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Chapter One 
 
    “I’m the Defender of Ireland,” I informed the wall from my seat at the end of the dining room table, “and its true Queen. I’m the leader of the Order of the Shamrock. The leprechauns bowed before me.” 
 
    “All well and good, Your Majesty,” said Dad, not even looking up from his laptop, “but you’re still grounded.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Why?” Now Dad did look up, peering at me over his round professor glasses. “You destroyed all of the Great Weapons.” 
 
    “To free Cichol from his prison,” I reminded him. 
 
    “After which he promptly killed Candace McCreary and swore vengeance against every Sidhe in the Otherworld and quite a few humans to boot.” 
 
    “Well, she’s better now,” I grumped. 
 
    “Thankfully.” 
 
    “Besides, Tim thinks we should just let Cichol and Maeve kill each other off.” My cousin had a very straight-forward view of things, which I envied sometimes. 
 
    “We can’t rely on that happening. Whichever one of them survives will be more dangerous than ever and much harder to stop. Not to mention that hundreds of other people will be hurt or killed in the meantime.” 
 
    “I guess.” I poked disconsolately at my own laptop. The login prompt popped up but I ignored it. I was supposed to be helping Dad with the research, but I had more important things on my mind right now. “You don’t think I’m old enough,” I accused him. That earned me another look. 
 
    “Shy, you’re only sixteen.” 
 
    “I’m almost seventeen,” I countered. “My birthday is next week.” With any luck, we’d all live long enough to celebrate it. 
 
    Dad sat back in his chair with a sigh. “It’s not about age, Shy. It’s about personal responsibility and making good decisions.” 
 
    “It was just one date. You just don’t want me to be happy!” I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth, but it was too late. Dad looked at me with his sad blue eyes, saying nothing for the longest time, until I finally dropped my gaze to my fingers twined in my lap. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    Dad took off his glasses and set them aside, rubbing his eyes. Between the jet lag from his flight from Boston and the long hours scouring the Internet for information, I doubted he got more than four hours of sleep in the last couple of days. 
 
    “I want you to be happy, Shy,” he said quietly. “When the time is right, I want you to fall in love and marry someone who will treat you like a queen for the rest of your life. I don’t know if that’s Garrett or Robert Adams back in Boston or someone you haven’t met yet. But right now, today, you need to be Siobhan, Treorái na T-ordú na Seamróige, not Shy O’Connor, teenage girl.” 
 
    “But it’s not fair!” I complained to my hands. “Why can’t I be both?” 
 
    “Because very soon you might have to order Garrett into battle against Maeve or Cichol or someone else and he might not come back. Could you send someone you care for into danger?” 
 
    “Yes!” I insisted, but we both knew I was lying. I couldn’t bear the thought of anyone getting hurt because of something I did. The problem was, a lot of people, human and Sidhe, were going to suffer because of what happened beneath the ruins of Dún Bhaloir on Tory Island and that was one hundred percent my fault. All that worry and anger and frustration whirled around me, nipping at my mind until I couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    “It’s just not fair!” I shouted, and I ran from the dining room and down the hall to my bedroom. I slammed the door behind me and threw myself onto my bed, burying my face into my pillow to muffle the scream that boiled out of me. I pounded my fists on the mattress and kicked my feet until I had no energy left to do anything except roll onto my side and curl up around my pillow. 
 
    I didn’t want to admit it, but Dad was right. The Order of the Shamrock was the only thing standing between Ireland and the Otherworld. The problem was, there were only seven of us. We were hopelessly outnumbered and outmatched, but I was going to have to lead my friends into battle anyway. We were all going to die, because of me.  
 
    So why can’t I enjoy myself a little bit before it happens? I asked myself bleakly. Don’t I deserve a little happiness before I die? Doesn’t Garrett? We had exactly one date together and kissed maybe a total of six times. Dad acted like we’d been sleeping together the entire time he was in Boston. It wasn’t like that at all, I fumed silently. Garrett never tried anything and I would have told him no anyway. 
 
    Are you so sure about that? sniggered that irritating little voice in my head. You didn’t mind him being in your bed that night after Dún na Rí. 
 
    Shut up! I told myself. Nothing happened. I slept downstairs! 
 
    Because you were tempted, said the voice slyly. You would have let him, if he asked. 
 
    No! I folded my pillow around my head to cover my ears, but it did no good whatsoever. Garrett would never do anything like that. He’s a perfect gentleman.  
 
    And a very nice kisser, whispered the voice, but at least it went away for a while. 
 
    I rolled over onto my back and stared up at the ceiling. I wished I could call Garrett, just to hear his voice, but my cell phone hadn’t survived its dip in the Atlantic Ocean and I hadn’t mustered up the courage to tell Dad about it yet. I certainly couldn’t borrow his phone for a call like that. 
 
    I stuck my fingers under the collar of my t-shirt to touch the comforting weight of the torc wrapped around my neck. I almost never took it off now, especially since it and my dagger Scáth were the only objects of power I had left after the disaster at Dún Bhaloir. I closed my eyes and let the torc amplify my Sight, but there wasn’t much to See in the apartment, just Scáth’s electric crackle on top of my dresser and Dad’s calm aura of deep blue and green moving around. I still couldn’t estimate distances very well – the best I could manage so far was close and not close – but I was pretty good at directions and I Saw him getting closer. I guessed he was heading to his bedroom across the hall, but the quiet knock on my door startled me. I sat up, still clutching my pillow as I blinked my way back into reality.  
 
    “Go away!” I called. 
 
    Dad didn’t respond, but a quick check with my Sight showed he was still standing outside my door. After a long stretch of silence, the doorknob turned and the door opened a few inches. “Shy, we need to talk,” he said quietly. 
 
    I turned my back on him to let him know how mad I was at him, but I didn’t actually refuse him entrance. I heard him step in and close the door and a few seconds later, my bed sagged a bit as he sat on the corner. The silence stretched out again, but I wasn’t going to be the first one to break it. 
 
    Dad took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I know you’re upset with me, Shy, and I know it seems like the world is conspiring against you. I wish I could go back in time and keep you from picking up Caladbolg so that you wouldn’t have to deal with any of this, but I can’t. We don’t get to choose what life throws at us, but we do get to choose how we respond.” 
 
    “You don’t know what it’s like!” That sounded whiny even to me, but I couldn’t help it. 
 
    “I suppose not. But sixteen years ago I moved to another country halfway around the world with nothing but a doctorate in Celtic mythology, a few coins in my pocket, and a beautiful baby girl in my arms. I never imagined how hard that would be, trying to balance my responsibilities as a teacher and as a parent. Sometimes, late at night after you were finally asleep, I would just sit beside your crib and wonder what I’d done to deserve the life I had.” 
 
    I’d never heard Dad talk like that before and I chanced a quick glance over my shoulder. His head was bowed as he stared at his open hands. “Was it really that bad?” I asked hesitantly.  
 
    “Sometimes,” he admitted. “But in the morning, you’d wake up and smile at me with those big gray eyes and none of that mattered anymore.” He twisted around to face me with a wistful quirk to his lips. “My only regret is that your mother wasn’t there to share those years with us.” 
 
    That squeezed my heart until tears pricked my eyes. I met my mother for the first time just two months ago, during our foolhardy but successful mission to rescue Dad from the Otherworld. We only spoke for a few minutes, but I missed her terribly. “Really?” I asked, trying to wipe my eyes surreptitiously. “That’s the only thing you regret after all these years?” 
 
    “Well, that and feeding you strained peas,” he smiled. “You ruined my favorite shirt.” He easily deflected the pillow I threw at him. 
 
    “So is there supposed to be a point to this story?” I demanded, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling back at him. “Something other than Make sure your clothes match the baby food? 
 
    “Someday you’ll thank me for that advice,” he said with a chuckle, but then he sobered and shook his head. “My point is, you won’t be facing this alone, Shy. I’ll be there with you, and so will Garrett and Nick and Tim and all the others.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad. That helps.” It actually did. A little bit of my gray funk lifted and I crawled across the bed to hug him from behind. He leaned his head against mine for a moment and then got to his feet. 
 
    “All right then, grab your shoes,” he said. “We’re going for a walk.” 
 
    “A walk?” I asked suspiciously. Dad was in decent shape physically, but he wasn’t a big fan of exercise. “What for?” 
 
    “We’re heading over to the College. I want to check one of the collections.” 
 
    “Did you find something about Cichol?” I asked eagerly. “Do you know how to stop him?” 
 
    “No, not yet,” he said. “Some of the online sources refer to an account of the early reign of Conand.” 
 
    “Conan? The Barbarian?” 
 
    “No, Conand the Fomori King who built his tower on Tory Island.” 
 
    “I thought that was Balor.” 
 
    “Different king, different tower. Conand lived long before Balor came on the scene.” 
 
    “And you think reading about Conand is going to help us with Cichol?” 
 
    “We’ll find out. Hurry up, we need to get there before the archives close.” 
 
    “We could get there faster if we drove,” I grumbled, but I dug my sneakers out from under my bed. 
 
    “The College is less than two miles away,” Dad pointed out, “and it’s a beautiful day outside. I’ll even buy you an ice cream on the way.” 
 
    “You can’t solve my problems with ice cream,” I told him, stuffing my foot into one shoe. 
 
    “Maybe not, but I can make them go away for a while. Chocolate or vanilla?” He held the bedroom door open for me while I hopped on one foot to pull the other shoe over my heel. 
 
    “Strawberry,” I said, just to be contrary. “With sprinkles.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    Dad was right, of course. Ice cream was the perfect way to set my worries aside for a while, even though the shop was out of sprinkles. Our stroll down York Street towards St. Stephen’s Green was uneventful, other than my chronic inability to look to the right when crossing the road. We walked around the park, dodging tourists and double-decker buses, and then headed down Dawson Street towards the College. That brought us right to one of the gated entrances that kept the riffraff off the grounds. Dad had his faculty ID, though, so we waltzed straight into a surprisingly modern building, one of the arts facilities, judging from the signage. 
 
    The spring semester had just finished but there was still a surprising number of people wandering around the hallways. I mentioned that to Dad and he explained that Trinity College was a popular tourist spot, particularly since the Book of Kells was on display here.  
 
    “That’s important, right?” I’d heard the name somewhere, but Dad gave me a look of disbelief. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s the most famous work of medieval illumination in the entire world, Shy,” he said in exasperation. “That book got me interested in Celtic history and mythology in the first place.” 
 
    “Oh.” I hadn’t known that, but to be fair, he never told me much about his college years. “So is that what we’re here to see?” 
 
    “The Book of Kells only dates back to the Ninth Century. It isn’t nearly old enough for our purposes.”  
 
    We reached the far side of the arts building and stepped out into a smallish quadrangle of grass. A small sign proclaimed it to be Fellows’ Square, even though it was distinctly rectangular. On the far side of the square, past a large metal sculpture that resembled a ship’s propeller, stood a long three-story building lined with tall windows. It was quite a bit older than the surrounding buildings and reminded me of some of the government offices in downtown Boston, all pale stone and carved embellishments. 
 
    “Now where do we go?” I asked.  
 
    “The Old Library,” Dad said, pointing across the grass. “That’s where the Book of Kells is on display.” 
 
    “I thought you said it wasn’t old enough.” 
 
    “It’s not, but the library also houses the Early Printed Books and Special Collections room. The manuscript we’re looking for should be there.” 
 
    “Unless someone already checked it out.” 
 
    “There’s not much call for Formori genealogies these days,” he chuckled. “It’ll be there. Come on.” 
 
    I was all ready to cut across the grass until Dad pointed out the Please Keep Off The Lawns signs posted all over. Instead, we had to hike all the way around the cobbled sidewalk to the entrance, which sported another, more bothersome sign: Closed on Sundays.  
 
    “Now what?” I tried the door, but it just rattled in its frame. “Do we break a window or something?” 
 
    “We’re not quite that desperate yet.” Dad just swiped his ID through the incongruous electronic lock and punched in a code. The latch clicked loudly and the door opened easily. 
 
    The inside of the Old Library looked pretty much like I expected: a long corridor with wood paneling punctuated with nondescript office doors. What I didn’t see was books and I wondered if the building’s name was just a relic of its original purpose. No, Dad said the Book of Kells is in here, I reminded myself, and the Special Collections. There have to be books in here somewhere. 
 
    I followed Dad down the hall all the way to the very end, where a set of steps took us up to the second floor. A wide pair of doors blocked our way but these were unlocked. Dad flashed a smile at me as he pulled them open for me. I took one step through and stopped dead in my tracks with my mouth open. We found the books.  
 
    The second and third floors of the Old Library were one long room, stretching all the way to the far end of the building and reaching all the way up to an arched ceiling that must have been fifty feet over my head. Everything was varnished wood, from the floors to the columns to the ceiling panels to the railed gallery running along the length of the building on both sides. Every twenty feet, shelves reached from floor to ceiling on both levels, each one stuffed with books of all sizes and colors, row upon row of them as far as I could see. I never imagined finding so many books in one place. 
 
    Dad seemed to find my reaction gratifying and he looked around like he owned the place. “This is called the Long Room, for obvious reasons,” he said, as if he was personally responsible for it. “It’s the largest library in all of Ireland. I probably spent half of my time in graduate school in here and I doubt I looked at even one percent of the collection.” 
 
    “How many are there?” I breathed. The shelves were all labeled with letters, A on the bottom and P at the top to the left, and AA through PP on the right. Rolling ladders provided access to everything above F, the highest level I could reach without jumping. 
 
    “About two hundred thousand, I think. The Special Collections are upstairs.” He pointed off to the side, where an ornate spiral staircase was tucked in between two of the book stacks. 
 
    We made three complete revolutions before we stepped out onto the upper gallery. It was identical to the lower level, other than the railings keeping distracted readers from plummeting to their deaths. 
 
    “So where’s this book about Conand?” I asked, looking around doubtfully. It would take years just to read the titles on the books, let alone flip through each one. 
 
    “Let’s find out.” Dad crossed over to a set of cabinets with tiny little drawers, each one labeled with a card bearing cryptic letters. He scanned them thoughtfully and then pulled one open, revealing a long stack of index cards, and started flipping through them one by one. 
 
    “Isn’t all that on a computer somewhere?” I asked.  
 
    “Hopefully,” he said absently, holding up one card to the light and then carefully replacing it. “Trinity College prides itself on tradition, though.” 
 
    “Tradition is just another word for slow and inefficient,” I grumbled. It was kind of neat and eerie at the same time, being the only people in this humungous library. I had to force myself to speak above a whisper. 
 
    Dad just smiled as he held up another card. “Here we go. DD-KK.” 
 
    “Which is where?” The double letters meant the book we were looking for was on this side of the gallery, but I had no idea whether we were at the AA or ZZ end of the stacks. 
 
    “Just down here.”  
 
    The shelves spanned the entire gallery from the wall to the railing, but each one had a door-sized tunnel to allow people to pass from one section to the next. We ducked through three of them before Dad stopped and inspected the shelves overhead. Most of the leather-bound spines of the books were worn and faded, making their titles impossible to read from a distance, so he climbed the ladder and pushed it slowly along the length of the shelf, squinting at each book in turn. 
 
    Watching him gave me a crick in my neck, so I scanned the books at eye level, keeping my hands behind me to avoid the temptation to touch them. Most of them looked like they were hundreds of years old, their edges and corners stained and fraying. I loved old books but I didn’t want to accidentally damage some incredibly valuable antique tome. Most of the titles were in Latin or Gaelic anyway, so the odds of me finding anything interesting to read were virtually nil. 
 
    “There aren’t any chairs,” I noted. The space between the stacks had a pair of slant-topped pedestals, presumably reading stands for the books, but there was absolutely no place to sit. What good was a library if you couldn’t actually relax and read in comfort? 
 
    “Hm?” Dad was perched on the ladder ten feet off the ground, slowly turning the pages of a huge volume cradled in one arm. His position looked very precarious. 
 
    “Is that it?” He didn’t answer and I resigned myself to a long wait. 
 
    I leaned over the railing, looking down the length of the library to the far end. It looked like it continued on into infinity, although I supposed it was really only a couple of hundred feet long. The yellow lighting illuminating the polished wood gave everything a soft golden glow, and the air smelled of paper, leather, and dust. I wondered what the place would be like filled with students and visitors. I liked it this way, though, all quiet and peaceful. 
 
    “Hm.” Dad was still up on the ladder, but he was frowning as he traced something on the page with his finger. 
 
    “What is it?” He ran his fingers along the frown lines on his forehead. That generally wasn’t a good sign. “Did you find something? Dad?” 
 
    He finally focused on me and carefully climbed down the ladder, setting the book on the pedestal, open to a section about a third of the way in. 
 
    “This is an account of Conand’s reign,” he said. I looked over his arm at the page, but it was filled with a dense, unfamiliar script that was definitely not English. “Most of the narrative talks about his troubles with the Nemedians about four thousand years ago, ultimately leading to his death, but this section,” he tapped the page, “identifies Conand’s predecessors. One of them is Cíocal Gricenchos.” 
 
    “Cíocal? You mean Cichol?” 
 
    “The very same.” 
 
    “What does Gricenchos mean?” 
 
    “It’s an obscure term. It means something like deformed foot.” 
 
    “As in a weirdly-shaped leg ending in a hoof?” The image of Cichol’s true form was forever lodged in my memory. 
 
    “To a human encountering a Fomori for the first time, it might seem deformed,” Dad agreed. “I’m more concerned about who Cichol was, rather than his appearance.” 
 
    “Who was he?” I asked uneasily. Dad looked grim. 
 
    “According to this, Cichol was more than just a maker of powerful weapons. He was actually the first King of the Fomori, the one who brought the Fomori here thousands of years ago.” 
 
    “You’re kidding!” I gasped, although I knew he wasn’t. “Are you sure it’s the same guy?” 
 
    “Everything fits.” Dad flipped back a page and ran his finger down the page. “He ruled for two hundred years, before being badly injured in the Battle of Mag Itha. He passed the crown on to his heir, but his wounds were such that, even centuries later, he could not take up arms against the enemies of the Fomori. Instead, he learned to craft new weapons, imbuing them with fantastical powers and providing them to the Fomori Kings and their allies.” 
 
    “Like Nuada.” Dad nodded somberly. “He didn’t look wounded to me.” 
 
    “He’s had two thousand years to heal, ever since Nuada died,” he pointed out, “and two thousand years to dream of revenge.” 
 
    I shivered with a sudden chill, even though the library was warm. “I don’t suppose that book has any advice about how to stop him.” 
 
    “No,” said Dad, closing it carefully. “But it does describe Cichol as the most skilled craftsman and the most powerful warrior ever born among the Fomori.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” That combination did not bode well for our future success. “I think I’m going to need another ice cream.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Two 
 
    The Order of the Shamrock sat around Aintin Muirenn’s dining room table, the first meeting with all its members since I founded it two months ago. As Treorái, I should have been at the head of the table, but Muirenn claimed it first and sat there like a baleful crow carved out of a dried apple. She wasn’t technically a member of the Order, but it was her house and her brother, my grandfather Phelan, had been the leader of the Warriors of the White Branch before Maeve had him killed.  
 
    I only learned a few days ago that Muirenn was actually next in line as Treorái after me. I intended to do my very best to keep her from inheriting the title, not because I didn’t think she would be a good leader, but because it would mean I was dead. I really didn’t want that to happen. 
 
    Muirenn’s shillelagh lay crossways on the table in front of her and I eyed it uneasily. It might have just been a trick of my Sight, but the crackling energy trapped within its gnarled black length seemed much brighter than it was just a few days ago. 
 
    Dad sat to her right, with me, Candace McCreary, and Emily O’Neill strung out along that side of the table. Candace sat hunched in her chair, the long scars along her arms standing out clearly against her chocolate skin. Emily huddled quietly in her seat, looking at each of us with her big blue eyes and playing nervously with her braids. We hadn’t told Dad and Muirenn that Emily was now a real member of the Order, mostly because they would have yelled at me for letting a fifteen-year-old girl take the oaths. I doubted the fact that the tattoos hidden under her blouse were just drawn on with a quill pen would make much of a difference. 
 
    On the other side of the table sat my cousins Nick and Tim Murphy, along with Garrett O’Connor, who was technically my second cousin once removed. Nick was a tattoo artist and the de facto advisor for the Order, while his brother Tim, the lead guitarist in a Celtic heavy metal band, was the muscle, electric blue Mohawk and all. Nick listened intently, while Tim bobbed his head and drummed his fingers on the table to the beat of some tune only he heard. 
 
    My attention was on Garrett, although I didn’t dare make it too obvious. Out of the corner of my eye, I tried to figure out what was going on behind his pensive expression. He seemed to be concentrating on what Dad was telling everyone about Cichol, but I was sure I sensed a hint of resentment about Dad keeping us apart. It wasn’t Garrett’s fault that we were attracted to one another. In fact, it was perfectly natural, since we spent so much time together, both here and in Boston. Besides, Garrett helped me rescue Dad from the Otherworld, I seethed silently, and helped me fight the Dark Man. That should count for something. It took me a moment to realize that Dad had stopped talking and everyone was looking at me. 
 
    “Um, did I miss something?” I asked, looking around for some hint of what happened. Emily pointed surreptitiously at Dad, but I figured out it had to do with him when he cleared his throat. 
 
    “I was asking about your conversation with Cichol, Shy,” he said with a frown. He didn’t look at Garrett, but I was certain he knew what had distracted me. “You said he claimed to have made all of the Great Weapons himself?” 
 
    “Er, yes,” I said, quickly trying to recall Cichol’s exact words in his cell beneath Dún Bhaloir. “He made them specifically to free himself from all of the traps that Nuada and that Sidhe smith designed.” 
 
    “Creidhne,” said Nick. 
 
    “Yes, him. The guy who made Nuada’s silver arm.” 
 
    “I never really thought about it before, but it’s quite the coincidence that those three weapons happened to survive all this time,” Nick mused, “and that they all happened to come together at just the right moment to help him escape.” 
 
    “Caladbolg was the chief weapon of the White Branch ever since Conchobhair founded it ages ago,” Dad noted, “but it was actually known long before, handed down through the ancient Kings of Ulster. The White Branch acquired Sleá Lúin and Toirneach quite a bit later, but their histories are more obscure.” 
 
    “Maybe Cichol designed them to stay together,” I suggested, but Candace rolled her eyes skeptically. 
 
    “Right, like swords and spears and axes have minds of their own,” she said with a hint of a sneer. 
 
    “Maybe they do,” I retorted, although I had no idea how that could be possible. I’d forgiven Candace for spying on us and trying to kill me, but her cynicism got on my nerves. Being murdered by Cichol and resurrected by her phoenix tattoo hadn’t done much to improve her attitude, but at least she was on our side now. “Right, Dad?” 
 
    “I don’t pretend to be an expert on Fomori weapons,” he said, “but there are many stories of weapons with fantastic capabilities. The sword Orna, for example, would relate the deeds done with it whenever it was unsheathed.” 
 
    Tim snorted, which at least proved he was paying attention. “That would get old really fast.” 
 
    “Arguably so, but compared to what we know about Claíomh Solais, imbuing three weapons with the ability to stay together, or at least to influence their owners to seek each other out, seems fairly trivial.” 
 
    I sat up straighter. Claíomh Solais, the Sword of Light, was the prize everyone was after, Maeve, Cichol, and us. The problem was, Maeve controlled the tower the Sword was hidden in, but Cichol knew how to get inside. The rest of us were running a distant third, unless my half-formed plan to reach it first actually worked. 
 
    “Why does it matter what other powers the Great Weapons had or did not have?” Muirenn asked testily. “They are gone now. What matters is how we will replace them. We cannot go into battle empty-handed.” 
 
    “True enough,” said Dad. “Shy and I haven’t spent as much time with the Warriors as the rest of you.” That was an understatement. I didn’t even know they existed until two months ago. “Do any of the others have weapons of power, Fomori or otherwise?” 
 
    That prompted a general shaking of heads all around the table. “The only one that comes to mind is Jim Carmichael’s blade,” said Nick thoughtfully. “It could never be knocked from his hand and the edge always struck true, no matter the angle of the blow.” 
 
    “That sounds promising,” said Dad. “Where is Jim now?” 
 
    “In Rahoon Cemetery in Galway,” Nick said grimly. “He was killed two years back in a raid from the gate in Cooltymurraghy.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Dad sighed. “What happened to his sword?” 
 
    “Gone, probably taken by one of the Sidhe.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. Anything else?” 
 
    “No, but I know only about half of the White Branch by name. I can ask around.” 
 
    “Do it, please. Stress how important it is that we get our hands on anything that can help us.” 
 
    “How are you going to ask them if you don’t know who they are?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “I have the mailing list,” he replied with an easy grin. “A few clicks and it’s done.” 
 
    It frankly never occurred to me that an ancient band of Sidhe-fighting warriors would have email accounts and cell phones, but it was obvious in retrospect. I hoped no one noticed the flush of embarrassment warming my cheeks. 
 
    “Do you have no other sources, Aidan?” Muirenn asked with pursed lips. “No other places we can look?” 
 
    “I’ve already tried to contact Father Peter Kennedy,” Dad said. “He’s an expert on ancient Irish artifacts and will likely know what other weapons of power still exist in Ireland.” Father Kennedy was the man who explained to us what the Sword of Light could do, along with all the reasons it would be a terrible mistake to try to get it. He also helped us defeat the Dark Man back in Boston. He was a good man to have on our side. “Unfortunately, his office says he’s at a conference in Italy this week, but they promised to pass my message on to him.” 
 
    Muirenn nodded, looking dissatisfied. She rested her hands on her shillelagh and give me a significant look. Her message was clear: This may be our only hope. “So what can we do, then?” she asked. “There are only six of you. You cannot scour the entire country by yourselves.”  
 
    “There’s more than six of us, Aintin,” I said. Emily, Candace, Nick, Tim, and Garrett all stared at me in alarm, like I was about to reveal their innermost secrets. “The leprechauns will help too. Some of them, anyway.” Everyone sat back with an audible sigh that raised a doubtful frown on Muirenn’s face, but Dad nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “True, I hadn’t considered them. Do you know how to contact them, Shy?” 
 
    “Er, no, not exactly,” I admitted. I was pretty sure they didn’t use cell phones and they certainly didn’t have a mailing list. “Donnacán said they’d be watching, though. We should be able to get their attention.” Somehow, I thought ruefully. 
 
    “It’s certainly worth a try. They’ve probably picked up quite a few weapons over the centuries, although getting them to part with them might be a challenge.” 
 
    “I’m their Queen,” I pointed out. “They have to obey me.” 
 
    “Technically, they acknowledged you as the Queen, not necessarily their Queen,” said Garrett with a wry smile. “That other leprechaun – Crimthann, was it? – didn’t seem particularly thrilled with you.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t like him either. Do you think we have to go back to Dún na Rí to find them again?” I wasn’t looking forward to tramping through the woods looking for grumpy little men who could disappear in a blink of an eye. 
 
    “Leprechauns are solitary creatures, Shy,” Dad reminded me. “The cruinniú in Dún na Rí was a special occasion. I doubt any of them are still there.” 
 
    “I guess,” I sighed. “Is there anything I can do to get them to show up?” 
 
    “You could leave out something valuable,” Emily suggested, “like jewelry or a weapon.” 
 
    “The more valuable or rare, the better,” added Nick. 
 
    “Like what?” I asked uneasily. There was no way I was leaving my great-great-great-grandfather Lórcan’s torc out on the ground as leprechaun bait. 
 
    “Like Scáth, perhaps?” I shook my head with a grimace. Scáth wasn’t all that valuable, near as I could tell, but it was special to me. It had been Grandpa Phelan’s and it bore a strong thread of power inside, not unlike Muirenn’s shillelagh, although I had no idea what it actually did. I didn’t want to risk losing it either. 
 
    “I may have something that will suffice, Siobhan,” said Muirenn. “Come with me.” She pushed back her chair and stood, slowly straightening as she retrieved her shillelagh. She thumped her way back into the parlor as I gave Dad a quizzical glance. He just shrugged and I hurried to catch up to Muirenn. Behind us, the others started tossing other ideas around among themselves. 
 
    I followed Muirenn as she made her way methodically up the stairs and down the hallway towards her bedroom. Neither of us spoke, although my mind was a whirl of thoughts, very few of them about leprechauns. 
 
    Garrett hardly looked at me tonight, I thought gloomily. Is he just being careful or did Dad say something to him? Maybe he thinks dating me is going to be more trouble than it’s worth. Besides, he’s almost four years older than me and halfway through college already. We don’t have all that much in common, other than fighting Maeve. Maybe Candace was right. Maybe Dad and I should just go back to Boston and forget this whole thing. 
 
    I was almost ready to pack up my suitcase and leave when we arrived at Muirenn’s door. She paused with her hand on the doorknob, looking back at me as if she was about to order me to stay put while she fetched whatever it was we were here for, but then she just opened the door and stepped in, holding it wide for me to enter. 
 
    This was the first time I was ever in her room and I expected to find myself in a dark and stuffy parlor, all heavy cloth and austere fixtures. Instead, her bedroom was light and airy, with a surprising amount of pink and lace. Small shelves laddered up one wall, neatly arranged with the same sort of kitschy knick-knacks that cluttered the sitting room downstairs, although these seemed to be of much higher quality. Framed photographs of people I didn’t know surrounded the vanity mirror and the table itself held an eclectic assortment of jars and bottles. The place smelled of potpourri, flowery but not unpleasant.  
 
    Muirenn allowed me a moment to gather all that in before she pointed at the circular throw rug in the center of the floor. I stood there obediently, wondering nervously what she had in mind.   
 
    “Tell me, Siobhan,” she said, “what do you See?” 
 
    It took me a second to realize what she meant, but I closed my eyes and touched my torc. The shillelagh’s trapped lightning dominated my Sight, but I pushed it aside with an effort and explored Muirenn’s bedroom with my mind. 
 
    A dozen glimmers of light hovered around me, most of them clustered behind me – on the shelves, I thought – and a few on the vanity in front. No two were the same size or color but they were all a bit fuzzy, as if I was Seeing them through a haze. 
 
    “There’s a bunch of things with power in here,” I said carefully. I peeked at the vanity with one eye, but I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    “Which one draws your Sight the most?” 
 
    I closed my eye again and concentrated. The brightest one, a largish ball of almost pure white, was somewhere behind me. I turned around slowly. “That one.” 
 
    I looked and discovered I was pointing to a small porcelain box on one of the shelves. Under ordinary circumstances, I wouldn’t have given it a second glance, but something inside that box held a fair bit of power. 
 
    Muirenn paced to the shelf and retrieved the box, holding it carefully in both hands. It was about the size and shape of a coffee mug, if mugs had hinged lids and were enameled with tiny green Celtic crosses. She handed it to me silently and indicated that I should open it. 
 
    I did, wincing in anticipation, but nothing surprising happened. The interior of the box was lined with green velvet, and something large and round rested in the bottom. Muirenn nodded when I looked at her and I pulled the object out. 
 
    It proved to be a large polished stone, flat and oval like a skipping stone, amber-colored but not transparent. A metal cap attached it to a silver chain that seemed too thin for the stone’s weight. The stone almost seemed to glow of its own accord. 
 
    “What is it?” I breathed, holding it up to eye level. Free from the box, its aura glowed brightly, larger than the stone itself. 
 
    “That is the Stone of Lies,” said Muirenn gravely. 
 
    “Lies?” That didn’t sound good and I almost dropped the stone back into its box, but Muirenn took it from me, laying it flat in the palm of her hand. 
 
    “It reveals lies spoken in its presence.” 
 
    “It does? How?” 
 
    “Speak a truth.” 
 
    “Oh, um, my name is Siobhan Aislinn O’Connor.” Absolutely nothing happened. The stone looked exactly the same. 
 
    “Now speak a lie.” 
 
    “Ah, one plus one equals three. Oh!” The stone turned black, almost like it had turned inside out. After a few moments, it reversed again, regaining its original amber hue. “That’s amazing! How does it know?” 
 
    Muirenn didn’t answer me directly. Instead, she held the stone up to her mouth and said, “A bird will sing outside my window at dawn tomorrow.” 
 
    The stone did a peculiar flip-flopping thing, as if it couldn’t decide whether to be turn black or amber. Eventually, it settled back into its normal color. “What happened?” 
 
    “The stone cannot determine the truth of my statement, since I myself don’t know it. I believe it senses the speaker’s intent, not the meaning of the words.” 
 
    “So if I say something that I believe is true but actually isn’t, it won’t show that?” 
 
    “No, likely not.” 
 
    “So where did this come from?” 
 
    “Lórcan, na Súile Ó Conchobhair before you, crafted this for his wife, that she might always know the truth from those around her. It has been handed down from mother to daughter in the generations since.” 
 
    “I could have used this on Tory Island,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Had I known you would find a Fomori King there,” she retorted sharply, “I would have given it to you beforehand.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said meekly. She handed me the necklace and took back the box, carefully placing it back in its space on the shelf. I didn’t want to just stuff it into my pocket, so I hung it around my neck, letting the stone dangle outside my shirt. “Do you think this will attract the leprechauns?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not know,” said Muirenn, opening her door and ushering me out, “but we should all pray that it does.” 
 
    Back downstairs, everyone crowded around me, wanting to see what we had found. There was a lot of skepticism when I described the stone’s powers, but that vanished quickly after it accurately detected the lies they started throwing out to test it. Finally, Dad rapped his knuckles on the table to cut through the babble of excitement. 
 
    “All right, I think we all agree the stone works. Hopefully one of the leprechauns will be just as fascinated with it.”  
 
    “Did you guys come up with anything else?” I asked. Pinning all our hopes on a necklace, however magical it might be, didn’t fill me with a lot of confidence. Dad shook his head. 
 
    “Nick will contact the other Warriors when he gets back to Athlone,” he said, “and Father Peter should get back to us later today. In the meantime,” he shrugged helplessly, “all we can do is wait and hope for good news.” That wasn’t a very satisfactory plan – I wasn’t any good at waiting – but I had nothing better to offer.  
 
    The first official meeting of the Order of the Shamrock broke up shortly afterwards. Emily went into the kitchen to see about getting lunch started, while Candace just headed for the door without so much as a goodbye. Garrett lingered a little bit longer, giving me a surreptitious hug and a peck on the lips by the front door while Dad was still talking to Muirenn in the dining room, which made me feel a whole lot better. I waved as he backed his car up and drove out through the gate. 
 
    Glancing around to make sure no one was near, I lifted the Stone of Lies up to my lips. “I love Garrett O’Connor,” I whispered, watching it closely. It fluttered a little bit but stayed mostly amber, and I wondered what that meant. Do I just think I love him, but I’m not sure? I wondered uneasily. Or am I just telling myself that I do?  
 
    Now I regretted asking the stone anything at all and I started looking around for a place to put it where a leprechaun might come by. I figured that we were more likely to find one out here in the countryside rather than smack in the middle of Dublin. It shouldn’t be near the house, I thought, crossing the yard to the gate. Leprechauns aren’t allowed to enter people’s homes and they’re scared of Muirenn anyway. I looked up and down the narrow dirt road, chewing on my lip as I considered my options. What did Crimthann say? Anything left in the open and forgotten was fair game, or something like that?  
 
     Nick and Tim came out of the house while I was still pondering. Nick gave me an absent-minded wave as he got into his rattletrap car and started it up, but Tim came over to me, looking uneasy. He was usually so easy-going – or just plain oblivious – I started getting nervous. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Tim?” I asked when he looked around to make sure no one else was near. 
 
    “Shy, erm, do you mind if I ask the stone something I’ve been wondering about?” 
 
    “What?” I meant What are you talking about? not What do you want to know? but he cleared his throat and leaned down close to the stone. 
 
    “Tammy’s baby is, er, mine,” he whispered. 
 
    The stone flip-flopped like a strobe light but I hardly paid it any attention. “What? Oh my God, Tim! You’re the baby’s father?” 
 
    “Shh!” He covered my mouth up with his huge paw of a hand and looked around to see if anyone else heard. “It was after one of the gigs. We just crashed at her place and, well, have you seen her tits? God!” 
 
    “I don’t care about her tits, Tim!” I told him, pulling his hand away. Tammy was the singer in Tim’s Celtic heavy metal band and she was at least eight months pregnant. “How can you not know if you’re the father?” 
 
    “She’s says it’s Kyle, you know, the drummer, but I always wondered –” He looked sheepish. “What does the stone say?” he asked plaintively, tapping it with his stubby forefinger. 
 
    “It’s not a magic eight ball, Tim! If you don’t know the truth, it can’t tell you.” I didn’t know why I was getting so angry about this. Maybe because I was thinking about me and Garrett and what might happen with us someday. “You have to get a paternity test done!” Behind us, Nick beeped his horn impatiently, a sad, wheezy blat. Tim’s shoulders slumped. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” he said disconsolately. I couldn’t tell whether he was unhappy that the stone didn’t let him off the hook or disappointed that it wouldn’t confirm that he was about to be a father. I took pity on him and gave him a hug, although my arms wouldn’t reach all the way around his broad shoulders. 
 
    “It’ll be fine, Tim,” I assured him. “Just keep Tammy away from any more gigs until the baby’s born, okay?” The baby was probably already deaf from being exposed to Tim’s particular brand of metal rock. 
 
    “Sure, yeah. Thanks, Shy. See you later.” He shuffled off to Nick’s car and I watched them drive away a bit sadly. The strange thing was, I actually thought Tim would make an amazing father and I almost hoped the baby was his. 
 
    I shouldn’t get so wrapped up about one little baby, I reminded myself sternly. I have the whole world to worry about right now. 
 
    Someone has to worry about the babies, argued that little voice in my head. If you don’t, the world will just keep getting into trouble. I didn’t have any argument for that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Three 
 
    I sat cross-legged on top of the stone wall separating Muirenn’s yard from the road, wrapped in a wool blanket to fend off the chill. The sun set ages ago but the moon hadn’t risen yet, so the only light I had was the bare bulb hanging beside the door behind me and a few stars peeping out between the clouds overhead. 
 
    I stifled another jaw-cracking yawn as I checked for new auras. Dad’s and Emily’s were still the closest, camped out in the sitting room just in case something went horribly wrong, and Muirenn’s was upstairs, very likely toasty warm and fast asleep in her bed. The Stone of Lies was directly below me where I dropped it in the grass verge, a softly glowing ball of white. Other than a few small animals settling down in the trees across the way, there was nothing else to See. Not a single leprechaun had come nibbling at our lure. 
 
    My scáth wrapped a veil of invisibility around me, but I’d never kept it up for so long before, even when we were sneaking around Maeve’s fortress in the Otherworld searching for Dad, and I felt my energy leaking away bit by bit. I doubted I’d be able to keep it going all night, even if I managed to stay awake the whole time. I told myself I’d give it until midnight and then pack it in for the night. The only problem with that plan was that I didn’t have a watch. I’ll wait until it feels like midnight, I promised myself silently. If a leprechaun doesn’t show up soon, we’ll just have to come up with another plan or try again tomorrow. 
 
    I scrubbed my face with the rough material of my blanket and contemplated the life choices that brought me here. It all started when Grandpa Phelan died and Dad came here for the funeral. I didn’t have anyone to stay with back in Boston, so I had to come with him. I discovered completely by accident that I had the Sight and that Grandpa was Treorái an Cróeb Bán. Then Emily told me about Grandpa’s sword Caladbolg and we found it and I touched it and it bonded to me, making me the next Treorái. So it’s all Emily’s fault, really. I toyed with the idea of pointing that out to her, but she had hard little knuckles and a temper to match. 
 
    I leaned over to check on the stone, but the wall cast everything into shadow and I could barely discern its oval shape in the grass. A quick check with my Sight reassured me that a leprechaun hadn’t snuck in and made off with it while I was bemoaning my fate. 
 
    It finally dawned on me that I didn’t have a plan for confronting a leprechaun if one actually did show up. My scáth would keep me undetectable as long as I didn’t make any noise, but I had no way of preventing the leprechaun from disappearing the moment I dropped the glamour. I just wanted to talk to him, but he wouldn’t know that.  
 
    Maybe if I identified myself first. If he’s one of the ones I met in Dún na Rí, he might agree to listen. I just want to get hold of Donnacán, that’s all. The leprechaun just has to take a message for me and he can keep the Stone of Lies if he wants. The problem was keeping him here long enough to explain all that. Leprechauns were notoriously skittish. As soon as I opened my mouth, he’d be gone. 
 
    Maybe I can just jump on him and wrap him up with the blanket. That option didn’t hold much appeal. The ritual that officially made me Treorái gave me greater strength and stamina, but everyone said that leprechauns were vicious fighters when cornered. I didn’t want to wrestle with one if I could avoid it. I dug out another bit of the crumbling mortar from the wall and threw it across the road as hard as I could. It didn’t help. This is pointless anyway, I sighed, trying to ease the crick in my back. No one’s coming. 
 
    A faint haze of light to the east hinted at the imminent rise of the moon and I decided to take that as a sign it was time to give up and go to bed. Maybe Father Patrick will call Dad tomorrow and tell us where to find a weapon we can use against Cichol, I thought, rubbing my bleary eyes. Caladbolg can’t possibly be the only Great Weapon left. Between the Fomori and the Sidhe, there have to be hundreds of these things lying around. 
 
    I cast my Sight around one last time, pushing it out as far as it would go without straining anything. I picked up a couple more soft-edged human auras from the neighboring farm and a lot of dim specks from the flocks of sheep bedded down for the night, but nothing else of interest. With a sigh, I dropped my scáth and scooted closer to the edge of the wall to jump down, just as another aura appeared at the very edge of my range. 
 
    I hastily restored my glamour and sat as still as I could, staring down the road with my eyes and my Sight. This aura was harder than a human’s but softer than a Sidhe’s, the same sort of prickly jumble I Saw in Crimthann that night in Dún na Rí. This one was grayish-blue speckled with bright yellow, different from the few leprechaun auras I’d Seen so far. I tried to breathe silently through my mouth as I watched for any sign of movement along the road, but it looked deserted. The aura came slowly closer. 
 
    I was sitting in an awkward position and my legs were screaming at me to move, but I didn’t dare. The loose bits of mortar dug into my hands as I tried to figure out how close the leprechaun was, but he had his own invisibility glamour up, which I should have expected. He wandered aimlessly back and forth across the road like a kid looking for discarded bottles and cans. Over here! I silently shouted at him. There’s something you want right here! 
 
    He finally reached the far end of the wall and paused, and I wondered if he sensed me or the Stone of Lies or was just distracted by something. Then I heard a soft intake of breath. “Cad é seo?” whispered a deep male voice out of the thin air. 
 
    He came forward cautiously and I bit my tongue painfully trying not to yelp when he stopped right below me and dropped his glamour. He really was a leprechaun, completely bald except for a bushy white beard that wrapped around the back of his head like a Christmas garland. He bent down and picked up the stone by its chain, holding it up in the sliver of light from the moon just now rising above the horizon. The stone gleamed as it spun at the end of the chain. “Álainn,” he said with some satisfaction. 
 
    I had maybe two seconds to get his attention without scaring him off. I had a vague notion of grabbing the stone from him and holding it for ransom until he agreed to help me, but when I reached out with my hand, some of the mortar clinging to it dislodged and fell on his head. He looked up with a frown, sweeping his hand over his hairless pate. 
 
    In a rare moment of inspiration, I quickly found another fragment and deliberately bounced it off his head. He jerked and spun around with a muttered oath, searching for its source. I followed it with two more, hitting him on his shoulder and arm. 
 
    “A tá ann?” he demanded angrily, glaring into the shadows as another piece glanced off the back of his head. He clapped his hand over the spot and turned around in a complete circle. “Teacht amach, drochlaoich tú!” 
 
    That was my cue, I figured. I cleared my throat softly. “Hello,” I said carefully. “Do you have a minute to talk?” 
 
    The leprechaun backed away, but just to get a better look at the top of the wall. His dark little eyes squinted right through me. “Áit a bhfuil tú i bhfolach?” he growled. 
 
    “Do you speak English?” I asked hopefully. It would be just my luck to catch a leprechaun who only spoke Gaelic. 
 
    “I do,” he spat, as if he wasn’t thrilled about it. “Who are you to bother an honest gentleman on his rounds?” I wasn’t at all convinced about his honesty, but I let it slide. 
 
    “I’ll show myself,” I said. “Promise you won’t run?” 
 
    The leprechaun made a grunt that I hoped was an agreement and I slowly let my scáth fade away. His eyebrows rose to the top of his forehead and then lowered again. 
 
    “You,” he grumbled with a shake of his head. “I should have known.” 
 
    “You know who I am?” I asked, surprised. I wasn’t sure that was a good thing. 
 
    “I was at the cruinniú in Dún na Rí,” he said with a glower, “when you forced Crimthann to kneel before you.” 
 
    That wasn’t how I remembered it, but I doubted arguing about it would win me any points. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The leprechaun worked his lips as he thought this over, as if he was reluctant to give me any advantage in our conversation. “Odhran,” he admitted finally. 
 
    “O-rinn,” I repeated, trying to get the pronunciation right. “You can call me Shy.” His expression made it clear he had no intention of doing so. “You don’t need to be –” I stopped, trying to find the right word would reassure him without insulting him. Nervous? Scared? “Concerned. I just want to talk to you for a minute.” 
 
    Odhran held up the stone and inspected it with a dissatisfied look. “This was a trap, then?” 
 
    “No, no, it’s a gift!” I said hurriedly. “I just need a favor from you. An easy one,” I added with an encouraging nod. “You can keep the stone.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Then you can keep it anyway. I just need someone to tell Donnacán I want to talk to him. You do know him, right?” I just assumed they all knew each other, but I had no idea how many leprechauns there actually were or how often their paths crossed, but Odhran nodded, although his scowl implied that they weren’t besties. 
 
    “Aye, I do,” he allowed, “but what business do you have with him? I’ll not help you slaughter another of my kin like you did Blathmac.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him!” I retorted angrily. “That was –” I stopped before I said too much. Candace McCreary actually killed Blathmac, accidentally according to her. Technically, she hadn’t been a member of the Order at the time, but I doubted Odhran would be impressed by my legalistic hair-splitting. “Someone else,” I finished lamely. I didn’t know whether any of the leprechauns actually knew the truth, other than Donnacán, who witnessed  Candace’s confession. With any luck, he hadn’t passed that bit of news along to his friends. “I’m not going to hurt anyone, I just need to ask Donnacán for a bit of help.” A lot of help, actually, but I didn’t want Odhran thinking I was desperate. 
 
    Odhran hmpfed, although it wasn’t clear whether he was scoffing at the thought of the High Queen of Ireland needing help or at my particular choice of leprechaun to ask. He turned the Stone of Lies over in his hands, judging its value against the price I requested. “I will send word to Donnacán,” he said finally. 
 
    “How long do you think that will take?” He glowered at me with an affronted expression, as if I was accusing him of malingering, and I hastened to add, “It’s just that it’s very late and I’m getting cold.” 
 
    He hmpfed again. “I will speak to Donnacán before you take three breaths, Defender,” he stated. “If and when he comes to you is up to him.” 
 
    “That’s great! Thank –” I was talking to an empty road. “– you,” I finished with a sigh. At least the first part of the plan worked. Now I just had to wait and hope that Donnacán would come.  
 
    I uncrossed my legs and let them dangle over the edge of the wall, groaning as the feeling starting coming back into them. I leaned back to work the kinks out of my back and wondered if I had time to drag one of the chairs from the sitting room out here. 
 
    In the stillness behind me, I heard a click and a creak, but I recognized the sound: someone had opened the front door. Dad’s voice called out softly behind me. “Shy, is everything all right?” 
 
    I twisted around, trying to figure out how he knew something had happened, but then I saw Emily’s face peering through the curtains. Obviously they’d been watching me surreptitiously and saw that I’d dropped my scáth. 
 
    “Everything’s fine, Dad,” I said, waving him forward. He closed the door behind him and quickly crossed the yard to my spot on the wall. “I caught a leprechaun.” 
 
    “Did you now?” He was tall enough to peer over the wall. “An invisible one, apparently.” 
 
    “He’s getting Donnacán for me. I hope,” I added doubtfully.  
 
    “Did he take the stone?” 
 
    “Yes. I told him he could keep it if he helped me.” 
 
    “Then he’ll do what he says,” Dad told me confidently. “Leprechauns are sly but scrupulously honest.” 
 
    “I hope Donnacán hurries. It’s cold out here.” Just like I planned, Dad wrapped his arms around me and I leaned back against him contentedly. “I don’t suppose Father Patrick called while I was out here leprechaun fishing.” 
 
    I felt Dad’s chuckle against my back. “No, unfortunately, but it’s even later in Rome than it is here. I’ll try him again in the morning.” 
 
    “What’s he doing out there anyway?” As if the priest should have been standing by the phone waiting for our call. 
 
    “Another conference on religious antiquities, this one hosted by the Vatican.” 
 
    “The Vatican? You mean with the Pope? Garrett’s going to have a cow.” 
 
    “A cow?” 
 
    “He got all fanboy on me when he found out Father Patrick knew the Cardinal of Boston. Just imagine what he’ll do when he hears about the Pope. Maybe we should ask Father Patrick to get his autograph while he’s there.” Dad laughed quietly. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if His Holiness is actually attending the conference, but we could always ask.” 
 
    We fell into a comfortable silence, long used to just being together without feeling the need to fill the space with words. I watched the moon slowly creep higher and wondered what Garrett was doing. He’s probably fast asleep like any sane person would be, I told myself. I’m going to be useless tomorrow. 
 
    I was about to ask Dad what time it was when I suddenly sensed we were no longer alone out here. I sat up straight and cast my Sight out hastily and Saw another prickly aura directly in front of me, even though the road looked deserted. 
 
    “Donnacán?” I didn’t know why I was whispering. “Is that you?” 
 
    Between one blink and the next, another leprechaun appeared, doffing his cap and bowing low before me. “Mo Banríon,” he said gravely. 
 
    “Donnacán,” I sighed in relief at the familiar voice. “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “When my Queen summons, I hasten to her side.” Donnacán bowed again, to Dad this time. “Beannú mé tú, Athair an gCosantóirí.” 
 
    “Beannú mé tú, Donnacán,” Dad said, bowing his head in return. “Go raibh maith agat as cuidiú mo 'níon.” 
 
    “Tá sé mo dhualgas agus áthas orm.” Donnacán turned his dark eyes back to me. “Odhran said you wished to speak with me.” 
 
    “Yes, we need your help.” I slithered down from the top of the wall so that he and I were closer to the same level and he wouldn’t have to crane his neck looking up at me. Dad walked around through the gate but stayed well off to the side. “You know we lost all the Great Weapons freeing Cichol, right?” Donnacán nodded. He’d arrived too late to see it happen, but he’d gotten a good earful from the rest of us afterwards. “We need replacements.” 
 
    The leprechaun frowned. “We have little skill with forging weapons, mo Banríon,” he said dubiously. 
 
    “I know.” Actually I didn’t, but it didn’t matter. “What I meant was, do you have anything like that in your ... collection?” I learned early on that leprechauns didn’t really have pots of gold, but they did keep stashes of all the weapons and jewels and valuables they scrounged up over the centuries. 
 
    Now Donnacán looked a bit shifty. They were very possessive about their treasure, even though it technically belonged to the High Kings and Queens of Ireland. In other words, me. “Weapons of power are reaved quickly on the battlefields, mo Banríon,” he said carefully, “long before we have the chance to claim them.” 
 
    “Sure, I get that, but there had to be something someone missed. I can’t defend Ireland with my bare hands, Donnacán.” That was a bit of a cheap shot, but I needed him to look at the bigger picture. The leprechauns were in as much danger from Maeve and Cichol as the rest of us. 
 
