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Chapter 1 – The Day the Boy Became a Giant
In the morning, the world smelled of cold smoke, wet wool, and a day that held nothing good in store. He was still lying on the straw cot, his face half-buried in an old coat that had embraced more capable drinkers than this boy. The rain drummed on the roof as if it wanted to be let in, and the chickens outside the hut squawked senselessly, their gouty throats raw. In this corner of Ireland, even the poultry seemed to be in a bad mood. The boy's name was Fionn, but that morning he wasn't yet one of those names that would later roll through mouths and centuries. He was just an overgrown lad with scraped knees, eyes too bright, and a stomach that wanted more than the world could give.
The air in the hut hung heavy, thick with old peat smoke, sweat, and a weariness that had seeped into the very beams. His foster mother shuffled around the stove, stirring a pot that held more water than oats. She was one of those women whom life could bruise early on, but never break. Her face was like a wind-gnawed rock, her hands chapped, her back hunched, her gaze sharper than any sword. She wasn't his real mother, but she was the one who was there when the rain spitted on the roof and the nights grew too long. Sometimes that was enough. Most of the time, it wasn't.
"Get up, boy," she growled, without turning around. "The day won't eat itself."
He sat up slowly, as if entering into a negotiation with the world. The ground was cold. He rubbed his eyes and pulled his coat around his shoulders. Outside, the hills lay like tired animals in the mist, and beyond them, somewhere, the sea, always roaring as if drunk and offended. Fionn liked the sea. It was vast, loud, and capricious—basically like a god, only more honest.
“We have visitors,” she said then, as if that were bad news. “Men from Fianna. Or those who think they are.”
The word Fianna hit his brain like a cup on a table in a crowded tavern. Stories of men who fought their way through forests and wars, with swords, songs, and too much courage in their chests. He knew them from the evenings when the wind whipped against the cabin and someone started to tell a story because the silence had become too heavy. The Fianna were something like heroes, it was said. But everyone old enough to suffer from back pain said it with an undertone, as if it weren't necessarily a compliment.
Fionn stood up, pushed open the door, and stepped outside. The rain had become finer, a miserable, drizzle that seeped through everything and settled into your bones. Three men stood in front of the cabin, as if they belonged to a hangover that couldn't decide whether to stay or leave. They carried weapons, belts with buckles, and cloaks whose edges the wind had tried to nibble at. Their faces bore scars and the weary knowledge of too many nights spent by the fire.
The tallest of them eyed the boy as if he were a skinny horse that might still be sellable if groomed long enough. "You're the brat," he said finally. Not a question, just a statement that sounded like a judgment.
Fionn nodded. Words were expensive, he had learned. Men still wasted them, especially when they were drunk. He didn't yet have that luxury.
"He's strong," the foster mother interjected. "Tough. He eats little, works a lot. And he listens when you say something. Most of the time, anyway."
The man raised an eyebrow. "Too tall for a farm boy. Too alert in his face. The world doesn't like that. Boys like that start asking questions before they've learned to keep their mouths shut."
Fionn didn't know if that was a compliment or a warning. Maybe both.
“The Fianna can use boys like this,” said the second one, thinner, with a beard that looked as if it had been drunkenly glued on. “They say his father was…” He broke off when the foster mother stared down at him. In this hut, the father’s name was never spoken. It was carried inside like a stone.
Fionn knew enough to suspect that his old master hadn't been one of those little people who counted cows and turned over stones. Sometimes at night, when the others thought he was asleep, he heard words like "leader," "betrayed," "blood on the grass." That was all he got. The rest was silence. And silence is a noisy teacher.
“The boy is coming with us,” the older man decided. “The world has become small for people like him. It’s either eat or be eaten. He’d better learn how the game is played in time.”
It wasn't an offer. It was a sentence that hung in the air like a knife. The foster mother stared at him, her lips thin, her chin defiant. There was something in her eyes that looked like fear disguised as something old. Then she looked at the boy. For a heartbeat, there was silence, only the rain coughed on the roof.
"Put on your shoes," she said finally. Her voice sounded rougher than usual. "Take the coat. The good one. The one you don't need for anything good."
He felt something inside him shift, as if someone had overturned a table upon which his life had stood. Nevertheless, he obeyed. He tied the old leather rags around his feet and threw on his coat. It was a sad piece of fabric, already thin at the shoulders, but it was the only thing he owned. He briefly considered whether he would miss anything: the cabin, the chickens, the crooked spoon on the stove, his foster mother's soft murmurings in her sleep. Then he realized the question was wrong. He wouldn't miss anything; he would be missed. That was something else entirely.
"You're not my blood," she said softly as he passed her. "But I raised you. Don't forget that. And don't forget that the world has no patience with boys like you. It wants to see them either on a sign or underground."
He looked at her, this woman with the chapped hands and eyes that seemed to hold every winter's breath. He was too young to say anything wise. So he just nodded. Perhaps that was wiser than he knew.
The men turned and started walking. They spoke little. Their footsteps made that dull thud of leather hitting wet ground. Fionn followed them. The hut receded into the distance, shrinking until it was just a dark speck in the rain. He didn't think of turning back. Once you set out, you should leave the lies behind, he'd heard somewhere.
The hills opened before them like the back of a sleeping animal. The mist crept into Fionn's nose, his ears, every crevice between his thoughts. After a while, he could barely feel his legs. The Great One occasionally glanced at him sideways, as if waiting for the boy to finally buckle and beg for a break. Fionn didn't give him that favor. Pride is a nasty drug. It keeps you on your feet when every sensible bone in your body is screaming for you to lie down.
Eventually, as the wind whipped the water directly into their faces, the tall man stopped and nodded toward a distant, dark strip on the horizon. "There," he said. "That's where the world begins where men are made of bone and stories. If you're unlucky, you'll soon be one of them."
Fionn looked where the man was pointing. Forests so dense they looked as if they had conspired to keep anyone who entered them forever. Plumes of smoke rose above a few miserable huts. And above it all, the sky, heavy and low, as if it wanted to settle on top of them all. It didn't look like a place where dreams came true. More like a place where dreams died and came back as ghosts.
He didn't know that this was the day he ceased to be a boy. That later, much later, when his bones creaked and the stories buzzed around him like bothersome flies, he would think back to this morning, to the drizzle, the tired men, the hut that seemed to shrink, and the foster mother who watched him go without flinching. He only knew that his legs kept going even though they were long since tired, and that something was growing inside him, silent and persistent, like a fist clenched in the dark.
He continued walking in that direction, where the world promised to be harder, louder, and more honest. One step at a time, until the boy he had been lay somewhere behind him like an old shirt in the mud.
The Fianna had pitched their camp in a place only a drunkard or a warrior would call beautiful. The ground was uneven, full of roots and old leaves; the wind rustled through the trees like a disgruntled ghost; and the smoke from the fires sought out any throat innocent enough to inhale it. Tents of coarse cloth and animal hides stood among the tree trunks, shields leaned against poles, and swords glittered dully in the dim light. It was a city of dirt, noise, and metal. And in the midst of it all were men laughing, drinking, and fighting as if that were all that made breathing worthwhile.
Fionn stumbled after the three of them, trying not to look around too much. When you were in a new place, fear smelled like fresh bread, and he didn't want anyone to sense it in him. A few heads turned anyway. Some glances were curious, others appraising, still others simply bored. Heroes, Fionn thought, didn't look like the ones in the stories. They looked like men who had spent too much time with blood and too little sleep.
A man with gray hair and eyes that seemed to hold the scent of alcohol, but whose reason hadn't entirely deserted him, approached them. He wore a coat that had seen better winters, and at his hip hung a sword, its hilt worn. The kind of weapon that had witnessed far more than its owner cared to admit.
"What are you dragging in there?" he asked, without a greeting, without a smile.
"Fresh meat," replied the tall one. "A boy. Strong. Faster than he looks. And too proud to cry when he's skinned."
The Grey Man looked at Fionn as if he could reach inside him with his eyes and see what was there. For a while he said nothing. Then he spat in the dirt. "We have enough who want to die. Do we need one more?"
"This one doesn't want to die," said the skinny man with the grumpy beard. "He doesn't even know what he wants yet. That's the best kind. You can still mold them before they realize that it's all shitty work and even shittier fame."
Fionn stood there, letting it all wash over him. He felt like a calf at a cattle market, waiting for someone to name the price. He felt the anger slowly creeping into his gut, quietly, intently. Somewhere in the background, men were laughing, a jug was being passed around, someone was shouting at someone else because the fire was too small or the pot too big. Life went on, as if he were just another burden on an already full cart.
"What is your name?" the Grey Man finally asked.
“Fionn,” said the boy. His voice sounded stronger than he felt.
“Fionn,” the man repeated. “Do you know what that means, Fionn? It means bright, white. Clean. And I don’t see much that’s clean here.”
“Then I can start changing that,” Fionn replied before he could even think about it. Words faster than reason.
The gray one blinked. Then he laughed. It wasn't a friendly laugh, but it wasn't malicious either. More the kind that said: Well, the day isn't completely lost yet. "Snotty tongue," he muttered. "The world will tear you out sooner or later. Maybe we'll be the ones to do it. Welcome to the camp, Fionn. If you sleep here tonight and get up again tomorrow morning, we'll talk further."
They gave him a spot at the edge of the camp, close enough to be watched, far enough away to be out of the way. Someone tossed him a rough blanket, smelling of sweat and dog. Another pressed a piece of bread and a swig from a wineskin into his hand. The wine tasted as if someone had abused grapes and then fermented them in revenge. Fionn drank it anyway. He had learned not to examine gifts. In his world, they were rare enough.
Night fell like a sack over the camp. The fire spewed sparks, voices grew louder, stories began to spill from their mouths, heavy and rough, like stones long carried in the stomach. They spoke of battles, of women, of curses, and of what one left behind when, once again, everything was lost. The men laughed too harshly and fell silent too suddenly. In between, cups clinked, and someone played a mournful tune on a pipe, which did nothing to improve the situation.
Fionn lay on his blanket, his coat wrapped around him, pretending to be asleep. In reality, he was listening. Every story was a piece of the map, showing him which way this world was spinning. He was learning that courage was often just another word for despair, and that fame usually appeared when no one was sober enough to recognize it.
As the fire died down and the voices grew quieter, the Grey Man sat down beside him. He smelled of smoke, old leather, and the sweet, nasty aftertaste of heavy drinking. For a while, he said nothing. Fionn stared into the embers, pretending not to notice the shadow that had sat down next to him.
“You think today is your first day among men,” the man finally said. “But the truth is: today is the day childhood started to forget you. It doesn’t like doing that. Childhoods hold grudges. They come back at night and bite your ass.”
Fionn didn't know how to reply. So he remained silent.
“Tomorrow we’ll do a little test,” the Grey One continued. “Nothing big. A few of the guys will want to see if you have big eyes or big fists too. Maybe they’ll throw you in the mud. Maybe you’ll break someone’s nose. Both are fine. The important thing is that you get back up. Anyone who stays down doesn’t belong here.”
"And what if I don't feel like breaking someone's nose?" asked Fionn.
The Grey One chuckled softly. "Son, nobody here has any desire for anything. We do it anyway. Desire is for people who own land and believe in peaceful nights. We only have what we can hold with our hands. A sword. A cup. A neck. Nothing more."
The wind rustled through the trees, and somewhere an animal howled, wiser than all humans combined, because it remained in the dark. Fionn felt the cold creep through the ceiling, the fire reduced to a glowing ember. He thought of the hut, his foster mother, her chapped hands. Of how she had said the world wanted to see boys like him on a sign or buried underground. Perhaps this was where they decided which side he would end up on.
"Sleep, Fionn," said the Grey Man, getting up and leaving. "Tomorrow, real life begins. And real life is a nasty bastard. It likes it when you're unprepared."
Fionn closed his eyes. He slept poorly. Between dreams, images of blood crept into the snow, of faces without names, of a man he had never known, but whose shadow kept appearing behind him. Someone spoke his father's name, but every time Fionn tried to grasp it, it dissolved like smoke.
When morning came, the world was gray and cold. Men moved around the camp like grumpy ghosts. Fionn got up before anyone could kick him to wake him. He had a headache from the wine, aching muscles from sleeping so unaccustomed to it, and a lump in his stomach that tasted of fear. It felt like a very bad start.
He didn't know that this was precisely the kind of beginning from which stories would later be made. Not the shiny, clean ones, but the others. The ones that stink, stick, and refuse to be forgotten.
The place where they examined him was nothing special. Just a patch of earth between the trees, half mud, half grass, with a few old bloodstains that the rain hadn't washed away. Men stood in a circle, arms folded, eyes alert, as if they suddenly had a reason not to think about their own pain. In the middle was Fionn, barefoot, his coat off, only the rough linen shirt on. The air was damp, the cold creeping into his feet. He tried to ignore it.
"Two rounds," explained the Grey One, who now revealed himself as the leader, or at least as someone who liked to give instructions. "First with the hands, then with the staff. No killing, no biting, no eyes. Everything else is God's problem."
Opposite Fionn, a young man stepped forward, perhaps a few years older, with broad shoulders and a face that looked as if it were proud of every beating it had ever taken. He grinned, and there was a little too much enjoyment in his grin. The guy loved this place. People like that were dangerous.
"That's Bran," someone next to Fionn said. "He likes to hit. And often. If you don't like him, you're not the first."
The boy nodded without looking. His heart was beating too fast, but his mind was strangely clear. Everything was suddenly simple: Over there was the guy who wanted to hurt him. Around him were men who wanted to see if he would run away or stay put. And somewhere above them, a sky that didn't give a damn about any of it.
"Begin," said the Grey One.
Bran lunged forward instantly, no hesitation, no pretense. A punch, right on the nose, as if he wanted to end the day. Fionn saw the fist coming, the size of a small stone, and something inside him stepped aside before his body even knew it. The blow brushed his cheek, warm as a cheeky breeze. Fionn felt his own arm rise, almost of its own accord, and deliver a blow to Bran's stomach. Not a pretty punch, but honest.
Bran gasped, stumbled back a step, more surprised than hurt. The grin was gone. "Just you wait," he muttered.
Then things got ugly. Fists, elbows, knees, mud. Fionn soon realized that Bran was stronger, broader, more muscular than boy. But strength isn't everything. Sometimes it's even a hindrance. Fionn was faster, and most importantly, he had this quiet, brazen will not to fall. Every time Bran landed a hit on him, and there were quite a few, Fionn would briefly see stars, feel the ground coming closer—and then something inside him would say: Not yet.
The men around her shouted, laughed, and bellowed advice that no one really listened to. Dust and breath hung in the air, mixed with that metallic smell when skin gives way and blood starts to run wild. Fionn tasted it on his tongue. Maybe his, maybe Bran's. In the end, it made no difference.
Bran caught him hard on the temple, and suddenly the world went black for a moment. When color returned, Fionn was lying in the mud, and the faces above him were a blurry halo of stubble and teeth. He heard someone laugh. Someone else said that was probably it.
He could have stayed put. He could have just become another boy who tried, someone the world would have registered as a footnote. But then he thought of his foster mother, of her look when she said the world wanted to see him on a sign or buried underground. He thought of the way Bran had grinned before the fight started. The rain tapping on the roof of the old shack, as if trying to beat him out of bed. And he thought of how tired he was of only reacting to things instead of initiating them.
He dug his hands into the mud and stood up. Slowly, but without wavering. The laughter died down. Bran blinked as if there was a bad joke he didn't get.
Fionn wiped the blood from his face and spat a red clump into the mud. He looked at Bran, directly, without looking away. Something inside him clicked. He realized he no longer wanted to be just a boy.
The second part of the fight was no longer a dance. It was a straight line. Bran lunged forward, furious, now also a little confused, and Fionn charged toward him. They collided like two ill-tempered gods who had forgotten why they were fighting. Fionn struck him in the cheek, the rib, the chin. None of it was artful. It was work. Hard, blunt work.
Finally, Bran stumbled, one foot slipping, a brief moment of gravity claiming its due. Fionn saw the gap, and before he could hesitate, his fist was already on its way. It struck Bran in the temple, precisely where Fionn had just moments before seen black. This time it was Bran's turn. He toppled sideways, as hard as a felled tree.
Silence. Only their heavy breathing, the wind rustling through the leaves as if it wanted to clap but was too proud to admit it. Bran didn't move. One of the men knelt briefly beside him, felt for his breath, then nodded. "He's alive," he said. "Unfortunately."
A few laughed, relieved and a little disappointed. The Grey One stepped into the circle, looked at Fionn, who stood there, swaying, blood-smeared, with eyes in which, for the first time, something greater than mere defiance burned.
"That was the first round," he reminded everyone. "Now the baton."
They handed Fionn a stick, slightly longer than his arm, heavy enough to make bones think. Bran was pulled aside by two men while someone else pushed forward, a broad fellow with bad teeth and an even worse sense of humor. Fionn felt his arms tremble. He was tired; every blow from just now still lingered in his bones.
The burly man grinned. "You should have given up the first time," he said. "Now they want to see how far they can push you."
He was right. This wasn't just a rehearsal anymore. It was an experiment. How much can a boy take before he breaks? And what's left if he doesn't break?
The second round later blurs in Fionn's memory into a sequence of blows, sounds, and brief, bright moments of pain. Wood on wood, wood on bone, the dull gasp as breath was beaten from his lungs. He took more than he cared to. But every time the stick struck him, the same phrase rose in his mind like a curse: Not yet.
Sometime later—he couldn't have said how long they had been fighting—it happened. The broad man drew back his arm, too far, too confidently, and for a split second his midsection was open like the door of a seedy bar. Fionn stepped forward, struck with the staff, first in the stomach, then against the knee. The man roared, went down, and before he could recover, Fionn put the tip of the staff to his throat.
Silence fell again. Only the wind, only breathing.
"Enough," said the Grey One. His voice now had a tone it hadn't had before. Respectful, reluctant, cautious. "Put the staff down."
Fionn obeyed. Suddenly his arms were so heavy he could hardly believe they still belonged to him. The broad-shouldered man stood up, stared at him for a moment, and then patted him on the shoulder, firmly but not hostilely.
"You're crazy, kid," he said. "This could come in handy for you here."
The men broke the circle. Some nodded at him, others looked away, as if afraid his gaze might set something in motion that they couldn't stop. Fionn stood alone in the middle of the trampled square and felt the pain slowly break through the layer of adrenaline. Everything hurt. Even the places he was sure hadn't been hit.
The gray man approached him. "Today," he said, "you've understood how it works. The world beats you. You get back up. If you're lucky, you fight back. If you're unlucky, you'll just end up lying there. But until then, only one thing matters: you get back up. That's what makes a boy a giant. Not the size, not the muscles. Just the damn getting back up."
Fionn nodded. He didn't feel like a giant. More like a piece of meat someone had forgotten to take off the fire. But somewhere deep inside him, something had grown. Invisible, immeasurable, but there. A new heaviness in his gaze, a different weight in his movements.
They gave him a cup, and this time the wine was almost sweet. Or perhaps he was simply glad he still had his teeth. He drank, letting the alcohol trickle through his veins like a slow, warm hand. The men around him resumed talking, laughing, and arguing, as if nothing unusual had happened. But every time one of them passed, their gaze lingered on him for a heartbeat too long.
That evening he was given a spot closer to the fire. Not in the middle, but no longer at the edge either. A small shift, but with great significance. He lay there, listening to the crackling of the flames and feeling weariness creeping over him. The sky above them was clear, for the first time in days. Stars clung to it like the scars of some god.
Fionn thought that the same sky hung over the old hut, over the foster mother, who might step outside, spit into the wind, and mutter that he shouldn't let himself be killed. He knew she would say he was now in the middle of the world's meal, and that the world was a bad eater: it gulped, choked, and spat out again. And sometimes it left something stuck between its teeth.
He didn't know which category he would belong to. Not yet. But he had realized that the path he was on was not one for half measures. He would have to see it through to the end, whether that end lay in songs or in a nameless ditch.
That night he slept soundly, despite the pain. And somewhere between dream and darkness, the world took note that a boy had become something different. Not yet a hero, not yet a name for the stories. But a giant in the making. One who had learned to get up from the mud and no longer wait for someone to tell him who he was to be.
 
Chapter 2 – Pub smells and childhood dreams
It wasn't long before the smell of the Fianna seeped into his bones. It was a mixture of old leather, cold ash, wet dog, and that heavy, sweet stench of cheap alcohol emanating from barrels that had been half in heaven and half in hell. When they went down to the villages to collect supplies or to remind people why it was best not to upset them, these smells clung to them like an invisible cloak. And eventually, Fionn realized he had begun to carry it with him, even when he was alone.
They went into one of the usual dives, a place of crooked beams and ill humor that called itself a tavern because people there willingly traded money for oblivion. Inside, the smoke was so thick you could hardly match voices to faces, and the floor was a museum of shattered dreams. Beer, blood, vomit—everything had been there before and left its mark.
Fionn was now big enough that he no longer looked like a lost child when he stood at the door. He had developed shoulders, hard arms, a face where the blows he had received and given had gathered like small shadows. Nevertheless, something young remained within him, something that still opened its eyes a little too wide at night when the men talked of past battles.
The Grey One—he now officially called himself leader, since the others weren't fighting over it—leaned against the bar, growled something about barrels and jugs at the landlady, and shot Fionn a look that said something like: Learn how to breathe around here or you'll suffocate. Fionn sat down at a table near the fire. The flames softened faces, but didn't make them any friendlier.
A jug landed before him, foaming and heavy. “Drink,” said one of the older fighters, a man with a nose that looked as if it had made friends with the local fist in every village. “If you march with us, you drink with us. Water is for cows and priests.”
Fionn raised the mug. The scent of malt and yeast filled his nostrils like an old memory he'd never had. He took a sip. The beer was warm, bitter, with a strange, comforting aftertaste of dirt. It burned slightly in his throat but went down smoothly. He felt something inside him relax, that taut string that had been stretched since the morning of his exam.
While the men drank, talked, and laughed, Fionn let his gaze wander around the room. It wasn't just warriors who were there. Farmers, traders, women with tired eyes and lips that seemed to know kisses rarely meant anything. In one corner sat a boy, perhaps the same age Fionn had been when he left the hut. He was playing with a wooden horse, pulling it across the table while his father spoke to one of the fighters. The child placed an imaginary crown on his head and made a soft, heroic noise, as if charging toward an unseen enemy.
Fionn watched and felt a pang inside him. He used to imagine heroes like that: tall, shining, with swords that sang in the light. Pure men with clear eyes, who always did the right thing and always knew what to do. Then he'd ended up here and seen what the real ones looked like. Drunken, scarred figures who laughed too loudly, struck too quickly, and sometimes wept quietly at night when they thought no one was looking.
The boy noticed his gaze. Children sense when someone is looking at them, especially when that someone is thinking about something much bigger than the moment. He grinned at Fionn, an open, braces-free grin that didn't yet know how expensive a laugh can be.
"Are you one of the greats?" he asked, without any shyness. "Really one of the greats? The ones people tell stories about?"
Fionn considered for a second what the right answer was. He could have said: No, I'm just a guy who's learned to get back up in the mud. Or: The stories are lies, kid. Or simply: Shut up and keep playing. In the end, he just said: "I'll fight them, yeah."
The boy's eyes widened even further. "Have you ever seen a giant? Or one of those monsters from the stories? With horns and everything?"
“I see one in the mirror every morning,” Fionn murmured.
The boy laughed, that bright laugh that made the ceiling seem higher for a moment. His father turned, looked at Fionn, saw the jug, the scars, the way he sat, as if he had more weight in his bones than his body showed. There was something like respect in his gaze, but also caution. Men knew that near the Fianna, things could turn ugly quickly.
Fionn took another sip. The room grew warmer, the voices softer. Part of him just wanted to sit there, raise his mugs, listen to the music someone was coaxing from the wood with a fiddle. Another part of him looked at the boy with the wooden horse and knew that he, too, would one day reach a place where blood and glory were so intertwined they could no longer be distinguished. Perhaps he would survive. Perhaps he would only become a story, told between sips.
“When I was your age,” Fionn suddenly said to the boy, “I used to dream at night that I would be sitting in a pub like this and the men would be cheering me on as I told them about my fights.”
"Do they do that?" asked the child.
Fionn heard his comrades laughing behind him: one banging on the table because the wine was gone, another cursing because someone had stepped on his foot. It wasn't the heroic cheers he'd imagined as a child. It was a raw, honest din, more coughing than applause.
"A little," he said. "Sometimes. When they've had enough to drink."
The boy nodded, as if that were a good answer. Children are simple. They don't need perfection, just a story to lull them to sleep. Fionn saw the father stroke the boy's hair, a rough movement that nonetheless held tenderness. For a moment, Fionn felt a sharp pang of envy, so swift he almost missed it.
He wondered what would have become of him if his father hadn't existed as a shadow in the adults' conversations, but as a man who had taken the wooden horse from his hand in the evenings and said: Come, I'll show you how to hold a sword. Perhaps everything would have turned out the same. Perhaps the world would have decided to swallow him whole anyway. But sometimes, late on such nights, he wondered if things would taste different if one hadn't learned to be alone as a boy.
The fiddle played a slow, mournful note, and the landlady placed a plate of bread and cheese on the table. Fionn helped himself, because the body has its own priorities. If you learn to listen to it, you realize it's actually quite sensible: eat, drink, sleep, don't die. The rest are stories you tell yourself on the way to those four things.
While he chewed, one of the older men began to tell a story. It started as always: "Remember when we stood up to those pigs by the river?" And the others grumbled, laughed, and tossed fragments of memories into the room. Fionn listened. Not because the story was new, but because each repetition had a different timbre, depending on how much beer was in their voices.
In this mixture of smoke, beer fumes, and old heroic tales, Fionn realized that the childhood dreams he had once harbored hadn't died. They had merely... moved. Out of his head, into the faces of others. Into the boy with the wooden horse, into the way the innkeeper paused when someone called his name, into the curious blinks of people when the Fianna entered the village. The dreams no longer belonged to him alone. They were now part of the whole miserable circus.
He leaned back, the mug half empty, the fire warm on his face, and thought that perhaps this was precisely what made growing up so brutal: not that the dreams disappeared, but that you saw them mingling with grime and yet still lingering. Like the smell of a pub, seeping into your clothes – unpleasant, sticky, but also proof that you'd been there.
Later that night, as voices grew hoarse and jugs filled more slowly, the Grey Man called for Fionn. He sat at a table that must have had better legs by now, his elbow resting on a map that showed more patches than lines. Beside him were two men whose faces said: We've seen too much to be surprised anymore.
"Sit down," the grey man grumbled, sliding a cup toward him. This time it didn't contain beer, but something clearer, thinner, that stung the nose. "You're old enough that we can't treat you like a boy anymore. Even if you sometimes look like one."
Fionn sat down, picked up the cup, and smelled it. The liquor smelled of medicine and sin at the same time. He took a small sip and felt the stuff slide from his tongue to his throat like an angry ghost. Tears welled up in his eyes, and he fought them back. The men watched, of course. They observed his every reaction, as if trying to decide whether he was better suited to laughter or fighting.
“You ask yourself what it’s all about,” said one of the two men beside the gray creature. He had hair that had decided to grow in his beard rather than on his head. “Why do we wander through villages, break our bones, and then sit here as if we’ve won something, just because the wine hasn’t run out yet?”
Fionn shrugged. "I thought it was about fame," he said. "About honor. About all that stuff the old folks talk about when they say you're heroes."
The Grey Man gave a dry laugh. “Glory,” he repeated. “Honor. Listen to the boy. Those are words you tell children so they march cheerfully to their deaths. Do you know what glory is? It’s when your name gets on the lips of people you’ve never met. And honor is when you can later tell yourself it was all worth it.”
"And what's the point then?" asked Fionn.
The gray man looked at him, long enough for the silence to become uncomfortable. "For those who stand beside you," he said finally. "For the guy who's got your back while someone else tries to rip your guts out. For the one who gives you his last sip of water, even though he's just as thirsty. For that brief feeling of not being alone when everything is crashing down on you. Sometimes it's worth it for that. Sometimes it's not. But that's all we have."
The other man nodded. "Write that down in your pretty head," he murmured. "If you live long enough to remember everything."
Fionn took another sip, more cautiously this time. The stuff burned less, probably because his tongue was already half numb. He thought of the cabin, the foster mother, the life he could have had: fields, rain, always the same horizon, the monotonous dying in small increments. Perhaps he would have grown old, with crooked fingers and a back that knew more about work than about war. Perhaps one morning he simply wouldn't have gotten out of bed, and no one would have told a story about it.
Everything was different here. Here he could die any day, in some senseless fight, in an ambush, in a moment that someone would later sum up in two sentences: "He was a tough guy. He stood his ground until he fell." And yet there was this crazy attraction that came from the chaos. The fact that every day was fraught with danger, that nothing was guaranteed.
The Grey Man placed a hand on the map. “Do you see this?” He pointed to a patch that looked more like a wine stain than a mountain. “Over here, we have people who think we’re asking too much for protection. Down here, some who think they can trick us and pay with a cheap smile. And here…” His finger moved on. “…here, other gangs are waiting, other men just as hungry as we are, only worse dressed.”
“And in the middle of it all, all these little people,” said the bearded man. “With their children and their cows and their dreams, which are no bigger than their field. They just want to be left in peace. The world leaves no one in peace.”
Fionn studied the map. To him, these weren't lines and names. They were faces he'd seen, hills he'd crossed, rain he'd drunk. He realized his life could no longer be measured in days, but in distances. From here to there. From one fight to the next. From one cup to another.
"And where am I on this map?" he suddenly asked.
The grey man grinned crookedly. "You? You're the hand that draws the line," he said. "If you hold on long enough. If not, you're just a small stain that the rain washes away."
It was an honest answer. Honesty is rare on nights like these, but when it does appear, it's usually drunk and ruthless. Fionn felt something tighten inside him. Not pride, not fear. More like a silent acceptance of the fact that he was here, and no other.
In a corner, someone began to sing an old song. It was about loss—like all old songs—a girl who was no longer there, a man who realized too late that he had drunk too much and listened too little. The voice was rough but clear, and the pub fell silent for a moment. Even the smoke seemed to settle and listen.
Fionn closed his eyes and let the song wash over him. Something shifted in his mind. The childhood dreams, in which being a hero meant wearing shining armor and making clear decisions, pushed aside. A new image took their place: himself, somewhere on a hill, blood-smeared, tired, his back against another warrior's. And down in the valley, a village where a boy lay in bed with a wooden horse, dreaming of men whose names he didn't know.
Perhaps that was all it was about. That somewhere a child could sleep peacefully because a few madmen were standing outside in the cold, willing to have their bones broken. No grand philosophy, no pious talk. Just backbreaking work.
"You look like you're thinking," said the bearded man. "That's dangerous. Thinking leads to questions, and questions lead to realizing how little sense it all makes."
“Maybe it’s enough if it feels real,” Fionn replied.
The gray man nodded slowly. "Real is better than beautiful," he said. "Beautiful is for stories. Real is for those who later bear the scars on their bodies."
They drank until the edges of the world softened. Fionn felt the alcohol smoothing over the day's harshness, but he didn't lose consciousness. Something inside him insisted on consciously taking in the night, every note of the song, every off-key laugh, every clinking of jugs. It was as if he wanted to gather evidence that he had been there, that the boy who had once dreamed of heroism in the cabin was now sitting at a table, drinking the ugly, honest version of it.
As they finally set off, the village around them swayed. Lanterns flickered, dogs barked, a woman closed her shutters with the resigned gesture of someone who knows there will never be peace outside. Fionn stood for a moment by the door and took a deep breath. The smell of the pub clung to him like a second skin. Smoke, beer, sweat, a whiff of hope that had been sold far too often.
He knew he would take that scent with him, out into the woods, into the next battles. He had become part of something bigger than his own biography. A murky river of stories, drunkenness, blood, and those rare, lucid moments when you realized: I'm still alive. And that, for today, is enough.
The walk back to camp was one long, drawn-out gulp of cold night. The wind had changed its mood and now blew in their faces as if trying to drive them back to the tavern. The men trudged on anyway, defiant, half singing, half cursing. Fionn walked slightly behind the horror, his steps more sure than they felt. The alcohol softened the world, but the ground remained hard, and that was perhaps the only thing they could rely on.
The moon hung over the hills like a weary witness. Fionn felt the voices from the tavern still echoing within him, the songs, the laughter of the boy with the wooden horse. The farther they got from the village, the more he realized that he carried two lives within him: that of the man who traveled with the Fianna, and that of the boy who lay in a cramped hut, staring at the roof while the rain outside spoke.
Arriving at the camp, the noise of the road died away almost immediately. Here the night was denser, more concentrated. One could hear the crackling of fires, the rustling of blankets, the snoring of those who had learned to sleep anywhere. Fionn sat down by one of the smaller fires, pulled his coat tighter, and stretched out his hands until his fingertips tingled.
He thought of his own childhood dreams, long since too old for his age. He had never dreamed of palaces or of being a king. His dreams had been smaller: enough to eat, a warm blanket, a place where no one spoke his name as a warning. Sometimes he had imagined what it would be like to wake up in a different hut, with a mother who knew his face and a father who taught him how to till a field instead of killing an enemy.
Now, with the smoke still in his nostrils and the taste of schnapps still on his tongue, he realized that these dreams, though small, were no less unattainable than the grand ones. The world had its own plans. It took the boy, pushed him among men, put a sword in his hand, and said: Make something of it.
A young fighter sat down beside him, barely older than himself, his cheeks still undecided about whether to grow a beard. He held a piece of wood and carved away at it without looking much. "You were quiet in the tavern today," he said finally. "Most of the new guys overdo it. Drink too much, talk too loudly, as if they want to prove to the world that they belong."
“Perhaps I had nothing to prove,” Fionn replied.
The other man grinned crookedly. "Everyone has something to prove. Otherwise, they wouldn't be here." He held up the piece of wood. It had become a small, rough dog, with a head that was too big and legs that were too short. "I used to dream of becoming a dog breeder," he said. "Can you imagine it? A lifetime spent with nothing but honest animals. Eating, sleeping, barking. No talk of honor, no playing cards until someone bleeds."
"What happened?" asked Fionn.
“The world,” said the boy. “It came along, killed my father, and turned my village into one of those spots on a map that the old man in the pub runs his fingers over. After that, I wanted nothing more to do with dogs. I wanted to learn how to bite back.”
He threw the carved animal into the fire. The flames licked at it briefly, then it was just burning wood. "And you? What did you dream about before you started fighting?"
Fionn thought for a moment. It was strangely difficult to see the boy he had once been, before the beatings, the training, the harsh nights had deformed him. But somewhere he was still there, in the corners of his mind.
“I dreamed of being tall,” he finally said. “Not just taller than the other boys. Tall, as if the world needed to see me. I wanted no one to pretend I was invisible anymore.”
"Well," said the other, "you've done it. Today in the pub they all looked at you. The boy with the wooden horse, the innkeeper, the old man with the pipe. They all saw you, whether you wanted to or not."
"And what good will that do?" asked Fionn. "So they can see me?"
The young fighter shrugged. "Maybe nothing at all. Maybe everything. If they know your name, they'll spread it. And if they spread it, eventually you'll be part of something that lasts longer than your body."
Fionn remained silent. The idea of ​​lasting longer than his own bones was both alluring and terrifying. Stories lived on, but they never told the whole truth. They left out the filth, the stench, the nights spent hunched over the pool, wondering if life hadn't already spat him out.
He lay down, his coat wrapped tightly around him, and gazed at the stars. They were brutally honest: cold, distant, utterly unmoved by the petty dramas down below. Yet, ever since they learned to make fire, people had stared at them as if they would find answers up there.
Images from the night mingled in his mind. The tavern, the fiddle, the rough voices. The boy with the wooden horse, riding onto the imaginary battlefield. The wooden dog, perishing in the fire. Himself, jug in hand, the smell of smoke and sweat clinging to his hair.
Perhaps, Fionn thought, that was the real difference between children and men: children dreamed of clear victories and gleaming swords, men of a reasonably peaceful night and still having all their fingers tomorrow. And somewhere in between, in that shaky space between dream and routine, lived what would later be called legend.
He fell asleep, and in his dream he was back in the pub, only this time he was both the boy with the wooden horse and the man with the mug. He rode off, the wooden horse transformed into a real animal, which, however, smelled of beer and occasionally cursed. Above him, the men laughed, but the laughter wasn't malicious. It was just loud, rough, and tired.
When he woke up that morning, the smell of the tavern still clung to his hair, the ceiling, the air. He knew he'd never get rid of it. Not really. Even if one day he stood in a palace, clean-shirted and sword gleaming, somewhere deep inside him that haze would linger, that mixture of malt, sweat, smoke, and old hopes. And perhaps that was a good thing. It reminded him of where he came from.
He stood up, stretched, felt the tired muscles protesting. The day would again hold blows, calls, training, perhaps an assignment. He didn't know exactly what would come, but he knew he would go again when called. Not because he followed blindly, but because he understood that his dreams were now intertwined with the others.
The smell of the pub and childhood dreams, he thought, as he walked to the fire to get a piece of bread. The childhood dreams weren't dead. They had simply put on a different coat. One that smelled of smoke and wet wool. And as long as he breathed, he would carry them both with him: the boy who wanted to be grown up, and the man who had learned that sometimes, true greatness simply means taking the next step even when everything inside you is screaming to stop.
 
 
Chapter 3 – How to lose a father and keep the anger
The morning Fionn first consciously grasped that his father was truly dead, and not just a whispered name, began like any other: tired, cold, and with that faint knocking in the back of his mind that said the day would try to kill him again. The Fianna had been on the move for days, one of those pointless marches through rain and scree where no one knew anymore whether they were actually heading toward a destination or just away from something. The men cursed, spat, and made jokes too old to work anymore. But no one turned back. You never turned back.
They pitched camp in a valley that looked more like a grave than a resting place. Stunted trees, wet grass, a stream that sounded as if it were mocking them. Fionn sat down by a stone that held more water than any jug and tried to dry his boots. It was pointless, but people do many pointless things to avoid thinking.
The Grey Man arrived with a hose and two cups. Without a word, he sat down next to Fionn, poured some alcohol, and handed him a cup. The alcohol smelled of apples and regret. They drank in silence. The sky hung low, the clouds heavy as weary shoulders.
"You don't know anything, do you?" the Grey Man said at some point, without looking at him.
"About what?" asked Fionn.
"About your old man."
The sentence hit him like a stone thrown from ambush. He had never asked the name aloud, never pressed for it. The snatches he caught were like splinters in his skin: you feel them, but you don't dare pull them out because you're afraid of what's underneath.
"I know enough," he murmured. "He was somebody. He's dead. And some people like that."
The Grey Man laughed softly, without humor. "That's not 'enough,' boy. That's the short version you tell children when they're supposed to go to sleep. You don't sleep anymore. You fight, drink, and run with us. You have the right to know why you're in our ranks and why some, when they hear your name, look for a moment as if they've choked."
Fionn said nothing. He stared at the stream flowing past them, as if he were in a hurry to leave the valley.
“Your father’s name was Cumhall,” the Grey Man began. “You know that. What you don’t know is that he wasn’t a small man. He led the Fianna before I was old enough to remember beer. Strong, stubborn, with a mind that worked faster than most. Some called him proud. Others said he was too big for this island and this bunch of gods, princes, and cowards from the very beginning.”
The name rose between them, heavy and unfamiliar. Cumhall. Fionn had rarely heard it. Only at night, when the voices thought he was asleep. Now it suddenly sounded like a blow against metal.
"He was a good leader?" Fionn asked.
The Grey Man snorted. “Good is such a harmless word. Good dogs are those that don’t bite, and good women are those who never argue. Your father wasn’t a good man. He was the one people called when they needed someone to get their hands dirty and sort out the mess. He won battles, yes. He held the Fianna together when the princes tried to play us off against each other. But he had the bad habit of saying no whenever someone tried to tell him whom to serve. And kings don’t like that.”
Fionn felt his stomach clench. In the stories he'd secretly heard as a child, leaders were clear: loyal, brave, with a right and a wrong path before them. Here, everything sounded like a labyrinth where sooner or later you'd run into something.
"Who killed him?" he asked. The words came out rough, as if they had lain dormant inside him for too long.
The Grey Man was silent. He took a deep gulp, wrinkled his face slightly, and stared at his own hands as if they were to blame. "Officially," he said then, "it was a man named Goll mac Morna. You will hear that name often. In songs, in curses, in the skewed stories princes tell each other around the fire when they believe none of those involved are still alive."
Fionn felt the word in his mind. Goll. It sounded like something stuck in his throat. "He killed him in battle?"
The gray man raised an eyebrow. “In battle,” he repeated. “That’s what it’s called when two men face each other in a field, and one is certain that the gods are on his side because he drank with the right people beforehand. Your father stood with his men, Goll with his. But the real weapon wasn’t the sword. It was a king who decided whose promise he preferred.”
The stream rushed on. The other Fianna laughed somewhere in the camp, shouting, arguing over bread, sleeping places, and memories. Here by the stone, the words hung heavy in the air.
"The king has abandoned my father," Fionn said quietly.
“He declared it a problem,” replied the Grey. “And when a king names a problem, someone always steps forward to solve it. Goll was quick enough, brave enough, or stupid enough, depending on how you want to look at it. He defeated your father in a battle the bards talk about as if it were the decisive moment. In reality, it was merely the culmination of a long series of cheap deals and expensive lies.”
Fionn squeezed the cup so tightly his fingers turned white. An image surfaced in his mind that he had never seen before: a man, tall, broad, with eyes fixed on the sky. Perhaps he resembled him, perhaps not. It didn't matter. It was the image of a person standing upright while the world around him rearranged the seating.
"And the Fianna?" asked Fionn. "They watched?"
"Some went down with your father," said the Grey Man. "Some sided with Goll because he wanted to stay alive. Some looked the other way. And a few ran away. I was one of those who ran away."
The confession lay between them like a wet sack. Fionn looked at the Grey Man and didn't know whether to hate him for it or be grateful that he had said it at all.
"Why?" he asked.
The old man gave a short, bitter laugh. “Because I didn’t want to die for a king I despised, and because I didn’t want to be the hand that killed your father. And because I was too cowardly to fall by his side. Take your pick. I told you, your father wasn’t a good man in the sense of the stories. But he was one you either fought for or betrayed. There wasn’t much room in between. I tried to squeeze myself in. That hurts more than any scar ever could.”
Fionn felt something tighten in his chest, heavy, dark. He had never truly imagined his father's death. Now he did, and he didn't like it at all. A field, blood, men shouting their names, and somewhere a king sitting behind a wall, later claiming he had restored order.
"Did my father know I existed?" he finally asked. It was the question that consumed him most. Not who had struck the blow, but whether the man who had fathered him had even given him a thought before the sword came.
The Grey Man remained silent for a long time. Too long. Then he nodded slowly. "He knew about you. He knew you were hidden away, far from the people who wanted to overthrow him. It was one of his last clever moves: to make sure you didn't end up on the same field as him. Perhaps he hoped you would eventually turn up and make something of it that he hadn't."
"Something else?"
“Perhaps the same mistakes, only for different reasons,” said the Grey. “Perhaps new mistakes. But you are here, Fionn. That means his plan worked at least halfway. You didn’t rot in a ditch next to him.”
The boy—who was no longer really a boy—looked at the stream again. He thought about the way his foster mother had looked at him when the men came for him. There had been more in that look than just concern for a foster son. Perhaps she had known all that: about kings, betrayal, a man named Goll. Perhaps she had hoped he would never ask such questions. Children's questions are easy. Men's questions are not.
The anger came slowly. Not like a fire that ignites instantly, but like a rising tide, inch by inch. Fionn felt each breath grow heavier. His father wasn't just another dead man. He was a cut through Fianna history. Proof that loyalty in this world was a gamble, where the dice always landed on the king's table.
"Is Goll still alive?" he asked, even though he already knew the answer.
“Yes,” said the Grey Man. “He is alive. He is fighting. He is drinking. He is telling his version of this story. And there are enough people who want to hear it.”
Fionn nodded slowly. It was as if someone were driving a nail into his heart and simultaneously telling him: Pay close attention, you'll need it.
"Then there's something I have to do," he said quietly.
The Grey One sighed. "That's what I thought. Listen, boy. Revenge is a beautiful bride, but she sleeps with anyone who stares in her direction long enough. If you chase after her, you forget who you are without her."
“Maybe I would never have been anyone without her,” Fionn replied. “Maybe that’s exactly why I’m here.”
The old man shook his head but said nothing more. He drank the cup dry, stood up, and went back to the camp, where life went on as if nothing had happened. Fionn remained sitting by the stream until night had completely fallen.
He thought of Cumhall, a man perhaps as stubborn as himself, who refused to raise his hand for a king whose words promised too much. He thought of Goll, a face he didn't yet know, but which already bore the outline of an enemy in his mind. And he thought of himself, the boy who had grown up in a hut and now sat at the edge of a camp, a cup in his hand, a void in his heart that suddenly had a name.
Anger settled inside him like a stone. Heavy, cold, but reliable. He knew he wouldn't be able to shake it. Perhaps he would learn to live with it, to carry it into battles, into decisions, into nights filled with alcohol and songs. But somewhere along the way, there would always be that point where everything led back to where it all began: to a father who had fallen, to a world that had allowed it, to a boy who learned too late why he was even there.
The next day, nothing was different, and yet everything was. The sun was just as poorly positioned in the sky, the wind blew just as unkindly in their faces, and the men cursed the same miserable porridge they had for breakfast. But for Fionn, something had shifted. It was as if someone had moved the world an inch to the left, just enough to make all the lines slip.
He stood in the circle of the others during training. Wooden swords clashed, staffs whirred through the air, men shouted commands, laughed when someone landed in the dirt. Fionn moved automatically, parrying, striking, dodging. His body knew what to do; he'd done it often enough. But his mind was on a different track. Cumhall. Goll. The king with clean fingers, who had never seen the mud in which others died for his decisions.
"You're somewhere else today, kid," growled the broad-shouldered fighter he was sparring with. "If you drift like that during a real punch, you'll be picking your own head up off the ground."
Fionn pulled himself together, raised the staff, blocked, and thrust back. He felt the anger give him strength, but also how he positioned his hand as if each strike were a rehearsal for something greater. After a while, the broad man lowered the staff, wiped the sweat from his brow, and looked at him appraisingly.
"Whoever told you that has ruined your day," he said. "Do you want to talk about it or do you want to kill it?"
“I don’t think you can kill it,” Fionn replied.
"Then you have to learn to live with it." The man shrugged. "I had a father once, too. It was a long time ago. He was a bastard, but he was my bastard. A king had him hanged because he said the wrong thing, at the wrong time, in the wrong place. I was there. Since then, I've carried a list of names inside me whose throats I'd like to slit. You can cope with it if you drink enough and fight."
Fionn looked at him. "Did you catch her?"
The broad man grinned crookedly. "The executioner, yes. Not the king. He's still hanging, only the other way around: by his rituals, his court jester, and his gods. Maybe someone will catch him someday. Maybe not. I realized at some point that I could either spend my whole life on this one path—the one of revenge—or I'd have to start doing at least a few other things before I die. Since then, I pay off debts whenever I happen to come across them. But I don't chase after them anymore."
“I can’t pretend this is just any job,” Fionn said. “I know now why I was hidden. Why my name makes some people sick to their stomachs. That won’t go away when I complete the next assignment.”
“I didn’t say that,” the other muttered. “I’m just saying: be careful that your anger doesn’t consume you before you can use it. Anger is like fire. It warms you, cooks your food, keeps the wolves away. But if you don’t control it, it will burn your house down.”
They got back into position. Punch, block, turn. Fionn's muscles worked as his head continued to crawl.
During his lunch break, he sat alone, bread in hand, gazing at the horizon. The others huddled in groups, joking, arguing, playing dice for what little they had. Fionn put the bread in his mouth and chewed without registering the taste.
The young fighter, who had once wanted to be a dog breeder, slumped down beside him. He threw a small stone into the air, caught it again, over and over. "It's romantic here," he said. "You look like you're about to discuss the meaning of life with the wind."
"Did you know who my father was?" Fionn asked.
The boy whistled softly. "Well, nobody talked about it directly. But you hear things. Names. And you look a bit like him, the old folks say. I only know the man from stories."
“What are they telling you?”
"That he led Fianna until everything went downhill. That he was stubborn, too upright for a crooked world. Some say he should have listened more. Others, that he shouldn't have given in. You know how it is: when someone dies, suddenly everyone knows what they could have done better."
Fionn nodded. "Goll killed him."
"That's what they say." The boy caught the stone, this time letting it rest in his hand. "Goll is one of those guys who usually appears as a hero in the stories—in other people's stories. The king likes him. And the bards sing what the king wants to hear. That's how it works."
“I want to see him,” Fionn said. The sentence came out of him so calmly that he hardly recognized it himself. No threat, no shouting. Just a decision that had felt as if it had been waiting inside him for a long time.
The boy snorted. "You will. Sooner or later, everyone who wants to be called Fianna ends up somewhere in a field, in a pub, or in hell. The world is small when you're always with the same crazy people."
“I mean something different,” Fionn said. “I want to see him before he sees me. I want to know who he is before he’s just the man I want to kill.”
The other laughed briefly, but not mockingly. “You overthink things, Fionn. Most people are simpler: He killed my father, so I want his head. End of story. You want all the nuances, as if this were a song and not a slaughterhouse.”
“Maybe,” Fionn murmured. “But if I kill him, I don’t want it to go the way it did with my father. With a king, favors, cheap applause. I want it to be something honest. Two men, an old bank account, no spectators deciding who the good guy is.”
For a while they sat silently side by side. The stone rose into the air again, came back, again and again.
“You know,” said the boy, “I think that’s exactly why they hid you. And that’s exactly why you’re here now. The world has a penchant for tragedies with repetition. Fathers fall, sons rise, kings smile, and somewhere bards write a refrain that no one can bear to hear anymore.”
Fionn threw away the bread he hadn't finished eating. The birds would take care of it. He stood up, walked to the edge of the camp, and gazed into the distance. The landscape was beautiful, if one could forget how much blood had seeped into it. Hills, forests, that eternal, gloomy light.
He pictured his father out there, with men at his side who had once made the same pronouncements as his current comrades. Perhaps Cumhall, just like him, had stood at the edge of a camp, wondering who on the other side of the field would deliver the final blow. Perhaps he had hoped it would at least be someone he could respect.
“I will not forget him,” Fionn said to the wind. “Neither of them. Neither the man who fell, nor the one who slit his throat.”
The wind did not answer. It had heard enough such vows.
That evening, as the fire crackled and the wine was passed around, two of the older fighters approached him. They sat down and remained silent for a while, as if they had to scrape words from their bones.
“We were there,” one of them finally said. “When your father fell.”
Fionn looked at them. Their faces were heavy, their eyes tired. No heroes, no traitors, just men who had been too close to history to be able to tell it in a positive light.
"Was he like the bards sing?" asked Fionn.
The other laughed dryly. “Better and worse,” he said. “He was braver than was good for him, and harder-hearted than you’d like to admit. He led us, yes. Sent us into battles we wouldn’t have survived without him. And into battles we only had because of him. He wasn’t a saint. But when he fell, we knew that something bigger than a man fell with him. A kind of ‘no’ the world no longer wanted to hear.”
"And Goll?"
“Goll was a fighter like us,” said the first. “With his own men, his own wounds, his own dreams. He wielded the sword, but the king had sharpened it. You want someone to blame, Fionn. I understand that. But if you want to be honest, you have to hate more than one name.”
Fionn took a sip, letting the words sink in. To hate more than one name – that sounded like a task heavier than any sword.
“Maybe I’ll start with one,” he said calmly. “Otherwise I’ll lose track.”
The men looked at each other, then nodded. Sometimes it was better not to question someone else's path for too long. Everyone needed their own lie to get up in the morning.
Fionn later lay down in the coat and stared into the embers for a long time. The anger was no longer a wild, uncontrolled spark. It had become something more compact, denser, darker. A tool lying on the table, waiting to be used.
He knew he had to learn to deal with it. Anger could guide you, but it could also drag you to places where you were nothing more than a shadow of a man. Despite the silence he carried within him, he vowed one thing he would not do: let this anger consume him completely. He wanted to use it, not be used by it.
It was a nice thought. The kind of thought you use to lie yourself to sleep. But that night it was enough to make him breathe more calmly.
Weeks later, on one of those windy afternoons when the clouds lingered in the sky only because they were too exhausted to fly away, Fionn found himself in one of the small villages scattered across the land like freckles. The Fianna were escorting one of those merchant caravans that carried more rumors than goods. Officially, they were there to "provide security." Unofficially, they were there to make their presence felt, to burn names into people's minds, to mark their presence. Power is often just a matter of who knows whose shadow.
The village square reeked of cattle, smoke, and that dull, sweet smell of poverty that was the same everywhere. Children ran around, making noise that tried to be cheerful. Women bartered bread for cloth, men pretended they had more to do than they did. And in the midst of it all, the Fianna, a mobile patch of leather, steel, and weariness.
Fionn stopped by the well and drank water from his hands, water that was cold and honest. He raised his head and noticed someone looking at him. An old man, his back hunched, his beard more yellow than gray, his eyes so deep-set that one wondered if they had ever seen daylight.
“You are the son,” said the old man. No greeting, no hesitation. Just those two words, as if they were a judgment.
Fionn placed his hands on the edge of the well so that no one would see that they were slightly cramping. "Which son?" he asked.
The old man coughed dryly, a sound like wood snapping. "Cumhall's boy. You don't have to be clever to see that. You just have to be old enough and have seen enough faces."
"You knew him?"
“Everyone who carried a gun in this area back then knew him,” the man said. “He was loud. Not just with his voice. With the way he filled the air. There are people who walk into a room and you don’t notice until they’re gone. Cumhall was different. When he came, even the fireplace knew.”
Fionn remained silent.
“I was on the field when he fell,” the old man continued. “Not as a fighter. As one of those who later turn over the dead and see if there’s anything left in their pockets. Not an honorable job, but one that shows you the truth. Heroes don’t look any better dead than thieves.”
Fionn exhaled slowly. "What was he like...?" He trailed off. The question was too big.
The man nodded, as if he had expected precisely this abrupt end. “He lay there,” he said. “In the grass, which knew more blood than rain. His eyes open, as if they couldn't accept that suddenly there was nothing to see. Goll was still standing, breathing heavily, with a look as if he didn't know whether he had just won or lost. The king wasn't there. He wouldn't have come if heaven itself had pulled his feet away. He sent messengers, later songs, in which he pretended that he had decided it all with wisdom.”
"Was my father afraid?" Fionn asked. The question came faster than he could stop it.
The old man gazed into the distance, as if he could still see it. "Everyone is afraid," he said softly. "But not everyone shows it. Your father... he was angry. Not at Goll, not at the men around him. At everything. At the way the world had arranged itself. He didn't die with a prayer on his lips, if that's what you want to know. He died with a curse. And I can't blame him."
Fionn looked at his hands. They suddenly no longer looked like a boy's hands, but like tools waiting to be used.
"Why are you telling me this?" he asked.
The old man shrugged. "Because you walk around as if someone planted a stone in your heart and forgot to tell you how to walk with it. Perhaps it helps to know that your father wasn't a fairy tale. Fairy tales die cleanly. He didn't. He fell as we all will: in the dirt, in anger, without applause. And yet they still talk about him. Perhaps that's the only thing that remains."
A child ran past, almost hitting Fionn's legs. It laughed, a bright, insolent laugh. The old man watched it go. "They'll be talking about you too," he said. "That much is clear. The only question is: what will they say? That you spent your life chasing after a dead man? Or that you learned to live with his shadow without becoming him?"
Fionn didn't answer. What could he say? That for weeks he had lived with the image of a man he had never seen, and that this image had grown louder than his own voice? That every drill, every fight, every glass he emptied was merely a rehearsal for the moment he would face Goll?
The old man placed a bony hand on his forearm. "Anger is a good start," he said. "But a bad place to live. Don't stay in it too long. The walls will quickly close in."
Fionn wanted to say something back, something harsh, something sharp, something that would prove to him that he wasn't just a boy to be lectured on morality. But the words didn't come. Instead, he nodded, briefly, almost imperceptibly. The old man withdrew his hand, as if he had gotten what he wanted.
Later, as they were leaving the village, Fionn heard two boys whisper his name. "That's Cumhall's son," one said. "The one with the light eyes. They say he's worse than his father."
Fionn pretended not to hear it. But deep inside, something was stirring. It wasn't pride. Pride is loud, greedy. This was quieter. A kind of confirmation that he was no longer just another face in the crowd.
That night he sat by the fire again. The men played dice, argued about stakes, and told each other tall tales. The gray man sat down beside him and handed him a cup.
"So?" he asked. "Have you found anything that calms your mind?"
“No,” Fionn said honestly.
"Good," murmured the Grey One. "Quiet minds are overrated. But you have to learn to live with the noise."
They drank together. The fire cast shadows that crept across their faces like memories that wouldn't stay silent.
Fionn gazed into the flames and pictured his father once more. Not as a pristine hero, not as a radiant figure on a hill, but as a man in the mud, bleeding, cursing, his eyes fixed on the sky, offering no answer. He placed another man beside him, Goll, breathing heavily, with a sword in his hand and an expression on his face that was stuck somewhere between victory and disgust.
He knew he needed both images: the father who had fallen and the man who had killed him. Without one, the anger would be nothing but directionless noise. Without the other, it would be nothing but grief that would slowly consume him.
“I will find him,” Fionn said quietly, more to himself than to the others. “But I want to be more than just the son who strikes back.”
The Grey Man nodded slowly. "Then you must find your own measure," he replied. "Not your father's, not the king's, not Goll's. Your own. And that's the hardest work. Fighting is easy. Drinking, too. But not losing yourself while doing both—that's the trick."
The wine burned in Fionn's throat, but he barely felt it. He felt a different kind of burning, deeper, more constant. The anger, yes. But also something that felt like a decision. He wouldn't try to copy Cumhall. He wouldn't be the shadow of a man he'd never known. He would make it his own, however dirty, contradictory, and broken it might be.
He lay down in his coat, which smelled of smoke, sweat, and promises gathered along the way, closed his eyes, and listened to the men talking about everything: women they had lost, battles they had won, shoulders that would never heal. It wasn't pretty. But it was real.
And somewhere in between, between the voices and the flames, he understood something: You can lose a father. A name, too. But the anger they leave behind can be kept, shaped, sharpened, transformed into something else that not only destroys but also sustains.
Perhaps he would still end up dying in a dump, with a curse on his lips like his father. Perhaps no one would notice the difference between him and Cumhall, between an old story and a new one. But as long as he breathed, he would try to live that difference.
He fell asleep with the feeling that the stone in his chest had become a little firmer, but also more bearable. And as dawn broke and the wind resumed its work, Fionn rose, took up his weapons and his anger, and prepared himself for the next day, which would test him whether he liked it or not.
 
Chapter 4 – First blows, first teeth in the dirt
The first real commission came one afternoon when the sky looked as if someone had forgotten to add color. No grand omen, no divine voice, just that gray blanket over everything, saying: If someone dies today, at least no one will notice. The message reached them via a messenger so thin the wind almost carried him away. He brought a seal, a few polite words, and an unspoken threat: A petty king expected the Fianna to solve a problem before it became embarrassing.
The problem was a band of escaped mercenaries who had invented their own law somewhere in the hills. Men who had seen too much to still want to obey, and had too little to finally be fed up. They raided merchants, squeezed villages dry like rotten fruit, left bodies in the ditches and jokes in the taverns. The king wanted them gone, but not with his own men. His own men might eventually ask questions. So he sent mercenaries against mercenaries. That was clean.
Fionn listened as the Grey read the message and curled up again. The others stood in a semicircle, weapons loosely at their sides, faces that said: Not again, but we're going anyway. It was that mixture of weariness and alertness you see in men who know that every mission could be their last, but are still too proud to look for a clean job.
“These aren’t peasants with pitchforks,” said the Grey Man. “These are fellows who know how to hit you. There aren’t many of them, but they’re ugly enough. We go into the hills at dusk, catch them in their hole, and hope they’re too drunk to be smart. Any questions?”
None. Only those who still believed that answers could change anything asked questions.
Fionn felt his body react before his mind could catch up. His muscles tightened, his breathing deepened, as if someone inside had opened a door. He had trained, fought, been knocked down, and gotten back up. But this was different. No drill, no game, no scrutinizing afterward. Here, no one would raise a hand and shout "Stop!" if someone landed too hard.
The burly fighter, who had already hammered him several times, stepped beside him. "You're going to get your first real beatings today," he said, as if he were talking about the weather. "The kind where nobody pretends it's about honor. Keep your head down and your eyes open. And if you fall, fall in a way that takes someone else down with you."
They set off as the day slowly lost its color. The hills ahead looked like a line of sleeping animals, about to be kicked in the gut. The wind grew colder as they climbed. Fionn smelled earth, damp grass, the musty aroma of metal that had been used too often. The weapons rattled softly, the footsteps were muffled. No singing, no slogans. The men were too old for war cries. They were saving their breath for what was to come.
The Grey sent scouts ahead. Shadows detached themselves from the group, slipping into the bushes like smoke that had decided to have an opinion. Fionn remained with the core, feeling the staff at his side, the sword in his belt, the knife in his boot. He felt overloaded and naked at the same time. Weapons gave a sense of security until you realized how quickly they could be knocked from your hand.
They found the mercenaries' camp in a hollow between two hills. Smoke rose, faint and sluggish. Visibility was limited to dark shapes, tents, and a few figures moving around a fire. Voices drifted over, laughter too loud to be sober. Good for them, bad for common sense.
The Grey Man crept closer with a few men, leaving the rest behind. Fionn was among the "rest," a fact that both flattered and offended him. He watched as the dark outlines moved, brief hand signals, soft murmurs, a plan that was probably no more complicated than: We go in and hope we're still standing at the end.
"You'll come in with the second wave," whispered the burly fighter beside him. "The first makes noise, the second does work. If you see someone still looking for their weapon, help them never find it again."
It happened quickly. It always happens quickly when no one is ready and everyone claims to be. A whistle, a start, men shot forward, the grass hissing beneath their feet. Fionn ran with them, feeling the ground beneath him become one long, sharp thud. Screams, sudden, harsh, as if someone were cutting open a bag full of air. Metal on metal, the first of those encounters where two people hope the other is weaker.
The stench hit him as soon as he reached the hollow. Smoke, beer, cold sweat, and immediately the sharp, metallic smell of fresh blood. The mercenaries were surprised, but not defenseless. Anyone who lives long enough with a blade in their hand doesn't keep it far away, even in their sleep. Men stumbled out of the tents, half-dressed, their eyes wide, their mouths filled with curses.
Fionn almost got stuck on a body that was already lying on the ground. He didn't know if it was dead or just dying. That wasn't his job. He pressed on into the chaos, feeling the body take up the fight like an ancient dance one didn't know one had mastered.
A man appeared before him, his hair matted, his beard full of breadcrumbs, his eyes bloodshot. He roared something that was lost in the noise, and then he struck. Fionn saw the sword coming, a dirty line through the air, and instinctively ducked. The blow passed just above his head, the wind from it burning his scalp. He rammed his shoulder into the man's chest, felt the impact deep in his own bone, and both fell.
The ground was mud, ash, something hard, maybe a stone, maybe someone else's tooth. Fionn rolled, felt a kick to his thigh, a punch to his rib. He gasped, found the handle of his knife, and drew it before the body above him could do the same. It wasn't a clean stab. Clean only exists in the mind. He thrust wherever he could find space: between ribs, through fabric, into warm, resisting flesh.
The man's face contorted, the curse he wanted to utter a wheezing, wet sound. Fionn felt the hand on his shoulder weaken. He withdrew the knife. The blood was warm, thick, sticky on the blade. It lacked the heroic clarity he had imagined as a child. It was simply blood flowing from a body that would soon no longer be somebody.
For a moment, everything stood still. Not literally, but in his mind. The noise receded into the distance, as if it had passed through water. He looked at the man whose eyes were staring back at him, both frightened and angry, as if to say: This wasn't the plan.
"I'm sorry," Fionn wanted to say, but the words got stuck somewhere behind his teeth. Instead, he pushed himself to his feet, tore his gaze away, and stumbled on. There was no time for apologies. The men around him were too busy trying to kill each other.
He was hit, many blows, too many to count. A stick brushed across his cheek, scratching his skin. An elbow struck him in the stomach, friend or foe perhaps, it didn't matter. The noise rose and fell, a wave of screams, metallic clanging, and that strange, almost quiet sound when a body ceases to fight against it.
At some point, he didn't know how long they had been fighting, he felt something hard strike his face. A blow with a knob, a shaft, perhaps a fist, heavy and purposeful. The world flickered, light and shadow blurred, a flash of pain shot through his jaw. He tasted something that wasn't just blood. It cracked. Then there was empty space in his mouth where something had been.
He spat automatically, a reflex, and saw a tooth lying in the gray, churned-up mud, small, dirty, with a trail of blood that looked like a signature. His tooth. First teeth in the dirt, thought a part of him that still had a sense of humor, even though everything else was falling apart. He could have laughed about it if the pain hadn't been so savage.
No time. The man who had hit him was still standing in front of him, a broad-shouldered guy with a face that looked like someone had forgotten to finish painting it. He raised his hand again. Fionn wiped the blood from his mouth, pushed anger before pain, and walked towards him.
The rest of the fight dissolved into a mixture of instinct and exhaustion. Fionn later recalled only fragments: a scream right next to his ear, the smell of burnt hair, the sudden, nauseating sensation of slipping on something soft that had once been a person. When it was over, he knew it was over because the noise no longer rose, but simply subsided, like an empty jug.
He stood in the middle of the hollow, blood on his hands, a hole in his mouth that felt like a new home for the pain. Around him lay men who, just a few hours earlier, had had plans. Some were silent, others groaned, still others tried to get up as if they could force the day to go on.
Fionn was breathing heavily, his chest heaving like a dog that had run too far. He looked at his hands, saw the dirt, the blood, the small cuts. They were the same hands as yesterday. And yet, they weren't.
"Well, welcome to the business," said the burly fighter behind him, patting him on the shoulder, roughly but not unkindly. "First corpse? First tooth?"
Fionn nodded, his gaze still fixed on the chaos. He wanted to say something, something clever, cool, something that would show it didn't affect him too much. Instead, he felt his stomach churn. He turned to his side and gagged. Nothing dramatic, just a bit of bile, a bit of leftover beer from the night before, a bit of pride.
"It's okay," the man muttered. "Anyone who doesn't throw up the first time didn't understand what they were doing beforehand."
Fionn wiped his mouth, feeling the gap in his teeth with his tongue. Part of him was proud. Another part was horrified. In between lay this strange, stark feeling: So this is what it feels like. Not like in the stories. More like a poorly paid job where you know the wages will come late.
They did what one always does after a massacre: count, sort, lie. The bodies of others were sifted through, searching for coins, rings, anything that might justify the effort. Their own bodies were laid side by side, their eyes closed when they thought of it, and afterward they spoke of them as if they had wanted what had happened. No one asked them. The dead are the only ones who truly find peace.
Fionn was sent to search the area in case any of the mercenaries had tried to hide. He walked among the bushes, his eyes alert, his hands still sticky. His tongue automatically explored the gap in his mouth. Each step made his jaw throb, a dull, defiant throb, as if his body were saying: I'm remembering this.
He found a man who had dragged himself a short way up the slope. No longer a fighter, more like a heap of fabric, flesh, and pain, busy slowly disintegrating. He was young, younger than many of the other bodies down there, with a beard that still pretended to command respect. A wound ran across his stomach, open, deep, its edges frayed like old leather.
The man saw Fionn, blinked, and tried to say something. Only a sound came out, a mixture of air and blood. Fionn knelt beside him. In his hand he held the knife, without knowing why. It was simply there, a part of him.
“Calm down,” Fionn said, although he knew that you couldn’t say “calm down” to a man with that wound. “It’s over.”
The other man's gaze clung to his face. There was nothing left of fighting spirit, no threat, no hatred. Only that naked, terrified question that everyone has in the end: Was that all there was?
“Who are you?” the man uttered, each sound a crack in his voice.
"Only one of them asked too late what he was doing it all for," said Fionn. He didn't know if the other person understood. Maybe it didn't matter.
“I…” the man began, then faltered, coughed, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. “I just wanted to… get out. Out of this godforsaken village. I thought, mercenaries… better than nothing.”
God, thought Fionn, this is almost comical. They were more alike than either of them would have liked. Two guys who wanted to escape something that would have consumed them. One ended up with the Fianna, the other with a gang without a banner. In the end, they were both in the same filth.
The man reached for his hand. Not out of friendship or gratitude, but rather out of sheer reflex, like a drowning person grasping at anything that doesn't immediately sink. Fionn let him. His fingers were cold, slippery.
"Do you want to..." The man broke off, swallowed. "Do it... quickly?"
Fionn looked at the wound, at the man, at the knife in his hand. There were different ways to kill someone. In anger, in a frenzy, on impulse. And then there was the other way, the one you'd rather not even know about.
He nodded. Nothing theatrical. No "I'm doing you a favor." Just a matter-of-fact agreement between two guys who knew that this day was going to end badly for at least one of them.
"Close your eyes," said Fionn.
The man closed it. Fionn positioned the knife, high up, where it could be done quickly. His hand trembled briefly, then did what had to be done. It wasn't a heroic act, not a "mercy killing," as bards call it when they need the lyrics. It was craftsmanship. Harsh, simple, ugly.
When it was over, Fionn sat beside the body for a moment. The wind rustled through the grass as if it didn't notice anything unusual.
"I hope your village wasn't expecting any good stories about you," he muttered. "Then you won't disappoint anyone."
He stood up and went back to the camp. The Grey Man saw him coming, glanced briefly at the knife, which he automatically wiped with a rag. Something in his gaze said: I know what you've done. He didn't ask. You didn't ask such things. If someone wanted to talk about something like that, they did. If not, they carried it with them until it became heavy enough to drag them down.
Later, after they had gathered the mercenaries' dead into one pile to leave for the landscape and their own into another to present to the gods, Fionn sat down on a tree stump and stared into space. His head throbbed, his jaw throbbed, and the missing tooth felt like a hole through which the world could see right into him.
The young fighter, who had dreamed of dogs, came to him and lay down. "Well? How does the first battle taste?"
Fionn thought for a moment. "Like old beer with blood in it," he said.
The boy laughed briefly. "Get used to it. It won't get any better. Only more."
“I helped someone die,” Fionn said calmly.
The other nodded, without surprise. "We do that all the time. Sometimes intentionally, sometimes just by living."
“No,” said Fionn. “I mean… he asked me to.”
"So? Do you regret it?"
Fionn shook his head. "It was the only thing I could still give him. The day had already taken everything else from him."
The boy picked up a stick and drew lines in the mud. "Then put him on the list," he said. "The list of things you have to live with. Everyone has one. Some are longer, some are shorter. But we all write on it until someone knocks the pen out of our hand."
Fionn watched the mud where the other man was drawing lines. The lines quickly blurred, filled with water, blood, and footprints. Nothing remained recognizable for long. That was the truth about traces: people prided themselves on them, but the world was too busy to preserve them.
Later, when they looted the mercenaries' camp—a grand word for rummaging through their meager belongings—Fionn found a small pouch of teeth. Human, it seemed. Some clean, some still with a bit of root attached. A macabre collection. Perhaps one of the men had kept them as trophies, perhaps as a memento, perhaps out of sheer boredom.
Fionn turned the bag in his hand, feeling his own missing piece in his mouth. He laughed briefly, dryly. Then he hurled the bag into the fire. His teeth cracked, splintered, and shattered into smaller pieces.
“Collecting teeth is for people who think they have to prove to the world how tough they are,” he said, more to himself. “I’ve seen my own lying in the dirt. That’s enough for me.”
The broad-shouldered fighter heard it and patted him on the shoulder again. "You learn quickly," he said. "That's good. Fast learners live longer. Sometimes."
They camped on the edge of the hollow because it was too late to move on, and perhaps also because no one wanted to rush back to everyday life after just witnessing its uglier version. The fire crackled, the sky was black, the stars seemed like curious eyes wondering how long those idiots down there intended to keep up this.
Fionn lay on his blanket, his coat wrapped around him, and kept tasting blood. It had stopped flowing, but the taste remained, a memory that refused to leave. He thought of the man on the hillside, of his hand, of the question in his eyes: Was that all?
“Perhaps,” Fionn murmured. “But then we have to make sure that ‘everything’ doesn’t look quite so pathetic.”
It wasn't a grand ambition. No "I'm going to change the world." Just a small, defiant "I'm not going to die completely pointless." You don't need much to keep going. Sometimes a small, stubborn thought is enough.
When they returned to the king's court, it smelled of wet horse, sweet perfume, and the strange, clean boredom of people who let others fight for them. Guards stood at attention, servants scurried about as if there were truly something important to do. The blood on their robes was only wine, and the dirt on their boots came from the well-kept stables.
The Fianna entered the great hall, a group of weary men with stains on their cloaks, scratches on their faces, and that look that took nothing seriously that happened under one roof. The king sat on his raised chair, with those usual insignia that men need when they have nothing else: crown paraphernalia, a cloak worth more than a village, rings on the fingers of hands that had remained soft.
"You have fulfilled your task," he said after the Grey had reported to him. "The streets are safe again."
Fionn thought of the man on the hillside, the pile of bodies in the hollow, the teeth in the fire. "Certainly" was a word that easily came to mind in such places.
The king had bags of coins brought, heavy enough to show his gratitude, but not so heavy as to jeopardize his wealth. The bags were distributed to the men like bread to hungry dogs. A few bowed, others merely nodded. The Grey Man held his bag as if it weighed more than it did.
“You serve law and order,” said the king, as if it were a fact. “You are a shield of this land.”
Fionn had to suppress a laugh. A shield. He felt more like a piece of meat wedged between two teeth to avoid being bitten.
As they left the hall, the young fighter nudged him with his elbow. "Did you see the way he looked?" he whispered. "Like he was the one out there wielding the swords."
“Let him,” Fionn murmured. “Let them all. As long as they pay well, they can get their hands dirty in their songs for all I care.”
They went down into the courtyard, away from the clean stones, towards the horses and the more familiar stench. Fionn paused briefly, placed his hand on his jaw as if he could somehow bring back the missing tooth.
The broad-shouldered fighter noticed. "Does it still hurt?"
“Yes,” said Fionn.
"Good," said the other. "As long as it hurts, you remember it. When it doesn't hurt anymore, you think it's all normal. And that's the moment when you start making even shittier decisions."
In the next pub—a different village, the same stench—Fionn sat down in a corner with his mug. The others celebrated "the victory" as if the day had bestowed something upon them. They laughed, clinked glasses, and recounted the story of the hollow as if it were an adventure that could be told with a wink. That's how memory works: it trims away the ugly edges so the story goes down easy on the listener.
A few men came up to him and patted him on the back. "Well done," they said. "For your first real assignment. And that tooth—it suits you. Now you don't look like a boy from a good family anymore."
Fionn grinned crookedly, feeling the draft through the gap. "It was never a good house anyway," he replied.
As the alcohol intensified, someone brought out the dice. Money changed hands faster than the kings could ever comprehend. Fionn played for a while, losing some coins, winning others. He noticed his head was clearer than usual after days like these. Something inside him had decided not to let himself be completely numb.
Later, when the voices grew deeper and slower, the Grey Man came to him. He sat down, set down his jug, and looked at it.
"You've taken steps today," he said. "More than just from one hill to another."
“I lost a tooth and killed a man who just wanted to get out of his socket,” Fionn said. “Doesn’t sound like great strides.”
“Yes,” said the Grey One. “Because you’re still thinking about it. Most people stop thinking at some point. That’s when it becomes dangerous.”
"For them?"
"For everyone," said the old man. "For them, because at some point they cross some kind of boundary and no longer know where it was. For the others, because they have to pay the price. And for people like me, because then I have to decide whether to stop them or follow them. Thinking keeps you in the dirt, but it also keeps you from completely rolling around in it."
Fionn took a deep swig, feeling the alcohol seep through the scratch inside. "Today I understood how quickly you can go from 'a gang of troublemakers' to 'corpses in a hollow,'" he said. "And how little difference there is between them and us."
The Grey Man nodded. "The difference is often just who has the king on their side," he murmured. "Or who imagines they do. That's why I'm telling you one thing, Fionn: Don't rely on kings. Rely on your people, on your instincts, and—as annoying as it is—on your own damned brain."
They were silent for a while. A woman with tired eyes brought bread and cheese and placed it on the table without a word. Fionn thanked her with a nod. He took a bite and chewed carefully on the other side of his mouth.
"Do you know what I thought when I saw my tooth lying in the dirt?" he asked.
The grey man shook his head.
“That was the most honest piece of truth the world had presented to me in a long time,” Fionn said. “There was something of me lying there. Unimportant, small, but mine. And the ground simply took it, without asking, without negotiating. That’s how the world works. It takes. Big things, small things, names, teeth, men. We always pretend we can negotiate. But in the end, it’s all just a temporary trade.”
The grey man chuckled softly. "If you keep talking like that, one day you'll be an old man annoying young men with his wisecracks," he said. "Perhaps that's the best you can hope for."
"Better than ending up in the dirt early on," said Fionn.
"Well," replied the old man, "some stories only work in the dirt. But you don't have to take every piece of dirt that's offered to you."
The night passed them by, as nights do: half noise, half silence. Fionn drank, but not to the point of blacking out. He wanted to remember that day as it was: the cold of the hollow, the sound of someone falling, the taste of blood and dirt in his mouth, the moment he had held a dying man's hand. And the tooth in the mud.
Later, as he stood outside the door to get some fresh air, he looked up at the sky. Dark, heavy clouds drifted across it. Not a single star was visible.
"If you're really watching up there," he muttered, "then you're either just as drunk as we are or simply curious how long we'll keep this up."
He felt the wind brush against his face, rough, cold, but honest. He gave a short laugh, that rough, short laugh he had learned from the older men. Then he went back inside, back to the fire, to the men, to the work that would be waiting for him again the next day.
He'd already suffered his first blows, seen his first teeth in the dirt, his own and others'. And he knew: it was only the beginning. But it was a beginning that no one could take from him. Not kings, not gods, not even the stories that might later be made of it all.
He was right in the thick of it. No longer the boy on the sidelines. And even though he sometimes wished he could lie in his cabin again, just counting the rain – he knew he belonged here, in this dirty torrent of blood, laughter, pub smells, and decisions you can never escape.
 
