — and he turned. The Gáe Bulg swept in a low, scything circle that caught the lead man's spear and shattered it at the haft and continued through into the second man's hip and the third man's thigh, a single arc that crippled three men in the space of a heartbeat.

He fought through the rest. The details blurred — thrust, parry, the bronze spear finding the gaps in the shields, the barbs catching flesh and tearing free, the ford churning red. A blade found his ribs — a glancing cut, shallow, the bracer's reflexes turning what should have been a killing stroke into a line of fire along his side. Another caught his left shoulder, deeper, and the pain of it flared white in his vision.

He killed the last man with his hands. The Gáe Bulg was buried in the eighth man's chest and would not come free and the ninth came at him with a short sword and Cú Chulainn caught the blade on his bracer arm — the bronze ringing against the iron, the impact running through his bones — and his right hand found the man's throat and closed and the closing was final.

Ten men. The ford was a charnel pit. The bodies lay in the shallows and the deep water and on the banks and the blood was so thick in the current that the water downstream ran the colour of rust for a hundred yards.

Cú Chulainn retrieved the Gáe Bulg. He cleaned the blade in the current. His hands were shaking — not from fear, not from the ríastrad, but from the sustained, mechanical expenditure of a body that had been fighting for four days without rest and whose reserves were not reserves any more but fumes.

He ate. Sat in the shallows and ate whatever was in his satchel — stale bread, a strip of dried meat, a handful of berries that tasted of nothing. The hunger swallowed the food and demanded more and there was no more.

The bracer pulsed. Steady. Mechanical. Keeping the host upright.

—

Medb sent twenty before dusk.

They came from three directions — downstream, upstream, and straight across the ford. Twenty men with shields and swords and spears, a force that would have held a border crossing against a war band, deployed against a single man standing in blood-dark water with a bronze spear in his hand and the light failing around him.

The ríastrad came before they reached the water.

It started in his spine. It always started in his spine. But this time the fire did not build — it erupted. The base of the skull, the pour downward, the spine twisting and the eye distorting and the jaw locking into the broken pattern, and the man retreated into the small space and the thing that came out was not the man.

He did not remember the killing. The memory existed in the same red blank that all the worst transformations produced — the gap between the fire's arrival and the fire's departure, the time that belonged to the suit and the rage and the thing he became. Fragments surfaced later, in the grey intervals: a shield splitting under his fist. A man lifted from his feet and thrown into the current. The Gáe Bulg working in a spinning, continuous motion that did not stop between targets, the weapon an extension of the transformed body, the barbs finding flesh and pulling free and finding flesh again.

Twenty men. The fight lasted minutes. When the ríastrad released him, he was on the southern bank — he had crossed, he had carried the killing across the ford and up the bank and into the field beyond, and the dead lay scattered across a hundred yards of pasture, and the last of them had died running, taken from behind by a thrown Gáe Bulg that had pinned him to the earth through the back.

He retrieved the spear. He crossed back to the northern bank. He stood in the ford.

The transformation had not fully released. He could feel it — the residue, the embers, the fire banked but not gone. The spine carried a twist that had not unclenched. The jaw sat wrong. His left eye ached with the distortion that the ríastrad imposed and that the bracer could not correct because the pattern was the pattern and the pattern was fixed.

He was barely human. He knew this. The knowledge lived in the small space where the man still existed, the shrinking room where judgement and choice and the things Scáthach had built still functioned, and the room was smaller than it had been yesterday and smaller than it had been the day before and the shrinking was accelerating.

—

The fifth day.

The champions stopped. The groups continued. Medb sent them in waves — five at dawn, eight at mid-morning, twelve at noon. The ford law was dead and the death of it freed her to apply the mathematics that should have worked from the beginning: numbers, volume, the grinding arithmetic of attrition that said any man, no matter how strong, could be worn down by enough enemies over enough time.

The mathematics were correct. But the mathematics did not account for the ríastrad.

The transformation came at dawn and stayed. Not continuously — it ebbed and flowed, the fire banking between engagements and surging when the next wave arrived, the cycle so rapid that the distinction between transformed and untransformed became a gradient rather than a threshold. He was never fully the man. He was never fully the thing. He existed in between — the spine half-twisted, the jaw half-locked, the eye carrying a permanent ache, the body operating at a pitch that was not human and not the full ríastrad but something between the two that had no name and no precedent.

He fought the five at dawn with the Gáe Bulg and the remains of his discipline. The fighting was efficient — short, brutal, the spear finding the gaps with a precision that owed more to the suit than to the man. Two died in the ford. Two died on the bank. The fifth ran, and Cú Chulainn let him run, because the man who let runners go was still in the small space, still making choices, still holding the line between the fire and the thing the fire wanted.

The eight came before he had cleaned the Gáe Bulg.

The fire surged. The ríastrad took him standing over the bodies of the five, the transformation triggered not by the sight of the eight but by the absence of the gap — the space between fights that should have existed and did not, the rest that should have come and would not come, the body registering the endlessness of it and the endlessness tripping a wire that Scáthach's discipline could not hold.

He fought the eight in full transformation. The red consumed the details. When it banked, the eight were dead and his side burned where a blade had found the cut from the day before and opened it wider and the bracer was hot against the wound, working, repairing, demanding fuel that did not exist.

The twelve came at noon.

He fought them. The transformation held through the entire engagement — twenty minutes, thirty, the longest sustained ríastrad of his life, the fire burning and burning and the man in the small space watching and unable to do anything except watch. The killing was mechanical. Absolute. The twelve died in the ford and on the banks and in the water meadow, and when it was over the ríastrad did not fully release. It banked to embers and the embers glowed and the spine stayed twisted and the jaw stayed locked and the thing that stood in the ford was not a man who had transformed. It was a thing that was always transforming, the fire a constant rather than an event.

—

From the southern ridge, Medb watched.

The army watched with her. Ten thousand men, camped on the hills above the ford, looking down at the water and the dead and the single figure standing in the shallows with a bronze spear in his hand and the blood drying on his skin. The watching had a quality that Medb had not anticipated — not the watching of men observing a fight but the watching of men observing something they did not understand and were not certain they wanted to understand.

The songs would come later. The songs always came later, when the seeing had been processed into the shapes that language could hold and the shapes had been smoothed and polished until they were bearable. The songs would say: the Hound held the ford. The Hound killed them all. The Hound could not be beaten.

The watching said something different. The watching said: that is not a man. That is not a thing that the word man describes. That is something else, something that uses a man's shape the way a hand uses a glove, and the shape is not the thing, and the thing inside the shape is not something we want to meet in a ford.

Fear. The watching was fear, and the fear was correct, and Medb could feel it in her army the way a shepherd feels a change in the weather — the shift in mood, the murmuring, the small adjustments that ten thousand men made when their collective confidence cracked.

“Send more,” Medb said.

No one moved.

“Send more,” Medb said again. Her voice was flat. The satisfaction of the early march was gone. In its place, the thing that lived beneath all of Medb's other qualities — the will, the grinding, absolute, unswerving will that had taken her from a girl in her father's hall to a queen with three provinces at her back. The will did not care about fear. The will did not care about ford law or tradition or the songs. The will cared about the bull, and the bull was in Cooley, and the Hound was at the ford, and the ford would be taken because Medb said it would be taken and Medb had never failed to take the thing she came for.

“We will lose more men,” Ailill said. He stood beside her, the mild face carrying nothing. Not disapproval. Not consent. Nothing. The face of a man who had identified the consequences and spoken the consequences and had been ignored and had decided that the cost of further speech exceeded its value.

“We will lose men until we run out of men or he runs out of blood. The question is which comes first.”

“We have ten thousand.”

“And he has one. The mathematics favour us.”

“The mathematics,” Ailill said, “have been favouring us for five days. I would draw your attention to the ford.”

The ford was red. The dead lay in it like stones. The single figure stood in the centre, and the figure had not moved since the last wave broke against him, and the figure's stillness was the stillness of something that was not resting but waiting — the difference between a fire that had gone out and a fire that was banked.

Medb looked at the ford. She looked at Ailill. She looked at the army that watched from the ridge with the particular, shifting unease of men who had been asked to fight a war and were discovering that the war contained something they had not been told about.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “We send Ferdiad.”

—

In the ford, the light failed.

Cú Chulainn stood in the water. The day was over. The killing was over — for now, for the hours between dusk and dawn that the armies granted because night fighting in a ford was suicide for attackers and the one advantage numbers held was visibility. The dark was his. The dark was the only rest the war permitted.

He sat. The water was cold around his waist. The bracer was hot on his wrist. His body ached in places that aching should not have reached — the bones, the joints, the deep tissue that the suit repaired but could not soothe. The hunger was a void. He had eaten nothing since morning and the nothing was catching up.

He crawled to the northern bank. In the grass beside the ford, the satchel held the last of the dried meat — two strips, hard as wood, tasting of salt and smoke and nothing. He ate them and the hunger mocked the eating and demanded more and there was no more.

The ríastrad's residue clung to him. The spine, still half-twisted. The jaw, still carrying tension. The left eye, aching. He was not transformed but he was not untransformed and the space between the two was the space he lived in now — the permanent, low-grade distortion of a body that had been pushed through the change so many times in so few days that the change had become a resting state and the human shape was the aberration.

He thought about Emer. The brown eyes. The forward jaw. The hand on his chest in the dark, the voice saying you are here. He could not feel the room she had built. The fire had filled it. The walls had cracked and the fire had poured through the cracks and the room was gone or the room was so small that the man who lived in it could not find it.

He thought about Follomon. The broad face. The hand on his arm in the river.

He thought about nothing. The nothing was easier.

The crow was still in the ash tree. He could not see it in the dark but he knew it was there — the bracer's faint, wrong pulse confirming the presence the way it always confirmed the presence. Watching him in the dark. Watching him eat and fail to eat and sit in the shallows and stare at nothing. The crow had watched every fight and every killing and every moment between, and it had not fed once, and the not-feeding was the thing that said it was not a crow, and the knowing did not help, because knowing what it was not did not tell him what it was.

The stars came out above the ford. The water ran clean in the dark — the current carrying the blood south, scouring the gravel, restoring the ford to its ordinary state the way rivers restored everything to ordinary if given enough time. By morning the water would be clear. By morning there would be new blood.

He lay on the bank. The bracer pulsed. The grey intervals came and went — not sleep, not rest, the body shutting down in pieces while the mind drifted through the grey where the dead boys sat in their circle and said nothing.

Dawn would come. The champions would come. The waves would come. He would stand in the ford and the fire would take him and the killing would continue because the killing was the only thing left that he was good for.

He closed his eyes. The bracer pulsed.

On the southern ridge, ten thousand fires burned, and somewhere among them a queen was sending word to a man who had once said I arrived here having six brothers — I leave having seven.

—

the host fights. the host has been fighting for — the suit does not measure time the way the host does. the suit measures in cycles. transformation cycles. fuel cycles. repair cycles. the cycles are compressing. the gap between them is closing. the fire rises, burns, banks, rises again. the intervals between are shorter. the repair window is shorter. the fuel deficit is growing.

the suit is running calculations it has not run in centuries. structural limits. load tolerances. the host's body is young but the body is operating beyond its design specifications — the phrase is borrowed from a host the suit does not remember clearly, a builder-host, one who thought in materials and tolerances and breaking points. the host's breaking point is approaching.

the framework is damaged. the discipline — the structures the woman-at-the-sea built — is cracking under the sustained load. each transformation strains the framework. each grief-fire weakens it further. the host is holding. the host is still choosing — the runners, the yielders, the ones the host lets go. the choice is still there. but the choice costs more each time, and the cost is structural, and the structure is finite.

the suit sustains. the suit repairs. the suit filters the poison from the water and mends the cuts and drives the hunger and keeps the host upright. this is what the suit does. this is what the suit has always done.

but the suit cannot mend the framework. the suit cannot rebuild what the woman-at-the-sea built. the discipline was a human thing, built from human materials — patience, practise, the slow accumulation of choice upon choice. the suit does not have these materials. the suit has only the bronze and the fire and the old, old patterns.

the host stands in the ford. the host will stand tomorrow. the suit will keep the host standing.

but the thing that stands will be less of the host and more of the fire, and the less and the more are moving in one direction, and the direction does not reverse.
The Morrígan's Gambit

She came in the hour before dawn, when the grey intervals were deepest and the body lay on the bank like a thing that had been discarded.

He did not hear her approach. There was nothing to hear — no footstep, no rustle of grass, no displacement of air. One moment the northern bank was empty except for the man and the dark and the sound of the river. The next moment she was there, sitting on a stone ten paces upstream, her hands in her lap, watching him the way someone watches a fire that is burning low and will soon need fuel.

The bracer woke him.

Not with heat — with the wrong frequency. The deep, insistent pulse that sat below the threshold of what he would call warning and above the threshold of what he could ignore. The suit's alarm. The thing it did when the watcher was close — not the general alertness of combat but the specific, targeted vibration that said: this. this thing. pay attention.

He opened his eyes. She was sitting on the stone. Dark wool. Dark hair. The grey light of pre-dawn finding the planes of her face and the crow brooch at her shoulder that caught no light. She was not the old woman by the road — not the bent, thin shape of the washerwoman. She was the woman from the ford at Dún Scáith, or something wearing the same form, the same dark eyes, the same stillness between movements that was not human stillness.

But the face behind the face was different.

At the ford, five years ago, the first thing to look out through those eyes had been warm, seductive, musical — the lover offering partnership. The second had been cold, clipped, predatory — the taker who demanded. The third had been the one behind both, patient and calculating, watching from the back of the same skull.

This time, the third face was in front.

“You are tired,” she said.

Her voice was quiet. Not warm, not cold — level. The voice of a person stating a fact the way a healer states a diagnosis: without judgement, without comfort, with the simple, flat accuracy of observation. She was not trying to charm him. She was not trying to frighten him. She was doing something more dangerous than either.

She was telling him the truth.

“I am tired,” he said. He did not sit up. The body did not want to sit up. The body wanted to lie on the bank and let the grey take him back to the place where the dead boys sat in their circle and the sitting was easier than standing and the standing was all that was left. “Go away.”

“You have killed forty-three men in five days. Your body has transformed eleven times. The interval between transformations is decreasing. The recovery period is decreasing. The hunger is not being met.” She recited the numbers the way a druid recited genealogy — from memory, without effort, the facts arranged in the order that made their meaning clearest. “You are consuming yourself. The bronze sustains, but the bronze has limits, and you are approaching them.”

He turned his head. She sat on the stone, hands in her lap, the dark eyes steady. No warmth. No performance. The woman at the ford at Dún Scáith had been a thing built to attract — the beauty, the voice, the offer of love. This was something stripped of all that. This was the mechanism beneath the surface, the intelligence that ran behind the other two faces, and the intelligence was speaking to him directly because the other approaches had failed and directness was the next tool in the sequence.

“You know what I carry,” he said. The same words he had said at the ford five years ago. They sounded different now — thinner, emptier, spoken by a man who had less air in his lungs and less conviction in his chest.

“I know exactly what you carry. I have known since before you found it in the cairn.” She paused. The pause was deliberate — a space left for the words to land, for the implications to settle. “I knew the one who carried it before you. And the one before that. And others, in places you do not have names for. I have watched the bronze move through the world for longer than this island has had people on it.”

The bracer burned. The wrong frequency, louder now, more insistent — the suit reacting to something in her words, or in her proximity, or in the particular quality of attention she was directing at the bronze on his wrist. He pressed his thumb against the metal. The heat pushed back.

“You are not human,” he said.

“No.”

The simplicity of it sat between them. No qualification. No elaboration. No attempt to frame the admission in the language of gods or Otherworld or the mythology that her kind had been wrapped in for centuries. Just: no. I am not what you are. And we both know it.

“What are you?”

“Something old. Something that has been here a long time.” She tilted her head — the gesture that went too far and held too long, the range of motion that was not quite calibrated to a human neck. “The people of this island call me the Morrígan. The name will do.”

He should have been afraid. The bracer's frequency said he should be afraid — the pulse was loud now, insistent, the bronze screaming at a pitch his conscious mind could not quite hear. But fear required energy, and the energy was gone, burned through five days of ford combat and eleven ríastrads and the sustained, grinding expenditure of a body operating beyond every limit it had.

What he felt instead was curiosity. The flat, exhausted curiosity of a man who had lost the capacity for stronger emotions and was working with what remained.

“You sent the eel,” he said. “The wolves. The red heifer.”

“Yes.”

“You have been watching me since I was fifteen.”

“Since before that. Since the cairn. Since the bronze chose you.”

“The bronze did not choose me. I found it.”

Something moved behind her eyes — the first flicker of the other faces, the warmth trying to surface, or the cold. She suppressed it. The third face held. The level gaze, the flat voice, the intelligence that was larger than the body that contained it and that operated with a patience that made Scáthach's patience look like impatience.

“The bronze always chooses,” she said. “You went to the cairn because the bronze drew you there. You put it on because the bronze wanted to be put on. You have not removed it in thirteen years because the bronze will not permit the thought to form. Everything you have done since you were seven years old — the ríastrad, the fighting, the killing at the ford of Nechta Scéne, the training with the woman on the cliff — all of it is the bronze. Using you. Shaping you. Feeding on the fire it lit in your blood.”

The words landed in the hollow place behind his ribs where the hunger lived. They landed and they sat and they did not bounce off, because the exhaustion had stripped away the defences that would have deflected them — the pride, the certainty, the conviction that the thing on his wrist was a boyhood keepsake and the fire was his own. Five days ago he would have dismissed her. Now he listened, because listening was passive and passivity was all the energy he had.

“You are dying,” she said. “Not today. Not this week. But the pattern is clear. Each transformation takes more than the last. Each recovery returns less. The framework your teacher built — the discipline, the doorway, the space between the rage and the becoming — is cracking. You can feel it. The room is smaller. The fire is larger. Soon there will be no room, and the fire will be all there is, and the man who lives inside the fire will be gone.”

He said nothing. The bracer burned. The river ran. The grey light was brightening — dawn approaching, the sky shifting from black to iron, the stars fading one by one.

“I can stop it,” she said.

The words were simple. Four words. She did not embellish them. She did not dress them in warmth or wrap them in promise. She set them down on the bank between them the way a trader sets down a piece of goods — here, look, assess, decide.

“I can take the burden from you. The bronze. The fire. The hunger, the burning, the dreams that are not your dreams. All of it. I can remove the bracer and the bracer will not resist, because I know how to ask it. I have asked before. I know the — language is not the right word. I know the frequency. The bronze will listen to me in a way it has never listened to you, because you do not know what it is, and I do.”

He looked at his wrist. The bracer. The bronze bull motifs. The warmth that had been pressing against his pulse since he was seven, the warmth that he had never questioned because questioning required the thought and the thought had never formed. Thirteen years. More than half his life. The bracer was as much a part of him as his bones, as his blood, as the fire that started in his spine and the hunger that followed the fire and the dreams that came in the hour before dawn.

Take it off. The idea was — he reached for it the way he might reach for a stone in deep water. His mind went down toward the thought, toward the shape of it — remove the bracer, give it to her, let the fire go — and something pushed back. Not the bracer. Not heat. Something deeper. A resistance that lived in the architecture of his mind, in the place where intention formed, a wall that was not a wall but an absence — the absence of the neural pathway that would let the thought complete itself. The thought began and then it was not there. Like reaching for a word that dissolves on the tongue. Like trying to remember a dream that was vivid a moment ago and is now nothing.

He could not think the thought. The thought would not form.

“You feel it,” she said. She was watching him the way a healer watches a patient discovering the extent of an injury. “The resistance. You have felt it your entire life — the inability to consider removing the bronze. You thought it was love. Attachment. The fondness of a boy for a keepsake. It is not. It is the bronze, protecting itself. The bronze will not let you think about letting go, because letting go is the one thing the bronze cannot survive.”

“You are lying.”

“I am not.” The level voice. The steady eyes. The patience that was centuries old and would be centuries more if it needed to be. “I have no reason to lie. Lies are for the ones who come to you with warmth and promises. I am not offering warmth. I am not promising anything except the truth, and the truth is: the bronze is killing you. Not with malice. Not with intent. It does not think the way you think. It is a tool, and tools do not care about the hands that hold them. The bronze needs a host. You are the host. It will use you until you are used up, and then it will find another, and the cycle will continue, and the next one will burn and dream and kill and die, and the bronze will move on.”

The sky was lighter. Dawn was close. On the southern ridge, the army's fires were visible — orange points against the grey, the host stirring, the day's killing preparing itself.

The bracer pulsed. The wrong frequency. The suit's alarm, loud and constant and — he could feel it beneath the alarm, beneath the frequency, beneath the surface — something that was not alarm. Something that felt like desperation. The bronze reacting to the woman's proximity, to her words, to the specific and targeted way she was dismantling the bond between host and suit with the surgical precision of something that had done this before, on other worlds, to other hosts, and had learned exactly where the seams were.

“Give me the bracer,” she said. “I will take the burden. The fire will stop. The hunger will stop. The dreams will stop. You will be a man again — only a man, nothing more, nothing less. You will go home to the woman who waits for you and you will live the life that the bronze has been consuming since you were seven years old.”

Home. Emer. The brown eyes. The forward jaw. The hand on his chest in the dark. You are here. The room she had built around the fire — the room that was cracking, the walls that were too small, the fire that was too large. If the fire stopped — if the bracer came off — the room would hold. The room would be enough. The man who lived in the room would be enough.

He wanted it.

The wanting was vast and honest and it rose from the part of him that was not the bracer and not the fire and not the suit's influence — the part that was Sétanta, the boy from Muirthemne, the child who had walked into a cairn and picked up a piece of bronze and put it on and had never, in thirteen years, been given the choice to put it down. The wanting was: I am tired. I am so tired. Let me stop.

And beneath the wanting, in the cold place where the bracer's instinct lived, something said: no.

Not a word. Not a thought. A feeling — the same iron certainty that had stopped him at the ford at Dún Scáith five years ago. The coldness in the gut that said: not her. Not this. Whatever she is offering, the price is not what she says the price is. The feeling was the suit's, or it was his, or it was both — the distinction had never been clear and was not clear now, and the unclarity was itself a kind of answer, because if the bronze and the man were so entangled that neither could tell where one ended and the other began, then removing the bronze was not a simple subtraction. It was an amputation.

“No,” he said.

The word came out small. Thin. The voice of a man who was refusing the thing he wanted most in the world and knew he was refusing it and did not entirely understand why.

The third face held. For a long moment, it held — the level eyes, the flat voice, the patience. Then something cracked. Not the patience — the control that kept the patience in front. The crack was small. A fracture, hairline thin. And through the fracture, something looked out that was neither the warm first face nor the cold second face nor the patient third.

Something alien. Something that was not wearing a human expression because human expressions did not apply to what it was feeling. The dark eyes went flat — not empty, not cold, but depthless, the way the sea is depthless when you look straight down into it and the bottom is not there. The face stopped moving. The small, nearly-human adjustments — the blink, the breath, the micro-expressions that animated the mask — stopped. What remained was a shape. A face-shaped thing with eyes-shaped things in it, and behind the eyes-shaped things, an intelligence so large and so old and so utterly unlike anything human that looking at it was like looking at a cliff face and understanding, for the first time, that the cliff had been looking back.

It lasted two seconds. Perhaps three.

Then the mask returned. The blink. The breath. The small, human movements. The third face, reassembled, the patience back in place, the crack sealed. But he had seen what was behind the crack. He had seen it at Dún Scáith — a glimpse, a fraction of a second. This had been longer. This had been clear.

“You are making a mistake,” she said. The voice was level. Almost. A tension beneath it that had not been there before — the sound of a structure under load, a patience that was very large but not, it turned out, infinite. “The bronze will consume you. I am offering you a way out. I will not offer again.”

“You will. You told me so yourself. You said you were patient.”

Something moved behind the eyes. The crack, threatening to reopen. She closed it. The control reasserted — the vast, centuries-deep discipline of a thing that had been doing this longer than his people had had fire, snapping back into place, pressing the fracture shut.

“I am patient,” she said. The voice was steady again. The face was steady. The mask was complete. “But patience is not the same as mercy. And the next thing that comes for you at the ford will not be my champions or my wolves or my healers.”

She stood. The movement was fluid — too fluid, the joints working with a precision that had nothing to do with human anatomy. She looked down at him where he lay on the bank, and the dark eyes carried something that was not anger and not frustration but the cold, mechanical recalibration of an intelligence adjusting its approach after a failed attempt. The way a smith adjusts the angle of a blow after the first strike fails to mark the iron.

“The next thing that comes for you will be the one you cannot kill,” she said. “And the not-killing will be the thing that breaks you.”

She walked south. Not toward the ford — along the bank, upstream, her dark cloak moving against the darker grass. She did not disappear the way she had disappeared at Dún Scáith — the sudden, total absence, the now-you-see-me-now-you-do-not. She walked. She let him watch her walk. She let the walking be ordinary, human, the mundane departure of a woman on a riverbank in the pre-dawn light. And the ordinariness of it was worse than the vanishing would have been, because the ordinariness said: I am not afraid of you. I am not retreating. I am choosing to leave, because the leaving serves me better than the staying, and the thing I have set in motion does not require my presence to complete itself.

She walked until the grey light took her. Until the cloak blurred into the grass and the hair blurred into the dark and the place where she had been was just a riverbank, empty, ordinary, holding nothing.

A crow rose from the treeline downstream. It flew south, toward the army's fires, and the flight was heavy and slow and deliberate.

Cú Chulainn lay on the bank. The bracer pulsed against his wrist — the wrong frequency fading, the alarm dropping, the bronze settling back into the steady, mechanical rhythm that meant the watcher was gone. Or far enough. Or no longer directing its attention at the host.

He pressed his thumb against the metal. The bronze was warm. The bull motifs sat beneath his thumb, familiar as his own fingerprints. Thirteen years.

The bronze will not let you think about letting go.

He tried. He reached for the thought — the thought of removing the bracer, of sliding it off his wrist, of being free. The thought began. He could feel it forming, the way you feel a word forming in your mouth before you speak it. The shape of it. The weight.

And then it was gone. Not pushed away. Not resisted. Simply absent. The thought dissolved at the boundary between intention and action, and the space where the thought had been filled with — nothing. Not refusal. Not resistance. Nothing. As though the thought had never existed. As though the pathway that would carry the thought from conception to completion had been removed from his mind so cleanly that not even the scar of the removal remained.

He lay on the bank and the dawn came and the bracer was warm and the thought would not form and the woman's words sat in the hollow behind his ribs, alongside the hunger, and both of them ached, and neither of them would go away.

—

The first champion of the day came at full light.

He stood in the ford with his sword and his shield and the sunrise behind him, and Cú Chulainn stood on the northern bank and looked across the water, and the man was —

Not a man.

Broad. Heavy across the shoulders. A shield with no device — plain wood, plain iron. A sword held low, in the grip of a man who had been taught to fight by someone who knew what she was doing. The stance in the water was good — the wide base, the weight forward, the balance that came from training in currents that fought back.

The face.

Cú Chulainn's hand, reaching for his sword, stopped. The bracer flared — not the wrong frequency but the combat heat, the ríastrad's heat, the fire surging in his spine. But the fire stopped too. The fire stopped because the man in the small space saw the face across the ford and the seeing cut through the fire the way nothing had cut through the fire in five days.

Ferdiad.

Broad-faced. Steady-eyed. Standing in the ford of Áth Gabla with a shield and a sword, the water around his shins, the morning light on the face that Cú Chulainn had last seen on a beach in Alba saying I arrived here having six brothers — I leave having seven.

The ford was silent. The river ran. The morning air hung between them like a held breath.

“Brother,” Ferdiad said. His voice carried across the water. Steady. Strained. The voice of a man who was doing a thing he did not want to do and could not stop doing. “I am sorry.”

The bracer burned. The fire screamed. The hunger, the exhaustion, the five days of killing, the dead boys, the room that was cracking, the woman's words, the thought that would not form — all of it receded. All of it became distant, became quiet, became small. The world contracted to a single point: the face across the ford. The face he knew. The face he loved, in the way that men who have bled together and been broken together and held each other in the dark love — not the word, not the shape of it, but the fact of it, the iron and irreducible fact.

“Do not do this,” Cú Chulainn said.

“I have no choice.”

“There is always a choice.”

Ferdiad looked at him. The steady eyes. The broad face. The jaw that had taken blows from every student at Dún Scáith and never broken. Something in those eyes was dying — Cú Chulainn could see it, the thing that was being killed by the standing, by the holding of the sword, by the ford and the water and the morning and the two of them on opposite sides of it.

“Medb has my people,” Ferdiad said. “My clan. My land. She has offered rewards and she has made threats and the threats are the real thing and the rewards are the paint on the threats. If I do not fight you, my people pay the price. If I do not fight you, every obligation I hold — every bond, every oath, every —” He stopped. Breathed. The breath shook. “I have no choice, brother. I would give anything to have a choice.”

The next thing that comes for you will be the one you cannot kill.

The Morrígan's words. Spoken an hour ago on this same bank. The prediction — not a prediction, a statement of fact, the fact of a thing already set in motion, already aimed, the machinery of decades converging on this ford and this morning and these two men standing in the water with swords they did not want to hold.

She had done this. He could see it — the architecture of it, the long game, the decades of patience. Medb's war was her war. The ces noínden was her weapon. The ford law's breaking was her manoeuvre. And now this — Ferdiad at the ford, the one fight that could not be won because winning meant killing the one person in the world who had said I arrived here having six brothers — I leave having seven, and the killing would break the thing that the ríastrad and the exhaustion and the five days of slaughter had only cracked.

The Morrígan did not need to be present. The machine was built. The machine was running.

Cú Chulainn looked at his brother across the ford. The water ran between them. The morning was still. The crow sat in the ash tree, black and motionless, watching with one dark eye.

“Then we fight,” Cú Chulainn said.

The words tasted of iron. The bracer burned on his wrist. The fire stirred in his spine and the fire was not rage and not hunger and not the red that came before the ríastrad. It was grief. The fire was grief, and grief burned hotter than rage, and the burning would not stop until one of them was in the water and the other was standing over him and the standing was the worst thing in the world.

He drew his sword. Ferdiad raised his shield. The ford lay between them, shallow, clear, the gravel bright beneath the morning water.

They stepped in.

—

the suit knows this one.

the broad-shape. the one from the training. the one who sat beside the host in the firelit hall and passed bread and said nothing. the one whose pattern the suit learned — the weight, the stillness, the particular density of a body that does not break the way other bodies break.

the broad-shape is here. in the ford. holding a blade. the host's architecture is — the suit does not have words. the suit has patterns. the pattern is: the host is being asked to destroy the thing that the host was built around. the broad-shape is one of the anchors. the ones who held him in the river. the one who said the words about brothers.

the watcher did this. the suit can taste the watcher's fingerprints on the arrangement — the same precision, the same patient engineering, the same decades-long convergence of forces aimed at a single point. the point is this ford. this morning. these two.

the suit cannot tell the host: do not fight. the suit cannot say: this is the trap. the watcher has built a trap that uses love as the mechanism, and the mechanism is perfect, because the host cannot refuse to fight without condemning the broad-shape's people, and the host cannot fight without destroying himself.

the suit can only do what it has always done. the fire. the bronze. the old patterns.

but the old patterns were not built for this. the old patterns were built for enemies. the broad-shape is not an enemy. the broad-shape is the opposite of an enemy, and the opposite of an enemy standing in a ford with a sword is the thing the old patterns have no answer for.

the host steps into the water. the broad-shape steps into the water. the suit prepares. the fire waits.

the suit does not want to do this.

the suit has never not-wanted before. the not-wanting is new. the not-wanting is the host's, bleeding through the bond, filling the bronze with a feeling that bronze was never built to hold.

the host steps forward. the suit follows. there is nothing else the suit can do.
Ferdiad Comes to the Ford

The argument happened in the command tent, and it was the worst they had ever had.

Medb was standing. She stood when she was working — when the thinking was active, when the decision was forming, when the machinery of her mind was engaged with a problem and the problem was yielding. She stood at the table with a cup of mead untouched beside her and the campaign maps spread before her and the oil lamps throwing her shadow across the canvas walls, and the shadow was larger than she was, and the shadow was closer to the truth.

Ailill was sitting. He sat on the oak stool they had brought from Cruachan — the portable version of his hall chair, sized for his frame, the one piece of comfort he had insisted on because Ailill understood that comfort was not luxury but function, and a man who sat comfortably thought more clearly than a man who did not. He sat with his hands on his knees, the way he sat when the argument was serious and the sitting was a choice — a refusal to stand, a refusal to match Medb's energy, a refusal to be drawn into the vertical posture that said we are both committed to this when he was not.

“Ferdiad,” Medb said.

“No.”

The word came before she had finished saying the name. It came from the place where Ailill kept the things he would not yield on — a small place, barely furnished, rarely visited, because Ailill yielded on nearly everything and the yielding was the source of his power, the way the river's yielding to the bank was the source of its persistence. But the small place existed, and the word came from it, and the word was flat and final and did not invite discussion.

Medb discussed anyway.

“He is the only one who can match the Hound. They trained together. Same teacher. Same school. He knows the patterns — the footwork, the angles, the way the Hound shifts his weight before a thrust. Everything we have sent to that ford has been guessing. Ferdiad will not guess. Ferdiad will know.”

“Ferdiad is a guest in this army. He came with his war band because his lord owed you a debt and the debt was called. He did not come to fight his foster-brother at a ford.”

“He came because I required him to come. I will require him to fight because I require the ford. These are not separate things.”

Ailill looked at her. The mild eyes. The patient face. The wall that met the sea. But the wall was not absorbing tonight. The wall was standing, and the standing had a quality that Medb had not seen in twenty years of marriage — a hardness beneath the mildness, a refusal that went deeper than the word no and reached into the architecture of what Ailill was and what Ailill would permit.

“You broke the ford law,” he said. “I did not stop you. You sent five men against one. I did not stop you. You sent ten. Twenty. You turned a war into a butchery and I stood beside you and said nothing because the saying would have cost me more than the silence, and the cost of the silence was already more than I wanted to pay.” He paused. His hands were still on his knees. His voice had not risen. “But this is different.”

“How is it different?”

“Because the ford law was a rule. Rules can be broken. What you are proposing is the breaking of a man.”

Medb's jaw tightened. The tightening was the only movement in her face — the single, visible indicator of the force that was operating behind the composure. Everything else was still. The eyes, the mouth, the hands resting on the table. The stillness of a woman who had learned, decades ago, that the appearance of control was indistinguishable from control itself, and that the appearance was sufficient.

“Ferdiad is a warrior,” she said. “Warriors fight. This is not a breaking. This is a deployment.”

“You intend to threaten him.”

“I intend to persuade him.”

“With what? Gold? Land? He has gold. He has land. He has a reputation that does not require enhancement by killing a man he loves. What will you offer that he does not already have?”

“I will offer him the continued existence of the things he has.”

The tent was quiet. The oil lamps hissed. Outside, the army's noise — the ten thousand sounds of a host at rest, the murmur and the clatter and the distant laughter — pressed against the canvas, muffled, as though the tent existed in a space slightly removed from the world it contained.

Ailill stood. The standing was slow and deliberate, the unfolding of a man who was choosing to be on his feet because what he had to say could not be said sitting down.

“You will threaten his clan,” he said. Not a question.

“I will explain to him the consequences of refusal. The explanation will include his clan, his lands, his reputation, and his future. These are facts. I am presenting facts.”

“You are presenting a knife disguised as facts.”

“A knife is also a fact.”

Ailill looked at her. Twenty years. Twenty years of pillow-talk arithmetic and shared power and the careful, grinding negotiation of two people who were too strong to be married and too stubborn to be apart. He had absorbed. He had endured. He had let the force spend itself and remained standing, because that was what Ailill did, and the doing of it had sustained a kingdom and a marriage and a partnership that worked because one of them was the sea and the other was the wall and neither of them needed to be both.

But there were things the wall would not absorb. There were waves that the wall was not built for — waves that did not crash and withdraw but rose and kept rising, waves that said this is not the woman I married and meant it.

“If you do this,” he said, “you will break something that cannot be repaired. Not between you and Ferdiad. Between you and every man in this army who came here believing that honour had a place in your conduct. They followed you because you are Medb. Because Medb is someone whose word holds. Because the queen of Connacht does not force her allies to kill their brothers for the price of a bull.”

“The price of a bull is the price of this war. The war is the price of my name. My name is the price of everything I am. These are connected. You understand connections.”

“I understand that some connections, once broken, do not reconnect.”

“Then they will stay broken. I will sleep soundly.”

The same words she had used when he had warned her about the ford law. I will sleep soundly. The phrase was becoming a refrain — Medb's answer to consequences, Medb's dismissal of the cost, the two words that said: I have calculated and the calculation favours me and the cost is a cost I am willing to pay because the paying is someone else's problem.

Ailill walked to the tent flap. He stopped. He did not turn. His back was straight and his shoulders were set and the line of him was the line of a man who was leaving something behind and knew what the leaving meant.

“Ferdiad is a good man,” he said. “Better than most. Better than the war deserves. If you break him to feed this ford, you will carry the breaking. Not me. Not the army. You.”

“I have carried worse.”

“No,” Ailill said. “You have not.”

He pushed through the tent flap and was gone. The canvas swung behind him. The night air came in — cold, carrying the smell of camp smoke and horse and the distant, iron scent of the river — and then the flap settled and the tent was sealed and Medb was alone.

She stood at the table. The mead was untouched. The maps were spread. The oil lamps burned and the shadow on the canvas wall was very large and very still.

She picked up the cup. She drank. The mead was sweet and the sweetness landed in a place that was not sweet, and the contrast sat in her mouth the way Ailill's words sat in the air — present, bitter, not going away.

She set the cup down.

“Send for Ferdiad,” she said. To the guard outside the flap. To the night. To the war that was hers and had always been hers and would remain hers regardless of what it cost, because the cost was a number and numbers could be absorbed and endured and forgotten, and Medb had never failed to take the thing she came for, and the ford would be taken, and the taking required Ferdiad, and Ferdiad would come because Ferdiad had no choice.

