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Chapter 1

DEIDRE LAY ON the ground, winded and stunned, almost paralyzed as seconds seemed to tick by with agonizing speed. She desperately willed herself to rise—praying that she could do so, for herself, for her people. The fight couldn’t be over!

The invaders had come from across the sea, enemies who ruled the waterways, wanting what the richness of this island could provide them: fertile ground for crops, rich, green grasses for sheep and cattle to graze upon, not to mention the simple beauty of the land, the hills, the valleys and the sea.

And, naturally, they longed to take over and rule the cairns and earth and stone homes and fortresses, created and maintained since the days when the ancients had ruled; they wanted to take over the native people and turn them and their children into slaves.

And to Deidre’s horror, that day, they might prevail.

She had just faced one of the biggest men she had ever seen, but size never frightened her. Her father and his men had taught her about balance, weight and leverage, and she could usually make even a monster-sized warrior keel over with his own bulk. But she’d met an enemy who understood logistics; she had just been lifted and hurled through the air with such force that she was lucky she was only winded, sore from head to foot, but . . .

Unbroken!

The world had been black for a minute, then in a haze.

But once the mist of her mind began to disperse, she tried her best to move. And she could do so. She hurt, of course she hurt—she had landed hard. But just below her, beneath the little bank of trees on the rise at the base of the hill, she could see that the fighting continued just down the incline. She blinked hard, hoping to clear the last of the mist before her eyes.

Instead, the mist seemed to become shimmery, silver, tiny dots of radiance before her.

She thought she had died. And, as the great Father Patrick had taught, there was a heaven and she had come to it.

Out of the mist, a form suddenly began to manifest. It was in the shape of a woman, gorgeous and glorious in a flowing dress, as silvery as the air around her. She was, Deidre thought at first, an angel come to take her . . .

Except that the angel suddenly yelled at her angrily!

“Get up! Get up and get the sword. If you give up, you give in! Rise and take up your sword and defend this land and these poor people!”

It’s obvious that I . . . that I cracked my head so hard that I’m seeing things and I’m dying, that has to be it.

Yet, when she twisted she saw something she could have sworn hadn’t been there before, but then she hadn’t been looking before.

A sword, the hilt near her hand for the taking, a sword shimmering with a silver glow so strong and powerful it was almost blinding.

“Rise and take up the sword of your people!” the vision demanded. “Now!”

And suddenly, Deidre realized that she must.

The sword would be heavy, but she had learned to wield heavy weapons deftly and if she tried and mustered her strength . . .

She leaped to her feet with shocking ease. And she took both hands and grasped the handle of the mighty weapon and to her amazement again, it slid easily from the earth and into her grasp.

Just in time.

Men decked out with their mighty swords, axes and shields were now moving up the incline. One saw her there and a smile of amusement flickered on his lips as he began to take long strides toward her. Of course, she was nothing but a slim woman with a shining sword, and he had a great battle-ax and his strength and brawn.

But she knew how to move. As he wielded his axe, she ducked his blow and spun around, lifting the sword and slamming it down on his back.

He went down with a startled grunt. Whether or not he had seen the shimmer in her sword, he was obviously amazed that a woman had defeated him, with his strength, with his skill as a warrior.

But there was another man behind him. And another behind him. And no matter the shocking ease of her sword and its glittering power, she’d never best them all.

They were adapting their strategy, of course, seeing that she was besting their comrades. Even though these invaders seemed obsessed with their individual glory, they would realize soon enough that they’d need to unite in an organized attack against her.

And they are growing more careful. They must have seen the shimmer in the sword! While the new religion is spreading across the known world, these invaders believe in their own gods, in their own form of magic.

Do they realize they’re seeing something greater here than knowledge of battle and warfare? I’m a slight woman, yes, but am I touched by magic?

Still, if they gathered for a coordinated attack, she would be in critical danger.

It was then that she heard a battle cry.

And when she looked through the scores of enemies, she saw that help was coming.

In a manner she had not expected. Not that her people weren’t owed the help she was about to receive, but hills separated the lands, and she hadn’t imagined that these warriors might arrive in time.

Kylin, son of the king of their neighboring realm, had come with a dozen of his warriors.

As well he might!

His place here had come through her father’s generosity; Kylin had been born to the land, but his father, Sigurd Anderson, had come from the sea as well, seeking not to fight, but to help Eamon O’Connor, her father, in exchange for his help. Sigurd and his warriors had battled valiantly when a party had arrived from the north to overthrow Eamon. They had held the land. In return, her father had given him a place. Sigurd had taken a bride from the Tara hillside, and Kylin was their oldest son. He was a few years older than Deidre, but she knew the stories that had been told.

He was still, in her mind, the product of invasion from the sea.

Time had been strange here over the past few years. Invaders came from across the seas. Some became part of the people, and in time, those who had come to live in and love the land fought against other invaders—including those who were native to the island but wanted more and more of it for themselves!

Great men, aye, like Sigurd, loved the land and the people, and would fight for it, and for an ard-rí, or high king, like Declan McGinn.

At times, there was no help but to all band together because invaders might come with such strength. And still, far too often, kings fought against kings, and the stability of the isle was ever in question.

Now five of the enemy were suddenly upon her, all with their mighty shields, great swords and axes, and helmets bearing different monstrous horns.

She spun, her sword of light extended, and they fell back in a group, screaming their fury and vengeance as they determined whether to come forward or not.

But they were joined by more!

She spun again, this time stepping forward, the great strange sword she wielded cutting swiftly through a shield and drawing an amazed cry from its bearer as the man was forced away, falling flat on his back.

And, thankfully, that was when help truly arrived, for the enemy had gathered behind her in fury and she didn’t know how long she could spin and she didn’t dare take the seconds to fight one foe for another would cut her down as she did.

But she heard Kylin, heard his roar of fury, and the tide changed. He had slipped around the enemy and now they had to turn to face him. He and his men had come around, flanking the invaders, who were suddenly on the defensive. Deidre joined Kylin’s numbers, pushing back, harder and harder, until the enemy fell or began to flee and in the few minutes that the battle waged so fiercely, it became clear they were the victors.

Then the two stood, breathless, staring at one another. At which point, Deidre remembered that this was just one arm of the invasion.

She studied her sword, which had aided her in battle. Her truly strange sword. She had no intention of questioning it at this time.

She stared at Kylin, who knelt by one of his men. Luckily, he was being assured that the man’s injury was no more than a scratch. But others were down. He was obviously a good commander who cared about his men. They all knew when they fought that death might well be imminent, and men who fought together became like brothers—

Aidan!

Her brother was down the hills, by the sea, fighting those who had remained by their longboats. She couldn’t think about the sword now—it was more important to get to Aidan. She had to believe that he was still alive.

She turned to start down the hill and toward the water, torn between fear and faith, but she spun around almost immediately, hearing the fall of many feet behind her.

Looking grim, Kylin was following her—with his warriors at his side.

From her vantage point high above the shore and the three great longboats that had brought the invaders, she could also see the pitched fighting that was going on.

And, thankfully, she could see that Aidan was still at the forefront of the battle—alive, apparently well and leading the fight as befitted the son of the Rí. She took a moment for a sweet sigh of relief; she could not imagine her life without her brother, her childhood friend and playmate who had grown into the strong, fair and giving man, and was the father who had raised them.

Sword at the ready, she rushed forward.

What might have been an even battle was quickly turned into one of victory against those who had come to ravage the villages along the water. Men lay dead and dying—invaders and their own people.

Deidre winced, making her way toward her brother, so very grateful that while he had waged war in the most dangerous position, he was all right.

She suddenly heard her name shouted and she swung around. A huge man stared at her, the axe he’d been about to wield against her head dropping to his side and then to the ground.

Behind him was Kylin and she realized that he had slashed the invader’s back, the man following his ax to the ground as his blood pooled from his body.

She stared at Kylin.

He shrugged.

“A thank-you would be fine,” he told her.

“Thank you,” she said flatly.

The horror of the day was beginning to make its way into her soul.

There had been no choice: They had been attacked! But the gruesome death that now littered the area seemed beyond horrible to her. She turned, anxious to reach her brother, but was distracted when she heard Kylin shouting to his men.

“Dispatch!” he ordered.

He meant to kill those who lay not dead but wounded.

“No!” she shouted. “No!”

He turned to stare at her. “They would take our land, our blood and our lives!”

“My father gave you your land and my father does not kill the wounded—”

“Your father fights no more. His age is too great for him to face the young and strong who would gladly behead him and kill his people!” Kylin warned.

“He is a strong ruler, an incredible king. But never a murderer!” Deidre cried.

“They came as murderers!” he reminded her.

She lowered her head, wincing. While her brother lived and would be her father’s heir as a lesser king, or the lord of their village and countryside, she’d also been raised at his side and knew her father’s mind. She adored him—he was a great man. Strong enough to be kind and show mercy.

“Mercy!” she said. “The great Father Patrick taught us that we must show mercy!”

She heard a strange sound and turned. A man on the ground, the hilt of a knife still protruding from his shoulder, was staring at her and she could have sworn that he had tears in his eyes.

“Please,” she started to say, and yet, as she looked up, she was stunned to see that an enemy was behind Kylin now, that he’d crept up with an axe, aware that Kylin’s attention was on her and that he might take down the enemy commander even if he would die himself.

She wasn’t sure where the instinct or the ability came from.

She threw the strange sword that had become hers that day.

It caught the would-be assassin in the chest; he fell before his weapon could land on Kylin’s head.

Kylin spun and looked at the man and then stared at Deidre as she moved forward to retrieve her weapon.

He opened his mouth to speak.

“A thank-you will suffice,” she told him.

“I was about to say that my point has been made!” he told her.

Thankfully, by then, Aidan had made his way to them. And from the village, people had seen that the battle had come to an end. Others were hurrying out, seeking their own injured, hoping to help . . . or to take weapons, shoes, jewels, or other treasures from the invaders. Healers hurried among their own first and Aidan spoke to several people as he moved toward them.

“Kylin! Deepest gratitude!” Aidan said.

Kylin nodded an acknowledgment and looked around the field. “The dead need to be taken to the boats and the boats then set afire. Fitting, as it is often their own custom of burial and we can’t let them rot or bury them here . . . this is land we use.” He paused, looking at Aidan. “Perhaps your sister is right, the injured might be cared for—perhaps we can find out who has been a part of this.”

“Who has been a part of this?” Deidre repeated incredulously, feeling a certain resentment. He was only taking her seriously now because of her brother—after all that he had seen her do?

“They came in these boats—we know that they sailed from across the sea.” She hesitated, just briefly, staring at Kylin and shaking her head. “You know that they came from the lands to the west.”

Kylin nodded, meeting her stare. “As my father did,” he said flatly. Then he ignored her and looked at Aidan. “That’s why I know as do you and your father that alliances have been strange to say the least, different kings aligning different places, strange allies bound to turn on one another at some point, but if another Irish king has had a part of this—”

“We need to know,” Aidan agreed. He called out to his men.

“The dead to the boats—we will set them afire and send them out to sea. They’ll receive the end they would have chosen for themselves. Take care first with our injured, but we’ll see to theirs as well.”

“Kylin?”

His men were asking if they were to follow the same directive.

“As Aidan has said,” Kylin agreed.

For a long moment, he studied Deidre.

Then abruptly turning away from her, he went to work in the chaos of the living and the dead himself.

And yet the way he had watched her had been strange and she wasn’t sure why, but she was almost irritated that he had agreed with her. Because he hadn’t recognized her wisdom or the teachings of her father, but rather decided that something might be gained by keeping their enemies alive.

She had almost spoken aloud to wonder if he—the son of his father, a man who had once been one with the brutal invaders from the northwest—might turn on them. She’d managed not to do so. There was no denying the man’s heritage. His hair and beard were golden and red, his eyes bluer than the sea, and he stood tall with shoulders broad enough to wield any weapon known to man.

A formidable friend.

Or enemy.

That day, he had saved her life.

She had saved his—possibly necessary because of his concentration on her, but, nonetheless, she had saved his life. No matter his height and breadth, she, a mere girl with a strange sword, had saved his life. Maybe he resented her for it. The way that he had studied her so curiously disturbed her.

Then again, he’d seen her sword. Seen the way she had wielded it. Of course, in many of the island’s kingdoms, daughters were not taught to be warriors. She knew it had been important to her father that she learned how to fight.

Because her mother, rushing out into a fray in fear for her children, had fallen rather than submit. In their world, everyone needed to know how to fight.

And yet that day . . .

If not for the sword and its glimmering silver light, I would have died.

The sword, and she grudgingly had to admit, the addition of Kylin and his warriors in the battle.

“Deidre?”

She turned. Her brother was looking at her, frowning. He was, she knew, tremendously relieved and grateful that she was alive—just as she was so very, very grateful to see that he hadn’t fallen.

But they had been attacked before. Many times. And she was usually quick to tend to the wounded.

“Oh! Aidan, I’m sorry, I—I am moving now!”

She quickly looked to the field, seeking someone she could help, ripping the linen fabric of her tunic to provide bandages and tourniquets to those who needed them.

Wincing, she made her way through the tumbled bodies of the dead, but they were quickly being removed as well. It was perhaps ironic that the disposal of the enemy’s dead fit in perfectly with many of their own funereal practices—being sent out to the sea, in their boats set aflame.

They could not bury their enemies along with their own dead. Several hundred years had passed since Father Patrick had come to Éire—or come back to Éire, having been a slave there for years before becoming a priest and returning—but even before that, the graves of the honored and even those of average men and women had become sacred sites, not places where the bodies of unbelievers might lie. While those who had come to rob and steal sometimes lay within the earth due to necessity, they were most often burned or set out to sea. Back to the days of the ancients, the great hill at Tara had been an honored and sacred place and it remained so to this day. Deidre’s people had learned early to build with stone and now many beautiful churches dotted the land and often the great and noble lords and kings were interred within them.

She gave herself a mental shake and went to work.

So many wounded.

So much blood.

And yet, finally, admittedly with the help of Kylin’s people, the dead were set out in boats ablaze. The wounded were brought back to the village, their own injured warriors to their homes, and the invaders to a large wooden structure that Deidre’s father’s had long ago ordered be repaired and set aside for those needing medical care. They would be cared for by the village healers, but they’d also be under guard lest they forget the mercy they’d been shown and sought to escape or join with a new set of invaders, for the ships could come from the sea at any time.

Like today.

The enemy had swarmed onto the beach. They had almost managed to get to the village before the women, children and the elderly could be moved to safety.

Now at last, the fighting was over. Her brother had led his troops valiantly and survived without injury. And she was alive herself, alive and well.

Home at last, Deidre was grateful for her father’s position; it was good to escape to a room by herself, where she could remember her strange rescue, when she had been certain death was upon her, and the beautiful woman had suddenly appeared, showing her the sword that was equally incredible—and mystic.

She had never felt so torn. She loved the stories about Father Patrick, about the incredible way he had even paid his ex-master for his freedom, how he had brought peace between so many neighboring kings, how very wonderful and giving he had been. Where did the magic fit in, or possibly, could the magic be a part of the greater goodness Patrick had brought to the island?

There was a tap at her door and her father entered.

Eamon O’Connor had lived a long and violent life, never attacking, but always defending the honor of his father before him and the family. His hair was long and silver, his face and body were scarred, but despite his many decades, he stood tall.

He walked into the room and took her into his arms, holding her dear and tightly.

“Thank the good Lord, child, that you are alive! And unhurt?” he asked anxiously.

“I’m fine, Da, quite fine!” she assured him.

He pulled back, studying her face, determined to assure himself that it was true.

She smiled for him. “A brutal day, a bitter day for our people, but Aidan prevailed, and all is—”

“I have heard about the attack and the fighting from many. I did my best to help those who escaped the first onslaught here, behind the walls,” he explained. “I was ready to come to the front—”

“No! Father, your life is too precious, too valuable. While Aidan leads the fighting, sir, it is you who keep us from the advancement of others upon the village, and you ask so little of our people, and we live so happily—”

“I know my age, I know my weakness,” he muttered. “But without you and your brother, well, there is little point to my life. I made peace with my God years ago, child, and I live as long as I can serve.” He managed a weak smile. “I know your mother waits for me. For us all. Yet I pray it will be years before we are all joined again. Now! As to that, I was told that you fought brilliantly along with the men. And I was also told that we’d have not made it were it not for the addition of Kylin and his warriors.”

“Aye, Da, they fought and fought well,” she said.

“And yet you sound strange as you say that,” Eamon said.

Deidre shook her head. “I just . . . Da, in truth, I fear him and his people.”

“Why on earth, child, would you fear him? His father came to me to escape a world in which he was expected to sail and brutalize those at endless ports! His mother is an Irish lass and he had proven himself through the years . . .”

He broke off, nodding. “Ah, child, I see the fear, for in certain battles, the Irish have joined with the Northmen against other Irish and Northmen! But you do not need to fear the son of Sigurd. He has proven time and time again that his father’s teachings are his own. He will be true to us. Together, we form a greater force than we might ever do alone. Our land has many kings, one great king, but even he must rely on his alliances and be ever careful of those who would take his place.”

“Will it ever stop?” Deidre wondered softly.

“There will forever be those who seek what others have that they do not. Some strike out because they starve in their homelands, others for riches. But there will also be beautiful times of peace, when we may love and show kindness as we have been taught.”

Deidre shook her head again, fighting the confusion of the day.

“Father?”

“Aye, child.”

“I almost fell today. Then a woman appeared. She did not touch the ground—she was part of the mist. She . . . pointed out a sword that was in the ground. It was shimmering and it is there, now, where I have set it in the corner of the room. She . . . she seemed to be magic, Father, and yet how can I believe in what our great Father Patrick taught and . . . Father, I believe I survived because of that sword!”

“Patrick loved this land. He returned to it when he had been a slave here. And maybe there is a magic in the world, in Patrick’s world. Perhaps it comes when needed.” Her father smiled. “And, hey, my beloved daughter, what about Kylin, eh?”

“I saved his life, he saved mine,” she said flatly. “But I had lost my weapon and this magical creature in the air showed me the sword and I can lift it so easily, move with it as if it weighs nothing at all. Wasn’t such a sword supposed to be—”

“Aye, lass, in our ancient legends of the Tuatha Dé Danann, such a sword was a gift, one that couldn’t be bested, along with a spear, a cauldron and a great stone—safe at Tara, so the old stories say.”

“But the Tuatha Dé Danann, or, if I remember the old ways right, the people of the gods or goddesses, are not—were never—real!” Deidre said. “People of the gods or goddesses, or, as some said, supernatural beings, I mean such things—”

“Ah, child, some higher light, some greater good, came to you today! Was it one of the fairy folk? Were you winded, seeing perhaps in a vision what you had seen right before you fell? Angel, fairy, does it matter what name we give something that has brought us good? Perhaps we never knew the fairies to be the angels of Father Patrick’s teaching, perhaps all that is good comes from one place and men give it different names. Child, don’t stress over such gifts, be they of the mind, the earth, or the heavens above. Accept all that we need, that we value, that can help us, for helping us, it helps others, and we are living in dangerous times, lass, deadly times. If this has come to you . . . be grateful, as I shall be!”

Deidre nodded slowly, still trying to reconcile the day.

“And that is the sword there?” her father asked.

She nodded.

Eamon walked over to the corner of the room and lifted the weapon. He shrugged. When he held it, the object looked like a regular sword—a good one, extremely well crafted and honed to perfection.

Does it only shimmer when I hold it? Can that be? Am I worthy to have been chosen to wield it? The thoughts worried her as she watched her father. She didn’t want to voice them.

“A fine sword,” he said. He winced as if in great pain. “And I am sorry that I must be so grateful that we have taught you to wield such a weapon so well. For now, child, you have been a true warrior and lady of this realm. You have defended the young and old and the weak, you have been amazing at your brother’s side. The danger is gone—for today. Take your rest now. For rest we must when we can!”

“Aye, Da, thank you. I am so very weary.”

“Sleep. We will talk again come the morning,” he assured her. He smiled, but then sighed. “We will all be busy, doing as our great healers ask so that many of our wounded may live.”

“And the enemy?” Deidre asked. “I mean, I imagine that you’re going to speak with the injured we are caring for?”

“Indeed. Ah, well, that is one thing I can still do well—demand to know how men have come to attack our shores, if they were alone, or a small part of a greater onslaught to come and who may be involved as well. The coming days will be long. Rest.”

“Aye, I love you, good night,” she said softly.

He left her.

She moved to blow out the candle in the room and for another moment, sat in darkness.

But even in the darkness, the sword reflected a light that wasn’t there.

She was so very weary. And yet still so conflicted that she feared she wouldn’t be able to sleep.

Deidre lay down, smiling, for tonight she would sleep on linen sheets that were clean and soft. She had a warm blanket of wool. And then, suddenly, she saw him again in her mind’s eye.

“No,” she muttered aloud. “No, you must not plague my dreams!”

But he was there. Tall, formidable, striking. Even among the fiercest warriors of the island or the sea, he appeared to be the most indomitable one.

“I see it!” he said.

“See it?” she murmured.

“We seek the same, I believe.”

She shook her head. “No, no, no. You are a neighbor—you helped us. My father trusts you, my brother trusts you. Fine. But I need to sleep!”

He started to laugh and walked away from her, over rich grasses and toward a thicket of trees.

She turned away from him, thinking that she must find it first.

Find it first? Find what?

It was all crazy. She was just trying to sleep. Trying to rest after the horror of the day. Prepare for the sadness to come when some of the wounded could not be saved, rest for new assaults that might be on the way if this attack was just the beginning of something far worse.

“You will see it, you will know it. Human beings are created of flesh and blood, and their bodies must be fed, even as their souls.”

Deidre blinked.

She was back. The beautiful woman. Like the sword, she seemed to shimmer, even when there was no light. Or, perhaps, she was the light. No matter where it came from, she was in the light, she was there, smiling gently down at Deidre.

“You will find it, and more, for often, one may not be enough, and only in great alliances may all be discovered.”

“Find it . . .”

“Souls must be fed, bodies must be fed,” the vision told her.

Then, just as she had so suddenly appeared, the woman vanished.

Deidre awoke with a start, stunned to realize that she had been sleeping . . . that Kylin had been a dream, just as her image of the magical creature who had given her the sword had been a dream.

She had been so exhausted.

Her body had given out, but her mind had not!

With a soft groan, she rolled to find a more comfortable position. She lay awake, mocking herself for the ridiculousness of her dream and struggling to make sense of it.

She wasn’t sure why, but she resented Kylin. She blamed him for his father, or, rather, his father’s people.

She found it hard to trust him. But he had been there for her on the battlefield. She hadn’t expected to see him or his men, but he had been there.

Naturally, her feelings regarding the man were mixed!

And without the sword she’d have been buried deep within the ground she loved so much! So, of course, she was revisiting the woman, the sword and Kylin in her dreams. She had almost died.

But could it have been my imagination? Because the sword . . .

No, it had been a regular sword when her father had hefted it.

And yet she could wield it as she could wield no other weapon. In her hands it was as light as the mist in which the fairy, angel or magical being had appeared!

She fell back asleep at last, but once again, the vision of herself on a hill, watching Kylin walk away, filled her dreams.

And then the magical being was there, at her side, whispering to her.

“The cauldron, my dear. The cauldron, for crimson days might arise. Aye, in legend we may be pranksters—malicious, even—yet usually we are the creatures of goodness, whatever one might call the greatest above us all. You will fight for peace, and so you must find it and you must not try to fight alone, you must not . . .”

As she spoke, Kylin turned from the entrance of the thicket to look back at her.

He lifted a hand to her. “Are you coming?” he asked.

“No!”

Everything within her seemed to shout the word.

She awoke again with a start.

A dream. It had been nothing more than a dream.

But the woman had mentioned a cauldron. Another gift the legendary Tuatha Dé Danann brought with them when they had appeared to the people of Éire.

Of course, she could look for a cauldron . . .

No, ridiculous.

As she prepared to leave her room, she stopped short. There was a piece of torn parchment just inside the door to her room. Curious, she picked it up, and read the written words.

“Seek. Crimson days lie ahead. Seek the cauldron on the Hill of Tara.”

She stared at the note incredulously.

Cauldron . . . Tara.

She winced, letting the strange piece of torn parchment fall to the floor.

How? How did this come to be here? None of this can be real!

And yet I am alive! Alive because a shimmering vision showed me where to find a sword.

She would seek a cauldron on the Hill of Tara as commanded, she decided—foolishly? Because life had become something of a strange dream . . .

And if Kylin was involved, maybe more of a nightmare!






Chapter 2

IT SEEMED TO be a strange day.

Rain and fog came to the western shoreline near Tara often enough, but today something seemed different about the fog. It didn’t feel as damp as it should, and the air itself seemed infused with tiny silver specks. Different, but then again, everything about today was different.

And it had started with the attack last night.

Blood. He’d worn too much blood and despite the darkness, the hour and everything, he’d bathed in the little stream that ran behind his father’s house. The cold water had done a number with keeping him awake, but he’d slept at last. And when he had fallen asleep . . .

The strange dream had come.

There was a man, silver-haired, carrying a huge walking stick, completely encompassed in robes. And he’d told Kylin to find the cauldron, that it was needed, and more would come, but not until he found the cauldron. The man directed him to a hill just to the southeast of Tara.

This was where Kylin now found himself. The area was richly forested, beautiful when one took the time to listen to the birds, smell rich earth. Éire. People said that it was green. And it was. The forests were incredible.

He’d always loved the country of his birth.

But he’d also learned at an early age that while his mother was a native, his father was not.

He had come seeking sanctuary.

While Sigurd had loved his homeland, he hadn’t loved the extended family into which he had been born; his uncle had ruled the warriors and done so heedless of the very concept of mercy. Jansen had believed that they’d been born to attack, to sail the seas, to kill without remorse, to seize all that could be taken. Sigurd had longed to live in peace, but, of course, the world wasn’t geared for peace. Still, he didn’t want to fight unless in defense of the land and people he was sworn to protect—and as a young warrior, he had come and thrown himself upon Deidre’s father’s mercy, swearing that he would defend the land with his life when necessary.

Sigurd had never broken that promise. He had married Bridget and they’d produced three children: Kylin and his sisters, Maeve and Maureen. They had worked hard. They had taken the ruin of the old stone home that had been granted to them, welcomed others from near and afar, and created a true village that bordered Eamon O’Connor’s own land.

He’d grown up knowing that his role in life was to defend Eamon O’Connor. While it seemed that every few years a new man was declaring himself ard-rí, chieftains such as Eamon were known as rí of their area. Sigurd was sometimes referred to as rí as well, though he had never claimed the title and was never officially granted it.

Sigurd considered himself an honored guest.

And sometimes, in Kylin’s opinion, his father offered the world too much humility; he was a man of high honor in a place and time when even fighting strictly in defense, a man could go to battle time and time again.

And not be truly appreciated.

Eamon O’Connor had never behaved in any way that showed a lack of friendship, nor had he ever failed to acknowledge Sigurd and his people when they banded together, united against usurpers.

But Eamon’s daughter . . .

She could fight. He’d give her that. But there had been something about her sword that was quite incredible. She could lift the thing as if it was a feather. She could wield it and crack it like a whip. He was sure that many a time a huge invader looked at her and thought that slim girl might be easily dispatched. And that invader would realize quite the surprise when he went down.

But she was also capable of mercy.

Even his father preached mercy. But Kylin had seen the practice of it backfire. They were right, of course. Mercy was preached in the church created by the great Father Patrick—a man who had been a slave but who had returned to the people who had enslaved him to preach kindness to one’s fellow man as taught by Jesus.

He wanted to be kind, merciful, a good man. The first time he’d been forced to take a life in battle had weighed heavily on him. But he’d seen as well what the invaders could do, to women, even little children, though most often they’d be taken as slaves.

He gave himself a mental shake. He was in the woods, his great horse, Darragh, happily nibbling on the long grasses, and he was looking for a cauldron. Because of a dream. He was, perhaps insanely, looking for a cauldron! He shook his head, deciding to give it just a bit longer.

He left Darragh in the clearing filled with long grass and made his way on foot, through a slim trail that wound through the trees, thinking there was only so much time to be given to this endeavor. He was afraid that the attack yesterday might have just been a forerunner to something far worse to come.

There were rumors that one of the rís of the midlands north and east of Tara had been secretly meeting with “traders” who’d slipped through the coast and down along the river freely because, if they had been noticed, they were just traders. Something easily accepted.

The Romans had invaded England and climbed their way to parts of Scotia, or Scotland, a land named for the Gaelic people who had crossed the sea and inhabited her. The Gaels had also been a predominant people in much of Éire, named for Eiru, an ancient matron goddess who had once ruled a people who came to honor druids here. But while the Romans had tried a few times, they’d never conquered the emerald isle.

But they had traded in areas off the western coast often enough. So now much could be done that was evil in the guise of trading.

What was it about man that he should be so eternally plagued by war? Would it ever change? Even the legends about the Tuatha Dé Danann—filled with the wonder of magic, great intelligence, love of nature and all good things—also came with the legends of their wars against the Fomorians, great monsters who threatened to overwhelm them, causing the very earth to tremble when they battled.

Again, he reminded himself that he was seeking a cauldron. In the middle of the forest. Perhaps it was insanity. Even magical insanity.

Except that he had seen Deidre’s sword . . .

Darragh suddenly let out a snort, one so loud that the sound traveled through the trees.

Kylin carefully hurried through the woods, using the trees as cover to avoid prying eyes. After yesterday’s attack, he couldn’t know what was out there.

Tuatha Dé Danaan. Legends . . . stories!

His father’s people still had all their “old” gods and the magic of Odin, Thor and Freya! Christianity was coming to most of the known world, but before heading out on a raid, the invaders still cast their runes. Many followed the magic of seidr. There were many out there in the world who believed that sorceresses and sorcerers could reach out to Odin, the god above the others, known for his wisdom, healing, poetry, knowledge and so much more. And, of course, Thor, the god of thunder, the one who helped them win their battles with the energy of the heavens.

Is magic real? Nice to believe that it might be, especially good magic, the kind that protected the vulnerable and the innocent.

And Darragh was as good as the best of hounds when he sensed that someone was there, someone who hadn’t been there before.

He found a great oak and slipped behind it, watching the clearing where Darragh had now given up the pleasure of munching on the grass and stood still, as if sensing something in the very air, seeing something, perhaps even smelling a presence.

Kylin waited, watching. He was armed with his sword, knife and axe—he never left home unprepared. There had been years when they had lived in peace, when life had been beautiful, but now the very air seemed to whisper that brutal times were to come.

And someone was approaching. He could hear the faint sound of underbrush crackling, not in the careless way they did when animals were moving through the forest, but rather in the manner one might hear when human feet tiptoed over fallen bracken and leaves.

He held his position and watched and waited.

He leaned against the tree, relieved and even slightly amused as he saw a head peeping out from behind a birch that rose high and broad with drooping branches across the clearing.

Deidre.

Did she also dream about a cauldron?

He waited for a long moment, watching her. But she had been well trained by her father and brother.

She was careful.

And she was armed. She carried what seemed to be the magical sword from last night. Even without magical properties, it was a remarkable sword that any warrior would appreciate. It was long and silver gray with an elegantly etched handle, again, a damned good sword even if there was nothing special about it.

But sometimes it glowed with a magical light. Not his imagination; he had seen it.

She had been trained to battle. He had heard about that from his father long before he had seen it. Yes, she was certainly a force, one not to be taken lightly.

He also noticed that a long knife was sheathed in a scabbard at her hip.

No, she was not the customary lass a man met every day. Of course, they had seen one another before, but only in crowds, only on feast days, those times when their fathers and the noble families greeted all who came to celebrate a holiday, or to gather in relief when a danger had passed. They’d not spent time together.

She didn’t like him. Because of his father. And he saw that as wrong, terribly wrong, since his father had offered nothing but help and peace.

She was watching his horse, Darragh, and she most likely had no idea that he was Kylin’s steed, but seeing him there informed her that she was not alone.

He thought about letting her watch nervously and wonder, and then determined that while she might dislike him for what she would see as the accident of his birth, he was not going to be in the wrong.

He stepped out from behind the tree.

“Deidre,” he said quietly.

And still, he knew that he had startled her for she drew back, ready to fight. But seeing him, she closed her eyes for a moment and let out a breath of relief.

“Kylin. So, it’s true.”

“I’m sorry. What is true?” he asked.

“You dreamed of a cauldron,” she told him.

He frowned. What was going on?

“And you dreamed of this cauldron, too?” he asked her. “And somehow knew that I did?”

She smiled at that, leaving her place behind the tree to walk toward his horse rather than him. She extended a hand for Darragh to sniff, the appropriate thing with such an animal. Then she stroked his neck.

“Beautiful creature,” she murmured.

“Thank you. I think so. But I may be prejudiced since he’s mine, raised from a colt.”

She smiled again and then looked at him, possibly as puzzled as he was regarding the cauldron dream.

And the sword.

“There was more than a dream,” she told him. “When I woke this morning . . . there was a piece of torn parchment on the floor of my room. And it said, ‘Seek. Crimson days lie ahead. Seek the cauldron on the Hill of Tara.’”

“There was someone in your room?” he asked.

“No.”

“Can you be certain? Perhaps someone—”

“Trust me, no. My father is a kind and generous man, known among his people for being a great rí. But every soul knows that they risk life and limb to venture near his daughter’s door.”

And that was most probably true.

But a dream was a dream, ethereal, perhaps even magical.

A parchment was physical, a piece of material meant for writing.

Again, she let out a breath. “I’m not any happier about any of this than you. No, that’s a lie. If I hadn’t been all but knocked dead, if I hadn’t seen the shimmering creature, I would not have found the sword and without it, I’d not be alive.” She winced. “And, of course, if not for the help of you and your warriors.”

“We were both in the right place at the right time. And, of course, I understand legends—across the sea, people have their old legends, too, thinking that they can cast the runes and know whether or not their journey will be safe. But I have trouble combining ancient legends with what we’ve come to believe—”

“Ah, well, you should know my father. I mean, think about it! I’ve studied your father’s people, too. They have Odin and Loki and Njord and others. My father believes that a great being exists and that we all see them in different ways, but those who learn to practice simple virtues—kindness, peace and generosity—are taking different paths to the same place. So perhaps the legendary creatures who have remained are a form of the angels we learned about from our great Patrick. I don’t know how to question any of this. I just know that the sword saved my life and that I’ve been asked—we’ve been asked, perhaps chosen—to do this bidding on earth.”

“Your father is a wise man. And truth, I dreamed that I must come here and search for a cauldron. Your dream didn’t tell you what we were to do with it, did it?”

She smiled. When she did so, she was truly beautiful. Her eyes were as emerald as the island and they lit up brilliantly against the deep, dark red of her hair. She was slim, yet all muscle from training, and her features were both strong and elegant.

She was not the enemy, he told himself.

Just a young woman with a sharp dislike for him because of his background. She never saw what her father had known, that his father was also one of the most honorable men to be found anywhere in the world in which they lived.

“Kylin?”

“Sorry! No, in the dream, I was just to find the cauldron. And . . . ah, it seems to make little sense! A sword, aye, something to be used when attacked. But a cauldron?”

“Trust me. I needed the sword. We will learn what to do with the cauldron,” she assured him. “It’s just that . . .”

“I know. I sense it. Something very bad is coming.”

“An attack. Something major and coordinated.”

“Someone may well be out to usurp the ard-rí, combining men of Éire and forces from the northern isles to do it,” he said. “Yesterday . . .”

“I know,” she admitted. “I hate it,” she added, wincing and pausing. “I don’t understand how people can go against one another!”

“Different areas, and different rulers,” he said. “Different beliefs—and I’m not talking about gods and goddesses of any place, people or nation. I’m talking about those who desire more power, who feel that most of the populace are lesser human beings, set upon the earth to serve, to die when expedient.”

She nodded. “I am sorry,” she said softly.

“You’re sorry? Um, for what, exactly?”

She looked away and grimaced. “My, um, thoughts, maybe? Both my parents are descended from people who have been here for hundreds of years—”

“And you know this how?” he asked her.

She frowned, turning to look at him. “Well, because . . . they have!”

“I think I understand, and you’ve seen how people who come may cause horrible death and destruction. But while a man’s birth may influence his thinking, it does not make the man. I know my father didn’t want to spend his life sailing the seas to attack others. I know that he offered himself and his men to your father for acceptance and that he has kept that promise all his life and taught me that I must do the same. My mother has a family like yours, and you know, because she came from a noble family to the northeast, one that your father knows well—he arranged the marriage. So, I beg you, quit doubting me!”

“We do need to find that cauldron,” she told him.

He was certain that she was intentionally ignoring any point he made. Maybe she just didn’t want to acknowledge him in any way at all.

“You believe that it exists.”

“So do you, or you wouldn’t be here,” she reminded him.

“How can two people have the same dream?” he asked, shaking his head.

She smiled at that. “Magic. They say that when the Tuatha Dé Danann came, they knew that they wouldn’t rule the island forever. In their great wisdom, they knew that man would come, and thus they took up a life in the cairns and the caves, the air and the earth. It’s said that they even respect Father Patrick, too. Perhaps they rely upon him to allow their magic when it’s needed.”

He grinned. “As you say, then. Let’s look for a cauldron!”

“Should we split up?” she asked.

Kylin hesitated. She was well armed. She knew how to fight, how to take care of herself. Yet he was afraid. Perhaps—

“I will be fine,” she promised. She smiled at him again. “I believe we can dare to do so in this immediate vicinity. Your horse will warn us when someone is here. He saw me.”

“All right.” Kylin nodded slowly. It was true. Darragh was a great guard; he had already proven himself.

There was no one close then, he knew, because Darragh was happily munching on the grass again.

He turned to head off toward the east, leaving Deidre to head in a northeasterly direction.

Areas of the land had often been all but stripped to allow for animals and settlements, but here the land was incredibly rich with greenery, bushes and tall grasses growing high between trees. Occasionally, there were natural clearings where the grass was low—such as the area where Darragh awaited them.

He’d had the dream; Deidre had had the dream. She had been “given” the sword—or she had simply found it and imagined that there had been a shimmering body to direct her to the weapon.

No. He knew the truth. He’d seen the sword in action. And there had been something beyond the usual scope of man in its power that forced him to consider that maybe, sometimes, there was magic in the world.

Maybe when it was needed?

If there was a cauldron, she would find it. Certainly. She was the one who had been touched by the ancient legends. Except that—

He stopped dead, amazed.

Because he had come upon something of a clearing, an area barren of trees but scattered with bushes and high grass. And somehow in the middle of the incredible greenery there was something . . . metallic. And black.

He walked toward it, still disbelieving that any of it could be happening. But he came upon it. And there, in the grass, sat a cauldron. It didn’t appear to have been left rotting by any ancient civilization.

Rather, other than the leaves and grass that waved around it, the object was pristine. As if had been cast at a forge just that day.

And perhaps it had.

Except for the dream.

He needed to tell Deidre that he had found it.

But first he had to touch it. It was metal; yes, indeed, it was a cauldron. He could lift it and carry it. While it appeared heavy, as if it could contain a soup or porridge for dozens of people, it was light in his hand.

Just as Deidre’s sword is so incredibly light when she lifts it, wields it!

At least that made his next move easy enough. He hefted the cauldron into his arms and turned around, ready to head back, to find Deidre.

They had a cauldron. What were they to do with it?

He wound his way through thickets and trees back toward the clearing where Darragh waited.

When he neared the clearing, he saw that the horse was once again standing with his head high, as if he were listening, perhaps smelling the air. Someone was about. He didn’t believe that it was Deidre this time.

Carefully, he moved back around, watching the clearing. And as he did so, a sword-wielding man broke through the underbrush, calling to someone behind him.

“Find her! Find the bloody girl and get the sword from her first!”

How many are there? How do they know that Deidre came here? Perhaps she was followed, but then . . .

He didn’t need to step out when the first man reached the clearing. Darragh rose high like the greatest warrior and trampled the man to the ground, leaving the other who had come behind him to fly at Kylin.

First, he had to drop the cauldron. No way to fight and hold the thing at the same time.

But as he started to drop it, he lifted it instead, hurling it at the man who raced toward him with his sword extended.

The man fell as if the cauldron had weighed as much as a millstone. He lay knocked out.

Kylin approached him, ever wary, but the cauldron lay at his side and when he knelt to seek a pulse, however light, he found that the man was dead.

The other, trampled by Darragh, lay groaning, bloody.

Kylin walked toward him as Deidre came out of the woods from the north, stunned, but her strange sword at the ready.

He looked her way and shook his head, walking toward the injured man on the ground. Deidre hurried to him, tense, worried.

But there seemed to be no others with the two.

And when he knelt by the man who had been trampled, he saw that there would be no help for him; Darragh’s one hoof had caught him hard in the head, crushing his skull and eye, and his second hoof had caught him in the chest, leaving a gaping hole by his heart.

The man was dying. But he looked at Kylin with his remaining eye and whispered, “Die, traitor, son of a traitor, die!”

His eye closed.

He was dead.

Kylin rose, looking at Deidre.

“They were coming for you. Did you tell anyone what you were doing today?” he asked her.

“No, not even my father!” She shook her head. “Or my brother. I just told one of the women of the court that I’d be gone a bit and that she and the others should spend the day tending to the wounded!”

“They followed you.”

“Why?” she whispered. “I heard him. He called you a traitor, and the son of a traitor. Perhaps . . .”

“No. Before Darragh reared up to attack, the fellow there that just passed shouted to the other that he was to find you—and take your sword.”

“They are both dead,” she whispered, wincing. “Why are men so eager to fight and die?” She looked at him. “But you found the cauldron. And . . . you killed that man with it?” she asked incredulously.

“The sword and the cauldron. They make one hell of a duo of weapons!” he admitted. “Gifts from the ancients or angels, I know not which, but I am grateful. Except that I wish . . .”

“That we weren’t going to need them,” she finished for him.

He nodded grimly. “So. We have the sword and we have the cauldron. But now that we’ve found the cauldron, what are we to do?”

“Warn the others,” she said quietly.

“Right. There is a huge battle coming. A great invasion. The Romans didn’t even invade here! Of course, in some of what was written, the effort did not seem worth it.”

“Because it was too difficult for them to get past the shore,” Deidre murmured proudly. “Nor did they travel to the far Gaelic lands in the north of Briton, they did not attack the Scotia and the Picts. Instead, they decided to build walls against them.”

“But a great tide is coming here. We both feel that is going to happen,” Kylin reminded her.

“And what we must do is warn people, gather a great army to take on whatever is coming.”

“There is one problem with that,” he said.

“And that is?”

He shook his head. “You want it to be a defined ‘we’ and ‘they,’” Kylin argued. “But it is not that simple. Some of the kings here . . . well, you know. Some want greater power. Riches. Land. They are willing to band with a foreign enemy to get it. Conversely, you have many people here who are descendants of those who came from different places throughout the years who are loyal to this land, and only of this land. But who is who in this mix of people? If a dream would explain what is going to happen, it would be quite wonderful!”

“Perhaps a dream can’t tell us what will happen—because that is up to the will and strength of men. And women, of course,” she said.

“And now . . .” Kylin stopped speaking.

It was strange. The world was a physical place. There were trees and grass, and despite the fog he could tell the day was ending. There were dead men lying in the clearing. Darragh still stood at attention, as if he dared not be at ease and chew upon the grass again.

It seemed that the air had taken on something else. As if a fog had fallen, and yet it wasn’t wet or damp.

It seemed to be . . . shimmering. As the sword that Deidre held shimmered, as the cauldron, black as it was, seemed to shimmer.

He felt a presence in the air. Could it be an ancient god or goddess? An angel?

Turn. Seek further.

“Kylin?” Deidre said. “Kylin, what is it? Is someone else coming, someone who might attack?”

He shook his head.

“A minute!” he begged softly.

The fog was deepening, and it wasn’t a usual fog, it was like silver crystals in the air. And he could suddenly see . . .

A vision from a distant time, a man with long, silver hair and a beard to match; he was clad in a strange dark robe and he was standing over a cauldron and from the cauldron, he pulled something long and shimmering.

The ancient being in his vision turned to him, spoke directly to him. “Turn!” he commanded.

He did so, but he saw nothing. Nothing!

And then he did.

At first, he had no idea what it was.

It leaned against a tree, gleaming as if it had its own light from within.

“The spear,” he whispered.

“What are you talking about?” Deidre demanded.

“Right there—the spear!”

“I don’t see—” she began.

But he didn’t hear the rest. He walked to the tree and realized that much of the glowing object was covered by a fall of vines. He moved them and collected the spear, bringing it back to where Deidre stood.

“A sword, a cauldron and a spear,” he murmured, looking at her, completely puzzled.

“The gifts of the Tuatha Dé Danaan,” she said. “I don’t know how you saw that!”

“Silver, shimmering, in the dying light,” he explained. “And, if the stories I heard as a boy are right . . .”

“The people of the goddess Danu,” Deidre said. “They came from four cities that existed to the north of Éire—Falias, Gorias, Murias and Firias—and they were as we are in form, they were kings, queens, craftsmen, artists, poets . . . just superior in intellect, in strength, in their knowledge of the earth. They brought with them four special gifts—the Sword of Light, Dagda’s Cauldron, the Spear of Lugh and the Stone of Fal, each from one of their great cities. They fought great battles, but they knew of the coming of man and the Tuatha Dé Danaan can be found in the bogs, in the great burial mounds. Perhaps they are angels, Kylin. I don’t know. I just know that they come when we need them, that . . . that there is something! And we now have three of their great gifts, the sword, the cauldron and the spear, and all that remains is the stone. And yet . . .”

“What can you do with a stone except stone someone?” he asked dryly. “Then again! When I might have battled fiercely, when two might have come upon me, I never lifted a sword for the cauldron took down one man and Darragh trampled the other.”

“Kylin, we must find the stone,” Deidre said. She winced. “You’re not even really Irish—”

“I am as Irish if not more so than you are!” he told her irritably. “For you and yours were born to this while my father chose it above all else!”

She paused, looking down. “I am sorry. But I can’t help this feeling I have that someone is going to betray the people of this land—”

“Not that they haven’t gone to war against one another upon occasion,” he reminded her.

“Petty battles between minor kings,” Deidre said. “And we both know that something greater is coming. And I am sorry—it is true that you and your father have never proven to be anything but loyal to my father. Still, someone is going to betray the others, join with invaders from across the sea.”

“And it seems obvious that we are to warn people so that they may band together in a greater force than any that might come after us,” he told her.

“We go to Declan McGinn, ard-rí, high king of all Éire, at Tara.”

He nodded slowly.

There were many lesser kings across the land, Deidre’s father being one of them. But there was only one high king.

And while any of the lesser kings might seek greater power, more lands, slaves—a way to seize what others had—it was most unlikely that the high king would band with invaders.

“Well, we’re almost at the castle of the ard-rí now,” he pointed out.

“But the day is growing into night. And I never said that I would be gone any length of time. I must return home. You go on. You have the cauldron and the spear, and you must go on. I will return home—”

“No.”

“I will do as I choose!” Deidre said indignantly.

But he shook his head. “Those men came for you. If I fall to an enemy, I will fall. If you fall to the enemy, you might not be killed, you might be taken as bargaining power against your father and your brother, and what might be done to you . . . no. I will not leave you to return to your home alone. We will return together. Darragh will help us make the journey quickly. Come morning’s light, we will start for Tara. Perhaps your brother will choose to come or perhaps it will be best if he protects the coast. That can be decided when we have spoken with our families.”

“What if this attack comes tonight?” Deidre demanded.

“It will not. Last night’s losses will weigh heavily if the invasion was a forerunner of what is to come. We will have time. And I will not let you travel alone. Not when men were coming, seeking you—and the sword.”

“Fine!” she snapped, turning.

He let her walk away. Then he took the cauldron and the spear and headed to Darragh. With his “gifts” secured to the horse’s saddle, he hiked himself up onto the animal’s back and trotted over to where Deidre walked, dipping low to sweep her up into his arms and place her in front of him on the horse.

“Kylin!” she gasped, reaching back to grab hold of him to balance before him, legs dangling over Darragh’s great shoulders.

“We will move much faster this way,” he said flatly.

And that was all, of course. And yet as they marched on, he felt her slim warmth, breathed in the sweet scent of her hair. He was human, certainly no god. And being human, he might be ready to dump her into a vat of icy water most of the time.

But being human he also felt her warmth, her unique and stunning beauty and strength and . . .

Best not to think or feel at all!






Chapter 3

HER FATHER WAS angry.

Deidre should have expected as much; she should have told him where she was going. But it had all sounded just too . . . unbelievable.

For once she was thankful Kylin was with her. As soon as they returned to her village they had sought out her father. They stood before Eamon while Kylin explained about the sword, the cauldron and the spear, how whatever they might be, ancient Tuatha Dé Danann or angels, they seemed to be trying everything in their power to help, to give them the strength they were going to need,

Her father called a council. Aidan, of course, was there. Kylin’s father and his advisors were asked to attend, and Sigurd arrived with not just his council, but with his wife, Bridget, and daughters, Maureen and Maeve.

Their village priest, Father Mark, also came, and while Deidre did some of the speaking, Kylin did the most, explaining the strangeness of her sword, their dreams, and the discoveries that day of the cauldron and the spear.

She was afraid that Father Mark would think that they were determined to fall back to their old Druid ways, or that they were seeking something even older, looking to usurp all that had come to the isle.

But Father Mark, an aging man with snow-white hair and beard, listened gravely to all and, as Kylin had suggested, agreed that there were many ways to look at such gifts, and if they had been given to them, then something was coming, and they could be seen as gifts from the angels. In fact, in the elderly priest’s mind, the entire race of the Tuatha Dé Danann might have been one of angels, come first to rid the land of monsters before the coming of man.

The meeting seemed long.

But when it ended, it had been determined that something was happening, that there would, indeed, be an attack, and that it might well be imminent. They needed to spread across the land to warn the various areas and kings, with hopes that they could give a united front.

Legends of the Tuatha Dé Danaan spoke of them retreating into the earth among the fairy folk; since the time of Patrick, as she so well knew, most people thought of the ancients as a way for angels to appear, to help when needed.

And remembering tales from her childhood, Deidre thought there had been a story about the return of the Tuatha Dé Danaan, and that they would restore the gifts they had once given the island people when they might be needed for a great defense of the realm.

It had been a story, just a story.

Or, it had been oral history.

They had to prepare; they had to fight. Kylin, son of Sigurd, might seem to be an unlikely warrior for this mission, but . . . had the Tuatha Dé Danaan chosen him?

She snapped herself back to attention. Their discussion was still going on!

“But we cannot be undefended here. Our people have already suffered enough,” Eamon declared.

“Father, I will lead here, as is right, and—” Aidan began.

Sigurd cut in. “And as is right, my men and I will fight with you, Aidan, as is our sworn promise.”

“Because,” Eamon continued, “as it appears that Kylin and Deidre have been chosen for the greatest part of the mission upon which we must embark, they will choose a small company of warriors to travel with them.”

“Father, first, we should ride alone,” Deidre argued. “Two riders will not appear as any threat. And it’s most important first that we head less than a day’s good ride north.”

“Because as all men are not to be trusted,” Kylin said quietly, “we must start with Declan McGinn, the ard-rí sitting at Tara, for he will not be part of any enemy to come upon the land.”

“Aye, as it must be,” Eamon agreed. “Aidan—” he began, looking to his son.

“Father, I already have men watching the shore for the arrival of ships for here by the sea we are most vulnerable. We are the place where even the Romans came to trade. As we have been taught by those who came before us, we will be ever vigilant, and I will send couriers to the settlements just north and south on the water.”

“And they must take great care,” Kylin said. “For though we fear that there are those here who might band with them, they need the numbers from foreign lands if they wish to create an army large enough to come upon us and sweep throughout Éire.”

“I believe that the attack yesterday was but an advance,” Deidre put in.

“It isn’t something that I wish to believe, and yet it is something that we must fear,” Eamon said sagely. He looked at Sigurd.

Kylin’s father was a man from the northern isles, and he had the look of one: his hair was a fading gold, rich and thick still, and his beard was golden as well, just shaded by a bit of red. He was a tall man, a big man, aging, but Deidre knew, still capable of being a formidable warrior. He was younger by a decade than her own father, and she wanted to believe that he meant his every word, that he would fight by her brother’s side, obeying him as commander of their forces.

