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The Fire in the Woods




[ I ]

E R C said the night the boy was born he saw the woods by the boy’s house catch fire. It wasn’t any common kind of fire either. It didn’t burn bright here and not so bright there. It didn’t have the higgledy-piggledy colors of a fire or a foul smoke to choke off your breath and set your eyes weeping. Erc said no. It was in no way like that at all indeed. There was no higgledy-piggledy about it. There was no smoke. The whole woods went up in a single vast flame behind the house, and the color of the flame was such a fiery gold clear through that it turned the house gold and the eyes of Erc gold as he stood in the dark watching and waiting with the tide scudding in among the monstrous hills behind him. For a greater wonder still, Erc said, by the time dawn come and the boy was fully born out into the world and wrapped up snug as a badger against the chill, there wasn’t so much as one dry twig blackened or the delicatest feather of a bird’s wing singed.

Finnloag was the boy’s father and Cara his mother, free born and of the new faith both of them. They say Finnloag had kingly blood in him trickling down from Niall of the Nine Hostages or one of them, though if you travel upstream far as that, there’s not a dung-foot cow-herder couldn’t find a kingly drop or two of his own to crow over if he felt like it. The name they give the boy was Brendan, and Brendan is the name he carried with him to the grave where he’s no likelier to need a name any longer if you ask me than any of the rest of us when our time comes. Save for life itself and a few small gifts along the way, his name was about the only thing he had from Finnloag and Cara nearly. Not that they wasn’t ready for all I know to pluck down the very stars from heaven if he’d ever cried out for them, but it was a cry he never got a chance to make because before the cord was tied off and snipped almost, this same Erc that had been biding his time in the dark come lumbering in and claimed the boy.

Erc was a great cairn of a man. His belly was where the stones buckled out under their own weight. His feet was where a pair of them had tumbled to the ground. His head was a boulder on top that was cracked straight across. He could open this jagged crack of a mouth wide as a stone cave and bellow out of it all manner of wild flummeries he’d learned from the days he was a druid.

“Ah-h-h-h! Yah-h-h-h! God is the wind that blows over the sea…the wave of the deep…the bull of the seven battles…the tear in the eye of the sun.”

His breath had the musty moulder and damp of caves to it. The words rushed forth thick as bats but more of them got left within than ever come out because there’s never been the likes of druids for secrets.

“A bear for courage he is…a salmon in the water…the head of the death-dealing spear!”

Erc loved telling how he was weaned from druidry by no less than the sainted Patrick himself at the mere sound of whose name the high angels wet their holy breeches, so they say. Patrick was long since dead by the time Brendan was born though, and Erc was by then turned into mighty Bishop Erc. He was high cockalorum over all Brendan’s kindred that lived in squat stone houses like Finnloag’s. They stood ringed round with a ditch and a bank and high palings to keep out lunatics, gentry, and all such workers of mischief.

Erc had more cows than all of the kindred together. He would stand holding a stick to count them as one by one they shoved through the gate at day’s end with their big bags swollen and leaking as they went and him making such a clamor out of his big mouth the very leaves on the trees shook. He was a great one for singing and shouting even when there was none but the beasts to hear him.

“Three slender things there be that best hold the world together,” cries Bishop Erc. He wears a brown coat that’s long before and short behind. He thumps each bony rump with his stick as the herd crowds through.

“The slender blade of green corn upon the ground,” he cries. Thump. “The slender thread over the hand of a clever woman.” Thump. “The slender stream of milk from the cow’s dug into the pail.” Thump.

One of his baggy ladies starts to moo so deep she could be fetching it out of the world’s deepest well. She raises it shriller and shriller then, her snout in the air, till it comes to a squeal so sharp even Erc’s shouting can’t drown it.

He would never have shouted to Finnloag and Cara that first still dawn the boy was born that was to be Brendan though. He whispered more likely. He laid his hand on the damp small skull and said what he’d come to say. He said the boy was not to be raised by them. Best they know it from the start. His words was as hushed as the day just breaking and not even the Waves riled yet. The boy was to be raised to the glory of the new and true grand God that Patrick had brought them from over the water.

Erc picked him up and carried him over to the doorway then. He weighed less than a hare. It was there in the Bishop’s stone arms that he got the first whiff he ever had of the sea in all her blue guile and haughtiness.