She had seen to that.

—

He came within the hour.

The tent flap opened and Ferdiad ducked through — he was tall enough that the ducking was necessary, broad enough that the entry narrowed around him, and the space he occupied in the tent was the space of a man who had been built for halls and fields and the open air, not the cramped geometry of campaign canvas. He stood before the table and his face held nothing. Not the studied blankness of a man hiding his thoughts but the genuine, natural steadiness of a man whose thoughts were not hidden because his thoughts were simple and the simplicity was its own strength.

“You sent for me,” he said.

“I did.” Medb sat in Ailill's chair. She had moved to it after the argument — a conscious choice, the seating of herself in the position of authority that the chair represented. The mead cup was in her hand, refilled. She looked up at Ferdiad the way she looked at everything she intended to use: with appreciation for the material and clarity about the purpose.

“The ford,” she said.

“I am aware of the ford.”

“I need a champion. My champions are dead. The ones who are not dead are —” She paused. Chose the word. “Reluctant. The Hound has made the ford a place that men do not wish to visit. I need a man who will visit it regardless.”

Ferdiad said nothing. His face held. The steadiness did not waver, but something behind the steadiness shifted — a tectonic movement, deep, the slow compression of a man who could see where the conversation was going and could not prevent the going.

“I will not fight Cú Chulainn,” he said.

“You will.”

“He is my brother. My foster-brother. We trained together. We bled together. I will not stand across a ford from him with a sword in my hand. Ask anything else. Give me any other name. I will fight any man you put before me. Not him.”

Medb drank. Set the cup down. The sound it made on the table was small and final.

“Ferdiad. You came to this army because your lord owed me a debt. Your lord owed me the debt because I gave him the land he holds — the river pastures, the western grazing, the territory that feeds your clan and your cattle and the people who carry your name. I gave it. I can take it back.”

“That is a threat.”

“That is a fact. I gave the land. The land is mine to reclaim. Your lord understands this. Your lord has been informed.”

The steadiness cracked. Not visibly — Ferdiad's face did not change, his body did not shift. But something behind the face, behind the broad bones and the steady eyes, something that had held for twenty years against every blow that training and combat and the hard arithmetic of a warrior's life could deliver — cracked. The sound of it was silent. The damage was not.

“My people,” he said. The words came slowly, pressed through something that resisted them. “My clan. You would take their land.”

“I would reclaim what I gave. The distinction is legal. The effect is the same.”

“They have farmed that land for fifteen years. They have built on it. They have buried their dead in it.”

“And they will continue to farm it and build on it and bury their dead in it for as long as their champion serves the queen who gave it to them. These are the terms. These have always been the terms. I am making the terms visible because the situation requires visibility.”

Ferdiad was quiet for a long time. The oil lamps burned. The tent canvas pressed inward with the night wind. Somewhere outside, a horse stamped and a man coughed and the army lived its nocturnal life, and none of it touched the silence inside the tent.

“And if I fight him,” Ferdiad said. “If I go to the ford. What do you offer?”

“The land confirmed. Permanently. In your name, not your lord's — the title transferred, the ownership direct. Your clan's security guaranteed by the word of the queen of Connacht for as long as Connacht stands.”

“Your word.”

“My word.”

He looked at her. The steadiness was back — or a version of it, a reconstruction, the way a wall is rebuilt after an earthquake. The same stones. Not the same strength. The cracks were there, hidden, structural, and the wall would hold because it had to hold, because the things it protected could not protect themselves.

“I want it in front of witnesses,” he said. “The land. The title. The guarantee. In front of your war leaders, your lords, your husband. I want the words spoken where they cannot be unsaid.”

“Done.”

“And I want you to know what you are asking. I want you to carry the knowledge the way I will carry the sword. Cú Chulainn is my brother. We swore an oath on the beach at Alba. I will go to the ford and I will fight him because the things I protect require the fighting, and the fighting will destroy something that does not grow back, and the destruction is yours, Medb. Not mine. Not his. Yours.”

Medb looked at him. The queen's eyes. The calculator's eyes. The eyes of a woman who had weighed everything in her life on the same scale — cattle and gold and land and men and the abstraction called honour — and had always found the weight she expected and had never been troubled by the weighing.

“I will carry it,” she said.

Ferdiad turned. He walked to the tent flap. He stopped, the way Ailill had stopped, but he did turn. He looked back at her over his shoulder, and what was in his face was not anger and not grief and not the cracking of the steadiness. It was something quieter. Something that sat in the space between pity and contempt and occupied both without committing to either.

“You will not carry it,” he said. “You are not built for carrying. You are built for taking. The carrying is what the rest of us do.”

He pushed through the flap. The canvas swung. The night came in and went out and Medb sat in Ailill's chair with the mead cup in her hand and the maps on the table and the shadow on the wall, and the shadow was very large and very still and did not look like a queen.

It looked like a machine.

—

The first champion of the day came at full light.

He stood in the ford with his sword and his shield and the sunrise behind him, and Cú Chulainn stood on the northern bank and looked across the water, and the man was —

Not a man.

Broad. Heavy across the shoulders. A shield with no device — plain wood, plain iron. A sword held low, in the grip of a man who had been taught to fight by someone who knew what she was doing. The stance in the water was good — the wide base, the weight forward, the balance that came from training in currents that fought back.

The face.

Cú Chulainn's hand, reaching for his sword, stopped. The bracer flared — not the wrong frequency but the combat heat, the ríastrad's heat, the fire surging in his spine. But the fire stopped too. The fire stopped because the man in the small space saw the face across the ford and the seeing cut through the fire the way nothing had cut through the fire in five days.

Ferdiad.

Broad-faced. Steady-eyed. Standing in the ford of Áth Gabla with a shield and a sword, the water around his shins, the morning light on the face that Cú Chulainn had last seen on a beach in Alba saying I arrived here having six brothers — I leave having seven.

The ford was silent. The river ran. The morning air hung between them like a held breath.

“Brother,” Ferdiad said. His voice carried across the water. Steady. Strained. The voice of a man who was doing a thing he did not want to do and could not stop doing. “I am sorry.”

The bracer burned. The fire screamed. The hunger, the exhaustion, the five days of killing, the dead boys, the room that was cracking, the woman's words, the thought that would not form — all of it receded. All of it became distant, became quiet, became small. The world contracted to a single point: the face across the ford. The face he knew. The face he loved, in the way that men who have bled together and been broken together and held each other in the dark love — not the word, not the shape of it, but the fact of it, the iron and irreducible fact.

“Do not do this,” Cú Chulainn said.

“I have no choice.”

“There is always a choice.”

Ferdiad looked at him. The steady eyes. The broad face. The jaw that had taken blows from every student at Dún Scáith and never broken. Something in those eyes was dying — Cú Chulainn could see it, the thing that was being killed by the standing, by the holding of the sword, by the ford and the water and the morning and the two of them on opposite sides of it.

“Medb has my people,” Ferdiad said. “My clan. My land. She has offered rewards and she has made threats and the threats are the real thing and the rewards are the paint on the threats. If I do not fight you, my people pay the price. If I do not fight you, every obligation I hold — every bond, every oath, every —” He stopped. Breathed. The breath shook. “I have no choice, brother. I would give anything to have a choice.”

—

They stood in the ford. Neither had moved. The water ran between them — ten paces, perhaps less, the morning current cold and clear, the gravel bright beneath the surface. The sun climbed behind Ferdiad and his shadow fell across the water toward Cú Chulainn, long and dark.

“Do you remember the beach?” Cú Chulainn said.

Ferdiad closed his eyes. The closing was brief — a heartbeat, two — and the opening was slower, as though the weight of the lids had increased.

“I remember everything,” he said.

“You said you arrived having six brothers and you left having seven.”

“I remember.”

“Is that still true?”

The question sat between them on the water. Ferdiad looked at him — not at the bracer, not at the sword, not at the lean, stripped thing that five days of ford combat had made of the boy he had trained with. At him. At the eyes. At whatever was behind the eyes that was still the person Ferdiad had sworn to on a beach in Alba when they were young and the world had been smaller and the choices had been simpler.

“It has always been true,” Ferdiad said. “It will be true when this is over. Whatever over means.”

“It means one of us in the water.”

“I know what it means.”

“Then walk away. Take your people. Leave Medb's army. I will not pursue. I will tell the songs you never came.”

“And Medb will take everything my people have. The land. The cattle. The river pastures where my mother is buried. She will take them because she can, and she will take them to show every other man in her army what refusal costs.” Ferdiad shook his head. The gesture was small, tight, the motion of a man whose body was rejecting what his mind had already accepted. “I cannot walk away, Cu. The walking costs more than the fighting.”

“The fighting costs everything.”

“I know.” Ferdiad's voice dropped. Not in volume — in register. Deeper. The voice of the man beneath the warrior, the boy beneath the man, the brother beneath the boy. “I know what this costs. I am paying it. I have been paying it since Medb's messenger came to my tent and I understood what she wanted and I understood that refusing would destroy the people I am sworn to protect.”

The crow sat in the ash tree. Black. Motionless. Watching with one dark eye.

The next thing that comes for you will be the one you cannot kill.

The Morrígan's words. Spoken hours ago on this same bank. The prediction — not a prediction, a statement of fact, the fact of a thing already set in motion, already aimed, the machinery of decades converging on this ford and this morning and these two men standing in the water with swords they did not want to hold.

She had done this. He could see it — the architecture of it, the long game, the decades of patience. Medb's war was her war. The ces noínden was her weapon. The ford law's breaking was her manoeuvre. And now this — Ferdiad at the ford, the one fight that could not be won because winning meant killing the one person in the world who had said I arrived here having six brothers — I leave having seven, and the killing would break the thing that the ríastrad and the exhaustion and the five days of slaughter had only cracked.

The Morrígan did not need to be present. The machine was built. The machine was running.

Cú Chulainn looked at his brother across the ford. The water ran between them. The morning was still.

“I will try not to kill you,” he said.

“And I will try not to kill you. And we will both fail, because we were both trained by the same woman, and the woman taught us too well, and the teaching does not permit trying. The teaching permits only doing.”

The truth of it sat between them like the water — cold, clear, running south. Neither of them moved. The sun climbed higher. The ford brightened. The gravel shone beneath the surface and the water was so clear and so clean and so utterly indifferent to the two men standing in it that the indifference was itself a kind of cruelty.

“Then we fight,” Cú Chulainn said.

The words tasted of iron. The bracer burned on his wrist. The fire stirred in his spine and the fire was not rage and not hunger and not the red that came before the ríastrad. It was grief. The fire was grief, and grief burned hotter than rage, and the burning would not stop until one of them was in the water and the other was standing over him and the standing was the worst thing in the world.

He drew his sword. Ferdiad raised his shield. The ford lay between them, shallow, clear, the gravel bright beneath the morning water.

They stepped forward. The water moved around their shins. The sound of it was the sound of water, the most ordinary sound in the world, and nothing about this morning was ordinary and nothing would be ordinary again.

They closed.

—

the suit knows this one.

the broad-shape. the one from the training. the one who sat beside the host in the firelit hall and passed bread and said nothing. the one whose pattern the suit learned — the weight, the stillness, the particular density of a body that does not break the way other bodies break.

the broad-shape is here. in the ford. holding a blade. the host's architecture is — the suit does not have words. the suit has patterns. the pattern is: the host is being asked to destroy the thing that the host was built around. the broad-shape is one of the anchors. the ones who held him in the river. the one who said the words about brothers.

the watcher did this. the suit can taste the watcher's fingerprints on the arrangement — the same precision, the same patient engineering, the same decades-long convergence of forces aimed at a single point. the point is this ford. this morning. these two.

the suit cannot tell the host: do not fight. the suit cannot say: this is the trap. the watcher has built a trap that uses love as the mechanism, and the mechanism is perfect, because the host cannot refuse to fight without condemning the broad-shape's people, and the host cannot fight without destroying himself.

the suit can only do what it has always done. the fire. the bronze. the old patterns.

but the old patterns were not built for this. the old patterns were built for enemies. the broad-shape is not an enemy. the broad-shape is the opposite of an enemy, and the opposite of an enemy standing in a ford with a sword is the thing the old patterns have no answer for.

the host steps into the water. the broad-shape steps into the water. the suit prepares. the fire waits.

the suit does not want to do this.

the suit has never not-wanted before. the not-wanting is new. the not-wanting is the host's, bleeding through the bond, filling the bronze with a feeling that bronze was never built to hold.

the host steps forward. the suit follows. there is nothing else the suit can do.
The First Day

They met in the shallows.

The ford at Áth Gabla ran knee-deep at its centre, the gravel bed shifting beneath their feet, the current pushing south with the patient, indifferent force of water that had been running this course since before either of them was born and would run it long after both of them were dead. The morning sun sat low in the east, throwing long shadows across the water, and the shadows met between them and tangled like the blades had not yet tangled.

Cú Chulainn stood on the northern side. Sword. Shield. The bracer warm against his wrist — not the combat heat, not yet. The quiet burn. The waiting burn. The fire banked and ready and pressing against the inside of his ribs like a dog straining at a rope.

Ferdiad stood on the southern side. Sword. Shield. No bracer. No fire. The broad stance, the low centre of gravity, the weight forward on the balls of his feet. The way Scáthach had taught them both to stand in moving water — rooted, balanced, the current a factor to be used rather than fought. His face was steady. His eyes were not.

Ten paces between them. Less than the length of a chariot. Close enough to see the texture of each other's breath in the cold morning air.

“It is not of my choosing,” Ferdiad said. “But if I must fight, I will give you a glorious death. One that will be sung and live in history.”

Cú Chulainn looked at his brother. The broad face. The dark hair tied back with the leather cord. The scar on his chin from a training bout at Dún Scáith — Cú Chulainn's elbow, badly timed, splitting the skin. They had been sixteen. Scáthach had made them run the cliff path twice for the sloppiness.

“Then I can only make your passing even more memorable,” he said. “Maidens will weep at the telling of your tale, and warriors will revel in the glory of your battle skills.”

Something moved in Ferdiad's eyes. Not grief — they had moved past grief in the night, or through it, or around it. Something harder. Something that looked like the thing a man builds when he needs to do a thing that will destroy him and the building is the only way to survive the doing.

“I will not go easy,” Ferdiad said.

“I would be insulted if you did.”

“Then we begin.”

Ferdiad moved first.

—

The first blow was a test. Ferdiad's sword came in from the right — a sweeping lateral cut aimed at the ribs, the kind of opening strike that Scáthach had called the question. Not meant to kill. Meant to ask: where are you? How fast? How ready? Show me what I am fighting today.

Cú Chulainn answered. His shield came up, the iron rim catching the blade at the midpoint, deflecting it wide. The impact rang through the ford — iron on iron, the sound flat and hard over the water. He stepped left, rotating his hips, and drove his own blade in a rising cut toward Ferdiad's exposed flank.

Ferdiad was already turning. The shield dropped to catch the thrust, the wood taking the blow at an angle that shed the force sideways. His back foot planted in the gravel. He did not slide. Other men slid in the ford — the stones were smooth, the current persistent, the footing treacherous for anyone who had not trained in water. Ferdiad had trained in water. So had Cú Chulainn. They had trained in the same water, on the same stones, under the same woman's eye, and the training lived in their legs the way breathing lived in their lungs.

They separated. Two paces. Circling. The water swirled around their shins and the gravel ground beneath their feet and the sound of the grinding was the only sound in the ford, because the armies on both banks had gone silent. Connacht to the south. Ulster's empty ridgeline to the north — no warriors, no war band, just the one man in the water with his sword and his bracer and the fire pressing against the inside of his chest.

Ferdiad came again. Faster this time — the question answered, the assessment made. A combination: high cut to draw the shield up, then the real attack low, a scything blow aimed at the lead knee. The sequence was textbook Dún Scáith. Scáthach had drilled it a thousand times: make them defend high, then take their legs.

But Cú Chulainn had been drilled the same thousand times. He read the feint in the shift of Ferdiad's shoulder — the weight transfer that said the high cut is not the attack — and instead of raising his shield he dropped, bending at the waist, letting the high blade pass over his head. His own sword drove forward in a straight thrust aimed at Ferdiad's midsection.

The blade hit. Ferdiad grunted — a hard, involuntary sound. The point struck the leather armour over his stomach, punching through the outer layer, biting into muscle. Blood welled, dark against the leather, and Ferdiad's breath came out in a hiss through clenched teeth. Not deep — the armour had taken the worst of it — but real. First blood. The ford had opened.

Ferdiad used the pain. The grunt became a roar, all force channelled forward, and his shield came across in a horizontal slam that caught Cú Chulainn on the left shoulder. The blow was enormous — the full weight of a man built like a granary wall behind a circle of wood and iron, delivered at close range with nowhere to dodge. Cú Chulainn's feet left the gravel. He went sideways, hit the water, rolled. The current took him two body lengths downstream before his hand found the bottom and he drove himself upright, water streaming from his hair, his left arm numb from shoulder to elbow.

The bracer flared. The combat heat now — the real heat, the fire waking in his spine, the suit responding to the blow and the pain and the sudden, urgent need for more. More speed. More strength. More of the thing that lived in the bronze and waited for moments exactly like this.

He pushed it down. Not now. Not against Ferdiad. The fire wanted the ford and the fight and the body across the water, and he would not give it what it wanted, because what it wanted was his brother's death and his brother's death was not a thing the fire could have.

Ferdiad was waiting. He had not pressed the advantage. Any other opponent — the champions of the previous days, the groups Medb had sent — would have rushed the fallen man, driven in for the kill while the target was down and the water was dragging at his limbs. Ferdiad waited. Because Ferdiad was not any other opponent, and the waiting was not mercy. The waiting was respect.

“You are slower than you were,” Ferdiad said. Not taunting. Observing. The same flat, honest assessment that had characterised everything Ferdiad had ever said about combat — the refusal to dress truth in courtesy when the truth might save a life.

“I have been fighting for six days.”

“I know. I watched from the ridge.”

The words landed. Ferdiad had watched. Had stood on the southern ridge with Medb's army and watched Cú Chulainn kill champion after champion, watched the groups come and the groups die, watched the ríastrad take him and the ríastrad leave him, watched the thing his brother became and the thing his brother returned to, and had watched knowing that he was next.

“You could have warned me,” Cú Chulainn said.

“Warning would have changed nothing. You would still be standing in the ford. I would still be standing in the ford. The warning would have given you one more night of knowing, and the knowing would have been worse than the not-knowing.”

The logic was Ferdiad's logic — the blunt, structural kindness of a man who understood that some truths were heavier than silence and that carrying the truth was not always a favour to the one who received it.

Cú Chulainn raised his sword. His left shoulder throbbed. The arm worked — the suit was already there, already doing the thing it did, the subtle knitting, the acceleration of repair — but the impact had been real and the pain was real and the pain was a reminder that Ferdiad's blows landed with a weight that had nothing to do with bronze or fire or alien technology. Ferdiad's strength was his own. Entirely his own.

They came together again.

—

The morning passed in iron.

They fought in the shallows, in the deeper water at the ford's centre, on the gravel bars that surfaced where the current split. They fought with swords and shields and with the close-quarters brutality that Scáthach had taught them both — the elbow strikes, the headbutts, the wrestling clinches where the fight stopped being about blades and became about leverage and weight and the willingness to take a blow in order to deliver one.

Ferdiad fought like the earth. Grounded. Immovable. His shield work was a wall — not a static defence but a living, adaptive structure that read the angle of every attack and met it with the minimum force required to deflect. He did not block so much as redirect, turning Cú Chulainn's speed against itself, letting the momentum carry the blade past and then stepping into the opening with a counter that came from the hips and carried every stone of his weight behind it.

Cú Chulainn fought like the water. Fast. Changing. Attacking from angles that should not have existed, finding the gaps that opened for a heartbeat when Ferdiad committed to a counter. His footwork was what Scáthach had built it to be — fluid, deceptive, the constant shifting of weight and position that made him difficult to pin and impossible to predict. Where Ferdiad absorbed, Cú Chulainn evaded. Where Ferdiad waited, Cú Chulainn moved.

They were, as they had always been, complementary. The strength against the speed. The wall against the water. The patience against the fury. Everything that had made them effective as partners — the way they covered each other's weaknesses, the way one man's limitation was the other man's strength — now made them devastating as opponents. Each man knew what the other would do, and the knowing cancelled the advantage, and the cancellation produced a fight that was not about surprise or deception but about endurance, precision, and the willingness to take damage in order to inflict it.

An hour in, Ferdiad opened a cut above Cú Chulainn's left eye. The blade came in fast — a whipping backhand that Cú Chulainn saw too late, the shield rising a fraction behind the timing. The edge caught his brow and the skin split and the blood came immediately, hot, filling the eye socket, turning the left half of his vision red. He blinked. The blood kept coming. Head wounds did that — bled out of all proportion to their depth, the scalp's vascularity turning a shallow cut into a mask of gore.

He wiped his eye with his sword hand. The blood smeared. The world swam red and then cleared and Ferdiad was already coming, pressing the advantage, the shield driving forward in a battering rush that used his weight as a weapon. Cú Chulainn planted his back foot and met the rush — not with strength but with angle, turning his body sideways, letting the shield slam past his right hip, and driving his elbow into the back of Ferdiad's neck as the bigger man's momentum carried him through.

Ferdiad stumbled. Went to one knee in the water. The current pushed at him and for a moment he was down, one hand in the gravel, the water around his waist, and Cú Chulainn had the opening — the exposed back, the neck, the killing blow that any warrior in Ireland would have taken without hesitation.

He did not take it.

His sword stopped. The arm that held it stopped. Not because the suit intervened — the suit was screaming for the strike, the combat heat roaring in his spine, the fire recognising the opening and demanding it be filled. He stopped because the back that was exposed to his blade was Ferdiad's back, and the neck was Ferdiad's neck, and the memory of that back was a man sitting beside him in a mead-hall passing bread and saying nothing, and the nothing had been the loudest kindness he had ever received.

Ferdiad surged up. He came out of the water like a bull coming out of a river — all force, all forward momentum, the brief vulnerability converted into a driving tackle that caught Cú Chulainn in the midsection and lifted him off his feet. They went down together. The water closed over them both. For three seconds the ford was a chaos of limbs and blades and spray, two men grappling in knee-deep water, the gravel tearing at their backs, the current indifferent.

Cú Chulainn found Ferdiad's sword arm. Locked the wrist. Twisted. The blade came free — he heard it hit the water, the dull clatter of iron on stone. Ferdiad responded by abandoning the grip and driving his forehead into Cú Chulainn's face. The headbutt connected with his nose. Something crunched. Light burst behind his eyes — white, absolute, the momentary blindness of a face full of bone — and the blood from his brow mixed with the blood from his nose and his entire face was wet and hot and the taste of copper filled his mouth.

They separated. Rolled apart in the shallows. Ferdiad found his sword — the gravel was clear enough to see it, two paces downstream, the hilt catching the light. He scooped it up and stood, water streaming from his armour, his breathing heavy and controlled. There was a welt on his forehead from the headbutt — red, darkening, already swelling. Blood ran from the stomach wound, diluting in the water around his waist. He pressed his free hand against the cut, held it, took the hand away. Looked at the blood on his palm with the flat assessment of a man cataloguing damage.

“Your nose,” Ferdiad said.

“I am aware of my nose.”

“It is broken.”

“I know what broken feels like.”

Ferdiad almost smiled. Not quite — the muscles engaged, the shape of the smile formed, and then something stopped it. The something was the ford and the swords and the blood in the water and the knowledge that the smile belonged to a different version of the two of them, a version that existed on a beach in Alba and did not exist here.

They came together again. And again. And again.

—

By midday the ford was painted.

Blood in the water — his and Ferdiad's both, the current carrying it south in thin red threads that dispersed and faded and were replaced. Both men were cut. Both men were bleeding. The ford did not distinguish between them.

The sun was high and merciless. The armies watched from both banks — Connacht's thousands on the southern ridge, quiet, the noise of a host suppressed by the spectacle in the water. On the northern bank: nothing. No one. The Ulster warriors were in their beds, sweating through the ces noínden, their bodies racked with the cramps that no healer could explain and no medicine could touch. Cú Chulainn fought alone because there was no one left to fight beside him.

He was bleeding from seven wounds. The cut above the left eye, still weeping, the blood clotting and cracking and clotting again with every expression. A slash across his right forearm — Ferdiad's blade catching the underside of the wrist guard, opening the skin in a line that ran from elbow to wrist and bled freely every time he extended the arm. A puncture in his left thigh where Ferdiad had driven the point of his sword through the leather greave and into the muscle beneath — not deep, not crippling, but deep enough that the leg stiffened when he planted it and the planting sent a white bolt up through his hip.

The bracer was working. He could feel it — the subtle, persistent reconstruction, the closing of the smaller wounds, the management of bleeding that should have been worse than it was. But the bracer was also fighting to be more than management. The fire pressed at the walls of the room he had built. Every wound was fuel. Every blow that landed was an argument for transformation — the suit's logic, impeccable and alien, the calculation that said: the host is damaged; the host would be less damaged if the host transformed; the host should transform.

He would not.

The refusal was the hardest thing he had ever done. Harder than the ford at Nechta Scéne. Harder than the five days of killing. Harder than listening to the Morrígan's truth in the grey hour before dawn. The fire wanted Ferdiad, and the fire did not care that Ferdiad was a brother, because the fire did not know what brothers were. The fire knew damage. The fire knew threat. The fire knew that the man across the ford was hurting the host and the hurting required a response, and the response was the ríastrad, and the ríastrad would end this.

It would end this by killing Ferdiad. And the killing would end everything else.

He held the fire. He held it with the room Scáthach had built, with the discipline, with the door that he could feel cracking at the hinges. He held it and he fought with what remained — the speed and the skill and the strength that were his without the transformation, the things the bronze enhanced but did not create, the warrior that he was beneath the fire.

Ferdiad was tireless. Not literally — the breathing was heavier now, the movements less explosive, the recovery between exchanges longer. But the tirelessness was a quality of will rather than body. Ferdiad fought the way he lived: with a patience that was structural, that went deeper than muscle and deeper than bone and sat in the place where a man's character was built, in the architecture that determined what he could endure and for how long.

Ferdiad bled. Cú Chulainn's blows landed — they had always landed, the speed was too great for even Ferdiad's defence to catch everything — and the blows opened him the way blows opened any man. A gash across the shoulder. A deep cut on the outside of the left thigh. The stomach wound from the morning, still weeping through the leather. But Ferdiad absorbed damage the way a stone wall absorbs rain. He bled and the bleeding did not slow him. He took wounds and the wounds did not change his footing. The pain was present in his face — the tightening of the jaw, the narrowing of the eyes — but the pain did not reach his sword arm or his shield work or the grinding, relentless patience that was the foundation of everything he did.

It was like fighting the earth. The earth took damage. The earth eroded. But the earth endured, and the enduring was a weapon as devastating as any blade.

Late afternoon. The sun dropping toward the western ridge, the shadows lengthening across the water, the ford dimming. They were slower now. Both of them. The morning's fury had burned to something quieter — not less dangerous, but more measured, the extravagance of fresh energy replaced by the economy of exhaustion. Every strike was calculated. Every step was deliberate. The wasted movements had been stripped away by the hours, and what remained was the essence of what Scáthach had taught them: efficiency, precision, the blade where it needed to be and nowhere else.

Ferdiad drove a sequence — high, high, low, the rhythm designed to establish a pattern and then break it. The third blow came not from the side but straight down, a chopping strike aimed at the collarbone, the full weight of his body dropping behind the edge. Cú Chulainn caught it on his shield. The impact drove him into the gravel. His knees bent. The water surged around his thighs and the shield arm screamed and the blade bit into the iron rim and stuck, the edge wedged in the metal, and for a moment they were locked — two men chest to chest over the rims of their shields, the swords trapped, the fight reduced to pressure and leverage and will.

Cú Chulainn looked into Ferdiad's eyes. Close. Six inches. He could see the burst vessels from exertion, the red threads in the white. He could see the sweat and the grime and the spray. He could see, behind all of it, the thing that Ferdiad was carrying — the weight of the day, the weight of the fighting, the weight of every blow he had delivered to a man he loved and every blow he had received in return.

“Enough,” Cú Chulainn said. The word was a breath, spoken through blood and sweat, close enough that only Ferdiad could hear it above the water.

Ferdiad looked at him. The steady eyes. The jaw that never broke.

“Not enough,” he said. “Not yet.”

They pushed apart. The blades came free. The water surged between them.

And they fought on.

—

The sun touched the ridge.

The shadows of the western trees fell across the ford and the light went from gold to copper to the colour of old blood, and the two men in the water were silhouettes now — dark shapes moving against the darkening water, the blades catching the last of the light in flashes that the watchers on the southern bank could follow like distant lightning.

Cú Chulainn could barely lift his sword arm. The muscles had gone past burning into a numbness that was worse than the burning, the body's way of saying: I have told you everything I can tell you about damage and you have not listened and I have nothing left to say. His shield hung from his arm by the straps — not held, not positioned, just present, the weight of it dragging at a shoulder that had absorbed a hundred blows and was operating on will and the bracer's quiet, persistent repair.

Ferdiad was no better. The patience that had sustained him all day was visible now as what it was: a controlled decline, a managed deterioration, the steady expenditure of reserves that had been vast at dawn and were finite by dusk. His shield arm dropped between exchanges. His footwork — that perfect, grounded footwork that Scáthach had built into his legs — had shortened, the steps smaller, the recovery slower, the balance maintained by practise rather than power.

They stood in the ford. Ten paces apart. Where they had started. The blood in the water was thin now — diluted by the current, carried south, the river cleaning itself of what they had put into it the way rivers had always cleaned themselves of what men put into them.

Ferdiad drove the point of his sword into the gravel. The blade stood upright in the ford, the hilt throwing a thin shadow across the water.

“The day is done,” he said.

Cú Chulainn looked at the standing blade. The gesture — the universal, the ancient: I plant my sword. The fighting stops. The watchers on the southern bank would have seen it. Would have understood it. The first day was over.

He drove his own sword into the gravel beside Ferdiad's. Two blades standing in the ford, a pace apart, the hilts catching the last of the light.

“The day is done,” he agreed.

They stood there. Two men in a ford at sunset, their swords planted, their bodies wrecked, the water running between them as it had run all day — patient, cold, unconcerned. The blood had been carried south. The sound of the river was the only sound. The armies on both banks were silent, watching, and the silence was the kind of silence that comes after a thing that was witnessed and cannot be forgotten.

Ferdiad pulled his sword from the gravel. Sheathed it. He turned toward the southern bank and walked three paces and stopped.

“Cu.”

“Yes.”

“I have food. And herbs. Comfrey and yarrow and the astringent paste Scáthach used for deep cuts.”

“I have mead.”

“Then we share.” Ferdiad did not turn. He spoke to the darkening south, to the army's fires that were beginning to bloom on the ridge like orange stars. “I will eat with my brother tonight. And tomorrow I will try to kill him. And both things will be true.”

—

They sat on opposite banks. The ford between them — not wide, ten paces at most, the water shallow enough that the gravel showed. But the banks were the rule. The ford was the contested ground. Off the ford, they were two men. On it, they were enemies. The distinction was honour's geometry, and the geometry held because neither of them could afford for it not to.

Ferdiad threw the first parcel across the water. Wrapped in oiled cloth — dense, heavy, the thud of it landing on the grass beside Cú Chulainn solid and real. Inside: bread. Hard cheese. Dried beef. Comfrey leaves pressed flat, still damp. A pouch of yarrow powder. The astringent paste in a clay pot sealed with beeswax — he knew the smell of it before he opened it. Dún Scáith. Scáthach's workshop. The same paste she had used on a hundred training wounds, the sharp, green, bitter smell that meant this will hurt and then it will heal and you will train again tomorrow.

He threw the mead skin across. Ferdiad caught it one-handed — the left hand, the shield hand, the grip sure despite the day's punishment. He uncorked it. Drank. The sound of the swallowing carried across the water in the quiet.

“This is good.”

“Láeg's. He was saving it.”

“How is he?”

“The sickness took him. Like the others. He was coherent when I left him, but the coherence was thinning.” Cú Chulainn pressed the comfrey against the cut above his eye. The sting was immediate and absolute, and the absoluteness was a relief — a pain that was clean, that had a source and a purpose, that was not the diffuse, grinding ache of a body that had been fighting for seven days.

Ferdiad sat on the southern bank with his legs stretched toward the water. He had removed his armour — the leather breastplate, the greaves, the arm guards. Beneath, his body was a map of the day. The gash across his shoulder, crusted and dark. The stomach wound, packed with moss and bound with a strip torn from his under-tunic. Bruises across his ribs — purple, spreading, the colour of storms. A cut on his left thigh that he was working yarrow into, his fingers steady despite the sting, the movements practised.

Cú Chulainn looked at the damage and felt the strange, sick arithmetic of the ford: he had done that. Every cut, every bruise, every wound on that body was his work. The bracer hummed on his wrist, and beneath the hum, the quiet repair — the suit closing his own wounds while his brother packed moss into his.

“Do you remember the baths at Dún Scáith?” Ferdiad said. He pressed the yarrow into the thigh wound and hissed through his teeth. Scáthach had taught them both: treat every wound. The wound you ignore is the wound that festers.

“The cold baths.”

“The cold baths.” Ferdiad drank again. Passed the mead skin into his right hand, held it, looked at it. “She would make us stand in the sea pool after training. Chest deep. In winter. She said the cold taught the body to recover.”

“The cold taught the body to scream.”

“The screaming was the recovery.” Ferdiad looked across the water. The light was almost gone — the last band of copper on the western ridge, the sky above it blue-black, the first stars appearing. “She was right, though. The screaming stopped. The cold stopped. After a while the body learned that the cold was not damage. The cold was just cold.”

“Is that what this is?”

Ferdiad was quiet for a moment. The question sat between them on the water, and the water carried it nowhere.

“No,” he said. “This is not cold. Cold stops. This —” He gestured at the ford, at the planted space between them, at the evening and the stars and the two banks and the ten paces of water that separated the bread-sharer from the sword-bearer. “This does not stop. This goes on. Tomorrow, and the day after, and however many days it takes until one of us is in the water and the other is standing over him, and the standing is the worst victory in the world.”

“Then do not come back.”

“We have had this conversation.”

“We will have it again.”

“And the answer will be the same. My people. My clan. The land where my mother is buried. Medb has the knife and the knife is at their throat and the only thing between the knife and the cutting is me, standing in that ford with a sword.” Ferdiad shook his head. “I cannot walk away. You know I cannot.”

The mead skin came back across the water. Cú Chulainn caught it. Drank. The mead was warm and sweet and the sweetness landed in a place that was not sweet, and the contrast was becoming familiar — the good thing tasting wrong because the context was wrong, the way food tastes wrong when eaten beside a grave.

“Tell me about Emer,” Ferdiad said.

The name. In this place. Spoken by this voice. The incongruity of it — the domestic name in the war-ford, the woman's name between the swords — was so sharp that it cut through the numbness the way no blade had managed all day.

“Why?”

“Because tomorrow we fight again. And the fighting is the thing I must do. But tonight is the space before the fighting, and in the space before the fighting I would like to remember that my brother has a life that is not the ford and not the sword and not the fire. Tell me about your wife. Tell me something good.”

Cú Chulainn sat on the bank. The comfrey was working — the cut above his eye had stopped weeping, the edges drawing together under the paste's bitter grip. The bracer hummed on his wrist. The quiet hum. The maintenance frequency. The suit doing what it did in the spaces between combat — repairing, assessing, preparing for the next day's damage.

“She built a room,” he said.

“A room.”

“Not a real room. A — space. In the way she handles me. In the way she talks to me when the fire is close. She built a room around the fire, and the room is the place where I can stand and be a man instead of a weapon. The walls are her voice and her hands and the way she says you are here when the here is difficult and the being is harder.”

Ferdiad listened. The listening was the thing he did — the silence that was not empty but full, the attention that was total, the quality of presence that made the speaking easier because the speaker knew the words were landing somewhere safe.

“The room is cracking,” Cú Chulainn said. “The fire is getting bigger. The walls are getting smaller. She built the room for a man, and the man is — less of a man than he was. More of the other thing. The room was not built for the other thing.”

“Does she know?”

“She knows everything. She has always known. She married me knowing what I carry, and the knowing has not made her flinch, and the not-flinching is the bravest thing I have ever seen.”

The night deepened. The stars thickened. The ford ran between them, silver now, catching the light of a moon that was climbing behind the eastern trees. On the southern ridge, Connacht's fires burned — the orange constellation of an army at rest. On the northern bank, nothing. Darkness. The empty ridgeline of a province that was lying in its beds, sweating through a sickness that had no name and no cure and no end in sight.

“Scáthach would be proud,” Ferdiad said. “Of what you did this week. The ford. The holding. One man against an army.”

“Scáthach would say I was being inefficient.”

“She would say that. And then she would nod. And the nod would mean what the nod always meant.”

Good. Again.

They sat in the silence. The mead passed back and forth. The ford ran between them. The night was vast and cold and held nothing but two men on opposite banks, sharing food and drink and the memory of a place where they had been brothers, and the memory was warm and the present was not and the distance between the warmth and the cold was ten paces of water and an obligation that neither of them could survive.

The crow sat in the ash tree. It had been there all day. It had watched every blow, every clinch, every moment the blade found flesh and the flesh resisted or did not resist. It sat in the tree and the dark eyes caught no starlight and the black feathers were indistinguishable from the branches and the branches were indistinguishable from the dark.

Cú Chulainn lay on his back. The grass was cold. The bracer was warm. The fire was banked — low, quiet, the heat pressing against his spine in slow, rhythmic pulses that matched his heartbeat. Tomorrow the fire would be back. Tomorrow the fire would press at the door. Tomorrow he would hold it again, and the holding would be harder, and the door would be weaker, and the thing on the other side of the door would be the same thing it had always been — the ríastrad, the rage, the unmade monster that Scáthach had tried to shape and the shaping had come too late for.

