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Chapter One 
 
    It started raining right after we left Dublin, a spattering drizzle that kept the windshield wipers busy. Even with the car heaters on, the damp chill penetrated my black wool sweater and left me shivering. My school uniform – a black-and-white plaid skirt and a long-sleeved blouse – wasn’t designed for warmth, although the tights I wore underneath helped. 
 
    For a while, the scenery was exactly like something you’d find driving west on I-90 out of Boston: car dealerships, warehouses, shops, that sort of thing. Then the countryside opened up on both sides of the highway and all I saw was green. Not the dark, dull green I was used to back home, but a bright, vibrant green that almost glowed, even under the gray skies. They called Ireland “the Emerald Isle” for good reason. I suspected the rain had a lot to do with keeping it that way. 
 
    My iPod was in the trunk with the rest of our luggage, which was bad planning on my part. I considered turning on the car radio to see if the Irish had anything resembling normal music – I enjoyed Riverdance, but I wouldn’t want to listen to it all day long – but Dad looked awfully serious and I didn’t want to distract him. I just got my learner’s permit last month and I was pretty sure sitting on the wrong side of the car and driving on the wrong side of the road took a fair bit of concentration. It certainly felt weird being in the left seat without a steering wheel in front of me. 
 
    Instead, I pulled out the travel guide I picked up while we waited for our luggage at the airport. The cover was green, of course, with Céad Míle Fáilte blazoned in gold letters and the translation in smaller text underneath: A Hundred Thousand Welcomes. I had no idea how to pronounce it, though. Seed Mile Fail-Tee? I’d have to ask Dad when we arrived in Tulsk. 
 
    I Googled Tulsk before we left Boston and discovered it was a dinky little town pretty much in the middle of nowhere, about a hundred miles west of Dublin. Tulsk wasn’t on the pull-out map in the guide, but I did find Roscommon, the nearest big city. I figured we’d be there in less than two hours, maybe by six PM. Good thing too, because I was getting hungry. 
 
    We whizzed by a sign that read “Dunshaughlin”, which I guessed was the next town, even though the only things in sight were trees, pastures, and a handful of sheep. It took me a while to find it on the map, though, because it wasn’t where I expected it to be. Instead, it was way north of the route I thought we were taking. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    “Hmm?” That was the first sound I’d heard from him since we left the airport. 
 
    “Where are we going?” He looked at me, but his mind was clearly elsewhere. His blue eyes blinked behind his round professor glasses. “Shouldn’t we be going west?” I held up the map and pointed. 
 
    “I want to make a quick stop in Navan first, Shy.” He faced forward again, which was frankly a relief. There weren’t many cars on the road, but it had a lot of curves and the pavement was damp from the rain. “We’ll head to Tulsk afterwards.” 
 
    Navan was on the map and it had its own little blurb in the guide. It didn’t strike me as a particularly interesting destination, except for two things: it had one of the few palindromic city names in the world, and I was born there. Dad moved to the States when I was only five months old, though, so I didn’t remember it at all. 
 
    A note about nearby historical sites caught my eye. Cnoc na Teamhrach, the Hill of Tara, was just off the highway on the way to Navan. According to the guide, the High Kings of Ireland used to be crowned there, and I imagined old castle ruins on a hilltop high above the surrounding countryside. I looked around for some sign of Tara, like a tower rising over the trees or something, but this part of Ireland was one of the flattest places in the universe. I didn’t see anything that looked like an actual hill, let alone a castle.  
 
    Dad left the highway a few miles later and paused at the edge of a traffic circle. I caught sight of a small sign with the word Teamhrach on it and I perked up when he turned that way. But he kept going around the circle and crossed over the highway, heading in the opposite direction.  
 
    “We’re not going to ... Knock na Tamrack?” I hazarded. Judging from Dad’s expression, I didn’t pronounce it right. Irish spelling is so bizarre. “The Hill of Tara.” 
 
    “Cnoke nah Teowrah.” He still had a trace of an Irish accent after all these years. The way he said it made it sound like poetry. “No, this is just the fastest route to Navan.” 
 
    I looked back through the rear window, hoping to catch a glimpse of ruins, but I couldn’t see anything past all the trees. “Can we go see it, maybe afterwards?” 
 
     “Hm.” That flat grunt generally meant No. “It’s a bit of a muddy hike and there’s not much to see, just Lia Fáil.”  
 
    “Who’s Leah Fail?” He smiled at that, even though I wasn’t trying to be funny. 
 
    “Lia Fáil. The Stone of Destiny. When the High King was crowned, he would place his hands on the Stone. If it called out his name three times, then all of Ireland knew he was the true King.”  
 
    “Cool.” He taught this stuff at Boston College, but it was news to me. “So who’s the king now?” 
 
    “Ireland’s a democracy, Shy. There hasn’t been a High King since the Normans invaded in the Twelfth Century.” 
 
    “Oh. But you’ve been up there and seen the Stone?” 
 
    “A long time ago. Before you were born.” His face had the same forlorn expression I’d seen many times before, late at night when he didn’t know I was watching. I shut up and let him drive. Trudging through the mud on a cold and rainy April afternoon to see an old rock didn’t hold much appeal anyway. 
 
    Navan looked a lot like some of the older suburbs around Boston, a mix of antique stone houses and modern glass buildings with a lot of parks and green areas in between. Dad seemed to know where he was going, even though he hadn’t been back here since we moved away. 
 
    We followed a river into the center of town and then crossed over an old bridge and headed north, passing through an upscale area where the houses were larger and enclosed with tall stone walls and iron gates. I studied the map, trying to figure out where we were going. This route took us further away from Tulsk, which meant my two-hour estimate was out the window. I hoped we’d pass a restaurant soon so I could suggest we get something to eat. The rain eased up a bit, becoming more of a heavy mist now. 
 
    Dad finally pulled into a narrow parking area beside the road and stopped. There was just a big empty field on my side and I couldn’t imagine why we were here. Then I looked out the other window and my heart dropped into my stomach.  
 
    A cemetery stretched out along the other side of the roadway, gray and white monuments arranged like chess pieces as far back as I could see. A short wall surrounded it, topped with a black wrought-iron fence. A curved gateway of gray stone marked the entrance. 
 
    Dad stared at the cemetery for a long time before he shut off the car and opened his door. He looked back at me, his eyes sad behind his glasses. “You don’t have to come, Shy,” he said softly. “I’ll just be a minute.” 
 
    I didn’t want to go. Somewhere over there, on one gravestone among a thousand others, was the inscription that proved my most secret wish could never come true. But I was sixteen now and maybe it was time to admit the truth to myself and move on. 
 
    “No,” I said, although I couldn’t manage more than a whisper, “I want to come.” 
 
    He nodded and I slid out of the car. We stood at the side of the road, waiting for a lone car to pass by, and crossed over. The gate was open, but we seemed to be the only visitors around. Dad led the way down the central aisle and my hand found his. 
 
    The graves were laid out row after row, with a few asphalt walkways in between the sections. It was actually kind of pretty, as cemeteries went. Hundreds of memorials of all shapes and sizes identified the dead and departed and neatly trimmed grass covered most of the ground between the graves. Ancient trees stood outside the wall and flowers lay in colorful bundles across many of the stones.  
 
    Dad didn’t pay attention to any of that. His eyes were fixed on a spot near the center, where a few headstones sat embedded in a stretch of grass beside the walkway. The stone he stopped beside was one of the smaller, plainer ones, just a rectangle of white marble with a rough scalloped edge. It was smeared with dirt and dead leaves and he knelt and brushed it clean, resting his hands on its surface.  
 
    I had to wipe my eyes surreptitiously before I could read the simple inscription: 
 
    Aislinn Rihanna O’Connor 
 
    November 1, 1996 
 
    Mo Shíorghrá 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked, after I was sure my voice would be steady. 
 
    He didn’t answer right away, but he finally lifted his head and stood. “Muh heergrah,” he said. “My eternal love.”  
 
    I pressed my face against his chest, where he couldn’t see my tears mixing with the raindrops streaking the cloth of his coat. “I wish – I wish –” I didn’t really know what I wanted, but Dad hugged me fiercely, kissing the top of my head.  
 
    “She would have been so proud of you,” he whispered, his voice husky. “Her little baby became a beautiful young woman.” 
 
    “I’m not beautiful,” I said into his lapel. 
 
    “You are and don’t you ever think otherwise.” We stood there together for a long while. The clouds parted for just a moment, allowing a faint golden glow to sweep over the cemetery. Then the rain took over again and the day turned back to gray. 
 
    We returned to the car and drove back through Navan. I scooted closer to Dad’s side and leaned against his damp shoulder. “Did you live around here, back then?” 
 
    “Yes, after we married. She taught at the Scoil Éanna here, while I finished my degree at Trinity College.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you live in Dublin?” 
 
    “Navan was less expensive,” he said with a small smile. “It’s only an hour away.” 
 
    The rest of our trip unfolded in silence as the day faded towards sunset. Other than a brief stop in a roadside café to grab a sandwich, there was nothing but endless fields of green and more rain keeping them that way. 
 
    We had to zig-zag through a bunch of towns to reach the highway leading to Tulsk. Small farm roads branched off left and right, leading to even tinier hamlets with names like Cloondara, Termonbarry, Scramoge, and Kilcooley. Finally, though, I spotted the sign I most wanted to see: Tulsk. 
 
    “Yay, we’re here, finally!” Dad just nodded and turned left at the first – and only – intersection. Tulsk was barely large enough to warrant a stop sign. A traffic light would have been overkill. “Why aren’t we stopping?” 
 
    “Because we’re not there yet.” 
 
    “But this is where Grandpa Phelan lived!” 
 
    “This is where his mail went. His farm is a couple of miles out.” 
 
    The roads got rougher and narrower with each turn, until I was convinced we’d have to get out and walk soon. “Now?” 
 
    “Just about.” 
 
    Two turns later, the lane ended in a broad yard surrounded by a chest-high wall of stone. Another eight or nine cars were scattered about, the grass crushed and rutted from their tires, and a pair of two-story houses made of mortared stone faced each other at an angle. Bare bulbs mounted on the walls cast halos in the mist and highlighted the black wreaths hanging on the doors. A dim light leaked out from around the shutters on the right-hand building, but the windows on the other building were dark.  
 
    Dad parked neatly along the wall and sat with his hands tight around the steering wheel. He took a long, slow breath. “I’m sorry you had to come all this way just for a funeral,” he said.  
 
    I thought the same thing, although I would never tell him that. I never met Grandpa Phelan, or the rest of the O’Connor clan, or anyone from Mom’s family either. They were all strangers to me, but there was no one back in Boston I could have stayed with. When the phone call came, I had to go with Dad to bury his father. 
 
    I’ve never been to a funeral before, I thought anxiously, or a wake. I’ve never seen a dead body, except at the movies, and that wasn’t real. I stared at the wreath on the door, a grim reminder of why we were here. This is real. 
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter Two 
 
    Dad didn’t seem to mind the rain as his long legs carried him across the yard. I scurried along behind him, holding my hands over my head in hopes that would somehow keep the rain from running down my neck. There was enough grass on the yard to keep the ground from turning into mud, but it was still slippery and soft under my black buckle shoes. 
 
    The house didn’t have a porch or an overhanging roof or any cover at all over the door, just a wide slab of stone serving as a stoop and a bootscrape. Dad paused with his hand on the door for just a moment before setting his shoulders and turning the latch. He pushed it open just wide enough for us to enter.  
 
    The hallway inside was darker than the outside, now that the light bulb wasn’t shining right in my eyes. I blinked the spots away and was startled to see a hunched figure facing the wall, standing absolutely motionless. I took a step back before I realized it was just a pile of coats draped over a wooden chair. 
 
    Dad closed the door quietly and turned to the right, leading me into a sitting room of some sort, with a quartet of Victorian-looking chairs parked in the corners beside doily-covered side tables littered with ceramic and glass knickknacks. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the collection. A magpie would have decorated its nest with better taste. 
 
    A murmur of voices came from elsewhere in the house. Dad stopped in an open archway, silhouetted against the flickering light from the next room. I couldn’t see past him, but the voices faded away as whoever was within noticed him. After a moment, someone spoke, in an old woman’s sharp, wavering voice.  
 
    “Aidan. Fáilte ar ais.” 
 
    Dad nodded, almost bowed, to whoever it was. “Dia dhuit, Aintin Muirenn.” He stepped into the room and a chorus of muted greetings surrounded him. I stayed where I was, trying to stay out of sight. 
 
    The next room was the dining room, I supposed. It was surprisingly large, with mismatched chairs pushed against the walls and glass-doored cupboards on either side displaying an equally diverse collection of dishes. There were a dozen people in the room, mostly older men bundled in dark sweaters and vests, although a couple of matrons sat to one side whispering to one another in their Sunday best. 
 
    The massive table in the center was large enough to seat all of the guests and more, but there weren’t any dishes laid out. Instead, a long wooden box, painted glossy black, covered most of the surface. Four heavy black iron candleholders stood at the corners, their guttering yellow candles providing the only light in the room. The box was open on the top and Dad stared at whatever was inside, his face tight and somber. It took a few seconds for the sight to click: it was a coffin. Grandpa Phelan’s coffin. 
 
    The room swirled giddily around me and I stepped back without thinking, almost tripping over one of the end tables. I couldn’t catch my breath. I retreated towards the front door, telling myself I’d just wait in the car. Dad had the keys, but it didn’t matter. I had to get outside, even if it meant standing in the rain.  
 
    But the door popped open just as I reached it and I jumped back with a tiny yelp. The broad figure standing there stomped his feet on the stone. 
 
    “Bloody mud all over me bloody boots,” he muttered to himself. “This is why I live in the city.” 
 
    “Give it a rest. Let’s just pay our respects to Uncail Phelan and get going.” Another man, taller and slimmer, tapped his toes on the stone as the first man came inside and removed his jacket. His t-shirt featured a grimacing skull and the torn-off sleeves exposed bulging arms wreathed with tattoos. In the hazy light from the bulb outside, the intertwined animals and tangled knots in blue and green and gold rippled across his skin.  
 
    “Gah, did Mamó not pay the electric? Why’s it so dark?” The first man noticed me finally, just standing there goggling at him. He tossed me his coat, cold and clammy from the rain. “Here, luv, hang that up to dry, will yer? And this with it.” 
 
    He dragged his cap from his head and my mouth dropped open even more. Although he looked no older than twenty, he was completely bald, except for a short-haired Mohawk dyed electric blue. 
 
    “Go on, take it,” he said impatiently, waving the cap in my face. I juggled the coat to free a hand enough to take the sodden piece of felt. “Thank yer, darling, yer a sweetheart.” I looked around for a hook or something to hang them on and he slapped a shovel-sized hand on my butt. I squeaked and bounced off the wall. The second man pushed his way through the door. 
 
    “Leave her be, you horny goat. She can’t be a day over twelve.” He brushed his hand through his own bizarre hair, a crown of blond spikes tipped in black. He removed his coat and shook it out carefully, showing a more sedate outfit consisting of a gray button-down shirt and dark chinos. His belt was a braid of silver chains, though. 
 
    He held his coat out me as well. “Who are you, then, a chailín mo chroí? One of Aintin Bridget’s? Cad is anmn duit?” I shook my head blankly and he frowned. “What’s your name, then?” 
 
    “Sh – Shy.” I had no idea what I should do. 
 
    “Ah, there’s no need to be shy, sweetling,” The first man grabbed his coat and cap from my arms and tossed them on the chair, almost sending the entire pile toppling to the floor. He took the other man’s jacket as well and flung it on top of the stack and then snagged him around the shoulder like he was posing for a picture. His broad grin revealed a missing tooth. “We’re the Murphy brothers, Tim,” he jerked a thumb at himself, “and Nick.” Tim gave Nick a bone-cracking hug and his brother winced. “We’re just here to say our farewells to old man Phelan before we head over to Carrick to set up for the gig.” 
 
    “Gig?” I hardly understood a word he said. 
 
    “At the Pig’s Whistle, tomorrow, nine to midnight. You should come! Celtic metal, loudest in the county!” Tim mimed a thrashing air guitar solo. “Póg mo Thóin!” 
 
    “Pogue muh ho-in? What’s that?” Tim rolled his eyes. 
 
    “The band, yer daft tart! Póg mo Thóin!” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means –” He grunted as Nick gave him a sharp elbow in his side. He balled his fist, ready to hit back, but Nick jerked his head in my direction. Tim looked me over appraisingly. “Er, it means … it means ‘Thank You’.” 
 
    Now it was Nick’s turn to roll his eyes, but I didn’t get a chance to question the band’s odd choice of name. Dad appeared in the archway, looking the brothers over with a frown. 
 
    “Shy, is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Dad. I was just talking to … the Murphys.” 
 
    The men appraised each other and it wasn’t clear which of them was the least impressed. Dad held out his hand to me. “Come, Aintin Muirenn wants to meet you.” 
 
    I took his hand and mustered a smile as he squeezed it. Behind me, Tim asked, in a voice he probably thought was a whisper, “Is that Phelan’s Aidan? I thought he was dead.” 
 
    Dad brought me back into the dining room and now all the guests looked at me with varying degrees of curiosity and speculation. I kept my eyes down as we threaded our way around the table, reluctant to meet anyone’s eyes and not daring to peek into the coffin. I told myself the shiver running down my spine was due to the cold.  
 
    We entered another, smaller room, dominated by a stone fireplace large enough to hold three grown men. It was warmer here in the parlor, thanks to the sullen glow from the fireplace, but it just held a small stack of something that looked like dirt bricks. 
 
    A square table covered in a checkered cloth sat in the corner and a coffee pot and mismatched mugs took up most of the surface, along with a basket of bread and preserves. My stomach growled gently – the sandwich earlier hadn’t filled me up – but Dad stood me before a high-backed chair situated right beside the fire, like a throne covered in chipped white paint and a gingham pillow. 
 
    The woman sitting there was even smaller than I was, wrapped in a gray crocheted shawl. Her sharp-nosed face was shriveled like an old apple, but her dark eyes were as keen and piercing as a raven’s. Her head tilted as she looked me over. Dad’s hands rested on my shoulders comfortingly and I wondered why he thought that was necessary.  
 
    The woman’s hands rested on a gnarly black cane that looked like it had been randomly picked up during a hike through the woods. Her twisted fingers, deformed from arthritis, could barely wrap themselves around the stick, but she tapped it on the wooden floor to punctuate her words. 
 
    “This is your daughter, Aidan?” Her voice was the same one I heard earlier.  
 
    “Tá sí. Shy, this is your great-aunt Muirenn O’Neill, Grandfather Phelan’s sister.” 
 
    I dropped an unpracticed curtsey. “Pleased to meet you, Aunt Muirenn.” 
 
    “Conas atá tú, páiste?” I shook my head doubtfully and Muirenn scowled at Dad like a disapproving scarecrow. “Did you not teach her an Gaeilge?” 
 
    “There’s not much call for it in Boston, Aintin.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Muirenn inspected me like a bird evaluating its next worm. “Shy? What sort of name is that?” Dad started to answer, but she held up a claw-like hand, still peering intently at me. 
 
    I cleared my throat, all too conscious of the crowd behind me listening in. “It’s a nickname, Ain – Aintin.” I did my best to imitate Dad’s pronunciation. “My name is Siobhan. Siobhan Aislinn O’Connor.” 
 
    Muirenn sat back in her chair, her thin lips twisting sourly. “Named her after her, did you?” Dad didn’t respond, but his fingers tightened on my collarbones for an instant. “You have her looks, her eyes and hair, that’s sure enough. How old are you, child?” 
 
    “Sixteen, Aintin.” 
 
    “And you go to school?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, at St. Mary’s Academy.” Muirenn approved of that, judging from her thoughtful nod. 
 
    “Is this your first visit home?” 
 
    Boston was my home, but I knew better than to tell her that. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “What do you think so far?” 
 
    “It’s wet.” I hadn’t meant to answer so curtly, but I didn’t like how she treated Dad. Muirenn’s almost invisible eyebrows shot up and then she surprised me by smiling, revealing a complete set of teeth. I wondered if they were real. 
 
    “It is that, child,” she said. “Ní hé lá na báistí lá na bpáistí,” she said, and then she translated it before I could ask, “A rainy day is no day for children.” It sounded like an old proverb.  
 
    Muirenn looked over my head at Dad. “We must speak, Aidan, and plan for what will come. But that can wait until tomorrow. Pay your respects to your father, ar dheis Dé go raibh a anam.” She gave me a weary smile, her expression much more kindly. “And I look forward to getting to know my Yankee niece better. Welcome back to Ireland, Siobhan.” 
 
    I tried another curtsey. “Póg mo thóin, Aintin.” 
 
    The deathly silence that followed spread out like ripples from a rock dropped in the middle of a pond. Muirenn’s mouth opened in shock and Dad snatched his hands from my shoulders like I’d burst into flames. No one spoke, no one stirred, as Muirenn’s face blanched and reddened in quick succession. 
 
    “What did you say?” she hissed. 
 
    “I – I –” I looked around desperately, but now no one would look in my direction, as if they were afraid to be incinerated on the spot along with me. “I was told – I thought it meant ‘thank you’.” 
 
    “Who told you that, Shy?” Dad whispered urgently in my ear, but my voice failed me. The only sound was a smothered snort of laughter from the other room. Muirenn’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Timothy Daniel Murphy, is that you I’m hearing?” she snarled. “Get in here, now!” Her cane struck the floor like a judge’s gavel. There was a scuffling sound, as if someone was trying to escape, but heavy footsteps came closer. Tim appeared beside me, firmly held in Nick’s grasp. “Did you tell Siobhan to say that to me?” 
 
    “No! No, Mamó!” Sweat beaded on Tim’s brow and it wasn’t from the feeble heat of the fire. “I – she wanted to know what the band’s name meant. I told her it meant thank you! I swear on my father’s grave!” 
 
    “Your father was alive and well, not an hour past. You, stand here, and do not move.” A crooked figure stabbed at the floor beside her chair. “I have some words to say to you.” Muirenn looked at me, just standing there aghast, and her mouth worked as she decided what to do. Finally, she said, with unexpected gentleness, “Go with your father, child. We’ll speak again later.” She glowered up at Tim looming over her. He looked like an errant student sent to the principal’s office. 
 
    Dad pulled me away as the other guests resumed their conversations. I bobbed another curtsey, mortified beyond all belief. 
 
    “What did I say?” I whispered. Dad rubbed his jaw and, for a fleeting moment, he looked like he was trying to hide a smile. 
 
    “Póg mo thóin is … well, it means ‘kiss my ass’.”  
 
    I closed my eyes and hoped the ground would just swallow me up whole. I just told my father’s ancient aunt to kiss my ass. I’m going to Hell, like Sister Mary Margaret always said I would. But the ground remained defiantly solid. 
 
     “Don’t worry about it, Shy,” Dad said gently, “it’ll be fine. Besides,” he bent down to murmur in my ear, “I’ve always wanted to tell her that myself.” I looked at him incredulously and he held his hand out for mine. “Let’s say goodbye to Grandpa Phelan.” 
 
    We retreated into the dining room where the grim container lay. The guests watched and whispered among themselves, sipping their tea and coffee, as Dad stood at the head of the casket and regarded his dead father. I stood beside him, keeping my eyes squeezed shut until I could summon the courage to look. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I was relieved he looked normal, if a bit yellow in the candlelight. It was hard to tell for sure, laid out like that, but Grandpa Phelan seemed to be about Dad’s height but broader through the shoulders, like he grew up with a life of hard labor. He looked surprisingly young, even though he was supposedly in his seventies. He still had most of his hair and most of that was still dark and wavy, with just a touch of white on the sides. His face was creased with lines and a white scar followed the line of his chin. He looked an awful lot like Dad, or maybe what Dad would look like in another thirty years. 
 
    He wore a dark suit and white shirt with a striped tie, like he was ready to go to church, and a white satin sheet covered his lower body up to his waist. His hands were crossed over his chest, the beads of a rosary wrapped around his scarred and calloused knuckles. There was something else under his hands, made of dark metal criss-crossed with leather. It looked like a cross with an odd fan-shaped top, but it was hard to tell in the dim candlelight. 
 
    I didn’t know how he died, but at least it wasn’t some horrible farming accident. Grandpa Phelan looked peaceful, ready for his eternal rest. Or maybe not. There was a stubborn set to his mouth and jaw, as if he only surrendered to death reluctantly, that he still had more to do. But God’s will be done, I supposed, and someone else would have to finish whatever it was. 
 
    Dad murmured something under his breath and he reached over to clasp Phelan’s hand lightly. He stood that way for a long time and I pretended not to notice the drops briefly darkening Grandpa’s suit lapel.  
 
    I surprised myself by using one of the chairs to lift myself up and touch my lips to Grandpa’s forehead. “Goodbye, Grandpa,” I whispered. “I’m sorry I never got to know you.” Dad gave me a smile and a nod. “Tell me something to say, in Irish.” 
 
    “Bail ó Dhia ort, Seanathair. It means, the blessing of God on you, Grandfather.” 
 
    “Ball oh dee ort, Shawnaher.”  Dad gave me an approving nod and a tight hug. 
 
    “Here, you look like you could use this, lad.” One of the men handed Dad a clay mug. Judging from the sharp odor and the way Dad tossed its contents back in one gulp, it wasn’t coffee. “Your father was a good man, a friend to many.” The man, round and ruddy-faced with tufts of white hair above his ears, held out a meaty hand. “Fern Brennan. I met your father after I furloughed out in ’55.”  
 
    Others came closer to introduce themselves and offer their condolences. I faded away into the background, feeling strangely content. These weren’t strangers, I realized, they were Dad’s family and friends. No, they were my family and, perhaps someday, my friends as well.  
 
   


 
  



Chapter Three 
 
    The evening wore on slowly as new guests came and went. Grandpa Phelan apparently knew everyone in the county and they all came by, if only briefly, to send him on his way. Dad took on the task of greeting the newcomers and the womenfolk kept the pots of tea and coffee hot. 
 
    One of the girls helping out, a gawky little teen named Emily, eventually took pity on me and made me a plate of sandwiches and a mug of cocoa. I sat on a stool on the other side of the fireplace, out of Muirenn’s direct line of sight, treasuring whatever warmth I could glean from the fire as I ate.  
 
    In between trips back and forth to the kitchen, Emily explained that the fire bricks were “turf”, peat moss cut from the bogs and dried for fuel. I gathered real wood was too scarce and expensive to burn. Emily also said they’d left a window open for Phelan’s spirit to escape, but they were all closed now to prevent its return. The mirrors were covered and curtains closed as a mark of respect. I couldn’t tell if she was serious or just pulling my leg. 
 
    “I thought wakes were supposed to be, you know, drinking and singing and stuff,” I said as Emily cruised by with a double fistful of cups to be washed again. 
 
    Emily clucked her tongue in disapproval. She acted like she was eighty years old instead of fourteen. “Is that what they say on the Yankee television? Maybe if he sat up in his coffin and sang the Irish anthem, there’d be cause to celebrate. Around here, we’re respectful of our dead.” 
 
    A trip to the only bathroom in the house was more of an adventure than I expected, due to the broken lock on the door, the ice-cold porcelain seat, and the lack of a flush handle. I finally figured out the chain hanging over my head provided the necessary functionality. 
 
    I wandered around the lower floor of the house, peering at the collectibles and trying to discern any theme beyond “chintzy”. I smiled blankly at the men and women who greeted me, never quite sure whether I’d already been introduced to them. Brief bursts of laughter broke the somber mood occasionally, and Tim Murphy gave me a wink when I passed by. He recovered from the blistering earful Muirenn gave him – she was his grandmother, I learned from Emily – but he and Nick didn’t seem to be in any great hurry to get to Carrick, wherever that was. Instead, they stood on either side of Muirenn’s chair as she spoke with the visitors, like bouncers at a rock concert. 
 
    I eventually found myself back in the sitting room near the front door, perched gingerly on one of the old chairs. None of the clocks in the house seemed to be working – they all stopped at 2:30 AM precisely, for some reason – but my watch told me it was getting close to midnight. I’d been awake for nearly twenty-four hours now and my eyelids were fighting a losing battle against gravity. I wondered whether we were supposed to stay here or find a hotel for the night. I hoped it would be the latter. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to sleep in the same house as a dead man, even if he was my grandfather. 
 
    Dad spoke quietly with one of the neighbors in the archway of the dining room, but another man leaning silently against the wall behind him caught my attention. He wore an odd sort of hooded cloak, still dotted from the rain sputtering off and on outside. I thought it strange he hadn’t uncovered his head, unlike everyone else who came in. The hood shadowed the top half of his face, but his clean-shaven chin was strong and smooth. I guessed he was in his twenties. I hadn’t noticed him come in and no one else spoke with him or paid him any heed. 
 
    I told myself I’d hold out until midnight and then ask Dad about finding a place to sleep. I leaned my head back against the wall, starting every time my eyes sagged closed. 11:38. 11:46. 11:53. The latest guests drifted away in ones and twos, nodding to me as they passed, and the pile of coats by the door dwindled. 
 
    11:59. I rubbed my eyes and looked around. Dad was out of sight, but I heard his voice from the other room. The hooded stranger was still there, though, and he stepped forward into the archway. Curious, I stood and followed him. 
 
    Just as my watch changed to 12:00, the stranger began to sing, a low, mournful dirge sounding like sadness and peace and courage all rolled together. I didn’t understand any of the words, but everyone else in the house stood frozen, staring at him in astonishment. 
 
    His song wasn’t very long, three short stanzas, but the silence that followed seemed to linger forever. Then Muirenn slammed her cane against the floor, making an impossibly booming echo I felt through the soles of my feet. 
 
    “Go hIfreann leat!” she spat furiously, levering herself shakily to her feet. She threw off Nick’s helping hand and hobbled forward, her cane thudding like the Devil’s doom with each step. “You are not welcome here.” 
 
    The stranger pushed back his hood, revealing long, straight black hair held in place with a silver circlet. He was Adonis handsome, with gray eyes, high cheekbones, and lips on the verge of a smile. He bowed to Muirenn. 
 
    “Rachaidh mé,” he said calmly. His voice was a rich and smooth, almost musical. “I came to pay my respects to a fallen warrior, a man of great valor.”  
 
    “He gave his last breath to defend this land against you and your kind.” Muirenn looked like her outrage would shake her into pieces. “Do not pretend to care about his fate.” 
 
    “His passing is a loss for all Eriu, here and elsewhere. I may honor a man, even if our purposes are crossed.” 
 
    “I doubt Maeve shares your sympathy,” said Muirenn bitterly. 
 
    The stranger shrugged. “My mother keeps her own counsel.” 
 
    That brought a gasp from Muirenn and she staggered back. Nick caught her and held her steady and Tim stepped around her, looking even larger and more menacing than ever. His tattoos almost glowed in the candlelight.  
 
    “Rachaidh mé,” the stranger said again, raising his hands. “Let there be no strife between us tonight. A truce, until your old champion is interred and the new one is anointed.” He bowed again and turned away, brushing by me as if I wasn’t there. He was out the front door in an instant. Without really knowing why I did it, I ran after him.  
 
    I paused on the stone step as I searched for him in the darkness, shading my eyes against the light bulb by the door. The rain had finally stopped and a few scattered stars peeked out between the lingering clouds. I couldn’t see him at first, even though he couldn’t have gone very far, and I peered as hard as I could into the shadows around the yard. I finally spotted him on the far side of the yard, standing by the low stone wall and gazing out across the fields. For a moment, he looked oddly insubstantial, almost like a shadow himself, but his image solidified as I concentrated on him. 
 
    Tim pushed roughly past me and jumped out into the yard, his heavy boots squelching on the sodden turf. “Gah, he’s gone, like the coward he is!”  
 
    I didn’t know what Tim was talking about. He was right there, less than fifty feet away. The stranger leaned back against the wall with his arms crossed and watched Tim pace back and forth, a hint of amusement on his lips. Before I could point him out, Nick appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Get back in here, you ox. Mamó is calling an Cróeb Bán.” Casting about the yard one last time, Tim followed Nick inside, leaving me alone on the stoop. 
 
    The stranger turned back to his silent contemplation of the countryside. All too aware of how incredibly foolish I was being but unable to stop myself, I approached him cautiously. My shoes were nearly silent on the grass, but I must have made some sound. My heart jumped into my throat when he spun around suddenly, his hand dropping to a very large and very worn knife on his belt. I managed to stand my ground and we stared at each other, me fearfully, he surprised. 
 
    “Is féidir leat a fheiceáil dom?” I had no idea what that meant. He tried again in English. “You can see me?” I nodded doubtfully. It seemed like a strange question to ask. “You’re an O’Connor.” That was a flat statement of fact, but I nodded again anyway. “Of Ireland but not from Ireland. How very interesting.” He looked me over thoughtfully and a shiver swept through me. “Will you surrender me to an Cróeb Bán, then?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is.” 
 
    He gave a short, humorless laugh. “You shall learn all too soon, I think, cailín.” He turned and easily sprang to the top of the wall, which was at least four feet high.  
 
    “Wait! That song … what was it?” 
 
    He paused and looked at me over his shoulder. “It was the Amhráin Caointe, the Song of Tears, a lament for the noble dead.” 
 
    “Grandpa wasn’t noble or a warrior,” I protested. “He was just a farmer.” 
 
    He smiled and bowed to me. “The Wolf was the fiercest gaiscíoch of all his generation. An Cróeb Bán is greatly diminished by his passing.” He looked past me at the house. “The new ceannaire must prove himself soon.” 
 
    “Shy!” I turned at Dad’s call as he ran anxiously towards me. When I looked back, the stranger was gone, as if he’d never been there at all. “Shy, what are you doing out here?” 
 
    “I thought – I wanted to know who the singer was.” That sounded lame, even to me. 
 
    “It was dangerous to come out here alone. What if he was still out here?” 
 
    I looked at him incredulously. Didn’t anyone else see him in the yard? Or was I just hallucinating from lack of sleep? 
 
    “Who is he?” I asked. “Why was Aunt Muirenn so upset?” Dad just hurried me back into the house and shut the door firmly behind us. 
 
    Most of the remaining guests took their leave shortly after that strange event. Only eight people remained in the cold and dark house, or nine if you counted Grandpa Phelan. Emily and I sat in the dining room keeping watch over the body and six adults huddled in the room by the fire: Dad, Aunt Muirenn, Tim and Nick Murphy, and two other O’Connor relations from Carrick-on-Shannon, the same “Carrick”, I learned along the way, where the Pig’s Whistle was to be found.  
 
    Liam O’Connor was a wiry man in his fifties, with a sharp nose and a suspicious glare. His son Garrett was tall and athletic, a junior in college, with a boyishly handsome face, brilliant blue eyes, and a thatch of dark hair. Liam was Dad’s cousin, I gathered, through some complicated family connection.  
 
    Muirenn held court from her chair and they murmured seriously among themselves. Emily ignored them, her lips moving as she prayed silently with a black-beaded rosary, but I sat as close to the parlor as I could without being obvious about my eavesdropping. The house was deathly silent, but I made out only a few scattered words and phrases: “Maeve”, “the Otherworld”, and something that sounded like “Rathcroggan”. 
 
    I considered walking casually through the room like I was on my way to the kitchen for a drink, but the last time I tried that they just clammed up and stared at me until I was out of sight. Dad looked stressed and I caught him shaking his head vehemently at something Muirenn said. Clearly, they wanted him to do something he didn’t want to do, but I couldn’t imagine what it could be. 
 
    “Sín.” I started at Emily’s voice popping out of the darkness. 
 
    “Shin?” I scooted down a few chairs so I could talk to her across the end of the table. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Sín. I think it was him that sang the Amhráin Caointe.” Emily’s fingers still traced her rosary. 
 
    “Do you know him?” 
 
    Emily gave me a disparaging look. “He’s a son of Maeve. Where would the likes of me meet the likes of him?” 
 
    “Who’s Maeve?” 
 
    “You’ve not heard of Maeve? She is the dire Queen of the Tuatha dé Danaan and the rest of the sidhe, locked away in the Otherworld. She has seven sons. Sín is the sixth, so-called Mílscothach, the honey-speeched.” Emily gave a disapproving sniff. “He was bold enough and eloquent enough to talk his way into and out of our home untouched. It must have been Sín.” 
 
    “What did he want?” 
 
    “Who’s to say with the sidhe? Mischief and mayhem, I’m sure.” 
 
    “He said he just wanted to honor Grandpa Phelan.” 
 
    Emily’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Who told you that? He said no such thing before Aintin Muirenn drove him out.” I remembered Sín leaving on his own accord, but I didn’t argue the point. 
 
    Dad appeared in the archway, his eyes smudged dark with weariness. His tie hung loose around his neck and the top button of his shirt was undone. “Shy,” he said, “you should get some sleep. Emily, can you show her to a room upstairs? I’ll watch here for a while.” 
 
    Emily stood with more energy than I had left, but I got to my feet as well. “Is everything okay, Dad?”  
 
    He gave me a brief hug, which I returned. “Everything will be fine,” he said, which obviously meant that everything was not currently fine. “We need to settle a few things. Get some rest. The funeral is tomorrow morning.” 
 
    You mean this morning, I thought, but I dutifully followed Emily up a steep flight of stairs to the second floor. The narrow hall branched off into six rooms, three on either side. 
 
    “Aintin Muirenn sleeps at the far end and Uncail Phelan had the room just across.” Emily stopped in front of the first door by the stairs. “This was Aintin Fiona’s room before she up and married into the Murphys.” Fiona was Tim and Nick’s mother, I deduced. 
 
    Emily opened the door and turned on the light, revealing a small bedroom with a bed, a chest of drawers, and a vanity, mostly in whites and yellows. The curtains across the window were lace and the bed was piled high with more covers than I’d ever seen in one place before. Given the chill in the room, I was grateful for them. 
 
    “What about you, Emily? Aren’t you tired?” She’d been fetching and carrying all evening and she looked droopy.  
 
    “I’ll catch a wink once the old ‘uns are done. Oíche mhaith, codladh sámh.” 
 
    “Oyck –?” 
 
    Emily rolled her eyes. “Good night and sleep well. Will you never learn to speak properly?” Without waiting for an answer, she closed the door and her hard-soled shoes tapped down the stairs. 
 
    My luggage was still in the car, but the bed called me to its soft embrace. I kicked off my shoes, still streaked with mud from the yard, shed my skirt and peeled off my tights, shivering as I folded my clothes neatly and laid them on the stool in front of the vanity. My sweater joined them, but I kept my blouse on as I burrowed under the bottom-most cover, huddling up in a ball until my body finally warmed the blankets up enough to stretch out. In almost no time at all, I was asleep, dreaming of gray-eyed men in hooded cloaks. 
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter Four 
 
    It was still dark when I awoke, disoriented. I sat up, or tried to, floundering in the pillows and blankets piled around me. My watch told me it was just after four in the morning, but I couldn’t tell what woke me up. The house was absolutely quiet and still. 
 
    No, not exactly quiet. There were voices just at the edge of my hearing, a man’s and a woman’s. I tried to roll over and go back to sleep, but the sound was just loud enough to bother me and too quiet to make out the actual words, which bothered me even more. 
 
    I slipped out of bed and went to the door, shivering as I eased it open a crack. The dull light from the turf fire downstairs was just enough to mark the stairs and the voices rose up from below. I stepped out into the hall, all too aware of the cold wooden floor under my bare feet and the chill air goosebumping my legs. I almost changed my mind and went back into the room and the warm pile of covers, but then I heard my name: “Siobhan.” 
 
    I held my breath, trying to hear more, but the voices softened into a muddy murmur. Slowly, I crept down the steps, hoping they wouldn’t creak and give me away. They were solidly built, though, and remained thankfully quiet all the way down. I paused in the kitchen, standing just around the corner to listen. I shivered again, hugging myself with my arms. There was a damp breeze coming from somewhere. 
 
    “There’s no cause to bring the child into this.” That was Muirenn, sounding irritated. 
 
    “She is already involved.” The man’s voice wasn’t familiar. It was deep but breathy, like a giant trying to whisper. “If Aidan does not claim Caladbolg himself, it will fall to her.” 
 
    “He won’t allow that to happen.” 
 
    “I am not so sure. He turned his back on an Cróeb Bán.” 
 
    “She turned his head from the righteous path. Now that she is gone –” 
 
    “She’s been gone for sixteen years, Muirenn. Don’t blame her. We pushed them away and he hasn’t forgiven us.”  
 
    My heart stuck in my throat. Sixteen years? They’re talking about my mother! 
 
    “Hmpf.” Muirenn clearly did not want to concede the point. “He is Treorái na Cróeb Bán now. It is his duty to take up the Sword, if only to keep it from claiming Siobhan in his stead.” 
 
    I gasped when I heard my name again. I clapped my hands over my mouth, but it was too late. 
 
    “Who’s there?” snapped Muirenn. “Come out this instant!” 
 
    I thought about fleeing back to bed, but I knew Muirenn would discover my identity in short order. Reluctantly, I stepped into the parlor. 
 
    Muirenn sat in her chair, her cane grasped in both hands across her lap. She didn’t look surprised to see me, only calculating. The man standing across from her was tall and broad-shouldered, dressed in a black suit that blended into the shadows behind him. I didn’t recognize him, but he looked a lot like Grandpa Phelan. They were enough alike to be twins, although as far as I knew, Phelan only had a sister, Muirenn. 
 
    I suddenly realized I was standing there wearing just a blouse and panties and I tugged the hem as low as it would go, blushing in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, Aintin Muirenn, I didn’t mean to listen in. It’s just, I woke up and –” 
 
    Muirenn waved away my excuses. “What’s done is done.” Her sharp eyes peered at me. “Did I wake you? I often talk to myself late at night. It helps me keep my old thoughts in order.” 
 
    “No. I mean yes. I mean, well, I thought I heard the two of you talking about … about my father.” 
 
    The two of them exchanged a look and stared at me in open-mouthed shock. I wondered what I said that was so surprising. 
 
    “Is féidir leat a fheiceáil dom?” asked the man. It was the same thing Sín had asked me. You can see me?  
 
    “Y-e-e-s-s,” I said hesitantly. “Shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “She has the Sight,” he said to Muirenn. His voice was a curious mixture of dread and eagerness. 
 
    “She cannot,” protested Muirenn weakly. “None have had the Sight since Lórcan, four generations back.” 
 
    “From her mother’s side, perhaps?” he said quietly. Muirenn pressed her lips tightly together, obviously displeased by that notion. 
 
    “I don’t understand. What are you talking about? What’s this Sight I’m supposed to have?” Neither of them answered. “Tell me!” 
 
    “Siobhan, you can perceive the denizens of the Otherworld,” said the man. “The sidhe, their minions in the shadows, and the dead.” That last word rang mournfully in the room and I took a closer look at him. He had Dad’s eyes and a scar ran along the line of his jaw, exactly like the one Grandpa Phelan had. He was unusually pale and, for a brief moment, I saw the coffee service on the table behind him, through him. I sucked in a breath and I couldn’t remember how to exhale.  
 
    “Grandpa Phelan,” I whispered, and he looked at me sadly. 
 
    “Granddaughter, I wish I could take this burden from you, but my time in the mortal realm is done. Be strong, be brave. The days ahead will be difficult, but you are na Súile Ó Conchobhair and you will prevail.” He turned to Muirenn, watching grimly from her chair. “Teach her, Muirenn. Beltane has passed, but Maeve’s armies are coming.” With that, he vanished, and everything went black. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter Five 
 
    I woke with a start, sitting up in my borrowed bed. Morning hazed through the curtains, providing just enough light to make out the furniture and fixtures in the room. I was still dressed in my blouse and panties and I struggled to remember what had happened. 
 
    Was that just a dream? I didn’t really talk to Grandpa Phelan’s ghost last night, did I? That was clearly impossible, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that the conversation was more than just a figment of my imagination. A dull ache throbbed on the back of my head and I touched the spot gingerly. When did I bump my head? 
 
    I flung the bedding aside and quickly pulled on my tights and skirt, wrapping my sweater snugly around me to try to hold in some warmth. I really wanted a shower, but all my stuff was still in the car and I couldn’t imagine trying to take a bath in that cast iron tub in the bathroom. I doubted there was enough hot water in the entire house to keep it from icing over. 
 
    I borrowed Aunt Fiona’s brush to restore some sense of order to my hair and found a black ribbon to tie it back with. I stuffed my feet into my shoes, grimacing at the muddy smudges around the soles, and then cautiously poked my head out into the hallway. There was no one else in sight, but a rumble of voices and a clatter of dishes came up the stairs. 
 
    I discovered someone had moved the table in front of the fireplace and surrounded it with half a dozen chairs. Tim and Nick sat in two of them, working away at the mounds of breakfast on their plates: sausage, fried potatoes, something that looked like fish, toast, and coffee. Another plate looked recently abandoned and a stack of clean dishes perched on the corner waiting for others to arrive. A rail-thin woman I vaguely remembered from last night came in from the kitchen as I reached the bottom step, holding a steaming casserole dish with a couple of bright red pot holders. 
 
    “Well, good morning to you!” she said brightly as she set the dish on the table. “Come on, pull up a seat, I’m sure you must be starving! Can I get you something to drink? Tea, perhaps? Or milk? I’m afraid I don’t know what American girls like these days.” I quailed under the cheerful barrage of words. 
 
    “Ah, milk would be fine, thank you.” 
 
    “That’s delightful. Come on, take a plate and help yourself, the others should be back soon.” The woman headed back to the kitchen while I approached the table hesitantly. Tim barely looked up from his plate, shoveling in food like a starving man at a banquet, but Nick saluted me with his coffee mug. 
 
    “Top of the morning to you, Shy.” In the better light, he looked relatively normal, other than his spiked hair. Tim still looked like a thug. They both wore black now, although Tim’s outfit consisted of a plain black tee and black jeans. Nick wore a thin leather tie with his shiny black oxford shirt.  
 
    “Thanks, you too.” I took a plate and inspected the offerings doubtfully. I usually just had a bowl of corn flakes in the morning. Tim poked his knife at the various items on the table, speaking around his last mouthful. 
 
    “Bangers. Kippers. Spuds. Oatmeal. Bacon. Fried eggs. Beans. Black pudding.” That last one was the dish the woman just brought, still bubbling slightly. There was enough to feed a small army, or possibly just Tim. I took a small portion of the potatoes, two slices of bacon, and a piece of toast that looked like it had been grilled over the turf fire.  
 
    “Go on with you, is that all you’re eating?” scoffed Tim. “Fill that plate up, get some tits on you.” Reflexively, I looked down. Whatever assets I had were hidden under the bulk of my sweater. Nick gave his brother a backhanded swat on the arm. “What? I’m just saying.” 
 
    “Save it for your other girlfriends. She’s your cousin.” 
 
    “Second cousin. That’s alright with the Church, I checked a while back.” I took the chair furthest away from him and concentrated on buttering my toast. 
 
    “Just ignore him,” Nick told me. “Everyone else does. All muscle, no brains to speak of.” Tim gave me a jovial grin and a thumbs-up and I had to smile. For all of Tim’s imposing size, he actually seemed harmless, mostly. 
 
    The woman returned with a tumbler of milk, setting it beside my plate. “Is that all you’re having, dear?” she asked. “You American girls are always so skinny on the television.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. ... O’Connor?” That seemed to be a fairly safe bet. The woman beamed at me. 
 
    “Oh, just call me Aintin Kathleen, we’re all family here.” She straightened the stack of knives and forks on the table. She seemed unable to remain idle for more than a few seconds at a time.  
 
    “Is my father up yet?” 
 
    “He left a short while ago with my Liam and Garrett. They should be back with the wagon soon enough and then we can start the procession to the church.” Kathleen returned to the kitchen and I hunched over in my seat. My back was to the dining room and I tried very hard not to think about Grandpa Phelan’s coffin while I nibbled my toast. 
 
    “Sorry about the little mix-up last night,” said Nick. “Getting on Mamó’s bad side has shortened the lives of many a strong man.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was pretty sure you’d be wearing her shillelagh up yer backside.” Tim scratched his chin speculatively. “I nearly got it across my ear, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “You said it meant thank you!” I hissed at him. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t think you go saying it to my grandmother!” 
 
    “Póg mo thóin,” I muttered as I picked up a slice of bacon, and Nick gave me a wink. 
 
    Tim finally decided he was full about the same time I finished my small meal. I glanced cautiously over my shoulder into the dining room. The coffin was still there. Three of the four candles had gone out, with the last one guttering low. 
 
    “So what happens now?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Once the wagon’s here, we’ll load old Phelan up and take him down to the churchyard, toss him in his hole, and head down to the pub for a few.” Nick gave his brother another whack on the arm. “What?” 
 
    “There’ll be a procession to the church of Saints Eithne and Fidelma in Tulsk,” Nick explained. “After the service, Uncail Phelan will be interred in the graveyard. After that,” Nick gave Tim a significant look, “we have some business to attend to.” 
 
    “We do?” Nick raised his eyebrows meaningfully. “Oh, right, business. Yes, some family business. Has he agreed, then?” Tim asked his brother. 
 
    “He has no choice, it must be done.” 
 
    “What must be done? Who are you talking about?” The brothers looked at each other and then at me. 
 
    “Ah –” Nick hedged, but then a rattle sounded outside the window and he jumped to his feet with obvious relief. He pulled the curtain aside and looked out. “They’re here, let’s get ready.” 
 
    “Right.” Tim hauled himself to his feet and I stood as well. I peered out the window when Nick moved aside and saw a long wooden wagon hitched to a humongous black horse in equally black harness. I recognized Liam O’Connor and his son Garrett jumping from the bench seat at the front of the wagon to hitch it to a scraggly tree in the yard, but my attention was on Dad, crouching in the back. 
 
    He jumped down easily from the wagon, swiping at his trousers to brush away some dried grass clinging to the fabric. He wore the same black suit he had on last night, his shirt and tie now neatly done up again, covered by his dark wool overcoat with the collar turned up. I saw his breath in the chilly air and a fine layer of dew clung everywhere. 
 
    I ran to the front door to meet them and flung myself into Dad’s arms. He held me, startled, as I pressed my cheek against the chill cloth of his coat. 
 
    “Hey, Shy, did you sleep well?” he asked. “Sorry I wasn’t here when you woke up.” 
 
    “Did you get any sleep? You were still up when I went to bed.” I wasn’t ready to talk about what happened – what may have happened – last night. 
 
    “Some.” He looked worn and dark smudges circled his eyes, but he gave me a smile anyway. “Thanks for being so understanding. This will be over soon enough.” I didn’t understand anything about what was going on. I was just glad he was here. 
 
    “Ready then?” In the dining room, Tim lifted a black lacquered slab that had been propped in the corner, a half-dozen nails stuck between his lips. He made to lay it over the coffin, but Dad stopped him. 
 
    “Give me just a moment.” He stood beside the coffin for a long while, gazing down at his father’s face. His eyes were dry this time, but there was no mistaking the sadness and regret in his eyes.  
 
    Finally, he kissed Phelan on the forehead and stepped back and I held his hand as Tim positioned the coffin’s lid. He and Nick went around the edges, tapping in the nails one by one. Tim tested the fit with a tug and then nodded, setting his hammer aside. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Muirenn entered the room, clothed in a black floral dress and a long black cloth coat. A small pillbox hat perched on her head, with a swath of tulle over her eyes. Her cane tapped sharply as she looked us over, her eyes lingering on me for an uncomfortably long time. Behind her, Kathleen shrugged on her own dark coat. 
 
    Muirenn stepped forward and placed her hand on the coffin lid, closing her eyes. “A Naomh Mhuire” she said quietly, “a mhathair Dé, guigh orainn na peacaigh, anois agus ar uair ár mbáis. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” I said along with the others, even though I didn’t know what the prayer meant. Muirenn stepped back and gave a nod. 
 
    Tim, Nick, Garrett and Liam each lifted a corner of the coffin and raised it to their shoulders, while Dad pulled the door wide for them to pass. Tim looked like he could just sling the box over his shoulder and march to Tulsk by himself, but he was unusually somber as they carried the coffin to the back of the wagon. After a bit of maneuvering, they slid it into place. 
 
    Garrett jumped up onto the bed of the wagon, seating himself on a small hay bale near the head of the coffin, while his father untethered the horse and led it around in a wide circle, clucking his tongue encouragingly. He paused in front of the house to climb up onto the bench and Dad clambered up beside him, reaching down to give me a hand up as well. I ended up jammed in between the two of them on the narrow seat, but it had the advantage of fending off the chilly air. 
 
    I had a brief, irrational vision of Muirenn hopping onto the wagon to ride with us, but she and Kathleen went straight to one of the cars in the yard. Tim and Nick fetched their own vehicle, a battered blue something-or-other that looked like it wouldn’t make it to the next intersection. Liam flicked the reins and the procession began. 
 
    It probably wasn’t more than a couple of miles between the house and the church, but it seemed much longer. Scattered knots of people along the road paid their respects as we passed at a slow walking pace, the men pulling off their hats and bowing their heads. Many of the spectators fell in behind the wagon and the two cars, easily keeping pace, and a few more vehicles joined our grim parade. 
 
    I huddled up against Dad and he wrapped his arm around me. My sweater was not up to the task of keeping me warm this early in the morning. Finally, though, we passed through Tulsk itself and turned into an ancient cemetery just off the highway, age-worn headstones laid out in neat rows along the driveway. 
 