Chapter 5 – The Taste of Blood and Cheap Beer
His jaw eventually stopped protesting with every step, but he never quite forgot what had happened. Pain was like a grumpy regular customer—he'd leave, come back, sit at the same table, and act as if he'd never been gone. Fionn grew accustomed to the pulling sensation in his mouth, the draft of air through the gap, the slight sting when cold water or hot wine touched the open wound. It was part of him now. Like his name, like the sword, like the anger.
The days blurred into a series of similar images: training, marching, dirt, some mission, some village, some king who thanked them in the tone of someone who couldn't imagine what blood feels like running down your sleeve. And interspersed throughout were the evenings in the pubs, where the world pretended you could start all over again with beer and noise.
One of those nights, they sat in a tavern so low that even the smoke had to stoop. The air was thick with the smell that had become more familiar to Fionn than any incense: sweat, wood, spilled beer, the remains of old meat that had never been officially served. The floor was a sticky mixture of straw, dirt, and unspoken stories.
Fionn had the jug in front of him, full of the stuff the landlady proudly called "beer," even though it tasted like someone had soaked bread crusts in puddles. He took a sip, noticing how the bitter edge of the liquid mingled with the metallic aftertaste of blood that had lingered in his mouth ever since the dip in the river. Blood and cheap beer—a combination one could get used to surprisingly quickly.
"You're still chewing cautiously," observed the young fighter sitting next to him. "You're missing a tooth, aren't you?"
“What I miss most is that I didn’t keep it,” said Fionn. “I should have hung it on a string. As a reminder.”
The other one laughed. "Memories are free. They eat their way into your head on their own. You don't need talismans. You just need enough nights like this."
At the next table, someone shouted a joke that Fionn had already heard in three different villages. The punchline had gotten worse each time, but the men still laughed. Laughter was less a reaction than a reflex on nights like these. If you didn't laugh, you heard too much.
A bard—or one pretending to be one—tinkled away on a detuned lyre. He sang one of those smooth, polished tales of great battles and noble leaders. Of course, at some point, the name Cumhall came up. Fionn heard it like a finger in an old wound. The bard sang of courage, of glorious ranks of shields, of an enemy called "honorable," even though he suited the king's plans better. In this song, Goll took on a face that didn't reek of treason, but of "the necessary course of events."
Fionn took a long gulp, letting the alcohol hit the back of his throat against the resistance. The taste of blood mingled with the stale beer and the taste of a lie that had been told so often it had eventually come to be believed as the truth.
“Does it taste good?” asked the broad fighter, who sat down at their table, put down the jug and with a hand gesture made more space than he actually needed.
"The beer or the song?" Fionn asked in return.
"Both."
"The beer tastes the same as always," said Fionn. "The song is like something meant to cleanse a dead man."
The broad man laughed, briefly, in agreement. "Welcome to culture," he said. "Kings pay bards to put their sloppiness into verse. The world loves rhymes, not truth."
The bard adopted a particularly melodramatic tone as he sang of Cumhall's death. Fionn heard the word "heroic" and had to concentrate to avoid throwing the jug at the man's head. Heroic death, he thought. Heroic death was the word invented by those who hadn't been there.
“Do you think your father knew that they would later put him in songs like that?” asked the young fighter, half mockingly, half interested.
"If he had known, he might have cursed even louder," said Fionn. "Or he might have killed the bard as well."
The laughter at the table was genuine, short, and raw. They drank. The beer was really bad. But it served its purpose. It softened the day's rough edges. A little.
Fionn leaned back and observed the room. The pub was a stage where the same play was always playing out: men talking too loudly, women with tired eyes, a landlord who pretended to have everything under control when all he really cared about was making sure no one died before they'd paid. And somewhere in the corner, there was always someone drinking more than was good for them, because the next day wouldn't bring anything better anyway.
He realized he felt at home in this theater. Not comfortable, but he belonged. The smell suited him, the noise, the weariness in the faces. When he closed his eyes, he could almost forget that outside, hills, kings, and old scores awaited him. Then he opened them again, tasted the beer, felt the missing tooth, and knew: This was just the intermission between two world-historical assessments.
The moment the bard caught his breath, Fionn emptied the jug and slammed it down on the table. The sound cut through the noise like a sharp blow. The bard looked over, startled.
“If you’re going to sing about my father,” Fionn said loudly enough for the bard to hear, “at least leave out the part about honor. He fell in the dirt like everyone else. Make it a decent verse.”
A murmur went through the room. A few heads turned. The name he had spoken now stood in the middle of the room like a third barrel that no one had ordered.
The bard blinked, tilting his head. "Cumhall's son," he said slowly, as if he had been waiting for the moment when that sentence would finally become relevant. "We've heard of you."
“Then sing something proper,” said Fionn. “Not what kings like to hear when they pretend they themselves wielded the sword.”
The bard gazed at him for a long moment, then struck the strings again. This time they sounded harsher, rawer. He no longer sang a hymn of praise, but a fragile, rough song, containing more grime, more rain, more curses. Cumhall was not a shining saint in it, but one who was wrong, loud, and realized too late how much they wanted to be rid of him. Goll was not an honorable opponent, but a man with a sword and a mission. The king barely appeared, except as a shadow at the edge, one who remained unwet while others stood in the rain.
It wasn't a beautiful song. But it was closer. Fionn felt the knot in his chest not loosen, but begin to press differently. The men listened, some with furrowed brows, others with that blank look you get when you realize your version of the story might not be the only one.
The taste of blood and cheap beer lingered in his mouth as he took it all in. He realized that this mixture held a kind of truth that clearer things lacked. Fine brandy could lie, fine food could mask. But cheap beer betrayed itself, just as blood always told the story: it flowed or it didn't.
When the bard finished, hardly anyone clapped. It wasn't the kind of song you cheer for. It was one you go to sleep with and later ponder in the dark.
Fionn stood up, went to the counter, and put down the mug. "One more," he said. "So I don't forget the taste."
The landlady filled the jug and glanced at him briefly. Her eyes held the knowledge of women who had seen too many men come and go. "You don't forget all that," she murmured. "You just learn to talk about it."
He took the jug, went back to the table, and thought that perhaps she was right. They talked to taste, to pain, to anger. They treated him like a guest who was allowed to stay as long as they themselves had a chair.
The morning after, Fionn's head felt as if someone had tried to hack it to pieces from the inside. Not a clean cut, more like blunt tools, impatient hands. His body was a collection of ailments: a dull ache in his back, a throbbing in his jaw, knees protesting as if they'd fought their own battle yesterday. And yet, he got up before anyone could kick him. Pride was sometimes more helpful than any discipline.
Outside, the village lay bathed in that sobering, gray light that exposes every lie of the night. The pub looked smaller, the alley narrower, the people more sober and therefore more dangerous. Fionn stood for a moment in front of the door, breathing in the morning air, which smelled of smoke, manure, and lingering dampness. The taste of beer still lingered in his mouth, mixed with the thin, persistent shadow of the blood he had long since swallowed or spat out.
The Grey Man came out of the stable, stroked a horse's muzzle as if it were the only creature in this backwater that hadn't made a mistake. He nodded to Fionn. "You set the bard straight yesterday," he said. "Not bad. Most don't dare to contradict the decoration."
"If there's going to be singing, then at least it should hurt," Fionn replied.
The old man grinned crookedly. "It hurts either way," he said. "The only question is, to whom? Sometimes songs are worse than swords. Swords eventually fall apart. Songs come back."
They set off again. Marching, as always. The Fianna dispersed in a line arranged more by habit and sympathy than by military logic. Fionn walked beside the young fighter and the broad-shouldered man. The conversation began with the usual platitudes about the cold, fatigue, and the quality of breakfast, which was never good enough. Then it slowly drifted into deeper conversations.
“I used to think that if I saw enough blood, I’d become desensitized,” the young fighter said. “Like hands that carry a lot of wood develop calluses. But it doesn’t happen. You get used to it, sure. You don’t throw up every time anymore, and your hands shake less. But there’s always something…”
"What?" asked Fionn.
The boy shrugged. “A taste. A sound. A kind of echo. You hit someone over the head, years later you hear a board break and you think of that same blow. It doesn't go away. It just spreads.”
"Some drink to make it quieter," said the broad man. "Others start loving gods. Still others hit even harder, hoping that one day they'll hit the spot where it all makes sense. Hint: There isn't one."
Fionn thought of the man on the hillside, the bag of teeth, his own tooth stuck in the mud. He thought of the bard from the previous evening who had sung a less glamorous, but more honest-sounding version of the story.
“I don’t think the taste ever goes away,” said Fionn. “Neither from blood nor from beer. The trick is learning which one is in your mouth at any given moment. Otherwise, you’ll eventually confuse what you’re doing.”
The broad man laughed harshly. "And what do you do with that, philosopher?"
“I’m trying to remember,” Fionn murmured, “that those are real people up there, even if the king calls them ‘problem’ and we call them ‘target’. And that we ourselves are no better. Just paid differently.”
They walked in silence for a while. The hills rolled past them like tired waves. A raven flew overhead, croaking as if to say: I see you. The world was always watching. It rarely took notes.
At the next rest stop, one of those half-hearted clearings where trees had given way for no apparent reason, they sat down in the wet grass. Bread, dry cheese, water from a hose that had seen far too many mouths. Fionn forced the bite past the missing part, chewing on the other side.
"Tell me," said the young fighter. "How does it taste to you now? Everything. Not just the beer."
Fionn thought for a moment. He had noticed that he had been doing this more often lately, as if his mind had suddenly become an animal of its own, demanding more than just simple answers.
“It tastes…” he began slowly, “…like something that’s never quite fresh and never quite spoiled. Like bread that’s been sitting too long, but you eat it because you have nothing else. Days like the one in the hollow. Nights like yesterday. They’re not good, but they’re… strong. They make you realize you’re still alive.”
"And that's enough for you?"
“For now,” Fionn said. “I’m not crazy enough to think I’ll get out of this job unscathed. But I want to make sure that when I’m lying in the dirt someday, the taste in my mouth isn’t just made up of lies. If I’m going to swallow blood and beer, at least it should have been real.”
The broad man looked at him as if testing whether he was laughing or serious. When he saw that he was serious, he nodded. "You won't be a pleasant old man, Fionn," he said. "But perhaps an honest one."
“Better than an old king,” Fionn replied.
They laughed, briefly, dryly. Humor was like a piece of rope thrown to each other so that no one disappeared into their own hole.
That evening, in yet another tavern in a new village, the same smell, the same mugs, the same tired faces, Fionn realized he had begun to stop caring about the differences between places. Whether the sign outside the tavern showed a horse, a barrel, or a grinning saint—inside it was always the same spectacle.
He ordered a beer, sat down, and listened to the conversation. They were talking about the harvest, a woman who had run away, a dog who was smarter than his master. At some point, another name was mentioned, his or his father's, half whispered, half admired. He let it hang in the air.
The taste of blood was now just a memory, but the taste of cheap beer was fresh. He thought that this might be the best summary of his life at the moment: the days tasted of both. And he knew that as long as he stayed in this business, that wouldn't change.
The night grew older, and so did the voices in the bar. Alcohol had loosened tongues, but not necessarily made them wiser. The beer flowed as if it were the only medicine people could afford—and probably it was. Fionn sat half-sideways at his table, his back to the wall, as he had gotten into the habit. You learned quickly not to leave any free space behind you if you knew too many people with knives.
Yesterday's bard wasn't here. Instead, a fat man stood in the corner with a flute, playing more pauses than notes. The music was nothing special, but it filled the gaps between conversations. Someone was arguing about a game, someone else was talking too loudly about taxes, and yet another was recounting for the fourth time how he'd chased away a wolf with his bare hands.
Fionn drank more slowly than the others. He wanted to hold onto the taste—that filthy mixture of beer, smoke, and the memory of blood. It was as if he were clinging to it. The intoxication that came wasn't a gentle, soft veil, but rather a tough cloak that settled on his shoulders and said: You're still here, but a little further away.
The grey man sat down beside him eventually, without much fuss. He looked tired, older than usual. Perhaps it was the light, perhaps the day, perhaps both. He put down his jug, leaned back, and observed the others.
“I used to believe that beer gets better with age,” he said. “You get more experienced, earn more, move into better places. God knows what I was imagining.”
"And?" asked Fionn.
"It doesn't get any better," said the old man. "You just get used to it. And you think less about all the things you want to drink away."
Fionn took a sip. The beer was truly awful. It tasted thin, sour, a bit like wood. And yet—or perhaps precisely because of that—it suited him. "Maybe that's the point," he said. "That it tastes bad. That you know what you're pouring down your throat. If the beer were too good, you'd forget what it's for."
The grey man looked at him. "And what do you need it for?"
Fionn thought for a moment, swirling the jug in his hand. "So that I don't have to go over what I do during the day completely sober in my head in the evening," he said. "But not so drunk that I forget it either. Just drunk enough to bear it."
The old man chuckled softly. "That's the most honest user manual for alcohol I've heard in a long time," he murmured. "Priests call it sin, doctors poison, poets inspiration. You call it... a tool."
“I don’t call the sword honor either,” said Fionn. “It’s a piece of metal that cuts. Everything else is just stories. The beer is the same thing, just thinner.”
The Grey Man raised his glass to him. "Be careful not to start thinking so soberly that you eventually can't even swallow a drink anymore," he said. "Then all that's left is anger. And anger is a poor drinking companion in the long run."
They were silent for a while. The pub breathed around them: Inhale – bartending, laughter, footsteps. Exhale – curses, sighs, the dull thud of a chair falling over.
A fight broke out at one of the tables, as they always do eventually. It was about nothing – a bet, a joke, a look. Fists flew, a mug shattered, beer sprayed into the air like bad-tempered rain. The landlady shouted, then laughed, because she knew it was all part of the experience, as long as no one drew a sword.
Fionn observed everything with the calm of someone who had seen worse storms. It was stirring inside him. The first battle, the first deaths, the man on the hillside, the songs about his father, the missing tooth, the taste of blood in his beer – it all mingled into a mush that refused to separate neatly.
“Do you know what’s different since I first had real blood in my mouth?” he finally asked.
The gray man raised an eyebrow. "Well?"
“I don’t take anything for granted anymore,” Fionn said. “Not even this.” He gestured around the room, the men, the noise, the pitcher. “Every sip could be the last. Every joke the last one someone tells before they’re stabbed outside. I don’t like it, but it makes everything… sharper.”
“Many become desensitized,” said the old man. “You will become sharper. That is both a blessing and a curse.”
"I have no problem with swearing," Fionn muttered. "I come from one."
The grey one grinned. "There's something to that."
The fight broke up. A few bloody noses, a new crack in a table, laughter too loud to be genuine. The music started up again, stuttering but persistent.
Fionn emptied his jug, set it down, and felt the intoxication settle over the pain and anger like a thin blanket. The outlines were still visible, but they no longer stung quite so much.
Later, as he lay down on the bunk in the guest cabin, everything smelled of the day: blood, sweat, smoke, beer. He rolled himself into his coat, feeling the rough wool against his skin. The gap in his mouth was a small, constant reminder. A missing tooth, representing all that was yet to come.
Just before sleep overtook him, he thought that perhaps this was exactly how one perished in life: not from one great, heroic blow, not from a single glass too many, but from the constant mixture of blood and cheap beer, day after day, night after night. It ate you slowly from the inside out, like rust on metal.
But he wasn't completely rusted through yet. Not yet. There was still enough inside him to fight. Enough that wanted to drink, fight, laugh, and hate. Enough that one day wanted to look Goll in the eye, with the same taste in his mouth that he had now.
He fell asleep with this thought: blood on his tongue, beer in his belly, anger in his heart. And somewhere deep underneath, a remnant of the boy who once only wanted to grow up, without knowing what it would cost.
 
Chapter 6 – The Night the Fianna Learned His Name
It was one of those nights when the sky was so dark it felt like it was lying directly on your chest. No moon, just a few tired stars that looked as if they'd had too much to drink themselves. The wind came off the sea, cold and salty, carrying that taste that reminded you everything eventually washes away. Blood, dreams, men who think they're immortal.
The Fianna didn't camp, they lurked. Among the crooked trees, behind rocks, in the wet grass. No fires, no songs, no incantations. Only soft murmurs, the clang of metal when someone was too careless to move a sword, and the slow, nervous breathing of men who knew that the night would bring them either glory, scars, or a hole in the gut.
A line of messengers—petty kings, disgruntled merchants, and intimidated peasants—had repeated the same name: a band of mangy fellows, half robbers, half mercenaries, who had entrenched themselves in the forests like ticks. No king could afford them—they were too wild, too independent, too hungry. So they had decided to take what they wanted themselves: villages, goods, bodies.
It had now been decided that enough was enough. And "decided" meant, as always: men like Fionn would carry out the decision with their bodies, while somewhere a prince in a warm room said he had "taken action".
Fionn stood with his back against a tree, his cloak wrapped tightly around him, his sword loose in his hand, his staff leaning beside him. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness. He saw the outlines of the others as if they were fragments of an old dream. The Gray One was a shadow a few steps away, calm, composed, as if he had ordered the night and was merely waiting for it to arrive.
"They come from there," the scout had said before disappearing into the darkness. "Always the same route. They feel safe. Men who feel safe make mistakes."
Fionn thought of all the times he had believed he was safe. In the hut as a child, in the Fianna camp, in the pub with the beer that gave him more courage than he actually had. Safety was a lie he told himself to get through the day.
He felt for the missing tooth with his tongue, sensed the gap like a small hole through which the memory of the hollow kept seeping in. The man on the slope, the bard, the father, Goll. Everything was there, like guests who refused to leave. And somewhere beneath it all, the knowledge that this night could be different. Not just another assignment, not just more blood for the same old stories.
The grey one crept up to him, quietly like an old dog who's learned that noise gets you nowhere. "Listen, Fionn," he whispered. "Those guys out there only know us as a rumor. To them, we're a story told to children so they don't go into the woods alone. Tonight, either the story will come true, or we'll become another rumor: the idiots who died in the bushes."
"How many are there?" asked Fionn.
“Enough to cause trouble, too few to earn our respect,” the old man muttered. “That’s the most dangerous number.”
He briefly placed his hand on Fionn's shoulder. "You'll go with the front group. If things go wrong, they'll see you first."
Fionn grinned crookedly in the dark. "Now that's honest division of labor."
"You wanted to be seen," said the Grey Man. "The world remembers those in front, not those in back. But beware: it also remembers the dead better."
Time crawled. In the distance, there were soft footsteps, a metallic scraping, the dull rumble of a cart. Voices, not particularly cautious. Men who thought the night belonged to them. Fionn breathed slowly, deeply. The smell of damp wood, cold earth, his own sweat. No beer today, no smoke to soften everything. Everything was sharp, hard, unambiguous.
For a moment he thought of his childhood cottage, the rain on the roof, the foster mother who had told him to his face that the world wanted to put him either on a sign or in a hole. He thought of his father, who had fallen because he had refused to bow his head. Of Goll, still breathing, drinking, and fighting somewhere out there, until someone came and took his day.
"Fionn," whispered the young fighter beside him. "Are you ready?"
“No,” Fionn said honestly. “But I never have been. And I’m still here.”
The other one laughed softly. "That's enough."
The shadows before them became outlines, outlines became men. Fionn saw them clearly now: heavily armed men with broad shoulders, in a bad mood, and with the arrogance of those who had gotten away with things one too many times. They were laughing, shoving each other; one carried a sack over his shoulder, from which something thin and human-like protruded. Perhaps a prisoner, perhaps a corpse. The night wasn't kind enough to make such distinctions clear.
The Grey raised his hand, a dark outline against an even darker sky. A sign. The Fianna glided closer, silently, as best as one could when wearing more metal than one would ever own. Fionn felt the world sharpen. Each heartbeat was a small explosion.
“Tonight,” he thought, “will show whether I am just the son of a dead man or someone they really remember.”
And then there was no more room for thought. Only for the first step forward, into the open blackness.
The first scream ripped through the night before the first sword struck a body. It wasn't the cry of a dying man, but that of a man whose sense of security had been ripped from his face. A scout from the band had seen a shadow at the last moment, a movement that didn't belong to the wind. He opened his mouth to shout "Attention!"—and was struck in the side by a spear. The word died with him.
The others screamed. Surprise, anger, fear – all blended into the familiar sound of a raid gone awry. The Fianna charged forward, not like an orderly army, but like a group of men who had learned to find their place in chaos.
Fionn was right in the thick of it, not at the front, not at the back, but where things tipped. He ran, feeling the ground beneath him, the air rushing towards him, the weight of the sword in his hand. The first blows were blind, reflexive. A shadow, an arm, a spark of metal, a pain in his wrist. Someone yelled in his ear, someone else fell beside him.
The gang had gathered faster than the Grey Man had hoped. These weren't frightened peasants who ran for cover at the sight of the first blade. These were men who themselves had too often attacked others in the night. They knew the game. They just didn't like being the ones caught off guard.
Fionn saw a face directly in front of him, a wide mouth missing two teeth, like a malevolent reflection of his own. The man wielded an axe, and he wielded it well. The blow came from above, hard, with his full body weight behind it. Fionn jumped aside, felt the draft on his shoulder, heard the dull thud as the axe struck a tree.
He seized the moment, stepped forward, and rammed his shoulder into the man, who gasped and staggered. The sword in Fionn's hand moved as if of its own accord, a line from bottom to top, cutting through cloth, leather, and flesh. Warm fluid splashed into his face and mouth. Again, that taste he knew so well: blood, thick, salty, heavy, mixed with the metal of his own teeth.
There was no time to be disgusted. No time to apologize. The body fell, the axe slipped from the hand, remaining half-stuck in the tree. Fionn yanked it free with a single movement, now armed with both sword and axe, heavier, wider, more dangerous.
The night was a cacophony of screams, groans, curses, and gasps. Sparks flew as steel clashed with steel. A man stumbled through the darkness, engulfed in flames, his hair a living torch. Someone called for his mother, someone for a god who didn't answer.
The bandits were more numerous than the scouts had estimated. The Fianna weren't a neat, solid wall. They were forming lines, creating gaps, falling back, pushing forward. At some point, Fionn realized they were being slowly pushed back. Meter by meter. No panic, no retreat, just this imperceptible but undeniable yielding.
"They're breaking us," gasped the young fighter, who had dreamed of becoming a dog breeder, as he appeared next to Fionn, sweat and blood on his forehead. "Shit, they're breaking us."
It was true. The pressure intensified. Fionn saw one of the older men fall to the ground, his chest gaping open as if someone had tried to install a second door. Another lost his balance and was struck by two bandits simultaneously in the next breath. It was like a slow drowning.
The Grey One shouted orders, but his voice was lost in the noise. The line was too long, too thin, too fractured. Everyone fought, but it was as if the night itself was devouring them.
Fionn felt anger rising within him, hot and cold at the same time. He had heard the stories of a single man turning the tide of a battle. He had never believed them. Stories always lied. But now, in this moment, he felt something close to it: not the belief that he could save the world, but the brutal clarity that if they didn't find a point of reference, the whole lot of them would end up in the dirt.
He looked around, searching, scanning the darkness with his eyes as if it were an enemy. The bandits pressed forward from the front, from the sides, exploiting every gap. But they themselves had a weakness: greed. In their midst, a group of them huddled around a cart laden with sacks and crates—their prey, their treasure, their reason for being there tonight. They instinctively stayed close together, like dogs around a bone.
"If the bone is gone, the dogs will get nervous," Fionn thought. It wasn't a heroic thought, more the sober observation of someone who had spent too much time dealing with the bad sides of humanity.
He saw the cart, saw it half-resting on a small hill, its wheels poorly wedged, the drawbar pointing forward like a finger toward the Fianna. An idea began to take shape, raw, dangerous, crazy. The kind of idea that usually either saved everything or ruined everything completely.
"Hold her!" he yelled at the young fighter. "Just for a moment, no matter what!"
The other man looked at him as if he'd completely lost his mind, but then nodded. "If I die, I owe it to you to make sure it was worth it," he shouted back.
Fionn did something any sensible man would have avoided: he turned halfway away from the front line and ran diagonally along the front, closer to the center, closer to the cart. A few of his own men yelled at him, asking if he was running. A bandit tried to stop him and felt the sting of the axe he'd pulled from the tree. The blow was hard, not elegant, but it was enough to send the man sprawling and out of the equation.
He reached the cart. Up close, one could see how pitiful their loot was: sacks of grain, a barrel that perhaps contained wine, perhaps foul-smelling broth, a few chests that looked more noisy than rich. And among them, bound and half-conscious, lay a young woman whom the robbers had picked up along the way, believing that bodies could be traded just like grain.
Fionn pushed the thought away. There was only one thing on his mind now: the cart. The drawbar pointed downhill. If they released it, if they gave it a push, if the ground, the rain, the weight did their part – then the cart would come crashing down like a drunken giant into the bandits' ranks, dragging men along, shattering their structures.
"This is insane," he thought. "Maybe that's exactly why it works."
He jumped forward, grabbed the wedge on the wheel, yanked at it, and kicked it. The wedge came loose, the cart creaked, and moved a finger's width. A man rushed at him, yelling something about "Keep your hands off our stuff." Fionn rammed his shoulder into the man's stomach, shoved him aside, and kicked the wheel again.
The cart tilted for a moment, as if considering its options. Then it made its decision. Gravity has no sense of justice, but it is reliable. The cart began to move. Slowly at first, then faster. Sacks began to slide, the barrel rolled, wood creaked somewhere. One of the bandits shouted something like, "Stop him!", but by then it was too late.
The cart hurtled down the hill, straight into the thickest group of robbers. Fionn jumped aside, stumbled, rolled, felt his knee protest. Behind him, he heard the crash of wood hitting people, then the chaos of an unexpected blow right into their own ranks. Men fell, were caught by wheels, stumbled over falling sacks, cursed, screamed, lost their footing.
The Fianna, who had just been slowly pushed back, felt the pressure ease. Only a little, but it was enough. The Grey shouted something – Fionn only understood the word "Forward!" – and they did what they did best: they used the gap.
Suddenly, they were no longer the ones retreating, but the ones pushing. They threw themselves into the confusion, cutting through before the robbers could even grasp what had happened. What had just been a tenacious, slow retreat tipped in seconds into a brutal, uncoordinated storm.
Fionn stood again, panting, sword in one hand, empty axe in the other, his knee burning. A figure charged at him, blind, panicked—he, she, someone—he didn't know. He punched, parried, kicked. The body fell to the ground, and Fionn realized he'd lost count of how many he'd hit.
It felt like an eternity, but in reality, it was just another tough stretch of time until the gang's resistance broke. Some ran, using the darkness, the hills, every shadow. Some kept fighting, like men who know there's nothing waiting for them on the other side.
When it was over, Fionn stood amidst the stinking, steaming chaos. Blood, dirt, overturned sacks, the broken barrel, the cart half-crashed against a rock. The young woman was still lying on top among the remains, but she was breathing. He felt everything inside him pounding – his heart, his head, his wounds, his thoughts.
"What the hell was that?" he heard the broad man shout, somewhere behind the bodies. "Who started this cart?"
The grey man looked around, his gaze searching, finding Fionn. For a moment he said nothing. Then his mouth curled into a crooked smile.
“The son,” he said loudly enough for the men around him to hear. “It was Fionn.”
The name hung in the night, heavy, clear. And for the first time, it wasn't just something whispered in dark huts or distorted in songs. It now belonged to something the men had seen with their own eyes.
The silence after a battle is never truly silent. It's just a different kind of loud. No more screams, no more clanging, but instead groans, rattling breaths, the dull scraping of boots as someone tries to crawl away, even though there's nowhere left to go. Add to that the crackling of torches, the deep, tired snorting of horses, the wind that watches everything and blows as if saying: I've seen this many times before.
The Fianna gathered. The dead were sorted: this side, that side. Their own grief was quieter, their grief over the enemy more matter-of-fact. One man had his eyes closed, another was cursed. Sometimes both.
Fionn stood by the remains of the cart, his axe lost somewhere, his sword still clutched in his hand. His fingers were so cramped that he could only pry them from the hilt with difficulty. The young woman was now sitting on a sack that hadn't completely burst open, her hands still bound, but her vision clearer. Dirt on her face, blood on her forehead. Long brown hair that now looked as if it had fought itself.
"Can you stand?" Fionn asked.
She looked at him suspiciously, like someone who no longer believes that anyone will do anything out of kindness that night. Then she nodded slowly. He cut the bonds with a short, sharp jerk.
"Are you one of them?" she asked.
"Which ones are 'they'?"
"Those who took me with them," she said. "Or those who freed me. I can't tell the difference right now."
Fionn grinned crookedly. "We're the ones who killed the ones who took you away," he said. "Whether that's enough for you – you'll have to decide that for yourself."
She massaged her wrists, looked around, absorbing the chaos. "Then I thank you," she said tonelessly. "Even though I'm not yet sure exactly what for. For survival, or for the fact that from now on I have to think about what to do with it every single day."
"Welcome to the club," Fionn murmured.
The Grey One came over, glanced briefly at the woman, then at Fionn. "Well done," he said simply. No grand words, no praise. But those two words carried weight. More than all the bardic verses.
Behind him, the men gradually gathered. The broad one, the young fighter, the others, whose faces Fionn could have sketched in his sleep by now. They glanced at the wrecked cart, at the scattered loot, at the bodies of those who had believed they would be the hunters tonight.
"Who set the car in motion?" the wide man asked again, louder so everyone could hear. It wasn't an accusation. It was the need to put a face to the chaos.
“I,” said Fionn. He said it calmly, without standing up straight or making himself small. It was simply a fact, like rain, like hunger, like tiredness.
A few looked at him. Some nodded, others grimaced skeptically, still others grinned. One on the sidelines – a guy with a scar across his face – spat and said, "Cumhall's blood. Of course."
The father's name crept into the conversation, but for the first time, it carried more than just old stories. There was a connection now. Not just "son of," but: "The one who got the cart out of the woodwork when things started going downhill."
"You saved our asses," said the young fighter, patting him on the shoulder, too hard, but honestly. "I was sure we'd be decorating a nice hole in these hills tonight."
“We still decorate them,” Fionn replied, pointing at the corpses. “Just differently.”
A few laughed. It wasn't a joyful laugh, more like a tired bark that says: We're still here, so we'll make jokes before we realize how close it was.
The Grey Man raised his hand, and a different kind of calm filled the air. "Listen," he said. "I'll spare you long speeches that you'll forget by morning anyway. But there's one thing you shouldn't forget: Tonight we could have perished. Perhaps we even should have. Instead, we're still standing. Not because some king prayed for us. Not because a god took pity on us. But because one of us had a crazy idea and the courage to carry it out."
He pointed at Fionn. "That boy has earned a place in your memories. And in the memories of those who ask tomorrow how we got out of that mess."
"He's not a boy anymore," someone shouted. "Not after that."
A murmur rippled through the rows. Not an orderly chorus, more a jumbled hum of voices, in which his name was mentioned. Not loudly, not sung, but spoken. Fionn. Fionn mac Cumhaill.
It was a strange feeling to hear that. He was used to his name being spoken softly, cautiously, with that mixture of curiosity and fear. Now it hung freely in the air, as if it belonged there. Not as a warning, not as a curse, but as part of what they were doing.
The night crept on, but it had changed. Less menacing, more present. The men began securing the loot, leaving the bandits' dead where they had fallen, and tending to their own. The woman was taken to one of the wagons that would return to the nearest safe haven. She glanced at Fionn once, nodded. It wasn't a romantic look, not the beginning of a tragic tale. It was simply the nod of someone who, that night, had added him to the list of reasons why she was still breathing.
Later, when they had lit a small fire far from the hollow—just large enough to warm their hands, not large enough to be considered an invitation to any enemy—Fionn sat there, his cloak wrapped around him, the jug that had been handed to him in his hand. Today there was wine. It tasted better than yesterday's beer, but not honest enough to console him.
"Well, giant," said the broad man, sitting down next to him. "How does it feel when people don't just whisper your name?"
Fionn took a sip, holding the liquid in his mouth. "Heavy," he said. "Like someone had hung a sack on my back. Filled with stones. Some of them I recognize, others I don't."
The young fighter grinned as he sat down with them. "You know they'll be talking about this for years to come," he said. "The night that boy started the whole thing, the night we almost died, until Fionn... and so on."
"The bards will just sing it smooth again," Fionn muttered. "In the end, it'll sound like I stood on a hill and decided everything with a single glance. Nobody writes down how much your knees were shaking and how close you came to falling flat on your face."
“We remember,” said Breite. “And that’s enough. Songs are for those who weren’t there.”
The Grey Man approached, sat down, and set down his jug. "Remember one thing," he said. "You saw it tonight: A name is worthless if it only comes from someone else's mouth. It needs something to stick with. An action, a decision, a damn crazy act. Fionn put a checkmark in his name tonight. Now it's stuck, whether he likes it or not."
"And what if I want to get rid of him again?" asked Fionn.
The old man laughed softly. "Too late," he said. "Names are like scars. Once they're there, you can at best cover them up, but you can never forget them."
They drank. The wine warmed them, but it undid nothing. Weariness crept into their bones, the images of the battle into their minds. Fionn felt the anger within him subside, but it didn't disappear. He now had one more reason to carry on. Not just his father, not just Goll, not just the kings pulling strings from afar. But the men who had called his name tonight and who, from now on, would use it whenever they asked who had stood with them when the stakes were high.
He lay down at the edge of the fire, his cloak wrapped around him, his hands beneath his head. Above him, the sky was once again simply black, without drama, without signs. A few stars twinkled.
"Well," he thought, just before sleep came. "So be it. If I'm going to have a name, then let it be one with dirt under my fingernails and blood in my mouth. Not a smooth, clean one. Let them know what they're going to remember."
Night fell upon him, heavy but not hostile. And somewhere in the circle of men, half-awake, half-drunk, his name was mentioned again. Not loudly, not reverently. Simply as part of the story of that day.
Fionn. Fionn mac Cumhaill.
And for the first time, it didn't just feel like a burden, but also like something that truly belonged to him.
 
Chapter 7 – Campfires, Lies and Loud Songs
There are nights when the fire is the only thing that doesn't lie. Wood crackles, flames devour, smoke rises, and everything about it is honest: it takes what it gets and makes light, warmth, and black dust from it. The men around it are more complicated. They sit, drink, talk, laugh—and between every sentence and every sip lies a little lie that ensures they can get up again the next morning.
The night after the cart, after the battle in which his name was first heard through the ranks, was one of those nights. They had marched for a few days, delivered the spoils, handed the wife over to safe men, and let the king deliver his usual mixture of gratitude and self-praise. Then they had moved on, away from courts and halls, back out into no man's land, where all that belongs which kings do not want to see.
Now they were camped out. No village, no innkeeper, no bard, just trees, stars, and a fire that crackled more than burned. The wind rustled through the treetops, the sky was cloudless and cold. They had found a good spot, a small hollow of rock and bushes that shielded them from prying eyes but still allowed the smoke to dissipate.
Fionn sat with his knees drawn up at the edge of the circle, holding the cup in which something sloshed that called itself wine, but tasted of diluted remorse. The warmth of the fire brushed his face, the cold on his back reminded him that darkness always lurked behind the light. His body ached, but he was used to it. His muscles were tired in that way that reminded him he was alive and, at the same time, slowly falling apart.
The men talked. Of course they talked. Men talk after fights because silence would be worse. At first, they talked about trivial things: who had landed the best blow on whom, which bandit had looked the dumbest while running, which king had paid the worst. Then the words slowly slipped into the realm where facts become stories.
“Did you see how the cart flew?” someone shouted. “I swear by all the gods, it went a whole man high through the air before it landed on the pile.”
Fionn knew the cart had been more bumpy than smooth. But no one had come for a report. They wanted mental images, even if they were only half true.
"The wagon rolled along like a fat god who's finally decided to make himself useful," grumbled the broad man. "And in the middle of this spectacle stands our Fionn, sword in one hand, axe in the other, grinning like a man who's decided today he's either going to be famous or be buried."
A few heads turned towards him. Fionn felt the stares. They weren't the old, cautious ones anymore, the ones that seemed to say, "He's Cumhall's son, watch what you say." There was something familiar in them now—that half-annoyed, half-respectful glint that men get when they look at someone who's just made their life easier.
“I didn’t grin like that,” said Fionn. “I didn’t even have time for it.”
"He looked more like someone who's just realized he forgot to lock the outhouse door," the young fighter interjected. "But he stood. And that's what counts."
Laughter. The fire cast slivers of light across their faces, deepening the wrinkles and making their eyes appear hollow. They looked like men who had to tell themselves they were still in one piece.
The gray man sat slightly apart, his back against a rock, a cup between his knees. He didn't say much, but his eyes moved from one person to the other, scrutinizing them like a man inspecting his own half-finished building. When his gaze settled on Fionn, there was something like satisfaction, but without that heavy, satiated feeling. More like a brief confirmation: The boy hadn't just survived, he'd functioned.
“We should nail down the story before the bards ruin it for us,” said the broad man. “Otherwise, in two years, every song will say that Fionn moved the wagon with a flick of his finger, and we all would have fled if he hadn’t happened to be nearby.”
"At least the bards lie beautifully," murmured the young fighter. "We lie ugly."
Fionn took a sip, letting the weak drink run into the gap in his mouth. He had grown accustomed to the empty space, the way one grows accustomed to an old scar that becomes its own landscape on the skin.
“Go ahead and tell your story,” he said. “But make me seem like someone who wasn’t sure if he’d survive the ordeal.”
"Those are the best characters," said the Grey Man. "The ones who aren't sure and do it anyway."
One of the older men, who otherwise spoke little, cleared his throat, added another branch, and then raised his cup. "To the boy," he said. "And to the stupidity that kept us from dying tonight."
They clinked glasses. Jugs, cups, wood on wood, metal on clay. Fionn felt something inside him tighten and loosen at the same time. He wasn't sentimental; the world had trained him too well for that. But there was that brief moment when he understood that from now on he was no longer just "the son." He was one of those whose names were called around the fire when they counted who had stood for what.
Of course, it didn't stop with that kind of toast. Soon the conversation veered toward the usual lies. Lies that weren't called lies, but "memories." One man recounted how he'd supposedly once single-handedly killed five men in an ambush. Another claimed he'd spent a night with a woman so beautiful the gods had cursed her with a thunderstorm. A third swore he'd never gotten sick from drinking, only from stopping.
Fionn listened and thought: So that's how they protect themselves. Not with armor, not with shields, but with stories. The dirtier, the more exaggerated, the better.
"And you?" the young fighter asked at one point, nudging him with his elbow. "What lie are you going to tell about yourself tonight?"
Fionn thought for a moment. Then he grinned crookedly. "That I know what I'm doing," he said. "And that one day I won't end up like my father."
A few of the men overheard. No one laughed. Sometimes the best jokes were the ones no one could laugh at.
"Then tell it often," murmured the broad man. "Maybe someone will believe you someday. Maybe you yourself."
The fire raged on. Night settled over them like an overly heavy blanket. And between the flames and the faces, lies hung in the air, not malicious, merely necessary. Everyone tried to reassure themselves, offering a measure of courage, a measure of invulnerability, a measure of meaning. Fionn knew he was doing the same. He just didn't call it anything else.
He took another sip and thought that campfires were the ugliest and most honest stage a man could have. And that, whether he liked it or not, he was now one of the players.
Later, as the fire grew smaller and the shadows longer, a kind of bard finally appeared. Not an official one, not one with clean hands and a practiced voice. Just one of their own, a slender fellow with scarred fingers, who pulled an old, half-out-of-tune lyre across his lap as if it were an animal that needed to be stroked now and then so it wouldn't forget you.
"Not your wailing songs again," groaned one. "We've heard enough noise today."
"Shut up," muttered another. "When he plays, my bones forget how old they are for three bars."
The man began to play. No virtuosity, no courtly musical nonsense. A few simple, rough notes that hung in the air, as if unsure whether they were music or just another kind of noise. Then his voice came in. Rough, raspy, but not dishonest.
He sang of nothing grand, at least not at first glance. No royal battles, no divine signs. It was about a man who grew up in a village where the rain had more say than the people. It was about a father who drank too much, a mother who cried too quietly, a boy who dreamed at night of leaving and never looking back.
Fionn listened and noticed how the words stirred things within him that he would have preferred to keep firmly shut. Music had this annoying quality: it crept through cracks that no sword could fit through.
"Are you thinking about your hut?" whispered the young fighter beside him, without looking at him.
“I keep thinking that all these songs are the same in the end,” Fionn murmured. “No matter where the cabin is.”
The lyre continued to drone. The man sang of long journeys, of mud, of nights by the fire, of women who left behind faces rather than names, and of kings who appeared only peripherally in all these stories, like bad weather one simply endures. Then he came to a verse about fathers and sons, about names passed down like knives—sharp, useful, and dangerous.
Fionn felt something inside him harden, like a fist in his stomach. He didn't need to look around to know that a few glances were passing by. Most already knew who he was. Some had served under Cumhall, others had only heard his stories. Now the son sat here, cup in hand, his shoulders broader than before, but still not broad enough for all they wanted to burden him with.
"Do you want him to stop?" the broad man asked quietly.
“No,” said Fionn. “If I started censoring songs, I would be no better than the kings.”
The singer suddenly changed the subject, as if he'd realized he'd crossed a line. Now he was singing about a tavern by the sea, an innkeeper who knew his customers better than his own wife, cheap wine, and a dog who knew all the more hopeless characters in the village and still followed them around.
The men laughed at the right moments, humming along to choruses they already knew. One half-asleep, his head leaning against his own shield. Another wept softly as he grinned. Tears and laughter were often close together on nights like these, like two drunken brothers vying for the same chair.
“Campfires are the dividing line between what we did and what we tell each other about it,” the Grey Man said suddenly. He had been silent all along, but now his voice sounded as if it had been waiting a long time to creep out of the shadows.
"What do you mean?" asked Fionn.
The old man turned the cup in his hands. “We sit here, counting scars, telling jokes, pretending we’re indestructible,” he said. “But we know that any one of us could end up in the dirt tomorrow. So we lie. We make things bigger, louder, funnier, so they don’t seem so cold when we call them by their name. Campfires are there so the truth doesn’t have to run around naked.”
"And where does the truth lie then?"
"During the breaks," said the Grey Man. "Between two jokes, in the second before someone laughs, in the moment when someone stares at the flames and forgets that others are watching."
Fionn let his gaze wander around the circle. He saw the broad-shouldered man, who was currently regaling the crowd with a tale in which he immodestly claimed to have single-handedly driven off an entire troop of enemies – all the while drinking too quickly to avoid stumbling over what he was leaving out. He saw the young fighter, who was laughing, but every now and then briefly ran his fingers over an old, healed wound on his shoulder, as if to make sure it was still there.
And he saw himself reflected in the eyes of others: the one who had set the cart in motion, the son of the fallen leader, the man who simultaneously knew more than was good for him and less than he needed.
"And your lie, old man?" Fionn asked the Grey. "What's yours? What do you tell yourself when the fire burns down?"
The gray man smiled toothlessly, a thin smile that resembled more of a twitch. “I tell myself that I made all those decisions because there were no better ones,” he said. “And that at least the men who fell under my command didn’t die in vain. That’s my big, convenient lie. It keeps me from going into the woods at night and not coming back.”
"Do you believe them?"
“Sometimes,” the old man replied. “On good days. On bad days, I know that things could have turned out differently. That I could have decided differently. But then I look into your faces, see that you are still breathing, and think: Perhaps that’s enough. I’m not responsible for more than that.”
The lyre continued playing. The singer had moved on to another song, one about a group of men who kept stumbling into the same problems because they knew nothing else. The Fianna laughed at a point where the lyrics were probably not meant to be funny at all.
“Do you know when they will truly keep your name?” asked the broad Fionn, as the singing paused briefly.
"When I'm dead," Fionn said dryly.
“That too,” the other grinned. “But first, when you’re sitting by the fire telling your own lies. When you manage to turn what you’ve done into something that makes others listen with their mouths agape, even though they know you’re exaggerating. Then your name will be part of it. Deeds alone aren’t enough. You have to learn to tell them. Or allow others to do it for you.”
Fionn thought of the bard in the tavern, of the songs about his father. How much of it had happened, how much was invented, how much was glossed over, how much was fabricated? Perhaps that was precisely what had made him so angry: that others had appropriated the story of a man they had never known and then sold it as if it were a barrel of wine.
“Then I’ll start here,” he said. “By my own fire. With my own people.”
He took a breath, took another sip, and began to tell his story. Not much, nothing grand. Just the scene with the man on the hillside, which he hadn't described in detail to anyone until then. He spoke of the man's eyes, of the plea, of the hand that had reached out for his, of the knife he had wielded, not as a weapon, but as a symbol of closure.
The men listened. It became quieter than a campfire evening usually allows. No one commented, no one joked. When he had finished, Fionn placed the mug on the ground and looked into the fire.
"This is not a pleasant story," the young fighter finally said.
“It is true enough,” Fionn replied.
The grey one nodded slowly. "We have enough good stories," he murmured. "It's time we started telling the others."
The camp's celebrations weren't quite so boisterous afterward. They still laughed, they drank, one of them snored, the lyre played again, this time something lighter. But amidst all the sounds, something new, heavier, hung in the air. A kind of unspoken agreement: We know what we're doing. And we're still lying. But a little less tonight.
Fionn sensed that something had shifted that night. Not out there, not in the hills, not in the halls of kings. Here, in the circle, around this ridiculously small fire in the middle of a far too vast land. The Fianna now knew not only what he could do with a cart. They had also heard how he spoke when he wasn't sparing himself.
A name was one thing. A voice was another.
By the time the fire was nothing more than a glowing wound in the ground, most had fallen asleep or into that half-awake state where you hear sounds but no longer know what they mean. Only a few were still on watch, more out of habit than any real hope of noticing anything in time. Fionn was still among the watchmen—not because he had been sent ahead, but because sleep wouldn't quite take him.
He stood slightly apart, his cloak wrapped tightly around him, his sword loose in his hand, gazing into the darkness beyond the camp. Trees, bushes, the faint glow of embers on the first rows of grass. The wind had grown cooler, drier. It carried fewer scents, as if the night had decided to take a break.
In his mind, the voices from the fire continued to work. The Gray One with his truth in the pauses. The Broad One with his half-baked jokes. The Singer with the lyre, who turned the sordid tales into bearable songs. And his own voice, the one that had told the story of the man on the slope.
"That was good," said another voice behind him.
Fionn turned around. The young fighter stood there, the blanket around his shoulders, barefoot in the grass, as if the ground were softer if you felt it directly.
"What?" asked Fionn.
“The way you told it,” said the boy. “Not the thing itself. That was just awful. But the way you told it – without leaving out the dirt, without patting yourself on the back. That was… I don’t know… honest.”
“Big word,” Fionn murmured.
“Not often used here,” the other replied. “That’s precisely why it stands out.”
They stood side by side for a while, gazing into the dark forest. It was the same forest as always. But after nights like these, you looked differently. You knew perfectly well that things could be lurking out there—enemies, robbers, animals, bored gods. And at the same time, you knew that the biggest problem usually lay right here in this circle, under the blankets, under the stories.
“Sometimes I ask myself,” said the young fighter, “why we put ourselves through this. All the fighting, running, drinking, lying. We could have become farmers. Every day the same field, the same wife, the same taxes.”
"Could you really have done that?" asked Fionn.
The boy thought for a moment, then snorted. "No," he said. "But it would have been a nice option. In my head."
Fionn nodded. "I no longer ask myself why I'm here," he said. "I know. I'm here because my father fell, because the king misused his name, because a man named Goll is still alive. And because I'm too lazy to invent any other truth."
"Do you think you would be standing here if your father had been a nobody?"
Fionn thought about it. About a life in which Cumhall would have been just a name on a village wall, one of many men who never left their field. About a childhood in which he wouldn't have been hidden away, but simply forgotten.
“Maybe,” he said. “Maybe not. But that’s one of those thoughts that gets you nowhere. I have what I have: a name, a gap in my teeth, a few good stories and a few really shitty ones. I’ll make the best of it.”
The young fighter grinned. "Sometimes you talk like one of those old drunks who sit in the corner of pubs and annoy everyone with their wisdom," he said.
“And you talk like someone who thinks he’ll never end up like that,” Fionn retorted. “Wait a few years.”
They laughed softly. The kind of laughter that doesn't challenge the night.
"Do you think it's important that they know your name?" the boy asked after a while.
Fionn considered this. “It’s important how they use him,” he said. “If they only use him in songs to please kings, that does me no good. If they use him around the fire to say, ‘He stood with us when things got tough’ – then perhaps.”
"And what if they whisper it to you someday, when you're already lying in the ground?"
“Then I have no opinion on it anymore,” said Fionn. “Then it’s their business. Our names only belong to us as long as we are still breathing.”
The boy pulled the blanket tighter around him. "I don't want to die nameless," he said. "But I also don't want to end up as the punchline of someone's song."
“Welcome to the dilemma,” Fionn murmured. “We can only choose which part of it we ignore.”
They fell silent again. The camp behind them breathed heavily, in rhythm with the sleepers. One man murmured something about his mother in his dream, another laughed briefly in his sleep without waking up.
"Do you know what I noticed by the fire today?" Fionn finally asked.
"N/a?"
“That I’m starting to see through this whole charade,” he said. “Fights, bonfires, songs, lies. It’s a cycle. We do things during the day that destroy us, and then sit here at night trying to repackage them so we can do them again tomorrow. And despite everything – I don’t want to quit yet.”
The young fighter glanced sideways at him. "You're more broken than you look," he said quietly. "But maybe that's exactly the kind we need."
“And you’re more naive than you think,” Fionn replied. “Keep that to yourself. One of us still needs to be able to be surprised.”
They stood there until the changing of the guard. When it was the next guard's turn, the boy lay down again, rolled himself into the blanket, and was gone within minutes. Fionn stayed awake for a moment longer, staring into the dark forest and feeling his body grow heavier.
Before finally lying down, he cast one last glance at the fire. It was now just a pile of glowing embers, but there was still life in it. One push, a little air, and it would flare up again.
“Like us,” he thought. “Full of coal that doesn’t yet know if it will be allowed to burn again tomorrow or if someone will kick it out.”
He lay down, his coat around his shoulders, his head on his arm. Above him, the cold sky; beside him, the men's heavy breathing; within him, the taste of wine, smoke, and old stories.
Campfires, lies, loud songs – all tools to get through the next day. And he knew the next day would come, whether they were ready or not.
With the thought that his name had now been mentioned in the circle and that from now on he was no longer just anyone at this fire, but someone who would be included in stories, he slipped into a heavy, restless sleep.
 
Chapter 8 – A Woman with Eyes Like a Storm Over the Atlantic
They saw the sea before they heard it. A wide, dull strip at the edge of the world, leaden gray, heavy, as if the sky simply continued downwards there. Then came the noise, that deep, alien breath as the water crashed against the shore. It sounded like an old man refusing to die, banging his fist against the door every day.
The path down to the village was a slippery trail between rocks, tufts of grass, and stones that felt as if they were seeking revenge for every footstep that forced anyone to walk this way. The village itself clung to the shore like a bad idea: a few crooked huts, a few nets, a couple of boats that looked as if they would simply shatter and apologize at the next whim of the sea. The wind carried salt mixed with fish, seaweed, and that sour smell of people more concerned with the weather than with their feelings.
The Fianna arrived as always: tired, armed, and hungry. The Grey had struck a deal with one of the petty coastal kings. In plain terms: they kept a stretch of coastline free of raiders and pirates, and in return, the king ensured they received bread, fish, wine, and shelter. No grand alliance, just a pragmatic "We'll pretend to like each other as long as it's useful."
Fionn smelled the sea before he even saw it properly. Salt crept into his nostrils, damp air into his lungs. After all the forests, the hills, the villages that looked as if they'd all been drawn by the same weary hand, this was different. The air didn't wash the dirt out of his bones, but at least it changed the taste of the dirt.
"I hate the sea," muttered the broad man as they passed the first houses. "It reminds me that the world has no edge you can simply fall off."
The young fighter grinned. "I like it," he said. "It feels like a god who is honest. Loud, unpredictable, but at least he doesn't pretend to be just."
Fionn said nothing. He was too busy trying to process the new noise: the thunder of the waves, the screeching of the seagulls, the clattering of mast ropes, the shouts of the fishermen as if they were trying to make themselves heard over the sea itself.
As always, they got what they were entitled to: a place in the largest hut, which served as both bar and sleeping quarters. The door hung crookedly on its hinges, the floor a mixture of sand, wood chips, and spilled remnants of the past. Inside, it smelled of fish soup, smoke, and a cheap attempt to mask the fact that everything had been used before with herbs.
And there she was.
She stood behind an improvised counter, a plank resting on barrels, filling bowls from a large pot. Her hands moved quickly, expertly, as if she had served hungry, ill-tempered men a thousand times before. Her hair was dark, tied in a bun, but strands had come loose and clung to her face with steam. Her shoulders were narrow, but not weak. And her eyes—yes, there he was drawn.
They were not friendly eyes. No soft blue, no warm brown. They were gray, hard, restless eyes, in which something raged that would not go to sleep just because the sun had set. Eyes that suggested a storm. Not a brief shower, but that long, merciless pounding of the Atlantic against the rocks, a raging torrent for centuries, never cease.
She surveyed the Fianna like one inspects a load of wood: what's usable, what's rotten, what will catch fire first. There was no wonder in her gaze. No awe of men with swords. Rather, a sober inventory: more of the same.
The Grey One stepped forward first. He stated his name, mentioned the Coast King's name, and referred to the agreement. She merely nodded and gestured toward the benches.
"Food will come," she said. "Wine if you can pay. Water if you can't. And if you vomit, do it outside."
Her voice was rough, nothing delicate, nothing fragile. More like stone polished by the waves: smooth, but hard.
Fionn sat down on a bench that had already endured too much tension and had the bowl placed in front of him. The soup was hot, salty, fishy, ​​but more honest than many a wine. He blew the steam aside and watched it stir the room. It knew every regular, every fisherman, every bearded idiot who talked more than he worked. It tossed them remarks sharp enough to keep them on a leash, but not so sharp as to make them bleed.
"Who is she?" Fionn asked the young fighter without looking away.
"Her?" The boy wiped his mouth. "They say she's the innkeeper's daughter. They also say she's his niece. Some say she was simply spat out by the sea one day and stayed. Nobody really knows. They call her Rónánn. Or 'she with the stormy eyes' when they're drunk."
Rónánn. The name was fitting. Somehow angular, somehow soft, not easy to put in the mouth without almost choking.
She approached the table where the Fianna were sitting and placed wine glasses there, glasses that had already seen far too many mouths. Her eyes lingered briefly on Fionn. Not interested, not impressed. More like the way you look at a dog when you're not sure if it's going to bite or just bark.
“You are the ones who kicked the car into your own enemies,” she said, without a trace of admiration or reproach in her voice. Rather a matter-of-fact statement.
“Word is getting around,” Fionn murmured.
"Everything gets around in villages," she said. "Especially what happens between death and bad wine."
She turned to leave, but then paused for another heartbeat. "Cumhall's son," she added. "Fishermen love stories. They like to know whose blood boils in the mind of anyone who sets foot on their shore."
"Do you have an opinion on this?" asked Fionn.
She shrugged. "I have an opinion about the weather," she said. "Only about men when they're in the way."
Then she moved on, leaving him with a cup in his hand and the feeling that someone had held a mirror up to his forehead.
The wide man nudged him. "Well, giant. Already in love?"
"She looks at me as if she personally delivered my birth defects," Fionn murmured.
"Then you two are a good match," grinned the other. "You look at the world as if it had betrayed you before you were even born."
Outside, the sea roared against the shore. Inside, the tavern hummed. Men drank, cursed, and told tales of catches larger than their boats and storms whose heights their arms couldn't reach. Fionn only half listened. His gaze kept drifting back to Rónánn, as if of its own accord.
It wasn't the same crude, simple greed he was used to – body, bed, forgotten. There was something else. An interest that irritated him. She acted as if nothing surprised her anymore, and yet something flickered in her eyes every time someone said "king" or "war."
A woman with eyes like a storm over the Atlantic, he thought. And he knew that wasn't a good comparison. You don't invite storms into your home if you want to live a long life.
Later that evening, when the wine had loosened tongues and the smoke from the torches made the air sticky, the noise settled into familiar patterns. One person started talking too loudly, another argued back, a third boasted about a story that, from the very first sentence, you knew only existed in his head. The fishermen tried to outdo the Fianna with tales of seafaring; the Fianna countered with butchery stories the sea couldn't care less about.
Rónánn moved back and forth among it all, as if she had her own path to follow. Filling cups, clearing plates, distributing witty remarks. No one grabbed her, no one pulled her onto their lap, no one even considered using an extra hand. Not because she was beautiful or delicate—although she was both in a tough way—but because there was something in her manner that said: I'll break your fingers before you even realize you were about to lift them.
Fionn sat half-apart, his back against a wall, a mug in his hand. The wine was better than what they got in the backcountry pubs. But here, too, the taste gradually mingled with something else he couldn't shake: a faint metallic note, a lingering memory of blood that never quite left his mouth.
She eventually came to him. Not with a smile, not with those poses some women use when they know men have drunk too much. She simply placed the pitcher in front of him, the one he hadn't yet ordered.
"The old grey man said you were thirsty," she said.
"The old grey one knows far too much," said Fionn.
"The old grey one isn't stupid," she replied. "He looked inside your head and saw that there are things going on there that aren't quiet at night."
She sat down opposite him without asking. Just briefly, as if she were taking a break, not as if she were joining him.
“Your name is making the rounds,” she said. “Not just because you have Cumhall’s blood in your skull. But because you do things that others don’t dare to do and then pretend afterwards that they at least thought of them.”
"So?" Fionn shrugged. "Names are cheap. Everyone has one. Some people have two."
"Most names are forgotten before the body gets cold," she said. "The few that remain are usually those whose bearers didn't get much use out of them."
She didn't say it with bitterness, but rather with that sober coldness that sets in for people who have seen too many people come and go.
"And yours?" asked Fionn. "Rónánn, right? Does that mean something?"
She raised an eyebrow. "You've spent too much time with bards if you're starting to ask about meanings," she said. "Here on the coast, names mean: someone shouts it if the boat is sinking or when the food is ready. Anything else is a luxury."
He grinned involuntarily. "You don't like songs?"
“I like songs that don’t completely distort the truth,” she said. “You want to know what the coast thinks? We only believe in two things: the weather and the water. Everything else is just trying to pretend it matters.”
She looked at him, scrutinizing him. "You believe in anger," she added. "It shows in your face. You wear it like others wear their scars."
Fionn took a sip and held the wine in his mouth for a moment. "Wrath has helped me more than all the gods I've ever heard of," he said.
“Anger is a good engine,” she said calmly. “But a bad helmsman. It sets you in motion, but never where you originally wanted to go.”
He laughed. "That's the smartest sentence I've heard in years."
"Then the last few years were poorly organized," she said.
Outside, a wave crashed particularly violently against the cliffs. The sound could be heard all the way to the tavern. The wooden frame of the hut vibrated briefly, and cups rattled ever so slightly, as if they too had been startled.
"Have you ever seen the sea angry?" she asked suddenly.
“I thought it would always be angry,” said Fionn.
“That’s everyday life out there,” she said. “When the real storm comes, it devours boats, houses, men, for no reason. It takes what’s in front of it. No curse, no sin, no ‘you deserve it.’ It’s simply… hungry. And vast. You remind me of that.”
He looked at her. "Do I look like a storm?"
“No,” she said. “You look like a coastline that hasn’t realized yet that it has no chance.”
It hit him in a way he didn't know. Men had called him all sorts of things: strong, stupid, brave, dangerous, Cumhall's son, a giant in the making. But no one had ever compared him to something that was constantly beaten and yet survived.
"And you?" he asked after a while. "What are you in this parable? The boat that was built too close to the water?"
She smiled for the first time truly. It wasn't a pretty, practiced smile. More of a brief twitch, showing how rarely the corners of her mouth moved in that way.
“I am the rock,” she said. “The one against which the boats are wrecked. Not because I want it to be. Because I am there.”
There was something in her gaze that he recognized: that quiet, exhausted awareness that one can be blamed even if one never had a choice.
"Why are you staying here?" he asked. "Why don't you go inland, find a village where the worst noise comes from the rain?"
“Because here I can taste every lie like salt,” she said. “Inland, they’re more subtle. They pretend to be worries, duties, or love. Here, they’re simpler. Hunger. Greed. Fear. And every now and then, someone who’s genuinely new.”
Her gaze remained on him.
“I’m not new,” said Fionn.
“Yes,” she objected quietly. “You’re not the first man with a dead father and a living anger. But you’re the first in a long time who doesn’t hide either of them.”
The fishermen began to sing, some old, rough song about nets, women, and lost boats. The Fianna eventually joined in, adding their own crude rhymes. The hut now vibrated not only from the sea but also from voices trying to drown out the emptiness outside.
“You know that men like you only ever get by here,” Rónánn said. “You never stay. You leave behind stories, debts, sometimes children. But you leave. To the next battle, to the next king, to the next wrath.”
"Do you want me to stay?" Fionn asked. He didn't even know why he said it. Maybe to see if she would laugh.
She didn't laugh. "Do you want to stay?" she countered.
He thought of the campfire, of the gray one, of the broad one, of the young fighter, of the battle in the hollow, of Goll's name, which was stuck in his head like a rusty knife.
“No,” he finally said. “Not really.”
"Then don't pass off the wrong questions as honest ones," she said calmly, standing up. "Drink. Sleep. Tomorrow the king will send you somewhere else where the wind stinks differently. The sea stays here."
She walked away, picked up jugs, pushed the finger away from a fisherman who came too close to her hip without looking, and disappeared into the noise.
Fionn remained behind, holding a cup and feeling as if he had just been scanned by someone who could cut just as deeply without a sword as any fighter in his troop.
"You look as if you've just looked in a mirror you didn't order," said the wide man, who sat down next to him.
"She doesn't like stories," Fionn said.
"The sea doesn't like stories either," said the other. "It eats everyone the same. Perhaps the two are closer than we'd like to admit."
Fionn drank. The wine tasted like a thin, red line between him and all the things he'd rather not think about. Rónánn moved on through the night, like a stretch of coastline that had decided to stand amidst people.
He didn't yet know that he would think of her again the next day. And the day after that. And later, much later, when the land behind him was burning and people were talking of kings, betrayal, and lost kingdoms, somewhere in his mind that one evening by the sea would always burn – with a woman who had eyes like a storm and a sentence that had lodged itself in his mind: You are the shore that hasn't yet realized it has no chance.
The night dragged on, as nights drag on when you have too much on your mind and too little sleep in your body. One by one, the fishermen toppled off their chairs or crawled onto straw mattresses. Two of them argued outside about whether one's catch had been bigger than the other's, and then started fighting on principle until they were both laughing and staggered back inside. The Fianna spread out across the floor of the tavern, unrolled blankets, used their bundles as pillows, and placed their weapons within easy reach.
Fionn couldn't find a suitable spot. He lay down, got up again, took a few steps, pretended he needed to go back outside. Outside, the air was cold and harsh, full of salt and night. The sea was just a dark shadow with a sound, but that was enough. The waves crashed against the rocks, again and again, always the same, always different.
He walked a little way along the coast, stopping where the ground became rockier. The wind tugged at his coat, crept under the fabric, seeking out the crevices that every body had. He tasted salt on his lips, felt the cold film on his skin.
"One could simply jump here," he thought, without much drama. "Two steps forward, and the rest will take care of itself."
He didn't mean it as a threat against himself. It was more of a sober observation: the world had an edge here, even if you didn't fall off it, but were pulled down.
"If you're going to jump, at least take a king with you," said a voice behind him.
He didn't turn around in surprise. One was only surprised once. After that, one expected the world to never leave one in peace, not even when thinking.
Rónánn stood there, barefoot on the damp ground, a cloth draped around her shoulders. No coat, no hood. Her hair had escaped any attempt at order and clung half to her face, half to the back of her neck. Her eyes seemed even brighter in the dim light.
“I’m not jumping,” said Fionn.
"Not yet," she corrected.
She stood beside him, so close that he could hear her breathing, yet far enough away that she didn't touch him. She looked out at the sea as if she had to count to make sure everything was still there.
“Most of those who come here eventually think about jumping,” she said. “Not because they want to die. Because they want to know if there is something out there bigger than what they carry within them.”
"So? Is there?"
"The sea is vast," she said. "But your anger—that comes close."
He laughed softly. "You talk as if you know my insides better than I do."
“I know men,” she said. “And I know faces that try hard not to show what they’re wearing. You’re worse at that than others.”
"Perhaps that is my only virtue."
“Maybe,” she said. “It makes you more dangerous. For yourself and for people who get too close.”
They stood there in silence. The sea continued its work. Waves came, crashed, receded, only to begin again. The air was full of fine droplets that settled on eyelashes and beards.
"Why didn't you send me away earlier?" he asked at one point. "You have the face of someone who can send anyone where they belong in two sentences."
"Because you don't belong here," she said. "And because you're the first person in a long time who knows that."
He looked at her. There was nothing romantic about her profile. Her nose was a little crooked, her chin a bit too angular, her lips too rarely parted. But everything about it was… true. Not some soft story you tell about a pretty face. More like a coastline that survives every winter.
“I might have married you in a different version of my life,” she said suddenly, as dryly as if she were talking about fish prices.
He blinked. "Which one?"
"In the one where you are not Cumhall's son. In the one where you grew up with nets instead of swords. In the one where you come in from the sea in the evening, smelling of fish, and complain about your back hurting instead of a king sending you into the nearest filth."
He briefly saw the image before him: himself, with a boat, with nets, with a hut on the edge of the cliffs. Children who smelled of salt and soup, not blood. Rónánn, who closes the doors when the storm comes, and who lies beside him at night while outside the sea roars against the walls.
It was a good picture. Too good a picture.
"In this version, I may be a better man," he said.
“In that version, you might not have become a man at all,” she said. “Just another fisherman struggling with the price of his catch, who one day simply doesn’t wake up. Not better. Just… quieter.”
She turned to him, fully for the first time. “You’re loud, Fionn,” she said. “Not in your voice. In the way you are. Men like you—the country doesn’t invent them for no reason. It’s full of false kings and old debts. It needs someone every now and then who goes through like a storm. Even if a lot is broken afterward.”
"And you? What do you need?"
She shrugged. "I need water in the morning, work at midday, wine in the evening. And every now and then someone to show me that I can still feel something other than just tiredness."
There was something in the air, heavier than salt, denser than fog. One of those decisions that no one speaks aloud, but both know.
"Do you want to come inside?" she asked.
It wasn't that slimy offer he knew from other nights. No "Come, I'll warm you," no half-whispered invitation. It was a sober, clear question. Like: "Do you want to eat?" or "Do you want to live?"
He thought of the camp in the hills, the horror, the anger, Goll, his father, all the screaming inside him. And he thought that tomorrow he would set off again, away from this coast, away from this sea, away from this woman with the storm in her eyes.
“Yes,” he said.
They went back to the cabin. Inside, the air smelled of faded noise: snoring, leftover wine, stale smoke. She pulled him past all the sleeping bodies through a side door into a small room that was little more than a box with a bed. A narrow table, a chest, a hook on the wall. Nothing more. A life contained in a few pieces of wood.
What happened between them was no fairy tale. No trembling, sacred something. It was body upon body, two people clinging to each other, not because they believed in true love, but because for a few hours it was a way to slip out of the armor they wore during the day.
She wasn't delicate, not cautious. More like someone who knew perfectly well that her body was the only thing she truly possessed, and who was determined not to treat it as if it were made of glass. He was used to women seeing him as either a hero or a threat. She saw him as a man. With scars, with holes, with anger.
Later, as they lay side by side, the sea still drumming against the shore and the hut trembling slightly with every strong blow, hardly either of them spoke.
"You're leaving tomorrow," she said at some point into the darkness.
"Yes."
"Good."
"Why good?"
“Because I’m not made to wait,” she said. “I’ve seen enough men leave to know that the ones who say they’re coming back are the worst. Just go. And if you do come back, it will be because you want to, not because you feel guilty.”
"I owe you something," he murmured.
"Just don't be so stupid as to let your anger completely consume you," she said. "The rest is my problem."
He saw her in the narrow glimmer of light filtering through a crack. Her eyes were no longer a storm. More like the silence that followed. Not peaceful – but clear.
In the morning the sea was pale gray, the sky lower. The Fianna were preparing to leave. Straps were pulled, weapons checked, horses saddled, curses exchanged. Everything as usual.
Fionn stood for a moment in front of the tavern, her coat on, her hand on the hilt of her sword. Rónánn didn't come out to look at him. Of course not. She was inside, serving soup, wiping tables, letting herself be yelled at by fishermen who had drunk too much, and giving them replies sharper than her knives. That was her life.
The gray man stepped beside him. "Ready?"
"As exhausted as you get," said Fionn.
"The coast has made an impression on you," the old man observed.
"The coast... and someone who likes it," Fionn murmured.
The gray man looked at him, understanding more than Fionn said, and nodded. "Remember one thing," he said softly. "You can't take everything with you. Not every place, not every woman, not every opportunity. Some things stay where they are. So that later you have something to remind you how far you've strayed from yourself."
They rode off. The village shrank, the sea remained vast, the noise of the waves accompanied them for a long time, like the slow, heavy heartbeat of a god who didn't care who was crawling on his skin.
Fionn never once looked back. Not because he didn't care. But because he knew that if he did, something inside him would become too loud.
And deep down he knew: In all the battles yet to come, in all the taverns, in all the nights by the fire, there would be moments when the sound of a distant sea would rise in his mind. With it would come a face, hard and weary and beautiful in that brutal way, and eyes in which a storm lived.
A woman with eyes like a storm over the Atlantic. A life he would never have. An anchor he carried within him nonetheless.
 
Chapter 9 – Fionn and the Fish of Knowledge
It was one of those days when the world looked so bored that you got the feeling even the sky had stopped trying. No storm, no proper rain, not even a decent breeze. Just that tired gray hanging over the trees like an old sheet. The Fianna had been more on the move than busy for weeks. Small errands, small threats, a few nighttime skirmishes—nothing you could recount around the campfire later that would make anyone's jaw drop.
Boredom is dangerous. Men with weapons and too much time on their hands start to get strange ideas. Some get into fights, others drink themselves into oblivion faster than necessary. The Grey Man saw this coming and didn't like unnecessary losses. So he sent Fionn away.
"You go over there to the river with two men," he said, pointing in the direction where the trees were denser. "Someone's supposed to live there—a scholar, a madman, a poet, take your pick. He wants a watchman for a few days because some idiots are robbing him. It's a small favor for one of the little kings who's leaving us alone for now. Do the job, make sure you don't go crazy, and come back."
“Since when do we guard poets?” asked Fionn.
"Since we're not paid enough to choose who gets on our nerves," the old man said. "Besides, a few days without pub brawls will do you good. Otherwise, your head will only get wider, not deeper."
The two men who were supposed to go with him were busy "accidentally" taking a detour on the way back and stealing something they could later sell as "found property." It was clear they would disappear along the way. That's how it went. The Grey One knew it, Fionn knew it, but neither said a word. In the end, he trudged alone through the forest, his sword at his side, his staff on his shoulder, his anger carrying him as always.
The river wasn't a beautiful, sparkling fairytale river. It was dark, heavy, sluggish. One of those bodies of water that seem to know more than is good for them. At a bend, it slowed down, deepened, and formed a black pool that looked as if someone had punched a hole in the world.
On the shore stood a hut, if you could call it that. Planks, bark, moss, crooked, unremarkable. A few carved sticks lay beside it, clay vessels, old fishing nets, a cauldron that looked as if it had seen at least as many stories as the Grey Man. And in between, on a stone, sat the man they called "Poet."
He was old, but not in a friendly way. More as if someone had left him standing in the rain for too long. His hair was gray, his skin thin and mottled, his eyes deep and bright, too alert for the rest of his body. He held a staff, not for decoration, but because he would otherwise fall over.
"You're late," he said before Fionn could say anything.
"The road was long," Fionn grumbled. "And I didn't know that poetry is impatient."
The old man grinned crookedly. "Poetry is always impatient," he said. "But not me. I have time. More than I'd like."
“I’m supposed to guard you,” Fionn said. “From robbers, from idiots, from whoever. That was the message.”
"Before myself, if things get tough," the old man muttered. "But fine. Stay here. Eat when you want. Speak when you must. Be silent when you are wise."
"What's your name?"
“They call me Finnéigeas,” he said. “Names used to carry more weight. Now they’re enough to fill tax forms.”
Fionn sat down on a nearby tree stump and laid the staff beside him. The river glided past them, dark and silent. Finnéigeas stared at the black pool as if waiting for an answer.
"What's so special about this pond?" Fionn asked after a while.
The old man grimaced as if he'd drunk too sweet a wine. "Stories," he said. "They say a fish lives here who knows everything the world knows. An ancient salmon that ate the water in which all things were reflected. Whoever catches and eats him gains knowledge. The bards call him the Fish of Knowledge. The kings laugh at him. And I've been sitting here for years, waiting for him to finally become stupid enough to swim into my nets."
Fionn snorted. "A fish that knows everything," he said. "Of course. The gods devour us with wars, and when there's something useful, it's found in a fish."
"You don't believe in it," the old man observed.
"I believe in things I can beat," said Fionn. "I don't care about the rest."
“That’s one way of dealing with the world,” Finnéigeas said. “Not the worst. But the world has more ways of punching you in the face than you can imagine. Some you can’t punch.”
"For example, fish with wisdom?"
The old man grinned. "For example, the part of you that knows when you're lying. You can't hit it. You can only numb it. With wine, with blood, with stories. Some people sit by such black pools their whole lives, only to eventually realize that the fish is actually swimming in their own head."
Fionn looked at him. "And yet you still hope that there really is someone in here."
“Yes,” Finnéigeas said quietly. “Because I’m old. And old men need something to stare at so they don’t spend all their time looking at their missed opportunities.”
The sun moved slowly, without haste. Finnéigeas told Fionn how he used to travel the land, reciting poems before kings, singing songs in halls where the wine never ran dry. How he had eventually realized that the men he sang to didn't want to listen, but simply needed pleasant sounds to make their own decisions sound less sordid.
“So I went,” he said. “Here. To this river. I thought if someone was going to ignore my words, at least the water would. It doesn’t distinguish between truth and lies. It reflects everything.”
“And ever since, you’ve been waiting for a fish that knows everything,” Fionn muttered. “That doesn’t sound any healthier than what the kings do.”
“We are all crazy,” said Finnéigeas. “Some with crowns, others with swords, still others with words. You are no better.”
Fionn laughed. "I never claimed to be better," he said. "I'm just trying not to be the biggest idiot in the room."
"Bad news," the old man said dryly. "You lost today."
They were silent for a while. The river made no move to applaud them. It simply flowed on.
Fionn thought of the cart at night, of Rónánn by the sea, of his father, of Goll, of the king, of the whole damned island that pretended not to be watching him. He felt questions growing louder somewhere inside him, questions he had previously buried under blood, beer, and exercise.
A fish that knows everything. An old man who had given his life to a black pool. And Fionn, Cumhall's son, who didn't believe anything could make him wiser than the pain he had already accumulated.
He stayed anyway. Perhaps out of duty. Perhaps because the Grey One had said so. Perhaps because part of him wanted to know what happens when a man stares long enough into a hole where something supposedly lives that knows more than all the kings combined.
The second day by the river began with fog. Thick, white fog that crept out of the water and settled over everything, as if testing what the world would look like if it were simply erased. Fionn got up early—not because he wanted to, but because the ground was hard and his back protested. Finnéigeas was already sitting on his stone, as if he had spent the night there. Perhaps he had. Old men and stones sometimes had an alliance.
"It feels different today," the old man murmured, without taking his eyes off the black pool.
"Who?"
“The river,” he said. “It’s louder. More restless. You notice things like that if you talk to it for too long.”
Fionn stepped closer to the bank. The fog was so thick that the river looked like a gray expanse without depth. But there was movement beneath it. You could hear the soft, heavy gliding of the water, somehow more tense than usual.
"Maybe your fish really will come," Fionn said mockingly.
Finnéigeas didn't answer. He stood up—slowly, with a crunch—and picked up a net lying beside the hut. It was no ordinary net. The mesh was tight, the yarn almost black, as if it had touched the river so often that it had taken on its color. The old man stepped to the bank, muttered something that sounded like half a prayer and half a curse. Then he cast the net with a movement that seemed completely out of step with the rest of his unsteady body.
The net slammed into the water, disappearing into the mist, into the water, into the depths. For a moment, everything was still. Then the line tightened as if it had bitten into a tree trunk.
“Help me,” Finnéigeas growled. “Or at least don’t stand around like a poem that nobody wants to hear.”
Fionn grabbed hold. The line vibrated in his hands, hard, alive. Something was pulling on it, powerful, angry. Not a normal fish. Not a normal day. He braced himself against it, his muscles burning, the ground beneath his feet slippery.
"Pull!" snarled the old man. "It's him! It's him, damn it!"
Fionn wanted to ask how he knew that. But the rope tugged at his hands, leaving no room for discussion. Together they pulled. Inch by inch, the net rose higher. The fog moved as if it didn't want to let go.
Then Fionn saw a shadow beneath the surface. Large. Too large for anything he had seen in the water before. The shadow grew brighter, closer. The net broke the surface, shattering the mist, and the creature inside thrashed its body, sending water splashing.
It was a salmon. At least it looked like one, if you momentarily forgot all the stories. A huge, massive body, scales that shimmered in the half-light as if they'd lain too long under the stars. The eyes were dark, not clever, but not stupid either. More like eyes that had seen too much to still be surprised.
Fionn helped pull the net ashore. The salmon thrashed, thrashed, and gasped for air, as if offended that someone had pulled it out of its element.
Finnéigeas stood beside him, panting, his hands trembling, not from weakness, but from something that looked suspiciously like awe. "It's you," he whispered. "Finally."
“It’s a fish,” said Fionn. “A big one, yes. But in the end, still a fish.”
"The world is full of things that look like 'just' anything," the old man muttered. "You should know that by now."
They brought the salmon to the hut. Finnéigeas ordered Fionn to add more wood and prepare the kettle. He himself continued muttering some old formulas, mixtures of prayer, poetry, and nonsense.
"You're going to cook him," he finally said to Fionn.
"I?"
“My hands are shaking too much,” replied the old man. “And I’m afraid I’ll eat a piece before it’s ready. You cook. I eat. That’s always been the plan.”
"Always?" Fionn grimaced. "You didn't sit by the river for years making a plan that I had to help you cook."
Finnéigeas looked at him, and there was something in his gaze that Fionn didn't like. Something like: "More people know about you than you'd like."
"You think the Grey Man sent you here by chance?" the old man asked quietly. "Son, nothing in your life has happened by chance for a long time now."
That was it. Fionn growled something unintelligible, lit the fire, and put the kettle on. He cleaned the fish, cut it open, and removed what needed to be removed. The salmon smelled strong, but not unpleasant. Fatty, heavy, mineral. The flesh was pale, almost white.
“Not a bite,” Finnéigeas commanded. “Not a single one. Not a drop. All this knowledge is for me. I have waited for years. You are merely stirring it up.”
“Yes, yes,” said Fionn. “I’ve watched kings eat before. I can do that with a fish, too.”
The salmon lay in the kettle, the water bubbling slowly. Fat rose to the surface, glistening eyes. Fionn stirred with a wooden spoon, watched as foam formed, as smells mingled – fish, smoke, river, somehow old.
The old man sat close beside it, his eyes fixed on the cauldron, as if a god were about to emerge from it.
Nothing big happened. No flash of lightning, no voice, no crack in the world. The water boiled, the fish became tender. Fionn felt ridiculous. A fighter who had rolled barrels and swallowed blood now stood guarding a salmon for an old man who believed in fairy tales.
The moment everything changed was quite mundane. The fish was almost cooked. Fionn bent down to reposition the spoon. A fat drop of hot fish oil splattered from the pot, hitting his thumb perfectly.
The pain was sharp, direct, surprising. Not a deep, lingering battle ache, but a short, cutting stab that made him curse. Reflexively, he put his thumb in his mouth.
Fish oil, hot, salty, with something he couldn't name, exploded on his tongue. It burned, not just physically. It was as if someone had ripped open his skull for a heartbeat and let in fresh air.
The cabin didn't get any brighter. The river stayed where it was. But something inside his head cracked. Not like glass, more like wood that had been under tension for a long time and finally gave way.
Images flashed through his mind. Not from the future, no visions of battles or kings. They were things he already knew—only different. Sharper. The Gray Man, the way he spoke, the way he doubted. The king with the soft mouth. Goll's name, hanging like a shadow in conversations. The men who walked with him, their lies, their fears, their small, pathetic hopes. His father in the dirt, Rónánn on the coast, the man on the hillside.
It was as if someone took all these pictures, slammed them down on the table, and said, "Look. But this time without the excuses."
Fionn pulled his thumb out of his mouth, panting. The hut was still a hut. The kettle was boiling, and Finnéigeas stared at it.
"What have you done?" asked the old man, his voice sharp.
“I burned myself,” said Fionn. “And tried not to scream.”
"Did you taste it?"
Fionn looked at the thumb, the reddened skin, the film of grease. He could have lied. He could have said, "No, it's all for you." It would have been easy.
“Yes,” he said.
Finnéigeas closed his eyes. Not angrily. Not disappointed. More like someone who's just learned that an old joke is actually true.
"Then it happened," he murmured. "Of course. Of course it did."
"What happened?" Fionn snapped. "Besides the fact that I badly burned my finger?"
The old man opened his eyes. They were moist, but not from smoke. "The fish of knowledge gives its share to the first to taste it," he said. "Not to the one who waits for years. Not to the one who knows the story. To the one who gets the heat."
Fionn laughed hard. "Then your whole plan was screwed up," he said.
“No,” said Finnéigeas. “Perhaps he was never meant for me.”
He looked at Fionn, long, intensely. It was as if he were looking through his skin into his interior, to where lay all the things that Fionn didn't mention.
"How do you feel?"
Fionn searched for an answer. How did he feel? Awake. Raw. Mentally naked. It was as if someone had cut the excuses out of his body and forgotten to close the wound.
"Bad," he said. "Clear. Awake. As if someone had shown me how much about me is a lie."
Finnéigeas nodded slowly. "That is knowledge," he said quietly. "Not answers. Not beautiful sentences. Just the damned compulsion to no longer be able to pretend you don't know what you're doing."
Outside, the river flowed on. Inside the hut sat an old man who had realized too late that the story he believed in had a different main character. And a young man with a burned thumb, a fish swimming in circles somewhere in his mind.
They ate the salmon anyway. What else could they do? The world remained pragmatic, even if it had supposedly just done something mystical. Finnéigeas took the first bite, slowly, as if hoping that a spark of knowledge might still have survived for him. Fionn ate because his body craved food. The fish tasted good—fatty, rich, with that flavor only something that has lived a long time before being killed has.
"Do you feel anything?" the old man asked after a while.
Fionn chewed, swallowed, listened to his inner voice. There was no divine chorus, no voice explaining the meaning of life. Only this clear, relentless awareness: You now know more precisely what drives you. And you will find it harder to lie to yourself.
“I see things… more clearly,” he said slowly. “Not new. Just as they are. Without the dirt I used to put in front of them.”
"For example?"
Fionn looked at the old man. "For example, that you're not sitting here because you're a noble seeker of truth," he said. "But because you ran away from your own past and invented a story in which this all makes sense."
Finnéigeas flinched as if he had been hit. "That's tough," he muttered.
"Is it wrong?"
The old man was silent for a moment. Then he snorted. "No," he said. "It's just impolite."
Fionn leaned back, feeling his thumb throb. Every time he felt the pain, that light briefly resurfaced in his mind. A small flash. Not a vision, just clarity.
“I also see the gray one,” he continued. “How he acts as if he’s just the tired leader of a gang of idiots. But in truth, he’s pushing us around like stones on a board because he hopes that one of us will achieve something he can no longer do. And that one day he can say, ‘I raised him,’ and console himself with the fact that he himself dropped out too soon.”
“You will hurt him if you say that,” said Finnéigeas.
“I won’t say it,” Fionn murmured. “But I know it. And he might know it too. And that’s enough to complicate everything.”
He thought of Goll. Of the man he hated without ever having seen him. "I see Goll too," he said quietly. "Not clearly, not an image. But I know he won't see me just as an enemy. But as a reminder that back then he didn't just kill one man, but a whole series of decisions. And that he probably can't sleep any more than I can when he thinks about it."
Finnéigeas looked at him curiously. "You're starting to know too much," he said. "That can be dangerous."
"Dangerous for whom?"
“For everyone,” the old man replied. “For you, because you will be chafed by your own intellect. For those who run with you, because you see their lies before they have finished telling them. And for the kings, because you see through their games before they have even set up the board.”
Fionn stood up, went to the cabin door, and looked out at the river. The fog had lifted. The water's surface was dark again, smooth, unremarkable. As if nothing had happened.
“What am I supposed to do with this… knowledge?” he asked, without turning around.
Finnéigeas laughed softly, wearily. "That's the cruel thing about knowledge," he said. "It doesn't tell you what to do. It only removes the excuse that you didn't know any better. The rest is still your decision."
Fionn put his thumb in his mouth, not deep, just the burned area. It was a strange comfort. Every time his teeth touched his skin, there was a brief flash of clarity. It was as if he had a switch installed inside his own body.
“You’ll do this a lot,” Finnéigeas said. “When you’re thinking. When you’re making decisions. When you’re wondering if you’re lying to yourself again. You’ll put your thumb to your mouth and hope the fish whispers in your ear.”
"And will he?"
"Sometimes," said the old man. "Sometimes not. Knowledge is not a handmaiden. It comes when it wants."
Fionn stayed another day. Not out of obligation, but because he felt he needed time to come to terms with this new void inside him. He helped with the hut, fetched wood, mended a net, and listened as Finnéigeas told stories of former courts, of kings he had once considered wise, but now saw as well-dressed children.
When he finally left, he did so without much fuss.
"The Grey One will want to know what happened here," said the old man as they said their goodbyes.
"He will know more than I'd like," Fionn murmured.
“Only tell him half of it,” Finnéigeas advised. “Let him figure out the rest. Men who understand too much get nervous.”
Fionn nodded. He retraced his steps through the forest, staff in hand, sword at his side, his burned thumb repeatedly brought to his lips. Images came and went. The king who had paid her, less for her deeds than for the feeling of not ruling alone. Goll, somewhere out there, perhaps gazing at the same sky. Rónánn by the sea, who had said he was the coast that hadn't yet grasped it was constantly being beaten.
When he returned to camp, the men were sitting around the fire as usual. The broad man was throwing bones into the embers, and the young fighter was telling an exaggerated story about how he had single-handedly broken up an ambush. The gray man looked up as Fionn approached, and in that look lay the unspoken question: "Are you still the same person?"
"Everything quiet at the poet's?" he simply asked.
“As calm as you can get from an old man talking to rivers,” said Fionn.
The gray man narrowed his eyes as if he had heard something between the words that Fionn hadn't said aloud. "You seem... tougher," he remarked. "Not from the outside."
"Maybe I just didn't sleep well," Fionn murmured.
That night he sat by the fire, the others talked, drank, and argued. He listened and saw things he had missed before: the way one of them always laughed at others when he was insecure; how another unconsciously placed his hand on an old scar when the conversation turned to treason; how the gray man turned his head slightly to the side with every word "king," as if to see if anyone was listening.
He put his thumb to his lips, just for a moment. The taste of fish was almost gone, but something remained. An echo.
“Knowledge,” he thought, “doesn’t taste like victory. It tastes like finally stopping drunkenly lying to yourself.”
He knew more clearly now what he wanted: to find Goll, yes. But not just to avenge a dead man. Rather, because this one man was like a knot in which everything wrong with the order of this island was enmeshed: kings who commissioned songs after the fact, warriors who had to sell themselves, fathers who fell because they refused to submit, sons who grew up with a hole in their hearts.
He also knew that the path there wouldn't be clean. Knowledge didn't make him better. It only made him less blind. And that was perhaps the worst part.
As he rolled into his coat and closed his eyes, he knew one thing for sure: From now on, he would no longer be able to say, "I didn't know." If he killed someone, if he made a decision, if he decided to stay or to leave – he would know what he was doing.
The fish had given him no answers. Only the impossibility of hiding from his own questions.
And that, thought Fionn as he drifted off to sleep, was perhaps the hardest thing one could do to a man.
 
