Chapter One

Thunder rolled across the sky like a well trained dog. The hills were alive with the sound of gale force winds, howling like a gaggle of banshees out on a hen night. Rain poured down from dark, heavy, clouds and turned the land below into a mixture of mud and drowned ants. It was, sure enough, a storm. A full on, dead of winter, jump in bed with somebody else's wife, storm. The kind of storm that would be remembered for generations, or at least until the next bad one arrived to claim the title. 

One man would remember it as that storm when he ended up on guard duty at night, a fact which seriously hampered some horizontal activities that had been planned with his sister-in-law. Instead Naul was in a guard tower that lacked any walls to provide shelter from the wind. Even calling it a guard tower was being kind, it was merely a structure that was guard tower shaped.

Naul stared out at the night and sighed, hating the  poorly built tower more than usual. It baffled him why anybody would build a guard tower for a ringfort without any walls around the actual tower room itself. The builders had literally put up four poles by the fort's main gate and hammered two wooden sheets into place, one half way up the poles to form a floor and the second on top of the poles to act as a roof.

It was like working in a Jenga Tower of Death.

Naul walked over to one of the flaming torches that was attached to a pole, a slight hiss coming from it as raindrops hit the flame, and held his hands up to it, trying to get some sort of warmth back into his body.

The only consolation to be found on this crappy night was that he was not the only person suffering the elements in this rickety tower of firewood. Naul turned around and looked at his fellow guard who was sitting in the very middle of the tower room. 

His companion on this stormy night was Trug, Naul's best friend both in the army that they were guards of and for as long as either of them had been alive. 

Trug was a big man, a very big man. Some people thought he was not even a man but a deformed baby giant that had never grown to its full height. At seven foot tall it was easy to see how they came to this conclusion. His height was not the only impressive feature, Trug's arms and legs had muscles that would have made most bulls envious. Some of the muscles even had muscles. Normally the tower swayed back and forth from the smallest of breezes, but Trug seemed to steady the entire thing merely by being in it. The extra weight acting like an anchor. 

At his feet two large jugs sat, one of which he picked up in a shovel sized hand that could probably crush an entire chicken. He brought the jug up to his mouth and took a long drink of whatever was inside. 

“What did Al tell you about drinking when we are on duty?” Naul asked his friend. “Especially the night shift?”

Trug looked over at Naul and shrugged.

“Don't really remember, was I drinking when he said it to me?”

Naul walked over and sat down beside Trug on floor, discreetly settling into a position so that his friend acted like a wind breaker. He looked longingly at the second jar of beer that Trug had brought along but fought the urge to indulge in some rule breaking refreshment. Even if it would dull the thoughts of what his horizontal refreshment this night could have been.

“She is really fuming with Al this time isn't she?” he asked his friend. 

“Yup,” came the reply.

That was the only problem with Trug. It was not that the man was a simple giant, or lacking in the intelligence department. It was just that Trug knew you could solve problems with your brains or your brawns. If your brawns could uproot a small tree and use it like club then why overtax your brain with in depth conversational skills as well?

Trug emptied the remainder of the jug's contents into his mouth, swallowed, belched, then flung the jar over the side of the tower. As they waited to hear the jug shatter below there came another rumble of thunder across the sky, drowning out all noise nearby for the length of time it took to pass.

“I really hate this bloody job,” Naul said, pulling his cloak tighter about his scrawny body.

How he had last this long in the job was a mystery, even to himself. Most of the men in the unit had muscles and skills, sometimes both, and contributed to the overall entity that was the army.  Naul was skinnier than Trug's arm and on one occasion had been mistaken for a sapling willow tree. If he had been a little less sober the tree-cutter's axe would have cleanly chopped through his left leg. 

As near as he could figure, all Naul brought to the army was a level of cunning that revolved around his own self preservation. In all his years of service an arrow had never come even close to hitting him. Oddly enough, men beside him did have tendency to trip and fall in the way of approaching arrows, but that was just a strange coincidence. Nothing sinister about missing a step on the march and placing your best foot forward in front of somebody else's best foot. Unfortunate for them yes, but never sinister.

