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    To Ellie. I see you.  
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    Prologue: The Sealgair 
 
      
 
    The slow Summer breeze made no noise. The heat and humidity stifled all sound. The Summer heat in the Hartland forest, even beneath the canopy, was enough to make anyone want to find a stream or a pond and float in it.  
 
    A leathery, green-skinned, bulge-eyed creature just four and a half feet tall was doing just that. His hands, connected to spindly arms, were clasped over his protruding belly as he floated with his eyes closed in the small pond. The cool water was a welcome respite. The hot breeze wafted by his face, and he sighed in contentment when he realized how good it all felt.  
 
    After floating for about ten minutes, the goblin opened his eyes and slowly began paddling to shore. As he began to step out of the water he thought he heard the breeze suddenly pick up, then his body went rigid, and his eyes widened in shock as a wooden arrow appeared in his neck as if by magic. He reached for the shaft, but the blood loss was so fast that the strength left him and he fell back into the water. The initial shock wore off, and he panicked, twitching his legs in the water, unintentionally propelling himself into the rushes near the shore. He was drowning in his blood as it poured down inside his ruined throat. His final thought as the darkness took him was wondering if the Sealgair killed him.  
 
      
 
    The Sealgair watched the goblin die in the pond. She was slight herself, not much taller than the goblin, but with more toned muscle. She was compact and rugged from years spent growing up in the Kjeldoran mountains and fighting a war in the Hartland forest. Her waist-length blond hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, bound every few inches with leather strips. The ponytail, along with the rest of her, was covered with dirt, leaves, and other detritus from the forest. The dirt mostly obscured her pale skin. Her pointed ears were prominent at the side of her impassive face. Her mouth was set in a straight line as she watched. Her nostrils flared as the goblin sank into the water and her eyes widened as she searched for its companions. She had a faded scar that ran across her face from just above her right eye, across her nose and down her left jaw. That was the result of a sword blow from her early days as a warrior. Her hard body proudly bore scars from swords, spears, arrows, and other weapons. 
 
    The sunlight didn’t touch her. She had hidden well in the tree. The Sealgair, or Celestina as those she protected knew her, had been a warrior for longer than nearly any of her people. She remembered the Hartland war and the incursions of the goblinoid races into her people’s land. Even all these years later, her heart pounded, and her jaw clenched as she thought of all of her friends who died at goblin and orc hands. This goblin was lazy. There would be others who were not as lazy.  
 
    Sure enough, less than thirty minutes later, a group of goblins emerged from the woods, heading to the pond. There were five. The failed to see the body of their friend hidden among the rushes. She smoothly and slowly drew another arrow, breathing in as she aimed and holding her breath for just a moment as she released. A quick exhalation as the arrow was released and she had another arrow drawn before the first one hit home.  
 
    The first goblin at the pond died with a shaft through his chest while he was filling his water skin. She killed t with a shaft through his chest when he stepped forward to grab his companion who fell in the water. She killed the second one with a shaft through his neck as he backed up, having heard the arrows whistling in the wind. The fourth one died at the edge of the woods, an arrow in its back. The fifth one got into the woods behind cover, squeaking in fear and yipping a warning.  
 
    Celestina smiled as she dropped to the ground. He was yipping “Sealgair.” Their name for her. It meant “hunter.” She kept her bow in her hand as she moved to flank the goblin and put an arrow in this one too. She was almost in position after just a few moments when the shaking of bushes to her right warned her there were additional enemies. She turned and sidestepped behind a tree. She aimed at a brutishly large creature emerging from the bushes just twenty feet away. It was over six feet tall and had a heavy ax in both hands. It was wearing chainmail. It had a square jaw with bottom fangs protruding from its severe underbite. Orcs. Celestina disliked orcs just as much as she disliked goblins. Her arrow took it in the chest, easily puncturing the chain mail at that short range. It staggered and roared, searching for her and seeing her just as her second arrow took it in the eye, dropping it instantly.  
 
    A second and third orc came around the sides of the bushes. Celestina stepped out from behind the tree to get a useful angle and took the one on the right with an arrow to the chest. She silently cursed when she realized the other one had a crossbow. She heard the click of the bow as she dove back behind the tree. She felt a stinging sensation in her side. She ignored it as she drew her finely made longsword. She heard the orc’s boots stomping across the forest floor and timed her lunge out from behind the tree. She was no blade singer, but she had been fighting orcs for a very long time indeed. What her sword work lacked in beauty it made up for with sheer efficacy and savagery.  
 
    The orc saw her coming and pulled up short, avoiding her longsword lunge. The orc swung his heavy ax at her head, but she recovered and brought her longsword up inside his guard, hitting the haft and using her off hand on the back side of the blade to shove his arm out wide. She felt satisfaction as she guided her sword forward, twisting her wrist around and down, slicing open the inside of his left leg. He roared in pain and flinched. The face of dead friends flashed through her mind as Celestina reversed momentum and ran the point of her sword through his neck and kicked him in the chest, pushing him off of her sword.  
 
    Assuming a balanced stance, she looked around for more enemies. She saw the goblin who had escaped her initial volley of arrows. He was already running deeper into the woods. She didn’t have her bow in hand, but it was fine. Leaving one enemy alive would only serve to spread the fear of the legend of the Sealgair. Perhaps the rest of their kind would be cautious about coming this way, buying her more time to warn her people.  
 
    She grabbed a handful of green Summer leaves and used them to wipe the reddish black orc blood off of her sword. She didn’t bother with the blood that had spattered on her arm and the side of her face. Celestina had long ago stopped caring about her appearance. She spent so much time in the woods that the grime felt like a part of her.  
 
    She gathered her belongings from the tree, which took only a moment. Then she began quick-stepping her way back home. It would take several days, but it was necessary. The goblinoid races were sending scouts into the Hartland forest again. War was imminent, and the Tuatha needed to prepare. If they were not ready, they would bleed out the last of their lives underneath the trees.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1. On the Run 
 
      
 
    “Aidan, get down from that hill,” snapped the tall, red-headed, green-eyed Sophronia with a loud whisper. Aidan was standing at the top of a low hill. He was silhouetted against the sun, looking North. “Someone is going to see you.”  
 
    “I thought I saw something,” he whispered back. “Hang on.” Aidan continued looking around. He had previously claimed to see, in turn, animals, monsters, and members of the Black Raven tribe pursuing them. 
 
    Liam rubbed the back of his neck as he waited for them to start bickering again. Their arguing had become tiresome already, and they still had almost two weeks of travel on foot to get to Ghealdar. Once they were there, he hoped they would find the help they needed. Elder Kaufman had promised they would find someone to help them learn how to better use the Ogham, the magical language that had started this entire mess.  
 
    Sophronia scrambled back up the hill and reached for his arm. “Even more reason to get down. If you can see them, they can see you.”  
 
    Aidan resisted her pull. At just sixteen years old, Aidan wasn’t muscular, but she was small as well, and he had been training, as a Squire in the Order of the Knights of the Creator, in the weeks leading up to their leaving Atania. “I don’t know if it is even them. It could have been a bird or some other animal. Stop pulling on me!” His voice rose to a shout on that last part, and he shrugged her off.  
 
    To Liam, the first day had felt like a harried flight. He had been terrified that more of the bug-eyed, pointy-eared, green-skinned monsters would chase them down. He was afraid that more of the Black Raven tribal warriors would find them. Between them, they had fought enough goblins and murderous warriors for a lifetime.  
 
    Elder Kaufman had warned them to watch out for ravens, the bird the tribal warriors worshipped. He and Sophronia and Aidan were all continually checking every angle of pursuit, and he found the hyper-vigilance exhausting.  
 
    “You’re both going to get us killed,” murmured Liam. In his thirties, Liam was significantly older than either of them. His skin looked older than he was too, a result of a lifetime spent tanning leather. The chemicals damaged his skin. He was standing at the bottom of the hill, and neither of them heard him over their bickering. Liam looked around and found a rock. He discarded a fist-sized stone. He didn’t want to hurt them, so he found a knuckle-sized rock and hurled it at Aidan. It hit him in the shoulder. He and Sophronia both flinched and looked down at Liam. He pointed down and tried to have a patient look on his face. He wasn’t going to suffer these children and their bickering.  
 
    They both came down the hill, Aidan rubbing his shoulder and glaring at Liam. Sophronia smirked a little bit. When they reached Liam, he picked up his heavy canvas travel pack and started trudging around the next hill.  
 
    “Wait, where are you going?” They both asked, then glared at each other. 
 
    “We can’t camp here now. If someone was looking, they’ve seen both of you.” He kept walking. As he disappeared around the next hill, Aidan and Sophronia grabbed their bags and hurried after him. 
 
    They trudged on for two more hours, exhausted and hungry before Liam finally stopped. The sun had fully set, and the partial moon was out. The moon and the stars combined to provide just enough light to see as Liam rummaged out his hard tack and sat down to eat. He unrolled a blanket and wrapped himself up in it, thinking about how it was at least Summer and not cold. Liam settled in with his back to the two bickering teenagers and tried to chew in silence. He could hear both of them digging in their packs, presumably preparing to sleep as well.  
 
    “I’ll keep the first watch,” he heard Aidan say.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Whispered Sophronia, again. “You’re doing the same thing you just did.”  
 
    “I’m crawling this time, not standing. Relax and go to sleep,” he responded. “Someone has to keep watch.”  
 
    “You’re going to be seen and get us killed. You don’t even know what to look for,” she hissed back.  
 
    Liam closed his eyes and for a moment wished for death. At least then he wouldn’t have to listen to them argue. Instead, death passed him by, and he heard Aidan stomp back down the hill and begin fighting with Sophronia in earnest. His forceful whisper was not quiet.  
 
    “I’m doing the best that I can Sophronia, and if you don’t respect me enough to do that, what are we even doing here? If you get killed on the way to Ghealdar, you’ll never learn about the Ogham, will you?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to come along,” snapped Sophronia, not even bothering to whisper anymore. “So don't act like you're doing me a favor. You don’t know what you’re doing any more than I do. We’ve both lost people Aidan, but at least I’m working towards something, not just running away.”  
 
    Too far, thought Liam. We’re in for it now. He rolled over and looked at them.  
 
    “How dare you!” Aidan screamed. “You think I’m running away from my brother? You think I’m running away from the church? I did what the Creator told me to do. My friend needed help, so I came running. How dare you!”  
 
    Liam sat up. He was going to have to put a stop to this, or they were all going to die. If they were lucky, it would be by an enormous monster that ate them in one fell swoop. He hoped it killed him first. 
 
    “Fat lot of good your help did Aidan,” Sophronia was past caring about her volume. “People died. Good people. Your friend Nia died, and you were too busy hacking apart a body to save her.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Aidan yelled. Liam stood up as Aidan shoved her. 
 
    Sophronia grabbed Aidan’s right wrist, twisting his hand upright and bending his thumb backward, driving him to his knees.  
 
    “Don’t ever touch me,” she yelled at Aidan. “I should break your thumb!” 
 
    Liam rushed forward, getting between them and placing a gentle hand on Sophronia’s. “Please stop. Both of you.” 
 
    Sophronia looked at Liam’s face. He tried to keep his face neutral. She released Aidan, who immediately stood up, rubbing his sore thumb and shaking his hand.  
 
    Liam spoke directly to her, “We’ve all been through a horrible tragedy. We’re still not safe, as far as we know. This will not help us be safe.” He turned to Aidan, “Listen, young man,” he paused, reflecting on the age gap between him and Aidan. Aidan looked up from his hand and made eye contact with Liam. He immediately lowered his eyes and turned away. 
 
    Liam cleared his throat, “Listen, young man. I know you’re hurting and upset. But this is not acceptable behavior from either of you. You’re holding a sword, and you have seen how much danger there is out there. You need to act like a grown up. We can’t stay here. We’ve been too loud. Let’s go.”  
 
    Aidan nodded and started gathering up his things. Sophronia and Liam silently and quickly repacked, and they headed off into the night. They would not likely sleep this night.  
 
      
 
    Sophronia seethed in frustration as she walked alongside Aidan and Liam. She knew that Aidan was doing the best he could. She was nineteen and knew what it meant to be a grownup. He was a child and didn’t understand how important it was that they travel quickly and without being seen. He was constantly standing on top of hills and striking poses, pretending to be some hero in his mind. She knew that he was mourning the death of his father and the disappearance of his brother.  
 
    Things should have gone differently. She had trained for years, drilling herself out of the tactical manuals she found in Hidden Atania. She had taught herself how to use a sword and how to invoke the Ogham power to distract and win in combat. A woman with pointed ears and a brute with huge muscles had shown her how much her training lacked. She didn’t know anything. She had assured herself that she was safe by beating up handsy drunks in alleys. Real warriors were fast, brutal, and didn’t hesitate to kill.  
 
    Sophronia had hesitated. When it mattered, on the street in Atania and her house, she had failed to stop blows she saw coming. She was unable to protect herself. She failed to defend her brother Luke. She was worthless in a fight. Aidan knew more than her, and he had only been training with the church knights for a month. She had been drilling from manuals for years. Apparently, practical experience trumped theoretical study. She would find a way to make this work. She would get better. She would learn how to fight, and she would stop people from hurting her friends and family. It decidedly was not about how much pain she had been in, or the fact that she thought she was going to die. It was just about the fact that she needed to be better.  
 
    And that Nia girl. Whatever she had done had healed Sophronia’s stomach. It was like she invoked the Ogham, but without any of the gestures. Her wound had closed, and she had felt better almost immediately. Sophronia would have begged Nia for an opportunity to learn from her. But now she was dead in a house that had collapsed in flames. Also, Aidan couldn’t allow himself to mourn, so he was making stupid mistakes.  
 
    She grit her teeth and kept walking. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, they came upon a rocky outcropping jutting up from the cliffs next to the ocean. The sun was cresting the East, and the faint red light gave the outcropping a dark shadow. Liam pointed and said, “Let’s rest here. There might be places for us to hide.” Sophronia was too tired to argue. As they approached the rock spire, it loomed largely. Perhaps just over 100 feet high and 40 feet wide, the cylindrical rock was a dark grey streaked through with white. When they got within 100 feet, Sophronia realized there was a tower carved into the rough spire. “Is that some sort of house?” 
 
    Liam paused and looked up, shielding his eyes from the sunrise. “There’s a set of stairs carved into the rock, winding around the side of the spire. I see a small window, but no holes or damage.”  
 
    “What in the world?” breathed Aidan. “Neat.” He smiled and ran forward.  
 
    “Aidan stop! We don’t know if anyone lives there,” hissed Sophronia.  
 
    “I think this might be a good spot to rest,” said Liam. “I think that’s an old military tower. If it’s not ruined, it will have safe places to sleep and perhaps even escape routes for sieges in case someone is actually pursuing us. Come on; let’s check it out.”  
 
    Liam ran forward after Aidan. Sophronia stamped her foot in rage. He was a child.  
 
    Aidan easily outpaced the others and ran up the stairs. By the time she got to the bottom of the stairs, Aidan was already trying the door. It was wooden, banded with iron. There was a slight bit of rust on the iron as if the door hadn’t been cared for in a long time. Aidan turned the heavy iron handle and pushed, but it didn’t move. He put his shoulder to the door, and after two more tries, the heavy iron and wood slab pushed in with a great creak of rusty hinges.  
 
    “Aidan, did you even think to knock?” Said Sophronia as she rushed up the stairs.  
 
    He responded as he stepped inside, “If nobody was caring for the door, then nobody lives here.”  
 
    He stepped into a dark room, Liam and Sophronia following close behind. He ran ahead. Sophronia saw that grey stone flecked through with white made up the interior of the tower. It had been carved directly into the spire by deft hands. The wind coming off of the ocean swirled around the outside of the building, making a howling sound. There was also an irregular knocking sound, as of something was banging against the stone of the tower. The morning sunlight streamed in behind them, illuminating this windowless ground floor. It was perhaps ten feet across and circular. Two feet on the far side of the room was taken up by a staircase that went up to the next level. There was a utilitarian stone fireplace to the left. It was empty. She thought she could see the faintest hint of ashes smeared on the bottom of the fireplace. To the right was a nook carved into the wall. Aidan stepped into it and said, “there’s a rectangular space just long enough for a person to lay down. What is this place?” 
 
    “Aidan, get out of there!” Insisted Sophronia from the doorway. Aidan turned and looked at her.  
 
    Liam put a hand on her shoulder, “Sophronia, I think it is ok. It's obvious nobody lives here. It’s got that same abandoned feeling that Hidden Atania had.” 
 
    She shrugged him off and stepped inside to look around. There was a heavy wooden beam leaning against the wall next to the door. It looked like there were braces used to put the beam in place to bar the door. She wondered why it hadn’t been blocked before. The ground floor tiles were in disrepair, one sticking up out of the floor, but it otherwise appeared intact. She circled the room once, turned to look at Aidan and Liam, and threw up her hands. She sighed in exasperation. “Fine. I guess it is abandoned.”  
 
    Aidan snorted and walked up the steep, narrow spiral staircase to the second level. Sophronia rushed after him, “What are you doing?” The wind and knocking sound grew louder. The second level had two more of the niches carved into the rock. “I think these are sleeping quarters, but they look uncomfortable,” she shouted over the wind. Stairs were leading to a third level, and he continued up without hesitation. Sophronia followed close behind him.  
 
    The third level was smaller still. It was also windy inside. There was a short staircase leading to a trap door, but the wind was coming from a door hanging open on the third level. The door was repeatedly caught in a burst of wind and slammed into the interior wall. Aidan stepped to the door and hesitated. Sophronia looked out from behind Aidan.  
 
    There was a large balcony carved from the tower directly through the rock to the ocean side of the spire. It was perhaps twenty feet wide, with just the tower side of the rock face left. There were iron rails fastened to the stone. Aidan stood in the doorway with a look of awe on his face. The wind howled in a deafening roar across the rock and through the doorway. He stepped out onto the balcony, and the wind gusted, pushing him back through the door and nearly knocking him down. He shook his head and tried to shut the door.  
 
    The door shook as he took the edge in his hand. It was a heavy door, and he had to brace himself to hold it still. Sophronia grabbed on to help. They began closing against the wind when another large gust pushed the door back into them. Aidan stumbled back and was caught by a pair of sturdy, weathered hands. Liam spoke so quietly he was barely audible above the howl of the wind, “careful boy.” He then helped push the door shut against the wind. It became much quieter. The drop in volume was unnerving to Sophronia. She looked around and saw the eighteen inch wide windows carved through the rock walls. They were quite deep. The walls were ten feet thick at the base, so not much light shone through those deep, narrow openings.  
 
    “This place is a lot like Hidden Atania isn’t it?” she said. She thought about the crumbling library they had explored together. This tower was less luxurious than that ruin had been but in better repair. No books though. No new Ogham secrets. 
 
    Liam looked at her for a long time and nodded. “We should be careful,” he said. 
 
    “What happened in Hidden Atania? You told me that you explored a forgotten part of Atania, but something happened there?” Aidan asked. “Come on. We’re in this together. Spill it. What happened?” 
 
    “The woman you fought in my house,” said Liam. “Her name is Mindee.” 
 
    “We didn’t meet Mindee in Hidden Atania,” Sophronia quickly interjected.  
 
    “No, but everything that happened there is because of her,” responded Liam. “We ran there because of her. You showed me that library with all of the ancient books. A magical water Sidhe nearly killed us, and Elder Kaufman saved us. Mindee chased us down at my house because we didn’t finish her off. We didn’t find the solution we were looking for.”  
 
    “Ok, but what happened?” Asked Aidan. 
 
    “Aidan, do you know what the Ogham is?” Asked Sophronia.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you believe in magic? In fairy tales?” 
 
    Aidan just stared at her.  
 
    “Do you believe that fairy creatures exist?” 
 
    “Are you saying that you saw fairies in Hidden Atania?” 
 
    Sophronia looked at Liam. They both nodded. “Yes, Aidan. Fairies are real. They call themselves the Sidhe, we saw them in Atania. We went into Hidden Atania to find a way to stop them from killing us. We failed, and that’s why we are on the run now.”  
 
      
 
    Aidan woke up in the dark on his bedroll. He couldn’t see the stars, and he remembered that he was indoors. Inside the stone tower, in one of those niches made for sleeping. Why was this tower built here?  
 
    His dreams had been full of bug-eyed, green-skinned creatures with swords and daggers, as well as a swordswoman made from the very waves trying to kill them. One of the Tuatha as a magic-wielding assassin? Aidan’s head swam as he thought about what Liam and Sophronia had told him.  
 
    His childhood fairy tales were real. Apparently.  
 
    His stomach ached. He felt around for his pack and realized that there wasn’t enough room in this niche for it. He felt his way around the inside wall until he got to his bag. He dug in and pulled out some hard tack. They should hunt. What time was it? With the doors shut it was impossible to tell. He felt his way up the stairs, trying to be quiet and not wake the others. It was quiet.  
 
    He climbed to the top of the stairs on the third floor. There had been a trap door there. He wanted to lift it and see what was up there. He felt around in the darkness until he felt the wooden trap door and he pushed up with all of his might. He felt a latch give way and the trap door flipped over on its hinge and slammed into the stone above.  
 
    “What was that?” Both Liam and Sophronia spoke at the same time. 
 
    “Just the trap door. Sorry,” said Aidan. 
 
    “What are you doing now?” Came Sophronia’s exasperated voice.  
 
    Aidan ignored them.  
 
    He thought about how they had spent the better part of the morning telling Aidan about what had happened leading up to and in Hidden Atania. The attack on Sophronia in her home and the murder of her brother. The goblins in the woods. The library. The crumbling ruins. The near-death experience on the beach and Elder Kaufman saving them.  
 
    Things seemed to get better between him and Sophronia as he listened. When they had finished their story, Aidan was floored. “Thank you for telling me all of this,” he had said. “I’m so sorry about your brother,” he felt emotion welling up. “I guess I know what it’s like to lose someone.”  
 
    “Nia was your friend, right? You two knew each other a long time?” asked Sophronia. “You wanted me to write a song about her. Why don’t you tell me about her? I only know her a little bit.”  
 
    She had listened as Aidan told her about Nia being the weird hermit in the woods that only he knew. He had cried after just a few minutes and excused himself.  
 
    Now, looking up at the stars outside, listening to the howling wind that was still going strong, and feeling the buffeting lashes that struck down at him, Aidan reached up, pulled the trap door shut with some difficulty, and came down the stairs in the dark.  
 
    “Thank you,” said Sophronia. She almost sounded pleasant instead of exasperated. “Let’s get back to sleep. We’ve got a lot more travel ahead of us.”  
 
    “Ok.” Aidan felt his way back down the stairs to his niche. He laid there, unsleeping, missing Nia and feeling confused. He wondered what the Creator was doing. Why had the Creator sent him down this road and then abandoned him?  
 
    He closed his eyes even though he knew sleep would not come. In his mind, he spoke to the Creator. “Dear Creator, what am I doing here? Is what Sophronia said true? Are the Sidhe real? Did you receive Nia to your home when she passed away? Will her spirit be with you even though she didn’t believe?” 
 
    His breath hitched, but he held it and pushed the crying down.  
 
    “What am I supposed to do here? You said that a friend needed help, and I came to help her. Did I fail?” 
 
    Aidan wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t think he had failed. He had a sense of expectation, of waiting. The same feeling that told him that he needed to help a friend told him to wait, to be patient. The will of the Creator had not yet played itself out. 
 
    Aidan shook himself. Why should he wait on the will of the Creator? What had it gotten him? A dead father and a dead friend. He would not wait on the Creator anymore. If the Creator wanted Aidan to do something, He could come and speak to Aidan Himself. 
 
    Aidan rolled himself up in his blanket and forced himself to think about something else. He replayed their story about the fight with the goblins in the woods. He wished he had seen Liam unleash a powerful burst of magical energy. That would be amazing.  
 
      
 
    Liam heard the sound of the trap door slamming open again, and Aidan’s voice sang out “sorry, are you up?” That was all he needed to decide it was time to get up. Sophronia had gone downstairs earlier, and this was the second time Aidan had climbed the stairs.  
 
    He stood up on his bedroll and walked out onto the second floor’s main living area. The tiny windows let in the morning sunlight. Sophronia was coming up the stairs. When she saw Liam, she said, “that tilted tile on the ground floor is hiding a metal trap door. You were right. They built an escape route. There’s a wood ladder to an earthen tunnel. Weird.”  
 
    Liam smiled. “It makes sense. It’s what I would do if I were a builder.”  
 
    Aidan had left the trap door open and was standing on the top step, his body half outside the building. He crouched down and spoke to them, “I was thinking this morning. Why was Liam’s Ogham so forceful and powerful when Sophronia’s didn’t do much to that Mindee?” 
 
    “What?” Responded Sophronia. She looked shaken.  
 
    “Liam threw Mindee down a hill right? Isn’t that what you said? Why did that work but your thing didn’t work? Did you do it wrong?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t do it wrong. My invocation stopped the goblins from coming up the hill,” she seemed defensive, and Liam wasn’t sure why.  
 
    “Ok,” replied Aidan, and then he popped back up to the roof. He yelled something that disappeared into the wind.  
 
    Sophronia and Liam looked at each other. “My invocation worked. I did it perfectly,” she said. 
 
    Liam shrugged. “We got out alive. That’s all that matters.”  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Asked Sophronia.  
 
    Liam looked at her again. “What?” 
 
    “You think you saved us,” she said. “You think he’s right. He doesn’t know anything Liam!” 
 
    “Sophronia, I don’t know what happened on that hill. Neither do you. We are playing with fire. We don’t know what the Ogham is, what it can do, or what will happen to us if we keep using it.”  
 
    “I know,” said Sophronia. “I studied it. I practiced. I know the diagrams, the structures. I taught myself how to do it with painstaking research and practice. You’re just blindly flailing.”  
 
    Liam walked down the stairs.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Asked Sophronia.  
 
    “I’m getting packed for the day. We’ve got more travel.” 
 
    “We’re having a discussion! I want you to admit that I know more about this than you do. I want you to admit that what happened on that hill was luck!” 
 
    “So what if it was?” 
 
    “Then you can’t do it again! If it was luck, then that means we’re all in trouble because what I did wasn’t enough, and you can’t do it again.”  
 
    He shrugged again. “We got away.”  
 
    “How can you just shrug like that? What happened there was very serious! We could have died! I’ve been studying for years and years, and I still couldn’t make it work. What are we going to find in Ghealdar, a city that is supposedly abandoned? Are there more people like Elder Kaufman? Is that where he learned to do these things?” 
 
    Liam began packing, “I don’t know Sophronia. We will find out when we get there though. I imagine it will become obvious quickly. So what good has studying and worrying over the problem done? You spent all of that time training and what happened? I did just as much as you, and I can freely admit that I don’t know what I’m doing.” 
 
    Liam heard her sputter in anger. He tried to placate her, “It could very well be that what you have done so far lays the groundwork for major accomplishments in the Ogham, but the evidence right now suggests my guesses are just as good as your education. We’re babes in the woods right now Sophronia.” 
 
    “I’ll show you babe in the woods,” she muttered. 
 
    He heard Aidan drop through the trap door and practically fall down the stairs. He was shouting something incoherent about barbarians. Liam wanted to make sure he’d heard correctly, “Did you just say what I thought you said?” 
 
    Aidan nodded, “There are at least a dozen of them. I saw them on the rise of a hill. They looked like the men in the alley who…” he trailed off as if unable to speak. He took a deep breath and then said, “who killed my father. They can’t be more than than a mile away. I…I think they saw me standing on the tower doing my forms against the wind.”  
 
    There was a brief moment of calm before Liam nodded. “Pack up. We leave now, as quickly as we can. We avoid the hills and head East. Perhaps whomever we’re supposed to meet in Ghealdar can protect us.”  
 
    “What if we stay here?” Said Aidan.  
 
    “Then we’ll be trapped,” said Sophronia.  
 
    Aidan rolled his eyes and said, “We have a stone tower. The door can be barred and locked. Couldn’t we lock the door and tell them to go away? Throw rocks at them if they try to climb up?”  
 
    Sophronia shook her head, “We only packed enough food for a two-week trip. What happens when they decide to wait outside?”  
 
    Liam started grabbing his things and throwing them in his pack. As he knelt, he saw the tilted floor tile and the trap door underneath it. “We escape through this?” Liam’s voice floated up to Sophronia and Aidan. “How far did you go down that tunnel Sophronia?” 
 
    “Just a few feet,” she said as she ran back down the stairs, pack haphazardly stuffed. “I don’t know if there’s a way out at the other end or not.”  
 
    They all looked at each other, uncertain of what to do. 
 
    Sophronia shrugged and stepped down onto the ladder into a pitch black chamber. She whispered a quick Ogham invocation for the first time in three days. A white flame appeared floating just above the palm of her left hand. She held her hand up and looked at the passageway leading East below the tower. Liam could see that it was a roughly hewn tunnel in the earth. Down there at the bottom of the ladder, the room was perhaps six feet wide by eight feet deep. There was a passageway which was about five feet wide and continued in pitch darkness. Sophronia took a few steps, then jogged a ways, her light disappearing in the distance. “Sophronia? What do you see?” That was Liam.  
 
    “It keeps going.”  
 
    “Great, let’s go,” said Liam.  
 
    “Wait, why don’t we take an opportunity to take some of them out?” Asked Aidan.  
 
    “Still feeling bloodthirsty, Aidan?” Liam regretted the words as soon as they were out of his mouth.  
 
    Aidan’s excitement immediately drained from his face, and he went very still.  
 
    “Aidan, I’m sorry,” started Liam.  
 
    Aidan’s voice was wooden, “Do you want to try to fight them off and drive them away or not?”  
 
    Liam considered for a moment. There wasn’t time to make Aidan feel better. “No, let’s go. The more of a lead we have, the better chance we have to get away.”  
 
    “Ok. I’ll pack.” He turned silently and quickly moved to his bedroll. He quietly packed as Sophronia emerged from the hole. In just a few minutes they were all ready to go.  
 