But as the meeting ended, she saw that her father and Sigurd were in conversation and that Kylin had gone to speak with his sisters. She knew that he was concerned, and she smiled because she assumed it was his nature to worry about anyone he saw as vulnerable. When she saw that her brother walked up to join that group, she realized that Aidan knew and liked both girls.

“You needn’t fear, Kylin,” Aidan said. “I will protect these two as if they were my own family, I swear by all that is holy.”

“I’m not afraid with you leading the men here,” Kylin assured him. “And of course, I give my solemn word to you that I will protect your sister—”

Deidre had known where he was going with his words, and she couldn’t resist hurrying over to interrupt. “Maeve, Maureen, I promise that I will protect your brother!”

She liked Maeve and Maureen as well. They were all about the same age, Maeve and Maureen being just a year apart and Deidre born just months after Maureen.

As children, they had played together.

The girls laughed before growing serious. “It’s in the very air, isn’t it?” Maureen asked. “And you mustn’t fear that Aidan has been given too much to bear, leading forces and vowing to watch over our safety as well. Deidre, I don’t think that we have your prowess, but neither was our father ever a fool. We have also been taught to wield knives and swords, and though the enemy was beaten back yesterday before falling upon the villages themselves, well, when we must, trust this—we will fight.”

“We have our honor!” Maeve agreed.

“And you will need a horse in the morning. We will want to move very quickly,” Kylin told Deidre.

She smiled at that. “I have a horse.”

“As good a horse as Darragh?” he asked her.

“I do admit that you have quite a mount in Darragh!” she conceded. “But I have my own horse and he moves as quickly as any might desire.”

“I’ve not seen you riding,” he said.

She shrugged. “I felt my mission today best taken on foot.”

“And it might have been better if you had mentioned it to me!” her brother told her sternly.

“Well, we found one another,” Kylin said lightly. “And the spear and the cauldron, just as we were . . . instructed in our dreams,” he added, shaking his head as if he still couldn’t quite grasp what seemed to be happening. “But two men did set out after Deidre. We don’t know where they came from, but they didn’t come from the sea.”

“And they weren’t men that you knew?” Aidan asked, looking from Kylin to Deidre. “Any idea who they were or where they might have come from?” At her annoyed look, he said, “Right, you didn’t know them, but did anything suggest a place, or . . .” He shook his head. “I guess I’m reaching at straws.”

Kylin shook his head, looking at Deidre.

“No. They weren’t from our villages. And in our determination to return here, we couldn’t take the time to try to drag back the bodies to see if anyone did know them, or perhaps know where they had come from,” Deidre said.

“But you said that they spoke?” Aidan asked, though he had heard them explain all that had happened during the meeting. “I realize we’re going over this again, but we have so little else to go on.”

“The one called back to the other. They were after Deidre and her sword,” Kylin repeated from the council.

“But the one man, dying, referred to Kylin as a traitor and son of a traitor,” Deidre reminded them.

“The point here is that they knew Deidre was out, that she had ridden from the village headed somewhere—and they knew you, Kylin,” Aidan said. “And thus, points toward what we fear and expect. An attack on the island, and yesterday they tried an initial invasion here, I believe. Perhaps even a test, an exploration. But as they were soundly beaten, perhaps they will try just south or north of here. More reason that the ard-rí must know what has happened and may happen as soon as possible.”

“We had planned to start by morning’s light,” Kylin said thoughtfully. “Perhaps we should hope that the moon will guide the way.”

He looked at Deidre.

“I will speak with Father,” Deidre murmured, leaving them to make her way through those who lingered.

He was still in conversation with Sigurd and his Irish wife, Bridget, who had joined them. She greeted Deidre gently, with a hug and a kiss upon the cheek. She remained an attractive woman, an older version of her daughters.

“Ah, lass! You must take the gravest care!” Bridget told her. “We’ve heard how valiantly you met the enemy. Few warriors can claim such prowess.”

“My thanks, lady,” Deidre murmured politely. Sigurd studied her without speaking and she launched into what she hoped came across as a statement and not a request.

“Kylin and Aidan think that Kylin and I should start out for Tara tonight, that we need to reach Ard-rí Declan as quickly as possible,” she said.

“Travel by night could be treacherous,” Eamon told her.

“Perhaps not so much for Kylin and Deidre as for others,” Bridget murmured. “For few know this land as they do.”

“That much is true,” Eamon said.

Sigurd looked to the sky. That night, the moon had risen in a full and beautiful glory. And while a gentle fog lay upon the land, the darkness of night wasn’t as complete as it might have been.

“What say you, Eamon?” Sigurd asked.

By then, Kylin and Aidan joined them. “Gathering as large a force as possible and as quickly as possible may be prudent,” her brother said.

“And you agree with this?” Eamon asked Kylin.

“I think Aidan’s wisdom on this may be best,” he replied.

“Then see to it. Aidan—”

“Aye, Father, I will see to our lookouts, but thus far, nothing has been spotted out on the seas.” He hesitated. “None escaped in their boats—many died, and the longboats were set afire with their dead upon them. Those that have survived are cared for as you have taught, but they are injured and well guarded.”

“But perhaps they know something,” Sigurd said. He looked at Eamon. “Before they leave tonight to reach the ard-rí, I believe I should talk to the men who have lived. From what I understand, they have behaved as if it was a single attack. Any such attack, however, has a leader. I think that I should go among them and see what can be discovered.”

Eamon nodded. “Aye, Sigurd! A fine idea.” He turned to Deidre and Kylin. “Prepare what you might need for such a trip, though it should not be long. While others are on guard, you will need to return while our high king makes arrangements about the countryside.” He winced, looking downward for a moment. “It is difficult, that we must allow the two of you to go. But the sword chose Deidre. The cauldron and the spear chose Kylin. We cannot argue with such powers, be they gifts from angels or the ancients, or if they are one and the same.”

“Take care!” Bridget said suddenly. But Sigurd was already moving to see what he might discover from the invaders who had survived.

“Ah, then,” Deidre murmured, “we will prepare.” Then turning, she spoke to Kylin dryly: “I must prove I have my own horse!”

He smiled and turned to look at Eamon. “We wait on my father’s word and, of course, your blessing, sire, for the journey,” he told Eamon, who nodded gravely.

Deidre hurried off for the stables. She did have a very fine horse, a massive chestnut she called Donal, an animal she had raised herself from the time he had been a small colt. She had spent time with the animal when they weren’t riding, training him with affection as much as with the reward of special food treats, and he was, she thought, certainly a mount as worthy as Kylin’s Darragh.

“Too much pride!” she told herself, wondering why she felt that things must be a competition with Kylin when they were on the same side. She was wrong to doubt him, and still . . .

Their land was filled with legends, stories and history.

And it was true that far too often it had been Sigurd Anderson’s people who had brutalized the Gaelic peoples of the island. But the stories raged that others had come before them, that man had been upon the island for several thousand years, that some of the revered burial mounds at Tara proved it to be so. And with each new wave of invaders . . .

It had been the Gaelic people for many, many years now. And kings such as her father—and perhaps Sigurd—had sought peace and prosperity for all their people.

And Declan . . .

Declan had proven himself to be a noble ard-rí. Fair and just.

She knew that things could change in the blink of an eye—or that they could stay the same for many years. History was such that many wars would be waged in the hundreds of years to come.

But for her lifetime, she wanted her father’s way, and the way of the man who now sat as ard-rí.

And maybe the way of Sigurd.

She wanted peace.

They would be gone just a day, and they would travel fast and carry their strange gifts, therefore she had to bring very little. She would find a clean tunic and trousers now, carry the fine belt her father had made for her with a sheath for the sword and her knife, take a woolen blanket for a few hours of rest, and nothing more.

She still felt as if she wore blood from the day before.

She hurried out to the stream to bathe in the cold water. Then, dressed, armed and burdened only with her blanket, she mounted Donal and set out for the village clearing to await Kylin.

Perhaps he had felt the same: his hair was wet; he had washed and changed. But like her, he carried nothing personal other than his blanket.

And, of course, he carried the great cauldron and the spear, which he quickly set upon the saddle, and the trappings atop Darragh.

“Time to ride,” he declared.

As he spoke, he saw that their two fathers were walking toward them from the dwellings down the lane, where the wounded enemies were housed.

“My father got a man to speak,” Kylin told her. “He thought he was dying. Apparently, he loves the concept of life more than his loyalty to a brutal jarl. And, most sadly, all that we have seen and feared is true.”

Eamon came to stand before her.

“Daughter, magic is upon you. That of the gods or the angels. Sigurd has spoken with a man who has informed us that there is a powerful jarl named Swen Jorgensen who has made a covenant with an Irish laird. The attack last night was to test our resistance. The next attack will come from north or south of us, where they now believe that the resistance will be lighter. None of our great or powerful kings keep warriors on guard in certain areas and thus, when they came in, scouting parties were sent out as well. The men who attacked you when you sought the cauldron were part of those groups. There are others scattered about, so, as Kylin is already aware, you must take the most care, be ever vigilant and wary.”

“But,” Sigurd told her, “these so-called scouting parties are groups of no more than two men, all versed in our language that they might appear to be of native residents of the island. Or, they are native, and part of an alliance between people here—and those who would invade from the northern isles.”

“But who here seeks this great battle to unseat the ard-rí?” Deidre asked.

“That is something that our wounded man didn’t know. I believe that he spoke the truth to us—he was humbled by the fact that my daughters were tending to him, that they told him they were of the island and the north, that they loved their lives and that perhaps, just perhaps, he could stay if he lived. When we spoke, I sensed something in him. Something of the way I felt. I’m not a coward, Deidre. I did not throw myself on your father’s mercy for such a reason. And there are those in my native land who seek family, sustenance and peace. But I was not born into such a family. This man who spoke with us . . . he sailed and fought because there was no choice, lest he be branded a coward by his own. He has told us the truth.”

Deidre listened to him, nodding, and glanced to Kylin. “Then we should have time, good time, to reach the ard-rí, to give him the warning that could alert and raise so many to the defense of our land. Except that . . .”

She hesitated. Irish legend taught them that there had been ancient races of monsters upon the land. The Tuatha Dé Danann had come and reigned, knowing of the arrival of man. And then man had come and through the centuries, learned to work with metal, to build with stone. But man had come from different places through the years, and there had been many who had come from the Northlands and made their home among the Gaelic peoples. She believed now that Sigurd was truly loyal to her father.

But what of others?

And did it matter from where their ancestors hailed if they were ready to betray the man who sat as high king now, anxious to wrest away power and all that it gave?

She wished that the sword had given her greater wisdom as well as strength.

“We have one purpose now,” Kylin said, as if reading her mind. “To get to the ard-rí. We were close on the hills but now we must ride straight with one purpose in mind, simply to reach Declan.”

“I am ready,” she said, and leaped atop Donal.

Kylin was ready to mount Darragh.

With nods to their fathers, who lifted their hands in blessing, the two of them rode out of the village and out into the moonlit night.

THE LAST DAYS had been intense.

They had been riding for about four hours when Kylin noticed that Deidre was slumping farther and farther over her horse’s neck.

They needed to stop. Maybe not even sleep long but find somewhere to gain a few hours of rest.

“Deidre,” he said quietly.

She didn’t respond.

She just slipped lower.

He reined in and leaped from Darragh’s back, catching Deidre just as she began to slide from her mount.

She woke with a start, gasping and staring at him as he held her.

“Sorry. You were falling,” he told her.

To his surprise, she wasn’t angered by his touch or in any kind of denial.

“I’m so sorry!” she stammered. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I didn’t think that I could fall asleep . . . I’m sorry! I won’t let it happen again.”

He smiled and eased her to the ground. He realized that he was sorry to let her go; holding her, just as riding with her before him the day before, had felt . . .

Good.

She might be the fiercest warrior known to man with her magical sword, but she was still a young woman, a beautiful one, and despite all that might arise between them that centered on antagonism, he was human.

There was no way to deny it: she played upon his senses.

He set her about an inch away, studying the earnestness in her face.

“It’s all right, Deidre, it’s all right. We’re going to stop.”

“No, no, I’m wide-awake—”

“You’re not wide-awake and neither am I. There’s a small thicket of trees right there, with a grassy area just beyond. And they may be horses, but I am certain that these fellows will warn us if anyone comes near us.”

“You don’t need to stop because of me—”

“I’m stopping because of us both,” he assured her. “Come on, we’ll lead the horses to the grass, grab the blankets, use the cover of the trees and dare take a few hours of rest. We’ll be fine.” He offered her a grin. “We’re covered. I’ll bring the cauldron and spear and you’ll have the sword. Because there is something to them.”

She nodded at last, still worried, despite his words, that he was stopping just because of her.

It didn’t matter. They needed to do it.

They headed off the trail, leading the horses through slender openings in the woods, bringing them to the area where they could rest and chew on grass when the notion took them. Then Kylin collected the cauldron and the spear and nodded toward a tangle of brush and trees.

He found an area where there was just room for their blankets and their strange gifts, and spread out his blanket. She watched and did the same.

“Good night!” he told her cheerfully, taking a seat first and then stretching out, his hand rested upon the long body of the spear.

She found a seat as well and stretched out on her own blanket, the shimmering sword still in its hilt at her waist, her knife in a hilt as well, in instant access of her hands.

At first, Kylin lay awake, his mind caught up in the strangeness of their situation. Not even two days ago, the concept of him lying on a blanket deep in the woods next to the daughter of the Rí Eamon O’Connor would have made him laugh at the ridiculousness of such a thing happening.

Deidre had played with his sisters. Somehow, Maeve and Maureen had been forgiven for their birth, while he . . .

Well, here they were. And she had not been his favorite person, despite her beauty, the intelligence she’d shown at councils and her willingness to pitch in when any kind of work was needed, when babies were born, when wounds needed tending. She’d been part of his life forever, about the villages, here and there.

But he disliked her because she had disliked him.

That didn’t seem to be so true anymore. And he had touched her.

He knew there had been a time when his father and Eamon had discussed a marriage between the two of them. He’d vehemently opposed such a thing, assuring both men that Deidre would run to the sea herself before ever allowing such a thing to happen.

Now, he knew, the two men had discussed a union between Aidan and Maeve, two of their offspring who seemed to get along quite well, indeed.

Finally, his eyes closed. The trees shaded them from the moon. The noises of the night were natural, there was no sound of furtive footsteps . . .

The horses were near.

Their weapons were at hand.

His eyes slowly closed as his mind had done.

A chirping and the first streaks of light woke him.

He lay very still, almost smiling.

Deidre still slept. But in the night, she had curled closer and closer against him. Her head rested against his arm. With her sword in its hilt, he wasn’t even sure how she had managed to twist so, but the length of her was against his side.

He didn’t move. He felt her warmth. She had naturally curled against him for the heat one body could give to another.

A bird chirped again, loud and near.

The sun rose.

She stirred and lifted her head slowly, meeting his eyes, stunned and dismayed.

“I am so sorry once again!” she apologized, rising awkwardly to sit, trying to wrangle the length of the sword and her body at once. “I did not mean to take your space—”

“Deidre! Stop,” he begged her. “We slept, we rested, we both used the warmth. All is well. And not only that, but we slept undisturbed. We’ll now be able to finish the ride.”

He frowned suddenly.

They hadn’t stumbled upon the bodies of the dead men; they had left them where they had fallen.

They should have buried them, there had been more pressing matters at the time.

“What it is?” Deidre asked.

“The bodies?”

“Our bodies?” she whispered.

“No, no, the bodies of the men who fell when we were last in the area. Deidre, we should have passed them before coming here. We did not.”

“True!” Her voice fell to a whisper. “Someone else has been here then. And your father, are you sure—”

“I am sure that my father is the most loyal man ever to walk this earth,” he said flatly.

“No, no! I was making no accusation, but when he spoke to the injured man, when he discovered that there was indeed a jarl who wanted to invade and seize what he could with an ally here . . . was his language still complete, was there a lie in his words, were there many people and we’ve just managed to avoid them.”

“Trust me, my father speaks both languages fluently, as do my sisters and I, and even my mother. My father believed that it would be important for us to learn, that communication could be greater than a sword. Well, not that sword,” he added dryly, “but most swords. What my father learned was truth.”

“Truth as the injured man knew it,” Deidre said.

“Oh, aye, now, that could be true.”

Kylin rose, reaching down a hand to help her do the same.

For a brief moment, she stared at his hand.

As if she would refuse his help.

But she did not. She took his hand, and he drew her to her feet. Again, she stood close. So close.

“Thank you,” she told him, turning then to collect her blanket.

He did the same, taking up the cauldron and the spear as well.

“We’ve not far to go now.”

“Perhaps we should have continued through the night,” Deidre said.

He laughed softly. “We’d not have made it.”

“I’d have fallen from my horse, right?” she inquired.

“Perhaps. And perhaps I’d have fallen from my horse as well. Now we are rested, awake and aware, and ready to move on!”

She smiled in agreement. “Well, there is just one thing,” she said.

“And what is that?”

“Hunger!” she told him. “We didn’t think to eat. We didn’t think about food—”

“Well, she shall suffer a bit longer. And then the great ard-rí will feed us,” he assured her.

She was smiling again and nodding as she moved ahead of him, pausing just at the clearing where the horses waited.

They were as they had been left, but now they were enjoying a breakfast of the rich grass that grew there.

Darragh gave a soft whinny of welcome.

Kylin tied on the cauldron and the spear and mounted, aware that Deidre was already atop her horse.

One more small hill, a valley, and then on to the well-known and well-marked Hill of Tara.

Where the ancients lay buried, where the ard-rí now resided, and where whatever magic was being offered might well reside deep in the earth in strength.

A strength they were going to need.

“To Tara!” he murmured.

“To Tara!” Deidre agreed, and when they broke through the thicket and out into the expanse of a valley, they both gave free rein to their horses.

The sun rose, the air swirled.

And it was suddenly a beautiful thing, just to be racing over the grass . . .

With Deidre at his side.






Chapter 4

NOT MUCH FARTHER!” Kylin said.

Deidre glanced over at him. He was right, of course. She knew the way to Tara.

It was the most ancient and revered site in her world. Things changed constantly throughout history but since antiquity, Tara had been sacred. Great burial mounds dating back hundreds if not thousands of years dotted both the hills and the valleys.

Declan, ard-rí, king of the kings, resided in a magnificent stone fortress just beyond the next forest. There were many villagers living behind the stone walls that guarded the main tower, and there were farms, churches and more that stretched out from it.

“And it’s good. We’ve made good time, I hope. Just yesterday came the attack in the woods, and just before that, the greater attack on the shore. And time will be important! Still, Declan is beloved.”

“By most, but not all,” Kylin said.

“Of course. That’s why we’re here. And you were right. I mean, you stopped just for me, and I never mean to be a hindrance—” Deidre began.

“Stop, please!” he begged her. “Sleep was necessary and—” He broke off.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Ahead. Just ahead. I saw movement in the woods.”

“There are all kinds of creatures in the woods, Kylin. Hundreds of different birds, elks, wolves.”

“And the greatest monster of all—man,” Kylin said. “Deidre, we know that those bodies should have been where we left them . . . just fallen.”

“Animals could have dragged them off,” she argued.

“No. Right now, we need to take care. Someone is ahead of us. One of the small parties the wounded Northman told my father about—one to watch out for anyone attempting to reach the ard-rí, I imagine!”

He was right; she knew it. She had just wanted so very badly to reach Declan, to throw the horror they had been encountering at his feet, for he was the man with the power to gather their people together.

“What is your plan?” she asked him. “Wait! I have a plan. You ride to the left—that thatch of trees there. I will move forward slowly, looking vulnerable, and they’ll come after me and you then come after them.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“I’m sworn to protect you.”

“And that’s the way that you can protect me!” she argued.

He lowered his head, looking pained. But he knew that she was right.

“Fine. We’ll do it.”

He turned Darragh and moved toward the trees to their side, slipping behind them, making it appear that Deidre was alone.

She moved slowly toward the last of the woods before coming upon the realm of the great ard-rí.

Kylin’s instincts were good.

And, true, too, the two bodies that should have been decaying, gnawed perhaps, where they had been lying were simply gone.

Someone had come for their dead. And it had to be true as well that spy teams were moving about. The battle at the seashore had been decisive; none of those warriors had left and the wounded remained under guard.

How close dare she go to the darkness of the woods? Even with her sword?

But we have to lure the enemy out!

She dismounted and started walking, drawing Donal along with her by the reins. But as she walked, she suddenly tripped on something.

Startled, she paused, looking down to see what had caused her difficulty.

It was a rock. A pebble, really. Small and smooth and it made no sense at all that she had tripped over it.

She stooped low, seeing that it was strangely smooth, and that—

She heard a sudden, ferocious battle cry. Looking up, she could see that two men were racing out of the woods toward her.

But a second cry, equally fierce, filled the air.

And she knew that it was Kylin.

She had gone down on one knee to study the strange little pebble that had tripped her, but seeing the men tear from the forest, intent on taking her by surprise, she quickly drew her strange new sword from its hilt.

But one of the men never reached her.

Kylin’s spear came flying through the air and found its mark.

The man fell just a few feet from her, but his companion was right on his heels. She was up and ready, parrying the thrust of his great battle-ax, sliding her sword in an arc that caught him straight through the chest, causing him to fall with his companion.

By then Kylin was at her side, Darragh right behind him.

He retrieved his spear from the body of the man it had hit. He looked from one man to the other, and then to Deidre.

“I told you there were warriors out in pairs to attack us!”

“And I told you that my way would work,” she countered.

He looked away, smiling. “All right. But this time—” he looked at her, wincing “—we must move the bodies. Let anyone else coming this way believe that they are still out here, searching for us.”

“No. I . . .”

She looked at the men, cringing. She had been trained to fight. But she had never learned to accept the horrid feeling that came when she took another life.

“It’s all right. I will do it alone,” he said, clearly noticing her unease.

“No, we’re in this together.”

“And both of these men are three times your weight. I will just drag them back there, into the trees,” he told her.

He grabbed the ankles of the man he’d taken with his spear, pulling him toward the woods. Deidre went for the second man but paused. He lay near the strange, shiny little pebble that didn’t appear to belong on the grassy, rugged ground at all.

She picked it up, studying it. And she was startled when the man—bloodied from his neck to his groin—suddenly reached up, lunging for her.

The pebble was in her hand. She hit him in the head and he went down in an instant.

She stared at him, wary, lest it be another act. But he couldn’t live long. Not with the amount of blood that he had lost. And now it appeared a hole had burned through the flesh of his forehead and into his brain.

Kylin returned, unaware of any of it, and grabbed the man by his feet, dragging him as he had the first dead man.

Deidre studied the pebble in her hand.

It couldn’t be.

But warmth seemed to be shooting through her, touching her bones, heating her blood, silver magic streaking throughout her and all coming from . . .

The pebble.

And as she held it, just for a moment in time, a split second of reality, she saw something before her.

Someone . . .

The shimmering angel who gave me the sword! And she’s speaking to a group of people . . . not people, per se, but . . .

Tuatha Dé Danaan!

“Strength is seen in size, in height, in muscle, and one might think that a powerful stone must be huge! But power can also be in dedication, in belief. Never forget the strongest among any creatures of reason is in their care and kindness toward others, and just as the strongest individuals may not be large, so the magic of a ‘stone’ may be far greater than the size of that stone!”

The image before her eyes faded.

As if it had never been.

They had found the shimmering sword, the spear and the cauldron. They all appeared much as one might expect regarding such objects, even magical objects, or those touched by the angels or the gods.

But the great and magical stone that made up the four gifts of the Tuatha Dé Danann?

Kylin returned to her side, studying her curiously.

“What’s wrong?” he asked her.

“Kylin . . .” She wasn’t sure how to explain. She showed him the pebble. “I saw . . . um . . .”

He arched a brow. “A vision?” he whispered.

She didn’t reply; she swallowed hard, staring at him.

“Strange. That was in the dirt, here? You wouldn’t expect anything so smooth. What lies beneath the hills and valleys here is rugged. It’s a very pretty stone,” he mused.

“Kylin, I’m not seeking any kind of treasure. I think . . . I think this might be it.”

“Might be what?” he asked.

“The Stone of Fal.”

“That?” He studied it, looking thoughtful. “It appears to be a mere pebble!”

“Easy to carry,” she murmured. Then she spoke quickly, trying to explain. “Kylin, the one man wasn’t dead. He started to lunge for me and I had just picked up this pebble after tripping on it—”

“Tripping on a little pebble?” he asked her skeptically. But he was smiling. And he had asked her about a vision.

“Aye, that’s just it!” she said. “It was in my hand and when he rose, I instinctively swung at his head—with this pebble in my hand—and he went down instantly. Didn’t you see his forehead as you moved him? He looked as if he had been struck with a burning knife or spear!”

Kylin was quiet.

“We are on grounds bordering Tara,” he considered.

“Kylin, it would make sense. Strange sense, but sense. We seem to have been chosen, as if for a mission. To save the people of this island! The sword first was given to me by the strange vision. Then the cauldron and the spear came to you. And now this stone . . . the man was severely injured. I believe that I would have survived without it, but the stone was a swift and strange weapon against him. And—”

“An old man appeared before you?” he asked.

“No!”

“Oh. Okay—”

“The shimmering, beautiful being who gave me the sword. She was telling others that strength had little to do with size.”

“She never battled a man the size of an ox,” Kylin muttered, but he was smiling.

“You don’t believe me!”

“I do believe you,” he told her. “All right. Well, take great care with it, then. I believe that you may be right and—”

“Perhaps it’s just a rock?” she queried.

“Right. But at the moment, that wasn’t what I was about to say. We need to get through the forest and get to Ard-rí Declan.”

“Let’s do it!” she said.

She carefully tucked the pebble into a small pocket of her sword belt. She reached out then, brushing away a small spot of dirt on Kylin’s cheek. He frowned.

“Sorry. I just didn’t think that we should go in to seek an audience with the ard-rí when you have dirt on your face.”

“No, thank you. I was just . . . Well, we were set upon by two men again. And we both look none the worse for wear. Perhaps our gifts are completely amazing.”

“Magic,” she said softly.

“And we will need all the magic granted us,” he assured her. “Mount up!”

She did so and he didn’t try to help her. She almost smiled. He knew that she might resent any indication that she was less capable as a woman and therefore needed help in all things physical.

They headed through the forest and, as expected, upon reaching the next clearing where a length of farms and workshops began, they were met by guards.

“This is Deidre, daughter of the Rí Eamon O’Connor,” Kylin began.

But the man knew Deidre. He had been at various council meetings through the years.

“Aye, lass! ’Tis good to see you. And this young warrior . . . I know you, too, young man. Your father is the great Sigurd!”

She hadn’t heard Kylin’s father called “great” before.

But then, perhaps this man had fought with Kylin’s father years before.

“It is good to see you, too, but . . . we’ve come to warn the ard-rí,” Deidre explained. “My father’s lands were attacked the night before last. We were able to best the enemy, and . . .” She glanced over at Kylin. “Sigurd was able to speak with one of the wounded. There is a large-scale attack planned against the isle.”

The man looked at her gravely, nodding. He turned to the younger man who had stood guard with him.

“Get them quickly to the ard-rí!” he said. Looking back at Deidre and Kylin, he added, “Naturally, we have feared such a thing. Peace and prosperity among our people draws envy from some. Please, go safely!”

“Come, I’ll lead you straight in,” the younger man said, going for one of the horses tethered just at the edge of the woods.

They crossed through the outer farmlands, rich with grazing cattle and sheep, with crops rising in many a field.

A profusion of more homes began to rise as they grew closer, some old stone, some wood, with thatched roofs. Then there was a clearing, and before it, the great stone wall with the double gate that protected the ard-rí’s ancient stone castle.

The young guard called out. The great gates swung slowly open.

“Come through.”

The inner courtyard was filled with stalls where locals worked as blacksmiths or with metals, where crops were sold, along with fine woolen and linen tunics, breeches, blankets and more.

They were watched as they made their way to the castle where again, the guard called out and gates were opened.

Entering, they were met by an armed servant who told them to wait in the great hall.

But Ard-rí Declan quickly appeared on the balcony above them.

“Deidre!” he called out. “And Kylin, is it, son of Sigurd?”

“Aye, sire!” Kylin returned. “We’re here at the bequest of both our fathers—they fear that an attack on the isle is imminent and that it’s imperative that you be warned of what we’ve learned.”

“Come to the council room,” Declan told them. “Others are present, and it might be wise to see that all are warned.”

Kylin glanced at Deidre, and she realized that he wasn’t pleased: the warning was meant for the high king alone.

Because someone on the island intended to band with the invaders.

And they didn’t know who.

But, of course, if they had told the king in private, it might not have mattered. He might not know if any of the great lairds and rís from throughout the land were ready to reach for his power.

Kylin glanced at her, and she knew that he was thinking along the same lines. He nodded in silent agreement—as they must accept the ard-rí’s invitation—that they would use it for an opportunity to study those who were there, all offering council and loyalty.

They climbed the stairs to the chamber room where the ard-rí sat in his wooden chair, one that was not ostentatious. He was a man who commanded respect not by demands or riches, rather he worked for and with his people. He was a man of about forty and had held his position for over a decade. His hair and beard had once been a vibrant red that seemed to create the blue fire of his eyes. Now strands of gray were moving in, perhaps a natural course of aging but also likely his age having been affected by the trials of his position.

He was beloved by most.

And yet, they knew, not by everyone.

They followed, and as he took his seat, he introduced them to the various lairds and rís who were in conference with them.

“My friends, we have now among us representatives from Eamon O’Connor and Sigurd Anderson. Deidre, Kylin, we have among us Angus of Ui Neill, James of Munster, Eion of Connaught and Berach of Linns. We have been speaking about trade. It seems that men from the continent, from Briton and from the Northlands have been reaching out, seeking better trade relations. But, Angus! These two have come to us with a dire warning. There was an attack on the seashore. The invaders were bested, but one survivor warned Sigurd that greater forces were coming.”

Angus of Ui Neill was a young man, perhaps in his midtwenties, striking and a bold warrior. Deidre had met him upon occasion as his land was to the north, but also bordered the water. He had recently taken the title of rí when his father had passed, but apparently his title was well-earned.

She had only met him on occasion, but she knew that he had spoken with her father—regarding her. He’d wanted to cement friendship between their lands. But she had begged her father not to use her, not to sell her, after Eamon had suggested that she might like the man.

He had been . . . a bit too superior in his attitude. She couldn’t imagine being in a household where he held her as chattel—certainly not after years as her father’s daughter, being taught her own worth.

James of Munster was an older man, closer to her father’s age. He was strong and fair from all that she had seen. He was fit, a man who still practiced the craft of fighting with his warriors.

Berach of Linns was young, also a man who knew her father well—their lands abutted. He had held the title of rí for about five years and seemed to be holding his deceased father’s position well, just as Angus of Ui Neill was doing. She saw him often enough. He came to her father sometimes for advice. He was a tall man, well-built, and like anyone in his position, determined that the appearance he gave was one of strength.

She didn’t know Eion of Connaught. He was a distance inland from her father’s land and while her father knew him from councils with Declan, she hadn’t come with him when the man had been in attendance. He appeared to be about forty and, like the others, tall, broad-shouldered and capable.

It was Angus who spoke first, and he seemed both confused and angry.

“A great sailor came to see me with a small retinue, threatening no one!” he said. “The trade this man offered suggests a great gain for me, for my people.”

“This jarl was Swen Jorgensen?” Kylin asked.

“Aye, that is the name of the man,” Angus said. “He came in peace. You say that you fought a great battle. We know, we have known throughout the years, that Northmen come in bands and battle for what they can. Many need no authority to gather a clan together to come and attack us, our churches, seeking riches. This man has likely lied to you, seeking to live!”

“We don’t believe so,” Deidre said evenly. “The man spoke when his life was under no threat. You all know my father. He grants mercy whenever he may. This man spoke not because he was being tortured, not because he faced death, but because he was grateful to be alive.”

“And you were there. You were sure the things that he said were true?” Berach demanded.

“I was not there—”

“How do we know that Sigurd has told us the truth?” Berach persisted. “The man came from abroad himself. And I have had emissaries arrive from the man he accuses—they have improved trade and led to greater relations between our lands!”

Deidre glanced at Kylin, hoping that he wasn’t about to explode in fury. She spoke quickly, trying to ease the tension that was growing.

“Sigurd had been an amazing asset to my father through many, many years,” she said. “He is honorable and loyal and has protected us with all that is in his being and beyond. There is no reason to doubt the word of this man.”

To her surprise, at her side, Kylin shrugged. “Were he not a man of such honor, it would be most unlikely that my father would want harm coming to my mother, my sisters, or all those he has come to love, honor and cherish through the years,” he said. “He threw himself upon Eamon’s mercy decades ago, seeking peace, but ready to defend that peace. Our peoples have all prospered due to the alliance they have formed.”

“I have little say in this for it is the Britons who have sought greater trade with me,” James of Munster said. “And I, my young friends, have been in council and even on the battlefield for petty skirmishes with Eamon and Sigurd. I would be grateful to have either man at my back in any battle. But, suppose this man, even grateful for living, lied to your father, anxious to disturb the new trading being proposed, anxious for another, lesser leader perhaps, to step in when defensive measures lead to out-and-out war?”

“My father is a good judge of men, as is Eamon. Neither believed that the man lied. That is why we have been sent here, Great Ard-rí. To seek your wisdom in this—”

Eion of Connaught spoke up. “Sire, I see no reason to ignore such a warning, yet tread carefully, lest we do create bloodshed where none was intended.”

“I will not let words from a bested man destroy new trade!” Angus said.

“Then, Angus, you need not send men to be prepared—neither shall your regions be first in our line of defense should these warnings prove true,” Declan said. “I have been aided, respected and honored by Eamon at every turn, and he fought with and for my father before me. I will respect this missive from him.”

“Ah, but sire!” Angus argued. “If this danger is so great, why did he send Sigurd’s son, notably one of his best warriors?”

“Because we were the ones who first met the leaders of the attack we recently repulsed at our shoreline. Because Aidan O’Connor is Eamon’s son and heir and, as you said, notably one of our best warriors and heir apparent of the land.”

“With danger about, he sent just two—including his daughter?” Eion asked, frowning.

“His daughter, Rí Eion, is one of his best warriors as well. And it is easiest to slip through the countryside as two. We will return immediately, now that the warning is given,” Kylin said.

Deidre stood silent, watching the others, willing herself not to smile. She was stunned that Kylin had answered so ably while keeping his temper under control.

“As my love for your father is great, Deidre,” Declan said, “I’ll not allow you to leave until the morning sun begins to rise again, whether you journeyed in darkness before or nay. In that time, we’ll meet again. The afternoon already grows late. I’ll not have you traveling the forests all in darkness if there is danger in the air.”

“As you wish, sire.”

“My lords, if you will await my presence with discussion among yourselves, I will see these emissaries to their rooms myself,” Declan said.

As if he were being no more than a caring family figure, Declan took them each by an arm, escorting them from the council chamber.

In the hall, he asked, “Who is the traitor?”

“We don’t know,” Deidre told him quickly.

“The man with whom my father spoke knew only that the jarl was behind the attack, but that he had found an ally among us,” Kylin told him.

“This was a small council—regarding trade relations,” Declan said. “Many of the island’s rulers were not here. I pray that it is no one I hold close.”

“Sire, we feel much the same, of course,” Kylin said, “But I swear upon the lives I hold dear, upon my heart and in the name of the great Patrick, we are telling you nothing but the truth. I know that some will never accept my father. Or me. But as Eamon has trusted me to travel here with his only daughter—”

“I am not doubting you,” Declan said.

“There are things we did not tell you, sire, in the group,” Deidre said, glancing at Kylin. He nodded her way. “When we were under attack, I was met with a greater force and nearly killed. But—” she hesitated and said simply, “I found a sword and with that sword I was able to defeat the enemy upon me. That night, though nowhere near one another, Kylin and I shared a dream. About a cauldron. We didn’t know that we were both heading out into the forests near here to search for it. Men—possibly from our island, possibly invaders of our island—came upon us, seeking to kill me and wrest the sword from me. Kylin’s great horse, Darragh, dispatched the first and . . . the other fell, too. We found the cauldron.”

“And the spear,” Kylin added.

Declan was frowning. “You are referring to the objects of legend? The spear, the cauldron, the sword—and the stone?”

“We don’t really understand what is happening, how much magic and the real world go together, sire. We only know that Deidre survived because of the sword, and there have been incidents that suggest that the objects found have been gifts from the angels or the Tuatha Dé Danann. Perhaps they are one and the same, called differently by different people through different times. But with the warning received and the dreams and events . . . we truly believe that the isle is in danger, and that you, sire—”

“Would then be in danger as well,” Declan said. “I am the ard-rí, there are those out there who will always covet my position and strive to make it their own. Ard-rí does not mean ‘all-powerful,’ I fear. Well, perhaps you two are my gifts from the gods. While I always take care, I will know to be ever more vigilant now.”

“That was not the only attack,” Kylin said. “As we neared the forest surrounding your outer farms and lands, we were set upon by another two men.”

“And you bested them,” Declan said.

“Aye. And one thing we forgot to tell you. Perhaps it was the second two who came upon us, seeking to stop us or wrest what we have found away, but the bodies of the first . . . we should not have left them, but in our hurry and confusion we did. When we traveled the same area—the bodies had disappeared.”

“Pray God that it was the two who came upon you after!” Declan said. “And yet . . . it would seem then that there are spies, or those who have perhaps thought you might have found objects of great power, who are about. I thank you, and your fathers, that you have come with this warning.”

“You believe, then, that the threat is real?” Kylin asked.

“Very real, I fear. Our land is rich. Our sheep and cattle are fat and happy. Our monasteries always with the riches that others covet. There have always been swift attacks upon the vulnerable shore, yet this sounds as if it is something much greater. Something any ruler such as I must fear. Not fear that paralyzes the health and prosperity of his people, but that is vigilant. Knowing what you have brought to me, I can prepare. The call will go out—I will ask for warriors from each of the kingdoms. I will warn that leaders must remain in each as we know not where the attack will begin.”

“Thank you, sire! Care for yourself, please, above all,” Deidre told him.

He smiled. “Indeed, as you two must care for yourselves, which, from what I’ve heard, you manage well. And so!” He had stopped in the great hallway that they traveled. He frowned for a moment. “You two have not wed, been promised to one another in marriage?” he asked.

“No, sire,” Kylin assured him quickly.

“My father has chosen not to arrange a marriage for me,” Deidre added. “As you know, because of my mother’s fate—”

“Aye, beautiful lass, pure of soul, so sadly taken from us,” Declan said. “Easy to understand that such a man would prefer to teach a daughter defense and therefore . . . aye, make her own choices in life. Then my plan is fitting! Kylin, there is a room for you to find rest there—down the hall—and for you, my lass, this door leads to a room that is always fit for the most honored guest.”

“Thank you!” Deidre told him.

“Aye, thank you,” Kylin echoed. He hesitated just a minute and realized that their conversation had finished. He nodded and headed down the hall.

Declan looked at Deidre. He smiled. “Your father is a friend I value highly, love dearly. I have made it a priority to know others who rule on this land, and there are those I know better than others. But you must take care that you don’t look upon others with half-closed eyes.”

“Sire?”

“I know that Angus was in discussion with your father for your hand. Because your father opted not to agree to such a union, informing Angus as you told me today that he has allowed you to make your own choices, you must not immediately suspect the man of being a traitor.”

“Oh, no, sire, of course not,” she assured him. “Though he did argue—”

“His land has often been visited by invaders. If he could set up excellent trading situations, such attacks might diminish.”

“But he must take the warning seriously,” Deidre said.

Declan bowed his head in acknowledgment of her words.

“When we return, I will have my father and brother immediately choose men to send here, that you may raise the large force that we believe may be so very needed!” she promised.

“As always, Eamon O’Connor will be at my side, and I at his,” Declan said. “Rest, but food is being served in the great hall as well. You must come and have something—”

“Oh, sire, I will not argue that! We did rest on the way here, but we haven’t eaten since we left.”

“Ah, then, we must catch young Kylin before he sleeps,” Declan said, heading down the hall to tap on the door through which Kylin had disappeared.

The ard-rí explained that there was food in the great hall and Kylin smiled, looking over his head at Deidre.

“Food!” he said.

Declan laughed. “How very rude of me not to realize your hunger after such a mission. Come along. I will return to the council room to bring the others but you both know where the great hall is to be found—run, if you wish. You must be all but starved.”

They didn’t need to be asked twice. Kylin looked at Deidre; they were both grinning. He grabbed her hand, and they hurried back along the hall to the great stone steps that would return them below where they would find the great hall to the rear of the entry.

He held her hand, she realized.

And she didn’t mind at all. It did, in fact, feel good.






Chapter 5

THE ARD-RÍ’S GREAT banqueting hall was impressive. It could seat at least fifty guests, maybe more, and yet the tables could also be arranged in such a way that a smaller number could be grouped pleasantly to face one another. Declan had come to power by proving his worth as his father’s son, but the castle had come to be the home of the high king, whomever that might be.

It was perhaps, Kylin thought, not so surprising that someone might well be willing to join with an ancestral enemy to seize such power, maybe even unaware that the power would then be taken by the enemy.

He and Deidre were the first to arrive that evening but Declan’s household servants were quick to welcome them. Apparently they had been advised that their guests hadn’t eaten in a long, long time and therefore needed to be fed upon arrival.

They carried out individual plates filled with meat, both beef and pork, scones and the rich vegetable produce that Declan’s people grew in the area: watercress, onions and especially sweet carrots.

They looked at one another.

And dug in.

Soon, others began to arrive, warriors who had ridden to the council with their individual rís, some with whom Kylin had fought beside before and some he had never met. But the conversation was easy; Deidre had met some of the men, too, at councils that her father had called. And, to fill in the high table—where they had been seated themselves—the men who had been with the ard-rí when they had arrived came to the hall along with Declan himself.

The ard-rí spoke. He talked about the benefits of being a great island ruled by those who respected one another—and banded together when enemies came against them. He thanked them all for being there and then took his own seat.

A minstrel played. Dancers performed, and food was served.

It was a well-done occasion, the right amount of prestige and ease, and Kylin couldn’t help but think that Declan had learned all his lessons well when it came to being the high ruler of a people who had their minor rulers across their island home—rulers who were capable of becoming quite . . . unruly.

The meal ended and there were general conversations as men moved about with their drinks in hand.

Declan obviously felt that Deidre was the daughter of a man who was one of his greatest assets—he tended to be in conversation with her often.

Kylin found himself in conversation with a group of men, discussing the charming talents of the minstrel. The man sang songs about the great Tuatha Dé Danann, stories told along with his lute that were poignant and funny.

Sheer entertainment.

Then, various people turned to speak with one another, and Kylin found himself in conversation with Angus of Ui Neill.

“You’re traveling with Rí Eamon O’Connor’s daughter,” the rí noted. He shrugged. “It’s no surprise that she has had her way to make the journey, for there is the one thing I do not respect about Eamon—he allows that girl whatever she wishes. She has no sense of responsibility, or heritage, or the importance of alliances. Oh! My apologies, of course, if he has given her hand to you, son of Sigurd!”

The man spoke pleasantly. Kylin didn’t believe that he was being pleasant at all. Angus was bitter that Eamon hadn’t given his daughter to him.

“No. And I don’t disrespect Eamon for his determination regarding his daughter. I was but a child when his wife was murdered. She was gentle and sweet, a perfect loving mother and wife to a rí. But when raiders swept in from the sea and the men fought, she was caught by surprise, brutally used and more heinously killed. She couldn’t defend herself. My father and Eamon arrived in time to slay the man who had so cruelly killed her, but he swore at that time that his daughter would be as fierce as any warrior,” Kylin said.

“But you’re traveling together. Across dangerous country—as we can never know what hides and lurks in the forests. My friend, for your own health and welfare, I’d have questioned such a wisdom,” Angus said gravely. He shook his head. “I will, of course, as the ard-rí has commanded, be strong and wary and send the warriors he has requested. And still, no offense to you or your father, I can’t help but believe this man has lied.”

“Who came to you? The jarl himself?” Kylin asked casually.

“The jarl himself!” Angus preened.

“Interesting that a ship carrying such an important man braved the coasts and the rivers to reach you!” Kylin said, forcing admiration into his voice.

Angus shrugged. “Well, in general, at most times—not always historically, as we both know—but in most recent days, we don’t go slaughtering people as they just ride across the country. They didn’t come for war, they just traveled through. I believe they saw others as well. We are all anxious for greater trade relations with others—that leads to our own greater prosperity.”

“Of course. Well, I pray that you are right, that the havoc that descended upon us was a strike by someone now bereft of all power. But . . . well, like you, we will be wary,” Kylin said.

I don’t like the man. I don’t trust the man.

But is the fact that I don’t like him, that I don’t trust him anywhere near Deidre, causing me to think of Angus as the most probable traitor in the group?

He didn’t know.

He worried about Declan; the ard-rí did not seem at all wary of the men around him when he gave counsel.

And Kylin knew one of them—perhaps, admittedly, a rí not even here now—was a traitor. He knew in his heart just as he knew that his dream had truly been an instruction on what he and Deidre must do.

He knew that the gifts he and Deidre had received were real.

And they had told Declan. He didn’t intend to tell anyone else, though someone out there wanted to take Deidre’s sword—whether the words he had heard meant that they were to disarm her and take her down, or that they knew the power of the sword, he could not know.

Yes or no, he would spread the information of their magic no further. He knew that Deidre had already been a target; now it appeared they were both targets.

He smiled, nodded and moved on, noting that Berach of Linns was moving away from a conversation to ask a servant for more ale.

He knew the man. Linns bordered Eamon’s village and he and Eamon often met—with Sigurd as well. He seemed to be a good man, young, but in his early thirties, and he had taken on the title of rí at the death of his father five years ago.

His father and Eamon had been very good friends.

Kylin didn’t want to think that Berach could be guilty of anything; he liked a man who always seemed eager to do the right thing. But if someone had been close to the recent events they’d experienced, that someone was Berach.

“So,” Kylin said flatly to him, extending his goblet with a please and thank-you nod to the young servant seeing to their needs. “You think that we’re all a wee bit mad, eh?”

Berach frowned. He shook his head. “My father always warned me that one day a powerful jarl would find the resources to stage a major attack.” He shrugged. “From what I understand, in the northern realms there are different countries and, in those countries, so many counties, such as one might find here. But the men of each county might be leaders of their own. No one tells a man with longboats that he may or may not stage a raid. Oh, I’m sorry. You might well know more than I on that. I mean, your father . . .” His voice trailed uncomfortably.

“My father comes from the Northlands, oh, aye! And he sought peace here—or at least a life in which he wasn’t expected to slaughter innocents and rob monasteries,” he said. “And I know my father. He would not have wanted any of this. He is also an amazing man when it comes to knowing if he hears the truth. He’d have not sent us on this mission if he didn’t believe in his heart, soul and mind that it was all very real, and, mainly, of course, that we were fully prepared.”

Berach nodded and spoke softly. “I follow Eamon. If he has sent his daughter on this quest, one knows it to be true. I came here with a party of ten men. If you wish to return with us for safety, you are more than welcome in our company.”

“That is kind, Berach. I will speak with Deidre.”

“Of course.”

Their refilled goblets were returned to them. Berach excused himself when one of his warriors came up to him. Kylin nodded and noted that Deidre was across the great hall—in conversation with James of Munster, an older man, long a friend of her father.

The man had the appearance of a great sage, or magician, perhaps, with snow-white hair and a long beard to match.

He’d seen many attacks. Braved many a battle. Like Eamon, he lived in something of a walled fortress; his family had built upon the earthworks and stone foundations of an earlier society and created a sound place, safe when an attack seemed imminent, a place where the women and children could shelter until the fighting was over.

“Ah, and here he is, the young warrior Kylin!” James said, greeting him as he came forward to join them.

“Sire,” Kylin said respectfully.

“I have listened to the news with deep concern,” James said. “I believe that the attack will come from the east, naturally, and therefore, our western brethren will not be so concerned—not unless they truly understand just how earnest a mission this might be. Men have come to attack us through history, while other men have come, as Sigurd, seeking a home. And, true, we expect that an enemy will be an outsider, but enemies can and will grow from within. But Angus has said that the jarl came to him in friendship seeking trade. Perhaps that was a scouting mission to learn the movement of the river. And our western rís must understand that if the eastern counties fall, they will be next. I have prayed that Declan holds the title of ard-rí throughout my life, and pray that the next will be as fair, intelligent and learned as our good Declan. Rest assured, I believe your words. I will be wary and vigilant, and I have sworn troops to Declan.”

“Thank you,” Kylin said. “I know that my presence may cause difficulty.” He didn’t allow himself to glance toward Deidre. “There are those who doubt any word that my father utters. But his loyalty is true.”

“And ’tis a pity that his loyalty is not true among all,” James murmured.

“Sigurd has told me about petty wars between counties through the years,” Deidre told Kylin.

“And yet, recently, mostly peace,” Kylin said quietly.

“What better time to attack than when men have let their guard down, eh?” James asked them.

“True,” Kylin agreed.

“But our guard will not be down, young warrior,” James said. “Thanks to your words. And the ard-rí . . .” His words trailed.

“Sire?” Deidre said softly.

James shook his head. “Declan never wants to think ill of those who rule within his own country. I pray that he takes care. And I have heard that you have been riding both night and day. You must find your rest. The night winds down. Already, many have left, warriors off to sleep. The ard-rí’s guard as well. You two need to go as well!”

“Indeed,” Kylin murmured. “As you say.”

He looked at Deidre. He had spoken with Angus, Berach and now James. He had not spoken with Eion of Connaught, but from across the room Deidre gave him a subtle nod.

And he knew that she had already done so.

“We should retire,” he said quietly. “Deidre?”

She smiled, bid James good-night and headed out of the great hall.

“Anything?” she asked him.

He shook his head. “Even Angus . . . well, he wants trade. That makes sense. But he didn’t . . . I don’t know. Nothing about him suggested that he’d turn on the ard-rí.”

“Well, I trust him the least. Eion seemed frightened of what was to come, if anything. But, Kylin, if one of these men is a traitor—”

“He’s not about to admit it,” Kylin finished. “We do need to sleep. Please tell me that there is a bar to bolt your door?”

“Aye, Kylin, slides into place over metal. I will be fine.”

They had come to her room.

“I will see that you get in and slide that bar,” he told her.

She smiled. “Aye! And the ard-rí will see to it that we have a fine repast in the morning, and we’ll be on our way!”

He remembered the offer for them to ride with others, and he decided that he had to tell her. He didn’t know why; he remained convinced that this entire journey was something they were supposed to do together.

To his relief, when he spoke, she interrupted him.

“The gifts came to us. I believe that we are guarded enough in their company,” she said. “We will find a reason to ride alone.”

“Aye, Deidre. We have our dreams again,” he told her.

He waited until she had closed her door. He stood listening until she had barred the door from within.

Then he hurried to his own room.

He bolted his door and lay down to sleep, ever hopeful that more dreams would come and that his dreams might give him an answer as to who the traitor was.






Chapter 6

SLEEP WAS GOOD, delicious, just curling up, sometimes waking for an instant, curling around again in comfort, sleeping again. Deidre had been given a remarkable room with a delightfully soft pallet bed.

And dreams came. Shockingly sweet dreams. She was with Kylin in those dreams, and she realized that she had come to love the curve of his smile, the striking, strong and angular features that created his face. They were in a meadow rich with flowers, near a stream, playing a ridiculous game of tag. She found herself laughing, racing from him, hitting the sweet cool waters of the stream, laughing as she dove in, as he did the same, until he caught her in his arms. The water was crystal clear, flowers grew everywhere, the sun was even bright against a sky of the most remarkable blue . . .

Then there was a sudden jolt.

What is it, a sound, a movement in the earth . . .

Within the dream, they were no longer in the pristine water, surrounded by flowers.