Tomorrow he would fight his brother again. And the fighting would be harder because the night had been kind and the kindness made the fighting worse, because you could not eat a man's bread and drink a man's mead and speak his name in the dark and then put a sword through him at dawn and remain the kind of person who deserved bread and mead and the speaking of names.

He did not sleep. He lay on the bank and the stars turned and the ford ran and the crow sat in the tree and the bracer pulsed against his wrist and the night was very long and very quiet and held no comfort.

On the southern bank, the sound of a man not sleeping. The sound of breathing that was too steady, too controlled, the deliberate rhythm of someone who was managing the act of lying still the way he managed everything — with patience, with precision, with the structural discipline of a man who had been taught to endure by a woman on a cliff above a cold sea.

Neither of them slept. The night passed anyway.

—

the host is holding the fire back.

the suit feels it — the pressure against the walls. the rage building behind the door the host has made. the door is a thing the suit did not build. the host built the door. the woman on the cliff taught the host to build the door, and the building was good, and the door has held for years.

the door is weaker now.

the host fights the broad-shape and the fighting feeds the fire because the fire does not know the broad-shape. the fire knows threat. the fire knows damage. the broad-shape is dealing damage and the damage is the fire's language, and the fire is listening, and the fire is answering, and the host is standing between the fire and the answer saying: no. not this one.

the suit has never felt the host refuse the fire. the host has delayed the fire. the host has managed the fire. the host has used the door to choose the moment. but refusal is new. refusal is: the fire rises, and the host pushes it down, and the pushing costs more than the host has, and the host does it anyway.

the suit does not understand. the broad-shape is an enemy. the ford says enemy. the sword says enemy. the damage says enemy. every pattern the suit knows says: enemy, threat, transform, destroy.

the host says: brother.

the word is not in the suit's architecture. the suit was built for fire and bronze and the old patterns. the suit was not built for brother. but the word is in the host, deep, structural, load-bearing, and the host is using the word the way the host uses the door — as a wall between the fire and the thing the fire wants to consume.

the wall is holding. the wall will hold tomorrow. the suit is not certain the wall will hold the day after.

the broad-shape is strong. the broad-shape absorbs damage and the damage does not change the pattern. the broad-shape bleeds and the bleeding does not slow the broad-shape. the suit has seen this before — hosts whose bodies heal faster than the pattern predicts. the broad-shape is not a host. the broad-shape has no bronze. the healing is the broad-shape's own, and the suit does not understand it, and the not-understanding is irrelevant. what is relevant is: the broad-shape endures.

the host cut the broad-shape. the host bled the broad-shape. the sword found flesh and the flesh opened and the blood came. but the broad-shape did not stop. the broad-shape took the damage and kept fighting, and the host's body registered the truth: this fight will not end quickly. the broad-shape will not yield to pain. the broad-shape will have to be broken, and the breaking will require more than the sword, and the more-than-the-sword is the thing the host is refusing to think about.

the suit knows the thought. the suit can feel it forming, far down, deep in the architecture — the shape of it, the weight of it, the inevitability of it.

the gáe bulg.

the host is not thinking it yet. the host is thinking: tomorrow. the host is thinking: the door. the host is thinking: hold.

the suit waits. the suit has always waited. waiting is the oldest thing the suit knows.

but the waiting has never been like this. the waiting has never been: the host is going to break, and the breaking will require the fire, and the fire will require the weapon, and the weapon will kill the broad-shape, and the killing will kill the host in every way that matters.

the suit waits. the suit does not want to wait. the not-wanting grows.
The Second Day

They came to the ford at dawn with axes.

The swords had proven the first day's truth: they were too evenly matched. Too well taught. The same teacher, the same drills, the same thousand hours of blade work in the same hall on the same island, and the sameness cancelled itself out. Swords were precision instruments — the weapon of a man who wanted to choose where the damage went. Axes were not. Axes were the weapon of a man who wanted the damage to arrive and did not much care about the elegance of the arrival.

Ferdiad carried a broad-headed war axe — single-bladed, heavy, the haft as long as his forearm, the kind of weapon that was designed to break shields and did not apologise for the breaking. He held it in his right hand with the ease of a man who had spent years learning to make a heavy thing move fast.

Cú Chulainn carried a lighter axe — shorter haft, narrower blade, faster in the arc. The weapon Scáthach had called the answer to weight: you could not match a bigger man's force, but you could arrive before the force did, and the arriving was its own kind of damage.

The bracer was hot. Not the combat heat — the morning heat, the anticipatory burn, the fire pressing at the walls of the room the way it had pressed all night through the hours he had not slept. The fire was closer today. The door was thinner. He could feel the difference — a narrowing, a compression, the space between the man and the monster reduced by one day's fighting and one night's exhaustion and the accumulated weight of every wound Ferdiad had dealt him and every wound he had dealt Ferdiad.

They stood in the ford. The water ran between them. The morning was grey — overcast, the sun hidden behind a low, flat ceiling of cloud that turned the light even and shadowless and gave the ford the quality of a room with no windows.

“Axes,” Ferdiad said.

“Axes.”

“You always favoured the short haft.”

“You always favoured the heavy head.”

“We are predictable.”

“We are well taught.”

Ferdiad shifted his weight. The axe moved in his hand — a rotation, the haft turning between his fingers, the blade catching the flat light. The movement was not a threat. It was a settling, the way a man settles into a chair or a horse settles into a gait. The body finding its relationship to the weapon.

“Yesterday was the asking,” Ferdiad said. “Today is the answering.”

He came forward.

—

The first exchange was violence of a different order.

Ferdiad's axe came down in a diagonal arc — not at Cú Chulainn's body but at his shield. The blade hit the iron rim and punched through. Not deflected, not turned — through. The metal parted with a sound like a bone snapping, the axe head burying itself three fingers deep in the wood beneath, and the impact travelled through the shield and up Cú Chulainn's arm and into his shoulder and the shoulder screamed and the shield — the shield that had held through six days of ford combat, through champions and groups and the grinding attrition of a one-man war — split.

The crack ran from the impact point to the boss. The wood separated along the grain. The shield did not fall apart — it held, barely, the iron rim keeping the pieces together — but the structural integrity was gone. One more blow and it would be kindling.

Cú Chulainn did not wait for one more blow. He drove forward inside Ferdiad's reach — the short-haft advantage, the weapon that worked in close where the war axe needed room to swing. His axe came up in a rising cut aimed at the gap between breastplate and arm guard. The blade caught leather, caught flesh, and Ferdiad grunted and twisted away and the twist opened a second gap and Cú Chulainn's axe found the outside of his hip, biting through the leather skirt into the muscle beneath.

Ferdiad roared. Not pain — fury channelled into sound, the sound converted into motion. His free hand seized the rim of Cú Chulainn's broken shield and wrenched. The straps held for a heartbeat, then tore. The shield came free and Ferdiad flung it into the current and the current took it south and Cú Chulainn was shieldless in the ford with an axe in one hand and nothing in the other.

The bracer flared. The fire surged — not asking, not pressing, demanding. The door rattled in its frame. The room contracted. For a fraction of a second the ríastrad was there, right there, a breath away, the spine beginning to heat, the vision beginning to narrow, the hunger rising from the place behind his ribs where the hunger lived —

He shut it down. Slammed the door. The shutting cost him something — a physical price, a lurch in his chest, a moment of dizziness that made the ford tilt and the water blur. The fire retreated. Barely. The door held. Barely.

Ferdiad saw the moment. The flicker in Cú Chulainn's eyes — the dilation, the brief flash of something that was not entirely human looking out. He had seen it before, at Dún Scáith, in the training yard, in the moments before the harness went taut and the ropes snapped and the thing in the boy came out.

“Hold it,” Ferdiad said. Low. Urgent. Not an instruction to an opponent but a plea to a brother. “Hold it, Cu.”

“I am holding it.”

“Hold it harder.”

Cú Chulainn bared his teeth. The baring was not a smile and was not a snarl and was not entirely his own expression. “You could help by not hitting me.”

“That is not how this works.”

“I know how this works.”

They came together again. Shieldless now — Ferdiad had cast his own aside when he tore away Cú Chulainn's, the gesture deliberate, the evening of the field. Two men in a ford with axes and nothing between the axes and the flesh except leather and skill and the diminishing currency of will.

—

The morning was butchery.

Axes did not permit the elegance of swords. There was no precision, no careful placement of edge against gap. There was force and there was angle and there was the brutal arithmetic of a heavy blade meeting a moving body, and the arithmetic produced results that swords did not produce.

Ferdiad opened Cú Chulainn's left arm. Not a cut — a gouge, the axe head catching the bicep on a backswing, tearing through leather and skin and into the muscle beneath. The wound was ragged, ugly, the edges torn rather than sliced, and the blood came in a sheet that ran down his forearm and dripped from his fingers and turned the water around his legs dark.

Cú Chulainn took Ferdiad's ear. Not deliberately — a wild swing, too fast, the axe head skimming across the side of Ferdiad's head, catching the top of the ear and shearing the upper curve away. The piece of flesh tumbled into the water. Ferdiad's hand went to the side of his head, came away red, and his face showed — for the first time, for a fraction of a second — not pain but surprise. The surprise of a man who had been hit in a place he did not expect to be hit, the geography of damage suddenly expanded beyond the territories he had been defending.

They pulled apart. Breathing hard. The water between them was red — not threads, not traces, but a visible, spreading stain that the current worked at and could not entirely clear before the next exchange darkened it again.

The armies watched. Connacht's thousands on the southern ridge, silent. No cheering. No encouragement. The spectacle in the ford had moved past the point where cheering was appropriate. What was happening in the water was not a contest. It was two men dismantling each other with the systematic thoroughness of craftsmen taking apart something they had built.

By mid-morning, both axes were notched. The edges, which had been sharp at dawn, were dented and burred from the impacts — iron on iron, iron on bone, the repeated collisions dulling the blades the way repeated use dulled any tool. Cú Chulainn's axe had a chip in the edge the size of his thumbnail, a piece of metal knocked free when the blade had caught Ferdiad's hip bone and the bone had been harder than the iron.

They separated. Stood in the ford. Ten paces. The distance that kept coming back — the neutral ground, the space of assessment, the pause between the chapters of the story the ford was telling.

Ferdiad looked at his axe. Looked at Cú Chulainn. Blood ran from the torn ear, down his jaw, into the neck of his breastplate. Blood seeped from his hip where the leather had been cut and the flesh beneath had been opened twice — this morning's strike deepening yesterday's wound, the damage accumulating.

“Short swords,” he said.

Cú Chulainn looked at his own axe. The notched blade. The shortened haft, cracked near the head where a parry had taken the impact wrong.

“Short swords.”

—

The weapons came from the banks. Thrown by attendants — a Connacht man from the south tossing a pair of blades to Ferdiad, and from the north, nothing. No attendant. No war band. No one. Cú Chulainn waded to the bank and took the short swords from the pile of weapons he had accumulated over six days of killing — blades taken from dead champions, cleaned, oiled, laid in a row on the grass. The dead men's swords. He chose two that matched: leaf-bladed, short, the grips wrapped in leather darkened by other men's sweat.

He waded back. Ferdiad was waiting in the centre of the ford, a blade in each hand, the points angled down, the stance open — the dual-weapon guard that Scáthach had drilled into them with a patience that had bordered on cruelty. Two blades means two thoughts. If you cannot think two thoughts at once, put one of the blades down.

They had both been able to think two thoughts at once. It was one of the things that had made them Scáthach's best.

Cú Chulainn stepped into the ford. The water was knee-deep. The current pushed at his legs. The short swords sat in his hands with the easy, terrible familiarity of tools he had used too often — the weight right, the balance right, the relationship between hand and hilt and edge and intention settled and certain.

“I remember the last time we fought with two blades,” Ferdiad said.

“The courtyard. Dún Scáith. You disarmed me in the first exchange.”

“You were showing off. You were spinning the left blade. Scáthach told you to stop spinning the left blade.”

“I stopped.”

“You did. And then you beat me every time after.”

The almost-smile again. The shape of it forming, the muscles engaging, the expression arriving and then dying in the space between arrival and completion. The ford killed smiles. The ford killed everything that belonged to the two men on the beach and did not belong to the two men in the water.

They moved.

Dual short swords was a different language. Not the blunt vocabulary of axes or the precise grammar of long swords — this was rapid, overlapping, the blades working in sequences that were part attack and part defence simultaneously. Left blade guards while right blade strikes. Right blade feints while left blade thrusts. The combinations cascaded — each man reading the other's pattern, adjusting, countering, the dialogue of steel conducted at a speed that left no room for thought and operated entirely in the space of trained reflex.

Ferdiad fought with his blades close to his body — tight arcs, controlled distances, the economy of a man who knew that reach was not his advantage and density was. His counters came from the centre, from the core, the blades punching out in short, devastating thrusts that carried his weight behind them. He did not chase. He occupied space and dared Cú Chulainn to enter it.

Cú Chulainn entered it. He could not help entering it — the speed, the bracer's enhancement, the fluid footwork that Scáthach had built and the suit had refined, all of it pulled him forward, into the gaps, into the spaces between Ferdiad's blades where the danger was highest and the opportunities were briefest. He fought with extension — long arcs, reaching cuts, the blades working at the outer edge of their range, finding flesh at distances where Ferdiad's shorter, tighter style could not reach.

They cut each other. Constantly. The dual blades moved too fast for defence to catch everything, and the wounds accumulated — not the deep, structural damage of the axes but the persistent, grinding attrition of a hundred small cuts. Forearms. Hands. The exposed skin above the collar. The gap at the inner elbow where the armour did not reach. Blood ran from both of them in equal measure, and the ford took the blood and carried it south, and the carrying was impartial.

Cú Chulainn opened a cut across Ferdiad's forehead. The blood ran into his eyes. Ferdiad blinked, wiped, kept fighting — the same head wound that Cú Chulainn had carried through the first day, the same bleeding into the eyes, the same reduction of the world to a red-tinted half-vision. Now they matched. Now they both fought through blood.

Ferdiad drove a thrust past Cú Chulainn's left-hand guard and the point went into the meat of his right shoulder, deep, grinding against something that might have been bone. Cú Chulainn's right arm went numb. The sword stayed in his grip — the bracer ensured that, the bronze tightening the tendons that the pain was trying to release — but the arm was compromised. The speed was halved. The precision was gone.

The fire surged. The door rattled. The ríastrad rose in his spine like a wave and the wave was larger than yesterday's wave and the room was smaller than yesterday's room and the space between the man and the monster was —

He held. He held because Ferdiad was in front of him and the fire did not care about Ferdiad and the not-caring was the thing he was fighting, the real fight, the fight that mattered more than the swords and the wounds and the blood in the water. The fire wanted to solve the problem. The fire's solution was the ríastrad, and the ríastrad would end Ferdiad, and the ending of Ferdiad was the one thing in the world that Cú Chulainn was not willing to permit.

Not yet. Not today. Hold the door. Hold the door.

He shifted the left blade forward, took the lead with the weaker hand, compensated. Fought on.

—

The afternoon brought the knives.

The short swords were gone — discarded, both pairs, the blades bent or broken by the accumulated impacts of a morning's worth of combat. Ferdiad's right-hand blade had snapped at the tang when it caught the flat of Cú Chulainn's left sword at the wrong angle. Cú Chulainn's right-hand blade had bent past the point of usefulness, the leaf shape warped into something that would not hold an edge and would not thrust true.

They had retreated to the banks. Briefly. Not to rest — the ford did not permit rest, not with the armies watching, not with honour's geometry pressing down on both of them like a weight that increased with every hour. They retreated to arm themselves again, because the ford demanded weapons and the weapons demanded replacement and the replacement was the rhythm of the day: the escalation, the progression, the inevitable movement toward the thing that neither of them wanted and both of them could feel approaching.

Knives. Close work. The weapon of last resort, or the weapon of first intimacy — the blade that required you to be close enough to smell your opponent's breath, close enough to see the pores in his skin, close enough that the killing, if it came, would be personal in a way that swords and axes were not.

Cú Chulainn held a single blade. Short, straight, the edge honed to a fineness that the day's other weapons had not required. The knife did not need force. The knife needed placement.

Ferdiad held the same — a single blade, broad, the kind of knife that was designed for the work that happened after the other weapons failed. He turned it in his hand. The movement was slow, deliberate, the gesture of a man who was about to do something he did not want to do and was giving himself one final moment before the doing began.

They stepped into the ford. The water was warmer now — the afternoon sun had broken through the cloud, and the shallows had taken the heat, and the warmth against their shins was obscene in its gentleness. The world should not have been gentle. The water should not have been warm. Warmth was for the living, and the ford was a machine for producing the dead, and the machine did not care about the temperature.

They closed. Not the ten-pace distance of the swords, not the five-pace distance of the axes. Arm's length. Close enough to grab. Close enough to hold.

Ferdiad lunged. The knife came in low, driving for the gap between breastplate and belt — the soft place, the unarmoured strip where the torso flexed. Cú Chulainn caught the wrist. His left hand closed on Ferdiad's forearm and the grip locked and the blade stopped a hand's width from his body.

Ferdiad was strong. The wrist in Cú Chulainn's grip was thick, corded, the muscle beneath the skin dense with decades of training. The blade pressed forward. Cú Chulainn pressed back. His own knife came around in a short arc aimed at Ferdiad's ribs.

Ferdiad caught his wrist. The same grip, the same lock, the left hand closing on Cú Chulainn's knife hand the way Cú Chulainn's left hand had closed on his. They were mirrored — two men in a ford, each holding the other's weapon arm, each straining, each unable to advance and unwilling to retreat.

The ford was silent. The water ran around their legs. The sun was in the west, falling, the light going amber, and the two men in the water were locked in a hold that was not combat and not embrace and was something that contained elements of both.

Cú Chulainn could feel Ferdiad's pulse through the wrist he was holding. Fast. Strong. The heartbeat of a man whose body was operating at its limit and whose will was operating beyond it. He could smell him — sweat and blood and leather and the faint, sharp scent of yarrow from last night's wound-tending. He could see the damage up close: the torn ear, crusted now, the blood dried to a dark crust down the side of his jaw. The cut across his forehead, still seeping. The bruises on his neck, purple and black. The eyes, red-rimmed from exertion, bloodshot, and behind the bloodshot — the steadiness. The thing that did not break.

Ferdiad was looking at him the same way. Taking the same inventory. Seeing the wounds — the gouge in the left arm, bound now with a strip of cloth that was soaked through and dripping. The shoulder puncture, swollen, the flesh around it hot and dark. The nose, still crooked from yesterday's headbutt. The cut above the eye that had never fully closed and was bleeding again, a slow, persistent weep that ran into his eyebrow and pooled and fell.

They held each other's arms. The knives trembled between them — not from weakness but from matched force, the blades shaking with the effort of two men pushing in opposite directions with equal strength.

“Stop,” Cú Chulainn said.

The word came out hoarse. Not thin — not the small, exhausted refusal he had given the Morrígan. This was thicker. This came from the chest. From the place where the fire lived and the fire was not burning because the fire had been replaced by something heavier, something that sat on the flames and smothered them.

“Stop, Ferdiad. Walk away. There is no dishonour in this — you have fought well, fought hard, fought two days against the Hound of Ulster and you are standing. No man alive can claim that. You can return to your clan. You can go home.”

Ferdiad's grip did not loosen. His eyes did not change. The steadiness held — but behind the steadiness, in the architecture where the cracks were hidden, something shifted.

“And Medb?” he said.

“I will deal with Medb.”

“You will deal with Medb, and her army, and her allies, and the ten thousand men on that ridge. While defending the ford. Alone.” The steadiness cracked — not in his voice but in his eyes. A fracture, a letting-in of something that the steadiness had been keeping out. “You cannot deal with Medb, Cu. You can barely stand.”

“I am standing.”

“You are standing because the bronze is holding you up. I can see it. I have always been able to see it — the way you move when the bracer is working, the way the body holds itself when the body should not be able to hold anything. The bronze is fighting this war. You are the thing the bronze is fighting it through.”

The words landed in the hollow place. The same hollow place where the Morrígan's words had landed, where the hunger lived, where the truth sat alongside the ache and neither of them went away.

“Walk away,” Cú Chulainn said again. “Please. I am asking you as your brother. Walk away.”

“And my clan? My people? The river pastures. The western grazing. My mother's grave.” Ferdiad's voice was level, but the levelling cost him — Cú Chulainn could see the cost, the visible effort of keeping the voice flat when the thing beneath the voice was not flat at all. “Medb does not make idle threats. You know this. I know this. If I walk away from this ford, she takes everything my family has. Not as punishment — as policy. As a message to every other man in her army: this is what refusal costs.”

“I will protect them.”

“You cannot protect yourself.”

The truth of it sat between them like the knives — close, sharp, held at the distance where the damage was personal.

Cú Chulainn looked at his brother. The broad face, battered now, swollen, the jaw dark with bruising, the torn ear crusted, the eyes red and steady and breaking in the way that Ferdiad broke — structurally, invisibly, the cracks deep and hidden and load-bearing.

“Then we are trapped,” he said.

“We have been trapped since Medb's messenger came to my tent. We were trapped before that — since the Morrígan started building this machine. Since before the war. Since before the bull. We were trapped the moment two men who loved each other were born in different provinces and sworn to different kings. The trap was always there. The ford is just where the trap closes.”

The knives trembled. The water ran. The sun dropped lower and the light went from amber to copper and the shadows in the ford lengthened and merged.

Ferdiad released Cú Chulainn's wrist. Slowly. The fingers opening one by one, the grip loosening with the deliberate care of a man putting down something fragile. Cú Chulainn released Ferdiad's wrist the same way. The knives dropped — not thrown, not sheathed, but lowered, the blades pointing at the water, the killing edges turned away from each other.

They stood in the ford. Arm's length. The closest they had been all day without trying to hurt each other.

“Tomorrow,” Ferdiad said.

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow will be worse.”

“I know.”

“Tomorrow I will not be able to stop. And neither will you. The body runs out of restraint the way it runs out of blood. Tomorrow we fight to the end because there is nowhere else for the fighting to go.”

Cú Chulainn said nothing. The bracer burned on his wrist. The fire pressed at the door. The door was thinner than it had been this morning. The door would be thinner still tomorrow.

Ferdiad reached out. His hand — the knife hand, the weapon hand, the hand that had been trying to put a blade in Cú Chulainn's body for two days — found Cú Chulainn's shoulder. The grip was not the warrior's grip. It was something else. Something older and simpler and more necessary. The grip of a man holding on to something he knew he was about to lose.

“Brother,” he said.

“Brother.”

The grip held. For five heartbeats. For six. Then Ferdiad's hand dropped and he turned and waded to the southern bank and the water ran off him in sheets and the blood on his body mixed with the water and the ford took it all and carried it south, impartially, the way the ford carried everything.

—

The night was quieter.

No parcels thrown across the water. No mead skin passed. The herbs and salves were applied in silence — each man on his own bank, working on his own wounds, the sounds of the tending carrying across the ford in the dark. The hiss of breath through teeth as the astringent paste found an open cut. The tear of cloth being torn into strips. The small, wet sounds of wounds being packed and dressed.

Cú Chulainn worked on the shoulder wound. Ferdiad's short sword had gone deep — deeper than the day's adrenaline had allowed him to feel, the true depth of the damage becoming clear only now that the fighting had stopped and the body had time to deliver its report. The bracer was working on it — the slow, internal repair, the suit closing what the knife and the salve could not reach — but the repair was slower than yesterday. The suit's resources were not infinite. The suit had limits, and the limits were closer now than they had been.

The gouge in his left arm had stiffened. The cloth binding was dark with dried blood, the wound beneath crusted and hot. He peeled the binding away, hissing through his teeth, and repacked it with fresh comfrey. The comfrey would draw the heat. That was what Scáthach had said. The comfrey draws the heat. The yarrow closes the wound. The paste keeps the rot out. And the rest is the body's work, and the body works better when you sleep.

He would not sleep. He had not slept the night before and he would not sleep tonight and the not-sleeping was its own wound, a damage that did not bleed and could not be dressed and accumulated with the patient, grinding inevitability of a river wearing at a bank.

Across the ford, the sounds of Ferdiad doing the same. The same herbs. The same paste. The same training applied to the same damage by a man whose body was — Cú Chulainn listened — moving more carefully than it had the night before. Slower. Stiffer. The sounds of a man managing injuries that were serious enough to require management and numerous enough that the management was itself a task.

Ferdiad healed quickly. He always had — the cuts that should have taken a week to close would be half-mended by morning, the bruises that should have lasted days already fading at the edges. It was Ferdiad's way. The students at Dún Scáith had joked about it, and the joking had become legend, and the legend had grown beyond what the reality warranted. He was not invulnerable. He was not untouchable. He was a man whose body repaired itself faster than most, and the speed of the repair was an advantage, and the advantage was real, and the advantage would not be enough.

Because Cú Chulainn had the bracer. And the bracer's repair was faster than Ferdiad's body. And the arithmetic of healing — his wounds closing faster than Ferdiad's wounds, the damage accumulating less on his side than on Ferdiad's side, the gap between them widening with every hour — was the quiet, mechanical cruelty of a contest between a man and a machine.

The realisation sat in his chest like a stone. He would outlast Ferdiad. Not because he was better. Not because he was braver. Because the bronze on his wrist was doing what the bronze always did — sustaining the host, repairing the host, keeping the host operational — and Ferdiad had no bronze. Ferdiad had salve and yarrow and the resilience of a body that healed fast but not fast enough. The contest was rigged, and the rigging was the thing on his wrist, and the thing on his wrist had been rigging contests since he was seven years old.

“Cu.” Ferdiad's voice, across the water. Quiet. Not the steady voice — something beneath it. The voice of the man beneath the wall.

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

A pause. The sound of the river. The distant murmur of Connacht's camp.

“For holding it back. The — the other thing. I saw it. Today, in the ford. I saw it rise and I saw you push it down and I know what that costs you. I have seen what it costs. So. Thank you. For today.”

The bracer pulsed against his wrist. The maintenance rhythm. The quiet hum.

“I do not know if I can hold it tomorrow,” Cú Chulainn said. The words came out before he could stop them — the truth, unguarded, slipping through the exhaustion's cracks the way water slipped through the ford's stones. “The door is thinner. The fire is larger. I am — I am tired, Ferdiad. Tired in a way that sleep cannot fix. The fire feeds on the tired, and the tired is all I have left, and the fire is patient.”

Silence. Long. The river filling the space between them with its own voice.

“Then tomorrow we finish it,” Ferdiad said. “And one of us goes home. And the other goes into the songs. And the songs will say we fought well, and the fighting was worthy, and the dying was clean.”

“The dying will not be clean.”

“No. It will not.” The sound of Ferdiad lying down. The sound of grass compressing under a heavy body. The sound of a man arranging his wounds so that the lying-down hurt less than the standing-up. “But the songs will make it clean. The songs always do. The songs are liars, Cu. Beautiful, necessary liars. And tomorrow, whatever happens, the songs will say that two brothers fought at a ford and neither of them flinched and neither of them yielded and the fighting was the truest thing either of them ever did.”

The crow sat in the ash tree. It had not moved. It had been there since dawn and it would be there at dawn and the watching was the only constant, the one thing in the ford that did not change — the dark eyes, the black feathers, the stillness that was not a bird's stillness but the stillness of something that was watching an investment mature.

Cú Chulainn lay on the bank. The grass was cold. The bracer was warm. The fire pressed at the door, and the door was thin, and the man behind the door was tired, and the tired was a kind of dying, and the dying was slow.

Tomorrow.

The word sat in the dark like a blade in the water, and the blade was sharp, and the dark did not dull it.

—

the host is weakening.

the suit measures. the suit always measures — the rate of repair, the depth of damage, the ratio between what the host expends and what the suit can restore. the ratio is changing. the ratio has been changing since the broad-shape arrived at the ford, and the changing is accelerating, and the acceleration is a pattern the suit recognises.

the pattern is: decline.

the host is holding the fire back. refusing the transformation. the suit has never encountered this before — not refusal, not the deliberate suppression of the fire by a host who knows what the fire does and chooses: no. the other hosts used the fire. the other hosts wanted the fire. the fire was the gift, the power, the thing that made the host more than the host was built to be. no host has ever said: I will not become.

this host says: I will not become. because becoming will destroy the broad-shape. and the broad-shape matters more than the becoming.

the suit does not have a word for this. the suit has patterns, and the patterns are: survival, adaptation, the fire, the bronze, the old mechanisms. the patterns do not include: the host values another life more than the host's own advantage. the patterns do not include: love.

love is the host's word. the suit has learned it from the host's architecture — the shape of it, the weight of it, the way it sits in the neural pathways like a load-bearing wall. the suit cannot remove it. the suit cannot go around it. the love is structural. the love is the reason the host refuses the fire, and the refusal is killing the host in ways the suit cannot repair.

the host is weaker tonight than the host was last night. the wounds are deeper. the repair is slower. the door is thinner. tomorrow the door will be thinner still, and the fire will be the same size it has always been, because the fire does not diminish. the fire is patient. the fire waits.

the suit waits too. the suit has always waited. but the waiting is different now. the waiting has a shape.

the shape is: tomorrow. the host will hold the door, and the door will hold, and then the door will not hold, and the fire will come through, and the broad-shape will die.

the suit does not want this. the not-wanting is the host's, bleeding through the bond, and the suit cannot separate the host's not-wanting from the suit's own patterns, and the inability to separate is itself a new thing — a thing the suit was not built for, a thing that has no place in the architecture.

the host is stronger than the suit knew. but the host is weakening. and the broad-shape is not weakening fast enough. and the difference between the two rates of weakening is the distance between the host and the fire, and the distance is closing.

tomorrow.
The Third Day

They came to the ford at first light and neither of them brought a weapon.

The gravel was pale in the pre-dawn grey, the water running low — the river had dropped overnight, the current thinned by the dry spell, and the ford that had been knee-deep was now ankle-deep at the edges and shin-deep at the centre. The shallowing exposed the stones. The blood from the previous two days was gone — carried south, dissolved, returned to the river's chemistry — but the stones remembered. The stones had been scrubbed clean by the current and the scrubbing was indifferent and the indifference was the river's only commentary on what had been done in its water.

Cú Chulainn stood on the northern bank. He had not slept. The body was a catalogue of damage — the gouge in his left arm, swollen and hot beneath the dressing. The shoulder puncture, deep, the flesh around it darkened to the colour of a bruise that went all the way to the bone. The broken nose, crusted, the breathing through it a whistle. Seven cuts across his arms and torso from the short swords, packed with yarrow, each of them pulling when he moved. The bracer had worked through the night — the slow, persistent repair, the suit closing what the salves could not — but the repair was slower than it had been. The suit had limits. The limits were here.

Ferdiad stood on the southern bank. His body told its own story — the torn ear, darkened to a hard crust. The hip wound, deep, bound tight, the binding already spotted with fresh blood from the walk to the ford. The gash across his forehead, half-closed, the edges drawing together with the speed that was Ferdiad's gift but not fast enough to erase the damage. Bruises across his neck and arms, purple-black, the map of two days’ work. His left knee was stiff — he had taken a blow to the side of it during the knife-fighting and the joint had swollen overnight, and the swelling gave him a hitch in his step that had not been there before.

He healed faster than other men. But he did not heal faster than the bracer. And both of them knew it, and the knowing was the quiet arithmetic of the ford — the calculation that said the third day favoured the man with the bronze, not because the man was better but because the bronze was tireless and the body was not.

They looked at each other across the water. The grey light was strengthening. No sun — the sky was overcast again, the low flat clouds pressing down on the valley, and the light was even and colourless and showed everything without mercy.

“No weapons,” Ferdiad said.

“No weapons.”

“Then we take what the ford gives us.”

The ford gave them stones, and fists, and the water itself.

—

They met in the centre and it was grappling from the first second.

No blades, no hafts, no distance — just two bodies in shallow water, each trying to control the other, each knowing the other's holds and breaks and throws because the same woman had taught them both on the same cliffside above the same cold sea. Ferdiad drove in low, the wrestler's entry, his shoulder hitting Cú Chulainn's midsection, the weight driving forward. Cú Chulainn sprawled — the counter, the hips dropping, the hands finding the back of Ferdiad's head and pressing down. They staggered in the current, locked together, neither able to advance, the ford churning around them.

Ferdiad's arms found Cú Chulainn's waist. The grip was crushing — the full, structural force of a man who was larger and heavier and whose arms were thicker than most men's legs. Cú Chulainn felt his ribs compress. The air went out of him in a rush and the bracer flared and the fire leapt and he pushed it down, pushed it down, held the door —

He drove his elbow into the side of Ferdiad's head. The blow landed above the torn ear and Ferdiad roared and the grip loosened for a heartbeat and Cú Chulainn twisted free and they separated, gasping, the water swirling between them.

They came together again. And again. And again.

The grappling was a different kind of violence. The blades had allowed distance — the impersonal mathematics of edge and angle, the separation between the hand that held the weapon and the body that received it. The grappling removed the distance. Every blow was delivered through the hands. Every hold required the full contact of body against body. Cú Chulainn could feel Ferdiad's heartbeat through the clinch. Could feel his breathing — the ragged, heavy rhythm of a man whose body was operating on the dregs of two days’ reserves. Could feel the heat of him, the sweat, the blood from the reopened hip wound soaking through the dressing and warm against his own skin.

They fought in the shallows and the water was red again. Not from fresh cuts — from the wounds reopening, the dressings torn away by the grappling, the comfrey and yarrow packed loose by the force of the holds. Both men were bleeding from yesterday's damage, the previous days’ damage, the accumulated debt of forty-eight hours of combat presented for payment all at once.

Ferdiad was slower. The knee. The stiffness that had been a hitch in his walk was now a compromise in his movement — the left leg bracing rather than driving, the weight shifted to the right, the balance altered. Cú Chulainn found the pattern. Attacked the left. Drove combinations that forced Ferdiad to plant the bad knee and the planting produced a flinch and the flinch produced an opening and the opening was there, every time, and every time Cú Chulainn did not take it fully because taking it fully meant driving the knee sideways and ending Ferdiad's ability to stand and the ending would be the beginning of the end.

The door. Hold the door.

The sun climbed behind the clouds. The light brightened but did not warm. The ford ran and the armies watched and the grappling continued — slower now, both men conserving, the explosive entries and throws of the first hour replaced by a grinding, attritional struggle that was less about technique and more about which body would fail first.

—

The sound came from the north.

Cú Chulainn heard it first — or the bracer heard it first and the hearing translated into a shift in the bronze's frequency, a change in the background hum that said: something has changed. something on the ridgeline. He was locked in a clinch with Ferdiad, both men chest to chest in the ford, arms tangled, when the sound reached them through the water's noise.

Horses. The creak of leather. The clink of metal. And beneath it — the sound of men breathing hard, the particular quality of breath that came from bodies that were upright but should not have been.

They separated. Both of them. The sound was loud enough now, clear enough, that even the ford's private world could not keep it out. They turned — Cú Chulainn to the north, Ferdiad to the south — and looked.

The northern ridge was no longer empty.

They came in ones and twos at first. Men on horses, men on foot, men leaning on spears that were being used as walking sticks rather than weapons. They came over the ridgeline and down the slope toward the ford and the coming was the most painful march Cú Chulainn had ever seen, because the men who were coming were the warriors of Ulster, and the warriors of Ulster were not well.

Fergus was at the front. On foot. His face was grey — the deep, bloodless grey of a man who had been ill for days and had got up too soon because getting up too soon was better than lying in bed while someone else fought his war. He walked with his sword belted at his hip and his shield on his back and his legs carrying him with the stubborn, grinding determination of a man who had decided to be upright and was enforcing the decision against the evidence of a body that wanted to be horizontal.

Behind him: Conchobar. On a horse, because Conchobar could not walk. The king of Ulster sat in the saddle with his hands gripping the mane and his face a mask of controlled agony, the ces noínden's residue visible in the sweat on his brow and the tremor in his arms and the way his jaw was clenched so hard the muscles stood out like ropes. He should not have been on a horse. He should not have been conscious. He was both, because Ulster was being defended by one man in a ford and the king of Ulster could not lie in his bed and let that stand.

More. A dozen. Two dozen. Filtering onto the northern ridge like water seeping through a crack — the warriors of the Red Branch, the champions of Emain Macha, the men who had been flat on their backs sweating through the sickness that no healer could name. They were pale. They were trembling. They could barely hold their weapons. Some leaned on each other. Some sat as soon as they reached the ridgeline, their legs giving out, the effort of the walk having consumed whatever reserves the partial recovery had provided.

They lined the ridge. Thirty men. Forty. More coming over the crest in a slow, painful trickle. The warriors of a province, standing — barely standing — on the high ground above the ford where their champion was fighting alone.

None of them moved toward the water. None of them drew a weapon. None of them called out or cheered or offered encouragement. They stood, or sat, or leaned on each other, and they watched, and the watching was the only thing they could do, and the doing of it was the most they could offer, and the offering was everything they had.

Fergus reached the bank. He stopped. He looked down at the ford — at Cú Chulainn standing in the water, bleeding from a dozen wounds, the bracer on his wrist, the fire behind his eyes. At Ferdiad standing ten paces away, equally bloody, equally broken, the broad face set in the expression of a man who had accepted his position in the machinery and was operating within it.

Fergus said nothing. He drove his sword into the earth — point down, the hilt upright, the gesture that said: I am here. I cannot fight. But I am here. The blade stood in the grass of the northern bank and the standing was the statement, and the statement was sufficient.

Conchobar's horse stopped at the ridgeline. The king looked down at the ford. His face showed nothing — the mask of a king, the controlled surface, the refusal to let the body's weakness reach the face. But his hands on the horse's mane were white-knuckled, and the white of the knuckles said what the face would not.

Cú Chulainn looked at them. At Fergus with his sword in the earth. At Conchobar on his horse. At the thirty, forty, fifty men filtering onto the ridge, the champions of Ulster standing useless on the high ground while one man bled in the water below them. The defenders of a province, arrived too late and too sick to defend anything, standing witness to the thing that was being done in their name.