 


Cara didn’t give suck for more than a week or two before she shriveled up dry as a nut, poor soul, though she’d had plenty and to spare for the two boys and the girl she’d borne before Brendan. Maybe it was the grief of knowing he wasn’t to be hers for long that dried her. Maybe she did it to spite the Bishop thinking he could suckle him himself if that’s how the wind blew. The child was so shriveled and dry like a nut himself anyhow that they was ready to put him out to nurse someplace else when they say another wonder happened to match the wood’s flaming.

One dusk there was a soft clitter-clatter of feet at the door of the house and they went to see whatever it might be. A skittish lovely hind stood there with her fawn at her side. She didn’t turn tail at the sight of them and leap back into the trees. Instead she give them such a tender look out of her eye they saw she was asking to enter. So they stood aside and in she went to be sure, her fawn wobbling close behind on the dappled stilts of its legs. Nodding and bowing her stately head the hind picked her way to where the boy lay all but hid in a nest of skins and crouched down low next him. With his famished little mouth he found her teat and drank his full at last. Day after day the hind come like that. Day after day the boy fed. That is the way they tell it.

It seems this hind was from the foot of Sliabh Luacra. I suppose some ninny with nothing better to do on this earth must have trailed her home once and then blabbed it about. Nor was the hound the only one to come from there. It was just where Sliabh Luacra starts her steep climb into the clouds that the Abbess Ita also dwelled. She and her nuns kept their school there.

Even when there wasn’t a breath of air stirring, the Abbess Ita looked like she was facing into a gale. Her eyes was squinnied up against the blast of it. Her hair blew every whichway. Her cheeks was stung apple red by it and her teeth bared in a helmsman’s fierce grimace. She moved through the world like a gale herself. Pots and cups rattled on the shelf when she passed by. Geese scattered before her.

When she wasn’t storming about though, she was often to be found sitting someplace still as sunlight with a lap full of children or up to her elbows in a tub of curds. The smell of her was like the smell of new loaves.

I asked her once about the story of the hind and Brendan.

“You’ll know it surely” I said. “Many times I’ve asked myself what you might make of it, being a nun and all with a wide knowledge of wonders.”

She was sitting on a stool at the time with a goose across her knees plucking it. My question stopped her fingers in the air.

“There’s many such stories abroad,” she said, “some false, some true. Why on earth would you be asking me of one with long white whiskers on it like that now?”

“Ah well,” I said. “They do say the beast was one that come from Sliabh Luacra the same as yourself. I’ve always wondered was it maybe you that sent it.”

She let the goosedown fly from her fingers like snow instead of stuffing it into her sack. She clapped her hands.

“You’re a grand wonderer, Finn,” she cried. “What a picture to daub on a wall! A grey nun whispering into a red deer’s tall ear to bid it go suckle a child of all things.” She laughed.

“I’ll go you one better than that though if it’s tales you’re after,” she said. “Have I got your good ear?”

My old dad handed me such a clout on the side of the head one time that from that day on I couldn’t hear if Sliabh Luacra fell into the sea should it happened to fall on the wrong side of me.

“That you have,” I said.

“Hear this then,” Ita said. “I wasn’t the one sent the hind. I was the hind myself!”

She clasped the goose to her breast to keep it from falling to the ground as the laughter rocked her back and forth. I don’t know to this day if it was truly a joke she told or if the joke she told was the truth. I know this though.


Once in a year of blistering drought when the grass crackled brown under the cows’ feet and their tongues swelled black in their heads, the fosterlings in Ita’s care went wailing to her with hunger. Now Ita lived and died a virgin. I believe that is true if anything about her at all is true. Had any man ever tried to take his pleasure of her, he’d have been blown clean off his feet by the great wind she was. She had never freshened.

Yet I have heard it from some of those very fosterlings themselves grown to manhood that Ita took and suckled them then and there. They say when she saw her two paps wasn’t enough to feed so many, she give them her fingers to suck on as well and the milk out of them was every bit as sweet as the other. When still more children come yammering, she pulled the brogues off her feet to uncover her ten toes. Not a single child of them was lost that dark time though all about them strong men was falling like leaves.

If Abbess Ita truly suckled them like the great blue-eyed double-dugged sow of the world, then maybe for all I know it was she indeed went leaping through the trees with her tail in the air and her dappled wild fawn at her heels to suckle Brendan as well.