    “Aidan, go close the trap door up top. Sophronia, help me bar this front door. The wooden beam is heavy.” They got the beam settled into the door braces and headed for the exit. Liam hurried them down the hole, coming down last. As he put a foot onto the ladder, he heard someone at the door, trying the handle. He froze, staring at the beam to see if it would hold. It did.  
 
    “Liam,” whispered Sophronia. “What are you doing? Let’s go!” 
 
    Liam nodded, but he couldn’t look away. He heard the thud that sounded like a kick. Then another. A moment of silence. Muffled shouting. Then he heard the unmistakable sound of an ax head splitting wood. The door shuddered. They were chopping their way into the tower.  
 
    Sophronia’s hand grabbed his foot, dragging him down the ladder. He held on to the underside handle of the hatch as she did.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2. Underground 
 
      
 
    Liam lowered the trap door while Sophronia and Aidan waited below. As the trap door settled into place, Sophronia invoked her little white flame again.  
 
    “I think I can place a glamour on the trap door and make it harder for them to find it,” Sophronia said, and then she drew a series of lines across her arm, carefully and methodically speaking a string of syllables, and then flinging her arms up towards the trap door. Liam felt a tingle across his skin, and he saw Aidan shiver. Sophronia slumped down, almost falling to the ground, but then standing back up immediately, said, “I feel a little weak and dizzy, but it is manageable. Let’s go as fast as we can. The Ogham will push them away from the fireplace, but I’m not sure if it will work for very long. It might buy a few extra minutes.” 
 
    Liam grabbed Sophronia’s hand and followed her down the passageway. In the light of her glowing globe, he could see the shovel marks in the rough-hewn earth.  There were supports spaced every 10 feet or so.  
 
      
 
    Liam heard the barbarians open the trap door and drop down into the tunnel. “We should run,” he said. “I don’t think it worked.”  
 
    “We don’t know where this ends or how long it is. We need to save our energy,” responded Sophronia.  
 
    “We can fight them one at a time,” murmured Aidan. “They’re big and will have a hard time in the tunnels.” 
 
    “Ok, but we can at least hurry,” snapped Liam.  
 
    Liam estimated that they had traveled about a half-mile underground. They were walking quickly, and it had been at least 10 minutes. This tunnel couldn’t go on for much longer. He was considering how they might fight in these close quarters.  
 
    “I think this is it!” Exclaimed Sophronia up ahead. “Yes, the tunnel ends here, and there’s a ladder up, thank the Creator. Let’s get out of here!” They came to a halt in a widened area similar to the one they left, though slightly smaller. More of a staging area to escape the tower thought Liam. Whoever had built it had probably widened this area of the tunnel just enough to install the ladder and trap door.  
 
    Sophronia clambered up the ladder, balancing her light ball. There was another trap door at the top of this ladder. She pushed, but it didn’t move at all. She growled and pushed again. Nothing. She changed her position on the ladder and got higher up. She pushed her shoulders up into the trap door. He could see her straining against the trapdoor from the ladder, gasping for breath. The palms of her hands pushed up, and the ball of light disappeared as she did so. The pitch blackness enveloped them.  
 
    “It’s stuck. I can’t open it.”  
 
    Liam could hear the Thir warriors running and yelling. It was getting louder. How many were there? They made much noise.  
 
    Aidan stood at the entrance to the room, sword, and ax out, facing toward the imminent fight.  
 
    Liam spoke up, “Let me try. I’m bigger than you. It might work.”  
 
    Sophronia lowered her palm, and the light came back, casting a soft glow. She came down the ladder and nodded at Liam.  
 
    Liam slowly climbed up. Too slowly for Sophronia. “Hurry up Liam.”  
 
    Liam didn’t acknowledge he’d heard her. He was thinking about how he would build this kind of door. It might not be a straightforward hinge. There could be a trigger mechanism or a lock. “Can you make that light brighter?” 
 
    Sophronia quipped, “You don’t need light to open a door Liam, just push on it hard.” 
 
    He grunted, “I’m trying to see if there’s a lock or switch. I need more light.”  
 
    She concentrated, and the ball of light glowed brighter. Sophronia swayed on her feet and steadied herself against the cold earthen wall.  
 
    “Whatever we’re doing, we better get that door open quick,” said Aidan. He could see a burning torch in the distance. “They’ll be here any minute.”  
 
    Liam swallowed his fear and looked around the edges of the door. There was no visible handle. He didn’t see a latch. He could see roots growing around the crack in the door. “I think the grass or something must have grown over the door. If the same society that built Atania built this, it could be hundreds of years old. Who knows what’s on top of this?” He looked down at Sophronia, who looked stricken.  
 
    He watched Aidan set his jaw grimly and accept what was happening. There were too many of them. They were going to die. Suddenly, out of nowhere, Aidan smiled. “Blast it open Liam.”  
 
    “What?” From both Sophronia and Liam.  
 
    “You threw that woman down with some magical blast, right? Do it again, but aim up,” said Aidan.  
 
    “It’s not that easy,” said Sophronia, “he doesn’t know what he’s doing, and doing something like that was an act of desperation.”  
 
    “We’re about to get really, really desperate,” Aidan said quietly. “Draw your sword.” He nodded to the shortsword at her hip. 
 
    They both looked at Liam. He stared at them for a second, then turned around and tried pushing. He used his hands to clear away as much of the root structure as he could, dirt raining down on him as he did so. He didn’t see what could be holding it down.  
 
    Aidan spoke, “Here they come.”  
 
    Liam looked, and he saw a flaxen-haired warrior charging towards Aidan. Black tattoos depicting ravens in flight spread across his chest. Teal powder covered his eyelids. His face twisted in the rage of combat. He shouted a wordless snarl as he barreled down on Aidan.  
 
    Liam sucked in his breath in terror as he watched Aidan about to be bowled over. 
 
    There was no way Aidan was going to stop this heedless charge. The massive warrior had six inches and at least fifty pounds on Aidan. However, Aidan didn’t try to stop him. At the last second, just as the warrior was about to hit him with a short chop of an ax, Aidan dropped horizontal, bracing his shoulders and legs between the narrow passage. The warrior was caught entirely by surprise as Aidan dropped and shouted, “Now Sophronia!” The Black Raven tripped over Aidan’s braced body, booting him heavily in the left ribs as he did so, but going head over heels into the wider room.  
 
    Sophronia dove in and stuck her sword in the warrior’s back before he could get up. He roared as her sword struck home between his ribs, but she dropped a knee next to the blade, using her downward momentum to drive the sword in further and keep him on the ground.  
 
    Liam watched in horror as blood spurted all over her and the ground.  
 
    Liam started when another warrior roared and charged Aidan who was seemingly defenseless on the ground. However, in a fantastic act of nimbleness, Aidan pulled his knees back, rolled his body over his feet and exploded up, shortsword point leading in his right hand, and ax handle aimed to bat away the warrior’s swing. His shortsword caught this warrior off guard and plunged into his diaphragm. Liam watched him die with a look of disbelief on his face.  
 
    Liam turned to tear at the door frantically. He willed himself to summon whatever power was within him, but nothing was coming. He did what Sophronia had done, bracing his shoulders against the door and pushing down on the ladder with all of his might. He thought something moved a little bit, and then with a loud crack, the metal ladder rung snapped and Liam fell to the ground next to the first dead warrior.  
 
    He looked up just in time to see Aidan get bowled over as the next warrior in the column slammed into the back of his dead brother, brute-forcing his way into the room. Aidan fell backward with the momentum, perhaps attempting a backward somersault, but stumbled backward into the wall and Liam heard the air blast out of his lungs. The warrior charged straight at Aidan, but Sophronia was there, having just pulled her sword out of the warrior she’d killed. She swung at him, and he dodged aside. Another warrior came through the tunnel and tried to hack at her torso. She parried the ax and took a left-handed punch to the face. She staggered backward, tripping over Liam as Aidan pounced forward next to her.  
 
    Liam struggled to avoid being trampled. He tried to stand up, but there were too many legs and weapons to figure out how not to get in the way. So he scooted and scrambled, dodging as best he could.  
 
    Aidan presented his shortsword with a leading thrust. The first warrior knocked aside the shortsword with all of his might, but Aidan let it swing out wide as his left hand brought his hand ax up to the left, scoring a brutal hack into the warrior’s exposed side. When the warrior reflexively brought his sword arm back, Aidan brought the shortsword back in and finished him with a thrust to the heart. Blood again spurted everywhere.  
 
    The next warrior to enter the room advanced on Sophronia. She was unbalanced from trying not to step on Liam. He was trying to get out from under her when he saw the warrior advance. His vision swam as he shouted out, “No!” 
 
    He felt a thunderous rush of power shoot out from his hands. That power grabbed the Black Raven and threw him against the corner of the tunnel and larger room. He flew with such force that everyone heard the crack of his back breaking. But even more astonishing was the rush of power made everything in the room vibrate, sending a massive cloud of dust up and away from Liam. The deep thrum of the vibration rebounded from the impact point, and the wall and cracks instantly spread out. The corner immediately dissolved, dropping the body and a massive amount of earth on the ground at the entrance to the tunnel.  
 
    Everyone paused for a second, looking at the ceiling. One of the warriors, their leader, shouted from further up back in the tunnel where he couldn’t see what was happening, “Why are you stopping? You have the advantage! Kill them! For The Raven!” The warriors shook themselves and started forward, more cautiously.  
 
    Liam stood up, or he tried to. But he was suddenly seized with massive cramps and nausea. He realized this was going to be a repeat of what happened in the forest the first time. He could see how much dirt was still falling. The initial clump had dropped, but now more and more dirt was falling, like a faucet being turned on. He tried to call out to Aidan and Sophronia to warn them as they pushed forward to stem the tide of the barbarians.  
 
    He watched with horror as the faucet of dirt turned into a cascading waterfall of earth, and his jaw clenched, and body shook as he watched the tunnel itself collapse. His world filled with earth. It covered his face, and he closed his eyes. It went up his nostrils, in his ears, forced its way between his clenched lips, went down his shirt and covered him. He was being buried alive, along with Aidan, Sophronia, and the warriors. His last thought before losing consciousness was a conviction that he was right. The Ogham was too dangerous for anyone to be using.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Interlude: From the Ashes 
 
      
 
    It was late at night in the streets of the city of Atania. The moon was nearly full in a cloudless sky. It was hot. There was a pile of rubble. Nobody was watching it. It moved a little bit. I seemed to pulse. Once. Twice. A hand shot out of the wreckage. It reached, searching for purchase. Failing to find anything, it disappeared back down the hole. Noises emerged from the hole. Grunting. Sliding. Cursing.  
 
    Finally, the hand emerged again, followed by a woman’s pale head. The head was shaved to stubble and ears were pointed.  The woman spat debris out of her mouth and grimaced in pain. Her left arm rested on the rubble around her. She couldn’t see anyone around. Why would there be? This house had stopped burning. It had collapsed. Everyone in it should be dead. They would dig through the rubble and find the bodies when they got around to it.  
 
    Dubhain, as she thought of herself, should probably be dead. The roof had fallen in, a flaming beam hitting her right shoulder. She was positive that her collarbone was broken. She couldn’t pull herself out of this hole with just her left arm. She was stuck.  
 
    Use the Ogham. 
 
    Dubhain started at the thought. Dubhain didn’t usually control the body. Recently that had been Mindee. Mindee had disappeared. Maybe dead. She possibly fled to the nether regions of consciousness. She wasn’t sure who had thought that. Caile? Seinne? The Tuatha parts of her rarely spoke to Dubhain. Dubhain was the human part of her. She usually held at a distance so the rest could prove themselves to their Tuatha cousins.  
 
    Dubhain never fronted so never had the opportunity to use the Ogham. She knew how. They all did. It was core to their being. The power had reached down into all of them. They all craved that thrill that came when the power filled your being. She thought of what she could do. She thought briefly about reigniting this rubble around her. There was a great deal of charred wood. It would burn, and she could finally be free.  
 
    Someone is coming.  
 
    Caile or Seinne again. She turned her head and looked down the street. She shuddered when she saw a person out of her nightmares: Mindee’s tutor in the Cumhnantach, the shadow cabal that had tasked Mindee with keeping the Ogham out of the hands of humanity. He streamed power like black smoke. He was menacing when he wanted to show himself. He was deadly when he didn’t. But more than that, he was a master manipulator. He made people see whatever he wanted them to see. He was here for Mindee. He would want to know if she was dead, to see if he had wasted his time training her.  
 
    Dubhain had no interest in more of the Cumhnantach’s treatments. She would indeed use the Ogham. She gestured with her left hand, drawing a rapid succession of slashes in the air and quickly incanting. The power of the Ogham infused her body, and she disappeared from the rubble with the smallest glimmer of light, no more than a ripple of heat in the moonlight.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3. The Arms of the Clans 
 
      
 
    Aidan scrambled, bursting above the flood of earth. He spat the dirt out of his mouth and sucked a deep breath into his lungs. He choked on the particles of dust in his throat, coughing it back out. He scrambled the rest of the way out of the dirt, climbing up and out. His head slammed into the earthen ceiling, and more dirt fell on him. He only had about two feet of clearance right here. But he could see the opening where everything had collapsed down into the room. He could get out. He crawled on his hands and knees in the loose earth, sinking, near panicking, to get out of the cave-in area.  
 
    His hand touched warm flesh. It was an arm, half-buried, but flailing. Without thinking, he grabbed and pulled. Sophronia emerged from the dirt, hacking and coughing. They both looked around wildly, hoping to avoid their enemies. They had been swept back towards the ladder by the force of the falling earth. Aidan had mostly managed to keep himself near the top of the wave of earth, only falling below it for a moment there at the end. He was surprised that Sophronia had managed to stay so close to the surface. Liam… 
 
    ”Where’s Liam?” he gasped.  
 
    Sophronia shook her head as she continued to cough out bursts of dirt.  
 
    Aidan scrambled back down the earth, towards the now-redundant ladder. “Liam!” he shouted, then he wondered if the warriors were still nearby. If they were, tons of earth had collapsed on them, and they weren’t getting out without help. Aidan used his hands to dig down into the loose soil near the ladder. Perhaps Liam had been near there? Just six inches down, Aidan’s searching hand found warm flesh again. As soon as he touched Liam, he felt movement, struggle against the earth. “I found him! Help me!” 
 
    Sophronia crawled over to help dig. They worked furiously, coughing and trying to clear their airways as they went. After a moment, they had removed enough earth around Liam; they could see his hands clutching the ladder. His body was curled up in a tight ball against the ladder, his head down. He’d been trying to raise himself when the dirt buried him. “Liam!” Whispered Sophronia. She reached her hands down into the earth and found his hair, then his face. She wrapped her hands around his jaw and under his armpit and tried to pull him up. The dirt clung to him. “He’s stuck! Dig more!” 
 
    They both dug and dug, clearing his shoulders, and they were able to pull him out. He was struggling to breathe and twitching. They laid him out on the slope and Sophronia rolled him on his side. She pounded on his back, and he coughed, spraying dirt like the rest of them. He continued to twitch. “Liam, are you ok?” Asked Aidan. He didn’t respond and continued to twitch and quiver.  
 
    “I think its the Ogham sickness. He must have done something to preserve himself, and now he can’t come out of it. He told me this has happened to him before,” said Sophronia.  
 
    Aidan nodded, coughing again, and sucked in a deep breath. It was getting better - he didn’t feel like he was breathing through a hollow reed anymore.  
 
    He heard a noise. Yelling? The Black Raven tattooed warriors? He listened again, looking at Sophronia. She nodded. Yes, they could hear the faintest sound of shouting. She spoke very quietly, “How far down do think the tunnel collapsed?” 
 
    Aidan shook his head. He spoke just above a whisper, “We have to get Liam out of here. We’ve got to run. Now.” She nodded and looked around. Their backpacks were nowhere. A couple of her Ogham books were in there. Buried under the dirt. “What about our packs?” 
 
    Aidan looked around too. He shook his head. “I have no idea. We have to get out of here though. It won’t take them very long to backtrack and run us down.” 
 
    She nodded again. Hooking an arm under one of Liam’s shoulders, she indicated Aidan should do the same. They clumsily crawled their way out of the collapsed room, hauling Liam’s shaking body. They took a second to breathe, look around, and orient themselves. They were in a small valley between two of the endless rolling hills on the Thir. The sun was directly overhead. It was hot. They couldn’t see anything but hills covered in sparse grasses and flowers. They could hear the ocean. 
 
    Aidan ran part way up the Western hill, dropping to his belly before cresting the top, and slowly inching his way up. Sophronia was so anxious she didn’t even tell him to be careful. She rubbed Liam’s twitching back and made soothing sounds, trying to help him calm down.  
 
    A minute later Aidan was standing next to them again. “The tower is probably a quarter mile away. I don’t see any signs of pursuit yet. The ocean is just South of us over that rise, and there’s nothing but endless hills North and East.” Sophronia looked up at him and looked grim. She nodded and took a deep breath.  
 
    “Let’s at least drag Liam over the next few hills before we figure out what to do next.” Said Sophronia. They hooked arms under his shoulders and walked as quickly as they could over the next two hills, anxiously looking over their shoulders for signs of pursuit.  
 
    They stopped, huffing and puffing. Liam was thin, but he was still heavy for two people as slight as Sophronia and Aidan. “This isn’t working,” said Aidan. He was doubled over, hands on his knees. “We need a stretcher, or we need some way to hide. This is too hard with him moving and twitching.”  
 
    Sophronia nodded, looking back in the direction they’d come from, “his dragging feet are creating a trail right to us.”  
 
      
 
    With no other options, Sophronia and Aidan gathered up Liam and dragged him around the next hill. They went around at an angle instead of over the top because they didn’t want the Blackravens to see them, but it made everything more awkward and difficult. Aidan, on the uphill side, was carrying the bulk of Liam’s weight, while Sophronia pushed up and tried to steady him while he shook and twitched. She didn’t think she was doing a great job of steadying him, but Aidan didn’t say anything.  
 
    As they rounded the next hill, they were both startled when two men arose from a stand of waist-high sun-dried grass. Aidan dropped Liam and drew his weapons. Sophronia watched as they made no move to attack and they both held up their hands, making placating motions. 
 
    Sophronia spoke up, “I don’t think they’re the same people that were chasing us, Aidan. They don’t have the tattoos.”  
 
    She was right. They had the same blue makeup on their eyes, the same long blonde hair, and similar leather pants and similar weapons, but they didn’t have raven tattoos. Instead, they had a small cluster of three red gems on the left pectoral muscle. They were still tall. So intimidating, notwithstanding their placating palms out.  
 
    Aidan lowered his weapons. “Who are you?” 
 
    The two warriors looked at each other and nodded. “Your friend is injured?” His voice was deep and sonorous.  
 
    Aidan nodded, “We were in an accident, and he is unwell. We don’t know how to help him.” Aidan swallowed and asked, “You are not with the men with the raven tattoos?” 
 
    Their faces became closed off, and the one who spoke before spoke again, “We are not of the Black Raven tribe. We are Bloodstone.” He pointed to the gems tattooed on his chest. “My name is Neill. Where are you going?” 
 
    Aidan hesitated for a moment, but Sophronia spoke up, “We are going to Ghealdar.”  
 
    There was a much longer silence from Neill. He seemed to be weighing something. He appeared to reach a decision and said, “You cannot go to Ghealdar with your friend like this. You will die. You will probably die anyway. You are not great warriors.” He pointedly looked at Aidan’s weapons. “We will hide you until your friend recovers. Or dies.” He looked up a hill to their side and nodded. Four more men magically rose from the ground. Aidan hadn’t thought there was enough ground cover for them to hide, but he was, apparently, wrong.  
 
    These men were much like Neill and his companion. They were tall, blonde, healthy, and tan. They all had the Bloodstone tattoo as well. They began walking down the hill. Two of them picked up Liam’s twitching form, and they all started walking Northeast.  
 
    Neill clamped his hand down on Aidan’s shoulder. “The Ravens god is a dark god full of vengeance and pettiness, but they have not brought their entire tribe here. Just a handful of warriors. They will not risk fighting all of us.” 
 
    Sophronia looked at him, stilling her suspicion, and asked, “Why are you helping us?”  
 
    “Our druid said the spirits told her that people from Atania were here and needed help.” He smiled.  
 
    They stared at him blankly. Sophronia spoke, “Your what?” 
 
    “Druid.”  
 
    “What is that? Like a priestess?” 
 
    “Not like your church. The people of the Thir respect the Creator, but we listen to and heed the voice of the Spirits.” He turned and looked at Sophronia, “Are you also a part of their church?” 
 
    She shook her head emphatically.  
 
    “Then how do you speak to the Spirits? Do you not have a druid?” Sophronia shook her head. Aidan thought she looked uncertain. Neill looked concerned, “This is not good. I knew the Atanians were losing touch with the earth, but this is very serious. How do you stop fires or prevent evil spirits from entering your homes?” 
 
    Sophronia immediately thought of Mindee, the Tuatha assassin. Perhaps she needed to more about how to ward off evil spirits. “We haven’t had one of those in my lifetime. Perhaps you can tell me what they do?” 
 
    Neill shook his head in disbelief. “We must travel as far from this place as possible. We will talk when we are safe.”  
 
    Sophronia and Aidan walked quickly with the Bloodstone warriors.  
 
      
 
    Aidan stood at the bottom of a hill, nervously watching as Neill and five of his fellow Bloodstone warriors stood at the top of that same hill. An hour ago they had seen their pursuers catching up. Neill had confirmed their fears: they were Blackraven clan, the same warriors that had murdered his father and taken away his brother.  
 
    Neill had decided to wait for them to see what they wanted. There were dozens of Bloodstone clan warriors here, many of them hidden nearby to take advantage should the Blackravens try to sneak around and ambush them.  
 
    He saw Neill raise a hand in greeting. He walked down the hill, and a moment later he could hear Neill speaking to one of the Blackravens. Unable to contain himself, he duckwalked up the hill, dropping to his belly before the crest and attempted to eavesdrop. One of the Bloodstone warriors looked back and saw Aidan. He smiled when he saw the young man and made a gesture, palm down as if to indicate that Aidan should stay down. 
 
    Aidan could barely see Neill and the other Bloodstone warrior speaking to a feather-cloaked figure at the bottom of the hill. The cloak was black and voluminous, awkward and unwieldy for fast travel across the plains. Raven tattoos covered the man. He saw the chest tattoo, familiar from the warriors he had fought before. The man had blue coloring painted his eyes Aidan felt his stomach tighten and his jaw clench. He wanted to run down the hill and make the man tell him why they had killed his father. Where was his brother Auley?  
 
    He looked around. There were more Blackraven tribesmen at the top of the opposite hill. He quickly counted six warriors. There might be more if they knew how to hide as the Bloodstones did.  
 
    The man in the feather cloak spoke with a condescending tone as if he were speaking to an inferior, to a child. “Have you seen three people from Atania? A young man, a young woman, and a skinny man in his thirties? They have wronged us, and we must deal with them.”  
 
    Neill stood with his back to Aidan, unmoving. His tone carried a sense of humor, “The Atanians have fled to Ghealdar.”  
 
    The feathered man stared in confusion, “To Ghealdar? Why?”  
 
    The blonde warrior smiled and shook his head, “Ask the wind, Raven.” The other Bloodstone warriors shifted. Aidan looked up, and they were all suppressing smiles. Was that some specific kind of insult?  
 
    The man flinched. Yes. An insult, Aidan decided. “If you are hiding them, your tribe will pay,” the man said.  
 
    Neill took two k sudden quick steps forward, towering over the feathered man, who cowered a little bit. “Where is your tribe, shaman?” he growled. “Carrion eaters weren’t meant to fly alone. It’s much harder to steal what’s not yours that way.”  
 
    Ok, thought Aidan. He’s a shaman. That’s why he dressed that way.  
 
    The shaman pushed his quarterstaff into Neill’s chest and shoved. The warrior grabbed the staff to shove it aside. The shaman seemed to distort and twist. There was a weird pause in time, and suddenly he cawed. Neill cried out in pain and surprise. He let go of the staff and stepped back, keeping an eye on the shaman. The warriors at the top of both hills began shouting, and Neill held up a hand to let them know that all was well.  
 
    “The wind is helpless in the face of a true god, Bloodstone. I am Cail, shaman of the Black Raven!” Cail spat at Neill’s feet. His voice rose to a shout, for the benefit of the Blackraven warriors. “We will find the Atanians, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” He spun around and walked up the hill slowly, with dignity. Cail looked at his warriors for a moment, turned, and led them to walk North. Aidan heard him faintly, shouting, “reach them before they figure out how to cross the Great River.”  
 
      
 
    Sophronia walked alongside the Bloodstone warriors, keeping her eye on Liam. She pondered the fact that their name, and the Black Raven tribe, were mentioned as the names of noble families in the books she had found in the library. What was the connection?  
 
    Sophronia watched, and grimaced, as Liam slowly woke. She smiled to herself as she thought about how she would tell this part of Liam’s story. The heroic figure was bravely recovering from his injuries. 
 
    He groaned and held his head. He leaned sideways, grabbing at his stomach and pulled his legs in, and promptly fell to the ground as the warriors who were carrying him accidentally dropped him. He rolled down a hill and came to a rest at the bottom. He groaned, “What in the world?”  
 
    Sophronia, after a moment of stunned shock, ran down the hill and knelt next to him. “Are you OK?” asked Sophronia. “How’s your head?” 
 
    Liam waved away their hands as he sat up. He was holding his head in hands as he asked, “Were you carrying me? Where are we?” 
 
    “We found some help,” said Sophronia. “They were carrying you. They’re from a different tribe. I have to say, as hero stories go, yours sure goes in fits and starts. One minute you’re destroying everything in sight. The next you’re as weak as a baby.” She smiled as Liam looked up, groaning and half-smiling.  
 
    He saw warriors standing at the top of the hill. “Is that the hill I rolled down?” He then threw up, barely missing Sophronia’s feet.  
 
    “You saved us back there,” said Sophronia. 
 
    “I thought I buried us,” responded Liam after wiping his mouth.  
 
    “You did,” said Aidan. “We had to dig you out after getting ourselves out.” 
 
    “So, I nearly killed us. This power is a curse.”  
 
    Sophronia sighed, “We would have been dead for sure if it wasn’t for the Ogham, Liam. There were too many of them for us to fight.”  
 
    Liam clenched his eyes shut, “What about the Black Ravens?” 
 
    Aidan said, “They were here, but the Bloodstones turned them away. We’re safe for now.” 
 
    Liam nodded, and the effort made him throw up again. After taking a deep breath, his eyes rolled up, and he passed out with a sigh.  
 
    Sophronia gnawed at her lip. She hoped that Liam would be better before they arrived in Ghealdar. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, she thought she might need his help figuring out the Ogham.  
 
    She watched as Aidan helped the warriors get Liam back on the stretcher.  
 
    She felt like they made good time, carrying Liam for the first two days before he was coherent and able to walk on his own. After that, they had to slow down a bit. He refused to be carried, saying it was humiliating. On the third day, they came to another tower carved out of a rock spire on the cliff. The Bloodstone tribe explained that the towers were spaced evenly along the coast, about a days journey apart if you were in a hurry or had a horse. They didn’t know what the towers were for either. Some speculated that the towers were ancient fortifications against a sea-based invasion, but others ridiculed that idea because how could an army possibly climb those cliffs?  
 
    Sophronia inwardly admitted that she admired Liam’s grit. It took everything he had to walk that day, and he collapsed when they stopped at the tower. Sophronia and Aidan gently placed him in a niche inside the tower and kept watch over him that night.  
 
      
 
    Liam was speaking to a Bloodstone woman. She was a religious leader, based on her garb. “This tattoo shows up in a book that my family kept. The book is full of instructions for tanning leather, but the inside front cover contains a painted version of this tattoo.” Liam pointed to the three gems tattooed on various warriors’ chest. “I’ve seen it sketched in several places in that book. We also have a sword scabbard with that same symbol. I’ve never seen it anywhere else.”  
 
    Liam felt like he was starting to recover. He had ended the last three days so exhausted he practically collapsed where he stopped, with just enough willpower to force himself to eat before he fell asleep. This morning he had woken up with his head clear for the first time. When he noticed the tattoos, he didn’t think it could possibly be a coincidence. He had seen too much of the collapsed, forgotten society to believe they weren’t related.  
 
    The druid, her name was Aliah, shrugged her shoulders. She was tough and sinewy like the others, with long blonde hair woven in an intricate knot that sat atop her head. She wore a simple jerkin made of hide with the same Bloodstone symbol painted on the left side. She too had her eyes painted blue. She also had several pouches attached to a belt that she was holding. Liam had seemingly asked his question as she was preparing for the day. She spoke in a kind voice, “Perhaps our families knew each other in the distant past. You look a little bit like Toth over there.” She sighed, “but, we are all related in some way, so perhaps I am only being fanciful. I cannot explain your book, but I am greatly interested. If you survive Ghealdar and attain the answers you seek, please return to the Thir, and find us.”  
 
    Liam sighed and nodded. He deflated for a second, unsure of what to say next.  
 
    “Why are you helping us?” asked Aidan. Everyone looked at him.  
 
    “The spirits smile upon you, young one,” responded Aliah. “The rules of hospitality apply to you and your friends, despite the danger it poses our tribe with the Black Ravens. However, all is well, for the spirits guide and protect us as they always have.”  
 
    Liam noticed Aidan’s face go blank when Aliah mentioned the spirits. Aidan turned away and busied himself with other things. Liam wondered at the faith crisis that he must be experiencing in the wake of the death of his father. 
 
    He took a deep breath and began preparing himself to walk another day.  
 
    As they headed out for the day, Sophronia walked beside Liam. “How are you?” 
 
    “Tired,” he admitted, “but better to walk than be carried more. Yesterday was difficult, but I feel much better today. I’m not sure why it made me so sick this time, and not last time with Mindee and those creatures. This was more like the time before, by myself after I watched Aaron and the others die.”  
 
    Sophronia listened intently, then said quietly, “Liam, I wonder if I can help.”  
 