Chapter 10 – Ash in the beard, salt on the skin
The morning smelled of cold smoke and stale sweat, even before a fire was lit. It was that particular kind of air that says: Nothing will be clean today. No clear rain, no fresh wind, just a day that already feels used before it has even begun. Fionn got up, rubbed his face, and immediately felt his beard, which was now more than just a shadow. It was covered in dirt, sleep, and remnants of the wine he hadn't needed the night before.
Since that fish by the river, something inside him had shifted. Nothing visible from the outside. The muscles were the same, the scars too, the sword, the cloak, the kick. But in his mind, things weren't so easily moved anymore. Before, he'd simply swept the day's grime to the back, into a corner where it would eventually melt into a gray mass. Now everything stayed put. Sharper, more distinct, as if the world were saying, "Look, you bastard, this is yours."
The grey one came to him even before the others had properly gotten up. He looked as if he hadn't slept properly for three nights. And probably he hadn't.
“We’re going to the coast,” he said without greeting. “A coastal prince has problems with robbers, arsonists, the usual riffraff. They’re causing havoc in the villages, looting, setting fires, disappearing. He wants a sign. One that burns.”
"Coast again," Fionn muttered. The taste of salt filled his mouth, even though they were still miles away. "I thought the sea had had enough of me for now."
"The sea doesn't ask questions," said the Grey One. "It's like kings. Only more honest."
The Fianna set off. Days, hills, forests. Fionn saw everything more clearly than he cared to. The one who always lagged a little behind on the march whenever family was mentioned. The other who grinned every time they were called out on a mission involving "fire." Men were like books, half the pages covered in grease stains and wine, but if you looked long enough, you could still read them.
When they reached the shore, the sky was low and the sea choppy. No great storm, just the constant pounding of the waves against the rocks, as if saying, "I haven't forgotten you're here." The village they had been summoned to lay in a bay, disheveled as if someone had swept over it with an overly large hand. Gaps in the roof, charred beams, lingering embers of smoke hanging in the air even though the fires had long since gone out.
The coastal prince wasn't one of the great men you find in songs. He was short, stout, with a face that looked as if it had spent too much time in too much sun. But his eyes weren't dull. More like strained. He was someone who had to keep track of too much with too few people to help him.
“They come at night,” he said, once the Grey Man had gotten through the usual spiel of politeness and innuendo. “Not many, but well-organized. They plunder supplies, beat people up, set fires. Not to build anything. Just to show they can. We caught a few of them. Strangers. Not just ordinary fishermen, not farmers. Men from other parts of the country, maybe even further afield. Uncontracted mercenaries, I suppose.”
Fionn stood behind, listening. His thumb twitched involuntarily towards his mouth, but he kept it down. He didn't need another mental jolt right now. He heard the words "robbery," "fire," "sign." And in between, he felt something stir within him: the memory of nights when they themselves had set fires on behalf of princes, to make other princes think.
"And this time we're the ones who are supposed to do the extinguishing," he thought. "This time we're the good tool."
The plan was simple, as plans often are before reality throws a wrench in the works. The Fianna would spread out around the village, pretending to be a little too drunk and a little too noisy. The arsonists were used to the image of tired, defenseless coastal folk. They would return, as surely as the sea beats the stones. And then, when the night was thick enough and the smell of alcohol convincing, Fionn and the others would rise and do what they were paid to do: beat, hunt, and kill.
The sun slowly set. The wind carried salt, mixing it with the smoke that still hung in the beams. The villagers moved like people who had learned not to think too far ahead. Survive today, see what tomorrow brings.
Fionn sat in front of one of these huts, a jug in his hand, his coat open, his beard now clearly recognizable as a beard. A little girl stared at him, her eyes wide, her hair a tangled, salt-caked mess.
"Are you a hero?" she asked.
He laughed dryly. "No," he said. "I'm one of those who sometimes prevent others from getting even worse."
She frowned. "My mother says heroes reek of smoke and the sea."
"Then she is closer to the truth than most bards," he murmured.
Evening crept into the alleyways. Torches were lit, more out of habit than celebration. Men placed jugs on tables, women put away anything that could burn. It was that tense kind of everyday life you see in villages that have learned that the night brings enemies.
Fionn could feel the salt on his skin. Not just from the sea, but from the sweat that mingled with everything. Ash clung to his beard, remnants of old smoke that never quite cleared. Ash in his beard, salt on his skin—he thought that was a better description of his life than any beautiful metaphor.
The night waited. And he waited with her.
It began as always: with a sound that at first you mistake for the wind. The village streets had grown darker; only a few torches cast their flickering light on doors, faces, and hands that pretended to be still. Fionn was still sitting in the same spot, his jug half-empty, his gaze half-down, half-awake.
A door slammed somewhere. A dog growled, then fell silent. Then, very faintly, the clang of metal, someone having set down too quickly. It wasn't the sound of a coastal farmer. It was the sound of people who carry weapons because they are nothing else.
The grey figure moved in the shadow of the opposite hut. Just one step, barely visible. A sign, a wordless "It's starting."
Fionn put the jug aside and stood up, slowly, like someone just going to the bathroom. His hand slid to his sword, not exaggeratedly, not conspicuously. His heart beat faster, but not frantically. Something stirred between his ribs, a feeling like hunger and fatigue all at once.
They came out of the darkness, from the direction of the small storerooms where the barrels and sacks stood. Figures with cloths covering their faces, shields without crests, swords, who had seen what men preferred to suppress. Torches in their hands that looked more like weapons of attack than sources of light.
"Quickly," one hissed. "Take what you can get. It'll burn more easily that way."
"They talk like us," Fionn thought bitterly. "Too often, too familiarly."
The first arsonist saw him only as a dark figure on the sidelines, some fisherman, some man in the way. He raised the torch, ready to throw it through an open door. Fionn stepped forward, placed a hand on his arm—not hard, just enough to stop him.
"Those supplies over there," he said calmly. "There's more in them."
The man turned halfway towards him, annoyed and suspicious. His eyes gleamed from under the cloth. "Get lost, old man. Or you'll burn too."
"Dude," Fionn thought. Part of him was offended, another part amused. He smiled crookedly, tightening his grip slightly. "Look at me closely," he said quietly.
The man blinked, really looked. Saw the cloak, the cut of the sword belt, the way Fionn stood. That subtle difference between someone who has to defend himself and someone who has decided to attack.
“Fianna,” he whispered.
Fionn nodded. "Have you ever heard of us?"
The guy tore his arm free, tried to flee, but barely managed to take the first step. Out of the shadows came the others, like dogs who had finally heard the command. The gray one, the broad one, the young fighter who still dreamed that one day he would think of something other than weapons.
Fire, screams, metal. The alley exploded in motion. The arsonists weren't many, but they were used to the fact that the people they targeted ran away. This time, the wrong people ran.
Fionn didn't immediately join the throng. He stood still for a moment, feeling the wind coming off the sea, the salt, the smoke from the torches settling in his beard. Ash, salt, sweat – the trinity of his life.
Then he leapt. The sword was in his hand before his head followed. The first blow struck a man from behind, across his back, a cut that relied more on weight than sharpness. The body stumbled, fell, and lay still. No time for pity.
Another turned to him, a torch in one hand, a short sword in the other. His movements weren't bad, not untrained. He'd fought before. One of those you could hire in markets if you needed someone who would work quickly, dirty, and without questions.
"You are far from your last royal court," said Fionn, as he parried.
"I serve no king," the man growled.
“That’s the problem,” Fionn muttered. “But you’re still serving someone. Mostly your own greed.”
They were hitting each other. No dance, no beautiful fight. Dirt, kicks, elbows, the dull thud when someone hit a wall. Somewhere the big guy yelled, one of the arsonists shouted "Retreat!", a third called out to some god who'd had enough.
A spark jumped from a torch onto a roof. Dry wood, old nets, straw. It hissed, glowed, and burst into flames. A woman screamed. A man ran with a bucket that was too small anyway.
Fionn saw it out of the corner of his eye as he parried the next blow. Fire was in no hurry. It knew it had time.
He roughly shoved his opponent aside, rammed his knee into his stomach, and struck with the butt of his knife. The man collapsed, half-conscious, half-at the end of his daily dose of courage.
"Leave him be," said a voice inside him, not soft, just pragmatic. "He's finished."
He broke free and ran towards the burning roof. The fire grew, greedily, glad to finally have something to do again.
"Shit," he muttered. "We didn't get this for dying here – on a shitty thatched roof."
He climbed, pulled himself up onto a ledge, felt the heat hitting his face. The smoke immediately seeped into his beard, his hair, his skin. He coughed, cursed, and kicked aside a piece of burning material that was about to drip down.
Someone downstairs shouted his name. “Fionn! Let that damn thing burn down! People will get out of there!”
"Then they'll have one less hut and we'll have one more debt," he roared back.
He wasn't one of those bright, shining heroes who saved burning houses to later look good in songs. But since the fish in the river, he knew that he was more aware of the mess he made. And that he didn't want to go to sleep every night thinking, "You could have done something, you just didn't want to."
He tore off part of the roof, stepped onto the flames, felt sparks fly into his beard. It stank of burnt hair, of stale smoke, of the kind of danger you later joke about when no one has died.
Down below, the Fianna had already either killed or chased away most of the arsonists. Two lay in the dirt, one howling because his leg was at an unnatural angle. A third was bleeding from a stomach wound and trying to hold back something with his hands that wouldn't budge.
Fionn came back down, coughing, his hands black, his beard full of ash. He wiped his face, only smearing it more. The salt, carried by the wind from the sea, clung to it, mingling with sweat and soot.
An old fisherman stared at him. "You're practically on fire yourself," he said.
“I’ve been burning inside for a long time,” Fionn replied. “This is just what you see.”
The Grey Man approached him and looked him up and down. "You look like a vomited-up chimney," he said.
“You don’t smell any better,” Fionn retorted.
The old man nodded, half-seriously. "Well done," he said quietly. "You could have left the roof as it was."
“I know,” Fionn replied. “That’s exactly why I couldn’t.”
The gray man looked at him, longer than was comfortable. "You'll make life difficult for yourself with this clarity," he murmured.
“As if it had been easy so far,” said Fionn.
The night didn't fall silent immediately. It took time until all the barrels were emptied, all the sparks had been extinguished from the roofs, all the wounds roughly bandaged. Blood dried on the wood, ash settled over everything like a second, dark dew. And there was salt everywhere—in the air, on skin, in mouths.
When the village had finally somewhat regrouped, Fionn stood at the edge and looked out to sea. The wind had picked up, the waves higher. The salt dried slowly on his face, ash clinging to his beard as if it wouldn't come off.
That's exactly how he felt: half burned, half washed out. And far from finished.
Later, when they sat in the coastal prince's house—an oversized wooden structure pretending to be a castle—everything smelled of damp leather, smoke, and that sour undertone of fear that couldn't be aired out. The prince was generous with wine, stingy with truth.
“You have shown them that they cannot do as they please here,” he said, his voice heavy with the alcohol he himself had generously poured. “Tomorrow they will know that this coast is under my protection.”
Fionn listened, feeling his tongue press against the roof of his mouth before he said anything that might cause trouble. The fish in his head, or whatever it was, made him twist the man's words like a knife: "my protection." As if they hadn't just paid for it with their bodies.
The Grey Man answered politely enough to get more money than an insult. Fionn drank only a little. The wine ran over his tongue, mingling with the taste of smoke, salt, and blood. Nothing was clearly distinguishable anymore.
Eventually, the assembly broke up. The prince withdrew to his back room with two of those pointed advisors who looked as if they slept with parchment. The Fianna were sent to a side hall where straw, benches, and blankets lay.
The broad man slumped over as if his rope had been cut. "I swear, one more job on the coast and I'll have moss growing on my feet," he growled. "I want solid dirt under my boots again, not the kind that tastes of salt and a guilty conscience."
The young fighter sat down next to Fionn and nudged him with his elbow. "You were just standing there on the roof like a goddamn wartime chimney sweep," he said. "You could have fallen. For a hut that doesn't even belong to you."
“She belongs to them here,” Fionn replied. “And I didn’t want to be seen in their eyes tonight as the one who could have saved her and didn’t.”
"You've been worse since the fish," said the boy. "You were already difficult before. But now..."
"I know," Fionn interrupted. "It sucks when you know what you're doing. Believe me, I'm the first to complain about it."
He ran his hand through his beard. Ash trickled onto his shirt. Small gray crumbs, reminders of a roof that hadn't completely gone up in flames. The smell of smoke still lingered in his hair, in the fabric, in his skin. When he moistened his fingers and stroked his beard, he tasted salt.
Ash in the beard, salt on the skin. A summary.
“Do you know what I was thinking about when it was burning?” he asked the group without looking directly at anyone.
"Well?" grumbled the broad one.
“To my father,” Fionn said. “Lying somewhere in a field, not in a burning village, but in the same filth. I used to think he simply fell because the gods were in a bad mood. Now I know that many watched, pretending they could do nothing. Kings, warriors, the wrong men on the right side. I don’t want to be one of them.”
The young fighter snorted. "You'll kill yourself with that demand."
“Maybe,” said Fionn. “But at least I’ll be awake.”
The Grey had sat down a few steps away, but his hearing was still good enough. "You'll have to learn to choose your fights," he said. "Otherwise, you'll get lost in the ones that aren't yours."
Fionn put his thumb to his lips. Briefly. Just a hint.
“I know,” he said. “But tell me you weren’t thinking the same thing in the alley when you heard the children screaming.”
The Grey Man remained silent. His gaze wandered over the men, over the walls, to the door behind which the Prince was surely already preparing his next political statement.
“We are tools,” he murmured finally. “But we don’t always have to be blunt.”
The group gradually fell asleep. One snored so loudly the walls vibrated. Someone muttered in their sleep, praying to a god they never thought about during the day. Another quietly got up, went out to urinate in the yard, and came back with that look men have when they've realized along the way that they're going to get old, whether they like it or not.
Fionn stayed awake for a while longer. He sat on the bench, his coat around his shoulders, his head leaning against the wall. His legs ached, his hands were sore, his back was a map of small, dull protests.
He thought of Rónánn, of the coast, of the sea that didn't ask who it belonged to. He thought of the fish, of Finnéigeas, of the damned drop of grease on his thumb that had turned an ordinary day into a postponement. He thought of Goll. Over and over again, of Goll.
Images flashed through his mind: Goll, standing in another village, perhaps before another king, with the same salt on his skin, the same ash in his beard. A man who, years ago, had wielded a sword that had sent his father to his death. A man who, perhaps just as he did, couldn't sleep when the wind carried sounds reminiscent of ancient battles.
"I will find you," Fionn thought. Not as an oath, not as a roar. More as a sober statement. "And when I find you, you'll know that I'm not just made of anger. But also of everything I've seen. Of every roof I didn't let burn. Of every man I had to kill. Of every damn night I didn't look away."
He ran his hand through his beard once more. Ash crumbled, salt glittered for a heartbeat in the dim light. He smelled himself, and it wasn't a pleasant smell. But he was honest, and that had to be enough.
Finally, he lay down, his cloak over him, his sword within reach. The hall was filled with breath, dreams, remnants of conversation. Outside, the sea crashed against the shore, just as it always had.
"Ashes in his beard, salt on his skin," he thought, just before sleep overtook him. "That's what a life smells like that doesn't run away from its own questions."
It wasn't a comforting thought. But it was clear. And clarity was all he had now.
 
Chapter 11 – When heroes know too much and sleep too little
The days that followed clung to each other like old wax. Coastal winds, marches, orders, the same phrases, the same faces. And over it all lay something Fionn could hardly name: a kind of constant humming in his head, as if someone inside had tightened a string too much. Since the salmon, since the burned thumb, since the night with the burning roof, he slept worse. Not because the nightmares had gotten worse—they were bad enough before—but because sleep behaved like a dog that wouldn't come when called.
When he lay down, his cloak wrapped around him, the sword within reach like a ludicrous form of solace, his body remained tired, but his mind kept racing. Images, voices, scenes he should have long since drowned in. The man on the hillside. Rónánn by the sea. Finnéigeas by the river. His father in the dirt. Goll somewhere out there, a shadow refusing to take on a clear form. And in between, all the little things that usually went unnoticed: a glance, a gesture, a sentence uttered half-jokingly, yet revealing more than he realized.
He realized he was beginning to see the men around him differently. Not as silent figures in the same ugly story, but as individual, restless heaps of fear, stories, and excuses. The broad one, who always laughed, loudest when death was at stake. The young fighter, who acted as if every battle were rehearsals until the one came where he would truly shine. The gray one, who grew a little more bent with each mission, as if bowing under a weight no one could see.
On the march south, away from the coast, Fionn slept in fragments. A few moments here, a few there. Never deep, never whole. Always on the edge, always ready to spring up. The others snored, talked in their sleep, bumped into each other. He lay there, his eyes open in the darkness, thinking too much.
One of those nights, in a half-finished camp under a crooked tree, he eventually sat up. The sky was clear, stars like pinned holes. The fire was just a glow, a few red dots, like eyes that had decided not to blink today.
The gray man was already there. Of course. Old men who had made too many decisions rarely slept through the night. He held a cup in his hand but didn't drink. He gazed into the embers, like someone waiting for them to tell him something he doesn't yet know.
"You don't sleep much," he said, without looking up.
“You too,” Fionn replied.
"I have bad knees and too many memories," said the Grey Man. "What's your excuse?"
Fionn shrugged. "Knowledge," he said. "It feels like someone's put rats in my head. They run around in circles and won't stop nibbling on everything."
The old man let out a short, harsh laugh. "The fish," he muttered. "Finnéigeas wrote to me before you left. An old, lost messenger with handwriting that looked as if someone had carved it into wood with trembling hands. I knew something might happen. But I didn't know it would affect you like this."
Fionn stared at him. "So you knew what kind of mission this was?"
“I knew the old man by the river wasn’t just asking for guards because some hungry idiots were stealing his pots,” said the Grey. “And I knew that sooner or later you’d run into something bigger than another fight. The only question was: will it eat you or will you eat it?”
"So? What's your assessment?"
The Grey One did drink now, a small sip, more out of ritual than for relief. "Right now, it looks like you two are gnawing at each other," he said. "You and this damned knowledge."
Fionn ran his hand over his face. Ash, sweat, dust. It all mixed together into a veil that wouldn't lift. "At least I used to be able to play dumb," he said. "If someone gave an order, I carried it out and hid behind anger. Now, with every order, I see what's behind it. Who profits. Who dies. Who pretends to be above it all. I see where I fit in. And I don't like that position."
"Welcome to the minds of people who live too long," said the Grey Man. "That's why there are so few old heroes around. Most die beforehand. Not just because they fall in battle, but because they can't bear to know too well what they're doing. So they drink more, rush headlong into battles, provoking the blow that finally takes them out."
"And you?" asked Fionn. "Why are you still here?"
The old man looked at him, and in his gaze was a dry, weary smile. "Because I'm too stubborn to admit that I should perhaps have died years ago," he said. "And because I want to know where you're going."
"I'm just going in circles," Fionn muttered.
“Yes, for now,” said the Grey One. “But circles eventually become spirals. Upwards or downwards. You have to decide which direction you go in.”
"With whom?"
"We'll see," replied the old man.
They fell silent again. The camp behind them breathed. Someone murmured Fionn's name in a dream. Not aloud, not as a prayer. More like a curse or a memory.
"They're starting to make you tell their story," said the Grey One. "Around the fire. In the villages. In the taverns. It won't be long before your name is mentioned in the wrong halls. By kings who are considering whether to buy you, destroy you, or fear you."
"Maybe all three," said Fionn.
“Exactly,” said the old man. “You need to think about what you do with your face before they start using it for you.”
Fionn tilted his head back and looked up at the sky. Stars. So many that it was almost ridiculous to think any of them would be interested in a man like him.
“Heroes,” he said quietly, more to himself. “What a shitty word.”
"Heroes are for those who sleep," said the Grey Man. "They need stories to endure the next day. We two—we are awake. We know too much to believe in heroes. And too little to simply opt out."
Fionn laughed roughly. "Well, wonderful," he muttered. "Between two worlds and too tired for both."
The old man rose with a crunch. "Try to sleep," he said. "Tomorrow, people will come again who will see you as a tool. And you will have to decide again how much you agree with them."
"And you?"
"I'll go to sleep later," said the Grey One. "I'm used to waiting."
Fionn lay down again. The floor was hard, the ceiling thin, the sword cold. He closed his eyes, but his mind remained alert. Images, questions, and unmade decisions swirled around him like drunken dancers.
He eventually fell asleep anyway. Briefly. Lightly. Just far enough away to forget that he couldn't forget.
The next errand came faster than sleep. A messenger, seemingly sprung from the earth: thin, nervous, too neatly dressed for the area. He brought words from a king whom Fionn disliked, without ever having seen him. It was clear from the messenger's manner of speaking—too smooth, too practiced—that his master preferred speeches to swords.
“Border dispute,” the Grey Man summarized after the messenger had untangled his knot of phrases, threats, and innuendo. “Another petty prince allegedly has more land than he is entitled to and less respect than expected. Our king wishes to ‘remind him of his duty.’ We may translate this as usual.”
“Do we translate that as ‘killing some of his people and setting fire to some of his fields’?” asked Fionn.
"Pretty much exactly," said the Grey Man dryly.
Fionn felt his thumb twitch again. The knowledge, that damned clarity, was already waiting in the wings. He could see the images even before they reached him: a village that looked like all the others; men no different from them, only marching in a different direction; women with the same curses on their lips; children with the same dirt on their feet. And then them, the Fianna, as tools in the theater of power.
He used to let his anger out. "You pay, we'll fight, end of story." Now, his anger was intertwined with something else: disgust. Not of blood, he knew that. Disgust of what lay beneath.
They set off marching. The landscape changed from coastal winds to damp inland: forests, fields, those low, wet paths that always smelled of manure, whether livestock was nearby or not. Along the way, Fionn saw peasants toiling to pay some taxes that one king had invented because another king had done the same.
He paused briefly at a fork in the road. A woman was carrying water in two buckets, suspended from her shoulders by a pole. She wasn't old, but her eyes were. She glanced up briefly, took in the Fianna column, the weapons, the dirt, the weariness. No wonder, no fear. Just that weary knowledge: more of them, who somewhere else will ensure we have less tomorrow.
"Where are we going?" she asked.
“To one who doesn’t remember whom he is supposed to serve,” said the young fighter, half joking, half quoting the messenger.
She spat on the path. "They all serve themselves," she said. "We only carry the scraps."
Fionn had to laugh, even though he didn't feel like it. "The wisest words never come from kings," he said.
The grey one glanced at him. A warning look: "Not too loud, boy."
When they reached the other prince's territory, the air was already charged. It was clear someone was waiting for trouble. Men along the roads cast wary glances, women quickly ushered their children indoors whenever the Fianna passed. News of a potential clash always travels faster than the first sword stroke.
They set up a small camp near a village that had the misfortune of falling into the "talking zone." The Grey was invited into the house of a village elder to hear the "conditions." Fionn stayed outside with the others, but his ears were keen.
He heard words like "duty," "loyalty," "limits," "honor." All words that glide easily from the tongue but weigh heavily on the body. He heard the voice of the other prince's envoy, harsh, defiant, filled with the fear of a man who knows he has fewer men, fewer weapons, less power, but is too proud to admit it.
When the grey one came out again, he looked as if he had just drunk a bucket of stale milk.
"And?" asked the wide one.
“They won’t give in,” said the old man. “They refuse to relinquish something they’ve considered theirs for generations. Our king won’t budge because it would make him look weak to the other princes. The result: We’re to write the decision in the ground.”
“With blood,” Fionn added.
“With blood,” confirmed the Grey Man.
Fionn lay awake that night. Again. The campfire was smaller than usual, as if they were ashamed to use too much light before doing something ugly. The men spoke more quietly. Even the jokes sounded more cautious. Everyone knew this wasn't one of those clear-cut cases of "us against them." It was "them" against "them," and caught in the middle were them, the hired fists.
“We could just turn around,” Fionn said suddenly. He knew the Grey was awake, even though it was pretending to be asleep.
“No,” came the answer from the darkness. “We couldn’t do that.”
“Yes,” Fionn insisted. “We could say: That’s not our business. Let the princes themselves die with their men if they absolutely want to measure land.”
The Grey Man sat up and stared into the fire. "And then?" he asked calmly. "Do you think they'll just let us go? Do you think our own king will say, 'Ah, you have a conscience, how considerate, here, take your pay anyway'?"
Fionn remained silent. He knew the answer.
“We have contracts,” said the Grey Man. “Not signed with ink, but with years. We receive food, weapons, a kind of protection from the arbitrary actions of everyone else. In return, we go when they call us. We can choose how we do it. How hard, how far we go. But not whether we go.”
"And what if I say I'm not participating anymore?"
The old man looked at him. “Then you are a man alone with a sword he has to feed,” he said. “You can try to hide away somewhere, find a hut where you pretend to be nobody for as long as possible. Sooner or later, someone will come along who knows your name. Or you will betray yourself, because you are not made for a life where only rain and fields matter.”
Fionn put his thumb to his mouth and bit lightly on the burn. The flash of insight came as if on cue. Clarity, harsh, without comfort.
"So we are once again pushing boundaries for someone," he said.
"Yes."
"And what's left for us?"
The Grey Man laughed tonelessly. "All we can do is what we do," he said. "We can prevent things from getting worse than they need to be. Sometimes that's all you can do when you're caught between kings and the poor."
Fionn lay down again without sleeping. He felt like an axe unable to decide which log to strike. Except now he could see exactly who was turning them into planks on which others would sit comfortably.
Heroes, he thought. What a cheap label. Heroes were what people made of men when they were too tired to look at who they had died for.
The clash came at dawn. Not in a grand, sweeping battle, as bards love to portray, but in a narrow, damp strip of land between two fields. On one side, the Fianna; on the other, the men of the other prince, with the same faces, the same scars, the same weary eyes.
There were no long speeches. Just a few brief instructions: shield higher, not too far forward, watch the flanks. Words that had been heard a hundred times before.
Fionn stood in the front row. He looked at the men opposite him. Some had beards like his, some were younger, some older. One wore a small carved pendant on his belt, probably made by a child. Another had a patch on his sleeve, clearly sewn with care by someone who had never held a sword.
“We should remind them,” Fionn thought. “Of who owes whom what.”
Then they clashed. Metal on metal, body on body. The first thrust was always the same: a dull, brutal collision of will, bone, and rage. Fionn parried a blow that would have ripped open his shoulder, simultaneously kicking the man in the shin. Another tried to slash his side, but the broad one intervened, bellowing something unintelligible, more sound than substance.
It was a short, dirty fight. More of a scuffle than an organized battle. They were better trained, tougher, more coordinated than the village chieftain's men. The other side fought with the desperation of those who know that behind them stands only what they themselves have built. But desperation is no substitute for training.
Fionn felt every blow he dealt. Not physically—he was used to that—but mentally. Every face that appeared before him was no longer just an "enemy." It was "a man who might have been sitting by the fire tonight." "Someone's father." "Someone who's probably been disappointed by kings, too."
He killed anyway. The alternative would have been to stay down himself. And as clearly as he saw now, he wasn't ready for that. He blocked a blow, twisted, stabbed. The man in front of him gasped, stared at him for a moment as if he wanted to say something. Then he toppled to the side.
The ground was muddy, not just from the morning dew. Mud, blood, trampled grass. Someone shouted "Back!", someone else "Forward!", the same words, different accents.
When it was over, the silence was difficult. Not the deep, reverential silence after a "great battle," as would later be spoken of. Rather, this tense nothingness, in which everyone tries not to think about how narrowly they had escaped their own abyss.
The other prince's men retreated. Not in an orderly fashion, not proudly, simply gone. They left behind the dead, the wounded, lost weapons. The Fianna remained standing, panting, sweating, with that look on their faces that said: "It was necessary"—even if no one knew exactly for whom.
The gray man walked along the line, checking who was still standing. "Losses?" he asked tersely.
"Two dead, three seriously injured," said Breite. "On our side. More on theirs."
"More and more of them," Fionn murmured.
The Grey Man glanced at him. "Don't say such things within earshot of kings," he warned.
“There are no kings here,” said Fionn. “They only send messengers.”
The young fighter sat down on a stone and stared at his hands. They were trembling slightly. "I knocked someone's helmet off," he said quietly. "I saw his eyes. They looked like mine when I look into a bucket of water. He didn't do anything wrong. He was just on the wrong side."
“Welcome to the truth,” said Fionn. “The wrong side is usually where you happened to be born.”
They had to gather the dead of the village chieftain. Out of "respect." The dead of the king, on whose orders they had come, were not present today. The king himself received a report later, neat, orderly, with numbers. No smells, no faces.
Fionn helped lift a body onto an improvised stretcher. The man was heavy, but not tall. One of those who had more strength in his hands than in his shoulders.
“His name was Bran,” said one of the villagers who were helping out. “He had just finished building the roof for his new house.”
Fionn nodded. He had nothing to say that wouldn't sound like mockery. "I'm sorry" wouldn't have made any difference. "I had no choice" was a lie, even if it often felt like the truth.
He hardly slept at all that night. The fish, the thumb, the cart, the burning roof, the man on the hillside, Rónánn by the sea, Bran with the half-finished house – everything mingled together. He lay there, heard the others snoring, watched the fire shrink.
“Heroes don’t know more than others,” he thought. “They just claim it less often. The rest comes from the outside.”
He thought about the stories that would be told about this battle. If any were told at all. Perhaps somewhere a bard would write that Fionn mac Cumhaill had "settled" a border dispute. They would use the word "brave," "just," "necessary." They wouldn't mention that Bran had just finished a roof.
In the morning, the Grey Man looked at him for a long time. "You will break under the strain if you don't find a way to live with it," he said.
“I know,” Fionn replied.
"There are three paths," the old man listed. "You can drink yourself into oblivion until you don't care about anything anymore. You can throw yourself into every fight until one finally finishes you off. Or you can learn to bring your own kind of order to this chaos. Your rules. Not those of kings, not those of bards. Yours."
"And what about sleep?" asked Fionn.
"Sometimes you get it for free," said the Grey Man. "But not often."
Fionn put his thumb to his mouth, feeling the fading pain of the old burn. Knowledge was a miserable comfort, but still better than blind stupidity.
“When heroes know too much and sleep too little,” he thought, “they become something else. A problem. For kings, for enemies, for themselves.”
He didn't yet know exactly what he would become. But he knew he couldn't go back to a life where orders were answered only with the sword. The questions in his head had become too loud.
And the nights wouldn't get any quieter, no matter how tired he was.
 
Chapter 12 – The Battle in the Rain That Nobody Won
The rain began so innocently that you almost thought it had a guilty conscience. A few drops, cautiously, as if the sky were testing whether there was anyone left down below who could complain. Then it grew thicker, heavier, more determined. In the end, it poured, as if someone up there wanted to wash away everything that had accumulated on the island over the past few years: blood, lies, and bad wine.
The Fianna had been traveling for days, caught somewhere between a prince who wanted more and another who wanted to give up less. Fionn had lost count of how many "border disputes" he'd witnessed in recent months. It was never the borders that were in conflict. It was men with too much pride and too little sense. The borders simply stood there: grass, hills, a stream. All quiet. The people around them made the noise.
They camped on a slope that was more mud than soil. Their coats were heavy with rain, their boots caked with dirt, their mood somewhere between weariness and that dull anger that no longer pointed forward, but everywhere. The fire was now a joke, a pathetic flicker beneath an improvised covering of branches and cloth. The smoke crept into their eyes, but the flames barely managed to provide any warmth.
"If the rain keeps going like this, we'll drown before anyone even stabs us in the gut," grumbled the broad man, wringing out the hem of his coat.
The young fighter gave a short laugh. "At least that would be a different kind of death than usual," he said. "Not 'fallen bravely' anymore, but 'drowned honestly'."
Fionn sat with his back against a tree that looked as if it might decide at any moment that none of this was its problem anymore. Water ran from his beard, dripped from his hair, and seeped into every seam of his clothes. There was no salt in the air, no coastline nearby, only damp earth that smelled of rotting leaves, horse dung, and the sweet whiff of old battlefields. What they were standing there wasn't a sea. Not yet. But the earth remembered things, even when people forgot.
The Grey One came to him as the rain pretended for a moment to let up. "They're gathering over there," he said, without mincing words. "The other prince. His men. There's going to be a big fight today. Not these small, dirty skirmishes. Big. Broad. With drums and shouts and all the drama that makes bards wet."
"In this weather?" asked Fionn. "I thought heroes preferred to die in the sunshine."
"Heroes die when kings decide it's time," said the Grey. "No one asks the weather."
Fionn tilted his head back and let the rain hit his face. It was an honest pain – cold, direct, steady. No intrigue, no convoluted motive. Just water that wanted to go down.
"What does our king want?" he asked.
“A sign,” said the Grey One. “Once again. A field full of bodies, so the other prince knows he'd better back down. And if he doesn't, at least we've proven that our men can die bravely in the dirt.”
"And what does the other prince want?"
"Show that he won't be intimidated," said the old man. "Proud. Upright. Until someone knocks his legs out from under him."
"And what do we want?"
The gray man looked at him for a long time. Rain ran down his forehead, into the wrinkles, into his gray beard. "Survival," he said. "Until we can decide for ourselves what we die for."
Fionn put his thumb to his lips, just briefly, just a light touch over the old burn mark. The small flash of insight came through his mind, despite the rain. Clarity, hard as a blow.
“So we go down into the mud,” he said. “We hit, we fall, we get up again. In the end, some messenger declares that the king’s honor is saved, no matter what the field looks like.”
"Something like that," confirmed the Grey Man.
They lined up as the rain intensified. Sign after sign, even though the ground resembled a pond more than a field. Horses stamped nervously, nostrils wide, their coats wet, the leather of their saddles dark. Men muttered prayers, curses, and wagers. Some looked as if they wanted to disappear on the spot.
Fionn stood in line, sword in hand, shield loose, fingers cold. The rain ran down his face, into his beard, down his neck, into his hands. Everything felt heavier. The metal, his body, his head.
On the opposite hill he saw them: dark ranks, shields, standards, men with the same tired eyes as hers. A voice shouted something that surely sounded important—"Honor," "Land," "Gods." The rain swallowed half the words, and what came through was a jumble of sounds in which everything became equally meaningless.
Fionn thought of Bran with the roof, of the coast, of the fish, of Rónánn, of his father, of Goll. And of the fact that today, more men would die who had absolutely nothing to do with any of it.
"When it starts, stay with me," said the wide man. "You tend to run ahead when you overthink things."
"If I overthink things, I tend to run backwards," Fionn muttered.
"Do me a favor and don't run at all," said the other. "Only run when I say so. Then at least we'll die in a somewhat coordinated way."
Drums began to beat. Dull, heavy, from both sides. The rain muffled them, but made them no less piercing. My heart adjusted, beating in time.
"Well then," thought Fionn, as the call came that he had heard a thousand times before: Forward. "Let's see who this rain does this favor for today."
They set off. Not heroically, not with a steady step. They slipped, stumbled, and pushed through mud that tasted of iron, even before the first blood was drawn.
The battle engulfed them like a black hole swallowing everything that comes near it. And the rain continued to patter like someone offering weary applause.
The impact was different than usual. Not that clear "shield on shield" collision where sparks, dust, and screams erupt simultaneously. This time it was more of a dull, slippery crash. Wood, metal, flesh—all on a floor that offered no purchase.
Fionn realized from the very first contact that the rain had changed the rules. Punches slipped, kicks slid away. A man who usually stood as steady as a tree suddenly landed in the mud because the ground refused to cooperate. One of the opponents charged too fast, intending to burst into the Fianna ranks with a shout, but slipped halfway, sailed almost gracefully into the air, and then slammed onto his back. Fionn felt a moment of pity before someone attacked him from the side.
He parried, slipped himself, recovered, stumbled again. It was a fight that looked less like art and more like a drunken brawl, only with more weapons and fewer witnesses to laugh along. The rain blinded them, took their breath away, and made everything stick together.
A man with a long spear appeared before Fionn, thrust, withdrew, thrust again. Good distance, good technique. Normally the perfect tool for breaking ranks. Today, however, the shaft was slippery, his feet found no purchase. When Fionn flicked the spear to the side with a single thrust and simultaneously took a step forward, it didn't slide as planned, but instead half-slid into the man. They collided, the spear wedged between them.
It wasn't a clean, heroic moment. It was two men in the dirt, one with a spear who didn't know where to throw it, and one with a sword that didn't have enough room. In the end, it was Fionn's knee that won. He rammed it into the other man's groin, and the man collapsed with a short, choking sound.
“Gods,” thought Fionn, “that’s not how heroes die. That’s how peasants die on crooked ladders.”
To his right, he heard the broad man cursing. "I've never had to put in so much effort to land a single blow," he roared. "The ground hates me!"
"The ground hates us all!" shouted the young fighter back, before he was struck in the ribs by a shield and fell into the mud with a gasping sound.
Fionn leaped forward, driven more by instinct than by plan, parrying the next blow from an opponent who thought he had found an opening. The sword blade bounced off his, slipped, slid along the edge, tearing a splinter from his shield. It was all half chance, half skill.
The rain mingled with blood. It was hard to tell where one ended and the other began. Fionn had blood in his mouth, without knowing if it was his own. He shook his head, water splashing from his hair and his beard, which was caked with mud.
For a moment—just one—it seemed as if a line was forming. The Fianna pressed forward, the other prince's men retreated. A few opponents shouted, "Hold the line!", a few others, "Back!", and everyone knew that these two phrases didn't go well together.
Then a horse slipped. The sound was like a tree breaking. The animal kicked its hooves in the air, the rider flew, landing in the middle of their own ranks, taking two men down with him. The gap that opened up was like a black hole into which everything suddenly fell. The Fianna rushed in, realizing only too late that they themselves were now too far ahead.
"Back!" roared the Grey One, but his voice was lost in the rain, the screams, the metallic clang.
Fionn suddenly found himself fighting men who no longer knew where they belonged. One had lost his helmet; blood ran down his forehead and into his eyes. He was swinging blindly, wildly, more out of panic than skill. Fionn ducked, felt the blade whistle past his head, and struck back with his shield. The man fell, pulling someone else down with him, and a third stumbled over them both.
There was no going back and forth anymore. It was chaos in which no one knew whether they were taking steps that had just been gained or steps that were in vain.
The rain intensified everything. It made every movement more difficult, every decision slower. Fionn felt his muscles burning, not just from fighting, but from constantly balancing. His sword was heavy with wetness and blood, his hands cold, his fingers numb.
In a brief, crazy moment, he thought of the fish in the river. Of the little flash in his mind, the feeling of seeing things clearly. And he saw: this was a farce. Two groups of men, both convinced they were right, both propped up by royal pronouncements, both in the same filth, under the same rain.
“Nobody wins today,” he thought. “We’re just pretending.”
An opponent, taller than the others, with a face like a poorly hewn stone, rushed at him. He roared something about "land," something about "honor," something about "traitors." Fionn parried the first blow with concentration, not rage.
"Whose land? Whose honor? Whose treason?" he wanted to ask him. But in battle, no one has time for discussions.
They exchanged blows, heavy, slow, like two tired blacksmiths who had forgotten why they had started working in the first place. In the end, it was the ground that decided it again. The man placed his foot incorrectly, slipped, went a fraction too low. Fionn struck from above, the angle was right, the neck was clear.
The blood that came out was warm, even in the rain. It mingled with everything else. Fionn felt nothing heroic. Nothing at all. Just that brief pang in his head: another one who could have been sitting somewhere tonight.
"We're retreating!" someone shouted from the left. "Back to the tree line!"
"Forward, you dogs!" someone shouted on the right.
Orders clashed like shields. Men no longer knew which call to follow. Some retreated, others advanced, still others stood still, unable to discern the difference.
Fionn saw the horror in the chaos. The old man was trying to form a line from the men who slipped, stumbled, and fell. It was as if someone were trying to build a wall out of water.
A horn sounded. No one knew exactly from which direction. Was it for retreat or attack? The rain obscured the subtleties. Another horn sounded, this time clearer, but no more helpful.
In the end, most of them did what they always do when things get too confusing: they attacked whatever was directly in front of them, hoping it was the right one.
Fionn realized at some point that he no longer knew how long they had been fighting. Minutes, hours – the rain stretched time into a long, gray line. His arms were heavy, his breathing shallow, his head hot.
“Get out of here,” he thought, “otherwise I’ll just stay lying here, and no one will be able to say later what for.”
He pushed back, step by step, not fleeing, but not heroically standing his ground either. Just cleverly. The broad man appeared beside him, blood on his face, a dent in his helmet, grinning crookedly.
"Are you still alive?" he yelled.
"Unfortunately," Fionn yelled back.
They slowly fell back towards their own banners, while the rain continued its work as if this were just a side activity.
In the end, the battle didn't end; it seeped away. Like water in poor soil. At first, one only noticed that the blows became less frequent, the shouts more widely spaced. Then, that more men were panting and kneeling in the mud than standing. Eventually, there weren't that many standing at all.
No one officially called for a retreat. No one shouted "Victory." It was as if both sides simultaneously realized that there was nothing left to gain except a few more broken bones and additional holes in bodies that already had too many.
The ranks broke apart. Men stumbled back to their own colors, searching for faces, mentally counting who was still there. The rain continued, dutifully, as if it were the only thing in this scene that knew what it was doing.
Fionn stood at the edge of a muddy patch that had once been a meadow. Around him lay bodies, some still twitching, others already completely still. He wiped his face with the back of his hand; dirt, blood, and water smeared together into a gray slurry.
The broad man flopped down next to him in the mud, gasped, then laughed briefly, without any humor behind it. "Well, if that wasn't a damn triumph," he said. "I feel genuinely honored."
The young fighter limped up, his helmet askew, one eye swollen shut. "Have we won or lost?" he asked. "I just can't make sense of these noble gentlemen anymore."
The gray man approached them, more slowly than usual, with a look that meant more than it saw. “We have…” – he searched for the word as if it had hidden itself – “…stopped,” he finally said.
"And those over there?" asked Fionn, nodding towards the other side where the men of the other prince were also scattered, standing, kneeling, lying down.
"Them too," said the Grey One.
They looked over. It was like looking in a bad mirror. The same postures. The same wounds. The same bewilderment. One of the opponents was dragging a wounded man who bore his prince's crest but otherwise looked like anyone else. Another leaned on a spear almost longer than he was, trying not to fall over.
No one ran towards each other anymore. The rain had taken away any remaining desire they might have had to do so.
A horn sounded, this time clearly from their king's hill. No cry of attack, no heroic blast, just this long, weary signal that meant: "That's enough. For today."
"He doesn't want to lose us completely," murmured the Grey One. "He still needs us for other meaningless days."
A second horn answered from the other side. Agreement. Or simply relief that no one had to prove who could lose more blood anymore.
The Fianna retreated slowly, step by step. No orderly march, no neat line. More like a weary drift. The other prince's men did the same. For a moment, the eyes of two men who had just been trying to smash each other's skulls in met.
Fionn saw one of them, a man his own age, wet hair in his face, mud up to his knees. Their eyes met. There was no hatred in it. Only this shared, silent knowledge: "We could just as easily have switched places."
The man nodded at him. No greeting, no respect. Just a terse, matter-of-fact: "We both survived." Fionn nodded back. Then they parted ways, each in his own direction, as if invisible threads were spun, pulling them back onto their predetermined paths.
The camp was filled with a strange kind of activity that knew neither victory nor defeat. Wounds were tended, armor removed, swords wiped clean. One man vomited profusely, another wept quietly, without tears, only his shoulders trembling.
"So?" the broad man asked at some point, while trying to scrape the mud out of his beard. "What do they write in their records later? 'Victorious battle'?"
“You write,” said the Grey Man, “that our king demonstrated his strength and the other had to realize that resistance is costly. At the end, somewhere it says ‘both sides suffered losses.’ As if that were a number on a board that you can move back and forth.”
The young fighter snorted. "They never mention that someone like Bran is missing a roof," he said. "Or how heavy a man is when you pull him out of the mud."
Fionn sat down on an overturned crate someone had dragged over. His hands were so soft from the rain that the skin on his knuckles felt as if it would split open at the slightest friction. He put his thumb to his mouth, feeling the old burn. The lightning came, weaker, but still there.
“What they have gained today,” he said calmly, “is time. Nothing more. Time to continue pretending that anyone here knows what they are doing. One king says, ‘I have shown that I am strong.’ The other says, ‘I have shown that I will not give in.’ We say, ‘We have survived.’ And the dead say nothing at all.”
The gray man looked at him, and in his gaze there was something that wavered between pride and concern. "You're beginning to speak dangerously clearly," he murmured.
“I’m just expressing what everyone here feels,” said Fionn. “But most of them drink so much that they can’t even get through a sentence.”
The broad man laughed roughly. "And you don't drink enough," he said. "That's your problem."
“Maybe,” said Fionn. “But if I drink tonight, it won’t be to celebrate a victory. I wouldn’t know whose.”
Later, as they sat around a half-hearted fire that gave off more smoke than warmth, they talked as usual. They joked, boasted about their blows, acted as if the battle were just another story. But there was something between their words that wasn't usually there: a kind of unspoken agreement that today had been pointless.
The young fighter stared into the fire. "What do you call a battle where nobody wins?" he asked.
“Stupidity,” said the broad man.
“Normality,” said the Grey Man.
Fionn thought for a moment. "Maybe that's what it's called," he murmured. "What it is. 'The battle in the rain that no one won.' And whoever wants to make a song out of it someday should remember that no one sang higher than anyone else. We all just stood in the same gray."
He thought of the men on the other side. The one who nodded at him. Bran. All the names that would never appear in any report.
He barely slept that night. The rain drummed on tent canvases, on helmets, on wood. Other things drummed in his head: the sounds of battle, the men's stares, the feeling of standing in the dirt and knowing that neither victory nor defeat made any difference.
"Heroes," he thought, staring into the darkness. "Perhaps heroes are only those who keep going despite everything. Not because they believe in the meaning of it all. But because they've seen too much to stop."
He rolled himself into the coat, smelling the damp fabric, blood, metal, rain. No salt, no coast. Just wet land that swallowed everything that fell upon it.
The battle was over. No one had won. But none of those who survived came out of it unscathed.
And Fionn knew, as he finally fell into a shallow, restless sleep: This was just one of many. But it was one that showed him more clearly than many others how little the word "victory" was worth when you were knee-deep in the dirt.
 
Chapter 13 – Dead Friends and Warm Glasses
The dead moved faster than the living. That was usually how it was. No sooner was a battle over than people started packing them into sacks, blankets, and carts, as if they had to be gone before anyone took a closer look. The living, on the other hand, dragged themselves behind, with torn edges, half-burst thoughts, and that strange emptiness in their stomachs that feels like hunger, but isn't.
After the battle in the rain, it took them three days to reach a village with a proper inn. Three days of marching through sodden ground, three nights with poorly burning fires, three mornings when everyone pretended to be merely tired, not exhausted. It was only during these three days that they realized who was missing. No grand gallery of heroes, just names that suddenly disappeared from conversations. Where someone would have said "Ask Cuan" before, there was now a small gap in the sentence that no one wanted to fill.
Cuan was one of those who never sought the limelight. Not a great fighter, not a loud jester, not someone bards would spontaneously rhyme about. He had a narrow face, a crooked nose, a scar on his chin, and hands that were more adept at ropes and knots than swords. He was the kind of man you needed when holding camp, calming a horse, or mending a shield strap. A man who fixed everything the others broke.
Now he was dead. He'd fallen in the rain, somewhere in the chaos, with a spear in his side that no one had seen in time. There was no heroic last word, no grand gesture. He had simply collapsed, like a sack, and lain there in the mud until someone stumbled over him later.
Fionn had briefly felt his hand on his shoulder, amidst all the pushing and shoving. A pressure, a weight. Later, he thought it was just a blow, some kind of contact in the chaos. Only at the edge of the field had someone said, "Cuan is gone." And suddenly, that brief pressure made a sense that no one wanted to make.
When they reached the village, it was late; the sun had already set, as if it didn't want to stay in this corner of the world any longer than necessary. The village was small and crooked, but it had an inn with a sign that must once have depicted a horse. Now it looked like a fat dog after a bad winter.
The Grey Man negotiated briefly and succinctly with an innkeeper who looked as if he'd rather milk cows than serve men who smelled of metal and wet fur. There was room, that much was certain. Straw on the floor, a few benches, a stove that produced more soot than heat, and barrels whose contents probably worked faster than any gods.
"Today we're drinking," said the broad man as they put down their weapons. "And if anyone says 'I'm not thirsty,' I'll personally beat him up. We owe Cuan at least a good drunk."
Fionn said nothing. He took off his wet coat, feeling the fabric cling to him as if it wouldn't let go. Underneath, he was hardly any drier. The rain was still in his bones. He went to the hearth and held his hands over the fire, which seemed more like a blaze than a flame.
The young fighter approached him, his lip split, one eye still half-closed. "I liked him," he said, without preamble.
"Who?" asked Fionn, even though he knew.
“Cuan,” the boy said. “He once showed me how to mend a leather strap so it would hold even if you hung on it like a drunken ox. Back then, I thought it wasn’t important. Today… I don’t know. It feels like I never asked him how he even ended up with us.”
Fionn nodded. "We rarely ask," he murmured. "We take people as they are: with sword, with shield, with curses. The rest... is dirt that no one cleans up."
The first jug arrived. Then the second. The innkeeper placed them there like buckets of water in a burning stable. "That's the cheap stuff," he said. "You haven't earned the good stuff."
"Cheap is more appealing to me," said the broad man, reaching for a drink. The others followed suit. Their fingers trembled slightly, from the struggle, the rain, the emptiness that remains after such a day.
Fionn lifted the cup and smelled it—cheap, sour, strong enough to eat holes in memories. Normally he would have taken a deep drag. This time he paused. His burnt thumb twitched toward his mouth as if of its own accord, but he forced it down. He didn't want that flash of consciousness right now. He knew the images that would come too well. Cuan in the mud. Bran with the roof. The man on the slope.
“To Cuan,” said the wide man. “The one who doesn’t get any songs, but without whom we would have been stuck in the dirt ten times over.”
They raised their cups. It wasn't a noble moment. One spilled half, another raised his cup too roughly and hit the rim against his own gap in his teeth. But they drank. Warm, scratchy, unpleasant.
Fionn felt the first hit of alcohol. Not as comfort. More like a burning sensation on a wound that was already open.
The conversations began as always: slowly, haltingly. No one wanted to be the first to say something about the dead man that might sound wrong.
"He never stole," one person said. "Never from the supplies, never from other people's pockets. That's what I liked about him."
"He always whistled softly when he ran," said another. "So softly that you could hardly hear it. But when you lay awake at night, you realized: He was still there."
"He saved my ass once," the young fighter muttered. "I was standing there like an idiot, three guys in front of me, my sword stuck somewhere in a corpse. He came from the side, without saying a word, without anything, and took one of them down. Then he just kept walking. Like it was nothing."
Fionn listened and noticed an image forming in his mind, one he'd never fully seen before. Cuan by the fire, Cuan packing, Cuan laughing when someone made a bad joke and felt ashamed of it. A gentle guy in a rough bunch. And now, a hole.
When the third jug arrived, the "Do you remember?" slowly turned into "Why him and not me?" No one said it quite like that, but it hung in the air like smoke.
Fionn drank more slowly than the others. The wine—or whatever it was—warmed him, but it didn't quiet the inner turmoil. He looked into the cup and didn't see his own face, but others. All sorts of faces he'd been carrying around for months.
"You look as if the wine is telling you stories you didn't order," said the broad man, sitting down next to him.
“He does,” said Fionn. “He tells me that this isn’t enough.”
"What?"
“That,” Fionn gestured around the group. “We drink to a dead man, tell a few anecdotes, slur our words, puke, and fall asleep. Tomorrow we'll run out and make sure that next time it's someone else's turn. I wonder if that's really all we owe him.”
The broad man wrinkled his nose. "What do you want, Fionn? A hall of stone, a statue, a bard who sings only about him?"
“No,” said Fionn. “Only…” He searched for words, found none that didn’t sound like a sermon. “Only perhaps that we remember what he died for. And what he didn’t.”
The broad man took a long gulp. "He fell because he was standing where he always stood," he said. "Next to us. Between royal pronouncements and enemy spears. There's nothing more to it."
"Perhaps that's exactly the problem," Fionn murmured.
In the corner, someone started to cry. Not a loud wail, just that short, hacking sound when someone tries to swallow it down and fails. The young fighter jumped up as if to go over to him, then sat down again.
"I hate that," he said quietly. "When one of us sounds like that. Like he's alone."
“He’s alone,” Fionn said. “Like all of us. This—” he tapped the table “—is just a way to forget for a little while.”
The innkeeper brought bread, cheese, something that must have once been meat. They ate because their bodies craved it. Their minds were elsewhere.
That night, Fionn was more lucid than necessary. Every sip of alcohol clashed with the knowledge within him, failing to soften enough to numb anything. He would have gladly drunk himself into a stupor. He couldn't take any more.
Cuan was dead. They were alive. The glasses were warm from their hands. And the questions didn't lessen.
Later, when the initial pressure subsided and the stories shifted back towards general bullshit—kings, women, weather, taxes—Fionn stood up. Not abruptly, not dramatically. He simply put down his mug, slowly, so that nothing spilled, and went to the door.
The air outside was cold and smelled better than inside. Damp, of earth, of manure, of wood. But honest. Not a mixture of wine, stale smoke, vomit, and those sticky remnants of bad music someone was playing on an out-of-tune flute somewhere in the background.
The sky was overcast, but dry. That was almost a gift. There were no stars to be seen, just a dark blanket, but at least it was quieter than in the taproom. Fionn leaned against the wall, felt the cold wood against his back, and closed his eyes briefly.
"Are you full already?" asked a voice beside him.
The young fighter had followed him. He still had the cup in his hand, half full, and looked as if he had taken one blow too many – not on the field, but just now, inside, amidst the stories.
“I can’t drink as much as I need to,” said Fionn.
"Needed for what?"
"So I don't have to think tonight."
The boy took a sip and grimaced. "I feel like if I stop thinking about Cuan, I'm no better than the kings who only see numbers," he said. "But if I keep going, I'll go crazy."
"Welcome to the in-between land," Fionn murmured. "That's where we live now."
A dog brushed past them, thin and nervous. It sniffed at Fionn's boots, decided there was nothing for it there, and moved on.
"Do you know what else I know about my father?" the boy suddenly asked.
“No,” said Fionn.
“He went out and never came back,” the boy said. “They said it was an assignment, something to do with a border dispute. He was one of those who were more skilled with a sword than a scythe. My mother never talked much, but she had this way of being silent that was louder than screams. I grew up with an uncle who beat me if I asked a question. And at some point, I thought to myself: Well, then I'll just go where they sent my father. Maybe I'll find something there that makes more sense.”
"And?" asked Fionn.
The boy laughed briefly, bitterly. "I've found you," he said. "The Fianna. And ever since, I've been tackling the same problems, only from the other side."
Fionn nodded. "So your father was an idiot just like us," he said.
“Yes,” said the boy. “But he probably had less clarity about it.”
Fionn gave a thumbs-up, lightly brushing his teeth over the old burn mark. The flash came, brief, not as bright as before, but still there. He saw the boy, saw his father, his uncle, saw a whole series of men, one after the other, making the exact same mistake: thinking that a sword in hand would bring them closer to a solution.
“Do you know what’s worse than losing a friend?” Fionn asked.
"N/a?"
“To realize that you didn’t know enough about him to truly grieve,” said Fionn. “We know how he hit, how he laughed, how he swore. But I bet none of us knows his mother’s name. Or what he would have wished for if there were no kings.”
The boy stared into his cup. "I know he always put his feet a little crooked," he said. "Like he was still considering whether to turn around. That just occurred to me. But it doesn't help anyone."
They fell silent. Inside the taproom, the noise grew louder. Someone was singing. Off-key, drunk, with fervor. A song containing words like "brothers," "honor," and "glory," and sounding as if written by a bard who had never seen a battlefield.
“I hate these songs,” said Fionn.
"Sometimes they help," the boy said.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “Just like a wet rag helps when your arm has been severed.”
The door opened, the broad man came out, swaying slightly, but not enough to fall. "You two philosophers again," he growled. "If Cuan were here, he'd tell you to drink, not think."
"If Cuan were here, we wouldn't have to drink at all," said the boy.
The broad man stopped, blinked, and laughed briefly, without joy. "Yes," he said. "We might just be drinking for a different reason."
He sat down next to them and patted Fionn on the shoulder. "You just sit around chewing your thumb," he said. "What's going on in your giant skull?"
“Too much,” Fionn replied. “Too little to do anything with.”
“I once asked Cuan why he stayed with us,” said the broad man after a moment. “He could have been a fisherman or a saddler. His hands were made for that, not for this. Do you know what he said?”
“No,” said Fionn.
“He said, ‘Because at least you’re honest about whom you could die for,’ said the Broad One. ‘You don’t hide behind crowns and seals. You’re openly broken. I prefer that to the hidden brokenness of the courts.’”
Fionn grinned crookedly. "That sounds like him," he said. "Quiet, but accurate."
“He wasn’t blind,” the broad man continued. “He knew we were being used. But he said he could bear it better if he at least heard the other idiots he was dying with laughing around the fire.”
The boy wiped his nose with the back of his hand. "Dead friends and warm glasses," he said. "Maybe that's all we'll get."
"Better than dead friends and cold hands," muttered the broad man.
Fionn looked up at the sky, which still revealed nothing. No stars, no gods, no answer. Only darkness.
"I know one thing," he said quietly. "When I die, I want you to remember more than just my sword arm. I want you to remember what I hated, what I refused to participate in. Whom I didn't betray, even when it would have been easier."
“Big wishes for someone who’s constantly in shit,” said Breite.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “But better than wanting a clean song.”
The door opened again, and the Grey Man stepped out. He saw them and stopped. "You secret preachers," he said. "Come in. Cuan wouldn't have wanted you freezing your asses off outside while the wine went bad inside."
“Cuan would have wanted us to take care of his belts,” said Fionn. “And not to forget what we are doing here.”
The gray man looked at him for a long time. "We won't forget it," he said. "We're just postponing it. Otherwise, we won't make it through the evening."
They went back inside. The warmth hit them, the noise, the smell. Fionn sat down, picked up the cup again. This time he drank faster. Not to forget, but to dull his head enough so it wouldn't explode for a few hours.
The glasses grew warmer. The faces redder. The dead stayed outside, in the conversations, in the gaps between the jokes. And somewhere in between, the quiet resolve grew that Fionn would remember all of this. With or without wine.
It was late when the noise in the tavern began to change. At the beginning of an evening, it's edgy, loud, full of jokes and elbows. Later, it becomes softer, more diffuse, heavier. Voices deepen, laughter slows, the jokes flatter. Eventually, it's more of a hum than a conversation.
Fionn had moved further back, to a corner where the shadows were thicker. The cup in front of him was empty, the next one half full; he'd lost track. He wasn't drunk in the sense that he was oblivious to everything around him. More like everything seemed a little distant, as if he were looking at the world through a thin layer of fabric.
The grey man sat down opposite him, without a cup. That was not a good sign. If the old man remained dry, he had something on his mind that was incompatible with wine.
"You hardly laughed at all today," he said.
“I wasn’t in the mood,” Fionn replied.
"That's dangerous," said the Grey Man. "Not laughing is worse than not drinking."
Fionn shrugged. "I've got the fish on my mind," he said. "And Cuan in my stomach. The two don't get along."
The old man snorted. "Knowledge and loss," he said. "Bad mix. Most people can only bear one or the other. You're stupid enough to want to bear both at the same time."
"So what?" Fionn muttered. "Someone has to test the dirt."
The gray man leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. His hands looked old. Scars, calluses, veins that lined them like small rivers. Hands that had passed on too many decisions in sword form.
“Listen to me, Fionn,” he said. “Dead friends are the price. I can’t put it any better. Every one of us pays it. Sometimes in small coins, sometimes in big ones. Cuan was a damn big coin. If you try to change the world every time one of us falls, you won’t get old.”
“Maybe I don’t want to get old,” said Fionn.
“Bullshit,” said the Grey Man. “You want to grow old enough to look Goll in the eye. You want to grow old enough to see what becomes of all this. Your problem isn’t that you want to die. Your problem is that you want to live without lying to yourself about everything.”
Fionn looked at him, and for a moment the humming of the others seemed very far away. "What do you suggest?" he asked.
“Do what we all do,” said the Grey One. “Divide it up. There are days when you’re just the one who hits. You don’t think about Cuan, not about kings, not about fish. You do your job, you stand, you hopefully don’t fall. And then there are nights like this, when you let everything into your head. Dead, alive, sense, nonsense. You drink, you talk, you ask questions. But you mustn’t try to be both at the same time. The one who hits, and the one who understands everything. That will break you.”
"And what are you?" asked Fionn.
The gray man smiled thinly. "A poor compromise," he said. "Too much of the second, too little of the first. That's why I send people like you forward. I'm already half out of the game, even though I'm still on the field."
Fionn put his thumb to his mouth, let it rest there for a breath, then removed it. No flash this time. Just a warm glow. Perhaps from the alcohol. Perhaps from the fish.
“Cuan repaired us,” he said quietly. “Our straps, our saddles, our shields. Who will do it now?”
“One of the boys,” said the Grey One. “Or you. Or neither of them, and we’ll eventually fall apart. That’s the risk.”
Fionn thought of Cuan's hands. Of the calmness in them. Of the way he had tied the knots, as if he had all the time in the world.
“We shouldn’t just say goodbye to him with drinks,” Fionn said. “We should keep something of him that is more than a story and a hangover.”
"What do you want?" asked the Grey One.
Fionn thought for a moment. "His knife, maybe," he said. "Or any tool. Something we use. Not something we put on an altar and stare at. Something we hold in our hands when we mend something. So that it's not just stuck in our heads, but in the wood, in the leather, in what holds things together."
The Grey One looked at him for a long time, and this time there was no mockery, no weariness in his gaze, only agreement. "That's a good idea," he said. "In the morning, before we leave, go to his things. Choose something that belongs to him. We'll tell the others why. And then one of you will make sure that the thing is used. Not worshipped."
The broad man appeared beside them and half-sat on the table. He had tears in his eyes, but he was laughing. "I was just trying to explain to those guys that Cuan would probably be furious if he knew how we were whining," he said. "He would have dumped the bucket over our heads and told us we should be greasing our boots instead of drooling on the table."
“Exactly,” said Fionn. “That’s why we’re taking one of his tools with us. So that we’ll be ashamed every time we let something go to waste.”
The broad man nodded slowly. "I like that," he said. "Less bardic stuff, more work."
The young fighter sat down too, resting his head on his folded arms. "I don't want him to be known only for that one scene," he murmured. "That I only remember him lying in the mud. I also want to know him as the one who showed me how to tie a knot that even gods can't untie."
"Then remember that well," said the Grey One. "And make sure you pass the knot on before you end up in the dirt yourself."
The tavern was now in that state where some had already left and others were pretending to be. One man was still singing, but his voice was hoarse, the notes broken. Someone was snoring in the corner. Someone was muttering Cuan's name, unaware that he was doing so.
Fionn leaned back, feeling the weariness in every fiber of his being. He looked around: the broad one, the young one, the gray one, the others. Men who would all get their turn eventually. Some sooner, some later.
“Dead friends and warm glasses,” he thought. “Perhaps that really is the whole truth. But we can decide what we do between the glasses.”
He raised the cup once more, not high, just a little. "To us," he said softly. "And to those we may yet lose. May we at least take the trouble to remember them as they were – not just as they fell."
No one made a big deal out of it. They drank, they breathed, they existed.
Later, when the tavern was shrouded in semi-darkness and only a few torches still glowed, Fionn sought sleep but again couldn't find it. He lay on the straw, felt his back protesting, and heard the snoring of the others.
His mind was quieter than usual. Not empty, just… more organized. Cuan now had a place in him, not just as a body in the mud, but as mending hands, as a whistle in the dark, as someone who had said: “I’m staying because you’re honestly broken.”
The fish in his head continued swimming in circles. Knowledge, loss, anger, weariness – everything swirled. But within this circle was now also a small knot that Cuan had tied. Something that held.
Fionn closed his eyes. For the first time in days, he didn't fall asleep, he drifted into it. Slowly, heavily, with the taste of cheap wine in his mouth and the feeling that he had accomplished at least one thing today: he hadn't simply lost a friend. He had taken him with him.
Not in the song. In life.
 
Chapter 14 – The Giant Who Didn't Want to Die
The story of the giant started as a joke. That's usually how bad things happen. No one sits down and says, "There's a walking catastrophe out there, please be properly scared." No. It starts with a half-drunk messenger who stumbles into a tavern and says, "Have you heard about the idiot who's too big to fit in a normal grave?"
They sat there, somewhere in the hinterland, far enough away from kings to feel, for a moment, unused. The rain had let up, the ground was still soft, but their boots no longer squeaked with every step. The air smelled of damp wood, horse, and that cheap stew that every village cooked with the same herbs, as if it were some kind of law.
The messenger sat down heavily at the table, as if he were carrying half the island on his back. He had those puffy eyes that you see in men who have seen too much and understood too little.
“There’s someone out there,” he began. “They call him the Giant. He roams the borderlands, smashing farms to bits, making kings look foolish. They’ve tried to shoot him, stab him, ambush him, and the bastard gets up every time as if he’d just had a bad night’s sleep.”
“A giant,” the broad man repeated. “Seriously? How big are we talking about here? Like ‘nudges the moon’ or more like ‘doesn’t fit through the door’?”
The messenger snorted and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "A man," he said. "But one the gods built with too much flesh and too little sense. Shoulders like two oxen, hands like shovels, a head like a stone with a beard. And old. Too old for what he's doing. But he doesn't stop. As if he's afraid he'll die if he keeps still."
Fionn listened without saying much. At the word "giant," something stirred within him, an old echo. The cart. The night. The first time the men around him had used the word, half in mockery, half in amazement: "That boy will be a giant."
"What does he want?" asked Fionn.
“What everyone wants,” the messenger said bitterly. “Not to be forgotten. Some take a place in a song for that. He takes farms, grain, and bones. He was probably once a great man in some royal guard, they say. One they sent to the front when things got ugly. Now he’s out, older, superfluous. And he refuses to quietly rot away.”
The gray man drummed his fingers on the table. "Who sent you?"
“A petty prince with too many worries,” replied the messenger. “He doesn’t want the giant to die on his land. And he doesn’t want his people continuing to secretly admire him while they repair their fences. He’s heard the Fianna are good at burying problems.”
“We’re good at killing people that others are too cowardly to kill,” Breite said. “That’s different.”
The Grey looked at Fionn. There was no command in his gaze, but a question, and behind it something that looked like: "Well, giant, what do you think about them giving your name to someone else?"
Fionn put his thumb to his lips, just for a moment. The familiar pang, the brief flash in his mind. Clarity.
An old fighter, too big, too strong, too old to fit into the pretty stories anymore. One who wouldn't stop. One they called "Giant" because they had no better word for what becomes of men when they're used for too long.
"Where was he last?" asked Fionn.
"Northwest of here," said the messenger. "In a village near the hills. Not a single fence is standing straight anymore. People say he laughed as he worked his way through their barns. Not maliciously. More like... relieved. As if proving to himself that he was still there."
The Fianna left as they always did. Not because they wanted to. Because they knew that a man like that wouldn't simply disappear. If they didn't beat him to death, someone else would – worse, slower, perhaps a king who would put him on display.
The path led them through low, rugged land. Hills where the wind hung in the air. Bushes that grew crooked, as if they lacked the courage to be straight. The sky was an endless, dull blanket. The earth was dry enough to be dusty, but not dry enough to make dust look dignified.
In the first village they reached, everyone started talking at once. That was typical when men like them arrived. Fear, hope, anger, all in the same breath.
"He came at night!"
"No, in the late afternoon, I saw it clearly!"
"He kicked the goal in like a thin board!"
"He didn't kick it in. He pulled it off its hinges and threw it away as if it were a piece of wet bark."
Fionn listened to the stories, sorted them, shortened them, and imagined the man. Every scar, every wrinkle grew larger with each tale.
“He didn’t kill everyone,” said a woman with a tear-stained face. “That’s the worst part. He could have. But he only struck when someone was stupid enough to stop him. He left the rest standing. Like a storm that takes down houses but avoids a tree.”
"Did he say something?" Fionn asked.
She looked at him and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. "He said, 'If they're going to make me out to be a monster, at least I'm an honest one.'"
The words stuck in Fionn's mind like thorns.
They followed his trail further into the hills. Shattered palisades, an overturned cross that some pious person had driven into the ground, torn barrels smelling of spilled grain. The giant left no trace; he left behind a discussion with the landscape.
They saw him on the third day.
He stood in a notch between two rock faces, half pass, half chasm. Alone. No retinue, no band. A man as broad as two others, as tall as a doorframe plus the beam. His beard was gray, thick, and unkempt. His hair too long, spilling out from under an old helmet that had seen better days. His armor was a patchwork of battles: leather, metal, chainmail. Each plate had its own story, and none of them were kind.
He leaned against a rock, a massive warhammer planted beside him in the ground as if it were a walking stick. As they drew nearer, he straightened. His movements were heavy, but not weak. More like someone using a body that had written too many bills.
“Fianna,” he said. His voice sounded like a millstone spinning too fast. “Finally. I thought they were only sending puppies now.”
"They send what they have," said the Grey Man. "Sometimes it's more than they deserve."
The giant smiled crookedly. "And you are Fionn mac Cumhaill," he said, looking directly at the man in the group who seemed least impressed. "The boy who drove a car to hell. The one they say is still growing into his rage."
Fionn felt his shoulders tense up before he even thought of it. "They talk too much," he said.
"They never talk enough," replied the giant. "If they stop talking, you will only exist for those who have seen you. And they all die sooner or later."
The broad man whispered: "He's overthought things for someone they call a monster."
The Grey Man raised his hand. “We are here because you work for men who once rejected you,” he said loudly. “You rob peasants so that princes don’t have to bear the full brunt of the blame when they don’t lower their taxes.”
The giant laughed. It wasn't a joyful laugh, more like one that came from his stomach and insulted his ribs along the way.
“I don’t work for anyone anymore,” he said. “I only work against oblivion. And against boredom. Let them call me a giant, let them call me an animal, a madman. Better that than dying quietly while some king trains his youngest son to play the horn.”
“You’re leaving behind dead people,” Fionn said. “People who can’t help that you’re out of fashion.”
The giant's gaze sharpened for a moment. "You speak as if you understand how things work around here," he said. "And yet you still carry the sword for others."
It wasn't an attack, just an observation. And that's precisely what made it worse.
The wind whipped through the gap. Dust, the smell of old blood, metal, horse. The Fianna men stood ready. Shields, swords, spears. A few would have liked to negotiate. Most knew this wouldn't end with words.
“Come with me,” the Grey Man finally said. “Let yourself be bound, let yourself be judged. It won’t be pleasant, but it’s better than this.”
The giant reached for his hammer. The muscles beneath his armor churned as if they needed to be awakened.
“I am too old to make myself small anymore,” he said. “And too big to be put in a cage so that kings have a sign. If I go, I will go standing. In the dirt, if you like. But not on my knees.”
He looked at Fionn, straight through all the noise of the world. "Come on, giant boy," he said. "Show me if they're right about you. Maybe you'll be the next one they make big and then drop."
Fionn felt his thumb press against the sword hilt. He wanted to bring it to his mouth, wanted that flash of lightning. He didn't. He knew enough as it was.
One giant who didn't want to die. And another who didn't yet know how to live properly.
"Then we'll dance," said Fionn.
They didn't immediately attack each other like drunken dogs. It was a slow, deliberate approach. The giant lifted the hammer as if it were light. Fionn drew the sword, feeling the weight more familiar to him than most of the faces fighting beside him.
The ground was uneven, full of loose stones, dry dirt that kicked up dust with every step. Fionn knew how it went: one wrong step, one half-slip, one blind moment – ​​and the game was on the other side.
"Stay back," the Grey Man shouted to the Fianna men. "We're not making a mess of this pass. If it falls, it will fall by one hand."
“Yours or his?” shouted the broad one.
"Anyone worth telling the story of," growled the old man.
The giant went first. No rush, just three long strides that nonetheless seemed to straighten the ground. The hammer described an arc, slowly, almost elegantly, before suddenly accelerating. Fionn jumped aside, feeling the air vibrate as the metal slammed into the rock. The blow sent small stones crumbling from the edge.
"If he meets you, at least you won't have to worry anymore," Fionn thought. "Then it will all be over before you can even say 'shit'."
He countered with a blow to the side, aiming for the gap between two plates of armor. The giant turned halfway, the steel striking only leather. It tore, a piece flew off, but no blood was spilled.
"Good," said the giant. "You aim, you don't just punch. That's rare."
“I don’t want to get lost in your chest,” Fionn replied.
They circled each other as best they could in the narrow space. The hammer was a sun that came too close; the sword a moon trying not to burn out. The giant didn't swing wildly. Every blow had weight, purpose. Fionn blocked, dodged, let him work, but he also felt his own arms growing weary.
"He's old," he thought to himself. "But old doesn't mean weak. Old means he knows exactly how many more times he can afford to miss."
A blow grazed his shoulder, despite his attempt to dodge. It felt as if he'd been bumped by a tree. Pain shot through his arm, hot, sharp. Fionn gritted his teeth, tasted blood, and didn't know if it was fresh or old.
"You're fighting like you think there's something more to come," said the giant, as they continued to lock arms. "After all this. Glory. Meaning. Justice. Any shit."
"I'm fighting because you're killing people who have nothing to do with your drama," Fionn snarled.
“My drama?” the man laughed briefly, darkly. “I’m no different from you. I’m just further ahead on the road. I’ve had my kings, my battles. I believed the world owed me something for all the blood I shed for others. You know what it gave me? A pension of silence.”
The hammer swung again, Fionn ducked, feeling the draft on the back of his neck. He thrust forward, the giant blocked with the shaft, sparks flew.
"And now?" gasped Fionn.
"Now I'll take for myself what they won't give me," growled the giant. "Fear. Stories. Curses. I am the giant who refuses to die. They need me more than I need them. So they can rebel. So they know what to warn their children about."
Fionn took a step forward, too close, letting the hammer narrowly miss him, feeling the air pressure against his ear, and then thrust deep beneath the ribs, sideways, where the armor fit less well. This time he felt resistance, then yielding flesh. The giant roared, not a heroic "Arrgh," but a raw, surprised sound.
Blood oozed out, dark, thick, sticky. The giant stumbled back a few steps, gripping the hammer tighter, as if he now intended to use it more for support.
"That was good," he said hoarsely. "That was very good."
"Put down the hammer," said Fionn, breathing heavily. "It doesn't need to get any uglier than it already is."
The giant looked down at himself, then at him, and in his eyes was something rarely seen in such men: a kind of weary humor.
"You think this is ugly?" he asked. "Boy, ugly was when I was twenty, standing in line, and we were sent to a village that didn't even know our banners. Ugly was when I was thirty-five, chased off the farm because my beard was gray. This is just... settling the score."
He came again. Slower, but still dangerous. The hammer moved like a memory: slower than before, but still hard enough to pulverize bone. Fionn dodged, feeling his legs burn. The giant's wound bled, but men like him had learned to ignore blood as long as their bodies still obeyed commands.
"Why don't you just die quietly somewhere?" shouted the broad man from a distance.
"Because I can!" roared the giant back, and it was not boasting, just pure desperation disguised with humor.
Fionn felt like he was fighting a mountain that had decided to go for a walk. Every blow he landed was a scratch in the stone. The giant was slowing down, yes. But this "slowering down" was still faster than most men had ever achieved.
They fought their way up the pass, kicking up dust, striking rocks that would later bear no ill will. The Fianna stood at the edges, ready to intervene should either of them fall into pure luck or misfortune.
Then came the moment, the origin of which no one could later quite explain. Perhaps it was a loose stone. Perhaps a reflex. Perhaps one of those gods who, bored, gave it a little nudge with a fingertip.
The giant planted his foot, the ground gave way, and he buckled slightly. The hammer was too deep for a breath. Fionn saw it without thinking. He leaped forward, with a final burst of strength, and laid the blade across the man's stomach, not deep enough to fell him instantly, but hard enough to bring about the end.
The giant gasped and sank to one knee. The hammer fell from his hand, landing heavily in the dust. It sounded like the end.
"All right," he said, gasping for breath. "All right... son. There's more to you than just your father's name."
He didn't fall over. He knelt. Blood ran out of him as if someone had punctured an old barrel. His hands tried once more to grip the ground, as if willpower alone could prevent him from falling.
Fionn stood before him, panting, his sword in his hand, his gaze fixed on this huge, dying body.
The man was hurt. Severely. But there was this expression on his face: "Not yet. Not yet. I don't want to yet."
A giant who didn't want to die.
"Damn," thought Fionn. "I know that face. I just don't wear it yet."
They could have simply left him there. The body would eventually give way, the wound would do what wounds do, the blood would soak in, and the mounds would swallow yet another name. But that wasn't how things worked between men who had talked to steel their entire lives.
The giant knelt in the dust, panting as if the air now belonged to him too and wouldn't escape anytime soon. Fionn stepped closer, his sword still in his hand, but not raised. The others kept their distance. This was not a moment for many eyes.
"You're holding up well," said Fionn. It sounded stupid when he heard it said, but it was out there.
The giant laughed hoarsely, coughed, and there was blood in his cough. "I've lasted longer than those who wanted to get rid of me," he said. "That's almost enough for me."
Fionn put his thumb to his lips, briefly stroking the old burn mark. The flash came, no longer blinding, more like a brief glimmer behind his eyes. He suddenly saw things that had nothing to do with the passport: a younger giant, without gray, without patched armor, in a royal hall, with a clean hammer, with pats on the back, with cups placed before him. He saw him later, older, at the same table, only the looks were different—impatient, bored, the way one looks at a dog that used to bite and now only sheds.
"What did they call you before they said 'Giant'?" Fionn asked.
The man looked at him in surprise. "Why do you want to know that?"
“Because no one is born a giant,” Fionn said. “That’s a title people give you when they can’t do anything with a normal name.”
The giant breathed heavily, slowly, letting the words sink in. "They called me Donnán," he said finally. "Donnán mac Eirc. A good name. An old one. The king often called it when he needed someone to lead the way. 'Donnán, hold the line. Donnán, go forward. Donnán, you first.'"
"And later?"
“Later he never called him again,” said Donnán. “He looked at me and just said, ‘You’re too heavy for such fine halls. Go hunting. Go kill something. Go die where no one’s watching.’ He didn’t say it like that, but I’m not stupid. There was enough space between his words.”
He wiped his mouth with his hand, leaving a dark trail. "So I left. And when they spoke of me, they called me 'the giant.' As if I were an animal. A storm. Something that has nothing to do with care and responsibility. Only with trouble."
Fionn sat down in the dust opposite him. It was a kind of respect that had nothing to do with bowing: going down to him instead of standing over him like an executioner.
"You could have stopped," Fionn said. "Somewhere. Build a hut. Come to terms with your bones."
Donnán smiled, crookedly, painfully. "And who would I have had to prove to that I still existed?" he asked. "I was built to hit. You know how that feels. If you go through life with that long enough, it becomes your language. Imagine them suddenly taking your words away. And saying, 'Be quiet. Sit in the corner. Die quietly.'"
"So you decided to do the opposite," Fionn murmured.
“I decided that if I was going to do it, I was going to do it with a bang,” said Donnán. “I didn’t want them talking about the ‘good old days’ over wine one day and no one remembering my name. I’d rather be a monster in the stories of those who hate me. Hate is also a form of memory.”
The wound bled slowly, but steadily. This man's body didn't give up easily.
"You caught innocent people," said Fionn.
“You’re young enough to still use that word,” Donnán retorted. “I’m starting to doubt that there are any ‘innocent’ people. There are only those who are closer to the sword and those who are farther away. I was too close. She was too close to me. So we clashed.”
Fionn thought of Bran, of Cuan, of all the faces caught between kings and blades. Of himself.
“I see in you what I could have become,” Donnán said softly. “A boy with anger, with a name, with strength. Gods, how they love to mold someone like that. They pretend they gave you something. In truth, they're just building you a longer fall.”
“I am not you,” said Fionn, a little too quickly.
“Not yet,” Donnán murmured. “But you will face the same choice someday. When the kings have had enough of you. When your name becomes dangerous to them. When you have more history than use. Then they will send you away. And then you decide: Will you become small. Or will you become a giant?”
The wind swept through the pass. A bird circled overhead, as if checking how far the work had progressed.
“I didn’t want to die,” said Donnán. “Not like this. Not as a quiet, tired man in some corner. I thought if I stayed loud long enough, I would force the world to take me seriously.”
"Did it work?" asked Fionn.
Donnán laughed briefly, and the sound turned into a cough. Blood dripped onto the floor. "What do you think?" he asked in return.
Fionn looked at him. A huge body, slowly but visibly disintegrating. Muscles that still wanted to twitch. Eyes that held something that refused to disappear.
"At least it ensured that we're sitting here," Fionn said. "And that I know your name before you're in the ground."
"That's more than most people get," Donnán said quietly.
For a while they said nothing. The Fianna waited at a respectful distance. Men who had learned to give space to a fighter's final moments, especially if it was someone who reflected something they recognized.
"Do you want me to end it?" Fionn finally asked.
Donnán looked at him for a long time. “I didn’t want to die,” he repeated. “But I’m not so stupid as to think I can kneel in the dirt forever just because I’m afraid to lie down.”
He took a deep breath. "Hurry up, boy. And look away when you're older and realize you're seeing me in a mirror. Otherwise, you'll become just as whiny as the bards."
Fionn stood up. His legs felt like wood. He raised the sword. It was a familiar grip, a familiar movement. But it carried more weight. Not in the steel, but in his mind.
He briefly placed his hand on Donnán's shoulder. A gesture rarely seen between men, because it said more than they cared to admit. "You were Donnán," he said softly. "Not just the giant."
Donnán gave a barely perceptible nod. "And you are Fionn," he murmured. "Not just Cumhall's son. Forget that when they start giving you other names."
The sword moved quickly. No drama. A clean, practiced strike. Afterwards, the pass was quieter.
The Fianna approached. The Broad One looked down at the enormous body and shook his head. "Do you think they'll say we slew a monster?" he asked.
“Of course,” said the Grey Man. “Anything else wouldn’t fit into her songs.”
Fionn wiped the sword clean, slowly. The blood seemed darker than usual. Perhaps he was imagining it. Perhaps not.
“We are burying him,” he said.
"He was an enemy," said one of the younger men.
“He was a man,” Fionn said. “With a name. We’re not going to throw him into a ravine like an animal. We’re going to give him a hole in the ground, like everyone else. And I don’t want anyone scrawling ‘Giant’ on the stone. If anything, it’ll be Donnán. Nothing else.”
The Grey One nodded. "It has been your fight," he said. "You decide how we end it."
They dug a grave as best they could in that dry, stubborn earth. It was wider, deeper, longer than usual. The body was heavy, even in death. It took time to lower it in without anyone pulling a muscle. One of the men made a lame remark about "too much flesh," but fell silent when Fionn looked at him.
When they were finished, they stood around it for a moment. No one prayed. No one thanked any gods. Fionn threw a handful of earth down, not ceremoniously, just as a sign: "You are now where we all end up."
"He didn't want to die," Fionn thought as the earth fell on the body. "He fought against it with his teeth and a hammer. And in the end, he lay there anyway. Like everyone else."
Later, back in camp, when night fell and the fire burned, the wine tasted more bitter than usual. The broad man recounted the battle for the third time, each time adding a few more details that sounded good. The young fighter listened with great earnestness, as if he were memorizing every word.
Fionn sat there, the cup in his hand, his gaze fixed on the fire. The Grey Man sat down beside him.
"You look as if you've just looked into a possible future," he said.
“I did,” Fionn replied. “Donnán was what we become when we last too long.”
"So? What did you learn?"
Fionn put his thumb to his mouth, feeling the old burn, the dull embers of the lightning. "That I don't want to die a giant," he said. "Not a monster. If I fall someday—and I will—it shouldn't be because I'm desperately clinging to a world that wants to get rid of me. But for something I've chosen myself."
The grey man nodded slowly. "Then start remembering when you say yes and when you say no," he said. "Otherwise, you'll wake up one day and realize you're just the loud version of someone else."
Fionn took a sip. Ash clung to his beard, smoke to his hair. The hills outside lay dark, as if they had forgotten what they had seen today.
"The giant who didn't want to die," he thought. "And me, who doesn't want to end up like him."
That night, sleep came in fragments. When he closed his eyes, he saw Donnán kneeling, his hands in the dust, his gaze defiant and weary at once. He saw himself in the same spot, older, heavier, with his father's hammer, or some king's.
"No," he said quietly into the darkness at some point. "No."
It wasn't an oath like bards love. No grand promise. Just a quiet, stubborn word he gave himself.
That he wouldn't forget what Donnán had looked like. That he wouldn't forget how quickly a name could become a number. That he would be vigilant if they ever started calling him "Giant," as if that were all that was left of him.
And somewhere in the depths, where the fish circled in his head, there was a faint nod.
 
