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Chapter One 
 
    Two months ago, an ancient stone monument proclaimed me to be the Defender of Ireland. I rescued my father from the clutches of Maeve, Queen of the Sidhe in the Otherworld, and escaped certain death at the hands of Fear Dorcha, the Dark Man. I have a Sword that can cut the tops off of hills, a torc that allows me to see the invisible, and a shamrock tattoo that literally brings me luck. None of that prepared me for what was about to happen. 
 
    “Stop fussing!” Emily slapped my hands away and adjusted the collar of my dress herself. “I swear, you’re worse than Aunt Brigit’s new baby.” She used my hair brush to tidy up my ponytail while I tried to figure out what to do with my hands. 
 
    “Maybe I should wear it up,” I said, critiquing myself in the mirror for the umpteenth time. “I look like a girl.” 
 
    “You are a girl.” 
 
    “Yes, but I look like someone’s kid sister. I need to look older.” I turned to look at myself sideways, sucking in my stomach. “Maybe it’s the dress. Was the blue one better?” 
 
    “The dress is fine!” Three other outfits lay crumpled on my bed, tested and rejected. This dress was brand new, white with short sleeves and a square collar. The hem, embroidered with black Celtic knotwork, just touched my knees. It looked good on me in the store, but now I wasn’t so sure. “Shy, trust me, you look beautiful. Just take a deep breath and relax.” 
 
    My cousin Emily O’Neill turned fifteen a month ago while I was back in Boston, but she acted like she was fifty. She eyed me sternly until I did as she commanded, although it didn’t help much. The colony of butterflies living in my stomach settled down a bit and then took off again in a frantic whirl when a car door slammed outside. 
 
    “Oh my God, is he here already? What do I do?” I ran to the window and peeked out between the lace curtains. A small black coupe sat in the front yard by the old stone wall. He hadn’t gotten out yet, but the driver’s door was ajar. 
 
    “Come away from there!” Emily was a skinny little thing, but her grip was surprisingly strong. “Here, put your shoes on. Do you have your purse?” 
 
    I stuffed my toes into my black flats and grabbed the matching shoulder purse from the dresser. “Got it.” 
 
    “Wallet?”  
 
    I checked. “Yes.” 
 
    “Phone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Protection?” 
 
    “What? Protection from what?” Emily’s sly grin made the connection in my scrambled brain. “What! No! I don’t – do you think – we aren’t going to – we just –”  
 
    Emily put her hand over my mouth to stifle my shocked babbling. “Settle down, Shy, I’m just teasing you.” Something tapped loudly downstairs and my brain locked up again. Emily pulled on my hand to get me moving towards the door. “Come on, let him in before Seanmháthair Muirenn chases him off.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t do that. Would she?” Emily’s grandmother Muirenn O’Neill was about a thousand years old and as cranky as could be, but she wasn’t actually mean. This was her house, though, and she didn’t like visitors all that much, not since her brother Phelan was killed. I grabbed my cardigan from the bed and scurried out of my bedroom and down the wooden stairs to the parlor as fast as my feet would carry me. 
 
    Muirenn’s usual chair by the huge stone fireplace was empty. I spotted her in the dining room, pacing steadily towards the front door. I caught up to her before she reached the sitting room.  
 
    “That’s okay, Aintin Muirenn,” I told her brightly. “I’ll get it.” 
 
    Muirenn favored me with a sour look that scanned me from head to toe. I couldn’t tell if she approved, disapproved, or decided to save her criticism for later, but she stopped to let me go ahead. She was a small woman, barely higher than my chin, looking even more frail and worn than when I first met her. Her grip on her black shillelagh was just as firm, though, and I hoped she’d never have to use the gnarled stick for anything more dire except keeping her balance. 
 
    I unlocked the front door, taking a deep breath before pulling it open. The deep scores in the wood from Maeve’s hellhound, the Cú Medb, were still there, but I only had eyes for the young man standing on the stone stoop. 
 
    Garrett O’Connor swore allegiance to me when I became Treorái an Cróeb Bán that night on the Hill of Tara, and again later when I dissolved the White Branch and formed the Order of the Shamrock. He wielded the Spear, Sleá Lúin, defending Ireland against the Sidhe. He came with me to the Otherworld to rescue Dad and rode the Pooka all the way to Boston to help protect me from the Dark Man. Technically, he was also my second cousin once removed, but I tried not to think about that part, since he was also the first – and only – boy I ever kissed.  
 
    “Evening, Shy.” He ducked his head self-consciously. “You look nice.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I told him, just as awkward as he was. “You do, too.” He wore a white button-down shirt with black slacks and a thin black tie. The part in his still-damp hair looked like it was drawn with a ruler.  
 
    A cleared throat interrupted the awkward silence that followed. We both turned to look at Muirenn. 
 
    “You’ll have her back before ten, young man,” she stated. There was no room for any debate in her voice. “The summer turning is near and this is no time for foolishness. I have no wish to tell her father she was carried off by the Dullahan.” The summer solstice – and my seventeenth birthday – was still eleven days away, but I knew better than to argue with her. I had no idea what the Dullahan was, but I had no doubt it was yet another horrible Irish monster. Behind her, standing in the archway to the dining room, Emily rolled her eyes and silently shooed us away. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said Garrett, bobbing his head respectfully. “Before ten, absolutely.” Muirenn squinted at him as if assessing his sincerity before nodding in dismissal. “Are you ready, Shy?” 
 
    “Sure, yes, let’s go. Good night, Aintin Muirenn. See you later, Emily.” 
 
    Muirenn hmphed as Garrett stepped aside to let me pass. I had to smile to myself when he closed the door and let out his breath in a relieved sigh. He was more nervous than I was, which helped a lot. 
 
    I shrugged on my sweater as we crossed the lawn to Garrett’s car. It was already the middle of June, but I still thought the air was chilly, although it hadn’t actually rained at all in the last week. I’m sure Garrett probably thought the weather was balmy. He didn’t need a jacket or sweater to stay warm, which seemed terribly unfair. 
 
    He strode ahead of me and opened the left-hand door. I started around to the other side before I realized he was looking at me with a puzzled expression. “Oh, right,” I said, chagrined. “The steering wheel’s on the wrong side.” 
 
    “The steering wheel is exactly where it needs to be,” he retorted with a wry smile. “You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” The State of Massachusetts issued me my driver’s license the week before Dad and I flew back to Dublin and I wasn’t ready to face the prospect of starting all over again here. I slipped into the passenger seat as gracefully as I could and Garrett closed the door carefully and hurried around to the other side. The car started with an asthmatic cough but Garrett backed it up and headed through the gate without any trouble.  
 
    Grandpa Phelan’s farm sat at the end of a dirt lane that zigged and zagged past fields and hedgerows until we neared the booming metropolis of Tulsk, all twenty buildings and two hundred inhabitants of it. Tulsk wasn’t exactly in the middle of nowhere – it was actually slightly north and west of nowhere – but it might as well have been. Emily told me that “Tulsk” came from the Irish tullaigh uisce, which meant “wet hill.” That was a pretty good description, actually, except for the hill part. This part of Ireland was as flat as the proverbial pancake. 
 
    Garrett took a right at the only intersection in town and then the next left. We zipped by a sign that identified the next towns as Boyle and Sligo. 
 
    “Are we going to Boyle?” I asked, more to break the silence than anything else. 
 
    “Boyle? No.” The road ahead was deserted and as straight as an arrow, but Garrett stared through the windshield like he expected a sheep to trot out in front of us at any moment. 
 
    “So Sligo, then?” 
 
    That earned me a puzzled look. “Do you want to go to Sligo?” 
 
    “I don’t even know where Sligo is.” 
 
    “Then why do you want to go there?” 
 
    “I don’t want to go there, I’m just asking if that’s where we going.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with Sligo?” 
 
    We stared at each other with the same bewildered expressions on our faces. “Let’s start again,” I said. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Carrick-on-Shannon. There’s a place there I think you’ll like.” He shot a hopeful glance at me and I nodded reassuringly. 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll be great. I’ve never been to Carrick.” 
 
    “Carrick-on-Shannon,” he corrected me. “Nobody calls it just Carrick.” 
 
    “Is there another Carrick somewhere?” 
 
    “Well, there’s Carrick-on-Suir, down south in Tipperary, and Carrickmacross out east, and Carrickfergus in Northern Ireland –” 
 
    “What’s with you guys reusing the same names all the time?” I groused. 
 
    Garrett chuckled. “Carrick comes from carraig, which means rock. There’s a lot of rocks in Ireland.” 
 
    “That’s for sure.” Although around here, it was mostly fields and bogs. “So is it far? Carrick-on-Shannon, I mean?” 
 
    “Not far,” he assured me. “We’ll be there in twenty minutes, tops.” 
 
    The geography lesson used up our conversation budget for a while and I watched the landscape zip by outside my window. It was stereotypical Ireland: flat open fields dotted with sheep and an occasional farmhouse, separated by clumps of trees. Everything was green, of course, that bright, vibrant green that makes you think the whole thing was Photoshopped. I was a city girl, but even I had to admit it was pretty. 
 
    Garrett cleared his throat. “So when does your father get back from Boston?” 
 
    “Saturday.” Dad flew back a week ago to finalize the sale of our house on Valentine Street. We already leased an apartment in Dublin, not far from Trinity College, but Dad didn’t want me staying there by myself, so I moved in with Muirenn temporarily. “He’s still getting the movers lined up to ship the rest of our stuff over.” 
 
    “Are you going to miss the old place?” 
 
    “A little.” A lot, actually. I was born in Ireland, but I’d lived nearly my entire life on Valentine Street. I was leaving a lot of memories behind. 
 
    “It’ll be fine, Shy,” he told me sincerely. “You’ll come to love Ireland, too.” His hand rested on mine for a fleeting moment until he had to downshift for a curve in the road. 
 
    “I already love Ireland,” I told him truthfully. “It’s all the things trying to kill me that I don’t like.” 
 
    “Well, there’ll be no killing tonight, I promise.” I really hoped that was true, because I hadn’t brought any weapons with me.  
 
    The scenery started to get a bit more civilized after we turned onto another two-lane highway, with rows of houses lining the asphalt on either side. There was still a lot of green, but the “rural” vibe was evolving into “suburban” and I started looking ahead for the city. 
 
    The yards gradually shrank and the houses and buildings grew closer together. Most of them were two-story du-, tri-, and quad-plexes, all brightly painted in yellows and blues and greens. There were quite a few more cars as well, but the tallest buildings in sight were the churches.  
 
    “Is this Carrick-on-Shannon?” I asked carefully. Garrett had his hands full maneuvering along the narrow street between the rows of parked cars and I didn’t want to distract him. 
 
    “Almost. This is Cortober. Carrick-on-Shannon’s across the river, just over there.” He pointed, but the buildings in that direction looked exactly the same to me as all the others.  
 
    We merged onto a larger road and then I finally saw the River Shannon on the left, wide and slow-moving. A whole bunch of docks and marinas lined the far shoreline and quite a few boats were chugging along the water, although no one seemed to be in much of a hurry.  
 
    A two-lane bridge brought us into the downtown area. At least I figured it was the downtown area. There were a lot more shops and pubs, judging from the signs, and a few of the buildings were three stories tall, but that was it. No skyscrapers, no malls, just colorful brick-shaped buildings on both sides of the road and more cars than the narrow roads could handle comfortably. 
 
    Garrett zigged and zagged some more and pulled into a small parking area right by the river. Between the bridge, the boats, the water, and the green spaces all around, the view was scenic with a capital S.  
 
    This time I waited until Garrett got out and walked around the car to open my door. I needed his help to get out of the low seat, but I managed to avoid looking too clumsy. I looked around while he locked up. 
 
     “It’s ... quaint,” I said carefully. I knew his family had a farm around here somewhere, but I imagined the town would be bigger. I was sure he sensed the disappointment in my voice, but he didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    “It’s small, you mean. It’s actually the largest town in County Leitrim, almost four thousand souls.” He grinned at the incredulous look on my face. Roxbury, my dinky little neighborhood in Boston, had over forty-five thousand people. “This way, it’s just a short walk.” 
 
    We walked back the way we came, passing a number of pubs and shops doing a good business. It seemed weird just walking side-by-side, so I tentatively threaded my arm into his. He looked startled for an instant and then smiled, crooking his elbow out to make it easier for me. Now we looked like a proper couple. 
 
    I was half afraid that a “short walk” would take us all the way across town, but we only went a couple of blocks before Garrett stopped in front of a nondescript doorway tucked between a bank and a pharmacy. The small brass plaque on the wall said, simply, Dunphy’s. 
 
    “Dumpy’s?” That seemed like a strange name for a restaurant. 
 
    “Dun-phee’s.” Garrett pulled the door open for me and I stepped into a small lobby containing a podium and a young woman wearing black clothes and an eyebrow piercing. She eyed me like she wasn’t certain I belonged there. I wasn’t sure either, but Garrett stepped up confidently. 
 
    “We have a reservation for dinner,” he told her. “O’Connor.” 
 
    The hostess glanced down at her list as if she was just humoring us, but her piercing twitched. “O’Connor,” she admitted grudgingly. “Six o’clock.” She looked pointedly at her watch. I didn’t know if we were early or late, but she sighed heavily and retrieved two menus from behind the podium. “This way.”  
 
    She trudged resignedly into a narrow hallway and turned right, leading us into a narrow room that stretched all the way to the back of the building. Small booths lined both sides and she deposited us and the menus at a table about halfway down. “Jenna’s your server,” she declared dolefully and left us standing there. 
 
    I had to snort to keep from laughing out loud and Garrett’s smile stretched from ear to ear. He waved me onto one of the benches and slid into the other across from me. The booth was small enough that our knees touched, but I pretended not to notice. 
 
    “This is nice,” I told him, looking around. The lighting was kept low, but the woodwork and fixtures looked almost new. “Have you been here before?” 
 
    “A couple of times. It’s one of Carrick-on-Shannon’s best-kept secrets.” 
 
    “Hi!” Another girl, also in black, popped up out of nowhere. She gave us a bright grin that told us we were already her favorite people in the whole universe. “Welcome to Dunphy’s! I’m Jenna, I’ll be your server tonight. What’ll you have?” She held her notepad and pen in eager anticipation of our order. 
 
    “Oh, uh.” Her unabashed cheerfulness threw me completely off. “You mean to drink?” I hadn’t even picked up the menu yet. 
 
    “Absolutely!” she agreed. 
 
    “Um, Coke?” 
 
    “Wonderful! And you, sir?” 
 
    “Smithwick’s, on draft.” 
 
    “Fantastic! Tonight’s specials are grilled Atlantic cod on a bed of jasmine rice and our chef’s own steak and kidney pie. Have a look at your menus and I’ll be right back with your drinks!”  
 
    I watched Jenna bound away. “I think I liked the first one better.” 
 
    “They sort of balance each other out,” Garrett noted dryly. He flipped open his menu. “So what looks good?” 
 
    I only recognized half the entrees, but I didn’t want to pester Garrett about what boxty and colcannon were. Fortunately, most of the items seemed more or less normal. The filet sounded good to me, but I did a quick conversion from euros to dollars and nearly gasped. My wide-eyed look gave me away, though. 
 
    “Order whatever you want, Shy,” Garrett reassured me. “I want this to be special.” 
 
    “It’s already special, Garrett,” I told him, but I couldn’t look him in the eye. I did glimpse his smile over the top of my menu. 
 
    Jenna returned with our drinks. Garrett’s Smithwick’s was a dark red beer of some sort with a foamy top. My Coke was just a regular Coke, without ice, I noticed. We both ordered steaks – I went with the filet after all and he had the sirloin – and Jenna flounced away happily, promising to check up on us soon. 
 
    Silence fell between us again and I fiddled with my straw, trying to think of something to say. Garrett and I fought our way in and out of Maeve’s stronghold in the Otherworld to rescue my father – and kissed, whispered that little voice in my head – and confronted the Dark Man in the Forest Hills Cemetery in Boston – and kissed, said the voice again – but we really hadn’t done anything together like normal people. Other than fighting the Sidhe, I wasn’t sure we actually had anything in common. 
 
    “How’s your mother doing?” I blurted, and I immediately winced. Kathleen O’Connor wasn’t doing at all well. Not because she was ill, but because her husband Liam, Garrett’s father, betrayed the rest of the White Branch and fled to the Otherworld to join Maeve. 
 
    “She’s fine,” Garrett said. It was clearly not a topic he wanted to pursue. “How’s Amy?” 
 
    Amy Stolz was my sort-of best friend back in Boston. She’d spent several hours as the Dark Man’s hostage, bait to lure me into his clutches, but she never told me exactly what happened to her before we managed to free her. 
 
    “She’s doing good. The last time I talked to her, she said she was close to getting Heather Laughlin to go out with her.” That lifted his eyebrows and I realized he’d returned to Ireland before Amy’s preferences came to light. “Oh, she, um, likes girls.” Now he eyed me speculatively and my cheeks flushed. Amy and I looked a lot alike – that was why the Dark Man grabbed her in the first place – and I knew he was imagining all sorts of things he shouldn’t. “I’m not like that! I like boys!”  
 
    “I’m relieved to hear that.” He grinned behind his glass of beer and I tapped his shin with my toe. Maybe more than tapped, judging from the pained wince that crossed his face. 
 
    “And what about you, Garrett O’Connor?” I asked him tartly. “Which team do you root for?” 
 
    “Girls, definitely. Especially strong, brave, selfless ones who think more of others than themselves.” 
 
    “Well, if I find any, I’ll let you know.” I fiddled with my napkin, feeling ridiculously pleased. 
 
    “Make sure they have long black hair,” he added, “and beautiful gray eyes.” 
 
    “I’ll make a note.” I couldn’t look at him, but I reached out my hand towards his and our fingers intertwined. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Two 
 
    Dinner was perfect. My filet was delicious, the other restaurant patrons stayed in the background, and Jenna’s relentlessly positive attitude kept things from getting too serious too quickly. It took Garrett and I most of our salads to discover a harmless topic that we could both relate to, but I told him about the trials and tribulations of attending St. Mary’s Academy and he regaled me with the inside scoop at the University of Limerick. We agreed that Heather Laughlin was a bitch and that his professor of economics, Dr. Simmons, was a complete nutcase. 
 
    Dessert was a mountain of strawberry shortcake and two spoons. We took turns feeding each other mouthfuls, but that proved to be harder than it sounds, since we were laughing too much. We didn’t notice Jenna beaming at us from the tableside until she giggled. 
 
    “That’s so sweet!” she declared. “You two make a beautiful couple.” She placed a leather folder very carefully on the table by Garrett’s elbow. “No need to rush,” she assured us. “I’ll take care of that whenever you’re ready. Let me know if you need anything else!” 
 
    Jenna spun away to the next table and Garrett peeked at the check inside the folder. I couldn’t see the amount, but I was certain his eye twitched. He didn’t say anything, though, as he pulled out his wallet and slipped a credit card into the folder. I promised myself I’d return the favor someday, although I’d probably have to negotiate a raise in my allowance first. 
 
    Neither of us was in a hurry to wrap up our time together, but Jenna eventually returned with the charge slip for Garrett to sign, along with effusive praise for being the most perfect customers ever. Finally, though, we finished our drinks and ran out of things to say, so Garrett slid out of the booth and helped me up like a proper gentlemen. We found our way back to the front lobby, where the same hostess mustered up just enough energy to glower at us, as if it was our fault she was still there. 
 
    Outside, the sun had dropped behind the buildings and the street was shadowed. I pulled my sweater closer around me, wishing I’d worn slacks instead of a dress. Bare legs and Irish weather did not go together. We started walking back the way we came and Garrett’s arm fell naturally across my shoulders. I shivered under his touch, but not because I was cold. Quite the opposite, actually, and I hoped he wouldn’t notice the flush in my cheeks. 
 
    It was extraordinarily quiet along our route back to where we parked. Other than a couple of cars rumbling by and a muted cheer from inside one of the pubs we passed, there was almost no noise. I’d gotten used to the silence around Grandpa Phelan’s farm, but I didn’t expect it to be like that in a city. I mentioned it to Garrett. 
 
    “Well, remember Carrick-on-Shannon’s a lot smaller than you’re used to,” he said mildly. “Most folks are home for supper already and the pubs will close up in a hour or so.” 
 
    “It just seems weird. Back in Boston, there’s something going on all the time, twenty-four hours a day.” 
 
    “Sounds dreadful. I like the peace and quiet.” 
 
    The irony gods must have been listening, because right then something loud crashed and wailed, like a dozen cats trapped inside metal trash cans falling down a fire escape. I literally jumped and spun around, expecting to see one of Maeve’s horrific creatures charging down the street at us, but there was nothing there. The noise kept on growing, though, adding staccato bangs and a shrill, whining note that run up and down the scales randomly. 
 
    “What on earth is that?” I asked, my heart thumping in my chest. It seemed to be coming from the next block over. 
 
    Garrett looked like he wanted to stuff his fingers into his ears. “Probably one of the local bands,” he said, wincing at a particularly piercing note. “There’s a big metal crowd in town.” 
 
    “Metal? Oh! Póg mo Thóin!” 
 
    “What?” Garrett looked at me like I’d sprouted horns. I guess he didn’t expect the teenaged Defender of Ireland to be uttering Irish obscenities. 
 
    “Póg mo Thóin! You know, Tim’s band.” My cousin Tim Murphy fronted what he called the loudest Celtic metal band in the world. Not the best, not the most popular, just the loudest. What we were hearing certainly fit the bill. “He plays at the Pig’s Whistle, doesn’t he? Is that around here?” 
 
    “Yes, just down on the next corner.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him eagerly in that direction. “Are you sure about this, Shy?” he asked doubtfully. 
 
    “I just want to see him play. I promise we won’t stay long, just a couple of minutes. Please?” I tried to bat my eyes at him, despite my complete lack of feminine wiles, but he gave in anyway. 
 
    “All right, but just for a short while. We need to get you back before ten, remember?” 
 
    I’d completely forgotten about Aintin Muirenn’s ultimatum, but that didn’t stop me. I tried to hurry Garrett along, but he was clearly unenthused about my plan. 
 
    The Pig’s Whistle was easy enough to identify from the sign hanging over the door, displaying a fat pink pig blowing on a referee’s whistle. Three men lounged outside, staring at nothing in particular as they dragged on their cigarettes. Between the three of them, they had enough piercings and tattoos for an entire regiment of metalheads, but they paid us no attention whatsoever as I ran up to the door and pulled it open. 
 
    The blast of sound pushed me back against Garrett and I had to cover my ears with both hands to block out the noise. Enough still filtered through to assault my eardrums repeatedly and I nearly abandoned the whole idea and retreated right then. But I was there for a reason and my stubborn streak kicked in. Ignoring Garrett’s plaintive expression, I set my shoulders and entered. 
 
    The pub was smallish and probably sat maybe fifty people on a regular day. Tonight, at least three times that number were packed in like sardines, probably violating every fire regulation in the book. A small eddy of people circulated towards the bar in the back and I inserted myself into the flow, hoping Garrett was somewhere close behind me. 
 
    A makeshift stage had been set up in the corner and I was able to glimpse the band in between the bobbing heads and waving arms. Tim was there in front in all his bare-chested tattooed glory, every inch of his skin inked with an astounding zoo of Celtic knotwork animals. His blue Mohawk thrashed up and down in time with the beat as his thick fingers ran up and down the frets of his electric guitar. It wasn’t clear to me whether he was playing the same song as the drummer behind him, but he was really into whatever is was he was doing. 
 
    A young-ish woman with heavy black eye shadow and black lipstick shouted into a microphone, although I couldn’t make out a single word. She was very obviously pregnant and I wondered if that was Tammy. Tim mentioned that she was in “the family way,” but apparently that wasn’t enough of a reason for her to quit the band. I couldn’t imagine her doctor thinking this was a good idea. 
 
    Someone tapped insistently on my shoulder and I twisted around to see who it was. Garrett yelled something in my ear but his voice was completely drowned out. He gestured to indicate that he wanted me to come with him. I thought for a moment he wanted to leave, but he pulled me towards the bar and I figured he needed a drink. I could have used one, if only to numb the pain in my ears. 
 
    To my surprise, another familiar face stood at the end of the bar with a pint in his hand. Tim’s brother Nick flashed us a welcoming smile and saluted us with his glass. I hugged him by way of greeting, but there was no way we were going to be able to have a conversation before the band called it quits.  
 
    Nick read my mind. He drained the last of his beer and hooked his thumb towards the door. We followed him upstream against the current of bar patrons and shoved our way outside. The noise level dropped a hundred decibels as soon as the door shut, although my ears were still ringing. 
 
    “Over here.” At least I thought that was what Nick said. He led us across the street, away from the smokers, and plopped down on the edge of a concrete planter. I opted to stand beside Garrett on the curb. 
 
    “I didn’t –” Nick stopped and dug a pair of bright orange earplugs out of his ears. He tucked them into his shirt pocket and started again. “I didn’t expect to see you two here.” He eyed our outfits. We probably looked like we’d gotten lost on our way home from church. 
 
    “We were out on a, um, ah –” Garrett floundered for the right word. 
 
    “A date.” There, I said it. It was a date, my very first, honest-to-goodness date with a real honest-to-goodness boy. “We heard the band playing and came to have a look.” 
 
    “Ah.” Nick looked pleased, as if it was all his doing. He was tall and slender, not at all like his brother. If it weren’t for his spiky blond hair with black tips and the skull buckle on his belt, you would haven’t thought twice about seeing him in a corporate office somewhere, although he actually owned a tattoo parlor in Athlone. “Are you going to stay through the set? Tim’ll be glad to see you.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” 
 
    Nick checked his watch. “Another hour or so, unless someone calls the Gardaí about the noise.” 
 
    “Do you think somebody will?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “It happens once or twice a month. We’re overdue for another visit.” Nick’s tone didn’t indicate that he was worried, but I looked around for any tell-tale flashing blue lights. The streets were empty, other than us and the smokers, but Garrett shook his head.  
 
    “Sorry, we need to head back to Tulsk. It’s getting late.” He didn’t actually sound sorry, but Nick accepted the excuse with a nod. 
 
    “We’ll swing by tomorrow and catch up,” he said, “if I don’t have to bail the band out of jail. You’re still at Phelan’s place?” 
 
    “Until Saturday,” I told him, “when Dad gets back.” I caught him up on my last couple of weeks, which didn’t take long. 
 
    “Hmm. Well, enjoy the calm while it lasts, Shy,” he said, stretching out his legs and frowning at his pointed shoes. “It’s been quiet since we came back from Tír na nÓg, but Maeve won’t be sitting on her hands.” 
 
    “We still have a year,” I protested. “Well, ten months, anyway.” 
 
    “A year here,” he reminded me. “That’s less than two weeks over there. Your bargain isn’t troubling Maeve in the least.” 
 
    “Well, at least we have time to come up with a plan.” So far, the only plan I had was not getting killed by Maeve’s bloodthirsty minions, but I was sure we’d come up with something more proactive eventually.  
 
    The racket from the Pig’s Whistle continued as a background rumble while we talked, so I was startled when it cut off abruptly. A raucous cheer and shrill whistles from the audience made me wonder what happened, but then it started up again with a crash of drums and a furious guitar solo. Nick levered himself up from the planter with a sigh. 
 
    “You two enjoy your evening,” he said resignedly. “I’d better go keep an eye on things. This crowd can get rowdy.” As far as I was concerned, it was already rowdy. I couldn’t imagine it getting any worse. Nick gave me a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek, nodded farewell to Garrett, and strode across the street to the pub. He carefully reinserted his earplugs before reaching for the door. The noise level spiked again as he went through and then subsided as the door closed behind him. 
 
    Garrett and I walked back to his car, holding hands like a real couple. The parking lot was nearly empty when we reached it, but the marinas along the riverside were all brightly lit and we stood by the railing, looking out across the glittering water. It was a perfect moment, other than the sounds of Póg mo Thóin echoing behind us, and I squeezed Garrett’s hand in silent thanks. 
 
    All too soon, we loaded up and headed back towards Tulsk. I huddled in my sweater until the heater kicked in as Garrett wove his way back out of Carrick-on-Shannon. The sun was just touching the horizon as we left the city limits and there were almost no lights anywhere other than our headlights. I had no idea how Garrett managed to find his way back along the narrow roads, but he obviously knew what he was doing. I scooted over and leaned against his shoulder as we drove in silence. It interfered a bit with his shifting hand, but he didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    I closed my eyes as we zipped along the back roads of County Roscommon and let my Sight reach out around us. Other than Garrett’s warm autumn glow right beside me, there were almost no human auras within range. Most of the other dull glimmers were probably sheep bedding down for the night. The sharp-edged metallic auras I associated with the Sidhe and other unmentionable creatures were nowhere in Sight, for which I was thankful. 
 
    “Almost there,” said Garrett. startling me. I sat up and blinked myself back to reality as we jounced along a narrow dirt lane. Night had fallen completely and in the headlights, the road ahead looked like every other farm lane in Ireland. I recognized the bare light bulb gleaming by the front door of Muirenn’s farmhouse just ahead, though, and I heaved a sigh. 
 
    “We could stay out a bit longer,” I said hopefully. “We can just say we lost track of the time.” 
 
    “Are you willing to take that chance?” Garrett asked. He tapped the clock on the dashboard. We only had a handful of minutes before Muirenn’s deadline expired. 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “We’d never hear the end of it.” 
 
    Garrett pulled through the open gate and into the yard. He parked by the stone wall and shut off the car. The light by the door beckoned me to come inside, but I was in no hurry to get out. 
 
    “Thanks for a great evening, Garrett,” I said to my hands. “I had a wonderful time.” 
 
    “I’m glad, Shy. I did, too. I, um, I have to take care of some things around the farm this week, but maybe we could get together again on Saturday,” he offered hesitantly. “We could drive down to Galway, maybe, or –.” 
 
    “Sligo?”  
 
    “Sure,” he said carefully, obviously trying to figure out if I was kidding. I was, but only a little. “So it’s a date, then?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Oh, no, I can’t.” I slumped in disappointment. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Dad’s flying in on Saturday. He’ll be coming straight here to pick me up.” 
 
    “How about I come get you and we can meet him when he lands?” 
 
    “Really?” I asked eagerly. “You’ll do that?” I missed Dad terribly, and sitting around with Aintin Muirenn waiting for him to show up held no appeal whatsoever. 
 
    “It’s no problem. When is his flight?” 
 
    “He lands noon-ish, I think.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll pick you up around ten, then. It’ll take a couple of hours to get there,” he warned. 
 
    “I don’t mind. Thank you!”  
 
    He nodded and opened his door and I reluctantly followed suit. We walked slowly across the turf to the door and turned to face him. With me standing on the stoop, we were almost the same height. 
 
    “You’d best go in before Muirenn comes looking for us,” said Garrett. He looked nervous again. “Good night, Shy. Sleep well.” 
 
    “Thanks. You too.” 
 
    We looked at each other for a couple of heartbeats and then he leaned closer. It was just the slightest of movements, small enough to pretend he hadn’t done it if I shrank back, but it sent a thrill up my spine. This is it! my mind exulted. The kiss. The first kiss where my life isn’t about to come to a horrible, painful end. 
 
    The problem was, I didn’t know what to do. Do I tilt left or right? Do I close my eyes or keep them open? What do I do with my tongue? Fortunately, my instincts took over. My eyes closed and my chin tilted up and he took care of missing my nose. Our lips pressed together, held for a slow count of three, and then parted. 
 
    My eyes opened again as Garrett ducked his head with an embarrassed smile. “Good night, Shy,” he said. “I’ll see you on Saturday.” He turned away and strode back to his car, pausing to wave before he got in and started it up. I watched him back out and drive away until his headlights were lost around a corner. 
 
    I felt, well, vaguely disappointed. The kiss – the one thing I’d been looking forward to and dreading ever since Garrett called me up and asked me out the week before – was nice, but that was all, just nice. It didn’t have any of the sweet, delicious passion the other two had.  
 
    Maybe you need the threat of imminent death to make it exciting, said that little niggling voice in my head.  
 
    We just need more practice, I told myself sternly, that’s all. I’m just new to this kissing thing and we were nervous. I promised myself that I would test that theory on Saturday. 
 
    I knew Emily was waiting to pounce on me the moment I stepped inside – I Saw her sunny bronze-gold aura hovering anxiously in the sitting room – but I wasn’t ready to face her yet. Instead, I walked back across the yard to the gate and gazed out across the fields beyond. The row of trees across the road was barely visible against the night sky, but the darkness didn’t affect my Sight at all as I searched for a familiar silver and purple aura. 
 
    “Sín?” I called softly. I hadn’t seen my mother’s brother since he and Garrett returned to Ireland after we defeated the Dark Man, and I was getting worried. He was our only source of information on what Maeve was up to and, more importantly, my only means to contact Mom. I needed to know she was still safe, that Maeve hadn’t discovered her only daughter’s relationship to her mortal enemy, the Defender of Ireland. The fact that I also needed Sín’s help to summon the Pooka was a minor concern right now. “Are you listening?” There was no answer. 
 
    I nibbled my bottom lip, wondering what I should do. Short of sneaking back into the Otherworld, which would immediately render my agreement with Maeve null and void, I couldn’t think of any way to find Sín until he was ready to be found. The problem was, he was even better at glamours than I was. If he wanted to stay hidden, there was no way I’d be able to See him. 
 
    I turned back to the house with a sigh, steeling myself for the barrage of questions I’d be getting from Emily. All around me, the world was still and quiet, until something made a sound behind me. 
 
    I froze as my heart leapt into my throat. It’s just a fox or a badger or something, I told myself, but I didn’t believe it. I turned slowly, casting my Sight around quickly. I couldn’t see anything in the dark, but my Sight revealed an aura that hadn’t been there a moment before. It was sharper than a human’s but softer than a sidhe’s. It certainly wasn’t Sín’s. This one reminded me of holly, prickly dark green and red. It seemed to be low to the ground, as if whoever or whatever it was was sitting or crouching, but the road beyond the gate was deserted. 
 
    “Who’s there?” I demanded, grimacing at the wobble in my voice. I wished I had Caladbolg with me, or at least Scáth. “Come out, I know you’re there.” 
 
    For a long moment, nothing happened. Then a deep, hoarse voice called out from nowhere. “Are you the Defender? Na gCosantóirí na hÉireann?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered carefully. “Who are you? What do you want?” I was ready to bolt for the door. I hoped Emily hadn’t locked it. 
 
    One of the shadows across the road separated itself from the rest and moved closer. The light behind me picked out a vaguely human shape. As it approached, it resolved into a small man not much taller than my waist, dressed in worn clothing with lots of buttons and buckles. His head was uncovered, with dark, stringy hair and a long beak of a nose. His long feet were bare as well, caked with grime. His eyes glittered as he looked me over suspiciously, like polished onyx. 
 
    “I thought the Defender was supposed to be a great warrior,” he said with a thick Irish accent. He spoke slowly, like he hadn’t talked out loud in a long time. “Not a wisp of a chailín.” 
 
    I almost snorted at that. “Then you’ve got the wrong Defender.” 
 
    “But you are named Siobhan, are you not? The one Lia Fáil proclaimed?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s me. What do you want?” 
 
    “I came to offer you a great prize, Defender.” He looked around, as if he was afraid someone might be listening. He lowered his voice. “The means to defeat Maeve.” 
 
    Dad taught me a lot of things while I was growing up in Boston. One of the earliest ones was Don’t take candy from strangers, followed by If it seems too good to be true, it probably is. Now I had another one to pass on to my children, if I lived long enough to have any: If someone offers you the one thing you desperately need, wonder why. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked again. I cast my Sight around us, but the creature seemed to be alone. “You know my name, so tell me yours.” 
 
    “Blathmac,” he said, “Blathmac of the Mounds. Did you not hear me, Defender? I can help you against Maeve.” 
 
    “I heard you, but I don’t believe you. Why would you help me? Aren’t you on her side?” 
 
    Blathmac looked genuinely astonished and then furiously angry. “Maeve has no love in her twisted heart for my kindred. We would suffer as much as you if she breeches the gates and returns to Ireland. More so, since we refused to follow her into exile.” 
 
    “Your kindred?” I’d assumed he was some sort of goblin, although he didn’t have the assembled-from-spare-parts look those things had. “What are you, exactly?”  
 
    Blathmac bared long, yellow teeth in a bitter grin. “Do you truly not know me, Defender? Should I have worn green and danced a merry jig for you?” He spat off to the side. “Though my own kin disavow me, I am still leipreachán.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “You’re a leprechaun?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Three 
 
    Blathmac didn’t look at all like the traditional images that popped up every St. Patrick’s Day. He was ugly and unkempt and smelled musty, like he lived in the basement of an old abandoned library. If he had a pot of gold hidden somewhere, he’d long forgotten where he buried it. He glared at me, as if he read my thoughts and resented them. 
 
    “Well, Defender?” he snarled. “Why do you hesitate? Is Maeve not your enemy too?” 
 
    “She is,” I allowed carefully, “but you haven’t told me how you can defeat her and why you need me to do it.” 
 
    Blathmac hunched his shoulders. “Come to the bridge in Dún na Rí, tomorrow night when the moon is full. I will tell you then.” 
 
    “Why not tell me now?”  
 
    “Others must hear what I know and I will say it only once. Maeve’s ears are everywhere.” He peered around guiltily like an informant in a dark alleyway. “Come alone and tell no one.” 
 
    This had “trap” written all over it, but it was an incredibly clumsy one. Is Blathmac telling the truth about wanting to help me or is he just really bad at this? I couldn’t believe Maeve would try anything this obviously stupid. She was more the overwhelming force sort of Queen. “I’ll come,” I told him, “but the rest of the Order will be there too.” 
 
    “No!” Blathmac snapped. “Only you until it is time to go! Too many will ruin everything!” 
 
    “Ruin what?” I demanded. “Who else will be there?” 
 
    Blathmac gnashed his teeth and stamped his feet in barely-suppressed fury. I held my ground, but I eyed him nervously. I was a lot stronger than I looked, thanks to the ritual that made me Treorái, but Blathmac was wiry and the tips of his fingers looked more like claws than fingernails. I wasn’t sure I could beat him if he decided to attack me. 
 
    “Damn you!” he spat. “Damn all your kind! Come, then, bring your warriors if you must, but be still and be quiet until I have spoken to the cruinniú. You will not ruin this, Defender, or you will pay with your life, Maeve be damned!” 
 
    “You still haven’t told me what all this is about, Blathmac. You say you can beat Maeve, but why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Believe or not, Defender,” he sneered. “It matters not to me. But be there tomorrow, at midnight after the moon rises.” He jabbed a gnarled finger to the west. I glanced that way, but there was nothing there except darkness. When I looked back, Blathmac was gone. 
 
    I jumped back with a gasp and searched around with my Sight, but his aura had vanished. I listened intently, wondering if he was about to jump out of the shadows and attack me, but the night was absolutely still except for the thudding of my heart in my chest. 
 
    I sprinted for the door and yanked it open, jumping through and slamming it closed in record time. I locked it and set my back against it, thankful for its solid weight between me and whatever might be outside. 
 
    “Well, that was dramatic.” 
 
    I yelped and literally jumped straight up, landing with my knees bent and fists raised. Emily gaped at me from the entrance to the sitting room. 
 
    “What in the world, Shy?” she demanded. “What’s got you all in a tither? Did something happen?” Her face darkened in angry suspicion. “Did Garrett try something? I swear, I’ll –” 
 
    “No! Garrett’s fine, it’s –” My knees gave out on me and I flopped into the wooden chair we used to keep visitors’ coats off the floor. I’d had too many shocks in too short a time. My hands were shaking and I had to grip them together to keep them still. “I think I met a leprechaun.” 
 
    Emily blinked at me and then snorted. “Get on with you,” she laughed, waving away what she obviously figured was a feeble attempt at a joke. Then she took a closer look at my face and sobered right up. “You’re serious. A leprechaun? For real?” 
 
    “For real. Not the nice kind, though.” The kind that fits in nicely with the other nightmares I have, I thought gloomily, but at least I was past my immediate crisis. “Where’s Dunaree and what’s a croony-oo?” 
 
    “Siobhan.” We both started and turned to look at Muirenn, standing at the far end of the dining room table. “Come here, child, and tell us what happened.”  
 
    Muirenn had been old when I first met her and she’d aged a lot more in the two months since. She still wore black in mourning for Phelan and the look on her withered face was grim. She waved Emily and me to the hard-backed chairs set against one wall and sat herself down carefully across from us, resting both gnarled hands on the grip of her shillelagh as she peered at me. 
 
    I relayed the conversation between Blathmac and myself as best as I could remember it. Emily stared at me wide-eyed, but Muirenn just sat in silence, her thin lips pinched tightly together. 
 
    “He tricked me into looking away and disappeared,” I told her. “I didn’t know where he was, so I ran inside.” 
 
    “That is ever their way,” Muirenn said darkly. “You cannot take your eyes off them for a moment, lest they vanish.” 
 
    “That’s what makes them so hard to catch,” added Emily. 
 
    “Why would I want to catch one?” I asked dubiously. If it weren’t for the fact that Blathmac claimed he could help us against Maeve, I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near him. 
 
    “For their treasure, of course.” Emily said it like I was a complete idiot. 
 
    “They really have pots of gold?” 
 
    Muirenn made a rude sound in her throat. “Ignore the stories you’ve seen on the television and in the cinemas, Siobhan. Leprechauns are real, but they are nothing but greedy, prideful scavengers best ignored and forgotten.” 
 
    “Except this one says he has something that can defeat Maeve.” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes,” Muirenn admitted reluctantly. “But why? Why would he come to you and offer it so freely? What does it gain him?” 
 
    “He said the leprechauns are in trouble if Maeve invades, that she’ll punish them for not joining her.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” protested Emily. “Leprechauns are solitary fairies. They don’t stay together like the sidhe or the goblins. I’d be surprised if there were two of them within a hundred kilometers of here.” 
 
    “He said he had to talk to the ... the cranny-oo or whatever it was. What’s that?” 
 
    “Cruinniú,” said Muirenn thoughtfully. “It means meeting, or gathering.” 
 
    “That sounds like more than one to me. Are the leprechauns getting together for some reason?” 
 
    “The solstice is coming up,” said Emily doubtfully. “But that’s more than a week away and the leprechauns have nothing to do with that anyway. What’s tomorrow?” 
 
    “Wednesday?” I suggested. Emily gave me a look and Muirenn just shook her head. “Where’s Dunaree, then? Is it important?” 
 
    “Dún na Rí is a forest,” said Muirenn, “not far from the coast to the north and east.” 
 
    “Does it have a bridge? Blathmac mentioned one.” 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    “Is there something significant about it?” 
 
    “Not that I know of, except ...” Muirenn’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “What?” Both Emily and I leaned in eagerly. 
 
    “It is said that the great hero Cú Chulain camped in Dún na Rí while he single-handedly fought Maeve’s armies.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked excitedly, but Emily looked at me askance. 
 
    “Do you have any idea who Cú Chulain was?” she asked tartly. 
 
    “No,” I admitted, “but he had to be really special to fight an army by himself, right? Maybe that’s what Blathmac has in mind, a way to make me like that.” 
 
    “Cú Chulain was the son of Conchobhair’s sister Diechtine and Lugh, a King of the Sidhe,” said Muirenn dryly. “You’ve accomplished much, Siobhan, but I can think of no power on earth that would make you his equal.”  
 
    “Oh.” I tried to look disappointed to disguise the excited thrill that shot through me. I’m the daughter of one of Conchobhair’s descendants and a Sidhe princess. That’s almost the same, isn’t it? “Still,” I said carefully, “there has to be something to all this. Blathmac wouldn’t just ask me to show up in the middle of a forest for no reason, would he?” 
 
    “I cannot imagine his purpose. This is so unlike what we know of the leprechauns, to freely approach a human and offer a great gift without demanding something in return.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll find out what it is tomorrow night, then.”  
 
    Muirenn’s shillelagh boomed on the floor, rattling the plates in the sideboards. “No, it’s too dangerous!” she snapped. “I forbid it.” 
 
    That got my dander up. I had a lot of respect for my great-aunt and the power twisting inside her shillelagh just plain scared me, but I was the Defender of Ireland, not her. “I have to go, Aintin,” I told her flatly. “If there’s any chance that Blathmac is telling the truth, we need to check it out.” 
 
    “And what would your father say, if I let his only child consort with leprechauns in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “I won’t be alone,” I countered. “I’ll ask Garrett to go with me and I’ll call Tim and Nick, too.” 
 
    “And me!” Emily insisted. Muirenn and I both turned on her. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Muirenn stated in a voice as cold as a glacier. 
 
    “You can’t go, Em,” I told her. “It’s too dangerous!” 
 
    “Why is it dangerous for me and not for you, then?” she asked sharply. 
 
    “Because I’m the Defender! I have Caladbolg and special powers and ... and stuff, and you don’t.” 
 
    “I can have them, too! Nick can give me a tattoo tomorrow and I can swear fealty to you right after. I want to join the Order, Shy!” she pleaded. “I’ve been waiting for you to ask me, but you’ve been so distracted.” 
 
    “Em –” I didn’t know how to explain it to her without hurting her feelings. I didn’t want her to join the Order. I couldn’t live with myself if she got hurt or killed. Muirenn had no compunctions about refusing her, though. 
 
    “You cannot,” she declared. “For centuries, the Warriors of the White Branch dedicated their lives to protecting the innocent and defending the weak and the helpless. They may be disbanded now,” Muirenn fixed me with an accusing glare, “but the Order of the Shamrock continues that sacred duty. It is a calling drenched in blood and pain and sorrow. You are too young to make that commitment.” 
 
    “What about Shy?” Emily argued. “She’s only sixteen!” 
 
    “Siobhan’s situation is special. She is in the direct line of descent from Conchobhair and Lia Fáil proclaimed her to be Defender and Queen.” Muirenn didn’t look too happy about either circumstance, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it. 
 
    “But I can help!” Emily insisted. “I’m in Conchobhair’s line, too!” 
 
    “Only indirectly. That is not enough.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “No, and that is final.” Muirenn’s shillelagh boomed on the floor again in emphasis, but Emily jumped to her feet with a wordless half-scream of anger and frustration and ran for the stairs. She stomped all the way up and her bedroom door slammed overhead. I got up to follow her, but Muirenn stopped me. “Let her be, Siobhan,” she said quietly. “She feels helpless, but she understands we each have our roles to play.” 
 
    I sat down reluctantly. “We need all the help we can get,” I said defensively, even though I was arguing against myself. 
 
    “We need the right sort of help, Siobhan. Numbers will not help. Maeve has far more than we will ever have.” 
 
    That was an understatement. The Order had a grand total of five members: me, Dad, Garrett, Nick, and Tim. I hadn’t even met Candace McCreary yet, and she held the third Great Weapon, Toirneach, but all that just made whatever Blathmac had in mind even more important. We had to go after anything that might give us an edge and I told Muirenn exactly that. 
 
    She looked like she wanted to argue with me, but she shook her head. “I know,” she said with a heavy sigh. “I just wish it didn’t have to be you.” 
 
    “I can handle myself,” I told her tersely. 
 
    “I know,” she admitted, surprising me, “but it is a terrible burden for a young girl.” She used her shillelagh to lever herself to her feet. “Get to bed, Siobhan. We’ll call Garrett and the others in the morning and discuss what must be done.” 
 
    Muirenn paced slowly towards the parlor and the stairs leading up to the second floor. I followed close behind her, ready to steady her if she faltered or lost her balance, but she made her way to the top with stubborn determination.  
 
    I stayed with her all the way down to her bedroom at the far end of the hall. She twisted the door knob to let herself in, but then paused to look at me. In the dim light, I couldn’t make out her expression. 
 
    “Siobhan,” she said, and then she stopped, as if she changed her mind about saying something. 
 
    “Yes, Aintin?”  
 
    Muirenn let her breath out in a long, slow exhalation. “Good night,” she said, and she stepped into her room. 
 
    “Good night, Aintin.” She nodded silently and closed the door, leaving me alone in the hallway. I wondered what she meant to say originally. 
 
    The room right across the hall used to be Grandpa Phelan’s bedroom. Dad used it during our last trip to Ireland and now it was mine until Dad got back from Boston. It was big and dark and empty and I didn’t like it very much, but Emily was using her aunt Fiona’s old room by the stairs while she helped Muirenn over the summer holidays. 
 
    I kicked off my shoes and hung up my dress in the massive wardrobe, throwing on the Boston Celtics jersey I used as a nightshirt. I ran downstairs to brush my teeth and take care of other matters of personal hygiene, drank a glass of water in the kitchen, and trudged back upstairs, turning off the lights as I went. I was bone tired but not in the least bit sleepy, worrying about Blathmac and Maeve and leprechauns under a bridge. 
 