    The wagon paused in front of the tiny church to let us off. Dad dropped down lightly and lifted me down from the seat. For a guy who spent most of his time with his nose buried in antique books, he was surprisingly strong. I looked around skeptically as Liam took his somber cargo further down the roadway, presumably to where Grandpa Phelan’s grave was waiting. The church was positively primeval. It looked like it was still standing only because of the ivy that festooned the old worn stone. 
 
    The cars following us parked along the highway – there was no parking lot within the cemetery grounds – and the small crowd assembled quietly outside, waiting as Muirenn made her slow way to the church. She took Dad’s proffered arm and they entered the church together, with me following just a couple of steps behind. The rest of the mourners, now numbering perhaps twenty people, filed in after us. 
 
    The service was thankfully brief, conducted by an ancient priest in a white alb and black cassock and attended by two scrub-faced altar boys. The liturgy was a mixture of English and Irish, but it was close enough to the Catholic mass I was used to that I could keep up and make the appropriate responses at the right time. 
 
    Dad, Muirenn and I sat in the frontmost pew with various other O’Connors and Murphys nearby. Emily sat a couple of rows back between an older couple that I assumed were her parents, but Tim and Nick were curiously absent. I risked a glance around for them when I was supposed to be genuflecting and spotted them at the very back of the church, standing like guards on either side of the doors. I couldn’t imagine why they thought that was necessary. 
 
    The priest, Father Declan, dismissed us from the service and followed the altar boy with the censer down the aisle. We left the pews in an orderly fashion, row by row, and the Murphy brothers pulled the doors open. Outside, the processional turned right to follow after the wagon. My eyes stung from the incense, but I was glad to see that the sun had decided to peek through the clouds, providing a bit of extra light and warmth. 
 
    The cemetery of Saints Eithne and Fidelma was bright and open, smaller than the one in Navan, with a line of tall oaks lining one side. The headstones near the road were nearly eroded away by time and weather, but further away the graves got progressively newer. One fresh trench pierced the ground by a hedgerow in the far corner of the cemetery, situated beside another, older grave. A pile of dirt sat on a tarp to one side, ready to fill in the hole again. 
 
    Garrett waited beside the horse and wagon, keeping the beast calm as the crowd approached. Father Declan blessed the casket, sprinkling it with holy water from an aspergil and drawing the Sign of the Cross with the censer. Six men came forward to lift the coffin from the wagon: Dad and Liam at the head, Tim and Nick at the foot, and Fern Brennan and another man I didn’t know in the middle. They crossed the distance to the grave in solemn silence, in a deliberate pace reminiscent of a military march. 
 
    They set the casket down beside the open grave, on top of a set of heavy ropes laid out on the ground. The sextons and the strongest men in the group, Tim included, carefully hefted the ropes and maneuvered the box over the hole. As they slowly lowered it in, the priest tossed a handful of dirt across the lid. 
 
    “Ó luaith go luaith,” he intoned. I guessed what he was saying: From ashes to ashes, dust to dust, dust thou art, and unto dust thou shalt return. 
 
    Dad bent and picked up a handful of dirt, filtering it slowly between his fingers onto his father’s coffin. One by one, the others did the same, filing past the grave as Dad and I stood beside the priest, silently acknowledging their murmured condolences. 
 
    A few people lingered by the gravesite, but the priest gave the signal to the sextons and they took up their shovels and began filling in the grave. The first few shovelfuls rattled hollowly against the lid. I winced at the sound, but Dad remained silently stoic. He stayed there, unmoving, until the workers patted the ground smooth, nodded their respects, and departed with their tools.  
 
    I looked around as the last few mourners dispersed and I caught a glimpse of someone standing in the shadow of a tree just outside the church yard. I couldn’t make out who it was, although I was fairly certain it was a man. After a moment, though, he seemed to sense my attention and stepped around behind the thick trunk of the tree. I caught a swirl of gray cloth just before he vanished. Was that Sín? I wondered. Why would he be here? 
 
    Finally, only eight of us remained around Phelan’s grave: Dad and I, Muirenn, the two Murphy brothers, and the O’Connors, Liam, Kathleen, and Garrett. 
 
    “I’ll take the wagon back to the farm,” offered Garrett, and his father nodded. 
 
    “I’ll go with you. Kathleen can bring Muireen and you and your daughter back to the house, Aidan.” Dad shook his head. 
 
    “I’ll stay here a while longer,” he said quietly. 
 
    “How are you going to get home?” I asked him worriedly 
 
    “We’ll wait for him,” said Nick, and Tim nodded. 
 
    “Go ahead, Shy. I won’t be long.” 
 
    I reluctantly followed the women back to Kathleen’s car as Liam and Garrett maneuvered the cart around in the narrow lane. Muirenn climbed into the passenger side with Kathleen’s help and I squeezed myself into the rear seat. 
 
    Kathleen kept up a one-sided conversation during the drive back, commenting on the beautiful service and how Phelan was with his wife in God’s presence now. I was sure she meant to be reassuring. Muireen only nodded silently, but I caught her peering back at me in the rearview mirror. 
 
    We parked right in front of the house and Kathleen hurried around to help Muirenn out of the car and up the step. My great-aunt looked particularly frail now, whether from the late night or the funeral, I couldn’t tell. I wondered how I could broach the subject of my dream last night, or whatever it was. 
 
    Kathleen hung up her coat and hurried to clean up the remains of breakfast before the menfolk returned. Muirenn slowly removed the pins holding her hat in place, setting it on the dining room table where the coffin had rested. Still clad in her black coat, she sat down slowly in one of the chairs by the table, leaning heavily on her cane. 
 
    “Child,” she said softly, “we must speak.” She poked her cane at the chair directly across from hers and I perched there reluctantly. Something in her voice sounded very ominous. Her dark eyes looked me over appraisingly. 
 
    “You are na Suíle Ó Conchobhair,” she said, “the Eyes of the O’Connors.” I stared at her. The ghost of Grandpa Phelan told me the same thing in my dream.  
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” I said, almost inaudibly. I was afraid of what the answer might be. 
 
    “It means you have the Sight, the ability to see what is hidden. It is a gift, and a curse.” Muirenn’s thin mouth worked. “The last to have it was Lórcan O’Connor, your grandfather’s grandfather.” 
 
    I shook my head vehemently. “I don’t have the Sight. I’m not anyone special.” 
 
    “You saw Phelan last night and spoke with him.” 
 
    “That was just a dream.” 
 
    “It was not. It was a warning.” Muirenn brushed her twisted hand across the top of the table, looking both sad and grim. “Do you know how Phelan died? Did your father tell you?” 
 
    “I … I don’t think he knows.” 
 
    “He must by now. Liam found him, just a week ago it was, at the foot of Rathcroghan, looking for all the world like he was asleep on the turf. Every drop of blood in his body was gone.” 
 
    I stared at her in disbelief. “Are you kidding? A vampire killed him?” 
 
    “A vampire? No, child, a Leanan Sidhe, a vicious creature that drains a man’s blood and bathes in it to preserve her terrible beauty.” Muirenn rubbed her eyes with her shaking fingers. “Phelan was too old to be fighting the sidhe. He would have turned the responsibility over to his heir years ago, if he could.” 
 
    “His heir? You mean … Dad?” I couldn’t believe it, but Muirenn nodded. 
 
    “Centuries ago, Conchobhair mac Nessa, the King of Ulster, defeated Maeve and banished her to the Otherworld. Since then, his sons and their sons have labored to keep the doors between the worlds closed, but Maeve is infinite in her patience and cunning in her power. The Warriors of the White Branch, Gaiscíoch na Cróeb Bán, have kept watch and fought and died to keep Ireland safe. We are the clan of that King, the Ó Conchobhair.” 
 
    “The O’Connors.” I’d never heard this story before. 
 
    “The White Branch has withered over the centuries since. Where once there were thousands guarding the barrows and dolmens, now there are less than a hundred scattered across Ireland. Phelan was their leader, until the Leanan Sidhe caught him.” Muirenn shook her head dourly. “Without the Sight to reveal them, the sidhe no longer fear the White Branch. They can lurk in the shadows and strike at the unsuspecting.” 
 
    “No!” I jumped to my feet. “That’s just some stupid fairy tale! There’s no such thing as vampires or – or – fairies or whatever those are. You’re just trying to scare me and I don’t like it!” 
 
    “You should be frightened, my dear.” Kathleen stood in the archway, drying her hands with a towel. “Without a leader, the White Branch is lost and Ireland with it.” 
 
    “Then just get another leader! Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Because the leadership is hereditary, you foolish girl!” snapped Muirenn, striking her cane against the edge of the table. “Your father is Treorái na Cróeb Bán, the next leader of the White Branch.” 
 
    “Dad?” My defiance slipped away and I plopped bonelessly back on the chair. 
 
    “Your father,” said Muirenn, “who does not want to bear the Sword, who turned away from his responsibilities when he married your mother.” 
 
    “Muirenn,” Kathleen chided her gently, “he was a young man in love.” 
 
    “He was foolish and selfish,” countered Muirenn, “and he has put all of us in danger. Maeve despises all of mankind, but her hatred for the O’Connors is unbounded.” Her dark eyes stabbed at me. “If your father does not take up the Sword soon, it will fall to the next in line.” 
 
    That made no sense. Dad had no sons. I was an only child. Then I realized what Aintin Muirenn was saying. 
 
    “Me,” I whispered. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter Six 
 
    I buried my face in my hands, shaking my head in denial. “No, it’s not true! Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “It is true and saying it’s not changes nothing.” Muirenn sighed. “I would take this from you if I could, child.” 
 
    “But, you saw Grandpa Phelan too!” I grabbed desperately at that thought. “You have the Sight too!” Muirenn shook her head. 
 
    “No, Phelan revealed himself to me, a last vestige of his power. He told me of the Leanan Sidhe that killed him and warned me that others would follow. Maeve is coming.” 
 
    “You said the doors were closed.” 
 
    “There are too many doors to the Otherworld and not enough watchers. I fear that Maeve has found a crack.” 
 
    “So what can we do? What can I do?” I couldn’t believe I was asking that. This is insane! 
 
    “You can See things as they truly are, Siobhan. You can guide the hand of the White Branch when the time comes, see past the glamours of the sidhe, and reveal their hiding places.” 
 
    “Is that what Lórcan did?” Muirenn didn’t answer me and Kathleen wrung her towel and stared at the floor. “What? What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “Lórcan saw creatures in every shadow and around every corner, some real, many not,” said Muirenn quietly. “One night, he fled screaming from his home. They found his body in the lake the next morning.” 
 
    I started shaking uncontrollably and Kathleen sat beside me, holding me tight against her. “There, there, child, don’t fret. Nothing will happen to you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go crazy,” I sobbed into her shoulder. “I just want to go home.” 
 
    “You won’t go crazy, that’s just nonsense. We’ll help you, won’t we Muirenn?” 
 
    “Yes.” It sounded like Muirenn came to a decision. I blinked through the tears spilling down my cheeks as Muirenn got to her feet, looking determined. “We will teach you to use your Sight so that it will not use you.” 
 
    I felt a surge of hope. “How?” 
 
    “Tonight. Come down to the parlor at midnight and we will begin.” Outside, a car door slammed and Tim’s raucous laugh rang out. “Tell no one of this, not even your father. Not until you are ready.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “No one! Swear this! Until you can protect yourself and those around you, no one else must know!” I didn’t understand why it was so important, but I nodded as the front door opened and Dad stepped in. I ran to him and threw my arms around him, hugging him tightly. 
 
    “Hey, now, what’s this?” he asked, wrapping his arms around me in turn. “Have you been crying? What’s wrong, Shy?” 
 
    “I just – I was – you were –” You’re going to be the leader of an ancient band of warriors and you have to fight the evil Queen of the Fairies and I can see things that aren’t there and I’m going to go crazy and kill myself. I couldn’t put any of that into words, so I just shook my head. Dad patted me on the back, an old habit that never failed to stop my crying, mostly because it irritated me to no end. 
 
    “I know it’s been difficult for you, Shy,” he said. “We’ll head home in a few days and then everything will be all right again.” 
 
    I pushed myself away from him. “We were supposed to go back the day after tomorrow!” He looked resigned. 
 
    “I know. I have to settle a few things here first, that’s all. Grandpa Phelan left some … unfinished business.” 
 
    No! I shouted at him in my mind. Don’t do it! Let someone else lead the White Branch, like Liam or Tim! Just take me home to Boston, please! But none of those words came out and I hung my head again, feeling more tears squeeze out. 
 
    “Well, how about some tea, then?” said Kathleen brightly, heading to the kitchen without waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Where do you want these?” Tim banged through the front door, my suitcase and Dad’s two bags under his arms. 
 
    “I planned to stay in Dublin originally,” said Dad, “but under the circumstances, it’s best if we stay here until everything is sorted out.” I wanted to tell him that he didn’t need to be so coy, that I knew what was going on, but I kept silent with an effort. “Is that all right, Aintin?” 
 
    “She can stay in Fiona’s room again,” said Muirenn. “Will Phelan’s do for you, Aidan?” 
 
    “That will be fine.” Tim nodded and sidled by, scraping the bags against the edge of the table. 
 
    “Mind the furniture, you great lummox!” Muirenn snapped at him. “That’s your great-great-grandmother’s.” She conveniently forgot she whacked that same table with her cane earlier. 
 
    “It’s not like she needs it now,” Tim muttered as he went by. I followed him up the stairs so I could change out of my uniform into something more comfortable and warmer. He made it up the steep stairs without too much trouble, although I had to jump and catch a plate that his elbow brushed from its hanger.  
 
    “Is one of these yours?” he asked when we stopped in front of the room I slept in last night. 
 
    “The pink one,” I said wryly, pointing to the roll-aboard in his right hand. The black hard-shell and soft leather shoulder bag were clearly Dad’s, but Tim handed me my suitcase and continued down the hall without a hint of embarrassment. I really didn’t know what to make of my cousin. He didn’t seem to own a lick of discretion or manners, but there was something very solid and reassuring about him. 
 
    I tossed my bag on the still-rumpled bed and unzipped it, searching through the tightly-packed clothing for something suitable to wear. I hadn’t brought much with me and I hoped I had enough to last until … until we were ready to leave. 
 
    Tim came back down the hall and I stuck my head out, hissing at him and waving him into the room. He came in curiously and I shut the door behind him, after making sure no one else was around. When I turned to face him, he had his nose in my suitcase, leering at the underwear on top. I hurriedly flipped the case closed and stood in front of it, trying not to blush. “Tim, tell me about the … an Crofe Bahn.” 
 
    “An Cróeb Bán?” Tim scratched his Mohawk. “What about it?” 
 
    “It’s … it’s real, isn’t it? It’s not just a story Aunt Muirenn made up?” 
 
    Tim snorted. “As real as you or me.” 
 
    “And Grandpa Phelan was the leader?” I started pacing back and forth. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “And you’re one of them, aren’t you? And Nick?” A nod to both questions. “Who else?” 
 
    “Well, let me think.” Tim screwed up his face, as if digging into his memory was both difficult and painful. “There’s my Da, Uncle Liam and Garrett, Kevin O’Connor over in Ardmore and his brother William, Adam and Frank O’Neill, that Reagan bloke in Tulsk –” 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough, stop.” I pressed my hands against my spinning head. “And you believe all this? That Queen Maeve is trying to invade from … from someplace and conquer Ireland?” 
 
    “Shy, I’ve seen her with my own eyes.” I stared at him, but he looked past me, frighteningly sober. “Three years ago, at Samhain, Maeve brought all her forces to the barrow in Carrowmore and nearly broke through. There were just twenty of us, the rest couldn’t get there in time, and Phelan fought her champion when he came through the gate. She stood on the threshold, holding it open and casting fire at any who came close.” He brushed ruefully at a patch of wrinkled skin above his left ear. “I learned to duck quicker that night. Phelan and the others pushed them back through the door and sealed it again. She is very real, no doubt of that.” 
 
    “What was she like?” 
 
    “Beautiful and terrible. Black hair, like yours, gray eyes, like yours. Older than you, though, with gorgeous tits.” His huge hands made the appropriate gesture and a laugh burst out of me.  
 
    “Stop that,” I said, swatting his arm. “What about my father? What’s going to happen to him?” 
 
    Tim shrugged. “He’s Treorái now.” 
 
    “But does that mean he’ll have to stay here?” 
 
    Tim shrugged again. “I don’t know.” I felt tears prickle my eyes again and he gathered me into his massive arms. “Hey, now, not to worry. I’ll keep you and him safe. That’s what I do.” 
 
    I did feel safe, like he was a fortress no army could assail. “Thank you,” I said against his chest. I felt a rumble and I realized he was chuckling. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “You do have tits after all.” 
 
    I gasped and shoved him away, crossing my arms over my chest protectively. “Get out! Leave my … just get out!” I pointed to the door, but I couldn’t help but smile at his gap-toothed grin. Tim gave me a salute and left and I closed the door behind him as my smile faded. It’s real, I told myself. It’s all real. 
 
    I stripped off my uniform and changed into a white tee and my gray skinny jeans. A thick pink fleece hoodie provided more warmth than my knitted sweater and I hopped on one foot at a time to tie up my black hightops. A few strokes of my brush and the borrowed ribbon gave me a serviceable ponytail. I took a deep breath and left the room, as ready as I would ever be for whatever waited for me downstairs. 
 
    Tea, as it turned out. Kathleen had set a floral teapot in the middle of the table, surrounded by delicate china cups and saucers. Muireen occupied her usual chair by the fireplace and Dad, Tim and Nick sat around the table. Tim’s cup looked like a doll’s toy in his massive hands. Dad had swapped his jacket and tie for an old cabled sweater I didn’t recognize, but he still wore his suit trousers and leather shoes. 
 
    Kathleen sat me down beside Dad and poured me a cup, nattering on about something as she stirred in a sugar cube and set it in front of me. I hated tea, but I thanked her anyway. At least there were cookies, homemade shortbread by the looks of them. 
 
    “Emily should be by in a bit to help out,” said Kathleen, taking her own cup. “Maybe you girls can go down to Tulsk this afternoon and see the shops.” 
 
    “Sure, that sounds like fun.” This is stupid, I thought. Everyone here knows about Maeve and the White Branch, but nobody wants to say anything out loud, at least not in front of me. I was tempted just to blurt something out, but the promise I made to Muirenn, and her gimlet eyes on me, kept me silent. “Is Emily your daughter?” 
 
    “Oh, no, the good Lord hasn’t seen fit to bless Liam and me with a daughter. Emily is Robert’s youngest.” 
 
    That prompted a review of my family tree, with everyone pitching in to add the branches. Phelan and Muirenn were the children of Aingus and Mary O’Connor. Phelan married Beatrice Reagan and had their only son Aidan, my father. Muirenn married Nicholas O’Neill and had a son Robert and a daughter Fiona. Robert married Shauna O’Hanrahan and had Emily, Peter, and James, while Fiona married George Murphy and had Tim and Nick. Aingus’s younger brother Feargus had a son Liam, who married Kathleen Riordan. Garrett was their only child. 
 
    My head swirled with names and relationships. I was so used to just having me and Dad by ourselves in Boston, it was hard to think of all of these people as family. I caught myself smiling as I stole another cookie from the plate and Dad looked a little less strained. 
 
    “Did you leave any for me?” Emily clomped in from the front door, looking very different in jeans and a bright green pullover. Her blond hair hung in braided pigtails all the way down her back. I hadn’t noticed how long it was before. 
 
    “There’s always tea ready at the O’Connors, Emily dear,” Kathleem assured her. I was tempted to just hand her my cup, but it was cold now. Instead, Kathleen fixed Emily a fresh cup and she sat beside Nick. She looked around the room with a critical eye, as if judging how much work she had ahead of her. 
 
    “So you’re my … first cousin once removed?” I guessed. Emily looked at me like I was the village idiot. 
 
    “No. Your father and my father are first cousins, so we’re second cousins.” 
 
    “Emily is my first cousin once removed,” Dad explained. “She’s one generation removed, or away, from my first cousin Robert.” 
 
    “Oh. So then Emily’s child would be my second cousin once removed.” 
 
    “That’s right.”  
 
    Emily gave me a dark look. “Don’t be so quick to marry me off,” she said tartly. “I haven’t found the right man yet.” 
 
    “It’ll be a while before a man sets his eyes on you, Em,” said Tim. “You’ve got no tits at all.” Emily hit him on the arm, almost dislodging the teacup from his fingers. “What?” 
 
    “Come on, you tarbh tiubh,” said Nick, setting down his cup and getting to his feet. “I need to check in at the shop.” 
 
    “Right.” Tim clambered to his feet. 
 
    “Don’t you have a gig tonight?” I asked. “At the Pig’s Whistle?” 
 
    “Ah, might have to cancel that, Devil take it.” Tim seemed put out. 
 
    “Why? Did … something come up?” I avoided looking in Dad’s direction, but Tim shook his head dolefully. 
 
    “Yeah, we lost Tammy, our singer. She went and got herself –” For once, Tim’s brain kicked in before his mouth finished the thought. “– In the family way. She called this morning, said she had to visit the clinic.” Tim eyed me speculatively. “Say, maybe you could swap for her? Can you sing?” I was horrified at the thought and Nick hauled his brother towards the front door. Dad watched them go with a chuckle. 
 
    “When I left for college, they were just little boys, always getting into trouble. They haven’t changed much.” 
 
    “Except they’re not so very little anymore,” said Emily. 
 
    “No, I suppose not.” His mood turned somber again and I knew he was remembering why he’d been away for so long. I ached to ask him about my mother. He said so little about her as I was growing up I finally stopped asking. But this wasn’t the time, not yet. 
 
    “I’ll head back to Carrick-on-Shannon and see to Liam and Garrett,” said Kathleen. “Will you be all right, Muirenn? Emily and Siobhan are here to help.” I almost objected to being lumped in with the help, but I swallowed my protest. Muirenn just nodded, lost in her own thoughts. Kathleen bustled about for a few more minutes, gathering her things and straightening the silverware again before heading out the door. 
 
    “I need to run down to Roscommon for a couple of hours,” said Dad, setting his cup down. “Will you be all right here, Shy?” 
 
    “Can I come?” I asked anxiously. I had a sudden vision of him undergoing some mystical ritual and I wanted to stop him or support him or something. He just shook his head with a smile. 
 
    “You’d be bored, sweetie,” he said. “I just need to talk to Grandpa Phelan’s solicitor about the will and a few other things. The reading will be in a couple of days.” 
 
    “Is his farm yours now?” I wasn’t sure how these things worked in Ireland, or in America, for that matter. I had trouble imagining Dr. Aidan O’Connor, Associate Professor of Celtic Mythology, milking cows or slopping hogs. 
 
    “That depends on what he put in his will. We’ll find out soon enough.” He kissed me on the top of my head and headed for the front door, fishing the keys to the rental car out of his pocket. I nibbled on my third cookie as the sound of the car engine faded into the distance. 
 
    “Right then, let’s get this lot cleaned up.” Emily jumped up from her chair. “Siobhan, you take the cups and I’ll get the plates and spoons.” 
 
    I grimaced at the scattered dishes on the table. I did not fly all the way across the Atlantic Ocean to do the dishes, I told myself, but I got to my feet and did as I was told. “Call me Shy,” I said. I furtively stuffed the last couple of cookies into the front pocket of my hoodie. “Siobhan is what Sister Mary Margaret calls me.” 
 
    “Shortly before you got a ruler across the knuckles, I’m sure.” We exchanged knowing grins and suddenly I had a new friend. 
 
    Emily plied me with questions as she scrubbed the cups and plates in a deep cast iron sink filled with scalding water, handing them over to me to be dried and stacked on the sideboard. Did I have a boyfriend? No. Had I met any “cinema stars”? No. What was it like, living in America? Crowded and noisy. I gathered that Emily had always lived in and around Tulsk, which had a total population of maybe two hundred people. Dublin was like Disneyland to her, even though it was only a couple of hours away. 
 
    “Your hands are so beautiful,” said Emily as she let the sink drain. I looked at my hands doubtfully. I moisturized and kept my nails manicured, but the nuns at St. Mary’s frowned on long nails and polish. Anything but the barest makeup was anathema as well. Emily held out her raw and reddened fingers for comparison. Her palms were calloused and her nails were worn down to the nubs. I felt embarrassed. I lived a life of decadent ease compared to my cousin. “Right, let’s get the other room back into shape.” 
 
    Between the two of us, it took us only a few minutes to rearrange the chairs around the dining table and wipe down the surfaces. We uncovered the mirrors and I recalled Grandpa Phelan’s visit last night. Closing the windows didn’t keep him out, I thought uneasily, but I said nothing to Emily about it. I got the task of resetting the clocks, which had been stopped to indicate the time of Phelan’s death, or as near to it as they could determine. 
 
    We swept the dust and mud of countless visitors from the floors, made all the beds, and hung new towels in the bathroom. By the time we finished, it was past noon and I ached all over. I’ll never complain about having to take the trash out again, I promised myself. 
 
    Muirenn watched the proceedings in silence, but she nodded approval as we put away our tools and rags and sat at the table again. I split one of my stashed cookies with Emily. 
 
    “Is there anything else you’ll be needing, Mamó?” asked Emily. Muirenn shook her head and levered herself to her feet. 
 
    “No, I think I’ll just take a bit of a nap.” The look she gave me added so that I can be rested for our session at midnight. “You girls can run along, but be back before dinnertime.” She refused our help to get up the stairs, but we hovered near her during the arduous process. Once Muirenn’s door was closed firmly behind her, Emily turned to me. 
 
    “So what would you like to do then?” 
 
    “I don’t know what there is to do around here.” Emily’s expression didn’t hold out much hope for anything exciting. “Aintin Kathleen suggested we go into Tulsk.” 
 
    “Well, there’s not much there, but there’s more there than there is here, I suppose. Let’s go.” 
 
    “How are we going to get there?” 
 
    Emily rolled her eyes. “It just a couple of kilometers. Surely you can walk that far.” 
 
    “What’s that in miles?” 
 
    “One or two. Are you coming, or not?” She was already heading for the door. 
 
    “Wait, let me get my purse.” I ran up to my room and dug my shoulder bag out of my suitcase. It was a small canvas bag with a wide strap, decorated with fabric paint, a Girl Scout project from a couple of years back. I stuffed my wallet, my makeup kit and my iPod inside, but I hesitated about including my cell phone. Dad warned me about using it overseas, since the roaming charges would be outrageous. I tucked it in, just in case, but left it turned off. I slung the strap crossways across my chest and hurried downstairs to find Emily waiting impatiently. 
 
    “Right,” she said, “let’s get moving before it gets too hot.” 
 
    I sincerely doubted I would ever use the words “hot” and “Ireland” in the same sentence. Although the sun peeked through between the clouds, the sky looked ominously gray to the west. I stuck my hands into the hoodie’s pockets and followed Emily down the road. 
 
    She set off briskly and I had trouble keeping up with her. Despite all the running around I did on St. Mary’s field hockey team, I wasn’t used to keeping up a sustained pace. I finally got into a rhythm as we followed the narrow roads, dodging the occasional car or farm truck. Emily waved at all the drivers. I was sure she knew every one of them by name. 
 
    The final stretch brought us past a few farmhouses and a small development of maybe twenty nearly identical two-story homes with neat little yards, all ready for someone to move in. I couldn’t imagine why anyone would voluntarily move to Tulsk, but I supposed somebody had to live here and keep the place going. 
 
    A final gentle curve of the road brought us to a T-junction at a two-lane highway and I recognized the small rows of shops Dad and I passed yesterday on our way to Grandpa Phelan’s. It was clean and rustic, I supposed, but Emily was right: there wasn’t much here, just a few businesses lining both sides of the highway. A signpost near the intersection pointed every which way, with arrows in Irish and English indicating the routes to Dublin, Strokestown, Westport, and Ballaghadereen. 
 
    “There’s a shop just across, if you’d like to look,” said Emily, pointing at a white-painted building with a collection of miscellaneous items in the window, the equivalent of the local 7-Eleven, I supposed. “Or we can pop down to the Cruachan Aí. It’s got a gift shop and a café.” 
 
    “Is it far?” I asked cautiously. I wasn’t up to another hike, although the café part sounded tempting. 
 
    “It’s right over there. You can see it just past the pub.” 
 
    I followed her pointing finger and spotted the off-white building down the road, its angled roofs jutting out in multiple directions. “What is it?” 
 
    “A tourist center,” shrugged Emily. She didn’t seem to have much use for outsiders. “Rathcroghan is just down the road a bit and it’s popular enough that they put up a museum and the like.” 
 
    “Rathcroghan?” I remembered someone mentioning it last night. “What’s that?” Emily just pushed me in the direction of the center. 
 
    “Go on with you. The people who are paid to explain these things can do their jobs.” 
 
    Cruachan Aí proved to be a surprisingly modern facility, a sharp contrast to the older stone buildings surrounding it. A small tour bus pulled into the parking lot across the street and we followed the string of visitors – mostly Germans from their accents – into the facility. Dad had given me some Irish money when we landed in Dublin, but I didn’t feel like wasting it on a museum tour. The free literature gave me enough to think about, though: Rathcroghan was over six thousand years old and was the ancient home of Queen Maeve, although the brochure said she was a mortal queen. Emily scoffed at that nonsense. 
 
    “Maybe she was born mortal,” she said primly, “but she’s no ordinary woman now. The sidhe look to her and her power for their return.” 
 
    We browsed through the gift shop and I indulged in a leather hairband embossed with a celtic knot. I bought Emily a necklace of tiny stone disks strung on a cord, like a puka necklace. She told me not to waste my money, but she looked pleased when I insisted and fastened it around her neck. She in turn swapped out my borrowed ribbon for the hairband. 
 
    A small ceramic figurine caught my eye as we were leaving and I picked it up curiously. It was a squat man holding an oval shape between his legs, but I couldn’t figure out what he was supposed to be doing. I showed it to Emily, who just shrugged, and then I checked the tag. 
 
    “The Sheela-na-Gig figure,” I read out loud, “is a figurative carving of a woman – oh, this is supposed to be a woman – found over windows and doorways. The Sheela-na-Gig wards off evil and death by exposing her – oh my God! That’s her – that’s her –” I couldn’t bring myself to utter the V word and I hurriedly placed the figurine back on the shelf, wiping my hands on my hoodie. Emily’s eyes opened wide as she realized the significance of the exaggerated shape and we shared an embarrassed giggle, earning us a glare from the shopkeeper. We beat a hasty retreat. 
 
    The café was nearly empty – the tour group was wandering through the museum area – and we found a seat at a small table covered with a white cloth. After consulting the menu and the remaining contents of my wallet, we split a turkey sandwich and a Coke, along with a chocolate brownie with thick Irish cream for dessert. 
 
    We finished up just as the members of the tour started wandering in and we headed out under an overcast sky. I wondered if we’d be able to get back to the house before it started raining again, but Emily didn’t seem concerned. Easy for her, I groused to myself. She grew up in the rain. 
 
    I suddenly realized the ivy-covered building across the highway was the church where we buried Grandpa Phelan just that morning. Without even asking Emily, I ran across the street and hopped the fence, hurrying past the church to the gravesites beyond. 
 
    Grandpa Phelan’s grave was easy to find, since it was the only one where the grass wasn’t completely tamped down. I knelt by the modest headstone and traced the lettering in the gray stone:  
 
    Phelan Aingus O’Connor 
 
    August 12, 1944 – April 20, 2013 
 
    Devoted Husband and Father 
 
    Nár laga Dia do lámh 
 
    “What does this mean?” I asked. Emily peered over my shoulder. 
 
    “May God not weaken your hand,” she translated.  
 
    “Bail ó Dhia ort, Seanathair,” I whispered. I hoped I said it right. Emily nodded in silent approval.  
 
    I brushed away a smudge of dirt on the stone and I felt a rough patch in one corner. Irritated that the stone was already damaged, I traced the mark with my fingers and discovered it was actually a shallow carving etched into the surface. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Emily, watching me with a frown. 
 
    “I’m not sure. It feels like a picture of some sort.” After a moment’s hesitation, I took some of the loose soil from the edge of the grave and rubbed it into the marking, revealing an odd branching image inside a double circle. “Are those antlers?” 
 
    “The stag’s head on the shield. It’s the sign of the White Branch.” 
 
    “Oi! What are you two doing there?” 
 
    I jumped to my feet almost as fast as my heart jumped into my throat. A burly man with a shovel strode towards us from behind the church, his florid features scowling under his cap. I backed away, almost stumbling over the headstone, dragging Emily with me. 
 
    “We were just visiting Grandpa Phelan’s grave,” I said hurriedly. “We weren’t hurting anything.” 
 
    “Yer grandpa?” The man slowed and stopped, resting his shovel on the turf. “Ah, I’m sorry about that, but yer not to be back here without permission. I’ve already chased off one daft bloke from here.” 
 
    “Someone else was here?” I exchanged a puzzled look with Emily. “Who?” 
 
    “Someone up to no good, I reckon, not with that cape and that hood pulled over his face.” 
 
    Cape and hood? Was Sín here? What did he want with Grandpa’s grave? “What did he look like?” I asked aloud. 
 
    The man gave an exasperated sigh. “I just said he had his hood up. Now move on, both of yer. If yer want to pay yer respects, get permission from Father Declan or the deacon first, all right?” 
 
    We retreated from the graveyard without arguing and started back towards the house, done with exploring for one day. Overhead, the clouds piled up and darkened. Before we were even halfway home, a slow drizzle started, too damp to be mist and too light to be rain. Either way, it was cold and wet, and we ran the rest of the way. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter Seven 
 
    By the time we reached the house, we were both sodden and shivering. We tried to enter as quietly as possible in case Muirenn was still asleep, leaving our muddy footwear on the step outside. Our shoes weren’t going to get any wetter and with any luck the rain would rinse the mud off. 
 
    We stripped off our sweaters and hung them on the parlor chairs and Emily coaxed the turf fire into a semblance of warmth. Her thin shift and my tee weren’t of much use, soggy as they were. 
 
    “I’m going to take a long hot bath,” I declared through chattering teeth. Emily sighed and headed for the kitchen. 
 
    “We’ll need to boil up a few pots, then,” she said, taking down the largest containers hanging on the wall. “The water heater won’t fill the tub.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered as she filled the first pot in the sink. 
 
    While the stove struggled to heat up the water, I went to my room and stripped off the rest of my clothes, wrapping my short terry robe around me as I brought everything down to hang in front of the fire and dry, hopefully. My lacy black bra and panties looked very out of place hanging from hooks on the stone mantelpiece. 
 
    I started filling the tub, a long cast iron boat big enough to hold three people, if they were very friendly. The process started promisingly enough, with steam rising from the first six inches of water, but then it quickly tapered off into a lukewarm drizzle. I shut it off as Emily came in, her pot’s metal handle wrapped in a cloth. 
 
    “Here’s the first one,” she said, carefully dumping its contents into the tub. “The next one should be nearly done. We’ll need about six to make it worthwhile.” 
 
    We shuttled back and forth with the loads, although the water in the tub cooled off between each round from the stove. Finally, though, Emily headed back to the kitchen with the last empty pot and I gingerly tested the water. It was still deliciously warm and deep enough to dunk my head so I could wash my hair. 
 
    I shucked off my robe and hung on to the edge of the tub as I stepped over, gasping as the water tried to boil my numb toes. I carefully knelt down into the water, easing myself in as the warmth spread inwards to my frozen bones. I leaned back against the curved back of the tub and closed my eyes, then opened them again in surprise when Emily came back into the bathroom. I covered myself up and ducked down below the edge of the tub.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I squeaked. 
 
    Emily paused in the act of peeling off her jeans and gave me a look. “If you think I’m going to go through all that again for my own bath, you’ve got another think coming. Make some room.” 
 
    Emily stripped naked in no time and hopped into the tub, settling down into the water with a thankful sigh. I sat with my legs pulled up tight against my chest and didn’t know where to look. Emily ignored me and lathered up a cloth, scrubbing her arms and legs briskly.  
 
    It’s no different than the showers at St. Mary’s after a game, I told myself, except we’re not in separate stalls and I can see everything she’s doing. I blinked when Emily held the cloth out to me. 
 
    “Here, do my back,” she said, and turned around in the tub, kneeling with her hands on her thighs. I looked from the cloth to Emily’s pale back, and reached over to gingerly rub it up and down. “Put some muscle in it! I can’t do it myself.” 
 
    I knelt behind her and used both hands to scrub up and down and over, from her shoulders down to her tailbone. She was nearly just skin and bones and I felt her ribs under the cloth.  
 
    “Ah, that feels grand,” sighed Emily. “So much better than a scrub brush. Here, let me do you.” She turned around and snatched the cloth from my hand, leaving me kneeling there wide-eyed and fully exposed. Emily didn’t seem to care and just motioned for me to turn around. I did, holding onto the tub as Emily applied herself with a vengeance. I was pretty sure I lost several layers of skin in the process, but it felt wonderful and I slowly relaxed, until Emily moved on to my armpits. I jumped, nearly splashing water out of the tub. “Hold still! You’re as ticklish as a baby. You shave your pits?” 
 
    It took a moment for that non sequitur to sink in. “Well, of course. Don’t you?” According to Ellen Simpson, only lesbians didn’t shave their legs or armpits. 
 
    “No, of course not, seems hardly worth the effort.” I looked over my shoulder as Emily lifted her arms, looking speculatively at the few water-darkened blond curls under her arms. “I’ve heard some girls trim their nethers, too. What’s the point of becoming a woman if you’re just going to look like a girl again?” I tried very hard to keep my eyes above her collarbone, but the urge to check lower was nearly overwhelming. “Now you, you’re a woman already and that’s no lie.” Emily almost sounded envious.  
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just turned away and applied the soap to the rest of me. Emily stepped out to dry herself off while I ducked under the lukewarm water to quickly scrub my hair and rinse off. Emily wrapped her towel around her torso while I pulled the plug and let the water drain out. I grabbed another towel and quickly dried off before pneumonia could set in, then tied my robe tightly around me. 
 
     Emily’s clothes were almost dry enough to don again and I went back to the parlor to check on my clothes by the fire. They were more or less done, although everything smelled a bit earthy and the padding in my bra was still squishy. I left it hanging there as I pulled on my panties and jeans and wriggled into my tee, although the cotton fabric seemed to have shrunk. I put my robe back on as well, as much for modesty as for warmth. 
 
    We sat side-by-side on the hearth, holding our bare feet as close to the fire as we could. Emily’s plain toes were a stark contrast to the bright red polish on mine. I stared at the glowing coals in the fireplace, not thinking about much of anything. 
 
    “So what now?” asked Emily. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Your father should be back in a short while, I suppose. Will you be heading back to America soon, now that Uncail Phelan’s been laid to rest?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to answer that. Does Emily know about Dad and the White Branch? She has to, she recognized the symbol on Grandpa’s gravestone. “I think Dad has a few things to take care of first,” I said carefully. Emily nodded and sat up straight, all business again. 
 
    “Right, he has to claim the Sword.” She drummed her fingers thoughtfully on her knee. “I wonder if they’ll do it at Rathcroghan or go to Tara.” 
 
    “What does he have to do?” I asked apprehensively. “I mean, is there a ritual or a sacrifice or something?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know, would I?” asked Emily, somewhat acerbically. “Uncail Phelan was the last one to take up the Sword and that was, what, fifty years ago?” 
 
    “Are we talking a real sword here? Like Excalibur?” Emily shook her head. 
 
    “No, that one’s kept in Avalon, waiting for King Arthur to return.” I couldn’t tell if she was kidding or not. “The Sword of the White Branch is Caladbolg, Fergus mac Róich’s great weapon, which shines like a rainbow when swung and has the power to strike the tops of hills clean off.” That sounded like typical mythological hyperbole, but it would be pretty neat if it was true. “Fergus gave it to Conchobhair after Maeve was defeated and driven into the Otherworld.” 
 
    “Have you seen it?” 
 
    “Just once, a couple of years back. I had to call Uncail Phelan to lunch and went to the storehouse to find him. He had it in his hands and I heard it singing to him.” Emily sounded distant as she said that, as if she was lost in her memories of the moment, but then she shook her head clear. “He made me swear not to tell anyone, but I guess it doesn’t matter now.” 
 
    “Is it still there, do you think? In the storehouse?” 
 
    “It might be,” Emily said thoughtfully. “There was a great wooden box open on the table. He could have kept the Sword in there.” 
 
    “Is the storehouse very far? Maybe we can go see if it’s there.” 
 
    Emily gave me a look. “It’s all of twenty meters away, you blind cow. It’s the building just across the yard.” 
 
    “Oh. I thought that was a guest house or something.” Then I realized what she said. “Wait a minute, who are you calling a cow?” 
 
    “Well, you have the udders for it.”  
 
    Emily poked my breast, I poked her back, and we got into a short wrestling match. She was surprisingly strong for such a skinny girl and I ended up on the floor with my arms pinned under her knees. 
 
    “Let me up!” I bucked and twisted and managed to free one arm, pulling her down to the floor beside me. I quickly rolled over and managed to reverse our positions, tweaking her nose to seal my victory. She retaliated by biting the end of my finger. “Ow!” I fell back, checking for blood as Emily levered herself up. “You cheated.” 
 
    “You started it.” 
 
    “No, you did, calling me a cow.” 
 
    “Look, do you want to go see the Sword or do you want to sit there and bicker about the past?” 
 
    “The Sword, definitely.” 
 
    The rain still hadn’t let up. We stood in the doorway looking across the sodden yard at the other house, just a dark shape twenty yards away. I wondered if anyone in the family owned an umbrella. 
 
    “Well, last one there will be wetter than me,” said Emily, and she jumped over the stone step and raced across the grass. 
 
    “Hey!” I didn’t want to get my robe wet too, so I had to waste a few precious seconds throwing it onto the chair by the door and closing the door behind me. I scurried after her, futilely covering my head with my hands. I was only a few steps behind her, but she was already trying to open the door, to no avail. 
 
    “Blast, it’s locked!” The door had a massive iron lock that looked like it could withstand a direct assault by Viking raiders. 
 
    “Do you know where the key is?” I pressed myself against the wall of the storehouse, trying to find a spot that wasn’t part of the waterfall dripping from the roof. My bare feet squelched in the cold mud and my clothes were already soaked even more than before. This didn’t seem like such a great idea now. 
 
    “No,” said Emily, shaking her head. “No, wait. There’s a key ring inside the door of the house. Let me try that.” Without waiting for a response, she ran back to the house, bounding like a gazelle with long soggy braids. She disappeared inside for a few seconds and then ran back, holding something in her upraised hand. 
 
    It proved to be an iron ring with three different keys clanking on the loop, each black with age and longer than my hand. Emily tried the first two in the keyhole with no luck, but the last one turned. The lock opened with a clack I thought would wake Muirenn for sure.  
 
    We hurried inside and closed the door behind us, shivering as we rubbed our hands and arms. The room was nearly pitch black, with just a faint light filtering in through the windows. As my eyes slowly adjusted, I could make out the bare outlines of the room taking up most of the lower floor, with crates and barrels stacked neatly and obscure farm equipment hanging on the walls. 
 
    “Is there a lantern or something?” I asked. I didn’t see anything that would be useful. Emily just scoffed. 
 
    “Do you think we live in the Stone Age here? Turn on the light.” 
 
    I followed her finger and spotted the switch beside the door. “Oh.” I flicked the switch and a pair of dim bare bulbs came to life overhead, casting shadows everywhere. 
 
    Emily wrung out her braids, water splattering the concrete floor, and I did the same with my tee. The sodden fabric clung to my skin and I pushed my hair back to keep it from dripping cold water down my face. Instead, it dripped cold water down my back. Even my goosebumps had goosebumps now. 
 
    “So, where is it?” I stepped cautiously towards the center of the room, hoping there weren’t any rusty nails on the floor. 
 
    “I don’t think he’d leave it out in plain sight.” A low rumble sounded in the distance and Emily frowned. 
 
    “Is that a storm coming?” I wondered if they had tornados in Ireland. 
 
    “No, we usually don’t get thunder during a spring shower.” Emily wrapped her arms across her chest, rubbing her upper arms. “You look over there and I’ll look over here.” 
 
    I wasn’t entirely certain what I was looking for. I doubted I’d find the Sword sticking out of a bale of hay, but none of the boxes and crates looked like they might hold an ancient mystical sword. A flat box on the worktable looked promising, but it only held a set of long-handled chisels. 
 
    I turned in a slow circle, peering around critically. Where would I put the Sword of the White Branch? I asked myself. It’s too important just to leave around on a pile of lumber. What if one of the farm hands comes in for a tool or something? It has to be hidden, but where? 
 
    An odd sort of glimmer caught the corner of my eye, but I couldn’t tell where it came from. I watched Emily peek under a canvas tarp, bemused by the thought of two teenage girls wandering around an old farmhouse in the middle of a storm. It’s like the setup for a slasher movie, I realized uneasily. 
 
    The glimmer flickered again and I tried to pin it down. It never seemed to show up when I looked directly at it, but I caught it, just barely, when I looked away. I stood in the center of the floor with my eyes closed and then I opened them again, keeping them unfocused. A shimmering glow, sort of like gold and silver threads twisted together, hovered just off to my left. I slowly lifted my hand and pointed in that direction. 
 
    “Emily,” I said quietly, “what’s over there?” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Emily came up beside me and I lost the image. I closed my eyes and kept them closed this time. 
 
    “Over there,” I repeated, pointing. I felt something there, something … different.  
 
    Emily padded away. “It’s just a bunch of pallets, for stacking flowerpots and the like. Oh!” 
 
    I almost turned to look. “What is it?” 
 
    “There’s something underneath. Here, come help me with this.” 
 
    Working together, we managed to shove the stack of pallets back, revealing a metal plate set into the floor. Another massive lock held it in place, but the first key Emily tried did the trick this time. 
 
    The plate was incredibly heavy and it took both of us to heave it up, revealing a rectangular hole about six feet wide and almost as deep. Like a grave, I thought, but there was no body hidden away, just a long wooden box standing on its end. 
 
    We pulled it out and set it on the floor beside the hole. It was made of finely polished oak, with a pattern of celtic knots and a crest inlaid on its top: the stag’s head and shield. We looked at each other eagerly and Emily silently urged me to open it. Carefully, I undid the latches and lifted the lid. 
 
    The Sword lay there, sheathed in a scarred leather scabbard and resting on a rumpled strip of sheepskin. It was longer than my arm, with a flared metal crosspiece and a polished round knob on the end. The handle part was bigger than my two hands together, wrapped in dark, worn leather. 
 
    “Is this it?” I leaned forward to grasp the handle – the hilt, I remembered now – and I heard a faint ringing sound, almost like a church choir in the far distance. I pulled my hand back, listening, and the sound faded, reappearing when I reached out again. I probably looked a bit wild-eyed, but Emily just nodded to me encouragingly.  
 
    I cautiously touched my finger to the hilt as the choir got louder again. Nothing happened, and I wrapped my hand around it. The music crested and then stopped abruptly and I felt a brief tingle in my hand. Nothing else happened, though, and I carefully lifted the Sword free from the box. 
 
    It was surprisingly light and I could just about hold it with one hand. I slipped the scabbard off – it felt like wood under the leather covering – and the blade rang softly as the tip cleared the opening. I laid the scabbard down and stood, lifting the Sword’s point up towards the rafters. The blade was polished but not shiny and it was engraved on both sides near the hilt, two golden snakes or dragons wrapped around the blade. 
 
    “Caddlebog,” I proclaimed, lifting it up high. 
 
    “Caladbolg.” Emily corrected me, but she stood as well. 
 
    “Whatever.” I tried an experimental slash. A faint colored light lingered behind, fading almost immediately. I tried the maneuver again, faster, and the light was brighter, definitely separating into rainbow colors. I swung it back and forth, grinning at the effect, and Emily gave a delighted laugh.  
 
    I spun around in a circle and the blade clipped one of the boxes with a solid thunk! I nearly dropped the Sword and I cringed with my free hand over my mouth, wondering what sort of damage I’d done. Slowly, the corner of the box slid to the floor and landed with a clatter, like it had been sliced off with a laser beam. We stared at the blade, which showed no sign of the destruction it caused. 
 
    “That is so wicked!” exclaimed Emily. “Let me try.” I carefully handed the Sword to her and we were both startled when she nearly dropped it. Its tip scored the concrete floor. “Cor, how did you manage it? This thing weighs a ton!” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. It’s like waving a stick around.” Emily’s muscles strained as she struggled to lift the blade’s tip. She managed it, but just barely. She tried to swing the Sword around, but there was no rainbow effect. It struck the same box and stopped dead, barely making a dent. 
 
    “Why doesn’t it work for you?” I took it back, lifting it up easily, and the rainbow flashed brighter than ever. Emily looked put out. 
 
    “Maybe it only works for O’Connors,” she grumped. Another rumbling sounded outside, much louder than before. “Here, we’d best replace it and get back to the house. It sounds like a storm and a half coming.” 
 
    I slipped Caladbolg back into its sheath and laid it on its sheepskin bed in the box. I stroked its hilt with my fingers and I heard the choir again, ever so faintly. Reluctantly, I closed and latched the lid and we lowered the case carefully back into the hole. We nearly crushed our fingers as we tried to lower the metal cover quietly and we pulled the pallets over the top to hide it away again after Emily locked it. 
 
    The rumble sounded again, but it had a slow, deep growly sound underneath. “That doesn’t sound like thunder,” Emily said nervously. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I whispered, and we hurried to the door. I shut off the light and opened the door, peering out cautiously. A stiff breeze had sprung up, blowing the rain directly in our faces. It was heavier and much colder than before, like God decided to dump a bucket of ice water on us. The house was only twenty yards away, maybe thirty steps, but we needed to go now before the weather got even worse. Still, I hesitated, staring out at the darkness by the road. 
 
    I couldn’t see anything there in the feeble light of the light bulb by the door, but I closed my eyes and felt in that direction. There was something there, I was sure of it, something big moving slowly closer, but when I opened my eyes, there was nothing but blackness. Then I realized there was a place where the rain wasn’t, just on the other side of the wall, as if something was keeping it from reaching the ground. The empty space moved closer to the gate and I sucked in my breath fearfully. 
 
    “What is that?” I whispered hoarsely, pointing a shaking finger. Emily stared wide-eyed, but she just shook her head. “We need to get out of here.” I tensed to make a run for it, but then it entered the yard. 
 
    I couldn’t tell what it was, but something splashed through the puddles forming in the ruts in the yard. The thing was almost as big as a horse and it seemed to have long claws that tore at the grass. It huffed, sending out a puff of mist, and for an instant its eyes glowed, like hot coals in a barbecue. It shook its head, throwing off some of the drops clinging to its body and outlining its shape. Now Emily saw it as well. Her fingers dug painfully into my arm.  
 
    We need to hide. I slid one numb foot back, ready to retreat and slam the door, and the creature’s head jerked in our direction. I froze in place, not even daring to breathe. 
 
    It didn’t seem to see very well, but it snuffed the air alertly. It moved towards the house and became very interested in something in front of the door. I had no idea what it was doing, until I remembered the shoes we’d left there. Is it following our scent? Can it smell us over here? 
 
    It growled again, an evil, angry sound, and it pressed its head against the door, which creaked in protest. The raindrops spattering on its body made it look like a giant dog of some sort. It shook its body again, momentarily shedding its watery covering, and then lunged at the door again, striking it with its front paws. The door shuddered with a hollow boom! 
 
    “Aintin Muirenn!” whispered Emily, and I gasped. I’d forgotten about her, asleep in her bed. She’d be torn to pieces if that thing got inside, but what could we do to stop it? 
 
    “The Sword! We have to use the Sword!” I felt Emily hesitate and then nod. She ran to its hiding place, gripping the keys on the ring to keep them from jangling, but when I turned to follow her, the dog spun in my direction again. “It won’t let me move!” I whispered through motionless lips. “You’ll have to bring it here!” 
 
    I heard Emily pause in her efforts to move the pallets aside and I knew what she was thinking: I can barely lift the bloody thing! But she renewed her efforts, the wood scraping against the concrete floor. I winced, shooting a look over my shoulder at the creature. You can’t see me, you can’t see me, I wished fervently.  
 
    After testing the air for a few more seconds, it renewed its assault on the door. The rumbling in its massive chest grew louder with each failed attempt. “Hurry!” I hissed. My whole body trembled from the cold and the wet and I wondered if I’d even be able hold onto the Sword now, let alone do something with it. 
 
    Another motion by the road caught my eye and my heart stopped, desperately afraid it was another giant invisible dog. But this figure was smaller and man-shaped, wrapped in a hooded cloak. Sín? I thought in astonishment. What’s he doing here? Is that his dog? 
 
    If the creature belonged to him, Sín didn’t act like it. He raised his hand and an eerie bluish-purple glow appeared on his palm. “Ní dhíolann dearmad fiacha, Cú Medb,” he called, almost casually, like he was commenting on the unusual weather. “Fág an áit seo.” 
 
    The dog whirled in place and snarled at him, but Sín stepped closer heedlessly, holding out the glow in his hand. The creature lowered its head, although it didn’t look all that cowed to me. Then it spoke, its voice a gravelly rasp. “Orduithe sí liom.” 
 
    “Chomaoin agat dom do shaol.” 
 
    The dog snarled and looked ready to attack, but then it bowed its head again. “An fiach a íocadh.” 
 