Trug picked up the second jug and offered it to Naul, who declined with a dismissive wave of his hand. 

“Go on, sure the boss isn't even in the fort tonight. Who is going to know?” 

“I'm grand, thanks. Last time he found out we both had been drinking on duty he gave  us the most menial jobs he could think of. What was it you had to do again?”

Trug took a mouthful from the new jug and stared at the flaming torch as he thought. 

“Something to do with some sort of ditch, wasn't it?”

“That was it exactly. He asked you to dig a ditch on your own. Punishment for a normal man but you did it in about half the time it normally takes four men to dig. Me on the other hand, me he had a particularly nasty job. I had to empty all outhouse buckets and scrub them clean.”

Trug shrugged once more. “Doesn't sound so bad.”

Naul slowly turned his head and glared at Trug. 

“That's because you have never had to smell your own shite you fecking...”

There was another rumble, but this one sounded slightly different. Naul stopped his rant and listened, slowly standing up and walking to the edge of tower.

Beyond the light of the torches the world was varying shades of black, ranging from pitch black to blind fold black to slightly black. There was no way to make out anything with certainty. The line of trees quickly blended with the rest of the darkness, possibly hiding anything from sight. The rain did not help matters either, coming down in ever increasing drop sizes. 

The rumbling was growing louder, coming closer to the fort with each second. Either the night held a surprise for Naul or Mother Nature had decided to break a world record by making the the longest thunderclap ever.

Trug had shuffled across the floor and come to sit beside Naul, his massive tree trunk sized legs dangling over the side of the tower. Slowly he pulled out an arrow from the quiver strapped to his back and inserted it into a bow that was the same height as Naul. 

“Don't have a repeat of last time,” Naul said.

“What happened last time?” Trug asked as he drew the arrow back and aimed towards the ground.

“You don't remember?”

Trug looked at Naul from the corner of his eye. “Had I been drinking?”

Naul sighed and pulled a torch out from one of the brackets, holding it out of the tower to try and fight back some of the darkness. The noise had gotten really close now, so close it was easy to figure what direction to expect the surprise from. This did lessen the element of surprise somewhat, but Naul was more than okay with that. The only sort of surprise he liked was ones that had been planned and executed by himself. 

“There,” Trug said, aiming at a spot where the last tree merged with the darkness. He released his hold on the arrow tail and let it fly.

The arrow whizzed through the air and was swallowed by the night. From below came the sound of an animal screaming in pain, something large falling to the ground and many curses being shouted by a man crushed by a large animal. The rumbling came to an abrupt halt.

“Trug...”Naul hissed between clenched teeth.

“TRUG! You moronic idiot what the hell did I tell you about asking questions before shooting holes in things. God damn Warrior-King can't come back to his own fort without getting shot at.” somebody shouted from the darkness below. 

Trug looked over at Naul, his eyes wide with fear. In the last four years Trug had accidental shot at their employer seven times. Once he had taken two shots at the Warrior-King because he was afraid the first arrow had missed. 

“I got you covered. Again,” Naul said. He looked out into the night, waving the torch around to cast a bit more light. “Sorry about that, sir,” he shouted down.

A man on horseback rode into the circle of light around the guard tower. He brought the horse to a stop at the base of the tower and looked up at the two guards looking down at him.

The man looked like a fighter, a warrior of the truest sort, striking that perfect balance between muscle and mass. His hair was braided in a warrior's tail that somehow complimented the dark red beard that adorned his face. Neatly trimmed in the style most married men used, ones that had been allowed to grow facial hair but only if they kept it tidy. 

He dismounted, boots splashing in the mud, and looked up at the guard room, glaring.

Naul felt the floor boards bend as Trug slid backwards, trying to get out of sight without making it so obvious that he was doing so.

“So, what shall we assign you pair of idiots to next?” the man shouted up, wiping the rain water from his face.