Before the boy was a full year old anyhow, Bishop Erc come again one fine day and carried him off to this same Ita to raise in her school.

[ II ]

HE was a bony bit of a thing when I first knew him at Ita’s later. He had skin pale as cheese and a crop of hair the color of sunset and too many teeth in his head even then so when he got overheated speaking, the spit flew. He had a big rump on him but a narrow chest, steep shoulders and a smallish pointed head so his overall shape was then and ever after large at the bottom and slight at the top like a stack of hay. He had a habit of twitching his arms and shoulders about if anything fussed him. When he got telling his tales, you could hear him over the wind. It was the same all his life. He made every villain he ever met more villainous and every grey wave that ever heaved him wilder. If he stumbled into a ditch on his way to make water at night, you’d have thought he’d been beset by fiends to hear him tell it.

“Such a one for asking questions he was,” Ita told me once. “He asked about the gentry most of all, the good people it’s as well not to speak of at all if you know what I mean. May God in his mercy preserve us both, Finn.” She drew the shape of the cross in the air.

“‘What be the gentry at all day long?’ he would ask,” Ita said. “‘Why, feasting and love-making,’ I’d tell him. ‘The same as mortal men mostly. Sometimes they play such lovely tunes as well that many a poor girl that’s heard them has pined away and died with longing to hear them again.’ ‘What do they do for working then?’ he’d ask, and when I told him it was most of it stitching up brogues to wear on their feet he’d come back with wanting to know why they needed so many brogues. I told him, ‘Why the whole world knows that, child. It will be all the dancing they do. They can wear out two pair in a week the best of them.’”

Ita said, “I can hear his voice to this day. It was like a mouse fallen in a pail. ‘Why do men doff their caps every time there’s a whirlabout of leaves and straw in the air? Who do the sisters set out pannikins of milk at night on the sill? Can gentry give cows the crippen and calves the white scour if you slight them any way at all? Have you ever seen one with your own eyes, Mother?’”

She raised her voice to a squeak like his to show me the sound of him in those days.

“By the blood of the true Christ, Finn,” she said, “I saw one down by the river once batting at the water with his hands. And so I told him.”

Strip the red beard off Brendan and the bramble of hair off his chest. Take away the wreckage the sea has left in his face, the rutted ox-hide cheeks and cracked lips and eyes salted an everlasting blear. Cure him of the rolling deck-hugging way he has of walking and scour his skull of all the sights he’s seen. Then you’d have the boy again that Ita taught the gentry to.

She taught how the Dagda was chief over the old gods. A bloated tum he had and a herdsman’s hood and a club it needed eight men to heft. That was one less than the nine he could fell with a single clout of it. Plucking the harp he carried on his back he’d call into life the four seasons of the year. She taught Manannan Mac Lir the Sea King and King of the Land of Promise as well. She taught Lug of the Long Arm.

Nor did she stop at such learning as that. She saw to it they was all shown by the nuns how to milk, how to plow with an oaken share and coulter, how to grind corn in a quern, how to truss a long-legged pig topsy-turvy for sticking, how to ward off a blight with spells and lay up a stone wall to last. Ita herself taught them battling with her skirts hiked up and her hair in a net. She’d hop and skitter sideways like a crab to show the use of the dagger, the thrusting spear, the iron-bound shield. There wasn’t a boy quick on his feet as her. Howling like a storm through a chink she could hurl a throwing spear farther than the best of them. With one eye cocked shut and a lopside flash of teeth she could spin her sling around her head and let fly to knock an egg off a rock at fifty paces.

She taught them holy matters as well. Her wood church was long as it was broad. It had a thatch on it and daubed with the gaudy doings of saints inside. It had a hewn stone for an altar and seven fine lamps on it lit day and night and a cross worked with faces and leaves twined together. Ita’s voice when she sang was like a sheep caught under a gate nor could she keep a tune to save her soul from the fire but she had her little ones chirping mass to and fro so sweet as to wring tears from a limpet. All scrubbed up they was too in their snowy gowns like angels.

“May the shadow of Christ fall on thee. May the garment of Christ cover thee. May the breath of Christ breathe in thee,” she told them each morning at sun-up. Winters they’d sit there with blue noses and frozen fingers and the way their breath come out of them in white puffs you could almost believe it was Christ’s indeed.