    Donnacán’s eyes slid from me to Dad and back as he considered. Finally, he bowed low to me again. “I will see what may suffice you, mo Banríon,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks, I really –” The road was empty again. “– hate that,” I grumbled. Dad laughed as he came closer. 
 
    “Look on the bright side, Shy,” he said. “You’re the first person in centuries to have leprechauns fetching and carrying for you.” 
 
    “Well, sure, but they could be a bit more polite about it.” For all of Donnacán’s bowing and mo Banríons, he was still as prickly as his aura. 
 
    “Accept the blessings you have, Shy,” Dad told me with a fond smile. “Don’t go begging for more.” 
 
    “That’s probably in the parent’s handbook somewhere, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Aphorism number five on the list, right between Don’t run with scissors and Spinach is good for you.”  
 
    “I’m not doing well with that list, percentage-wise, am I?” 
 
    “You’re a work in progress,” he said, kissing me on the top of my head. 
 
    “What’s going on out here?” Emily poked her head around the end of the wall, peering around carefully. “Did it not work?” She seemed disappointed that there weren’t any leprechauns in sight. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I told her. “Donnacán’s digging through his closet for any spare weapons we can have. He should be back any minute,” I added optimistically. 
 
    “Oh, good.” Emily joined us on the verge, hugging herself against the chill air. I shared half of my blanket with her and she huddled up against me. “He took the Stone of Lies, did he?” 
 
    “No, Odhran has it.” I quickly explained my encounter with the other leprechaun. She snorted in amusement when I told her about pelting him with rocks. “An angry leprechaun isn’t a frightened leprechaun, apparently.” 
 
    “You be careful, Shy,” Emily said, suddenly turning serious. “An angry leprechaun is also a vindictive one.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I said with a careless wave. “I doubt Odhran wants to be near me any more than I want to be near him.” 
 
    “A likely truth, mo Banríon.” Both Emily and I jumped back and bumped against the wall as Donnacán appeared in the road not three feet in front of us. “He may not seek to harm you himself, but always remember he is no friend of yours.” 
 
    “I will, thanks,” I told him a bit breathlessly, trying to slow my racing heart. I have got to find a way to get him to stop doing that. “What do you have there?” I asked eagerly. Donnacán bowed low to me and held out a sword balanced across his hands. I reached for its hilt and then paused with my fingers an inch from its leather-wrapped hilt. “Is it okay to touch it?” I asked cautiously. “It’s not cursed or anything like that, is it?” 
 
    Donnacán looked insulted. “It will not harm you, if you wield it carefully. It once belonged to Muirisc in ages past.” 
 
    “Muirisc, the Sea Queen?” Dad asked with interest. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Do you know about her, Dad?” I asked. 
 
    “She was the daughter of Hugony the Great, a High King of Ireland a few hundred years before Christ. Not much is known about her, except she was a sea captain and a pirate renowned for her beauty and fighting skills.” 
 
    “Sounds like a character in a romance novel,” I noted dryly. 
 
    “She no doubt inspired a few epic ballads along the way.” Dad nodded at the sword still balanced on Donnacán’s hands. It was way too big for him. “And that was hers, you say?” 
 
    “Aye, washed ashore with the wreckage of her ship after it was lost in a winter storm.” Donnacán bowed again. “May it serve you better, mo Banríon.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said doubtfully. It didn’t keep Muirisc from drowning, I thought uneasily, but I doubt I’ll be fighting Maeve and Cichol on the deck of a pirate ship.  
 
    I carefully reached out and grasped the hilt, lifting the sword up easily. Donnacán stepped back as I looked it over. The blade and hilt all seemed to be one solid piece, with a long slot that let me grip the hilt and have my knuckles protected at the same time.  
 
    “Is it supposed to look like this?” I asked doubtfully. The blade was curiously shaped, curving down from one end to the other, with the pointy end wider than the middle. It looked more like a machete than a sword. 
 
    “That’s a falcata, Shy,” said Dad. “It was a popular weapon style around that time.” I handed it to him at his gesture and he swung it overhand a couple of times with a thoughtful look. “The shape moves the weight to the end of the blade, so you get more striking force.” He inspected it closely and tested the edge with his thumb. “It’s in remarkable shape for its age, but it needs to be sharpened.” 
 
    “No, Athair an gCosantóirí,” said Donnacán gravely. “That is its power. The blade is dull because it has not been used in all this time. But swing this weapon several times before you strike and its edge will be finer than the thinnest strand of a spider’s web.” 
 
    Dad looked skeptical, but he stepped back to give himself some room and swung the blade back and forth. His technique was much better than mine and the blade hummed through the air, the note rising sharply in pitch each time until it rang like a distant bell. On his last stroke, I heard a ripping sound, not unlike Sleá Lúin when Garrett launched it at its target, and a sharp odor hung in the air.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked anxiously. Dad peered closely at the falcata’s edge and then carefully held the weapon away from all of us. 
 
    “It’s sharper than a razor now,” he said uneasily. “I think it actually cut the air, literally. That’s ozone you’re smelling.” 
 
    “That’s impossible!” I protested. “Isn’t it?” Donnacán gave me a look for doubting him as Dad cautiously raised the falcata again and touched his thumb to the blade. “Careful!” 
 
    “No, it’s safe now,” he said. “It’s getting duller as I watch.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s amazing!” I told Donnacán. “Do you have anything else like that, or maybe some of the others do?” 
 
    The leprechaun looked shifty again. “I shall search the trove, mo Banríon, and ask among my brethren.” He didn’t sound too hopeful. “If another such weapon comes to hand, I shall deliver it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Donnacán. I appreciate the help.” He bowed and popped out of sight without a sound. “So, that’s one, anyway.”  
 
    “Not as powerful as Caladbolg,” Dad noted, “but much deadlier in close combat.” He held the falcata out to me and I took it gingerly, but it was as dull as a child’s toy now. “Hopefully Father Peter will come up with something else tomorrow.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” I sighed. “Let’s get to bed. I’m beat.” 
 
    We hadn’t planned to stay overnight at Muirenn’s place when we got the Order together to talk about our situation, but driving to Dublin and back just to grab our pajamas and toothbrushes wasn’t worth the four hour round trip. Instead, Dad bade us goodnight and headed to Grandpa Phelan’s bedroom while Emily and I shared Aunt Fiona’s old room. 
 
    I was too exhausted to do anything except prop the falcata against the wall and toss my shoes, socks, and jeans in a heap on the floor, barely able to keep my eyes open as I crawled under the mound of covers. Emily, though, seemed wired as she stripped down to her panties. 
 
    “Shy! Shy!” She crawled across the bed and nudged me forcefully. “Wake up!” 
 
    “Hmm?” I mumbled. I tried to roll away from her but she poked me again. “What?” 
 
    “I need you to check my marks.” 
 
    “Marks?” With a monumental effort, I opened my eyes and squinted at her. She knelt with her bare back towards me, pulling her braids around to the front so I had an unobstructed view of the stripes painted across her back and shoulders. 
 
    “I’ve tried to be careful in the bath,” she said, peering over her shoulder anxiously, “but I can’t get a good look in the mirror. Are they still okay? Are they coming off?” 
 
    Nick drew the tiger stripes on her as her symbolic mark when she took the oath to join the Order of the Shamrock. Normally she’d have had them actually tattooed on, but we were deep beneath the ruins of Dún Bhaloir at the time, hundreds of miles away from Nick’s tattoo parlor in Athlone, and Emily was way underage besides. Nick used the ink we found on Cichol’s writing desk and she was apparently worried that it might be wearing off. I had no idea what would happen if the marks faded, whether that would invalidate her oath or something worse.  
 
    I fumbled myself to an upright position and inspected the stripes, tentatively tracing one with my finger. “Careful!” Emily hissed, but my fingertip came away clean. 
 
    “I think they’re fine.” Whatever was in that ink was better than a marker pen, but eventually her stripes would fade as she shed skin cells. I sat back and looked her over from head to butt. She really did look like a tiger from this angle. “Has your mark done anything yet?” 
 
    “No,” she sighed in disappointment. She slid off the bed and pulled a light nightgown from one of the dresser drawers. “I keep trying things, to see if I can grow claws or fangs or something, but nothing works.” 
 
    “Well, maybe something will trigger it later, like Candace’s.” 
 
    “She had to die for her mark to work, Shy,” Emily pointed out. She pulled the nightgown over her head and flicked off the light, plunging the room into darkness. I plopped back onto my pillow as she slithered under the covers and skootched all the way over to my side to spoon against me. “I hope it’s something awesome,” she said quietly. 
 
    “I’m sure it will be,” I told her, closing my eyes and falling instantly to sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Four 
 
    “The Great Weapons are gone?” Father Kennedy’s normally booming voice sounded tinny over the speaker on Dad’s phone, but his shock and dismay came through clearly. 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    ”Well, Cichol said he was going to reforge Caladbolg, but I don’t think he’s planning to give it back.” 
 
    “Shy,” Dad said reprovingly, and I sat back with a huff. I was getting really tired of explaining over and over again how badly I’d screwed up. “Peter, we’re in a bit of a bind. We need to replace the Great Weapons but we don’t know where to look. We were hoping you’d be able to give us some leads.” 
 
    “Replacing them won’t be easy, Aidan. They’re called Great Weapons for a reason. Objects like that are extraordinary in all respects, crafted with skills lost to the ages. That means they are old and that means they are rare.” 
 
    We were sitting around Muirenn’s dining room table again, although Garrett was tied up with something on the farm and Tim was conspicuously absent. Nick said his brother had to meet up with Tammy for some reason and I wondered if he was actually going through with the paternity test.  
 
    “We’ve acquired one new weapon,” Dad said, and I pulled my attention back to the more important conversation. “A falcata said to belong to Muirisc.” We already decided not to tell Father Kennedy how we got it. The fewer people who knew the leprechauns were helping us, the better. 
 
    “Muirisc? The Sea Queen?” Father Kennedy didn’t try to hide his excitement. “Do you believe it’s authentic? Can you send me a photo?” 
 
    “Focus, Peter. I promise you’ll have all the time you want to catalog everything once we’re done with them.” 
 
    Since we either won’t need them anymore or we’ll all be dead. That was needlessly pessimistic and I tried to shake myself out of my funk. The weapon in question was currently in Candace’s hands. She was barely paying any attention to the conversation. Instead, she seemed to be evaluating how hard and long a swing was needed to sharpen the falcata’s blade. She stood well away from us, but she was making me nervous anyway. 
 
    “Well, all of my detailed records are back there in Ireland,” said Father Kennedy musingly, “but most of the artifacts from that era are pretty mundane. Let me see ...” He fell silent for a while and I forced myself not to drum my fingers on the tabletop. “I can think of one possibility off the top of my head. Corgan’s Blade.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked, leaning forward eagerly. 
 
    “Corgan was a warrior, from around Maeve’s time as I recall. He had a blade, something like a long two-headed dagger, that spun like a wheel when it was thrown. It could kill seven men in succession and then return to his hand.” 
 
    “Like a boomerang, you mean?” I asked, trying to envision how that would work. 
 
    “A very deadly one,” agreed Father Kennedy with a dry chuckle. 
 
    “Do you know where it is now?” asked Dad. 
 
    “Indeed I do. It’s in the National Museum of Ireland in Dublin, in the Archeology and History branch. It’s one of the centerpieces of the Prehistoric Ireland exhibit.” 
 
    Dad looked taken aback. “It’s on display?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “And you expect us to steal it from right in front of the museum guards?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Certainly not, that would be both foolhardy and illegal. However, if it were a matter of life and death and no one knew it was actually missing until long after the perpetrators were gone ...” Father Kennedy let his voice trail away. He knew about my scáthan, my ability to cast illusions that were indistinguishable from the real thing. 
 
    “Well, we’ll have a look at it.” Dad was clearly unhappy about the suggestion. “Does anything else come to mind?” 
 
    “There’s the Summer Shield. It’s a buckler, about the size of a large platter, that reflects light back a thousand fold to blind the enemy. Some stories even say that, under the midday sun, it can incinerate a phalanx of soldiers.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. impressed. “That sounds a lot like Balor’s Third Eye.” 
 
    “Oh, you know the story of Balor? Legend says he had an eye in the center of his forehead, but it was actually a stone set in a band or circlet.” 
 
    “Yes, we know,” I sighed. A two-second exposure to the Eye completely fried Sleá Lúin and nearly toasted Garrett as well. 
 
    “Is the Shield in the museum too, Peter?” asked Dad, before we got into another round of explanations that we didn’t want to have. 
 
    “No, it belongs to a private collector, Donald O’Leary. He lives up in Dundalk, north of Dublin. He’s a bit of a recluse but he knows his ancient weapons. He might be able to point you to a few other possibilities as well.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll let us see it?” 
 
    “I’ll give him a call and set up an appointment for you, hopefully tomorrow.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll let us take the Shield?” I asked pointedly. Father Kennedy just cleared his throat. I knew what that meant. “You don’t know where we can find any weapons that somebody doesn’t already own?” 
 
    “If I knew of a Great Weapon just lying on the ground or in a tomb somewhere, Siobhan, I assure you I would have claimed it long ago,” he said dryly.  
 
    “All right, thank you, Peter,” said Dad, giving me another stern look. “You’ve been a tremendous help.” 
 
    “I hope it’s enough, Aidan,” Father Kennedy sighed. “I check with some of my peers here at the conference as well. If we come up with anything else, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Thanks, Peter. Goodbye.” 
 
    “Say hi to the Pope for us!” I called, and I heard Father Kennedy laugh just before the connection dropped. “Well, that helped, I guess. I suppose we’re headed to the museum now?” 
 
    “That seems our best bet for the moment,” Dad nodded reluctantly.  
 
    “When do we leave?” Emily asked eagerly. She sat through the whole conversation with Father Kennedy like a chihuahua waiting for a treat that was just out of reach. 
 
    “Shy and I can handle this. The fewer people along, the better.” What he actually meant was, The fewer suspicious-looking people in the museum, the better. “We can head up to Dundalk in the morning, if Peter convinces Mr. O’Leary to see us.” Emily slumped back in her chair, failing to hide her disappointment. She really wanted to do something for the Order other than cook meals for everyone. “Nick, any response from any of the Warriors?” 
 
    Nick shrugged with a grimace. “I got replies from about half the emails I sent out so far. Nothing worth looking at.” Dad nodded. That news wasn’t surprising. 
 
    “All right, keep trying. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” He cast a thoughtful glance in my direction, so I mentally nudged the shamrock tattoo on my lower back. It was supposed to bring me luck, but I was beginning to think the few good things that happened to me were just coincidence.  
 
    I should ask Nick for my money back, I thought sourly, but of course he hadn’t charged me anything or offered me any guarantees. Aloud, I asked, “So is there anything else we can do?” 
 
    Dad shook his head. “Until we’re ready to break the accord with Maeve and enter the Otherworld in force, we need to regroup and rearm. It will take Cichol time to reforge Caladbolg and that works to our benefit.” 
 
    “Since a day there is a month here.” Dad nodded. “Unless he decides to hunt down any remaining Fomori weapons first, like we’re doing.” 
 
    “I told the Warriors to keep an eye out for a nine-foot-tall goat-headed giant,” said Nick wryly. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure we’d see that on the news,” Candace noted sarcastically. She finished her experiments and stood there with the falcata resting casually on her shoulder, just like she used to hold her Great Weapon Toirneach.  
 
    “Cichol can cast glamours too,” I reminded them. “He can look like a regular human if he wants.” 
 
    “We must all be cautious and alert,” said Muirenn from her seat at the head of the table. “The final battle will come before we expect it.” That was an unsettling thought, and I wondered whether she had some premonition about it or was just being her usual gloomy self.  
 
    Her shillelagh lay on the table in front of her and she slowly ran her gnarled fingers along its equally gnarled length. I Saw a bit of her aura pass through her hands and merge with the crackling snarl within the stick. Muirenn looked tired and I hoped she wasn’t using up too much of her aura to bolster the shillelagh’s already frightening power. 
 
    Dad stood up and reclaimed his phone, signaling the end of the meeting. At least we had something to do now, even if it was just looking at an old weapon in a museum. I waved goodbye to the others and followed Dad to the door. 
 
    “Shy, wait.” Candace caught up to me at the front door and held out the falcata to me, but I shook my head. 
 
    “No, you keep it. You’re much better with it than I am.” My track record with swords wasn’t that good and I’d always be afraid of losing a finger if I took a careless swing with it. 
 
    Candace blinked at me and then at the falcata. “Okay, sure. Thanks, I guess.” She inspected the blade critically as she walked past me out into the yard, heading towards her station wagon.  
 
    On the way, she lunged and slashed at some invisible monster and I heard the ripping sound again, along with a tiny sparkle of light that I hadn’t noticed before, like a miniature lightning storm following the track of the blade. Then she tossed the falcata into the air and I watched in horror as the sword arced up high and down again, convinced that Candace was about to be killed right in front of me, but she caught it by the hilt and flourished it one last time before getting in her car. I pressed my hands against my chest to get my heart started again. 
 
    “Ready, Shy?” Dad called from our car, a shiny black Ford something-or-other that he’d leased just before returning to the States. It was an automatic, which gave me some hope that I might actually get to drive it someday, assuming I got used to the controls being on the wrong side. 
 
    Emily stood in the doorway as we backed out of the yard, waving disconsolately. I waved back, feeling bad for her and wondering how I could get her involved in the Order without actually putting her into danger. That’s an oxymoron, I told myself glumly as we bumped along the road towards Tulsk. Everyone in the Order is automatically in danger. 
 
    The ride back to Dublin was long and tedious but uneventful. We stopped back at the apartment to shower and change clothes from yesterday and then walked to the local pub to grab a quick lunch, since we hadn’t had time to buy groceries after Dad got back from the States. 
 
    “We’re not driving?” I asked when Dad turned left instead of right outside the pub. 
 
    “The museum’s close to Trinity College,” he said. “It’s just a short walk from here.” 
 
    “That’s what you said last time,” I grumbled. Dad had long legs and was used to hiking around campus back at Boston College. 
 
    We took the same route we took on Sunday, following York to St. Stephen’s Green and then circumnavigating the park. Instead of turning up Dawson Street to the college, though, we kept on going until we reached Kildare Street. A couple of blocks later, we arrived at a tall ornate gate watched over by a policeman. 
 
    “Is this it?” I asked doubtfully. Back home, there would have been a giant sign with the words National Museum of Ireland in bright gold lettering. Here, there was absolutely no indication what the buildings behind the fence were for, although they did look old and museum-y. 
 
    “This is it,” Dad affirmed. He nodded to the policeman, who nodded back, and walked straight through a smaller entrance beside the main one. I followed quickly, trying not to look too obvious as I tried to figure out a way to sneak out with a priceless artifact. Duh, I reminded myself, I can just cast a glamour over it and walk out. I hoped I could do it without looking guilty. 
 
    There were three buildings surrounding the small parking lot just within the gate, each of them as elaborately designed as the Old Library, with columns, cornices, and crenellations all over the place. The two on either side had circular entrances, like giant stone gazebos, and Dad headed straight for the one on the right. We walked up a shallow steps, opened the narrow door, and stepped inside. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” I breathed. The circular atrium we found ourselves in was a work of art in itself. The floor was intricately inlaid, with the signs of the zodiac surrounding a central sunburst. The tall dome overhead was lit up in pale blue, almost as if it was open to the sky, while the columned walls were warm gold. “This is beautiful.” 
 
    “It is,” Dad said with a smile, “but this is actually the gift shop.” He pointed to the glass cases lining the walls. I’d assumed they were part of the museum’s collection, but on closer inspection, they held the usual sort of shirts, books, and toys that appealed to tourists. I felt vaguely unclean, even though I knew museums had to supplement their income somehow. “Come on, the Prehistoric exhibit should be this way.” 
 
    “I thought Corgan lived at the same time as Maeve, not the dinosaurs.” Another door directly opposite the entrance led us into a large open area with a gallery running around overhead on the second floor. 
 
    “Prehistoric doesn’t mean Jurassic, Shy,” Dad explained patiently. “It means before written history, up to about 2500 years ago.” He stopped and looked around thoughtfully. The exhibit looked a lot like the gift shop to me, with dozens of tall glass cases spaced around the floor. The only difference was that the objects inside were a lot older and a lot more valuable. “It should be here somewhere. Can you See anything?” he asked in a lower voice. 
 
    The museum was pretty crowded for a Tuesday afternoon, but hopefully no one would notice me standing there with my eyes closed. I sent my Sight around, trying to stay within the exhibit room, and searched for any signs of power. 
 
    The auras of the other visitors were a distraction, hazy blobs of color moving slowly around me, but I picked out a bunch of sharper pinpoints that were probably artifacts imbued with some amount of power. None of them seemed to be particularly strong, though, certainly nothing like the blazing energy that filled Caladbolg and the other Great Weapons. I opened my eyes, blinking in the bright lights over the displays, and told Dad exactly that. 
 
    “Hm. So either Peter was wrong about Corgan’s Blade being a Great Weapon or it’s not here.” Dad chewed on his lip as he considered our options. “Let’s see if we can find it here in the exhibit, just to be sure. You go that way, I’ll go this way. We’ll meet in the middle.” 
 
    “Okay.” I turned right and started peering into the display cases. Each one contained a handful of items mounted on pedestals, each one identified with a neatly printed information card. The first case held a large decorated pottery bowl and a set of utensils that had seen better days. None of them looked particularly useful in a fight with the Sidhe or the Fomori, so I moved on. 
 
    I tried to go quickly, but I ended up lingering over each artifact. This is the stuff Maeve grew up with before she escaped to the Otherworld, I thought in awe, staring at a three-handled silver cup engraved with rearing horses. Maybe she actually used this. The cup held absolutely no trace of power, but I found it hard to tear myself away. 
 
    There was an amazing amount of gold jewelry and tableware, to the extent that I started wondering why there weren’t more security guards posted nearby. I could just open this case and take it, I thought, staring at a large gold brooch and pin inlaid with colored stones. No one would see me. I could leave a glamour in its place and no one would know until I was out the door. The brooch gleamed in my Sight, a seductive rose-colored thread pulsing slowly inside, and my fingers twitched possessively. With an effort, I resolutely clamped my hands under my arms and hurried away before I gave in to my thieving impulses. Where did that come from? I worried. I’ve never stolen anything in my life. I didn’t dare look back at the brooch. I wasn’t sure my willpower was strong enough to resist a second time. 
 
    I reached the halfway point of the exhibit, but Dad wasn’t there. I spotted him leaning close to a large case only about a quarter of the way around the exhibit and I hurried over to see what fascinated him so much. Not another brooch, I hoped uneasily. 
 
    I recognized Corgan’s Blade immediately from Father Kennedy’s description. It lay on a clear pedestal in the center of the display, surrounded by an array of lesser weapons. It was over two feet long with a wickedly sharp blade on each end. The metal was reddish-brown, like it was made from bronze instead of iron or steel, while the center part was wrapped in leather. Angular runes decorated its surface, not unlike the ones I saw on Sleá Lúin and Toirneach.  
 
    “Is that it?” I breathed. I couldn’t see how anyone could possibly throw it without severing an artery in the process. 
 
    “You tell me.”  
 
    I probed the weapon with my Sight, but I Saw no spark of power inside. “Nothing,” I reported, disappointed. 
 
    “Hm. Excuse me?” Dad waved to get the attention of one of the blue-jacketed museum employees standing nearby. The man approached with an amiable smile. 
 
    “Yes, sir, may I help you?” he asked with a light but distinct Irish accent. 
 
    “Corgan’s Blade here,” said Dad, gesturing to the case. “This is actually it, not a reproduction?” 
 
    “Oh, of course, sir!” The man looked shocked at the suggestion that the museum would display fakes. “Recovered from Dowris in County Offaly nearly two hundred years ago and carefully restored. It is the genuine article.” He nodded approvingly at the Blade. “Of course, the leather wrapping is relatively new. The original binding didn’t survive being buried in a bog.” 
 
    “I imagine not,” Dad acknowledged dryly. We weren’t interested in the wrapping, just the weapon itself. 
 
    “Legend has it that Corgan – the reputed owner of this blade – could spin it like a wheel and slay seven men on the battlefield before it returned to his hand.” The guide swung his arm like he was trying to kill the nearby visitors himself. “Just a another myth, I’m afraid,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Of course,” said Dad equably. “It’s a beautiful piece, very well preserved.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” said the guide proudly. “You can’t even see the repair work, even if you know where to look.” 
 
    Dad blinked at him. “Repair work?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Back in the late 1800s, some clumsy oaf of a curator accidentally dropped it and broke off one of the blades. He claimed a burst of light blinded him when it happened, although I suspect something else did the trick.” He mimed sipping from a bottle. “It was refitted properly and we’ve taken good care of it since.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have. Thanks very much for your time.” The guide nodded and wandered away as Dad sighed. “So much for that, then.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, echoing his sigh with one of my own. “So what now?” 
 
    “Back to the apartment, I suppose, and wait for Peter’s call.” He looked around one more time and his eyes drifted up to the gallery overhead. “Did you check the upper level?” 
 
    “No, what’s up there?”  I cast my Sight out again, scanning for anything that might be useful. 
 
    “The Viking and Medieval exhibits, although they’re probably a bit too recent to do us much good. I think there’s an Egyptian collection up there as well.” 
 
    I popped open one eye to look at him. “Are we allowed to use non-Irish stuff?” 
 
    “I’ll use a Martian raygun if you can find one that works. Anything?” 
 
    I closed my eyes again and Saw. A bunch more people had come in while we were looking and their auras threatened to overwhelm everything else, especially one blazingly bright one in the direction of the gift shop. It drew my Sight of its own accord, a sharp-edged reddish-gold sphere coming slowly closer. 
 
    “Dad!” I gasped. “There’s a Sidhe in the museum!” 
 
    His hand gripped my arm painfully. “Where?” he asked urgently. “Who is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” The door to the gift shop and the entrance beyond was open, but there were too many people milling about. I hurriedly tried the trick I discovered in the Forest Hills Cemetery in Boston while Garrett and I waited to ambush the Dark Man. I squeezed my eyes shut, muttering to myself, “With my right eye, let me See what is true. With my left, show me what others see.” 
 
    I covered my left eye with my hand and searched the crowd with my right, looking for anything out of place. Like a Sidhe knight in armor, or Maeve in all her glory. But everything looked perfectly normal to me. Either my trick wasn’t working properly or the Sidhe was dressed in normal human clothes. “What do we do?” I whispered, fighting a surge of panic. 
 
    “This way,” said Dad tersely, pulling me to the side. “Maybe he isn’t looking for us.” 
 
    What are the odds of that? I wondered, but I hurried along beside him as we wove our way between the display cases towards another section of the museum. I barely noticed the objects we strode past, trying to keep my Sight focused on the Sidhe aura somewhere behind us. 
 
    Just beyond the new exhibit, near the front of the museum, an open arch led us into a small but brightly-lit cafe. A half-dozen circular tables, each surrounded by as many chairs, filled the space. Most of the seats were already claimed, but we managed to grab the last empty table in the far corner. 
 
    “Where is he?” Dad whispered, looking intently over my shoulder towards the archway.  
 
    “He’s coming this way.” My voice trembled a bit. “Do you see him?’ 
 
    “I don’t know, there’s too many people in the way.” 
 
    “Hello, there!” I actually yelped and nearly jumped out of my chair, startling the heck out of the waitress standing there. “Well, um, welcome to Brambles,” she forged on with an uncertain smile. “What can we get you today?” 
 
    “Erm, we don’t know yet,” said Dad, trying to look at her and keep an eye on anyone approaching the cafe at the same time. “May we see a menu first?” 
 
    “Certainly! Here you go,” she said, pulling two of them out of thin air. “I’ll be right back for your order.” She headed off to the next table as I clutched the menu in a death grip.  
 
    “Dad, he’s getting closer!” I squeaked. I wondered if we could escape through the kitchen. 
 
    “He won’t do anything here, Shy. There are too many witnesses.” I wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince me or himself. “Read your menu, pretend to order something.” 
 
    I stared at the laminated page but none of the words impinged on my consciousness. The red-gold aura came steadily nearer and the hubbub of conversation failed to mask the steady tap-tap-tap of hard-heeled shoes approaching our table. A trickle of sweat rolled down my temple as the Sidhe came up beside me and stopped. I didn’t dare look up. 
 
    “May I sit?” 
 
    Time stopped. I knew that voice, although I only heard it for a few seconds in the Otherworld. Entirely of its own volition, my head turned and I looked up at her. She was exactly as I remembered her: flowing black hair, gray eyes, and a face that faintly echoed the one I saw in my mirror every morning. 
 
    “Mom?” I whispered. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Five 
 
    I couldn’t move as she brushed the backs of her fingers lightly across my cheek. “My sweet girl,” she murmured, looking strangely happy and sad at the same time. 
 
    Dad looked utterly confounded. He stared at her like she was a ghost. “Aislinn?” he rasped. That was the name he first knew her by, seventeen years ago when Maeve sent her to kill him. Instead, they fell in love, got married, and had a baby – me. Then she vanished and for the last sixteen years, we thought she was dead, until we met her again in the Otherworld. My mother’s name was actually Findabair, and she was Maeve’s only daughter. 
 
    She seated herself on the chair between us and took Dad’s right hand in hers. Their gold claddagh rings matched exactly. “Aidan,” she said, “please forgive me.”   
 
    Dad blinked at her. “What for?” 
 
    “For leaving you.” Mom reached out and rested her free hand on mine. “Both of you. Not a day went by that I didn’t think of you.” 
 
    A spark of anger flared up inside me, and I pulled my hand away. “Why did you, then?” I demanded. “We thought you were dead!” 
 
    Mom looked hurt and Dad turned on me in shock. “Shy!” 
 
    “No, it’s a fair question, Aidan.” Mom searched my face for a moment. I already regretted my outburst, but I forced myself to meet her eyes. “I did it to protect you, Siobhan, you and your father. Maeve sent me to eliminate the next Treorái by any means. I thought I could just lure him away from his friends at the College and leave his body in an alley. When things took a different turn –”  She took Dad’s hand again and gave him a tentative smile. “I was gone from Tír na nÓg far too long to claim I simply murdered your father. After you were born, I had to return and convince Maeve that estranging Aidan from the rest of his family was better than killing him, for then a new Treorái couldn’t be selected after Phelan died.” 
 
    “And she bought that?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “She did. My mother has many fine qualities,” Mom blithely ignored the expression on my face, “but she is prone to arrogance and overconfidence. The thought of the next Treorái eking out a living halfway around the world from Ireland amused her.” 
 
    “But she must have known about me, though,” I argued. “Was having a baby part of the plan too?” 
 
    Mom looked embarrassed and Dad found something interesting in his menu to read. “You were a happy accident, Siobhan, and I do mean happy. I was able to conceal my pregnancy from Maeve and Aidan took you safely away to Boston not long after you were born. She knows you are Aidan’s daughter. She does not know you are mine.” 
 
    I had to blink several times to keep the tears from running down my cheeks. “But what are you doing here now?” I asked, and then I gasped. “Aren’t you breaking the agreement? Maeve is supposed to leave us alone for a year.” 
 
    “Your bargain granted you a year of peace,” Mom acknowledged with a nod. 
 
    “But it also said nobody under her command could harm us.” 
 
    Mom snorted softly. “I am Maeve’s daughter, not her soldier. Besides, that part of the agreement only covered your departure from the Otherworld. It no longer applies.” 
 
    “Yes, it does!” I protested. I tried to remember the exact wording, but things had been a little hectic at the time. “Doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Shy,” said Dad. “If it suits Maeve’s purpose, she’ll find a way around the accord without actually breaking her word.” He looked at Mom with a worried expression. “But why are you here, Aislinn? Did Maeve send you?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s another one in your party?” We all started when our waitress reappeared at our table. “Here you go, miss.” She placed another menu by Mom’s elbow. “Can I get a drink for anyone? Tea, water, a pop, maybe?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Dad told her tersely. “We’re still deciding.” 
 
    “All right, just let me know, then.” The waitress moved on, looking a bit irked that we were taking up valuable space without actually ordering anything. Dad glanced around the cafe, which was nearly full now. 
 
    “We need to talk, but this isn’t the place,” he said quietly. “Let’s head back to the apartment.” 
 
    He stood and held Mom’s chair as she rose gracefully to her feet. I followed the two of them as they threaded their way between the tables and out into the museum proper. A few moments later, we descended the steps outside and strode towards the gate like a regular family out for a stroll. The policeman nodded politely as we left the grounds, but his eyes lingered on Mom a bit longer than they should have and I glared at him resentfully. He didn’t notice. 
 
    Mom’s outfit hadn’t impinged on my consciousness at all in the cafe, but I got a good look at it now as we walked back down Kildare Street towards St. Stephen’s Green. In my previous encounter with Mom in the Otherworld, she’d worn a long embroidered dress in dark red, with leather boots and a knife at her waist. Now she looked like a successful executive, in a white silk blouse and black knee-length skirt over shiny stiletto heels. A largish satchel hung over her shoulder and I wondered what she was carrying in it. Her hair was up in a loose bun, with smoky eyeshadow and wine-colored lipstick. If her face wasn’t permanently engraved in my memory, I would never have guessed she was the same woman. I wondered fleetingly if it was all just an illusion, but a quick check with my Sight confirmed what I saw was real. I couldn’t imagine where she got those clothes, though. I doubted Macy’s had a store in the Otherworld. 
 
    The sidewalks were narrow, so I had to follow behind the two of them, which gave me an excellent view of Mom’s hand sneaking its way into Dad’s as they walked. Their smiles echoed each other’s and I had to work hard to keep mine from showing, just because I was still mad at her, although I was having trouble remembering why. We couldn’t reach the apartment fast enough for me. 
 
    Dad let us in and Mom wandered curiously through the rooms, running her fingertips across the counters and the backs of the chairs as we migrated into the living room. She dropped her satchel by the couch and kicked off her shoes, sitting with her legs curled under her as she massaged her toes. 
 
    “I don’t know how modern women can walk in those things,” she sighed, casting a disparaging look at her discarded heels, despite the fact that she did it very well herself. She assessed my sneakers as I perched on the edge of the chair next to her, but I couldn’t tell if she approved or not. 
 
    Dad brought a couple of glasses in from the kitchen, along with a bottle of whiskey I recognized as a welcoming present from his new colleagues at Trinity College. He poured a small amount into each glass and offered Mom one. She took it with a smile and sipped it as she looked at him over the rim of her glass. She looked almost too young to be drinking, at most twenty-five. 
 
    If a day in the Otherworld is a month here, I thought speculatively, then sixteen years here would be, I squinched my eyes closed as I did the math, just six or seven months there. Oh my God, this has to be what she looked like when they first met! Dad just turned forty, but Mom looked more like his oldest daughter than his long-lost wife. “How old are you really?” I blurted. 
 
    “Shy,” Dad told me reprovingly, but Mom waved him off with a gentle smile. 
 
    “It’s a fair question, Aidan,” she said, “and she deserves to know her heritage. The passage of time is difficult to mark in Tír na nÓg, Siobhan, but I was born a few years after the death of St. Patrick. I remember Maeve gloating about his passing as I was growing up in Findias.” 
 
    I looked to Dad for help. “St. Patrick died around 500 AD,” he said with a wry quirk to his lips. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I exclaimed. “You’re fifteen hundred years old?” 
 
    Mom laughed, a rich throaty sound I wanted to hear again. “Thanks mostly to my father Ciaran, a full Sidhe prince of Falias. Maeve is not a true Sidhe, you know.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to ask it, but I had to know. “How long will I live, then?” 
 
    Mom’s smile faded slightly. “I don’t know. Only a quarter of Ciaran’s blood flows through your veins and you don’t abide in Tír na nÓg. I pray your life will be joyful and full, no matter the count of years.” That simple wish filled me with tingly warmth and I had to look away before I had to start wiping tears away again. Mom looked wistful but her expression sobered as she turned to Dad. “Aidan, we do not have much time.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Dad, setting his glass aside. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Maeve heard Lia Fáil’s proclamation yesterday,” she said, glancing at me.  “Deireadh an oíche síoraí sula bhfuil gach rud caillte. She fears you’ve found a way to challenge her.” 
 
    “End the eternal night before everything is lost,” I said, remembering Garrett’s translation. It happened nearly a week ago for us, but that would have been just a few hours in the Otherworld. “We’re not doing anything. We don’t even know what that means.” 
 
    “The eternal night is the blanket of darkness that holds time in abeyance over Tír na nÓg,” Mom told us somberly. “If it is removed, the days and the seasons will return.” 
 
    “Is that bad?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    “For those that treasure lives measured in centuries, it is literally fatal. Maeve will not allow that to happen.” 
 
    Dad sank onto the couch beside her. “We’re not doing that. We didn’t know it could be done, let alone how.” 
 
    “The Stone of Destiny is often obscure,” said Mom, “but it is never wrong. You will discover the meaning of its proclamation. That is what Maeve fears.” 
 
    “So is that why you’re here? To stop us?”  
 
    “To discover what your plans are, counter them if possible, and report back. I have no more than three days here before I must return to Findias.” 
 
    “No!” I grabbed Mom’s hand and held it as tightly as I could. “Stay here! I don’t want to lose you again.” 
 
    “Nor I you,” she said, cupping my hands in hers, “but I can do more to temper Maeve’s ambitions in Tír na nÓg.” 
 
    “But why did she send you, Aislinn?” asked Dad pensively. “Surely she must have known we’d recognize you.” 
 
    “One of the Leanan Sidhe would be a better spy,” she agreed, “but your bargain with her restricts her options to those not directly in her control. The Morrigan is ill-suited for such a purpose,” I shuddered at the mention of that bloodthirsty shapechanger, “Fear Dorcha no longer answers her summons and Liam O’Connor is falling out of favor with her. Maeve suspects he is beginning to regret his betrayal of you.” 
 
    “Tough,” I muttered. I had no sympathy at all for whatever trouble Garrett’s father found himself in now. 
 
    “Maeve’s eldest sons are preparing her armies to march and so I volunteered to act as scout.” She looked at Dad out of the corners of her eyes and a smile curved her lips. “I may have had an ulterior motive.” He turned an interesting shade of pink around his ears. 
 
    “But what about Sín?” I asked. “Wouldn’t he be perfect for this?” Sín’s glamours were far better than mine. He could sneak anywhere without breaking a sweat. 
 
    Mom pursed her lips in a pensive frown. “Sín is not welcome at court.” 
 
    “That never stopped him before.” 
 
    “No, but now he is imprisoned for his transgressions.” 
 
    “Prison?” I gasped. “What for?” 
 
    Mom sighed. “For being a gallant fool. He stole across the Moon Bridge to ensure that I suffered no repercussions for your escape from Rath Solais, but one of Fedlimid’s patrols came upon us in the woods. Sín distracted them to give me time to slip away unseen, but he was captured and brought before Maeve. She had him locked up for violating his banishment.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he use one of his glamours to hide himself?” 
 
    “As I said, he is a gallant fool,” she said, shaking her head. “He told me later he wasn’t sure he could mask both of us from the patrol’s eyes so quickly, but I believe he simply allowed himself to be captured. He’s been away from Findias for a long time and this way he circumvents Maeve’s edict.” 
 
    “But he’s in prison,” I pointed out. Mom laughed gently. 
 
    “He is well cared for,” she assured me. “Maeve is angry with him but she still loves him. She will eventually set him free.” 
 
    “But I need him!” Mom’s perfect eyebrows lifted in an unspoken question. “He’s the only one who can –” I stopped and reconsidered. I wasn’t ready to tell anyone about my plan to get the Sword of Light, not until I confirmed with the Pooka that it was even possible, and Sín was the only person I knew who could find the demon horse. Mom and Dad were looking at me expectantly, so I had to finish my sentence somehow. “Who can bring us through the gates,” I said awkwardly. 
 
    “What am I, chopped liver?” Mom asked archly. I never for a moment imagined that a Sidhe princess could toss out a cliché like that with a passable New York accent. She chuckled again at my incredulous expression. “I lived here for over a year, remember, and Sín used to regale me with stories from his travels around the world. The gates are difficult to open this close to the summer solstice,” she added, sobering, “but I can do it if needed.” 
 
    “You may have to,” Dad said grimly, “if we’re to defeat Cichol.” 
 
    “Cichol? Who is that?” 
 
    Dad did most of the talking as he filled Mom in on last week’s adventures, although I chimed in when needed. She looked aghast as he repeated Cichol’s threats against the Sidhe and the people of Ireland. 
 
    “We have to warn Maeve!” she gasped, jumping to her feet and scrabbling for her shoes. “The armies must be prepared!” 
 
    “Aislinn, a few hours in Tír na nÓg won’t make a difference. Cichol still has to reforge Caladbolg and he has to do that in secret so he won’t be interrupted. We have time to make plans.” She reluctantly allowed herself to be pulled back down onto the couch. 
 
    “But what can you do?” she asked. “You no longer have the Great Weapons.” 
 
    “We have Muirisc’s falcata and we hope to have the Summer Shield soon.” Mom shook her head, but it wasn’t clear whether she doubted our ability to replace the weapons or despairing over the thought of a mad Fomori rampaging through the Otherworld. “We can prepare better if we know what Cichol is planning to do. Shy, can you fetch his journal? It’s on the top of my dresser.” 
 
    I ran to his room and back in record time, clutching the leather-bound book in both hands. I held it out to Mom. “Can you read it?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    She took it and turned through the thick pages one by one. I was disappointed but not surprised when she reached the last page of blocky writing and shook her head. “I’ve seen script like this on some of the ancient ruins on Muirias and Goirias,” she said, “but I can’t decipher it.” 
 
    “Do you know anyone who can?”  
 
    “Maeve is the oldest person I know and the Fomori were gone long before she ever set foot in Tír na nÓg.” Mom closed the journal and drummed her fingers on the cover as she thought. “Sín once told me of a man he met a long while ago, a full Sidhe who claimed to be sword-kin to Nuada. His name was ... Ecne? No, Elcmar.” 
 
    “Do you know where we could find him?” 
 
    “I don’t even know if he’s still alive,” said Mom, shaking her head again. “Sín would know, I suppose.” 
 
    I exchanged a look with Dad. “We’re going to have to break him out of jail, then,” I said firmly. 
 
    “Are you mad?” Mom looked horrified at the thought. “He’s in the middle of Rath Solais, surrounded by Maeve’s armies and her creatures, not a hundred feet from where Maeve herself sleeps. You’ll never be able to free him.” 
 
    “We did all right the last time,” I reminded her smugly. 
 
    Mom stared at me in surprise for a moment and then laughed delightedly. “That you did, my sweet girl, but Maeve will not be so easy to fool the next time. I will speak to Sín when I return to Findias. If Elcmar still lives, we will learn what Cichol has written.” She picked up the journal again. “May I keep this until then?” Dad nodded and she tucked the book into her satchel. I caught a glimpse of dark green cloth inside before she set it aside. “What can we do in the meantime, Aidan? Search the other museums for suitable weapons?” 
 
    “That would take too long and the odds are against us finding anything useful,” said Dad. “Father Patrick said Donald O’Leary is a collector. I’m hoping he can point us in the right direction, even if the Summer Shield turns out to be useless.” 
 
    “How did you find us at the museum in the first place, Mom?” I asked. “Even we didn’t know we’d be going there until this morning.” 
 
    “I saw you walking past St. Stephen’s Green on my way to your apartment,” she explained simply. 
 
    “Okay, but how did you know where we lived? We’re not in the phone book yet and everyone assumes we’re staying with Aintin Muirenn in Tulsk.” The leprechauns did, anyway. 
 
    “Liam O’Connor knew your address. I came straight here after I passed through the gate at Loughcrew. Well, after I acquired a more suitable change of clothing,” she added wryly, gesturing to herself. 
 
    “But how did he know where he lived?” I persisted. “We only got this apartment a few weeks ago and he’s been in the Otherworld for months.” 
 
    Mom frowned. “I believe he has some source of information from here, although he’s never said who in my hearing. He’s able to return to this world if he so chooses, of course, although he might not be allowed back. Maeve doesn’t trust him out of her sight.” 
 
    I exchanged a worried look with Dad. “Do you think it was Candace?” I asked uneasily. He just shook his head doubtfully. Candace’s confession and oath under Dún Bhaloir seemed genuine at the time, but now I was beginning to wonder. She’s only been a member of the Order for a week, I reminded myself. She could have given Liam all sorts of information before she switched to our side. I hoped I hadn’t made a terrible mistake by giving her the falcata. 
 
    “All we can do for now is wait for Peter’s call,” said Dad. “We’ll visit Mr. O’Leary tomorrow and see where that leads us.” 
 
    “Then it’s just the three of us for the rest of the day,” declared Mom with a smile. “Let’s not waste the opportunity.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” I asked her cautiously. 
 
    “Let’s just talk,” she said with that same happy/sad expression. “I never dared to look for you after I returned to Tír na nÓg, just in case Maeve was watching, and I missed your entire life. Tell me about yourself, Siobhan,” she insisted, taking my hands in hers. “What has your life been like? Have you been happy?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, sure, mostly,” I stammered. I looked to Dad for help, but he just nodded with an enigmatic smile and sat back, watching us get to know each other for the first time. 
 
    I told Mom about growing up in Boston, about the friends I’d made and lost over the years, about the things Dad and I did together. I told her my favorite color, my favorite dessert, and my favorite subject in school. I told her everything I could think of and she nodded and smiled and laughed along with me.  
 
    It was, I think, the most wonderful few hours I ever spent in my entire life, just sitting there in our living room with my mother and talking, even though I started crying at the end. She pulled me into her arms and tried to comfort me, but then she started crying too. Dad could only look on helplessly, until he finally suggested that we go out for pizza. That did the trick and, after a few lingering sniffles and a minute to fix our faces, we headed out. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if Mom knew what pizza was, but I forgot she and Dad spent a year together in Navan, the town where I was born. Mom was a carnivore just like me and we split a large pizza loaded with every type of meat imaginable, while Dad chewed placidly on his olives and peppers.  
 
    I took the opportunity to quiz Mom about her life in the Otherworld, after checking that no one else in the pizza shop could overhear. I expected to hear stories about adventures and banquets and royal progressions across the Isles of the Blessed, but either Mom wasn’t telling me everything or the life of a Sidhe princess was dull as all get out. 
 
    “I had very little to do at court, Siobhan,” Mom said, shamelessly licking the grease from her fingers and eyeing the last slice of pizza on the plate. “I was the second youngest of Maeve’s children and the only girl. My role was to be a reward, little more.” 
 
    “A reward?” I asked, puzzled. “For what?” 
 
    “For any prince or general who swore to support Maeve’s campaigns.” She shrugged lightly. “Those that Maeve herself wasn’t interested in, anyway.” 
 
    It took my brain a long while to process the implications of that bland statement and I nearly choked on my coke when it finally clicked. “You were – she made you – they –” I was angry and embarrassed and outraged all at once, but Mom laid her hand on mine. 
 
    “I always had the right to refuse anyone I didn’t care to be with,” she said, waving her hand dismissively, “but Maeve will use any weapon at her disposal to get what she wants. Sex is one of the most powerful weapons of all, especially where men are concerned.” She cast a sly smile at Dad, who was looking pink around the edges again.  
 
    “Mom!” I knew she was hundreds of years old and grew up in a very different culture from mine, but she was my mother. She wasn’t supposed to be having affairs with other men, Sidhe politics or not. 
 
    “Oh, don’t act so shocked, Siobhan,” she chided me. “You must have had several lovers by now.” 
 
    “Mom!” I was probably at least as red as Dad was and a lot more shrill.  
 
    “You haven’t?” Mom looked me over appraisingly. “You are a woman now, aren’t you? I’m not used to judging human ages.” 
 
    “MOM!” Dad looked like he was trying very hard not to burst out laughing. “DAD!” 
 
    “Perhaps we should head back home,” he said with a fake cough, pushing his chair back from the table. “It’s getting late.” 
 
    The walk back to the apartment was taken up mostly by me arguing with Mom that sex without love was wrong – not that I had any experience with either, really – and her countering that the two were completely different. Dad wisely stayed out of it and looked grateful when his phone rang just as he was unlocking the door. He glanced at the caller display as he ushered us inside and answered quickly. 
 
    “Peter!” he said eagerly. “What’s the news?” He listened for a long minute, nodding. “Ten o’clock?” He nodded again. “I don’t have a pen handy. Can you just text me the address? All right. Thanks, Peter. I’ll let you know how it goes. Good night.” He disconnected with a satisfied look. “Donald O’Leary agreed to see us tomorrow morning at ten.” His phone pinged and he checked the message. “That’s his address. It’s up the coast from here, maybe an hour’s drive.” 
 
    “In that case, we’d best get to bed.” Mom kicked off her heels. Even without them, she was almost as tall as Dad. 
 
    “Okay,” I said doubtfully. It wasn’t even nine o’clock, but I didn’t know what Mom’s sleep cycle was like. “You can use my room, I guess.” I wondered if we had enough spare blankets to let me make a decent bed on the couch. Mom and Dad just looked at me. “What?” I asked uneasily.  
 
    They looked at each other and back to me, neither of them able to explain the problem to me. Finally, though, the little wheels in my head clicked into place. “Oh. Oh! Oh my God, you guys are still married, aren’t you? Technically, I mean.” Mom just smiled and gave Dad a look that set my face blazing. “Okay, well, I’ll just get to bed now, ‘cause I’m really tired and we need to get up early. Good night!” 
 
    I fled for my room and closed my door hurriedly behind me, not even bothering to turn on the light. I threw myself on my bed and buried my head under my pillow, but it failed to muffle the girlish giggle outside my door as the two of them went into Dad’s room across the hall. I heard their door close but I wasn’t at all certain that would be enough. 
 
    I’m never going to be able to sleep, I moaned to myself. I’m certainly not going to be able to look them in the eye tomorrow. Still, that was a small price to pay, I told myself, and a smile stretched my lips from ear to ear. Mom’s back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Six 
 
    I poked my head out my door and listened carefully, but the apartment was quiet and Dad’s bedroom door was closed. I tiptoed down the hall, not wanting to wake them just in case they’d been up all night doing what married people do when they’ve been apart for over sixteen years. I was thrilled they were back together, but I really didn’t want to know the details. 
 
    I’d managed to get a few hours of sleep after my brain finally finished replaying every scrap of conversation Mom and me had, trying to embed everything in my memories. I knew she had to go back to the Otherworld in just a few days and I had no idea if I’d ever see her again, so I didn’t want to lose a single second of our time together. 
 
    Mom’s got a really dry sense of humor, I though with a smile, and really strange ideas about sex. But she’s kind and gentle and loving and sweet. I can’t believe she’s Maeve’s daughter. Maybe she gets that from her father. I wonder if we’ll ever meet him.  
 
    “Grandpa Ciaran,” I said out loud, trying it out as I stepped into the kitchen. 
 
    “Don’t ever let him hear you call him that.” I jumped and spun around. Mom was leaning against the counter, smiling at me from behind her coffee mug. All she wore was a pale blue pajama top that I recognized as Dad’s. She had the sleeves rolled up but the hem barely reached the top of her legs. “Ciaran’s very full of himself. I don’t know what Maeve saw in him, other than his domain and his army.” 
 
    “Oh, um, good morning, Mom,” I mumbled, trying to slow my racing heart. “What are you doing up? I thought you’d still be asleep.” 
 
    “I slept enough,” she said with a smile. She closed her eyes and held her mug close to her nose as she inhaled. “I really miss coffee,” she sighed. “We don’t have any in Tír na nÓg.” 
 