“To be fair, sir, it is customary for the king to announce he has returned to the fort by way of a trumpet or somebody shouting,” Naul said, praying that he was actually saying something resembling the truth. 

Obviously it paid to not sleep in the back row during orientation week.

“Really? Since when?”

A glimmer of hope, if Al the Warrior-King did not know how true that rule was then it was possible the bluff could be continued. All it would take was a firm, steady tone. The slightest hint of doubt as he spoke and Naul knew the whole story would fall apart. 

“Oh, since you went hunting. You know how it is, sir. When the king's away the queen will make up a dozen new rules that we all have to follow.”

Al shook his head and looked down at his boots. 

Naul took a deep breath. This would not have been the first time that Al had returned to his ringfort, the ringfort that he himself had built with a dozen men under his command, only to find that new rules had been set up by his wife. The only risky element of the lie was committing the origin of the rule to the queen. If Al found out the truth, that no such rule had ever existed, cleaning the outhouse buckets would be the least of Naul's worries.

“Trug?” Al shouted up to the guards.

Naul looked over his shoulder at his friend, who was huddled in the biggest foetal position the world had ever seen. 

“He is...would you like me to pass on the message, sir?” Naul shouted down.

“Tell him that the next time he decides to drink on duty to at least have the intelligence of an earthworm and not throw his empty jugs out of the tower. There is bloody bits of clay all over the place.”

“Will do sir, you can count on me,” Naul replied.

The Warrior-King seemed agitated to Naul, almost like he did not want to go into the fort. Naul could not blame him, considering the mood the queen was in it probably would make sense to never go into the fort again. Changing your name and moving to another land would be a more welcoming option.

“How bad is it?” Al shouted up, tying his horse's reins to nearest wooden pole of the guard tower.

Probably in case he needs to make a quick escape, Naul thought. 

“Can't say, sir,” the guard replied.

“Well take a bloody guess then,” Al shouted.

“No, sir. I can't say, under orders from the queen. Actually under penalty of pain, but I can't say anymore about that either.”

“Oh this can't be good,” Al said, adjusting the sword at his hip slightly.

With that the Warrior-King walked away from the guard tower and into the ringfort, passing between the two massive wooden gates that had been opened when he arrived. The other horsemen that had been with him, five in total, followed closely behind him. One horse was carrying two men. As they rode past the tower the second man looked up at Naul.

“Tell that giant gobshite he owes me a horse,” he shouted up.

“Ah go and fu...,” Naul shouted at them as another rumble of thunder rolled across the sky.

***

Al walked slowly down the main path through the ringfort. There was not another soul to be seen, almost everyone was at home either asleep or just staying out of the bad weather. The Warrior-King wished more than anything that he was one of those people locked up safe indoors, that somebody else was taking this death march towards the loving embrace of his wife and queen.

But sadly the gods did not answer wishes of that sort. 

As he rounded a corner Al spotted two more of his guards doing the night patrol through the fort.  He quickened his pace and caught up with them.

“Here, you two,” he said.

Both the guards stopped, turned around, and saluted. 

“Yes, sir,” they said in unison.

“Keep it down, keep it down,” Al said, waving his hands towards the ground and looking about in case anybody was watching. “You both know I am back earlier than I should be.”

The guards nodded.

“So what is the reason? Just what sort of mood is she in?”

The guards looked at each other, then at Al, then back at each other. They started to shuffle about on the spot and avoided making eye contact with him.

“Let me guess, you can't say,” Al suggested.

“Sorry, sir,” the guard on the left said. “But the standing orders of the fort are that the queen is in command when you are not around.”

“Fine, fine, go on with your work,” Al said, waving them away. “But just remember who pays your bloody wages.”

They saluted once more and continued on their patrol. Al watched them walk on, turning at the corner of a house. Just as they were about to be gone from sight one of the guards looked back at the Warrior-King and shook his head in a very solemn manner, then he continued on his way.

“Oh that can't be good,” Al said to himself as he resumed his walk.