Chapter 15 – Curses, Fists and the False Gods
After Donnán, the air was different. Not clearer—it doesn't work like that—rather denser. As if someone had placed invisible stones in the men's breast pockets. They walked, they drank, they even still laughed, but between every word there was now a gap where something dark sat and listened.
They moved on because they had no other choice. Men like them had nowhere to stop without someone arriving sooner or later with a messenger. This time the messenger came in a clean coat, with a piece of carved wood around his neck, inscribed with symbols that were supposed to signify something sacred.
“A sanctuary has been desecrated,” he said pathetically, after giving a half-bow. “The gods are angry. The druid on the hill needs protection. Strangers are desecrating the offerings, disrupting the rituals, and mocking the sacred. The land will become sick when the gods are no longer honored.”
Fionn listened, feeling an old weariness looking back at him. Curses, gods, sacred hills—it was all familiar drivel. Whenever anything went wrong, it was either unseen powers or those who hadn't made enough sacrifices who were to blame. The kings rarely stayed at the top of the list.
The Grey One chewed on a piece of dried meat and looked at the messenger as if he had just been told that the water was wet. "And what," he asked dryly, "will the druid of the sacred hills give us if we tidy up the altar for him?"
"Blessings," said the messenger. "And silver."
"The order is reassuring," murmured the broad man.
The Grey One finally nodded. "Very well," he said. "We'll take a look at your offended hill. But tell your druid friend that we're not responsible if his gods don't like us. We already carry enough curses."
The road led them into a land that looked as if someone had forgotten to finish it. Hills, half-high, trees, half-dense, a sky, half-clear. Small villages where people quickly crossed themselves or drew signs in the air as soon as the "holy hill" was mentioned. Some spat over their shoulder, some muttered something about "the wrath of the gods."
"What happened?" the young fighter asked a woman who was giving them water.
“Since the strangers have been up there, the stream has become thinner,” she said. “The cows are calving less successfully, the children have fevers. Before, the druid would make sacrifices, offer the gods what was due to them, and everything flowed smoothly. Now…” She shrugged. “Perhaps the gods are offended. Or maybe they’re just as tired as we are.”
Fionn thought: The stream is thinner because someone upstream has been cutting away gravel to get stones for a new farmyard. The children have fevers because the water is bad and the manure is too close to the well. The cows are calving less frequently because the winters are harsher and the stores are dwindling. But he said nothing. The woman didn't need an explanation. She needed some reason greater than her meager life. Gods are excellent for that sort of thing.
The hill itself lay there like a back beneath a too-thin coat of grass. On top stood stones – large, crooked, bearing markings so old that not even those who pretended to know could decipher their meaning.
The druid awaited them at the edge of the stone circle. He was thin, wrapped in a grey robe that looked as if it had once belonged to someone who truly believed in something. His eyes were like small holes in an otherwise tired face. In his hands, of course, was a staff, adorned with carved symbols, each representing something.
“You are the Fianna,” he said, and it sounded as if he were taking a tool out of a box. “Good. The gods deserve mighty arms.”
"The gods don't earn anything," said Fionn before he could stop himself.
A brief glance at the horror, a silent kick to his ankle: "Shut your tongue."
The druid pretended not to hear. Or pretended to postpone it until later. "They're encamped back there," he said, pointing to the other side of the hill. "They mock, they take the offerings, they sleep in the shadow of the stones as if they were mere rocks. They call themselves 'free men,' as if they were above the gods. You will drive them out. Or send them to the gods. Either way is fine with me."
"Who are they?" asked the Grey One.
The druid shrugged. “Peasants, outcasts, men without masters. They speak of false gods, of ‘no heaven above the earth.’ They curse those who command them. They call this sanctuary ‘a few old stones.’”
The young fighter looked at Fionn. "Sounds like the sorted uncles we meet in pubs," he whispered.
Fionn looked at the stones. Some were soaked with blood, old, dry. Others had notches, as if someone had sharpened knives in them. On the ground lay remnants of offerings: burnt bones, bowls that had once held milk or beer, now teeming with flies.
“The gods are not false,” said the druid with a quiet sharpness, as if Fionn had heard his thoughts. “It is the humans. They forget what they owe. Then we must remind them.”
“And who will remind the gods of what they owe?” asked Fionn.
The druid raised his chin. "The gods owe us nothing."
“Practical trade,” muttered the broad man.
The druid led them a little way down the hill, to the other side. There the wind was weaker, the air thicker. Among the bushes and a few crooked trees, people had indeed settled down. A dozen men, maybe more, a few women, a few children. Not a wild bandit camp, not a pack of plundering beasts, more like a village that had forgotten it wasn't supposed to be one anymore.
As they drew nearer, the men stood up. No armor, just leather, cloth, a few reinforced jackets. Weapons, yes – axes, sticks, a few old swords that looked as if they had more years than teeth. Their eyes tired, but alert.
“Well, there they are,” someone shouted. “The arms of the gods.”
“We are the arms of the one who pays,” said the broad man. “And the man with the stones up there is currently paying him.”
Another stepped forward. Bart, middle-aged, his hands calloused, but not from sword-wielding. “We haven’t taken anything we don’t need to live,” he said. “When we go out to the fields at night, we only take enough so that no one goes hungry. The offerings up there—” he nodded toward the stones—“are bread lying on rotting slabs, while down below the children are growing thinner.”
The druid hissed. "The bread belongs to the gods."
"The bread belongs to the hungry," one of the men said calmly.
Fionn felt something shift inside him. Gods, peasants, druids, curses – everything clumped together like poorly kneaded dough.
“You used the stones as a place to sleep,” said the druid. “You camped in the shadow of the saint without thanks, without respect. You laughed while I made sacrifices.”
“We laughed because you talk to the air,” said the man with the calluses. “We saw your blood dripping onto stone, heard your pronouncements, and know: the water in the stream won’t get any clearer because of it. So we laughed. Not at gods. At you.”
The druid turned red with rage. "These are false men," he hissed. "They curse those above them. They mock the gods. If you do not punish them, the land will be cursed."
"This country has been cursed for years," the man said. "By taxes, wars, and men like you who act as if they stand between us and the gods. Maybe the gods are just tired of your chatter."
The Fianna stood caught in the middle, between staff and hoe, between the priest's gaze and the peasant's fists. Fionn felt this unsettling clarity rising within him.
"So," the Grey Man finally said. "We were paid to drive you out. You or them. Or both."
The man with the calluses looked at him. "Do you want to kill us for bread and a few nights' sleep?" he asked calmly. "Or do you want to consider whether you really want to be the fists of gods who never even show their faces?"
Fionn felt everyone looking at him. The Grey Man. The Druid. The peasants. His own people.
Curses, fists, and gods. Those were the three coins on the table. And he suddenly had the feeling that each one he picked would eventually fly back at him.
It was one of those moments where everyone in the circle waits to see who will say something stupid first.
“You must leave here,” the Grey One finally began, matter-of-factly. “That’s the mission. The man on the hill is paying for it. If we return empty-handed, you won’t just have a druid against you, but a prince, maybe two. Then they won’t send Fianna anymore; they’ll send those who ask even fewer questions.”
“We’re already gone,” said the man with the calluses. “From our fields, our farms, our names. How much further do we have to walk before we no longer bother anyone?”
The druid thrust his staff into the ground as if counting the ribs of an invisible enemy. "Do you see?" he said. "They repent nothing. They don't realize what is above them. They deserve the wrath of the gods."
"The gods should complain personally if they have a problem," growled the broad man. "I've never seen one of them in the mud."
Fionn took a step forward. His thumb itched. He let it rest on the belt buckle, as if he needed to tie it up.
“Listen,” he said. “We stand between you, and I know I hate that. Those up there believe the gods are on their side. You down here believe the gods don’t matter or are invisible. I think everyone uses the gods as an excuse. The kings, to send us. The druid, to make his hill seem important. You, to avoid admitting that you no longer know where to go.”
"And you?", the man asked.
"I use them to have someone to curse if everything goes wrong again," Fionn said.
A short, harsh laugh rippled through the ranks of the Fianna. The peasants didn't grin. They weren't in the mood.
“We’re not going back to the villages,” said the man with the calluses. “There, debts, beatings, and the stares of those who think we’ve failed await us. Here, at least, we stand out in the wind and know that no one will give us anything for free.”
"Then move on," said the Grey One. "Somewhere the druid won't see you."
The druid snarled like an old tomcat. "No," he said. "You must be punished. You have defiled the sacred. If you simply leave, others will think they can do the same. Then they will throw their filth before every stone where a god dwells."
"Perhaps the gods prefer to live in peace rather than in your sayings," Fionn murmured.
“I cleansed these hills long before you were conceived,” the druid shouted. “I gave blood so that the gods would spare the land. And now you come, devour my victims, laugh, piss—”
The calloused man stepped forward and grasped the staff in the middle. The movement was swift, furious, but not reckless. "Your victims," ​​he said. "You give them blood, but not your own. You give them our flesh, our sweat, our grain. And you claim the gods will it so. Perhaps you are one of those false gods."
The staff jerked to the side, the druid stumbled, then regained his balance. Two Fianna automatically approached, their hands on the hilts of their swords. A single spark would have been enough to set the whole thing ablaze.
The spark ignited. Of course. It came from one of the young men in the camp behind the farmers, one who couldn't take it anymore. He looked like someone who'd been pushed aside far too often. He shouted something about "no more masters," grabbed a stone, and hurled it. Not precisely, not tactically. Just out of sheer rage.
The stone struck one of the Fianna in the forehead. A dull thud, a gasping sound, blood.
"Shit," muttered the wide one. "Now we've got it."
In moments like these, no one thinks for long. Curses were shouted, hands jerked towards weapons, the druid shouted "Now show them who they defy!", as if he had been waiting for this sign.
The first punch came from one of the peasants, who, intending to knock a staff out of a Fianna's hand, struck him in the face instead. The Fianna didn't respond with steel, but with his own fist. Then, suddenly, it was no longer swords against hoes, but fists against fists, body against body.
Fionn felt the fight unfold like an ugly, familiar carpet. He could have turned it into a real battle with a shout, a drawn sword, a well-aimed blow. Instead, he did something that surprised even himself: he sheathed his sword.
"Only fists!" he roared. "No one draws steel! Whoever draws, loses their hand!"
The broad man looked at him as if he were crazy, then grinned crookedly. "All right," he growled, threw his shield aside, and rammed his head into a farmer's chest.
A brawl broke out. A big, loud, ugly one. Men rushed at each other, grabbing, punching, throwing, grappling. Dust flew up, curses and shouts filled the air. The druid roared something in the background, words that sounded like curses and incantations, but wisely he didn't intervene.
Fionn received a blow to the ear that made him momentarily dizzy. He grabbed the attacker by the collar, pulled him to the ground, knocked the air out of his body, but not his teeth. Another jumped at him from behind; he shook him off, stumbled, and laughed briefly, reminded of how, as a boy, he had sought out fights to feel alive.
The peasants fought crudely, clumsily, but with a furious ferocity that defied technique. The Fianna struck with controlled brutality. No one wanted the first kick to be the first death. They held back, as best they could in such chaos.
Curses flew through the air like stones. The druid cursed the "godless." The peasants cursed the gods. The Fianna cursed everyone and everything, including themselves.
Fionn eventually noticed that his hands ached, his knuckles were cracking open. Blood, dust, and sweat mixed into a paste on his skin. One of the farmers lay before him, gasping for breath, but conscious. He was young, too young to look so old.
"Come on," he panted. "Finish it, hero."
Fionn gasped, spitting out blood. He raised his fist, held it in the air, and looked at the boy.
"Stand up," he said. "We're not here to exterminate you. We're here to make you understand that you should move on before someone does who has no qualms about slitting your throat."
The boy stared at him, confused, angry, hurt. "You're all the same," he said.
“No,” said Fionn. “Some of us do think about it. That’s the difference. Small, but there.”
The fight subsided, as such things often do. One after another, they realized they were running out of breath. That the pain in their knees was becoming louder than their anger. That no one would truly win.
"That's it!" the Grey One finally roared, his voice cutting. "Enough! One more blow, and I'll make sure whoever wields it won't need his hand anymore!"
It worked. The Fianna retreated, breathing heavily. The peasants slowly raised their hands, signaling that they would go no further. Bruises everywhere, bloody lips, swollen eyes. But no dead. Not yet.
The druid approached, indignant. "This is no punishment!" he snarled. "You laughed, you stole—"
“They fought like men,” Fionn interrupted. “And today they learned that we can break their bones without immediately throwing them to the ground. Isn’t that enough of a sign from your powerful gods?”
“The gods demand—”
“The gods demand nothing,” Fionn said sharply. “You are demanding something. In their name. If they have a problem with the fact that we only used our fists here, then they can haunt my dreams tonight for all I care. I’m awake anyway.”
The druid stared at him, a mixture of disbelief and fear. Not of Fionn, but of what lay in his words.
“You,” Fionn addressed the peasants, “pack up your belongings, as much as you can carry. You are not going back to the old farms. Find another spot. Not this hill, not this stream. The further away from men like him” – he nodded to the druid – “the better.”
“And what if we no longer have gods to protect us?” one of them asked.
Fionn laughed harshly. "Then you're more honest than those who think they have any," he said. "The false gods sit in minds and on chairs, not in stones. If you want to follow someone, follow someone who stands with you in the dirt, not someone who dances around a stone with clean feet."
It wasn't until evening that the camp was half dismantled. The peasants packed, shouldered their belongings, and cursed as they gathered their meager possessions. The druid watched, trembling, but said nothing more. Perhaps he was speaking silently to his gods. Perhaps they, too, were realizing that they had had less to say today than a weary man with a sword he didn't draw.
As the sun sank and the sky was painted in dirty colors, the "godless" were on their way, down the slope, somewhere where the curse of the hill man would not directly affect them.
"You cost us half our pay," said the broad man later, as they sat by the fire. "The druid would rather read his own intestines than give you full pay for 'just fists'."
“Then he should ask his gods to give him the rest,” said Fionn. “Perhaps they’ll throw him a few silver coins from the sky. At least tonight I won’t have to dream that I slaughtered peasants to make a stone happy.”
They had plenty of curses. And plenty of fists, too. The gods could have their share if they had the courage to come down.
The druid paid the next morning. Reluctantly, and not in full. Some of the silver remained in his shrine, "for the gods." Another part went into their pockets, heavy and dull.
"The rest comes as a blessing," he said in a strained voice. "You have defied the will of the gods. This will not be without consequences."
“I notice the effects of too little sleep every morning,” said Fionn. “Your gods will have to wait their turn.”
They descended the hill, away from the stones, away from the staff, away from the eyes of the man who spoke more to the air than to people. The land spread out before them, in the same mixture of beauty and neglect as always.
As they camped at the edge of a small grove, the day was already well advanced. They had left the hill behind, but it was still on their minds. It was one of those evenings when no one immediately reached for the jug. Hands ached, ankles were swollen, ribs bruised. Fists left different memories than swords.
The young fighter sat with his legs stretched out, holding a wet cloth to his temple. "I almost drew steel," he said. "When the stone flew. It was close."
"I saw it," said Fionn. "That's why I shouted."
"Why did you stop us?" the boy asked. "We could have easily killed them. No big risk."
“That’s exactly why,” Fionn said. “It’s too easy to kill people who aren’t really our enemies. And I don’t want to spend another night with a bunch of faces in my head that have only been caught between religious platitudes and hunger.”
Broadman rubbed his knuckles. They were scraped, skin torn away, blood dried. "I almost found it... right," he said slowly. "Just fists. No heroes, no gods, no kings. Just us, who feel how much a blow hurts—in both directions."
“Fists lie less than swords,” said Fionn. “A sword turns an argument into a verdict. A fist can only say, ‘I am angry.’”
The grey one sat a little apart, his back against a tree, his leg stretched out. He seemed more tired than usual, and that was saying something. Fionn went over to him and sat down next to him.
"So," said the old man. "Today you were the one who decided whose god is false."
“I simply decided that I wouldn’t grant either side the name of a god,” said Fionn. “I now believe that the false gods are always the same: glory, kingpins, fear. They just get a different face each time.”
"You used to pray?" asked the Grey Man.
Fionn thought for a moment. “When I was little,” he said. “My mother taught me words she herself hardly believed. After my father died, I talked to something at night. Not gods. More like…” He searched for a word. “The void.”
"And now?"
“Now I curse more than I ask,” said Fionn. “When I look up at the sky, I don’t think ‘help me,’ but ‘do you see that, you lazy pig?’”
The grey man grinned crookedly. "Where does one put one's anger if one has no altar?" he muttered.
"Into our fists," said Fionn. "Into our words. Into our decisions. But no longer into invisible coffers at the very top."
The old man threw a small branch into the fire. Sparks flew up briefly, then burned out. "You'll have a problem if they try to sell you as a tool of the gods," he said. "They love that. A hero 'blessed by the gods.' That sells better than a man who thinks too much and sleeps too little."
"Then they should find others," said Fionn. "I'm not going to carve another false god into my skull."
The Grey Man was silent for a while, then he said softly: "But you already have some, whether you like it or not."
"Which?"
“Your father,” said the old man. “Your anger. Your own idea of ​​what is ‘right.’ You don’t worship names, but you kneel before things you carry inside you. That is more dangerous than any stone on a hill.”
Fionn inhaled. The fish in his head stirred, unpleasantly. Donnán's words mingled with the druid's. Gods. Giants. Men.
“Perhaps,” he said. “But at least I can touch them. My anger lies in my hands. My father lies in my memories. These are gods I can punch if necessary.”
"And do you do it?"
“Sometimes,” Fionn said. “When I realize I’m not doing something because I think he would despise me otherwise. Or because I’m telling myself that this or that is ‘fate,’ not my decision. Then I bite my thumb and wonder if I’m obeying a god or just my own cowardice.”
He put his thumb to his mouth, brushed his teeth over the old burn mark. The lightning came – soft, but there. Images: the hill, the stones, the druid, the farmers, the fists, the curses.
“Today,” he said, “we could have killed them. And we could have said, ‘The gods willed it so.’ The peasants would have said, ‘The false gods have taken us.’ The druid would have felt vindicated. The king, looking on, would have shrugged. And the bards would later have told how we cleansed the sanctuary. And no one would have said, ‘There were hungry people who only used stones for a roof.’”
“Instead,” said the Grey Man, “you had them beaten up like you beat up brothers who have screwed up.”
“Maybe,” said Fionn. “Or like strangers I don’t want to hate.”
They were silent. The fire crackled, the night crept in thicker. Somewhere an owl hooted, as if it too had something to say.
"Who do you think is right?" the Grey Man finally asked. "The druid with his gods, the peasants with their curses, or you with your fists?"
Fionn smiled crookedly. "Nobody's right," he said. "That's the problem. But some people lie less than others."
“And the false gods?”
“The false gods are those who promise you that everything makes sense if you just believe hard enough,” said Fionn. “Kings, priests, some stories. I’m starting to trust those who say, ‘It’s chaotic, it’s often unfair, and yet we still have to make decisions.’”
The grey man nodded slowly. "Then you're well on your way to becoming dangerous to the wrong people," he said.
The young warrior came to the fire, sat down, and held his hands over the flames. "What will become of us?" he asked suddenly. "If we refuse to truly belong to either gods or kings?"
Fionn gazed into the embers. "Perhaps we will become our own gods," he said. "Not of stone, not of gold. Of decisions. And curses. And the people we fight for without getting paid."
"That sounds exhausting," the boy murmured.
“It is,” said Fionn. “But I realized today: It’s worse if I go back behind my sword and say, ‘I’m only doing what I’m ordered.’ I buried Donnán. I saw what becomes of men who have served foreign gods their whole lives: kings, glory, fear of silence. I don’t want to be like him.”
The broad man yawned. "If I wake up tomorrow and you've become a druid, I'll kill you," he said.
“Don’t worry,” said Fionn. “I’ll never dance around a stone in a grey sheet. If I curse someone, I do it directly. No beating around the bush.”
He looked up at the sky, black, vast, without an answer.
"If there's someone up there," he said quietly, "listen: I won't kill for you anymore. If I kill someone, it will be in my name. In my father's name. In the name of those who stood beside me in the dirt. At most, you'll get my curses if something happens again that's too big for my fists."
It was a kind of prayer. Only in reverse.
No lightning, no thunder, no voice from the clouds. Only the crackling of the fire, the breathing of the men, the earth beneath them, which took everything that fell upon it without asking for gods or reasons.
Fionn lay down, his cloak draped over his shoulders, his sword within reach. He thought of stones, of fists, of false gods. Of his father, of Donnán, of Cuan. Of the peasants who were out somewhere now, their eyes blue, remembering that at least the gods hadn't broken their necks today.
"If there is anything I worship," he thought, just before sleep overtook him, "it is the few moments when I don't lie. Neither to myself nor to others."
That was no comfort. But it was true. And in those times, truth was the only thing that didn't feel like a false god.
 
Chapter 16 – Nights in the Dirt, Days in the Fog
There are times when the days are just an empty space between two nights spent in the filth. Then one of those times began. No major mission, no clear front lines, just this slow sinking into a kind of routine that would be the end for others. For the Fianna, it was just another stretch between noise and blood.
They trudged through a land that looked as if someone had forgotten to give it color. The sky was gray, the fields were gray, the faces of the farmers by the roadside were an even more weary gray. A fog hung over everything, not thick enough to truly conceal, but persistent enough to soften everything. As if the world had decided to erase its contours so that no one could see so clearly what was happening to it.
The ground was damp, but not wet. The boots sank in, but not deeply. Everything was "not quite": not quite rain, not quite dry, not quite peaceful, not quite war. It was the in-between space where thoughts grow that are best left unfinished.
"You know what annoys me most?" grumbled the broad man, as he tightened the strap of his shield. "Not the battles. Not even the kings. It's all this shuffling around in between. Like watching your own life rot away while you wait."
"The in-between is what your life is made of," said the Grey Man. "The battles are just the stains that someone will want to remember later."
The young fighter yawned and rubbed his eyes. "I can barely remember the last three nights," he said. "Just a sore back, cold feet, and some dream where I was trying to climb out of a lake full of mud."
"It wasn't a dream," murmured one of the older men. "That was two days ago. You rolled out of the camp."
Fionn walked in front, his staff on his shoulder, his sword at his side. He took in the landscape and noticed how his mind began to perceive it as a kind of background noise. Trees, bushes, hills, villages—all different, all the same. The peasants' faces blurred into a single mask of weariness and mistrust.
After Donnán, after the druid, after the farmers on the hill, something within him had sharpened, but the world had become duller. Nights in the dirt, days in the fog. Sometimes he wondered if the fish in his head would eventually just stop swimming in circles because there were too few clear lines to orient himself by.
They didn't receive any major assignments during those weeks. Small messages, small threats, small "tests" for villages that had been negligent with their taxes. Once, they were simply told to stay nearby so that a minor king could intimidate his neighbor while he spoke. Those were the shittiest days: being there, doing nothing, but offering their mere presence as a weapon.
In a village with crooked houses and an even more crooked well, they were housed in a barn. The air inside was a mixture of hay, old manure, and the sweat of fear. The men laid down their belongings and stretched out as far as the space allowed.
"We'll sleep in a dry place tonight," said the wide man. "That's almost a luxury."
“Dry, yes,” said Fionn. “Clean, no.”
The young fighter lay down and pulled his coat over him, even though it wasn't cold. "I swear," he murmured, "I can't remember the last time I slept in a bed that hadn't seen ten other people's backs before me."
"You had a bed?" someone asked from the corner. Laughter, short, thin.
Night crept into the barn like an animal. The men curled up in their blankets, making the usual jokes about snoring, wind, and nightmares. Then it grew quieter, just the rustling of hay, the occasional twitch of a muscle injured in sleep.
Fionn lay on his back, staring up at the dark beams above him. The smell of old straw mingled with the familiar, sticky scent of men who had been away too long. His body was tired, but his mind wasn't.
The nights spent in the squalor had gotten worse since the fish in his head had kicked open the doors. Before, his dreams were images of blood and noise that dissolved after a few hours of a rumbling hangover. Now they clung on. It wasn't battles that stole his sleep anymore. It was the faces in between.
He heard someone two rows away groan softly. Not pain, more like despair. One of the men murmured Cuan's name. Another whispered, almost inaudibly, some god's name, even though he had sworn during the day to believe in nothing anymore.
Fionn closed his eyes. The fog of the day returned, but at night it grew thicker. Then it coalesced into images, memories, possibilities.
He saw his father as always: not in some glorious moment, but in a small one. At a table that no longer existed, one hand on a cup, the other on his chin. That face, listening intently as someone spoke. Not like kings, pretending to listen. His father had listened as if the other person's words were the only noise in the world.
He saw Donnán in the pass, kneeling, bleeding, with that mixture of defiance and weariness in his eyes. He saw Cuan over a strap, his fingers working calmly, confidently. He saw the boy from the hill, to whom he had offered his fist instead of his sword.
In all these pictures, someone was in the dirt. And someone else was standing next to them, deciding what to make of it.
Fionn turned onto his side. The hay pricked his skin, a crack in the ground pressed against his hip. One of the men next to him snored as if he were reenacting a battle.
“Nights in the dirt,” thought Fionn. “We sleep closer to the earth than to anything these kings talk about.”
He put his thumb to his lips and bit lightly on the old burn mark. The flash came, hesitantly, but it was there. Clarity amidst the stench.
"You are tired," something inside him said. "But you are not empty yet."
That was worse than any threat.
He did eventually fall asleep. Briefly. Restlessly. His body took what it needed, piecemeal, like a thief who knows he might get caught.
Morning came not with sunshine, but with an even thicker fog. As if they had breathed in the night and the sky had decided to lay it back at their feet.
Days shrouded in fog, nights in filth. And in between, a man who began to see too clearly.
The fog lingered. It crept along with them, as if it were part of the group. Drops of water clung to their hair, beards, and eyelashes on the paths. When they spoke, the words seemed to vanish after a few steps.
"I hate this white," the broad man muttered. "If the world is going to be shit, at least it should look clear. This blurriness is driving me crazy."
"This is so you can forget the ugly things more easily," said Fionn.
“I don’t want to forget them,” said the broad man. “I just want to be able to shout at them sometimes without them hiding behind a veil.”
They were ordered to "show presence." A phrase that, coming from messengers, always sounds as if they deserve thanks. Their king—or rather, the man who called himself king in this region—was having problems with another who was once again "exerting more influence than he was entitled to."
"You will camp at the border," said the messenger. "You don't have to fight. Just be there. Display your banners. Your name alone is threat enough."
The Grey Man then cursed like someone trying to pull a tooth without a knife. "We're not carpets," he growled. "We're weapons. You either use us or you don't."
"He's using you," said the messenger. "He's using your reputation."
“Our reputation deserves better pay,” Breite commented.
So they camped there. On a "border" that no one could see. No stones, no fence, nothing. Somewhere else was another king who was thinking exactly the same thing, only from the other side.
The days dragged on in a kind of broad, gray shuffle. Get up in the morning, inhale the fog, chew something dry, tend to weapons, tell jokes, argue, make up again, sit by the fire, pretend to be left alone. Every now and then a messenger arrived with new words for old things: "tension," "negotiations," "delicate situation." It all meant the same thing: they should keep sitting around, looking as if they could charge forward at any moment.
At night they lay down in the dirt. Sometimes in the woods, sometimes in open fields, sometimes in those makeshift camps that could be set up and taken down in an hour. Blankets, coats, their own arm as a pillow. Always the same smell. Always the same thought: "If I close my eyes now, what awaits me on the other side?"
Fionn noticed that he was beginning to know conversations by heart. Not the exact words, but the patterns.
"Do you remember, back then at..."
"Once we have enough money..."
"When I get back, I'm going to build myself a house with—"
"If I survive, I swear—"
If. If. If. Half of it is a lie, the rest is too far off.
One evening, when the fog had thinned somewhat, they sat by a small fire that at least gave off more light than just a smoldering glow. The young fighter rubbed the back of his neck.
“I think I’m starting to hear voices,” he said.
"Which ones?" asked Fionn.
“My own,” said the boy. “The one that tells me how my life could have turned out if I hadn’t set off with a sword at some point.”
"So? How would it have gone?"
The boy thought for a moment. "Boring," he said. "But maybe... longer."
The broad man laughed. "Longer is overrated," he said. "I've seen farmers who lived to be eighty and spent half their lives talking about back pain. Not a single story about getting drunk because it's too heavy."
“And I have seen fighters who die at twenty-five and leave nothing behind but a notch in a shield,” Fionn countered.
The Grey One listened, said nothing for a while. Then he said: “You act as if there are only two paths: field or battlefield. There are millions in between. We're just too stupid to see them because we're constantly up to our noses in the dirt.”
"Which ones do you know?" asked Fionn.
The old man smiled without humor. "I know those I missed out on," he said. "A woman who wanted me before I started thinking I was more important. A farm I could have taken over before I believed my sword was worth more than a plow. A friend I could have kept if I hadn't said yes too quickly one night to a job."
Silence. The fire crackled. The fog stood like a wall a few steps away, as if it had decided to listen to the conversation.
"And what do we do with nights like these?" the young fighter asked. "We lie in the dirt, stare into the fire, talk too much. What good does that do?"
Fionn put his thumb to his lips, realizing he was doing it without thinking now. "Sometimes," he said, "it makes you realize how far you've strayed from who you could have been. And that you have to decide whether you want to go even further away or draw a line somewhere."
"Where would you draw them?" asked the broad one.
Fionn gazed into the embers. Images flickered within them. Goll. Goll again and again. A face he didn't yet recognize, yet fought like an old ghost. And in between, the king, who used them as if they were logs, and the peasants who stood beneath them as they fell.
“I draw my line where someone declares me to be a god,” he said. “Or a tool of gods. Or a hero who supposedly fights for everyone. When someone starts pointing at me and saying, ‘He is above us,’ then I know something is wrong.”
“You are already above many,” the young fighter said quietly. “They talk about you in villages you’ve never even been to.”
“That’s the problem,” said Fionn.
The fog drew closer, as if it had grown tired of standing apart. The flames diminished, the shadows lengthened. One of the men began to sing softly to himself. Not a heroic song. An old melody about rain, harvest, lost years.
Fionn lay on the floor again later. The dirt had become so familiar that his body adapted to it more quickly than to any mattress that might exist somewhere in the world.
Night fell slowly, sticky, full of lingering sounds. Fionn heard the whispers of two men talking about women who might or might not exist. He heard the faint grinding of teeth of another man, who in his dream was probably still embroiled in a battle from which he had long since returned.
His own sleep was as always: unruly. It came in waves, briefly pulling him away, then spitting him out again.
In one of these waves, he suddenly found himself in a fog that was more than just weather. He was in a piece of land that looked like the border where they were encamped—only without the camp, without the men. Just him, the fog, and a few shadowy figures.
He saw his father. Donnán. Cuan. The boy from the hill. The man with the crooked forehead from the battle in the rain. They stood there, not near, not far, as if they had decided to keep him at a distance.
"Well?" he asked her. "Do you have any wisdom? Anything that makes this mess easier?"
They said nothing. Of course not. People tend to talk into the faces of the dead more than they actually answer them.
"Okay," he said. "Then I'll talk."
He said nothing. He woke up. The dirt was still there, the fog too. The dead were back in his head, where they belonged.
Days in fog, nights in filth. And him in between: awake, half asleep, half alive.
It wasn't something big that broke his thread, but something small. That's usually how it is. Not the king, not the druid, not the giant. It was a peasant with a bad back and a load that was too heavy.
They stood on the edge of a village, simply to be seen. That was all. They put up banners, clinked their weapons a little, and acted as if they were ready to strike at any moment. The message was simple: "Look who we belong to. And think carefully about who you trade with."
Fionn hated these days. He felt like a shield covered in muscles. No fight, no clear decision, just presence.
A farmer was hauling a sack – grain, presumably – from the field to the barn. The path was muddy, the sack too full, his back too old. He slipped, the sack tipped over, and grain spilled into the dirt, into the muddy puddles, among hoofprints and boot prints.
The man stopped, his shoulders slumped. No curse, no shout. Just that tiny, exhausted sound that said more than anything else.
An overseer – one of those who fantasize about being close to kings, even though they only clean up their filth – came running up, yelling at the peasant, and struck him on the back with a stick. “You cursed donkey! This is the king’s grain! Pick it up! All of it! Every single grain!”
Fionn stood there, watching as the farmer plunged his hands into the mud, scooping up grain, soil, and manure, trying to stuff the mixture into the torn sack. It was pointless. Anyone could see that it would amount to nothing but mold and rat food.
“Come on,” shouted the guard, “faster! You don’t want me to…”
He didn't finish his sentence. Fionn had moved closer without realizing he had moved.
"That you knew him?" asked Fionn.
The overseer turned around, saw the Fianna, saw the weapons, saw the mouths that had nothing better to do than watch. His face first turned red, then pale.
“He is a servant of the king,” he stammered. “He wastes—”
“He’s wasting his bones on someone else,” Fionn said. “The grain’s in the dirt. It’s not going back into the granary, no matter how many times you yell at him.”
“The order—”
"I don't care about order," Fionn said quietly.
It was the tone of voice that filled him with dread. He knew that voice: flat, cold, just before something broke.
“Fionn,” he said. “This is not our dispute.”
Fionn laughed dryly. "Everything is our conflict," he said. "We're the ones who are always caught in the middle. Between kings and peasants, between gods and stones, between stories and filth. If we pretend this isn't our problem, then we're just armor on two legs."
He went over to the farmer, who was still digging in the mud, grain and manure between his fingers. Fionn grabbed the sack, pulled it from his hand, and threw it aside. The grain scattered further, a golden, wet patch in the brown dirt.
The supervisor gasped. “You—”
Fionn grabbed him by the collar and pulled him closer. Not brutally, just enough for the man to smell his breath. He smelled of cheap beer and better-quality bread.
"You pick it up," said Fionn.
"What?"
"Pick it up."
The guard stammered. “I… that’s not… I’m not…”
“You’re not here to kneel in the dirt,” Fionn said. “You’re here to tell men like him to work faster so someone upstairs has a full warehouse. You want to be king without a crown. But you don’t want your hands in the muck.”
The man tried to break free. Fionn let him. The guard stumbled back, wiped his collar, trying to gather dignity where there was none.
“You’re beside yourself,” he hissed. “The king will—”
"What will the king do?" asked Fionn. "Fire me? I'd almost be grateful."
A few Fianna laughed. Uncertainly. The farmers stood still, as if holding their breath.
The grey man stepped closer. “Fionn,” he said quietly but sharply. “You are crossing a line.”
Fionn turned to him. "Which ones?"
"The one where we go from being a tool to a problem," said the old man.
Fionn took a breath, felt his thumb rise to his mouth as if of its own accord. The lightning struck suddenly, sharper this time than in previous nights. He saw: the king, sitting in a hall far away, eating bread, drinking wine, unaware that a sack of grain lay in the dirt. The overseer, caught between high and low, too cowardly for the one, too power-hungry for the other. The peasant, kneeling here, his hands covered in excrement, his back hunched. And himself, Fionn, in the midst of it all, with a sword that until now had always been drawn for those in power.
“Perhaps,” Fionn said slowly, “this is exactly the line we will have to cross at some point if we don’t want to end up like Donnán.”
Silence. Only the soft dripping of water somewhere, the rustling of a chicken that didn't realize something more important than its pecking at grain was happening.
The farmer looked back and forth between them, confused. “Sir…” he began.
“I am no master,” said Fionn. “I am just too proud to watch you feed the heavens while you starve in the dirt.”
He bent down, grabbed a handful of mushy grain, and held it out to the overseer. "Take it. Eat it. You're so concerned about the king's grain."
The man shook his head in disgust.
“That’s what I thought,” said Fionn.
The Grey One stepped very close and placed a hand on Fionn's shoulder. "Enough," he said. Not as an order, more as a plea. "Otherwise, we'll kill ourselves. Not with swords. With what comes after."
Fionn breathed heavily and dropped the mud. He turned to the farmer. "Go home," he said. "If they hit you, hit back. If they chase you, run. But don't pick up any more bread from a man who doesn't know what it feels like to kneel in the dirt."
The farmer nodded, slowly, incredulously. He raised his gaze, looked at Fionn, as if Fionn had just opened a crack in the world for him. Then he turned and walked away. Slowly. Expecting someone to come after him at any moment. No one did.
The supervisor stood there, undecided, angry, and humiliated. "I will report," he managed to say.
“Do that,” said the Grey One. “And tell them that Fionn mac Cumhaill gets into a bad mood when people around him are being beaten with sticks, people who do more than you do in a whole year.”
The man walked away, as gracefully as someone can walk away who has just scattered grain in the dirt without bending over.
Later, in the camp, the atmosphere was different. Not loud, not cheerful. Tense.
"You argued with the king today without even seeing him," said the fat man. "They don't like that up there."
"Those in charge don't like a lot of things," said Fionn. "That's not my problem."
“Yes,” said the Grey. “It’s your problem once they decide you’re too dangerous to stay alive. You’re on your way to becoming a symbol instead of a weapon. Kings only like symbols when they control them.”
Fionn put his thumb to his mouth, feeling the burn. The flash came. This time with an image that turned his stomach: himself, somewhere, on a hill, on a stake, dead, with a sign beneath it that read that he was a traitor, an enemy of order, an adversary of the gods and the king. Children being pointed at it, like pointing at dogs to run away from.
"Perhaps," he said quietly, "it is better to die as a giant who did not want to die than as a cheerful tool."
The gray man looked at him for a long time. "There is a third way," he said.
"Which one?"
“The one where you continue doing what you do,” said the old man. “But more wisely. Not every sack of grain needs your anger. Not every overseer needs your hand by the collar. You must choose what you cross the lines for. Otherwise, they become worthless.”
Fionn nodded slowly. The fog settled over everything like a second coat.
Nights in the dirt, days in the fog. And somewhere in between, a man who began to understand that the truly dangerous battles weren't the ones fought with swords. But the ones in which he had to decide when he would no longer obey.
That night, as always, he slept badly. But as he lay in the dirt, his coat wrapped around him, he heard something new within himself: no curse, no name, no gods, no kings. Only a quiet, persistent:
"I will not just be their tool."
And the fish in his head continued swimming in circles. Perhaps slower. Perhaps deeper. But it swam.
 
Chapter 17 – How to Hold Camp and Lose Yourself
The order didn't arrive with a bang, but with a sigh. No grand campaign, no glorious raid, nothing anyone could later lie about around a fire. A messenger with tired eyes, a map that smelled of sweat and candle wax, a finger pointing at a stain that looked just as dull on the parchment as it did in real life.
"Here," said the messenger. "By this river, at this ford. A camp. Our king wishes to maintain a presence there over the summer. There are rumors of robbers, unrest among the peasants, and the neighboring prince is snooping too close to the border. You will hold the camp. You are the teeth in the jaws of our power."
"So we'll be dogs on a chain," muttered the broad man.
The Grey Man ignored the comment. "How long?" he asked.
"Until the king says it's enough," replied the messenger. "Or until winter freezes you all away."
So they came to what was later called "the camp by the river," as if it were something special. In reality, it was a pile of posts, a ditch, two rows of sharpened logs, a few crooked palisades, and in the middle, the usual filth: tents, fire pits, a stinking ditch that was supposed to be a latrine but was just a more honest hole in the ground.
On the first day, Fionn stared at the unfinished ramparts and thought, "This isn't mine." On the third day, he stood on the rampart, looked at men, horses, barrels, and knew, "Shit. It is mine."
Not because he wanted to be. Because everyone was looking at him. The gray one was the leader, that much was clear. But in the men's eyes, Fionn had become the go-to guy when things got uncomfortable. A younger officer, a frown-maker, a name whispered in the camp corridors.
"You take care of internal order," the Grey Man said tersely. "Guards, rations, punishments if someone goes too far. I'll deal with the messengers, the king's whims, the gossip outside. You keep this place together."
"I'm not a damn administrator," Fionn growled.
“None of us is, until we have to be,” said the old man. “Welcome to the next part of the game.”
Holding camp. Suddenly, that meant: lists. Dividing guards. Who was on the rampart when, who was sleeping when, who was tending which horses, who was lingering too long in the tavern corner. It meant having breakfast chatting with a man who wanted to know why his troop had to march further than the other. It meant listening to a Quarter Horseman howling because the salt beef was disappearing faster than planned.
"You wouldn't believe how much men eat when she's bored," said the man, a thin, nervous fellow with ink stains on his fingers. "They eat instead of fighting. We'll wither away before the first enemy even arrives."
Fionn stood in a narrow tent that served as a kind of writing room. In front of him was a roughly hewn table, on it clay tokens, a wax tablet with incised lines, and a jug containing something that smelled of cold fat. This was what power looked like when it was reduced to its smallest form: numbers, clay, scribbles.
"Then they will receive less," said Fionn.
"Less pay for more guard duty? That's going to cause trouble," complained the quarterman.
“Everything causes trouble,” Fionn muttered. “Our job isn’t to prevent the trouble. Just to make sure it explodes in the right direction.”
In the afternoon he walked along the ramparts. He saw men leaning on spears, staring into the mist above the river. Others were carving wood, not for art, but to keep their hands busy. Still others were talking quietly about something to do with women they hadn't seen for months.
"Holding camps," Fionn thought. "Means keeping men from eating each other before an enemy does."
The nights in the camp were different from those on the road. The dirt was the same, only it was in a fixed place. Instead of moving somewhere different every day, the fog always passed by the same posts. The river made this constant sound, as if it were laughing. "You stay, I don't."
It wasn't even a week before the first problems arose that had nothing to do with weapons.
An argument over a blanket. Two men, each convinced they had more right to a piece of fabric than the other. It wasn't about the blanket. It was about the fact that things were becoming commonplace and everyone needed something to wipe their frustrations off against.
A dice game that spiraled out of control. One man won too often, one lost too often, one was drunk enough to claim the other had cheated. Fists flew, blood flowed – not much, but enough that two men were only half as effective on guard duty the next day.
A nighttime brawl behind the latrine. Nobody could quite remember how it started. Only that in the end, one man had a broken nose and another had two teeth knocked out.
Each time they looked at Fionn.
“What do we do?” asked the broad man, whom a few men now called “Captain” more than anyone who officially held that title.
Fionn stood in the middle of the camp, the fire at his back, the men's eyes on him. "We're doing it so it doesn't get out of hand," he said. "Otherwise, we'll wake up one day and realize that we're not keeping the enemy out, but breeding them in our own filth."
He assigned punitive duties: guard duty during the bitterest hours, work on ditches and palisades for those who had fought. He didn't just let them bleed, he made them sweat.
"You're getting soft," one of them muttered. "You would have punched them in the face back then."
“Before, I was just one of you,” said Fionn. “Now I’m the one you can curse by tomorrow at the latest, because you’ll be standing on the Wall at midnight. That’s progress.”
The days became a mixture of shouting and boredom. Men bellowed orders, horses neighed, barrels were rolled, and somewhere someone was always hammering wood. And over it all lay this oppressive feeling that nothing was really happening, while inside everything was in motion.
After two weeks, Fionn knew the paths in the camp by heart. He knew where the smoke from a fire pit lingered longest at night because the men burned more wood there than necessary. He knew which man started talking about his child after his third cup, and which one immediately began cursing kings after his first. He knew where the grass on the inside of the rampart stayed green because the guards preferred to chat there rather than trample around.
Keep camp. You start noticing every little thing. And the more you notice, the less you know who you really are.
At night, when most were snoring or half-asleep, Fionn often went for a walk alone. He trudged through the mud, listening to the faint clinking of metal as someone somewhere moved their weapon in their sleep. They had come to call him "Captain" when they saw him, even though no one had officially bestowed the title upon him.
He heard the word and felt something inside him grind.
He had always been the one who rushed forward when things got rough. Now he was the one who made sure others were there in time when things got rough. He had moved from the tip of the blade to the handle. And the handle has to hold, otherwise the whole weapon is worthless.
“How to hold a camp,” he thought, “is something I’m currently learning. How not to get lost in the process… no one has shown me yet.”
It wasn't long before the first bard appeared. That was the worst thing about permanent camps: they became targets for all the vagrant followers who saw a market in war and unrest. Merchants, prostitutes, shady healers, lottery ticket sellers – and bards.
He was thin, the guitar – or whatever that strumming contraption was – almost wider than his shoulders. He had the look of someone who talks faster than he thinks and sings faster than he can handle the truth.
On the second evening in camp, he stood by the fire, the men around him, and began to unpack stories as if they were loaves of bread.
“Have you heard of Fionn mac Cumhaill,” he sang, “who falls giants and scares kings, who mocks gods and laughs at demons?”
Fionn heard this and instinctively wanted to throw the jug. Instead, he stood at the edge, in the shadow zone of the fire, and listened to himself as it was being created.
The bard turned the fight with Donnán into a spectacle. Two giants in thunder, lightning, gods watching, a heaven that applauds. He transformed the brawl on the hill into a "cleansing of the sanctuary" by "the man who stands between gods and peasants and sends them both to bed."
The men devoured it. Of course. After days in the fog, nights in the dirt, such a song was like a hole in the roof through which stars briefly fell. They roared, laughed, and bumped into each other.
“Do you hear me?” said the broad man who had stood next to Fionn. “You’re half flesh and half song now.”
"The half that's in the song stinks less," said Fionn.
"But it's also easier to eat," muttered the broad man.
Later, when the men had drunkenly retreated to their corners and the bard released a few more out-of-tune notes into the night, Fionn sat with horror in front of the smaller fire behind the tents.
"You should actually like him," said the old man. "He makes sure your name is harder to kill than your body."
“He makes sure people know me before they’ve even seen me,” Fionn said. “And that’s dangerous. They expect something. A heroic trick, a miracle performance, a pronouncement from the side of the gods. Instead, they get someone who writes lists and hands out punishments.”
The Grey One grinned thinly. "You think they see you during the day? By day they see your back, your commands, your anger. By night they see you through the mouth of the bard. And most prefer the night version."
Fionn stared into the fire. Ashes collapsed, flames licked at half-burned pieces of wood.
“When I was a boy,” he said quietly, “I heard about men like Donnán. Strong, invincible, glorious. I never thought about who assigned their guards. Who told them that today they wouldn’t die, but only freeze. Now I’m the idiot who says such things.”
"Welcome to the heart of history," said the Grey Man. "It always looks better from the outside."
Holding camp didn't just mean assigning guards and distributing rations. It meant making decisions that no one would sing about around the campfire.
One night they caught one of their own men stealing. No big heist, no raid on the storeroom. He'd only taken a piece of bacon, more out of habit than hunger. His fingers still knew how to slip something past him, while his mind was already among the Fianna.
The problem: He had been caught in the act – by the quarterman, the one who looked as if he'd had a finger chopped off every time a lens lens was spilled.
"If you let him go," the quarterman said in a strained voice, "then tomorrow everyone will know that they can help themselves here as they please. Then the barrels will be empty faster than your patience."
The man knelt in the dirt, his hands behind his back, his gaze lowered. Fionn knew him. They had stood together in a village when the rain of battle washed everything away. He had laughed beside him, been silent, and cursed.
"How often?" asked Fionn.
"This time," said the quarterman.
"How many times in total?"
Be silent.
“Twice,” the man finally murmured. “Once when no one was looking. Once now, when that guy” – he nodded towards the Quarterman – “suddenly had eyes like the moon.”
The men stood in a semicircle. It was not an official meeting, but they had a sense for when something was happening that was more than a minor reprimand.
“In the old days,” thought Fionn, “I would have slapped him, taken away his bacon and said: Don’t do that again, or I’ll bite your fingers off.”
Now he was "captain". There were eyes, there were rules, there was a king who sat far away, but whose shadow reached even into this patch of dirt.
“We can’t just let him go,” the grey man said quietly beside him. “Then the barrels will really go up in smoke. And discipline along with them.”
"What do you want?" asked Fionn.
"Something that hurts, but doesn't destroy," said the old man. "We're not the kind to chop off hands for a strip of bacon. Not yet."
They agreed on beatings. Not with a blade, but with a stick. In front of the entire crew. One of those punishments that serves as both an example and a disgrace.
Fionn held the stick. He could have handed it to one of the others. But he knew: if he made the decision, he also had to be the hand that carried it out. Otherwise, he would become a voice giving orders but feeling nothing.
The man knelt in front, his shirt pulled up. Back, scars, muscles, sweat.
"You know why," said Fionn.
"Yes," the man murmured.
The first blow landed on skin that had seen a lot. The man grimaced, but he didn't scream. The second hit an old scar, which reopened. With the third, blood began to flow.
Fionn counted internally. Five. Seven. Ten. Each blow was a question to himself: "Are you still you? Or just the camp already?"
When it was over, the man's back was red, his face white. The quarterback looked satisfied. The other men looked away.
Later, in the darkness, Fionn sat alone. His hands hurt more than the person he had hit. He rubbed his fingers as if he could rub the stick right out of them.
"That's how it starts," he thought. "You keep things tidy because you know that everything will fall apart if you don't. And eventually, you become what you used to hate: someone who hits because the rules require it."
The bard sang by the other fire of Fionn, who slew giants, mocked gods, and defended peasants. He did not sing of Fionn, who beat a friend with a stick to keep the barrels full.
Staying put meant constantly losing small parts of oneself along the way. Never enough at once to notice it out loud. But enough to eventually wake up and no longer recognize oneself.
At night, sleep returned in fragments. When Fionn closed his eyes, he saw Donnán kneeling, saw the farmer in the mud, saw his own husband's back under the stick. Three images that had nothing to do with each other and yet posed the same question:
"Where do you end and where does 'the system' you serve begin?"
He had no answer. Only the thumb, the old burn mark, and that damned flash of light that showed him he would at least never forget the question.
The storm arrived on a night when the fog had been particularly thick during the day. It was like a warning: if the world hides its contours for too long, something will eventually come along that brutally reveals them again.
It began with wind. First a light whistling between the posts of the palisade, then a real howl that made the tent walls flap. The river swelled as if someone further upstream had decided to empty a lake. Rain came, not in fine threads, but in heavy, slanting lashes.
"The posts," shouted the quarterman, "if the trench fills up, half the wall will topple over!"
"Of course it'll topple over," growled the broad man, pulling his coat tighter around himself. "Nothing we build stays standing if the gods get bored."
Fionn stood on the rampart. Rain lashed his face, splashed into his beard, and poured down his coat. Below, in front of the gate, stood dark shadows – people.
"Farmers!" shouted one of the guards. "From the lower village. They want to get in!"
Of course they wanted to go inside. Their huts down by the riverbank were nothing compared to the wind. Thatched roofs, crooked walls, doors that creaked even in normal weather. Now they probably sounded like dying animals.
"The order is clear," gasped the non-commissioned officer at Fionn's side. "No one in who isn't part of the unit. Supplies are scarce, and so is space."
Fionn looked outside. In the flash of light – yes, that too was necessary, as if the rain and wind weren't enough – he saw women, children, old men. Faces holding scarves in front of them, shoulders that were no match for the storm.
“If we let them in,” he thought, “we’ll have twice the chaos in the camp tomorrow. If we leave them out, we might have fewer people alive tomorrow.”
The non-commissioned officer looked at him, waiting. "Orders?"
It was one of those moments when you realize how quickly you've become accustomed to comfortable phrases. "An order is an order," "Keep order," "We can't save everyone." It all made sense. Until you looked into faces that, right then and there, wanted something different from you.
Fionn put his thumb to his mouth, tasting the rain on the old fire site. The lightning flashed in his mind, despite the flickering in the sky.
"Open the gate halfway!" he yelled. "Only women, children, and the elderly are allowed in. Men stay outside and hold their huts as long as they can. Anyone who wants to come in will have to help clean up this mess tomorrow. No exceptions."
The non-commissioned officer hesitated. “The order…”
“I am the command,” Fionn cut him off. “Open up.”
The men at the winch obeyed, perhaps more to his voice than to his rank. The gate creaked open, rain poured in, and with it, people thronged inside, soaking wet, coughing, cursing, praying. The smell of fear mingled with that of wet wood.
“Over there,” Fionn shouted, pointing to the empty side of the camp where only a few barrels stood. “Tents to the side, blankets out. Whoever has room, move over. And if I find out that someone kicks away a farm boy because he's warming his sleeping place, he can stand guard outside during the next storm.”
It was chaos, of course. Men cursed, women wept, children stumbled, fell in the mud, and were pulled up again. But the noise was vibrant, not that dull, deathly murmur that storms sometimes leave behind.
Later, when the storm was at its fiercest, Fionn stood on the rampart again. By then, the rain had engulfed everything, everyone, every tarpaulin, every beam. Down in the camp, people stood huddled together, most under tarpaulins, a few with only one coat draped over several shoulders.
The Grey Man stepped beside him. “You know we’re going to get into trouble,” he said. “Someone will say, ‘Fionn flooded the camp with peasants. Fionn is bending orders. Fionn is playing the benevolent one at the ford.’”
"Let him," said Fionn. "If the king wants to hang me for opening the gates in the storm, then he should please do it on a day when I'm not trying to keep his fucking camp from floating away."
The grey man smiled thinly. "You're an idiot," he said. "But a useful one."
The storm dragged on. The night grew long. Palisade fences creaked, the river roared, trees bent, one actually snapped and tore down half a fence. Men ran, cursed, repaired, patched, held on. Fionn was everywhere and nowhere. Patching a gap here, grabbing a man by the collar there who was on the verge of panicking, snapping at the quarterman further back because he preferred counting barrels to helping out.
In the morning, everything was a damp, smelly, tired mess. But it was still standing. The camp. The people.
The farmers packed up their few belongings again. Some didn't even want to go outside. The world out there was wet, dark, and made of wood that they had to mend themselves. At least inside, their misery was shared.
“We are leaving,” said an old man. “If we stay, we will be your servants tomorrow. Today we are only your fault.”
Fionn nodded. "I'd rather have their guilt in my head than your bones in the ditch," he said.
After they left, the quarterman arrived. That was the part Fionn, if he were honest, would have been almost more afraid of than the storm: the little accounting exercise after a day that had involved more than just numbers.
“We have lost supplies,” the man said. “The farmers ate, dried their food, and drank. Our men gave them blankets that we will never see again. That will be factored into the balance sheet.”
“Write it down,” Fionn said. “Add to that we will have enough men tomorrow to stand on the wall.”
"That's not how the king calculates," muttered the quarterman.
“That’s how men who know the dirt here with their boots calculate,” said Fionn.
The Grey Man later pulled him aside. "That was right," he said. "And stupid. At the same time."
“Like everything we do,” said Fionn.
“No,” said the old man. “There are differences. You crossed a line, but this time I was glad. Nevertheless, you must be careful. Keeping camp doesn't just mean keeping the posts standing. It also means not toppling over yourself. Today you ignored the king for the sake of a few hut builders. Next week, a messenger might come and calmly explain to you that you've grown too big.”
Fionn thought of Donnán again. Of the farmer with his hands in the corn. Of the man he had struck with the stick.
“How to hold a camp,” he said, “is something I’m slowly beginning to understand. You don’t hold it just with posts and trenches. You hold it with decisions that saw at you a piece every day. If you don’t make any, everything collapses. If you make too many, you collapse.”
The Grey Man nodded. "Exactly," he said. "And in the middle of all this crap, you have to figure out who you are. Otherwise, one day you'll find that you're just the camp. Just rules, rations, guards, punishments. No human being behind it all."
In the following nights, Fionn sometimes slept with the men, sometimes alone. He changed his position deliberately. Once he lay down in the corner they had reserved for him as the "captain's spot," with a little more straw, a little less draft. The next evening he lay down right in the middle, next to the man he had beaten, back to back, without a word.
The man eventually said, "I know why you did it."
“I know that too,” said Fionn.
"And I know why you opened the gate in the storm," the other added.
Fionn grinned in the dark. "Maybe it'll all even out eventually," he said.
“Never,” the man murmured. “But it’s good to know that you are both.”
"What?"
"One who strikes when he has to. And one who opens the gate when he's not allowed to."
Nights in the dirt, days in the fog. And in between, a camp that stood firm despite everything being against it.
Fionn knew he had lost a part of himself. He also knew he had gained something else in return: an understanding of what it means to bear responsibility without being suffocated by it.
It wasn't pleasant knowledge. But it was clear. And clarity had become his only form of comfort.
When the next messenger arrived, with new orders, new maps, new royal pronouncements, Fionn only half listened. The sentence that carried him through the nights was in his head:
"I am not just their tool. I am also the one who decides what I allow myself to be used for."
That was what kept him from becoming completely part of the camp. For now.
 
Chapter 18 – Fionn, the Reluctant King
It started, as always, with someone else thinking they had an idea. No divine finger coming down from heaven, no prophecy suddenly leaping from a stone. Just a petty prince with too much fear and too little backbone.
They were still at the camp by the river when the messenger arrived. This time it wasn't a battered fellow with dirt on his boots, but a clean boy, his hair neatly tied back, his doublet spotless. He looked as if he'd never slept in the dirt, at most in damp hay next to a maid.
“I bring an invitation,” he said, in the kind of voice that immediately made you know he’d never truly heard “no.” “Some of the gentlemen in the area wish to see Fionn mac Cumhaill. It is…”—he searched for a word that sounded grand enough—“…a consultation about the future of our lands.”
“Our lands,” murmured the broad man. “I love those words. They always smell of someone else’s possessions.”
The Grey Man took the sealed wooden stick from the boy's hand, broke the wax, and scanned the carved symbols. He frowned, that slow, deliberate movement that signaled something he wouldn't like.
“A bunch of little kings,” he said finally. “They meet in a hall that would be too big for any one of them alone. Together they look important. They want you to come.”
"Why me?" asked Fionn.
“Because you have more history than most of them now,” said the Grey Man. “Because your name spreads faster than their tax demands. Because they realize that men prefer to listen to people who have been through the dirt with them, rather than those who only talk about the dirt.”
Fionn grimaced as if he had bitten into an apple and only realized after swallowing that there was a worm in it. "I'm not a king," he said.
“That’s not the point,” said the Grey Man. “That’s never the point. The point is who’s in the room when decisions are made. If you don’t go, they talk about you without you. If you go, they talk with you—and try to use you.”
"They're using us anyway," said Fionn.
“Yes,” said the Grey One. “The question is: Are you making it easy for them or difficult?”
So Fionn went. Not alone, of course. The Grey One came along, the Broad One, a few of the men who looked good standing together: muscle, scar, beard – the usual decor that petty princes love when they pretend they have warriors nearby.
The hall where they met was one of those half-finished showpieces. Too much wood for too little warmth. Beams thicker than the arms of the men sitting beneath them. Benches occupied by the wrong people. At the head, a chair that pretended to be throne-like but reeked of someone desperately wanting to be higher than everyone else.
The local lords – princes, landowners, old names with new bellies – sat side by side like roosters forced to climb onto the same branch. They eyed Fionn as he entered with a mixture of curiosity, mistrust, and that slight envy men feel when someone walks upright whose reputation doesn't come from their seated position.
“Fionn mac Cumhaill,” said the one sitting in the largest chair. “Thank you for coming.”
“I didn’t have much choice,” said Fionn. “If so many men wanted to see me at once, it would have been rude to keep them waiting. And unhealthy.”
Some laughed. Some didn't.
They talked. Of course. For hours. About borders, taxes, bands roaming the forest, about the great king further east who always demanded more than he gave. About peasants who were less inclined to obey. About bards who told stories in which the lords didn't always come off well.
Fionn listened as best he could. His mind was made for other things: the spacing between men in a battle line, the weight of a hammer, the sound of barrels that were emptier than promised. But he forced himself to be here, not just physically.
The word came up eventually. It wasn't one of the big words that come with fanfare. It crept in, somewhere between "order" and "security".
“…we need a face,” said one of the princes. “Someone the men out there can agree on. They don’t listen to us anymore when we talk about glory and duty. They listen to names. And right now…” – he glanced briefly at Fionn – “…there’s one who’s louder than the others.”
The room suddenly became quieter. Not really, just internally. Fionn felt something tighten inside him.
"You want me to be your banner," he said.
“We want you to lead what is already marching in your shadow,” said the one with the large chair. “The Fianna are scattered, angry, half free, half bound. With you at their head, they would be…”
“More useful?” asked Fionn.
“Bundled,” the man corrected. “A shield for our lands. A sword against our enemies. You would be…” – he tasted the word before he spoke it – “…a kind of king. Not a court king. A king of the men who march with you. A leader with a name. We give you land, rights, prestige. You give us your people, your history, and your head when we need one to nod when we decide.”
There it was. Not a real wreath, not a crown, but the first piece of string, beautifully wrapped.
"King against his will," thought Fionn. "They don't call it that. But that's exactly what the game is."
He looked around the room. At faces that had all already made more decisions than they admitted. He wasn't blind. This wasn't an offer. It was an invitation into a well-constructed cage.
"What happens if I say no?" he asked.
Silence. A cough. A few glances.
“Then others will fill your name,” said the man in the chair. “Others will say, ‘I am Fionn with a different face.’ Your men will still be led, just not by you. And those who have heard of you will be disappointed that you were too cowardly to take what was already on your table.”
"They're threatening you with your own reputation," whispered the broad man beside him.
The Grey One said nothing. He watched Fionn. His eyes said: "Now comes the point where you either eat yourself or they eat you."
Fionn put his thumb to his mouth, feeling the familiar scar. No flash this time. Just a pressure, as if the fish in his head was listening too.
He could have said many things. He could have laughed, grabbed the king's beard while he sat in his chair, left the hall, and slammed the door behind him. He could have said "yes," given in to the seductive thought: land, his own table, his own hall, men who not only whispered his name but shouted it.
Instead he said:
"I am not a king. I am a man who knows how to disobey when the orders are lazy. If you only want me to decorate your shit with my face, then find someone else."
A few of the men gasped. One whispered something about "stubbornness".
“But,” Fionn continued, before they could weaponize their outrage, “I’m not blind either. The Fianna need someone to say when they stop biting each other and start biting those they use. I will lead those who follow me. But I will not kneel before you. And I will not be given a title I cannot bear without hating myself.”
The man in the large chair tilted his head. "You are already something you didn't choose," he said. "A symbol. A name. A shadow in the minds of men. You can fight it. Or you can control it."
“I’m directing it,” Fionn said. “But not for you alone. When we hold our camps, fight our battles, bury our dead, I do it for those who stand beside me. Not so that you can later say, ‘Our kingdoms are safe because Fionn did the dirty work for us.’”
They looked at him as if he'd knocked over the tables. Maybe he had. A little.
“So you’re ready to be king,” said one, “as long as you don’t call it king.”
“I am ready to take responsibility,” said Fionn. “But I will not let myself be called Krone so that you can sleep better at night.”
It was a carnival of words. In the end, there was no contract, no oath. Only a strange, unspoken pact: they would use his name as best they could. He would take their orders, twist them, bend them, break them as he saw fit. And in between, men would die, peasants would suffer, and bards would sing.
A reluctant king. A man who stood in a room full of rulers and didn't want to be one of them – but knew that he already was one. Just a different kind.
As they left the hall, the air outside was more honest. Cold, drafty, smelling of smoke and horse. Fionn took a deep breath, as if he had just spent too long in a room where too many men mistook their own scent for power.
The broad man moved beside him. "So?" he asked. "Are we now court ornaments? Or still just rubbish with swords?"
“We are now officially what we were secretly before,” Fionn said. “One reason why others think they are safe while we are left out in the rain.”
The gray man walked slowly, his gaze fixed ahead as if reading the path, not the thoughts. "You didn't say yes to them," he said. "But you didn't give them a clear no either. It's a fine line."
“I said that I lead what follows me,” said Fionn. “They won’t get any more truth than that.”
"Truth is the most dangerous commodity in such circles," the Grey Man muttered. "You just poured it into their jug ​​while they were expecting wine."
On the way back to camp, Fionn noticed that the men were reacting differently to him. Not the ones who knew him—the broad one, the boy, the man with the bruised back. It was the others who had previously only seen him as someone who "hit the ground hard."
Now they looked at him whenever the Grey Man explained something. As if his face could read what lay behind his words. When a messenger arrived, he sought out the old man first—and then quickly Fionn. When it came to deciding who was going where with whom, several pairs of eyes would immediately turn to him, even if he hadn't said a word.
"You'll become the center," said the Broad One one evening as they sat by the fire. "Not because you want to. But because they need a circle to build around. And right now you're the thickest point."
“I’m tired,” said Fionn.
"That's not an argument against importance," Breite said. "Rather, it's its seal of approval."
The bard was still there, of course. He hadn't seen the gentlemen's meeting, but he had overheard their servants. And servants like to talk, once the wine loosens their tongues.
That same evening he sang a new song.
"Fionn, who lets the kings speak / who says no when they force yes / he wears no gold, no holy remnant / yet men stand when they see him."
The rhymes were bad, the melody cheap. But the men loved it. Not because it was good. Because they heard themselves in it.
Fionn sat on the sidelines, as always, and listened as he transformed into a character who did things he had never done before. In this new version of the encounter in the hall, he had supposedly silenced three princes with a single glance and knocked the cup out of a fourth's hand. In reality, he had only talked and hadn't drunk enough.
“If this continues,” he said to horror, “in a year I’ll be in more songs than in my own boots.”
"Then be careful which ones you slip on," said the old man.
Nevertheless, or perhaps precisely because of this, something was happening in the camp. Slowly, quietly, without fanfare. The men began to behave differently when Fionn was near. They argued more quietly. They made jokes, but different ones. They looked for him when rumors began to circulate: about a possible attack, a new tax, an order from above.
"What does Fionn say about this?"
"Has Fionn heard...?"
"If Fionn gets wind of this..."
It was as if they placed an invisible crown on his head while he slept.
One night, when the fog hung heavy over the camp again and the river sounded like someone talking in their sleep, the young fighter came to him. He sat down without a word and held his hands over the small fire that burned only for the watch.
“I used to imagine kings differently,” he said at one point.
"How?" asked Fionn.
“Brighter,” said the boy. “With a clean coat, clear eyes, a confident gaze. Someone who doesn’t worry about how much is left in the barrel in the morning while eating. Someone who simply points and says, ‘There.’ And everyone knows it will all work out.”
"And now?"
The boy looked at him. "Now I see you," he said. "Tired, angry, with dirt in your beard, with questions in your head. And I realize that I'd rather follow you than some hall man with gold on his shoe."
“I am not a king,” Fionn said automatically.
"Perhaps that's exactly why," the boy said.
The word "king" lay between them like a stone. Not large, but placed in such a way that one constantly tripped over it.
"Do you know what pisses me off the most about it?" asked Fionn.
"N/a?"
“Not the responsibility,” he said. “I already had that before they spoke my name in halls. Not the bards, not the princes. It’s the thought that one day someone will point at me and say, ‘He’s just like the others. He’s become the king he always cursed.’”
The boy poked at the embers with a stick. "Maybe it's not about whether you're king or not," he said slowly. "Maybe it's about what kind of king. Most of those up there have never slept in the dirt they claim to defend. You have."
"And that makes me better?"
“No,” said the boy. “But it makes you more real. And sometimes ‘more real’ is enough to keep people from going completely crazy.”
Fionn remained silent. Thoughts raced through his mind like men through a gate: some violently, some quietly, some dressed completely inappropriately.
King against his will. It wasn't a title anyone officially gave him. It was a role that clung to him like a shadow, no matter how he turned.
Later, when he was alone, he lay on his back on the hard floor of his "captain's tent." A piece of cloth more, a piece of wood under his head – that was all that had changed.
He stared at the dark screen above him and thought: "If I'm going to be put in this role, then I don't want to forget what it looks like from below."
He thought of the peasant in the mud. Of Donnán, who had been disposed of by a king as if he were a tool that had become dull. Of the druid who blamed the gods when people suffered. Of Cuan, who, without any title, had accomplished more than many a prince.
“If I am king,” Fionn thought bitterly, “then I will be the king of those who have no gods left but their own scars.”
The fish in his head stirred. Not a flash, more of a slow glow. A kind of answer that didn't come in words.
"You wanted responsibility," something whispered. "Here it is. Not in the form of a crown. In the form of eyes that look at you when things get tough."
He turned onto his side and pulled his coat tighter around his shoulders. Outside, someone was snoring, another was muttering in his sleep. Inside, in his head, something else was muttering:
"You're no king. But you're damn close."
And the thought kept him sleeping less than any battlefield.
The test of whether someone is a king or merely pretends to be one never comes in the hall. It comes in the mud, in the dirt, in the moment when no one is watching, yet everything depends on it.
It came a few days later. No grand campaign, no elaborate plan. Just a problem, like so many others in those times: A gang, unsure whether they were robbers, freedom fighters, or simply hungry men, had begun attacking merchant caravans traveling between the small princely courts.
The men agreed: "This can't go on. Trade is suffering. Our crates are empty."
They also agreed that they themselves would not move out to sort it out. They had the Fianna for that.
“Go there,” said the messenger, “and put an end to it. Set an example.”
“Exemplary” usually meant: so bloody that the story spread.
They set off. Not with their full force, just a detachment. Enough to make an impression, but not so many that the camp would collapse. The fog had thinned, the ground drier, the air clearer. It was one of those days when you could almost forget the life you led, if it weren't for the gleaming weapons everywhere.
They found the gang sooner than they would have liked. They had set up camp between two hills, on a small path that looked more like it was used for cattle than trade. No chaos, no wild characters. Men, yes, with weapons. But also women, children, a few old people who looked as if they had already experienced every kind of rule and trusted no one anymore.
They were spotted early. No ambush, no element of surprise. Two scouts had seen the Fianna and raised the alarm. When Fionn and his men climbed the hill, they were met below by men, weapons in hand, jaws tense.
"These won't be easy robbers," muttered Breite.
The man who stepped out from their ranks looked like someone one might have called a "leader" in earlier times, before the word "king" had smothered all other terms. Broad shoulders, a face that had seen many winters, eyes that no longer believed in miracles.
“You’re late,” he shouted. “We’ve been looting here for weeks, and only now has someone sent real dogs.”
“We are not dogs,” said Fionn. “We are just better armed.”
A few of the Fianna laughed. Down below, one grinned briefly, the rest did not.
“You rob merchants,” said Fionn. “You beat up people who are just trying to carry their sacks from one farm to another. All full of seals and claims. You make it easy for the kings to call you ‘bandits’.”
The man shrugged. "How else are we supposed to eat?" he asked. "The fields down below don't belong to us. Every seed we sow is counted. Every harvest we bring in is divided—only we get the smaller share. Up here, we take what we need. The kings call it theft. I call it compensation."
"The merchants you are robbing are not the kings," said the broad man.
“No,” said the man. “But they work for them. And none of them cry when one of their people is lying in a ditch. Why should we?”
That was the point. One side had orders, the other was hungry. Caught in the middle was Fionn, and this time it wasn't just a fistfight like on the hill. This time, blades would do the talking if he wasn't careful.
"They want me to make an example of them," Fionn thought. "They want me to kill robbers so that traders can move on and kings can continue to sleep."
He put his thumb to his lips, felt the burn, the flash. Images: the farmer in the mud, the overseer with his stick, the druid by the stone, Donnán in the pass. And now these men here, with their own children at their backs, yet standing before him with their weapons raised.
“You know we are superior to you,” Fionn said loudly. “More men, better weapons, more training. If we go, many of you will die. And in the end, some bard will sing that Fionn mac Cumhaill freed the land from bandits. Not a word about your hunger, your stories, your reasons.”
"And what do you suggest?" asked the leader.
"You stop touching merchant wagons," Fionn said. "Instead, you take the wagons that travel for the princes. The ones without guards. The ones that sneak around at night. You leave the ordinary people alone. And you get out of this valley before the next order comes that doesn't go through me."
The man laughed. Not mockingly, more in surprise. "So you want to raise us to be more refined robbers?"
“I don’t want to have to bury your wives and children today,” Fionn said. “And I don’t want my name to be associated with people dying who have the exact same reason as me to hate those in power.”
The Fianna behind him shifted restlessly. “What do we do if they say ‘no’?” one whispered.
"Then we'll do what we're paid to do," Fionn said quietly.
It was quiet in the valley. Only the wind played in the trees; the path between the two groups was a thin strip of earth on which everything could have toppled.
The leader looked back at his camp. At the people standing behind him. Then back at Fionn.
“You are different from those they usually send,” he said. “Most of them come foaming at the mouth and talk of ‘royal peace.’ You come with dirty hands and talk of hunger.”
“I am also the one who will have to kill you if you refuse,” said Fionn.
The man nodded slowly. "We're moving on," he finally said. "We're leaving this valley. We'll see if there are any kings with shorter arms."
"And the traders?"
"We'll leave them alone," he said. "We'll go after bigger fish. If we're going to die as bandits, then not over two sacks of grain."
"Good," said Fionn. "Then nothing will happen today. No deaths that will later be lied about."
The broad man looked at him as if he had lost his mind. "You're letting them go?" he hissed. "Without blood, without a sign? What do we tell the messenger?"
"That the problem is solved," said Fionn. "No more robberies in the valley. That's what they wanted. That's what they'll get."
"And what if they wanted more?"
Fionn shrugged. "Then they should have asked more specific questions."
The gang moved. Not immediately, not in panic. They packed, cursed, carried, and repeatedly glanced back suspiciously, as if expecting the Fianna to stab them in the back. They didn't.
When they were gone, all that remained was the empty space, a few fire pits, a pile of tracks.
"You could have had a battlefield today," said the Grey Man as they began their return journey.
“I’ve had enough,” said Fionn. “And I have no desire to become the king of the corpse fields.”
"The gentlemen will say you've gone soft," said the Grey Man.
“Let them,” said Fionn. “I’d rather be accused of being soft than know I’ve been tougher than necessary.”
That night, back at camp, the bard sang again. Of course. He had heard of the encounter, albeit only fragmentarily, but that was enough for someone who deals more in fiction than grain.
"Fionn, who spoke and swords were silent / who reinterpreted the king's words / he let the robbers move on / but differently than the king customs."
The rhymes had gotten even worse. But the men listened. Not because they loved the song. Because in the words they heard an echo of the day they hadn't had to die.
Fionn sat on the edge, as always. He drank slowly, not enough to kill his mind, but enough to soften the edges.
King against his will. It wasn't the one who wore the crown. It was the one who knew, at the moment of decision, that no one would thank him no matter what he decided – and yet he did it anyway.
He put his thumb to his mouth, feeling the old burn mark. The lightning came, tired, but there.
"You're in charge," something said. "Whether you like it or not."
"Then at least I want to know where," thought Fionn.
Outside, the river rushed. It knew its course. It simply flowed wherever the earth led it. Fionn knew: humans are more complicated. They have to find their own way, against rocks, against dams, against false gods and true kings.
And somewhere amidst all of that stood he. No court, no crown. Just dirt under his boots, men at his back, and a name that preceded him wherever he went.
A king who didn't want to be one – and precisely for that reason was dangerous for all those who were convinced that crowns could only grow on certain heads.
 