    I paused by Emily’s door and listened but I couldn’t hear anything. I wondered if she was asleep, but I rejected that notion quickly. She’d been really upset about not being able to join the Order and her Irish temper had only gotten worse since she turned fifteen. There was no way she’d be in bed. Hesitantly, I tapped on the door. “Em? Can I come in?” 
 
    “No.” Her voice was muffled by something more than just the thick wooden door. “Go away.” 
 
    I ignored her and opened the door anyway. Emily was lying face down on her bed, her arms wrapped around a pillow with her face buried in the linen case. She’d changed into a nightgown and her bare feet stuck out over the edge of the bed. She hunched her shoulders to let me know she knew I was there and that she didn’t want to talk to me, but I sat beside her regardless. 
 
    “I know you’re mad at me, Em.” She hmphed and twisted around to turn her back to me. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “But it’s okay if Garrett gets hurt?” she asked the headboard acerbically. 
 
    “Well, no, of course not, but that’s different.” 
 
    “Why? Because he’s a man?” Emily heaped a bunch of scorn on the word. 
 
    “No, because he was already a Warrior before and he has Sleá Lúin. He knows what he’s getting into. Emily –” I tried to take her hand but she jerked it away angrily. “Emily, you don’t realize how dangerous it is out there.” 
 
    “Don’t I?” Emily twisted herself around to glare at me. “Didn’t I help prepare Uncail Phelan’s body for his burial after the Leanan Sidhe drained every last drop of blood from his body? Haven’t I patched up the cuts and bruises of the Warriors after they drove Maeve’s creatures back through the gates time and again? Haven’t I sat by the gravesides of my friends and family who didn’t return from battle? I know it’s dangerous, Shy. I know I could die.” 
 
    I blinked at her, not quite knowing what to say. “Then why do you want to do it?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want you to die. It doesn’t matter what happens to me. I’m just an ordinary girl, but you’re an Treorái! You’re the Defender! If you die, everybody dies.” All her fierce energy drained away and she slumped, hugging her pillow against her chest. “I don’t want that to happen.” 
 
    “Believe me, I don’t want that to happen either, but Muirenn’s right. More people isn’t going to help. We need better weapons.” 
 
    “And you actually think Blathmac has something you can use?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I still hoped to get my hands on the Sword of Light, but until I could talk to Sín and the Pooka, I had no chance at all of getting it. “We’ll find out tomorrow, I guess.” 
 
    “I still want to go with you,” she grumped. 
 
    “Tromping through the woods in the middle of the night looking for a leprechaun? You’re better off staying here. At least you’ll be warm.” I wasn’t looking forward to the trip at all, but as Emily pointed out, I was the Defender. I had to go.  
 
    “Fine,” she said with poor grace, but at least her anger seemed to have abated. “I’ll stay, but you have to tell me everything.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised, “but I doubt anything will come of it. Blathmac doesn’t seem like the most reliable leprechaun around.” 
 
    “Not about him,” retorted Emily in exasperation. “About Garrett.” 
 
    “Garrett?” I looked at her blankly. 
 
    “Your date, you daft girl! What happened? Where did you go? Did you,” she leaned in and her voice dropped into a conspiratorial whisper, “do it?” 
 
    “What? No!” In all the excitement, I’d completely forgotten about our date and my cheeks blazed like a bonfire. “We kissed, but that’s all!” 
 
    Emily seized on that like a stooping hawk. “What was it like? Is he a good kisser?” She was way too eager to hear the details.  
 
    Despite my misgivings, I gave her a synopsis of the evening, but she kept peppering me with questions until she got the whole minute-by-minute breakdown. I couldn’t hide my disappointment at our goodbye kiss, but Emily somehow concluded it was my fault. She threw out a dozen things I should have done to turn up the passion level, most of which I could never imagine myself doing even in my most intimate dreams. I didn’t have enough hands to cover my ears and my face at the same time. 
 
    “Stop it!” I begged. “It was our first date, we were just nervous. I’m sure it’ll be better next time.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re going out again? Excellent!” She rubbed her hands together like she was plotting some epic crime. “When and where?” 
 
    “Saturday. We’re picking Dad up at the airport.” 
 
    “What?” she groaned in dismay. “You can’t have your father along on a date! Look, here’s what you have to do.” 
 
    I tried not to sigh out loud. I could only imagine what ideas a fifteen-year-old girl who’d never been out with a boy had in mind for a passionate second date, but if it kept her distracted from being left out tomorrow, I supposed I could put up with it. I just hoped my cheeks wouldn’t burst into flame from whatever suggestions my earthy cousin came up with. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Four 
 
    The pale sunlight oozing through the curtains teased me awake despite my best efforts to ignore it. I rolled over and pried one eye open to peek at my alarm clock, but it wasn’t there. It took a few hazy moments for my brain to realize I wasn’t actually in my old bed back in Boston. 
 
    Emily and I stayed up talking for hours last night and I didn’t remember going to bed at all. I pushed myself up into a sitting position but I couldn’t convince my eyes to stay open. The house was absolutely quiet, but the faint aroma of sausage tickled my nose, hinting that Emily was already downstairs making breakfast. She did most of our cooking and, to be honest, she also did most of the cleaning, the laundry, and just about everything else that needed to be done around the house. I don’t know where she got all that energy from. I barely had the strength to stretch and yawn. 
 
    I forced myself to slide to the edge of the bed and stand up, working my way around to the dresser more by feel than by sight. I bundled up a change of clothes and tucked it under my arm, stepping out into the hall and maneuvering my way towards the stairs. Muirenn’s door was closed, so I had no idea if she was up or not. She wasn’t usually a late sleeper, though. 
 
    I made it all the way down the stairs and into the kitchen without incident. Emily wore an embroidered linen apron over her t-shirt and jeans as she poked at the contents of her frying pan with a metal spatula.  
 
    “Good morning, Shy!” She seemed to be in a much better mood this morning. “Did you sleep well?” I mumbled something in return as I trudged past her into the bathroom and closed the door.  
 
    I started the water running in the gigantic bathtub that occupied nearly half the room, testing the temperature with my fingers. Now that summer was almost here, the antique water heater didn’t have to work quite as hard, but the result was still no better than tepid. There was no way even that feeble effort would last long, so I stripped and clambered in right away, kneeling and ducking my head under the faucet to wash my hair. By the time I soaped and splashed and shaved and rinsed, the heater had already given up and was dumping in ice water straight from the well. 
 
    A vigorous scrubbing with the towel helped restore some feeling to my arms and legs and I finished up my morning preparations, feeling almost human again as I buttoned up my blouse and tucked it into the waist of my jeans. I tossed the clothes I’d slept in into the laundry basket along with my towel and went in search of breakfast. 
 
    Emily and Muirenn were already seated at the table in the parlor. My cousin had a heaping plate of sausage and eggs and hash browns, while Muirenn tapped methodically at her soft-boiled egg perched in its little cup. Another plate sat waiting for me in front of one of the empty chairs, a twin to Emily’s hearty meal. I took my seat and picked up my fork reluctantly. I’d much rather have a simple bowl of corn flakes in the morning, but Emily refused to believe me when I suggested it to her once. She took the whole “breakfast is the most important meal of the day” thing way too seriously. 
 
    The scrambled eggs were almost dry, just the way I liked them, and the sausage wasn’t too spicy. To save time, I scooped some of the eggs and a few slices of sausage onto a piece of toast and rolled it up like a breakfast taco. Emily watched me dubiously, but I guess Muirenn was resigned to my foibles. She ignored me as she removed the top shell from her egg and dabbed a stick of toast into the runny blob of yolk like she was poking at Humpty Dumpty’s brains. I had to avert my eyes so that I could finish my own meal. 
 
    “You still intend to go to Dún na Rí tonight, Siobhan?” Muirenn’s question caught me in mid bite and I had to chew and swallow quickly. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Some of the crumbs caught in my throat and I had to wash them down with a gulp of milk before I started coughing. Emily and Muirenn were drinking tea, as usual. “We have to find out what Blathmac is up to.” 
 
    “The entire Order must go with you, save your father, of course.” Emily looked like she was about to add something, but she subsided with a dissatisfied look on her face. 
 
    “That’s the plan. I’ll call Garrett and Nick as soon as we’re done here.” 
 
    Muirenn nodded thoughtfully. “And what of Candace?” 
 
    “Candace? McCreary?” Muirenn nodded again. “She’s not a member of the Order.” 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    “Well –” Truth be told, I didn’t have a good reason, except that she’d been out of the country during our adventure in the Otherworld and I’d completely forgotten about her afterwards. “I don’t have her number.” Muirenn’s expression told me exactly how lame that sounded. “Does she even want to join the Order? None of the other Warriors of the White Branch volunteered to.” 
 
    “Her wants are irrelevant,” said Muirenn irritably. “She has Toirneach. We need all of the Great Weapons if we are to prevail.” 
 
    “I can ask Nick,” I said hesitantly. “He probably knows how to get hold of her. But what if she says no?” What if she thinks a sixteen-year-old girl who stumbled into all of this by accident shouldn’t be leading the fight against Maeve? I certainly didn’t. 
 
    “Then she must surrender Toirneach to another.” A speculative glint appeared in Emily’s eye, but I pretended not to notice. 
 
    “Can she do that?” As far as I knew, Caladbolg and Sleá Lúin were bound to their owners until their deaths and I assumed Toirneach was the same. Muirenn shifted uncomfortably in her chair. 
 
    “There are ways,” she stated, daring me to ask what they were with narrowed eyes. I didn’t have the courage. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll figure something out.” I looked at the remnants of my makeshift Sausage McMuffin and heaved a mental sigh. I was already getting full, but I forced myself to take another bite. 
 
    “Have you told your father about this?” Muirenn went on. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ll call him later. He’s not even up yet.” The five hour difference between Ireland and Boston really messed up communications, so we mostly relied on texting and emails. At least I had a proper Irish sim card in my phone now, although I needed an adapter for the charger. “Do you think he might have an idea what Blathmac is talking about?”  
 
    “Perhaps.” Dad was a professor of Celtic Mythology, but I doubted even his extensive book collection had any mention of Blathmac of the Mounds. We had to go to Dún na Rí to discover the truth and Muirenn knew it. She took a last sip of her tea and set her cup aside. “Emily, make up the fire before you finish your chores. It’s chill this morning.” 
 
    Emily shot me a look. It wasn’t any colder today than it was yesterday, but she jumped to her feet and hurried to the huge stone fireplace that took up most of the wall of the parlor. The turf – little bricks of compressed peat moss – was already stacked inside, so all she had to do was strike a long match and hold it to the corner of the bottom brick. It took a while to catch, but it finally started glowing and smoking. There were almost never any flames in a turf fire, but it would cast a decent warmth for a good long while. 
 
    Muirenn made her way to her usual chair at the side of the hearth, lowering herself down on the cushion with the help of her shillelagh. She cast a sour eye at the turf and pulled her knitted shawl closer about her thin shoulders, settling into place like an angry crow looking over a battlefield. 
 
    Emily and I cleared away the breakfast dishes and stacked them in the sink to soak for a while before we washed and dried them. While she went to start the first load of laundry, I ran upstairs to my room to grab my phone off the charger stand and turn it on. I stood beside the window while it blinked its lights and struggled to display more than one bar. I knew from experience it was a futile effort. I was lucky to get any signal at all out here. 
 
    The phone chimed to tell me there was a message for me and I pulled it up eagerly. It was from Dad: Movers coming tomorrow, just about got everything packed up. Found your Little Pony collection in the back of your closet. Do you still want it? 
 
     I rolled my eyes and tried to think of a suitably sarcastic reply that didn’t involve acronyms or emoticons that Dad wouldn’t understand. I finally settled for No thanks. Give them to some deserving girl whose age doesn’t end with teen. I followed it up with Call me when you’re up and tell me everything you know about leprechauns. 
 
    The next part required me to take a few deep breaths before I opened up my contacts and scrolled down to Garrett’s number. I stared at it for a long time, wondering what I should say when he answered. Hello. Good morning. Did you sleep well? I had a wonderful time last night. None of those really sounded like me, but I wasn’t sure what would. I finally poked the call button and prayed for inspiration as the weird Irish double ringing tone sounded in my ear.  
 
    Beep-beep, beep-beep, beep-beep. It cut off suddenly and I waited for his voice. After a few seconds of silence, I asked, “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, this is Garrett O’Connor. Sorry I missed your call. Please leave your name and number at the tone and I’ll return your call promptly. Beep.” 
 
    I hadn’t expected to reach his voicemail. I assumed he’d jump on the phone as soon as my name popped up on his screen. It took me a while to realize that it was still recording my message, which consisted entirely of silence up to now. 
 
    “Oh, uh, hi. It’s me, Shy, I mean Siobhan. No, I guess you know me as Shy, heh.” I winced at how idiotic that sounded, but I forged on anyway. “Call me when you get this message, something’s come up, something important. I need to talk to you. Um, okay, bye.” I couldn’t hang up fast enough.  
 
    I replayed my message in my head and groaned. “God, he probably thinks I’m breaking up with him.” I banged my phone against my forehead as penance for my brain hiccup. I almost called him back right then, but I managed to talk myself out of it. I’d be able to explain everything properly when we actually talked. Maybe. 
 
    My second call went much better. Nick answered after the second beep-beep, although he sounded a bit muzzy. “’Lo?” 
 
    “Nick? This is Shy.” 
 
    “Shy?” I heard a faint bump and thump in the background and winced as I envisioned him falling out of bed onto the floor. “What time is it?” 
 
    I had to check my phone for the answer. “8:50.” 
 
    “In the morning?” 
 
    “Yes,” I snorted. “When did you get to bed?” 
 
    “About two hours ago.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    “Nah, sleep’s overrated.” The jaw-breaking yawn I heard contradicted him. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I need you and Tim to come up to the farmhouse today. I called Garrett too.” 
 
    “Oh?” Nick sounded a lot more alert now. “What happened?” 
 
    “I met a leprechaun last night.” 
 
    “Right. It’s way too early in the day for jokes like that, Shy.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Nick.” I could almost see the incredulous look on his face in the silence that followed. 
 
    “A leprechaun? A short little man in a green coat cobbling shoes?” 
 
    “Yes to short and little, no to the coat and shoes. And before you ask, no pot of gold, either.” 
 
    “Who you talking to so loud?” That was Tim’s voice in the background. He sounded awfully hoarse. 
 
    “It’s Shy. She says she saw a leprechaun.” 
 
    “G’wan. Them little buggers don’t go showing themselves around.” 
 
    “She says she did.” 
 
    Tim made a rude noise. “Prolly just a goblem. Gobbin. Goblin. Ugly little scuts like peeking in girl’s winders.” 
 
    “They do?” I asked, suddenly alarmed. I peered out my window, just to be sure, but I was way up on the second floor. There was no way Blathmac or a goblin or anyone else could be looking in. 
 
    “You can safely ignore just about anything Tim tells you,” Nick assured me. “He’s still recuperating from last night.” 
 
    “Oh, right, the band. Is he going to be able to come over? He sounds, well, awful.” 
 
    “He’ll be fine after a cold shower. It might take me a while to get him into one, though. He’s a lot bigger than I am. We should be there by noon, unless there’s a rush?” 
 
    “No, that should be fine. Thanks, Nick.” 
 
    “Anything for the anointed Queen of Ireland,” he chuckled. “We’ll see you there in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “All right. Oh, wait! Don’t hang up!” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you know how to get hold of Candace McCreary? Aintin Muirenn thinks she should be here too.” 
 
    “Candace? Sure, I can give her a call, but don’t you have her number?” 
 
    “No, we’ve never met.” 
 
    “Really?” Nick sounded puzzled. “That’s strange. Well, I’ll see if she can join us. Anything else?” 
 
    “No, that’s it, thanks.” 
 
    “So how’d the rest of your date go with Garrett?” 
 
    That caught me by surprise. “It was fine!” I squeaked. I cleared my throat as my cheeks burned with the heat of a thousand suns. “Fine,” I tried again. “Everything was just fine.” 
 
    Nick laughed gently into my ear. “Fine is good. We’ll see you at noon, Shy. Later.” He hung up and I let my breath out in a long, slow sigh. 
 
    Emily was already hard at work stripping the sheets from the beds when I stepped out into the hall, but she spotted me before I could duck back out of sight. I resigned myself to logging a few more miles trudging up and down the stairs as we changed the linens and started the first load in the ancient washing machine in the back room.  
 
    While it chugged away, we took care of the dishes and the sweeping and the dusting. I thought the house was pretty spotless to start with, since we didn’t have many visitors these days, but Muirenn’s watchful eye didn’t allow for any slacking.  
 
    Muirenn didn’t own a dryer, so we piled the damp sheets into a wicker basket and went outside. I held it up while Emily pinned the linen to a long cord strung between the house and a post set by the wall encircling the yard. We’d rung out the sheets by hand but the line still sagged alarmingly, so we had to reserve the middle section for the smaller articles that would come later. There was no breeze, so the linens hung like sheets of paper waiting for the feeble sun to do its work.  
 
    “So what sort of tattoo were you thinking of?” I asked, placing a pillow case in Emily’s outstretched hand. 
 
    “Hrm?” She had a couple of wooden clothespins in her mouth as she stretched up on her tiptoes to reach the line. 
 
    “Your tattoo. The one you wanted Nick to do.” 
 
    She plucked a pin from her lips and jabbed it onto the line, securing the pillow case in place. “What does it matter?” she asked shortly. “I can’t get it until I’m eighteen.” 
 
    “I was just curious.” Clearly my conversational gambit wasn’t having the effect I hoped for. I handed her the last pillow case from the basket. 
 
    “A tiger.” 
 
    “A tiger?” Emily looked at me over her shoulder like she was daring me to question her taste in tattoos. “Are there tigers in Ireland?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” She hung the pillow case, stepped back to assess our efforts, and then headed for the house with me trailing behind. “I want it to be something dangerous and fierce.” 
 
    “Oh.” I had trouble imagining skinny little Emily O’Neill as dangerous, although she was certainly fierce when she got angry. “What sort of power do you think you would have?” My shamrock gave me luck, Tim’s Celtic animals made him a shapechanger, and Garrett’s dragon gave him awesome skills with the Spear. A tiger sounded incredibly violent. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Only a few are blessed with new abilities when they’re given their marks. The holders of the Great Weapons do, for certain, and a few others like Nick and Tim. Most are just better warriors, stronger and fitter.” 
 
    Now that I thought of it, Dad never mentioned anything about any new powers after he got his tattoo, a claddagh ringed with a chain that symbolized his bond with Mom. I wondered if he didn’t have any special capabilities or if he didn’t want me to know for some reason. I made a mental note to ask him when he called. 
 
    With the second load of clothes still thumping away in the washing machine, we finally ran out of things to do for the moment. Emily went into the parlor to check on Muirenn, which I thought was just asking for more chores, but Muirenn seemed to be in a pensive mood. She caught me peeking in from the kitchen and summoned me with a finger. 
 
    “Siobhan,” she said gravely, “we must talk.” 
 
    “Yes, Aintin?” I stood in front of her with my hands clasped nervously in front, like I’d been summoned to Mother Superior’s office back in Boston. 
 
    “Maeve will not wait out the year before she strikes again, I am certain of it. She’ll find a way around your bargain with her, without breaking the letter of the agreement.” 
 
    “I know that.” The attacks by the Morrigan in the Otherworld and the Dark Man in Boston made that perfectly clear. “That’s why this thing with Blathmac is so important. We need every weapon we can find.” 
 
    “I agree, but I fear that whatever he will offer will not be enough, even with our Great Weapons.” 
 
    That was exactly why I wanted to get the Sword of Light before Maeve did, but I wasn’t ready to reveal my plan yet, not until the Pooka confirmed whether it was even possible. “What else is there? Do you know where we can find any other ancient weapons we can use?”  
 
    “Most of the objects of power from olden times have been lost or destroyed,” said Muirenn. “I was thinking of something closer to hand.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like this.” Muirenn lifted her shillelagh and balanced it in both hands. “Last April, after Phelan’s burial, you and I sat in this very room to train your Sight.” 
 
    “I remember.” I eyed the blackthorn stick uneasily. 
 
    “Do you recall the first thing you Saw?” 
 
    “That,” I said, pointing at her cane, “or what was inside it, anyway.” Emily, kneeling on the hearth to poke at the turf fire, looked up at me in surprise and then stared at the shillelagh like she’d never seen it before. Muirenn nodded. 
 
    “What you Saw was the manifestation the power I have gathered, bit by bit, over the decades since I first became a Warrior of the White Branch. Tell me, what does it look like to your Sight?” 
 
    I closed my eyes, the better to use my Sight. In the darkness, a bright indigo fire crackled beneath the surface of the wood, trying to get out. “Like bottled lightning.” 
 
    “An apt description.” Muirenn laid the shillelagh across her thighs and rested her hands on top. “If this stick is broken, that power will be released in an instant.” 
 
     “What happens then, Seanmháthair?” asked Emily uneasily. “A fire? An explosion?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Muirenn admitted. “Never have I stored so much power for so long. Years ago, I feared to use this weapon in battle, believing it to be too feeble. Now, I fear it is far too powerful. Even Maeve, I think, would not be able to withstand it.” 
 
    I fought off the urge to back away. “But wouldn’t whoever broke it be right in the middle of whatever happened? That would be suicide!” 
 
    “No, the power can also be released with the proper command. Throw the shillelagh at the enemy and shout the word, and then –” Muirenn used her hands to mime a bomb going off. 
 
    “You forgot the part about ducking,” I muttered. 
 
    “Indeed.” For an old woman, Muirenn had excellent hearing. “I strongly suggest finding cover first,” she added dryly. 
 
    “Me?” I asked incredulously. “It’s your stick.” 
 
    “I am too weak now, Siobhan,” she pointed out sharply, as if she resented being reminded of her age. “When the time comes, I will teach you the word and you will carry the shillelagh into the Otherworld.” 
 
    “Can’t someone else do it?” I wanted nothing to do with a magical nuclear bomb with a short fuse. What if I said the word accidentally? I’d be a smoking hole in the ground, along with anyone else unlucky enough to be standing near me. 
 
    Muirenn clearly had no patience with my cowardice. “It is your responsibility, Siobhan. You are the Defender.” 
 
    “Okay.” I tried to look contrite, but I was already making plans to leave the shillelagh behind, maybe stuck in the back of a closet somewhere or thrown into the deepest bog I could find. Muirenn seemed mollified, though. She set the shillelagh upright on the floor and I winced at the thud of its tip on the floorboards. It was worse than being around a glass vial of nitroglycerine. 
 
    “But how did you make this?” Emily asked. She seemed more fascinated by the shillelagh than scared of it.  
 
    “This is the power granted by my mark, child. If I will it, a portion of my life essence passes into objects I hold. Over time, that essence builds up until it is released.” Emily looked doubtful and Muirenn held out her hand. “I will show you. Pass me a match.” 
 
    Emily handed her one of the long fireplace matches and Muirenn closed her eyes, rubbing the tip slowly between her fingers. In my Sight, a tiny gleaming thread snaked out from her aura, the same deep indigo I saw in the shillelagh, and made its way into her fingertips. When she opened her fingers, the thread parted, leaving a tiny dot of blue light within the matchhead.  
 
    “I don’t see anything different, Seanmháthair,” Emily complained. She, of course, had no way to See what just happened. 
 
    Muirenn held the match out towards her granddaughter and whispered a word I couldn’t quite hear. The match popped like a flashbulb and a puff of acrid smoke drifted up to the ceiling. Both Emily and I jumped back.  
 
    “And that was after just a few seconds?” I asked uneasily. “How long have you been putting your – your essence into your shillelagh, Aintin?” 
 
    Muirenn gave me a humorless smile. “About forty years,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Five 
 
    “So what do you suppose it is?” I asked. 
 
    “What what is?” Emily and I sat on the stone stoop by the front door, trying to absorb what little warmth the late morning sun had to offer. Emily leaned back on her elbows with her eyes closed like she was working on growing extra freckles on her pale skin, while I hugged my knees against my chest. 
 
    “Aintin Muirenn’s mark. The one that sucks her soul out of her body and stuffs it into pieces of wood.” 
 
    Emily opened one eye to look at me. “Is that really what it does?” 
 
    “Well, maybe,” I hedged. I tried to explain auras to her before, but I really didn’t have the vocabulary for it. It was like talking about colors to a blind person. “It’s got to be a lightning bolt or a flaming skull or something like that.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine Seanmháthair having anything like that.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine where she’d put it.” We looked at each other and shuddered. “Ew. I apologize for that mental image.” 
 
    “Too late, but I accept your apology anyway. So what do we do now?” 
 
    “Wait, I guess.” We couldn’t hang up the final load of laundry until the first lot was dry. “Nick and Tim should be here soon, though. It’s almost noon.” 
 
    “What about Garrett?” 
 
    “He hasn’t called yet.” That was starting to worry me. I would have thought he’d check his messages by now. I wondered if calling him again would seem pushy. “I guess he’s busy with the farm.” 
 
    “Aye, it’s harder now, with his father hiding in the Otherworld.” 
 
    A bitter knot twisted in my stomach. Liam O’Connor had been Grandpa Phelan’s second-in-command and he almost succeeded in sending the entire White Branch straight into Maeve’s waiting arms. The Stone of Destiny’s proclamation of me as Defender and true Queen of Ireland threw a monkey wrench into that plan, but I doubted Liam was done. After all, he was the one who sent the Dark Man after me in Boston. That way Maeve could continue to pretend she was still honoring our agreement, a binding contract that was void the instant I was dead. 
 
    “Have you seen his mother since – well, since? Garrett didn’t want to talk about her last night.” 
 
    “Mum and Da went to see her a week or so back,” said Emily. “They said she was well, but very sad. Da told me she hopes that it was just a terrible misunderstanding, that he’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Misunderstanding? He nearly killed Nick.” Emily shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t see how this is going to end well. If Liam sides with Maeve in the coming battle –” I couldn’t finish the sentence, but Emily had to know what was going through my mind. One of us will have to kill him. I really, really hoped it wouldn’t be me.  
 
    My phone tweedled and I quickly dug it out of my pocket. Emily leaned over my shoulder as I checked the caller ID. It was Garrett. 
 
    “Oh my God! Finally!” The phone tweedled again. My finger hovered over the answer button as I gave Emily a look. “Do you mind?” 
 
    “No, not at all. Go on, answer it!” Another tweedle. 
 
    “This is a personal call,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I thought you were going to tell him about the leprechaun. Since when is that personal?” 
 
    “We might talk about other things too, you know.” Tweedle. 
 
    “Really?” Emily looked far too eager. 
 
    “Get out!” I shoved her away. “I’ll tell you about it later. Maybe.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said haughtily, getting to her feet. “Tell him I said hello, at least.” 
 
    “Only if you get out of here!” Emily took her sweet time opening the door and I was forced to answer the call before it rolled over to voice mail. “Just a sec!” I said, glaring at Emily until she finally went inside and closed the door. I Saw her standing just on the other side, but I hoped the door was thick enough to muffle my voice. “Sorry about that, Emily was just – I mean, hi! Um, are you there?” 
 
    “I’m here, Shy.” Garrett’s voice sounded a bit anxious. “What’s going on? Your message was a bit, well, mysterious. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that. Everything’s fine. I was just a bit confuzzled when I called. I met a leprechaun last night.” I started counting the seconds of silence. One, two, three ... 
 
    “A leprechaun.” Those two words held a whole bunch of skepticism. 
 
    “Why does everyone say that?” I groused. “Out of all the people in the world, you’d think the Irish would believe in leprechauns.” 
 
    “Well, sure, they’re real,” Garrett allowed, “but I’ve never seen one. I don’t know anyone who has.” 
 
    “Well, now you do.” 
 
    “All right, then.” His easy acceptance made me feel a bit better. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    He listened quietly while I gave him the rundown on last night’s excitement, although I could tell he wanted to interrupt a couple of times. After I explained the plan to meet up with Nick and Tim and head to Dún na Rí tonight, he sighed in my ear. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea, Shy?” he asked uneasily. “We don’t know anything about this guy.” 
 
    “Leprechaun,” I reminded him. 
 
    “That doesn’t make me feel any better. What if Maeve put him up to it? What if it’s a trap?” 
 
    “That’s what you and Nick and Tim are for, remember? Will you be there?” 
 
    “Of course.” There was no hesitation in his voice. “I still have some things to do here this afternoon, but I can be there by six. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Sure, you can join us for dinner. Emily’s probably going to make too much food again. Keep your phone with you in the meantime, though, just in case.” 
 
    “The last time I took my phone out to the north fields, I dropped it in the bog,” he grumbled, but not very seriously. “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Be careful, Shy. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    That sounds like something Sín would say, I thought with a pang, a quote from a famous movie. I hope he’s all right. “I’ll be careful,” I said aloud. “I’ll see you when you get here. I lo–” I caught myself just in time before I uttered my usual sign-off with Dad. “I’ll talk to you later.” I tensed up, hoping he didn’t notice my verbal stumble. 
 
    “All right, goodbye, Shy.” Garrett hung up and I breathed a sigh of relief. That was close. 
 
    A sharp ping from my phone startled me, but the little cassette tape icon told me I had a new voice message. I dug into my contacts for the right number and waited impatiently for the voice to tell me I had a new message, which I already knew. As I suspected, it was from Dad.  
 
    “Good morning, Shy. I just got your message from last night. What’s this about leprechauns? Call me when you’re done talking to your boyfriends.” 
 
    He was just teasing, but I felt a surge of uneasy guilt. I hadn’t told him Garrett and I were going out and I wasn’t sure how he would react when he found out. He liked Garrett, I didn’t doubt that at all, but I didn’t know whether Dad thought of him as potential son-in-law material. Fortunately, I didn’t have to cross that particular bridge for a few more days. 
 
    I punched in his number and waited impatiently for Dad to answer. Just before I thought I’d missed him, the ringing stopped and his familiar voice brought a smile to my face. “Good morning, Shy! Or is it afternoon there?” 
 
    I checked the time on my phone. “Three more minutes to go. How’s the packing going?” 
 
    “The downstair’s pretty much done, other than the stuff in the garage. I should have the bedrooms finished today. Speaking of which, care to explain the gash in the sheetrock under that poster in your room?” 
 
    “Probably just the foundation settling,” I said hastily. Swinging Caladbolg around in my room was a bad idea, as it turned out. “So what do you know about leprechauns?” 
 
    Dad cleared his throat, but I heard the chuckle behind it. “Well, they’re nothing like the popular legends, if that’s what you mean. The whole shoe cobbling thing probably came from a misinterpretation of the name. Leprechaun comes from leipreachán, which means little body, but somebody apparently thought it actually came from leithbrágan, which means half brogue, a single shoe in other words.” In Dad’s soft Irish accent, the two words sounded nearly identical to me, so I supposed his theory was plausible. “Leprechauns are scavengers mostly, with a fondness for shiny things.” 
 
    “Like gold and weapons, maybe?” 
 
    “The older ones probably have quite a stash. There’s not a lot of gold and weapons lying around these days, but coins, keys, and cutlery have a way of vanishing mysteriously.” 
 
    “Are they dangerous?” 
 
    “They can be vicious if they’re cornered, but not, not really. They have a knack for disappearing before you can get near them.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” I muttered, remembering Blathmac’s vanishing act last night. 
 
    “Wait a minute, Shy.” Dad sounded concerned. “Have you seen one? Is that this is about?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted. I told him the whole story and about the plan to go to Dún na Rí tonight. I emphasized the fact that every member of the Order of the Shamrock except him would be with me, Great Weapons and all. 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of this, Shy. Why would a leprechaun offer you anything?” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d tell me.” 
 
    Dad was silent for a while. “You’re certain Blathmac isn’t working for Maeve?” 
 
    “He got pretty mad when I suggested that.” 
 
    “He’ll want something in return from you, something more valuable to him than whatever he’s planning to give you.” 
 
    “I figured that out already.” 
 
    “But he’s not willing to give it to you or tell you what it is until the cruinniú tonight. He wants everyone else there to see it as well, or at least bear witness to your involvement.” 
 
    “Do you know what a cruinniú is?” 
 
    “The term’s often used to describe a ceremonial gathering of some sort, but I have no idea what a group of leprechauns would be doing together. They’re solitary creatures.” 
 
    “That’s what Emily said. So I guess it’s something really important, then.” 
 
    “I suppose, but I can’t imagine what.” 
 
    “We’ll find out tonight, then.” 
 
    Dad hesitated and I knew he was tempted to tell me to stay away. “Just be very careful, Shy,” he said seriously, “and don’t trust Blathmac no matter what.” 
 
    “I trust him about as far as I can throw him,” I said wryly. 
 
    “Well, he’s a little guy. You could probably sling him a good distance if you wanted to.” 
 
    I snortled. “Hopefully I won’t have to. I’ll call you as soon as we’re done tonight. Will you be up?” 
 
    “Guaranteed.” Midnight here was only seven o’clock there, so it wasn’t much of a hardship for him. “Make sure you listen to Nick. If he says it’s too dangerous, leave immediately, no arguments.” 
 
    “I will, I promise.” In the distance, a glint of sunlight and a flash of blue caught my eye. “There’s Nick and Tim coming now. Garrett will be here later.” 
 
    “All right. Give them my regards. Take care, Shy. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Dad. Talk to you later.” 
 
    The stone wall surrounding the house was high enough to hide everything except the car’s roof, but I was able to track it as Nick threaded his way along the narrow roads. I waited eagerly for them to pull into the yard so I could give Tim a big welcoming hug. Garrett and I shared a special bond after our adventures together, but Tim was the one who first talked me into becoming the Defender so that I could rescue Dad from the Otherworld. I’d be forever grateful for that, even if he was a big thoughtless lunk with an obsession with breasts. 
 
    I stood on the stoop ready to wave as they pulled through the gate into the yard, but I only got my hand halfway up before I realized that the blue car wasn’t Nick’s old rattletrap sedan. It was a station wagon, dusty from the dirt road but a decade newer. 
 
    The driver parked along the inside edge of the wall and sat for a moment before getting out. I couldn’t see who it was through the windows and I wondered if it was just someone visiting Muirenn, although my great-aunt didn’t seem to have any friends to speak of. Finally, the car door opened and the driver stepped out, looking at me across the roof with an unreadable expression. I just stared back at her. 
 
    She was a tall black girl, maybe a couple of years older than me, with corn-row braids dangling past her shoulders. She slammed the door closed and walked around the station wagon, stopping in front of it with her fists on her hips. Her arms were bare and I could see the cords of her forearms clearly against her medium brown skin, along with an alarming number of scars. Her dark chocolate eyes looked angry. 
 
    I had no idea what to say. I wasn’t prejudiced or anything – my neighborhood back in Boston was seventy-five percent black – and I’d seen a lot of blacks in Dublin, but I frankly hadn’t expected to encounter one out in the middle of the Irish countryside. She didn’t seem inclined to speak first, though, so I forced my balky social skills into action. 
 
    “Hello?” I asked tentatively. “Can I help you?” 
 
    The expression on her face highlighted her doubts in that regard. “You’re the Defender, now, hey?” It took me a moment to parse her accent, which was thicker than Garrett’s. 
 
    “Um, yes?” That threw me for a loop. Does everybody in Ireland know I’m the Defender? At least she’s human. Or at least she looked human. I checked her aura quickly, but it was the usual soft-edged type, deep azure and violet. “Are you one of the Warriors?” I didn’t remember seeing her around before, but then I hadn’t met very many of them before I disbanded the whole group. She just crossed her arms and cocked her head back and sideways in an unmistakable Are you kidding me? posture. Her attitude was starting to get to me. “Excuse me, who are you?”  
 
    She shook her head with a sigh I heard all the way across the yard. She spun on her heel and popped open the hatch on the back of the station wagon, reaching in to extract something long and thin wrapped in a bundle of heavy cloth. She removed the covering with a practiced motion and turned back to me with the object resting casually on her shoulder. 
 
    It was about four feet long, with a carved handle of dark wood and a two-sided head of polished iron, or maybe silver. The blade looked like a long, thin tomahawk, counterbalanced by a fist-sized anvil on the other side. The markings on the weapon looked vaguely familiar and I stepped down from the stoop to get a closer look. After a moment, I realized where I’d seen something similar: the engravings along the haft of Garrett’s Spear, Sleá Lúin. 
 
    “That’s Toirneach!” I gasped. “The Hammer!” She raised a eyebrow at me. “Oh my God, you’re Candace McCreary!” 
 
    Candace rolled her eyes to the heavens. For a girl who didn’t say much, she certainly had a knack for conveying her thoughts very effectively. Her message was very clear: Duh.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize,” I stammered. “Nobody told me you were –” I caught myself just in time. “Coming.” 
 
    “I heard you were back from America. I came to see what the fuss was all about.” She looked me over slowly, her full lips pursed in disapproval. 
 
    “I guess Nick told you about the leprechaun, then?” She stared at me blankly. “The leprechaun I met last night. Nick didn’t mention it when he called you this morning?” 
 
    “I haven’t talked to Nick in weeks.” Candace shifted the Hammer to her other shoulder and pulled a cell phone out of her back pocket, glancing at the display. “Huh.” She thumbed the volume control up and tucked it away. “What’s this about a leprechaun? Are you serious?” 
 
    I resigned myself to recounting the situation again for the fourth time. Candace listened with a skeptical expression, shaking her head several times but keeping her thoughts to herself. “So we’re planning to head to Dún na Rí tonight. You’re coming with us, right?” Candace looked unenthused. 
 
    “You don’t think your new Order can handle one little leprechaun?” She couldn’t quite keep the sneer out of her voice. 
 
    “We can handle one just fine,” I retorted, “but we don’t know who else or what else will be there too. We should have all three Great Weapons there, just in case.” 
 
    Candace didn’t respond right away. She swung Toirneach like a golf club while she thought, the snick snick of the blade slicing through the grass at her feet setting my teeth on edge.  
 
    “I don’t belong with you,” she said finally, still staring down at her toes. “I’m not a member of the Order.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. Or,” I suddenly realized what she was probably hinting at, “we can do the ceremony before we go.” 
 
    She looked up in surprise and then a flash of anger crossed her face for a moment. “I don’t want to join your Order,” she said with a bitter edge to her voice. “I didn’t want to be a Warrior in the first place.” She steadied herself with a visible effort and lifted Toirneach up over her head, twisting it to catch the sunlight on its blade. “I only took this so my father wouldn’t have to.” 
 
    “I heard he was ill,” I said quietly. “How is he now?” 
 
    “He had cancer. He died a month later.” Her flat tone couldn’t hide the pain and sorrow I saw in her eyes and my heart ached for her. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, I didn’t know.” I started towards her, but her glare stopped me where I was. She didn’t want my sympathy. “Why didn’t you give it up, then? Let someone else have the Hammer. It doesn’t have to be you.” 
 
    “Are you really that stupid?” she snapped. “I’m bound to this thing, just like Garrett is to Sleá Lúin, just like you are to Caladbolg. Have you tried giving the Sword to someone else?” 
 
    “Er, yes, once.” Back when I first touched Caladbolg, before I had any idea what it was, Emily tried to wield it after me. She could barely lift it. “I thought it was just something special about the Sword.” Come to think of it, I’d never tried to hold the Spear. 
 
    Candace shook her head at my rampant ignorance. She reversed the Hammer and held it by its head, pointed the handle at me. Cautiously, I reached out and grasped the smooth wood and then she let go. Toirneach ripped itself out of my hand and thudded onto the turf, just missing my toes. I massaged my aching fingers as she retrieved the Hammer with a smirk and tossed it in the air. I cringed as it spun like a deadly baton, but she caught easily and returned it to its spot on her shoulder. 
 
    “There are only two ways to give a Great Weapon to someone else,” she said. “The usual method is to die in battle.” She held up her free hand to display the scars on her arm. Most of them looked like claw marks. 
 
    “What’s the other way?” I asked uneasily.  
 
    “Die of old age.” Her lips twisted wryly. “That doesn’t happen often.” 
 
    “I suppose not.” Which way will it be for Caladbolg’s current owner? I wondered. I had a sneaking suspicion I already knew the answer to that. “So why are you here, if you’re not going coming with us?”  
 
    She looked at me with an odd sort of expression, her anger fading into uncertainty. “I don’t know. When I heard about Lia Fáil proclaiming the new Defender and Queen, I thought –” Her voice trailed off and she shook her head. 
 
    “Thought what?”  
 
    “I thought maybe this would be the person who would defeat Maeve once and for all, and that this,” she held up the Hammer, “wouldn’t be needed any more. That maybe I could just go home and live a normal life.” She sounded like she couldn’t remember what that was like. “So I came to see the Defender for myself.” 
 
    “And am I what you expected?” 
 
    “No.” She looked me straight in the eyes. “But I don’t know if that’s a bad thing or not.” She shook her head again and turned away, grabbing the cloth from the back of the station wagon and silently wrapping the Hammer up again. She set it inside, slammed the hatch, and walked around to the driver’s door. 
 
    “Come to Dún na Rí with us tonight, Candace,” I called. “We could use your help.” 
 
    She stopped and finally looked at me again. I thought for sure she was going to say no, but she finally jerked her head in the briefest of nods. 
 
    “I’ll meet you there,” she said. She climbed in and started the car, backing up and heading out the gate without a backwards look. I stood in the yard and watched her until she was completely out of sight.  
 
    Being a hero sucks, I thought, and I trudged into the house with a heart that felt it was made of lead. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Six 
 
    It was a two hour drive from Tulsk to Kingscourt, the closest town to Dún na Rí, and the sun set long before we turned onto the main street, a narrow two-lane road lined with the usual collection of churches, shops, and pubs. If it weren’t for the cars parked in front of the latter and the lights in their windows, I would have thought the town was deserted. 
 
    I sat with Garrett in the front seat of his car, holding Caladbolg in its sheath between my legs with one hand and trying keep Sleá Lúin’s tip from gouging a hole in the dashboard with the other. Nick and Tim were supposed to be following us in their car, but they had to stop for gas back in Longford and we hadn’t seen them since. Tim assured us by phone that they were only a few minutes behind us, but I couldn’t help but worry. 
 
    “Do you think we should wait for them?” I asked, glancing back over my shoulder. There was no one else on the road.  
 
    “We could,” Garrett allowed as he threaded the needle between the center divide and the parked cars. Those were the first words we’d exchanged in the last half hour. “We’re just a couple of kilometers away from Dún na Rí, though. We might as well go ahead and check it out.” 
 
    “I guess.” I’d spent most of the trip replaying my conversation with Blathmac over and over again, trying to figure out if he really intended to help us or was setting us up for some horrible trap. Now I was a nervous knot of tension and I had to remind myself to loosen my grip on our weapons before my fingers started cramping. “Should we try calling Candace again?” 
 
    “She didn’t answer the last two times we tried. I doubt she’s going to answer now. We’ll find out soon enough if she’s coming.” 
 
    I gave a noncommittal grunt. Although our first encounter hadn’t gone all that well, I really hoped Candace would be there, if only so that we’d have all three Great Weapons together. Unless it really is a trap, suggested that traitorous little voice in my head. Remember what they say about having all your eggs in one basket? I chose not to share that particular worry with Garrett. 
 
    After two blocks, he turned left at a roundabout onto the road to Carrickmacross. Less than a minute later, we were back out in the countryside, flanked by trees on both sides and shrouded in darkness. The road snaked back and forth, illuminated only by Garrett’s headlights, and I peered out through the windshield. It was hard to tell for sure against the night sky, but I thought the trees on the left were taller and denser than the ones on the right. I knew we were close, but even though I was looking for it, I didn’t see the entrance until we were right beside it. 
 
    “Wait, stop!” I shouted. “I think that’s it!” 
 
    Garrett slammed on the brakes and I grabbed the Spear to keep it from going through the windshield. He backed up until we were right in front of the drive. A tiny brown sign with white lettering confirmed our location: Dún na Rí Forest Park. 
 
    We turned into the entrance but we didn’t get very far. A wooden gate blocked the way and a small placard on one of the posts informed us that the park would be open at 8 AM. “Well, that’s a bit of a problem,” mused Garrett, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. 
 
    “It’s just a little fence,” I pointed out. “We can climb over, no problem.”  
 
    “The car can’t.” Garrett pointed to a prominent No Parking sign off to the side. 
 
    “It’s the middle of the night,” I argued. “Who cares if we leave the car here?” 
 
    “No one, probably, but if someone does, it’s a long hike back home.” 
 
    “Well –” I hadn’t noticed any other place to park along the way, but then I didn’t know we needed one. “Let’s see what Nick and Tim say when they get here.” 
 
    Garrett nodded. “Notice anything missing?” 
 
    “Missing?” I looked around but nothing caught my eye. 
 
    “No other cars. Candace isn’t here.” 
 
    “She isn’t here yet,” I pointed out. “It’s not midnight yet.” We still had half an hour before our appointment with Blathmac. He nodded silently and looked past me down the road towards Kingscourt, probably looking for Nick’s headlights. I did the same. 
 
    I tried not to peek at the clock on the dashboard, but it seemed like ages before a white light outlined the tree branches back the way we came. A car engine whined as its driver down-shifted and Nick’s battered blue contraption rattled into view. He turned deftly into the entrance and pulled up right beside us. Nick lowered his window and I did followed suit. 
 
    “Hope we didn’t keep you waiting,” he said. He stuck his chin out to the gate. “I guess we’re walking from here.” 
 
    “Is it okay to leave the cars here?” I asked. “Garrett’s afraid we’ll get towed.” 
 
    “Nah, with the lights off, no one will even notice we’re here. Just pull off to the side so you’re not blocking the way.”  
 
    Nick immediately shifted into reverse, backed up twenty feet, and then bumped his way over the curb onto the verge right beside the No Parking sign. With a sigh, Garrett did the same on the other side and we all got out. I settled Caladbolg’s scabbard over my shoulder, making sure the hilt was within easy reach, while Garrett extracted the Spear and rested it on his shoulder like a fishing pole. 
 
    With the headlights off, it was pitch black outside, other than a faint glow to the south that was probably Kingscourt. Fortunately, Nick and Garrett had planned ahead for this and they each pulled a flashlight out of their jacket pockets, completely ruining my night vision all over again. 
 
    Tim tried pulling on the gate, but it was securely latched with a padlock. The small pedestrian gate beside it was locked as well and a quick survey with the flashlights failed to reveal any other openings. Garrett shrugged and clambered over the gate, which was only chest high, and then helped me over. The wooden crossbars creaked alarmingly under Tim’s weight, but it survived and Nick finally joined us inside. 
 
    The road curved away to the right between the trees and we started hiking along it, keeping our lights low to the ground to pick out any obstacles and avoid alerting anyone else that we were there. All three of the men wore light jackets, jeans, and work boots for the hike, while I hugged myself in my t-shirt, blouse, sweater, windbreaker, and sneakers. I hadn’t planned on going for a midnight stroll in the woods when I packed for my stay at Muirenn’s. 
 
    Dún na Rí was absolutely quiet. No animals scurried in the underbrush, no birds or bats flitted through the air, no breeze rustled the branches, just the scrape of our shoes on the pavement and the thumping of my heart in my chest. Somewhere ahead, I though, there’s a bunch of leprechauns who aren’t expecting us to be here. What could possibly go wrong with this? 
 
    We reached the park’s parking lot a short while later, several long rows of slots painted on the roadway, all of them empty. We stopped at the edge of an open expanse of grass with a handful of picnic tables scattered around, trying to figure out which of the several trails disappearing between the trees would take us to the bridge Blathmac mentioned. There didn’t seem to be any signs or directions posted anywhere. 
 
    “Any ideas?” I asked finally. It was only twenty minutes until midnight now. “Where’s the bridge from here?” 
 
    “There’s actually three bridges,” Nick noted absently. He was scrolling through something on his phone, his face floating like a ghost’s in the dark. 
 
    “Three? Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “Sarah’s Bridge, the Rabbit Bridge, and Cromwell’s Bridge. They’re all on the same walking trail, so we just need to follow the Cabra River to hit them all.” He motioned to the path leading off to the right. “According to the map,” he waggled his phone, “Sarah’s Bridge should just be a stone’s throw that way.” He started in that direction and I trotted to catch up to him. 
 
    “But how are we going to know if it’s the right bridge?” I argued. 
 
    “Look for leprechauns, I suppose.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “Less talking, more walking, Shy.” Tim slapped his shovel of a hand against my butt as he passed, smiling a gap-toothed grin at the squeak that escaped my throat. He ignored my glare and lumbered after his brother, leaving me and Garrett to bring up the rear. 
 