The main lodge, home to the king and queen of the ringfort, stood in the very centre of the circular structure. Most king's liked to have the accommodations, the houses and huts and cardboard boxes, of their people sprawl outwards in front of their royal abode. It gave them a feeling of grandeur, when they woke up in the morning they could feel good about themselves by just looking out the front window and seeing how big a village had grown up in the front garden. They could be the big mushroom in their very own fungus patch. 

Al had taken a different approach when building his ringfort. Rather than follow his peers and have the main lodge on one side of the fort and all the homes of his subjects in front of it, he had built the main lodge in the centre and allowed the people to build around it. This had not been some act of kindness on his part, to give the people the impression that he saw them as equals by allowing them to build around him. It was purely a defensive idea. If the fort ever did get invaded the houses closest to the big, circular, wooden, wall would be attacked first, thus providing more protection for the main lodge.

Sort of like dropping a rock into a pond and watching the ripples spread outwards. Only in reverse. 

Al stood in front of the main lodge and just stared at it in the rain.

Judging from the amount of light that shone through the windows Mebh was still up. If she was mad enough to still be up this late then she had either burned off all her rage and would be easier to appease or the rage had been really bad earlier and was now only a smouldering anger.

He took a deep breath and headed to the front door.

I am a bloody Warrior-King and I am too scared to enter my own home, that isn't right, Al thought as he twisted the handle and slowly opened the door

The door opened without a sound, mainly due to the fact that Al had the hinges oiled regularly to allow for late night arrivals home without squeakaly announcing the arrival to his wife. He opened the door just enough to slip inside, then quietly closed it again and looked around the main room of the lodge.

It was strangely organised, or to be more precise still organised in the way it had been when Al had left to go hunting. There was no over turned table and smashed chair parts. The fruit bowl still contained the same number of apples. Nowhere was there bits of plates that had been hurled at the walls with force. None of the framed paintings hung at odd angles. Even the traditional pile of Al's clothes, attached with a note instructing him to move out of the lodge for the next month, was missing.

There was nothing, nothing what so ever, to indicate that Mebh had been in a bad mood. 

Al stood still beside the front door and looked around, puzzled. 

When you fought in battle you got used to certain simple truths. Arrows were fired at you, swords had very sharp edges and the bigger the man the hardier you had to knee him in the groin. Marriages were pretty much the same thing, except the other army was a single female fighting on her own with the righteous belief behind her that all other females supported her fight and it was not so much a fight as a holy crusade against the infidel known as man. 

Al had viewed his marriage as a battle after the first six months of wedded bliss had quickly soured. It had helped to hone his instincts on certain things, allowing him to spot clear signs of danger. Those instincts were kicking in right now at the sight of the very clean room.

It's a trap, they said ,it's a great big trap with bells on it and you should get the hell out while you still can.

The Warrior-King decided to ignore the instinct to run away and headed across the main room towards the master bedroom. He stood outside the bedroom and pressed his ear against the door, listening.

There was a scratching sound coming from the bedroom, steady and constant.

She's sharpening a bloody dagger or something to throw at me as I walk in, Al thought.

“Come on in, dear,” Mebh called to him from the other side of the door.

Al took a step back and examined the door, pressing against it with his hands. It was a solid oak door so there was a good chance that a flying dagger would not pierce it. Unless she had been practising her aim while he was off hunting. How fast could he pull his head back behind the door?  

Time to fall back on those old fashioned quick reflexes, Al thought as he opened the door just wide enough for his head to fit through. 

Slowly the Warrior-King peered around the door into the bedroom beyond.

The bedroom was exactly like the main room of the lodge, perfectly in order and without anything broken or smashed out of blind rage. Either Mebh was not really all that angry with him or her anger had entered such a new level that she had looped through the entire emotional spectrum and become calm again. 

Even the bed was made.

Al risked moving his head another inch into the room, keeping a firm grip on the door handle in case of any identified flying objects, and looked around for Mebh.