    Liam raised his hands and shrugged. “How?”  
 
    “The Ogham works pretty methodically. We haven’t had much time since the library to sit and talk. I think I can teach you the basics of how it works. I know that what you’re doing is very powerful. I can feel it. But perhaps you need some training to understand how to control it?”  
 
    Liam sighed, “I don’t want anything to do with the Ogham, Sophronia. I feel horrible. The thought of trying to access that power again and reliving another experience like that is more than I can take right now.”  
 
    Sophronia was quiet for a long time.  
 
    Liam sighed again, “You disagree with me?”  
 
    Sophronia spoke slowly, “We are going somewhere dangerous. We don’t know if you can even get the help you need. Kaufmann said that we might get help; he didn’t say it was guaranteed. Perhaps if we start sooner, you’ll make better progress when we meet…whoever.”  
 
    Liam shook his head. “I can’t. I just can’t.”  
 
    Sophronia shrugged, “Fine. Change of subject. I wanted to ask what you thought about the fact that the old books we looked through mention the Bloodstone and Black Raven names?” 
 
    “What?” asked Liam, suddenly more engaged. 
 
    “Yes. I am almost certain of it. One of the books, I think it was about using Ogham to power farming equipment, mentioned that the Bloodstone family had offered Ogham experts to help other houses and it sparked an argument with the Black Raven family. I think there were others.”  
 
    Liam was speechless. “The Bloodstone family was a magical family. That’s my family. Maybe that helps explain what I’ve been doing?”  
 
    Sophronia shrugged, “Maybe. I’m not sure.”  
 
    The rest of the day passed uneventfully. Liam walked, forcing himself to keep going through nausea and dizziness. His thoughts wandered back to the Bloodstone tattoos on the chests of so many of the warriors. Why did his family’s tanning book have an insignia that matched this tattoo? The answer had to be lying in the missing history of Atania. But he was too tired to figure it out, so he put one foot in front of the other.  
 
    The Bloodstone scouts reported that they saw the Black Ravens, shadowing them. Like carrion birds waiting for the opportunity to feed.  
 
    The next day, Sophronia tried again. 
 
    “No, Sophronia.”  
 
    She was persistent. She tried the next day again.  
 
    “Stop it, Sophronia. Stop bothering me. I need to concentrate on keeping up.”  
 
    The next day, day seven of being on the Thir, Sophronia approached Liam once they’d set out. She had a determined look on her face. “Liam, you were strong yesterday. You walked the entire day and even helped us cook dinner. You have the strength to learn.”  
 
    “Fine,” said Liam, in an exasperated tone. “What do you want to teach me? You’ll have to do it while we walk.”  
 
    “Of course,” she responded, waving her arms and smiling. “Let’s start with the basic forms. Think of my arm as the central line that we see in the written Ogham.” She raised her left arm and rested the four fingers of her right hand on it. “Remember when I said that I spell out what I want to happen with my fingers?  
 
    Liam nodded, “But I never understood how that makes the Ogham work. How does power come when you do that?” 
 
    “You have to learn how to feel it. You already know how to do that, to great effect. One of the things I’ve noticed is that everything I do is simple and subtle. You blasted those creatures in the woods with a wave of raw energy and threw Mindee down a hill. You collapsed a cave. I’ve been far more subtle because that’s what the books I read taught me how to do. I use simple misdirection tricks, making people think they heard something that wasn’t there. I made my body lighter in the water. The most overt thing I’ve done is to make the grass catch those goblins in the woods, and it knocked me out.”  
 
    Liam was quiet as they walked. He was silent for a long time. He wondered why he had this power. What was it about him that allowed him to do something nobody else in Atania had done besides Sophronia, and why by accident, with no control.  
 
    Maybe he could learn to control it.  
 
    “Liam?” said Sophronia.  
 
    “I’m thinking.” He said firmly.  
 
    They walked in silence for a while.  
 
    “What are the Ogham letters for the word itch?’” 
 
    Sophronia laughed. She showed him the correct formation for the letters. 
 
    Liam raised his arm and laid fingers on his arm, changing the sequence to spell out the four letters. He looked at Sophronia expectantly. “Feel anything?” 
 
    Sophronia laughed again. “Are you trying to make me itch?”  
 
    He smiled and nodded.  
 
    “It’s not working,” she said. “Try again, but focus on how you feel on the inside, where your emotions are. For me, it centers in my chest and my gut. When you feel a glimmer of power, grab it and throw it at me. Just don’t throw it very hard.” She grimaced. 
 
    Liam stopped. He closed his eyes, concentrated, and took several deep breaths. He spelled out the letters on his arm with his eyes closed, and nothing happened. He opened his eyes, “Nothing.”  
 
    “Hey you two, you’re falling behind,” Aidan shouted back at them. They rushed to catch up.  
 
    When they stopped to rest that night, Liam and Sophronia sat together and watched Aidan train with the Bloodstone warriors. Days before, Sophronia told Liam, Aidan had asked them to spar with him, and they all laughed. He was so small that they didn’t want to hurt him; she said. Aidan claimed he was a trained warrior and could keep up. When they told him they didn’t believe him, he challenged one of them to a wrestling match.  
 
    Aidan had surprised the warrior whom he wrestled. He had approached Aidan slowly, but Aidan charged straight in, diving for his leg and catching an ankle. He tripped the big warrior in just seconds, and then he had pounced on his back and twisting his arm up behind him, using leverage to drive the wrist up into the middle of the back, wrenching his shoulder. The warrior tried to muscle out of it, and Aidan pushed harder, driving him back to the ground and forcing him to tap out.  
 
    Since that first wrestling match, the other warriors were amused by Aidan. They treated him like a precocious younger brother, showing him tricks with their axes that Aidan had not learned from the Knights of the Creator. The tall Bloodstone clan members were fast and strong. Aidan continued focusing on learning their techniques in personal drills, but when it came to sparring, he constantly surprised them with diving attacks, spinning attacks, and misdirection. He was, and it enraged the warriors he sparred while eliciting hoots of laughter from observers.  
 
    By now, everyone seemed to think Aidan was some fighting prodigy. They all lined up to spar with him, and Aidan had begun to take a beating here and there. They were learning his tricks, and tonight he approached Liam and Sophronia with a split lip and a black eye. When they looked at him with horror, he grinned and then winced at the pain in his split lip. Then he laughed.  
 
    “Glad you’re laughing,” said Sophronia. “You look like someone took you behind a woodshed and beat the hell out of you.”  
 
    “Pretty much,” laughed Aidan. “But I gave as good as I got. I’m getting better. A lot better.”  
 
    By the second week with the Bloodstones, Liam was feeling well, and they made a much faster time. Sophronia kept trying to teach Liam about the Ogham, but after that first day, he didn’t have much interest. He made a few half-hearted attempts, but nothing came of it. After three days, Sophronia stopped trying to teach him.  
 
    He was secretly grateful. He hoped he could control the power but every time he approached using it he panicked, thinking about the near disasters of the recent past. He couldn’t risk something like that happening again.  
 
    As Kaufman promised, two weeks into their journey, they crested a hill in the afternoon and saw Ghealdar laid out before them. In the distance, perhaps a mile away, across a vast river, lay a dark shadow that reminded Liam of Atania. They just had to figure out how to cross the river, and they would be there.  
 
    “The Great River. I’ve dreamed of seeing it,” said Sophronia. “I’ve never left Atania, but the river exists in so many stories. The Hartland Forest and Dragonspine mountains are where the river begins and joins with other smaller bodies of water, creating this massive river more than a mile wide. So many stories about ancient people and their civilizations.” She paused a moment, considering, “Why isn’t there a bridge?” she asked.  
 
    “Why would there be a bridge?” asked Aidan.  
 
    “There were an ancient people that built that huge city, not to mention all of those towers,” responded Liam, nodding. “It makes sense that there should be a bridge.” 
 
    “There was a bridge,” responded Aliah, walking up the hill with Neill. “The bridgehead is down there.” She pointed to the bottom of the hill, and Liam could see a massive pile of stone that looked like it might have been a structure at one time.  
 
    Neill spoke, “When a foolhardy warrior wants to prove himself in Ghealdar, he crosses the river at those stones. The remains of the bridge lie on the floor of the river. You can use them to brace yourself, but the river is powerful. You will probably die before you can even test yourself.” Liam looked at him to see if he was joking. He did not smile.  
 
    “What’s so dangerous about Ghealdar?” asked Sophronia. “You’ve said several times that it is dangerous, but you haven’t told us why.”  
 
    Neill snorted in response. “You didn’t ask,” said Neill. “I assumed you knew. You go into this danger wholly unprepared. You truly will die.”  
 
    “Help us be prepared,” responded Sophronia, “tell us what’s in there.”  
 
    Aliah spoke softly, “Monsters.”  
 
    Everyone got quiet.  
 
    “Monsters of all sizes, shapes, and strength. There is a tradition among the tribes that a warrior who wants to win acclaim and respect, or who wishes to receive a vision from the spirits, will spend a single night in Ghealdar. Most never return. The ones who do return never speak of it other than to say that they fought for their lives.” She paused as if deciding how to pick her next words. Neill turned and walked down the hill. “Some shout about monsters in their dreams.” 
 
    They returned to their camp to rest for the night, before making the river crossing in the morning. After Aliah’s warning, Liam suggested they wanted as much daylight as possible when they entered the city.  
 
    Laying there preparing to go to sleep, Liam thought about what monsters might be in Ghealdar. He thought about the goblins and the water creature at the beach. He shuddered when he considered Mindee, the murderous Tuatha assassin. Would it be worse than that? There would be no Elder Kaufman to bail them out. Would they be able to survive and find the help they needed? Liam fell asleep and dreamed again about disturbing things.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4. The Ruined City of Ghealdar 
 
      
 
    Despite his physical recovery, Liam hadn’t been sleeping well. He hadn’t told anyone about his recurring nightmares. He kept waking up in a cold sweat. It was happening nearly every night.  
 
    Liam dreamed of being buried alive. The cave collapsed on him, suffocating him and making him panic. He started awake, breathing heavily than calming down. He fell asleep again. 
 
    He dreamed of lying face down in the forest, his face caked with dirt, blood, and vomit. Spasms of nausea racked his body and he seized. He stopped shaking, and belly crawled to a stream, where he tried to submerge just his mouth and drink. Tonight the stream turned into a raging river, grabbing and dragging him under by his head. He struggled to right himself underwater, unable to orient himself and push to the surface. As the last bubbles of his air floated to the surface, he surrendered to the blackness.  
 
    He was about to take his first breath of water when the water exploded in agitation. A flurry of black wings and taloned feet frothed the water around him. The talons grabbed his flesh, gripping painfully but pulling him out of the water. There were dozens of crows, flapping as hard as they could, pulling him out of the water. They dropped him on the shore, and he gasped for air. The crows cawed and flapped, and he swatted at them out of instinct. His mind tried to analyze the dream, thinking they were Blackraven warriors bent on his destruction.  
 
    However, they were crows, not ravens. He spent a fair amount of time with carrion birds trying to steal meat scraps from the skins he cured. He recognized their caws, which were different from the low croaks of ravens. Their tails were different as well.  
 
    The crows hopped off of him, indignant at their treatment by the person they had just rescued.  
 
    The crows parted, and a single crow stood on the ground making eye contact with him. He heard a woman’s grave, low voice, “Are you afraid of me?” 
 
    Liam sat there, dripping and heaving. He nodded — no use in denying it.  
 
    “Why? You are the first Sidhe-blood to approach Ghealdar in a very long time. Though you are but a baby, I long for time with my people, even a mixed blood like you. I must warn you: do not approach Ghealdar near the hours of darkness. I look forward to meeting you. Don’t worry about the Ravens. The crows have always protected this place, and there are more of us than there are of them.” 
 
    She leaped into the air. The other crows stayed on the ground in a circle around Liam. The caw of additional crows descending from the sky to greet her was suddenly deafening. Liam saw a large black raven flying toward him, and dread filled his breast. How could he make this dream end?  
 
    The murder of crows wheeled and banked, flying straight for the raven.  
 
    Liam woke up, and it was the middle of the night. He heard distant animal screams, a predator killing its dinner. He sat up. Aidan, Sophronia, and Aliah were sitting up near him, all looking toward Ghealdar. The screams abruptly stopped, fading away into echoes across the water. Sophronia whispered, “monsters indeed.”  
 
    As they all laid back down Sophronia murmured, “This will be a great opening to the song of Ghealdar.”  
 
      
 
    In the morning, just after sunrise, Liam stepped into the water next to the stone bridge. He had sandals on, and not much else. The barest of loincloths protected his nether region. All of his clothes and possessions were in a pack across his back, cinched up high. Aidan was similarly stripped down. Sophronia too, with her shirt still on in a nod to modesty. They were fording the river. Aliah told them that this was how other warriors did it, usually in groups, sometimes solo. The solo warriors almost always died.  
 
    He turned back and looked at the tattooed warriors watching them from further up the bank. He was struck again at the strange coincidence of their tattoo and his family’s possessions. No time to figure it out now. He turned back to the river.  
 
    It being late Summer, the water was cool, but not cold. The current was nearly nonexistent here at the edge of the river. Liam took his long walking stick and probed in front of him. Aliah said they needed to stay close to the stones of the collapsed bridge hidden just under the water. The major problem was the middle of the river. It was deep enough that the rocks would not form a helpful base for them to brace. The challenge there was to swim as fast and hard as they could, hoping to catch the slow eddy on the downriver side of the bridge and swim back up. If the currents in the middle of the river were too strong, everyone could be swept downriver, and they would either swim to shore as best they could or be pushed out to sea.  
 
    The crossing was mostly uneventful for the first half mile or so. The water was all the way up to his waist. Sophronia and Aidan were at chest height, struggling and leaning heavily on the submerged stones. More than once, Liam watched them slip and catch themselves on the river-worn building blocks sitting just under the water. He had slid a couple of times himself, but nothing too dangerous. Even so, it was hard going. 
 
    Liam stopped to rest for a moment when they reached the center of the river. The bridge had collapsed unevenly, leaving a significant gap in the safety barrier. The water was significantly colder. Sophronia’s teeth were chattering. Aidan was shivering. Liam was trembling himself. They couldn’t wait long. He looked at them. “You ready?”  
 
    They both nodded, grim looks on their faces.  
 
    Liam stepped up onto the stones, took a deep breath and hesitated for a second. This was insanity. Why was he jumping into this river? Neill had said he would die.  
 
    “One,” he called out. 
 
    Liam remembered the days of torture on the forest floor. He remembered the dirt caving in on him.  
 
    “Two,” he continued.  
 
    He wanted the nausea and the pain to go away.  
 
    “Three,” he shouted. Then he dove into the water, jumping as far away from where he was standing as he could and began swimming for his life. Liam was fit from working with hides. He wasn’t a great swimmer, but he knew the basics. He kicked for all he was worth, holding his stick out in front of him. He thought he heard the splash of the other two jumping in, but he didn’t want to chance getting distracted by looking back over his shoulder. Up ahead, he could see the crumbling ruins of the bridgehead on the far side of the river. He aimed for the upriver side and kept kicking. The current was too powerful. He kept his eyes fixed on the spot he was swimming to and realized that he was being pushed downriver. The gap in the underground barrier was a quarter mile, which was where the water was too deep for the collapsed bridge to be near the surface.  
 
    Liam watched the bridgehead and pushed for all he was worth. He was breathing hard and trying to keep his face out of the water. After fifteen minutes of exhausting kicking and paddling, he had been moved just to the downriver side of the bridgehead. He saw it, just under the water, several large stones. He jammed his walking stick between two large blocks and pulled himself over, holding against the milder, shallower current. He looked back. Aidan and Sophronia were both not far behind him. As Aidan approached, Liam leaned and held out his hand. He just missed Aidan’s grasp, but held out his stick and Liam grabbed that. He pulled himself onto the top of the stone, in knee deep water. Aidan was right behind him. 
 
    They both looked back, breathing heavily. She was the lightest of the three, and the current had pushed her further downstream. She wasn’t going to make it to their spot. She yelled out, “Go! I can make it ashore!” She tossed aside her stick and pushed hard, chopping her hands into the water. Liam and Aidan watched in astonishment as she powered through. She didn’t fight the current but instead angled herself towards the shore and kept swimming.  
 
    They both turned and made their way along the broken, submerged bridge. Liam frowned when he realized he and Aidan would have to hustle to get to shore before her. Liam suspected that she was using the Ogham and he shook his head. She was going to get herself killed. But not today, apparently.  
 
    Liam considered again how much Sophronia knew that he did not. Perhaps in Ghealdar he would learn what he needed to match her. Not that it was about that. He suppressed a need to compete with her. That’s not what they were here to do.  
 
      
 
    Liam and Aidan hustled the last few yards through the water along the top of the submerged bridge stones. Aidan was, and he passed Liam, who was naturally more cautious, as they hurried to get ashore and catch up to Sophronia downriver. Just as they were reaching bridgehead, Liam looked up and saw figures moving along the shore upriver of them, the opposite direction of Sophronia. They looked like more tribal folk, and they were flat out running toward them.  There were six of them. Another figure was further up the shore, walking quickly with a quarterstaff and a feathered cloak. 
 
    Liam shouted, “Black Ravens! How did they cross before us?”  
 
    Aidan dashed ahead in their direction, starting to draw his weapons, but then he hesitated.  Aidan ran ashore and veered downriver, looking over his shoulder at Liam several times. “Let’s go!” he yelled. Liam realized they stood a better chance together. He sprinted after Aidan, in Sophronia’s direction. She was standing on the shore waiting for them. Liam glanced over his shoulder and realized the Black Ravens were closing the gap. These plains warriors were faster than them. They needed to find a place to hide or make a stand.  
 
    Ghealdar rose above them to the East. The Black Ravens were just behind them. They couldn’t outrun them. Maybe they could lose them in the city. The towering silhouettes of the buildings rose against the rising sun, some rising as high as ten stories. All of the buildings were covered in vines, surrounded by towering pine and deciduous trees. The foreground was a lush, young forest full of smaller trees and undergrowth. They could see the shadows and shapes of buildings mostly reclaimed by nature.  
 
    Liam remembered what Sophronia had called Hidden Atania, the ancient part of the city where they had researched the Ogham. It looked harmless but terrifying, bloodthirsty creatures lurked within the woods. On the other hand, certain death awaited them out here.  
 
    Liam shouted while pointing to the forsaken city, “In there! Let’s lose them in there!” He and Aidan veered towards the wood, and Sophronia, who had her hand up shielding her eyes from the sun, watched them turn. She looked upriver, and Liam watched her see the Black Ravens for the first time. She sprinted to meet Liam and Aidan.  
 
    Aidan, the fastest, plunged into the wood without hesitating. This forced Liam and Sophronia to do the same lest they lose him in the ferns and berry bushes. Liam was already tired from fording the river, and they needed to find a place to go to ground. Aidan charged ahead with the energy of the young teenager he was. He dodged thorny bushes, and Liam saw him look into a shed. It had creeping vines up the side and top. The windows were broken open, and the roof looked like it was perhaps caving in. Aidan looked back, shook his head and kept going.  
 
    Liam and Sophronia suddenly emerged from the brambles into the alley behind Aidan. It was narrow, just five feet across, and the buildings that framed it were both about ten feet high. Vines laden with black, juicy berries grow over the top of them. It was quite dim. They could barely see the other end of the alley, perhaps forty feet away. The trees and buildings overhead shielded this alley from the sun. They could use that to their advantage.  
 
    Aidan stopped at the opposite end and spoke, “There’s a wider street that goes left and right. There’s another alley parallel to this one just a few feet down on the opposite side.”  
 
    Liam was breathing hard, and he noticed Sophronia was too. They had just sprinted nearly half a mile after swimming a river. “We need a place to hide and rest,” gasped out Liam. “Is there anything?” 
 
    Aidan looked around again. The buildings both had open doors. “These buildings might work, but are they too close to the edge of the city? Should we go deeper in?”  
 
    Liam looked at Sophronia who nodded. “Let’s make them guess a little bit more, search a bit longer. But let’s stay together. Aidan, stay close. You’re too fast for us to keep up.”  
 
    Aidan nodded and bolted down the alley a few feet away, failing to heed Sophronia’s request to stay together. The weeds growing between the cobblestones were nearly as high as his waist. They had displaced the crooked tiles, and he almost turned an ankle stepping on a loose stone. He slowed down a bit. More buildings of similar height flanked this alley. Perhaps they had been warehouses?  
 
    Thoughts flashed through Liam’s mind as he tried to keep up with Aidan. What had the people here been like? Did he need to be worried about the monsters they heard about or was that just at night? Would they be able to find their way out if they went deep into the city?  
 
    “Aidan!” Sophronia hissed, trying to remain quiet. Aidan stopped and responded, “I’m over here.” He stepped out of an alley. They saw him and jogged after him. 
 
    “There. That balcony. That house has a second floor. Perhaps we could hide in the house and defend ourselves if it comes to that,” he said. He ran for the house.  
 
    Liam and Sophronia emerged from the alley to watch as Aidan sprinted to the house. The door was locked. He nodded, backing up and looking at the balcony. The door there was open. He backed up the other side of the street and sprinted straight at the house, leaping up and stepping on the wall, using it to push his momentum to the side as he turned in the air and grabbed the bottom of the balcony. He muscled himself up and climbed over the balcony railing. He looked inside the open balcony door and then looked back. “Let’s hide in here! I’ll open the front door!” He went inside and shut the balcony door.  
 
    They ran to the house, Liam shaking his head at Aidan’s athleticism. Just as they got to the door, it opened, and Aidan was there, smiling. “Come on, hurry!”  
 
      
 
    The interior of the house looked like it had belonged to a someone with means, but not overly wealthy, thought Liam. The floors were hardwood, smooth and intact, covered with several woven rugs. There was a large, rectangular couch upholstered with luxurious, dark red fabric. The heavy white curtains covering the large front window were already down. The wallpapered walls held several paintings of the ocean. Perhaps a sea trader? Sophronia had told him that there used to be a vast empire across the sea with which Atanians did trade. It’s possible that Ghealdar had done the same.  
 
    Aidan locked the door behind them, “We should be as quiet as we can now. Hopefully, they will go by us and not find us.”  
 
    Liam nodded, and so did Sophronia. Liam pointed upstairs and said very quietly, “bedrooms in the back we can hide in.” They all nodded again.  
 
    They quietly walked up the stairs and filtered to the back of the house. There were three rooms up here, each with a bed and various furniture. One had been a child’s room. There were cloth dolls and a stuffed animal - perhaps a bear? Another place could have been for an older child or a teenager. The bed was bigger, and there was an elegant writing desk. It was untidy. The room in the back was the largest, with a big four-post, canopied bed. The curtains had been drawn back on the bed, but the window curtains were down. There was a picture frame on the ground. Sophronia picked it up, and broken glass tinkled out onto the floor. There was a small painting of a family: mother, father, and two children. They dressed in their best finery. He wore a strange blue vest with a pin in the shape of a ship on his left breast. Mother was in a finely wrought blue dress with expensive beadwork. The teenage girl and the little boy looked happy. This was a family that had been happy.  
 
    For some reason, the painting shook him. Ghealdar had such a negative reputation with everyone on the Thir, but Atanians knew nothing about it. The books in the Hidden Atania library had mentioned Ghealdar only in passing, as trading partners and as a separate kingdom. Whatever happened in Atania had happened here too, but much worse. Half of Atania had been destroyed in a war nobody remembered and then hidden from the survivors until Sophronia had discovered it. There had been tens of thousands of people, perhaps hundreds of thousands of people here in Ghealdar. Did the same war destroy them? Was there anyone left? 
 
    Aidan closed the door most of the way. Liam sat down on a straight-backed wooden chair in the corner. Sophronia sat down on the bed, staring at the family in the painting. They waited quietly to find out if they had gotten away. 
 
      
 
    "Search that house."  
 
    Aidan, Liam, and Sophronia clenched their weapons and tried to breathe quietly.  
 
    Several long minutes went by, punctuated by muffled talking. 
 
    Aidan started to edge towards the door. Sophronia grabbed his arm and shook her head no.  
 
    An hour went by, and they heard nothing.  
 
    Aidan sighed and started creeping toward the door. Sophronia grabbed his arm, and he shrugged it off. The door creaked ever so slightly as he opened it. Sheathing his sword and ax, he went to all fours and crept forward to the balcony doors. He pulled back a corner of the balcony door curtain and saw nothing. He crouched, reaching up to turn the door handle and cracked the door just enough to see out. No movement. He opened it a little more and duck-walked onto the balcony. There was nobody on the street.  
 
    He stood up and saw someone lying in the street — the shaman who had been leading the Black Raven warriors. There was a pool of blood underneath him. There were crows everywhere around his body. They hadn't started eating him, but they were investigating.  
 
    Aidan felt a surge of emotions. He felt a grim satisfaction at the death of the kin of the ones who killed his father. However, he was also shaken — one moment the Black Ravens were pursuing them, intent on murder. Now their leader was dead, and the warriors were gone. What was going on?  
 
    He crept back and told Liam and Sophronia. They looked at him, eyes wide. 
 
    Sophronia turned to Liam, "This is a plot twist. What do you think? Some trap?"  
 
    Liam shook his head. "With all of the crows out there like that? I doubt it. If there were people still nearby, the crows wouldn't be there. I'm not sure what happened, but I'm inclined not to go exploring anymore today. If we stay the night and they haven't returned in the morning, we can probably assume they're gone for good."  
 
    The next morning, they crept out of the house at first light. With nobody on the street except the half-eaten body of the shaman, it was quiet. The silence was unsettling after two weeks of traveling with the Bloodstones.  
 
    A loud caw escaped the beak of one of the gorged crows. It startled everyone, and they laughed nervously.  
 
    "Where should we look for the teacher Elder Kaufman mentioned?" asked Aidan. The crow took one hop towards them, cocking its head and watching them.  
 
    "I don't know," Liam replied absently. "I think we should get away from here though. Let's go that way." He pointed down the street. "If I were a mysterious Sidhe who was a master of the Ogham, I would live in the center of the city, wouldn't you?"  
 
    Sophronia smiled, "You take the lead. You seem to know the next chapter."  
 
    Aidan turned and walked up the street, trying to ignore the crow that hopped after them. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5. Not the Teacher 
 
      
 
    Liam walked through the streets of Ghealdar followed by his younger compatriots. It had once been a great city, the capital of some wealthy kingdom. Was it the same one as the one in the books, wondered Liam? They wandered for hours through the streets, taking in what they saw. The area they had hidden in last night had been full of a mix of houses and storage facilities. There were buildings of every kind and size. They discovered boxes and crates, but they ignored most of them. They weren’t here for treasure.  
 
    They eventually escaped the warehouses and moved into a neighborhood full of houses that looked similar to the homes they all occupied in Atania. Small, compact, and affordable for people who worked for a living. They walked through row after row of houses, moving toward the center of the city. Some streets were clear with just a few weeds growing out of cobblestones. Some roads had huge trees growing out of the center or even, in one instance, out of a house.  
 
    At one point Sophronia had murmured, “Well, this place certainly sets a mood.” Aidan had barked out a surprised, nervous laugh and Liam had smiled.  
 
    There were occasional skeletons of animals and even people. They tried not to think too hard about whatever had killed the people. There were signs of violence. Claw marks. Sword marks. Cracked skulls and broken bones.  
 
    Suddenly, there were a lot more skeletons.  
 
    They rounded a bend in the street, and it opened up to a city square. The square was enormous, more than 100 yards across. There was a palace on one end, its gates broken, twisted, and shattered. The metal was partially melted. The palace itself bore the marks of massive fire and structural damage. Turrets were missing, presumably laying in the courtyard behind the palace walls. The front doors were open.  
 
    Beyond the palace, lining the courtyard, was a row of burned buildings, virtually nothing more than collapsed charcoal with trees and bushes growing out of them.  
 
    In front of the palace and the burned-out wreckage, filling the square, was a massive white boneyard. There were thousands of bodies, desiccated and bleached. No wonder there were so many crows here, thought Liam. The bones stuck up like the mass of brambles that surrounded the city. Thick and sharp, the bones seemed like ramparts and sharpened stakes set to defend the final resting place of the dead.  
 
    There had been some battle here. They could see armor, rusted and useless, among the bodies. Most of it bore the marks of destruction that betrayed the metal’s ultimate failure before its owner succumbed to death. There were swords, pikes, and hammers. They saw bows and the spent shafts of arrows. Most of the bodies had some semblance of uniforms. They were or had been a bleached green. There were symbols and sigils on the outfits. They saw chains, trees, and boats embroidered into the uniforms, all white stitching on that bleached green background.  
 
    Liam chest constricted with horror. This destruction was breathtaking. He thought for a moment that perhaps all the people of Atania could fit in this square. What could have caused this much death? What did this? Why?  
 
    Aidan wept and knelt on the ground, head down. His tears ran freely. 
 
    Sophronia nodded her head. “I think we know why nobody wrote down what happened.”  
 
    Liam looked at her in disbelief. “What?” 
 
    She gestured vaguely at the courtyard, “There was some war. Nobody wrote it down because they all died. It escalated very quickly, which is why there are no books about it and why the death count is so high. This is what we’re here to find out Liam!” She seemed to grow more excited the more she spoke, “How did Elder Kaufman know about this? Was the Ogham the power used to cause this destruction? This is it, Liam! This is the story I’m meant to tell!”  
 
    Aidan looked up, “By the Creator, what is wrong with you?”  
 
    Sophronia stopped and looked at him, blinking. “What?” 
 
    Aidan was shaking, “Look at this suffering Sophronia. Look at it!” He pointed a trembling finger at the boneyard, “These people suffered horribly. They died with swords in their guts, and all you can think about is the stories you’ll be able to tell?” 
 
    “Well, it is sad, sure, but it happened a long time ago Aidan,” She began.  
 
    “I don’t care how long ago it happened! Look. At. It.” Aidan was furious. “You look at this and think about how you are going to make your reputation from it, how everyone will love you and your songs. These are real people Sophronia!”  
 