Chapter 19 – A son who only knows his father from stories
It was one of those days when everything looked normal, yet you still had the feeling that something was lurking around every corner. No rain, no fog, just a dull sky pretending to be bright, and a wind that smelled of manure and smoke. The Fianna weren't headed for battle, not even for some prestigious mission. They were simply on the move. From one camp to another. From yesterday to tomorrow. In between, the usual grime.
They arrived in a village that looked like all the others scattered around the area during those years: houses too small for too many people, crooked roofs, a well that had seen more stories than good water, a few chickens that looked as if they had stared into the cooking pot one too many times.
“We need bread, beer, and something you can call a fire,” said the broad man. “I’m tired of chewing on dry meat like a dog on an old bone.”
The Grey Man nodded, half in agreement with the group, half lost in thought. "We won't be staying long," he said. "One evening. We'll be gone by morning. It's a village, not a port. The longer we stay, the more trouble we attract."
They rode in as they always did: visibly, but not ostentatiously. Weapons open, but not raised. The people looked as they always looked: suspicious, curious, intimidated, annoyed. Children ran closer, then away again, as if their mothers had tied invisible ropes around their waists.
Fionn was in the middle, neither at the front nor at the back. He'd learned that sometimes it was better not to be the sole focus everyone could point at. Too bad for him that it never quite worked out that way. The bards had plastered his name all over the place like cheap paint on a wall. People saw the group and automatically wondered, "Which one of them is he?"
He noticed it in their stares. They wandered, searched, lingered on him, even when he wasn't doing anything spectacular. Just breathing. Dirt in his beard, sword at his side, tired eyes – apparently that was enough now.
"They're staring as if you were a bloody legend who'd stepped down from a wooden shield," muttered the broad man.
“Maybe they think I hand out miracles,” said Fionn. “Or free bread. Or answers. I don’t have any of those with me.”
They settled into the only tavern, which was more of a dark room with a barrel and a rickety table than a proper tavern. The landlord was thin, nervous, with a smile that was always on the verge of collapsing. He looked like he had money he didn't have and worries that never ceased.
“We’ll pay,” said the grey man, before the man even asked. “Not well, but better than most.”
“You are the Fianna,” said the innkeeper. It wasn’t a question. More of a mixture of statement and half-accusation. “The bard was here. He sang. About Fionn mac Cumhaill.”
A few heads turned as if he had cast a spell.
Fionn sighed inwardly. "Of course that damn bard was faster than us."
"The bard is exaggerating," he said loudly. "We are just men who haven't been killed yet."
The innkeeper nodded slowly. He wanted to say something, but swallowed it down. "There's a boy here," he murmured. "He... he's been asking about you for weeks. About you."
Fionn felt his shoulders tense up. "Why?"
“His father was with you,” said the innkeeper. “Years ago. He… hasn’t come back.”
That wasn't an unusual statement. There were many who had been "with them" and hadn't come back. It was part of the business. You join men like the Fianna, get money, stories, fame, a few good nights out—and a pretty good chance of ending up in the ground before the rest of your village.
Fionn glanced briefly at the horror. The old man's eyes seemed to say: "You can run away. Or you can go."
"Where is the boy?" asked Fionn.
The innkeeper nodded towards the door. "He's always hanging around the fountain, as if he's trying to pull answers out of it. His mother can't keep him there anymore."
Fionn could have sat down, taken the cup, poured the wine down his throat, and tuned it all out. He could have said, "Later. Tomorrow. Never." Instead, he went outside. Perhaps because he was tired of constantly talking to kings, robbers, and bards. Perhaps because somewhere inside him still lived the boy who had only ever heard stories from his father.
The well stood in the middle of the village, as always. A hole in the earth, lined with stones, an old beam, a rope, a bucket. Beside it: a boy. Perhaps twelve, perhaps younger, hard to tell. Thin, but not starving. Eyes too big for his face. No fear in them, only that fixed, searching look.
He saw Fionn coming, but didn't get up. He stared at him as if he were leafing through a book, checking whether the picture inside matched the man in front of him.
"You are Fionn," the boy said. No respect, no bow. Just a statement of fact.
"It depends on who's asking," said Fionn.
“I am Branán,” said the boy. “My father was Ciarán mac Bróin. They say he left with you. And never came back.”
The name struck a chord with Fionn. He'd heard thousands, most of them in the heat of noise and bloodshed. Few stuck. But Ciarán… yes. A face, a laugh, a man with arms that were too long and a scar above his left eyebrow. Someone who always shared a piece of bread, even if he only had half. Someone who sang in the rain while others' teeth chattered.
“Yes,” Fionn said slowly. “I know him.”
The boy blinked. "Is he alive?"
It was one of those questions where "no" was too little and "yes" too much. Fionn could have evaded the question. He could have said, "He's not with us," "He hasn't returned," "The gods know better." All those phrases you come up with when the truth sounds too difficult.
“No,” said Fionn.
The boy nodded. It wasn't a dramatic breakdown. No tears, no screaming, no "Why?" Just that brief twitch in his face, as if someone had pulled a string that was attached somewhere deep inside him.
"Where?" he asked.
“In many places,” Fionn could have said. “In your head, in mine, in the soil somewhere in a field that is now green again.”
“In a battle,” he said instead. “He stood when others fell. Then he fell when others still stood. It wasn’t…” – he searched for a word that didn’t sound like song – “…no more senseless than what we do. No more meaningful.”
The boy looked at him as if he had heard a foreign language.
“People tell stories,” Branán finally said. “They say my father was a hero. They say he made kings tremble. They say he laughed at death.”
Fionn thought about how Ciarán had sat in the camp at night. How he had gazed silently at the sky when he thought no one was watching. How he had sometimes spoken more softly when death was being talked about.
“People like to tell stories,” said Fionn. “Heroes are easier to bear than men who are afraid and go anyway.”
The boy placed his hands on the edge of the well. His fingers were bony, a little dirty, his nails short, one torn. "I only know my father from stories like this," he said. "I don't know how he laughed. I don't know how he swore. I don't know if he was in a bad mood in the mornings. I only know how they make him yell when they're drunk."
This hit Fionn harder than he'd expected. Because he knew the place. That empty space where a father should have been, and instead only sentences others had spoken floated. At least he still had a few images of his old man: a square face, a hand on his shoulder, a smell of metal and smoke. And yet, most of his father had always been a story others told when they spoke of Cumhall.
"I know that feeling," Fionn said quietly.
The boy looked at him sharply. "You?"
“My father was dead before I really knew what his voice sounded like,” Fionn said. “I know him from stories. From exaggerations. From lies that were meant to sound good. And from two or three things I remembered before he was gone.”
Branán remained silent. The smell of water, stone, and old moss hung between them. And the weight of men who weren't there.
“Tell me something about him,” the boy finally said. “Not what they sing about. Something that doesn’t fit into songs.”
Fionn exhaled slowly. He felt something inside him resist. Not because he begrudged Ciarán anything. But because he knew how few words remain when a man is gone. And how hard it is to give them to someone who has nothing else.
"Come," he said. "Not here. Your mother might want to hear what I have to say. Or prevent me from saying something wrong."
The boy hesitated. "She doesn't like to talk about him," he murmured.
“Then we’ll talk anyway,” said Fionn. “Maybe she doesn’t even need to. Maybe it’s enough for her to hear that he doesn’t just exist in the songs.”
They walked through the village. A few women watched them, whispering, putting their heads together. Children stared openly. Men pretended not to look, but they did anyway. Fionn felt like a poorly dressed answer to a question the village had long had.
Branán's house was small, crooked, with a door that had been mended many times. He didn't knock, he just walked in. That's what children do.
Inside, it smelled of soup, old grease, smoke, and a faint hint of damp wool. A woman turned around as they entered. She wasn't old, but life had rushed her. Lines etched around her eyes, her mouth tight, her hands, even when standing, searching for something to grasp.
“Who…” she began, then she saw Fionn. And knew. Not from any magical connection. From stories. Bards. Murmurs.
She pressed her lips together. "You're late," she said.
And Fionn knew: This would not be an easy evening.
She had the kind of look that made men recoil, even if she was shorter than them. That look that said, "I've already lost more than you'll ever gain." There was no hatred in her eyes. But there was no room left for admiration either.
“I didn’t come to get anything,” Fionn said. “Just to talk.”
“Talk,” she repeated. “They all have stories. For years. Everyone who was here and knew that Ciarán fell among you had a version. Sometimes he was a hero who laughed as he ran into his sword. Sometimes he saved your lives. Sometimes he was just one among many. I’ve heard all the stories. None of them brings any bread or brings him back.”
Branán stood between them as if he himself were the argument.
“I want to know what he was like,” said the boy. “Not how they make him out to be. How you know him, Fionn.”
The informal "you" came more easily to his lips than "father." Fionn noticed this. It stung, even though it wasn't directed at him.
The woman – she may once have had a name that would have sounded good in songs, but today she was known to everyone as "the widow of Ciarán" – sat down on the stool beside the fire. She pointed to the other chair, rough, made of wood, and wobbly.
“Sit down,” she said to Fionn. “If I have to listen to you, at least I’ll do it sitting down. Branán, you’re staying. You wanted it this way.”
The boy nodded. He sat down on the ground, closer to Fionn than to her, but not too close. Caution, mixed with hope.
Fionn sank into the chair. The wood creaked under his weight, as if offended. He laid down his sword, but not his cloak. He felt naked enough as it was.
"What battle did he fight in?" the woman asked.
Fionn named the place. A name that otherwise only appeared in reports, not in songs. It hadn't been a great, clean battle. More like a long, ugly back-and-forth on wet ground, where in the end no one could say for sure who had won.
“He was good with an axe,” said Fionn. “Not the strongest, not the fastest. But he hit where he aimed. And he rarely backed down. That’s worth more in our business than all the fanfare.”
Branán absorbed the words as if they were water. "Was he afraid?"
The mother flinched at the question. "Branán," she hissed.
"What?" he snarled back. "Everyone always acts like he was a god. I want to know if he was afraid. I'm afraid just thinking about what you're doing out there."
Fionn looked at them both. The woman who could kill him with her eyes. The boy who clung to stories like a bad rope over a deep hole.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “He was afraid. Not constantly. But sometimes. Of some fights. Of the silence afterward. Of what happens when you get too old and no one knows what to do with you anymore.”
The woman closed her eyes briefly. Perhaps because she was glad someone had finally said it out loud. Perhaps because it hurt to hear what she had always known.
“And yet he left,” said Branán.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “Because he wanted to feed you. Because he believed it was better to die out in the dirt than to slowly rot in here. Because he thought he could spare you something with the money he earned. Maybe the looks from people who say, ‘Look at those poor people, they don’t even have anyone to bring them turnips all winter.’”
"He would have been enough for me," the woman said harshly. "Alive, without fame, without stories, with broken boots and a bad back. He would have been enough for me."
The silence that followed was heavier than anything that was going on outside.
“He talked about you,” Fionn said at one point. “More about you, Branán. He told me how, as a little boy, you clung to your mother’s skirt and yet still tried to kick every stranger in the boot. He said you had eyes that wanted to see everything.”
The boy blinked rapidly. "They don't tell you that," he murmured.
“Because it rhymes worse,” said Fionn. “No one wants to hear that the hero sits by the fire in the evening and tells of the one who stuck his fingers in the bread dough. They want to hear: ‘He held the spear, the shield, the front. He shouted, laughed, drank.’ They leave out anything that doesn’t sound like blood and glory.”
"How did he fall?" the woman asked. Her voice was calm. Too calm.
Fionn didn't remember every blow, every scream. But he did remember Ciarán's end. Not because it was particularly epic. On the contrary. Precisely because of that.
“It was muddy,” Fionn said. “Rain, dirt, everything was slippery. We were in a narrow passage, shield to shield, barely room to breathe. One of the opponents slipped, his spear went up, not forward. Ciarán swung at him, trying to catch him. At that moment, another man came from the side, with a short blade. He hit Ciarán on the side, between his shield and armor. Not a big blow. No big cry. Just that short gasp when your breath catches.”
Branán bit his lip. The woman stared into the flames as if she could see something else in them.
“I was beside him,” Fionn continued. “He didn’t fall immediately. He struck again, hitting the one who had hit him. Then he snapped. Not like a felled tree. More like one that had stood in the wind for too long and eventually couldn’t take it anymore.”
"Did he say something?" the boy asked.
Fionn reflexively wanted to say "Yes." To conjure up some last sentence out of thin air. Something like "Be strong" or "Take care of your mother" or "Tell them...". Such damn bard fodder.
“No,” he said. “He just looked. A moment as if he knew that this was really it. No quick quip, no heroic word. He kept his eyes open until they could see nothing more.”
The woman nodded, slowly. Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she didn't wipe them away. Branán stared at the floor, his hands clenched into fists.
"And you?" the boy suddenly asked. "What did you do?"
“We fought,” said Fionn. “What do you think? Nobody stops in the mud so you can mourn properly. I hit the guy who hit him. And two others. Not out of justice. Out of anger. Out of… I don’t know. Reflex. Then we moved on. In the evening we realized who was missing.”
"And then?" the woman asked. "Then you moved on. And I was left sitting here. With a hole in the house. And ever since, they come, with sentences and songs, and tell me how wonderful it was that my husband died."
Fionn looked at her. "I'm not going to tell you it was great," he said. "It was dirty. It was fast. It was... average. For what we do. If you want to hear a big, glossy story, you've come to the wrong place."
"Good," she said. "I can't listen to any more big stories."
Branán raised his head. "What did he say before he left?"
Fionn had to think. Some things blur together. But sometimes a sentence sticks, like a splinter under the skin.
“He stood at the edge of the camp,” Fionn said. “He looked at the fire, then into the darkness. He said, ‘If I don’t come back, I don’t want them to say I enjoyed it. I’m going because I have to. Not because I love it.’”
Branán's face contorted. Something between laughter, swallowing, and a scream. "They don't tell you that either," he muttered.
“Of course not,” said Fionn. “It doesn’t sell well when heroes say they’d rather be at home with a wife with quick hands and a boy who pesters them with questions.”
The woman sniffled, a rough sound. "That was Ciarán," she said softly. "Not the hero. The man who cursed when the goat found the fence again. The one who stumbled when he was tired. The one who drank too much when he was afraid. The one who left because he thought it was for the best—and was probably wrong."
Fionn nodded. "Yes. That's the one."
For a while they talked about little things. How Ciarán laughed. That he always put his left boot on first. That he sometimes talked in his sleep—never aloud, just a few words that no one understood. That he cheated at dice, but only with friends who let him get away with it.
Fionn noticed how the figure of Ciarán became clearer in his mind. Not as a fighter. As a human being. And how the boy sitting in front of him clung to details as if they were planks on a roof that was too thin.
Finally, Branán asked: "If you say you only knew your father from stories... is this then... better? Worse?"
Fionn inhaled deeply. “It’s harder,” he said. “Because now you know how little of someone is left when they’re gone. But it’s more honest. Stories are like wine: they soften the edges, but they also leave you feeling intoxicated. This…” He gestured to his own memories, to the words he had just unwrapped. “…this burns. But you know it’s real.”
The woman said nothing. But in her eyes there was a brief moment of something like "thank you." Not loud. Not dramatic. Just a tiny twitch that he almost missed.
As he stood up, Branán said, "I want to come with you."
The mother turned around. "No," she snapped.
"I want to know," said the boy. "I don't just want to hear stories. I want to see what he died for. What you live for. What they all die for. I don't want to sit here by the well waiting for the next bard to come."
Fionn looked at him. Too young. Too hungry. Too familiar. He saw himself, earlier, when he had believed that something lay out there in the dirt that would answer all the questions.
“Later,” said Fionn. “When you’re older. When you know what you have to throw away for it.”
“I already know,” said Branán.
“No,” said Fionn. “You only know one half.”
The woman stood up. “He’s staying,” she said. “If you want to do him a favor, let him hear these stories for a few more years before he realizes how much they’re lies.”
Branán clenched his fists. But he said nothing more.
As Fionn left the house, the smell of soup, smoke, and loss lingered on him. Outside, the air was colder. He felt heavier. And he knew: This was only the beginning of what this day would do to him.
Outside the tavern, the usual questions awaited him. Not from farmers. From his own men.
"Well?" asked the wide man. "Was he one of us?"
“More than we should like,” said Fionn.
Later they sat at the table, the innkeeper pouring more thin beer as if trying to dilute the conversation. The bard – yes, the accursed bard – crouched in the corner, listening intently, pretending to merely pluck his lyre.
"The widow was not thrilled," said the Grey Man dryly.
“She was more honest than most princes we meet,” said Fionn. “She almost spat in my face. I would have understood.”
The broad man tipped his cup over. "I sometimes wonder how many children are out there who only know their father from stories and not from his cursing while splitting wood," he said.
“More than there is room for songs,” Fionn murmured.
He recounted briefly what had happened in the hut. Not every detail—some things belonged to Branán and his mother. But enough for the men to understand: Ciarán hadn't gone up in flames, hadn't vanished in a breath of water. He had perished in the mud, as they all might eventually.
"It's a good thing you didn't deceive him," said one of the older men. "It's bad enough that he has to hear the lies in the songs. He doesn't need any more from us."
The bard briefly raised his head. "Lies?" he asked. "I tell what people want to hear."
“That’s exactly the problem,” said Fionn.
Later, as the tavern emptied and the alcohol began to soften the edges of voices, Fionn went back out. Second round at the fountain. Second round at night.
The sky had cleared, a few stars struggling to break through the haze. The well stood there, as before, the hole in the middle of the village. Branán was sitting beside it again.
"Does your mother know you're here?" Fionn asked.
"She knows I can't sleep," the boy said. "That's enough for her."
Fionn sat down opposite him, on the cold edge. "You still want to come?"
Branán nodded. “People will say I’m ‘the son of Ciarán who fell with the Fianna’ anyway,” he said. “No matter what I do. Whether I stay here, herding goats, digging fields. I bear his name whether I like it or not. So I at least want to see what he carried him so far away for.”
“If you come with us,” said Fionn, “you might see something completely different than you imagine.”
"Blood?" the boy asked.
"Blood, yes," said Fionn. "But also boredom. Filth. Dullness. Days spent just standing around trying to impress others who won't look us in the eye. Nights lying in the dirt wondering if this is really anything more than an extended walk to the grave. Men who cry in their sleep and tell jokes during the day. Old people who wish they'd never set out. Young people who think they're immortal. And many who eventually forget why they started."
Branán looked at him, his brow furrowed. "And yet you continue," he said.
“Yes,” said Fionn.
"Why?"
That was the question anyone who knew him for more than a day could ask him. It came from kings who wanted to know how far they could push him. It came from men who followed him around, wanting to know where the hell he was leading them. And now it came from a boy who only knew his father from stories.
“Because I’ve already gone too far to go back,” Fionn said after a moment. “Because I’ve learned to do things that you don’t just unlearn. Because I realize that if I stop completely, others will make the decisions that I can still influence. And…” – he puffed – “…because I want to know how far this can go before everything collapses.”
“That doesn’t sound like glory,” said Branán.
“It isn’t,” said Fionn. “Fame is what others throw into your hole when you’re gone, so they don’t have to look too deep.”
The boy was silent for a while. He played with a small stone, rolling it over his fingers, then threw it into the well. After what seemed like an eternity, you could hear it splash down below.
“If I stay,” Branán said quietly, “I’ll be the son of a hero who only exists in song. If I leave, I might one day be the son of a man who was just as stupid as me. I don’t know which is worse.”
"Stay a while longer," Fionn said. "Learn how to plow the soil, how to repair a roof, how to get through the winter without killing anyone. If you still want to go out after that, then come. Then find us. Or someone like us. But don't go just because you want to fill the void with noise."
“You also went out before you could do all that,” Branán countered.
Fionn gave a short laugh. It wasn't a joyful laugh. More of a bark. "Yes," he said. "I was stupid. And angry. And I thought there would be more meaning out there than here. Later you realize: Meaning is scarce everywhere, not just in villages. But out there at least you have the feeling you're doing something. Here..." He looked around at the dark houses, the silent square. "...here you do a lot, and nobody writes a song about it. And maybe that's precisely what holds the world together."
“And yet you are here,” said Branán.
"Because you asked," said Fionn.
Silence. Only the soft gurgling of the water in the fountain, the rustling of a rat somewhere nearby.
"What would you want if you were my father?" Branán asked suddenly.
The sentence hit Fionn like a ton of bricks.
He thought of Cumhall. Of the stories others had told. Of the few images he himself had. Of everything that was missing. What he had never known.
“I would want,” Fionn said slowly, “for you to live. Not just breathe. Not just do what they expect of you—neither here nor out there. That you ask yourself once a day: ‘Who actually benefits from what I’m doing here?’ And if the answer is too often ‘some cock with a crown,’ then you change something. Whether you’re a farmer or a fighter.”
Branán nodded. "That sounds like you know what you're talking about."
“I’ve seen enough to know when I’m lying,” Fionn said. “That’s a start.”
The boy looked at him as if he wanted to burn every line into his face. "Will you come back again?"
"If I live," said Fionn.
"And if not?"
“Then at least you have these conversations,” Fionn said. “And you can distort them someday when you have children and tell them stories that sound better than they were.”
Branán grinned briefly. "So that's how it works."
“Yes,” said Fionn. “That’s how it works.”
As he walked back to the inn, the boy remained sitting by the well. A dark stain beside a hole deeper than anything they had said that day.
Inside, he was greeted by the noise of the Fianna: laughter, curses, the clanging of cups on wood. The bard was in the middle of a new verse.
“…and Fionn, who walks through the lands / and finds sons where only emptiness blows…”
"Shut your mouth," said Fionn, not loudly, but with enough edge.
The bard fell silent. The men looked puzzled.
“Invent something else,” Fionn said. “Not every boy who doesn’t know his father needs me as a stand-in ghost in some song.”
The bard blinked, swallowed, nodded. "As you wish," he murmured.
The broad man placed a cup in front of him. "You look like you've been in a battle," he said. "Only without the blood."
"It was worse," said Fionn. "At least blood eventually stops."
They drank. Not to forget – that wasn't really working anymore anyway – but to slow down their thoughts a little.
That night, Fionn lay on his bed of straw and blankets, staring into the darkness. Images: Ciarán in the mud. Branán at the well. The widow with the gaze that passed right through him. His own father, a shadow that had never quite materialized.
"A son who only knows his father from stories," he thought. "And fathers who become stories too quickly."
The fish in his head was restless. It swam faster, as if trying to find a way out.
Fionn knew: There would be many more like Branán. Boys sitting by fountains, by doors, on the edges of markets, waiting for men to tell them what their fathers died for. The truth is rarely beautiful enough for a song, but it's the only thing they have.
"If I'm good for anything," he thought, just before sleep finally overtook him, "it won't be because I slay giants or irritate kings at their tables. But because I can bear to tell a boy: 'Your father wasn't a hero. He was a man who was afraid and went anyway. And that's enough.'"
It was no consolation. But it was the most honest thing he had to offer.
And somewhere, in a house with a crooked door, a boy lay down who, for the first time, didn't just have a heroic father in mind, but one who sometimes cursed the right boot.
Sometimes that's worth more than any song.
 
Chapter 20 – Women Who Stay and Women Who Leave
The first things you forget are always the ones that stay. Not because they're unimportant. On the contrary. They're so much a part of the scenery that you eventually stop noticing them. Like walls that have been leaning for years but no one repairs because they're still standing. Those who leave at least leave a sound. Doors slamming. Footsteps fading away. A final word that lingers.
Fionn had seen enough of both in his life. Women standing on the outskirts of villages while men set off with plans that were too big and bags that were too small. Women wiping glasses behind bar counters as if trying to polish away the fingerprints of men they would never see again. Women appearing at camps in the dark, with quick hands, quick words, quick intimacy, and a look that knew perfectly well that it all meant nothing except a few hours less loneliness.
And then they existed.
She wasn't the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen. That's a lie people like to throw into stories when they don't know how to begin. Beautiful enough, yes. Her hair dark as earth after rain, her eyes brighter than was good for her. But what struck him wasn't her face. It was the way she stood there: as if she didn't belong anywhere, yet she wouldn't leave.
It was in a city. Yes, a real one. Not just a village with too many huts. Houses made of stone, a wall, a gate, inside noise, trade, stench, life. The Fianna were there to "pass through," as the messenger had said. Which really meant: to show their presence, to walk a few laps through the streets so the merchants could see that the king was taking care of order.
They stood in a market that smelled more of fish than money. The broad man tried to explain to a merchant that the meat on his stall had long since established its own religion. The grey man argued with a city guard who was too young to understand that you couldn't simply wave men like the Fianna through.
Fionn was on the sidelines. He observed the hustle and bustle: women with baskets, children with dirty feet, men with too many words in their mouths. It was one of those situations where he felt both too much and too little at the same time.
Then he saw her.
She stood by the well—another well, he thought—with a jug in her hand. No longer a girl, no longer an old woman. Somewhere in between. Her dress was clean, but not new. Her hands were strong, not delicate. She filled the jug, lifted it, and looked over at him. Not curious, not shy. Approaching.
He recognized that look. Men had it just before deciding whether to punch someone in the face or shake their hand. He saw it less often in women.
He went there without really knowing why. Perhaps he needed a different face than those of his men. Perhaps the day had simply been too repetitive.
"The fountain seems to attract you," she said before he could speak. "Judging by the bard, you usually drink more from barrels."
He blinked. "You know my name."
"Who here doesn't know him?" she asked. "Half the town was talking about you before you even got through the gate. They love to drag names through the streets."
"And you?" he asked. "Are you hauling names or just water?"
She shrugged. "I carry everything I have to," she said. "Water, words, debts, men. Some longer than is good for me."
"What's your name?"
“Niamh,” she said. “Not the Niamh from the fairy tales, the one with the horses and the islands. Just Niamh from here. Without glamour.”
"Glitter is overrated," said Fionn. "It never sticks where it's supposed to."
She put down the jug and sat on the edge of the fountain. "So," she said. "Now that we've taken care of the pleasantries—what are you looking for? A cup? A bed? A story to tell someone else later? Or just a face that doesn't already know your name before you open your mouth?"
He had to laugh. She was too accurate.
“Today,” he said, “I’m just looking for someone who won’t treat me like I’m a song.”
“Then go to the horses,” she said. “They expect nothing from you except food.”
He grinned. "They bite, too, if you're not careful."
“Most of the people I know do that,” she said. “With or without teeth.”
They talked. About things none of them actually thought about when they woke up in the morning. What the city smells like when it's freshly rained. What it's like to grow up in an alley where you're never alone, but constantly feel lonely. What it's like to see men go – to war, to trade, to drink – and to get so few back.
“They all leave,” she said at one point. “Some go east, some west. Some up, some down. The women stay. We hold the doors. The beds. The memories. And when one of them comes back, he has usually experienced too much to fit in anymore.”
“There are also those who leave and don’t belong anywhere,” said Fionn. “Us. The ones who are always on the move. We don’t fit in anywhere anymore, not even within ourselves.”
She looked at him for a long time. "Yes," she said softly. "I can see that."
They were silent for a while. Around them, the usual commotion: market shouts, the clatter of hooves, a child crying because it had lost its apple.
"And you?" he asked. "Are you one of those who are staying?"
She smiled without joy. “I’m one of those who can’t leave,” she said. “That’s different. I have a mother who’s coughed for as long as I can remember. A brother who gambles away more debt than he could ever pay off. A shop that brings in just enough to keep us from starving, and just enough so no one will buy it. Where would I go? With whom? And by what right?”
“With your own,” said Fionn.
“That’s always what those who were able to leave say,” she said. “You talk about freedom as if it only takes courage. It also takes the courage of those you leave behind.”
That hit home.
He didn't like her because she was nice. He liked her because she didn't let him get away with things he usually hid from.
"And yet," he said, "you stand here talking to a man who you know perfectly well is going to leave again."
"I'm not stupid," she said. "But I'm not dead either. Sometimes you need a conversation that doesn't sound like bills. Or complaints. Or the same old crap you hear every day. You're... a change."
"That's the nicest word they've ever had for me," he murmured.
She grinned. "Wait a few days. If you stay, you'll just be one of those people gossip about."
“We are not staying,” he said. “They don’t let us stay anywhere long enough to put down roots.”
“Good,” she said. “Roots are harder to pull out than swords.”
He finally left, because he had to. Calls, orders, the troops moved on. But he didn't leave without knowing where their shop was. A small, narrow door in an alley, behind it a room with shelves holding everything one needed to endure daily life: salt, oil, cloths, needles, a few candles, some dried herbs whose effects were debatable.
Women who stay. Women who leave. Niamh wasn't one to leave. And that's precisely why she stayed in his mind, even though he had long since moved on to paths that had nothing to do with her.
He didn't yet know that she would be the one who would later show him how narrow the difference really is between "staying" and "being trapped".
They came back to the city. Of course, eventually. Cities are like bad wounds: you scratch them open, they half heal, you come back, and reopen them. This time it was autumn. The wind was colder, the air heavier, the faces more tense. War wasn't directly threatening at the gates, but a vague rumor hung in the streets like smoke.
The Fianna should "go through with it," once again. Presence. Show their faces. Walk their names through the streets. Fionn was more tired than he wanted to be. The last mission had taken more out of him than the cuts and blows would suggest.
He wasn't thinking about them as they passed through the gate. He was thinking about supplies, guards, and whether the king would soon send them money worthy of the name.
Until he passed the fountain.
This time it was more crowded than the first time. Women stood in a row, jugs, buckets, baskets, children clinging to their skirts. Voices chattered about water, prices, and diseases. But among them: the same attitude. Not in the thick of it, not on the sidelines. In between.
Niamh.
She saw him even before he fully grasped that he was looking for her. No smile, no startled gasp. Just that brief twitch in her eyes that says: "Of course. You."
He pushed his way through the crowd, which was easy for him. Men with weapons get room.
"You're still here," he said, as if it were a surprise.
"Where else should I be?" she asked. "I don't have a Fianna to take me with her when she's bored."
"We rarely get bored," he said.
"That's worse," she said.
She carried the same jug as before. The dress was different – ​​thicker, darker, weathered. The lines on her face had deepened, but not become uglier. Only more honest.
"How is your mother?" he asked.
“She’s alive,” Niamh said. “She coughs, she swears, she snores. Sometimes I think she’ll outlive us all. My brother is worse off. He’s still gambling. Still losing. Only the men he loses to now have sharper knives.”
"And you?"
"I'll hold the door," she said.
He accompanies her to the shop, without knowing whether she wanted him to or he did.
Inside, it was just like last time, only more crowded. More merchandise, more dust, more air smelling of everything you needed to mend a life: wax, grease, herbs, a hint of mold that you could still wipe away before it ate the walls.
“They’re still talking about you,” she said, folding cloths. “The men here. The women, too. You’re their proof that there’s someone out there who doesn’t blindly follow orders. You give them courage. And fear.”
"Fear?"
"If someone like you can say no, there is no excuse for those who don't," she said.
He leaned against a shelf that creaked softly under his weight. "How many times have you wanted to leave?" he asked.
“Every morning when I wake up,” she said. “And every evening when I lock up the shop.”
"And what's holding you back?"
“Everything,” she said. “The mother. The brother. The debts. The fear. The habit. The knowledge that I wouldn’t be someone else out there. Just me in a different place.”
“Sometimes that’s enough,” said Fionn. “A different place.”
"And then what?" she asked. "I'm standing in a different shop, by a different fountain, with different people who are leaving or staying. I'm still me. With the same hands, the same thoughts, the same tiredness."
He looked at her. "You sound like someone who has stood next to men with swords for too long without having one in their hand."
“I had one,” she said. “Briefly.”
She reached under the counter and pulled something out. A blade. Not a long sword, not a butcher's knife. A short thing, clean, sharp, well-maintained.
“My father gave them to me,” she said. “Before he left. He said I should use them if someone got too close or if I realized my fear was greater than my life. I have never used them against anyone.”
"Why not?"
“Because I’m more afraid of what happens after than of what happens before,” she said. “I can live with guilt that others inflict on me. I don’t know if I can live with guilt that I bring upon myself.”
He nodded. He knew both.
"Why are you still here?" she asked suddenly. "Not in the city. On this side of the earth. You've had plenty of reason to take yourself out in some trench. Why are you still here?"
He put his thumb to his lips, feeling the old scar. "Because I haven't yet destroyed everything I could destroy," he said. "And because sometimes, very rarely, I have the feeling that I haven't completely blown something."
She grinned crookedly. "That's the most honest answer I've heard in a year."
The closeness between them wasn't like in the songs. No lingering glances, no accidental touch that sparked passion. It was more like two people sitting down on the same bench after a long day because all the others were occupied. Slowly, naturally.
He stayed in the city longer than necessary. Unofficially. The Fianna had their rounds, their duties, their routines. But time and again he found himself in the alley in front of their shop. Sometimes he brought something – a piece of leather, a small carved object, a story from another place. Sometimes he brought nothing but himself.
She didn't say he should stay. He didn't say she should come with him. They both knew those were the kinds of conversations that would ruin everything.
“If you leave,” she said once, as she locked the door in the evening and they stood for a moment in the darkness, “I don’t want you to promise to come back.”
"Do you want me to promise not to do it?" he asked.
"I just want you to leave without lying," she said.
He did her the favor.
When the order came to leave the city, it wasn't a tragedy. A messenger, an announcement, a "morning." The men packed, cursed, rejoiced, depending on how much they loved or hated the city.
Fionn walked down the alley one last time. She stood in front of the shop, the key in her hand, as if she had been expecting him.
"When?" she asked.
"Tomorrow at dawn," he said.
"Good," she said. "Then at least I can sleep tonight."
"Will you?"
“No,” she said.
They stood there, two people between houses that had already seen others come and go.
“There will be stories,” she said. “About you. Maybe about me. Some will say you had a woman in town. Others will say you had them all. Still others, that you went through every place without ever stopping.”
"What do you say?"
She thought for a moment. "I'm saying there was a man who was sometimes here and sometimes not. And that when he was here, at least he didn't pretend this was a fairy tale."
"Not a bad verdict," he said.
She took a step closer. No kiss, like in the songs. No grab of his chest, no grab of his buttocks. Just a hand on his neck, brief, warm, heavy.
“Take care of yourself, Fionn,” she said. “Not because the gods want it. Not because I want it. Because otherwise there will be too many stories in which you are more than you ever wanted to be.”
He placed his hand on hers, briefly. "Take care of yourself, Niamh," he said. "And if you do decide to leave someday—leave because you want to, not because everything is forcing you out."
She laughed softly. "That's the problem," she said. "You never really know what the difference is."
The next morning he was gone. With the others, with the horses, with the dust. The city remained, as cities do. Niamh remained, as women often do, women of whom no one sings songs.
And somewhere out there, on a path, Fionn thought of her and knew that she was one of those who stay because they have no choice. And that he was one of those who leave, even though they sometimes wished they could stay.
Years later—and for men like him, years could feel like a few badly rescheduled nights—he met her again. Not in the city. Not by the fountain. But on a path no one would willingly take if given a choice.
The day was gray, like so many others. The Fianna had dwindled in number. Not because the world was kinder. Because time consumes them. Some had stayed in the fight, some had deserted, some had simply never woken up.
They wanted to take a side road to bypass a toll station where a particularly greedy little prince had his claws in. The path led through low hedges, past fields that looked as if they could have used more hands than they had.
In front, a small cart pulled by a scrawny horse. Beside it: a figure that seemed both strange and familiar.
Niamh.
No city alley, no fountain, no shop. A path, a cart, a bundle. The bundle was a child. Maybe five, maybe six. It was asleep, its head resting against a sack, its legs too long for the tiny board it lay on.
She saw him coming, blinked once, as if to check if the day was playing a trick on her.
“Of course,” she said then. “Of course you won’t find me in a place where I grew up. But where everything has become smaller.”
He stopped, and the men behind him braked automatically.
"You left," he said.
“Yes,” she said. “Too late. Too early. As always.”
She looked different. Not just older. Thinner, but tougher. Her shoulders were straight, even though the weight of the cart would have given her an easier excuse to hunch over.
"Your mother?" he asked.
“Dead,” she said. “Quietly. In bed. With more coughing than words. No drama. No songs.”
"Your brother?"
“He did it,” she said dryly. “He cheated the wrong people. Now he’s floating somewhere in a river or hanging in a forest. I don’t know. I only know that no one is coming after me for debts that aren’t mine.”
She said it like someone who had chewed it over several times.
His gaze fell upon the child. "And him?"
“She,” said Niamh. “Her name is Aislin. And before you ask: No, she’s not yours. That’s not how my life works.”
“Good,” he said. It was honest. He had enough ghosts to take care of; he didn’t need another one that bore his name.
“I’ve left the city,” she said. “The shop became too cramped. The debts too loud. The stares too heavy. I sold everything I could carry. I left the rest for the rats and the memories. Now I’m going west. There are villages there where people think less and work more. Maybe I can pretend to be someone else there.”
"Can you?"
"At least I can pretend I tried," she said.
She looked him over. "And you? You look... the same. Only heavier."
“I have more in my head and less in my body,” he said. “The years like to exchange things without asking.”
"Still no king?" she asked.
"Still no one who wants to be called that," he said.
The Fianna stood in the background, pretending to suddenly take a great interest in a bush or a stone. Men are bad at standing by when something happens that can't be settled with swords.
"What will you do with what remains?" she suddenly asked.
"What do you think?"
“With all the women who had to stay,” she said. “With the children who ask questions. With the men who didn’t become what they could have been because they followed you. Do you bear that? Or do you blame it on the gods?”
He could have said: "I'm doing what I can." Or: "Everyone decides for themselves." Or: "I'm not responsible for other people's decisions." All the phrases men say when they sleep badly at night and pretend everything is fine during the day.
“I carry as much as I can bear,” he said. “The rest I carry in the form of bottles. And stories. And mistakes I don’t want to make twice.”
She nodded slowly.
“You’re the only man I know who’s honest enough to answer like that,” she said. “It doesn’t make it better. But it makes it more bearable.”
The child shifted, rubbed its eyes, and looked at him. Not with the respectful wonder with which boys often stare at him. More like the way children look at someone bigger than themselves.
"Who is that?" murmured Aislin.
“One who is leaving,” said Niamh.
"Are you going too?" asked the child.
“Yes,” she said. “But more slowly.”
It was that moment again: two paths crossed. One teeming with men, weapons, and stories. The other with a cart, a woman, and a child. Women walking. But differently. More quietly. Without a bard at their backs.
“You could come with us,” Fionn said. It was more of a reflex than a plan. “We’re heading west. Maybe our paths will cross anyway.”
She looked at him as if he'd made a bad joke. "With you?" she asked. "With a horde of tired warriors who attract more trouble than rain? I'm not crazy. I want a roof, not a camp. A stove, not a fire pit. A table that stays in the same place."
"That sounds like a dream," he said.
“That’s it,” she said. “And I want to try, at least once in my life, to live a dream that wasn’t written by someone else.”
He had to laugh, even though he didn't feel like it. "Then go," he said. "And if you arrive somewhere where people don't immediately ask you who you belong to – stay."
"And you?" she asked.
"I'll go where they need me," he said. "Or where they think they need me. And maybe one day to where no one needs me anymore."
"This is the only place where you might find peace," Niamh said.
She stood closer now. Not because she needed to be closer to him. Because the path was narrow. The wind ruffled her hair, letting a few strands fall over her forehead.
"I never loved you," she said suddenly.
That hurt harder than any flattery.
"Good," he said.
“But I never hated you either,” she added. “And I’m afraid that’s more than I can say about many men who have come and gone in my life.”
"That's the nicest thing they've said to me in years," he said.
She briefly placed a hand on his chest. Not for long. A pressure. An "I know you're there," not a "Stay."
“Women like me stay,” she said. “Until the world gets on our nerves so much that we leave. Women like the ones in your songs leave as if they have wings. I don’t have wings. I have feet. And blisters on them. That’s my pace.”
"You will arrive," he said.
“Perhaps,” she said. “Perhaps not. But at least I’m going in a direction I chose myself. Not one that some king, some man with a sword chose for me.”
She sat down next to the child again and took the reins in her hand.
"Goodbye, Fionn," she said. "And if any bard sings about how we were a great love, punch him. For me."
"I promise," he said.
She set off. The cart squeaked, the horse pulled, the child hummed something softly that wasn't a song and yet was. Fionn stood there, watching them go, until the hedges swallowed them up.
The broad man approached him. "One of those who are staying?" he asked.
“One of those who leave even though she is made to stay,” said Fionn.
"And you?"
“I’ll keep going until I have to stop somewhere because I can’t go on any longer,” he said. “The difference is: I probably won’t have a choice.”
That night, as they lay in the dirt again, he thought of them. Of all the women who stayed when they should have left. Of all those who had left without anyone noticing their disappearance, except for the empty cups in the morning.
Women who stay, women who leave. Men who think they are the main character and don't notice when those who hold the doors eventually disappear.
Fionn put his thumb to his lips, felt the flash of lightning. This time there was no image of battles, kings, or gods. Just a narrow alley, a shop, a fountain, a path, a cart. And a woman, following her own course, without much noise.
"If I had had the choice," he thought, just before sleep came, "I might have been more like them than like those they make me into."
But men like him rarely had a choice. So all that remained for him was the honesty to see who truly held the world together: those who held doors, those who made beds, those who passed on stories without embellishment.
Women who stay. Women who leave. And somewhere in between, a man who finally realized that his entire heroic story was only half as valuable without them.
 
 
Chapter 21 – When Fame Tastes Like Iron
Fame didn't fall from the sky like a golden light. It came in the form of mud, messengers, and mouths that used his name as if it were a coin tossed anywhere. One day Fionn woke up, and the world acted as if it had agreed on him. Not as a king. As something they liked when they needed a sword that already had a history.
The messenger who came to the camp this time had the look of someone who had been running back and forth between different kinds of power for too long. No longer young, no longer old, his shoulders slightly slumped, as if he were constantly carrying an invisible burden of coats of arms and seals.
“The High King,” he began, without introducing himself in detail, “is calling his banners. The time has come.”
“So far, for what?” asked the broad man, who was trying to convince a piece of armor to hold together again.
“For the great battle,” said the messenger. “The one they’ve been talking about for years. The one that will decide who gives orders to whom. The one the bards will later—” he nodded briefly to the man sitting in the corner pretending not to listen—sing about until their mouths go dry.”
"They always talk about one great battle," muttered the Grey One. "Every other one that goes wrong is declared the 'decisive' one if you just wait long enough."
The messenger handed Fionn a piece of wood into which symbols had been burned. The High King's coat of arms, and below it, the notches that read: "This is not a proposal."
"He wants you to lead the left wing," the man said. "With your Fianna, with the troops of three lesser princes, with all those who believe they are more likely to survive with you than without you."
"Why the left wing?" asked Fionn.
“Because the bards are already looking forward to singing later that ‘Fionn stood on the left edge, where fate tips,’” the bard interjected. “It sounds better than ‘Fionn something like that in the middle.’”
Fionn looked at him. "If you write this song before you've seen how many of us are still standing after it, I'll eat your lyre," he said.
The messenger cleared his throat. “The enemy comes from the east,” he explained. “An alliance of princes, fed up with taxes, levies, and talk of one man being above all. They consider themselves free. The High King considers them disobedient. You…”—he looked at Fionn, as if checking if the word was correct—“…be the answer.”
“Of course we are,” murmured the broad man. “We are the answer to everything that gets too loud.”
They set off. Not in their usual casual way. No "Let's see what we find along the way." This was marching. Ranks, banners, dust. Other troops joined them, men of different colors, but the same faces: tired, tense, too proud to admit they were afraid.
The closer they got to the assembly point, the denser the noise became. Shouts, carts, horses, blacksmiths hammering away at armor late into the night, as if their job was to make the noise so loud that no one could hear their own thoughts.
The assembly point was a large, open area between two ranges of hills. Grass that would soon cease to be grass. In the middle stood the High King's tent, large, with colorful cloths, flags, and a crowd of people who seemed more preoccupied with writing than fighting. Inside: plans, maps, words.
Fionn was summoned. Not “invited”.
The tent was stuffy. Too many men, too little air. A table covered with stones and markers that made the world seem smaller than it was.
The High King was not a god. Just a man with a better coat. Gray hair, a face that had grown accustomed to no one contradicting him without suffering dental problems afterward.
“Fionn,” he said. “You know the stories they tell about you.”
“I try to avoid them,” Fionn said.
A few of those present grimaced at this audacity. The king smiled thinly. "Whether you like it or not, you are a symbol," he said. "My soldiers believe they are more likely to survive if you are at their side. The enemy believes they must strike twice as hard when they hear your name. That is useful."
"For whom?" asked Fionn.
"For all those who fight on my side," said the king.
The gray one stood in the background, calm, his hands folded. The broad one had stayed outside. Someone like him didn't fit into such tents. Too honest.
They talked about the enemy. About his strengths, his weaknesses, his years of hardship, his arrogance. Fionn heard the words, but above all, he saw one thing: many men on both sides who would end up lying on the ground, no matter how cleverly the stones on the table were moved.
“You take the left wing,” the king repeated. “You hold it until I give the signal. Then you go forward. Hard. The men will follow you. Your job is to hold the edge when everything in the middle is swaying. Do you understand?”
“I understand that I’m supposed to be the wedge you throw when your hands start to shake,” Fionn said. “And that I’m supposed to die if things go wrong, so that later you can say, ‘Even Fionn couldn’t stop them.’”
A murmur went through the tent. For a moment, the air seemed to thicken.
The king looked at him. Not anger. More like… respect, reluctantly, mixed with the realization that he could not treat this man like an ordinary officer.
“If you die,” he said, “the country will weep. If I die, it will burn. Take your pick.”
Fionn gave a short, dry laugh. "I don't choose anything," he said. "I'll put my men wherever you want them. I'll do what I always do: I'll try to make sure more of them are sitting than lying down in the evenings. If that works out as your plan—great. If not… the bards will have work."
As he left the tent, he tasted something in his mouth that had been there all day. Metallic, dull, cold. He spat it out. A little blood. He had bitten the inside of his cheek without realizing it.
"Glory tastes like iron," he thought. "Like blood, like steel, like that damned taste that won't go away no matter how much water you drink."
The bard was waiting outside, of course. "They will sing," he said. "This battle will be great."
"If you say that again before she's started, I'll put you in the front trench," Fionn growled.
"The men…"
"The men should sleep," Fionn said. "Or eat. Or shit. Anything to remind them that they are human beings before you convince them they are characters in your song."
He walked through the camp. Everywhere the same rituals: weapons being sharpened, helmets polished, jokes being cracked as if they could banish death from the tent. In some corners people were praying, in others drinking, and in between sat a few who simply stared into space, as if hoping to find a door through which they could disappear.
The broad man approached him, rubbing his hands together. "Well, tall man from the left wing?"
"Shut up," said Fionn. "We're just putting more people in a place that's just as dirty as any other."
“But with a better view,” said the broad man.
"If you stand on the sidelines, at least you can see the others fall," said Fionn.
They lay amidst the noise of the night. No camp is silent when a great battle is about to begin. Even the silence is louder. Fionn lay on his cloak, his sword beside him, tasting iron on his tongue. He had once thought glory would be sweet, like the first sip of good beer. Now he knew: glory came with the taste of blood. And the knowledge that you always die a little more than your body shows.
Before he fell asleep, he put his thumb to his lips. The old fire scene. The lightning. Images: farmers, women, children, Niamh, Branán, Donnán, Ciarán. And in between, a field, still green, about to turn red.
“Tomorrow,” he thought, “they will look at me as if I had the answer. But I only have the same question as them: How much of us will be left?”
Glory was already waiting, somewhere beyond the edge of the hill, with an open mouth of iron.
The morning didn't arrive with a beautiful sunrise. It simply crept over the hills, gray, cold, stark. Men got up like old dogs: growling, stiff, with the dull knowledge that the day held nothing good in store.
Formation. Ranks. Commands. The usual dance before the killing. The High King's troops stood in a wide arc. In the center, the heavily armored, the colorful banners, the men with helmets that looked more like decoration than protection. To the right, the cavalry; to the left, Fionn's wings.
His Fianna, and the men of the lesser princes who had been assigned to him. Faces that knew him, faces that knew him only from songs, faces that didn't know him at all, but pretended to know who he was.
"Captain?" asked one of the foreign officers, barely older than the boy who had asked him questions at the well a few days earlier. "Orders?"
Fionn looked down the line of his men. The broad one, the gray one, the young one, the man with the battered back who now bore a new scar. And hundreds of others.
“We’re holding our ground,” said Fionn. “We’re not rushing forward like drunks just because the drums are loud. We’re going when we have to, not when they think it would look good. And we’re staying together. Anyone who breaks ranks is playing the hero – and heroes die faster.”
The boy laughed nervously. "You're a hero," he murmured.
“I’m just the idiot who has to stand at the front,” Fionn said. “The difference is important.”
On the other side of the field, the opposing forces were forming up. Not a chaotic scramble. An orderly army, insofar as one could call it "orderly" here. Their banners flickered, different colors, different symbols, but the same determination.
"They look like us," murmured the broad man.
“They are,” said Fionn. “Just on the other side of someone’s story.”
The first signal came from the center. Horns, deep, drawn out. The ranks began to move. The field between the armies shrank, step by step. The sound of a thousand paces, of metal clanking, of fabric rustling. No battle cry, not yet. Only this slow approach.
“Breathe,” Fionn said, more to himself than to the others. “Breathe. Walk. Don’t think about what might happen in three minutes. Just where you’re going to put your foot next.”
The first clash happened in the middle. A dull thud of shields, bodies, wood, metal. A sound Fionn knew as if it were part of his own heartbeat.
“We’re holding on,” he said again. “For now.”
Arrows. First a few, then many. They zipped through the air, a rain of narrow shadows. Shields up, heads down. A man next to Fionn cried out as an arrow pierced his thigh. He didn't fall. He gritted his teeth, cursed, and stayed in line.
"Good man," murmured the broad man.
Then came the wave. The enemy had positioned their men on the opposite side in the same way: the left wing against their right. Men with spears, with axes, with old swords that had seen more blood than their owners had years.
Fionn raised his sword. It wasn't a gesture from song. No grand movement. Just a sign. "Now," he said.
The impact was as always: sudden and too close. Faces that had just been distant specks suddenly had eyes, teeth, saliva, sweat. Blades struck shields, arms, necks, legs. Screams, curses, the dull gasps of men being beaten the air out of their bodies.
Fionn struck. Not wildly. Deliberately. A man before him, eyes wide, the blade too high. Fionn went low, felt the sword strike flesh, bone, his hand vibrate. A splash of blood, warm, on his face. The taste of iron intensified.
He moved as he had a hundred times before. Step, strike, shield, stride, kick, thrust. The world shrank to a circle of perhaps two meters. Everything else was sound.
The boy beside him stumbled, then caught his footing. One of the enemy warriors came from the side, his axe already in the air. Fionn stepped in, felt the force slide off his shield, struck, and heard a crack. Not pretty. Not heroic. Just necessary.
"Thank you," gasped the boy.
"Raise your shield higher," Fionn growled.
Time dragged on. Minutes, hours, all the same. The lines pressed, were pushed back, pushed forward again. Everywhere that damned sound of iron on everything: iron on iron, iron on bone, iron on earth.
Fame, if it was standing around somewhere, must have laughed.
Eventually, Fionn realized they were slowly giving way. Not his row, that one held. But somewhere further inside, perhaps closer to the center, there was a hole. You could feel it before you saw it: the pressure changed, the screams became different.
A messenger came through the line, half running, half stumbling, his face white beneath the layer of dirt. "The right wing is wavering!" he roared. "The center needs relief! The High King commands: Advance of the left wing!"
"Of course he orders it," said the broad man. "If anything wobbles, they throw us on it."
Fionn took a step back and raised his voice. "Listen!" he shouted. "We're moving forward. Not because some guy in a tent says so. But because if the center falls, we'll all die here. We're holding the line. We won't break. We're going as one. And we'll pull anyone who wavers with us."
He felt their stares. Fear, anger, trust, doubt.
“Anyone who wants fame today,” he continued, “should piss off. Fame is for the songs. We go for those who stand beside us. For no one else.”
Then they left.
It was no longer a quiet step. It was this forward movement where everyone knew they were now offering more of a target than before. They pushed into the enemy, deeper, until they reached the point where the ranks threatened to crumble.
It was worse there. More bodies, more screams, more ground where you didn't know if you were stepping on earth or someone's hand. The men in the middle who were still standing saw them, and you could see that brief flash in their faces: "Maybe after all."
Fionn could taste iron all the way down his throat now. Blood that wasn't necessarily his own. The sweat that ran onto his lips and tasted of metal because it had flowed through so much dirt and armor.
He briefly considered how the bards would later portray it. "Fionn charged forward, his sword a flash, the enemies like grass in a scythe." Everything clean, clear, grand.
The truth was: nothing about it was clean. He stumbled, slipped, recovered. Punch, block, shoulder in, knee up, blade sideways, shield against jaw. He saw faces, too close, distorted, crying, angry. Some looked like boys, others like men who'd been at it too long.
Beside him, one of the foreign soldiers collapsed, struck by something Fionn hadn't even seen. He could have left him there. It wasn't his. Not Fianna. Just one of those who had been "added on."
He grabbed him by the collar, pulled him back as far as he could. A blow grazed his shoulder, leaving a hot line of pain. He cursed, gripping tighter. "Get up, you dog," he roared in the injured man's ear. "You're not dying here where I'm standing."
The man actually got to his feet, staggered a few steps backward. Perhaps he would still die later. But not at Fionn's feet.
The battle eventually devolved into a mush. There was no clear beginning, no clear point at which someone shouted "Now! Victory!" It was more like a tedious tug-of-war in a mud pit. Sometimes they had more grip, sometimes the others did.
And yet… at some point, Fionn realized that the enemy's screams sounded different. More panicked. That their ranks were no longer advancing as a unit, but were beginning to spread out. That more backs were visible than fronts.
“They’re giving way!” shouted the boy next to him, his voice half joy, half hysteria.
"They're going crazy," growled the broad one. "Yielding is when you move in an orderly fashion. That's fleeing."
That was the worst moment: when the others broke. Because then a battle becomes a hunt, and in the hunt, men lose the last vestige of their senses.
"Don't follow!" Fionn yelled. "Do you hear us?! We're holding our line! We're not running after meat like dogs!"
A few of the fresher soldiers still wanted to go. Glory. Easy targets. Faces that wouldn't strike back. Their feet were itching.
Fionn stood in their way, sword still in hand, eyes cold. "Anyone who runs now," he said, "will pay the price. And I personally will come for him when he returns."
They stayed. Breathing heavily, twitching, but they stayed.
The enemy retreated. Not all of them. Many remained lying on the ground. The rest disappeared over the hills, out of sight, into the stories they would later tell about the "great battle." Some as heroes of the resistance, others as unruly dogs who had finally been beaten down.
Fionn stood there, his legs heavy, his arm burning, his mouth full of iron. He spat again. Blood, saliva, dirt.
“Glory,” he thought, as the first people around him began to shout cries of victory, “tastes like what’s left in your mouth after you’ve spent all day cutting up other people’s meat. And if you’re unlucky, you’ll never be able to eat anything again without being reminded of it.”
The High King's horns sounded the victory. Men shouted, raised weapons, embraced each other, fell to their knees, prayed, laughed, and wept.
Fionn just stood there, trying not to fall over.
The evening after a major battle is always a mixture of morgue and feast. Some lie silent, others shout to drown out the noise. In between, people haul water, wine, and weapons, and somewhere deep down, people are already calculating what political gains they can make from the whole thing.
The field was a sea of ​​mud made of blood, earth, cloth, wood, and metal. Men walked among the bodies, some looking for friends, some for prey, some just looking for something to hold onto.
Fionn eventually sat down. Not gracefully. Just with a thud, as if someone had cut off his legs. He dropped the sword to the ground, where it immediately became dirty, as if it had never been polished.
The broad man dropped down next to him and bumped him with his shoulder. "You're alive," he stated.
“To my own surprise,” Fionn murmured.
"The left wing held," said the wide one. "They will shout your name even louder."
“They should call out the names of those who are lying here,” said Fionn. “But nobody can remember them.”
The grey one arrived, more slowly. His leg couldn't handle days like these anymore. He didn't sit down, he stood. Perhaps because he knew that if he did sit down, he wouldn't be able to get up again so easily.
"The Hochkönig is satisfied," he said.
“Of course he is,” said Fionn. “He is not dead.”
"He wants to speak to you."
Of course he wanted that.
The king's tent smelled different. Of wine, furs, and smoke, but not of what lay outside. The air was heavy, but cleaner than that in the field.
The High King stood at the table on which the stones had been moved. Some had been turned over – those that represented units that no longer existed.
“Fionn,” he said. “You held the wing. You did what I hoped you would.”
“I did what I had to do so that my men would not die senselessly,” Fionn said.
"The result is the same," said the king.
He handed Fionn a cup. Wine, red, heavy. Fionn took it and smelled it. The wine smelled of iron, even though there was none in it. Perhaps it was just his nose.
“The men are talking about you,” said the king. “They say you held them together when others ran away. They say you prevented their escape.”
“I just screamed,” said Fionn. “Sometimes that’s enough.”
“It’s not enough,” said the king. “Not anymore. You’re no longer just a captain, Fionn. You’re a bannerman. And I want you to…” – he searched for a word grand enough – “…become official.”
"Officially what?"
“My commander in the West,” said the king. “With land. With rights. With a seat on councils. You lead what already secretly leads you. And you do it in my name. The glory you have gathered today does not belong to you alone. It belongs to the kingdom. I will not see it work against you.”
There it was again. The cage. This time not made of wood and guards, but of words, land, rights. A stable thing.
“Fame,” thought Fionn, “always becomes dangerous when someone comes along and tells you what to buy with it.”
He felt the taste of iron in his mouth growing stronger.
"What happens if I say no?" he asked.
The king looked at him for a long time. "Then I won't force you," he said slowly. "You're too useful for that, just as you are. But others will come. Smaller lords, hungrier ones. They'll promise you things, try to lure you, play you against me. Your independence is as dangerous as your loyalty. I'll offer you a chain, yes. But a long one. And one where you know who's holding it."
The grey one in the back flinched almost imperceptibly. He knew that this wasn't a bad offer – compared to what was usual in this world.
“I’ve seen what becomes of men who take your chains,” Fionn said. “Donnán. Others. They die in the dirt, just like us. Only they carried oaths with them first.”
“You’re going to die in the dirt one way or another,” the king said matter-of-factly. “The question is, what will happen to your name until then? Do you want them to remember you as a wild dog who snapped here and there? Or as someone who led a part of this world, instead of just lashing out at it?”
Fionn took a sip. The wine burned. Metallic. He could no longer tell if it was from the alcohol or from the blood that must still be lingering somewhere in his mouth.
“I already lead a part of this world,” he said. “Those who follow me. Those who know me, not just my name. I don’t need a piece of land to know that I have a responsibility.”
“The land is not for you,” said the king. “It is for those who come after you. For your men. For…” – he paused, as if realizing he had touched a nerve – “…for those who will bear your name when you are gone.”
Fionn thought of Branán. Of Aislin. Of everyone who used his name without ever having met him.
"I will think about it," he said.
The king smiled briefly. "Do it," he said. "But don't think about it too long. Fame is like hot iron. You can shape it while it's glowing. After that, it's difficult to work with."
Outside, the air had grown worse. The corpses were beginning to give off that cloying odor familiar to anyone who had spent too much time in such fields. Cries of the wounded mingled with drunken laughter. The bard had already begun to compose his first verses.
“Today,” he sang softly, more to himself than to the others, “glory tastes of blood and sweat / Fionn’s name thunders across the field…”
“If you say the word ‘fame’ one more time, I’ll feed you your own strings,” said Fionn as he walked past him.
The bard paused and raised his hands. "What should I call it?"
Fionn stopped and thought.
“Call it what it is,” he said. “A bunch of men slashing each other because others think the world has to look the way they paint it on their maps. Call it hunger, anger, fear. But don’t call it ‘glory’ as if it were a clean slate.”
"People want grand words," murmured the bard.
"People should learn what iron tastes like," said Fionn.
He couldn't sleep that night. He lay on a blanket that smelled more of other men than of him, staring into the darkness. The taste in his mouth wouldn't go away.
He thought of all the faces that had disappeared today. The men who had laughed with him that morning and now lay somewhere beneath another body. Those who had waited on the sidelines while he stood at the front, hoping that the outcome would never hit them so close to home.
The grey man eventually sat down next to him. "You are quiet," he said.
“I can hear them starting to use me,” Fionn said.
"They have been doing so for a long time," said the old man.
“Now they want me to use myself,” Fionn said. “To write my name on a sign and say, ‘This is me. Buy me.’”
"And?"
“I don’t like the taste of fame,” said Fionn. “It tastes of iron, of blood, and of chains.”
The Grey Man nodded slowly. "You can't refuse him," he said. "But you can spit him out if they try to force him down your throat."
“They offered me land,” said Fionn.
"I heard it," said the Grey One. "So?"
"I said no."
“Not yet,” said the old man. “Be careful that one day you don’t say yes just because you’re more tired.”
Fionn put his thumb to his mouth. The flash was weak, but it was there.
He briefly glimpsed another version of himself: a hall, a chair, a table, men bowing before him. A sign bearing his name on a door that could only be opened from the inside. He saw himself writing orders instead of carrying them out. Thicker hands, a softer belly, harder eyes.
He shook off the image.
“If I ever end up like that,” he said, “kick me out of my own house.”
The grey man smiled wearily. "If I'm still alive then, I'll gladly do it," he said.
Outside, somewhere, a dog began to howl. Or a man. Hard to tell.
Fionn closed his eyes, tasted iron, felt the weight of glances, expectations, stories that were already half-finished.
"If fame tastes like iron," he thought, "then the only choice I have is whether to swallow it or spit it out. But I'll never completely get rid of the taste."
He turned onto his side, away from the camp, away from the king's tent, away from the bard.
That night he didn't dream of giants, gods, or kings. He dreamt of a boy sitting by a well, asking him why his father hadn't returned. And of a woman pushing a cart along a path she herself had chosen.
And somewhere in between, a man with a sword in his mouth, trying not to choke.
 
Chapter 22 – The Man Who Knew Too Many Ghosts
It started with a smell. Not with a messenger, not with an order, not with a scream. With a smell that Fionn had forgotten long enough to flinch when it returned.
Old wood smoke. Not the kind from the camp that reeked of grease and wet wool. A different kind. Dry. With a hint of sweetness, like dried herbs that had long since given up on offering any healing power and simply wanted to smell good. And behind it, ever so subtly, that touch of mustiness you only find in huts where people talk more than they air out the room.
"Smells like a druid," muttered the broad man walking beside him. "Or like an old man who's collected too many stories in too small a hut."
"It's often the same thing," said the Grey Man.
They were traveling through a land caught between battle and winter. Fields half harvested, half simply abandoned. Villages that closed their doors faster at the sight of riders. The High King had officially "released" them—for a while. No major battle in sight. Only minor fires, which he believed would either burn out on their own or be extinguished by others.
Fionn had hoped to spend a few weeks dealing with only the usual problems: guards, barrels, men winning the wrong dice games. Instead, there were more ghosts in his head than usual. Faces that wouldn't go away. Ciarán. Donnán. Branán, even though he was still alive. Niamh at the cart. The dead from the last square.
"You talk in your sleep," the wide man had said.
"What do I say?"
“Too much,” he had replied.
So they ran. Perhaps Fionn hoped that his feet could take something away from him that his head no longer wanted to bear.
They came to a village that looked as if it had stopped believing in itself. A few crooked houses, a well that yawned wearily, fences that seemed more concerned with chickens than people. But on the edge stood a hut that was different. Built deeper into the wood, more carved than timbered. Above the door hung bones—small, clean, too white to be accidental.
"I hate that," the broad man muttered. "As soon as there are bones hanging on doors, everyone thinks they have the answers."
“Some people just have more questions,” said the Grey Man.
A woman, old enough to have seen it all and to be unmoved by anything, stood by the roadside. She saw the Fianna, looked past them, looked at Fionn. That tiny nod in her head. "There," she said, nodding her chin at the hut with the bones. "He said you were coming."
"Who?" asked Fionn.
“The man who knows too many ghosts,” she said. “I don’t know his name. I don’t care what he calls you. He said that if a man with too many names and too little sleep comes along, I should bring him here.”
The bard, who as always was somewhere nearby, inhaled sharply. "The ancient seers..." he began.
"If you start singing about prophecies now, I'll personally stuff those bones down your throat," said Fionn.
He went to the hut. Not because he believed. Because he was tired of not believing.
The door was open, of course. Inside it was darker than necessary. Old chests, bundles of herbs, a fire pit where something was glowing. And in the middle of it all, a man who looked as if he had argued with the world many times before and sometimes won.
Not particularly tall, not particularly strong. A face full of furrows, not just from years, but from too many nights spent listening when no one else was speaking. Hair gray, but not thin. Eyes brighter than they should be, like two patches of cold water.
“Fionn mac Cumhaill,” he said before Fionn could open his mouth. “You bring more than men.”
“We also have a few horses with us,” said Fionn.
The man grinned briefly. "And ghosts," he said. "Many. Old ones. New ones. Some that cling to you as if you were a pub about to close."
"Who are you?" asked Fionn.
“Someone who knows too many of them,” the man said. “They call me many things. Seer. Crackpot. Fraudster. Comforter. I prefer ‘Ruamán.’ That’s what my mother called me before the voices got louder than her cursing.”
“Druid?” asked the broad man from the doorway.
“I used to go there,” Ruamán said. “Until they decided that you shouldn’t talk to the spirits if no gods are listening. Since then, I’ve been alone. It’s more peaceful. Sometimes.”
The smell in the cabin was now distinct: old wood, ash, herbs, sweat. And something that had no smell, but was still there: memory.
"What do you want from me?" asked Fionn.
“I don’t want anything,” said Ruamán. “You’re the one who came in. I’ve had a headache for days. I was told it was you.”
"Who told you that?"
Ruamán tapped his temple. "The ones you carry around with you. Some are loud. Some whisper. Sometimes they're silent, but you're not. That's the problem."
Fionn wanted to laugh. It caught in his throat.
“I don’t talk to ghosts,” he said. “I talk to memories.”
“Of course,” Ruamán said mildly. “Call them what you like. They’re still there.”
He pointed to a stool. "Sit down. Your men can frighten the villagers outside. You're doing well. In here, you're giving me a headache."
Fionn sat down. The stool creaked, the hut creaked, and probably the air creaked too.
“You have something inside you,” said Ruamán. “More than sweat and bread. The fish in your head, yes. I know that one. You ate from it before you knew what it costs to be smarter. But that’s not the point.”
Fionn slowly gave a thumbs-up, as if he wanted to check for himself if it was all real. The burn mark was there. The little flash, when he bit down on it, was there too.
“You hear too much,” Ruamán said. “In battles, in nights, at wells, in alleyways. You pick up everything people drop: words, glances, last sentences, unspoken questions. Others leave them in the dirt. Not you. You keep them inside. And now you're surprised that things are getting tight.”
“I have no choice,” said Fionn. “If I don’t listen, I’m like the kings. Then someone dies and I say, ‘Useful,’ and keep eating.”
“I’m not saying you should stop,” Ruamán said. “I’m just saying you have to learn to let them out. Otherwise, eventually you’ll just be made up of other people.”
"And you can do that?" asked Fionn.
Ruamán gave a short laugh. "No," he said. "I'm the cautionary tale. The man who knows too many ghosts. Do you think I live out here because I like being alone? I once tried sleeping in a city. Three nights. After that, I couldn't tell the voices apart anymore. The dead, the living, those who didn't even know they were going to become ghosts. Since then, I keep my distance."
Fionn looked at him. There was something about this man that seemed familiar. That weary knowledge that one had witnessed too much.
"Then what do you want from me?" he asked. "Advice on how to plug my ears?"
“No,” said Ruamán. “I want to show you how to sort them.”
He reached into one of the chests and pulled out a bag full of small stones. He poured them onto the table. Different sizes, shapes, and colors.
“These are your ghosts,” he said. “Not all of them, but imagine it like this: each stone a voice. If you hold them all in your hand at the same time, you’ll go mad. If you line them up, you can decide who you talk to and who you make wait.”
He grabbed a handful and let them trickle over his fingers. There was a soft clacking sound.
“You are not just a warrior,” he continued. “You are now also…” – he grimaced as if the word tasted bad to him – “…a kind of focal point. Men die with your name on their minds. Women curse with your name on their lips. Children ask about you. You cannot pretend that you are just one with a sword. You are one with many stones.”
“And why me?” asked Fionn. “There are others. Older ones. Bloody ones. Believers.”
“Because you don’t believe,” Ruamán said. “Not really. You sometimes hope that there’s someone up there who counts what you’re doing right. But you don’t rely on it. That’s dangerous. And important. Gods are convenient dumping grounds for guilt. If you don’t use them, you have to carry it yourself. And that’s what you’re doing right now. Worse than you think.”
Fionn felt as if someone had been rummaging around under his armor without asking.
"What are you getting at?"
Ruamán looked at him for a while. Then he said: “You must learn to listen to the spirits without living for them. And you must decide which ones you truly owe something to and which ones you don't. Otherwise, they'll all run around in your head, directing you like drunks on the edge of a fight.”
Fionn took a deep breath. Slowly.
"And what if I say I don't want that?"
Ruamán shrugged. “Then you leave again. And at some point, you're sitting in a hall, a tent, or a pit, talking only to people who are no longer there. Some call that madness. Some call it 'wisdom of the old.' I call it: a missed life.”
Fionn thought of the nights in the camp. Of the battle. Of Branán. Niamh. Donnán. Ciarán. They all shifted in his mind like these stones. None of them arranged.
“I didn’t ask for this,” he finally said.
“No one asks,” said Ruamán. “The ghosts come when you start to remember. That is the punishment for not forgetting everything you do.”
Outside, the men were laughing at some bad joke. Inside, the fire crackled as if it were listening.
"All right," said Fionn. "Show me how to live with ghosts without becoming one myself before I do."
Ruamán smiled. Not kindly. Satisfied. Like someone who knows that the hardest part isn't the talking, but what comes after.
"This will hurt," he said.
“Everything that is worthwhile hurts,” said Fionn.
“Not everything that hurts is worth it,” Ruamán replied. “You’ll have to remember that.”
He pushed the stones closer to Fionn.
"Let's begin."
It wasn't a ritual with smoke, chants, and wide-open skies. Ruamán was too old for theater. He was one of those who left out everything that wasn't directly related to what was really happening: people who couldn't cope with things.
"Put your hands down," he said.
Fionn placed his hands on the table. They looked like the hands of men who had worked too much: scars, calluses, a few scratches that were still fresh.
Ruamán placed a stone in his left hand. “This is your father,” he said. “Not the hero from the stories. The man who once put his hand on your shoulder and never again. This stone belongs to you. You will wear it whether you like it or not.”
The stone was smooth and cold. Fionn felt the pressure.
Ruamán placed another stone in his right hand. “This is Donnán,” he said. “Not the giant from the songs. The man who died in your passport because you were there. This stone is yours too.”
The next stone: Ciarán. Then Branán's gaze. Then Niamh at the well. Then the old man in the rain, whom he had once pushed too hard. Then the farmer in the corn slush. Then the man whose back he had thrashed with the stick.
Ruamán continued laying stones. Names, faces, moments. Fionn barely knew some, others he had carried around with him for years.
"Stop it," Fionn growled at one point. "I only have two hands."
“Exactly,” said Ruamán. “That’s all you have. And yet you try to hold on to everything.”
The stones began to slip. When he closed his fingers, others almost fell out. The pressure became uncomfortable.
“You have three options,” Ruamán said. “You can drop everything. Then you’ll be like kings. You can try to hold on to everything until your fingers break. Then you’ll be me. Or you can choose.”
"How?" asked Fionn.
"You ask yourself: To whom do I really owe something? And to whom does the world itself owe something, without me having to get in the way?"
Fionn snorted. "The world owes nobody anything."
“Then learn that you can’t pay everyone either,” said Ruamán.
He took one of the stones from Fionn's hand—some nameless one, some face that had stood in the way years ago. "This one," he said, "is the child you couldn't save because you were somewhere else back then. You're carrying this one around because you think you could have prevented it. You couldn't. The world was simply faster. Drop the stone."
“I’m not sure if I can do that,” said Fionn.
“Try it,” said Ruamán.
Fionn opened his fingers slightly. The stone slid. Reflex: to close his hand. He forced himself to keep it open. The stone fell. A soft click on the wooden table.
He flinched as if someone had hit him.
"It's just a stone," Ruamán said quietly.
"It was someone," Fionn growled.
“He would have died even if you had held him forever,” Ruamán said. “That’s the truth you fighters like least: You are not the center of the world. You are just sometimes in the way between someone and their end.”
They continued. Stone by stone.
“This one?” asked Ruamán.
“A man who died on a job I accepted,” said Fionn.
"Could you have known back then how it would end?"
"No."
"Did he know what he was getting himself into?"
"Yes."
“Then we will split the stone,” said Ruamán.
He picked it up and pressed it with a small knife he took from his pocket. The stone cracked, not exactly in the middle, but close enough. One half went back into Fionn's hand, the other into a bowl.
"What is it?" asked Fionn.
“What you carry with you,” Ruamán said. “And what you give away. You can’t keep everything. Some guilt is shared. Sometimes the world is just shitty, and nobody does anything wrong – and yet someone still dies.”
It was slow. Exhausting. No magic, no enlightenment. More like hard physical labor, only in the mind. Fionn noticed his breathing becoming shallower as more stones fell.
Some simply wouldn't let go. Donnán. He stayed, no matter how much Ruamán tried to talk him out of it.
“He belongs entirely to you,” the seer finally said. “You must live with that. Some spirits remain. It’s not about getting rid of them. It’s about knowing where they reside.”
Others were easier to bear. Faces in which he liked himself more than they liked themselves. Situations in which he later blamed himself more than was actually there, because it felt more heroic than admitting that the world had simply collapsed beside him.
Hour after hour. Light outside, changing. Sounds of men trading with villagers, laughing, drinking. Inside, only the clacking of stones, the crackling of the fire, Fionn's breath.
“You’ve convinced yourself that you have to carry everything because you’re stronger,” Ruamán said at one point. “Do you know what that really is?”
"N/a?"
“Pride,” said Ruamán. “The worst kind. The kind that says, ‘Only I can do this. Only I am important enough to deserve this burden.’ That’s love song material for bards, but in real life it only gets you into the hole faster.”
Fionn wanted to protest. He realized he was at a loss for words.
“I have seen men die,” he finally said, “because others were too cowardly to take responsibility. I don’t want to become like that.”
“So you’ll be the opposite, and even that’s an exaggeration,” Ruamán said. “You’re not their god. You’re not their father. You’re their leader. That’s enough shit for one lifetime.”
The stones in his hands became fewer. But those that remained grew heavier. More focused.
"How many ghosts do you know?" Fionn asked at one point.
Ruamán smiled crookedly. “Too many,” he said. “That’s why I live here and not in a hall. In a hall, they’d eventually hang me because I’d have to look people in the eye and say, ‘You’re not important enough for me to wear all your crap.’ Here, they can call me a nutcase and move on.”
"Then why are you bothering me with this?"
“Because you’re at a point,” Ruamán said. “Between becoming and decaying. You can still decide whether you’ll become the man they pray to when they die—or the one they remember because you once honestly told them you can’t do everything.”
Fionn looked at his hands. Fewer stones, but each one with a real name. Donnán. Ciarán. Branán, but smaller, divided, because Branán himself would eventually have to decide what to do with it. Niamh, not as a guilt, but rather as a reminder that there were others who went their own way, without him leading the way.
"It hurts no less," he said.
“No one claimed that,” said Ruamán. “It’s not about making the pain disappear. It’s simply about putting it where it belongs.”
He took a bowl and pushed the dropped stones into it. "These," he said, "belong to the world. Not to you. It will do with them what it always does: step on them, cover them with earth, throw new ones on top."
“The ghosts behind it?” Fionn asked.
“They’ll find their way,” said Ruamán. “Maybe to others. Maybe into stories. Maybe nowhere. That’s not your problem.”
Fionn breathed a sigh of relief. For the first time in a long time, he felt that his chest was truly moving along with him. Not because it was lighter. Because the weight was no longer pressing down everywhere at once.
"And what if new ones join?" he asked.
“Then you need to be more careful about what you attract,” Ruamán said. “And not grab onto everything immediately like a child with too many apples. You can’t save everyone. You can’t accompany everyone. You can only decide who you stand up for when things get tough.”
Outside, someone was calling for Fionn. A voice that sounded like reality, like everyday life, like dirt and bread and paths.
“They need you again,” Ruamán said. “That’s how it will stay. Get used to it. But make it clear to them that you’re not an offering box. Otherwise, they’ll really sacrifice you someday – and think it’s perfectly logical.”
Fionn closed his hands around the remaining stones. They felt like what they were: a burden, yes. But also: a foundation.
"And you?" he asked. "Who sorts out your minds?"
Ruamán shrugged. “Nobody,” he said. “That’s why I’m here. That’s why I’m the man who knows too many ghosts. I’m what happens when you start sorting them out too late. Learn from me before you end up like that.”
Fionn stood up. His legs were heavy, his head too. But something inside him was clearer.
"Thank you," he said.
“Thank you?” Ruamán repeated, as if he hadn’t heard the word in a long time. “If you absolutely must.”
“I will still make a lot of mistakes,” said Fionn.
“Of course,” said Ruamán. “But perhaps not all for the wrong reason anymore.”
Fionn went to the door. The air outside was fresh, almost brutal after the heavy cabin air. Men, horses, dirt. Life.
He realized that the voices in his head weren't any quieter. But they were… more orderly. Like a troop that at least knows how to stand in line.
Perhaps that was all one could ask of a man who had known too many spirits: that he at least not forget who he himself is, in the midst of the whole chorus.
Outside, his men stood around as men stand around waiting for orders: smoking, arguing, pretending they had better things to do. The fat man sat on an overturned bucket, carving a piece of wood that looked as though it would never be finished. The bard gestured out some scene he had only seen in his mind.
When Fionn came out of the cabin, a few conversations fell silent. It had become automatic. Someone like him stepped out of a door, and the air seemed to hold its breath.
"Well?" asked the fat man. "Did the old skeleton read your future?"
“No,” said Fionn. “Just sorting out my past.”
The grey one looked at him appraisingly. "Do you feel lighter?"
“No,” Fionn said honestly. “I just understand better why it’s so difficult.”
The bard moved closer. "He's well-known," he said. "That one. They say he can speak with the dead."
“He can talk to the living,” Fionn said. “That’s hard enough. Leave the dead alone.”
"The dead are what I work with," the bard said softly.
“That’s exactly the problem,” said Fionn.
They stayed another night in the village. The men wanted to drink, laugh, perhaps pretend for a few hours that they were just another group passing through. The villagers wanted to be rid of them, but not before they had taken some money, stories, and goods from them.
They sat together by the fire later. The sky was clear, which had become rare. Stars like holes in a blanket that no one bothered to mend.
"How many ghosts do you know?" asked the young fighter, who had already begged Fionn for answers in his sleep.
“Enough to know that I shouldn’t buy any more,” said Fionn.
“I mean… real ones,” the boy pressed. “They say that guy there…” – he nodded towards the hut – “…can talk to them.”
“He talks about names that no one wants to say out loud anymore,” said Fionn. “And at some point, it feels like ghosts. That’s all it is.”
"Isn't that the same thing?"
“No,” said Fionn. “Ghosts are more convenient. You can blame them for anything. Names remind you of what you yourself have done.”
The boy remained silent for a while, staring into the fire.
“I’m afraid,” he said then. “That one day I’ll only consist of names like these. Of guilt. Of things I could have done differently.”
Fionn put his thumb to his mouth and briefly bit down on the burnt area. The flash was there, quieter than in the cabin, but definitely there.
"You will make mistakes," he said. "You will lose people. You will do things you aren't proud of. If you're lucky, at least you'll know it. If you're unlucky, someone will celebrate you for it."
"That doesn't help," the boy muttered.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “Because then you can choose. Who you truly keep inside. Who you let go of. Who you truly owe something to.”
"And you?" asked the boy. "To whom do you owe anything?"
Fionn thought of Donnán. Of Ciarán. Of the farmer in the mud. Of Branán. Of Niamh. Of his men, huddled here by the fire as if it were all a normal evening.
“A few,” he said. “A few. I used to think I owed something to everyone who died next to me. Now I know that eventually I won’t be able to do justice to anyone.”
The grey one nodded in agreement. "Finally he's saying it out loud," he murmured.
"And the gods?" the bard suddenly asked.
Fionn looked at him as if he had just accidentally stepped into a fight.
"If they want something from me," he said, "they can come down and get it themselves. I'm not going to add my guilt to theirs. It belongs to me. As long as I can still walk upright."
The night crept on. Someone began to sing, not the bard, but one of the common men. An old song about returning home, a homecoming most would never experience. Voices mingled, some off-key, some strong.
Fionn looked towards the hut. A faint light glowed behind it. Ruamán was awake. Perhaps he was talking to "ghosts" again. Perhaps he was simply sitting there, listening to his own mind making noise.
Later, when most of them were already lying down, Fionn went back again. He didn't knock. He entered.
Ruamán sat by the fire, his eyes half-closed. "I heard you coming," he said.
“Ghosts?” Fionn mocked.
“Your heavy footsteps,” Ruamán said. “And the panting of your thoughts.”
Fionn sat down. "I just wanted to know one thing," he said. "Why didn't you just send me away? You must have known I didn't like it here."
“You like it more than you admit,” Ruamán said. “It’s easier to fight ghosts than those who give you money. But that’s not the point. I didn’t send you away because I don’t want you to become like me.”
"You're not so bad," said Fionn.
Ruamán laughed hoarsely. “I sleep with my eyes open, Fionn,” he said. “Because I’m never sure if the noise in my head is from today or from twenty years ago. I started too late to distinguish what was truly my own and what I only adopted because it felt good to be important. You’re not there yet.”
He took a stone out of his pocket, one that Fionn didn't recognize. He placed it on the table.
“This is mine,” he said. “A woman I could have saved if I had said ‘no’ to a king back then. I said ‘yes.’ She died. The stone remains.”
"Why are you telling me this?" asked Fionn.
“So you know: Even someone who sorts ghosts carries their own around,” Ruamán said. “Don’t think there’s a life without them. Only one where you don’t drown in them.”
Fionn nodded slowly.
“I’ll be gone the next time you think of me,” Ruamán said. “Maybe dead, maybe just moved on. I don’t want you to put me with your stones. I just want you to remember what we did today.”
"So you don't want to become a ghost in my head," Fionn said.
“I already have my own,” said Ruamán.
Fionn stood up. "Good," he said. "Then stay here. And if you ever need someone to beat the stones out of your hand, let me know."
“I’m shouting loud enough,” said Ruamán.
Outside the night was cold and clear. Fionn looked up at the sky, which looked as if someone had poked holes in a black blanket.
He thought of all those he knew. The living, the dead, those in between. The noise in his head was still there. But it was less of a jumble. More of a chorus. The voices were talking over each other, but at least you could tell who was speaking when.
“The man who knew too many ghosts,” he murmured. “One is sitting in the cabin. The other is standing here.”
He put his thumb to his mouth. The scene of the fire. The lightning.
“I will not stop remembering,” he thought. “But I will begin to choose.”
It was no oath. No heroic declaration. Just a quiet decision, somewhere beneath all the dirt and blood.
The next morning they moved on. The village remained behind, with its well, its crooked houses, and the hut with the bones.
Ruamán stood in the doorway as they left. He didn't wave. He just watched. Men with swords, moving on, ghosts in their luggage, stones in their hands.
"Most people never learn it," he muttered. "Maybe it's enough if one person tries."
Fionn rode in front, not out of vanity, but out of habit. The path was the same as always: dirt, stones, hills, sky. But something within him had shifted.
The ghosts were still there. They would remain. But he was no longer just their host.
And that, in a world like his, was almost a miracle.
Chapter 23 – The Pub at the End of the World
There were roads that simply ended. No more villages, no more fields, no trace of anyone who knew what taxes were. Just earth, stones, wind, and the feeling that from this point on, the world just shrugs its shoulders and says, "I've shown you everything I have to offer. If you go any further, that's your problem."
The pub was out there.
She appeared one evening when the wind was too loud to be mere weather. The sky was a gray rag that had settled over the hills without any effort. The Fianna had dwindled. No longer an army, more like a pack. The Broad One, the Gray One, a few old acquaintances, a few new faces who hadn't yet grasped how utterly broken everything already was.
"Where are we?" asked the boy – not quite a boy anymore, but young enough to still be called that.
"On the edge," said the Grey Man.
"Which edge?"
"No matter which one," the old man muttered. "Every edge eventually looks like that."
The path led along a cliff, below which lay a dark sea that looked as if it existed only to swallow things no one wanted to see anymore. The waves crashed against the rocks as if they had been telling them for centuries that they were in the wrong place.
And right in the middle of this area, where nothing else should have been built, stood the house.
Not a castle, not a fortress, not a temple. Just a two-story building made of rough beams and stones that looked as if they'd been salvaged from somewhere else. A sign hung crookedly above the door, half-torn by the wind. You could still make out what it had once said, if you had enough imagination: "Last call."
"That's a joke," said the broad man. "Who's building a pub here?"
"People who know perfectly well that all paths end somewhere," said the Grey Man. "And that men want to drink paths at the end."
Fionn looked at the house. The windows were narrow, but light streamed out, yellow, harsh, patchy. Voices behind them, muffled, a laugh that sounded more like a cough, a few notes from some instrument that had seen better days.
"What do you mean?" asked the wide one.
“I mean, we’re wet, tired, and it won’t get any better if we pretend we’re too proud to go into a pub,” said Fionn.
He dismounted. His bones made a sound they hadn't made before. Not a crack like broken branches, more like the dull thud of wood that had been strained too much.
The door opened with a sting, as if offended that someone else wanted something from it. Inside, they were met with a wave of warmth. Not a cozy, pleasant warmth. More like a thick stench of smoke, sweat, stale beer, cooked meat, and what happens when a hundred stories are crammed into the same air.
The tavern was packed. Not with young idiots hoping for glory, but with people who had long since lost their hopes in some battle or in a woman and were now simply left behind. Warriors whose armor was more patched than whole. Merchants who looked as if they'd lost their trade somewhere along the way. A few women, neither young nor old, moving between the tables with a mixture of experience and weariness.
Behind the bar was a man who looked as if he'd grown right out of it. Broad, but no longer strong, with a belly that spoke more of beer than bread. A face that had heard every excuse. Eyes that saw everything and judged little.
He looked up as Fionn entered, and that tiny shudder went through the crowd. You sense it before you see it: conversations that falter, glances that calibrate, that "Is that him? / Will he hurt us? / Can we use him?"
"If someone shouts 'Fionn mac Cumhaill' now, I'll leave again," Fionn murmured.
No one shouted.
The man behind the counter wiped a spot with a rag that had long since given up hope of being clean. "You're late," he said.
"What does that mean?" asked Fionn.
"All roads lead here eventually," said the innkeeper. "Heroes, robbers, kings, losers. Most arrive sooner. You took your time."
"What's the name of the shop?" asked the wide man.
"The pub at the end of the world," said the landlord. "That's what they call it when they're drunk enough. When they're sober, they usually don't say anything at all."
"And you?" asked Fionn.
“I am Daithí,” the man said. “The one who hands out the cups when people realize their stories are worth less than they thought.”
He placed three cups down without asking what they wanted. The contents were dark, heavy, and smelled of everything needed to numb the brain for a few hours.
"What kind of people come here?" the boy asked.
“Those who no longer fit in anywhere,” said Daithí. “Those who have fallen out of armies. Out of families. Out of royal courts. Out of themselves. Some come here because they have heard that there are answers here. Others because they hope that there are no more questions here.”
"And you?" the innkeeper asked in return. "What are you?"
The broad man grinned. "We are the ones who haven't yet decided whether to move on or get bogged down here."
Daithí looked at Fionn. "And you?"
“I’m someone who’s been told that his path leads somewhere,” said Fionn. “Now I want to know what the places where it ends look like.”
A few people at the tables had overheard. Not out of curiosity – out of habit. In a pub like this, every new face was a potential story, and every story a potential distraction from one's own garbage.
“We’ve had others like you before,” said Daithí. “Big names, big deeds, big mouths. Most of them only needed two evenings before they were just someone who asks for seconds.”
“I’m not here for the honor,” said Fionn.
"Good," said the innkeeper. "We don't have any more of those in stock."
The Fianna found a table at the edge. It was one of those tables that had seen it all: dice, cards, blood, tears, pleading hands, punching fists. Fionn sat so that he could see the door, an old habit. The Grey sat opposite him, the Broad one to the side, the boy somewhere in between.
The pub carried on as if nothing had happened. That was the strange thing: Fionn had been to places where his name had been brandished like a knife. Here, he was just another edge in a room full of edges.
"I like it," he said quietly.
"So that no one immediately mentions your name?" asked the Grey Man.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “Maybe this really is the end of the world. This is where the songs end.”
"Or they start differently," said Breite.
At the far end of the room, a man sat alone at a small table. His armor was old but well-maintained. He held the cup as if unsure whether to drink it or throw it. His gaze was fixed on Fionn, neither hostile nor reverential. Rather, as if he were observing a creature rumored to be dangerous, but which was merely sitting and breathing.
The pub at the end of the world wasn't a place for beginnings. It was where things ended up when they didn't fit anywhere else. Fionn didn't yet know if he was just passing through or if a part of him had always been destined for this place.
He took a deep swig. The stuff burned like an honest answer.
"Good," he said. "If the world has a rim, then it drinks here."
The first night in the pub at the end of the world was like any first night in a new place: too loud, too bright, too crowded with unfamiliar faces and stories you don't want to hear. But beneath the noise was something Fionn recognized. That underlying hum of tiredness that's always there when too many people pretend they still have plans.
They drank. Of course. Not because they wanted to celebrate. Because they didn't know any better.
The bard who had followed them was as nervous as a cat in a pack of dogs. He held his lyre like a shield. In other taverns, they would have begged him to play. Here, he was just a man with an instrument, and most of them weren't interested in new songs. They already knew enough old ones that were getting on their nerves.
“If you sing about heroes here,” Daithí told him, “some people will break out in a rash. And others will become so sad that they start killing, just to see if they can still feel anything. Think carefully about what you sing.”
The bard nodded, as if he had been told to keep his mouth shut between battles.
Fionn observed. Not with the gaze of a king assessing his possessions. With that of a man wanting to see if he would be sitting here someday when everything else is over.
There was the man in the old armor, still staring. Eventually, he stood up. Not abruptly. More as if his legs had debated for a long time and finally reached an agreement. He came over and stood at the Fianna's table.
"You are him," he said.
“If you ask the innkeeper, I’m just someone who drinks,” said Fionn.
“Fionn mac Cumhaill,” the man said. “I saw you in the field. Not close enough to spit in your face. Close enough to know what you sound like when you roar.”
The wide one stretched out subtly. The boy reached under the table, where his hand found the handle of his knife. The gray one remained as relaxed as someone can be who is never truly relaxed inside.
"From which side?" asked Fionn.
The man grinned crookedly. "From the wrong side," he said. "Back then. It depends on who you ask. I was on the other front. One of those who refused to obey your king anymore. I saw men fall while your left wing held. Your wing."
"And?" asked Fionn.
“And now I stand here, with one leg that doesn’t work like it used to, and a head full of too many images,” the man said. “My name is Murchad. I used to believe in something. Now I only believe in this.”
He tapped his cup.
"Sit down," said Fionn.
Murchad sat down. Without being asked, Daithí placed a new cup in front of him. The tavern knew its rituals.
"What do you want?" asked the wide one.
“Nothing,” said Murchad. “Just to know if you’re really the way they say you are.”
"How do they tell their stories?" asked Fionn.
“That you fight like three men and think like ten,” said Murchad. “That you say no when others shout yes. That you fight for kings, but hate them. One said you were a hero. Another said you were just a lucky man who doesn’t know when to stop.”
"And what do you think?"
Murchad looked at him for a while. Then he said: "I see someone who is just as tired as I am. And who knows more faces than is good for him."
"Then you will see more than some kings," said the Grey Man.
Murchad gave a dry laugh. "Kings never see enough," he said. "That's why they never go to pubs like this. Here sit those who have truly held the world in their hands. Or at least believe they have."
They drank in silence. The silence wasn't pleasant, but it wasn't painful either. It was simply there.
“I tried to meet you back then,” Murchad said after a while. “In the field. Just to see if you bled like we did. I didn’t get close enough. Others stood between us. Men who later heard songs about you and weren’t there to sing along.”
“I bleed like you,” said Fionn. “More importantly: I forget just as badly as you.”
“You can tell,” Murchad said. “It clings to you. Like smoke. Like a coat you don’t take off because you’re cold without it.”
The boy looked back and forth between them, as if expecting a fight that never came.
"And you?" Murchad asked him. "What are you doing on their little train?"
“Someone who tries not to die stupid,” said the boy.
"Then you're in the wrong place," said Murchad. "Here everyone dies stupid. Or not at all, and wishes it were all over."
Later that night, the bard finally got up. He couldn't help himself. A man like him lived by synchronizing the noise in his head with the noise in the room.
He started singing a song. But not one of the great ones. Not "Fionn and the Giant," no gods, no royal halls. An old, rough song about a man who gets stuck in a pub because there's nothing waiting for him outside.
The people listened. Not reverently, more like someone watching their own picture being painted on a wall. There were no grand rhymes, no dazzling images. Just lines about beer, missed opportunities, shoulders that had long since ceased to be straight.
"He's got talent," Daithí murmured. "As long as he doesn't try to make you into heroes."
When the song ended, no one applauded. A few muttered, one laughed loudly, one wiped his eyes as if he had inhaled smoke.
"You'll get better," Fionn said to the bard.
"I only sing what I can see now," he said.
"Then you're on the right track," said Fionn.
Later, as the pub emptied and the smell became heavier, Fionn stood outside the door. The sea was a dark expanse, its sound only audible. The wind was cold, but cleaner than the air inside.
Murchad came out. He still had the cup in his hand, but he didn't drink.
“Do you know why they call this shop ‘at the end of the world’?” he asked.
"Because after that you can only fall down?"
“Because after that there’s nothing left worth telling,” Murchad said. “Those who get stuck here tell the same old stories until no one can stand to hear them anymore. Then they die. Or they go back out and realize that it’s just as bad everywhere else.”
"And you?" asked Fionn.
“I’m stranded here,” Murchad said. “I had a choice: to return to some army, some prince, some village. Or to sit here, drink, and listen to people who pretend their broken pieces are still whole.”
"Do you regret it?"
Murchad thought for a moment. "Sometimes," he said. "When I see you come in, with dirt in your boots and the future on your face, I think: Maybe I should have kept going. And then I listen to you talk and think: No. I know the end of these paths."
Fionn remained silent.
The edge of the world wasn't an abyss. It was a table with sticky wood, a counter with a man behind it who had seen it all, and a lot of people who didn't know if they were still on their way or had already arrived.
Fionn slept poorly that night. Not because of the ghosts – they were organized enough not to keep him awake. Because of the question that had become lodged in his mind:
"Do men like me end up here? Drunk, half-broken, with a sack full of stories that nobody wants to hear anymore?"
The pub at the end of the world wasn't a promise. It was a warning, wrapped in warm beer and bad light.
The next day, everything looked uglier. It was often like that: at night, you could convince yourself a place was magical, mysterious, some kind of crossroads of fates. In daylight, it was just a crooked house with beams in need of repair and a latrine crying out for help.
The pub at the end of the world stood on bare, worn ground. The rocks leading down to the cliff were jagged, the path to them well-trodden. Behind the building was a small yard where a few chickens roamed, looking as if they themselves had seen too much.
Daithí stood outside chopping wood. He did it slowly, but every piece was perfectly placed. He was someone who had carefully paced himself.
"Already awake?" he asked, as Fionn appeared before him.
“I wasn’t really gone at all,” said Fionn.
“Welcome,” said Daithí. “This is the usual state of affairs here.”
They were silent for a while. Wood splintering. A chicken protesting because a splinter had hit it. The wind rising from below, smelling of salt.
“Last night,” Fionn finally said, “you said all roads eventually lead past here.”
“I have,” said Daithí.
"Do you really believe that?"
The innkeeper leaned his arm on the axe handle. "I've seen enough to know there are two kinds of men," he said. "Those who die along the way. And those who get stuck somewhere. They're safe here. Far enough away from anything that makes them think there's still something big at stake."
"And those who go further?"
Daithí looked at him. “They are rare,” he said. “They come, drink, look around, and realize that they could die here if they stay. Sometimes they get up again.”
"And you?"
“I had my way,” said Daithí. “Too much blood, too much noise, too little meaning. At some point, I realized that while I could still walk, every direction felt equally shitty. So I stood here and watched the others try to make a better turn than I did.”
"Is this some kind of cemetery?" Fionn asked.
"More like a waiting room," said the innkeeper. "Before the last train."
The boy came over and rubbed his eyes. "It's damn windy here," he muttered.
"So that the stories blow away," said Daithí. "Otherwise it stinks even more."
As the day progressed, new figures appeared. An old archer with one arm in a sling, who looked as if he would still draw his bow if necessary. Two women carrying heavy bundles, fighting for a hard table as if it were a piece of land. A couple who looked as if they had lost everything and yet had chosen to hate each other.
The pub at the end of the world took them all. No judgment, no introductory chat. Just cups, pots, and space.
In the afternoon, Murchad sat down with them again. He had new dark circles under his eyes and the same cup.
“I used to believe,” he said suddenly, without preamble, “that the world would change if you fought enough. You know? That kings would fall, gods would waver, and bards would retrain.”
"And?" asked Fionn.
“And then, after a battle, I stood on a field that looked just like the previous one, only with different corpses,” Murchad said. “That’s when I decided that the world should stay the same. And that the only difference is who ends up sitting at the bar.”
"You mean here," said the wide one.
“Or somewhere else,” Murchad said. “But places like this…” – he looked around – “…are the points where you can decide what to do with the rest.”
Daithí came by with a pitcher and poured more water. “There are men who come in here with stories bigger than themselves,” he said. “And if they stay long enough, the stories shrink. And they themselves grow a little. Or disintegrate. Depending on how much honesty they can handle.”
"And what happens to those who continue on?" the boy asked.
"I can't tell you anything about them," said the innkeeper. "I won't see them again."
The sentence hung in the air.
Fionn put his thumb to his lips. The scar, the lightning. In his mind, the stones he had sorted with Ruamán stirred. Donnán. Ciarán. Branán. Niamh with the cart. Ruamán in the hut. The High King in the tent. The fields, filled with the dead.
Somewhere in all of this was an image of himself, old, tired, at a table in that pub, telling the same stories for the fifth time because he had nothing new to say. Men at the bar, nodding because they already knew them, just waiting for the parts where they were supposed to laugh or sigh.
It wasn't a terrible image. But it was one that felt like slowly drowning in lukewarm water.
“If you were to stay,” said Daithí suddenly, as if he could see into his mind, “you wouldn’t be the first person here with your name.”
Fionn looked at him sharply. "What do you mean?"
“Songs make you a man,” said Daithí. “But names are like coins. They pass through many hands. I’ve already had three here claiming to be Fionn. Two of them just to get free drinks. One because he genuinely believed it. He was gone faster than the wine ran out.”
"And you think I'm just one of them?"
Daithí snorted. “I think you’re the first one who really looks like he has the stories on his skin and not just in his mouth,” he said. “But in the end, it doesn’t matter. To me, you’re a man with dirt on his boots who has to decide whether to scrape it off here or somewhere else.”
The boy looked at Fionn. "What do we do?"
The question was small. But it contained everything that had characterized the last few years.
Fionn took the cup and drank a long sip. The taste was as always: bitter, heavy, honest.
"We're leaving," he finally said.
The broad man raised his eyebrows. "Are you sure?"
“No,” said Fionn. “But I know how it will end if we stay. Then we’ll become like Murchad. Like that guy over there.” – He pointed to a man hanging on the bar, shrinking away. – “Like so many who think they’ve reached the end of the world and realize too late that they’re just stuck somewhere.”
Murchad grimaced. Not in a hurt mood. More as if he'd hoped Fionn would say something different.
"You can continue walking," he said. "I can't anymore. Everyone has to park their cowardice somewhere."
“Maybe,” said Fionn. “But I don’t want to leave mine here.”
He stood up. His bones were complaining. He listened politely to the end and then ignored them.
Daithí leaned against the bar. “You’ll come back,” he said. “Maybe not here. But to a place like this. Everyone eventually finds their bar at the end of the world.”
“Maybe,” said Fionn. “Maybe not. Maybe I’ll die on the way and save myself the last drink.”
"That's also a kind of honesty," said the innkeeper.
Fionn placed a few coins on the counter. More than necessary. Not out of generosity. Out of respect. This was a place that didn't sugarcoat the truth. That was rare.
“If anyone asks about me,” said Fionn, “tell them I was only here briefly.”
“They’ll say you emptied barrels and groped women,” Daithí said. “That’s how memory works.”
"Then lie to them if you like," said Fionn.
They stepped outside. The wind hit them as if it wanted to scream in their faces again what nonsense it was to continue. The cliff to the right, the land to the left, the path in front of it, thin, but there.
The Fianna men stood up, one after the other. Some looked back at the tavern. Some did not.
“Are you afraid?” the wide man asked the boy.
“Yes,” he said.
"Good," said the broad man. "Then you're still alive."
Fionn glanced one last time at the crooked sign. "For the final lap." It swayed slightly in the wind, as if waving or threatening them, depending on how you wanted to interpret it.
"Maybe this really is the end of the world," he thought. "But I'm not ready for that yet."
He put his thumb to his mouth, bit down on the burn. The lightning struck. Images: the hut with the bones, the well in the village, Niamh on the road, Branán on the edge of stories, Ruamán with his stones, the High King in his tent, the battlefield, the men in the mud. And now: a tavern pretending to be the last stop.
"Not yet," he said quietly.
They left. Away from the periphery. Not back to the heart of order, but further into this land of fog, dirt, and possibilities.
The house remained standing behind them, as if on a bet that they would come back again.
She hadn't kept the pub at the end of the world. Not for the moment. And in a world that tried everything to pin you down somewhere, that was almost a victory.
 