She was seated at a desk set in front of one of the bedroom windows, her back to the door. Long red hair flowed down over her back, her white dress clinging to her perfectly shaped body. The body that Al had fell in love with all those years ago. He could just about make out stacks of papers spread in front of her on the desk top, a quill pen in her hand as she scribbled onto some of the pages. 

“Are you not going to come inside, dear?” she said without turning to face him.

Al thought about this for a second. He looked at the area around her. There were no knifes, daggers, swords or fire pokers lying about the place. No vases or pots, glasses or cups. All she could possible throw at him would be papers or her pen. But then the druids did have that saying, something about the quill being better at writing letters than the sword. It was always hard to remember half of the rubbish that load of magic men came up. 

He stepped fully into the room, but kept the door open wide enough to run back through just in case. 

“Hello honey,” Al said, trying to put as much affection into his tone of voice as was manly possible. 

Mebh stopped writing and replaced the quill into its ink. She pushed the chair back from the desk, slowly, and half turned in the chair so that she could look at Al. Her bright greens eyes focused on him, giving away nothing of the inner workings going on in her mind.

There was something primal in her stare, something that unsettled Al to his very core. Something that had not been there before they had married.

Oh your dad hid the crazy well, Al thought. His eyes darted to the open door and back to his wife's face, just for reassurance. 

“So, darling,” Mebh said in such an icy tone that Al could have sworn he saw icicles on the words as she spoke. “How about we have a little chat.”

Al groaned inwardly, making sure to not give her any more ammunition to win this argument than she already had. Not that he stood any chance of winning, it was already a foregone conclusion that he would not be sleeping in his own bed tonight. On that matter Mebh had already made up her mind, it was now just a matter of how they both arrived at that conclusion together. Like a properly married couple. 

“Why of course, what do you want to talk about?” Al asked with a smile on his face.

Mebh stared at him with her emerald green eyes. 

Al stopped smiling.

“Let's start off with something simple, shall we?” Mebh said, smoothing out a wrinkle in her dress.

It's a trap, run! Al's inner voice screamed.

“Sure, okay,” he said, ignoring the inner screams. “Simple.”

Mebh smiled at her husband.

“What day was yesterday?”

Al's eyes opened wide on their own. This had to be a trick of some sort, a question that had seven possible answers and no matter which one he picked it would be the wrong one. Then again days of the week was a pretty simple question, if you pressed him very hard Al would even go so far as to say it was his specialist topic. He thought for a second about his answer and then realised that Mebh was staring at him a lot more intensely than she had been previously. 

For a woman looking for an answer, patience was a hindrance.

“It was Dé hAoine,” Al said with certainty.

“Very good, dear,” Mebh said coolly. “What other day was yesterday?”

Al raised his eyebrows at this question. He knew it, deep down, he knew it had been a trick. So obvious a question, so simple an answer, there was no way it could have been anything other than a trick question. Why would a person ask what day of the week it was? Everyone knew the days of the week and it was not all that hard to figure out what the current day was called. Unless it had two names, like this one apparently had.

But what was the second name? 

Mebh just sat there and stared at him, no clue or offer of help given. 

How had he become a king, a Warrior-King with a fort of his own, and never known that Dé hAoine had another name. Maybe it was some sort of Druidic secret that Mebh had found out, one that allowed her to claim all her husband's lands if he did not know the answer as well.

Sweat started to form on Al's forehead, he could feel the clamminess building with each second as his brain tried to come up with an answer. Panic started to set in. He almost would have preferred to have had to dodge flying blades than partake in this questions and answers session.

“Um...,” Al said, his mind drawing a complete blank.

Mebh turned back around in her seat, picked up the quill from the ink well, and started to write on the page in front of her once again. 

“You can sleep in the guest room tonight, and every night, until you come up with the answer to that most basic, very simple, question. Husband of mine.”

Al stood still for a moment, trying to figure out what had just happened. He had been dismissed, from his own home, by his wife. For not knowing an answer that was passed down through the line of Druids for generations. It hardly felt fair.