    Sophronia looked at Liam. He shook his head, a sad, sorrowful look on his face. She took a breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset either of you. Yes, this is very sad. I’m sorry. It is unfortunate. I guess I have a different point of view. I’ve been singing about battles for all my life. Handed down songs that didn’t have any true meaning for me. This is the first time I’ve seen first-hand what those songs are describing. I … I guess I get it. What inspired those songs. This is … overwhelming.”  
 
    Aidan turned away, walking back the way they had come. He locked his fingers behind his head and breathed deeply. “I need a few minutes,” he said as he walked away.  
 
    Liam put his hand on Sophronia’s shoulder. “I think I understand where you’re coming from. I appreciate the explanation. I don’t agree with you, but I get it. I look at this, and I feel more like how young Aidan does. I weep for the cruelty of the people who made them kill each other like this.”  
 
    Sophronia thought for a moment, then responded quietly, “It is horrible. Truly.”  
 
    “It is indeed horrible. I’m glad you feel that way young one,” a deep woman’s voice spoke aloud. They whirled to the left of the courtyard and saw a woman approaching them from further down the street they were on. It was a woman with pale skin and long brown hair that practically shone in the sun. She wore reflective, lightweight plate armor. It was expertly crafted for her short, tiny frame, allowing maximum movement while still protecting her. She had a leather and metal scabbard with a sword whose brown, leather-wrapped pommel looked well used. There was nothing fancy about the sword. It was utilitarian, and Liam had no doubt she knew how to use it. She had round brown eyes. Surely this is the teacher that Elder Kaufman had sent them to find.  
 
    Her ears were pointed. Liam thought of Mindee, the deadly assassin, and flinched away, preparing to run. Sophronia seemed to have the same reflex. Her hands were going to her weapons.  
 
    “Easy young woman, I’m not going to hurt you.” The woman’s voice was slightly gravelly as if she had spent much time shouting. She stopped perhaps twenty feet away from them and rested her left hand on the pommel of her sword. “Welcome to Ghealdar. I’m sure you’ll regret coming here.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam watched as Aidan heard the woman and whirled around. “Why would we regret coming here? Who are you?” 
 
    She looked at Aidan, eyeing him up and down as though appraising an opponent who might attack her but not fearing for her life. She spoke to Sophronia, “Whatever you came here for, it’s not here. You will not get the full story.”  
 
    She turned to Aidan, “I will not teach you to fight.” 
 
    She looked at Liam, “And whatever control you seek, whatever tutelage you desire, will come at a cost you may not be willing to pay. You will see things here that might drive you mad. You will not find the inspiration the lost soldiers from the Thir seek on their vision quests. There are no visions here. Only blindness and death. And Darkness.”  
 
    It was her: the voice from his dream. She was the voice of the crow. Liam felt dizzy.  
 
    She paused to watch her words land. “My name is Badb.” 
 
    Sophronia gasped. Then she clapped her hand over her mouth.  
 
    Badb blinked at Sophronia. “You know of me?” 
 
    “Yes. The Shapechanging General. You’re one of the Morrigan sisters.” Sophronia gulped, “I know snatches of stories about you. You’re a general, and a fierce warrior, leading from the front. Always the first to join combat.” Sophronia whirled around, looking at the boneyard. She looked back at Badb, hesitating and seeming to struggle with some decision or question. 
 
    Badb smiled grimly. It didn’t touch her eyes. “As I said, in Ghealdar, there is only death.” 
 
    Liam took a deep breath and spoke, hesitatingly, “Badb, we were told that you could help us learn the Ogham.”  
 
    Her eyes flashed with anger, “Who told you that ridiculous tale?” 
 
    Liam felt taken aback. “An elder of our community. His name is Kaufman.”  
 
    Badb suddenly closed the distance between them, grabbing Liam’s chin and looking in his eyes. She was short but powerful, and she wrenched Liam’s neck down to make him look at her. Aidan put his hands on his weapons and Badb spoke, “If you draw those weapons it will be the last thing you ever do child.”  
 
    Aidan didn’t argue. He froze. So did Sophronia.  
 
    Badb stared into Liam’s eyes, searching him. He resisted the urge to fight her, to resist. Her eyes bored into his soul. Her piercing gaze suddenly struck him as ancient. She had seen things that he couldn’t imagine. He saw pain, anguish, and frustration. He also saw a capacity for joy and pleasure. She seemed tired. He felt sad for her. Alone here in Ghealdar for so long. If she was Sidhe, she had known a life long before this one, and something kept her trapped here.  
 
    “Stop!” she shouted and shoved him back. He stumbled backward and fell to the ground hard. “How dare you? Has no one taught you anything? You cannot look!” She drew a ragged breath. “Answer me!” 
 
    Liam opened his mouth. Nothing came out - he didn’t know what to say. He had never felt such depth of loneliness or such capacity for joy. Her mind…he realized he had been inside her mind. He had felt her feelings. How had he done that? The Ogham was getting him in trouble again.  
 
    “Badb, he doesn’t know the forms,” Sophronia said quietly. 
 
    “One more word out of you girl and you’ll join the boneyard,” Badb spat. Her delicate features were red with anger. She looked at Liam again. “You grew up outside of the Sidhe? Your parents did not teach you where you come from or any of our ways?” 
 
    Liam swallowed again. He was afraid to say the wrong thing, so he shook his head.  
 
    Badb looked him up and down again. “You are of the Sidhe, but also of this realm.”  
 
    Liam nodded even though he was unsure what that meant.  
 
    “Never do that again. Never look into my mind again. Do you promise?”  
 
    Liam nodded even though he had no idea how he’d done it in the first place.  
 
    “Come back here tomorrow in the mid-morning. I will teach you our ways. Leave your friends. Come alone. I will help you learn enough not to hurt yourself. I can’t promise more than that. Now leave. I don’t want to see these two again. Don’t tell me where you are going. Moreover, one more warning: wherever you are hiding, never leave or go outside at night. It will be your death.”  
 
      
 
    The three of them were holed up inside a house just to the West of the boneyard. They were taking the don’t go outside after dark rule seriously and had drawn the curtains shut to make sure nothing could see them inside.  
 
    “I don’t know why she won’t teach you, Sophronia,” Liam replied angrily. “Let me go there in the morning and ask, and maybe I can figure it out. Stop asking me. You know more about Badb than I do!”  
 
    “She is one of the greatest generals in my stories of the fairies, and she suddenly shows up and is real? Do you know what this means, Liam? I’ve been singing stories about real people! Well, real fairies. How many more are real? Are they all real? We’ve seen an elf, goblins and now a mythical general. What about sprites? Pixies? Are there more elves? What about the Fomorians and the Frost Prince?” 
 
    Aidan spoke up in an irritated voice, “Sophronia, it is dark already, and you’re still yelling. Will you please stop?”  
 
    Sophronia had fumed all the way here. She had started in on Liam as soon as they had come inside and decided to stay here. She was incensed that Badb would refuse to teach her. She considered herself a bard, and she thought the Sidhe were supposed to love bards. She was the storyteller of the group, and she was being shut out of the story. She looked at Aidan and made a rude gesture, but she lowered her volume.  
 
    “You don’t even want to learn,” she muttered. 
 
    Liam shot her a look, as angry as either of them had ever seen him. “Don’t want to learn? I have nearly died at least three times because of the Ogham.” His volume was low, but simmering with resentment. “I didn’t ask for this. I want to learn though. I want to learn to make it go away. Badb said she would help me control it, so it doesn’t kill me. That’s a good start. When I figure out how to make it go away, and figure out how to make people stop trying to kill me, I will go home, and you can go on your merry way writing new stories. Never mind the fact that you have one of your brothers left at home who, I presume, love you. I’ve been alone since…” he choked on his emotions. He turned away and walked to the back of the house they were hiding in. 
 
    Aidan and Sophronia made eye contact again. Neither of them had seen him this upset. This was the first time he had said anything about being alone or lacking a family. They both sat down, Sophronia feeling guilty about provoking Liam. 
 
    She noticed that there were tears in his eyes again. He saw her looking at him, and he bowed his head as if hiding. She was curious about what had come up for him, but Sophronia was kind enough to let him cry in silence. She stood back up and walked across the room, wondering how she could apologize to Liam as well as convince Badb to train her. The only story she knew of Badb was that she had led an army in battle against an army of rival Sidhe. Badb had flown over the enemy army as a crow, scouting their numbers and terrifying that army with her cries of death and doom. When she landed at the front of her troops and transformed into her warrior form, she chanted a poem as she led the forward and with the final line, struck the first blow of combat. She killed a dozen Sidhe herself and won the day.  
 
    Where did these stories originate? Why had she never asked herself that question? There were hundreds of years of history she was missing. An account that nobody in Atania had ever thought to discover. They all just went about their daily lives as if a mystery of epic proportions didn’t surround them.  
 
    What had happened to Ghealdar, and how was it connected to what happened to Atania? Did the people who destroyed Atania also destroy Ghealdar? Was it the Sidhe? Badb seemed as if she knew about what happened. Sophronia wondered if there was a way to get her to trust Sophronia enough to talk.  
 
    What in the Creator’s hell was going on?  
 
    Sophronia pondered on this problem for a long while as total darkness fell. She heard the occasional sniffle from Aidan. Liam was completely silent.  
 
    In the silence, there was sudden cheering. It was as if thousands of voices raised a cry of war out of nowhere. All three of them stood up and looked at the door. The cheers were muffled by the walls and by distance. How far away were they? A wave of cheers rose again. They were chanting a war cry. “Ghealdar stands! Ghealdar will not yield!” they were shouting over and over.  
 
    The three of them looked at each other again. Aidan spoke, “We can’t go out there can we?” 
 
    Sophronia shook her head slowly, “I think this is the danger we were warned about.”  
 
    Liam spoke, “There’s something else coming.”  
 
    They all went quiet and listened. They backed up away from the door. Aidan drew his weapons.  
 
    A high-pitched sound began clashing with the war chants. It was an equal voice of thousands. It was challenging to understand what the other host was saying.  
 
    “It’s birds,” said Aidan.  
 
    Then they all understood. Caws. The calls of thousands of crows. They were calling to each other, and it was growing louder as well. The louder the crows became, the quieter the Ghealdar chants grew. Soon the caws drowned out the war chants. Then the screaming began. Men and women were screaming for their lives, begging for mercy, calling for retreat. The confusion was hellish. People were issuing conflicting orders and pleas.  
 
    They heard the sound of a battle beginning. The clang of metal weapons on metal armor. Screams of agony and pain and fear became general. The cries of death became the primary sound as the crows faded into silence. The slaughter continued for over an hour before it began to fade in intensity gradually. However, it didn’t completely go away. There were moments of silence punctuated by sudden cries for mercy, cut short. The moments of silence initially last just a few seconds, then a minute. Then five minutes. Hours had passed with the three companions from Atania listening in horror. Aidan and Liam wept silently. Even Sophronia stood there as tears streamed down her face. None of them slept.  
 
    Finally, as the moments of silence were longer than the cries for mercy, the caws began again. It was less intense, but they were out there, feasting.  
 
    Liam spoke for all of them when he spoke with a husky voice, “We should not have come here. This horror was not meant for living ears.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6. Liam and His Teacher 
 
      
 
    Liam woke up. Once the crows had quieted down to dull background noise in the wee hours of the morning, Liam had decided that he would sleep for at least a few hours. He was going to get some answers today. He stood up and stretched, trying not to make noise. He had found a bed upstairs in this new house. He crept out of the room with his pack, trying not to wake the others.  
 
    He walked downstairs and found that he needn’t have bothered. Aidan was sitting on the couch, cross-legged. His sword and ax on the floor in front of him. It looked like he hadn’t slept at all. His eyes were red, and he looked disheveled in general. Sophronia was sitting on a chair near the window. They had drawn back the curtains to let the morning sunshine in and dispel the horror of the darkness. She stared out the window. Neither of them acknowledged him as he came down the stairs.  
 
    “I’m going to meet Badb,” said Liam when he reached the bottom. “Whatever happens, I will meet you both back here before dark?” 
 
    Neither of them answered.  
 
    “Aidan?” he asked.  
 
    Pulled from his revery, Aidan looked at Liam, “What?”  
 
    “I will meet you back here before nightfall? If you go out?” 
 
    “You’re still going?” asked Aidan.  
 
    “Yes, Aidan. I’m still going. This is why we’re here.”  
 
    Aidan nodded. “Ok.”  
 
    “Sophronia?” Liam asked.  
 
    She nodded as well, “We will be here. It is not safe to be elsewhere after dark.”  
 
    They were both looking down, lost in reverie, trying to process the night’s sounds when Liam walked out the door. At home, he would describe this as a typical morning: nothing on the streets except a stray crow. He looked at it, glancing over his shoulder, as he walked through the cobblestone streets choked with weeds. At home, he would have forgotten the crow immediately. However, here in Ghealdar, everything seemed to have just an extra tinge of abnormal. It set him on edge.  
 
    The crow seemed to be following him. It kept showing up in various spots on housetops as Liam made his way through the streets.  
 
    Liam didn’t realize what corner he was rounding when he was face to face with the boneyard again. The late morning Summer sun radiated warmth off of the white ruins of the courtyard. Liam was struck again by how many people had died here. His guts twisted as he remembered the screams in the nighttime. Were these the bones of the people begging for mercy they’d heard last night? Was that crow watching him the descendant of the crows who had feasted here on this innumerable graveyard? He retched but swallowed his bile. He understood how Aidan felt.  
 
    Movement caught his eye to the left. There she was. Badb. Straight out of legend, or so said Sophronia. Liam had never heard about her in any story, so last night he had asked Sophronia about Badb. Anything you can tell, he had asked. She had scoffed at him and rolled her eyes. She refused to tell a story, but she gave him the bare minimum of facts. There were several stories about wars among the Sidhe and all of them featured one of the Morrigan sisters, a triplet set of powerful Archfey who led the armies of the Summer Queen. In the stories, Badb was a shapeshifter often taking the shape of a crow. In her Sidhe form, she was a mighty, sword-wielding, armored warrior capable of besting all but the most powerful of immortal beings. She was also savage and ruthless when angered.  
 
    Liam wondered if Badb was the one that Elder Kaufman had sent him here to see. He wondered why she would not teach Sophronia. He wondered if there was some other person here in this forsaken city that could teach him instead. Perhaps he should turn away and keep looking. Or flee altogether. He realized that she was walking closer. His brow broke out in a sweat, and it wasn’t the Summer heat. His heart hammered. He didn’t want to know what was happening here. He would leave. He opened his mouth to thank her and say that her services would not be needed, but suddenly she was so close, and her eyes met his, pinning him where he stood. Her eyes were light blue, with large, black pupils. They were more round than his own eyes, almost perfectly circular, and the pupils were too large. He thought that if he looked at them long enough, he might be sucked in and the hidden fire within Badb might consume him. Looking into this vast blackness, he realized he was dealing with a person with reserves of will that he could never hope to match. She had caught him in her machinations, whatever they were, for good or for ill. For a moment he was tempted to try to look into her mind again. He thought about her reputation and how angry she had been yesterday. He would not look further than that blackness. He would wait for her to start.  
 
    They stood there, just a few feet apart, staring into each others’ eyes. After a long time, Badb nodded slowly. It was more than her neck, but her whole upper body, almost a bow. It reminded him of the way crows bow to each other when they meet in murders.  
 
    “Let us begin,” she said. “Tell me what you already know.”  
 
    Liam hesitated, “I don’t know anything.” 
 
    “Nothing? Sophronia has taught you nothing?” 
 
    “I know that the Ogham exists as some magical language. I know that the Sidhe are real. I know that I have somehow accidentally begun using the Ogham without meaning to do so, and I know it is killing me.”  
 
    Badb’s head cocked to the side, “What do you mean killing you?” 
 
    “I mean that when I use the power, it makes me sick. I get nauseous and dizzy, and my head feels like it is going to explode. I pass out and am unable to function for days at a time.”  
 
    Badb muttered, “I knew the Gaeas was a bad idea.” Then, more directly at Liam, “It is your human side I think. The Gaeas is preventing you from accessing your powers.”  
 
    Liam looked at her blankly.  
 
    “You don’t know about the Gaeas, do you?” Badb’s straightforward blunt way was throwing Liam off, and he responded, “No.”  
 
    “It’s what we did at the end of the war to stop humans from destroying us. It made all of them forget about the magic. However, we constructed it in haste and didn’t think through all of the implications. We didn’t know what would happen to the children of the Sidhe with a human parent. There were many things we didn’t know.” She looked haunted for a moment like she saw something terrible in her mind. “Mistakes were made.” She shook herself. “You have been able to access your power though. What enabled you to do that?” 
 
    Liam considered. He knew what it was, but he wondered how much he should tell this being of immense power. Then he realized that he couldn’t possibly be worse off than he was right now. If she wanted to kill him, she could probably do it with the snap of a finger.  
 
    “Fear,” said Liam. “When I’m in danger, the power explodes out of me. I used to be able to hold it in, but the more danger I’m in, the worse it becomes. The last time, I caused a cave in that nearly killed my friends and me.”  
 
    Badb looked puzzled, “What did you do? How did you almost cause a cave in?” 
 
    Liam shrugged, “We were under attack. I looked at the ceiling above them and just wished it would fall in. A wave of energy exploded out of me and collapsed the cavern.”  
 
    She bobbed her head. She looked concerned. “Why didn’t you just turn them away, or turn yourself invisible?” 
 
    His eyes went wide, “Can I do that?” 
 
    “Not every Sidhe can turn invisible. Some can only misdirect or hide. I have never met a Sidhe that controls earth like that.” Her faced turned stony and cold. “Only humans manipulate with that kind of brute force.” She stared at him with her unnervingly round, blue eyes. “I think you need to find your Sidhe side, Liam. Your brute force ways of using the…” her mouth twisted with disgust, “Ogham, as you call it, are causing you to trip the Gaeas. Access your heritage and be free of the bondage of this curse.”  
 
    Liam cautiously asked, “How?” 
 
    Badb responded, “Open your soul to the world around you and see things as they are, Liam. See with the eyes of the Sidhe and drop the human veil. The trees sing — nature hums and the animals speak. The crows bring me the news. What animals follow you?” 
 
    “I don’t interact with animals,” said Liam. “Well, I do. But I made things out of their skin. I’m a leatherworker.”  
 
    Badb stared at him and made him nervous. He kept thinking.  
 
    “Humans follow me.” He said quietly. “The children play outside my shop. Aaron and his friends watch me and pick on me. Or, at least they used to. I know everyone in my neighborhood, even if I don’t talk to them very much. Sophronia and Aidan followed me here.” He looked at her for a long time. “People follow me.”  
 
    Badb nodded slowly. “You are not only Sidhe. You are also human. I am not the greatest teacher, but I’m all you have. You have much to learn and unlock. Continue opening your heart and mind to what’s happening around you, and I will try. That is all we can do.”  
 
      
 
    “Long before you were born, the Sidhe lived in harmony with the humans. We were enamored with your passion and your intensity. For such frail, weak creatures, humanity was able to accomplish so much. You figured out how to grow wheat, and it exploded your population. You built cities to live close together. We were fascinated by the way you kept changing, especially since we rarely change. We showed you the Ogham stones,” she grit her teeth. “Everything we did with the humans we did for your good. We wanted to see you thrive alongside our cousins, the Tuatha. This world we are in now, Liam, it’s … different. You now of Thir Na Nog?”  
 
    “I’ve heard the name in stories before. Sophronia told me that it exists in the shadows, that only the Sidhe can visit,” responded Liam. He wondered why she grit her teeth. What about this was agitating for her?  
 
    “Close. Non-Sidhe can visit Thir Na Nog. However, in all but the rarest cases, they must be invited in. This world, what the Sidhe call Domaine An Duine or the domain of men, is like a dull reflection of Thir Na Nog. The flowers are less bright, the fruit less sweet, and the air less refreshing. It’s as if your world was created by making a poor copy of our world. But that copy is what allowed the mortal races to come into existence, like you and the Tuatha. We worry about the Tuatha, and we worry about you. Or we did.” 
 
    She paused for a long time while they walked. Liam stayed silently, hoping she would share more.  
 
    “I think that’s ultimately why Cyric did it. He had been to Thir Na Nog and had seen how beautiful it was. He was jealous. He murdered hundreds of thousands. The Tuatha da Danaan, the elves, were reduced to just a small tribe. He forced my hand with Ghealdar and led nearly every human alive to slaughter. The fact that Darian Bloodstone killed him on top of Dragonshome Peak was fortuitous because I think Cyric might have even found a way to thwart the Gaeas.”  
 
    Liam’s heart pounded, and his vision swam. He stopped and took several quick breaths. He saw figures standing in front of him, faintly, as if they had been painted over the scene in front of him. He saw his mother, a gorgeous, dark-haired woman he only vaguely remembered, standing over him, soothing him because he’d had a bad dream. He remembered that she used to soothe him after he had nightmares. Why did he remember this now, so powerfully?  
 
    “Liam, are you unwell?” Badb was speaking to him.  
 
    Liam was pale and sweating. He shook his head no. The name Bloodstone was echoing through his mind again and again like a warning bell.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, alarmed.  
 
    “Who is Darian Bloodstone?” Asked Liam, between breaths.  
 
    “You don’t know?” Badb’s eyes practically bulged. “The Gaeas was thorough indeed if it struck his name from your memory.”  
 
    “That name…Bloodstone. There’s a tribe of warriors… on the Thir… named Bloodstone. They have a tattoo…that looks like three red gems…Are they related to this Darian person?” 
 
    “Liam,” Badb spoke in that military clip, but not unkindly. “The Bloodstone tribespeople are direct descendants of the army that fought with Darian on Dragonshome Peak. They were Darian Bloodstone’s army. The Gaeas made them forget who they were and they became the Bloodstone clan. This same thing happened to all of the tribes on the Thir. All of the rival tribes used to be the house armies of the noble families of the Atanian empire. They forgot the details of their petty rivalries, but not their dislike of each other. That stayed and was passed down through the generations without explanation.”  
 
    The vision started to fade. Liam regained control of his breath. “That…Bloodstone tattoo…is on the inside of the one of the journals that my parents left me…it’s very old. The image is ancient. It’s a piece of paper… from an older journal they said.” 
 
    Badb started laughing. Liam smiled nervously and asked “What?” 
 
    Badb laughed and laughed. It was unsettling to Liam. Finally, she regained control of herself, wiping tears from her too-round eyes. “I thought you were just another half-Sidhe Liam. I didn’t realize you were connected to the  Bloodstone line in some way. Liam, the Bloodstones were the leaders of Atania. Darian the First, King of Atania and husband to Dearbhail, the daughter of Mab, the Summer Queen of the Sidhe. If you are related to them, you could be the heir to the Kingdom of Atania.” 
 
    Liam looked at her blankly, not able to comprehend what Badb was saying. However, his hyperventilating had stopped.  
 
    “Liam, we thought the hope of reuniting our people ended with the death of Darian. Cyric murdered all of his children, or so we thought. If you are related to them, this is why your Fey heritage shows so strongly. The vision Darian and Dearbhail had was a united Sidhe and human kingdom, fulfilled through their children. Liam, your family journal could be the key to fulfilling that vision, if it indicates a relationship.” 
 
    Liam was stunned.  
 
    “And I’ve found you in the ruined city of Ghealdar.” She continued, smiling grimly. “This changes everything. I cannot teach you here. You have to leave Ghealdar. You are not safe here. The city and the beings in it are exceedingly dangerous, and you are too important to risk your death here. And, I’m sorry, but you must leave without me. The curse of the druid crone Ithia keeps me from leaving this place.”  
 
    “What?” exclaimed Liam. “You tell me I could be related to a long-dead king, and then tell me I have to leave and you can’t help me with what I came here for in the first place? Where am I supposed to go Badb?” She opened her mouth to say something, and Liam, suddenly possessed by rage and frustration at being thwarted so close to his goal, plowed through, “No, don’t talk, I talk right now! I didn’t ask for any of this! I’m not part of your human-Sidhe-unification strategy. I am just a tanner.” He was starting to hyperventilate again. He could feel the Ogham power wanting to rise within him to protect him from this source of frustration, “from Atania, accidentally caught… up in this dream of temporary madness…I’m going to wake up and find out this was some elaborate hoax.”  
 
    Badb slapped Liam across the face, hard. Her tiny frame packed a massive wallop and Liam crashed to the ground. He saw a bright light and heard a ringing sound. He looked up at Badb as if to ask why and he was staring into the mid-day sun. Badb stepped between him and the sun, and her face was angry and fearsome to behold. She spoke with the authority of a battle general ordering a low ranking peon, “Liam, you don’t get a choice here. Two centuries ago, our people believed that Darian Bloodstone had betrayed his wife and us. It was rumored that he allowed Cyric to murder his children and his wife to cleanse the bloodlines and that he only killed Cyric to consolidate power after the genocide of our people. You could be the one to prove all of that wrong. You might be the child that proves that Darian was not a monster. I’m sending you back to Atania so that you can find out. You need to find a way to confirm your heritage and to prove that Darian did not conspire with Cyric in the Hartland War. I’m also sending someone with you to make sure you follow through.”  
 
    Liam groaned as he flexed his jaw. The fey general could hit hard. A lot harder than her little frame suggested.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7. Meddling 
 
      
 
    Sophronia walked out of the house about an hour after Liam left. She couldn’t sit there with Aidan sighing and brooding. Between realizing that some of her stories - perhaps all of them - were true, Badb refusing to teach her, and the horrific sounds of battle that raged through the night, her mind was racing. But Aidan was so obviously distressed that she offered to talk. He said he didn’t want to talk, but he kept sighing and hmm-ing. Finally, she rolled her eyes, picked up her pack and walked outside.  
 
    Who knew how long they would be here? Sophronia had taught herself what she knew of the Ogham. It had taken years, but that was mostly because understanding the simple task of opening herself up to the magic had been impossible until it had finally happened. With outside guidance from such a powerful Sidhe being, who knows how long it would take? Weeks? Days? A few hours? Was Liam going to walk back through the door tonight a changed being of light and power?  
 
    She looked up and down the street and didn’t see anything remarkable. She turned right and started striding with a purpose. Perhaps a vigorous walk would help her shrug off the disturbing night sounds and the frustration that she felt over being shut out. She had traveled all of this way, and she was stuck. It wasn’t fair. She blew out a big sigh of her own as she came to an intersection. Some of the weeds growing out of the cobblestones were as tall as she was. She stepped around a tall, grassy plant she didn’t recognize and stopped when she saw someone standing there.  
 
    This person was tall and blonde. Distinguishing male or female was difficult. With a thin build, penetrating eyes, and a severe mien, they looked a little bit like Liam, but with blonde hair cropped short and skin that hadn’t been around tannery chemicals for 20 years. Their skin was, in fact, almost luminescent. They were wearing a large black cloak. The hood was pulled back, hanging off of the neck. It looked like they were clasping hands in front, but it was hard to tell with the folds of the cloak covering the entire body. The effect was to make the face stand out bright, even in daylight. It was disconcerting.  
 
    The person smiled a slight half smile. “Hello,” they said. “My name is Jannon. What brings you to Ghealdar?” The voice was even, slightly effeminate but not high. Strong. 
 
    Sophronia was cautious. Was this a friend of Badb’s? A rival? Something else unrelated? “Hello, stranger. You startled me there.” She responded.  
 
    Jannon watched her quietly. 
 
    “Oh,” she smiled and managed to blush, “my apologies. I am here in Ghealdar on business. My name is Sophronia.”  
 
    “Business?” Jannon smiled, mocking her. “What business could you possibly have here in a dead city, Sophronia?”  
 
    “Forgive me Jannon,” she responded smoothly. “This dead city has rattled my nerves and made me unsettled. What did you say you are doing here yourself?” 
 
    “Watching you Sophronia. We’ve been watching you for a long time. Months. Mindee and I both.” 
 
    As soon as he spoke Mindee’s name, Sophronia drew her sword and stepped back into a fighting stance. Jannon waved his hand at her sword, utterly unafraid. That voice was amused, “You won’t need that. If I wanted to kill you myself, you would be dead before you ever saw me. I didn’t tell Mindee to kill you. She took that into her own hands, and I’m sorry about that.” Jannon’s eye contact was unnerving. For some reason, she believed that Jannon could easily destroy her, and fear formed like a ball of lead in her stomach. “I’m revealing myself to you because I’m curious. What do you want? Why are you teaching yourself the Ogham? Why are you here?” 
 
    Sophronia thought she saw an opportunity here. Perhaps she could escape this encounter alive. She smiled her dazzling performer smile, looked straight at Jannon, and said, “I learned of the Ogham on accident. I realized that it could help me be the best performer. I want to be a bard, like the bards of old. I don’t want to sing folk songs. I want to tell tales to make people sob and weep. I want to experience adventures that shape the world and live to tell the tale. I want to uncover mysteries. I want to know what happened in Atania, what happened in Ghealdar. I want to know how a great empire falls, suddenly, with no warning and no record. I want to know who the Sidhe are. I want to know them personally because they must still be alive. If Badb lives, then others must live too. I want to know why the Ogham used to be a commonplace tool, and now nobody knows what it is, let alone uses it. I want to uncover the secrets of the universe and master them. I want to be one of the creatures like Badb.” She paused for dramatic effect, “Like you.” She paused again. He was still silent, listening. 
 
    “I want your secrets. Mindee is your friend? For how long? Are you her teacher in the Ogham? If it was long, she must not have tried very hard. My friends defeated her, and they know nothing of the Ogham. If I’ve guessed correctly, she barely scratched the surface of what’s possible. Look at what I learned on my own. What I’m capable of. With someone like you as a mentor,” she paused and gulped realizing how ridiculous what she had just said sounded, “with you as a teacher, I think I could approach what I want. Teach me. Teach me, and you won’t be disappointed. Teach me, and you’ll see how much time you wasted with Mindee.”  
 