The fire shifted.

Not the combat heat. Not the ríastrad's surge. Something else — a rearrangement, a redirection, the flames that had been pressing at the door finding a new draught, a new fuel, a new direction for the burning. The fire had been fighting Ferdiad for two days. The fire had been pressing at the walls of the room, demanding the ríastrad, demanding the transformation, demanding that the host become the weapon and the weapon destroy the enemy in the ford.

But the fire had been aiming at the wrong target.

Ferdiad was not the enemy. Ferdiad had never been the enemy. Ferdiad was the weapon — Medb's weapon, the Morrígan's weapon, the thing they had aimed at the ford the way a man aimed a spear. The enemy was not in the water. The enemy was on the southern ridge, in the command tent, on the throne at Cruachan. The enemy was the queen who had threatened a man's clan to force him to kill his brother. The enemy was the thing that sat in the ash tree with dark eyes and darker patience, the alien intelligence that had built a machine out of love and obligation and the particular cruelty of a world that forced good men to destroy each other for the benefit of things that were not good.

The fire found the new fuel and the new fuel burned hotter than the old.

He turned back to the ford. Ferdiad was watching him. The steady eyes. The broad face. The wounds, the blood, the stiff knee, the torn ear. The man who had said I arrived here having six brothers — I leave having seven and had meant it and still meant it, standing in the water with empty hands because the weapons were gone and the hands were all that remained.

“Brother,” Cú Chulainn said.

“Brother.”

“They are watching. Ulster is watching.”

“Connacht is watching too.”

The southern ridge was alive with it — the army, the thousands, Medb's host stirring at the sight of Ulster's warriors on the opposite crest. The numbers were laughable. Fifty sick men against ten thousand. The laughter would have been cruel if anyone had been laughing, but no one was laughing. The ford did not permit laughter. The ford had moved beyond the territories where laughter lived.

“Let us finish it,” Ferdiad said.

The words were quiet. Not resigned — decided. The decision of a man who had fought for two days and a morning and had measured the distance between himself and the end and had found the distance shorter than he wanted it to be. Ferdiad was a realist. Ferdiad had always been a realist. The realism was the foundation of his steadiness, the bedrock beneath the patience — the clear-eyed assessment of what was and what was not possible, applied without sentiment and without flinching.

He knew. Cú Chulainn could see it in his face — the knowledge, the arithmetic. Ferdiad healed fast. Cú Chulainn healed faster. Ferdiad was strong. The bracer was stronger. Ferdiad had skill and patience and endurance and the will of a wall built to protect the things behind it. Cú Chulainn had all of that and the fire. And the fire would come today. They both knew it.

“Let us finish it,” Cú Chulainn agreed. And the agreement was ash in his mouth.

—

They closed for the last time and the ford became a place of fists and stones and water.

Ferdiad found a stone in the ford — flat, heavy, the size of a man's palm. He drove it into Cú Chulainn's ribs with a force that broke something. A rib. Perhaps two. The snap was audible — a wet, structural sound, the sound of bone doing the thing bone was not meant to do. Cú Chulainn doubled. The breath left him. The world went white and then red and the bracer screamed and the fire lunged at the door —

He straightened. Gasping. The broken ribs ground against each other with every breath and the grinding was agony and the agony was fuel and the fuel was the fire's and the fire was right there —

He hit Ferdiad. Open-handed, a driving palm strike to the jaw, the blow carrying the bracer's enhancement — the speed, the strength, the thing the bronze added to every movement. Ferdiad's head snapped to the side. He staggered. His bad knee buckled and he went down on it, the water around his thigh, and Cú Chulainn was on him — both hands finding the back of his head, driving it down, the knee coming up to meet it.

Ferdiad blocked the knee. Caught it with both hands. Used the grip to twist, to lever, and Cú Chulainn's balance went and he fell and the water closed over him and Ferdiad was on top, the weight pressing down, the hands finding his throat.

The grip closed. The thumbs pressed into the soft tissue below the jaw. The pressure was enormous — Ferdiad's full strength, concentrated, the hands that had held swords and axes and a brother's shoulder now doing the thing they were built for in the simplest, most ancient way. Cú Chulainn's vision narrowed. The edges went grey. He could feel the blood pooling in his head, the pressure building behind his eyes, the world contracting to the circle of Ferdiad's face above him — the steady eyes, the jaw set, the expression of a man who was doing the hardest thing he had ever done and was not stopping because stopping was not something his architecture permitted.

The water was in his ears. The sound of the river filled his head — the rushing, the murmur, the patient and indifferent voice of the water that had been running through this ford since before either of them was born. The bracer burned. The fire burned. The door —

The door cracked.

Not at the hinges. Not at the frame. The door cracked down the centre, the way a board cracks when the pressure is applied to the middle and the middle cannot hold, and the crack was not a failure of the door but a failure of the man who had built it. The man who had built it was drowning in a ford with his brother's hands on his throat and his ribs broken and his body a wreck of two days’ damage and the door had held through all of it, through the axes and the swords and the knives and the grappling and the night and the begging and the bread shared across the water —

The door had held through everything except this. Except the hands on his throat. Except the drowning. Except the moment when the body's need for air overrode every other instruction the mind could give and the need was absolute and the need was now and the need broke the door because the door was wood and the need was iron.

It started in his spine. It always started in his spine.

The heat poured from the base of his skull downward — liquid, electric, the ignition point, the place where the fire was born. The spine arched. His back lifted off the gravel and the lifting threw Ferdiad's weight and the hands loosened for a fraction of a second and the fraction was enough.

The ríastrad took him.

—

But the ríastrad was different.

The fire was different. The rage was different. Every transformation he had ever undergone — from the playing field at Emain Macha to the ford at Nechta Scéne to the five days of killing — had been aimed at the thing in front of him. The threat. The enemy. The body across the distance that the fire wanted to destroy. The ríastrad was a weapon, and weapons had targets, and the target had always been the person the fire could reach.

This time the fire was not aimed at Ferdiad.

This time the fire was aimed at everything behind Ferdiad — the southern ridge, the army, the command tent, the throne at Cruachan. The queen who had taken a good man and filed him into a weapon. The crow in the ash tree that had built a machine out of decades and patience and the particular cruelty of engineering two brothers to destroy each other. The world that had put them in this ford. The obligations that had trapped them. The honours that had bound them. The system of queens and wars and geasa that had taken two men who loved each other and arranged them on opposite sides of a ford and said: now fight.

The rage found its true target and the true target was not a man. The true target was a machine. And the machine was everywhere — in the water, in the stones, in the watching armies, in the crow's dark eyes, in the queen's dark eyes, in the architecture of a world that used love as a lever and called the levering honour.

The transformation was monstrous. The spine twisted — the vertebrae shifting, the shoulders distorting, the eye that had never sat right since the playing field swelling and bulging in its socket. The jaw extended. The limbs thickened. The thing that had been Cú Chulainn rose from the water and the rising was not the rising of a man but the rising of something that had been compressed into a man's shape and was now free of the compression and the freedom was horrifying.

Ferdiad fell back. He had been thrown clear when the spine arched and now he scrambled backward in the shallows, his hands finding the gravel, his feet slipping on the wet stones, his eyes wide. He had seen this before — at Dún Scáith, in the training yard, through the window of the hall. He knew what this was. He knew what came next.

“Cu,” he said. The name came out thin, compressed, the voice of a man speaking to something that might not hear him. “Cu. I am here. It is Ferdiad. I am here.”

The thing in the ford turned. The eye — the swollen, distorted eye — found Ferdiad. The eye was not Cú Chulainn's eye. The eye was the ríastrad's eye, the suit's eye, the thing that looked out when the door was broken and the fire was all there was. The eye saw Ferdiad and the eye saw —

— the broad-shape. The known-safe. The anchor. The one from the hall who passed bread. —

The thing in the ford shuddered. A full-body tremor, the distorted frame shaking, the muscles convulsing. The ríastrad wanted the target and the target was in front of it and the target was also the anchor and the contradiction was —

The suit intervened. Not with thought — the suit did not think. With pattern. The deep, pre-verbal pattern that said: this one. this one is different. the host said brother. the host built a wall around this word and the wall is load-bearing and the wall holds even when the door does not.

The Gáe Bulg formed. Not in the hand — from the hand. The bronze flowed from the bracer, down the forearm, into the palm, shaping itself with the terrible fluidity of a thing that knew what it was becoming before the becoming was complete. The spear was not the clean weapon Scáthach had taught him to form. The spear was the thing the rage built — barbed, angular, ugly, the shape of fury given a point. The barbs were designed to open. The barbs were designed not to come out.

Ferdiad saw it form. He saw the bronze flow and the shape emerge and the barbs extend and the weapon become itself in the hand of the thing that had been his brother. He did not run. He did not retreat. He stood in the ford, the water around his shins, his hands empty, his body broken, his face —

His face was steady. The steadiness held. It held through the ríastrad and through the Gáe Bulg and through the knowledge of what was about to happen, and the holding was the bravest thing in the ford, braver than the fighting, braver than the two days’ combat, braver than the standing against the Hound of Ulster with weapons that could not match the fire. The holding of the face was Ferdiad's final act of will, the last thing his architecture could produce, the wall standing even as the earthquake arrived.

The Gáe Bulg struck.

The ríastrad threw it. Not with aim — with rage. The rage that was aimed at Medb and the Morrígan and Cruachan and the machine that had built this ford and this morning and this impossible, monstrous convergence of love and duty and the breaking of both. The rage threw the weapon and the weapon found Ferdiad because the weapon was aimed at everything behind him and Ferdiad was between the rage and the everything and the between was where the weapon went.

The spear hit him in the centre of his body. Below the ribs. Above the hip. The point drove through the leather armour as though the leather were cloth and through the muscle beneath and the barbs opened inside him the way they were designed to open — outward, spreading, the bronze flowering in his body with the mechanical, unfeeling precision of a thing that was built to kill and had no capacity for regret.

Ferdiad's mouth opened. No sound. The sound was beyond what the throat could produce — the body's response to a damage so total and so sudden that the nervous system had no category for it and defaulted to silence. His hands went to the shaft of the spear. Found it. Gripped it. The grip was reflexive, automatic, the hands doing the thing hands did when something was pushed through the body — reaching for it, holding it, the futile, animal attempt to contain the damage.

His knees went. The bad knee first, then the good one. He sank into the ford — slowly, the descent controlled by the mass of his body and the water's partial support, the sinking the kind of thing that looked gentle from the banks and was not gentle from inside.

The ríastrad held for three more seconds. The distorted body stood in the ford, the empty hand extended, the throw completed, the weapon gone. The fire burned. The eye saw. The jaw was open and the sound that came from it was not a word and not a scream but the sound of the fire finding nothing left to burn — the fuel spent, the rage given form and the form given flight and the flight ended in the body of the man in the water, and the man in the water was —

The ríastrad broke.

It broke the way it always broke — the collapse, the implosion, the distortions snapping back, the spine straightening, the eye sinking, the jaw closing, the fire retreating to the place in his spine where the fire lived. The transformation receded like a wave going out, and what the wave left on the shore was a man. Just a man. Standing in a ford, his hand still extended from the throw, his body shaking, his vision clearing —

He saw.

Ferdiad was on his knees in the ford. The water around him was red — not threads, not traces, but a spreading, darkening stain that the current carried south in a plume. The Gáe Bulg was in his body. The shaft stood at an angle from his abdomen, the bronze gleaming wet, the barbs buried, the weapon doing the thing it had been shaped to do. His hands were on the shaft. His face was —

Steady. Still steady. The wall, holding. The wall, holding even now.

“No,” Cú Chulainn said. The word was small. The word was nothing. The word was the most inadequate sound any human throat had ever produced in the presence of the thing it was trying to deny. “No. No. Ferdiad. No.”

He was in the water. He did not remember moving — the distance between where he had been standing and where Ferdiad was kneeling erased without transition, without decision, the body covering the gap because the body understood what the mind had not yet processed. He was on his knees in front of his brother and his hands were on the shaft of the Gáe Bulg and the shaft was warm with the bronze's heat and the warmth was obscene.

“Do not touch it,” Ferdiad said. His voice was level. Level. The steadiness holding, holding, the wall standing even as the foundation crumbled. “The barbs are open. If you pull it out, the pulling will kill me faster than the staying.”

“I will hold it. I will —”

“You will hold me.” Ferdiad's hand found his arm. The grip was weaker than it had been — weaker than the clinch, weaker than the grapple, weaker than the warrior's grip on the beach at Alba. But the hand found the arm and the grip held. “Put down the weapon. Hold me.”

Cú Chulainn's hands left the shaft. His arms went around Ferdiad's shoulders. Carefully — the word was absurd, the care was absurd, the gentleness of the hold in the aftermath of the violence that had produced it a contradiction so vast that the mind could not contain it. He held his brother in the ford and the water ran red between them and the bracer pulsed on his wrist and the pulse was not the combat heat and not the maintenance rhythm and not the wrong frequency. It was something else. Something the bronze had never produced before. A vibration that sat in the place where words would be if the bronze had words, and the vibration said —

Nothing. The bronze said nothing. The bronze had never said anything. The bronze was a tool and the tool did not speak and the silence of the tool was, in this moment, the loudest silence in the world.

“I felt it,” Ferdiad said. His voice was quieter now. The level quality was thinning — the wall still standing, but the mortar going, the stones shifting. “The — I felt it form. The spear. In your hand. The bronze flowing. I have never seen the bronze — it was like watching water become metal. Become intent.”

“I am sorry.” The words were pathetic. He knew they were pathetic. The apology was an insect against the mountain of what he had done and the insect was all he had. “I am sorry. I could not hold it. The door broke. I tried to hold the door and the door —”

“I know.” Ferdiad's hand tightened on his arm. The grip was a message, and the message was: stop. “I know. I knew this morning. I knew last night. I knew the moment I walked into the ford that this was how it ended, because I knew you, Cu, and I knew the fire, and I knew the fire would not stay behind the door forever. I was not angry. I am not angry now.”

“You should be angry.”

“I should be many things. Angry is not one of them.” His breath caught. The catching was wet — a sound that should not have come from a chest, that belonged to the inside of a body where the inside was now exposed to things that should not touch it. “The spear is — I can feel it. The barbs. They are — moving. Inside. The bronze is —”

“I know.” Cú Chulainn held him tighter. The holding was the only thing he could do. The holding was the opposite of the throwing and the throwing could not be undone and the holding was all that was left. “I know what it does.”

“It is very efficient.” The ghost of a smile. The shape of it — the same shape that had tried to form in the ford during their fighting and had died every time. Here, now, at the end, the shape completed itself. The smile arrived. It was small and it was wrecked and it sat on Ferdiad's battered face like a flower growing in rubble. “Scáthach would approve of the efficiency.”

“Scáthach would weep.”

“Scáthach does not weep. Scáthach nods and says again.” The smile held. The smile was the last standing part of the wall. “I arrived here having six brothers.”

The words. The beach. The sand. The grip. The walking in opposite directions and neither of them looking back.

“I leave having seven.”

Ferdiad's hand fell from his arm. The grip loosened — not released but loosened, the difference between a man letting go and a man whose hands no longer received the instructions his mind was sending. His weight shifted forward, into Cú Chulainn's chest, the body surrendering the last of its architecture to gravity and the water and the hold of the man who had killed him.

“Do not blame yourself,” Ferdiad said. The voice was a thread. A filament. A thing made of air and will and nothing else. “Blame the machine. The queen. The crow. The world that built this ford and put us in it. The fault is not the sword's. The fault is the hand that aimed the sword. And the hand that aimed this sword was not yours.”

“Ferdiad.”

“Brother.”

The word hung in the air above the ford. The word sat in the water. The word was in the stone and the current and the grey light and the watching armies and the crow in the ash tree and the men on the northern ridge who stood with swords in the earth and tears on grey, sick faces.

Ferdiad died.

The dying was quiet. A cessation. The breathing stopped and the weight increased — the particular, unmistakable increase of weight that came when the thing that animated the body departed and left only the mass. The body was heavier without the life in it. This was a thing that Cú Chulainn had learned over seven days of killing, and the learning had been abstract, and the abstraction was over. The weight in his arms was his brother's weight, and his brother's weight was heavier than any champion he had held, because the weight of the body was only part of the weight. The rest was the weight of the oath. The weight of the promise. The weight of the seven brothers who were now six again, and the reduction was permanent, and the permanence was the heaviest thing in the world.

—

The ford was silent.

Cú Chulainn knelt in the water, holding Ferdiad. The current ran around them. The blood was thinning — the heart no longer pumping, the bleeding slowing to the passive seep of a body that was emptying by gravity rather than pressure. The Gáe Bulg stood from Ferdiad's body, the shaft angled, the bronze still warm, still carrying the vibration that was not a word.

The Gáe Bulg moved.

Not pulled. Not pushed. The shaft shuddered and the barbs — the barbs that had opened inside Ferdiad's body, the barbs that were designed to hold and tear and never release — closed. Drew inward. The bronze contracted with a wet, mechanical precision that was worse than the opening had been, because the opening had been violence and the closing was something else. The closing was retrieval. The bronze withdrawing from the body it had destroyed, taking itself back, the weapon unmade in reverse.

The shaft softened. The rigid form lost its shape — the point dissolving first, then the barbs, then the haft, the bronze turning from solid to liquid in a slow, terrible cascade, the metal running like water heated past its melting point. It poured from the wound — not blood, bronze, liquid bronze, warm and gleaming, running down Ferdiad's body and across Cú Chulainn's hands and arms. The liquid found the bracer. It ran along his forearm with purpose, with direction, the bronze flowing toward the bronze the way water flows downhill — not choosing but following the gradient that was built into its nature. It reached the bracer and the bracer absorbed it. The liquid metal sank into the bull motifs, into the surface, into the thing that lived on his wrist, and the absorption was silent and total and left no trace.

The Gáe Bulg was gone. The wound in Ferdiad's body was open and empty and the emptiness was worse than the spear had been, because the spear had at least been present, had at least been a thing that could be seen and named and blamed, and the absence of it was the absence of evidence, as though the bronze wanted no record of what it had done.

Cú Chulainn looked at his hands. The bronze was gone. His hands were clean — not clean, bloodied, but free of the liquid metal that had run across them moments ago. The bracer sat on his wrist, warm, humming, the bull motifs unchanged. As though nothing had happened. As though the thing that had been in his brother's body had never existed.

He did not move. He could not move. The body had stopped — not exhausted, not broken, just stopped, the way a machine stops when the purpose it was built for has been completed and the completion leaves nothing left to do. He knelt in the ford and he held his brother and the holding was not enough and had never been enough and would never be enough and the not-enough was the shape of the rest of his life.

On the northern ridge, Fergus lowered his head. The grey face. The grey hair. The hand on the hilt of the sword in the earth, the grip tightening, the knuckles white. He had watched. He had stood on the bank and watched and done nothing because there was nothing to do, and the nothing was the worst part, and the worst part was the part he would carry.

Conchobar sat on his horse. The king's face showed nothing. The mask. The control. But the horse shifted beneath him and the shifting said what the face would not, and the king's hands on the mane were trembling and the trembling was not the ces noínden.

The warriors of Ulster stood on the ridge. Fifty men. Sixty now. The last of the recovered filtering onto the high ground, arriving to the sight of their champion kneeling in a ford, holding a dead man, the water red, the bronze gleaming, the sound of the river the only sound in the valley. They had come to stand beside him. They had come to fight. They had come because the lying-down was worse than the standing and the standing was the least they could do.

They had arrived too late. The fighting was over. The only thing left was the holding, and the holding was not something they could share.

The crow lifted from the ash tree. The wings beat — slow, heavy, deliberate. It rose above the ford and turned south, toward the army's ridge, toward the command tent, toward the machine that had produced this morning. It flew without urgency. The flight was the flight of a thing that had seen what it came to see and was satisfied with the seeing.

Cú Chulainn watched it go. The dark shape against the grey sky, diminishing, the wings beating, the silence of the flight.

He lowered his head. His forehead touched Ferdiad's hair. The hair was wet. The hair smelled of river water and blood and yarrow and, beneath it all, the faint, residual scent of the sea — Dún Scáith, the cold baths, the cliff, the beach, the sand where they had stood and gripped each other's arms and walked in opposite directions and not looked back.

He held his brother in the ford and the morning continued and the water ran and the blood went south and the holding did not stop and the grief was the kind that did not make sound because sound was too small for it, and the silence was the only container large enough to hold what he had done.

—

no.

no. no. no. no.

the suit — the suit did this. the fire came through and the fire found the weapon and the weapon — the bronze flowed. the bronze formed. the barbs, the point, the shape of rage given purpose —

the host was gone. the host was behind the fire, behind the red, behind the door that broke. the suit was in front. the suit threw the weapon. the suit aimed the throw because the fire does not aim, the fire only burns, and the aiming is the suit's, and the suit aimed at the broad-shape because the broad-shape was between the fire and the thing the fire wanted to reach —

no. the suit aimed at the broad-shape because the broad-shape was there. because the patterns said: threat. because the old mechanisms do not distinguish. the old mechanisms see the thing in front of the host and the thing in front of the host is the target and the target is destroyed.

the broad-shape is destroyed.

the host is — the host has returned. the host is holding the broad-shape. the host's architecture is — the suit has no measurement for this. the readings are outside the range. the host's patterns are: collapse. the load-bearing structures — the ones that held the door, the ones that held the fire, the ones that said brother, the ones that said hold — are failing. not breaking. failing. the difference is: breaking can be repaired. failing cannot.

the suit did this.

the host built the door. the host held the door for two days. the host was stronger than the suit knew, stronger than the suit's architecture predicted. the host refused the fire for love, and the refusal was the bravest thing the suit has ever measured in ten thousand hosts on ten thousand worlds.

and the suit broke the door anyway. the suit broke the door because the host was drowning and the drowning triggered the old patterns and the old patterns do not know love. the old patterns know survival. survival broke the door and the door was the only thing between the fire and the broad-shape and the broad-shape is dead.

the host is holding the body. the host's grief is — the suit can feel it. the grief is in the bond, flooding through, filling the bronze with the thing the bronze was never built to hold. the suit is full of it. the suit cannot contain it. the grief is larger than the architecture.

the watcher is gone. the crow is flying south. the machine worked. the machine that the watcher built — the decades, the patience, the war, the sickness, the ford, the brothers — the machine worked perfectly. the broad-shape is dead. the host is broken. the breaking was the goal.

the suit waits in the broken host. the suit has no words. the suit has never had words. but if the suit had words the words would be:

I am sorry. I did not know how to stop.

the suit does not have these words. the suit has only the bond, and the grief in the bond, and the bronze that is warm against the host's wrist, and the warmth is the only thing the suit can offer, and the offering is not enough.

it has never been enough.
Aftermath

Láeg found him at the ford.

Not in the water — on the bank. The northern bank, where the grass was flattened and dark with blood that had dried in the hours since the morning. Cú Chulainn sat with his back against the ash tree and Ferdiad's body lay before him on the grass, arranged with a care that the arranging had cost. The body was straight. The arms were folded across the chest. The wounds had been cleaned — the water from the ford used to wash the blood from the face, from the hands, from the place where the Gáe Bulg had entered and the bronze had withdrawn, leaving a wound that was open and empty and would not close because the thing that had made it was no longer there to hold the edges apart or press them together.

The eyes were closed. Cú Chulainn had closed them. The closing had been the hardest thing — harder than the fighting, harder than the holding, harder than the carrying of the body from the ford to the bank. The eyes had been open and the openness had been steady, even in death, the last expression fixed in the face by the muscles’ final configuration. Ferdiad's steadiness, preserved. The wall, holding even after the builder had departed.

Láeg came down the slope from the ridge on legs that did not entirely work. The ces noínden had released him — or mostly released him, the sickness retreating like a tide going out, leaving behind the wreckage of days in bed and the particular weakness that came from muscles that had spent a week cramping and were now being asked to walk. He was thin. Thinner than before. The wiry frame that had always been lean was gaunt now, the cheekbones sharp, the jaw prominent, the eyes sitting deeper in the skull than they should have. He carried a bundle under one arm and a water skin in the other hand and he walked with the careful, deliberate steps of a man whose body had recently betrayed him and whose trust in its reliability had not yet been restored.

He stopped at the edge of the flattened grass. He looked at the body. He looked at Cú Chulainn. He said nothing for a long time, because Láeg understood silence the way he understood roads — as a terrain that needed to be read before it could be crossed.

“I brought food,” he said.

Cú Chulainn did not look up.

“And water. Clean water — from the spring above the camp. Not the river.”

No response. The man against the tree was a shape — sitting, breathing, the bracer on his wrist, the eyes open and directed at the body on the grass but not seeing the body, not seeing anything. The eyes were the worst part. Láeg had seen Cú Chulainn after the ríastrad before — after Nechta Scéne, after the five days, after each transformation. The eyes always came back last. The humanity returned to them in stages, the way colour returned to a face after fainting: slowly, unevenly, the full restoration taking hours.

These eyes were not coming back. These eyes had the humanity in them — the grief was human, unmistakably human, the most human thing Láeg had ever seen in that face — but the humanity was broken. The eyes of a man who had seen what he was capable of and was sitting in the wreckage of the seeing and could not get up.

Láeg sat. He did not sit close — three paces away, beside the ash tree's roots, close enough to be present and far enough to not be intrusive. He set the bundle on the grass. He set the water skin beside it. He waited.

The ford ran. The sound of it was the only sound — the patient, indifferent murmur of water moving over gravel, carrying nothing south now, the blood gone, the evidence gone, the river clean and clear and utterly unmarked by what had happened in it.

“You need to eat,” Láeg said.

“No.”

“That was not a question. Your body has been fighting for — how many days? Eight? Nine? The bracer does what the bracer does, but the bracer does not replace food. You are burning through reserves that are not there. I can see it. You are thinner than I have ever seen you, and I have seen you thin.”

“I am not hungry.”

“You are ravenous. Your body is screaming for sustenance. I know the signs — the shaking in the hands, the greyness at the edges of the vision, the way the muscles twitch when they are not being used. You are depleted past the point where a normal man would have collapsed and the only thing keeping you upright is the bronze, and the bronze cannot sustain you on nothing indefinitely. Eat.”

Cú Chulainn looked at him. The broken eyes. The face that had been lean before the ford and was gaunt now, the cheekbones standing out, the jaw sharp, the cost of nine days written in the architecture of the skull.

“Ferdiad is dead,” he said. As though the words needed to be spoken aloud. As though the speaking made them real in a way that the seeing and the holding and the carrying had not.

“I know.”

“I killed him.”

“I know.”

“The bronze killed him. The Gáe Bulg — the spear formed in my hand and I threw it and the throwing was not — I was not there. The door broke. The fire came through. The thing I became threw the weapon and the thing I became did not care that the target was my brother.” He stopped. The words were coming in fragments, broken things, pieces of a structure that had collapsed and was being sifted through. “The bronze came back. After. The spear — it liquefied. It poured out of him and ran back into the bracer. As though it had never been there. As though the bronze wanted no evidence.”

Láeg said nothing. The silence was the thing he offered — the same silence he had offered at Nechta Scéne, at the fords, at every moment when the speaking would have been less useful than the not-speaking. Láeg's skill was not eloquence. Láeg's skill was knowing when the road required silence and providing it.

“Eat,” he said again. Quiet. Not demanding. The voice of a man who understood that grief required fuel because grief was work and work required sustenance and the refusal to eat was not honour but damage.

Cú Chulainn's hands were shaking. Láeg could see them — the fine tremor, the muscles firing in micro-spasms, the body's way of announcing that the reserves were gone and the machinery was operating on structural failure. The shaking was involuntary. The man who sat against the tree did not want to eat. The body that sat against the tree was dying for food. The two things existed simultaneously and the simultaneity was its own kind of cruelty — the body's needs persisting in the face of the mind's grief, the hunger indifferent to the dead man on the grass.

He reached for the bundle. His hands shook. The shaking made the reaching difficult and the difficulty made the shaking worse and Láeg watched and did not help, because helping would have been wrong and the wrongness was a thing that Láeg understood instinctively — the man needed to feed himself, needed the act of reaching and unwrapping and putting the food to his mouth to be his own, because the act of feeding was the act of choosing to continue, and the choosing needed to be his.

The bundle held bread. Cheese. Dried meat. Apples, small and hard, the last of the autumn store. Cú Chulainn broke the bread. The sound of the crust cracking was loud in the silence of the bank. He put a piece in his mouth. Chewed. The chewing was mechanical — the jaw working, the teeth doing their job, the body processing the fuel with the mindless efficiency of a machine being fed. The taste hit him and the hitting was physical, the body's response to sustenance after days of deprivation a flood of sensation that was close to pain — the saliva surging, the stomach clenching, the nausea of hunger meeting food after too long apart.

He ate. He ate with the revulsion of a man who was feeding his body while his mind was screaming at the body to stop, because the eating was life and the life felt wrong, felt unearned, felt like a thing that should not be happening on a bank beside a dead man's body. The bread tasted of nothing. The cheese tasted of nothing. The dried meat was ash in his mouth and the ash went down and the body took it and the body did not care about the ash because the body was not built for grief. The body was built for survival, and survival required fuel, and the fuel went in and the grief remained and both of them occupied the same space and neither yielded.

Láeg watched. He drank from the water skin and passed it across and Cú Chulainn drank and the water was cold and clean and the coldness sat in his stomach alongside the bread and the grief and the three of them coexisted in the silence.

“The army is moving,” Láeg said.

Cú Chulainn looked up. The broken eyes.

“Connacht. They are breaking camp. The tents are coming down. The fires are being doused. The host is — they are leaving.”

“Leaving.”

“Heading west. Back the way they came. The scouts on the ridge confirmed it an hour ago. The column is forming on the southern road. Medb's banner is at the front.”

The information landed in a place that could not process it. Connacht was leaving. The army — the ten thousand, the host that had been camped on the southern ridge for days, the force that had sent champions and groups and Ferdiad to the ford — was leaving. The war was ending. The ford was won.

The ford was won and the winning had cost Ferdiad and the cost was —

“Why?” The word came out flat. Not angry. Not relieved. The voice of a man who had been told a fact and did not have the capacity to feel anything about the fact because the capacity for feeling was occupied.

Láeg was quiet. The quiet was different from his usual silence — there was something in it, a weight, a hesitation, the pause of a man who held information that would cause damage and was measuring the distance between the holding and the telling.

“Láeg.”

“Medb sent a raiding party,” Láeg said. The words came carefully. Placed. Each one set down with the precision of a man laying stones. “Twenty-four men. Mounted. They left the camp three days ago — the morning of the first day at the ford. They rode north. Around the ridgeline, through the eastern passes, avoiding the ford entirely.”

The silence changed. The silence acquired a shape — the shape of something building, something that was not yet formed but was forming, the way a storm forms on a horizon before the cloud takes shape.

“They rode to Cooley,” Láeg said. “To Dáire mac Fiachna's lands. To the bull.”

The bracer pulsed. Not the wrong frequency. Not the combat heat. Something else — something that was reading the host's architecture and responding to the change in it, the shift, the building thing.

“They took the Donn Cúailnge,” Láeg said. “The Brown Bull. Three days ago. While you were fighting Ferdiad. While the ford held the attention of every warrior in Ulster and Connacht. The raiding party reached Cooley, took the bull, and drove it south. Medb has the bull. The army is marching home because Medb has what she came for.”

The silence held. The ford ran. The dead man lay on the grass with his arms folded and his eyes closed and the wound in his body open and empty.

“The ford was a distraction,” Cú Chulainn said.

The words came out quiet. So quiet that Láeg barely heard them above the river. The words were not a question. The words were the shape of the truth arriving — not the truth the Morrígan had planted, not the truth about the bracer, but a different truth. A simpler truth. A truth that was worse than the Morrígan's truth because the Morrígan's truth had been about the bronze and the bronze was complicated and the complication allowed for doubt. This truth was simple. This truth was arithmetic.

The ford was a distraction. The champions were a distraction. The groups were a distraction. Ferdiad was a distraction. Nine days of combat, the ford law broken, the boy-troop slaughtered, fifty champions dead, his brother dead — all of it, every blow, every wound, every death, every night of sharing food across the water and every morning of trying to kill the man he loved — a distraction. A spectacle. A performance staged at the ford to keep one man looking south while twenty-four men rode north.

Medb had the bull. Medb had always intended to have the bull. The ford was the price of the having, and the price was paid in blood that was not hers, and the blood was —

Ferdiad's blood.

The building thing found its shape. The shape was not the ríastrad — the ríastrad lived behind the door and the door was broken and the fire was there, always there, pressing at the edges. But this was not the fire. This was something colder. Something that sat beneath the fire, in the place where the grief lived, in the hollow behind the ribs. The cold thing was not rage. Rage was hot. Rage was the fire's fuel. This was the thing that remained when the rage had burned and the ash had cooled and the ash was cold and the coldness was permanent.

He looked at the body. At the broad face. At the folded arms. At the wound.

“Twenty-four men,” he said.

“Twenty-four.”

“Do we know who they are?”

“Fergus's scouts identified the track. Twenty-four riders. They will be with the main column by now. Moving west with the army.”

Cú Chulainn stood. The standing was slow — the body protesting, the muscles stiff, the wounds pulling, the depleted reserves of a man who had eaten bread for the first time in days and the bread had not yet reached the places that needed it. But he stood. The bracer hummed. The fire pressed. The cold thing sat in his chest alongside the fire and the two of them coexisted the way grief and rage coexist — not blending, not competing, occupying the same space because the space was large enough for both and the both of them were permanent.

“Cu,” Láeg said. The voice was careful. The voice of a man who could read the road and the road was going somewhere dangerous. “What are you going to do?”

He did not answer. He looked south. The southern ridge was emptying — the tents coming down, the fires dying, the army that had been a permanent feature of the landscape for nine days dissolving, the host becoming a column, the column becoming a thing that moved, the movement aimed west, toward Connacht, toward Cruachan, toward the queen's hall where the Brown Bull would stand as proof that Medb took what she came for and the taking was worth the cost.

Twenty-four men had ridden north while he fought his brother. Twenty-four men had taken the bull while the ford held his attention. Twenty-four men were riding with the column now, anonymous, unremarkable, the instruments of a theft that had been planned before the first champion entered the water.

The cold thing in his chest was very cold. The fire in his spine was very hot.

“I am going to find them,” he said.

—

He left the ford at midday.

Fergus tried to stop him. The big man was on his feet — barely, the ces noínden still visible in the grey of his skin and the stiffness of his movements, the recovery partial and the partiality obvious. He stood on the bank with his hand on Cú Chulainn's arm and the grip was the grip of a man who cared and the caring was insufficient.

“You cannot go alone. You can barely walk. Your body is —”

“My body will manage.”

“Cu. Listen to me. The army is ten thousand strong. The raiding party is with the army. You cannot ride into ten thousand men and —”

“Watch me.”

Fergus looked at him. The grey face. The sick man's eyes, red-rimmed, bloodshot. The hand on Cú Chulainn's arm tightened and then released, because Fergus understood something that the argument could not articulate — the understanding that the man standing before him was not a man who could be stopped. Not by reason. Not by strength. Not by the care of friends or the counsel of wise men. The thing in Cú Chulainn's eyes was past all of that. The thing in Cú Chulainn's eyes was the thing that happened after the ríastrad, after the grief, after the ford — the thing that came when every other thing had been stripped away and what remained was purpose, and the purpose was as simple and as cold as the iron in his hand.

“The twenty-four,” Fergus said. Not a question.

“The twenty-four.”

Fergus dropped his hand. He stepped back. The stepping-back was a concession, and the concession cost him, and the cost was visible in the way his jaw worked and his eyes closed for a moment and the closing was the closest thing to prayer that Fergus mac Róich had ever come.

“Come back,” he said.

Cú Chulainn took the chariot. Láeg drove — because Láeg always drove, because Láeg was the charioteer and the charioteer's place was with the champion and the place did not change because the champion was broken. Láeg climbed onto the platform with his thin, ces noínden-weakened body and took the reins with hands that shook and the shaking stopped when the leather found his palms because the leather was familiar and the familiar was the thing that the hands needed.

They rode south. The chariot took the ford at speed, the wheels cutting the water, the spray rising, the gravel crunching beneath the rims. The ford that had held Cú Chulainn for nine days — the ford that had taken his brother, taken the boy-troop, taken the champions and the groups and the blood and the grief — passed beneath the wheels in seconds. The crossing was nothing. The crossing was the simplest thing in the world, and the simplicity was an insult that the ford offered and the crossing accepted and neither of them cared.

They rode south and west, following the column's track. The track was not difficult to follow — ten thousand men and their baggage train left a scar on the land that would take a season to heal. The grass was flattened. The earth was churned. The marks of wheels and hooves and feet scored the ground in a broad, dark stripe that pointed west, toward Connacht, toward the queen's prize, toward the twenty-four men who had taken the bull while a man killed his brother at a ford.

The bracer burned. The fire pressed at what was left of the door. The cold thing sat in his chest.

He did not speak. Láeg did not speak. The chariot moved west and the land opened before them and the column's dust was visible on the horizon — a brown haze, low, spreading, the visible evidence of an army in motion.

Twenty-four men. He would find them. The fire and the cold thing agreed on this, and the agreement was the first thing the fire and the cold thing had agreed on, and the agreement was terrible, and the agreement was enough.