They were on a hillside, and she knew instantly that they had been miraculously transported to Newgrange in the Boyne Valley, County Meath, one of the most ancient places on the island. There was a great passage grave in the mound by the Boyne River, and each generation taught the next about the peoples who had been there thousands of years ago and created the monument.

The scene was beautiful, peaceful . . .

Then she heard the shout, a battle cry, and warriors were teeming over the mound.

The jolt came again, this time louder. It was the sound of something slamming somewhere within Declan’s castle.

Deidre bolted out of bed, grabbing the sword. The shiny stone or pebble she had found was safe in her pocket. She slid the bar free that bolted her door and carefully checked the hall before stepping out.

She heard a choked scream and rushed down the length of the hall. Something was happening just below in the entry. She raced down the stairs and saw that Declan was there, caught between two men, one of them wielding a great knife, ready to slam it into the ard-rí’s chest.

She’d never reach them with her sword in time. She grabbed the little pebble from the pocket in her belt and threw it fast and true.

It might have looked like a little pebble.

But it was truly a mighty stone.

It caught the man with the knife dead center in the back of his head.

He fell as if he’d been hit by a giant boulder crashing down from the sky.

The other man gripping the high king roared in fury, pulling a knife as well. Deidre desperately started running, her sword in her hand.

“Get down!” a voice cried out. Kylin’s voice.

She dropped low as the spear they had found went flying over her head. The weapon soared past the ard-rí and flew deep into the chest of the man who had been about to stab Declan.

And he went down hard, face-first.

Deidre and Kylin both rushed on over to where the king stood between the bodies of the dead men, whispering prayers of thanks.

Then, he stared at the two of them, shaking his head.

“Dear God. Thank you,” Declan said.

By then, the castle was coming to life. Warriors, ready for battle, were coming from various rooms.

Among them, Angus, James, Berach and Eion.

“Sire, what happened? How were you here with these two?” Deidre asked him.

“They approached my room. Matthew, my personal guard, was with me and I told him that things were fine. They said that one of our guests had fallen here, at the entry, and they feared a sickness. I left Matthew to watch for others. I came with them willingly—”

“Sire, you must trust no one!” Kylin said.

Warriors stepped back for their leaders to come closer.

“There is no life without trust somewhere,” Deidre murmured. “But who . . . these men . . .” She broke off, kneeling by the man she had taken with the pebble—seeking the stone first, and pocketing it again—before checking on him.

The man was dead. The pebble had crushed his skull.

“Who does this man follow?” she demanded, looking around.

The four rís looked at one another—and at her and Kylin.

“He is not of Munster!” James said, shaking his head with confusion.

“Nor of Ui Neill!” Angus assured them, and Eion and Berach shook their heads.

“I have never seen either of these men before,” Berach growled. “How did they slip past the guards beyond the walls?”

No one had an answer.

“Are they Northmen, are they . . .”

“Their dress has pieces from both our island and the countries beyond,” Deidre noted. “Their hair . . . their beards . . . they could be either. No one has even seen either of them before?” she asked.

Again, heads shook around the room.

She rose.

Everyone, of course, was looking at Declan.

“Sire, you must never believe or trust in anyone you don’t know who comes for you. When you go anywhere, Matthew must be at your side,” Kylin told him.

The others noted their agreement.

“We will leave this day, but leave behind some of our warriors,” Eion said. “And prepare!”

“Aye, that we will,” Angus said. “But, sire, this attack . . . They slipped in. So as Deidre and Kylin have said, sire, trust only those closest to you—those you have known forever, who gain from your position. Best not to repeat the situation of two against one unarmed man.”

“I am not such a weakling myself!” Declan said. “And I’ll not be anywhere unarmed again! The news that you have brought us . . .”

“Indeed, and think—none of this occurred until you arrived!” Angus said suddenly, turning on Kylin and Deidre. “You brought the news and . . . what else?”

Deidre gripped Kylin’s arm before he could react with fury and spoke quickly herself.

“Angus, you were the one so insistent that we have no enemies, just those who long to trade. Whoever these men were, they did not come with us,” she reminded him.

“But his father—” Angus began.

“His father is more loyal to the ard-rí than any man I know,” Deidre assured him.

“Stop!” Declan roared. “Angus, I am alive because of the amazing prowess and quick thinking of this pair. Who these men are . . . none of us knows. Get them out of here, get the bodies out of here! I cannot abide looking at them. And one thing has been proven true so we all must be cautious, take the greatest care, be ever vigilant. Facing a known enemy is one thing—now knowing that traitors might slip in among us is a lesson for us all. Now! Someone will please remove these men. Burn the bodies in the foreyard that all may see. Then, my friends, see to your journeys home that we may all prepare. And keep a close eye on the rivers. Trust not in those who claim to be simple traders. I shall retire to my chambers—”

“With an escort,” Kylin said.

“And that will be?” Angus demanded.

“You, me and Deidre,” Kylin told him.

“Fine!” Declan snapped.

Warriors hauled away the bodies and Deidre took Declan’s arm while Angus led the way and Kylin followed. They returned the king to his chambers where they spoke with Matthew, a man of about forty who had held his position as the ard-rí’s right-hand man for well over a decade. Matthew listened in horror, telling Declan that he hadn’t wanted to stay behind, that he should never have done so.

Declan interrupted with “Please! Please don’t forget that I have fought in many a battle and I vow to you all that I will not be caught off guard again. Aye, Matthew, where I go now, you will be with me. Angus, Kylin, Deidre, I do now believe that we are under attack, that instead of the onslaught at one location we are accustomed to facing, the threats will be subtle and widespread. My friends, you must take care as I take care, for perhaps the intention is to take us down, man by man. Thus, we are warned. And every man and woman must be ready.” He inhaled and spoke quietly. “Again, I thank you for my life. Friends, find your common ground and take care.”

Matthew gave them a nod, closing the door after Declan as he entered his chambers.

Angus, Kylin and Deidre looked at one another for a minute.

“We are not traitors, I swear it on everything holy!” Kylin told Angus.

Angus looked down and winced. “And I swear to you, on all that is holy, that I am no traitor. Deidre, was I angry that your father refused to cement our alliance with a marriage? Aye, that I was. But I am no traitor. I would die for Declan, I so swear it!”

Kylin nodded at Angus. “Then we will all take care. And, I know how important trading is, but—”

“But now, if this jarl arrives again, I will take the gravest care,” Angus assured him. He hesitated. “I believe, though, that the ard-rí might be right in what he thinks might happen. He was lured out in the middle of the night, seemingly in innocence by a small party of two men.”

“And we have been attacked. By small parties of two men,” Deidre murmured.

“Perhaps this enemy does intend to pick off the lesser leaders on their way to taking over Declan’s position of ard-rí of the isle,” Angus said.

“They started at the top. And they will not know immediately that they failed in their attempts. But we don’t know what is happening around the countryside,” Deidre said worriedly.

“Well, those of us here must get the message to the others,” Angus said. “I will take my men, leaving behind ten, and head home. I will get warriors out to warn all those that I may.” They all nodded. “Until we meet again,” he said, and turned to head out.

“We must leave, too,” Kylin said.

She nodded. “Of course. Though I have been thinking . . .”

“What?”

“My father, your father and Aidan are already warned and on guard. And I don’t think that they’ll strike our village again as they did. I wonder if that assault was more than an attempt to invade us. If it might have been a ploy—so that others wouldn’t expect something like the attack that was just planned against the ard-rí.”

“That may well be. But we still need to get the horses and get back.”

She nodded and they started back, saying their goodbyes as they met with others along the way.

At the stables they collected their horses. Guards at the wall and throughout were tense, watching. But that was as it needed to be.

They were riding awhile in silence, making their way carefully through the forest that surrounded the ard-rí’s castle, before Kylin turned to her.

“You—you killed the man attacking Declan with the little stone you found?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Did you retrieve the stone?”

“Of course.”

Kylin looked ahead, smiling. “The great stone. Who might have guessed that it would be . . . a pebble!”

“Strange gifts may be even stranger than we imagine,” Deidre said. “You protected me from an attacker with a cauldron!”

His smile broadened. “Ah, but it’s a big cauldron made of metal.”

She’d been smiling with him when memories of her dream returned. “Kylin, as it was happening, as those men attacked Declan, I was dreaming before they created whatever clatter that awoke me.”

“Oh? There are no more gifts from the Tuatha Dé Danann,” he mused. “We have the sword, the spear, the cauldron and the stone.”

“But maybe the dreams are gifts, too. We both had dreams sending us to the woods south of Tara. And now . . .”

“What was your dream?”

She lowered her head. She wasn’t sure she should tell him about the two of them rollicking through the meadows, playing in the stream, winding up in one another’s arms.

“Newgrange,” she said simply.

“The ancient site?” he asked. “With the burial passage?”

“It was beautiful. Our island is so beautiful, Kylin, so green and lush with the meadows and mountains and the rivers and streams and seashore and . . .”

“And?”

“There was a mighty attack. Men, scores of men, their battle cries rattling the very air as they descended from the mound.”

“And while Tara and Declan are in County Meath, its ruler, considered to be a rí beneath Declan, was not among those in the council the ard-rí was having before we arrived,” Kylin noted.

“Well, I believe those men were there to speak with him about trading. Perhaps Cillian, the Rí of Meath, had not yet been approached.”

He turned to her. “His home is closer to the shore and is not too far north from our own. Just a twist northward for another day.” He let out a breath. “Our village is in capable hands. Though Declan will see that he is reached soon enough, we can make it to the shore area, for Cillian must be warned. His lands are right on the coast. An invasion might well strike there soon.”

“Onward to warn Cillian!” she declared.

“With the same grave care that we warned Declan that he must take,” Kylin said.

“Of course.”

Again, they rode in silence.

Then Kylin laughed suddenly.

“What?”

“There we were, with Declan promising a great repast before we set out again. And we left so suddenly after the attack. And now . . . don’t you ever feel hunger?”

“Well, I was fine until you mentioned it!” she told him.

He was quiet for a minute. “There’s a village a bit ahead, inland. I doubt that much ill might arise and I know a few men from there who come to train with us. We’ll stop.”

“And you’re sure we will be welcome?”

“The land is between a few counties—Meath, your father’s lands. But the men from that village train with us, and I believe that their first allegiance there is to your father, for they are closer to your home than they are to either Cillian or Declan himself. We can’t travel day and night without sustenance. We must take the chance and with caution. And, I think it’s important that we warn everyone that we can. There is little of value in the village. There is no monastery, no place where anyone might find great riches. Still, the people must be warned. Perhaps they will want to send women and children to reside behind your father’s walls. They are hard workers—they will earn their keep.”

“All right. Aye, then.”

Kylin knew the way easily enough and they were soon approaching a small farming village. He was known there; a man tending a field saw them as they approached and came out to greet them. Kylin introduced him to Deidre. His name was Liam. Deidre thought that he might be close to fifty years. The farmer was tall, broad-shouldered, with lightly graying bright red hair and dancing green eyes. She could well imagine that he trained well as a warrior, though he was now tending a great field of turnips.

“We’re on our way to see Rí Cillian,” Kylin told the man.

“Seeking an audience,” Deidre told him.

“Aye, and what about?” Liam asked worriedly.

“We believe that there is a great invasion about to come our way and we are doing our best to see that all are warned and prepared. And here, we wish for you and your people to know as well, that you may make your choices,” Kylin told him.

Liam bowed his head, looking at Deidre.

“My loyalty is to your great father. I have trained with the men of your village, and I will be prepared to fight, as will all able-bodied men here. But we will consider our women and our children, though . . .”

He grimaced. “Not all our women and children. We have two here, Doreen and Mary, who have been trained as you, Deidre, daughter of the great Rí Eamon! So they, too, will be among our number. You’ve still a distance to go to reach Cillian’s home. May we offer you something here?” he asked.

“My friend, I was so hoping that you might!” Kylin grinned.

Liam hopped over a wooden slat fence to join them, and Deidre and Kylin dismounted, following him toward the row of small, dispersed houses that lay ahead.

They came to the first house and a woman came out, having seen them approach. Again, they went through introductions. The woman was Clare, wife of Liam. She quickly called out a teenage boy to tend to their horses and assured them that they must come in and join them for a meal.

The house was small, sparsely furnished, but Clare had just been setting out a meal and it appeared to be a fine one. Fresh fish seared over an open fire, accompanied by great bowls of turnips.

Of course, they had to explain to Clare again that they feared an attack. She was distressed.

“We have three grown sons who will fight for our land,” she assured them. “But Shamus is just a boy, and my girls are young as well.”

“Then they must go take shelter behind my father’s walls,” Deidre advised.

“But . . .” Clare began, looking at her husband. “For how long? How will we repay him for his generosity? And . . . when do we know to come home?”

Deidre smiled softly at the woman. “The attack will come soon, and before the main thrust, there may be those who come by here, pretending to be travelers seeking trade, or perhaps those who are on pilgrimage to any of the monasteries. My father will see to your safety, and I can see that you do not like to be idle—and what you do with fresh fish is quite amazing! I believe you will be fine there. And that it will not be long before you can return home.”

“Then I will go and speak to others,” Clare promised.

“We will come back through this village,” Kylin promised. “And we will escort those who choose sanctuary behind the castle walls.”

Clare looked at her husband and nodded.

“We will prepare,” Liam promised.

The food was good, and, Deidre realized, it was even better that they had stopped to speak with Liam and Clare.

The small villages might be just where the enemy started.

It wasn’t until they had headed out, riding the last stretch of land before they reached Cillian, that Kylin spoke thoughtfully.

“It seems that Angus does accept that there is a problem, though . . .”

“Though?” Deidre pushed.

“Though maybe he thought that the two men who came to lure Declan out to be killed were really our people and that our duplicity is so great we were willing to sacrifice our warriors to prove our own innocence,” he said.

She frowned, pondering that suggestion. “Angus is determined, outspoken. He’s . . . all right, way too invested in himself for me. But just because of those various traits that make him unlikable in my mind, I really don’t think that he’s the traitor. I think he wanted the world to run smoothly, for trading to explode between our countries. He didn’t want to accept the truth, but . . . now he has to think that it’s at least a possibility.”

“Perhaps,” Kylin agreed. He shook his head. “I just don’t understand. In the past, attacks on the villages have been savage and brutal, but swift.”

“And, as with your father, and with some men not as fine as your father, many, many have come through the years and we are truly a mix of all the peoples who have come to this island through hundreds—no, thousands—of years. We have our ancient mounds, we have our legends, and even we who feel we have been here forever now came from places on the continent. As you know, birth doesn’t make a man. The choices each man—or woman—makes create the individual. And we, as human creatures, tend to rationalize our choices as being for the best.”

“And sometimes, people are just greedy and covet what others have,” he reminded her. “Except . . .”

“Please. Except what?” Deidre asked.

He was looking ahead as he rode. And he smiled. “Sometimes, our pasts, our teachers, leave their mark. In the world my father left, the only good enemy was a dead enemy. Your father teaches mercy. And because of his mercy, we have learned something we might not have known.”

“Ah! He learns!” Deidre said lightly.

“Then again . . .”

Deidre raised her brow.

“There was once, on the continent, a young nobleman who practiced mercy. He allowed a man to live. And that man turned around and took his savior’s life.”

“Merciful—and careful!” Deidre said. She reined in, as Kylin had done.

They had come to Newgrange. The great, ancient mound, found within the hills of Tara, lay before them. And as she watched Kylin, she smiled.

He sat atop his horse, staring straight ahead.

Yet, she wondered what he saw.

And she remembered the dreams . . .

“Kylin?” she said softly.

He shook his head and said quietly, “It was as if they were real!” He dismounted from his horse, staring toward the great hill.

Deidre did the same, setting a hand on his arm as she stood by his side.

“You saw them. The warriors racing over the hill, ready to do battle,” she said.

He turned to stare at her, startled.

“You see them now—”

“No. In a dream last night. Right before Declan was attacked.”

He nodded slowly. “If we both saw the same thing, even in different ways, they’re going to come charging over the hill. They’ll reach this area using the river. They’ll come in small parties, trying to appear as if they are among us. They will meet up with whatever Irish forces the jarl has managed to coerce into fighting for him,” Kylin said thoughtfully.

“So, Declan and Cillian will be the main focus of the attack.”

“If you want to succeed, you take down those who will readily fight to the death, risk it all, to save the ard-rí.”

“We’re seeing visions of what is probably going to happen,” Deidre murmured. She looked at him. “But when?”

“Sunset,” he told her. “The sky . . . Attacks often come by the morning’s light. This one is coming at sunset. I saw the sky.”

“Sunset—when?” she whispered.

“We need to get to Cillian,” Kylin told her.

“And we are not far! Around the great mounds, his castle lies to the west—”

“And many will come by the river. We’re going to need to be prepared to flank them. As they make their forward thrust, we’ll corner them.”

“Will they use the passage tombs?”

He smiled at her. “Not if we’re there first. Onward! Time to find Rí Cillian and get our defense moving!”






Chapter 7

THEY HEADED AROUND the valley before the great Newgrange mound at Tara and as they rode, Kylin found himself wondering at the strange vision he’d had, one that agreed once again with something that Deidre had seen in a dream.

They were inland. Aye, the rivers brought many boats inland. But a great assault should take place on the shoreline.

“What is it?” Deidre asked him.

“I’m trying to figure out a reason that a great battle—of this kind—would take place here,” he told her.

“I know. I’ve wondered about that myself,” she admitted. “But we believe that one of our powerful lairds might well be involved, so it is a place to meet.

“I think that it must be more than that. I mean, by and large, our nobles, while scattered about the island, tend to be aware that attacks come along the coast. They’re familiar with the swift, brutal strategies that those who come in from the sea tend to use. The traitorous laird would know where to join the enemy through the use of scouts—and we know that they’ve been using many scouts. Men out to cut us down before we can carry out any mission to warn others.”

“And, maybe, we are warning the very person we all need to be warned against,” Deidre said with a sigh. “All these dreams, the images we see in dreams or in our minds . . . if only they showed us who we needed to fear!”

“All right, um . . . it’s said that years ago, the Tuatha Dé Danann joined the fairy world, the underworld. But say that now they are the angels of our great Father Patrick. Perhaps they sense the dangers that are coming, enough to grant us their gifts, but not even they know just who the traitor from within might be?” he asked.

“Wait!”

She suddenly reined in, looking at him. “Kylin, what if—as you say—they can’t quite foretell everything. But they’ve shown us both warriors coming over the great mounds of sacred earth at Tara. Kylin, maybe it means that it’s up to us to get them here! Somehow lure them all far inland where we know the terrain and where we may be prepared, ready to flank and surround their warriors, trap them!”

“What?” he said, frowning. He exhaled with a deep sigh. “Sorry, wait. How would we lure them in?”

“All right. A main body will come ashore on the coast, we don’t know where, but everyone now has lookouts and word will travel when they are sighted. We see to it that all our walled areas of protection are ready to host children, the elderly . . . those who cannot fight. Then . . .”

“They may attempt siege warfare—”

“But we harass them until they must turn and follow us. We lead them here, where the greatest army of our most able warriors are waiting. Kylin, maybe that’s what the visions mean! That it’s up to us to bring the fullness of our peoples—other than those of the traitor—to the best battlefield where we’re seeking advantages,” she said.

He nodded slowly. Perhaps they were being given ideas rather than guaranteed images of the future.

But the gifts, the visions, were still so very strange . . .

“And what of our homeland?” he murmured. “How do we leave them to the protection of others?”

“How do we trust in our fathers and my brother?” she asked him. “Think of the fullness of your life. We already trust them,” she said quietly.

He smiled after a moment.

“We will find Rí Cillian and then make our way home. Because if anyone is to understand what we are trying to undertake, it will be my father and your father. And . . .” He hesitated and looked at her. “We’re going to need to hope to hell that whoever the traitor might be, it’s not Rí Cillian. The man who commands those closest to the ard-rí.”

“Let’s talk a bit before we tell him what we’re thinking,” Deidre suggested.

“Good plan. How well do you know him?”

“You might know him better than I do. Haven’t you been out here with the other warriors? There were games, I believe, last year. My father came. I chose to stay home, to help my brother should there be trouble,” Deidre said.

“Aye,” Kylin said, nodding. “I was out here. I did not have any deep and meaningful discussions with Rí Cillian, though he was pleasant to me—I won during our battle games.”

“Well, of course you won in a battle game,” Deidre said dryly. “My father said it was fun taking you to games, especially when he didn’t dare take his own son because there can always be danger from the water. Sorry. I realize your father and you . . . Never mind! I mean, he doesn’t know when Aidan might be called upon to rule—”

“Deidre, you don’t need to explain. Aidan is your father’s son—he will be rí one day. I am glad that I can be a poor substitute and hopefully bring honor to our families and our villages. Anyway, from all that I’ve heard, Cillian is a just and fair man. But then again, I want to be careful in all my judgments.”

“Just because we aren’t so fond of someone, that doesn’t mean they are guilty. And though we are fond of someone, they might not be innocent,” Deidre said wearily.

“We need to keep moving to the north and west of the mound,” he said, gesturing in that direction. “We’ll reach Cillian’s earthworks and home. This field, before the great mounds, here where we are now, is where the games took place last year. A great stretch of flat earth on what we all see as ancient and sacred ground. We need to start taking grave care to watch not just for those who might choose to attack us, but those of Cillian’s men who surely guard and scout his outer perimeter.”

He had barely spoken before they met up with a party of men he had met the summer before; they knew him and he explained their mission. One of them, a man named Daniel, escorted them deeper into the realm of land ruled by Rí Cillian.

The rí was a tall man in his fifties, with an exceptionally long white beard, broad shoulders and laughing blue eyes.

He welcomed them in and listened gravely to them as they told him what had happened, what they’d seen, and what they thought they must do in the future.

“Ah, then, it falls to me and my people to be the closest support for Declan.” He looked at Daniel, who was still with them. “Our men must be at the ready each day.”

“Sire,” Daniel assured him, “our men are at the ready each day now, but we will tread with evermore vigilance, I vow!”

Cillian shook his head, addressing his visitors once more, “Why is it that one man always seems to covet what another has? Ridiculous question. We will not let our land fall—we will not let Declan fall!”

“Thank you, Rí Cillian,” Kylin replied. “The night grows on us, but I believe—”

“No, lad!” Cillian said. “It is too dark. You will rest here—you will be close enough to reach your home by tomorrow night. But by day, you must visit the great burial passage of the ancients. There are twists and turns and, within . . . we are able to appreciate the beauty of the life we are given and yet wonder at the great ages gone past, seek what fairy folk might hide within the earth. Quite seriously, Kylin, Deidre, it is most fascinating. Ah, Deidre, you were but a child last time you came upon such a visit.”

“Aye, sire,” Deidre told him. “And thank you.”

She looked at Kylin and smiled. They needed that experience to plan their ambush! And yet . . .

Neither of them was ready to tell Cillian what they believed might be done if and when the great horde they prophesized came.

Cillian studied them and frowned, appearing confused. “Are you . . .”

“Both messengers, sire, not promised,” Kylin told him.

Cillian nodded. He grinned at Deidre.

“You’d not be the first, though among the few, of the young women who have managed to make their own choices and determinations in the great dynastic games of marriage,” he told her. “My own sweet Melisse, gone now these many years, and I chose one another without thought of joining lands or creating alliances. You have my support, child, in the determinations you and your father have made.”

Deidre nodded and thanked him.

“I will have you escorted,” Cillian told them.

“Sire—”

“Aye, Daniel. Show them to the guest quarters, please.”

Their rooms were not quite what they had been the night before, rather they were led to a group of wooden dwellings with thatched roofs. Their rooms were small and offered nothing but pallets on the floor.

But they were next to each other, something that made Kylin glad. He trusted Cillian and his people, at least for now. But he was glad that he could hear Deidre were she to suffer the least distress.

And their little rooms were fine for a night and the pallets soft enough for a very decent sleep.

There wasn’t a banquet; Daniel brought them plates of food. Lamb, porridge and watercress—they hadn’t quite the abundance here as one might find with the ard-rí. And dairy was so important to the diet that beef was seldom served; only the oldest cows and bulls were sacrificed for their meat.

Kylin hadn’t realized just how late the night had grown.

He thanked Daniel and bid good-night to Deidre. He lay on his pallet, eyes open at first, staring into the darkness, wondering what dreams or visions might come to him.

In time, he slept.

But he awoke at the least noise and he heard Deidre enter his room the minute she reached the doorway.

“What is it?” he asked, bolting up.

“Nothing, nothing!” she assured him quickly. “Except . . .”

“Tonight, a dream came to you.”

She nodded. “Kylin, I am no coward. I face men three times my size in battle! But this . . .”

He indicated his pallet.

“Rest.”

“I don’t mean to rob you of sleep,” she told him.

He shook his head. “Lie down. I will lean against the door—”

“No, please. Lie down beside me. Just . . . listen.”

Not a great idea, he thought. He was coming to like her too much. And he was young and in very healthy shape and he’d always recognized the fact that Deidre was a stunningly beautiful woman and now he was discovering that he liked and admired her and . . .

Lie down beside her? But she is obviously so distraught!

He inhaled on a long breath. Reminded himself who he was, not even in relation to their positions in life, but as a human being made up of what he hoped were ethical and moral fibers.

He was not, he assured himself, going to pressure Rí Eamon’s daughter in any way, shape or form.

“Come, then. We will rest together, and you can tell me of your dream.”

And so they lay down together. Her head was on the pillow as she stared straight ahead at nothing in the darkness. He propped himself up on an elbow at her side, watching her, waiting for her to be ready to speak.

“Deidre . . . what is it?” he asked softly at last.

She had never shown the least fear, no matter their circumstances.

The dream had shaken her as no sword or promise of blood had ever done in battle.

“The worst was that I couldn’t tell! It had come to pass, Kylin, just as we’ve seen it, in dreams, in visions. The battle takes place here, in the valley by the great mounds at Tara. We’re there, my father is there, other rís are there and we have a great horde of our own, and we’ve hidden in the passages, watching, waiting, and we’re able to stop those trying to slip through, but I’m coming along a passage and there is so much darkness and then there’s Angus in front of me and James of Munster behind me and . . . I can’t tell if one is a traitor and one is not! Or if they’re both traitors, or if both are there to help me. But I still don’t know who has been helping the enemy through, bringing them inland through the rivers. Because we’ve tried, of course, we’ve all tried, we’ve caught many . . . but the traitor in our midst has helped and the numbers the jarl has garnered are many, so many. And James and Angus are both rushing at me, swords, axes drawn, and I can battle one but not two and I just don’t know . . .”

“Deidre, Deidre, think of it this way,” he said gently. “The dream was like so many of the strange, magical things that have been happening. It’s telling us something, telling us something that’s incredibly important.”

She looked at him at last, eyes huge and beautiful, somehow brilliant even in the darkness. He longed to cup her chin, to stroke her cheek, ease the strain from her strong and elegant features.

“That I am to die?” she whispered.

“No. That we are to study the two men, set spies upon them, watch them carefully.”

“You think that the dream is telling us that the traitor is one of those two men?” she asked.

He nodded gravely.

“But what if I am wrong? What if it was just a dream because we are here, because we are more afraid of the traitor within our own ranks than we are of an enemy horde?” she asked softly.

“I don’t believe that.”

“But it could be.”

“Still, nothing lost,” he assured her. “We know we must be wary. We know that we must watch people. And, of course, it will be difficult. In life, we tend to like James of Munster, long known and respected, and as for Angus . . . well, he can be a great deal tougher to trust.”

“But being such a hard man to deal with does not make him evil. And yet, what if it is neither of them and they believe that I . . . Perhaps someone who is after me just thinks that I should just be eliminated for causing such strife in our world?”

“Both men bear watching,” he said. “That does not deter anything that we’ve planned. And, of course, when we return . . . we can talk to your father again. He has the greatest wisdom about the island, the past and all the people. And then we can talk again about the dreams and the visions, finding the cauldron, the spear and the stone. We will let his wisdom guide our tactics as we move forward.”

“My father may not believe that the Tuatha Dé Danann and the fairies of old could possibly guide us today. For him it may be that the sword is a sword, the spear a spear, the cauldron a cauldron and the stone . . . well, it is really just a pebble.”

He had to smile at that.

“A very powerful pebble. And your father is a wise man. He will not discard all that has happened. You know that better than I.”

She nodded. She managed to almost smile.

“Thank you!” she whispered.

“For?”

“For not hating me for waking you up, for dragging you into more blood and danger, for . . . for being you,” she said softly.

“Ah, Deidre, we fight the same fight! And I thank you for being you.”

Her eyes closed at last, a smile curling her lips.

He waited for her to speak again, and then he realized that her eyes were remaining closed, that her breathing had eased . . . she slept.

“Well, lass,” he murmured. “If only such a state would come so easily for me.”

But he lay beside her, and he felt her incredible warmth, felt all that had come between them. He wished that he dared hold her. Just hold her. But he knew he would want more. And more.

At long last, he eased himself down beside her.

He wasn’t sure at what point the dream came.

Maybe he had just fallen asleep. Maybe he had known rest for a while.

HE DIDN’T FEAR his dreams; the dreams were from a greater power than any warrior knew, be it that they came from the fairy world, that of the Tuatha Dé Danann, or the angels of the new order they embraced so fervently on their emerald isle. It didn’t matter to him; he knew that a higher power was helping them, and he would embrace all dreams.

That night he even tried to summon the battle dream. While falling asleep, he kept thinking about all he knew regarding the burial passages of those who had come in truly ancient times. He imagined the twists and turns beneath the great mounds, honored as sacred by those who had followed in the footsteps of the ancients. He thought about the battles to come and each of the players in such battles that he had met or knew thus far.

And yet, when sleep and darkness claimed him, he did not dream of the battle.

He dreamed of her smile, of the way she looked at him. He could hear the soft melody of her laughter, see the flash of her eyes when she teased him.

He felt the softness of her incredible fiery hair slipping through his fingers like skeins of silk from the far Eastern lands . . .

Felt the softness of her fingertips, the sweet warmth of humanity and femininity of her body.

And then he awoke, frozen.

Because the last had not been a dream.

She had turned and twisted in the night as she slept, and now she was curled against him. Her head rested upon his chest along with an arm. The length of her was a beautiful curve against him. So soft, warm . . .

Trusting.

He didn’t want to move. He was frozen on the one hand, and yet his body was heating at the touch.

He didn’t need to dwell on his action long. Her eyes opened; she apparently realized her position and quicky sat up, looking down at him in abject apology.

“I’m truly so sorry! First, I woke you up and now . . . I’m so sorry. I never meant to ruin your sleep. Oh! Did you have the same dream?” she asked anxiously.

“Nay, Deidre, not this time.”

“Because I didn’t let you sleep at all,” she said worriedly.

“I slept. Seriously, I slept.”

She looked at him with such concern that he had to reach up and touch her face gently with his fingertips.

“Deidre, it’s fine, I was fine. You added warmth against the dampness of the night,” he said lightly. He abruptly withdrew his fingers and stood up. “And, Deidre, you’re feeling all right now?”

“Much better. It was just so very . . . unnerving to me at first. And, I admit, I believe that what we see are events that are to come.”

“You will never be left to wonder in such a situation. Not alone,” he vowed.

“My sword . . . my sword of light will protect me. I think that my fear is in siding with the enemy—and killing a friend! Or thinking that the enemy is the friend, and finding that I’m prey to someone I trusted.”

“Whatever comes,” he promised quietly, “I will be there.”

“I know.” For a moment they shared something in a look that was more intimate than the hours that had gone by.

“Morning has come!” she said.

“Aye, that it has,” he agreed. “We need to move quickly. We don’t know when this is all going to happen, and we need to reach your father. Declan now has others going out across the country, so we needn’t take the precious time, but I wish your father’s council on all that we feel must be done and how we’re so convinced that the battle will be here.”

“Aye, we must move! But—”

He interrupted her with a soft laugh. “Cillian will have seen to it that we have bags with bread and cheese and dried meat packed for us for the journey. And I’m anxious to . . .” He hesitated.

“To what?”

“Well, there’s a stream that leads off the river in a richly wooded area on our way.”

“You wish to swim?”

He realized she was teasing.

“A bit of a bath that doesn’t come in a bucket?” she asked. “That sounds wonderful! Except that’s a while away . . . ah—” she exclaimed, looking around his room “—there’s the water. Wait. Your water. I’ll return to my own room for water.”

“You’d be welcome to my water,” he told her.

She smiled and headed to the door. “Oh, no! Please. Bathe the best that you can in that bucket. We do ride close to one another!”

She left the room, and he smiled as she left, watching her. Then his smile faded slowly as he wondered if he’d ever wake again to find that she was next to him, body to body, in the night.

Then his imagination took hold, and he couldn’t help but envision different ways in which he might find them together, the warmth of her body more directly against his.

He gave himself a serious mental shake. It was morning. They were on a mission.

And the mission was life and death.






Chapter 8

THERE WAS ONE thing Kylin seemed to know very well and that was the terrain over which they traveled.

They’d been riding about two hours from Cillian’s land when he nodded toward a path Deidre could barely see at first. It appeared to wind into a grove of trees and disappear.

“We’re riding to a tree?” she teased him.

“Just wait. Follow me.”

“Hmm. I’ll have to trust in you.”

“A little late for you to be having doubts,” he told her, grinning as they made their way, single file, through a dense thicket.

But then they emerged upon a narrow stream bank. It had to be a little offshoot of the river, but it was stunningly beautiful, crystal-clear water bouncing off stones here and there, moving gently beneath the sky. The day itself seemed to enhance them; the sky was blue with no sign of clouds or the fog that could drift in so quickly. Here and there, branches grew out over the water, dripping soft green leaves. The embankment itself was grassy, lightly spotted with areas that were clear, constantly kissed by the rush of the water.

“Well?” Kylin inquired dryly as they dismounted at the end of the trail with the entirety of the scene before them.

“It’s beautiful!” she admitted. “I mean, so much of our landscape is beautiful, but this is . . . spectacular!”

“I thought you might like it, but . . .”

He looked perplexed. She wasn’t sure why at first, and then she knew. He wanted to strip down, to get really clean after their days of being in the saddle, carrying their message to the ard-rí.

“I can go there,” she said, pointing downstream. “And you can go here.”

He shook his head. “We are not . . . promised or together in . . . that way. I will not do anything . . .”

She smiled. She’d never seen him awkward in this manner.

“I trust you,” she told him.

“I don’t,” he said simply. “I didn’t mean . . . I have it. I’ll leave you with the horses here. No one can reach this area except from across a great ravine on the other side. I will be quick while you stand guard, and then I shall be with the horses, near enough to hear if you so much as whisper a cry, but at an . . . appropriate distance.”

“As you say,” Deidre said, smiling. “But I do trust you. We’ve put our lives in one another’s hands.”

“Please, for once, let’s just do it my way.”

She turned away, stroking her horse’s neck and allowing a pat for Kylin’s extraordinary mount as well.

“Go!” she ordered.

While he bathed, she kept an eye on the trail that had led them here while talking to the horses.

She was tempted to watch him, and at one point she did. She couldn’t help but glance his way. The lower portion of his body was in water. His hair was long and plastered against his skin. He was sluicing the water over himself, obviously in heaven at the pleasure, despite what she knew had to be a bit of a chill in the stream.

He was an extraordinary man: broad shouldered with striking features, a strong chin, sharp cheekbones . . . well-set eyes. He had always been so, and yet he had always been someone set at a distance in her mind.

Because she hadn’t trusted his father, not because the man had ever given any of them a reason not to be trusted. Just because of the man’s birth, because raiders who had come from his homeland had come time and time again.

It was a lesson in learning to judge a man for himself, and not for the place from where he had come.

And now she was liking his son—and everything about him—too much!

She forced herself to give her attention back to the horses. And in a matter of minutes, he emerged, hair still wet, skin carrying a bit of a sheen, but fully dressed and booted and ready to give her a turn in the water.

“Take as long as you wish,” he told her. “Unless, of course, someone comes, and I will have plenty of time to tell you. I know these woods. There’s the little trail. And other than that, you’d need to be a snake to get through the brush and the trees unseen and unheard.”

“Thank you!”

She hurried from him to the shore. And she understood his ecstatic expression as she stripped and stepped into the stream. To feel the fullness of the water, ever cold, embracing her skin, was wonderful. She dove into it, running her fingers through her hair, over her scalp. She found bits of gravelly earth with which to scrub. And it did feel like a little bit of heaven.

Emerging at last, she dressed and rejoined him.

“Thank you!”

“Ah, a pleasure for us both.”

“Pure sensation.”

He laughed suddenly. “We need to be careful with such words!”

Mounting her horse, Deidre shook her head as she looked down at him. “Sometimes, you are almost annoyingly moral,” she muttered.

“I beg your pardon. I do my very best—”

“You do very well,” she said softly. “Come, then, we need to reach home!”

He mounted and nudged a bit ahead of her to lead the way out, though it was rather obvious as there was no other way to go.

They left the narrow trail behind at last and rode abreast. She was thoughtful and worried, thinking about the dream that had so disoriented her during the night.

Running to his room.

Finding rest . . .

Finding such security and peace as she curled against him. Innocently, at least as far as her conscious mind went.

“What is it?” he asked her.

“I just keep thinking about the dream. Of being in the passageway. Not knowing who was the enemy and who was to be trusted, and then wondering if I know anything at all, if I’m suspicious without cause and—”

“Someone will betray us,” he said flatly.

“No, I’m curious. I don’t doubt your father. I doubt the man who gave him the information. What if he told us that someone would betray us just to sow seeds of mistrust among us?”

Kylin shook his head. “Talk to my father. The man with whom he spoke was truly grateful to be alive. Your father is truly a great man, merciful by nature—and by intelligence. I don’t believe the man lied. And it’s not just his word that we go by, Deidre. Only you and I know how strange this has been. I’d like to think it was me, but the sword saved your life when you discovered it. And then we found the cauldron. The spear—and the pebble, as you say. It all means something, Deidre. And I think we have it right.”

She let out a sigh. “Angus was . . . angry with my father. First, I suppose there isn’t a man out there who likes being told no. He thinks my father is an idiot and very wrong. To Angus, a woman’s role in this world is to go where she is told, create alliances and birth heirs. That is not so rare. Many, many—maybe most—leaders would feel that way. But I’m still uncomfortable with him, which, of course, makes me suspect him, when maybe I shouldn’t. I don’t know!”

“And then again, maybe we are wrong in our interpretation.”

“It’s neither man?” Deidre asked him.

“The dreams aren’t always crystal clear. I wasn’t in your dream, so I don’t know what you saw. But it’s possible that they were both there to defend the passages.”

She nodded slowly and said thoughtfully, “The men we saw—James of Munster, Angus of Ui Neill, Eion of Connaught and Berach of Linns—maybe none are guilty. Now we’ve also seen Cillian, but his destiny is so tied in with Declan’s that I can’t imagine he’d do anything against the man.”

“There’s something about Cillian . . . I don’t believe that he’d go against Declan, either. I mean . . .” He looked at her with a pained grin. “We may have some magical or heavenly help coming our way, but we’re mere mortals ourselves. Now, hopefully, we’ve gained some sense of human nature and our instincts and abilities to judge others are sound, but . . .”

“But we have no guarantees.”

“Ah! But we do have fathers. And soon, very soon, we can set this whole thing before them.”

That was true. They had only a few hours to go.

In that time, they talked a bit, and were silent a bit. And it was all right to be silent with Kylin. It was comfortable. She realized how easy it was to be with him, and despite herself, she kept envisioning the naked half of his body she had witnessed as he bathed. She chided herself for such foolishness. Then his words came to her mind.

They were mere mortals.

She was a mere mortal.

And with all those instincts, maybe it was natural that she would find herself attracted to such a man. Something, of course, that she didn’t dare think about at this time!

He lifted a hand and paused a few times as they rode, listening to the world around them, always wary lest an enemy await in ambush and fall upon them.

But the ride was uninterrupted. They stuck to the forest trails and in time, they heard a call out from one of the warriors ever on guard around their communities.

“Dragger!” Kylin called. “It’s Kylin and Deidre, returning!”

“Ah!”

One of Kylin’s father’s men appeared on the trail before him, a man of Sigurd’s age, and a warrior with the look of his people with a full head of golden hair just beginning to whiten and a beard to match.

Once upon a time, I would be leery of such a man.

Now she understood that a man’s birth did not make the man.

“Grateful I am to see you,” Dragger told them, riding to meet them. “And your mission?”

“We reached the ard-rí. Our people are warned throughout the land,” Kylin assured him. “But we don’t know who our enemies are.”

“Someone out there is in league with the jarl.” Dragger shook his head. “We’ve been careful since you left. Lady Deidre, your brother has kept a firm watch upon the sea and Sigurd has used us to guard the forest and stream. There has been nothing—it has been quiet. But I wonder . . .

“We’re supposed to be caught off guard, I imagine,” he continued. “I knew the jarl, Swen Jorgensen. He is a man perhaps a few years younger than your father and me, Kylin. He was an ambitious man, eager to teach others the art of the kill. Your father was already appalled by a few of the raids in which he’d taken part. Deidre, you must understand that when the head of a family gives an order, those under him are expected to follow suit, especially when among some, such a way of being has become life. I beg that you trust me, it is not all of our people.”

“Dragger,” Deidre could say truthfully, “I am well aware that most people, here and there, seek nothing more than survival—food to eat, shelter, happiness with loved ones. As I know that you come from many, many good people, and I know that there may be those who share my own heritage who seek greater riches and glory.”

Kylin looked at her and she thought, and hoped, it was with the understanding that she had learned much from him, and he admired her ability to change.

“Thank you, thank you, Deidre,” Dragger said. He sighed. “I believe that we must be able to see if hordes arrive on the coast, but Swen is cunning.”

“The enemy is slipping in. With trading ships, perhaps. We encountered men who had come after us, twice, and in twos. I believe the intent is to infiltrate, bit by bit, and then, of course, arrive with a large force. But we intend to have councils with our fathers to determine our next course of action,” Kylin told him.

“Let’s ride!” Deidre said.

Smiling at the two, she nudged her mount lightly with her heels and cantered on ahead of the two men who followed in her wake.

They arrived in the great clearing before her father’s walled home.

Men and women were out, selling their wares, bartering, trading. Children ran around the expanse, playing at their mock sword games with wooden toys, childish games, the practice of which might one day save their lives.

Such is the world, Deidre thought. Would it ever change? Were men—and women—simply destined to wage battles forever?

“Deidre!”

She was greeted by many of her father’s people. She dismounted and let her horse go to one of the lads, knowing the animal would be tended to with all care. Kylin and Dragger were behind her as she hurried through the entry to the courtyard and then into the ancient stone enclosure that was her home.

“Father?”

He appeared on the balcony, looking down, a smile spreading across his face before he hurried down to meet her.

He took her into his arms, embracing her warmly.

“Ah, lass, no matter a man’s faith, he worries when a child is far from his sight. But you two have done what you set out to do?”

He was looking over her head, she realized. At Kylin.

“We’d like to meet with you and my father,” Kylin told him. “And with Aidan.”

“Easy enough. Your father is up in my chambers. Aidan is on his way from the shoreline. Come along, you two. We are anxious to hear all that you have to say.”

Eamon was concerned at first that they might need refreshment after their long ride. Deidre assured her father that Cillian had sent them on their way with plenty to eat and drink as they rode. And still he called for food and drink, saying that Aidan would be with them soon.

Sigurd greeted Deidre warmly and embraced his son, obviously as relieved to see Kylin as Eamon had been to see his daughter.

Then Aidan arrived and the greetings went around again until at last they were all seated in a circle and Kylin spoke quietly, looking at Deidre.

“We were, as we all know, attacked by ships from the far north. We fought, caught in different places by the water and inland. Deidre was set upon, nearly knocked flat by a monster of a man.”

Deidre smiled grimly, looked down and picked up the tale.

“There’s been so much information shared between us all about the sword already. But what I didn’t admit to everyone is that I truly believe one of the Tuatha Dé Danann or an angel, or a creature that is both, was there. I was not nearly knocked flat—I was flat on my back. But the sword was there, and with that sword, I could fight with a skill beyond that of my usual abilities and, Father, thanks to your training, I do have skill. But the sword is extraordinary.”

“Then we shared the dream,” Kylin said. “We dreamed of a cauldron in the woods by Tara. I had the dream, and separately, Deidre had the dream. We both went to seek the cauldron.”

“And we found it,” Deidre said quietly.

Eamon appeared concerned, grappling with all the information, trying to make sure that he had given them everything that he could, and that he understood everything regarding a direction in which to go. He turned to Sigurd to explain, “As we’ve discussed, there were four gifts from the Tuatha Dé Danann. A sword, a cauldron—”

“A spear and a stone,” Deidre interrupted quietly. “And we have them all. Sigurd, you spoke with the injured man who warned us of an attack. Whether the spirits helping us are from the ancient world or the present, we sincerely believe that they are doing their best to give us what information they can and what weapons we may need to fight those who intend to come upon us.”

Sigurd looked at Eamon. Northmen, of course, had their own gods. Deidre believed that Kylin thought that in some strange way, it was all the same—a greater power seen by different peoples in different ways.

“Can it be?” Sigurd asked her father.

Eamon nodded grimly, giving his attention to Sigurd.

“And I believe that your son and my daughter have been chosen as recipients of these gifts because of their love of fairness and their wish for the prosperity of all the people of our island home. There is an innate goodness in them that has been seen. The good is that it appears the ancients wish to save us, those here now who honor the present and the past and the bounty of our land.” He turned back to Deidre and Kylin. “You have these things?” he asked. “I have seen the sword but . . .”

“We have them, sire,” Kylin assured him.

“And a cauldron is a weapon?” Sigurd asked.

“Well, it’s already taken down a would-be attacker,” Kylin told his father. “The spear . . . I have wielded it as well and it is powerful and true.”

“I believe there’s more to the cauldron,” Deidre said. “One can cook with it and probably much more. And the stone . . .”

She hesitated, looking at Kylin.

“The stone is not mammoth, as one might imagine. In fact, it is not big at all. But it, too, has proven to be a strange but invaluable weapon,” he explained.

“Ard-rí Declan came under attack while we were there,” Deidre continued. “Men no one knew lured him down to the center of his castle, alone, and meant to slay him, we’re certain. The stone was instrumental in stopping them.”

“And Declan has sent out emissaries, seeking to warn others and ask that each rí send out men from their counties or villages?”

“Aye, Father,” Deidre said.

“How do we do this?” Aidan asked. “We need to fight with the ard-rí when the time comes, but we dare not leave our shores unprotected.”

Deidre looked at Kylin again briefly before speaking.

“Things are coming to us. We believe they are visions sent to us by the fairy folk of the Tuatha Dé Danann or angels. I had a dream—when we reached the great mound and burial passageway at Tara, Kylin saw, in a vision, what I had seen in my dream. Great hordes coming at us. We believe that the great battle to be waged will be there. And we believe we are forewarned because many of us know the passageways, a way to hold back enemy forces, to flank our foes when they come upon us.”

“These are invaders from the sea,” Sigurd said. “Trust me, child, I know. And I know that Swen Jorgensen is a brutal man, determined that he must take what he wants. He is a man heedless of the bloodshed he leaves in his wake. He, in fact, relishes it.”

“Aye, in force, they must come from the sea, Father,” Kylin said. “But we believe that they are slipping in their scouts and early forces in small numbers, arriving perhaps in the night or as traders. Just a few men here and there, numbers that would cause no alarm. And, perhaps, they need to be lured inland so that we choose the ground upon which we face the final fight.”

“If the wounded man told you the truth,” Deidre said quietly.

“He is still tended by our women,” Sigurd said. “He has begged that he might stay if he recovers—he will fight for us, work for us, in any capacity. I believe him. He is grateful to be alive and he knows that it is because Rí Eamon chooses not to finish those who are down. He seeks a world where one fights to protect his homeland and not to seize what belongs to others.” He looked at Deidre. “If you don’t trust my word, perhaps you would like to speak with this man.”

“I trust your word,” she told him.

“Still, perhaps Aidan might see him with me. Someone else to judge the validity of a man’s words,” Sigurd said.

“Do you have a plan?” Aidan asked them.

Kylin sighed. “There isn’t time for us to travel the length and breadth of the island and attempt to discover who might be a traitor. We saw Angus, Eion, Berach and James, and . . . we don’t know.”

“Angus might well be bitter, but toward me, not Declan,” Eamon said.

“Again,” Kylin told him, “we just don’t know. But as it stands, Declan intends to warn everyone. The traitor will know that we are expecting such a thing among our ranks. But we believe in Cillian, and . . .” He paused to look at Deidre.

“Father,” she said, “we believe they must land in force near us. We will be ready for all our people to come behind the walls. We will be ready to repel them, whatever they might attempt. They don’t come with great siege machines, so those within the walls should be safe—safe and harrying their numbers with missiles and other means of fighting from behind the walls. But then we will lead them through terrain we know very well, force them to the mounds where we will have men ready to surround them, hidden within and around. That is not something we’ve shared with Declan as yet.”

“We have sought your council first,” Kylin said, bowing his head in acknowledgment of their elders.

“Declan and Cillian will need to be part of this plan,” Eamon said.

“Aye, Father,” Deidre agreed.

“What of our homeland?” Aidan wondered.

“Son, this land is your inheritance,” Eamon told him. “It will fall to you, and your sister, just as the village will belong to Kylin on Sigurd’s passing. Aidan, you will stay here. Sigurd and I will move as is necessary when the time comes. We still need to consider serious tactics on this. Sigurd and I have traveled many times to visit Cillian as we are close neighbors, and together, we have all honored the ard-rí. I believe we’ll send you two out again, to bring this to a meeting with Cillian and the Declan. And if they agree, it sounds as if we have a solid plan. Except that it may not be easy to convince them that you can lure the forces after you to the battleground of our choosing.”

“Sire, I honestly think that we’ll manage well enough. When prepared, this walled domicile is a fine fortress. With nothing to gain here, they will come inland, especially if they think that a meagre array of troops is headed that way,” Kylin argued.

“Quite possibly—especially if they have come to seize the isle. There is no place more sacred upon the isle than Tara,” Eamon said. “You will leave again come the morning. Now, you two must sleep because you must be weary with so much riding and more to be done on the morrow.”

“Good night, then, Father, Sigurd. Thank you for . . . listening. Believing. Aidan! I swear—”

Aidan interrupted her with a laugh. “Deidre, I’m your brother. I know your heart as few others may!”

He walked to her. She hugged him warmly. Her brother was an exceptionally good man. Of course, as children, they had driven one another crazy. But that had turned into a closeness when they had become adults.

“Love you, Aidan,” Deidre murmured.

He smiled at her, and she hurried on out.

She wasn’t sure if she was surprised, grateful or not happy at all that their fathers had understood so easily, believed in them with little proof of what they were saying.

She forced herself not to look at Kylin as she fled.

We are to be on the road again together tomorrow!

Our fathers, she thought dryly, do have tremendous faith.

She hurried to her chambers, greeting friends as she moved along the way, reassuring them that she was well, that her missions were going well.

At last, in the sanctity of her own room, she lay down to sleep.

As ever, she wondered if she would dream.

And she thought of the night in the guest room at Cillian’s earthwork castle. She remembered waking in such bizarre fear.

Fear—from a dream.

Had one man intended to fight with her and the other slay her? Were they both enemies, were they both friends?

Therein, she knew, lay the fear. And, with all things, it must be met head-on. They couldn’t suspect any man because of their feelings toward him. Just because a human being might be coarse, he wasn’t necessarily a murdering traitor.

She tossed and turned.

And she wished that she could sleep as she had before, curled against Kylin. She had been deeply grateful to her father for never forcing her hand. She knew what was expected of a wife, and yet with others, she’d felt nothing but a desire not to be touched, not to be used, not to be a plaything, a servant.

And with Kylin . . .

All I want is for him to touch me.

Half asleep, she smiled. His ethics! She was safer with him than she’d ever been with anyone else in the world.

In every way.

Finally, she drifted off to sleep, still wishing that she might be lying beside him, feeling his warmth.

Mist rose in the dream. The air was damp with it, yet she could see. She was in a small clearing and the cauldron sat atop a fire.

So many previous dreams of battle scenes, images of running, screaming warriors . . .