“How about...,”Al began.

Mebh held up her left hand. It was holding a dagger, the tip of the blade lightly held by her fingertips. She continued to write.

“I'll just see myself out then,” Al said quickly, walking out the bedroom door and pulling it firmly closed behind him.

“Oh and you are on your own on this one, darling,” Mebh shouted from inside the bedroom.

Al thought about asking her what that meant exactly then figured he was more than likely better off not knowing. He walked quickly across the main room and stopped at the front door to the lodge. 

“Hang on,” he shouted back towards the bedroom. “We don't have a guest room!”

***

“That's the guest room?”

“That's the guest room, sir.”

Al stared at the guard as the rain poured down from the sky above. It was almost as if the clouds had found some hidden water supplies and were now determined to use it all up before the end of the storm. Just in case they never got the chance to rain on the world again. 

“That's the guest room?” Al asked once more, pointing towards the pile of metal standing beside the back wall of his lodge.

“Yes,sir,” the guard said.

Al walked over to the metal and looked at it. 

It was possible that in a form erlife it had been a bed, or at least bed shaped. There were four metal legs dug into the ground and a frame of sorts that could have held a mattress, if you balanced it just right. From the looks of it the only reason the frame was even still intact was due to the large amount of rust that covered half of the metal. On the ground beside the metal frame lay a mouldy pile of clothes. 

“That's the blanket and pillow, is it?” Al asked the guard.

The guard nodded.

“I think it just bloody moved,” Al said, prodding the mound with his toe. “Is that a tail coming out from beneath it?”

The tail quickly disappeared underneath the rest of the blanket, a squeak coming from what was possibly the pillow.

Al marched back over to the guard and with his right hand pushed the man backwards until he banged into the wall. The Warrior-King leaned in close and stared the man right in the eyes, his hands tightening around the shirt of the guard.

“You tell me why the hell I am meant to spend the night out here or...”

“I can't sir,” the guard said. “Honest, I would if I could. But the queen, she said.” He looked about, to make sure she was not hiding in the shadows. “She said she would slowly roast my bait and tackle, while it was still attached to me.”

“AL!” Mebh roared from within the lodge. “IF YOU DO NOT LET THAT MAN GO NOW I WILL SET FIRE TO YOUR HUNTING GEAR. WITH YOU STILL WEARING IT!”

Al let go of the guard, who instantly ran away from the lodge, and ran a hand through his soaking wet hair. He had been out in the rain for so long that he was sure by now his bones must be water logged. 

What was needed now was some lubrication of the mental gears so that his memory could be forced into action. Luckily Al knew just where to find such mental lubrication and in large amounts too.

***

Every fort worth having had a barracks. A place for the guards of the fort to relax, unwind, have meals, drink, sleep, arm wrestle, run away to if their wife happened to live in the same fort they worked in. A place that was opened at every hour of the day and night because your enemy never slept so why should your guards. A place where ranks did not really matter and your past was left at the door. Where men could find camaraderie in the company of other men, safe in the knowledge that by the time the alcohol left their system neither party would remember any of the conversations had during the night before.

The barracks: a place where nobody knew your name.

Al had built his barracks right beside the main gate into the ring fort, with the horse stables on the other side of said gate. It allowed his men to be within spitting distance of the main weakness of the fort. 

Light spilled out into the stormy night from the open barracks door, the sound of men talking and laughing calling like a siren's song to any man down on his luck this night.

To Al it sounded like the most inviting call ever. 

The Warrior-King walked through the open barracks door and into the warmth and dryness within. Nobody paid him any attention as he walked along the rows of tables and benches, trying to find a place to sit down. 

The barracks was the biggest building in the ring fort, to allow for all the men and their gear. It was opened planned, the only walls being the ones needed to keep a roof in place, and half of the floor was covered with long wooden tables and benches. A large fire burned in the very centre of the floor, providing a surprising amount of heat for a building so big.