    Jannon was silent for a long time until finally, that powerful effeminate voice sounded, “I will test you. Please me, and I will teach you. Displease me and die here in Ghealdar.” His words carried weight. Sophronia felt that weight like a physical force pushing against her. She was nearly as tall as him, but at this moment, she felt like she was shrinking while he was growing.  
 
    There was a long pause before Sophronia spoke in a voice that was barely trembling at all. “What’s the test?” 
 
    “Tell me what happened in Atania. Moreover, tell me why you are here. Do not dissemble. I already know many details. Start at the beginning, when you first learned how to use the Ogham. I want to know how this happened.”  
 
      
 
    It was mid-day by the time Sophronia explained her history with the Ogham. She told Jannon all about her childhood explorations of the woods. She had played there from the time she was just six years old, bringing her friends there to play. She knew all of the abandoned mansions by heart. She had become curious, walking through these homes in the woods, reading diaries of the long since departed. She felt like she knew many of them. The Bloodstone family. The Blackraven family. The Djinn.  
 
    One day she had discovered the overgrown road that led to hidden Atania. She had fallen asleep in the woods at just eight years old. Usually so sure of where she was, she got lost in the dark and happened upon the overgrown road that led to a new place. That was when she had begun exploring hidden Atania. That first night she had only seen the palace. She realized she was in the wrong place, had gotten scared and felt a little ill, and had found her way back home.  
 
    But she eventually went back. She explored the grounds around the palace. She studied the hidden buildings. On her third trip back, she had found the library and tried to understand the markings in the books. Over the course of the next ten years, Sophronia had reconstructed the Ogham alphabet by matching the markings in the library books with the descriptions of the machines, farming techniques, and other things the Ogham was used to enhance. She had done it one painstaking letter at a time, with many failures.  
 
    After reconstructing the alphabet, she had memorized it and experimented thousands of times until she unlocked the key to accessing the underlying power the Ogham represented. She had lucked upon the solution that the Sidhe had taught humanity centuries ago.  
 
    “You are a remarkable woman,” said Jannon, interrupting her as she explained how she used the Ogham to enhance her stories and songs. “Mindee was right. You are fierce, strong, and intelligent.”  
 
    Sophronia took in Jannon’s praise and blurted out, “So you’ll teach me?” 
 
    Jannon looked at her impassively, his sky-blue eyes boring into hers. “I will test you more.”  
 
      
 
    Aidan started awake. He was lying on a couch. He had been thinking about the noises he heard in the night, obsessing over them and reliving the nightmare soundscape from last night. What was this place? 
 
    Desperate for some measure of comfort Aidan thought about how much peace he had felt in the Temple of the Creator. He had felt so sure of himself and the Creator’s will for him. These last two weeks he had felt none of that. He had closed his heart to the Creator. Maybe the Creator would welcome him back?  
 
    He knelt and prayed for the first time in many days. At first, he couldn’t speak, so he silently pled with the Creator to help him know what to do. The terror had seeped so deeply into his bones that he felt he had no other recourse. Emotion poured out of him as he sobbed over the deaths in the night. Then he sobbed over the deaths of the men in that tunnel. Then his heart truly broke over the deaths of his father and his friend Nia and his missing brother. They had been the only people in the world who cared about him.  
 
    No. That wasn’t true, he realized. Liam and Sophronia cared. He shouldn’t needle Sophronia so much. His brother cared. What was Auley doing at the moment? As his soul quietly poured out its misery, Aidan felt an emotional release. His throat seemed to unclench, and Aidan pled with the Creator out loud, “Please keep my brother safe. I love him so much, and I think I’ve messed everything up. I left him without his father or me. I’m sorry Creator, I truly am. I just had to get away. I had to get away from the place where dad died. I needed…to put my focus on something. Something that didn’t make me hurt. I hurt so much.” He cried more. He cried until tears wouldn’t come anymore. He felt comforted by saying it all out loud to the Creator. He felt that presence again. Then he fell asleep on his knees, leaning on the couch.  
 
    In a dream, Aidan found himself walking down the crowded street near the market he sometimes went to when his family was able to scrounge together enough to purchase sweets. There was a merchant with open bins of candy. You could give him a coin and put huge handfuls of candy into a small canvas bag. He would go home with the bag bulging and his cheeks full of peppermints or licorice.  
 
    He was standing in front of one of the bins when he realized it was utterly silent. He looked up and realized the street had cleared. Even the merchant had disappeared. Coming down the lane were two enormous men who walked with swagger as they carried huge longswords. Also, they weren’t men. They were covered in brown fur and had the heads of cows. Aidan gaped at their enormous snouts decorated with golden rings and the massive horns sprouting from their heads just above their bovine ears. The two creatures were bearing down on the one other person on the street who hadn’t disappeared yet. A woman about forty years old with a no-nonsense grey bun had just exited a house along the market, her head down and distracted by some deep inner thought. She looked up just as the cow-men grabbed her. She screamed out but made no sound. She attempted to run away, but the enormous, terrifying creatures caught her in their iron grips.  
 
    Suddenly a phalanx of ten Knights of the Creator appeared, thundering down the street on horses toward the struggle. Aidan recognized several of them from training. They bore down on the assailants, who dropped the woman and drew their larger than normal longswords. Everyone opened their mouths and bellowed challenges. Just as they crashed into each other, Aidan woke up.  
 
    He gasped as he awoke. His heart was pounding. He realized that he longed to be there with his fellow knights and squires. He should have been on one of those horses, defending that woman. The meaning was clear. Atania was in trouble and needed his help. He had to go back. He had selfishly left his home and his younger brother behind to run away from his problems. He would rectify that problem immediately, even if he had to go back by himself.  
 
    Aidan stood up to run out the door, but before he got two steps, he fell back down. His legs were full of pins and needles. He had fallen asleep on his knees and cut off the circulation to his legs. He laughed at himself as he flexed and stretched, waiting for the circulation to return. A heroic burst out of the door would have to wait a few minutes.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    8. Trouble at Home 
 
      
 
    Cichol crept through the ruins of hidden Atania. He avoided the main road that led from the cliff to the palace in the center of the city. He took the side alleys. Cichol, a bone-white Thalamhtuatha who was raised underground, had no problem navigating the dimly lit alleys. He was slender and taught; muscles chiseled into his slender form. He wore his dark hair in short braids. His fellow seafaring Tuatha sometimes put bright beads in their braids, but Cichol placed more value on the ability to blend in. His braids were unadorned. His clothing, dark pants and a dark, tight-fitting shirt, with black hardened leather boots, were workmanlike. His one nod to ornamentation was a small gold ring in his nose, a mark of his rank. He had a similar ring in his ear. When he was on the boat or on ceremonial occasions, he wore a chain that connected both of them. The chain held several charms, together signifying his rank among the sailors. He was their senior leader, reporting directly to the terrible and intimidating minotaur Emperor Gabalifix.  
 
    He rounded a corner slowly, saber out and dagger in his off hand. It didn’t seem possible this entire section of the city was abandoned and free of danger. There were always hidden dangers. He and his team of Thalamtuatha scouts would find them. That was his job. Walking in parallel, four other Thalamtuatha slinked their way through the city’s ruins. Their advance report had indicated there was nobody in this section, but advance reports weren’t always correct, especially when they came second-hand. The Emperor hadn’t revealed the source of this intelligence, but Cichol assumed it was the Unseelie Court. The Winter Queen had plenty of reason to want this place destroyed and the humans subjected to the sword. Their genocidal war against all Sidhe had reduced her people to just a fraction of who they previously were. 
 
    That was above his pay grade. Cichol rounded another corner and stopped. There they were — the hidden danger. Four miserable twisted dwarves huddled around a meal. They were hideously deformed, covered in grime. Their clothes were tattered and ruined. They were gnawing on some bones, stripping the last of the flesh from whatever this creature had been. He smiled when he thought that perhaps it was some lost human soul who had the misfortune of meeting these … creatures. Cichol stepped forward, slowly, until he was within lunging distance. He cleared his throat. All four of them turned to look at him. Cichol spoke with a thick accent despite his years on the surface world, “Are there more of you?” 
 
    They didn’t respond, and Cichol wondered if they perhaps didn’t speak the common tongue. His dwarfish was non-existent. Not many dwarves left anymore. He had lived underground or at sea for over 200 years and hadn’t had time to pick it up. He thought one of his men spoke dwarfish. As he was pondering what to do next, he noticed the dwarves were signing to each other. They were attempting to be furtive about it, but they were making hand gestures. Interesting. Not as dumb as they looked. He saw the look in their eyes harden, and he knew what was coming.  
 
    They rushed him, shouting to scare him. If all four of them got to him and got their hands on him at once, he doubted he could escape. However, he was too experienced to let that happen. He quick-stepped to the right and lunged forward, slashing the end of his saber across the neck of a dwarf. Blood gushed, and the dwarf collapsed, clutching its mortal wound. Cichol didn’t watch. Instead, as soon as his saber hit he drove his left-hand dagger out and buried it to the hilt in the eye of the next dwarf in line. He went down like a sack of rocks. Cichol repositioned, his feet perfectly balanced. His weapons dripped blood as the other two circled. He turned, watching them, keeping his weapons between himself and them. More hand signals. They split, one of them circling the opposite direction. They were trying to flank him, but that wouldn’t work. He charged straight ahead, slapping aside the dagger the dwarf thrust at him, scoring a shallow cut on the inside of that arm. Cichol’s saber slashed across the dwarf’s throat, then again across his face. He fell too and gurgled out his final breaths. Cichol whirled on the last dwarf, who ran down a side alley. Cichol clicked and whistled. 
 
    A boot came out of nowhere, connecting with the fleeing dwarf’s knee and bending it sideways with a loud snap as the dwarf cried out in agony. One of Cichol’s men stepped out of a connecting alley and held his saber at the dwarf’s howling face. Cichol nodded, switching back to the guttural language, “Good. Don’t kill him. We need information. Gag him before he attracts more friends.” The pale Thalamhtuatha quickly and efficiently gagged the twisted dwarf and bound him.  
 
    “We need to find out what he knows. Take Sterich and bring this one back to the ships. Find out everything you can.” As Cichol finished issuing orders, Sterich stepped out of another alley along with two more white Thalamhtuatha. His entire patrol had converged here when they heard the sounds of battle. Good. They were well trained and disciplined. Sterich stepped over and took one end of the writhing dwarf’s tied up body. He and his companion began carrying the pitiful creature back to the ships.  
 
    Cichol watched for a moment, then turned and nodded to his two remaining men. “Circle through the alleys again, converge at the palace. The plan doesn’t change from there. We will go into the populated part of Atania, see what’s happening and report back. We will sweep back through this area on the way back to see if anyone else shows up.”  
 
    Things were going well. They would have this sector secured and report back to the Emperor quickly. The initial reports were not entirely correct. It was not abandoned. But the few people here would present no meaningful resistance.  
 
    When they finished off the humans here, he would claim a portion of this abandoned city. He would rebuild one of these buildings and set up an intelligence exchange. He would become even better at his job as spymaster, and the Emperor would reward him richly.  
 
      
 
    Back on the boat, in the captain’s quarters, Crom quietly listened as Cichol reported on the city they were preparing to invade. Crom was another of Emperor Gabalifix’s advisors. Although Crom and the Emperor were both minotaurs, he was not as tall or muscular as Gabalifix. At just over six feet tall, Crom was quite short and physically weak compared to his peers, though still stronger than most humans. Crom wore his jewelry of rank openly, ear and nose piercings connected by gold chains with charms dangling. Tattoos covered Crom’s body as well, ranging from his ankles just above his hoof all of the way up his torso to his neck and down his arms. The tattoos showed on his skin underneath his fur. They were marks of power. Crom was a shaman, and he was concerned about the religious practices of humans.  
 
    It didn’t seem possible, thought Crom, for them to be so obtuse. The people didn’t keep more than a perfunctory watch at the wall facing the Thir. They kept no watch at all at the ruins. They genuinely seemed unaware that there was an army at their doorstep. This wouldn’t be a fight. It would be a slaughter if they resisted at all. He watched Emperor Gabalifix take it all in, nodding, even laughing here and there.  
 
    Crom was struck again by how intimidating Gabalifix was, even when he wasn’t ordering an execution, fighting or shouting orders in battle. He was nearly eight feet tall, not counting the curving horns that arose from the side of his head. The shiny, rich brown fur that covered his bovine face had no fat underneath it at all. Every muscle of his face, arms, and torso were taught and rippling as he laughed and gestured. The black eyes hid a devastatingly effective tactical mind. His army had never lost a battle at sea or on land. Gabalifix wore no jewelry, eschewing marks of rank. Few ever made the mistake of thinking anyone else was in charge when Gabalifix entered the room. His aura of power and his assumption of obedience were mantle enough.  
 
    Moreover, if they ever were not, Gabalifix could employ the massive two-handed sword on his back as well as any warrior alive. He was a rare, dangerous mix of intelligence, power, and ruthlessness. Crom was glad to call him a friend. He was sure that the two of them together would conquer this pathetic group of humans, and take over the entire continent. Gabalifix had big visions that included taking control of this city and restoring the seafaring primacy of the minotaurs. Crom hoped that those visions came to fruition. The subjugation of the humans was the priority right now, in any case.  
 
    Crom spoke up, his voice quiet but confident, “Did you see anything mystical?” 
 
    Everyone, Cichol, Gabalifix, and the attendants with their trays of food and pitchers of water, as well as Gabalifix’s other advisors, turned to look at Crom. Crom tended not to speak a lot. He mostly kept to himself, so he knew it was somewhat surprising that he spoke in this meeting at all.  
 
    Cichol responded to Crom’s question, “I’m sorry, mystical?” 
 
    “Mystical. Places of worship. Anyone performing miracles or healings? Anyone floating objects with the power of their mind? Even obvious charlatans?” 
 
    Cichol responded again, “There was a large building that some of the people called a temple. It was still under construction. I didn’t see any sacred groves. These people have a new religion, but it doesn’t appear to be powerful in that way. I saw a handful of warriors that the church had trained, but that force is so small that it shouldn’t pose much of a problem. There are fortified walls around the temple as well, but if they close those doors, they won’t be able to protect the entire city, and we can starve them out.” 
 
    Gabalifix spoke, his rumbling and deep voice sounding doubtful, “We’re not here for a siege Cichol. If they have food stores, that could be problematic.” 
 
    Cichol shrugged, “Again, there’s not enough of them to worry. If we take the rest of the city, there’s nothing they can do but wait us out. They’ll either die of starvation or live inside their temple for a long time with no hope of leaving.”  
 
    Gabalifix’s eye bore down on him, “If this becomes an extended siege, I will put you in charge of taking the temple Cichol. You will lead the attack on the front gates.”  
 
    Crom could see that Cichol didn’t like that idea. He and the Thalamhtuatha were better at scouting, hit and run strikes, and targeted killings, not protracted battles. “Perhaps we should formulate a plan to take the temple first, so it doesn’t become a problem?” 
 
    Gabalifix chuckled. “Yes.” 
 
    The war council watched as Cichol laid out a possible scenario. They added their thoughts and ideas as the meeting extended into the night. They would attack soon, but there was no urgency. They were all sure this would be an easy fight.  
 
      
 
    Dubhaine woke up. It was nighttime. It had been nearly two weeks since the fire, and she had spent that entire time hiding in the woods near a goblin tribe, albeit remaining in hiding. She had found a decaying mansion in Old Atania with beds. Each day she had gone deep into the meditative practice of the Ogham, seeking healing and peace. She fell deeper into the magic of the world than she had ever gone. The Cumhnantach seemed to believe she was dead. She received no visitations from the dark-cloaked figure. She assumed she was free of them, and she was glad.  
 
    Dubhaine had no interest in working for the Cumhnantach. Their orders to murder the woman Sophronia had been evil. The woman didn’t know why the Gaeas was in place. She didn’t know the history of Cyric the Warlord. She was tapping into the same power that ancient humanity had learned to access. The same source the Cumhnantach itself tapped. Who were the Cumhnantach to dictate who could and couldn’t use the Ogham? 
 
    Dubhaine felt heartsick that Mindee had followed those orders. It had resulted in the death of an innocent woman, the short young woman who had tried to stop her from finishing off Liam. Mindee had always been violent and dangerous. She was like an animal, doing whatever it took to survive, including selling her soul to work for the Cumhnantach. She wondered if the fire and the collapse of the building had driven Mindee away for good. Would she be able to front if Mindee returned, and keep Mindee from murdering more people?  
 
    Sometime the previous night, Dubhaine had gone from deep meditation into sleep without noticing. Her dreams had been full of dark shadows, creatures lurking in the dark. She had been walking through Old Atania, and every time a shadow crept into her peripheral vision, she looked, and it vanished. The feeling of being watched and followed had been overpowering. That was what woke her.  
 
    Dubhaine slipped into some fresh clothing she had found here in this abandoned mansion. They were fresh in the sense that they were new to her and not covered in soot or blood. But they were moth-eaten and old. They had been here since the end of the Hartland War was Dubhaine’s best guess. More than 100 years just sitting in a servant’s dresser, forgotten like the rest of Atania’s once-great kingdom.  
 
    As she donned the everyday brown uniform, she saw the insignia. Three red gemstones set over the left breast. The Bloodstone family symbol. So this was the royal mansion. Dubhaine was a little surprised the Sidhe hadn’t destroyed it in revenge for the genocide that Cyric the Warlord had committed. Perhaps they left it standing in remembrance of Darian Bloodstone who had tried so hard to forge an alliance between the mortal realm and fey realm.  
 
    Dubhaine smiled as she stood unsteadily. She needed to eat. She’d been subsisting on gathered berries and mushrooms from the woods while she fell into the Ogham and recovered. Her body was mostly healed but needed energy badly. She smiled because she had left the service of the Cumhnantach, but donned the service uniform of the humans. Not just any uniform either. The dress of the family of their last great leader, Darian Bloodstone.  
 
    Thoughts came into her mind unbidden as if someone were speaking to her, but she only heard the voice with her mind. “So we’ve traded one form of servitude for another?” 
 
    Dubhaine froze. That was Caile’s voice. Caile was speaking to her. She thought back to Caile, cautiously. “Perhaps it is our nature to serve?” 
 
    “I always thought of myself as a leader, not a servant,” Caile said. 
 
    Dubhaine paused. She didn’t know what to say. Her thoughts ran to Mindee and the Cumhnantach.  
 
    “I am not Mindee. Mindee took over so that we could survive. Before that, I had been a leader for as long as I could remember before…well, before the war. I was a renowned dancer and singer Dubhaine. Do you remember that? The Tuatha loved me and followed me everywhere.” 
 
    Dubhaine had fleeting images of crowds of Tuatha breathlessly watching her. There were tears and laughter. Cheers. They were looking at her, but she didn’t remember being there.  
 
    “You weren’t there. I was. Just like you weren’t there when I learned how to fight and how to use the Ogham,” said Caile. 
 
    Dubhaine saw flickering images of her hand holding a sword. Drills and more drills. Fights against goblins, orcs, and humans in silver armor. She could feel Caile’s frustration and sadness.  
 
    Dubhaine set her jaw. They were going to have to learn to coexist, “Well, we’re both here now, and I need to eat. I’m going to go set snares in the woods and catch a rabbit or a squirrel. Maybe steal something from that goblin camp.”  
 
    “Pathetic. You’re pathetic,” said Caile. Dubhaine felt the disgust course through her body. It was a disorienting sensation of tension and shuddering, so she shoved it down. 
 
    “But I’m free,” said Dubhaine.  
 
    Caile disappeared. Dubhaine felt her leave. This was the first time that she had fronted this long. The first time that Caile had ever hidden from her. What was happening?  
 
    Dubhaine made her unsteady way out of the mansion and spent the morning gathering branches and setting snares. Her woodcraft was not as good as Mindee’s, but she remembered enough to lay the traps across rabbit trails clumsily. She avoided being seen by Sand’s troupe, and by the end of the evening, she had gathered enough berries and roots to take back to her empty home. She snacked on the raw food and hoped that her traps worked. She fell asleep again shortly after eating.  
 
    In her dreams, she walked through the ruins in Old Atania, casually strolling and remembering her time growing up here. She had spent weeks full of evenings at the Bard College, listening to the Tuatha and the humans sit together. The building was a sad, crumbled version of its former glory. The building was made of enormous blocks of grey granite with a marble facade, like all of the significant buildings in Ancient Atania. It was four stories high. It contained dozens of bedrooms for the bards in training, as well as classrooms, a fully stocked kitchen to feed those dozens, and a legendary concert hall with vaulted ceilings and perfect acoustics.  
 
    The young bards in training sang and played instruments like mandolins, harps, and drums. The Tuatha sang songs about the Sidhe kingdom. The humans sang songs of war and ambition. Sometimes there had been bards of other Sidhe races as well. The dwarves, goblins, halflings, and even the orcs sent representatives to train here. The young bards of all races laughed and traded clever stories. They memorized each other’s histories. This profound exchange of culture had been one of the crowning achievements of Darian Bloodstone. He had been a warrior and statesman, with the heart of a poet. He had never been allowed the time to develop that heart, so he used his power to make the bard college the center of culture in this mortal realm. However, it had all ended when Cyric betrayed Darian and seized power, and that end was nowhere more evident than the collapsed roof and broken windows of the Bard College.  
 
    Dubhaine was profoundly sad that these things were forgotten. She was perhaps one of the only people alive who knew the history of why the Sidhe destroyed Atania, and how great it had been before the Hartland War. For the Tuatha to survive they, with the help of the Winter Queen and the Unseelie Court, had sacked this place and wrapped all of the surviving humans in a veil of forgetfulness - the Gaeas.  
 
    Her dream self stood there, lost in reverie in front of the now crumbled Bard College. A shadow in her peripheral vision caught her eye again, and she turned to look. This time she was startled to see a pale Thalamhtuatha walking through the ruins. The pale-skinned creature wasn’t even trying to stay hidden, and soon Dubhaine understood why. There was a large, mixed-race troop of warriors behind him. It had been a very long time since she had seen a minotaur, but now she was staring at a full battle-ready phalanx of the fearsome shock troops. They had a compliment of other fey creatures with them. The organized and disciplined orcs numbered twenty, in an organized formation of five by four. She looked, knowing she would see them, and found the usual troop of goblins bringing up the rear. They were pulling wagons and carrying gear. Gabalix’s host was a fully battle-ready army.  
 
    One of the Minotaurs looked straight at her, making eye contact. He was tall, even for a Minotaur, and imposing. His rippling muscles were almost secondary to the burning intensity in his eyes. This minotaur was an intelligent, dangerous being used to command. His deep, sonorous voice terrified her when he said, “Take her.”  
 
    Dubhaine woke up shivering. She had never fought against Minotaurs. Who was this commander? Why had this dream happened? She sat up, realizing that the morning rays were streaming through the dirty windows. She had fallen asleep in her servant clothes but was lying under the covers of the great four-poster feather bed in the master bedroom. She wondered if King Darian had slept here.  
 
    “That dream was a message. Something is happening with the Gaeas. The Winter Queen is using The Unseelie Court to make a move. We failed to protect them.” Caile. Again. Dubhaine didn’t answer. She didn’t want to know about the Gaeas. It was supposed to suppress the Ogham power in humans. There were some things about her half-human heritage that she wasn’t ready to confront, and the Gaeas was entirely too close to making her think about those things.  
 
    Dubhaine rolled out of bed and strolled outside. She ignored Caile’s mutterings about the power of dreams and visions. She shut it out, and by the time she got outside, Caile’s voice went away. She would check her traps. Dubhaine was lucky enough to catch a rabbit. She snatched it and snapped its neck before it could make any noise. She made the rounds to the rest of her traps and found a single squirrel as well. Not bad. Old Atania was verdant and full of life. She silently thanked the spirits for that.  
 
    She took the dead animals back to her mansion and roasted them in the fancy, massive brick fireplace. The small fire she set looked pathetic inside a fireplace that was practically tall enough for her stand inside, but it did the job. Less than an hour later, she was burning her fingers on roasted meat. She could feel her strength coming back to her. After eating, she meditated again.  
 
    By the time the afternoon came, she was feeling quite well. She decided it was time to see what was happening in Atania if her dream was coming to fruition yet. She was going to live, so she needed to figure out what to do next, and where she could be of service. She had a lot to make up for Mindee’s misdeeds.   
 
    Dubhaine headed out. The goblin camp, led by a mean, cunning, gnarled veteran goblin warrior named Sand, was nearby. Despite her low estimation of her woodcraft, she was still able to approach the goblin camp unseen. The same misshapen tents were strung up, attached to any nearby tree limb.  They were lolling about, napping. Nobody to murder right now, she supposed.  
 
    She watched as Grok, the smallest of Sand’s band of bug-eyed, dark green murderers, played with some object. It looked like an egg made out of smooth, glossy, jet-black stone. Grok was studying it carefully, patiently. He seemed to be tracing something on the surface of the stone. He traced it over and over again. Dubhaine had a sudden realization that he was tracing a central line, with fine lines coming off of it like little tick marks. The short hairs went up on the back of her neck. He was trying to read some magical object inscribed with an Ogham invocation.  
 
    During her time at the Bard’s College, Dubhain had never met a goblin who was capable of invoking the Ogham. Their tribes in the Kjeldoran mountains had shamans who could invoke their hedge magic, but nothing as powerful as the Ogham. There had been one goblin bard who had studied at the college and learned a great deal of music and storytelling, but as far as she knew, he had never mastered the ability to invoke the Ogham reliably. What was his name?  
 
    Suddenly Grok let out a little squeak and clapped his hands over his mouth. The stone was floating in the air in front of his head, just above forehead height, an inch away from his skin. Dubhain watched, holding her breath, as Grok stood up and the floating stone moved with him, maintaining its relative floating position. Grok nearly crossed his eyes trying to see the stone. It was comical. Grok turned in a circle, towards her and she drew deeper back behind the tree she was using for cover.  
 
    The slapping of goblin feet on the forest floor caught both of their attention as a scout ran toward Sand, who had bolted up at the sound of running feet. Sand stood up as one of his spindly warriors rushed into the camp and began babbling in their language. Dubhain could only make out a few words. Perhaps warrior? Weapons. He was distressed. She saw Grok pocket the stone and walk into camp as the rest of the warriors gathered up their arms and prepared to move out.  
 
    Dubhaine decided she would follow them.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    9. Don't Go Out at Night 
 
      
 
    Sophronia walked back from her strange encounter with Jannon, the mysterious dark-robed figure she had met today in Ghealdar. It was getting late. She felt energized. Liam had his tutor, and she had hers. But hers would be secret. She would wait for Liam to reveal what he knew, and then she would show him what she had learned, and he would be astonished. He was not going to outpace her. Not when she had already put this much work into mastering the Ogham.  
 
    She felt a slight twinge of guilt at what Jannon had asked her to do, but what harm was there in observing and reporting? She would tell Jannon everything, and she would have her teacher. Whatever the price was, it wouldn’t come back on Liam. If it looked like Liam was going to get hurt, she could warn him.  
 
    She tried not to think about what it meant that Jannon had observed them unseen and followed them here to Ghealdar.  
 
    Up ahead, she saw Aidan sprinting towards her. She sighed. Then she smiled. He was young, and he was so full of energy. His sorrow over his father hung over him like a cloud, so it was amusing to see him so enthusiastic as he ran up to her.  
 
    “Are you ok? Where have you been? I’ve been out looking for you for half the day! You don’t look hurt. You doing ok?” He breathed hard between each sentence. He finally stopped, staring at her. She marveled at how he was so open and unguarded. After spending the day with such a mysterious figure, the difference between Aidan and Jannon was so glaring that Sophronia had to laugh. Aidan looked confused. “What?” He asked. Sophronia just laughed harder.  
 
    “Aidan,” she said after a moment, “I’m sorry for getting snappy with you back on the Thir. It’s been a stressful time for all of us. I’ve had a change of heart. I think you’re great. I think Liam studying with Badb is going to turn out for the best.” 
 
    Aidan looked at her like she’d grown a second head. “What? What happened? Did you eat a mushroom out here?” 
 
    Sophronia smiled again. “No, Aidan. I’m just feeling inspired. It’s been a good day to be out…walking and thinking, I guess.”  
 
    “We should get back. It’s getting late.” Said Aidan. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”  
 
    Sophronia nodded, and they both started back to their safe house.  
 
    Just as they were returning, with the sun dimming behind the buildings of Ghealdar, they saw Liam. He was walking briskly. He also had a bird on his shoulder: a tiny, dull, brown finch, not more than two inches long. It cocked its head as Liam approached them and they all came to a halt in front of the house. He looked at Sophronia warily.  
 
    She held up a placating hand, “I’m sorry Liam. Truly. I found it frustrating that Badb would not teach me, but I’ve made my peace with it. How did it go?” She looked at the finch pointedly. “Is this your new familiar?”  
 
    Liam seemed to take her apology in stride. “This is...Ean.”  
 
    They all looked at Ean for a moment. The tiny finch looked at each of them in turn. It hopped around on Liam’s shoulder and took in the rest of the street. It jumped back around and then flew to the house’s front door, landing in front of the closed door and chirping once.  
 
    Sophronia and Aidan looked back at Liam. He shrugged his shoulders. “Uh, Badb said she was sending someone back to Atania with me. We’re supposed to leave tomorrow morning.”  
 
    “What?” Sophronia and Aidan spoke in unison.  
 
    “We should get inside before darkness comes,” responded Liam, ignoring their astonishment. “We don’t want to be outside if whatever happened last night happens again.” He gestured across the street, where a raven had just landed. “Looks like its already starting. The sun is almost set.”  
 
    Liam stepped up to the front porch and turned the door handle, pushing the door open. Just as he did, the raven across the street cawed loudly. Ean hopped up into the air and flew inside. Sophronia entered right behind Liam and suddenly ducked as the sparrow flew out the door and directly at the raven perched across the road on a rotted windowsill.  
 