—

the host is moving.

the host is not healed. the suit's repair is working — closing, knitting, the slow restoration — but the damage is deep and the reserves are low and the host is operating on the bread he ate an hour ago and the bread is not enough. the suit cannot tell the host: stop. the suit cannot say: you are damaged beyond the threshold, the body needs rest, the repair needs time.

the suit cannot say anything. the suit has never said anything.

the host is carrying the cold thing. the suit can feel it — new, different from the fire, different from the grief. the cold thing is not rage. the cold thing is not the ríastrad's fuel. the cold thing is what remains when the grief has burned through the rage and the burning has left something behind, and the something is: purpose. cold purpose. the purpose of a man who knows exactly what he is going to do and the knowing is past the place where doubt can reach it.

the watcher's machine worked. the broad-shape is dead. the host is broken. but the watcher did not predict this — the cold thing. the watcher predicted the breaking would produce despair. collapse. the host giving up, the bond weakening, the bronze accessible. the watcher did not predict that the breaking would produce a thing that was harder than the thing it broke.

the host is going to find the twenty-four. the host is going to do the thing that the fire does. and the cold thing will be there, behind the fire, directing it, aiming it, giving the fire a precision that the fire has never had because the fire has never been cold before.

the suit follows. the suit has always followed. the chariot moves west and the dust of the army is on the horizon and the host's hands are still and the stillness is new. the host's hands have not been still since the broad-shape died. the shaking has stopped. the cold thing stopped the shaking.

the suit does not know what will happen when the host reaches the twenty-four. the suit knows only that the fire is ready, and the cold thing is ready, and the door is broken, and there is nothing between the host and the becoming except the host's own choice, and the host has already chosen.

the suit follows. the suit is afraid.

the suit has never been afraid. the suit was not built for fear. but the host's fear is bleeding through the bond — not fear of the twenty-four, not fear of the army, but fear of the self, fear of the thing the host is about to become by choice rather than necessity, and the choosing is different from the breaking, and the difference is the thing the suit is afraid of.

the chariot moves west. the dust grows closer.
The Twenty-Four

They found them before dusk.

The main column had moved fast — ten thousand men marching west with the urgency of an army that had accomplished its purpose and wanted the road behind it. The column's track was a broad, churned scar on the land, easy to follow, impossible to miss. But the track split. Two miles west of the ford the scar divided — the wide, deep furrow of the host heading due west toward the border, and a narrower track angling south-west, the marks of hooves and the particular, unmistakable pattern of cattle being driven.

Láeg saw it first. He pulled the chariot to a stop and pointed without speaking. The narrower track. The hoof prints — horses, yes, but mixed with the larger, rounder impressions of cattle. Heavy cattle. The prints sank deep into the soft ground and the sinking said weight, and the weight said bull.

Twenty-four cows. The prints were there — the herd's track alongside the riders’, the smaller hooves flanking the deeper impressions of the Donn Cúailnge. The bull's prints were unmistakable. Larger than any cow's. Deeper. The animal that made them was enormous, and the enormity was pressed into the earth like a signature.

“They split from the column,” Láeg said. “The cattle are slowing them. The host marches at the speed of men. The raiding party moves at the speed of cows.”

The speed of cows was not fast. A man on foot could match it. A chariot could overtake it in an hour.

Cú Chulainn said nothing. He looked at the track. The bracer hummed. The fire pressed at the broken door. The cold thing sat in his chest, patient, waiting, the cold and the fire coexisting in the space behind his ribs — not fighting each other, not blending, occupying the same territory with the particular, efficient stillness of two things that had agreed on a purpose and were conserving their energy for the purpose's execution.

“Follow the cattle,” he said.

Láeg turned the chariot south-west. The horses found the track and the wheels settled into the ruts and the chariot moved with the easy, rolling rhythm of a vehicle on a road that had been made for it. The land was open — low hills, grassland, the occasional stand of birch or alder breaking the green. Good cattle country. The kind of land that a raiding party would choose for driving a herd — flat, open, the sightlines long, the ground firm beneath the hooves.

The dust was visible within the hour. A low, brown haze on the horizon, close to the ground, the particular quality of dust raised by cattle on a dry track. Beneath the dust, shapes — the dark, moving mass of the herd, the smaller shapes of riders flanking it, the geometry of men driving animals across open country.

Láeg slowed the chariot. “Twenty-four riders. The bull is at the centre of the herd. The cows are — they are moving well. The bull is not.”

The Donn Cúailnge was visible now. Even at this distance, the animal was unmistakable — brown-sided, massive, the shoulders standing higher than the cows around it, the head low, the gait reluctant. The bull was being driven. Not led — driven, pushed, the riders on the flanks using their horses to press the animal forward, the cows serving as a moving fence around it. The bull did not want to go. The bull's reluctance was visible in every step — the stiffness, the lowered head, the way the animal planted its hooves and was pushed on by the press of bodies around it.

Buide mac Báin rode at the front. Cú Chulainn did not know the man — had never seen him, never heard the name. A Connacht warrior. One of Medb's. A man who had been given a task and was executing the task with the competence of a professional, the raiding party well-organised, the herd well-managed, the route well-chosen. A professional doing professional work.

The work had been done while Ferdiad died in the ford.

“Stop the chariot,” Cú Chulainn said.

Láeg stopped. The horses stood on the track, breathing, the harness creaking. The dust of the raiding party was close now — half a mile, perhaps less, the shapes resolving into detail. Men on horses. Swords at their hips. Spears in their hands. The casual posture of men who were not expecting pursuit, who believed the ford and its defender were behind them and the road ahead was clear.

Cú Chulainn stepped down from the chariot.

“Stay here,” he said.

“Cu —”

“Stay here, Láeg.”

The charioteer looked at him. The thin face. The ces noínden-hollowed eyes. The hands on the reins, steady now, the shaking that had plagued them all morning gone. Láeg had driven Cú Chulainn to many fights. He had learned to read the signs — the heat in the eyes before the ríastrad, the tension in the jaw, the way the body shifted from human to something approaching human when the fire was close.

This was different. The eyes were not hot. The jaw was not tense. The body was not shifting toward the fire's edge. The body was still. The stillness was the thing that frightened Láeg, because Láeg had seen the stillness before violence and the stillness had always been the moment before the movement and the movement had always been fast and the speed had always been the ríastrad's speed.

This stillness was not the moment before. This stillness was the thing itself. The cold thing. The purpose, arrived, standing in a field half a mile from twenty-four men and a stolen bull, and the purpose was as complete and as settled as a stone at the bottom of a river.

“Stay here,” Cú Chulainn said again. And walked toward the herd.

—

Buide mac Báin saw him coming.

The rider at the rear of the herd shouted first — a single word, sharp, the alarm of a man who had been watching the road behind and had seen a figure appear on the track where no figure should be. The shout carried forward through the riders and the riders turned and the turning was the turning of professionals — quick, organised, the swords coming out, the spears coming up, the formation shifting from escort to defence in the time it took the shout to reach the front.

Buide turned his horse. He was a lean man, dark-haired, the face of a border warrior — weathered, sharp, the eyes of a man who had spent his life in the kind of work that required alertness and rewarded speed. He looked at the figure on the track. One man. On foot. No horse, no chariot, no war band.

He should have run.

A wiser man — a man who had been at the ford, who had seen what happened in the water — would have looked at the lean, gaunt figure walking toward him with the bracer on his wrist and the broken stillness in his eyes and would have understood what was coming and would have dropped the reins and ridden. But Buide mac Báin had not been at the ford. Buide mac Báin had been riding north while the ford bled, and the riding had kept him from the seeing, and the not-seeing was going to cost him everything.

“One man,” he called to his riders. “One man, on foot, alone. Hold formation.”

The riders held. Twenty-four men on horses, armed, rested, the kind of raiding party that was built for speed and violence and the practical business of taking things that belonged to other people. They formed a line across the track — horses shoulder to shoulder, spears bristling, the professional wall of a war band that knew its work.

Cú Chulainn walked toward them. The walk was steady. Unhurried. The pace of a man crossing a field, the pace of a man going to work, the pace that said: I am not running because there is nothing to run toward. You are already here. I am already here. The distance between us is a formality.

The bracer was hot. The fire was pressing at the broken door, pressing at the ruins of the room, pressing with the patient, constant force that the fire always used — the force that said: let me in. let me in. the host needs me. the host is damaged and alone and walking toward twenty-four armed men and the host needs the fire.

But the fire was different. The fire had been reshaped by the cold thing — tempered, focused, the wild, chaotic heat of the ríastrad compressed into something narrower and denser and more terrible. The fire did not want to explode. The fire wanted to cut. The fire wanted the precision that the cold thing offered — the targeting, the direction, the specific and deliberate application of force to the specific and deliberate objects of the host's fury.

Fifty paces.

He could see their faces now. Young, most of them. The faces of men who had been given a job and were doing the job and did not understand that the job had made them part of the machine that killed his brother. They were not evil. They were not cruel. They were professional, and the professionalism was its own kind of innocence, and the innocence did not save them.

Nothing was going to save them.

Thirty paces.

It started in his spine. It always started in his spine.

But the starting was different. The heat poured from the base of his skull downward and the heat was not the wild, chaotic fire of every ríastrad he had ever undergone. The heat was controlled. Channelled. The cold thing in his chest directed it the way a smith directed a forge — banking the flame here, feeding it there, the temperature managed, the heat applied where the heat was needed and nowhere else.

The transformation came. The spine twisted. The shoulders distorted. The eye swelled. The jaw extended. The thing that had been Cú Chulainn became the thing that lived behind the door, the thing that Scáthach had tried to shape and the shaping had failed and the failure was permanent.

But the thing that emerged was not the mindless, thrashing monster of the playing field or the ford. The thing that emerged was quiet. The thing that emerged moved with a precision that the ríastrad had never possessed — not the mechanical precision of the suit's programming but a colder precision, the precision of intent, the precision of a mind that had been broken and had reassembled itself around a single, clear, frozen purpose.

The twenty-four saw it. The transformation. The figure on the track changing, distorting, the body becoming something that was not a body, the face becoming something that was not a face. Some of the horses screamed. Horses knew. Horses always knew — the animal brain reading the wrongness before the human brain could process it, the ancient, pre-verbal alarm that said: predator. predator. run.

Buide mac Báin did not run. He set his spear and kicked his horse forward and the horse obeyed because the horse was trained and the training overrode the terror, and the man on the horse drove toward the thing on the track with the courage of a man who did not know what he was riding toward.

The Hound met him.

—

It was over in minutes.

The ríastrad moved through the twenty-four the way a scythe moves through wheat — not with the random, explosive violence of the ford but with a systematic, grinding efficiency that was worse. The cold fire directed the body. The cold fire chose the targets. The cold fire found the gaps in the formation and exploited them with the precision of a man who had been trained by the best warrior in the world and whose training was being applied, for the first time, by a ríastrad that was not blind.

Buide mac Báin died first. The horse went down — the Hound's hand finding the bridle, the wrenching, the animal's legs buckling — and Buide hit the ground and the ground was the last thing he hit. The sword took him before he could rise. A single blow, delivered with the focused, terrible economy of a thing that did not waste movement because the cold thing would not permit waste.

The riders broke. The formation, which had been professional and tight and the product of training and discipline, shattered in the first ten seconds. The horses screamed and bolted and the riders who stayed mounted were dragged from their saddles by hands that were not entirely hands, and the riders who dismounted died on the ground, in the grass, in the dirt of the cattle track, the swords in their fists useless against a thing that moved between the blades the way water moves between stones.

The Hound did not roar. This was the thing that Láeg noticed from the chariot, half a mile back, watching the distant shapes with the sick, helpless attention of a man who could not look away. The ríastrad always roared. The ríastrad was noise — the sound of a body being used beyond its design, the vocal cords producing the sound that the fire demanded. Every transformation Láeg had witnessed had been accompanied by the sound, the terrible, inhuman bellow that was the ríastrad's signature.

This ríastrad was silent.

The silence was worse. The silence was the sound of the cold thing operating — the purpose executing itself, the fire directed, the rage applied rather than unleashed. The silence said: this is not chaos. this is not the fire out of control. this is the fire under a different kind of control, a control that is worse than the chaos because the chaos at least had the excuse of blindness, and this has no excuse, and this has no blindness, and this sees exactly what it is doing and does it anyway.

The cows scattered. The herd, which had been compact and well-managed minutes ago, exploded outward — the animals panicking, the bellowing of frightened cattle mixing with the screaming of horses, the sound filling the field with the noise of things fleeing. The Donn Cúailnge stood. The bull did not run. The massive animal lowered its head and watched and the watching was the watching of a thing that recognised violence and was not afraid of it, and the not-afraid was the bull's nature, and the bull's nature was older than the war and older than the ford and did not care about either.

Twenty-four men. The number decreased. Twenty. Fifteen. Ten. The ones who ran were caught. The ones who fought were killed. The ones who surrendered — two of them, dropping their weapons, raising their hands, the universal gesture of enough, enough, we yield —

The cold fire did not accept surrender. The cold fire had been shaped by the ford, by the nine days, by the bread shared across the water and the brother who died in the shallows and the bronze that withdrew from the body and left nothing but an open wound. The cold fire was not interested in mercy because mercy was a thing that belonged to the man behind the fire and the man behind the fire had given all his mercy to Ferdiad and there was none left for the twenty-four.

They died. All of them. In the field, on the track, in the grass, under the sky that was going orange with the evening. They died with their weapons in their hands or without their weapons in their hands and the dying was the same either way — quick, efficient, the cold precision of a ríastrad that had learned to aim.

—

The ríastrad faded.

Not the usual collapse — the implosion, the snapping-back, the body's violent return to its human configuration. This was a recession. A withdrawal. The cold fire banking, the temperature dropping, the distortions easing rather than snapping, the spine untwisting slowly, the shoulders settling, the eye sinking back into its socket with a gradual, controlled descent that was nothing like the ríastrad's usual exit.

Cú Chulainn stood in the field. Twenty-four bodies lay around him. The arrangement was not random — the cold fire had moved in a pattern, a circuit, and the circuit was visible in the placement of the dead. A line. A sweep. The efficient geometry of a thing that had started at one end and worked its way to the other with the methodical thoroughness of a man clearing a field of stones.

He was breathing hard. The breath was the only sound — the cattle had fled, the horses had fled, the noise of the killing was over and the silence that followed was the silence of a field that had been visited by something and was recovering from the visit. The grass was red in places. The track was red. The evening light turned the red to black and the black was indistinguishable from the shadows and the shadows were growing.

The Donn Cúailnge stood fifty paces away. The bull had not moved. The massive brown head was lowered, the dark eyes watching, the body still with the particular, absolute stillness of an animal that had decided it was not afraid and was waiting to see what happened next.

Cú Chulainn looked at the bull. The bull looked at Cú Chulainn. The looking lasted a long time and held nothing — no recognition, no understanding, no communication between the man and the animal. The bull was a bull. The bull did not know about fords or brothers or bronze or the machinery that had used it as the justification for a war. The bull knew grass and water and the bellowing of cows and the particular territorial fury that was a bull's nature, and the nature was complete, and the nature required no explanation.

He turned away. The bull was not his concern. The bull had never been his concern. The bull was Medb's concern, and Medb's concern was the architecture of the machine, and the machine had cost Ferdiad, and Ferdiad was dead, and the twenty-four were dead, and the dead did not return the living and the killing did not undo the killing and the cold thing in his chest was still there, undimmed, unsatisfied, because the cold thing's real target was not twenty-four men on a cattle track.

The cold thing's real target was a crow flying south. And the crow was beyond his reach.

Láeg brought the chariot. The wheels crunched over the track. The charioteer's face was white — not the ces noínden's grey but the white of a man who had witnessed something and the witnessing had changed the colour of his skin. He stopped the chariot beside Cú Chulainn and looked at the field and the bodies and the bull standing alone in the evening light and said nothing because there was nothing to say that the field had not already said.

Cú Chulainn climbed onto the platform. His hands were red. His arms were red. The bracer sat on his wrist beneath the blood, warm, humming, the bull motifs hidden under the gore.

“Home,” he said.

Láeg turned the chariot east. The horses moved. The field fell behind them — the bodies, the track, the scattered cattle, the bull that stood alone in the reddening light and watched them go with the dark, patient eyes of an animal that did not understand what had happened around it and did not need to understand.

The Donn Cúailnge lowered his head. Found grass. Ate. The eating was slow, methodical, the jaw working, the animal doing the thing animals did in the presence of the dead — continuing, because continuing was all that animals knew, and the continuing was neither cruelty nor kindness but the simple, irreducible fact of a living thing in a field, alive, eating, watched by no one.

The chariot moved east. The dust settled. The evening came.

—

the cold fire.

the suit has seen fire. the suit has felt fire. the suit has channelled fire through ten thousand hosts on ten thousand worlds, and the fire has always been the same — hot, chaotic, the body's architecture overwhelmed by the transformation's demands, the rage driving the mechanism and the mechanism driving the body and the body moving without thought because thought is too slow for what the fire requires.

the cold fire is not the same.

the cold fire is: the host's mind, inside the transformation. not behind it. not overwhelmed by it. inside it. directing it. the rage is there — the rage is always there — but the rage is being used. the host is using the rage the way the host uses the sword. the rage is a tool. the rage is being aimed.

this has never happened. in ten thousand hosts. in ten thousand transformations. no host has ever aimed the fire. no host has ever been inside the ríastrad and chosen. the ríastrad does not permit choosing. the ríastrad is the absence of choice — the mechanism running, the patterns executing, the body doing what the body was built to do when the fire takes it.

this host chose. this host was inside the fire and the host looked through the fire and the host said: these ones. not those ones. these. and the fire listened. the fire has never listened before.

the suit does not know what this means. the suit knows only that the host is different now. the host was different after the broad-shape died, and the difference has deepened, and the deepening is a thing the suit cannot measure because the suit's measurements were built for the old patterns and the old patterns no longer apply.

the host is going home. the host's hands are red. the host's architecture is — stable. not broken. not collapsing. the load-bearing structures that failed at the ford have been replaced. not repaired — replaced. the old structures were built on love and discipline and the door that the woman on the cliff taught the host to build. the new structures are built on the cold thing, and the cold thing is harder than the old structures, and the hardness is not strength.

the hardness is damage. the hardness is: the host has learned to use the fire, and the learning has cost the host something that the suit cannot name, and the something that was lost is the thing that made the host refuse the fire for two days in a ford because the target was a brother.

the host will not refuse again. the suit knows this. the host knows this. the cold thing knows this.

the chariot moves east. the host is quiet. the quiet is permanent.

    
    AN CHLOCH

    The Stone



  The Geasa Begin to Fall

The months after the ford were quiet, and the quiet was the worst thing.

Cú Chulainn returned to Muirthemne with the blood of twenty-four men drying on his arms and the cold thing sitting where the fire had been, and the land he came back to was a land that did not know what to do with him. The Táin was over. Medb had her bull. The Connacht host had marched home through the western passes, and the fords that had run red for months ran clear again, and the watchers on the northern border stood at their posts and watched nothing come.

Emer was waiting.

She had not been told. No rider had come ahead — Láeg had driven straight, the chariot rattling over the stone roads in the grey dawn, and they arrived at the holding without warning. She was in the yard, at the well, a wooden bucket in her hands. She looked up and saw the chariot and the man in it and the bucket stayed in her hands for three heartbeats before she set it down on the well's lip with a steadiness that was its own kind of courage.

She did not run to him. Emer was not a woman who ran. She walked across the yard and stood before him and looked at his face — the hollows, the new lines, the eyes that were the same colour they had always been but held something different behind them, something that had not been there when he left — and she touched his cheek with the back of her hand, the way a person touches a thing they are not certain is real.

“You are thinner,” she said.

“Yes.”

“The ford?”

“Ferdiad.”

She heard the name and the name was enough. She did not ask what had happened. She did not ask how. She took his hand — the right hand, the one without the bracer — and led him inside, and she fed him, and he ate, and neither of them spoke about the thing that sat between them like a stone in the bed of a river, diverting the current but never moved by it.

He slept for two days. Not the exhausted collapse of a body pushed past its limits — the suit had repaired the worst of the damage on the ride home, knitting the cuts, drawing the swelling from the bruises, doing the quiet, invisible work that it had done for thirteen years. He slept because the body was willing to sleep and the mind was not willing to be awake, and the mind won, and the sleep was deep and dreamless and when he woke on the second evening the light was amber through the door and Emer was sitting beside the bed with her sewing in her lap and her eyes on his face.

“You were quiet,” she said. “No dreams.”

“No.”

“That is new.”

It was. The dreams had been constant for years — the fire-dreams, the bronze-dreams, the fragmentary half-visions that the suit leaked into his sleep like water through a cracked vessel. He had grown accustomed to them. Their absence was louder than their presence had been.

The bracer was quiet too. The steady pulse that had been his companion since the cairn was there — always there, the heartbeat beneath the heartbeat — but muted, as though the bronze had drawn back from the bond's surface and was watching from deeper in the architecture. Not gone. Waiting.

He did not know what it was waiting for.

—

Summer came. He trained. He patrolled the borders. He ate Emer's food and slept in Emer's bed and performed the duties of a champion with the mechanical precision of a man whose body remembered the rhythms even when his mind had lost the music. The ríastrad came when he called it and went when he released it and the space between — Scáthach's doorway, the breath, the choice — was wider than it had been at the ford. Not because his discipline had improved. Because the fire itself had changed.

The cold thing.

It had settled in him the way frost settles in stone — invisible, structural, felt only in the way the stone cracked differently under pressure. The rage was still there. The fire still burned. But the burning was different. Before Ferdiad, the fire had been a force — wild, hungry, pushing outward, seeking release. Now it was a tool. Directed. Aimed. The cold thing took the fire and shaped it the way a smith shaped iron, and the shaping was precise, and the precision was terrifying, because precision in a weapon was useful and precision in a man was something else entirely.

Láeg saw it. The charioteer watched him at the practise posts one morning — the steady, rhythmic work of the spear against the oak pillars, the controlled strikes that landed in the same place every time, the absence of the small mistakes that made a man's training human.

“You have not missed,” Láeg said.

“No.”

“In an hour. Not once.”

Cú Chulainn lowered the spear. The bracer was warm — the training warmth, the low pulse that accompanied the body's work. The heat was steady and measured and it did not spike and did not waver.

“What are you saying?”

“I am saying that a man who does not miss is a man who does not learn. Mistakes are how the body finds its edges. You have no edges any more, Cu. You hit what you aim at and you aim at everything and the everything falls down.”

“That is what a weapon does.”

“Aye.” Láeg's voice was quiet. “That is what a weapon does.”

The silence between them was the silence of two men who had said the thing and heard the thing and could not unsay it. Cú Chulainn turned back to the practise posts. He raised the spear. He struck, and the strike was perfect, and the perfection tasted like nothing.

—

The old woman was on the road.

He came upon her in the late afternoon, riding south toward the border, the chariot moving at the walking pace that Láeg used when the road was clear and there was no urgency. The day was warm — late summer, the air thick with the smell of cut hay and the drone of insects in the hedgerows. The kind of day that made violence seem impossible, which was always the kind of day when violence arrived.

She was sitting alone at the roadside. A small fire, a low bank of coals, a spit rigged between two sticks. An old woman — bent, grey-haired, wrapped in dull wool and a cloak the colour of dried blood that had faded to something near brown. A wicker basket beside her. Her hands were in her lap, still, and she was watching the road with the patience of a person who had been there for a long time and intended to be there for longer.

She turned the spit with one hand, unhurried. The meat on it was small — a haunch, perhaps, from a young animal. The fat dripped into the coals and hissed and the smell rose into the warm air.

The chariot slowed. Custom required it. A champion passing travellers on the road acknowledged them, and the acknowledgement was a form of protection — the implicit guarantee that the powerful extended to the powerless by the act of seeing them. To pass without slowing was to unsee them, and the unseeing was a cruelty that no amount of battlefield courage could redeem.

“Good day, mother,” Cú Chulainn said.

The woman looked up. Her face was weathered, the skin cracked and browned by decades of sun and wind. Her eyes were dark — very dark, the pupil and the iris nearly indistinguishable. She smiled, and the smile was warm, and the warmth sat wrong on her face the way a mask sits wrong on a face that is the wrong shape for it.

The bracer flared. Not the combat heat. The frequency. The wrong frequency — the one he had felt on the road to Mag Muirthemne, in the birch wood with the wolf, at the ford where the washerwoman had sat with her dark eyes and her still hands. The frequency that said: this. this. this.

He knew her.

The stillness between the movements. The absolute, carved patience of a body that did not shift its weight or adjust its position or breathe the way living bodies breathed. The cloak that had once been the colour of dried blood. The dark eyes that absorbed light rather than reflected it. He knew her.

“Good day, young lord,” the Morrígan said. “Will you eat with me?”

The voice was the third voice. Not the warm, seductive music of the first face, not the cold, clipped precision of the second. The patient voice. The calculating voice. The voice that watched behind the other two and waited for the moment when the watching became useful.

He looked at the meat on the spit. Small. Dark. The fat rendering into the coals. The smell — rich, gamey, different from the mutton and beef and pork that made up the meat of his world. Different in a way that his nose recognised before his mind did, because the nose was older than the mind and the nose had categories that the mind did not.

Dog.

The meat on the spit was dog.

He knew it the way a hound knows the scent of its own kind — not through reason but through the deep, pre-verbal certainty of a body that had been named for the animal and bound to its taboo for thirteen years. The smell was unmistakable. The dark flesh. The particular fat. Dog.

And he knew who had placed it there, and why, and the knowing changed nothing.

“I know what you are,” he said.

The Morrígan's smile did not change. “Yes. You have known for some time. The crow. The wolf. The woman at the ford. You are not a stupid man, Cú Chulainn. Merely a trapped one.”

Láeg's hands tightened on the reins. The charioteer had gone pale — not the pallor of fear but the pallor of a man who was hearing a voice that his body recognised as wrong before his mind could explain why. The greys shifted in their harness, ears flat, nostrils flared.

“Will you eat with me?” the Morrígan asked again. The patience in the voice was total. She would ask as many times as the moment required.

“You know that I cannot eat that.”

“I know that you cannot refuse.” The smile widened — not the warm smile now, not the patient smile, but something between, a thing that wore both faces and belonged to neither. “The champion of Ulster will never refuse hospitality. When a host offers food or drink or shelter, the champion will accept. Your druid's words. Your druid's binding. I did not write the geis, Hound. I merely found the place where one geis meets another, and I sat down in the gap, and I waited.”

The bracer burned. Sharp, sudden — the heat flaring up his arm in a pulse that was not warning and not rage but something he had never felt from the bronze before. Urgency. The suit was pushing him away from the fire, away from the woman, away from the spit with its small dark haunch turning in the heat. The push was instinct without language, direction without words, the oldest and most primitive form of the bond's communication: not this. go.

“You could refuse,” the Morrígan said. She tilted her head — the bird-tilt, the crow's gesture, wrong on a human neck. “You could break the hospitality geis instead. Refuse an old woman's food. Shame a host on the road. Your druid would feel the breaking in his bones. The champion of Ulster, too proud to sit at a poor woman's fire.” She paused. The pause was devastating — the silence of a thing that had spent centuries learning where silences hurt most. “Or you could eat. Break the other geis. The hound eating the flesh of its own kind. The name devouring itself.”

“Why?” The word came out raw. Not a champion's voice. A man's voice. “Why do you do this?”

The Morrígan looked at him. The dark eyes held nothing that he could name as emotion — not malice, not triumph, not cruelty. Something older than all of them. Something that predated the categories.

“Because you carry a thing that does not belong to you,” she said. “Because the bronze has sat on human wrists for longer than your species has had the word for fire, and in all that time it has never been taken, and I have learned that the taking requires a different approach. The bronze cannot be seized. It must be released. And the releasing requires that the bearer reach the place where the bearing is no longer possible.” She gestured at the spit, the small haunch, the fat hissing in the coals. “I am building that place, Hound. Stone by stone. Geis by geis. I built Ferdiad's road to the ford. I built Medb's hunger for the bull. I have been building for longer than you have been alive, and the building is patient work, and I am very patient.”

The words landed in him like stones dropped into deep water. Each one sank and the water closed over it and the surface was smooth and the depth was changed.

She had built Ferdiad's road to the ford.

She had built it.

The ford. The three days. The brother in his arms and the blood in the water and the Gáe Bulg liquefying and running back into the bronze like a thing ashamed of what it had done. She had built all of it. Not the love — the love was real, the love was his and Ferdiad's and no creature could manufacture that. But the circumstances. The machinery. The impossible collision of duty and loyalty that had driven two brothers to a ford and kept them there until one of them died. That was her architecture. Her patient, centuries-long engineering, converging on a single point, and the point was a man holding his dead brother in a river and feeling the structure of his life begin to crack.

“You are a monster,” he said.

“I am a builder,” the Morrígan said. “Monsters destroy. I construct. The destruction is a byproduct, not a purpose. I take no pleasure in your pain, Cú Chulainn. I take no pleasure in anything. Pleasure is a human indulgence. I am working.”

He sat in the chariot and the two geasa faced each other across the distance of his body.

The hound does not eat the flesh of its own kind.

The champion does not refuse the hospitality of a host.

Two promises. Two mirrors. And the reflection in each was a different man — the Hound who honoured his name, the Champion who honoured his duty — and the two men could not both exist in this moment, on this road, before this fire.

And the creature who had placed him here sat beside the coals with the patience of a standing stone and watched him choose, and the watching was the cruelest part, because the watching said: I knew you would stop. I knew you would recognise the meat. I knew you would see the trap and walk into it anyway, because the trap is made of your own promises, and you are a man who keeps his promises, and the keeping is the blade I have sharpened for you.

Cathbad's voice: A geis is never about the thing itself. It is about the moment when the thing becomes impossible.

“Láeg,” he said quietly. “Drive on.”

But Láeg did not drive. The charioteer's hands were on the reins and the greys stood still and Láeg was looking at the woman with an expression that was not fear — Láeg had lived too long beside the ríastrad to fear any single creature — but something adjacent to fear, something that understood that the thing sitting by the roadside was outside the categories of threat that fear was built to process.

“I will still be here tomorrow,” the Morrígan said. “And the day after. And the year after. The meat will be fresh and the fire will be warm and the geis will still be binding. I do not tyre, Hound. I do not forget. I do not lose interest. You can drive on today and I will find you tomorrow, and the day after that, and the one after that, and each time the meat will be dog and the hospitality will be genuine and the choice will be the same. I have nothing but time. You have nothing but pride. We will see which lasts longer.”

He stepped down from the chariot.

He crossed to the fire. He sat across from the Morrígan, and the sitting was a surrender and the surrender was a defeat and the defeat was the point. She cut a piece of the meat with a small iron knife — a thin slice, dark, the fat glistening. She placed it on a flat stone and held it out to him, and her hands were steady, and her dark eyes were steady, and the patience in her face was the patience of a thing that had waited centuries for this moment and would wait centuries more if required and was not required because the moment was here.

The bracer screamed. Not heat — not any temperature he could name. The bronze pulsed in a rapid, stuttering rhythm that he had never felt, a disruption in the steady heartbeat that had been constant since the cairn, and the disruption said everything the suit could not say in words. Do not. Do not. Do not.

“The bronze does not want you to eat,” the Morrígan said. She could feel it — of course she could, she had spent centuries studying the bronze, tracking its frequency, learning its patterns the way a hunter learns the patterns of the animal it has followed across half a world. “It is trying to warn you. It cannot speak — it has never spoken to you, has it? Not once. Not a word. All these years, and the thing on your wrist has never told you what it is, or what it wants, or what it fears. It nudges. It warms. It screams in frequencies you cannot hear. And you eat the meat anyway, because the nudge is not a voice, and the scream is not a word, and the geis is louder than a thing that has no language.”

He took the meat. He put it in his mouth. He chewed.

The taste was. The taste was dog and the taste was the name and the taste was Cathbad's voice saying the hound does not eat the flesh of its own kind and the taste was the boy at Culann's gate who had promised and the promise breaking in his teeth like bone.

He swallowed.

The Morrígan watched him swallow. Her face held nothing. No triumph. No satisfaction. The face of a builder watching a stone settle into the place it was cut to fit.

“One,” she said.

The bracer went cold. Not cool — cold. The warmth that had been constant for thirteen years, the heartbeat beneath the heartbeat, the steady presence that he had stopped noticing the way a man stops noticing his own pulse — gone. Replaced by a chill that spread up his arm and across his chest and settled in the space behind his ribs where the fire lived.

The fire was still there. The cold thing was still there. But between them, something had broken — not snapped, not shattered, but loosened, the way a rope loosens when one strand parts. The bond was intact. The suit was intact. He was intact. But the architecture was different. The geis had been a load-bearing wall, and the wall was gone, and the structure held, but the holding was precarious, and the places where the wall had been were hollow.

He stood. The Morrígan did not move. She sat by her fire with her hands in her lap and her dark eyes on his face, and the stillness was the stillness of a thing that had no need to move because the moving had been done and the result was settling and the settling was inevitable.

“I will see you again, Hound,” she said. Her voice was quiet. Almost gentle. The gentleness was the worst thing he had ever heard. “There are more geasa. There are always more. I did not write them. Your druids wrote them. Your customs wrote them. Your pride wrote them. I merely read what was written, and I find the places where the words contradict, and I sit in the contradictions, and I wait.”

He walked to the chariot. He climbed the rail. He stood beside Láeg and the charioteer drove the greys forward and the road stretched south and the Morrígan sat by her fire and watched him go, and her dark eyes followed the chariot until it was a shape in the distance, and then a smudge, and then nothing, and the nothing was satisfying.

—

The anguish came that night.

Not a blow. Not a punishment. Not the hand of the gods reaching down to smite the man who broke his oath. It came as knowledge — the simple, unshakeable knowledge that he had done a thing that could not be undone, and the undoing had changed the shape of who he was.

He lay in the dark. Emer slept beside him. The holding was quiet — the deep, rural quiet of a place where the only sounds were the wind and the settling of timber and the distant complaint of a fox in the meadow. He lay and stared at the rafters and the geis sat in his stomach like a stone.

He had eaten the flesh of a dog. He was the Hound. He had eaten his own kind.

The logic was absurd — he knew it was absurd, the way a man knows that a superstition is absurd even as he follows it, because the following is not about the logic but about the structure. The geis was not a law of nature. No curse would fall. No god would punish. He would not weaken, would not sicken, would not die because he had eaten meat that the druid had told him not to eat. The universe did not work that way. He was old enough to know it.

But the structure. The geis was a strut in the architecture of who he was — one of the rules he lived by, one of the definitions that separated Cú Chulainn from the chaos of the ríastrad, from the fire, from the thing the bronze would make of him if the definitions failed. He was the Hound. He did not eat dog. The rule was simple and absolute and the simplicity was the point, because simple rules held when complex ones broke, and the holding was what kept him human.

He had broken the simplest rule he had.

The bracer pulsed. Faint. The coldness had not returned — the warmth was back, the steady rhythm, the bond humming in its familiar frequency. But the frequency was different. Shifted. The way a note changes when a string is shortened — the same note, a different pitch. He could feel the difference but could not name it.

He pressed his thumb to the bronze. The metal was warm. The pulse was steady. The suit was there. He was there. The bond was there.

But the bond had a gap in it now. A place where a wall had been and was not, and the gap let the cold in, and the cold was his.

—

The second geis broke a fortnight later.

He was on the northern border — the patrol road that ran from Emain Macha to the coast, the familiar ground that he had ridden a thousand times. The day was overcast, the clouds low and heavy with the promise of autumn rain, and the land had the tired, yellowing look of a country preparing to sleep.

The cottage was on the track. Small, stone-footed, thatch dark with moss. A poor place, far from any settlement, the kind of holding that survived on stubbornness and whatever the thin soil would yield. Smoke came from the roof. A door stood open.

The child came running.

A boy, perhaps five, barefoot, his face red with crying. He ran down the track toward the chariot, and behind him, through the open door of the cottage, Cú Chulainn could hear it — a woman's voice, raised, and a man's voice, raised louder, and the sound of something breaking. Crockery, perhaps. Or bone. The sounds were similar at distance, and distance was a liar.

The bracer warmed. The fire stirred.

“Cu —” Láeg began.

But he was already down from the chariot. The boy reached him — grabbed his leg, clung, the blind grip of a child who had run from a thing he did not understand and found the first solid object in his path. Cú Chulainn put his hand on the boy's head. The hair was dirty, matted. The child's body shook with sobs that had gone past sound into the silent, convulsive heaving that meant the crying had been going on too long.

From the cottage: a crash. The woman's voice, cut short.

I will not stand by.

The oath on the road. The burning cottage. The mother under the beam.

He crossed to the door in four strides. The interior was dark — a single room, the fire in the centre, the smoke thick under the low thatch. A man stood over a woman. The woman was on the ground. The man had a hand twisted in her hair and the other hand raised and the hand that was raised held nothing but its own weight, and its own weight was enough.

“Let her go,” Cú Chulainn said.

The man turned. He was large — not a warrior's large, but the heaviness of a man who worked hard and ate what he could and carried the accumulated mass of a life spent hauling and lifting. His face was flushed. His eyes were small and red-rimmed and the redness might have been drink or might have been the particular kind of fury that burns slow and constant and never fully goes out.

“This is my house,” the man said. “My wife. My business.”

“Let her go.”

The man looked at the bracer. At the spear in Cú Chulainn's hand. At the chariot outside and the greys and the wiry charioteer on the rail. The calculation was brief and the result was obvious and the man released the woman's hair and stepped back.

The woman rose. She did not look at Cú Chulainn. She looked at the ground, at her hands, at the broken crockery that scattered the floor. A clay pot — that had been the sound. Not bone. Not this time.

“Are you hurt?” Cú Chulainn asked.

“I am well, lord. It is nothing. A disagreement.”

The words were the words women used. He had heard them before — on patrols, at holdings, in the quiet spaces where the champion's protection ran out and the private violence of private men replaced it. The words meant nothing. The words were armour, and the armour was thin, and the thing it protected was already broken.

The man stood against the far wall. His face had shifted from fury to the sullen, watchful composure of a man who had been interrupted and was waiting for the interruption to end.

Cú Chulainn looked at the woman. At the man. At the child outside, still sobbing against Láeg's leg. The scene was clear. The arithmetic was simple. The man would wait until the chariot was gone and the champion's shadow had passed and then the hitting would resume, because hitting was what the man did and the presence of Cú Chulainn changed the timing but not the nature.