This was different. She was stirring something in the cauldron, and she was surrounded by friends, her father’s men, Sigurd’s men and a few of the women who, like her, had been trained for battle rather than cooking.

But she was cooking!

A silvery presence was next to her, whispering about herbs.

And she was adding them to the mixture, listening gravely. And when she had finished, the men and women were coming to her, all with their carved wooden bowls, seeking scoops of the potion she had been mixing in the cauldron.

They were at peace, enjoying the fire, enjoying the sweet quiet of the forest.

Whatever she’d created in the cauldron must have been good. An injured man stood and smiled at her, steady on a leg that had sustained a serious sword thrust.

She realized that all those surrounding her had been injured. They were not the full body of their forces.

And she hadn’t created poultices; she hadn’t come with healing mixtures to set beneath their linen bandages.

She had created something that healed from within.

In her sleep she twisted and turned, trying to awaken. She wondered if she had learned the true power of the cauldron. With the help of the silver angel or fairy, she could create sustaining foods that also healed.

She couldn’t run next door to see Kylin. He slept with his people, in his father’s village, so she would tell him when they rode out.

Morning came and memory of the dream stayed with her. She washed and dressed and prepared to head out once again, running downstairs as soon as she was ready.

Kylin had already arrived. He was frowning as he listened to her father.

“Sigurd and I spoke about this at length last night—it will solve the problems that might arise among any of the nobility,” Eamon was saying.

Confused, Deidre joined them.

“Father?”

“You never need fear, my precious daughter. I swore when you were a child, I’d not let you die as your mother died, defenseless. I would make a warrior of you, a woman who could defend herself against any man. I said that you might choose your own husband, or not to have a husband, if you did not wish to have one. But as I was telling Kylin, on this mission, we would have you lie.”

“Father, lie to the ard-rí? Sire, this is a grave situation—”

“Not about the situation, Deidre. About you and Kylin. Word will go out that the two of you are promised to one another. That will solve any question with men like Angus who still think that eventually he will create an alliance that will give him sway here, on the coast. There are others like him, men who will forget what they seek if they know that you are promised to another.”

“I told your father that you would not like the idea,” Kylin said. “But I’ve listened to his wisdom. In this, we might well save ourselves difficulty with others.”

“I just . . .” Deidre began. She shook her head. It seemed that any thoughts fled her mind, other than the strangeness of what her father wanted them to do.

“Deidre, I expect nothing. It’s a tale we must tell,” Kylin said.

And what if I do expect something, want something? she thought fleetingly.

“I’m sorry, I just want to be taken as seriously as any warrior,” Deidre said. “I am not for show—I am a warrior of equal footing.”

Kylin grinned, looking from Eamon to her.

“Equal? You’re the child of Rí Eamon! You are the superior in our twosome,” he assured her. Then he looked at her father.

“Eamon, it will be as you and my father say,” Kylin vowed. He looked at Deidre. “Well, beloved, shall we move on, then? We ride to Declan first and ask that he and a team of his warriors travel on to Cillian, and together, we will set our plan.”






Chapter 9

IT WAS EARLY.

They’d had time to rest the night before and Kylin had awakened early to speak with his father and Eamon. And, of course, it was early when they were ready to leave.

Which made him hesitate. There was one thing that he wanted to do: speak with the man who had been injured in the battle at the shore—and been spared because of Eamon’s mercy.

He stopped because they had been almost out the door on their way to the stables.

“Father, Rí Eamon, I’m sorry, but I would like to speak to the man who has told us about this plan.”

Sigurd and Eamon looked at one another and nodded. It was good to see that the two men seemed to be of one thought on most things. Especially this pretense that he and Deidre were to wed. He wasn’t sure it was going to solve any of the problems they might have with the leaders who had longed for an alliance—or a chance at Eamon’s lands—through a marriage to his daughter.

They might be all the more resentful. After all, who was he? The son of a man who had thrown himself on Eamon’s mercy.

To some, still an enemy himself.

I was born on this land! he reminded himself. To an Irish mother. And his father had proven his strength and his loyalty time and time again.

He left Eamon’s walled compound and headed along the path to the thatched-roof dwelling where the injured still recovered.

He knew that Eamon had seen to it that men were tended by the healers and midwives together; it was a way to encourage peace between peoples.

On his way he waved to villagers, young men and women passing with wares, sheep, goats, chickens and more. The people had been warned that danger might be close, but they lived there always knowing that raiders might come from the sea.

They knew that they had to live their lives: grow crops and raise farm animals, create tools . . . exist.

But to do it all vigilantly, now more so than ever.

He greeted everyone with friendship. They knew that his father’s warriors would always join with Eamon’s to protect them. And yet they all knew as well that most of the leaders in the country honored the ard-rí, Declan, and that his power could be great when forces became overwhelming.

A young woman was at the door when he arrived at the cottage. Her name was Colleen and he and she had always been friends; her father was one of his father’s men, a foreigner here, while her mother had been in the household of Eamon’s wife when she had lived.

“Kylin!” She greeted him with a warm smile and an embrace. “We’ve worried, all of us knowing that . . . well, of course, Aidan is a wonderful man and an incredible guard and warrior, truly the heir any man might desire. But we’ve all known that you and Deidre were on a mission to warn others that a massive danger might well exist and, naturally, we feared for you. We are grateful you are home!”

“I’m afraid we’re off again, Colleen. And you must remember, when Aidan calls the alarm, it is time to get behind the wall.”

“Aye,” she said quietly. She swept out an arm, indicating the room.

“Many have been healed to a point where they might leave. Aidan ordered that more cottages such as this be crafted and . . . he is an amazing man. Of those who survived the raid, there are nine among the captured. Three are still lying flat. But six men are working and working hard. I know their language, of course, as you do and they all seem to be very good men. They followed their leaders loyally, but they didn’t want to die. And they knew that they would be left to die, to be butchered cruelly, perhaps, and they are all grateful. I’ve talked to my father so many times and there are so many where our fathers were born who are simply trying to survive. These men told me that there are many who have no decent land and all they want to do is find a place to live, a place to survive, to raise their children! There will be more, Kylin, more . . . settlements?”

“I’m sure there will be,” Kylin said. He heard a movement and turned.

Deidre had come behind him. Naturally, she had heard Colleen’s description of the men and events in their absence.

He couldn’t tell from her expression what she was feeling, but she greeted Colleen warmly and said, “I didn’t mean to intrude. I thought I’d like to be with you when we questioned the man who has been telling your father about events to come.”

“Of course!” Colleen murmured. “That is Eric over there, on the last pallet. He has begun to stand, each day a few seconds more. But it will be a while before he can walk again and because of the seriousness of the great gash in his calf, we change his poultices and bandages daily.”

“I’ll start,” Kylin murmured, heading over to the pallet where the man lay. He knew that Deidre followed close behind.

The injured man seemed typical of many of his father’s people. In health, he would have been tall and broad shouldered, a big man with a flowing blond beard and long blond hair. His eyes were as blue as the morning sky; his face was ruddy.

“I’m Kylin, son of Sigurd,” Kylin told the man. “We’re grateful for the information you have given us.”

“I’m Eric, son of Agnar,” the man said. “I fight with myself daily. I did not want to come on such a raid—I disagreed with the plan to rob churches, kidnap women and children . . . slay every man. There are those who go out seeking land with no man upon it, eager for space, and those who come to rob and pillage, but in my village . . .” He broke off, shaking his head. “I have never encountered anyone like Rí Eamon. He had the great strength to show kindness.”

Kylin knew that Deidre stood just behind him.

“This is Eamon’s daughter, Deidre,” he said.

“Eric,” Deidre said quietly, nodding and smiling in acknowledgment. “You have been a good man, helping us in turn.” She suddenly frowned. “And you’re speaking our language very well! I had thought that I’d be struggling to understand yours.”

“I’m afraid that many of the servants in my home village have been kidnapped from these shores, Briton, and the lands of the Picts and the Scotia,” he said. “A young woman who cared for me when I was a child came from here. She taught me well.”

Deidre smiled and nodded again.

“You told my father that Swen Jorgensen will have an ally among the leaders of the Irish,” Kylin said.

“That was his promise to us as we set sail. We were to be the first ground invasion, but that did not go as Swen had planned, most obviously,” Eric added dryly. “But there were other contingencies in place.” He inhaled. “We were not told much. We were to take the land by the shore here and go out into the valley and hills and hold tight. Our leader had come here before, trading on the tip of the little peninsula, then slipping down the river with just a few of his men to enter the heart of the country and meet with someone who would welcome him and his power to seize all the land.”

“But you don’t know who he was to meet?” Kylin asked.

The man shook his head. “I swear before all the gods, if I knew, I would tell you. What I do know is that Swen is putting together a great horde of warriors with a slew of longboats, and he will come ashore. I believe he will suspect that someone else has knowledge of his plans and thus gather a great mass of warriors to meet him here. He planned to have enough forces to take down any number of those who might come against him and I believe . . .” He looked away nervously.

“You were supposed to have taken my father’s compound, aye?” Deidre asked softly.

“We failed. But I don’t think that in the end, the taking of the compound was any kind of an end goal. He seeks something greater,” Eric said.

“Tara,” Deidre said softly.

“I have heard of it. An ancient burial ground. A sacred site. One honored by all the Irish. With Tara in his hands, Swen would rule the country,” Eric said.

“Declan is considered ard-rí, ‘high king,’” Deidre said. “But each county and some of our larger villages have their own rís, or ‘kings,’ who rule—”

“Swen wants it all!” Eric said quietly. He looked at Deidre. “Swen . . . Had I been one of you on the ground, Swen would have taken a sword and made an end of it. You have given me my life, and I swear, I would do anything to honor the man who granted me this life!” He looked at Kylin. “Thank you.”

“No, thank her and Eamon,” Kylin said. “I have learned mercy from them myself.”

“But you learned,” Eric murmured. “I am still so amazed at the beauty of mercy. And I am thankful!”

“We’re going to have you all moved behind the wall,” Kylin told him. “They are preparing weaponry to defend against an attack and any attempted siege. Because of you, people will be safe and trust me, within those walls, we will prevail. But as you said, he wants to go to Tara. We will help lead him there. Now, care for yourself.”

He rose and stood by Deidre.

“Thank you, Eric,” she told him. “Be well.”

She led the way out, pausing to thank Colleen for all that she was doing.

Colleen caught Kylin’s arm as he followed Deidre.

“Eamon’s daughter is beloved, you know. Guard her, Kylin. Of course, I know you. You would give your life for any of us, but—”

“We will do fine. She’s an exceptional warrior,” Kylin assured her.

“There’s rumor that your fathers are discussing a liaison between you and Deidre.”

“There will always be rumors,” Kylin said.

“And those who don’t like what they hear,” Colleen reminded him. “Be careful, Kylin, for Deidre, for you.”

“Always,” he soothed. “We are leaving again to make certain arrangements with the ard-rí. But Eamon and Aidan will be making sure that while life goes on here as usual, preparations are made behind the walls where everyone can reside when the hordes arrive. Pay great heed to all that is said!”

She smiled sweetly at him. “I’m not a warrior. I’m your basic coward, dear friend. Trust me, I will be behind the walls.”

He smiled and left her at last.

Deidre had moved out to the center of the gravelly main road that stretched through the village. She wasn’t alone. She was deep in conversation with her brother, Aidan.

He looked up and nodded at Kylin.

“We’re underway,” Aidan informed him. “Our first preparations—great cauldrons to rain down fire upon those who would scale the walls. Stacks of missiles to use against the invaders as well and, of course, our men are prepared to take on anyone in hand-to-hand combat. But our reasoning is sound—the defense must be from behind the walls. Oh, and we’re creating stocks of food, but they will be limited.”

“We’ll be prepared to lead the enemy inland,” Kylin said.

Deidre was silent. Aidan was looking at him curiously.

“I’m not sure if our fathers’ decision to let it be believed that they have betrothed the two of you is . . . Well, I’m afraid that while a greater enemy is about to come upon us, it may well anger some who are supposed to be aligned with us. I fear for you both, lest some angry past suitor seek revenge.”

“I’ve tried to tell my brother that this may be a good thing. In their reactions, others may give themselves away if they do intend to betray Declan,” Deidre said.

“And that’s true.” Aidan winced. “I just worry about the personal danger it might bring upon you two.”

“We’ll be prepared,” Kylin assured him.

“Oh, by and by,” Aidan told him, grinning. “Someone mentioned that the two of you together could be a powerful alliance. Against me.”

“Aidan!” Kylin said. “First, it is a ploy—”

Aidan was laughing. “Kylin, I’m not in the least worried about either of you. We have been privileged to grow in an incredible environment with men who are possibly some of the finest on earth. One day—and I pray that it will be a day far, far from now—I will be rí, my father’s heir. But you will take your father’s place in your village, and as our fathers have supported one another for years and years, so shall we.”

Kylin smiled at Aidan. “And so it shall be. Though, I, too, pray that our fathers will live on and on!”

“Aidan, I just worry—” Deidre began.

“There is no worry here, sister.” He smiled at her, his hands on her shoulders. “Thanks to Sigurd, and thanks to your travels, we are forewarned and so help me, prepared for what will come. And I know that you will see that the enemy is led on to where the great battle must be.” He sighed. “I wish that they had spoken to me.”

“Pardon, brother?” Deidre asked, frowning.

Aidan laughed again. “The Tuatha Dé Danann, angels, fairy folk . . . all one and the same, I don’t know. But I believe with my whole heart that they have spoken to you, and that between us all, we will be the survivors.”

“Aidan, thank you,” Kylin said. “Your faith is greatly appreciated.”

“All this is too good,” Deidre said, shaking her head. “We’re having support from Father, from Sigurd, from you. Our people believe in us, perhaps believe in the lie. It seems too good to be true . . . that somewhere, somehow, the tide will turn, someone will refute us . . . Oh, I don’t know! I’m so worried.”

Aidan set his hands firmly on her shoulders, causing her to look up at him. “Did you hear what I said? The ancients have chosen you. I’d have been happy had they chosen me, but you are the next best thing. Will you face danger, hard times, death—oh, aye! But for all of us, we must be banded together, and have faith.”

She smiled at her brother at last, and nodded. “Thank you, Aidan.”

“We saw Colleen. And we saw the injured invader Eric,” Kylin told Aidan.

“I know. Deidre was speaking about your conversation when you came out to the road,” Aidan said.

“I may be a bit like Deidre. I admit to being worried that all the injured may be as loyal now to a new regime, as grateful for their lives. And yet . . .”

“In my father’s world, they cannot be left behind,” Aidan said. “They will be brought behind the wall. But while merciful, my father isn’t stupid. We will have careful eyes upon them at all times. And, of course, you are returning here to lead the troops to tempt them onward and inland.”

Kylin nodded. “We woke so early, and we should have been on our way.”

“We’ve delayed a bit, but we head out now!” Deidre declared, more determined now. “Come on, my beloved,” she added dryly.

Aidan suddenly drew his sister to him, holding Deidre close.

“I can’t do this alone. You two must survive.”

“Promise!” Deidre teased.

He laughed suddenly. “Just as you promised you wouldn’t eat the last berry when we were children?”

“Sadly, we’re no longer children.” Deidre smiled wistfully.

“And I trust in your every promise. Go!” Aidan commanded her.

“Aye, my lord,” Deidre said, grinning as she turned from her brother and walked in the direction of the stables.

It wasn’t easy getting away; news was spreading about the expected attack and the plans to be made to defend the village. Friends stopped them, anxious, and they had to be reassured. Eamon, Sigurd and Aidan would speak to all those in the villages that afternoon. Kylin and Deidre finally made their way to the horses, and then on into the woods.

“We could reach Cillian today,” Kylin said thoughtfully as they rode. “Perhaps we should do that, then move on to speak with Declan. We should, of course, explain more of our battle tactics to Cillian.”

“All right, that should be fine. I know that my father has runners ready to move in any direction if anything happens quickly.”

“We know that anything might happen at any time. But because the men who attacked us failed to take a hold, I believe we have a few days of grace time, all to our benefit to prepare.”

Deidre nodded. “All right, then. Onward to Cillian!”

She spurred her horse and rode ahead. He followed. They slowed as they moved through thicker foliage on the trail.

“Colleen is an amazing young woman,” Deidre said.

“Aye, that she is. And still, a mix—a mutt—like me.”

“Please! Look at our history. I had a right to be wary—”

“You did. But not after my father proved his loyalty for well over twenty years!” he reminded her.

She glanced at him and made a face.

“I forgive you,” he said with mock solemnity.

“Oh?” She laughed. “You know that you have changed my mind, taught me that a man makes himself—his birth cannot control what he becomes.”

“True and not true,” he said, shaking his head. “My father has often spoken to me about the village where he was born. Children are taught from an early age that they need to train, be fierce and sail their great longboats to seize what they can from others. Yet, there, too, he knew gentle men who just wished to work, live in the comfort of their homes, raise their children. But, sadly, when a ruler wants absolute power, what he does to the minds of little ones can be terrifying.”

“Well, I am seeing more clearly that your father is quite the amazing man. And I was just curious. You and Colleen . . .”

“Jealous—my beloved?”

“Curious.”

“We are friends.”

“Your father hasn’t suggested forming a greater alliance through marriage?”

“My father is like yours in many, many ways,” he told her. “I have been left to make my own choices in life. Until now, of course,” he teased.

She let out a soft sigh. “You are a man. For men it is different. When a woman weds a man, she is expected to be little more than his servant in all things.”

“Never my mother,” Kylin assured her. “They talk . . . my parents talk about people, cultures, his and hers, and no, she was not trained as a warrior as you were. But she has always been the one to listen to my father. He in turn takes her every word to heart, has leaned upon her, loved her . . . and, I am willing to bet, your mother was no servant to your father.”

“And yet it was her death that led him to determine that I must be among the best trained warriors possible,” Deidre murmured.

“Well, we will play our roles in this game nonetheless,” he told her, then looked away. He had cared for others in his life; he’d had his share of fleeting affairs as he’d grown to manhood. And it was true that he’d known from a young age that he would be allowed to make his choices. He had never found the woman with whom he wanted to awaken every morning, whose voice and laughter he wanted to hear throughout his lifetime.

Until now.

In this ridiculous and dangerous game.

If it were but true! I can’t deny the attraction. I’m equally certain that Deidre feels it as well, but now . . .

They were about to come under attack and they needed to make use of every advantage at their disposal, and if the world believed that they were to be a couple, truly combining the lands of Eamon and Sigurd, well, if it was necessary, so be it.

“It’s just . . .” Deidre began.

“Just what?”

“I am my father’s emissary,” she said. “I’m not an accessory!”

Kylin couldn’t help the laughter that burst from him.

“What?”

“By all the gods or angels, dear lass, no one in his or her right mind would ever, ever consider you an accessory!”

“Well, you know that. But—”

“Men like Angus will learn that, too, I promise.”

“But this story we’re using . . . it hasn’t hurt you in any way, has it?” Deidre asked him.

“Hurt me? How?”

“Well, it was quite obvious this morning that, whether you realize it or not, Colleen has looked at you in a different way.”

He shook his head. “Trust me, please. This doesn’t hurt me in any way.” Other than I realize that I’m wishing it was true! “No,” he said aloud. “When I say that we are friends, it is true. I think the world of her. I also believe I know who she does care for, and . . .”

“Who?”

He grinned. “It may all be in my mind,” he said.

“Tell me. I swear, I’ll say nothing.”

He laughed softly. “Your brother!”

“Aidan?”

“Aye, Aidan.”

“I wonder if he has any idea. She is lovely and I’d love to see my brother with someone who is so giving and kind. Perhaps, when this is over—”

“You promised not to tell him.”

“I won’t tell him. But, perhaps, we could arrange to have them together a bit more,” Deidre said.

He grinned at that. “Well, as they move the injured behind the wall, they’ll be together at times, I’m certain. And, as you say, perhaps—”

“If we all survive.”

“—if we all survive, we can get them together more.”

“Ah, another battle tactic!” Deidre laughed.

Kylin reined in, bringing a finger to his lips.

He had heard a rustling behind them. Someone following them, he was certain.

He motioned to Deidre and she nodded, understanding with no words needing to be said between them.

Kylin indicated the trail ahead where there were thick clumps of trees and foliage on either side.

She nodded again, taking the reins and leading her mount to the right while he started over to the left.

“They are just ahead—I know it,” he said softly. “And we are far enough from the village, not too close to Cillian’s. It’s time to take them down.”

Kylin was certain that Deidre had heard the whisper of a man coming after them as clearly as he had.

And a moment later, a rider emerged, a battle-ax in his hands as he watched the trail before them.

He started to heft his spear.

But the man let out a grunt and fell from his horse.

The pebble that had to be the great Stone of Fal, one of the fabled gifts of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Deidre had hurled it with perfect aim.

The man’s horse let out a snort and reared. Another rider, coming up behind him—this one wielding a large, gleaming sword, rode into view.

“Rian!” the man shouted, looking around and dismounting, hurrying to the downed man. “Rian!”

Kylin hefted the spear, walking out onto the trail to confront the standing enemy.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “Why do you seek to kill us?” he demanded.

The man didn’t reply. Rather, he let out a roar and lifted his blade high, springing toward Kylin to kill him with all speed.

Kylin let the spear of legend sail from his hand.

And the man went down.

Again, two had come after them. Two. And the one man had called the other “Rian.” That was a common name on the isle, and one not so well known among the Northmen.

“So they are all still about the countryside, seeking us in twos,” Deidre mused, emerging from the shelter of the trees. “Why? What is this plan?”

“To stop us,” Kylin said flatly. But even as he spoke, he heard a whir from behind him. He turned to see that this time, their attackers had not come in twos.

A man was flying at him with a battle-ax.

And another rushed through the trail in his wake.

He spun in time to duck the swing of the battle-ax and draw his own sword. His attacker’s axe stuck in a tree; the man quickly drew his sword to rearm himself.

But as the man drew the weapon, he flew past Kylin, ready to assault Deidre.

Kylin knew that she would be ready with the shimmering silver sword that had been the first of the gifts they’d received.

The man battling him was a giant with a fiery red beard and a balding head. He knew how to use his weight and bulk in a battle.

But Kylin had been trained by his father and, like many young men of his station, he’d ridden alongside Rí Eamon and thus he had trained with two of the best warriors ever, and just as the man used his bulk, Kylin used his speed.

The clang of steel was loud in the forest, causing birds to take flight and create an ever greater sound of cawing and clashing among the trees.

He had to keep reminding himself that Deidre had the shimmering sword, that the silver mist, angels, fairies would be with her.

Deidre could hold her own.

And finally, his opponent made a lunge at him that he sidestepped, sending the man crashing into an oak with the bulk of his weight working against him.

When the man fell, Kylin turned and saw Deidre was managing fine against the man intent on wresting the sword from her.

“Kylin!” she called.

She didn’t need help. She was warning him that yet another man was coming along the trail, barging his way toward them.

Her warning gave him time to step aside; the man crashed by him and he struck his would-be assassin hard on the head with the hilt of his sword.

He turned back to the trail.

No more men seemed to be coming after them. He headed for Deidre and the man she fought, but even as she did so, the shimmering sword seemed to glow to light and with a sure, swift stroke, Deidre brought her opponent down.

He and Deidre looked at one another over the bodies of their fallen enemies.

“So many!” she marveled. “Kylin, they came one after the other. What if the idiots had attacked in force? I don’t doubt your abilities and I know you don’t doubt mine, not with this sword, but still . . .”

“We know now that they may not be sending just two against two,” he said. “We need to just leave them, to move quickly. There could be others behind us.”

“Or ahead of us.”

“And that’s why we must get to Cillian immediately.”

They mounted up and started along the trail again.

There was noise behind them.

Kylin briskly turned back again, and almost smiled. It was just the sound of the horses that had borne the fallen men.

“The horses are following us?” Deidre murmured.

“Well, I’m sure we can always use more horses!” he said.

She nodded. “As long as we keep checking that it’s just horses following us.”

“There’s a clearing ahead. Let’s speed up and see what they do.”

They loped across the clearing, up a small hill and down another. The horses stayed with them. As they slowed their gait again, Kylin looked back, studying the animals.

“They seem to be fine enough mounts. Strange, they might have been free.”

“Ah, but the creatures were surely born in captivity—they know human care. And perhaps—” he smiled and shrugged “—they wish not to ride against others, but to find a home where they are welcome, tended, and given a fine pasture in which to play and live.”

Deidre smiled back. “Only a little way to go,” she said. “We’ll reach Cillian’s land soon now.”

“Not soon enough,” Kylin said.

He looked back again.

No human beings rode in their wake.

The enemies’ mounts watched and waited, ready to follow them. Fine enough horses. And they would, he thought, make a fine addition to Cillian’s stables.






Chapter 10

I’M NOT SURE I understand,” Cillian said. “These men will attack the shore, but you want to lead them here—to attack my people, so very close to the seat of the ard-rí?”

Deidre inhaled deeply, glancing at Kylin, who gave her a subtle nod before she attempted her explanation again.

“Never, sire, to your people, to your earthworks, but rather to the great hill with the ancient burial passages beneath. And it’s not a matter of sacrificing your people for ours—they will not breach my father’s walls. His stronghold is amazing, especially when he is forewarned, when our people are within, and the walls have been strengthened with all manner of defenses. But that doesn’t even matter. As we told you before, the enemy’s intent is to take down Ard-rí Declan and anyone standing by his side. Sigurd, my father and my brother, Aidan, will repel the invaders. When they do, the invaders will start upon the next county or village—whether we prepare a defense or not.”

“This way, Rí Cillian,” Kylin said, “we are the ones controlling the battle. And when we have control of the great hill and the passages, we will be able to both surprise and outflank the enemy.” He began to draw imaginary lines on the floor. “Warriors here, sire, ready to arise. To the west, a contingent, and to the east, a contingent. They are cut off from their longboats and caught between our forces.”

“Except that we don’t know as yet which of our leaders might be playing their games with the invaders!” Cillian shook his head, angered by the very concept of a man turning against his own people. “In my father’s day, I once traveled to the land of the Northmen. So many were kind and welcoming, seeking trade, seeking friendship. But, also, I know of this jarl, Swen Jorgensen. Survivors of one of his brutal attacks against the Britons made it to our shores once. He cares not if he massacres infants or men. There is something not quite human about the man. It’s as if he lives with demons where a man’s soul should be.”

“Aye, sire,” Deidre said softly. “But he is coming. And our best way to maintain all that we hold dear and sacred is to place our final battle upon the hill. And while he may not be human—” she paused, looking over at Kylin again “—we believe that we have the help of the ancients, perhaps the souls of the ancients, perhaps the angels of St. Patrick. We have goodness in our hearts against such barbarity. Sire, we do need your help, your blessing. This is how the Jarl can be defeated!”

Cillian looked at her and slowly nodded.

“You are your father’s daughter,” he said. He looked over at Kylin. “There are rumors that you two plan to unite your villages.”

“Well, sire, our village is already an extension of Eamon’s lands, but we will truly unite all who live among us. Indeed, the rumors are true, Rí Cillian. Something that was agreed when we were recently home, as we sought counsel with our fathers and Aidan, when we agreed that we must come here, sire, because your agreement with this tactic has been deemed the most necessary. Our fathers would never make such a move without your agreement.”

“Many a man will be most unhappy,” Cillian muttered. “And, as for the agreement, naturally, your fathers will defend their lands and there are few as able as the men of your combined forces. But agreement seems a given—since with or without your help, they will come here. So, I do like to think of myself as an intelligent man and therefore, of course, you have my complete agreement on what is to be done. Now, we’ll eat and sleep. And come the morning, we’ll go to Declan together.”

“Thank you, sire!” Deidre said.

“And you know, of course, where you will bide for the night,” Cillian said. “But first, food will be served in my hall, and you must be hungry.”

Kylin nodded his thanks, laughing softly. “Sire, you are most generous. One thing is that with you, we never go hungry.”

“The beauty of the richness of our land,” Cillian said proudly. “Now, you will accompany me, please.”

Deidre glanced at Kylin. He smiled at her and nodded, reaching for her hand.

“I am surprised,” Cillian said as they headed from his council chamber to his great hall. “Word has been that you intended to be your brother’s right-hand advisor one day, that you chose to be independent.”

Deidre smiled. “Ah, sire. This was not so much arranged for us as it was our decision. You see, sire, I needed to be part of our land, part of defending our land. I needed my words and my advice to be heard. I don’t seek to insult anyone, sire, but many a man wishes to have a wife who is . . .”

“Ah, like children. Seen but not heard,” Cillian said.

He paused outside the banqueting hall. “That is why I never remarried, lass. I seek a companion who will be with me in all things, a warrioress such as yourself. And she is out there, somewhere, I know. You have my greatest respect, and though not needed, my most sincere blessing.”

Deidre looked at him in surprise. She’d never imagined that Cillian would seek something more than someone to grace his court with beauty and bear his children. He was a widower now, but from all that she knew, he had loved his wife. She was gone now. And yet she had always admired the man, so it shouldn’t have been such a surprise.

She and Kylin managed to thank him in unison.

They headed into the banqueting hall.

“Deidre!”

She turned to see that her friend Sloane, a young woman of Cillian’s court with whom she’d stayed several times when she’d visited with her father through the years, was standing next to her. She was a beautiful girl with dark hair and light amber eyes and she smiled, curious to meet Kylin.

Deidre introduced them and then felt ridiculously awkward again as Sloane excitedly congratulated them.

Deidre and Kylin shared a glance. It seemed they had to travel the countryside to bring important messages to the right places, but this news had spread like wildfire.

Before they could talk long, Cillian summoned Kylin to follow him to speak with one of his men and Deidre was left along with Sloane.

“Wonderful, you’ve made a decision at last,” Sloane gushed. “Oh, and I do understand, aye. What a strikingly handsome fellow!”

Deidre looked over at Kylin where he was speaking with others. She’d always known that he cut a striking figure, tall, exceptionally well-muscled yet lean, with broad shoulders. His features were like a statue chiseled by the ancients, handsome and sharply angled.

His handsome appearance was just something she had acknowledged, but not cared much about when she had been busy feeling indignant about him because of the circumstances of his birth. She had now heard so many times how wonderful many of the “enemy” were—as a child whose mother had been brutally killed in a raid, it had just been hard to accept.

“Deidre?”

“Oh, sorry! I . . . um . . . aye! He’s a lovely man. Intelligent—”

“And fierce,” Sloane said.

Deidre grinned. “Almost as fierce as I am,” she agreed, causing Sloane to laugh. “And what of you? What’s going on in your life?”

“My father has passed,” Sloane said.

“I’m so sorry—”

“Ah, it’s all right. He was very old, you know. He was very old when he married my mother. But they loved one another. My mother tells me that they lived a beautiful life—well, you know, except those times we fell under attack. Then again, most attacks fell against the shore. He was truly a good man, a great and loyal warrior for Cillian, and then, oh! As he aged, he worked with monks, he learned to be a scribe, and he wrote down wonderful stories for us, some true, some legend, and some, well, we’ll never know which group they fall into. He was in my mother’s arms, and he was at peace when he passed. I know that he rests with the angels—he was a good man.”

“I’m so certain that he rests with the angels, too,” Deidre said softly.

“And with your mother,” Sloane said.

“She loved stories, too. Perhaps they sit on soft clouds somewhere, watching over those who they have left behind, regaling one another with their stories,” Deidre said.

Sloane grinned and nodded. “And, well, I’m a bit nervous.” She looked around, trying to assure herself that no one else could hear them. “There’s a rumor regarding me and Angus. My father was a cousin to Cillian, you know.”

“Oh, well, he wishes an alliance somewhere and you are among the nobility in Cillian’s house,” Deidre said, trying to smile.

“No, no, no,” Sloane said, shaking her head. “I don’t believe Cillian will force me and you know yourself . . . Angus is horrible! He wants his word to be law, always, he would use me, abuse me and still seek others. I . . . I despise the man!”

Deidre understood completely. She had to admit, she hadn’t actually despised Angus, but she had always seen the tremendous stretch of his ego, the way he treated those beneath him. And, thankfully, her father had seen it, too. If he hadn’t, it wouldn’t have mattered. Because he had always treated her as equal, despite her being a girl.

“I don’t think you need to be afraid,” Deidre whispered. “I think even other men see him as—”

“A brutal man convinced that he should be the ard-rí?” Sloane asked.

Angus!

Someone is going to betray the ard-rí. Is it Angus? Does his personality show the truth of his intentions? Or, once again, are we creating a monster out of a man because we dislike him so very much?

“I don’t think you need to worry. From all that I know about Rí Cillian, he would never force you into anything,” Deidre told her.

Sloane smiled. “There is someone else I believe may have done some hinting about me to Cillian.”

“Oh?”

“Eion of Connaught,” Sloane whispered. “And . . . well, aye! Maybe. I admit to being intrigued. I met him when I attended Cillian at a meeting last year and he was polite and charming and he’s not young, but he’s not terribly old! Some are married off to aging men who already smell of rot!”

Deidre laughed. “Well, then, great! If it’s something you want to happen, perhaps you should mention that to Cillian, who, by the way seems to be summoning me to take my place at the table.”

“Go, go! It is wonderful to see you.”

“I believe we’ll be seeing more of one another.”

Sloane nodded solemnly. “We are all aware. And, at the least we will be together. United against a threat.”

Deidre smiled and left her, hurrying over to join Cillian and Kylin at the table. One of Cillian’s key warriors was walking away, nodding, as she reached them. He bowed his head to her, and she returned the acknowledgment.

She took her seat next to Cillian and he turned to study her. “I have given this all grave thought,” he told her.

“Of course.”

“I know that both you and Kylin have been through the passageways before—we’ve gone on walks there to honor those who came before us. Many a great ard-rí is buried here now as well, in these great monuments on the Hill of Tara. But tomorrow morning, we will go, and it will be the three of us and Daniel for this first foray.”

“Aye, sire. But—”

“Ah, I’ve made you think that I trust my own people! I do. I do not believe that traitors walk among us. But we are viewing all that we can beneath, above and around the ground. And I believe that plans must be made by warriors.”

She looked down at her plate, wondering at the fact that he seemed to be taking her. He respected her, she knew, as he respected her father. She might have been trained; she might have a magical sword. But women were seldom considered to be among the most tactical commanders in a battle.

“When we go to Declan, I will be requesting a session with him and we will speak with him. We will tell him what we have planned, and how the rí by the shore, your father, will deal with what comes. I don’t know who remains with the ard-rí. Our leaders come and go, seeking counsel with him at various times. But it does not matter—we know there is a traitor. We must tread carefully. Do you understand?”

“Aye, sire, but we also believe that we will need more than my father’s and Sigurd’s warriors and your own. We are expecting—”

“An attack from the sea, yes. But with many of their numbers already having slipped in and, most importantly perhaps, a traitor among us. Therefore, with the actual tactics, hidden troops and formations, we will not share with everyone until it becomes necessary that we do so, and, hopefully, begin to glean who the traitor might be.”

“I understand, Rí Cillian. On the way here, we were beset upon.”

“By several men,” he said, nodding. “I spoke with Kylin. And you two have been very lucky. Skilled, of course, but lucky as well. This is the third attack that has fallen upon you. This time, as I told Kylin, I will send a party of men out to retrieve the bodies. Some time with them might give us a clue as to who sent them after you.”

“Aye, possibly, but many of our peoples are so much alike. Through the years, tribes have come here from the Northlands and from the continent, from Briton—how could we know if they are native to this land?”

“I’m not sure myself, Deidre. But there may be something.”

“As you say and thank you,” she told him.

“Thank your father. And Sigurd,” Cillian said. “Throughout time, men and women have come and gone. We’ve had warfare and peace. And yet it’s seldom that we’ve known that there was a force out there that desired to take everything, our legends, our beliefs, and all that makes us who we are. A man’s birth means nothing—a man’s heart and soul are the essence of the life we wish to lead. Now—” he clapped his hands as he stood “—our entertainment begins!”

A minstrel appeared with his lute and regaled them with tales of the ancients, relating a story of battle between the Fomorians and the Tuatha Dé Danann, a story that humanized the legendary folk who were believed to have joined the fairy folk now in the cairns and caves, still watching over the isle. His story was good; he talked of the battles for power within their own ranks, and how they found peace among themselves before leaving the land to the people who came to be upon it while still creating the blue that sometimes ruled the sky and the emerald green that covered the isle.

Dancers came out and entertained in his wake and the rí’s warriors and retinue clapped and applauded and at last, the evening came to an end.

“Sleep,” Cillian told them. “Tomorrow will be a very long day. Daniel will see you to your rooms.”

Deidre remembered their rooms. And how she had left her own.

“Blessings,” Cillian told them.

They left the great hall for their rooms, the charming cottages where they had slept before.

Daniel talked about the passages as they walked, and the different ard-rís and leaders who had found burial upon the mounds at Tara.

“I’m quite certain that any enemy intent on taking the isle would come here,” Daniel said gravely. “This place is sacred to so many of us. Steal a man’s morale, and you do much on your way to stealing everything he has.”

“Indeed,” Kylin agreed. “Our advantage now? Our morale and our determination is great!”

“If we can only discover the identity of the traitor who would go against Declan,” Daniel said. “Aye, then, I’ll leave you. Sleep in peace here. Since your last visit we now keep warriors on guard throughout the day and night. Let this be a time you can truly rest.”

They both thanked him, and he left. For a moment they looked awkwardly at one another.

“It’s good, all very good,” Kylin said. “Cillian has taken this all very seriously, something incredibly important. And Declan believes in him—and our fathers. Tomorrow, we must study the passages well and determine our best defense.”

“Aye. It’s been years since I’ve been deep in the underground and it will be good.” She smiled. “Legend has it that the Tuatha Dé Danann and the fairies live within such sacred tunnels. We can thank them as well!”

“Indeed, we must thank them,” Kylin said. He let out a sigh and said lightly, “Good night, then, my, uh, beloved.”

“Um,” she said, groaning softly. “Good night.”

She slipped into her own room, shed her weapons and belt and, despite Daniel’s assurance that they were safe, she arranged them close lest she need them in the night.

She lay down. It was so important that she get a good night’s sleep. Yet, all she could do was remember how the dream had come to her here and just how terrifying it had been.

And how she had gone to Kylin’s room.

And how there, curled by his side, she had truly found a good night’s rest.

Well, he hadn’t suggested that she return. She smiled to herself as she tried to curl comfortably into her pallet. Kylin had courage tempered with intelligence, experience and kindness. But he was also moral and ethical to a fault.

She wondered how their relationship might have grown had their fathers not decided that they must play their game of being betrothed. She wondered if it was partly because her father would always be her father, worried about her when she headed out across the country. And if she was Kylin’s betrothed as well as his companion as an emissary, many men would respect the distance they should keep.

But one man out there is a traitor and I doubt anything would matter to such a person.

She tossed and turned and told herself that she had to sleep, that as they all knew, tomorrow would be a long, long day between studying the passages and heading out to see Ard-rí Declan. And, of course, Cillian meant to find the bodies of the men who had attacked them on their journey here, hoping that by studying the dead men, they might discover just where they had come from, who had sent them out to attack Deidre and Kylin.

As she began to drift to sleep, she wondered if she would dream of battles, of great hordes of warriors screaming their battle cries and flowing over the verdant hills.

But as she began to drift to sleep, she thought that she saw her glowing fairy or angel before her, smiling, reaching out almost as if she would gently touch her. She wasn’t sure if part of the shimmering was that of a pair of wings—it seemed like silver and crystal, all glittering beautifully and magically.

“It is a balance, always,” the creature of light in the midst of almost-sleep told her. “Life. There is all that is painful, there is trial, there are the bad days. But there is goodness in the world, too, and there is happiness, and sometimes, it must be touched. Those who seek the goodness in the world must reach out and seize the happiness because those moments get us through all that is so trying and painful.”

The shimmering vision seemed to dissolve.

Happiness. She was supposed to grab her own happiness.

Well, at least in her dreams.

She smiled. She could dream whatever she chose. And as she sank deeper into sleep, she let the message of her fairy-angel seep through to her mind and her dreams.

In the middle of the night, she rose from her pallet, her smile still in place, the words of the mystical vision filling her with determination.

Happiness.

It must be seized when one could reach out and touch it.

She started to leave the room without her weapons. She reminded herself that Cillian always had guards on, no matter the hour, day and night.

Still, she collected her weapons and quietly left her room. She walked to Kylin’s door and carefully opened it.

He lay on his pallet. She wasn’t certain if he slept or not. She set her belt with its sheaths and weapons on the ground within arm’s reach, and lay down beside Kylin.

He was awake. He turned to her.

“A dream?” he whispered. “We’ll find the truth, we’ll survive, and we will do all that we are commanded to do. Don’t be afraid.”

“Tonight, I’m not afraid,” she whispered back.

She gently touched his cheeks, running her fingers down the fine line of his sculpted face, her fingertips teasing.

He reached out, frowning, but pulled her closer, his eyes upon hers with a question.

And, she thought, with hope.

His lips touched hers, a brush at first, a whisper. Then his mouth formed over hers and his kiss seemed to send spirals of sensation, pure magic, throughout the whole of her body. Deeper and deeper the kiss became and his hands moved down the length of her back, stroking . . .

They were both suddenly filled with an urgency and they seemed to find it difficult to stop touching one another long enough to shed their clothing.

And yet it was gone . . . piece by piece.

His fingers moved over her flesh, stroking so softly, teasing, grower bolder, more intimate . . .

And she could not touch enough, fingers over his shoulders, down his back, her lips moving over the breadth of his chest, finding his lips again, his shoulders, chest again, lower, the ripple of his muscles beneath her every caress something that heightened her desire to ever greater lengths.

And in turn, his touch, his caress, his kiss, the whisper of his tongue against her flesh . . .

A magic as sweet as any silver mist that ever touched the air.

Their intimacy grew, greater and greater, sensation rising with the beauty of a striking blue cloudless sky enhanced by a sweet silver mist, the emerald green of the isle, the fiery passion of the sea in the midst of a storm . . .

And they were together, joined as one, moving with that passion, incredulous just to be a part of one another, of the desire, the urgency that seemed to soar with both desperate need and the desire to go on forever and ever.

Until it seemed that the silver exploded, the world of reality and of magic, a sensation shocking and beautiful beyond all else, except for the warmth, the feeling of being held, of holding someone in return as they drifted downward together, entwined still in this feeling, not just the sensation but in the knowledge of their hearts and souls entwined with what was dream, what was real . . .

Held, secure and treasured, cradled in such sweet security, she slept.

In the morning, she woke with a start.

She was in her own bed. Fully clothed.

A gasp escaped her, unheard, of course, since she was alone.

It had been a dream! She was shocked, of course. Young women of good moral fiber did not have such intimate and erotic dreams.

But it had been so damned real!

Real like so many of the dreams she’d had since she’d seen the shimmering vision during the attack. Yet it had led to her finding the incredible sword that had saved her life then, and again as they traveled the country.

And the cauldron and then . . .

Is it a dream of something that was to come?

She gave herself a serious mental shake. Rising, she donned her weapons belt with her sword and knife and found the bowl of water, which had been left for her to wash.

She had to shake off her dream.

It was going to be a long and trying day. And she reminded herself that she had been eager, that she was anxious to travel the passages again with Cillian, Daniel and Kylin, of course, to determine what all their actions would be.

Prepared for the day, she headed for her door. As she reached it, there was a knock upon it and she opened it, certain that it would be Kylin.

But Daniel stood there, looking at her anxiously.

“I hope that I did not wake you, but Cillian has determined that we must start on our missions for the day,” he said.

“You didn’t wake me, Daniel. I was on my way out as you knocked. And if I know Kylin, he—”

“He’s right here,” Kylin said, leaving his quarters behind and joining them. He looked at her with a strange, curious expression, but then said quickly, “Daniel, we’re ready and grateful. Anxious that we all begin.”

“Cillian said that we’re to meet him in the great hall. There is no sense starting out on a long day without sustenance to see us through,” Daniel told them. “We will eat quickly and be on our way. From the great hills, it’s easiest to travel straight through to the ard-rí, thus we’ll not be returning. There are ten warriors who will join us after we have explored the hills and the passageways.”

“Aye, that is a good plan these days,” Kylin murmured. “Shall we, then?”

They headed to the great hall where Cillian was already waiting. He was alone, and Deidre found herself chastising the rí.

“Sire! There may be danger anywhere!” she told him. “Don’t forget, please, you were attacked in your own hall!”

“But I will not be attacked again. Not here,” he assured her. He smiled at her, not angry, which he might have been, but apparently pleased that she was worried about him.

“Aye,” he said gravely, “there may well be a traitor, but not among my people. We are very close to the ard-rí. I have not been approached to make any agreements with anyone and my people are happy. We have been happy. We honor Declan as our ard-rí, a fair man who gives much and asks little.”

“But, sire!” she exclaimed. “We have been set upon time and time again and we don’t know where—”

“The men who attacked you on your journey here were Northmen. We found certain objects among their belongings—northern steel, emblems . . . They are those who, if our summations are correct, have slipped through by the coast to the rivers, a preliminary force meant to cause havoc. Nay, frankly, meant to kill you and Kylin and stop you from spreading word and creating defenses. Lass, I worry that you and Kylin take to the trail too often on your own!”

“We are wary, vigilant . . . and . . . um,” Kylin stuttered, wincing, “good and skilled at fighting for our lives?”

“And still you may not escape unscathed the next encounter.”

“Perhaps we are protected by the ancients,” Kylin said lightly. “And now, sire, we are with you and your warriors. Yet we all know that we must do what we do because this attack will come and—”

“Right,” Cillian said. “Eat! Bread, meats, fish . . . all is laid out. We will travel lightly and must be prepared for the length of the day and what lies ahead.”

They ate. Deidre tried not to look at Kylin.

She couldn’t forget the intimacy of their dream, of her behavior!

Soon enough, they were ready to leave. Grooms had tended to their mounts through the night and brought Cillian’s great warhorse and Daniel’s, too, to the front of the great homestead where they mounted up.

“Not everyone knows of the entries to the passageways,” he told them. “Through time, of course, through hundreds of years, the passages have changed. Some have closed by nature, some have been reopened. I suspect they will continue to change as time rolls on and on, be it for man, the gods or something new to come. There are three main entrances to the area we need. I believe that we’ll now take the western passage, and I can show you where warriors can await, ready to spring forth when others descend upon us. They will come, I believe, from the south and the east. We will guard the eastern entrance with the least number of forces. From the west, we will have a clear view of the great valley that stretches before the rise of the hills, and it will be our vantage point. You will see now what I’m saying and tell me if you believe that I am right.”

They left the horses upon a great hill.

It had been a long time since Deidre had come here and she didn’t see the entrance at first.

It was hidden by a clump of rich, long grasses and low-lying brush. But Cillian bowed to Daniel leading the way, protection before him, just as Deidre and Kylin came behind him, watching the rear.

“No enemy will show their faces today,” Cillian told them. “My people are honest!”

Daniel had a torch, lighting the way as they moved deeper and deeper into the darkness. She could see that there were torches that could be lit, set into the earthen walls, set there, she knew, for feast days, when they honored Father Patrick and his faith and also gave credence to what had been in the past.

Cillian had paused to show Kylin what seemed to be a room beneath the earth along the passage. Daniel had walked into it, explaining that once, he believed, it had housed ancient dead, now long part of the earth.

She stood alone in the passage, their one torch a distance away.

But as she stood there, it seemed that the darkness turned to silver, and she thought that her fairy creature, beautiful and shimmering, was before her.

And the creature seemed to whisper to her.

“It is here, lass, it is here that the moment will come. But you will have your sword and fear not, Deidre, for he will be at your side, and the magic of peace and goodness will guide you, even through the terror and violence.”

The silver creature spoke quickly . . . and she was gone.

Deidre stood alone in the darkness, once again wondering what was real and what tricks one’s mind might play upon one.

And yet . . .

She had the silver sword.

And thus far, it had proven true.

Just as . . . Kylin had proven to be true.






Chapter 11

DANIEL SHOWED THEM the different nooks in the long passageway and as they walked along, they discussed logistics, numbers of warriors, the best places to keep troops in waiting, the best way for those within the great hills to burst out and ambush the enemy.

Kylin felt the touch of something from the time they entered the passageway, as if, indeed, something invisible lived within the darkness, but it wasn’t a sense that anything here was malevolent, rather that it had a connection to the magic of the sword, the spear, the cauldron or the stone.

They were welcome deep within the earth, and it was almost as if the invisible spirits were proud they had spoken in vision and dreams—and had been heard.

After a few hours of exploration, they were ready to move on.

Ten of Cillian’s warriors met them at the exit for the ride on to meet Declan, to request a private audience.

Kylin rode at the front of the line. Despite the warriors, he felt that he would be the first to know if danger threatened their party. But this would not be the best place for an enemy to come upon them. They rode with ten guards—on grounds that could at any time be filled with Cillian’s or Declan’s people, prepared to face their enemies.

They weren’t molested as they rode that day. And while Deidre had ridden at Cillian’s side for part of the ride, there was a point when she gently spurred her horse and rode up beside Kylin.

Dreams!

He hated to admit it, but he had been avoiding her as much as he could that day.

He had dreamed about her.

About her coming to him, touching him. And it hadn’t been a point when he’d needed to worry about his own behavior: she had been the one to come to him. And it hadn’t been just to be held.

In the dream she hadn’t come out of fear. She had come out of longing, need, desire.

And maybe even the fact that while they’d always shared an attraction, there had been that strange bitterness between them, until now, until they had both begun to understand the feelings of the other, and therefore . . .

He smiled, looking downward. It was possible to fall in love.

Was it possible to fall into like first? If so, they had. And being together, learning the heart and mind of someone, did that change attraction and admiration into something far greater, something both physical and deeply emotional?

He gritted his teeth hard as he rode, not daring to glance her way for several minutes.

The dream hadn’t stopped with a kiss. It had been incredibly intimate and erotic, almost as if it had taken place in a burst of magic greater than any shimmering presence.

A dream so real he had awakened and for several amazing minutes believed that it had actually happened.

“Kylin, are you all right?” she asked him.

He forced himself to look at her at last with a smile.

“I’m fine. I’m sorry. I’m thinking about the passageways, how we’re going to use them, logistics, numbers of men and warriors and . . . figuring out the best strategies,” he lied.

“Of course. I’ve been thinking myself. And I’ve been grateful that Cillian is so determined to be of so much assistance.”

“Cillian is a good man, a good rí. And he’s also aware that someone intends to take everything that is his birthright, ancient lands that he’s also fought to maintain. It’s an understanding of the danger all around us,” Kylin said.

“Of course. But I’m glad that he is with us as we seek our meeting with Declan. I mean, if my father and your father could be here, that would have been wonderful. My brother is an able commander, one of the best I’ve ever seen and I’m not just saying so because he’s my brother—I’ve heard others say the same. But it’s wise for our fathers to remain behind to help him.”

“I would be among those others,” he told her. “Aidan is an excellent commander.”

“You’re not just saying that because you’re riding next to me, right?” she teased.

He shook his head. “Your brother . . . like you, he’s as trained, competent and moral as your father.”

“Thanks,” she said lightly.

“Hold!” Cillian suddenly commanded. He pointed to a hill ahead of them. An array of warriors stood there, watching.

One of Cillian’s men raised his flag, showing them who they were.

They continued on without harassment.

Cillian moved ahead, approaching the guards and explaining that they needed an audience with the ard-rí. They were quickly brought to Declan’s private receiving chambers where one of his men was the first to enter, explaining that Cillian, Deidre and Kylin were there and wished to have a private interview with him.

Despite his position, Declan was still a caring man. He rose to greet them all with pleasure and affection.

And worry.

“What is this? We are warned, we have men moving throughout the country. All will provide troops to protect us here. What more is there?”

“I will let my young friends do the explaining,” Cillian said, extending a hand and deferring to Kylin and Deidre.

Kylin looked at Deidre and she said, “Sire, we have spent the morning with Cillian at the burial mounds, near here. We believe, as you know, that there will soon be a concentrated attack to shift the rule of law and our entire way and structure of life. And, as you know, we believe that someone on our emerald isle is complicit in this. Because of this, we feel that our battle plan must remain between a chosen few, and we believe that we have thought on this long and hard, spoken with our fathers and Cillian, and that we know how to best defeat those who will come upon us.”