Chapter 24 – Stories You Can Only Bear When You're Drunk
They walked for two days as if they were trying to walk the pub out of their boots. It didn't work. The taste of cheap beer and honest sentences lingered somewhere behind Fionn's teeth. Every time he opened his mouth, he thought he could smell the smoke in there again.
The country returned to normal. Normal meant: crooked houses, smaller worries, bigger lies. No more fringe of the world, just the usual middle ground where everyone acted as if tomorrow was more important than yesterday.
On the third evening, they found a place to camp: a strip of flat earth between a small wood and a stream that looked more like stray rain than a real spring. The men were quieter than usual. The tavern lingered in their minds, even those who had only seen Fionn stare at the sign longer than usual.
The broad man hauled wood, cursing; the grey one arranged guards as if there were twice as many of them. The boy cut bread that refused to be eaten. The bard sat on a stone and stared at his hands as if he could read from them how many lies he had already told.
When the fire was finally lit, they sat around it as they always did. But this time it was as if someone was missing. Not Ruamán, not the innkeeper, not Murchad. Something else. Perhaps the illusion that they still had blank pages ahead of them.
"Come on," said the broad man at some point. "Someone say something. Otherwise we'll just start talking to ourselves."
"Do you see a difference?" murmured the Grey One.
The bard slowly raised his head. "You are so quiet," he said. "Usually you always want to hear what you are like. Today you pretend you already know."
Fionn stared into the flames. "Maybe we've seen enough mirrors today," he said.
The boy cleared his throat. “I…” he began, and everyone looked at him as if they had forgotten that there were also voices that weren’t yet rough. “I want to hear a different story.”
“What does ‘other’ mean?” asked the broad man.
“None of the ones you always tell,” said the boy. “Not again, like when you ripped a guy’s arm off in the rain. Not how the bard almost got hanged for writing the wrong ending to a song for a king. Not those.”
"What do you want then?" asked Fionn.
The boy looked at him. It wasn't a pleading look. More like one that had been carrying something around for days. "I want to hear the stories you only tell when you're drunk," he said. "The ones you claim aren't stories. The ones where you pretend you fell asleep the next morning before you've finished."
The bard gave a dry laugh. "Those are the only ones worth anything," he said. "And that's precisely why you don't tell them sober."
“We don’t have enough to drink,” said the fat man, raising his mug. “This is enough for campfire lies, but not for the kind of stories that creep between your ribs.”
“We have enough,” said the Grey One. “Not in the jug. In our heads.”
Everyone was silent. The fire crackled, a spark flew up, died before it could reach the sky.
"Are you starting?" the boy asked Fionn directly.
Fionn put his thumb to his mouth, felt the burn mark, the small flash. Somewhere behind him, the stones from Ruamán's hut were sorting themselves out. Some rolled forward, others retreated.
"You want stories that can only be endured when you're drunk," he said slowly. "And we're not drunk enough."
"Maybe we will while you're talking," said the boy.
The broad man grinned. "That boy has more courage than brains," he said. "So exactly the right mix for this bunch."
Fionn looked into the fire as if there were a sign somewhere in it: "This is where it starts to hurt."
"Okay," he said. "One. Then we'll see."
He took a deep breath, as if he were diving.
“It was before the great battle with the left wing,” he said. “Long before that. I was closer to my boyish self then than I am to my old self now. We were a small troop, hired by a prince who thought he was something special because his father had once drunk with a king. He wanted us to ‘protect’ his village.”
The bard rolled his eyes. "Shoot," he repeated. "The favorite word of men too cowardly to say they're scared."
“Exactly,” said Fionn. “The village was situated by a river. Wooden houses, a granary, two mills. Nothing special. There were rumors of robbers, a gang that plundered the fields before the tithe collector came. The prince wanted to teach them a lesson. Not to the robbers. To the village.”
The boy frowned. "Why the village?"
“Because they wouldn’t tell enough,” Fionn said. “Or too much. Or wrong things. It didn’t matter. To him, they were all suspects. So he sent us. Not to save them. To remind them who demands their lives.”
The broad man snorted. "I remember," he muttered. "The one about the man and the tree."
"Shut up," said Fionn. "It's my turn."
He took a sip. The stuff tasted worse the longer he talked.
“We arrived in the village. The people looked at us like a bad omen. Nevertheless, they prepared a meal for us, as is customary when armed men come through the door. Bread, soup, a little meat—as usual, the idea helped us believe we were the good guys. The village headman—a man with too many worries and too few teeth—tried to convince us that they were just a couple of hungry lads who had stolen something during the night. No big deal. He asked us to talk to them before we attacked.”
"And the prince?" asked the boy.
“Wanted heads,” Fionn said. “The next morning.”
The images returned, rasping at the inside of his skull.
“The bandits weren’t far,” he said. “A camp in the woods, poorly hidden. They weren’t real fighters. Farmers who’d strayed too far from their fields. Two ex-soldiers who thought they could be a better master than the one they’d run away from. We could have torn them apart without bleeding. Instead, I offered them the chance to leave. Far away. ‘If you’re still here tomorrow, the shit starts,’ I said. They laughed. It’s always like that when hunger and pride collide.”
"They stayed," the Grey Man said softly.
“Of course,” said Fionn. “So the next morning we dragged them out of their beds. The prince himself had come, with a few dogs and the druid in tow. He wanted to see what his truth looked like when it was made bloody.”
The boy pressed his lips together. "So?" he asked.
“He ordered every third person to be hanged,” said Fionn. “Not just the robbers. People from the village too. ‘So they learn what happens when they disrupt my order,’ he said. The druid nodded as if he had just heard some particularly profound wisdom.”
The fire crackled loudly, as if it had to comment on the sentence.
“I argued,” said Fionn. “I said we were paid to be the robbers, not the villagers. I said it would be wiser to punish them instead of killing them; the fields would be missing next year. I said more than just meat is dying here. You know. Common sense.”
"And?" asked the boy, even though he already knew the answer.
“They listened to me,” said Fionn. “But they still got the ropes.”
The broad man looked into the fire. "That was the tree with the split crown," he said quietly. "I hated it."
“They hanged three of the robbers and three from the village,” said Fionn. “The village headman, a woman who claimed she had given them bread because she couldn’t bear to hear her children crying, and a boy who had done nothing but stand too long near the false fire. The prince pointed his finger: ‘This one. And that one. And that one.’ As if he were choosing dice.”
The boy had his hands clenched into fists. "And you?" he asked. "What did you do?"
Fionn looked at him. For a long time.
"I didn't cut the rope," he said. "I didn't kill the riflemen. I didn't order my men to tear the guards apart. I stood by. And watched. I remembered the look on Schulze's face when he realized his negotiations had been fruitless. I remembered the name of the woman who later clung to the children. I remembered how light a boy can be when he's dangling."
The boy gasped for air.
"Why?" he asked. It wasn't an accusation. Just utter incomprehension.
“Because back then I still thought I was just an employee,” Fionn said. “Because I thought I couldn’t go against everything that was decided at the top if I wanted to continue dishing out beatings at the bottom for a long time. Because I didn’t yet know when to say ‘no’ instead of ‘yes, but.’ And because I was a coward. Is that enough of an answer?”
The boy stared at him as if he had just set fire to his own picture.
“That’s one of those stories,” Fionn said quietly, “that I usually only tell when I’m so drunk that I can claim the next morning that I was only half-dreaming. You wanted to hear it.”
The bard shrugged. "She doesn't fit into any song," he muttered.
“Exactly,” said Fionn. “That’s why no one passed it on.”
He drank, this time in one go. It didn't help.
"It's not the battles that eat you up inside," he said. "It's the days in between. The ropes you watch. The doors you don't kick down. The kids you don't push away before they run into where the shit happens. We only talk about that when we're drunk. Because when we're sober, we can't stand what kind of people we sometimes are."
The boy looked into the fire. "I don't know if I still want to be part of it," he said quietly.
“Welcome to the club,” said Breite. “We’ve all had that thought. And yet here we are.”
Fionn put his thumb to his mouth again, as if he had to check if the flash still worked.
He did it. Only the light he brought was not beautiful.
The boy stood up. Not abruptly, but with that stiff movement that suggests someone would rather run but doesn't dare to take the first step too big. He took a few steps away from the fire, towards where the light no longer focused everything sharply.
The bard watched him go. "Good," he said. "Now he has what he asked for."
"He's not the only one," murmured the Grey One. "We all carry around days like this. We just started burying ourselves in despair earlier."
"Now it's your turn," the broad man suddenly said to the old man. "If we're going to dig in the dirt, let's do it properly. Your stories were always too polished. Something always sticks."
The gray man raised an eyebrow. "What do you want to hear? That I once beat a king before giving him bad advice? That I sent a man to his death and only realized weeks later that I could have saved him?"
“Yes,” said the wide man. “Exactly that.”
The Grey Man clasped his hands together over the fire, as if to make sure they were still there.
“There was a boy,” he began. “Younger than our boy there. A squire to a prince I was serving at the time. Clever, too clever for his position. He could read, write, and do arithmetic, better than many a scribe. But he wanted to fight. He was convinced his hands were better than his head.”
"Sounds like someone I know," said the broad man, mentally nudging the boy.
The Grey One ignored him. “The Prince liked him,” he continued. “Because he could read him the reports without sugarcoating them. I liked him because he asked questions. Real questions. ‘Why do we pay tribute to this king when he brings us nothing? Why do we send men into a battle that isn’t ours? Why does one man get to decide everything just because his father happened to be in bed with the right woman at the right time?’ That sort of thing.”
"Sounds like a pleasant eater at court," murmured the bard.
"I thought I could protect him," said the Grey. "From his own face. I told him to be wise, not brave. That there's no point in opening your mouth in the great hall and shouting 'Why?' That sometimes you ask more quietly and change things more quietly in the small room."
"And?" asked Fionn.
“He didn’t believe me,” said the Grey Man. “Or he couldn’t. One evening—the men were drunk, the prince too—he stood up, in the middle of dinner, and said: ‘You talk of honor, but you only mean your pockets. You talk of gods, but you only mean your fear. And you talk of us as if we were weapons, not men.’”
The broad man whistled softly. "Brave," he said.
"Stupid," said the Grey Man. "I saw the faces change. I saw the Prince's look. I could have stood up. I could have laughed, tried to distract them, made my own speech. I did nothing. I sat. I thought, 'If I intervene now, I'll be next. And then I won't be able to help anyone. It's better if I keep my mouth shut and save what can be saved later.'"
Fionn knew exactly what was coming. You could tell by the way the old man clenched his hand into a fist.
“They put him in the courtyard the next morning,” said the Grey Man. “They didn’t hang him, that would have been too honorable. They banished him. Without weapons, without money, without a name. They told him he could never set foot in the country again, or he would be hanged as a traitor. I stood beside him, watched him leave. He looked at me. No accusation. Just that question in his eyes: ‘You always said you were different. Where are you now?’”
The fire suddenly seemed like a very inappropriate place for warmth.
"Did you see him later?" asked the bard.
“No,” said the Grey Man. “But I heard stories of a young man who later ended up with a gang that robbed villages where people were already starving. They called him ‘the Clever One’ because he made the plans. He died eventually, in some ditch. They said that even as he died, he was still calculating whether it had all been worth it.”
The boy had returned to the fire. He was listening again now, with that intense, angry attention one only has before realizing that everything constantly repeats itself.
"Why don't you tell that when you're going to tell your old stories?" he asked.
“Because that’s not the kind of wisdom you pay a lot for,” said the Grey Man. “‘I looked the other way’ sounds worse than ‘I advised the right people in time.’”
"You were younger back then," said the broad man.
“I’m still the same,” said the Grey Man. “Just with more wrinkles. I’m telling you this today because I don’t want you sitting there someday, kid, doing the same shit. Thinking you can wait until the right moment comes to get up. That rarely happens. There are mostly moments when you realize, ‘Now would have been it. And I missed it.’”
The air around the fire had become heavy. Not from smoke. From everything they had all packed into it.
"And you?" the boy turned to Breiten. "Your stories are always just broken bones and jokes. You act like everything is worth a punch or a laugh. What are your stories that you can only bear when you're drunk?"
The broad man grimaced as if someone had spat in his soup. "I don't have any," he said automatically.
“Yes,” said the bard. “You can’t fool my eyes. You laugh too loudly when it comes to certain things.”
The broad man stared into the cup. And you could see him making a decision.
"Fine," he said. "You want one? You'll get one."
He put the cup down. Untouched. That was the most unhealthy thing he could do.
“It was in a village,” he began. “It doesn’t matter which one. They all look the same anyway if you march through them often enough. We had just finished a mission, everything went ‘successfully,’ as they call it when there are more people on the right side at the end. The men were as always: too loud, too proud, too drunk. Me too.”
He clasped his hands together as if trying to calm each other down.
“There was a woman,” he said. “No, not what you’re thinking. None of those stories where the great fighter gets the girl, or beats her up, or rescues her. She wasn’t particularly beautiful, not particularly ugly. Just there. She had a small child, maybe two winters old. No real man in the house, as they say. He’d stayed somewhere where there were no more doors. She brought us bread, beer, smiled the way you smile when you’re scared and hoping it will be enough.”
The boy swallowed.
“One of our guys,” Breite continued, “got too loud. He started making comments. You know the kind: ‘You need a man. Someone to fix your roof. Someone to keep you warm at night. Someone to…’ You know. She laughed, reflexively. You laugh to survive. But there was nothing in her eyes. I saw it. I also saw the guy scooter closer.”
He looked into the fire as if he were finding the moment again in it.
"I could have said something," he muttered. "I could have made a joke, pulled him away, reminded him: 'We are guests, not locusts.' Instead, I added another remark. So as not to look like a spoilsport in front of the others."
The boy stared at him, waiting.
“Nothing bad happened,” said the broad man. “No one was raped, no one was beaten. He just took off at some point. So did she. The story doesn’t end in blood. It ends with me realizing days later that she’d lain awake all night because there were ten drunks sleeping in her house, at least two of whom thought they had a right to anything that moved. And I was the one who could have made sure she at least had a peaceful evening. I didn’t.”
"Is that all?" asked the boy.
“Yes,” said the broad man. “That’s all. No heroic death. No great guilt. Just this small, dirty realization that you let someone down, even though it wouldn’t have cost you anything to protect them. And you know what? That’ll eat away at you longer than any spear. Because no one will see the scar for it. Only you.”
The bard exhaled. "No one writes a song about that," he said.
“Exactly,” said the broad man. “And that’s why we drink. So we don’t realize how much is inside us that no one sings about because it’s too small to be interesting, and too big not to destroy us.”
The boy looked at their faces in turn: Fionn the Grey, the Broad, the Bard. Men who were great in song and who, here by the fire, became smaller than they would ever admit.
"You're all incredibly honest today," he said quietly.
"It's one of those stories you can only bear when you're drunk," said the Grey Man. "Sometimes just telling it is enough to make you feel a little less suffocated by it."
The boy nodded slowly. "I always thought," he said, "the worst thing about this life was the things you have to do. Now I realize that the things you haven't done also make up a whole army."
“Welcome,” said Fionn. “This is the real war.”
The fire burned on. No one made a joke to salvage the mood. There was nothing to salvage. There was only this: men who, every now and then, between battles and missions, allowed some of the shit to surface that they otherwise buried under wine, blood, and noise.
Stories that can only be endured when drunk. They were sober enough not to forget them, and drunk enough to even speak them aloud.
Sometimes that was the only kind of courage left.
Later, when the cups were emptier and the eyes grew heavier, someone else spoke up whom no one had expected.
The Bard.
He had remained silent for a long time, which was almost unnatural for his kind. Now he sat down a little closer to the fire, placing the lyre beside him as if it were a knife that was not currently needed.
"It's my turn," he said.
The broad man laughed briefly. "Finally," he murmured. "Now comes the great confession of the man who always just tells everything."
The bard looked at him with a look so serious that even the joke briefly held its breath.
“You’ve told your stories,” he said. “The ones you only let out when you’ve got enough inside. I have mine too. And it has nothing to do with swords.”
"Surprise us," said the Grey One.
The bard drew his knees up and wrapped his arms around them. For a moment he looked younger. Like someone who hadn't yet battled the night with verses so often.
“I lied once,” he began.
The broad man snorted. "You do that every day."
“Not like that,” said the bard. “I mean, I once wrote a song that I knew would kill someone.”
The fire crackled. The boy held his breath.
“It was in a castle,” the bard continued. “One of those places where the walls are thicker than the heads. I was young, hungry, proud of every verse I’d landed. The lord there had a brother. Younger, more handsome, more popular. You know the pattern. People liked the brother more than the one with the title. That’s dangerous.”
“Envy,” said the Grey One. “The oldest plague after the gods.”
“The master wanted a song,” said the bard. “One that would make it clear who was really who. I wrote one. A good one, technically. Clean rhymes, strong imagery. The master as the wise leader, the brother as the fickle fool who likes to drink, likes to gamble, likes to talk too much. People laughed when I sang it at the feast. They pointed at the brother, nudged him: ‘Well, you?’ He smiled. He wasn’t stupid. He knew how dangerous such a song was. I knew it too. I kept singing anyway.”
"What happened?" asked the boy.
The bard stared at his hands as if searching for the sheet music he had used back then.
“Two weeks later,” he said, “my brother was found dead. In the yard. Officially, it was a fall. Unofficially… you know how it goes. Nobody saw anything, nobody heard anything, nobody knew anything. But I saw the way the Lord looked at him afterward. And I saw something in his eyes that said, ‘Thank you. Without your song, I would have had a harder time.’”
Fionn felt something tighten inside him.
"Did you sing the song afterwards?" he asked.
“Yes,” said the bard. “For years. People loved it. They loved how the powerful lord outshone the foolish brother who drank too much, gambled too much, laughed too much. It became one of my most famous songs. I got furs, money, wine, women for it. And every time I sang the verse where the brother stumbled because he knew ‘too much cup and too little floor,’ I knew I had helped him fall.”
The boy grimaced. "Have you stopped?"
“Eventually,” said the bard. “Too late. When I saw another one—no relation to them—who started using the song to drag his own brothers through the mud, I realized: This isn’t a pretty rhyme. It’s a weapon I built because I was proud of my hands.”
He picked up the lyre, stroked the strings with his thumb without making them sound.
“You always think we bards stand by,” he said. “We only make noise about your deeds. But words kill. Slower, sometimes. But they do.”
The Grey One nodded. "I've seen princes start wars because a song offended them," he said. "And others who ended wars because the songs became too expensive."
“Since then,” the bard continued, “I try not to write what a master wants to hear, but what I can bear when I lie awake at night. It doesn’t always work. I have to eat, too. But I carry this brother with me. Every time someone laughs when I sing. That’s my tree with the rope. My exiled boy. My wife with the child in the house. My thing that no one sees when they applaud.”
The broad man shook his head. "Shit," he said. "We're a funny bunch: one who looked away, one who didn't intervene, one who didn't speak up – and one who did speak up when he should have kept quiet."
Fionn gave a short, bitter laugh. "And you're right in the middle of it," he said to the boy, "believing there's a clean path through all of this."
The boy looked into the fire. The flames were reflected in his eyes as if he had swallowed them. "I don't know what I believe anymore," he said.
"Good," said the Grey One. "That's the moment when you start to become less stupid. When you realize that every decision tastes less like being a hero and more like 'Who am I letting down this time?'"
Fionn leaned back. His back creaked, but that was irrelevant.
"There's another kind of story that you can only bear when you're drunk," he said after a while.
“Which ones else?” asked the broad man. “I thought we’d covered the repertoire today: guilt, cowardice, missed opportunities, songs gone wrong…”
“The stories where you are the one who was saved,” Fionn said. “And you don’t know if you deserved it.”
The boy looked up. "Who saved you?"
The flash of insight in his mind sought out his image. A few, actually. The old man who hadn't betrayed him as a child. The teacher who had taught him not only to hold the sword but also to put it away again. Men who had taken a step forward in battle so he could take one back. Women who had left the door open when he simply had to sit somewhere at night, without questions.
“Many,” said Fionn. “More than I deserved. Those are the worst stories. The ones where you just stand there while someone else falls because they push you out of the way. And you have to go on living and tell yourself that you’ll do something better with it than they did.”
"Have you?" asked the wide one.
Fionn thought of everything: the battles, the men, the villages and taverns, Branán, Niamh, Ruamán, Murchad, Daithí, the king, the peasant, the woman with the rope, the squire, the brother in the song.
“Sometimes,” he said. “Sometimes not. That’s the most honest thing I can say.”
The wind rustled through the trees as if it wanted to include the word "sometimes" because it wasn't enough.
It grew late. One after the other, they toppled over, letting their backs sink against a sack, a shield, another man. The fat one snored quickly, loudly, without shame. The gray one leaned silently against the tree, his eyes half-open, as always. The bard lay on his side, the lyre between his hands and chest, as if defending it against thieves. The boy stayed awake the longest.
“Fionn?” he asked softly, as the fire was only smoldering.
"Hm."
"If I ever leave... away from you..." - he took a deep breath - "...will it be a story you only tell when you're drunk?"
Fionn turned his head and looked at him. In the semi-darkness, he was almost as young again as he had been at the beginning, when he believed fame was a clear path forward.
"It depends on how you walk," said Fionn.
"What do you mean?"
“If you die stupidly because you think you have to prove to someone how brave you are, it’s a story for campfires when we’ve drunk too much and are trying to convince each other that at least it had some meaning,” Fionn said. “If you live wisely, build a roof, raise children, don’t blindly follow orders, and sometimes actually get up when things go wrong, it’s a story no one wants to hear—except those who are really listening. Those are the best ones. You tell them even when you’re sober. Even though they hurt.”
The boy nodded slowly. "I still don't know what I want," he said.
“Then don’t drink enough to forget,” Fionn said. “Just enough to bear the thought of remembering.”
The boy smiled for the first time that evening. Not a broad grin. Just a small, tired twitch. "That sounds like a plan you're not sticking to yourself," he said.
“I’m not a good role model,” Fionn retorted. “Just a cautionary example with a sword.”
They were silent. The fire collapsed in on itself, a final ember, then only darkness.
The stories from the evening hung in the air like smoke. They would remain. In minds, in the stones, in songs that might never be sung.
Stories that can only be endured when drunk. And they were all more sober than they would have liked.
Nevertheless, or perhaps precisely because of this, Fionn slept more deeply that night than usual. Not because it had become easier. Because at least he knew which part of him lay there in the dark: not the hero from the songs, but the man who sometimes looked away, sometimes got up, and sometimes only talked so he wouldn't have to scream.
And somewhere, far away, in the pub at the end of the world, Daithí poured a drink for a stranger and perhaps told him about a troop that had passed by his house.
One should have asked whether he was telling the truth or a story one could only bear when drunk. But nobody did.
 
Chapter 25 – Betrayal in the Shadow of the Cliffs
The wind was coming from the left. That was all that bothered Fionn at first. Not the clouds, hanging low like bad moods. Not the sea, crashing against the rocks below as if slowly grinding away at the coastline. Not the narrow path, etched along the cliffs like a scar. The wind. It was coming from exactly the side you didn't want to be on when carrying a shield.
"I hate cliffs," said the broad man. "Down there, only water or stone awaits. Both will swallow you without a word."
"At least the water is clean," murmured the Grey Man.
The troop was small. No army, no pomp. Just a dozen Fianna, a few hired men from the coastal prince, two packhorses with sacks full of whatever was important, as long as it was in sacks.
The coastal prince had a forehead like a badly mended fence and the kind of smile that always showed a few teeth too few. His name was Cathán, but he preferred to be called "Lord." He had received them two days earlier in his low, drafty hall, offering them weak beer and harsh words.
“Robbers on the coast,” he had said. “They plunder my tribute, attack my messengers. I need men who aren’t afraid of rough terrain.”
“We’ve dealt with worse than cliffs,” Breite had replied.
“And I with worse princes,” Fionn had thought, and said nothing.
The task was simple: escort Kathán's tribute to the High King – barrels, sacks, crates – along a side path on a steep coast. A shortcut, he had called it. "If you take the main path, they'll already be waiting. This one is narrow, but safe."
As soon as someone said "narrow but safe", Fionn broke out in a rash.
"Since when does a prince know the back roads better than the robbers?" he had later asked the Grey.
“Since he is more afraid of the king than of the robbers,” he had replied.
The wind tugged at my coat, at my nerves, at my balance. To the left: a cliff face, cold, rough, too close. To the right: nothing. Only air, a long drop, the foaming of the sea. The path was just wide enough for one horse. We walked single file, not side by side. Conversations turned into shouts, shouts into words, which the wind devoured.
The boy rode behind Fionn, his shoulders stiff. "If I fall," he said, "I don't want you to make a song out of it."
"If you fall here, no one will find you to sing," said the broad man. "That's the good thing."
The bard had clutched his lyre tighter to his chest and hadn't even attempted a verse. He preferred paths where one could run away if necessary. Here, it was either forward or down.
The prince's men walked among them, spaced apart. Too orderly, Fionn thought. Positioned too much so that they were caught between Fianna and the charging horses. One in front of him, one behind the boy, two by the sacks.
“What are your people’s names?” Fionn Cathán had asked before they set off.
"Reliable," he had replied. No names. Bad omens.
Fionn heard one of them cough. Not that tired, everyday cough. A nervous one. A short, suppressed belch. Like someone with something stuck in their throat that won't come out.
The sky had become heavier. Clouds hung above them, looking as if they might break away at any moment and fall as rain, or as something else heavier than water.
"Something's not right here," the Grey Man shouted to the front.
“Just everything,” Fionn called back.
He felt his skin twitching. That pulling sensation at the hair roots that says: You're in the wrong place. The fish in his head was restless. Not loud, but awake.
"Why this way?" asked the boy.
“Because the other one is even worse,” Fionn said. “Or because someone wants us to believe the other one is worse.”
They came to a point where the path briefly widened, like a small cove in the rock. To the left, the wall rose steeply, but with indentations where grass and low bushes grew. To the right, the cliff dropped away steeply, but not quite vertically; ledges, edges, shadows. The wind broke here, swirling instead of blowing only from the left.
"If I had to set an ambush," said the broad man, "I would choose something like this."
"Shut up," growled the Grey.
Fionn raised his hand. The train came to a halt, as best as could be expected on such a narrow path. A horse snorted and stamped its hoof nervously. A rock broke loose from somewhere, tumbled down the cliff face, and disappeared over the edge without a sound. The sea swallowed it all up.
"What is it?" shouted one of the prince's men.
“I don’t like the view,” said Fionn.
"It's just rock," the man shouted.
"A rock with too many hiding places," Fionn muttered.
He sensed it. Not as a clear danger, more like a presence. Like in the pub, when he knew that stories lurked behind all the faces. Here, behind the stones, were people. Or something waiting for people.
"The bard," he said suddenly.
"What about him?" asked the wide man.
Fionn turned around. Counted. Gray, Broad, Boy, two Fianna behind them, then two of the Prince's men, then the horses. More Fianna. But…
"Where is he?"
It took a moment for everyone to realize who he meant. The bard, who usually hovered somewhere in the middle to ensure he was always in the right place at the right time, was nowhere to be seen.
"He was just here a little while ago," said the boy. "At the last stop."
"Maybe he went to pee," someone shouted.
"On a path where you can fall down to pee?" growled the broad man. "He's not that stupid."
The air stood still for a moment.
Fionn felt something tighten inside him. Betrayal had no smell of its own. But sometimes you could smell someone's absence like a hole.
“Let’s go!” shouted one of the coastal men. “It will get dark if we dawdle here.”
"Shut your mouth," Fionn said so calmly that it sounded more dangerous than shouting.
The man fell silent.
The Grey Man approached the rock and placed his hand on a crevice where a bush grew. "Fresh earth," he murmured. "As if someone had climbed up here."
Fionn looked up. Nothing. Just a few bushes, tufts of grass, shadows.
"Do you see something?" asked the boy.
“No,” said Fionn. “That’s the problem.”
It was one of those moments when the world briefly holds its breath. You know something's coming, but you don't know where it's coming from. And you don't have any good options, only less bad ones.
Fionn thought of the pub at the end of the world. Of Daithí's sentence: "There are points at which you decide what to do with the rest." Maybe this was one of them. Maybe just another shitty corner on a long road.
“We’re going,” he said. “But close. Shields up. Eyes everywhere. And if someone shouts ‘Arrow,’ you’d rather lie down in the dirt than consider whether it’s worth it.”
The boy swallowed and nodded. The fat man grunted something that sounded like agreement.
They started moving again. Slowly, heavily. The wind was back on the left. The shadows on the rocks grew longer. Below, the sea crashed against the cliffs like a clock that didn't know when enough was enough.
Fionn hoped that the betrayal hanging in the air wasn't coming from within. He knew from experience that the worst edge isn't the one at the edge of the world, but the one within one's own circle.
And somewhere above them, between rock and grass, something was moving that was not just the wind.
It began with a sound that everyone knew, yet each time pretended they had never heard it before: the dull whistling of arrows cutting through air.
"Get down!" Fionn yelled, even before his mind fully grasped that it was starting.
The first arrow struck the neck of the lead packhorse. The animal screamed, a high-pitched, unnatural sound, threw its head up, and kicked in the air. The sack on its back slipped, the weight pulling it sideways, its hooves finding no purchase. A heartbeat later, there was only an empty stretch of path and the sound of a body hitting water or rock somewhere far below.
The other horses went berserk. Fionn threw himself at the nearest horse's neck, grabbed the bridle, the broad horse wedged himself sideways against it, and the boy pressed himself against the rock face.
Arrows came from above, at an angle, from the cracks and tufts of grass. Poorly aimed, but a precise shot wasn't necessary here. A glancing blow was enough to make one stumble – and then go over the edge.
"Shields!" roared the Grey One. "High, not wide! Cover heads, not pride!"
The Fianna reacted as men who have been in bad situations too often react: instinctively. Shields for roofs, bodies against rocks, movements small. The prince's men, on the other hand, acted as if they were under fire for the first time. One raised his shield only halfway, took an arrow in the shoulder, and staggered dangerously close to the edge.
The boy grabbed him by the belt and pulled him back. "Stop, damn it!"
Above them, Fionn saw shadows. Figures moving among the stones. Too far away, too well hidden to be easily reached.
"These aren't robbers," growled the broad man. "They know the way. They're not waiting here by chance."
"Of course not," said the Grey One. "Robbers attack where they can run away. Here you only get one chance to run."
Another arrow, a scream. One of the Fianna, a man who had been with them for years, dropped to his knees, clutching his thigh. Not a fatal hit, but enough to put him in mortal danger on this path.
"Back or forward?" shouted the boy.
Fionn knew that was the only question that mattered. Retreating down a narrow path under fire was suicide. Going forward… was perhaps just slow suicide.
An arrow ricocheted off his shield, sending sparks flying. Fionn felt his arm tremble.
"Before."
"Of course," murmured the broad man. "As always."
"Stuck close together, one on top of the other," Fionn yelled. "Whoever falls will be pulled, not mourned. And if you see a way up anywhere – shout!"
They pushed forward, shield to shield, step by step. The wind was now both their enemy and their ally. It hurled some arrows off course, hurling others even lower.
There were short pauses between the volleys of arrows. No mercy. Only reloading. Fionn heard voices from above, commands, short shouts. No wild whoops, no robbers' cries. Disciplined sounds.
"These are soldiers," the gray man said, more to himself. "Not hungry farmers."
As they reached the small indentation, the spot Breite had deemed perfect, the shelling suddenly stopped. Not gradually. Abruptly, as if someone had plunged a knife into the noise.
"Stagnation," said the broad man. "I don't trust it."
“Me neither,” said Fionn.
The sea below foamed as if it were enraged. The sky pressed even lower. The air tasted of salt and metallic nerve poison.
“Fionn mac Cumhaill!” a voice shouted from above, loud and clear. “You are harder to kill than they say.”
Fionn looked up. A man stood on a ledge, just out of range of a javelin. He wore no armor, only a simple leather tunic, but he stood as if he had more protection than anyone else. Around him were men with bows, spears, and short swords.
"Who's asking?" Fionn shouted.
The man laughed. "Someone will get good money for your head if he delivers it to the right city," he said. "The question is: Will the head still be attached to the body when I hand it over?"
The boy growled softly. "Bounty hunter."
"Or someone who wants to be called that," said the Grey Man.
“In whose name?” Fionn shouted.
“In the name of men who consider you more dangerous than their enemies,” said the one above. “Kings, princes, know-it-alls. You are a pebble in his shoe, Fionn. And the High King has only so much patience with stones.”
The sentence struck deeper than any arrow.
The broad man looked at Fionn. "The king?"
“Does that surprise you?” Fionn murmured. “I said ‘no’ when he wanted to hear ‘yes’.”
He glanced briefly at the coastal prince's men. One of them avoided his gaze. The one who had shouted "Onward!" too quickly a moment ago.
“This was never a robbery assignment,” the Grey Man said quietly. “Cathán sent you here so others could finish you off. The path, the rocks, the men… it’s a nice, clean solution.”
"Nice," said the wide man. "Until we start fighting back."
The man above spread his arms as if to show them the sky. “You’ll get an offer,” he shouted. “Rare in such circumstances. You and your Fianna lay down your weapons. Sit down. Let my men bind you. I’ll take your name where they want it. The rest of you can go. A few might even get paid.”
“Generous,” said Fionn. “You really are one of the good ones.”
"I'm one of those who doesn't like to see more blood than necessary," he shouted. "You know exactly what will happen if we keep you here and keep shooting. The path will turn red, half of you will go over the edge. We might take a few of your people alive, but not out of politeness. I'm giving you the choice of how your people die or live."
The boy looked at Fionn. In his eyes, there was no begging. Only that harsh question: "What now?"
Fionn felt the stones shifting in his mind. Ruamán's hands sorting them. Donnán. Men he had lost because others wanted to take their own easy way out. The king in the tent who had said glory must be shaped while it was hot.
“And if I allow myself to be bound,” he cried, “who guarantees that you won’t kill everyone anyway if it’s convenient?”
The man laughed. “Nobody,” he shouted. “But you have my vote. I am no worse than the one who sent you here.”
"That is no consolation," said the Grey Man.
Fionn briefly considered doing something he used to do: jump, shout, rush forward. How many men he had already killed that way. How many deaths he had later excused with wine.
“You have two eyes and a pair of hands,” Ruamán had said. “Use them before, rather than after.”
Fionn looked again at the prince's men. The one who had just avoided his gaze stood too still. His shield was unused, cleaner than it should have been. Around his neck, something metal glittered that didn't look like cheap luck.
"What's your name?" Fionn asked him.
The man flinched. "What?"
“Your name,” said Fionn. “I already asked him two days ago. The prince said ‘reliable.’ I should have been more precise.”
The man pressed his lips together. "Cormac," he murmured.
"Open your collar, Cormac," said Fionn.
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"Open it."
The man hesitated. The broad man took a step closer, as far as the path allowed. "Do as he says," he growled.
Cormac fumbled with the leather. Beneath it, a small metal plate came into view. Not ornamentation. A symbol. Engraved: the High King's coat of arms. And below it, a small, fresh scratch—a mark known only to those who had ever worked with messengers who carried more than just messages.
"Commander," said the Grey Man. "Not just an ordinary soldier."
"You should make sure we run into an ambush," Fionn said. There was no question about it.
Cormac looked at him. Not defiantly. Not remorsefully. Just wearily. "They said it would be best," he murmured. "For the country. For peace. For everyone. Your men will die sooner or later anyway. You're making everything worse, they said. You're asking questions when people need answers. They promised my family protection. A field. A roof. Safety."
"In exchange for what?" asked Fionn.
“For one man on a path,” Cormac said. “And a few who walk with him.”
The words hung between them like another piece of rock that neither could jump over.
Fionn heard the man upstairs impatiently shuffling his foot. “I don’t have all day,” he shouted. “Make up your mind, Fionn. Proud or practical. Hero or shepherd.”
The wind was whipping, the path was narrow, the arrows were waiting, betrayal stood right in front of him.
For the first time in a long time, Fionn felt that every decision he made now would push him just as far into the abyss. Only the direction was different.
Fionn had never been a fan of heroic speeches. Not in a tent, not around a campfire, and certainly not on a path above a sea that was just waiting to undo everything humans had messed up.
He looked up again at the man above. "What's your name?" he called out.
He seemed surprised. "Why?"
“Because I want to know who I’m going to punch in the face if I’m still alive tomorrow,” said Fionn.
A few of the archers laughed, briefly, tensely. Even here, they still had a sense of humor left.
“Turlogh,” the man shouted. “Someone who does his job. Nothing more, nothing less.”
"Bad excuse," said the broad man.
Fionn turned to his men. “You have heard what he wants,” he said. “You have seen what the king does to people who serve him well and then become inconvenient. You have also seen what happens when one blindly obeys orders. I will give you one thing: I will not force any of you to die for my decisions if you do not wish to.”
The boy stared at him. "What do you mean?"
Fionn took a deep breath. The wind filled his lungs with salt and questionable decisions.
“Whoever wants to lay down their weapons and be bound,” he said, “can do so. I won’t strike you in the back. Perhaps you’ll live longer. Perhaps not. Perhaps you’ll get away with a roof and a field. Perhaps you’ll end up in some hole. I don’t know. I only know that I won’t get down on my knees so that some king can say, ‘Look, even Fionn has submitted.’ I’ve seen enough ropes.”
The path seemed to narrow.
“And whoever stays with you dies?” asked the broad man matter-of-factly.
“Perhaps,” said Fionn. “Perhaps not. I promise you nothing. No gods, no glory. Only that we will not willingly make ourselves a shining example. If we fall, then not with our hands tied.”
The gray man nodded. "I'm too old to have my wrists tied together," he said.
The broad man grinned crookedly. "It was obvious I'd have to ride the biggest stubborn man in the country," he said. "If I'm going to die, it won't be from a rope, but from trying to kick someone in the face."
The boy swallowed. “I…” he began, then bit his lip. “Screw it,” he said. “I’ve come too far with you guys to suddenly start acting sensibly.”
A few of the other Fianna nodded, murmuring something that sounded like agreement. One was trembling, but he stayed.
Of the prince's men—apart from Cormac—two looked at each other. One slowly raised his hand, lowering his sword. "I... I have children," he murmured. "I have no contract with your king, Fionn. I am here because my lord told me to be. If I have any chance of getting out of here..."
Fionn nodded. "We're not married," he said. "Go. If they really let you live, fine. If not... maybe you can at least spit in their faces."
The man looked at him as if he had expected anything but that sentence. Then he dropped the sign, raised his hands, and took a step towards the edge, to where the path widened slightly.
"I'm coming," he called upstairs.
“One of them has seen reason,” Turlogh exclaimed. “There you go. We’ll save ourselves some time.”
The archers above held their ground. None of them shot at the man who laid down his weapons. He walked slowly, as if pulled by an invisible rope.
Cormac stopped, the king's metal badge on his chest as if it had suddenly become heavier.
"And you?" Fionn asked him.
Cormac looked back and forth between top and bottom. "If I switch sides now..." he began.
“…you’ll be dead before you can say ‘side’,” said the Grey. “Those at the top only like betrayal if it works in their favor.”
“You’ve already crossed the edge,” Fionn said calmly. “Just not physically. You chose the path before you were here.”
Cormac was breathing heavily. “They had my wife and my two boys,” he murmured. “They showed pictures. How they would burn if I hadn’t…”
It wasn't a clean betrayal. No bags of gold, no whispering in dark corridors. It was the kind of filth that makes men convince themselves they had no choice, until they believe it—or suffocate from it.
"And now?" asked Fionn.
“Now,” said Cormac, “I don’t even know if they’re still alive.”
That sentence was the most honest thing that had been said that day.
Fionn could have killed him. It would even have been logical. A clear message to his own people, to those in power, to the world: "This is how you deal with traitors."
He thought of the tree with the ropes. Of the squire in the courtyard. Of the brother in the song. Of the night they had sat in the pub at the end of the world.
"I will no longer execute people so that others can feel better," he said quietly.
"Then what?" asked the wide man.
Fionn looked at Cormac. "You have two choices," he said. "Either you run to your new masters. Let them bind you, make you pray, whatever. Maybe you'll get away. Maybe they'll kill you because you know too much. Or you stay here and fight with us. Not out of honor. Out of principle. I won't drown you, hang you, or cut you up. I just won't forget who you are."
Cormac looked as if he had been offered two kinds of hell.
“Vote,” said Fionn.
Upstairs, Turlogh shouted: "I'm bored! There aren't many men I'd give a second choice to!"
"Shut up!" shouted the wide one and the grey one simultaneously upwards.
Cormac trembled. Then he pushed the metal king's insignia back under his leather coat, pulled the shield tighter against his arm, and raised his sword.
"I'm staying," he said hoarsely. "Not because I want your forgiveness. I won't get it. But because I want to live with what I've already done. If I'm going to die, I don't want to die on my stomach."
"Good," said Fionn. "We'll talk later about whether I'll let you in front of me again if there's no arrow aimed at us."
“Oh, there will be no later,” Turlogh exclaimed. “You really are dumber than I thought.”
Fionn raised his shield and took a step forward. He felt the men behind him: the boy, the broad one, the gray one, Cormac, the others. Few. But enough to make a noise.
“Turlogh!” he shouted. “You want fame? You want a story? Then come down here. Have your men put down their bows, we’ll meet down below. Man against man. You or I win, and your men up there can decide afterwards if the journey was worthwhile.”
A murmur rippled through the ranks above them. Bowmen, despite everything, loved such suggestions. It was the kind of bullshit they'd talk about later around the fire.
Turlogh laughed. "You think I'm stupid?" he shouted. "I have the advantage. I have the height, the arrows, the mission. I'm not here to be fair. I'm here to get paid."
“I thought so,” said Fionn.
He turned his head slightly in horror. "Do you remember that slope near Ardagh?" he murmured.
The grey man nodded. "I thought you were just drunk back then," he said.
“I was,” said Fionn. “But the trick was good.”
He waited for the next volley of arrows. The whistling sound, the impact on shields, on stone. In the brief pause before the archers nocked new arrows, he shouted: "Now!"
The broad-shouldered man and two others threw themselves simultaneously to the left, against the rock face, not away from it. They braced their shields and backs against a spot that any other troop would have simply accepted as rock.
The rock gave way. Not much. But enough.
A section of the wall, slightly taller than a man, broke away from the side, detached itself, wobbled, and toppled over. Earth, stones, roots. The men above had overlooked the cracks in the wall. Fionn hadn't.
The detached piece didn't tip upwards, of course. It fell towards the cliff, tearing bushes and earth with it – and a narrow ledge on which two of the archers were standing. They had no time to scream. One moment, one slide, and then they were gone, along with the rock.
"That was for the horse," muttered the broad man.
The formation above began to waver. Gaps, shouts, confusion. One man stumbled, dropped his bow, another turned around as if checking if there was still solid ground beneath his feet.
"Now forward!" shouted Fionn.
They didn't storm elegantly. They stumbled. Shield to shield, heads down, legs doing the work before their minds changed their minds.
Arrows were still coming. Some found their mark, some didn't. One grazed Fionn's upper arm, hot, sharp. He cursed, but didn't let it slow him down.
They reached a point where a narrow, stone-hewn staircase led upwards – little more than irregular notches. A goat ladder for people with a death wish.
"Up there!" shouted the Grey One.
"Well, wonderful," said the wide one. "First cliffs, now ladders."
Fionn went first. Not out of honor. Because if he sent them and they were slaughtered up above, he would never forgive himself. If he died first himself, at least he couldn't be angry anymore.
The steps were slippery, damp with sea spray. Hands on rocks, feet searching for purchase, the shield strapped to his back. Above him, curses, shouts, the clang of metal.
He reached the top covered in more blood and dirt than he could possibly identify. One of the archers was standing too close to the edge, bow in hand, mind elsewhere. Fionn threw himself into him, they both rolled, the man screamed, slid, and disappeared over the edge. Fionn landed on his stomach, his fingers digging into the earth that was half sliding away.
The broad man grabbed him by the belt and pulled him back. "One at a time, my friend," he panted. "If anyone goes down here, it'll be me, not you. You're the shittiest leader of all time, but without you, the others will just screw up even more."
A short, brutal fight up top. No epic dance. More like a bunch of men punching, pushing, and stabbing each other in far too little space until half were on the ground and the other half didn't know whether they had won or lost.
Turlogh was not among those who fell. He withdrew, step by step, watching his men dwindle, watching his "secure" position begin to crumble.
"That wasn't the plan," he hissed.
“Plans are for people who think the other side is dumber than they are,” said Fionn. “Welcome to reality.”
A final clash, then the formation broke apart. Some of the attackers fled, running along the ridge, away from the cliffs.
Turlogh took another step back – and ran into Cormac.
The man with the metal mark on his chest stood there, covered in blood, his shield shattered, his sword still in his hand.
“You’re the one who gets the letters,” Turlogh said. “Good pay for little honor.”
Cormac looked at him. No sparkle in his eyes, just a dull look. "I'm the one who realized too late what he'd signed," he said.
Turlogh laughed, briefly, contemptuously. "Then make way," he said. "Perhaps he'll let you live if you help him kill me."
Cormac looked at Fionn, then back at Turlogh. His fingers twitched around the hilt of the sword.
It wasn't a long fight. No grand gesture. Cormac raised his blade, Turlogh did too. Two men, too tired for drama. Blades clashed, once, twice. Turlogh was good, fast. But Cormac was desperate.
The final blow came from the side. Not from Cormac. From the Broad One, who sent his own sword across the room and struck Turlogh in the ribs before either of them could step away.
Turlogh gasped, looked at the blade in surprise, as if he'd forgotten this could happen. He staggered, two steps, three – and then there was no ground.
Fionn saw the man with the bounty fall. No slow-motion effects, no drawn-out screams. Just a short, jerky arc and the sound of the air swallowing him.
Silence. Only the sea below continued doing what it always did.
Cormac stood there, the sword still in his hand, as if he didn't know whether to throw it away or stab himself in it.
"It's not over," said the Grey Man. "Just because one of them has gone down."
“Nothing is ever over,” said Fionn.
They secured the upper edge, chased away a few stragglers, and threw bows into the abyss so that no one would get the idea that this could be repeated.
Two of their men hadn't made it up the path below. One lay with an arrow in his chest, the other had lost his footing when a rock gave way. No great cry. Just a missing face when they counted later.
Cormac approached Fionn slowly, his shoulders slumped. "I don't know what I am now," he said. "A traitor or a fighter."
“Both,” said Fionn. “Like most of us. The difference is whether you learn to live with it or not.”
"And my family?"
Fionn looked at him for a long time. "If the king really did use them as leverage," he said, "then there's a good chance they're dead since you took the first step for him. Men like him don't like to keep promises to people who are blackmailing them."
Cormac blinked hard. "That's what I was afraid of," he said. "I just didn't want to think it."
“I won’t kill you,” Fionn said. “Nor will I take you into our midst as if nothing had happened. You’ll come with us until we find a place where you can decide what to do with the rest of your life. I’m not your judge. I’m just the one who stood in the way when your life took a different turn.”
"And the royal coat of arms?" asked the broad man.
Cormac pulled the metal token out again. It gleamed crookedly in the gray light. Fionn took it, examined it, then threw it over the edge.
They didn't hear where it came from.
"That was just sheet metal," said Fionn. "The real chain is located elsewhere. We won't get rid of that so easily."
The path back felt different. Not safer. Just more honest. They had survived. Not because the gods willed it. Not because Fionn had seen the wind, the stones, the cracks. Not because the Broad One had run into a wall in time. Not because Cormac had realized too late how far he had already fallen—and then decided to strike in the other direction after all.
That night, far from the cliffs, when they made camp in a dry, boring forest, the air smelled of earth instead of salt.
The boy sat down next to Fionn. "That was betrayal," he said. "From above. From the side. From within."
“Yes,” said Fionn.
"And we are still alive."
“Today,” said Fionn.
"If you continue like this," the boy muttered, "eventually everyone in charge will betray you."
“They already do,” said Fionn. “The trick is not to be so surprised.”
He turned slightly and looked into the flames. They flickered calmly, as if they knew nothing of cliffs.
"What happens now?" asked the boy.
Fionn thought of Cathán, of the king, of Turlogh, of Cormac. Of all those who preferred to travel from afar rather than go to the edge themselves.
“Now,” he said, “comes a night when everything will burn. Not because the gods will it. Because there are people who think they can restore order by destroying villages.”
He didn't yet know exactly where the fire would start. Only that it had already been sown. In minds, in orders, in small metal markers.
The wind in the trees sounded different from the wind on the cliffs. But it carried the same scent: change. The kind that hurt.
 
Chapter 26 – Fionn and the Night Everything Burned
Some nights are already burning before anyone even lights the first fire. In minds, in words, in the false promises made during the day. The air was dry as they left the forest and headed back towards the coast. The wind smelled of salt and something that wasn't quite smoke yet, but was heading in that direction.
“Are we going back to Cathán?” the boy asked.
“Yes,” said Fionn.
"And then?"
“Then I’ll see what he says,” Fionn said. “And then I’ll see if I do something before or after I spit in his face.”
The broad man rubbed the back of his neck. "There are some people you're better off not going back to," he said. "You could just keep moving west, pretend you knew nothing, and eventually someone would tell a story about a prince who had a bad plan and died because of it."
“Of course you could,” Fionn said. “But then one day a boy will come to me and ask why his mother is sitting in a hall ruled by a man who sends Finns to cliffs for others to push off. And all I can tell him is, ‘I lost people so that I could live, but I was too cowardly to go back.’ That’s not the kind of story I can sleep with.”
"You don't sleep well anyway," muttered the Grey One.
"Then at least let me know why," said Fionn.
They arrived within sight of Cathan's hall in the late afternoon. The coast here was flatter, gentle hills, beyond them the sea, which looked empty today, no ships, no boats, just water, acting as if it had nothing to do with them.
The hall was just as before: low, wide, with a roof that needed repairing at least three times. But something was different. It took Fionn a moment to realize what: It was too quiet. No dogs. No sounds of livestock from the yard. No hammering, no laughter, no arguing.
"I don't like that," said the wide man.
"You almost never like anything," said the boy.
"I like it less this time," replied the broad man.
As they drew nearer, they saw the first flag. Not a banner fluttering in the wind. A rag tied to a pole, black with soot. No markings on it, because the fire had consumed everything that had once been paint.
Fionn stopped. The men behind him almost collided.
The hall had burned to the ground. No roof remained, only charred beams. The courtyard was black, the palisades torn down as if someone had grasped them with a giant fist. A few houses around the hall had survived, partially, others were just skeletons.
"Too late," said the Grey Man.
“Or just right,” said Fionn. “Depending on who you ask.”
They didn't ride any further. They walked. Horses had no place here. Debris lay scattered on the ground: burnt carts, burst barrels, the remains of what had once been provisions. The smoke lingered, not fresh, but thick. The smell of burnt wood mingled with something heavier, something Fionn knew all too well: burnt human flesh.
The boy swallowed. "Gods," he murmured.
"They weren't here," said the broad man.
Bodies lay near the gate. Not many. Two guards, identifiable by the half-melted metal fragments still clinging to them. A woman, half-buried under a beam, her hands outstretched as if trying to grasp something that was no longer there. A child who looked as if asleep, if one could remove the smell of smoke from the air.
"If I catch the person who did this..." growled the boy.
"Perhaps he was on our side," the Grey Man said softly.
That hit home.
"What do you mean?" the boy snarled.
“We don’t know who struck first,” said the old man. “The king, one of his pet dogs, robbers, neighbors who were fed up with Cathán taking everything from them… You just know: if someone keeps bending a system, it will eventually break. And if we’re honest – we were part of his.”
Fionn continued walking. Step by step through the ash. His boots left tracks on the blackish-grey ground, but who could read them?
“Cathán!” he shouted. No answer. Only the wind, rustling through charred beams, coaxing sounds from them that resembled voices when one was too tired.
“If that was the king…” began the broad man.
“Then it was convenient,” Fionn said. “A prince who failed in his duty to eliminate an inconvenient man, a hall that heard too many wrong words—all disposed of in a fire. No order left behind, no witness to say, ‘That wasn’t an accident.’”
"And what if it wasn't the king?"
“Then someone started playing their own game here,” said Fionn. “And we’re standing right in the middle of the burned cards.”
They didn't find Cathán among the dead outside the gate. They found him inside. Or what was left of him.
Half the hall had collapsed. Between two beams, locked together like long-dead arms, lay a body that must once have been larger. A ring clung to what remained of a finger. A metal band, almost melted into the flesh, pressed against the chest – bearing a coat of arms.
"There he is," said the Grey Man.
"It burns badly," muttered the broad man.
The boy looked away; the smell was too much even for him.
Fionn stared at the metal coat of arms. The High King, crudely rendered, but recognizable.
"They wanted to make sure that anyone who watches it later knows what it's about," he said. "That no one would delude themselves into thinking it was just an accident."
"The usual signs," said the Grey Man. "Burnt hall, burned prince, burned coat of arms. A message."
"To whom?" asked the boy.
“To all those who believe they can escape the way decisions are made at the top,” Fionn said.
He stood there, amidst beams and ashes, and noticed something changing inside him. Not suddenly. Not a flash. More like a knot that had been in his chest for a long time and now gave way by a millimeter.
He thought of the night with the stories one can only bear when drunk. Of the tree with the ropes. Of the squire. Of the women who stay when they should leave. Of the men who leave when they should stay.
"This is a similar story," he thought. "Only bigger. A prince who thought he could get involved with kings and still get out of it unscathed."
"What now?" asked the wide man.
Fionn took a deep breath. The air tasted of smoke and decision.
"Now we'll see if anyone is still alive," he said. "And then... there will be more burning tonight."
"You want…?"
“If the king thinks he can drive us like rats off cliffs while he orders halls burned down from his high chairs, then he’s done for,” said Fionn. “Not because I want to save the world. Because I’m fed up with men who let others burn and then claim that’s order.”
"You want to attack the king?" asked the boy.
“No,” said Fionn. “Not tonight. I’m not that stupid. But I know where his messengers sleep. Where his servants hang their furs to dry. Where they think that hatred belongs to them alone. We will not overthrow a kingdom. But we will make sure they realize that the flames they send can also find their way back to them.”
In one of the adjoining rooms, Breite found an old woman, half-conscious, coughing, but alive. She spoke incoherently between coughing fits, about men with standards who came at night, about lights the sky hadn't made, about screams that were faster than the flames.
“There weren’t many of them,” she managed. “But they knew where everything was. They propped up the doors first, then the barrels, then the ceilings. It was… quick.”
“Uniforms?” Fionn asked.
“Dark,” she gasped. “Not like Cathan’s men. Better blades. One of them laughed when he saw the crest. ‘Someone up there will be pleased,’ he said. Then there was only fire.”
Fionn let her drink water. He knew she might not survive the night. But he didn't want her to end up as nothing more than a piece of ashes.
“We’ll take them with us,” said the boy.
"Where to?" asked the wide man.
"Somewhere where she's no longer staring at scorched earth," the boy said defiantly.
Fionn nodded. "If she makes it through the night," he said. "But let me tell you one thing: not everyone we want to save can be saved. Sometimes the only difference is whether they die in soot or in grass."
The boy bit his lip, but he didn't argue.
The sun sank low, leaving red streaks over the sea. The hall was a black speck against the light. Fionn thought about what it must have looked like when the flames leaped up. The night in which everything burns doesn't begin when you see the first fire. It begins when someone says, "It's necessary."
The king had said "necessary" when he gave Fionn the left wing. Cathán had said "necessary" when he orchestrated the path. And somewhere, men in clean halls were now thinking this fire here had also been "necessary."
"Then let them learn tonight how necessary it feels when the burning draws near," Fionn thought.
He grabbed the hose and rinsed his mouth out. The taste of iron returned, mixed with smoke. Glory, blood, fire – everything tasted similar.
“Tonight,” he said aloud, “someone else is going to have a bad night’s sleep.”
They set up camp not far from the burned-out hall, but far enough away that the smell became bearable. The old woman lay wrapped in a blanket, her breathing shallow like a badly tuned instrument. The boy kept watch beside her, as if he could keep her awake with his mere presence.
The sky was clear, as if it had nothing to do with the day's fire. Stars stared. The wind had shifted, now coming from the land, bringing the scent of grass and earth, but the ash still clung to them like a second skin.
Broad, Grey, and Fionn sat a little apart from the fire. No large gathering, just three men who knew that the next few hours would be more than just another night on the road.
“You’re serious,” said the broad man. It didn’t sound like a question.
“Yes,” said Fionn.
"You want to bring fire to where they believe only others burn."
"Yes."
The Grey Man looked at him for a long time. "This is no small step," he said. "Up until now, you've mainly burned on her behalf. With resistance, yes. With your own limits. But still within the bounds."
“The framework is now burned,” said Fionn. “Let’s not pretend the king is just a tired old man who has to somehow manage his power. He’s someone who sends men to cliffs and burns princes who don’t deliver what he wants. And he wants to use me as a warning. I’m no longer willing to be part of his sermon.”
"And what exactly do you want to do?" asked the wide man.
Fionn placed small branches into the fire, one after the other, as if sorting his words. "The messenger houses," he said finally. "The small outposts. The places where they collect his orders, his letters, his taxes, his lists. Not grand castles. The narrow houses along roads he takes for granted. Where the men sit who thought they could deliver me like a parcel."
The Grey One snorted. "You want to sever the nerve pathways," he said. "Not the head. That's... unusually clever for someone who likes to bang his head against a wall."
“The head is too far away,” Fionn said. “Too well guarded. And if I actually catch him, the next one will be just the same, only more cautious. But if he realizes that his hands burn when they reach for us, he has to at least stop pretending that we are just pawns in his game.”
The broad man scratched his beard. "How many messenger houses do you intend to burn down in one night? We're not an army. We're a small, tired troop with a traitor who's just trying to become human again."
At the edge of the camp, Cormac sat alone, his knees drawn up, his gaze fixed on a point only he could see. He looked as if he had been peeled out of his own skin and put back in, without asking if he still fit.
"Not everything tonight," Fionn said. "But one. The most important one on this route. The one that sends the king's orders to the coastal lords. And another one tomorrow. And one the day after, if we're still alive. Not like a great storm. More like fires in a barn. If enough of them start smoking, eventually someone up there will see the smoke."
"You want to start a war," said the Grey Man.
“It’s already underway,” said Fionn. “We’ve just been pretending not to participate.”
The broad man looked into the fire. "I'm in," he said. "Not because I love politics. Because I want to see what the faces of those who otherwise just carry orders back and forth look like when the flames are on their doorstep."
The gray man sighed. "I'm too old for this," he said. "And that's precisely why: I want to have stood, at least once in my life, on the side of those who took the first step and didn't just wait for a king to call them."
"Then it's decided," said Fionn.
The bard had moved closer without them noticing. "If you burn messenger houses," he said, "they will make you into rebels, traitors, enemies of order. They will write stories that will declare you monsters."
"Then you'll just have to write other songs," said Fionn.
“I don’t write anything I can’t bear,” said the bard. “But I’ll tell you one thing: If you start a fire tonight, something will change. Not just out there. Inside you. You’ll no longer be the one who says no but goes along with it. You’ll be the one who says no and starts it yourself.”
“Good,” said Fionn. “Perhaps that’s exactly what’s needed.”
They spread out a rough map – not fine parchment, more like a collection of memories and scratches on wood. The Grey Man traced lines with the tip of a knife: paths he knew, forks in the road, streams where horses could be watered.
“Here,” he said finally, pointing to a spot. “Ráth Cuan’s messenger house. This is the hub for everything that happens on the coast. Cathán sent his messages there. The king sends out his orders from there. It’s nothing big. A hall, a stable, a tower, just high enough for the men inside to feel important. Two dozen people when they’re full. More scribes than fighters.”
"How far?" asked the wide one.
"If we use the night and ride part of the way: tomorrow morning," said the Grey One. "If we hurry, tonight."
“We want them to be asleep,” Fionn said. “We want them to believe the world will still be in order when we arrive.”
He felt something stirring inside him. Not heroism. More like a dark hunger that had long hidden behind reason.
“I have often been other people’s tool,” he thought. “Perhaps it’s time to see what it’s like to hold the axe myself.”
The boy came along, his eyes red from the smoke, from tiredness, perhaps also from the old woman who was wheezing softly in her blanket.
"I listened," he said. "I'll join in."
"You know what that means?" Fionn asked.
“That we can no longer make excuses,” said the boy. “That we can no longer say, ‘The orders were bad, but the pay was good.’ I saw the burned hall. I don’t want to be sitting in a house someday where someone says to the king, ‘There’s a boy asking questions; let’s destroy him before he tells what he saw.’”
Fionn nodded. "Then stay close to me," he said. "Tonight, men will do things they didn't expect. It's better to see them up close than to only hear the songs about them years later."
They extinguished the fire almost completely, leaving only embers. A quick meal – bread so hard that the broad-shouldered man threatened to use it as a weapon, and dried meat that looked as if it had already been digested before them.
Cormac slowly approached. "I heard what you were talking about," he said.
Fionn looked at him. "So?"
“I know the messenger houses,” Cormac said. “I learned in one how to read orders without flinching. I know where the guards stand, where they hide the keys, where the emergency exits are that aren’t on the plans.”
"Why are you telling me this?"
Cormac swallowed. "Because I've done something that can't be undone," he said. "And because maybe I can at least make some of them realize that they can't hide behind seals forever."
"Do you want revenge?" asked the Grey One.
“I want a reason to still be breathing,” Cormac said. “If you set fires, I want to be there. Not to absolve myself. To avoid dying completely useless.”
Fionn looked into his eyes. There was nothing beautiful there. Only weariness, guilt, and a thin layer of anger.
"Good," said Fionn. "Then you show us the way."
Night crept over them. No torches, no loud songs. They packed, saddled, and broke camp as if they were just another troop on the move.
The old woman had fallen silent. The boy had noticed it first. He had closed her eyes and covered them with a few twigs, as if that would change anything.
"She's seen enough fire," he said.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “Now she’s out of the stories.”
They left the burnt stain behind them. How deeply it remained ingrained in them, they would later realize.
The path to the messenger house was little more than a dark thread through fields and hedgerows. No main roads, no lights. That was the thing about places like that: they were never where the world really lived. They hung in between, like junctions that no one saw as long as they functioned.
"What does the messenger house look like?" asked the broad man quietly.
“Like a cross between a stable and a confessional,” said Cormac. “At the front, the taproom for messengers, soldiers, and travelers. At the back, the chambers where the clerks sit and pretend to be invisible. And upstairs, the room with the boxes containing the letters before they are moved on.”
"And how many men?"
“At night?” Cormac wondered. “Twelve to fifteen. Some on guard duty, some drunk, one who convinces himself he has everything under control.”
Fionn nodded. "Then tonight we'll see how much the world notices when we pull the rug out from under him," he thought.
In the distance, on a hill, a faint light eventually appeared. No village, no town, just an elongated patch of land.
“Ráth Cuan,” said the gray one.
“Time to send a message,” said Fionn.
The messenger house looked harmless at night. An oblong building of wood and stone, a low tower that pretended to be important, a small courtyard with a well. A few torches burned in the corners, the light was dim. From inside came a murmur of voices, sounding of cards, dice, and weak beer.
"Not much different from any other pub," muttered the broad man.
“Yes,” said Cormac. “In here, debts aren’t made in coins. In here, they’re paid in blood.”
They stopped in the shade of a grove, not a hundred paces away. The horses snorted softly, as if they understood that this was not the moment for noise.
The Grey Man pointed with his hand. "Over there," he whispered, "is the back door. Rarely used. Only by those who don't want to be seen at night. No big lock, just a bolt on the inside."
"How do we get in?" asked the boy.
“We knock,” Cormac said. “In the way they know.”
Fionn looked at him. "You risk them immediately realizing you've switched sides."
Cormac shrugged. "They used my family to manipulate me," he said. "If they see me now, they'll know something's gone wrong anyway. It's better they realize it when you're ready than when I show up alone at the door."
They split up. The broad one went with two men to the well – water was always both firewood and extinguishing agent. The gray one with the boy at his side, to intercept any guards who tried to escape. Fionn, Cormac, and two others went straight to the back door.
The torches crackled. The sky was clear, the moon too thin to really help.
Cormac knocked on the door. Not timidly. Firmly. A rhythm only known to those who belonged. Three quick beats, two slow ones, a pause, a final beat.
Inside, chairs were being pushed, footsteps. A voice: "Who is there?"
“Cormac,” said Cormac. “With a messenger from the north. Urgent. For the overseer.”
A soft curse. "At this hour?" the voice growled.
“They want the king to know what happened on the coast by morning,” Cormac said. It was the truth, just not the way the other man thought it was.
The bolts slid shut. The wood shifted. The door opened a crack. A face in the gap: tired, annoyed, hair matted.
“You are…” the man began.
Fionn acted before the sentence was finished. He grabbed the man by the collar, pulled him outside, and punched him once, hard and precisely. The man's head hit the doorframe, his eyes rolling back. No death, but a brief respite.
“Inside,” said Fionn.
They slipped into the narrow passage. The smell: ink, wax, sweat, paper that had been handled far too often by people who thought the world could fit on pages. Voices from the taproom, laughter that stopped abruptly when a door creaked somewhere.
"They'll have three or four guards at the front," Cormac whispered. "The overseer sits in the back room. The clerks sleep upstairs, or pretend to. The tower has an internal ladder."
"Weapons?"
“More feathers than swords,” Cormac said. “But don’t underestimate a man who spends his life writing. He has plenty of time to hate.”
Fionn nodded. "We'll do it quickly," he said. "No battlefield. No carnage. We'll kill whoever we need to kill, and we'll burn what's poisoning the world."
They went through the next door. The taproom was smaller than expected. A long table, a few benches, a fireplace. Five men, one of them in a better doublet – the overseer. Cards on the table, dice, a jug, a half-empty barrel in the corner.
“Cormac,” the guard said, surprised. “You should have been here long ago…”
Fionn stepped forward next to Cormac. All eyes turned to him. There was that brief pause again: recognition, disbelief, fear.
“Fionn mac Cumhaill,” one whispered.
"If anyone screams now, someone will shove their fist down their throat," said the broad man, who appeared from the side, faster than Fionn had thought.
"What... what do you want?" stammered the overseer.
Fionn looked around. This wasn't a battlefield. This was a crossroads. A place where stories were written before they reached the people.
“We want a break,” he said. “In your messages. Tear out a few pages before you forward them.”
The overseer tried to regain his composure. “This is the King’s house,” he said. “You are not attacking us, you are attacking order. The kingdom. Everyone.”
“Everyone,” Fionn repeated. “Everyone, everyone, everyone. You always say that when what you really mean is: ‘It’s about our convenience.’”
He went to the table and picked up one of the cards. Numbers, names, locations, tally marks. What was collected where, who owed whom what, which prince had delivered how much, and who was in arrears.
“There’s more blood in this than in some weapons,” Fionn said. “You’re writing down who gets to live and who gets sent to battle. Under the name of a man you’ve never seen without his shoes.”
“We are just clerks,” protested the supervisor. “We do what we are told. We simply pass on the information.”
“I’m just a fighter,” Fionn said. “I do what I’m told. I just fight. Do you know how many times I said that before I saw the ropes, the burned houses, the cliffs? The excuses don’t change anything. Only the number of dead.”
A noise behind them. A door opening. Two more men, armed, probably the night watch. They stopped in the doorway, watching the scene: Fionn, the overseer, Cormac, the broad one, the others.
"Put down your weapons," said the gray man, who had by now secured the corridor. His voice was calm, but there was something in it that carried more power than a shout.
The men hesitated. One lowered his sword. The other held it for a moment longer, then saw something in Fionn's face that made him change his mind. He, too, laid down his weapon.
“We won’t kill you all,” Fionn said. “Not unless we have to. But we will watch this house burn. Not because you are worse than others. Because you are the knot where too many ropes come together.”
The overseer swallowed. "They will hunt you down," he whispered. "The king. His men. All of them. You're dead the moment you leave this house."
“They’re hunting us anyway,” said Fionn. “The difference is: tonight they’re not hunting us while we carry their letters.”
He nodded to the others.
The Broad One and two Fianna pulled barrels into the middle of the room and ripped open the lids. Not beer. Oil, resin, something that could be burned well. It was almost ridiculously light.
"You already have your own fire here," said the wide one. "Convenient."
Upstairs, voices and footsteps could be heard. Terrified scribes were being dragged from their beds. The Grey Man kept watch on the staircase; the boy stood beside him, his hands trembling, his sword drawn.
Fionn went into the back room. Shelves full of boxes, rolls, bundles. Letters, sealed, labeled, carefully sorted. Names of princes, villages, commanders, courts. The very essence of order, in its purest form.
He picked up a scroll and broke the seal. He read. Orders. Troop movements. Instructions on which villages had to deliver how much, and what punishments would follow if they didn't. One sentence stuck with him:
"Should Fionn mac Cumhaill continue to hesitate to fully carry out orders, measures should be taken to use him as a cautionary example."
He laughed briefly, harshly.
“A cautionary tale,” he muttered. “Good. Then we’ll warn each other today.”
He put the roll back on the shelf. It didn't matter. Everything was going to burn down soon.
"Get the lamps," he shouted.
They worked quickly. Oil on wood, in corners, on beams, in the room with the crates, in the hallway. Torches leaning against the walls, ready.
The men of the house sat huddled together in the middle, unarmed. Some cursed, some prayed, one wept quietly, without sound.
“I’m giving you a choice,” Fionn said. “You can stay here and try to put out the fire when we’re gone. You can run with us and start over somewhere else. Or you can try to attack us and die tonight. I won’t reward the good or punish every fool. I’ll only spare those who don’t get in the way.”
The overseer looked at him. "You think you're better than the one you hate," he said. "But you're just doing the same thing, only on a smaller scale."
“Maybe,” said Fionn. “But I’m standing here watching what I do. He’ll just read a report later and say ‘regrettable.’”
He lit the first torch. The flame was small, harmless. He held it to the soaked beam. The fire hesitated, then took hold. It crept up the wall, curious, hungry.
The fat man and the boy followed suit. Soon the tavern was ablaze in several places. The smoke began to accumulate.
"Get out," said the Grey One. "Before we smoke ourselves out."
They went through the back door. Some of the men from the messenger house followed. Not all of them. The overseer stayed behind.
"Why?" Fionn asked him.
“Because this is my house,” he said. “And because I would rather burn with it than live somewhere as a man who has watched everything he built go up in flames.”
"It was never your house," Fionn said. "It was always his."
"I've prescribed the ink," said the overseer. "That's enough for more property than you think."
Fionn nodded curtly. "Then stay," he said. "I won't drag you out."
They stepped outside. The wind caught the flames, pulling them through the door and window. The fire breathed, growing larger. Smoke rose, first dark, then glowing orange from behind.
"What about the boxes?" asked the boy.
"They're burning too," said the broad man. "And with them, all the beautiful things they've written about us."
A few of the writers knelt outside in the grass and stared at their burning house as if they were watching a funeral.
"What are you doing now?" Fionn asked her.
One of them looked up. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve spent my life passing on other people’s words. I… can’t fight. I can’t plow. I can only… write.”
“Then write,” said Fionn. “But maybe not on behalf of a man who sets halls on fire. Find someone else, or start writing without them. You just saw what happened to their houses.”
The man nodded uncertainly. "They will hunt you down," he said.
“They already do,” said Fionn.
The flames leaped higher. Wood cracked. A window frame broke, sparks flew into the sky. The tower caught fire last. The beams up there glowed red-hot before they snapped.
The night everything burned was no longer just by the sea. It had a name, a place, a shape. A messenger's house at the center of a network that had now torn in one place.
The boy stood next to Fionn, his face illuminated in orange. "We really did it," he said quietly.
“Yes,” said Fionn.
"And now?"
“Now,” said Fionn, “the world will say we are traitors, rebels, enemies of order. Songs will be written about ‘the night Fionn set the king’s houses burning.’ In some, we will be the villains. In others, the heroes. The truth lies somewhere in between and will be obscured by smoke anyway.”
The boy remained silent.
Cormac approached them. There was nothing like relief in his face. Only emptiness and a little less trembling.
"It doesn't change what I did," he said.
“No,” said Fionn. “But it changes what you do from now on.”
In the distance, beyond hills, beyond nights, men in halls would see the smoke. Messengers would arrive—too late. Reports would be written, with fresh ink on crisp parchment: “Unknown assailants, presumably Fionn and his men, have…”
The king would frown, perhaps grip his cup more tightly. Perhaps he would have a new coat of arms made, with the addition: "Caution: flammable."
Fionn watched the fire until it stopped growing, only growing wider.
The night everything burned wasn't the night the world changed. But it was the night he stopped merely justifying himself and started striking the first blow.
"This will cause trouble," said Breite.
“Yes,” said Fionn.
"And you already regret it?"
Fionn thought of Cathán's burned hall. Of the path along the cliffs. Of Turlogh, who fell. Of the crates above. Of the overseer who had stayed inside.
“No,” he said. “Not yet.”
They turned away, leaving the burning house behind them. The smoke rose into the clear sky, leaving trails that perhaps reached as far as some castle wall.
The night everything burned was long. But it was only the beginning.
 