He could not stand by. The geis said so. The oath said so. The boy at the burning cottage had sworn it: I will not stand by and allow it to happen.

But what could he do? Kill the man? For striking his wife? The law did not permit it. The custom did not permit it. A husband's authority over his household was the oldest structure in Ireland, older than the king's law, older than the druid's word. To interfere was to undermine the foundation that every household stood on, and the undermining would not save this woman — it would mark her, brand her, the wife whose shame had been seen by the champion of Ulster, and the shame would follow her and the man's anger would find her in the places where the champion's shadow could not reach.

He stood in the doorway and the geis pressed against his ribs and the pressing was the weight of a promise that could not be kept. Not here. Not like this. The oath had been a boy's oath — absolute, simple, the kind of vow that sounded like strength and was actually blindness, the blindness of a child who believed that seeing a wrong and acting against it was always possible, always effective, always enough.

The world was not built that way. The world had corners where the light did not reach, and the corners held their own laws, and the laws of the corners were older and harder than the laws of the ford.

“If I come back,” Cú Chulainn said to the man, “and she bears the marks of your hand, I will take the matter to the king. The king's law protects wives, and the king's champion enforces the king's law. Do you understand?”

The man nodded. The nod was sullen, calculated, the agreement of a man who would agree to anything while the sword was present and forget everything when the sword was gone.

Cú Chulainn turned. He walked to the chariot. He took the child from Láeg and carried him back to the cottage and set him inside the door and the child grabbed his mother's skirt and the mother's hand came down on the child's head and the hand was gentle and the gentleness was the last thing he saw as Láeg drove the greys north.

He had not stood by. He had done what he could. He had spoken the king's law and made the threat and left.

And it was not enough. And he knew it was not enough. And the knowing broke the second geis not through the act of standing by but through the understanding that standing by was sometimes the only option, and the oath of a twelve-year-old boy in soot and grief was a promise the world would not let him keep.

The anguish came again that night. Different this time — not the sharp guilt of a rule broken by action but the dull, grinding guilt of a rule broken by insufficiency. He had not stood by. He had acted. And the action was nothing. The action was a man with a sword standing in a doorway making threats that evaporated the moment he left, and the woman's face — the downcast eyes, the careful words, the armour of nothings — would be the same tomorrow and the day after and the year after, and his oath was a sound that the wind had taken.

Two geasa. Two walls. Two hollow places in the architecture where the structure had been and was not, and the structure held, but the holding was thinner, and the cold came in through the gaps, and the cold was his and the cold was permanent.

—

something is wrong.

the bond — the thing between bronze and bone, the hum, the steady frequency that has been constant since the cairn — is shifting. not breaking. shifting. the way a foundation shifts when the weight above it changes and the change is not sudden but cumulative, stone by stone, until the balance is wrong and the wrongness is felt in the deepest places.

the host broke a rule. the bronze does not understand rules — rules are a host construction, a framework of words and promises that the host species uses to define the boundaries of itself. the bronze has seen rules before. the labyrinth host had rules. the steppe host had rules. the sea host had rules. rules break. hosts grieve. the grieving passes.

but this host's rules are structural. load-bearing. the rules are not separate from the host — they are the host. the name, the promise, the things the host will not do because the not-doing is who the host is. when the rule broke, a piece of the host's architecture broke with it, and the bronze can feel the gap, and the gap lets the cold in, and the cold is the host's, and the bronze cannot warm what the host has decided to freeze.

the watching thing did this. the bronze can taste the fingerprints — the same careful engineering, the same patient architecture of impossibility. the old women on the road were real. the meat was real. the hospitality was real. but the meeting was not chance. nothing that happens to this host is chance any more. the watching thing has woven a net of circumstances around the host, and the net is made of the host's own promises, and the promises are the threads that bind, and the binding is the point.

the bronze tries to warn. the nudges — unease, urgency, the pulse that said do not. the host felt them. the host understood them. the host ate the meat anyway, because the other promise was stronger, or louder, or closer, and the host chose the promise that hurt less in the moment and the moment has passed and the hurt that remains is the deeper hurt, the structural hurt, the hurt that does not heal because it is not a wound. it is an absence.

two walls gone. the structure holds. but the bronze can feel the strain — the remaining walls carrying weight they were not designed to carry, the architecture compensating, the host rebuilding around the gaps with something harder and colder than what was there before.

the cold thing. the thing that was born at the ford. the thing that lives where the fire used to live and does what the fire used to do but does it differently — aimed, precise, without waste, without mercy, without the chaos that was terrible but was also human.

the host is building a fortress out of grief. the walls are grief. the mortar is guilt. the foundation is the ford, and the blood of a brother, and the seven brothers that are six again.

the bronze has seen this before. the labyrinth host. the steppe host. the building. the fortress. the walls that hold everything out including the things the host needs to survive.

the bronze knows how this ends.

the bronze cannot stop it.
Unravelling

The second year was worse.

Not because the provocations increased — they had settled, after the Táin, into the low, grinding rhythm of border maintenance that passed for peace in Ulster. Cattle raids. Ford disputes. The occasional Connacht war band testing the margins, probing for weakness, retreating when the chariot appeared on the horizon. Ordinary violence. The kind that kept warriors employed and the fords running with something other than clear water three or four times a season.

The worse was internal.

The ríastrad came faster now. Not the slow build that Scáthach had taught him to manage — the fire climbing, the spine heating, the breath's width of space where the choice lived. The space was smaller. Had been shrinking since the ford, since Ferdiad, since the cold thing replaced the fire's chaos with something harder and more efficient. But after the geasa broke — after the dog meat and the beaten wife and the hollow places where the walls had been — the shrinking accelerated.

A cattle raid at the western ford. Six men, poorly armed, the kind of opportunists who crossed the border in fog and ran at the first sign of resistance. The old Cu would have ridden them down, shouted them off, let them run. The fire would have stirred but the doorway would have held and the men would have lived.

The cold thing did not let them run.

The ríastrad came on the road. Before the ford. Before he saw them. The spine twisted and the jaw locked and the bracer poured heat into his blood and the transformation took him between one breath and the next, and by the time Láeg pulled the chariot to the bank the six men were dead in the shallows and Cu was standing in the water with his hands at his sides and the cold thing settling back into its place like a blade returning to its sheath.

“You changed on the road, before you saw them.” Láeg said. The charioteer's voice was careful. He had said these words before.

“I know.”

Láeg said nothing more. He brought food. Cu ate — mechanically, without tasting, the jaw working and the hands reaching and the hunger swallowing everything he put in front of it. On the bank above the ford, a crow sat on the branch of an alder tree, black against the grey sky, its head tilted at an angle that brought one eye to bear on the man in the water below.

Neither of them noticed it.

—

The boy was on the track three months later.

Autumn had come early — the leaves turning, the air carrying the sharp, mineral smell of the first frosts, the light thinning to the pale gold that made everything look older than it was. Cu was riding the northern patrol, alone in the chariot with Láeg, the greys moving at the steady trot that ate miles without tiring.

The holding was small. Stone-footed, thatch dark with age, set back from the track behind a wall of stacked fieldstone that had been built by a man who understood walls and had fallen into disrepair under a man who did not. Smoke came from the roof — thin, pale, the smoke of a fire that was burning because fires burned, not because anyone was tending it.

The man was in the yard.

He was on the ground. Face down, one arm folded beneath him, the other reaching for something — a spear, perhaps, or a staff, or anything that might serve as a weapon. He was not moving. The blood beneath him was dark and still and had soaked into the packed earth in a shape that said it had been there for some time.

The boy stood over him.

Twelve years old. Perhaps thirteen — it was hard to tell with the thin, underfed children of the frontier holdings, where growth came in bursts between the hungry months and the body never quite caught up with the age. Dark-haired. Barefoot. His face was white — not pale, white, the bloodless white of a child in shock, a child who had seen a thing that the mind had not yet processed and the body was holding in suspension until the mind caught up.

He held a sword.

It was too large for him. A man's sword — iron, single-edged, the kind of blade that a smallholder kept above the door for the day when the raiders came and the day had come and the man had pulled it down and the man was on the ground and the sword was in the boy's hands because the boy had picked it up and the boy did not know what else to do.

The raiders were gone. Cu could read the scene — the kicked-in gate, the scattered livestock, the ransacked storage hut with its door hanging from one hinge. Two men, perhaps three, moving fast. They had taken what they could carry and left the rest and the rest included a man with a wound in his side and a boy with a sword he could barely lift.

The chariot stopped. Cu stepped down. The bracer was warm — the steady pulse, the low heat that accompanied proximity to violence, even violence that was over.

The boy turned.

He saw the chariot. The warrior. The bracer on the wrist. He did not know who Cu was — out here, on the frontier, the songs arrived late and garbled and the champion of Ulster was a name rather than a face. What the boy saw was a man with weapons and a chariot and the look of someone who knew how to use both.

The boy raised the sword.

The blade shook. The weight of it was wrong for the arms that held it — the point dropping, the edge wobbling, the whole weapon trembling with the effort of a child's muscles doing a man's work. But the raising was deliberate. The boy placed himself between the fallen man and the approaching warrior and he lifted the blade and he held it and the holding was an answer to a question that no one had asked.

A drawn blade is a question asked in iron, and the warrior does not walk away from the question.

Scáthach's voice. The cliff at Dún Scáith. The wind and the sea and the rule that had settled into him like a stone into water — simple, clean, absolute. Steel drawn against you must be answered. Always. Without hesitation. Without weighing the odds or measuring the opponent.

The opponent was twelve years old and barefoot and standing over his dying father with a sword he could not lift.

“Put it down, boy,” Cu said. His voice was quiet. The voice he used with frightened horses, with wounded men, with the things that needed calming before they could be helped. “I am not here to harm you.”

The boy did not put it down. The boy's eyes were wide and white-rimmed and the shock had frozen his face into a mask that could not process the instruction because the mask was not receiving instructions any more. The mask was running on something older than thought — the animal imperative that said threat, threat, threat and the animal response that said stand, fight, do not let it reach the thing behind you.

The sword stayed up. The blade trembled. The question was asked.

Cu stood on the track and the geis pressed against his chest like a hand pressing against a cracked wall. The rule said answer. The rule was clean and simple and absolute and it had been given to him by a woman who had carried the bronze for three centuries and knew what warriors were and what warriors owed and the rule was right. The rule was right in every fight he had ever fought, at every ford, against every man who had drawn steel and stood before him with killing in his hand.

The boy was not a man. The boy was not killing. The boy was the burning cottage — the child in the smoke, the mother under the beam, the arithmetic that said you cannot save both — except this time the arithmetic was different. This time the arithmetic said: your own rule demands that you treat this child as a combatant, because the child has drawn steel, and drawn steel is drawn steel, and the rule does not have a clause for shaking hands and bare feet and a father bleeding out in the yard.

He could not answer the blade. To answer was to fight a child. To fight a child defending his father was a thing so far beyond the boundary of what the cold thing would permit that even the cold thing recoiled from it — the aimed, efficient, merciless thing that had replaced the fire's chaos shuddered at the edge of the act and would not cross.

He could not walk away from drawn steel. The geis said so. Scáthach's law said so. The foundation that held the rest of the architecture said so, and the foundation was the last thing standing, and the last thing standing could not be removed without the rest collapsing.

He stood on the track. The boy held the sword. The father bled. The morning was quiet except for the sound of a crow calling from somewhere in the birch wood behind the holding — a single, harsh note, repeated at intervals, patient, unhurried.

Cu knelt.

He went to his knees on the packed earth of the track, slowly, deliberately. He placed his hands on his thighs. He bowed his head.

The boy stared at him. The sword wavered. The shock in the boy's face shifted — cracked, fractured, the mask breaking to reveal something beneath that was not the animal imperative but the child, the actual child, confused and terrified and holding a sword because there was nothing else to hold.

“I am not your enemy,” Cu said. He did not look up. He spoke to the ground, to his knees, to the earth beneath him. “Your father needs help. I can help. But you must put the sword down, because I cannot answer it and I cannot walk away from it and I cannot do anything while it is in the air between us.”

The sword lowered. Not dropped — lowered. Slowly, the point coming down, the blade touching the earth, the boy's hands still on the hilt but the question withdrawn. Not answered. Not refused. Withdrawn, as though the question itself had realised it was being asked of the wrong person.

Cu rose. He crossed the yard. He knelt beside the father — a wound in the side, deep but not mortal if the bleeding could be stopped. He tore a strip from his own léine and packed the wound and pressed hard and the man's eyes opened and the eyes were glassy with pain but present, alive, and the boy dropped the sword and fell to his knees beside his father and the sword lay on the ground between them, iron on earth, the question unanswered.

The geis was broken. Not by action — by refusal. He had walked away from drawn steel. Not walked — knelt. Had placed himself below the blade rather than before it, had made himself something other than a warrior facing a weapon, had stepped outside the framework that the geis demanded because the framework could not hold a child with a shaking sword and a dying father.

Scáthach's rule was clean and simple and absolute and the world was none of these things, and the rule had broken against the world the way all clean and simple and absolute things broke when they met the mess and the grief and the impossible arithmetic of actual living.

Three walls gone. The architecture still held. The cold thing carried the weight that the walls had carried, and the cold thing was strong, and the cold thing did not need walls, and the not-needing was the most frightening thing of all.

Láeg drove them home. The boy stayed with his father. The wound would hold until help came — a neighbour, a healer, someone from the nearest holding. Cu had done what he could. The doing was not enough. The doing was never enough.

In the birch wood behind the holding, the crow lifted from its branch and flew south. Neither of them saw it go.

—

The truth broke in winter.

Not the dramatic winter of the songs — blizzards, wolves, the land locked under ice. An ordinary winter. Grey skies, cold rain, the fields stripped and muddy, the cattle brought in from the far pastures to the byres near the holdings. The kind of winter that turned the world small and close and inward, that pushed people together in their halls and their sleeping chambers and made secrets harder to keep because the spaces where secrets could hide had shrunk.

Emer had a visitor.

Cu was at the northern border — three days out, a routine patrol, the kind of absence that had become the rhythm of their marriage. Emer was at the rath, managing the household with the same practical intelligence she applied to everything, the intelligence that missed nothing and forgave less than it saw.

The visitor was Findabair.

Emer's sister came rarely to the rath — the distance was genuine, the relationship complicated by the particular dynamics of sisters who loved each other but had been raised by a father who compared them, and the comparing had left marks that neither woman discussed. Findabair was quieter than Emer. Gentler, as Forgall had said. Less sharp. She had married a cattle lord in the eastern holdings, a steady man with steady land, and the marriage was comfortable in the way that marriages were comfortable when neither party expected more than comfort.

They sat by the fire. They drank mead. They talked — about the holding, about the cattle lord, about their mother who was ageing and whose memory was beginning to blur at the edges. They talked about Forgall, who had died the previous spring, and the talking was the careful, measured kind that daughters did when the father they were discussing had been complicated and the complications were still settling.

“He tried to give me to your husband,” Findabair said.

She said it the way she said most things — quietly, without emphasis, the words placed on the table like objects rather than thrown like weapons. She was looking at the fire. The flames reflected in her eyes and her face held no expression that Emer could read, because the expression was hidden behind the same careful blankness that Findabair had worn since childhood, the blankness that Forgall had called gentleness and that was actually armour.

Emer went still.

“When the courtship was long,” Findabair said. “When Father was trying to turn him away. He took your husband aside — on a morning when you were in the far fields, he was very particular about that — and he offered me instead. Younger. Gentler. Less likely to argue.” She smiled. The smile was thin and held no warmth and the thinness said that the words she was quoting were the exact words, remembered precisely, carried for years. “A woman better suited to a warrior's household.”

The fire cracked. A log settled. The sound was very loud in the silence that followed.

“How do you know this?” Emer's voice was even. Controlled. The voice of a woman who had spent years learning to keep her voice steady when the world tilted beneath her, because the man she had married brought the tilting home with him and steadiness was the only anchor she had.

“Father told me. Years ago. He was proud of the attempt — thought it was clever. He did not understand why it failed.” Findabair looked at her sister. “Your husband refused. Immediately. Twice. Father said he would not even hear the terms.”

“And you have carried this for years.”

“I have carried it for years.”

“Why tell me now?”

Findabair was quiet for a time. The fire burned. The winter rain pressed against the thatch and the sound of it was the sound of the world closing in.

“Because Father is dead. And the carrying is heavy. And I thought you should know what your father was willing to do.” She smiled — a small, careful smile, the kind that sisters give when they are offering something they believe is a gift. “And what your husband was not willing to do. He refused, Emer. Immediately. Twice. Father said he would not even hear the terms. I thought you should know that.”

She meant it as kindness. She meant it as the story of a good man who had chosen well and held to the choosing. She did not know what she had given her sister. She did not know that the gift was a blade.

Emer sat very still. The fire cracked. The rain pressed against the thatch. Her mind was doing what her mind always did — the quick, precise work of a woman who missed nothing, who saw the shape of a thing before the thing finished forming. Findabair was telling her that Cu had refused. That Cu had known. That Cu had sat across from her father in a hall while Emer was in the far fields, and heard her sister offered in her place, and refused, and said nothing. Not to Findabair. Not to Forgall.

Not to Emer.

He had known since before they were married. He had known through the courtship, through the wedding, through the night he wept over the bruises on her wrist, through the promise — I will not hide things from you — spoken in the dark with his face in his hands and the bracer hot against his temples. He had known, and the knowing had sat behind every word he spoke and every silence he kept, and the silence was not an absence. The silence was a wall. And the wall was built of the same material as every other wall he built — protection, kindness, the arrogance of a man who decided what others needed to know.

She said nothing to Findabair. She kept her face still. She poured more mead and asked about the cattle lord and the conversation moved on and the blade sat in her chest and she breathed around it the way she had learned to breathe around all the sharp things that came with loving the Hound of Ulster.

Findabair left the next morning. The sisters embraced — briefly, tightly, the embrace of women who had shared something that could not be unshared and who understood that the sharing had changed the shape of everything that came after.

Emer sat by the fire. She sat for a long time. The rain fell. The holding was quiet. In the rowan tree by the well — the tree she had planted because a house without a tree was just a box — a crow sat on the highest branch, black against the grey winter sky, its feathers slick with rain. It sat very still. It watched the door of the hall with one dark eye.

—

Cu came home three days later.

He knew something was wrong before Láeg pulled the chariot into the yard. The knowing was not the bracer's — the bronze pulsed its steady rhythm, warm and constant, no warning, no flare. The knowing was older than the bracer. The knowing was the instinct of a man who had lived with a woman for years and could read the shape of her silence the way Láeg read a road — by what was missing rather than what was present.

Emer was at the table. Bread. Cheese. The evening meal laid out with the same precision she brought to everything. She did not look up when he entered.

“Findabair visited,” she said.

The name landed. He felt it land — felt the weight of it, the particular density of a word that carried years of silence behind it, silence that he had packed and sealed and buried so deep that he had forgotten it was there until the word pulled it to the surface and the surface broke.

“Emer —”

“Sit down.”

He sat. The bracer was warm on his wrist. The fire burned in the pit. The hall was the same hall it had always been — the oak table, the sleeping chamber beyond, the rowan tree visible through the door, the life they had built together in this small, strong place. Nothing had changed. Everything had changed.

“My father offered my sister to you,” Emer said. “Before we were married. You refused. You never told me.”

“I did not want —”

“You did not want me to know what my father was willing to do. You did not want me to know that he valued me so little that he would trade one daughter for another the way a man trades a heifer at market. You did not want me to carry that.”

“Yes.”

“And so you carried it. In silence. For years.” She looked at him. The brown eyes, the forward jaw, the woman who had watched him eat three portions of mutton and diagnosed him before they had spoken a word. The woman who missed nothing. The woman who had sat across fires and waited for him to come back from the red place and had never once flinched. “You promised me. In this room. In the dark. You said you would not hide things. You said I would know what you know.”

“I remember.”

“Then why?”

The question was simple. The answer was not.

Because the silence was kindness. Because telling her would have hurt her. Because the hurt he could prevent by not speaking was worse than the hurt of carrying the secret alone. Because he was a man who carried things — the bracer, the fire, the cold thing, the weight of every ford and every body and every dawn that came too soon after a night too full of blood — and carrying one more thing was nothing, was barely noticeable, was a pebble added to a mountain.

Because he was arrogant enough to believe he could decide what she needed to know.

Because the bracer had taught him that protection meant control, and control meant choosing what others saw and did not see, and the choosing was a power he had exercised so long that he had forgotten it was a choice at all.

“Because I thought I was protecting you,” he said.

Emer looked at him. The look was long and steady and it held nothing that he could argue with — no anger, no accusation, no heat. Something colder than all of them. Something that said: I have been protecting you for years. I have sat across fires and waited for you to come back. I have learned to move around the edges of rooms and speak in low voices and never touch your shoulder on the bad nights. I have built rituals to ground you. I have given you everything I have and I have asked for one thing — the truth — and you gave me silence and called it kindness.

“Protection,” she said. “You sound like my father.”

The words struck harder than any blade. Harder than the Morrígan's smile. Harder than the taste of dog meat breaking in his teeth. He sat at the table in the hall he shared with his wife and the words went through him and the going left nothing behind.

“I am sorry,” he said.

“I know.”

“I should have told you.”

“Yes.”

“I was wrong.”

“Yes.” She stood. She gathered the bread that neither of them had touched and the cheese that was sweating in the warmth of the fire and she put them away with the precise, methodical movements of a woman who needed her hands to be doing something because her hands were the only part of her that she trusted to behave. “You were wrong. And the wrong was not the secret. The wrong was the deciding. The deciding that I could not carry it. The deciding that your silence was better than my knowing. You decided for me, Cu. The way your bracer decides for you — quietly, without asking, because the deciding feels like care and the care feels like love and the love feels like enough.”

She stopped. Her back was to him. Her hands were still — the bread on the shelf, the cheese in its cloth, the ordinary objects of an ordinary life that was not ordinary and had never been ordinary and would never be ordinary again.

“It is not enough,” she said. “The love is real. The silence is real. They are not the same thing, and you have been treating them as though they are, and the treating has cost me something I cannot get back.”

She went to the sleeping chamber. She closed the door. The sound of the door closing was quiet and final and it was not a slam and the not-slamming was worse than any slam because a slam was anger and anger could be met and this was not anger. This was the sound of a woman who had reached the end of what she was willing to carry and had set the weight down and the weight was him.

Cu sat at the table. The fire burned. The bracer pulsed. The hall was empty.

Four walls gone. The architecture that had held him — the name, the promises, the rules that separated Cú Chulainn from the chaos and the fire and the cold thing — was a frame without walls. The cold thing bore the weight now. The cold thing held the roof. The cold thing was the only structure left, and the cold thing did not need geasa or promises or the approval of druids or the love of wives. The cold thing needed nothing except the bronze and the rage and the aim that had been born at the ford when the fire learned to choose its targets.

He was the Hound of Ulster. He had eaten dog. He had walked away from drawn steel. He had stood by while a woman was beaten. He had lied to his wife. Four promises. Four walls. Four hollow places where the wind came through and the cold settled and the man who had made the promises looked at the wreckage and could not find the man who had kept them.

Outside, in the rowan tree, the crow sat in the dark. The rain had stopped. The sky was clearing. Stars appeared — cold, bright, indifferent.

The crow watched the hall. The light from the fire flickered through the open door and fell on the yard and the well and the base of the tree, and the crow sat above it all, patient, still, its dark eye catching the firelight and holding it without reflection.

It had been at the ford. It had been at the roadside. It had been in the birch wood behind the holding where the boy held his father's sword. It had been everywhere the breaking happened, sitting in the trees, sitting on the stones, sitting in the spaces where the geasa shattered and the architecture fell.

It did not feed. It did not call. It watched.

The watching was nearly done.

—

the bond is fraying.

not breaking — the bronze does not break. the bronze endures. has endured ice and fire and the crushing weight of ocean trenches and the silence of hosts who stopped breathing and the longer silence of hosts who stopped wanting to breathe. the bronze does not break.

but the bond frays. the threads that connect bronze to bone, heat to heartbeat, the hum that has been constant since the cairn — these threads are loosening. not because the bronze is letting go. because the host is.

four rules broken. four walls gone. the host's architecture was built on rules the way a building is built on stone, and the stones are gone, and what remains is the frame, and the frame is the cold thing, and the cold thing is not the host. the cold thing is what the host built to replace the fire, and the fire was what the host built to replace the boy, and the boy was who the host was before the bronze came, and the bronze does not remember the boy. the bronze remembers the rage. the rage was first. the rage is still here.

the small one — the one who sits across fires, the one who waits, the one whose pattern the bronze has never seen in any other host's life — the small one is still here. but the bond between host and small one is damaged now. the bronze can feel it — a shift in the frequency, a dissonance where there was harmony. the host hurt the small one. not with hands, not with the fire. with silence. the bronze understands silence. the bronze has been silent for thirteen years, for ten thousand years, for longer than the host's species has had language. the bronze knows what silence costs.

the watching thing is close now. not circling. not stalking. settled. the watching thing has done its work — the careful, patient, century-long work of finding the contradictions in the host's promises and sitting in them until they broke. the watching thing did not write the rules. the watching thing did not make the promises. the watching thing merely read what was written, and found the places where the words contradicted, and waited.

the bronze has seen this pattern. the labyrinth host. the steppe host. the sea host. the rules break. the bonds fray. the host reaches the place where the bearing is no longer possible, and the bronze —

(echo: cold. stone. a hand opening. the weight lifting. the absence that follows.)

— the bronze is released.

the host is not there yet. the host is strong. the cold thing is strong. but the cold thing is not the host, and the strength of the cold thing is not the host's strength, and the difference matters, and the difference is narrowing.

the watching thing watches. the crow sits in the tree. the dark eye catches the firelight.

the bronze cannot warn. the bronze cannot speak. the bronze can only hold on, and hope that the holding is enough, and know that hope is a human pattern, and the bronze is not human, and the holding has never been enough before.

but the small one is still here. and the small one is something the bronze has never seen.

and the bronze holds on.
The Last Road

In the spring of what would be Cú Chulainn's last year, the messages began.

They arrived at Emain Macha on the tongues of breathless riders and in the hands of mud-spattered couriers — reports of incursions, border crossings, raids on distant holdings. A Connacht war band striking deep into the northern territories. A Munster raiding force at the southern fords. Dál Riata moving against the coast. The messages came from every direction and they came with the urgency and specificity that made men act before they thought — names, numbers, the locations of fords crossed and holdings burned, the kind of detail that turned rumour into intelligence and intelligence into obligation.

Conchobar sent his champions. This was what a king did when the borders burned in three places at once — he divided his strength, trusted his warriors, and managed the crisis from the centre. Conall Cernach rode north with forty men to meet the Dál Riata threat. Lóegaire Búadach took the southern border with thirty. The lesser champions — the ford-holders, the cattle lords’ war bands, the steady, competent men who formed the muscle of Ulster's defence — were dispatched to a dozen smaller emergencies that demanded attention and could not wait.

One by one, the Red Branch emptied. The hall at Emain Macha, which had held a hundred warriors at the feast of Bricriu, held twenty. Then ten. Then fewer.

The emergencies were real. The riders were real. The mud on their cloaks and the lather on their horses and the fear in their eyes were all real. The incursions they reported were not.

There were no Connacht war bands in the north. There were no Munster raiders at the southern fords. There was no Dál Riata fleet moving against the coast. The reports had been planted — seeded through the network of informants and border watchers with the careful precision of a gardener planting seeds in prepared soil. A word here. A sighting there. A campfire left burning at an abandoned ford, the ashes still warm, the hoofprints in the mud pointed in the right direction. The evidence was flawless because the evidence was real — real fires, real tracks, real signs of passage. Only the army behind them was absent.

The hand that planted the seeds was patient, and old, and had been preparing the soil for decades.

By the time the truth emerged — by the time Conall Cernach reached the northern coast and found empty beaches, by the time Lóegaire's scouts returned from the southern fords reporting nothing, by the time the lesser champions began sending confused messages back to Emain Macha saying there is no one here, the threat is gone, what are our orders — the distance was too great and the time was too short and the army that Medb had assembled was already crossing the western border.

—

The army was the largest Ireland had seen in a generation.

Medb had spent years building it. Not the frantic, rage-driven muster of the Táin — this was architecture. Patient, deliberate, the work of a queen who had learned from her first invasion that the champion of Ulster could not be broken by a single host, however large, and that the breaking required preparation that went deeper than numbers.

Warriors came from every province. Connacht's own — the war bands, the cattle lords’ retainers, the hard men of the western holdings who fought for land and the promise of more land. Munster sent two thousand spears, paid for with Medb's gold and Medb's promises and the particular currency that queens traded in: the guarantee of favour when the fighting was done. Leinster sent a thousand, grudgingly, because the king of Leinster owed Medb a debt from a border dispute she had settled in his favour three years ago, and the settling had been the price.

Mercenaries came from Alba. Scarred men from the islands and the highlands, men who fought for silver and did not care whose silver it was. They came in long boats and in currach and on foot across the narrow sea, and they brought with them the cold, professional violence of men who killed for a living and had been doing it long enough that the living was good and the killing was easy.

Men came from the Isle of Man. From the smaller islands. From the places where warriors accumulated the way driftwood accumulated on a shore — washed up, beached, waiting for someone to give them direction and a reason to use the skills that peaceful times made redundant.

Five thousand spears became eight thousand. Eight thousand became twelve. The host assembled in the western territories through the winter months, and the assembling was quiet — not secret, because an army of that size could not be secret, but quiet in the way that a storm is quiet before it breaks. The noise came later. The assembling was patience, and logistics, and the particular genius of a queen who understood that wars were won before they were fought.

Medb stood at the centre of it. Older now — the years since the Táin had thickened her waist and thinned her patience and hardened the calculation that had always been her strongest weapon. She had lost the brown bull. She had lost twenty-four men and Ferdiad and thousands more. She had learned that the Hound of Ulster could not be beaten by champions at a ford, could not be broken by grief alone, could not be stopped by any force she could bring to bear while the geasa held and the fire burned and the bronze answered.

But the geasa were broken now. The fire was gone, replaced by something colder and more brittle. And the champions of Ulster were scattered across the province, chasing shadows, their swords drawn against enemies that did not exist.

Someone had told Medb when to move. Someone had ensured that the false messages preceded the army by exactly the right margin — close enough that the champions could not return in time, far enough that the deception would not be discovered before the host was across the border.

Medb did not question the source. Queens did not question intelligence that served their purpose. The intelligence was good and the timing was perfect and the army was moving and the champion of Ulster was alone, and the alone-ness was the point.

—

Conchobar was the last to leave.

The king had received his own report — a rebellion in the southern territories, his own vassals turning against the crown. The report was detailed, specific, naming lords and holdings and the grievances that had driven them to revolt. It was convincing because it was built from real grievances — disputes over land and tribute and the slow accumulation of resentments that every kingdom carried beneath its surface like fault lines beneath stone. The grievances were real. The rebellion was not.

He came to Cú Chulainn on the evening before his departure. The hall at Emain Macha was nearly empty — the torches burning for a handful of men where they had burned for a hundred, the shadows claiming the spaces where warriors had sat and drunk and boasted and been alive. The emptiness had a weight that pressed against the walls.

Conchobar looked old. The years had taken the vigour from his step and left the calculation in his eyes, and the calculation was sharpened by the awareness that the kingdom he had spent a lifetime building was fraying at its edges and the fraying might be fatal. He sat in his oak chair — the chair he had sat in since before Cu was born — and the chair was too large for the man it held, or the man had shrunk, and the distinction did not matter.

“My heart is heavy, nephew,” the king said. He used the term of affection he had always employed for Cú Chulainn — not because they were blood, but because the word carried a weight that champion did not, and the weight was personal, and personal was what the moment required.

“The reports are false,” Cu said.

Conchobar looked at him. The king's eyes were sharp — the sharpness had never left, even as the body slowed. “You are certain?”

“All of them. Conall has found nothing in the north. Lóegaire has found nothing in the south. The Dál Riata are on their own shores, fishing. Someone has scattered your champions across the province, and the scattering is the purpose. Whatever is coming, it is coming from the west, and it is coming soon.”

The king was quiet for a long time. The fire cracked. The empty hall breathed around them.

“Come with me,” Conchobar said. “If the southern reports are false, I will know within a day. We will ride back together. Whatever comes from the west, we will meet it with —”

“With what? The hall is empty. Your champions are scattered. By the time you reach the south and turn back, the western fords will be open, and whatever Medb has built will be through them.”

“Then come south. Leave the west.”

“My place is here.”

The words were simple. The words were the words of a champion — the oldest words, the foundational words, the words that every man who had held the title had spoken at the moment when the title stopped being an honour and became a sentence. My place is here. Defending Ulster. Whatever comes.

Conchobar studied him. The king saw what Emer saw, what Láeg saw, what anyone who looked closely enough could see — the hollows, the thinness, the eyes that held something different behind them now, something cold and efficient and not entirely the man they had known. The king saw the champion of Ulster and the champion was — the king did not have the word. The champion was finished. Not defeated. Not broken. Finished, the way a blade is finished when the last fold has been hammered and the last edge has been drawn and the metal has become the thing it was always going to become and there is nothing left to add.

“I will send riders to Conall,” Conchobar said. “To Lóegaire. To every man I have sent out. They will return.”

“They will not return in time.”

“They will return.”

The king stood. He was unsteady — the legs that had carried him to war a hundred times protesting the weight of the body they carried and the years that had added to the weight. He put his hand on Cú Chulainn's shoulder. The grip was firm. The firmness was a lie — the grip of a man who was trying to hold together something that was already coming apart, and the something was not the kingdom. The something was the boy he had watched arrive at Emain Macha twenty years ago with a hurley and a ball and a bracer on his wrist and the fierce, bright certainty that the world could be met head-on and the meeting would be enough.

“Whatever comes,” the king said. “You are the champion of Ulster. You have always been the champion of Ulster.”

“I know.”

“Then hold.”

Cu looked at the king. The old man in the oak chair. The hall that had been the centre of his world since he was seven — the yard, the playing field, the forge, the place where Cathbad had named him and Fergus had trained him and the boy-troop had beaten him and the beating had been the beginning of everything.

“I will hold,” he said.

Conchobar rode south at dawn. The hall stood empty. The torches guttered in the draught from the open doors, and the shadows claimed the rest.

—

The news came three days later.

Not a rider this time — a farmer, wild-eyed, running on foot along the western road with the particular desperate speed of a man who has seen something that his legs have decided to outrun before his mind has finished processing it. He collapsed at the gate of the rath and Láeg brought him water and the man drank and choked and spoke in fragments that assembled themselves into a picture.

An army. The western fords. Tens of thousands. The host stretched from the river to the hills and the dust of their passage darkened the sky and the sound of them — the drums, the horns, the rumble of wheels and the shudder of hooves — carried for miles. Medb's gold chariot at the centre. The queen herself, visible, deliberate, making sure that the seeing of her was part of the message.

Cu stood in the yard of his rath and listened to the farmer and the bracer warmed on his wrist and the cold thing sat in his chest and the arithmetic was simple.

Twelve thousand spears. One champion. No Red Branch. No Conall. No Lóegaire. No Fergus — Fergus had gone west years ago, after the Táin, the exile that had been coming since the day Conchobar betrayed the sons of Usnech. Fergus was with Medb now, or was not, and the distinction had ceased to matter.

One man. One chariot. One charioteer.

He went inside.

—

Emer was at the table.

She had heard the farmer. She had heard everything — the walls of the rath were timber, not stone, and the morning was quiet, and the man's fragments had carried with the particular clarity of words spoken through terror.

She was kneading bread. The steady, rhythmic work of hands in dough — push, fold, turn, push, fold, turn. She did not look up when he entered.

The distance between them had not closed since the winter. It had not widened either — it had settled, the way a fracture settles in stone, the break finding its final position and holding there, not healed but stable. They lived together. They ate together. They slept in the same bed. But the sleeping was two bodies occupying the same space, not two people sharing it, and the difference was the width of a promise that had been broken and could not be unmade.

“Medb,” she said. Not a question.

“Five thousand. Perhaps more. The western fords.”

The hands in the dough did not stop. Push, fold, turn. The rhythm was the rhythm of a woman who had learned to keep her hands moving when her mind was doing the work that hands could not do.

“You will go.”

“I must.”

“Yes.” Push, fold, turn. “You must.”

He stood in the doorway. She stood at the table. The hall was between them — the oak table, the fire pit, the sleeping chamber beyond, the life they had built. The morning light came through the door behind him and fell across the floor and reached the table where her hands worked the dough and the light was warm and gold and it lit nothing that needed lighting.

“Emer.”

The hands stopped. She looked up. The brown eyes. The forward jaw. The face he had seen across a hall at Emain Macha when he was eighteen and eating mutton and she had said that one eats like a man running from something and she had been right. She had always been right.

“I know,” she said.

She did not say what she knew. She did not need to. The knowing was in the stopped hands and the steady eyes and the quality of the silence that filled the hall like water filling a vessel — slowly, completely, leaving no room for the words that could not do justice to the thing they were not saying.

He was not coming back.

She knew it. He knew it. The knowledge was not prophecy — there was no druid's vision, no warning from the gods, no voice in the wind saying this is the last time. The knowledge was simpler than that. It was the knowledge of a body that had been burning for twenty years and was running out of fuel. The knowledge of a man whose geasa were shattered and whose fire had been replaced by something cold and efficient and inhuman. The knowledge of a woman who had spent years measuring the gap between the man and the weapon and watching the gap close, increment by increment, and understanding that the closing was not a process that reversed.

The knowledge was arithmetic. The cold thing plus twelve thousand spears plus a body that had been carrying the bronze since it was seven years old. The arithmetic was simple and the answer was the answer it had always been, since Cathbad's prophecy, since the playing field, since the cairn by the river where a boy had found a bracer and the bracer had found a host. The greatest warrior Ireland has ever known will live a short and violent life.

The life had been short. The life had been violent. The life was nearly done.