True faith. A simple life. A helping hand. She said those was the three things prized most in Heaven. On earth it was a fair wife, a stout ox, a swift hound.

Beg not, refuse not, she said. One step forward each day was the way to the Land of the Blessed. Don’t eat till your stomach cries out. Don’t sleep till you can’t stay awake. Don’t open your mouth till it’s the truth opens it.

She wasn’t above lending a hand when it come to stuffing their faces as well as their ears either. Oat cakes and cheese and curds she fed them. There was milk and butter to make their bones grow. From time to time they got a bit of broiled beef and berries when it was berrying time.

Now and then Abbess Ita would catch them a salmon herself. Up to her knees she’d stand in a bright stretch of stream where it come tumbling steep over the rocks. There’s nothing fairer in this world at all than a glittering crooked-jawed salmon all over red spots when he leaps upside down into the air. To see Ita net him with a grin on her face you’d have thought there was nothing this side of God himself in his gold crown she loved so much.

I think what Brendan learned most from Ita was Ita herself. She was the only mother he knew up to then thanks to Erc running off with him so early and he fed on her sure as if he’d been one of the ones she give her fingers and toes to the time of the black drought. Life sent him sprawling many a time with a thwack over the head and each time it was Ita’s strength in him got him back on his feet again and sailing off on God only knows what new tack. You couldn’t rightly say it was only the truth opened his mouth like she taught but when he got to spinning his tales out through all those crooked teeth of his he had a way of keeping his eyes shut that showed he didn’t have it in his heart to look at his own taradiddle but beneath his closed lids was looking instead at the plain truth of things straight and clear as if it was Ita’s eyes he was looking through.

His lids was mostly closed when he told me how it was his years of schooling with Ita and her mouse-color nuns ended.

“Such a day for cold you never did see, Finn,” he said. “I came on a boy with warts standing in the snow. He was frozen to death nearly by the looks of him. His lips were so stiff he couldn’t get a word out when I asked him why he didn’t come in by the fire with the rest of us. Then I saw the reason plain as day. The cold had had him weeping and his tears had frozen hard clear to the ground. He was tethered there by his two eyes and would have perished surely if I hadn’t broken the silver icy streams of his grief with a stick and freed him.

“Do you know of anyone else in the world at all, Finn, can say he saved a mortal life when he wasn’t much higher than your knee? Anyhow I threw some husks on the fire when I got him in the hut where the others were. You’d expect it would smoke a little in the regular course of things, but this was like no smoke you ever saw in the world. Thick as cream it was, all curling and swirling around till the tears ran out of our eyes and we were coughing ourselves into a fit. That smoke, it gathered together into one great cloud right there in front of us, and that cloud, it towered up into a creature so high it had to stoop over in half nearly to keep from hitting the roof. You never saw the likes of it, Finn. It was the mighty figure of a man. He wore a gold chain around his neck and heavy brogues on his feet. He had a shaggy cloak on him longer in front than in back. His eyes were rolling around in his head. The voice out of his mouth was like the breaking of waves against the rocks.

“‘Let the boy Brendan come forward!’ he cried. ‘I wouldn’t give better than a pair of hens for the rest of you, though you may be all very well in your way, but for that one boy Brendan I’d give a meadow of red-eared cows and their calves running onto them.’

“Such was the clamor he made that Mother Ita and the sisters came rushing in to see. Covered all over with snow they were with their noses running. I was cradled there high over their heads in those shaggy arms. They had their eyes turned up to me like I was a sign out of Heaven.

“‘The luck of God to you, your worship,’ Mother Ita called up at him through her cupped hands.

“‘Health and long life to you, Mother,’ he called down, ‘and an easy death when the time comes. I’d best be on my way with this boy while there’s yet light.’

“Then the boy with warts that owed me his life and the other boys as well as the sisters and the Abbess herself all got down on their knees to do reverence, and he carried me out of that hut high on his shoulders. I was wrapped up against the cold like the Holy Lamb of God himself.”

The long and the short of it was Erc come and fetched him off from Ita’s school just like he’d brought him there in the first place. It wasn’t till he finished the telling of it that Brendan opened his eyes again.