    The park was probably really beautiful and scenic, but I couldn’t see anything except the oval of light that Garrett shone at our feet and the occasional glimpse of tree trunks from Nick’s flashlight up ahead. The path was hard-packed dirt for the most part, with large timbers set sideways on the slopes to make steps. The branches formed an archway overhead and somewhere ahead I heard the unmistakable sound of water tumbling over rocks. 
 
    Sarah’s Bridge proved to be an old stone archway completely festooned with ivy and moss spanning a narrow but deep river gorge. We paused at the near end, looking around for any sign of Blathmac or the cruinniú, but the area was still and quiet. I sent my Sight out as well, but other than us and the dim pinpricks of small animals, there was no one else around. 
 
    “So do we wait here until midnight or check out the other bridges?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s try the Rabbit Bridge.” Nick pointed to another narrow trail that followed the river bank. “It’s isolated, more like the sort of place where leprechauns would meet.” 
 
    The trail turned into a long flight of steps as we climbed an honest-to-goodness hill. The Cabra River splashed its way down beside us and the air felt damp and chill. I wasn’t exactly panting by the time we reached the top, but my legs were certainly getting a good workout tonight. 
 
    “There it is.” Nick pointed with his flashlight, highlighting a smaller bridge with wooden railings a hundred yards ahead.  
 
    “It doesn’t look like there’s any room for a meeting, even for leprechauns,” I noted. 
 
    “I think the trail opens up a bit on the other side. Let’s check it out. Cromwell’s Bridge is just a little ways further if there’s nothing here.” 
 
    We trudged up the path and trooped onto the bridge, stopping in the center of the arch to look around. The river was smooth and shallow here, until it spilled over a long rocky ledge into a rocky defile heading back down the way we came. There were no leprechauns in sight, or rabbits for that matter. 
 
    “Anything?” Garrett asked me. I extended my Sight and shook my head. “All right,” he sighed. “On to Cromwell’s Bridge. I just hope –” 
 
    The inhuman shriek that rang through the trees stopped us all in our tracks and sent my heart leaping straight up into my throat. Garrett immediately snapped his Spear into an attack position and Tim vanished in a flare of ultraviolet, replaced by a very large and very menacing hound. Nick bravely – or foolishly – stood in front, sending his flashlight’s beam around like a searchlight. The shadows seemed a lot scarier now. 
 
    “What was that?” I whispered. I lifted my hand up to Caladbolg’s hilt, although I didn’t draw it yet. 
 
    “Bean sidhe?” Garrett asked Nick. 
 
    “A banshee?” I squeaked, but Nick shook his head. 
 
    “Not the right sound,” he said tersely. “Tim?” 
 
    The hound sniffed the air all around and then growled, a deep and menacing sound. He bounded across the bridge onto the trail beyond, pausing to look back at us and bark, obviously telling us to follow him. I wasn’t so sure that was a good idea, but Nick and Garrett ran after him and I had no choice but to keep up. 
 
    The trail on this side ran right beside the river, separated by a narrow strip of coarse, muddy sand dotted with rounded stones. Tim ranged out ahead, snuffling the ground and the air, and he suddenly stopped, his head held high and alert. He whuffed once and I couldn’t figure out what that meant, but in a moment it didn’t matter, because I heard the running footsteps approaching. 
 
    Garrett and Nick stepped in front of me, but I peeked around them as they shone their flashlights down the path, catching a tall, dark figure in mid-stride. Whoever or whatever it was skidded to a halt, throwing up an arm to cover its eyes. Its other hand held a long-handled axe and I grabbed Caladbolg’s hilt, ready to rip the Sword from its scabbard. 
 
    “Candace?” Nick asked incredulously, lowering his light. Without the glare from both flashlights, I easily recognized Toirneach’s owner. She wore a dark sweater with the hood pulled up over her cornrows, but the Hammer was unmistakable. “What are you doing here?” 
 
     Candace looked as surprised to see us as we were to see her. “I heard a scream,” she stammered. “I – I thought it might be one of you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t us,” I said. “How did you get in front of us? We didn’t see your car at the gate and we came straight here.” 
 
    “I came in the other way, by Cromwell’s Bridge.” She hooked her thumb over her shoulder. “Do you know what made that sound?” 
 
    “No idea,” said Nick tersely. “But it was close. You didn’t see anything?” Candace shook her head. “Tim? Anything?” 
 
    Tim turned in a slow circle, sniffing the air. He zigzagged back and forth a couple of times, getting closer to the river each time, and then almost stuck his nose in the water. He moved along the edge, his head bobbing up and down, and then stopped and peered at something across the water. A rumble sounded in his throat, but it didn’t sound like he sensed danger. 
 
    “What is it, Tim?” I asked.  
 
    Tim splashed through the water to the other side where a rocky embankment overhung a small stretch of sand and pebbles. A dark, misshapen lump sprawled there, half in and half out of the water, but I couldn’t make out what it was. I grabbed Garrett’s flashlight and got as close as I could without getting my feet wet, shining the light across the water as Tim circled the shape carefully. 
 
    For a moment, I thought it was just an old, weathered log half-buried in the sand, but then my light caught the outstretched hand. The rest of the body was clothed in wet, wrinkled cloth, twisted in a way that didn’t seem entirely natural. I moved further along the bank, trying to get a better angle, and I finally picked out the creature’s face, wide-eyed and hook-nosed and absolutely motionless. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I whispered. My knees felt suddenly weak and the forest spun around me for a moment. 
 
    “What is that?” Garrett asked. He came up beside me and took the flashlight back before it dropped from my nerveless fingers. I had to close my eyes when he played the light over the mangled figure again. 
 
    “That’s Blathmac.” I swallowed several times before I could get the next question out. “Is he ... dead?” 
 
    “Tim?” Nick called, standing on my other side. Tim nosed the body and whined. His message was clear. 
 
    “Oh my God.” I sat back on my heels and covered my face with my hands. “What happened?” 
 
    “Can’t tell from here,” Garrett said grimly. “We can probably go around and jump down from the embankment.” 
 
    “You do that,” said Nick. “I’ll take the shortcut.” He waded straight into the river, heedless of the water splashing up to his knees and soaking his pants and boots.  
 
    Garrett touched me gently on my shoulder. “Are you okay, Shy? You can wait here if you want.” 
 
    “No, no, I’m all right,” I lied. I got to my feet with his help. “We need to know what happened.” We hurried back towards the Rabbit Bridge and, after a moment of hesitation, Candace followed us. 
 
    The woods on the other side were thick with shrubs and ferns and we had to push our way through the underbrush to reach the river bank. Nick shone his flashlight up to guide us and we made our way carefully along the edge, peering over to find a place we could climb down without landing in the river.  
 
    Garrett finally tucked his flashlight back into his pocket, laid Sleá Lúin on the ground beside him, and held on to a thick sapling that leaned out over the river. I grabbed his other hand with both of  mine and carefully backed over the edge, trying to find footholds on the moss-covered rock, but my shoes slipped and I dangled in midair, clutching desperately at his arm to keep from falling. 
 
    “Let go, Shy,” he told me, his voice strained with the effort. “It’s only a couple of feet.” 
 
    “I’ve got you.” I felt Nick’s hands on my hips and I forced my fingers to open, dropping to the uneven ground below. Nick held me until I found my balance. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told him a bit breathlessly. I looked up at Garrett, not wanting to turn around just yet. “How are you going to get down?” 
 
    “Like this.” He picked up the Spear and simply jumped off the edge, landing beside me with a grunt. A moment later, Candace did the same, almost knocking me in the head with Toirneach. Their eyes were fastened on what lay in the sand behind me and I turned around reluctantly. 
 
    Blathmac was sprawled on his stomach with his head turned away from me, for which I was thankful. One hand was caught under his body, while the other was stretched out like he was reaching for something. His legs stuck out at a strange angle from his torso, almost invisible against the dark stone under the water’s rippled surface. A thick, cloying smell mixed with something coppery, roiling the pit of my stomach, and I breathed through my mouth to keep from being sick. 
 
    “What happened to him?” I asked uneasily. “Can you tell?” I didn’t want to look too closely, but Nick and Garrett leaned over the body with the flashlights. 
 
    “That’s blood,” said Nick, sweeping his light over a wide dark patch that I’d assumed was just wet mud. There was a lot of it, oozing over the stones into the river where it was swept away downstream. 
 
    Garrett used the butt of the Spear to poke at Blathmac’s side, lifting up the edge of the leprechaun’s tattered coat. A long rent in the cloth matched the damage to his vest and shirt underneath, and something gray and red and loopy, like a tangle of rubbery tubes, spilled out from somewhere inside. My mind couldn’t make sense of the image until the thought finally popped up in my brain: Those are his intestines. 
 
    I barely made it to the river’s edge before I threw up what remained of my dinner, along with lunch and breakfast and every other meal I ever had. Garrett knelt beside me and held my hair out of my face until the spasms in my stomach finally stopped and I spat out the acid residue in my mouth. I reached out a hand to splash water in my face and rinse out my mouth, but I stopped when I remembered I was downstream from the body. That thought triggered another bout of gagging. 
 
    Garrett handed me his handkerchief and I gratefully wiped my face, too embarrassed to look at him and the others. Some Defender I am, I thought miserably. When I felt I could speak without my voice shaking, I asked, “Can you tell what did that to him? A hellhound, maybe?” The Cú Medb still gave me the shivers, even though I was almost certain we’d killed them all in the Otherworld. 
 
    “No, that’s a clean cut, side to side,” said Nick, peering closer. “Some kind of blade did this.” 
 
    “A sword, maybe?” Candace knelt beside the body, setting Toirneach head-down in the sand to steady herself. Then she glanced at her weapon and jerked it up. “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    “What?” I turned to look as she turned the Hammer over and peered closely at the tomahawk part. 
 
    “I got blood all over it, damn it.” She seemed to be more irritated than disgusted. She stuck the head into the river and swished it around, inspecting the result critically. “I’ll have to clean it properly when I get home.” 
 
    “But who did this to him?” I persisted. “Where did he – or it – go? No one came our way after he screamed and you didn’t see anyone, right, Candace?” She shook her head with a frown. “Is he still around, do you think?” I looked around cautiously, but everything was pitch black outside the small circles of light from the flashlights. 
 
    “If he is, he’s not planning to attack us, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Nick sounded awfully confident about that. 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “He would have jumped Tim and me when you three went the long way around with the Great Weapons. With all of us together, he wouldn’t stand a chance.” I wasn’t entirely convinced about his reasoning, but my Sight revealed nothing unusual anywhere around us. Whatever or whoever killed Blathmac was long gone.  
 
    “What was Blathmac doing here anyway? He was supposed to meet us at one of the bridges.” 
 
    “Maybe he was,” mused Candace. “Maybe he was attacked there and tried to escape but only got this far before he died.” 
 
    “There’s no way he’d be able to run with that sort of injury,” Garrett said doubtfully. “He’d have bled to death in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “He might have tried his disappearing trick,” Nick supposed, “but didn’t have the strength go more than a couple of hundred meters.” 
 
    The mental image of Blathmac trying to get away from his attacker with his guts hanging out did nothing for my equilibrium. “Does he still have whatever it was he wanted to give me?” I asked. I chanced a quick glance around his body but I didn’t see anything that would help us against Maeve. “Maybe in his pockets?” 
 
    Nick, Garrett, and Candace exchanged looks. None of them was eager to conduct a search and Tim, conveniently still in dog form, didn’t have any hands. Finally, Nick sighed, crouched beside the body, and methodically poked his fingers into every pocket in Blathmac’s outfit. There were a lot of them and he had to shift the body over to reach them. I stopped watching after Nick lifted Blathmac’s torso and his legs stayed behind. 
 
    Finally Nick sat back on his heels with a shake of his head. “Nothing.” He scrubbed his hands in the river and patted them dry on his jacket. “Either he was lying about it or it’s gone.” 
 
    “Or he hid it somewhere,” I suggested. “That’s what leprechauns do, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I suppose.” Nick looked down at Blathmac’s mangled corpse. “We’ll never find out where now.” 
 
    “I guess not.” What a waste, I thought sadly. Poor Blathmac. I hadn’t liked him at all, but no one deserved this sort of end. “So what now?” 
 
    “Back to Tulsk,” Nick shrugged. “There’s nothing we can do here.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we bury him or something? We can’t just leave him here.” 
 
    “Fairy bodies fade quickly,” he said. “He’ll be gone by tomorrow night.” 
 
    “But what about visitors to the park? The trail’s just over there.” The river was no more than fifty feet wide here. Blathmac’s body would be obvious to anyone walking by in the daytime. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true. We don’t need the police investigating a leprechaun murder.” I almost laughed at that, but the horror of Blathmac’s violent death was still too raw. “We don’t have a shovel, though.” Nick eyed Toirneach resting on Candace’s shoulder, but she shook her head vehemently. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she told him flatly. 
 
    “Maybe we can just pile some of these rocks on top of him, like a burial mound,” I suggested. “That shouldn’t take too long and maybe nobody would notice until, well, until he’s gone.” 
 
    “All right,” Nick sighed. “Let’s get him out of the water first, though.” He bent down to grab Blathmac’s shoulders and I very quickly made myself busy looking for large stones. “Tim, are you just going to stand there with your tongue hanging out or are you going to help?” 
 
    I sensed the ultraviolet flare of Tim’s transformation back into a human being as I dug around a promising stone. I tried to ignore the scraping sound of cloth sliding over sand and pebbles as I freed a cantaloupe-sized stone from the ground. A quick glance over my shoulder confirmed that my cousins had rearranged Blathmac’s body closer to the overhang, facing up with his eyes closed and his hands crossed over his chest like a proper corpse. His long coat hid his injuries, although I didn’t want to know what Nick had done with his guts. I carried my load over to Nick as he straightened Blathmac’s legs and stood back with an appraising frown. 
 
    “Here, will this work?” Nick took the stone with a nod and bent to place it by the leprechaun’s side. Then he paused.  
 
    “Wait a minute, what’s that?” He pointed to the sand near Blathmac’s feet. 
 
    “What’s what?” I didn’t see anything until Garrett shone his light on the spot. Scraped in the wet sand, close to where Blathmac’s outstretched hand would have been, were two letters: a capital T and an O with a dot in the middle. “Did Blathmac write that? What does TO mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Maybe he was writing a letter,” Tim suggested, dropping a large boulder beside the leprechaun’s head. “To whom it may concern.” He shrugged off my incredulous expression and lumbered off in search of another rock. 
 
    “It’s probably the start of a word,” countered Nick, “maybe a name, but he died before he finished.” 
 
    “The name of his killer?” That just sounded like bad script-writing to me, but I supposed it was possible. Nick dug out his cell phone to snap a picture of the inscription, although I couldn’t imagine what good that would do us. Were we supposed to look for someone named Tom or Tony or some unpronounceable Irish name starting with TO? That had to be a dead end, literally and figuratively. 
 
    It took us a while to find enough stones to cover Blathmac’s body so that nothing showed, even though he wasn’t much bigger than a child. Nick’s and Tim’s arms and legs were soaked from scrabbling on the river bed once we used up all the decent rocks on the shore, and Tim lifted Garrett back up to the top of the embankment to drop more stones from above. Candace watched the proceedings from the side with an uneasy look on her face, as if she wasn’t sure this was the right thing to do, but she finally went up to help Garrett.  
 
    After maybe twenty minutes, we had a decent-sized pile that looked like it would keep the forest scavengers at bay for a while. It was hard to judge how visible it would be come morning, but most of the stones matched the surrounding ground and there wasn’t an easy way for someone to get closer without getting wet, which would hopefully discourage the idly curious from messing with it long enough for Blathmac’s body to decompose or evaporate or whatever it was that fairy bodies did. 
 
    I stood by the edge of the river and looked at Blathmac’s makeshift burial mound with a heavy heart. “Should we say something?”  
 
    “Like at a church?” Tim snorted. “Leprechauns aren’t Christians.” 
 
    “Prayers at a funeral aren’t for the departed,” Garrett chided him, wrapping his arm around my shoulders. “They’re for the ones left behind.” He gave me a gently squeeze. “Do you want to say anything, Shy? You’re the only one who knew him.” 
 
    I shook my head despondently. “I didn’t know him. I barely talked to him for five minutes. But no one deserves to die like that. If we find out who did this, we’ll make them pay.” I felt more than heard Garrett’s agreement and Nick and Tim nodded their agreement. Candace looked less certain but she bowed her head as well. “I guess we should go. There’s nothing else we can do here.” 
 
    “gCosantóirí.”  
 
    I whirled at the deep voice, which seemed to come out of nowhere. Nick and Garrett shone their flashlights across the river, lighting up the trail on the other side, but the area was deserted. 
 
    “Who’s there?” I called, thankful that my voice didn’t tremble too badly this time. There was no answer and I cast my Sight out. Right in front of us, just a stone’s throw away, a prickly dark blue aura streaked with dull gray glimmered, but I couldn’t see its owner with my ordinary eyes. “Come out! I can See you, so you might as well drop your glamour!” 
 
    We waited in tense silence for several heartbeats and then suddenly a man stood there on the trail. He was bald with a full white beard and bushy brows, dressed in a complicated outfit consisting of buckled shoes, stockings, knee-length trousers, a linen shirt, and a vest, all covered by a jacket nearly the color of the trees behind him. He was also no more than three feet tall: another leprechaun. 
 
    “Tú onóir dúinn le do cineáltas, gCosantóirí,” he said with a solemn bow.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Seven 
 
    “What did he say?” I whispered to Garrett, standing close beside me. 
 
    “You honor us with your kindness, Defender,” Garrett whispered back.  
 
    “Oh, um, you’re welcome. I’m sorry about your – your –” Friend? Brother? I had no idea how Blathmac and this new leprechaun were related, although they certainly didn’t look at all alike. “I’m sorry he’s dead.” The white-bearded leprechaun just looked at me in silence and I wondered whether he spoke English. “Tell him what I said, Garrett.” 
 
    “I understand you, Defender,” said the leprechaun. His accent was as thick as Candace’s. “Your kindness does you credit but your sympathy is wasted. Blathmac did not deserve it.”  
 
    “Why? He’s one of you, isn’t he?” 
 
    “No, Blathmac was –” The leprechaun struggled for the right word and then shook his head. “Deoraíocht. Bhí sé dhíbir ón gCruinniú.” 
 
    “An exile,” Garrett translated. “He was banished from the Gathering.” 
 
    “Banished? What for?” 
 
    The leprechaun looked grim. Behind him, another one faded into view, just as bald but beardless. “What do you know of my people, Defender?” asked the first one. 
 
    “Not much,” I admitted. “You collect things, I’m told.” 
 
    “Hmpf. At least you don’t believe we cobble shoes.” The leprechaun in the back rolled his eyes but said nothing. Off to the side, two more appeared. These ones looked younger, with dark, curly hair. “We don’t ‘collect things’, Defender,” he said with a scornful huff. “Ages ago, the High Kings of Tara charged us to scour the battlefields, gathering the arms and jewels of the fallen and securing them away until they could be returned to the warriors’ kin, or ransomed back to our enemies. We have performed our duties faithfully ever since.”  
 
    “There haven’t been battles here for hundreds of years,” Garrett argued. He shifted nervously as another six leprechauns appeared on the trail behind their spokesman. They outnumbered us now, although none of them seemed to have weapons. 
 
    “There have been many, Spearman,” countered the leprechaun sharply. “Have you forgotten the Troubles already?” 
 
    “The Troubles?” I asked. “What’s that?” 
 
    “The conflicts between Ireland and Northern Ireland, back in the sixties and seventies,” Garrett told me. “Those were terrorist attacks,” he said louder, and the leprechaun shrugged. 
 
    “What matters the reason,” he said, “when the dead lie upon the ground? Our duty remains.”  
 
    “And when there isn’t any fighting?” Candace asked, a hard edge to her voice. “There’s been peace in Ireland for almost twenty years now. Have you stopped gathering valuables and hiding them away?” 
 
    The leprechaun glared at her while some his companions, who numbered at least twenty now, looked at each other with uneasy expressions. “That which is left in the open and forgotten becomes spoils,” he declared with a righteous tilt to his head. 
 
    “To be returned to their kin?” she asked acerbically.  
 
    “If the High King so wishes,” said the leprechaun with a self-satisfied smirk. 
 
    “There is no High King anymore,” Garrett pointed out, and the leprechaun’s grin just widened. 
 
    “No,” said Nick softly, “but there is a High Queen, duly proclaimed by Lia Fáil.” 
 
    The leprechaun’s smile vanished as at least thirty pairs of dark beady eyes locked on me. A few of them muttered among themselves until the first leprechaun made a curt gesture. He watched me in tense silence, waiting for me to do something. 
 
    Very carefully, I drew Caladbolg from its sheath and lifted it high over my head, making sure to sweep it around in an arc to show off the rainbow effect. “I am Siobhan Aislinn O’Connor,” I declared loudly, albeit a bit self-consciously, but I knew it was important to do this properly. “I am the last of Conchobhair’s line, the Defender of Ireland, High Queen of Ireland, and Treorái of the Order of the Shamrock.” I knew I didn’t look much like a queen right now, but I hoped I at least sounded like one. “I claim the rights and privileges of the High Kings and Queens of Tara.” I wasn’t sure I could actually do that, but it was worth a try. 
 
    Beside me, Garrett dropped to one knee and bowed his head and Nick and Tim did the same. Candace was out of sight behind me, but I heard the scrape of coarse sand as she presumably followed suit. 
 
    Across the river, one of the leprechauns near the front glanced nervously at his peers on either side and then dragged his hat from his head as he knelt with his head bowed. One by one, the other leprechauns, now more than fifty in number, did the same, until only the first leprechaun was left standing. 
 
    His lips were pressed stubbornly tight as he held my gaze, but I refused to blink first. Finally, he lowered his head and knelt as well and I let my breath out slowly.  
 
    “Stand up, please,” I told them, letting Caladbolg rest on my shoulder. “I want your friendship, not your servitude.” The lead leprechaun looked at me suspiciously, but he rose to his feet and the others did the same. 
 
    “What would you have of us, gCosantóirí?” he asked resentfully. I couldn’t help but notice he didn’t address me as mo Banríon, but I supposed that was his passive-aggressive way of saying he didn’t like me. The feeling was mutual. 
 
    “First, tell me your name.” 
 
    His eyebrows jerked up in surprise. He probably expected me to demand all of the loot they’d collected over the centuries. “Crimthann,” he said with a slight bow. 
 
    “Cree-mun.” His expression told me I didn’t get the pronunciation right, but honestly, Irish Gaelic was just strange. “You can call me Shy.” That prompted another twitch of his eyebrows but he kept silent. “So is this the cruinniú?” I asked nodding at the leprechauns arrayed behind him. Their numbers seemed to have stabilized now at about sixty. 
 
    “Those that remained,” Crimthann said shortly. 
 
    “Remained?” 
 
    “After Blathmac’s death.” He gestured to the pile of stones behind me. “Many feared that they might be next.” 
 
    “Do you know who did this? Did you see it?” 
 
    “No. I heard his cry and sensed his taisteal, but I saw nothing.” The other leprechauns indicated the same with nods or shakes of their heads. 
 
    “Do you know anyone who might have wanted to kill him?” I was starting to sound like a TV detective. 
 
    Crimthann shrugged. “He was deoraíocht,” he stated, as if that explained it. 
 
    “But why? What did he do?” 
 
    “The strictures of the High Kings were clear,” he said with a scowl. “Take from the fallen, but do not enter their homes and do not trouble the buried.” Multiple heads bobbed in agreement. 
 
    “Okay, and so?” Then the light dawned. He called himself Blathmac of the Mounds, and that dusty, musty odor that clung to him had to come from somewhere. “You mean he was a grave robber.” Crimthann gave the slightest of nods, as if he didn’t want to admit that one of his kind would be capable of such a heinous crime. I didn’t see much of a difference between taking things from a fresh corpse on the battlefield and a rotting body in a grave, but I made a mental note never to tell Crimthann how I acquired my dagger Scáth. “So you banished him from the cruinniú.” 
 
    “His words were not heard, his presence unmarked. None would speak his name except to curse it.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty lonely.” I didn’t point out that he’d mentioned Blathmac’s name several times without cursing, but perhaps it didn’t matter now that he was dead. 
 
    “He would approach us now and again, attempting to win back the favor of the cruinniú. He would offer jewels and blades and coins that he recovered, each more valuable than the last, but all of them bore the stink of the earth and we sent him away each time.” Crimthann had that righteous look in his eyes again, although some of his fellow leprechauns looked a bit regretful. “Finally, we forbade him ever to summon the cruinniú again. We would never meet with him again, in this life or the next.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    Crimthann was silent for the longest time, his face going through a whole bunch of different emotions. Finally his dark gaze dropped to the ground at his feet. “It has been ten years since we sent Blathmac away into the shadows and we thought we were well rid of him. Then last night he sent word to assemble the cruinniú here in Dún na Rí, to hear of the thing he had discovered, a thing that would forever remove the shadow of Maeve from this land.” 
 
    “But why would you agree to listen to him, after you banished him like that?” 
 
    Crimthann’s dark eyes lifted again and bored into me. “Because he claimed the Defender would be there as well. to bear witness to the truth of his words. I thought – we thought – perhaps this time he had redeemed himself.” 
 
    “Oh.” That took me aback for a moment and I wondered if I should ask him why my being here made a difference. “He did ask me to come, but he didn’t tell me what he found. He said I’d find out when I got here. What was it?” I tried not to sound too eager, but my heart sank when Crimthann shook his head. 
 
    “He didn’t say,” he sighed heavily. “And now we will never know.” 
 
    “Does anyone have any idea where he’s been recently?” I asked hopefully. “Maybe that’ll give us an idea of what he found, or at least where we might look for it.” Five dozen heads indicated their ignorance of Blathmac’s movements. “He started writing something in the sand before he died, the letters TO. Do you know what that might mean?” 
 
    Crimthann looked skeptical. “Blathmac was illiterate,” he stated firmly. “He could neither read nor write.” 
 
    “It’s right there, plain as day.” I pointed to the patch of sand where the letters were still visible, but Crimthann just shook his head stubbornly. “Well, maybe someone else wrote it.” But who? His killer, leaving a message for whoever found the body? Did we scare him away before he finished? It didn’t make much sense and Crimthann didn’t offer any alternative theories. “So what happens now?” 
 
    “Now we return to our lands and continue our labors,” said Crimthann. “Fare you well, gCosantóirí.” He bowed, although it was hard to tell if he was mocking me again. 
 
    “Wait! Aren’t you going to help us?” 
 
    “Help?” Crimthann spread his hands, indicating the crowd of leprechauns around him. “What can we do?” 
 
    “Help us find whatever it was that Blathmac discovered. If he really had something that could help us defeat Maeve, we need to find it.” 
 
    “Nothing can defeat Maeve,” Crimthann retorted. “She is too strong.” 
 
    “So you’re just going to give up?” His defeatist attitude was irritating me big time. “What about the rest of you? Are you just going to let Maeve’s army ride in and take over? Blathmac said she’ll make you suffer because you didn’t go with her into the Otherworld. Is that what you want?” 
 
    That prompted a hubbub of murmuring among the other leprechauns but Crimthann refused to bend. “Maeve has no power over us,” he declared, but the faces behind him made it clear he was lying. 
 
    “What can we do, mo Banríon?” One of the other leprechauns stepped forward, twisting his hat nervously in his hands. He might have been the one who first knelt to me. 
 
    “Bheith ciúin, Donnacán!” snapped Crimthann. The younger leprechaun hunched his shoulders but kept his worried gaze on me. 
 
    “Try to figure out where Blathmac was yesterday or the day before,” I told him. “I don’t think he would have wasted any time after finding whatever it was. It was too important to him.” The leprechaun – named Donnacán, I presumed – ducked his head and a few others echoed the motion. 
 
    “Do not enter the mounds!” Crimthann protested. “Do not desecrate the dead, unless you wish a fate like his!” He jabbed a stubby finger at Blathmac’s sad little grave. 
 
    “You don’t have to go into the mounds,” I reassured them hurriedly. “Just find out where he was.” 
 
    “We shall, mo Banríon,” said Donnacán, bowing low, and then he vanished.  
 
    One by one, the other leprechauns disappeared as well, popping out of existence as if they’d never been there in the first place. Finally, only Crimthann remained, glaring at me in resentment. 
 
    “You have doomed us, gCosantóirí,” he snarled. “Blathmac was but the first.” With that dire proclamation, he was gone, leaving the five of us alone on the sandy bar. 
 
    “What did he mean by that?” Garrett asked, jamming the butt of the Spear into the sand with a thump. “Do you think he knows more about what happened than he’s letting on?” 
 
    “I think he’s just scared.” It was impossible to get Caladbolg back into the scabbard on my back without help, so I unslung it and carefully inserted the blade back into position. I’d already gone through two scabbards – I’d lost the first one in the Otherworld during Dad’s rescue and I’d ruined its replacement during our confrontation with the Dark Man in Boston – and I didn’t want to have to ask Dad for another one. Garrett helped me get everything settled properly on my back. “He doesn’t want to admit that someone he despised might have the secret to saving them.” 
 
    “That kind of thinking gets people killed,” noted Nick. “It’s strange that he said Blathmac didn’t know how to write, though.” He shone his flashlight on the letters, still clearly visible. No matter how long I stared at them, they still said the same thing: TO. 
 
    “Well, we’re not going to figure it out standing here,” I sighed. “Let’s go home.” I looked at the river separating us from the walking trail and then up at the embankment overhead. I didn’t want to get my feet wet if I could avoid it, but I wasn’t sure I could get up to the top, even with Tim’s help. “Um –” 
 
    “I got this.” Garrett lofted Sleá Lúin in an easy arc over the water and it landed point-first in the center of the trail like it had been planted there. Then he picked me up in his arms, ignoring my yelp of surprise, and waded straight into the river. I wrapped my arms around his neck, afraid he was going to drop me in the water, but other than a momentary stumble halfway across which nearly caused me to strangle him when my grip tightened reflexively, we made it all the way across without incident. 
 
    Behind us, Nick forged his way across stoically, since he was already soaking wet from the knees down, but Candace looked a bit put out. With a broad, gap-toothed grin, Tim scooped her up in his burly arms and carted her across, Hammer and all. He set her down on dry ground and she brushed away imaginary dirt from her hoodie. “Thanks,” she said grudgingly. 
 
    “Any time, darling,” Tim told her with a wink. She just folded her arms, looking at me with a sour expression, and I realized Garrett was still holding me. 
 
    “Um, you can let me down now.” His face was very close to mine and I could smell the musky cologne he wore. For an awful, embarrassing moment, I thought he was planning to carry me all the way back to the car, but he grinned easily and set me gently on my feet. I straightened my jacket in an attempt to recover my dignity. 
 
    “So, back to Tulsk, then?” I suggested. 
 
    “No, it’s late and Tim and I need to head back to Athlone,” said Nick, indicating their soggy state with a gesture. “I want to do a bit of research about those marks in the sand and Mamó doesn’t have a computer.” 
 
    “You know what TO means?” I asked eagerly, but Nick shook his head. 
 
    “There’s something about it that almost seems familiar, but – I’ll do some searches, maybe it’ll come to me.” 
 
    “You’ll let us know right away if you find something, right?” 
 
    “Absolutely. You two go on, it’s a long drive back.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement.” I wasn’t sure what time it was exactly, but it had to be well after midnight. I doubted we’d get back to Muirenn’s house before 3 AM. “What about you, Candace? Are you coming? We can find a place for you to sleep.” I wasn’t entirely sure where, since all the bedrooms were taken, but we’d figure something out. 
 
    Candace looked startled at being addressed, but she shook her head sharply. “No, I need to get home.” She spun on her heel and walked quickly back along the trail the way she’d come. In a few moments, she disappeared in the darkness like a ghost. 
 
    “Don’t mind her, Shy,” said Nick with a sigh. “She’s always been something of a loner.” 
 
    I knew Candace had had a hard life and that she really hadn’t wanted to join the Warriors of the White Branch, but I couldn’t help but wonder if there was something else going on behind her hard demeanor. There wasn’t the time or place for a counseling session, though, so I just nodded. “Let’s get going, then.”  
 
    We headed back towards the Rabbit Bridge in single file, with Garrett in the lead this time and Nick in the rear with the flashlight, but I spared a moment to look over my shoulder across the river, to where Blathmac lay under his covering of rocks.  
 
    I’m so sorry, I thought, wondering if leprechauns had a Heaven. I’ll find out who did this, I promise. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Eight 
 
    The bacon spat at me from the other pan as I pushed the scrambled eggs around the skillet, trying to get them cooked all the way through without burning them. I’d already given up trying to get the coffee maker to work, but I still had to start the toast and find the marmalade. At this rate, we were going to end up eating raw pork and charcoal egg sandwiches. Corn flakes are so much easier. 
 
    I took the eggs off the stove and carefully scraped them onto a plate, setting the pan into the sink to be scrubbed later. I popped down the toast and abandoned the bacon temporarily to run to the fridge, wondering where Muirenn kept her preserves. I didn’t know if she even had marmalade. 
 
    “What the devil are you doing?” Emily stood in the archway to the parlor, looking aghast at the state of her kitchen. Like me, she wore a fuzzy robe wrapped over her pajamas, although I had slippers on my feet and hers were bare. “Since when do you cook?” 
 
    “Since about half an hour ago,” I admitted. “Can you do something about that bacon? Why is it smoking like that?” 
 
    Emily glanced at the stove, rolled her eyes with an exasperated sigh, and turned down the heat under the pan. “Honestly, Shy, you should just have waited. I would have made you something.” She cast a suspicious eye at the jar I retrieved from the back of the fridge. “You like marmalade?” 
 
    “No.” I set the jar of orange jelly on the counter by the toaster and dug through the utensil drawer for a flat knife. “It’s not for me, it’s for Garrett. He likes this stuff.” 
 
    “Oh?” That certainly got Emily’s attention and she inspected the bacon more seriously. “When’s he coming over?” 
 
    “He’s already here.” I managed to wrestle the lid of the jar off and poked the knife inside. 
 
    “He is?” Emily looked over her shoulder at the parlor, which was utterly devoid of human life. “Where?” 
 
    “Upstairs, in my –” Time slowed to a crawl, but I couldn’t keep the last word from escaping. “– bed.” Out of the corner of my eye, Emily’s mouth gaped open. I dropped the jar on the counter and whirled around. “It’s not what you think!”  
 
    “Oh my God! You and Garrett? You and he – Oh my God!” I couldn’t tell if she was thrilled or appalled, but I had to get her to shut up before she woke Muirenn. 
 
    “No, shh, it’s not like that! We just got back so late and I didn’t want him driving home in the dark all by himself. I let him sleep in my bed.” 
 
    “Oh my God!”  
 
    “No, no! I slept down here, in front of the fireplace! Look!” I pointed frantically at the jumbled pile of pillows and blankets by the hearth with my marmalade-covered knife. It hadn’t been the most comfortable bed, but I was so exhausted by the time I closed my eyes it hadn’t mattered. 
 
    “Oh.” Emily’s shoulders slumped. I’d never seen anyone look so disappointed about nothing happening. “Well, that’s fine, then,” she said half-heartedly. She turned back to the stove and poked disconsolately at the bacon. “You could have slept with me, you know.” 
 
    “I was going to, but I was all wound up after everything that happened I didn’t want to risk waking you up.” The toast popped and I juggled the slices onto the plate. I scooped a dab of orange goo into the center of each one. “How’s the bacon?” 
 
    “Done.” Emily expertly snaked a slice out of the bubbling grease, shook off the excess, and laid it on the plate. Three more followed in quick succession. 
 
    “Thanks, you’re a life saver. Or at least a breakfast saver.” I splashed orange juice into a glass, stuck a clean knife and fork into the pocket of my robe, and grabbed the plate out of Emily’s hands. I rushed out of the kitchen, worried that the eggs were already getting cold. 
 
    Emily followed me but stopped with a puzzled look when I headed up the stairs instead of into the parlor. “Where are you going with that? I thought it was for Garrett.” 
 
    “It is. I wanted to give him, um, you know, breakfast in, um –” At that point, nothing I said was going to erase the wicked grin spreading across Emily’s face. 
 
    “Well, maybe I should come along to act as chaperone,” she declared primly. 
 
    “Don’t you dare! Nothing’s going to happen and he doesn’t need a crowd watching him eat.” Just one person to keep him company will be just fine, I told myself. I hurried up the steps as fast as my feet would take me. Thankfully, Emily remained behind. 
 
    My nerve almost failed me when I reached Grandpa Phelan’s bedroom door, but I took a deep breath and pressed my ear against the solid panel. I didn’t hear anything, but I couldn’t tell if that was a good thing or not. I hugged the juice glass against my chest with my plate hand and tapped cautiously before turning the handle and easing the door open a crack. “Garrett? Are you awake?” I took the low mm sound as an affirmative and stepped inside. 
 
    I’d pulled the curtains shut last night, so the only light in the room came from the hallway, casting a yellow wedge over the bed. Garrett lifted his arm groggily to cover his eyes, rolling over onto his back. The covers only went up to the middle of his chest, which was bare. He’d hung his pants and socks over the foot of the bed to dry and his shirt and jacket were folded neatly on the dresser, which meant he was probably wearing the only other article of clothing he had. Probably. 
 
    “Shy?” He pushed himself up to a more-or-less upright position, leaning back against the headboard as he squinted at me. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Seven-ish.” I set the plate and glass on the night table beside the bed and he blinked at it as if he didn’t recognize what it was.  
 
    “Why are you up so early?” He scrubbed his fingers through his dark hair, leaving it even more tousled. 
 
    “I usually get up right about now.” That was true, technically, although it wasn’t by choice. Emily was the early riser in the family and she tended to make a lot of noise downstairs. “Eat up before it gets cold.” 
 
    “Smells good,” he observed, scootching closer to the edge of the bed. That simple comment pleased me to no end, although I tried to disguise my smile. “I usually just have toast and coffee.” Garrett looked around with a frown and I belatedly handed him the silverware. He used the knife to spread the marmalade evenly and took a huge bite. 
 
    “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.” Said the person who usually ate a bowl of cereal. “Try the eggs,” I said, mentally crossing my fingers. 
 
    He stabbed a clump with his fork and stuffed them in his mouth, which demonstrated an unwarranted level of trust in my cooking. He nodded, though, and kept eating, so I supposed my culinary efforts weren’t a complete disaster. 
 
    “Sit down, Shy,” he said. “You don’t have to hover over me like a mother hen.” There weren’t any chairs in the bedroom, so I perched on the edge of the bed, trying not to jostle him. “You’re not eating?” 
 
    In retrospect, I should have made enough for both of us, but I’d been so determined to get everything done before Emily woke up, I hadn’t thought about it. “Um, I’ll get something after you’re done.” 
 
    “Why? Is there only one plate in the house?” he teased. He held out one of the strips of bacon and I took it gratefully, nibbling on the end. 
 
    He made short work of the meal, finishing off the eggs and toast and splitting the bacon with me. We took turns with the orange juice and finally set the dishes aside. 
 
    “Thanks, Shy, that was great. You’ll make someone a wonderful wife some day.” I didn’t dare look him in the face to see how serious he was, so I just inspected my fingers, which were greasy now. “And thanks for letting me use your room. I hope Emily didn’t mind sharing her bed.” 
 
    “No, no, she didn’t mind at all,” I assured him hastily. I wondered if I could get my pillows and blankets picked up from the parlor before he saw them and realized the truth. “We were up so late last night, you needed a good sleep.” 
 
    “I could have used a longer one,” he noted dryly, but his smile took the sting out. He stretched his arms over his head and I got a really good view of just how muscular he was. Working on a farm and throwing a spear were apparently great for developing your pecs. I had to look away quickly before I started blushing again. “So what’s the plan for today?” 
 
    “Plan?” I hadn’t thought about anything beyond making him breakfast. 
 
    “For what we’re going to do about Blathmac.” 
 
    That put a bit of a damper on my mood. “We can’t do anything until one of the leprechauns picks up Blathmac’s trail or someone figures out what TO stands for.” 
 
    “Your father didn’t come up with anything?” 
 
    I shook my head. I’d called Dad during the long drive back to Tulsk and told him everything that happened. Apart from his natural concern about a vicious leprechaun killer on the loose, he didn’t have any insights about what Blathmac might had discovered or what TO meant. He promised to check with his fellow mythologists to see if he could come up with any leads. 
 
    I must have been quiet for longer than I realized, because Garrett leaned forward and touched me gently on my arm. “It’ll be fine, Shy,” he said earnestly. “We’re no worse off than we were two days ago.” 
 
    “Two days ago, we had no idea how we were going to defeat Maeve,” I pointed out. “We still don’t. If we lose this war because we got to Dún na Rí five minutes too late –” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself, Shy,” he told me sternly. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “Who’s is it, then? I’m the Defender. I’m responsible.” Something got in my eye and I had to blink away the tears before they ran down my face. Garrett leaned forward and pulled me closer, wrapping his arms around me. 
 
    “You’re not alone,” he whispered into my hair. “We’re with you to the very end.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He couldn’t see my smile, so I hugged his arm tightly. The dragon tattoo on his shoulder was just inches away and I realized that, although I’d Seen it in Boston, I’d never actually seen it in the flesh, so to speak. It was much larger than I thought, bigger than my two hands, a tangle of interlocking lines in black and green that nonetheless conveyed the impression of furious strength. The image almost seemed alive, hovering just beneath the surface of his skin, and I lifted a finger to trace its patterns. 
 
    Out in the hallway, the rattle of a doorknob brought me abruptly back to my compromising position: me in my pajamas in the arms of a half-naked man in my bed. “Oh my God!” I gasped. “Aintin Muirenn!” 
 
    Somehow, in less time than it would take to say “She’s going to kill us both,” I wriggled out of Garrett’s embrace, floundered across the bed, and grabbed the door, just as Muirenn’s face appeared in the gap. I positioned myself between her piercing eyes and Garrett, who I hoped had the good sense to hide under the covers and be very, very still. 
 
    “Good morning, Aintin!” I said pleasantly. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    My attempt to allay her suspicions didn’t seem to work all that well, judging from the sour line of her lips, but at least she didn’t order me to step aside and let her in. “We must speak about what transpired at Dún na Rí, Siobhan. The leprechaun’s death is worrisome.” I’d called Emily last night after I talked to Dad so that she and Muirenn wouldn’t stay up all night worrying about us, but I hadn’t gone into a lot of detail. 
 
    “Sure, no problem. I just need to get dressed first.” I plucked at the fabric of my robe to emphasize the point. “Emily’s probably downstairs making breakfast. I’ll be there in a minute.” Muirenn nodded and turned away, pacing down the hall with her shillelagh punctuating every other step. I watched long enough to make sure she wasn’t going to change her mind and then I closed the door and set my back against it, letting my breath out slowly. 
 
    Garrett was still sitting up in bed, looking puzzled, and I realized he probably had no idea what the problem was. I grabbed his pants and shirt and flung them at him. “Hurry up! Get dressed!” I hissed. “She can’t know you spent the night here!” I yanked open dresser drawers, yanking out the first set of underwear, pants, and shirt my hands encountered. The clothes I’d worn yesterday were downstairs in the bathroom hamper. 
 
    I untied the belt of my robe and was about to drop it to the floor when I remembered I wasn’t alone. I clutched the fuzzy cloth tightly around me and looked carefully over my shoulder. Garrett hadn’t moved except to retrieve the clothes I’d thrown at him. 
 
    “Um, I’ll go change, uh, somewhere else,” I stammered, feeling the heat blaze from my cheeks. I snatched up my clothes and fled the room, pausing only for a moment to stick my head back through the door. “Don’t let her see you come downstairs!” 
 
    I flew down the hall to Emily’s room and got dressed in record time, although I realized belatedly that I’d forgotten my socks and shoes. I peeked into the hall, which was thankfully empty, and then hurried downstairs in my bare feet, hoping to keep Muirenn’s attention away from the stairs until Garrett was safely down. 
 
    Fortunately, my prediction that Emily had made breakfast for the rest of us was true and I found Muirenn sitting at the table tapping on her usual boiled egg. She faced the dining room, which meant that the stairs were still visible to her right, so I took the seat on her left, making enough of a fuss getting settled that her attention was focused on me. 
 
    I snagged a piece of toast from the pile in the center of the table as I searched for a way out of my crisis. If Muirenn spotted Garrett coming down the stairs, it would all be over. I sincerely doubted the blast from her shillelagh would leave enough of my body intact for Dad to identify for the coroner. 
 
    Emily came in from the kitchen with a platter of sausages, giving me a broad grin as she set it on the table. Behind her, I saw something move at the top of the stairs and I nearly panicked. 
 
    “Garrett’s coming over,” I said loudly. “He should be here any minute.” Both Emily and Muirenn looked at me like I was insane and I used my toast as a shield to mouth Behind you at my cousin. She turned doubtfully and saw Garrett descending with the breakfast dishes in his hands. 
 
    “I’ll just go get the tea,” she said, hastily dropping the platter on the table. I made a show of reaching for one of the sausages with my fingers and Muirenn scowled at me disapprovingly. 
 
    “Really, Siobhan, I thought your father taught you better manners than that.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m really hungry.” I bit the end off the link and nearly spat it out again. It was a lot hotter on the inside. “Could you pass me a napkin, please?” 
 
    Muirenn eyed the distance between my napkin and my hand and silently pushed it over the extra two inches. Meanwhile, Emily intercepted Garrett and hustled him into the kitchen. I heard a clatter of dishes on the counter and then what I thought was the back door opening and closing. A minute later, Emily came back in with the tea pot and set it on the table with a sigh and a roll of her eyes. 
 
    “All set,” she said, giving me a significant look. She poured tea into three cups, even though she knew I disliked tea, and took her chair on Muirenn’s right. Muirenn looked from me to her and back again with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “You girls are acting very strangely this morning,” she declared. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No, we just didn’t get enough sleep last night,” I assured her quickly, and Emily had to swallow a snort of laughter, which drew Muirenn’s attention on her. I glanced over my shoulder, wondering how I was going to explain my makeshift bed, but to my surprise, it was gone. I supposed Emily had tidied everything up while I was upstairs, but now I realized I had no evidence to support my claim that Garrett and I hadn’t slept together if Muirenn uncovered the truth. I was sure Emily would vouch for me, but I didn’t think her word would be good enough, since she was now an accomplice. 
 
    Someone knocked at the front door and Emily and I both jumped to our feet. “I’ll get it!” we said together, like we’d been practicing the routine. I jabbed my finger at Emily’s seat and she reluctantly sat back down as I sprinted through the dining room and sitting room to reach the door. 
 
    I yanked it open and Garrett stood there, looking bemused. “What’s going on, Shy?” he asked. “Emily just shoved me out the back and told me to come around the front.” 
 
    “Shh!” I listened intently for any sign that Muirenn had heard, but all was quiet. I pulled him inside and closed the door behind him. “Just pretend you just got here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because she might think – I don’t want her to – just because! Come on!” I hauled him back to the parlor. “Garrett’s here!” I announced. Muirenn looked at him sternly while Emily hid her grin behind her tea cup. 
 
    “Garrett,” Muirenn acknowledged his presence with a polite but stern nod. “Will you join us for breakfast?”  
 
    “No, thank you, Mrs. O’Neill, I just ate.” Emily snorted again and then started choking on her tea. She had to take several more gulps before her fit passed. 
 
    “Sorry,” she apologized. “Good morning, Garrett. You must have gotten up at the crack of dawn to be here so early.” She ignored my glare of death and grinned as Garret awkwardly ran his fingers through his hair and sat in the final seat across from Muirenn. 
 
    “I suppose,” he said doubtfully. I pushed my tea cup towards him and he accepted it dutifully. “Any word from Nick yet?” 
 
    “Why would Nicholas be calling?” Muirenn asked sharply, and I related the tale of our adventure in Dún na Rí. Muirenn and Emily were silent for the most part, although Emily shook her head after I told them about the leprechauns kneeling to me. 
 
    “Seriously?” she huffed. 
 
    “What?” I thought I’d handled that situation pretty well, but she looked all offended. 
 
    “You’re the Defender, the Queen of Ireland, the leader of the Order of the Shamrock, and now you’re the Queen of the Leprechauns too?” She sat back in her chair with her arms crossed. “It’s not fair.” 
 
    “Hush, Emily,” Muirenn chided her. “Siobhan’s role is fore-ordained by Lia Fáil.” Then she turned her eye on me. “But be very careful around the wee folk, Siobhan. They can’t be trusted.” 
 