    As soon as the raven saw the sparrow coming, it launched itself into the air, cawing loudly. The high pitched tweets of the sparrow sounded angry as it chased the raven into the sky. Liam, Aidan, and Sophronia all looked at each, a little stunned. Aidan spoke first, “What just happened?” The birds were climbing rapidly. Ean was a tiny little speck darting at the raven’s tail feathers. The raven kept turning, trying to use its size to intimidate the enraged sparrow, but the diminutive bird flew around the raven and continued pecking and plucking. More ravens appeared, flying up from other roosts in the city.  
 
    Liam called out, “Ean, come back.” His voice lacked authority. Sophronia nearly laughed as a mix of emotions passed over Liam’s face. He had no idea how to put a stop to this. Not that she did either. She’d never seen anything like this.  
 
    Things looked grim for the little sparrow. It was under attack from multiple angles. But the little bird flew heroically, performing seemingly impossible acrobatics as it darted between the birds. Their battle carried them down the street as the sun finally set, and the moon illuminated the birds.  
 
    Liam stepped back out into the street. “Ean,” he yelled, “Stop? This is ridiculous. That sparrow is going to be killed by ravens, and I’ve only had him for a few hours.”  
 
    He jogged a few steps, yelling again, “Ean! Come back! Stop!”  
 
    Sophronia spoke loudly, “Liam, get back inside. We’re all in danger after sundown, remember?” 
 
    Liam nodded and looked at the two of them. “I was told not to lose Ean. It’s a test. I can’t just leave him to his fate.”  
 
    The wind had begun to pick up. It smelled like rain. The sound of birds cawing suddenly became much louder. Aidan spoke, “Liam, look!” He was pointing back at the sky. They all looked up and realized that the air was filling with crows. They were rising into the sky, chasing the ravens and Ean. There were hundreds of them. Thousands.  
 
      
 
    As the murder of crows converged in the sky, darkness quickly descended. The birds blotted out the moonlight as Sophronia watched.  
 
    Aidan heard the screams. Sophronia knew because she heard him whisper, “Oh, Creator. Not again.” Her guts twisted at the fear in his voice. 
 
    He shouted at Sophronia and Liam, “It’s happening again! The screams! We have to get inside!”  
 
    The crows quickly overtook the ravens, and the ravens disappeared, quickly annihilated in the maelstrom of crow beaks and talons. Ean disappeared as well. Sophronia spotted a helpless look on his face as he watched. It had been just hours, and he certainly couldn’t face Badb now.  
 
    The crows banked and wheeled, screaming out their bloodthirsty triumph as they narrowed their flight into a line that fit between the houses. They flew down the street at chest height, straight at Liam. They were perhaps a hundred feet away. Liam turned and sprinted for the house, making it the front door just a step behind Sophronia. Aidan slammed the door shut behind them and there were immediately numerous thumps as the birds rammed into the closed door.  
 
    All three of them stared in horror as the thumps continued, unabated. It sounded like a torrential thunderstorm. Then they started when the front windows started shaking. The birds were flying into the windows. Sophronia pulled back a curtain just as another bird hit, and the sound made her flinch. Another bird immediately flew at the window. She saw it break its neck and fall to the ground just as another one hit. This one didn’t break its neck, but instead clawed and scrabbled at the window. It’s black eyes locked on Sophronia’s, and she shivered.  
 
    The bird she was watching didn’t have time to move as another bird ran into it from behind, then another and another. The window showed a tiny crack, the length of the top digit of her pinky. It grew as another bird hit. “We have a problem,” she said, her voice strained. “They’re breaking the window. If they get inside, they’re going to tear us limb from limb.”  
 
    “Get upstairs. Close that curtain and get upstairs. Maybe we can hold the birds at the door,” Said Liam. They all scrambled upstairs back into the bedroom where they hid the previous night.  
 
    Aidan shut the door behind them. They could hear the thumping and cracking glass downstairs. He grinned, “I’m beginning to think coming here was a bad idea. Maybe we should go back.”  
 
    Liam looked at him like he was crazy. Sophronia chuckled. Then she laughed, and Liam shushed both of them. “They’ll hear us up here.”  
 
    “They know we’re in here, Liam,” said Sophronia. “Crows are smart. They’re not going to let this go. We have to get out before they figure out how to get in this room.”  
 
    Aidan spoke, “we can’t go outside, can we? Whatever was out there last night might sweep us up into the battle that rages in the city at night.”  
 
    Sophronia considered for a moment, “We either take our chances in the city, or we wait for the crows to find this other window. What would you rather do?” 
 
    Aidan looked at Liam, who shrugged.  
 
    “OK, let’s go and find a new place to hide,” said Aidan. 
 
    She crossed the room to the back window, which looked over a back alley that continued for several houses away from here. She opened the window and looked out. “No crows on this side. Should we run for it?” 
 
    Aidan nodded. Liam shook his head, “How will we get down?” 
 
    “It’s only a second story, Liam. We can just lower ourselves and drop the final 10 feet. No big deal” said Aidan.  
 
    Liam shook his head, “I’ll break my leg.”  
 
    The glass shattered downstairs.  
 
    Liam immediately said, “Show me how to do it.”  
 
    Sophronia opened the window all the way. With the sun down and just the moon shining, it was difficult to see anything, let along the ground. It was large and easy to fit. She went out feet-first, belly down until she was holding herself up by her arms. She looked down, took a breath, and let go. She rolled into a backward somersault when she landed and came up to her feet in the alley. She immediately gestured down her arm, invoking the Ogham. She took a few steps down the lane to look around the front of the house.  
 
    Liam shook his head. “You go next,” he gestured to Aidan.  
 
    “I bring up the rear. That’s how this works Liam,” Aidan was trying to be heroic as hundreds of crows filled the front room downstairs. Sophronia simultaneously wanted to roll her eyes and record the moment for a story. They heard the thumps as the birds flew into walls and furniture. Their croaks and caws sounded downright demonic when accompanied by the unholy accompaniment of the screams of death outside.  
 
    Liam shook his head again but went. He awkwardly lifted himself into the windowsill. He was plenty strong enough, but he had very little experience climbing or tumbling. He awkwardly got his knees under him, belly down on the windowsill, and then slowly lowered himself. He grunted, “here goes” and let himself fall the 10 feet to the ground. He swung his legs as he fell and landed awkwardly on his ankle. He felt a sharp pain. He tried rolling but just ended up sprawled out and humiliated. Nothing hurt seriously though, so that was good.  
 
    Aidan landed next to him, lightly, and didn’t even roll. He helped Liam up and turned to follow Sophronia. Liam tried following him but came up limping. Aidan noticed and stopped to wait for him. Liam waived him forward, “It’s fine. I’m fine. Go.” He glanced nervously at the house as they moved away from it as quickly as they could. Aidan kept glancing back as he followed Sophronia. Liam figured out how to hobble after him.  
 
    Sophronia was watching them, her distraction glamour active as she stalked down the street. The glamour would cause people’s eyes to slide right by her, knowing they saw her but not registering it. Thus she avoided notice when the blonde, silver-armored woman marched by her, blade bare, face intent on dealing death. She wanted to greet Badb, but some instinct held her back.  
 
    Aidan noticed Badb approaching and called out, “Badb! Can you help us? The crows…” 
 
    “Are my hounds. They will feast on your flesh,” she spoke in a flat voice, “after I drink your blood.” She snarled as she lunged forward with her sword, directly thrusting at Aidan’s heart.  
 
    Sophronia barely avoided gasping as Aidan’s quick reflexes allowed him to dodge to the side. He wasn’t quite fast enough, but his chain shirt stopped the weapon from piercing him as it glanced off of his side. Aidan drew his shortsword and ax in time to stop her backswing in a cross-block. Even overextended as she was, her swing made Aidan wince when it connected with his block.  
 
    Badb snarled,  and she saw long fangs that she didn’t have earlier in the day. Indeed, her entire visage transformed from a beautiful, otherworldly creature to one of rage and horror. Her nose had grown to a hawkish, ridged, point. Her skin was still pale, but had a forest green tinge to it, as if seeing a tree through dirty glass. Her hair was wild and ragged. Her eyes were tinged with red. They were wide, to the point that her eyeballs seemed to be bulging from her tiny face. “Badb, what’s going on? What are you doing?” pleaded Liam.  
 
    Badb ignored Liam and pushed against Aidan’s crossed weapons. He grunted and held his ground. She smiled, her new, massive fangs were grotesquely prominent. They appeared to have pushed the rest of her teeth crooked. She lined up her feet directly opposite Aidan and shoved hard. Aidan flew back, leaving his feet. The air was blasted from his lungs as he hit the stone wall of an alleyway fence, and he didn’t move.  
 
    Liam ran to Aidan, “Badb stop!” Badb grabbed Liam’s wrist, twisting it upright and driving down. Sophronia saw the bone in his forearm snap, and he screamed in agony. Badb tossed him aside like a rag doll.  
 
    Sophronia ran straight at Badb, inwardly wincing when she heard Liam’s arm snap. She drove her dagger straight into Badb, just under the armpit where the fighting manual said plate armor had a gap. Badb snarled in rage and pain. She whirled around, and Sophronia backpedaled. She must not have stabbed the exact right spot. The manual said a blow like that would cripple or kill anyone. Then again, Badb was a legendary Sidhe general. Perhaps the same rules of anatomy didn’t apply here.  
 
    Sophronia backpedaled more as Badb looked around for the source of her pain. Sophronia thought that her glamour should give her an advantage here. Badb wouldn’t be able to look at her. She circled behind her, to be sure. 
 
    She saw Liam rise back to his feet. He had a look of determination on his face, and he flung his hand out at Badb. She felt a rush and tingle as Liam’s unpredictable control of the Ogham again manifested in a thunderous blast of energy, hitting Badb directly in the back. Last time he fully opened up to the Ogham, he had collapsed a cavern. The time before that, he flung Mindee off of an embankment, throwing her more than twenty feet. The energy slammed into Badb with the full force and fury that Liam could manage. 
 
    Badb stumbled forward several steps, dropping her sword.  
 
    Sophronia sprung into action. She charged forward and leaped to stab the fey general in the back of the neck. Just as her foot left the ground, she realized her mistake. Badb caught her mid-air, one hand around Sophronia’s neck, the other grabbing her right hand where the dagger was. Her grip was crushing, and Sophronia immediately panicked as that grip choked off her airway entirely. Badb grinned, “I’ll drink your blood after I deal with your friend.” She ripped the dagger from Sophronia’s hand, breaking two fingers in the process. She turned and looked at Liam, “Night time is my time. Time to die, half-breed.”  
 
    Badb ignored Sophronia’s struggles as she bent to pick up her sword. Sophronia kicked, punched, scratched, and struggled, but the little fey general might as well be made of stone. 
 
    Something flickered in Sophronia’s peripheral vision. Liam glanced at whatever it was, and Badb charged, carrying Sophronia by the neck, above her head. The speck in her sight was a tiny bird. Just as she registered that it was a finch, the bird’s form shifted, distended, and morphed into a bipedal, thin, long-limbed boy wearing rags with feathers sewn into them. The little boy grabbed Liam and whirled away from Badb. In that spin, the little boy and Liam both disappeared. Badb swung her sword through a swirl of large brown feathers and looked around. Nobody was there.  
 
    As Badb choked the life from her, Sophronia’s struggles faded to almost nothing. Her vision began to swim. On top of the houses lining the alleys she saw crows everywhere, watching, waiting for their turn to divvy up the spoils.  
 
    As Badb whirled around looking for Liam, Sophronia saw another figure. Two women, one short and familiar, and one tall and unknown, calmly standing just a few feet away. Were they wreathed in a soft white light?  
 
    A detachment came over Sophronia as she realized she was going to die. She didn’t want it to happen. It seemed as if it were happening to someone else. She became an observer as her body shut down. She faintly heard a voice speaking, but couldn’t make out what it said. It was alright. She was disappointed in what she had achieved. She thought it ironic that her death was coming in a way that would have inspired the old bards to write tragic songs.  
 
      
 
    “Badb, ta logh agat.”  
 
    Aidan winced and whined. He tried to turn over from where he’d landed at the foot of the fence. His ribs screamed broken. Someone was speaking.  
 
    “You did what you had to do. The spirits forgive you. Humanity doesn’t even remember why they did this to you. You were merely striving to preserve your people.” There was a pause, and Aidan thought he heard a whispered voice, but he couldn’t make out the word. Then the original voice spoke again.  
 
    “This…draiocht…that was used against you and bound you here is lifted. Ta logh agat. Your people wish to see you. Go in peace.”  
 
    Aidan tried to sit up to see what was going on. The pain nearly made him black out, and he heard the blood rushing in his ears. The answering voice was covered as his vision spun and a bright, white light flared.  
 
    When he reoriented himself, he took several deep breaths. Maybe not broken, but bruised badly. No drowning from a punctured lung today.  
 
    Aidan saw Badb standing face to face with his dear friend Nia. It was the Badb of yesterday, in her immaculate plate mail that reflected the moonlight. The fanged, green-skinned monster who had nearly killed them all was gone. Her pale Sidhe face shone with tears. She spoke words to Nia that he didn’t understand, but recognized as the same language that Nia had spoken.  
 
    Aidan heard the sound of hundreds of bird wings flapping in takeoff as Badb raised her sword in salute to Nia, then seemingly distorted and then disappeared into thin air.  
 
    He heard someone sharply inhale, gasp, cough, scream and begin sobbing. It sounded like Sophronia.  
 
    “Nia, is that you?” he said. His dizziness warred with his overwhelming relief at seeing his friend alive. She bent over Sophronia, looking beautiful, alive. He smiled and immediately began crying.  
 
    “Nia, what happened? How are you alive? How are you here?” Aidan asked again.  
 
    Aidan slowly stood and groaned in agony. Nia rushed to him, bracing him and murmuring, “Peace, Aidan, peace. Sit back down. Let me look you over. Is it your ribs? You’re holding there.” He nodded. Another voice whispered, definitely speaking words he didn’t understand. Nia had brought company. Nia seemed to hum a quiet melody as she touched his chest. His chest tingled, and it was warm. The pain eased. Not entirely, but enough that he could take a full breath.  
 
    Aidan looked her in the face, so desperately confused and glad, “Nia what happened? How are you alive? How are you here?” He grabbed Nia’s wrist and looked up at her. He wanted to ask her how she healed him, but he saw her face. Half of it covered in horrific scars. The flesh was still pink and where her right eye had been, just a scar. He gasped, and immediately wished he hadn’t. “What happened to…” 
 
    The fire. The fire had happened to her. The collapsed house.  
 
    Aidan began crying again in earnest. “Nia, I’m so sorry. They wouldn’t let me go in to get you. I would have Nia. Please believe me. I wanted to go back and get you, but they wouldn’t let me.”  
 
    Nia put her arms around him. She shuddered, and he felt her wet tears on his cheek. 
 
    Sophronia caught Aidan’s eyes and indicated the other figure that had appeared out of nowhere with Nia. A short, indescribably beautiful woman with pointed ears similar to Mindee’s. A Tuatha. She had to be. She wore a white gown and seemed to have just the faintest of white luminescence around her. A thrill ran up Aidan’s spine as he realized that they would finally get to speak to a Tuatha who wasn’t trying to kill Sophronia and Liam.  
 
    Liam.  
 
    “Where is Liam?” Sophronia wondered out loud.  
 
    Nia, Aidan, and the ethereal Tuatha looked at her.  
 
    “Was he with you?” asked Nia.  
 
    Sophronia nodded. “Badb hurt him pretty badly. He might have run off to hide. He couldn’t have gotten far. He has a twisted ankle.” 
 
    Nia stood up and called out softly out, “Liam! Liam, it’s safe! Badb’s curse is lifted. Where are you?”  
 
    There was no answer.  
 
      
 
    Liam’s pulse raced as the street suddenly whirled around him. Badb disappeared, and so did his friends. His vision was suddenly a brown blur, and he felt himself shift in space.  
 
    Just as suddenly as it started, the whirling stopped. Liam was standing in an alley between two tall buildings. Between his broken arm, using the Ogham and whatever had just happened, he couldn’t handle it. His knees gave out, and he sagged to the ground, holding up his broken arm protectively.  
 
    As he attempted to focus on the figure in front of him, he fuzzily thought he saw a young boy, perhaps a thin teenager. He had sparse brown feathers from head to toe, and his hair was spiky like a wet cockscomb. There were no whites in his eyes. He cocked his head to the side, making eye contact with Liam, and hunched over as if examining something strange. He had a proud smile on his face like he had just pulled off a grand trick.  
 
    Suddenly Badb was there, in her shining plate armor. Her skin was the same pale color from this morning instead of the green cast it had tonight. She had a mournful look on her face. “I’m sorry Liam. I’m sorry this happened. But I’m free. The young druid released me from the curse. I can leave Ghealdar. I am going to speak to the Summer Queen and tell them about you. I need something from you to convince the Seelie Court to help you. I need you to prove that Darian was never in league with Cyric. Darian wrote everything down. The proof you seek might be in Bloodstone manor in Atania. Look for the abandoned house in the woods with your family sigil. If you find it the Seelie Court will give you all the training you want in the Ogham. Do you hear me? They will send you a real teacher.”  
 
    Liam tried to concentrate on what she was saying, but it was challenging. His head swam.  
 
    “Don’t pass out on me, Liam. I need to know that you understand this,” she said. 
 
    The Ogham sickness hit Liam again, harder. His abdomen was wracked with pain and tension. His eyes rolled up in his head, and he started having a seizure. The last thing he heard before he lost consciousness was, “Damn the Gaeas.” 
 
      
 
    Sophronia was already tired and slightly nauseous from using the Ogham. Her glamour had probably saved her life though, so the nausea was worth it. It wasn’t the first time the Ogham had made her nauseous, but this time was rough. She could barely see in the moonlight, and she was afraid the crows would come back. She tried to gesture along her arm with her broken fingers. She hissed in pain. She looked over to Nia and Aidan. “I wanted to summon a light. I can’t use the Ogham with my fingers broken like this.”  
 
    “I guess we’ll have to find him by moonlight,” said Aidan. He looked back at Nia as if to reassure himself that she was still there. She saw him looking, and she smiled and nodded.  
 
    “Let’s find Liam and a place to rest. I’ll explain what I can, I promise,” she said.  
 
    The Tuatha woman spoke, “We must be quick Nia. It’s not safe to stay here long. Even with Badb’s curse lifted, there are other beings here that could end our lives.”  
 
    Sophronia responded, “I have so many questions to ask you after we find Liam.” The woman nodded in response.  
 
    They fanned out and began walking down the alley. The three peered down every street for several blocks. The back alleys between buildings were a warren of twisting, turning arteries - visibility in any one direction was never more than a full block in any direction.  
 
    When Sophronia was thinking it wasn’t going to work, she saw movement in the dark and focused on it. A tiny bird was flying around in the alley. It was making circles just above head height just a few feet in front of her. She stared at it as it flew in a circle two, three, then four times then came to a halt on a fence. Sophronia walked close to it, cautiously unless she scared it away. It was a tiny finch. It clicked in her mind, “Ean?” 
 
    The diminutive bird hopped off the fence and flew down a side alley. Sophronia hustled after it. Just a few houses down, in an area where the road narrowed to the point where two people could barely walk abreast, she found Liam on the ground. He was twitching, seizing. Sophronia’s heart sank. The shaking was just like what happened after the cave-in.  
 
    She yelled out, “Aidan! Nia! I found him! We need help!”  
 
    She sat down behind Liam, folding her legs under Liam’s head and neck to keep him from slamming his head on the cobblestones again. Liam twitched in her lap for several moments before the two women and Aidan showed up. They looked, Aidan in consternation and Nia in confusion.  
 
    “What’s happened to him?” asked Nia.  
 
    “Ogham sickness,” said Sophronia. “He gets it worse than I do because he accesses too much of it at once.”  
 
    “Ogham sickness?” Nia was confused. “What is that? I might be able to help him.” 
 
    “The Ogham is …” Sophronia tried to figure out how to explain it to Nia who didn’t have any context at all.  
 
    “Magic. It’s magic Nia,” said Aidan. He held Liam’s twitching head on his lap. “Fairy tale magic. Sophronia is a wizard, and Liam is learning too. But he’s getting hurt because Sophronia is a terrible teacher.”  
 
    Sophronia glared at him.  
 
    “Don’t look at me like that Sophronia. It’s true. You barely have any idea what you’re doing yourself. That’s why we’re in Ghealdar.”  
 
    They glared at each other for a moment. Still scowling, Sophronia grudgingly spoke, “It’s true. Liam is suffering some side effect of the Ogham. The magic. Last time it happened, it took him several days to recover.”  
 
    The Tuatha woman knelt next to Liam’s shivering and twitching body. She spoke quietly, “Watch and learn, Nia.”  
 
    She took Liam’s head in her hands and closed her eyes, breathing in deeply. She was mouthing something. Sophronia couldn’t make out what she was saying. Some prayer. Liam’s twitching seemed to calm, become less violent. The woman opened her eyes, “That’s all I can do for him at the moment. We should find a place to shelter. As I said, there are other dangerous creatures and things in Ghealdar.” She paused, head cocked to the wind. “The battle of Ghealdar will start again soon, and we do not want to be outdoors when it does.”   
 
    Aidan nodded and bit his lower lip. “I’m going to see if we can get into one of these other houses to hide and rest.” He turned and walked back up the alley. He found a gate into a back yard and opened it. It creaked loudly from years of disuse. The overgrown grass, apple trees, and tulips had hidden entirely the paving stones leading to the back door. He tried the handle, and it was unlocked, so he went inside.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    10. Imminent Threat 
 
      
 
    Dubhaine easily trailed the goblins through the woods. They were moving quickly with no thought they might be followed. The forest was their home, and nobody had attacked them here in the decades they’d lived here.  
 
    The goblins headed East, towards Ancient Atania. They passed many of the buildings she was familiar with, including the engineering school and the library, heading in the direction of the cliffs above the rotted and useless docks. She didn’t see any of the deformed Tuatha the humans called dwarves surreptitiously watching. That worried Dubhaine. The dwarves watched everything in Ancient Atania. She had come to think of them as the de facto guardians and watchers of the place.  This place was theirs, at least until humanity rediscovered the site and reclaimed it.  
 
    The small band of marauders stopped at the top of the cliffs, looking down and excitedly poking at each other and laughing. She had paralleled them through side alleys, and she now hid behind a building. She didn’t want to bring herself out in the open. She wasn’t sure if they had received orders from the Cumhnantach regarding herself. She silently cursed herself for not learning more than just cursory goblin words.  
 
    She froze when she saw a bone-white Thalamtuatha appear as if by magic, walking from another alley out into the open, stopping just a few feet behind the goblin band. This Tuatha stood there cockily, saber and dagger at his belt. He wore the loose-fitting pants and tunic of a sailor. He cleared his throat. The goblins all turned around slowly, surprised at being surprised. Dubhaine smiled at the incongruence of this bloodthirsty band looking caught.  
 
    Despite her smile, Dubhaine furrowed her brow. Sand’s band was a bloodthirsty lot, but they were easy to control. They wanted nothing more than good food, good alcohol, and the chance to bloody their caps now and again. They stayed out of sight in the woods. An armed Tuatha, especially one of the seafaring pirates, meant there were more of them nearby. It might even mean an invading force.  
 
    When Sand saw the elf, he stepped forward and spoke, “Me Sand. Leader.” He gestured to the band. They all nodded.  
 
    The Tuatha spoke, “My name is Cichol. You are assigned to watch over and dispose of Ogham trouble makers, yes?”  
 
    Sand nodded.  
 
    “You failed at your job, Sand. Two of the gaeas-breakers got away from you.”  
 
    Dubhaine’s blood turned cold. How could he possibly know that unless the Cumhnantach sent them? Soldiers like the Thalamtuatha were more than scouts; they were also assassins. 
 
    Sand shook his head, “Ogham. Big Ogham. We can’t stop.”  
 
    Dubhaine looked around; sure there were more of them nearby. Sure enough, she saw them. They were positioned on rooftops and creeping down alleyways with crossbows drawn.  
 
    “Caile, how do I use a hiding glamour?” she whispered.  
 
    “Like this,” came the response. An image of a series of tally marks came to mind.  
 
    Dubhaine invoked the Ogham as quietly as she could.  
 
    The glamour won’t make you invisible, Caile spoke to her internally. It wraps you in distracting light, deflecting eyes away from you. Those who know what to look for will see the distractions for what they are. Be careful.  
 
    Dubhaine nodded to nobody. She wanted to see the death of the goblins, but she didn’t want the soldier to see her.  
 
    “Emperor Gabalifix will be taking over here now Sand,” he walked forward until he was nearly touching Sand, who seemed uneasy. Cichol smiled at him and relaxed into a slouch. “You are relieved of your command.” Cichol exploded into motion, a dagger appeared in his hand and he plunged it into Sand’s heart. Sand only got his hands up in time to grab Cichol’s wrist, but not stop the momentum. His eyes widened in shock and pain.  
 
    The goblin band drew its weapons and Cichol yelled out, “Don’t even think about it!” as a dozen Thalamtuatha revealed themselves with their crossbows. The goblins hesitated. Their numbers were even, but the Thalamtuatha had the drop on them with the crossbows. Cichol continued, “You are now recruited into the Emperor’s army. You will do as you are told. Nobody else has to die. Understood?” 
 
    Dubhaine knew that not all of the goblins spoke another language besides their own. Grok was speaking rapidly in goblin, making calming gestures. He looked at Cichol with a curious mixture of admiration and hatred. It was the most calculating look she had ever seen on a goblin face. It disappeared so fast, she wondered if she had even seen it. After calming everyone and explaining for a moment, Grok turned and looked at Cichol. He took a deep breath, “Goblins serve Emperor.”  
 
    “Good,” smiled Cichol. “Now, I have questions. You will come with us.” Cichol turned and took his dagger out of Sand’s dead body. While cleaning the blade, he led the goblins down the cliffs. Dubhaine watched all of them leave.  
 
    Sand’s body laid there in a pool of blood for a long time as Dubhaine stood there, cloaked in her distraction glamour. She waited to ensure that none of the Tuatha were watching. After an hour had passed, she walked out from behind the building and past Sand’s dead body. She dropped to her belly and crawled to the edge of the cliff. Her heart leaped into her throat. Arrayed on the beach was an army. There were a dozen large ships. There were hundreds of goblins on the beach, scrambling to and fro, unloading the vessels.  
 
    She looked for the Emperor. He would be difficult to miss. There. A tent pavilion on the beach, surrounded by massive Minotaurs. He would be inside that tent. She continued watching. She saw orcs and a few ogres. All told, this was an army that Atania was utterly unprepared to face. This invasion wouldn’t be much of a fight.  
 
    The Emperor was here at the request of not only the Cumhnantach but possibly at the additional behest of the Winter Queen herself. Humans had accessed the Ogham again. The agreement between the Winter and Summer queens was that if the Ogham was accessed and got out of the Cumhnantach’s control, the humans would be put to the sword.  
 
    Mindee had failed in her duty. Her job had been to kill a few humans so the rest could live, but they had stopped her. She had been conflicted. It had caused her to hesitate and make bad decisions in anger.  
 
    Now, Dubhaine was glad that Mindee had failed. She had killed a few humans to save the rest of them. Then Sophronia and Liam had come along. Because of them, she had ended up beneath that rubble. For some reason, that experience had allowed her to assert control when Mindee would not. Now she would warn the humans, and train them. She had to convince them to surrender, submit, and fight as a resistance. She would redeem herself. She dropped her hiding glamour as she began jogging, shrugging off nausea that barely affected her anymore.  
 
    Another Thalamtuatha stepped out from behind a building as she passed it, speaking loudly, “Stop!” 
 
    Dubhaine smoothly flicked a dagger at him, and he flinched, just avoiding the throw. That gave her just enough time to sprint forward and kick the crossbow out of his hand. He cursed and tried to draw his saber. Dubhaine blocked his draw with her right hand and smashed him in the face with her left hand, and his head rocked back. She surprised him as she drew another dagger with her left hand and stabbed into his abdomen. He twisted and deflected with his left, reducing the stab to a scratch.  
 
    Her opponent was a full-blooded Tuatha. Despite him being male, he was thin and slight of frame. Dubhaine was half human. She held a sizable weight advantage. She head-butted the pale-skinned scout, surprising and stunning him as his nose broke. She brought up her right knee into his thigh, heavily bruising him. She was relentless as she stomped down on his instep. Overwhelmed by her vicious hand to hand blows, his guard was down, and Mindee stabbed him in the stomach, just below the rib, piercing his diaphragm. She pulled the dagger out as he froze in shock and pain, and stabbed him again and again. She stabbed him at least six times before he slumped to the ground, blood gushing in time with his rapid heartbeat.  
 
    One down, she thought, a lot more to go. She dragged the body down the alley he’d been hiding in and left him there. She shuddered to imagine what the dwarves would do with that body once they found it.  
 
    Barely breathing hard, Dubhaine began jogging. The church was probably the place to start. She realized she had little time. If Emperor Gabalifix’s army was here that had to mean he was close by and ready to attack. The descendants of the people she had known so many years ago, the very people she had guarded and protected for years, would be destroyed if the Emperor caught them unaware. They had hours, maybe a day if they needed time to prepare. She sped up.   
 
    Perhaps 30 minutes later, Dubhaine found herself slowing to a jog on the main thoroughfare. She paused before getting to the church grounds to catch her breath. She’d run down side streets to avoid attracting too much attention, but now she needed her wits and her breath.  
 
    Don’t do this. 
 
    It was Seinne. Her voice sounded sincere, but scared, to Dubhaine’s internal ear. Seinne was a teenager. She remembered things that Dubhaine didn’t want to remember. Dubhaine tried to mentally push Seinne back into the ether.  
 
    “I have to,” she said between taking great gulps of air.  
 
    Saving humans is not our fight. 
 
    “This is exactly our fight,” she whispered fiercely.  
 
    We will die.  
 
    Dubhaine could feel Seinne’s fear. It was a cold vise squeezing her stomach, making her even more nauseous than the Ogham already did. Her jaw ached and tingled. She bent over and put her hands on her knees.  
 
    “Stop it Seinne. If we don’t warn them, many people are going to die.” 
 