Al found an empty seat on a bench between two men. One of them had his face down on the table as he slept in a puddle of his own drool. The other man, pouring a mug of ale from a jug on the table, had so many scars on his face that it looked like a living version of “noughts and crosses”. He sat down beside the two men and picked up the sleeping man's mug, emptying the contents out on the floor and wiping the rim with the end of his shirt.

“Allow me, sir,” the scarred man said, pouring from the jug into Al's newly acquired cup. 

That was one thing about the barracks, even if rank was more or less left at the door all the men still treated the Warrior-King with the respect befitting a king. There had only ever been one instance of a man in the barracks attempting to knife Al in the back. The man had never been seen again, nor his family. It was rumoured they all now “slept in the bogs”. 

“Thanks,” Al said as the ale splashed over the rim of the mug. He brought it up and took a long drink from it.

Now the mental cogs should start turning, moving the memories around so that they finally formed into the correct order. Maybe then he would be able to figure out what other name the days of the week had. 

Al sipped from the mug and stared around the barracks thoughtfully. He had about a hundred men under his command. Loyal and strong and never had one of them sided with Mebh over him in any matter. Chances were one of the guards would have some idea what the answer to Mebh's impossible question was.

He turned to look at the scar-faced guard and smiled.

“So,” Al began.

“Bill,” Bill said.

“Right...Bill. So, I guess she threatened to roast your balls slowly as well.”

“Oh no, sir,” Bill said, taking a quick drink from his mug “, she did not threaten to roast my balls.”

Hope appeared, hope that tonight Al could be in his own bed.

“Really? Excellent, so what I was going to ask was...”

Bill waved his hand to stop Al from talking. 

“Sorry, sir. Guess I should have finished. She didn't say she would roast my balls. She said that I would have a steak tied to them while some wolves were left to munch on it,” Bill said.

Al's jaw dropped open. Mebh had clearly gone insane to come up with that as a punishment method. He looked around the barracks, all conversations had stopped and every man in the place was looking at him.

“Just out of curiosity,” Al said, standing up so that he could get a good look at all the men's faces. “How many of you did not get some promise of testicular torture in order to ensure your silence.”

Blank faces stared back at him.

“Don't be shy, hands up in the air,” Al said, waving his right hand over his head and turning around on the spot.

There was a distinct lack of hands in the air, it would have been true to say that there were no hands in the air. Al slowly brought his own hand down and dropped back into his seat. Bill pushed the Warrior-King's mug of ale over to him.

“See, sir,” Bill said. “The queen got really mad at you the other day and had us all line up outside. Even took the guards that were on duty off duty to join the line. We had to enter here one by one and give our name to her, which she wrote down, then she described to us how she would damage our dangle bits if we helped you out on this problem.”

She had covered everything. Somehow the woman had thought of every possible angle to make this problem something that Al had to solve on his own.

“She is an evil bloody genius,” Al said to nobody in particular.

Bill shrugged. “Not what I would have called her, truth be told. Sir! Had something more along the lines of the canine family of names, but then again can't show disrespect to your queen now can you?”

Around him the men started to talk about the various threats they had each received. None of them sounded pleasant. Some of the men even started to compare how more painful one threat was over another one, the addition of ale bolstering the insanity of the stories as the night went on. The only overall fact was that not one of the guards was going to risk breaking Mebh's orders. No matter how much they liked the Warrior-King

“Things just keep getting better and better,” Al said, reaching for the jug of ale and just drinking straight from it.

***

By the time the change of shift had come around Al had gone through seven jugs and talked to nearly every guard in the fort. Even the ones who had been with him on his hunting trip had received their very own threat upon coming back to the barracks. 

As he lay with his head down on the table, drool dribbling down his chin, the gears in Al's brain started to turn. Cogs started to move one way, wheels the other. In his dreams a cake floated before his eyes, some candles following it. 

Al woke up with a start, fell backwards over the bench and landed on the stone floor behind him. 

“It was her damn birthday!” he said.