“The sacred burial mounds?” Cillian asked with a frown.

Kylin stepped forward, “Aye, sire. As Deidre has said, we believe that we must concentrate our main forces in and around the mounds—”

“But the bulk of this horde must come from the sea,” Declan said.

“Indeed. And our fathers and Aidan O’Connor have seen to it that the neighboring people will come to the walled area of his castle and men there will have defenses that will repel the warriors who come. When they fail at taking the castle first, they will still come inland and we will have troops out to lead the way, should they not immediately take to the trails. To any coming upon us, taking Meath and land that is sacred to us for many reasons is the greatest way to destroy the hopes and morale of the people. And, sire, with Cillian and his man Daniel, we have devised movements that will give us the strongest possible positions so that we might win the fight.”

Declan nodded thoughtfully.

“There are rulers from other counties still here,” he said quietly. “Can you really suspect any of them of being a traitor—to me?”

“We just don’t know, sire,” Kylin told him.

“So, already, word has gone out. I am receiving warriors each day from other counties. How do you suggest we set this plan in motion?”

“We use our warriors, Cillian’s, and men who are your men, longtime loyalists to you, Ard-rí, for the passageways, those who will flank the onslaught of the enemy,” Kylin told him.

The information they were giving Declan was wise and tactical; he already knew that they believed beyond a doubt that there was a traitor on the isle.

But it seemed that their words pressed that truth into him in a painful way. He looked downward for a long moment and then looked up at them again.

“It will be as you say, and I will pray that all goes as we hope, that Eamon, Sigurd and Aidan are able to repel these invaders when they come. What will the plan be to assure them coming when we feel we have the advantage?”

“We will be on the outskirts with a small contingent, sire,” Kylin told him. “Deidre and I will make certain that they follow, thinking perhaps that they will quickly catch up with us and destroy us before they continue on their way. We will lead them to the hill where we will quickly disappear, where they will believe that they are still seeking a small contingent of warriors, and we will then have leaders who will meet them head-on while the others pour from the passageways to flank them, sire.”

Declan nodded slowly. “A good plan,” he murmured.

He rose, drawing imaginary lines on the floor. Declan knew the mounds well, and his queries then were regarding exactly who went where and how they would be utilized.

“I already have men here from nearby counties,” the ard-rí continued.

“Sire, we must be careful on who we send, only those who are your sworn people,” Kylin said. “And all others will front the enemy, which will quickly show those nearby if any are traitors. By the time they show themselves, we’ll be ready to take them down along with the foreign enemy.”

“I think it is our best possible plan,” Declan told them. “I am in agreement—still, I must know everything that you determined while walking in the passageways today.”

There was a knock at the door. One of the ard-rí’s retainers cracked the door open to the small council chamber.

“Enter,” Declan said.

“Sire, Angus was supposed to have left days ago, but apparently, he stayed on. I believe that now he’s about to leave to return to his own county. He wished—”

“I’ll go out and speak with Angus,” Deidre volunteered. “Kylin and Cillian can explain positions and tactics.”

She hurried out.

When she was gone, Kylin and Cillian worked with Declan, showing the various crypts and dug-out chambers within the passageways.

Kylin thought that the ard-rí was truly a great tactical man and one who knew the passageways as few others did; he listened, understood and had a few excellent suggestions for best utilizing their men, and for keeping as many alive as possible.

“When do you think this will happen?” Declan asked.

“Soon. I believe that we need to make arrangements to set our warriors into place swiftly, within the next day or so. Eamon is already bringing in supplies and people. We still have injured, and they were moving them a day ago when we left. But more than that, they’ll be ready to rain down fire upon those who come close to the wall and scatter their ranks.” He winced. Fire and boiling oil . . . horrible ways to die. But there was no help for it when an enemy was determined on your demise.

“We are prepared and ready to work with your men,” Cillian told him.

“There are men I will assign to you in the morning,” Declan told him. He looked from Cillian to Kylin. “And what shall I do about the counties’ leaders who are still here? Can I trust any of them?” Declan asked.

“I’d love to trust all of them,” Kylin said.

“As would I,” Cillian echoed sadly.

“Then it will be as you suggest,” Declan said with resignation. “I have gone nowhere on my own since you and young Deidre saved my life, Kylin, a fact for which I am eternally grateful. I didn’t want to believe that this could happen. Apparently, the powers behind this believe that perhaps getting rid of me early would speed along their conquest.”

“Aye, sire, and we were set upon again on our way here.” He glanced at the Rí of Meath and said, “Cillian sent men to retrieve the bodies. He determined they were Northmen.”

“In the morning, we begin, then,” Declan said. “I will have chosen men to accompany you as you return to the great Hill of Tara, honored by us all. Tonight, I hope you will enjoy the meal and entertainment we’ll have in the great hall. Young Kylin, I understand that congratulations are in order for you!”

“News travels with greater speed than a man can manage,” Kylin said.

“A neighbor tells a neighbor such news, and it does travel quickly,” Declan said. “My last meeting with Eamon was not so long ago and he told me that he didn’t intend to force his daughter into a marriage for an alliance or a great dowry or reason other than her own choice. So, young man, it seems she has chosen you over all the young leaders in the land. It will be good. She loves her brother, and Aidan deeply respects your father and the men and families who came here with him.” He smiled. “We can change so quickly. Over the years, so many peoples, so many tribes, have arrived here and as the decades go by, the strengths others bring become part of us. And, thankfully, in this case, a man who came from elsewhere may be the savior of our people.”

“My father,” Kylin said quietly.

“A very fine man. Well, you must celebrate this evening!”

“We are honored to be here,” Kylin said.

“Always,” Cillian agreed.

Declan nodded in acknowledgment of their words.

“And we’d best allow others your council now,” Kylin said. “Angus will not be happy being kept long from your presence.”

“I believe Angus will have been fine speaking with your betrothed,” Declan said dryly. “You are aware that he suggested an alliance to her father?”

“I am, sire,” Declan said.

“Then perhaps she needs to be saved from a deep discourse with the man. He can be . . . well, he speaks his mind, sometimes to the detriment of others. But he’s kept a strong hand on his county and if this invasion wasn’t imminent, his longing to increase trade between our shores might have been good for many.”

“We will tell him that you’re ready to see him,” Kylin said, smiling.

“If you see Berach, please tell him that we’ll ride today and speak as planned,” Declan said.

Kylin nodded.

Berach remained at the ard-rí’s residence. Did that mean anything?

With all the dreams and visions they were having, it would be so useful if something would tell them just who might betray the ard-rí and Éire.

Kylin headed out the door, respectfully holding it open for Cillian to follow.

He didn’t see Deidre. That instantly worried him.

He reminded himself that she was quite capable of caring for herself, that she carried her shimmering silver sword, her gift from a greater power.

And Angus, of course, had such a rough manner that he tended to make a man’s hackles rise during any conversation. That didn’t mean . . .

No man would dare attack Eamon’s daughter, and certainly not in the home of the ard-rí of the land.

“Deidre?” He called her name loudly as they left the council chamber.

Cillian set a hand on his arm. “Son, don’t let your temper and worry seize you. The man is not a fool.”

Kylin nodded. “Aye, sire. Aye, I know.”

But he couldn’t help that his footsteps fell hard and fast as he headed down the hall. As they turned toward the winding cut stone stairs to the entry and great hall beneath them, he saw that Deidre and Angus stood at the top of the stairs.

He wondered if Deidre had walked in that direction to escape Angus.

Or if Angus had tried to lead her elsewhere.

“Angus, Deidre!” he said, moving toward them. He nodded to the man, as if giving him the respect due to a rí of the land. “We’ve finished speaking with the ard-rí, Angus. I know that you wanted to speak with him as well.”

“Quite all right,” Angus said. “I hear that congratulations are in order.”

“It all just happened,” Kylin told him. “We’re rather surprised that the news traveled so fast.”

“Ah, because each villager tells those closest to themselves and the next villager keeps the momentum building. That said, I do admit to being surprised to hear it.” He looked at Deidre and smiled, but as usual, there was something about the man that didn’t ring true. “Alas! She might have been the wife of a rí. Well, I’m aware several spoke to Eamon about betrothals, but I dare say that I do have one of the finest and strongest counties. I had thought the lass meant to spend her days at her brother’s side, ready to help in the event of Eamon’s passing. No man lives forever.”

“And sometimes the young die first,” Cillian said, shaking his head.

The Rí of Meath was trying to defuse the situation, Kylin thought.

He looked at Deidre. She nodded slightly, letting him know that she had been holding her own against the man and all was well. Or as well as it could be under the circumstances!

“Indeed, in our world. Strange sicknesses can strike along with the enemy,” Angus said agreeably.

“I am hoping that my father will live forever. But that is the case with no human being, and therefore, aye, Angus, I’ve always wanted to live on the land where I was born and raised, ready to help my brother and our people, and to lead lives according to the teachings of our good Father Patrick and the ways of my father. And in this, of course, as my father promised, I made my choice. We are of the same land.”

Angus laughed and said lightly to Kylin, “I guess Aidan has no fear that you mean to overthrow him!”

Kylin forced a smile. “He hasn’t the least fear, I assure you.”

Deidre slipped her arms around him, smiling up into his face. “We’ve known each other forever,” she said softly. She looked at Angus. “I am so sorry for everyone who is forced or compelled to marry for dynastic reasons. I mean, you’re going to live with someone for years and years and—”

“Divorce does exist,” Angus reminded her.

“But how horribly painful for any children of the match and such a . . . well, messy affair!” Deidre said. “We’re very, very lucky. Kylin’s sisters are among my closest friends, his father and my father . . . they are so wonderfully supportive of one another. At any rate, I believe we’ll be very, very happy,” she said.

Kylin kept his smile in place, wondering if it was a good game that they played or if she wasn’t bothered at all by holding on to him the way that she was. He wondered if he wasn’t happy just to feel her touch him or if it was just going to make him more miserable, remembering . . . the dream!

I will never forget the dream, so very real, as real as any regarding the cauldron or—

Merely a dream, he reminded himself flatly.

“I am a privileged and honored man and well aware of that fact!” he told Angus, smiling.

“They make a most compatible couple,” Cillian said. “And, Angus, please, don’t let us stop you—I know you were anxious to speak with the ard-rí.”

“Wait,” Angus said. “You’re all still so certain that this attack is coming—through the jarl, Swen Jorgensen?”

“We are. All the more each time we travel,” Kylin told him. “We were beset upon again as we headed to see Cillian and come here.”

“Attacked?” Angus pressed, frowning.

“Aye, by several men.”

“From where? Who were they?” Angus asked.

“We don’t know,” Kylin told him. “But that was the third such attack on us as we traveled and, in my mind, that gives greater credence to what we have been told.”

Angus shook his head. “The jarl came to see me—he was so intent on making trade between our peoples something important. It’s hard to believe that he could have been so sincere while really intending to attack us.”

“If you are planning such an attack,” Cillian said, “it is wise, first, to put on an excellent pretense of coming in peace. But I fear that he journeyed to see you to assess the countryside—and even your strength, Angus. And I’m sure he saw that you are a strong rí with good warriors and people. But making such a determination shows him that he must start taking down the countryside on his way to your land—”

“He’ll not take me, and he’ll not take the ard-rí!” Angus said angrily.

“We believe that we will stand strong,” Deidre said firmly.

“Aye, that we do,” Cillian said flatly.

Angus nodded, thoughtful. “Aye, we will fight, as we have learned to fight through hundreds of years. Blessed day to you then, I am on to speak with Declan.”

He nodded and left them.

Deidre had been holding Kylin’s arm. She eased away from him.

“You were able to show everything to Declan?” she asked.

“And take some sage advice from him as well,” Cillian told her.

“And how did you manage with Angus before we came?” Kylin asked her.

She shrugged. “He is angry, of course. I talked about—” she paused briefly, smiling over at Cillian before continuing “—I talked about the way Kylin and I had grown together, how remaining with my father, my brother, and in my homeland meant everything to me. He reminded me, of course, that your father has tainted blood and therefore you do, too, Kylin, but I told him that your father was the most steadfast man I’d ever met and that you were following in his footsteps,” she finished. She offered Cillian a sweet smile. “In time, it will all be well. Angus will find himself a rich lass who will grace his home and give him lovely children.”

“Angus should have married already,” Cillian said. “He is not an older man such as your father, but . . . youth can fade quickly.”

“Stranger alliances have taken place,” Kylin said dryly. “But . . . well, the ard-rí wants us here tonight. I don’t suppose it’s a bad idea. I’m not sure who remains, though he mentioned that Berach of Linns was here still. I don’t know if any of the other leaders have traveled in with their men to support the ard-rí’s troops. But, at the least, we will have more time to observe Angus and Berach, though . . .”

“Though no one wants to believe either can be a traitor,” Kylin finished for him. “Trust me, sire, we are all so gravely dismayed to believe that there is a traitor among our ranks. It is heartbreaking enough when we face the small parties of raiders from the sea, intent on stealing goods and gold from our monasteries and churches—and killing anyone, including innocents, who get in their way.”

Cillian nodded at him. “Well, I believe I will head out in what sunlight we may have today and see if I can find Berach.”

“Ah, well, we should be on the same mission,” Kylin said, looking at Deidre.

“Let’s go find Berach,” she said.

“When visiting Ard-rí Declan for an extended stay, where might he be?” Cillian wondered.

“Training,” Deidre said. “Wherever the warriors are practicing their combat skills, that’s where we’ll find Berach.”

Kylin studied her. He couldn’t help but be curious about her relationship with Berach.

He had been with the young ruler often enough himself. Unlike Angus, Berach tended to be a far more courteous man, concerned about those around him. With bordering lands, Berach, Eamon, Sigurd, Aidan and Kylin himself often discussed not just battle tactics with the constant danger of small attacks against the shore, but efforts in farming, animal care, blacksmithing and more.

He liked the fellow himself.

But if Deidre herself has ever considered any of the noblemen who has sought an alliance with her, Berach would most probably be the man she would think of most highly.

It was ridiculous, he knew, to feel jealousy over a pretense of a betrothal—and a dream. A vivid dream that even in memory seemed to produce warmth.

He gave himself a mental shake. He had no right.

“I believe that there is a long stretch of field out back, near the stables,” he said.

“Aye!” Deidre agreed. “It is where the ard-rí’s men work and where I believe we’ll find them all now.”

“You’re right,” Cillian said. “We’ll join those working.”

They headed out to the rear of the great stone residence. Kylin himself knew about the field; he’d worked there with others.

And long before they reached the field, he knew that they were right.

A group of twenty or so men were listening to the advice of Declan’s commander, a seasoned warrior named Brian McManus, who had survived many a skirmish because of his expertise. He was calling out instructions and commands, yelling at one man.

“O’Malley! All of you. Watch your weight and balance, but lunge with your thrusts! In hand-to-hand combat, you must force your opponent down, not nick his flesh. Remember, an enemy is no training tool, but a fighter of flesh and blood and instinct, quick to withdraw!”

Brian turned, aware that his group was being joined. He stopped speaking to hail their arrival.

“Young warriors! ’Tis the Rí Cillian and Kylin, son of Sigurd, and Deidre O’Connor, daughter of Rí Eamon. Welcome. Deidre, perhaps you will show this young fellow, Kevin O’Malley, how easily one can duck an easy thrust!”

“Deidre?” Kylin couldn’t help but murmur.

She looked at him, arching a brow, amused. “You, my beloved, have trained with Brian. And so have I!”

She stepped forward, greeting Brian warmly, and then taking up one of the wooden training swords to face O’Malley.

She easily hopped back from his first feint, proving Brian’s point. Then she worked with the young man, probably just out of his teens, and showed him exactly what he was to learn, drawing back herself before she could cause him harm.

Some of the other warriors laughed and teased that he had been taken by a lass. But Deidre was up to the challenge.

And Eamon had taught his daughter well. She could shift and move with the speed of light, so it seemed, and several who had laughed at the youth O’Malley quickly learned that they, too, could be taken by a lass.

Berach of Linns was among those watching. But while he had smiled at the sport the training had become, he hadn’t laughed at anyone. Berach knew Eamon’s daughter and the extent of her training.

Brian McManus ordered the men to take a break and shook his head as he set an arm around Deidre’s shoulders, leading her back to Cillian and Kylin. Berach naturally joined them as well.

“We have many young men who will face the real danger as our defenders for the first time,” Brian said. “And, of course, Rí Berach has been aiding me in the training.”

“These lads are Declan’s men, at an age now to join in. They’ve all been taught, but as Brian has said, it is one thing to parry with trees and stuffed images and another to come full tilt against an enemy intent on killing. Deidre, seriously, your arrival couldn’t have been better timed. And, Kylin, I hear that congratulations are in store for you and Deidre. A fitting union, though I’d lie if I didn’t say that it was situation I might have hoped for myself.” Berach of Linns smiled at them both; his words rang true.

But just as a man’s harsh behavior doesn’t make him a traitor, neither do charm and a jovial manner make him innocent.

“Thank you, Berach,” Kylin said, shaking the man’s hand and accepting his words. “Sincerely, thank you.”

“Fitting,” the rí replied. “My friend, you are a man who understands that Eamon’s daughter is not to be tamed. Others have not always approved of his way with Deidre, but my father told me of the attack that took her mother, and in my mind, it would make a great deal of sense for other lasses to be taught as Deidre has been taught.”

“You are a thinking man,” Deidre said lightly. “And like a brother to me,” she added affectionately.

“Sad, but true!” Berach said. “So, did you wish to speak with me, or see to it that Brian was handling the training well?”

“None of us would doubt Brian!” Cillian said.

“We came to pay our respects to you,” Kylin told him. “Declan said that you were still here.”

Berach nodded. “I sent home for men. They arrived just hours ago and will soon take the field with Declan’s warriors. And thank you. It is good to see you. But did something else happen?”

“Well, we were set upon again on our journey here, and we believe that the attacks have been an effort to keep us from sharing information and making plans for our own defense against an invasion,” Kylin told him.

“But you felt you needed to return?”

“Bringing word from our fathers to the ard-rí, that they are prepared,” Deidre told him.

“Well and good,” Berach said. “I believe we will gather to feast soon. I will go and wash up and look forward to fine food and the evening’s entertainment. It will be in your honor, now that you’re here, and betrothed.”

“Perhaps we’d best do the same,” Cillian said, looking at the sky. “Night will fall soon.”

“To the castle, then,” Berach said.

Kylin looked at Deidre. She was playing her part. She took his arm.

“Indeed, Kylin, we must prepare for the night!”

He gave her what he hoped was a doting smile, one that gave away nothing of the pain he felt, wishing that all the strange dreams and visions that came to him might be true.






Chapter 12

DEIDRE WAS WORRIED about staying. In her mind, they should have been headed back right away, ready to be there to help her father, Sigurd and Aidan should the attack they were expecting come before their return.

But just as the news of their “betrothal” had spread so quickly neighbor to neighbor, she also believed they would hear when enemy boats were approaching now that there were men on guard daily, searching the far horizon.

Still, she and Kylin were given the same rooms they’d spent their nights in during their recent visit. And it was while they were walking to their rooms that Kylin spoke to her quietly, saying, “It will be a good thing to be here tonight for Declan’s banquet, now in our honor. Any of the noblemen still here will speak with us and I can’t help but feel that somewhere along the line, we’ll discover something that will help us.”

She nodded. “I know that you’re right,” she said softly.

“Angus wasn’t . . .” Kylin began.

“Any more obnoxious than he usually is?” Deidre asked, smiling up at him.

“Exactly. I know he isn’t happy. Though I’m not sure what he thought that a marriage would gain him. Your father leaves behind an extremely competent son.”

“An alliance. That’s what all men seek, isn’t it?”

“Not all men,” he said, shrugging.

“A leader’s responsibility, so I’ve been told,” Deidre said.

He shrugged once more. “All men don’t need to rely on others, nor do all men seek constantly to take more and increase their worth or importance. Some find happiness in what they have.”

“And may need to fight to keep it,” Deidre murmured. She let out a soft sigh. “All right, Kylin. I will do my best to be charming and inquisitive and watchful. But come the morning—”

“I know. I also know just how good your brother is. Have faith in his lookouts, and in the fact that it seems news can travel across land like the speed of morning’s light.”

“Ah, the young lovers themselves!”

Deidre knew the voice. They were just heading up the great stairs when they heard the call.

Turning, she frowned. If she remembered correctly, Eion of Connaught had said that he was returning home.

“Eion,” she said pleasantly. “I didn’t think that you were still here.”

“I’d started home, but turned around,” he told them. “There is something that I felt I needed to talk to Declan about.”

“Good to see you, Rí Eion,” Kylin said politely. At the expectant look on the man’s face, he asked, “Was there something else . . . ?”

“Ghost stories,” Eion said. “Legends . . . and missing men.”

Deidre saw Kylin frown.

“Do you care to speak further about this—with us?” Kylin asked him.

Eion looked around, as if trying to determine if anyone else was near them in the area of the great stone stairway.

“Come, let’s head up. Our beds for the night have been assigned, Rí, and we may speak privately,” Kylin said.

Eion’s eyes swept the area again and then he nodded.

“I may sound like a child, or ridiculous, or . . . well, not worthy of my county. But things have happened, and it seems like more in recent months.”

“Please!”

Their quarters at the ard-rí’s castle were pleasant and the three of them hurried into Kylin’s room. There was one chair. Kylin didn’t have a chance to insist she take it, because Eion caught her arm, begging, “Deidre, please. You’re a great warrioress, aye, but still . . .”

“Thank you,” Deidre said simply. She was not about to argue over a chair.

“Do you know the hills of Derue?” he asked.

She had heard stories, of course. The kind of stories kids liked to tell at night, filled with ghostly legends and creepy scares.

“I know where they are,” she said.

Kylin was frowning. Well, his mother was Irish, but maybe not a storyteller as so many parents and grandparents loved to be. And maybe Sigurd was impatient with such stories—ghosts, banshees and leprechauns were fun for children, something pure legend and make-believe—when there was so much so very real to be feared.

“I know of these hills. I’ve been by them traveling to different counties,” Kylin said. “And aye, they’re supposedly haunted not by the spirits of the ancients or the Tuatha Dé Danann, but by demons and devils and evil beings.”

“Most of us grew up hearing the old tales,” Eion said. “But it’s been brought to my attention that people have disappeared—traveling too near the hills and venturing into some of the cairns within them.” He hesitated, inhaling deeply. “Two men I had sent ahead disappeared. A third . . . we found him bloodied and broken, screaming about an evil that came after him at night.”

“An evil? An enemy?” Kylin asked.

Eion shook his head. “My man swore that he was attacked by a demon or a screaming banshee that breathed fire and came by night. The men had taken shelter at a rugged overhang. The two men with whom he rode were simply gone, disappeared, their weapons left behind in a heap. By the time we reached him and tried to help him, it was too late. I lost three good men.”

“And you think a ghost—or a demon—is responsible?” Kylin asked.

“I don’t know what to think. I know that I’ve heard the stories of many who have disappeared of late. They disappeared when they were traveling on or near the hills at Derue. And as he lay broken and dying, the warriors who found my man said that he kept crying out, ‘Banshee, banshee!’”

Deidre looked at Kylin. “That makes no sense to me! A banshee warns of death in legend. A banshee isn’t a monster, rather a woman who cries out in warning and to take the tears of others.”

“Maybe the ghosts aren’t ghosts and the demons aren’t demons at all. The hills of Derue are particularly close to Tara,” Kylin pointed out.

“There is something there,” Eion said. “And that’s why I turned back!”

“All right, we’ll head there tomorrow morning,” Kylin told Eion.

Deidre looked at him in surprise. She was worried about home. But then again, if something was going on at Derue that had to do with what they were certain was going to be a planned and brutal offensive, they needed to find every possible enemy hideout filled with those set to spring into action when the invaders from the sea arrived.

“First, let’s get ready for Declan’s great banquet, get some sleep, so we can start out early—and carefully,” Kylin said. He looked at Deidre.

She knew he was right. She nodded her agreement.

“I will accompany you tomorrow?” Eion asked.

“Aye,” Deidre said. She’d grown up knowing Eion; she had seen his care for others through the years. It was his man who had been killed and most likely, the two missing men were dead as well. There wasn’t a way to tell, but sometimes they had to take a chance on people. And if she was going to take a chance on anyone, it was going to be Eion.

“And men? Do I bring warriors?” Eion asked.

“One. Select one man. We can split into teams of two. I’d say we’re a scouting party more than anything else and we’ll need to be all but invisible as we try to discover what is going on.”

The rí nodded his agreement and started to turn away. He looked at Deidre. “You don’t . . . you don’t believe that a demon banshee might just rip us to pieces, too?”

She hesitated. She thought of the shimmering being who had pointed out the sword and saved her life. Angel or fairy folk from the old Tuatha Dé Danann, she didn’t know. But she had heard banshee stories all her life.

They came in warning. They lamented before battles. She had never heard a tale of a banshee being any kind of a demon. If goodness existed, so did evil. But in this case, she just didn’t believe that supernatural creatures were killing men.

Men were too adept at killing men themselves.

“Nay, Eion,” she said. “Do banshees exist? I don’t know the truth. But in this case, I do not believe that they are the evil demons creating death and destruction.”

Eion smiled. “You have a great sense about you, Deidre, and I believe in your word. I will bring my man Magnus with us. Like you, Kylin, he has the blood of a Northman in his veins—his grandfather longed to stay and settle here, and his wife came from your father’s own land, before coming to Linns.”

“I know Magnus. He is a fine fellow,” Deidre assured him. “He knows how to fight, and more importantly, he knows how to move quietly when necessary.”

Eion frowned suddenly. “What of Rí Cillian? I heard that you arrived with him. And, of course, the hills border his lands. Perhaps—”

“Cillian is stalwart, Declan’s greatest leader, and they are just about atop one another in their homes,” Kylin reminded him. “We’ll speak with him, but I believe that he’ll agree we need to be careful and move in a small group ourselves. That, or we raise great troops and that could cause a bloodbath of the men we will need later.”

“As you say. I will see you at the banquet, then,” Eion said, “where, of course, the ard-rí means to see that your betrothal is celebrated!”

Deidre forced a sweet smile. “Aye, and, of course, we’ll all learn what we might learn about other events on the isle.” She nodded at them both and hurried out of Kylin’s room, seeking her own.

Her saddlebag had been brought here by one of Declan’s men. She had packed so sparsely. She hadn’t intended on any royal occasions, but at least she had packed one fine tunic, linen as her others, but dyed to a deep and striking green, as beautiful as the landscape around them.

She washed quickly, changed, freed her hair from its ties, and brushed it long and free over her shoulders. She had just convinced herself that she had done the best that she could under the circumstances when there was a knock at her door.

Kylin, of course.

“Well, my beloved,” he teased softly. “Are you ready? Should we go on down, and . . .”

“And . . . ?” she queried.

“You look quite spectacular, I must add. Truly beautiful,” he said, before grimacing and letting out a soft sigh.

“What is it? What’s wrong? Am I not—”

“You’re perfect,” he said softly and added, “Something that will probably make Angus angrier.” He managed a slightly pained smile. “It’s one thing to lose an alliance with a lass who is . . . Ah, I must just be truthful. A lass who is old, awkward or, um, a homelier sort. It is another thing altogether to lose out on an alliance that offered a woman of tremendous youth and beauty.”

“Thank you,” Deidre said, frowning. “I think!”

He laughed. “I meant it as a compliment, beloved. Anyway, let’s head on down and see what we might discover.”

She smiled and nodded, and while she almost jumped when he took her arm, she managed not to do so.

The dream awakened in her at his touch! She felt a blush rising to her cheeks, but thankfully he couldn’t know that she’d dreamed about him, about being with him, the size and length of him, the heat of his flesh . . .

She gave herself a very fierce mental shake. They were joining the ard-rí for an evening meal, for God’s sake.

And listening, seeing what they could discover. Because once again, there were four leaders of the isle who would be with them. No, five, because Cillian was here along with Eion of Connaught, Berach of Linns, James of Munster and Angus of Ui Neill.

When they arrived at the entry to the great banqueting hall, she noted that Declan was taking their warnings seriously now. After all, he had almost been killed in his own home.

Two of his men, armed and watchful, were at the entry. She was certain that others were on hand, too, and not just the men who had been invited to share in the evening’s repast.

“We might be among the last to arrive,” Kylin murmured.

Declan was at the head table. Cillian’s man, Daniel, was at his side, to his left. And continuing on the left, Angus was seated, and then James of Munster.

The two seats to the right of the ard-rí remained open—for her and Kylin, Deidre knew. The third chair was taken by Eion of Connaught and the fourth by Berach of Linns.

They walked past tables filled with various men of high rank in the ard-rí’s court and their wives, waving and speaking with those they’d met on various occasions, until they reached their seats. The others stood, all waiting for Deidre to take her place, next to Declan.

“Thus, they have arrived! The young lovers from the house of my dear friend, the great Rí Eamon O’Connor. Congratulations are in order! Slainte!”

Those who had been seated in the hall stood, lifting their goblets and repeating the toast, “Slainte!”

Deidre waved as did Kylin, both issuing their thanks.

“And now, please, sit down and enjoy the great hospitality of our ard-rí, Declan!” Deidre called.

Laughter and happy chatter followed as they took their seats.

Declan always offered entertainment during such a meal. And he had said that he meant it to celebrate Deidre and Kylin’s betrothal. She winced when they were called up to stand by the minstrel as he sang a love ballad.

And then an uproar of voices were heard, commanding, “Kiss, kiss, kiss!”

And there was little to do. Kylin was a fine actor. He managed to look down into her eyes adoringly before gently cupping her chin and then touching her lips with a gentle kiss that deepened as the roar in the banquet hall continued to climb.

It was like the dream . . . the feel of him, scent of him, strength of him, the things that seemed to happen to the whole of her, the fire within as that kiss went on and on . . .

And broke at last.

She hoped that she was a good actress, too. Or maybe she wasn’t acting. She met his eyes, wondering what was in her own. And then he caught her hand and they returned to their seats, still hearing the approving roar of the crowd within the room.

Except as they returned to the table and the revelers settled down, she heard James of Munster saying to Angus, “You must admit, they’re suited. I’m an old man in need of an heir and, Angus, you’re young, but time does go by quickly!”

“As if a man’s age matters!” Angus snapped.

Whatever was said after was lost because Declan greeted her back on her side of the table with a hug that brought forth another round of cheers.

Nice, of course, but . . .

Not everyone out there was happy, and she knew it.

As the night went on, she managed to get a few minutes to speak with James of Munster, who seemed fine with everything. He was determined to let her know that Munster had men on the way to the ard-rí and that he believed they were right—there had never been a time when they needed to be more vigilant. “Oh, and I am being sincere, lass. We all offered your father to take you as a bride. Even me. But that wouldn’t have been right. You two are perfect, he’s just a few years older, and your father’s land . . . well, it needs strength where he holds his walled castle, and where Sigurd watches over the extension of the village. And for once, perhaps, a marriage can be enjoyed by both. The man seems to respect your abilities on the field as well, something many a man might not.”

“I’m aware of that, and thank you so much, Rí James!” she told him. She saw that Kylin was speaking with Angus and Angus seemed no more belligerent than usual. Earlier, he’d talked more with Eion and Cillian and the ard-Rí while she had chatted with Berach of Linns.

Someone called out to James; he excused himself and went over to speak with his man.

Berach approached her again, lifting his goblet to her.

“Again, slainte! I just hope you don’t regret your decision. And I do understand the decision was yours,” Berach told her.

“To marry Kylin?” she asked him.

“You might have ruled vast lands,” he said.

“Ah, well, first, I’d have not been the ruler. And second, well, I don’t need vast lands. We both wish only to protect what is ours,” Deidre explained.

“Well, I do hope you feel that way in the future,” Berach said with a shrug.

“I think I will,” she said. “And—” she pretended to suppress a yawn “—I’m afraid that I must get some sleep. You’ll excuse me?”

“Of course.”

Even at Declan’s castle—or, perhaps especially at Declan’s castle—she wasn’t going anywhere alone. As if they’d had a mental conversation, she saw that Kylin was looking at her, nodding.

Time to head up. He’d see her to her room. And he would stay at the door until he heard the bolt slide.

They bid good-night to others as they locked arms to leave the great hall, pausing, of course, to thank Declan for making it such an extraordinary night for them.

“Worthy of much!” he assured them.

“Sire,” Kylin said quietly, “there is something I wish to tell you about.”

“In private, I imagine,” Declan said.

“We need to speak with Cillian, too,” Deidre reminded them.

“First morning’s light,” Declan said. “When the cock crows, in my private chamber. I will be there alone. Not completely alone, for Daniel, Cillian’s trusted man, is now with me. Cillian has insisted because we know that he has absolute loyalty to Cillian and now to me. But he’s also one step removed so he might notice something that those close to me might not. And thanks to the two of you, he has now been the eyes in the back of my head in all that I do. Even in my own home. Especially in my own home,” he added, shaking his head.

“Aye, sire, as it must be. Crack of dawn,” Declan assured him.

Not wanting to be obvious, Deidre left the two of them to hurry over to Cillian on the pretense of wishing him a good night.

He excused himself, turning away from the men with whom he’d been speaking.

“There’s something, Cillian,” Deidre said swiftly. “People being killed, disappearing—”

“Around the foothills of Derue,” Cillian said. “News has spread, or is spreading, I’m sure. Banshees, demons, whatever, attacking and kidnapping or killing men.”

“Aye, sire. Eion is truly concerned, and Kylin and I will travel with him.”

“We’ll leave together, of course. We came together, we will leave together.”

“But it may be best—”

“You wish to move silently, keeping your party small.”

“Aye.”

Cillian smiled. “But I will know where you are. And if you do not reach my home within four or five hours of our parting, I will bring a contingent of my best warriors. Trusted men will ride with us—I’d not make the very tail end of this strange journey of ours alone.”

She smiled. “Aye, sire. The end of your journey? But first—”

“You wish to speak with the banshees? There’s a rumor about as well that you and Kylin have been touched by magic.” He smiled. “But then again, love is magic!”

She smiled sweetly.

“I will ride with you—” Cillian tried again.

“Sire,” Deidre interrupted, wincing as she did so and a bit confused since he had spoken about “the end of his journey,” “Kylin seems to think that we’ll be better with two parties of two, slipping through, watching one another’s backs.”

He nodded, lowering his head, a secret smile teasing his lips. “Young bucks and gifted young warrioress. I do understand.”

“It is your right, of course—”

“Nay, lass. It is my right, but it is the two of you who are the leaders in knowledge. In determining that we know what is happening, we will be prepared to defend ourselves. Kylin is truly a brilliant tactician when it comes to subterfuge and positions in a battle. But you said two sets of two, I believe. Who is your fourth?”

“Eion’s man, Magnus. Do you know him, sire?” Deidre asked.

Cillian nodded. “That I do. A good choice. Eion was a young man when we lost his dear father. Magnus has been his confidant through the beginning years, rough years. A good choice, indeed.”

“We wanted your thoughts on the matter, sire. I’m grateful that you are in agreement.”

“We ride the first part of the journey with a few of my men. As I said, in these treacherous times, I will not continue on my way without a guard. Declan cannot afford to lose me now. Also, you’ll need one of my men to stay with the horses. Two of my men—then the ard-rí can be informed of what is discovered when you ride to me.”

“Oh! Of course, I understand. We are set, then. Good night—”

“Lass.”

“Aye?”

“There is magic in you. But take care, I beg of you. I doubt not your abilities, and still, you must take the gravest care. You and Kylin will be needed as time moves swiftly, and a more brutal hour is nearly upon us.”

“Aye, and oh! We will relay all this in council with the ard-rí at the crack of dawn, sire.”

“Crack of dawn it is,” Cillian agreed.

She gave him a hug, something natural with a man her father’s age she had known throughout her life.

By then, she saw that Kylin was waiting and she hurried to him.

“We’re set?” he asked.

“We are,” she assured him.

“Aye, then, a good night’s sleep.”

As she had expected, he kept his hold on her up the stairs and to her door. Others were heading out to their own rooms within the castle.

Again, she noted guards now where none had been before.

Guards who did not seem to move themselves, but who watched all who moved about the great hall.

“At least Declan is now aware of his own danger,” Kylin murmured. “If Declan were to be lost . . . well, such a man to hold not just the title of ard-rí, but the admiration and affection of an isle of people is rare and something incredible for our lifetimes.”

“There have been wars before, there will be wars again.”

“But he has held Éire mainly in peace, as one,” Kylin said quietly.

“You really admire him greatly, don’t you?”

“I do. And I fear that without him, the isle could fragment. Without a beloved ruler, there might seem to many that there is little to fight for.”

“Kylin, we can’t stay here and protect Declan and be ready to help our fathers and my brother. Or to travel to the hills and find Eion’s killer banshees. Perhaps we are touched by magic, but we are human beings, only in one place at one time.”

He nodded. “Together,” he said softly. “Have I ever mentioned that I am ever grateful to have you as my partner in this strange magic?”

She laughed softly. “Nay, but may I return the sentiment.”

“Of course, you may.”

They had reached her door. They were both smiling.

Then he stepped back.

“Get in, please. And I will be here when the cock crows.”

She stepped into her room, nodded to him and closed the door.

And he waited, listening for the sound of the bolt.

To her surprise, when she awoke at dawn she realized she had slept and the dream had come again.

This time, he was in her doorway, impossibly tall, leanly muscled with broad shoulders, his face, so sculpted and masculine, and his eyes . . .

A question in them. And, of course, she answered with her eyes in return.

And he came to her.

Warmth in every touch, brush, caress and kiss. His lips covered her flesh, bringing her the incredible rush of sensation she had dreamed before, in these dreams that were so very real that they seemed to touch her in truth, ignite sweet, blazing fires within her, make her feel warmth and security and sensation that was explosive, and . . .

Love.

She felt loved. Held. Cherished.

So very, very real that . . . it had been a shock when the first hint of light touched the sky and she heard the cock’s crow.

Then what was in truth reality struck her. It was time to start another dangerous day.






Chapter 13

KYLIN TAPPED LIGHTLY at Deidre’s door.

As he had expected, she opened it immediately, ready to head to their private meeting with Declan.

Dreams! Or are they nightmares, taunting me about something that I might never have?

So real that he felt he had walked to her door before. Opened it, stood there, seen her, and seen a welcoming light in her eyes, a smile on her lips, a longing and care as deep as his own.

“Good morning,” he said. “You have everything? We’ll head out on the road as soon as we’ve briefed Declan on what we’re doing.”

“Of course, I am ready,” she assured him.

She was amazingly strong, stalwart and beautiful.

He had to put his mind on the very real danger they had joined together to fight.

“Shall we?”

She grinned and took his arm. “Of course, my beloved!”

The halls were empty as they moved, but, as he had noted the night before, Declan had posted guards, even in the quiet of the night hours, when most of his people and guests should be sleeping.

He was grateful to see the extra protection. Deidre was, too. She murmured softly, “Thank God! Declan is truly taking care now.”

“I am so very, very glad,” he murmured in reply.

One of the guards was a warrior with whom Kylin had trained. Kylin nodded to him; the guard made a small motion in return.

They were first to arrive at the ard-rí’s intimate council chamber, other than Declan himself who greeted them curiously, and Daniel, who was always at his side now.

“So, my friends, my dear allies, what is it now?” Declan asked. “Or do we need to wait for Cillian and Eion?”

“They know what we’re about to tell you. Sire, have you heard about disappearances near the hills at Derue, just beyond the sacred Hill of Tara?” Kylin asked.

Ard-rí Declan let out a long breath. “I have heard of people setting out on journeys from county to county—and not arriving. But it can be so difficult. Sometimes, people just choose to move, to leave overbearing situations, but—you don’t believe that’s the case,” he said, pausing, his head down for a moment before he looked up at them again. “Supposedly, by legend, the hills are filled with the fairy folk, some of them evil. The Fir Bolg were defeated by the Tuatha de Danaan, and yet they are still resentful, practicing their revenge at times. Well, according to legend they all fought great battles in their day. But do you believe the stories of the banshees?”

“I believe that currently, sire, the evil is human. Eion had men moving ahead when he would have traveled home—two disappeared, one was found gravely injured and he died soon after he was discovered, despite attempts to staunch his wounds,” Kylin told him.

“All part of this great battle plan against us?” Declan asked.

Kylin nodded gravely and saw that Deidre did the same.

There was a tap at the door. Daniel opened it with one hand; the other was on his knife. He was ever prepared for danger against his ard-rí.

But it was Cillian and Eion, as expected. The two men entered, and Declan quickly explained that Kylin and Deidre had briefed him on what had happened.

“We wanted you to know, sire, that we are going to scout out the hills and discover just what is going on,” Eion told them.

“You don’t want to take a great force with you?” Declan asked.

Eion looked at Kylin, who explained, “No, sire, first, we want to see just what is going on there. It’s my belief that there may be ten men or so within those hills, enough to take on a few warriors, but not start a massive battle. Travelers across the land are not expecting attacks inland and they might be easily taken. Even warriors—such as Eion’s men—resting at night might be taken by surprise, as it seemed his men were. We won’t be surprised, sire, we’ll be looking for them. And if we can remove them, then we have taken away another of the enemy’s planned methods of a great attack across the land.”

The ard-rí looked at Cillian, frowning. “You will be part of this?”

“Nay, Declan. I am here because I will ride out with them. As I arrived with Kylin and Deidre, I will leave with them. And I will be prepared to ride back for them with a multitude of warriors if they do not make their discoveries quickly. But if they can slip in . . . then whoever is behind this may not know that their men have been taken down.”

“I see,” Declan said. “But I will be told as soon as possible—”

“Aye, sire, we will return, I vow,” Kylin said.

Declan nodded.

“There is more that I can give you now,” Cillian told him. “I did not travel alone, but I will go on with my people except for a chosen few. There is a clearing deep within the woods that border the hills. That’s where Kylin, Deidre, Eion and his man, Magnus, will leave their horses. I sincerely doubt that any enemy can know about this place—I have not shared the wonder of it with my own people. My father brought me once when I was small. This allows them proximity without being seen as they slip silently through the trees to reach the hills.”

Kylin nodded at Cillian, smiling. Of course, if anyone knew the area well, it was Cillian. And without being with them himself, he was giving them something that was tremendously important in their quest for subterfuge.

“Take care, then, my dearest friends. From this vantage point, I shall await.”

“Aye, Declan,” Cillian said. “Men can return to you quickly with news.”

“Sire, Magnus and I will return here,” Eion told Declan.

The ard-rí nodded. “I’ve seen to it that your horses are ready, there is food for your journey packed upon the animals. May the God of St. Patrick be with you, along with the angels who might well be the fairies of our past.”

“Thank you, Declan, sire,” Deidre said. “You needed to know what we were about.”

“We will hold our island, for this stage in the history of man, at least,” Declan said. “My faith in you is great!”

“And we will do all that we can to earn that faith, sire,” Kylin assured him. He looked at Eion and Cillian. “Shall we, then?”

Cillian and Eion started out along with Deidre.

Declan caught Kylin’s arm.

“Sire?”

“I just want to commend you again, congratulate you, commend you and pray for you. Lad, you head into danger with the woman you love, and yet you give her the same faith you would any man,” Declan said very softly.

Kylin nodded, feeling a mix of emotions.

She isn’t really my betrothed. Only in my dreams!

She was chosen by someone to find the silver sword of myth and he was certain that she knew well how to use it.

“Sire, you know Eamon’s story, the way he lost his cherished wife. Women watch men go to battle all the time—they pray that their men will return. All of us are prey to violence, and I am grateful that my betrothed is not a damsel who is helpless, but a warrior ready to face the world against the attacks of those who are innocent. I worry about her and she worries about me,” he said.

As he spoke, he saw that Deidre had stepped back into the room. She was waiting for him, of course.

“Sire,” he said respectfully, nodding his head before he strode over to Deidre. He set his hand upon her shoulder, and they left together, meeting Cillian, Eion and Magnus where they waited outside the chamber.

Kylin had trained with Magnus at various times and they shared a Norse background. He assumed that the man also had to defend his loyalty at times, but it appeared that Eion had tremendous faith in him. Magnus was a big man, tall, heavily muscled, perhaps close to fifty now, with the blue eyes and blond hair so easily found among the Northmen. They welcomed him on their mission.

“I would give my life gladly for Rí Eion, for Declan and Eamon!” he told Deidre. “Men who have given me their faith. Whatever we find, we will conquer, I do so swear.”

“Even a demon banshee?” Kylin asked, arching a brow.

Magnus laughed softly. “Even a demon banshee. But I don’t believe that any of us here think a demon banshee is guilty of any of this.”

“And so, we ride,” Cillian said.

Others were beginning to stir, and Kylin didn’t wish to speak of their plans when others might hear.

Not even Declan trusted all who might be in his household anymore.

They said farewell to various friends and acquaintances as they made their way from the hall to the stables.

They thanked the ard-rí’s groom for caring for their animals and packing their provisions for the next day or so.

And finally, they headed out.

Kylin managed to take the lead with Cillian at his side while Magnus and Eion rode behind, Deidre between them. Cillian’s three warriors trailed the group.

They traveled several miles in basic silence, moving slowly through certain trails, racing ahead when they reached great expanses of various valleys.

Then, after they’d ridden awhile and with only Cillian in earshot, Kylin felt that he could speak freely at last. “I am grateful that you know of a safe place for our horses. I feared that we’d spend half the morning seeking such a place.”

“Not very far now. It is a special place for my family. It was my father’s escape when we lost men, when raiders came from Briton, from the Continent, from the north.” He glanced at Kylin. “Men came here, as we all know, hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years ago. We have their ancient burial passageways. We have found many of the first weapons that they made. We have great scholars among us now—when St. Patrick came and we opened our monasteries, many began to record our history and our stories. But over the years, good men and women have come from the continent, from the North . . . For man travels, he seeks good spaces for farming, for raising cows and sheep and for raising his children as well. The Gaels, perhaps, have the greatest bloodline now, but throughout the years, we have mixed, and we will mix again. Thus is the conflict, and the beauty, of man. But I digress. My father loved this place. He brought me often when I was a child. He called it his secret castle, not a place made of stone, but of nature!”

“Thank you, Cillian. Thank you for sharing something so special and unique to you,” Kylin told him.

Cillian nodded and looked at him. He stroked his long white beard. “And I thank you.”

“For . . . ?”

“For realizing that while I will fight, when necessary, that this long white beard is indicative of a few years of age!”

Kylin laughed. “Sire, I’d be happy for you to have my back anywhere, anytime.”

“Again, thank you for that. I hope to live for the main conflict. I had a strange dream last night.”

“Oh?” Kylin said.

Hopefully, it was nothing like my own!

“I saw the great Hill of Tara. I saw a rush of men. But over their battle cry, I heard another, and saw another great flood. They were there, Kylin. They came to Tara, but we were prepared, as you have tried so valiantly to make sure happens. I hope that this dream—so real I thought I lived it—speaks of truth!”

“I believe so, sire. I believe that we are being helped.” Kylin hesitated. “You didn’t happen to see the traitor in your dream, did you?”

“Nay, lad, I’m afraid not. Yet . . .”

“Yes?” Kylin pressed gently.

“We ride with Eion. We must pray that it isn’t him. Yet, I cannot believe that it is Eion. He loved his father. He learned his devotion to his people and to Declan through his father, who was, by the way, a good friend to your father, to me, to Eamon.”

“I believe we can put our faith in Eion,” Kylin said.

“If not, you’re heading into a precarious mission indeed,” Cillian warned.

“His men were killed. Since every man will be needed, I don’t believe he’d have allowed for his own men to be slaughtered if he knew how to stop it.”

“And I don’t believe that Eion would betray me or the ard-rí, and thus, I am all right with this mission,” Cillian told him. “Still . . .”

“We will be vigilant,” Kylin promised.

Cillian reined in, looking around. Kylin realized they’d ridden several hours; he knew where they were and was curious, for in all his previous travels, it had seemed that the forests bordering the hills of Derue were far too thick for the existence of any trails, much less any kind of a clearing.

“Ahead, just a bit. We’ll reach the trail,” Cillian said. He pointed to the southwest. “There, the hills of Derue begin. There will be a certain amount of cover you can use to reach them, and you will discover low hills and great crags, ancient earth that appears gentle at times, but offers dangerous pits and crannies and high ledges. I don’t believe that it has been legends of banshees, demons or other evil beings that have kept people away—the ground is simply far too hard for man to manipulate, or even for goats to traverse.”

“So close to our sacred land of Tara, and yet . . .” Deidre murmured.

“So inhospitable,” Cillian finished for her. “Stay close, the trail lies just ahead.”

“Cillian, we’d never have found so perfect a place,” Kylin marveled.

As they moved ahead and reached the trail—indiscernible to the naked eye even from the edge of the plain—he realized the truth of his words more fully.

The trail was so narrow at first, so laden with brush and roots, that it was slow going through. But then the trees took on a more even path and the brush became lower. Still, they rode through the winding trail miles farther until at last, and suddenly, they broke into a small clearing.

Rich green grass grew in a small circumference amid a thick growth of trees, perfect for the horses.

There appeared to be one way into the clearing—without crawling over thick brush and roots—but Cillian pointed out an escape route should one be needed. It could only be traveled on foot, but he sincerely doubted that they would need it, or that anyone at the other end of it could possibly know of its existence.

The escape trail went far to the south and the west, heading closer to their own lands than Cillian’s.

They dismounted and looked around.

Kylin looked up at the sky. They had been riding most of the day, but slowly and carefully, pausing several times to water and rest the horses. The sun was still up, but falling in the western horizon.

“Darkness,” he said.

Cillian was by him, staring into the trees, stroking his long beard.

“Aye, the night will come on quickly, despite the hour in which we left. But—”

“Darkness might be our friend!” Deidre said, joining them.

Cillian pointed through the trees. “You can slip out through the trees that way on foot, but if you keep to the trail, you miss the far access to the hills. To reach the hills, you’ll need to crawl over roots and stumps and go through the brush.”

“Which we’ll all do,” Eion said, coming up to them.

“Are you sure that you don’t want us to come with you, be a force?”

Kylin turned. It was Cillian’s man, Alaric, speaking to him. He knew Alaric, just as he knew Magnus, because they had trained together at times at the ard-rí’s castle. He was a good man, to the best of Kylin’s knowledge, and through the conversations they’d had over the years. But it was hard to trust anyone. Still . . .

“I intend to wait here through the night,” Cillian said, “head home by morning’s light. But—”

“Alaric, thank you. I will feel best if you are here, with Cillian. This place is remote, and not just that—I believe that our strength will be in discovering what this ‘banshee’ is, who is in the hills, perhaps taking them out, perhaps knowing that we do need a major assault if we’re to take down something. But if we don’t know what is going on, they could disappear—they might have hiding places in those hills and if we don’t find them, we may expend a great deal of force and energy on nothing when something is surely on the way.”

“Of course,” Alaric said. He was young and well-built as so many of the warriors. He grimaced. “It’s just hard to be trained to battle—and become a groom for a night.”

“Not a groom. A guard for an extremely important rí,” Kylin assured him.

Alaric grinned. “So, then, I shall dig into the saddlebags and find food.” He sighed. “We dare not build a real fire.”

“Sadly, there can be no fire.” Kylin looked at Cillian, hoping the cool dampness that would come by night wouldn’t be too hard on the elderly rí.

“I think I’ll roll out my blanket,” Cillian said, grinning. “I shall take advantage of my position—and my age—and let you young people bring out the food.”

Deidre moved quickly to help Alaric. Cillian’s two other warriors were also intent on bringing out the food, along with Eion.

They didn’t need more help.

Kylin sat down by Cillian and realized that the older man was watching Deidre. He looked at Kylin as he realized that he was being observed.

“She is quite something, your betrothed,” Cillian told him.

“Aye, that she is,” he agreed.