    “Thuiscint i agus a chomhaontú,” said Sín. With a single bound, the dog cleared the wall and vanished. Sín lowered his hand and the glow faded as he sagged, looking very tired. The rain eased into a heavy drizzle and the air felt substantially less icy. 
 
    “Emily, wait! It’s gone!” I stiffened as Sín looked in my direction, but he just nodded gravely before striding out through the gate. I took a breath to call after him, but Emily grabbed me from behind and I squeaked in surprise. 
 
    “It’s gone?” Emily whispered is my ear, peering nervously over my shoulder. “For sure?” 
 
    “I think so.” I had no idea what Sín said to the creature, but it seemed to have disappeared, at least for now. The rain had almost stopped, but the yard was nearly underwater from the downpour. “Let’s get back to the house and make sure Aintin Muirenn is okay.” 
 
    Emily closed and locked the door behind us and we raced across the yard to the house, kicking up water past our knees. Just as we reached the door, it jerked open and I stumbled back into Emily, knocking us both on our rears into a frigid puddle. Muirenn stood in the doorway, her shillelagh raised up ready to strike. Her eyes looked very strange. 
 
    We stared at each other in shocked silence. Then Muirenn shook herself and lowered her cane, looking us over in disapproval. “What are you two doing outside in this weather, and dressed like that? You’ll catch your deaths. Come inside by the fire and warm yourselves up.” She stepped back and waved us inside. Emily and I looked at each other and picked ourselves up, sopping wet from our tumble.  
 
    “You have no idea what we’ve been through,” I protested. Muirenn looked at me somberly and then at the door. Deep scores ran its length from top to bottom. 
 
    “Oh, I do,” she said. “I most certainly do.” 
 
   


 
  



Chapter Eight 
 
    The first order of business was to dry off and warm up all over again. We sat huddled under blankets in front of the fire in a hodge-podge of clothing, me in my flannel pajamas and fleece robe and Emily in a thick nightgown borrowed from Muirenn. Our other clothes were draped over chairs positioned all around us, steaming gently as Muirenn adjusted the turf bricks for maximum effect. It wasn’t a roaring bonfire by any stretch of the imagination, but it was decidedly hotter than normal. My white toes painfully turned pink again after a few minutes. 
 
    Muirenn made us mugs of hot lemonade, which we accepted gratefully. It had an odd sort of flavor and I wondered if she added something a lot stronger than lemon juice and sugar to the mix. None of us spoke until we finally stopped shivering. Muirenn seated herself in her chair beside the fire and watched us with her piercing dark eyes. 
 
    “What was that thing, Aintin Muirenn?” I asked, before she started wondering what we were doing outside in the first place. She didn’t seem inclined to answer, but then she shook her head in resignation. 
 
    “That was one of the Cú Medb,” she said, “the Hounds of Maeve. They are her hunters and trackers, sent to find her enemies.”  
 
    And kill them, I added silently. I had no illusions about that. “Who was it looking for?” I wasn’t sure I really wanted to hear the answer. 
 
    “I don’t know. I watched it from the window. It seemed … uncertain, as if it didn’t have a clear scent to follow. The rain didn’t help it, I’m sure, but it was very interested in those.” Muireen poked her cane at our shoes, slowly drying out on the hearth. 
 
    “It was looking for me?” My voice squeaked on the last word. 
 
    “No, I don’t believe so. But maybe someone who smells like you.” 
 
    “Like who?” Who smells like me around here? I just got here yesterday. I’ve spent the last sixteen years in Boston with Dad. I blinked. “Was it looking for Dad?” 
 
    “Perhaps, or perhaps for anyone with Phelan’s blood, whoever could be the next Treorái.”  
 
    “How would it know what Grandpa’s blood smelled like?” Muirenn just looked at me with a grim expression and the answer came to me. “The Leanan Sidhe,” I gasped, the creature that drained Phelan’s body of every last drop of his blood. I shivered despite the warmth of the fire. “Where did that thing come from? And is it going to come back?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Muirenn looked frustrated. “But we’ll need to find which gate Maeve sent it through and close it for good.” 
 
    “Why didn’t she send her army? Why just a dog?” A huge, slavering hellhound-type dog. 
 
    “Outside of Beltane and Samhain, the doors to the Otherworld are very difficult to open and even harder to keep open. Maeve would not want to waste so much of her power, if her hound can slip through the crack and kill the future Treorái.” 
 
    At least Dad is safely far away in Roscommon, I thought. Or is he? I looked at my watch, which had somehow survived being soaked several times in one day. It was already after three. He said he’d only be gone a couple of hours. Where is he? I thought about calling him on my cell phone, never mind the charges, but I wasn’t sure he had his own phone turned on. I realized Muirenn had been talking. “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    Muirenn tsked in annoyance. “I said, I believed we would have until Samhain to rebuild an Cróeb Bán, but Maeve is already making her move. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    “What do we have to do?” Muirenn was silent for a long time, tapping her cane on the floor as she stared into the distance. She sighed and shook her head. 
 
    “We no longer have the numbers and the strength to guard all of the gates,” she said resignedly. “We must eliminate her threat once and for all.” 
 
    “But – you mean, kill Maeve?” Muirenn gave a short nod. “How?” 
 
    “It will not be easy. But we have the Great Weapons, Claíomh, Sleá, agus Casúr.” 
 
    “The Sword, the Spear, and the Hammer,” Emily explained, correctly interpreting the look on my face. “Caladbolg, Sleá Lúin, and Toirneach. That means ‘Thunder’,” she added helpfully. 
 
    “Any one of these may be able to destroy Maeve, despite her power,” said Muirenn. “All three together are almost unstoppable.” 
 
    “So why haven’t you killed Maeve already?” 
 
    “The gaiscíoch have to reach her first. She has a very large army and creatures far worse than her hounds.” 
 
    I shuddered. “So Grandpa Phelan had the Sword. Who has the Spear and the Hammer?”  
 
    “That is a closely guarded secret,” said Muirenn sternly, “and not something to be spoken of aloud. And I’m curious how you know Phelan claimed the Sword.” 
 
    “Uh –” I didn’t want to get Emily into trouble, but she spoke up tartly. 
 
    “That’s hardly a secret, Seanmháthair. The Treorái always has the Sword.” Muirenn accepted her explanation with a skeptical nod, although she gave both of us a hard look. 
 
    “What about my –?” I started to ask, but Muirenn held up her hand again, commanding me to silence. I realized she didn’t want Emily to know about my Sight, as useless as that seemed right now. I slumped in my chair and wiggled my toes closer to the warmth of the fire. 
 
    We sat in silence for a long while. Despite the unyielding chair rails behind my back – Haven’t these people heard of recliners? – I started to doze off, the stress of the day starting to take its toll. But I perked up when I heard the soft rumble of a car engine outside and the slam of a door. I threw off my blankets and ran to the door, reaching it just as it opened. I grabbed Dad in another hug, nearly knocking him back into the yard, desperately relieved he was home again and safe. 
 
    He caught his balance with a laugh. “You never greet me like that back home in Boston,” he teased. “Did you really miss me that much?” I grinned up at him and released him, letting him come inside. “The ground’s pretty wet out there. Did you get another storm? And what happened to the door?” He touched the deep scores with a frown. It looked like a homicidal maniac had attacked it with an axe. 
 
    “Come in here, Aidan,” called Muirenn. “We must talk.” 
 
    He closed the door and walked back to the parlor, his hand resting on my shoulder. He carried a thick manila envelope under his other arm. 
 
    “Is that from the lawyer?” I asked. I wanted to delay the inevitable discussion of Dad’s role in the coming battle against Maeve for as long as possible. 
 
    He gave an affirmative grunt. “There was more to go through with the solicitor than I expected. I’ve got to go through all this and sign a few things before the reading.” His expression indicated that “a few” meant “a lot”. 
 
    He paused in the archway to the parlor, looking doubtfully at the scattered articles of female clothing. “Did something happen I should know about?” 
 
    “Sit, Aidan.” Muirenn indicated one of the few chairs not serving as a drying rack. He did as he was bidden, setting the envelope on the table beside him. “You must take up the Sword,” she said flatly, and he tensed up, glancing at Emily and me. 
 
    He still thinks we’re not involved, I thought. I ached to tell him everything that had happened to me since last night. 
 
    “This isn’t the time, Aintin,” he started to say, but she silenced him with a thud of her cane on the floor. 
 
    “This is the time. It is past the time. These girls – your daughter – were put in peril because of your unwillingness to do what must be done.”  
 
    “What?” He looked me over to make sure I was still in one piece. “What happened?” 
 
    Muirenn told him about Maeve’s hound hunting for someone of Phelan’s blood. She didn’t mention the strange conversation between Sín and the beast and I wondered if Muirenn had seen Sín at all. Dad looked pale and taut. Not with fear, I realized, but with anger. His hands gripped the arms of his chair, almost tight enough to crush them into splinters. 
 
    “The Cú Medb was looking for me?” he gritted between his teeth. “For Shy?” That was clearly what incensed him: not the danger to his own life, but the threat to mine. Despite myself, I felt a wash of relief. Dad will protect me, no matter what happens. “I won’t let Maeve hurt her.” 
 
    “Then you know what must be done, Aidan.” 
 
    He closed his eyes as a flash of pain crossed his features. He looked at me and I felt a sinking sensation. He doesn’t think he’ll survive, I realized. He thinks Maeve will kill him, Sword or not. I grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Dad! Someone else can lead the White Branch!”  
 
    Both he and Muirenn shook their heads. “The Sword must be claimed by Conchobhair’s heir,” said Muirenn. “No other can wield it.” 
 
    “You still have the Spear and the Hammer! You said any one of them could kill her!” 
 
    “We will need all three. Maeve is too strong and too canny. Without the Sword and the Treorái, we will surely fail.” Dad nodded in resignation and stood. I flung myself into his startled arms. 
 
    “No! You can’t do it! I won’t let you do it!” I beat my fists against his chest, as if that would convince him. He let me struggle, holding me tightly against him, and I cried as if he was already dead.  
 
    “Assemble an Cróeb Bán,” he said quietly. “Tonight.” I shook my head vehemently, but Muirenn nodded and levered herself to her feet. 
 
    “It shall be done. Emily, come with me.” Emily silently followed her grandmother from the room.  
 
    Dad held me for a long while, murmuring quiet sounds as I cried myself out. He guided me back to my chair and sat beside me, letting my head rest on his shoulder. We stared at the fire, his arm snug around me. 
 
    “Why?” I asked miserably, my voice almost inaudible. “Why do you have to do this?” 
 
    “To keep you safe, Shy,” he said, nuzzling the top of my head. “I lost your mother, I won’t lose you too.” 
 
    “But I’ll lose you both!” I felt him chuckle. 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” he said wryly. 
 
    “Dad, honestly, you teach history at Boston College. You’re not a superhero.” 
 
    “I teach Celtic Mythology,” he corrected me. “I’ve studied Maeve and her ilk all my life.” 
 
    “And that will somehow turn you into a master swordfighter? She has an army and that … that thing out there.” 
 
    “Shy, Caladbolg isn’t just an old sword with a fancy name.”  
 
    “What’s so special about it?” 
 
    I felt him switch into professor mode. “No one knows where it came from, originally. It was first mentioned in the Ulster Cycle, a series of myths and stories from around the time of Christ, two thousand years ago. The Ulaid lived in what is now Ulster, led by King Conchobhair mac Nessa.” 
 
    “Our great-to-the-nth-grandfather.” 
 
    “Exactly. The Ulaid were pretty much always at odds with the Connachta, led by King Ailill and his wife Maeve.” 
 
    “That Maeve?” 
 
    “That Maeve. She and Ailill had an ally, Fergus mac Róich, who some say was once King of Ulster until Conchobhair tricked him out of his crown.” 
 
    “He couldn’t have been much of a king, then.” 
 
    “Arguably not. Nonetheless, in addition to being a man of great size and strength, Fergus also owned a powerful weapon that could remove the tops of hills with a single stroke. The armies of Connachta would never be defeated as long as Fergus fought on their side.” 
 
    “And that was Caladbolg,” Dad nodded. “So how did we end up with it?” 
 
    “You’re a bit young for that kind of information.” 
 
    “Dad, I’m sixteen. Tell me!” I pinched him for good effect.  
 
    “Well, without getting into the lurid details, Fergus and Maeve had a passionate affair. Ailill discovered them … occupied with one another, so he stole Caladbolg and hid it away. Without it, Maeve and Ailill had no chance against Conchobhair’s forces in their final confrontation. Ailill and Fergus were killed – some say Ailill actually killed Fergus himself – and Maeve fled to the Otherworld. Caladbolg has remained in the hands of the O’Connors ever since.” 
 
    “Emily said Fergus gave the Sword to Conchobhair after Maeve was defeated.” 
 
    “Unlikely, since he was Conchobhair’s enemy as well, and dead to boot.” 
 
    “That’s quite the soap opera. Why didn’t Ailill use the Sword himself?” 
 
    “Only after the one bound to it is dead can another take it up. As long as Fergus was still alive, Ailill couldn’t use it.” 
 
    “Oh.” So now that Phelan was dead, Dad could now bond with the Sword. “Why didn’t he kill Fergus when he found him and Maeve – you know.” 
 
    “Fergus was a remarkable warrior, even without the Sword. Ailill needed to use trickery to kill him, but by then Conchobhair was at his gates.” 
 
    “Hmph. So how did Maeve end up as Queen of the Fairies?” 
 
    “The sidhe,” he corrected me, “or more accurately, aes sídhe, the people of the mounds, also called the Tuatha dé Danaan. They arrived in Ireland long before the Ulster cycle and defeated the Fir Bolg.” 
 
    “The who?” 
 
    “The previous inhabitants of Ireland. That’s not important now. The Tuatha dé Danaan were in turn defeated by the Milesians and retreated to the Otherworld. Maeve, apparently, won them to her cause.” 
 
    “I doubt that was hard to do, since they were both exiled from Ireland.” Dad nodded. “So she’s two thousand years old? How is that even possible?” 
 
    “The sidhe are said to be immortal and perhaps they can prolong a human’s life if they so chose. And time passes differently in the Otherworld. A month here may just a day there.” 
 
    “Okay, but how does any of this help?” 
 
    “I know her,” he said firmly. “I know her strengths and weaknesses and how she thinks. I know the capabilities of her allies and her creatures and how they can be defeated.” 
 
    “Like how?” 
 
    “Well, Maeve is said to be a woman of her word, when she gives it, which isn’t often. She loves to gamble, when she thinks the odds are in her favor.” 
 
    “What good does that do?” 
 
    “She can be tricked, if you’re careful.” 
 
    “And you have her Sword.” 
 
    “It’s not hers, it never was.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Caladbolg gifts its owner with incredible skill and strength, Shy. That’s part of its, well, magic. The Sword wields the swordsman, not the other way around.” He stared into the fire, looking pensive. “Caladbolg is often linked with the Welsh Caledfwich, which is believed to be the source of the legend of Excalibur.” 
 
    “Emily says they’re different swords.” 
 
    “Well, she should know.” I punched him on the arm for that sarcastic comment, then rested my head on his shoulder again, enjoying the feel of his gentle laugh against me. 
 
    Our time together ended when Muirenn came back into the parlor. I resented the interruption. “It is set,” she said. “Liam will fetch you at five and bring you to Athlone for the preparation.” Dad nodded shortly. 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” I insisted. Dad shook his head. 
 
    “No, Shy, you have to stay here.” 
 
    “This is no time to be foolish, Siobhan,” said Muirenn sharply. “You have a role to play here.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let you go fight Maeve by yourself!” 
 
    “Shy, I need you here.” Dad knelt down on one knee in front of me, holding my hands. “I can’t be distracted, worrying about you. When the time comes, we’ll have only one chance.” 
 
    “I don’t want to lose you, Dad.” My voice quavered, but I didn’t care. 
 
    “I’ll come back, Shy, I promise.” I didn’t believe him, but I gave a jerky nod and he hugged me again before getting to his feet. He picked up the manila envelope from the table. “I need to go through these papers before I leave.”  
 
    “Can I … can I get you something to eat, maybe?”  
 
    “Sure, that would be grand, Shy. I didn’t have a chance to get lunch in Roscommon.” He moved to the dining room table and spread out the papers from the envelope.  
 
    I went to the kitchen, not entirely certain where anything was, but Emily followed me and she knew the hiding places for everything I needed: plate, cutlery, bread, meats, cheese, all the fixings for a truly massive sandwich. I didn’t find any chips – crisps, I supposed they were called here – but I did find a bottle of beer in the refrigerator. 
 
    Halfway through the preparation, the hopelessness that had been slowly building inside me welled up and I stood huddled over the sideboard, silent tears streaming down my cheeks. Emily came up behind me and hesitantly wrapped her arms around me, resting her head beside mine until the shuddering stopped. I squeezed her hand in thanks and wiped my cheeks, hoping Dad wouldn’t notice the salty drops on his sandwich. 
 
    I brought my creation into the dining room and set it by his elbow. He looked up from the thick sheaf of papers in his hand and gave me an affectionate smile, raising an eyebrow at the size of the sandwich. He used the knife to trim it down to more manageable proportions and offered me a section. I accepted it and took a seat across from him, silently watching him read the tiny print on the forms as he chewed. When he wasn’t looking, I stole the pickle slice I’d included on his plate, but his distracted smile proved I wasn’t as stealthy as I thought I was. I smiled back at him as I nibbled on my prize. 
 
    He paused occasionally to write something on a pad of paper, but I couldn’t read his looping handwriting upside-down. “What’s that?” I asked, when he had covered over half the sheet. 
 
    “Just some notes, things that need to be dealt with later,” he said absently. He continued to work through the legal paperwork, pausing only occasionally to eat and drink. Finally, though, he stuffed the papers back into the envelope and pushed it all aside, taking a last swallow of the beer. 
 
    “After all this is done, where would you like to go, Shy?” he asked. “Anywhere in the world, a proper vacation.” 
 
    I just want to go home, I thought miserably, to our house on Valentine Street. I knew he was just trying to distract me, but I had to play along so he wouldn’t be worried. “I don’t know. Someplace warm and sunny. Like the Caribbean.” 
 
    “That would be nice. We haven’t been to a beach in a long time.” 
 
    “Not since we went down to Atlantic Beach that summer. Does Ireland even have beaches?” 
 
    “Several. Some very nice ones, too, but the water may be a bit chilly for your liking.” 
 
    I hugged myself and shivered. “I’m tired of being cold.” I glanced into the parlor, where Emily and Muirenn were speaking softly. “I don’t know how they stand it.” 
 
    “It’s actually warmer here than in Boston right now, although it probably doesn’t feel like it with all the rain.” 
 
    “Right. A thousand shades of green and all that.” 
 
    “All that and more.” He motioned me around to his side of the table and I nestled against him. “I don’t want you thinking poorly of this place, just because of what’s happened. You were born here – well, in Navan – and this is where your family is. I want you to feel at home here.” 
 
    Because this is where I’ll have to live after Maeve kills you, I thought bleakly, and I squeezed my eyes shut. “I just want to go home, with you,” I whispered. “I want things to be the way they were.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, equally softly. “So do I. But sometimes … sometimes we have to do what’s necessary, no matter how difficult it seems.” He kissed me on my forehead. “I need to go change.” 
 
    I clung to him for a moment and then reluctantly let him go. He headed upstairs and I went back to the parlor to sit beside Emily. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked. I shook my head morosely. 
 
    “No, and I’m not going to be all right until this nightmare is over.” 
 
    “Once he claims Caladbolg, Maeve won’t be able to harm him,” Emily reassured me. 
 
    “It didn’t save Grandpa Phelan,” I retorted.  
 
    “Well, no, it didn’t, but he didn’t have it with him when the Leanan Sidhe attacked.” 
 
    “Why not? What was he doing out there in the first place?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    We both looked at Muirenn, who pursed her lips. “I’ve asked myself that question as well,” she admitted. “He and Liam were investigating a report of a creature seen near Oweynagat. They got separated and the Leanan Sidhe took Phelan.” She shook her head. “I don’t know why he wouldn’t have taken the Sword.” 
 
    “Did Liam have one of the other weapons, the Spear or the Hammer?” I asked.  
 
    “Liam is a fine fighter, but no, he doesn’t have a Great Weapon.” Muirenn stared past the girls. “The story must have been a ruse to lure Phelan to where the Leanan Sidhe was waiting. Liam said the gateway in the cave was sealed, with no sign anything had come through in some time.” 
 
    “The Leanan Sidhe was there,” I pointed out. 
 
    “It may have come through another gate, or it may have been here all along. Many of the sidhe hid when the Milesians invaded and have stayed in the shadows since.” I shuddered. The thought that vampires and other creatures from some Irish Hell were real and lurking in the corners was going to keep me up all night. Outside, another car door slammed and Muirenn levered herself to her feet. “That must be Liam. He’ll bring your father and the Sword to Athlone.” 
 
    As Muirenn paced towards the front door, I leaned over to Emily. “You locked the storehouse, right?”  
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “And put the keys back?” 
 
    “Yes, I –” A look of doubt crossed her face. “I think so.” 
 
    “How can you not remember?”  
 
    “We were busy hiding from a great ugly monster!” Emily shot back, trying to keep her voice low. “I had the keys when we ran to the house, and – oh! I must have dropped them when we fell in the water.” 
 
    “They’re still out there in the yard somewhere?” I shot a look over my shoulder as Muirenn opened the door. Liam stepped in and they spoke quietly between themselves. “We have to get them back or they’ll know we took them!” 
 
    “Um, right, you distract them, and I’ll go look for the keys.” 
 
    “How?” I asked, but she was already heading for the front door. I hurried after her, trying not to look like I was anxious in any way. 
 
    “Uncail Liam!” Emily hugged him and he gave her a distracted pat on the shoulder. “Is Garrett with you?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s waiting in the car,” said Liam with a frown. 
 
    “I’ll just go say hi.” Emily shot me a significant look as she squeezed by Liam. He started to turn to watch her, but I caught his sleeve. 
 
    “Uncail Liam,” I said urgently. “What’s going to happen to my father?” 
 
    Liam gave Muirenn a sour look, probably wondering why these girls were bothering him on tonight of all nights. “Does she know?”  
 
    “She knows the essence,” said Muirenn. I stepped back, folding my arms with my best truculent expression. Both of them had their backs to the open door now. 
 
    “I have a right to know what’s going on,” I said. “He’s my father.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Liam curtly. “Aidan will bond with the Sword tonight, give his oath, and assume the leadership of the White Branch.” 
 
    “Are you going after Maeve tonight?” Liam glowered at Muirenn, clearly unhappy that I knew so much about what was happening. 
 
    “No, not tonight, but soon. We’ll assemble the Warriors and plan our attack.” 
 
    “We cannot delay, Liam,” warned Muirenn. “Maeve will not wait for us to be ready.” 
 
    “We also can’t charge in with just a handful of men,” he countered. “We need to find the gateway Maeve’s been using.” 
 
    “I will do that, while you prepare Aidan.”  
 
    Behind Liam, Emily reappeared in the doorway. I raised my eyebrows questioningly and Emily gave me the briefest of nods. Her right hand was hidden in the folds of her nightgown. She edged in between Liam and the door. 
 
    “I’ll just close the door,” she said innocently. “It’s a bit chill out.” Her right hand was hidden behind it as she slowly closed it, waiting for Liam to move out of the way. When it latched, I saw the key ring dangling from a hook on the wall, swaying gently. Emily stilled it with a quick motion and then smiled at me. “Garrett says hi.” 
 
    Muirenn turned back to the parlor and Liam rudely brushed by me to follow her. Emily stood beside me and we waited until they were all the way through the dining room. 
 
    “Where was it?” I asked through the corner of my mouth.  
 
    “In the grass,” answered Emily the same way. “I spotted it when I went to talk to Garrett and picked it up on the way back. I don’t think he noticed.” 
 
    I let out a sigh, relaxing my shoulders. “Thanks. I didn’t want to get yelled at for messing around with the Sword.” 
 
    “Nor I.” 
 
    I heard Dad’s footsteps in the hallway overhead and I hurried back to the parlor, waiting for him to appear. He came down the steps in jeans and hiking boots, his oxford shirt replaced by a tee under his sweater. He looked like he was ready to take a leisurely stroll across the countryside, but I knew better. 
 
    He and Liam exchanged brief nods. “Do you know the rituals?” asked Liam.  
 
    “I’ve studied them over the years and my father explained them to me when I was a teen.” That thought brought his eyes to me and he gave me a reassuring smile. “It’s pretty straight-forward and there’s some flexibility allowed.” 
 
    Liam grunted. “It’s best to stick with the old ways, Aidan. We know those work.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Liam. This will work.” I wondered if Dad was really as confident as he sounded. “Do you have the Sword?” 
 
    “We’ll fetch it now and head out. Phelan kept it in the storehouse.” Liam led him to the front door and plucked the key ring from its hook. I followed them and grabbed Dad’s hand before he could step outside. 
 
    “Dad –” I started, but I didn’t really know what to say. I was all cried out now. Dad held me close for a moment. 
 
    “Tonight is just an initiation ceremony, Shy,” he said. “I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.” I just nodded silently, not trusting my voice to speak, and reluctantly let him go. He stepped outside and strode across the grass to join Liam as he unlocked the storehouse. I closed the door, not wanting to watch any more. I leaned back against the door and listened, though, waiting for Liam’s car to start up again a few minutes later and drive away. 
 
    I guess I’m not all cried out after all, I thought, and I wiped away the new tears. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter Nine 
 
    I awoke in the dark, warm under the piled covers of my borrowed bed. Emily was asleep, snuggled up against me, and I had to wriggle my left arm out to see the time on my watch: 11:55 PM. That was important for some reason, but it took a few seconds for my muddled brain to retrieve the memory. I was supposed to meet Muirenn in the parlor downstairs at midnight. 
 
    I didn’t want to leave the warmth of the bed and the comfort of Emily’s presence. This is insane, I thought. Dad’s out doing some magical ritual that will give him some kind of superpowers and Aunt Muirenn’s trying to teach me telepathy or something.  
 
    With a sigh, I eased Emily’s arm off my stomach and slithered sideways to the edge of the bed. I paused when she murmured something, but she settled down and I slipped out from under the covers. I found my robe more by feel than by sight and knotted its belt around my waist as I tiptoed to the door. I wore woolen socks against the chill and the thick fabric muffled any sounds my feet might have made. 
 
    The parlor was empty. I settled on the hearth, trying to absorb what little warmth the dying embers of the turf fire provided. I hugged my legs tight against my chest, resting my chin on my knees. I don’t want to be here, I thought, rocking back and forth. Why can’t everyone just leave us alone and let Dad and me go home? I heard the thud of Muirenn’s cane on the steps, but I didn’t look up. I’m not here, Aintin Muirenn. Just give up and go back to bed. 
 
    Muirenn came into the parlor and looked around, clucking her tongue. “Where is that girl?” she muttered as she sat herself carefully on her chair beside the fireplace. I looked up, puzzled at the comment. I wasn’t even three feet away from her, outlined in the ruddy glow of the turf, but Muirenn stared at the steps expectantly and ignored me. 
 
    “I’m right here, Aintin.” Muirenn started and dropped her cane on the floor with a clatter. She clutched her thin chest like she was having a heart attack. 
 
    “Gracious, girl, what do you mean by scaring an old woman like that?”  
 
    “I’ve been here the whole time.” I reached over and retrieved her cane and Muirenn snatched it from my hand. 
 
    “Nonsense. My eyes may be old, but I’m not blind. You were hiding behind the table, weren’t you?” 
 
    “No, I was here, in front of the fireplace, I swear.” Muirenn’s eyes couldn’t have been as good as she thought if she missed a girl in a pink robe and white flannel pajamas less than a yard away. The room was dimly lit, sure, but it wasn’t like I was invisible. 
 
    Muirenn glowered at me, but then her eyes turned thoughtful. “What were you doing there, before I came in?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I was just sitting here thinking.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    I was too tired to think of a diplomatic way to answer her. “About how I didn’t want to be here,” I said, a bit sullenly. Muirenn drew in a sharp breath. 
 
    “Scáth?” she said to herself. “Is that possible?” 
 
    “Skay? What does that mean?” Muirenn took a long breath and released it slowly. She seemed more excited now than angry. 
 
    “It means shadow. It is a skill some with the Sight had long ago, the ability to shroud themselves in shadow, scáth, to be unseen, or to show others another appearance, scáthán, a reflection of something that isn’t there.” 
 
    “Right. So now I can see things that aren’t there and I can keep you from seeing things that are.” 
 
    “It is a powerful gift, Siobhan, and one we may have need of.” Her dark eyes glittered as she considered the possibilities. “When you were growing up in America, were you good at hiding?” 
 
    I blinked at the unexpected question. “Yeah, I suppose.” I’d been the reigning queen of hide-and-go-seek in kindergarten. No one ever found me if I didn’t want them to. 
 
    “And do others seem to ignore you, if you don’t want to be noticed?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. Going to St. Mary’s had been a difficult adjustment for me, having an unusual name and no mother, but the meaner girls stopped bothering me pretty quickly and the teachers rarely called upon me in class when I didn’t know the answer. I was marked absent a lot, even though I never skipped out. Could it be true? I wondered. Was I actually invisible? 
 
    “Scáth,” said Muirenn with satisfaction. “Try it now, with me watching. Pretend you’re not here, that you don’t want me to see you.” 
 
    That won’t be too hard, I thought. I really don’t want to be here. I closed my eyes, but I didn’t know what to do. I’m not here, I’m not here. I buried my face in my hands like I used to when I was young. If I can’t see you, you can’t see me. That was one of my tricks from kindergarten and I giggled at the memory. Muirenn cleared her throat. “Sorry,” I said meekly, and I tried again. I emptied my mind and imagined myself as nothing. I’m just a shadow on the floor, a figment of your imagination. I’m not really here.  
 
    My mind drifted back to the Easter dance at St. Mary’s two years ago, when the boys from St. Matthew’s were invited over under the watchful eyes of the nuns. One of the seniors, Robert Adams, smiled at me from across the gym and I didn’t know how to react. No boy had ever showed an interest in me before. He came across the floor towards me, but then he just stopped with a puzzled look, even though I was within arm’s reach. Heather Laughlin asked him to dance instead and I hated her ever since. He would have been my boyfriend, I seethed, except … except I was invisible and he couldn’t find me. 
 
    “Amazing.” I looked up and Muirenn blinked. 
 
    “Did I – was I –?”  
 
    “Yes, you were. I knew you were there, but I couldn’t see you.” 
 
    “Wow.” I didn’t know what to make of that. “So I could rob a bank and no one would notice?” Not that I ever would, probably, but still, that would be so awesome. Muirenn chose to ignore my question. 
 
    “You must practice your skills, Siobhan, but do not show anyone until you’ve mastered them.” 
 
    “How can I practice becoming invisible if there’s no one watching me? How do I know if it’s working or not?”  
 
    Muirenn obviously hadn’t thought that one through. After a moment of chewing on her thin lips, she said, “You shall practice with me, and with a few trusted others. Our most urgent need now is your Sight. That is what we’re here for tonight.” 
 
    “Do you have the Sight?” 
 
    “No, of course not. My skills are not as … subtle as yours.” 
 
    “Then how can you teach me how to use the Sight?” I wondered what Muirenn’s “skills” were, but I doubted she’d tell me. I remembered her standing in the doorway with her cane raised. What was she about to do before she saw Emily and me? 
 
    “I don’t need to own a car to tell you where you need to drive, child.” No, but it helps if you know how to drive one, I thought sourly. I kept that to myself. “I have hidden an object in this house, Siobhan. I want you to find it, using your Sight.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “That is what you must tell me. I will say only that it is very old and possibly very powerful.” 
 
    I looked around doubtfully. There were so many knickknacks and collectibles in the house, it would take me a year to look through everything. “Do I get a hint?” 
 
    “No. Now, close your eyes and See.” 
 
    Is that a contradiction or an oxymoron? I wondered, but I got to my feet and did as I was told. I took a deep breath, trying to relax. I Saw the Sword in the storeroom, I reminded myself, sort of, anyway. This should be just the same. 
 
    I envisioned the room around me, picturing where everything was, mentally touching each object and trying to feel if it were special in some way. The table, the chairs, the photographs on the mantle, the plates on the walls, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. I opened my eyes, shaking my head.  
 
    “Try again, child,” Muirenn insisted. “Objects of power will shine like fire to your Sight. You just have to open your inner eyes to See them.” 
 
    I closed my eyes again. This time, I didn’t search for whatever it was. Instead, I stayed still and quiet, letting the sensations come to me, like I was in a deep, silent forest listening for something in the distance. 
 
    Slowly, I felt or saw or sensed another glimmer, like Caladbolg’s but different. It started out almost imperceptibly, just a narrow thread of light, but it grew bit by bit. I couldn’t tell how far away it was, but I turned until it was in front of me, my eyes still closed. The glimmer grew into a snarl of crackling flame, like indigo lightning twisted into a crooked rod. I lifted my hand and pointed. 
 
    “There,” I said. “It’s there.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and discovered I was pointing right at Muirenn’s shillelagh, clutched tightly in her hands. For a fleeting instant, I Saw the lightning trapped inside the wood, and then it was just an ordinary cane again. 
 
    Muirenn looked at me with an odd expression. I couldn’t tell if she was pleased or worried. “That is not the object I wanted you to find,” she said finally. “Try again.” 
 
    “But what did I See?” I asked. “What’s inside your –?” 
 
    “Again,” she said flatly. 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes. The lightning reappeared, brighter than before, but I turned around and did my best to ignore it. I Saw nothing but darkness for a long while, but then I detected another tiny glimmer in the distance. I couldn’t make out any details and it didn’t grow any larger, but I felt – I knew – it was somewhere upstairs. 
 
    I moved towards the stairs, keeping oriented on whatever it was, and I started up. I paused halfway up when I realized my eyes were still closed, but I’d gotten there without stubbing my toes or tripping over anything. A thrill of excitement rushed through me, but I pushed it aside and reoriented myself on the distant glimmer. 
 
    My Sight led me up the stairs and down to the very end of the hall. Now I sensed several small things in Muirenn’s room, although they felt strangely muted, like they were wrapped in cotton. The glimmer I’d been following was to my left, in Grandpa Phelan’s bedroom. It was a tight knot of light, very different from the energy inside Muirenn’s mysterious cane. I opened my eyes, blinking in the darkness. After a moment’s hesitation, I grasped the brass doorknob and entered the room. 
 
    Grandpa’s bedroom was larger than Aunt Fiona’s, with a massive canopied bed to one side, a tall armoire in the corner, and a dresser and mirror along the wall. Dad’s suitcases stood at the foot of the bed and the clothes he changed out of were neatly folded on the covers. I recognized Dad’s travel kit on the dresser, but it looked like most of Grandpa’s things had already been removed. 
 
    I looked around carefully, but nothing old and powerful jumped out at me, although a framed photograph on the table beside the bed caught my eye. It was a grainy black-and-white photo of a man in a dark suit and a woman in a floral dress, standing in front of a small church: Grandpa Phelan and Grandma Beatrice on their wedding day. Dad told me once that Beatrice died of a fever a few years after he was born, but she looked very young and very happy in the picture. I smiled a bit wistfully and set the frame back on the table. 
 
    I took another deep breath and surveyed the room, this time with my eyes open but unfocused, like I had when I searched for the Sword. Was I using the Sight without realizing it? Why couldn’t I do this back in Boston? Because there aren’t any old magical objects to See in Boston, dummy, I answered my own question. 
 
    I found the bright knot again, hovering near the back corner of the dresser. There was nothing on top other than Dad’s kit and the drawers were empty. The floor underneath was bare and the dresser was too heavy for me to move, so I couldn’t look behind it. There was no way tiny, frail Muirenn would have been able to shift the furniture around. Where is it hiding? I wondered, setting my hands on my hips as I glared in frustration at the dresser. 
 
    I thought back to the countless detective movies I’d seen and I pulled the topmost drawer all the way out. It was just a plain wooden box with no place for a hidden compartment. I tried the next one, with the same results. Then I realized the first drawer was a good six inches shorter than the second one. I peered into its slot and smiled. There was a small panel at the back. 
 
    I reached in, hoping I wouldn’t also have to hunt down a key to unlock it, but the panel popped open easily on its hinges. My questing fingers found a small velvet bag in the compartment behind it. I retrieved it, closed the panel, and replaced the drawers before eagerly untying the bag and dumping its contents onto my palm. 
 
    It was a man’s ring, thick and heavy, fashioned to look like two intertwined serpents, one silver and one gold. Their eyes were tiny gemstones, rubies on the gold snake and sapphires on the silver snake. The engraving on their bodies was extremely detailed, showing the individual scales. In my Sight, the ring contained a slowly pulsing ruddy copper glow. It felt old but curiously quiet, almost like it was asleep. I wondered what its power was. 
 
    I ran back to the parlor with it, only slowing down to tiptoe past the room where Emily still slept. I jumped down the last few steps and scurried into the parlor, holding my prize up triumphantly. 
 
    “I did it, Aintin, I found it! It was there, bright as day!” That wasn’t entirely accurate, but I wasn’t going to let the truth get in the way of my celebration. 
 
    “You did, indeed. I am impressed, child.” Muirenn held out her hand and I dropped the ring into her palm. I bounced on my toes, too excited to keep still. 
 
    “So what is it? Does it do anything?” 
 
    Muirenn held it up and turned it back and forth. She’d lit a candle on the mantelpiece while I was searching and the ring glittered in the light. “This was my late husband’s,” she explained, “handed down from father to son for as long as the O’Neills have served with the O’Connors. It is said it will save its wearer’s life twice.” 
 
    “Twice? Really? How?” 
 
    “That information, sadly, was not passed down with it.” Muirenn held it out to me. “I want you to have this.” 
 
    “Me? Shouldn’t it go to your son?” 
 
    “He does not want for family heirlooms,” Muirenn said wryly, “some much more potent than an old ring with a dubious history.” She gestured impatiently and I held out my hand. Muirenn grabbed it and slipped the ring over my thumb, the only finger it would fit snugly on. “Consider it a gift, a reward for your success.” 
 
    “Thank you, Aintin.” It felt right on my hand, not too bulky and not too heavy. The serpents winked at me, but I’m sure that was just a trick of the light. 
 
    “Now, one last task,” said Muirenn, “and then we must prepare for tomorrow. I want you to look outside with your Sight. Tell me what you find out there, beyond these four walls.” 
 
    I tried, but the objects in the room blinded me. It was like staring into the darkness at night with a flashlight shining in my eyes. I finally put my hands behind my back, which helped somewhat, and turned my back on Muirenn’s shillelagh, which helped a lot. I reached out eagerly with my Sight. 
 
    For the longest time, I saw nothing but darkness, like I was lost in a giant cavern deep underground. I pushed my Sight out further, catching brief flickers of light, but nothing I could sense clearly. I felt strange, stretched out somehow, and a dull pain throbbed behind my eyes.  
 
    I became aware of a sound, faint and muddled, like I was listening to a radio station that was almost too far away to pick up. I almost turned to see where it was coming from, but just then a line appeared in the distance, like someone had cracked open a door leading to a brightly lit room. I sent my thoughts in that direction.  
 
    The closer I got, the harder it was to continue, like something was pushing me away, or maybe pulling me back. The line didn’t feel like my ring or Muirenn’s cane. This was much larger, a turbulent black/blue/purple streak that slowly grew wider. I became aware of something else nearby, a dark hulking shape approaching the streak. I peered closer at it, trying to figure out what it was. It seemed vaguely familiar, but not in a good way. It felt … wrong was the only way to describe it. I started to back away, but it sensed me somehow and turned. It lunged, filling my Sight with a sense of ravenous hatred, and I screamed. 
 
    I opened my eyes with a gasp and I looked around, completely disoriented. I was lying on the floor in the parlor and Muirenn knelt over me, gripping my hands. I was sweating and shivering at the same time.  
 
    “Siobhan, are you alright?” asked Muirenn. She looked scared to death. 
 
    I heard footsteps on the stairs and Emily burst into the room. “What’s happened?” she cried. “What’s wrong with Shy?” She took one look at my face and paled. “I’ll get a cloth,” she said, and ran back to the kitchen. 
 
    “Can you sit up, child?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I could. I felt so weak and my arms trembled when I tried to get up. Emily returned in a moment and helped me sit, wiping my face with a damp cloth that felt wonderfully cool. It came away with a smudge of blood, from a nosebleed, I guessed. 
 
    “What happened?” I barely heard my own voice and I tried again. “What happened, Aintin?” 
 
    Muirenn rubbed her face with a shaky hand. “You were gone so long, child. I called you, but you didn’t answer. And then you screamed.” 
 
    “That’s what woke me up,” said Emily. She brought me a glass of water and helped me drink. I was too weak to hold the glass, even with both hands. “What were you doing down here?” 
 
    “I was just looking around. I wasn’t gone long.” 
 
    “Child, you were in a trance for over half an hour.” I didn’t believe her, until I raised my shaking arm and looked at my watch. 12:47 AM. “I couldn’t wake you. I was about to call Liam and your father when you cried out and awoke.” Muirenn made her way back to her chair. “What did you See?” 
 
    “I – I’m not sure.” My memories were fading like a bad dream. “There was something, over there.” I pointed, although I didn’t how I knew where. “Something big and nasty.” I had a flash of something jumping at me and I jerked reflexively. Emily held me tighter. 
 
    Muirenn turned in the same direction. “Northwest. Rathcroghan,” she murmured, “or Oweynagat.” 
 
    “Rathcroghan? Maeve’s home?” Muirenn nodded. “She’s not there, is she?” I tried to get up, but Emily held me in place easily. 
 
    “If it were Maeve, I think we’d all know it by now,” said Muirenn dryly. “No, it was probably one of her creatures lurking about, perhaps the Cú Medb.” I shuddered. It definitely had an animal feel to it, but I didn’t want to go back and check. My head throbbed. 
 
    “What should we do?”  
 
    “For now, nothing. You two go back to bed. When your father returns as Treorái in the morning, then we can deal with it.” It took both of them to get me to my feet and I had to lean heavily on Emily’s arm. I kept my eyes closed to fight off the dizziness. “And child, do not try to See like that again.” 
 
    No, really, you think? I wasn’t sure whether I said that out loud or not, but since Muirenn didn’t hit me with her cane, I probably managed to keep it inside my head. Emily helped me up the steps one at a time and guided me into the bedroom. The covers were all askew, probably from Emily leaping out of bed when I screamed. 
 
    Emily put me to bed like I was an invalid and I certainly felt like one. My headache eased somewhat as Emily rearranged the covers and then slipped in beside me. She wrapped one arm protectively around my waist and rested her head on my shoulder.  
 
    “What happened?” Emily asked quietly. “What were you and Aintin Muirenn doing?” 
 
    “She was teaching me to See.” I couldn’t keep my eyes open. “I guess I went too far or too long or something.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘See’?” Emily sounded puzzled. Then she gasped and sat up. “You have the Sight?” 
 
    “Hmm,” I murmured, and fell into a dreamless sleep. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter Ten 
 
    Shy, I’m sorry. 
 
    “Mmm?” I stirred and rolled over. A brief flutter of my eyelids told me it was still dark outside and I snuggled further down under the covers. Emily snored softly beside me. 
 
    I failed, Shy, I’m sorry. I love you. 
 
    “Dad?” I opened both eyes, frowning around the darkened bedroom. There was no one else there and the house was quiet. I shrugged it off and tried to go back to sleep, but that distant voice bothered me. It sounded like Dad, but he wasn’t supposed to be back until morning. 
 
    I sat up carefully and leaned back against the pillows. My headache was gone, mostly, so I guessed I hadn’t permanently broken anything with my earlier misadventure. I opened my Sight cautiously, holding it in close. Muirenn’s ring – my ring – bloomed on my hand, but I ignored it and expanded my Sight outwards carefully, bit by bit. I became aware of a different sort of light right beside me, where Emily lay.  
 
    Her aura or soul or whatever it was surrounded her like a warm and bouncy bronze-gold halo. I watched it in awed fascination. I can See people now? I held up my arm to check out my own aura, but I couldn’t See anything special, which hardly seemed fair. 
 
    I felt a twinge behind my eyes and I hurriedly released my Sight. Clearly I’d strained my Sight muscles when I tried to See too far away. I shuddered at the memory of the creature lunging at me. How did it know I was there? I wondered. Did it have the Sight too? Could it have actually hurt me? And what was that crack of light? Was that one of the gateways to the Otherworld? I let out a frustrated sigh. I had too many questions and no one to ask for answers. 
 
    I heard a distant rumble. At first I thought it was thunder, but the sound was continuous and getting louder. Cars, I realized finally, coming closer.  I fumbled my way out of bed and ran to the window, pulling the curtains aside. Emily stirred and lifted her head.  
 
    “Shy?” she asked sleepily. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I ignored her and peered out the window. On the roadway beyond the yard, I saw three sets of headlights approaching. Off to the east, the faintest hint of dawn lightened the sky. 
 
    “They’re back!” I ran for the hallway as Emily struggled to sit up. “Hurry!” 
 
    I took the steps two at a time, nearly falling on my butt at the bottom as my socks skidded on the polished wood floor. I recovered my balance and ran to the front door, flinging it open as the first car pulled into the yard and stopped. 
 
    The passengers didn’t get out right away and I saw shadows talking amongst themselves. The second car pulled in behind and its headlights briefly illuminated the three men in the first car: Liam, Garrett, and another man I didn’t recognize. 
 
    The third car’s lights revealed that the second car was the Murphy’s battered blue rattletrap, although I would have recognized Tim’s bulky form climbing out even without them. Nick got out on the other side and they stood looking at me. Dad wasn’t with them either, so I looked eagerly at the last car as Liam and the other two finally vacated their vehicle. 
 
    Three more strangers stepped out of the last car and joined them. My welcoming smile faded as I searched their faces. Emily appeared at my elbow, hugging her borrowed nightgown tightly around her, but I paid her no attention. I stepped down to the stone threshold as the eight men approached. Two of them held sheathed swords and Garrett carried a tall metal-tipped pole, but Dad wasn’t with them. They stopped in front of me in a loose semi-circle, but none of them wanted to speak first. 
 
    “Where’s Dad?” They looked at each other silently and then at Liam, who stared at the ground in front of me with tight, angry lips. “Uncail Liam, where’s my father?”  
 
    Muirenn appeared at my side and she looked over the gathering in the yard. Her thin shoulders slumped and she rested her hand on my arm. “Liam?”  
 
    Liam looked up, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes. “We were attacked,” he said harshly, and my breath caught in my throat. “Two of us were killed outright, two more are in the hospital in Navan.” 
 
    “No.” My mind wouldn’t process what he was saying. 
 
    “And Aidan?” asked Muirenn, voicing the question I couldn’t bring myself to ask. 
 
    “Captured by Maeve’s sidhe and Caladbolg taken with him.” 
 
    “No!” I bolted for the roadway, but Tim caught me around my waist. “Let me go! I have to help him!” I hit him on the chest and face, struggling to get free, but he just shrugged off the blows. His dusty face was streaked with dried tears. “Let me go!” 
 
    “Shy, your father’s been taken into the Otherworld,” he said softly. “There’s naught you can do.” 
 
    “No! No!” I buried my face in his chest, sobbing. He held me gently, smelling of iron and dirt.  
 
    “You’d best come in, all of you,” said Muirenn wearily. “Emily, fetch some cloths and hot water. We’ll tend their wounds.” 
 
    They entered the house, some of them murmuring meaningless words to me as they passed. Soon, only Tim and I remained in the yard, as the edge of the sun crept over the eastern horizon. 
 
    “What happened, Tim?” I whispered. “Why did they take him?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Shy.” He guided me back to the stone step and sat down beside me. He looked bone weary and his scraped and raw hands dangled between his knees. “We were on the Cnoc na Teamhrach, the Hill of Tara. Your father made his oath before Lia Fáil and we were about to swear fealty. The Cú Medb jumped out of nowhere.” I gasped and Tim took my hand. “An Cróeb Bán fought well and bravely. We could have taken down the hound, but a dozen sidhe came on us from behind and killed William O’Connor and John Donahoe before we knew they were there.” 
 
    “But – Dad had Caladbolg,” I protested. “I thought it could kill anything.” The Sword sliced effortlessly through the crate in the storehouse, but Tim shook his head in puzzlement. 
 
    “It didn’t work for him,” he said, running his hand through the bristles of his Mohawk. “He could barely lift it from the case.” 
 
    “Why? Was it because you didn’t finish the ceremony?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t work like that. After the previous owner dies, the next person to take it up bonds with it and that was your dad. We kept the case closed the entire time. I don’t know what went wrong.” 
 
    I just stared at him, my mouth open in an O of dismay. I did it, I realized, sick to my stomach. I picked up the Sword before he did and it bonded with me instead of him. It’s my fault! 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Tim said, oblivious to my guilt. He levered himself to his feet. “We’ll find where she took him and get him back, don’t you worry.” 
 
    I let myself be lifted up, but I barely registered what he said. This is my fault, I told myself, and I’m going to fix it. I just didn’t know how. 
 
    His words finally percolated through my woeful thoughts. “‘She’?” Tim looked at me questioningly. “You said you were going to find where ‘she’ took him?” 
 
    “Aye, the leader of the sidhe was a woman. Your dad looked as surprised as the rest of us when he faced her. I think that’s why they were able to take him so quick.” 
 
    “It wasn’t Maeve, was it?”  
 
    “Nah, she was too young. Same black hair, but smaller tits.” He waved me into the house. “Let’s get in and see how the others are doing.” 
 
    The dining room was now a makeshift first aid center. Half of the men bore multiple cuts and scratches and all of them were bruised and battered. Emily shuttled back and forth to the kitchen, fetching clean cloths to bind their wounds while Muirenn oversaw the activity. Only Nick looked up at me when I stopped in the archway, a blood-stained cloth wrapped around his hand. 
 
    “Come sit, Tim, let’s have a look at you.” Emily was a regular Florence Nightingale, moving from patient to patient. She pushed Tim towards an empty chair, but he just shook his head. 
 
    “I’m fine, Em. I didn’t get the worst of it.” Instead, he hunted through one of the cupboards and found a full bottle of whiskey. He started pouring shots into glasses and handing them out to the men, who nodded gratefully and tossed the contents back. He even gave me one, but I just stared at the amber-colored liquid. My mind and heart were numb. 
 
    Liam sat at the other end of the table, his head in his hands. He ignored the glass Tim set by his elbow. Muirenn stood near him, watching the scene in silence. Finally, when all of the men were tended to, she settled herself on one of the chairs. 
 
    “How did it happen, Liam?” she asked. “How did they know?” 
 
    Liam let out a slow breath. “I don’t know.” He lifted his head and looked over the rest of the Warriors, who stared back at him bleakly. “It was a coordinated attack. They knew we would be there.” 
 
    “Someone told them,” I accused him. He didn’t look in my direction, but his lips tightened as he shook his head. 
 
    “They’ve been watching us. It’s no secret Phelan is dead. A sidhe even came to his wake.” He ran his hand through his thinning hair. “We decided at the last moment to hold the ceremony at Tara. We went separately, at staggered times, and we set watchers around the hill. They shouldn’t have been able to plan the attack so quickly, but they were ready.” 
 
    “They took Aidan? You’re sure of it?”  
 
    “Aye, no doubt of it. They bound his hands and led him off. The rest vanished right after.” 
 
    “Through the gate at Rath Laoghaire?”  
 
    “No, we checked it when we got there. It was sealed, no sign anyone had been through recently.” 
 
    “What of Caladbolg?” 
 
    “They took it with them. We couldn’t stop them, not with the Cú Medb guarding their escape.”  
 
    “Did Aidan not use it?” 
 
    “He didn’t have a chance to.” That was different from what Tim said, but maybe Liam had been busy fighting when it happened. He seemed more upset about the loss of the Sword than about Dad’s capture, or his dead and wounded men. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Garrett spoke up for the first time. He stood in the corner of the room, leaning on his pole. I realized with a start that it was actually a spear and I wondered if it was the Spear. 
 
    “We regroup, we plan, we try to find the gateway they’ve opened.” Liam rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “The Garda will be asking questions about the dead men.” 
 
    “As will their families,” Muirenn reminded him, and he grimaced. “Will Officer Reagan help us?” 
 
    “Aye, he was with us. He’ll try to make it look like a random attack on a group of friends who were just passing by. We cleared off the area as best we could and it’s an isolated location.” Liam looked around the table. “If they come asking, we were here, drinking a last glass to Phelan’s memory.” They all nodded as a group. Liam drained his glass of whiskey, giving some truth to the lie.  
 
    The others followed suit and I took a tentative sip from my glass. It was like very strong, strange-tasting mouthwash. I swallowed it with difficulty, gasping a bit after it went down. Some of the fumes went up my nose and down the back of my throat and I had to stifle a cough. 
 
    The smell of sausage wafted in from the kitchen and the men perked up a bit. Emily had made herself busy in the kitchen while we talked and she started bringing platters to the parlor table. One by one, they moved into the other room and started loading their plates, although none of them seemed to have much of an appetite. Soon, only Liam, Muirenn and I remained in the dining room. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your father, Siobhan,” Liam said finally, still staring at the table. His voice was dull and flat. “He would have been a good Treorái.” 
 