Chapter 27 – How to Lose an Empire and Keep a Scar
Empires don't fall overnight. They crumble. Here an order that doesn't arrive on time. There a prince who suddenly pretends he never received the letter. A messenger's house that burns down in the middle of the night. And somewhere in between, a king who realizes that the world no longer operates as smoothly as he's used to.
Despite this, Ráth Cuan's message took surprisingly little time to find its way back. No one knew exactly how. Perhaps a scribe who had escaped. Perhaps a farmer who had seen the smoke and talked in the nearest tavern. Perhaps one of the men who had run away before the beams fell. Words are faster than horses. Especially the ones everyone fears.
In the days following the night of the fire, they didn't immediately notice it. They rode on, set up camp, battled rain and bad bread, their pain and their silence. The smoke from Ráth Cuan was now just a stain in their minds, but no one could ignore the fact that something had begun.
“We will feel it eventually,” said the Grey Man. “The empire is not a barrel that immediately leaks when you make a hole in it. It drips.”
"Nice picture," muttered the broad man. "I just hope we're not the idiots sleeping right under the barrel."
They avoided main roads. Not just out of habit. Cormac knew the paths messengers rode when they were in a hurry. "This way," he said. "There are often sentries there. Not there. The king doesn't expect anyone to prefer trudging through mud to his order."
The boy listened, absorbing everything as if learning a new language. The language of the paths where power roamed. Until now, he had believed power was something that sat in halls and shouted. Now he saw that it also rode down side streets and hid in letters.
After a week, they came upon the first crack. No smoke this time. A village that looked like many others until they got closer. The village square was empty. No children, no chickens, no women at the well. Doors closed. Shutters tightly shut.
"I hate it when it's too quiet," said Breite. "It's like being on the verge of a blow."
They rode in slowly. Fionn raised his hand and shouted: “We are not tax collectors, not scribes, not messengers of the king. We want water, not your blood.”
The first door opened a crack. An eye appeared. "Why should I believe you?" asked a voice. Old, dry.
“Because the others are carrying their banner,” said Fionn. “And we’re just carrying the dirt on our boots.”
One by one, people emerged. Emaciated, distrustful. One with one arm wrapped in a dirty bandage, a girl with a face that was too narrow, a woman whose hands looked as if they had scrubbed through too many winters.
“They were here,” the woman finally said. “The king’s men. They wanted to know if we knew anything about the fire in the messenger house. They asked if any of your…” – she spat out the word – “…followers had passed through here.”
"And?" asked the Grey One.
“Of course some got through,” she said. “Some always get through. From you, from your enemies, from those who take more than they give. We told them that. They set fire to a man’s yard to find out more.”
An old man pointed to a charred stand on which a roof had once lain.
“And they said,” the woman continued, “that if anyone else bearing your name is seen here, next time they won’t just take one farm, but the whole village.”
The boy looked at Fionn. "That's because of..."
“Of course it’s because of us,” Fionn interrupted. “Nobody burns down farms because they’re bored. Well, almost nobody.”
“We can give you nothing,” said the old man. “No grain, no livestock. We’ll be glad if we survive the winter. And we can’t afford enemies you bring into our house.”
The sentence hit home like a ton of bricks. More honest than any politeness.
“I don’t want to take anything from you,” said Fionn. “Neither grain nor rest. We only need water, and we won’t be staying long.”
"That's what they always say," someone murmured.
Fionn felt the anger rising within him, that swift, ancient beast already raising its neck. "They"—the king's men, who came with banners and ropes. But he swallowed it down.
“I’m not here to tell you who burns better,” he said. “You want us to leave. Fine. We’ll drink by the stream. You stay in your houses. If anyone asks about us, tell them you only heard the wind.”
"And what if they burn us anyway?" asked the girl with the narrow face.
Fionn looked at her. "Then," he said, "it's not your fault. It's hers. I can't promise you anything. Only that I'm not the one who'll put the torch in your straw."
They left. No ceremony, no grand farewell speech. Just a group of men who realized the world was shrinking. They were no longer just fighters; they were the cause. The justification. The excuse for the actions of others.
At the stream they filled hoses, washing faces as if they could rinse something off with them.
"That's how one loses a kingdom," the Grey Man said softly. "Not just the king. You too. They used to call upon your name for protection. Now they fear it because it attracts trouble."
“I never had an empire,” Fionn said. “Just a few dozen men, a bad reputation, and a half-hearted conscience.”
“Exactly,” said the Grey One. “And this half-conscience loves to take responsibility for everything. Even what the king does when he is angry.”
Fionn took a sip of water. It was cold, clear, and made his teeth hurt.
“I started burning down his messenger houses,” he said. “What did you think would happen? That he’d say, ‘Thank you, Fionn, you saved me work’?”
The broad man threw water on his face. "I know there will be consequences," he said. "But I imagined them differently. I thought we'd chop off some officer's head, drink over it, and move on. The fact that I'm standing in a village and a child tells me they might be burned alive because of me isn't exactly the kind of story I like to have in my head."
“The empire is crumbling,” said the Grey. “We only started pulling at one point. The rest is falling because it was poorly built. The difference between you two lies here: You, Fionn, believe you are to blame. The king believes he has the right to do so.”
“And those in the middle,” said Fionn, “are just afraid.”
The boy sat silently. “Perhaps we won’t just lose the empire,” he said quietly. “Perhaps we’ll also lose our place in it. When you’re a danger everywhere you go…”
"Then you're out," Fionn said. "And out. Between the edges. No hall, no yard, no proper camp. Just you, a few who stick by you, and a long list of people who hope never to see you."
"And you still keep going?" the boy asked.
Fionn looked at his hands. Scars, dirt, old calluses. Nothing royal about them.
“I started it,” he said. “If I go back to the king now and explain that it was all a misunderstanding, I’m not off the hook. I’m still his dog. One who bit once and now has to walk on with his muzzle tied. I’m fed up with being on chains.”
The wind picked up. Clouds were coming in from the west. Not the heavy ones from the sea, but other, fast-moving ones that looked like rain.
“You are losing your kingdom,” said the Grey One. “The one built on command, influence, fear, and respect. Piece by piece. And you get something in return: more ghosts, more guilt, more stories. And maybe a scar to hold onto when the rest crumbles.”
Fionn didn't yet know where the scar would come from. Only that it was inevitable. Things of this magnitude rarely came without something you could touch later when you wondered if it had all really happened.
The night they set up camp, they heard the dogs for the first time. Not close. A distant, harsh bark that didn't sound like a farmyard bark.
“Tracking dogs,” Cormac said. “They’re looking for campfires, for horses, for men like us.”
An empire that was begun to be dismantled begins to scratch back. First at the edges. Then deeper.
Fionn looked into the darkness, where the sounds were coming from. It was as if the empire itself had begun to pant.
"Good," he thought. "At least they know we're still here."
He had no scars yet from this new kind of war. But the night was young. And the dogs were coming closer.
The persecution wasn't a thundering army with banners and drums. It was quieter, but more persistent. Traces were discovered more quickly. Farmers were suddenly less willing to lie. Roads were no longer as empty as before.
They first noticed the stares. In villages they passed through without stopping. Before, the reactions had been mixed: curiosity, respect, sometimes even something like pride if someone could say that Fionn had drunk water from their well. Now there was more… calculation. People saw them and calculated: “If I give them water, will the king’s men come tomorrow? If I say no, will they come again when I really need them?”
“We are becoming a bad deal,” said the bard. “No one knows anymore whether they are making a loss or a profit with us.”
“We were never a good one,” said Breite.
Cormac had grown quieter since Ráth Cuan burned. He did what he could: show the way, avoid checkpoints, gather rumors. In one village, he overheard someone whispering in the tavern that the king had offered a reward. Not a fixed amount of silver, not a fixed sum—"favor," he called it. "Whoever brings Fionn or his men will have the king's favor."
"Favor is more dangerous than money," said the Grey Man. "Silver you can count. Favor is something soft, slippery. Everyone thinks they deserve more than they get. And until then, they'll do anything to get anything at all."
"So now we're interesting to every half-desperate idiot who believes the king will forgive his debts," said the broad man. "Wonderful."
The boy pointed to a hill where a lone rider stood. Black against the sky, motionless.
"What about him?"
“Scouts,” Cormac said. “They mark our paths. The dogs we heard are not just animals. They are men with long memories and short patiences.”
They changed course, not taking the expected direction, but heading inland. Less coast, more fields, more forest. No more messenger houses, no grand destinations. Just smaller towns where order was already so fragile that it was hardly worth disturbing it.
Nevertheless, the blow came. Not where they had expected it – at a bottleneck, a stream, a road – but somewhere that looked like anywhere else: a depression between two hills, a few trees, a small path winding its way through grass.
They had just taken a break. Not a long one. A few minutes to let the horses catch their breath, to beat bread from the loaf. The boy was laughing at something the broad-shouldered man had said; the fire hadn't even been lit yet. It was one of those moments when you briefly forgot how many lists you were on.
Then a horn blared. Not a long, boastful signal, more a short, sharp one. Men emerged from the grass they had thought harmless. Not many, but enough. Ten, fifteen, maybe more, hard to count when adrenaline suddenly explodes between your ribs.
"Get down!" Fionn shouted again, even before he could properly see where they were coming from.
They had planned it well. No horses, just fast, light armor, short spears, and shields. Men who knew how to attack someone who thought they had a second's peace.
The first one collided with the broad one, bounced off. The second one slid past Fionn's shield, the third one found a gap near one of the Fianna, a scream, blood.
"Those aren't villagers," growled the Grey One. "Those are dogs."
Cormac recognized something on their belts. Small pieces of metal, similar to the one he had once worn. "Royal Hunters," he gasped. "They're not here to talk."
The fight was short and ugly. No graceful formations, no "Left, right, form up!" Just men trying not to end up on the wrong side of the blade.
Fionn felt that old thing inside him, the one that springs up in battle. Part of his mind was gone, on another plane where only angles, distances, and movements mattered. A spear thrust from the right, shield up, counterattack, the dull thud of steel cutting through flesh. Another, from the front, a kick, a grab at the other's wrists, a jerk.
Somewhere the boy screamed. Not a high-pitched scream of fear, more of an angry roar that broke off abruptly.
Fionn turned and saw him. He was standing, sword in hand, face bloody. A hunter lay before him, his throat half-opened. Behind him was another, raising his arm to thrust.
"Left!" shouted Fionn.
The boy reacted, but too late. The spear came, just in time. Not in the chest, not in the stomach. In the side, in the flank, where no shield offered protection. The boy doubled over as if someone had ripped a piece of flesh out of him from the inside.
Fionn was there before the hunter could deliver the next thrust. He hit him hard, so hard that the man barely had time to realize he was dead.
The rest was noise. The Broad One, laughing as he bled. The Grey One, muttering curses older than the king. Cormac, fighting with a despair that seemed to prefer it to any prayer.
Then it was over. The hunters lay scattered in the grass, like discarded dogs. Two Fianna lay beside them. One was still wheezing, then stopped, as if someone had turned off the sound.
The boy sat in the grass, his hand at his side, blood seeping between his fingers, dark and thick.
Fionn knelt beside him. "Show me," he said.
"It's nothing," the boy managed to say. "Just a scratch."
“Scratches don’t bleed like that,” said the Grey Man, tearing a piece of cloth to press on it. The boy hissed as if someone were shoving red-hot iron into him.
“Through and through?” asked Fionn.
The wide player leaned forward and blinked. "Yes," he said. "In at the front, out at the back. If we're lucky, he didn't hit anything important. If we're unlucky..."
"Then you'll realize it later," growled the boy.
Fionn looked at his face. Sweat, blood, clenched teeth. And underneath it all, something that wasn't just pain. Something that said, "I don't want to stay lying here."
"You're staying with us," Fionn said. It wasn't an order. It was a threat against everything that wanted to take the boy away from him.
They bandaged the wound as best they could. No healer, no druid, just old tricks: pressure, clean cloths, schnapps that the fat man would have preferred to drink.
"This will leave a scar," Cormac said quietly.
"If he lives," said the Grey Man.
"He's alive," said Fionn. "Otherwise there'll be trouble."
They pulled the boy onto a blanket they stretched between two poles. Makeshift, improvised, shaky, but better than leaving him in the dirt.
"I can walk," growled the boy.
"You can do a lot," said the broad man. "But today you'd better not carry your own legs. We want you to be able to show off the scar later, when some idiot asks you if fighting is fun."
Fionn looked at the dead hunters. "Let them have their metal markers," he said. "Let them see how many of their dogs were left here when they came looking for us."
They buried their own dead. Shallow, quick, without many words. The bard muttered something that wasn't really a song, more of a rough, unfinished thing. No one asked him to sing louder.
The boy had turned pale, but his eyes were awake.
“Is that…,” he gasped, “…the scar you always talk about? The one that remains?”
Fionn snorted. "Everyone has more than one," he said. "You're just starting to collect yours."
"You too," said the Grey One. "You're just pretending you're finished."
Fionn looked around: the dead hunters, his own dead men, the grass soaking up the blood. And somewhere beyond, invisible, the empire he was losing a little more with each of these encounters.
"Perhaps," he thought, "the real scar isn't the hole in the flesh. It's the knowledge that from now on you can't go back anywhere without it burning."
The wind rustled through the grass. It smelled of iron and distant halls.
“We will keep running,” Fionn said loudly. “Not because we think we can win. But because I can’t stand still since I saw them hang people from trees, set fire to halls, and drive men off cliffs. If I’m going to lose an empire, I at least want to know that I surrendered it myself and didn’t just wait for them to steal it from me.”
The boy closed his eyes. "Sounds like a shitty plan," he muttered.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “But it’s ours.”
For the next few days, they walked more slowly. Not because the world gave them more time, but because the boy couldn't go any faster. The wound didn't heal cleanly, like in the song where someone gets speared and after three verses is leaping again like a deer. It oozed, it ached, it pulled. Every step was a reminder that his body hadn't forgotten what had happened.
"You say it's nothing," grumbled the broad man, "but you're panting as if you've run three more hills than we have."
"Shut up," the boy muttered. "I don't want him to worry."
"Which one of the 'hes'?" asked the Grey One. "The one with the sword or the one up there with the crown?"
"The one with the sword," said the boy. "The other one doesn't worry. He makes plans."
Fionn did what he always did when he couldn't change anything: he pretended he could. He kept the group together, decided on routes, guard duty, and breaks. But in the quiet moments, you could see his gaze repeatedly wander back to the boy.
One evening, when the sky hung a dirty gray and the wind was wetter than the ground, they sat down under some crooked trees. Not a proper camp, just a group of tired men trying to stay dry while the rain proved them wrong.
The bard plucked at his lyre, but couldn't produce a clear note. "Everything's damp," he growled. "Strings, fingers, head."
"Then today you'll be like us," said the broad one.
Cormac sat a little apart, his back against a tree. He had started talking less the further they got from the coast. Perhaps because he realized his cards were running out in this game. He had shown them paths, houses, routes. But the further inland they went, the less difference there was between him and the others: men without a home.
"How does one lose an empire?" the boy asked suddenly. His voice was rough, but clear.
"Slowly," said the Grey Man, without hesitation. "And then suddenly."
"Helpful," murmured the boy.
Fionn looked into the sparse fire. “You lose it when the men who carry it begin to fear you more than respect you,” he said. “When they realize that your orders burn them more often than they warm them. When they stand in the villages and realize that their own names are feared more than the enemies they are supposed to protect from. That’s when it starts. The rest is just work.”
"Work we are currently doing?"
“Part of it,” said Fionn. “We are not the storm that blows the empire down. We are more like cracks in glass. Other blows come along with it. Greed, stupidity, excessively high taxes, overly lenient princes. In the end, someone looks at the whole thing and says: ‘Funny, yesterday this was still an empire.’”
"And your scar?" the boy asked. "Where is yours?"
Fionn thought of all the cuts, blows, burn marks. There was a lot. But none of them was "the one." None that described the thing in his head that was now constantly running through his mind.
“I have more than one,” he finally said. “You can see some, and you can’t see others.”
"Show me one," said the wide one. "Not the one on the thumb. We know those."
Fionn pulled his shirt up a little. There was an old, crooked line running down his side. "That's from a farmer who didn't put his pitchfork away in time," he said. "I was there on behalf of a prince who wanted taxes. I laughed when the farmer came at me with the pitchfork. One man with a pitchfork against five gunmen. I just wanted to push him aside. He stabbed me with it first. Not deep, but deep enough to remind me that even the smallest men will stab if you give them no other choice."
The boy looked at the scar. "Did he survive?"
“Yes,” said Fionn. “The prince wanted to hang him. I intervened. Not out of kindness. Out of respect. Anyone who meets me deserves at least to live.”
"Is that your big scar?" asked the broad man.
“No,” said Fionn. “The great one is invisible. It came when I first realized that I depended on such men not hitting me so that my masters would be satisfied. That I defined myself by how well I carried out other people’s orders, even when pitchforks were involved.”
"And now?" asked the Grey One.
“Now I know I’m losing my kingdom,” Fionn said. “Not his, not the one with banners and messenger houses. Mine. The one where you could still live in some kind of middle ground: half in line, half against it. That thing is gone. I’m out.”
“All of us,” said the wide one. “Congratulations. We are now officially… what? Rebels? Robbers? Heroes? Assholes?”
"It depends on who you ask," said the bard.
"And what remains?" asked the boy.
The rain subsided, falling only in thin threads.
Fionn looked up at the sky, where there were no stars. "Staying," he said, "is what you hold onto in your mind when everything else is taken away. The few faces you don't forget. The decisions you're willing to pay the price for, even if no one writes you a song about them. And the scars that show you didn't just dream it all."
"That's not much," said the boy.
"That's all," said the Grey One.
The bard finally played a note, then another. Not a proper song. More of an attempt.
“I will write something about that time,” he said. “Not immediately. Not yet. But eventually. And I won’t make you a king, Fionn. Not heroes of us, not monsters of them. I will simply write down what men looked like who slowly realized they were falling out of an order they themselves had helped to create.”
“If you use me as an example,” Fionn said, “then write that I often realized too late when I should have said ‘no.’ That I agreed to trees being tied with ropes before I decided to burn down messenger houses. People should know that no scar is clean.”
The boy placed a hand on his own wound. "This one," he murmured, "is from men who thought they were protecting the empire by slaughtering us."
"And from you," said the broad one. "Because you thought you were tall enough to stand between them."
"And from me," Fionn said quietly. "Because I brought you along."
The boy smiled crookedly. "If I'd been sitting in some peasant girl's bed when the empire crumbled, I would have hated myself," he said. "Better here, with a hole in my side, than later pretending I hadn't noticed anything."
In the distance, they heard dogs again. Farther away than before, but there.
“They are coming,” said Cormac. “Not quickly, but steadily. They believe time is on their side.”
"Time doesn't work for anyone," said the Grey Man. "It only works."
Fionn stood up. His joints complained, his back creaked, his thoughts did what they always did: they moved ahead.
“We will not overthrow the empire,” he said. “There are too few of us, and we are too tired. But we will make it harder for them to pretend it is divinely ordained. And in the end, when they sit in their halls wondering when it all began to crumble, some of them will not be able to avoid Ráth Cuan. The cliffs. The night everything burned. Us.”
"And one scar," murmured the bard. "On the side, in the flesh. And the other, somewhere behind it."
The boy lay down carefully, with his back to the tree. "If they ask me later," he said sleepily, "why I limp, I'll say: 'Because I was there when an empire tore itself to pieces.'"
"And what if no one asks?"
"Then I'll tell you when I'm drunk," he mumbled.
They laughed softly. It wasn't a joyful laugh. More like one that says: "We're still alive."
Night seeped deeper into the forest. The realm outside moved its figures further, on boards they could no longer see. Messengers rode, dogs searched, kings plotted.
Here, beneath crooked trees, sat a man who was about to lose his own little empire of influence and semi-obedience – and in return received something else: the certainty that the scars he would bear were his own and not just imprints of strangers' hands.
That was little. It was everything.
 
Chapter 28 – Old Bones, New Legends
It wasn't just the boy who limped. The whole group walked differently. Not overnight, but at some point you realize that no one gets up the way they used to. Knees that crack. Backs that take longer to straighten. Eyes that take longer to realize where they've actually ended up.
Fionn woke up one morning and it took him three breaths to realize why his hip felt like someone had driven a wedge into it during the night. No arrow, no blade, just age slowly taking its toll. Old bones, new bills.
The boy was still asleep, his back against a tree. The wound on his side had healed, as far as one could call it that. A crooked, hard line that looked as if someone had tried to cut his body in half and then changed their mind. He stood up, but not without that brief twitch in his face that says, "I'll do it, but it hurts."
"You look like me when I bend over," said the wide man, pulling on his boot. "And that's not a compliment."
"You look like a fallen tree when you bend over," the boy muttered. "I just look like someone who's been set on fire but not completely burned."
The gray man stretched out his arms, and his shoulders cracked like old wood in the frost. "We're getting old," he said. "Even the young ones get old. It happens faster if you run too much and sleep too little."
"I'm not running," said the boy. "I'm just stumbling more quickly than before."
They packed up the camp as they had a thousand times before. Rolling blankets, pulling straps, tightening saddles, checking straps that never live up to their promise. It was routine. Only their bodies were no longer the same as those who had invented this routine.
Cormac had grown even thinner. Betrayal gnawed at him differently than hunger. He wore his guilt like a coat that was too big for him. No one spoke of it, but everyone saw that he was even more alert at night than the guards. He knew the dogs that were after them. He had once eaten the same bone as them.
They arrived one day in a village that looked like many others: thatched roofs, crooked fences, a well where water and rumors flowed. Fionn could have sworn he'd been there before. Perhaps it was simply the fact that all villages eventually become the same if you ride through them too often.
As they came into view, something happened that they hadn't expected. No doors slamming. No children running away. Instead, one ran towards them. A boy, younger than their boy, barefoot and holding a stick like a sword.
"There they are!" he shouted. "There's Fionn!"
The broad man raised an eyebrow. "Do you think he means you or someone else?"
Behind the boy came more children, then a few men who looked as if they had been working before becoming curious. A woman dried her hands on a rag and stepped out in front of her doorway.
"Fionn mac Cumhaill!" the little cane-bearer shouted again, as if he needed to be sure everyone heard. "He who burns the king's houses!"
Fionn felt something twist in his chest. "That was fast," he thought. "The flames haven't even left all the beams yet, and songs are already growing."
"How do you know who I am?" he asked the boy loudly.
He hoisted his cane into the air and made a gesture that was presumably meant to be impressive. "The bard sang about you!" he shouted. "In the marketplace last week. He told how you challenged the king and burned his messenger houses so that people wouldn't go hungry anymore."
The bard in the back coughed, almost choking on his own breath. "Not mine," he muttered. "Some other bastard with strings. I'm innocent."
The Grey One snorted. "You see?" he said quietly to Fionn. "New legends. Old bones, new songs. You're only just beginning to see the result."
The men in the village approached cautiously. The oldest – one with a back that no longer wanted to straighten completely and a face that looked like a field scarred by too many winters – stepped forward.
“Are you really…?” He trailed off. It was as if he hardly dared to say the name completely.
"It depends on what you've been told," said Fionn.
"That you hate the king," said the old man. "That you fight for the poor. That you roasted his scribes in their own fire. That you are breaking up the kingdom so that we can all finally breathe freely."
The broad man coughed loudly to hide a laugh.
“That’s… an interesting summary,” said Fionn. “Who told you that?”
“A man with a lute,” said the old man. “Thin, with eyes like someone who has seen too much. He sat in the square, collected a few coins, and sang: of Ráth Cuan, of cliffs, of a prince who was burned because he made a bad deal with a king. He put your name in every verse, as if you were a hammer that could be struck anywhere.”
Fionn looked at her own bard. He shrugged. "Who knows what gets around," he said. "I didn't write it. But it doesn't surprise me that someone does. Stories are like dogs looking for new masters."
"Is that true?" asked the boy from the village. "Have you challenged the king? Have you set fire to his houses? Will you overthrow his castle?"
Fionn got off his bike. He did so slowly because his knees protested. He squatted down, which was even worse, and looked the village boy in the eye.
“I set fire to houses,” he said. “Messenger houses. Because I was tired of men sitting in warm halls writing orders that burned others. I didn’t overthrow any king. And I don’t fight for anyone who doesn’t ask me to. I do things I can live with. Some of them burn.”
The boy frowned. "That doesn't sound as nice as in the song," he said.
“Welcome to life,” said the wide man from behind.
The old man scratched his beard. "We don't care if it sounds nice," he said. "What matters to us is whether it changes anything. Since the bard sang, fewer clerks have been coming. The man who makes the lists hasn't been back since. Maybe he's afraid, maybe they need him somewhere else. We can just ignore them all as long as they stay away."
That was the other side of the legends. They instilled fear – but not only in the wrong people. Sometimes they made room for others.
The bard of their own troupe stepped forward. "What else did he sing?" he asked.
The village boy began to list things: battles Fionn had never fought, women he had never known, speeches he had never given. In the foreign singer's version, Fionn was taller, braver, more determined, cleaner. No tree with ropes, no nights filled with stories only palatable when drunk. Just clear lines and the right choices.
"Sounds like I'd like to get to know myself from afar," Fionn murmured.
The Grey Man grinned crookedly. "Our bard might be jealous," he said.
“I’m not envious,” he said. “I’m disgusted. But I understand the game. People want a Fionn who is bigger than their worries. Not one who stands before them and says, ‘I screwed up, and the king screwed up too, and now everything’s on fire.’”
“Will you stay?” asked the woman with the rag. “Just one night. The children want… well… they want to see how a hero eats.”
“I don’t eat heroically,” said Fionn. “I eat like everyone else. Too much when there’s food. Too little when there isn’t. And I burp.”
The children giggled. The village boy brandished his stick. "I want to see you fight!"
Fionn looked at him. "No," he said. "You don't want that. You think you do. But in your mind, fights are clean. In reality, there's only blood, screaming, and the question of whether you pulled away too late at the right moment."
The boy made a defiant face. "But you're Fionn! You beat everyone!"
“I hit enough that I can’t sleep at night,” Fionn said. “You want a story you can tell. I want one I can grow old with.”
"You're already old," the boy blurted out.
Fionn laughed. It was a short, burst of laughter, but it was there. "Exactly," he said. "That's why I can tell you that half a truth is better than a whole lie. Don't believe everything you hear in song. Not even from me."
The old man nodded slowly. "Stay," he said. "We have bread that's hard but not deadly, and beer that's better than your water. And we have ears. If you want to tell us how it really was... we'll listen. But we won't pay with coins for pretty lies."
Fionn looked at his men. The broad man shrugged. "A roof is a roof," he said. "And I have nothing against stale bread, as long as it doesn't taste like burnt messenger house."
The boy from their group sat down again, placing his hand on his side. He smiled weakly. "If you don't tell them your version," he said, "only the other one will remain. The one with the great, pure hero. I don't think it's bad for them to know that you, too, just stand up and watch your back."
Fionn nodded. "Good," he said. "One night. A few stories. No lies, no gods, no heroic deeds that would make anyone want to throw up. If they still want to know anything about me after that, that's their problem."
They led the horses into the courtyard. The children ran around them, looking like puppies seeing large animals for the first time. The adults watched everything with that mixture of fear and hope that Fionn knew so well. Old bones, new legends. The balance was fragile.
In this village, he suddenly found himself caught between the man he truly was and the man who haunted the songs. It was an uncomfortable position. But perhaps it was better than simply staring after the shadow.
That evening they sat in the largest hut in the village. The roof was low, and the smoke drifted out like a grumpy ghost. A few old tools hung on the walls, along with a sign that was more decoration than protection, and a set of antlers that pretended to have once been a trophy.
On the table were bowls of stew that looked like they'd thrown in whatever was left over. Bread that was really hard, but not moldy. Jugs of weak beer that you could at least call "beer" if you were being generous.
The children crowded near the fire, the adults sat a step further back. Fionn and his men were in between, like a wedge driven in crookedly.
“Tell me,” said the old man. “Not for the glory. For the truth. Our bones aren’t getting any younger either. I want to know what to expect when the king shows up and demands torches.”
Fionn rested his elbows on the table. His fingers were cracked, the nail on his thumb still slightly discolored from the burn scar. He briefly considered simply getting up and leaving. But then he saw the boy from the village, the stick fighter, waiting with his mouth open. And his own boy, sitting there with gritted teeth, as if none of it concerned him and yet everything about him.
"Fine," said Fionn. "I'll tell you one version. Mine. Others will tell different ones. It's up to you whom you believe."
The bard leaned against the wall, his lyre on his knees. "I'm listening," he said. "Maybe I'll steal something. Maybe not."
Fionn began. Not with great battles. Not with the left wing, not with the royal tent. He started small. With the tree and the ropes. With the boy who was hanged because a prince needed to set an example. With the woman who had given bread and the village headman who had tried to talk.
The faces in the room grew quieter. The stew remained half-empty in some bowls. No romantic battle scene, no gleaming helmets. Just a village, not so different from this one, and a tree that became a sermon.
“After that,” Fionn said, “I walked around for quite a while, pretending it was normal. As if it were just the way things were, that some people died so others would believe the world was in order. I carried out orders, led men, ‘calmed’ villages. Every time, I told myself I was preventing something worse by being there.”
The old man nodded slowly. "That's how many things are made to seem better," he said.
“Then the king came,” Fionn continued. “With his ideas of glory, order, and enemies. He gave me the Fianna, allowed me to say no when he wanted to hear yes—as long as it benefited him. And I did it. Because I thought: better me than someone who doesn’t ask at all.”
"And then Ráth Cuan," said the Grey One.
Fionn nodded. He told him about the night of the fire. About the messenger house. About what it's like to see a room full of letters burning, each one meaning that somewhere someone has less to eat or more to die. About how the overseer stayed inside because he'd rather die with his house than start over somewhere else.
"They say you laughed when it burned," said the old man.
“I didn’t laugh,” said Fionn. “I saw how powerful a fire is when it burns in the right corner. I didn’t enjoy it. I was angry. At him, at myself, at a king who thinks his words are worth more than the wood of the houses they land in.”
The village boy raised his stick. "But you did it," he said. "You hurt them."
“Yes,” said Fionn. “I hurt them. I started not just fighting for them, but fighting against them. And that has consequences. You feel them here when they ask you about us and set fire to your farms because you gave us water.”
A murmur went through the adults. Not a loud, indignant one, but rather one that said: "Yes. We've already noticed that."
"Why don't you stop?" asked a woman. "Why don't you go somewhere far away where no one knows who you are, and let the king and his halls devour each other?"
Fionn looked at her. "Because then I would be sitting in a village like this one every morning," he said, "and telling myself, 'Out there they are burning people in your name because you started it once—and now you're doing nothing.' I can't get out of this story. So I might as well keep writing."
The bard plucked a string. "I could never have expressed it more beautifully," he murmured.
"Beautiful?" asked the wide man. "That was ugly. But honest."
The old man leaned back. "There's an old grave in our field," he said after a while. "There's a stone on it, half-turned. They say a hero lies there. One of those old stories. Before your time, Fionn. Before the king. Sometimes people still bring flowers. Nobody knows if he ever existed, or if someone was just too lazy to move the stone and made up a story about it."
"And?" asked Fionn.
“And yet it helps some people,” said the old man. “When they stand there and believe that someone once lay there who made things better. Not because it’s true. Because they need it. They need bones in the ground on which to pile legends so they don’t notice how much their own bones hurt.”
The village boy looked at Fionn as if trying to drive a stone through his eyes. "Are you one of those?" he asked.
“A bone in the ground?” Fionn laughed briefly. “Not yet. But it could come to that. And if they ever put a stone on me, I hope they don’t write on it: ‘He was perfect.’ I hope they write: ‘He made many mistakes, but he didn’t give up when things got tough.’”
"That's a long sentence for a stone," muttered the bard.
The children wanted blood stories. They asked about giants, about monsters, about battles where one man killed ten men at once. Fionn gave them a few. Not lies, just… selected. He told them about a giant who didn't want to die and yet eventually fell. He told them about nights spent in the dirt and days in the fog. But amidst all this, he repeatedly dropped sentences like small stones into a well: "I was afraid." "I hesitated." "I was ashamed."
The village boy heard these words and didn't know what to do with them. The adults heard them and nodded, as if they recognized themselves.
"You're not like the one in the song," said the woman with the rag, as the evening wore on and the children grew more tired.
"The song is easier to swallow," said Fionn.
“Yes,” she said. “But I believe you more than the one who was here singing. He moved on after two days, leaving us alone with his beautiful truth. You sit here eating our bad stew. That weighs more on me.”
The fat man patted his stomach. "Bad stew, my god," he said. "I've had worse that I still had to eat."
The bard did eventually play a song. Not the one about Ráth Cuan that others had written. He sang of old bones: of men who had lain dead in fields, of women whose backs ached at the well, of children playing with sticks and pretending to be heroes. Fionn appeared. Not as a giant. As someone who curses in the morning just like the old man does when he gets up.
It wasn't a song that would sell well at markets. But in that hut, on that evening, it was fitting.
When most of the others had already left to lie down in their straw, the village boy stayed. He sat down next to Fionn, his stick across his knees.
“When you die,” he said, “will you become a story like the one in the grave?”
Fionn looked into the fire. "It depends on who's telling the story," he said. "If someone like the foreign bard tells it, I'm the one saving the kingdom. If someone like mine tells it, I'm the one dealing with burned letters and bad decisions. If you tell the story, tell it how today felt: that I was tired, that I laughed anyway, that my knees cracked when I got up from my chair."
"That's boring," said the boy.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “And true.”
The boy thought for a moment. "Maybe I'll tell both," he finally said. "One nice story for those who just want to sleep. And the other one for those who are already awake."
"Then you might end up worse than a bard," said the broad man. "Then you'll be someone who thinks."
"Sounds tiring," the boy muttered.
“It is,” said Fionn.
The night crept deeper into the hut, the fire grew smaller. Old bones creaked upright, new legends crept into dirty beds.
And somewhere out there, far away from this village, perhaps another bard was already sitting by the fire, singing a new version of Fionn mac Cumhaill: the one with burning houses and an empire that was slowly developing holes.
The next morning, they did what men like them always did: they moved on. No big farewell, no vows. A few hands briefly touched, a "Take care" that could just as easily have meant: "Don't forget us if everything goes wrong here."
The village boy ran a short distance behind them, his stick on his shoulder. "Where are you going now?" he shouted.
"Get away from here," said the wide man.
"And where to then?"
"Until someone stops us," said the Grey Man.
"Or we can't anymore," added the boy from their group.
The village boy stopped as the village grew smaller. "I want to leave too," he murmured. "But not now."
Fionn heard it, even though the boy thought he was too far away. "Stay while you can," he thought. "The world will be bigger soon enough than you'd like."
After a few days, they arrived in a region where stories had preceded them. Not just in villages. Even shepherds standing with their sheep on the hills looked at them and whispered. Sometimes Fionn heard snippets: "The one who destroyed the messenger houses..." "...the one who destroyed the king's dogs..." "...the traitor, they say..." "...the hero, others say..."
It was like an echo he couldn't shake. The legends had begun to take on a life of their own. Here he was the one who gave bread back to the poor. There he was the one who made everything worse with fire.
"How does it feel to be both a hero and a problem?" asked the bard one evening as they camped near an ancient hill.
The mound was one of those ominous, round things that everyone knew held the grave of someone important. No visible entrance, just a slight depression, a few stones that someone had placed there long ago.
"It's like when your back itches and hurts at the same time," said Fionn. "You want to scratch it, but you know it will bleed."
They sat down on the stones at the foot of the hill. The boy held his hand on his scar, as if the memory made it throb more. The broad man rubbed his shoulders. The gray man looked at the hill as if arguing with it.
"Who's lying in there?" asked the boy.
“Some old hero,” said the Grey One. “Or a prince who let bards convince him he was one. Maybe he fell in some battle, maybe he just died in bed. But they gave him a hill and a stone to go with it. And then someone made a story out of it.”
"And now they bring flowers," murmured the bard.
At the foot of the hill lay a few withered bouquets, a few small offerings: a piece of bread, a glass stone that a child had probably found and proudly placed there.
“People need places like this,” said the Grey Man. “Places where they can pretend their world is bigger than their field. They need old bones to feel for them.”
"And new legends, so they don't realize that the old ones didn't achieve anything," Cormac said.
Fionn stood up, walked to the hill, and placed his hand on the stone. No magic. Just cold rock that had seen more rain than he had.
"What would you say," he murmured, "if you knew what was happening out here? Would you laugh because everything is exactly the same as before? Or would you throw up because nobody can come up with anything new?"
The broad man laughed. "Maybe there's someone like you in there," he said. "Someone who thought he could change things, and in the end he's lying under a hill while the people up top around him are making the same mistakes."
"Then I hope that at least I'll look better when I rot," said Fionn.
The boy stepped next to him. "Do you think they'll make a mound like that for you someday?" he asked.
Fionn shrugged. "I don't care," he said. "I'm leaving. And if they do make one, I hope they don't make it too big. Otherwise, even more bards will come and spout even more crap."
"Is it possible to prevent a real man from becoming a distorted legend?" asked the bard.
"No," said the Grey One. "One can only hope that someone will whisper the truth now and then when everyone else is shouting."
That evening they sat by the fire. In the twilight, the hill was nothing more than a black shadow. Fionn felt his bones. Every scar was present, every muscle protested.
"Do you know when you realize you're getting old?" he asked suddenly.
“When you start asking questions like that,” said the broad man.
"When you feel it in your knees in the morning before you feel it in your head," said the Grey Man.
"When the songs start running faster than you," said the bard.
Fionn nodded. "All of that," he said. "And when you realize that the stories they tell about you are younger than you are. They're running ahead. You're lagging behind, trying at least not to be completely different from the one they're singing about."
The boy looked into the fire. "I don't want to get old," he said.
"The alternative is crap," said Breite.
“Getting old isn’t the problem,” Fionn said. “The problem is what you’re wearing your bones out for. For some king who forgets your name? Or for the few things you know why you did, even if no one applauds?”
"And you?" asked the boy. "What do you wear them out for?"
Fionn thought. About the king. About the burned halls. About the cliffs. About the messenger house that burned. About the boy with the stick in the village.
"For the luxury of not having to spit in my face every morning when I see my reflection," he said. "In the end, maybe that's all it is. But it's enough to keep going."
The bard whistled softly. "That's not a bad rhyme," he said.
They drank. Not much. Not enough to soften everything. Just enough to bear the rough edges.
That night, Fionn dreamed of bones. Not the ones under the hill. His own. His men's. Those of the men who worked in villages, those who wrote orders in halls. All the same color, if you take away the skin.
He woke up when the wind had shifted. He smelled of rain and something else: smoke, very far away. Not one large fire, more like many small ones.
"The world isn't just burning where we were," he thought. "Others are starting. Or continuing what's always been done."
In the morning, from a hill, they saw several thin columns of smoke in the distance. Villages, farms, perhaps a messenger's house, perhaps not. It was no longer possible to tell.
"They say you set an empire on fire," said the Grey Man.
“I only lit a few spots,” Fionn said. “The rest was dry enough to go off by itself.”
"And the legends?" asked the bard.
“They’ll talk about it like I’ve torn the sky,” Fionn said. “Let them. I know how it feels to just try and take that extra step with old bones.”
The boy limped beside him, his hand at his side. "When I have grandchildren," he said suddenly, "I'll tell them what you were like. Not the one from the songs. This one. The one who swears when he gets up, and yet keeps going even when everything smells of smoke."
“If you have grandchildren,” said the wide man, “it means we’ve done something right.”
"Or they did something wrong," said the Grey Man.
Fionn gazed into the distance. Smoke, hills, roads that never ended.
Old bones, new legends. He belonged to both. And he knew he couldn't change that anymore. Only how he would take the next step.
 
 
 
Chapter 29 – The Day Even the Fianna Fell Silent
It started with no one swearing when it rained. Normally, that was their chorus. Morning, wet blankets, tired bones—someone was always the first to grumble. About the gods, the weather, the horses, the wrong paths. Not today. It rained, softly, persistently, and they packed up as if they'd forgotten the sounds one makes when it rains.
Fionn noticed it when he tightened the second strap. The broad man pulled his tight without a word about cheap leather, the gray man calmly checked the blades, the boy gritted his teeth as he stood up but didn't say a word. The bard squatted there, the lyre in his lap, and didn't even reach out to catch the few drops that fell on the strings.
“You are all too quiet,” Fionn finally said.
"You too," replied the Grey One.
They rode off. The land was gray, the sky was gray, their thoughts were gray. The dogs they had heard for days at the edge of the world weren't barking today. That, too, was wrong. When even the enemies grew quieter, something was wrong.
Around noon they saw the smoke. Not high, not freshly black, more of a tired streak that said: "It's no longer burning, but it has."
"Another village," muttered the broad man.
“Too few houses,” said the Grey Man. “Too straight smoke for farm fires. That’s something else.”
Fionn felt the fish in his head twitch. Cliff smoke, hall smoke, messenger house smoke—he was slowly getting to know the different kinds. This was closer to something he knew before he'd grown brave: field camp, tent city, that particular blend of cold fire and warm blood.
They approached cautiously. No horn, no shouts. No "Halt, in the name of..." from some sergeant who was too high-pitched. Only the wind, carrying the smell closer: soot, wet ash, old iron that had been in other people's bodies for too long.
The hill behind which the smoke rose was flat, but high enough to hold the view for a moment. Fionn approached it on foot, his hand on the blade, his shoulders tense. The boy stayed behind him, his breathing a little too fast for someone who "only" had a scar.
Fionn stopped at the top. For a moment, everything stood still. The rain, the wind, his head.
Below lay a mass grave, only without earth. A campsite, just like the ones they themselves had set up a hundred times before: circular, with fire pits, horse tracks, torn tent canvases. And in between, bodies. Too many.
Shields bearing familiar symbols. The ancient stag's antlers. The wheel. The striped edge they once proudly wore when riding for the king. The Fianna emblem, as it appeared in the pure songs.
Except that no one was standing there anymore to sing along.
"Shit," the wide man said quietly. "These are..."
"Ours," murmured the Grey One.
It was a Fianna troop. Not a royal army, not a village, not bandits. Men like them: mercenaries with dubious reputations, who had teetered between duty and conscience. Now they lay there, mouths open, eyes half-closed or pecked out.
Fionn descended the slope. Not quickly. Every step was like stepping into an old acquaintance he didn't want to meet.
They hadn't been looted. That was the first thing he noticed. Wallets lay scattered about, a few necklaces, rings. Nothing was missing. Whoever had done this hadn't come for loot.
The shields, however, had been altered. Some still contained spears, carefully driven through the old emblem in the center. On others, the Fianna coat of arms had been painted over with soot. On one, someone had simply written a single word in charcoal: "Traitor".
"They wanted people to see who was lying here," the bard said softly.
The boy stopped as if he'd been punched. "Are those... are those the ones we almost met? Near Ardagh? Or...?"
“It doesn’t matter which ones,” Fionn said. “They are us.”
It was a strange recognition. The same bony hands, the same worn feet, the same scar patterns: lines on forearms, old cuts on shins. Had they known the faces, it would have been easier. Or harder. As it was, they were strangers with familiar shadows.
One man lay half on his stomach, his hand outstretched as if he had reached for something. Beneath his fingers: a crumpled piece of parchment, wet, creased, but not completely destroyed.
Fionn carefully pulled it out. The ink had run, but the capital letters were still legible. A royal seal, half torn off, half melted away.
Cormac stepped closer. "Let's see," he murmured.
Fionn smoothed things over as best he could. Official words. That flowery, highfalutin language that always acted as if it were too refined for mud and blood.
“In the name of the High King…” Cormac read, blinked, and moved closer. “…it is hereby declared that the Fianna force…”—he swallowed—“…is disbanded. All units continuing to operate under that name are considered enemies of the Crown. Their members may be killed, conscripted, or executed on the spot without trial. For the extradition of Fionn mac Cumhaill…”
He paused.
“Go on,” said Fionn.
“…favor and land will be granted,” Cormac read hoarsely. “Whoever offers him shelter will be treated like a traitor. His families will be dispossessed, his halls burned…”
He let the parchment fall. The rain did the rest.
"Arrived too late," said the Grey Man.
"They read it anyway," murmured the bard.
A second scroll lay on top of an overturned sign. Smaller, less tidy. A hand had tried to write quickly.
“To those who come after us,” Fionn read. “If you find this: We received orders to disband and go home, as good men who had served their purpose. Some of us wanted to. Others didn’t. We said we were waiting for you, Fionn. For you to tell us whether we would remain the king’s dogs or your men.”
The writing became more erratic.
"They came in the night. Not the king. His hunters. His new favorites. No negotiations. No offer you received. They said we were more dangerous than an army if we served no one. And they wanted to set an example. We held out as best we could. If you're reading this, you're still alive. Then you know: they don't just want you. They want the name 'Fianna' to appear only in their songs, as a cautionary footnote."
Below, crooked, as if the hand had trembled:
"Forgive us if we die without you tonight. We tried not to go quietly."
The paper was dark in one spot – not from ink. Blood.
Fionn stood there, the parchment in his hand as if it were heavier than a sword. Around him, it rained down on dead men, dead shields, on a decision others had made before he had arrived.
"They have lost our kingdom to us," he thought. "A few dozen men in one night, somewhere among hills, while the king drinks juice in the dry."
No one said a word. The broad man, usually never at a loss for words, just stared at a man who was roughly his own size. The boy clenched his fists so tightly his knuckles turned white. The bard gripped his lyre so tightly his finger joints protested.
It was the day they finally understood that "Fianna" was no longer a word that offered protection. It was a banner laid on graves.
And for the first time in a long time, no one could think of anything to say about it.
They could have screamed. They could have sworn, threatened, cursed the gods. It would even have been appropriate. Instead, they did what none of them were truly capable of: they kept their mouths shut.
“We can’t just leave them there,” the boy finally said. His voice sounded too loud in the silence.
“No,” said Fionn. “We can’t.”
They set to work. Without instructions, without many words. They knew the ritual, even if they hated it. Gather the bodies, remove the armor, lay down the swords. Set up signs as markers when there were too many dead for proper graves.
The ground was soft from the rain. Good for digging, bad for knees. The broad-shouldered man fetched shovels lying in a cart, half-burned but still usable. He began to dig as if he were waging a personal feud with the earth.
The Grey Man found a spot where the ground was higher. "If we put them here," he said, "the next rain won't wash everything away. They've seen enough. They don't need to come up again."
The bard went from corpse to corpse, murmuring softly, not real prayers, more like names. Not necessarily the right ones. He invented them where he found none, giving words to the faces that no longer had tongues.
Cormac just stood there at first, frozen. Then he started to help. He pulled one body after another toward the pit. His hands trembled, but they held. Maybe, Fionn thought, he needed the weight.
They found one survivor. More half-dead than alive, wedged under a shield, his side wound dirty, his face ashen gray. He gasped as the broad man lifted the shield.
"Leave him alone," murmured the Grey One.
“Not yet,” said Fionn.
The man opened his eyes as if looking through a veil. "Too late," he whispered.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “But I’m here.”
The eyes tried to focus. "Fionn?"
"Yes."
A crooked smile played at the corners of the man's mouth. "Too early and too late," he muttered. "As always."
"What happened?" asked Fionn.
The man coughed, coughing up blood and phlegm; it looked as if his body was trying to rid itself of everything. “The order…” he gasped. “Go home. Disband. Be quiet. We were arguing. Some wanted to go back to their farms. Others… wanted to wait. For you.”
He swallowed.
“Then… they came. Not many. Dressed like dogs, but with the coat of arms on top. They said we had missed the election. That the king cannot afford a loose blade, one no longer hanging from his hand. They shot at us while we were still discussing it.”
The boy clenched his fists.
“We held out,” the man whispered. “Not bravely. Just… long. One of them laughed. He said they did that everywhere Fianna were still gathered. ‘We’ll turn you into stories before you can do it yourselves,’ he said.”
Fionn felt his stomach tighten.
"Did they tell you their name?"
The man shook his head, so slightly that it was barely noticeable. "You don't need one," he said. "You have yours."
His gaze drifted to the sky. "Tell them that we..." He broke off, coughed again, this time for longer. When it stopped, he took a few shallow breaths.
“Tell them something?” the boy asked, too quickly.
The man smiled one last time. "That we weren't quiet," he whispered. "Even if... no one wanted to hear it."
Then he stopped breathing. No drama. No sudden movement. Just the end.
The boy bit his lip so hard that blood came out. "I hate them," he gasped. "The king. His dogs. The bards who sing for him. All of them."
"This is a start," said the Grey Man. "But hatred alone does not dig graves."
They laid the man down with the others. No special honors, no extra blanket. He received what they gave everyone: a place higher than the mud.
For hours, no one worked with less than full strength. Shoveling, pulling, lifting, laying. The Broad One sweated, even though it was cold. The Grey One moved slowly but relentlessly. Cormac bloodied his hands on splinters of wood as he adjusted shields.
Fionn carried them himself. The heavy ones, the light ones, it didn't matter. Every one he picked up was a reminder of what "Fianna" had once been: not just a troop, a word, a function. A promise that someone would come when they called.
They didn't come. Or they came too late.
Normally, at their funerals, there were words of remembrance. Someone would recount when they had first drunk with this or that person, which argument with whom had been legendary, what saying the man had uttered in battle. They laughed, they cried, they even sometimes sang. It was their way of showing the world that even in death there was still noise.
Today Fionn stood before the pit, looking at the rows of bodies, shields, and weapons. Behind him were his men, exhausted, wet, with mud on their knees and foreign blood on their hands.
He opened his mouth. Nothing came out. No words, no comfort, no "You were...".
The bard apparently felt the same. He had brought his lyre; it lay beside a stone. He didn't touch it.
"Say something," whispered the boy.
Fionn looked at him. His eyes were red, and not just from the rain.
"What then?" asked Fionn. "That they were good? They were. That they died for something? They didn't. They died because a man in a hall became afraid of the word 'Fianna' when it no longer belonged to him. That I should thank them because they showed me how an empire devours its own teeth? That's no consolation."
The broad man stepped forward. “Normally,” he said, “you tell us something so we have something to hold onto. A sentence, an image, a curse. This time…”
"This time I have nothing," said Fionn.
The silence was heavier than the corpses.
The bard raised his hand as if to play. He began, paused, and lowered it again. "I can't sing about this," he murmured. "Not yet. Perhaps never. This isn't meant for a song. This is..."
“…a receipt,” said the Grey Man. “For all the years we believed we could sit between two chairs. A little bit of king, a little bit of freedom. Today we see what they do with wobbly chairs: they throw them into the fire.”
Normally someone would have laughed. Not today.
Fionn took a handful of earth. It felt cold, wet, but not soft. He dropped it onto the first row. A dry sound, despite the rain.
“I didn’t call you,” he said quietly. “I didn’t stop you either. You made a decision, and the king made his. He wanted you to leave quietly. You didn’t. I don’t know if I would be any better if I were in your shoes. I only know that I would be just as angry if I were lying here knowing that somewhere, someone was pretending that everything was still alright.”
He paused. Nobody moved.
“I promise you nothing,” he said. “No revenge, no overturning of the cycle of seasons, no gods. I only promise you that I will take their command seriously. That I will ensure that ‘Fianna’ does not once again become a word they write on their banners whenever it suits them. If that name still exists, it will be only as a thorn, not as an ornament.”
There was nothing more. No "Rest in Peace," because there was nothing peaceful about what had happened.
They pushed earth into the pit. First lumpy, then more even. They didn't make a smooth mound, a beautiful grave. The earth was uneven, like a poorly healed knee.
No one sang. Not a single joke was told. The boy wiped the rain and everything else from his face with the back of his hand.
"This is the day," thought Fionn, "when even the Fianna makes no noise."
It was worse than any battle. Because there were no more enemies to point at. Only walking away, orders, consequences.
When they were finished, the broad one placed a shield on the hill. Not the old coats of arms. Just a bare piece of wood that hadn't yet been painted.
"They should guess who is lying here," he said. "If they know, it hurts. If not, they have a problem with their memory."
The bard looked once more at the fresh earth. "I'll remember this place," he murmured. "Perhaps I'll come back when I'm old. If I still have something to sing then."
"You're already old," the gray man said automatically. It didn't even sound like a joke.
They turned away. No looking back, no final dramatic gesture. The hill remained, the shields stood, the smoke slowly dissipated.
And Fianna, who usually had at least one comment for every piece of crap, walked away in silence.
The silence followed them, like an extra shadow. Usually, someone would break it eventually. An inappropriate remark, a curse about sore feet, a comment about the smell of the bread. Today, the day dragged on without anyone casting the first stone.
The boy rode a little way behind Fionn. He held his position well in the saddle, but it was clear that every step of the horses reminded him of his scar. Not just the one on his side. The fresh one, on his head.
"It's over, isn't it?" he asked at some point.
Fionn turned his head. "What?"
“Fianna,” said the boy. “The thing. The troop. The word. The king declared us enemies. He slaughtered the others. What else is it but a curse?”
The broad man blew air through his nose. "It wasn't always a blessing back then either," he said. "But at least we could convince ourselves that we were something special when we were drunk."
The Grey Man moved his horse closer to Fionn's. "We need to talk," he said.
“That’s all we’re doing,” Fionn muttered.
“No,” said the Grey Man. “Today we are doing absolutely nothing. And that is precisely what is new.”
They stopped at a stream that made more noise than it had water. The horses drank, and they rinsed their mouths out, as if that would help.
“You know what the decree means,” said the Grey Man as they sat down in the grass. “Not only do they hunt us down, but it says that anyone who speaks your name must be afraid. Not just because of you, but because of him.”
"He does anyway," said Fionn.
“Now with a signature,” said the Grey Man. “Until now, we were in a gray area. Heroes to some, mercenaries to others, useful dogs to the king. Now we are officially what we always were: a problem. And ‘Fianna’ is no longer a title, but a target.”
The bard sat down, the lyre beside him, not in his hands. "Perhaps we should stop doing that," he said.
"With what?" asked the wide man. "With riding? With breathing?"
“With the name,” said the bard. “As long as you say ‘Fianna,’ half of you still belongs to him.”
The boy turned around. "How can you say something like that? You're always singing 'Fianna here, Fianna there' yourself!"
“That’s exactly why,” said the bard. “I’ve heard the word slip into the wrong throats. How it comes out when a king talks about order, or when a peasant tells his children who fought in the Battle of XY. It’s become dirty. Not just because of us. Because of everyone who’s used it to send others to where the action is.”
Cormac nodded slowly. “The king has confiscated the name,” he said. “He wants to destroy it and keep it at the same time. The new orders state that the ‘King’s loyalists’ are to hunt down the ‘degenerate remnants of the Fianna.’ In the same breath, he boasts of their past deeds. He wants the legend, but not the men.”
The broad man spat into the grass. "Sounds like him."
Fionn drew a circle with his finger in the damp soil. "So what? We tear down the coats of arms and call ourselves a peasant group?"
The boy looked at him as if he had suggested hanging himself. "Without the name... what are we then?"
“Men with swords,” said the Grey Man. “Like many others.”
"With a little more debt," the bard added.
Fionn looked at the circle in the ground. The rain prevented it from holding a clear shape. Every time he finished, a droplet blurred the edge again.
“I never wanted the whole of Fianna,” he said. “I never wanted to be king. I wanted a few men I could trust, even if they laughed at me. We got both: the name and the responsibility. And now he’s peeled the label off us and says, ‘The rest is rubbish.’”
"So you're throwing away the name because he made it dirty?" the boy asked. There was more than protest in his voice. There was frozen youth.
Fionn raised his head. "No," he said. "I'm getting rid of the name because I don't want it to cost my people their lives before they've even had a chance to make their own mistake. If one of you dies, it won't be because some king wants to get rid of an old brand."
The broad man leaned back. "And what do we say if they ask us who we are?"
“Nothing at all,” said Fionn. “If they ask if we are the Fianna, we say no. Because they don’t exist anymore. The king dissolved them. Let him. Let him live with his own ghosts. We are just men who continue under his decree, without his stamp.”
"That's cowardly," said the boy.
“No,” said the Grey One. “That’s a tactic. The name is tainted. If you keep waving it around, they’ll see it before they see your face.”
The bard picked up his lyre again and strummed the strings. "I can still sing about the Fianna," he said. "About what was. About the men who died under the shield. But I don't have to brand everyone who's still alive with the same mark."
Fionn reached into his pocket. He pulled out something he had carried with him for years: a small piece of metal, an old piece of work, the Fianna coat of arms, as the king had it minted when everything still seemed in order. A stag, a ring, a design meant to show: "This belongs to the greater good."
He looked at it. It was damaged, scratched, but still clearly legible.
“Do you remember,” said the broad one, “when you gave me that thing and said, ‘Now you’re officially in’? I thought at the time that it was the greatest thing. A little sign that says I belong to something that’s more than just a farm.”
“Yes,” said Fionn. “I’m an idiot.”
He turned the metal between his fingers. It was cold. Then he threw it into the stream. No grand gesture, no fanfare. It flew, struck, disappeared.
"That's it?" asked the boy.
“No,” said Fionn. “That’s just a piece of metal. The real thing is here.” He tapped his chest. “But you have to start somewhere.”
The broad man hesitated, then produced his own mark. "I wanted to give this to my children," he said. "As proof that their old man didn't just shovel manure."
"What do you want to give them now?" asked the bard.
The broad man thought for a moment. “Perhaps a story where I wasn’t traveling with a king at my back, but with my own skull,” he finally said. “They might understand that one better later.”
He threw down his signal. Plop. Gone.
The boy clutched his chest. He had never received an official piece of metal. His "crest" was a scar, a few stories yet to be told.
"I have nothing to throw," he muttered.
“Yes,” said the Grey One. “You can stop believing that any word will protect you. ‘Fianna,’ ‘Empire,’ ‘King,’ ‘Gods’… in the end, you’ll be left with just your bones.”
"That's a sad consolation," said the boy.
"It's the only one that won't burn when they come back," Fionn said.
They sat like that for a while longer. The stream gurgled as if it were laughing at the two pieces of metal on its bed.
"And what shall we call ourselves now?" asked the bard.
Fionn shrugged. "Not at all," he said. "Those who know us, know us. Those who don't know us don't need a name. If they absolutely want to put one on, let them. But then it belongs to them, not us."
The broad man grinned weakly. "So we're officially nameless old farts with swords now," he said. "Sounds almost better than Fianna."
"It's more honest," said the Grey Man.
The boy looked up at the sky. The clouds had cleared, and a few faint streaks of light broke through.
“If I tell someone later that I was with you,” he said, “what will I say? ‘I was with Fionn’? ‘I was with the Men Without Names’? ‘I was with the idiots who thought they could run up against a king and still grow old’?”
Fionn looked at him. "Say that you were with men who tried to make their own mistakes and not just follow in the footsteps of others," he said. "What you call them is up to you."
The boy nodded slowly. "That at least sounds like something worth arguing about," he said.
“Exactly,” said the bard. “Songs thrive on conflict, not on titles.”
They set off again. Without a new name, without an old coat of arms, with a freshly dug-up hill at their backs and a king who, somewhere in his hall, was perhaps dictating a new order.
The dogs barked again in the distance. Not louder, not softer.
The Fianna, officially, was dead. What remained, carried on. Tired men, old bones, new legends they couldn't control.
It was the day when even they had remained silent for a time. And when they spoke again, they did so differently. Less, more harshly, with more pauses between their words.
You could tell. Even Fionn. Especially Fionn.
 
Chapter 30 – Homeward Boundary Roads That No Longer Lead Home
They noticed they were getting older as the conversations changed. Before, after a battle, the first question was: "How many did we get?" or "Where can we get a drink?" Now, more and more often, another sentence slipped in, quietly, almost shyly: "What do you think is happening with my people?"
It happened one afternoon when the sky seemed about to clear, but then closed in again. They were riding along a narrow path, a few fields to the left, a light forest to the right, nothing special. The broad-shouldered man rubbed his beard as if trying to push away a thought that wouldn't go away.
“Hey,” he finally grumbled in Fionn’s direction, “do you know how long it’s been since I’ve seen my farm?”
Fionn was tired enough not to reply with a quip. "No idea," he said. "Too long?"
“Three winters ago,” said the broad man. “The last time was when we had to cross over from the king’s place and happened to be nearby. Hardly ever before that. My wife said I should either come home properly or end up as a song, then at least she’d know where she stands.”
The boy turned his head. "You have a farm?"
"What did you think? That I fell out of a tree in the forest?" said the fat man. "Yes, I have a farm. Or rather, I had one. Two children. A dog that was dumber than most of the men we ride with. A stable that constantly leaked. Nothing glorious. But when it rains, I miss it."
There was silence afterwards. The sentence hung between them like an old coat.
"How far?" asked Fionn.
"If we stick to this path and don't take the clever detour Cormac will suggest..." – the broad man glanced sideways at him – "...then we'll be there in two days. Maybe one, if we really push it."
Cormac raised his hands defensively. "I didn't mean to say anything," he murmured. "All I know is that your farm is marked with lines on the king's map. Not your family. The place. A tax collector used to pass by there quite often."
“Of course,” said the broad man. “We had so much. Three cows and a stubborn ox. A paradise for the greedy.”
Fionn thought for a moment. He saw something in his people's faces that he had rarely seen before: a hunger that didn't look like it was for meat or beer.
“We’re on the move anyway,” he said. “And we’ve stopped pretending we’re riding any clever lines for the king. If we happen to come across roads leading home, we should see where they lead. Or not.”
“You know what that means,” the Grey one said quietly. “A farm he once mentioned won’t be the only one where the question comes up again. ‘Fionn, can we pop by my place for a minute? Just to have a look. Just once.’”
“Then we’ll see,” said Fionn. “Perhaps that’s exactly what’s needed. To see what’s left.”
The boy stayed close to Fionn's side. "Do you still have a home?" he asked.
“I have many,” said Fionn. “Pubs where I can open the door with my elbow, fields where they know me cursing, huts where old men tell me I’m too young to look so worn out. A real one? I lost that somewhere when I first got a signed order.”
"Then we'll take a look at his first," said the boy, pointing at the wide one. "Maybe we'll know more after that."
The road stretched on. The landscape changed, not dramatically, only in small ways that you notice if you look too long: the soil became richer, the fences neater, the villages less frequent. You could see that someone had once tried to bring order to this place, before the world had started to impose its own plans.
On the second afternoon, they stood on a small hill and looked down. The horizon grew quiet, so quiet that even the boy said nothing.
Below lay a farmyard. Not large, but larger than the holes they usually came through. A house, a stable, a shed, a field that looked tired, as if it had been woken too early. At first glance: intact. No burned roof, no torn-up floor. No smoke, except for a small, thin wisp from the chimney.
"It looks... still there," said the boy.
The broad man exhaled. "Looks like someone stopped breathing but didn't realize they were dead," he murmured.
As they walked down the hill, a dog came bounding out of the yard. Not a nasty look, more like suspicion. No barking, just a deep growl that said, "I've learned that strange men bring nothing good."
"He's not mine," said the fat one. "Mine was bigger. And dumber. And would have already tried to pee on your horse."
A woman stepped out of the door. She wasn't young, but not as old as her eyes suggested. Her hands were clutched in a cloth she didn't really need. She saw the horses first, then the weapons, then the faces. Her gaze lingered on Breiten. He was different than before—more scars, more wrinkles—but some bones you never forget.
"You're too early or too late," she said. No greeting, no scream, no collapse.
The broad man dismounted. Slowly. He suddenly seemed smaller, as if the saddle had made him taller. "I didn't know there was any real time left here," he said.
They didn't embrace. That wasn't a song. They stood facing each other like two trees realizing they had grown from the same root system but had since grown in different directions.
“They said you were dead,” she finally said. “One of the king’s men. He had a letter. ‘The troop is disbanded. The men who don’t return are considered killed in action.’ They said I could pay the taxes for a year as if I were alone. After that, they would recalculate.”
"And?" asked the wide one.
She shrugged. "They didn't come back after that," she said. "Others did. Messengers, with questions about Fionn. About the Fianna. About you. I said I hadn't heard anything. I wasn't lying. You weren't here."
The broad man opened his mouth, then closed it again. His hands worked on a strap that didn't exist.
"The children?" he asked quietly.
“At my sister’s,” she said. “Far away from anything that looks like Banner. I didn’t want them here if someone decides this farm is a good example.”
The dog had stopped growling and was sniffing at Fionn's boot. Fionn let him. He knew the smell of animals that were more afraid for humans than for themselves.
“I am…”, Breite began.
“Late,” she said. “But alive. That’s more than I can say for the men who thought they were more important than their own bones.”
She looked over his shoulder at Fionn. "You're the one they're singing about," she said.
"It depends on who," said Fionn.
“Some say you fight for those who have nothing,” she said. “Others say you would drag them into the fire if you were cold.”
“Both are somewhat true,” said Fionn.
She nodded, as if she had expected nothing else. "Then tell me one thing," she said. "Is he better off with you than here? If they come because he was with you, will only the farm burn down, or will he burn down too?"
The broad man gasped. “I would…”
"You would what?" she asked. "Stay? You can't. You'll be half on your horse at the first strange horn. Run away? Then you'll be standing out there while someone here says, 'This is the farm of someone who was with the traitor king Fionn. Let's set it on fire.'"
It wasn't said harshly. Not even angrily. It was... matter-of-factly. And that hurt more than any shouting.
“I could…” – Breite struggled with the sentence – “…I could pay the taxes if I had something. If we make a haul, if…”
“I don’t need coins from a man who rides with and against a king,” she said. “I need peace. A winter without soldiers’ boots. A summer where the children don’t think that every speck of dust on the horizon is the end of our hut.”
Fionn looked at the broad man. He looked back, helpless, like a bear who doesn't understand why the tree he always leaned against is suddenly farther away.
"Do you want him to leave?" Fionn asked the woman.
She looked at him, for a long time. "I want him to live," she said. "And I don't want the farm to burn down. I can't have both."
The broad man closed his eyes. Just briefly. When he opened them again, there was something in them that Fionn had rarely seen: a kind of clarity that hurt.
“I cannot stay,” he said. “And if I stay, I will bring you more death than life. If I leave, I won’t take all the danger with me, but I will take some of the attention.”
“You’re a good fighter,” she said. “And a miserable farmer. You’ve always been like a guest here who never takes off his coat. Maybe it’s better this way. For you, for us. I just don’t want you to come back in the night again and pretend that this time you’ll manage to stay here completely.”
The dog briefly pressed itself against her leg.
The boy whispered: “This is not the way home. This is…”
“…a crossroads,” murmured the Grey One. “And now he knows that one of the paths is closed to him.”
The broad man stepped forward, raised his hand as if to take her by the arm. He didn't. "Tell the children," he said, "that I didn't die because I forgot them. But because I was too stupid to realize early enough that you can't be both: a man of the king and one who won't sell out his family. And now I'm neither."
She just nodded. No smile, no tears. "Go now," she said. "Before someone sees you and comes back tomorrow with men. And if you happen to meet a messenger anywhere talking about taxes—kick him in the face, for all I care. That's all you can do for me."
They walked away. The dog followed them for a while, then stopped when the woman whistled softly.
At the top of the hill, Broad Man didn't look back. That was the only pride he could still afford.
"It was good that we came," said Fionn.
“No,” said the wide man. “But it was necessary.”
Homecoming, Fionn thought, used to evoke feelings of warmth. Now they were lines on a map leading to places where you learned you had no business being there anymore.
And they hadn't even started walking Cormac's path yet.
The fat man hardly spoke for the rest of the day. He drank when someone offered him something, he ate when someone handed him a bowl, he didn't laugh when one of the others made a joke, just out of habit. The sound remained trapped somewhere in his chest.
That evening, when they set up camp, he sat down a little apart, his gaze fixed on his hands as if they were foreign to him.
The boy wanted to go. Fionn briefly held his arm. "Leave him alone," he said. "He needs to learn what it feels like when a path you've mentally designated as a way out suddenly closes off."
"Is it like... when you see a messenger house burning?" the boy asked.
“Worse,” said Fionn. “Messenger houses are made of wood and ink. That was his attempt at home.”
Cormac listened. His shoulders shrugged. "Home," he said quietly, "is a word they like to use when they want to win men back. 'Go home,' they say. 'Be grateful we're letting you go.' And then, when you're standing in front of a door, you have to realize that what you're knocking on isn't what you were carrying around in your head."
The boy looked at him sharply. "You had one too," he said. "A wife. Children. Or was that just a story to make you feel better?"
Cormac clenched his fists. "They had me in their power," he said. "With pictures, with threats. I convinced myself that I was betraying them. And at some point, I didn't even know if they were still alive. I don't know what's worse: when you pass a farm and it's still standing, but without you, or when you find only dirt."
Fionn looked at him. "You want to go," he said. There was no question.
Cormac nodded. "I don't know if they're there. Maybe it's all already ashes. But until I see it, I have a knot in my head that won't stop pulling."
"How far?" asked the Grey One. He didn't sound enthusiastic, but he wasn't dismissive either.
“A few days,” Cormac said. “If we don’t run into the arms of someone who thinks he’ll get a medal if he catches us.”
"He'll get more than an award," said the bard. "He'll get favor. Land. Maybe even an estate like Breiten's – which they can take when he's old."
“We’re going,” said Fionn.
"Again?" The Grey One snorted. "Are you going to send every man home from now on? We're not a pilgrimage."
“We are men who see scorched earth everywhere,” said Fionn. “If there’s anything left somewhere that hasn’t burned, the one who cares about it should know what it looks like. And if there’s nothing left, he’ll know that too. I don’t want someone running around with me staring into the darkness at night, wondering if his ‘home’ is still alive somewhere without him.”
"If one thing is still alive," said the boy, "then maybe it's his."
So they followed Cormac's path.
The landscape changed. More hills, fewer fields, more hedgerows, behind which one could easily hide if one had something to hide. Cormac led them along paths that looked less like royal caravan routes and more like old footpaths.
“My mother used to take us here,” he murmured once. “On these paths. When she didn’t have money for the tolls, she would walk this way to her sister’s house and try to borrow some. Always looking over her shoulder to see if a rider was coming.”
"And you have become a rider," said the bard.
“What did you think?” Cormac said bitterly. “I thought if I rode along with those who collected the taxes, they wouldn’t kick us so hard eventually. I was young and stupid. A good time to sell out to the system.”
The boy listened to him as if he were looking into his own possible tomorrow.
On the third day, they saw smoke. Again. But this time it was old, thin, more of a memory than a threat.
“There,” said Cormac.
It wasn't a village. Just a farmstead, smaller than Breiten's. A house that looked askew, a barn that leaned against it like a tired friend, a tree that had spread its branches as wide as possible, as if it wanted to protect everything beneath it.
And burn marks. Not fresh. One corner of the roof had been newly tiled, the wood underneath darker. A beam in the stable was half-charred and smeared with clay.
“They were here,” Cormac said. His voice almost broke.
Fionn left the others behind and rode with him the last few meters. A woman stepped out of the door. Neither young nor old. Her face was exhausted, her hands raw. When she saw Cormac, she stopped as if she'd been punched in the gut.
“You’re alive,” she said. It didn’t sound like a question. More like an accusation.
Cormac dismounted, almost stumbling. “I…”
“You are alive,” she repeated. “Good. Others are not.”
A boy appeared behind her. Maybe twelve. A girl, even smaller, clung to her skirt. Both looked at Cormac as if trying to understand a stranger.
“These are…”, Cormac began, but got no further.
“Your children,” the woman said dryly. “Yes. Imagine. They grew while you carried orders. Sometimes it was as if they grew just so they could be hit more easily if someone shot in that direction.”
The boy from Fionn's group looked down.
“The king’s men…?” asked Fionn.
She turned her head. Towards the barn, towards the burnt beams. "They wanted to make a statement," she said. "For him. For me. For the children. 'If your husband doesn't do his duty properly, the farm will go up in flames,' they said. I said he does what they want. Then they laughed and asked if I really believed that."
Cormac took two steps towards her. She didn't back away.
"I wanted to protect you," he said hoarsely. "That's why I..."
“She’s using her,” she interrupted. “You used her to convince yourself you had no choice. You weren’t here when the barn burned. You weren’t here when I had to chase the cows out while the sides were burning. You weren’t here when the little one wondered if they’d come back because you hadn’t carried their letter fast enough.”
The children didn't look away. The girl had tears in her eyes, the boy didn't. There was something harder in his gaze.
“And then one came,” she continued. “A clerk, not a warrior. He had clean hands and dirty eyes. He said your name was on a list. ‘Favorites who know too much,’ he said. They would come to take care of things when they had time. But first would be those still hanging on your noose: us. And he advised me to forget you.”
"I couldn't..." whispered Cormac.
"No," she said. "You couldn't. That's why you're standing here now."
She looked past him at Fionn. "You're the one they curse or celebrate in their songs," she said.
"Depending on who pays," said Fionn.
“They say you burned down messenger houses,” she said. “That you tore men like my husband from their seats here. That you’re to blame when the king gets nervous.”
"The king was already nervous before I even heard his name for the first time," said Fionn. "I just started pulling on the parts that hurt."
She looked him over. "Are you worth it?" she asked. "All of this. The burned houses. The men who don't come home. That my children look at their father as if they've heard him in a song, but not in their yard."
Fionn could have lied. Said they were suffering for something greater. For freedom, justice, some grand word. He just shrugged.
“I don’t know,” he said. “Sometimes I think, yes. Sometimes I think I should have died in some battle before I had to start thinking about things like this. All I know is that he up there wouldn’t stop burning down houses like yours if I didn’t. He’d just come up with other reasons.”
The boy took a step forward. "Are you an enemy of his?" he asked.
“Right now, yes,” said Fionn. “I used to be his biggest dog. Now I’m the stone he trips over when he tries to kick us again.”
The boy nodded slowly. "Then you'd better stay away," he said. "If you're here, he'll think we're enemies too. I'm not finished growing yet."
Cormac pressed his lips together. "I'm here because of you," he said. "I wanted to know..."
"You know now," the woman said. "We're alive. For now. And we're managing somehow. Without your messengers, without his favor, without his mercy. If you stay here, you'll either be dead or responsible if they burn everything down next time. If you leave, at least you'll only be responsible for what you do out there."
It was brutally honest. No room for sentimentality.
“I…” Cormac began again, then broke off.
Fionn placed a hand on his shoulder. "Don't ask if you can come back," he said quietly. "You know the answer. You're not coming home. Not really. That's the price you paid the first time you signed an order that decided the fate of others."
"And now?" asked Cormac.
"Now," the woman said, "go and do something that won't end up on our backs. If you have to burn, then please do it far away from here."
The girl began to cry. The boy awkwardly put his arm around her shoulders.
Cormac knelt as if his legs would give way beneath him. He wanted to take her hands, but she wouldn't let him. It was always the same pattern: men arriving burdened with guilt, entering doors that had once been home. Women who had nothing left to offer but harshness.
As they walked, Cormac almost tripped. The boy from Fionn's group walked beside him, saying nothing.
"That was worse than any battlefield," Cormac muttered later, when they were out of sight.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “Battlefields have clear lines. At least you know which side the arrow is coming from.”
“I no longer have a home,” Cormac said tonelessly.
"Welcome to the club," said the wide man hoarsely.
Homecomings, Fionn thought, had become paths on which men officially learned that they no longer had places to belong. And yet they continued to walk them, as if they had to walk each one to grasp how small the world had become.
After the second farm, no one asked the question aloud again. It still hung in the air, every evening when the fire crackled and the smoke drifted into their eyes: "And you, Fionn? Where would you run to if you thought there was still a way home for you?"
He didn't like to think about it. His "home" had never just been a farm. It was pieces of places that together created a feeling: his foster father's farm, an old man's cabin in the woods, the pub at the end of the world where, for one night, you could pretend that the war outside was just a drunken tale.
One evening, when the wind came from the west and a familiar smell of salt broke through the cold, the bard said: "We are not far away."
"Of what?" asked the boy.
"From the tavern," said the bard. "You know. The end of the world."
Fionn looked up. "How far?"
"One day if we don't dawdle," said the Grey One. "Half a day if we pretend to be running away from something."
The broad man grimaced. "Perhaps it's not such a wise idea to show up there," he said. "If we're sitting in some remote corner of a hall where everyone knows us, the king's hounds will find us faster than we'd like."
"They already know the shop exists," said the bard. "Too many men were talking too loudly."
The boy looked curious. "Did you go there often?" he asked Fionn.
“Often enough,” said Fionn. “It’s one of the few places where no one tells you who you’re fighting for before putting the jug in front of you. And one of the few places where you can sit next to a king just as easily as next to a thief without the floor splitting.”
"And you think he's still there?" asked the Grey Man.
“I don’t believe anything anymore,” said Fionn. “But if we’re talking about what constitutes a journey home that no longer leads home, then we should at least check whether the pub where we decided to be something is still standing.”
They left. The next day was long, but they rode as if they were younger. The smell of salt grew stronger, the air clearer. They passed a rock that looked like a giant who had wanted to lie down but had changed his mind. Fionn knew him.
“We are close,” he said.
Late that afternoon they came around a bend, and there it was: the pub. A low building, nestled against a rock to make it harder for the wind to catch. The sign hung crooked, but it was still there. The door was the same, or at least it looked exactly as he remembered it: crooked, heavy, with a handle that had seen more hands than one could count.
"Looks... normal," said the boy.
"That worries me," murmured the broad man.
As they drew nearer, they saw the change. Not in the wood, not in the roof. In the eyes of those standing outside. Before, men had stood there who had seen everything and were too tired to be surprised. Now, two or three faces stood there with a different kind of alertness: not tired, but attentive. Like doormen, watching who goes in and out.
One of them stared as they approached. "You're out there for men with so much metal on them," he said.
"And you're young for someone who pretends to be guarding a door that isn't his," said the Grey Man.
The door opened. A man stepped out whom Fionn knew. Daithí. He hadn't gotten any younger, if anything he'd grown wider, but his eyes were the same: tired, alert, skeptical.
"I was hoping that you would never reappear," he said when he saw Fionn.
"And I was hoping you'd closed your shop," said Fionn. "So I wouldn't have to find out how much it's changed."
They stood facing each other. An old habit: to joke before admitting that one was happy.
“Come in,” said Daithí. “Before someone decides your horses have anything to do with the king.”
Inside, it smelled the same as always: smoke, beer, sweat, old wood, stories. But there was a new note in it. Something sharper.
The tables were still there, the bench against the wall, the fireplace. A few guests, heads turning as Fionn walked through. Some eyes widened, others narrowed. Some knew him, others only knew the song about him.
“You attract trouble like a wet dog attracts flies,” said Daithí, as he rinsed out jugs. “Ever since you started setting things on fire, my shop gets mentioned in orders more often than I’d like.”
"In which commands?" asked the bard.
Daithí nodded toward a corner. Where an old man had once sat, constantly cursing the gods, now sat a younger man with a clean shirt and ink stains on his fingers. On the table in front of him were parchment, a seal, and an inkwell. Messengers at the tavern.
“They now have their writers sitting directly in the places where the stories are born,” said Daithí. “So that nothing gets lost. Or so that they can directly record who is talking to whom.”
Fionn felt the room become smaller.
"He writes down who is drinking here?" the boy asked.
“He says he’s collecting reports,” Daithí said. “‘Security of the empire,’ ‘monitoring potentially subversive elements,’ that kind of rubbish. Before, men sat in the corners who were only responsible for their own lies. Now, there are those who are paid to spread other people’s lies.”
The writer raised his head when Fionn looked over. He scrutinized him openly. One could see him internally comparing stories, reports, and songs.
“This is Fionn mac Cumhaill,” he said, as if checking a sentence against himself.
"It depends on who's asking," said Fionn.
“I ask on behalf of the King,” said the clerk. “There is a decree.”
"I know," said Fionn. "I saw the bodies."
A silence fell over the pub, thicker than the smoke.
“The king declares,” the scribe began in a tone he probably considered important, “that any help, any shelter, any bread given to you will be considered treason.”
“And what does he say about those who wrote the orders by which they slaughtered men in the night who had done their service for him?” Fionn asked.
The clerk blinked. “That… is not in the decree,” he said.
“Of course not,” said Fionn.
The other guests looked around. Daithí polished a jug that was already clean.
"Are you going to throw him out of here?" whispered the boy.
"Who?" asked Daithí. "The one with the sword or the one with the pen?"
“Both,” said the boy.
“Then I won’t have any guests tomorrow,” said Daithí. “Some come because of him”—he nodded to Fionn—“others because of him”—to the scribe. “I run a tavern here, not a temple.”
Fionn grinned crookedly. "You've always been the most honest man in this hole," he said.
“Honesty doesn’t bring in any coins,” said Daithí, “but it sometimes prevents me from wanting to slit my own throat at night.”
The scribe stood up, took his parchment, and came closer. "If you stay here," he said, "I'll have to report it. If I don't report it and someone finds out, I'll be in the same boat as you. Maybe worse. The king doesn't like people who pretend to work for him and then make their own decisions."
“Welcome to the club,” said Fionn.
The clerk looked at him. "They say you would set the empire on fire," he said.
“The empire was already ablaze before I even held the first torch,” Fionn replied. “I just started to stop pretending I couldn’t smell it.”
A pause. Then the clerk lowered his voice. "I saw your men," he said. "In the field. The ones who first received the decree. I was there when the order came. I didn't hold the sword, but the pen. There are some things you can't get rid of, no matter how often you wash your hands."
Fionn looked into his eyes. There was guilt there. Not a hero, not an enemy. Just another man caught somewhere between orders and conscience.
"And now?" asked Fionn.
“Now I have to write down that you were here,” he said. “Someone else will do it anyway if I don’t. But…” – he hesitated, then actually wrote a few lines. “…I can give wrong directions. Or places where you aren’t right now. Sometimes mistakes in reports are the only thing that keeps people like you alive.”
Daithí snorted. “You see,” he said. “Even the scribes are starting to look for ways home. Ways where they can later tell each other that they weren’t just tools.”
The scribe put the parchment aside. “You can’t stay here,” he said to Fionn. “If they officially declare this place ‘corrupt,’ it’ll burn down. And I don’t think you want to be the reason the last pub you can sit in becomes Messenger House 2.”
“No,” said Fionn. “I don’t want to.”
They drank a jug anyway. It would have been almost rude, wouldn't it? The boy was speechless with amazement. It was a pub like any other, and yet the center of a world where men like Fionn could convince themselves, for one night, that there was a way home for them that didn't lead to a noose.
As they left, Daithí remained standing in the doorway. “You’re still you,” he said. “Just older. And the trouble you bring with you has grown.”
"You too," said Fionn. "And your shop."
“If you really can’t find a place to stay,” Daithí murmured, “don’t come here to die. Find somewhere else. I don’t want your death to soot up my ceiling.”
“I promise,” said Fionn.
Outside, the air was colder. The sea roared as if it had an opinion. The writer sat inside with his quill, Daithí with his jugs, the guests with their stories. The tavern was still standing, but it was no longer a home. It was a crossroads where too many paths converged, all leading in different directions.
"So?" asked the boy when they were a little way off. "Was that your way home?"
Fionn thought for a moment. "It used to be someone," he said. "Today it was just a place where I realized I couldn't stay there anymore without things getting out of hand."
The boy touched his scar. "Then there really is nowhere left to go," he said.
“Perhaps,” said Fionn. “Or perhaps that is precisely the freedom we so readily proclaim in our grand pronouncements: that we have nothing left that they can take from us. No farm, no messenger houses, no pubs that belong to us. Only our bones and the direction in which we drag them.”
The broad man laughed harshly. "Freedom as a garbage dump," he said. "You're a damn bad preacher."
“Thank God,” said Fionn.
They moved on. Behind them, a farmstead that continued to exist without Breiten. Another that still stood despite Cormac's decisions. A pub that continued to serve beer and collect letters.
Home routes, Fionn thought, used to be lines men used to travel back on. Now they were paths they used to learn that "home" was just a word that eventually stopped waiting for you. And yet they kept going. Not because they hoped to find some door somewhere that would open for them. But because stopping was the only thing that would have felt worse.
 