Cillian was quiet for a minute. Then he let out a soft sigh and spoke softly. “I remember the attack that killed her mother. Aidan and Deidre were small children at the time. Workers had been repairing a breach in the wall and an enemy combatant crawled over it, seeking whatever riches he might find within the rí’s castle. Eamon had no idea that any men had slipped past the fighting on the shore. He was busy putting down the assault, which he did. But with the enemy defeated, he returned to find the man still in his home—with his dead wife’s body. Needless to say, there was little mercy in Eamon when he fought the man who killed his wife. She was such a sweet and gentle soul. I believe that their marriage had been a love match—Deidre’s mother was a cousin to the ard-rí. Eamon blamed himself for years and years. He probably still does. But when we spoke after, he told me that he’d never tell another man—any man, a nobleman, a sheepherder, or any man in between—what he should do. But his daughter would always know how to defend herself. I’m not sure exactly what was done to Deidre’s mother but . . . Eamon was determined that his daughter would never be weak, that if any man attacked her, he’d be at tremendous risk for his own life.”

“We live in a violent world. It’s important that we all know how to defend ourselves,” Kylin told him.

“Ah, well, our lasses are expected to be the weaker sex, lad. Very few men would respect the young lady and her abilities the way that you do. We would celebrate any union—especially since unions are customarily to afford great alliances—but this is an exceptional occasion, young Kylin. Truly, right and fitting. You have respect and friendship. You both have your youth.” He laughed suddenly. “I have a daughter, you know, Kathleen. She is very happily wed to a young clansman across the water. There was talk of her and James of Munster once and when she came to me, begging that it not be true, she cried, telling me she’d have to sleep every night with a man who smelled of his age. I love Kathleen, and I have sent a message to her young husband—he will bring men to fight with us against any attack. It was no great alliance, for they met when we were working on a trading situation. One that has gone well these last years. Of course, Angus doesn’t have my years, but, well, knowing the personalities of both Deidre and Angus, such a union would have been true disaster.” He shrugged. “Eamon is a lucky man. He has a fine son, accepted by all, to follow him. He has your father’s friendship and loyalty, and you and Aidan will continue to live and fight together with complete respect for one another. I believe that my daughter and son-in-law will follow me—it is what I have written, what I have asked. I pray that they accept my Kathleen’s young husband, Gordon.”

“Know that, we will respect your will,” Kylin told him. “I do so swear it, Cillian.”

The older man smiled. “I know that you will. And, of course, I hope that he makes it to these shores before this assault is upon us. Ah, look! Bread, dried meat, cheese . . . a fine repast after a long ride!” Cillian said.

He sat up and accepted a bowl from Deidre who handed one to Kylin as well.

“Ah, wonderful,” Cillian said. “My warriors pack well. Food and containers. No spoons, but fingers will do the job.”

Kylin laughed softly and looked at Deidre. She motioned toward the sky.

Darkness was coming.

It was nearing the time when they needed to start out.

“Join us! Come down upon my blanket, lass,” Cillian said.

“I shall just grab a bowl,” Deidre said, then joined them to eat. “This is, sire, an exceptional spot,” she told Cillian. “I’m sorry that we’ve rather ruined it for you as a place of complete peace.”

“I was a fool, like Declan, to assume that there may ever be complete peace,” Cillian said. “I might have come here and been vulnerable. A victim of the banshee with fiery eyes. In proximity to the hills as it is . . . Well, it is good to be here with others.”

“I am glad that you feel that way, Cillian,” Deidre said. “The fiery eyes have me curious,” she added. “I believe the men were attacked as they slept and that their attackers carried torches, and that’s what the man who lived long enough to speak saw as he awakened.”

“Quite possibly,” Cillian said. “We shall look to happier moments. I assume you’ll be wed at the church in the village?” he asked.

Deidre looked at Kylin. For a minute he feared that she would panic and tell the truth. But she didn’t.

She smiled sweetly. “The church, aye, of course! We’ll have a great feast. We have a wonderful local priest, and it will be . . . well, we hope a wonderful occasion for everyone who attends.”

“I will be there,” Cillian promised.

Darkness was almost upon them.

Kylin rose and looked over at Eion who was eating with his man, Magnus, and Cillian’s warriors.

“We must go,” Kylin said.

“Don’t worry about the horses!” Alaric said dryly.

Kylin grinned. “Darragh is a wonderful animal and I do rely on him. However, Darragh will warn you if anyone is about, and remember—”

“Nothing will befall Cillian, trust me!” Alaric promised.

Kylin knew that Alaric meant his words: he would die for Cillian.

“Then, Eion? Magnus?”

“Aye, time to move,” Eion said.

Cillian rose, pointing the way to Kylin. He looked at Deidre and she nodded; she was ready. Eion and Magnus joined them, and they started through.

Cillian hadn’t lied. It was hard going, crawling over sprawling roots and downed branches, moving as quietly as they could.

They reached the edge of the forest and Kylin saw a sparse row of trees that led to the first of the foothills. Without speaking, he turned back, indicating that they follow the tree line to the hills.

There was a small moon out, affording them enough light to see a few feet before them, and one another.

They followed the tree line carefully, then moved swiftly, one by one, to find positions behind the first hill.

The ground was, as described, rough. Great tors rode in narrow spurts within the hills, and despite the darkness, he could see gaps in the ground.

He was certain they led to natural tunnels beneath the earth.

Places where men might hide.

Eion motioned to him; there was a crack in the next hill. He and Magnus would explore the opening.

Kylin nodded in reply.

Deidre touched his shoulder and he turned to look at her. She was pointing to a second crevice, one that was by a gaping hole in the earth.

There could be passages within the hill.

Or below it.

He nodded to her as well. They would carefully explore.

He started to move forward. She was behind him. As they moved, a man emerged from the crevice. He turned and saw them and smiled, drawing a massive knife.

We have to reach him, stop him, before he can cry out an alarm!

But that was all right; the man hadn’t seen Deidre and as he charged at Kylin, she moved from behind him, slashing him so quickly that he went down without a sound other than the thump of his body on the earth. She turned back to him, waving a quick warning. There was a man behind him as well—he didn’t have to turn to understand her.

And when he did turn, he was more than prepared.

While the brute raised his sword high, Kylin was ready, slicing him cleanly through the middle before he could strike.

He swirled around, searching for other men. But there didn’t appear to be any others, except—

There was one coming around where Deidre now stood, near the crevice, near the great dark hole in the earth. He rushed forward, knowing that she hadn’t seen the enemy. She spun about, though, ready to take him on.

But she was suddenly gone.

Had she escaped into the earth?

This fellow looked at him in a rage.

No choice. Kylin stepped forward; he’d have to face battle before he’d ever have a chance to find Deidre.

She was hiding, just hiding, ready to spring out!

The enemy’s sword was about to crash down upon him. He ducked and whirled, displaying the expert training he’d received in Eamon’s castle and Declan’s court.

Again, he had time to parry, and the man went down.

But there was still no sign of Deidre. He didn’t dare call out her name. He would have to seek her in silence and pray that she was safe. Nay . . . he must have faith!

Have the faith in her Cillian spoke about and the faith that her own father gave her.

Faith in her abilities, and they were great!

She had been chosen. By ancient gods or the angels, he knew not which. They would be with her; they would protect and guide her.

Still, he had to find her.

In the darkness of the night.

And in silence.






Chapter 14

THE LANDSCAPE OF the hills was deceptive!

Deidre hadn’t realized that taking a step back would bring her sliding down into . . . darkness. Dirt and darkness.

She shook her head, still seated as she had landed, but stretching her arms and legs and assuring herself that nothing was broken.

Then she checked that her sword had suffered no damage in the fall, and though she’d heard it scraping against rock and earth, it seemed to be fine.

But where was she now? Obvious! she mocked herself. She had fallen into one of the pits that she’d been told about.

Right. And she could only hope that Kylin was all right. That he’d managed to best the men coming after him without creating a disturbance, something that would draw more of the enemy out! They had no idea how many men were hiding in the hills, using legends of bloody demons and banshees to explain the slow disappearance of villagers and others.

She had fallen—or, thankfully, slid—deep within the hole by the crevice in the hill, far beneath the high crags of the rugged, rolling hillside.

Do Kylin or Eion or Magnus know where I am, what happened? And does it matter—I still have my sword! I am capable, she told herself. Capable of defending herself. In fact, she was more worried about Kylin. Then another thought occurred to her.

There might have been others above her, on the surface, slipping through a passage of some sort that existed on the ground level of the hills.

She went very still, listening, holding her sword tightly with both hands, staring at the opening high overhead.

She saw nothing. No one. Not an enemy.

And not Kylin.

Around her there was darkness. Nothing but complete darkness. But she still slipped along the wall, taking great care. And despite the darkness, the sword seemed to guide her.

For a moment, instinctive fear set in.

Whatever is going on here has nothing to do with banshees or other creatures! The enemy is causing the trouble!

But stories and legends swept through her mind, and she couldn’t help but wonder if there could be truth to the tales of demons, devils and evil within the hills. She was deep inthe ground, but she realized that she could see her immediate surroundings because the sword of light was giving off a strange glow just around her, not betraying anything to the world above.

And it was while she sat, shivering, wondering if evil magic could exist alongside the strange, wonderful gifts of the Tuatha Dé Danann, the light seemed to shift, coming to her side, and as it did so, it took on a shape.

It was the shimmering, silvery, magical woman—angel, fairy or beautiful creature of light who had given her the sword.

“You will be all right!” the being told her. “You will be fine. You will find your strength because you were chosen from among us. Chosen to strike ahead into the fray and bring peace and beauty back to the land.”

Deidre felt a gentle touch on her cheek. It was warm, as warm as sunlight. And with it the chill of fear that had seized her dissipated. She smiled at the celestial being.

“What do I call you?” she whispered.

She was answered first with a broad smile. Then the being whispered, “Shimmer.”

Deidre managed a smile in return. “Shimmer,” she whispered. “Of course, quite fitting. Thank you.” And then she asked softly, “What is going on here? Did a banshee—”

“Nay! Such a thought is quite preposterous!” Shimmer said, keeping her voice low, despite the passion in her words.

“So, they do not exist—”

“I did not say that!” Shimmer corrected.

“Then we do hear the cry,” Deidre murmured. “But—”

“Please, lass! Do you know why the banshee comes?” Shimmer asked, shaking her head. “Not to be evil, not to bring death. She comes to help those who are left behind—she comes to help them mourn. She came into existence through tears shed by loved ones of those who go on. Sometimes the warning helps. She sheds great tears to try and assuage the tears of those left behind. She is not evil!”

“I never thought that a banshee with fiery eyes came out to viciously kill,” Deidre assured her. “I just didn’t . . .”

“Ah, lass, the human quandary. Do such things exist? Are they real in one’s mind, and does the reality of thought make something true? The world is very often what we make it. Do I stand here speaking to you, or have you invented me in your mind because the situation here is dire? This much is true. No demons reside within these hills. You know the old legends of the Tuatha Dé Danann. We left the island to the world of man, entrusting him to care for it. Father Patrick came with his message of goodness, hope and faith among men, and with him came the angels, and now we are all beings that seek to help man, seek goodness, and our place is where we descended into the world beneath the ground, at Tara. We wait where we are needed, here in these hills, and perhaps elsewhere at times. But evil? You’ve known. You and Kylin, son of Sigurd, know that the evil comes in the form of men who desire more, want more and feel nothing but pleasure as they steal the lives of others. Life itself. Our most precious gift! Nay, lass, you know the truth. And note well where you are. For when they do not steal out to attack, the enemy lie here, deep in the earth, and wait. Thus far, they have proven effective in their quest, preying upon those who stumble too close. For they attack from within.”

“It has been a plan in the making. And the man who would take all has gathered forces around them. Small groups of men, filtered in, lying in wait time and again to keep Kylin and me from our quest, trying a swift attack upon the ard-rí in his own castle and then here . . . others who have disappeared with no known reason, the taking of a lass, a sheepherder, and a small group of unsuspecting warriors, because when you destroy bits and pieces, you destroy the possibility of real strength coming against you.”

Shimmer nodded gravely. “You know. And there is a way for you to find the passage out. Remember. Seek and ye shall find.”

“But wait!” Deidre pleaded. “How many are we up against? Is Kylin all right? And Eion and Magnus—”

“I must go see to their welfare. Kylin will be fine. He carries the spear. But I must see to Eion and Magnus! You have your sword and more. You have your strength and your love for your father, your brother and your people.”

“Thank you! But where—” Deidre began, but Shimmer faded and once again, she was left with only the light from her sword to guide her.

She looked up. The tunnel she was in was low and it had been by the crevice. But men had come from the crevice, so that might well mean that there were more tunnels on the ground level. She had to get out of the tunnels.

There was a flickering ahead of her. She thought at first that some kind of a firefly, or bug, something natural might be in the air. But as she moved toward the light, assuming they had to come in from outside the hill, she paused, dead still, not even breathing.

The things were . . .

Fairies! Pretty, tiny creatures, bodies like teensy, tiny human beings—with wings and an iridescent glow. They were beckoning to her, she realized.

What are they?

Legend had it that the Tuatha Dé Danann had joined with the fairy folk, that they had chosen to live beneath the ground or within the hills, especially the ancient and sacred Hill of Tara, and these hills were so near the one at Tara . . .

She followed.

Because they had been right.

The evil in the hills was the evil of man, and nothing more. While many strange beings might have come through the history of the isle, while great battles may have taken place in ancient times, the magic offered her here was good magic, magic to save her and her people, Declan, and those seeking peace.

She had to trust in the magic.

And so she followed the fairies into the darkness, with their small, flickering lights to guide her.

Along with the shimmer of her sword.

And she had to wonder, even while her angel creature of light was away, didn’t a bit of her guardian accompany Deidre everywhere, all part of the shimmering light of the gift of the sword?

WHEN EVIL WAS out there—even in the form of human beings—wasn’t it natural that one warrior should worry about another?

Kylin had to admit to himself that he should have been equally worried about Eion and Magnus, yet, in faith, they had parted, eager to be stealthy, eager to cover ground. But he knew now that they had been right. The enemy was here. The enemy had been stealing people, killing those who stumbled upon them.

Deleting the ranks of the people, a warrior here and a warrior there, and the innocent right along with them.

So far, Kylin’s men had been the victors. But how many of the enemy were there? He looked at the crevice in the hillside from which the men had slipped.

And he looked down into the black hole into which Deidre had fallen.

She is going to be fine!

She had her sword; she was, even without it, one of the finest trained warriors he knew. But she still didn’t have the muscle and weight of many of the opponents she might come up against.

Then again, they didn’t have her sword.

As he stood deliberating, he saw movement in the crevice and flattened himself against the rock.

Two men slipped almost silently from the crevice. They saw their dead compatriots lying on the ground and one cried out in surprise, only to be shushed by his companion slamming an elbow into his ribs.

Irish? Northmen? Again, he couldn’t tell. Their dress was basic for the day: tunics, breeches, boots, sword belts.

One man had hair and a beard of brownish red, common among both peoples. The other was just a bit darker and an inch or so taller.

Then they spoke, the smaller man cursing. His use of words had an Irish lilt to it.

“Shut up!” the other whispered fiercely. “We don’t know where they may be about! Our men were taken by surprise. We do the surprising! They should be fearing the banshees!”

His accent gave him away as a Northman.

“They need proper burial,” the Irishman said.

“Curse you and your St. Patrick! The flesh is but a costume to be worn and it matters not. We must slide back in, come out at the other end, see where they have gone.”

“I told you I thought I saw a man across at the second slope.”

“Then we must take him by surprise.”

They have seen Eion or Magnus, Kylin thought.

And without another at his back, he had little choice, lest his companions be taken unaware. He held the spear, closed his eyes and wished that he did not have to throw it.

He did.

He took down the first Northman with the spear and reached quickly to draw his sword.

The second man spun around, stunned, roaring out a battle cry and springing for Kylin. And thus, their fierce battle ensued.

This man knew his fighting, he could duck and dodge with ease, strike with fury. The swords clashed and clashed, and Kylin knew then that fortitude, determination and stamina were the traits that would win the battle for one of them.

And then Kylin got in a lucky blow, one that caught the enemy across the throat. There was no more fight for him. Blood spurted from the gaping wound in his neck, and in seconds, he fell flat on the ground.

Five. They had taken down five men. Just how many of them were hiding within the hills? They had talked about the passage behind the crevice from which they had come. Did he explore the crevice, or slide down into the inky black hole into which Deidre had disappeared.

What would I do if she was any other warrior?

And then he knew. In this kind of battle, no man was an island. No matter whom he was partnered with, he’d go for his partner.

Because they were stronger together.

He went to retrieve his spear from the dead man. He wasn’t sure he touched it before the spear seemed to fly back into his hand.

He accepted the gift and headed to the patch of dirt, sat back and slid.

Down, down, down, into an ebony darkness.

Maybe in this darkness banshees do exist!

But they weren’t monsters with fiery eyes, clawing at men, ripping them to shreds. No legend ever suggested such a thing, though there were those who still feared the banshee, knowing that the mournful cry warned of death to come.

There were no cries. And as he blinked against the darkness, the area before him began to lighten. A glow was emitting from . . .

From him.

From the spear, his gift from the Tuatha Dé Danann.

With that strange and even eerie bit of light, he began to move, hands upon the rock and dirt of the cave walls. Bit by bit by bit, he moved ahead. Then he paused, wondering if the dark passage deep in the hillside led anywhere.

It has to!

Because Deidre had fallen in here, and he hadn’t come upon her yet, nor had he . . . He winced. He had not come upon her body.

“Move. Keep coming.”

He heard the whisper. It wasn’t in his own head, he was certain. But the sound seemed to come from the spear. He wondered who might have once wielded the magical spear, and if the soul or the essence of an ancient remained in it, with him.

Then he thought that he heard whispers around him.

The voice spoke clearly to him again. “The earth is for the living of today—the essence of the time of magic remains in the earth. We are not evil. We seek to help the people of peace. Forge on, and I will be with you,” the voice whispered.

Was it in his head? Had the power of the spear made him a little bit mad? Was the magic in his own desperation to help the people who had welcomed his father, in the fierceness of all that he had learned?

If it was magic, he just had to accept it. No, be grateful for it.

“I am moving ever forward, believing in you. Trusting in you,” he said softly.

He kept moving. And moving. And then he stopped.

There was a crack above him. Tiny, just the smallest little space in the ground covering the cave, the ground that led to or from the crevice.

There was the deep cave in which he walked, he realized. But above him, there was also a passage within the hills that was at ground level. Of course. He had known the crevice led somewhere, that it had space—the men they had battled had come from it.

He stood still. And he heard remnants of voices. He listened hard, trying to determine just how many voices there were.

One thing was clear: the enemy knew that they were there.

But with the men who had seen them now dead, they couldn’t know that he and—hopefully—Deidre walked beneath them.

Three . . . four distinct voices. One more harsh and deep than the others.

If he was right, there had originally been ten men. And if they were lucky, and this was the group, just five remained.

He needed to find Deidre. Quickly. Before this group could head out and sneak around until they cornered Eion and Magnus.

He started moving through the darkness, led only by the strange glimmer of the spear.

He paused again.

There was someone ahead of him. He didn’t dare call out and he had to make sure that it was Deidre. If he gave himself away and it wasn’t Deidre . . .

He was good, but five on one might be pushing it, even if he held a magical spear.

Then he saw it. The same strange glimmer of light that the spear was giving off. And he moved quickly, daring to whisper her name.

“Kylin!” she whispered in return, heading to him. “Kylin, they’re just above us. There was the opening and the dirt and mud that led here, but there’s a passage just above us. And you can hear them talking.”

“I know. There are five of them.”

“Five?”

“I stopped and listened and counted voices. And, Deidre, they are Irish and invaders mixed. Whoever is helping this jarl has probably been told that he’ll be put in as ard-rí when Declan is no more. Of course, that won’t happen. The jarl wants all the power. But that doesn’t matter now. We need to reach the end of this cavern, get to ground level, and warn Eion and Magnus.”

“They are good warriors, and they’ll be watchful and careful,” she reminded him.

“Deidre, they know that Eion and Magnus are out there, across the little plain at the next rise of hills. These men will be going after them,” Kylin said.

“So, we must stop them! Hurry, then. There’s a bit of light. This cave, cavern or hole—whatever it is—ends just ahead.”

“Let’s go!”

He meant to hurry. But then he saw them. Tiny beings of light, hovering around Deidre suddenly, as if they had been ahead, but returned for her.

Fairies? They do exist! They hold peacefully here, beneath the earth, giving a home to the beings who had come before man . . . the great Tuatha Dé Danann.

“These are my friends,” Deidre said quickly. “Come on, they are leading us out.”

She was already moving ahead, and he quickly caught up with her.

They reached an area where rock and dirt rose to tiny cracks in the rocks above, just visible in the moonlight. They were going to need to crawl out.

“You’ve got this?” he asked Deidre.

“I do. Do you?” she asked, looking at him, a half smile on her lips, her tone dry.

“Sorry!” he whispered.

“Nay . . . in fact, give me a push. I’ll get up there first. I’ll see what I can see.”

“Aye.” He didn’t give her a push. He lifted her; she was able to grab hold of a solid wedge of heavy rock and pull herself up farther.

But when she might have pushed ahead to move out in the night, she paused, looking out.

He swiftly—and carefully—made his way up the rugged slant leading to the exit of the underground.

And as she was doing, he stopped and looked out.

He had been right—unless others were hidden somewhere else. There were five men. They were spread out now, staring toward the second set of hills.

The men had seen Eion and Magnus. Kylin’s two allies, were standing stock-still, watching the array of warriors in return, all five of them probably as well trained as they were themselves, big, muscled—and eager to kill them.

Then one of the enemy warriors let out a fierce battle cry; he drew his sword and a knife and started racing across the field. His four companions echoed his cry and took off in his wake.

Kylin wasn’t sure how he was going to manage in the tight space, not even on solid ground, but he knew there was one chance of helping out the others: the spear.

Maybe there was more magic than in just the spear itself; barely balanced on the rocks, he managed to draw it up and out, lift an arm up high and send it hurtling across the field.

An amazing throw—but it was an amazing spear.

It struck the first man, the one who was almost upon Eion.

The man went down.

Still four against two.

“Out, now,” he said, giving Deidre a helpful shove. She found a handhold as he pushed her and then she leaped to the ground, drawing her sword.

He was right behind her. She was already racing across the field.

One of the men, about to assault Magnus, was taken by complete surprise as she came up behind him, striking a blow upon his helmet that was so hard and fierce Kylin could have sworn that he heard the man’s skull crack. Then he became entangled with another one of the men himself.

An even opponent! But now, there were four of them. And just three of the enemy. And he slew the man trying with such fierce determine to kill him in time to see that the other offenders were down as well.

One man, who had met with Magnus’s sword, was still alive, groaning on the earth.

Kylin went to him, hunkering down.

“Who are you, why are you attacking people here?” he demanded.

“Let me die!” the man roared. “Decency! Let me die.”

“You don’t need to die. I don’t believe that your insides have been ripped. We can patch you up and bring you to the home of the Rí Cillian, and he can see to it that the best herbalists and healers tend to you. You don’t need to die!” he said.

Mercy. It was what Eamon O’Connor had taught him.

And Kylin’s people were prepared for the coming attack because Eamon had ordered that the injured be cared for—his own injured and that of the enemy.

“Nay, I cannot! I will be killed, let me die now!”

“Nay, nay, my good man. We can protect you. Today, you have seen our strength, seen that we know, and that we will fight, and know how the enemy has been slipping in. You’re Irish, you have been terrified or ordered by someone to kill your own. Who? Jarl Swen Jorgensen wants to seize the country and he is implementing all manner of attacks—but we will protect you. The ard-rí himself will protect you,” Kylin promised.

The man on the ground began to cry.

“We let him live?” Magnus murmured softly behind him.

“Aye, Magnus,” Eion told him. “Aye. We fight battles, we do not murder the injured. I learned that from Rí Eamon. The enemy can become a great asset.”

Deidre knelt by the injured man’s other side, taking his hand. “I am the daughter of Eamon O’Connor. I can swear to you by all that is holy that we will tend to you, care for you. But we need your help.”

She lifted the rim of her tunic and began to rip off a long strip, using it to bind the man’s wound, a gash that went across his midsection, right below the ribs.

He winced as she helped him, but when she had done so, he opened his eyes and looked at her. “Other men tried to reach your father! Don’t you understand? They would not let us. Those . . . those four there. They follow Jarl Swen Jorgensen. And they kill those who do not obey their orders.”

“But they are the ones who lie dead,” Deidre said softly. “If you know—”

“I don’t, I don’t,” he said miserably. “I know the men who set upon us. Those who followed them would live. Those who did not would die.”

His eyes closed. For a moment, Kylin thought that he had died. But he was still breathing; he still had a pulse.

“Let’s get him to the clearing,” Eion suggested. “If we can heal him . . .”

“He may know more than he thinks he knows,” Deidre finished.

“Magnus, you and I must take him. Eion, you’re wearing a cloak. We can make a litter of it so we can get him back.”

“Of course. And by the heavens above, I—we—are in your debt! I do not doubt my skill. I swear, it is solid, and, Kylin, you know Magnus’s strength. And yet when there were so many, I was ready to fight to the death, but I feared that the death might be my own!”

“How did you just appear?” Magnus asked as Eion removed his cape so they could create a makeshift carrier of it.

“There were others. Five others,” Kylin began.

“Are there more?” Magnus asked, looking around.

“I think they’d have been out. I know that these men saw you—they were headed in a crevice that led to caves and a passageway—but I’m not sure they knew that their friends hidden out here were dead already. I don’t believe there are more men here. Too many men would have caused them to be noted at some point by the wrong person.”

“But how did you come out of the earth—” Magnus began.

“That’s just it, we came out of the earth,” Deidre told him, standing aside as the injured man was gently lifted onto the cape. “There are deep caves, passageways, beneath the caves where they were hiding out. They might have known about them, but why use them when you can be on the solid ground and keep watch just as easily?”

“We must get him back and do our best to tend to his wounds,” Kylin said.

But before he could do his part in carrying the heavy wounded man, he retrieved his spear from the body of the man intent on taking down Eion and Magnus.

They started walking. There was no longer a reason to hide and, despite the fact that it was a much longer walk, they had to go around the thick part of the forest from which they had arrived. They did their best to hurry, breathing hard and moving in silence, until finally returning to the clearing and calling out to let Cillian and the men there know that it was them arriving in the moonlight.

Cillian threw his head back, muttering a prayer, as they came into the clearing.

Darragh let out a neigh of welcome and relief.

And then, of course, they had to explain the events of the night to Cillian.

But while Kylin and Eion did so, Kylin noted that Deidre was busy untying the cauldron from its position upon Darragh’s saddle.

He watched her curiously, not interested in stopping her or questioning what she was doing. He had a feeling that he knew.

The cauldron was magical. She intended to gather healing herbs and create a potion for a poultice in the cauldron.

While he gave Cillian his attention, he also continued to observe Deidre.

She spoke to one of Cillian’s men and he hurried away, moving through the trees. She headed for the edge of the clearing herself, seeking something within the thick brush.

“We must heal him!” Cillian said. “He may not know with whom Jarl Swen Jorgensen is truly planning this event, but if we know where he came from—”

“He and others were trying to reach Eamon,” Kylin told him. “But those who did not obey the North commander were killed. They were probably promised great rewards for their service as well, but I do believe in my soul that this man was truthful, too. He fought with the enemy because he was of their group, but he didn’t have a desire to kill—he did what he was ordered to do to save his own life.”

“And maybe more. Perhaps the wives and children of men are being threatened as well,” Cillian said.

“My God!” Eion cried out. “Aye. A man will often do anything for a wife, for a child.”

“We will get him to my home as it is the closest. Travel by daybreak—we’ll pray that he lives so long,” Cillian said.

“He will,” Kylin told him.

Cillian’s man Alaric had come back from the trees with their food bowls filled with water. Deidre took them and poured them into the cauldron. She’d been moving about in the forest, seeking medicinal plants.

For the cauldron. Of course.

“We can build a fire now, can’t we?” she asked. “We’ve rooted out the evil in the hills.”

“I believe that we have,” Kylin said. “I can’t be completely sure.”

“You’d have been attacked by others if there were more,” Cillian said thoughtfully. “This man could prove to be invaluable. Build a fire.”

They did so. Kylin hunkered down by Deidre, ready to fetch, retrieve, stir—do anything that she asked.

The others stood around, watching in silence.

At last, she was satisfied: her potion was done. Cillian assured her that he had extra cloth with him and produced a linen tunic to be ripped to shreds as a bandage. She then applied the contents of the cauldron to the man’s deep wound and wrapped it carefully with the bandages created.

She tested his breathing and his pulse, then she looked up at them all. “He lives,” she said softly.

“I’ve seen such wounds,” Eion told them. “If he makes it until morning . . .”

“He will live,” Alaric said, nodding. “I, too, have seen such wounds. Then again,” he added with a sigh, “infection can set in—”

“But it will not,” Deidre told them. She smiled. “Trust me.”

“Ah, Deidre, lass, we all knew that you were quite the warrior, but I did not know that you were skilled in the healing arts as well.”

“I’m not sure at all that I’m skilled. But I have spent time with one of our lasses, Colleen, who is remarkably skilled at keeping our people alive.”

They suddenly heard something issue from the man’s lips. A sigh? A cry? Kylin wasn’t sure at first.

“You will heal,” Deidre whispered, leaning down to talk to him.

His eyes fluttered. He looked pained, but then he murmured, “Thank you! I have a child. A lass. A wee lass, just five. If others come, they must think that I’m dead, of course. But I am grateful to live, to perhaps see her again.”

His eyes fluttered again. They were losing him. He wasn’t dying, but he was falling asleep.

There was one thing, though, that they needed to know then.

Deidre glanced at Kylin, and perhaps it was logical, or they did share their thoughts.

“Please, please hear me! We need to know. We counted ten of you. Are there more men hiding in the hills, ready to attack the unwary.”

“Nay . . . a small party, enough to . . . enough to attack and kill, few enough to hide. That’s what the leader said. And . . .” His voice drifted.

Deidre looked up at Kylin, and then the others.

“He is sleeping now, a restful sleep, I hope and I believe. But one of us should keep watch.”

“Cillian, sire,” Alaric said, “we who guard you can guard him. Those who fought the battle in both stealth and tremendous danger deserve their rest.”

“Alaric, aye, my thanks, young warrior. Kylin, Deidre, Eion, Magnus—find your blankets, rest close to the fire. One of us will be awake, nay, two at a time, and we will guard our wounded man and ourselves through the last of the darkness.”

“Cillian, sire, you needn’t—” Alaric began.

“I will tend the fire and watch here first. You and the men must rearrange our travel goods, for this man cannot walk. We’ll need to have him on the pack horse,” Cillian told them.

“As you say, sire,” Alaric agreed, looking at the other man and shrugging. “We’ll get to it.”

“I’d be near him through the night,” Deidre told Kylin.

“I’ll lay our blankets here,” he said, smiling. “And we’ll watch him, and enjoy the warmth of the fire against the chill and the dampness of the night hours that remain.”

She nodded, smiling back.

He arranged their blankets close together by the fire. Eion and Magnus were setting up across from them.

Cillian was sitting up, stirring the embers in the fire with a long stick.

“I had a very restful day,” he told them, grinning.

They lay close enough that Kylin dared speak.

“Fairies!” he said softly.

“No banshees with fiery eyes,” she said. “But, aye, fairies! It is said, in legend, that the Tuatha Dé Danann took to the earth with the fairy folk, so I imagine . . .”

“We are blessed and lucky,” he told her.

“Shimmer,” she said quietly.

“What?”

“The woman who comes to me. Or the angel or fairy or . . . magical being. She came to me and dispelled the darkness. And she told me that I could call her ‘Shimmer.’”

He smiled. Shimmer.

“Fitting,” he said softly.

“You believe me?” she asked.

“Of course! I saw the fairies.”

“We both saw them? Sometimes I wonder . . .”

“If we see these things only in our minds?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Of course, I wonder about that, too. Yet, how can our minds be so completely aligned if there isn’t a bit of magic somewhere?”

She smiled and shivered suddenly. “The fire helps so much, of course,” she whispered.

He moved closer to her. After all, they were supposedly betrothed.

“Let me give you more warmth,” he murmured.

She nodded, curling up against him.

And it was almost a dream, not as intimate, not as vivid, but . . . sweeter, perhaps.

Because it was real.






Chapter 15

THE CAULDRON . . . IS magical!” Deidre told Kylin in the morning. “I’ve been meaning to tell you, more magical than just being heavy and a great object to throw at someone. Look at the man’s wounds! He could not heal so quickly if there wasn’t something in the cauldron that when added to the herbs to create a dressing makes a major sword gash just about disappear overnight.”

“Beautifully magical,” Kylin said, nodding gravely to her.

Alaric and his men would be heading to the ard-rí’s castle with their news regarding the hills, that the “banshees” were indeed human beings intent on cutting down the size of their populace and fighting force.

“We’ve known that we’ve been given incredible gifts,” Kylin said. He paused, smiling. “I believe if we were to create a soup in that cauldron, it would feed hundreds of warriors.”

“Right, I think! And,” Deidre said, “we are coming to understand our gifts.”

He shook his head.

“What?”

“I don’t know. I just wish . . . well, I’m grateful for the magic. Truly grateful. But with all this help, why don’t we know who is behind everything? I mean, as far as a traitor being on this island goes.”

“Maybe our man can tell us more. They’ve adjusted all that we carry. The pack horse is now ready to be a mount for him,” Deidre said. “I’m going to see if he can eat this morning!” she told Kylin.

He nodded. “I’ll see that the men are off to return to the ard-rí’s castle,” he told her. “See what you can learn,” he said softly, then moved on.

Apparently he, Cillian and Eion had had a long talk before she had awakened. Eion and Magnus would accompany Kylin, Deidre and Cillian to his home while the others would return with news to give the ard-rí. Kylin had worried, Deidre was sure, that Cillian wouldn’t be protected by his own men. But apparently, Cillian had such complete faith in them that he was perfectly comfortable traveling with them.

She and Kylin would go home to her father’s house. And when the attack came, they’d be ready. Except . . .

She sat down next to the injured man who still lay by the fire.

“Do you think that you could eat?” she asked him.

“A bit. Perhaps bread.”

“Good. I will get you some. But I would like to know your name.”

“Finn,” he told her.

“Finn, you said that you and others were trying to reach my father. From where were you coming, and did you not trust your own rí?”

The man shook his head. “County Mayo, far to the west. And . . . things were happening. Men were being found murdered. Our rí, Ronan of Mayo, is very old. A good man, but not a strong man. The invaders who come to the island usually come from the continent or from the northwest. But we are on the far side, yet men were dying! And we started out, several friends and me and—” He paused, shaking his head with a pained expression. “Three of my friends were killed almost immediately and then we were given the ultimatum. We were told that the island would be under new rule, and we could fight with them, or we could die. And we came to the hills where you found us and God forgive me, I wanted to live. But they are out there still, those who want to be part of the new rule.”

“Not the men who knew you, who threatened you,” Deidre told him. “They are dead—your nine companions from the hills are dead.”

He nodded, still looking pained. Then he spoke miserably.

“One was Mark, from Mayo, my friend. A man like me, who was terrified, and for weeks, months perhaps, we survived in the hills doing as we were told. I never meant to betray my people, but they also told me that they’d return, they’d kill my wife and child, torture them slowly to death, and it would be on me.”

“That will not happen. We will not let it happen,” Deidre assured him. “I will get you some bread. Soon, we’ll get you up and on a horse. We need to get you to Rí Cillian’s home and there, you will heal.”

“My wife and child—”

“If it’s discovered that the men in the hills were found and killed, they will assume that you are dead, too, Finn,” Deidre explained. “That leaves no reason to hurt your family. You died in their defense.”

She left him, walking over to the cache of bread and meats that had been packed for their journey. She brought food to Finn and quickly returned to make sure that all was packed and ready.

Alaric and the others had mounted, but seeing her, Alaric dismounted and walked over to her.

“I admit, I hate not being with Cillian,” he told her. “He is truly a great man, a kind man, a good man, all the things that a ruler should be. Kind, and strong, but still . . .”

“Older,” Deidre said, smiling. “We will see him safely to his home, I swear this to you, Alaric.”

He nodded. “He might well be in better hands. You and Kylin seem to have managed so much.”

“All of us would fight and die for him, and all of us are capable,” Deidre assured him.

He nodded. Kylin joined them.

“Alaric, Cillian has ordered that you and his men remain with the ard-rí. He has shown us how he believes this attack will be managed.” Kylin hesitated a minute and then picked up a stick from the ground and drew in the earth. “A concerted effort—their longboats will come along the eastern coast, concentrating on the center. They will try to destroy the counties and villages on their way to the great Hill of Tara. But, once we see that the invasion has begun, we’ll man the passageways of the great burial mounds.”

Alaric nodded. “But the ard-rí must be kept safe!”

“He will be,” Kylin promised. “He, Cillian and Eamon will be leading the fight; they will not be on the battlefield. They will be in safety, but they will be giving us all their orders and we will see that they emerge alive and well.”

Alaric nodded. “Then we will get back to the ard-rí now, as you say. Journey safely,” he told them.

“We will.”

Deidre didn’t speak again until Alaric and his men had mounted up and left.

“Let’s get our wounded man up and on his horse.”

“His name is Finn, Kylin, and he’s from County Mayo. They have traveled deep into the country. He rode at first with others on a mission to see my father, but in those numbers were the traitors and the invaders. A few of his friends were killed immediately and their families were threatened with torture and death if they didn’t fight with the ‘new rule’ that was coming.”

“County Mayo? This has been planned longer than I thought. The recent attack on us might have been a nudge, a test of our response,” Kylin said thoughtfully.

“Here is where I’m curious. I realize that we’re an island of kingdoms and that the ard-rí only wields power when the other rulers respect him and wish to allow him to do so. But this man, this jarl, Swen Jorgensen—he made Angus and a few others believe that he was truly interested in increasing trade. Why—”

“A means to an end. People tend to think of battle as clashes between men, bloody and deadly. And that is true. But a battle such as this is proving to be something far greater, something planned for some time, something that has even brought ancients into it!” Kylin said. “We need to move and get Cillian to safety, this man to a place where he may heal—and us back home before this all begins without us able to prevent it,” Kylin said. He smiled at her, gently touching her cheek. “Did you get any sleep?”

She smiled in return and nodded. “Nice to be warm,” she said.

“Anytime, beloved,” he said lightly.

“It is ever so fine to have a betrothed who makes such an excellent bastion of heat as well,” she teased.

“Beloved, you haven’t seen the half it yet,” he joked in turn.

But I have. In dreams!

“Eion! Magnus!” he called, quickly turning away. “A hand, please!”

“Ah, now, Kylin!” Eion returned. “Surely, you heft such a man with no help!”

“But I’d just as soon not make his wounds any worse, especially that great gash that is so miraculously closing,” Kylin told him.

The three men worked together and worked together well, lifting Finn with great care and getting him seated upon the pack horse. Finn, in turn, thanked them, and assured them that he could manage the ride well.

“If you’re worried at any point, afraid you might fall, you must let us know, we can stop and rest. If you fall from the horse—” Kylin began.

“I know, and I want to live,” Finn said quietly.

Soon, they were all mounted, heading out from the secret clearing, and passing the low hills where their enemy had been set to attack the unwary and await the main event.

They all looked over at the hills.

And Deidre knew that despite what they knew, they must always be wary. Finn of Mayo might be a liar; a man determined just to live since he’d been given the chance. Perhaps he had lied and there was another set of men hidden in the hills.

But they passed by with no events, coming near the greater Hill of Tara and, of course, watching again.

Deidre looked carefully at the great burial mounds, thinking about the ancients she believed to live within, those who had gone beneath the earth to hand it over to men. Ancients, angels, those who had given them gifts, visions . . .

Dreams.

Soon enough, they came to a place before a thatch of woods where Cillian called out, letting his guards know that it was him, that he was returning home. And warriors rode out to greet them. Cillian assured them there would be a council and he would inform his people about everything they had learned.

First, the injured man had to be taken to a room where he could rest after the long ride. Then they needed a great repast where they could dine and talk.

And then sleep. Rest in a room where the chill and damp of the night was kept at bay.

Deidre was happy enough to stay. She loved the little places they were given to sleep when they visited Cillian’s home, not as grand as anything at the ard-rí’s castle, but so close to each other. And where—

Nay, she could not! She could not walk into a man’s room, a partner in the care and safety of their land, and carry out a dream!

Yet she couldn’t help but wonder what would happen if she did. He never spoke of a lass in his life, someone with whom he spent time, with whom he might really become betrothed. They had spoken about her situation in life, her father’s determination that if and when she so desired, she would marry, and marry a man she chose.

She knew nothing of his feelings for others. Except, of course, if he’d been betrothed to someone, the information would have been all over the villages and her father’s walled castle.

That didn’t mean that there wasn’t someone out there he really cared about.

She had never asked.

“Hot water will be brought to you,” Cillian promised. “Please, take your time, come to my banqueting hall. I will speak to my people, and you may add in anything that you think I might have left out. Eion and Magnus will be there, too, of course. I just wish, as we all do, that we had more to tell them, that we knew who was joining this coordinated attack, who was betraying us all. You and Kylin have known so much, seen so much.”

“Sire,” Kylin told him, “I assure you, if we’re ever able to know, we will see to it that you and the ard-rí know immediately.”

“Of course,” Cillian said gravely. “Well, take an hour’s rest. Then we will have a meal.”

Eion and Magnus had already gone on to the room assigned to them. The grooms had taken the horses; they were free for the moment. In the morning they would make haste for home, but that night, they knew they needed to accept the comfort of Cillian’s hospitality.

Any good warrior knew that rest had to be taken, when possible, especially when a great battle loomed before them.

She and Kylin headed to their little, rough, thatched-roof cottages, next to one another.

“Perhaps . . .” Kylin murmured.

Perhaps we need just one room? That it was good to sleep together in the woods?

But Kylin wasn’t thinking about the night before—at least not where their sleeping arrangements were concerned.

“Perhaps,” he repeated thoughtfully, “you should create another poultice for Finn before we leave. He is healing miraculously, but the cauldron goes with us,” he said.

“Of course. The cauldron—”

“Has been brought with my things to my room. After we eat, I can help you find the herbs you need, or we can ask a healer here for help, and I can bring the cauldron to you,” Kylin said.

She nodded. “We can go now—”

“Finn is doing all right now, he is with Cillian’s healers. And I know that Cillian promised us hot water and I know you. Enjoy your hot water. We’ll have time later.”

She smiled. “I believe he probably arranged for hot water for all of us, too, being the rí and host that he is.”

He laughed at that. “Aye, lass! I do, indeed, plan to enjoy every moment of that water being hot!”

She smiled and knew that he would walk into his room and close the door—after she was in hers with the door bolted. And it was as she thought.

He waited for her to go in. She stood in the doorway for just a second, glancing in. Cillian had indeed had his servants bring water, steaming now in a large tub, prepared for her because he knew that she would cherish the feel of cleanliness and warmth after their ride, their fight and their night in the woods.

And Kylin stood there, always the protector, always filled with dignity and morality.

Waiting.

She smiled then closed and bolted the door.

Dreams. Sometimes, dreams were just dreams, no matter how real they might be.

There was nothing to do for the moment except relish Cillian’s gift of the hot tub. She quickly shed her weapons belt, boots and clothing and sank into the water. The steam rushed around her, and the water was wonderful. She would stay in it until the water chilled, but because it might do so quickly, she scrubbed her hair and her body and rinsed before leaning back, just loving the heat.

Finally, of course, the water began to cool, and she emerged, ready to dress again.

She picked up her weapons. She never went anywhere without the shimmering sword.

Kylin’s timing was almost perfect; she had just finished buckling her sword belt when she heard his tap at her door.

She started to slide the bolt but hesitated.

“Kylin?” she inquired.

“Aye, lass, it’s me,” he said. “I believe it’s time we need to be in the banqueting hall.”

His hair was damp. The steam of the bath still seemed to emit from him, though of course, it could not.

He smiled at her. “I must say, you wear a sword much better than any man I know!”

“Thank you, beloved,” she teased lightly. She took his arm. They were still playing a game so naturally she might take his arm.

He set his hand on hers where she held him and turned that they might start across the grounds to Cillian’s banquet hall.

She, Kylin, Eion and Magnus were given seats of honor at his table. And when the hall had filled with his warriors and his noblemen, he tapped his goblet, drawing silence from those who chatted as they took their seats.

There was silence. Cillian rose to speak to his people, his voice passionate, as he assured them that he wanted them to go on living; life was a precious gift and they were to enjoy it, love their spouses, cherish their children. But there was grave danger. Kylin, Magnus, Rí Eion, and Deidre, daughter of the Rí Eamon, had met with a force in the hills.

He talked about the injured man from Mayo who they had brought with them, who they tended to now, hoping against hope that there might still be more that the man knew. The enemy filtered in, threatening families and loved ones. If anything was suggested, they had the force to combat it. Just as the enemy had tried to deplete their ranks, he would see to it, with the full support of the ard-rí and many other leaders, that they would withstand any and all attacks with a stalwart defense.

At last he finished speaking and the room applauded him with one standing to tell him that he was one of the finest men anyone could hope to follow and honor. Cillian thanked and encouraged the room to enjoy their meals.

Deidre was next to him, and as he sat to partake of the food himself, she told him, “You, sire, truly are a fine man, a great rí!”

“Ah, lass. Peace is easy. Your father has managed to keep his dignity, strength and kindness against incredible odds and the constant attacks of being near the shore. And he has raised a daughter of unimaginable beauty—and a strength to equal his own.”

“Thank you, sire. But trust me, his strength is also in my brother. And in Sigurd,” she added.

“Of course. Now, you will set out in the morning for home early, I imagine.”

“Aye, sire. And I know you have competent healers here, but if you don’t mind, before I leave I’d like to make a poultice for the injured man you’ll care for,” she told him.

“Of course,” he said, looking ahead as he sipped from his goblet. “From your magic cauldron.”

“Well, I don’t know—”

He looked at her, smiling. “The sword, the spear, the cauldron and the stone. I’ve not see the stone—”

“I keep it in a pocket, sire,” she said.

“Ah, imagine! I had thought it would be a great rock!”

“Not so much, sire.”

“Well, they are gifts, and my belief in them—and in you and young Kylin—is great. And when you return and we head to the Hill of Tara, we will be ready. If you give me a list of what you need for your poultice, I’ll see that it’s brought and set in your room.”

“Thank you, sire.”

“Thank you. One question. You trust in this man, Finn of Mayo?”

“Sire, I don’t believe that the cauldron would have helped him if he wasn’t telling the truth when he spoke. He also sounds like a man truly dedicated to his wife and child.”

Cillian nodded. “How many others, do you think, will fight for the enemy out of fear?”

“I think there may be more. But if we show that we are stronger, they will return to their true loyalty.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“Faith, sire—you tell me about it all the time.”

“Indeed, I do. It is a gift to believe—when belief is substantiated by action.”

Cillian’s attention was drawn by Eion as he spoke about the danger to his land as well as Eamon’s. She turned to Kylin, who was looking about the hall.

“What is it?” she asked him.

He shook his head. “Eion and Magnus. The enemy meant to kill them, and I believe in their loyalty. James of Munster . . . he’s older, perhaps frightened. Angus of Ui Neill is—”

“Dangerous!” she said, shaking her head.

“Berach of Linns, so close to your father,” he said. “And those who are leaders across the country who were not with us at the ard-rí’s. How will we ever know? Not until the battle is upon us and a friend proves to be an enemy.”

“And when a friend proves to be an enemy, we will fight him,” Deidre said with determination.

The meal broke. An older woman approached Deidre, asking her what she wished to have for the special poultice she wanted to make. Deidre gave her a small list of herbs and the woman left them.

They talked with others awhile and then Kylin came to her with a look. She smiled at the man with whom she spoke and took Kylin’s arm. They headed back to their little cottage rooms. Deidre opened her door and discovered that the herbs and water had been left. She looked at Kylin.

“The cauldron is in my room,” he told her. He frowned suddenly.

“What?”

“I shouldn’t have left it. I should never leave it.”

“Kylin, a warrior is never without his—or her—weapons, so it is easy to carry the sword, the spear and the rock. But no man can simply walk around with a cauldron,” Deidre told him, grinning and shaking her head.

But she knew he was suddenly worried that the cauldron wouldn’t be in his room. “Let’s see!” she told him.

They hurried next door.

He let out a sigh of relief. The cauldron was there, apparently where he had left it along with a saddlebag.

“We’re fine, see,” she told him.

“But do we need more heated water—”

She shook her head. “The cauldron will do what it does,” she replied.

He helped her add the water and the various herbs that she would use. And even though they didn’t have a fire, the cauldron seemed to steam and create the mixture that she wanted for Finn.

When she was done, she smiled happily and said, “I’ll just take this and see that it’s placed upon Finn’s injury. And—”

“Nay, you go nowhere alone!” he told her. “I will take it.”

“We’ll go together,” Deidre said.

She thought he might argue, but he did not. And she realized that it didn’t mitigate his lack of worry for her—he just thought they were always safest together. Maybe they were.

It didn’t take them long to find the little place where Finn was being tended by the older woman. She was quick to fix the poultice and bandage upon Finn, an expert at her ability to wrap a wound.

Deidre thanked her. When they were about to leave, Finn opened his eyes and caught her hand.

For a second, instinct kicked in and she wanted to wrench away and grab her sword.

Somehow, she managed not to do so.

And all that Finn had to say was, “Thank you! Thank you again for my life. I believe I will live to see my wife and my child!”

“Take care,” she told him.

“Just heal,” Kylin said quietly. “Be ready to stand with our people.”

Finn nodded and closed his eyes again, a small smile curled onto his lips.

They returned to their rooms again, an uneventful walk in the night. Kylin stood at her door, waiting for her to slide the bolt.

She smiled and slid the bolt.

Once she had done so, she heard him heading into his own room.

“Good night, beloved,” she said softly to herself. Alone, and with nothing else to do, she settled down for the night.

She needed to sleep.

But she lay awake, staring at the darkness.

There was a soft glow in the room. She rolled. Her sword, of course.

Always with a touch of a shimmer. A bit of an angel or a fairy? She didn’t know.

She thought about the days past, finding the enemy in the hills—finding magic in the earth, as they had before. And again, she wondered why they couldn’t get at the one fact they needed to know most.

Who is betraying Declan and Éire? Who is behind it, garnering men, threatening them with more than their own lives, but with the lives of those they love?

Maybe the mystical beings didn’t know. Maybe they simply heard a bit more than human beings, saw a bit more, or perhaps the magic just gave Kylin and Deidre shards of information, without it all.

They had fought; they had won.

And they had saved Finn. The cauldron had done that for them.

And by night, she had slept by Kylin, so sheltered and warm within his simple hold.

She flushed, tossed and turned, remembering the dream. She was afraid to sleep. When she slept, the dreams touched her. But that night she didn’t need to dream about the incredible intimacy they had shared. They were compatriots, a duo who worked well together, who were equally touched by the ancient gods or the angels.

And there might be someone, a woman, in his life. One more feminine, who practiced the art of weaving or sewing, cooking, even healing.

“Why don’t you just ask him?”

She could have sworn that someone spoke the words aloud. But she was alone in her room, completely alone, except for the shimmer of her sword.

Ask him, casually, of course, in general conversation as they traveled home in the morning. Easy, aye, just ask the question.

What if it didn’t matter? What if there was no one in his life, but he didn’t want her anyway? That concept was a painful one.

She needed to sleep. This was not the time to desperately obsess on a dream, no matter how sweet the dream, how strange.

Embracing some dreams and visions was incredibly important—the vision of Shimmer had given her the sword, and dreams had brought them to the cauldron and the spear and then, perhaps, even the stone . . .

The magical pebble! She wondered about it. Of course, now, knowing the magic that could exist in strange and wonderful ways, it wasn’t terribly surprising that the great “stone” of legend was small, a shiny pebble. Thrown, however, it still made a formidable weapon. But . . .

Is there more? More, perhaps that the pebble can do?

She had no answers at the moment.

And she was so tired.

She tossed and turned, and eventually, she slept, thinking that the ancients might send her another dream, a dream that told her who was behind the evil!

And she did dream, but it wasn’t the dream she had thought might come, one that might give away more of the future.