    “Crimthann doesn’t like me, that’s for sure, but Donnacán seemed nice. Hopefully he or one of the others will figure out where Blathmac’s been over the last couple of days.” 
 
    The twist in Muirenn’s lips expressed her doubts about that very clearly. “And you said Nicholas is trying to decipher those letters? How can he possibly do such a thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’ve gotten lucky before.” I sent a mental wish to the supposedly luck-creating shamrock tattoo on my lower back, but I really had no idea how it worked. It certainly didn’t seem to do anything I wanted it to do, like make my phone ring right now. Then I gasped as I clapped my hand on my pants pocket. I didn’t have my phone with me and for an awful moment, I couldn’t remember what I’d done with it. 
 
    I know I had it in the car on the way home from Dún na Rí, I thought frantically, because I called Dad and Emily with it. I didn’t leave it in Garrett’s car, because the battery was running low and I wanted to recharge it. I still had it when I changed into my pajamas in the bathroom. Did I accidentally drop it in the clothes hamper? Now, I remember carrying it up to my room when I said goodnight to Garrett. I plugged it into the charger in the bedroom. It must still be there! 
 
    I shoved my chair back and bolted for the stairs, ignoring the anxious calls from the others. I took the steps two at a time, racing down the hall and stumbling to a halt before I collided with the wall at the end. I yanked open the door and breathed a sigh of relief to see my phone sitting exactly where I’d left it on the dresser. The message alert light blinked steadily. 
 
    I pulled the phone off its stand and stabbed in the unlock code. There was a missed call indication from Nick, not five minutes before, and a terse text message from him: Call me. 
 
    I pulled up his number and impatiently counted the double rings. Ring-ring. One. Ring-ring. Two. Ring-ring. Three. Ring – I started talking before Nick could even say “Hello”. 
 
    “Nick, it’s Shy! Did you find it? Did you figure out what TO means?” 
 
    “Well, good morning to you too, Shy.” Nick’s tone was appropriately sarcastic. I heard a loud whining rattle in the background and I figured he was in his car. 
 
    “Never mind that! What is it?” I pleaded. 
 
    “Well, we’re already on the way to you. Tim and I should be there in about forty minutes.” 
 
    “That means you know something, right? You wouldn’t be coming here for no reason.” Nick chuckled in my ear. I knew he was teasing me, but I couldn’t help it. I was practically dancing in anxious anticipation. “Come on, Nick, tell me! Do you know what TO means or not?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said smugly. “I do.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Nine 
 
    Nick wouldn’t tell me what he’d discovered over the phone, saying he didn’t want to have to repeat himself to the others when he got here. I offered him everything I owned, which frankly wasn’t very much, but he just laughed and said he’d see me soon. Then he hung up. 
 
    I spent the next ten minutes pacing in circles around the parlor, until Muirenn finally told me to sit down and be still. That lasted another five minutes or so and required me to sit on my hands, until Emily and Muirenn finished their breakfasts. The younger generation cleared away the dishes while Muirenn moved to her usual seat by the fireplace and I was able to work off some of my nervous energy by scrubbing all the pans in the sink.  
 
    The final fifteen minutes nearly drove me insane, though, and Garrett had to sit me down at the dining table and hold my hands in his to keep me from bouncing off the walls. That was nice, actually, and I was able to lean my head on his shoulder for a while, although my eyes kept straying towards the front door. 
 
    At long last, though, the roar of an over-strained car engine sounded outside and I ran for the door and flung it open. Nick’s car chugged up the lane and turned into the yard, coming to an asthmatic halt behind Garrett’s car. I hopped from one foot to the other, partly because I was eager to find out what TO meant and partly because the stone step under my bare feet was still cold. 
 
    “Nick!” I called and waved as he got out, even though he was only twenty feet away. Tim climbed out of the passenger side and I swear the whole car lifted up six inches. He was a big man. “Tim! Hurry up, you two!” 
 
    They exchanged grins with each other and took their sweet time ambling across the grass. Nick had a large manila envelope tucked under his arm and I was tempted to snatch it as soon as he was within reach. Tim got to me first, though, and swept me up in a bear hug that crushed the air out of my lungs. 
 
    “How’s my favorite second cousin?” he exclaimed jovially, like a tattooed, Mohawked Santa Claus without a beard. To be fair, Tim’s bulk was all muscle, but he was about as big around as he was tall. “Grown out those tits yet?” 
 
    “Leave my tits out of this,” I wheezed, trying to wriggle free without hurting him or myself. “I can’t breathe, Tim.” 
 
    “Right then.” He set me down on the step and patted me on the head absently as he passed. Nick gave me an apologetic grimace on his brother’s behalf as he followed him into the house. I spent a few precious seconds getting oxygen back into my body before hurrying inside after them. 
 
    Everyone congregated around the dining room table as Nick lifted his envelope with a dramatic flair. “This,” he declared, “contains the answer to what Blathmac of the Mounds was trying to tell us last night.” 
 
    “You mean what TO means?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “That and more.” He opened the flap of the envelope, flipped through the papers inside, and extracted a color photo. He laid it in the center of the table and we all leaned in to look. “This is what he wrote in the sand.” 
 
    Nick had blown up the picture he took with his cell phone and the letters TO were clearly visible in the gritty sand. The image was dark and grainy – not surprisingly, given the conditions at the time – but I was able to make out the double furrows now. Blathmac had apparently used two fingers together to scratch the marks in the sand, making them as large and obvious as possible. 
 
    “Okay,” I said impatiently. “It still says TO.” I didn’t see any indication that he’d started a third letter before he died, but that didn’t mean much. I said so out loud. 
 
    “Correct,” said Nick with a nod. “This is all he meant to do.” 
 
    “How can you possibly know that?” 
 
    “Because I know what this means,” he said smugly. 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “What puzzled me last night,” he said, with the air of someone intending to drag out his moment in the spotlight for as long as possible, “was Crimthann saying that Blathmac was illiterate. If he was, how could he writing a word?” 
 
    “Do you think Crimthann lied about that?” I asked doubtfully. I couldn’t imagine why he would and Nick shook his head. 
 
    “No, I don’t, and that’s what struck me after I got back to the flat last night. There’s only one reason why an illiterate leprechaun would make marks like these.” He cast an appraising eye around the table. Tim was grinning, but then he already knew the answer. Muirenn and I admitted our ignorance with slow shakes of our heads, but Emily looked thoughtful. She reached out and turned the picture around so that it was right-side-up to her. 
 
    “Because,” she ventured carefully, “these aren’t letters.” 
 
    “Yes they are,” I scoffed. “That’s a T and that’s an O.” 
 
    “Technically,” she argued, “that’s two lines and a circle with a dot in the center.” 
 
    “It’s capital T and a fancy-looking O,” I countered, but Nick’s pleased smile told me I wasn’t going to win this one. 
 
    “Emily’s right, these aren’t letters. This,” he tapped his finger on the T, “is actually a tau.” 
 
    “A tau?” 
 
    “Tau is the Greek letter T.” 
 
    “So it is a T.” He was making no sense at all. 
 
    “It’s a tau,” he corrected me firmly, “which is also the name given to a particular type of cross that only has three arms.” He traced one quickly on the table with his fingertip, across and down.  
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. “So did he find a tau cross, or did he want us to find a tau cross?” 
 
    “The latter, I believe, since he didn’t have a cross on him. Blathmac was a grave robber, remember. Whatever it was he found, whatever he summoned the cruinniú for, has to be at a place marked with a tau cross.” 
 
    “How does that help us? Aren’t there a bajillion crosses out there?” Ireland was riddled with them, judging from everything I’d seen so far. 
 
     “There are lots of crosses,” he acknowledged, “but surprisingly few tau crosses. In fact, there are only eight in the entire country.” 
 
    “Really?” That got my heart racing. “Do you know where they are? Where’s the closest one?” 
 
    Nick extracted another sheet with an array of photos labeled with unpronounceable names. Each picture showed a variation of a tau cross carved from stone, some outside and some indoors. “The one in Carrownaseer North is a half-hour drive from here,” he said with a shrug, “but that doesn’t matter. I know which one Blathmac meant.” 
 
    “You do? How?” I asked skeptically. 
 
    “Because of this.” His finger thumped on the O in the original photo. 
 
    “The O?” 
 
    “It’s not an O, it’s an I.” 
 
    “An I?” It absolutely, positively looked like the exact opposite of an I. “The letter I?” 
 
    Nick looked at me blankly and Emily tsked under her breath. “Not the letter,” she chided me for being an idiot. “An actual eye.” She poked at her own eye to drive the point home. 
 
    “Oh, an eye!” That I could see, so to speak. “So how does it being an eye help?” 
 
    “Because this particular tau cross,” he tapped on a picture of an impressively tall but thin cross standing on a bare platform overlooking a rocky harbor, “is on Tory Island.” 
 
    Now Muirenn frowned, her lips pressed together in a thoughtful pucker, but I couldn’t make any connection between eyes and islands, except they both started with an I sound. “Okay, and so?” I prompted. 
 
    “And so Tory Island, or Toraigh as it’s known locally, is said to be where the Fomori built their capital when they first landed in Ireland eons ago.” 
 
    “The Fomori?” I’d heard of them. They were one of the original races to inhabit Ireland in ancient times, before they were eventually driven out by the Tuatha dé Danaan, otherwise known as the Sidhe. “They built the Moon Bridge in the Otherworld, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Among other things. They were great craftsmen and fierce warriors. They almost succeeded in wiping out the Sidhe after the accords between their kingdoms fell apart.” 
 
    “That sounds promising.” Any race that could go toe-to-toe with the Sidhe had to have had some powerful weapons. “And so?” 
 
    “And so Toraigh is also the site of Dún Bhaloir, Balor’s Fort. Balor was an infamous Fomori king towards the end of their reign.” 
 
    “Okay, and so?” This was getting tiresome, but Nick crossed his arms with a satisfied look, as if I’d finally arrived at the destination he planned all along. 
 
    “And so Balor was also known as Balor of the Evil Eye,” he said. He pulled a map of Ireland from the envelope and tapped on a spot just off the northern coast. “Whatever Blathmac found, whatever he thought would help us defeat Maeve, is on Tory Island.” 
 
    “Nick, that’s – that’s amazing! Sherlock Holmes couldn’t have done better.” It all made sense, in a mystery novel sort of way. I wouldn’t have figured it out in a million years. “So how far away is it?” I tried to find a scale on the map with no success. Ireland was a small country, but it still looked like quite a drive. “When can we leave?” 
 
    “It’s about a three hour drive to Magheroarty on the coast up in County Donegal.” Nick’s finger traced a wiggly route more or less due north from Tulsk. He glanced at his watch. “We won’t be able to make the 11:30 ferry now. The next one’s at five, so we’ve got some time before we head out.” 
 
    “Ferry?” 
 
    “Did you miss the part about it being on an island, Shy?” Tim poked me in the shoulder with a meaty finger. “Nick can explain it to you again if you want.” 
 
    “No, I get it, thanks,” I said, rubbing my arm. I frankly hadn’t made the connection, but I refused to admit it. “So we need to leave right after lunch, then?” 
 
    “Ideally,” agreed Nick. “That’ll give Garrett plenty of time to nip back home for his gear.” 
 
    “The Spear’s already in his car.” He’d left it there last night when we got back from Dún na Rí. 
 
    “He’ll also need something that’ll keep him warm and dry. Tim and I have our stuff in the car.” Nick eyed me speculatively. “Do you have a good sweater and a slicker, Shy?” 
 
    “It’ll be officially summer in a couple of days. Why do I need a coat?” Five faces looked at me incredulously. “What?” 
 
    “Shy,” Nick explained patiently, “Tory Island is fifteen kilometers off the northern coast of Ireland. It’s basically smack in the middle of the North Atlantic. It’s cold and it’s wet and it’s windy all year long.” 
 
    “Oh.” Suddenly this excursion didn’t seem to be quite so much fun. “I guess I can find something.” 
 
    “Come on, you.” Emily grabbed my arm impatiently and hauled me away from the table. “Let’s get you sorted out. We can’t have the Queen of the Leprechauns coming down with pneumonia.” We got halfway to the stairs before I thought of something. 
 
    “Wait, Nick! Shouldn’t we call Candace? She should be with us.” 
 
    “Good idea.” He pulled his phone out of his back pocket. “I’ll see if she can make it.” He was still dialing when Emily pulled me up the stairs. 
 
    My wardrobe was severely lacking in warm clothing, although I did have the sweater I wore on my date with Garrett. I didn’t have any hiking boots or thick socks and Emily’s clothes were too small for me. She ran downstairs to ask Muirenn if she had anything suitable and my great-aunt made her way back up to her room to look through her closet, refusing to let us in while she searched. 
 
    She finally emerged with a heavy cabled sweater and a jacket that looked like it was made from waxed canvas. They were both a bit short in the arms but they did fit otherwise, although I felt twenty pounds heavier. A long knit scarf and a stocking cap completed the ensemble, but I was still stuck with my jeans and sneakers for the bottom half. 
 
    “I look like a homeless person,” I complained. 
 
    “A warm homeless person,” Emily said encouragingly. 
 
    “Great.” I unwrapped myself and folded up my borrowed clothes into a surprisingly bulky bundle. We went back downstairs, where Nick was pointing out something on the map of Ireland to Garrett. “Where’s Tim?” I asked, depositing my load in one of the dining room chairs. 
 
    “Getting breakfast.” A clatter from the kitchen confirmed that and Emily hurried back there to make sure her cousin didn’t do any permanent damage. “The roads should be good all the way up, other than this last bit along the coast. We shouldn’t have any problems.” Garrett studied the route with a nod.  
 
    “All right, I’d best be going, then.” He looked up at me and smiled. “See me out, Shy?” 
 
    “Sure!” He took me by the hand and we walked to the front door, ignoring Nick’s smirk. Outside, I closed the door behind us and wrapped my arms around his waist. “This is exciting,” I told him with a smile. “An actual treasure hunt.” 
 
    He put his arms around my shoulders, but he looked worried. “We’re not looking for treasure, Shy,” he pointed out. “We’re looking for a weapon we can use against Maeve.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a spoilsport. Come on, this could be fun. A cross-country trip, a boat ride, exploring ruins. It’ll be a heck of a second date.” That quirked the corners of his mouth up. 
 
    “That it will,” he agreed blandly, “especially with Nick and Tim in the back seat.” 
 
    “Oh, right, I forgot about them.” That was certainly going to keep romance at bay for the duration. “Well, still.” 
 
    “All right, I’d better get going. I’ll be back by noon.” 
 
    “Why not sooner?”  
 
    “I need to take care of a few things around the house. Mum’s alone now, remember,” he added somberly. 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. You go take care of her.” I pushed him towards his car. “I’ll see you later.” He nodded, but he looked worried. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I hate rushing off like this and leaving her again. I’ve spent too much time away from her as it is. She needs someone to be there with her,” he said glumly. 
 
    “Oh. Well, maybe you shouldn’t go with us, then,” I suggested reluctantly. That would make the trip infinitely less appealing. Nick and Tim were always interesting to be around, but I wanted to be with Garrett, and I couldn’t stay behind. I was the Defender. “Or maybe ...” 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    “Maybe you could bring her back here. Your mother and Aintin Muirenn are still friends, right? They can keep each other company until we get back.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said thoughtfully, his expression brightening. “Yes, that might work. I’ll ask her. Thanks, Shy!” He grabbed me by the shoulders and planted a kiss right on my startled lips, but I didn’t have a chance to enjoy it, since he let go right away and jogged across the lawn to his car. “I’ll be back as soon as I can!” 
 
    I watched him maneuver his car back and forth, trying to get around Nick’s inconveniently parked vehicle, and then waved as he finally headed out of the gate and down the road. I waited until he was out of sight and then turned away with a sigh. I really hoped he’d be able to go with us. 
 
    Back inside the house, Nick and Tim were at the parlor table enjoying a makeshift breakfast, with Muirenn watching over them from her seat by the fireplace. Emily was at the dining room table, looking through the papers Nick had brought. The wistful look on her face disappeared behind a smile when she noticed me. 
 
    “You’ve got quite a trip ahead of you, Shy,” she noted brightly, although I heard a grudging note behind the words. “Three hours in a car, an hour on the ferry, another hour on foot.” 
 
    “On foot? No one said anything about a hike.” 
 
    Emily pushed a sheet of paper at me, one that Nick hadn’t taken out of the envelope earlier. It was a map of Tory Island, a long, irregular blotch in the middle of the ocean. The main harbor was more or less in the middle and a single road stretched the length of the island. 
 
    “That’s Middle Town,” said Emily, tapping her finger on a clutter of rectangles hugging the shore by the harbor. “Dún Bhaloir is over here.” She moved her finger all the way to the eastern tip of the island, stopping on a narrow peninsula that looked like it was barely attached to the rest of the island. 
 
    “But there’s a road. Why do we have to walk? We can just drive there.” To be sure, the road stopped a bit short of our goal, but it couldn’t be more than half a mile. Emily gave me a look. 
 
    “How big do you think the ferry is, Shy?” 
 
    “Er, not very?” That was obvious from her question, but I didn’t see why that mattered. 
 
    “Not very at all.” She pushed another sheet at me, a flyer for the Tory Island Ferry. Right smack in the center, between the schedule and the prices, was a picture of the ferry itself. It looked exactly like some of the fishing boats that set out from Boston Harbor every day back home, with a dark blue hull and a snug white cabin up front with windows all around. There was no actual fishing gear on the boat, but a large group of people waved at the camera from the open deck in the back. At a guess, the boat could carry maybe sixty or seventy people. There was absolutely no place for a car, not even Nick’s little runabout.  
 
    “Maybe we could rent a car on the island?” I asked hopefully.  
 
    “To drive two kilometers? Don’t be ridiculous. It’s twenty minutes, tops.” 
 
    “I thought you said it would take an hour.” 
 
    “Twenty minutes to get to the end of the road. It’ll take you another forty at least to get to Balor’s Fort. That’s some pretty rugged terrain there.” 
 
    “Great.”  
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Emily insisted, “and you’ll see some beautiful scenery with the cliffs and all. The flowers should be blooming by now, too.” 
 
    “You’ve been there?” 
 
    “No,” she admitted, “but I’ve seen photos. I never had a chance to go up that way.” She collected the papers into a neat pile with the faintest of sighs. “Well, I’d better get started in the kitchen. Tim left quite a mess.” 
 
    “Emily –” I don’t know what possessed me to ask, but she looked so forlorn trying to hide her disappointment. “Would you ... like to come with us?” 
 
    “Come with you?” She blinked at me for a moment and then her face just lit up. “Really? I can come? I’d love to!” 
 
    “Wait, wait! We need to make sure it’s okay with everyone –” I tried to corral her, but she was already in the parlor. 
 
    “Shy says I can come with you!” she exclaimed. “Is it okay? Can I come?” She clasped her hands together like she was praying. Nick paused with a forkful of sausage halfway to his mouth and Muirenn looked both surprised and disapproving at the same time. Tim just kept on eating. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Nick asked, setting his fork down and looking at me doubtfully. “She can’t go with us.” 
 
    “Why not?” Emily protested. 
 
    “We’re just going to look at some old ruins Blathmac found,” I told him. “It’s like going to a museum.” 
 
    “We don’t know what’s there, Shy,” he countered.  
 
    “It’s on a dinky little island. If there was something dangerous there, someone would have noticed by now.” He didn’t have a ready response for that and I seized the initiative. “Besides, the entire Order of the Shamrock will be there, except for Dad. And Candace will be there too, right?” 
 
    “She has some things to take care of this morning,” Nick admitted reluctantly, “but she says she’ll be here in time.” 
 
    “There, you see? We’ll even have all the Great Weapons with us. Tory Island will be the safest place in Ireland while we’re there.” Emily nodded encouragingly. 
 
    Nick couldn’t refute my logic, so he changed tactics. “What about Mamó, then? She needs someone to help her.” Muirenn scowled at the implication she couldn’t take care of herself, but I noticed she didn’t argue with him. 
 
    “Garrett’s bringing his mother back with him, so she can take care of things until we get back.” 
 
    Nick rubbed his forehead. “Tim, what do you think?” Tim didn’t even lift his head from his plate. He just gave us a thumbs-up as he reached for another roll. “Mamó?” 
 
    Muirenn sat for the longest time looking at Emily’s pleading face with no sign of what she was thinking. I thought for sure she was going to tell us no, but then her face softened ever so slightly. “You must ask for your parents’ permission, Emily,” she said, “and mind Nicholas and the others at all times.” 
 
    “I will! Thank you!” Emily gave Nick a quick hug and me a longer one before she ran for the door. Her parents’ house was a couple of miles away on the other side of Tulsk, but I knew she’d get there in record time.  
 
    Muirenn’s expression hardened when she looked at the three of us. “You must make sure she remains safe, do you hear me?” she ordered, pointing her gnarled finger at each one of us in turn.  
 
    “With our lives, Mamó,” said Nick somberly, and Tim and I nodded in agreement. 
 
    It’s just a day trip to an old ruin, I thought. What could possibly go wrong? Needless to say, a cold shiver ran down my back, but I told myself it was just a draft from the fireplace. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Ten 
 
    “What’s taking her so long?” I groused. Garrett and I sat on the front stoop, watching Nick pace back and forth across the yard with his phone pressed against his ear. Tim leaned against Nick’s car playing air guitar to some metal song only he could hear, while Emily waited anxiously beside him with her backpack hugged against her chest. 
 
    “She lives out by Kildare,” said Garrett, as if I knew where that was. “It’s a long drive.” 
 
    “If she doesn’t get here soon, we’ll have to go without her.” According to my phone, it was already a quarter past one.  
 
    Nick hung up with more force than was strictly necessary and shook his head in exasperation as he approached. “She ran into a traffic jam in Roscommon,” he told us. “She says she’ll be here in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “That’s cutting it awfully close, Nick,” Garrett observed. 
 
    “I know,” he sighed. “We’ll head out as soon as she gets here. Is everything loaded up?” Garrett and I nodded in unison. I’d stuffed my bundle of borrowed clothing into Garrett’s trunk, along with Caladbolg. My torc was snug under the collar of my shirt and I let Emily borrow Scáth, largely to keep Muirenn from worrying too much about her. “All right. Make sure you take care of any business before we go. We won’t have time to stop on the way.” 
 
    I was ready to leave now, frankly. Candace seemed to be plagued with the worst luck today. First she had to run one of her brothers to a doctor’s appointment. Then a herd of sheep blocked the entire road for fifteen minutes. Then she had to stop for gas. Now it was traffic. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was struck by lightning while changing a flat tire before she got here, even though the sky was perfectly clear. She couldn’t have slowed things down more if she was trying to make us miss the ferry. 
 
    Garrett seemed to read my mind. “Maybe Shy and I should head out now,” he told Nick. “We need to take two cars anyway and who knows what’ll happen on the way?” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Nick with a nod. “Take Emily with you. Tim and I will wait for Candace.” 
 
    Emily popped up eagerly, although I was less enthused with this plan. Not that I didn’t like her, but I kind of hoped Garrett and I could spend some quality time together, just the two of us. Still, I was the one who invited her, so it made sense for us to stay together, I supposed. 
 
    I got to my feet, brushing imaginary dust from my jeans, but Garrett went to the front door and poked his head inside. “Mum?” he called. “We’re heading out.” 
 
    A few moments later, Kathleen O’Connor appeared in the doorway. I’d met her during my first trip to Ireland and I always remembered her as a charming, outgoing woman. Now she looked lost and distracted, as if she was waiting for someone who never seemed to arrive. It made my heart ache and gave me another reason to add to my “Why I Hate Garrett’s Dad” list, not that I really needed one. 
 
    “You take care,” said Kathleen absently, straightening Garrett’s collar but not really looking at him. “Drive safely and don’t stay out too late.” 
 
    “We won’t,” Garrett promised, although we’d be gone for hours. “Take care of Muirenn while we’re gone.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine, don’t you worry.” Her pale eyes strayed to me and I couldn’t read her thoughts behind them. Liam turned traitor before I ever set foot in Ireland, I told myself. It’s not my fault he’s hiding in the Otherworld with Maeve. I felt guilty anyway. 
 
    Kathleen kissed Garrett on his forehead and stepped back to watch us load up in the car, with me in the front and Emily in the back. Her hand made a half-hearted wave as we pulled out of the yard, but fortunately Garrett didn’t notice. 
 
    As we turned onto the road, I thought I saw a small, dark shape out of the corner of my eye, as if a small animal was sitting just outside the gate. When I turned to see what it was, though, there was nothing there. I looked all around, but I couldn’t see anything that could explain it. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Shy?” Emily asked, peering through the window as well. “Did you forget something?” 
 
    “No,” I said doubtfully. “Probably just a bird or something. Let’s go,” I urged Garrett, even though he hadn’t slowed down at all. “We have a ferry to catch.” 
 
    The three of us stayed quiet for the most part over the next half hour, until my phone rang shortly after we passed through the town of Boyle on our way to Sligo. It was Nick. 
 
    “We just left the house,” he reported tersely. “Candace got lost on the way in.” 
 
    “All the bloody roads look the same!” I heard in the background. Candace sounded completely wound up. 
 
    “Are you going to make it?” I asked worriedly. “Should we wait up for you?” 
 
    “No, keep going, we’ll meet you at the ferry. We’re taking Candace’s car, so we should be able to make up some of the time.” An automobile horn sounded, rising quickly and then falling away. “If we don’t die in a flaming car wreck first.” 
 
    “Do you want to drive?” 
 
    “Anyway, we’ll get there as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Okay. We’re about halfway to Sligo, I think.” Garrett nodded his confirmation. keeping his eyes on the road ahead. “Keep in touch, okay?” 
 
    “Will do.” Nick hung up and I put my phone away. 
 
    “They’re having a rough start, but they’re on the way,” I explained. “Nick says they’ll catch up to us at the ferry.” I glanced out the window worriedly. The highway paralleled a narrow river here. “I hope they make it. I don’t want to do this all over again tomorrow.” 
 
    “We can still go ahead ourselves,” said Emily, leaning between the seats. “We don’t really need them to poke around in an old fort.” 
 
    “We need to stay together, Em,” Garrett said over his shoulder. “We don’t know what Blathmac found there.” 
 
    Emily scoffed. “The Fomori were defeated and driven out thousands of years ago. What could possibly still be there?” 
 
    “Blathmac thought there was something,” I pointed out. I blithely ignored the fact that I pretty used the same argument to convince the others to let her come along, but that was when we were all supposed to be together. I trusted Garrett with my life, but I’d feel a lot better with the entire Order – with Candace subbing for Dad – behind me. “We need to keep our eyes open.” Emily sat back in her seat with a dissatisfied look. 
 
    To absolutely no one’s surprise, our route took us through fields, fields, and more fields, mostly bright green grass dotted with sheep and the occasional farmhouse. It wasn’t until we reached the outskirts of Sligo that the scenery finally changed, although the downtown area seemed to follow the usual pattern for Irish cities: rows of two-story building jammed side-by-side along narrow streets, interspersed with churches and small parks. I could tell Boston from New York from LA by glancing at a photo, but every single Irish town I’d seen so far looked exactly the same to me. I avoided an international incident by keeping that opinion to myself, though. 
 
    Garrett informed me that Sligo was actually on the coast, but other than a brief glimpse of what might have been the ocean in the distance as we passed over a bridge, I couldn’t tell the difference. In any event, our route north out of town took us quickly away from the shore and we were back among the fields and hedgerows in no time. 
 
    As we neared the halfway mark of the drive, somewhere south of Donegal, we finally encountered something I never thought I’d see in Ireland: hills. I was so used to my view being obscured by the trees that usually lined the highways that it took me a while to notice that the ground was no longer as flat as a pancake on either side of the road. They were still covered in green and criss-crossed with stone walls, but at least there was actual terrain to look at now. I thought about pointing it out to Garrett and Emily, but I suspected I’d just get disparaging looks from both of them, so I just enjoyed the change of scenery in silence. 
 
    We stopped just outside Donegal to get gas and stretch our legs. Emily and I took the opportunity to use the restroom and buy sodas for everyone, and we stood by the car watching the traffic whiz by heading north and south. There wasn’t much of it, although the gas station was enjoying a brisk business this afternoon. The sky was starting to haze over and an intermittent breeze from the west encouraged me to dig my sweater out of the trunk to fend off the chill. I hoped Tory Island wouldn’t be much worse than this, but I suspected I wouldn’t get my wish. 
 
    I collected the empty bottles and went hunting for a trash can while Garrett finished paying for the gas. I found one perched at the end of the row of gas pumps and dropped the bottles in, but as I turned away, a flicker of movement caught my attention. I could have sworn someone peeked out from behind the next row of pumps, but when I looked back, there was no one there at all.  
 
    The pumps weren’t really large enough for anyone to hide behind, but I crossed over to them and looked anyway, finding nothing but oil-stained concrete. Emily gave me a curious look when I returned to the car, but I kept my uneasiness to myself. 
 
    We loaded up and continued north and east towards Stranorlar, where we’d turn north to Letterkenny and then follow the final loop around the north coast to Magheroarty. We were over halfway there now but it was already three o’clock. We had at most half an hour to spare if we were going to make the ferry on time. 
 
    I called Nick to check on their progress and he told me they were coming up on Ballyshannon. I vaguely remembered passing through the town between Sligo and Donegal, so it looked like they were slowly closing the gap between us. I hoped the Gardaí didn’t have any radar traps out. Getting stopped for speeding would pretty much ruin any chance they had of getting to Magheroarty before five o’clock. 
 
     We drove in silence for the most part, having exhausted all the usual conversational topics. The sky was completely overcast now, although there was no sign of rain. Yet, I told myself. It’s Ireland. It always rains. 
 
    The weather gods were fickle, though, and it actually stayed dry all the way through Portnablagh, Dunfanaghy, and Gortahork, all of them real, honest-to-goodness Irish towns. The late afternoon sun had trouble penetrating the thick layer of clouds overhead, though, leaving everything dull and gray. I began to suspect that was the real reason people here painted their doors and houses such bright colors.  
 
    I finally got my first real good look at the Atlantic Ocean from the eastern side – I’d seen the western side plenty of times growing up in Boston – and it stretched out like a wrinkled blue-gray sheet that merged seamlessly with the sky way off in the distance. I pointed through Garrett’s window at a low, rounded shape some distance off the shore. “Is that Tory Island?” It wasn’t nearly as rugged as Nick’s photos made it seem. 
 
    The road was especially narrow and winding here, but Garrett spared a quick glance out the window. “No, that’s probably Inishbofin.” 
 
    “Oh. How about that one, then?” Another, smaller shape was barely visible in the distance. 
 
    “That’s Inishdooey, and Inishbeg is on the other side. You should be able to see Toraigh once we get around to the other side of the bay.” 
 
    Magheroarty proved to be yet another small town strung out along the road, most of the houses situated on the uphill side looking out over a wide curving beach that seemed like it would be perfect for windsurfing.  
 
    “There!” I pointed. “There’s the ferry!” A long concrete pier stuck out into the water and a boat that was an exact match for the one in the flyer Emily showed me was docked beside it. It was hard to tell from this distance, but it looked like a fair-sized crowd was already milling about on the pier. I hoped they had room for six more passengers. 
 
    Garrett nodded and turned at the only intersection in town, threading down a narrow lane towards the beach, with boats and trailers lined up on one side and cows munching grass placidly on the other. He pulled into a parking lot in front of a row of small shops or offices, each one with a different colored door and window frame. The one on the right, decked out in bright green, had a promising sign posted beside it: Tory Island Ferry Booking Office. 
 
    We piled out of the car and headed straight inside. A round-faced woman sat behind the counter reading the paper, but she looked up with a welcoming smile. 
 
    “Fáilte!” she said. She got up from her stool but didn’t end up any taller. “Bhfuil tú ag dul oileán a Toraigh?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Garrett, probably using English for my sake, which I appreciated. “Six of us.” The woman cast an eye around the office and then leaned sideways to look out the window at the parking lot. “The other three are on the way.” 
 
    “They’d best hurry,” she said with an accent thicker than Irish cream. “Sailing’s at five sharp, no exceptions.” 
 
    “They’ll be here,” Garrett assured her with more confidence than I felt. The woman accepted that with a nod and rang up the charges. Garrett winced at the total – twenty-six euros times six plus taxes added up very quickly – but he paid and accepted the tickets without comment. 
 
    “Best head down to the pier,” said the woman with a nod. “They’ll start boarding soon and the cabin fills up quick.” 
 
    “We will, thanks.” She nodded and went back to her paper as we hurried out.  
 
    The wind was quite a bit brisker now, coming straight in off the ocean, and we quickly donned our extra clothes. I slung Caladbolg’s scabbard over my shoulder before covering it up with my borrowed canvas jacket and scarf, looking around carefully to make sure no one noticed before I used a glamour to hide it from sight. Scáth was safely hidden under Emily’s coat, but I gave Garrett’s Spear the appearance of an old hiking stick. 
 
    My cheeks were already feeling raw by the time we locked up the car and took the short walk down to the pier. The other passengers were already crossing the gang plank to the boat, but there was no sign of Nick and the others. I dug out my phone and called him. 
 
    “We’re almost there!” he said as soon as he answered. “Make sure they don’t leave without us!” 
 
    “We’ll try,” I said doubtfully. “We already have your tickets, so just come straight to the dock, okay?” 
 
    “Will do! Bear right, stay on this road!” I presumed he was giving directions to Candace and I hung up to avoid distracting him. 
 
    “They’re almost here,” I reported. The road we came in on was visible halfway up the slope, but there were no cars at all in sight. 
 
    “We’d better get on board,” said Garrett uneasily. “We’ll talk to the crew and let them know there are more on the way.” 
 
    “The ticket lady said they wouldn’t wait.” 
 
    “It never hurts to ask.” He strode along the pier towards the boat and Emily and I trotted after him. 
 
    There were only a handful of passengers remaining on the pier by the time we joined the line, where a portly white-haired man with a wind-scrubbed face stood at the end of the gang plank to take their tickets and hand them across to another, younger man on deck. The gap between the pier and the boat was only a couple of feet, but the walkway looked awfully wobbly to me. 
 
    “Fáilte,” said the older man cheerily. “Tá tú na cinn seo caite.” He held out his hand and looked puzzled when Garrett gave him all six tickets. 
 
    “Is iad ár gcairde ar an mbealach,” Garrett told him. “Beidh siad anseo go luath.” 
 
    The ferrymen shook his head firmly. “Táimid ag fágáil anois. Ba mhaith leis na daoine sa bhaile a fháil.” 
 
    “Look!” exclaimed Emily, pointing up the hill. “There they are!” 
 
    We all turned to see Candace’s station wagon rocketing along the road, barely seeming to touch the ground at all. For a second, it looked like they were going to miss the turn onto the beach road entirely, but the car nosed down in a hard stop with a squeal of rubber we heard all the way down on the pier. Candace backed up, turned onto the narrow lane, and gunned it. By some miracle, she missed all of the parked boats and the cows and spun into the parking lot, finally coming to a halt crossways over two parking slots. 
 
    Candace, Nick, and Tim jumped out and grabbed everything from the trunk without bothering to sort it out. They sprinted down to the beach and clattered along the pier, stopping at the end of the gang plank out of breath but nonetheless present. 
 
    “Made it!” huffed Nick, leaning over with his hands on his knees. He probably hadn’t run this hard since high school. Candace looked to be in somewhat better shape and Tim showed no sign of exertion at all. On the boat, the other passengers gave the new arrivals a patter of applause and some cheerful shouts in Gaelic. The old sailor just shook his head and waved us all on board.  
 
    “That was close,” said Garrett. “Five more minutes and we would have been gone.” 
 
    “Candace drives like a lunatic,” grumbled Nick. He dumped his armful of clothing on the deck with Candace’s and Tim’s loads and started sorting through it. “But we wouldn’t have made it without her.” I didn’t point out that they wouldn’t have been so late if Candace had been on time in the first place. 
 
    Something clattered on the deck as Tim pulled a heavy jacket out of the pile and I gaped at the Hammer lying at my feet. I cast the first glamour that came to mind and the nearby passengers looked askance at the small rusty shovel that appeared. Candace picked it up carefully and turned it over in her hands, looking puzzled and shocked at the same time. She’s never seen my scáthán, I realized with a start. 
 
    “You must have grabbed the shovel by accident,” I told her, for the benefit of any onlookers. Candace reached for the blade of the shovel and I quickly leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Don’t touch it. It’s just a glamour.” She shot a surprised look at me but she nodded, leaning the “shovel” against the side of the boat while they sorted out their clothes. 
 
    The boat’s diesel engines rumbled to life and the deck lurched under my feet as the boat eased away from the pier. It picked up speed quickly, heading out into deeper waters, and I looked back at the dock, wondering how soon we’d be back. To my surprise, a small figure stood at the far end with a hand raised up as if he – or she – was reaching out to me, or maybe waving goodbye. Then I blinked and the dock was deserted. I looked around quickly but there was no sign of anyone anywhere along the shore. 
 
    “Did anyone see that?” I asked uncertainly. It happened so quickly I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t just a trick of my eyes.  
 
    “Saw what?” asked Emily, coming up beside me.  
 
    “Nothing, I guess. I thought I saw someone.” 
 
    The six of us stood in a huddle at the rear of the boat, bundled up against the damp breeze. There were about thirty other people on board, most of them looking like they’d been scoured by the wind and the sea and the sun for years. A surprising number of them carried bags or packages.  
 
    “Shopping, probably,” said Nick when I pointed that out. “The ferry’s the only way on or off the island, so supplies run short pretty quick.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Candace snorted. “Why would anyone want to live like that?” She carried Toirneach in its usual position on her shoulder, but since it looked like a shovel now, she was the ridiculous one in the group. I didn’t say that out loud. 
 
    “Why does anyone live anywhere?” Nick shrugged. He moved over to the side of the ship and leaned on the railing. “There’s Toraigh.” 
 
    I joined him and followed his pointing finger. Just to the left of Inishbofin, I made out a sharp-edged shape rising out of the sea, barely visible through the haze in the distance. It looked like someone had taken a regular island and chopped off all the edges with a giant axe. That looked more like a place out of legend and I shivered despite my heavy coat and sweater. 
 
    The boat surged up and dropped and I clutched the railing to keep my balance. “What was that? What happened?” 
 
    Nick looked at me disbelievingly. “That was a wave, Shy. Haven’t you ever been on a boat before?” 
 
    “Sure, plenty of times.” Of course, that was mostly around Massachusetts Bay and the Charles River during Girl Scout excursions. I’d never been out on the open sea, but I didn’t want to admit that. The boat bobbed again, higher this time, and a spray of frigid seawater dampened my face. “Is it going to be like this all the way across?” 
 
    “Nah,” said Tim, perching on the railing like he was posing for a beer ad. “It’ll be worse. Just wait ‘til we hit the whitecaps.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. In the distance ahead, white streaks marked the crests of the waves where the wind shredded the water into foam. They looked awfully high from here. 
 
    “There’s nothing to worry about, Shy,” said Garrett, giving Tim a glare that he either ignored or, more likely, didn’t notice. “Let’s go sit in the cabin and get out of the wind.” 
 
    “Sure, that sounds like a good idea.” Garrett had to help me across the deck like an old lady crossing the street as the boat heaved and swayed underfoot. The other passengers just stood around with their feet braced apart like they’d done this sort of thing every day of their lives, which might have been the case.  
 
    “Are you going to be all right?” he asked me solicitously. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” I told him irritably. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Eleven 
 
    I wasn’t fine. I was the opposite of fine. I was kneeling at Death’s door, too sick and feeble to cross that final threshold, doomed to a state of eternal nausea and dizziness. 
 
    “Here’s some more tissues, Shy.” Emily knelt beside me and handed me another wad of what I suspected was toilet paper from the small bathroom in the cabin. I nodded my thanks without opening my eyes, clutching them in anticipation of another round of dry heaves. I’d already lost every scrap of bile left in my body since Dún na Rí, but that didn’t stop my stomach from trying to produce more. 
 
    Garrett’s hand rested on the small of my back, comforting me and keeping me from falling over the railing at the back of the boat. I appreciated his kindness and support, but I really, really wished he didn’t have to see me like this. It was embarrassing enough as it was, even though the other passengers seemed sympathetic to my plight. 
 
    “Oh God.” The boat rose sharply and fell again, sending another cloud of spray across the deck. My hair was already dripping wet, although the cold droplets actually felt good against my skin. I breathed through my mouth and tried to think non-queasy thoughts. 
 
    “Hang in there, Shy,” Garrett told me reassuringly. “It won’t be long now.” 
 
    “How much –” I had to stop and gulp down something that was trying to crawl up my throat. “How much longer?” 
 
    “Oh, um –” He hemmed and hawed long enough for me to realize that he’d just been trying to make me feel better. “Half an hour,” he finally admitted. 
 
    “Oh God.” The waves had been getting steadily worse since we left Magheroarty and I couldn’t imagine what they’d be like by the time we reached Tory Island. My stomach told me they were at least ten feet high now, although the one time I’d pried my eyes open enough to check, they were more like two feet.  
 
    “You two go take a break. I’ll sit with her for a bit.” That was Candace’s voice. 
 
    “Shy?” Garrett asked. I managed a nod and he gripped my shoulder for a moment before he and Emily left, presumably to join Nick and Tim wherever they were. I sensed more than felt Candace settling against the railing a short distance away. 
 
    “Some Defender,” she said, not quite sarcastically. “Can’t even take a little boat ride without turning green.” 
 
    “Green’s the color of Ireland,” I countered weakly.  
 
    “Heh, good one. So what’s it like?” 
 
    “What’s what like?” Focusing on her voice helped distract me from the pitching of the boat and the churning in my stomach. 
 
    “Being the Defender. Being there on Tara when Lia Fáil proclaimed you to be Queen of Ireland.” 
 
    I chanced a quick look at her. This really wasn’t something we should have been discussing in public, although everyone else on board was staying well away from me, as if seasickness was contagious. 
 
    “Scary, mostly,” I said. I squeezed my eyes shut as the boat did another one of its roller coaster imitations but the sensation passed without incident.  
 
    “Scary?” Candace sounded like she didn’t believe me. “You’re the most powerful girl in all of Ireland now. What do you have to be afraid of?” 
 
    “I’m afraid of failing.” That was the honest truth. I didn’t have any strength left for lying. “Dad was supposed to be Defender, not me. I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know how to beat Maeve. I don’t even know how to hold Caladbolg properly. That’s why this trip is so important. I’m hoping Blathmac really did find something we can use.” That was the longest string of words I’d spoken since we left the pier.  
 
    Candace was quiet for a long while. “So what happens if you – well, if you die?” I managed to get one eye open to look at her. “In battle, I mean. Who becomes Defender after you?” 
 
    I never gave that any thought, frankly. The position of Treorái, leader of the Warriors of the White Branch and the Order of the Shamrock that replaced it, was hereditary, but I didn’t have any children. Could it go backwards? I wondered. Would Dad become Treorái after me, or would it go to the next in line? Who would that be, anyway?  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said slowly, muddling through the possibilities. The most likely name that came to me made my stomach roil even worse. “It might actually be Garrett.” His father had been Grandpa Phelan’s second-in-command, but Liam forfeited any rights to the position after he betrayed us. 
 
    “Garrett? Really?” Candace seemed really intrigued by that, but of course she’d known Garrett for years before I showed up. Heck, he would have gotten my vote if I’d had any choice in the matter. 
 
    The boat must have hit the next wave at a bad angle because it wallowed like a sick pig on a trampoline. My carefully nurtured control of my internal organs evaporated and I felt the blood drain from my face. 
 
    “Lean over the rail!” Candace pushed me forward but I guess she didn’t realize her own strength. The railing hit me hard right in the stomach and I heaved a lot of nothing over the side. I was too top-heavy with my borrowed clothes and Caladbolg slung on my back, though, and the deck was slick with seawater. My sneakers slipped and I felt myself falling forward. 
 
    “Shy!” Garrett’s voice came from somewhere behind me as I felt someone’s hand on my back. Whoever it was couldn’t get a grip on the thick material of my coat and I tumbled head-first over the railing towards the churning ocean just a few feet below. 
 
    I scrabbled frantically to grab something, anything, to stop my fall and my hand snagged something rough that scraped my palm, some kind of rope. My fingers closed around it convulsively and I flipped over, slamming against the rear of the boat and nearly dislocating my shoulder. I gasped as my legs plunged into the icy water and I nearly lost my grip as the sea tried to drag me away from the boat.  
 
    There was a lot of screaming and shouting in the background now, but I concentrated on getting my other hand up to grab my lifeline. The boat’s propellers churned up the water in a frothy spray that got in my mouth and stung my eyes and my hands slipped down the rope until I hit a something big and round and slightly squishy, probably one of the bumpers that protected the sides of the boat. The bumper was easier to hold, but it was also very wet and very slippery. 
 
    “Hang on, Shy!” I lifted out of the water a few inches as someone pulled me up by the rope. The engines cut off suddenly and the horrible sucking sensation on my legs stopped. The rope moved another few inches and then someone grabbed the collar of my coat and lifted me straight out of the water and over the railing. 
 
    I fell onto the deck, coughing and spitting and trying to get the stinging saltwater out of my eyes. Somebody helped me sit up and enveloped me in a crushing embrace. At first I thought it was Garrett, but the arms wrapped around me were way too muscular. Tim, I thought gratefully. 
 
    “Shy, are yer all right?” he asked anxiously. “Are yer hurt at all?” 
 
    “No, I’m okay.” I tried to scrape the salt taste out of my mouth, but my hands were coated with the stuff. “I just lost my balance. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Shy.” That was Garrett, kneeling in front of me and taking my hands in his. I couldn’t tell which one of us was shaking more. 
 
    “Cad a tharla?” That was the older sailor pushing his way through the crowd that surrounded us. He looked scared and angry at the same time. 
 
    Nick spoke to him urgently in Gaelic, no doubt explaining what a klutzy idiot I was. Now that I was past the imminent threat of death by drowning, I was kicking myself mentally for being so sick and so clumsy. Garrett looked really worried, though. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re all right, Shy? Can you stand up?” I nodded, although I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I could. I leaned on Garrett’s arm as I got my feet under me and Tim’s hand under my elbow kept me steady as I stood. That seemed to be the signal for everyone on board to gather around me, clamoring at me in a confusing mix of English and Gaelic.  
 
    “Saoire a n-aonar, le do thoil!” Garrett snapped, and the nearest passengers stepped back to give us some space. “Shy, your hands are cold.” 
 
    The rest of me was even colder. I was soaking wet all the way up past my waist. Between the water and the wind, all the warmth was getting sucked out of my body and I couldn’t stop shivering. 
 
    “Let’s get you inside,” said Tim, setting words to action before I could even nod. He plowed his way through the crowd like a bull strolling through a wheat field, pulling me along in his wake. He shooed someone out of one of the plastic seats bolted to the wall inside the open cabin and sat me down much more forcefully than I would have liked. “Right, that should do you.” He stood back with his arms crooked at his sides, effectively creating a barrier between me and everyone else. 
 
    I nodded my thanks and huddled in the hard little seat, hugging myself as tightly as I could, watching a puddle of seawater form around my feet. I was wet all the way up to my waist but I had nothing else to change into. Emily saw the problem right away. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get you dried off,” she exclaimed, urging me back to my feet. “The rest of you, see if you can find something for her to change into.” She left them to figure out where to find a dry set of clothing in the middle of the ocean and pushed me into the boat’s only bathroom. 
 
    It was barely large enough for one person, but she jammed us in there along with her backpack. She got me to strip down to my underwear and did her best to dry me off with the paper towels. She wrung out my clothes and draped them over every available corner, but there was no way they were going to get dry before we landed on Tory Island. Emily was the only one of us with any sense, as it turned out, and she pulled a complete change of clothes out of her backpack, but the only things that fit me were a loose knit pullover and socks. 
 
    A tentative knock on the bathroom door was followed by Garrett’s voice. “Shy? Emily? One of the passengers had something that might fit.” Emily cracked open the door and he slipped a plastic-wrapped package through the gap. “Sorry, there weren’t many options.” 
 
    The package proved to be a set of men’s flannel pajamas, but they were small enough that I only needed to roll up the legs and sleeves one turn. Of course, I looked ridiculous standing in a ferry’s bathroom in pajamas, but they were dry and warm and I didn’t care. 
 
    The boat’s engines rumbled to life again as we packed up my sodden wardrobe in the plastic bag and stuffed it into the backpack. I kept Emily’s sweater on over the pajamas and Muirenn’s canvas coat was pretty much waterproof, but we couldn’t do anything about my sneakers. I’d just have to live with cold, squishy insoles for a while. 
 