 
 
Chapter 31 – Bottles, Enemies and False Memories
It was foreseeable that it would eventually come down to bottles again. You can endure war, kings, dogs, cliffs, and burned houses for a while with sheer willpower, but at some point, you need something to stand between you and your thoughts. Some take prayers, others take madness. Men like Fionn took alcohol.
They arrived in a backwater that wasn't even really a village. Three huts, a crooked shed, a sort of taproom that looked like someone had glued it together from leftover boards. The sign above the door had half fallen off, but you could still read what it had once said: "The Stag's Head." Now only "Stag" remained, and it looked as if it might fall off its nail at any moment.
“I’m thirsty,” said the broad man. It was the first time in days that this sentence sounded not like mere habit, but like a necessity.
"You're always thirsty," said the Grey One. "But this time I'll let you have it."
The boy sniffed. "Smells like cheap beer and a bad decision," he muttered.
"Then we're in the right place," said the bard.
Inside it was dark, even during the day. A few tables, a counter with more nicks than smooth surfaces, a fireplace where a fire pretended to still be alive. Behind the counter, a man with a face that looked as if it had seen every kind of guest: peasants, soldiers, merchants, the desperate. He looked at them like four more kinds of misery, none of which were new to him.
"What can I get you?" he asked.
"Anything here doesn't kill you instantly," said the broad man. "And plenty of it."
The innkeeper placed clay cups in front of him. A murky liquid that at least smelled of alcohol. Fionn took a sip and felt it go down his throat like sandpaper. Perfect.
It didn't take ten breaths before the first glances started to turn sticky. In every pub, there are those few men who sit too much and do too little. Whose eyes are constantly searching for a reason to feel important. Today they weren't even very drunk. But they were bored. And bored men who only half-know what's going on in the world are more dangerous than fully-fledged fighters.
"Did you hear?" someone whispered. "He's supposed to be that one."
"The traitor?"
"Or the hero, depending on whose brother died."
The boy ducked his head slightly. Fionn pretended not to hear. He knew the laughter was coming any second. First softly, then louder, then some sentence that split the room. It was like a song that had been heard one too many times.
“Fionn mac Cumhaill,” one of them finally said, not quietly. “Or just a man pretending to be one?”
Fionn put down his cup. "It depends," he said. "Are you one of those people who hate me for everything that's wrong with this world, or do you think I'm the last thing anyone would cling to?"
A few people laughed. The man who had asked came closer. Medium height, broad shoulders, eyes red from drinking far too often. There was something in his face that Fionn recognized: the mixture of anger and hope that men have when they need someone to point the finger at.
“I have a brother,” the man said. “He was with the Fianna. He spoke of you as if you were a damned god. He said you were different from the king’s dogs. That you once said no when an entire village was about to die. He believed in you as if you were the reason he hadn’t become a pure bastard.”
"What's his name?" asked Fionn.
“His name was,” the man said. “He was with those you didn’t find in time.”
It was as if someone had put a hand inside Fionn's stomach and was slowly squeezing. "The camp," he thought. "The pit. The signs, the paper."
“I didn’t see his body,” the man continued. “Only one man who claimed to have seen your name on the orders they received: ‘Disband,’ ‘Go home,’ ‘Keep your mouth shut.’ And after that: the king’s dogs coming in the night. If you’re such a great man, why weren’t you there?”
The wide one made his move, but Fionn raised his hand.
“Because I was busy elsewhere making other mistakes,” he said. “Because I realized too late that the king no longer saw the Fianna as a tool, but as a threat. Because I don’t have god bones, only two feet. I can’t be everywhere at once, no matter what they’re told in the song.”
The man laughed bitterly. "Of course," he said. "Always the same excuses. 'We couldn't be everywhere.' 'We didn't know anything.' 'We were just following orders.' And now you're sitting here, drinking from my cup, and my brother is lying somewhere in a hole that you might have helped to fill in."
“They were ours,” said Fionn. “I buried them. Not for glory. Because otherwise crows and dogs would have torn them apart. I didn’t put up a memorial stone, didn’t light a sacred fire. I just piled earth on top so they wouldn’t have to freeze anymore.”
The man stared at him. The room had become silent.
"And you think that makes it better?" he asked.
“No,” said Fionn. “But it doesn’t make it worse. And that’s more than the king did.”
The man stood close enough for Fionn to smell his breath. "I imagined what it would be like when I met you," he said. "They say you're a giant. Someone who strides into halls, bursts down doors, spits in the faces of kings. Instead, there sits a man with tired eyes who knows too much and has done too little. That's kind of disappointing."
“Welcome to my life,” Fionn said calmly. “I’m a disappointment to many people. Not great enough to be a god, not humble enough to be a mercenary. But I’m here. And I’m listening to you.”
The man swallowed. For a moment, it looked as if he might strike. Fionn wouldn't even have minded.
“I want…” the man began, then stopped. “I want someone I can blame. For him. For my mother. For the court, which hasn’t been the same since. Hating the king won’t do me any good. He’s too far away. But you… you’re sitting here.”
Fionn raised the cup and took another sip. "Then give me half," he said. "You keep the other half for yourself. He wasn't a child. He chose to come to me. I chose to continue. The king chose to hunt us down. We all have our share. If you want to throw the whole load at just one person, you're lying to yourself."
The door opened briefly, a gust of wind whipped the smoke inside. The boy coughed.
"I imagined myself punching you in the face," the man muttered. "Like sitting on top of you on the ground, mixing your blood with the floor. At least then I would have done something."
"And now?" asked Fionn.
“Now I see you,” said the man. “And I see myself. Old enough to know that a fist won’t plug the hole.”
He took a step back. “I still hate you,” he said. “But if I’m honest, I hate the one up there more. And myself, because I never asked my brother if he was truly happy when he talked about you.”
"Did he laugh?" asked Fionn.
The man blinked. "What?"
“When he talked about me,” Fionn said, “did he laugh? Or did he just pretend to talk about fame while he was scared?”
The man thought for a moment. “Both,” he said. “Sometimes his hands trembled when he spoke of the battles. But he always said, ‘As long as I am with Fionn, I am not just a dog.’”
Fionn nodded. "Then tell your mother," he said, "that I can't promise her anything. Only that I'll remain true to his name for a while longer. Not in the king's interest. In mine. That I'll try to do something so that his death isn't completely pointless. And that I'll drink to him every time I realize I've been late again."
The man looked at him, for a long time. Then he took his own cup and raised it. "To him," he said. "To all those who left too soon and were buried too late."
They drank. The taste didn't improve, but it became heavier.
It was one of those scenes where a pub becomes a confessional. No one was innocent, no one was purely guilty. And everyone used alcohol to cope, at least partially, with the fact that there were more ghosts in their heads than people in that village.
Later that evening, the beer had gone flat, the fire dwindled, the voices grew louder. Memories began to shift. Men spoke of battles they had never fought in, of women they had never had, of heroic deeds that, in truth, had consisted more of not running away.
Fionn listened and noticed how his own memories were beginning to adjust. Suddenly, he saw himself in situations bigger, cleaner, clearer than he had actually been. He knew that these were the bottles. And the desire.
"Be careful," the bard said quietly at one point. "The most untrue stories are the ones we tell ourselves when we're drunk."
Fionn looked into his cup. "Then drink faster before they finish," he muttered.
But that was nonsense, of course. They were already in the process of being created.
Night crept into the taproom like cold smoke. At some point, it was no longer clear where the fire in the fireplace ended and the fire in the mind began. Voices softened, as did the angularity of faces. Even the innkeeper, who at first had seemed as dry as his bread, eventually leaned against the bar, as if he needed to reassure himself that the world still held something solid.
The man with the dead brother was now sitting at Fionn's table. Not as a friend, but rather as someone who had decided he'd better keep an eye on the culprit while he drank. Between them stood the bottle that the innkeeper had silently placed there at some point.
“Do you remember,” slurred the broad man, “how we kicked that one of the king’s officers into the latrine in the tavern in Tara back then?”
"That wasn't Tara," said the Grey Man. "That was some other hole with too many flags."
“Yes, Tara,” insisted the broad man. “There hung that ugly strip of fabric with the coat of arms, which looked as if a child had tried to paint a deer and it turned out to be a goat.”
Fionn closed his eyes for a moment, rummaging through his mind. Images. A crowded bar, yes. An officer laughing too loudly. A drunk laughing even louder. But Tara? It was all a blur. Maybe it hadn't been Tara. Maybe they'd experienced this scene in five different cities and, in their memories, crammed it all into one to make it sound better.
"That wasn't Tara," he murmured. "Tara was the night the king overdid it with the mead and then vomited on the carpet."
The bard grinned. "That story doesn't exist," he said. "I suggested it once, and you told me to be careful what I put into the world."
Fionn stared at him. "What?"
"You're confusing things," said the bard. "That's how false memories work: you take something you wish you had experienced and mix it with something you actually did experience, until you no longer know what was what."
The man with the dead brother laughed briefly. "So maybe you never did anything heroic," he said. "You just heard the same story often enough."
“That may be,” said Fionn. “But my bones tell me otherwise when I get up in the morning.”
The boy listened. He didn't yet have many memories that could overlap, but he was close to forming some. Alcohol addiction included.
“What about that battle in the rain,” he asked, “that everyone’s talking about? The one they say you were right in the middle of and no one could get past you.”
"Which of the eight versions?" asked the Grey Man dryly.
The bard rested his chin on his hand. "The official one," he said. "The one they tell in the halls: you with the Fianna, the king on the left, some prince on the right, facing overwhelming odds. Rain, mud, arrows sinking in the water. And you, holding the left wing while the others have long since begun plundering. Then the great moment: you shout a phrase everyone remembers, and you run forward and…"
“…and I slip,” Fionn interrupted.
"That's not how they tell it," said the bard.
“Of course not,” said Fionn. “They say I gathered the men, raised my blade to the sky, yelled something about honor, and charged through their ranks like a damned storm. The truth is, I did yell something, yes. But I don’t remember what. Probably ‘HOLD THE LINE, YOU IDIOTS.’ Then I slipped on a dead horse, nearly broke my knee, went face down in the mud, and when I got back on my feet, everyone was so surprised I was still alive that they started yelling after me. The rest just happened.”
The man with the dead brother stared at him. Then he started to laugh. Not a pleasant laugh, more of a painful one. "All my life I thought you were some kind of demigod in that moment," he said. "My brother practically soiled himself with excitement whenever he talked about it."
“You see,” said the bard. “That’s how it goes. One person falls down, changes a word in the story, another removes the stumble, and by the third time he already has wings.”
The boy looked fascinated. "So, half of what I've heard about you...?"
“…is rubbish,” said Fionn. “Or half-rubbish. And that’s almost worse. Because then you don’t know which parts of the pile are worth picking up.”
The broad man chuckled. "Do you remember the woman in Cluan Mor?"
"Which one?" asked the Grey One. "The one who threw you out before you could even say hello, or the one who supposedly offered you her wedding night because you saved her village?"
"The second one," said the wide man.
"It only exists in your head," said the Grey Man. "And in your stories when you're drunk."
“She exists in my heart,” Breite countered dramatically.
Fionn actually laughed this time. "Cluan Mor was the village with the lame pig and the priest who thought I was a sign from the gods because I beat his own brother at dice," he said. "No wedding nights, just bad beer."
The boy tilted his head. "How are we supposed to make sense of all this?" he asked. "When everyone here has their own version?"
The bard shrugged. "Not at all," he said. "You choose. Like with drinking. You take what you can handle. The rest stays in the bottle until someone else opens it."
The innkeeper sat down. A man who had heard too much to still believe in pure truth. "I've seen men," he began, "who came in here with stories of giants they'd slain and castles they'd taken. Three cups later, they admitted that the 'giant' was a drunken tax collector lying in the dirt. But when they were sober again the next day, they were convinced the first version was the real one. Because it fit better with what they liked to see in their own mirror."
"And what do you see in yours?" asked the Grey One.
The innkeeper grinned crookedly. "A man who has moved more bottles than swords," he said. "And who realizes that sometimes tipping over a bottle changes more than tipping over a helmet."
The man with the dead brother took another sip, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "I wonder what my brother said about you that wasn't true," he murmured.
“Maybe a lot,” said Fionn. “Maybe a little. What matters is what you see now, not what he wanted to see.”
“I see a man who doesn’t run away when I tell him to his face that I hate him,” the man said. “That’s more than I can say about most of those who call themselves ‘leaders’.”
The boy leaned back; the alcohol had made him lighter, but not stupid. "When I'm old," he said, "I'm going to tell my grandchildren that I was with you. And I bet I'm going to lie."
"Of course," said the bard. "Otherwise they won't listen to you."
Fionn smiled wearily. "At least lie in a way that makes them realize something's wrong," he said. "Give them a jump in the story so they can ask questions."
"What do you mean?" asked the boy.
“Say I stumbled in battle,” Fionn said. “Say I spent an entire night sitting under a tree thinking, ‘I don’t know what to do anymore.’ Say I stood outside a farm and didn’t go in because I knew I had nothing to offer but trouble. Among all the stories where I supposedly slay giants, there should be a few where I’m just a tired man.”
The bard nodded. "That's the difference between legend and memory," he said. "Legends are smooth. Memories have stains."
The broad man emptied his cup. "One more bottle," he shouted. "Before I start convincing myself I'm a better person than I am."
The innkeeper brought them. The night crept on, wrapping itself around the beams, along the walls, into their minds.
Later, when most were already half-hanging on the table, Fionn noticed his own memories shifting. The cliffs grew higher, the nights more dramatic, the king even more ridiculous. He saw himself as a clear, decisive leader who always knew when to say no. No trees with ropes, no nights spent half-agreeing with the king because the pay was good.
"No," he thought. "That's not how it was."
He stood up, swayed, and went out into the cold air. The sky was overcast, not a single star was visible.
“You’re sometimes too sober in your head for so much alcohol,” said the bard who had followed him.
“If I weren’t this,” Fionn said, “I would eventually start to believe that I am who they make me out to be. And then I’m lost.”
He leaned against the wall, feeling the rough wood against his back.
“Tell me,” murmured the bard, “do you know exactly how many men have died because of you?”
“No,” said Fionn. “I could count, but the number would still be wrong. Some would have left earlier without me, others later. Some would never have left their village. Some would have died differently. There’s no point in making statistics out of blood. In the end, all I know is: there were too many. No matter how you calculate it.”
The bard nodded. "Good," he said. "As long as you know this, I trust you more than the men who have very precise figures and are proud of them."
Inside, the laughter grew louder again. One man sang off-key, an old heroic song he only half knew. He inserted Fionn's name in places where it didn't belong. The others roared along.
"False memories don't start with you," said the bard. "They start there."
"And will probably end with some grandchildren who believe their grandpa saved the world because he once started a fire," said Fionn.
“Perhaps,” said the bard. “Perhaps one day they’ll be sitting there with a bottle, realizing that the story isn’t true. And then they’ll be closer to you than you think.”
Fionn gazed into the darkness. A few twinkling points on the horizon, perhaps other fires, other pubs, other men trying to cope with it all.
Bottles, enemies, false memories. All in one night. And morning hadn't even arrived yet.
Morning came as always: too early, too bright, too honest. The pub reeked of stale smoke, sour beer, and things that hadn't made their way back into the bowls during the night.
Fionn woke up on a bench, half-asymmetrical, his back aching. His head throbbed, but not as badly as one would have expected after that many. Perhaps his body had learned by now to let some of the bottles simply pass through without them reaching the top.
The broad man lay on the ground, his arms outstretched as if he wanted to embrace the world, but it had refused. The boy had somehow managed to fall asleep with his back against the wall, the sword still beside him, as if that were the only order he could afford.
The man with the dead brother was gone. Only his cup remained, overturned, the remaining alcohol evaporating into a sticky stain.
The landlord was already tidying up. Men like him don't sleep much. Not because they can't, but because they know that pubs that stay healthy need to look tidy again early enough so that the chaos looks fresh in the evening.
"Head?" he asked as Fionn sat up.
“It exists,” said Fionn. “That’s enough.”
The innkeeper placed a bowl of water in front of him. Fionn drank as if it were more precious than anything they had consumed the previous evening.
"He stayed there for a long time," said the innkeeper.
"Who?"
“The one with the brother,” said the innkeeper. “He was holding onto his cup as if he were strangling you. Then at some point he quietly said he hadn’t killed you because he didn’t know what to tell his mother. ‘I strangled the last man who knew her son by name’ – that doesn’t sound like a story you want to grow old with.”
Fionn rubbed his eyes. "He's okay," he murmured. "Or maybe not. But he's doing it without me."
The boy woke up, grunted, and clutched his side. "I hate alcohol," he said.
"Everyone says that in the morning," said the Grey Man, who appeared from somewhere in a corner. "By tomorrow evening at the latest, you'll be lying again."
The bard was already sitting, half awake, half still dreaming, his lyre in his lap. He never seemed to sleep completely. Perhaps he was afraid that important lines would escape him if he did.
"I was dreaming," he said.
"Congratulations," said Breite, who was now also getting up. "I had no room for dreams, I had to throw up."
“I dreamt,” repeated the bard, “that you, Fionn, were standing in a great hall. Not the king’s. Some other hall. And there were men there, pointing at you and arguing about who you were. One said, ‘He was a traitor.’ Another said, ‘He was a hero.’ The third said, ‘He was a fool.’ And you stood there and just said, ‘I was tired.’”
Fionn grinned crookedly. "That's the most realistic thing I've ever heard about my afterlife," he said.
The boy sat down, holding his head as if to keep it from falling. “I remember everything,” he said slowly. “What you said yesterday about the battle in the rain. About the brother. About the bottle. And yet, it feels like I was there when you stormed through the ranks. Even though you said you fell flat on your face.”
"That's how it begins," said the bard. "False memories are persistent. They cheat their way around the truth and pretend to be more convenient."
"How do you defend yourself against that?" asked the boy.
Fionn stood up, his bones creaking. He went to the small, dirty window and looked out. The day was gray, but clearer than the evening.
“By repeatedly telling yourself what was ugly,” he said. “Not just what glitters. If necessary, write it down somewhere. Tell it as it was, not as you would like it to be. And accept that people would rather hear you say it differently.”
The innkeeper set down a piece of bread. “I used to listen to the stories a lot,” he said, “and try to remember what changed over the years. Once there was a man who told the same story five times in ten years. At first, he was a coward who ran away. The second time, he said he was ‘too late.’ The third time, he was ‘on the wrong flank.’ The fourth time, he hadn’t heard the signal. The fifth time, he’d been at the front and had just glanced to the side when the decisive moment came. I kept all the versions. For myself. So I know how far someone can go to run from themselves.”
"And what was the truth?" asked the boy.
“The first one,” said the innkeeper. “It slipped out before he knew it would be in his way for years to come.”
The broad man chewed the bread as if it were an opponent. "I think," he said with his mouth full, "that half of what I tell myself about myself is a lie. But I don't always feel like checking it."
“At least you’re beginning to suspect it,” said the Grey Man. “That’s more than most people are willing to admit.”
Fionn turned away from the window. "We can't stay here," he said. "Not because of the decree. Not because of the clerk who might already have us on his list. But because otherwise we'll start telling our own stories before we're finished."
"You mean we have to go back to where it hurts," the boy murmured.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “To a place where there are more stones than bottles. Where you have no innkeeper to listen to you, but only your own voice, which doesn’t believe you.”
The bard stood up, stretched, his bones creaking in time with Fionn's. "I'll take a few of the stories with me," he said. "The brother's. The officer's in the latrine. The one about the battle in the rain where you slipped on a horse carcass. They're too good to leave to the liars."
"Do what you want," said Fionn. "But don't give them wings."
"Perhaps small ones," said the bard. "Otherwise, no one will listen."
The innkeeper laid a hand on the counter as if saying goodbye, even though they were just customers. "Many come through," he said. "With their enemies, their bottles, and their memories. Most move on, leaving behind only a heavy head and thin coins. You leave behind trouble. And maybe a piece of honesty. I don't know which I prefer."
“You can’t choose that,” said Fionn. “Just like I can’t choose who sings my songs.”
They paid. Not much. They didn't have much. The innkeeper took it as if he didn't care, and yet he did.
When they stepped outside, the air was colder, but clean. Behind them lingered the dull sound of jugs clinking together, of voices beginning again to construct stories in which they were bigger or smaller than they were in their own bodies.
The boy walked silently beside Fionn for a while.
"I used to imagine," he said at one point, "that you could stop entire armies with one hand. That you never doubted anything. That you always knew when to strike and when not to. And now I see you sitting in the semi-darkness, saying you have no idea and are just trying to deal with the mess you yourself started."
“Disappointed?” asked Fionn.
The boy thought for a moment. “No,” he said. “Not really. It’s… reassuring. That the man leading the way doesn’t know any more than I do. He’s just been doing it longer.”
"That's all there is to leadership," said the Grey One. "Someone who's fallen flat on his face a few times and is willing to go again so the others know where the stone is."
The broad man spat in the dust. "I must have said five times last night that I'd killed a giant," he said. "But it was just an overgrown soldier with bad breath."
"And?" asked the bard.
"And I'll tell them again," said the broad man. "But this time I might add a sentence: that I couldn't sleep for two days afterwards because I saw the look on his face before he fell."
Fionn smiled weakly. "That's the whole trick," he said. "Don't just throw away the false memories, but mix something real into them so they don't become completely detached from reality."
They walked on. Behind them lay a pub that would be noisy when the sun dipped lower again. Bottles, enemies, false memories – all of that would live on there. But they had to get out.
"Do you know what the worst thing about false memories is?" asked the bard as they walked along the path.
"That they feel better than the real ones?" the boy asked.
“No,” said the bard. “That they eventually become the basis for new decisions. You think you almost saved the world once, so you try again. Or you think you've always just fled, so this time you stay put, even though it's deadly. And both are based on stories that are no longer entirely true.”
"And what will our next decision be based on?" asked Breite.
Fionn looked ahead. The path was as always: a straight line across the country, without guarantees.
“Based on what we saw and heard yesterday,” he said. “Based on brothers who don’t know what to do with their hatred. On farms that go on without us. On pubs that hear everything. On the fact that we’re getting old and the world is still so stupid. And on the knowledge that we can no longer pretend we didn’t know anything.”
The boy pulled on the strap of his sword.
"Then it doesn't matter what the songs say," he murmured. "What matters is what we do when no one is singing."
“Exactly,” said Fionn.
Ahead of them lay the next hill, the next stream, perhaps the next messenger house, the next abandoned farm, the next dog that would bark at them.
Behind them remained bottles, enemies, and a pile of false memories that would stick in their minds like smoke in beams.
They played their part. But they also took something away that couldn't be bottled: the decision to no longer fully believe themselves when things sounded too good to be true.
It was no grand oath, no confession before the gods. Just a weary man who knew he was getting old, and a boy who realized that heroes look different when you sit at the table with them. That should be enough.
Chapter 32 – The Final Battle in the Slow Light
It wasn't drumming that woke her. No horn, no grand gesture. Just that changed light.
The days had grown shorter. The light hung lower, as if it had back pain, just like her. In the late afternoon, everything took on this slow glow, as if the world were taking longer to decide whether to add another day or simply pull the covers over its head.
Fionn felt it first in the back of his neck. He was standing on a hill, nothing special, just grass, a few stones, some stunted bushes, and staring into that flat gold. It wasn't beautiful. It was the light in which things appear final.
The boy came up the slope, his limp less pronounced now, but it was still noticeable when he was tired. "Down there," he said. "I counted them as best I could."
"Numbers don't make them less," Fionn murmured. "Just clearer."
The boy nodded. "Two dozen, maybe more," he said. "Not peasants. Not robbers. Their kind of order. Banners. Dogs. And those new fellows with the feathers on their helmets."
“The hunters,” said the grey one who had followed them. “Those who slaughtered the others. They don’t come to talk.”
Fionn blinked into the depths. In the dim light, you could see them first by their movements. Those even lines, the kind only men taught to die with their feet could achieve. Shields like scales, spears like a forest, banners that pretended to have something to do with honor.
"They know we're here," said the bard, who wasn't carrying his lyre this time. "Otherwise, they wouldn't be walking so upright."
“They always know we’re somewhere,” Fionn said. “The difference is: today they’re certain there aren’t many of us left.”
The broad man sighed. "Perhaps they're right," he grumbled.
Cormac came up the hill, breathing heavily. “They didn’t bother to go around us,” he said. “This is deliberate. The road they’re taking doesn’t lead to a village. It leads to us.”
"So no ambush," the boy said.
“Yes,” said the Grey One. “We are the ambush. Just so they know.”
The five of them stood there, gazing at a piece of land that was about to become one of the ugliest living rooms imaginable. A shallow depression, a stream that was more mud than water, a few isolated trees pretending to offer cover.
"They could run away," said Breite. Not as a suggestion, more as a matter of principle.
"Where to?" asked Fionn. "Another farm, another village, another pub that will then appear in some report? We've been running away long enough. Eventually, the king has to realize that his dogs bleed too."
The boy looked at him. "Is this... the battle?" he asked. "The one they'll later say you..."
"Shut up," Fionn said calmly. "Later doesn't matter. There's only this afternoon. These men. Your breath and mine. Nothing more."
He wasn't thinking about fame, not about legends. He was thinking about the decree that had declared their people enemies. About the Fianna mass grave. About courtyards where women said: "Go. But don't come back with them."
“We’ll choose the spot,” he said. “If they want us, then please not on their carpet.”
The Grey One nodded. “The hollow,” he said. “The stream. The ground is soft. Their heavy ranks sink in. We don’t so much. Our bones are lighter than their armor.”
"The dogs?" asked the boy.
"Dogs slip too," said the broad man. "And when they get closer, they're made of meat just the same."
They descended the hill, not like heroes, more like men cleaning out the basement one last time before selling the house. Fionn felt every step on his back. The slow light clung to the contours of things, turning every shadow into a memory.
He stopped down by the stream. He jabbed his foot into the ground. Mud. Good. He liked it when the world at least got in the way of the king's men a little bit.
"Here," he said. "We'll stand here."
The boy looked at the stream. "It's not much," he said.
"It's better than nothing," said the Grey Man. "Sometimes that's enough."
They didn't spread out much at all. Five men, a handful more – those who were left, those who hadn't already lain in the filth of other nights. No longer a large troop, no proud contingent. More like a scar that refuses to heal smoothly.
The bard stood without his instrument this time. "I won't sing," he said softly. "Not during. Maybe afterwards. If one of us can still make any noise."
Fionn nodded. "There are no songs today," he said. "Just sounds you don't want to remember."
The king's men were approaching. It was a strange sight, this orderly mass in the soft light, while they themselves were just a few dark specks in the grass.
The boy moistened his lips. "There are more of them," he said.
“They always have been,” said Fionn. “The question is never how many there are. But how much they believe in what they are doing.”
"And us?" asked the boy.
Fionn looked at the others. The Broad One, testing his sword as if he were about to use it with a truly compelling argument. The Gray One, breathing calmly as if this were just another drill. Cormac, his fingers gripping the spear, his jaw tense. The Bard, standing unarmed yet bearing more weight than many a warrior.
“We believe they won’t just shoot us like dogs without some of them having to remember it later,” Fionn said. “That’s enough.”
The rows below stopped. A man stepped forward. Not a king, not a prince. Just one of those who had worked their way up by learning to give orders without feeling dirty about it.
“Fionn mac Cumhaill!” he cried. His voice carried far. “In the name of the High King, you are hereby summoned to lay down your weapons, submit to the mercy of the realm, and banish the name ‘Fianna’ from your lips once and for all.”
The boy gave a short, dry laugh. "Too late," he muttered. "We've already done that ourselves."
Fionn stepped forward. The slow light settled on his shoulders, as if marking him.
"And what happens then?" he shouted back. "If I'm good? Do you get more pay? Less guilt? Or just another order to hide behind when you can't sleep at night?"
The man below snorted. “You will be granted a swift death,” he said. “Your men may be treated more leniently if they surrender now. The Empire is generous to those who acknowledge its order.”
“I’ve seen how generous you are,” said Fionn. “The night you slaughtered the others. In the courtyards you burned down. Thank you. I’ve received enough gifts from you.”
He didn't raise the sword dramatically. He simply let it slide from its scabbard until it was there, in his hand, familiar like an old mistake.
"Last chance," shouted the man below. "You can end this. Today. Without bloodshed."
Fionn laughed, a short, harsh laugh. "There's nothing in my life that has ended without blood," he said. "Why should I start today of all days?"
He turned to his men. “We’ll keep them by this stream as long as possible,” he said. “No heroic nonsense. No big leaps. Deep thrusts. Short routes. If any of you want to crack a joke, now’s the time.”
The broad man grinned crookedly. "If I die today," he said, "I want them to write on my stone: 'He was fat, but tough.'"
"If you get a stone," murmured the Grey One, "it wasn't all for nothing."
The boy took a deep breath. "I always wanted to be there for your last fight," he said to Fionn. "I just thought I'd be less nervous then."
“If you’re not nervous,” Fionn said, “you’re either dead or stupid. You’re neither. Yet.”
The slow light settled over the hollow. Shadows lengthened, as if afraid of being shortchanged. It was the moment before the first step. The moment when you realize that everything you've done up to this point was actually preparation.
Fionn closed his eyes briefly. Not to pray. To remember how the tree with the ropes had felt. Ráth Cuan. The cliffs. The farms. The pub. Everything. A whole lot of mistakes, decisions, coincidences – and now he stood here, in a streambed, in the slow light.
"Fine," he said quietly. "Then here it is."
He opened his eyes, took the sword properly in his hand, felt his bones protest, and took the first step forward.
The final battle had begun, so quietly that it could hardly be distinguished from the wind.
There was no battle cry. No grand gesture, no glorious "For...", nothing. Just the pounding sound of many boots starting to move at once, and the smaller, harsher chain of sounds from a few men running towards them.
The stream was their ally. It wasn't one of the great, proud rivers about which songs were written. It was a weary trickle of water, eating its way through the ground. But the mud was deep enough to suck the order out of the king's men's legs.
The first rank of their shields crossed over, cleanly, expertly. Then came the moment when their feet expected more ground than was there. You could see it in their faces: that brief twitch when the body realizes the plan has no firm edges.
"Now," murmured the Grey One.
They didn't go straight into the crowd. They stood to the side, at the edge of the stream, and waited until the first two or three rows were in. Then they slid in like knives along a gap.
Fionn felt nothing of his age the moment the first shield came within reach. His body did what it was built for, before his mind learned to overthink things. A blow against the shield's edge, not to break it, but to knock it out of line. A thrust into the gap behind, where the material is softer. A step to the side before the spear comes from the left.
The boy was beside him. You could see the scar was still there, but it held. The first hunter who went for him looked at him as if he were prey. The boy didn't hold the gaze long, just long enough to know where to put the steel. Low and close. No big swings, just quick, dirty work.
The broad man stood at the far end of the short line, and where he stood, shields bent. He did not work with finesse. He was a hammer, and the king's men were nails that had strayed into the ground in the wrong place.
Cormac fought as if he were trying to beat his name out of some register. Every thrust was a "no longer his dog," every kick a "no longer his messenger."
The dogs came, as announced. Large, muscular, with those wild eyes that are called breeding when you're on the leash side. They leaped over the men, wanting to go for their throats, their faces.
The boy hesitated when the first one aimed directly at him. It wasn't a snake, not a man, an animal. And somewhere inside him, a remnant of the child who liked animals still lingered. It took a second too long.
The dog was fast, but not faster than the Grey. He thrust the spear diagonally, not into the dog, but underneath it. The body somersaulted, its teeth snapping into empty air. The second dog came from the left and caught the Grey in the shoulder. Teeth in flesh.
The Grey One roared, half in pain, half in anger, and jerked the animal's head to the side until something cracked. "You too," he growled, "are just a tool."
The slow lighting made the whole scene distorted. Nothing was clear, everything was soft at the edges, only the movements were sharp.
"There are more of them," gasped the broad man. "Many more."
"Then we must make them feel as if there were more of us," said the bard.
He had no sword, only a knife, but he wasn't useless. He screamed. No song, no meter, just raw, harsh bursts of sound that seemed bigger than they were. Men turn around when someone screams like that, as if there are rank and rank behind him.
"Fall on the left!" he yelled at one point, even though no one fell. A reflex, a holdover from old battles. The king's men turned their heads. Two seconds, no more. Sometimes that's enough.
Fionn noticed the gap without knowing why it was there. Three quick steps forward, his knee couldn't manage more, a hard thrust against the shield of the man in front, then a turn. He felt steel meet bone. Not for the first time, not for the last.
They hadn't intended to win this battle. There were too many on the other side, too few on theirs. But they could make it a dirty affair. Not a clean execution by the roadside, but something that would later be talked about through gritted teeth in the halls.
The man with the feathered helmet – the leader of the hunters – fought his way forward through his own ranks. He wasn't a coward, you had to give him that. He hit hard; he had strength, technique, everything you learn in training grounds when you're young and think that's all there is to it.
"Fionn!" he yelled. "Stand up!"
Fionn wiped blood – someone else's, his own – from his eyes. "Just stand up," he said. "Come here if you want something."
They met in the streambed. Water, mud, blood. The man's blade was fine, smooth, neat. Fionn's was full of nicks, as if it had heard too many stories.
The first blow came from above. Classic. Textbook. Fionn blocked it, not elegantly, but effectively. A jolt shot through his arm, as if old age had decided to make itself known at that precise moment.
"You should have stayed in the hall," the man gasped. "You should have signed the order instead of burning it."
“I signed too many,” Fionn said, pushing back. “That’s why we’re standing here.”
The man moved with more grace. Lighter armor, younger joints. But he was standing in the mud like everyone else. Fionn took advantage of that. No big swing, just a small kick to the ankle at the right moment. The man tilted slightly, just enough to prevent his next blow from landing where he intended.
The boy saw that their leader was preoccupied and kept his side quiet. He wasn't fighting for glory. He was fighting so as not to leave Fionn alone behind.
A spear grazed his old scar. It burned like fire, but he stood his ground. "Not again," he growled, more to himself than to anyone else.
They had given Breite two opponents at once, like facing a lion with two spears, hoping one would strike. He was no longer laughing. His breathing was heavy, his face red, his beard full of blood. But he didn't retreat.
Cormac shoved a man aside with his shoulder, hard, brutally, as if he wanted not only to kill him, but to eliminate him from the world. "For my children," he murmured with each blow. "For my farm. Not for him anymore."
The battle dragged on, like light. It wasn't a swift encounter, a brief flash. It was tenacious. Every step was effort. Every breath a decision.
The man with the feathered helmet cut Fionn on the arm. A line, not deep, but clear. "You're old," he mocked.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “You too. You just don’t know it yet.”
He didn't wait for the next blow. He went in, closer than one "should". It wasn't clean. It was dangerous. But sometimes it helps to be older: you know that rules are there to be broken if you die otherwise.
They collided, chest to chest. The other tried to create some distance, but the ground wouldn't let him. Fionn put his knee to the side as best he could. The man gasped, losing a fraction of control over his weapon.
That was enough. Fionn didn't place the blade where the stories say you should – in the chest, in the heart. He placed it where the armor had a small, awkward gap, just below the armpit. He had to press twice more before the body understood that it was over.
The man looked at him, surprised. "That... won't change anything," he gasped.
“I know,” said Fionn. “But if they tell people later that you got me, those who were there can laugh.”
The man slumped over. The slow light settled on his face as if taking pity on him.
The others saw it. For a brief moment, the front row paused; hunters look when their dog is shot.
"They're wobbling," gasped the Grey One.
"There are still more of them," said the bard.
"Then we'll make it expensive," said the broad one, took a breath, and roared. No heroic cry. Just a drawn-out, broken "COME ON, YOU SONS OF SOMETHING," reminding them all once more that they were still alive.
The stream darkened. The slow-moving light reflected off the surface, as if the sun were trying to see who was spending their last seconds down there.
Fionn noticed his strength waning. Not dramatically. No collapse. Just this slow, insidious decline that says: "Three or four more moves, then elegance is over, all that's left is grit."
He used what he still had: experience, angles, and the fact that he knew how men look half a second before they make a mistake. He cut, stabbed, pushed, and blocked. Not pretty, but effective.
"They are not retreating," gasped the boy.
“Neither do we,” said Fionn.
That was the deal.
In the end, the first sign of the decline was the noise. Battles are loud. Steel, screams, commands, the dull thud of bodies hitting the ground. But eventually, it diminishes. Not because people become quieter. Because there are fewer people.
The already slow light had slowed even further. The sun hung low, as if it had watched the battle and decided it could no longer bear to watch. Shadows grew sharper, faces grayer.
The stream was no longer recognizable. Only a broad scar of mud and red remained.
The broad one was still standing. Barely. A cut on his head, blood in his beard, one arm hanging limply as if it were no longer fully cooperating. Two men lay in front of him, one behind him. "That..." he gasped, "...wasn't a bad trade."
The Grey Man had pulled a dog from his leg, quite literally. Its teeth were deeply embedded, and its head was twisted off. His own blood mingled with the animal's. "They bite harder than they think," he muttered. "But they die the same way."
The bard had a gash on his forehead and held a knife as if he'd never held anything else. He stood close behind the others, where you take the last step when someone in front falls. His voice was hoarse from shouting. It hadn't been songs, but some kind of rhythm had cut into the air.
Cormac knelt. Not out of reverence. A spear had pierced his thigh. Not fatally, but deeply. He pressed a hand against it, blood trickling through his fingers. "I'll be up in a minute," he growled. "First, I just need to take a dump in the king's garden."
The boy was breathing heavily, sweat and blood in his eyes. His scar had reopened. He stood nonetheless. "If I don't die today," he gasped, "no one will believe I was there."
“That’s the problem with stories,” said the bard. “People are more likely to believe the one who lies the loudest than the one who stands before them with a half-healed scar.”
The king's men had suffered losses. More than they were used to when they were doing "clean-up work." Some lay in the stream, others on the bank, shields half-covered their faces. Some were still gasping for breath, as if they couldn't believe that the order they had in their heads no longer had any effect on their bodies.
The new officer, who seemed to have taken over command from the man with the feathered helmet, did what one had to do in his position: he ordered the troops to gather together. He tightened the ranks. No individual heroes, no preemptive "I'll get him." Clean, strict discipline.
"They are preparing for the final push," said the Grey One.
“We do too,” said Fionn.
He took a deep breath. His lungs felt like they were full of sand. His arm ached, his knee was wobbly, his back was in constant protest.
"If we fall now," he thought, "at least it won't be on our backs."
He looked at his men. There weren't many left. Some who had started with them lay somewhere behind them, in the grass, in the mud, in the stream. Faces that yesterday had laughed at bad beer. Today, already silent.
“Listen,” Fionn said, as loudly as he could. “There are no grand words. No gods, no promises. Just this: Everyone who goes home today should remember us. This stream. This light. The feeling that it wasn’t just an order they were following. But a choice.”
The boy nodded. "I want them to think of us when they brag to their sons," he said. "That they can't erase the part where they stumbled."
The broad man grinned, his teeth bleeding. "And if one of them ever passes by my old farm again, at least he should bow his head," he muttered. "That's all I want from him."
The bard looked at Fionn. "If you fall today," he said, "who will write the dirty version?"
“You,” said Fionn. “But don’t get all worked up about it. Tell them how it really was. That we stank. That we were scared. That we were old. That we didn’t stand heroically with our arms outstretched in golden light. But stood in mud and cursed.”
The bard nodded. "If I survive," he said.
The final wave came. No longer in orderly triumph, but still strong. Men who had seen that this was more work than they had been promised. They came anyway. At this point, it's hard to distinguish who is courageous and who has simply gone too far to turn back.
The stream splashed as they stepped back in. Mud flew. Steel met steel. The sounds grew louder again, then quickly faded away.
Fionn moved more slowly. Not out of choice, but out of necessity. Every blow had to land. None could be wasted. His arm vibrated from the resistance, his hand cramped.
A spear struck him in the side of the hip. Not deep, but nasty. It was as if someone were cutting the last vestiges of his flesh out. He gritted his teeth.
"Not now," he thought. "Not here. Not before..."
The boy was back. He covered the gap that Fionn's body would have left if he had fallen. A man jumped forward, saw an old, tired fighter and a half-grown boy, and probably thought he had an easy time of it.
The boy was faster. Not more elegant, but faster. The blade didn't go where the man expected. It went deeper, closer, harder. It wasn't a beautiful death. Not a blow that can be captured in songs. A stab that simply says: "I don't want you to go any further."
The man collapsed.
"Good," Fionn gasped. "That's how it's done."
The broad man buckled at the knees. Not because he wanted to. His good leg slipped, the injured one couldn't follow. A blow grazed him, a second struck his armor. Something broke. He gasped as if someone had squeezed the air out of his stomach.
"Stand up!" shouted the boy.
“I… am…” – the wide man grinned crookedly – ​​“… no longer… twelve.”
The Grey One stood over him, shield raised, spear pointed forward. "He won't fall until I say so," he growled.
The opposing officer saw that they could not proceed without pushing even more men into the mud. You could see the moment he weighed his options: orders, honor, and the report – against real losses.
He hesitated. Only briefly.
One might have thought the light itself would play a decisive role. The sun was half gone, the shadows long. Every further blow would now take place primarily in the dark. No clear witnesses left.
"RETRACT!" he finally yelled. Not because he wanted to spare them. Because it wasn't worth leaving any more equipment here just to get five more men.
The front ranks retreated, first in disarray, then in a more orderly fashion. It wasn't a panicked run. More like an angry, reluctant retreat.
"They're leaving," gasped the boy.
"Just for today," said the Grey One.
"That's enough for today," said the bard.
The broad man sank completely into the mud. "If I stand still," he muttered, "I'll fall over. If I sit down, I'm already there. So I'll stay seated."
Fionn was still standing. Surprisingly. Everything ached, but nothing was completely broken. He watched the king's men retreat, banners slack, ranks thinner than before.
"They'll say they cornered us," said the bard. "That we narrowly escaped. That they almost had you."
“Let them,” said Fionn. “Those who have been here know how much mud is stuck to their boots.”
The boy wiped his face. It wasn't clear if it was water, blood, or sweat. "Was that your last fight?" he asked.
Fionn thought about it. Not romantically. Practically. His arm, his knee, his hip, his back, his lungs, his head. The number of men he still had with him. The kind of hunt that awaited them.
"That was the last time I pretended to be a military leader," he finally said. "From now on, I'm just a man with a sword and a few ghosts."
The grey man laughed hoarsely. "Haven't you always been like that?"
“Maybe,” said Fionn. “But today I know.”
They counted their dead. There were too many for so few of them left. Names, faces, little stories. None of them received a grand speech. Each received a handful of earth, a curse on the king, and a murmured "I'm sorry" that no one had to hear aloud.
The faint light was almost gone. The world stood in that liminal state where everything is simultaneously still there and already half gone.
“We have to get out of here,” Cormac said. “Before they change their minds. Or before any of those who fell have friends in armor.”
"Where to?" asked the boy.
Fionn looked west. To where the air smelled different. Salt, dampness, that strange, vast nothingness beyond the land.
“To the sea,” he said. “If there’s anything left that can’t be intimidated by kings, it’s that.”
The bard nodded slowly. "That's right," he said. "A man who has fought his last battles should talk to something greater than all his flaws."
The broad man groaned as he stood up. "I hope the sea has beer," he muttered.
"It contains salt," said the Grey Man. "That's enough to cauterize wounds."
"Then it works out," said Fionn.
They left the streambed. Behind them remained the spot where they had shown the king that even his decree could not turn every fight into an execution. No banners, no stones, no symbols. Only mud, in which grass would eventually grow, as if nothing had ever happened.
The slow light disappeared completely, making way for something darker, colder.
Fionn went first. Not because he was stronger. Because he was the one who knew that a different kind of fight was about to begin. One without spears, without shields, without men you could punch in the face.
The fight against everything that was in his head when the sea began to talk.
 
Chapter 33 – Fionn in conversation with the sea
The sea was at first only a smell. Even before they saw it, it hung in the air like a repressed memory that nevertheless returns. Salt, seaweed, that dull, heavy breath of something greater than all stories.
They slowed their pace as they drew nearer. Not out of awe. Out of exhaustion. The last battle was lodged in their bones like a poorly drawn splinter. Every step was a small vote: "One more, yes or no?"
The boy shoved his hand into his belt as if he needed to hold on to keep from falling over. "Smells like the end," he muttered.
"Smells like a beginning," said the bard. "Depends on which side you're looking at it from."
The broad man sighed. "It smells like fish," he said. "And like beer that's been diluted with water. I don't know if I like the sea."
"It doesn't like you either," said the Grey One. "That's a solid foundation for a relationship."
Fionn remained silent. The scent tugged at old threads within him. Nights on shores when he was younger, when the water had been merely a boundary, a barrier against which enemies could enter. Later, that night with the cliffs, the falling prince, the burning messenger house in the distance, the whispering of the fish in his head. And far beyond: memories of stories in which the sea carried gods, swallowed islands, and drove men mad if they listened to it for too long.
"You look as if someone has shown you an old knife," said the bard.
"The sea remembers more of me than I care to admit," said Fionn.
As they crested the last hill, it lay before them. Not a calm mirror, not a postcard blue. A gray expanse, restless, endless. Waves not large enough to be dramatic, but persistent enough to grind to pieces anything in their path sooner or later. The beach was made of wet sand and dark stones, driftwood, seaweed that looked like entrails. Seagulls screeched, because they always did, whether people died or not.
They simply stood there at first. No one said "beautiful" or "impressive." The sea wasn't a sight to behold. It was a maw. Open, greedy, but indifferent.
"So," said the broad man after a while, "this is where you wanted to go, Fionn. To a large, cold puddle that pretends to be important."
"It's important," said the Grey One. "It separates you from everything beyond it. And if you walk into it, it separates you from everything you were."
The boy cautiously took a few more steps until the first wave reached his boots. The water was cold enough to make him flinch. "It's really there," he said, as if he'd half expected it to be just a story.
"Do you see any king?" asked the bard. "Any prince? Any scribe with a clean pen?"
"No," said the boy.
“Exactly,” said the bard. “That’s the advantage of things that are bigger than their realm. They have no room for their coats of arms.”
Fionn walked slowly down the beach. Each step in the wet sand was heavier than on solid ground. He liked it. He liked it when the path demanded something of him, even if it was only strength. The waves came, went, licked at his boots, retreated, as if testing him.
"Well," he murmured, half to himself, half to the outside world, "do you still recognize me?"
The broad man raised an eyebrow. "Are you talking to water?"
"He always talks to things that don't answer him," said the Grey One. "Kings, bards, trees, now the sea. It's a kind of habit."
Fionn went a step further, until the water caressed his shins. Cold, clear, dirty. All at once. The spray clung to his beard as if it wanted to salt him before consuming him.
"I made a lot of noise in your name," he said quietly. "I threw men off cliffs, set fire to messenger houses, saw princes die with the sea at their backs. And now I stand here, old and tired, and you look as if nothing happened."
The sea answered as it always does: it acted as if he weren't there. A larger wave came, pushed past him as if he were a stone that had happened to be in its path.
The boy stepped beside him, a little further back. "What were you more afraid of," he asked, "all the time? The king or something like this?"
Fionn thought for a moment. The waves washed in, receded, washed in again. “Before him,” he said finally. “The king could have me hanged, burned, hunted down. That hurts. But I knew where it came from. This…” – he gestured across the expanse – “…can take you without anyone ever noticing. No song, no judgment. You take a few steps too far in, and then you’re gone. No ropes, no orders. Just water. That’s different.”
"And yet you came here," said the boy.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “Because I’m fed up with people who want to feel bigger than they are. This is simply big. Without bragging.”
They stood there silently for a while. The others held back somewhat, searching through the driftwood for usable pieces, making a fire, because men always make a fire as soon as they arrive somewhere.
The bard watched Fionn as he stood there, staring at a grey horizon, as if waiting for an answer that no mouth could give.
"What do you say to him?" the bard finally asked, cautiously.
Fionn took a deep breath. "I'll tell him," he murmured, "that I'm tired. That I've seen too many men fall in his shadow. That I've played king without being one. That I said no too late, yes too soon. That I'm angry, at myself, at him, at the whole thing. And that I'm still standing here."
"And what does it say?"
A wave came, a little higher, crashed against his legs, splashing him up to his belt. The water was icy cold, biting through the fabric, through his skin.
“It says, ‘I don’t care,’” Fionn said. “And that’s exactly why I’m talking to it. It has no interest in my apologies.”
The boy shivered. "I don't know if I can bear something like that," he murmured. "Someone who truly doesn't care whether I exist or not."
"Then get used to it," said the grey man behind him. "Most gods are just like that. They just have worse timing."
The broad man sat down on a stone half-buried in the sand. "Do you know what I see?" he asked. "I see a vast expanse where no one can tell the king what to do. He can build as many ships as he likes, but in the end, the thing will send him storms or calms as it pleases. I like that. That there's someone who stands up to him without even knowing your name."
"The sea knows no names," said the bard. "It knows only weight. Everything you are becomes the same kind of weight within it."
Fionn closed his eyes briefly and listened. It wasn't just a murmur. If you listened long enough, you could hear the differences. Short, sharp crashes as waves hit rocks. Longer, softer ripples as they scraped across sand. And behind them, that deep, dull rumble when something bigger was happening farther out.
“Perhaps,” he thought, “this is the only thing I can talk to without it sooner or later presenting me with a contract in the name of a king.”
He took a few steps back, out of the water. The wind was stronger here. It bit his wet trousers, making everything feel even colder. It felt good. Clear. No warm halls, no soft seats. Just cold air, cold water, hard ground.
"I'll stay for a while," he said.
The boy looked at him. "How long?"
“Until my mind stops seeing every tree as a gallows,” Fionn said. “Until I can stop imagining every night what it would have been like if I had kept silent at the wrong times. Until I no longer think that every time I hear a horn, they’re coming from behind to stab me in the back with a contract.”
"And what about us?" asked the wide man.
“You can stay as long as you like,” said Fionn. “I’m not keeping anyone in any troop anymore. The king has disbanded the Fianna. I’m not keeping anyone by the sea with promises. You are men of bones. Do what you will.”
The grey one grinned crookedly. "And you really think we're going to leave you here alone with a bunch of waves that will devour you rather than comfort you?"
“I wanted to at least offer it,” said Fionn.
The boy stepped closer, his gaze fixed on the horizon. "I want to see what you're discussing with him," he said. "Perhaps it has something to say to me, too."
Fionn nodded. "Then listen," he said. "But don't expect answers in words. This speaks differently."
The sea rolled on, as if they hadn't even noticed that a man had decided to talk to him. And that's precisely what made it believable.
They built their camp a little above the high-tide line, where the grass started again, where the seagulls weren't so brazen anymore. The fire was smaller than usual because the wind stole the sparks. The wood was damp; it smoked more than it burned, but it was enough to hold their hands over it and know: We're not quite dead yet.
The broad man cursed the sand that crept into everything. "I've seen dirt," he grumbled, "mud, dust, ash. But this fine stuff here, which creeps between your toes and feels like cold bones, annoys me the most."
"Get used to it," said the Grey One. "He'll stay. Even when we leave again, you'll still have him in your boots."
“Like memories,” the bard remarked.
Fionn sat a little apart, his back to a dune, his face to the water. He only saw the fire out of the corner of his eye. He was fine with that. He'd had enough nights with men and stories. Tonight he wanted to hear something different.
The boy hesitated, then sat down next to him. Not too close, not too far. Just enough so that you could tell: He wanted to be there if something important happened, even if he didn't yet know what.
“Are you really talking to him,” he asked after a while, “or is this just some kind of game in your head to keep you from going crazy?”
“Where’s the difference?” Fionn asked. “We talk all day to things that don’t answer: to the dead, to gods, to our own past. This is just more honest. It doesn’t even pretend to listen.”
The sea was in motion, but not frantically. Long, slow breathing. Wave in, wave out. Constantly. Without pause, without holidays.
"What would you ask if it could give you an answer?" the boy asked.
Fionn pondered. “Does it remember all those who have disappeared into it?” he said. “Does it make a difference whether you fall in as a king or a beggar? Can it retain the voices, or does everything we are dissolve into a kind of noise that no one can distinguish?”
"And what do you think?"
“I think,” said Fionn, “it doesn’t care what your name is. But it does care how you fall. Maybe there’s a difference whether you jump, get pushed, or slide in slowly. But in the end, you’re still in. And it won’t stop making waves just because you stopped breathing.”
The boy drew his knees up. “When I was little,” he began cautiously, “there was this fairy tale. About men who sailed west to a land without pain, without age. Always green grass, eternally full jugs, women who laugh, no taxes, no kings. Only music and peace. They called it…”
“Tír na nÓg,” said Fionn. “Yes. The island of eternal youth. The one you only find if the sea likes you.”
"Do you believe they exist?"
Fionn looked out at the gray expanse. "I think," he said, "it's a story men invented when they realized they were getting old and their kings were still ruling like children. They needed a place where someone other than people with crowns was in charge. The sea was big enough to project that onto."
The boy was silent for a while. "So no?"
“Perhaps,” Fionn corrected. “Perhaps there is a place somewhere where no one shouts orders, where everyone is fed, and no one is hanged to make an example of anyone. But if it exists, the sea only lets in those who no longer necessarily want to go there. And those who search for it by force only encounter storms.”
The wind picked up. It tasted of salt and something metallic that reminded Fionn of blades.
The bard arrived with two goblets containing something steaming. A thin herbal infusion, no alcohol. "I've decided," he said, "that I'll stay sober today if I remember what you discuss with the sea."
"You're acting like I'm interesting," Fionn murmured.
"For me, it's you," said the bard. "Not for the songs. For me."
They drank. The stuff tasted bitter and warm. It was fitting.
“Do you know what this reminds me of?” asked the bard, who now also sat down in the sand. “Your first nights with the Fianna. When you still thought you could turn a bunch of tough guys with bad manners into some kind of justice squad.”
“I was young,” said Fionn.
“You weren’t as young as you pretend to be now,” replied the bard. “You were clever enough to know what you were getting yourself into, but foolish enough to think you could somehow reconcile your conscience and their pay. Now you sit here talking to a brick wall because you realize the two don’t fit in the same head.”
Fionn laughed softly. "You have a romantic streak that will eventually kill you," he said.
“I am a bard,” he said. “I’m going to die of something to do with words anyway.”
The boy rested his chin on his knees. "What does it tell you about all this?" he asked, nodding back: towards the land, towards the king, towards the burned villages, towards the Fianna mass grave.
Fionn listened again. Rushing, rumbling, pounding. Not a word, not a clear voice. But there was a pattern. The waves came regardless of who shouted or how loudly. They absorbed everything that fell into them without asking whose side he had been on.
“It says,” Fionn began slowly, “that all our noise is just a thin strip glued to the surface. That underneath there’s a depth that doesn’t give a damn what name our king bears. That we believe our battles are changing the world, when in reality we’re just changing the grass that grows on the hills.”
"This is depressing," said the boy.
“No,” the bard objected. “That’s a relief. If the world doesn’t fall apart because of your failure, you can breathe easier.”
"And why does it feel like every time I close my eyes I see someone die again who was there because of me?" the boy asked.
Fionn briefly placed a hand on his shoulder. "Because you're not an ocean," he said. "You're a man. Men aren't made to carry everything. Just a few things. The trick is figuring out which ones."
"And you?" asked the boy. "Which one are you wearing?"
Fionn thought for a moment. “The tree with the ropes,” he said. “The messenger house fire. The cliffs. The night we found the other Fianna in the mud. And you. The rest I'll let drift out there as best I can.”
"That's still a lot," said the bard.
“I can’t do any more,” said Fionn. “And anything less would be a lie.”
A particularly high wave broke further out, foaming white as if it were laughing.
“Do you know what the sea is telling me?” the Grey One interjected, having approached unnoticed. “It’s saying: If you all kill each other, you’ll only die up here anyway. I’ll wait down here.”
"Very comforting," murmured the boy.
"It is not his job to offer comfort," said the Grey Man.
The broad man dragged a piece of driftwood to the fire. "I don't ask the sea anything," he said. "I already know enough that I don't want to know. I just find it reassuring that there's something that can bring the king to his knees with a single storm more than we can with a year full of messenger house fires."
"If it wants to," said the bard.
“It doesn’t want anything,” said Fionn. “It does. That’s the difference between us. We constantly want things and never get anything done.”
They fell silent again. Only the sea spoke, in its own way. Long, flat sentences that crashed against the shore, retreated, and began anew.
Fionn leaned his head against the dune and closed his eyes. He imagined the king standing in his hall, far away from here, where the ground was firm and smooth, where the light came from hearths and not from a dying day. Did he know they were still alive? Did he even think of them anymore, or were they just an item on a list: "To Do: Fionn mac Cumhaill, dissolve, set an example"?
The sea roared as if it were saying: "You don't care about him, he doesn't care about you. Neither of you care about me. So relax."
For the first time in a long time, Fionn felt something loosen deeper inside him. Not the guilt, not the anger. The other thing. That hard, rigid part that for years had believed it had to bear the brunt of everything others had messed up.
“Perhaps,” he thought, “I really am just a man who was a little louder than others when the trees were full of ropes. Nothing more.”
The sea didn't answer. It was busy with waves. And perhaps that was the best part.
On the second night by the sea, Fionn slept a little. Not well, not deeply, but better than on many nights before. Perhaps because the sound was constant and left no gaps for memories to jump into. Perhaps because his body simply said at some point: "Now you're shutting down, whether you want to or not."
He didn't dream of battles. Not of kings, not of trees, not of fire. He dreamed of water that came up to his waist. Cold, but not hostile. He stood in it, alone, without armor, without a sword. No voices, no commands. Only his own breath and the ripples. He woke as a wave crashed against the dune, closer than the night before.
"It's coming," murmured the Grey One, who was already awake. "The tide doesn't ask if you're finished reflecting on your life."
They moved the camp a little higher. Everything had become a bit heavier from the salt in the air, from the fine sand that had settled into every seam.
The boy looked tired. But there was something different in his eyes. Less restlessness, more… concentration.
“I tried to talk to him yesterday,” he said, as they stood again at the water’s edge. “Alone. You were gone, your mind somewhere else. I stood there and said, ‘I’m scared. I’m scared that I’ll become like the men I hate. I’m scared that one day I’ll hide behind orders, like they do. And I’m scared that if another one dies, I won’t feel anything anymore.’”
"And?" asked Fionn.
“It shot water into my boots,” the boy said. “As if it were saying, ‘Then take them off.’”
Fionn snorted, half laughed. "Sounds like him," he said. "A very helpful advisor."
The boy actually took off his boots. He walked barefoot into the next wave, panting as the cold crept up his ankles, but he stopped.
“Maybe that’s the trick,” he said. “Not to pretend you’re invulnerable. But to remember that you have legs that get cold. That still feel things.”
"As long as you are still panting, you are not lost," said the bard who had joined them.
The broad one preferred to stay on the dry sand. "My feet have seen enough," he grumbled. "If I put them in there, one of them will start whining along with the waves."
Cormac stood a little apart. His gaze was not directed at the sea, but inward. His family, his farm, the clerk who had told him to forget them – all of it haunted him somewhere behind his eyes.
"And you?" Fionn asked him. "Aren't you asking anything at all?"
Cormac shrugged. “I wasted my questions on people,” he said. “They gave me all sorts of answers. Orders, threats, promises. Now I have no more questions. Only one task: never again to listen to a voice that leads me to betray others.”
"At least the sea is honest in that it promises you nothing," said the Grey One.
They stood side by side, a row of old and half-young bones in front of a grey surface that didn't even twitch when they were loud.
“Do you know what the best thing is,” said the bard, “if I sing about this later?”
"That you'll probably tell everything wrong?" asked the wide man.
“That I can finally say,” the bard continued, “that Fionn once tried not to be greater than the things around him. Not a hero delivering a monologue in the storm. Just a weary man on the beach who had to admit that he knew nothing.”
"You give me courage," Fionn said dryly.
"You don't need courage," said the bard. "You need calm."
The word hung in the air, as if someone had painted a forbidden symbol in a hall. Silence. In a life like his, that was almost obscene.
"Do you think you'll find them here?" the boy asked.
Fionn looked at the waves. One broke in on itself, foamy, dissipating before it reached the shore. "Not 'find' it," he said. "Peace isn't something you go looking for and put in a pocket. If I'm lucky, I'll stop telling myself here that I have to clean up the whole world just because I once saw how to make it dirty."
"And then what?"
“Then,” said Fionn, “maybe I’ll just be someone who tells stories. To the sea. To you. To those who want to listen. Not as commands, not as justifications. Just as what they are: things that happened. Without embellishment, without any extra flourishes.”
The bard smiled crookedly. "Then we're practically colleagues," he said.
"You're better at it," Fionn replied.
"You're better at experiencing them," the bard replied.
The wind picked up. Small drops from farther out reached her, a fine spray of salt water. The sky darkened, the light softened again.
“Look at them,” the gray one said quietly, more to himself than to the others. “Men who have spent their whole lives running up against something bigger than themselves. In the end, they stand before the bigger thing and realize it isn’t the king. It’s that gray thing up ahead.”
The broad man lay down on his back in the sand, his hands behind his head. "If someone asks me how my life ended," he said, "I'll say: 'With sand up my ass and salt on my skin.' That's more than I expected."
The boy dipped his hands into the water and splashed his face. The salt stung in a small scratch on his cheek. He didn't flinch.
“Fionn,” he said without looking at him, “if you were to say tomorrow, ‘We are going back’ – to the messenger houses, to the courts, to the battles – would you still find anyone to go with you?”
Fionn didn't answer immediately. He thought of the stream, the slow light, the men who never got up. The decree. The taverns with clerks collecting names like coins.
“Perhaps,” he said, “a few would come. Out of habit. Out of loyalty. Out of stupidity. But I wouldn’t say it again. I’ve done my part. More than enough. I’ve lost my kingdom, my reputation, my peace. I’m not going to spend the rest of my life giving the king more stories to explain why he has people killed.”
The boy nodded. "Good," he said. "I don't want to end up in a song that someone else paid for."
The bard took a deep breath. "I will still sing," he said. "But no longer for concert halls. For beaches. For small fires. For people who don't want to know how great you were, but how tired."
"Tiredness is the new hero," murmured the Grey One.
They laughed softly. The sea took the laughter and did nothing with it. It simply let it hang in the air until the wind carried it away.
The sun briefly peeked through the clouds that day. A strip of light fell across the water's surface, leaving a pale scar on the gray cloth. It wasn't a sign. No miracle. Just a moment.
Fionn stood there, his hands empty, the sword at his belt, but not in his hand.
"Perhaps I was a legendary hero," he thought. "For some. For others, a traitor. For still others, just a name in reports. But here, on this sidelines, I am just a man who eventually stops punching forward and starts listening."
The sea roared. Indifferently. Endlessly.
And for the first time in a very long time, Fionn felt something like peace. Not a loud, triumphant peace. More like a tired hand placed on the back of his neck, saying, "That's enough. Sit down. You don't have to fix everything anymore."
He sat down. The sand was cold, but soft. The waves came, went, and came again.
"Alright then," he muttered. "Then we'll just talk a little longer, you and I."
And the sea, which had spoken to men long before any king had decided to be important, listened to him in its own way: by simply carrying on.
 
Chapter 34 – When a legendary hero is simply tired
The morning Fionn realized he was truly old began with a tiny sound: a soft crack as he raised his arm to rub the sleep from his eyes. Not that satisfied crack you get when something pops back into place. More like the other one. The one that says, "Buddy, you've been using this body longer than it was originally intended for."
He wasn't lying in a field camp, not in the dirt, not somewhere under trees with ropes he had to watch. He was lying in a hut that smelled of smoke, salt, and wet boots. Four walls, a roof that was watertight as long as the wind wasn't blowing from the wrong direction. No castle, no hall. Just a room where he could hear the sea, if it made the effort.
The cabin once belonged to a fisherman, he'd been told. He'd gone out and never returned. No dramatic story, no storm, no monster. He'd simply never seen his boat again one day. Like men disappearing in battle, only without drums. All that remained was wood no one needed anymore, and a bed now occupied by someone who had already lost too many beds.
Fionn sat up. Slowly. Before, getting up had been a single, raw jerk, a leap into the day, no matter how drunk or beaten up he was. Now it was a series of small peace treaties with his body. First his back. Then his knees. Then his hips. Each one had to be convinced individually that it was still worth it.
The ceiling smelled of smoke and sweat. His beard had grown longer, grayer, almost white in some places, still that dull brown in others. He ran his fingers through it and thought he now had more ash on his face than in some fires.
Outside he heard footsteps in the sand. Someone was cursing softly. The width of the person, you could tell from the rhythm. A man who was heavy even when cursing.
Fionn stood up and dressed, as best he could: a shirt that had seen better days, old trousers that were thin at the knees, a belt from which no crest hung, only the knife that didn't argue. The sword stood against the wall as if offended.
He stepped outside the hut. The light was soft, early, a little uncertain. The air tasted of night, just being chased away. The sea was there, of course, a gray expanse, quieter than in the evening, as if it itself wasn't quite ready for the day.
The broad man stood a few steps away and tried to draw a straight line in the sand with a stick. He failed. The sand crumbled away, and a seagull squawked at him as if criticizing his art.
"What are you doing?" asked Fionn.
"I'm marking it," growled the broad one. "The tide will come up there today. Yesterday it was over there. I want to know if it's coming closer or staying further away."
"And if?"
“If she comes closer, I know we’ll lose the cabin up there eventually,” he said. “If she stays away, I know I don’t care because I’ll be dead before then anyway.”
"Reassuring," murmured Fionn.
The boy was already awake, sitting on a rock, staring at the water as if trying to memorize it. The scar on his side ran like a poorly drawn line beneath his shirt. It had faded, but hadn't disappeared. Like the rest of them.
“I dreamt about the battle,” he said, without looking up.
"Which one?" asked Fionn.
"From the one in the stream," said the boy. "With the slow light. But in my dream there were more of us. Many more. I didn't recognize who all was with us. And I was bigger. Faster."
“Yes,” said Fionn. “That’s how it starts.”
"What?"
“The lie,” Fionn said. “The one you tell yourself when you’re not careful. You’ll see, in a few years you’ll convince yourself that you were standing on a rock that day, holding the line all by yourself, while we were just a pretty backdrop.”
The boy grimaced. "I don't want this at all," he said.
“Do you think the others wanted that?” Fionn asked. “No one starts out saying, ‘I’m going to be a hero who lies to himself.’ That’s what happens when you don’t correct yourself for long enough.”
The grey man came down from the dune, carrying a bundle of dry dune grasses and a piece of driftwood. "In case you're wondering," he said, "what old men do in the morning: gather wood. And try not to trip over their own feet."
"I thought old men just sat around and talked about how bad everything used to be," the boy muttered.
"That comes after the wood," said the Grey Man.
They had breakfast, if you could call it that: a piece of bread that tasted more of air than flour, a little dried meat that took longer to chew than some thoughts, and water into which the bard had thrown a few herbs to make it look like it had some flavor.
The bard was the only one who looked as if he'd made friends with the sea too soon. Sand in his hair, salt on his lips, the lyre beside him like a tired dog.
“I’ve been thinking,” he said, while chewing on a blade of grass.
"That's never a good sign," said Breite.
"Are you writing yet?" asked Fionn.
“Yes,” said the bard. “But not on parchment. In the mind. Parchment burns too quickly. Minds sometimes last longer.”
"So? What does it say?"
The bard looked at him. "That you're finally doing what everyone who made you great in song was afraid of," he said. "You're ceasing to fight just because you can. You're sitting back. For some, that's worse than any lost messenger house."
Fionn shrugged. "I'm still fighting," he said. "Only differently. Against something else. Against the voice that says, 'Find another fight so you don't have to think.' Against the lust for the noise. Against the reflex to show a king that he won't get everything he wants by stamping his feet."
"You're just tired," said the boy.
“Yes,” said Fionn. “And I never claimed to be anything else anyway.”
Broadly speaking, he turned his face towards the sun, as much as there was. "You know," he murmured, "if you had told me twenty years ago, 'Your life will probably end in a hut by the sea, without banners, without glory, without a king, without Fianna' – I would have told you you were crazy. I thought I'd die someday with a sword in my hand, in the thick of things, with a battle cry in my mouth."
"So? Are you mourning it?" asked the Grey One.
The broad man thought for a moment. “No,” he said. “I think it’s okay like this. I can still die if I slip in the sand. That’s spectacular too. Just quieter.”
A few children from the small coastal village, which clung to the dunes like leaning shells, had crept up. They stood at a safe distance, staring at Fionn, at the scar on his face, his beard, the old scars on his hands. To them, he was a story that happened to be wandering about.
"Is that him?" one whispered.
"They say it is him," another whispered back.
"He doesn't look like it."
"What should he look like?"
"Bigger. And with more light."
The bard grinned. "You see," he said quietly to Fionn. "The next generation of disappointments is ready."
Fionn beckoned the children over. Hesitantly, they came closer, as if someone had said, "That man sometimes bites, but not hard."
"Well?" asked Fionn. "Did you lose something, or do you just want to see if I really exist?"
One of the children, a thin girl with overly large eyes, pointed at his beard. "Are you Fionn?"
"It depends," he said. "Are you asking about the stories or about the mistakes?"
The children looked at each other, not understanding the question. For them, the world was still more orderly: here the heroes, there the villains, and in between those who were counted when bread was distributed.
“The man from the songs,” a little boy finally said. “The one with the giants and the dogs and the kings.”
“I was involved in some things,” said Fionn. “For others, they wrote me in because they needed a name. And a lot of it was different from how they sing it.”
"How so?" asked the girl.
Fionn looked out to sea. "Sometimes I slipped," he said. "Sometimes I was afraid. Sometimes I was too late. Sometimes I messed up. They don't like to sing about that. It makes the wine sour in the halls."
The children looked disappointed. One of them, the oldest, put his hands on his hips. "Then you're not a real hero at all," he said.
Fionn laughed softly. It was a tired laugh, but genuine. "If you want a real hero," he said, "find one in your stories who never gets tired, is never afraid, never messes up. If you want a human being, you can stay seated."
The girl actually sat down. Just like that, in the sand, as if she had decided she preferred a tired person to a brilliant mind. The others followed.
"Are you going to tell a story?" she asked.
“Maybe later,” said Fionn. “First I need to find out how my back feels today.”
They stayed anyway. They sat there, watching old men begin a slow morning on a tired beach. It wasn't a scene for an epic. More like something else. Something more honest.
Fionn realized that their stares bothered him less than those of the men in the halls. Children's anticipation was easier. They would have accepted him even if he had simply been the old man pulling a nail from a piece of driftwood.
He stood there, with sand in his boots, salt in his skin, and a body that crunched, thinking: "If this is the end – it could have been worse."
It turned out that life by the sea wasn't about big decisions, but small ones. "Get wood or freeze." "Fix your boot or walk with wet feet." "Eat less today so there's something left for tomorrow."
For a man who had known more princes than fishmongers, this was a strange kind of war. No enemy to punch in the face, just a daily routine that constantly asked: "Will you keep going or will you give up?"
Fionn carried on. Not out of pride. He was simply too stubborn to let his own knee insult him while he was putting on his boots.
They helped in the nest as best they could. The broad man hauled barrels as if they were shields. The women watched closely to see if he was stealing anything. He didn't steal anything, but he still looked like he might.
The Grey Man repaired nets. Patient fingers, which had first learned to bind sinew and later to suture wounds, could handle knots. The fishermen, initially skeptical, quickly realized that in a man who had spent his entire life in transition – between king and freeman, command and conscience – they had found someone who saw holes before others stumbled over them.
Cormac preferred working with wood. He mended boats that were too old to be proud of, but too usable to burn. He ran his hand over the planks as if asking forgiveness for having once guided men aboard who then died elsewhere.
The boy learned a little of everything: knots, nets, how to read the sky when the weather turned. He no longer practiced with the sword every day. The sword became one tool among others, no longer an extension of a wounded ego.
"You're getting soft," said the broad man once, when he saw the boy helping a child carry a bucket of water.
“I’m not going soft,” the boy said. “I’m just learning that there are more things that are heavy than shields and helmets.”
The bard was the only one who didn't do anything practical, at least not at first glance. He often sat on the edge of the village, lyre in hand, listening. To the men, the women, the children, the sea. He didn't write, but you could tell he was storing things up.
One evening, as the light shifted back to that slow, golden hue that Fionn now knew better than the colors of any banner, they all sat down around the fire. The villagers joined them. Not reverently, not fearfully. More curiously.
“Tell me,” said the village old man, a man with hands like roots. “Not the big, neatly sung story. The other one.”
Fionn hesitated. "Which others?"
"Those where you don't do the right thing at the right moment," said the old man. "We have more than enough of those here. Perhaps we can do something with them."
The children who had come on the first morning were back again. Among them were women with tired faces and men whose backs looked like the ground beneath them: crooked, but holding firm.
Fionn stared into the fire. It crackled, a small noise that didn't sound like battles, but like bones giving way.
"Good," he said. "I'll tell you about a night when I did nothing."
He told of the tree. Of the boy who had hung from it. Of the woman who had given bread. Of the silence before, the silence after. Of the fact that he had been there. Armed, young, strong, with men behind him. And of the fact that he had done nothing because the man with the signet ring and the order had said it had to be done.
He didn't tell his story with pathos. No raised fists, no gods. Just the details his mind couldn't shake: the sound the rope made when his body became heavier than it should be. The boy's face, unsure whether to pray or scream. The woman's hands, already knowing that neither would help.
When he was finished, there was silence. Not the charged silence that makes people applaud. A different kind. The kind where people see their own trees.
"Why didn't you do anything?" asked the girl from the other day.
Fionn looked at her. "Because I was afraid," he said. "Because I thought if I intervened, maybe everyone behind me would die, and me too. Because I convinced myself I could do more good later if I just kept my mouth shut for once. Because I was stupid and cowardly and young. And because it was easier for the men in the halls if someone like me stood there and did nothing."
The old man nodded slowly. "And how long has that haunted you?"
“So far,” said Fionn. “And I bet it will still haunt me when I disappear into some soil or into that sea up ahead.”
The boy beside him stared into the fire as if he were memorizing every spark. "And that was the moment it all began?"
“For me,” said Fionn. “For the boy, it was the moment when everything ended. For the king, it was simply another day in the system.”
The broad man cleared his throat. "I have one too," he said. "A story in which I did nothing."
And he told stories about the farm. About his wife, who had told him he should either leave completely or not at all. How he had said back then: "Just this one more campaign, then I'm coming home." And how he then went on to do three more.
Cormac spoke of letters he had carried, letters he knew sent men to their deaths. How he hadn't told them what they contained.
The Grey Man told of a village where he had closed his eyes when another man gave the wrong order.
The bard told of songs he hadn't written, out of laziness, cowardice, or convenience.
It was a strange gathering: a weary legendary hero, his old bones, a half-boy, a few farmers, a few fishermen – and instead of clashing swords, only the honest, raw list of moments when they had all failed.
"You're a lovely group," one of the women said when they were finished. It didn't sound mocking. More like, "You're just like us."
“Yes,” said Fionn. “That’s exactly what I’ve been trying to explain for years. I’m not bigger than you. I was just louder in the wrong places.”
The old man chuckled softly. "Do you know what I like about you?" he said. "That you're sitting here, flesh and bone, scars and wrinkles, and not the guy from the songs. The few boys in this village who dream about you can touch you and realize: 'He's not made of gold. He creaks when he bends over.' I prefer that a thousand times over to some invisible hero who never makes mistakes."
The girl moved closer to the fire. "And what are you going to do now?" she asked.
Fionn thought for a moment. “Now here I am,” he said. “I help haul wood. I talk to the sea from time to time. I tell my stories without embellishing them. And I try to make sure that no one here thinks they have to die to please the king.”
"And what if he comes?" asked a boy from the village. "The king?"
"Or his men."
Fionn looked towards the sea, then back around the room. "Then I'll still be tired," he said. "But not dead. And I'll stand as long as my knees will hold out. After that, you'll have to decide whether you want to run or stand. I won't tell you what's right. I can only show you how wrong it was to obey for too long."
The old man nodded. "That's enough," he said. "You can't ask more of a man your age."
Fionn felt the fatigue in his bones, but it was no longer the frantic, burning kind that screams, "Keep running or they'll get you." It was more like an old coat that had become heavy but still remained warm.
Later, when the fire had burned down and people were going home, the boy remained seated.
"I used to see you differently," he said. "Taller. Purer. Like a sword without flaws."
"And now?" asked Fionn.
“Like a knife in the kitchen,” said the boy. “Old, used, nicked. But still sharp enough to cut something when you need it.”
Fionn grinned. "That's the best compliment I've received in years," he said.
The boy smiled back. "You're no legendary hero," he said. "Not really."
“No,” said Fionn. “I’m just tired.”
And for the first time, he said it not as an apology, but as a fact he could live with.
The days grew shorter, and Fionn noticed that his life was adapting to them. He got up later, sat down earlier. He was no longer afraid of the dark. It was simply a state of being in which one needed to see less.
One evening he was lying in the cabin again and couldn't sleep, not because images were haunting him, but because his body simply couldn't find the point where it could say, "Enough for today." So he got up again, put on some clothes, and went outside.
The sky was clear, which was rare on this coast. Stars, a few, not many, but enough to realize that there was more up there than smoke from warehouse fires. The sea was black, white only at the edge where the waves broke. The sound was deeper. Nighttime.
Fionn went to the beach, sat down in the sand, so close to the wetness that his boots stayed dry, but his knees knew they weren't safe.
"There he sits," said a voice behind him. "The man before whom kings trembled. Before whom giants fell. Before whom bards tied their tongues in knots. And what is he doing? He is staring at the water like a bewildered old dog at a puddle."
It was the bard. Who else?
"And you?" Fionn asked without turning around. "You stalk old men on the beach."
The bard chuckled softly and sat down beside him. "I can't sleep," he said. "Too many sentences in my head. When I lie down, they all sit on my chest and shout at once. I thought the sea might drown them out."
“It can,” said Fionn. “If you listen to it long enough.”
They sat in silence for a while. It was one of those silences that isn't unpleasant. Two men who had talked enough to allow themselves to be silent for once.
"Do you know what's driving me crazy?" the bard asked at one point.
"That you never have enough words?"
“That I have too many,” said the bard. “I can tell your life story in as many ways as there are evenings. In one version, you are the one who betrayed the king. In another, the one who saved the people. In another, you are just a poor dog who realized too late that he was on the wrong leash. And all these versions have a grain of truth. But none is entirely true.”
“Welcome to the club,” said Fionn. “That’s life. It doesn’t fit neatly into a verse.”
“I’m afraid,” the bard said softly, “that one day I’ll be old, sitting somewhere on another coast, telling your story in a way that sounds good. And that I’ll betray you by leaving out the ugly parts, just so people will applaud.”
Fionn looked at him. "You won't betray me," he said. "I've betrayed myself often enough. You can't break anything that isn't already full of cracks. Tell me what you want. I won't be there to stop you."
"Good to know," murmured the bard.
“But,” Fionn continued, “if you’re ever sitting somewhere and realize that your own life sounds unbearably good, then start talking about the tree. About the messenger letter you didn’t write. About the night you stayed silent. Not just about the songs. Otherwise, you’ll become one of those people I used to listen to in concert halls and who made me want to throw up.”
The bard nodded. "Deal," he said.
They fell silent again. A wave rolled in further than it should have, catching Fionn's boots and soaking them. He didn't even flinch.
“Do you know how they will speak of you later?” the bard finally asked.
“No idea,” said Fionn. “Maybe they’ll say I died in a battle I never was in. Or that I overthrew a king I only set on fire. Or that I disappeared into some cave somewhere, only to reappear someday when Ireland needs me. That kind of crap.”
"And what is true?"
Fionn thought for a moment. "Probably," he said, "that I eventually got tired and stopped getting involved in every bit of crap. That I went to the sea because I needed a place where my noise would subside. That I sat here until my body said, 'That's it.' And that the rest are stories other people need to feel less alone. If it helps them to believe I'm sitting asleep somewhere in a hill—let them. I'm no longer responsible."
The bard blew air through his nose. "You are the most unromantic hero I know," he said.
"That's why you can put up with me," said Fionn.
"And you?" asked the bard. "What do you need to feel less alone?"
Fionn looked out at the sea. "That," he said. "Because it shows me that no one is as important as they think. That kings come and go, princes are burned, bards forget their lyrics, and yet it still goes on. It takes the pressure off."
“Have you ever been happy?” the bard finally asked. It was a question usually asked by young people. With him, it sounded different.
Fionn thought for a long time. He was tired enough to be honest.
“Yes,” he said. “Briefly. Around campfires, when no one was talking about the king. In beds where I was allowed to forget my name. In a drunken stupor, when laughter was louder than commands. In battles, in the first heartbeats, before my head caught up and explained what it all meant. And right now, a little bit, here. Because no one wants anything from me except to breathe.”
"That's enough?"
"You don't get more than that in a life like this," said Fionn. "Anyone who tells you about eternal happiness is just trying to sell you something."
The bard nodded. "Then I'll write it that way," he said. "Not as a grand finale, but as small moments where it didn't hurt quite so much."
They sat there for a while longer. The wind grew colder, the stars clearer. The sea continued doing its thing.
Eventually, Fionn stood up. It wasn't a dramatic rebellion, no "Now I'm going to face my fate." Just an old man realizing the sand was hardening beneath him.
"I'm going to sleep," he said.
"Do you think you'll wake up often?" asked the bard.
“I have no idea,” said Fionn. “It doesn’t matter anyway. Whether I don’t wake up tomorrow is no more dramatic than the fact that I even got up today. Both are surprising!”
He grinned. The bard laughed softly.
Fionn paused for a moment in front of the hut. The wind ruffled his beard. He placed his hand on the door, feeling the rough wood, the notches someone had made before him. Men who wanted to leave scratches so that someone could later say, "Someone was here."
He didn't scratch in a new one.
Inside, he lay down. The bed was hard in some places, soft in others. He pulled up the covers, listening to the sea through the thin walls. No howling, no storm. Just that monotonous, steady breathing.
"If I wake up tomorrow," he thought, "that's fine. If not, that's fine too. I've made enough noise."
His bones ached, but not like enemies anymore. More like old comrades saying, "We've been through a lot together. Now it's time to call it a day."
He closed his eyes.
Outside, the sea told its ancient stories without words. In a village behind the dunes, children were pretending they had seen Fionn on the beach, the real Fionn, who hadn't looked so real at all. A bard formed a first sentence in his mind: "Once upon a time, there was a man who was more tired than famous."
Whether Fionn woke up the next morning or not was a question the sea didn't care about. It would continue to roar. People would continue to lie and sometimes tell the truth. Kings would come and go. The herrings would die as always.
And somewhere, in some hut on the edge of it all, lay a man they called a legendary hero, who in the end was nothing more than that: a body full of scars, a head full of stories – and a weariness that was finally allowed to settle.
If he were to wander through his dreams once more, perhaps they would be without ropes, without cliffs, without burning houses. Perhaps only with a stream, a fire, a laughing boy, and the sound of waves coming and going, as if they had all the time in the world.
And that was enough. No one promised him more.
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