[ III ]

THE sail is swollen stiff with wind. It’s painted with the ringed cross of Christ in crimson. There’s bundles of dried fish and dried mutton hung from the rigging. They’re covered with a green fuzz by now and stink. Bunches of sea-holly tossy there too to keep off scurvy. Whenever the ship gives a sharp list you can hear the pigs squeal for mercy in their pen. There’s scarce an hour day or night you won’t find a monk or two puking over the side. The sea is an endless tumble of foam-capped blue wicked hills and glittering dales. It stretches far as the eye can see on all sides. Brendan has set somebody at the tiller and him and me have crept off to escape the wind. It’s the hellish howling you need escape from. It never pauses for breath. It tugs at your hair and beard till they come out by the roots nearly. It lashes your cheeks with salt. It dries up your eyes.

We’re crouched belowdecks with the water casks. There’s a cage with three ravens as well. One of them has a ragged wing he can’t fold shut and a wen where one eye ought to be. From the baleful sound of his croaking, I’ll eat my leggings if he’s got so much as one croak left in him when it comes time to send him out scouting for land. There’s coils of spare rope down there together with pegs, iron, sail-cloth and such-all else for patching us back together whenever the sea takes it into her head to pound us to pieces. The one that does most of the patching is me. I’m one of the few of them that isn’t some kind of monk or other. It’s why Brendan collars me when he’s feeling least monkish I think.

“The Devil damn you to the well of ashes seven miles below Hell for letting me sail a second time,” he says, and I, “A red nail on the tongue that said it,” and he again, “A red stone in your throat.”

He groans like a man passing a red stone.

“I’ll tell you what first set me voyaging, fool that I am,” says Brendan. He grasps his throat in both hands and squeezes till his face darkens and his eyes bulge. He’s punishing himself for his folly. He gasps when he lets go.

He says, “It was after the Bishop took me away from Ita and put me to school with the monks. I found me a perch high up in the cliffs. Hours on end I’d sit there sometimes watching the water. I was only a boy. I’d watch and watch till I became water myself nearly. Some waves would come in gentle as white lambs. Others hurled so hard at the rocks they soaked me with spray. The time I’m remembering it was a blue soft summer’s sea though. Flat as a blue meadow it was that day. Way off I saw a lone wave suddenly. Oh, high-crested and proud it was, Finn. Sure as I’m here to tell you, there came a white steed at the gallop behind it. The water could have been solid earth the way he rode it.” He paused for breath.

“A man was astride him,” he says. “He had a snowy plume in his hat and a blue pale scarf flying behind. The wave was curling over and racing along swifter than wind. Foaming high as the horse’s neck it was. I could see the beast’s fiery nostrils snorting over the top of it. Just as the wave was about to dash to pieces on the shingle, the horse sprang free and leapt. It was the sky itself he leapt into with his rider on his back. I saw it with my own eyes, Finn.” He looked like he was seeing it again.

“It was Tir-na-n-Og they leapt to, Finn. It was the Land of the Ever Young. There’s no death there at all, you see. I glimpsed it for a moment only. It was floating over the water like a cloud. The beauty of it broke my heart, I think. I’ve scoured the seven seas for it ever since. I’m scouring them now. It’s why we’re tumbled together down here like two crabs in a net. The curse of the crows upon me for a footloose fool and sinner, Finn, if I never find it.”

“Six eggs to you then and a half dozen of them rotten,” I say hoping to cheer him.

He groans and breaks wind. The sick raven staggers against the bars of his cage as a wave heaves under us. Brendan has his head in his hands. His mumble is lost nearly in the ship’s creaking. It’s other memories he’s mumbling to help him forget. He speaks of his sister Briga, his elder by a year or so. She went to school at the monks with us. Like a toadstool she was with her big head and short legs. Her smile hung crooked. Her hair flew out to either side. You could hardly see her mouth for the shadow of her great nose.


“I wish she was here with us now, Finn,” he says. “She was always a comfort.”

The monks kept us starved half to death with not a bite of anything at all till past noon. Brig and Bren and me would go foraging. There was eggs to be found here and there among the rocks and in shallow scooped places in the sand. We’d gather dulce along the shore and hang it to dry till it was fit to eat. The stone huts we lived in was the shape of hives. They was fitter for bees than men the way they held in the cold. The wind keened about them like lost souls. It spattered us with brine when the tide was at the flow.

“Once it was so foggy I couldn’t see my feet on the path or the path either,” Brendan says. “I was that lost I couldn’t find my own hut. All at once I stumbled into my ugly darling little Brig. ‘O Brig!’ I cried and ‘O Bren!’ she. We held to each other for dear life. Each was all the other had in the whole world save holy faith.”