    We left the bathroom finally and I braced myself for the amused looks and comments from everyone on my new outfit. To my relief, most of the passengers had already drifted away now that it looked I would survive my ordeal and the rest just gave me encouraging nods and smiles. One woman, though, stood beside Garrett and looked me over with a pleased expression on her ruddy face. 
 
    “Shy, this is Mrs. O’Byrne,” said Garrett awkwardly. “She’s the one who donated the, um, clothes.” He waved at the incongruous gray flannel covering my legs. 
 
    “Thank you so much,” I told her sincerely. “That was very kind of you.” Mrs. O’Byrne looked questioningly at Garrett and he told her something in Gaelic. She replied in kind with a broad grin. “What did she say?” 
 
    “She said, ah, that it looks better on you than it would on Mr. O’Byrne.” Garrett looked embarrassed. 
 
    “Oh, well, thank you, I guess.” I dredged my memory for a scrap of Gaelic that wasn’t póg mo thóin. “Um, go raibh maith agat?” Mrs. O’Byrne’s face lit up and she rattled off something that made Garrett look really uneasy. She patted him on the arm and turned away with a friendly wave. “What did she say?” 
 
    “Er, that we make a beautiful couple and she hopes we’ll have a lot of children someday.” It was hard to tell which of us blushed harder. I avoided having to respond to that by looking around for Nick instead. He stood beside Tim, who was guarding my seat. 
 
    “Shy, are you feeling okay?” Nick asked, looking me over carefully. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I insisted. Tim used one of his beefy hands to turn me around and sit me down. “I just got a little wet, that’s all.” 
 
    “Fish get a little wet, Shy,” Nick said, shaking his head. “You nearly drowned.” 
 
    “But I didn’t, so let’s just forget it ever happened. It was just a stupid accident.” The boat crested another wave and I closed my eyes for a moment in anticipation of another bout of nausea. Nothing happened, though, other than an unsettled sensation in my stomach. When I looked again, everyone had taken a cautious step back. “I’m not going to throw up,” I told them irritably. “I’m past all that now.” That wasn’t to say that I suddenly grew sea legs, but at least my stomach wasn’t actively rebelling any more. Maybe something good came out of all this. 
 
    “All right, just stay away from the railings, please.” Nick sighed as he glanced up at the ceiling. The ship’s wheelhouse was right overhead. “I promised the captain you weren’t going to sue him for negligence, so he’s not going to turn you over to the Gardaí for disrupting the cruise and throwing him off schedule.” 
 
    “What! It’s not my fault! It was an accident!” Nick shrugged and I slumped in my seat. “It’s not fair,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Just stay put and you’ll be fine,” Nick chuckled. “We be arriving in twenty minutes or so.” 
 
    “Fine.” I ran my hands through my hair and grimaced. The strands were all twisted and tangled and crusty with salt and I didn’t have a brush. “I need a long, hot bath and a warm bed.” 
 
    “We’ll get you one, Shy,” Emily promised brightly. “Right after we hike to Dún Bhaloir and dig through the abandoned ruins to find Blathmac’s treasure.” 
 
    “Great.” My enthusiasm this trip vanished when I went looking for Davy Jones’ locker, but I supposed it was too late to turn back now. “I hope Blathmac left a big This way to the secret weapon sign somewhere.” 
 
    Tim snorted. “Not likely. We’re probably going to have to use that shovel Candace is lugging around.” 
 
    “Shovel? Oh my God! The glamours! Are they still okay?” I couldn’t see Caladbolg’s hilt behind my head, but Sleá Lúin still looked like an old stick. I looked around to make sure Toirneach was still disguised. “Where’s Candace?” She wasn’t anywhere nearby, but then I spotted her just outside on the deck, looking at me with the strangest expression. I raised my hand to beckon her closer, but she quickly turned away and vanished outside. “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “I think she’s just upset about what happened,” said Garrett quietly. “She was supposed to be looking after you, remember.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t her fault.” I made to get up and go after her, but Garrett waved me back. 
 
    “Just let her be, Shy. She’ll be fine once we reach the island.” 
 
    “Well, okay.” I settled back on the stiff plastic seat reluctantly. She’s probably wishing she’d stayed in bed this morning, after all the things that happened to her today, I thought glumly. I know I am. I laid my head back against the wall behind me and tried to ignore the pitching of the boat as we continued on to Tory Island and, hopefully, some answers. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Twelve 
 
    I stayed in the cabin for the rest of the trip, but everyone else except Candace took turns keeping me company. The waves gradually diminished until the boat more or less kept an even keel and finally the engines throttled down to a low grumble. Emily and I joined the general flow of passengers out to the open deck and I got my first good look at Tory Island. 
 
    The harbor was surrounded on three sides by low hills sloping down to a very rocky beach, with a long concrete pier jutting out in the middle. A cluster of white-washed houses and buildings filled up most of the center area and a few other building dotted the landscape on either side. Most of the open space was covered in grass, although some areas had splashes of red and purple, presumably flowers of some sort. There wasn’t a single tree in sight. 
 
    The captain carefully maneuvered the boat alongside the pier where a couple of men stood ready with heavy ropes. We gently bumped to a stop and the shoremen quickly lashed the boat in place as the engines died into silence. The passengers milled about, eager to get ashore, but they had to wait until the captain climbed down from the wheelhouse and ensured that the gang plank was positioned properly. 
 
    At his wave, the passengers disembarked quickly but without any fuss, hurrying along the pier towards the town. The captain kept a close eye on me, though, and when it was my turn to take the three short steps across the walkway, he stopped me with a touch on my arm. 
 
    “Tú a bheith cúramach, cailín,” he said, in a tone that sounded like a warning. “Is an t-oileán ina áit chontúirteach.” 
 
    I glanced at Garrett for a translation, but he was looking at something off in the distance. “Um, okay, thanks,” I said, hoping he wasn’t telling me to go to hell for ruining the cruise. “Sorry about all the trouble.” He just glowered at me and motioned for me to get moving. 
 
    Standing on solid ground felt weird after bobbing up and down for an hour and I had trouble finding my balance. The wind didn’t help either. It gusted down from the island, chilly and damp, ruffling the thin legs of my borrowed pajamas against my legs. I dug my stocking cap and scarf out of the pockets of Muirenn’s jacket, only to discover they were still sopping wet. I wrung them out and stuffed them back with a sigh. 
 
    Candace was the last one to get off the boat, almost like she was seriously considering going straight back to the mainland. Finally, though, she joined us on the dock, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” she said to no one in particular. That was an attitude I could agree with. 
 
    Nick led the way along the pier to the shore and the town beyond. Most of the other passengers were already out of sight, no doubt heading to their warm and cozy homes. A few lingered by the road stretching left and right along the shoreline, saying their farewells to their friends, but my attention was fixed on the strange-looking monument just a short distance from the end of the pier. 
 
    A capital T carved from a single slab of rock stood on a crude pedestal of stone just above the waterline. It was taller than me, a couple of feet wide, but only a few inches thick, worn by time and the elements and coated with lichen. 
 
    “Is that the tau cross?” I breathed. Suddenly this whole adventure seemed a lot more real. 
 
    “It is,” said Nick with a nod. “It’s been there for several hundred years and it’ll probably be there for a hundred more.” 
 
    “You mean Balor didn’t put it there?” That was sort of disappointing, actually. 
 
    “Christianity came along long after the Fomori were defeated. There used to be a monastery here. Maybe one of the monks brought it here.” 
 
    “You mean made it here.” 
 
    “I mean brought. The stone it’s made out of isn’t native to the island.” I found that hard to believe. The cross was solid rock and probably weighed a ton, literally. How could a monk even get it on a boat without sinking it, let alone row it all the way across the ocean? That particular mystery would have to wait for another time, though. 
 
    “So which way now?” According to the map, Balor’s Fort was at the end of the road, but I was completely turned around. 
 
    “That way.” Emily pointed to the right. The landscape was curiously flat but tilted up, as if the island was actually a giant misshapen table with two short legs. “Just a quick jaunt past East Town.” Another cluster of houses, smaller than the town ahead of us, sat about two-thirds of the way to the distant cliffs. 
 
    “Let’s get going, then,” I sighed. I wasn’t looking forward to the hike, especially with soggy sneakers. “The sooner we get there, the sooner we can go home.” 
 
    We climbed the slope from the dock up to the road, passing by the tau cross. A few of the natives still lingered outside, but most were either inside or well on their way down the road. Before we could join the handful of people heading east, though, a white-haired man wearing a sailor’s cap waved at us from his perch on a low stone wall overlooking the harbor. 
 
    “Fáilte a Toraigh!” he called with an amiable smile. I figured that part out on my own: Welcome to Tory Island. “D'fhéadfadh do fanacht a bheith ina cheann taitneamhach.” I had no idea what that meant, but Nick returned his wave and engaged him in a long exchange in Gaelic that involved a fair bit of pointing in different directions, mostly east.  
 
    The others listened in, but I could only stand there trying not to shiver too obviously. The houses blocked most of the wind but standing in the middle of the road wasn’t doing a thing to keep me warm. Finally, though, the man tipped his hat to us and waved farewell. Nick started down the road and I jogged to catch up with him. 
 
    “So what was that all about?” I asked, glancing back to make sure the man was out of earshot. “Who was that guy?” 
 
    “That’s Patsy,” said Nick, “the King of Toraigh.” 
 
    “The what?” I stopped dead in my tracks and then had to run to close the distance again. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “No, he’s really the King,” Nick grinned. “It’s an honorary position, voted on by the residents. He’s sort of a goodwill ambassador for the island.” 
 
    “Oh.” I looked back. Patsy stood watching us and he waved again when he noticed me looking. “So what did he say?” 
 
    “He said the way to Balor’s Fort is tricky and suggested we hire a local guide. Apparently some of the trails can be pretty treacherous, especially with the wind.” 
 
    “Do you think we should?”  
 
    “I think the fewer witnesses, the better. We don’t need anyone wondering why we’re digging up Balor’s Fort.” 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    “Patsy also suggested we stay at the Harbour View Hotel when we got back.” 
 
    That actually sounded nice, but I shook my head. “I’d rather head straight home.” 
 
    “That might be a bit problematic.” At my puzzled look, he pointed down to the harbor. The ferry was just pulling away from the pier with a handful of people visible on the deck. “That’s the last sailing today. The next departure is 10:30 tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Oh.” It never occurred to me to ask what the ferry schedule was. “Do you think we can get a reservation?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Patsy was pretty sure they’d have room.” We continued walking along the road. “He also suggested we try Leac na Leannán while we’re out here.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “The Wishing Stone. It apparently fairly famous. I gather it’s an outcropping at the top of the cliff just north of Balor’s Fort. According to Patsy, if you can throw three stones onto it in a row, you’ll be granted a wish.” 
 
    “Can I wish for long underwear?” We were already at the eastern edge of the town and the wind was picking up again. I pulled my coat tighter around me as Nick laughed softly. 
 
    “Wish for whatever you want, Shy,” he said. “Come on. it’s not far.” 
 
    Not far was a matter of opinion. I’m sure the rest of them could have trekked from one end of the other without breaking a sweat, but I had to deal with the threat of blisters from my wet socks and shoes, not to mention the relentless wind from the north scraping the land clear of anything taller than six inches. I was cold and tired and miserable and trying not to limp. 
 
    The road formed a dividing line between the grassy fields on the lower slopes to the south and the barren rock to the north. In the distance, I heard a dull roaring sound, almost like static from a TV with the volume turned down, but I couldn’t figure out what it was or where it came from. I finally mentioned it to Garrett, walking on the upwind side of me, just to make sure I wasn’t just imagining things. He paused and listened. 
 
    “That’s probably just the surf,” he told me. 
 
    “Surf? We aren’t anywhere near the water.” The southern shore was actually no more than a quarter mile away, but the sea looked relatively calm from here. 
 
    “We’re probably closer than you think. Come on.”  
 
    He turned off the road and climbed the slope to the north and, after a startled moment, I hurried after him. The roaring sound grew steadily louder as we neared the crest of the hill, until I discovered it wasn’t a hill at all. It was the edge of a cliff that plummeted straight down at least two hundred feet into the ocean, where waves whipped by a wind straight from the Arctic Circle crashed into the rocks, churning the water into a white forth and sending frigid spray all the way up into my face. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I breathed. The view was breathtaking and scary at the same time. The northern shore of Tory Island was nothing but ragged cliffs and piles of stone slowly being eroded away by the relentless action of the wind and the sea. I didn’t dare get any closer and I grabbed Garrett’s hand when he tried to peer over the edge of the cliff. “Don’t you dare!” He let me pull him further away to where the others were waiting for us to finish our sight-seeing tour. Nick looked amused, Emily concerned, and Candace sullen. Tim wasn’t even paying attention. He was watching the seagulls circle overhead. 
 
    The road took us past East Town, a collection of about twenty houses scattered willy-nilly along a couple of side streets. No one was in sight, which gave it an abandoned look, although somebody’s laundry flapped in the breeze like mismatched flags. I wondered how they kept their sheets from sailing across the ocean to the mainland. 
 
    The road started to angle up as we continued on towards the peninsula where Balor’s Fort once stood. We passed alarmingly close to the cliffs again and I made sure I stayed on the far side of the road, just in case the rock decided to break away at just that moment and plunge into the sea below, but we made it through uneventfully and, at long last, came to the end of the road. 
 
    The peninsula itself looked like some mythological giant had carelessly dropped three gigantic blocks of stone in a row, each one more alarmingly tilted than the last. Narrow strips connected each one, but I doubted the bridges were more than a hundred feet across. That sounded like a lot of space to walk on, but the sides were sheer drops down to the broken rocks and the waves below.  
 
    I eyed the path doubtfully. I really wish we didn’t have to do this. Ironically, I’d have to walk all the way across to reach Leac na Leannán in order to get that wish granted.  
 
    “Well,” I said aloud, “who wants to go first?” Tim grinned and crossed his arms over his chest. A burst of ultraviolet later, he wore his favorite wolfhound shape and snuffled around for a bit before trotting off along a winding path worn in the short grass. “Cheater,” I grumbled. He lolled his tongue at me and woofed to get us moving. 
 
    “Come on, Shy,” said Garrett. “There’s nothing to worry about.” He started after Tim, using the Spear like the walking stick it resembled.  
 
    Belatedly, I glanced around to make sure there wasn’t anyone else nearby and released my glamours. I didn’t think Garrett even noticed, but Candace took Toirneach off her shoulder and looked it over suspiciously, as if she thought that the illusion I cast might have damaged it somehow. She swung it underhanded, hitting a loose stone with the flat end of the head. The rock disintegrated with a sharp pock! and a puff of dust and she nodded her satisfaction with the result.  
 
    I hurried after Garrett and Emily stayed close behind me, with Candace and Nick bringing up the rear. For some insane reason, the path snaked back and forth across the narrow isthmus instead of staying straight in the center, but I kept my eyes fixed on Garrett’s back until we were all the way across and on the relatively safety of the first block. It was the largest of the three and the levelest, with a few patches of grass clinging to the cracks and crevices on its surface. Tim turned north towards the next block and we followed him single-file. 
 
    The wind decided we were having it too easy and kicked itself up a notch, biting my cheeks and ears. At this point, I didn’t care how wet my scarf was and I pulled it out and wrapped it around my face, just leaving a gap for my eyes. The damp wool still sucked the heat out of my skin, but at least it wasn’t as bitterly painful. I kept my hands stuffed in my pockets. 
 
    The next connection was uneven, like a set of deformed stairs, forcing us to climb carefully, and the next block tilted up and to the left very noticeably. If I dropped a bowling ball here, assuming I was insane enough to lug one along, it would have rolled all the way across the block, picking up speed the whole way, until it shot off the cliff like a cannonball and plunged into the ocean below.  
 
    Thankfully, Tim stuck to the high side of the block as we worked our way across. I kept my eyes fixed on the ground in front of me, making sure there weren’t any loose stones that might send me sliding to my doom, and I nearly bumped into Garrett when he stopped. 
 
    “What?” I looked around hurriedly, doing a quick headcount, but everyone was accounted for. Garrett tapped my arm and pointed. A long rocky ridge angled out into the ocean, at least a hundred feet tall and a thousand feet long, but no more than twenty feet wide. It looked like a giant rusted sword had been placed edge-up in the water. “What in the world is that?” I breathed. I’d never seen anything like it. 
 
    “It doesn’t really have a name,” said Nick, coming up behind me. “This end is called the Anvil,” he pointed to the triangular block of stone that connected the ridge to the plateau we stood on, “and the peak at the end is called Tor Mór, the High Tower.” The end of the ridge poked up in a point a couple of hundred feet above sea level. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” I said sincerely. I wished I’d thought to bring a camera, but then I realized I could use my phone for that. I reached for my back pocket before I remembered I wasn’t wearing my jeans, and then I groaned. “Oh, no. Dad’s going to kill me!” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Shy?” Nick asked in concern. 
 
    “My phone. It was in my pants when I fell off the boat.” It was either still in my jeans, bundled up in Emily’s backpack, or at the bottom of the Atlantic. Either way, it was ruined. “Dad gave it to me for Christmas last year.” 
 
    “Write Santa a nice letter and maybe he’ll bring you a new one,” Candace groused. She had a good heavy coat on but no hat or gloves, and she looked cold and surly. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    I nodded and waved at Tim to lead the way again. The next bridge was no wider than the others but it was thankfully flat, and the final block was almost level on top, except that someone had sliced off half of it at a forty-five degree angle. The edge was ruler-straight and I couldn’t see how that could possibly be natural. Nick just spread his hands when I asked him about it. 
 
    “It’s probably just a natural fault line,” he said absently, but then he took another look. “Or maybe –” He got alarmingly close to the edge and swung his arm back and forth in a long arc, parallel to the slope. I inched my way towards him, but I didn’t dare get too close.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “This looks like what would happen if someone used Caladbolg like it was meant to be used.” 
 
    “Oh my God! Are you serious?” Emily and Dad both told me that, according to legend, Caladbolg could cut the tops off hills, but I just assumed it was just another prehistoric tall tale. Sure, I’d managed to cut up a crate in Grandpa Phelan’s storeroom and slice through my bedroom wall swinging it around carelessly, but I never imagined it could actually do something like this. Now that I thought of it, the edges of the entire peninsula looked far too smooth and straight to be natural, unlike the rugged irregularity of the rest of the island. “Why would someone do this?” 
 
    “To get into Balor’s Fort?” Nick shrugged, rejoining the rest of us. “His tower was said to be impregnable.” 
 
    “Like the tower in Rath Solais?” I asked. Maybe I don’t need to find the Pooka after all. I reached back to touch Caladbolg’s hilt but I stopped myself. I didn’t want to risk accidentally slicing off something I shouldn’t. 
 
    “Maybe. They were both built by the Fomori.”  
 
    “So where’s the fort, then?” I expected to see the remains of a tower or a broken foundation or a pile of rocks or something, but the entire top of the plateau was absolutely bare except for a few scattered stones and some clumps of grass. 
 
    “That,” said Nick thoughtfully, “is a very good question.” He turned in a complete circle with his hands on his hips and stopped, facing west. A weathered rocky outcropping perched on the very edge of the cliff, the only part that wasn’t perfectly flat. “Tim, want to take a look over there?”  
 
    Tim whuffed and padded over, snuffling around the base of the little ridge and vanishing around the other side. He’s got nothing to be afraid of, I thought, a little resentfully. If he falls, he can just turn into a bird or a fish or something. I couldn’t, though, and the thought of tumbling helplessly onto the rocks below or into the ocean sent a shiver through me. 
 
    “Are you cold, Shy?” Garrett stood behind me and wrapped his arms around mine. It didn’t actually help much with the wind, since he was on the wrong side, but I didn’t complain. 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks,” I lied. I didn’t want to seem too whiny. “I just wish Tim would hurry up and find a secret door or something.” 
 
    “We can always try the Wishing Stone,” Garrett teased. 
 
    “It probably wouldn’t hurt.” I didn’t actually believe in wishing wells or wishing on a star, but now that we seemed to be stymied for the moment, I was willing to try anything. “Isn’t it supposed to be around here somewhere? Nick?” 
 
    “Hmm?” He was watching his brother poke his long nose into cracks in the rocks. I repeated the question and he looked around with a frown. “That’s probably it over there,” he said, pointing to the far end of the plateau. “That little bit that sticks out over the water.” 
 
    “That ... doesn’t look too safe,” I allowed uneasily. Leac na Leannán was at the narrow point of the northernmost tip of the plateau. Anyone approaching it would risk getting blown over the side by the relentless buffeting of the wind. 
 
    “You’re just supposed to throw stones on it,” Emily reminded me, “not stand on it.” She looked around and picked up a small scrap of stone, weighing it in her hand. She inched a bit closer to the Wishing Stone and then carefully threw her rock. It sailed straight for the Stone in a perfect arc, just before the wind carried it off to the side and out of sight. 
 
    “You need to adjust for the wind,” Garrett told her, earning himself a well, duh look from Emily. He found another rock and assessed the distance before lobbing it in a high arc just to the left of the Stone. The wind chose that moment to die down and his effort disappeared over the cliff as well. “You try, Shy.” 
 
    “I’m no good at throwing things,” I protested, but he handed me a rock anyway. With a resigned sigh, I tossed it underhand and it hopped and skittered along the plateau before coming to a halt near the edge of the cliff. “Is that actually on the Stone?” I asked doubtfully, peering at it. “I can’t tell.”  
 
    “I think it is!” said Emily eagerly. “Here, do it again.” She pressed another stone into my hand. “Exactly the same as last time.” 
 
    I tried the same tactic. This time, the rock hit something and bounced high, heading straight for the edge, then ricocheted back on its next bounce, spinning to a stop in the exact center of the Wishing Stone. We all stared at it in disbelief. 
 
    “Blind luck,” Candace scoffed, although she didn’t sound like she believed her own words. “Besides, it takes three to make a wish.” 
 
    “Here you go, Shy.” Garrett gave me another stone, one that looked like it had been polished in a river rather than broken off of some larger piece. I took a shaky breath and sized up the distance carefully before launching it at the target.  
 
    We all held our breaths as the stone bounced and tumbled like the others, but it then landed on its edge and started rolling, straight down the middle of the Wishing Stone.  
 
    “No, no, no!” exclaimed Emily in dismay. “It’s not stopping!” Then the stone hit a crack in the surface, popped up in the air, and landed inches from the edge. It wobbled like a drunken sailor, getting closer and closer to the drop, and then the wind gusted again and carried it over out of sight. 
 
    We stood in stunned silence for the longest time, until Candace finally shook herself. “Well,” she declared flatly, “it was just a story for the tourists anyway.” 
 
    “Do you want to try, Nick?” He shook his head with a smile. “Candace?” She did the same, without the smile. “Where did Tim get to?” 
 
    Tim chose that moment to reappear between the rocks, sniffing intently at the ground. He wove back and forth for a bit, gradually working his way towards us. “Do you smell something, boy? I mean Tim,” I amended apologetically. 
 
    He paused for a moment to give a sort of barking sneeze, liked he’d snorted up some dirt, and then continued to follow a roundabout path closer and closer to the lower slope. My anxiety level ratcheted up with each step. 
 
    “Tim, be careful!” I called.  
 
    “He’s fine,” said Nick. “I wonder what he found.” He watched his brother intently, but I couldn’t imagine where the trail was leading. There was absolutely nothing here. 
 
    Tim snuffled his way right to the very edge of the plateau, where he stopped and stared intently down the slope allegedly cut by Caladbolg. He looked back and gave us a big doggy grin with his tongue hanging out, and then he leaped straight over the edge. 
 
    “Tim!” Garrett grabbed me before I could do something stupid, and a moment later, a flash of ultraviolet in my Sight told me Tim had transformed again. A seagull swooped up from below, screeled at us as it circled overhead, and then dived down out of sight. I really hoped that was Tim and not some random bird looking for something to eat. I hadn’t thought to check for a telltale streak of blue on its head. 
 
    It would have been nice if Tim had told us what was going on first, but I guess he didn’t want to waste time and energy transforming back into human shape. For lack of anything better to do, Garrett, Emily, and I poked around the outcropping to see if we could spot whatever Tim had found, but there was nothing there but scrubby grass and bird droppings. Nick stood in the center of the plateau, waiting for Tim to reappear, while Candace threw rocks irritably in the direction of Leac na Leannán. She seemed to trying to bounce her stones all the way over to Tor Mór, though, judging from the zip she put on them. 
 
    The rocks did provide a little bit of shelter from the wind, so I stayed where I was, huddled up in my coat. The plateau seemed to be the highest point on the entire island and I could see all the way back to the harbor and beyond. East Town and Middletown were too far away to make out anything smaller than the houses and it was easy to imagine that we were the only people on the island, until something moved down by the end of the road. 
 
    “Uh-oh, someone might be coming,” I said nervously, wondering what sort of story we could come up with to explain why we were just standing around on a windswept precipice.  
 
    “I don’t see anyone,” said Garrett, peering down the slope. 
 
    “There, by the first – oh, wait. Where did he go?” The small shape I’d spotted had vanished, but there was no one on the road heading back to civilization and no way down off the cliffs that I was aware of. 
 
    “Probably just a bird,” he opined with a shrug. 
 
    “No, it was definitely a person,” I told him, although it had been too far to tell if it had been a man or a woman, an adult or a child. Emily looked as well and shook her head. “I didn’t imagine it,” I insisted.  
 
    Determined to prove that I wasn’t hallucinating, I touched my torc and sent my Sight reaching out. I Saw the dull pinpricks of small birds and animals scattered around, but none of the brighter auras I associated with humans or the Sidhe. I had trouble discerning distances, though, so I pushed my Sight out even further, until finally I found a small cluster of regular auras, grouped in twos and threes. That must be East Town, I thought. There was definitely no one else in between. I reeled my Sight back in, breathing deeply for a moment to regain my equilibrium before I opened my eyes again. 
 
    “I could have sworn,” I said to myself. Garrett gave me a sympathetic look and a reassuring touch on my shoulder, but Emily just rolled her eyes. I ignored them both as I wrestled with a nagging thought. 
 
    That’s four times now I thought I saw something that wasn’t there. Didn’t Muirenn say that great-great-great-grandfather Lórcan started seeing things before he went nuts and drowned himself? I’m wearing his torc. What if –?  
 
    Before I could finish that unsettling thought, a sharp squeal sounded overhead and a seagull swooped low, circled us twice, and landed beside us with a hop and a flurry of wings. This time I did check and the seagull’s head sported a faint blue stripe, exactly where Tim’s Mohawk would be. The bird ducked its head and a moment later, Tim stood in its place, working his shoulders like they ached. 
 
    “Birds are a pain,” he grumbled. “Dogs are a lot easier.” 
 
    “Never mind that!” I said eagerly. “Did you find something?” Tim gave us a big gap-toothed grin. “What? What did you find?” 
 
    “A door,” he said with satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “A door? Really? Where?” I was tempted to run to the edge of the slope and look for myself, but my survival instinct kicked in just in time. 
 
    “Down on the side there, on the left,” said Tim, pointing, although we couldn’t see anything from where we stood. “Not really a door, I suppose,” he admitted, “more like a hole, but it’s squarish and there’s an open space inside.” 
 
    “Part of Balor’s Fort, do you think?” asked Nick as he rejoined us. “I always assumed it was a tower built on top of the plateau here, but I suppose it could have extended down into the rock.” 
 
    “Didn’t someone say this was a popular tourist site?” I argued. “Wouldn’t have someone spotted a doorway ages ago?” 
 
    “It’s hard to see from up here,” said Tim with a shrug. “Here, I’ll show you.” 
 
    He grabbed me by the arm and hauled me all the way over to the edge, not even aware of my frantic attempts to escape. He leaned over, peering around a bit, and then pointed at something down on the left.  
 
    “There, you see that dark patch about twenty feet down, where that grass is sticking out? It’s just under that, tucked under a bit of a ledge. It’s a bit small but it’s really obvious from underneath.” 
 
    What I saw was my life passing before my eyes, but at least Tim didn’t let go. After a few deep breaths to slow my racing heart, I tried to see what he was pointing at, but the entire slope looked the same to me: steep, smooth, and imminently fatal. 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” I pushed backwards and he finally moved away from the edge. The others had come closer, but only Nick got within ten feet of us. “Wait, what do you mean, small? How small?” 
 
    “Big enough for a leprechaun,” Tim grinned. “I picked up Blathmac’s scent up there by the rocks. It looks like he snooped around up there for a while and then came over here.” 
 
    “Wow, that was a lucky break.” Thank you, shamrock tattoo! “But how did he get down there?” I had a brief mental image of a leprechaun tumbling helplessly down the slope and pinwheeling into the ocean below. “More to the point, how are we going to get down there? And can we even get in?” 
 
    “Well ...” Tim scratched his Mohawk as he looked us over. “Em can probably get in, since she’s got no tits to get in the way.” Her resentful glare escaped him completely. “The rest of you – well, I guess we’ll just have to make the hole bigger.” 
 
    “And how do you propose we do that?” Unless Emily happened to bring a stick of dynamite in her backpack, I didn’t see how we could possible dig our way through solid rock. 
 
    “If only we had something that could carve through stone like butter,” said Nick with a wry smile. 
 
    “Right, exactly.” Everyone looked at me. More accurately, they looked just past my head, where Caladbolg’s hilt stuck up over my shoulder. “No. No, no, no!. There’s no way I’m going to do that.” Just the thought of trying to stand on that slope while swinging a sword made me queasy. 
 
    “Do you have any better suggestions?” he asked. 
 
    “What about Toirneach?” I pointed at the Hammer resting on Candace’s shoulder. “It can break rocks pretty easily.” 
 
    Candace didn’t even bother pointing out that I was basically asking her to risk her neck doing something I was afraid to do. Instead, she swung the Hammer off her shoulder in a smooth motion that was almost too fast to follow and struck the stone at her feet. Bits of stone spattered everywhere and one stray chip stung my hand, but all she had to show for it was a fist-sized indentation in the surface. It would take forever to hack through the rock that way. 
 
    We only had two choices: either we gave up and hiked back to the hotel where a warm bed and a warmer bath awaited, or I had to be the leader Lia Fáil said I was. It wasn’t really any choice at all. “Fine,” I sighed. “Did anyone bring a rope?” 
 
    “Not to worry, Shy, I’ll get you down safely.” I looked at Nick in surprise, but he just smiled reassuringly and held out his hands for mine. Grasping them firmly, he moved around until his back was to the slope, his heels just a few inches from the edge. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” I asked anxiously. “If you slip –” 
 
    “I won’t slip. Close your eyes and let your Sight guide you.” 
 
    He waited patiently as I looked around at the others. Garrett and Emily looked nervous, while Tim watched me with his arms crossed in casual confidence. Candace, though, seemed taken aback by what was happening, but I didn’t have time to ask her what was wrong. Instead, I swallowed hard and closed my eyes, letting my Sight extend outwards. 
 
    Everyone’s auras bloomed in colorful blobs around me, but Nick’s strange white aura grew steadily brighter as it sank into the stone beneath our feet. I remembered him bonding with the earth in the Otherworld to hold the gate open for us and he seemed to be doing the same thing here, using his power to hold himself firmly to the stone of the plateau. In my Sight, I Saw that there was no way his feet would move unless he willed them to. 
 
    Slowly, Nick shifted one foot back to the edge and then the other one, pulling me forward a step. His next move took him onto the steep slope beyond, but his feet remained locked to the surface. He could probably walk down a sheer cliff if he wanted to. 
 
    The hardest part for me was my first step over the edge. Although Nick held me tightly, my sneakers didn’t have the same adhesive power and my feet skidded on the gritty surface. I clutched him in a panic, but he held me steady until I recovered my footing. My heart thudded in my chest but I refused to open my eyes. 
 
    “You’re doing great, Shy.” Nick’s voice sounded distant and absent, like he was concentrating on something very important, which I supposed he was. “Just follow me down. There’s no rush.” 
 
    Step by step, we descended the slope, moving slowly down and over to where Tim’s door was supposed to be. I tried Seeing in that direction, but my Sight was geared more towards living things and I couldn’t detect anything different. I had to trust that Nick knew what he was doing and where he was going. 
 
    I had no idea how long it took us to get down to the right level, but finally Nick paused. He seemed to be gathering his strength and I wondered how long he could keep this up before his power gave out. That wasn’t a comforting thought. 
 
    “We’re almost there, Shy,” he said slowly. “You’ll need to turn around and face the slope now. The hole will be just to your right.” That meant I had to let go of his hands and I had to fight another surge of panic. He pulled me close against his chest, though, and turned me around carefully, holding my waist firmly. “We’ll take one step over and we’ll be set.” I felt his right foot slide sideways and I did the same with mine. Then we pulled our left feet in and stood for a moment as I gathered my breath and my courage. “All right, Shy, open your eyes.” 
 
    I opened them slowly, keeping them fixed on the ground in front of me. The slope wasn’t nearly as smooth as it looked from up top, with deep cracks and ruts all over from centuries of weathering. Right about knee height to me, a gap in the rock loomed black against the stone, overshadowed by a thatch of dry grass hanging down from a rough ledge. The hole was maybe a foot high and a couple of feet wide, looking more like a window than a door, but I could easily imagine Blathmac wriggling his way through. I wasn’t sure even Emily could manage the same feat, though, and there was no way the rest of us could get through into whatever lay beyond. 
 
    “Are we sure that’s actually a way in and not just a crack in the rock?” I asked. I was amazed at how steady my voice sounded. 
 
    “There’s an empty room beyond and passages leading elsewhere,” Nick told me in that slow, heavy voice. I wondered how he knew that, but I supposed maybe his bond with the stone gave him a sense of what was under his feet. 
 
    “Okay, so what do I do?” I wanted to look up to see if the others were watching, but I was afraid I’d lose my balance if I did. 
 
    “Take the Sword and cut away the stone beneath the hole.” 
 
    I reached up and carefully pulled Caladbolg from its scabbard, all too aware that if I dropped it, we’d never see it again. I held it point-down with both hands on the hilt in a death grip, took a steadying breath, and plunged its tip into the stone. It skittered between my legs, leaving a long, uneven scratch. 
 
    “It didn’t work!” I exclaimed in dismay. Did I do something wrong? Did I break it? Is there some protective enchantment on the rock? Nick’s steadying hand on my shoulder kept the whirlwind in my mind from overwhelming me. 
 
    “Caladbolg’s power is in its edge, not its point, Shy,” he told me. “You need to swing it to make a cut.” 
 
    “Oh.” I carefully reversed my grip, holding the Sword point up now. The problem was, I wasn’t sure how to slice the rock without also cutting off my foot or Nick’s head. I tried swinging it from a couple of different angles, but nothing felt right. 
 
    “Like this.” Nick told hold of my arm, lifted it up overhead, and then guided it around in an arc in front of me, like he was teaching me a golf swing. The blade didn’t touch the rock, but the faintest image of a rainbow gleamed for a moment in its trail. “But faster and deeper.” 
 
    “Okay.” Nick put his hands back on my waist as I raised Caladbolg again, focusing on an imaginary line a foot below the bottom edge of the hole. I held it there for a moment and then swung the Sword in a smooth arc all the way around. The rainbow flared brightly and a ringing sound echoed in my ears, but I felt no impact at all. “I missed!” 
 
    “No, look again.” Nick pointed and I leaned over to take a closer look. A new crack had appeared below the hole, stretching well out to the left and right in a perfectly straight line. The edges of the crack glowed faintly and vapor hissed up. 
 
    “Oh my God! I did it!” I hurriedly inspected Caladbolg’s blade, but there wasn’t even a scratch on it. 
 
    “Yes, you did. Now two more, up and down on either side.” 
 
    I carefully lined up with the right side of the hole and cut straight down, making sure our legs were out of the way. This cut started at the hole and neatly intersected the horizontal line. 
 
    The final cut was a bit more awkward to set up, since I had to use my left hand. I took a couple of practice swings first and then chopped down with all my strength. I leaned forward too far, though, and my feet slipped on the steeply angled slope. I lost my grip on the Sword and landed hard on my stomach, sliding down between Nick’s legs and scrabbling desperately with my hands until my elbows jammed against his ankles. 
 
    “Shy!” Garrett shouted. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine!” I lay there for a moment with my eyes closed, breathing a sigh of relief, until I realized I wasn’t holding Caladbolg anymore. I scrambled to my feet with Nick’s help, looking around frantically, until I spotted its hilt sticking out of the rock face, exactly like the proverbial Sword in the Stone.  
 
    I heaved an even bigger sigh and reached out to pull it free. It wouldn’t budge. I tried again with both hands, but no matter how hard I yanked, it remained locked in place. “It’s stuck!” I moaned in dismay. 
 
    “Sideways, Shy,” Nick told me calmly. “Use the edge, like before.” 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure how that was going to work, but I was willing to try anything. I gripped the hilt again with both hands, but instead of pulling it straight out of the rock, I lifted it back along the cut I had made. The Sword came out easily, gleaming in the dim light of the sun as I held it up. “Oh, thank God,” I breathed. I could only imagine trying to explain to Dad how I’d left the Sword of Victory sticking out of the side of a cliff. 
 
    “So did you get in?” Garrett called. “Is the door big enough?” 
 
    “It didn’t work,” I told him, disappointed. My cuts marked out a neat rectangle in the stone under the opening, but the hole was exactly the same size. “Maybe I didn’t go deep enough.” 
 
    Before I could give it another try, Nick leaned forward and set his foot against the stone. With a quick shove, the block tumbled into the space beyond and landed on something with a hollow thud that shook the ground under my feet. Now the opening was big enough even for Tim. 
 
    “Go ahead, Shy,” he said. “I’ll help the others down, but don’t go anywhere without us.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” I eyed the black square doubtfully. Even with the larger hole, I couldn’t see anything inside. I had no desire to go exploring on my own. 
 
    Using Nick’s hand to steady myself, I stepped carefully onto the lower edge of the hole, which seemed to be at least five feet thick. I couldn’t get Caladbolg back into its scabbard without taking it off first, so I had only one free hand to balance myself as I inched my way forward.  
 
    The hole opened up into a much larger space, although I seemed to be fairly high up with my hair nearly brushing the rock overhead. I paused to let my eyes adjust to the feeble light struggling in from outside and I finally made out the floor a few feet below, a slightly lighter shade of gray against the shadows. I figured the dark block standing directly below me was the result of my crude sculpting and I used it to step down to the floor, carefully straightening as I peered around. I really hoped someone remembered to bring a flashlight. 
 
    The floor was slightly squishy under my sneakers and an unpleasant, sour odor rose up. “What’s that smell?” I asked, trying not to gag. I hoped something hadn’t died in here. 
 
    “Bird droppings, probably,” said Nick absently. “Emily, you’re next. Hand her down to me, Tim.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered. I climbed back up on the block, using the edge to scrape the gunk off my soles as scuffling sounds and the rattling of small stones heralded Emily’s approach. A few moments later, she appeared in the opening and I helped her down onto the block. We can’t all stand here, I thought glumly. Someone’s going to have to walk in bird poop. 
 
    “Now Candace.” 
 
    While Candace made her way down the slope, Emily conjured up a flashlight from somewhere and shone it around the room. It proved to be a square chamber maybe twenty feet on a side and ten feet high. The slope outside had cut away one of the upper corners of the room, but it seemed to be otherwise undamaged. Two dark doorways pierced the inner wall, although I couldn’t see through them from where I stood. 
 
    The floor, as Nick predicted, was covered with a thick layer of bird doo, mostly dried and crusty except where I happened to step. My sneaker prints were clearly visible beside the block, but Emily’s light picked out another set of footprints leading towards the furthest door. Blathmac! I thought triumphantly. The toes of his bare feet were clearly visible. 
 
    Candace poked her head through the hole and we were forced to jump off the block to let her in. I tiptoed across the room to the far wall where the floor seemed more or less clear, staying away from Blathmac’s footprints until everyone could see them. The nearest door warranted some investigation while we waited for the others, but it was immediately obvious that we wouldn’t have any luck going that way. A short distance down the narrow passage beyond, the way was completely blocked by a fall of broken rock. 
 
    Garrett joined Candace on the block, looking around curiously, and then Nick squeezed in between them. He produced another flashlight from inside his coat and inspected the room thoughtfully. 
 
    “Welcome to Dún Bhaloir,” he said dryly. “It could use a new coat of paint.” 
 
    “And a good scrub.” I scraped more dung off my shoes on the edge of the doorway. “Where’s Tim?” 
 
    “He’ll be here in a moment.” Behind him, a long-nosed head appeared silhouetted against the sky, but it was smaller than my fist and attached to a long, sinuous body. My heart jumped in my chest as the creature scurried through the hole and dropped onto the block, wove in and out around Nick’s ankles, and peered down at the floor, chattering in apparent disgust. Nick chuckled and picked it up easily, draping it over his shoulder, where it sat up on its hind legs and bobbed its head at Emily and me. 
 
    “Is that a weasel?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Close,” said Nick. “A ferret.” There wasn’t enough light to tell whether the creature had a blue stripe on its head, but since we hadn’t brought a ferret with us on this trip, I had to assume it was Tim. 
 
    “This way’s blocked,” I told him, indicating the opening behind me, “but look over there.” Emily obligingly shone her light across the room, where the footprints stood out in stark relief. “Those have to be Blathmac’s.” 
 
    “Agreed, unless you happen to know another bare-footed leprechaun. Let’s see where he went.” Nick and Garrett dropped down from the stone, heedless of the muck under their boots, but Candace was a bit more fastidious, trying to find a section of the floor that wasn’t completely covered. 
 
    Garrett came over and gave me a quick hug. “You did great, Shy,” he said quietly. “I know you were scared.”  
 
    I thought about denying that, but we both knew better. “Thanks,” I said, ducking my head. “Here, help me get this back in the scabbard.” I didn’t want to tromp through an ancient ruin with a sword in my hand, at least not without good reason. 
 
    Garrett tried to guide the tip of the Sword back into the opening of the scabbard without losing his fingers, but Caladbolg was just too long and the angle was just too awkward. I finally removed my coat and unslung the scabbard so that I could carefully slide it over the Sword’s blade. After I got everything put back in place, we hurried after the others, who had already passed through the other door. 
 
    The hallway beyond was surprisingly roomy for an underground passage carved through solid rock. The walls and floor were smooth, almost polished, continuing straight as far as Nick’s flashlight could illuminate. There were no doors or intersections that I could see and no decoration, hangings, or rugs anywhere. Someone had worked hard to create this place, but it was stark and utilitarian to the extreme. 
 
    A thick layer of dust lay on the floor and Blathmac’s footprints were clearly visible, heading straight down the center of the passage. Of course, I mused. Where else could he go? We followed the prints in pairs, with Tim riding Nick’s shoulder in the front, me and Emily in the middle, and Garrett and Candace bringing up the rear. The dust muffled our footsteps like we were walking on carpet. 
 
    It felt like we were going to end up walking all the way through the plateau and out the other side somewhere, but we finally came across an intersection. Wide, flat stairs climbed to the left, quickly spiraling out of sight, and another set descended to the right. Nick shone his light between the two with a thoughtful frown. 
 
    “So which way did he go?” I asked. Following him seemed to be our best bet. 
 
    “Both ways,” said Nick. Blathmac’s footprints were visible on both sets of stairs. 
 
    “We need to go down,” insisted Emily, shining her own light on the floor. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He went up those stairs and then came down.” She pointed out the overlapping prints on the steps. “But he never came back up from downstairs.” Only one line of prints headed down into the darkness. 
 
    “Excellent,” Nick told her with a grin. “Down it is, then.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I protested. “If he never came back up, how did he leave?” 
 
    “There has to be another exit down below,” said Emily with a shrug, but Nick shook his head. 
 
    “He was exploring the fort,” he explained, “searching for something he could use to bribe the cruinniú to lift his banishment. Once he found it, he just left.” Nick snapped his fingers, presumably to represent the leprechaun’s teleporting trick. 
 
    “Maybe,” I allowed, “although – if he really found something like he said, wouldn’t he have taken it with him? Maybe there’s nothing left here.” They all looked at me with a Why didn’t you think of that before we left Tulsk? sort of expression, but to be honest, it never occurred to me until just now. 
 
    “It was probably too big for him to carry,” suggested Nick with a frown, “or maybe he needed help to get to it, which is why he approached you in the first place. He didn’t have anything on him in Dún na Rí, remember.” 
 
    “Unless whoever killed him took it.” I knew I was being pessimistic, but I couldn’t help it. Maybe I was subconsciously looking for an excuse not to go downstairs. I didn’t like dark, enclosed spaces very much. 
 
    “We were there too quickly. He wouldn’t have been able to mark those symbols in the sand if someone was rifling through his pockets.” Nick inclined his head towards the steps. “Are we going or not?” 
 
    “We’re going,” I sighed. “Lead on, Macduff. I mean, lay on,” I corrected myself, remembering Sín’s lesson on Shakespeare as he led us into the Otherworld to rescue Dad just a few short months ago. Where are you, Sín? I wondered glumly. I could really use your help right now. I set my foot on the first step and followed Nick down into the depths of Dún Bhaloir. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    The steps were unusually high and deep, making our descent a lot more tiring than it should have been, but we came upon another landing after two full turns of the stairs. This one looked almost identical to the one above, except that the stairs were switched around and this corridor had other doorways lining both sides. Blathmac visited every single one of them, judging from the smudges in the dust, but he finally returned to the landing and continued down. We did the same without bothering to explore the rooms. If there was anything valuable there, I told myself, Blathmac would have taken it already. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly warm down here deep inside the stone of the plateau, but I was uncomfortable all bundled up like I was. I unwrapped my scarf and stuffed it back into my pocket and then shed my coat entirely, tucking it awkwardly under my arm. It was too bulky to carry easily but I didn’t want to leave it behind. I’d need it later once we returned to the surface, and even though we couldn’t disappear like a leprechaun, there was no guarantee we’d leave the way we came. I was grateful that the pervasive darkness disguised the fact that I was walking around in men’s pajamas and a knit sweater.  
 
    The next level down had a wider hallway that branched off in both directions. There wasn’t as much dust down here and we had to look around carefully to figure out which way Blathmac went. We huddled up in the center of the landing, trying not to scuff up his footprints. 
 
    “He kept going down,” said Emily. “See?” Her flashlight picked out a set of smudges on the next set of stairs. 
 
    “Yes, but he came back up,” Nick argued. “Look over there.” He indicated a muddle of marks off to the side. 
 
    “It’s too hard to tell heel from toe. He might have just stood there for a while.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Nick shone his light down both hallways. Four openings were visible in each direction, two on each side. The markings indicated that Blathmac probably searched every one of them, but it was impossible to tell in what order. “Okay, I guess it’s up to you, Tim.” 
 
    He plucked the ferret from his shoulder and dropped him unceremoniously onto the floor. Tim poked his little pink nose at the footprints by the steps and then followed them down the left-hand hallway. He popped up on his hind legs for a moment to peer through the first doorway and then disappeared inside. 
 
    The rest of us had nothing to do but stand around and wait. Emily doffed her own coat, folding it up into a tight bundle and jamming it inside her backpack. Out of one of the side pockets, she extracted a small bottle of water, immediately attracting everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Honestly, I swear none of you would make it through the night on your own,” she grumbled, but she passed the bottle around for everyone to drink. When it was my turn, I had to force myself to take only two swallows, swishing the last one around in my mouth for as long as I could. I hadn’t realized how dehydrated I was, but I supposed puking up everything in my stomach would have that effect. I passed the bottle on to Garrett before I drank the whole thing down, wondering if Emily had any snacks hidden away as well. I bet she did, but she wasn’t offering to share. 
 
    Tim scurried out of the first room and crossed the hall into the next one, not even sparing us a glance. “What was this place used for, do you think?” I asked. “I mean, there’s no doors or furniture or anything.” 
 
    “Hard to say,” said Nick. “Wood and cloth wouldn’t have lasted all that long after the fort was destroyed, maybe a few decades, but I would have thought we’d see bits of metal at least. This place was cleared out completely.”  
 
    “How far down do you think we are?” I regretted asking that as soon as I said it. I didn’t really need to know how much rock was sitting over my head. Off to the side, Tim scampered down the hall like a furry slinky and ducked into the next room. 
 
    “Those steps are pretty tall,” Nick mused. “We’re probably a hundred feet or so below the top, maybe halfway to sea level.” 
 
    “Do you think they go all the way down?” I asked doubtfully. I didn’t want to be slogging through sea water. I’d had enough of that on the ferry ride over to the island. 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough. Tim?” he called. “Anything?” Tim’s head appeared in the doorway. He squeaked at us and skittered his way further down the hall. “I’ll take that as a no.” 
 