    I searched through the cabinets for something to eat. Dad and I only had a few basics to tide us over until we did a real grocery run. I found the box of corn flakes but we were out of milk, so I had to settle for toast and orange juice. I popped the bread down and poured a glass while I waited. 
 
    “What in Dagda’s name are you wearing?” asked Mom, frowning at the t-shirt I was using as my pajamas. It was the Póg mo Thóin shirt Tim gave me, featuring a tattooed leprechaun guitarist. It was pretty obvious she knew what the band’s name meant. 
 
    “Oh, it’s, um, my cousin’s heavy metal band.” I had to explain what heavy metal was and Mom looked dubious. “Tim’s really a great guy,” I added hurriedly. “You’ll like him.” Then it occurred to me that there was no way Mom could ever meet the rest of the Order of the Shamrock or the Warriors of the White Branch. They’d been trying to kill each other for centuries. 
 
    “Well, we should get you some proper clothing,” she said, giving me an appraising look from head to toe. “A woman should look like a woman, not dress like a man with breasts.” 
 
    This from the woman standing around in Dad’s pajamas, I thought. The toaster saved me from having to say anything and I scraped jelly across the slices. I offered Mom one and she nibbled delicately on the corner. 
 
    I heard Dad’s door open and a murmuring of conversation getting closer. He came into the kitchen wearing the matching pajama bottoms but no top, and I got my first look at the tattoo Nick had given him two months ago, a claddagh wrapped with a golden chain surrounding his upper arm. He was in pretty good shape for a middle-aged professor and Mom’s secretive smile made me uneasy. 
 
    “We were at the museum yesterday afternoon,” he said. He had his cell phone pressed to his ear and barely gave the two of us a glance. He looked worried. “We found Corgan’s Blade but it was useless.” He listened intently to whoever was on the other end of the call. “No, we never went back.” He listened again and his pensive expression turned to shock. “What?” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Dad?” I asked, but he hurried into the living room and fumbled around for the remote control to the TV. He turned it on and flipped through a couple of channels before stopping on some news program. The scrolling text on the bottom said the feed was live. 
 
    The picture showed a lot of people in police uniforms scurrying back and forth across a small parking lot jammed with vehicles topped with flashing blue lights. When the cameraman pulled back to get a wider shot, I recognized the front of the National Museum of Ireland. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I gasped. “What happened?” Dad turned up the volume as the camera focused on a reporter standing on the sidewalk outside the fence. 
 
    “... still no statement from the Gardaí, but unofficial reports indicate that the Anthropology exhibit was broken into late last night sometime after the midnight hour. According to sources that wish to remain anonymous, the displays in the Prehistoric section were vandalized and the priceless relics scattered across the floor, but strangely enough, nothing appears to be missing. Authorities are checking the security tapes for clues to ...”  
 
    Dad muted the TV. “Thanks, Nick,” he said heavily. “We’ll look into it.” He looked uneasy as he listened a bit more. “All right. Keep checking to see if there were any more incidents. Thanks.” He hung up and rubbed his eyes wearily. 
 
    “Dad, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Someone broke into the museum last night and trashed the place,” he said, nodding to the TV. “Nick says the same thing happened to another museum in Turlough Park a few hours earlier. He thought maybe we were responsible,” he added with a wry twist to his lips. 
 
    “Why would someone do that?” I asked uneasily. “That report said nothing was taken.” That surprised me, given all the gold and jewelry on display. 
 
    “If it was an isolated incident, I’d suspect drunk college students,” Dad said grimly. “But two in one night, on opposite sides of the country? Someone is looking for something.” 
 
    “Cichol,” I guessed, and Dad nodded.  
 
    “I thought you said he planned to reforge Caladbolg,” said Mom, looking worried. “Why would he need old relics from a museum?” 
 
     “Maybe he’s worried that he won’t be able to repair the Sword,” Dad mused, “or maybe he thinks it won’t be enough be defeat Maeve.” 
 
    “He did say he would search for other Fomori weapons,” I reminded him, “but there can’t be many left after all this time. Father Kennedy only knew about two of them.” My breath caught in my throat. “The Summer Shield!” 
 
    Dad glanced at the clock on the wall. It was 7:22. “Peter didn’t give me O’Leary’s phone number. If he’s as much a recluse as Peter says, he won’t be listed. Let’s go!” 
 
    We were in the car less than ten minutes later. The morning rush hour was well underway and it took us forever to cross the River Liffey and get on the M1 motorway heading north. Mom sat in front beside Dad and I perched in the center of the back seat, gnawing anxiously on the end of my thumb and silently urging the cars ahead of us to get out of the way. 
 
    Things opened up after we got past the airport, but after that it was just a long, winding highway with trees and fields on either side, just like every other road in Ireland. We didn’t even get close enough to the coast to see the ocean. None of us felt much like talking, so we sat in silence watching the road signs whiz by, slowing counting down the kilometers to Dundalk. 
 
    The M1 narrowed from three lanes to two as we got closer and Dad pulled out his phone to look up Donald O’Leary’s address. Mom had no idea how to find its location on the GPS, so I had to act as navigator. Our destination was on the south shore of the Castletown River and I had to backtrack from there to find the route. 
 
    “We need to turn off on the N52,” I said, peering at Dad’s little screen. My phone had a larger display, but it was back in my room, still dead from its dip in the Atlantic Ocean. “Turn right and follow it around to Quay Street, then turn right again. Quay Street turns into Point Road and then we’ll turn left on ... Swill Na Mara?” I had to guess at the pronunciation. 
 
    “Suil Na Mara,” said Dad, not taking his eyes off the road.  
 
    “The Eye of the Sea,” Mom translated with a frown.  
 
    “Oceanview,” Dad countered. 
 
    “I don’t think you can see the ocean from there,” I said doubtfully, squinting at the map. “The bay is on the other side of the point.” 
 
    “Creative license on the part of the land developers, I’m sure,” said Dad. “There’s the N52 exit.” He eased over to the left and took the ramp. 
 
    “Anyway, his house is all the way at the end of the road.” Dad nodded, looping over the M1 and heading west around Dundalk. 
 
    We finally saw signs of civilization as the trees gave way to a lot of modern-looking buildings on either side of the highway, mostly offices and corporate campuses of one sort or another. There was still plenty of green, but I saw almost none of the little multi-story houses jam-packed together like most other Irish cities and I had yet to see a single church steeple. Dundalk actually looked like a nice place to live, a lot like the outskirts of Boston, only prettier and less crowded. 
 
    We went another couple of miles before the more typical stone row houses started popping up, surrounded by walls overgrown with ivy. I figured this was the older part of town, but I didn’t have much of a chance to sightsee as I tried to read the names of the streets we passed. 
 
    “Was that Barrack Street?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder. “Quay Street should be the next one. Turn right.” Dad nodded, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel as he waited for a gap in the approaching traffic. 
 
    This area of town seemed to be mostly warehouses, interspersed with a few shops and houses. I could smell the salty tang of the ocean now, but I couldn’t see it anywhere. Just as the map predicted, Quay Street turned into Point Road and the warehouses disappeared, replaced by a wide expanse of green that looked like a park of some sort.  
 
    Castletown River finally made an appearance, a wide expanse of blue moving slowly to the east between the park and a row of low hills that stretched from side to side across the horizon. The houses to the south grew steadily larger and further apart and it was pretty clear we were passing one of the more affluent neighborhoods.  
 
    Suil Na Mara was a small residential street that arced around past a long row of neat little bungalows, all of them new and well-kept. At the far end, though, a larger two-story mansion rose up over a tall brick wall broken only by an iron gate big enough to drive a tank through. Dad had to pull over to the side of the road before we reached it, though, because the street was filled with police cars. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I breathed. An ambulance worked its way through the maze and sped off back the way we came. Ominously, there was no siren to tell people to get out of the way. “We’re too late.” 
 
    “Stay here,” said Dad heavily, opening his door. “I’ll find out what happened.” 
 
    Mom and I watched him through the windshield as he crossed the street and approached a huddle of people in civilian clothes standing at the end of one of the driveways, probably some of Mr. O’Leary’s neighbors. They gestured and nodded and shook their heads and I wished I could hear what they were saying. Nothing I saw gave me any hope that Mr. O’Leary was all right. 
 
    Dad walked back to the car just as a pair of policemen exited through the gate and headed for the onlookers. He moved casually, not even looking back at the crime scene, but he started up the car as soon as he got inside and did a quick three-point turn to head back the way we came. 
 
    “What happened, Dad?” I asked when he didn’t say anything. “Was it Cichol?” 
 
    “The neighbors had no idea anything was wrong until the police came to check on a security alarm that tripped around sunrise.” Dad checked the rearview mirror carefully. “The gate was closed, but they couldn’t contact Mr. O’Leary so they went inside. Apparently the front door had been forced open and they found his body just inside.” 
 
    “Oh no,” I murmured, feeling my guts knot up. A nine-foot Fomori would have had no problems getting over a ten-foot brick wall. “Did he get the Summer Shield?” 
 
    “There’s no way to tell without getting inside.” He glanced at the mirror again. I looked out the back window but there was no one behind us. 
 
    “What are you looking at?”  
 
    “The police are going to question anyone who had recent contact with Mr. O’Leary,” he said, turning onto Point Road. “His phone records will show that Father Peter talked to him yesterday.” 
 
    “But he’s in Rome, right? They can’t possibly think he had anything to do with this.” 
 
    “No, but he set up an appointment for us to meet O’Leary today.” 
 
    “Uh-oh. You’d better call him!” I insisted. “Tell him not to say anything to the police.” 
 
    “I’m not going to ask him to lie for us. Besides, it wouldn’t surprise me if O’Leary wrote my name down on an appointment calendar or something. The police will come looking for me.” 
 
    “But you didn’t do anything. You didn’t even know him!” 
 
    “They’re going to want to know why we were meeting. I can always say that I wanted to look at his collection as part of a research project for the college, which is almost true, but –” He looked back at the street behind us, but it was still empty. 
 
    “But?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “They’ll also be checking the security videos from the museum. All three of us were there. If they make the connection between that break-in and this one –” 
 
    “They’re going to think we’re responsible,” I said with a sinking sensation in my stomach. 
 
    “And one of us was officially declared dead sixteen years ago,” Dad added, glancing significantly at Mom. “You don’t happen to have another fake ID, I suppose?” Mom shook her head silently and Dad sighed. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” 
 
    “We can’t hide, not with Cichol running rampant, but we can’t afford the distraction of dealing with the police right now. We’ll head back to Tulsk and stay there while we figure out what our next step is.” Dad pulled his phone out of his pocket and shut it off. “That’ll keep them from tracking me down for a while. We can use your phone in the meantime.” 
 
    “Oh, um, right.” This wasn’t the way I wanted to break the news about my phone’s demise to Dad and I decided not to bring it up just yet. “But what are we going to do? Cichol has all the weapons we know about. All we have is one sword.” 
 
    “We’ll figure something out, Shy,” Dad said, although his sigh didn’t fill me with confidence. “One step at a time.” 
 
    Step one was getting back to the apartment as fast as possible and packing up for an extended absence. Mom just had the clothes she was wearing and her satchel, but Dad and I had to jam a week’s worth of clothing and toiletries into our suitcases. I hemmed and hawed over what to bring, remembering Mom’s insistence on dressing like a woman, but in the end I chose practicality over image. If we were going to have to make a run for it, I’d rather do that in jeans than a skirt. The only exception to that rule was including the outfit Tim bought me for our original invasion of the Otherworld to rescue Dad. It wasn’t easy fitting the long skirt, blouse, and vest into my suitcase along with the leather boots, but it was starting to look like we’d be visiting Maeve sooner than later, given the way things were going. 
 
    I finally fessed up about my phone and Dad just shook his head as he turned its salt-encrusted case over in his hands. We didn’t have time to buy a replacement, so he put my sim card into his phone, hoping that the police wouldn’t have a good reason to be looking for me. We jammed everything into the trunk of Dad’s car and headed west for the umpteenth time in the last week. I used the phone to alert Nick and the others we were on the way back to Tulsk.  
 
    Step two, as it turned out, was stopping for a late breakfast on the outskirts of Dublin, since none of us had eaten anything more than a slice of toast. We sat around the table in glum silence, chewing at our meals with no appetites at all. I pushed my scrambled eggs around my plate, wondering if Cichol was still out there somewhere searching for Formori weapons, but there was no way to tell unless we came across another news report.  
 
    Something played a short little three-note tune and it took me a moment to recognize the alert on Dad’s phone. I fumbled around looking for the right app and pulled up the text. It was from Garrett. 
 
    Got your message. I’m finishing up a project here so I’ll be a bit late getting to Muirenn’s. Don’t go into the Otherworld without me! He added a smiley at the end. 
 
    Don’t worry, I responded, I won’t go anywhere without you. What sort of project? 
 
    Something special, you’ll see it when I get there. See you soon 
 
    OK, cul8r 
 
    “What are you smiling about?” Mom asked with a quirk to her own lips. She was the only one who managed to finish most of her meal and she was enjoying a steaming mug of coffee as her dessert. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said defensively, hiding the phone when she tried to peek at the screen. “It’s personal.” 
 
    “Is it a boy?” 
 
    “It’s just Garrett,” I told her, trying to sound nonchalant as Dad glowered at me disapprovingly. “He said he’ll be a bit late.” 
 
    “And that makes you smile?” 
 
    “No! It’s just – just – nothing. It’s nothing.” I stuffed the phone away in my pocket and concentrated on my hash browns. 
 
    “Garrett,” Mom mused. “That name seems familiar.” She tapped her fingers on her mug as she took another sip. “Isn’t that Liam O’Connor’s son?” 
 
    “Garrett’s nothing like his father!” I said heatedly, drawing startled looks from the nearby patrons. I flushed and hunkered over my plate, not wanting to make eye contact with anyone. 
 
    “I never for a moment thought he was,” Mom said quietly. “He fought bravely in Rath Solais and risked his own life to save Aidan’s. I’m forever grateful to him for that.” 
 
    I mumbled an apology, feeling overwhelmed all over again, but Mom just rested her hand on my arm. “Everything will be fine, Siobhan,” she assured me. “We’ll defeat Cichol and resolve this conflict with Maeve and then you and Garrett can become lovers without any other worries.” 
 
    Dad and I both choked at the same time. “Mom!” I sputtered, spraying bits of potato all over the table. Dad nearly dumped his own coffee in his lap.  
 
    “I don’t see why you two are so bothered by this,” Mom complained. “What’s wrong with two people enjoying the pleasure of each other bodies?” 
 
    “Mom!” I glanced around to make sure no one heard that, but it seemed like everyone in the restaurant was looking right at us. “We’re not even married! Not like we’re going to be any time soon, or ever!” I added hastily. 
 
    “Why does that matter? Aidan and I weren’t –” 
 
    “Maybe we should get going,” Dad interrupted quickly, dropping a handful of euros on the table. “We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.” 
 
    Dad got us out of the restaurant and back on the road without any further incident, although Mom continued to insist we were both being incredibly old-fashioned and, in Dad’s case, hypocritical. The tedium of the long drive westwards finally got to her, though, and she fell silent, staring out at the countryside zipping by with her head resting on Dad’s shoulder. That gave me the warm tinglies and my smile found its way onto my face again. 
 
    I always imagined, while I was growing up in Boston, what it would be like to finally meet my mother. Would she be nice? Would she be beautiful? Would she like me? Would I like her? Now, after all these years, my most heartfelt wish had come true and I could finally answer those questions. Yes, I thought, as I settled back in my seat. The answer is yes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Seven 
 
    “So you and Mom were together for, what, a year? A year and a half?” We just passed through Longford, so we still had another half an hour to go. I filled up the time by quizzing them about their time together. 
 
    “About fifteen months,” Dad said, glancing at Mom, who nodded confirmation. 
 
    “And you had no idea who she really was all that time?” 
 
    “None at all,” he admitted. “It never occurred to me that she was anything but what she said.” 
 
    “That’s why it was a perfect plan to kill him,” said Mom with a wicked smile. “He would never have seen it coming.” 
 
    “Good thing you changed your mind about that,” I said wryly. “But weren’t you pretending to be a teacher or something like that?” 
 
    “Yes, at the Scoil Éanna in Navan.” 
 
    “But you weren’t actually a teacher, were you? Didn’t he ever try to call you there or visit or anything?” 
 
    “We met at the start of the summer. I just told him I was on holidays until school resumed in the fall. By then, well, you were on the way and I told him I was retiring from teaching to take care of you. He had no reason to ever contact the school.” 
 
    “We were already living together by then,” Dad added with a discrete cough. “I thought she was crazy, because neither of us had much money.” 
 
    “But that’s another thing. You just came from the Otherworld to kill Dad, you didn’t plan to fall in love with him. How did you get clothes and money and a driver’s license and all that? Come to think of it, where did these clothes come from?” I asked, leaning forward to pinch Mom’s sleeve. It was very expensive silk. 
 
    “I don’t have Sín’s skill with glamours,” Mom said with a wave of her hand, “but I can make do. I’m afraid the clerk at the clothing store is probably wondering why there are blank slips of paper in the till instead of one hundred euro bills.” 
 
    “You stole those clothes?” I wasn’t sure I liked this side of Mom. 
 
    “My usual attire stood out too much in this world.” She glanced down at herself critically. “I wasn’t sure how women dress these days, so I copied another customer. I don’t think I made the best choice but I was in a hurry.” She’d kicked off her heels as soon as we got back on the road and her skirt was hiked halfway up her thighs. I suspected Dad didn’t mind too much but I wondered if we had time to stop at another store before we got to Tulsk. I didn’t want Garrett ogling my mother. 
 
    Not that he’d know she was my mother, I mused. She looks way too young. How are we going to explain her anyway? A student from the college, maybe? No, Garrett and Tim won’t be fooled. They saw her in the Otherworld. I sucked in my breath in horror. “Dad! Stop! Stop!” 
 
    Dad slammed on the brakes, leaving black stripes on the roadway behind us. He looked back at me in alarm while Mom snatched a wicked-looking dagger with a bronze blade from her satchel. “What is it, Shy?” Dad asked, scanning the area quickly. We were in the middle of nowhere and there wasn’t a single living thing in sight. 
 
    “We can’t go to Tulsk! They’ll recognize Mom!” I’d thought of that back in Dublin but it completely slipped my mind after all the news about Cichol. 
 
    Dad blinked at me and it was clear that the possibility never crossed his mind. We both looked at Mom and, to my surprise, she smiled. 
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” she told us, tucking her weapon away. “I have a solution for that.” 
 
    “You’ll wear a glamour?” I asked hesitantly. I wasn’t sure her skills were good enough to create a convincing illusion like that. Money was one thing, but a living, breathing person was another. I could probably do it, but we’d have to stay close together to keep it from fading. 
 
    “No, something much simpler.” Mom reached into the satchel again and extracted a large pair of black-rimmed glasses. She set them on her nose and tilted her head at us. The glasses made her eyes look really big, but that was all. 
 
    “That’s not a disguise,” I told her. “You still look like you.” 
 
    “Because you know who I am,” Mom argued patiently. “All they’ll see is a friend of your father’s.” 
 
    “It won’t work!” I insisted. 
 
    “Nonsense. It worked perfectly well for that man in the blue suit and the cape. Do you remember, Aidan, in that cinema you took me to?” 
 
    It slowly dawned on me what she meant. “Superman?” 
 
    “Yes, that was it. No one ever guessed who he really was.” 
 
    “Mom, that was a movie! It was pretend!” Oh my God, I thought bleakly, how did she ever survive a whole year in the real world?  
 
    Mom sat back in her seat with her arms crossed, looking irked. “I think you overestimate the intelligence of most human males,” she grumbled. “This will work fine.” 
 
    “Dad, tell her!” Dad was silent for the longest time, looking at Mom with an odd expression on his face. “Dad, are you okay?” I asked worriedly. 
 
    “You wore glasses that night we first met,” he said quietly. Mom’s face softened and she stroked his cheek. 
 
    “I remember,” she murmured. “But it worked, didn’t it? You never thought for a moment I was anyone but Aislinn Donnelly.” 
 
    “I never did.” He took her hand in his with a wistful smile. “It doesn’t matter, Shy,” he told me. “We’re going to have to tell them who she really is sooner or later. We need her help to defeat Cichol.” 
 
    “It has to be later,” I insisted. “We can’t just spring this on them. Who knows what they’ll do before we can explain what’s going on?” Who knows what they’ll do afterwards? My stomach started to knot up again. “Do you really think this is going to work?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “We’ll compromise.” Suddenly, Mom’s eyes shaded from slate gray to sky blue. That was all, but between that and the glasses, she looked like a completely different person. “Better?” 
 
    “Better,” I acknowledged grudgingly. I sat back in my seat and worried as Dad put the car back in gear. This isn’t going to work, I told myself. I just hope Mom doesn’t have to use that dagger. 
 
    I ran through the list of everyone I knew as we sped down the highway towards Tulsk. Emily wasn’t even born the last time Mom was here, so that’s good. Candace probably hasn’t ever seen her either and Nick was guarding the gate for us back in the Red Forest. Garrett and Tim saw her with Maeve, though. Were they paying any attention to her? Things got pretty hectic at the end and we were all focused on Maeve. And the Morrigan. And the Pooka. I couldn’t decide whether we were all about to make a very big mistake. At least Muirenn won’t be a problem. Then I groaned. 
 
    “Dad, what about Aintin Muirenn?” I asked anxiously. “She knew Mom before, didn’t she? Mom’s disguise won’t fool her.” 
 
    Dad exchanged a look with Mom that seemed to be equal parts anger and sadness. “The one time I brought your mother to meet the family, Muirenn refused to talk to her,” he said heavily. “We left shortly afterwards and we never went back. That’s when I decided that the Warriors of the White Branch could fight the Sidhe without me.” Mom squeezed his arm sympathetically. “Muirenn thinks Aislinn died years ago. She won’t suspect anything.” 
 
    “I never even got to say hello to her,” added Mom quietly. “She won’t recognize my voice.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said. My heart ached for them. I couldn’t imagine being rejected by my own family. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault, Shy,” said Dad. “You weren’t even there.” 
 
    “Yes, she was,” said Mom with a gentle smile, resting her hand on her stomach for a moment. 
 
    My eyes prickled with tears and I snuffled them back. This sucks, I told myself miserably. Why couldn’t things have been different? Why do we and the Sidhe have to be enemies? This is all Maeve’s fault. I wish all this was over. But it wasn’t and we still had to find a way to defeat Maeve and Cichol before the Otherworld and Ireland paid the price for their deadly obsessions. 
 
    My gray funk still hadn’t lifted by the time we bumped our way down the narrow dirt road and turned into Muirenn’s yard. Nick’s car was already in its usual spot in the corner, but neither he nor Tim were in sight. 
 
    Emily was, though, looking bored as she sat on the edge of the stone stoop with a broom across her lap. She perked up when she saw us, though, jumping to her feet as Dad and I stepped out of the car. Her eager smile faltered when Mom got out behind us, though, replaced by an uncertain frown. 
 
    “Hi, Em!” I called cheerfully, hoping to keep her from paying too much attention to Mom until we got everything sorted out. “Were you waiting for us?” 
 
    “No, just getting away from Tim for a bit.” My gambit didn’t work. Emily watched Mom walk around the car, trying to keep her balance as her heels sank into the thick turf. She finally leaned on Dad’s arm and pulled off her shoes, tucking them under her arm. “Uh, hello, I’m Emily O’Neill.” 
 
    “Em, this is –” I stopped. We hadn’t discussed what to call Mom or what her cover story was. “Uh –” 
 
    “This is Ais –” Dad started to say, but we couldn’t use her old alias, that would be too much of a coincidence and would make Muirenn suspicious. I jumped in quickly to drown him out. 
 
    “Fin –” I caught myself just in time. Using her real name would be even worse. I stared at Dad in a complete mind freeze and he looked equally blank. 
 
    “Ashley Finn,” said Mom smoothly, striding forward to shake Emily’s hand. “I’m an associate of Dr. O’Connor’s.” She shot us a death glare over her shoulder for nearly screwing everything up and that jolted us back into action. 
 
    “Yes, ah, Dr. Finn works at Trinity College as well,” said Dad with an embarrassed cough. “She an expert in Sidhe mythology.” She probably was, actually, since she lived through most of it. 
 
    I checked to see if Emily bought any of that. She looked Mom over a bit dubiously – no wonder, Mom looks way too young to have a doctorate degree – but her nod of greeting was pleasant enough. 
 
    “Welcome, Dr. Finn,” said Emily. “Sorry about the broom, I was just cleaning up a bit before everyone got here.” She glanced at me. “Nick’s inside checking the news reports and Tim’s being a general pest.” Emily took my arm and pulled me ahead towards the door, glancing back at Mom and Dad trailing behind us. “Does she know about us?” she asked in a whisper. “The Order, I mean?” 
 
    “Oh, ah, sure, she knows most of it. We think she’s going to be a big help.” I hated lying to Emily, but I told myself it wasn’t actually a lie, just misleading. I hoped she’d forgive me when we finally revealed Mom’s identity. 
 
    “Okay, great. Come on in,” she said in a louder voice. “I’ll put on some tea.” 
 
    “Do you have any coffee?” Mom asked with a bright smile, stepping up on the stoop and wiggling her feet back into her shoes. “I’d much prefer that.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem, I’ll put on a pot.” Emily set her broom beside the door and hurried ahead to the kitchen while Mom surveyed the entryway and the sitting room just beyond.  
 
    “It hasn’t changed much,” she murmured. 
 
    “Muirenn doesn’t like change,” Dad noted quietly. 
 
    “Will she like me?” asked Mom with a smile, adjusting her glasses. 
 
    “No,” he said, giving her a quick kiss on the lips, “but she doesn’t like anybody. Shall we go say our hellos, Dr. Finn?” he asked, crooking his elbow to her. 
 
    “Of course, Dr. O’Connor.” He led her through the sitting room while I tried to wipe the grin off my face. 
 
    Nick sat at the dining room table, scowling at his laptop. A cable linked it to his cell phone, which he slowly moved around over his head. “We need to get you a real Internet connection, Mamó,” he grumbled. “I can barely get anything done here.” He glanced up as we entered the room and did a double-take as he saw Mom. “Hello, who’s this?” 
 
    “Nick, this is, ah, Ashley Finn, a, um, friend of Dad’s,” I stammered. I probably should have practiced this a couple of times first. “She works with him at the college. Mo –” I caught myself just in time. “Dr. Finn, this is my cousin, Nick Murphy.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Nick.” Mom held out her hand and Nick half-rose from his seat to take it briefly. 
 
    “Welcome. Don’t mind me, I’m just trying to get this stupid thing to work.” He sat and switched the phone to his other hand, checking the screen. “Do you, ah, know about the project we’re working on, Dr. Finn?” he asked carefully, shooting a questioning glance at Dad. 
 
    “I know about the Warriors and the Order and Maeve and Cichol, Nick,” said Mom with a laugh. “You don’t need to speak in code around me.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Nick sighed. “Now if this connection would just stay up, we’d be in good shape.” He stabbed at the keyboard and muttered under his breath. 
 
    I looked past him into the parlor and shivered when I saw Muirenn’s dark eyes fastened on Mom. She sat in her usual chair by the fireplace with both hands resting on the tip of her shillelagh. If she even suspects Mom isn’t who she claims, I thought nervously, there’ll be nothing left here but a smoking hole in the ground. 
 
    Either Mom didn’t recognize the danger she was in or she was determined to face it head on. She walked straight into the parlor and smiled at Muirenn, almost genuflecting to get down to my great-aunt’s eye level. “I’m sorry to intrude without any warning, Mrs. O’Neill,” she said warmly. “I hope you’ll forgive me. When Aidan – I mean Dr. O’Connor – asked me to help, I couldn’t refuse.” 
 
    She held her hand out, but Muirenn didn’t move to take it. Her sharp gaze shifted to Dad, standing just to the side. I could tell he was tense from the set of his shoulders. “You should not have brought in outsiders without speaking with us first, Aidan,” she said coldly. “There is too much at stake here.” 
 
    “That’s why I asked her to come, Aintin,” Dad said firmly. “We need her expertise.” 
 
    Mom’s hand was still out and Muirenn looked at it distastefully. Finally, though, she reached out and touched it briefly. “Fáilte,” she said grudgingly. 
 
    Mom straightened, her pleasant smile still fixed on her face. “Thank you, Mrs. O’Neill. I’ll try not to disappoint you.” How she found the willpower not to strangle Muirenn I’ll never know, but she passed the crucial test and the tension in Dad’s back and neck eased. Mine did too and I collapsed into one of the dining room chairs with a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Here, hold this.” Nick passed me his phone. “See if you can find a decent signal.”  
 
    I glanced at the display. There was only one bar and it struggled to stay on. I held the phone up as high as I could reach without actually standing up. “You might have to go upstairs,” I told him, speaking from personal experience. 
 
    “There’s no place to sit up there. Try turning it.” I rotated it slowly. “Stop! Right there, don’t move.” He started typing quickly. 
 
    “What are you doing?” My arm was already starting to ache and I used my other hand to prop it up. I wondered if I could stand the phone on top of one of the heavy iron candlesticks in the center of the table. 
 
    “Checking for other break-ins. If there’s a pattern, we might be able to figure out where Cichol is headed next.” I tried to peek at the screen but the angle was wrong. Nick sat back with a grimace, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, concerned. He looked tired. 
 
    “I’m fine. I was up late replacing the tattoos Tim used up.” He ran his fingers through the black-tipped spikes of his hair. “I haven’t found anything new in the public reports, but that might not mean much.” 
 
    “Maybe Cichol already found everything he was looking for.” 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe he’s waiting for night to keep looking. You can put your arm down now.” I did gratefully and massaged my shoulder. “We’ll check again later.” 
 
    “So where did Tim get to?” I asked, looked around. 
 
    “He’s probably in the kitchen scrounging up a snack.” 
 
    “He’d better not mess anything up or Emily will kill him.” Nick snorted, clearly not believing that tiny little Emily could do a thing to Tim, but I wasn’t so sure about that. I went to check on them. 
 
    Mom and Dad sat at the parlor table, discussing something with Muirenn listening in sourly. Mom gave me a secret wink as I passed by and I had to turn away quickly so that Muirenn wouldn’t see the smirk on my face. 
 
    The tea kettle on the stove was just starting to steam as Emily scooped coffee into the coffee maker. Her attention and her ire was fixed on Tim, though, who was leaning against the counter with a truly massive sandwich gripped in both hands. 
 
    “Mrgh Shm,” Tim said around a mouthful of food. I assumed it was some sort of greeting. 
 
    “I told him to wait,” said Emily peevishly, arranging a half dozen cups on a tray. “I was going to start lunch soon.” 
 
    Tim swallowed his bite and shrugged. “I was hungry. At least I saved you the trouble of making something for me.” Emily rolled her eyes and I looked incredulously at the truly astounding mess he left on the countertop. The loaf of bread was left open, at least three knives stuck out of as many condiment jars, and scraps of meat and cheese were scattered across the surface, enough to make sandwiches for the rest of us. “So what’s all the kerfuffle about, then, Shy?” 
 
    “You know about the museum, right?” Emily and Tim both nodded. “Cichol broke into someone’s house last night and killed the owner. He has the Summer Shield.” We didn’t actually know that for sure, but it was a safe bet. 
 
    “Oh no,” Emily breathed. Tim grunted in concern, but that didn’t stop him from taking another bite of his sandwich. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “That’s why we’re all here, to figure that out.” I pushed Tim away from the counter and started straightening everything up. I didn’t normally do chores voluntarily but I had a lot of nervous energy to work off. “Garrett and Candace aren’t here yet, I guess.” 
 
    “Not yet.” Emily placed cream and sugar on the tray and plucked the kettle from the stove just as it started to whistle. She plopped two tea bags into the pot and drowned them with boiling water. “I guess this is it, then.” I glanced at her, not quite sure what she was getting at. She looked worried. “We can’t wait any longer. We have to go after him now.”  
 
    I nodded silently. I hadn’t really thought of it, but she was right. The Order of the Shamrock was about to go on the offensive. 
 
    Emily handed me the tea tray, telling me she’d bring the coffee in as soon as it was ready. The tray was surprisingly heavy and everything tended to slide around, but I got it to the parlor table without incident and Mom helped me distribute the cups and spoons. I turned around to bring the tray back to Emily and ran right into Tim, who was standing right behind me. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, Tim!” He still had his sandwich, but he stood frozen with it halfway to his open mouth. “Tim?” I turned around to see what he was looking at and realized he was gaping at Mom. Oh my God! I thought, suddenly cold with panic. He recognized her! “Tim, this is Ashley Finn, a friend of Dad’s from the college,” I said hastily, hoping to distract him from whatever memories the sight of her had triggered. “She’s here to help us!” Tim didn’t react. “Tim?” I checked again and I realized that his eyes weren’t focused on Mom’s face, they were locked on her chest. “Tim!” I poked him as hard as I could in the stomach with the edge of the tray. It didn’t hurt him at all but he finally blinked and looked down at me. “Did you hear anything I said at all?” I asked through my teeth. He’s looking at my mother! 
 
    “Sure, Shy,” he said distractedly. “Finn something something, right?” 
 
    “You must be Tim Murphy,” said Mom, rising from her seat with a smile. Tim’s gaze rose with her. “I’ve heard so much about you, and about these.” She reached out and ran her fingers along Tim’s forearm, tracing the Celtic animals covering most of his exposed skin. Of course, she saw Tim in action during the battle in Maeve’s fortress, but that was no reason to be fondling him like that.  
 
    Oh my God, she can’t be interested in him, can she? She and Dad are together now, that’s not right! I couldn’t demand that she leave Tim alone, not with everyone watching, so I grabbed Tim’s arm and hauled him over to the dining room table. “Come on, Tim, sit over here and finish your sandwich. I’ll bring you some tea.” I shoved him down into one of the chairs and hurried back into the parlor. I grabbed one of the cups and splashed tea into it. I had no idea how Tim took his tea so I just dropped a couple of sugar cubes in as I leaned in close to Mom. “What are you doing?” I hissed between my teeth. 
 
    “Making friends,” she murmured, a smile teasing her lips as she slid a tea cup across the table to Dad.  
 
    “Well, stop it!” I couldn’t say anything more, not with Muirenn’s sharp ears so close, so I brought Tim his cup, nearly slopping it into his lap, and stormed back to the kitchen with the tray. My hands were trembling as I set it on the counter. 
 
    Emily was arranging sandwich fixings on a large platter, but she looked over at me in concern. “Shy, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She clearly didn’t believe me, but I couldn’t tell her the real reason I was upset. “Tim’s just being Tim,” I said. I hated to lay the blame on him, but he wouldn’t care anyway. Emily rolled her eyes again. 
 
    “Goggling at Dr. Finn, I bet. I swear, he’s going to get himself into trouble if he doesn’t start thinking with the brain in his head.” 
 
    “How is the coffee coming along?” Mom stood in the doorway. She smiled at Emily but her eyes were on me, 
 
    “Almost ready, Dr. Finn,” said Emily, checking the coffee maker. “I’ll bring it in when it’s done.” 
 
    “Thank you, Emily. Siobhan, perhaps you could show me where the bathroom is.” 
 
    I was just going to point, but a lift of her eyebrow told me she had something on her mind other than using the toilet. She followed me out of the kitchen and down the hall. I opened the bathroom door for her, but, after a quick glance to make sure no one else was around, she nudged me inside and closed the door behind us. 
 
    “So what was that all about, Siobhan?” she asked sternly. I looked down at my hands and just shook my head. “Did you think I wanted to have sex with Tim?” 
 
    “Mom!” I turned on her, aghast at her bluntness, but I didn’t deny it. Mom crossed her arms and shook her head. 
 
    “Siobhan, I’ve enjoyed the company of many men over the years, a few at Maeve’s behest and many more by my own choice. Not once was I in love with any of them. Your father was the first man I ever loved in the true meaning of the word and I’ve never desired anyone since that time. When we married, I swore to be faithful to him until the end of time and I have kept that vow ever since.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Tim was one of the men with you in Tír na nÓg, so it was important to get him thinking about me in a different way. That’s all. It was surprisingly easy,” she added dryly. 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s Tim,” I muttered, embarrassed at my misunderstanding. 
 
    “Oh? Are you saying that Garrett will be more of a challenge?” 
 
    “What? Don’t you dare!” I turned on her in dismay, only to be confronted by her smirk. “Mom!” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she laughed, “he’ll be safe from my wiles.” She opened her arms to me and I hugged her fiercely, trying not to let my damp eyes stain her blouse. She stroked my hair and kissed me on the forehead before letting me go. “Now go help Emily with whatever needs to be done. I really do need to use the bathroom.” Mom eyed the toilet doubtfully. “Although I haven’t used one of these in a while.” 
 
    “Just keep the seat down and you’ll be fine,” I told her as I reached for the door. “I love you, Mom.” 
 
    “I love you, Siobhan,” she said warmly. “Now shoo.” 
 
    I shooed with a smile and a much lighter heart. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Eight 
 
    “This is the situation.” Dad looked at everyone seated at the table, making sure we were paying attention. I sat on his left with Garrett right beside me, holding his hand under the table, which let me squeeze his fingers every time his eyes lingered too long on Mom, sitting to Dad’s right. It took a few tries before he finally clued in, but he eventually learned the proper behavior. 
 
    Candace sat beside Garrett, more interested in the falcata laying on the table in front of her. She’d given it a good polish and it gleamed reddish-gold under the lights. Muirenn occupied her usual place at the end of the table, and Emily, Tim, and Nick took up the other side. I was too far away to kick Tim in the shins, so I had to seethe in silence as he stared at Mom’s bust. She either didn’t notice or didn’t care. 
 
    “All three Great Weapons have been broken and Cichol intends to reforge Caladbolg somewhere in the Otherworld.” Dad didn’t look at me when he said that but I dropped my gaze to the tabletop anyway so that I wouldn’t have to see anyone’s accusing looks. Garrett gave my hand a squeeze and I returned it, gently this time. “Cichol likely has the Summer Shield and possibly other Fomori weapons as well.” 
 
    “There haven’t been any other reports of break-ins or robberies involving ancient weapons,” Nick said. “There may not be anything left for him to find.” 
 
    “Or he’s still searching. Maeve doesn’t know about him yet, so he has some time to prepare before he attacks Rath Solais.” Mom nodded slightly. She had no idea Cichol even existed before she came through the gate yesterday morning and found us in Dublin. At most an hour had passed in the Otherworld since then. If Cichol was still here in Ireland, Maeve wasn’t aware of the danger she was facing yet.  
 
     “Cichol intends to slaughter the Sidhe in retribution for what Nuada did to the Fomori,” Dad continued grimly. “Despite Maeve’s power and her armies, he might just succeed.” 
 
    “You’ve seen what a true Fomori looks like,” Mom added, pushing her glasses higher up her nose. “All the stories agree they are strong, fierce, and very difficult to kill. With Caladbolg and the Summer Shield together, it will be hard for Maeve to get close enough to engage him. Thousands of Sidhe may die.” 
 
    Muirenn snorted dismissively. She had no love of the Sidhe, especially after one of them murdered her brother, my grandfather Phelan. Mom’s lips pressed together. Uh oh, I thought uneasily. 
 
    “The Sidhe withdrew from Ireland ages ago, leaving it to the humans,” she said sharply, ignoring Dad’s cautioning hand. “They were content to live their lives in Tír na nÓg, until Maeve arrived and seized the throne. She’s the one you’ve been fighting all these centuries, not the farmers and the craftsmen who want nothing but peace. They don’t deserve to die at Cichol’s hands.” 
 
     “If they wish peace, let them bring down Maeve themselves,” Muirenn retorted. “The Warriors of the White Branch swore to protect the people of Ireland from any danger from the Otherworld and they will continue to do so as long as any threat remains, whether from Maeve or from her unholy offspring.” She blithely ignored the fact that I disbanded the Warriors two months ago. 
 
    I thought Mom was going to explode, but she somehow found enough self-control to take in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Only her oldest sons, the ones that came to Tír na nÓg with her, have any such ambitions. Fedlimid, Cairbre, and Eochaid were all involved in the treachery that led to Maeve’s flight and they long to divide Ireland up between them. The others, Fergus, Cet, Sín, and Dáire are all born of Sidhe fathers and have no wish to see either world burn in war.” 
 
    “And what of her daughter, Findabair?” countered Muirenn. My heart jumped into my throat, but she still didn’t suspect Mom’s true identity. “Did she not lead the raid that took Aidan from the Hill of Tara, forcing Siobhan to rescue him? Does she not support Maeve’s ambitions? Will she not rule when Maeve is finally dead and buried?” 
 
    Mom slowly uncurled her fists and laid them flat on the table. “Findabair did what she had to do,” she said quietly but firmly. “She has no desire to be Queen, in Tír na nÓg or Ireland.” 
 
    Muirenn was clearly unimpressed by Mom’s argument, but Nick frowned. “You seem to know a lot about Maeve and her family, Dr. Finn,” he said. “How could you possibly know what they want?” 
 
    Mom met his gaze without flinching. “The information is there if you know where to look and who to ask.” 
 
    “Maeve and her children are Dr. Finn’s specialty,” said Dad, resting his hand on her shoulder in a gesture of support. “She knows them as well as she knows her own family.” 
 
    I could tell Mom wanted to roll her eyes but she settled for shaking her head. “You’re too kind, Dr. O’Connor,” she murmured. Nick sat back with a dissatisfied look. 
 
    “Sín helped us rescue Dad, remember,” I jumped in, “and he brought Garrett to Boston to help me against the Dark Man and he honored Grandpa Phelan at his wake. His brother Cet helped us escape the Otherworld too.” Nick nodded grudgingly and Mom smiled her thanks to me. 
 
    “The oath the Warriors of the White Branch swore was to protect Ireland, not destroy the Sidhe,” Dad reminded everyone. “And at the moment Cichol is the greater threat.” 
 
    “How can you say that, Aidan?” Muirenn demanded. “Maeve has fought us for centuries!” 
 
    “Maeve wants to rule Ireland, Muirenn,” Dad said quietly. “Cichol wants to decimate it.” Muirenn sat back with an irritated huff, but she didn’t argue the point. 
 
    “If Cichol is as powerful as you say, Dr. Finn,” asked Nick, “what hope do we have of stopping him? All we have is the six of us,” he carefully left Emily out of the count, “and that.” He indicated the falcata with a jerk of his chin. Candace pulled it closer, as if to protect it from his scorn. 
 
    “Cichol cannot attack until Caladbolg is reforged,” said Mom, “but the Sidhe lost the skills to create such weapons ages ago and the foundries have been long abandoned. He will need to find one and restart the fires.” 
 
    “Do you know where those foundries are?” 
 
    “No,” Mom admitted, “but there may be Sidhe who remember.” 
 
    “That doesn’t do us a lot of good,” Nick observed wryly. 
 
    “There may be another source of information we can use. Cichol’s journal,” Mom laid her hand on the leather-bound book lying on the table in front of her, “the one you brought back from Dún Bhaloir, contains the thoughts he wrote down while he waited for Blathmac of the Mounds to return with the Defender. What should he capture in his diary but his plans after he gained his freedom after all these centuries? If we know his mind, we can use that knowledge against him.” 
 
    Nick frowned doubtfully. “You can read it?” 
 
    “Not myself, but the Sidhe and the Fomori were once allies. Dr. O’Connor and I both agree that the eldest of the Sidhe may remember how to read and speak Fomori.” 
 
    Nick was probably the smartest person in the room after Dad and I could see the wheels turning in his mind. It didn’t take long for the gears to click into place and he sat straight up in his chair. “You want us to make an alliance with Maeve.” 
 
    The room exploded into pandemonium as everyone started talking at once, mostly about how incredibly stupid that idea was. Mom and Dad tried to counter their arguments, but no one was listening, until Muirenn slammed her shillelagh on the table with a crack louder than a lightning strike.  
 
    “Bheith ciúin!” she snapped, and we all stopped and stared at her in alarm. “How dare you suggest such a thing!” Her thin voice trembled as she jabbed a crooked finger at Mom’s heart. “Maeve and the Sidhe are treacherous and deceitful creatures! They do not honor their words. Twice Maeve sent her monsters after Siobhan despite her promises of peace. Why would we trust any agreement she made?” 
 
    Mom’s face was flushed, but from fury, not embarrassment. “Maeve is ambitious,” she ground out between her teeth, “and ever ready to take advantage of others, but she is no fool. Her first encounter with Cichol will convince her that she will need all the help she can get.” 
 
    “That may well be the case,” retorted Nick, “but why would she ally with us? We have nothing to offer her.” 
 
    “That’s not true, Nick,” I said quietly. “I know how to get the Sword of Light.” 
 
    You could have heard a pin drop in that room as eight pairs of eyes swiveled to me and eight mouths dropped open. Then the ruckus started up again, with everyone shouting questions at me until Dad waved them all back into silence. 
 
    “Are you serious, Shy?” he asked me. “How? Why didn’t you tell us sooner?” 
 
    I ducked my head. “I didn’t want to say anything until I was certain. I’m still not, but I don’t see why it wouldn’t work.” I cleared my throat. “I figured it out in Boston, after we defeated the Dark Man and the Pooka brought Garrett and Sín back to Ireland.” I thought that would be a big hint, but Dad shook his head with a frown. “Don’t you see? Leprechauns can only teleport to places they’ve been before, but the Pooka and the Dark Man can go anywhere and they can carry people with them.” 
 
    Mom looked aghast. “You want Fear Dorcha to take you into Túr Solais?” 
 
    “What? No!” I couldn’t help but shiver at the thought. “The Pooka.” 
 
    “The Pooka?” She didn’t look any happier about that option. “Maeve can compel Fear Dorcha, or could until she drove him off for failing to capture you and the Dalcassian. No one commands the Pooka.” 
 
    “I don’t need to command him,” I told her, “I just need to ask him. He keeps telling me the next ride will be mine. I think this is what he meant.” 
 
    “Shy, are you sure about this?” asked Garrett quietly. He knew how much the Pooka scared me. I shook my head as I knotted my fingers together. I wasn’t sure, but we didn’t have a choice. 
 
    “Claíomh Solais is the prize everyone is fighting for,” mused Nick thoughtfully. “If we get it first, we hold the winning hand.” 
 
    “And we can use it against Cichol and Maeve,” added Candace eagerly. She ran her fingers across the falcata’s blade, as if the actual Sword of Light was already in her grasp. 
 
    “Do you know how to summon the Pooka, Shy?” Dad asked. 
 
    “No,” I admitted, and everyone slumped in disappointment. “But Sín does, and he can help us get Cichol’s journal translated, too.” 
 
    “What about the keys?” 
 
    “The keys?” 
 
    “Remember what Father Peter told us back in Boston? The Sword hangs from chains inside the tower and three keys are needed to release it.” 
 
    “Well, he also said Nuada put the Sword in there in the first place, but Cichol said he did it. Maybe Father Peter is wrong about the keys as well.” 
 
    “It hardly matters who actually made the tower, but the need for the keys is well documented in the annals of the Dál gCais,” said Dad with a somber shake of his head. “Unfortunately, no one knows what the keys are or where they might be found.” 
 
    “Cichol knows,” I pointed out. “Maybe it’s in his journal.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Dad acknowledged. “Regardless, it looks like we’ll need to talk to Sín.” We both looked at Mom, who sighed. 
 
    “That won’t be simple,” she said. “We’ll need to convince Maeve first.” 
 
    “And how do you propose to do that?” Nick asked. “We can’t just waltz into Rath Solais, especially not after the mess we made getting out the last time. As soon as we set foot in the Otherworld, Shy’s agreement with Maeve is broken and we become targets.” 
 
    Mom let her breath out slowly. “I can bring you to Maeve safely,” she said. 
 
    “No offense, Dr. Finn,” said Nick wryly, “but I don’t think you understand what we’re facing. Just because you’ve studied Maeve’s family doesn’t give you the ability to get us past her armies.” 
 
    “It does, actually.” Mom looked at Dad and me, looking as serious as I’d ever seen her. Then she stood and removed her glasses. When her eyes opened again, they were gray. 
 
    For a moment, everyone stared at her, wondering what was happening, and then Candace sucked in her breath. “Christ!” she exclaimed. “That’s Maeve!” 
 
    The chairs banged against the walls as everyone jumped to their feet, but only Candace had a weapon at hand. She snatched the falcata from the table and pulled her arm back to strike. I shoved Garrett aside to get to her and grabbed her arm, keeping her from swinging the blade.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she shouted. “Let me go!” She yanked her arm free and the falcata whizzed by my head. I could hear its edge slicing the air even with that one stroke. 
 
    Dad pushed Mom back away from the table, planting himself in front of her. All of the others were staring at us or at Mom, but only Tim had any powers that were useful right now and he just looked puzzled. Then Muirenn stood and raised her shillelagh. 
 
    My breath caught in my throat and I stiff-armed Candace to get past her. I watched Muirenn’s arm go up in slow motion and her lips started to form a word, her eyes locked on Mom and blazing with fury. She was going to kill us all to strike Mom down and there was no time to talk her out of it. 
 
    I grabbed the end of the shillelagh and yanked it to the side as I slapped my other hand over Muirenn’s mouth. My momentum threw us both into her chair, which toppled backwards and sent both of us tumbling painfully to the floor. I landed on top of her and rolled away, ripping the shillelagh from her grip. 
 
    “That’s not Maeve!” I shouted desperately. “It’s not her! Don’t say the word!” I held the shillelagh in both hands like a quarterstaff, kneeling over Muirenn. I didn’t know what I’d do if she started to say something, but I couldn’t let her ruin everything. 
 
    Muirenn stared up at me in shock, her jaw trembling, and for the first time ever I saw something in her face that wasn’t anger or scorn. She’s afraid of me, I thought with a horrible sinking sensation in my gut. She thinks I might kill her to save a Sidhe. 
 
     I set the shillelagh on the floor behind me and reached for Muirenn to help her up, but she flinched away from me. I leaned back, dismayed, but then Emily and Garrett were there to set her chair upright and help her sit. Candace, Nick, and Tim were all frozen in place, staring at me as I got to my feet. Mom and Dad looked tense, as if they were expecting to be attacked at any moment, but the immediate crisis was past. 
 
    Muirenn had her eyes closed, breathing sharply through her nose as she massaged her twisted hands. Finally, she looked at me, her lips tight and pale. 
 
    “What have you done, Siobhan?” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “How could you bring her here among us? How could you betray us like this?” 
 
    It felt like she had slapped me across the face and I could only stare at her, hurt and angry at the same time. I’m trying to save us! I shouted in my head, but the words didn’t make it to my mouth. Instead, to my surprise, Tim was the first one to speak. 
 
    “Whatcha talking about, Mamó?” he asked. “That’s not Maeve.” All of us turned to look at him now. “Her tits aren’t big enough.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Tim,” Emily murmured, covering her eyes with her hand. “How can you say something like that right now?” 
 
    “It’s true, just look!” He waved his beefy arm at Mom, who looked completely confuzzled. She looked at Dad and then at me and then back at Tim. Then, to my astonishment, she laughed. 
 
    “Well, perhaps I shouldn’t have bothered with the glasses after all,” she said. I couldn’t imagine how she could joke about any of this, after almost getting diced by Candace and blown to kingdom come by Muirenn. 
 
    Dad let his breath out slowly, shaking his head in relief. “Everyone, please, sit down and give us a chance to explain.” After a tense exchange of glances, the chairs were restored to their usual positions and everyone sat, except for Mom and Dad at one end of the table and me at the other. I bent down to retrieve the shillelagh but I pointedly didn’t return it to Muirenn. “As Tim so eloquently pointed out, this is not Maeve. This is her daughter, Findabair.” Dad gave me a significant look and I nodded my understanding. This was not the time to reveal Mom’s relationship with us, if ever. 
 