There was a tap at her door.

And she woke up with a jerk and hurried to the door, pausing. She hoped she was smart enough never to slide the bolt unless she knew who was there.

“Deidre?”

She knew the voice, the sound of his voice was etched into her memory, into her senses.

She opened the door.

He looked at her. She had never understood the strange, silent communication that could come so easily between them.

He didn’t speak again. He looked into her eyes and she looked into his, and she knew that this might not be the dream she needed, but it was the dream she craved.

She stepped back from the door.

And he walked in. And she slid easily into his arms where he held her for a minute. Then their eyes locked once more.

And they kissed.

And kissed. A touch gentle like a feather, at first, teasing as their words could so easily be, teasing in a way that elicited sensation even when it was just words.

But now, it was his touch.

The brush of his lips on hers, the kiss growing deeper, wetter, hotter, tongues dueling and twisting in an elaborate dance that created hunger and urgency.

Then they fell upon her pallet together, still so urgent, yet laughing as they fell, reaching for one another, fighting with their clothing, laughing more, until his lips touched down on the flesh he had bared and it seemed that the whole of her took flight into a beautiful mist of pure sensation.

She stroked his shoulders, the length of his back, his chest . . .

She let her lips flow over his skin, all of his skin . . .

Until they came to a place where passion and urgency surpassed all else, until they had to combine as one, join in the human dance of love that was as old as the ancients and beyond, beautiful somehow, despite or because of the tangle and sheen of their bodies, the need and the hunger that had to be appeased.

And then in a burst, it was . . .

And in the dream, he curled his body against hers, held her tenderly.

His eyes touched hers. And there was something just as beautiful in the way that he held her then, in the way that they curled together.

In the words they didn’t need to say because, as always, a look, a touch . . . communicated all.

And it could be as it had been in the woods, just more intimate as they slept, curled against one another.

But come the morning, she awoke with a start. She stretched her hands over the pallet. She was alone.

She sat up, still dressed in the tunic she had worn to sleep.

The bolt was on her door.

“No!” She said the word aloud.

It had been a dream again. A beautiful, intimate, far too erotic dream.

But she was alone.

Yet, it was almost as if she could still feel his touch.






Chapter 16

IN THE MORNING, leaving Cillian, they were able to go part of the journey with Eion and Magnus.

The ride was uneventful. They passed villages and farms, and people working as they always did, going about life.

The people they passed waved and nodded in grim appreciation; everyone was ready, waiting to head to safety or battle stations when the time came.

Kylin discovered that Eion was interested in his sister, and was eager to know what Sigurd thought of him.

“Hard for me to know my father’s mind, Eion, but you’ve had a fine reputation for following well in your father’s footsteps, for working for the people rather than expecting exultation for your rank,” he told the rí. “But—”

“Just as Eamon said that Deidre must make her own choices, Sigurd has determined such for your sisters,” Eion said.

“Aye.”

“But that is fine for me!” Eion said. “I don’t wish to have a wife who isn’t equally eager to have me as a husband.”

“Is it Maeve or Maureen?” Kylin asked him.

Eion smiled. “Maeve. We met at Eamon’s one day, and a few times after. And the greatest thing was that we could laugh together. She is so lovely.” Eion chuckled. “I’m sure Maureen is lovely, too. But Maeve . . . we could laugh together, something that seems to ease life, to help make sense of it all.”

“Speak with my father and my sister. Wait!” Kylin said. “Do that in the reverse order. Speak with Maeve and find out if she feels the same. And if she does, if you go to my father together, I’m sure you’ll discover that he’ll welcome you to the family.”

“Strange,” Eion said.

“What’s that?”

Eion smiled. “Well, I’ve also always admired Deidre and, of course, in doing the proper thing, the expected thing, I thought that she was a truly beautiful lass and perfect as far as a dynastic marriage went. But as I’ve watched you and Deidre together, I’ve seen, well, I’ve seen the relationship I believe I might have with your sister.” He let out a breath. “I think that without men like Eamon, life must be very hard for the women of our day. Because a ruler is allowed to do what he chooses. And a mate is a creature to bear children and accept whatever a great ruler chooses to do. But because of Eamon . . . Sorry, not that all men are monsters, I did not mean that at all. But Eamon opened my eyes to a different way of life, and I do admire him greatly. As did my father,” he added quietly.

Kylin couldn’t help but wish that Eion hadn’t chosen that morning for a discussion on relationships.

He was haunted enough by the dream.

So very real. I can hear her laughter, feel her length, smell the sweetness of her flesh, of her hair.

Why had the dream come again? Wasn’t he in enough torment?

He had to shake off the memory. There was too much at stake lying ahead of them. He and Deidre had been gifted, and they were meant to lead.

He almost smiled.

Maybe Eion’s strange declaration of his care for Maeve did mean something. Mutual respect.

They had been chosen to lead. A man and a woman. And perhaps the particular talents of each were needed.

He’d always known how to kill.

Deidre had taught him the wonder of learning to save lives. What the living could do—that the dead could not.

“We turn off here,” Eion said. “But if you’re worried—”

“No, we’re fine. We’ve made this journey many times,” Kylin assured him.

“But now is it instinctive fear that we feel? One that we can’t let paralyze us, but rather give us the strength to move ahead as necessary. Anyway, I can’t help but feel that it’s coming closer.”

“We’re all in danger, Eion. And still, we must reach our homes.” He managed a smile. “Deidre is an excellent swordswoman. And not to brag, but I’m a fine warrior myself. We look out for one another, just as you and Magnus must do. We part ways but will see each other again soon.”

“When battle has begun,” Eion said, shaking his head. “I’ve seen to it that my most vulnerable people have been sent behind Eamon’s great wall. My warriors are prepared to ride with you and your men as you lead the enemy inland.”

“And messengers, our swiftest men, are ready to bring word at a moment’s notice,” Kylin assured him.

Eion nodded and smiled, then nudged his horse ahead where he spoke with Magnus, who had been in idle conversation with Deidre.

They all said their goodbyes, swearing that they were prepared.

When they were gone, Kylin and Deidre remained mounted and still, watching as the other men took the turn.

“Alone again,” Deidre murmured.

“And nearly home,” Kylin said.

“Preparations will have been made,” Deidre said. “Do you think this is definitely happening?”

“I do. There will be an attack and it is coming soon,” Kylin said. “Even if we didn’t have word from the men we didn’t kill, I don’t believe that the ancients, the angels, the Tuatha Dé Danann . . . Shimmer and her friends would have appeared if it hadn’t been for the fact that they’re desperately needed.”

Deidre was looking at him strangely. She swept her gaze away.

“What is it?” he asked her.

“Um, nothing, sorry, nothing at all, and I think you’re right. But . . . Shimmer has friends?” she asked.

“Someone spoke to me in the hills,” he said. “Someone . . . oh, I believe! If we didn’t have the gifts of the Tuatha Dé Danann, I might think it was all in our minds.”

“Because of the gifts—because they are gifts, proven several times—you believe,” Deidre said. She smiled at him, but he was disturbed. There was something a bit different in her manner, as if she was almost afraid to be natural with him.

“Is everything all right?” he asked her.

Then her grimace was real. “Other than a horde bent on death and destruction about to descend on us? Other than that . . . Hmm. I’m fine!”

He slowed his pace for a minute, listening.

She reined in, frowning as she looked at him.

“Kylin?”

He shook his head. “Nothing but the sounds of the forest and the land. However, we do need to keep checking.”

“Not far from home,” she said softly. “And, I believe, my brother will have men ready to meet us.”

“Of course, he will.”

“What was Eion so passionate about as he spoke to you?” Deidre asked curiously. “I’m sorry. Perhaps it is none of my affair. But these days, one worries.”

He smiled. “He is in love with my sister, I think.”

“Oh. Oh! Well, that would be fine, wouldn’t it, I mean if they were to be a couple.”

“I like Eion. He wants it to be all right with my sister. Then they can speak with my father together.”

“And your father would agree?”

“I believe so. Eion is proving himself to be a strong rí. And, more importantly, since I love my sister, a fine man,” Kylin said.

“Do you know how your sister feels?”

“I don’t.” He glanced at her and grinned. “But we can ask her soon.”

“It would be lovely to see something happen in our world that was just nice, just beautiful, and not about threats or battle,” Deidre said.

He glanced her way. “It’s nice just to ride with you,” he told her.

“And nice to ride with you. And . . .”

“And?” he asked.

“I must admit, it was nice to sleep beside you in the woods. You have a lovely warmth against the chill of the night.”

“Delighted to provide such good service as a blanket!”

He made her laugh. He was glad, happy that she seemed to be all right with him again.

If she only knew . . .

He reined in again. They weren’t far from home; they’d arrive at some of the farms on the far outskirts of the village soon.

Deidre followed suit.

There were, he realized, men ahead.

“Kylin! Ryan here!”

He heard his name shouted and he smiled. As he’d expected, Eamon and his father had sent men out to greet them when they arrived.

“Aye!” he called. “Ryan, it’s myself and Deidre. Coming to you!”

He smiled at Deidre. “We’re good. Ryan is—”

“One of my brother’s most trusted men, I know. Come on, then.”

She spurred her mount and was gone. He quickly followed. Ryan wasn’t alone; he was accompanied by two other warriors, Morgan and Brendan, and he and Deidre greeted them happily.

“Has Aidan seen anything coming in?”

“Nay, as of yet,” Ryan told him. “But he watches day and night. He believes that they’ll strike at night, slip in with their longboats and attack when they believe that we’ll be most vulnerable. But much has been done in your absence. Women, children and the elderly are all within the closure of the wall. Oil and other deterrents have been set so we can take out a great many warriors when they besiege our walls. And your trip, did you discover—”

“We know that they have been planning this for some time. We have managed to destroy a small group that had been set up in the hills of Derue to tear us down, though we’ll never know just how many they took before we were able to stop them. But most importantly, we are in complete alignment with Cillian and Declan. And for now . . .”

“Home!” Deidre said.

“Your father and your brother will be glad to see you!” Ryan told her. “And your father, too, of course, Kylin. They are both at the stone castle behind the wall.”

“Come along, then!” Kylin shouted.

The great gates to the walled fortress remained open; Kylin knew they wouldn’t be closed until the enemy was upon the shore, assuring that those who should be in the security of the enclosure were inside.

Deidre stopped suddenly, causing the others to do the same.

“Here,” she said, looking at Kylin.

He nodded, knowing that she was referring to the place where the two of them and a specially chosen group of warriors must head when they knew that the enemy was coming from the castle. It was from here that they would lead them onward to the great Hill of Tara.

And there, they would be joined by Cillian and his men and the array of warriors who had been sent to serve Declan along with his own people.

“Here,” he agreed. “Close enough, and far enough.”

“I would ride with you,” Ryan said, and his companions nodded with him. “We are ready to move with all swiftness—close enough, and far ahead enough.”

“Let’s hope we have a bit of time first,” Deidre murmured.

He agreed. They needed rest; the road back would take time and they would need to stay ahead, not stopping to sleep. In themselves, they would have the power that was going to be needed.

Deidre spurred her horse and started forward again. They had barely come into the courtyard—crowded now with artisans, merchants and goods—before Eamon and Sigurd came from the castle itself, ready to welcome them back.

“A successful journey?” Eamon asked.

“We believe so, sire,” Kylin told him, emerging from his own father’s embrace. “All is as prepared as we dare manage.”

“But you’ve not discovered the traitor,” Sigurd said.

“I am afraid not, Father,” Kylin told him. “But Declan and Cillian are aware, and those we trust are watching.”

“Come to my council chamber,” Eamon told them. “I would hear everything, and Aidan will come—he will know that you are here. Sigurd, Aidan and I will be holding here while you move to your desired ground.”

“Of course.”

Grooms took the horses and Kylin thanked the men who had greeted them as they had come close to home, assuring them it was safe to return.

Before they could head into the body of the fortress, Aidan came riding into the courtyard.

He greeted his sister with a fierce hug and looked at Kylin, nodding and smiling. “Good to see you both!”

“Anything on the horizon?” Deidre asked him anxiously.

“Not as of yet. When I am not on the shore, we have an excellent relay network of men to get information to everyone as quickly as possible. And thus, you see how quickly I came to be here with you?” he asked.

“Indeed, well done,” Deidre told her brother.

“Very well done,” Kylin agreed.

“The second a ship appears, the news will spread like wildfire,” Aidan said. “So, now, shall we?”

And when Kylin and Deidre were in the council, they took turns explaining everything that had happened, mentioning the man from Mayo who had been with the invaders, and struggling a bit to make them understand that even with this man, they didn’t know the traitor because he was beset upon by a group of warriors—with his family threatened.

“Ah, and there’s a way to break the most stalwart man,” Eamon said.

“Sire, we’re not afraid of this man, even not knowing who he is,” Kylin said, “because we have the strength of the love people feel for Declan behind us, for Cillian, and for you, yourself, Rí Eamon!”

Deidre’s father nodded and smiled in acknowledgment of his words.

“Then you two—be off with you. Get some sleep. Again, be well, be rested, be ready,” Eamon told them.

“I will head home, then—” Kylin began.

“No, son!” Sigurd said. “Home is here now, until this insanity has come to a conclusion. We have rooms in the fortress. End of the hall, second floor.”

Kylin frowned.

“We are keeping everyone in,” Aidan explained. “Here is best, but I’m afraid that I must ask you to choose who you wish to ride swiftly ahead with you. I believe that they will spend hours assailing the fortress before determining that they’re doing nothing but losing their forces, though I believe their plan was to take this place and move on. They will need to continue, even with losses, if they have a grand battle plan.”

“Of course. I will do so immediately,” Kylin promised. He looked at Deidre.

“Kylin, you know best,” she told him.

He nodded. “We will move with ten. I suspect that the greater body of our warriors will follow when the enemy has moved after us.”

“Indeed. But perhaps—” Aidan began.

“Ten is the number we’ll need. Even to create a broken path for them to follow. A small enough number that none might need sleep. Eion will also send his warriors once it has begun so that we can meet our foes with the strength that is needed. First, Eion’s men will flood in and then Cillian’s and then the contingent that the ard-rí has gathered,” Deidre explained.

Aidan nodded, glancing at his father and Sigurd, who both nodded as well.

“You have been blazing these trails. See to it as you will,” Aidan said.

“I will head up,” Deidre murmured. “Aidan, do you think they could come this night?”

“They will come by darkness, I am certain, and it may well be this night,” Aidan said.

“Then I will make my arrangements with Ryan, and he will get to the rest of our group,” Kylin told them.

Deidre headed up to her room. He walked out of the council chamber to seek out Ryan, certain that he would have waited for him. The man had.

They briefly discussed those who would ride with them. Then it was set: the small group who had been with Ryan earlier would be with them along with five other men they considered to be the best riders and warriors.

When he had set the plan with Aidan, he looked up at Eamon’s stone inner fortress again; he wished that he was going to his own home, but he fully understood the logic of staying here.

They all had to be ready at a moment’s notice.

When he returned, however, he discovered that his father and Eamon were waiting for him again.

“You need to rest, but we’ve also decided that you need to eat. We’re seeing to it that you’re prepared with dried meats and bread for your next journey, but we’ve arranged food for you that is hot from the kitchens and ready to eat now,” Eamon told him.

He realized that he was hungry, that they hadn’t had a meal since they had left Cillian’s land.

“Thank you. A good plan,” he said.

“Come along,” his father urged.

Aidan was already gone, he realized. Of course, Aidan had people watching the shoreline when he could not, but Kylin knew that he and Deidre’s brother often felt the same way, that they needed to be the one doing something they considered necessary.

When he reached the banqueting hall, he saw that Deidre was already there, seated at one of the long plank tables closest to the fire.

“We’ve eaten already,” Eamon told him. “But you two, well . . . please. A plate awaits you by Deidre.”

He took the seat next to her. Their fathers sat across from them, thoughtful, watching them, almost as if they feared they might not see them again.

“I’m curious,” Eamon told him. “What was the response to the news of your ‘betrothal’?” he asked.

“Ah, Angus behaved badly, as he always does,” Deidre said.

“Declan had the night’s banquet be in our honor and the other leaders congratulated us, of course. But I can’t help but wonder just how sincere they were.”

Eamon and Sigurd glanced at one another.

“You were hoping that the news would somehow draw out the traitor?” Kylin asked.

“I wish that something would draw out the truth,” his father said. He shook his head. “I don’t understand. The isle . . . the counties . . . they are very much so left to their own care, their own way of life. The rulers seem to respect Declan as ard-rí. I can’t begin to understand betraying such a land. No leader suffers at this time—not that I’ve heard about.”

“Even the invaders come for a better life,” Eamon said. “They come when there is little to help them survive in their homeland, when winters are harsh, when there isn’t enough abundance to go around. Well, many come for such reasons. Others do seek riches.”

“Power,” Kylin said quietly.

Deidre looked at him and nodded grimly.

“Power? But the leaders have power,” Sigurd said.

“Not like the power wielded by the ard-rí,” Kylin said. “And yet whoever does this does not realize that his power comes mainly from the respect he draws from others, the way he cares about all the people and the way he lives his life.”

“Right,” Eamon murmured. “Perhaps I could understand if he were not so good an ard-rí, if he was careless of others.”

“Well, whoever the traitor is, I believe that he will pay dearly,” Kylin said.

“Through us?” Sigurd asked.

“Through us—or through Jarl Swen Jorgensen. You don’t believe that Swen intends to give any of the power he seeks to anyone else?” Kylin inquired. “Nay!”

“My son is right,” Sigurd said quietly. “A man such as Swen Jorgensen . . . if anyone seeks to take the least bit of rule away from him, that man will die.”

“Why doesn’t he realize that?” Eamon asked.

“Because he is too eager for what he wants himself,” Deidre said. “Please! I’m young and I’ve seen that the world is full of a mix of people. Those who would always be kind to others—and those who would seek to take whatever they could. And there are those who see a prize and they believe that they can grasp it. That focus becomes everything to them.”

“Well, we cannot let it be,” Eamon said. “Now, you must finish up and rest the very best that you can. Perhaps you’ll have days to rest, perhaps not.”

“Finished, and thank you, Father, a fine meal, a fine idea,” Deidre said, wiping her fingers and rising. “And . . .”

She looked at Kylin and said softly, “As always, we will be ready.”

“As always,” he agreed quietly.

She smiled suddenly. “And here, you may sit a bit and eat all that you desire. In my father’s house, I am safe.”

He grinned, nodding.

“Ah, so despite my daughter’s talents, you did care for her life and limb,” Eamon said.

Deidre looked at Sigurd. “He is his father’s son, ever careful and vigilant and loyal,” she said.

“Thank you, lass,” Sigurd said.

Kylin started to rise. She pushed him back down, both hands on his shoulders. “You haven’t finished! I am safe in my father’s house.”

She turned and left the room. He helped himself to another dish of mutton and turnips.

“Truly delicious,” he said.

Eamon laughed. “Aye, then. I remember eating nothing but bread and dried meat while on a trail. And I suppose I will do so again . . .”

“Always, we are warriors,” Sigurd murmured. “But we have youth and strength doing the riding for us thus far. Still, we do know how to repel a horde at our gates.”

“Indeed, we do,” Eamon agreed. “And Aidan had the men create a tower of wood, reaching high up into the heavens. From there, he has such a vantage point from which to study the sea, the night and the horizon. Thankfully, we have a moon these nights.”

“And Aidan believes they will come soon, as you know. Perhaps they aren’t aware that people watch for them so determinedly,” Sigurd said. “I admit, I thought he might make use of the highest rock upon the shoreline. He created something far better.”

“Aye, that he did!” Eamon said proudly.

“And you’re certain you are ready here, that it’s safe for Deidre and I and warriors to leave you during the attack?” Kylin asked.

“Aye, have faith in us,” Sigurd said.

Eamon just smiled. “We will have protection. When they attack great walls of ancient stone, they will not.”

Kylin smiled, wiped his fingers as Deidre had done, and said, “Then I am going onward to take my rest. I must admit, if the attack doesn’t come for a day or two, I will appreciate it. But—”

“But it could be tonight,” Eamon said.

“And we will be ready. Were it this minute, sire, we would be ready,” Kylin assured him.

“Go, then,” his father said.

He nodded to the two men and left the banqueting hall. He headed up the stairs and paused, certain that he stood outside Deidre’s door. It was almost as if he could sense her presence.

He gritted his teeth and quickly walked on by.

He found his way to the rooms that had been afforded his family.

Maeve and Maureen were in the outer area of the living quarters that had been provided his family. A nice space that included a sitting room with chairs for talking, working, reading . . . apart from the inner rooms with pallets for sleeping.

His sisters greeted him, anxious but happy to be where they were.

“Nothing can withstand an enemy like Eamon’s walls!” Maureen told him.

“The last attack was so sudden and swift, so many of the villagers were taken unaware. And yet . . . they were fought off so well. Now, though, it is good to be here,” Maeve said gravely.

“We will not be surprised again. Though, in truth, and we all take this upon ourselves, we shouldn’t have been surprised before,” Kylin said. He looked at Maeve. “So, dear sister, I rode with someone who was compelled to tell me that you were charming.”

She flushed immediately, running her fingers awkwardly through her hair.

“Oh? You had time to discuss me, while riding with your betrothed?”

He groaned softly. “I’m curious—”

“She admires you greatly, you know!” Maureen said.

“She who?” Kylin asked.

Maeve and Maureen burst into laughter.

“She—your betrothed!” Maeve said.

“You are aware that—” Kylin began.

“Oh, it’s pretense so that others know that together we created a united house,” Maeve interrupted. “But we were able to speak with her briefly when she came up to head to her chambers. And, well . . .” she glanced at her sister, grinning, and then at Kylin “. . . we can tell things about one another. She likes you.”

“Well, of course, we are friends,” Kylin said.

“Friends!” Maureen said, laughing again.

“Perhaps you could be more. You see, there’s a message we can see in her eyes when she speaks about you,” Maeve told him. “And you don’t see it? You don’t realize that she does admire you greatly?”

He groaned softly. “We have been on serious missions. And our fathers suggested the so-called betrothal thinking it may make another man betray himself as the traitor we are expecting.”

“Oh, dearest brother,” Maureen said. “You are a great and amazing warrior. But a fool as well!”

He groaned more loudly. “Enough about me. All right. Maeve, what about you and Eion of Connaught?” he asked pointedly.

“Eion asked about me?” Maeve demanded.

“He did.”

Maeve smiled. “Then I hope to see him soon. Oh, Maureen.” She turned to her sister, and they smiled and embraced, laughing.

“I told you he cared for you,” Maureen said.

“I thought so, but . . . oh! This makes me very happy. Maybe, just maybe, when there is peace among us all again . . .” Maeve said wistfully.

“Sometimes, things in the world work out,” Maureen told Kylin.

“So, you do care for him,” Kylin said.

“I do,” Maeve said. “We can talk together so well. He respects our father. He thinks that all women should learn to defend themselves, just as Eamon believes. He was young when he lost his father, when he became rí. But he turned to those like Eamon and our father and continued to learn from their wisdom. I hope . . .” Her voice suddenly trailed.

“Aye?” Kylin said very softly.

“I hope that all live long enough to see where things might go,” she whispered.

“We will prevail,” Kyle said determinedly. “And, my dear sister, I suggested that Eion talk to you, and then both of you talk to our father.”

“Oh, thank you, Kylin, thank you!” Maeve said.

He grinned at her. “Well, I must admit, if I hadn’t liked the man . . . but, I do. He seems an able and decent man. But enough of the future. We must get through the present first. And for now, I will rest because we do not know what the night will hold.”

“Aidan thinks the attack will come tonight,” Maureen murmured.

He frowned suddenly and then arched a brow. Maybe his senses were improving, or his knowledge of people and human emotion was growing. He smiled and asked, “And you spend time talking with Aidan, do you?” he asked her.

She waved a hand in his direction. “Go to sleep, brother dearest! Your betrothed is far wiser in many ways. She is already resting.”

“Ah, so we may see something more. A real betrothal and an important one. The joining of Rí Eamon’s son and the daughter of his most loyal supporter!”

“There is nothing really there. We have simply known each other forever, which, of course, you know—”

He laughed. “You accuse me of not seeing in Deidre what you may not be seeing yourself in Aidan?”

Maureen let out a sigh. “I know that Colleen, the lovely and very sweet healer, cares for him, too.”

“She does. And I do not pretend to know how Aidan might feel. I do know that you would never want to hurt another woman. But Aidan’s heart will go where it will go, and like Deidre, he is free to make choices, and if he loves you, he will choose you. That will not be you hurting anyone. We have many fine warriors—perhaps Colleen will fall in love with another.”

“Again,” Maeve said dryly, “if we all survive!”

“We will! Now. I really must . . .” Kylin began.

“Go rest and dream of the beautiful Deidre, the fall of her hair, the brilliance in her eyes,” Maeve teased.

He groaned loudly and left them laughing, knowing that at the least, he needed to lie down, to try to rest, except . . .

He didn’t want to dream.

His sister could have no idea of his dreams.

Beyond a doubt, not tonight. Not here. Not here in Deidre’s home, with his family and her father so close by. No, he could not dream.

But he did need to rest. He knew it was necessary.

And, at some point, he slept. His sleep was not interrupted by dreams of battle, nor of love.

But he was awakened rudely.

His father stood over him.

“Now! Now, son, you must rise! Aidan was right—the alarm has been sounded. He can see the ships on the far horizon, just appearing in the moonlight. It is time for us to bring all within the wall, and for you to ride on out of it!”






Chapter 17

YOUR BROTHER WAS right,” Kylin murmured, looking ahead as they moved off into the night. “And I believe that he and your father have been right and will prevail.”

Deidre silently prayed that he was right—that all was right!

They had gotten out in a matter of minutes, ready to ride into the night, and to wait.

Ryan himself had chosen to stay back with one other warrior—back close enough to hear when the attack on the walled portion of the city began. When they knew, they would catch up and alert the others that the true battle had begun.

She and Kylin didn’t think the enemy would stay long at the walls; they would quickly realize that they were making no headway and their numbers were being slaughtered, dying in agony from streams of boiling oil and other missiles.

“Well, sadly, we were right,” Deidre replied. “I’m not referring to what is happening now. I hate that we were correct about this—that a massive invasion was coming . . . and that it would be soon.”

He glanced over at her, shaking his head. “Aidan is something with his tower! It’s concealed by the great branches of the trees, yet he can find a position to see out clearly. He saw them far out in the water first, allowing plenty of time for him and his men to ambush a good number of warriors as they set foot on land. He is a remarkable leader.”

“I’m proud of him,” Deidre said softly.

“As well you should be,” Kylin said, reining in. They’d been riding for several hours.

Deidre knew that he had carefully judged their distance from their land and from Eion’s holdings at Connaught. Of course, a messenger had been sent on to inform Eion that it was beginning.

They believed that Eion’s forces would be meeting up with them soon.

Unless, of course, we were horrible judges of human character, and Eion is the traitor!

“We’ll hold up!” Kylin called. “There’s a stream to our left. We’ll water the horses and wait for Ryan and his man before moving forward.”

Deidre looked at him anxiously, despite her determination to have faith. “Do you think that Ryan will come now? That my father’s plan to protect all behind the wall will have had the effect that we were hoping for?” she asked.

“I do,” he assured her. “We should give the horses a rest. And this is where we parted from Eion on our way home. I believe that he’ll arrive shortly with his forces.”

“Unless . . .” she murmured.

“I already had that thought, that we don’t know, that Eion could be a traitor. But I’m trusting in the man.”

She managed a smile. “Because your sister is in love with him?”

He laughed. “No, because we’ve been close to him, we set out with him to battle others at the hills, and I can’t help but believe that one of us would know.”

Their group dismounted as Kylin had ordered, moving slightly to the west where he had indicated the stream would be. Aye, they needed to stop. The horses needed to be watered.

And yet she couldn’t help but worry. She had tremendous faith in her father, in her brother and in Sigurd. But there was no speculating anymore; her home was under attack. And while she knew that the defenders were as prepared as it was humanly possible to be, it was her family, Kylin’s family and their friends, and their people left behind.

Kylin seemed to read her mind.

He set his hands on her shoulders. “They will be fine—they will prevail. When Ryan reaches us, we’ll get into the passageways at Tara. We will be ready when that horde we’ve both seen comes raging over the hill.”

She nodded.

As she did so, they heard rustling and a call.

“Kylin! Kylin. Deidre O’Connor! Meeting in peace!”

“It’s Eion and his men,” Kylin said, arching a brow to her. “He’d not call out, you know, if he meant to attack. That would allow us too good a defense.”

“Of course.”

“Word has gone out, villager to villager, and the warriors will be rising. Meeting up with us, as planned,” Kylin said, studying her.

Worriedly? she wondered.

“Right,” she agreed.

Within a few minutes, Eion and his men had met up with them.

“From what I’ve heard so far—and we are so lucky! Villagers running to other villagers in a fantastic relay system, getting the word out in a way that no man or woman, no matter how fast, could possibly manage on their own. Eamon, Sigurd and your amazing brother, Deidre, have repelled them brilliantly at the wall. They’ve given up on the plan to first take down your father and his castle—and they’re moving inland. Time for us to get moving, too,” Eion told them gravely.

“We’ll move first—Deidre and me and our little group—to get into the passageways so that we’re able to fall upon them when they rush over the hill, ready to do battle with what they believe are our only forces,” Kylin told him.

“And what about Ryan’s report?” Deidre asked softly.

But even as she spoke, they saw Ryan and his little group. The man lifted a hand.

It was indeed time to move.

Kylin lifted his own in return.

It was enough to let their men know that it was time to mount up.

“We should keep it close, Eion, I mean, you should be close behind us. They won’t see our movements if they’re busy chasing your men, Eion. Because, if they do get that close, we’ll be blocked by you,” Deidre said.

“Aye, we’ll keep it close,” Eion agreed.

At that moment, as she mounted her horse to ride again, she couldn’t help but wonder if they were being taken, if they were fools.

She didn’t like Angus, but that didn’t make him a traitor, she reminded herself yet again.

And still the question—who?

James of Munster was an older man, one who had led his people here for a very long time, one who had been friends with Declan forever.

What of Berach of Linns?

A young man but leading his people well.

And Eion . . .

Part of their own section of the battle tactics. A man who would be riding with them, right behind them.

What if he is the traitor? If so, his men could simply ride closer and tighter and take us all by surprise . . .

At her side atop his horse, Kylin looked over at her.

“I already thought of that,” he told her.

“Thought of what?” she demanded.

“What you’re thinking. That if we’ve been off and our trust in unmerited, Eion and his men could attack us now, take us by surprise,” Kylin said, grinning.

“And that’s amusing?” she asked him.

He shook his head. “Nay, not at all! I’m grinning because I’m discovering that I can read your mind so well.”

“Am I so apparent?” she fumed.

He shook his head. “I’m just learning your mind. Maybe it’s the magic.”

The magic.

The dreams.

She looked ahead quickly. “Do you—”

“Nay. I have warned our people to take the gravest care. But even so, I wouldn’t be riding here now if I thought that it might be possible.”

“And what would we be doing?”

“We’d have ridden ahead before he reached us,” Kylin said.

“Ah.”

“Our tactics are good—good because your brother is one of the most adept leaders I’ve ever known,” he assured her. “Good because, if they’re close, as you said, they’ll see the tail end of Eion’s warriors rather than us.”

She smiled suddenly. They were headed into a life-and-death situation; hundreds would die before the battle was over.

But at this moment, she was alive. And maybe they desperately needed some humor to make it through all that they must survive.

“Trying to get on my good side by complimenting my brother?” she asked sweetly.

He laughed at that. “Nay, my beloved. Just stating a fact.”

She smiled and nodded. They had come to an open field, and she looked over at him.

“Race you, my beloved!”

She nudged her horse gently with her knees and they took off. Seeing her movement, the others did the same.

She was in the lead with Kylin quickly at her side.

Dusk was coming, beautifully. The land seemed to be bathed in pastels.

And yet they would battle, and blood would cover all that beauty.

They raced, one pulling ahead and then the next, until they reached the edge of the next forest where they reined in.

“Beat you, my beloved!” Deidre teased.

“What?”

“I beat you!”

“Ah, lass! Darragh was ahead most the way.”

“Most the way, that, my beloved, is debatable. That we won, well, that is not!”

Their small group of men was right behind them, along with Ryan and his man, who had caught up.

“Ryan?” Kylin asked.

“They’re coming fast! Apparently, when the decision was made to abandon the attack on the wall, they determined that they had to strike at the ard-rí quickly, meet his forces and take them down!”

Kylin looked at Deidre grimly. “The race must continue! My friends, onward with all speed!”

All speed simply couldn’t be that great as they moved through the dense forest before the final clearing that would bring them before the Hill of Tara and the passageways.

But the enemy would be faced with the same difficulties; they had to rely on their knowledge of the terrain.

And they did so. There was no such thing as racing a horse through such foliage, but they knew the trails and still . . .

“What is it?” Kylin asked her.

She shook her head unhappily. “We’re widening the track for them!” she said.

“There’s no help for it. I’m just praying that our great relay system of villager to villager has gotten word to the ard-rí. That his forces, joined by those of our other leaders, has allowed for a great army to be waiting or on the way!”

“I’m going to believe that they will be there,” Deidre said.

She felt her sword. It seemed to tremble against her as if there was an ancient from the days of the Tuatha Dí Danann riding with her, one in complete agreement with her.

Shimmer.

She didn’t glance at the sword in her belt. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know if it was shimmering as well as trembling.

Then again, maybe it wasn’t a bad thing at all that magic seemed to ride with them, just as it seemed to dwell in their dreams. Magic.

Perhaps it was part of the land itself now, or had always been? Or was it alive and awake now because of the peace that Ard-rí Declan had spent his life promoting?

“There! The hill stretches before us—and aye! There! One man on horseback, watching, waiting. You can barely see him in this light!”

“Cillian’s man?” Deidre asked.

“I do so believe,” Kylin said. He looked at her. “I will ride ahead—”

“I am a warrior, too,” she reminded him.

“And if it is an ambush, you must lead our people to victory,” he told her.

“Aye!”

She quickly agreed, but she was glad she voiced the word instantly. Something had seemed to clamp a vise around her heart.

I was so suspicious of him for so many years, and now . . .

He is such a part of my life.

The magic in my life.

In so many ways.

She waved a hand to their men to hold.

To wait and to watch.

But the man was, apparently, a scout, watching for the warriors, be they friend or enemy, who would arrive at the scene first.

She could distantly hear the scout calling out to Kylin. And equally, she could hear Kylin returning the call.

“Come, time for us to take our positions!” Deidre announced.

She gave free rein to Donal and they raced across the open ground, catching up with Kylin, and seeing that as they had given away their position, the men behind the scout in the trees were plentiful.

And ready.

Cillian’s men.

“I’m not sure what y’er saying, man,” one of Cillian’s commanders was telling Kylin. “There’s valley here, the hills there. But you say they will come over the hills?”

“They believe they have men in the next set of hills, but Cillian will tell you—or had told you—that we ended that. But they’ll circle around, intending to join them. I think that they will assume our battle positions are as you would put them.”

“But—”

“His words are true! That is why I have positioned you as I have, and I had thought that I’d explained our tactics and position!”

The speaker was Cillian himself; he had ridden from the woods and come before them all.

“The ard-rí’s men are yonder, positioned and held. The enemy will not realize the force that he has come against,” Cillian said.

“And time for us to delve into the passageways,” Deidre said, looking at Kylin.

“Indeed.”

Ryan suddenly broke through the small and larger sets of warriors to speak to them.

“It will be just minutes! Rí Eion is behind me with his men and they have a small lead on the enemy. That’s because the enemy held back at the trail to the north. I believe that whoever the betrayers might be, the warriors in Jarl Swen’s ranks will meet up with them there, swelling the ranks.”

“Thank you, Ryan,” Deidre said.

“With us, to the passageways,” Kylin told him.

“Aye, Kylin,” Ryan replied.

Deidre slipped from Donal’s back, whispering to the horse, “Into the woods, wait for my call.”

“The horse is that good?” Ryan asked softly, his face a knot of worry.

“My horse is that good. Come, dismount, we delve into the ground.”

“Come, our mounts will lead when the time comes,” Kylin said.

“How can you be sure?” Ryan asked.

Kylin just grinned at him. “Magic. It will happen, trust me. Men, now!” he ordered.

Ryan was the only one who seemed worried about their mounts. The others did as ordered and as Deidre had known they would, their horses followed Darragh and her own Donal into the woods to wait.

Kylin gave a nod to Cillian and hurried to run toward the ancient passageways, Ryan and their ten chosen men right behind them.

As soon as they entered the passageway, the burial place of the ancients, Deidre felt as if something inside of her had awakened.

Does magic really live within the human soul?

Kylin glanced at her and she knew that he felt something, too.

“I’ll set men at the cracks that allow entry and exit. We’ll take the main, ready to attack Jarl Swen’s fighters as they come over the hill. There are a few cracks above. Ryan can watch, perhaps cause the demise of a few by causing accidents from below.”

“Aye, as good a plan as my brother might have had,” she said lightly.

And no matter how grim the circumstances, he smiled at her. “I try,” he said simply.

“I’m for the entrance, this side of the mound,” Deidre told him.

“I’ll join you there when the others are set,” he replied.

She moved along the passage, her sword guiding the way in the darkness. And as she walked, she wondered about the ancients buried here, about the hundreds of years that had gone by since man had come to the island.

She wondered about the souls of the rulers who lay buried here. And she smiled, thinking that it all seemed to be so much “magic” to her while . . .

The hills were sacred to their people.

Everyone felt something here, for the earth itself seemed to be sacred.

She felt her sword trembling again.

Shimmering.

She smiled. For it was her sword of light that allowed her to move forward, to feel the earth around her without fear.

With the sword, she knew, she’d never be in total darkness.

And yet . . .

What happens after today?

Do I return the sword to the earth—or to the ancient gods?

Maybe, since she’d once held it, the sword, or perhaps the light—a bit of Shimmer—would always be with her, helping her, guiding her.

“It is at hand!” she heard, and then, ahead of her, she saw the glow. The image she’d first seen when she’d fallen on the hill by the shore, was before her. Just a hazy light at first.

Light against the darkness.

“Shimmer,” she said softly.

“Aye, lass, here with you all the way.”

The hazy light became a form, that of the beautiful woman she knew to be Shimmer.

“It is happening as you showed us,” Deidre whispered to her.

“Indeed,” Shimmer told her gravely.

“You never showed us beyond this point,” Deidre said.

“Because not even we have the answers to what happens beyond this point. We can give you the weapons with which to fight, the tools with which to live, and then . . . then it is up to man to forge his own destiny.”

“I see.”

“The opening is just ahead. Take care on the rocks. Ready yourselves for they will soon gather in the valley and sweep over the hill.”

“And our positions are . . . ?”

“Tactical, excellent,” the mystical said. “It is for now that . . . well, man is what man will be. Years stretch ahead for mankind. People will come, especially Northmen. They will become a part of the island, an important part of the island, and in time, they will be one with the people here now. And then, others will come. There will be conquests. One faction will win, one faction will lose. The island will be one. The island will divide. But a shimmering will come to some who have a shimmering inside in their soul, a realization that all are worthy of peace and love, and that kindness, from the highest ard-rí to the lowliest maid or farmer, is what brings the true light to life. For now, we did not see the future so much as we saw what souls might bring it to fruition.”

“Souls are eternal?” Deidre whispered.

“And that, lass, is what each man and woman alive must decide in their heart,” Shimmer told her.

“You saw my soul, but you can’t see the soul of the traitor?”

Shimmer didn’t reply.

There is someone else there! Distant at first, unseen in the darkness . . .

Coming forward now.

“Deidre, Deidre, Deidre! Talking to yourself, daughter of Rí Eamon? She of such strength and beauty that her father would not give her in marriage?”

The voice, in the darkness of the passageways, was deep and startling.

He was close. Not close enough to see . . .

She spun around and around, seeking the speaker who had somehow slipped through so close to them in the eternal darkness of the passageways.

But Shimmer had not left her.

She could see that the magical being had slipped toward the voice, casting her glow around the man walking toward Deidre in the passageway.

“Traitor,” she whispered.

“The traitor, the traitor, the traitor,” the speaker said. “Not the way I see it, dear sweet, precious, all-superior lass. The jarl is a great and powerful man. He will bring new resources to the island. Greater strength, greater trade.”

She could see him. And it was surprising, of course. But then again, discovering that it was any of the men they had known was surprising.

“Berach,” she said simply.

He laughed softly.

“You thought it was poor Angus. Just because the man has the guts to be angry, to be offended!”

“I never thought it was Angus,” she said. A lie? Possibly. But she wanted to keep him talking, to understand how he had come to be here—and who else might be with him.

“Oh, aye, girl, you did! He let his opinion of your father’s will be known! Women, my love, daughters—they are to be bartered and sold for the best in alliances. Think of it this way—had your father not nearly laughed in my face, I might not be here now.”

“Don’t blame my father for the fact that you are a heinous traitor to your land, to your people and even to yourself!” Deidre countered.

Her hand was on the hilt of her sword. Her shimmering sword of light.

Did the light come from the incredible soul of one who had come to the land before her? Was that the gift of the Tuatha Dé Danann? Inner strength? Belief in oneself?

“I don’t mind a wee chat, love,” Berach told her.

“You should. Kylin and a number of my father’s men—”

“Aye, indeed, they’re in the passageway, too. But fear not for me—they’re being taken care of. You . . . well, warrior-girl, I wanted you for myself.”

“Really? What an arrogant determination.”

“You may know how to fight. But I have you on weight, muscles and the all-important decider—strength!”

“Why?” Deidre demanded.

“I will be ard-rí,” he told her.

“Oh, I do sincerely doubt that,” Deidre said flatly. “Jarl Swen doesn’t go to battle to hand his power over to another man.”

“I will rule this island—he will be the island’s overlord,” Berach said with arrogance.

“And take her riches, work her people to the bone, leave them nothing while he demands the best in wool, in linen, in all that our farmers can grow?” Deidre demanded.

“Deidre! How kind that you are worried about me! Suffice it to say that Jarl Swen had great respect for me and my abilities—when the rest of you worried that I wouldn’t be capable of keeping my father’s lands together!”

“That’s not true—my father complimented you often on your abilities,” Deidre said.

“And kept me in my place! He wouldn’t consider an alliance with Angus—or me,” Berach said. He laughed. “And no one knew. No one suspected little old me. That made it all so easy. Don’t lie! Until this minute, you probably suspected Angus at heart. Or even Eion. I mean, Angus made no pretense of friendship. He—”

“Was he angry at me, oh, aye. But has he ever failed Declan? Not that I know anything about,” Deidre snapped.

“And James of Munster—”

“A man who has stood by the ard-rí since he came to power.”

“And then Eion, perhaps just pretending at his great friendship,” Berach suggested. He laughed. “Never in time, my love, never in time. If you live—and if I don’t disfigure you—I might keep you around for my amusement. Never a bride now, never a wife. I’d not honor you so. But . . . maybe I’ll try not to chop up your face.”

“Maybe you should think about just trying to stay alive,” Deidre suggested.

“Oh, the great warrioress is going to take me down!”

“Not until you tell me how you knew to come here,” Deidre told him.

He laughed. “Because you were idiots not to suspect that a man of my power might have spies following you, Cillian, Kylin . . . all those of your ilk! You think that you will be part of a small force taking the Northmen from behind when they surge over the hills. But they have men beyond who will be behind you. Oh, wait! You won’t be there, because you’ll be lying here, in the dark, oh, how fitting! The daughter of the great Rí Eamon dying in the sacred place that is already filled with the dead. Oh, all right, again, I say, I may not kill you. It will be amusing to hold my power over you.”

“Ah, Berach, you may well perish due to your own arrogance,” she told him, shaking her head. “Does Jarl Swen know just what a braggart you are?”

“Alas, I’ve not managed to get to the man in time to tell him what I learned about you and Kylin and this sacred ground, but—”

“Oh, you are an idiot! He doesn’t even know that you’re in the passageways?”

At least those coming at us haven’t been warned! And even if he takes me down, I can’t believe that his warriors, sneaking around the passageways, could take down Kylin and my father’s warriors.

“Did you think that the jarl himself would risk his life out here? Lass! That’s why I am to be ard-rí. I am the one who will win this battle and thus my title and my land,” Berach insisted.

“So, you believe that your men will take down Kylin?”

“Of course. If not, where is the man? And how do you know that he isn’t a traitor himself? Ah, but wait, not a traitor. A man faithful to his father’s people. Perhaps I should have played this a bit better. I should have told you right away that hoping Kylin would come save you was simply stupid—the man is with me. He has been pretending that he is so loyal to Eamon, so loyal to Declan, and the land. No, no, his true love is his father’s people, people of the sea.”

“Interesting, aye. Many people have come from the Northlands and those people have become our people. The people of the North are often wonderful, just like the people of Éire. Human nature being what it is, no matter where one is born, some are kind and true and some are not,” Deidre told him sweetly.

“Your beloved is a traitor!” Berach announced.

“Sorry. I don’t believe you for a single second,” Deidre said.

“Don’t you?” he whispered evilly.

Don’t I?

No. Never. And it was true. In her heart, in her soul, she knew that Kylin would never betray her, her father or her brother.

Or his own father, for that matter.

She laughed suddenly. “You’re trying to tell me that Kylin is a traitor—when you’ve already told me that you have men in the passageways who will kill him and therefore, he can’t rescue me. If he’s a traitor, he wouldn’t need killing and he wouldn’t rescue me. Now, here’s the thing . . .”

“What?” Berach demanded.

“I don’t need rescuing.”

She drew her silver sword, facing him, smiling.

As she had hoped, in a fit of rage, he lunged for her.

She deftly stepped aside, spinning to send her blade sliding against his midriff.

He screamed in pain and fell back.

But her blow had just been a glancing one.

And she had never seen such hatred and rage in anyone’s face before as he gathered himself and spun around to face her.

In a line, right beneath his rib cage and over his weapons belt, she could see a thin red line.

She had drawn blood.

And, of course, he was furious. Berach had kept his true self nicely hidden, respecting the ard-rí and older men who held the title of rí, but she could see now that he had been expertly handling a role.

He wanted more. And he felt that it was owed to him.

Worse, he couldn’t bear the idea of being beaten by a woman. He already hated her because her father had let it be known that she would make her own choice in life.

“You will pay for that!” he shouted at her. Despite foaming at the mouth with rage, he managed to laugh. “What do you get? You could have been the wife of a rí, you could have picked any of us with your youth, your silky hair, your brilliant eyes . . . and perfect body, a ready machine for a man to sire a handsome son. And now you’ll be nothing! Oh, wait. Dead, quite possibly, so it won’t matter.”

“I did draw first blood,” she reminded him.

“And I will draw last!” he swore.

She waited. Ready for him.

Again, he stepped forward, lunging, certain that he could pierce her right through the heart.

But she dodged and spun again, this time, just missing his midsection by a hair.

“I didn’t want to marry you—or any man offered to me—but neither did I want to have to kill you,” she told him.

“You—kill me?”

She shrugged. “All right. Try again,” she taunted.

That time he came straight at her, sword raised, ready to strike down at her with all the muscle and weight in him.

But as his sword fell, hers seemed to glisten with silver light, deflecting his.

As he had warned, she felt the power of his weight against it. Still, she had fought bigger men with her magic sword.

But he was angry and impatient, and he continued feints that allowed her time to duck and parry.

As he fought her, she became aware of a greater rush of noise coming along the passage.

She noted briefly that Kylin was on his way to her. In the second during her duck and spin then, she saw that he had battled a man coming behind him . . .

And there was another sneaking up.

“Kylin! Behind!” she shouted.

He spun, his sword swinging.

But she couldn’t see any more because Berach was rushing her again.






Chapter 18

AT THE FIRST attack—a man foolishly rushing against him while he stood with another of Eamon’s warriors, pointing out the crack in the rock overhead—he knew that the traitor had discerned their movements, and was waiting to clear them out.

It was easy to take out the first fool, and the next five, because his men had heard the commotion and come to help.

He didn’t know the warriors they were fighting; he thought perhaps he had seen one or two of them working with the ard-rí’s best men a few times, but not often enough to know.

They obviously hadn’t trained often enough to hone their craft, not to the extent their own forces had obtained.

They were too easily taken down, making him wonder if the traitor was using his weakest men here so that his stronger forces could enter the main battle.

But as he told the others to search deeper as he studied the dead enemy, he recognized a symbol upon one man’s tunic.

There were more men in the passageways.

They hadn’t gotten to the core of the treachery.

He hurried to find Deidre, telling himself that she was better than most men, that she had will and strength and belief . . .

And her shimmering sword.

He heard the clash of her fight as he neared her but even as he came close to her position and her fight, he spun around.

Two of the enemy were behind him.

To his benefit, they hadn’t expected him to turn around. He had the spear, of course, the gift of the gods. But it wasn’t good for close combat.

He ducked low and spun with tremendous strength, having swiftly drawn his sword, catching one man first, the other second, all with the same whirlwind motion.

They fell.

Then he heard Deidre call out, even though she was engaged in close combat herself.

With the traitor.

Again, he turned, already swinging his sword. His attacker went down. He looked desperately to Deidre.

But she hadn’t needed him to save her.

She was spinning as taught and as she ended, she didn’t sweep her sword out, but rather slammed it down with all her strength.

And Berach fell at her feet.

She looked up. And she rushed to Kylin, sheathing her sword as she reached him, touching him, touching his face, searching his eyes first and then his body for any sign of an injury.

He caught her by the shoulders and held her back, doing the same, looking into her eyes, and then down the length of her.

“You’re all right?” he asked her anxiously.

“Fine. And you?”

“Fine.”

“There are others—”

“I know.”

“They were supposed to kill you.”

“They failed.”

She smiled and nodded.

“But,” Kylin told her, “the game has changed. Berach was the traitor, he knew we were here.”

“It’s all right, the plan stays the same. He never had a chance to tell Jarl Swen Jorgensen that we were here.”

“But the rest of his men know. And the rest of his men are out there,” Kylin said.

“Maybe, but I still believe they’ll look into the Derue hills where we found his people who had been killing villagers and who attacked Eion’s men. That means that they’ll still come over the hill before they come across any of Berach’s men.”

“And with any luck, they’ll assume that Berach himself and a group took care of us. But we’ve got to get someone out there somehow. Because some of Berach’s men will be with the ard-rí’s men and we don’t know when they’ll strike within the ranks,” he said thoughtfully.

“All right, one of us—”

“I’m going out first,” he told her.

She looked at him and let out a sigh. “Haven’t I proven to you that I can take care of myself? That Shimmer isn’t just my sword, but an entity who accompanies me? Don’t you think that I worry about you as much as you worry about me?”

“Aye, Deidre, it’s just—”

“Aye, Kylin! I know. We supposedly have roles in life and in this, truthfully, I think that I can manage to make it out now—before the jarl’s forces get here—quicker than you. I’m smaller, I can slip around more easily. And when it’s time to rush out and perhaps attack from a distance, well, you’re the one with the spear and the cauldron—”

“The cauldron is attached to my saddle.”

“And the stone—pebble, whatever you want to call it—is in my pocket,” Deidre argued.

She’s right, she has what is needed. And as of yet, the danger isn’t amassing, though it will be soon.

“Come on!” he urged.

“Nay, beloved,” she mocked. “You’re not hiding me—”

“I don’t intend to hide you. I’m bringing you to the crevice so that you can slip out. Get to Cillian and let him know what has happened. He will know how best to get the message to the ard-rí. Declan needs to be protected at all costs,” he told her.

“Right! Let’s get going!”

He felt as if there was a strange light around him as he hurried her along, a light that guided that way and also seemed to hover around Deidre.

She did have her Shimmer.

And he believed in all that had been happening.

Still, letting her go was one of the hardest things he had ever done. And, of course, there would then be no way for him to know if she had made it to Cillian or not.

“Faith,” she said softly.

“Pardon?”

“I’m reading your mind. We can’t be afraid for one another. We must have faith.”

He smiled. “I have no choice.”

She shook her head. She touched his chest and rose on her toes to press her lips briefly to his.