    What does it mean to die? That was new — Amberleigh’s high pitched voice, like a tiny child. Amberleigh had never spoken to Dubhaine before. 
 
    It means bad things. Seinne again, speaking directly to Amberleigh. What was happening? Why couldn’t she maintain control here? It means we go away forever and never come back.  
 
    Dubhaine looked at the Church of the Creator. Didn’t the church teach that there was a life after this one?  
 
    I don’t want to die. Amberleigh’s innocent child voice was heart-breaking.  
 
    Dubhaine shook her head. “Stop it, both of you. We’re not going to die.”  
 
    Did we almost die once? Amberleigh asked.  
 
    Yes we did, said Seinne.  
 
    Suddenly Dubhaine was on a soft fabric cushion, looking up. However, she wasn’t Dubhaine. She was Amberleigh. There was a man on top of her, doing things she didn’t understand and didn’t like. It hurt. The man promised it would be over soon.  
 
    Dubhaine shook her body, trying to shrug off the memory. She didn’t have time for this. “No! No! No!” She snarled.  
 
    The memory shifted, twisted and expanded. Caile was on the forest floor, on a bed of leaves. There were multiple men in black cloaks. They were punching and kicking her, forcing her to submit to them as they did…something to her. The pain was unbelievable and terrifying. Caile, a sensitive soul, an artist, fled and Seinne, ever the detached teenager fronted and experienced the beating. Her calm exterior popped immediately, and she fled. In her place came the inner warrior that had shown up when Caile had summoned a dark strength to make it through the Amhranaithe Sidhe training. That warrior was able to take the pain of combat, the pain of this beating, and put it into a bubble, setting it aside, so it didn’t stop her. She stopped struggling and took in what was happening to her. 
 
    The men in black cloaks stopped hitting her when she stopped struggling. One of them kicked her as the others were stepping back. She felt a rib come out of place. It hurt more than anything else that had happened, but she barely noticed it as the warrior self, Mindee, entered fully into control of her body.  
 
    Mindee watched them brand her. As an observer, she realized that the brand hurt more than the rib. The flesh on her upper thigh burned and she smelled cooked meat.  
 
    She noticed that she was screaming, begging them to stop.  
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong with her?” 
 
    One of the black-cloaked men was asking what was wrong, while they branded her?  
 
    Mindee felt around for a hidden dagger. She would stab one of these black-cloaked men.  
 
    Dubhaine suddenly knew that wasn’t right. Mindee had desperately wanted a weapon. She had been ready to kill all of them, but she’d been helpless. This wasn’t how the memory had happened.  
 
    Dubhaine, watching both her child self, Amberleigh, and her Mindee-self, looked out and saw flashes of humans on some street in Atania. Was this a memory too?  
 
    “Don’t get too close. She’s got a knife.”  
 
    “Maybe we should tackle her and stop her.”  
 
    “NO!” Dubhaine heard herself rage, at the same time Amberleigh began pushing the man away and Mindee grabbed one of the black-cloaked men as they let her up. Amberleigh had been unable to stop the man. Mindee had been unable to stop herself, so she snapped the man’s neck.  
 
    Dubhaine’s vision and sense of self and time snapped into place just as she nearly stabbed a man on the street. She had him by the shirt, and her dagger was just a hair’s breadth from his neck.  
 
    Her breath was still heaving. The man pulled away, shoving her in the process. She heard him say something about just trying to help. Dubhaine whirled around with her dagger in her hand, “Don’t touch me!”  
 
    Dubhaine was glad she hadn’t killed that man. Mindee quietly watched for new threats. Dubhaine was sure that if someone touched her, Mindee would end their life.  
 
    The crowd stepped back as Mindee/Dubhaine whirled around. She was wild-eyed, dripping in sweat and her breath was heaving. She looked on the verge of collapse.  
 
    A dark-skinned woman appeared, pushing through the crowd. She wore a white frock and a shaved, waxed head. She was perhaps in her thirties, fit and taught. “Let me through. Let me see what’s going on,” she said. The crowd quickly parted, recognizing her, and she stood in front of Dubhaine.  
 
    “Nobody is going to touch you. My name is Adare. I’m a priestess of the Church of the Creator. What is your name.” Adare stood with palms open, arms at her side as if to indicate she was non-threatening. Dubhaine recognized how she must appear to this priestess, dressed in threadbare brown clothing, covered in blood. Her head was shaved, with several days of stubble, and pointed ears. People were murmuring about it.  
 
    Dubhaine kept muttering, “Don’t touch me. Don’t touch me. Don’t touch me. Don’t touch me. Don’t touch me.” As she said it, the energy seemed to drain from her. She slowly lowered her guard and sank to her knees. Her muttering dissolved into crying and sobs. After a minute of crying, Adare approached her. “I won’t touch you if you don’t want me to, but let me take you somewhere and get you cleaned up.”  
 
    Dubhaine nodded and stood. Adare reached out a hand, and Dubhaine flinched away, growling. “I’m sorry, you said no touching,” responded Adare. She walked toward the church, gesturing for people to make way. They did, and Dubhaine followed.  
 
    “Is that an elf?” said someone in the crowd. 
 
    “Why are her ears pointed?” said someone else.  
 
    Mindee growled about the lost handkerchief she used to hide her ears. Dubhaine kept walking.  
 
      
 
    As Crom the minotaur shaman walked with the army of Emperor Gabalifix he reflected on the nature of what made this army so terrifying. From a small island nation across the Uisce Thir, the Sidhe name for the ocean, it was not an overly large army. The days of grand armies in the tens of thousands ended with the Hartland War. Cyric the Warlord’s genocidal war had wiped out most of the living beings who constituted those armies.  
 
    The legendary beings of myth and fairy tale had been reduced to memory by Cyric’s insane race war and the aftermath of the Gaeas. The Sliabh Sidhe, or the dwarven nation, was no more. He had heard Cichol, the Thalamtuatha, call the pathetic, twisted creatures they’d found the Truflaid Sidhe or garbage dwarves. He laughed a little at the name, but there was a note of sadness to it. The Tuatha were reduced to less than a tenth of their previous population. The Kjeldoran Tuatha had gone into deep hiding. Nobody had seen or heard from them since the end of the Hartland War, except for Celestina, who was now known as the infamous terrorist, the Sealgair.  
 
    The orcs, goblins, hobgoblins, gnolls, ogres, and ettins had retreated deep into the Dragonspine mountains.  
 
    Besides the dwarves, perhaps no race had been more devastated than the Minotaurs. The Uisce Thir had been shaken by a devastating earthquake unleashed by Cyric’s wild lashings with the Ogham. The legend was that he had pulled in enough power from the Ogham to awaken a dormant volcano and destroy the Kjeldoran elves. The earthquake he used to unlock the volcano had also awoken a volcano in Crom’s home, which in turn unleashed a massive tsunami which destroyed the entire city of his home island. Only a handful of families had survived the disaster. Those who had been at sea, including Gabalifix himself, had sailed home to find their homeland forever altered.  
 
    Gabalifix had vowed to rebuild their cities. However, the capital city had been covered in lava. Even after picking a new site for the capital, there were so many dead, so few able bodies, that Gabalifix had welcomed refugees from other places. Some of them had been hard-working people of the various races, kind-hearted beings that needed or wanted a place to start over.  
 
    However, others had been cunning usurpers who had wanted to take Uisce Thir as their own. Just 50 years after the end of the Hartland War, Gabalifix had found himself embroiled in a coup. He and his guards had put it down brutally, executing hundreds. Gabalifix himself put his two sons to death, who had joined with the traitors. Crom, who had grown up with Gabalifix, had watched something break inside Gabalifix that day. 
 
    To overcome the coup, Gabalifix had called upon help from the Sidhe Court and the Winter Queen herself. He had opened his realm to her influence to get it back.  
 
    So it was that Emperor Gabalifix, this mighty, long-lived monster out of humanity’s confusing maze legends, was here, doing the bidding of the most fearsome Archfey. He had once commanded thousands of ships against the navy of a great warlord, their empires clashing on the seas.  
 
    Now he was here, doing mop-up duty for a conflict that ended nearly 200 years ago. As far as Crom was concerned, humanity should have been put to the sword, and Atania razed to the ground immediately after Cyric fell.  
 
    But those interested in seeing humanity survive had extracted concessions from the Summer Queen and other members of the Sidhe Court. Those concessions had cost her crown, but her misguided fondness for humanity told her it was worth it.  
 
    Regardless, powerful beings to whom Gabalifix owed his crown commanded that instead of razing and salting this city, Gabalifix was to subjugate it and kill off any human that showed any mystical power, or any Sidhe or Tuatha creature that aids them.  
 
    The great emperor sucked his teeth as he walked through the middle of Hidden Atania. Crom knew him well and imagined how much he would have enjoyed being the one that set fire to the Engineering School, that place with the most ill-fitting of names. One did not engineer the Ogham in the same way a blacksmith forged a sword. But it could be taught. The Engineering School was where Cyric had trained his Chosen in how to manipulate the Ogham for war.  
 
    As Cichol said they would, the Truflaid Sidhe made themselves scarce as their host of nearly 300 passed through the ruins. While they might not be fearsome compared to what Gabalifix had before, they were more than enough for this pathetic rabble. He had seasoned warriors, massive ogres, and 300 Sidhe creatures with heavy grudges against the Duine - the Sidhe name for humans. He hoped they would put up a real fight, to give Gabalifix an excuse to let his army off their leash.  
 
    The emperor stopped for just a moment to look at the crumbling palace. That was a castle built for a great leader, and he knew that Gabalifix would be thinking about taking it for himself. Crom didn’t think it was a good idea. Darian had been a mighty warrior. He had also betrayed the Sidhe who gave him the power to create his kingdom. After a moment, they continued as Gabalifix led his small but mighty force East through Hidden Atania, nearly to the grounds of this Church of the Great Creator.  
 
      
 
    The dark-skinned priestess, Adare, is kind thought Dubhaine. She sat with Dubhaine while she bathed and cried. Adare gave her a towel, warm food, and made small talk, bringing her back to the world of the living, bit by bit.  
 
    “Can I ask where you are from?” asked the kind priestess. 
 
    Feeling like there was a thick fog inside her mind, she was slow to reply. Finally, she said, “Dubhaine. My name is Dubhaine. I am from the Hartland woods, originally.”  
 
    Adare nodded. “Have you been in Atania long?” 
 
    How to answer this? She nodded. “I have been here for years, hiding my true identity. My…” she contemplated how to say the Cumhnantach sent her without revealing her real purpose, “people…sent me to watch you. We wanted to see what you are like.” 
 
    She did not tell her that she had been among them for more than a hundred years, quietly murdering the humans who showed the ability to access the Ogham. She could tell Adare had many questions but was too kind to overwhelm her. 
 
    Other priests had come into the bathing room, and Adare had sent them packing with whispered words. She kept Dubhaine from becoming a spectacle. After her meal, Dubhaine said, “I would like to sleep.” Adare took her to a quiet room and asked one of the Knights to keep watch over her room.  
 
    She suddenly awoke, realizing that she had forgotten the reason she’d come in the first place. She opened the door to find an armored warrior standing guard at her door. “Adare. Now. I need to speak to her. Atania is in terrible danger.” The warrior looked at her, surprised, ogling her pointed ears. “Now! Go!” she shoved his shoulder. 
 
    She paced for the few minutes that it took them to retrieve the sister.  
 
    As soon as Adare walked in, Dubhaine lunged for her and grabbed her, “Atania is in mortal danger! There is an army on your shores right now. You have to mobilize your knights and warn the town. Gather as many people as possible here, within your walls, or hundreds will die.”  
 
    Adare blinked, taking in everything Dubhaine said and asked, “How do you know this?” 
 
    “Because last night I was on the shore and I saw them. Hundreds of soldiers in Emperor Gabalifix’s army. If you don’t act now, you’ll be too late. I’m sure they will march in the morning. I had to kill one of their sentries to get away and warn you.”  
 
    Adare blinked again, “Wait here.”  
 
    Long minutes passed until Sister Adare returned with a handsome, older soldier. “This is Lord Commander Garrick Cimarron.”  
 
    Dubhaine blurted out, “Did you raise the alarm?”  
 
    Lord Commander Garrick Cimarron stopped dead in his tracks and stared, for what Dubhaine imagined was the first time in his life, at the pointed ears of a Tuatha. She stared back. He was strikingly handsome. After a moment she snapped, “Did you raise the alarm or not?”  
 
    Adare shook her head, “I want you to tell the Lord Commander what you told me.”  
 
    Dubhaine realized then that they had not raised the alarm, and her eyes narrowed in anger. “You’re wasting time! People are going to die! Lord Commander, my name is…” she paused for a second, “Dubhaine. My name is Dubhaine, and earlier today I watched an army embarking on the Southern Atanian shore, on the other side of the city. My best guess is that they mean to march on the city at first light.”  
 
    That got his attention. “How many?”  
 
    Dubhaine gave a precise count of how many soldiers there were. As she recounted the goblins, orcs, Tuatha, ogres, and minotaurs, Garrick’s eyes got wide. By reputation, Garrick was a good man, a strong leader, and he cared deeply about his men and their discipline. He had never actually seen a real battle. She paused after giving him the numbers and then asked, “Any questions?”  
 
    He held up a finger, then took a step outside. He gave the knight standing guard orders to summon someone named Strom, and the rest of his officers. The knight took off like a shot when Garrick sharply told him to run. He turned back, “I have questions. Starting with how do we fight ogres and minotaurs?”  
 
      
 
    Dubhaine, Adare, and Garrick waited while Strom and the other officers assembled in various states of dress. People were running in every direction, panicking. Word had got out that there was an army coming. The gates were closing, and people peppered the officers with questions as they assembled in Dubhaine’s room.  
 
    Garrick’s aide, Strom, had arrived in a disheveled uniform. Garrick frowned but didn’t say anything as Strom held the door for the officers as they walked past him. They all stopped at the door when they saw Commander Garrick talking to her. She smiled a little as she considered what it was like to see a Tuatha for the first time. Garrick noticed their arrival. He turned and spoke to them.  
 
    “We must prepare for a battle,” he started. “We have scouts confirming, but we need to be ready for roughly 300 enemies, composed of orcs, goblins, ogres, and minotaurs.” The officers let out gasps then immediately stifled them after Garrick’s sharp look. She approved of his ability to silence them. 
 
    “This woman, Dubhaine, is an elf. Sorry, they call themselves Tuatha. She is instructing me on what to expect. We have a great deal of new information to process right away. Please try to keep up.” He turned back to her and said, “explain the Hidden City again please.”  
 
    Dubhaine wanted to roll her eyes. Instead, she squelched the unnecessary action and rigidly repeated herself in a clipped manner, letting a little bit of Mindee’s personality bleed through, “A large portion of Atania has been hidden from your eyes for over a century. The Winter Queen and her Court decided that the Duine’s access, your people’s access, to the Ogham, er, the magic, should be cut off. So they made your ancestors forget about it, and made the city invisible to your eyes. The invading army is using the Hidden City to ambush you. They are on their way now.”  
 
    “This can’t be real,” muttered one of the officers. 
 
    Dubhaine’s eyes flashed. Mindee was angry. “It’s real,” she said in a low, threatening voice. “One of your people violated the Gaeas that we put over you. She taught herself how to use the Ogham, and she started teaching others. Someone was sent to kill her, and when they failed, it was decided that you would all be eliminated and Atania would be razed to the ground.”  
 
    “What is a Gaeas?” asked an officer. 
 
    “And who violated it?” came another question. 
 
    “Why are you helping us?” asked yet another officer.  
 
    Mindee was frustrated. They were wasting time, but Dubhaine understood. She tried to speak in a less hostile manner. “I am, in part, one of you. My father was a Duine, a human. I have lived among you for a long time, watching over you and preventing your people from accessing the Ogham to keep you safe.” Her face and voice hardened again, “I failed. The penalty for failure is severe. It is unjust. I want to help you survive.”  
 
    She realized as she was saying it that she didn’t just mean the annihilation of humanity was unjust. She also felt that what the Cumhnantach’s threat to end her life for failure was unfair. Saving them was as much about her survival as it was humanity’s. Mindee locked that thought away for consideration later.  
 
    The officers looked at her in wonder. She imagined they were trying to reassess their notions of what was real.  
 
    “Gabalifix, the minotaur emperor who is leading this army, is merciless. He is a dangerous tactician who previously led a massive army. My advice is that you shut your gates and protect your knights. See if you can get them to lay siege, and I will go for help.”  
 
    Garrick nodded. “300 creatures from legend is perhaps more than we are prepared to take on. Where will you go for help, and how long will we need to stall?” 
 
    “I will go to your people on the Thir. The roaming clans of the Bloodstone and Black Ravens.” 
 
    The first officer spoke up again, “What? Why would they help us?” 
 
    “Because this is their homeland as well,” responded Dubhaine. “The ancestors of the tribes were not tribesman. They were officers and soldiers in the Atanian army, which was broken at the end of the Hartland War and when the Gaeas hit, they forgot who they were. They forgot the purpose of their banners, turning them into symbols of worship or power. The Bloodstone tribe was King Darian’s honor guard, and even they forgot who they were.”  
 
    Garrick took a deep breath and let that sink in. “So you think because their families were from here, they will help us?” 
 
    “It’s your best chance. Maybe your only chance.”  
 
      
 
    Dubhaine watched Atania fall with barely a whimper.  
 
    The church closed its gates before Gabalifix’s army arrived. When the small but terrifying motley approached, Lord Commander Garrick Cimarron spoke to the Emperor himself under a flag of truce just outside the gate.  
 
    Dubhaine watched. The Emperor was calm, even genteel. She couldn’t hear from the walls of the church grounds, but he shook hands with the Lord Commander. The Lord Commander came back after thirty minutes of negotiations and spoke to his officers. After a moment he stopped, looked at Dubhaine and waved her over to partake of their conversation.  
 
    He spoke to the entire officer contingent, “The Emperor made his terms very clear. We stay inside the church grounds, and they will leave us alone.” He sighed and paused for a moment. He seemed shaken. “He said they are here looking only for a specific few people. They will impose martial law while they search for them.” 
 
    She watched the other officers faces as they took in this news. Some were shocked and horrified. Dubhaine looked back at the Lord Commander: he looked resolved. 
 
    Inside her mind, Caile spoke to Dubhaine. “He may fancy himself a general, but he recognizes he is in over his head. Buying himself some time is a smart move.”  
 
    Sure enough, the next words out of the Lord Commander’s mouth were, “I agreed to his terms. Our priority has always been to protect the faith and finish the temple. I spoke with our leader Aemon Ban before this, and he told me to protect the temple at all costs.” 
 
    The officers remained silent. They didn’t look happy about it, but what could they do?  
 
    Leaving a detachment of twenty outside the church gates, Gabalifix the Great led his small army down to the road, toward the central market district.  
 
    Dubhaine watched from the top of the wall as the Lord Commander, and his officers turned to tell the people inside the church walls what was happening. She observed the news spread among the workers, soldiers, and clergy as they realized they were trapped inside the church grounds and their loved ones were at the mercy of the invading army.  
 
    As the panic set in Caile spoke again, “Just like the Tuatha did when Cyric’s army was on our doorstep.”  
 
    Dubhaine couldn’t stay here and watch this. As the officers ordered the men to take control of the grounds she slipped into the crowd. She had to get away. Using a simple misdirection trick, she pointed the attention of the nearest soldiers away and went down the exterior of the wall. Lightening her weight with the Ogham, she let herself down the stones and disappeared into the winding streets near the church.  
 
      
 
    Dubhaine made her way through the city, moving as quickly as she could through the side alleys, trying to keep an eye on the Emperor’s army. She watched as the crowds fled before the terrifying creatures out of fairy tales. However, the army efficiently penned them in, forcing them into the center of the markets to listen to the Emperor proclaim victory over them.  
 
    “Your church will not protect you,” he intoned over the dead-silent market square. His voice was deep and sonorous and made Dubhaine think of silk over polished steel. The Emperor continued, “There will be taxes. There will be rules, martial law. Listen and obey, and I will be a gentle ruler. Resist us or fight any of our soldiers and you feel my strength.”  
 
    His soldiers then began collecting spoils. They took anything that looked valuable. Jewelry. Large hams. Loaves of bread. The people of Atania were not wealthy, but that didn’t stop Gabalifix’s army from taking what they wanted.  
 
    A few men tried to resist by holding on to their food. They ended up on the ground with bruises and broken limbs. The soldiers beat one of the men into unconsciousness. Dubhaine thought she was about to watch a man die, but a minotaur covered in tattoos and piercings put a stop to it. “Enough. They get the point.”  
 
    This tattoo-covered behemoth must be an officer. He ordered the soldiers to begin interrogating everyone. Dubhaine did as she had done for a century, moving among the fringes of the crowd, listening. The Emperor’s men were looking for anyone who had stories about strange things happening in Atania. Anything unexplained or mysterious. They were looking for people who had used the Ogham.  
 
    The people seemed astonished that these mythical creatures were asking if anything unexpected had happened. They didn’t dare speak the truth of the situation, that the most unusual thing they had ever seen was happening right now. A woman cared for the man who had been beaten nearly to death. She leaned over his bleeding face, crying. Dubhaine heard her say, “Spirits, if you are there, if you are as real as these creatures, save us.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    11. The Phoenix 
 
      
 
    Early in the morning, just before dawn, Aidan woke up at Nia’s gentle prodding. “What’s going on? Are you OK?” he asked.  
 
    Nia nodded and spoke in a quiet tone, “I have to go Aidan. Crysania, the Tuatha woman who came here with me, is training me on how to be a druid, like my mother. She says if I want to learn, and I do, I must return to the Hartland forest with her. I just wanted to say thank you for trying to save me. It is not your fault that you couldn’t.”  
 
    Nia watched as tears welled up in his eyes. “I miss you, Nia. I miss our talks. Everything is so…hard now.”  
 
    Nia nodded. “I’ll be back in Atania. I don’t know when.” She longed to tell him all about what had happened to her with the Tuatha. However, there was no time. She tried to convey her care in a simple hand squeeze, knowing it was wholly inadequate.  
 
    A shadow darkened the door to the room. Aidan looked up and saw the Tuatha woman. “You’re Crysania? Thank you for healing and helping Nia.”  
 
    Crysania nodded. “Nia has spoken a great deal of you young Aidan. You are a good friend. You are caught up in a struggle between forces you cannot comprehend. Proceed with great caution. I will send Nia with more information when she is ready.”  
 
    Nia silently wondered when she would be ready. She had so much to learn.  
 
    Aidan nodded. “Do you know how long it will take?” 
 
    Crysania peered into Aidan’s eyes and reached for Nia’s hand. “She learns quickly. Her heart is open, and she listens with all of her soul. She truly is descended from the great druidesses. I think she will come back to you when the Spirits see a need for her to do so.”  
 
    She and Nia turned and walked out the door. Aidan stood up and followed them out. As they exited the house, they walked into the dawn light. Nia wondered what Aidan saw as their forms faded in the sun. She remembered the children’s tales of Thir Na Nog.  
 
      
 
    Nia shivered as the light faded on Ghealdar and they stepped into the Tuatha temple dedicated to Talamh, the earth spirit. She did not remember being brought here. Crysania said she had been born here by Tine, the hearth spirit itself. Nia had been close to death, and Tine had demanded that Crysania, the tall, pale-skinned Tuatha with long black hair who led the Tuatha druids, personally care for Nia.  
 
    Nia’s first memory of this place had been waking up in a haze while they changed her bandages. Her horrific burns had hurt more than anything she could imagine. She had begged for death while they changed the soaked, medicated dressings along her right side, including her face. The bandages had done their work. The water used to soak the bandages was the purest spring water from the sacred underground pool, infused with herbs for healing and pain relief.  
 
    While she recovered, she had asked questions and listened. Crysania Songcrest was the highest druid of the Tuatha. She had never married because she had been too busy. At a young age, she had been the only Tuatha Druid to survive the Hartland war. She had dedicated herself to the service of the spirits, and under her leadership, the ranks had filled with new acolytes. She was also the daughter of Tarkin Songcrest, the eldest of the Tuatha, and leader of the Amhranaithe Sidhe, the Blade Singers, the warriors of the Tuatha. Together, Crysania and Tarkin led the surviving people of the Tuatha. Crysania swore her acolytes to secrecy, forbidding them from even discussing the human woman in their care. The Tuatha would not understand why Crysania was caring for her. Many would not care if Tine himself appeared before them to explain this human girl’s presence, despite their reverence for the Spirits. Despite her conflicted loyalties, Crysania would not endanger this woman who was so crucial to Tine.  
 
    Crysania spoke, interrupting Nia’s reverie, “You are dismissed, Nia. You did well. Now go back to your herbal studies.” Crysania sent her to the back chambers behind the main temple area. She walked a few paces, paused, then turned around. She wanted to see what Crysania would do next. Leaving here for the first time in weeks had awoken her curiosity. She padded along silently through stone halls illuminated by softly glowing moss, walking behind Crysania and hoping to catch a glimpse of the main temple chamber. As Crysania moved from the secret cave to the main temple, the illumination became brighter, the moss augmented by additional glass globes holding small fires.  
 
    Nia watched her walk into a large, unobstructed cavern of unworked stone. There was a deep, cold spring at one end where she had fetched the water used to wash Nia’s wounds. Kneeling in front of the spring was a blonde haired Tuatha covered in dirt and forest detritus. She had managed to pull a bucket of the spring water out and was lifting it in handfuls, scouring the earth off of her face and neck. She ran her hands through her hair, pushing the curly hair into a semblance of respectability. The blonde elf smiled when she saw Crysania, and applied a handful of holy water to her armpits. Nia was mildly shocked. It was something she would have done at home. The woman was making a mess on the ground in front of the holy spring. Crysania would have to have an acolyte clean the stone. The new Tuatha shivered at the bracing cold of the water, shook her whole body and it reminded Nia of nothing more than a cat shaking off the rain.  
 
    “Niece,” said the Tuatha with a relaxed smile. She looked down, “I seem to have made a mess in Talamh’s temple again. I was hoping I could finish washing before you returned and caught me. Do you think Talamh will forgive me?” She arched a mocking eyebrow as if she were not addressing the head of the Tuatha religion, but a child who needed a sense of humor.  
 
    Crysania seemingly couldn’t help herself, smiled, and shook her head. “Forgiveness is between the earth spirit and you, auntie Celestina.” They embraced, and Crysania wrinkled her nose, “You smell like a wet cat.” When they separated, Crysania’s white linen dress was smudged all over. It was also clinging to her immodestly. Celestina looked her up and down and instead of apologizing, she said, “I know you’ve been too busy to marry, but if any of our Tuatha brethren came in right now they might fall and beg to marry you that they might worship here nightly.”  
 
    Crysania stared at Celestina, looking mildly horrified, but mostly amused that Celestina would talk to her like she were another soldier. Nia smiled at the familiarity. It wasn’t something she could have ever imagined anyone having with someone as mystical and influential as Crysania. They were family. Nia’s heart ached for her own dead family.  
 
    Crysania smiled and asked, “What brings you in from the woods?” 
 
    “War.” Responded Celestina. The hairs on the back of Nia’s neck suddenly went up. “I killed a small troop of goblins in the woods more than a week’s travel East of here. They were scouts. It will probably take an army two weeks to get here once they figure out what happened to their scouts. We have at least that long to prepare. I’ve already told Tarkin. I went there first.”  
 
    Crysania took a long time to respond. “Do you know how many?” 
 
    Celestina shook her head. “I’m heading back out tomorrow to find out. I wanted Tarkin to have time to prepare in case something happens to me.”  
 
    Crysania smiled and said, “They’ll probably run away if they see you, auntie. After all, you are the mighty Sealgair.”  
 
    “Even a goblin arrow can get lucky niece,” she didn’t sound as if she believed it. “Come, let’s find some food and you can tell me all about the woman your acolytes aren’t supposed to be talking about.” She looked straight at Nia who thought she had been well-hidden. She turned and fled for the living chambers, hoping Crysania would not punish her for eavesdropping.  
 
      
 
    The wind carried with it the harbingers of war. The wind blew through the temple of Gaoth in the Hartland forest where the Tuatha lived. In the Hartland wood, even the birds carried messages for the Tuatha. Their song was full of confused warnings. There were too many goblins — too many creatures from the rocky mountains.  
 
    The wind also brought dreams.  
 
    Laying on her cot, Nia dreamed. It was a recurring dream that brought pain with a tinge of hopefulness. It was a dream of her early days here in the temple. 
 
    Nia looked at her own bandaged reflection in the mirror-like surface of the pond in Talamh’s temple. She had been in the temple for just a few days. Everything still hurt, but Nia knew she would live. She wanted to see how much of her flesh the fire had consumed. She reached up and began peeling off the bandage.  
 
    “You won’t like what you see.” Said Crysania, quietly.  
 
    The woman ignored her and slowly peeled away the bandage. As she did, it revealed red flesh, newly healed over, crisscrossed with scars. It had a melted appearance, like candle wax that had spilled over and hardened. The scars ran down the right side of her face and body. As she continued removing the bandages, she took them off down to the top of her thigh, where they stopped. She nodded slowly and pressed her lips together as if to gain control of the tears that dripped from her face and disrupted the reflection of her scars. She sat down at the edge of the holy pool.  
 
    She shook as she took in the damage. It was truly miraculous that she had lived. How could she ever recover? The fire had eaten her skin and muscle, leaving her emaciated.  
 
    She took some time to compose herself. The Tuatha woman who cared for her waited patiently. The earth, air, and water whispered to her that this moment mattered. Nia had a choice to make.  
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “You are among the Tuatha,” said Crysania. “You visit a place most sacred to us, where no human has come since before your great-grandparents. The cavern is the temple of the spirits among our people. It is holy. You were brought here by the fiery spirit Talam itself.”  
 
    “Who are you?”  
 
    “My name is Crysania. I am a druid and a keeper of this temple.” 
 