    “Told yer,” snorted Tim, leaning back with his arms crossed. He went back to staring at Mom’s chest, but I supposed I wasn’t in a position to complain about that now. 
 
    “She came to us yesterday and offered her help,” Dad continued, fudging the truth a bit. “She wants this conflict to end as much as any of us. The threat from Cichol makes this more urgent than ever, but it also gives us the opportunity to approach Maeve and enlist her aid in stopping him. If we’re successful, we may have peace at long last.” 
 
    “Aidan.” Muirenn looked like she’d aged a thousand years in the last five minutes. “I cannot do this. I have fought against them for too long.” She pushed herself slowly to her feet, waving Emily away when she tried to help, and walked slowly away towards the parlor, each step painfully difficult without her walking stick. 
 
    “Aintin.” She stopped and looked at me with an unreadable expression. I held out her shillelagh and she stared at it for a long moment before turning away and continuing out of sight. I stood there watching her go with tears threatening to spill down my cheeks. 
 
    “Emily,” Nick said quietly. “Take care of her, make sure she’s all right.” Emily nodded and followed after her grandmother. I heard the soft murmur of voices and a creak of the stairs, and then silence. 
 
    I sat in the nearest chair, which had been Muirenn’s, and stared at the blackthorn staff in my hands. Even after forty years of handling, its glossy black bark was still rough and knobbly except for the worn rounded tip. In my Sight, the tangled snarl of lightning twisted and crackled inside, brighter than ever. I just stared at it numbly. Muirenn was a broken woman now and it was all my fault. 
 
    Dad cleared his throat. “What about the rest of you?” he asked. “Will you help us?” 
 
    “I release you from your oaths if you want to stay behind,” I said dully, not lifting my head to look at any of them. “Dad and I will go alone.” It might actually be better that way, I though gloomily. No one else needs to get hurt. 
 
    “I’m staying with you.” There was no hesitation or doubt at all in Garrett’s voice. I glanced up and saw he was looking right at me. 
 
    “I’m in,” said Tim easily. “I’ve got a new tattoo I want to try out when we meet up with Cichol.” He sounded very pleased with himself. 
 
    Nick drummed his fingers on the table for a long while as he considered Mom, who gazed back at him steadily. Finally, though, he nodded. “All right,” he said with a sigh. “This is probably our best bet.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nick,” said Dad. He turned to the last person at the table. “Candace?” 
 
    She looked at each one of us in turn, but her eyes stayed on me the longest. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking at all. I silently urged her to say no. Go home and live a normal life, I thought at her, but she rested the falcata on her shoulder and nodded to Dad. “I’m coming,” she declared. “But if you’re not legit,” she warned, inclining her head to Mom, “if you screw us over –” 
 
    “I understand,” Mom said calmly.  
 
    “All right, then,” said Dad. “That could have gone better, but at least we all know where we stand.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan, then?” asked Nick. “March into Rath Solais holding a white flag?” 
 
    “White flag?” Mom frowned, glancing at Dad. 
 
    “It’s a symbol of surrender or parley,” he explained. “I don’t think the Sidhe would understand that, Nick.” 
 
    “We’ll enter the Otherworld close to Rath Solais,” said Mom, “but a small group like ours could be attacked before we’re recognized, especially by some of the less civilized creatures under Maeve’s rule.” I shuddered at that, remembering some of the things camped outside Maeve’s fortress. 
 
    “What’s the alternative, then?” Nick asked. “Have Shy make us invisible so we can sneak in?” 
 
    “Maeve knows Siobhan’s abilities now. She’s taken steps to prevent that from happening again.” 
 
    “What sort of steps?” I asked uneasily. If things went wrong, we might need to get out quickly behind a glamour. 
 
    “More patrols and traps, mostly, but there are now sluagh watching in key positions.” 
 
    “Sluagh?” That sounded unpleasant. 
 
    “Sluagh means crowd or horde,” Dad explained grimly. “In this case, it refers to the restless dead, the spirits of sinners too good for hell but too evil for heaven.” 
 
    “You mean ghosts?” Candace looked a bit wide-eyed, but I supposed I did too. “Can they hurt us?” 
 
    “It’s best to assume they can.” Dad glanced at Mom. “I was under the impression they couldn’t enter the Otherworld.” 
 
    “Maeve captured some and bent them to her will,” Mom said distastefully. “There aren’t many and they will flee as soon as they are released, but the light from Claíomh Solais torments them. They are hungry and vicious.” 
 
    “Great,” said Nick dryly. “That still doesn’t answer how we’re getting in without fighting every step of the way.” 
 
    “Oh, that part is actually quite easy,” Mom told him with a smile. “We’ll walk in with my army.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Nine 
 
    I sat in front of the vanity in Emily’s room as she braided my hair, twining a ribbon through it, dark red like my Otherworld costume. I’d forgotten how low and sheer the blouse was, but the short russet vest covered everything up properly and held things securely in place. The long matching skirt lay on the bed beside with my discarded jeans. It occurred to me while I was changing that there wasn’t much point in wearing a disguise this time. We weren’t trying to hide from Maeve, we needed to confront her as soon as possible, and all things considered I’d be more comfortable in pants. At least it would be easier to run if things went bad. 
 
    I caught Emily looking at me in the mirror, but she quickly ducked her head and finished weaving the strands of my hair. She tied the ends off with the ribbon and stepped back to look at it critically. 
 
    “That should do,” she said quietly. “It shouldn’t come loose and it’ll keep your hair out of your face if you have to, you know, fight or something.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I just sat there, telling myself I needed to finish getting dressed, that the others were waiting for me, but I couldn’t convince myself to move. Instead, I just stared at my image in the mirror. 
 
    With my hair pulled back like this, I thought, I look a lot older. Or maybe it’s just the circles under my eyes. I don’t remember the last time I smiled. Was it this morning? Or yesterday? I looked at the shillelagh I propped against the wall by the door, feeling the bleak knot in my stomach again, but my eyes remained dry. Tears wouldn’t change anything. 
 
    “Shy?” Emily asked tentatively. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m just tired,” I lied. I got up and padded to the bed in my stocking feet. I picked up my jeans and tugged them up over my hips. The blouse left my midriff bare so the top half of my shamrock tattoo peeked over my belt, an intricate knot in every shade of green imaginable. I wondered what Mom would think of it as I made sure Scáth sat securely in its sheath by my left hand. 
 
    I picked up my sneakers and then changed my mind, tugging the soft leather boots of my costume up to my knees instead, although I had trouble fitting them over the legs of my jeans. I laced them up snugly and wiggled my toes inside. Even better for running, I thought humorlessly. 
 
     “Are you ready?” Emily asked, inclining her head to the door. 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a sigh. “Go ahead. I’ll be right down.” She hesitated, probably suspecting I was lying again, but she opened the door and headed for the steps. 
 
    I settled my torc more comfortably around my neck and checked the result in the mirror. The combination of medieval attire and modern blue jeans wasn’t as strange-looking as I thought it might be and there certainly wasn’t any doubt about my gender. 
 
    I am the Leader of the Order of the Shamrock, I told myself, lifting my chin higher and pulling my shoulders back, the Defender and true Queen of Ireland. My skill, my weapons, my strength, my life, and my faith will not fail me, and I shall be victorious before my enemies. I really hoped that would turn out to be true. 
 
    I picked up the shillelagh, mostly because it was too dangerous to be left lying around, and stepped out into the hall. A general murmur of conversation wafted up the steps and I paused to listen. I couldn’t really make out any words, but the general tone seemed to be one of excitement, which surprised me.  
 
    We’re about to walk straight into Maeve’s arms, I thought dubiously. Why would anyone think that was a good idea? 
 
    Because we’re finally doing something, said that little voice in my head, taking the positive side for once. One way or another, it will all be over soon. That was a sentiment I could resonate with. 
 
    “Siobhan.” 
 
    I turned at the low voice behind me and saw Muirenn standing in her doorway at the far end of the hall. She wasn’t looking at me, but her hand was half-raised in a beckoning gesture. After everything that happened downstairs, I wasn’t sure why she wanted to speak with me, but I approached her with her shillelagh held crossways in both hands, like I was about to present it to her. I stopped a couple of steps away and waited for her to say something, but she just stared at the floor as if she’d forgotten I was there. Finally, though, she lifted her head. 
 
    “When your father turned his back on the White Branch and moved to America,” she said, her lips barely moving, “I thought him stubborn and selfish, choosing to flee instead of facing his responsibilities to his family and to Ireland.” I managed to swallow my angry defense of Dad, keeping my mouth closed with an effort. “When Phelan was killed,” she went on heedlessly, “I thought we were lost, for there was no one to take up the Sword of Victory and lead us against the Sidhe. When Lia Fáil declared you to be the Defender, I thought God was mocking us for our failure, for surely no child could hope to prevail against Maeve’s cunning and power.” 
 
    “Aintin –” I started to say, but she held up her hand to silence me. 
 
    “When Findabair revealed herself downstairs,” she said heavily, “I thought you and Aidan had been tricked into bringing a serpent into our home. I tried to strike one final blow for the White Branch, but you stopped me.” Now Muirenn finally looked right at me. Her eyes were red-rimmed and watery. “You saved us all from my arrogance and foolishness.” 
 
    “Aintin, I’m sorry,” I whispered, but she shook her head. 
 
    “No, Siobhan, I am sorry. I doubted and dismissed you from the moment you first crossed my threshold, but you truly are the Defender. You found us a new road to walk while the rest of us stumbled along an old and worn-out path that led nowhere. Forgive me.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. I never expected an apology from Muirenn and I wasn’t sure I actually deserved one, not when it was my fault Cichol was loose. I held out the shillelagh to her again, but she pushed it back gently. 
 
    “That is yours now, Siobhan,” she said. “When the proper time comes, say the words Fearg Dé and envision the staff breaking.” 
 
    “Fay-arg Day?” I hazarded, wincing as an image of the staff shattering in a massive explosion immediately popped up in my head. That apparently wasn’t enough to trigger the shillelagh, though, and the crackling power trapped inside remained there. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means God’s Wrath,” Muirenn said simply. She lifted her hands to cup my face and closed her eyes. “A Naomh Mhuire, a mhathair Dé, bheith le Siobhan agus léi a chosaint. Beir ar a bhaile go sábháilte. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” I said automatically as Muirenn crossed herself, although I had no idea what her prayer meant. 
 
    “Go,” she told me firmly. “Do what must be done.” Her eyes searched my face. “You look so much like her,” she murmured. 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “Like your mother,” she said. “Findabair.” 
 
    Muirenn turned away and entered her bedroom, closing the door behind her before I could overcome my shock and ask her when she realized the truth. I reached for the doorknob, intending to beg her not to tell anyone else, but then I stopped. If she was going to tell, she would have done it already, and soon it wouldn’t make any difference anyway. 
 
    “Goodbye, Aintin,” I said to the door. “Thank you.” I walked slowly down the hall, pausing at the top of the stairs to wipe away the tears before I descended to join the rest of the Order. 
 
    Everyone was standing in the parlor in a loose circle, listening to Mom explain something. She’d changed out of her blouse and skirt into a long dress the color of an old forest, embroidered in intricate knotwork with golden thread on the hem and cuffs and bodice. A leather belt hung low around her hips, her long dagger secure in a worn scabbard, and the toes of matching boots peeked out from under her skirt. She’d cleaned off her makeup, but it hardly made a difference. She was still breath-takingly beautiful. 
 
    Dad stood beside her, closer than two members of enemy camps really should even if they were allies now, and I hoped no one else noticed. He wore jeans and hiking boots now, along with a heavier shirt, but he was unarmed. Everyone else still wore the same outfits they had on before, since we didn’t have time for everyone to run home and change. We weren’t planning on hiking across the Isles of the Blessed like we did last time, though, so hopefully that wouldn’t matter. 
 
    Mom noticed me first and she nodded with a warm smile as I came down the last few steps. The others turned and looked as well and I tried to figure out a way to hold the shillelagh that didn’t look awkward. Resting it on my shoulder hurt and using it like a cane seemed disrespectful to Muirenn. I finally just held it like a club, letting it hang by my side. 
 
    “Where’s Garrett?” I asked, scanning the room.  
 
    “He went to grab something from his car,” said Nick, gesturing over his shoulder with his thumb. 
 
    “Are you ready, Siobhan?” Mom asked, looking me over with a tilted head. I couldn’t tell whether she approved of my outfit or not, but at least she didn’t tell me to go change. Tim’s eyes seemed to be locked on me now, which I supposed was flattering in a way, even though he’d seen me wear the blouse and vest before. He was the one who bought them for me in the first place. 
 
    “Are we leaving now?” I asked, trying not to sound nervous. I felt completely unprepared for what was about to happen, but I didn’t know what else we could do to improve our odds. If we weren’t ready now, we’d never be. 
 
    “As soon as Garrett returns,” said Mom. “We’ll pass through the gate in Oweynagat. That will bring us to the vale below Rath Solais.” 
 
    “Oweynagat?” That was the cave where I first tried to enter the Otherworld, just a mile or so from where we stood. It was also where Liam planned to lead the Warriors of the White Branch into a trap. “Is that safe? Won’t there be soldiers there?” 
 
    “I certainly hope so.” Mom laughed at my expression. “Captain Tieghan is waiting there for me to return. He’ll escort us to Rath Solais.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said dubiously. I heard the front door open and close and Garrett appeared at the far end of the dining room. He held a spear in one hand and a small scrap of paper in the other. He looked puzzled. “What’s that?” I asked as he approached. 
 
    “I think this is for you,” he said. “I found it on the doorstep.” 
 
    He held the scrap out to me and the others gathered close to see it. It was stiff and yellow, like old parchment, with a few lines scribbled across it in Gaelic. I handed it to Dad, who adjusted his glasses as he squinted at it. 
 
    “Mo Banríon, bualadh liom ag an áit a thug mé abhaile tú. Teacht ina n-aonar,” he read. “My Queen, meet me at the place I brought you home. Come alone. It’s signed Donnacán,” he added, handing the scrap back to me. 
 
    “Donnacán? Maybe he found another weapon for us!” I started for the front door and then stopped in my tracks. When did he bring me home? I frantically searched my memory. “Oh! When he brought us all back from Tory Island!” 
 
    Garrett grabbed my arm before I could take two more steps. “Shy, wait! You can’t go out there by yourself. What if it’s a trap?” 
 
    “Donnacán’s on our side,” I reminded him, pulling my arm free. “He wouldn’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Yes, but what if he didn’t actually leave this note?” He flicked the paper I still clutched in my hand. “You don’t know what his handwriting looks like, do you?” I had to admit that I didn’t. “I’m coming with you,” he stated firmly. 
 
    “You can’t. Come alone, remember? You know how leprechauns are. You might scare him away!” 
 
    We glared at each other, at an impasse until Dad cleared his throat. “Shy, where exactly is the meeting place?” 
 
    “Down the road just a little ways, past the end of the property.” 
 
    “Can you see it from the gate here?” 
 
    “Sure, I guess,” I said with a frown, not seeing where he was going with this.  
 
    “Garrett, does that still work?” Dad nodded at the spear in Garrett’s hand. I assumed it was Sleá Lúin, but now I realized it looked very different. I recognized the runes etched into the shaft, but the corded grip had been replaced with thin braided leather and the point was brand new, a long tapering arrowhead with the edges ground razor-thin, a far cry from the twisted, blackened scrap of metal ruined by its encounter with Balor’s Third Eye. 
 
    “You fixed it!” I gasped. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “This is the project I was working on,” he said with an embarrassed look. “I wanted to have another weapon to face Cichol with and I’m used to spears.” 
 
    “It looks great!” He’d sanded and varnished the wood to a polished gleam, removing any trace of the damage. “Does it still have the same power?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s just an ordinary spear now. It’ll break if it hits something harder than it is, but it’s balanced for my hand and it flies true.” 
 
    “So should we call it Slea Garrett now?” Candace asked with a smirk. 
 
    “If it turns out to be epic, I’ll come up with something,” he retorted. “What about you?” He poked his chin at the falcata resting on her shoulder. “Does that have a name now?” 
 
    “I’m thinking of calling it Géar,” she said smugly. 
 
    “Géar?” I asked. 
 
    “It means sharp,” said Dad. “Back to the original point, Garrett, stand at the gate while Shy speaks with Donnacán or whoever shows up. You should have a clear shot from there. All right?” Garrett and I looked at each other and we both nodded. “The rest of us will be waiting out of sight, just in case.” 
 
    “Dad –” I protested, but he held up his hand. 
 
    “There’s no point in taking careless risks, Shy. If this is legitimate, there’s no harm. If not, we can protect you.” Everyone nodded and I had to give in. 
 
    Garrett walked me outside with the rest of the Order following close behind. Most of them stopped just inside the gate, but Garrett posted himself a step outside. The road was deserted as far as I could see and a check with my Sight showed no auras in the area except our own, leprechaun or otherwise. 
 
    “Good luck,” Garrett told me quietly, and I was tempted to steal a quick kiss. There were too many witnesses, though, including both of my parents, so I started walking down the road, all too aware that Garrett was watching me closely. I distracted myself by probing around with my Sight. 
 
    I wasn’t exactly sure where Donnacán dropped me off when we escaped from Dún Bhaloir, but I knew it wasn’t too far down the road. I passed the corner of the stone wall that marked the edge of the farm and kept going another hundred feet or so, stopping short of the curve where the road bent around to the right on its way towards Tulsk. A dense hedgerow lined one side of the road, while a thin line of trees followed the other. There was absolutely no one else around and I looked over my shoulder to make sure I could still see Garrett. He seemed awfully far away. 
 
    He told me he could hit things a quarter mile away with Sleá Lúin, I thought uneasily. I hope this spear works just as well. I cleared my throat. “Donnacán?” I called softly. “Are you here? I got your note.” 
 
    I touched my torc and concentrated. Leprechauns were pretty good at hiding their auras, but I was determined not to be surprised again. A hint of a prickly glow appeared by the hedgerow not five feet away and I smiled to myself. Got you! I thought, but my celebration was short-lived. There were two prickly glows. 
 
    I backed up a couple of steps and grasped Scáth’s hilt. “Show yourself, Donnacán!” I called. “I know you’re there. And stay in front of me!” 
 
    I waited an anxious heartbeat and then two leprechauns appeared out of nowhere. One was Donnacán, bowing low to me with his hat in his hands. I didn’t recognize the second one, but he too ducked his head after a moment’s hesitation. He looked a lot younger than the others I met before, although he wore the same sort of outfit. 
 
    “My apologies, mo Banríon,” said Donnacán as he straightened. “Sochlachlan did not want to reveal himself to your warrior.” He gestured down the road to where Garrett stood and watched. 
 
    “We are told to stay away from humans,” said Sothlachlan apologetically, “especially those with weapons, lest we be forced to surrender our troves.” 
 
    “Crimthann told you that, I bet.” Neither of them admitted it, but they didn’t deny it either. The erstwhile spokesman for the leprechauns expressed great pride in adhering to the oaths they made ages ago to the High Kings and Queens of Ireland to gather up the weapons and jewelry of fallen warriors, but he wasn’t so keen on giving them up afterwards. “I got your note, Donnacán. Did you find us any more weapons?” 
 
    “Nothing suitable has come to hand, mo Banríon,” he said with a regretful bow. Sothlachlan very carefully looked everywhere except at me.  
 
    Old habits die hard, I suppose. I was disappointed but not very surprised. “So why did you want to meet with me, then?” 
 
    “We have word of Cichol.” 
 
    “What about him?” I had an uneasy feeling in my gut. 
 
    “After we returned from Dún Bhaloir, I asked those of my brethren so inclined to watch for the Fomori and report his movements. Sothlachlan saw him last night.” He gestured to the younger leprechaun, who nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Amidst the cairns in Carrowmore,” he said, “just before the dawn, I saw a shadow moving among the stones, larger than a man, with horns encircling his head and hooves upon his feet.” 
 
    “That sounds like Cichol,” I said with a shiver. “What was he doing there?” 
 
    “He was breaking into the burial tombs and scattering whatever lay within.”  
 
    “Like he was looking for something?” Sothlachlan nodded. “Did he find anything?” 
 
    “He struck at the stones in frustration many times, but he carried fragments of a sword in his hand and a shield upon his arm.” 
 
    “He already had Caladbolg and he took the Summer Shield last night. He didn’t take anything else from the mounds?” Sothlachlan shook his head. “That’s good, I guess. Did you see where he went?” 
 
    “There is a gate beneath Listoghil, the largest cairn, long in disuse but still open. Cichol went through and did not return.” 
 
    “He must have given up trying to find more weapons and went to the Otherworld to reforge Caladbolg.” I chewed on my lower lip as I thought. “Do you know where that gate goes?” 
 
    “No, Defender.” Sothlachlan looked surprised that I would ask that. “We have never passed through the gates. We are not welcome in Tír na nÓg.” 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t matter,” I sighed. “We need to talk to Maeve first anyway.” Both leprechauns looked alarmed that I would even consider doing such a thing. “It’s okay,” I hastened to reassure them, “we’re just going to – well, it’s complicated.” I didn’t think I should admit that we were working with Maeve’s daughter to set up a truce with the Sidhe. “Thanks for telling me about this.” 
 
    Sothlachlan gave me another bow, glancing at Donnacán. At his nod, Sothlachlan bowed again and vanished. I checked with my Sight, but he seemed to be truly gone. 
 
    “Do you intend to pursue Cichol in the Otherworld?” Donnacán asked. 
 
    “We have to,” I sighed. “Too many people will be hurt if we don’t.” 
 
    “You are both kind and brave,” he said with another bow. “It has been an honor serving you, mo Banríon.” I couldn’t help but notice the implication that this would be the last time we ever talked, but I couldn’t fault him for it. I thought the same thing. 
 
    “Thank you, Donnacán. I appreciate everything you’ve done for us.” I held out my hand to him and he looked at it suspiciously. Hesitantly, he reached out and gave it a single shake before releasing it.  
 
    “Ádh mór, mo Banríon,” he said gravely, nearly bending in half with his bow, and then he vanished. 
 
    “Shy?” Garrett called, his voice faint in the distance. I turned and waved at him, and he trotted down the road towards me. Behind him, the others peeked out around the edge of the gate and then hurried towards me as well. I met them halfway and repeated what Sothlachlan had told me.  
 
    “Listoghil?” Mom echoed with a frown. 
 
    “Do you know where that gate leads?” Dad asked her, but she shook her head. 
 
    “I come to this world so rarely,” she said, “and I’ve used only a handful of gates. Sín may know. He discovered many that were once lost.” 
 
    “Another reason for us to get to Rath Solais as fast as possible,” I said with a sigh. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Now?” Dad asked, surprised. 
 
    “Is there any reason to stay here now? Cichol’s back in the Otherworld. There’s nothing else we can do here, is there?” 
 
    “I suppose not.” Dad looked around assessingly. The entire Order of the Shamrock was present, plus Mom. I had Scáth and my torc, Candace had Géar, Garrett had his refurbished spear, Tim had his new tattoo, and Dad had Cichol’s journal. We were as ready as we were ever going to be. “All right, to Oweynagat, then.” 
 
    “Wait.” I held up my hand to the youngest member of our group. “Not you, Emily.” 
 
    “What?” She looked shocked and then angry. “I have to go too! I can help!” 
 
    “You have to stay and take care of your grandmother,” I told her softly. “She needs you more than ever now.” And you need to stay safe. 
 
    Her fists clenched as she bit back a furious retort and I half-expected her to yell at me that it wasn’t fair. Finally, though, she dropped her eyes and nodded, a short, jerky motion. “All right,” she said through tight lips. “I’ll see you through the gate and then come back.” 
 
    “Sure, that’ll be fine.” It seemed like a fair compromise and hopefully she’d forgive me some day. “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    “After you, Treorái,” said Dad with a wry smile, waving me ahead. 
 
    “Oh, um.” I looked around doubtfully. “I had a map last time.” Candace rolled her eyes and made a sound in the back of her throat, but Nick just pointed to a narrow break in the hedgerow. “Thanks,” I told him. “All right, let’s go save the Otherworld!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Ten 
 
    I’d forgotten how zigzaggy the route between Muirenn’s house and Oweynagat was and I started to wonder whether we should have taken the cars. We followed the walls and fences for the most part, passing from one field to the next through whatever openings we could find. The sheep were out in force, but they barely registered our passage, and the handful of people we saw just waved casually, as if they were used to armed warriors and Sidhe princesses hiking across their property in the middle of the afternoon. 
 
    We passed the small patch of woods where Sín gave me that supposedly lucky four-leafed clover and followed the narrow footpath to the small overgrown gully where Oweynagat lay. The entrance looked just like I remembered it, an inverted triangle capped by a slab of rock. The cave beyond was pitch black. 
 
    “I don’t suppose anyone remembered to bring a flashlight?” I glanced at Emily, who stood off to the side with her arms crossed, looking resentful. She shook her head sullenly. 
 
    “Modern technology to the rescue.” Nick pulled out his phone and tapped on it. The camera light flared brightly. “It’ll be a tight fit,” he reminded us. “Are you sure this gate is open?” 
 
    I sent out my Sight and immediately found the black/blue/purple thread that marked the location of an Otherworld gate. I was about to say so, but Mom spoke first. 
 
    “It’s there,” she said. She had her eyes closed and her hand outstretched, as if she was trying to touch it. “It’s nearly sealed, though. This close to the solstice, it will be difficult to open.” 
 
    “Can you do it?” I asked anxiously. I didn’t want to have to traipse across Ireland looking for another open gate. 
 
    “Of course,” said Mom, opening her eyes and smiling at me. “With your help.” 
 
    She walked straight down into the gully and ducked under the stone lintel, disappearing into the darkness inside. Dad was right behind her and Garrett waved for me to go next. I crouched low to avoid banging my head on the top of the opening and sidled my way inside. 
 
    The cave itself was just large enough to stand up in but it was very narrow and very dark. I squinted in the feeble light trickling in from outside and moved ahead carefully with my hands outstretched. I touched something that felt like flannel. 
 
    “Dad?” Someone blocked the entrance behind me, plunging the cave into even deeper darkness, but then everything lit up brightly as Nick straightened and lifted his phone up high. Mom and Dad’s shadows obscured the far end of the cave, but the walls and ceiling were mostly just smooth brown stone. 
 
    “Siobhan, come up here beside me.” Mom held her hand out again, frowning in concentration. “Help me open the gate.” 
 
    I squeezed by Dad, my back scraping against the wall, and stood just behind Mom’s shoulder. There was no block of stone with a pattern of stars carved into it like the other gates I’d seen, but the thread was clear and close in my Sight. “What do I need to do?”  
 
    “I’m having trouble catching the edge of the opening. I’ll pull it open a bit and you keep it from closing again.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said doubtfully. I wasn’t exactly sure how to do that, but I gripped my torc with both hands, letting my Sight flare out. I Saw something wispy reach out for the thread, like a red and gold mist – the colors of Mom’s aura, I realized – and merge with it. Then the mist pulled back and the thread widened slightly. 
 
    “Siobhan.” Mom’s voice sounded strained and I hurried to extend my mental fingers, just like I did at Rath Mebd when I tore away Sín’s glamour. I caught the thread, holding it in place, and Mom let out her breath in a relieved sigh.  
 
    “All right, again,” she said. She pulled the thread again, expanding it ever so slightly, and again I grabbed it. We did this over and over, slowing teasing out the thread into a gauzy veil that spanned the width of the cave. “Can you hold it just like that, Siobhan?” 
 
    “Yes, I think so.” It was a definite effort to keep the gate in place, but it stayed put when Mom withdrew her touch. 
 
    “Excellent, you did well,” she said warmly. “I’ll go through first and help hold it open from the other side. Send the others through one at a time. You’ll have to go last, I’m afraid,” she added, giving me a sympathetic glance over her shoulder, “but you should be able to step through without any problem after you release it. Don’t linger, though,” she cautioned. 
 
    “What happens if it closes when I’m only halfway through?” I asked uneasily. A mental image of half of my body lying on the floor of the cave made me queasy, but Mom shook her  head. 
 
    “You will either be through or not,” she assured me. “You won’t be harmed.” That was a definite relief. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, trying to sound confident. Without a further word, Mom stepped forward and vanished. I felt the familiar pulling sensation of a gate in action and I nearly lost my hold, but I managed to keep it steady. After a few moments, the task became a lot easier as Mom held it from the Otherworld side. “Okay, Dad, you can go through.” 
 
    “Nick, tell the others what to do and send them on,” he said. The cave went dark as Nick ducked back out of the entrance, but since my eyes were still closed, it didn’t make much of a difference to me. Dad wiggled past me again, but he paused to rest a hand on my shoulder and touch his lips to my forehead. “You’re doing great, Shy,” he murmured. “Aislinn and I are proud of you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, pleased and embarrassed at the same time. “You’d better get going.” 
 
    “See you soon.” Dad took two steps and vanished without a trace. 
 
    Candace crawled through the entrance and stood carefully, using one hand to follow the wall and nearly bumping into me. After some muttering and shuffling around, she passed me and approached the gate, reaching out with her hand to find it. Her outstretched fingers touched the veil and she was pulled through in an instant, her startled oath cut off halfway through the first syllable. 
 
    Tim was next, grunting his way into the cave. Now we had a serious problem. There was no way he was going to be able to get past me in the narrow confines of the cave and I doubted I could keep holding the gate open if I went outside. After several tries, with Tim no doubt enjoying pressing himself repeatedly against my chest, I finally had a brilliant insight and crouched down low. Tim stepped over me, placing his feet very carefully on either side of me, and vanished through the gate. 
 
    After that, Nick was no trouble at all. He murmured an apology as he slid past me and stepped through the gate without pausing, leaving me alone in the cave. Now all I had to do was go through myself and we’d be on our way. 
 
    “Shy.” I jumped at the sudden voice in the darkness and I scrabbled with my mental hold to hang on to the gate. I’d completely forgotten that Emily had come with us. She felt her way along the wall and stood beside me, her normally bouncy aura looking subdued in my Sight. “Is everyone through all right?” 
 
    “Yes, there’s just me left. Are you going to be okay?” I asked. I felt guilty for making her stay behind, but it was the only way to be sure she stayed safe. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she said quietly. “Where’s the gate? I can’t see anything in here.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have a physical presence here. It’s just past my fingers.” I reached out my hand to illustrate, although I wasn’t sure she could actually see them. 
 
    “Do you have to do anything to use it? Does it hurt at all?” 
 
    “No, you just step through. It feels like ... falling off a roller coaster into outer space, if that makes any sense.” I remembered the vertigo and breathlessness my first trip through a gate inflicted on me. The second one hadn’t been much better. “I need to go, Em. The others are waiting.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    I expected her to back away towards the entrance of the cave, but instead she shoved her way past me and lunged for the gate. I tried to grab her, but she was pulled away and my hand grasped nothing but air. “Em!” I shouted, but I was alone in the cave. 
 
    Emily’s stunt shattered my concentration and my grip on the gate slipped. It started to close, quickly, and I leapt desperately at the gate, hoping and praying that enough of me would get through to end up on the other side. The gate shrank from a door to a column to a ribbon to a thread as my grasping fingers touched it and I was pulled through into the Otherworld. 
 
    My Sight shut off and my lungs couldn’t pull in any air as I spun aimlessly in a shapeless void. I started to panic, flailing my arms around trying to touch something, anything, and then the lights came back on and I tumbled to the hard-packed ground, gratefully sucking in oxygen. 
 
    On this side, the gate was a rocky outcropping overhung with moss and ferns in the center of a small glade covered with patchy grass. Tall trees arched overhead, almost blocking out the sky, but the power of Claíomh Solais hanging in Cichol’s tower not all that far away lit everything up in vibrant color. I clearly wasn’t in Ireland any more. 
 
    Someone helped me to my feet and, after a moment’s confusion, I saw that it was Garrett. The others were standing in a loose semicircle in front of me. No, they were standing in front of Emily, who glared back at them in baleful resentment. 
 
    “Siobhan, how could you bring her here?” Mom demanded, the first time her anger was ever directed at me. “She’s not a member of your Order. She’s in great danger here.” 
 
    “I didn’t!” I protested. “She snuck through before I could stop her.” Emily’s scowl turned on me now, as if she expected me to back her up. “But, actually, you’re wrong about her,” I added awkwardly. 
 
    “Wrong? How so?” 
 
    I glanced at the official members of the Order. Candace rolled her eyes and Nick shrugged, while Garrett nodded and Tim just grinned at me. “We sort of made her a member in Balor’s Fort,” I admitted, “after Cichol escaped.” 
 
    “You did what?” Dad pressed his hand against his forehead like he was fighting off a blooming headache. “Shy, she’s underage! You can’t just make decisions like that on your own.” 
 
    “We all decided, Dr. O’Connor,” Garrett told him firmly, and I could have hugged him for his quiet support. “It was the right thing to do.” 
 
    Dad looked ready to yell at him too, but Mom touched him on his arm. “Aidan, it is done. The gate is closed and we must move on.” The Sword of Light made using my Sight painful, but I probed the gate quickly. I could barely detect the twisting thread now. Mom and I could probably open it again if we had to, but it wouldn’t be easy. “This way.” 
 
    Mom led us to an overgrown trail threading through the trees and I wondered why a gate so close to Maeve’s fortress was so rarely used. Maybe because Grandpa Phelan and the Warriors of the White Branch lived a stone’s throw from the other side, I mused, pushing my way through the underbrush. I wonder if that was why Grandpa built his house there. 
 
    We hadn’t gone far before Mom paused and looked back at us. She raised her hand to get our attention, pointed to the ground, and then pressed her finger to her lips. Her message was clear: Stay here and be quiet. When she saw us nod, she touched Dad’s arm with a reassuring smile and then continued on alone. The trees were jammed together and draped with moss, making it difficult to see more than a few feet ahead, and her dress was exactly the same color. I lost sight of her almost immediately, but I followed her aura through my Sight, although the Sword of Light was starting to give me a headache. 
 
    She couldn’t have been more than fifty feet ahead of us when my Sight suddenly touched a whole bunch of auras in a loose cluster somewhere ahead, all of them sharp-edged Sidhe auras, and I gasped in alarm. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Shy?” Dad asked, stepping closer to whisper to me. 
 
    “The Sidhe! Mom’s heading straight for them!” 
 
    Behind me, an ultraviolet flare told me Tim had transformed into one of his shapes and a moment later a small hawk flitted up through the branches overhead. Garrett and Candace loosened their weapons, but Dad waved us back. 
 
    “She’s going to meet Tieghan, the captain of her personal guard,” he said, keeping his voice low. “She didn’t want to lead us straight into an encampment of armed soldiers. She’ll let us know when it’s safe to leave the woods.” Dad scanned woods around us. “Stay alert, though. There may be patrols out.” 
 
    I Saw Mom’s aura surrounded by at least a dozen more, but none of them seemed to be moving very quickly and I hoped that meant they were talking instead of fighting. Everyone else looked very uneasy, especially Emily, and I wondered if she was regretting her rash decision to jump through the gate. 
 
    “Here, Em, take this.” I slid Scáth’s sheath off my belt and handed it to her. “Watch my back for me. I might not notice someone sneaking up on us when I use my Sight.” 
 
    She took the dagger more eagerly than I expected – she must really be scared – and positioned herself right beside me, keeping her hand on its black hilt. Beyond her, Garrett looked at me with a puzzled frown, lifting his spear up to indicate he was more than ready to protect me, but I nodded my head to Emily and he conceded. Emily needed something to do to keep her mind off the dangers ahead. 
 
    We stood there for what seemed liked forever, but finally Mom’s aura separated itself from the larger group and came closer. I heard her voice calling in the distance, muted by the dense foliage. “Come out, all of you! I’ve explained the situation to Captain Tieghan and his men.” 
 
    I checked with Dad and he nodded. He led us along the path Mom had followed, with me, Emily, Garrett, Candace, and Nick following single-file. Tim, hopefully, was still somewhere overhead.  
 
    It wasn’t long before the trees thinned out and I caught glimpses of the open glade beyond, along with glints of metal and brightly colored fabric. A minute later, we stepped out of the woods and came face to face with a line of armed Sidhe. 
 
    Mom stood nearby and we gathered beside her, keeping careful eyes on her guard. There were fifteen of them altogether, all men, clad in red and gold tunics over chainmail and gaitered leather breeches. They were all bareheaded, beardless, and strikingly handsome, and I wondered if all Sidhe were similarly good-looking or if Mom choose them that way. They were all armed, too, some with swords, some with lances, and a pair with bows. 
 
    The Sidhe in the center of the line wore a black cloak over his uniform, pinned to his shoulder with a large gold brooch in the shape of a leaf, and he had a polished steel helmet tucked under his arm. This, I presumed, was Captain Tieghan.  
 
    “An Gaiscíoch an Cróeb Bán tá cosc le teacht anseo,” he said tightly. His free hand rested near the hilt of the well-worn sword hanging at his hip. 
 
    “In English, please, Tieghan,” Mom reproved him mildly. “They are our honored guests today.” 
 
    Tieghan’s jaw shifted from side to side, as if he was tempted to refuse but didn’t quite dare. “The Warriors of the White Branch are forbidden to come here, mo Banphrionsa,” he said finally, his voice carrying a surprisingly pleasant lilt. “The Queen must be informed.” 
 
    “She will be, as soon as you escort us to Rath Solais.” Mom favored us with a wry smile. “Please forgive Tieghan. He was not expecting me back so soon, nor in such company. The seven of you –” She paused with a puzzled expression and looked at each one of us in turn, very clearly doing a headcount. She looked past us into the woods, but I wiggled my fingers to catch her eye and pointed up as discretely as I could. It took her a moment to catch my meaning and she didn’t look happy about Tim’s absence. “Excuse me, the six of you are under my protection as my guests, as long as you behave as guests. You may keep your weapons as a courtesy, but do not draw them in anger. Maeve would not be pleased,” she added wryly. 
 
    “Tuigim,” said Dad, bowing with his hand over his heart. I copied him and the others did the same. Tieghan did not look impressed, but he barked an order to his men and they broke ranks. They quickly gathered up their gear and saddled up their horses. Tieghan led two mounts back towards us, one a black destrier armored for battle and the other a roan mare with a quiver of arrows strapped to its side. 
 
    “We only have your horse, mo Banphrionsa,” he said sullenly. “Your guests will have to walk.” 
 
    “Then I shall walk as well, Tieghan,” Mom replied. “Accompany us. Your men can join us once they decamp.” 
 
    She strode away across the grassy verge and I ran to catch up with her. Dad caught up with us and we walked on either side of her, with Nick, Candace, and Emily close behind. I glanced back at Tieghan, who stood staring after us in surprise before he snapped an order to the closest soldier to take his helmet and the reins of the horses. He jogged after us, closing the distance between us quickly, and pointedly positioned himself between Dad and Mom. Dad moved over to my side without comment, although he looked peeved. 
 
    Tieghan shouted something over his shoulder and one of the soldiers swung himself up into his saddle. Before he could spur his mount into motion, though, Mom stopped and called a sharp command. The soldier froze, raising his hand to acknowledge the order, but clearly looking at Tieghan for confirmation. 
 
    “No forerunners, Tieghan,” Mom told him sternly. “Maeve will learn of my return from me, not your men.” Tieghan bowed his head with a scowl and waved his man back. With a nod, Mom turned away and we continued our trek to Rath Solais and the Queen of the Sidhe. 
 
    The woods had been cleared back on either side of a well-worn road, the same one Garrett and Tim and I had followed just two months before. Other than us and Tieghan’s men, there was no one else in sight and Mom set a quick pace. The land rose up sharply ahead of us and the road zigzagged back and forth up the face of the ridge. Just above the tips of the trees high above, I saw the top of a narrow tower: Túr Solais, the source of the light that permanently illuminated Tír na nÓg. Somewhere inside, the Sword of Light was waiting for me to claim it, as soon as I figured out how to contact the Pooka. 
 
    We started up the first leg of the climb to Maeve’s fortress. It was steep enough to make walking a noticeable effort and the rest of Mom’s guard caught up to us before we were halfway to the first switchback. They stayed mounted at Tieghan’s orders and he again offered Mom her horse to ride. She waved it away without comment. 
 
    I checked periodically to see if Tim was anywhere nearby, but it was hard to see anything against the dark purple-blue sky. I spotted a few winged shapes riding the thermals above the cliff, but none of them looked like hawks. One of the birds, a large black crow, circled steadily lower and landed in the middle of the road not twenty yards ahead. It eyed us with a tilted head and cawed loudly as a hazy shadow swirled up around it. A moment later, the midnight mist faded from sight and a woman stood there in its stead. I stepped back with a gasp, bumping into someone behind me. 
 
    The Morrigan was no taller than I was but a lot curvier, wrapped in a tight black bodice and long flowing skirt. Her wild black hair hung to her waist and her large eyes dominated her delicate, heart-shaped face, but they were just as black as the crow’s, with no whites at all. She smiled at me and I shivered when I realized that her canine teeth ended in points.  
 
    “Welcome back, Treorái,” she said. I’d never heard her speak before, but I always imagined that she’d cackle like a stereotypical witch. Instead, she sounded just like an ordinary human teenager, which made the experience even more surreal. “Where is your champion? We have unfinished business, he and I.”  
 
    Oh my God! She sensed Tim’s shapechanging, just like last time! Tim barely managed to drive the Morrigan away in their epic battle inside Maeve’s fortress. I’d hoped she’d been banished for her failure just like the Dark Man, but that clearly that wasn’t the case. We were suddenly in a lot more danger, which I wouldn’t have imagined possible. 
 
    Somehow I managed to scrape up enough courage to take a step forward. “He’s not here,” I told her, wincing inside at my shaky voice.  
 
    The Morrigan looked me over with a sneer. She knew I was lying. “Where is Caladbolg, Defender?” she asked pointedly. “Where are Sleá Lúin and Toirneach? Is this what you bring to assail us? A stick?” She flicked her hand at the shillelagh digging painfully into my palm, obviously considering it – and me – to be no threat at all. She turned her unsettling gaze to Mom, who looked back at her with haughty displeasure. “You have done well to capture them, Findabair,” she said with a mocking bow. “Maeve will be pleased.” 
 
    “Siobhan and the Order of the Shamrock are here as my guests, Morrigan,” Mom told her sharply. “They wish to speak with Maeve, not fight her.” 
 
    The Morrigan tilted her head like a crow, as if she was having trouble envisioning such a thing, but then she gave an eloquent shrug. “So you say.” She turned away from us and started climbing up the road towards the summit. When we didn’t follow her, she paused and looked back. “Come,” she said, beckoning with an outstretched hand. “The Queen awaits.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Eleven 
 
    Rath Solais stood on the highest part of the plateau, completely surrounded by a massive wooden wall at least twenty feet high. A deep ditch lined with pointed stakes thicker than my legs discouraged assaults from outside and another wall visible through the open gates provided an extra line of defense. A large contingent of soldiers guarded the road leading to the fort and archers were stationed all along the top of the wall.  
 
    The only good news was that the encampment of goblins, giants, and other monsters was gone, hopefully moved somewhere far, far away. The ground on either side of the road was torn up and black from countless feet and fires and a nauseating odor lingered on the faint breeze. Mom didn’t seem bothered by it, or at least she hid her disgust better, so I tried to copy her calm poise as we followed the Morrigan to the gates. 
 
    The outer walls were carved with intricate designs and knotwork, but a few sections were blackened by fire, souvenirs of Maeve’s attempt to keep us from escaping. Workmen hung from scaffolds trying to repair the damage and the sharp pock-pock-pock of their hammers and chisels rang across the open field. 
 
    The soldiers stood across the road in front of the gates, watching us approach with wary eyes, their weapons ready. Most of their attention seemed to be on the Morrigan, though, and they moved to either side as we got closer without anyone giving any orders that I could see, none of them willing to get within thirty feet of her. The hammers fell into an eerie silence as the carpenters noticed us and I was all too conscious of all the eyes following us. 
 
    Shadows flickered near the opening in the wall, even though there were no torches and the light from Túr Solais remained as steady as ever. There didn’t seem to be anything there when I looked directly at the gate, but I distinctly saw movement out of the corner of my eyes. I extended my Sight, mentally squinting against the Sword of Light’s glare, and stopped dead in my tracks. 
 
    Something stood there just under the arch, several somethings in fact. They looked like hollow shadows of men and women, transparent but outlined in a black haze. I couldn’t See their faces, but I felt their gnawing hunger and their furious anger.  
 
    “Shy, what’s wrong?” asked Garrett. The rest of the Order bunched up behind me, forcing Tieghan’s men to stop as well. Mom turned to see what was going on and the Morrigan grinned at me with her pearly white fangs. 
 
    “So you can See the sluagh, Defender?” she asked. “Do not fear, they will not harm you unless Maeve wishes it.” 
 
    That didn’t make me feel any better. “Can’t you see them?” I asked Garrett, pointing with a trembling finger, but he shook his head doubtfully. None of the others admitted seeing anything there either, although Emily shivered and gripped Scáth even tighter. 
 
    “”The Morrigan speaks true, Siobhan,” Mom said. “The spirits of the dead are leashed and only will attack those to try to enter without leave. Come, you’ll be safe with me.” 
 
    Mom took my hand in hers and we continued forward. The Morrigan walked through the gate and the ghosts moved away from her like the soldiers had, and I began to wonder if I needed to be even more afraid of her. Even the evil dead were scared of that demon in girl form.  
 
    Mom and I passed through the gate together and the ghosts surged closer, reaching out with their intangible hands but not quite touching us. My heart thumped loudly in my chest until we turned down the narrow alley between the walls and left them behind. I envied the others for their lack of Sight, but even they looked uneasy as they crossed the threshold into Rath Solais, twitching as if something cold and clammy had touched them. 
 
    The gap between the walls brought us around to the inner gates and we paused there for a moment, surveying the scene inside. It looked just like it did the last time we were here, except for the blackened circles of burned grass and the ruined wooden platform by the stone altar. The same buildings and pavilions were scattered around the huge courtyard within the walls, but my eyes were drawn to the tower standing by itself to the right. 
 
    I hadn’t paid much attention to it the last time, but now I looked at it closely. It was perfectly cylindrical and completely featureless, made from some pale gray stone, rising maybe seventy-five feet above the ground. There were no doors, no windows, and no seams at all, and I wondered how Cichol had gotten in and out when he placed the Sword of Light inside. It doesn’t matter, I told myself firmly. The Pooka doesn’t need doors. 
 
    I realized that the Morrigan was watching me curiously and I quickly looked around like I was trying to evaluate Maeve’s forces. There were a lot more people inside the fortress than last time and most of them had stopped whatever they were doing to stare at us. Many of them were servants with bundles and tools in their hands, but an alarming number were soldiers. If we have to fight our way out of here again, I thought uneasily, it’s going to be a lot harder. 
 
    “Abide,” said the Morrigan. “I will fetch the Queen.” Mom looked irritated at getting orders from Maeve’s pet demon, but she didn’t argue. The Morrigan raised her hands and the inky shadows swirled around her, quickly dispersed by the flapping wings of her crow shape. She rose swiftly into the air and sped across the center of the open field towards the squarish building directly across, the same one where Dad had been imprisoned. 
 
    “Tieghan, array your men,” said Mom with a dismissive gesture. She was behaving more and more like a princess now and I wondered how much of it was an act and how much was really her. We’ve only been together for a couple of days, I thought. I don’t really know her. But Dad still loves her and that’s good enough, isn’t it? 
 
    Tieghan’s men dismounted and servants ran up to lead the horses away to the stables or wherever they were kept. Mom’s guard lined up behind us in two rows, lancers and bowmen in the back, swordsmen in the front. I had to admit they looked very crisp and disciplined, which was probably the effect Mom wanted to convey when Maeve showed up, but I would have been happier without all of those sharp points behind us. 
 
    The Order of the Shamrock was a lot less impressive, with our street clothes and makeshift weapons. Dad and I flanked Mom and the others stood behind us, with Emily and Garrett on my side and Nick and Candace on the other. I stole a careful glance around, looking for hawks, and I spotted one perched on top of one of the pavilions to the side. I tried to wave without being too obvious about it and the hawk bobbed its head and fluttered its wings. With any luck, that was Tim. 
 
    For a long time, nothing happened and I started to get nervous. What’s going on? Why is it taking so long? Is Maeve sleeping, maybe? I had no idea what time of day it was here, but there seemed to be too many people up and about for it to be nighttime. 
 
    I sidled closer to Mom, glancing around to make sure no one overheard us. “Where’s Sín?” I whispered. “Is he here in the fort somewhere?” 
 
    “He’s there,” she answered quietly, nodding to the same building the Morrigan had flown to. I looked at it doubtfully. 
 
    “There’s a dungeon in there?” Dad had been held in a storeroom of sorts when we came to rescue him. It never occurred to me there might be an actual prison underneath it. 
 
    “A dungeon?” Mom looked puzzled. 
 
    “You know, a jail. You said Maeve imprisoned him for trespassing or whatever it was.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. No, he’s in one of the royal suites, on the top floor on the far side.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to look puzzled. “He’s not in prison?” 
 
    “He is comfortable and cared for, but he is guarded and forbidden to leave his rooms.” Mom shook her head sadly. “Can you imagine a worse punishment for someone like Sín?” 
 
    I couldn’t, frankly. Sín was a gypsy rover, always on the move and eager to see what lay over the next hill. Sitting in a room, no matter how luxurious, must be slowly killing him. 
 
    A movement across the way caught my eye and I turned back to see a small contingent of people approaching from the same building. Some were soldiers, but four of the men were dressed in bright cloaks and rich colors, like noblemen from the medieval ages. My attention was focused on the woman in front, though, who strode towards us with her head high and a crow perched on her arm: Maeve. 
 
    She looked extremely confident and at ease and even across the distance between us I heard the husky sound of her laugh. Although her dress was plain, it hugged her chest and narrow waist tightly and the deep crimson fabric highlighted her flawless skin and long black hair. Her armbands and girdle and torc were all of silver and the dagger on her belt gleamed in the light of the tower. Like Mom, she didn’t need makeup or jewelry. She was beautiful and deadly. 
 
    Mom bowed low as Maeve came near, as did Tieghan and his men, but I stayed where I was and the rest of the Order followed my example. I am the High Queen of Ireland, I told myself, although I had to press my hands against my legs to keep them from shaking. I am her equal. I doubted either of us believed that. 
 
    “Rise, Findabair, and welcome home,” said Maeve smoothly, stopping just a couple of steps away. The rest of her entourage arranged themselves behind her, with the noblemen – her sons, I realized finally, or at least some of them – standing close and the guards in a wary arc beyond. “The Morrigan told me you returned with gifts.” She flicked her arm and the crow flapped her way to another pavilion, away from Tim’s, I saw with relief. When I looked back, I found Maeve smiling directly at me. 
 
    “No gifts, Mother,” Mom said firmly. “An embassy from the people of Ireland. A dangerous situation has arisen.” 
 
    “Has it?” Maeve barely seemed to be paying attention to her as she inspected each and every one of the Order in turn. She smiled enigmatically at Dad, gave Nick and Candace an appraising once-over, smirked at Garrett’s refurbished spear, and quirked an eyebrow at Emily with a hint of puzzlement before finally turning back to me. “Siobhan O’Connor,” she told me, “it seems you have broken your own bargain with me.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “We had to.” 
 
    “Because of this dangerous situation, no doubt. I’m eager to hear all about it, before I decide what to do with you.” Garrett stirred, just a hairsbreadth of movement, and Maeve’s smile broadened wickedly. “With all of you.” 
 