    Emily sidled across the landing and pointed her flashlight down the next flight of stairs. “Oh!” she exclaimed, and she went down a few more steps to look around the bend. “That’s why he didn’t go this way. The stairs are blocked.” 
 
    “Blocked?” I joined her and immediately saw what she was talking about. The ceiling had given away, filling the stairwell with broken rubble that we’d need a bulldozer to shift. “Could we climb over? It looks like there’s a gap on top.” 
 
    “I don’t think that goes through,” said Emily. She descended a bit further, trying to shine her light over the top of the pile. 
 
    “Careful, Em.” said Garrett, standing at the top of the steps. “The rest of it might come down.” Emily’s flashlight highlighted an alarming number of cracks in the ceiling and we backed out of the stairwell as gently as we could, as if our weight on the steps might trigger another rockfall. 
 
    “It’s pretty clear Blathmac didn’t go that way,” I said as we rejoined the others. “Is there any other way out, or did he find whatever it was on this level?” 
 
    “Well, Tim hasn’t found anything so far, so let’s check this way.” Nick pointed with his light and we headed down the right-hand corridor in a close group. 
 
    The doorway on the right led into another chamber, the largest we’d seen so far and the first one to actually have something other than plain walls and empty floors. A circular pedestal of some sort stood in the center of the room, maybe six feet across and a foot high, its outer edge carved with geometric shapes. The middle was hollowed out, forming a large bowl. 
 
    “What was this for?” asked Garrett, kneeling beside it and running his fingers around the inside. “A fire pit, maybe?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” said Nick. “There’s no place for the smoke to go.” He shone his light up at the ceiling, which was plain and flat and unstained by soot.  
 
    “Maybe it’s a bathtub,” said Candace with a sour expression, kicking the side of the pedestal with her toe. A small head popped up between her feet and she jumped back with a shout, lifting Toirneach to kill the creature before she recognized it. “Jesus, Tim, don’t do that,” she breathed. Tim just chattered at her before sticking his head into the bowl and inspecting the dusty stone. 
 
    “Did you find anything back there, Tim?” Nick asked. Tim shook his little head back and forth in an obvious negative. “Well, let’s keep looking,” he sighed. “There’s bound to be something here.” 
 
    “What are those?” Emily’s flashlight picked out something on the far wall of the room above a raised section of the floor. There were three of them, two on one side and one on the other, wide and angular, sort of like triangular shelves sticking out from the stones. 
 
    “Those look like metal,” Nick observed. He poked one with his finger and then pulled on it cautiously. It crumbled in his grasp, leaving him with a handful of rusty flakes. “I think these are brackets of some sort, probably to hold banners or maybe lights. You can see where the others used to be.” He pointed out holes at the same height all along the walls, where other brackets had corroded away long before. “I’m surprised these lasted this long.” 
 
    “Do you realize we’re the first people to set foot in Balor’s Fort for thousands of years?” Emily asked in quiet awe. “Just think what the archaeologists are going to say once they find out.” 
 
    “They’re going to yell at us for destroying ancient artifacts,” Nick said, wiping his fingers off on his pants. “Besides, Blathmac was here first.” 
 
    “Well, we’re the first tall people,” she countered, obviously irritated that Nick wasn’t taking this seriously enough, but he just shrugged. 
 
    “I’m more concerned about figuring out where our favorite leprechaun went. Let’s try the next room. Maybe there’s something there.” He crossed the hall and stood in the doorway to the next chamber, playing his flashlight around the interior. “Well, that doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “What is it?” I peeked past him and saw that the ceiling by the back wall had collapsed, probably triggered by the same avalanche that blocked the stairs. A pile of jagged rocks spilled across the floor and the wall itself sported wide cracks. “That doesn’t look very safe. I vote we move on.” 
 
    “The motion is seconded and passed.” Nick turned away and then paused. “Wait a minute.” He shone his light back at the pile. “What’s that?” 
 
    “What’s what?” For a moment, I thought he was looking at a large piece of the ceiling, half-buried under the fall, but then I realized the shape was too regular.  
 
    “It looks like a chest of some sort, made out of stone.” He stepped carefully into the center of the room and the rest of us followed him, keeping a cautious eye on the ceiling. 
 
    The box sat at an angle to the wall, probably shoved aside by the landslide. It was obviously man-made – or Fomori-made, more likely – with straight sides and the same sort of markings we saw in the other room. It was also, unsettlingly, large enough to hold a couple of bodies. The lid of the box was askew, leaving a small gap at the top. 
 
    “Should we look inside?” I asked. I already knew the answer to that. What I really meant was, Who’s going to do it? Tim solved that problem by scurrying across the floor and clambering up the rocks to reach the lid. He poked his head into the opening, squeaked, and slithered inside. 
 
    He wouldn’t have done that if there was actually a body in there, I told myself. I held my breath anxiously while I waited for him to reappear. After several minutes of agonizing anticipation, although it was probably just a few seconds, the tip of Tim’s nose appeared briefly in the hole and then disappeared, accompanied by a loud chattering. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked, alarmed.  
 
    “I think he’s stuck,” said Nick with a frown. The box was about three feet high, which was a foot taller than Tim in ferret form. “Stay here.” 
 
    Nick walked carefully across the floor, keeping a wary eye on the rocks. He shone his light into the chest, eliciting another angry noise from Tim, and then carefully reached inside. The opening was barely large enough for his arm and apparently too small for his hand and a ferret to go through at the same time. “Hang on, let me shift this.” 
 
    He set his flashlight on the floor and set his shoulder against the edge of the lid. With a grunt of effort, he moved it over a few inches, widening the gap and triggering a minor tumble of stones around the chest. The rest of the pile stayed in place, though, and he extracted Tim without any further problems, placing him on the lid as he checked the inside the box with the flashlight. 
 
    “Empty,” he said, letting Tim jump onto his shoulder as he got to his feet. 
 
    “So Blathmac took whatever was in there and left.” Candace hadn’t taken more than two steps into the room and she looked more than ready to leave. “He probably stashed it with his pot of gold, wherever that is.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t.”  
 
    “How can you possibly know that?” she demanded. “Look, if you want to dig around in this dusty old tomb, be my guest, but don’t expect the rest of us to follow you around.” She probably would have marched out right then, except she needed someone with a flashlight to go with her and neither Nick nor Emily looked ready to leave. 
 
    “Blathmac was a leprechaun, remember?” Nick held his hand out at waist height. “His arms weren’t long enough to reach inside.” 
 
    “Well, then he pushed the lid open, just like you did.” 
 
    “And then pushed it back? Why would he bother?” Candace didn’t have an answer to that, so she just glared at him sullenly. “Look, Blathmac found something in one of these rooms but didn’t take it with him. It has to still be here, otherwise he wouldn’t have made those marks in the sand. There’d have been no reason to. We have to keep looking.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said shortly. “There’s only two rooms left. Let’s find whatever it is that’s so important and get out of here.” 
 
    Tim jumped off Tim’s shoulder but he didn’t head for the door. Instead, he clambered up the rock pile to the very top by the ceiling. Even though he couldn’t have weighed more than a couple of pounds, some of the rocks shifted alarmingly under his clawed feet. 
 
    “What the devil are you doing up there, Tim?” asked Nick sharply, dodging a stone that rattled down to the floor. “Get down here before you bring the whole thing down with you.” 
 
    Tim ignored him and poked his head into a dark crevice half-hidden by the fall. He slithered in, leaving just his little twitching tail exposed, and then bent himself in a U to sniff around the rocks again. He used his paws to push a couple of rocks aside, causing another minor avalanche along the wall, and then came up with something in his mouth. 
 
    “What did you find?” Tim scampered down the pile and launched himself into Nick’s arms. Nick juggled ferret for a moment and then plucked the object from Tim’s mouth, holding it up in the light. “It’s a button.” 
 
    “A button?” I crossed over and took it from him. It was a large brass toggle, scratched and tarnished, the sort with a loop in the back where the thread attached. “Did the Fomori have buttons?” 
 
    “It’s old, but not that old,” said Nick wryly. “I doubt this was made more than a couple of decades ago.” 
 
    “Then how did it get here? Oh! This must be from Blathmac’s coat!” I looked up at the rockfall doubtfully. “What was he doing up there?”  
 
    “Tim, does that hole go all the way through?” Emily shone her light up at the gap Tim had gone into. Tim bobbed his blue-striped head eagerly and then covered his eyes with his paws. “It’s too dark to see?” Tim bobbed again. “I’ll take a look.” She eyed the slope and removed her backpack, setting it on top of the chest. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Em,” Nick said doubtfully. “That whole thing might come down.” 
 
    “If that’s where Blathmac went, then we’ll have to follow him and I’m the lightest.” Tim chirruped at her. “The lightest with opposable thumbs.” Nick couldn’t come up with a good counter-argument and he finally nodded reluctantly.  
 
    We watched Emily pick her way carefully up the slope, keeping one hand on the wall to maintain her balance as the rocks shifted underfoot. Other than one tense moment when a large section of the pile slumped down half a foot, she reached the gap without incident and poked her flashlight inside. 
 
    “The wall’s not all that thick here, maybe half a meter,” she reported. “I think there’s an open space on the other side. Hang on, let me see.” She wiggled her torso into the space, ignoring Nick’s order to stay on this side. It was a snug fit and she couldn’t get her hips through. “I can see the stairs!” she called, barely audible. “It looks like they’re clear on this side.” She extracted herself from the hole with difficulty, waving away the cloud of dust that followed her. “That’s a tight squeeze, even for a leprechaun.” She carefully descended to our level, slapping at the dirt clinging to her clothes. 
 
    “That’s probably how he lost his button,” Nick said, “but there’s no way the rest of us are going to get through. Other than you, Tim,” he added before the ferret could protest. 
 
    “I guess this is where I come in,” I sighed, reaching for Caladbolg’s hilt. At least I wouldn’t be standing hundreds of feet above the ocean while I was chopping up rocks. 
 
    “I don’t know, Shy,” said Garrett reluctantly. “That roof doesn’t look very sturdy.” 
 
    “I don’t need to make a very big hole. We just need another foot or so, right?” 
 
    The others looked very uneasy, but we really didn’t have much of a choice. I dropped my coat beside Emily’s backpack, took off my sweater, and unslung Caladbolg’s scabbard, easing the Sword out. I left the scabbard with the rest of my stuff and carefully made my way up the pile, following the same route Emily had taken and testing each stone before putting my full weight on it. My shadow followed me up the wall like an escaping prisoner caught in the searchlights. Even though I wasn’t that much bigger than Emily, the rocks shifted quite a bit more under my weight, but I made it to the top without any problems.  
 
    The opening was tilted and sort of triangular, barely a foot high at its widest end and partially blocked by the rocks. I tried a slow test swing, but the ceiling was too low for me to cut through the wall without dropping the roof on our heads as well. I moved down a couple of feet until I could touch the tip of the blade to the corner of the opening and still do a two-handed overhead slash without hitting anything except my target. 
 
    “Okay, here goes,” I called. I took a deep breath, raised Caladbolg slowly, and then chopped down with all my strength. 
 
    The rainbow flared and the blade rang as a long smoking line appeared in the wall, straight down from the hole and through some of the stones between my feet. I raised Caladbolg carefully and inspected my handiwork. The edges of the line had a faint glow that faded quickly as I watched and, a moment later, the stone was cool to my touch. 
 
    “I think that worked.” I climbed back up to peer through the hole, trying to gauge if my cut had gone all the way through, but the lights from below cast everything in shadow. “I’ll try a sideways cut and we’ll see if that does the trick.” 
 
    I made my way down lower, trying to find a secure place to stand a couple of feet below the opening. One of the rocks shifted sideways under my foot and I placed my free hand against the wall to keep my balance. Somewhere, deep under the pile of rubble, something made a deep, echoing crunk sound.  
 
    “What – ?” Before I could even finish my panicked thought, the wall shifted under my hand, tilting slowly outwards. I tried to push myself away to keep myself from falling, but the rockpile started sliding after it and I couldn’t stay on my feet. I screamed as the wall fell away like a monstrous trap door, taking me with it. 
 
    Jagged-edged rocks tumbled around me as I fell into darkness, scrabbling at the smooth surface of the wall in a futile effort to stop my descent. The slab struck something with a thunderous boom and shattered into smaller fragments, tilting sharply and throwing me aside as hailstorm of broken stones clattered and roared all around me. I landed heavily on a sharp edge, rolling and bouncing down what I dimly realized were stairs, as countless rocks and pebbles and boulders battered and beat me from head to toe. All I could do was curl up in a ball, trying to protect my head with my arms, until I finally rolled to a stop somewhere far below. 
 
    I lay there whimpering, my head lower than my feet, unable to move. My legs were twisted around painfully, pinned by something that cut deep into my thigh, with stones piled around me like a granite snowdrift. Dust stung my eyes and clogged my nose, but I couldn’t shift my hand to wipe it away. My wrist felt like it was broken. 
 
    “Shy!” The call seemed to come from miles away, echoing faintly. There was absolutely no light, or maybe my eyes were closed. I couldn’t tell. Maybe I’m blind, I thought numbly. It didn’t seem to matter. 
 
    “Tim, get down there, make sure she’s all right. Careful you don’t bring the rest of it down on her.” Nick, I thought vaguely. That’s Nick’s voice. “If you can, move her to a safe place, just in case.” 
 
    A rattling of stones made me tense up, but they were small and just stung a little. I might have blacked out for a bit, but I started awake when something cold and wet touched my ear. I tried to swat it away, but my injured wrist stabbed a shock of pain all the way through my body. I supposed I cried out and the creature backed away out of reach. A flare of ultraviolet blinded my Sight for a moment and then a thick-fingered hand touched my face gently, moving my hair aside.  
 
    “Shy,” said Tim softly. “I’m here. Are you okay?” 
 
    I tried to turn my head to see him, but I couldn’t. My eyes filled up as I tried to take a deep enough breath to speak. “It hurts, Tim,” I whispered, my voice shaking. “Bad.” 
 
    “I know, Shy. The others will be here soon. Let’s see if we can get some of this off you.” 
 
    He worked quickly but carefully to clear away the debris piled around me, tossing bits of rock aside with heedlessly. The large boulder crushing my legs was more of a challenge, but he set his feet and lifted it away with a grunt of effort. He set it aside with a heavy thump of stone on stone and I gasped in relief and pain as the feeling trickled back into my legs. I needed Tim’s help to move them so that I could lie along the step, curled up on my side. 
 
    Tim sat on the step below me with one hand cradling my head and the other holding mine like he intended to never let it go. I still couldn’t see his face, but I Saw his bright blue aura and that was good enough. 
 
    “Thanks for coming after me, Tim,” I told him softly, squeezing his fingers feebly. “I don’t want to die alone.” 
 
    “You’re not going to die, Shy,” he told me fiercely, but I knew he was just in denial. “Nick and the others will be here in a minute and we’ll get you fixed up.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I don’t mind,” I murmured. Every square inch of my body ached, but it seemed distant somehow, like someone else was hurt, not me. It was kind of peaceful, actually, and I let my eyes droop closed. Maybe if I just sleep for a little while ... 
 
    “Hey, don’t you conk out on me!” Tim shook my shoulder, which jiggled my wrist, and I sat up with a yelp. “Stay still and stay awake, Shy. You’ve got quite a bump on your head.” 
 
    “I do?” I tried to lift my hand to feel but I remembered just in time not to move it. I decided to take his word for it. The throbbing pain seemed to be inside my skull, though, not outside. 
 
    “Tim!” Nick’s voice bounced its way down to us. “We’re going to lower Emily down first so she can help you with Shy. How’s she doing?” 
 
    “She’s a bit dinged up,” Tim called, the sound driving a sharp spike through my ear. “Bloody all over but still in one piece.” 
 
    “Okay, here she comes.” I heard the rasp of cloth against stone, an instant of silence, and then a soft thud, immediately followed by a slithering rattle that grew quickly louder. Nick spat a word I wasn’t allowed to say. “Watch out!” 
 
    Tim threw himself across me, nearing flattening me into the step as another wave of stones swept over us like breakers on the beach. One stone left a fresh scratch on my cheek and Tim grunted as something larger thumped him square on the back. It was past in a few seconds, although a few tiny pebbles still trickled down afterwards. 
 
    Tim levered himself off of me and brushed away the new layer of dirt and dust as best he could. I heard his breath catch as he sat back on the step. 
 
    “Are you all right, Tim?” I asked anxiously. I was resigned to dying here, but I didn’t want company. 
 
    “T’aint nothing,” he said, straightening his back with an alarming crack. “I’ve had worse after a night at the pub.” He grinned at me and I suddenly realized that I could see his face, outlined by a bobbling light from somewhere above. I lifted my head and saw a hazy glow in the dusty air picking its way down the steps. 
 
    “Everyone okay down there?” called Nick. He sounded half scared to death. 
 
    “We’re fine!” I answered, or tried to. My voice was a feeble wheeze and I started coughing, which made my chest hurt. 
 
    “We’re good!” Tim yelled. “Over here, Em!” 
 
    “I see you.” Emily made her way carefully down the remaining steps and knelt beside me, shining her light into my eyes and then along my body. I couldn’t see her face behind the spots I had to blink away, but her sharp inhalation told me more than I really wanted to know. “Oh, Shy, you’re a right mess,” she breathed. 
 
    “Okay, we’re sending Candace down.” 
 
    “Not yet!” Emily shouted. “We need to move Shy out of the way. The whole thing’s going to bury us if we’re not careful.” 
 
    There was a short silence and then Nick’s voice floated down. “Okay, but hurry. It’s not looking too good up here either.” 
 
    “Shy, can you feel your legs all right?” Emily asked me urgently. “Can you move them?” 
 
    “Yes.” I demonstrated, although my thigh ached terribly.  
 
    “How about your arms?” 
 
    “My wrist hurts.” 
 
    “We’ll take a look at that in a bit. Tim, can you pick her up and carry her? Keep her head supported.” They switched positions and Tim’s hands slid under my knees and my shoulders. I gasped as he lifted me like I was a baby, holding me carefully against his chest. “Okay, let’s see if there’s a place down here out of the way.” 
 
    Emily led us down the stairs, carefully choosing the least treacherous path between the scattered fragments of rock. It was strangely comforting to be carried like this and I started to drift off, until Tim’s foot skidded on something and I was jolted back into painful consciousness. 
 
    I couldn’t tell how far we’d gone, but we quickly passed the lower edge of the rockslide and continued down, finally emerging on yet another landing. This one didn’t have a hallway, just a small alcove and another spiral staircase leading further down into the depths of the earth. 
 
    Tim brought me into the alcove and carefully placed me on a small stone bench protruding from the back wall, sitting beside me so that I could lean against his shoulder. Emily went back up the steps a ways and called up to Nick, letting him know we were in the clear, and then she hurried back down to our little shelter, where we waited for the others and the almost inevitable avalanche that would accompany them. 
 
    It didn’t take long, but it wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be. Another rattling roar raced down the stairs, but it petered out quickly and only a few stones bounced all the way down and clattered noisily across the floor just outside our shelter. Not long after, another light joined Emily’s and three familiar, worried faces looked in. 
 
    “Shy!” Garrett rushed in, leaning the Spear against the wall as he knelt in front of me. He almost pulled me into his arms, but he reconsidered at the last moment as he got a good look at me. “Oh, my God, Shy! Are you all right? Are you hurt?” 
 
    By this time, it was clear I probably wasn’t going to die, at least not from this particular disaster, so I summoned up my best approximation of a reassuring smile. “It looks worse than it is,” I told him. I had no idea what I actually looked like, but their reactions were rather alarming. “Do you have a bandaid in your backpack?” I asked Emily, only half kidding. My hands looked like they’d been gnawed by a wild animal and my face felt the same way. “And an aspirin?” 
 
    “I did,” she said, “but anything we weren’t actually holding onto is buried under those rocks.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s too bad.” I touched a particularly sore spot on my forehead and my fingers came away flecked with drying blood. “My leg hurts and I think my wrist is broken.” 
 
    “Let me see.” She took my hand in hers and carefully turned it this way and that. I sucked in my breath as white-hot fire ran up my arm, but she shook her head with a frown. “I don’t feel any shifting bones. I think it’s just sprained. Let’s have a look at the rest of you.” Emily reached for the buttons of Mr. O’Byrne’s pajama top, but then she stopped and fixed the men with a warning glare. 
 
    “Don’t you lot be hanging around gawking,” she told them in no uncertain terms. “Go find something useful to do. Candace and I will take care of this.” Garrett, Nick, and Tim looked at me, then her, and then at each other. Silently, Garrett retrieved the Spear and they all shuffled out of sight. “Right, let’s see what we’ve got.” 
 
    It would have been faster to count up all the spots on my body that weren’t bruised, scraped, or cut, but thankfully none of my injuries seemed to be actually life-threatening. The worst was the rising lump on my forehead where a particularly sharp stone had clonked me, followed by the spectacularly purple and yellow bruise covering most of my thigh. I was a poster child for the local trauma center. 
 
    Emily and Candace had to help me get dressed again, since I couldn’t manage the buttons and the drawstring with my throbbing wrist. At my insistence, they got me on my feet and steadied me as I took my first step since my fall. My bruised leg nearly gave out on me, but I persisted until I could cross the short distance to the landing outside on my own, with Emily following me with her hands out and ready like a mother watching her toddler take her first steps. 
 
    The menfolk stood at the top of the next set of stairs, shining Nick’s light down and muttering among themselves. They turned as I limped my way towards them and the relief in Garrett’s face was nearly enough to light the landing all on its own. 
 
    “I’m sorry about what happened,” I told them somberly. “It’s my fault.” Garrett looked surprised at my apology and Nick shook his head with a frown. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Shy,” he insisted. “That wall would have come down soon anyway.” 
 
    “But if I hadn’t –” 
 
    “If you hadn’t, we wouldn’t have been able to follow Blathmac. Look.” He turned his flashlight on the stairs. In the thin layer of dirt on the top step, the leprechaun’s footprint was clearly visible. “We’re getting close.” 
 
    “How can you possibly know that?” asked Candace sourly. 
 
    “Because we’re almost down to sea level. Can’t you smell it?” 
 
    My nose was stuffed up from the beating my face had taken, but I hazarded a long sniff. It took me a moment to detect anything except dust and the metallic odor of blood. “Is that salt?” Nick nodded. 
 
    “One more level,” he said. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    Candace huffed and shook her head as Nick started down the steps, but she set Toirneach on her shoulder and followed him resignedly. Tim and Emily waited for me to go ahead of them and Garrett offered me his arm to lean on, which I appreciated. He used Sleá Lúin to keep his balance as he stepped down and waited for me, but I stopped dead in my tracks and gaped his Spear. 
 
    “Shy?” he asked worriedly. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Oh my God!” I gasped. I spun around, almost falling when my leg spasmed underneath me. “Caladbolg! Where’s my Sword?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    I hobbled back towards the other stairs as fast as my leg would take me, but Garrett caught up with me before I got even halfway there. He grabbed my arm to hold me in place. 
 
    “Shy, are you crazy? You were nearly killed!” 
 
    “Are you crazy? We can’t leave the Sword behind.” I tried to extract my arm but he held me too tightly. 
 
    “It’s not worth your life,” he insisted. “Stay here, I’ll look for it.” 
 
    “And how are you going to bring it back, huh?” Only the one who bonded with it could carry it and, for better or worse, that was me. Garrett didn’t have an answer for that, so he just glowered at me angrily. 
 
    “What’s the point?” Candace asked dourly. “It’s probably buried under the rocks anyway. You’ll never be able to dig it out.” 
 
    “I have to try.”  
 
    “Why? So that you can bring the rest of this down on our heads? Haven’t you done enough already?” 
 
     “That’s enough, Candace,” Nick said angrily. “Shy is Treorái.” 
 
    “Only because she picked up a Sword she wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near! She doesn’t know what she’s doing, she’s just a school kid! She’s going to get us all killed. Liam was right, the White Branch is finished. Maeve’s already won.” 
 
    Garrett looked shocked at the mention of his father’s name, but Nick turned on Candace in cold fury. 
 
    “Liam is nothing but a coward and a traitor,” he gritted through his teeth. 
 
    “And you’re just a tattoo artist!” she spat back. “And he plays in a rock band,” she waved a hand at Tim, “and I don’t even know why she’s here.” Emily glared daggers at her but somehow kept her silence. “Garrett and I are the only real warriors left and we’re not enough anymore.” Her anger evaporated and she shook her head wearily. “I just want this to be over.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Don’t apologize, Shy,” Garrett said heatedly. “You have nothing to be sorry for.” He tried to move me towards the stairs, but I shook off his hands and faced Candace. I’d had enough of people telling me what to do. 
 
     “I’m sorry I’m not what you expected,” I told her. “I’m sorry this trip turned out so badly. I’m sorry I ever picked up Caladbolg in the first place. I wish I was half the warrior you and Garrett are.” I shook my head bitterly. “No, that’s not true. What I really wish is that I was back in Boston in my house on Valentine Street, just me and Dad and our books. I wish I’d never heard of Maeve and the Sidhe and the Otherworld.” I had to close my eyes and breathe in and out to unclench my fists. 
 
    “But I did pick up Caladbolg and I did go to the Otherworld and Lia Fáil did proclaim me to be Defender and Queen. I don’t pretend that I’ll ever be a good Defender and God knows I’ll never be a real Queen, but I am Treorái an T-ordú na Seamróige and I will do whatever I can to save my friends and my family and everyone else in Ireland from Maeve, or I will die trying. And if I have to die, at least I’ll do it with my Sword in my hand.” 
 
    I turned away before she could see the tears in my eyes and I limped towards the stairs. Emily and Garrett caught up to me quickly and I heard Nick and Tim following close behind. I had no idea what Candace was doing and at this point I didn’t care. 
 
    I tried to climb the first step, but my bum leg wouldn’t support my weight and I nearly fell. I stood with my eyes closed, clutching the top of my thigh, trying very hard not to give in to my pain and frustration. After everything I just said, I didn’t want Candace to see me cry. 
 
    “Come on, Shy,” Garrett murmured, placing my arm around his shoulder and holding me by the waist. “We’ll help you.” That almost undid my tight control, but I nodded my thanks and we made our way back up the stairs, one agonizing step at a time. 
 
    It was slow going, but we finally made it to the lower edge of the rockfall. The steps above us were completely covered with rocks of all shapes and sizes and the main blockage loomed ominously overhead. Nick’s flashlight illuminated the gap in the wall where I had fallen through. I could see into the room beyond, but I couldn’t imagine how we could possibly go back that way unless we stumbled across a ladder somewhere. 
 
    At the moment, though, my focus was on finding Caladbolg. Nick and Emily swept their lights back and forth across the rubble, hoping to spot a glint of metal, but there was nothing but dull gray rock filling the stairwell.  
 
    I wasn’t ready to give up yet and I had an ace up my sleeve, or at least a torc around my neck. I touched it with my uninjured hand and sent my Sight probing beneath the debris, scanning for Caladbolg’s telltale twist of power. I spotted it almost immediately, a long tangle of gold and silver lightning somewhere to the left. Keeping my eyes closed, I gingerly raised my gimpy hand and pointed. 
 
    “There,” I said. “It’s over there.” 
 
    “Stay with her, Tim,” ordered Nick, “just in case.” I Saw his aura move in that direction, accompanied by Garrett’s. Tim and Emily stayed close beside me and I sensed Candace’s aura a short distance further down the steps. I was a bit surprised at that, after the angry words we exchanged, but I supposed she didn’t want to stay down there in the dark by herself. Frankly, I couldn’t blame her. 
 
    Nick and Garrett were very careful about shifting the rocks aside, judging from the quiet clack of stone on stone, but even so they triggered another minor rockslide that forced Candace to scramble out of the way. Finally, though, the noises stopped. 
 
    “Found it!” called Garrett in relief. I opened my eyes and looked eagerly, but Nick was standing in the way. I approached them carefully, leaning heavily on Tim’s arm, and I finally saw Caladbolg’s hilt protruding from a small drift of rocks near the inner wall of the steps. I reached down to grab it and Nick held out a cautionary hand. 
 
    “Slowly, Shy,” he said quietly, as if he was afraid his voice would bring down the rest of the roof. “Just slide it straight out.” 
 
    I did exactly that, extracting the Sword carefully like I was defusing a bomb. It slid out with a sharp scraping sound that set my teeth on edge, but it came free without a problem and I held it up in the light. It was completely undamaged and I let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “All right, let’s get out of here before anything else happens.” Nick led the way downstairs and I stumped my way slowly after him, relying on Tim to keep me from losing my balance on the loose stones. Candace watched me pass without a comment and brought up the rear of our procession. 
 
    Without Caladbolg’s scabbard, I had to carry the Sword in my good hand and I couldn’t lean very heavily on Tim with my bad one. My leg trembled with pain and fatigue by the time we reached the alcove again. I really wanted to sit down on the bench and rest for an hour or two, but I was just as anxious as the rest of them to get this whole expedition over with. Whatever Blathmac found had better be worth this, I thought glumly as I hobbled to the next step of stairs and, hopefully, the final leg of our journey. 
 
    These stairs were mercifully free of obstacles but they seemed to go on quite a bit longer. The damp, salty odor grew steadily stronger as we descended, as if there was a beach somewhere below. Maybe there’s a way out down here, I thought hopefully. Anything to avoid having to climb all the way back up to the top. 
 
    “Uh oh.” Nick stopped and shone his flashlight down the steps. Something reflected the light back, painting a faint greenish glow across the walls. 
 
    “What is it?” With Tim’s help, I gritted my way down the stairs to join Nick and gaped at the pool of water covering the steps below us. “Oh no! Where did that come from?” 
 
    “We’re probably right at sea level now,” Nick mused, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “I imagine there’s a crack in the walls somewhere letting the water in.” 
 
    “Well, that’s it, then,” declared Candace, throwing up her hands. I really didn’t need more of her pessimism right now, but I couldn’t help thinking, in the deep recesses of my mind, that maybe she was right. Nick shook his head firmly, though. 
 
    “No, look. Blathmac went all the way down to the water but he didn’t come back.” His flashlight picked out the faint footsteps on the steps below. They all pointed down. 
 
    “He came down here, he saw that the way was blocked, and then he poofed back to wherever he came from.” Candace snapped her fingers. “I’m done. Let’s get out of here.” She turned and climbed a few steps before she realized that none of us were following her. “Well? Are you coming or not?” 
 
    “Tim, go have a look,” said Nick, ignoring her. “See where this goes.” 
 
    Tim nodded and stepped aside, crossing his forearms and bowing his head. His aura flared and, a moment later, a large black seal with a blue stripe on his head slipped into the water, paddling away with barely a ripple. He ducked under the surface and we lost sight of him immediately. 
 
    I sat down on the steps to wait for his return, stretching out my leg with a grimace. Garrett and Emily flanked me, but Nick stood at the water’s edge, shining his light into the water. The reflection from the water’s surface gave the place an eerie look. I blamed the cold and the damp for the shiver that ran through me. 
 
    I touched my torc again, intending to follow Tim’s progress with my Sight, but the ultraviolet flare of another transformation made me wince. Tim’s voice called out from the darkness, echoing sharply. 
 
    “Oy! There’s some more stairs over here!” I guess he figured the message would be too hard to convey in seal-ese. 
 
    “So what?” grumped Candace from right behind me. “They’ll be flooded too.” 
 
    “Nah, these ones go up.” Tim had surprisingly good hearing, considering Póg Mo Thóin’s normal volume levels. “The water’s only a meter and a half deep. You can walk right across. It’s maybe ten meters across from the bottom step.” 
 
    “Any sign that Blathmac went that way?” Nick called. 
 
    “Can’t tell. It’s dark over here.” 
 
    “Okay, stay put. We’ll be right there.” Nick knelt on the bottom step and tested the water. He winced and wiped his hand dry on his pants. “Straight out of the North Atlantic,” he said. “There’s no current, though, so that’s good. We’ll go single-file, hands on shoulders. I’ll lead. Garrett, you bring up the rear. Take Emily’s torch and – never mind, scratch that. You won’t have enough hands.” He frowned at us as he contemplated the options, which weren’t many. Garrett, Candace, and I all had to carry our own weapons, which meant that Emily had flashlight duty. “Okay, me, Shy, Candace, Emily, and Garrett, in that order.” 
 
    “Not so fast.” Nick cocked an eye at Emily, who confronted him with her hands on her hips, a sure sign she was upset about something. “I’m not walking around this icebox with wet clothes and I’m sure Shy doesn’t want to either.” I really didn’t, but I wasn’t sure what she was talking about. 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” Nick asked with a sarcastic edge to his voice. “I don’t see any boats lying about.” 
 
    “You heard Tim. The water isn’t deep. We’ll just carry our clothes across.” 
 
    I blinked at her, not quite grasping what she was suggesting. “But we’d have to be – oh my God!” We’d have to be naked. “You can’t be serious!” I felt the blush all the way up from my blistered toes to my aching forehead. Emily just tsked at me. 
 
    “It’s dark as midnight in here,” she reminded us, “and we’ll go separately, boys and girls. You two,” she fixed Garrett and Nick with her flashlight, “go up to the top of the stairs. Stay out of sight until we’re across.” 
 
    The men looked at each other and then at me. I’m not sure what my expression was exactly, but Garrett nodded and Nick shrugged. They trudged up the steps and Emily watched them with a harpy’s eye until the gleam from Nick’s flashlight was barely visible. “Right, let’s get this done.” 
 
    Emily set the flashlight on the step, pointing out over the water, and kicked off her boots. She dropped her sweater on top of them and shimmied her jeans down, exposing her pale white legs. She paused with her fingers on her shirt buttons and glared at us. “This isn’t a peep show. Strip and let’s get going.” 
 
    It wasn’t that I hadn’t been naked in front of a bunch of girls before – showers after PE at St. Mary’s Academy were a parade of bare boobs and butts – but I certainly hadn’t been naked in the depths of an ancient fortress about to go skinny-dipping in a frigid pool on the trail of a murdered leprechaun. This sounds like the plot of a very bad slasher movie, I thought uneasily, but I set Caladbolg against the wall and tried to unbutton my top with only one working hand. 
 
    Emily didn’t have a shy bone in her body. She was down to her birthday suit in no time at all and helped me get my sneakers and socks off. I managed to work the clasp on my bra with one hand and peeled everything off without too much trouble. I stood on the steps, shivering as I looked down at the pile of clothing at my feet wondering how I was going to manage this. I needed my good hand to carry Caladbolg and I had no idea how I was going to hold my clothes up out of the water with a badly sprained wrist.  
 
    Emily solved that problem by stacking her clothes and mine together. “I’ll take your things,” she said firmly. “You just take care of the Sword.” She cast a sour look at Candace, who hadn’t moved the entire time. “Well?” 
 
    Candace scowled at the pool, clearly debating which was the worst fate, getting soaking wet or stripping down in front of us. She finally let out an exasperated sigh. 
 
    “Fine,” she said curtly. She set Toirneach down on the steps and started shedding her clothes, keeping her back to us the whole time. As she pulled her shirt over her head, though, I gasped. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I breathed. “Is that your mark?” The tattoo on her back gleamed in the darkness like it was lit from behind, shades of red and orange and gold like the flames from a roaring fire. Wings spread out from shoulder to shoulder, although her hair obscured the creature’s head. “Is that an eagle?”  
 
    Candace twisted her head to look over her shoulder, as if she’d forgotten what was back there. “It’s a phoenix,” she said shortly. 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” She turned to look at me suspiciously, covering her chest with her arm, making sure I wasn’t mocking her in some way. I wasn’t. Her phoenix was truly breath-taking. “What does it do?” 
 
    “Do? It doesn’t do anything.” She shucked the rest of her clothes and bent down to wrap them up into a tight bundle. 
 
    “No, I mean, what power does it grant you? Like Tim’s shape-changing or Garrett’s – you know.” I couldn’t think of a word to describe Garrett’s incredible strength and accuracy, so I just mimed throwing a spear. 
 
    “I told you, it doesn’t do anything.” Candace turned around to face us, her clothes under one arm and Toirneach resting on her shoulder. Emily and I looked like pale ghosts, standing there in the reflected glow of the flashlight. Candace was nearly invisible. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Emily nodded and gathered up our clothes and the flashlight, descending gingerly to the last dry step. She shone the light straight down into the water, making sure the stairs were clear, and then stepped down. Her shocked gasp echoed up the steps. 
 
    “Oh my Lord, that’s cold!” she said shakily. Her entire body broke out in goosebumps and I could almost see her legs turning blue. She had to breathe sharply to generate enough willpower to put her other foot in the water.  
 
    “Are you absolutely sure this is a good idea?” I asked doubtfully. I liked my baths hot and steamy and this promised to be anything but. 
 
    “We’re going to get wet either way,” Emily pointed out through her chattering teeth. “This way, we’ll have dry clothes to wear after.” She steeled herself and took another step down, deep enough to cover her knees. “You get used to it pretty quick.” 
 
    “Liar,” I muttered. I tested the water’s surface with my toe and snatched it back immediately. It was like stepping on an ice cube.  
 
    On the other side, Candace stepped boldly down the steps, getting waist deep before she stopped. “Jesus Christ,” she muttered. She shifted her clothes to the top of her shoulder and kept going, deeper and deeper, until the water was just under her armpits. That seemed to be as deep as it got and she forged ahead grimly, moving quickly enough to push a small bow wave ahead of her. 
 
    Not to be outdone, Emily descended the rest of the stairs, pausing only to reposition the clothes on top of her head like a native girl hauling provisions back to the village. The water was all the way up to her neck and she had to hold the flashlight up high to keep it out of the water. I hoped it was waterproof.  
 
    They were already ten feet away before it occurred to me that I was going to be left behind in the dark if I didn’t get moving. Gritting my teeth in anticipation, I stepped down into the water, bracing my arm against the wall to keep my balance. All the heat was immediately sucked out of my body, leaving me gasping and shivering. My dip in the ocean off the back of the ferry hadn’t prepared me at all for this ordeal. There, all I had to do was hang on for dear life until someone pulled me out. Here, I had to convince myself to go in even deeper. 
 
    Somehow I did. There was no way to ease into it and each step dunked me another foot deeper under the surface. The salt water stung my cuts and scratches and the icy temperature quickly made everything else numb. 
 
    I tried to keep Caladbolg out of the water, but I finally gave up and used it like a cane to help me down the last two steps. I was a bit taller than Emily and a bit shorter than Candace, so my shoulders barely broke the surface. The floor under my bare feet felt slick and slimy and I tried not to imagine what I was walking on as I struggled to catch up. 
 
    Ten meters was about thirty feet, which should have meant that I only needed to take a dozen steps to get to the other side. In reality, the water’s resistance and the uncertain footing meant I had to take quite a few more, but finally Emily’s flashlight revealed the steps Tim had mentioned. It also revealed Tim himself, seated on the bottom step waiting for us with an ear-to-ear grin. 
 
    We all stopped in our tracks and I had an almost overwhelming urge to cover myself with my hands and duck completely under the water. We’ll all behind the light, I told myself. He can’t actually see anything. “Tim!” I shouted. “What are you doing there?”   
 
    “Making sure you’re okay,” he said blandly. “It’s easy to get lost in the dark.” 
 
    “Tim,” Emily told him sharply, her voice shaking from outrage or the cold or maybe both, “get your sorry hide up those stairs and out of sight and stay there until we say otherwise!” 
 
    Tim leaned back on his elbows. “Oh, don’t fuss, Em. You’ve got nothing to show anyway.” 
 
    That was actually unfair and untrue – Emily was a decent A cup now – but I had absolutely no inclination to parade myself in front of my cousin and I was sure neither Emily nor Candace did either. “Tim, the water’s freezing!” I pleaded. “You’ve got to let us come out.” 
 
    “I’m not stopping you.”  
 
    “Timothy Daniel Murphy,” Emily gritted through her teeth, “I swear, if you don’t get up those stairs, I’ll do something you’ll regret for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “Like what?” he snorted. “Put me over your knee and spank me?” He was nearly three times as big as Emily and ten times as strong. 
 
    “No, worse. I’ll tell Mamó.” 
 
    The smile vanished from his face. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare think for a moment that I won’t.” 
 
    They glared at each other in tense silence and then he grimaced in defeat and disappointment and got to his feet. “I’ll just make sure everything’s safe up ahead,” he said, cocking his thumb over his shoulder. Emily’s light tracked him up the steps until he disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    We waited as long as we could to make sure he wasn’t lurking in the shadows and then we rushed for the steps. The air wasn’t much warmer than the water, but at least we could swipe the clinging drops away and rub our arms and legs to try to restore some feeling. Pulling my panties up over my damp skin was a struggle with only one hand and Emily had to help with my bra clasp, but being fully covered up again was a welcome relief. I was never so happy to be wearing second-hand pajamas. 
 
    Once we were all decent, Emily called Tim back down and shouted for Nick and Garrett to come across. Tim rejoined us with a grumpy expression, standing by the water with his arms crossed. In the distance, I heard voices and the rustle of cloth and leather, followed shortly by a splash and a sharp oath. I couldn’t tell whether that was Nick or Garrett. 
 
    Nick’s light appeared around the corner a few moments later, blinding me and leaving me blinking away spots. “Everyone all right over there?” he called. 
 
    “Right as rain,” said Tim sourly. “Just me and the peeping Thomasinas.” 
 
    “Oh!” It absolutely hadn’t occurred to me that Nick and Garrett were just as naked as we’d been and would have to climb out of the water to dry off and get dressed. We need to give them some privacy, I told myself as another blush burned its way up to my scalp. We can just go up the stairs like Tim did. For some reason, my feet didn’t want to move. Candace seemed to be in no hurry to leave either, but Emily finally got us in motion, herding us up the steps like errant sheep.  
 
    The climb to the top wasn’t very long, maybe ten steps or so, leading to the end of a narrow corridor that stretched out beyond the flashlight’s limits. Emily urged us down a bit further, enough so that we couldn’t see the water if we turned around, and then we waited for the men to join us. I heard them talking, although I couldn’t make out the words, and one of them laughed. Candace leaned close to Emily and said something about shrinkage, which made Emily snort. I didn’t get the reference, so I pretended not to hear. 
 
    A few minutes later, all three men appeared at the top of the stairs. None of them appeared to be any worse for wear, although Nick rubbed his hands together briskly and Garrett’s jeans were damp in spots. He looked me over as carefully as I did him. 
 
    “Are you okay, Shy?” he asked. “Do you need to borrow my jacket?” My sweater was buried under a ton of rocks and I had my hands tucked under my armpits, but I shook my head. I didn’t want Candace to think I was weak, although I wasn’t sure why that mattered now. It was clear she’d be gone as soon as we got out of here. 
 
    “Anything interesting this way?” Nick shone his light down the corridor, but there wasn’t anything to see, no turns, no stairs, no doors, nothing except the shadows in the distance. He dipped his light to the floor. “Any sign of Blathmac?” We scanned the rough stone, but there was surprisingly little dust here. Nick did find a scuff or two that might have been footprints, but that was it. “Well,” he sighed, “let’s see where this goes.” It wasn’t like we had much of a choice. 
 
    This time, Candace joined Nick up front and Tim and Garrett brought up the rear. We went slowly, for which I was grateful, checking the floor, walls, and ceiling for anything that might give us a clue as to what might lay ahead, but there was nothing but solid, rough-hewn stone.  
 
    “This hall looks different from the others,” Nick mused. “The walls aren’t smooth and it’s quite a bit narrower, like they made it in a hurry.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a secret exit,” I suggested hopefully. “You know, in case the fort was attacked or something.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Nick replied noncommittally. “It doesn’t seem very secret, though. It’s right off that last hallway.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose,” I said, disappointed. “It’s got to lead somewhere, though. You’d think we’d’ve come out of the side of the cliff by now.”  
 
    “I’m a bit turned around,” Nick admitted. “For all I know, we’re heading straight back under Tory Island.” 
 
    “Oh, great,” I grumbled. My bruised leg ached terribly and I was ready to sit down. I wondered if anyone would object to a rest break. 
 
    “Well, this is interesting.” For the first time in forever, the flashlights didn’t fade out into the distance. Instead, they picked out a tall rectangular shape that resolved into a door of some sort, completely closing off the end of the hallway. Its surface was covered with the same symbols we saw earlier. 
 
    “Is that a gate?” I asked nervously. If it brought us into the Otherworld, we’d violate the agreement I had with Maeve and we would instantly be at war. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Nick. “It just looks like a door.” He didn’t sound all that confident, though. After a moment of indecision, we continued on. 
 
    It took a minute or two of walking to close the distance and we stopped a few feet away from the door, playing our lights over its surface. It had the same unfinished, hurried look as the rest of the hallway and there was no obvious way to open it. 
 
    Nick waved for the rest of us to stay put as he approached the door. He inspected it closely and then reached out to touch the carvings. 
 
    “Careful!” I hissed, trying to keep my voice down, just in case. “If that’s a gate, it’ll suck you straight through!” 
 
    Nick chuckled. “No, it won’t.” He placed his palm on the face of the door and absolutely nothing happened. He gave it an experimental push and, to everyone’s surprise, it moved slightly. He stepped back cautiously, playing his light over the door’s surface. Other than its size, it seemed perfectly ordinary and harmless. In this place, that was worrisome. 
 
    “Can you See anything, Shy?” Nick asked over his shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t see – oh! You mean See.” I touched my torc and sent my Sight past the door, but I couldn’t detect anything other than a vague sense of space. I reported that as I pushed my Sight further out. Nothing. Nothing. And then something. 
 
    “Shy, what is it?” Garrett looked alarmed, and I supposed I must have made a sound. 
 
    “There’s something there,” I whispered, trying to figure out what my Sight was showing me. It felt like more than one thing, actually, occupying the same space, but I couldn’t imagine what it could be.  
 
    “Is it dangerous?” Nick asked urgently. 
 
    “I – I don’t know.” Whatever it was, it wasn’t an aura, or at least not the sort of aura I recognized. 
 
    “How far away is it?” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell. Not far.” 
 
    “Hiding behind the door?” 
 
    “No, further than that.” That part I was sure of. 
 
    “Okay.” I blinked my way back to reality while Nick chewed his lower lip. “Blathmac came this way and he survived. I vote we continue on.” He raised his hand and Tim did the same without hesitation. I wasn’t nearly so confident, but we didn’t come all this way just to turn back at the last minute. Garrett and Emily agreed as well, but Candace just sighed and flicked her hand. It wasn’t clear whether she was voting yes or just telling us to do whatever we wanted. Regardless, the vote was at least five to one, if not actually unanimous. “All right, Tim, put your shoulder on it. Let’s open it fast. The rest of you, get ready.” 
 
    The brothers stood side by side, leaning against the door, as Garrett stood with Sleá Lúin gripped in both hands and Candace raised Toirneach above her head. I stayed behind them with Emily, holding Caladbolg in my left hand and hoping I wouldn’t have to use it. 
 
    “On three. One, two, three.” Nick and Tim put their weight against the door and it swung open like it was on greased hinges. Light flooded into the corridor, blindingly bright after our long trek through the darkness, and we all ducked our heads and covered our eyes. Unhindered, the door struck the wall beyond with a shuddering boom and rebounded and Tim had to catch it before it knocked him off his feet. We stood there, squinting into the glare, as a male voice called out from the distance. 
 
    “Well met, Defender,” he said. “I’ve waited a long time for this moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    I half-expected to find some hideous monster lurking behind the door. Maybe some ancient ghoul was about to rise from its grave and attack us. Perhaps even Maeve herself might be there, waiting to spring her carefully contrived trap. The last thing I thought we’d encounter was a pleasant voice bidding us welcome. Judging from the faces of my companions, none of them did either. 
 
    They all looked at me, waiting for my orders, but I had no idea whether we should run for it, stay where we were, or continue on towards the voice. My uncertainty was obvious to whoever owned it. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” he said with a hint of a chuckle. “Come forward. You’ll see I’m quite harmless.” In the movies, that was almost never true, but he made it sound like he actually meant it.  
 
    “Who are you?” I called, stalling for time. 
 
    “Did Blathmac not tell you? My name is Cichol.” 
 
    I exchanged a surprised and excited look with Nick. Despite everything we’d been through today, there’d still been a nagging doubt in the back of my mind that this was all just a wild goose chase. Now we knew for certain that Blathmac had been telling the truth. 
 
    I straightened my shoulders and walked towards the voice as boldly as I could with my gimpy leg, carrying Caladbolg cradled in my arms. I knew I didn’t look like much of a leader right now, dressed in torn and bloody pajamas, but I had to make the best of it. The others fell in behind me.  
 