    “He’s still Treorái,” I retorted. I didn’t even know what a Treorái was, but I resented Liam giving up on him like that. 
 
    “They captured him for a reason, Liam,” said Muirenn. “They will keep him alive until they’ve accomplished whatever it is they’ve planned.” Liam nodded, but he looked unconvinced. In his mind, Dad was already dead. 
 
    “Without the Sword, I don’t know if we can get him back,” he said. “Maeve will guard him well.” 
 
    “If we attack her, she will have to focus her attention on us,” countered Muirenn. “If Aidan can get free and find the Sword, we are halfway to victory.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a bigger sip of my whiskey. I knew that wasn’t going to happen: I was the only one who could use Caladbolg now. I had to get into the Otherworld, find the Sword, free Dad, and return. But how? 
 
    The first step, I decided, was to find the open gateway. If the one at Tara was closed, then it had to be one of the other ones. What does an open gateway look like? Is it an actual door, like an opening in a wall, or something else? I wanted to ask, but I knew the adults either wouldn’t answer or would prevent me from looking. 
 
    I remembered Muirenn saying Liam had checked the gate in the cave at Oh … something. It was near Rathcroghan, where Grandpa Phelan was killed. Oh-Way-Nah-Gat, something like that. Maybe the travel guide had that information, since it listed historical sites. The museum in Tulsk certainly would have something about it. 
 
    With the tentative beginnings of a plan forming in my mind, I took a last gulp of whiskey – to bolster my courage, I told myself – and set the glass down on the table. I headed for the parlor as if I intended to get some breakfast, but I kept going to the stairs. Then I paused at the bottom step, realizing I’d better eat something to keep me going through the day. 
 
    The men hovering around the table moved aside to let me take a plate and load it up with sausage and eggs and toast. I didn’t look at any of them and took the plate with me. Halfway up the stairs again, Emily passed by, another plate of eggs in her hands. 
 
    “Shy?” she called. “Are you okay?” She looked worried. 
 
    “I’m … just going to eat in my room,” I said. “I just want to be alone for a while.” I hated lying to her, but I couldn’t let her come with me. 
 
    “All right. I’ll be up later to check on you.” 
 
    I dredged up a smile from somewhere. “Thanks.”  
 
    Emily hesitated and then nodded, heading to the parlor with her new offering of food. I made it into my room without any other delays and set the plate aside on the vanity. 
 
     I quickly stripped off my pajamas. My other pair of jeans went on first, followed by my sports bra, a white tank top and a red tee with the St. Mary’s crest over the breast pocket. “Layers,” I muttered to myself. I had no idea how cold it would get on my journey. 
 
    I swapped out my thick woolen socks for cotton footies and laced up my hightops, still smudged with mud and water stains but thankfully dry. I wrapped my pink hoodie around my waist and tied my hair back with the leather hairband from the museum. 
 
    I searched for the travel guide, wondering if I’d left it in the rental car. Does Dad still have the keys? I had a brief mental image of trying to explain to the rental agency that the keys were lost in the Otherworld and I had to smother a fit of hysterical giggles. I finally found the guide on the vanity chair under my school uniform and I stuffed it into my canvas purse. 
 
    I surveyed the room, wondering what else I should take to confront Maeve and rescue my father. All I had was my Sight and a ring that may or may not save my life twice. I fervently hoped I wouldn’t need to find out if it actually worked. 
 
    I hurriedly ate my makeshift breakfast, which had cooled off while I got ready. It sat like a lump of dirt in my stomach. I wondered if I should try to stash something else away for later, but I doubted I could raid the pantry without attracting attention. 
 
    I cracked open the bedroom door and peered out. The front door opened and closed and one of the cars started up a few seconds later. They’re starting to leave. I need to go now, before they come looking for me. 
 
    I crept down the stairs, running through my invisibility mantra over and over: I’m not here, I’m not here, I’m not here. I froze as Emily and Garrett walked by, heading for the kitchen with the dirty plates, but neither of them glanced in my direction. I hurried down the rest of the stairs, dodged one of the men crossing in front of me, and then tiptoed into the dining room. I’m not here, I’m not here, I’m not here. 
 
    Liam and Muirenn still sat at the dining room table, discussing something quietly between themselves. I stole carefully past them and then froze again when Muirenn looked up sharply. I held my breath as she scanned the room with a frown. I’m not here, I’m not here, I’m not here. Muirenn finally shook her head and returned her attention to whatever Liam was saying. 
 
    The front door gave me pause. I might be invisible but the door wasn’t, and surely Muirenn would notice if it opened with no one standing there. I debated waiting until the next group left, but there was no guarantee I’d be able to get past them without accidently brushing against someone or something. 
 
    The door is closed, the door is closed. I watched Muirenn out of the corner of my eye as I slowly turned the latch and eased the door open just enough to slide through the gap. I was prepared to make a run for it if anyone noticed, but I closed it again without any outcry from the house. 
 
    I hurried across the yard and ducked behind the stone wall, feeling a thrill of triumph. I did it! I extracted the guide from my purse and riffled through it to the section on Historical Sites of Ireland. The map was surprisingly detailed and I located Tulsk without too much trouble. Muirenn said Rathcroghan and Oweynagat – that’s what it was called – was northwest from the house and I found them on the map. Rathcroghan was only a couple of miles away, across mostly open pasture. I tucked the map back into my purse, slinging it over my head to keep my hands free. 
 
    Hang on, Dad, I thought. I’m coming for you. 
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter Eleven 
 
    I crept along the wall, crouching out of sight, and then sprinted across the road into a small copse of trees. Pushing my way through the underbrush, I glanced back at the house and saw the door open again. Garrett and another man stepped out, turning to talk to someone inside. I ducked behind a narrow tree trunk, all too aware that my red shirt and pink hoodie stood out like sore thumbs against all of the green, but no one looked in my direction. The door closed and the two men got into Liam’s car. I guessed Garrett was bringing the other man home while Liam stayed with Muirenn.  
 
    Garrett drove right by my hiding place and I made myself as small as possible, waiting until the car disappeared around a corner. When I couldn’t hear it any more, I set out across the field, heading north and west as best as I could determine. I wished I had a compass. 
 
    I stayed near the fences and walls separating the fields for the most part, all the better for hiding if anyone came in sight, although that meant I had to zigzag towards my goal. The area was remarkably flat and trees were few and far between, so I moved as quickly as I could to maximize my distance from the house. I hoped they wouldn’t be able to guess where I was headed and would waste time searching in the wrong direction, once they discovered I was gone. 
 
    One of the downsides of staying off the roads and well-established paths was that there weren’t any convenient openings in the walls and fences along my route, so I had to clamber over each and every one of them, which slowed me down and tired me out. I eyed the few farmhouses I passed, all too aware that, technically, I was trespassing on private property. I was ready to bolt if anyone spotted me. Getting hauled down to the local police station wouldn’t do Dad any good. 
 
    After half an hour or so, I came across a wide circular formation in the middle of a field. It was maybe a hundred yards across, with a low ring of grass-covered dirt surrounded by an equally shallow ditch. It didn’t look at all like the mound of Rathcroghan pictured in the guide. After studying the guide, I decided it was probably Reillig na Rí, the Cemetery of the Kings. There were a few low ridges inside the ring, probably the foundations of some long-gone walls, but nothing that looked like a graveyard or a burial mound. It certainly wasn’t Rathcroghan, so I continued on. 
 
    I stopped in the center of a dense clump of trees a short distance past the ring, the only cover anywhere around, and studied the map again. Rathcroghan was just a little bit north of my hiding spot, near the highway from Tulsk, but there was absolutely nothing but grass and a few stone fences between here and there. Even with the eternally overcast sky, I’d be all too easy to see by anyone looking in my direction. I figured my best bet was to stay close to the walls and keep low. I wished I owned a green shirt. 
 
    I wonder if they’ve noticed yet. Liam and Muirenn weren’t likely to go looking for me and Tim and Nick had probably gone home by now, but Emily might have decided to check on me. Yes, I decided, they probably knew I was gone by now.  
 
    I closed my eyes and sent out my Sight cautiously. I encountered a few clumps of dull, dim glows here and there, but nothing like Emily’s bright aura. I guessed those were cows or sheep, and hoped none of them were actually people.  
 
    I brought myself back, but just before I opened my eyes, I caught a brief flash of a bright purple-silver aura that vanished almost as soon as I noticed it. I searched for it again, but I couldn’t quite catch it. It was as elusive as a fish in a river. 
 
    “You’re very persistent, cailín.” 
 
    I yelped and jumped back, stumbling over my feet. I had to grab one of the tree trunks to recover my balance. 
 
    Sín stood not ten feet away, watching me with a curious look. His hood and cloak were thrown back over his shoulders, revealing an odd-looking outfit: a dark green belted tunic embroidered in black around the hem and sleeves, dark brown breeches criss-crossed with leather straps, and low calfskin boots. A very long dagger protruded from a sheath at his waist and chainmail glittered at his wrists and neck. He looked like an extra from the Lord of the Rings movies. 
 
    “Stay away from me!” I warned him, although I wasn’t sure what I’d do if he tried anything.  
 
    “I mean you no harm,” he said with a wry smile, holding up his empty hands. “Isn’t that what they say in the cinemas?” 
 
    I blinked. “You’ve seen movies?” That wasn’t something I expected from an evil sidhe prince from the Otherworld.  
 
    “I catch one when I can. They’re very entertaining.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to make of that revelation, so I ignored it. “Why are you following me?” I looked around, but the dense trees hid any quick escape routes. 
 
     “I was merely curious. I saw you leave the house behind a scáth and I wondered where you were going.” 
 
    “You could see me?” I asked in dismay. I was so sure my invisibility trick had worked. 
 
    “I saw that something wasn’t there. I didn’t know it was you until you dropped the glamour outside the yard. You’re quite skilled, if unpracticed.” He stepped closer and I ducked behind my tree. He stopped with a frown on his perfect features. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “You took my father!”  
 
    “Your father? The Treorái? No, that wasn’t my doing. I’ve been here, watching over the Wolf’s house. I did overhear what happened, though. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I didn’t want to believe him, but I did for some reason. I peeked cautiously around the tree trunk. “Who did, then?” 
 
    “One of my more reckless siblings, I would imagine. Eochaid, perhaps, or Dáire.” He shook his head ruefully. “That was a dangerous gambit, attacking an Cróeb Bán at one of their centers of power, especially with Caladbolg in reach.” 
 
    I didn’t bother informing him that having Caladbolg did the White Branch no good whatsoever. “They said a woman led the attack.” 
 
    “A woman?” Sín looked surprised. “Not Maeve, surely. She wouldn’t have stopped until everyone was dead. Was it Findabair?” he mused. “Why would she care about the Treorái?” 
 
    “Do you know what gateway they used?” That would save me a lot of searching. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t.” 
 
    “Okay, then what gateway did you use?” That might work just as well, but Sín just looked amused. 
 
    “Since I’d like make use of it again, I don’t believe I’ll share that information.” 
 
    “Fine. Then go away.” 
 
    Sín feigned a hurt look. “You’re sending me away? I have countless maidens swooning at my feet in the Isles, you know.” 
 
    “I’m not a –” I thought about it for a moment. “Well, I don’t swoon, anyway.” 
 
    “A pity. So, where are you off to in such secrecy?” 
 
    I gave him a look. “Since it’s a secret, I don’t believe I’ll share that information.” 
 
    “Touché,” he acknowledged. “I should warn you, though: the Otherworld is no place for a young girl, even one with the Sight. Its denizens are powerful, dangerous, and cruel.” 
 
    “Like you?” 
 
    “Like me.” I tensed at his bland admission, but he didn’t move. He actually seemed a little sad and I wondered why. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Sín?”  
 
    “So, you’ve discerned my identity?” He looked pleased. “I’m not sure if I should be alarmed or flattered.” He didn’t look alarmed at all. 
 
    “Sín –” 
 
    “I was curious, cailín,” he said, “why the daughter of the Treorái would be sneaking across the countryside alone.” I kept my mouth shut. “I don’t even know your proper name. Your young friend called you ‘Shy’. What sort of a name is that?” I kept silent and he shrugged. “Very well, Shy O’Connor, I’ll leave you to your secret quest.” 
 
    “And don’t try to follow me,” I said. “I’ll See you if you do.” I wasn’t at all certain I could and his smile indicated he thought the same thing. 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of interfering,” he said. “In fact, I’d like to help you.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked suspiciously. “Maeve is your mother.” 
 
    Sín grimaced. “Don’t remind me. I’m content to live in the Otherworld, as long as I can visit here occasionally. Your world is a fascinating place. She – well, she has ambitions. I think both worlds would suffer greatly if she were victorious.” 
 
    I wasn’t ready to take that admission at face value, so I just nodded curtly. “Just stay out of my way, then.” 
 
    “Of course, if you insist. Let me give you a gift before I go, then, something you might find useful.” He reached down into a patch of clover near his feet and plucked a single stalk, holding it up and twirling it slowly between his fingers. “You know what this is, I’m sure.” 
 
    “It’s a shamrock.” 
 
    “Correct. More accurately, a seamróg, which means ‘young clover’. Legend says the three leaves of the shamrock represent faith, hope, and love. When there is a fourth leaf, like this one has, it means luck.” He cupped the shamrock between his hands and blew gently between his fingers. I caught a flare of violet light behind his fingers that faded as he opened his hands again. “This particular shamrock, however, brings only luck.” He held the shamrock out to me and I looked at it dubiously. It looked perfectly ordinary, but I didn’t know what he did to it.  
 
    Sín obviously sensed my doubt. He placed his empty hand over his heart. “I swear by Danu and Dagda and any other god you care to name, my gift is meant as a blessing, not a curse. Take it, Shy. Please.” 
 
    I stepped out from behind the tree and approached him hesitantly, my eyes never leaving his face. I reached out slowly, like a wild deer taking a carrot from a stranger’s hand, and snatched the shamrock from his palm. It looked and felt exactly like a clover should. 
 
    Sín smiled brightly at me. “When you are in need, pluck one of the leaves and crush it between your fingers. Fate will determine what happens next.” He stepped back and bowed.  
 
    “Wait! The night before last, what did you say to the Cú Medb to make it leave?” 
 
    “As I recall, I said ‘Ní dhíolann dearmad fiach’.” I waited, but he just looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “And that means what, exactly?” I asked, irritated with his little game. 
 
    “It means, roughly, ‘A debt forgotten is still a debt unpaid’. The hound owed me a favor from many years back and I chose to call in the debt.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Do you object? Maeve’s hounds are not known for their gentle natures.” 
 
    “No, but why would you do that for us? For me?” 
 
    Sín sighed. “I do not want this coming war, Shy. I may not be able to oppose my mother directly, but I can … influence how events unfold.” 
 
    “I see,” I said, although I didn’t really understand. “Well, thanks, I guess. Will you get into trouble for this?” 
 
    “I am already in disfavor at court. I doubt this will make much of a difference.” He bowed again, his hand nearly sweeping the ground. “Good luck, Shy,” he said, and he vanished. 
 
    I jumped back automatically, looking all around for him, but there was no sign of him anywhere. I tried my Sight and caught his purple-silver aura heading back the way I came. I was pretty sure he was letting me See him and I wondered if he could really be trusted. I hoped so. I could use all the help I could get. 
 
    I looked at the shamrock in my fingers, both with my eyes and with my Sight. If there was anything special about it, I couldn’t detect it. I was tempted just to throw it away, but I finally tucked it into the top of my bra where I wouldn’t lose it or accidentally squish it. 
 
    I was a bit turned around now, but it only took me a minute to reach the edge of the tiny forest. Getting my bearings, I scurried across a small roadway and scaled the chest-high wall surrounding the next field. I found myself in the midst of a gang of sheep – a flock, I corrected myself – and I stopped, keeping my hands in sight. I tried to remember whether sheep got aggressive if they were scared or confronted. My experience with farm animals was precisely zilch.  
 
    The sheep just looked at me blandly, their black faces and feet a stark contrast to their puffy white coats. Two tiny lambs hopped close to take a closer look at me, peering up at me with their little mouths open. I laughed and reached out to pet one, but I hesitated, unsure how protective its mother might be with a stranger touching its baby. Instead, I sidled past the flock along the wall and continued north. The lambs followed me for a short distance and then turned away. 
 
    It was still early morning, but the day was already getting muggy. I shucked my tee, tucking it into my bag for safekeeping. I maintained a steady pace, walking quickly but not jogging, preserving my energy for whatever might lie ahead.  
 
    The travel guide described Rathcroghan as a man-made hill that once held an extensive ring-fort, which I envisioned as a sort of a castle made from wood instead of stone. The mound in front of me looked like a pile of grass-covered dirt left over from a construction site, but since it was the only hill-like thing around, I figured I was heading in the right direction. I trudged on with a sigh. 
 
    All in all, Rathcroghan was rather unimpressive, just a flat pile maybe twenty feet high in the middle of another pasture. I imagined a circle of protective walls and gates surrounding a central fort, but there was nothing there now, not even a tree stump. It was vaguely disappointing. 
 
    I walked around the base of the mound, looking for a door or a cave or something that might be a gateway to the Otherworld. Nothing. Halfway around, I encountered another bunch of sheep impassively mowing the ankle-high grass one mouthful at a time. A dog on the far side of the flock spotted me and barked and I froze as it bounded closer. It had a long reddish coat and a narrow face, kind of like a Lab with a bad dye job; an Irish setter, I guessed. It came up to me and sniffed my shoes, circling around me curiously. I watched it anxiously, holding my hands up out of reach. 
 
    “Go away, you. Shoo.” I didn’t like dogs very much, especially large invisible hellhounds, but even regular ones made me uneasy. The setter just sat on its haunches and watched me with its tongue hanging out from the side of its mouth. “Shoo!” I looked around for a stick to throw to distract it. 
 
    “Gussie won’t hurt you, lass.” I started and turned to see an older man ambling up casually. He leaned on a tall walking stick, or maybe it was a makeshift shepherd’s crook. The sheep milled around his legs briefly, as if expecting some sort of treat, and then wandered away again. He stuck his chin out at the guide I still clutched in my hand. “Here to see the hill, are ya?” 
 
    “Um, yes. This is Rathcroghan, isn’t it?” 
 
    The man tilted his head up, lifting his cap off his bald head briefly to wipe his sleeve across his scalp. “Yep, that’s it. Not much to look at, though I imagine it was quite the sight in its day. A few thousand years ago.” He laughed silently at his own joke, revealing a set of teeth missing half the normal number. “Just a big lump in the middle of the pasture now, not much good for anything.” 
 
    I agreed with his assessment, but I wasn’t here for the scenery. “So is there anything to see up top?” I asked casually. Gussie still watched me, his – or her – tail thumping amiably on the turf, and the man shrugged. 
 
    “Not much,” he said. “A few old stones lying about.” 
 
    “Oh.” That didn’t sound promising. I dredged up the memory of my Sight last night, where the frightening creature had lunged at me. The streak I Saw had a vague feeling of darkness and deepness surrounding it. I didn’t think it would be on a hilltop. “Is there a cave or something around here?” 
 
    “Ah, you’re thinking of Oweynagat. Lots of tourists like to poke their heads in, especially around Samhain. It’s over that way.” He used his pole to point back the way I’d come. “See the big clump of trees over there? Just past that and to the right, across the road there.” 
 
    “Really?” I checked the map. Sure enough, Oweynagat was just a stone’s throw from where I encountered Sín. I should have gone there first. 
 
    “Yep, that’s it. Come on, Gussie, time to go.” The man gave a sharp whistle, startling the nearby sheep, and Gussie bounded to his side. The man tipped his hat to me and I gave him an awkward wave in return. “Watch out for Ellén Trechen if you go inside,” he said. 
 
    “Ellen who?” I wondered if she was the owner of the farm there. 
 
    “Not who, lass, what? Ellén Trechen is the monstrous three-headed bird that laid waste to Ireland in the ancient past.” He held up his hands like claws and gave me another ghastly grin. I looked at him skeptically. 
 
    “Seriously?” I didn’t believe a word of the story, mostly. But something was there, in the cave, I reminded myself. I thought it was the Cú Medb, but maybe… 
 
    The man just winked and walked away, Gussie running eagerly in circles around him. I watched him for a minute and then set my shoulders and headed back the way I came. 
 
    I made a wide loop around the nearby farmhouse and discovered a worn footpath leading westwards through a gap in the fence. I expected to find another hill or an outcropping, but the area looked perfectly flat to me. It took me a bit of wandering back and forth to spot the shallow gully leading down beneath a clump of bushes. I followed it cautiously and discovered a low triangular opening maybe four feet high, with a wide stone slab forming the top. It looked for all the world like a drainage pipe, but it matched the photo in the guide. 
 
    In the States, I grumbled to myself, there’d be a fence with signs around the outside, with parking, a concession stand, and a souvenir shop. Here in Ireland, it was just a hole in the ground in the middle of a sheep pasture that tourists came to see on Halloween. 
 
    I crouched down and peered into the hole. The light penetrated only a few feet past the entrance and it looked very dark further in. I closed my eyes and pushed my Sight in, leery of encountering the same presence as before, but I felt nothing. I bit my lip doubtfully and then ducked under the stone ledge. 
 
    A short distance inside, the cave opened up enough for me to stand up carefully, although my shoulders rubbed against the walls on both sides. I waited a while for my eyes to adjust to the dimness, but there wasn’t much to see, just a narrow tunnel disappearing into the darkness. I couldn’t tell how far back it went. 
 
    I used my Sight again, reaching out further. There was something there, a diffuse sensation of – something. I couldn’t relate it to anything I’d Seen before. It was like a hair-thin line painted in the air, colored the same purple-black I Saw last night. Keeping my eyes squeezed tight, I inched forward, my hand outstretched.  
 
    The line grew brighter and I reached out for it. Is this the gateway? I wondered. Can I open it? I imagined pulling it open wider, but it was like grabbing fog. I couldn’t get a grip on it with my mental fingers. 
 
    “Caught you!” 
 
    I screamed and jumped, my head exploding in pain as it smacked against the low stone ceiling. I crumpled on the ground, clutching my head and wishing I knew better curse words. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Shy, sorry about that.” Behind me, someone grunted as he hauled himself through the opening to the cave. I blinked away the stars and saw my captor get up on his knees. He was too big to stand up in the narrow confines of the cave. I couldn’t see his face, but I already recognized his voice. 
 
    “What the hell, Tim?” I couldn’t tell if there was any blood on my scalp, but I already felt a tender lump rising right on the crown of my head. I sat down where I was and used my hands to hold my skull together. 
 
    “Hey, I said I was sorry. I didn’t think you’d be so jumpy.” He tried to find a comfortable position to sit and then gave up and squatted on his heels. “That was hilarious, though. I wish I could have seen your face.” 
 
    “Póg mo thóin,” I muttered, and he chuckled. “I think I have a concussion.” 
 
    “Nah, all you O’Connors have thick skulls.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I tried my Sight to see if anyone else was waiting outside the cave, but a sharp jab of pain behind my eyes convinced me not to try that again anytime soon. 
 
    “Looking for you, of course. You gave Mamó quite a scare when you disappeared like that.” 
 
    “It didn’t take you very long to find me,” I grumped. 
 
    “Well, how far could a little slip of a girl like you get in an hour?” He sounded all too pleased with himself. 
 
    “How did you know I would come here?” I hadn’t thought my plan was that obvious. 
 
    “We didn’t, we just split up. Most of them figured you headed to Tulsk, to catch a ride to Tara.” That wasn’t a bad guess, actually, had I thought Dad was still anywhere near there. 
 
    “But not you?” 
 
    “I just followed my nose.” He tapped the organ in question, but didn’t explain what he meant. 
 
    “So what happens now?” I didn’t want to go back to the house, not without Dad. I wondered how I could get past him and escape, although I doubted I could outrun him even if I managed it. 
 
    “Well, now, that depends.” 
 
    “On what?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “On what you’re trying to do here.” I didn’t say anything and Tim tilted his head at me. “You’re trying to find an open gate to the Otherworld, aren’t you?” I waited for a lecture about my foolishness, but he surprised me “Did you find one?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted reluctantly. “I thought there was one here, but I can’t open it.” 
 
    Tim nodded, looking around. “This one’s been used a lot. They say the Morrigan uses it on her raids, but I haven’t run across her. Not yet anyway.” He ran his hand across his Mohawk thoughtfully. “There’s another close by, under the Reillig na Rí, and a few others within an hour’s walk. It’ll take a while to check them all, though.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re … helping me?” I sensed his grin rather than saw it in the darkness. “Why?” 
 
    “Maybe I like helping girls in distress, especially if they have nice tits.” I snorted, wincing at the throbbing ache blossoming at the top of my skull.  
 
    “Seriously, Tim, why?” 
 
    “Seriously?” He rubbed his jawline. “Liam and Muirenn are making plans to assemble the White Branch and assault Maeve’s stronghold in the Otherworld. One final battle to end her threat and rescue your dad.” 
 
    “And –?” That sounded like something I could get behind, but Tim shook his head. 
 
    “We don’t have a fraction of the men needed to get through the gateway, even if we can find it. We don’t stand a chance against Maeve’s army.” 
 
    “So what do you suggest, then?” I asked heatedly. “Just leave my father there?” 
 
    “Nah, let’s go get him. But with a small group that can just sneak in and out without anyone noticing.” He gave me a knowing look. “Like you were trying to do.” 
 
    My cheeks burned in the darkness. I guess my plan was that obvious, I thought ruefully. “So, what do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Well, we can’t tell Liam or Mamó. They’d pitch a right fit. And you can’t go like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like a teener trying to sneak into the cinema without paying.” I almost argued with him, but he was right. I kept a sullen silence. “I have a better idea.” 
 
    “Okay …” 
 
    Tim looked around and leaned in close, like he was trying to keep our conversation a secret from prying ears. “Look, before they took your dad, he was all set to become the Treorái. He went through all the preparations and the rituals and everything, but they got him before it was finished. Now he’s gone.” 
 
    “He’s not gone!” I retorted angrily. 
 
    “Not gone gone, just gone,” said Tim impatiently. “Now, you’re his heir, right?” 
 
    “I guess so.” I wasn’t certain where he was going with this. 
 
    “So I figure, if you do the rituals, then you’ll become the Treorái in his place.” 
 
    “What? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Serious as a teetotaler at his own wake.” I supposed that meant yes. “Listen, the White Branch gaiscíoch get …” Tim waved his hands as he searched for the word. “Enhanced, I guess, when they get their marks and say the oaths, stronger and tougher than ordinary folk. The Treorái, as the leader, is armed and armored ten-fold beyond that. That should protect you from Maeve’s tender mercies and it’ll make you better able to handle anything that happens.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate for an instant. “Yes, that’s what I want. When can we do it?” 
 
    “Tonight. We’ll meet up with Nick and head to Athlone.” 
 
    “How are you going to do that? Isn’t he out looking for me somewhere?” 
 
    “What, you think we live in the Stone Age here?” Tim stuck a hand into his back pocket and pulled out a thin rectangular object that bloomed with a blue light when he touched its face: his cell phone. “I’ll text him and he’ll pick us up in the car.” 
 
    “What about Aintin Muirenn and Liam? And Emily? Won’t they still be looking? And won’t they wonder if you and Nick disappear too?” 
 
    “Hmm, yeah, we need to let them know you’re safe, but not ready to go back to the house.” He mulled that over for a minute. “I’ll have Nick tell them you’re okay, you just left because you were upset about your dad, and we’re bringing you down to the shop to give you a chance to clear your head. How’s that?” 
 
    “Okay, I guess.” 
 
    Tim typed for a while on his phone, his big fingers barely able to use the tiny virtual keyboard on the phone’s screen. He finally sent his message off and laboriously turned around in the narrow confines of the cave. “Right, let’s head over to the road. Nick can pick us up there.” 
 
    He maneuvered his shoulders through the opening and stood once he was through, arching his back with a groan. I crawled out behind him, wincing in the light. It seemed painfully bright, even though the day was still overcast. 
 
    “Right,” said Tim, “this way.” He started north, back towards Rathcroghan. I rolled my eyes and followed him resignedly. 
 
    We just passed the small woods again when Tim’s phone rang. The ringtone sounded like a recording of someone throwing a metal trashcan filled with car parts and angry cats down a fire escape, although it may have been a heavy metal tune. Tim glanced at the display and answered it.  
 
    “Hey, Nick.” He pulled the phone away from his ear. Even from a few feet away, I heard the angry female voice. Tim held the phone out to me. “It’s for you,” he said with a grimace. 
 
    I took it from him gingerly. “Hello?”  
 
    “Shy!” It was Emily. “Thank the Lord Tim found you! We didn’t know what happened to you! I went upstairs after the others left and you weren’t in your room and no one saw you leave. We thought maybe Maeve had taken you somehow, but of course you’d changed your clothes, so then we thought you’d gone off to Tara, or worse! What were you thinking, running off like that? You could have been hurt or captured or –” 
 
    “Emily, I’m all right,” I interrupted. She’d had gone from worried to angry in ten seconds flat. “I was just upset about my father. I needed to get away for a bit.” The lie didn’t sit right, but I told myself it was mostly true and it helped calm Emily down. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure I understand that, I know I would have been twixed if my Da had been there, but thank God he couldn’t get away to Tara last night. Still, I would have gone with you, you know, if you’d just asked, since I thought we were friends, but if you needed to be alone for a bit I’d understand –“ 
 
    “Emily, just slow down and take a deep breath.” She took a shuddering breath and exhaled slowly. She must have been really upset when I disappeared and I felt guilty for putting her through such a fright. “Listen, just have Nick drop you off back at the house and he can come get us afterwards.” 
 
    “I can come with him –“ 
 
    “No! I mean, no, you need to take care of Aintin Muirenn. I’m sure she’s been worried about me.” 
 
    “Aye, she looked fit to join Uncail Phelan right soon. I’ll see to her and wait for you there,” she said reluctantly. “We’ll call Liam and Garrett and let them know as well. You’re sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Emily,” I said, relieved. “We’ll be there later. Tim offered to bring me down to – to –” I looked at Tim for help. 
 
    “Athlone,” he said. 
 
    “To Athlone, to –” I stalled again. I couldn’t remember the story Tim had suggested. 
 
    “To take your mind off things,” he prompted. 
 
    “To take my mind off things. For a while.” That sounded so lame and Emily didn’t seem convinced. 
 
    “All right,” she said after a doubtful pause. “You call if you need anything, and be careful.” 
 
    “I will. Thanks, Emily. I’ll talk to you later.” I hung up the call and handed the phone back to Tim, who took it with a broad grin. 
 
    “You’re a fine actress, Shy,” he said. “I’m sure you fooled everyone.” 
 
    “Shut up. Which way is the road?” Tim pointed and we continued our hike. 
 
    We passed Rathcroghan a few minutes later and I looked it over uneasily. I remembered now that this was where Grandpa Phelan’s body had been discovered and I found myself trying to figure out where exactly, as if the Leanan Sidhe would still be lurking around there in broad daylight. The sheep had moved further around its base, but there was no side of Gussie or the shepherd. We hopped the last fence and stood on the side of the highway, waiting silently for Nick.  
 
    A couple of trucks passed without slowing, but there was no other traffic on the road. I crossed my arms impatiently, tapping my fingers against my arm. Tim nodded his head to the beat of some unheard song and started another air guitar solo. I looked at him askance, trying to judge his actual musical skills. 
 
    “So, any luck finding another singer?” I asked finally. 
 
    “Not yet,” he answered absently, still involved in a riff that sent his fingers up and down the invisible frets. “Haven’t had time to look, what with everything going on. Shouldn’t take long, though. Lots more where Tammy came from.” 
 
    “Hm.” I didn’t really want to know where Tim found his girls. I frowned at him, thinking there was something wrong or different about him, but it took me a minute to figure out what it was. “What happened to your arm?” 
 
    “What?” Tim paused in mid-thrash. “My arm?” He looked at the offending limb. 
 
    “I thought you had tattoos all over. There’s a space there now.” The side of his right forearm had a noticeable gap between two of the knotted animal figures, with no sign there’d ever been ink beneath his skin. 
 
    “Ah. Well, that’s a bit difficult to explain.” He looked embarrassed more than worried or guilty. 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “Love to, but there’s Nick.” He waved unnecessarily at the blue car just pulling off the highway beside us. Behind the dusty windshield, Nick gave us a wave in return. 
 
    “Tim –” 
 
    “Wait ‘til we get to the shop,” said Tim, pulling open the passenger door for me. “It’ll be easier to show you there.” 
 
    “So what’s this shop you keep talking about?” I climbed in and Tim closed the door. He smiled at me through the window. 
 
    “Why, Nick’s tattoo parlor, of course.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter Twelve 
 
    The trip to Athlone took less than an hour, straight down the highway from Tulsk through Roscommon. According to my guide, Athlone was nearly as large as Navan, which made it about a hundred times bigger than Tulsk and a thousand times more interesting. 
 
    Traffic was fairly light as we drove into town, following the curve of the River Shannon. A dark gray structure rose up ahead, with a high stone wall, fat rounded corners, and a stubby tower poking up inside. “Is that a real castle?” I asked, pointing. 
 
    “Athlone Castle,” Nick confirmed. “About eight hundred years old, I think, although it’s been rebuilt a few times.” He took a sharp left turn at a roundabout and crossed over the river.  
 
    “Can we go see it?” I pivoted to keep the castle in sight. 
 
    “I doubt we’ll have time for sight-seeing, Shy.” The bridge deposited us in what I guessed was the middle of downtown Athlone. I sat back in my seat, a bit underwhelmed. The main drag was just two narrow lanes squeezed in between rows of low buildings that looked more like houses than offices and shops, despite their colorful exteriors and signs. 
 
    I perked up again as we paused by a much more modern entranceway. A huge sign just behind the glass declared it to be “Athlone TownCentre”.  
 
    “Is that a mall? Are we going to the mall?” Nick exchanged a dour look in the rearview mirror with his brother in the back seat. 
 
    “Maybe later,” he said, in the same tone Dad used to mean “I’m hoping you’ll forget about it before then.” We continued a few blocks past the mall entrance and pulled over into a parking spot along the road. “Right, let’s get you sorted out.” 
 
    We sat in front of a narrow shop squeezed in between an auction house and a real estate office. “This is it?” I asked dubiously. The place was two stories high, but it couldn’t have been more than twelve feet wide. 
 
    “It is indeed.” The vertical blinds in the tall window kept me from peeking inside, but the neatly painted sign taped to the glass said, simply, “Murphy’s Tattoos and Body Art”. 
 
    “Do you get much business?” Nick selected a key on his key ring and unlocked the door. I half expected to hear a bell jangle when he opened it, but it was silent. 
 
    “Enough to keep body and soul together,” said Nick. I followed him in, not sure what to expect.  
 
    The interior was surprisingly modern, with smooth white walls and a glossy black floor. A lacquered black table sat near the window, surrounded by four low cushioned chairs. This was presumably the waiting area for the clients, with magazines and a pair of loose-leaf binders stacked neatly on the table to keep them occupied.  
 
    Large photos of an astounding variety of tattooed body parts filled the walls, illuminated by track lighting. A curved counter hugged one side of the room, its glass front a display case for hundreds of different metal bits designed to be stuck through someone’s skin. I couldn’t begin to guess what some of the more exotic components were for, so I turned my attention back to the pictures. 
 
    I always thought of tattoos as being blurry blue sketches of anchors, hearts and stars, but these were works of art, almost like the images were painted on. There were animals, flowers, flames, people, and all sorts of fantastic creatures and abstract designs, in every color of the rainbow. No two were remotely like each other. Tim and Nick watched me in amusement as I worked my way towards the back of the shop. 
 
    “These are amazing. Are these all your designs?” 
 
    “Every one,” said Nick with satisfaction.  
 
    “How do you come up with these?” I lifted my hand to trace the twisting multicolored lines in one photo. They started on the side of the woman’s back and arched over her shoulder, transforming into a spray of delicate flowers.  
 
    “Lots and lots of practice.” Nick leaned against the counter with his arms crossed, but Tim plopped himself into one of the chairs. “So, what do you have in mind?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For your mark.” 
 
    “My mark?” He raised his eyebrows expectantly. “I don’t know what you – wait a minute. You’re talking about a tattoo, aren’t you?”  
 
    Nick looked at his brother. “Didn’t you explain this to her?” 
 
    “Sure I did,” said Tim defensively, dropping the magazine he was flipping through. “I told her she needed to be prepared, to get the mark and say the oaths. Didn’t I, Shy?” 
 
    “Yes, but you didn’t say it was a tattoo!” I came back towards them angrily. “I can’t get a tattoo. Dad would have a fit!” 
 
    “Shy,” said Nick seriously, “your mark is what will help you save your dad. Without it, you’ll have no chance in the Otherworld.” 
 
    “How can these help?” I waved my hands at the posters. 
 
    “Not those. Those are just decorations. Those,” he said, pointing at Tim’s arms, “and this are different.” He pulled up his shirt. A pair of serpents twined across his collar, one orange and one green, their fangs sunk deep into his chest. He turned around and the serpent’s tails wrapped around a stone column running the length of his spine. The entire pattern looked three-dimensional, almost real. “Our marks anchor the oaths we swear and focus the powers we’re granted. Without them, we’re just ordinary men, no match for the sidhe.” 
 
    I bit my lip, looking back and forth between them. The thought of getting a tattoo was frightening, but I didn’t want to admit it. “You’re saying the tattoos give you special powers?” 
 
    “They are the visible manifestation of our abilities.” 
 
    “But I don’t have any powers.” 
 
    “Neither did we, until we were marked.” 
 
    “So what can you do? Can you show me?” 
 
    Nick and Tim looked at each other and Tim shrugged. He stood and held out his arms, turning them over and back a few times before tapping one of the intricate designs on the back of his left hand. 
 
    “This one will do,” he said. “I doubt I can use it in the Otherworld.” 
 
    “I can always replace it,” said Nick. He waved his hand for Tim to continue.  
 
    Tim clenched his fists against his chest and bowed his head, scowling as he concentrated. Nothing happened immediately, but then the tattoo he chose flared brightly, a blinding flash of more-than-purple, like a cotton shirt under an ultraviolet strobe light. The tattoo seemed to twist inside out and Tim’s body shrank like a popped balloon as it dropped to the floor. I blinked away the spots in my eyes and gaped. A huge black and white cat stared back at me. 
 
    “Oh my God oh my God oh my God.” The cat meowed and padded towards me and I stumbled over my own feet to get out of its way. The cat stopped and wrapped its tail around its paws, looking smug. It had the faintest stripe of blue between its ears, like it had rubbed its head against a painted fence that wasn’t quite dry. “Oh my God.” Tim’s a cat, my eyes told me, but my brain refused to accept it. 
 
    “I think you broke her,” said Nick, and the cat meowed agreement. It closed its eyes and the light flared again, expanding up and out. In just a couple of heartbeats, Tim stood there again, just as before. No, not quite the same: the tattoo on his left hand was missing. 
 
    “I need to sit down,” I said breathlessly, and I ran for the closest chair, making a wide circle around Tim. I sank into it bonelessly, burying my face in my hands. 
 
    “Hey, Shy, I’m sorry,” said Tim contritely. “I didn’t know you were scared of cats.” 
 
    “I’m not, it’s not that,” I said, drawing a shaky breath. “It’s just … you turned into a cat!” I peeked at him through my fingers. “How long have you been a … a shapechanger?” 
 
    “Since I got my first mark, when I was seventeen.” 
 
    “And you can change into whatever it is your mark shows?” Tim nodded. “For how long?” 
 
    “As long as I want, I suppose. I spent a week as a golden lab once, just for fun.” 
 
    “For fun? What’s fun about being a dog?”  
 
    “Since I got adopted by a pretty young thing in Carrick-on-Shannon.” He grinned at me. “She let me sleep on her bed.” 
 
    I had to laugh. “Let me guess: she had nice tits.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, indeed.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. “How many different marks do you have?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I lost count a while back.” Tim looked at his arms speculatively. “Maybe thirty?” 
 
    “You don’t have thirty tattoos on your arms. There’s no room.” 
 
    “They’re not just on my arms, darling.” He waggled his eyebrows and I just shook my head. 
 
    “So that other missing one. What was that one?” 
 
    “This?” He touched the bare spot on his right forearm. “That was a fox.” 
 
    “A fox? That’s how you found me this morning? Tim’s gap-toothed grin was confirmation enough. “You tracked me as a fox. Unbelievable.” 
 
    “Believe it, Shy,” said Nick. “Faith is essential if this is going to work.” 
 
    “So what’s your power, Nick? Do you turn into a snake?” 
 
    Nick rubbed his nose thoughtfully. “No, but it’s hard to explain. I’m … an anchor. I’m bound to the land of Ireland, to our world, just as these serpents are bound to me.” 
 
    “So what do you do?” 
 
    “I think you’d have to see it in action, and this,” he waved his hands around the shop, “is not the place for that. So, what will your mark be, Shy?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I can’t think.” I scrubbed my fingers through my scalp, as if that would help. “Can it be just a small one?” I asked hopefully. Nick’s expression didn’t look promising. 
 
    “It has to be large enough to bind the oath. Maybe this big, or a bit larger.” He made a circle with his hands, about four inches across. 
 
    “That’s not so bad, I guess,” I said reluctantly. “So do I just pick one out of a catalog, or what?” 
 
    “That might help give you some ideas.” Nick pointed to the binders on the table and I picked one up. It contained more photos of his work, every one different in subject and style and color. “The design has to mean something to you, so that there’s a connection between you and your power.” 
 
    “What did Dad pick?” I looked doubtfully at one of the photos in the binder. The close-up image was very pretty, an elaborate abstract pattern sort of like paisley, but I couldn’t quite figure out where it was on the person’s body. 
 
    “A claddagh, around his right arm.” Dad still wore the claddagh ring Mom gave him when they got engaged: two hands symbolizing friendship, holding a heart symbolizing love, surmounted by a crown symbolizing loyalty. It was a symbol of his undying love for her and I had to put the binder down for a moment to wipe my eyes. “He had me add a chain around the arms, to represent the strength of his vows.” 
 
    I shook my head despondently. “I don’t know what to do. This is all so – so strange and weird and I can’t think of anything that’s me and could help us get Dad back.” I dropped the binder back on the table and slumped in the chair. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    The two brothers exchanged a look and Nick sat in the chair beside me, taking my hand in his. 
 
    “I know it’s hard, Shy, but this is important. Try this: tell me what you’re thinking now, about what has to be done. As honestly as you can.” 
 
    “Honestly?” I felt a surge of hysteria. “I don’t see how this is going to work. I’m just a girl from Boston who has to use magical powers I never knew I had to rescue my father from an evil Irish fairy queen. I don’t need a tattoo, I need an army. Or a miracle.”  
 
    I had too much nervous energy to sit still. I stood up and went to the window, looking out between the slats of the blinds. A block of row houses sat across the street, but I barely noticed them. The reality of the situation closed in on me and I didn’t know what to do. I don’t need an army, I corrected myself. I don’t want anyone else to die. I need to sneak into Maeve’s fortress and get Dad out before anyone notices. What I need is luck. Lots and lots of luck. 
 
    That reminded me of the shamrock Sín had given me and I slipped it out from its hiding place. It was flattened out now, but otherwise undamaged. I twirled it between my fingers. This is stupid, I told myself. It’s just an ordinary shamrock. But I plucked one of the leaves and rubbed it between my thumb and forefinger. My Sight caught a brief flash of – something – and the leaf evaporated as if it had never existed. 
 
    I didn’t know what to expect, but near as I could tell, nothing happened and I wondered if Sín had just played a cruel joke on me. I almost threw the now three-leaved shamrock aside, but then I tucked it back under my bra with a sigh. I turned back to face my cousins, who watched me expectantly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nick,” I said bleakly. “I can’t think of anything. I just want to get my Dad back.” 
 
    Nick nodded somberly and Tim gathered me into a crushing hug. “Not to worry, Shy,” he said. “We’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said into his chest. I felt a little bit better, wrapped in his comforting embrace. “I’m lucky to have you two to help me.” 
 
    “Lucky,” Nick repeated thoughtfully. He sat back in his chair and gazed down the length of the shop, rubbing his chin.  
 
    “What?” I asked, prying myself out of Tim’s arms. “Did you think of something?” He looked at me appraisingly.  
 
    “Shy, do you trust me?” 
 
    “Sure?” That didn’t come out nearly as confident as I meant it to. 
 
    “I know exactly the sort of mark you need. Something Irish, something potent, and something lucky.” He clapped his hands together. “Right, let’s do this.”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked, but he was already on his feet and striding to the back of the shop. 
 
    “You’ll see. Oh, wait.” He spun around suddenly and looked me over critically. “Where do you want it?” 
 
    “You mean, where on my body?” I looked down at myself doubtfully. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “It doesn’t affect the mark, if that’s what you mean, but it has to go somewhere. The fewer curves and folds the better, but it’s your choice.” 
 
    “How about on your –” 
 
    “No.” I didn’t even want to know what Tim was going to suggest. I tried to imagine a picture about four inches wide somewhere on my body. I don’t want anyone to see it if I can help it, so not on my arms or legs. Or my face. I had to suppress a giggle at the thought of Sister Mary Margaret’s reaction if I went back to school with one of Tim’s knotted animals on my cheek. On my butt? That seemed too crude and the thought of getting my more sensitive body parts poked with a needle made me shudder. “Here, maybe?” I asked finally, turning and pointing to the small of my back. That would keep it out of sight, at least until swimsuit season. 
 
    “Perfect,” said Nick. “Come on.” 
 
    He led me to a small curtained room at the back. It looked a lot like a doctor’s examination room, complete with a padded table, a small sink, and a large movable light fixture. “Up you go, face down.” He wrapped a white terry towel around a small pillow and set in on one end of the table. I hiked myself up and lay on my stomach, hugging the pillow as Nick washed his hands in the sink and dried them. 
 
    “This is safe, right?”  
 
    “Sterile and antiseptic and inspected annually by the health authorities.” Nick indicated a framed certificate on the wall with his chin. “You don’t have AIDS or hepatitis or anything like that?” 
 
    “No!” He just chuckled and pulled a wheeled stool over with his foot. He used another key on his ring to unlock a cabinet and extract a wide metal-edged case, setting it on the counter beside him. He flipped it open, revealing a collection of at least fifty colored vials, held secure in gray foam. “Is that the ink?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. And this is the gun.” He held up something that looked like a cross between a hot glue gun and a sewing machine. He pressed the trigger and it buzzed like a very angry bee. 
 
    “Will it hurt?” I suddenly wondered if this whole plan was really such a good idea. 
 
    “It’s just like getting a shot at the doctor’s,” said Tim reassuringly, leaning against the side of the doorway. 
 
    “Okay, I can handle that, I guess.” 
 
    “Of course, most doctors don’t give you ten thousand shots in a row.” 
 
    “What?!” Nick’s hand kept me on the table. 
 
    “Not helping, Tim. Shy, the ink has to go under your skin or it just wears off.” 
 
    “But it’s going to hurt!” 
 
    “Of course it will, but the pain is necessary. It’s what binds your mark to you.” He repositioned me on the table, but my entire body was already a giant knot of tension. Nick sighed. “I’d tell you to relax, but I doubt it will do any good.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m going to grab a bite down the street while you’re working,” said Tim, completely oblivious to my distress. “You guys want anything?” 
 
    “Do they have pizza?” I asked hopefully. I was starving. 
 
    “Sure, I can go by Arnie’s. What do you want on it?” 
 
    “Meat.”  
 
    “You’re a girl after my own heart, darling,” he laughed. “Nick?” 
 
    “Whatever.” He concentrated on cleaning his equipment, scrubbing the needles with alcohol. Tim disappeared as Nick pulled on latex gloves. He rolled up the hem of my tank top and looked at my back critically. “Loosen your trousers, I’ll need a bit more space to work with.” 
 
    I rolled sideways to unbutton and unzip my jeans. I wiggled around a bit to tug them lower. “Just a bit more.” I complied, flushing at how much skin was exposed. “Perfect.” He laid another folded towel across my butt. “I’ll have to lean my arm on your bottom to hold the gun steady, so try not to move around.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said into the pillow. Something damp and cold touched my back. “What’s that?!” 
 
    “Just an alcohol swab. Hold still, please.”  
 
    Something else scraped lightly across my skin. “What that?!” 
 
    Nick sat back on his stool with another sigh. “A disposable razor. I have to remove the hair in the area or it’ll be harder to get a clean line.” 
 
    “I don’t have any hair on my back!” 
 
    “Everybody does, Shy. Even the little fine stuff can get in the way. Now will you please be still?” 
 
    “Sorry.” I buried my face in the pillow and let him finish his preparations. Finally, I felt his left hand press against my back, stretching the skin, and his right arm rested lightly across my butt. 
 
    “All right, Shy, are you ready?” I wasn’t and I doubted I would ever be, but I nodded. “Good girl. Here we go.” I tensed when the buzzing started, but he waited until my shoulders relaxed a fraction before pressing the cold gun against my skin.  
 
    I gasped when the needle pierced me, but I managed to hold myself still. Over and over and over again, Nick tortured me with his device, and I couldn’t keep the tears from flowing. I bit my lip hard enough to draw blood, trying not to scream. 
 
    I couldn’t tell what the design of my mark was. It felt like he was going around and around in circles, pausing every few minutes to select a different color of ink from the case. While he worked, he murmured words just at the edge of my hearing. They sounded Irish and I concentrated on the lilting sound of his voice to distract me. 
 
    After a while, I became aware of a faint but growing glimmer nearby and the pain eased as I slipped away into my Sight to follow it. Whatever it was, it was close, right behind me. 
 
    Nick’s aura blazed beside me, much brighter than Emily’s, a roiling tumble of every color imaginable surrounding a core of white. It seemed to extend down into the earth, like it was rooted there, connecting to something vast and powerful, but not in a scary way. Whatever it was, it flowed up through his aura and entered a complex knotted pattern that I wouldn’t be able to draw if my life depended on it. The knot hovered behind me – no, in me – expanding under Nick’s skillful fingers. It was basically circular but with four distinct segments, with another, different pattern taking shape in the center. It almost looked like –  
 
    “Pizza!” I slammed back into my body, my head throbbing in protest. Nick lifted his hands with a resigned sigh and shut off the gun. In the sudden silence, Tim’s feet clomped across the floor. 
 
    “You couldn’t wait until we were done?” Nick set the tattoo gun aside and draped a cloth across my back before I could twist around and see the unfinished design. 
 
    “Nah, it’ll get cold.” Tim appeared in the doorway with a box of delightful odors. “Stay there, no need to get all messed up.” He set the box on the counter and extracted a slice, handing it to me. My mouth watered at the gooey cheese and layers of sausage, pepperoni and ground beef. I started chewing from the pointy end, propped up on my elbows. Nick stripped off his gloves and took a slice for himself. “So how’s it going, then?” Tim tried to sneak a peek under the cloth, but Nick shooed him away. 
 
    “It’s going well,” he said. “Shy’s a real trooper.” 
 
    Shy cried like a baby, I thought, but I appreciated Nick’s support. I held out my hand for another slice and Tim obliged. “Is it almost done?” I asked around another mouthful of glorious pizza. 
 
    “Nearly halfway there.” I groaned and Nick laughed quietly. “This is one of the most complex ones I’ve ever done. It’ll be worth it, I promise.” 
 
    I wanted to ask him about his aura, but the pizza occupied my attention. Tim brought beers for himself and Nick and a Coke for me, although it was hard drinking from the bottle lying down without a straw. 
 
    The third slice finally convinced my stomach it was full and I topped it off with the rest of my soda. Nick washed his hands again and put on a fresh pair of gloves as Tim cleaned up the remains of lunch. 
 
    “I’ll head upstairs,” he said, indicating the ceiling with his thumb. “Call me when you’re done.” 
 
    “What’s upstairs?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “That’s where we live.” 
 
    “Over the shop?” 
 
    “All the comforts of home and you can’t beat the commute.” Tim departed with a salute of his beer bottle and his heavy feet stomped on a set of stairs somewhere in the back of the building. 
 
    “Ready?” Nick asked. He removed the cloth covering my not-yet-half-finished tattoo. I nodded, clutching my pillow, and cringed at the sound of the gun. 
 
    I retreated into my Sight again, distancing myself from the pain of the needle. I still felt the jabs, but they seemed remote now, almost like they were happening to someone else. I hoped I wasn’t screwing up the bonding process Nick talked about, but the pattern continued to get clearer and bigger in my Sight. The exact image was still a mystery even through my Sight, but my mark seemed much more complicated than an ordinary tattoo, weaving in and around itself in at least three dimensions. 
 
    Finally, the pricking sensations stopped and I cautiously returned to my body. Nick cleaned his equipment and stowed it away as I tried to look over my shoulder. “Is it done?” 
 
    “It’s done.” Nick sounded tired but pleased. “Let me clean it up and I’ll show you.” 
 
    He used another alcohol wipe and the soothing coolness was wonderful. My back felt raw, like it had been badly sunburned. He helped me sit up and slip off the table and I twisted left and right. “I can’t see it.” 
 
    Nick handed me a large silver-handled mirror and stood me in front of another mirror mounted on the wall. It took me several tries to find the right angles to stand at and hold the mirror, but then I centered my mark and gasped. 
 
