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20 John Henry Clay

She could not hear anyone following her, but that meant
nothing. Her master w,as small, wir1,, and could slip through the
forest like a ghost, and even though her rock had struck home
and surelS,left him half blind he had spent enough nights roaming
the forest to hardly need his eyes. Several times she saw a shape

in the shadows that took his form - those high shoulders, the
head held low like a boar's - but it rvas only his spirit, if it was

him at all.

Let him stumble upon me, she thought. I rvill tear out his
throat with my teeth.

For days she continued, not knowing how far or how long she

had travelled or what lay ahead. One night she dreamed that he

crashed through the branches upon her and began tearing at her
elres. She awoke with a jump to find the fingers of a tree scratching
her face. She panicked and struck at the skeletal hand, gripped
the branch, twisted and tore it from the trunk and with a scream
hurled the broken limb into the undergrorvth. The trees had
grown around her overnight and tried to smother her in her sleep.

This time they had failed, but they were becoming more treach-
erous the deeper she sank into the woods, the further she went
from the taming prayers and offerings of men.

She needed to escape the trees, w,hich imprisoned her norv as

the barbed hedge of the farmstead had imprisoned her for four
years. She forced her way upwards, climbing towards the breeze
and the promising sky of early summer. By late afternoon, weary
with the pain of hunger and fatigue, she had reached the crest
of a hill with an open vieu,. Looking to the r.vest, she could see

a long, narrow lake. Beyond the lake rose more forested hills, but
to the south the hills sank towards the coast and the fine blue
line of the sea.

She had not seen the sea since the day the pirates had taken
her across it, the day her master had bought her and dragged
her into the mountains with her u,,rists bound to the dirt-stiff tail
of a mule. Beyond that sea r,vas her home. She remembered,
many years before, walking from the shore with an apron full of
mussels, gleaming black u,ith foam; sipping warm broth while
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22 John Henry Clay

began to run dovn'n the hill. She fell almost immediately', rolled
over trunks and leaves, climbed to her feet and continued, her
eyes still closed. She did not want to see the w,orld and its sights.
She threw herself blindly into the forest and kept running. She
let its punishments flood over her, a struck shin, the sole of her
foot stabbed on a splintered 1og, her hand shredded on rocks,
and a final fall into an ocean of barbs and nettles. She rvlithed
and cried, absorbed b5, pain until she could f'eel nothing else,

until her entire body was alive with flre.
She turned on her stomach, buried her face in her arms and

wept, and did not move from the place until night had fallen and
she passed finally into an oblivious sleep.

Eachna woke with the smell of cooked fish tickling her nostrils.
The sun',vas newly risen, and she heard voices nearby. She r,vas

no longer surrounded by brambles. Tu,isting where she lay, she

looked across a small grassy clearing to where a group of four
men was cooking a breakfast of roasted salmon. They were
kneeling around a small fire,, each holding his arms before him,
palms upward, chanting in a language she had not heard before.
Her instinct was to scurry back into the bushes, but she realised
that someone had lain a wooilen blanket over her. Of course thev
already knerv she rvas here.

The men finished chanting and sat dor,vn, and one oi them
saw, her. Like the others, he was wearing a long tunic, tied rvith
a thick cord at the r,vaist. He held out a piece of fish. 'Hungry?'
he said. \7hen she did not repl)L he continued, '$7e trieci to rouse

1'ou, but you \vere sleeping like the dead.' By now the other men
s'ere looking at her. '$7hat's your name?' another asked.

The dialect was s'.range to Eachna, but she understood them.
'E,achnar' she said.

'Ah,' said the third man. 'Irish, yes? \7ho are your people?'
'Delbhna.'
Now the fourth man spoke, tasting her name on a foreign

tongue: 'Ak-na?' He did not look like the others. His skin was
dark, his hair and e5,es jet black. FIe rvas a little older than his

companions, perhaps 1-or

drick sith hair he rsas al

Thel- seemed to respect

had fallen silent. Then
directly: You are a slare

The suddenness of his

not muster a repl1-.

'Don't fear us.'he saii

out anotller piece tf frsh

moistened her dn- motrfr
nrapped tightb- around b
in a stump at the s-risr-

from his outstretched her

and stuffed the fuh inr.-
'Where are sou uar-dl
Eachna s-aved rague

countrY to her-

'To the coast: FterheF,s

She nodded.
.W'e're going to Lr:grr

together. A girl shouldn'
'Shouldn't be alone-'

dead when \\-e sa\s rou-
'No,'said Eachna. 1r
.Well, our feet mo\e

people around here ht-"r
escort 1'ou home.'