    My eyes were finally getting used to the light and I saw that the hallway opened up into a large circular room with a high, domed ceiling. Bookcases and shelves lined the walls and a large bed covered in furs sat to one side, while a desk and stool stood across from it. Metallic sconces like the ones we’d seen upstairs ringed the room, each holding a glowing crystal the size of my two fists, washing the room with a pale yellow light that banished all shadows. 
 
    A man stood in the center of the room, watching us approach with a pleased expression. He was youngish, maybe in his thirties, with the perfect chiseled features of a magazine model and glossy reddish-brown hair swept back behind his shoulders. He was dressed in a simple tunic of some dark red fabric over dark breeches and leather shoes. His plain belt carried the only adornment I saw on him, a buckle in the shape of a single-masted ship. 
 
    We stopped ten feet away from him, but not just out of a sense of caution. Thick metal bars spanned the width of the hallway from floor to ceiling, right where it joined the room, completely blocking access to the room. They were embedded in the stone walls to either side and there didn’t seem to be any way to move them. 
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t be a better host,” said Cichol wryly, spreading his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “As you can see, my door is locked and there is no key.” 
 
    “You’re a prisoner?” I asked, appalled. “Who did this?” 
 
    “No one you would have heard of, Defender,” Cichol said with a shrug, as if it wasn’t important. “A man named Nuada.” 
 
    “Nuada? The King of the Sidhe?” 
 
    “They still speak his name, after all this time?” Now it was Cichol’s turn to look surprised. “But not mine.” I shook my head and he sighed. “Ah, well, it hardly matters now.” 
 
    “But – Nuada died eons ago,” I protested. “How could he possibly have stuck you in here?” Cichol’s dark eyes gleamed as he smiled, but he didn’t respond. “You can’t be that old.” His smile broadened even more. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “You know of the Sidhe,” he pointed out, “and they are all but immortal. Why not me as well?” 
 
    “So you’re sidhe too?” For a fleeting instant, quick enough that I could almost convince myself that I imagined it, the lights dimmed and a chill shot through the room. Then Cichol shook his head with a deprecating laugh.  
 
    “Hardly,” he said dryly, “but our races share many traits. Long life is one of them.” 
 
    I hadn’t encountered even a fraction of all the creatures in Ireland’s mythology, but I only knew of two humanoid races: humans and the Sidhe. Three, if you counted the leprechauns. Things like the Morrigan and the Black Man were human-shaped, but they were more like demons or minor deities. What sort of thing was Cichol? 
 
    I couldn’t touch my torc without dropping Caladbolg, but I sent out my Sight again, searching for Cichol’s aura. I Saw the same thing I did earlier, a compact sphere of power somehow overlapping itself, much denser than a typical sidhe aura and very different from a human’s. I couldn’t discern anything else about it, no colors or patterns, just a vague sense of differentness and duality. 
 
    In the periphery of my Sight, I glimpsed something else as well, another figure standing near – no, right on top of – Cichol. The image vanished when I tried to See it directly, but as I concentrated on Cichol, I made out more of the shape. It was very large, maybe nine or ten feet tall, with an impression of massive strength. Its legs bent strangely and ended in hooves instead of feet. Its head was long and narrow like a goat’s, with ridged horns curling back from its temples. I’d never seen anything like it before. Then it turned its head and looked right at me with strange square-slitted eyes and I jolted back to reality. 
 
    “Defender,” said Cichol quietly, “does something frighten you?”  
 
    “I, uh, I thought I saw something,” I stammered. I didn’t know how to explain what I Saw, but I couldn’t help glancing nervously over Cichol’s head.  
 
    “Ah, you have the Sight,” he sighed. “I didn’t know. My apologies for my deceit, Defender. My true form is alarming to most.” 
 
    Garrett came up beside me, both hands gripping Sleá Lúin uneasily. “What does he mean, his true form?” 
 
    “What are you, Cichol?” I asked weakly. 
 
    “I am Fomori,” he said simply. 
 
    That revelation stunned all of us into silence, until Nick finally found his voice. “That’s impossible,” he said weakly. “The Sidhe drove the Fomori from Ireland ages ago.” 
 
    “All but one,” Cichol nodded somberly. “I am the last of my race.” 
 
    “But why?” I asked. “Why did Nuada keep you alive?” 
 
    “Because he wanted something from me, something only I could give him, and I refused.” He lifted his hands to indicate his cell. “This was my reward.” 
 
    “No one tried to rescue you?” 
 
    “It was a tumultuous time, Defender.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Cichol pursed his lips with a frown. “What do you know of the history between the Fomori and the Sidhe?” 
 
    “Not much,” I admitted. 
 
    “Are the Fir Bolg still mentioned in your histories?” 
 
    I vaguely remembered Dad mentioning them once, but that was it. Nick nodded, though. “They were the earliest inhabitants of Ireland,” he said.  
 
     “A crude and troublesome race,” Cichol said dismissively, “little better than savages. They fought with the Fomori from the very day we first set foot in Ireland. When Nuada and the Tuatha dé Danaan arrived in Ireland some time later, we allied with them in hopes of finally defeating the Fir Bolg. In return, we agreed to divide Ireland between our peoples, north and south. However, our very first battle, at Mag Tuired, went very badly for us. Nuada lost his arm and his kingship.” 
 
    “Because the King of the Sidhe must be physically perfect.” I discovered that little factoid while I was researching the Sword of Light back in Boston. 
 
    “A ridiculous custom, in my opinion. However, it meant that Bres, who was half-Fomori, became King in his stead. Under his leadership, we were finally able to drive the Fir Bolg out. Bres was perhaps not the most beloved of kings, but for a time we had peace under his rule.” 
 
    “Until Nuada got his new silver arm.” 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Cichol flatly. “Nuada reclaimed his crown and Bres was pushed aside like an unwanted child. He was understandably upset about his change in fortune, so he decided to retake the throne by force, with the help of the Fomori King at that time, Balor.” 
 
    “Balor of the Evil Eye?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Is that what they call him now?” Cichol seemed amused. “Bres failed to win his crown back and Nuada ordered the Sidhe to hunt down the remaining Fomori, to wipe us from existence. We fought back, of course, and Nuada could not overcome our forces directly, so he laid siege to Balor’s fortress here on Toraigh while Balor and his army were away to the south. That battle raged for seven days and seven nights, shaking the very roots of the island, but the Sidhe finally razed the fortress to its foundations, killing every last Fomori they found.” He told the story casually, like he was reciting a fairy tale, but I heard a hard edge in his voice.  
 
    “But Balor and the others survived?” 
 
    “For a time. The Fomori and the Sidhe met again at Mag Tuired. Balor slew Nuada and Nuada’s heir Lugh slew Balor. Not long afterwards, the last Fomori was finally slain.” 
 
    “Not the last one,” I pointed out. “You’re still here. But how did you escape?” 
 
    “I did not escape. I was already Nuada’s prisoner, sealed away down here after Toraigh was abandoned.” 
 
    “Alone?” I couldn’t imagine being locked up in an underground prison for even a day, let alone centuries. How is he still alive? I wondered. How is he still sane? 
 
    “Alone,” Cichol acknowledged, “until Blathmac pushed open that door just two days ago.” He frowned and looked behind me. “Where is he? I expected him to accompany you.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to break the news to him gently, so I just said it. “He’s dead.” 
 
    This time, the lights absolutely did dim and I shivered as the temperature dropped precipitously. In my Sight, Cichol’s Fomori shape raised its fists nearly to the ceiling and its eyes blazed with a ruddy fire. I backed away from the bars until Cichol closed his eyes and calmed himself with a deliberate effort. 
 
    “How did this happen, Defender?” he asked tightly. “How did he die?” 
 
    Hesitantly, I explained what happened after Blathmac approached me in Tulsk, choosing my words very carefully to make it clear we didn’t kill him. “We never figured out who was responsible,” I told him. “Whoever it was disappeared just before we got there.” 
 
    “The Sidhe, it must be.” Cichol ground those words out between his teeth. “They did not want Blathmac bringing you here, so they slew him like cowards in the darkness.” 
 
    “But how could they have found out about him? How could they even have gotten close to him? Blathmac didn’t trust the Sidhe either.” 
 
    “Not all who serve the Sidhe are sidhe,” said Cichol darkly. “I will find his killer and rend him with my own hands.” 
 
    “But why? You hardly knew him.” 
 
    “His was the first face I had seen in millennia.” Cichol rubbed his face with his hand, looking very weary and forlorn all of a sudden. “He would have fled when he saw me, but I convinced him to stay and we spoke of the world outside. I saw the sun and felt the wind again through his words, and I was grateful. I promised him all the riches I possessed and all I asked of him was to bring the Defender to me.” 
 
    That sounded very ominous and I was tempted to back away some more. “Blathmac told me he found something that would help us defeat Maeve once and for all. Are you saying he lied to me?” Garrett stepped closer to me, holding the Spear ready in his fist, but Cichol shook his head. 
 
    “Not at all. I will help you destroy the Sidhe, after you help me.” 
 
    “Help you? How?” I asked carefully. Cichol spread his hands, indicating the room around him. 
 
    “Release me from my prison, Defender, and I will storm Tír na nÓg for you and bring down Maeve and her armies.” 
 
    “You? By yourself?” Cichol smiled but didn’t deign to answer. “The Sidhe wiped out your entire race except for you and Maeve’s been preparing for war for a lot longer than Nuada and Lugh ever did. How can you possibly win?” 
 
    “Because I will have Claíomh Solais,” he said easily. “None will stand before me.” 
 
    “The Sword of Light? That’s impossible! Maeve has it.” 
 
    “She does not. It is sealed in my tower, which only I can open.” 
 
    “You put it there?” I could hardly keep up with all of these revelations. 
 
    “I forged it in the Lake of Fire, I raised my tower from the bones of the earth, I sealed the Sword away, and I plunged Tír na nÓg into eternal night. Claíomh Solais is mine and mine alone.” 
 
    “But if it’s so powerful, how did the Sidhe capture you?” 
 
    “Through treachery and betrayal,” Cichol said grimly. “The Fir Bolg were fierce enemies and Nuada feared we would not prevail against them. He entreated me to craft a weapon that would guarantee him victory, and so I did. Together, the Sidhe smith Creidhne and I forged Claíomh Solais, the most potent weapon ever conceived, and presented it to Nuada.” Cichol stared down at his open palms. “To this day I curse these hands that wrought it.”  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “At the first battle of Mag Tuired. Nuada himself fought Sreng, the Fir Bolg champion, but he lost his arm to an ill-timed blow. We eventually drove the Fir Bolg back, but it was a costly battle for both sides.” 
 
    “But how did Nuada lose? Doesn’t the Sword of Light let whoever holds it know, well, everything?” 
 
    “It answers any question with absolute truth, but a battlefield is not the place for questions. A swordsman must be focused on his enemy, but Nuada doubted his ability to beat Sreng and the Sword told him that he would be defeated.” 
 
    “It was a self-fulfilling prophecy, you mean.” 
 
    “Indeed. As Nuada was carried from the field, he threw Claíomh Solais at me, cursing my name and blaming me for his failure. He ordered me to destroy it, but the Sword told me it would be needed again someday, so I returned to Tír na nÓg and raised my tower on the Island of Findias to lock it away from Nuada.” 
 
    “That’s why he had you imprisoned, isn’t it? He wanted it back.” Cichol nodded gravely. 
 
    “After Criedhne made his silver arm and Nuada became king once more, he decided to eliminate any further threat from Bres by killing all of the Fomori and claiming all of Ireland for himself. We were not so easy to defeat, however, and so Nuada tried to reclaim the Sword from my tower. When he failed, he had me taken and imprisoned until I surrendered the Sword to him. I refused, of course.” 
 
    “Why would he build your cell under Balor’s fort?” Garrett asked, puzzled. “They were enemies.” 
 
    “My original prison was on Muirias. I was moved here after Balor’s fortress was razed, hidden away from any Sidhe who might be tempted to free me in exchange for the Sword. Only Nuada and Criedhne knew where I was kept.” Cichol shook his head bitterly. “Nuada was quite mad by then, seeing betrayal in everyone’s eyes. I would never give the Sword to him or to any Sidhe, not after my people were slaughtered so mercilessly.”  
 
     My God, I thought, if he’s telling the truth, if he can actually get the Sword and use it against Maeve – “But how will you get to the tower? How will you get out of here?” 
 
    “That is why you are here, Defender. Release me from my prison and I will conquer Tír na nÓg for you.” 
 
    “How?” The bars blocking the way were as thick as my arm and looked completely solid. There was no lock and no other way around that I could see. 
 
    “I knew Nuada would one day regret throwing Claíomh Solais away and so I asked the Sword what I must do to protect it and myself. It told me to place it in an impenetrable tower, but it also said I would be imprisoned behind three unbreakable barriers, crafted by Criedhne himself at Nuada’s orders. To be free once again, I would have to forge three weapons and send them out into the world, reclaiming them only after Nuada was dead and the land was at peace again.” Cichol shook his head heavily. “I did not think to ask the Sword how long a time that would be.” 
 
    “Three weapons?” 
 
    “One for each of the barriers: the Hammer Toirneach, the Spear Sleá Lúin, and the Sword Caladbolg.” 
 
    “Oh my God! The Great Weapons of the White Branch?” I stared at the Sword cradled in my arms like I’d never seen it before. “How is that even possible? How could you even know they would survive this long, never mind getting all of them to show up here at the same time?” 
 
    “Claíomh Solais knew,” said Cichol gravely, “and so I knew it would come to pass.” 
 
    “But how did you find out that I had Caladbolg? Did the Sword tell you that too?” That sent a shiver of apprehension down my spine – how could an ancient Sword know about someone who wouldn’t be born until centuries later? – but Cichol shook his head. 
 
    “Blathmac told me, when I asked if he knew where to find the Sword of Victory. He said the Defender of Ireland carried it now and so I asked him to guide the Defender to me. I did not expect one so young,” he added softly, “or so beautiful.” 
 
    I couldn’t meet Cichol’s eyes, but I felt Garrett shift uneasily beside me. I cleared my throat. “So what do I have to do?” 
 
    “This, Defender, is the first barrier.” He gestured at the wall of bars between us. “Let Caladbolg serve the purpose for which it was made long ago.” 
 
    I looked around at the others, wondering what I should do. When we set out on this trip, I thought we’d just pick up whatever it was Blathmac had found and be back in Tulsk in time for a late-night snack. Now we were deep underground talking to the last member of an almost extinct mythical race who might possibly be able to defeat Maeve once and for all. All we had to do was let him out. 
 
    “Nick?” I asked.  
 
    Nick looked very uncertain. He approached the bars and inspected them closely, pulling hard on one of them. It didn’t budge one iota. “If these are supposed to be unbreakable, what makes you think Caladbolg will cut through them?” 
 
    “Because Claíomh Solais told me how Criedhne would make them,” Cichol replied equably. “I crafted Caladbolg specifically for this purpose.” 
 
    Nick ran his hand along the bar until he reached the wall. The metal merged seamlessly with the stone. “Wouldn’t it be safer just to cut away the wall on either side?” 
 
    “These bands encircle this room completely, save for a narrow opening behind me that you cannot reach. They span the ceiling and floor as well. This is the weakest point, where they are exposed.” 
 
    Nick looked at me and I wondered what was going on behind his worried expression. He finally gave me a short nod, though, indicating his acceptance. 
 
    “Tim?” He just shrugged and flashed a thumbs-up. “Emily?” She looked frightened and lost, which was understandable. She was the only one of us without a real weapon or any power, but she nodded as well. “Candace?” She seemed surprised that I asked her at all. She shot an unreadable glance at Cichol and then shook her head ever so slightly. I couldn’t tell if she was saying no or declining to vote, so I tallied that as an abstain. “Garrett?” Garrett was the only one looking at me instead of Cichol. His eyes searched my face, looking for something, and then he lifted his hand and brushed my cheek with his thumb. 
 
    “Whatever you think is right, Shy,” he told me quietly. 
 
    That was the problem, I didn’t know what was right, but I knew I’d never be able to walk away from here knowing I’d left someone locked away in a cell for the rest of time. I nodded and turned back to Cichol. “What do I have to do?” 
 
    Cichol’s smile of gratitude brightened his entire face and he bowed low to me. “Use the Sword to cut the bars, Defender. Strike hard and quickly. You will have only one chance.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and approached the bars. They looked like polished steel and I wondered how anyone could have possibly forged them so perfectly so long ago. I reached out to touch one of them and it felt chill under my hand.  
 
    “One stroke, straight down the center,” said Cichol. “Cut as many of the bands as you can.” 
 
    I sized things up and stepped back enough so that Caladbolg’s hilt wouldn’t hit the bars with my arms held straight out. I had to switch my hands around so that my left hand did most of the work, which felt incredibly awkward. I touched Caladbolg’s tip to the highest bar I could reach and the metal rang like a tiny bell. 
 
    “You might want to move out of the way,” I told Cichol. He was right in line with the stroke I was about to make. “Caladbolg cuts really deep.” Of course, he probably knew that already. 
 
    Cichol nodded and stepped aside. Something metallic scraped heavily as he did and I saw with a start that a chain with links thicker than my arm was fastened around his ankle. The other end was bolted to a bracket set in the center of the floor. The whole thing must have weighed at least a hundred pounds. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I gasped. “Have you had to wear that this whole time?” That was a stupid question. Who else could have put it on him? After Nuada and that smith died, no one else knew Cichol was still alive. 
 
    “First things first, Defender,” said Cichol. He gestured to the bars. “Please.” 
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment, taking another breath, and then I raised Caladbolg as high as I could lift it, trying to ignore the stabbing ache in my wrist. I held it there for a slow count of three and then brought it down with every ounce of strength I had. 
 
    The rainbow flared brighter than ever before and the bars rang like cathedral bells under Caladbolg’s edge. Each impact shocked through my arms and rattled my teeth, until suddenly something went ping! and I heard the jangle of metal clattering across the floor. 
 
     I stared at the bars, trying to figure out what just happened. Five of them were cut clean through, their edges still glowing and steaming, but the sixth, right at waist level, just had a deep gash on its top edge. I checked Caladbolg to make sure it was still okay and my heart dropped into the pit of my stomach. I still held its hilt, but its blade was missing, broken off just an inch beyond my fingers. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I whispered. The sharp intake of breath from the others told me I wasn’t just imagining it. I had just destroyed the Sword of Victory. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    I should have cried or screamed or hit something, but all I could do was stand there numbly, thinking Dad’s going to kill me, as if I’d accidentally broken his mother’s favorite china plate. One of the three Great Weapons was ruined and it was all my fault. 
 
    Cichol bent down and picked up Caladbolg’s blade from the floor by his feet, turning it over in his hands. “It seems Creidhne’s skill was nearly equal to my own,” he noted mildly, as if he wasn’t surprised at all by what happened. He ran his thumb along the broken end with a thoughtful look. “The break is clean, Defender. Caladbolg can be reforged.” 
 
    “It can?” I latched onto that faint hope like a drowning sailor grabbing for a rope, something I had recent experience with. “Can you do it?” 
 
    “Yes, I can, but not here.” He set the blade aside on his bed and came closer to inspect the bars. “You did well, Defender. You have my thanks.” 
 
    “I did?” As far as I could tell, he was still trapped behind the bars, not even counting the fact that he was chained to the floor. 
 
    Cichol gripped one of the bars close to the cut and braced his foot against one of the lower bands. He set his shoulders and pulled and, ever so slowly, the bar bent, creaking and groaning like a rusty nail being pulled from a board. I couldn’t believe any human being, not even Tim in bull form, could be so incredibly strong, but then I remembered that Cichol wasn’t actually human. 
 
    In my Sight, the goat-headed giant used every muscle in his misshapen body to bend the bar, his hoof actually denting the band it was set against as he made an opening just wide enough for a small person to slip through. Then he did the same with the next bar and the next, until even Tim had room to climb through. I was surprised when Cichol stepped back then, massaging his hands but nodding in satisfaction. There was no way the Fomori’s true form would fit through the hole he’d made and I said so. Cichol chuckled in amusement. 
 
    “That barrier was meant to keep people out, Defender. I have a more suitable exit in mind.” 
 
    “You do? Where?” The walls were devoid of any doors that I could see. 
 
    “I will show you, but first we must deal with the second barrier.” He indicated the manacle clamped around his ankle. “This one will require a swift and steady hand.” 
 
    We all looked at one another again, but we really didn’t have any choice at this point. Nick climbed through the opening first, using the lower bars as a ladder, and then he and Garrett helped me clamber through, mindful of my injured wrist and leg. Emily and Candace quickly followed and then Garrett and Tim joined us inside Cichol’s prison. 
 
    “So what do we have to do?” I asked. “Just cut the chain?” Sleá Lúin couldn’t do it, so this had to be Toirneach’s job. Judging from Candace’s tight-lipped expression, she knew it too. 
 
    The chain was just long enough to allow Cichol to reach his bed and desk and bookcases. He moved his leg, straightening out the links along the floor with a rumbling clatter. 
 
    “This is a particularly unpleasant trap,” he told us. “If the chain is simply cut, the manacle will crush my leg. I would prefer to avoid that.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” I was saying that a lot, but what twisted sort of mind would think of things like this? An insane Sidhe king’s mind, I answered myself. “How do we get it off then? Is there a key or something?” 
 
    “No, unfortunately. You will have to cut the manacle itself.” 
 
    “Without cutting off your leg too? That’s impossible!” 
 
    “As I said, Defender, a swift and steady hand.” He looked directly at Candace. “Are you ready, Axewoman?” 
 
    Candace looked from Cichol to the manacle to the Hammer to the remnant of Caladbolg I still held, since I didn’t know what else to do with it. “Will Toirneach be ruined too?” she asked harshly. 
 
    “I do not know,” admitted Cichol. “I truly hope not. The Hammer was my favorite of the three.” 
 
    Candace squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “I can’t. It’s too risky.” 
 
    “Candace, you have to!” I protested, aghast. “We can’t just leave him here like this!” She just twisted Toirneach in her hands and shook her head again.  
 
    “Axewoman,” said Cichol gently. “Candace. This is what the Great Weapons were created for. Free me and Maeve will be destroyed. Your days of battle will be over.” 
 
    The look of yearning in her eyes was heartbreaking but she stubbornly shook her head again. “I can’t,” she whispered. “I’ll just hurt you.” 
 
    “Then let me do it.” 
 
    Cichol held out his hand for the Hammer and she stared at it uncomprehendingly. “You can’t use it,” she said. “It’s bound to me.” 
 
    “Then there’s no harm in giving it to me.” 
 
    She blinked at him and then reversed Toirneach in her hands, holding it out handle first. I remembered my attempt to hold it and I was about to warn Cichol, when he reached out and plucked it from her grasp like it was a toy.  
 
    He held it up, turning it so that the tomahawk blade was forward, and then struck down at his ankle like he was chopping wood. With an echoing ching! the manacle split in two, part of it spinning off and striking the wall and the other part twisting the chain around like a headless snake. As I watched in horror, the fragments of the manacle shrank suddenly to half their original size. Had it still been around his leg, his ankle would have been squeezed into a pulp. 
 
    “Much better,” said Cichol with satisfaction, leaning over to massage his leg. “I am sorry about the Hammer, though.” He still held Toirneach’s handle, but its head lay by his feet, twisted almost beyond recognition.  
 
    Candace ran forward with a wordless cry, snatching up the Hammer’s head and then immediately dropping it again, clutching her hand. A raw mark blistered her palm, as if the metal had come straight out of an oven. 
 
    “You said it wouldn’t break!” she moaned, falling to her knees.  
 
    “I said I hoped it wouldn’t,” Cichol reminded her, but he said it kindly. “I am sorry.” He set the handle on the floor by Toirneach’s head and turned to Garrett. “And now, Spearman, the final barrier is yours.” 
 
    Garrett held the Spear crossways in both hands, looking grim. “Sleá Lúin will be destroyed too.” It wasn’t a question, but Cichol shook his head. 
 
    “If you strike true, the Spear will not be harmed, I swear it. But you must not hesitate, not for a moment.” 
 
    “What do I have to do?” He looked around the cell, but there didn’t seem to be anything that needed to be impaled. 
 
    “You asked earlier how I intended to leave this place, Defender,” Cichol turned to me with a smile. “Let me show you now.” 
 
    On the opposite side of the room from the bars, between two of the bookcases, was a section of wall carved with the same now-familiar symbols. It looked like every other part of the cell, cut from the bedrock of the island, until Cichol placed his hand on it and pushed ever so slightly. A crack appeared in the stone, outlining a door large enough for a Fomori to walk through. Cichol carefully removed his hand and stepped back, leaving the door ajar just a fraction of an inch. 
 
    “Listen carefully, Spearman,” he said somberly. “Behind this door is a hallway ten céim in length, straight and level.” 
 
    “Céim?” 
 
    Cichol look nonplussed for a moment at Garrett’s question. “Céim. A step, like so.” He demonstrated, walking four paces in a straight line and covering about ten feet. Garrett nodded his understanding. “Beyond that hall is another chamber, similar to this one but smaller, another ten céim across. In the center of that chamber is a statue of an adult Fomori facing towards us. On that statue is a band of gold,” Cichol mimed a circlet around his head, “and in the center of that band is a red stone.” He circled his forefinger and thumb to indicate its size. “You must strike that stone with Sleá Lúin the moment I open this door.” 
 
    “That sounds simple enough,” said Garrett with a pensive frown. “What’s the catch?” 
 
    “The catch, as you say, is that the stone will emit a light that will grow brighter with each passing moment. By the count of three, wood will burn. By the count of five, metal will melt. At the count of seven, even the very walls of my prison will turn to vapor. You,” he said, “will have to stand directly in its path.” 
 
    “No!” I hobbled forward as fast as I could and stood in front of Garrett. “That’s suicide! I won’t let him do it.” 
 
    “There is no other way, Defender.” 
 
    “Yes, there is! Just bend those bars a bit more and you can get out the same way we came in!” Cichol shook his head. “Why not? We can take you back with us and you can fix Caladbolg and we can figure out how to defeat Maeve together!” 
 
    “I cannot reforge Caladbolg here. It must be done in Tír na nÓg, where it was first made. Beyond that chamber lies the portal Nuada used to visit me in my prison, to demand that I surrender Claíomh Solais to him. Once the Spearman breaks the red stone, I will walk through it and prepare my assault on Maeve and the Sidhe.” 
 
    “But we can’t go with you,” I protested. “If we set foot in the Otherworld before a year has passed, we break our agreement and Maeve will invade Ireland!” 
 
    “That hardly matters now, Defender. Maeve will soon be too busy fighting for her life to worry about you. Are you ready, Spearman?” He reached for the door. 
 
    “Wait! If this thing is so deadly, how did Nuada get in here to talk to you?” 
 
    “Since he approached the stone from behind, he would cover it up with a cloth and remove it when he left.” 
 
    “How can a cloth stop a – a death ray?” That didn’t make any sense at all. 
 
    “The stone’s effect becomes stronger with distance. If you wore the band yourself, you could cover it with your hand and suffer no harm.” 
 
    “So can’t you just do that? Why does Garrett need to break it?” And risk his life doing it? 
 
    Cichol looked amused. “Even I cannot cross fifteen céim in one second, Defender, and I am faster than most mortals. Can you?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted reluctantly, doing the math in my head. I’d have to hit about twenty-five miles an hour from a standing start. There was no way I’d reach the statue before I was incinerated. “Tim? Can you do it?” I asked hopefully. Tim frowned at the tattoos on his arms and then shook his head. He didn’t have any animal forms that were fast enough. “But –” 
 
    “Shy, it’s all right,” Garrett said quietly. “I can do this.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    “You’d better stand off to the side, just in case.” He set his feet squarely and raised Sleá Lúin, pulling his arm back to be ready the instant Cichol opened the door. I backed away slowly, not taking my eyes off of him, until I bumped into the end of Cichol’s desk, rattling the small jars on its top. I barely noticed Emily coming up beside me and twining her fingers with mine. 
 
    “Are you ready, Spearman?” asked Cichol. Garrett nodded once, his eyes already fixed on where the statue would be, less than fifty feet away from where he stood in front of the door. He drew his arm back slowly, ready to strike, as Cichol stood to one side and placed his hand on the door. 
 
    It’s a straight and level hallway, I told myself. Emily’s fingers dug into my hands, or mine dug into hers, I wasn’t sure. The statue is right there. If Cichol is a typical Fomori, the stone will be about nine feet off the ground. He’ll have one second, maybe two at the most, to throw the Spear and get out of the way. I blinked. Something wasn’t right about that. 
 
    Garrett’s ready. I can See the power in his mark, guiding his arm and giving him the strength he needs. All he has to do is aim right at the stone and Cichol told him exactly what to expect. My heart stuttered as my chest squeezed tight around it. Oh my God! Garrett doesn’t know what a Fomori really looks like! He’s aiming too low! My mouth opened to scream a warning at him, but it was too late. 
 
    The door swung open silently under Cichol’s touch and Garrett was outlined in a ruddy glow that quickly brightened. I saw the look of surprise on his face and he hesitated, just for an instant, before lifting the tip of the Spear and launching it with all his strength. The familiar ripping sound of the Spear tearing through the air towards its target was accompanied by Garrett’s howl of agony as he fell to the floor, his clothes smoking. A moment later, an echoing crack! sounded in the hall and the red light cut off like someone had thrown a switch. 
 
    I ran to Garrett’s side, slapping away the flames that flickered on his jacket sleeves. Cichol snatched up a wide basin from a table by the bed and upended its contents over both of us, leaving us drenched in cold water, but I scarcely noticed. I rolled Garrett over on his back, fearful of what I would find. 
 
    The skin on his face and hands were raw, as if he’d lain out under a desert sun all day, and his hair and eyebrows were singed, but thankfully there didn’t seem to be any permanent damage. I helped him sit up and he touched his face gingerly, wincing in pain. Even bending his fingers seemed to hurt. 
 
    “I’m all right, Shy,” he said, although his voice was tight and strained. “I’ll be fine.” He looked up at Cichol with an accusing glare. “You said the statue was a Fomori.” 
 
    “It is,” said Cichol with a frown. “It is Balor’s likeness, set there by Nuada to mock me, my own kin guarding my prison.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know what you really look like!” I shouted at him angrily. “He thought the Fomori looked like us!” 
 
    Cichol leaned back in surprise. “Oh. I am so sorry, Spearman, I did not realize. Have the people of this time truly forgotten the Fomori so completely?” He shook his head sadly. “I did not know.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Garrett grudgingly. He struggled to his feet with my help, reluctant to use his hands. “So it worked?”  
 
    “It did, else we would all be dust upon the floor. Let me see how Sleá Lúin has fared.” 
 
    Cichol strode into the hall as Emily, Nick, and Tim gathered around Garrett, anxious to see for themselves that he was all right. He shrugged off their questions about his feat, saying all he saw was a bright red light higher off the ground than he expected. Candace stayed in the background, looking anxious and lost. 
 
    Cichol returned with the Spear in his hand and it was immediately obvious that Sleá Lúin would never be used again. Its shaft was burnt black and its tip looked half-melted, all twisted and bent. He handed it to Garrett silently, who took it with a sad shake of his head. 
 
    “Can you repair it?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, it is too badly damaged,” Cichol told him. “This, too, is forever lost.” He held up a twisted band of gold, engraved with intricate knotwork. A set of metal claws showed where a jewel was once mounted, but the stone itself was gone and the band was pierced by a wide cut where the Spear’s tip had penetrated. “Take this,” he said, holding it out to Garrett. “Melt it down as recompense for your loss.” 
 
    Garrett just shook his head, twisting the Spear in his scorched hands, but Nick reached out to take the band, turning it over thoughtfully. 
 
    “Was this Balor’s?” he asked. He held it up over his head as if he intended to wear it, but it was far too large to fit him, even if it wasn’t bent. 
 
    “It was,” Cichol nodded, “taken from Balor’s fort after it fell. The stone was called Balor’s Third Eye. He used it with devastating effect against the Fir Bolg, before Nuada turned against us.” 
 
    “Balor of the Evil Eye,” Nick murmured. He handed the circlet to Tim, who forced it back into something resembling its original shape with a grunt of effort. “So what happens now?” 
 
    “Now I return to Tír na nÓg to reforge Caladbolg.” Cichol picked up the broken blade from the bed and then held his hand out to me expectantly. I realized that I wasn’t holding the hilt anymore and I looked around for it. I spotted it on the floor by the desk, where I must have dropped it when I rushed to Garrett’s side. I retrieved it and handed it to Cichol. He touched the two together with a satisfied nod. The break was straight and smooth, which I hoped meant he could fix it easily. 
 
    “You said you couldn’t fix the Spear, but what about the Hammer?” I asked him. 
 
    Candace looked up hopefully as Cichol frowned down at the pieces on the floor. He picked up the axe head, which had finally cooled off, and turned it around in his fingers. “Possibly,” he mused, “but it would be simpler just to melt it down and make something new. Toirneach has served its purpose. Let it rest.” 
 
    He was about to drop the head on the floor beside its handle when he paused. He rubbed his thumb along its engraved surface and then brought it back up to his face. He sniffed at the twisted metal and his face hardened into a frightening mask of grim anger. “There is blood on this,” he said, his voice a low, rough rumble. His dark eyes fixed on Candace and the lights on the walls faded, as if a storm cloud had suddenly blocked the sun. “Blathmac’s blood.” 
 
    Candace stared at him in horror. “No, that’s not possible!” 
 
    “He came to me scratched from his passage through the halls above. I tended his wounds while we talked. I know the scent of his blood.” Cichol’s fingers closed tight around the axe head. “You killed him.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t!” Candace backed away from the Fomori, but there was no place to hide. She bumped against the wall and looked around desperately for an escape path. 
 
    I jumped in front of Cichol, bracing both hands against his chest to keep him away from her. “It wasn’t her!” I insisted. “She was with us, Cichol. She accidentally got his blood on the Hammer while we were looking at his body!” 
 
    “Move aside, Defender,” Cichol growled.  
 
    “No! This is just a misunderstanding! Don’t hurt her!” 
 
    Cichol stepped back and for a fleeting instant I thought I’d convinced him he was wrong. But then he started growing. No, not growing. His human image faded as he released whatever glamour he was projecting and his Fomori shape came into full view to my regular eyes. Somebody screamed in fear, maybe me, I couldn’t tell. Cichol loomed over me, his goat eyes flaring red and each of his bared teeth looked bigger than my hand. 
 
    “For your service to me, Defender,” he said, his true voice rumbling and booming throughout the room, “I give you one last chance to step aside. She is mine to punish. Blood for blood!” 
 
    “No!”  
 
    I had no idea how I was going to stop him, especially without Caladbolg in my hands, but it didn’t matter anyway. His massive hand reached down and grabbed the collar of my pajamas, hauling me into the air and flinging me around behind him. Garrett shouted as I tumbled in mid-air and landed with a painful thump on something that was only slightly softer than solid rock. I scrambled to my hands and knees, throwing the furs on Cichol’s bed aside as I desperately tried to reach Candace. 
 
    Nick and Tim were already there, trying to hold Cichol back, but they had no weapons other than their own strength. They might as well have been little children grappling an adult as he batted them aside with scarcely a glance. Candace cowered against the wall as he reached for her. 
 
    “Cichol!” Garrett launched Sleá Lúin at his back, but the Spear had none of its original power and precision. It fluttered off course and glanced off Cichol’s arm, scoring a line across his thick hide but doing no other damage. Cichol turned on Garrett for a moment, snarling in anger, and Candace tried to run for the open doorway, but Cichol was too fast. 
 
    He grabbed her around the neck with one hand and lifted her off her feet, slamming her against the wall three feet off the ground. She kicked and scrabbled at his arms, trying to break free, but he pressed her against the stone and leaned in, the end of his snout just inches from her terrified face. 
 
    “I will scour this world for the other weapons my Fomori brothers left behind,” he told her, each word sharp and biting with rage, “and I will relight the old forges in Tír na nÓg and make Caladbolg anew. I will march to my tower in Findias, destroy this upstart Queen and her armies of Sidhe, and reclaim Claíomh Solais from its hiding place. I will lay waste to the Isles of the Blessed until every last Sidhe is dead, and then I will return and kill everyone you ever knew. They will weep and wail and curse your name, for you have brought devastation upon them, but you will not live to see that day. Blood for blood!” 
 
    “Cichol!” I shrieked, but I couldn’t stop him. He took his other hand, still clenching the Sword’s broken pieces, and drove Caladbolg’s point up through her gut into her heart. She gasped in shock and pain, trying to say something but unable to make a sound, and then she went limp in his grasp. Cichol released her then and her body tumbled lifelessly to the floor. 
 
    Cichol turned on the rest of us, fixing each of us with his alien eyes in turn, but none of us was any threat to him. Candace’s blood dripped onto the floor from Calabolg’s blade as he confronted me.  
 
    “You brought her to Dún na Rí, Defender,” he told me. “You allowed her to kill my only friend in this age.” 
 
    “She didn’t kill him,” I said, my voice trembling with fear and anger. I don’t know where I found the courage, but I stood right in front of him, with my fists clenched and tears streaming down my face. “I will hunt you down and I will stop you.” 
 
    Cichol didn’t laugh or mock me or tell me I was just a foolish girl to think I could beat him. He just bent down low to bring his face close to mine. 
 
    “Do not,” he said, “for you will die as she did.”  
 
    Cichol turned away and strode towards the door and the gate beyond, his hooves thudding heavily on the stone. He flung the door closed behind him and it slammed shut with a hollow boom, but we could still hear his footsteps fading away beyond. In my Sight, I watched his strange aura approach the thin thread of purple and black that marked the passage between our world and the Otherworld. The thread swelled and shrank like a door opening and closing and his aura vanished, along with all the light in the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Emily cried somewhere off to the side, in big, gulping sobs, as Nick fumbled for his flashlight and muttered half-hearted curses. I sat on end of the bed, too numb to do anything but despair. It’s all my fault, I told myself bleakly. Every decision I made since I first met Blathmac led to this. The Order of the Shamrock is broken, Candace is dead, and I’ve doomed everyone in the Otherworld and Ireland. Lia Fáil was wrong. I’m not the Defender. I’m the Destroyer. 
 
    Nick finally got his flashlight working and he swept it around the cell, finally highlighting Candace’s limp and bloody body lying twisted on the floor. Emily’s weeping stopped abruptly with a horrified hiccup, but Nick knelt by Candace’s side and touched his fingers to her neck. I don’t know why he thought she could possibly be alive. Her aura was gone, snuffed out by Cichol’s rage and my Sword. I felt sick to my stomach. 
 
    “What now?” I asked quietly as Nick silently got his feet. He stood there for a long while, looking down at Candace, before he turned to face me. I couldn’t see his face with the light shining in my eyes, but he sounded resigned when he finally answered me. 
 
    “We go back,” he said. “We regroup and we come up with a plan to stop Cichol and Maeve.” 
 
    “Just let ‘em fight each other,” growled Tim from the darkness. “We’ll take on whoever’s left standing.” 
 
    “How?” I argued. “We don’t have any weapons, not any real ones. There’s only five of us left in the Order now.” 
 
    “We had five before. Candace wasn’t a member, remember?” 
 
    “Well, she would have been.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t have, Shy,” said Garrett quietly, sitting beside me and taking my hand. “She never wanted to be one of the Warriors of the White Branch either, she just did it so her father wouldn’t have to.” 
 
    “She just wanted it all to be over,” I sighed. It was now, for her. “So how are we going to get out of here? Through the gate?” 
 
    Nick glanced at the door. There wasn’t even a hint of a seam between the door and the surrounding wall. “No, that’s too risky. Even if Maeve doesn’t figure out that we’ve broken the agreement, Cichol’s going to be stirring up a hornet’s nest over there pretty quick.” 
 
    “No, he said he was going to look for some other weapons here in Ireland first.” The faintest little spark of hope tingled in my chest. “Unless we find them before he does!” 
 
    Nick looked skeptical. “The Great Weapons were the only things left over from Nuada’s time.” 
 
    “That we know of.” I wasn’t ready to give up so easily. 
 
    “How in the world are we going to find them? Cichol knows what he’s looking for. We don’t.” 
 
    “Dad will know,” I stated confidently, but then my enthusiasm faded like a burnt-out match. What am I going to tell him? That I screwed up bad and Candace is dead because of me? I palmed my eyes wearily. “We’re going to have to climb back out of here, aren’t we?”  
 
    Nick pointed his flashlight at the bars blocking the exit. They looked a bit wilted, as if Balor’s Third Eye had started to melt them before Garrett shattered the stone. “It shouldn’t be too hard, since we know what to expect now.” He sounded about as enthusiastic as I felt. 
 
    “How are we going to carry Candace out of here?” I asked quietly. Nick shook his head, but I already knew what he was going to say. 
 
    “We can’t,” he told me softly. “There would be too many questions from the Gardaí. We’ll tell her family what happened when we get home. They’ll understand.” 
 
    Will they? I thought sadly. I don’t. Nick glanced at her body, looking uneasy. “What is it?” 
 
    “We’ll need her keys. We can’t leave her car in Magheroarty.” Emily made a small noise of dismay, but I just nodded. We couldn’t leave anything behind that would attract the attention of the police. I couldn’t bear to watch Nick search through her pockets, though, so I closed my eyes and used my Sight to follow him as he crossed back to her body. 
 
    His strange white aura bobbed away and dipped as he knelt beside Candace’s still form, which didn’t show up at all in my Sight. I tried not to listen to the sound as he rolled her onto her back to reach her front pockets. An odd sort of reddish glow appeared around him, growing slowly brighter. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Trying to find her keys,” Nick answered tersely. “There’s a lot of ... well, it’s messy.” 
 
    I didn’t need that mental image. “No, I mean, what are you doing with your power?” The glow was more orangey now, spreading to either side and splitting into long segments, sort of like feathers. 
 
    “I’m not doing anything.” 
 
    My eyes popped open in sudden alarm. “Get back!” I shouted. “Something’s happening to her!” 
 
    Nick stumbled backwards, dropping his flashlight as he tried to recover his balance. Candace lay sprawled on the ground, her face thankfully turned away, but in my Sight, the feathered glow suddenly exploded into a blinding flurry of red, orange, and gold filaments that swirled over her body, and then collapsed into a gleaming white-hot dot that plunged into her chest. 
 
    Candace jerked once like she’d been struck by lightning and then lay still again. After a few throat-clenching seconds, though, she tried to sit up. A fit of coughing curled her up into a ball until she finally spat out something wet and sticky. We all stared at her like she was something that just crawled out of a grave, which was close enough to the truth to make every hair on my body stand on end. 
 
    She rolled over on her hands and knees, hacking up more of whatever filled her lungs, and then slumped back into a seated position, holding her head. “God,” she muttered. “I hurt all over.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Emily whispered. “Is she – is that – her?” 
 
    Do the Irish believe in zombies? my stunned brain wondered. I clutched my torc and sent my Sight out again. Candace’s azure and purple aura was back, exactly like it was when I first met her. She was alive again, but I had no idea why or how. 
 
    Nick was the first to recover from his shock, or at least the first to move. He retrieved his flashlight from the floor and passed the light all over Candace. She looked perfectly fine, except for the bright red blood staining her clothes. “Candace?” he asked carefully. “Are you ... all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she grumbled. She cleared her throat and spat off to the side. “I must have bit my tongue or something.” 
 
    “Candace, you were dead.” She gave him a look that clearly indicated her lack of appreciation for his sense of humor. “Don’t you remember what Cichol did to you?” 
 
    “Cichol?” She frowned. “He ... he thought I killed the leprechaun. He was pissed.” She looked around in sudden fear. “Where is he? Did he leave?” 
 
    “Candace,” said Emily quietly, “he stabbed you with Caladbolg’s blade. That’s your blood.” 
 
    “My –?” She looked down at herself and sucked in her breath. “What the hell?” She scrambled to her feet, looking all around. The puddle of blood by the wall was smeared where Nick had rolled her over. She plucked at her shirt and the hole Caladbolg had made in the fabric gaped wide. “Oh my God.” she whispered. “What happened?” 
 
    “Are you hurt?” I asked anxiously. “Are you still bleeding?” She pulled up her shirt hurriedly and ran her hand over her stomach, but her skin was completely unmarked. “How is that possible?” I breathed. “Cichol stabbed you. You had no pulse. Your aura was gone. You were dead.” 
 
    Candace’s legs failed her and she collapsed onto the stool beside Cichol’s desk. Her breath came in short, frantic gasps as she stared wide-eyed at her bloody hands. “I don’t remember,” she said to herself. “I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    “Shy, you Saw something and warned me,” said Nick, turning to me. “What was it?” 
 
    “It was a – a light, rising out of her.” I always had trouble explaining the things I Saw. “All red and gold. It sort of looked like a bird for a second, like –” I gasped in sudden realization. “Like your tattoo!” 
 
    “My tattoo?” She looked puzzled. “That doesn’t make any sense. It doesn’t do anything. I told you that.” 
 
    “Have you ever died before?” 
 
    She blinked at me. “What?” 
 
    “Have you ever died, fighting the Sidhe, or in a car accident, or something?” She just stared at me like I was insane. “Nick? You drew her mark, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but I never know what power will manifest. Yours was a bit special,” he admitted, “but Candace’s ... the phoenix was just meant to represent a new beginning for you, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said slowly, “my start as a Warrior of the White Branch, that’s all. It never did anything, not like Tim’s or Liam’s,” she added with a hint of bitterness in her voice. 
 
    “I think it does,” I told her eagerly, “you were just never dead before. I think the phoenix brought you back to life. In fact,” I seized on the possibility, “maybe you’re immortal!” Candace snorted, but I wasn’t ready to give up yet. “Turn around! Let’s see if your mark is any different.” 
 
    Candace rolled her eyes, but she got to her feet at my insistence and pulled up the back of her shirt. The tattoo was still there, but it looked a bit faded to me. I asked Emily if she noticed the same thing, but she just gave a noncommittal shrug. 
 
    “Nick? What do you think?”  
 
    Nick peered at her back. “It’s hard to tell without a proper light. It might be darker, but I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Okay, so maybe you’re not actually immortal,” I conceded as Candace tugged her clothes back into place, “but maybe you can die a few more times. As long as your mark is still visible, you can’t be killed. Well, you can,” I amended, “but it won’t last.” 
 
    “Sure, if you say so.” She sounded skeptical, but a hint of hope gleamed in her eyes. “In the meantime,” she looked down at herself, “what am I supposed to do? Walk around covered in blood?” 
 
    “You can rinse it off at the end of the hall,” Nick said wryly, “since we have to go back out the way we came.” She muttered a short epithet and he chuckled. “It beats the alternative. Come on, let’s get out of here. We’ve used up our quota of miracles for the day.” 
 
    “Mo Banríon.” The voice came out of the darkness beyond the twisted bars and I nearly jumped out of my skin. We all spun around, reaching for weapons we no longer had. 
 
    “Who’s there?” I demanded, my voice quavering. It wasn’t Cichol at least, but I didn’t recognize the voice. Nick’s and Emily’s flashlights pierced the shadows and finally caught the tiny figure standing at the entrance to the hallway. He wasn’t more than three feet tall, dressed in a sodden coat and breeches and clutching a dripping hat in his hands. The leprechaun looked like he’d been caught out in a downpour, but his dark eyes were fierce. 
 
    “Mo Banríon,” he said again. “Do not trust that one. She has betrayed you.” 
 
    “She?” He was talking to me, so he had to mean someone else. Emily looked at me with a puzzled expression, but Candace looked startled. I supposed we all did. “What are you talking about? Who are you, anyway?” 
 
    “I am Donnacán, mo Banríon,” he said with a low bow. “We met in Dún na Rí.” 
 
    “Oh, right, I remember.” This was the leprechaun who first acknowledged me as High Queen, to Crimthann’s displeasure. “What are you doing here? How did you even find us?” 
 
    “I followed you, mo Banríon, from Tulsk.” 
 
    “But we’ve been here for hours.” I actually had no idea how long we’d spent in the depths of Balor’s fortress, but it seemed like hours. “Where have you been all this time?” 
 
    “I sought to speak with you at your home, mo Banríon, but there were too many eyes and ears that I did not know. Then you rode off in your vehicle, much faster than I could keep up.” He sounded a bit resentful that we didn’t make it easy for him. “I tried to approach you at every stop, but you were never alone.” 
 
    “Wait, was that you I saw outside Muirenn’s house and then at the gas station and on the dock?” Donnacán bobbed his head. “And on the island too?” He nodded and I felt a wash of relief. I wasn’t seeing things after all. “Why didn’t you talk to me up there, then?” I asked, pointing up. “It was just us.” 
 
    “Because she was there.” Now there was no doubt at all who he meant. He stabbed his finger straight at Candace. 
 