    It was a four-leaved shamrock bigger than my palm, rendered in an intricate celtic knotwork pattern that wove in and out and around, one single ribbon forming the entire shape. Countless shades of green rippled across the entire design, ranging from new-sprouted grass to the deepest depths of a forest. The center of the pattern, where the leaves came together, was caught around a blood red loop in the shape of a heart, and the entire thing was surrounded by a circular chain of gold that literally glittered. The subtle shading made it seem like it was floating above my skin, rather than embedded within it. 
 
    “Oh my God, Nick! It’s beautiful!” I wanted to trace the lines with my fingers, but I was afraid I’d accidently smudge it or something. I skootched my jeans down a bit more to get a better look. Now I was sorry I didn’t ask him to put it in a more prominent location. My mark was an amazing work of art. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” said Nick quietly, but I heard the pride in his voice. “What does it mean to you?” 
 
    “Well, the shamrock is for luck, obviously, and the knotwork makes it Irish, and all the shades of green, too.” He nodded encouragingly. “The heart is my love for my dad and the chain … the chain is the bond that ties us together and the strength of my resolve to get him back.” 
 
    “Very good. If you believe that with all your heart, then this will work out well.” 
 
    “I do, Nick, thank you. It’s wonderful!” I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheek. He looked embarrassed when I released him. “Tim!” I called. “Tim, come down and see!” 
 
    “Coming!” Tim clomped down the stairs and reappeared through a nondescript door at the back of the shop.  
 
    “Look, isn’t this great?” I turned my back to show him Nick’s handiwork. 
 
    “Oh, that is a very nice sight indeed,” agreed Tim. “And the tat’s pretty good, too.”  
 
    “What?!” I whirled in embarrassment and tried to pull my jeans up, but Nick caught my hands. 
 
    “Hang on, the skin’s still sensitive. Let me put a plaster over it to protect it while it heals.” He guided me back into the room and pulled a wide sterile strip out of a drawer. “Your jeans will rub against it, so it might be uncomfortable for a while.” 
 
    “Wait.” I stopped him before he opened the bandage. “Can you take a picture first?” 
 
    “That I can do.” He went back to the shop counter and retrieved a digital camera. I leaned against the table while he positioned the image in the viewer. “Smile.” I laughed as the camera flashed. He checked the screen and nodded, then handed it to me. 
 
    The image showed every detail of my mark, and a fair bit of skin around it. That’s a shamrock tattoo above my butt, I thought smugly. In your face, Heather Laughlin, and your little pink heart on your shoulder. “I want a million copies of this.” Nick laughed as he covered the mark with the bandage, taping it carefully in place. I pulled my jeans up carefully, wincing at the rough pressure on my back. I left them unfastened for now. 
 
    “Okay, then, that’s done,” I said eagerly. “What’s my superpower?” I didn’t feel any different, other than being sore. 
 
    Nick blinked. “Your what?” 
 
    “My superpower. Tim can change into animals and you can do – whatever it is you do. What can I do?” 
 
    “Oh, that. We won’t know until the ritual is completed tonight. Your mark is latent until it’s activated with the oaths.” 
 
    “Oh.” That was disappointing, but I supposed I could wait a few more hours to find out. I hoped it would be something awesome. “So now what?” 
 
    “Next is the link,” said Nick. “Something that ties you to your history and heritage as an O’Connor.” I shook my head doubtfully. “It’s usually a piece of jewelry, handed down through the generations.” 
 
    “Oh, like this?” I held out my right hand, showing them the serpent ring on my thumb. Nick held my hand and inspected it under his light. 
 
    “That certainly looks old. Was it your father’s?” 
 
    “Aintin Muirenn said it was her husband’s.” 
 
    “Hmm, the O’Neills.” Nick looked at Tim, who shrugged noncommittally. “I’m not sure that’ll work. The O’Neills split off from the O’Connors centuries back.” 
 
    “Oh.” I was disappointed I couldn’t use the ring for this. “What did Dad use?” 
 
    “Phelan’s chain,” said Tim, indicating some type of necklace with his hands. “It would have been perfect. It goes all the way back to Conchobhair’s time.” 
 
    “Why can’t we use that?” 
 
    “Because we don’t have it. Your dad was wearing it when he was captured.” 
 
    “Oh. So what else is there?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Nick, scratching his cheek. “There’s probably hundreds of O’Connor heirlooms around, but most of them wouldn’t be potent enough. We don’t have time to go running around checking them all, not if we’re going to complete the ritual tonight.” 
 
    “Would Aintin Muirenn have something?” 
 
    “Possibly, but then we’d have to tell her what we’re doing, or steal it from her.” Neither of those options sounded particularly appealing. We stared at each other in silence for a while. 
 
    “So all the old powerful weapons have dramatic names and stuff,” I said finally. “Are there pieces of jewelry with names? Those would likely be old and maybe magical.”  
 
    “I don’t think it works like that, Shy.” I just looked at him. “There’s … the Stone of Rathnaglye,” he sighed. “Saint Bridget’s Bell, Ruaidrí’s Crown, Colman’s Bracers of –” 
 
    “Someone wore braces?” I couldn’t imagine my ancient Irish ancestors getting their teeth straightened. 
 
    “Bracers, not braces. Like wristbands.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    “There’s the Bull Crown,” Tim suggested, “and Lórcan’s torc, the Amulet of –” 
 
    “Wait! You said Lórcan? Great-great-great-grandfather Lórcan?”  
 
    Tim counted on his fingers. “I think that’s one too many greats, but yeah.” 
 
    “Where is it now?” I asked eagerly. I knew that was the link I was meant to wear. 
 
    “At the bottom of the lake where he killed himself, near as anyone knows.” My heart sank in dismay and Tim shrugged apologetically. “According to the stories Mamó used to tell, he was wearing it when he ran off that night, but it wasn’t on his body the next morning.” 
 
    “Did anyone look for it?” 
 
    “I suppose, but no one ever found it.” 
 
    I paced back and forth. I had to have that torc, whatever a torc was, but if it was lost for the past hundred years, how could I hope to find it in one night? Because I have the Sight and I have a lucky tattoo and I need that torc, I told myself. I stopped and looked at my cousins. 
 
    “Do you know which lake it was?”  
 
    “He lived near Ballinasloe,” said Tim. “There’s just the one lake nearby, Callow Lough.” 
 
     “Get your keys, Nick,” I said with a determined nod. “We’re going torc fishing.” 
 
   


 
  



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Ballinasloe was just a few miles south and west of Athlone according to my map. We piled into Nick’s car and drove in silence, with me glaring impatiently at the rush hour traffic slowing us to a crawl. Why does such a large town have such dinky little roads? I supposed it had something to do with the town being built centuries before there were cars, but knowing that didn’t improve my mood. Nor did the ache in my lower back. I wished I had some sweats to put on instead of my jeans, or maybe even a dress. For now, I kept my pants unbuttoned and avoided leaning back against the seat. 
 
    Finally we made it back across the River Shannon and onto the highway. The car engine whined like it was going to explode or melt down, but Nick managed to keep up with the rest of the traffic somehow. I watched the exit signs as they zipped by. 
 
    “There’s Ballinasloe!” Nick nodded and eased over into the exit lane, looping under the highway through a series of roundabouts that got me all turned around. We ended up on the right road to take us into the town, or at least I hoped it was the right road.   
 
    A billboard up ahead confirmed we were entering Ballinasloe and declared it to be the “Gateway to the Westt”, with two T’s for some unfathomable reason. The road crossed an unlabeled river and I checked the map and then checked it again. 
 
    “Is that really the River Suck?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Aye, it is,” said Tim.  
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Its Irish name is An tSuca,” said Nick. “There’s some good fishing there.” 
 
    “And what does An tSuca mean?” 
 
    “I have no idea. It was named so long ago there’s no record of where the word comes from.” 
 
    “Great.” The houses and shops on either side of the road beyond the bridge were the typical rectangular stone buildings I’d seen in every other Irish town. These didn’t even have signs and they weren’t painted in the bright colors that Athlone boasted. In just a few blocks, we were past all that and back into the countryside. “Hey, why didn’t we stop? That was Ballinasloe!” 
 
    Nick shook his head. “That’s the wrong one.” 
 
    “The wrong Ballinasloe? There’s more than one?” Nick nodded. “What is wrong with you people? You make up names out of random syllables and you still have duplicates?” Nick just smiled and I slumped back into the seat. “And your river names suck too.” 
 
    The road meandered through yet another endless stretch of green fields and pastures before arriving in yet another small town, Kilconnell. Nick made a right turn onto an even narrower road, barely one lane wide, and a small sign pointed the same way: Callow Lake. 
 
    “There it is! No, wait, we’re looking for Callow Lough, aren’t we?”  
 
    “They’re the same thing,” said Nick. “Lough means lake.” 
 
    After another half mile or so, he slowed down, peering across the pastures and hedgerows on the left. “There it is.” He pointed at a hint of blue peeking between the trees. He turned into an unmarked lane and stopped beside a long white building that looked like a cross between a bus shelter and a storage shed. The road ran straight into the water; a boat ramp, I supposed. Nick turned off the engine and we all looked at Callow Lough. 
 
    It wasn’t all that large, maybe five hundred yards across, but it had a tiny little island smack in the middle completely covered with trees. Pastures sloped down to the lake on all sides, looking a bit swampy in places. 
 
    “Well,” said Nick finally, “let’s go have a look.” 
 
    We all got out and walked down to the water’s edge. A couple of long stone breakwaters poked out into the lake, although I couldn’t imagine they had much of a problem with waves eroding the shore. Maybe they had a lot of water-skiers in the summer. 
 
    I looked at the lake critically. Somewhere out there in that lake, Lórcan’s torc waited to be found. I hoped. I closed my eyes and sent out my Sight, trying to probe beneath the water’s surface. I sensed tiny dots of life – fish, maybe? – but nothing that felt like an ancient artifact. Either it wasn’t there or the torc wasn’t a powerful object or the water blocked my Sight. Great, I thought. I’ve found my kryptonite. Or am I thinking of lead? But, no, I sensed the fish. Maybe I just needed to get closer. 
 
    I looked around, but there were no boats or canoes conveniently moored nearby. I eyed the nearest breakwater. It was only a couple of feet wide, but it did stick out into the lake a fair distance. 
 
    Nick and Tim watched me expectantly, waiting for me to come up with a plan. When did I become the leader? I groused. “So, Tim, I assume you can swim?” 
 
    “Like the proverbial fish,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “How about like a literal fish?”  
 
    His smile broadened. “That too.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll point out the torc and you go get it.” 
 
    “And how exactly are you going to find it?” asked Nick skeptically. 
 
    “With a little bit of luck,” I stated, “and my Sight.” I headed around the edge of the lake towards the nearest breakwater.  
 
    “She has the Sight?” Tim whispered loudly to his brother. “That’s a lucky break for us.” I just smiled and continued on. 
 
    The breakwater was easy enough to reach, but the stones were uneven on top. I walked along its length like an acrobat on a tightrope. The water was murky and there was no telling how deep it was here. I swam well enough, but I preferred not to do it in my street clothes. 
 
    I stopped at the very end of the breakwater and surveyed the lake again. Where did Lórcan go into the water and how far did he go before he drowned? It could be anywhere. I looked back at my cousins, watching me from the end of the boat ramp. 
 
    “Nick?” I called. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What’s a torc?” Nick rubbed his forehead like he suddenly had a headache. 
 
    “They go around your neck, sort of horseshoe shaped,” he said, gesturing. “They’re usually thick, made of metal strands twisted together.”  
 
    “Oh, I know what those are.” The mental image helped and I cast my Sight out again. 
 
    As small as the lake was, there was still a lot of territory to cover. The fish were a distraction, like tiny sparkles scattered through the water, but I tried my best to ignore them. Nothing, nothing, and more nothing.  
 
    I came back into my body and almost tumbled into the water as a wave of dizziness swept over me. I steadied myself in frustration. It had to be out there somewhere or else the whole story about Lórcan’s demise was just that, a story. 
 
    I chewed on my lip, not ready to give up yet. I extracted Sín’s shamrock and looked it over. It looked as fresh as when he had given it to me. Well, it worked for my mark, it’ll work for the torc too, I told myself. I pulled another leaf from the stalk and rubbed it between my fingers. Like the first one, it evaporated into thin air. I replaced the shamrock and looked over the lake again.  
 
    “All right,” I muttered, “let’s get lucky.” 
 
    I started at the far side of the lake this time, working my way back towards the island. There were fewer fish over there and the water seemed clearer to my Sight. I skirted the edge of the island and probed deeper into the muck of the lake bottom. Then a new thought occurred to me, popping out of nowhere: What if Lórcan actually made it to the island and drowned on his way back? Maybe the torc isn’t in the water at all. 
 
    Countless people would have visited the island since Lórcan died, but perhaps he hid it for some reason, or maybe it had gotten buried under leaves or something. I sent my Sight across the island’s tiny surface and smiled. 
 
    “Tim!” I called, pointing. “On the island, near the shore on the right side. There’s a dead tree leaning over the water. Look under its roots.” 
 
    “Got it!” A burst of ultraviolet flared off to the side and something splashed into the water. I wanted to see what sort of thing Tim had turned into, but I needed to keep my Sight focused on the torc. Tim’s aura was mostly blue, the same color as his hair, and I watched it move steadily towards the torc’s hiding place.  
 
    Did Lórcan hide it on the island before he died? I wondered. Why would he do that? It was almost as if he knew I’d need it a hundred years later, but that would be creepy, and kind of stupid. He could just have told someone to keep it for me or something, unless this was the only way to make sure only I got it. On the other hand, he went nuts and killed himself, so maybe it’s just a coincidence. Or luck. 
 
    Tim’s aura paused and I waved him further on, my eyes still pressed shut. “A little further, Tim! Just around the side.” 
 
    I heard something like a bark and his aura moved in the right direction. Is he a dog again? A fish would be better for swimming. But then a fish couldn’t dig up the torc and he probably didn’t want to waste his tattoos. 
 
    I started calling out “Warmer!” and “Colder!” as Tim moved back and forth around the torc’s position. “Warmer! Warmer! You’re getting hot. There! Right there!” 
 
    Tim barked again and I opened my eyes, staggering and windmilling my arms to regain my balance. I knelt down on the breakwater, waiting for my regular eyes to focus. Tim was hidden by the trees and he was too far away for me to hear what he was doing. Finally, though, a dark shape poked out of the water, heading straight for me. It didn’t look like a shark fin or the Loch Ness monster, so I assumed it was Tim. 
 
    He swam surprisingly quickly for a dog, dipping under the water’s surface for long periods of time. He dived again about twenty feet away and I thought I saw flippers. That’s not a dog, I thought suspiciously, peering into the water. I stumbled back with a startled yelp when a sleek black shape leapt out of the lake and landed right in front of me. 
 
    I fell backwards and desperately clutched at the stones of the breakwater to keep myself from falling in. The creature reared back, looming over me, and then slapped its front flippers together, spraying me with water. It was a seal. 
 
    “Tim –” I couldn’t think of a suitable way to express what I felt right at that moment. The seal settled down and dropped something it had been carrying in its mouth. A mud-covered U landed on the stones with a heavy clunk. 
 
    In a burst of ultraviolet, the seal vanished and Tim appeared in its place, sitting cross-legged on the end of the breakwater. Strangely enough, his clothes were perfectly dry, although his Mohawk dripped water. He worked his mouth and spat into the lake. 
 
    “You might have told me it was buried in the mud,” he said. “Do you know how hard it is to dig with just your mouth? Seals don’t have paws.” 
 
    I ignored him. “Is that it? Is that the torc?” 
 
    “Seems like it.” He picked up the object and dunked it in the water, swirling it around to loosen and rinse off the mud. It took several tries and some scraping with his fingers, but he finally got most of the debris off and held it up. 
 
    It was an arc of gold as thick as one of my fingers, maybe eight inches across, formed from a twisted braid of wire strands, just like Nick described. The ends were capped with stylized bird heads, with red jewels for eyes. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. 
 
    “There you go then,” said Tim, handing it to me. “Lórcan’s torc, exactly where you said it would be.” It was surprisingly heavy and its glow in my Sight was as bright as my ring, a sunny yellow creased with white. I didn’t know what the torc was for, but there was no doubt it was potent. “Go on, put it on.” 
 
    “Really? I can do that?” I thought maybe I needed to wait for the actual ritual, but Tim just took it from me, pried it open enough to slip it around my neck, and then closed it up again. 
 
    I gasped, not just from the cold muddy water dripping down my chest, but by the sudden clarity in my Sight. It was like I’d been looking through smudged sunglasses all this time and now everything around me was bright and in focus. It was almost overwhelming and I began to understand why Lórcan had finally gone mad. I reached up hurriedly to pull it off, but then I stopped myself. No, I told myself, I have to learn to control this. I can do this.  
 
    “Shy, are you okay?” Tim sounded uncertain. “You look … different.” 
 
    “Different? How?” I squinted at him, like I’d just stepped out of a dark room into a bright summer day. His aura looked like an azure bonfire all around him and I had to concentrate to push my Sight aside. 
 
    “I dunno, like you just saw an angel or something. Did the torc do something to you?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s a good thing. I think.” I got to my feet, although Tim had to hold me steady. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We made our way back to the lakeshore where Nick waited impatiently. I had trouble seeing where I was going and I would have fallen into the lake at least once without Tim’s quick hands. Finally, though, we arrived on solid ground. 
 
    “Are you all right, Shy?” asked Nick. 
 
    “I’m fine. The torc is just – it’s like an amplifier for my Sight. It takes some getting used to.” 
 
    “Maybe you should just take it off for now.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe I should.” I needed Nick’s help to pry it off my neck. When it no longer touched my skin, my Sight dimmed like someone turned the lights off and I had to blink to get reoriented to the world around me. I took the torc back and my Sight brightened fractionally, but nowhere near the level it had when I actually wore it. “This is amazing.” I turned the torc over in my hands, looking at it more closely. I’d have to clean it properly once we got back to the shop, but it was beautifully crafted. I wondered how old it was. “You know, there’s no way this could have fallen off accidentally. Lórcan removed it and hid it on the island.” 
 
    “It was buried under the roots of a tree, stuck in the mud under a pile of rocks,” said Tim. “It’s no wonder no one found it.” 
 
    “Shy managed,” said Nick proudly, and I ducked my head in embarrassment. “Why didn’t you tell us you had the Sight?” 
 
    “Didn’t I?” I was fairly certain I’d mentioned it earlier. “Anyway, Tim’s the one who dug it up. Although, a seal, really?” 
 
    Tim shrugged. “I don’t have a lot of shapes that can swim and a fish can’t dig.” 
 
    “All right, if you’re done with congratulating each other, let’s get back to Athlone,” said Nick. “We’ve got one more thing to take care of before tonight.” He led the way back to the waiting car. 
 
    “I’ve got the mark and the link.” I hugged the torc against my chest, ignoring the muddy stains it left. “What’s left?” 
 
    Nick held the passenger door open for me. “The weapon,” he said, and closed the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “Ideally, we’d use Caladbolg, the traditional weapon of the Treorái, but that’s with your dad as well.” Nick pulled into the parking space in front of the shop and shut off the car. 
 
    I’m already bound to Caladbolg. I don’t need another weapon. During the ride back, I almost confessed what Emily and I had done, but my courage failed me. Besides, I still needed something to fight with when we entered the Otherworld, so I just let Nick and Tim debate the possibilities. So far, they hadn’t come up with anything. 
 
    Nick unlocked the shop and let me and Tim precede him. “We’ll need at least one other gaiscíoch as a witness to the rite,” he continued, closing and locking the door. “It takes at least three to declare the new Treorái.” 
 
    “How do you know all this stuff? Is there a manual they hand out when you join the team or something?” 
 
    “I was trained by the man who taught me all this,” said Nick, waving his hands at the portraits on the wall, “and who gave me my mark.” I’d wondered how he managed to tattoo his own back. I should have figured someone else had done the work. 
 
    “Who was he? Does he live in Athlone?” 
 
    “His name was Turlough, but no, he died a few years back.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I miss him,” admitted Nick. “He was a great mentor and a good friend. Anyway, we still need to find you a weapon for the rite.” 
 
    “So what’s the weapon for?” 
 
    “It’s for poking holes in anyone who tries to kill you,” said Tim. 
 
    “And it’s a symbol of your commitment to fight for Ireland and the world of men,” said Nick, whacking his brother on his arm. “It doesn’t need to be as epic as Caladbolg, but it does need to be a real weapon.” 
 
    “Does it have to be a sword?” Although Caladbolg felt perfect to me in the storeroom, I didn’t really want to lug around a big long weapon if I could avoid it. 
 
    “No, people have used spears, warhammers, axes, just about anything you can think of.”  
 
    “How about a gun?” I asked, only half jokingly. I’d never held a gun before, let alone fired one, but it seemed to me it would be more useful than a sword or a spear.  
 
    “Modern weapons don’t work in the Otherworld. Believe me, we’ve tried. You’re pretty much stuck with something with a point or a sharp edge.” 
 
    “Are you any good with a bow?” asked Tim. “That might work for you.” 
 
    “Not really.” My few attempts at archery at St. Mary’s hadn’t been encouraging. “And doesn’t it have to be special in some way?” 
 
    “Ideally,” said Nick. “Let’s go upstairs and sit. There’s no point standing around down here until we decide what to do.” 
 
    He led the way to the back of the shop, opening the door at the back and waving me through first. The room held a small washer and dryer, as well as storage shelves stuffed with battered cardboard boxes. A narrow flight of stairs led upwards to the living quarters, which proved to be a tiny one-bedroom apartment with a bath, a kitchenette, and a living room crowded with a fold-out sofa bed, a chair, a large flat-screen TV, and a game console. An electric guitar and amplifier sat in the corner and a small laptop computer perched on a rickety coffee table in the middle of the room. 
 
    “Hey, do you mind if I take a quick shower?” I asked. “I’m all muddy and sticky and I’d like to be fresh for the thing tonight.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem,” said Nick. “There’s towels under the sink. I guess we should eat while we have the chance, too. Do you like Chinese?” 
 
    “I love Chinese! Except egg rolls, yuck.” 
 
    “No egg rolls, got it. Can you take care of that, Tim? I need to do some searches to see what our options are.” Tim had just seated himself on the edge of the bed, but he heaved himself up again with a groan. 
 
    “Sure, no problem. I’ll get something for Shy to wear tonight too.” 
 
    I was just about to shut the bathroom door, but I popped my head out in concern. “Wear? Why do I have to wear something?” 
 
    “Well, you can stand on the hill naked if that’s what you want,” said Tim with a broad leer. “I won’t stop you.” 
 
    “What? No!” I blushed all the way down to my tattoo. “I mean, what’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” 
 
    “So, imagine yourself on the hill at midnight tonight, with your mark and your torc and your weapon held high, swearing your oath before the Warriors of the White Branch.” 
 
    I looked down at my stained tank top, sweaty jeans, and muddy hightops. “Oh. Not very impressive, I guess.” 
 
    “Not to worry, I’ll fix you up right.” Tim clomped down the stairs as Nick rolled his eyes and powered up the laptop. 
 
    “This should be good,” he muttered, and I wondered what I was getting myself into. 
 
    The bathroom held just a low cabinet with a sink in the top, a toilet, and a small shower stall, but the water was blissfully hot and plentiful. I peeled off my clothes and carefully removed the protective bandage covering my tattoo, trying to check it in the tiny mirror over the sink. I touched it gingerly with my finger. It was sensitive, but less so than before. 
 
    I brought the torc into the shower with me and used the scrub brush to clean out every last bit of mud. It gleamed like it was brand new from the craftman’s hands and the jeweled eyes glittered like they were alive. Cautiously, I pried the torc open and placed it around my neck again. 
 
    My Sight blossomed and I clamped my eyes shut, even though that did no good at all. I Saw my ring’s energy twisting around my thumb and merging with my hand somehow. My mark looked much larger in my Sight than it should, extending out in all directions, like it was connected to everything around me.  
 
    Nick’s solid, grounded aura in the other room was a calming, steady presence, though, and I focused on it as I struggled to control my Sight. Slowly, step by little step, I reeled it in and closed it off, finally able to look around again without being mentally blinded. 
 
    “That is so incredible,” I whispered. I felt my Sight pressing against me from the inside, trying to burst out of my skin, but I forced it to stay put. 
 
    “Hey, mind the water!” Nick’s voice came through the bathroom door. “The electric’s expensive!” 
 
    “Sorry!” I hurriedly washed and rinsed my hair and scrubbed myself from head to toe, carefully working around my tattoo. I shut off the water and stepped out onto the mat, enjoying the enervating feel of the moist heat in the room. 
 
    I used one of the towels to wipe the fog from the mirror and then wrapped my hair up in a pale blue turban. I spent a long while admiring the torc against my bare skin, grinning as I turned back and forth. It’ll be known as Siobhan’s torc now, I told myself. 
 
    The bathroom door rattled under a heavy pounding, bringing me back to reality. “Hey, I got your things here,” Tim called through the door. 
 
    Either Tim was the fastest man on the planet or I’d spent much longer in the shower than I realized. I wrapped another towel around me and unlocked the door, easing it open just enough to peek out and see Tim standing there with a white plastic shopping bag in his hand. He held it out to me. “Here you go, I’m pretty sure it’ll fit. Put it on and let’s have a look.” His eager expression didn’t fill me with confidence, but I stuck my hand out for the bag and pulled it through, closing and locking the door again. “I can help with the laces,” he offered through the wood panel. 
 
    “No thanks, I got this.” It has laces? What sort of outfit did he get? 
 
    It proved to be some sort of medieval costume, with a blouse and vest and skirt. The blouse was a long-sleeved, off-the-shoulder white linen top that laced up the front, with ties to hold it snug under my breasts and around my wrists, while the skirt was dark russet with the folds slashed with white. The short vest was supple leather, dyed the same color as the skirt, and served to hold everything firmly in place, which was a good thing since I couldn’t wear my bra with the blouse. The whole ensemble left my stomach bare and exposed my mark in all its glory. It looked fantastic on me. 
 
    I brushed out my hair and left it long, my celtic hair band snugging it close to the back of my neck. I stuffed my dirty clothes into the shopping bag and unlocked the door. “I’m coming out!”  
 
    “Right, let’s see it,” called Tim. 
 
    I took a deep breath and threw my shoulders back as I swept out the door and into the living room where Tim and Nick waited. The looks on their faces were everything I hoped they would be. 
 
    “Wow,” said Nick. “You look incredible.” 
 
    “Cor, it looks better on you than on the dummy in the store,” agreed Tim. 
 
    “Thank you, Tim! I love it! It’s beautiful!” I gave him a hug and a peck on the cheek. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “There’s a costume shop down the street. It has a bunch of stuff for the LARP crowd in town.” 
 
    “LARP?” I sat on the chair and arranged the skirts around my still-bare feet. My sneakers didn’t really go with the rest of the outfit. Tim had picked up dinner as well and a collection of unmarked to-go containers took up most of the tabletop. 
 
    “Live action role playing,” explained Nick. “The crowd that pretends to be medieval on the weekends.” 
 
    “Are you LARPers too?”  
 
    “Darling, we deal with the real thing,” snorted Tim. “We don’t have time to play.” He handed me another white bag. “Here’s the rest of it.” 
 
    “More? You shouldn’t have,” I protested, but I opened the bag eagerly. It held a pair of soft leather boots, dyed to match the vest, more like calf-high moccasins than regular boots. They had laces as well, all the way up the sides. At the bottom of the bag, I found a long leather belt with brass studs all along its length. “Tim, how much did all this cost?” 
 
    “Not as much as you think, and it’s worth it to see your … face,” he smiled. 
 
    I almost called him out on what he was going to say originally, but I let it slide. Although the muslin of the blouse was fairly thin, the vest kept my personal bits safely concealed. I pulled on the boots, struggling a bit to get them over my still-damp skin, and laced them up snugly. I had trouble figuring out what to do with the belt – it was long enough to go around my waist at least twice – until Tim showed me how to loop it around itself and let the free end hang in front. Everything fit perfectly. I stood and spun in place. I was ridiculously happy with the gifts. They made me feel special. 
 
    “I need to get my other stuff cleaned so I can change back later.” Although I’d rather wear this, I admitted to myself. “Can I use your washer?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Nick. “There might be some hot water left.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Sorry about that.” I grabbed my bag of laundry.  
 
    “I thought for sure you were going to get her that chain mail bikini,” said Nick as I headed for the stairs. 
 
    “It wasn’t her size,” said Tim. I paused at the top of the stairs, having trouble envisioning myself wearing any such thing. 
 
    Wearing long skirts was a rare experience for me, but I managed to make it to the bottom of the stairs without tripping. My shirts, hoodie, jeans, and bra went into the washer, along with my sneakers and a dash of something that looked like laundry soap. If I’d known was going to be slogging across fields and lakes all day, I told myself as the machine filled up, I’d have brought a change of clothes with me. 
 
    I waited to make sure the wash cycle started properly and then hiked my skirts up to make the ascent. I settled everything back into place before rejoining my cousins, hoping the belt would keep things from slipping south. I’m not used to people seeing my belly button. I’m lucky it’s an innie instead of an outie. 
 
    I stopped in my tracks with a gasp and clutched the top of my left breast. I’d forgotten to take out the remaining half of my lucky shamrock when I took my shower. It probably fell out when I removed my bra. I ran to the bathroom and looked all around, shaking out the towels I’d used. It wasn’t there. 
 
    “Shy? What’s wrong?” called Nick. I ignored him and scrambled downstairs, hauling my clothes out of the washer and sending soapy water splashing everywhere. It wasn’t caught anywhere in the clothing and I didn’t see it in the half-full washer. I pushed up my sleeve and swirled my hand around to disperse the film of suds. I threw everything back in and hurried back upstairs, scanning the floor and pulling the cushion from the chair I sat in earlier. Nothing. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” asked Tim. 
 
    “I lost – something.” I didn’t want to admit I was frantic over half a shamrock. Did I drop it at the lake? I wondered. No, I put it away, I remember. I took off my clothes in the bathroom, it must have fallen out. But it’s not with them now, so maybe it’s still in the bag. I ran back downstairs again and grabbed the shopping bag from the floor beside the washer. There, caught in a fold in the bottom of the bag, lay the shamrock. I pulled it out with a sigh and tried to slow my racing heart. 
 
    Nick and Tim appeared at the top of the stairs. “Are you okay, Shy?” asked Nick. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s with all the running around?” added Tim. 
 
    “It’s okay, I found it.” I went up the stairs again, starting to feel the ache in my thighs.  
 
    “Found what?” Tim looked doubtful. “It must have been something special.” 
 
    “It is,” I hedged. “A … friend gave it to me.” Tim waited for something more, but I just turned away and stuffed the shamrock under my blouse over my heart, patting the vest to make sure it was secure. “So what did you get us to eat?” I asked brightly, starting back up the stairs. Nick and Tim looked at me and then at each other. 
 
    “Sweet and sour chicken, fried pork, beef and broccoli, and fried rice,” said Tim, following me back to the living room. “No egg rolls.” 
 
    “It smells delicious.” They didn’t have much in the way of dishes and cutlery in the apartment, so we just handed the boxes around in a circle, digging out mouthfuls with our chopsticks. Tim offered me a beer, which I almost accepted despite Nick’s disapproving scowl, but I settled for a glass of water. 
 
    “So now that we’ve had our exercise for the day,” said Nick, setting aside the last empty container, “we still need to find you a weapon. Unfortunately, most of the ones that are suitable and close by are already claimed.” 
 
    “I can’t just borrow one for tonight?” Nick shook his head, but I already guessed that would be the answer. “I don’t suppose Lórcan had a weapon too.” 
 
    “Not that I know of.”  
 
    We lapsed into silence again. I didn’t want to use up the entire shamrock in one day, but I didn’t see any other alternative. We just didn’t have any time. I collected the to-go boxes and brought them into the little kitchenette to toss them into the trash and then surreptitiously removed the shamrock from my blouse. With only two leaves, it looked kind of pathetic. I sighed resignedly and pulled the third leaf from the stalk, rubbing it away between my fingers. I carefully replaced the final leaf and returned to the living room. 
 
    “You know,” Tim was saying, “maybe Uncail Phelan’s dagger could do the trick. It was pretty old, although I don’t think it was particularly special. I’m not even sure where he got it.” 
 
    “Hmm, maybe,” said Nick. “It was one of his favorites, although he didn’t use it much, since he had Caladbolg.” 
 
    “Did it have a name?” I asked eagerly, but Nick shook his head. 
 
    “No, not a real one. Phelan did give it a nickname once, since the metal was so dark. Something about the way it was forged, I suppose. He called it Scáth, which means – ” 
 
    “Shadow!” That’s it! That’s my weapon! 
 
    “How do you know that?” asked Nick in surprise, but I ignored the question. 
 
    “Where is Scáth now?” The brothers exchanged a look. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Nick, and Tim just shrugged. “I haven’t seen it in a while.” 
 
    That’s going to make it hard to find, even with my Sight, I thought pensively. “What does it look like?” 
 
    “It’s about this long,” said Nick, holding his fingers about a foot apart, “with a two-edged blade and a narrow point. Almost black, very polished – you’d think it was obsidian instead of steel – with a leather-wrapped grip and a straight guard. The pommel was fairly plain, sort of fan-shaped. Wait, I might have a photo.” He clicked for a couple of minutes on the laptop and then finally turned it around so I could see. “This was at his birthday a couple of years back. He and Uncail Liam were having a knife-throwing contest.” 
 
    The picture showed Grandpa Phelan standing in front of a small crowd of onlookers with his arm crooked way back, just about to throw the dagger he held by its very tip. Just beyond him, Liam scowled with his arms crossed. I presumed he was losing the competition. The dagger was just as Nick described, fairly nondescript except for its unusual color. I stared at it and something niggled in the back of my mind. 
 
    “I think I’ve seen this somewhere,” I said slowly, but the memory wouldn’t come to the front where I could grab it. I tilted my head back and forth, but I couldn’t pin it down. I shook my head in frustration. 
 
    “Well, we’ll just have to find something else,” said Nick. “We only have a few hours before we need to go.” He reached for the laptop to turn it around and I grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Wait! Don’t move.” His arm blocked the lower half of the picture and I stared at the hilt of the dagger. I reached out and covered more of it with my hand, exposing only the pommel and the end of the grip. “Oh, no. He was holding it.” I covered my mouth in dismay. 
 
    “Who was, Shy?” demanded Nick. “When?” 
 
    “Grandpa Phelan,” I said bleakly. “When we buried him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I described what I saw the night Dad and I arrived, the cross-like object under Phelan’s hands in the coffin. It looked exactly like the picture on Nick’s computer. Tim uttered a short, one-syllable word. 
 
    “So our best bet is six feet under?” he asked bluntly. “What genius thought that one up?” 
 
    “It wasn’t anything special to anyone but Phelan,” said Nick, but he looked annoyed as well. “No one would have thought twice about it. We only care because we want it now.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a while. I had no idea what we should do. We had to have Scáth. 
 
    “Right,” said Tim, clapping his hands on his thighs and getting to his feet. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Go where?” I said, standing as well. 
 
    “To go dig it up,” he said. 
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re doing this.” I hiked up my skirts to hop over the low metal gate blocking the entrance to the cemetery. We left Nick’s car down the road at the pub in Tulsk so that our presence in the churchyard wouldn’t be noted. Nick brought a flashlight – there were no lights anywhere nearby, especially in the far corner where Grandpa Phelan’s grave lay – but he left it off for now. The sun had set half an hour before and the night sky was overcast, making it hard to see anything clearly. 
 
    “So pick a different weapon and we’ll go get that,” said Tim. “This was your idea.” 
 
    “No, it was your idea.”  
 
    “Well, you didn’t argue, so now it’s your idea too.”  
 
    I didn’t have a good response for that, so I just followed them along the narrow driveway. Walking through an old graveyard at night was every bit as creepy as I always imagined. The thought of digging up my grandfather’s coffin to retrieve an old dagger made me feel ill and every step closer to his grave increased my uneasiness. Dinner sat like a lump in my stomach. 
 
    The ivy-covered church was just a dark mass looming over us as we passed, and I tried my best to ignore it. “So how are you going to – you know – dig?” I asked. “Are you going to turn into a – a –” I couldn’t think of an animal that was good at digging. Tim just snorted. 
 
    “Not likely. The dirt’ll still be loose, they only filled in the hole a couple of days ago.” 
 
    “But you didn’t bring a shovel.” 
 
    “Don’t have one. We’ll just borrow one of the sexton’s, assuming we can find where they keep them.” 
 
    “They’re in a garden shed behind the church.” I passed both of them before I realized they were staring at me. “What?” 
 
    “How do you know where they keep the tools?” asked Nick suspiciously. 
 
    “It’s obvious,” I said, waving my hand in that direction, “they’re right over, um.” I stopped. How did I know? I fingered the torc around my neck doubtfully. I felt them there, even though they weren’t living creatures or magical artifacts. Wow, I thought, a brand new superpower. That is so cool. “Well, they’re there anyway.” 
 
    Tim shrugged and headed that way while Nick and I continued on. “Lórcan’s torc is more powerful than anyone thought,” he said. “Be careful with it, Shy. It drove him mad.” 
 
    “I’m not sure it did. At least not directly. I think he was sane enough to hide it for me to find later. We don’t really know how or why he died.” Nick grunted doubtfully. 
 
    We found Grandpa Phelan’s grave, the loose soil smoothed out and the turf put back in place. We stood side-by-side for a minute in silence. 
 
    “There’s still time to find something else for you,” said Nick quietly. “I know you don’t really want to do this.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. But we have to.” My Sight revealed Scáth a few feet below the surface. Although the dagger was physically black, to me it looked like a bright white twist streaked with electric blue at its edges, like a miniature lightning bolt. Not unlike Muirenn’s cane, I suddenly realized. 
 
    Nick nodded. He set the flashlight on the gravestone to illuminate the area and began to peel back the grass strips to expose the soil underneath. It occurred to me I should help him, but I couldn’t bring myself to get any closer. Tim walked up with two shovels and started digging out heaping scoops of dirt. Once Nick removed the last of the turf, he took the other shovel and started on the opposite end. I retreated and sat cross-legged on the grass, half turned away from the grave, arranging my skirts around me so they wouldn’t get dirty or wrinkled.  
 
    Tim and Nick worked quickly and tirelessly, but they had to shift at least a hundred cubic feet of dirt from a hole that got steadily deeper, forcing them to lift their shovelfuls higher and higher. Finally, it got too crowded for both of them to work in the hole. Nick clambered out to watch from the edge and keep the extracted dirt from falling back in. Tim continued his labors silently. 
 
    “Oi! What are you doing there?” 
 
    We all froze in surprise. The angry voice came from the vicinity of the church and a bright light shone in our direction. It sounded like the same man who accosted Emily and me the day before, probably making his rounds. We all looked at the hole and the mound of dirt. There was no way we’d be able to explain what we were doing. 
 
    “Stand still!” I whispered, scrambling to my feet. “Stay quiet!” I ran to them and grabbed Tim’s shoulder and Nick’s arm. We’re not here, we’re not here, we’re not here, I thought, staring at the figure approaching rapidly, barely discernible behind the glare of his flashlight. The beam caught the pile of dirt and the stack of turf. There’s nothing to see here, everything is normal, it’s exactly as it should be. 
 
    The man slowed and waved his flashlight back and forth. It shone directly in our faces and into the hole, but he didn’t react to any of it. He looked around at some of the other nearby graves, scratched the back of his head, and then turned away, heading back towards the church. “Could’a sworn,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    We stayed locked in our positions until we saw him complete his circuit of the cemetery and head back to the house just outside the grounds to the east. I guessed he was the caretaker. He probably caught a glimpse of our flashlight when Nick turned it on. I slowly released my breath and straightened, shaking the tension out of my hands. Nick and Tim exchanged a look. 
 
    “Scáthan,” said Nick. Tim gave an appreciative grunt and returned to his digging. I stayed close this time, but I still refused to look into the hole. 
 
    Finally, Tim’s shovel scraped against something that wasn’t rock and I winced at the sound. Tim’s shoulders were nearly level with the top of the hole and he had to finish clearing the top of the coffin in order for them to be able to open it. He climbed out and Nick laid down at the edge and leaned in, giving the lid a tentative tug. 
 
    “Ah, we nailed it down, remember?” he said, getting back up on his knees. “Was there a prybar with the tools?” 
 
    “I’ll see.” Tim jogged back into the darkness and we were left alone again.  
 
    If Grandpa Phelan has turned into a zombie or a vampire, I thought uneasily, this is when he’ll break out of his coffin and kill us all. But nothing happened and Tim returned a short while later with a long-handled crowbar. 
 
    The hole wasn’t much wider than the coffin and it took a fair bit of maneuvering and cursing to work the end of the crowbar under the lip of the box. Nick and Tim briefly debated lifting the coffin out entirely, but they decided against it, since they’d have to make the hole quite a bit bigger. Finally, Nick managed to lever up one side of the lid and pull it up, the nails coming out with a creak that made me cringe as I stood with my back to the entire operation. I knew intellectually that Grandpa Phelan’s body wouldn’t have rotted after just a day in the ground, but I did not want to see inside regardless. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Nick slide down carefully into the hole, holding up the lid while balancing on the open edge of the coffin. He reached down, murmuring something – I wondered if it was an apology – and handed a long black dagger up to Tim, who passed it on to me silently. 
 
    I took it reluctantly, not quite sure what to expect. Just like the ring and the torc, it felt right to me, although I couldn’t explain why. It wasn’t as bright to my Sight as the other objects and the nature of its power wasn’t obvious. It seemed to be almost asleep, like it was waiting for something to activate it. 
 
    Nick braced himself on the edge of the hole and used his feet to lower the coffin lid and press the nails back into place. I supposed hammering them down again would be too noisy. He and Tim took up the shovels again and starting filling in the hole. This process went much faster, although they had to stomp on the dirt to level it out again. They quickly restored the turf, pressing it firmly into place, and stood back to inspect their handiwork under the flashlight. 
 
    “How do you say ‘I’m sorry’ in Irish?” I asked sofly. 
 
    “Tá brón orm,” said Nick. 
 
    “Tá brón orm, Seanathair.” I knelt and placed my hand on the gravestone. “Thank you for this gift.” We stood in silence for a minute and then turned back to the road, restoring the tools to the shed on the way. 
 
    I turned the dagger over in my hands. It was hard to see any details in the dark, but it was uniformly black in color, with no ornamentation or engraving. It was very light, but not in the same way Caladbolg was. Although it was as long as my forearm, the blade was narrow and pointy and very sharp on both edges. I held it experimentally like Phelan had in the photo Nick had showed me, the tip squeezed between my forefinger and thumb and my arm crooked back, but I quickly lowered it when Nick looked at me askance. 
 
    “I’m going to need a thing for this,” I said. I slid it carefully under my belt so I could use both hands to climb over the gate. 
 
    “A sheath? We should be able to find you one before we leave.” 
 
    We hurried across the road. There were no other cars in sight on the highway, although the pub seemed to be doing a pretty good business, considering Tulsk’s miniscule population. I hoped we wouldn’t run into anyone we recognized, since we didn’t have a good excuse for being here. As far as the rest of the family knew, we were still in Athlone. 
 
    We approached the parking lot where we left the car and my heart skipped a beat. Someone was leaning against the trunk with his arms crossed, clearly waiting for us. I slowed down, wondering what to do, but my cousins picked up their pace. The newcomer noticed us and turned. It was Garrett O’Connor. 
 
    He pushed himself away from the car and retrieved a small backpack at his feet and a pole resting against the car at his side: his spear. He raised his hand in greeting, but he was frowning. 
 
    “What’s going on, Nick? Why the change in location?” Garrett noticed me behind them and his eyebrows shot up as he looked me over. “Siobhan? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I was wondering the same thing,” I said, looking at Nick. 
 
    “I said we needed a third gaiscíoch,” said Nick. “Garrett was the best bet.” 
 
    “For what?” asked Garrett suspiciously. “You were awfully vague on the phone. And why did I need to bring Sleá Lúin?” 
 
    Sleá Lúin? That’s one of the Great Weapons Emily mentioned. I knew it! The Spear was as long as he was tall, its solid black shaft etched with runes of some sort. They didn’t look like the normal sort of Irish symbols I’d seen elsewhere. Its tip was polished iron, like a foot-long arrowhead. The center of the shaft was wrapped with twisted cord, presumably for a better grip for throwing. “When did you call Garrett? I don’t remember you calling anyone.” 
 
    “You were in the shower at the time.” 
 
    “Oh. But we didn’t know we were going to be here then. How did he find us?” 
 
    Nick rolled his eyes. “I texted him before we left. Are we going to stand here all night yapping or are we going to get this done?” He unlocked the car and I slipped into the front, cradling Scáth in my lap. Garrett got in the back beside Tim, but the Spear was too long to fit and he had to open the window to let its tip poke out. 
 
    “Does your father know you’re here?” I asked uneasily. I was certain Liam wouldn’t approve of our plan. Garrett shook his head. 
 
    “He’s summoned an Cróeb Bán to assemble at noon tomorrow at Rathcroghan. He and Aintin Muirenn are putting together the plan tonight, so he won’t miss me for a while. Muirenn’s worried about you, though, Siobhan. She’s been trying to get hold of you.” 
 
    “She has?” My cell phone was in my purse back at the apartment in Athlone and wasn’t turned on besides. 
 
    “Unfortunately, my battery died earlier today,” said Tim blandly, giving me a wink when I looked at him. 
 
    “And I accidentally turned down the volume on mine,” said Nick. He pulled out onto the highway and headed southeast, back the way we had come. 
 
    I understood what they’d done and why, but I felt guilty nonetheless. The White Branch needs my Sight to find the gateway to the Otherworld so they can attack Maeve and free Dad, I thought morosely. I hope we’re doing the right thing. 
 
    “So what’s going on, Nick?” Garrett persisted. “Why all the secrecy?” 
 
    “It’s simple enough. The three of us are going to bind Shy as the new Treorái  tonight and then we’re going to help her sneak into the Otherworld and rescue her father from Maeve.” 
 
    I could almost hear the gears clashing in Garrett’s head. After several long seconds, he said, “Excuse me?”  
 
    Nick explained our reasoning: Dad didn’t complete the ritual before he was taken, I was the next in line, we didn’t have enough warriors to defeat Maeve on her turf, a small group could sneak in and free Dad and perhaps recover Caladbolg, and I not only had the Sight, I was scáth and scáthan as well. Garrett’s silence stretched out even longer this time, although he looked at me speculatively. 
 
    Finally, he said, “We should tell my father what we’re doing. He can help.” 
 
    “Garrett, your father’s a good man, but he only believes in strength in numbers.” 
 
    “With good reason.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing that,” said Nick tersely. “But numbers can’t help us, not tonight.” 
 
    Garrett looked as torn as any man could be. He gave me a look that said Help me believe you can do this. I had no reason to think I could, I only knew I had to try. Maybe some of my conviction reached him, since he sighed and shook his head. 
 
    “Can we get Candace?” he asked. 
 
    “She’s on holidays on the Continent with her family. She won’t be back until next week, and we can’t wait that long.” 
 
    “Who’s Candace?” That was a new name to me. 
 
    “Candace McCreary,” explained Tim. “She holds the Hammer, Toirneach.” 
 
    “Oh.” I couldn’t help but think she would have been handy to have along. “How did a girl get one of the Great Weapons?” As soon as I asked that, I wanted to thump myself on the head. The same way you did, dummy. 
 
    “She was the next in line after her father, who was too ill to take it up after his father passed.” Nick looked despondent. “It’s been a difficult burden for her.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have anyone to pass it on to?” 
 
    “She’s only eighteen, Shy.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry.” What a choice, I thought. Face your own death fighting the sidhe or grow up and have a child and watch him or her die. Suddenly, this whole adventure wasn’t as fun and exciting as it seemed at first. Is this why Dad agreed to become Treorái? Because he was afraid I would end up having to do exactly what I’m about to do? “But how did you get the Spear then, Garrett? Isn’t it your father’s?” 
 
    Garrett shook his head. “Sleá Lúin was handed down through the Finnegans. Malcolm Finnegan was the last to carry it, but he was killed when Maeve’s creatures broke through in Galway. I was the closest to him when he fell and I took the Spear before the goblins could grab it.” He looked strained, or maybe haunted was a better word. Clearly he didn’t ask for the responsibility that came with holding a Great Weapon. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. Garrett just gave a curt nod. 
 
    “All right, let’s get it done, then,” he said. “If it doesn’t work, we can join the others at Rathcroghan tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit, Garrett,” said Nick sardonically. Still, half-hearted acceptance was better than outright refusal. 
 
    The rest of the trip back to Athlone continued in silence, other than another of Tim’s guitar solos in the back seat. Nick pulled up in front of the shop for the third time in one day. The streets were all but deserted now. 
 
    Upstairs, Tim dug through a box of odds and ends and came up with a plain leather sheath that fit Scáth. I threaded it onto my belt and positioned the dagger over my left hip, the hilt pointing forward where I could quickly grab it and slash with my right hand. I sincerely hoped I wouldn’t have to. 
 
    I paced back and forth in the living room while the men got themselves ready. When they appeared one by one, I wasn’t quite sure what to make of their outfits.  
 
    Tim wore what looked like brown woolen trousers wrapped with straps below his knees, his feet stuffed into leather moccasins. His shirt was a loose linen shirt in a mustard yellow color, cinched around his waist with a broad belt. The shirt exposed the tattoos on his forearms and chest, but he didn’t carry any weapons that I could see. 
 
    Nick could have walked down the street unnoticed in his fitted blue tunic and black leather pants, although the tall black boots made him look like he was about to go horseback riding. He wore his chain belt again but added two sheathed daggers to his ensemble, one on each hip. 
 
    Garrett’s outfit was similar in style to Nick’s, although his was green and brown. Chainmail showed at his wrists and neck and large metal rings were sewn across his chest and back. He leaned on Sleá Lúin casually, like it was just a walking stick, but my Sight revealed the blood-red thread of power twisting inside. It made me uneasy. 
 
     “Well, aren’t you quite the Merry Men?” I said lightly, trying to hide my nervous tension. None of them looked particular merry, although Tim gave me a wink. 
 
    “That makes you Maid Marian, then,” he said. “Dibs on Robin Hood.” 
 
    “Sorry, you’re definitely the Little John type,” I said. “And Nick has to be Alan-a-Dale.” I looked at Garrett, tall, dark-haired, muscular, and quite good-looking, I noticed for the first time. “I guess that makes you Robin.” Wait, weren’t Robin and Marian in love? A blush warmed my cheeks. 
 
    Garret gave me a courtly bow. “I would never aspire to such lofty heights,” he said. “Just Garrett, please.” 
 
    I dropped a curtsey in return. It was a lot easier to do with real skirts. “As you wish, good sir.” 
 
    “All right, I hear enough of that from the LARPers on the weekend,” grumbled Nick. “Let’s get going. We need to be at Tara before midnight.” 
 
    I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was just after ten. “Do we have enough time? How long is the drive?” 
 
    “It’s about a hundred kilometers. We’ll be there in an hour and a half, if we get a move on.” Nick herded us downstairs and back into his car. No one in Athlone noticed our departure. 
 
    We reached the highway heading east in a few minutes. Once we left the city behind us, the countryside was nearly pitch black, with just a few headlights from occasional oncoming cars and some distant houselights from surrounding farms.  
 
    The steady motion of the car and the whine of its engine conspired to weigh down my eyelids and I rested my head against the cool glass of the window beside me. I didn’t quite fall asleep, but the stress of the day eased as I drifted, paying no attention to Nick and Garrett’s murmured conversation.  
 
   


 
  



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    We parked on the side of a narrow road on a gentle slope, with a line of trees on the uphill side and more pastures downhill. The clouds covering the sky all day had finally broken and the full moon just cleared the horizon to the east. 
 
    Nick waited patiently for me to finish my survey and gave me an encouraging nod. “Are you ready, Shy?” he asked quietly. In the back seat, Tim gave me a thumbs-up, but Garrett looked pensive. 
 
    “Are we here? Is this Tara?” Nothing in sight resembled the earth works described in the travel guide, although the trees were pretty densely packed all along the road. 
 
    “Almost,” said Nick. “It’s just a short walk from here.” He opened his door to get out and the rest of us followed suit. The outside air was a bit chilly, although there was thankfully no wind. Still, I hugged myself and wished I’d brought my fleece hoodie, even though it would have clashed horribly with my outfit. 
 
    “Which way?” I expected to see a sign declaring This Way to the Hill of Tara, Ancient Site of the High Kings of Ireland, but there was nothing like that anywhere nearby. Nick silently led the way down the road a short distance to a gap in the trees, where a battered metal gate marked the start of a path winding between a split rail fence on the left and a hedgerow on the right. 
 
    Nick pushed the gate open, which squeaked loudly in the still of the night. I winced but no one called out wondering who we were and what we were up to. The four of us seemed to be the only people for a hundred miles around. 
 
    Garrett and I followed close behind Nick, but Tim sauntered along at his own pace. We climbed a grassy rise towards another line of trees, stark white in the bright moonlight. 
 
    “Is Tara far?” I was already a bit winded. This was just about the only slope I’d had to climb since I landed in Ireland, other than the stairs in Muirenn’s house. 
 