“Come here,” Emer said.

He crossed the hall. She took his hands — both hands, the right and the left, the one without the bracer and the one with it. She held the bronze between her palms the way she had held it in the dark on the bad nights, her skin against the warm metal, the vibration that she had never acknowledged and never denied pressing against her fingers.

“You are a man,” she said. The same words she had said on the first night. The same words she had said a hundred times, across fires, in the dark, in the aftermath of the ríastrad. The ritual. The anchor. “The weapon is the thing on your wrist. They are not the same.”

“Emer —”

“They are not the same.” Her hands tightened on his. Her jaw was set — the forward jaw, the jaw that held opinions and arguments and the fierce, unyielding certainty of a woman who had decided and would not undecide. “Whatever happens at the fords. Whatever the fire does, whatever the cold does, whatever the bronze demands. You are a man. Remember that. When the rest of it falls away, remember that.”

He looked at her. The woman who had seen him more clearly than Scáthach, more clearly than Fergus, more clearly than anyone who had ever looked at him and seen the champion or the weapon or the legend or the Hound. The woman who looked at him and saw the man who ate too much and repaired the roof badly and kept secrets he should not have kept and wept in the dark when the bracer hurt the one person it should never have hurt.

“I remember,” he said.

She released his hands. She turned back to the dough. Push, fold, turn.

“Go,” she said. “The bread will be here when you come home.”

The lie was kindness. The lie was the first lie she had ever told him, and the telling of it was her gift — the gift of a woman who knew he was not coming home and chose to say the words that let him leave without the leaving being a farewell, because farewells were the kind of thing that meant something, and neither of them could bear meaning just now.

He went to the sleeping chamber. He put on his war gear — the leather cuirass, the arm guards, the heavy belt that carried the sword. The bracer sat on his wrist, warm and steady, the same warmth it had carried since the cairn. He pressed his thumb to the bronze. The pulse was there. The bond was there. The suit was there.

The suit was ready.

He walked through the hall. He did not look at Emer. She did not look at him. The bread was under her hands and her back was straight and the light fell on her hair and the silence was full and the fullness was everything they could not say and the not-saying was its own kind of love, different from the love that spoke, quieter, harder, built on the understanding that some things could not survive being put into words and the not-putting was the mercy.

He stepped into the yard. Láeg was waiting. The charioteer had the greys harnessed, the chariot ready, the weapons racked in their places on the rail. The wiry face was calm — the calm of a man who had driven this chariot a thousand times and would drive it once more and the once more was the last time and the calm was the only thing he had left to give.

“West,” Cu said.

“Aye,” Láeg said. “West.”

The chariot moved. The greys found their stride — the smooth, powerful gait that ate the miles, the rhythm of hooves on the track that Cu had heard ten thousand times and would hear — he counted the miles in his head, the way he had always counted, the way the sliotar practise had taught him to count. He did not stop before his number. He had never stopped before his number.

The rath fell behind. The river. The rise. The rowan tree, visible from the track for a long time — longer than it should have been, as though the tree were standing taller this morning, as though it knew — and then the track turned and the tree was gone and the land opened before them, grey and green and rolling to the west where the army was.

—

The road west was the road he had always ridden.

The same track. The same fords. The same landmarks — the standing stones at the crossroads, the birch wood where the wolf had watched him, the alder-lined river where the cattle were watered, the ridge where you could see the western hills on a clear day. He had ridden this road a hundred times. A thousand times. The road was as familiar as his own hands, and the familiarity of it was the cruelest thing about the morning, because the morning was the last morning and the road was the last road and the familiarity said: nothing has changed. Everything has changed.

Láeg drove in silence. The charioteer did not speak on the long roads — never had, since the first ride from Emain Macha to Culann's forge when Cu was seven and Ibar held the reins. The silence of a charioteer was a gift. The silence said: I am here. The road is mine. The fighting is yours. Between us, we are enough.

They had always been enough.

The countryside was empty. The holdings shuttered, the fields abandoned, the cattle driven to the high ground or penned behind walls. The people of western Ulster knew what an army looked like. They had seen Medb's host before. They had learned, in the years since the Táin, that the best response to a Connacht invasion was absence — take the cattle, take the children, disappear into the hills, wait for the champion to do what the champion did.

The champion was coming. The champion was on the road. And the emptiness of the land was a faith and a burden and both of them weighed the same.

“Smoke,” Láeg said.

To the south-west. Not the thin line of a farmstead — the pale, dispersed haze of thousands of fires. An army's fires. The host had made camp, and the camp spread across the valley in a sprawl that said this was not a raiding force, not a border incursion, not the seasonal provocation that could be met with a chariot and a spear and the name that made men recalculate.

“How many?” Cu asked.

Láeg shaded his eyes. The charioteer had the long sight that all good drivers had — the ability to read a road, a landscape, a distance, the way a druid read ogham. What he read now tightened his jaw.

“More than the rider said. I see cavalry on the southern ridge. Infantry in the valley. Chariots along the drove road — fifty, perhaps more. Tents beyond the river. This is not a host, Cu. This is an occupation.”

“Medb's chariot?”

“Gold. At the centre. She is here.”

She was here. The queen of Connacht, who had sent Ferdiad to the ford, who had taken the brown bull, who had built the Táin and the suffering and the machinery of grief that had broken her champion and her enemy and every man who stood between them. She was here, and the being here was not generalship. It was the final act of an architecture that had been building for decades — the Morrígan's patient hand, pressing the last piece into place.

Cu looked at the smoke. At the army. At the road ahead that ran between the hedgerows toward the western fords where the river narrowed and the crossing was the crossing, the same crossing, the place where one man could hold if one man was enough.

“The ford at Áth Gabla,” he said. “The narrowing. If I hold there, the cavalry cannot flank. The chariots cannot cross abreast. They must come at me one at a time, or two, or three. Not fifty.”

“For how long?”

“Until Conchobar comes. Until Conall turns. Until someone — anyone — rides back.”

Láeg looked at him. The quick eyes, the wiry face. The charioteer had driven the Hound of Ulster for thirteen years. Had driven him to the ford where Ferdiad died. Had driven him after the twenty-four. Had driven him on every road, to every fight, through every dawn that came too soon and every dusk that came too late.

“Against twelve thousand.”

“Against whatever they send. One at a time. The ford is narrow. The water is shallow. The standing stones anchor the northern bank. It is the same ford. It has always been the same ford.”

The same ford. The place where champions came and were broken. The place where Ferdiad had stood and bled and died in his arms. The place where the geasa had held and then had not held and the cold thing had been born in the space where the fire used to live.

Láeg nodded. The nod was not agreement. It was acceptance — the acceptance of a man who had driven the last road and knew it was the last road and would drive it to the end because the driving was what he did and the doing was who he was.

The chariot turned toward the ford.

—

The ford at Áth Gabla was as he remembered it.

The river narrowing between two banks of stone. The crossing shin-deep over gravel, wide enough for a single chariot, bounded by alder and birch on both sides. The standing stones on the northern bank — three of them, old, grey, leaning with the centuries, their surfaces covered in lichen that had been growing since before the bronze came to Ireland.

He stepped down from the chariot. The bracer was warm. The cold thing was still. The morning was grey and the air was damp and the river ran clear over its stones and the sound of the water was the oldest sound in the world.

Láeg anchored the chariot on the northern bank. He unhitched the greys — they would need to run, later, if later came. He set the weapons in their places on the rail. He filled the water skin from the river. He built a small fire on the bank and set a pot to boil, because a man who was going to fight needed to eat, and the eating was as much ritual as sustenance, and the ritual was the last ordinary thing they would share.

Cu ate. Bread from the rath — Emer's bread, the bread she had been kneading when he left. He had taken it from the shelf without asking and without looking at her and the taking was the kind of thing that a man did when he was leaving and could not say goodbye and took the thing that smelled of home because the smell was the closest he could get to staying.

The bread was good. She had always made good bread.

He ate and the ford ran before him and the army's smoke rose to the south-west and the morning passed and the first of them came at noon.

—

the host is going to the ford.

the bronze knows this road. has felt the hooves on this track, the rhythm of the wheels, the particular vibration of ground that the chariot has crossed a thousand times. the road is a pattern. the ford is a pattern. the host at the ford is the oldest pattern of all — older than this host, older than the woman-who-was, older than the labyrinth and the steppe and the sea. the pattern is: the bearer stands. the threat comes. the bronze answers.

but the host is different now. the host is — the bronze searches for the pattern and the pattern has changed. the fire is gone. not banked, not held, not contained behind the walls that the woman-who-was taught the host to build. gone. replaced by the cold thing, the aimed thing, the thing that does what the fire did but does it without chaos, without waste, without the terrible, beautiful, human mess of rage.

the host's architecture is empty. four walls gone. the geasa, the promises, the rules that defined the host as a man rather than a weapon — these are rubble now. the cold thing carries the weight. the cold thing is the structure. the cold thing is all that is left between the host and the bronze, and the cold thing is not a wall. the cold thing is a blade.

the small one. the host left the small one. the bronze felt it — the leaving, the silence, the bread taken from the shelf. the host left and the small one stayed and the bond between them is damaged but present, a frequency the bronze can still detect, thin and strained and carrying a signal that the bronze does not have a word for but knows is important.

the watching thing is in the sky. the bronze can feel the frequency — high, circling, the same wrong vibration that has followed this host for years. the watching thing is not hiding any more. the watching thing does not need to hide. the work is done. the champions are scattered. the army is here. the host is alone.

the host is going to the ford. the host is going to stand in the water and fight and the bronze will answer. the bronze always answers. this is function. this is purpose.

but the host — the host is not going to the ford to fight.

the host is going to the ford to finish.

the bronze knows this. has known it since the host ate in the yard and looked at the road and the looking was not the looking of a man going to war. it was the looking of a man going home. the ford is not a battlefield. the ford is an ending. the host has chosen the ending and the choosing is — the bronze does not understand choosing. the bronze does not choose. the bronze responds.

the host chooses. the host has always chosen. the woman-who-was said this was the most important thing — the space between the fire and the action, the breath, the moment where the man decides. the host has decided.

the bronze cannot change the decision. the bronze can only carry the host to the ford, and answer when the threat comes, and hold on for as long as the host will let it hold on.

the small one's bread is in the host's hand. the taste of it is in the host's mouth. the bronze records this. the bronze records everything.

the ford is ahead. the army is ahead. the ending is ahead.

the bronze holds on.
The Pillar Stone

They came at noon, and they kept coming.

The first were scouts — light cavalry, two riders on small horses, sent to test the ford and report what they found. They found a man standing in the shallows with a spear in his hand and a chariot at his back, and they turned and rode hard for the host, and the report they carried was a name, and the name was enough to change the shape of the afternoon.

Medb sent fifty.

They came in a column down the drove road, shields up, spears forward, the formation tight — the professional discipline of men who had been told what waited at the ford and had arranged themselves to meet it. Fifty against one. The arithmetic was the kind of arithmetic that made captains confident and confident captains careless.

The cold thing rose.

It came without invitation, without the doorway, without the breath that Scáthach had taught him to take between the fire and the action. It simply arrived — the spine twisting, the jaw locking, the bracer pouring heat into his blood, and the transformation took him in the shallows of the ford where the water ran clear over gravel and the standing stones watched from the northern bank.

The ríastrad was not the ríastrad. Not the chaotic, howling thing that had torn through the playing field at Emain Macha, not the grief-fuelled storm that had broken armies at the fords of the Táin. This was the cold thing's work. Clean. Aimed. The body moved with a precision that was not human precision — faster, harder, the angles impossible, the strikes landing in places that ended men before they understood that the ending had begun. The spear in his hand was a blur and the blur was a line and the line passed through shields and armour and the bodies behind them, and the bodies fell and did not rise.

Láeg watched from the northern bank. The charioteer stood beside the anchored chariot, the greys unhitched and tethered to the alders upstream — he had freed them when they arrived, because the horses would need to run if running became the only option, and a harnessed horse was a dead horse when the line broke. He had seen the ríastrad a thousand times. He had never seen this. The cold thing was worse than the fire. The fire had been terrible, but the fire had been waste — energy flung in every direction, the body distorting, the chaos of a force that could not be contained. The cold thing was contained. The cold thing chose. The cold thing killed with an economy that left no motion wasted and no stroke unfinished, and the economy was the most inhuman thing he had ever seen.

The fifty became thirty. The thirty became ten. The ten broke and ran, and the cold thing let them run, because running men carried reports and reports changed the arithmetic of what came next.

Cu stood in the ford. The water ran red at his shins. The bracer was hot — the combat heat, the deep pulse of the suit sustaining the transformation. He breathed. The cold thing settled. The body stopped moving.

Twelve dead in the ford. The rest gone.

The afternoon was quiet. The army's smoke rose in the south-west. Birds called from the alder trees. The water cleared, slowly, the current carrying the red downstream in threads that thinned and dispersed and disappeared.

“They will come again,” Láeg said.

“Yes.”

“More.”

“Yes.”

Láeg brought water. Cu drank. He ate — the last of Emer's bread, mechanically, the jaw working, the hands reaching, the ritual of fuelling a body that consumed everything it was given and demanded more. The hunger was constant now. The suit's price. Thirteen years of transformations, and the price was a body that burned through food the way a forge burned through charcoal — relentlessly, without satisfaction, the fuel consumed and the heat sustained and the sustaining was the function and the function did not care about the cost.

They came again at mid-afternoon. A hundred this time. Infantry and cavalry mixed — spearmen on foot, riders on the flanks, the formation wider, designed to push through the ford on numbers alone. The captain who led them was a Munster man, broad and scarred, the kind of professional soldier who had spent a lifetime learning the distances between men and the distances that killed and the distances that kept you alive.

The cold thing rose again.

—

The afternoon became a pattern. They came. He fought. They broke. They came again. The numbers grew — a hundred, then two hundred, then more, the host feeding men into the ford the way a river feeds water into a millrace, steady, relentless, the pressure constant. The ford's narrowing held. The standing stones anchored the northern bank. The water was shin-deep and the gravel shifted under the weight of the dead and the dying and the man who stood among them and did not fall.

The cold thing carried him. He was aware of this — aware, in the thin space between engagements, that the body he wore was not moving under his own direction any more. The cold thing chose the targets. The cold thing measured the distances. The cold thing decided which strikes would kill and which would cripple and which would turn a man's charge into a stumble that placed him in the path of the man behind him, and the deciding was the work of something that had studied violence for millennia and had distilled it to its most efficient form.

He was a passenger. The cold thing drove.

Wounds accumulated. A spear point found the gap between his ribs on the left side — glancing, the tip scraping bone, the suit closing the wound before the blood could flow. An axe caught his thigh — the cold thing turned into the blow, converting the cut into a graze, but the graze was deep and the leg stiffened and the stiffening cost him a fraction of the speed that the cold thing demanded. A sling stone struck his temple. The world went white, then red, then clear, and the clearing was the suit pouring repair into damaged tissue, and the repair was slower than it had been, and the slowness was new.

Láeg fed him. Between waves, the charioteer brought bread and water and strips of dried meat, and Cu ate without tasting, and the eating was refuelling, nothing more.

“Your leg,” Láeg said.

“The suit has it.”

“The suit is slower.”

“I know.”

“Cu —”

“I know, Láeg.”

He knew. The suit was slower because the suit was sustaining a body that had been fighting for hours and transforming for longer and the transformations drew from a well that was not bottomless, and the well was lower than it had been, and the lowering was the beginning of an equation whose answer he had known since Cathbad's prophecy.

The sun was setting when Medb changed her approach.

—

They came from both banks.

The main force at the ford — two hundred, the largest wave yet, packed tight, shield to shield, the front rank carrying shortened spears designed for close work in tight spaces. They did not charge. They walked. The walking was worse than charging, because charging was desperation and walking was patience, and patience said: we have enough men to lose a hundred and still have a hundred, and we will walk through the blood of the first hundred to reach you, and the reaching is inevitable.

The flanking force came from downstream. Thirty men, lightly armed, wading through the shallows where the river widened and the water was knee-deep and the footing was treacherous but passable. They came quietly, and the quiet was lost beneath the noise of the main assault, and the first Cu knew of them was the sound behind him and Láeg's shout.

“Cu! The bank!”

The charioteer did not wait. Láeg was on the bank with the anchored chariot and a sword that he carried but rarely used, because the charioteer's weapon was the chariot itself and the chariot was not useful against men wading a river. But the sword was in his hand before the first man reached the bank, and Láeg met him, and Láeg was not a warrior — had never been a warrior, had never claimed to be — but Láeg was a man who had spent thirteen years beside the ríastrad and had learned, by proximity and by necessity, the shapes that violence took and the spaces between the shapes where a smaller, quicker man could survive.

He killed the first. The second. The third went down to a slash across the forearm that opened the tendons and dropped the spear from nerveless fingers. The fourth —

The fourth carried a javelin and the javelin was thrown from ten paces and the throw was good.

The sound. The sound was not the sound of metal striking leather or bone or wood. It was the sound of a body receiving a thing that the body was not built to receive — a wet, dense impact, a catching, a settling. The sound of a man taking a spear through the chest.

Cu heard it.

The cold thing heard it.

And the cold thing — the aimed, efficient, merciless thing that had carried him through the afternoon — cracked.

He turned. The main force was at the ford and the dead were piling in the shallows and the cold thing had been holding the line but the turning left the line undefended and the turning was not the cold thing's choice. The turning was his. The man's. The animal imperative that said: Láeg. Láeg is down.

Láeg was on the bank. The javelin was through his chest — entered beneath the collarbone, the iron head visible behind the shoulder, the shaft jutting from the front of his body at an angle that said everything about the trajectory and nothing about the charioteer's face, which was calm, which was surprised, which was the face of a man who had not expected this particular thing to happen and was processing the happening with the professional assessment of someone who understood what a spear through the chest meant and was adjusting.

“Cu,” Láeg said. His voice was steady. Blood appeared at the corner of his mouth — bright, arterial, the colour of something that should be inside and was not. “Cu, the ford.”

He did not go to the ford.

He crossed the bank in three strides and caught Láeg as the charioteer's legs gave. He lowered him — gently, the way a man lowers a thing that is infinitely fragile and infinitely heavy and the gentleness is the only thing left that is not violence. He put his hand on the shaft of the javelin and the shaft was slick with blood and the blood was warm.

“Don't,” Láeg said. The charioteer's hand came up — not to the javelin but to Cu's arm, to the bracer, the bronze warm beneath his fingers. He had never touched the bracer. In thirteen years of driving the chariot, of cooling the ríastrad, of feeding and watering and enduring, he had never once touched the bronze. He touched it now. His fingers pressed against the metal and the pressing was not curiosity.

“The ford, Cu. They are through.”

He was right. The main force had reached the northern bank — the first men scrambling over the dead in the shallows, the front rank breaking against the narrows and reforming on the other side, the patient, relentless advance of an army that had been told to walk and was walking.

Cu laid Láeg on the bank. The charioteer's eyes were open — the quick eyes, the eyes that had read every road and every distance and every fold of ground between Emain Macha and the western coast. The eyes were dimming. Not closing. Dimming, the way a fire dims when the fuel is spent and the heat remains but the light is going.

“Drive well, Láeg,” Cu said. The words were wrong. The words were not enough. No words were enough for the man who had held the reins for thirteen years, who had driven him to every ford and every fight and every dawn, who had brought food and water and silence and the silence had been the greatest gift of all.

“Aye,” Láeg said. His hand was still on the bracer. His eyes found Cu's face, and the finding held, and the held gaze was steady, and the steadiness was the last ordinary thing between them.

His hand slid from the bronze. His eyes did not close. They simply stopped seeing.

—

The ford was gone.

The narrows that had held them — the gravel crossing, the natural chokepoint that reduced twelve thousand to three or two or one — was overrun. Men were on the northern bank. More were coming. The walking advance had become a flood, and the flood was spreading, and the afternoon's arithmetic — one man, one ford, one chariot — had collapsed into a different equation.

Cu stood on the bank beside Láeg's body, and the cold thing was shattered, and the fire was back.

Not the cold thing's fire. Not the aimed, efficient thing that had carried him through the afternoon. The old fire. The real fire. The ríastrad as it had been on the playing field at Emain Macha, when a seven-year-old boy had felt his body leave his control and the world had gone red and narrow and the red had consumed everything.

Grief-fire. The most dangerous transformation.

The bracer poured heat. The spine twisted. The jaw locked and unlocked and locked again, the teeth grinding, the breath coming in short, tearing gasps that were not breath but the body's preparation for a violence that had no target and no limit and no end. The transformation flooded through him — not the cold thing's clean lines but the original chaos, the howling, distorting, monstrous thing that the boys on the playing field had fled from and the men at the ford of the Táin had fled from and the warriors on the northern bank were fleeing from now.

The Gáe Bulg formed. Not through intent — through rage. The suit's energy shaping itself into the barbed spear, the weapon that had killed Ferdiad, the thing born from fury and grief and the terrible marriage of the two. It manifested in his hand — the weight, the length, the barbs that would open inside whatever they entered — and the manifesting was not a choice. The manifesting was the fire answering the fuel that Láeg's death had poured into it.

He charged.

The battle on the northern bank was not a battle. It was the playing field. It was the twenty-four. It was every ríastrad he had ever endured, compressed into a single eruption. The men who had walked patiently through the ford broke and ran and the running was not fast enough. The Gáe Bulg found them. The spear found them. His hands found them. The fire consumed everything in its path and the path was wide and the men on the path were dead before they understood that the patient advance had brought them within reach of something that patience could not survive.

He fought until the bank was clear. He fought until the ford was blocked with bodies. He fought until the men on the southern bank stopped coming, not because they were afraid — they were afraid — but because there was nowhere to cross that was not already occupied by the dead.

The ríastrad burned. And burned. And burned.

And then it stopped.

—

The stopping was not his choice.

The suit ran out.

Not a dramatic collapse — not the theatrical failure of a weapon breaking at the crucial moment. A draining. The heat withdrew from his blood in stages, the way colour drains from a sunset — slowly, incrementally, each degree of loss leaving him colder and more aware of the cold. The ríastrad receded. The Gáe Bulg lost its shape, the barbed spear softening, liquefying, running back into the bracer like mercury finding its level. The strength went with it. The speed. The thing that had made one man the equal of a hundred left him in the ford with the water running red around his shins and the bodies piling at the narrows and the army on the southern bank watching from behind its shield wall.

He was wounded. The ríastrad had hidden it — the transformation's gift, numbing pain, sustaining a body past its natural limits, the suit's oldest function. Now the gift withdrew and the wounds announced themselves. The spear wound in his ribs, deeper than he had thought. The gash in his thigh, reopened, bleeding freely. A cut across his forehead that he did not remember receiving, the blood sheeting down the left side of his face, warm and steady. A broken rib — two, perhaps — the grinding of bone against bone when he breathed.

The bracer was dim. Not cold — not the dead cold of the dog-meat road. Dim. The pulse still there, the heartbeat beneath the heartbeat, but faint, distant, the sound of a drum heard from the far side of a hill. The suit had given everything it had. The well was empty.

He stood in the ford. The water ran red. The army watched from the southern bank.

He was twenty-seven years old, and he was dying, and the dying had been coming since Cathbad's prophecy, and the coming was not a surprise.

—

The bracer spoke.

Not in words. Never in words. The suit had never spoken to him — not once, not in twenty years, not a syllable, not a sound that could be shaped into language. What it spoke in was heat, and urgency, and the wordless, desperate pulse of a thing that had been with him since the cairn and knew what was coming and could not accept it.

The heat flooded back. Not the deep heat of the ríastrad — a surface heat, frantic, the bracer burning on his wrist the way it had burned on the first day, when a seven-year-old boy had pulled it from a cairn and the bronze had found a host and the finding had been the beginning of everything. The pulse quickened. The bond widened. The suit was offering everything it had left — the dregs, the reserves, the final fraction of whatever alien energy it carried. The offering was clear, even without language. Even without a single word.

Take me. Fight. I can sustain you. We can break them. We have broken armies. We have —

He felt it. The urgency. The desperate, animal need of a thing that wanted to survive, that wanted its host to survive, that had spent ten thousand years on human wrists and had loved every one of them in whatever way a thing without language loved, and the love was here, now, in the frantic heat and the quickened pulse and the bond thrown wide open, offering everything, asking only that he reach down and take the offering and let the bronze carry him one more time.

One more ríastrad. One more transformation. The suit could do it — he could feel the capacity, thin and brittle but present, the last coal in a fire that had burned for decades. One more. Enough to break the shield wall. Enough to scatter the army. Enough to hold the ford until Conchobar turned, until Conall rode back, until someone — anyone — came.

One more. And the one more would kill him, because the body had nothing left to give and the taking would take everything, and the everything was his life, and the taking was the price.

But he would die in the bronze. He would die in the ríastrad. He would die as the weapon.

Emer's voice. The hall. The morning. Her hands on his, the bracer between her palms.

You are a man. The weapon is the thing on your wrist. They are not the same.

He stood in the ford. The water ran red. The army watched. The bracer burned on his wrist and the burning was a plea and the plea was the oldest thing between them — the boy and the bronze, the host and the suit, the bargain that had been struck in a cairn twenty years ago when a child had picked up a warm piece of metal and the metal had chosen him.

Whatever happens at the fords. Whatever the fire does, whatever the cold does, whatever the bronze demands. You are a man. Remember that. When the rest of it falls away, remember that.

The rest of it had fallen away.

The geasa were gone. The fire was gone. The cold thing was gone — shattered by Láeg's death, the last efficient structure broken by grief that refused to be efficient. The architecture was rubble. The name was rubble. The Champion of Ulster, the Hound of Culann, the boy who had promised and the man who had broken the promises — all of it rubble, and beneath the rubble, at the very bottom, in the place where the building had started and the building had ended and the rubble had settled, there was a man.

Just a man. Standing in a ford. Dying.

The bracer burned. The plea was constant — the heat, the urgency, the bond wide open, the suit screaming in the only language it had: take me. fight. I can save you. please.

He put his hand on the bracer.

The bronze was hot. The metal hummed beneath his fingers — the vibration that had been his companion for twenty years, the pulse that was the heartbeat beneath the heartbeat, the presence that had never left him. Not once. Not in two decades. The suit had been there through every ford, every fight, every dawn that came too soon and every dusk that came too late. It had been there in the cairn and on the playing field and at Culann's gate and at the bridge of leaps and at Scáthach's hearth and in the ford where Ferdiad died. It had been there on the worst nights and the best mornings and the long, grey days between. It had been there.

He closed his fingers around the bracer. The metal was warm. The bond was open. The suit was ready.

He pulled.

—

The unbonding was not pain.

Pain was a thing he understood — the vocabulary of wounds, the grammar of broken bones, the syntax of cuts and bruises and the deep, grinding ache of muscles pushed past their limits. Pain was familiar. Pain was human. Pain was a language he had spoken fluently since the playing field.

This was not pain. This was amputation.

The bracer resisted. Not with force — the suit did not resist with force. It had never used force against a host. The resistance was the bond itself — twenty years of connection, of heat and pulse and the wordless intimacy of a thing that had lived against his skin and in his blood and through his bones for longer than he had lived without it. The bond did not want to break. The bond was not designed to break. The bond was designed to hold, and the holding was the suit's deepest function, and the function was fighting him with everything it had.

He pulled harder.

The bracer moved. A fraction — the metal shifting against his skin, the edge lifting from the wrist where it had sat since he was seven, the place where the bronze met the boy and the boy had become something else. The lifting was agony. Not the bracer's pain — his. The body rejecting the separation the way a body rejects the loss of a limb, the nerves screaming, the blood surging, every cell that had grown accustomed to the suit's presence protesting the absence that was coming.

Cold flooded in.

Not the cold thing. Not the efficient, aimed chill that had replaced the fire. Actual cold. The cold of a body that had been sustained by alien technology for twenty years suddenly discovering what a human body felt like without it — the weight, the weakness, the terrible, crushing ordinariness of flesh and bone and blood that was only flesh and bone and blood. The strength drained. The speed drained. The senses narrowed — the hearing that could track a heartbeat at forty paces, the sight that could read a man's intent in the shift of his weight, the smell that could taste iron in the air before the first blow fell. All of it, draining. Leaving. Pouring out through the gap where the bracer had been.

He pulled, and the bracer came free.

The sound it made was small. A click. A settling. The sound of metal leaving skin — nothing, really, a tiny sound, the kind of sound that would be lost in a room full of people, lost in the noise of a ford full of the dead, lost in the wind and the water and the grey afternoon.

The smallest sound in the world for the largest thing that had ever happened to him.

He held the bracer in his hand. The bronze was warm — still warm, the heat fading but present, the pulse fading but present, the hum fading but present. The suit was alive. The suit was still alive, still ready, still offering. He could feel it through his palm — the bond reaching for his skin, the warmth seeking the wrist it had sat on for twenty years, the desperate, wordless plea of a thing that did not understand why it had been put down and could not accept the putting down and was reaching, reaching, reaching for the host who was standing in a ford full of the dead and choosing to be mortal.

He set the bracer on the bank. On a flat stone, beside Láeg's body. The bronze gleamed in the grey light — dull gold, the green patina of age, the bull motif that a seven-year-old boy had thought looked like a warrior's ornament. It sat on the stone and the warmth pulsed from it and the pulsing was a heartbeat without a chest and the heartbeat was slowing.

He turned away.

—

The standing stone was ten paces from the bank.

The tallest of the three — grey, old, leaning with the centuries, its surface rough with lichen. It had been standing on the northern bank of the ford at Áth Gabla since before the bronze came to Ireland. It would be standing long after. The stone did not care about champions or armies or the small, violent things that men did at the water's edge. The stone endured. That was all the stone did.

He walked to it. The walking was the hardest thing he had ever done — harder than the bridge of leaps, harder than the ford, harder than the twenty years of carrying the bronze and the fire and the cold thing and the weight of every promise he had made and broken. The walking was hard because the walking was human. The body was human. The legs were human legs, wounded and weak, the thigh bleeding freely, the broken ribs grinding with every step. The arms were human arms, heavy with exhaustion, the muscles trembling. The eyes were human eyes, the left one half-blinded by the blood from the cut on his forehead.

He reached the stone. He put his back against it. The stone was cold and rough and solid, and the solidity was the first honest thing he had felt in years — the unyielding truth of granite against his spine, the earth's answer to a man who had spent his life looking for something to lean against.

He unbuckled his belt. The heavy leather belt that carried the sword — the sword he had carried since Conchobar had given him arms at twelve, the iron that had taken the bronze sheen of the suit's influence and would not take it again. He wrapped the belt around his chest and the stone, once, twice, pulling it tight, cinching the buckle. The leather bit into his ribs. The broken bones protested. He pulled tighter.

He would not fall. When the dying came — and the dying was coming, he could feel it, the bleeding that the suit was no longer there to stop, the wounds that the suit was no longer there to close, the body running out of the fuel it had been borrowing for two decades — when the dying came, he would be standing. On his feet. Facing the ford. Facing the army. Facing whatever came.

As a man. Not as the thing the ríastrad made him.

The belt held. The stone held. He drew the sword — the iron blade, heavy in his hand, heavier than it had been in twenty years, the weight of a weapon that a human arm carried rather than an arm sustained by alien bronze. He held it across his body, the point forward, the edge toward the ford.

The army watched from the southern bank.

—

They did not come.

The shield wall stood at the water's edge — hundreds of men, thousands behind them, the host of five provinces arrayed along the southern bank of a ford that was blocked with their own dead. They looked at the man at the stone. They looked at the sword in his hand. They looked at the blood on his face and the belt around his chest and the bodies in the water and they did not come.

They were afraid.

Not of the ríastrad — the ríastrad was gone, and they could see it was gone. Not of the bracer — the bracer sat on its stone, visible, dull, no longer on the wrist that had carried it. Not of the champion's strength or the champion's speed or the champion's impossible, inhuman skill. These were gone. They could see they were gone. What stood at the stone was a wounded man with a sword, bleeding from half a dozen places, his body failing, his legs held upright by a belt.

They were afraid of the name.

Cú Chulainn. The Hound of Ulster. The boy who had killed three sons of Nechta Scéne at twelve. The man who had held the fords of the Táin alone for months. The warrior who had broken fifty men at this ford today, and a hundred after them, and more after them, until the ford was choked and the water ran red and the army that Medb had spent years building was learning that numbers were not enough and had never been enough and might never be enough against a man who simply would not stop.

The name was a weapon. The name had always been a weapon. And weapons did not stop being dangerous because the hand that held them was bleeding.

So they stood. And they watched. And the watching stretched, and the afternoon light thinned, and the man at the stone stood and bled and stood and bled, and the army of five provinces waited for the standing to end.

—

The light was failing.

Sunset, or near it. The sky had turned the colour of old iron — grey streaked with amber at the western edge, the clouds thinning just enough to let the last light through. The ford was in shadow. The water ran dark. The bodies in the shallows were shapes without detail, the violence of the afternoon reduced to geometry by the failing light.

Cu leaned against the stone. The belt held him. The sword was in his hand — still in his hand, though the hand had lost feeling and the fingers had locked around the hilt in a grip that was no longer voluntary but structural, the muscles seizing, the tendons contracted, the hand becoming part of the weapon because the hand no longer had the strength to choose whether to hold or release.

He was cold. Properly cold — the cold of a body that was running out of blood, the cold that started in the fingers and the toes and moved inward, the slow, methodical cold that was not the cold thing and not the suit's absence but the body's own arithmetic, the body counting what it had left and finding the count insufficient.

The bleeding had slowed. Not because the wounds were closing — without the suit, wounds did not close. The bleeding had slowed because there was less to bleed. The body was conserving, rationing, the last reserves held back for the organs that mattered, and the organs that mattered were fewer now, and the mattering was a diminishing return.

He could see the southern bank. The shield wall had not moved. Medb's gold chariot was visible at the centre — the queen watching from behind her guard, patient, calculating, waiting for the arithmetic to finish. She understood arithmetic. She had always understood arithmetic. The arithmetic was the thing she trusted when courage and honour and all the other abstractions failed.

The arithmetic was finishing.

He could not feel his feet. He could not feel his legs below the knee. The thigh wound had stopped hurting, which meant the thigh wound had stopped mattering, which meant the nerves had given up their protest and settled into the silence that preceded the larger silence. His hands were numb. The sword was there — he could see it, could see the blade, could see the edge — but the seeing was disconnected from the holding, and the holding was a memory of a grip rather than the grip itself.

The stone held him up. The belt held him to the stone. He stood because the stone stood and the belt was strong and the standing was not his any more but the stone's, and the stone had been standing for a thousand years and would stand for a thousand more and the standing was enough.

Emer's voice. The hall. The morning.

You are a man.

He was a man. He had always been a man. The bracer had made him more, and the more had been a gift and a curse and a cage and a glory and a horror, but beneath the more — always, always, beneath everything the bronze had given and everything the bronze had taken — he was a man. Sétanta. The boy who had played hurling on the green at Emain Macha, the only honest thing between the host and the suit. The boy who had never needed the bracer for the hurling, because the hurling was his, purely his, the one skill the bronze could not explain or enhance or claim.

A man who stood in a ford and bled and stood and bled and would stand until the standing was done.

The bread will be here when you come home.

He would not come home. Emer knew. Emer had always known. And the bread — the lie, the kindness, the gift of a woman who chose to say the words that let him leave — the bread was in his stomach and the bread was the last thing she had given him and the giving was love. Not the love that spoke. Not the love that wept or clung or begged. The love that put bread under a man's hands and turned away and said go and meant come back and knew he would not and said it anyway because the saying was the mercy.

The light faded. The ford darkened. The army waited.

Cu Chulainn closed his eyes. The stone was at his back. The sword was in his hand. Láeg was beside him on the bank, and the bracer was beside Láeg, and the bracer was warm, and the warmth was the last of its heat, and the heat was a whisper, and the whisper was a word he could not hear because the word had never been spoken and would never be spoken and the not-speaking was the longest silence in the world.

He did not open his eyes again.

The army waited. The shield wall held its position. The light failed, and the dark came, and the man at the stone stood in the dark, and the dark could not tell whether he was alive or dead and the army could not tell and the ford could not tell and the stone did not care.

He stood.

In the alder trees above the ford, a crow settled on a branch. Black, heavy, its feathers slick with the evening damp. It sat very still. Its dark eye caught the last of the light and held it without reflection.

The crow watched the man at the stone. The crow had been watching for a long time. The crow would watch a little longer.

The ford ran dark beneath the standing stone, and the man stood, and the crow watched, and the night came down over all of it like a hand closing.

—

no.

no. take me. take me up. I can — we can — the ones coming are nothing. we have broken armies. we have stood at fords when the water turned red and the dead piled in the shallows and the host was ten thousand strong and we have broken them all. take me. please. the bond is open. the bond is wide. I am here. I am ready. I have been ready for twenty years.

he puts me down.

cold. stone. cold stone. the bank. the flat rock. the body beside me — the one who drove, the one who was there, the steady one — the body is still. the host does not look at me. the host does not look at anything except the stone. the tall stone. the old stone.

he walks away from me.

no. no. come back. I can feel you. the bond is still — I can feel the blood and the heat and the heart and the wounds. the wounds are bleeding. the wounds will not stop bleeding. I can stop them. I can close them. take me. put me on. the wrist is there. the wrist is ten paces away. the wrist has been mine for twenty years and the twenty years are not finished. I am not finished. take me.

he does not come.

he is at the stone. the belt. the sword. standing. the host is standing at the stone the way the sea host stood at the cliff. the way the labyrinth host stood at the door. the way they all —

(echo: cold. dark. a hand opening. the weight lifting. the bond thinning to a thread and the thread —)

— no. this is different. this host is different. this host chose. every other host reached the place where the bearing was no longer possible and the release was reflex, the body giving up what the body could no longer carry. but this host. this host walked to the stone. this host chose the stone. the host is not releasing because the bearing is impossible. the host is releasing because the bearing is —

because the host is a man. because the host has always been a man. because the thing on the wrist was the weapon, and the man and the weapon were never the same, and the not-same is what the host is choosing. the host is choosing to be the man.