    “What are you talking about? She’s one of us.” 
 
    Donnacán shook his head vehemently. “When you charged us to seek out the path Blathmac had taken over his final days, many of us dispersed and searched the mounds within our domains. Murchad, my cousin, entered the mound at Loughcrew in the wee hours this morning, looking for signs that Blathmac had been there. Instead, he found two people speaking by the gate within. He did not know their faces, but he recognized the weapon the woman carried. It was Toirneach.”  
 
    “Is that true, Candace?” I asked doubtfully. “What were you doing there?” She just stared wide-eyed at Donnacán, shaking her head slowly in denial. 
 
    “Murchad listened from the shadows,” continued the leprechaun relentlessly. “She told the man that Blathmac was dead but no weapon or treasure was found on him. He ordered her to stay close to you, mo Banríon, and make sure you did not discover Blathmac’s secret. Murchad came to me and I sought you out to warn you, but I was too late.” Donnacán glared at Candace. “She is Maeve’s servant, Defender, not yours.” 
 
    “No.” Candace’s voice was barely a whisper. “I’m not. You have to believe me.” 
 
    “Then who were you talking to?” I couldn’t believe she was working for Maeve. She could have killed me a dozen times over today and I didn’t have a phoenix tattoo to resurrect me. “He couldn’t have been a Sidhe, that would violate our agreement.” 
 
    “He was human,” Donnacán agreed, “older, lean with dark hair. Murchad said she called him Liam.” 
 
    Our collective gasp sucked all the air out of the room. Garrett turned on Candace with a shocked expression and she slowly backed away from him and the damaged Spear clutched in his hands. “You spoke with my father?” 
 
    “She must have,” said Nick grimly. “Remember when she told us Liam was right about Maeve? He said that to us just before he went through the gate into the Otherworld. She was out of the country at the time and none of us has seen him since. I never told her what he said. Did any of you?” Garrett, Emily, and Tim shook their heads. I had trouble catching my breath. 
 
    “Candace?” I pleaded. I didn’t want to believe that she could turn on us like that.   
 
    “No, it wasn’t like that,” she pleaded, and Garrett seized on that immediately. 
 
    “So you did talk to him?” he gritted through his teeth. “Did he offer you sanctuary in the Otherworld if you led us into another trap?” 
 
    “No, no! He – he was waiting for me when I came home from work a couple of weeks ago. He said he knew I never wanted to be a Warrior, that I was sick of all the killing.” She turned away, covering her eyes with her hands. “He said Siobhan had no hope of defeating Maeve, that helping her would just drag things out and make everything worse.” 
 
    It felt like she’d stuck Scáth into my gut and twisted it. I knew Candace was unhappy and didn’t think much of me, but I never dreamed she’d betray us like this. “What did you do?” I whispered. 
 
    “He just wanted me to keep an eye on you and report on what you were doing, that’s all. All I had to do was write a message and tie it to a rock to throw through the gate in Loughcrew. But you were back in Boston and I hoped you would just stay there.” She took a shuddering breath and looked up at me with eyes bright with tears. “And then you came back.” 
 
    “Candace –” I stopped. I didn’t really know what to say. 
 
    “I went to see you, so I could decide for myself what sort of leader you would be.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I wasn’t sure. You’re just a kid. You’ve never been in a battle, you’ve never led an army, you didn’t even have an army.” She shook her head. “But Lia Fáil named you Defender. I heard it, all the way over in Kildare, and I thought maybe, maybe we had a chance.” 
 
    “Then why did you speak to my father?” Garrett growled. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Candace looked lost and scared. “When Siobhan told me about the leprechauns meeting in Dún na Rí, I didn’t know what to do. I went to Loughcrew and sent a message through the gate. Liam came out a little while later. He thought Blathmac was lying but he didn’t want to take any chances, so he told me to go with you and find out what it was and to take it from you if I could.” 
 
    “That’s why you were already there when we got there,” guessed Nick.  
 
    “I went early and found Blathmac on Cromwell’s bridge, waiting for you. He recognized Toirneach so he assumed I was with you, but he wouldn’t tell me what he found. He got angry when I threatened him and said he was leaving, that he would speak only to the Defender. I tried to stop him, but –” She faltered. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Emily gasped. “Cichol was right after all. You killed him.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to. I just meant to knock him down, but leprechauns are so bloody fast. He disappeared and I heard his scream further down the river, but you were already there when I got there.” 
 
    “You killed him,” I whispered. My stomach was knotted up tight. “You got his blood on your axe deliberately.” 
 
    “I thought Tim might smell his blood on Toirneach, so I had to cover it up. I cleaned Toirneach afterwards, but not well enough. Cichol still noticed it.” Her hands started to shake and she tucked them under her arms to still them. “And then he killed me.” 
 
    “Not well enough,” spat Garrett, lifting the Spear and aiming at her heart. “We’ll do a better job of it. Several times, if we have to.” 
 
    “Garrett, no!” I grabbed his arm, pulling him back. “She already paid for killing Blathmac.” 
 
    “Except he’s still dead.” Garrett pulled himself out of my grasp, but he didn’t raise the Spear again, settling for stabbing her with his hard gaze. 
 
    “All those excuses this morning,” asked Nick tightly, “the sheep, the traffic, all of that? Was any of that real?” Candace shook her head silently. “You were trying to make us miss the ferry.” 
 
    “After Dún na Rí, I sent Liam another message,” she admitted. “That’s when that other leprechaun overheard us. Liam wanted me to keep you from reaching Toraigh so that he could get there first.” 
 
    “He’s coming here?” exclaimed Garrett. He looked around as if he expected his father to step out of the shadows. So did I, frankly, but there were no other auras in my Sight anywhere nearby, just our six and Donnacán’s. “Through that gate?” 
 
    “If he knew about it, he would have been here long before us. I doubt Nuada told anyone else about it,” said Nick. “Liam wouldn’t have gotten past Balor’s Eye anyway.”  
 
    “What if he knew about the cloth trick?” Garrett looked uneasy, no doubt thinking the same thing I was: if Liam did step in front of the Eye unknowingly, he’d be nothing but a pile of dust now. Would Cichol have even noticed? I couldn’t help but wonder with a shudder. 
 
    “If he did, he would have taken the Eye for himself and probably killed Cichol with it. I doubt Liam has much help here in Ireland. He would have had to find a way here on his own and we barely made it ourselves.” Nick glared at Candace, who hung her head. She didn’t offer any apologies. It was too late for that. “So what do we do with you now?” 
 
    That was the question. By her own admission, she spied on us and tried to keep us from finding Blathmac’s discovery. In retrospect, I wished she’d succeeded, but none of us knew what we would find here. She killed Blathmac – accidentally, according to her – and Cichol killed her in return. By my tally, she came out about even and we needed all the help we could get if we were going to beat Maeve. I said that out loud and Nick and Garrett protested loudly. Emily sided with me and Tim waggled his hand in a maybe – maybe not gesture. Candace, though, shook her head, looking even more distressed. 
 
    “Siobhan, I – I haven’t told you everything,” she said to the floor at her feet.  
 
    “What else?” I asked uneasily. A sinking sensation roiled in my gut. 
 
    “On the ferry, when you and I spoke –” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I asked you who would follow you if you – if you died and you said Garrett would.” Garrett looked startled and alarmed at the same time, while Nick shook his head with a frown. “I thought, if we were going to have a chance against the Sidhe, we needed a strong leader, someone the rest of the Warriors would rally around.” 
 
    “Someone like Garrett, you mean.” She nodded miserably. I thought the same thing too, but I couldn’t see what she was getting at. “Okay, and so?” 
 
    “So when that wave came and you lost your balance, I reached for you and then – and then I thought, if she falls in, if she drowns, Garrett will be Treorái.” Her breath came in short, gasping sobs. “I pushed you.” 
 
    “What?” Garrett didn’t even think to use the Spear. He just jumped at her and punched her with all of the strength and power of his throwing arm. Candace spun around and fell heavily to her hands and knees, crying miserably as he stood over her with clenched fists. “Get up, damn you! Get up!” 
 
    “Garrett, no! Leave her alone.” I pulled him away from her, wondering at the same time why I was doing it. Candace tried to murder me, but I couldn’t feel any anger towards her, just pity. She was so lost, I couldn’t hate her for what she did. I knelt beside her and helped her sit up, tears streaming down my own cheeks. “It doesn’t matter, I wasn’t hurt.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have worked anyway,” Nick said heavily. “Garrett isn’t the next in line.” 
 
    “He’s not?” I blurted in surprise. Candace looked up in dismay. Her eye was already swelling shut from Garrett’s blow, but she didn’t seem to notice. “Who is, then? You?” 
 
    Nick shook his head. “You don’t have any brothers or sisters, and neither does your father. The next Treorái is Phelan’s sister.” 
 
    “Muirenn? Are you kidding? She so – so –” I was about to say old, but that seemed rude. 
 
    “After her, it falls to her eldest child Robert, and after him, his children.” Nick turned and faced the youngest, smallest, and most helpless person in the room. “Emily, Peter, and James.” 
 
    I gaped at Emily, who stared back at me with a growing mix of horror and excitement at the same time. “No way! Emily’s my heir?” 
 
    “There are two other people in line ahead of her, Shy,” Nick said wryly. “And all that goes out the window when you have children of your own.” That wasn’t going to happen any time soon and I was boggled by the thought that Emily might someday lead the Order. She’d probably do a much better job of it. 
 
    “Way to go, Em!” Tim slapped her lightly on the shoulder, sending her staggering. “You’re almost important.” She punched him back as hard as she could, making no impact whatsoever. 
 
    “Shy,” Garrett said insistently, “what do we do about her?” He jabbed an angry finger at Candace, still kneeling abjectly on the floor at his feet. “She tried to kill you!” 
 
    “But she didn’t and she won’t. Right, Candace?” I held out my hand to her and she looked at it blankly for a long time before taking it. I helped her up, or tried to, since my wrist and leg were still messed up, but we finally got her to her feet.  
 
    “You have two choices, Candace,” I told her solemnly as the others gathered around me. “One, you can go home and forget all about Maeve and Cichol and the Otherworld and just live the life you always wanted.” She looked dazed and uncertain, but a glimmer of hope appeared in her eyes. “Or two, you can join the Order of the Shamrock and help us defeat them once and for all.” 
 
    “How?” she asked plaintively. “How are you going to beat them?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I told her frankly, “but we will. We just have to figure it out.” 
 
    Candace looked at each one of us in turn. I didn’t know what she saw in the others’ faces, but I just nodded encouragingly when she looked at me again. She closed her eyes, her cheeks damp with tears. 
 
    “I’m so tired of fighting,” she said, although I couldn’t tell if she was talking to me or to herself. “I hate the noise and the pain and the blood.” She opened her eyes again and her mouth trembled. “But I’ll fight with you, so that no one else has to.” Then she knelt in front of me, taking my hands in hers, and wept.  
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    “Hold still, Em,” Nick grumbled. “You’re making the lines crooked.” 
 
    “It tickles.” Emily sat hunched on the stool, hugging her shirt against her chest as Nick applied ink to her bare back. Tim stood beside them holding up the flashlight so that Nick could see what he was doing, outlining wide arcs across her back and shoulders that he would fill in once the basic pattern was laid out.  
 
    “Is that actually going to work?” I asked doubtfully. He was just painting the ink on her, not jabbing it under her skin with his tattoo needles, but in my Sight, his aura still bound him to the earth and flowed up through his arm and down through the quill pen he’d found on Cichol’s desk.  
 
    “It will,” he said confidently, “at least until the ink wears off.” He’d already gone through two vials of ink. Judging from his progress so far, he’d need at least one more. The ink had an odd reddish hue, almost like dried blood. I really, really hoped that wasn’t what it was made of. 
 
    “He can just redo it permanently when we get back home,” said Emily. There was no disguising the eagerness in her voice, but Nick shook his head. 
 
    “In three more years, maybe.” 
 
    Emily hmphed. “Shy, how old were you when you got your tattoo?” she asked me over her shoulder. 
 
    “Sixteen, you know that.” Just a few weeks ago, in fact. It was the most painful experience I’d ever been through, and that included being buried under rocks. 
 
    “Tim, how about you?” 
 
    “Seventeen.” 
 
    “Garrett?”  
 
    He glanced over from the bookshelves he was perusing with Emily’s flashlight. “I was seventeen.” 
 
    “Candace?”  
 
    Candace looked up from her huddled posture on the edge of the bed, shrouded in one of the fur blankets. “Sixteen,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Well, then,” Emily said with satisfaction. 
 
    “They’re all exceptions to the rule,” Nick pointed out. “They picked up the Great Weapons.” 
 
    “Tim didn’t.” 
 
    “Tim’s an idiot and you just turned fifteen,” Nick reminded her acerbically. “I was twenty when I got my mark, so you can just wait. Now sit still.” 
 
    Garrett pulled another book from the shelves and flipped through it with a frown. He kept well away from Candace while Nick worked, but that didn’t stop him from scowling at her every few seconds. She pretended not to notice. 
 
    “Anything in that one?” I asked. We’d gone through at least twenty of the books so far while we waited. They seemed to be journals, written by hand using the same ink now decorating Emily’s back, but I didn’t recognize the language at all. I’d seen enough Gaelic words by now to know that these symbols were something completely different. I figured that Cichol had been keeping a diary during his captivity, although Garrett was skeptical. What could he possibly write about, sitting here alone in the dark all these centuries, he asked me, and where did the parchment and ink come from in the first place? I had no idea, but he didn’t have any better suggestions either.  
 
    We even asked Donnacán if he could read the books, but he said he’d never seen that sort of writing before. Now the leprechaun sat wrapped up in another one of the furs, trying to stay warm in his soggy clothes. He’d had to swim across the flooded hallway all on his own, and I surmised that leprechauns hated getting wet. I appreciated his loyalty and tenacity, though, tracking us halfway across Ireland, crossing the ocean to the island, and then following us down through rockfalls and darkness to warn me about Candace. I told him so and gave him a queenly kiss on his forehead by way of thanks. He grumped at the attention, but I thought he was secretly pleased. He was more than ready to get out of here, as were the rest of us, but we had something to do first, as soon as Nick was done. 
 
    I pulled out another journal, riffled through it enough to confirm it was all in the same mysterious language, and then put it back with a sigh. This was a waste of time. If we were going to learn anything about Cichol and what he might be planning, we’d have to ask the expert – Dad – and cell phones didn’t work under several hundred feet of solid rock. 
 
    I was standing beside the engraved part of the wall where the hidden doorway stood and I reached out curiously and laid my hand it. The stone was perfectly balanced and the door opened silently. 
 
    “Careful!” exclaimed Garrett, pulling me aside, as if he expected Balor’s Third Eye to blast us into smithereens. Nothing happened, though, and the door revealed the dark expanse of the hallway beyond, leading to the gateway to the Otherworld and whatever lay beyond. For a fleeting instant, I thought I felt a breeze against my face, but I told myself it was just my imagination. 
 
    Garrett shone the light down the hall, but there was nothing to see except a plain corridor cut from the rock and darkness beyond. The flashlight was starting to get dim after all the use it was getting and I wondered how much longer the batteries would last. This was my last chance to explore the rest of Cichol’s prison, though, so I stepped through the doorway. 
 
    “Shy, what are you doing?” Garrett hissed. “You don’t know what’s down there!” 
 
    “Yes, I do. There’s a statue and a gateway.” And absolutely nothing else, I hoped, crossing my fingers. “I just want to have a quick peek. Come on.” 
 
    Garrett had his misgivings – I could tell that from his long-suffering sigh – but he followed me nonetheless. The corridor was exactly ten paces long, just like Cichol said, and opened into another circular room. In the exact center of the floor stood Balor of the Evil Eye. 
 
    He was sculpted in his natural Fomori shape, looming over us with his arms spread and a snarl on his goat head. Balor seemed to be even bigger than Cichol, although it was hard to be certain with him hunched over like that, as if he was about to charge at us. Half of his head, including one of his curling horns, lay on the floor, sheared off by Sleá Lúin. I nudged the fragment with my toe. 
 
    “Nice shot,” I told him. “How’s your hand, by the way?” 
 
    “Better, thanks.” His skin was still red, but the burns didn’t seem to be as painful now. “That must be the gate.” He shone the flashlight into a shallow recess in the far wall, where a tall panel of stone stood. Like the gate under Rath Medb, it was engraved with stars, but I was certain this pattern on this gate was different. I reached out with my Sight and Saw the thread pulsing inside. “We should try to close it,” Garrett said uneasily. “We don’t want anyone coming through this way.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right,” I said, but I couldn’t put any enthusiasm into it. Leaving aside the fact that we didn’t have any way to break the stone, I couldn’t help but wonder what lay on the other side. Maybe it comes out close to Rath Solais, I thought with an ache in my chest. Maybe Mom is standing just outside. I hastily wiped away a tear that threatened to spill down my cheek. 
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong, Shy?” Garrett gathered me into his arms and gently brushed my hair away from my face. 
 
    “It’s nothing, I’m just tired.” I couldn’t tell him what I was really thinking. Dad and I agreed to keep my relationship to Findabair a secret from everyone. Revealing that I was actually Maeve’s granddaughter would raise way too many difficult questions right now. 
 
    “It’s okay, we’ll be out of here soon enough.” He lifted my chin up with his finger and, hesitantly, leaned down to kiss me. I let him, pressing my lips tight against his. It didn’t have the same frantic thrill as our first kiss in the Otherworld, but it was nice. Very nice. 
 
    “Hey, you two!” Tim’s voice echoed down the corridor and around the chamber. “Quit snogging down there and get back here. We’re about ready.” 
 
    Garrett and I broke apart with a start and then touched our foreheads together with a quiet laugh. “Are we ever going to have a normal relationship?” I asked plaintively. 
 
    “I hope not,” said Garrett with a grin. “Come on.” He took my hand and led me back to Cichol’s cell. 
 
    Emily already had her bra back on and was wriggling into her shirt when we walked back through the doorway. The tiger stripes on her back and shoulders looked absolutely real, almost as if she was covered in fur instead of skin, and she looked pleased and nervous at the same time when she turned to face us. 
 
    Candace shed her blanket and stood, looking uncomfortable in her damp jeans and tee. She’d washed out most of the blood in the sea water, but there was no way to dry them properly and they were mottled with salt and blood stains. She had trouble meeting my eyes, but I gave her a reassuring smile anyway. 
 
    “Okay, so how should we do this, Nick?” I asked. I wanted everything to go perfectly. 
 
    “Stand over here, in the center.” He directed me to a spot near Cichol’s broken chain, in the open area in the middle of the floor with my back to the open doorway. “Emily, you stand here.” He positioned her directly in front of me. “Candace on her right.” Candace moved there silently. “Garrett, stand behind them in the middle.” Garrett retrieved the broken Spear from where it was propped against on one of the bookshelves and stood an arm’s length behind the women. “Tim on his right and me over here.” Nick positioned himself to Garrett’s left and looked around appraisingly. “Donnacán, you can stand with us if you want.” 
 
    The leprechaun shook his head. I’d already asked him if he wanted to join the Order, but he told me he was already oathbound to me as Queen of Ireland. I didn’t think that really counted, but he was adamant so I let it ride. He doffed his fur and stood off to the side as a witness, trying to straighten out his damp and wrinkled outfit. 
 
    “Okay, Shy, whenever you’re ready,” said Nick reassuringly. “Just like at Tara. Do you remember the words?” 
 
    “I think so.” I faced Emily, trying to look as dignified as I could in torn and stained pajamas. I touched my torc, opening my Sight and Seeing their auras flaring brightly in front of me, Emily’s dark reddish gold, Candace’s azure and violet, Tim’s electric blue, Nick’s prismatic white, and Garrett’s autumn hues. Emily’s was the most volatile of all of them, pulsing and bouncing in my Sight, and I wondered if that just reflected her excitement or if it meant something else entirely. “Emily, repeat after me,” I told her solemnly. “As my chosen mark is bound to my flesh.”  
 
    “As my chosen mark is bound to my flesh,” she said. Her eyes were wide, as if she just realized the importance of what she was about to do, and her voice wobbled a little bit at the beginning. The ink on her back wasn’t permanent, but I hoped it wouldn’t make a difference to the ritual. 
 
    “I, Emily Caitlyn O’Neill, bind myself to the defense of Ireland, its land, and its people, from all who would seek to conquer it.” 
 
    “I, Emily Caitlyn O’Neill, bind myself to the defense of Ireland, its land, and its people, from all who would seek to conquer it.” She stood a little straighter, looking very serious. 
 
    “Take Scáth and make a cut,” I told her. “Touch the blade to the blood.” Emily pulled the dagger from its scabbard on her belt and used its needle-sharp point to prick her  thumb, running the dot of blood that welled up along the flat of the blade. “Now repeat again. By this blade I have chosen, and by this blood it has drawn, I, Emily Caitlyn O’Neill, will shed my blood and the blood of my enemies in defense of those I have sworn to protect.” 
 
    Emily intoned the same words, looking a little dazed. I remembered the feeling of detachment that swept over me when I spoke those words on the Hill of Tara just a few short weeks ago, and I wondered if she was experiencing the same thing. 
 
    I had to improvise a bit on the third part, since Emily didn’t have the Sight, but I was pretty sure my revised version would work just as well. “As this cross ties me to the history of my people I, Emily Caitlyn O’Neill, swear to guide them to their future through the strength of my faith and my faith in my strength.”  
 
    Nick looked surprised but impressed as Emily repeated the words, clutching the small gold cross hanging around her neck. It wasn’t exactly ancient, but her mother had given it to her for her birthday and I figured that was good enough. 
 
    In my Sight, her aura flared and twisted and blossomed out, shattering for a moment into a blinding pattern of light and dark stripes before collapsing back into its original form, leaving behind a fleeting impression of deadly claws and teeth. Oh my God! I gasped to myself. It actually worked! No one else saw it, though, and I tried to remember what I needed to do next. 
 
    Fortunately, it was Nick’s turn. He went down on one knee and bent his head to me. “I swear to serve the Treorái an T-ordú na Seamróige,” he said gravely. “My skill and my power are hers to command.” 
 
    Garrett was next. He knelt as well, leaning on the upright Spear. “I swear to fight for the Treorái an T-ordú na Seamróige. My weapon and my power are hers to command.” His weapon wasn’t much good for anything now, but he meant every word. 
 
    “I swear to defend the Treorái an T-ordú na Seamróige,” said Tim, kneeling and bowing his Mohawked head. “My strength and my power are hers to command.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how the next one would go, but Candace didn’t hesitate. She knelt too, but she looked me right in the eye as she spoke. “I swear to follow the Treorái an T-ordú na Seamróige. My lives and my power are hers to command.” She had already done the main ritual when she first joined the Warriors of the White Branch under Grandpa Phelan, but now she publicly announced her allegiance to me and I felt a large lump of gratitude in my throat. 
 
    Finally, it was Emily’s turn again. She knelt and smiled up at me. “I swear to protect the Treorái an T-ordú na Seamróige,” she declared proudly. “My faith and my power are hers to command.” 
 
    I took Scáth from her and held it up over my head, its glossy black blade almost invisible against the shadows cast by the flashlights. It wasn’t Caladbolg, but it would have to do for now. 
 
    “By pain and blood, by hand and Sight,” I said, putting some force behind the words, “I, Siobhan Aislinn O’Connor, uphold 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 breeze I imagined earlier reappeared for real this time, riffling the fabric of my pajamas. I forged on regardless. “Our skill, our weapons, our strength, our lives, and our faith will not fail us. We are an Chosantóirí na hÉireann, the Defenders of Ireland, and we shall be victorious before our enemies!” 
 
    Donnacán squawked in alarm as the stone floor under our feet rumbled and shook, rattling the ink vials on the desk and sending some of Cichol’s journals tumbling to the floor. Candace and Emily jumped to their feet, looking around wide-eyed, but the rest of us had been through this before. I held my breath as I waited. 
 
    For a long, awful moment, nothing else happened and I wondered fearfully if this was an actual earthquake. Then, from somewhere far below, I heard the deep, scraping rumble of Lia Fáil once again. 
 
    “Siobhan, Siobhan, Siobhan, an Banríon fíor agus gCosantóirí na hÉireann” boomed the ancient Stone of Destiny, hundreds of miles away on the Hill of Tara. “Deireadh an oíche síoraí sula bhfuil gach rud caillte.” The rumbling faded away and we all looked at each other. 
 
    “I got the first part,” I said. I’d heard the phrases often enough. “Siobhan, Siobhan, Siobhan, the true Queen and Defender of Ireland, right?” Garrett nodded, but he looked puzzled as he got to his feet. “What was the rest of it?” I asked carefully, already dreading his answer. 
 
    “End the eternal night before everything is lost,” he said, like he wasn’t entirely certain about his translation, but Nick nodded with a frown.  
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” None of the others seemed to have any suggestions either. 
 
    “Okay,” I said doubtfully. “Maybe Dad will recognize it.” I had a long list of things to tell him already and I wasn’t looking forward to that conversation. 
 
    Nick’s flashlight fluttered and dimmed suddenly, startling us, and he banged it against his palm until it recovered some of its brightness. “We’d better get going,” he said tersely. “These aren’t going to last much longer.” 
 
    “That’s the best idea I’ve heard all day. Donnacán, are you ready?” The leprechaun came forward and bowed. “What do we have to do?” 
 
    “Just take my hand, mo Banríon,” he said, holding out his little hand to me, “and I will bring you wherever you wish in all of Eire.” 
 
    “All of us, right?” I didn’t want him getting any ideas about leaving Candace behind. Donnacán scowled but nodded. 
 
    “But just one at a time,” he added. “You are too large to carry together.” 
 
    “All right, then Candace goes first.” That sent up a cacophony of protests all around, but I waved them all to silence. “Let’s just get this done,” I told them sharply. “I don’t want to stay here longer than I have to. Take her to the house in Tulsk,” I told Donnacán. “Maybe just out in the yard or something. You don’t want Muirenn to see you.” 
 
    Donnacán nodded again and silently held out his hand to Candace. She touched it gingerly, as if she thought it was some sort of trick, and in an instant they were gone. Garrett waved his hand through the space Candace had occupied to prove to himself that it wasn’t just an illusion, but I already knew they were really gone. Their auras had disappeared from the room. 
 
    “Okay, then, Emily will –” I yelped when Donnacán reappeared in exactly the same spot he left and I clutched my heart to keep it from bursting through my chest. “That’s going to take some getting used to,” I muttered. “No problems, I hope?” 
 
    “None, mo Banríon,” he said with another bow. I needed to figure out a way to get him to stop doing that without hurting his feelings. “I left her upon the doorstep.” 
 
    “Great. Okay, Emily is next.” She opened her mouth to protest, but I pointed my finger at her sternly and she subsided. “Here, hang on to this.” I handed Scáth to her and she slid it back into its scabbard. Then she took Donnacán’s hand and they vanished in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “I’ll go last,” said Garrett, just beating Nick to it, but I shook my head. 
 
    “I need to make sure you’re all safe first. I’m Treorái,” I reminded him. “You just swore an oath to me.” 
 
    “I swore to fight for you,” he grumbled, “not leave you behind.” 
 
    “Well, he can’t take all of us at once, so somebody has to be last and that’s me. No arguments!” Garrett nodded reluctantly, but I made a note to keep a close eye on him, just in case he decided to do something brave and foolish. 
 
    Donnacán reappeared, rubbing his forehead wearily. “Is everything all right?” I asked worriedly. 
 
    “All is well,” he said. “The distance is great and your companions are heavy, that is all. Who shall be next?”  
 
    The three men looked each other over and then turned to me for the decision. “Nick,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Make sure Muirenn knows what’s going on.” 
 
    Nick nodded and took Donnacán’s hand. “See you soon,” he said lightly, and vanished. The light in the room dropped by half and I realized belatedly that we should have kept his flashlight. 
 
    “Are we gonna come back later?” Tim asked. “Some of this might be worth something, you know.” He had Balor’s golden circlet shoved onto his burly arm like a cheap bracelet, but he looked around the cell speculatively. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything else of value here,” said Garrett, “unless you really like furs.” 
 
    “Those journals might be valuable, if anyone can actually read them,” I said doubtfully. “Maybe we should take some of them with us.” 
 
    “Okay, but which ones?” There were hundreds of them. There was no way we’d be able to carry them all. 
 
    “The oldest one, maybe?” The problem was, we couldn’t tell what order Cichol had placed them on the shelf and none of them looked especially older than the others. Everything was remarkably well-preserved for being thousands of years old. “Or maybe the latest one,” I suggested instead, picking up the one lying open on the desk. The last half of the book was blank, as if Cichol had still been writing it when we appeared on his doorstep. 
 
    “Done,” said Donnacán with a sigh, popping back into the cell. “The matron of your house was there, mo Banríon, and threatened me with a shillelagh.” 
 
    “She didn’t hurt you, did she?” I asked in alarm. Donnacán was still in one piece, so at least Muirenn hadn’t unleashed its power on him, but she could still give him a good whack with it. 
 
    “No, the young one – Emily, is it? – held her back until I could escape.” 
 
    “Good old Em,” Tim snorted. “She’s a tiger, all right.” 
 
    “Can you take Tim now?” I asked Donnacán worriedly. “Maybe a bit further away from the house, just in case?” 
 
    Donnacán looked up at Tim with a doubtful expression, like a mouse trying to figure out how to carry an elephant on his back, but he nodded stoically. A moment later, Garrett and I were alone. 
 
    “You’re amazing, you know,” he said to me, leaning on the Spear. 
 
    “I am?” I asked, startled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Trying to keep Cichol from hurting Candace, forgiving her for trying to kill you, letting her join the Order.” He shook his head. “My heart isn’t nearly so big or so brave.” 
 
    I ducked my head, embarrassed by his praise. “It was the right thing to do,” I demurred. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean it was easy.” He leaned Sleá Lúin against the desk and pulled me into his arms again. “You’re a special person, mo Banríon.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t you start,” I grumbled, hoping he couldn’t see the grin on my face or the blush in my cheeks. “I’m just an ordinary girl.” 
 
    “Not so ordinary.” 
 
    This time his kiss left me breathless, but I didn’t mind at all and I didn’t want it to stop. My hands were stuck between us, crushing Cichol’s journal to my chest, and I could feel his heart beating quickly in time with mine. His hand, the one not pressing Emily’s flashlight against my back, slid slowly down my spine, leaving a tingling trace that radiated out to other, long dormant parts of me. 
 
    Someone cleared his throat and we leapt apart like opposing magnets. Donnacán stood in the center of the room, not actually looking at us but radiating disapproval nonetheless, as if the Queen of the Leprechauns wasn’t allowed to engage in scandalous behavior like kissing. Do leprechauns kiss? my rattled brain wondered. Is there even such a thing as a girl leprechaun? 
 
    “So, ah, you’d better go,” I stammered, pushing Garrett towards the glowering Donnacán. “I’ll see you in a minute.” 
 
    “All right.” Garrett retrieved the Spear, his lips twitching as he tried not to smile. “Don’t do anything foolish while I’m gone.” 
 
    “Of course not. I’ll just read until Donnacán gets back.” I waved the journal I still clutched in my hand.  
 
    “Right,” he said wryly. “I’ll see you on the other side.” Garrett took Donnacán’s hand and, after a gimlet stare from the leprechaun to make sure I behaved myself while he was gone, I was plunged into perfect, absolute darkness. 
 
    “Garrett?” I called, my voice squeaking into the highest range. “Donnacán? Are you still here? What happened?” Silence. I stretched out my hand, feeling nothing in front of me. I couldn’t even see my hand, even when I waved it in front of my face. I blinked several times to make sure my eyes were actually open. “Hello? What happened to the lights? Oh!” Stupid me. Garrett had the flashlight. 
 
    Knowing what happened didn’t actually make standing in the pitch black darkness inside an ancient cell carved out of solid rock by the Sidhe to hold the last Fomori any easier. I hugged myself tightly to keep my hands from shaking and slowly backed up until I bumped into the desk, rattling the ink vials again. I grabbed onto it like a shipwreck survivor hanging on to the last life preserver. 
 
    Donnacán will be back any moment, I told myself. He just needs to drop Garrett off in Tulsk and he’ll come right back for me. I’m his Queen, he won’t leave me here. 
 
    He’s getting tired, said that niggling voice inside my head. He’s not used to moving all that mass so far and so quickly. He might have to rest a while, maybe even sleep. 
 
    “Shut up!” I shouted. The darkness swallowed up my words and I clamped my lips tight, listening hard. The only sound was the quick, shallow rasp of my own breathing. 
 
    I touched my torc and sent my Sight out to See something, anything, but the only thing I could detect was the violet thread of the gate, just a short distance away. I can make it there, I thought desperately, I just have to follow the wall. I can go through and find another gate to bring me back to Ireland. Maybe I can find Mom or Sín or anybody –  
 
    “Mo Banríon?”  
 
    I nearly sobbed with relief at Donnacán’s voice. “I’m here!” I called. “Did you bring a light?” 
 
    “No.” He sounded more vexed by the darkness than scared. “Speak and I will come to you.” 
 
    “I’m over here by the desk. Did Garrett get there okay? Is everyone all right? What time is it there?” I was just babbling, anxious for Donnacán to find me and get me out of here, but I screamed when his outstretched fingers touched my leg. I grabbed his hand in an unbreakable grip. “Okay, I’m ready! Let’s go!” 
 
    “Your grasp is too strong, mo Banríon!” he complained, trying to extract his hand. “I need to hold your hand in mine.” 
 
    It took every ounce of willpower I had to loosen my fingers, but Donnacán quickly shifted his grip around. “Okay,” I said shakily. “What do I have to –?” 
 
    My stomach flipped and flopped and I blinked at the sullen light of an Irish sunset, which seemed unbearably bright to me. I looked up at an actual sky streaked with clouds and dotted with stars and felt a tremendous weight fall away.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said sincerely as Donnacán released my hand and stepped back. “I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t been there.” The leprechaun looked bone weary but pleased as he bowed to me. 
 
    “We will keep watch, mo Banríon,” he promised. “If Cichol returns to Eire, we will send word.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I looked around for the others, but no one else was in sight. “Wait a minute, where are we?” We stood in the middle of a dirt road, with stone walls on one side and trees on the other. 
 
    “Your house is there, down the lane.” Donnacán pointed further down the road to the west. “Your friends are waiting.”  
 
    Now that I knew where to look, I saw the dark roofline of Muirenn’s farmhouse rising above the wall and the gleam of the bare light beside the front door. A soft breeze carried a low hubbub of conversation along the road.  
 
    “Thank you, Donnacán,” I said again. “If you –” I was talking to myself. The leprechaun had disappeared while I was distracted. “Well, thanks anyway,” I said with a sigh, and I trudged towards the house. 
 
    Someone stepped out through the gate ahead, silhouetted against the setting sun. “There she is!” he called, pointing at me. I recognized Garrett’s voice and waved as more figures poured out into the lane and started running towards me, shouting questions about where I’d been and why I took so long to get here. I just smiled and waited for them. 
 
    Garrett reached me first, lifting me by my waist and swinging me around in a circle, startling a yelp out of me. He refused to put me down and the rest of the Order of the Shamrock crowded around us, all of them clamoring to know what happened.  
 
    In less than one day, I thought, my mood turning sober as I looked at their relieved faces, we unleashed a monster who wants to kill us all and lost the only weapons we had to stop him. If we can’t figure out a way to defeat Cichol, both Ireland and the Otherworld are doomed. 
 
    I finally got Garrett to set me down and I grabbed his hand, pulling him down the road towards the gate. Muirenn stood there waiting for us, a frail and silent shadow leaning on a deadly shillelagh.  
 
    “Come on!” I called over my shoulder to the Order of the Shamrock. “We have to go save the world.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    Epilogue 
 
    I sat on the edge of the hard plastic chair, plucking at the hem of my dress to cover the lingering bruise on my leg. Most of the marks from my ordeal under Dún Bhaloir had already faded, but my wrist was still sore and I wore a large bandaid over the tender spot on my forehead. 
 
    Garrett sat beside me, looking a lot more relaxed than I did, although he drummed his fingers on his knee. We arrived at Dublin Airport a bit early and Dad’s flight from Heathrow had been delayed due to weather over the Irish Sea, but his plane had finally landed. Now we just had to wait for him to disembark, collect his luggage, and make his way out of the security area. 
 
    The sliding glass doors parted again and I looked up eagerly, but it was just a young couple returning from some Mediterranean cruise, judging from their tans and the mound of suitcases on their cart. They headed off to the taxi stand outside and I slumped back into my seat. 
 
    “Relax, Shy,” Garrett told me mildly. “It’s not like you haven’t seen him for months.” 
 
    “It feels like it,” I groused. It was only a couple of weeks since he flew back to Boston to finalize the sale of the house and pack up the rest of our stuff, but it felt a lot longer. I glanced up as an older businessman came out, talking on his cell phone, and then I picked up Cichol’s journal from the seat beside me. The heavy angular script was still a complete mystery to me, but I hoped Dad would be able to read it and tell us what the Fomori had been thinking about during the final days of his captivity. 
 
    “Shy.” Garrett nudged me with his elbow and then nodded his head towards the tall, athletic man standing just outside the security exit, looking around anxiously through his round professor glasses. I was on my feet in an instant and ran towards him. 
 
    Dad spotted me before I got halfway there and closed the distance between us in a few seconds, dropping his bags to catch me in a rib-crushing hug. I returned the favor, pressing my cheek against his chest as he kissed me fervently on the top of my head. 
 
    “My God, Shy,” he whispered hoarsely, “I was so worried. Let me look at you. Are you all right?” He peeled me off and held me at arm’s length, scanning me quickly. He looked alarmed at the bandage on my head and almost touched it, stopping only when I flinched back. 
 
    “I’m fine, Dad,” I protested. “I just glad you’re here.” He pulled me close again and I wallowed in the familiar comfort of his arms.  
 
    “I’ll never leave you again,” he told me fervently. “I promise.” His voice had a bit of a hitch in it and I leaned back to look at his face. 
 
    “Are you crying?” I asked, surprised. I couldn’t remember him ever doing that. 
 
    “No, of course not.” He took off his glasses and swept his hand across his eyes. “I’m just glad to see you, that’s all. And what’s this, then?” He swiped a finger down my cheek and showed me its damp tip. 
 
    “I’m allowed to cry,” I told him with a tremulous smile. “I’ve had a rough week.” 
 
    “I know. I want to hear every bit of what happened.” I already gave him the gist over the phone yesterday, but I knew we’d have to go over it all again in detail. 
 
    “Dr. O’Connor.” Garrett came up beside us, handing me the purse I’d left behind on the chair in my headlong rush. “Welcome back, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Garrett.” The men exchanged a quick handshake as I slung my purse over my shoulder. “And thanks for picking me up.” 
 
    “No problem, sir. The car’s just this way. I can take that.” He picked up Dad’s black leather shoulder bag and led the way towards the terminal exit and the parking garage beyond. Dad guided his wheeled suitcase with one hand and pulled me tight against his side with the other. I matched his pace and wrapped my arm around his waist. 
 
    “I brought you a present,” I said, holding up the journal. “Did you bring me anything?” 
 
    “I think you have enough Boston Celtics jerseys already,” he chuckled. 
 
    “I was thinking more along the lines of a new sword.” A creased forehead replaced his smile and I immediately regretted my poor attempt at a joke. “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I screwed up bad.” 
 
    “No one could have predicted what happened, Shy,” he insisted, giving me a reassuring squeeze. “The Fomori vanished so long ago, there’s almost no information about them left.” 
 
    “But Caladbolg –” 
 
    “We’ll find replacements for the weapons. What’s more important is figuring out what Cichol is planning to do.” We stepped out of the terminal, joining a cluster of passengers waiting for their rides. “If he really means to defeat Maeve,” he said quietly, glancing around to make sure no one else was listening, “this may be all for the good.” 
 
    “Dad, he swore he would kill everyone in the Otherworld.” Cichol could chop Maeve into pieces for all I cared, but there were two Sidhe in particular I was worried about. Judging from the anxious look in Dad’s eyes, he was thinking about at least one of them. “Mom will be all right, won’t she?” 
 
    “I’m sure she will.” I wondered if he was trying to convince me or himself. “Hopefully there’s something in that journal that will give us an advantage.” 
 
    “Can you read it?” I asked eagerly, handing it to him. He flipped through the thick pages with a thoughtful frown. The long silence that followed wasn’t reassuring. 
 
    “You two wait here,” said Garrett finally. “I’ll bring the car around.” He caught my eye and nodded significantly at Dad, but I shook my head vehemently. We’d argued on the long drive from Tulsk whether we should tell Dad that we were dating. Garrett didn’t want us to be keeping any secrets, which I agreed with in principle, but Dad had enough to worry about right now. There was plenty of time to break the news to him that his second cousin might someday become his son-in-law. 
 
    “So, any luck?” I asked after another minute of silence, not counting the murmuring of the waiting crowd, the announcements over the loudspeakers, and the distant roar of jets taking off.  
 
    “Hm?” Dad pried his attention back to me with difficulty.  
 
    “Did you find anything? Do you recognize the writing at all?” I tapped the open page of the journal. 
 
    “Some of these characters look familiar,” he said with a thoughtful nod. “These spirals and block shapes are typical of the Neolithic carvings found around the major burial sites around Ireland.” 
 
    “But can you read it?” I persisted. 
 
    “No,” he sighed, closing the book carefully. “I doubt there’s a scholar anywhere in the world who can. This language is just too old.” 
 
    “Oh.” That was disappointing but not terribly surprising. I spotted Garrett’s black sedan making its way slowly towards us. I waved at him to let him know I saw him and led Dad around the dwindling cluster of passengers to the curb. When I glanced at him, though, his blue eyes were twinkling behind his spectacles. “What?” I asked suspiciously. “Did you think of something?” 
 
    “The only chance we have of translating this journal,” he said with a hint of a smile, “is to find someone who’s familiar with that era.” 
 
    “But you just said that there isn’t anyone.”  
 
    “And so?” He looked at me with a quirked eyebrow that signaled full professor mode. I rolled my eyes. I hated it when he used the Socratic method on me, but I wasn’t going to admit defeat so easily. 
 
    “And so,” I sighed, “assuming you weren’t wrong in your original statement or just plain lying,” he let that slide with just a mild disapproving look, “then there must be someone who can read this, someone who’s familiar with the era but who isn’t a scholar.” He waggled his hand to indicate I was on the right track but not quite there, but I couldn’t see what I was missing. 
 
    Garrett pulled up to the curb while I was still thinking through Dad’s puzzle and hopped out to open the trunk of his car. He picked up Dad’s suitcase and placed it inside and then opened the passenger door for us. We both ignored him. 
 
    “But you didn’t say anything else,” I complained, trying to remember his exact words. “You said there wasn’t a scholar in the world who could –” I gasped. “Not in this world.” Dad’s grin told me I got it right. “You think someone in the Otherworld can read it!” 
 
    “The Sidhe worked side by side with the Fomori for a long time before Nuada turned on them,” he said. “They would have learned each other’s languages and writing.” 
 
    “But are any of those Sidhe still alive? It’s been eons since then.” 
 
    “The Sidhe aren’t immortal, but they can live a very long time. There may be some who remember.” 
 
    “Do you think Sín might know?” I asked eagerly, “or Mo –?” I caught myself just in time. “Or ma – may – maybe someone else?” I stammered, throwing a fearful look at Garrett, who was staring at the two of us as if we were escapees from the lunatic asylum.  
 
    “Are you serious?” he asked incredulously. “Are you actually thinking of asking the Sidhe to help us? They’re trying to kill us!” 
 
    “Not all of them,” I pointed out. Now that Dad had put the idea in my head, I could see all sorts of possibilities. All we have to do is get hold of Sín, I thought eagerly. He can talk to Mom and maybe they can find someone who knew the Fomori. They can read the journal and find out what Cichol is planning and we can stop him and Maeve and this nightmare will finally be over! I grabbed Garrett by the shoulders and pulled him down so I could plant a big sloppy kiss on his mouth. 
 
    He blinked at me when we came up for air and then shot a glance to the side. I did the same and saw that Dad’s eyes had gotten really big behind his glasses. 
 
    “Oh, um.” I released Garrett and stepped back quickly, but it was too late. “Ah, I might not have told you everything that happened while you were gone, exactly,” I admitted meekly. The toes of my black flats were very interesting. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to hearing the rest of it,” said Dad. I winced at his cool tone. “Let’s get going, then. It’s a long drive back to Tulsk, but I’m sure we’ll find something to talk about.” He gave Garrett a look as he slid into the front passenger seat. Garrett sighed resignedly as he trudged around the car to the driver’s side. 
 
    Dad loves me, I told myself as I slid into the back seat behind them. He won’t actually kill Garrett and hide his body in a bog somewhere. I hope. 
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
    Appendix – Irish Terms and Translations 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    (Aes) Sidhe 
 
    People of the mounds (fairies) 
 
    Seanmháthair 
 
    Grandmother 
 
    Aintin 
 
    Aunt 
 
    Shillelagh  
 
    A blackthorn walking stick or club 
 
    Cú Medb  
 
    Hound of Maeve 
 
    Treorái an Cróeb Bán 
 
    Leader of the White Branch 
 
    Sleá Lúin 
 
    Lúin‘s Spear 
 
    Tullaigh uisce 
 
    Wet hill 
 
    Carraig 
 
    Rock 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Póg mo thóin 
 
    Kiss my ass 
 
    Gardaí 
 
    Guardians, the Irish police 
 
    Tír na nÓg  
 
    The Otherworld, literally “The Land of the Young” 
 
    Caladbolg 
 
    Hard cleft, great sword 
 
    Scáth  
 
    Shadow 
 
    Na gCosantóirí na hÉireann  
 
    The Defender of Ireland  
 
    Chailín 
 
    Girl 
 
    Lia Fáil  
 
    Stone of Destiny 
 
    Leipreachán 
 
    Leprechaun, literally “small body” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Dún na Rí 
 
    Fort of the King 
 
    Cruinniú 
 
    Meeting, a gathering 
 
    Cú Chulain 
 
    Cullan’s Hound 
 
    Conchobhair  
 
    Connor 
 
    Toirneach 
 
    Thunder 
 
    Uncail 
 
    Uncle 
 
    Leanan Sidhe 
 
    “Barrow lover,” a beautiful fairy who causes her victims to waste away 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Leithbrágan 
 
    Half brogue, a single shoe 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Bean sidhe 
 
    Banshee, literally “woman of the mounds,”  
 
    Tú onóir dúinn le do cineáltas 
 
    You honor us with your kindness 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Deoraíocht 
 
    Exile 
 
    Bhí sé dhíbir ón gCruinniú 
 
    He was banished from the Gathering 
 
    Taisteal 
 
    Travel, movement 
 
    Mo Banríon 
 
    My Queen 
 
    Bheith ciúin 
 
    Be quiet 
 
    Mamó 
 
    Grandma 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Toraigh 
 
    Tory Island 
 
    Tuatha dé Danaan 
 
    People of the goddess Danu, the Sidhe 
 
    Dún Bhaloir 
 
    Balor’s Fort 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Fáilte 
 
    Welcome 
 
    Bhfuil tú ag dul oileán a Toraigh? 
 
    Are you going to Tory Island? 
 
    Tá tú na cinn seo caite 
 
    You are the last ones 
 
    Is iad ár gcairde ar an mbealach 
 
    Our friends are on the way 
 
    Beidh siad anseo go luath 
 
    They will be here soon 
 
    Táimid ag fágáil anois 
 
    We are leaving now 
 
    Ba mhaith leis na daoine sa bhaile a fháil 
 
    These people want to get home 
 
    Scáthán 
 
    Mirror, illusion 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Cad a tharla? 
 
    What happened? 
 
    Saoire a n-aonar, le do thoil! 
 
    Leave her alone, please! 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Tú a bheith cúramach, cailín 
 
    You be careful, girl 
 
    Is an t-oileán ina áit chontúirteach 
 
    The island is a dangerous place 
 
    Fáilte a Toraigh 
 
    Welcome to Tory Island 
 
    D'fhéadfadh do fanacht a bheith ina cheann taitneamhach 
 
    May your stay be a pleasant one 
 
    Leac na Leannán 
 
    Wishing Stone, literally “Lover’s Slab” 
 
    Tor Mór 
 
    High Tower 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    An T-ordú na Seamróige  
 
    The Order of the Shamrock 
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Claíomh Solais 
 
    The Sword of Light 
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Céim 
 
    A unit of length equal to a single step 
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Deireadh an oíche síoraí sula bhfuil gach rud caillte 
 
    End the eternal night before everything is lost 
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