“Faith,” she whispered against his mouth.

And then she was gone, and he was left in the darkness. Her Shimmer was gone, along with Deidre.

But then he heard a male voice, and it was near him, and it seemed to echo Deidre’s word to him.

“Faith.”

He nodded to himself. Aloud, he said, “Thank you!”

“She will reach Cillian. We are with you. She will reach him, and most importantly, he will have a messenger reach Ard-rí Declan. Then they will come. They are amassing on the trail. But they will not have what they expect here—you and your men will be ready.”

Kylin still couldn’t see the speaker. He stood where light filtered in at the crevice through which Deidre had made her escape from the great hill.

“Thank you,” he said again.

“There were twenty of the enemy here, waiting. You were to die. But you are alive. And you will lead much of the fight.”

Kylin inclined his head.

“This is my land,” he said softly. “This is my home. And Declan is the best of humanity. I will gladly fight and die for him.”

“Perhaps you need not die.”

“Well, I’d prefer not to!”

The invisible speaker had a sense of humor. He laughed softly. “I am with you.”

For a while then, there was silence, and he watched, knowing that Ryan and the other warriors in the caverns in the great hills watched and waited as well. They were ready.

“Now!” the speaker suddenly thundered.

And they were coming.

From his position, Kylin could only see so much. But in his mind’s eye, he knew it was happening just as the vision in his head had once been.

The enemy had circled to the second hill, expecting to add to the forces who had slipped in there.

Then they thundered forward to attack, knowing that by then, the great forces gathered by the ard-rí would be in the valley below.

Now is the time to use the great spear!

He slipped through the crevice, heading upward. And then, from where he stood, he could angle his position and take aim.

And with his first throw, he caught three men, two back to back and taken down by the spear, a third thrown cruelly to be trampled by the hooves of the horses now racing to the battle.

He whistled for his horse.

Naturally, he was heard by the enemy, but most were already heavily engaged in hand-to-hand combat.

One man jumped from his horse, rushing to meet up with Kylin. He was one of the Northmen, one hoping to prove himself to his jarl. He was in too much of a hurry; he thought Kylin’s position would give him an advantage.

It did not.

Kylin waited for the man to rush him, stepped aside and felled him with a hard whack on the back of his head with the handle of his sword.

When the man went down, he turned, startled by a show of silver in the air, a streak of shimmering silver flying through the sky . . . then hovering by his side, within easy grasp.

And he saw the true power and magic of the spear.

It had returned to him.

By then, his great horse had heard his whistle.

And none had thought to hamper a riderless horse on a battlefield, one that seemed to be running blindly, as if the loss of his master had sent him flying in any direction.

Once mounted, he saw that the others were streaming from the hills, catching the unwary, taking them down.

Soon enough, they were all mounted, and entered into the fray.

And it was a melee.

Men, horses, shouts, screams, cries of agony . . .

He saw that Declan himself, his battle flag flown before him, was at the head of the fray.

Of course. Part of the reason the ard-rí is so loved has to do with the fact that he asks nothing of any man that he isn’t willing to do himself.

But were Berach’s men among his immediate number? Men who might believe that Berach still lived, that they’d be in high graces in his court if the unlikely outcome of Jarl Swen taking Éire and giving it to Berach should occur.

“Darragh! The ard-rí,” he muttered, tightening his knees against the horse and racing forward.

He was in time. Just in time.

Because, as he rode up, the flag bearer suddenly threw it to the ground and spun around on his horse, the animal rearing up on its hind legs to make the maneuver.

But Darragh was fast. Before the sword the flag bearer wielded could strike the unwary Declan, Kylin had intervened, his sword catching that of the attacker with such strength that the man fell from his mount.

“Kylin!” the ard-rí shouted, stunned.

And also in warning.

The man on the ground was rising, his sword in hand. Kylin never had to battle the man. His horse, startled and terrified by the action, began to rise and stomp down—once and then twice—before racing off into the fray, riderless.

Kylin looked down at the man and knew that he’d never rise again.

“Onward, sire!” Kylin shouted, for there was a group before them, bearing down on them.

Bodies, blood and body parts were strewn across the valley.

The beautiful green valley, surrounded by the beauty of the hills.

And still, the fighting went on.

Through it all, Kylin worried. He couldn’t see Deidre, but he knew her. She would be in the fight.

She would not hide away behind a rock or a tree.

At one point, he saw Cillian on the field; the rí was holding his own.

He saw that Angus was fiercely battling the enemy and when Kylin found himself in a tight group of the enemy, Angus was among those who came riding into that fray.

Angus, by his ard-rí’s side, ever loyal to him, ever loyal to those fighting for the man.

And still no sign of Deidre.

But she was there. Somewhere.

He would not believe that she was among the dead, being so cruelly trampled upon the ground.

Finally, he came upon Cillian. They were at a lull in the fighting, close to one another, and Cillian shouted to him.

“Thank God for Deidre! We were able to take most of Berach’s men, and I saw that you stopped one vicious attack!” Cillian shouted.

“Where is she now?” Kylin shouted in return.

“With her brother. Aidan fights yonder—Kylin! It’s the last of them!” Cillian told him, his tone grateful and perhaps even bewildered.

There might have been vicious odds against them, but they had known.

They had been warned.

And even the traitor had been unmasked—before the battle had even begun.

They were going to be victorious.

“Where?” Kylin asked, frowning.

Cillian pointed. “There! We’ll join them!”

They rode hard into the fray that was occurring at the side of the hill. At last he saw Deidre, saw that she was engaging again and again with her magical silver sword, and every fool who thought he could easily take a woman was learning the hard way that he could not.

A man came at him. He fought, and fought again.

And then . . . a man who had been about to come at him suddenly threw down his sword, slid from his mount, and begged, “Surrender!”

Kylin thought about the battle that had begun it all when the invaders had attacked their home, when he had met up with Deidre after she had just discovered her sword.

As he looked at the man, he remembered Eamon’s determination that mercy was a great strength.

And that they had learned much about what was going on through a man to whom they had given mercy.

“Mercy!” he shouted in return.

When his word echoed around him, others began to do the same. Those who were already unhorsed went to their knees. All around them, the remainder of the enemy surrendered, bit by bit, man by man.

The great battle was over.

Magic? Heart, soul, determination? Perhaps all had been a part.

Now there was little to do except bury the dead, and in such a melee as this one, great fires would burn through the night. Friend and enemy would meet their afterlife, however a man saw it, as one.

So many men had come.

So many men lay dead. More invaders, but many of their own warriors had lost their lives as well.

Now it was time to find the injured among the bodies.

The cauldron!

The ard-rí dismounted from his horse and called the battle, stopping the fighting and the death.

Kylin saw that Deidre was not far from him. That she was watching Kylin.

And he knew they thought alike.

Quickly dismounting, he turned to Cillian. “We’re going to need water and herbs—as quickly as possible. That little clearing just yonder in the trees, please. Get me water and herbs—”

He was interrupted by Deidre. “I’ll give you a list of the things I need your men to look for.”

He hadn’t realized that she had come up beside him. But of course, she had. The sword and the spear had helped mightily in the battle, but this time around, the cauldron had been given to them so they might heal.

He hefted the cauldron from where it was tied to the saddle on Darragh, and Deidre accompanied him to the little clearing. He looked about with her, finding branches and twigs with which to make a fire and rocks to create a ledge above it.

The wonderous, magical cauldron. Such a gift, indeed. They didn’t, in fact, need the fire, but it would add warmth for the injured who might come around it.

Cillian’s men quickly found all that was required and the victors went through the fields, gradually seeking those who lived, who had injuries that might be tended to and eventually cured.

The fire was built.

Water was brought and poured into the cauldron.

They delivered the herbs that Deidre had requested and she cast them into the water and began to create her brew.

The injured enemy on the field would never know just how lucky they were that magic might well help in their healing. Some would still die, but many would live because of the mercy practiced by Eamon, Ard-rí Declan and others in their number, along with the magic of the cauldron—a gift from the ancients, from the Tuatha Dé Danann, perhaps an early name for the angels . . .

He’d never know. Not while he lived, and thanks to them, he lived. And Deidre lived.

There was no chance of things being awkward between them then; they were far too busy. With others, he began to comb the field.

By then, many women, girls and young men had come in from Cillian’s and Declan’s castles and villages.

They worked with Deidre, applying poultices and bandages, marveling that the cauldron’s contents seemed to give and give. He learned how that was possible. He was able to get close to Deidre for a few minutes as he helped bring more water to fill the cauldron.

“I can’t believe that this all seems to stretch so far,” he told her.

She smiled at him, and her whisper was close to his ear as she spoke. “Kylin, it’s the stone. Stone, pebble—I put it in the cauldron. It makes the water and the medication I’m creating with the herbs last and last! It’s amazing.”

“It’s magic,” he said softly.

“The best magic!” she told him.

She looked at him. He dared to touch her face, stroke her cheek, as he whispered, “Magic! My beloved, it’s all magic. You’re magic!”

“Kylin! Can you help with this man?”

He turned. Ryan had called him; he was struggling to help a man onto one of the makeshift litters they had created to bring the injured home.

They had started that morning so very early. Before the crack of dawn.

Night fell, and there was no end to all that needed to be done.

Great fires burned about the battlefield.

A priest prayed for their dead who had fallen.

Declan allowed for the Northmen to say services in their own way.

The injured continued to come in seeking healing and were tended to.

He had just carried a man with a broken and bloodied arm into the clearing when Aidan found him. “You’re still standing.”

“So are you,” Kylin noted.

“And my sister,” Aidan said, watching Deidre create a bandage from a man’s ripped tunic. “She can do just about anything,” he added.

“She can.”

Aidan was still looking ahead. “Sisters . . . remarkable beings! Yours are quite admirable as well, and, of course, I see why. I know your mother and your father.” He turned to look at Kylin at last. “This happened, just as we believed. And there is so much of life to pick up, so much to be done. But you and Deidre . . . all that you learned is true. All that you set out to do, you did.”

Kylin nodded. “We’re grateful,” he said.

“And so am I. But now that this is over, well, the deadly part over, we need to look to the future. Also, I’m sure you’re aware that Declan is eternally grateful to you—you saved his life.”

“I saw what the man was doing,” Kylin said.

“You saw in time! Others knew—they didn’t know that he had one man who had gone in as the ard-rí’s flag bearer.”

“I didn’t know myself. I was in the right place at the right time.”

“You still saved his life.”

“And I’m grateful for that opportunity. He’s an incredible man.”

“Well, my father and I had talked about this. They are going to officially bestow the title of rí on your father—to be yours when he is no longer with us.”

“That’s not necessary—”

“But it makes sense. My father gave your father an offshoot of his land. And your father managed it well. And it’s only right. Kylin, every rí manages a county, and we try very hard to do so with fairness and . . . It’s only right!”

“Very kind, and for my father, I thank you.”

Aidan laughed. “Your father has already thanked us, but it isn’t us—it’s the ard-rí, and it is something we’ve spoken about, so . . .”

“My father is here?”

“Fought the whole battle. Only my father stayed behind, watchful, lest some return to attack the walls.”

“I have not seen him yet. I must do so.”

“Of course. But first . . .”

“First?”

“I have spoken with your father, but I’d like your blessing as well.”

“My blessing?” Kylin asked him.

Aidan grinned. “I’d like to marry your sister.”

“I, uh, I think you’re talking about Maureen. I believe that Maeve is in love with Eion—”

Aidan laughed. “Aye! And Maeve will, I believe, marry Eion. But—”

“Aidan, I admire you greatly, my sister couldn’t marry a finer man. I know that Colleen cares deeply for you, too—”

“And I care for her. Oh, we’ve cared deeply about one another. We’ve been the best of friends, but she met one of the ard-rí’s top men and asked permission to marry him and move away. She was worried about enough healers being in the villages, but others have stepped up and she’s truly happy.”

“All this happened since we left?” Kylin said.

Aidan laughed. “Some since you left, some since the battle ended. I’m hoping that you approve of it all.”

“I have fought alongside both you and Eion. I couldn’t think of better men for my sisters. Not that you need it, but you have my happy blessing.”

“Thank you,” Aidan told him. “I’m off to speak with a messenger who is heading back. I want my father to know everything that is happening.” He sighed. “Then, we are dividing the enemy injured between Cillian’s home and the ard-rí’s—the guard is being determined, though I don’t imagine any would want to go home. They’d just be killed there. And we’ve seen that those that come here might become a part of the land if they so wish.”

He clapped Kylin on the shoulder.

“Oh, by and by, you have my blessing as well!” Aidan told him.

“Your blessing?” Kylin said, frowning.

Aidan laughed. “My friend, I’ve never met a man I’d rather call brother. Oh, wait, indeed, I am able to do so when I wed your sister. How strange that this may happen, but when you wed my sister . . . you’re ‘doubly’ my brother? Whatever shall be! You have my hand in eternal friendship and you have my most heartfelt blessing. Along with that of my father, of course.”

“Aidan, we didn’t tell others because we didn’t know the identity of the traitor, but we all know that the announcement was a ruse,” Kylin reminded him.

“Right,” Aidan said. He shook his head. “And it was Berach. Berach of Linns. I had thought all this time that, well, I’ve seen Berach be nothing but polite and decent, while I’ve seen Angus headstrong and arrogant, and I must admit, I thought, as I believe Deidre did, that it would prove to be Angus. But I suppose we never saw that Berach didn’t feel he was receiving the proper respect among his peers, or . . . I don’t know!” He paused, as if giving himself a mental shake. “Anyway, Cillian and Declan have said that we must head home at first light—we will all be keeling over by nightfall again.”

“We will ride by morning’s light,” Kylin said.

“Morning’s light,” Aidan said with a nod and a wave as he left him.

Deidre was still bandaging the injured. Kylin headed over to help others from around the island move the men who had been tended to.

The night was long.

The scent of burning flesh was heavy in the air. But it would not do to leave the dead littering the field.

Those who were injured were given all care. Litters were created so that the men might be carried back by their fellows to their homes, while those who had been among the enemy who had surrendered would be taken to be healed—and carefully watched, perhaps allowed to settle in the land they had tried to take and perhaps, if they proved disloyal, they’d be sent home.

Where they would most likely become victims of their own kind for surrendering.

The decision as to whether they might stay was one that would be made by the ard-rí, possibly in council with others.

Kylin worked with the others. By morning’s light, they had cleared the field.

The wounded had all been gathered—just as the dead had.

And when the sun touched the sky, it was time to return home.

He found that he was riding ahead with his father as they started back. Sigurd was serious and a bit grim—there was no way to leave that kind of a battle without a heavy feeling in one’s heart, even as the victor.

But he talked to Kylin, telling him that he was honored that the ard-rí and Eamon had determined that he must bear a title himself—and pass it on to his son.

“It is an honor. But . . .”

Sigurd managed to laugh. “But as we live under Eamon, it seems to make little difference?”

“Aye, Father, and that’s true.”

“And our houses will be joined,” Sigurd said.

“Father, you know that—”

“I am referring to your sister and Aidan. The rest . . . well, that’s up to you and Deidre.”

“Father—”

“Again, that’s up to you and Deidre,” Sigurd said. He sighed softly. “Eamon and Declan are men who are much alike. They are careful, yet they still look for the best in their fellow men. That is something I truly admire.”

“Of course.”

“And it’s proven—this go-round—to be a great thing. You, my son, the child of a Northman, saved the life of the ard-rí,” Sigurd said proudly.

“Well, he’s the ard-rí, but I like him, too, as a man. And as I said earlier, I happened to be in the right place at the right time.”

“That is richly appreciated!”

“And I am grateful as well,” Kylin assured him. “And . . .”

“Yes?”

Kylin laughed. “It just struck me that I am exhausted!”

“We all are, son.”

“Aye, that I know. It will be nearly nightfall when we return. We travel now with the injured and those who are our captives”

“But a night in which a man may truly sleep, at last!” Sigurd said, grinning. He looked at Kylin. “It’s truly amazing how this fell into place. If we hadn’t known, if we hadn’t gathered all our people behind the wall, if Aidan hadn’t had all his brilliant maneuvers to withstand and fight back against a siege and if—”

Sigurd looked at him curiously.

“—if you and Deidre hadn’t known all that you knew.”

“And if you and Eamon and Aidan hadn’t given us your faith.”

“But all ended the best that it might. And we may sleep again,” Sigurd said. “Messages have gone through the villagers. They’ve surely received the news that we’ve been triumphant. When we return, Eamon has arranged that you and I stay at his castle tonight. There’s business we must attend to in the morning. And, of course, we’ll have a celebration of thanks at the church tomorrow. All will be well. Oh, and I know you. Eamon says that Deidre is the same. They will have arranged for you to have a wonderful hot bath in your room.”

“Um, that’s very nice, Father. But my sisters—”

“Are grateful that you, me, Deidre, Aidan and Eion have survived,” Sigurd assured him. “Son, for once, just accept hospitality and comfort. Trust in the walls, and those who stayed to guard the walls, who have slept and are ready to watch over us. Be at ease, Kylin. You have done what you set out to do. Take a moment to breathe. To love the land and the people you have helped to survive and maintain a home.”

Kylin nodded. He just wasn’t sure that he was completely . . .

Welcome. He didn’t know if he might honestly be appreciated as a man completely in love with Eamon’s daughter.

Deidre would welcome him. But would they be uncomfortable in one another’s company now?

Will I spend the rest of my life remembering the dream?

“Kylin?” Sigurd asked worriedly.

“I’m sorry, Father. I will breathe and accept Rí Eamon’s hospitality with all graciousness, I promise. I will rest, relax . . .”

“And live!” his father reminded softly. He shrugged. “Only you may know what the future will bring.”

He rode with his father, then Aidan, and finally with Eion, who was accompanying them all the way; he and Kylin’s sister would announce their betrothal, some more good news to add to their victory.

The sun had fallen when they reached the walled castle, but people were about everywhere, hailing them all as heroes with a joyful celebration in the expanse just behind the wall as they returned.

It was great to be among them all, to accept all their words of gratitude. And it was wonderful to finally be in the castle.

When at last he was next to Deidre, he was afraid he would be awkward. The threat was over: the pretense no longer needed.

But he smiled at her and whispered, “We did it!”

“We all did it!”

“Of course, but . . .”

She laughed. “We did all that we set out to do.”

He nodded. Maybe it was going to be okay. They were talking, acting fairly normal.

“Ah, but I shall be careful in the future,” she told him.

“Why is that?”

“I’d not have you reading my mind at all times!”

He laughed. “Hmm. I’d not thought of that. And you read mine too easily as well.”

She smiled and nodded. “Well . . . I’m off! They’ve promised me a wonderful bath filled with hot water and perhaps flower petals, and I do need it so desperately!”

“Me, too! I get a bath as well,” he said.

“I know. My father told me. And you’re staying. Right down the hall. All right, then. I’m heading out!”

“See you in the morning,” he said softly.

She turned and smiled at him.

And he began to hope and pray that dreams could come true.






Epilogue

THE ENEMY WAS defeated.

The ard-rí sat safely on his throne.

Deidre had taken a long—very long—bath. Her friends who worked in her father’s castle hadn’t minded in the least procuring more and more hot water for her, and bathing had felt incredible, the heat, the cleanliness.

Now she lay on her pallet and wondered what would happen in the coming days.

Kylin had become a part of her life. Her dream life, her real life, in which they had fought so hard, leaned so desperately upon one another so that their land could still be theirs, this land they both loved so very much.

She was startled to hear a soft sigh and feel a glimmer of light around her.

Shimmering light . . .

The kind that came from the sword. She knew now that during her lifetime it remained with her. But . . .

“Ah, the human heart and soul are so very mysterious!”

Shimmer was sitting at the foot of the pallet, looking at her and shaking her head.

“Shimmer! You know that we’re so very grateful, all of us, we have retained—”

“And as I said, we accept your gratitude, and I warn you again that the coming centuries will bring new trials and tribulations to the island, that it might well be centuries before there is real peace. But now, while you live . . .” She broke off, waving a hand in the air. “Magic! We can show you what is out there just beyond your touch . . . show you that all you need to do is reach. Alas! Lass, it is now for you to create the real magic that can happen in the world, that can happen for you.”

Just as quickly as she had come, Shimmer was gone.

For a moment, Deidre just lay there.

Then she knew that she didn’t dare take the time to think.

She rose and moved swiftly to her door where she hesitated a minute. She took a deep breath. It was time to know if what she felt might be reciprocated.

It was time to take a chance. He couldn’t do so, she knew. He was too schooled in all the things that were proper for a warrior where a woman was concerned.

And so, at last, she opened her door and slipped into the hallway. It was late, and the castle was quiet.

She knew which room he had been given. Her father had told her.

She smiled slightly, wondering if Eamon had mentioned it for precisely this reason. Eamon was extremely fond of Kylin, she knew.

And she knew that her father had always been serious: her life was her choice.

This was her choice.

She hurried on down the hall and hesitated just a minute before knocking on his door.

The events of the past days went streaming by in her mind. The battle, the aftermath, the time they had spent with the cauldron, learning that the stone was more than a weapon, that in the cauldron it could make healing waters last and last . . .

The feel of his fingers on her face had been real.

“Come in,” he said.

She opened the door and walked into his quarters.

The room was large, one where their most esteemed guests were housed. His pallet was equally large, something that made great sense since many of their guests were large men, such as Kylin.

He had been leaning back on his pallet, blankets pulled waist-high, his fingers laced behind his head as if he’d been lying there awake, staring at the ceiling.

He bolted up to a sitting position as he saw her, frowning instantly. He started to rise but then hesitated, and she smiled.

He had to be naked beneath the covers.

“Deidre, is everything all right? Has something happened, has someone been hurt?”

She walked over to the pallet and shook her head.

“Nothing has happened. Everyone is fine. It’s just that, after all this . . . well, do you believe in magic?” she asked him.

He laughed softly, still staring at her so curiously. “Well, our survival has depended largely on what I believe to be magic, so . . .”

She sat on his pallet in such a position that his arms were almost around her.

“There is magic,” she told him.

“I know, I just said—”

“Nay, not that magic! A different kind of magic. Real magic, I guess you’d say.”

“I’m, um, still a little lost,” he whispered.

She smiled. “A warrior such as yourself, lost?” she teased. “Kylin, I had a dream—”

He started, arching a brow. “I had a dream!”

“About you.”

“Aye, about you!”

“Well,” she murmured, daring to take a finger and run it along the line of his naked chest, “a magical creature taught me about real magic. Real magic happens between a man and a woman when they bring their feelings together in . . . a dream. A dream that’s real.”

And still, I have this fear! This slight, slight fear that he doesn’t want me!

But it was quickly dispelled because he drew her into his arms, lifting her over himself to lay her by his side.

He propped himself up on an elbow for a second, looking down at her. “There’s been this thing happening, happening deep inside me. The longer we’ve been together, the stronger the feeling has grown. And with all that was happening . . . I didn’t know. I didn’t realize or admit even to myself that what was growing within me was love. I love you, Deidre, daughter of the Rí Eamon. I have lain in torture, wondering what my life would be without you in my day-to-day, talking, not talking . . . I dreamed of us together and—”

“I dreamed of us together! And neither did I dare admit what I was coming to feel! Kylin . . . magic is real, we know that. But the real magic is what we feel between us,” she whispered.

And that was it.

The dream began.

But so much better, real and magic all in one. Touching, stroking, seeing the light in his eyes, feeling the caress of his lips, his kiss, his tongue running over her flesh, and the magic of feeling his flesh, the fire of his desire, beneath her fingertips.

Kissing, stroking, loving . . .

And he, ever so gentle when needed, ever so urgent when she was ready . . .

Blending, soaring, becoming one.

There was no magic greater, not when she could admit the desire, the sensation and the love within her heart and soul.

Making love, and holding one another when it was over. Just feeling his arms around her. Knowing that they would sleep like this, now and for the rest of their lives.

The thing that touched her heart and soul with something greater than the sensations that touched her body . . .

That was magic.

SINCE THEIR “BETROTHAL” had already been announced, Deidre first spoke with her father. He was amused and she realized that he had seen her feelings long before she had expressed them.

While Aidan announced his betrothal to Maureen, Deidre announced that she and Kylin would be wed that day in the church after the celebrations of gratitude.

The ceremony was beautiful, and the wedding was joyous.

Incredible that after the fear and horror of recent battle, she was now surrounded by so many people who loved her—her father, her brother, Sigurd, Kylin’s sisters . . .

And she felt most loved by her husband, the tall, striking warrior. Kylin, the man who would be with her now and always, the one who would die for her and more . . .

And that night, as man and wife, they lay together again.

Shimmer had been right.

Being together with Kylin . . .

That was real magic.

* * * * *
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Prologue

Now

SHE COULD SEE everything that was happening.

She could hear any little bit of noise around her.

She could smell day-old food, chemicals in air-conditioning, and almost taste every little nuance of the air.

She could even feel the floor beneath her.

Her senses were vibrantly alive.

What she couldn’t do was move.

She didn’t know if she did or didn’t blink; she could only feel the heaviness of her own body, as if she was frozen in time and space.

But she knew everything that was going on; she could see the horror of what was happening around her.

Watch.

Watch and wait.

Because now, the horror that had claimed others, the terror that haunted those on shipboard, would eventually come to her.

And she couldn’t even open her mouth to scream.

All she could do was hope, pray, and believe that she and Wesley had followed the right steps . . .

And that there just might be a miracle.

Step by step. Her mind was active; she had to think back, back to the very beginning, and determine just how she had gotten to be where she was . . .

And how the hell she was going to get out of the situation.








Chapter 1

“FROM EVERY ANGLE, we’re extremely concerned. But . . . we’re hoping that what we have is a lead. Something is going on, and we believe that your investigation on this ship can fathom what it is and, perhaps even more importantly, why. Dead people. Suicide. Murder and suicide. Ridiculous and extreme coincidences? No. Two cars at an intersection at the same time may be a coincidence. But things happening like this? No. It’s gone too far. So, what is happening? Simple greed, and a perpetrator with a personal agenda? Or something far worse? We don’t know. And we’re hoping to God that the two of you can sneak in and find out. All we do know is that every victim of this rash of suicides and murder-suicides has been associated with computers and IT in a big way.”

Chloe McMurray stood quietly, listening as Assistant Director Alonzo spoke.

She wasn’t sure what she was doing there since Alonzo was federal and she was an agent with state law enforcement—and she’d received the message to pack for a cruise ship.

A cruise ship?

On the surface, it didn’t sound like a bad gig!

But she was savvy on cruise ships out of the Port of Miami—they usually sailed to other-country locations, ports in the Caribbean, perhaps Mexico and even South America. Maybe they were just heading a wee bit to the north and east, heading for the Bahama Islands, Bermuda—still foreign countries—or maybe Puerto Rico, an American territory?

So, why was she, an agent of the state, involved?

Well, she might be local, but apparently, she was being joined by a federal agent who was with Central and South American bureau “legat” offices. He had a strangely coincidental name for his vocation in law enforcement—that being Wesley Law.

He wasn’t any kind of gigantic bruiser, but decent enough and probably very well trained. The man was tall enough—six-two or -three, she estimated—and yes, with what appeared to be a lean, wiry strength.

Having come into the federal office straight from work himself, she found him strangely dressed on a workday. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt and a light blue windbreaker. His hair, a dirty blond or light brown, was barely brushed.

Then again, apparently, she was the one off-base in her pantsuit; they had said cruise. Well, she had enough in her go-bag for a cruise. Shorts, halter dresses, T-shirts. She just wished she had a slightly better bathing suit, but that could probably be obtained on the ship. She did love sitting high above the water at the pool of a cruise ship. Generally, she loved cruising.

But she would be “cruising” with a strange federal operative—on an even stranger case.

Coming here, she’d been given brief information from her own supervising agent, but she still knew so little. She had been told she’d been specifically requested for the case by higher echelons at the federal and local levels because of her knowledge of and affiliation with cruise ships in general, and she’d done research on the man—he had been born with the surname and his ancestors went way back to the Revolutionary War. And as was often the case with those who came into law enforcement, his father had been a cop.

She didn’t know much more because many of the cases he had worked on had been classified as confidential.

And so . . .

There they were, she and the man she had just met in person, in Assistant Director Glen Alonzo’s office in Miami, learning about the strange and convoluted case they’d be working on.

Alonzo was right. In all his musings.

It was strange. Was it even really a case? Yes, in the minds of those above their pay grades, there was definitely a case, or they wouldn’t be there. From what she was learning, when things that were that strange happened, something was going on.

And it all had to do with computer systems, the internet, gaming, and, of course, AI. But the world grew savvier day by day when it came to such tech, so if someone was trying to eliminate all tech and brilliant techies, they had a long, long way to go.

“The ever-human hunt for more and more,” Alonzo said. “Greed. Power. I’m not seeing any kind of personal vendetta. Assuming, as our best minds seem to believe, people are dying because of what they do, not who they are. But, when you put all the puzzle pieces together, they’ve all attended the same meetings, workshops or conventions around the country at one time or another.”

“They might have met,” Wesley said. “But from what I’m hearing so far, I agree with our ‘best minds.’ This sounds like a power play—since it is unlikely that this kind of situation could simply occur in what appears to be exactly the same way in different places.”

“There have been many ways to look at this. While our best minds seem to agree on a course of action, an opportunity to filter into the community, we certainly can’t guarantee that we know what is going on. The first few episodes initially went unnoticed because they occurred in different jurisdictions—in three different states—and then we were notified by a survivor who read about another death, got frustrated at the local level, and asked us in, and thus our current involvement while it remains a task force with many agencies involved. As we started putting the events together, we saw that there appeared to be a pattern in which people had suddenly started committing suicide or killing others before committing suicide—in the same way. And . . . and while it escaped national attention at first, it beats the odds of chance. Naturally, before I spoke to the two of you and your supervising directors—and the director himself—we did the necessary deep dives and research on those involved. It’s unbelievable. We know why it took a while. When the suicides started, it appeared to be more than possible that some of those who died were in a state of depression or had a self-perceived reason, but . . .”

Assistant Director Glen Alonzo stared at Chloe and Wesley, shaking his head.

“Am I making any sense yet?” Alonso asked.

“Of course. Sadly,” Chloe said, “people do commit suicide. And I understand with the crime scenes they found, local law enforcement assumed that to be the case.”

“Well, we’re not sending you out blind. You’ve a few hours here to read everything that we’ve got. You must be on the ship by four-thirty. It’s just noon now,” he added.

“Um, sir, pardon me,” Chloe said. “I’m still a little blind. I don’t know what cruise we’re going on and why you’re convinced that going on a cruise can help solve—”

He smiled at that. “And you’re right to be curious, eh? Right. Once you’ve studied the situation, I hope you’ll understand—and that our suspicions are on the money. Though, honestly, in my younger days, I’d have just said, hell, yeah, a cruise, instead of a back alley behind a crack den. And we’ve all had a few of those.”

She smiled. “Trust me, sir, I’ve nothing against cruises—” Chloe began.

“Of course not!” Alonzo said. He managed to smile. “Special Agent McMurray, I’ve naturally read your service files frontward and backward. We’re well aware you and your last partner, Agent Rodriguez, played it all out and captured the boatyard killer. You know this state. You know this city. You’ve also been on cruise ships since you were a kid.”

The man who would be her partner on the upcoming voyage was studying her.

Had he investigated her background, as well? Of course. Who wouldn’t have done so? When you were suddenly thrown on a case you knew nothing about with a partner who wasn’t even from the same agency, you did your homework.

“Nothing against a cruise,” she repeated.

“All right, then. We’ll start with the bad,” Alonzo said. He pointed across his desk to the large video screen in his office and hit keys on his computer, indicating to them that they needed to take the seats in front of his desk and watch.

They did so.

And Alonzo began, flicking keys on his computer to change the screen images as he spoke.

“Jesup, Georgia. Frank Adams, forty, husband and father, technician for the Adler Screen Company. They claim to make the best screens for everything, movies, gaming—easy, easy, easy controls and computing. His wife found him with a shotgun between his hands and still in his mouth. No note. But the gun was in his hands. At first accepted as a suicide; case closed. A month later, Cassandra Little and her husband, Hank. Hank shot dead; Cassandra was found with the Smith and Wesson that killed him—and her—in her hands. They were in Palatka, Florida. Obvious. Murder-slash-suicide. Oh, they both worked for Brandon Solutions, another tech company, one that’s huge in online protection apps. Third instance. Randy Templeton, Montgomery, Alabama, found in his bathtub, electrocuted, his electric shaver in the water with him. He worked for the local city government, online data. No note, but neighbors heard him and his wife, Myra, argue frequently, so they thought that his wife had threatened to walk out on him and his depression had caught up with him. The wife denied she’d ever said that she was leaving. She said they had fought, yes. All married couples did. She didn’t accept his death as a suicide. But the police became suspicious, through their friendly neighbors, that she might look to be as sweet as candy but have evil inside. Their suspicion—no solid clues, no proof—was that she had murdered him. Not possible. She can be seen on a security video all day at a symposium on mental health. The woman is a therapist. Now, she’s the first who came to the Feds when the local police ignored her—and suspected her. She’d found references to the other events in the news. Then! And the major ‘then,’ we have what happened in Broward County last week. A meeting of enlisted personnel and civilians who worked for the military, a party of six. Five were shot and killed and, you guessed it, as I’m sure you already saw in the news, the sixth person, a young woman, was found with her gun—a six-shooter—in her mouth. All planned out so well! And every shot straight through the heart. Was she ever in the military? No, she was a civilian working with the others. Motive? Jealousy of those higher up, was she maybe a home-grown terrorist? Her parents denied it fervently, came to us, too, and we were ready since we’d already started looking into the other odd deaths. Now, we’re pulling legal strategies and exhuming corpses, trying to determine if something had been missed in the autopsies on the deceased that might help us. As you are aware, only certain drugs are tested in such victims in a customary autopsy. Oh, yeah, one more interesting fact, the weapons involved were tested for fingerprints. None whatsoever were there except for those of the person left with the weapon. Our firearms experts say that—especially since a few of the prints appear to be backwards—the condition they were discovered in is, once again, more than ‘questionable.’”

“I can easily see why these are suspicious occurrences, and yes, it does appear that there is, beyond a doubt, something going on, though on what level, who knows at this point,” Wesley Law said, speaking up. “But. These were all on land. So—”

“Milestones,” Alonzo told them.

“Milestones?” Chloe murmured.

“Oh, come on. I know you are field agents, but you do know how to use computers! Milestones is a huge corporation. The company is the next massive step in user-friendly computing and in computers doing just about everything for you, including, according to one ad—truth or a way to intrigue people—brushing your teeth. At any rate, the company is having an employee gratitude group to celebrate their tenth anniversary on the ship Silver and Sapphire Seas, the newest luxury offering from Surf of the Seven Seas.”

“That’s the company that has luxury restaurants in every state—all offering several different surf-and-turf options, right?” Wesley asked. “In the cruise business, they’re young, only being around about a decade or so.”

Alonzo smiled. “That is true. And if nothing else, you’ll eat well.”

“So, you believe this killer is specifically after those who are exceptionally talented with computing, or those who—”

“Those who have the money or the management skills to keep the right people working, yes,” Alonzo said. “And why this ship? you ask. Not just the fact that it will be hosting so many computer nerds, but then there was this.”

He clicked a key on the computer.

On the screen, they saw two of the bodies from the multi-death incident again, more closely pictured than they had been before.

Near one was a briefcase.

And sticking out of the briefcase was a folder.

Chloe couldn’t see the entire folder, but she could see enough.

It advertised the free computer sessions that would be held on board, offering classes to other passengers for those who were newbies to more experienced nerds.

Proof. Proof was what they needed.

How many people were supposed to die in this—and yes, the big question, why?

“The conference room is empty. You may take your computers and read everything we have in the police reports, from witnesses, and from Myra Templeton—we have her on video when she first came into the local field office. You have a couple of hours. There’s a blue sedan out there for you to take to the cruise port—no official drop-offs or the like. You’re on the cruise as Chloe and Wesley Douglas. You’re on vacation from your specialized tutoring jobs in NYC—the bigger the city, the harder for anyone to discover you’re not who you say you are.”

“And two hours to remember our names and our histories,” Wesley said.

“Sorry, this all came up quickly,” Alonzo said. “And you’ll be given ‘ghost’ guns, no metal so that they’ll pass through any metal-detecting security, though there are bureau members and offices where your purpose is known—as you know, Wes, there are sixty-two legal attaché offices around the world with another thirty-six sub offices. There are those in each port that you can contact, numbers are in your burner phone under assumed names, but the names won’t matter—emergency only. Got it? No, not yet—you’ve only got a few hours. Go study your identities—as always, info was kept as close to what’s real so that you’re natural in any conversation—and study up on what you’re looking for.”

Study up?

People were dead. They were all involved in computer and Internet expertise in one way or another.

But they all had been made to appear to be the work of suicide, murder-suicide, or someone having just gone lethally crazy.

Chloe looked at her just-met new partner, Wesley Law. He looked at her in turn, grimacing and arching a brow in question.

She nodded. “Oh, hell, yeah. We should go study up.”

“Well, once we know about ourselves and what has been discovered regarding the victims, we should be fine. I know how to make contact if needed, though it’s easy. Then I’ll follow you. You’ll know what we should and shouldn’t do as just folks out on a cruise having a good time, where we should hang out. You are the cruise expert,” he reminded her.

She wasn’t sure why she needed to defend the fact that she was as familiar as she was with cruising—she just did.

“I grew up here—there were always specials out of Miami or Ft. Lauderdale. My parents loved the water, my dad was once a Navy Seal. He loved any place where one could go diving and he made sure that his kids could swim—Florida, water everywhere.”

“And alligators.”

“Yeah, well, he taught us not to swim in canals and to always watch out—waterways connect, and the creatures can run faster than most humans, too. But I don’t think that the abilities of alligators are going to be our problem. The ‘creatures’ we’re looking for will be of the human variety. But! Cruises offer cool cities, history, and lots of great dives and snorkel trips—though whether we’ll be following anyone suspicious around such places or events remains to be seen, I imagine. Then again,” she said, and paused, looking at Alonzo, “I still don’t even know where we’re going. I’ve never been on this ship.”

“Go find out about your ports of call—but don’t forget that you’re pleased as can be you’ve chosen a cruise with computer classes,” Alonzo said, indicating that they should head on to work with the few hours they had to get up to speed on the case.

As they headed out of Alonzo’s office and into their workroom, Wesley murmured, “So, we’re undercover but almost as ourselves. I had a number of cases as different people, but it’s been a while now since I’ve worked undercover. I looked you up—I know you’ve done a lot of really good work.”

She smiled. “Only undercover once, so I’ll know cruising—and you can help me out with the undercover.”

“Keep it easy and natural and—”

“And just remember my background,” Chloe finished. “I worked with our local experts, some who went under for a few years! Of course, we need to study all the events Alonzo has just told us about. The people—”

“Yeah, honestly, I wish we had been able to be in from the start, but it is what it is. You do know you are free to refuse this kind of a case, right?” he asked her.

She nodded. “Doesn’t do much for your career.”

“Now, that’s true, but then again, if you’re worried that it may not do much for your life . . .”

She shrugged. “I have been in a few back alleys that might not have done much for my chances of a life. It’s just that . . .”

“On shipboard, backup isn’t a few minutes away.” He paused and looked away for a moment.

“You’ve been in a situation where a few minutes was a few too many?” she asked softly.

“We all have, right? The name of the game. Anyway, I promise, we will discuss every move we make, and one of us is never that many steps from the other.”

“Gotcha.”

“So, study time!”

They sat on opposite sides of the desk in the room, bringing up separate computers.

Wesley spoke aloud as he studied his screen.

“Frank Adams, Frank, simple suicide, Cassandra and Hank Little—Cassandra assumed to be the shooter. Frank in Jesup, Georgia, then Cassandra and Hank in Palatka, Florida. Obvious. The next ‘suicide’ even occurs in Montgomery, Alabama. Randy Templeton—electrocuted in his bathtub with his electric shaver. The first person to really object to a case being closed as an assumed suicide was Myra Templeton. She was furious, called her neighbors a bunch of old biddy gossips and claimed that yes, of course, they fought, married people did—but she had no intention of leaving her husband, nor was he suicidal in any way. He was a truly devout Catholic, and suicide is not at all accepted in his beliefs.”

“Three states, but border states,” Chloe murmured, looking over her screen at Wesley. “And now, a major case, supposedly murder-suicide. Back in Florida, Broward County. Six dead including Jane Sewell, who supposedly killed the others and then herself. Perfect shots on a roomful of people!”

He nodded. “All related to computers, new technology—and big money.”

“I don’t see any problem at all associating these events—but besides what they all did, what could connect them when they’re spread out like that?”

“The tech departments have been making deep dives into company records, social media, more, and they should be sending us everything they’ve discovered within the hour. Maybe we use the time until then to work on ourselves,” Wesley suggested.

“Oh, yes, right!”

She switched screens, seeking her own new biography.

“Well, hmm. I am from Florida, Broward County instead of Miami-Dade, but no surprise that I might have gone to the University of Miami. Background Norse on my mom’s side, confused Northern European on my dad’s. And now . . .”

“Now, my dear, darling wife, you’ve just opened your own business, promoting artists and their work, and you desperately need to improve your computer skills,” Wesley said.

“That’s not a stretch at all!” she told him. “And you, my darling, just what is it that you do for a living?”

“Mine is cooler,” he told her.

“Cooler than art?” she demanded.

He shrugged, grinning. “I have a dive boat. I take people out to the reefs off Islamorada, where, of course, we’re living these days. You are familiar, I take it?” he asked.

She grinned. “Oh, yeah. Speaking of cool, I used to love to go to Tavernier and head out on ‘Captain Slate’s Creature Feature.’”

He nodded. “Diving down, having nurse sharks blowing bubbles with you atop your head, stroking rays as they swam by . . . Yeah, it was cool.”

“So, you’ve done that, too?” she asked.

“Came from the opposite end. I’m one of those kids who grew up in Key West.”

“Wait, of course, I know that!” she told him. “Your father was a cop! A cop in Key West!”

Wesley nodded. “Yep. And let’s see, hmm. I look things up, too, when I’m being assigned a strange case with a . . . stranger. Your mom taught at Nova; your dad had been career military, retired, but took on a job with a security company and received a special commendation from the company and the country when he foiled a bank robbery.”

“He was a great guy,” she said softly.

“I believe you,” he assured her.

“Wow,” she said dryly. “In real life, we’re almost stereotypes.”

He laughed. “Worse things to be. Anyway, fake life . . .”

“Fake life, as you said, similar. Great idea, because you don’t mess up as much in any casual conversation.”

Wes nodded. “Second honeymoon. We’ve been married for three years, but both got so involved with our careers that we hadn’t spent enough time together. We thought about an Alaskan cruise, but like the sun too much. Oh, and our families are all over the country, so it wasn’t like we could visit folks in one shot, and we needed together time more than anything else, so . . .”

“So, here we are. Diving—even though we spend our real lives diving.”

“Ah, but we’re excited to be on the cruise. We’re diving different places for fun and for me especially, real fun. On this, I’m not responsible for the health and safety of others on this trip! It’s just exploring the wonders of the sea with my beloved who is usually too busy babysitting insecure artists to really enjoy the water with me.”

He was grinning at her. The guy seemed to be okay.

Great. She could get along with him. And pray, of course, that he really did live up his reputation and would have her back.

He frowned suddenly, staring down at his screen.

“Succinylcholine,” he murmured.

“What?”

A total change in the conversation.

He looked at her. “We just got some info on a few of the second autopsies. They dug up the dead and did more detailed tests. And our cases are beyond a doubt related—the victims were hit up with a paralytic before death, succinylcholine, not something generally sought and discovered in the usual autopsy of a shooting victim unless such a factor had been indicated. Also, by the time a person’s remains get to an autopsy, it’s had a chance to dissipate. But apparently, they are finding trace amounts.”

“That would explain the perfection of the shots on that many people. Straight through the heart, which doesn’t happen unless your victims are non-moving targets. So, they are drugged with a substance that leaves them awake but paralyzes them. How are they getting it into the victims?” Chloe asked.

He shook his head. “No answers on that yet. But, hey, we’re getting a nice sheet on people who were related business-wise or other to the victims, a few very wealthy, a few not so wealthy . . . Your sheet is up! Read, see what you think. Also, they followed the movements of these people over the last year in which all of this has occurred. They all attended special meetings or conferences which put them in the same general area as those who died.”

She studied her computer. They’d been sent a list of six names, culled from the many by a combination of work between possible resentments or goals and assessments and proximities from a profiling team.

She quickly saw that yes, everyone on the list worked in the computer field in one way or another. Naturally. But closer looks showed that each of the six had been working with—or against—those who were dead. In a few cases, the names of those on the list worked for the same companies.

In some cases, they worked for rival companies.

A few had been down on the totem pole.

“Edward Thompson,” she murmured.

“Saw it,” he said. “A vice-president with the hosting symposium, and . . . a company creating a special screen for gamers and an affordable system that will also allow hours upon hours of video, images and word computing. Nice. Edward Thompson makes a seven-figure income yearly. But the pressure is surely hard on him at all times.”

“Then there’s Abigail Swenson,” Avery said, looking over at Wesley. “She was beneath the first fellow who, hmm, ‘committed suicide.’ Frank Adams. He received a promotion that she had been up for, too.”

“Her income is not enormous,” Wesley noted.

“But better than most these days.”

“True. Except in the tech world—” he began to remind her.

“You have the possibility of becoming a multimillionaire.”

Wesley nodded. “Next. Broward County last week. A party of six. Five were shot and killed, and as Alonzo told us—and as I’m sure we both already saw in the news—the sixth person, a young woman named Jane Sewell, was found with her gun—a six-shooter—in her mouth. Ballistics matched. Six shots, five through the heart with one remaining so that she could kill herself when she finished with the others.”

“And they’ll discover that she and the others have traces of the drug in their systems—which explains the perfect shots. Seriously, very few people just stand there when a gun is pointed at them and they’ve already seen their friends or associates shot,” Chloe pointed out. “We knew there was something off with it.”

“True. So, Edward Thompson, Abigail Swenson—four more names. Daniel and Broderick McClintock, brothers who started up a company called Secure Security. Their emphasis is on firewalls and so on and . . . supposedly, they can lock out any malware or any other like dangers. Interesting . . .”

“What’s interesting?” Chloe asked. “In particular?”

“I’m pretty sure I read an article on them. They claim to have tremendous ability in shutting down the dark web—they’ve reportedly worked for the San Francisco police,” he said.

“I don’t see that here—”

“Rumor—I had friends working on a trafficking site. I wasn’t on the case, but I believe they mentioned the company in their work.”

“Why would they have come out on the suspect list? Surely, at the federal level, this sheet would include—” Chloe asked, frowning.

“Keep reading. They did help the San Francisco police—they were exceptional in their ability to trace a site that bounced around twenty different countries.”

“They are suspects—for being too helpful?”

He shrugged, looking at her. “Retired Special Agent Matt Greenberg, a specialist who was in the profiling gig from just about the beginning apparently wrote in a ‘need to know only’ memo about them. They were helpful, yes. On that investigation. But Greenberg’s memo warned that while helpful, they also needed to watch for godlike tendencies within the pair. By helping, they were also learning how to avoid detection should they move into criminal online activities themselves.”

“Wow. I can’t begin to imagine being that magical online!”

Wes shook his head. “I can navigate the norm, but . . . tracing IPNs, etcetera, is not in my scope of brilliance. Thankfully—or maybe not—that’s why we’re field agents with the true brains of it all behind us.”

She smiled and nodded. “Last two on this list of six are a married couple. Both employees of something called Amarylis Solutions.”

“Money,” Wes said, reading. “So, Celia Henderson started the company and quickly enlisted her husband, Hank. They handle money, paychecks, payroll, for corporations around the world. Now, why would such a pair want to murder those involved in other aspects of computing?”

“They want more paychecks coming to themselves?”

“What they could embezzle right now is humongous.”

“Is that a word?” Chloe asked.

“Sure! Anyway . . .” He frowned, looking at her across the table. “You’re getting on a cruise ship like that? I mean, not that you don’t look fine! Just . . . you look like a cop.”

“Ouch! Okay, I’ll change now!” she told him.

He grinned. “My wife can’t be better dressed than I am!”

She groaned and stood and headed out to grab her bag from the front office and change. She had planned well enough, just . . . well, coming to this meeting, where state and federal agencies were combining, she’d wanted to start off with a more professional look.

Most of the time, it didn’t matter if she looked like a “cop.” In fact, it could help.

But she chose a short halter dress with a flared skirt, a “fun” outfit, she hoped. She let her hair free and grabbed a light sweater, a “Florida” sweater, enough to take on a breeze—or air-conditioning that could bring a room down to sixty in defiance of the high eighties or nineties outside.

She met him at the door. Alonzo was there, ready to send them out. Their bags had been repacked with the weapons that could pass through any screening. Alonzo nodded gravely to them, and they headed out in the nondescript car that had been given a “fake” ID as well.

As they headed to the car, Wes stopped and looked at her.

“What?”

“Are you going to be insulted if I drive?” he asked her.

She groaned. “I don’t give a damn who drives. I mean, I am making an assumption. You are a decent driver, right?”

He laughed and slipped into the driver’s seat.

And as he drove, she studied their lineup again and spoke aloud.

“Edward Thompson, VP with the hosting company Milestones. Abigail Swenson, Daniel and Broderick McClintock, brothers, and married couple, Celia and Carl Henderson. And they are all people who know one another already—they’ve been at the same conferences or meetings, all near the sites of our so-called murder-suicides. They will all be speaking on the ship.”

“And there she is! Time to park our car, darling, and get on board!” Wes said.

The ship was beautiful. They quickly discovered that two decks held pools, one that was adult only and offered lounges right in the water, whirlpools, bars and plenty of friendly waiters.

There were five choices of restaurants for food, and since their cruise was on a “luxury” yacht, there were less than six-hundred people onboard, including the crew.

The rear deck offered an exceptionally scenic view of anything that the ship might pass.

And their cabin.

In truth, Chloe thought dryly, it could have been one hell of an amazing voyage. They’d been given a balcony suite.

A small, elegant parlor with a plush sofa and a spacious restroom were just inside from the hallway entry. Through a second doorway, one reached the bedroom, an extremely elegant place with a giant bed, television screen, stereo system, a dressing table, and a closet larger than some of the cabins Chloe had enjoyed as a kid, cruising with her folks.

“This is nice. Alonzo has set us up nicely. Maybe too nicely,” Wesley said, looking around. “All right, the sofa out here is mine—”

“That’s okay. I sleep well on a couch,” Chloe told him.

“No, no—”

“Hey, come on, we’re both agents! You don’t need to play the gentleman around me. I’m your coworker, your . . .”

She broke off, wincing inwardly.

Equal. That was the word she’d been about to say. Which indicated, of course, that she assumed him to be a misogynist.

He grinned at her. “I totally respect being equals,” he assured her. He shrugged. “I just don’t need a dressing table.”

It was okay. He made her grin. She hadn’t been that offensive.

“You’re suggesting that I do?” she inquired.

“Whatever,” he told her.

“We can switch back and forth,” she suggested.

“Whatever!” he repeated. “Right now, well, the main dinner tonight is the captain’s welcome. And we’re at a reserved table—along with a few of our suspects. Good thing I am hungry. So, dearest, do you need any repair—”

“You’re suggesting I need repair?” she teased.

“Just asking. Hey, come on. I don’t wear any makeup!”

She laughed and headed to the tour.

“Darling,” she told him, “don’t forget all the ads for the excursions we might take! We should definitely discuss those at dinner and find out what our fellow cruisers are doing!”

“Onward.”

He paused at their cabin door, looking back into the room.

He shrugged. “Nice. Sure. I can take the bed. You do wake at the drop of a pin, right?”

“Pretty much so. Why?”

“Because if an armed invader arrived, the person on the sofa will be the first to go,” he reminded her.

“And you?”

“Oh, you bet. I do wake at the drop of a pin.”

She grinned as he locked their cabin door, leaning close to tell him, “I also know how to set a trap for anyone trying to open a door. Much better than counting on our ‘sleeping senses.’ Yours or mine!”
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