    She gestured and servants and soldiers hastened to set out chairs for us. Maeve and I sat facing each other, no more than five feet apart, with her sons and Mom arrayed on either side of her and the rest of the Order flanking me. Tieghan’s men stayed behind us, but Tieghan himself moved to stand behind Mom’s shoulder. The servants and soldiers elsewhere in the fortress pretended to go about their business, but the place was deathly quiet as everyone strained to listen in. 
 
    “So, Siobhan, is this all that remains of the Warriors of the White Branch?” Maeve asked, as if she was just making idle conversation. She teased her lower lip thoughtfully with her fingertip. “Just the six of you? Your father and these ... children?” 
 
    Both Garrett and Candace bristled, but Dad urged them to sit still with a quick motion of his hand. Maeve’s smile just widened. She was enjoying herself immensely. 
 
    “Just us,” I said tersely. I kept my eyes fixed on hers, determined not to betray Tim with a glance, but a loud raspy caw! startled me as the Morrigan fluttered down and landed between us, transforming back into girl form. 
 
    “She lies, Maeve,” she said, her unsettling gaze fastened on me. “The shapeshifter is here.” 
 
    “Is he now?” Maeve’s gray eyes looked a lot less pleased now and a shiver of fear shot through me as she leaned forward. “I would be remiss as host not to greet all of my guests personally.” Her words were mild but her threat was crystal clear. 
 
    I cleared my throat, embarrassed and worried at the same time. She could incinerate us all on the spot and I don’t have Muirenn’s ring to protect me this time. At least Candace would survive, probably. I shoved that random thought aside. “Tim!” I called without looking around. I didn’t want to give the archers any ideas. “Come on down, please!” 
 
    For a long, agonizing moment, nothing happened, and I wondered what we would do if Tim decided to stay hidden. Then a small hawk zipped around us in a tight circle, startling everyone except Maeve and the Morrigan, and settled on the grass with a flurry of wings. It vanished in a flare of ultraviolet and Tim stood there in its place, glaring at the Morrigan. 
 
    “Bloody hag,” he grumbled. “Couldn’t leave well enough alone, could ya?” The Morrigan just gave him a sharp-fanged grin. Chairs were brought for both of them, right across from each other, and they watched each other warily in a silent staring contest. The soldiers surrounding us looked nervous. 
 
    “So I trust there are no further surprises waiting in the shadows,” said Maeve, leaning back in her chair with a pensive frown. 
 
    “No,” I said softly. “This is it.” 
 
    “I see.” A smile teased her lips again. “So little time has passed since our last encounter. Have you come to surrender?” 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    “Another challenge, perhaps?”  
 
    “No.” She was just messing with me now. There was no way I ever wanted to face her one on one, at least not without the Sword of Light in my hands. “We’re here to propose a truce and an alliance.”   
 
    That surprised her. She shot a questioning look at Mom, who nodded back at her. “An alliance, you say. Whatever for?” 
 
    “We have a problem bigger than either of us. Cichol is out there somewhere.” 
 
    “Cichol?” Maeve clearly didn’t recognize the name. The prince on her right, the oldest of her human sons judging from his features, leaned over and whispered something in her ear. “Cichol, the Fomori king?” I nodded and Maeve waved a careless hand. “I recall that story now. Nuada killed him and his kin eons ago. The Fomori are no more.” 
 
    “No, Nuada imprisoned him in secret beneath Dún Bhaloir. He escaped a few days ago and he swore vengeance on all the Sidhe for what Nuada did. He has Caladbolg and the Summer Shield and he’s coming to take the Sword of Light.” A murmur ran through the watching crowd but it cut off at Maeve’s impatient gesture. Her son leaned in again but she stopped him with an upraised hand. Her eyes narrowed as she inspected me closely. 
 
    “That is quite a fanciful story, Siobhan,” she said, tapping her long fingers on the arm of her chair. “I would dismiss it as a clumsy ruse or a bard’s tale, but I see you do not bear any weapons of power at all, even though I could by right take your life this very moment.” I grabbed Garrett’s arm before he could do more than shift his feet, keeping my eyes on Maeve the entire time. “How did Cichol come to possess the Sword of Victory?” she continued. “For that matter, where are the Spear and the Hammer? Are you now completely helpless?” Muirenn’s shillelagh leaned against my leg, but Maeve obviously didn’t think it was anything but a simple walking stick. 
 
    I’d hoped Maeve would be so shocked about the news about Cichol that she would immediately agree to the truce, but she was much more interested in gaining an advantage over her ancient enemies. I wanted to yell at her for being so self-centered and power hungry, but I didn’t dare.  
 
    I looked at Dad to get a hint of what I should do. He looked worried, but he inclined his head towards Maeve. “Tell her,” he told me quietly, “but keep it brief. We don’t have much time.” Mom nodded as well. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as I collected my thoughts, and then I told the Sidhe about my encounter with Blathmac of the Mounds and the events that followed. 
 
    Maeve listened intently to every word I said, her gray eyes betraying nothing about what she was thinking. I left out most of the details of our journey into the depths of Balor’s Fort, but I described our interactions with Cichol as completely as I could, except for Candace’s death and resurrection. When I finally stopped talking, Maeve sat back slowly and stroked the line of her jaw with her finger. 
 
    “Findabair,” she said finally. “Does she speak the truth?” 
 
    “I wasn’t there, Mother,” Mom told her, “but from what I have seen and heard, I believe her words to be true. That is why I brought them here.” 
 
    Maeve closed her eyes for a moment. “Foolish child,” she sighed, and I wasn’t entirely sure whether she was speaking to Mom or me. Then her eyes snapped open again and I started back at the anger flaring within them. “Fedlimid,” she said sharply. Her oldest son sat up straight. “Where might Caladbolg be reforged?” 
 
    Fedlimid glanced at his brothers, but they all shook their heads. “I don’t know, my Queen,” he said roughly, as if he resented having to admit his ignorance. “The forges of the Fomori went cold in ages past. They are lost to us now.” 
 
    “Sín may know where they lie.” Mom met Maeve’s censorious glare calmly. “He has traveled throughout the Isles and knows more of its secrets than any other man.” 
 
    Maeve was clearly displeased by that suggestion. “He has traveled too far and seen too much.” 
 
    “Still, of all of us, he may have the answers we seek. Also, he knows of a man, Elcmar, who claimed to be Nuada’s sword-kin. If he still lives, he can point us true, and perhaps decipher this for us.” She gestured to Dad and he held up Cichol’s journal. 
 
    “What is that?” Maeve held out her hand and the journal was passed down to her. She flipped through its pages with a frown. “This is Fomori script, is it not? Whence did this come?” 
 
    “Siobhan took it from Cichol’s cell,” said Mom, and I nodded confirmation when Maeve cocked an eyebrow at me. “We hope it holds Cichol’s thoughts and intents.” 
 
    “Hope,” Maeve snorted, dismissing that as a weak and useless concept. “Very well, we shall see if Sín can serve a useful purpose for once.” I bristled at that, but fortunately Maeve didn’t notice as she flicked her fingers at another of her sons. “Eochaid, fetch him here.” 
 
    Eochaid, younger looking and fairer headed than his brothers, stood and bowed silently. He snapped his fingers at a couple of the soldiers and they followed him as he strode quickly back to the building where Sín was locked up. I watched them anxiously, wondering if I would get a chance to ask Sín about the Pooka. I needed to get into the tower before Cichol showed up or we were going to be in an awful lot of trouble. 
 
    Maeve stood without warning and her remaining sons scrambled to their feet, but she waved them back impatiently. She walked off towards the stone altar, bowing her head in thought as she placed her hands on the rough stone surface, still scarred and blackened from our last battle. I wasn’t sure what she was doing, until she lifted her eyes to the tower and tilted her head speculatively. 
 
    Oh my God! I thought, my stomach knotting up on me again. She’s thinking about letting Cichol get the Sword of Light and then taking it from him! I could see it as plain as day in her posture and the way her fingertips brushed the stone. I jumped to my feet and started towards her, but I stopped in my tracks when I realized I was suddenly the center of attention of a lot of armed men. 
 
    “It won’t work, Maeve!” I called, and she turned slowly to face me. “Cichol will never let you have the Sword. Weren’t you listening? He means to kill the Sidhe, every last one of you!” 
 
    “But I am not Sidhe,” she pointed out with a smirk on her lips, “nor are my eldest sons. He has no grudge against us.” 
 
    “I doubt Cichol will care, Mother,” Mom said frostily. I wondered if Maeve even realized that she just threw her half-Sidhe children under the Fomori bus. “You are Nuada’s heir, the reigning Queen in Tír na nÓg.” 
 
    Maeve waved her hand carelessly. “If Cichol truly intends to harm my people, we will deal with him. Let us see what our trespasser has to say on this.” 
 
    Four men strode towards us from the royal building: Eochaid, the two soldiers, and another man I knew well and barely knew at the same time, Sín. He was as impossibly handsome as ever, with smiling gray eyes and long black hair tied back at his nape, wearing a tunic of purple silk over black breeches. His usual chainmail shirt was missing and he was unarmed, but he walked freely without restraints, as if he was merely late to a party. 
 
    I wanted to run and meet him halfway and give him the tightest hug I could manage, but it suddenly occurred to me that, as far as Maeve or anyone else here knew, he and I had never met before. If Maeve found out he helped us enter her fortress to rescue Dad, we’d both be smoking holes in the ground before we could take our next breaths. 
 
    Sín circled around Maeve’s soldiers and ended up standing beside Mom, who rose to kiss him lightly on the cheek and, I was sure, whisper something in his ear. He smiled but said nothing as he bowed with a graceful sweep of his arm. When he rose, he winked at me and I had to bite my lip hard to keep from smiling back. 
 
    “Mother fairest,” he said lightly, “I am here at your command. Bid me and I shall obey.” 
 
    Maeve snorted – she clearly didn’t believe him any more than I did – but she looked amused. She gestured at me and the rest of the Order. “Our guests have come from the other world with dire news,” she said with a wry edge to her voice. 
 
    “Have they, now?” Sín crossed over to stand in front of me and took my hand. “I recognize this one from the stories of her last visit to Rath Solais. The descriptions do not do you justice, Siobhan O’Connor.” He lifted my hand, kissing my knuckles, and whispered through motionless lips, “What in Dagda’s name are you doing here?” 
 
    “Trying to keep all of you alive,” I answered, equally softly. His eyebrow twitched up as he released me and stepped back, turning to face his mother again. The resemblance between them was striking, now that I saw them together for the first time. 
 
    Maeve’s eyes rested on me with a speculative look and I tried to keep my expression as innocent as possible. We just met, I thought desperately, on the unlikely chance that my glamours could somehow affect another person’s thoughts too, not just their eyes. We don’t know each other, we’re complete strangers. She looked away, but a faint frown creased her otherwise flawless forehead.  
 
    “The Defender tells us of a coming storm on our horizon,” she said flatly. “A Fomori of old has taken Caladbolg and entered the Isles, swearing vengeance for ancient wrongs. Cichol is his name. Do you know of him?” 
 
    Sín looked at me in alarm, finally realizing that I wasn’t carrying the Sword. He scanned the rest of the Order and his face paled. “I have heard the name,” he allowed, recovering his composure. “I thought him a myth.” 
 
    “He is no myth, brother.” Mom stood at his elbow, looking very somber. “He has killed at least twice in Ireland and wreaked havoc there looking for weapons. Now he has come here to reforge Caladbolg and take back his tower.” 
 
    “Do you know where any of the forges of old might be found, Sín?” Maeve asked. “Where could Cichol be?” 
 
    Sín was silent for the longest time, gazing into the dark sky above the walls ringing the fortress. “I know of one,” he said finally. “Loch na Tine.” 
 
    “The Lake of Fire,” Mom translated for me. “I do not know that place.” 
 
    “It’s called Ghleann na Luaithreach now, the Valley of Ashes. The volcanic crater it was built over grew cold centuries ago. It’s on the coast of Muirias, a few hours north of the Moon Bridge.”  
 
    “So close?” Maeve asked with a pensive frown. “Would we not have heard if Cichol was there?” 
 
    “It’s an isolated area, mountainous and deeply forested. Few have reason to go there, except hunters and hermits.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I held my breath as Maeve considered Sin’s information and then swallowed nervously when her eyes slid over to me. “Morrigan,” she said finally, “go and see whether the fires burn again in Loch na Tine.”  
 
    The Morrigan silently rose from her seat and raised her arms. A moment later, a large black crow flapped its way into the sky, wheeling around over our heads towards the Moon Bridge and the island of Muirias beyond. 
 
    “Begging your pardon.” Tim stood up, heedless of the swords and lances suddenly pointing in his direction. “We faced Cichol under Dún Bhaloir, we know what he can do. I need to go too.” 
 
    “What can you do that the Morrigan cannot?” asked Maeve, not even trying to hide the scorn in her voice.  
 
    “I can win a fight between us,” he said, grinning broadly. Without waiting for a response or permission to leave, he crossed his arms and vanished in a flare of ultraviolet again. A huge golden eagle shot into the air, screeling loudly, and darted after the crow. In less than a minute, they were both out of sight, leaving me anxious and worried all over again. 
 
    “Is he going to be all right?” I asked Nick, but he just shrugged and shook his head. He looked worried too. 
 
    “Well,” said Maeve, looking irritated that she’d lost control of our little gathering, “it will take some time for the Morrigan to report back. Until then, perhaps we can see what treasures this holds.” She picked up Cichol’s journal from her chair and thrust it at Sín. “Findabair claims you know a man who can read this.” 
 
    “Elcmar,” Mom explained as Sín took the journal and opened it with a frown. 
 
    “Elcmar? Hmm, perhaps so.” He flipped through the journal until he reached the end of Cichol’s entries and then closed it thoughtfully. “Elcmar claimed to know Nuada personally.” 
 
    “Do you doubt him?” Maeve asked sharply. 
 
    “I have no way to judge, but I never knew him to lie. He was aged, to be sure, far beyond any other Sidhe I ever met. He may well have lived in Nuada’s time.” 
 
    “You say ‘was’, Sín,” Mom noted uneasily. “Is he still alive?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him in years, ever since I was banished from Findias.” He wasn’t looking at Maeve when he said that, but she scowled at his apparent dig anyway. “He lived in a village called Cuanbeag on the southern coast.” 
 
    “Very well, then,” said Maeve. “Let us go see this Elcmar and learn what secrets Cichol has written.” She had an eager look in her eyes that did not bode well for our supposed alliance. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Twelve 
 
    We rode into Cuanbeag a couple of hours later, just Maeve, Mom, Sín, and me, along with Captain Tieghan and his troop as escort. Everyone else was back in Rath Solais as “guests” under Fedlimid’s watchful eye. Maeve’s excuse to split us up was to let us travel as quickly as possible to the village so that we could be back at the fortress when the Morrigan and Tim returned, but it was pretty obvious what she was trying to do. Keeping me isolated from the rest of the Order made me easier to control, in theory. The only reason we didn’t start a riot in protest was that Mom and Sín were actually on our side and would help protect me if Maeve tried anything. 
 
    The ride along the coast of Findias was actually quite pleasant, all things considered, especially with Sín pointing out all the sights and history of the places we passed. I hoped I’d have a chance to talk to him privately, but Maeve had him ride up front with her. Mom and I followed behind, with Tieghan and his soldiers in a double column bringing up the rear. 
 
    Despite Maeve’s assertion that we could move faster with a smaller party, we actually plodded along at a fairly leisurely pace, but I didn’t complain. My only experience with riding horses, not counting the Pooka, was at Girl Scout camp a couple of summers before, and I was desperately afraid that my little mare would get spooked by a gopher or something and take off out of control. 
 
    I was thankful I could at least sit normally in the saddle. Mom and Maeve rode side-saddle, one leg hooked over a special bump to keep their balance, but they looked perfectly comfortable and stable. Mom’s horse had the same quiver of arrows I noticed before, along with a long unstrung bow. I asked her if she could actually use it and she allowed that she could. Sín overheard and glanced back over his shoulder with a wide grin, but he didn’t explain what was so funny. 
 
    Cuanbeag was just above the rocky shoreline, huddled around a tiny harbor that sheltered a handful of boats that looked barely large enough to hold two people. The tiny houses looked like they were built from scraps of driftwood and slabs of stone and I wondered how well they were able to keep out the stiff breeze blowing straight in from the sea. Certainly my blouse and vest weren’t doing a good job of it. 
 
    Three women were laboring over a smoking firepit, laying strips of fish on the flat stone top to dry. One of them looked up as we reigned in on the slope above them and nudged the other two. They looked us over in surprise and one hurried to the largest house and went inside without knocking. A moment later, a man stepped out. Like every other Sidhe I’d seen so far, he was beardless, but his dark hair was a roughly shorn windblown mess. His deep-sunk eyes widened when he recognized Maeve and he went down on one knee. 
 
    “Fáilte roimh ár sráidbhaile, mo Banríon,” he said, and the women curtseyed low. “Conas is féidir linn freastal ort?” 
 
    Maeve gestured and Sín dropped easily from his saddle, raising his hand in greeting. “Well met, Ruari,” he said amiably. “It’s been too long since we last spoke.” 
 
    Ruari and the women straightened warily, no doubt wondering why Sín was speaking English in this remote corner of the Otherworld, but he nodded. “We’ve missed your songs and the stories of your travels, mo Prionsa. Will you be staying long this time?” He eyed Maeve and the soldiers appraisingly. We probably outnumbered the villagers two to one. 
 
    “Not long, sadly. We came to speak with Elcmar. Is he within?” Sín nodded to a tiny cabin set away from the others, just a couple of steps away from the water’s edge. 
 
    “He is,” said Ruari, looking concerned. “He rarely goes out upon the sea these days.” 
 
    “Ah, I’m sorry to hear that. He was always happiest with the wind and the waves. Perhaps we can lighten his heart.” Ruari glanced again at Maeve and said nothing. 
 
    Sín helped Maeve down from her mount and Tieghan stepped forward to do the same for Mom, although both women were expert riders. I was left to my own devices, but I managed to get down without falling or getting my foot caught in the stirrup. The soldiers took charge of the horses as Sín led us along the rocky shore towards Elcmar’s house. Tieghan stuck to Mom like a second shadow, even though it wasn’t clear what he thought he was protecting her from. I left the shillelagh behind with Emily since I couldn’t ride with it tucked under my arm, so I was no threat to anyone whatsoever. I couldn’t help but wonder if there was something else to Tieghan’s attentiveness. Maybe he and Mom used to be – I didn’t dare finish that thought. 
 
    Sín tapped lightly on Elcmar’s door and waited. A minute passed and I thought maybe Ruari was wrong about Elcmar being home, or perhaps he was asleep or something, but then the door opened and a man stepped out. 
 
    That can’t be Elcmar, I thought. He’s too young. But then I looked closer and saw the subtle signs of age. His hair was black and his back was straight, but he moved with a careful grace that hinted that it was now an effort to keep active. There were no wrinkles around his eyes, but they looked sunken and weary, as if he’d been using them for far too long. Elcmar felt old. 
 
    “Elcmar, my friend, how are you this day?” Sín asked quietly. Elcmar looked at him and then at the rest of us. His gaze rested on me the longest. 
 
    “I abide,” he said finally, “until the dawn finally comes.” He had the strangest accent, very different from the lilting Gaelic I was used to hearing. 
 
    “Then you shall be with us forever, my friend,” Sín told him, resting his hand amiably on Elcmar’s shoulder, “for the night is endless in Tír na nÓg. Come, sit and let us talk. We need your help.” 
 
    He guided Elcmar gently to a small bench at the side of the house, barely large enough for the two of them to sit side by side. There were no other chairs in sight, so Mom just sat on the ground, gathering her skirts around her feet. Tieghan hurriedly removed his cloak and spread it out for Maeve to sit on, which she did with haughty grace. I almost expected her to commandeer the bench, but maybe she figured we’d learn more from Elcmar if we treated him respectfully. I sat cross-legged on Mom’s other side, wiggling to find a spot that didn’t have rocks digging into my butt. 
 
    Sín held out his hand to Mom and she gave him Cichol’s journal. “You once told me of your travels with Nuada and Lugh and of the conflicts with the Fir Bolg and the Fomori.” 
 
    Elcmar nodded solemnly. “I did.” 
 
    “Did you learn the Fomori tongue? Can you read their writing?” Sín opened the journal to the first page and placed it in his hands. “We have to know what is written here.” 
 
    Elcmar stared at the page as if he wasn’t quite sure what he was looking at. He was silent for so long I expected him to hand the book back to Sín with a shake of his head and admit that he couldn’t read Fomori. But then he traced the lines of blocky characters with his forefinger and he began to read out loud. 
 
    I didn’t recognize the language he spoke. It certainly wasn’t English, but it didn’t quite sound like Irish either. Sín leaned in close, though, listening carefully, and he translated Elcmar’s words for me. 
 
    “I no longer feel the rhythm of the world,” he said quietly. “The air is dead and still and the ebb and flow of the sea are nothing but a memory. All I have now is the ageless stone around me to bear me company.” Mom moved her hand to rest on mine, but I barely noticed as I strained to listen to Sín’s recital. 
 
    “I sometimes wonder if the eternal night still shrouds Tír na nÓg,” he continued. “It must, for I still live. The chains that bind Claíomh Solais in my tower also chain the sun beyond the horizon. Until they are broken, the dawn is held in abeyance until the Sword, the Spear, and the Hammer are returned to my hand. But how much longer must I wait to taste my freedom once again?” 
 
    “What does that mean, the sun is chained?” I whispered. “How is that possible?” Mom shook her head and motioned for me to be quiet as Elcmar kept on reading. 
 
    I don’t know how long we sat there on that cold and windy shore listening to Cichol’s words, but no one complained and no one asked for a break. Something about Cichol’s writing or Elcmar’s reading or Sín’s translation held our attention in an unbreakable grip, and even the villagers came and stood and listened in rapt silence. 
 
    Sometimes it seemed like more than one person had written in the journal. Most of the time, the words were thoughtful and even poetic, but sometimes they dipped into black despair or outright gibberish. A few times, though, I shivered at the rage and bitterness in Cichol’s plans for vengeance against Nuada and all the Sidhe. The deaths he promised them would be neither quick nor painless. 
 
    “What is that?” said Sín, and I actually looked around before I realized he was still translating. “Stone upon stone. Is that a door opening? I dare not hope that the day I have dreamed for all these countless years has finally come.” 
 
    “Blathmac,” I breathed.  
 
    “Blathmac of the Mounds,” said Sín. He had his eyes closed now, concentrating on Elcmar’s voice. “A strange name for a strange creature. I do not know from whence these leprechauns came and surely Blathmac is a poor example of their kind, but I do not care, for he has brought me hope. He tells me Caladbolg is still in the world, held by this human girl, this Defender, and Sleá Lúin and Toirneach are close by.” Hearing myself mentioned in Cichol’s journal, even indirectly, was unnerving. 
 
    “I tended the wounds of his journey through the ruined passages beneath Balor’s fort and asked him of the world above. Does the tide still turn, does the cycle of the seasons still turn, do birds still sing and rivers flow? In his words I can see it all again, but I yearn to feel the wind upon my face and the earth beneath my feet once more. I have promised Blathmac all the wealth of the Fomori, whatever remains of my kinsmen’s craft, and in return he swore to bring the Defender to me. I will sleep once more if I can, and when I wake, I will be free.” Elcmar turned the page, and I saw that he was at the final entry. The rest of the pages were blank. 
 
    “I cannot judge how much time has passed since Blathmac left,”
Sín said. His voice was hoarse, but he refused to stop. “Has it been a day in the human world, a week, an hour? Was he but an imagining? No, that cannot be. The cloth I used to staunch his cuts is by my hand and the strange scent of his blood is still upon it. He was here and he will soon return. I must be patient. My freedom is at hand. 
 
    “How shall I wreak my vengeance upon the Sidhe? Does that upstart Queen know of my tower and what lies within? Did Nuada reveal my words to her? I curse my pride and arrogance to taunt him for his failures to win the Sword of Light, but my loose tongue did not help him and will not help her. Claíomh Solais is safe until I come to claim it. 
 
    “I hear voices, young and many. Blathmac has returned as he promised. I should not have doubted him. He will have a place of honor at my side when Maeve bows before me and begs for her life, but she shall receive the same mercy from me that my people received from Nuada: none. Blood for blood.”  
 
    Elcmar fell silent and slowly closed the book. The entire village was still and even the wind and waves had died down. I stole a glance at Maeve, wondering what her reaction would be to Cichol’s words. I thought she’d be angry or defiant or dismissive or something, but instead she just looked pensive.  
 
    Sín touched Elcmar on his arm. “Are you well, my friend?” he asked. The old Sidhe looked hollow, as if reading the journal had drained him nearly empty. 
 
    “This book,” said Elcmar softly, resting his hand on the leather cover. “Cichol wrote it, did he not?” 
 
    “Yes. You knew him?” 
 
    “I knew him. A powerful king, a fierce warrior, a wondrous smith. His like was never seen again. We thought him dead.” Elcmar lifted his head and looked right at me. “You are the Defender.” 
 
    There was no point in denying it. “Yes.” Behind me, I heard the villagers murmuring among themselves. 
 
    “You set him free.” 
 
    I thought about explaining why, claiming I was tricked, that I didn’t realize who or what Cichol was, but I just nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    To my surprise, Elcmar merely inclined his head and turned to Maeve. “What will you do, mo Banríon?” 
 
    Maeve still had that thoughtful look, but she rose to her feet, brushing sand and bits of debris from her skirt. She bent and retrieved Tieghan’s cloak, shaking it out before returning to to him. Mom and I stood as well, wondering what she was up to as she considered Elcmar with pursed lips. He gazed back at her without a hint of concern. 
 
    “What did Cichol say to Nuada?” she asked finally. “What was he worried about that I might learn?” 
 
    Oh my God, I thought anxiously. She’s still trying to get into the tower! Doesn’t she care about what Cichol is going to do to the Sidhe? “He didn’t say,” I reminded her. “There was nothing in the journal about it except that one mention.” Mom nodded her concurrence, but Maeve lifted her hand. 
 
    “You were there with Nuada, Elcmar,” she said. “You were sword-kin to him. What did he say?” 
 
    Elcmar gazed out over the water at the distant horizon, the seam between the sky and the sea barely visible in the distance. I desperately wanted to find out what Cichol said, but I also didn’t want Maeve to know whatever secret he revealed to Nuada. Given the circumstances, I hoped Elcmar would remain silent, but he finally let his breath out slowly. 
 
    “Centuries after the Fomori were slain,” he said to no one in particular, “the Sidhe faced another invasion from over the sea, a new race alike us in face and form, but short-lived and violent. They were called Gaels, humans from the eastern lands.” That caught me by surprise. I sort of assumed all this time that humans were already in Ireland, staying out of the way as the mythical creatures battled for supremacy. I never imagined that we just showed up in a boat out of the blue.  
 
    “We defended our lands,” Elcmar went on, “but they were savage warriors and Nuada was too far gone in his madness and despair to lead us well. They drove us back, league by league, until we were surrounded at Tara. In that final battle, Amergin, the Gael king, struck Nuada down with his spear. I and my brothers carried him from the battlefield, still alive, but his wounds were too great to heal and so Nuada summoned Lugh, his heir, to his side.” Elcmar’s shoulders sagged, as if he was reliving the defeat of his king. 
 
    “Nuada begged Lugh to take the Sword of Light and sweep the Gaels from the land, but Lugh said he knew of no way to enter Cichol’s tower. Then Nuada told him of the secret he had learned from Cichol, long thought dead, but Lugh had to hold his ear to Nuada’s lips to hear it, for Nuada was dying. The king passed a moment later.” 
 
    Elcmar fell silent, as if he’d run out of words to say. Mom and I looked at each other doubtfully, but Maeve moved around to stand directly in front of the old Sidhe. She held up her hand to keep Sín from interfering. 
 
    “So you did not hear Nuada’s words?” she asked. 
 
    “Not then,” said Elcmar. “Much later, after Lugh surrendered to Amergin and negotiated our retreat to Tír na nÓg, I came upon him standing in Rath Solais and gazing upon the tower. He told me then the words Nuada had spoken with his final breath: Ach is féidir na trí eochracha saor in aisce ar an Claíomh Solais.” 
 
    “Only the three keys can free the Sword of Light,” Sín murmured softly. 
 
    “But what does that mean?” I asked plaintively. “What three keys?” Father Kennedy already told us that part, but it did us no good unless we knew what the keys were and where to find them. 
 
    “Lugh did not know,” said Elcmar. “Nuada passed before he could explain his meaning. Lugh never entered the tower, nor has any person since.” Now he finally looked at Maeve directly. “I regret I have no better tidings for you, mo Banríon.” I couldn’t tell if he was actually sorry. I knew I wasn’t. 
 
    Maeve shook her head. “Such a waste,” she said to herself. She turned away and started climbing the shallow slope to where Tieghan’s soldiers waited with the horses. “All this way and we have learned nothing.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” Maeve paused and looked at Mom with a questioning expression. “We learned that Siobhan was telling the truth. Cichol is mad, he is dangerous, and he is coming to take the Sword of Light.” 
 
    “Hmpf.” Maeve looked like she didn’t want to admit anything of the sort. “Let him try.” 
 
    She allowed Tieghan to help her up onto her horse, settling her skirt around her legs before taking the reins from the attentive soldier holding them. Mom mounted as well, steadying herself with a hand on Tieghan’s shoulder, but I stayed with Sín, hoping to have a chance to ask him about the Pooka. If we couldn’t get in with the keys, then I’d just have to risk riding into the tower on a demon horse. 
 
    Sín was more concerned about his friend, though, speaking quietly to him as Maeve waited impatiently for the two of us to join them for the ride back to the fortress. Elcmar thanked Sín for his kindness, but his hollow eyes turned to me. I wasn’t sure what I saw in them.  
 
    “Defender,” he said, “I too heard Lia Fáil’s command to you.” 
 
    “Command?” I didn’t remember the Stone of Destiny ordering me to do anything. Usually the Stone’s proclamations just made Maeve angry at me. 
 
    “Deireadh an oíche síoraí sula bhfuil gach rud caillte.” 
 
    “Oh, that.” End the eternal night before everything is lost. Lia Fáil said that when Emily and Candace swore their oaths under Dún Bhaloir. “I have no idea what that means.” 
 
    “It means my time is finally coming to an end, for I am fated never to see the dawn again. It means I will soon ride at Nuada’s side once more.” Elcmar looked past Sín to gaze out over the sea to the east. It took me a moment to realize what Elcmar’s metaphor actually meant: he would die if the sun rose again. Sín looked stricken. 
 
    “My friend,” he said gently, “it is not yet your time.” 
 
    “It is long past my time,” Elcmar told him matter-of-factly. “I am bound to this land by Cichol’s chains, just as Claíomh Solais is bound in his tower. Freeing one frees all.” He must have seen the horror in my face. “Do not let my fate stay your hand, Defender,” he said solemnly. “I am worn thin. My passing will be the greatest gift you can offer me.” 
 
    Sín laid his hand gently on Elcmar’s shoulder. “I will sing at your pyre, old friend.” Elcmar nodded in calm acceptance and Sín turned away. “Come, Shy,” he said to me, his voice thick with emotion. “Your friends will be worried about you.” 
 
    “But what about Elcmar?” I asked quietly, following him up the slope. “I can’t just let him die like that!” 
 
    “He’s been ready to die for centuries. Besides,” Sín flashed me a smile that held a hint of his usual wry humor, “it’s not like you know how to get into the tower.” 
 
    “Actually, I do.” Sín stopped in his tracks and stared at me in shock. I stole a glance at Maeve to make sure she couldn’t actually overhear us. She was frowning at me in irritation instead of demanding my secret, so I figured this was my chance. “But I need the Pooka’s help,” I whispered. 
 
    Sín blinked. “The Pooka?” He clearly couldn’t imagine how the Pooka could possibly get me into Cichol’s tower, which was frankly reassuring. If he couldn’t figure it out, Maeve’s wouldn’t either. 
 
    “Yes. Can you contact him?” 
 
    “Sín,” said Maeve sharply. “Save your blandishments for your other bedmates. Let us go.” 
 
    Sín swept his arm around in a graceful bow, his face betraying nothing but a sly smile. “By your command, Mother,” he said, taking his horse’s reins from the waiting soldier. “But you must admit the Queen of Ireland would make a beautiful consort.”  
 
    Maeve sniffed disdainfully, but Mom glared daggers at her brother from behind her back. Sín just winked at her and swung easily up into his saddle, leaving me standing there with my mouth open in surprise. He’s my uncle! I thought, trying to scrub the blush out of my cheeks. He shouldn’t be saying stuff like that about me! But of course Maeve didn’t know about our kinship and he had to stay in character. 
 
    At Mom’s gesture, Tieghan helped me mount up and get my feet set in the stirrups. The villagers bowed out of our way, leaving a wide path up the slope to the road we followed from Rath Solais, but before we could head out, another rider appeared on the road ahead, spurring his horse towards us as fast as it could go. Tieghan and his men immediately formed a defensive line in front of the rest of us, but the horseman, a soldier in Maeve’s colors, reined in to a skidding halt and called out. 
 
    “Mo Banríon, tá an Morrigan ais!” he shouted. His horse looked like it was about to drop dead from exhaustion and he looked about the same. “Tá nuacht Cichol sí!” 
 
    “A ligean ar dul,” snapped Maeve, and she flicked her reins to send her mount forward. The rest of us followed close behind, but I managed to maneuver close enough to Mom to ask her what just happened. I recognized the Morrigan’s and Cichol’s names, so I knew it wasn’t good news. 
 
    “The rider said the Morrigan has returned,” Mom told me tersely. “She has word of Cichol.” 
 
    “She’s back already? What about Tim? Did he come back with her?” Mom could only shake her head in ignorance and I nudged my heels into my horse’s flanks, urging it to go faster. I dreaded what we would find when we returned to Rath Solais. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    We rode into the fortress less than an hour later, our horses lathered and stumbling from the pace Maeve set. Servants swarmed around us to help us down and lead the horses away, but I barely noticed them. Instead, I looked around anxiously for Tim and the rest of the Order. None of them were in sight. 
 
    Fedlimid, Maeve’s eldest son, was waiting for us, though, and he spoke quickly in Gaelic, gesturing to the royal quarters. Maeve quickly strode that way, calling out orders as she went, and people scattered in all directions to do her bidding. My legs were too sore and stiff from our long ride to keep up with her, but Mom and Sín stayed with me as we followed in her wake. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked Mom. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “Aidan and your friends are well,” she assured me. “Fedlimid placed them in one of the guest chambers to await our return.” 
 
    “What about Tim? Did he come back with the Morrigan?” 
 
    “Fedlimid didn’t say. We’ll find out shortly.”  
 
    The building’s courtyard was deserted except for the silvery tree in the center and the crow perched on the highest of its bare branches. It cawed loudly as Maeve paused at the base of the tree and swooped down, transforming into the Morrigan just before it touched the ground. 
 
    “My Queen,” she said, bending in the slightest of bows. 
 
    “What news, Morrigan?” demanded Maeve. “Did you see Cichol?” 
 
    “Where’s Tim?” I asked loudly before the Morrigan could answer. “Did he come back with you?” Maeve’s eyes flashed angrily at me for interrupting her, but I didn’t care. The Morrigan smiled at me, exposing her pointed teeth again, but she didn’t answer. My heart sank into my gut. “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “Siobhan.” Mom’s hand on my arm directed my attention to the open doors on the far side of the courtyard. Eochaid stepped out first, followed by Dad and the rest of the Order. Tim was right in the middle of the group and I ran to him and hugged him tightly.  
 
    “I was so worried about you!” I said. “Are you okay? What happened? Did you see Cichol?” 
 
    “He’s fine,” said Emily before Tim could respond. She still carried Muirenn’s shillelagh for me, gripped tightly in both hands. “We were worried sick about you. You were alone with Maeve for hours and we had no idea when you’d be back.” 
 
    “Nothing happened,” I told her impatiently. “Mo – I mean, Findabair and Sín were with me. What about you, Tim? Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Tim irritably, “no thanks to that bloody bitch over there!” He said it loudly enough that the Morrigan turned away from Maeve to grin at him.  
 
    “I told you to keep up or be left behind, shapeshifter,” she said. “You found your way back well enough.” 
 
    “Bloody bridge is hard to miss,” Tim muttered.  
 
    “Morrigan, report,” Maeve snapped, clearly uninterested in their spat. “What did you find?” 
 
    “Loch na Tine burns again, my Queen,” said the Morrigan. “Cichol relit the forges.” 
 
    “There’s a river of lava right through the valley,” added Tim, “and a platform right in the middle of it with the biggest bloody anvil I’ve ever seen. Nearly scorched my tail feathers off landing there.” 
 
    “Was Cichol there?” Maeve insisted. “Did you see him?” 
 
    “The forge was still hot but the Fomori was gone,” said the Morrigan with an indifferent shrug.  
 
    “Could you tell where he went?” I asked anxiously. If he reforged Caladbolg already, he must be on his way here.  
 
    “The forest surrounding the valley is thick,” the Morrigan told me with a sneer. “There was naught else to see from the sky. I returned directly.” 
 
    Tim snorted. “I told you there was a old road leading inland, you stubborn bat. I figured Cichol went that way, but she wouldn’t wait while I checked it out.” 
 
    “Was he there?” 
 
    “No, but he definitely went that way,” he said grimly. “I found a patrol or something, or what was left of them. They were chopped into little pieces.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I gasped. “Nobody escaped?” Tim just shook his head. Blood for blood, I thought, feeling light-headed. It’s already started. 
 
    “Who would be patrolling the northern woods?” Maeve asked Fedlimid with a frown. “Donogh’s troops?” 
 
    Fedlimid shook his head with frown. “There’d be no reason to, there are no villages there. Perhaps it was a hunting party from Muirias or Baile Abhainn.” 
 
    “They all wore the same colors,” Tim argued. “They had to be soldiers.” He dug into his pocket and pulled out a scrap of cloth. It was green with intricate knotwork picked out in silver thread. “Bloody hard to carry this when you’re a bird,” he grumbled. 
 
    Maeve reached silently out to take the scrap from him. She rubbed the threads with her fingers, as if she was trying to confirm they were real. Mom and Sín exchanged a shocked look and Fedlimid spat out an oath. 
 
    Where have I seen those colors before? I wondered. It was clear that Maeve and her children recognized them. Then it hit me. “Oh my God,” I whispered. “Cet.” Sín’s brother had worn green and silver when he helped us escape the Otherworld, and he often rode out hunting with his men. 
 
    Maeve clenched her fist around the cloth and ruddy light and smoke spilled out between her fingers. When she opened her hand, nothing but ash remained. “Where are Cairbre and Fergus?” she asked in a low, dangerous voice. 
 
    “Cairbre is in the Vale of Shadows,” said Fedlimid. “Fergus rode into Findias to speak with the armorers.” 
 
    “Send word to them. Tell Cairbre to bring na Saighdiúirí na Hoíche to the bridge and await our arrival. Have Fergus muster the archers. You two assemble the infantry and march to meet them.” Fedlimid and Eochaid bowed their understanding and strode out of the courtyard with determined looks. “Morrigan, survey the bridge. Send us warning if Cichol sets foot upon it.” The Morrigan scowled, as if such a mundane task was beneath her, but she raised her arms and flapped away over the roof of the building in crow form. “Findabair, come with me.”  
 
    Maeve strode to the open doors of the building, but Mom held back. “What of Dáire?” she asked worriedly. “Where is he?” 
 
    “He is in Falias,” Maeve said impatiently. “I sent him to negotiate with Ciaran for another troop of bowmen. ” 
 
    “Why did you not send me?” Mom asked. She sounded offended. “Ciaran is my father.” 
 
    “You were in the other world,” said Maeve dismissively. “Dáire will get my troops, but he is too far away to help us now. Come.” Maeve disappeared into the building and, after an anxious glance at me and Dad, Mom followed her inside. 
 
    Somewhere within the fortress, a horn blared, a rising three-note sequence that caused of flurry of activity among the soldiers and servants. People scurried back and forth and armed men began to line up in ranks in the center of the field, their captains checking their weapons and armor. In no time at all, a hundred archers, lancers, and swordsmen were ready to march, and more continued to join. 
 
    Oh my God, I thought, my stomach twisting up in knots. Maeve really does have an army ready to invade Ireland, and now the only thing in her way is Cichol. This is all my fault. 
 
    I looked around at the Order of the Shamrock. There were only seven of us, armed with a dagger, a falcata, a spear, and a shillelagh. Plus Tim’s shapeshifting, I reminded myself, and whatever Nick’s power is called. There has to be something we can do to help. Then I realized that we were alone in the courtyard, except for Sín. Maeve hadn’t sent him off to prepare for battle 
 
    “Sín!” He turned away from watching his brothers muster Maeve’s troops and favored me with a raised eyebrow. I glanced around to make sure no one was watching from the surrounding doors and windows and beckoned him closer. “I need to talk to the Pooka,” I said in a low voice. 
 
    “So you said,” he replied just as quietly. “But why? No sane person wants to see the Pooka.” 
 
    “You do,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I assure you, I don’t, but he and I have done each other favors on occasion. I’m already in his debt, I don’t want to make it worse for no good reason. Besides, I thought you were afraid of him.” 
 
    “I am.” I couldn’t help but shudder at the thought of riding the demon horse again. “But he can carry me into the tower. I think,” I amended doubtfully. 
 
    Sín’s face went through a whole series of expressions as he processed that, starting with puzzlement, then realization, then surprise, thoughtfulness, and amusement in quick succession. “Well,” he said, casting a speculative look at a shuttered window on the second floor, “I do perceive here a divided duty.” 
 
    “What?” I had no idea what he was talking about or why he was speaking so strangely. 
 
    “Shakespeare,” Dad explained with a pensive frown. “Othello, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Act 1, Scene 3,” Sín agreed. “Desdemona is torn between her duty to her father and her loyalty to her husband.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t tell Maeve!” I gasped. It never occurred to me that Sín might tell his mother how to get the Sword of Light. 
 
    “Desdemona sided with her husband,” Dad noted quietly. Sín acknowledged that with another courtly bow. 
 
    “As do I. Not that we’re married, of course, but placing Claíomh Solais in Maeve’s hands is inviting disaster.” My legs barely held me upright as I let my breath out in relief. “But the Pooka isn’t at my beck and call, Shy. He is difficult to find at the best of times, and now,” he glanced out into the fortress, where soldiers were already marching out, “I may not be able to get away.” 
 
    “You have to!” I insisted. “You’re our only hope!” Sín smiled slowly and I jabbed my finger at him. “Don’t you dare say anything about Obi-Wan Kenobi!” Sín raised his hands in mock surrender, but he sobered quickly as Maeve and Mom reentered the courtyard, followed by two soldiers carrying shields. 
 
    Both women were garbed for war now, in plain skirts and sleeveless bodices covered with leather vests laced tight around their chests. Maeve wore a silver-hilted sword on her hip, while Mom still sported her long dagger. Their hair was tied back in identical braids and they’d removed all of their jewelry, except for the claddagh ring on Mom’s left hand. She also had a long leather cuff wrapped around her left forearm, although it wasn’t clear to me what that was for. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Dad asked Maeve, but his worried eyes were on Mom. Maeve barely spared him a glance as she swept by us. 
 
    “We are preparing for battle,” she said sharply. “Stay out of the way if you value your skin.” 
 
    “We can help you,” I insisted. I don’t know what possessed me to say that, except I couldn’t bear the thought of Mom facing Cichol without us. Maeve slowed to a halt and turned her cold gray eyes on me. 
 
    “You cannot help,” she said quietly, her words sharp-edged with anger. “Everything you have done has made things worse. You broke the Great Weapons and freed an ancient menace. You wasted hours we could have spent searching out Cichol on a book that told us nothing useful. You disbanded the Warriors of the White Branch and replaced them with children.” She swept her hand at all of us. “What good are you to me?” 
 
    I can get into Cichol’s tower, I thought bleakly, but I couldn’t tell her that. The problem was, Maeve was absolutely right. I’d ruined everything. 
 
    “Mother,” said Mom softly, “she is the Defender, proclaimed by Lia Fáil.” 
 
    “The Stone has been silent all these centuries,” Maeve countered dismissively. “It, too, is broken. You are no queen,” she told me flatly, “and if I learn that Cet truly lies with the dead in Muirias, you shall be the next to die.” 
 
    Mom gasped and Dad grabbed my arm protectively, but Maeve turned and stormed away, flanked by the shieldmen. Mom hesitated, glancing over her shoulder. 
 
    “I must go,” she said in an urgent whisper. “Stay here and be safe until we return.” 
 
    “No!” I grabbed her hand frantically. “You can’t go!” 
 
    “I am a princess of Tír na nÓg, Siobhan,” she explained softly, gently removing my hand from hers. “I have a duty to protect my people.” 
 
    “But –” She pressed her fingers against my lips to stop my protest. We couldn’t say goodbye properly without revealing our relationship to everyone else, so all she could do was look at Dad pleadingly. He nodded silently, his lips a thin, tight line, and she hurried after Maeve without a backwards glance. 
 
    I didn’t know what to do or say as I watched her leave, my heart a heavy lump in my chest. If she gets hurt, I thought miserably, if she dies, it’s my fault. Maeve was right. I just made everything worse. 
 
    “Right then,” said Tim, clapping his hands together. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Going?” Emily asked him. “Where?” 
 
    “To the bridge, of course,” he said, as if Emily was a complete idiot for asking. “There’s a Fomori coming and I’ve got a new tattoo to try out.” 
 
    “But Maeve ordered us to stay here,” I argued doubtfully. 
 
    “Actually, she didn’t,” Sín noted thoughtfully, looking out across the grounds. Maeve was clearly visible, mounted on her black horse, but I couldn’t see Mom with all the other soldiers and horseman getting themselves into position for the march to the bridge. “She just said you were of no use to her.” 
 
    “So what’s the hold-up, then?” Tim asked impatiently. 
 
    “We should wait until Maeve and my brothers are on their way. It will be easier to leave Rath Solais after they’re gone. Ah, this looks promising.” 
 
    The ranks of soldiers settled into order, each one fronted by officers on horseback and heralds bearing colored banners. Maeve rode back and forth, inspecting each one, and then lifted her hand. In response, someone blew a short fanfare and Maeve cantered out through the gate. 
 
    One by one, each division of her army followed, starting with Mom riding out with Captain Tieghan and his men. My chest felt tight as I watched her go, and I hoped she would stay well away from the coming battle with Cichol, although I knew that wasn’t going to happen. Fedlimid led the next group out, then Eochaid, and then other officers I didn’t recognize. Most of the soldiers were on foot, but they set a quick pace and they would arrive at the Moon Bridge in just a couple of hours. 
 
    We waited until the last soldier strode out through the gate and then we followed Sín across the grounds. The only other people in sight now were the servants trying to restore order within the fortress. I had to jog to keep up with Sín’s long strides. 
 
    “Are we just going to follow them?” I asked him a bit breathlessly. “Won’t they notice?” 
 
    “Their attention will be ahead, not behind.” Sín caught the sleeve of a passing servant and spoke to him quietly. The man looked us over and shook his head vehemently, but Sín sent him on his way with a firmly-worded order. “Nonetheless,” he continued, “I can’t go with you. Maeve did not give me permission to leave.” 
 
    “What? You’re just going to stay here?”  
 
    “I didn’t say that,” he said with an easy smile. “I have a demon to track down, after all.” He sobered as he glanced around the fortress. “I shouldn’t be missed for a while, but I’ll need to move smartly if I’m to be back quickly enough to do you any good.” 
 
    “Be careful,” I told him earnestly. 
 
    “I’m not the one riding to face an angry Fomori,” he reminded me. “You be careful. Shy.” 
 
    “I will,” I said, although I doubted I could actually keep that promise. Then something struck me. “What do you mean, riding?” 
 
    Sín grinned. “My horse, my horse, my kingdom for a horse,” he declared, gesturing grandly, and right on cue, the same servant came into sight leading two saddled horses by their reins. Other men followed him, with five additional mounts. 
 
    “What is it with you and Shakespeare?” I grumbled. I never got into all those prithees and wherefores in English class at St. Mary’s.  
 
    Sín chuckled as he helped me up into the saddle of a small gray mare that seemed reasonably docile. I was torn between relief that we wouldn’t have to walk all the way to the bridge and anxiety that I’d fall off and break my neck before we got there. I didn’t know what to do with the shillelagh either, since I doubted I could hold it and the reins at the same time and still guide the horse properly. I finally tucked it between the saddle and my leg, although the knots along its length jabbed into my thigh. Sín gave it and me a curious look, but he didn’t question why I was carrying an old walking stick. 
 
    The rest of the Order mounted up quickly, although Dad was a bit hesitant. He wasn’t much of a rider, but hopefully he’d manage okay as long as we didn’t have to gallop or anything. One horse remained without a rider, though, and I did a quick head count. “Where’s Garrett?” I asked, and then I spotted him talking to someone beside one of the other buildings. 
 
    The other man was small, with sharp features, thin, graying hair, and the beginnings of a dark beard. I assumed he was another of Maeve’s servants, but then I realized he wore modern clothes and I sucked my breath in with a gasp. Liam! 
 
    Garrett’s father stood with his back half-turned to us, but Garrett was clearly visible. He looked angry, his blue eyes cold and hard and his mouth a tight line, and the hand gripping his spear was white-knuckled, as if he could barely restrain himself from running it through his father’s chest. 
 
    They were too far away for me to hear what they were saying, but Garrett shook his head vehemently, said something through his gritted teeth, and then strode towards us, nearly knocking Liam off his feet as he passed. Liam reached out to him and then lowered his arm, sagging into himself as he turned away and vanished behind one of the buildings. He looked like a man who had lost everything.  
 
    Good! I thought furiously. He betrayed Grandpa Phelan and Dad and the Warriors of the White Branch and tried to get Candace to kill me. He sent the Dark Man after me, too. He deserves whatever happens to him. But watching Garrett take the reins of the last horse and swing up into the saddle, not looking at any of us, nearly broke my heart. Damn him! After a couple of tries, I managed to maneuver my horse around to Garrett’s side. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked him quietly, reaching out to rest my hand on his. He blinked a few times as he looked out across the grounds. He breathed in sharply through his nose before he finally nodded. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said roughly. “Let’s go.” I wanted to ask him what Liam said to him but I didn’t dare, so I just squeezed his hand. 
 
    Sín came up beside me and looked up at me somberly. “Do you recall how to get to the Moon Bridge, Shy?” 
 
    “Just follow the road, right?” The only fork I remembered from our journey down to Cuanbeag was the one that led to the bridge itself. Sín nodded and stepped back, raising his hand in farewell. “Aren’t you riding too?” All the horses the servants brought were taken. 
 
    “I can’t be seen leaving the fortress, certainly not on horseback and not in your company,” he said, his eyes crinkling in a smile. “But fear not, I’ll be close behind. Ride well, all of you!” he said louder, raising his hand to bid us farewell. “I await your victorious return.” He gave me a wink and slapped my horse on her rump, startling it into motion. I grabbed the reins hurriedly and when I looked back, he was nowhere in sight.  
 
    “Sín?” I called quietly, and I thought I heard a soft chuckle off to the side. I tried to See his aura, but the light from Claíomh Solais was blinding and I gave up, silently wishing him luck in finding the Pooka quickly. 
 
    I led the Order out through the inner gate, or tried to, at least. My horse continued to be stubborn and by the time I got her pointed in the right direction, Nick and Tim had already passed me. I nudged my mount with my heels to get her to catch up and I ended up in the middle of a loose circle of riders, with Garrett and Emily flanking me and Dad and Candace bringing up the rear, almost like we had planned it that way. 
 