    “This is Tara,” Nick said over his shoulder. “You’ll see the rings once we’re past those trees.” 
 
    A few short minutes later, we reached the treeline and stopped. Under the moon, a flat oval stretched out left and right, maybe a thousand feet long and half as wide, dipping into a shallow trench all around the outside. Two smaller rings sat side-by-side in the middle, maybe a couple of hundred feet across each, their ridges looking like ripples frozen in the grass. The more distant one had something poking up in its center. 
 
    “That’s it,” said Nick. “Let’s go.”  
 
    The second ring dipped down a few feet and then rose up again. The object in its center was a stone, maybe four feet high with a rounded top. It was singularly unimpressive, with a chipped and pitted surface. It was surrounded by a starburst of bricks radiating out from the center, presumably to keep tourists from trampling the area around it into muck. 
 
    “So, what is this, exactly?” I asked doubtfully. The men spaced themselves around the stone, standing about ten feet away, leaving me alone in the center. 
 
    “This is Lia Fáil, the Stone of Destiny,” said Nick. 
 
    “This?” It didn’t look at all like I imagined. I assumed it would be some tall, impressive monument inscribed with arcane runes. This looked like an old concrete post that had spent too many winters in the rain. 
 
    “Legend says it was one of the four treasures brought to Ireland by the Tuatha dé Danaan. Lia Fáil came from the city of Falias, Claíomh Solais, the Sword of Light, came from Findias, Sleá Bua, the Spear of Lugh, came from Goirias, and Coire Dagdae, Dagda’s Cauldron, came from Muirias.” 
 
    “The Sword of Light, that’s not Caladbolg, is it?” Nick shook his head silently. “And Garrett’s spear isn’t the Spear of Lugh?” Another shake. “Just how many magical weapons are there?” 
 
    “More than you’d think,” he said with a smile. “I wish we had some of them now, but we’ll have to make do. Lia Fáil is the only one of the treasures still in Ireland, as far as we know.” 
 
    “Okay, so what does it do?”  
 
    “This,” he said, spreading his arms out, “is where the High Kings of Ireland were crowned. The new King would place his hands upon it and the Stone would shout three times, if he was the rightful King. The last one to be crowned here was Murtagh MacErc, about fifteen hundred years ago. An Cróeb Bán has used it in a similar fashion, to bind their oaths and select their new leaders.” He looked at his watch, startlingly incongruous amid the medieval garb he wore. “It’s nearly time. The ritual itself will take just a few minutes, but we’ll wait until midnight to start.” 
 
    “Okay.” I crossed my arms against the faintest touch of a breeze sweeping across the hill. I tried to imagine what it had looked like a thousand years before, walls and towers rising up where only rings and mounds remained now.  
 
    I closed my eyes and rested my hand on my torc, sending my Sight all around. I wasn’t looking for anything in particular, mostly just checking to see if anyone else was nearby. This was where Dad was captured and I wondered if Maeve’s Cú Medb was close, waiting for its moment to attack again. But I Saw nothing but the auras of my three cousins and the red crackle of Garrett’s Spear. Disappointingly, the Stone was just a blank to my Sight. If it had any power in the past, it was dead now. 
 
    The hill sloped away to the south and I sensed a few more mounds scattered around. One of them gave me a vaguely familiar feeling, but it took me a while to place it: the sealed gateway in Oweynagat had the same hazy impression, like a door made of fog. There’s a gateway there, I thought. Is that the one they used to attack Dad? 
 
    Then I caught another flash from a different direction, purple and silver, approaching steadily from the south and west. Sín? What’s he doing here? I probed further, trying to see if the sidhe was alone, but Nick’s voice disrupted my concentration and brought me abruptly back to Tara. 
 
    “It’s time. Shy. Stand beside the Stone, but don’t touch it yet.” I blinked, collecting myself, and then did as I was told. I pulled my skirts close to keep them from accidentally brushing against the Stone. The full moon was higher in the sky now and the clouds had vanished completely, flooding the hill with a brilliant, silvery light. “All, right, Shy, you have three oaths to make. One of us will respond after each one.” I nodded, watching him carefully. “Repeat after me: Toisc go bhfuil mo marc chuid–” 
 
    “Can we do this in English? There’s no way I’m going to be able to say that properly.” 
 
    Nick looked taken aback. He glanced at Tim, who just shrugged, and Garrett, who looked doubtful. “Sure, that will work just as well,” he said, although he didn’t sound as confident as I would have liked. “Repeat after me: As my chosen mark is bound to my flesh, I, Siobhan Aislinn O’Connor, bind myself to the defense of Ireland, its land, and its people, from all who would seek to conquer it.” 
 
    “As my chosen mark is bound to my flesh, I, Siobhan Aislinn O’Connor, bind myself to – to –” I couldn’t remember the rest of it. Nick let his breath out slowly. 
 
    “To the defense of Ireland, its land, and its people, from all who would seek to conquer it.” 
 
    “To the defense of Ireland, its land, and its people, from –” 
 
    “From all who would seek to conquer it.” 
 
    “From all who would seek to conquer it. I’m sorry, it’s just –” 
 
    “It’s all right, Shy, just relax.” Nick looked at Tim, who stood with his feet planted firmly and his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “I swear to defend the Treorái na Cróeb Bán,” he said gravely, the most serious I’d ever seen him. “My strength and my power are hers to command.” He bowed to me and my throat tightened in gratitude. He meant every word. 
 
    “Now the second oath, Shy,” said Nick. “Draw your dagger and hold it in front of you.” I slipped Scáth from its sheath and raised it point-first. I took a deep breath and straightened, determined to do this right. “By this blade I have chosen and by this blood it has drawn.” He stopped and cleared his throat. “You’ll need to prick your thumb with the point and rub a drop on the blade.” 
 
    I almost balked at that, but somehow I found the courage to place Scáth’s tip against the ball of my left thumb. 
 
    “By this blade I have chosen and by this blood it has drawn,” I repeated shakily. I winced in anticipation of the pain when I jabbed my thumb awkwardly, but the blade was so sharp it hardly registered. I stared at the thick red blood welling up from the nick in my skin and then smeared it along the length of the blade. Nick nodded. 
 
    “I, Siobhan Aislinn O’Connor, will shed my blood and the blood of my enemies,” he continued. 
 
    “I, Siobhan Aislinn O’Connor, will shed my blood and the blood of my enemies.” The cut in my thumb was already starting to clot over. 
 
    “In defense of those I have sworn to protect.” 
 
    “In defense of those I have sworn to protect.” I held Scáth in both hands against my chest. I felt strange, detached from my surroundings. Nick nodded to Garrett, who stood at attention and planted Sleá Lúin at his side. 
 
    “I swear to fight for the Treorái na Cróeb Bán,” he said, his voice ringing strong and clear. He didn’t seem to have any doubts now. “My weapon and my power are hers to command.” He clasped his free hand over his heart and bowed and I nodded to him automatically. 
 
    “Your third oath, Shy.” Nick straightened his shoulders and took a long breath. “As this torc ties me to the history of my people.” 
 
    “As this torc ties me to the history of my people.” I turned to face the Stone of Destiny. My Sight blossomed outward, barely under my control. “I, Siobhan Aislinn O’Connor –” 
 
    “Swear to guide them to their future,” Nick prompted hurriedly. 
 
    “Swear to guide them to their future, following the sight of my eyes and the eyes of my Sight.” I closed my eyes, but I sensed Nick’s surprise behind me. He recovered quickly and bowed behind me. 
 
    “I swear to serve the Treorái na Cróeb Bán,” he said. “My skill and my power are hers to command.” The breeze kicked up suddenly, swirling my skirts around my legs, but I barely noticed. “Now, Shy –” Nick started to explain, but I ignored him. 
 
    I lifted Scáth up high, silhouetting it against the face of the moon, my eyes open now but unseeing. “By pain and blood, by hand and Sight, I, Siobhan Aislinn O’Connor, take up the mantle of Treorái na Cróeb Bán. I serve those who serve me, I am led by those I lead, I am last of the mighty who have come before me, and first of those who will follow.” The wind whipped up even stronger, snapping my hair around my neck and shoulders, and I raised my voice to be heard. “My strength, my weapon, my skill, and my power will not fail me! I am na gCosantóirí na hÉireann, the Defender of Ireland, and I shall be victorious before my enemies!” 
 
    My Sight exploded out in all directions, reaching to the very boundaries of the country. For one brief, fleeting moment, I touched every soul in Ireland, their combined auras blinding me. Then my vision collapsed in on me and I fell against the Stone. Beneath my hands, the Stone shook, as if something was welling up deep beneath the Hill of Tara. A harsh, grating rumbling sounded all around me, like granite slabs sliding across each other. 
 
    “Siobhan! Siobhan! Siobhan! Beannachtaí, an Banríon fíor na hÉireann!” The voice boomed around me, almost too loud to be heard clearly, vibrating deep within my body. I slumped to the ground, suddenly too weak to hold myself up, as the wind faded away and the echoes faded. 
 
    “Shy!” Someone’s hands picked me up and lifted me effortlessly: Tim. He looked into my eyes in concern. “Shy, are you all right?” 
 
    “I … I feel strange.” It was hard getting my thoughts in order. Nick and Garrett stood behind him, looking very pale. “What happened?” 
 
    “That oath you swore,” asked Nick carefully. “Where did you learn it?” 
 
    “Oath?” I remembered the first two, but the third one was a bit hazy. “You told me what to say.” Nick shook his head. 
 
    “No, you finished the third one on your own and spoke another one by yourself. I’ve never heard it before.” 
 
    “Did I mess it up?” I asked in dismay. I wriggled in Tim’s grip and he set me carefully on my feet, ready to catch me if necessary. I kept one hand on his shoulder to steady myself.  
 
    “No, you – well, I’m not sure what you did.” Nick ran his hand through his hair, leaving his spikes in disarray. “I think you might have done it perfectly, for the first time in centuries.” He looked at the Stone of Destiny. “And the Stone spoke,” he whispered, as if he didn’t dare believe it. 
 
    “It did? Was that that loud noise I heard? What did it say?” 
 
    “It called your name three times,” said Garrett. He looked a little shell-shocked himself. 
 
    “It knew my name?” Tim nodded solemnly. “Wait, that wasn’t all of it, was it? What else did it say?” Garrett just shook his head in bewilderment. “Tim, what did it say?” 
 
    “It said, Beannachtaí, an Banríon fíor na hÉireann. That means, All hail the true Queen of Ireland!”  
 
    My jaw dropped. “No way.”  
 
    “Way,” said Tim, grinning. “That’s really going to piss Maeve off when she finds out.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said weakly. 
 
    I still clutched Scáth in my hand and I carefully replaced it in its sheath. I looked at my cousins, who stared back at me. “No, seriously, I’m not really the Queen of Ireland.” That was ludicrous. “Am I?”  
 
    “Well, Lia Fáil seems to think so,” said Nick. “We’re a democracy now, though, so don’t expect a coronation any time soon.” His light tone belied the troubled look in his eyes. “You are Treorái now.” 
 
    “I don’t feel any different.” Or did I? Even though I wasn’t using my Sight, I was more aware of my surroundings and I easily sensed where everyone was around me, even with my eyes closed. I felt more substantial somehow, more grounded, as if a hurricane couldn’t budge me if I didn’t want it to. 
 
    Cautiously, I reached out and placed my hand on the Stone of Destiny again. Nothing happened; it was just another old rock. Whatever force had occupied it during my oath was gone. 
 
    “We should go,” said Garrett. “Even if Maeve’s forces aren’t already on the way to deal with the new Treorái, the locals will probably come to see what the noise was about.” I nodded absently. That reminded me of something I needed to take care of.  
 
    “Come out, Sín,” I called. “I know you’re there.” I turned to my right and the sidhe prince was there, standing at the edge of the ring. Garrett lifted his Spear and Tim moved in front of me, but I just stepped around my would-be protectors. “Did you come to witness the ceremony?”  
 
    “Actually, I was just on my way home,” he said lightly, coming closer. He wore the same outfit I’d seen him in yesterday morning. “But then the most extraordinary thing happened.” He gave me another elegant bow. “May I be the first to congratulate you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I snorted. I knew he was mocking me. “Right. Maeve is your queen, not me.” 
 
    “Maeve is a queen. Whether she remains so is rather up to you now.” Sín came closer, stopping with the Stone between us. “Your mountainous cousin is correct, though: Maeve will not be pleased. Lia Fáil exists both here and in the Otherworld. She will have heard its proclamation as well as I and she does not tolerate rivals.” 
 
    “Well, tell her I said ‘Hi’ when you see her.” I didn’t know where my boldness came from, but I didn’t care. I was ready to bring Dad back home. 
 
    “You may well see her before I do.” Sín cocked his head thoughtfully. “Yesterday morning, when we spoke, I confess I thought you were just a foolish child on a foolish quest. Now,” he said somberly, “now, in less than one day, you have become a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    “What’s your point, Sín? We have things to do.” 
 
    “I have a proposition for you, Treorái na Cróeb Bán, one that may benefit us both.” 
 
    I looked questioningly at Nick, who shook his head vehemently. “No, Shy, the sidhe aren’t to be trusted. Sín especially.” 
 
    I looked back at Sín, who waited for my decision. “What do you have in mind?” He gave me a thin smile and I touched him fleetingly with my Sight. He’s nervous, I thought, and not just because Garrett is pointing the Spear at his chest. He’s playing some dangerous game. 
 
    “I can bring you into the Otherworld, through a door that is rarely guarded. I can set you on the path to Maeve’s stronghold and see you to its gates.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can. But why would you?” 
 
    “You know war between us is nigh, Shy,” said Sín earnestly. “I do not want that. Maeve’s obsession with returning here as Queen will decimate the Tuatha dé Danaan and destroy many of your people.” 
 
    “You don’t think she can win?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Sín looked grim. “Her power is great and her army is vast, but the world out here has changed in many ways since she left. I don’t think she understands what she will be facing. But even if she is ultimately defeated, there will be death and destruction like this world has never seen before.” 
 
    I shivered. Would tanks and jets be able to kill the sidhe? Will Maeve fight with swords and spears or does she have some other tricks up her sleeve? I didn’t want to find out. “I’m not ready to face Maeve just yet,” I said flatly, and Nick looked relieved. “I just want my father back.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Sín smoothly with another short bow. “My offer still stands. I will bring you to her. I have no doubt your father will be nearby, and well guarded. If you can bring him back safely, that alone may give her pause.” A wry smile quirked his lips. “No one has crossed her and lived in a very long time. She won’t know how to react.” 
 
    “Or she may just get so mad that she invades immediately,” said Garrett curtly. The Spear never wavered in his hands. 
 
    “That is the risk,” agreed Sín. He held out his hand. “Shall we go, then?” 
 
    “Don’t do it, Shy,” said Nick. “We’ll find our own way in.” 
 
    “Let me kill him now before he warns Maeve we’re coming,” insisted Garrett. The tip of the Spear moved a fraction towards the sidhe, who tried to pretend he wasn’t concerned.  
 
    “Tim?” I asked. “What do you think?” 
 
    Tim looked me over and a grin creased his face. “What the hell. We can always kill him later.” 
 
    Sín gave him a weak smile. “I’m so glad you see it that way. A win-win all around.” He cocked an eyebrow at me. “Well, Treorái, what is your decision?’ 
 
    “Shy –” Nick began, but I held up my hand. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. “I want my father back tonight.” 
 
    Garrett looked at Nick beseechingly, but he just nodded curtly, accepting my decision. Reluctantly, Garrett lowered the Spear and I saw Sín’s shoulders relax ever so slightly. I spread my hands. 
 
    “Lead on, Macduff.” Sín smiled broadly and gestured to the left. He started across the ring and I walked beside him, with my cousins trailing close behind. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “The actual quote is ‘Lay on, Macduff’,” he said. “In Act 5, Scene 8, of Macbeth, Macbeth refuses Macduff’s call for him to surrender, saying: 
 
    I will not yield,
To kiss the ground before young Malcolm's feet,
And to be baited with the rabble's curse.
Though Birnam wood be come to Dunsinane,
And thou opposed, being of no woman born,
Yet I will try the last. Before my body
I throw my warlike shield. Lay on, Macduff,
And damn'd be him that first cries, 'Hold, enough!' 
 
    It is a call to battle, not an offer to follow.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said, rolling my eyes. “First the movies and now Shakespeare.” 
 
    “I am a man of many surprises.”  
 
    Behind me, Garrett muttered, “Not too many surprises, I hope.” 
 
    I shivered against the chill of the night as we walked, rubbing my arms through the thin sleeves of my blouse. Silently, Sín unfastened the ring brooch holding his cloak around his shoulders and held it open for me. I turned my back to him and let him wrap it around me, still warm from his body. I couldn’t figure out how to use the brooch, so he showed me, pulling the fabric through the ring and piercing it with the pin to hold it in place. The brooch was shaped like a twisting vine, with tiny enameled leaves all around. 
 
    “Thank you.” The cloak was a bit too long for me and it dragged along the grass as we resumed walking.  
 
    We reached the end of the big ring, dipping down into the trench and then up over the embankment just beyond. The hill fell away in front of us and I paused. “So where are we going exactly, Sín? We don’t have time for a hike across the countryside.” 
 
    “It’s not far,” he said, pointing ahead. “Can you See it?” 
 
    I rested my fingertips on the torc, warm against my skin. The gateway I sensed earlier was in that direction, but I couldn’t see where it might be, even with the moonlight. 
 
    “Rath Medb?” asked Nick. Sín nodded. “Interesting choice.” 
 
    “Rath Medb means … Maeve’s Hill?” I guessed. 
 
    “Maeve’s Fort,” Nick corrected me. “I wasn’t aware there was a gateway there.” 
 
    “It’s well hidden, behind a glamour I maintain,” said Sín. “As far as I know, I’m the only one using it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that bring us straight into her stronghold?” asked Garrett. His grip on the Spear tightened, but Sín shook his head. 
 
    “Places in the Otherworld don’t always align with locations here. We’ll come out in na Foraoise Dearg.” 
 
    “Which means –?” I asked. 
 
    “The Red Forest.” Sín gestured down the slope and offered his arm to me. It wasn’t all that steep and I started down without his help, lifting my skirts up with both hands. He caught up with me in a couple of strides and guided us to the bottom and across a rumpled stretch of land dotted with stray rocks and a few scraggly trees. He angled around a small hill and then stopped. We were maybe half a mile from Lia Fáil. 
 
    “So … this is it?” Other than a large boulder embedded in the side of the hill above us, there was nothing interesting here. 
 
    “It is,” he affirmed. “Allow me.” He lifted his hand and a faint purple glow appeared there.  
 
    “Wait. I want to try something first.” Sín closed his hand, looking at me curiously, and then gestured for me to continue. 
 
    I closed my eyes and reached out again with my Sight. I sensed the gateway again, quite close, but there was something in the way, masking it from my human eyes and diffusing my Sight. I reached out like I had in the cave of Oweynagat, trying to grasp the veil. It slipped through my fingers, but this time I could almost touch it. I concentrated harder and snagged it with my will. With a quick mental pull, I yanked it away, revealing the doorway to my Sight. 
 
    Garrett gasped behind me and I opened my eyes. Beneath the boulder, where there were once just thick tufts of grass, there was now a narrow passageway lined with stone slabs. The moonlight didn’t penetrate far inside, but it felt deep. 
 
    Sín looked both displeased and impressed. After a long moment, he said, “Well, I’ll have to try a little harder next time. After you.” He waved me ahead of him into the passageway. 
 
    I approached it cautiously. I hope there aren’t any cobwebs. If I see any spiders, I’ll scream. I had to duck my head to fit under the lintel of the opening. “What’s with all of these little tunnels? I’ve got one lump on the top of my head already.” 
 
    “Building technology wasn’t quite as advanced a few thousand years ago,” Sín replied blandly. “It opens up a bit further in.”  
 
    It was dark and close for the first few feet and then I was able to stand straighter, although I held my hand over my head just in case. Behind me, Sín’s violet light flared, sending my shadow leaping ahead of me. The floor was just packed earth and some of the wall slabs were missing. The ones that remained were carved with spirals and other abstract patterns. Behind me, Tim struggled to wedge himself through the entrance. It was a snug fit, by the sound of it. 
 
    True to Sín’s word, the passageway opened up suddenly into a small chamber maybe twenty feet across. His light revealed the ceiling just a couple of feet overhead, gray-brown dirt with countless tiny roots poking through, but no spiders, thankfully.  
 
    The far side of the chamber was taken up by a single rectangle of stone, about six feet wide and as tall as the ceiling. I wondered how in the world the builders got it in here. There was no way it would have fit through the passageway.  
 
    I stepped closer to have a better look as the others shuffled into the chamber behind me. This slab was carved as well, with a crude sketch of an archway with columns on either side wreathed in vines. Six-pointed stars dotted the center of the stone. I sensed something beyond the slab, but whatever it was was hidden from my Sight. A strong pull urged me forward and I had to resist stepping closer to the gate. 
 
    Sín stood in the center of the chamber, waiting for me to finish my inspection. “Are you ready?” he asked when I turned to him. 
 
    I looked at my cousins and they all nodded grimly. “We’re ready. What do we do?”  
 
    “Just walk through,” he said. “It’s the second star on the right and straight on ‘til morning.” 
 
    “Peter Pan? Really?” Sín just grinned and held out his hand. I placed my fingers on his and he pulled me forward lightly, backing towards the slab. I expected him to stop and perform some mystical gesture, but he just stepped into the stone as if it wasn’t there, and I followed him through into the Otherworld. 
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    It was dark inside the gateway and my Sight failed me. I felt a rushing, falling sensation, like I was on a roller coaster heading down the first steep hill with my eyes closed. My breath caught in my throat and I started to panic. Did Sín pull me into a trap? What if he leaves me here? Then the world reappeared like someone turned on the light back on and I stumbled and nearly fell.  
 
    Sín’s strong grip on my hand kept me upright, though, and I looked around in awe. We were no longer in the chamber beneath Rath Medb. Instead, we stood in a tiny clearing surrounded by soaring trees, and they were like no trees I’d ever seen before. They reached at least fifty feet overhead, their spreading branches interlocked into a solid canopy that obscured the sky. The leaves were shades of scarlet and the smooth bark of the trees gleamed like copper. Even the grass under my feet was colored burgundy. The Red Forest was the perfect name for this place. 
 
    I heard staggering footsteps behind me and I turned to see Tim and Garrett catch their balance as they came through the gate. A tall cliff loomed behind them, covered with curling blood-red vines. A copy of the slab stood beneath the tendrils, but the carved symbols were reversed: the Otherworld side of the gateway. 
 
    “Where’s Nick?” I asked anxiously, but then he stepped out of the carved rock like he did this sort of thing every day. He looked me over appraisingly and then inspected his surroundings.  
 
    “Definitely not Maeve’s stronghold,” he observed. “Where are we?” 
 
    “We’re near the southern tip of the Island of Muirias,” said Sín. He was still holding my hand and I carefully slipped my fingers free. “Maeve is on the Island of Findias.” 
 
    “Is that far?” I asked.  
 
    “Far is a relative term, especially here in the Otherworld. It will take several hours to reach Findias, another two perhaps to arrive at Rath Solais.” 
 
    “The Fort of Light?” asked Nick. “That’s not the sort of name I would have expected her to choose.” 
 
    “Maeve didn’t name it. Rath Solais was built long before she arrived. It’s where Claíomh Solais is kept.” 
 
    “She has the Sword of Light?” Nick looked alarmed, but Sín shook his head. 
 
    “No, but not for lack of trying. It’s one of the many reasons she’s so … cranky.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get going,” I said pragmatically. “The sooner we get there, the sooner we can go home.” 
 
    “I admire your youthful optimism, Shy.” Sín gestured towards the line of trees across from the gateway. “We’ll leave the Red Forest near some of the farmlands and follow the shoreline to an Droichead Ghealach. The Moon Bridge,” he translated. “We shouldn’t encounter many people, mostly serfs and fisherman, but I’d best cast a glamour on you to avoid raising any suspicions. Shy and the mighty spearman will pass muster from a distance, but you two,” he said, casting a critical eye at Nick and Tim, “well, you stand out a bit.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” Nick nodded to Tim, who crossed his arms across his chest. He clenched his fists and his aura flared ultraviolet again. He vanished and in his place sat a huge dog with a shaggy gray coat. It – he – looked like a cross between a skinny sheepdog and a greyhound, at least three feet tall and probably well over a hundred pounds in weight. He looked at me and thumped his tail on the turf twice, his tongue lolling out of the side of its mouth.  
 
    Sín’s eyebrows lifted towards the top of his forehead. “Well, aren’t we full of surprises?” He looked at Nick speculatively. “And do you become a wolfhound as well?” 
 
    Nick ignored him and stepped back towards the gate. “I’ll stay here, Shy, and hold the gateway. It will be open for you when you return with your father, but no others will be able to come through.” He eased back until his back penetrated the stone’s surface. By the strained look on his face, he had to fight to keep from being pulled through. 
 
    “What will you do if Maeve’s forces choose this route?” scoffed Sín. “You have no weapons, no forces at your side.” 
 
    “I will be here, Shy,” Nick said quietly. “Use your Sight to find me. I will be your anchor and your beacon.” I remembered his snake and column tattoos and watched him close his eyes and interlock his fingers. Through my Sight, his strange aura reached down and penetrated the earth, binding with the rock deep beneath the surface. Although he looked no different to my regular eyes, he became infinitely more solid and substantial, a part of the island and the Otherworld, and, at the same time, bound to Ireland beyond the gate. He was now, literally, an immovable object. 
 
    Sín watched his transformation with an expression of amazement. Tim barked, a deep and throaty woof, and the sidhe shook himself back to his surroundings. 
 
    “I think Maeve may be in for a bit of a surprise,” he mused. He looked Garrett over, as if wondering how he would transform, but Garrett just glared back at him. Sín shrugged and strode across the clearing. 
 
    The pathway out of the clearing was just a narrow track twisting between the trees. The way rose slightly, angling beside a rocky ridge festooned with crimson moss and ferns, and then descended steadily. The foliage was still too densely packed to see more than ten feet ahead. 
 
    “Where is this light coming from?” I asked. Despite the thick undergrowth around us and the towering canopy overhead, my shadow stretched out the side. The light had a curious quality to it, not quite sunlight, not quite moonlight. 
 
    “That is the light of Claíomh Solais, which illuminates all of the Isles of the Blessed,” Sín explained over his shoulder, lifting a low branch to let me duck underneath.  
 
    “The Isles? I thought we were in the Otherworld.” 
 
    “They are the same thing. Its appearance does vary on occasion, but most of the time, it takes the form of the Isles: Muirias, Findias, Goirias, and Falias.” 
 
    I couldn’t imagine how the Otherworld could change what it looked like. “And all of the sidhe live on just four islands?”  
 
    “They’re very large islands.” The trees of the Red Forest started to dwindle away as we continued on and I caught glimpses of an indigo sky between the branches overhead. Finally, the forest fell away entirely and we pushed through a final line of shrubs to the edge of a broad plowed field. 
 
    The land looked an awful lot like Ireland, although I saw real hills in the distance. The Red Forest curved away behind us, but most of the vegetation elsewhere seemed to be more normal shades of green. I couldn’t tell what crops were planted in the dirt. The tiny stalks poking out of the soil could have been potatoes or corn or magic beans for all I knew. 
 
    There was no one in sight, although a few birds circled high overhead. The sky was dark blue, almost purple, without a cloud in sight. A few bright stars dotted the heavens, but the moon, full back in Ireland, was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Sín led us around the edge of the field towards a narrow roadway leading to a gap in the hills. “This will bring us past Cet’s Tower and down to the coast south of the Bridge. With any luck, Cet will be out hunting.” 
 
    “And if we’re not lucky?”  
 
    “Then you’d better hope he and I are still on good speaking terms,” said Sín with a strained smile. I touched my left breast, where the remaining leaf of my shamrock was tucked away. I wish I hadn’t used all those leaves already, I thought ruefully. We’re going to need all the luck we can get. 
 
    “So who is Cet?”  
 
    “Another of my multitudinous brothers. Slightly less hot-headed than the rest, but that’s not saying much.” 
 
    The road was pretty much just a well-traveled path worn through the grass into the hard dirt beneath, but it was reasonably smooth. I walked beside Sín, trying to match his long stride, and Tim trotted up on my other side, pushing his head under my hand. Garrett followed close behind, the Spear resting on his shoulder. 
 
    The moonless sky and the bright light made for a surreal combination. Everything was saturated with color, just a little bolder and a little brighter than normal. The air was neither warm nor cold, perfectly comfortable, with just the faintest breeze to remind me that it was there. 
 
    We reached a fork in the road, one path continuing around the farmland and the other dipping down between the hills we saw earlier. There was absolutely no one else around, either working the fields or traveling along the road. The Isle of Muirias seemed deserted. 
 
    I faced the Red Forest again, now just a broad smudge barely visible on the horizon. I reached out with my Sight and found Nick instantly, a solid, comforting presence in the distance. Then I turned and searched in the other direction, away from the direction my shadow pointed. If the light came from Rath Solais and Maeve was there, then Dad should be there as well.  
 
    There were a few auras scattered nearby, sharp edged ones like Sín’s. Further away, a large number of them moved in opposite directions – travelers on a road, or maybe the Bridge? – and beyond that I felt hundreds, maybe thousands, in loose groups. Are those towns, I wondered, or Maeve’s army? A few auras stood out among the others, brighter and more powerful, but I couldn’t tell what they were. I wanted to find Dad’s aura, but I didn’t know what it looked like and I wasn’t even sure I could distinguish a human aura from a sidhe’s that far away. 
 
     Sín waited patiently for me to finish my survey. When I came back to the group, blinking as I got my bearings, he started down the road towards the hills. I followed with Tim and Garrett flanking me. 
 
    The road entered another stretch of woods, although this one was more ordinary in appearance, with the usual green and brown color scheme. The trees sort of looked like oaks and maples, but not quite, and their leaves chimed ever so quietly in the breeze. If we hadn’t been traveling through enemy territory on our way to infiltrate Maeve’s fortress, I might have enjoyed the walk. As it was, the tension slowly climbed up my spine. 
 
    In the center of the woods, we came across a wide pond in the center of a glade. The water looked remarkably clear and fresh and tiny white and gold flowers dotted the shoreline. The road split left and right around the tiny lake. Sín took the right-hand path without comment, but I stepped down to the edge of the water.  
 
    “That’s not a good idea, Shy,” said Sín. 
 
    “It’s just a pool.” I knelt at the pond’s edge and reached out to scoop up some water in my cupped hand. It was cool but not cold, just perfect for drinking. I tasted it cautiously with my tongue and it was as fresh as spring water, with just a hint of a sweet aftertaste. I reached out for another handful and paused uneasily. The reflection of my hand looked all green and gnarled and the face in the water didn’t look like me at all. Then the creature lunged up out of the pond and grabbed for me. 
 
    I scrambled backwards as Tim leapt forward with a fierce growl, but Garrett arched back and let the Spear fly. It struck the creature full in the chest like he had launched it from a cannon, knocking whatever it was back and pinning it under the surface of the water. One webbed hand armed with inch-long claws slipped slowly under the water and a flurry of shadows flitted away towards the center of the pond. Garrett yanked the Spear loose and stood in front of me, ready to strike again, but the water was still except for a spreading purple-black stain. 
 
    “I warned you the Otherworld was dangerous,” Sín sighed. “Nothing is as it appears on the surface.” 
 
    “You might have warned us,” said Garrett angrily. 
 
    “The kelpies can’t leave the water. They wouldn’t have bothered us if we had stayed on the road.” ‘We’ meant me, of course. My heart was still pounding against my ribcage and Tim nudged me with his cold nose, startling me. I got to my feet and backed up all the way to the road, keeping a careful eye on the pond. A small ripple appeared near the center, but nothing showed above the water. My Sight revealed a dozen dark auras swirling in an angry knot well below the surface. The pond was much, much deeper than it looked. 
 
    Sín started walking again and we followed silently. I stayed on the outer edge of the road, but now I wondered if there was anything dangerous hiding in the woods, watching us hungrily. I shuddered and quickened my pace to catch up. 
 
    “Thank you, Garrett,” I said as he placed himself between me and the pond. He just nodded, but he looked worried. Tim trotted ahead, glancing back over his shoulder occasionally to keep an eye on us. 
 
    We left the woods without any further incident and found ourselves in a narrow valley that climbed slowly between two steep hillsides. Large rocks and scattered shrubs with purple blooms, like heather, dotted the landscape. A short distance further, we encountered a stone wall at least twenty feet tall blocking the valley, pierced by two massive wooden doors bound in black iron. The doors were open but two guards armed with spears stood on either side of the opening. Just beyond the wall, a stone tower rose up another fifty feet, with no visible windows or doors. 
 
    “Is that Cet’s Tower?” I asked. Sín nodded. 
 
    “He guards one of the routes to the Moon Bridge, although there hasn’t been an invasion in centuries. I think Maeve meant this assignment as a punishment, but Cet just uses it as an excuse to go hunting.” Sín looked at the tower. “His standard isn’t showing. He may be away. Let’s hope so, anyway.” 
 
    “Will the guards cause a problem?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t think so. I’m still a prince, you know.” Sín said it lightly, but his expression didn’t match his tone. He led the way to the gate with his chin up and shoulders back, a more regal pose, I supposed, than the nervous, hunched posture I was tempted to adopt. Those spears looked very pointy. 
 
    The guards straightened as we approached, although they didn’t brandish their weapons. They obviously recognized Sín, but I couldn’t quite tell if they were pleased. The one on the right shouted out a challenge in Irish – or was it sidhe-ish here? – but Sín didn’t slow down. He gave a careless wave. 
 
    “My companions and I are heading to Rath Solais,” he declared in English. “My mother is very eager to meet them.” That was probably true, although not in the way he implied. The guards exchanged a look. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware you were welcome in Findias, my prince,” said the first guard. His tone was almost sarcastic and Sín’s jaw tightened. 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll make an exception this once. Regardless, that’s my concern, not yours. Is Cet about? I wanted to give him my greetings.” 
 
    “He went out with his hunting party this morning. He should be back before nightfall, I would guess.” 
 
    “Ah, too bad. Well, we won’t wait. Give him my regards.” 
 
    Sín kept walking, passing through the gate as the guards stepped aside. They looked Garrett and me over, him suspiciously and me appreciatively, and I found myself blushing as I hurried after Sín. The guards ignored Tim completely as he bounded through the gate. 
 
    We passed Cet’s Tower, which still had no apparent means of entry. It looked like a solid cylinder of stone. I suspected the door was hidden behind a glamour, like the gateway in Rath Medb, but I didn’t waste my Sight looking for it. 
 
    The road rose higher, bending to the right as the grass and earth gave way to bedrock and broken stone. The trees on the ridgeline above us were dark and gnarled, like they had been twisted from relentless winds, even though the air was nearly still. 
 
    I lifted my skirts and ran to catch up to Sín, who continued to set a quick pace. “That was awfully easy.”  
 
    “What? The guards? They’re not going to worry about one girl and one man with a spear. And a hound,” he added with a smile. “Maeve’s forces are more than able to handle that sort of thing. Now had I been leading an army, that would have been different.” 
 
    “Those two can stop an army?” 
 
    “No, but they can summon one very quickly.” Sín looked ahead up the road and his pace slowed suddenly. “Well, damn,” he muttered. 
 
    I followed his glance and saw a small troop of soldiers approaching, led by a young man on a horse. Another dozen men marched behind him, one of them leading a second mount burdened by some large, bulky object. 
 
    “Are those Maeve’s soldiers?” There was no place to hide in the narrow gap between the rocky slopes on either side and we’d already been spotted anyway. The lead rider held up his hand and kicked his mount into a trot to reach us in less than a minute. 
 
    He looked to be no more than twenty years old, although that meant very little with the supposedly immortal sidhe, I imagined. He was as handsome as any of them, with a broad-shouldered build under a green and silver tunic matching the gear on his horse. His gloved hand rested on a short broad-tipped spear seated in a slot in one of the stirrups. 
 
    “Well met, brother,” said the rider. “What brings you my way?” 
 
    “I heard you were out hunting, Cet.” Sín glanced at the approaching troop. “Successfully, I see.” Cet’s grin made him look even younger. 
 
    “Of course.” He waved the soldier leading the other horse closer. I was surprised the horse didn’t collapse under the weight of the animal tied across its back. It was easily twice the size of any of Cet’s men, with massive shoulders and long pointy tusks protruding from its mouth. Even dead, it looked angry. I guessed it was a boar, like a wild hairy pig with fangs, and I edged away from the creature, dead or not. “This one gave us quite a chase, the long way around Cnoc na Ndeor, nearly to the Bridge.” Cet swept his hand around in an arc to illustrate. “He’s dinner now.” 
 
    “For a week,” agreed Sín. Cet dismounted and dropped to the ground lightly, handing his reins to the nearest soldier. They were all armed and armored, but no two of them in the same way. All they had in common was a flash of Cet’s green and silver colors somewhere on their outfits. 
 
    “You should join us for the feast, Sín.” He gave Garrett a once-over, then settled his eyes on me in a way that made me very uneasy. “You and your human friends.” 
 
    Sín shook his head regretfully. “I need to see these two on the road to Rath Solais, but I may stop by on my way back.” 
 
    “Well, let me walk with you a ways” Cet signaled for his men to continue down the road and exchanged his spear for his reins, although he remained on foot. The troop sidled past us one by one, leaving us alone on the road. Sín shrugged, as if he didn’t care one way or the other, and resumed the climb. “Here, there’s no reason for you to trudge along in the dirt.”  
 
    Without warning, Cet lifted me by the waist and plopped me easily in his saddle. I yelped as I fought to find my balance, clutching the edges of the saddle. My few riding lessons at Girl Scout camp did not prepare me for sitting side-saddle in a dress. 
 
    Both Sín and Garrett looked like they were about to intervene and rescue me, but then Sín made a small gesture and Garrett eased his grip on the Spear. If Cet noticed their reaction, he made no mention of it. He tapped his horse into motion and I held on fearfully. Sín matched his brother’s pace and Garrett walked on my other side. Tim ambled ahead, pausing now and then to look back. 
 
    “Has Maeve forgiven you, then?” Cet asked. Sín kept silent and his brother chuckled. “I thought not. She has a long memory.” Sín gave a noncommittal grunt in return. “Her captains won’t let you across.” 
 
    “I have no intention of setting foot in Findias, Cet. I keep my oaths.” 
 
    “Even the ill-conceived ones.” Cet looked up at me. “Is she one of them?” Sín said nothing. Cet stopped and the two sidhe princes faced each other. “Sín, you’re my favorite brother. Don’t do anything stupid. If Maeve kills you, then Dáire becomes my favorite and I dislike him intensely.” 
 
    “Such faith, brother. When have I ever lied to you?” 
 
    Cet snorted. “Every time you breathe, Sín. It’s your way.” He looked around, as if to make sure no one else was listening. “You know Maeve is planning to march soon. Unless you’ve sided with an fhealltóir na Cróeb Bán, and that doesn’t seem like you, your friends’ lives are at risk.” Garrett took a sharp breath. I recognized the Irish term for the White Branch, but I didn’t know what fhealltóir meant. 
 
    Sín looked pensive, but he nodded. “I appreciate the warning, Cet. You’d best head back to the Tower. You wouldn’t want Maeve to be upset with you as well.” 
 
    Cet smiled. “It’s too late for that. Why do you think I’m stuck out here?” He looked at me and noted my white-knuckled grip. “You’re welcome to keep my horse, cailín.” I shook my head vehemently and he laughed. He reached up and lifted me from the saddle, setting me on my feet in front of him. He didn’t remove his hands from my waist right away and I was very conscious of exactly how close we stood. His eyes were very dark and I found it impossible to look away, until Sín cleared his throat. 
 
    Cet let me go and stepped back, taking the reins and pulling his horse’s head around to point down the slope. “Good luck, then” he said, setting his toe into the stirrup and swinging lightly up into the saddle. “My tower is always open for you.” 
 
    “My thanks, brother.” We watched him canter away. When he vanished around the curve of the hill, Sín let his breath out slowly. “Interesting.” 
 
    “He seemed … nice,” I hazarded.  
 
    “He’s the best of the lot, not counting myself and Findabair. We may have an unexpected ally.” Sín started up the road again, but I stopped him with a hand on his arm. 
 
    “Sín, what’s a fail-tor?” The sidhe didn’t answer, but Garrett spoke up behind me. 
 
    “It means traitor,” he said flatly. “Someone in the White Branch has betrayed us.” 
 
    “A traitor?” I gasped. “Who? Did you know about this, Sín?” 
 
    “I suspected, but I don’t know who it might be. The Wolf was too canny to be caught by a mere Leanan Sidhe and the attack on your father was too well-executed to be mere happenstance.” Sín started up the slope. “Maeve leaves nothing to chance if she can help it.” 
 
    “Who do you think the traitor is?” I asked Garrett, but he just shook his head, clearly disturbed by the revelation. I didn’t know enough about the White Branch to even guess who it might be. “Tim, any idea?” Tim just whined, which I took to be “no”. 
 
    Sín paused at the top of the hill and looked back at us. I clambered up the hill with Tim at my side and Garrett at my back. The skin between my shoulder blades itched. What if it’s Garrett? I worried. Or Nick? Or even Aintin Muirenn? I had no way to tell and there was nothing I could do about it now. First my father, then the traitor, I told myself. 
 
    The wind slapped at me as I crested the hill, snapping my borrowed cloak back and wrapping my skirts around my legs. It wasn’t cold, exactly, but it was damp and brisk, coming in off the water stretching out before us.  
 
    We stood at the top of a cliff that seemed to fall away forever. I leaned forward cautiously, gripping Sín’s sleeve with one hand, and took a quick peek down. The rocks far below were a ragged, broken pile and the waves crashed against them in explosions of white spray. The ocean beyond stretched out forever, vanishing into a haze that blended the water with the sky on the horizon. 
 
    “This really is an island,” I said, backing away to the safety of the path.  
 
    “Indeed,” said Sín. “And that is a bridge.” He pointed further along the cliff.  
 
    The Moon Bridge rose out of the ocean supported on countless pillars carved from white stone. It was eye-level to me, meeting the cliff perhaps a mile away, at least a hundred yards above the water. It stretched out as straight as an arrow, its far end invisible in the haze. I couldn’t see where it led. 
 
    “How is that possible?” I breathed.  
 
    “Anything is possible,” said Sín, “in the Isles of the Blessed. Come. We’re nearly there.” 
 
    The road followed the top of the cliff and the wind was unrelenting. Fortunately, it pushed us away from the edge instead of towards it, but I found this stretch of our journey especially nerve-wracking. Finally, though, the road turned aside and dipped behind a rocky outcropping, taking us out of the wind and back into the trees. Now I worried about creatures hiding in the bushes again, but if there were any there, they left us alone. 
 
    The path we followed ended abruptly at the edge of another road, this one a highway by comparison, cutting through the trees and paved with closely-fitted flagstones. Just a short distance to the left, the end of the Bridge rose high overhead, the stone pillars carved like massive tree trunks. Its sheer scale was boggling. 
 
    “Who made this?” I asked. “How?” 
 
    “The Fomori, I’m told,” said Sín, “long before the Tuatha dé Danaan ever arrived on the shores of Ireland.” 
 
    “Are they still around?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen one, but stranger things have happened.” At his gesture, we started down the highway towards the Bridge. 
 
    “Where does this road go?” 
 
    “That way,” said Sín, nodding towards the Bridge, “to the Isle of Findias and Rath Solais. That way,” he pointed over his shoulder, “to the city of Muirias.” 
 
    “Is that where you live?” 
 
    “You’re suddenly full of questions, Shy.”  
 
    “And you’re leading us into our enemy’s camp,” I retorted. “I don’t like surprises.” 
 
    “They’re difficult to avoid here.” He sighed. “I spend most of my time on the road, here or in Ireland. I don’t have a home to speak of.” 
 
    “Why did Maeve banish you?” 
 
    He was silent for a dozen steps. “I had the temerity to suggest that her obsession with returning to Ireland should have been set aside a thousand years ago.” 
 
    “She didn’t care for that, I guess.” 
 
    “No. Especially not in front of her chieftains and generals.” He looked despondent for an instant. “I haven’t been back to Findias since.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “I prefer it this way,” he said, which was clearly another lie. “Here we are, an Droichead Ghealach, the Moon Bridge.” The dark flagstones gave way abruptly to white stone, worn smooth by the passage of countless feet. The Bridge was at least fifty feet across, more than enough for a dozen men to cross side by side. The railing on either side was carved stone as well, although it looked far too low to prevent anyone from tumbling over accidentally. I stayed in the center of the road. 
 
    There were others on the Bridge ahead, some approaching and others heading away. They looked like farmers and tradesmen mostly, leading carts pulled by oxen, although there were a number of soldiers in small groups and a few travelers like ourselves. They all looked us over curiously and most bowed their heads to Sín to varying degrees. No one spoke to us. 
 
    The Bridge stretched out forever and I was all too aware we were hundreds of feet in the air over a pounding ocean. The Bridge seemed as solid as the island itself, though, and I silently thanked the Fomori for their excellent construction skills. 
 
    Sín’s estimate of hours to reach Rath Solais was no exaggeration and I almost regretted declining Cet’s offer of his horse. I wasn’t tired at all and the boots Tim bought me were comfortable. Mostly, it was just the tedium of walking without an end in sight that was wearing me down. Garrett trudged along without complaint and Tim trotted easily beside me. Sín strode like he could walk to the end of the earth and back without a care. 
 
    Finally, the Isle of Findias came into view, rising up to meet the Bridge at the top of another sheer cliff. It was almost as if the two islands had been torn apart by giant hands and then reconnected with the Bridge. 
 
    Sín slowed as the end of the Bridge came closer. A row of soldiers stationed on either side silently observed every person who passed by. 
 
    “Are we going to be able to get through?” I whispered, even though there was no one nearby. 
 
    “I won’t, but that will work in our favor. Listen carefully: the road splits north and south after the Bridge. The south road leads to the city of Findias, the north road will take you to Rath Solais. Just follow the light, you won’t get lost. If anyone stops you, let Garrett do the talking. You can be his little sister on your way to visit your sick mother in the camp or some such thing.” He kept walking as he spoke, not looking at any of us. “Slow down and let me talk to the captain. Pretend you’re not with me and ignore anything I say or do. Our ways part here.” 
 
    “Wait, won’t we see you again? How are we going to get back? What if something goes wrong?” 
 
    “Those are questions you should have asked before you dreamed up this little scheme, Treorái.” Sín quickened his pace, separating himself from us, but he turned his head slightly. “I may be able to send someone to help, but you’ll have to assume you’re on your own. Good luck.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sín.” I wasn’t sure he heard me. 
 
    One of the soldiers watched Sín’s approach with a scowl. He wore more ornate armor than the others and he stepped into Sín’s path, his hand resting casually on the sword on his belt. 
 
    “Prionsa Sín,” he said, giving a formal bow. He did not step aside and Sín stopped, bowing in return. 
 
    “Captain Éogan, so nice to see you again,” he said lightly. 
 
    “You’ve spent too much time in the other world if you prefer to speak their tongue,” said the captain harshly, switching languages himself. “What brings you to Findias? Did the Queen summon you?” 
 
    “No, I’m just here on a whim. It’s been many years since I’ve set eyes on the isle.” 
 
    “And that’s all you’ll set on it, my Prince, until Maeve says otherwise.” Garrett, Tim and I walked by them at a normal pace. The captain’s stern gaze flicked over us for an instant, but his attention was fixed on Sín, as were the eyes of the nearby soldiers. I was certain they could hear my heart pounding in my chest. 
 
    “Then I shall turn back and await her pleasure. Good day, Captain.” 
 
    “Taisteal go maith, mo Prionsa.” 
 
    I wished I could turn around and see what Sín was doing, but I didn’t dare call attention to myself. We were truly on our own now, heading deeper into enemy territory. 
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter Eighteen 
 
    The road beyond the Bridge was a broad stretch of worn bedrock, sloping down from the edge of the cliff. A small camp sat to one side, presumably for the use of Captain Éogan and the bridge garrison, but the countryside ahead of us was almost devoid of any sign of civilization, other than the road itself and a few other travelers. 
 
    Without Sín to guide us, I felt very exposed and uncertain. Garrett took the lead now, the butt of the Spear thumping the stone with every other step, and I followed silently, hugging myself apprehensively. Tim poked his nose under my elbow until I freed a hand to scratch his head. His close presence made me feel a bit better and I rested my fingers on his back as we walked. 
 
    We followed another ox-drawn cart laden with hay but we stayed well back from it, not wanting to give the drover any reason to notice us. The road dipped down into a broad valley, where the rock of the cliff gradually disappeared beneath thick grass. There were only a few trees in the area, but red-flowered shrubs were scattered across the landscape. 
 
    The road eventually split left and right, just as Sín described. We stopped at the fork, looking up at the tall signpost there. The ornate script on the markers didn’t look at all like Irish. I certainly couldn’t read it and I suspected Garrett couldn’t either. 
 
    “Which way is north?” I asked quietly. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a man and a woman approach from my right, older than most of the sidhe I’d encountered so far. I kept my gaze averted from them. 
 
    “That way,” said Garrett, just as quietly, gesturing in the direction of the couple. 
 
    “How do you know?” Without the sun or the moon to orient on, I was completely turned around. 
 
    “That’s where the light is coming from.” 
 
    I glanced down at the ground. My shadow pointed almost directly down the left-hand road. “I knew that.” Tim whuffed, the closest to a laugh he could manage in dog form, I supposed. 
 
    The woman looked us over curiously and she asked us a question. I pretended I didn’t hear her, but Garrett answered her briefly. He asked something in turn. The woman shrugged, but her companion nodded and replied. Garrett bowed slightly and the couple continued on, turning up the hill towards the Bridge. 
 
    Garrett indicated the right-hand road with a tilt of his head and we continued in that direction. After a minute, I risked a glance over my shoulder. The older sidhe were well up the hill and there was no one else nearby. “What did they say?” 
 
    “She wanted to know if we were lost,” said Garrett. “I said we were on the way to Rath Solais and I asked if there was work for an experienced spearman. He said there likely was.” He fell silent for a moment. “I got the impression they were unhappy about Maeve’s army.” 
 
    “So am I. Do you think we’ll have any trouble getting into the fortress?” Garrett just shrugged and trudged on. None of us really knew what to expect. I wished Sín was still with us. 
 
    The road followed the valley, which slowly closed in to a narrow defile. On the ridges on either side, patrols watched the road, with archers prominently visible. This approach to Maeve’s stronghold looked easily defendable, even to my inexperienced eyes. 
 
    We climbed steadily until we came level with the ridge. There used to be a forest here, but the trees and brush had been cleared out for a mile in all directions. There was no gate or barrier, but a large company of soldiers was camped nearby, with hundreds of tents laid out in orderly clusters and large campfires smoldering inside rings of stone.  
 
    Most of the soldiers wore some variation of black and silver, moving hither and yon on whatever orders they’d been given. The only group to pay us any attention was the troop stationed at the top of the rise. Their leader raised his hand to stop us, frowning at Garrett’s Spear.  
 
    I suddenly remembered I still wore Sín’s cloak. It was nondescript enough, but I wondered if the brooch pinning it around my shoulders had any special meaning. If Sín was not welcome in Findias, I doubted anyone wearing his badge would be either. As casually as I could manage, I lifted my hand to my shoulder as if massaging a sore muscle, hiding the pin beneath my arm. 
 
    The soldier and Garrett had a brief exchange and whatever my cousin told him seemed to satisfy him. He waved us on, losing interest in us almost immediately. Garrett continued down the road as if he had no worries at all. My neck and back were a giant knot of tension. 
 
    The road curved away from the camp and continued west. Eventually we left the soldiers behind us and entered the woods, which had been cleared back fifty feet on either side of the road. Messengers on horseback passed us a few times in both directions and a few carts laden with supplies trundled past. 
 
    The land rose up steeply ahead of us and the road started zig-zagging its way up towards the top of the ridge. The tip of a narrow tower poked up just above the treetops and a quick glance at my shadow showed it pointing directly away from the structure. That must be Rath Solais, where the Sword of Light was kept. 
 
    “We’re close,” I said needlessly, more to break the long silence than anything else. Garrett nodded, but Tim gave a small bark. He found a short branch lying by the edge of the road and brought it to me, wagging his tail enthusiastically. I knew he was just trying to distract me and lighten my mood, but it worked anyway. I laughed and took the stick, waving it in front of Tim’s long-snouted face and then flinging it up the road for him to fetch. 
 
    It sailed an astounding distance, much farther than I had ever thrown anything before, and I looked at my hand in astonishment. Either there’s less gravity here, or I’m much stronger than I used to be. And I don’t feel any lighter. Tim said the ritual changed the Warriors of the White Branch. That simple confirmation gave me a burst of confidence. Maybe this will work after all. 
 
    Tim trotted back with the stick and I threw it a few more times as we climbed slowly towards the top. Other than another messenger riding quickly downhill on horseback, we encountered no one else on the way and I wondered where everyone was. I figured there would be more people around Maeve’s fort, rather than less. 
 