He raises his head out of his hands. His cheeks are wet. I marvel how he can weep over such a long ago moment when any moment now may be our last the way the sea rages. A bundle of laths has come loose and rolls about between us. He clamps it fast with one foot.

Old Jarlath was abbot in those days. He had a willow whistle. He’d come up behind you and blast it in your ears now and then or steal into your hut with it in the black of night roaring some pslam so loud you’d wake up wetting yourself. It’s how he taught us. He said God comes like that. Like a thief in the night. Jarlath was like a bird. He had skinny long legs and a stiff way of walking. He carried his shoulders hunched. He had the staring round eyes of a bird.

“I was the best scholar he ever had,” Brendan says. “I took to Roman speech like a pig to slops. All those horums and harums, those quibuses and habebiminis and filioques. They were like berries and honey to me, Finn. Jarlath dropped his jaws to hear me roll them over my tongue. He’d own it himself if he was here now, God forbid. I wouldn’t wish such luck on any man. There are whiskery cruel beasts below us at this very moment waiting to swallow us whole.”

He draws up his knees and rests his chin on them.

“I knew Scripture better than any,” he says. “It was meat and drink to me then. The yellow thick cream of the psalms. The prophets’ bitter broth. The fresh lovely bread of the Gospel. ‘Ah Brendan, my darling,’ Jarlath said to me one time. ‘If wit and worthiness were inches, you’d stand tall as a tree.’”

He opens his eyes and fixes me with a stark look.

“I was tall as a dung fork. They gibed at my big rump. They stuffed nettles down my shirt. Brig and you were my only friends, the luck of Heaven to you both. Thanks be to God I had Erc as well.”

Jarlath taught him Heaven. Erc taught him Earth. Erc never tired working his jaws like the upper and nether millstones to grind out how it was Saint Patrick himself won him to Christ’s faith, but not even Patrick routed the druid out of him entirely if you ask me.

To the end of his days Erc understood the rustling speech of trees, the rowan and blackhorn and quicken most of all. They told him things a man’s better off not knowing like how to draw a thick mist out of the ground. They told him the way of driving a man mad by throwing straw in his face. Erc knew about clouds as well. They swell out and unravel into queer shapes that show the shape of things to come if you’ve the knack of reading them. He knew about stars. He knew the tales of how they come to be stars in the first place and who their grandmothers was. Every once and so often they step down out of the sky and rub shoulders with common folk. You may happen on them at a greyhound coursing or a feast though there’s nothing more to mark them for stars maybe than a silvery ring to their voices and their way of leaving no marks when they walk on the cobwebby dew at sun-up.

All the years Brendan was with the monks, Erc would come every now and again to fill his head with such matters while Jarlath was busy filling it with monkish learning and leaping out at him with his whistle to teach him the ways of God. It’s a wonder the boy didn’t grow up more muddled than he did.

The feet of the monks clatter over the deck over our heads. The sea roars mad to mount us like a bull.

“Erc used to take me out in weather like this,” Brendan says. “Just a wisp of a boy and a tun-belly bishop in a cur-ragh we were, and all the wild water in the world against us. But Erc knew seafaring. He showed me how to drag ropes to slow down with and the use of an oil-bag to flatten the waves. He showed me the way of rigging a backstay to hold the mast steady in a gale. It’s from him I learned how to lace bonnets to the foot of the sail if it’s speed you’re after.”

We poke our heads out of the hatch. There’s a mountain of a wave coming at us. Grey wrinkles run down its flanks. We climb it toward the sky higher and higher till half our hull juts out over the top. I’m queasy in my groin with terror waiting for us to snap in two. Then all of a rush it crests and tumbles. We plunge down with the foam-white boiling rage of it. Tons more of water threaten our stern. If just for a wink we slew sideways we’re goners. Brendan draws a cross in the spray.

“Erc would sing when the sea was like this,” he says. He goes red remembering it. He sings it anyhow.

“Praise God for the pizzle of the whale! Praise God for the watery womb of the world!”

He lays his hand on my shoulder and places his lips to my ear so I can hear.

“Finn,” he says, “I felt safer in danger of drowning with Erc than asleep by the fire.”








End of sample
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