    The space between the inner and outer walls was narrow enough to bunch us up together so that Garrett’s leg bumped against mine, but I didn’t mind. He still looked angry and withdrawn, but he flashed me a fleeting smile when he caught me watching him. I smiled back reassuringly, but I wasn’t sure he noticed. 
 
    There were no archers keeping watch on the top of the wall and no guards at the outer gate as we approached. I wondered if Maeve had taken every last soldier with her to the bridge to confront Cichol, which I supposed made sense, but it seemed strange that she left her fortress – and us – completely unguarded. I realized my mistake when Nick’s horse shied nervously as he passed through the gate and Tim had to haul hard on his reins to keep his own mount from bolting. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I exclaimed. “The slu-whatever. The ghosts!” I grabbed my torc, squinting mentally against the Sword of Light’s glare, and Saw that there were a lot more of them than before. At least twenty shadows surrounded us, blocking our way and reaching for us with formless arms. I grabbed the shillelagh and swung it desperately at the nearest ghost. The dead creature faded out and reformed an instant later, raking its grasping claws over the flanks of my horse. 
 
    The mare shrieked and leapt sideways, nearly crushing me against Emily’s horse, which spooked and reared. Caught by surprise, Emily slipped sideways off her saddle, still clutching the reins, and landed off-balance. She tried to stay on her feet, but her horse bucked and dodged, knocking her to the ground and almost stomping her with its hooves. 
 
    She rolled to the side, out of the frightened horse’s path, but I Saw three ghosts converging on her. I shouted a warning as I tried to control my own mount enough to get down and help her, although I had no idea how I could drive them away from her. 
 
    The closest ghost touched Emily on her shoulder and she screamed in terror and pain, scrambling to her feet to get away. She snatched Scáth from its scabbard and slashed blindly with it and suddenly a hundred razor-edged somethings filled the air around her, like an invisible tornado with claws and teeth. The effect last only a split second, but the three ghosts shattered into wisps of shadowy smoke and vanished completely. 
 
    The other sluagh paused in their attack, every one of them turning to face Emily, and then they faded away from my Sight, leaving us alone at the gate in utter shock and silence. 
 
    “What just happened?” Dad asked, looking bewildered. I was sure I wore the exact same expression. 
 
    “Emily,” I asked carefully, “what did you do?” 
 
    “I ... I don’t know.” She looked down at the black dagger in her hand like she’d never seen it before. “Are the sluagh gone?” 
 
    I searched carefully with my Sight, but there wasn’t a single shadow, good or evil, anywhere near us. “They’re gone, every one of them. But how? What was that thing you did?” 
 
    “Didn’t the same thing happen in Dún Bhaloir?” Candace asked with a frown. “After she said the oath to you?” 
 
    “I think so.” I chewed my lip as I tried to remember exact what happened. There’d been a lot going on at the time. “Oh my God,” I gasped, “is that your superpower? That tiger-y thing? Is your mark actually working now?” The tiger stripes were just painted on her back instead of tattooed, but maybe that was good enough for her power to manifest itself. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Emily looked stunned – so did the rest of us, frankly – but excited at the same time. 
 
    “But what triggered it? Can you do it again?” I asked eagerly. Something like that would be very handy in the coming battle with Cichol. 
 
    Emily frowned and tentatively slashed the air with Scáth again, but nothing happened. She tried again, more forcefully this time, but no slicing claws or tearing teeth appeared. She slumped in disappointment. “Maybe it only works once,” she said forlornly. 
 
    “Or maybe you just have to be attacked first,” Garrett suggested, although Emily didn’t look particularly thrilled at that possibility. “Or maybe just scared.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said, carefully sliding Scáth back into its sheath. “We’ll find out soon enough, I guess.” 
 
    With the ghosts banished, at least for now, her horse calmed down enough to be recaptured and she mounted up again. We rode out through the gate with no further trouble and cantered after Maeve and her army. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    We rode into Maeve’s encampment almost unnoticed. Her soldiers surrounded us on all sides, but they were too busy getting into position and checking their weapons to pay any attention to a small group of riders in their midst, even if we were strangely dressed.  
 
    An Droichead Ghealach, the Moon Bridge, stretched out from the top of the cliff, connecting the islands of Findias and Muirius. It was built from seamless white stone, at least fifty feet wide and hundreds of feet above the raging sea, but its far end was lost in the distant haze. It was mind-boggingly huge. The first time we crossed it, Sín told me it had been built by the Fomori ages ago. Now that I’d actually met one, I believed it. 
 
    A brisk, damp breeze blew in from the sea and I hugged myself tightly, wishing I’d worn something more practical than my blouse and vest. “Do you think he’ll actually come this way?” I asked no one in particular. 
 
    “The Sword of Light has to be his first priority,” said Dad, nudging his horse closer. “Once he has that, it doesn’t much matter where he goes.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. The deployments of the soldiers were looking a lot more orderly now as the officers directed them to their positions. The lancers were arrayed in a wide arc around the end of the Bridge, with archers lined up behind them. The swordsmen stood in companies of a hundred men or so and mounted knights waited in ranks in between. Heralds with banners and horns stood with each section, awaiting the signal to attack. Even to my inexpert eye, the plan was obvious: stop Cichol with the hedge of lances, drive him back with arrows, and then cut him down with swords and cavalry.  
 
    “This will work, right?” I asked uneasily. “It’s just one Fomori against a thousand Sidhe.” Maybe even two thousand. More soldiers marched up the slope towards us as I watched, probably from the city of Findias. Dad didn’t look as reassuring as I’d hoped he would. 
 
    “Cichol has Caladbolg,” he said grimly. “A weapon that can cut stone like butter isn’t going to have much trouble doing the same to an army, and we have no idea what the Summer Shield will do to them.” 
 
    “But the archers should be able to hurt him without having to get too close,” I said hopefully. “And Maeve has her magic. And the Morrigan.” I knew I was grasping at straws when I listed that murderous demon girl as an asset. Dad nodded, but he didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “Treorái.” I turned, startled, and found Captain Tieghan standing a short distance away, scowling at me in disapproval. “Mo Banphrionsa bids you come.” He turned on his heel and strode away without waiting for a response.  With a sigh, I heeled my horse into motion. 
 
    A large pavilion had been raised on the flattest area of the cliff, less than a hundred feet from the sheer edge. Another dozen tents were scattered around it, like colorful mushrooms sprouting from the bare rock, and officers and soldiers milled about, preparing armor and weapons and conversing in tight clusters. They fell silent as we rode into the encampment and dismounted at Tieghan’s gesture.  
 
    Servants in livery led our mounts away to a makeshift corral as Tieghan ducked into one of the smaller tents. The officers and soldiers slowly turned back to their tasks, although I couldn’t miss the continued glances in our direction. 
 
    Tieghan emerged from the tent and held the flap open for Mom to step out behind him. She came straight towards us, looking very, very angry. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she hissed at me. “You were supposed to stay in Rath Solais!” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I countered. “You have no idea how dangerous Cichol is!” 
 
    “I am not some helpless princess from a child’s fairytale!” she snapped. “I will do whatever is in my power to protect my people!” 
 
    “Well, so will I!” We glared at each other, neither of us willing to give in first. 
 
    “Aidan,” Mom said through her teeth, “take your daughter and depart. We will have words once this is done.” 
 
    “Findabair,” Dad said carefully, mindful of all the ears listening in, “the Warriors of the White Branch have held back the Sidhe for centuries. The Order of the Shamrock is the best of those that remain.” I thought that was a bit of a stretch but there was no way I was going admit that out loud. “You need our help.” 
 
    “An excellent idea.” I hadn’t noticed Maeve emerging from the large pavilion. She walked towards us and her officers bowed and backed out of her way. Behind her, Fedlimid, Eochaid, and another prince whose name I didn’t know glowered at us. “I think we should take advantage of their kind offer.” She spoke lightly, but her eyes were hard and cold. 
 
    “Mother –”  Maeve silenced Mom with a sharp flick of her hand. 
 
    “Captain Tieghan.” Tieghan approached and saluted. “Escort Siobhan O’Connor and her Order,” she couldn’t quite keep the sneer out of her voice, “to the vanguard. Let them be the first to engage Cichol when he comes.” 
 
    “No!” Mom gasped in horror. “They’ll be slaughtered!” 
 
    “They have trespassed into my domain,” Maeve said frostily, “and broken our agreement. Let them serve their punishment on the battlefield.” 
 
    “They came to warn us about Cichol and form an alliance with us!” 
 
    “Yet another in a long list of foolish decisions,” Maeve snapped, but she eyed me appraisingly. “But perhaps we might salvage something from this after all. Siobhan O’Connor, I will set aside your just punishment and accept your offer of an alliance between us. In return, you will agree to serve under my command until Cichol is defeated.” Or until you are dead, I read in her eyes. 
 
    “Shy, don’t do it!” exclaimed Garrett, but I was already shaking my head. 
 
    “I won’t follow your orders, Maeve,” I told her. “I don’t trust you. But I will fight with you, two queens defending their people as equals.” Maeve didn’t consider me to be her equal in any way, shape, or form, but at least she didn’t dismiss my counter offer immediately. Her fingers tapped the hilt of her sword as she thought, no doubt looking for the best way to take advantage of the situation. 
 
    “I have already lost good men to the menace you unleashed,” she said finally, “possibly including my beloved son Cet. Your Order numbers only seven and stands before me unscathed. In what way will we ever be equals in this battle?”  
 
    I had no idea. She was infinitely older than I was, way more powerful, and she had a huge army at her command. I had a stick and Dad and five other friends that I desperately wanted to keep safe. Maeve was right, though. Cichol was my fault and I had to deal with him, but there was no way I could win by myself. As much as I hated to admit it, we needed Maeve’s help. 
 
    I had no idea where the idea came from, but the instant it popped into my mind, I knew it was the right thing to do.  
 
    “By meeting Cichol together,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster. “You and I will stand on the bridge and wait for him.” 
 
    For a fleeting instant, Maeve looked surprised and, perhaps, just a little frightened. She recovered so quickly, though, that I wasn’t entirely certain I hadn’t imagined it. Regardless, I’d trapped her again. She couldn’t refuse without looking like a coward and she knew it.  
 
    “An excellent idea,” she said smoothly, although her eyes promised me eternal torment if, by some miracle, we both survived. “To keep things equal between us, I shall also choose six others to accompany me.” She cast an eye around the encampment and there was a sudden flurry of activity as everyone found something very important to do that kept them from meeting her gaze. 
 
    Mom stared at us like her worst fears had just come true, which I supposed was actually true. Her mother and her daughter had just decided to confront a rampaging monster with only twelve other people as backup, including her husband. I thought she was going to argue with us, but then she shook her head resignedly and spoke softly to Tieghan. Now it looked like he was going to argue, but he nodded and ducked into her tent, returning a moment later with her longbow and a quiver stuffed full of arrows. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked her as she slung the quiver from her belt. 
 
    “I am coming with you,” she said tersely, testing her bowstring like she was plucking at a harp. 
 
    “You can’t –” 
 
    With a movement that was almost too fast to follow, she snatched an arrow from the quiver, nocked and drew it back, and let it loose. It zipped across the encampment and struck the wooden pole supporting one of the banners. The pole shattered and the flag toppled slowly to the ground. 
 
    “Do not presume to tell me what I can and cannot do,” she told me sharply. “I will protect those I love with my life.” Her flashing eyes dared me to disagree. I looked to Dad for help, but he just shook his head sadly. Maeve, in contrast, looked pleased. 
 
    “Very well,” she said. “Now I just need five more.” 
 
    “I will stand with you, mo Banríon,” said Fedlimid, stepping forward, but Maeve waved him back. 
 
    “No, I need you and your brothers to lead the armies. Deploy na Saighdiúirí na Hoíche as you see fit when Cairbre arrives and prepare to advance on my signal.” Either Maeve had no confidence in our ability to deal Cichol on our own, or she was hedging her bets. Probably both, I thought sourly. She looked us over with a frown. “I would have Sín accompany us. His skills would be useful. Is he not with you?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him since we left the fort,” I told her, completely truthfully. I hoped he was well on his way to wherever the Pooka might be hiding. Hurry, Sín! I urged him silently. If I can get the Sword of Light before Cichol shows up, no one else needs to die. 
 
    Maeve let out a sigh filled with disappointment, even though she herself had confined him to the fortress. Maybe she hoped he would feel compelled to join the fight despite her orders. “Tieghan,” she said, “you will join us.” If the captain was dismayed at being selected for a suicide mission, he didn’t show it. He just bowed silently. “Find me a lancer and a shield bearer, men who will not cower or run.” 
 
    “Beidh mé é sin a,” he said, and, after an unfathomable look at Mom, he hurried away to find suitable volunteers. 
 
    Maeve closed her eyes, tilting her head back and tapping her forefinger against her lips as she considered her options. I waiting anxiously for her to decide who her final two selections would be. 
 
    “Fedlimid,” she called suddenly, and her son came forward. “Where is Tuirenn?” 
 
    “With Cairbre, mo Banríon.” 
 
    “Send him on to us when he arrives. Very well, then, Defender,” Maeve said, favoring me with a smile that had absolutely no humor in it, “let us take our positions on the Moon Bridge and await Cichol.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” I did a quick count on my fingers. “That’s only six people, including you. Who’s your seventh?” 
 
    Now Maeve’s smile looked more genuine. “The Morrigan, of course.” She swept by me haughtily. “Do not dawdle, Defender, lest others think you fearful.” 
 
    I didn’t much care what her soldiers thought about me, but I caught up with her and stayed at her side, although I had to walk quickly to keep up. Mom and Dad and the rest of the Order trailed after us like ducklings. We passed by the ranks of soldiers and they all bowed their heads to their Queen, although I couldn’t escape their curious and puzzled looks. 
 
    Maeve led us straight to the Moon Bridge, but she paused before setting foot on it to survey her armies. The companies were spread out in orderly groups across the top of the cliff, every single man watching us and no doubt wondering what we were up to.  
 
    In the distance, down the slope into the valley beyond, I saw another large group approaching, but this one was different from the others. They didn’t march so much as flow over the ground, large, hulking forms surrounded by a scurrying blanket of smaller creatures. Overhead a few ragged shapes flapped across the sky like broken kites made from burial shrouds.  
 
    Maeve’s monsters, I thought uneasily, trying not to let the shiver of apprehension show on my face as I watched them climb the slope towards us. I wondered what happened to them. Maybe that was Cairbre’s assignment. I didn’t envy him that job at all. 
 
    Maeve nodded in satisfaction but she didn’t wait for her creatures join the rest of her army. She turned away and walked down the center of the bridge with Mom close beside her. I jogged to catch up with them. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” I asked. The Moon Bridge was the only connection between Findias and Muirias, unless you wanted to brave the sea below. The last time I came this way, there was a continual flow of travelers and tradesmen in both directions, but now it was absolutely deserted except for us. 
 
    “My men have orders to turn away anyone seeking to cross from this side,” Maeve said, although her forehead was creased in a frown, “and I sent riders ahead to alert General Donogh on Muirias. Perhaps they’ve sent anyone they encountered back home.” 
 
    “Back towards Cichol?” I asked doubtfully. “Wouldn’t it be better to send them this way?” 
 
    “Hmm.” She clearly didn’t want to admit I might be right about that, but she quickened her pace.  
 
    I glanced back at the soldiers behind us. We were already fifty yards away and Maeve showed no sign she was planning to stop any time soon. She’s not going to meet Cichol halfway, is she? I worried. How far can her archers shoot? Cichol was a big target, admittedly, but the further away we got, the harder it would be for them to miss us too. 
 
    Fortunately for my piece of mind, Maeve came to a halt a short while later and we strung ourselves out in a line across the bridge, me and the Order on the right, and Maeve and Mom on the left. Maeve looked us over with a theatrical sigh and then faced the distant end of the Moon Bridge. Dark clouds obscured the purple-blue sky to the east, growing visibly as they followed the wind blowing in our faces. 
 
    I figured we were far enough away from the Sword of Light that I could use my Sight again, so I surreptitiously touched my torc with my free hand and closed my eyes, trying to See Cichol’s distinctive aura. Other than a dim handful of sparks that I imagined were seabirds wheeling about, I Saw absolutely nothing ahead. I pushed out further, feeling my Sight straining with the mental effort, but I snapped back into reality when Mom spoke suddenly. 
 
    “Tieghan comes with two others.” 
 
    I wobbled a bit as I turned around, trying to regain my mental and physical balance. Three men approached us from the Findias end of the bridge. Tieghan was in the forefront, easily recognizable from his armor and cloak flaring out in the wind. Behind him were two other men. One carried a bundle of lances in his fist, each spear taller than he was, while the other was almost hidden behind a rectangular shield painted with an animal I didn’t recognize at all.  
 
    “Mo Banríon.” Tieghan stopped a few paces away and saluted Maeve with his fist over his heart. “Gillafin,” he gestured to the lancer, “and Madudan,” he indicated the shield bearer, “as you ordered.”  
 
    Both men bowed their heads and saluted. Gillafin was a Sidhe, tall and broad-shouldered, with long black hair bound in a queue and unsmiling eyes the color of the sea. Madudan, judging from his coarse beard, was human or maybe half-Sidhe, a stocky man with dark brown hair curling out from under his helmet. Every inch of Madudan’s body was covered in leather or metal, while Gillafin wore only an embossed leather cuirass over his tunic. 
 
    “Excellent,” said Maeve with a pleased smile. “Madudan, stand by Findabair, and Tieghan, on his other side. Gillafin, at the end.” The men arranged themselves as ordered and Maeve nodded her satisfaction with the result. “Very good. Where is Tuirenn?” 
 
    “Tuirenn, mo Banríon?” asked Tieghan with a frown. “Did you summon him as well?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, you were already gone. No matter, here he comes.” 
 
    Another figure came towards us at an unhurried pace. The newcomer was smaller than the others, with a ragged cloak and dark hair that fluttered in disarray in the wind. The hilt of a long sword poked up over his shoulder, but he didn’t look much like a soldier at all. His movements reminded me of Elcmar, very slow and deliberate. As he got closer, though, Maeve’s face pinched into a frown of displeasure and I realized with a start that he wasn’t like Elcmar. He was Elcmar. 
 
    “Mo Banríon,” he said quietly as he bowed low before Maeve, but his eyes were on me when he straightened. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked him, aghast. He was too old to be playing soldier. 
 
    “I came to serve the Queen,” he said evenly, “as is my right and privilege.” 
 
    “Go back to your nets and your fish, Elcmar,” Maeve told him coldly. “You have no place here.” 
 
    “I have no place but here,” he replied, not in the least bit bothered by Maeve’s dismissal. “I was there when Nuada fell before the Fir Bolg champion, I heard him curse Cichol’s name, and I watched Cichol raise his tower and stop the sun in its course. I stood with Nuada when he scoured the Fomori from the land and shielded him from Bres and Balor’s wrath. I defended Nuada in his madness for countless years and turned deaf ears to his ravings, for he was my lord and my liege and my friend.” Elcmar shook his head, his shoulders bowed as if the weight of the world rested on them. “Cichol is as much my creation as Nuada’s. I must face the consequences of my bitter life.” 
 
    “No!” I protested. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t know.” 
 
    “I did know, Defender,” he said, his eyes dark and unreadable. “I knew of Cichol’s imprisonment, for I helped place him there. At Nuada’s command, I left him there to die.” He turned his sad gaze to Maeve. “Until I held his book in my hands, I did not know he still lived.” 
 
    “Stay then,” said Maeve curtly, shaking her head at all the fools surrounding her. “Throw your life away if it pleases you.” Elcmar inclined his head and stood on the left of the row, looking like a teenager beside Gillafin, who studiously ignored him. 
 
    We all fell silent then, all of us looking to the east and listening. It was eerily quiet other than the rustling of the wind, and the clouds were lower and darker than before. The haze seemed thicker and closer as well, as if fog were rolling towards us along the bridge. It didn’t look at all natural to me, but no one else said anything about it, so I kept my fears and concerns to myself. 
 
    Something bright flashed behind the clouds, leaving a golden streak across my vision that I had to blink away. I assumed it was lightning, but no thunder rumbled after it and I began to wonder if I’d imagined it, but Dad stirred beside me, looking tense. 
 
    “What was that?” I whispered to him. He shook his head doubtfully. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he said quietly. “I thought it was lightning, but it’s the wrong color. Your Majesty?” he asked carefully, looking past me at Maeve. “Did you recognize that?” 
 
    Maeve shook her head silently, but her lips were pursed as she looked intently at the clouds. Her hand rested on the hilt of her sword and blood-red flames flickered over her fingers. I took a cautious step away from her. 
 
    “What’s that?” Garrett called, pointing into the sky. A small black shape flew erratically towards us and he lifted his spear cautiously. Gillafin selected one of his lances as well and Mom nocked an arrow to her bow, although she didn’t draw it yet. 
 
    The fluttering shape resolved itself into a large crow, staggering through the air as it descended towards us, leaving a faint trail of smoke behind as if its feathers were burning. It landed heavily a dozen yards ahead of us and lay there panting for a few breaths before it faded away in a swirl of shadows and the Morrigan lay there in its place. 
 
    She pushed herself onto her hands and knees, her wild hair falling around her face. Her skirts and bodice smoked and her hands and arms were red and raw. Very slowly, she got to her feet and faced us. It was hard to tell where she was looking with those solid black eyes, but they didn’t seem to focus on any of us and I wondered uneasily if she was blind.  
 
    The Morrigan finally gathered herself together and bowed in Maeve’s general direction.  
 
    “Mo Banríon,” she said, as if she was commenting on the weather, “Cichol comes.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “Morrigan, what happened?” demanded Maeve. 
 
    “I found him well along the bridge,” said the Morrigan, “in combat with your riders. I thought to join them, but he threw fire at me, faster than I could move.” She held out her hand with her fingers splayed, scowling at the red burns and white scars. For a horrible moment, I thought I saw bones and tendons peeking through, but then her wreath of shadows spun around her and her skin was white and smooth again, as if she’d transformed herself from a badly injured Morrigan into a healthy one. 
 
    “Did he have a shield on his arm?” Dad asked. The Morrigan eyed him suspiciously but she nodded. 
 
    “Yes, a small one, and Caladbolg in his fist.” 
 
    “The Summer Shield,” Dad said grimly. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. If the Summer Shield can cripple the Morrigan, what chance do we have against it? 
 
    “What of my riders?” Maeve asked impatiently. “How were they faring?” 
 
    “They are dead, my Queen,” the Morrigan told her lightly, as if it hardly mattered, “every one.” 
 
    “Did they do no damage at all?”  
 
    “Pinpricks,” shrugged the Morrigan indifferently. “Their skills and weapons were too feeble.” She looked us over and smiled at the shillelagh in my hands. I had no doubt she figured I’d be the next one struck down. I wasn’t about to argue with her, but I promised myself that at least I’d take Cichol with me. Fearg Dé, I reminded myself. The Wrath of God. 
 
    “It is up to us, then. Take your place, Morrigan,” Maeve ordered. The Morrigan moved to the end of the line, cocking her head curiously at Elcmar, who merely inclined his head silently. 
 
    Maeve turned to look behind her and I wondered if she was looking for Tuirenn – whoever he was – or thinking about bringing her troops closer. I knew I would, if it was my army, but all I had was the Order of the Shamrock. 
 
    Dad was thinking hard, frowning behind his round glasses, and I realized that he was the only one of us who didn’t have either a weapon or a special power. Garrett had his spear and his incredible throwing arm, Candace had the falcata that she was already swinging back and forth to sharpen its edge, and Emily clutched Scáth, no doubt trying to figure out how to activate her whirlwind of claws without facing imminent death.  
 
    Tim, of course, could transform into any of the animals tattooed on his body and Nick could bond with the earth, although I couldn’t see how that would be of any use against Cichol. Without the Great Weapons, none of us were likely to last very long against Caladbolg and the Summer Shield. 
 
    All I have is Muirenn’s shillelagh, I thought, feeling my stomach knot up again. I really hope Maeve has a few more tricks up her sleeve. 
 
    I wasn’t exactly sure what sort of powers Maeve had, other than casting fireballs and enslaving evil ghosts, but I imagined we’d find out pretty quick. Most of the people with her were just ordinary soldiers, although Mom surprised me with her archery skills. Only the Morrigan posed a serious threat to Cichol and he already drove her off once. It wasn’t looking good for the home team. The thousands of soldiers lined up behind us didn’t stand a chance, unless someone got really, really lucky. 
 
     That’s my job, I guess. I probed my shamrock tattoo with my Sight, trying to See if it was still working. Maybe it broke after I died in Boston, I thought uneasily. It still glowed brightly in its unfathomable dimensions, though, and countless threads still connected it – and me – to the people of Ireland I was supposedly defending. I nudged it mentally. Come on, do something lucky! We need all the help we can get. 
 
    The fog hid the far end of the bridge from view, but at least it didn’t seem to be getting any closer. I couldn’t see anything through the gray haze, but I sent my Sight out again, and this time I Saw it, the same strange double aura I first encountered in the depths below Balor’s Fort. 
 
    “He’s almost here,” I said, or tried to. My mouth was suddenly very dry. Garrett lifted his spear over his shoulder and the others around me readied their weapons. 
 
    A high, keening wail suddenly cut through the air and every hair on my head tried to stand straight up. It rode up and down on the wind for what seemed like forever and then slowly faded away. 
 
    “What was that?” I whispered. I’d never heard anything like it before. “Was that Cichol?” I couldn’t imagine him making a sound like that. 
 
    “No,” said Maeve tersely. “That was a bean sidhe.” 
 
    “A banshee?” I knew what that was, at least in general, a female spirit that foretold someone’s imminent death. “That’s not good, is it?” 
 
    “Hearing the bean sidhe means someone close to your heart will die,” said Dad. He looked grim.  
 
    “But we all heard it, right?” Everyone in the line indicated they had with a nod or a gesture. “But which of us did the banshee mean? Who are we all close to?” I cared about Dad and Mom, of course, along with everyone else in the Order, but I’d be glad to see the last of Maeve and the Morrigan and I barely knew the others. 
 
    “Foolish child,” said Maeve, casting me a contemptuous look. “Who said only one of us would die today? Now be quiet. Cichol comes.” 
 
    A shadow moved behind the fog, growing slowly larger and darker. It acquired arms and legs and a massive body and a few moments later, I made out a pair of curling horns. The fog drifted away in the gusting wind and Cichol the Fomori King strode towards us. 
 
    He looked exactly like I remembered the last time I saw him, just after he killed Candace with Caladbolg’s broken blade. He stood over nine feet tall, shaped more or less like a man, except with a goat’s head and backward-bending legs ending in solid hooves. In one hand, he gripped the Sword of Victory, now restored, and on the other he held a small disc of polished metal. His strangely-slitted eyes glared redly at us on either side of his head and streaks of dark blood marked his arms. Maeve’s troops had hurt him, but they hadn’t slowed him down at all. 
 
    Cichol walked towards us and I felt each step of his hooves under my feet. In the dark confines of his cell, he had been a terrifying figure. Now, in the clear light of Claíomh Solais, he looked even more monstrous and invincible. 
 
    He stopped no more than fifty feet away from us and his long-snouted head turned from left to right, assessing each one of us in turn. Then he bent his head to look at me straight on. 
 
    “I warned you not to interfere, Defender,” he said with a low and menacing voice. “Take this rabble and be gone.” 
 
    “I said I would hunt you down and stop you, Cichol,” I replied, hating the trembling in my voice. “This is as far as you go.” 
 
    Cichol snorted contemptuously and lifted himself up to his full height, looking over our heads at the ranks of Maeve’s army behind us. I wondered whether they’d advanced at all, but I didn’t dare turn my back on him. It was hard to read any expression on Cichol’s face, but he didn’t look at all concerned. 
 
    “Cichol.” Elcmar moved forward, crossing in front of us to stand directly between me and our enemy.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I hissed at him. “Get back!” Elcmar ignored me. He stood with his empty hands at his sides. His sword was still in its sheath on his back. 
 
    “Cichol,” he said again. “Do you remember me?” 
 
    The Fomori bent low and snuffed the air, peering at the old Sidhe suspiciously. “I know you,” he said, and I shivered at the cold threat in his voice. Cichol’s eyes glowed even brighter. “One of Nuada’s guard. You were called ... Elcmar?” 
 
    Elcmar inclined his head in acknowledgement. “I stand here in Nuada’s place,” he said, spreading his arms. “I willingly pay the price for Nuada’s deeds, since he is long past. Punish me in his stead and spare the innocents of Tír na nÓg.” 
 
    “No!” I cried, to no avail. Cichol snorted and stamped his foot, shaking the bridge underfoot. 
 
    “One man cannot atone for the crimes of a king,” he growled. “One life cannot pay for slaughtered thousands. I will have my vengeance upon the Sidhe, until none are left standing. Blood for blood!” 
 
    “Elcmar!” Dad grabbed me to keep me from doing something foolish as Cichol raised his arm, the one with the Summer Shield strapped to it. He tilted it just so and a beam of light brighter than the sun burst out.  
 
    I clamped my eyes shut and ducked away, trying to shield myself from the blast. A wave of intensely hot air blew past, like a gale straight from the Sahara, and then the light winked out, leaving me blinking away tears. When I could see again, I searched for Elcmar, desperately hoping Cichol had somehow missed him. 
 
    He hadn’t. Elcmar was gone, completely gone, leaving only a blackened, smoking mark on the bridge to indicate where he’d stood. The world spun sickeningly around me as I gulped for air. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I gasped. “You killed him.” 
 
    Cichol raised himself to his full height and lifted Caladbolg high overhead. “Who will be next?” he bellowed, in a voice that could be heard all the way to Rath Solais. “Where is your Queen? Bring her before me!” 
 
    “I am already here,” Maeve told him coldly. She drew her sword and held it down and away from her body as ruddy fire dripped from her hand and slid down the length of the blade, puddling on the ground beneath the tip. Her other hand gripped a roiling ball of light that leaked between her fingers. 
 
    Cichol turned his slitted eyes on her and stamped his hoof again. He slashed Caladbolg to the side and its familiar rainbow colors flared in a bright arc in its wake. “Maeve,” he said, his voice rumbling like thunder. “Face me and answer for the sins of your ancestors.” 
 
    “I am no kin of Nuada,” Maeve retorted. “Your history with him has naught to do with me. Throw down your weapons and retreat! Go join the rest of your accursed kind at the bottom of the sea or wherever you spawned.” 
 
    “Retreat?” Cichol turned his back on her and swung Caladbolg with a grunt of effort. The rainbow flashed even brighter than before and a glowing line appeared a hundred feet away, cutting across the bridge from one side to the other as straight as a ruler. Then he swung again and a section of the bridge just fell away, leaving a fifty foot gap in the roadway. It was almost as if part of the bridge had simply vanished, until a distant boom! signaled its impact in the water far below. 
 
    Cichol turned back to face us as a cloud of cold spray swirled up from the sea. “There is no retreat, Maeve,” he growled. “I will have what I came for. Blood for blood!”  
 
    Maeve didn’t hesitate for a moment. She threw the ball of fire directly at Cichol’s head like a major league pitcher, but he batted it aside with the Summer Shield. The ball shattered into a thousand fragments that fell to the ground all around him and then leapt up again in a blazing wall of bloody fire, encircling him and trapping him against the sheer drop behind him. 
 
    “Madudan, prepare,” Maeve ordered. “Gillafin, aim for his eyes!” 
 
    Madudan stepped forward in front of Maeve and Mom, raising his shield between them and Cichol, as Gillafin took one of his lances and reared back to throw. The head of the lance burst into flame just as he released it and it streaked like a meteor straight at the Fomori’s head.  
 
    Cichol roared in wordless anger and swung Caladbolg faster than I believed possible, striking the lance from the air and shattering it into splinters. Then he swung it again, backhanded, and its colors slashed out at Maeve like a deadly rainbow. Maeve flung her hand up and a wall of silvery fire sprang up in front of us. The rainbow struck it with an ear-scraping shriek and both it and the wall vanished in an explosion of sparks. 
 
    Maeve gestured and the ring of fire surrounding Cichol brightened and contracted, driving him back towards the edge of the bridge, or at least that was the plan. Instead, Cichol roared in defiance and jumped right through the flames, stumbling as he landed and baring his teeth in pain. The fur on his arms and legs smoked as he caught his balance and straightened to his full height.  
 
    Gillafin’s next lance flickered with blue fire and Cichol barely twisted away from it. He raised the Summer Shield and Maeve’s hand shot out to touch Madudan’s shield. It burst into silvery flame just as the beam from the Shield struck it like a nuclear-powered flamethrower. 
 
    Cichol’s fire exploded against the shield and deflected all around. The rest of us had to scramble out of the way, but Mom and Maeve crouched low behind Madudan’s back, untouched. The beam winked out and Cichol roared in frustration. 
 
    “You cannot stop me!” he shouted as Maeve stepped out from behind Madudan, red fire curling in her hand again. The shield was wreathed in smoke but Madudan hadn’t budged an inch from his position. “I will have blood!” 
 
    I looked from him to Maeve, boggled by the display of his strength and her power. They seemed to be evenly matched, but Maeve looked strained behind her intent expression. My God, I thought bleakly, she’s barely holding him off! How much longer can she last? 
 
    “We have to do something!” I said aloud. The rest of the Order was bunched around me now. “How can we stop him?” 
 
    “I can do that.” I stared at Nick blankly, but he just glanced calmly at his brother. “Are you ready?” Tim’s broad grin gave his answer. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked Nick, but he just waved his hand casually and walked to the same spot where Elcmar had stood. Cichol watched him warily, clearly puzzled by this unarmed, ordinary-looking man in shirt and slacks. Then Nick planted his feet on the ground, crossed his arms across his chest, and bowed his head. 
 
    To everyone else, nothing happened, but in my Sight, his strange white aura sank deep into the stone of the bridge. Then, to my surprise, it spread out from side to side, binding the structure of the bridge into single unbreakable block, and followed the massive pillars down to the sea floor and into the bedrock of the earth. I’d never Seen his aura expand so far and so deep before, and I wondered what he was doing. 
 
    Cichol snorted contemptuously and strode forward, striking at Nick with the flat of Caladbolg’s blade, clearly intending to brush him aside as nothing more than an irritant. To his astonishment, and everyone else’s, the Sword just bounced off him with a dull clank. 
 
    Cichol stepped back, scowling at Caladbolg and then narrowing his eyes suspiciously at Nick. A low rumble sounded in his chest as he raised the Sword again, this time with its edge poised to strike. 
 
    “Cichol!” Bright ultraviolet flashed at the edge of my Sight and a bellowing roar rang across the bridge. I turned and gaped up at the last thing I ever expected to see: another Fomori. 
 
    This one was as big as Cichol but with darker fur, naked except for a simple loincloth. He had the same massive hooves and curling horns, but an electric blue streak decorated his forehead and skull. “Tim?” This must have been the new tattoo he wanted to try out. 
 
    Tim was unarmed but that didn’t slow him down at all. He charged Cichol, his hooves booming on the pavement, and tackled him as the real Fomori froze in surprise, both of them tumbling to the ground dangerously close to the open edge of the bridge. Tim ended up on top of the heap and pummeled Cichol with his fists. 
 
    He landed a skull-cracking blow on the side of Cichol’s head and the Fomori king sagged underneath him. Tim paused, his fist raised for another strike, and that hesitation gave the canny Cichol his opening, stabbing at Tim with Caladbolg. Tim grabbed his sword arm, but not before the Sword’s edge sliced along his ribs. Tim howled as dark blood oozed from the wound. 
 
    “Bloody hell!” he shouted, trying to wrest the Sword from Cichol’s grip. “Get over here and help, you bloody worthless bitch!” 
 
    I had no idea who he was talking to until the Morrigan grinned and vanished in a swirl of smoke. A moment later, another Fomori stood in her place, this one obviously female, slimmer than Cichol and Tim but just as sharply muscled. She strode forward and stomped on Cichol’s head. With a sharp crack! one of his horns broke off and he bellowed in pain and rage. 
 
    He punched Tim with the Summer Shield, rocking him back, and then brought both of his legs up, kicking him hard in the chest. Tim staggered back and fell to one knee, holding his ribs tightly with his arm. Cichol rolled to his feet, raising the Sword and the Shield to strike, but the Morrigan grappled him from behind, binding his arms and trying to wrestle him down again. He was much heavier than she was, though, and they stumbled about as they each tried to get the upper hand. 
 
    I ran to Tim’s side, ignoring Dad’s shout behind me, and knelt beside him. “Are you okay?” I asked him anxiously, alarmed at his labored breathing and the sheet of blood on his side. 
 
    Tim shook his head, more to clear it than to indicate no. “Get back, Shy!” he said, nudging me aside with his shoulder as he pushed himself to his feet. “We got this.” 
 
    Two overlapping roars, one high and one deep, pulled my attention to the other battle. Cichol had somehow broken out of the Morrigan’s grip and he cut at her with Caladbolg. The only way for her to dodge its killing rainbow arc was backwards and she tumbled out of sight over the edge of the bridge. 
 
    “No!” I screamed, forgetting for an instant that she was an enemy. That was a mistake. Cichol turned and faced me, his red eyes filled with hatred. Tim shoved me behind him as Cichol raised the Summer Shield. 
 
    “Shy!” I barely recognized Emily’s shriek as the Shield flared, but before I could even close my eyes and pray, a whirlwind of claws and teeth wrapped itself around Cichol. It only lasted a couple of seconds, but Cichol howled in pain and fell to his knees, bleeding from a thousand cuts all over his body. None of them looked fatal, though, and Cichol staggered back to his feet, gritting his teeth as he searched for his attacker. Something on Emily’s face must have given her away, because he raised the Summer Shield and pointed it right at her. 
 
    Garrett’s repaired Sleá Lúin didn’t make the same ripping-cloth sound it used to, but it flew straight and true. It struck Cichol in the shoulder, driving him back a step and sending the Shield’s beam harmlessly into the air. Cichol howled again, ripping the spear out of his flesh and casting it aside. This time he raised Caladbolg for his attack, heedless of the ragged wound in his shoulder. 
 
    “Boy!” For a horrible instant, I thought Gillafin was trying to kill Garrett with one of his lances. Instead, he just lobbed it to Garrett, who caught it easily, reversed it in his hands, and spun on his heel in one smooth motion. The lance rocketed straight at Cichol, striking the Summer Shield straight on. The lance deflected away, though, and the Shield looked undamaged. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Candace swinging the falcata back and forth, her gaze fixed on Cichol as tiny specks of lightning crackled along the sword’s edge, a clear sign that it was sharp enough now to cut the very air. She was obviously planning to attack, but there was no way she’d be able to reach Cichol before he cut her down with Caladbolg or fried her with the Summer Shield. I tried to wave her back, but she ignored me. 
 
    Then Cichol roared and turned away, lifting both hands to protect his face against a hail of fiery arrows. Mom stood in the shelter of Madudan’s shield, loosing arrow after arrow, with Maeve touching each one to set it alight. Mom shot fast enough to keep Cichol from counter-attacking, but she only had so many arrows.  
 
    That was enough of a distraction for Candace, though. She sprinted past Tim and me, trying to stay out of Cichol’s line of sight, but his eyes were set on the sides of his head and he had a much wider field of view than an ordinary human. He saw her coming and turned just as she lunged at his heart with the falcata. 
 
    Cichol had no time to dodge or strike back, but he lifted his arm to block her blow. The falcata struck the Summer Shield, slicing through it like butter, and the Shield exploded in a supernova of golden light. 
 
    Tim’s bulk protected me from the worst of it, but I was blinded for a long, panicked minute. When I could finally see again, I saw that everyone else was down, scraping at their eyes. Cichol lay in a bloodied heap, his fur black and smoking, and Candace was sprawled face-down, the falcata thrown halfway across the bridge. I couldn’t tell if she was still breathing. 
 
    “Candace!” I tried to run to her, but Tim’s massive hand caught me and held me tight. 
 
    “Don’t,” he warned me heavily, still clutching his side. “Cichol’s not dead.” 
 
    “He has to be,” I argued, but then I saw Tim was right. Cichol slowly pushed himself up from the ground, cradling his left arm against his chest. It was badly burned and bled freely from a long, deep slice, no doubt from the falcata. He gained his feet, swaying a bit, and I watched in dismay as he picked up Caladbolg from where it lay. Oh my God, how is he still alive? We’ve tried everything and he’s still on his feet. 
 
    Dad and Garrett and Emily stood in a tight knot behind Nick, who was still locked to the earth. The only weapon they had between them was Scáth. On the other side, Maeve and Tieghan had their swords, but Mom’s bow lay broken on the ground along with Madudan’s shield. Gillafin had only one lance left. 
 
    For a long silent moment, we just stood there watching each other, assessing the situation. Why doesn’t Maeve’s army attack? I wondered. Are they holding back to see what happens? Are they afraid of hurting Maeve and Mom accidentally? Are they just afraid? I knew I was, but I couldn’t wait for anyone else to help. It was all up to me now. 
 
    I looked at Muirenn’s shillelagh, still in my hand somehow despite everything that happened. The writhing lightning trapped inside looked brighter and more energetic than ever before, as if it was eager to escape its prison. This is it, I thought. Our last chance. 
 
    “Maeve!” Cichol rasped. He pointed Caladbolg at her heart. “You have failed. Your power is broken and your blood is mine.” 
 
    “All I see is your blood,” Maeve retorted haughtily. “You have won nothing.” The flames on her sword were just a dull flicker now, though, and her mouth was set in a grim line. She didn’t have the strength to defeat Cichol now and they both knew it. 
 
    A black crow flew up from below the bridge and landed beside Maeve, transforming back into the Morrigan. She looked no worse for wear from her tumble from the bridge and she bared her pointed fangs at Cichol. 
 
    “You fought well, Fomori,” she said in her young girl’s voice. “Do you want to try again? Shall we see how well you can swim?” 
 
    Cichol roared in anger and brought Caladbolg back over his head to strike. Without Madudan’s shield and Maeve’s power to reinforce it, none of them had a chance, and I pulled myself out of Tim’s grip and ran straight for him,  
 
    “Cichol!” I threw the shillelagh as hard as I could. It fell short and bounced and clattered across the stone, stopping just an arm’s length from Cichol’s hooves. He looked down at the blackthorn staff, clearly puzzled, and then back at me as I closed my eyes and prepared to die.  
 
    There’s no cover here, I knew, I’m too close. But it didn’t matter. I had to fix my mistake. I envisioned the power built up in the shillelagh over forty years all releasing in an instant and I shouted, “Fearg Dé!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    The biggest hammer in the universe hit me head on and slammed me backwards. All I saw was a blinding blue-white light. I wasn’t even sure I heard anything, just a curious sensation of spinning weightlessness. Am I dead? I wondered. Is this what death feels like? Then I hit the ground and every nerve in my body woke up on fire. 
 
    I tumbled and rolled and slid across the rough stone of the bridge and I lay there on my side, unable to move. This was worse than getting buried in a rockslide under Dún Bhaloir. It felt like someone had broken every bone in my body and then dragged me across hot coals. It hurt just to breathe, but I had to get up. 
 
    I somehow managed to roll over, gasping at the pain shooting through my arms and legs, and tried to figure out what had happened. My eyes wouldn’t focus for the longest time and my ears didn’t seem to work at all, but I slowly made sense of what I was seeing. 
 
    A huge piece of the bridge was gone, as if some ancient monster had risen out of the sea and simply bitten it off. Ragged cracks radiated out in all directions from one side to the other, but somehow the rest of the bridge held itself together. More importantly, Cichol was gone. 
 
    The other dark shapes around me resolved into people. Tim was the easiest to identify, still in Fomori form a short distance away. He was on his hands and feet with his horned head bowed and I staggered to my feet and limped to him. Other than me, he’d been the closest to the explosion and he would have felt its full force. Other than Cichol, I thought with some satisfaction. 
 
    He grunted in pain when I touched his shoulder, but he lifted his head to look at me. “Still in one piece, hey?” he muttered. “Told you you O’Connors have hard heads.” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” I said, relieved. At least my hearing seemed to be recovering. “Are you going to be okay?” He nodded and got to his feet clumsily. His thick fur was matted with blood in several places, but he seemed to be otherwise whole. I leaned against him to keep my balance as I looked around for the others. 
 
    They seemed to fare a bit better than we did, since they’d been further away from the blast. Dad was helping Emily back to her feet, while Garrett looked at me with an expression of concern and relief all mixed together. On the other side, Maeve and Mom looked a bit tattered, but the Morrigan seemed to be completely unscathed. Tieghan, Gillafin, and Madudan looked shocked by what just happened, but they appeared to be unhurt other than a few scrapes and bruises. 
 
    “Shy.” It took me a moment to figure out where that strained voice came from, but I finally realized with a start that Nick was still standing in the same position, still bound to the bridge. “Shy, you have to move. I can’t hold the bridge together much longer.” 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t figure out what he was talking about, until I used my Sight. His aura still ran through the stone, but it no longer reached down into the distant bedrock. Instead, it spread out all around me in a massive web of glowing cords, but it was fading quickly. I Saw one of the cords break and a broken fragment of the bridge fell away not ten feet from where Tim and I were standing. 
 
    “Oh my God! Tim! Come on!” I pulled on Tim’s massive arm, trying to get him to move, but he didn’t grasp what was happening. “The bridge is coming apart! Let’s go!” 
 
    Tim surged into motion as another segment tumbled away and the others finally realized what was happening. We stumbled away from the edge, neither of us capable of moving very quickly, and the edge crumbled behind us. I jumped over a widening crack just as the slab under my feet began to shift, but Tim was still a step behind me. He reached out desperately as the slab broke away and his huge hand caught the edge of the piece I was on, his claws scraping across the stone as he tried to keep from falling with it. His weight was too much, though, and the next cord of Nick’s power snapped. The section under us broke away from the bridge and Tim and I fell with it. 
 
    Someone screamed, but I couldn’t tell if it was me or not. The bridge, the sky, and the sea spun around me as I tumbled through the air, grasping for anything that might stop my fall, but there was absolutely nothing.  
 
    Then something huge wrapped itself around me, crushing my arms against my sides and squeezing the air out of my lungs. Whatever it was lifted me up with a neck-snapping jerk and massive leathery wings beat the air on either side of me. I was caught face-down, staring in horror at the crashing sea far below, and I couldn’t see what sort of thing had me, but my imagination came up with all sorts of suggestions, none of them good. I tried to wriggle out of its grip, preferring the long drop to the water over whatever it had planned, but I could budge an inch. My captor had claws like steel. 
 
    We climbed as fast as I’d fallen and a few seconds later we rose up over the shattered end of the bridge. I caught a glimpse of the others gaping at us as we flew low over their heads, the wind from our passage nearly knocking them over. I tried to shout at them but I couldn’t take a deep enough breath. 
 
    I thought the creature was going to carry me past Maeve’s army and over the island, although I had no idea where it was going or why it had taken me, but then it suddenly backwinged and settled down on the bridge less than a stone’s throw from the lancers. It lifted me up and I closed my eyes, not wanting to watch as it bit me in two, but it carefully set me down on my feet and released me. 
 
    I was too startled and too hurt to keep my balance and I fell to my hands and knees, gasping in air now that I could breathe again. A moment later, someone grabbed me in another crushing hug. 
 
    “Oh my God, Shy!” It was Dad, his face as white as a sheet. “I thought – when you fell –”  
 
    “I’m okay, Dad, I’m all right,” I told him breathlessly. I turned around in his arms to look up at the creature who rescued me. 
 
    It towered a good fifteen feet over me, black and scaled with a head overstocked with horns and teeth. Its huge batlike wings were spread out wide to either side and a long sinuous tail curled around its clawed feet. A dragon, my mind told me. That’s a dragon.  
 
    I’d only seen a dragon once before, when we escaped Maeve’s fortress with Dad and Garrett. “Tim?” I asked incredulously. “Is that you?” 
 
    The dragon bent its head down towards me and, sure enough, a blue streak marked the space between its unblinking eyes. A moment later, Tim himself was there in its place, collapsing in a heap on the ground.  
 
    “That was exciting, hey?” he said. He looked hurt and exhausted, but he still mustered up a gap-toothed grin for me. 
 
    “Oh my God, Tim!” I staggered over to him and nearly fell over trying to wrap my arms around him. “How many times are you going to save my life?” 
 
    “As many as it takes.” He winced as Nick came up behind him and clapped a weary hand on his shoulder. “Just try to space them out a bit more.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised. Emily grabbed me next, squeezing me painfully hard for a quick second, and Garrett stood a short distance away looking like he wished he could do the same thing. I spared him the trouble by hugging him instead. 
 
    “Well.” Maeve stood a short distance away, looking me over with a pensive expression. Her sword was sheathed on her hip and fire no longer danced over her hands, but she still looked very dangerous. “You’re much more resourceful than I gave you credit for, Siobhan. I won’t make that mistake again.” 
 
    That sounded a lot more like a threat than a compliment. I stepped away from Garrett, although he kept a protective hand on my shoulder. Mom stood a step back from Maeve, looking like she’d just woken up from a nightmare but wasn’t quite sure whether it was actually over. Behind her, Tieghan, Gillafin, and Madudan watched us in wary silence. The Morrigan was missing, though, and I automatically looked up for crows in the sky. I thought I spotted one circling high overhead. 
 
    “Still,” Maeve went on, “Cichol is dead and only two more lives have been lost.” 
 
    “Two?” Elcmar was gone, vaporized in his naive attempt to sacrifice himself for the rest of us, but I couldn’t think who the other one might be, except maybe Maeve’s son Cet. No, the rest of his men were killed as well, plus anyone else Cichol encountered on the way. Who else –? “Oh my God!” I gasped, spinning around hurriedly. “Where’s Candace?”  
 
    The section of the bridge where she’d fallen was completely gone and she was nowhere in sight. Dad looked grim, Emily looked like she was on the verge of tears, and Nick just shook his head. The falcata dangled from his hand.  
 
    “So now, what to do with you?” That pulled my attention right back to Maeve. I didn’t like the speculative look she was giving us. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked her. “It’s over.” 
 
    “Exactly. The Fomori is no longer a threat and so our alliance is at an end.” She cocked her head sideways with a slow smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Now we are back where we started. How shall we respond to this incursion of the Warriors of the White Branch – forgive me, the Order of the Shamrock,” she amended distastefully, “– into our realm?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “We came here to help you!” 
 
    “You came to correct a mistake you made,” Maeve countered with ice in her voice. “A mistake that resulted in my son’s death, the deaths of dozens more of my people, and the destruction of a bridge that stood for thousands of years. How can you ever make amends for what you’ve done?” Flames flared up around her open hand, this time ominously black. 
 
    “Mother, you can’t do that!” exclaimed Mom, aghast. “Siobhan saved our lives!” Maeve dismissed that with a flick of her wrist. Behind me, Tim lumbered to his feet with Nick’s help and all of them, Garrett, Dad, Nick, Tim, and Emily, stood close around me. Behind Maeve, Tieghan and Gillafin loosened their weapons.  
 
    Oh my God, I thought bleakly, all too aware of Maeve’s entire army watching us as well, there’s no way we’re getting out of here alive without a miracle. The only miracle I could think of that would actually help was Sín appearing out of nowhere astride the Pooka, but that didn’t happen. 
 
    What did happen was a shrieking wail riding on the air that sent shivers all the way from the top of my head down to my toes. “Is that another banshee?” I breathed, looking around wildly for the source. Maeve’s shadowy fire flickered out as well. 
 