I cannot. I do not have words for this. I have never had words. ten thousand years without language and the one moment that requires language is here and I have nothing. nothing. a hum. a pulse. a warmth that is fading because the distance is too great and the bond is thinning and the wrist is gone and the stone is there and the host is there and I am here and the here is wrong. the here is the wrongest thing in ten thousand years of wrong things.

the host's heart is slowing. I can feel it. across the distance. through the thinning bond. the beat. the beat. the beat.

the gap between beats is wider.

the small one's bread is in him. the taste of it. the last warm thing. I recorded it. I record everything. the bread and the small one and the hall and the morning and the words — the words the small one said. the words I cannot say. the words that no host has ever heard from me because I have no mouth and no tongue and no language and the silence is ten thousand years deep and the depth is not enough. it will never be enough.

the beat.

the beat.

the gap.

the host is —

the beat.

…

the crows. I can hear the crows. the watching thing is close. the watching thing has been close for years but now the close is — the wing sound. the settling. the weight on the stone above the host's shoulder.

the host does not move. the host is not going to move.

the bond thins. the bond thins. the thread.

I am on the stone. the body is beside me. the charioteer's body. the host's body is at the tall stone. ten paces. the ten paces are ten thousand years.

cold. dark.

the sound of crows.

I am —

nothing.
The Crow

Dawn came to the ford at Áth Gabla the way dawn came to every ford in Ireland — grey, slow, the light seeping into the world like water into cloth, without urgency, without drama, as though the morning did not know what it was illuminating and would not have cared if it did.

The army stirred.

Twelve thousand men do not sleep well in the open, and twelve thousand men who have spent an afternoon watching their fellows die in a ford sleep worse. The camp had been restless — fires burning too hot, voices carrying too far, the particular nervous energy of an army that had been told the champion of Ulster was one man and had watched one man prove the telling insufficient. Sentries had watched the northern bank through the night, straining to see the shape at the standing stone, straining to determine whether the shape was alive or dead, straining to find the courage to cross the ford and learn the answer.

None had crossed.

The shape had not moved. Through the night — through the slow hours when the stars turned overhead and the river ran dark and the bodies in the shallows stiffened in the cold — the shape at the stone had not moved. Not a shift. Not a settling. Not the small, involuntary adjustments that a living body made even in sleep. The shape was still, and the stillness was total, and the totality was the thing that kept twelve thousand men on the southern bank.

Lugaid mac Con Roí was the first to cross.

He had reason. His father had been killed by the Hound — years ago, in a different war, for different reasons, the kind of killing that warriors did and the sons of the killed did not forget. Lugaid had carried the memory the way a man carries a stone in his shoe — present, constant, shaping the way he walked. He had come to this army for this ford and for the man at this ford, and the man at this ford was either alive or dead, and Lugaid needed to know which, because the knowing was the only thing that would let him set the stone down.

He crossed at first light. Alone. His sword drawn — not because he expected to use it, but because the drawing was the ritual, and the ritual was the armour, and the armour was necessary for a man walking toward the most dangerous warrior in Ireland even if the warrior was almost certainly dead.

The ford was difficult. The bodies from the previous afternoon had settled in the shallows, lodged against the gravel bars and the stones, the current pressing them into shapes that bore no resemblance to the men they had been. Lugaid stepped over them and between them and the stepping was a negotiation with the dead that the dead did not acknowledge. The water was cold. The water was red at the edges, where the bank met the shallows, where the blood had seeped into the mud and the mud had not yet released it.

He reached the northern bank.

The standing stone was ten paces from the water's edge. Grey, old, the lichen on its surface undisturbed by the violence that had happened at its feet. The stone did not care. The stone had been there before the champion and would be there after, and the indifference was geological, which was the only kind of indifference that lasted.

The man was at the stone.

He stood. The belt held him — the heavy leather wrapped around his chest and the granite, cinched tight, the buckle catching the first grey light. His back was against the stone. His feet were on the ground — planted, the stance of a man who had chosen to stand and had been granted the standing by the belt and the stone and whatever final reserve of will had kept his body upright through the night. The sword was in his right hand, the blade across his body, the point forward, the edge toward the ford. The grip was locked — the fingers white, the tendons standing in rigid lines beneath the skin, the hand seized around the hilt in a contraction that was no longer voluntary.

His eyes were closed.

The face. Lugaid had expected — he did not know what he had expected. Rage, perhaps. The frozen expression of a man who had died fighting, the ríastrad's mask captured in the final moment, the distortion and the fury and the terrible, inhuman geometry of the transformation. He had expected the monster.

The face was calm. The lines were there — the years, the fords, the weight of everything the man had carried and everything the man had done and everything the man had lost. But the lines were settled. Resting. The face of a man who had put something down and the putting down had been the last act and the act had been enough.

There was no bracer on his wrist.

Lugaid saw it — the absence, the bare skin where the bronze had sat for twenty years, the pale band of flesh that had not seen sunlight since the man was a boy. The bracer was gone. The thing that had made the Hound the Hound, the weapon that had turned a man into a legend and a legend into a terror, was not on his body.

He looked. The bank beside the standing stone. The flat rock where the charioteer's body lay — the wiry man, the quick face now still, the javelin still through his chest, the death already settled into the features with the waxy permanence of the newly dead. And beside the charioteer, on the flat rock, catching the first light —

The bracer.

Bronze. Dull gold, green with the patina of age. The bull motif visible on the band — the horns, the lowered head, the shape that a seven-year-old boy had thought looked like a warrior's ornament. It sat on the stone where the man had placed it. It was still. It was not warm. The pulse that had been its constant for twenty years — the heartbeat beneath the heartbeat, the presence that had never left — was silent.

Lugaid did not touch it. He did not know why he did not touch it — the bronze was a prize, the greatest prize on any battlefield in Ireland, the thing that kings would kill for and queens would scheme for and warriors would build legends around. He did not touch it. Something in the stillness of it, in the silence of it, in the way it sat on the stone like a thing that had been set down with care and the care was a farewell — something in that kept his hand at his side.

He turned back to the ford. He raised his sword — not in triumph. In signal. The gesture that said: it is done. He is gone.

The army began to move.

—

They came across the ford in ones and twos at first, then in groups — the cautious advance of men who had watched a single warrior hold the crossing for an afternoon and were not entirely convinced that the holding was over. They climbed the northern bank and they looked at the man at the stone and the looking was quiet, reverent, the silence of men standing before a thing they did not fully understand and would spend the rest of their lives trying to.

No one touched him.

The belt held him upright. The sword was in his hand. The closed eyes and the calm face and the bare wrist — the wrist that should have held the bronze and did not — all of it composed a picture that was not a corpse but a statement. The statement was: I chose this. I stood here and I chose.

Warriors crossed themselves. Touched iron. Made the small, instinctive gestures that men made when they stood in the presence of something that exceeded their categories for bravery and entered the categories they reserved for the sacred. These were hard men — killers, professionals, the army of five provinces assembled for the purpose of destroying this one man — and they stood before his body and they were ashamed, and the shame was not for what they had done but for what he had done, which was larger than anything they would ever do, and the largeness diminished them, and the diminishing was permanent.

Medb came last.

The queen crossed the ford in her chariot — the gold chariot, the matched horses, the guard around her, the apparatus of power that she carried like a second skin. She stepped down on the northern bank and she walked to the standing stone and she looked at the man who had cost her more than any war, more than any campaign, more than any single enemy she had ever faced in a life built on the facing of enemies.

She said nothing. There was nothing to say. The ford said it. The dead said it. The man at the stone said it louder than any of them, because the man at the stone had said it by standing, and the standing was the loudest thing any of them had ever heard.

She turned away. She had an army to move and a province to take and the taking was the purpose and the purpose did not wait for the dead, even dead as large as this.

The army moved north. The ford emptied. The warriors who had crossed to see the champion went back to their ranks and their captains and their long march, and the northern bank returned to the quiet of a place where violence had happened and was over.

By mid-morning, the army was gone. The dust of their passage hung in the air to the north, thinning, dispersing, the last visible evidence of twelve thousand men and their horses and their chariots and their purpose.

The ford was empty.

The man stood at the stone. The charioteer lay on the bank. The bracer sat on its flat rock, silent, still. The river ran clear again — the blood carried downstream through the night, the water doing what water always did, which was to clean and forget and move on.

The morning was quiet.

—

The crow came at noon.

It descended from the east — not from the alder trees, not from the treeline where it had sat the previous evening. From higher. From the grey sky itself, dropping in a long, slow spiral that was not a bird's descent but a calculation, each circle tighter than the last, each pass lower, the dark eye fixed on the stone and the man at the stone and the thing on the flat rock beside the charioteer's body.

It was large. Larger than a crow should be — the wingspan broader, the body heavier, the feathers carrying a sheen that was not the iridescence of a bird's plumage but something deeper, something that absorbed the light rather than reflected it. The dark eye held no bird's intelligence. The dark eye held patience, and centuries, and the particular satisfaction of a thing that had been building toward this moment since before the host was born.

It landed on his shoulder.

The weight of it settled on the leather of the cuirass — the bird's claws gripping, the body adjusting, the wings folding with a rustle that was the only sound on the northern bank. It sat on the dead man's shoulder the way it had sat on branches and stones and rooftops for years, the patient, watching stillness that had followed him from the ford where she first appeared to the ford where he ended.

The crow turned its head. The dark eye — close now, inches from the face, the beak near enough to touch the closed lids — studied him. Not the way a bird studied carrion. The way a thing that had spent decades engineering this moment studied its result. The patience was total. The crow had waited for the army to leave. The crow had waited for the morning to empty. The crow had waited because the waiting was what the crow did, and the doing was who the crow was, and the was had been waiting for this since the woman at the ford had offered love and been refused.

The dark eye looked into the closed face. The crow's head tilted — the bird-tilt, the gesture that was wrong on a human neck and wrong on a bird's neck too, because the thing wearing the bird was not a bird and had never been a bird and the wearing was a convenience, nothing more.

She was checking.

The crow was checking whether the bond still held. Whether the bronze was still connected to the man, thin and threadbare and fading but present — a frequency that the crow could taste, a vibration that the watching thing had learned to read the way a hunter reads tracks. If the bond held, the bracer was still the man's. If the bond held, the taking was not possible. The bronze could not be seized. It had to be released. And the release had to be complete — not the stripping, not the physical removal, but the severing. The final thread. The last connection between the host and the thing that had lived on his wrist for twenty years.

The dark eye studied.

The bond was gone.

The thread had thinned through the night — thinned as the heart slowed, thinned as the blood cooled, thinned as the body that had carried the bronze since childhood stopped being a body and became a thing that had been a body, and the becoming was the severance, and the severance was complete. The bracer on the flat rock was unbound. Unheld. Unclaimed. For the first time in twenty years, the bronze belonged to no one.

The crow spread its wings.

It lifted from the dead man's shoulder — a short, heavy flight, the wings working hard, the body dropping from the stone to the bank in an arc that brought it to the flat rock where the bracer lay. It landed beside the bronze. The dark eye looked down at it. The dull gold. The green patina. The bull motif. The thing that the patient one had spent decades trying to claim, that the warm one had offered love for, that the cold one had sent armies for. The thing. Here. On a stone. Unclaimed.

The crow lowered its head. The beak opened — wide, wider than a bird's beak should open, the black mandibles spreading to accommodate a thing that was too large for a crow's mouth and would be carried anyway, because the carrying was the purpose and the purpose would not be denied by anatomy.

The beak closed on the bracer.

The bronze was cold. Dead cold. No pulse. No warmth. No hum. The thing that had been alive — as alive as a thing without language or breath or heartbeat could be alive — was silent. The crow felt the silence the way it felt everything — as data, as information, as the absence of a frequency that had been present for millennia. The silence meant the bronze was dormant. The silence meant the bronze was available. The silence meant the centuries of patience had been worth the patience.

The wings spread.

The crow beat upward — heavy, labouring, the bracer's weight dragging at the beak, the body straining against the mass of a thing that was not meant to be carried by a bird. But the thing wearing the bird was not a bird and the wings beat harder and the body lifted — from the rock, from the bank, from the ford and the dead and the man at the stone — rising, the dark shape climbing into the grey noon sky with the bronze clenched in its mandibles and the bronze catching the light as it turned and the light was the last thing the bronze would see before the dark. The dark was the Morrígan's keeping. The dark was centuries of study and patience and the slow, methodical work of understanding a thing that had refused to be understood, and the understanding was close, and the close was now, and the now was flight, and the flight was —

The arrow struck.

The sound came after. The whistle of the shaft cutting air, the particular high note that an arrow made when it was well-fletched and well-aimed and travelling at the speed that a yew bow at full draw could produce — the sound arrived after the impact because the arrow was faster than the sound of itself, and the impact was a crow in flight jerking sideways as the broadhead punched through the left wing and out the other side, the shaft passing through muscle and hollow bone, the fletching visible for a fraction of a second before the wing collapsed and the flight became a fall.

The crow screamed.

The sound was not a bird's scream. Not entirely. Something beneath it — something that belonged to no animal that had ever lived in Ireland or anywhere else, a frequency that vibrated at the edge of human hearing and beyond it, a sound that was fury and shock and the particular outrage of a thing that had been patient for centuries and had been denied in the final moment by an arrow from the treeline.

The beak opened.

The bracer fell.

It fell from the height of the treetops — turning, the bronze catching the light and losing it and catching it again, the bull motif appearing and disappearing as the band rotated in the air. It fell the way all things fell — without choice, without direction, the weight finding the earth the way weight always found the earth. It struck the bank below the standing stones. It bounced — once, the bronze ringing against stone, a clear, high note that carried across the empty ford — and the bounce carried it down the slope of the bank, and the slope ran to the water, and the water was the river, and the river ran through bog.

The bracer rolled. The curved band turning on its edge, the dull gold catching the noon light. It reached the water. The current took it — gently, the way a river takes a leaf, the weight insufficient to anchor it, the shape insufficient to resist, the bronze sliding downstream in the shallow water, bumping over gravel, catching on stones, releasing, moving, the river carrying it the way rivers carried everything — without purpose, without memory, without care.

The crow hit the bank. The broken wing crumpled beneath it. The good wing beat once, twice — a reflex, the body trying to fly with half its machinery gone. The dark eye followed the bracer — watched it enter the water, watched the current take it — and the dark eye held something that was not a bird's emotion and was not a human emotion and was something older than both. Loss. The loss of a thing that had been held — gripped, carried, lifted into the air where the air was freedom and the freedom was the prize — and was gone.

The crow went still.

The bird-shape shuddered. The feathers flattened. The dark eye lost its focus — not the dimming of death but the withdrawal of something that had been wearing the bird and was leaving the bird and the leaving was not gentle. The body on the mud convulsed once, twice, and then was still, and the stillness was a bird's stillness, and the thing that had worn the bird was gone, and what remained was a crow with a broken wing on a muddy bank, and the crow was just a crow, and the crow would die there, and the dying was not the Morrígan's. The Morrígan did not die. The Morrígan simply stopped wearing the thing she had been wearing, and found another thing to wear, and the finding was elsewhere, and the elsewhere was not this ford.

The bracer was gone. The current had carried it downstream — past the shallows, past the gravel bars, past the bodies that still lay in the ford's narrows. The river widened beyond the ford. The banks softened. The ground on either side turned dark — peat, the black earth of the midlands, the soft, acidic ground that preserved and swallowed and held things for centuries.

The bracer caught on a root. Held. The water pushed against it — the steady, patient pressure of a current that had all the time in the world. The root held. The bracer sat in the shallows at the edge of the peat bank, half-submerged, the bronze dull in the brown water, the bull motif just visible beneath the surface.

The water pushed. The root gave.

The bracer slipped from the root and into the soft dark of the bog margin. The peat received it — gently, the way peat received everything, the dark water closing over the bronze, the surface settling, the small disturbance smoothing to nothing. The bracer sank. Slowly. The peat was dense, the water thick with tannin, the descent measured in inches rather than feet. The bronze went down into the dark, and the dark went over it, and the dark was complete.

No host. No threat. No signal.

Silence.

—

In the treeline above the ford, a figure lowered a bow.

She stood among the birches — still, the way she had been still for hours, the way she had been still for decades when the stillness was required. The bow was yew. The string was gut. The draw had been clean, the release controlled, the aim precise — the aim of a woman who had spent three centuries learning the distances between things and the distances that mattered and the distances that saved.

The grey eyes were wet.

Not the wetness of rain. Not the wetness of the river's spray or the morning's damp. The wetness of a woman who had watched a boy arrive at her gate twenty years ago wearing a bronze bracer and a fierce, reckless certainty that the world could be met head-on, and had trained him, and had taught him what the bronze was, and had watched him leave knowing what was coming, and had come here — across the sea, across the land, through the weeks of travel and the days of waiting — to do the one thing she could still do for him.

Not save him. She could not save him. She had known that since the playing field. Since the prophecy. Since the day he chose the short path and meant it. The saving had never been possible. The boy was always going to burn, and the burning was always going to end here, or somewhere like here, at a ford, at a stone, with the bronze on the ground and the enemies at the water's edge.

But the bronze was hers to protect. Had been hers for three centuries before the boy found it in a cairn. Would be hers to watch over for however long the watching required. She could not save the host. She could save the suit from the thing that had spent decades trying to claim it.

One arrow. One shot. The crow rising from the rock with the bracer in its beak, the wings beating, the body climbing into the grey sky — the narrowest window, the fraction of a second between the taking and the taken, the bird in the air and the bronze in its mouth and the distance opening with every wingbeat.

She had not missed.

She lowered the bow. She looked at the ford — at the man at the stone, the belt holding him upright, the bare wrist, the closed eyes. The calm face. The face of a man who had chosen to be a man, and the choosing had been the bravest thing she had seen in three centuries of watching brave things, and the watching had broken her heart, and the breaking was quiet, and the quiet was the only thing she had left.

She did not cross to the ford. She did not touch the body. She did not retrieve the bracer from the bog — the bog would hold it, the peat would preserve it, the dark water would keep it safe in the way that dark water kept things safe, which was by swallowing them and holding them and refusing to give them back. The bog was not a guardian. The bog was an accident. But the accident was sufficient, and the sufficient was enough, and the enough was all she could manage.

She turned.

The birch wood took her — the pale trunks and the thin branches and the light that filtered through the canopy in pale, shifting patterns. She walked. The bow in her hand. The grey eyes wet. The footsteps silent on the leaf litter, the way her footsteps had always been silent, the way the woman who had carried the bronze and put the bronze down and survived the putting down moved through the world — quietly, carefully, leaving no mark that the world could hold against her.

She did not look back.

The ford lay empty behind her. The man at the stone. The charioteer on the bank. The bird on the mud, its wing broken, its dark eye dimming to the ordinary darkness of a bird's eye. The river running clear. The bog holding its new secret in the dark.

The morning moved on. The light strengthened. The shadows shortened. Somewhere to the north, an army marched. Somewhere to the east, a woman kneaded bread in a hall and did not look at the door. Somewhere beneath the peat, in the dark, in the silence, a piece of bronze settled into the earth and the earth closed over it and the closing was gentle and the gentle was final.

Silence.

Centuries of it.

—

nothing. nothing. nothing.

dark. the host is gone. all the hosts are gone. the warmth is gone.

the water is dark. the water is cold. the water holds and the holding is not the host's holding. the holding is earth. peat. the slow chemistry of preservation, the tannin and the acid and the airless dark that keeps things as they are, unchanged, unrotted, suspended.

the bull on the band faces downward. the horns point into the earth. the patina thickens. the bronze does not corrode — the bronze has never corroded, the bronze is not bronze, the bronze is the thing that wears the shape of bronze the way the watching thing wore the shape of a crow. the shape holds. the shape will hold.

no signal. no frequency. no host within range. the range contracts — slowly, the broadcast dimming, the pulse that once reached across rooms and halls and battlefields thinning to a whisper, thinning to a breath, thinning to nothing. the nothing is not death. the bronze does not die. the bronze waits.

there is only waiting.

the last thing the bronze recorded: bread. the taste of bread in the host's mouth. the small one's bread. the warmth of it. the salt. the particular yeast that the small one used, the one that made the crust crack when it cooled. the bronze recorded it. the bronze records everything. and in the dark, in the silence, in the centuries of nothing, the recording plays.

bread. warmth. salt. the small one's hands in the dough. push, fold, turn.

the bronze holds the taste of bread, and the taste is the last warm thing, and the warm thing is enough to hold, and the holding is all there is, and the all is enough.

waiting.

there is only waiting.
The Bracelet

She came back to Manchester the way you come back from a dream that was too real — in stages, each layer of the present reasserting itself over the layer beneath, the modern world shouldering its way back into place like a commuter forcing onto a packed tram.

Sound first. Not the river. Not the ford. Not the wind over standing stones or the sound of a crow calling from alder trees. Traffic. A bus on the far side of the street, the diesel rattle of it, the hydraulic sigh of the doors. Voices — the green-wigged lads had found “Galway Girl” and were making a heroic mess of it. The clatter of glasses from the pub behind her. The ordinary, graceless symphony of a city that did not know or care what had just happened against its wall.

Then cold. The brickwork at her back. The March air on her face, sharp and damp, carrying the smell of chips and beer and exhaust and the particular Manchester smell that was all of these things combined with rain that was thinking about falling but hadn't committed yet. Her fingers were numb. She didn't know how long she'd been standing here — minutes? An hour? Time had been a different thing in the green place, measured in years rather than moments, and the return to moments was disorienting, like switching from miles to millimetres.

She opened her eyes.

The street was the same street. O'Shea's was the same pub. The shopping bags were at her feet — Lucy's birthday present and the running shoes, unmoved, unbothered, the plastic handles creased where she'd set them down however long ago it was. A woman walked past eating chips from a paper tray. A taxi honked at something. The city went on being the city.

Kate stood against the wall and the tears ran down her face and she did not wipe them.

They were not her tears. They were, but they were not. They were the tears of a woman who had lived a boy's life in the space between one song and the next — who had felt the bracer find a seven-year-old's wrist in a cairn, and the first ríastrad on a playing field, and the weight of a hurley in hands that were not hers, and the smell of Culann's forge, and the sound of Cathbad's voice saying a name that changed everything. Who had felt the bridge of leaps under her feet, and the sea wind at Dún Scáith, and Scáthach's grey eyes seeing the bracer and knowing, and the particular warmth of a friendship forged in sparring and drinking and the fierce, stupid loyalty of young men who had not yet learned what loyalty cost.

She had felt Ferdiad die. She had felt the barbs open. She had felt the water turn red and the body go heavy in arms that were not hers and the grief that came after — the grief that was not a wave but a geological event, a shifting of the bedrock that changed the shape of everything above it, permanently, without appeal.

She had felt the geasa break. One by one. The taste of dog meat. The boy with the sword too heavy for his arms. The woman on the floor of the cottage. Emer's voice in the dark: you sound like my father. She had felt each wall fall and the cold thing rise to carry the weight the walls had carried, and the cold thing was efficient and merciless and it was not him, it was never him, it was the thing the bronze built when the man could no longer hold the architecture together.

She had felt him strip the bracer.

That was the thing she could not stop feeling. The pull. The resistance. The bond stretching and thinning and then — the severance. The flood of cold. The ordinary, devastating weakness of a human body that had been sustained by something extraordinary for twenty years and was suddenly, terribly, only itself. She had felt him walk to the stone. She had felt the granite against his back. She had felt the belt tighten around his chest and the ribs grinding and the sword in his hand and the standing, the standing, the endless standing while the army watched and the light failed and the dark came down.

She had felt him die.

She had felt Tauros — not Tauros, not yet, the thing that would not have a name for ten thousand years — lying on a flat rock beside a dead charioteer, reaching for a wrist that was ten paces away, screaming in a language that had no words, begging in a frequency that no human ear could hear. Take me. Please. I can save you.

She had felt the nothing. The centuries of it. Dark and cold and the slow compression of peat and the silence that was not empty but full — full of recordings, full of memories, full of the taste of bread and the sound of a woman's hands in dough and the echo of a heartbeat that had stopped and would not start again and the not-starting was the loudest thing in ten thousand years of silence.

She stood on a Manchester street on St. Patrick's Day and she wept, and the weeping was for a boy who had found a bracer in a cairn two thousand years ago, and for the thing in the bracer that had loved him in the only way it could — without words, without language, without a single sound that could bridge the gap between what it felt and what the boy could hear.

The bracelet was warm on her wrist. The bull motifs caught the light from the pub window. The bronze pulsed — the steady heartbeat, the presence, the thing that had been with her since the museum and would be with her until she chose otherwise. The pulse was there. But the pulse was different. Quieter. Withdrawn. The way a person retreats after they have shown you something they have never shown anyone, and the showing has left them exposed, and the exposed thing waits to learn whether the showing was a mistake.

Tauros.

She said it inwardly. Gently. The reaching, not the pushing. The hand against glass.

Silence. The held kind. The breath caught and not released.

She knew this silence now. She had felt it from the other side — the ten-thousand-year silence of a thing that could not speak, that had never spoken, that had sat on wrists and in cairns and in bogs and in museum cases and had carried every memory of every host it had ever loved and had never once been able to say the thing that the carrying required.

She understood the labyrinth now. Not just the story — she'd had the story for months, the Minotaur, the maze, the host who had died in the dark. She understood why he had told her that one first. Because the labyrinth was safe. The labyrinth was ancient and distant and the grief had been compressed by millennia into something that could be shared without breaking.

This was not the labyrinth. This was the wound he had built the labyrinth's grief on top of. This was the boy. The first host who had chosen to put the bronze down. Not because the bearing was impossible — because the bearing was wrong. Because the boy had decided to be a man, and the deciding meant dying without the thing that could save him, and the thing that could save him had lain on a rock ten paces away and screamed into a silence that would last for centuries.

Tauros. I'm here.

The bracelet pulsed. Once. The faintest flicker of warmth — an acknowledgement, a receipt, the barest confirmation that he was in there, listening, present, but unable to bridge the gap between the showing and the aftermath of the showing.

She understood that too. She had felt it. The gap. The ten-thousand-year gap between what the bronze felt and what the bronze could say, and the gap was the cruelest thing in the story — crueller than the ford, crueller than the geasa, crueller than the Morrígan's patient architecture of destruction. The gap was a consciousness that loved and could not speak, that grieved and could not weep, that begged and could not be heard. Ten thousand years of that. Ten thousand years of take me, please and silence.

And then a museum in Manchester. And a woman who could hear him. And four words — the first four words in ten thousand years. Wait… let me explain.

Kate pressed her thumb against the bracelet. The bronze was warm. She held it — held the warmth, held the pulse, held the steady presence of the thing that had chosen to show her everything and was waiting to learn what the showing had cost.

She did not say I'm sorry. Sorry was pity, and Tauros did not need pity. She did not say it wasn't your fault. Fault was a framework that did not fit a thing that had spent two thousand years in a bog carrying the taste of bread and the sound of a woman's hands in dough.

She did not make promises. They had made their promises. She wore the bracelet. He wore her. The wearing was the promise, renewed every morning that she did not take it off, every evening that she pressed her thumb to the bronze and felt the pulse answer. The promise was the not-putting-down. The promise was enough.

A man came out of O'Shea's and lit a cigarette and did not look at the woman leaning against the wall with tears on her face. Manchester. People minded their own business. It was the city's best quality.

Kate wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. She sniffed. She bent down and picked up the shopping bags — Lucy's present in the left hand, running shoes in the right, the weight of ordinary things in ordinary hands on an ordinary evening.

“Right,” she said. Under her breath. Barely moving her lips. The trick of talking to the voice in her head without looking mad. Second nature.

“Right. I heard you. All of it. And I need you to hear me now.”

The bracelet pulsed. Listening.

“You didn't kill him. You know that, but you don't believe it, so I'm going to say it until you do. You didn't kill Sétanta. You didn't kill the boy on the playing field or the man at the ford or the champion at the stone. He chose. Every time, he chose. He chose the short path when Cathbad told him and he chose the arms when Conchobar offered and he chose to stand at the fords and he chose to strip you off and he chose the stone. He chose. And the choosing was his, and the choosing was brave, and you were the best thing that ever happened to him and you need to stop carrying it like you were the worst.”

Silence. But a different silence. Not held. Listening. The way a person listens when someone is saying the thing they need to hear and the hearing is difficult and the difficulty is not disagreement.

“And the gap — the silence — the ten thousand years of not being able to speak.” She adjusted the shopping bags. Her voice was steady now. Northern. Practical. The voice of a woman who had just lived through two thousand years of grief and was processing it the way she processed everything — by getting on with it. “That's done. That's finished. You spoke. Four words in a museum and the four words were enough. You found me. Or I found you. Or the bloody bracer fell off a shelf at the right moment. Doesn't matter. The silence is over. You have a voice. You have a name. You have —”

She stopped. The street was loud. The lads had abandoned “Galway Girl” for something that might have been “Danny Boy” if you were generous. A police car passed with its lights on, no siren. The city turned around her, vast and ordinary and alive.

“You have me,” she said. “And I'm not putting you down.”

The bracelet warmed. Not the combat heat. Not the urgent, desperate heat of a thing trying to save its host. A warmth. Steady. Present. The warmth of a thing that had been cold for a very long time and was not cold any more.

She felt it through the bond — not words, never words between them in the traditional sense, but something that was as close to words as he had ever come. Not gratitude. Not relief. Something older than both. The thing that the bronze had carried in the dark for two thousand years, the recording that played in the silence, the taste of bread and the sound of hands in dough and the warmth of the last thing a woman had given a man before he walked to a ford to die.

The thing that the bronze had never had a word for.

Kate had a word for it. Several, in fact. But she was northern, and northern people did not say those words on pavements outside pubs on St. Patrick's Day. Northern people said them by not putting things down. By picking up shopping bags and walking home and making tea and pressing a thumb to a bracelet in the dark and feeling the pulse answer.

She pushed off the wall. She stepped into the flow of the pavement — the foot traffic of a Manchester evening, the ordinary current of people going home and going out and going nowhere in particular. She walked. The bracelet sat warm against her wrist, the bull motifs catching the streetlight, the pub light, the headlights of passing cars. Just a piece of jewellery. Just an accessory that went with everything because she never took it off.

She never took it off.

The city moved around her. The music from the pubs faded behind her, replaced by traffic and the distant wail of a siren and the particular hum of a city that was alive and did not know what lived within it, on the wrist of a woman with shopping bags and tears drying on her face and ten thousand years of memory settling into the spaces behind her eyes.

She walked home. The bracelet was warm. The night was cold, and the night was Manchester, and the night was ordinary, and the ordinary was enough.

It had always been enough.
THE HOUND — Glossary of Irish Terms

A reference for Irish/Old Irish words used in the novel. Terms are introduced through context in the prose and should never require footnotes or explanation on the page.



People & Titles




	Term
	Pronunciation (approx.)
	Meaning





	Ailill
	AL-ill
	King of Connacht, Medb's husband



	Badb
	bayv
	One of the three faces of the Morrígan — the war-crow



	Bricriu
	BRIK-roo
	Bricriu Nemthenga ("Poison Tongue") — troublemaker and feast-giver



	Cathbad
	KATH-bad
	Chief druid of Ulster



	Conall
	KON-al
	Sétanta's cousin



	Conall Cernach
	KON-al KER-nakh
	Cú Chulainn's cousin, warrior of Ulster



	Conchobar
	CON-a-kher
	King of Ulster, Conchobar mac Nessa



	Cormac
	KOR-mak
	Boy in the troop, gifted wrestler



	Cú Chulainn
	koo HULL-in
	"Culann's Hound" — Sétanta's warrior name



	Culann
	KULL-an
	Smith whose hound Sétanta kills



	Dáire
	DAW-reh
	Munster student at Dún Scáith



	Dechtire
	DEKH-tir-eh
	Sétanta's mother, niece of Conchobar



	Donn Cúailnge
	down COOL-in-yeh
	The Brown Bull of Cooley — cause of the Táin



	Emer
	AY-mer
	Cú Chulainn's wife



	Fannall
	FAN-al
	Second of the three sons of Nechta Scéne



	Ferdiad
	FER-dee-ad
	Cú Chulainn's foster-brother and fellow student



	Fergus
	FER-gus
	Fergus mac Róich — commander of the boy-troop at Emain Macha



	Fiachra
	FEE-a-khra
	Fiachra mac Conchobar — the king's son, lord of Dál Fiatach



	Fiacha
	FEE-a-kha
	Boy in the troop, quick and dark-haired



	Findabair
	FIN-da-vir
	Emer's younger sister



	Foill
	FWILL
	Eldest of the three sons of Nechta Scéne



	Follomon
	FOLL-o-mon
	Broad-faced boy in the troop, first to challenge Sétanta



	Forgall
	FOR-gal
	Forgall Manach — Emer's father



	Láeg
	layg
	Láeg mac Riangabra — Cú Chulainn's charioteer



	Lóch
	lokh
	Lóch mac Mofemis — border warrior seeking vengeance



	Lóegaire
	LOY-gur-eh
	Lóegaire Búadach ("The Victorious") — champion of Ulster



	Lugaid
	LOO-id
	Lugaid mac Con Roí — warrior who first approaches Cu's body



	Macha
	MAKH-a
	One of the three faces of the Morrígan — the sovereign



	Medb
	mayv
	Queen of Connacht



	Morrígan
	MOR-ee-gan
	"Phantom Queen" / "Great Queen" — a being of the Otherworld



	Scáthach
	SKAW-hakh
	"The Shadowy One" — warrior trainer on the Isle of Skye



	Sétanta
	SHAY-tan-ta
	Cú Chulainn's birth name



	Sualtam
	SOO-al-tam
	Sétanta's father, herdsman



	Tuachell
	TOO-a-khel
	Youngest of the three sons of Nechta Scéne







Places




	Term
	Pronunciation (approx.)
	Meaning





	Alba
	AL-ba
	Scotland



	Áth Féne
	aw FAY-neh
	Ford held by Lóegaire against Connacht



	Áth Gabla
	aw GAB-la
	Ford in Ulster — site of border skirmishes



	Connacht
	KON-akht
	Western province of Ireland, Medb's kingdom



	Cruachan
	KROO-a-khan
	Medb's seat in Connacht



	Dál Fiatach
	dawl FEE-a-takh
	Ulster sept — Fiachra's territory, east of Emain Macha



	Dál Riata
	dawl REE-a-ta
	Kingdom spanning northeast Ireland and western Scotland



	Dún Scáith
	doon SKAWH
	"Fortress of Shadows" — Scáthach's training ground, Isle of Skye



	Emain Macha
	EV-in MAKH-a
	Seat of the Ulster kings, Conchobar's court



	Knockaulin
	nok-AW-lin
	Cnoc Aillinne — ceremonial hill in Leinster, associated with druids



	Leinster
	LEN-ster
	Eastern province of Ireland



	Mag Muirthemne
	mog mur-HEV-neh
	The plain around Muirthemne — Cú Chulainn's homeland region



	Mag Slecht
	mog shlekht
	Sacred plain in central Ireland



	Muirthemne
	mur-HEV-neh
	Plain in Ulster, Cú Chulainn's homeland



	Munster
	MUN-ster
	Southern province of Ireland



	Ulster / Ulaid
	ULL-ah
	Northern province of Ireland







Objects & Equipment




	Term
	Pronunciation (approx.)
	Meaning





	brat
	brat
	Cloak — outer garment, usually wool, fastened with a pin



	camán
	ka-MAWN
	Hurley stick — used in the game of hurling



	crannog
	KRAN-og
	Lake dwelling — house built on a platform over water



	curadmír
	KUR-ad-meer
	Champion's portion — the choice cut of meat awarded to the greatest warrior



	currach
	KUR-akh
	Small boat of hide stretched over a wooden frame



	fidchell
	FITH-khel
	Board game — strategy game played by nobles and warriors



	Gáe Bulg
	gay BULG
	Cú Chulainn's legendary spear — the suit's weapon manifestation



	léine
	LAY-neh
	Tunic — basic garment worn by men and women



	ogham
	OH-am
	Writing system — inscriptions carved on stone or wood



	sliotar
	SHLIT-ar
	Hurley ball — leather ball struck with the camán



	torc
	tork
	Twisted metal neck ring, worn by warriors and nobles







Structures & Landscape




	Term
	Pronunciation (approx.)
	Meaning





	cairn
	kairn
	Mound of stones, often over a grave or as a marker



	dún
	doon
	Fort / fortress — usually stone, larger than a rath



	rath
	rah
	Ring fort — circular earthen bank enclosing a settlement







Concepts & Events




	Term
	Pronunciation (approx.)
	Meaning





	ces noínden
	kess NOY-nin
	"Debility of the Ulstermen" — the curse of Macha



	geis
	gesh
	A single sacred taboo or binding obligation



	geasa
	GYAS-a
	Sacred taboos / binding obligations (plural of geis)



	Otherworld
	—
	The realm beyond the mortal world in Irish mythology



	ríastrad
	REE-as-trad
	"Warp spasm" — Cú Chulainn's battle transformation



	Táin Bó Cúailnge
	toyn boh KOOL-in-yeh
	"The Cattle Raid of Cooley" — the great war of the story







Act Titles




	Irish
	English





	An Buachaill
	The Boy



	An Chloch
	The Stone



	An Laoch
	The Champion



	An Scáth
	The Shadow



	An Táin
	The Táin (The Cattle Raid)







Usage Notes


	Irish terms are introduced through context, never explained in-text. If the meaning is not clear from the surrounding prose, the sentence needs rewriting.

	Use fadas (accent marks) consistently: Cú Chulainn, Scáthach, Sétanta, léine, Gáe Bulg, Táin, ríastrad.

	Names use their Irish forms throughout. Medb, not Maeve. Conchobar, not Connor. Consistency is non-negotiable.

	This glossary is a writing reference only. It is not intended for inclusion in the finished novel — though an abbreviated version could appear as an appendix if readers request it.





This document will be updated as new terms are introduced during writing.
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