'No.'
'It's better to tar-el s

home? Among Herne-s 
1

'I need to move on.- s

She licked her fingsrs a:

''W'e're trar-elling to &t
said ttre man closest to t
vou need, if vou're soio
she started to s-alk ars:
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24 John Henry Clay

).'our master, girl?'he snarled.'rWhere have you come from?'He
tugged her closer, so their bodies were touching. Eachna strug-
gled, but she did not have a shred of strength against his. 'Tell
usJ or we'Il punish you for him!'

The dark man, who had been rvatching the exchange in silence,
now jumped to his feet. 'l1o/'illae obstaref he shouted, and his

companion released Eachna's arm.'In noruine Dei-' continued
the foreigner, and went on to berate the other in a tongue Eachna

had never before heard. His broad, round face was flushed as

though about to burst. Eachna did not lvait, but slipped awa1r_.

following the stream to lower ground, into the forest.

She had not gone far rvhen a r.oice came after her. 'Girl!W'ait!'
It was the dark man, panting as he raced to catch up with her.
'If vou go on alone, you will die!'

Eachna paid him no heed. He overtook her and tried to block
her path, his short legs moving clumsily through the bracken.
'\We shall protect you,' he said. 'My companion - he has much
to learn. He is sorr-v for his act. Please stop; I want to speak with
1'ou for a moment, that is all.'

She halted, seeing that he would pester her for a good rvhile

)-et before giving in. 'I need to keep moving,' she said. 'I can't
stal' ri'ith people. I have to return home to m-v father-'

'You're afraid,'he said, seeing through her lies as though she

had not spoken them. 'You do not know why you are here. You
don't know this country. or rvhere you should go.Your name \\,as

Eachna, yes? My name is Ludo.'He paused, giving her the chance
to reply. \fhen she did not, he went on, 'I feel I knoln Eachna,
u,h]' -you are here. Of course -vou do not have faith in me. But
if -vou come r,vith us - I can save you.'

Eachna pushed past him. He could save her? She had escaped

by herself; she had survived so far b), herself; she needed nobod1,,

least of all a foreigner. The only foreigners she had ever knorvn
had been robbers and slavers, greedy and cruel to their flngertips:
the arrogant men r,vho used to take their food for tribute r,vhen

she lvas a child, the pirates who had stolen her, the farmer u,ho
had dragged her into the hilis.

Eachna travelie;. .

e arrving fieir , ' '-. - -
along forest pailr. :.- :

Inagesrure'lr< j*' -.
hit ort n clt'ak :: * -
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John Henry Clay

\\/as glad for the rare comfbrt. The party did not talk to her, but
for much of the time sang songs in that same alien tongue that
Ludo had used earlier in anger. This time it lilted and danced
lightll, in the air, sounding so different from the mournful ballads
of British and the guttural grate of Pictish. Eachna listened care-
fulll', tr-ving to pick through the inflections and stresses, and
thought she heard some mentions of Ludo's I-ord Christ, but
she understood nothing morc.

By dusk the party had reached a fishing village at the mouth
of an estuar1,. The four men, Ludo in particular, seemed to be

well knorvn and liked here, for they were rvarmly welcomed by
the locals. Ludo introduced Eachna as a lost northern girl whom
they rvere taking to Luguvalium, and she too rvas suddenly
surrounded by a gaggle of smiling womenr almost tearful r,vi*r
jo5,, u,ho raised their voices and hands into the air in praise of
Christ. Eachna, exhausted and rveak, straining to see cleartr5, in
the fading light, felt as though she had slipped into a dream, lost
among so many faces that shifted through the red glow of torches,
chattering, singing.

The next day brought a sky of broken clouds and a fine wind
to the east. After breakfast, Ludo and his group boarded a light
fishing r.essel r,vith a local man to act as pilot, and set sail aiong
the coast. Eachna sat at the prow, of the little boat as it roiled
through the water. She u,atched the masses of seagulls circling
overhead, filling the air r,r,ith a harsh chorus. \Whrm limbs and a

full stornach, those most unfarniliar sensations, brought a smile
of elation and deflance to her lips. and she decided that she rvould
not be afraid of the fair-haired goddess Cliona, queen of the
Land of Promise, the protector r,vho had turned betraygl and let
her fall into slavery. Cliona's realm broke upon the shores of
distant Eriu, not here. Even as the boat churned its way to the
eastJ Eachna felt the grip of the goddess weakening.

'I am from a place called Massilia.' came a voice, shouting to
be heard above the rvind and u,aves, the creaking of the boat and
the flapping of its sail. Ludo sat himself at the prow next to her.
'The ocean is blue there,'he said. 'And clear, like the sk-v. I never
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