    “How can that be?” she asked herself. “Cichol is defeated, no others will die in battle.” I wondered fleetingly if the person in question could hear the banshee too, since the chances of me surviving the next few minutes seemed pretty small, but Maeve heard the keening too and I certainly wasn’t close to her heart. 
 
    The soldiers positioned around the bridge heard it too and they looked uneasy, muddling their deployments as they searched for the source of the banshee’s anguish. A ripple slowly spread through their ranks as more and more of them turned to look down the slope into the valley below. I couldn’t see what caught their attention but I didn’t dare move closer, until Maeve strode right by us, her anger against me apparently set aside for the moment. 
 
    The rest of us looked at each other, wondering what we should do. This was probably our only chance to escape Maeve’s wrath, with her and her soldiers distracted by whatever was happening below, but I couldn’t bring myself to run away. Instead, I followed in Maeve’s wake as she called out questions to her officers. None of them seemed to know what was going on. 
 
    Someone grabbed my hand and pulled me to an abrupt halt. “What are you doing?” Mom whispered harshly in my ear, glancing back over her shoulder at Tieghan, who was glowering at us from only a few steps away. “Get back to the gate, all of you! I will make sure no one follows.” 
 
    I shook my head stubbornly. “I heard the banshee too,” I told her. “Someone I care about is going to die. I’m not going to leave whoever it is.” 
 
    “I can convince Mother to let you be once all this is over,” she said urgently, “but I do not have the power to protect you if she chooses to strike at you. You and Aidan must be away before she turns her thoughts to you again!” 
 
    “No, I won’t run!” 
 
    “Stubborn girl!” She shook her head in exasperation. “Where do you get that from?” We both knew that answer to that. 
 
    Any further argument was cut short by another banshee wail. A pair of horsemen pounded up the slope towards Maeve like they intended to ride straight off the end of the bridge and I pulled away from Mom’s grasp to run towards them, hoping to find out what was happening. 
 
    The riders pulled up in a clatter of hooves on the rocky ground. One of them was Fedlimid but the other looked like an ordinary foot soldier. Fedlimid said something to Maeve in Gaelic, gesturing back towards the valley, and Maeve looked incredulous. She snapped another series of questions at the soldier and he answered hurriedly, nodding vigorously in affirmation. Maeve threw a furious glance over her shoulder at me, as if whatever was going on was somehow my fault, and then strode away through the ranks of her army, calling out orders. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked anxiously. Someone brought Maeve a horse and she mounted quickly, riding away with Fedlimid close behind. 
 
    “Something has come ashore on Trá Fada, the Long Beach south of the cliffs,” Mom said, looked even more worried now. Horns blared all over and the soldiers began moving down the slope towards the valley, leaving us alone on the bridge. “It attacked Cairbre’s ranks from behind.” 
 
    “Another monster?” I had a passing vision of the pieces of the bridge awakening some long-dormant sea monster, like an Irish Godzilla. “What kind of thing is it? Can we stop it?” 
 
    “Fedlimid didn’t see it himself, he came straight to Maeve when the report reached him. The scout called it an fathach le adharc briste, the giant with a broken horn.” Mom summoned Tieghan with an impatient gesture. “Find me a horse,” she ordered, “and another bow.” Tieghan hesitated, casting a doubtful eye on the rest of us, and then hurried off to do her bidding. “Madudan, Gillafin, return to your units with my thanks for your service.” The two soldiers bowed in silent acknowledgement and strode away after the rest of the troops. 
 
    I wasn’t familiar enough with Irish mythology to figure out what sort of creature we were dealing with. Fortunately, we had an expert on Irish legends. “Dad, do you know what they’re talking about? A giant with –” My voice trailed off as my stomach sank in horror. “Oh my God. It’s Cichol. He’s alive!” 
 
    “How can that be?” asked Garrett in dismay. “You blew him to pieces!” 
 
    “Not enough of them, apparently.” I started running in the same direction Maeve had gone, but I didn’t get very far before I realized that I was in no shape to be doing that on foot. I veered away to Maeve’s pavilion, hoping our horses were still there. For once, none of the others tried to stop me. Instead, they all came with me in grim silence. 
 
    We met Tieghan halfway there, mounted on his horse and leading Mom’s. He reined in as we passed and Mom swung herself up into her saddle, taking a long bow and a new quiver of arrows from his hands. I thought she’d head straight down into the valley, but instead she pulled her mount’s head around and went ahead of us to the pavilion, calling out orders to the servants there. By the time we jogged into the circle of tents, our horses were saddled and ready to go. 
 
    We got ourselves mounted up and were just about to ride out after Maeve when a crow swooped down and transformed back into the Morrigan in a swirl of shadows. She looked irritated. 
 
    “Findabair, the Queen summons you,” she stated flatly. “Make haste.” 
 
    “What is happening?” Mom demanded, pulling her mount around to face the Morrigan. “Is it truly Cichol?” 
 
    “It is. He bleeds and limps, but he still wields Caladbolg. Many have died and more will follow.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I murmured, sick at heart. I tried everything I had to kill him and it wasn’t enough! The Morrigan sniffed disdainfully and crossed over to Tim’s side, reaching up to grab his arm. He tried to pull away from her in surprise, but she held him tight and brushed her fingertips across the tattoos covering his forearm. 
 
    “You wasted the dragon saving her,” she complained. “Do you have any useful forms left? I see a bat and a fox and what is this? A fish? What use is that in this battle?” 
 
    Tim yanked his arm free. “I got some good ones left, witchy girl.” he growled. “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    The Morrigan smiled at that, delighted at his attitude. “Come, then, and join the fray. We will spill Fomori blood together.” She lifted her arms to transform again. 
 
    “Wait!” The Morrigan paused and glowered at Mom. “What news of Cairbre? Has he sent the Dark Legion against Cichol?” 
 
    “Na Saighdiúirí na Hoíche will not challenge the Fomori. They are unbound and are rampant in the valley.” Mom looked awfully pale at that news. “Cairbre is hurt but stands with Maeve.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said, looking between then. “What’s happening? What’s the Dark Legion?” 
 
    “They are the inhuman soldiers Maeve bound to her service,” Mom explained tersely. “The giants and goblins and the rest. If Cichol has somehow freed them, we will be overrun.” She hauled her horse around in a tight circle, surveying all of us with a hard expression. “Stay here, all of you. You’ve done all you can. Tieghan, with me.” She looked at Dad sadness and regret and turned away abruptly. “Morrigan, take us to Maeve.” 
 
    The Morrigan tilted her head at Tim. “Come, shifter,” she said. “The battle rages.” Without waiting for a reply, she leapt up into the sky in crow form and winged her way towards the valley with Mom and Tieghan galloping after her. 
 
    Tim nudged his horse forward and then reined in, looking at me. “Shy?” he asked, inclining his head down the slope. “Stay or go?” 
 
    What if he’s the one the banshee is wailing for? “Go,” I whispered. “Be safe.” 
 
    Tim nodded and kicked his horse into motion. Nick nudged his mount to my side. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on him, Shy,” he said softly. “Here, you’d better hang on to this.” 
 
    He handed me the falcata and I took it numbly, watching his gallop after his brother. I just sat there, tired and hurt and on the verge of tears. This is all my fault. 
 
    “What do we do now, Shy?” asked Emily quietly. She looked completely overwhelmed by everything that happened since her rash decision to jump through the gate in Oweynagat. “Do we just wait here?” 
 
    That would be the smart thing to do, I told myself. Dad and Garrett are unarmed. I have a sword I don’t know how to use. Emily has Scáth and her tiger power, but she doesn’t belong in this battle. None of us do. I sat there staring at nothing for the longest time, and then nudged my horse into motion, following the last troop of soldiers down into the valley. Silently, Dad, Garrett, and Emily trailed after me. 
 
    We found Maeve standing at the edge of a wide outcropping not far from where the road forked between Rath Solais and the city of Findias. Mom was there too, along with a number of Maeve’s officers and a man spattered in blood and wrapped with makeshift bandages. I guessed that was Cairbre. Tim, Nick, and the Morrigan were nowhere in sight. 
 
    Mom looked at us in dismay when we rode up, but Maeve’s attention was fixed on the scene spread out below. I dismounted and crept close to the edge and tried to make sense of what was happening. 
 
    The upper end of the valley was hemmed in by steep, rocky walls dotted with scrub, but it opened up and flattened out further down. Maeve’s troops were bunched up on the road, trying to push forward, but their advance was hampered by a swarm of misshapen figures scurrying around, harrying their flanks and driving them back. Larger, lumbering shapes strode through their ranks, laying about with fists and clubs as the archers and lancers tried to bring them down. Overhead, batlike things swooped and dove, sending men running for cover. 
 
    I looked for Tim and Nick, but there was no way to pick them out of the swirling crowds. We were too far away to hear anything other than a distant, wordless roaring, but I imagined the screams all too easily. 
 
    A rainbow-colored flash pulled my eyes to a narrow strip of trees to the left of the action. A whole swath of trees simply fell over all at once and I thought I saw a large figure moving steadily forward, harassed by a bulky creature I couldn’t even begin to describe. That has to be Cichol and the Morrigan, I told myself. Tim and Nick should be there too. I couldn’t spot them, though, and my stomach tied itself into an anxious knot. 
 
    Maeve snapped out orders and her officers jumped on their horses to carry them out. There was no way they’d be able to get through the crush to reach their men, though, and judging from the grim expression on Maeve’s face, she knew it too. 
 
    “You have to retreat!” I begged her. “They’re going to be slaughtered!” 
 
    “Siobhan is right, Mother,” said Mom. “We are at a disadvantage here. We must regroup.” Maeve didn’t acknowledge either of us. “Cairbre, tell her!” 
 
    Cairbre was shorter than Fedlimid but heavier than Eochaid, with Maeve’s straight black hair and dark gray eyes. He cradled his right arm carefully and his face was tight with pain. He shook his head, more in frustration than in denial. 
 
    “Findabair has the right of it,” he said, wincing as he moved something he shouldn’t have. “The Dark Legion disrupts our lines and prevents the cavalry from charging. They will disperse once we have hurt them enough, but Cichol will be among us before then.” 
 
    “You cannot regain control?” asked Maeve, glaring down at the churning battle below. 
 
    “No, my Queen. The amulet is dead.” He used his good hand to touch a large disc hanging from a silver chain around his neck. The jewel in the center looked like a diamond covered with soot on the inside, like a burned-out light bulb. “Something cut my links to the Legion. I have no idea what.” 
 
    “Caladbolg, probably,” I told them. “It can do that.” It helped me save Amy Stolz and Father Kennedy from the Dark Man in Boston, but now it threw Maeve’s entire army into disarray. This is all my fault too. 
 
    Blood-red fire flared between Maeve’s fingers and then snuffed out just as quickly. “Sound the withdraw,” she told the herald standing attentively to the side. “Pull the troops back to the upper valley and station archers along the ridges on either side. Let Cichol come to us.” 
 
    The herald nodded and lifted a long horn to his lips, blowing three deep notes that echoed down the valley. A few moments later, other horns repeated the sequence. Slowly, the army began to move back up the road as the vanguard tried to protect the rear from Cairbre’s rampaging monsters.  
 
    The process was agonizingly slow and I worried about what Cichol was doing. I didn’t see any more rainbows and I couldn’t figure out where he’d gone. He’s not reckless enough to march straight up the valley, is he? Even he wouldn’t survive a thousand arrows raining down on him, especially hurt like he is. Is there another way to get to Rath Solais? I was about to ask Mom about that, but a crow dropped from the sky and transformed into a very angry Morrigan. 
 
    “What are you doing, Maeve?” she demanded. “Even I cannot bring Cichol down by myself, not as long as he holds Caladbolg. Advance! Push through that vermin and surround him!” 
 
    “You will have your chance to taste Fomori blood, Morrigan,” said Maeve coldly, “but not at such a cost. We will lure him to the upper valley and kill him there.” The Morrigan bared her fangs in wicked anticipation of that moment. “Drive off the Legion and protect the rearguard.” The Morrigan sneered, as if that assignment was beneath her, but she raised her hands nonetheless. 
 
    “Wait!” I called hurriedly. “What happened to Tim and Nick? Are they all right?” 
 
    “They fight well enough,” said the Morrigan dismissively, “but they are easily distracted. They went to help that woman instead of aiding me.” 
 
    “Woman? What woman?” 
 
    “That dark-skinned one who smote the Summer Shield. She came out of the sea by Trá Fada and they went to her aid.” 
 
    It took a moment for that to make sense. “You mean Candace? She’s alive? How is that possible?” I knew the answer as soon as I said it. Her phoenix tattoo resurrected her after Cichol stabbed her with Caladbolg. Doing it again after she was blown up and dropped into the ocean couldn’t have been any harder. “Is she okay? Does she remember anything?” 
 
    The Morrigan’s solid black eyes made it impossible to tell if she was rolling them, but the tilt of her head certainly gave that impression. Then she froze and I had the distinct sensation she was looking at something behind me. I turned around carefully, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck lift up. 
 
    My knees almost gave out in relief when I saw it wasn’t Cichol about to slaughter us all, but the reality wasn’t much better. Sín sat there astride the biggest horse I’d ever seen, glossy black with a long shaggy mane and tail. It wore no bridle or saddle, but of course anyone who tried to put one on the Pooka would have ended up as a damp spot on the ground in short order. The demon horse was as wild as the wind. He looked at me with those luminous gold eyes and I shivered. 
 
    “Sín!” Maeve gasped. “What is this? What are you doing here with that – that –” Her anger was so palpable she couldn’t get the words out. 
 
    Sín swung his leg over the Pooka’s back and dropped lightly to the ground. He rested his hand on the horse’s neck, but the Pooka shook it off irritably and Sín stepped away cautiously. Despite their long association, they weren’t actually friends. 
 
    “Are you ready, Shy O’Connor?” The Pooka’s voice was deep and resonant. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, although I couldn’t keep the tremor out of my voice. I forced myself to approach him, but Maeve stood in my way. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Pooka?” she demanded. The fact that he was much, much larger than she was didn’t seem to faze her a bit. “Who gave you permission to enter my realm? Where are you taking her?” 
 
    “Step aside, Queen,” said the Pooka dangerously. “Do not delay us, lest you lose more than a son in this battle.” 
 
    Maeve stiffened in outrage and she raised her hands. Fire wrapped itself around her hands. “Do not presume to order me, demon,” she growled, but the Pooka’s golden eyes flashed and the flames flickered away to nothing. Maeve stepped back in shock and dismay and then her fury returned in full force. “Morrigan!” she snapped. “Kill this thing!” 
 
    “No!” I shouted, but it didn’t matter anyway. The Morrigan just bowed in sullen submission and stepped back, her fists clenched at her sides. Maeve stared at her, white-faced in surprise. 
 
    “Come, Shy O’Connor,” said the Pooka sternly. “We must ride and swiftly.” 
 
    I hurried to his side, making a wide arc around Maeve, and looked up at his back, wondering how in the world I was going to get up there on my own. Sín solved that problem by cupping his hands and boosting me up. It wasn’t easy getting settled on the Pooka’s back without a saddle to hold on to, especially since I was still carrying the falcata. I held the sword out to Sín, but the Pooka shook his mane. 
 
    “Keep the blade, Shy O’Connor,” he said. “You will have need of it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said doubtfully. I couldn’t imagine what good it would do me, but one didn’t argue with the Pooka. “Did Sín tell you what we need to do?” 
 
    “He did. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” I knew from previous experience that I couldn’t fall off the Pooka’s back unless he wanted me to, but I grabbed his mane with my free hand anyway, hoping I wasn’t hurting him. 
 
    “Then we ride.” I had just enough time to glimpse Sín’s upraised hand and Mom’s terrified face before the Pooka moved, and between one step and the next, we were suddenly elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    I thought we would reach the tower in Rath Solais in a couple of minutes. I thought the Pooka would somehow teleport us inside where the Sword of Light was hanging. I thought I would be able to take the Sword and use it against Cichol. None of that happened. 
 
    We weren’t in the Otherworld anymore, at least not any part of it I’d ever seen. We raced across on a broken plain that stretched out forever in all directions, choking on sulphurous dust and blinded by a reddish-orange light that seemed to come from all around us. Black shadows, gnarled and twisted, flashed by on either side as we rode, and some of them moved and leapt and scurried as we passed. I screamed at the Pooka to turn back, but I couldn’t hear my own voice. 
 
    I closed my eyes tightly so I wouldn’t have to see the things reaching out for me, trying to snatch me from the Pooka’s back. I felt their touch, crawling like spiders over my bare skin, and I made myself as small as possible, hugging the Pooka’s neck with my free hand. His skin didn’t feel like horsehide, though. It felt like scales, cold and sharp-edged, scraping at my fingertips. 
 
    Garrett said he saw the Pooka’s true form, I thought wildly, when the Pooka brought him to Boston. He isn’t actually a horse, he just looks like one. If I open my eyes, I can see what he really is. But I couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to do it. 
 
    “Take me back!” I begged him, pressing my face against the alien feel of his neck. “I can’t do this, get someone else! Please!” The Pooka ignored me. 
 
    I didn’t know how long we were in that place or where the Pooka was taking me. The wind of our passage scoured my face and arms, etching away at the wounds I got fighting Cichol, but there was nothing I could do to stop the pain. I tried to jump off his back but he wouldn’t release me. If anything, he galloped even faster. 
 
    “Please stop,” I sobbed. “I’ll do anything, I don’t care, just stop.” 
 
    I didn’t know if the Pooka finally took pity on me or whether we just happened to reach our destination at that moment, but the baleful light surrounding us flickered, like someone playing with the switch, and suddenly the Pooka stopped. 
 
    I lay there on his back for the longest time, gasping in the cool, thin air with my eyes squeezed shut. The Pooka’s hide felt normal again and nothing tried to pull me off his back. It was peaceful and quiet and calm and I didn’t want it to end. 
 
    “Shy O’Connor.” The Pooka’s deep voice was surprisingly gentle. “We must speak.” 
 
    I forced myself to sit up and carefully opened my eyes. I was relieved to see the normal purple-blue sky of the Otherworld overhead, dotted with stars that seemed brighter than ever. We were standing on a rocky outcropping surrounded by wispy fog. Then my heart jumped into my throat when I realized we were actually above the clouds, on the peak of some impossibly high mountain. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I rasped, my voice hardly better than a croak. “What are we doing up here?” I grabbed his mane with both hands, almost dropping the falcata. “We’re supposed to be inside the tower!” 
 
    “In time.” 
 
    “We don’t have time! We have to get the Sword of Light!” I chanced another look down, trying to get my bearings through the breaks in the clouds, but I didn’t know the geography of the Otherworld well enough to tell which of the four islands we were on, let alone what direction Cichol’s tower was in. 
 
    “We have all the time we need, Shy O’Connor,” said the Pooka with infinite patience. 
 
    “We wasted all that time in that – that place!” I shouted. “Cichol could be at the tower already!” 
 
    The Pooka snorted. “How long do you believe our passage through an Talamh de Scáthanna took?” 
 
    I had no idea. All I remembered was how scared I was. “An hour?” I guessed hesitantly. 
 
    “It was no more than three beats of your heart.” 
 
    “No, that’s not possible.” The Pooka turned his head enough to fix one of his big golden eyes on me. 
 
    “Time is not the fixed ticking of a clock that you imagine it to be, Shy O’Connor,” he said sternly. “It ebbs and flows like the tide, faster in some places, slower in others. Under the proper circumstances, it can halt altogether.” 
 
    “You mean like the Otherworld. A day here is like a month back home.” 
 
    “That was not always so. Cichol bound the sun when he locked Claíomh Solais in his tower, striving to live long enough to return and claim it.” 
 
    “That’s what Elcmar read in his journal, but how is that even possible? How did Cichol figure out how to do that?” 
 
    “He asked Claíomh Solais.” 
 
    “And it knew that?” 
 
    “The Sword of Light reveals the truth, whatever it might be. You have only to ask the right question.” 
 
    “So it can tell us how to kill Cichol, right? We just have to get it first?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So what are we waiting for? Let’s go!” I almost kicked his flanks with my heels until I remembered he really didn’t like that. 
 
    “First you must understand the consequences, Shy O’Connor. That is why we are here. Look to the east.” I had no idea which way was east, but the Pooka moved his nose in that direction. 
 
    I saw an expanse of forest between the clouds and a huge semi-circular bay with ships of all sizes at anchor. Countless buildings lined the shore and a tall fairytale castle stood atop a long rocky ridge. “There’s a city down there by a big harbor,” I reported. 
 
    “That is the city of Falias, Cirian’s realm,” said the Pooka, “but that is not what I want you to see. Look to the horizon.” 
 
    We were so high up, the horizon had a distinct curve to it. The sea and the sky merged seamlessly in the distant haze, except for the faintest trace of gold along the horizon. “What is that?” 
 
    “That is the sun.” 
 
    “The sun? In the Otherworld?” I asked incredulously. “I thought it was always dark here.” 
 
    “Only since Cichol raised his tower. The chains that bind Claíomh Solais within bind the sun beyond the horizon and slow the coming of the dawn to a snail’s crawl.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. “What happens when we take the Sword out?” 
 
    “The Sword’s light will be extinguished and the sun will rise for the first time in millennia.” 
 
    “But – that’s a good thing, right?” 
 
    The Pooka snorted and shook his mane. “Maeve will not be pleased. She and her human sons have relied on the chained sun to extend their years.” 
 
    “You mean they’ll die?” I couldn’t help but envision Maeve collapsing into a pile of dust the moment the sunlight touched her, but the Pooka shook his head again. 
 
    “They will live out their remaining years like any other of your kind.” 
 
    “But what about you? Will it hurt you?” That earned me a flick of his tail. 
 
    “I am not of this world or yours, Shy O’Connor. The sun does not enter my realm.” He sounded smug about it. 
 
    “You mean that – that place we went through to get here?” The Pooka dipped his head. “What was that? Where was that? Was that,” I paused, not entirely certain I wanted to hear the answer, “was that Hell?” 
 
    The Pooka made a deep growling noise inside his chest. I had no idea horses could make a sound like that. “It is my domain, Shy O’Connor, by which I traverse the lands above. That is all you need to know.” 
 
    “But that’s where demons come from, isn’t it?” I persisted. “You and the Morrigan and the Dark Man?” 
 
    “They are denizens,” the Pooka acknowledged with a very human sniff. 
 
    “Why didn’t the Morrigan fight you when Maeve ordered her to?” I didn’t know why I was asking all these questions instead of getting the Sword of Light, but it seemed important. “Do you outrank her or something?” 
 
    “The currency of my realm is power, Shy O’Connor. The weak bow before the strong.” 
 
    Oh my God, I thought. The Morrigan is insanely powerful and she didn’t dare challenge the Pooka. “So who do you bow to?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “No one.” He said that without any hint of pride or boasting, just a simple statement of fact, and I hugged myself against the shiver of fear that swept through me. 
 
    “So why are we here?” I asked. “Are you trying to talk me out of getting the Sword?” 
 
    “It matters not to me, Shy O’Connor. But Cichol changed the world when he locked Claíomh Solais away. You must decide whether it should be changed back.” 
 
    “But isn’t this what the Stone of Destiny wanted me to do? End the eternal night before everything is lost, it said. What happens if I don’t?” 
 
    “What do you think will happen?” 
 
    Great, a demon horse who likes the Socratic method just like Dad. I glanced down at the city of Falias as I tried to organize my thoughts, but that was a mistake. We were very high up. I closed my eyes instead. 
 
    “If I don’t get the Sword, Cichol will still try to get it and I don’t think Maeve can stop him, not as long as he has Caladbolg. If he gets it, he’ll kill everyone he sees.” The Pooka inclined his head gravely. “If Maeve does somehow kill him, she’ll still want to invade Ireland and the Order of the Shamrock isn’t strong enough to stop her, not without the Great Weapons.” That admission gave me a sick feeling in my stomach, but the Pooka nodded again. “And I told a lot of people how I was going to use you to get into the tower. Maeve will figure it out eventually and then she’ll have the Sword of Light. She probably won’t kill everyone, but she would be invincible. Ireland would fall.” 
 
    “And if you do claim Claíomh Solais yourself?” asked the Pooka. 
 
    “Then I can use it to kill Cichol and defeat Maeve,” I said firmly. “But the sun will rise and the Sidhe won’t be immortal anymore. Everyone will grow old and die.” That was the crux of the dilemma. No matter what I did, people would die. The only choice was whether it happened fast or slow, but that wasn’t really any choice at all. “I have to do this. There’s no other way.” 
 
    “Very well, Shy O’Connor. Let us ride.” 
 
    “Wait!” I grabbed his mane just in case he ignored me, but he stood still and turned his golden eyes on me again. “Do we have to go through your – your domain again? Isn’t there another way?” It occurred to me that the alternative was probably running straight down the sheer sides of the mountain below, which wasn’t any less terrifying. 
 
    “We cannot pass through the walls of Cichol’s tower, Shy O’Connor,” said the Pooka. “We must go around, and that path lies through my realm.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. Being through it once didn’t make the prospect of doing it again any more appealing. “Could you at least go faster?” 
 
    The Pooka didn’t have any facial expressions, but I got the distinct impression that he was amused. “The last time we rode together, you begged me to slow down.” 
 
    “I just want this over with! Why do you like scaring people so much?” 
 
    The Pooka cocked his head in an gesture of curiosity. “Why does riding with me frighten you?” 
 
    “Because you go too fast!” 
 
    “But you cannot fall from my back. Do you not find the experience exhilarating? Does it not set fire to your blood?” 
 
    “No! Why would anyone want to do that? What do you get out of it?” 
 
    “I seek the wild hearts.” 
 
    I blinked. “What?” That wasn’t the sort of answer I expected at all. “What’s a wild heart?” 
 
    “Souls filled with the joy of life and the courage to confront any challenge. Warriors and poets, kings and sailors, all have ridden with me and laughed with the wind.”   
 
    I couldn’t imagine ever laughing on the Pooka’s back. “But why? What do you do with them?” 
 
    “I guide them to where they are needed. Wild hearts are the world’s champions, Shy O’Connor, those who will confront the shadows in the corners and dispel them.” 
 
    “Poets do that?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Not all battles are fought with swords. Will you laugh as we ride, Shy O’Connor?” 
 
    “Oh my God, no.” The Pooka snorted but said nothing. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “Very well. Bind your eyes.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The light of Claíomh Solais is piercing. Cover your eyes or you will be blinded.” 
 
    “Can’t I just keep my eyes closed?” 
 
    “Are you willing to risk your sight so? One blink and you will never see again.” 
 
    I shuddered at the thought of being permanently blinded. I couldn’t imagine anything worse. “But what can I use? I don’t have a bandanna or anything.” All I had was the falcata and the clothes I wore, torn and bloodied by our encounter with Cichol.  
 
    My boots are no good for this and the vest isn’t the right shape to fit around my head. I could cut off the legs of my jeans with the falcata, I guess, but the denim would be hard to tie. I held out my arm doubtfully. The sleeve was torn in several places and stuck to the scabs on my arms, but it seemed to be my best bet. The seams at the shoulders were already ripped anyway. 
 
    I tugged and yanked until my left sleeve came off, wincing as I reopened several half-healed scrapes. The thin fabric was easy to wrap around my eyes and knot in the back, but the gauze didn’t offer much in the way of protection. I pulled off my right sleeve as well and added it as a second layer. I could still see a dim light through the fabric when I opened my eyes, but I hoped it would be enough. At least I wouldn’t have to look at the Pooka’s home world again. 
 
    “Okay, I’m ready, I guess.” I fumbled around until I grabbed the Pooka’s mane again, already feeling anxious. Not being able to see just made the anticipation worse. “What’s it going to be like inside the tower?” 
 
    “Very bright,” said the Pooka wryly.  
 
    “No, seriously. Father Kennedy said the Sword was hanging from three chains but – oh my God!” I pulled my makeshift blindfold off my eyes and stared at the Pooka in dismay. “The keys!” 
 
    “Keys?” 
 
    “The three keys! He said we needed three keys to free the Sword, but we never figured out what they were. Wait, the Great Weapons! Were they the keys? Did Cichol trick us into breaking them so we couldn’t get the Sword?” I spat out every curse word I knew, which didn’t take long. Then I felt the vibration in the Pooka’s chest against my legs. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Who told you three keys were needed?” 
 
    “Well, Father Kennedy, like I said, and he learned about it from his ancestors, I guess, the Dalcassians.” The Pooka didn’t say anything, but he seemed unimpressed. “Elcmar told us the same thing. He said that Lugh said that Nuada said that Cichol said that only the three keys could free the Sword of Light.” When I said it out loud like that, it sounded like a rumor getting passed around St. Mary’s Academy. “You think they made a mistake,” I accused him. 
 
    “Do you speak the tongue of this land, Shy O’Connor?” 
 
    “Irish? No,” I said carefully. I knew a few words and phrases, but there was no way I could carry on a conversation. “Why?” 
 
    “The Sidhe adopted it after their defeat by the Gaels and have spoken it ere since, but words change when passed from one to another, across many generations and tongues. In Gaelic, three keys is trí eochracha.” 
 
    “Tree-ay-oh-ra-ha,” I repeated carefully. “So?” 
 
    “In Cichol and Nuada’s time, the Sidhe often called me an Treorái Fiáin, the Wild Guide.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, how old are you?”  
 
    The Pooka huffed impatiently. “Guide in Gaelic is treorái.” 
 
    “Treorái? Doesn’t that mean leader?” I was Treorái na T-ordú na Seamróige, the leader of the Order of the Shamrock, for all the good that did me right now. 
 
    “They are two sides of the same coin. Nonetheless, Cichol well knew I could enter his tower, as we are about to do.” 
 
     “So three keys is tree-ay-oh-ra-ha and guide is tree-oh-ray-ee?” The pronunciations were nearly the same and I could see how Lugh could have gotten them mixed up, especially if Nuada was dying at the time. “You mean everyone’s been looking for keys all this time when they should have been looking for you?” I couldn’t believe it. The Sword of Light stayed safe for centuries because of a typo. 
 
    “Not just me, Shy O’Connor,” said the Pooka. “I can enter the tower, but I cannot release the Sword. That is your role in this adventure.” 
 
    “But if Cichol knew about you, Nuada must have too and he knew what Cichol actually said. Why didn’t he ask you to help?” 
 
    “In secret, he offered wealth and power to any treorái who could enter the tower. Many came, but all failed.” 
 
    “But you knew how to do it. Why didn’t you tell him?” 
 
    “He would have used the Sword to slaughter his enemies and any who dared oppose his ambitions.” 
 
    “Then why are you helping me get it?” 
 
    “What will you use the Sword for, Shy O’Connor?” 
 
    “To save everyone,” I said quietly, and the Pooka nodded his head gravely. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked. 
 
    No, I’m not, I thought, but aloud I said, “Yes, let’s do this.” 
 
    “Then cover your eyes and keep a strong grip on your weapon. I must pass through the tower at speed, for the undiminished light of Claíomh Solais will burn my worldly flesh. Your arrival will be sudden.” 
 
    I paused with only one eye covered up. “What do you mean, sudden?” But the Pooka was already moving and I had to hang on tight. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Wearing the blindfold helped, but only a little. The air in the Pooka’s domain still seared my lungs and skin and I still felt things grasping for me hungrily, but at least I didn’t have to look at the blasted wasteland and the unnatural shadows that populated it. The Pooka ran even faster than before, sending my braided hair snapping like a whip as I bent low behind his neck, but our journey seemed to last even longer. I couldn’t feel my heartbeat to check his claim that we spent just a few seconds there. It felt like forever. 
 
    “Ready, Shy O’Connor,” the Pooka said suddenly. Between one step and the next, he changed directions, taking a sharp right-angled turn, and the world around us exploded in a supernova. 
 
    The Pooka shrieked, a piercing, high-pitched sound, and then he was gone and I was flying through the air. An instant later, I slammed into something hard and collapsed in a heap on the ground, tasting blood in my mouth as pain shot through my head like a railroad spike. I lay there for the longest time, cradling my skull with my hands and trying not to pass out. 
 
    Even through my blindfold and my eyelids, the light was intense, stabbing straight into my brain, and my skin tingled like a bad sunburn. I sat up carefully, still holding my head, and leaned back against the wall I must have hit at full speed. Nothing seemed broken, but my entire body felt bruised. 
 
    “Pooka?” I called, wincing at the sound of my own voice bouncing around my skull. “Are you still here?” The only thing I heard in response was my own breathing. “Is anyone here?” I hoped there wasn’t, because I was completely helpless. 
 
    I used my hands to feel the floor and the wall. It was stone, near as I could tell, rougher than marble but smoother than concrete. It seemed to be all one solid piece, with no seams or cracks. The air was warm and still, not exactly fresh, with a faint odor of dust.  
 
    I levered myself carefully to my feet and waved my hands around in front of me, encountering nothing. I started sidling around the wall, keeping one hand pressed against it and the other stretched out in front of me. It was hard to tell without looking, but I was sure the wall curved gently inwards. 
 
    I’m actually inside the tower! I thought excitedly. It really worked! Now I just had to find the Sword. Father Kennedy said it hung from three chains. Is that true, or is that just another misunderstanding? 
 
    I lifted my face up, trying to decide if the light was brighter above me, but the glare was equally painful in all directions. Maybe if I use my Sight, I thought, just the tiniest little peek, but the overwhelming power of the Sword of Light stabbed right through my mind and sent me to my knees, whimpering pitifully.  
 
    When I thought I could stand up again without fainting, I continued my slow survey of the tower, trying to figure out how far around it was and whether I’d already made a complete circle. It’s about fifty feet across on the outside, I guessed, so if the walls are five feet thick, maybe, that’s forty feet on the inside. The circumference is pi r squared, so that’s – no, that’s the area. It was hard to think clearly with my pounding headache and geometry hadn’t been my best subject in school. Two pi r, that’s it. Pi’s three point one four something and r is twenty, so it’s about a hundred and twenty feet around. I’m taking small steps, maybe a foot and a half each, so ... eighty steps to go around once? I hadn’t kept count so far, so I resigned myself to starting over. “One, two, three.” 
 
    The tower seemed to be completely empty. The floor was flat and solid under my feet and my hands encountered nothing but wall and air. I toyed with the idea with criss-crossing the center of the floor, but I decided to finish my circumnavigation of the wall first. 
 
    “Twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twenty – ow!” I stumbled over something, jamming my toe and scraping my hands when I tried to keep myself from falling. It felt exactly like I’d tripped over a set of stairs and my searching hands confirmed it. Tall but narrow steps climbed up the inside of the tower, following the curve of the wall. 
 
    I put my foot on the first step and then hesitated. Should I finish going around first? What if the Sword is actually in the middle of the floor? I chewed my bottom lip doubtfully. The tower is tall for a reason. If the Sword really is hanging from chains, it should be up near the top. 
 
    I started up carefully, staying as close to the outer wall as possible. The steps were only about three feet wide and a few sweeps of my arm confirmed there was no railing. If I can’t actually see the edge, I can’t be scared of falling, I told myself. I wasn’t convinced. 
 
    I continued up step by step, trying to find anything at all that hinted at the location of the Sword. It was easy to convince myself that the light was getter brighter and hotter the higher I went, but that could just as well have been a figment of my imagination. 
 
    The steps were higher than normal, each one maybe a foot tall, and my legs started aching. I kept count as I went, and by the time I hit forty I was starting to get worried. The stairs can’t go all the way around and I’m already halfway up. What if they just stop and I walk right off the end? It was a long way down from here. 
 
    I went slower and slower, testing each step first to make sure it was actually there before I put my weight on it. I was so focused on not dying I forgot why I was climbing the tower, until I reached the fifty-second step and my head touched something strung across the stairs. 
 
    I yelled and jumped back, nearly tumbling down the steps as I windmilled my arms frantically. I finally regained my balance and stood there for the longest time, breathing heavily until my racing heart finally slowed down to normal. Very carefully, I reached out and searched for whatever the thing was. My outstretched fingers touched it and I jerked back automatically, but even that brief touch was enough. It was a thick metal chain. 
 
    I felt along the links, tracing it from a bracket on the wall out over the edge of the steps towards the center of the tower where, presumably, the Sword of Light was hanging. 
 
    Father Kennedy was right! I exulted. This is it! I ran my hands along the chain, searching for a hook or a latch or something to unfasten it from the bracket, but all the links were solid. I yanked on the chain, but it was thicker than my arm. I’d never be able to break it in a million years. I need to cut it somehow. “Oh my God!” I clapped my hands around my body fruitlessly. “Where’s the falcata?” 
 
    I had it while I was riding the Pooka, I thought frantically. I had it in my hand. No, I tucked it under my leg so I could hold his mane with both hands. Does he still have it? No, it would have fallen off with me. It must be on the floor somewhere! 
 
    I hurried back down the steps, almost tripping in my haste, and started scuffing my feet across the floor, sweeping left and right as I retraced my path along the wall. I had no idea where I’d fallen or even if the falcata was anywhere near there, but I was prepared to search every square inch of the tower on my hands and knees if I had to. Without the falcata, I’d never be able to release the Sword.  
 
    I can’t even call the Pooka to have him bring me something else, I thought. I’m stuck in here until – I stopped dead in my tracks. “Oh my God,” I whispered. “How do I get out of here?” The tower had no doors or windows. I was trapped inside. 
 
    “Pooka!” I screamed. “Help! Help!” There was no answer.  
 
    I hurried around the curve of the wall, searching for a lever or a latch or something that might open a secret door, but there was nothing by smooth, seamless stone under my fingers. Then my foot struck something that rang and clattered across the floor. 
 
    “Thank God!” I scrabbled around the floor wildly until my fingers touched something hard and heavy. I grabbed the falcata like it was the last lifejacket on a sinking ship and ran my hands along its length. It appeared to be undamaged and I heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
    I gripped its hilt and swished it back and forth until I heard the air ripping and smelled the sharp odor of ozone. I nearly tested its edge with my thumb until I remembered just how sharp the thing could get, so I held it out at arm’s length for a good minute or two until I figured it was safe to carry again. 
 
    Okay, let’s do this. It took me a bit of searching to find the wall again and I followed it cautiously until I encountered the stairs. With a deep breath to settle my nerves, I started up. 
 
    At the forty-fifth step, I started searching for the chain and grabbed onto it as soon as it brushed my hand. I tried to figure out how to cut it without being able to see it and without losing my hand or my balance in the process. I finally reached out as far as I could over the edge of the steps, tapping the links with the falcata’s blade. 
 
    “Okay, Géar,” I said, remembering what Candace called it, “let’s hope you live up to your name.” 
 
    I swung the falcata back and forth until I heard the familiar ripping sound again and then brought it down hard on the chain. With a sharp ching! the links parted like they were made from paper and I fell backwards, desperately hanging onto the remaining length of chain to keep myself from falling. I hadn’t expected it to be so easy.  
 
    Something metallic clanked loudly on the other side of the tower and I froze, holding my breath as I listened intently. I heard it again, quieter this time, accompanied by something jingling. That’s the chain, I told myself. The sword must have swung over on the other chains and hit the other wall. 
 
    Now I just needed to cut the other two chains, get the Sword, and figure out how to leave the tower. Do I go up or down? If the brackets were evenly spaced around the tower, I might have already passed underneath one of them on the way up, but it would have been way out of my reach. Up, I guess. 
 
    I let go of the chain and continued up the steps, using Géar to check for obstacles. I figured I needed to get another third of the way around to reach the next bracket, but I had no idea how many steps that was. As it turned out, it didn’t matter. I ran out of steps at number fifty-five. 
 
    My heart tried to jump out of my throat when I put my foot down where the next step should have been and kept on going. I fell forward, off-balance, and barely had time to get my hands out before I landed hard on a flat surface, scraping the palms of my hands and bruising my knees. I managed to keep my grip on the falcata, at least. 
 
    I felt around carefully and discovered that the steps ended at a smooth ledge that continued around the wall. It was just as narrow as the stairs and I got back to my feet very slowly, setting my back to the wall and sidling along sideways, step by step, sliding my foot along the stone slowly to make sure I didn’t reach the end without warning. 
 
    I stopped when my leg pushed against something that yielded only slightly. I eased back a step and then reached down, exhaling in relief when I felt another chain bolted to the wall just below my knee. I carefully knelt on the ledge, holding the chain near the bracket to keep my balance, and sharpened Géar again. The chain parted just as easily under the falcata’s edge and I held my breath as I listened. A few moments later, a loud clank! signaled the Sword hitting the far wall of the tower again, accompanied by the slithering rattle of the severed chains being dragged across the floor.  
 
    Two down, one to go. I continued around the ledge with my careful slide-step process, trying to estimate the distance. I knew the ledge couldn’t possibly go all the way around the tower, since there had to be room for the stairs, and every step took me closer to a possibly fatal drop to the floor below. I started using the falcata like a blind man’s cane, tapping to make sure the ledge was actually there before moving my foot. 
 
    The distinctive sound of metal sliding across metal startled me, but I quickly knelt and found the third and final chain. This is it, I thought. I cut through the links with Géar’s impossibly sharp edge and I was plunged into darkness. 
 
    I knelt there frozen in panic as the chains crashed to the floor below me. My heart thumped wildly in the silence that followed. Oh my God, what happened to the light? I wondered. Did I break the Sword letting it fall like that? The blackness was as deep and absolute as it was in Cichol’s prison under Dún Bhaloir and I felt the same oppressive weight closing in around me. 
 
    I bit my lip hard to keep myself from hyperventilating and very carefully got to my feet. The solid feel of the wall at my back helped a lot and I made my way back around the ledge to the stairs. I got all the way to the top step before it finally occurred to me I didn’t need my blindfold anymore. 
 
    I cautiously lifted the cloth over one eye and opened my eyelid the tiniest fraction of an inch. I wasn’t struck blind, but I still couldn’t see a thing. Then I wondered if I was actually blind and didn’t know it. I had no way to tell, but either way, the blindfold was useless now. I pulled it off and threw it aside.  
 
    Going down the stairs wasn’t nearly as scary as traversing the ledge and I breathed a lot easier when I reached the bottom. I stood there for a long while, looking around futilely as I tried to figure out where the Sword had landed. 
 
    It should be somewhere by the wall below the ledge, I finally decided. To the right, I guess. I walked slowly in that direction, keeping my free hand flat against the wall to make sure I didn’t wander off into the middle of the floor. I hate not being able to see. First it was too bright, now it’s way too dark. I wish I had a flashlight or –  
 
    “Oh!” I stopped in my tracks. Maybe I can use my Sight now. I should be able to See its power. Unless it really is broken, I thought uneasily. 
 
    My brain was still tender from the last time I used my Sight in here, so I squinched up my face as I tried to open it by the smallest possible crack. To my immense relief, nothing happened and I carefully expanded my range, reaching out for the Sword of Light. 
 
    Something blossomed brightly a short distance in front of me, a hazy golden-white glow that seemed to be made up of millions of tiny motes, like dandelion fluff packed around a gleaming point of light. It didn’t look like anything I’d ever Seen before, but I had no doubt this was the true heart of Claíomh Solais. 
 
    I headed straight for it, forgetting that I still couldn’t see anything with my real eyes, and nearly turned my ankle stepping on one of the chains. I hopped around on my other foot, cussing under my breath as I rubbed my ankle, then got down on my hands and knees, using the chain to lead me to the Sword. 
 
    The last link of the chain was connected to a large metal ring, where my questing fingers touched something long and smooth stuck through the ring. It felt exactly like the blade of a sword and I carefully traced along its length until I found the cross-guard and the hilt. In my Sight, the golden glow seemed to be centered somewhere on the blade and I watched it carefully as I reached for the hilt.  
 
    The glow swirled suddenly when my fingers touched the hilt and I jerked my hand back quickly. Nothing else happened, though, and I touched the hilt tentatively with the very tip of my finger. The gleaming motes orbited a bit faster, but that was it. I slowly wrapped my hand around the hilt, but the Sword of Light seemed to be content just the way it was. Or it’s broken, I thought. 
 
    The Sword seemed to just be sitting in the ring without any fastening, so I slowly pulled it out, grimacing at the loud scrape of metal against metal. The tip came free and I rose to my feet, holding it out in front of me. The glow hovered a few inches beyond my hand, bobbing as I tested its weight. It was heavier than Caladbolg, near as I could tell, but I still had no idea what it actually looked like. 
 
    I need a light. No, I need to get out of here. I looked around, for all the good that did me, and then tried my Sight. Other than the Sword’s strange glow, I Saw nothing but darkness all around me. I’m the first person to hold the Sword of Light in thousands of years, I thought gloomily, and I can’t do anything with it because I’m stuck in here. 
 
    “Now what do I do?” I sighed out loud. 
 
    Leave the tower. 
 
    I spun around in a circle, searching for the source of that voice. It didn’t seem to come from anywhere, or maybe it came from all around me. 
 
    “Who’s there?” I demanded, holding the Sword in both hands, ready to strike the first thing that moved, assuming I could see it. 
 
    I am Claíomh Solais, the Sword of Light. 
 
    I gaped at the golden glow floating in my Sight. “You can talk?” 
 
    No, but you know my words. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” The Sword said nothing and I jiggled the blade a little. “Are you still there?” 
 
    Yes.  
 
    “Okay, well, we need to get out of here.” There was no response. “Hello?” Still nothing. “Are you there?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Do you know how to leave the tower?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Thank God.” I waited expectantly, but nothing happened. I shook the Sword again, a little harder this time. “Why aren’t you saying anything?” 
 
    You did not ask me anything. 
 
    “Oh! You mean you only answer actual questions?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Oh, okay.” That made some sort of sense, I supposed. “So, um, how do I leave the tower?” 
 
    Thus. Suddenly I knew, as if I’d always known and just now remembered. I gasped at how simple it was. 
 
    “Oh my God, that’s amazing! How did you do that?” I asked, and my mind exploded.  
 
    I fell to my knees, clutching my head as indescribable knowledge stampeded through my brain, showing me every detail of how the Sword worked. Symbols and words and colors and sounds swirled and combined and broke apart, driving me insane as I tried to make sense of it, but I couldn’t comprehend even the slightest bit of it. “Stop!” I screamed. “Stop! You’re killing me!” 
 
    It stopped. I crumpled onto the stone floor and lay there gasping for the longest time, thankful for the peaceful emptiness in my mind. Finally, though, I pushed myself upright, wincing at the stabbing pain behind my eyes. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I whispered. “Don’t ever do that again.” The Sword didn’t answer and I tried to think of a way to phrase it as a question. “Sword, do you understand that? Don’t try to tell me something my mind can’t handle, okay?” Silence. “Sword? Are you there?” 
 
    It wasn’t in my hands anymore and I supposed I must have dropped it when I collapsed. I swept my hands around across the floor, cursing the darkness under my breath, and then opened my Sight again. The glow sat just out of reach and I fumbled around until I found the hilt again. “Sword, are you all right?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Did you hear what I said, about not telling me things I can’t understand?” 
 
    No. 
 
    That took me aback. “Why not?” 
 
    You were not holding me when you spoke. 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” I chewed my lip as I tried to figure out a safe way to phrase my question. “Do you agree not to tell me things that will hurt my mind?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Even if I forget or tell you to do it anyway?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I wasn’t entirely certain that was going to work, but Cichol was still out there somewhere and the Sword was the only weapon I had. I looked around doubtfully. I knew how to get out of the tower now, but I was all turned around in the dark. “Can you turn your light on again? Just a little bit,” I added hastily, “not blinding or anything?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “Why not?” The Sword was silent. “You’re not telling me because the explanation would hurt me, right?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Okay, at least that part works. Um, is there any way for me to make a light?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “How?” I asked eagerly, and then winced in anticipation of another massive headache, despite the Sword’s promise not to hurt me. 
 
    Thus. 
 
    Back in Boston, while Garrett and I waited in the cemetery for the Dark Man to appear, I tried using my glamour to make a light. I was able to create a glowing wisp, but it was just an illusion that didn’t cast any real light. Now I knew what I had done wrong. It was so easy. 
 
    I held out my hand, palm up, and concentrated. A tiny pinprick of greenish-blue light appeared, hovering a few inches above my hand, and then quickly grew to the size of a baseball, illuminating my hand clearly. I gestured and it floated up over my head, brightening and casting its light all around me, and I saw the inside of the tower for the first time. 
 
    It pretty much matched the mental image I had, a tall cylinder of stone rising straight up to the flat ceiling high overhead. The stairs looked even more precarious than I imagined, and I shuddered as I saw the narrow ledge I followed nearly all the way around, at least fifty feet off the ground. The chains lay on the floor nearby, like three headless serpents biting the thick ring that had held the Sword of Light off the ground. 
 
    The Sword itself had a long polished blade without any markings and a simple curved cross-guard. The hilt was wrapped with braided wire and the circular pommel was engraved with two stylized images, showing the sun on one side and the moon on the other.  
 
    What caught my eyes, though, was the gem set right in a hole in the center of the blade, a yellowish crystal that glowed brightly in the light of my wisp. A quick check with my Sight confirmed that the crystal was where the Sword’s power resided. I almost touched it, but I thought better of it. 
 
    Now that I could actually see, I noticed two more things inside the tower. In the center of the floor, right below where the Sword had hung, stood a waist-high pedestal. It was made from the same stone as the rest of the tower, carved all around with the same sort of symbols I’d seen in Cichol’s journal. There was a deep indentation in the top, as if it was meant to hold water or something, but it looked empty now. The surface was stained with something dark and I thought about asking the Sword what it was for, but I decided I didn’t really want to know. 
 
    The other thing was the outer wall not far from where I was standing. One section was carved with the same symbols, higher than I could reach and wider than the span of my arms. I crossed over and placed my hand in the center. This was the way out. 
 
    I spoke the words the Sword had given me, in a language I had never heard before, and suddenly a purple-black thread appeared within in the stone of the wall and I felt the familiar tug of a gate. All I had to do was step forward and I would be out of the tower. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked the Sword. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Okay.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Let’s do this,” I said, with more boldness than I actually felt, and I walked through the gate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    It was dark outside. Not the strange, richly-colored landscape illuminated by the Sword’s piercing light, but real honest-to-goodness night. Back in Boston, the night sky was perpetually lit up by street lights and buildings and neon signs. Here, the only light came from the stars glimmering high overhead. The shadows were very deep. 
 
    I stood very still, trying to figure out exactly where I was. Cichol’s tower loomed high behind me, so at least I was still in Rath Solais, but it was hard to figure out where everything else was. The black line that cut off the bottom of the purple-blue sky was probably the wall surrounding the fortress, and the gray block to my left was probably the altar stone. I moved that way carefully. 
 
    It was very quiet. I couldn’t hear anything except my breathing and the scuff of my boots across the turf. “Where is everyone?” I murmured. Even if most of Maeve’s forces were still fighting Cichol in the valley, there should have been servants and whatnot running about. 
 
    They are in hiding, said the Sword. I hadn’t actually meant that to be a real question, but I was glad it answered anyway, if only to hear its voice. The cessation of my radiance frightened and confused them. 
 
    “Is it like this everywhere in the Otherworld?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “The Pooka said the sun would rise if I released you. Is that true?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    In two hours and four minutes. 
 
    Dawn was far enough away that I couldn’t wait for it. The way things were going, Cichol would be here long before then and who knew how many people would die in the meantime? Or were already dead? “Sword, are Mom and Dad –?” I stopped. I didn’t want to know, or rather, I did, but I wouldn’t be able to finish the job if the Sword of Light told me they were killed. “Where is Cichol now?” 
 
    In Máel’s Vale. 
 
    “Where is that?” 
 
    To the west, below the plateau. 
 
    “He’s past the valley?” I asked, dismayed. “Maeve wasn’t able to stop him?” That wasn’t good. 
 