    The road leveled out and made another sharp turn to the right. The trees ended abruptly and we found ourselves at the edge of a broad field, as flat as if it had been carved from the hill with a knife. The walls of a truly massive ring fort rose up in the distance with the tower of the Sword of Light visible beyond, but I barely noticed it. My attention was fixed on the army camped outside. 
 
    At first glance, it was just another encampment like the one we passed earlier, with countless tents and shelters and fires and stacks of supplies and racks of equipment. But this one was much less orderly and it wasn’t populated with men, sidhe or otherwise.  
 
    Creatures of every imaginable size and shape and color roamed the camp, brandishing brutal weapons of iron and wood and clad in scraps of armor and cloth and leather. I’d seen variations of these in the movies, but these weren’t computer-generated images, these were real. Loud, foul, frightening, and very, very real. 
 
    I discerned some semblance of order in the chaos in front of us. The massive giants stayed mostly off by the edge of the hill, while the smaller but more numerous gnarled creatures took up most of the center area. Tiny little men – pixies, maybe? – scampered underfoot everywhere, and a few indescribable things lurked in the shadows, black and crawly. The noise and the smell were overwhelming and I quailed at the thought of taking another step closer. 
 
    “Can we … go around, maybe?” My voice was just a shaky whisper, as if it was afraid to attract any attention. Even as I said it, I knew there was no other way. The camp stretched from the edge of the plain on one side to the dense trees on the other. A relatively clear path snaked through the camp, leading from where we stood to the entrance of the fort, although creatures crossed back and forth across it continuously. This was the only route to Rath Solais and there was no doubt in my mind that Maeve wanted it that way. 
 
    Almost by itself, my hand reached under my vest and retrieved the remains of the shamrock Sín had given me. I looked at the last leaf despairingly and wondered if I should save it for later, for when I might desperately need a bit of luck. What I need right now is courage, I told myself, and I don’t have a leaf for that.  
 
    Tim woofed to get my attention and then took a few steps towards the camp, looking back over his shoulder. Garrett gathered his resolve and followed, but I stood frozen in place. I can do this. They won’t bother us without a good reason. If we’re confident and look like we know what we’re doing, they’ll leave us alone. My body clearly didn’t believe my brain and I stayed put. 
 
    Tim came back and nudged the back of my legs, trying to get me to move. Staying here looks suspicious. We have to go on. I knew it, but my feet wouldn’t move, until Tim stuck his nose right in my butt crack. I jumped forward with a yelp, swatting him away, but he dodged aside easily. 
 
    Once I started moving, it was easier to keep going and I caught up to Garrett in a few steps. I tucked the shamrock away but stayed close beside Garrett, trying to resist the urge to cling to his arm. Tim led the way, sniffing the ground as he went. 
 
    The nearest creatures glowered at us as we approached, although none of them reached for any weapons. I decided they were goblins, grotesque caricatures of men with misshapen bodies, as if they were each built from scratch using spare parts. They squatted around the firepits eating from pots bubbling with some noxious stew, but they paused to stare at me and grin, revealing far too many teeth. Most wore scraps of armor and ragged clothing. The creatures fell silent as we passed, watching us with a wary silence that was equally unnerving.  
 
    The path to the fort was more of a relative absence of monsters than a real road and I weaved from side to side to stay as far away from Maeve’s grotesque soldiers as possible. One overeager goblin reached out and snagged my skirt as I passed and I was forced to grab the material to keep it from being dragged down around my ankles. The tug-of-war ended abruptly when Tim lunged at the goblin with a snarl and the creature scrambled backwards behind his mocking companions. I pulled my skirt closer around me, frightened and embarrassed in equal parts.  
 
    We had to stop once as a giant crossed the path in front of us, a smelly behemoth at least ten feet tall clad only in a loincloth made from a fur pelt. The hapless animal’s head was still attached and dangled in front like a roadkill codpiece. The giant ignored us completely as the other monsters scattered out of its way. 
 
    The walk through the camp took forever, although it was probably only fifteen minutes before we left the last of the creatures behind. I thought about relaxing, but decided I didn’t dare as we approached the main gates of Rath Solais. 
 
    The fort was as large as the one that once stood on the Hill of Tara, with a broad ditch lined with sharpened posts encircling the entire hilltop. Just within, the outer wall of the fort stood on a small embankment, rising at least twenty feet from the ground and made from wooden beams each three feet across, fitted closer than bricks and mortar. The entire surface of the wall was carved with celtic designs and knotwork as intricate and delicate as anything I’d ever seen. It was a work of art larger than the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. Only the soldiers stationed by the gate and along the top of the wall detracted from its awesome beauty. 
 
    The double doors of the gate were open, each a foot thick and bound in iron. Twenty or thirty hard-faced sidhe spearmen and swordsmen in full armor stood on either side and archers watched from the walls. Beyond the gates, all I could see was another wall behind another ditch, with the roadway splitting to the left and right, apparently leading to other entrances. Even if an invading army got past the horde on the field, even if they ran through the ditch lined with countless spikes, even if they somehow battered down the outer gates, they still had to get through the inner wall, with no room to charge and Maeve’s forces raining death from above. The only way to assault the fort was from the air. Are there dragons in the Otherworld? A few fireballs would cause some serious damage, I bet. But we didn’t have a dragon or a fire, just barely enough courage to keep walking towards the fort. 
 
    The captain of the guard watched us approach. He didn’t seem in any way concerned or alarmed at our appearance, although he looked Garrett over thoughtfully. He held up his hand to stop us and gave us a preemptory challenge. 
 
    Garrett responded and they went back and forth for a few minutes. Tim stayed by my side and I dug my fingers into his fur, wondering what we should do if the captain didn’t buy whatever story Garrett was giving him. I almost reached for my shamrock again, but I kept still with difficulty. 
 
    Finally, the captain gave a curt nod and jerked his thumb over his shoulder, indicating we could continue on into the fort. Garrett gave him what sounded like a word of thanks and he motioned for me to precede him. The captain looked me over and said something to me, and I just stared back at him blankly. Garrett hurriedly answered for me, making some elaborate excuse. The captain looked doubtful, but he waved us away dismissively and we hurried through the gate. 
 
    The gap between the walls was maybe fifteen feet across, and another ditch with pointy things fronted the inner section. The path went in both directions, with no obvious indication as to which way we should go, but Garrett took my arm and pulled me to the right. Tim trotted ahead around the curve of the wall. 
 
    I glanced around and up. The guards at the gate were out of sight and I didn’t see anyone on the walkway at the top of the outer wall. “What did you say to him?” I whispered. 
 
    “I said I was bringing you to your aunt, one of the serving women here, with a message from your mother,” Garrett answered, equally softly. “He wanted to know who your aunt was. I said Muirenn,” he said with a grimace. “I was hoping he didn’t know all the servants by name.” 
 
    “I guess you were right.” Garrett nodded. He still looked tense. “What did he say to me?” 
 
    “Oh, ah, well, he wanted to know whether you were … available later.” I blinked at him, not quite understanding, and then I blushed furiously when it finally sank in. “I said you were betrothed to one of Prince Cet’s men. I think that put him off.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said gratefully. I had no idea what I would have done if the captain had persisted. 
 
    Tim suddenly reappeared at a gallop. He sped past us and then turned and barked. Dogs didn’t make a lot of different sounds, but this one sounded urgent. 
 
    “What is it, Tim? Is there a problem?” Tim jumped to my side, snagged my sleeve with his teeth, and pulled, trying to get me to move. “What’s going on?” 
 
    The deep, gravelly rumble behind me immediately reminded me of cold pouring rain and desperate fear. I whirled just as a Cú Medb came around the curve of the wall, heading straight for us.  
 
    This one wasn’t invisible, but I almost wished it was. It stood at least five feet high at the shoulder, like a mutant bulldog, its head almost as massive as its body. Its skin was mottled and sparsely covered with black bristles and its paws were the size of dinner plates, with long claws tearing at the ground with each step. Its mouth had far too many teeth and saliva dripped thickly from the corners of its mouth. Its eyes were small and evil, glowing like hot charcoals. 
 
    I backed up, my breath stuck in my throat, and I bumped into Garrett, who stood frozen. Tim positioned himself in front of them, his hackles rising, but I shushed his growl hurriedly. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s chasing us,” I whispered. “Back up, against the wall!” We moved as a single group, not daring to take our eyes off the approaching hellhound. It advanced deliberately, its head swinging back and forth slowly as it paced, each step thudding heavily on the ground. “I don’t think it sees very well,” I said almost inaudibly. “Stay absolutely still.” I gripped Garrett’s arm and the ruff of fur around Tim’s neck. We’re not here, we’re not here, we’re not here. 
 
    The urge to run was almost overwhelming, especially when the hound stopped a few paces away, sniffing the air. It looked right at us and its nostrils flared as the rumbling in its massive chest deepened.  
 
    We’re not a threat, we’re perfectly harmless, we belong here. I wanted to close my eyes, but I kept my gaze locked on the hound. The torc around my neck grew warm and heavy against my collarbones. Please, just go away and leave us alone. 
 
    With a final huff of foul breath right in my face, the hound resumed its patrol, moving on towards the gate. We edged away as soon as it passed, anxious to get as much distance between us and it as possible. I hoped the hound would make a complete circuit of the fort, rather than turning back at the gate.  
 
    Once the hound was out of sight and sound again, I released the others and closed my eyes, trying to relax my cramped hands. Garrett let out his breath slowly, brushing his hand through his hair and leaving it in disarray. “That was … unnerving,” he said. He glanced back over his shoulder. “I wonder if that’s the one that attacked us at Tara.” 
 
    “I hope so.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because then I could still imagine there was only one of them.” 
 
    Tim whuffed his canine laugh and Garrett gave me a fleeting smile. I started walking around the wall again, setting a quick pace. I wanted to be well inside the inner wall before we met any other nightmares like that. 
 
    The inner gate was about a quarter of the way around, its doors also open but apparently unguarded. I stepped through quickly and almost tripped a man lugging a heavy sack on his back. He gave me a glare and a short word and I backed out of his way. 
 
    The area just inside the gate looked like a temporary storage depot, with bags and boxes stacked relatively neatly on either side. I weaved my way between them carefully, staring at the vista beyond the piles. 
 
    The interior of Rath Solais was far larger than any football stadium, stretching out in a long oval. Dozens of wooden buildings of all shapes and sizes were scattered haphazardly to the left, but it wasn’t obvious whether they were barracks or storage rooms or something else entirely. To the right, the tower rose up near the end of the enclosure and a number of roughly shaped stones stood around its base, like a miniature Stonehenge.  
 
    On the far side, away from the gate, the largest building of all sat by itself, taller than the walls of the fort. It was shaped like a hollow square, with a broad opening on the nearest side leading into an inner courtyard. Only a few windows pierced the exterior beneath the peaked roof, all of them narrow and shuttered. 
 
    The center of the ring was absolutely smooth and mostly empty, other than a low wooden platform situated in front of the tower holding half a dozen chairs and another rough stone sunk into the ground before it, flattened on top like an altar. 
 
    For a fleeting moment, I thought we were the only people inside, but that was just an illusion from the sheer scale of the fort. A large number of soldiers stood guard around the interior of the wall and servants moved here and there on their duties. Most of the people stayed near the buildings. Almost no one crossed the open expanse of grass in the center. I wondered if Maeve was here. 
 
    The longer we stood there in front of the gate, the sooner someone was going to notice us and ask what we were up to. We had to move, but where? Where was Dad being kept? Was he even here at all? I needed to use my Sight to find him, but not while standing in the middle of the fort. 
 
    Tim yipped to get our attention and he led Garrett and me around the wall away from the tower, snuffling the ground as he went. The nearby soldiers watched us curiously and I kept my head up as if I knew where I was going. 
 
    Open pavilions stacked with various goods and containers were scattered across the grounds, their brightly colored canopies presumably intended to keep the supplies protected from the elements. Does it rain in the Otherworld? I wondered. Tim gave a wide berth to places where people were working and he finally led us to a pavilion set a little apart from the others, with no watchful eyes nearby.  
 
    Garrett sat on one of the boxes as if he was resting his feet, although his eyes darted around constantly. Tim circled the area while I steadied myself against one of the posts holding up the canopy. I touched my torc with my free hand and opened my Sight. 
 
    I gasped as the world exploded into light, like a nuclear explosion had just gone off right beside me. Energy blinded me from all directions and I couldn’t make out any individual auras. Even Garrett, sitting right beside me, was lost in the glare and I was forced to drop my Sight. I clutched my head, waiting for the stabbing, throbbing pain to go away. 
 
    “Are you all right?” asked Garrett, concerned. I nodded, afraid to open my eyes. 
 
    “It’s too bright, there’s too much magic here. I can’t find Dad’s aura.” I felt like crying. What are we going to do now? 
 
    “Tim, can you find him? You know his scent.” I pried my eyes open and looked at Garrett in surprise and then at Tim, who gave a quick bob of his canine head. He moved off, weaving back and forth as he sniffed the ground. That’s right, I thought, suddenly hopeful again. He found me the same way when he was a fox. 
 
    Now, though, we had to sit and wait. I felt exposed, even though we were out of the major traffic paths. I crossed my arms and hunched my shoulders again, watching pensively as Tim disappeared around the corner of the nearest building. 
 
    The denizens of the fort kept themselves busy, but I caught the definite impression they were waiting for something or someone. Many of them glanced at the courtyard building as they passed and a couple of men added two more chairs to the platform. Is there going to be a ceremony of some sort? I hoped we would be long gone before it started. Ceremonies meant a lot of people and that was the last thing we needed. 
 
    “Hug! Cad tá á dhéanamh agat?” 
 
    I jumped at the sudden voice behind me. A man in rough homespun scowled at me and Garrett rose to his feet quickly. 
 
    “Táimid ag fanacht le Muirenn,” he said calmly, although he gripped the Spear tightly. “A chonaic tú léi?” 
 
    The servant shook his head and waved me aside, searching through the burlap sacks piled on the platform. He apparently found what he was looking for and he slung two of the bags over his shoulder, stomping off without another word. Garrett reseated himself slowly and I tried to calm my racing heart again. I’m going to have a heart attack before this is over. 
 
    Tim reappeared briefly between two of the buildings, but he turned aside without looking in our direction. I removed my torc, hoping I could See clearer without its amplifying effect, but it was like staring at the sun at noon with a pair of sunglasses on. It was still far too bright to make out any details. The Sword of Light was an incredibly potent weapon; no wonder Maeve wanted it. I wondered why she couldn’t just take it from the tower. 
 
    “Let’s move somewhere else,” said Garrett quietly, getting to his feet again. “Those soldiers are getting a little too curious.” I shot a quick look at a pair of swordsmen speaking quietly together, staring at me. I followed Garrett in the opposite direction as casually as I could manage. 
 
    We walked along one of the longer buildings, a one-story affair of red-painted planks above a low base of stone. I heard occasional snatches of conversation as we passed the windows, but I had no idea what they were saying. Most of the voices were male, but a few women were mixed in as well. 
 
    The building sat fairly close to the inner wall and the area behind it was deserted except for stacks of firewood taller than I was. Behind the next building over, a pair of servant women stood with covered baskets on their hips, gossiping between themselves, and we stopped where we were. I resisted the urge to pace back and forth, hoping Tim would find Dad quickly. The sooner we were out of here, the better. 
 
    Suddenly, voices sounded from just around the corner, coming closer, and Garrett and I exchanged a fearful look. I grabbed Garrett’s hand to hide us behind a scáth, but we couldn’t just disappear with the women looking on and there was no time to duck between the stacks. Then Garrett set his Spear against the wall, pulled me close, and kissed me fiercely. 
 
    I tensed in shock, my eyes wide, completely unprepared for his embrace. I pressed my hands against his chest, about to shove him away, when two soldiers turned the corner and stopped. After a moment of startled surprise, they chuckled and turned back, leaving us alone to our apparent tryst. 
 
    Garrett didn’t release me right away and my eyes closed on their own, my hands sliding around to his back. I hadn’t been kissed like that in, well, ever, and I felt a bit light-headed. 
 
    Finally, Garrett pulled his head back, breaking the seal of our lips. I looked up at him, wondering why he stopped. We stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment and then Garrett released me awkwardly, running his hands through his hair. 
 
    “I, uh, that’s all I could think of,” he stammered, using the excuse of retrieving the Spear to look away. “To distract them, I mean.” 
 
    “No, that was nice. I mean good. Good thinking.” I pressed my hands against my cheeks, feeling the warmth blooming there. My first real kiss, I thought dizzily, and it’s with my cousin. No, wait, his father and Grandpa Phelan were first cousins, so Garrett and Dad are second cousins, so he and I are second cousins once removed. That’s okay, isn’t it? I stole a glance at him just as he looked back at me and we hastily averted our eyes again. This is awkward. Technically, he works for me. That thought almost made me giggle and he gave me a small boyish grin in return. 
 
    Fortunately, Tim saved us from terminal embarrassment by bounding into view. He hopped around excitedly, which I hoped meant only one thing. 
 
    “Did you find him, Tim?” I asked eagerly. I stole a glance at the serving women, but they had disappeared somewhere along the way. “Did you find Dad?” Tim barked once, his tongue lolling out of his grinning mouth. “Where is he?” 
 
    Tim turned in a circle and scraped his paw in the dirt, but it was too hard-packed to make a mark. He growled and shook his head, backing away from us. A flash of ultraviolet flared around him and he stood there in human form again. He shook his head again, as if to clear it from canine cobwebs. 
 
    “Gah,” he muttered. “Being a dog’s a fine thing for running around, but it’s no good for communicating.” He coughed and spat. “Yeah, yer Da’s on the other side, in that big square building across the way. He’s in a room on the bottom floor, with a couple of guards in front.” 
 
    “Did you see him? Is he okay? Did he say anything to you?” 
 
    “Slow down, girl. I didn’t see him, just smelled him. The guards wouldn’t let me get too close.” He massaged his ribs, wincing. “They aren’t dog people.” 
 
    “Okay, so how do we get him out?” I wanted to rush over there now, but even I knew that would be foolish. Tim scrubbed his Mohawk as he considered the problem. 
 
    “None of the doors around here seem to have locks, so we just need to get rid of the guards. Either charge them or distract them. Problem is, there’s no cover for fifty meters around.” 
 
    “I can get us there,” I said with more confidence than I actually felt. “Can you handle the guards?” 
 
    “Easily,” he said with a wicked grin. 
 
    “Getting out again may be the bigger problem,” Garrett pointed out, “especially if we cause a commotion.” 
 
    “We’ll try the sneaky approach first,” I said, “and worry about the escape later.” The two men looked at each other dubiously.  
 
    “I’ll lead you there,” Tim said with a shrug. “It’ll be easier if you just have to take care of Garrett.” He looked at his arms and sighed. “Having the cat would have been handy. There aren’t a lot of animals in here. None that won’t be dinner soon, anyway. Okay, let’s try this.” 
 
    Tim clenched his fists and vanished in another flare. In his place, a small gray hawk hopped on the ground, flapping his wings to get his balance. He gave us a sharp chirp and then popped up into the air, quickly climbing well above the fort. He started circling overhead, waiting for us to get moving. 
 
    I looked at Garrett, who was watching Tim, and for a moment I wanted to touch his cheek and kiss him again. Then he looked at me and I turned away hurriedly, hoping he hadn’t noticed. I held out my hand and he grasped it firmly. “Think invisible thoughts,” I said, and his lopsided grin made my heart skip a beat. There’s nobody here, just empty space.  
 
    Overhead, Tim orbited further and further away and we headed in the same direction, following the inner edge of the wall. We hadn’t gone ten feet, though, before another bird swooped down and landed on top of one of the woodpiles, cawing loudly. It was largest crow I’d ever seen. 
 
    The bird cocked its head back and forth, scanning the area where we’d been. It hopped to the ground and walked in a small circle, then stopped and spread its wings. A shadowy haze shimmered around it, rising up and transforming into the shape of a woman.  
 
    I gaped at her, hardly noticing Garrett’s hand crushing mine. I took a breath and Garrett’s free hand clamped over my mouth. “Stay absolutely still,” he breathed into my ear. I nodded, wide-eyed, and he carefully removed his hand. 
 
    The woman didn’t notice us hidden behind my scáth, but she touched the ground where Tim had been when he transformed. She was small, no bigger than me, clad in a black bodice and skirt that clung to her voluptuous curves. Her long, wild hair was the same color as the crow’s feathers, although her skin was as white as porcelain. 
 
    She stood and surveyed the area and I had to cover my own mouth to keep quiet. She was painfully beautiful, with a heart-shaped face, delicate nose and full lips, but her eyes were completely black, no whites at all. 
 
    The temperature began to fall rapidly and I held my breath, worried that mist would show if I exhaled. The woman turned in another circle, staring for a moment right in our direction, and then she raised her arms. I tensed for some sort of magical attack, but she dropped her arms and vanished, turning back into the crow and flapping up into the sky.  
 
    Garrett and I stood stock still for a long minute, waiting to see if she would return. Finally, I released my breath and sagged against Garrett’s chest, thankful for his arm around my shoulders. I was less grateful for his strong fingers squeezing the blood out of my hand and I carefully pried myself loose. 
 
    “Was that Maeve?” The woman was nothing like I imagined, but there was no doubt she had power. 
 
    “No,” said Garrett, “that was worse. That was the Morrigan.” 
 
    “Who?” I couldn’t fathom how anyone could be worse than the stories I’d heard about Maeve, but Garrett looked shaken. He rubbed his face with his hand. 
 
    “The Morrigan. She’s … a force of nature, one of the most powerful creatures in the Otherworld. A shape-shifter, obviously, a witch, a sorceress, maybe even a goddess, nobody really knows what she is. She must have detected Tim’s transformation and came to investigate.” 
 
    “If she’s so powerful, why isn’t she the queen, then?” 
 
    “She doesn’t want to rule,” Garrett said grimly. “She just wants to see blood.” 
 
    I shuddered at that flat statement. With a last cautionary look around, I strengthened the scáth around us and we hurried along the wall, trying to catch up with Tim. Since he couldn’t see us either, he had no idea we’d been held up and he was almost out of sight. I wondered if he realized the Morrigan was nearby. 
 
    We moved as fast as we could around the wall, dodging supplies and servants and patrolling soldiers. Once, we had to retreat and circle the other way around a small building when our path was blocked by another gaggle of gossiping women. Finally, though, we crept to the corner of the final building, staring across the open expanse of grass at the courtyard building beyond. Somewhere inside was my father. I hoped he was all right. 
 
    I looked for Tim in the sky, and for any suspicious-looking crows, but there were no birds of any sort overhead. I finally spotted him on the roof of the building, a small gray shape perched on the ridgeline above the opening to the inner courtyard. I waved at him to get his attention and then realized he couldn’t see us behind the scáth. 
 
    “How are we going to signal him?” I whispered. Then another thought occurred to me. “Did we decide who was going to distract the guards?” Garrett looked at me with a cocked eyebrow. “Give me a break. I’m new to this whole Treorái thing.” 
 
    Garrett shook his head, but he wisely didn’t comment. “Tim will have to do the distracting. He’s got the best chance of getting away.” He looked around doubtfully. There was no one close by, but there were a number of soldiers in sight and a few servants besides. “You’ll have to let go and let me be seen so he can find us. Let’s find a place where they won’t see me popping out of thin air.” 
 
    We looked around, but there wasn’t much cover in the area. Garrett finally indicated a fat rain barrel sitting beside the closed doorway to the building. It wasn’t very tall, but he crouched down beside it, still gripping my hand.  
 
    “As soon as those two over there turn around, release me and I’ll get Tim down here. Don’t wander off, though. I don’t want to lose you.” He thought about what he just said. “I mean, we need to –” 
 
    I touched his lips with my finger. “I know what you mean. Don’t be surprised if a ghost grabs your hand, though.”  
 
    Garrett nodded with a brief smile and we both waited for the two sidhe to finish their conversation and turn away. I pulled my hand out of his and stepped back as he stood and stretched, as if he’d been sitting there all along. He lifted his hand and shook it back and forth, pretending to loosen it up, and Tim launched himself from the rooftop and glided towards us. 
 
    Garrett held out his forearm and Tim struck it and clung like he was attacking dinner. Even though Garrett wore chain mail under his sleeve, Tim’s claws were very sharp. 
 
    “Let go, you bloody bird,” Garrett hissed. He shook his arm and Tim hopped off onto the edge of the rain barrel. He turned his head back and forth and chirped. “Shy’s nearby. Right, Shy?” 
 
    “I’m here,” I said quietly. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Tim, do you think you can get those two guards away from the door for a few seconds?” Tim bobbed his head. “Shy and I can hide behind the scáth to get close, but we’ll need some time to get through the door. I hope you’re right about the locks.” Tim gave a squawk and shook his wings. 
 
    “How will he know when we’re ready?” This is stupid, I thought. One of us can’t be seen and one of us can’t be understood. How can we make plans like this? 
 
    “Hmm, good point.” Garrett looked around and picked up a small stone from the ground. “I’ll throw this at the wall when we’re in position, away from the room. You can do your thing then. Okay?” Tim bobbed again. “All right, let’s do this.” 
 
    Tim launched himself back into the air and flapped back to the courtyard building. He made a tight circle over one section of the building and then settled himself back on the roofline. 
 
    “Okay, Shy, let’s –” Garrett clamped his mouth shut and leaned casually against the barrel as the door beside him popped open and a soldier stepped out. This one looked like an officer, with more elaborate armor and richer clothing. A bright red cloak pinned to his left shoulder failed to conceal the wicked-looking sword hanging at his hip. 
 
    The officer scowled at Garrett and barked a short question to him. Garrett bowed his head, answering meekly, but the sidhe looked both displeased and skeptical. He looked Garrett over, noting the mail he wore and the black Spear in his hand. His next question sounded much more suspicious to me and I moved my hand to Scáth’s grip. 
 
    A rising rumble from the inner gate caught everyone’s attention then, and a troop of horsemen appeared, riding two by two. The ones in the rear looked like ordinary guards in black and silver, but the group in front was very different. The couple in the lead was clearly in command and the five men and one woman following right behind them rode in like they owned the place. Everyone nearby converged on them when they reined in near the center of the yard and grooms scrambled to take the reins as the party dismounted. 
 
    The officer gave Garrett a sharp order and then hastened towards the newcomers. Garrett hesitated and the sidhe snapped at him with a summoning gesture. Clearly he expected Garrett to accompany him. Garrett set his shoulders and followed the officer without a backwards glance. 
 
    I stared after him in dismay. He’s leaving me? I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to run after him, but I didn’t dare get into the middle of the growing crowd. A surge of panic rose in my chest. We still hadn’t rescued Dad yet and now it looked as though we’d have to rescue Garrett as well. My tattoo is supposed to bring me good luck! 
 
    Behind his back, Garrett’s hand pointed several times towards the courtyard building. Clearly he wanted me to continue with the plan, alone. Despairingly, I watched him join a number of other soldiers forming a line of honor, although he stood out like a sore thumb among the black and silver uniforms. His tense posture indicated that he expected trouble. 
 
    I took a shaky breath and hurried towards the building where Dad was being held, lifting my skirts to keep them from rustling across the grass. Tim lifted up from the roof and circled again, spiraling out towards the action in the center. Obviously he saw Garrett heading that way and was going to investigate and maybe help.  
 
    No, Tim! Stick to the plan! He didn’t know I was on my way and I had no means to get his attention without revealing myself. DAMN IT! Tears of frustration prickled my eyes.  
 
    I had no choice but to carry on as best I could. I ran to the corner of the building and peered cautiously into the courtyard. It was just a simple square of grass, with an old, leafless tree in the center. Its smooth bark was pale silver, almost like it was made of metal. The main entrance into the building was on the far end, but there were several smaller doors on either side, all of them identical. The only difference was that the center door to my left had two spearmen standing in front of it. 
 
    I tiptoed wide around the guards, searching for any other movement. The soldiers watched the commotion in the center of the fort, but their curiosity wasn’t strong enough to lure them away from their post. I scanned the roof, hoping Tim had returned, but he was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I don’t even have a rock to throw, I realized, and I searched around for a suitable stone. There was nothing visible in the thick grass and I swept back and forth across the yard. Come on! Just one stupid rock! 
 
    I finally found one near the base of the tree, a flat circular stone that would have been perfect for skipping across a pond. I clenched it tightly in my hand, closing my eyes. Please, just let this work. 
 
    I slipped my other fingers under my vest and brought out the final remnant of my shamrock. Without looking, I rubbed it between my fingers until it disintegrated. If there’s ever a time I need luck, I told myself, this is it. 
 
    A shriek sounded overhead and I looked up through the bare branches of the tree. Tim swooped in for a landing, perching on the inner edge of the roof and cocking his head to peer down. I gave him a fierce grin that he couldn’t see and picked up my skirts again, hurrying closer to the guarded door. I stopped about twenty steps away from the soldiers, my empty hand brushing the wall. I figured I only needed five seconds to close the remaining distance, once the guards moved out of the way. 
 
    I hefted the stone assessingly. I had to hit the wall above the opening to the courtyard below where Tim clung to the beam, hard enough to make a noise. Piece of cake, I told myself, although the target was about fifty feet away and twenty feet up. After all, I was Supergirl now. I set my feet, cocked my arm back, and let the stone fly. 
 
    The stone arced high enough and I pumped my arm like I saw basketball players do after a successful three-pointer. Then my missile dropped below the edge of the wall and bounced silently on the grass by the opening. 
 
    Oh, come on! I wanted to shriek my frustration, but I had to hold it in. I ran around the guards again, my eyes locked on where the stone fell. I didn’t want to waste any more time searching for a new one. 
 
    It took me an endless minute to locate it, but I finally snatched it out of the grass. My triumph was short-lived, though. As I straightened, I nearly came face-to-face with a woman striding right towards me.  
 
    I dodged aside and the woman’s foot nearly snagged my skirt as she swept by. She headed straight for the guards and I watched in dismay as the men snapped to attention. She was the second woman who rode in with the group and she was apparently someone to be reckoned with.  
 
    She spoke curtly to the guards, gesturing towards the center of the fort. The soldiers looked at each other, as if unsure whether they should follow her orders. The woman spoke again, sharply, and they saluted and left, jogging quickly towards the crowd gathering around the platform by the tower. The woman watched them until they were out of sight and then she lowered her head. She looked sad, or regretful maybe. 
 
    I was certain I’d never seen her before, but she still looked eerily familiar. She was strikingly beautiful, but not in the way the Morrigan was, with wide gray eyes and wavy black hair tumbling to the small of her back. She looked like she was in her twenties, a bit taller than me, better developed but just as slender. Her dress was dark red threaded with gold in intricate patterns, with long sleeves and a low cut bodice. Dark brown boots peeked out from the hem of her skirts, and a nasty looking blade hung from the leather belt slung low around her hips. She wore only a single gold ring on her left hand, but she didn’t need any extra adornment. She was breathtaking. 
 
    Gray eyes and black hair? Is this Maeve? She didn’t look like an evil queen, but they never did, I supposed.  
 
    The woman turned back to the door and she rested her hand on the latch, taking a deep breath before lifting it and pushing the door slowly open. I hurried across the grass, wondering if I’d be able to sneak in behind her. I didn’t get there before she stepped through, but thankfully she didn’t relatch the door and it stood slightly ajar. I crept up to it and put my eye to the crack. 
 
    The room beyond was fairly large, a storeroom to judge by the boxes and bags piled against the walls. I couldn’t see the entire room without opening the door further, but I heard quiet voices. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Aidan. Did they hurt you badly?” Dad! My relief was almost dizzying. 
 
    “It looks worse than it is.” Dad sounded odd, a strange mixture of anger and confusion. “You were the last person I expected to see on Tara.” 
 
    “Maeve wanted Cairbre to lead the raid, but I persuaded her to let me go instead. He would have killed you without a second thought.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “I know. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.” They fell silent and I wondered what they were doing. I heard a faint swish of cloth, as if the woman was walking back and forth. “I’m supposed to bring you to Maeve now.” 
 
    “Why? So she can kill me herself?” 
 
    “You’re the bait, Aidan, you know that. When the White Branch enters the Isles to rescue you, her army will be waiting. They will be killed, every one, and there will be no one left to oppose her, because of you.” 
 
    “I gave up everything for you, Findabair.” He spat her name out like it was a curse. “I betrayed my heritage, turned my back on my family, because I loved you. And now I discover it was all a lie.” 
 
    I barely suppressed a gasp of horror. Dad? Dad is the traitor? The world wobbled around me and I had to clutch the edge of the doorway to keep from falling.  
 
    “No,” Findabair whispered. “It wasn’t a lie. But Maeve … Maeve is too strong. To defy her is to die.” Another pause. “Siobhan … is she –?” 
 
    “I went to Tara to keep her safe from Maeve, but I guess I’ve failed. Can you protect her?” 
 
    “Yes. No matter what.” That had the force of an oath, but I backed away from the door. I wanted nothing to do with Maeve’s daughter, or my father. “We have to go.” 
 
    I fled to the tree and hid behind it as Findabair and my father left the room together. I watched them with brimming eyes, biting my lip to keep from sobbing. His face was scratched and bruised, his tunic was torn and bloodied, and his glasses were missing, but he walked beside her unrestrained. For a brief moment, they paused at the edge of the courtyard and she brushed the hair out of his eyes, as tenderly as a lover would. Then they continued on and I buried my face in my arms and cried. 
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Wings flapped overhead, followed by a harsh birdcall, but I didn’t look up. “Leave me alone, Tim,” I said into my arms, my words muffled by my sleeves. Tim replied with a querulous screech and I shook my head. “Go away!” 
 
    Tim dropped to the ground in front of me with another rustle of feathers. I must have lost my scáth if he was able to find me, or maybe he just followed my sobs. I didn’t care. 
 
    Even with my eyes closed and my face hidden, the ultraviolet flare of his transformation flashed across my Sight. I looked up in sudden panic as Tim, once more in human form, looked down at me. 
 
    “Shy, what the devil –?” 
 
    “No! No, no, no! Don’t change!” I scrambled to my feet and looked around wildly, scanning the sky for a large black crow. “Damn it! This way!” I grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the room Dad had been in, nearly falling over backwards when he failed to move. “Come on! She’ll be here any second!” 
 
    Thankfully, Tim didn’t argue or question my sanity and we ran hand-in-hand across the courtyard grass. I restored the scáth as we reached the door, closing it hastily behind us. I dragged Tim into the far corner behind a stack of boxes and made him crouch down. I huddled beside him, listening intently. There was no sound except the frantic bearing of my own heart, and then I heard it: the raspy caw of a crow. 
 
    I closed my eyes and put my whole will into my scáth. We’re not here, we’re not here, oh, please God, let her see nothing here. I kept it up for several long minutes and I almost convinced myself that the Morrigan had given up and departed. Then the door opened slowly. 
 
    I didn’t dare look, but I heard a step on the wooden floor and the swish of cloth. I imagined the Morrigan surveying the room, identifying possible hiding places and inspecting each one. I gripped Tim’s hand as tightly as I could, my arms trembling, as something scraped the floor not five feet away. My free hand clutched my torc, digging it into my flesh. Please, there’s nothing here. Leave us alone! 
 
    The room was absolutely still, not even a breath disturbing the air. Then the door opened and closed again and I sagged against Tim’s shoulder. He wrapped his arm tightly around me. 
 
    “Christ,” he whispered. “That was the Morrigan.” 
 
    “She can sense your changes,” I said against his shirt. “She’s looking for you.” 
 
    Tim let his breath out slowly. “I didn’t know that. That was quick thinking, Shy.” I accepted the compliment with a tiny nod. “But hey, what’s with the crying? And why was your dad leaving with that girl who attacked us on Tara?” 
 
    “That’s Findabair, Maeve’s daughter. She – he –” The tears threatened to start again, but I managed to describe what I saw and heard.  
 
    “Bloody hell,” Tim muttered. “Now what?” 
 
    “We have to find Garrett and get back to Ireland. We have to let Uncle Liam know what happened, so the White Branch can avoid the trap.” I quailed at the thought of hiking all the way back to the Red Forest where Nick waited for us, but I had to do whatever I could to save the Warriors. My Warriors, I thought bleakly. I’m Treorái now. 
 
    Tim helped me to my feet. I opened the door a fraction, peeking out to make sure there was no one out there, the Morrigan or otherwise. The courtyard was empty and I stepped out cautiously with Tim right behind me. 
 
    “Garrett got drafted into Maeve’s honor guard,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, I saw. It’s going to be a mess getting him out of there. Sooner or later, someone’s going to realize he doesn’t belong.” The same thought had occurred to me. I looked Tim over with a frown. “What?” 
 
    “You look out of place too.” His clothes weren’t much different from the servants’ outfits, but no one else in Rath Solais sported a body full of tattoos and a blue Mohawk. “Here, put this on.” 
 
    I unpinned Sín’s cloak and wrapped it around his wide shoulders, handing him the ring brooch to fasten it again. The cloak was far too short for him and clashed horribly with the yellow and brown he wore, but at least the hood covered his head.  
 
    I restored the scáth and we left the courtyard, pausing to survey the scene. Maeve and her entourage had moved to the platform, with the Queen and the man she had ridden in with taking the center chairs. Is he the King? I wondered. Nobody said anything about a king.  
 
    He looked like a soldier, big and brawny, with a dark beard and short hair speckled with gray. He wore mail instead of armor and his gloved hand rested on a long-handled battleaxe. Maeve leaned over to speak with him, running her fingers along his arm, and he laughed at whatever she said. He might not be the King, I thought, but they definitely have something going on. 
 
    The other chairs behind Maeve were occupied by five younger men, all black-haired, clad in rich colors. Maeve’s sons? Emily said she had seven, and Sín and Cet aren’t welcome here. Findabair’s chair was empty and I couldn’t see her or Dad anywhere near the platform. The Morrigan, back in crow form, perched on the arm of Maeve’s chair and peered around. 
 
    A large crowd faced the Queen in a wide arc, just outside the ring of soldiers surrounding the altar and the platform. I presumed Garrett was stationed in there somewhere. We just had to find him and get him out, without Maeve’s entire army noticing. Piece of cake, I told myself. I wasn’t tall enough to see over the crowd, invisibility wouldn’t help get us through the crush unnoticed, and Tim couldn’t transform without the Morrigan noticing. I mentally ran through the list of four-letter words I knew, but none of them was sufficient to express the mood I was in right now. 
 
    I pulled Tim around to the side. Nobody stood behind the platform, so at least we could see where Garrett was from that vantage point, assuming he was still among the other guards. We got about halfway there before I stopped dead in my tracks, my heart skipping a beat. A Cú Medb appeared behind the platform, making a slow circuit. It might not have been the same one we encountered earlier, but going that way was clearly a Really Bad Idea. 
 
    Stymied, I didn’t have any idea what to do now. The only way to get close enough to find Garrett was to join the crowd. Why not? I thought resignedly. My luck has to turn good sooner or later.  
 
    I tugged Tim in that direction, speaking quietly in his ear. “I’m going to release the scáth slowly when we get to the edge of the crowd. If we’re moving, maybe no one will notice. We’ll move to the front and find Garrett.” 
 
    Tim looked dubious, but he nodded. We approached the circle quietly and I released his hand as we reached the closest onlooker. We got a couple of curious looks as we pushed past, but no one expressed any alarm or gave us more than a passing glance. 
 
    I followed in Tim’s wake as he nudged a path between the servants and soldiers. He paused a short way in and then angled to the left, stopping just inside the circle of guards. Garrett stood there, the Spear held sideways as a barrier, staring out at the crowd, just like the soldiers to his left and right. He looked grim and beads of sweat dotted his forehead, but he gave us the barest nod of recognition. Now we just needed to come up with a way to get him out of there. 
 
    Beyond the ring of soldiers, Dad stood alone in the center of the circle, facing Maeve with his hands behind his back. Findabair watched him from the end of the stone altar. Her features were composed, but the nervous tapping of her fingers on the altar attracted my attention to the object lying on top: a long sword in a leather sheath. Caladbolg! 
 
    The murmuring of the crowd fell silent as Maeve stood and moved to the front of the platform. She was a more mature version of Findabair, tall and graceful, her buxom figure wrapped in a long black and silver gown. A girdle of silver links hung low on her hips and a silver band rested on her forehead, matching the slender torc around her flawless neck. Bracelets of silver circled her bare arms and rings glittered on her fingers. Her raven-black hair flowed down past her waist in waves, tied back with silver cords. She looked every inch a queen, with a capital Q. 
 
    “It is almost time,” she declared, her rich contralto voice ringing easily throughout the fort. “Time to eliminate the final remnants of the band that has plagued us since the time of Conchobhair and kept us locked away from our proper place: Ériu, Éire, Ireland. And this man,” she said, lifting her skirts to step lightly down from the platform, “has made all this possible. You have our thanks, Aidan Dermot O’Connor, Treorái na Cróeb Bán.” 
 
    It felt like Maeve had stuck a dagger in my chest and I hung my head. I didn’t want to know what Dad would say in response, but I forced myself to listen. 
 
    “The White Branch is not so easily defeated, Maeve,” he said. “I will not be the last Treorái. Others will follow me and they will keep the gates closed and guarded.” 
 
    Maeve smirked. She came forward and placed her hands on the top of the altar. Caladbolg lay just beyond her fingertips. 
 
    “It hardly matters now. Your Warriors are already gathering at Rathcroghan and soon they will enter Oweynagat. That gate opens in the valley below and my armies are moving to surround it. The White Branch will come through one by one and die the same way. If they retreat, we will follow. My victory is inevitable.” 
 
    “You’ve said that a hundred times before, Maeve. We stopped you then and we will stop you now.”  
 
    That didn’t sound like something a traitor would say. I hazarded a closer look at him. He stood straight, his fists clenched, straining against the cords binding his wrists. If he’s working for them, I wondered in confusion, why would they hurt him and tie him up? A hopeful thrill shot through me. Maybe I was wrong! 
 
    Maeve gave Dad a cold smile. “Stop me? How? With this?” Now she reached out and laid her hands on Caladbolg’s sheath, although she didn’t try to pick it up. “Soon this will be mine again.” 
 
    “It was never yours.” 
 
    “Fergus would have given it to me,” she said hotly, “if Ailill hadn’t interfered. Regardless, it is mine now.” 
 
    “You can’t use it.” 
 
    “True. At least, not until the current holder is dead.” She lifted her hand. “General Donogh, if you would be so kind.” 
 
    I gasped as the soldier Maeve had been flirting with stood and retrieved his axe. He stepped down from the platform and Findabair put out a hand to stop him.  
 
    “Mother, wait! You need the Treorái to lure the White Branch here!” 
 
    “His part is done. They are already coming and I have need of Caladbolg before they arrive.” Maeve gave a curt gesture and Donogh brushed Findabair roughly aside. He approached my father, who watched him with grim finality. Dad expected to die here. 
 
    “Tim, do something!” I whispered urgently. Before he could move, though, Garrett spun on his heel and reared back, launching the Spear at the general with a howling cry. 
 
    The people around us ducked aside as the Spear flew straight and true at Donogh’s chest. The general started to turn, lifting his axe to defend himself, but he couldn’t react quickly enough. Beyond him, Maeve and Findabair gaped in shock and surprise as the Spear closed the distance. There was no way Donogh could escape his death. 
 
    Then a massive dark shape, moving faster than anything should be able to, leapt between Donogh and the Spear. The Cú Medb shrieked as the Spear slammed into it, knocking it to the ground at Donogh’s feet. It tried once to rise and then it slumped over and lay still, black blood streaming from its fatal wound. The general stared down at, still trying to comprehend what had just happened. 
 
    The nearest soldiers swarmed over Garrett, knocking his legs out with their spears and piling on top of him. The onlookers scattered, leaving Tim and me standing there alone, but no one paid us any attention. Garrett’s hands were wrenched painfully behind his back and someone pulled his head up by his hair, setting a knife against his throat. I watched in horror as they prepared to execute him then and there, not ten feet in front of me. 
 
    “Wait!” Maeve’s voice rang out and the soldiers paused, looking at their Queen. Garrett struggled futilely and the knife drew a trickle of blood. “Wait. This one looks familiar.” 
 
    Maeve came towards us, looking thoughtfully at Garrett. She gestured and the soldiers hauled him to his feet. She tilted her head as she inspected him. “Ah, yes, the boy in the small portrait Liam showed me. I promised not to harm this one.” She turned away, snapping her fingers. “Bind him and bring him.” 
 
    I looked at Tim in dismay as Garrett’s arms were tied behind him with lengths of cord. Liam? Garrett’s father is the traitor? Garrett gave us a brief, despairing look over his shoulder before he was hauled towards the platform. 
 
    Maeve knelt by the hellhound and stroked its head. “A good and faithful servant to the end,” she said quietly. She seemed genuinely fond of the creature. She stood and grasped the Spear, trying to pull it out. It didn’t budge, as if it was embedded in concrete. She looked at it with narrowed eyes. “Sleá Lúin? Liam neglected to mention his son carried it. I shall have to have words with my new ally.” She gestured to General Donogh. “Retrieve it and place it by Caladbolg. We’ll deal with it later.” 
 
    Donogh pulled on the Spear with both hands, but he was no more successful than she was. He summoned two more soldiers and together they managed to extract it from the hound’s body. They carried it between them like it weighed five hundred pounds, grunting as they lifted it to the top of the altar. They dropped it to avoid crushing their fingers and it rang like a bell on the stone. Maeve watched the operation with an expression of deep satisfaction, and no wonder. She now had two of the three Great Weapons of the White Branch in her possession. 
 
    “You’ve caused me some trouble, young O’Connor,” she said, as the soldiers hauled him before her. “My hounds are difficult to raise and harder to train. I think perhaps you will have to serve as my hound in its stead, like Cú Chulainn of old.” She tapped her lips thoughtfully as she considered him. Garrett glowered at her and she smiled. “Yes, that will do nicely. I only promised not to kill you. Having you here at my hand will keep Liam in line.” 
 
    At Maeve’s command, the soldiers dragged Garrett up onto the platform and shoved him roughly into Findabair’s seat. The largest of her sons stood behind him with his hands gripping Garrett’s shoulders. He looked ready to break Garrett in two at the slightest provocation. 
 
    Everyone’s attention was fixed on the Queen, while Dad stood alone in the center of the field, looking dazed. With his hands tied, he wouldn’t be able to get very far if he ran, and Maeve would remember him any moment now. This is it, I thought. This is my only chance. Without hesitation, I ran towards him, drawing Scáth from its sheath. 
 
    With the crowd in disarray and everyone’s attention focused on Garrett, I got halfway there before Dad noticed me. He gaped at me in astonishment and his mouth formed my name, but no sound came out. 
 
    Then Findabair turned and saw me as well. “Aidan!” With a wild cry, she snatched her own dagger out and ran at me, faster than any normal human could move. But I was no longer a normal human and I dodged her attack, feeling her blade snag my sleeve. Findabair recovered her balance in an instant and reared back to strike again. 
 
    “Aislinn, no!” Dad tried to get in front of me. “That’s Siobhan!” 
 
    Findabair froze. Her dagger dropped from her hand, landing point-first in the turf. She staggered back, staring at me with wide eyes. “Siobhan?” she whispered. 
 
    I looked back and forth between them, not understanding what just happened. “Aislinn?” That was my mother’s name. 
 
    “Another one?” Maeve appeared behind her daughter, looking irritated. “Is this how you protect me, General? My fort is crawling with White Branch.” Donogh stammered some excuse, but she shut him up with a wave. She looked at Garrett suspiciously. “I hope your father is not trying to play me for a fool, boy. He won’t live long enough to regret it.” Garrett tried to stand, but the prince behind him shoved him back down. 
 
    I used Scáth to slash Dad’s bindings and planted myself in front of him, ready to stick the dagger into Maeve’s heart. I did my best to ignore the circle of soldiers surrounding us, all of their weapons pointing straight at me.  
 
    “I’ll give you credit, Treorái, your Warriors are loyal and brave.” Maeve looked me over and frowned, as if she was wrestling with a disturbing thought. Then she shook it off and smiled again. “That isn’t Toirneach in your hand, so you must not be the McCreary girl Liam told me of. You are … Siobhan, did I hear that right?”  
 
    I stood as tall as I could, all too aware of how unimpressive I looked compared to the Queen of the Sidhe. “I am Siobhan O’Connor,” I said proudly. “I am Treorái na Cróeb Bán, na gCosantóirí na hÉireann, and I am here to bring my father home.” 
 
    Maeve’s beautiful face hardened. “The same Siobhan Lia Fail proclaimed as Queen of all Ireland? Your reign will be brief, your Majesty,” she snarled. She looked at Findabair angrily, who still stared at me. “So the line of the O’Connors continues? You were supposed to see that it did not. I am disappointed, Findabair.” Maeve turned away with a sweep of her skirts. “Kill them all. I am done with them.” 
 
    “Wait!” I called desperately. “I’ll make you a wager. Maeve.” 
 
    The Queen looked at me in surprise. “A wager? How intriguing. And what exactly is the contest?” 
 
    “You and me, just us, in combat. First one to draw blood wins.” 
 
    “Shy, no!” I ignored Dad’s anguished protest, keeping my attention locked on Maeve, who just looked amused. 
 
    “First blood? Why not to the death?” 
 
    “Because I don’t think I can kill you without Caladbolg.” 
 
    Maeve’s laughter pealed throughout the fort. “Your daughter is delightfully honest, Treorái. No, excuse me, you’ve been usurped now, haven’t you? You no longer lead the White Branch, this child does.” Maeve looked at Scáth still pointing at her and clearly dismissed it as a threat. “What is your wager then? If I lose, I stay locked away in the Otherworld forever?” 
 
    “Would you agree to that?” 
 
    “Hardly.” 
 
    “Then something simpler. If I win, you let us return to Ireland and give us one year of peace.” 
 
    “Interesting. And if I win?” 
 
    “You get to kill us all.” 
 
    “But I was going to do that anyway, my dear,” she purred. 
 
    “But this way it’s more of a reward, isn’t it? Unless you don’t think you can win?” 
 
    Maeve’s amusement evaporated and I allowed myself a tight smile. Got you! You can’t back down now. 
 
    “Very well,” said Maeve, recovering her composure. “But just so we’re clear, the rest of your White Branch warriors won’t interfere when – I mean, if – you lose?” 
 
    She’s trying to trick me into saying whether any others are near. I kept my eyes from straying in Tim’s direction. What’s he doing now? We didn’t plan for any of this. “If any of the Cróeb Bán can hear my voice,” I called out, “do not attack Queen Maeve during our combat. The same goes for you, Maeve.” 
 
    “Of course. None of the forces under my command will intervene,” she said, indicating all of the sidhe surrounding us with a grand gesture, “and none of them will stop you from leaving, should you prevail.” 
 
    Maeve waved her hand and the soldiers pushed everyone back, forming a circle centered on me. General Donogh came forward to take Dad aside, but Findabair reached him first and pulled him away to the edge of the circle. He looked back at me despairingly and I tried to give him a reassuring nod. I have a plan, Dad. I just hope it works. 
 
    The Queen strode slowly towards the stone altar and then turned to face me. Silence filled the fort, except for a startling caw from the Morrigan, still perched on the platform. The shapechanger’s beady black eyes were unnerving. 
 
    Maeve spread her hands and blood red symbols appeared on her palms. “You may make the first move, Siobhan O’Connor,” she said. Her voice echoed, like we were deep within a cavern instead of out in the open air. “I wouldn’t want it said that this contest wasn’t fair.” 
 
    I’m a teenager with an old dagger, I thought grimly, fighting a two thousand year old sorceress. It couldn’t be any more unfair. I turned Scáth around in my hand, holding the tip like I saw Grandpa Phelan do in the photo Nick showed me. I have only one shot at this. 
 
    I eyed the distance between me and Maeve. Thirty feet, maybe forty. I need to be closer. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Then I raised my scáth and ran at Maeve, dodging to the side to disguise my approach. 
 
    Maeve’s smile vanished when I did and the marks on her hands bloomed in a terrible reddish light. I reared back and flung Scáth at the Queen with all my enhanced strength. 
 
    I didn’t really expect the dagger to kill Maeve, although that would be wonderful, but I hoped it would at least nick her. The blade was well-weighted for throwing, flying point-first like a dart, and I was no more than twenty feet away. There was no way Maeve could avoid it. But she did anyway. 
 
    With the speed of a striking snake, the Queen snatched the dagger out of the air and held it gripped by the blade in her hand. She looked at it with thin-pressed lips, clearly furious I had come even that close. The murmuring of the crowd vanished when Maeve glared around her and I started to back away. 
 
    “Scáth,” said Maeve quietly, “and scáthan as well, no doubt. Come out, child, and let me see you. Your glamour won’t save you anyway.” I believed her. I’d tried my best and failed. I dropped the scáth and stood alone in the circle. “Here, have your toy back, for whatever comfort it gives you.” Maeve tossed Scáth back at me casually. I flinched, but the dagger just bounced on the grass in front of me. 
 
    Then Maeve raised her hands, palms up, and spattering fire appeared, dripping between her fingers onto the grass and igniting it. “Say goodbye to your father, Siobhan O’Connor,” she sneered. She clapped her hands together, launching a white-hot fireball directly at me. 
 
    “Shy!” I heard Dad’s anguished cry, but all I could do was duck and cover my head. Fire exploded all around me, smothering me in light and heat and smoke, the sound deafening me. I cowered, waiting for the flames to burn me alive, but nothing happened. 
 