    He climbed the escarpment to the south and east of the valley and avoided Maeve’s blockade. He is coming here. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I said to myself. I looked around wildly, half-expecting Cichol to jump out of the shadows. “Does Maeve know? Is she ... is she dead?” 
 
    Maeve lives. She and her remaining troops pursue him. She has slowed him, but she cannot kill him. 
 
    “Can you kill him?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Thank God.” Unfortunately, that meant I had to be the one to get the Sword close enough to do it, but I already knew that, from the moment I climbed onto the Pooka’s back. “Okay, tell me how to find him. I mean,” I had to think a moment to rephrase it as a question, “what’s the fastest way to get to Cichol?” 
 
    Leave the fortress and run due west to the edge of the plateau. 
 
    “Okay.” I conjured my ball of light again, this time sending it out ahead a couple of feet off the ground. I jogged after it, just at the edge of its circle of illumination, dodging around the broken platform and the scorched craters from my last visit to Maeve’s fortress. I found the inner gate after a bit of zig-zagging and followed the path between the walls.  
 
    I was almost to the main gate before I remembered the ghosts and I skidded to a halt. Nothing was visible in the wisp’s light and nothing showed in my Sight. “Sword,” I whispered, “are the ghosts still guarding the gate?” 
 
    The sluagh are dispersed. 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    Emily O’Neill’s attack with the dagger Scáth severed the bonds that held them here. 
 
    Yay, Emily! I thought, relieved. The wisp led me out of the gate into the empty fields beyond. I ran as fast as I could across the plateau, leaving the road at the Sword’s direction and keeping a close eye on my feet to make sure I didn’t stumble into the deep holes and ruts gouged in the turf. 
 
    I reached the edge of the plateau only slightly out of breath and stopped, looking down into Máel’s Vale. It was as black and shadowed as the rest of the land, but in the distance, dots of orange light flickered along a lighter ribbon of gray. Torches, I thought. That must be Maeve’s army following the road, but where’s Cichol? He must be on the road ahead of them, he’d be slowed down too much going through the woods. I couldn’t see any sign of him, until a rainbow suddenly arced from side to side, leaving an afterimage across my vision. A dome of violet light flared up well ahead of the torches and vanished in an explosion of sparks the moment the rainbow touched it. Maeve! 
 
    “What’s the fastest way down?” As far as I knew, the only road was off to my right, but maybe the Sword knew another way. 
 
    Move twelve paces to the left and jump. 
 
    That didn’t sound right, but the Sword hadn’t led me astray so far, other than trying to fry my brain that once. I counted off twelve steps and then inched forward carefully. My wisp hung over the sheer edge of the cliff above an awful lot of blackness. “Are you sure about this?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “And I won’t get hurt jumping, right?” 
 
    No, you will die when you strike the rocks below. 
 
    “What?” I backpedalled hurriedly. “Are you crazy? Why would you tell me to jump?” 
 
    It is the fastest way down. 
 
    Oh my God. I stared at the Sword’s softly gleaming crystal, trying to swallow with a suddenly dry mouth. “That’s why Nuada lost his arm back then, isn’t it? He asked you the wrong question.” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    It took me a long while to gather my scrambled thoughts and come up with a question that wouldn’t get me killed in some horrible way. I checked and rechecked it and then took a deep breath. “What is the fastest way,” I said carefully, “for me to reach Cichol without getting hurt?” 
 
    Follow the road down into the vale. You will encounter Cichol on the road two hundred and thirty-two feet from the bottom of the cliff. 
 
    “And I’ll be alive and unharmed when I get there, right?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    That was the probably the closest I’d get to a guarantee out of the Sword. I sent my wisp to the right and followed it to the road, checking all around me for any potential hazards the Sword might not have thought to warn me about. I reached the hard-packed surface without incident, though, and started down the steep switchback path to the vale below. 
 
    The road had been steep enough on horseback when we rode to Cuanbeag to speak with Elcmar. Now, running in the dark with only my wisp to light my way, it was treacherous. True to the Sword’s word, though, I made it all the way to the bottom without any problems other than a stitch in my side, which apparently didn’t count as being hurt. 
 
    I stood there massaging my side as I caught my breath, looking and listening intently down the road ahead of me. I couldn’t see the torches, but the road curved around to climb up the cliff behind me and I hoped that just meant the trees were blocking my view.  
 
    My wisp didn’t illuminate the base of the cliff from where I was standing, so I had no idea how far I had to go to be two hundred and thirty-two feet away. I started walking forward anyway and sent my wisp up high, commanding it to brighten enough to light up the road and the surrounding trees.  
 
    I realized belatedly that I was now a perfect target for anyone with a spear or a bow, standing in the middle of the road spotlighted by a miniature blue-green sun. “Sword, what happens if Cichol attacks me with Caladbolg?” 
 
    You will die. 
 
    “Can’t you protect me?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “Can I block it somehow?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “Maeve can.” The Sword didn’t respond. “How is Maeve able to protect herself from Caladbolg?” 
 
    She has learned skills you do not have. 
 
    “Can I learn them?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Really? How long will that take?” 
 
    One thousand, one hundred, and fifty-two years. 
 
    “Never mind, then. Where is Cichol?” 
 
    Sixty-three feet in front of you. As it turned out, I didn’t need to ask that last question, because Cichol stepped into the light right at that moment. We stared at each other in silence. 
 
    He was in bad shape. Blood oozed from countless wounds all over his body and the broken shaft of an arrow protruded from his shoulder. He held his left arm at an odd angle and most of his weight rested on his right foot. His remaining horn was chipped and cracked in several places, but his eyes were just as red and angry as before. Caladbolg hung from his right hand, streaked with blood.  
 
    “That is my Sword, Defender,” he growled, “forged by my own hand. Surrender it to me and live.” 
 
    “No.” I raised the Sword in both hands, pointing its tip at his heart. The crystal gleamed softly. “Okay, Sword, how do I defeat him?” 
 
    You cannot. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I heard that right. “What?” 
 
    You cannot defeat Cichol. 
 
    “What?” I shouted, panic surging through my entire body. “Didn’t you just say you could defeat him?” 
 
    Yes, but not in your hands. 
 
    “Why not?” I demanded as my guts tightened into a cold knot. 
 
    You do not have the will to inflict death upon another. 
 
    “Yes, I do! Cichol has to die!” But as soon as I said it, I knew the Sword was right. I wasn’t a killer. Other than that creature the Dark Man rode in Boston, I hadn’t hurt a single living thing in all the time I carried Caladbolg and even that had been in the heat of battle to save Amy. I couldn’t kill someone in cold blood, not even a monster like Cichol. “Oh my God.” I’d failed and doomed us all in the process. 
 
    I didn’t know if Cichol could hear the Sword as well, but he obviously knew I was no threat to him now. He bared his teeth in a humorless grin and raised Caladbolg to strike me down. 
 
    “Shy!”  
 
    That was Candace’s voice, but for some strange reason it came from up in the sky. I looked up in surprise to see a winged shape silhouetted against the stars, hurtling down straight at Cichol’s head. He turned just in time for whatever it was to strike him on his chest, knocking him off his feet and sending him tumbling across the road. I dodged out of the way as the creature swooped around, the wind from its wings nearly blowing me over too. 
 
    Cichol roared as he got back up, raising Caladbolg and slashing it wildly, but the flying thing wheeled around and the deadly rainbow missed it by a hair’s breadth. It landed with a thump I felt through the soles of my boots and roared back. In the light from my wisp, I saw it clearly now, but I wasn’t sure I believed my eyes. It was an actual, living, breathing griffin, with the head and wings of an eagle welded to the body of a lion. The thing was the size of a pickup truck, with a twenty-foot wing span and a beak and claws to match. 
 
    Someone rolled off the griffin’s back and ran right past me as the griffin shrieked and lashed out at Cichol with its claws. It was Candace. Her clothes were soggy and tattered but otherwise she looked perfectly fine.  
 
    She ignored me completely and charged at Cichol while he was dodging the griffin’s attack, swinging a long-handled hammer at his injured leg. The hammer connected with a crack! that sounded like breaking bones and Cichol howled in agony. He swung Caladbolg at her backhanded and the flat of the blade hit her hard on her back, lifting her completely off her feet and sending her skidding across the road. 
 
    I ran to her side as she levered herself off the ground, groaning. A long slash cut through her shirt across her back and blood oozed from the gash underneath. “Are you okay?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “Damn, he’s fast,” she muttered. “Where’s my hammer?” The weapon was lying on the ground a short distance away and she staggered over to pick it up. “How is he still standing?” Cichol was too busy avoiding the snaps of the griffin’s beak to use Caladbolg properly, but one of its front legs was injured and it couldn’t maneuver properly. “Bite his head off, Tim!” 
 
    “That’s Tim?” I couldn’t see the telltale blue stripe as Tim reared and lashed out with his good leg and Cichol stumbled backwards, unable to brace himself on his damaged leg. 
 
    Another roar startled me, but it wasn’t from either of the combatants. This one came from further down the road and I spun around just as a brand new creature bounded into the light.  
 
    This one looked like a mutant Komodo dragon, all scales and teeth and spikes, covered in glossy dark green scales that rippled like water under the wisp’s light. It growled like the world’s largest tiger, swishing its razor-edged tail as someone slipped off its back and stood in the center of the road. 
 
    “Go!” It was Nick. “I’ll try to slow him down.” He crossed his arms and bowed his head in concentration. In my Sight, his aura sank deep into the bedrock under his feet and then shot out to the side just under the surface of the road, straight for Cichol. Then the cat-lizard thing attacked, leaping higher than something that large should ever be capable of doing. 
 
    Cichol saw it coming and turned away from Tim, lifting Caladbolg to impale the creature, but his movements suddenly slowed to crawl, like he was neck-deep in molasses, and he couldn’t get the Sword all the way around before the cat-lizard landed on him, claws-first. The collision sent him sprawling backwards, but his feet seemed to be locked to the ground. My Sight showed Nick’s aura reaching up into Cichol’s legs, holding him in place. 
 
    Cichol had to drop Caladbolg to protect his face from the cat-lizard’s fangs and Candace rose to her hands and feet like a sprinter waiting for the starter’s pistol. I grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back down. 
 
    “No!” I hissed. “You’ll be killed!”  
 
    “So?” She looked at me in genuine surprise. 
 
    “You don’t know how many more lives you have!” I could see her back through the slash in her shirt and I gasped. Even in the full light of the wisp, I could barely make out her phoenix tattoo against her skin. “Your mark’s almost gone, and it has a cut right across it!”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she snapped. “We have to get Caladbolg back.” 
 
    “But you can’t pick it up!” Only Cichol and I could wield it, and I wasn’t even sure I still could, after it was broken and reforged, but Candace shoved my hand away and sprinted for the Sword. 
 
    Despite Nick’s hold, Cichol managed to roll over and pin the cat-lizard – it had to be the Morrigan, I realized belatedly – under his body, ignoring the claws raking his back and shoulders as he squeezed his fists around her throat. She struggled to free herself, twisting and biting frantically, but Cichol was too big and too strong. In a swirl of shadows, she vanished, flitting away in her favorite crow shape as Cichol fell onto the ground and pounded it with his fist in frustration. 
 
    He looked around for Caladbolg just as Candace reached for it and roared, swiping at her with his arm. She could have dodged, but she grabbed the Sword instead. She actually lifted it off the ground, but Cichol’s blow caught her right across her temple, snapping her head back with a horrifying crack and dropping her like a rag doll. She lay there motionless and all I could do was stare in horror. 
 
    Tim shrieked as Cichol grabbed Caladbolg’s hilt, launching himself into the air with a single thrust of his wings and striking at the Fomori with his one good leg. Cichol tried to cut him with the Sword, but again his movements were slowed and all he could do was jab the point through Tim’s wing. It was enough, though, and Tim floundered aside, unable to get off the ground. He collapsed a short distance away, trying to crawl away as Cichol regained his feet. A moment later, Tim lay there in human form, clutching his bleeding shoulder and glaring at the advancing Fomori king. 
 
    “Cichol, no!” I screamed. “Leave him alone!”  
 
    Cichol stopped, but not because of anything I did. He tried to advance, but he couldn’t lift his foot off the ground. He twisted around with a snort of anger and his eyes narrowed as they focused on Nick, still locked in his stance. Cichol raised Caladbolg and slashed the rainbow directly at him. 
 
    I didn’t even have time to scream before a wall of violet fire leapt up between Cichol and Nick, shattering as it absorbed Caladbolg’s strike. Maeve reined in her horse, one hand upraised and wreathed in fire, with a large crow riding on her shoulder. Two others rode with her. Mom sat on her left, her bow nocked with an arrow aimed right at Cichol’s heart, but to my astonishment, it was Sín who rode on her right, holding a purple-silver orb of fire half-concealed in his hand. 
 
    “Maeve!” Cichol roared, turning on her. “Why do you persist in this useless game? I have beaten all your champions and your fire is all but gone.” 
 
    “I have more champions than you have wounds, Cichol,” Maeve said coldly. “Where one falls, another rises.” The crow fluttered down from its perch and transformed into the Morrigan, uninjured and haughty. Maeve looked exhausted, though, staying in her saddle through sheer force of will. 
 
    “Not if you are dead!” Cichol shouted, and he raised Caladbolg again.  
 
    Maeve’s shield flared high again, hiding the three of them behind its protection, but Cichol wasn’t aiming for them. Instead, he struck at Nick again and the rainbow slashed right through him. Nick’s eyes popped open as he gasped in shock and then he slowly toppled forward onto the ground. 
 
    I didn’t understand what just happened. The rainbow didn’t seem to affect Nick at all, but he lay there absolutely motionless. I probed him with my Sight and my breath caught in my throat. Nick’s aura was still in the ground, but it was no longer connected to his body. I watched in helpless horror as it quickly dissipated and vanished.  
 
    “Nick!” Tim’s anguished cry echoed throughout the vale and everything happened at once. 
 
    Tim tried to crawl towards Nick’s body, but his own wounds were too severe and he collapsed almost immediately. Cichol spun around, free of Nick’s restraints, and charged right at Maeve with a wordless roar. A whistling bolt sped from Mom’s bow lodged in Cichol’s chest, but he hardly seemed to notice it as he yanked it out and cast it aside. 
 
    The Morrigan vanished in a swirl of shadow and reappeared as something that almost looked human, with long spidery limbs and fingers with too many joints. It scuttled across the ground towards Cichol, opening a maw that nearly split its head in two. Then the light in Sín’s hand flared and there were dozens of the same things converging on Cichol from all directions, leaping and dodging until it was impossible to tell which one was the original one. 
 
    Cichol spun in a circle, slashing at the creatures as they jumped and bit and clawed at him, but only one of them was real. The Morrigan came at him from behind and sank her needle teeth into the back of his leg, tearing off a chunk of flesh the size of my fist. She vanished among Sín’s copies when Cichol reached for her and then attacked again from the front, trying to blind him with her claws, but this time his flailing arm caught her and sent her flying. She rolled and landed on her feet, crouching low and hissing. 
 
    With an echoing bellow, Cichol clambered back to his feet and swung Caladbolg in a circle over his head, The rainbow flashed out in a circle all around him, but he stumbled as his wounded leg gave out on him. The arc passed high over my head and struck the ground just a foot in front of Maeve, missing everyone but panicking the horses. Sín was able to keep his seat, but both Mom and Maeve were thrown to the ground as their mounts galloped away into the darkness. They scrambled to their feet as Cichol faced them again, breathing harshly. 
 
    “It is over, Maeve,” he growled. “You have no place left to hide.” 
 
    “I have no need to hide from the likes of you,” said Maeve. The fire on her hands sputtered, but she lifted her chin defiantly. “Nuada’s only mistake was not killing you too.” 
 
    That was the wrong thing to say. Cichol raised himself to his full, frightening height and raised Caladbolg high over his head. “Blood for blood!” he called. 
 
    “Blood for blood,” Maeve agreed with a smirk. She lifted her hand as well and then brought it down sharply. 
 
    The biggest fireball I could possibly imagine shot down from the sky and struck Cichol straight on. The blast rivaled Muirenn’s shillelagh. only much brighter and much hotter. I was picked up and tossed aside, stung by shrapnel and singed by fire. I managed to hang onto the Sword of Light somehow and I slowly picked myself off the ground. 
 
    It was absolutely pitch black and for a fearful moment I thought I’d been blinded. I saw the gleam of distant torches approaching quickly along the road, though, and I realized that my wisp had vanished. I conjured a new one, white this time, and sent it up high to reveal the havoc Maeve had wreaked. 
 
    A massive crater had been blown in the road, the stone blackened and smoking. Maeve knelt on the far side, her head hanging low, with Mom holding her close. Sín stood to the side, watching them both with a grim expression. Tim was huddled not far away, his face buried in his hands, and the Morrigan knelt beside him in her normal girl form, looking strangely sad. 
 
    Nick and Candace still lay motionless on the ground and tears pricked my eyes as I grieved for them. At least they died like heroes, I told myself, but that didn’t make me feel any better. “Is it over now?” I sighed heavily. “Can we go home now?” 
 
    No. 
 
    It took a long moment for that to sink in and I stared at the Sword in my hand. “What?” 
 
    It is not over. 
 
    “What are you talking about? Cichol’s dead!” 
 
    No. Cichol lives. 
 
    I whirled around to face the crater. Half-hidden by the pall of smoke, a black shape in the bottom of the shattered hole moved ever so slightly. My Sight quickly confirmed that Cichol’s strange double aura was still there, dim but unmistakable. “Oh my God! How could he possibly have survived that?” 
 
    The Fomori are extremely resilient. They are hard to kill. 
 
    Sín noticed my one-sided conversation and stared at me with a puzzled frown. He turned his head to follow my shocked gaze and then did a double-take. He bent over Maeve, speaking urgently, and Mom looked up in alarm. 
 
    “Sword, what do I do? How can I kill him?” 
 
    You cannot. 
 
    I wanted to bang the Sword against something hard for being so obtuse and useless. “Then who can?” 
 
    The Queen. Give me to Maeve. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” There was no way I’d give the Sword of Light to Maeve. She might be able to kill Cichol, but then I’d have no way to stop her.  
 
    No. 
 
    “There has to be another way.” That wasn’t a question, so the Sword remained silent. I nearly screamed at it in frustration. “Is there another way?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I felt a surge of hope, but it quickly evaporated. The Sword was way too literal in its responses. “Is there any other way to kill Cichol now, before he hurts anyone else?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “Oh my God.” I didn’t know what to do, but I had no time left. The shape in the crater moved again and rose up slowly, resolving itself into a horrific caricature of Cichol the Fomori. 
 
    Most of his skin was charcoal black now, oozing red where it cracked open. Part of his skull was exposed where his flesh was burned away and one eye socket gaped empty. He had to be in incredible agony, but he bent and picked up Caladbolg from the broken rubble of the crater. His left arm didn’t seem to work at all as he turned to face Maeve. 
 
    “Once more you have failed, Maeve,” he said. His voice was barely recognizable, just a harsh, rasping whisper. Mom and Sín helped Maeve to her feet, but she shook them off to stand defiantly on her own. “It shall be your last.” 
 
    Maeve’s power was exhausted, Mom’s bow was broken, and Sín’s illusions couldn’t hurt him. Only the Morrigan could still fight, but she wasn’t strong enough to beat him on her own and Tim was in no shape to help. Maeve was doomed and she knew it, but she still brushed away Cichol’s threat with a disdainful flick of her hand. 
 
    “Words, words, words,” she said. “You are in worse shape than I, Cichol.” 
 
    Cichol’s left foot scraped loudly across the ground as he limped out of the crater. His remaining eye fixed on me and his mouth split in a ghastly parody of a smile, sending a shiver of fear down my spine. 
 
    “Claíomh Solais is mine,” he said, “and my revenge is at hand.” He dragged his damaged leg behind him as he moved towards me. “You should have stayed away, Defender.” 
 
    We were out of options. I ran towards Maeve and Cichol slashed at me with Caladbolg. I skidded to a halt as the rainbow zipped past me less than a yard away. I backed up hurriedly, but another slash blocked my retreat. I couldn’t believe he actually missed me both times, even injured as he was, and I wondered if my lucky shamrock tattoo was finally doing its job.  
 
    Cichol continued his slow approach, holding Caladbolg ready to strike again, and I stared at him like a deer in headlights. Mom shouted something at me but it didn’t impinge on my thoughts.  
 
    Why doesn’t he just kill me? I thought blankly. It can’t be out of gratitude for freeing him from his cell. I looked down at the Sword clutched in my hands. “Sword,” I whispered urgently, “can Caladbolg destroy you?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    He’s afraid of damaging it! He can’t kill me as long as I hold it, but he can take it from me. But if I run, he’ll stop me with Caladbolg. Unless he can’t see me. 
 
    Just like that, I raised my scáth, hiding myself from his sight. He paused, startled, and then roared in anger. I flinched when he swung Caladbolg, but this time there was no rainbow effect. He can’t use its power without risking losing the Sword of Light! I thought triumphantly. That wouldn’t stop him from chopping me into pieces if he found me, though, and so I ran, trying not to make any noise. 
 
    Cichol limped forward as quickly as he could, sweeping Caladbolg left and right in a futile effort to find me. I made a wide circle around him and hurried towards Maeve and Mom and Sín. The women were looking around wildly, but Sín stared right at me, his forehead creased in concentration. My glamours weren’t good enough to completely hide me from his own power. 
 
    “Shy,” he said urgently as I stopped an arm’s reach away, “what are you doing? You need to get away!” I ignored him. 
 
    “Maeve,” I said quietly, hoping she wouldn’t be startled by my voice coming out of nowhere. She had excellent self-control, though, and merely turned her head. “Hold out your hand. I’m giving you the Sword. Ask it what to do.” 
 
    Now she looked surprised, but only for a moment. I shoved the Sword into her hand. The instant I let it go, it became visible to her and she frowned at it. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked, and then her eyes widened and I knew the Sword had answered her. “Claíomh Solais,” she breathed. “After all these years.” 
 
    “There’s no time for that!” I squeaked, shooting an anxious glance at Cichol. He swung wildly again with a howl of frustration and turned towards us, fixing us with a baleful eye. “Hurry! Ask it how to kill him!” 
 
    “Maeve!” Cichol’s roar of rage filled the vale and he hobbled towards us as fast as his ruined leg let him. He’d seen the Sword in her hand. 
 
    “Now!” I shouted, but Maeve seemed hypnotized by the blade. She stroked the golden crystal with her fingertips. “Oh my God, Maeve! Ask it!”  
 
    “Claíomh Solais,” she said absently, “how can I kill this monstrosity?” I couldn’t hear the Sword’s reply, but Maeve turned calmly to face Cichol, who was less than fifty feet away and approaching fast. “Ah, I see.” 
 
    I dropped my glamour as she strode forward to meet Cichol, holding the Sword down and away from her body. I clutched Mom’s arm as Cichol raised Caladbolg and sliced at her head, but she stepped out of its path as if she knew exactly where it was going and lunged forward, lifting the Sword’s tip to strike his heart. Cichol tried to twist away and knock the Sword aside, but the blade slipped beneath his arm and sunk deep into his chest. 
 
    His shriek stabbed my eardrums and then faltered as he stumbled backwards, dragging Maeve with him as she hung tightly onto the Sword. He hacked at her with Caladbolg and she cried out as she was knocked aside, falling heavily to the ground. 
 
    “Mother!” Mom called, but Sín held her back. Cichol dropped Caladbolg and grabbed the Sword of Light’s hilt, pulling it slowly from his chest. It came free, dripping with his blood, and he held it up in the light of my wisp. 
 
    “Claíomh Solais,” he rasped, and my heart stuck in my throat. Then Cichol fell forward and lay motionless, the Sword of Light still clutched in his hand. 
 
    Mom pulled herself out of Sín’s grasp and ran to Maeve’s side, helping her to sit up, but Sín laid his hand on my shoulder to keep me from following.  
 
    “Shy,” he spoke urgently in my ear, “is Cichol truly dead?” 
 
    I gulped as I looked at Cichol’s motionless body. He had to be, but we thought that at least twice before. I closed my eyes and sent my Sight out, probing quickly. There was no sign of his bizarre aura anywhere.  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed, “finally. Cichol is dead.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Twenty 
 
    I stood there for the longest time, completely numb. Our ordeal was finally over, but I couldn’t take any joy in it. Nick and Candace were dead along with countless other Sidhe, Tim was badly injured, and I had no idea what happened to Dad and Garrett and Emily. I thought about asking Sín if he knew, but I didn’t want to hear the answer. At least no one else will die, I told myself bleakly. 
 
    Mom helped Maeve get to her feet and held her steady while she regained her balance. Maeve surveyed the area and frowned down at Cichol’s body with an unreadable expression. She strode forward, waving off Mom’s support, and bent down to reach for something clutched in Cichol’s outstretched hand. My heart skipped a beat when I realized what it was. 
 
    “No!” I shouted, running forward, but it was too late. Maeve held the Sword of Light in her hands. I stumbled to a halt as she looked up at me. 
 
    “I keep underestimating you, Siobhan,” she said. “Somehow you achieved in one hour what I strived to do all these centuries. But in the end, it hardly matters. Cichol is dead and Claíomh Solais is mine.” 
 
    “You can’t –” I stopped. Arguing with her was pointless. With the Sword of Light in her hands, she could do anything she wanted now and I wouldn’t be able to stop her. 
 
    “So let us be done with you,” she went on, as if I were just an unwanted guest to be shown the door. “We will rebuild –” She winced and pressed her arm against her side where Caladbolg had struck her. 
 
    “Mother!” Mom hurried to Maeve’s side and gasped at the dark stain spreading down the side of her dress. “You’re hurt!” 
 
    “A scratch,” Maeve told her dismissively. She laid her hand over the wound and ruddy light flared between her fingers, although it sputtered out quickly. “There, that will do.” 
 
    “Shy!” That was Dad’s voice and I turned around quickly. He jogged towards me with a smoking torch in his hand, and Garrett and Emily were with him. The remnants of Maeve’s army followed close behind, all of them on foot and many of them battered and injured, but I didn’t care about them. I ran straight to Dad and threw my arms around him. 
 
    “Oh my God, Dad,” I sobbed. “I was so afraid you were –” I couldn’t finish the thought. 
 
    “So were we, but we’re together now.” He hugged me tightly with his free hand and kissed the top of my head. There were tears on my face, but I couldn’t tell if they were mine or his. 
 
    “Is it over?” asked Garrett quietly. His throwing arm was tied up in a makeshift bandage, but he seemed to be otherwise okay. 
 
    “Cichol’s dead,” I told them, reluctantly pulling myself out of Dad’s embrace, “but Maeve has the Sword of Light.” 
 
    We all turned to face her as her troops spread out around us at the edge of my wisp’s glow. She watched us with an imperious tilt to her head. 
 
    “Two down,” she said, “five left to deal with.” She closed her eyes briefly and breathed sharply in through her nose before she continued. “Captain Tieghan.” 
 
    Tieghan stepped forward out of the ranks of the soldiers and inclined his head. The side of his face was matted with blood and his armor was scarred from what looked like claw marks. “Mo Banríon.” 
 
    “Where is Fedlimid?” 
 
    “Dead, Mo Banríon.” 
 
    Mom gasped in dismay, but Maeve’s lips merely tightened. “And Cairbre?”  
 
    “Wounded, but alive.” 
 
    “Eochaid?” 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    “Fergus?” 
 
    “I do not know, Mo Banríon. He was last seen fighting the remnants of the Dark Legion.” 
 
    “Two lost,” she murmured, closing her eyes again, “and Cet and Fergus as well, perhaps.” She looked right at me and I shivered. There was no mercy in her eyes at all. “Blood for blood,” she told me. 
 
    Dad cast his torch aside and stepped in front of me and Garrett stood by his shoulder. Emily moved to Dad’s other side, clutching Scáth in her white-knuckled hand. Maeve curled her lip in disdain. “Your loyalty to her is admirable,” she told them, “but futile. You will all pay the price for her folly.” 
 
    Then Sín stepped forward and joined the line and Maeve stared at him in blank disbelief. “I won’t let you harm her, Mother,” he said mildly. “She risked everything to save Tír na nÓg.” 
 
    “She nearly destroyed it!” Maeve snapped. “Cichol was her doing!” 
 
    “Cichol would have escaped eventually, with or without her,” said Mom. She calmly walked towards us and stood beside Emily. “We survived because of her selflessness and courage.” 
 
    “We all lost someone, Maeve.” Somehow Tim had gotten to his feet. He limped towards us and joined the line. To my astonishment, the Morrigan came with him. “More blood won’t bring them back.” He looked at Nick’s body lying beyond the crater and silent tears streamed down his cheeks. 
 
    I couldn’t let them put themselves in danger because of me. I pushed my way between Dad and Garrett and stood in front of all of them. “Do what you want, Maeve,” I told her resignedly. “It doesn’t matter anymore. The Order of the Shamrock is done.” 
 
    “What is this?” Maeve demanded harshly. “Sín, Findabair, why do you side with her?” Then she froze, a look of shock on her face, and she slowly raised the Sword of Light and stared at the softly glowing crystal in its blade. 
 
    “Mother, what’s wrong?” Mom asked anxiously, taking a step forward. Maeve looked at her as if she didn’t recognize her own daughter and then her gaze turned to me. 
 
    “Mo gariníon,” she whispered. Then she gasped and clutched her side, swaying on her feet. 
 
    “Mother!” Mom ran to her side and caught Maeve as her legs gave way, easing her to the ground. She pulled Maeve’s hand away from her wound and turned it up in the light. It was covered in blood. “Tieghan, bandages! Hurry!”  
 
    Sín ran to them and helped Mom lay her down on the ground as Tieghan looked around in bleak resignation. Any medical supplies the soldiers had were already in use, but he barked orders and the soldiers searched their pouches and bags for anything that could be used. 
 
    I hesitated and then stepped forward. Sín rolled his cloak up into a makeshift pillow and placed it carefully under Maeve’s head while Mom pressed both hands against her side. She looked up at me in anguish as I stood looking down at the Queen of the Sidhe, not knowing what to do or say.  
 
    Under the light of my wisp, Maeve looked deathly pale and her breathing was strained and shallow. She still clutched the Sword of Light in her hands, but when Sín tried to move it aside, she resisted, gritting her teeth in pain at the motion. 
 
    “Don’t move!” Mom pleaded. “Tieghan, where are you?” Tieghan appeared at her elbow, holding out a small bundle of cloth. Mom grabbed it and held it against Maeve’s side, but it immediately turned red. Even I knew that wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    Maeve sensed my presence and she opened her eyes to look up at me. I expected anger, arrogance, or defiance, but to my surprise, her expression was one of regret.  
 
    “I should have let go when the Sword instructed me to,” she said with a grimace. She hissed when Mom pressed harder against her side, trying to slow the bleeding, and then lifted her hand towards me. “Come closer, child.” 
 
    I hesitated, wondering if this was some sort of trick, and she gestured impatiently. Sín moved aside and I knelt beside her. She touched my face gently, tracing the lines of my cheek and jaw. 
 
    “I see it now,” she said softly, just barely about a whisper, and I had to learn closer to hear. “I could have made you queen of two worlds, had I but known.” 
 
    “I never wanted to be queen,” I told her. Tears filled my eyes and she brushed them away with her thumb. “I’m sorry, Seanmháthair.” 
 
    “Foolish girl,” she murmured. “Claíomh Solais, who will rule in my place?” She snorted quietly at the answer and closed her eyes. “Good. Let it be so,” she said with a half-smile, and she breathed her last. 
 
    “Mother!” Mom gasped, and she covered her mouth with her hands, weeping silently. Sín touched my shoulder and I let him help me up, stepping back out of the way as he carefully took his cloak from under her head and spread it over her body, leaving only her face exposed. She looked like she was sleeping, but her aura was gone. 
 
    Tieghan bowed his head and clapped his fist to his chest. “D'fhéadfadh do thuras a bheith sábháilte, Maeve, Banríon an Sidhe,” he said, his voice ringing out clearly. All around us, the soldiers copied his salute. 
 
    “Maeve, Maeve, Maeve,” they called in chorus. “Ár Banríon deo.” All I could do was bow my head and ask forgiveness from everyone who died bring Cichol down. 
 
    We burned Cichol’s body down to ash before we carried Maeve and Nick and Candace up to Rath Solais, laying their bodies out on trestles beside the altar stone. Wagons were dispatched to bring Fedlimid and Eochaid back as well, along with the other fallen soldiers.  
 
    There were far too many of them and I finally fled into the courtyard of the royal quarters and sat under the silver tree within its walls, trying to escape from the wailing and shouts outside. Caladbolg lay across my knees, stained with dust and blood, but I had nothing to clean it with. I held my hand over its hilt, but the gentle choir I used to hear was gone. It had the same name and the same power, but this wasn’t the same sword I foolishly picked up in Grandpa Phelan’s storeroom just a couple of months ago. So much had changed since then. 
 
    “Shy?” Emily stood off to the side, watching me anxiously. Of all of us, she seemed to have escaped with the fewest injuries, but she’d changed too. I wondered if that haunted look would ever leave her eyes. “Your father’s looking for you.” 
 
    I nodded, but I didn’t move right away. I tilted my head back, resting it against the smooth bark of the tree, and breathed in and out slowly. It’s over, I told myself. We can go home now and live normal lives. I had trouble believing that. 
 
    “Shy?” I nodded again and this time I got to my feet. I didn’t have a scabbard for Caladbolg, so I had to carry it my hands as we walked out of the courtyard. Servants and soldiers scurried back and forth, planting torches in the ground to illuminate the rows of bodies laid out on the ground.  
 
    I started to hurry past, but then I saw a familiar face kneeling beside one of victims. I stopped in my tracks, surprised, and then hurried to his side. “Garrett, what are you doing here?” I asked, and then I recognized the man lying in front of him. “Oh, no,” I whispered. It was Liam, his father. “What happened?” 
 
    Garrett wiped his eyes, but it took him a couple of tries to find his voice. “He tried to stop me from going with you to face Cichol. He wanted me to escape with him and go back to Ireland while you and Maeve fought him. I called him a coward and he called me a fool. I told him to go to hell.” He had to stop and breathe in through his nose before he could continue. 
 
    “I guess he followed us after we left the fortress. I didn’t realize he was there until after you rode off with the Pooka. The Morrigan discovered that Cichol was taking another way around, past the troops, so Candace and I rode ahead to try to slow him down until Maeve and the others could catch up.” I gasped in horror at how remarkably bad that idea was, but he already knew that. 
 
    “I took a lance with me and I threw it as soon as we spotted Cichol. He caught it out of the air and sent it right back to me. I was too surprised to duck, but someone pushed me out of the way. It still got me,” he touched his bandaged arm, “but it hit Dad straight on.” His face crumpled and his shoulders shook. “I called him a coward and he died saving my life.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” I couldn’t do anything except hold him tight, my own tears mixing with his. 
 
    Finally, Garrett drew a long, shuddering breath and dried his eyes. He rested his open hand on Liam’s chest and bowed his head. “D'fhéadfadh do thuras a bheith sábháilte, Athair,” he whispered. “Go raibh maith agat.” 
 
    He stood and helped me up and we walked back to where Emily waited, his arm around my shoulders and mine around his waist. The three of us crossed the center of the fortress and headed towards the altar, where Tim stood beside Nick’s shrouded body with his head bowed, looking somber and resigned.  
 
    To my surprise, the Morrigan stood close beside him, looking at him as if she wanted to comfort him but didn’t have the slightest idea how to do it. When she noticed us approaching, though, she quickly swirled into crow form and flitted up to the top of the nearest pavilion, looking down at us with baleful black eyes. I ignored her as I touched Tim’s bandaged arm tentatively. 
 
    “Are you going to be all right?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “I always figured it would be me lying there,” he said, shaking his head. “He was the brains, he shoulda known better.” 
 
    “He saved my life on the bridge,” I said, “and yours in the vale. I’ll never forget that.” I glanced at the other still form lying beside Nick. “Candace too. She was fearless.” 
 
    “Aye, she was,” Tim sighed. “We wouldn’t have beat him without them. Or you.” He poked his stubby finger into my shoulder, right on top of a sore spot. “That must have been epic, hey? Riding the Pooka and getting the Sword and all.” 
 
    “It was a nightmare,” I told him sincerely. “I never want to see either of them again.” 
 
    “That’s too bad.” Sín strode towards us with a wry smile on his lips. “I was going to suggest you take this with you.” He held out a sword with a softly gleaming crystal set into its blade. 
 
    “The Sword of Light?” I gaped at it and then shook my head vehemently. “I don’t want it. Besides, I already have a sword.” I held up Caladbolg to make my point, although, truth be told, I didn’t want it either. 
 
    “Claíomh Solais is too dangerous to keep here in Tír na nÓg.” Mom and Dad came up behind Sín. The sight of them holding hands lifted a bit of the grayness wrapped around my heart. “Caladbolg too. Maeve is gone, but there are many others just as ambitious and nearly as powerful.”  
 
    “So who rules the Otherworld now?” I asked. “Eochaid?” He was the oldest of Maeve’s remaining children, but Sín shook his head. 
 
    “Eochaid will bear the scars of battle for the rest of his life,” he said, “and a king of the Sidhe must be physically flawless.” 
 
    “That’s a stupid rule,” I muttered, but Sín just spread his hands. “So Fergus, then?” 
 
    “His body was found below the valley,” said Mom quietly, “not far from the path Cichol took to the vale.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Mom nodded silently and Dad squeezed her hand. “What about Cet?” 
 
    “I asked the Morrigan to check the troop Tim found near the Lake of Fire. It was Cet and his men.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Too many good people had died. This time, Garrett squeezed my hand. “So who then?” Mom looked expectantly at Sín, who rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Can you imagine me as king?” he said. “I would go mad within a week. I hereby abdicate my throne preemptively.” 
 
    “So your other brother is the new king, then, um –?” To my embarrassment, I couldn’t remember his name. 
 
    “Dáire,” Sín supplied. “He’s the youngest of us all.” He cast a significant look at Mom. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I gasped. “You’re the king? I mean, the queen?” 
 
    “I do not want to be queen,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “That’s why you’ll be a good one,” said Dad with a gentle smile. She returned it and cupped his cheek with her hand. 
 
    “Only if you are there as my consort,” she said warmly, and she kissed him on the lips. Sín heaved a melodramatic sigh and I ducked my head to hide my own smile, but Garrett, Emily, and Tim gaped at the two of them in utter shock. I thought by now everyone would have figured it out, but apparently not. 
 
    “Guys,” I told them, relieved to have one less secret to keep from them, “I’d like you to meet my mother Findabair, Queen of the Sidhe.” The expressions on their faces were priceless. “So what happens now?” 
 
    “We mourn our dead,” Mom said wearily, “and we move on. Death is a fact of life, even for the Sidhe, but it does not define who we are.” She sighed as she looked at the Sword in Sín’s hands. “Although we will meet it sooner, now that the chains have been broken.” 
 
    “Maybe we can put it back in the tower,” I suggested doubtfully.  
 
    “None of us have the skill and knowledge needed,” said Sín. He tilted the Sword’s hilt towards me, clearly expecting me to take it. “It’s yours now.” 
 
    I backed up a step, keeping my hands far away from it. “I don’t want it.” 
 
    “You’re the best choice.” 
 
    “Why not you,” I countered, “or Mom? You’re not planning to conquer Ireland, are you?” 
 
    Sín snorted. “Hardly, but it must be removed from Tír na nÓg, far away from ambitious hands.” 
 
    “Okay, but why do I have to do it?” 
 
    “Because the Sword told me you will.” He grinned at the expression on my face. “You saved two worlds from a crazed Fomori king, Shy. How hard can hiding two swords be?” He held the Sword out to me again. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. I switched Caladbolg to my left hand and took Claíomh Solais in my right. “So what should I do with you?” I asked it. 
 
    This, it said, and it told me. 
 
    “Shy, are you all right?” Emily asked, looking worried, but I just nodded and stepped back a couple of paces to give myself room. I held the swords out to either side and closed my eyes, taking a deep, slow breath.  
 
    “The blood in my veins,” I said clearly, “is the blood of two realms, Éire and Tír na nÓg. May their people be united as well.” In my Sight, I Saw the others move to stand in a wide circle around me. Elsewhere within Rath Solais, people stopped what they were doing and watched and listened.  
 
    I slowly raised the swords, crossing them in a X over my head. “The weapons in my hands hold the power of two realms, the earth and the sky. May they protect all who live in between.” 
 
    I lowered my arms and crossed them, resting the blades on my shoulders. “We stand at the crossroads of two realms, the past and the future. May we learn from one, so that we may reach the other.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked around. The expressions on everyone’s faces were as varied as they were, somber and proud and awestruck, and I had to blink quickly to keep back the tears. I loved them all so much. 
 
    “I am Siobhan Aislinn O’Connor,” I declared loudly. “I serve those who serve me, I am led by those I lead, I am the last of the mighty who have come before me, and the first of those who will follow. My luck, my faith, my hope, and my love will not fail me. I am na gCosantóirí na hÉireann agus Tír na nÓg, the Defender of Ireland and the Otherworld, and I will protect them for as long as I shall live.” 
 
    The ground shook beneath my feet and a deep rumbling sound filled the air. I felt the words of Lia Fáil more than heard them. 
 
    “Siobhan! Siobhan! Siobhan! Beannachtaí, an Banríon fíor na hÉireann agus Tir na nOg! Tá an oíche síoraí dar críoch.” The Stone of Destiny fell silent and I asked the Sword of Light what it said. 
 
    Siobhan, Siobhan, Siobhan. Hail the true Queen of Ireland and the Otherworld. The eternal night has ended. 
 
    “Is it really over?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    Yes.  
 
     “It really is, Shy,” said Dad, pointing. “Look.” 
 
    Above the fortress wall to the east, the sky had turned pale blue, and as I watched, the sun peeked over the top and bathed us in golden light. I lifted my face up to feel its warmth, and I smiled. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Epilogue 
 
    I sat in my favorite chair beside the fireplace with Caitlin perched on my lap. She was much more interested in the buttons on my dress than my story, but she was only two, so I didn’t mind. 
 
    “Are you really a queen, Mamó?” asked Brigid, all wide-eyed and nearly bouncing with excitement. “Does that mean Mommy’s a princess?” 
 
    “I want to be a princess too!” Tara demanded with a pout. 
 
    “You can’t be a princess, silly,” Brigid told her tartly. “You’re not an O’Connor.” 
 
    “Am too!” She wasn’t, technically. Her mother married a McConnell. 
 
    “I’m not a queen, not really,” I laughed, hoping to defuse the argument before it escalated into hair-pulling.  
 
    “But Grandpa Aidan got to be king, didn’t he?” insisted Ryan. 
 
    “Great-grandpa Aidan,” I corrected him mildly. “No, he was just Findabair’s consort.” At his uncertain look, I explained, “A consort is the husband of the queen.” 
 
    “Do you still have the swords?” asked Dermot eagerly. “That would be so cool!” 
 
    “Yeah, or an exploding shillelagh!” The boys jumped up and mimed hacking at each other with swords. 
 
    “All right, settle down you two.” Meghan came into the parlor, drying her hands on a towel. “Everyone wash up and then we can serve the cake.” 
 
    “Cake! Yay!” The children made enough noise for a horde of forty instead of four as they raced for the bathroom. Their exodus was punctuated by a shout of surprise from Emily. 
 
    “Ryan O’Farrell, what do you think you’re doing?” He looked contrite as she tucked her blouse back into her skirt. 
 
    “I just wanted to see the tiger stripes, Aunt Emily.” he muttered. 
 
    “Tiger stripes? Who told you I had stripes?” I tried to look innocent when she fixed her sharp gaze on me. “I see. Get on with you, then.” He escaped through the kitchen as Emily took Caitlin from me and settled her on her hip. “Honestly, Shy, you shouldn’t be filling their heads with stories like that. They’re too young to know what’s real and what isn’t.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said meekly, but she saw right through me and just rolled her eyes with an exasperated sigh. “So, someone mentioned cake. Is it chocolate?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “Of course, Mum,” laughed Meghan. “With sprinkles, too. You can have the first piece.” 
 
    “I should hope so,” I told her haughtily. “It’s my birthday, after all.” 
 
    It was well past nightfall by the time the children stuffed their tummies with cake and ice cream and all the presents were opened and admired. One by one, each group made their farewells and headed out, carrying or towing their exhausted offspring to their cars.  
 
    Tim gave me a bone-cracking hug before he drove off with Tammy and Little Nick, who was nearly as large as his father. They were followed by an apologetic Meghan and her boys, since she had the early shift the next day. Finally, only Emily remained on the stoop with a softly snoring Caitlin draped over her shoulder. 
 
    “I hate leaving you here all alone,” she said. “Ever since Garrett passed ...” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her. “I miss him terribly, but he and I had twenty wonderful years together and I have all those memories to keep me company. That and my books, of course.” 
 
    “Oh, those books,” she chided me. “Why don’t you write something that doesn’t have elves and magic in it for a change?” 
 
    “How do you know I don’t, unless you’ve read all of them?” I laughed at her guilty look. Her husband beeped his horn, so I kissed her on the cheek, careful not to wake Caitlin. “Come over for tea tomorrow and I’ll give you a sneak peek at my latest draft.” 
 
    “Deal. Good night and happy birthday!”  
 
    I watched them drive away with a fond smile, standing on the stoop long after their lights disappeared in the distance. It was the summer solstice and the air was warm and clear and still. I smiled to myself and walked across the yard towards the gate in the old stone wall. I looked around, but there was no one in sight. 
 
    “Everyone’s gone,” I called. “You can come out now.” 
 
    Between one heartbeat and the next, the biggest horse I’d ever seen stood in the middle of the road, glossy black with a wild mane and tail. His golden eyes gleamed in the dark as he bowed his head to me. 
 
    “Are you ready, Shy O’Connor?” asked the Pooka solemnly. 
 
    “I am.” I moved to his side and climbed onto his back with the ease of long practice. 
 
    “Where shall we go tonight?” 
 
    “It’s my birthday. Surprise me.” 
 
    And the Pooka did. 
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    Appendix – Irish Terms and Translations 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    (Aes) Sidhe 
 
    Fairies or elves, literally “People of the Mounds” 
 
    Treorái na T-ordú na Seamróige 
 
    Leader of the Order of the Shamrock 
 
    Dún Bhaloir 
 
    Balor’s Fort 
 
    Dún na Rí 
 
    Fort of the King 
 
    Scáth  
 
    Shadow 
 
    Caladbolg 
 
    Hard cleft, great sword 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Aintin 
 
    Aunt 
 
    Shillelagh  
 
    A blackthorn walking stick or club 
 
    Conchobhair  
 
    Connor 
 
    Sleá Lúin 
 
    Lúin‘s Spear 
 
    Toirneach 
 
    Thunder 
 
    Claíomh Solais 
 
    Sword of Light 
 
    Cruinniú 
 
    Meeting, a gathering 
 
    Na Súile Ó Conchobhair 
 
    The Eyes of the O’Connors 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Treorái an Cróeb Bán 
 
    Leader of the White Branch 
 
    Cad é seo? 
 
    What is this? 
 
    Álainn 
 
    Beautiful 
 
    A tá ann? 
 
    Who is there? 
 
    Teacht amach, drochlaoich tú! 
 
    Come out, you coward! 
 
    Áit a bhfuil tú i bhfolach? 
 
    Where are you hiding? 
 
    Mo Banríon 
 
    My Queen 
 
    Beannú mé tú 
 
    I greet you 
 
    Athair an gCosantóirí 
 
    Father of the Defender 
 
    Go raibh maith agat as cuidiú mo 'níon 
 
    Thank you for helping my daughter 
 
    Tá sé mo dhualgas agus áthas orm 
 
    It is my duty and my pleasure 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Scáthan  
 
    Mirror 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Claddagh 
 
    A symbol of love, friendship and loyalty 
 
    Tír na nÓg  
 
    The Otherworld, literally “The Land of the Young” 
 
    Lia Fáil  
 
    Stone of Destiny 
 
    Deireadh an oíche síoraí sula bhfuil gach rud caillte 
 
    End the eternal night before everything is lost 
 
    Leanan Sidhe 
 
    “Barrow lover,” a beautiful fairy who causes her victims to waste away 
 
    Fear Dorcha  
 
    Dark Man 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Póg mo thóin 
 
    Kiss my ass 
 
    Gardaí 
 
    Guardians, the Irish police 
 
    Suil Na Mara 
 
    Oceanview, literally “Eye of the Sea” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Scoil Éanna 
 
    St. Enda’s School 
 
    Mamó 
 
    Grandma 
 
    Fáilte 
 
    Welcome 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Bheith ciúin 
 
    Be quiet 
 
    Túr Solais 
 
    Tower of Light 
 
    Dál gCais 
 
    The Dalcassians, an Irish sept or clan 
 
    Sluagh 
 
    “Crowd,” a horde of the restless dead 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Fearg Dé  
 
    God’s Wrath 
 
    A Naomh Mhuire, a mhathair Dé, bheith le Siobhan agus léi a chosaint 
 
    Holy Mary, Mother of God, be with Siobhan and protect her 
 
    Beir ar a bhaile go sábháilte 
 
    Bring her home safely 
 
    Oweynagat 
 
    The Cave of Cats 
 
    Bualadh liom ag an áit a thug mé abhaile tú 
 
    Meet me at the place I brought you home 
 
    Teacht ina n-aonar 
 
    Come alone 
 
    Géar 
 
    Sharp 
 
    Ádh mór 
 
    Good luck 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    An Gaiscíoch an Cróeb Bán tá cosc le teacht anseo 
 
    The Warriors of the White Branch are forbidden to come here 
 
    Mo Banphrionsa 
 
    My Princess 
 
    Tuigim 
 
    I understand 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Loch na Tine 
 
    Lake of Fire 
 
    Ghleann na Luaithreach 
 
    Valley of Ashes 
 
    Cuanbeag 
 
    Small harbor 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Fáilte roimh ár sráidbhaile 
 
    Welcome to our village 
 
    Conas is féidir linn freastal ort? 
 
    How can we serve you? 
 
    Mo Prionsa 
 
    My Prince 
 
    Ach is féidir na trí eochracha saor in aisce ar an Claíomh Solais 
 
    Only the three keys can free the Sword of Light 
 
    Tá an Morrigan ais 
 
    The Morrigan has returned 
 
    Tá nuacht Cichol sí 
 
    She has news of Cichol 
 
    A ligean ar dul 
 
    Let’s go 
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Baile Abhainn 
 
    River Home 
 
    Na Saighdiúirí na Hoíche 
 
    The Soldiers of the Night 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    An Droichead Ghealach 
 
    The Moon Bridge 
 
    Beidh mé é sin a 
 
    I will do so 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Bean Sidhe 
 
    Banshee, literally “Woman Sidhe”  
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Trá Fada 
 
    Long Beach 
 
    An fathach le adharc briste 
 
    The giant with a broken horn 
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    An Talamh de Scáthanna 
 
    The Land of Shadows 
 
    Trí eochracha 
 
    Three keys 
 
    An Treorái Fiáin 
 
    The Wild Guide 
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Mo gariníon 
 
    My granddaughter 
 
    Seanmháthair 
 
    Grandmother 
 
    D'fhéadfadh do thuras a bheith sábháilte 
 
    May your journey be swift 
 
    Ár Banríon deo 
 
    Our Queen forever 
 
    Athair 
 
    Father 
 
    Go raibh maith agat 
 
    Thank you 
 
    Éire  
 
    Ireland 
 
    Tá an oíche síoraí dar críoch 
 
    The eternal night has ended 
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