    I poked my head up cautiously. The ground all around me was blasted down to the bedrock for ten feet around and tendrils of fire smoked at the edges where the grass was seared black, but I was completely untouched, without even a scorch mark on my clothes. I laughed in hysterical relief.  
 
    My right thumb twinged and I stared at the ring Muirenn had given me. The silver snake was now black, its sapphire eyes turned to onyx. Aunt Muirenn said it would save the wearer’s life twice, I recalled shakily. One down, one to go. 
 
    Someone grabbed me and hugged me fiercely. It was Dad, his face streaked with tears. “Shy! I thought you were –” He couldn’t finish the thought. 
 
    “Well, this day is simply filled with surprises.” Maeve approached deliberately, her face as dark as rain clouds. I got to my feet to face her, clutching Dad’s hand. “And no blood drawn yet, I see.” She held out her hand to General Donogh, hovering behind her. “Sometimes the simplest solutions are best. Donogh, your axe.” But before Donogh could give it to her, Findabair spoke quietly. 
 
    “Mother, your hand.” 
 
    Maeve scowled at her daughter and then looked down at the palm of her outstretched hand. Two parallel lines scored her flesh and a single drop of blood dripped from the edge of her palm. Scáth had cut her after all. 
 
    Maeve closed her hand into a white-knuckled fist and everyone backed away from her as smoke curled from between her fingers. Her flesh glowed bright red for a moment and when she opened her hand again, the scars were gone. 
 
    “Well,” she said, her voice far calmer than her expression, “I keep my promises.” She waved her hand. “Take your father and go. But if you harm anyone or anything in the Isles on your way, our bargain is forfeit.” 
 
    “And Garrett too,” I said hurriedly, “and – and any others who might be here.” 
 
    “Take them! Take them all! Just go!” Maeve stormed back to the platform and threw herself into her chair, dislodging the Morrigan, who cawed and flapped to General Donogh’s seat.  
 
    Garrett stood cautiously, as if he couldn’t believe it was going to be this easy. The prince behind him stood back with clenched fists and Garrett stepped down to the grass, keeping an eye on Maeve as he eased around the other side of the altar from her. He eyed the Spear, but I hadn’t thought to include our weapons in my wager. At least we could leave in one piece and regroup back in Ireland. 
 
    Maeve looked at me like a hungry she-wolf inspecting her next dinner. Her finger stroked her lips and she smiled slowly. I didn’t like the look of that at all. “Morrigan,” said the Queen. “Feel free to give our friends a proper send-off.” 
 
    The Morrigan cackled, a wicked sound no real crow should make, and hopped down from the chair. The bird vanished in a haze of shadow, replaced by a monstrous cat-like thing, black as the night, with far too many claws and teeth. She crouched at Maeve’s feet, flicking a tail tipped with razors. Bristles worse than any porcupines covered her neck and shoulders and she fixed her attention on me with slitted orange eyes. 
 
    “Maeve!” I couldn’t keep the frightened squeak out of my voice. “We had a deal!” 
 
    “We still do, my dear,” said Maeve smoothly. “I promised no one under my command would harm you.” She reached down and stroked the Morrigan’s back. “But no one commands the Morrigan. She does whatever she wishes.” Maeve’s hard eyes locked on mine. “Frankly, I doubt I could stop her even if I wanted to.” 
 
    Dad pushed himself in front of me as the cat-thing crouched and sprang forward. I could only gape as it sailed directly at me, teeth bared and claws extended. Then a deafening bellow sounded right behind us and an avalanche swept by and struck the Morrigan, sending her tumbling across the grass. No, not an avalanche: a huge brown bull, with horns at least six feet across.  
 
    The bull snorted as the Morrigan got back to her feet, shaking her head dizzily. The bull turned its massive head to look at me and I saw a streak of blue between its horns. “Tim?” I asked incredulously. The bull tossed his head towards the gate and then pawed the grass, tearing up divots as he squared off against the snarling Morrigan again. 
 
    The fort exploded into violent chaos in an instant. The Morrigan launched itself at Tim, but his horns caught her in mid-air and tossed her aside. Before she landed, though, she phased into another shape, a bat-like thing that clawed itself into the sky with a shriek that drove spikes through my ears. Tim thundered through a line of soldiers like they were bowling pins and then leapt up into the sky after her, shimmering into a huge golden eagle. The bat lunged at him but he dodged aside, raking the creature’s side with his claws. It bit back and they tangled for a moment before splitting apart and circling again. 
 
    Garrett took advantage of the distraction to snatch Sleá Lúin from the altar and use it like a quarterstaff when Maeve’s sons tried to bring him down. He knocked two down and nearly decapitated another before they backed off.  
 
    Maeve raised her hands, fire flaring from her palms. “Garrett, look out!” I called. Without hesitating, he dove behind the altar as fireballs exploded where he stood, incinerating a soldier who came too close. 
 
    Someone moved behind me. I snatched Scáth from the ground, spinning to strike whoever it was, but Dad grabbed my arm. “No, Shy, it’s okay.” 
 
    Findabair tugged at both of us, looking fearfully at the Queen. “You have to run, while there’s still time!” She tried to get us to move towards the gate, where more soldiers were pouring in. It was only a matter of time before the creatures camped outside the fort joined the fracas. 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. “Why are you helping us?” Findabair looked at me blankly, but Dad grasped her hand.  
 
    “Shy,” he said quietly, “this is Aislinn, your mother.” 
 
    I didn’t understand what he was saying until he lifted Findabair’s hand. The ring she wore was a claddagh, an exact duplicate of the one Dad wore for the last seventeen years. 
 
    “What?” Findabair – Aislinn? – gave me a sad smile and brushed my cheek gently.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, my sweet Siobhan,” she whispered, and tears ran freely down her face. “Leaving you was the hardest thing I’ve ever done and now I have to do it again.” A shriek overhead startled us out of the moment and something big hit the ground not far away. “Go! I’ll try to slow them down.” Findabair touched Dad’s face fleetingly and then ran towards Garrett, who was trapped behind the altar. 
 
    I looked around wildly. Tim and the Morrigan had transformed again and now it was hard to tell which was who. One of them was a brawny lion and the other looked something like a monstrous deer or elk. They ravaged each other with paws and claws and teeth and antlers and both were bleeding from multiple wounds. They tumbled across the ground and Maeve’s forces scattered out of the way.  
 
    A rumbling growl sounded and I whirled again, the hair on the back of my neck lifting. Another hellhound bounded through the gate, knocking aside Maeve’s soldiers heedlessly, and I paled. Scáth was no match for the creature and I doubted Garrett would be lucky enough to take another one down. The Cú Medh planted its feet in the turf and howled, just before it was bowled aside by the largest horse I’d ever seen. 
 
    It was glossy black with a wild flowing mane and tail. Even across the distance separating us, its luminous golden eyes flared brightly. It paused and scanned the grounds, as the hellhound slowly got to its feet. The hound growled and crouched to attack, but the horse simply bucked its rear feet and sent it crashing into the wall with a crack of shattering bones. The hellhound slid lifelessly to the ground. 
 
    The horse fixed its gaze on me and leapt forward, closing the distance in just a few thunderous steps. I shrank back against Dad’s side, holding Scáth defensively. It killed the Cú Medb, I told myself. It must be on our side. The horse circled us once, its head lowered to inspect me. Its teeth looked pointed. 
 
    “Are you Shy O’Connor?” the horse said in a deep resonant voice. My mouth fell open. “Sín sent me.” 
 
    “The Pooka,” Dad breathed. I looked frantically between him and the horse. 
 
    “Is that good?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “Sín told me to say: Come with me if you want to live.” The Pooka didn’t have much of a range of expressions, but he looked irritated and puzzled at the same time, as if he didn’t understand the meaning of the words. I did, though. 
 
    “The Terminator,” I muttered. “He watches too many movies.” 
 
    “Come, Shy O’Connor, I will take you from this place.” The Pooka turned his side to me, but I just stood there, staring up at the vast expanse of his side. 
 
    “There’s no saddle,” I protested weakly.  
 
    “Never mind!” Dad picked me up and threw me onto the horse’s back. With nothing else to hold on to, I grabbed the Pooka’s mane with both hands. “Go!” 
 
    “No, wait!” I released one hand to reach down to Dad, but the Pooka was already moving. “Stop! We have to get my father!” 
 
    “Only one may ride,” said the Pooka, and he barreled over a pair of soldiers trying to block our path.  
 
    “I don’t care! Stop!” Pulling on his mane had no effect. I tried to jump from the horse’s back, but it was as if my legs were glued to his sides. “Let me down!” 
 
    The Pooka ignored me and gathered speed, heading straight for the gate. I looked frantically over my shoulder. Dad stood alone in the center of the field, watching me, but Garrett ran towards him, Spear in hand. In the sky, a small bird flapped erratically away, and I wondered fearfully if that was Tim. Then I spotted him back in human form near one of the buildings, slumped on the ground.  
 
    “Tim!” I called. I wasn’t sure if he heard me, but he stumbled to his feet and I felt a wave of relief. “Turn around, we have to help the others!” 
 
    “That was not my agreement with Sín,” said the Pooka shortly. “One life only and my debt to him is paid.” 
 
    How many creatures owe Sín a favor? I wondered fleetingly. “I don’t care, go around! You can save me afterwards.” The Pooka snorted, but he finally did as he was bidden, abruptly turning about and heading back into the fray. Soldiers and servants alike dived out of his way. “Over there, the guy in the yellow shirt with the tattoos.” 
 
    The Pooka reached Tim in a matter of seconds. He looked to be in pretty bad shape, but at least he was vertical. Blood oozed from countless scratches and his left eye was swollen shut. Pooka reared in front of him, just for dramatic effect, I was certain. 
 
    “Hey, Shy, did you see that?” He seemed singularly unimpressed at the sight of me on the back of a demon horse with golden eyes. “I beat the Morrigan.” 
 
    “She’ll be back.” I had no doubts about that. “We have to leave. Can you get the others?” 
 
    Tim looked over to where Garrett fought General Donogh toe to toe. Garrett seemed to be losing ground, but that kept Donogh fighting, and that kept Maeve from launching any more fireballs their way. The Queen was rallying her remaining forces, though, and they had maybe two minutes before they were overwhelmed.  
 
    “I can do that,” said Tim. He looked at his arms, which were completely bare of tattoos. He ran his hand over his left shoulder. “Right, you might want to step back a bit. I was saving this one, just in case.” 
 
    He shook his head blearily as the Pooka backed away and then crossed his arms. In a flash, he vanished, replaced by a towering dragon, scaly wings and all. He reared back on his hind legs and flapped, nearly blowing me over, although I remained securely fastened to the Pooka’s back. With a single downstroke of his wings, Tim arced into the air and landed just a short distance from Garrett and her father. He struck at Donogh with his foreleg, narrowly missing, and then sent the general tumbling with a flick of his head. He crouched down as I rode up beside him. 
 
    “It’s Tim!” I called. “Get on! He’ll carry you to the gateway!” Dad hesitated only a moment before scrambling up on Tim’s back, perching on his shoulders just in front of his wings. Garrett clambered up behind him, awkwardly throwing an arm around Dad’s waist and gripping the Spear under the other. “Go, Tim, go!” 
 
    Tim jumped into the sky just as Maeve sent a pair of fireballs at us. Both missed, but not by much, and their heat seared the skin on my arm. The Pooka charged for the gate again and I risked a glance over my shoulder. 
 
    Maeve stood on the platform, her entire body wreathed in fire as she sent missile after missile at Tim’s dragon form. He flew unsteadily, the weight of the two men and his injuries taking their toll, but he cleared the wall and dipped out of sight. Maeve shrieked in rage, but my eyes fell on Findabair standing beside the altar, watching me, her hand held up in farewell.  
 
    “Mother,” I whispered. Then I yanked on the Pooka’s mane as hard as I could. 
 
    “Stop that, human,” said the Pooka tersely. He was clearly nearing the end of his patience. “You do not control me.” 
 
    “Turn around, back to the altar!” I kicked my heels like I was wearing spurs. “I have to get Caladbolg back!” 
 
    “The Sword of Victory?” That caught the Pooka’s attention. “Maeve has the Sword?” 
 
    “Not if we get it first! Hurry!” 
 
    The Pooka made another of his impossible U-turns and headed straight for Maeve. Both the Queen and Findabair watched us in stunned disbelief, giving me just enough time to reach down and grab the Sword’s hilt as we swept by. I swung it up over my head and the scabbard flew off, leaving only the rainbow sweep of the blade behind.  
 
    “Now, to the Red Forest!” I shouted, pointing with the sword. 
 
    “Finally,” said the Pooka with an all too human huff.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter Twenty 
 
    We charged through the inner gate and sped between the walls, sending soldiers diving out of the way. Archers atop the walls fired bolt after bolt at us, but none came close to hitting us. The guards at the outer gate stood two deep in a line across the road, setting their spears into the ground to impale any oncomers, but the Pooka merely leaped over their heads and continued down the road. I laughed in delight. Free! I thought gleefully, but then I remembered the encampment of monsters just ahead. 
 
    The creatures there stared in the direction of the fort, but they didn’t seem to be organizing any defense. Instead, they just gaped as the Pooka carried me straight through their midst. I realized the battle inside the fort had only started a few short minutes ago and no one had time to rally the troops. We passed through the camp unhindered and turned down the road through the woods. 
 
    The Pooka picked up speed and I clutched his mane with my free hand, desperately afraid of falling off if he made any sudden moves. But whatever magic kept me trapped on his back continued to work as he followed the road’s curves and twists faster than any racecar. We were through the other camp and down into the valley before any of those soldiers realized we were there. 
 
    I cautiously slid the Sword under my belt, sorry I’d lost the scabbard. I was afraid the blade would simply slice through the leather and I’d lose both Caladbolg and Scáth. But it stayed in place and I was able to grip the Pooka’s mane with both hands. It didn’t make me any more secure on the horse’s back – I doubted I could be flung off unless the Pooka wanted it to happen – but it made me feel more stable. 
 
    The Bridge loomed ahead in just a few short minutes. Captain Éogan’s troops tried to block our path, but we sped past before the sidhe could do more than raise their swords. The Pooka’s unshod hooves clattered loudly on the stone roadway and the travelers ahead of us dodged aside to avoid being trampled. 
 
    “There!” I said eagerly, pointing to the sky ahead and to the right. “There they are!” 
 
    Tim flapped wearily towards the cliffs on the Isle of Muirias, gradually sinking lower. He was clearly near the end of his strength. For one awful moment, I thought he was going to crash into the rock face, but he brought himself higher with one last effort and he just cleared the top, his claws scrabbling on the rocks. He pulled himself forward a few feet and then collapsed. Dad and Garrett jumped off and the dragon vanished from sight. 
 
    “Hurry! We have to see if he’s all right!” 
 
    “Hurry, Shy O’Connor?” snorted the Pooka. “I can go faster if you wish.” 
 
    “Then do it!” The Pooka was already nearing the end of the Bridge, crossing the distance in a fraction of the time it took us to walk the first time. How much faster could he possibly go? The Pooka lowered its head and showed me. 
 
    The end of the Bridge whipped by in just two heartbeats and the Pooka turned right and leaped up onto the very edge of the cliff, springing from rock to ledge to boulder like he was playing hopscotch. The cliff dropped off right beside me and I couldn’t stop the scream of terror that escaped my throat. I just closed my eyes and prayed. 
 
    The Pooka stopped abruptly, throwing me forward, but I needed a minute to gather my courage before I opened my eyes. “Oh, my God,” I said tremulously. “Don’t ever do that again.” The Pooka whickered, which I took to be his laughter at my expense. 
 
    “Shy, thank God you’re all right.” Dad knelt beside Tim, who lay on his back in human form once more. Garrett stood behind him, leaning on his Spear. 
 
    “Is he okay?” I tried to slide down from the Pooka’s back, but I was still stuck. “Let me off! I have to see if he’s all right!” 
 
    “You are not yet safe, Shy O’Connor,” said the Pooka flatly. “That was my promise to Sín.” 
 
    I struggled futilely and then gave up with an angry hmmph! “Dad, how is he?” 
 
    “Exhausted. He’s lost a lot of blood, but I think he’ll be okay once we’re back in Ireland.” Dad looked around, clearly discomfited by our proximity to the cliff. He wasn’t good with heights and I was frankly amazed he managed to ride all this way on a dragon’s back. “How far is it to the gate?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It took us a few hours to walk here. Black Beauty here,” I kicked the Pooka’s flanks with my heels, “could probably do it in ten minutes if he tried.” The Pooka snorted, but didn’t disagree. “How are we going to get Tim there?” 
 
    Dad shook his head doubtfully. Even together, he and Garrett couldn’t possibly carry Tim all that way. We needed help and the Pooka didn’t seem inclined to give it. 
 
    “Pooka, take Shy to the gate,” Dad ordered. “We’ll get there as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” I warned the Pooka. “I’m not leaving without you, Dad!” 
 
    “I need you safe, Shy!” 
 
    “And I need all of you safe! I am Treorái, I command that we go together or not at all!” 
 
    Dad and Garrett exchanged a look. My cousin shrugged apologetically. “I did swear an oath to her,” he said. 
 
    “You swore one to me first,” Dad countered. 
 
    “I think hers takes precedence. She is Queen of Ireland, after all.” 
 
    Dad looked nonplussed. “Fine, your Majesty. What exactly do you suggest we do?” 
 
    “Um.” I actually hadn’t expected to win the argument and I had no idea how to get everyone to the gate. I looked around, stalling for inspiration. We were close to the road we followed with Sín, leading down to the Cet’s Tower. “Cet. Cet has horses. Maybe he’ll let us borrow one. Or two.” 
 
    “Cet? You mean Maeve’s son?” Dad looked incredulous. 
 
    “He’s one of the good ones. I think.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you think so.” Cet appeared at the top of the hill like he had been summoned by our discussion. He and his two guards were on horseback. The sidhe prince looked at the Pooka with a frown. “My sentries reported a dragon landing here. Have you learned a new trick?” The Pooka just snorted and pawed the ground. 
 
    I didn’t bother enlightening him. “Cet, can you help us? We need to get to the Red Forest.” 
 
    “Hmm. Sín mentioned you might come back this way.” Cet dropped lightly from the saddle and looked down at Tim with pursed lips. “I don’t remember this one, though. Or you,” he added, looking at Dad. 
 
    “Cet, we don’t have time to explain,” I said impatiently. “We have to leave, now.” 
 
    “Oh? You’re fleeing from Findias, I gather. Is Maeve upset with you?” 
 
    “Kinda.” Ready to blow us all to smithereens, I thought. I looked over my shoulder at the Bridge, but it was too far away to see if the Queen’s forces were close. Then I looked up in the sky for crows. Cet followed my glance. 
 
    “I’ve seen that look before. The Morrigan, too? You have been busy.” Tim moaned and stirred and Cet studied his face for a moment. “Unfortunately, I really don’t need Maeve to have another reason to be angry with me.” My heart fell in disappointment. How are we going to get everyone to the gate? I thought, but then Cet continued on blandly, “But I can hardly be blamed if someone steals my unguarded horses. It’s a good thing they’re trained to return home if left untended.”  
 
    He gestured to his guards and they dismounted, dropping their reins. “I think I’ll take a stroll along the cliff today,” he declared to no one in particular. “The view is spectacular.” Cet started along the path towards the Bridge, leading his horse. His guards followed him, silent and stone-faced. 
 
    “Thank you, Cet!” I called. Cet lifted his hand as if he were stretching. “Can you and Garrett get Tim to the Red Forest, Dad?” 
 
    “I think so.” They levered Tim into a sitting position with some difficulty and then lifted him to his feet. Tim swayed but he managed to stay upright. “Tim. Tim! We need you to get up on the horse.” 
 
    Tim blinked his eyes a few times and stared at the horse in front of him like it was as tall as the cliff behind him. He shook his head blearily and tried to get his toe in the stirrup, but Dad had to guide it into position. Dad and Garrett struggled to lift Tim up in the saddle. Finally, though, he got positioned, although he didn’t look too steady.  
 
    “Garrett, you’ll have to ride with him. I don’t think he’ll stay upright on his own.” Garrett nodded and used Dad’s interlocked fingers to hoist himself up behind Tim. The horse staggered a bit, but it put up with the additional burden stoically. Garrett took up the reins with one hand and held the Spear across Tim’s chest with the other, like a restraining bar on an amusement park ride. Dad swung inexpertly up onto the other horse. He had even less riding experience than I did. 
 
    I looked back at Cet, who stood some distance away at the very edge of the cliff, looking out over the ocean. I only saw his profile, but I was certain he was smiling. I raised my hand in farewell as the men guided the horses to the path down towards Cet’s Tower. 
 
    “We have tarried enough, Shy O’Connor,” said the Pooka. “It is time to get you to safety.” 
 
    Before I could say anything, the Pooka leapt past the other two horses and accelerated down the hill. I yipped in surprise and grabbed his mane again. By the time he reached the open gate at the bottom of the hill, he was traveling at full throttle. I barely glimpsed the guards stationed there before they were left far behind. 
 
    “Wait!” I protested. “We need to stay with my Dad! What if they need help?” 
 
    “They have Sleá Lúin,” declared the Pooka. “They can protect themselves.” He put his head down and somehow galloped even faster. 
 
    The miles raced by in a blur and I had to keep my head down from the wind of our passage. I lost my hair band and my hair cracked like a whip behind me, and my skirts flapped and billowed like sails in a storm. The Pooka delighted in taking the most erratic path he could find, dodging left and right for no reason I could discern except for his pleasure in my distress. I gripped his mane with cramping fingers and tried my best not to scream. 
 
    I had no idea how long it took him to reach the edge of the Red Forest, but he finally slowed to a normal trot, following the edge of the scarlet-leaved shrubs. I let out a shaky breath, wanting to use every swear word I knew on the Pooka, but I didn’t quite dare, not until I had both feet on solid ground first. 
 
    Strangely, the Pooka seemed hesitant now and I wondered if he was lost. “Is there a problem?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “I rarely come to na Foraoise Dearg,” said the Pooka testily. “I am not familiar with its pathways.” 
 
    “Oh.” The nearby farm looked like the right one, but I wasn’t certain where to find the path leading to the gateway where Nick waited. I closed my eyes and opened my Sight.  
 
    This far from Rath Solais and the Sword of Light, I was no longer blinded. I reached out into the Red Forest, searching for Nick’s distinctive aura. I found it in just a few seconds, solid and reassuring. Close by, I sensed a familiar silver and purple glow as well. 
 
    “That way,” I pointed. “Sín is there too.” 
 
    “A path would be useful, more so than a direction,” groused the Pooka. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” The trees packed close together and I had no desire to push through the underbrush. “Maybe a bit further down?” 
 
    We found the proper path finally, tucked behind a stand of russet bushes. The Pooka picked up his pace again, although nowhere near the breakneck speed he used on the open road. I had just enough time to duck under branches or push them aside as we retraced the route to the gateway. In a few minutes, we entered the small clearing and the Pooka stopped. Suddenly, I found myself sliding down his flank and I landed on my butt with a bone-jarring thump. Now I did swear at the Pooka, although my repertoire was quickly exhausted. 
 
    A gentle laugh sounded behind me and Sín rose from his resting spot at the base of a tree. I hastily rearranged my skirts to preserve what was left of my modesty. 
 
    “May you never change, my old friend,” he said fondly, coming closer. 
 
    “I have done what you requested of me, Sín,” said the Pooka gravely. “Shy O’Connor is safe.” 
 
    “Hardly that, but yes, you’ve done all that I asked of you. Your debt to me is paid.” Sín bowed and the Pooka inclined his head in turn. The horse cantered in a circle around me and paused to bring his head down close. 
 
    “Shy O’Connor, we shall ride again, on my terms next,” said the Pooka. “We have much to discuss.” 
 
    “Um, no, that’s okay,” I said. “But thank you. For saving me, I mean.” The Pooka just dipped his head once and trotted from the clearing. In a moment, he was gone. 
 
    Sín stood in front of me and offered me his hand, lifting me to my feet easily. I brushed the grass from my skirts and made sure Caladbolg and Scáth were secure on my hip. Sín looked at the Sword with interest. 
 
    “I see at least part of your mission was successful. What of your father and your traveling companions?” 
 
    “We rescued Dad,” I said, looking anxiously at the path, hoping they were close. How long will it take them to get here? “Garrett and Tim are with him, although Tim’s hurt. He fought the Morrigan.” 
 
    Sín’s eyebrows lifted. “And he’s only hurt, not dead? I am truly impressed.” 
 
    “He needs a doctor. Why couldn’t the Pooka carry all of us, or at least him, or my Dad?” Sín stepped back with a hurt expression. 
 
    “The Pooka does as it will. I did what I could, Shy. I don’t have an army at my beck and call, just a few friends.” 
 
    My anger evaporated as quickly as it came. I slumped back down onto the grass, too wrung out to stand any more. 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry, Sín. We wouldn’t have made it at all if it weren’t for your help. We’re lucky to be alive.” I gave a short laugh. “And I guess I should thank you for that as well.” 
 
    “Oh? How so?”  
 
    “The luck you gave me.” He shook his head, puzzled. “On the way to Rathcroghan yesterday, or the day before, whenever it was. You gave me that shamrock.” 
 
    “Oh, that.” Sín looked rueful. “You realize that if I could actually create luck, I wouldn’t be hiding in the woods from the wrath of my mother, although the company is worth it.” I just looked at him and he sighed. “That enchantment was just to preserve the shamrock and make the leaves vanish if rubbed. It had no magical powers. I just wanted you to have something to give you hope, if things went badly for you.” 
 
    “But – but – things happened! I got lucky!” 
 
    “Luck is often just opportunities seized when the moment arises. I’m glad you were successful, Shy, but it was all your doing, not mine.” Sín bowed again. “I just wanted to make sure you made it back. Farewell, my Queen.” 
 
    Sín strode towards the pathway, but I scrambled to my feet. “Wait! You’re just leaving?” 
 
    “We’ll meet again, Shy O’Connor, perhaps when you least expect it.” He gave me a broad smile. “And I’ll be watching you.” 
 
    “I’ll See you, you know.” 
 
    “Perhaps.”  
 
    I caught his arm before he could turn away, standing on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “Thank you,” I said sincerely. 
 
    “Have you finally swooned for me?” he asked hopefully. I just rolled my eyes and he laughed. “I must be gone before Maeve comes looking for me. Parting is such sweet sorrow, that I shall say good-night ‘til it be morrow.” 
 
    I knew that quote. “I think that’s Juliet’s line.” 
 
    “Act two, scene two,” said Sín, backing away. “Goodbye, Shy, and fare thee well.” Without seeming to move, he was gone, leaving me alone in the clearing. 
 
    No, not quite alone: Nick was there, still standing half-in, half-out of the gateway. He didn’t seem to have moved at all since we arrived in the Otherworld. I approached him cautiously. 
 
    “Nick? Are you … still there?” 
 
    For a long moment, he didn’t answer, but finally his lips moved, like he was trying to remember how to speak. “Shy,” he said, as if his attention was focused elsewhere. “Is it done?” 
 
    “Yes, the others are on the way. Tim –” I hesitated. I wasn’t sure how hearing about Tim’s injuries might affect Nick in this state. “Tim and Garrett and Dad should be here soon.” 
 
    Nick nodded slowly. “Shy, someone is trying to enter the gateway from the other side.” 
 
    “What? Who?” I stared at the slab, but of course I couldn’t see through it. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Are you okay? Can they hurt you?” 
 
    “No.” Nick said that like there was no chance of any such thing happening, but I wasn’t reassured.  
 
    “Can we get through the gate?” 
 
    “Yes, when the time comes.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said doubtfully. “We’ll wait for Tim and the others, then.” Nick just nodded and fell motionless again. 
 
    I looked around the clearing. I had no idea how long it would take Dad and the others to reach the clearing on ordinary horses, or whether Tim would be able to ride the entire way, or whether Maeve would catch up with them first. I found myself pacing back and forth in front of the gateway and I forced myself to sit, wrapping my arms around my knees. I stared at the trees on the far end of the clearing, willing the others to appear. 
 
    I’m going to sit here until I see them again, I told myself. Nothing is going to stop me. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    “Shy! Thank God! I was so worried.” 
 
    I lifted my head and blinked, trying to remember where I was. I was lying on the grass in front of the gateway and Dad was just sliding from his borrowed horse at the other edge of the clearing. He ran to me and wrapped his arms around me in a crushing hug. I held him just as tightly, a relieved grin on my face. 
 
    Behind him, Tim and Garrett rode into the clearing. Tim looked marginally better than the last time I laid eyes on him, but he sagged in the saddle. Garrett’s arm around his chest was needed as much to keep Tim upright as to steady himself. 
 
    Garrett jabbed the Spear point-first into the turf and carefully slid down the horse’s flanks, keeping a grip on Tim’s arm. Tim slowly levered his leg over the saddle and tried to lower himself to the ground, but Garrett had to get under his arm quickly to keep him from falling. Tim waved him off and staggered towards me. 
 
    “Hey, Shy, that was epic, wasn’t it?” Tim could barely form his words coherently and he slumped to the ground beside me. I let go of Dad and cautiously wrapped my arms around his shoulders, kissing him fondly on the cheek. 
 
    “Yes, it was, Tim,” I said earnestly. “They’ll be talking about your fight with the Morrigan for centuries.” Tim gave me a wide grin, but he had no energy left for words.  
 
    Garrett stood a short ways off, leaning heavily on the Spear. He looked haggard and his tunic was slashed in several places. The mail underneath was scored, torn like cloth in one spot under his arm. I didn’t see any blood, other than the mark on his neck, but I got to my feet hurriedly. 
 
    “Garrett? Are you okay? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Shy,” he answered quietly. “Between Tim and the Pooka, they didn’t pay me much mind.”  
 
    “Then what – oh.” Liam betrayed the White Branch, I remembered. His father is a traitor. “I’m so sorry, Garrett. I – maybe Maeve lied. Maybe she was just –” 
 
    “Messing with our heads?” Garrett shook his head bitterly. “She was about to kill us all. She wouldn’t waste her breath lying to us.”  
 
    I didn’t know what to do, so I just hugged him, laying my cheek against his chest. His free hand came up and gently touched my back and he rested his chin on the top of my head. I remembered the kiss he gave me in Rath Solais and I wished I had to courage to give him another one in return. 
 
    “Shy, we need to go,” said Dad. “I doubt Maeve will let us leave quietly.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I released Garrett and stepped back, avoiding his eyes. “Right. Nick, is it time?” 
 
    We all looked at Nick, Dad blinking as he finally noticed him half-buried in the slab. Nick opened his eyes and looked us over, looking alarmed when he saw Tim sitting on the grass. “Yes,” he said, much more alert than before. “Once I release the anchor, I’ll be pulled in. Come through as fast as you can.” 
 
    Garrett and Dad helped Tim stand and Nick nodded once. I Saw his aura pull up from the earth under our feet and from the stone of the cliff. The gateway blossomed in my Sight and tugged at me, just like before. 
 
    “Nick, wait!” I called. “What about the people on the other side?” But it was too late. Nick vanished into the stone. “Hurry!” I said urgently. “He said someone was trying to get through!” Without waiting to see if they followed, I jumped into the gate. 
 
    The same falling sensation pulled me through, but familiarity didn’t make the feelings of vertigo and panic any easier to deal with. I was relieved when I stumbled into the small chamber under Rath Medb and fell to my hands and knees. 
 
    Without Sín’s eerie light, the chamber was almost pitch black, with just a trickle of pale light coming through the passageway. As my dizziness passed, I heard a scuffling sound to one side, leather against stone. “Nick? Is that you?” 
 
    I heard a strangled sound and I got to my feet in alarm, just as Dad and Garrett came through the gate supporting Tim between them. I jumped out of the way as they staggered past, nearly dropping Tim in the process. 
 
    “Shy? Where are you?” My eyes were starting to adjust, but the others were still blinded. Against the far wall of the chamber, I could just make out another shape, with far too many limbs. I gasped and then realized it was Nick, and another man with a chokehold on him. 
 
    “Stay where you are, or I’ll kill him!” Liam’s voice rang through the chamber and the others froze, orienting on him. Garrett was the first to move, but he only took a step. “Garrett, go back through the gate. I’ll join you in a minute.” 
 
    “Dad, what are you doing?” Garrett’s voice was pleading. “Maeve told us about you.” 
 
    Liam spat a curse. “Go through, Garrett! I’ll explain later.” 
 
    “No, Dad.” Garrett stepped back to stand beside me, lifting his Spear slowly. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Because it’s the only way!” I could see Liam’s face now, just barely, and he looked anguished. He held the point of a long, wicked blade at Nick’s throat. “Maeve’s already won, Garrett, you just haven’t realized it yet. You saw her armies, you know she can’t be beaten. This is the only way,” he said again, like he was trying to convince himself. 
 
    “The White Branch –” 
 
    “The White Branch,” he mocked. “I sent the call out for all of the White Branch to assemble at Rathcroghan, to rescue the Treorái. Do you how many came? Thirty-five. Just thirty-five.” He shook his head bitterly. “The White Branch is a joke now. Better that Maeve wipe it from the earth than to have it wither away to nothing. At least they would die like warriors.” 
 
    “Except you set them up, Uncail Liam,” I snapped. “You’re leading them into a trap.” 
 
    “Maeve agreed to leave my family unharmed,” he said. “All she needed was you, Aidan, as the bait.” 
 
    “You swore an oath, Liam,” Dad reminded him softly. “To me, and to Ireland.” 
 
    “To you?” Liam barked a laugh. “You’re a schoolteacher. You ran away from Ireland almost twenty years ago. What right have you to lead the White Branch? And then you,” he snarled, turning on me, “a slip of a girl, have the gall to claim the leadership.” 
 
    “Lia Fail proclaimed her, Dad,” said Garrett. The point of his Spear centered on his father’s heart. “She is an Treorái and an Banríon.” 
 
    “Queen?” Liam made it sound like a curse. “Lia Fail signed your death warrant. Maeve won’t stop until you’re dead, all of you.” He dragged Nick towards the gate. “I came here as soon as I heard the proclamation, so the White Branch, what’s left of it, is safe for now. I figured Maeve would come to Tara as soon as she heard the Stone, but it’s been ten days,” he said bitterly, “ten days stuck in this pit waiting for Nick to release the gate, but we can go through and join her now, Garrett. I’ll make sure Mother is brought to us.” He pushed Nick a step closer. “Garrett!” 
 
    Garrett lifted the Spear in both hands, his face grim and set. “Let him go, Dad.” 
 
    “Do you want to die?” Liam sounded on the verge of hysteria. “Now, before Maeve comes through!” 
 
    “No.” I wondered how hard it was for Garrett to say that one word. Slowly, I reached for Caladbolg’s hilt, and Nick smiled as he closed his eyes. 
 
    His aura sank down into the stone floor and suddenly Liam couldn’t shift him at all. It was like Nick was made of stone himself. Then Tim, sitting forgotten on the floor, burst forward, transforming in midair. Liam jumped back, swinging his dagger to fend off the attack. A small hare ducked under his arm and bounced off his chest, and Liam spun aside in surprise, stumbling clear of Nick’s immobile form. Garrett lifted Sleá Lúin, ready to plunge it through his father’s chest, but he stayed his hand. For a moment, they looked at each other’s faces.  
 
    “Garrett,” said Liam, anguish cracking his voice, and then he lunged for the gate. Garrett’s arms twitched, but he couldn’t attack his own father. 
 
    I drew Caladbolg and charged, swinging at Liam’s disappearing form. The rainbow effect blinded me in the darkness as the blade sliced effortlessly up through the ceiling and down across the portal stone. For a moment, it looked as if I’d missed it entirely, but then the top half of the gate slid forward and toppled to the ground with a deafening boom, breaking into three fragments. There was nothing behind it but packed dirt. The gateway was destroyed but Liam had escaped. 
 
    Nick released his hold on the ground as Tim morphed back into his normal form, collapsing heavily on the ground. Nick squatted in front of him and patted his shoulder. “A rabbit?” he asked. “That’s the best you could come up with?” 
 
    “That’s all I had left after the Morrigan,” said Tim unapologetically. “Unless you think the salmon would have helped.” Nick just chuckled and pulled Tim’s forehead against his affectionately. 
 
    Garrett stared at the remains of the gate, his Spear dragging in the dirt. I touched his arm hesitantly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Shy,” he said, almost too quietly to be heard. “I let him get away.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Maeve will punish him worse than we ever could.” Garrett flinched and I kicked myself mentally. Stupid, stupid! Liam’s still his father. I looked down at the broken gate. “I guess she won’t be coming this way.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” Dad came up behind me and rested a hand on my shoulder. He held the remains of my belt in his other hand, Scáth still in its sheath. I hadn’t even noticed that Caladbolg had sliced through it. “But there are plenty of other gates.” 
 
    “Then we’ll just have to close them all,” I said grimly, and they all looked at me. “What?” 
 
    “I don’t think you realize just how many there are,” said Nick. He helped Tim to his feet with a grunt of effort. 
 
    “So? The sooner we get started, the sooner we can lock Maeve away in the Otherworld for good.” I didn’t want to stay in the dark, cramped chamber any longer, so I headed for the passageway leading out. The men exchanged a look and Dad shrugged with the slightest of smiles.  
 
    “You’re Treorái na Cróeb Bán,” he said. 
 
    I felt a lot better out in the open air. It was still night, but the moon was just cresting the Hill of Tara to the east. It was now a narrow crescent and I stared at it. It was a full moon when we left a few hours ago, I thought uneasily. What happened? The men appeared behind me and they all looked at the moon as well. Dad just gave a thoughtful grunt, like he wasn’t surprised at all. 
 
    “We’ll have to gather the White Branch,” he said, “and let them know what’s happened.” He looked at me with a wry smile. “They’ll want to meet the new Treorái.” 
 
    I looked at the Sword in my hands and I shook my head. “No, Liam was right.” I took at deep breath. “The White Branch is finished.” 
 
    “What?” asked Garrett, astonished. “You’re on his side?” 
 
    “No, never! But there aren’t enough White Branch left to stop Maeve now. She’s too strong and we’re too few. We have to find another way.” I stood in silence for a long time, and the men waited. Finally, I took a long, shuddering breath. “As Treorái na Cróeb Bán, I declare the White Branch disbanded. Those who wish to lay down their weapons and step aside may do so, with my thanks for their service. Those who wish to join the coming battle willingly, as members of the new Order, will have my gratitude.” 
 
    “What new order is that, Shy?” asked Dad. He sounded pleased and proud. 
 
    “The Order of … something dramatic and really impressive.” I hadn’t actually thought that far ahead. 
 
    “The Order of the Gate-Killers?” suggested Nick, indicating the passage behind us with a hitch of his thumb. 
 
    “No,” I said, “too weird.” 
 
    “The Order of Kicking Maeve’s Arse to Kingdom Come?” Tim grinned at me and I laughed. 
 
    “No, too long.” 
 
    “The Order of the Shamrock,” said Garrett. His fingertips brushed the mark on my back, sending shivers up my spine. “For faith, hope, and love.” 
 
    “And luck,” I added emphatically. “We’re going to need it.” 
 
    “The Order of the Shamrock,” Dad agreed. He went down on one knee in front of me. “I swear to guide the Treorái an T-ordú na Seamróige. My knowledge and my power are hers to command.” 
 
    “Dad –” I started to say, but my throat closed up on me. 
 
    Garrett knelt next, planting Sleá Lúin in front of him with both hands. “I swear to fight for the Treorái an T-ordú na Seamróige,” he said fervently. “My weapon and my power are hers to command.” 
 
    Nick knelt and bowed his head. “I swear to serve the Treorái an T-ordú na Seamróige. My skill and my power are hers to command.” 
 
    Finally Tim knelt. “I swear to defend the Treorái an T-ordú na Seamróige,” he said. “My strength and my power are hers to command.” 
 
    I blinked back tears as I slowly raised Caladbolg in both hands. It gleamed in the moonlight. “By pain and blood, by hand and Sight, I, Siobhan Aislinn O’Connor, take up the mantle of Treorái an T-ordú na Seamróige. I serve those who serve me, I am led by those I lead, I am the first of those who will follow me.” 
 
    The air stirred around us, brushing the tattered hem of my skirt. I turned in a slow circle, holding Caladbolg outstretched over the bowed heads of the men surrounding me. The rainbow lingered behind, hovering like a ghostly disk before it slowly faded from sight. 
 
    “Our strength, our weapons, our skills, our knowledge, and our power will not fail us. We are an Chosantóirí na hÉireann, the Defenders of Ireland, and we shall be victorious before our enemies.” 
 
    The breeze swirled around us in a sudden burst and then fell away to stillness. Through the ground underneath my feet, I felt more than heard the words of Lia Fail. 
 
    “Tá eagla, tá eagla, tá eagla, Maeve, Banríon na Sidhe. Tagann na gCosantóirí na hÉireann do shon!” 
 
    I lowered the Sword doubtfully. “What did it say?” I whispered.  
 
    “Be afraid, be afraid, be afraid, Maeve, Queen of the Sidhe. The Defender of Ireland comes for you,” Dad said, awe in his voice. 
 
    “Oh, good.” I couldn’t keep the quaver out of my voice. “That really helps.” Garrett rose and took my hand, squeezing it gently. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said, looking in my eyes. “I’ll always be near.” I gave him a grateful smile and squeezed back. Then I straightened my shoulders and faced the Hill of Tara. 
 
    “Why are we standing here in the dark?” I asked no one in particular. “Let’s go and defend something.” And I led the new Order of the Shamrock out to defeat Queen Maeve and the sidhe. 
 
   


 
  



Epilogue 
 
    I opened the front door of Muirenn’s house and looked out across the yard. Dad still sat on the stone wall, gazing up at the clear night sky. The crescent moon turned everything into a stark black and white photo. 
 
    I almost went back inside, but then I closed the door quietly and walked across the trampled grass, cold underneath my bare feet. I hoisted myself onto the wall beside him, sitting cross-legged and tugging the fleece of my pajamas around my toes against the chill. We sat in silence for a long time. 
 
    “I met her in my last year at Trinity,” he said finally, still looking up at the stars. “Some friends and I had gone down to Houlihan’s for a drink after class and she was sitting by herself in a corner, reading a book. No one else seemed to notice her, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. When she looked up and smiled at me, I was smitten.” 
 
    I looked at Dad’s profile. He looked sad and hopeful at the same time. “She said her name was Aislinn, which means ‘Dream’. She never told me much about herself, where she came from, who her family was, but I didn’t care. We would go for walks around Navan and she would come with me on my research trips to historical sites. One night, on the Hill of Tara –” He stopped and I laid my hand on his. He smiled and intertwined our fingers. I leaned against his arm, laying my head against his shoulder. “Three months later, we were married in a civil ceremony. Six months after that, our beautiful daughter was born.” He smiled at me and squeezed my fingers gently. Remembered pain creased his face and he looked away. “Three months after that, she was gone.” 
 
    I almost said something then, but I decided to wait. After another minute, he continued his story. 
 
    “I searched for her, hounded the police, hired investigators. It was as if she never existed. If it hadn’t been for the baby girl in my arms, I would have thought I just imagined her. Finally, she was declared dead by the courts. I couldn’t stay where every hill, every stone, reminded me of her. Once I received my doctorate, I took you to the States and I swore I would never return to Ireland.” 
 
    He fell silent again and I thought about my sixteen years in Boston. It was a good life, I knew, but a lonely one, with few friends and no family to share it with. 
 
    “And then my father died.” He said it musingly, like he was studying a puzzle. “I almost didn’t come. The family disowned me when I married Aislinn, saying she was taking me away from my responsibilities with the White Branch and the battle against Maeve. But I had no interest in leading an ancient band of warriors. Aislinn just helped me realize that. But I wanted you to meet your family, so we came. But all I did was put you in danger, so I had to become Treorái anyway, in order to keep you safe.” 
 
    “Dad –” I wanted to say I was capable of keeping myself safe, but I knew that hadn’t been true then and probably wasn’t really true even now. He kept on as if he hadn’t heard. 
 
    “When I saw her again on Tara, I thought I was seeing a ghost. I couldn’t pick up Caladbolg to defend myself, to help the people who just swore their lives to me.” I ducked my head in embarrassment and he chuckled softly. “I understand now why that was so, but it didn’t matter anyway. I would never have been able to hurt her. 
 
    “The sidhe called her Findabair, but to me, she was Aislinn, exactly as I last saw her nearly seventeen years ago. Maeve had opened a gate for her back then, sending her to Ireland to end Conchobhair’s line once and for all, by any means possible. She would have succeeded, except for one small thing. She fell in love.” 
 
    He wiped at something in his eye and sighed heavily. “I don’t think Maeve found out exactly what Findabair had done. She only knew that the heir to the White Branch was gone and that was enough for her.” 
 
    “Didn’t she suspect, though? You were together for – what? – two years?” 
 
    “Time moves differently between the realms. You were in the Otherworld for maybe half a day and ten days passed here. Two years here would have been less than a month there.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll ever see her again?” I bit my lip as I waited for him to answer. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said honestly. “She helped us escape Rath Solais, but perhaps it went unnoticed in the chaos. Strange as it may seem, Maeve cares deeply for her children, even when they cross her.” He wrapped his arm around me, holding me tightly. “No matter what happens, Findabair knows her daughter has become a beautiful and brave young woman.” 
 
    I smiled and snuggled deeper under his arm. “So what happens now?” 
 
    “Tomorrow, we start recruiting new members for the Order of the Shamrock. Tonight, it’s time to get some sleep.” He twisted around on the wall and dropped lightly to the ground. He held out his hands to help me down, but I shook my head, wrapping my arms around my legs. 
 
    “I’m going to stay out here, just for a little bit.” He gave me an understanding smile and I leaned over to let him kiss my forehead. 
 
    “Not too long, Shy.” He looked at me thoughtfully. “I guess I should call you Siobhan now.” 
 
    “No, Shy is fine. At least everyone can spell that properly.” 
 
    He laughed. “This is Ireland, Shy. They know how to spell Irish names.” 
 
    “Well, still.” 
 
    “All right. Good night, Shy. I’ll see you in the morning.” I nodded and listened to his feet brushing across the grass as he strode away. A few seconds later, the door opened and closed and I was left alone in the night. No, not quite alone. 
 
    “I know you’re out there, Sín,” I said softly. Across the roadway, the sidhe prince appeared, leaning against a tree with his arms crossed. 
 
    “It’s just as well you didn’t swoon for me,” he said, equally quietly, “since apparently you’re my niece. That would have been awkward.” 
 
    “Will you tell Maeve?” 
 
    “The last time I checked, Maeve and I were not on speaking terms.” He came closer, glowing brightly in the moonlight. “You’re a fascinating creature, Shy. This should be interesting.” 
 
    I decided not to ask him what he meant. Instead, I looked up at the sky. The moon rested on the western horizon now. It would be morning soon. “Are the stars the same in the Isles of the Blessed?” 
 
    If Sín was surprised by my question, he didn’t show it. He looked up as well. “Yes, the very same.” 
 
    “Do you think she’s watching them now?” 
 
    “I’m sure she is.” He looked at me somberly. “She’s very proud of you, you know, Shy, as am I. Very few, sidhe or human, would have dared to do what you accomplished.” 
 
    “When you see her, tell her – tell her –” I had to blink away the tears that appeared suddenly. “Tell her I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry? For what?” 
 
    “For what I have to do.” 
 
    Sín hesitated a moment and then he nodded. “I understand.” He turned away towards the small copse across the road and then looked back over his shoulder. “If there is anyone who can end this, I believe it is you, Shy.” With that, he took one more step and vanished. 
 
    I sat there a while longer, as the chill of the night slowly seeped into me. A streak of light crossed overhead: a shooting star. I wondered if my mother saw it as well. 
 
    I’m a sixteen year old girl leading an army currently consisting of five people, I thought, who have to find a way to keep my grandmother, the Queen of the Fairies, from invading Ireland and killing us all. I sighed and jumped down from the wall.  
 
    “Lucky me,” I told myself, and I headed to bed. 
 
      
 
   
 
  



Appendix – Irish Terms and Translations 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Céad Míle Fáilte 
 
    One Hundred Thousand Welcomes 
 
    Cnoc na Teamhrach 
 
    Hill of Tara 
 
    Mo shíorghrá 
 
    My eternal love 
 
    Scoil Éanna 
 
    St. Enda’s School 
 
    Lia Fáil  
 
    Stone of Destiny 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Fáilte ar ais 
 
    Welcome home 
 
    Dia dhuit 
 
    God be with you (hello) 
 
    Aintin 
 
    Aunt 
 
    Uncail 
 
    Uncle 
 
    Mamó 
 
    Grandma 
 
    A chailín mo chroí 
 
    My darling girl 
 
    Cad is anmn duit? 
 
    What is your name? 
 
    Póg mo thóin 
 
    Kiss my ass 
 
    Tá sí 
 
    It is 
 
    Conas atá tú, páiste? 
 
    How are you, child? 
 
    An Gaeilge 
 
    Gaelic (Irish) 
 
    Ní hé lá na báistí lá na bpáistí 
 
    A rainy day is no day for children 
 
    Ar dheis Dé go raibh a anam 
 
    May he rest in peace 
 
    Bail ó Dhia ort 
 
    The blessing of God on you 
 
    Seanathair 
 
    Grandfather 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Go hIfreann leat! 
 
    Go to Hell! 
 
    Rachaidh mé 
 
    Forgive me 
 
    Eriu 
 
    Ireland 
 
    An Cróeb Bán 
 
    The White Branch 
 
    Is féidir leat a fheiceáil dom? 
 
    You can see me? 
 
    Cailín 
 
    Young girl 
 
    Amhráin Caointe 
 
    Song of Tears 
 
    Gaiscíoch 
 
    Warrior 
 
    Ceannaire 
 
    Leader 
 
    Tuatha dé Danaan 
 
    People of the goddess Danu 
 
    (Aes) Sidhe 
 
    People of the mounds (fairies) 
 
    Mílscothach 
 
    Honey-speeched, sweet tongued 
 
    Oíche mhaith, codladh sámh 
 
    Good night, sleep well 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Caladbolg 
 
    Hard cleft, great sword 
 
    Treorái   
 
    Leader 
 
    Na Súile Ó Conchobhair 
 
    The Eyes of the O’Connors 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Shillelagh  
 
    A blackthorn walking stick or club 
 
    A Naomh Mhuire, a mhathair Dé, guigh orainn na peacaigh, anois agus ar uair ár mbáis               
 
    Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now, and at the hour of our death 
 
    Ó luaith go luaith 
 
    Ashes to ashes 
 
    Leanan Sidhe 
 
    “Barrow lover”, a beautiful fairy who causes her victims to waste away 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Tarbh tiubh 
 
    Thick bull 
 
    Cruachan Aí  
 
    “This is Croghan”, a museum and visitor center in Tulsk 
 
    Nár laga Dia do lámh  
 
    May God not weaken your hand 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Ní dhíolann dearmad fiacha  
 
    A debt is still unpaid, even if forgotten 
 
    Cú Medb  
 
    Hound of Maeve 
 
    Fág an áit seo 
 
    Leave this place 
 
    Orduithe sí liom 
 
    She orders me 
 
    Chomaoin agat dom do shaol 
 
    You owe me your life 
 
    An fiach a íocadh 
 
    The debt is paid 
 
    Thuiscint i agus a chomhaontú  
 
    I understand and agree 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8  
 
    Claíomh 
 
    Sword 
 
    Sleá 
 
    Spear 
 
    Casúr 
 
    Hammer 
 
    Toirneach 
 
    Thunder 
 
    Seanmháthair 
 
    Grandmother 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Scáth  
 
    Shadow 
 
    Scáthán  
 
    Mirror 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Garda 
 
    Police 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Reillig na Rí  
 
    The Cemetery of Kings 
 
    Seamróg  
 
    Shamrock, young clover 
 
    Ellén Trechen  
 
    Three-headed bird, a flying monster 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Claddagh 
 
    A symbol of love, friendship and loyalty 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Tá brón orm  
 
    I’m sorry 
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Toisc go bhfuil mo marc chuid  
 
    As my mark is bound 
 
    Na gCosantóirí na hÉireann  
 
    The Defender of Ireland 
 
    Beannachtaí 
 
    Greetings 
 
    An Banríon fíor na hÉireann  
 
    The true Queen of Ireland 
 
    Claíomh Solais 
 
    The Sword of Light 
 
    Na Foraoise Dearg  
 
    The Red Forest 
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    An Droichead Ghealach 
 
    The Moon Bridge 
 
    Cnoc na Ndeor 
 
    Hill of Tears 
 
    Fhealltóir  
 
    Traitor 
 
    Prionsa 
 
    Prince 
 
    Taisteal go maith 
 
    Travel well 
 
    Hug!  
 
    Hey! 
 
    Cad tá á dhéanamh agat? 
 
    What are you doing? 
 
    Táimid ag fanacht le Muirenn 
 
    We are waiting for Muirenn 
 
    A chonaic tú léi? 
 
    Have you seen her? 
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    An T-ordú na Seamróige  
 
    The Order of the Shamrock 
 
    Tá eagla  
 
    Be afraid 
 
    Banríon na Sidhe 
 
    Queen of the Sidhe 
 
    Tagann na gCosantóirí na hÉireann do shon  
 
    The Defender of Ireland comes for you 
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