    Nia was silent again for a while then spoke in a shaky voice, “My name is Nia. I need you to teach me how to be a druid.”  
 
    A silent thunderclap of power had echoed through the temple at that moment. The power of it startled Nia out of her dream just like it always did. She could hear a storm outside. 
 
    The wind brought lessons. For days, Nia accompanied Crysania, watching what she did as she cared for the temple and counseled the Tuatha. Nia wore a deep-hooded white robe of an apprentice, concealing her face as she listened and observed the daily comings and goings of the faithful and devout Tuatha. They gave offerings at the reflecting pool. Small coins. Jewels. They offered quiet prayers at the edge of the water.  
 
    After they went back to the living chambers, Crysania answered Nia’s questions about the spirits. She explained their domains of air, water, fire, and earth, and how each spirit connected to various aspects of life. Much of this Nia knew already from her young years with her mother. However, Crysania explained that it went beyond merely believing that the Spirits were there to listening to them and doing what they said. The spirits cared for the world, maintained its balance. The Tuatha revered the spirits and worked to understand and manage the balance that they sought.  
 
    The Spirits granted power to those select people to whom they revealed themselves, who also listened and obeyed. Crysania was able to hear at a distance, to see things beyond the walls of the temple. She felt the balance of life throughout the Hartland forest. She also implied that anyone who tried to harm her would be prevented from coming near her and if they kept trying, they would suffer the fiery wrath of Talamh. She didn’t get sick, and injuries healed quickly.  
 
    “That happened to me!” Said Nia, excitedly. “I had my arm practically ripped in half by a wolf. The spirits healed my arm and…” she trailed off as her hand came up and gently touched her burned face.  
 
    “The healing power is not unlimited,” responded Crysania after Nia pulled back her hood and looked up at her. “And sometimes the spirits leave scars as a way of teaching lessons.”  
 
    Nia looked at Crysania in frustration. “This is a lesson?” She asked resentfully. She looked at Crysania’s luminescent beauty, her tilted, warm eyes, and realized that Crysania’s gaze was not exactly friendly. She felt the heat rise in her face. “You’re saying the Spirits scar and torture people who serve them?”  
 
    Crysania advanced on her slowly. She usually moved with a demure nature, quiet and deferential. Now she moved at Nia with a languid grace. She pinned Nia’s eyes with her own. Nia tried to return that gaze. She was reminded of nothing so much as the way a cat stalks small prey. “The spirits are the avatars of nature itself Nia. Nature is neither cruel nor kind. It simply is, and the sooner you discard your desire to see them as moral beings the sooner you will make a better Druid.” As she spoke, she seemed to loom ever larger until all Nia could see was Crysania taking up her entire vision. The light from the cave seemed to dim until all she could see what Crysania’s face. It looked downright predatory.  
 
    So this is where the fear of Tuatha originated. The fairy tales always said the Tuatha ate small children and led people to their death in bogs and caves. The heat in her blood made her scars hurt. She lost her nerve under Crysania’s gaze, and she turned and ran. She cried as she did so, not because she was a timid child who needed someone to comfort her, but because she knew that Crysania was right. The spirits needed her to think differently, and she didn’t understand.  
 
    Yet.  
 
    She didn’t understand yet.  
 
    She would.  
 
    She fled to her small chamber, just a room in a large cave. Its walls were simply sheets. She laid down on her bed, and she wept silently. She laid there, and she listened to the soft breeze that blew through the cavern. As she heard, it told her secrets. She dried her tears and listened more intently. She laughed.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    12. Barbarians at the Gate 
 
      
 
    Aidan chewed on hardtack. He sat on the floor of the house they had commandeered, looking at the paintings on the walls, having no idea what to do next. He thought about Nia and Crysania fading into the dawn light and wondered if there was a way for him to go to Thir Na Nog.  
 
    “We have to go home,” said Liam.  
 
    Aidan snapped out of his reverie. “What about your training?” 
 
    “Badb cannot help me anymore. She is gone.”  
 
    “How do you know?” asked Aidan.  
 
    “She came to me. Before you found me she came to me and told me she had to leave,” Liam sighed. “So we might as well go back.” 
 
    Aidan felt a rush of conflicted emotions. He wanted to go back. He thought about the vision the Creator had sent him of his fellow knights fighting in the streets. “Yes, we might as well,” he said.  
 
    Sophronia nodded from the corner where she was sitting, “Agreed.” 
 
    So, a week later, Liam, Aidan, and Sophronia were making their way across the Thir, heading for home. It was slow going. Liam’s limped and winced, but he could walk.  
 
    Aidan worried. Liam’s Ogham sickness seemed to be getting worse. He had nearly drowned coming back across the river, after refusing to use the Ogham. His little bird, Ean, made him smile though. It jumped in the air, darted around, and landed on Liam’s shoulder, chirping excitedly.  
 
    The Black Raven tribe hadn’t been there waiting for them. They saw other plains people in the distance, but nobody approached them as they made their way home.  
 
      
 
    Aidan, Sophronia, and Liam all walked down the final slope before the open flat expanse in front of the city wall. They were in good spirits. They were smiling and joking - except for Aidan. He had a grim set to his mouth, and kept clearing his throat. Aidan couldn’t dismiss his dream about the monster soldiers attacking Atania, but he didn’t dare share it with his companions. He didn’t want to worry them, and he was fearful that they would dismiss his visions as fanciful. He wasn’t sure what to make of them himself. His stomach seemingly had a lead ball sitting at the bottom of it, warning him of impending danger.  
 
    Everyone walked together across the flat plain and approached the gate. Aidan saw them first:  heavily armed soldiers at the gate. Atania usually posted guards to keep the Thir folk honest, but they often just kept a short sword. These guards wore heavy chainmail armor, similar to what the church knights wore. But that wasn’t the strangest part of them. They weren’t human. They were a little taller, perhaps close to six and a half feet tall. Their skin was dark and had a green tinge to it. Their teeth, seen because their mouths hung open in amusement, were dirty and pointed, as were their ears.  
 
    “Um, hey everyone, look,” Aidan had an urgent tone to his voice that made Sophronia and Liam snap to attention. They saw the creatures guarding the gate, and everyone tensed up. They were perhaps 50 feet away.  
 
    “New Sidhe creatures,” said Sophronia quietly. “This probably isn’t good.”  
 
    “What do we do?” asked Liam. “We could try talking to them.”  
 
    “I don’t think they want to talk,” murmured Aidan. He put his hands on his weapons at his belt.  
 
    The Sidhe creatures saw Aidan touch his weapons and they all straightened up, amusement still on their faces. They were suddenly on alert though. One of them stepped forward, motioning for the group to approach.  
 
    They looked at each other, and Aidan stepped in front as they walked forward to just 10 feet away. Aidan stopped and spoke, “Who are you?” 
 
    The creature locked eyes with Aidan and spoke in a deep, gravelly voice that seemed to be impaired by his large teeth, “We are soldiers in emperor Gabalifix’s army. Atania is now ours. You will throw down your weapons and come with us quietly. Nobody in Atania is allowed to hold weapons.”  
 
    There was a long silence.  
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” said Aidan, finally. His voice was flat and hard, “we have come home after a long journey to find an occupying army. My friends here are powerful beings who wield the magic of the Ogham. Stand down, or they will incinerate you where you stand.”  
 
    The Sidhe creature considered, taking in the sight of these slight humans. There were three of them. Their leader spoke again, still smiling, “the Gaeas will never let you do that, even if you are Ogham masters. You would die from the backlash.” He put his hand on a large sword at his belt. “Throw those weapons down now. Or die. Either way is fine with us. Your people are weak and surrendered without a fight. We’re spoiling for some exercise.”  
 
    Aidan could hear Liam quietly murmuring a word of prayer to whatever gods existed. He sounded worried. Aidan hoped Liam wouldn’t panic. These warriors were not going to back down, and Aidan certainly wasn’t going to give up his weapons and surrender. He was here to help his brothers and sisters fight.  
 
    Aidan exploded into action, sprinting the ten feet to the massive Sidhe creature, weapons drawn as he ran. The Sidhe drew its heavy sword with the smooth, quick motion of an experienced warrior. The other Sidhe hooted and laughed as the slight Aidan charged.  
 
    At the same time, Sophronia sighed and began sprinting forward toward the other two. 
 
    Liam stood, frozen in fear. His little bird, Ean, sprang into the air, chirping.  
 
    Aidan knew better than to trade blows with the massive Sidhe. He wasn’t going to cross swords if he could avoid it. He would instead win with misdirection and dexterity. He faked a straightforward thrust, which the Sidhe moved to block. When the blocking move came, Aidan veered to the right, accepting the block as it came up and swiping under the block with his ax, aiming for the belly. His ax thunked into the chain shirt, doing no damage. His opponent laughed, and Aidan had to duck that massive sword. He grimaced as he realized he might not have enough power to do real damage through this creature’s armor.  
 
    Aidan came back up, anticipated the backswing, ducked that too, and thrust up with his short sword aimed at the face. The Sidhe warrior checked his backswing and easily deflected the short sword thrust. Aidan’s ax came back, biting into the warrior’s leg just below the knee. The leather greaves he had on softened the blow, but a line of blood appeared, and he growled his pain and surprise. Aidan spun out of the way as that massive sword came down. He reoriented himself, balanced on the balls of his feet as he saw Sophronia sprint at the other two. He smiled grimly.  
 
    The other two Sidhe warriors drew their weapons and charged out to meet Sophronia and Liam. As they closed, Sophronia’s wrist flicked and a dagger hit one of the warriors in the face, scoring a deep gash across his cheek. He growled in annoyance. Aidan heard her curse, but he had to pay attention to his fight.  
 
    He did see the Sidhe warrior who charged Liam trip over a hole in the ground. There was a loud crack, and the warrior screamed in pain. Liam snapped out of his frozen state and tried to stab the warrior on the ground. They struggled over his knife. Aidan grit his teeth and focused on his fight.  
 
    The giant Sidhe warrior with the wounded knee came charging straight at Aidan, swinging quickly and forcefully, trying to end the fight with overwhelming force. Aidan dodged backward, left, right, left and then a full leaping backward somersault. The warrior roared in victory thinking he had Aidan at his mercy, but he had never fought someone as agile as Aidan. Aidan came out of his somersault and charged straight back in, diving underneath his guard, ax and short sword out to either side biting deep into the warrior’s greaves and doing severe injury to both knees. Aidan effortlessly got his feet underneath him as the Sidhe warrior’s legs buckled and Aidan drove his short sword into the warrior’s belly to the hilt. He then sprang away from the warrior’s grasp, knowing he would bleed to death as he pulled the shortsword out.  
 
    He turned and saw Sophronia drove her dagger into the side of her opponent’s neck. Blood spurted everywhere as Sophronia continued driving forward with all of her might. She bore him to the ground as his life spilled out.  
 
    Aidan turned and came at Liam’s opponent from behind. He chopped his ax down into the head of the warrior that Liam was trying to stab. The fight was suddenly over with three dead Sidhe warriors at the gate.  
 
    Aidan looked at the blood covering their hands and arms. They would be incredibly obvious to anyone rushing to investigate the noise. He looked over at the others who were watching, “We have to get inside the city before more of these Sidhe warriors show up. Where can we go?” 
 
    Liam sat on the ground breathing hard.  
 
    Sophronia looked shaken.  
 
    An idea came to Aidan. “Nia’s forest camp.”  
 
    Sophronia nodded. “Let’s go then. We probably don’t have much time.”  
 
    They gathered their weapons and packs and hustled through the open gate. A handful of Atanian citizens watched them enter the gate. They had seen the end of the fight, and several of them whispered that they recognized Sophronia’s famous red hair. A few of them waved at Aidan, the man who had performed healing miracles just over a month ago here in Atania.  
 
    Sophronia nodded at them as she passed. They didn’t run down the main road from the gate. They took off down the side alleys, Aidan in front since he knew the maze of the alleys better than any of them. They headed toward the woods. 
 
      
 
    Celestina looked up, hand reaching for her bow, as someone approached. A blonde, powerful warrior strode into the grove where Celestina had been resting, eating her lunch. Celestina recognized Badb immediately. She had only met her once, at the height of the Hartland war in a desperate war council. It was there they decided to launch a devastating counterattack against Cyric in Ghealdar. That battle had destroyed the bulk of Cyric’s war engine. Ghealdar had been humanity’s industrial hub. The druids’ attempt to balance the loss of life had gone awry, leaving Badb locked under a curse in Ghealdar.  
 
    Yet, here she was in the Hartland forest.  
 
    “Put it down, Celestina. If I wanted to kill you, your bow wouldn’t stop me.” Badb strode across the grove in just a few steps.  
 
    They stood there, eyes locked. Celestina knew better than to question one of the Morrigan Sisters. “The Duine have access to the Ogham again. The Cumhnantach have failed. Gabalifix has been sent to Atania to wipe out the Ogham seekers and subjugate the rest of them. The Winter Queen has played her hand.” Badb’s face was somber.  
 
    Celestina listened. This was big news.   
 
    Suddenly Badb broke into a smile. “But the Druids are back as well. The balance has swung too far in the other direction,  Celestina. The druids sent a human apprentice to release me. They have given me a task to make up for our mistake in Ghealdar. My mistake. 
 
    I don’t think Darian betrayed the Tuatha or the Summer Queen. I think our information was wrong and Cyric deceived us all. But we need the humans to survive to prove it. Especially a small group of particular humans. Will you help me help the humans survive?”  
 
    Celestina hesitated. She had delivered her message of warning to Tarkin, but she still had work to do. “There are orcs and goblins to kill to protect the Hartland,” she began.  
 
    Badb smiled again, “You can train the humans on how to kill some orcs. You’ll be gone a week. Maybe two. You help them survive, we resolve whether Darian betrayed Dearbhail, and more orcs die.” 
 
    It was challenging to say no to someone who had sacrificed so much to defend the Tuatha. Celestina nodded. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    13. The Resistance Forms 
 
      
 
    Liam lied down. His eyelids were drooping, and he could barely stand. Aidan had led them into the woods near the East of Atania. He said that this particular area was where Nia camped before. They had all agreed to get some sleep and lay low for a day or two. It had been an exhausting three days. 
 
    He drifted off to sleep, and he dreamed.  
 
    Liam walked the stairs to a hangman’s scaffold. His hands were tied behind his back. His body was covered in bruises and welts from the beating he had taken while being interrogated. The executioner in the black mask shoved him forward to the right spot, turning him to face the crowd. The square around the palace was filled with the citizens of Atania. They had been called here, forced here, by the minotaur’s army. They were being taught a lesson.  
 
    The executioner brought a loop of rope down over his head, tightening the noose against his neck. Liam began sweating. He made pathetic, ineffectual gestures with his broken fingers, trying to summon the Ogham to do his bidding. He had never mastered it.  
 
    He heard the voice reading off the charges against him, but it was just noise. He was dead. What did it matter what the crimes were? He struggled to find that deadly energy, that white-hot heat that he had summoned before.  
 
    The voice stopped. He heard the lever and felt the floor drop out. His neck jerked and strained as he fell to the end of the rope. It didn’t snap though. He would strangle to death instead. He couldn’t breathe, that’s for sure. His body immediately began twitching and struggling to get free, to breath. It was useless. There was only one hope.  
 
    He fell deeper into himself than he ever had before. His vision narrowed to a tunnel. It wouldn’t be long now. He wrestled with his internal control, and there it was: the magic of the Ogham. He had it. He could feel it. He ripped away whatever was preventing him from fully accessing it.  
 
    Energy exploded out of him in the form of white-hot light. The crowd flinched as one away from the scaffolding, screaming and shielding their eyes. The heat made him glow brilliantly. It burned. He screamed as he felt his flesh cooking. He tried to stop it, but he didn’t know how. The incandescent heat was the wild, untamed power of the Ogham, and nobody could stop it. Liam died in a flash of fiery light, his body incinerated.  
 
    Everyone close to him, including the executioner, the guards, and many of the crowd, were incinerated. Others further out were merely burned.  
 
    “Liam! Liam stop! Liam wake up! You’ve got to stop!” shouted someone. He was being shaken out of his dream. Was it Aidan?   
 
    Liam felt something stuffed into his mouth, and he came wide awake. He realized he had been screaming out loud, not just in his dream. His heart was racing, and his body was thrashing, scratching at the ground.  
 
    Aidan was shaking Liam hard enough that he bounced his head on the ground. Liam’s eyes opened, and he looked around desperately seeking confirmation that the world was not burning. He tried to stand up or scramble away. Aidan grabbed his shoulder, holding him down on one side while Sophronia held him down on the other side. “Liam! Liam, it’s us, your friends. Stop!” Whispered Aidan forcefully.  
 
    Liam stopped thrashing, eyes still wide. He was breathing heavily, tears streaming from his eyes, snot coming in and out of his nose as he breathed rapidly. He looked back and forth at them. For a long couple of minutes, he breathed, making eye contact with the two of them. He finally calmed.  
 
    “I’m going to take the gag off. You ok?” Asked Sophronia. Liam nodded. She took the shirt out of his mouth and sat back to let him sit up. “What happened?” 
 
    Liam watched the little sparrow, Ean, hop around on the ground in front of him. It was looking at him the way birds do: head cocked to the side with one eye watching him. He thought the bird looked concerned and for some reason that made him feel a little bit better.  
 
    “Forget what happened for now, we have to move,” Said Aidan. “That screaming makes us vulnerable. I know a spot that will hide us.”  
 
    Everyone stood up. The three of them were deep in the woods on the East side of the city.  In a section near the wall on the North end of the woods. There were far more Willow and Oak trees here. It was a quiet area that people from the city never visited. It was calm and quiet when Liam wasn’t screaming.  
 
    Aidan looked around as he gathered up his things. It was beautiful. Powerful and mysterious and old. They had been hiding here since the fight at the gates, occasionally venturing out into the city to learn about what was happening. 
 
    In the three days since arriving back, Aidan had expressed frustration that they had not been able to make contact with the church. He had gone out among the people in the city, without his weapons. The army had imposed martial law. The soldiers took anyone left outside after dark and summarily threw them in a makeshift jail in what had come to be called Old Atania. In the week since the army had arrived, nobody had seen anyone who ended up in jail.  
 
    The army was looking for the people who had killed their soldiers. Aidan had smiled when he came back and told them about overhearing the people tell the soldiers they didn’t know anything about what had happened. The soldiers had just turned up dead they said.  
 
    Liam pondered all of this as they moved swiftly through the woods to a new spot that Aidan thought would work as a hideout. 
 
    In his peripheral vision, Liam saw someone emerge from behind a tree. It was a woman with a stunning, wild mane of blonde curly hair. The hair, along with the rest of her, was strewn with leaves, dirt. She carried a well-worn bow, and a quiver slung over her shoulder. She also had a sword. She emerged from behind the tree with her hands out and empty, but with confidence, totally unafraid and defiant. Despite her unkempt and fierce quality, or perhaps because of it, she was also beautiful - like a wild animal.  
 
    Then he noticed she had pointed ears. No point in remaining quiet. He shouted, “another assassin!” Aidan and Sophronia both whirled, ready to spring into battle.  
 
    The woman started laughing, and her throaty laugh rang out, amused to no end. She held her hands up higher. “The Spirits bless everyone here but the cat,” she said. Aidan did a double take. What was this woman doing? Aidan leveled a sword at her.  
 
    “Who are you and state your business,” Aidan said.  
 
    She looked at him with a smile on her face. “Which one of you is Liam? Badb sent me here to help you. My name is Celestina. I understand we have some orcs to kill?”  
 
      
 
    Sophronia quietly crept down an alley. She was in her element. The Ogham radiated from her, distracting anyone who might look down this alley, making them look at the sky or the buildings. She watched the scene in front of her, waiting for the signal from Celestina, who positioned herself on a roof across the square. 
 
    The green-skinned Sidhe soldiers at the end of the alley were watching the crowd, looking for anything that might be amiss. The soldiers were alert even though the crowd shuffled along listlessly. The people of Atania were still reeling from the sudden invasion and occupation. Their faces were blank. They looked at the imposing warriors indirectly, watching them for sudden movement. They were allowed to travel to the market each day during daylight hours. Otherwise, they imposed martial law, and everyone stayed in their home.  
 
    It had been just a few days since Sophronia and her friends had slaughtered the soldiers at the gates of Atania. There was a tall being standing with the green-skinned soldiers here in the square. She hadn’t seen one of these before. She caught her breath. It was an imposing, fearsome being with the disconcerting face of a cow, made even more terrifying by its gleaming, intelligent gaze. More than seven feet tall. It had sharpened, curving horns over six inches long on top of its head. It was covered in rich brown fur and dressed in silks. Scars burned into its back and face. She recognized at least some of the scars as Ogham characters. This creature was heavily protected by magic. Celestina had said these creatures were called Minotaurs. They didn’t just live in mazes like the stories. They were a seafaring race strong in Ogham magic. Very dangerous. Leave them to me, she had said.  
 
    She saw eight snaggle-toothed, green-skinned soldiers. Celestina had called them orcs, with a look of amusement and disgust on her face. Easy enough to kill she had said, as long as you didn’t let them get organized.  
 
    Suddenly the loud, piercing, whistling sound of a signal arrow snapped Sophronia out of her reverie. The arrow’s whistling sound caught the attention of everyone in the square. Before they could identify exactly where it came from, the sound was cut short. The signal arrow buried itself in the chest of the majestic Minotaur. He - it? - grunted and staggered backward.  
 
    Sophronia sprang forward, daggers out. She saw another arrow, this one lacked the piercing whistle, slam into the chest of the same Minotaur. Her magical glamour protected her from enemy eyes until she was right next to one of the soldiers. He jerked as she stabbed him twice in the stomach. She had to push extra hard to get through the chain mail. He felt the pain, and her glamour popped, allowing him to see her. The guard’s training kicked in, and he shoved her away, pushing backward. He drew a short sword and shouted. His eyes were wide with fear as he cradled his wounds with his off hand.  
 
    His fellow soldiers were looking for the source of the arrows. The crowd began screaming and running in every direction. Several people ran between her and the guard. One of his fellow soldiers was suddenly there, pushing through the crowd at Sophronia. She heard more arrows and saw the Minotaur go down to its knees. The other orcs were shouting and pointing at her and at the roof, where Celestina was standing. Celestina raised her bow, screaming with her thick Tuatha accent, “Long live the Bloodstone family. Long live Atania!”  
 
    Sophronia timed a gap in the streaming crowd and threw a dagger at the pursuing orc. It bounced off of his armor, but he flinched, and Sophronia ran. As she did, she saw Aidan cut down an orc from behind who had never seen him coming. Sophronia smiled and sprinted down an alley.  
 
      
 
    Aidan walked through the crowd wrapped in a voluminous brown cloak. He’d borrowed it from a friend of the family.  
 
    The signal arrow fired and Celestina shouted something about the Bloodstones. What did that mean?  
 
    He dropped the cloak and took one of the orcs from behind at a run, driving his shortsword through the orc’s mail in the creature’s lower back. Aidan ended his life with an ax chop to the back of the head.  
 
    The guards were distracted trying to take cover from Celestina’s arrows and grab Sophronia. They didn’t even see Aidan’s takedown. Dodging through the crowd, Aidan was on the one running after Sophronia before anyone noticed him. An ax to the side of the head dropped another orc like a pile of bricks. Aidan smiled a little wondering if the church’s brick master missed his help.  
 
    Aidan saw two more orcs charging him, swords out. The element of surprise was over. He feinted a step towards them, they prepared to meet his charge by stopping, and Aidan immediately took off back the way he’d come.  
 
    Suddenly Liam was next to him, “Look out!” Liam grabbed Aidan and shoved him as something whooshed by his head. They both went down in a heap, Aidan doing a somersault and immediately coming up balanced. The Minotaur, three arrows sticking out of its chest, blood soaking the fine silks hanging around its torso, was pointing a hand at Aidan. It made gestures with its other hand, and he felt the air around him begin to crackle with energy. The hair on the back of his neck and his arms stood up.  
 
    “Aidan, to your right!” Liam screamed. He snapped his head to the right and saw the orcs coming. He’d nearly forgotten about them.  
 
    He looked back and saw Celestina running out of the alley. She was running full out, kicking up dust around her as she ran, which went into her pursuers faces, causing them to cry out, cough, and choke. Aidan swept into them while they were incapacitated and began wreaking havoc.  
 
      
 
    Liam was slower to get up than Aidan had been. He ignored the aches and pains. It seemed like he was always the last to rise. Running everywhere with these young ones was a reminder that his body wasn’t so spry anymore, and the strain of his tannery had taken its toll. He looked at the minotaur as he stood up. He and his friends would destroy this one and all of the others. Then he would track down the proof Badb had sent him to find.  
 
    Amidst a pulsating energy, the blood dripping down the front of the minotaur began to float into the air. Suspended in space, it started rapidly coalescing. Liam was so horrified that he watched as it turned into a long cylinder. The end collapsed to a point and Liam suddenly realized a spear was forming in the air in front of him. The energy surrounding the minotaur reached a crescendo. 
 
    Liam willed Ogham power. He thought something stirred, but he couldn’t get that force to uncoil. He felt the potential. But nothing. The spear was complete, and the minotaur made a forward gesture.  
 
    Liam’s heart rate spiked and suddenly that potential unleashed. The Ogham exploded out of him in a beam of pure, white light. The blood spear disintegrated instantly. The heated shaft of incandescence incinerated a hole through the minotaur’s chest. The light hit a building, leaving a scorch mark on the stone.  
 
    Liam smiled in satisfaction when his vision cleared, and he saw the minotaur laid out with a huge hole burned in its chest. Then his eyes rolled up in his head as he fell to the ground and began seizing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Aidan hacked the legs of the first two orcs in the group. The dust in the air blinded them, but for some reason left Aidan unaffected, and they offered no resistance as he cut them down. That left four of the original eight.  
 
    Two arrows cut down two more, and the final two turned and retreated. Aidan made to chase them when he heard Celestina bark, “Aidan, no, let them go and tell everyone what happened, sow fear about what we’re doing. We need to get Liam out.” She was on the street now, bow in hand. She ran to Liam, slinging her bow over a shoulder and grabbing Liam under the shoulders. Aidan hefted his legs.  
 
    They ran for the alleyway as the whistles of Gabalifix’s reinforcement guards sounded.  
 
      
 
    “These are my friends and neighbors Celestina. People I’ve known my whole life, and they are dying.” Liam was lying on his bed of leaves, his head pounding. He had seized for two days while his friends kept him hidden in the woods. Now he slowly stood up. His legs wobbled, and he immediately sat back down.  
 
    They were back at their camp in the woods. The forest provided forage for eating. Aidan had gone back into the city each night and came back with reports of retaliation. The army hung a half-dozen people in retaliation for their attacks. Their bodies hung in the public square next to the palace that had suddenly revealed itself as part of Atania. Aidan had grated at the fact that the carrion birds were picking at the bodies. However, Celestina had insisted that they had to let the Emperor grow worried about when the next attack would come.  
 
    Celestina responded in a cold, calculated voice, “Of course they’re dying Liam. This is war. You are a liability. We can’t carry you out of a fight like that again. We have to be able to hit hard and get out fast.”  
 
    “You expect me just to let them die,” groaned Liam. “Not when I can do something to stop it.”  
 
    “If you go out there again, you will die. You can’t die. You are a symbol, and we need people to know you are that symbol and that you are alive.”  
 
    Liam shook his head. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You are a Bloodstone. I can see it in your face. You are, aren’t you?”  
 
    Liam looked at her, “Yes.” He thought about the Bloodstone clan on the Thir and what he and Badb had discussed. He could be the heir to the throne of Atania. People followed him. The Sidhe believed his ancestor had betrayed them and started a genocidal war. He felt his gut tighten as he watched her watch him. She weighed him, considering his worth. Ean was suddenly there on his shoulder. He chirped once.  
 
    Celestina stared at the bird, giving it a puzzled look, then finally spoke, “Rebellions and resistances are built on more than fighting. They need an organizing principle to rally around. For the last two hundred years, your people have been kept in the dark about their history. Your grandparents’ memories were wiped clean by the Sidhe.” 
 
    Sophronia whispered fiercely, “I knew it.” Aidan nodded grimly.  
 
    “There was a war. The Hartland War, your people, called it. But it was more of a genocide. A charismatic leader named Cyric convinced your people that the Sidhe were bent on the destruction of your entire race. The Tuatha, he told you, were their agents. He painted it as a fight to the death. One race or another would end. His stated goal was to annihilate the Tuatha and then invade the fey realm and annihilate the Sidhe.”  
 
    Celestina turned back to Liam. “When Cyric was rising to power he was a general in the Atanian army. King Darian Bloodstone ruled your people.”  
 
    Sophronia gasped. “This is my story,” she whispered excitedly. 
 
    “No,” said Celestina. “It’s Liam’s story. Your ancestor was a good and righteous king. He forged strong bonds with neighboring lands, including the Tuatha Da Danaan, my people, and the Tuatha of the hills, the ones you call dwarves. Darian was a Paladin king, a righteous warrior of your Church of the Creator with the vision to allow for a variety of beliefs. Under his rule, Atania became a welcoming place where humans, Tuatha, and Sidhe lived together.  
 
    The bonds between Atania and the Sidhe realm were so strong that Darian thought he could make them permanent. He married Dearbhail, the daughter of Queen Mab of the Sidhe. I knew their children, and you look just like Darian’s son.  
 
    As a wedding gift, the Sidhe introduced the Ogham to more people than just Cyric. The Sidhe sent several teachers from the Filid, or the bards, to instruct your people on how to use the Ogham. Everything was going well.  
 
    But, as the Filid say, Darian had a tragic flaw. He trusted too much. This trust was the basis for the relationships with the various kingdoms. Everyone knew he was a man of integrity, and he, in turn, believed the best of everyone.  
 
    Some among the Atanians perceived that other kingdoms were taking advantage of Atania. Trade deals that were just a little bit in their favor. Other domains became wealthy faster than Atania had. Never mind the fact that Atania had been prosperous for decades. The success of Ghealdar, Kjeldor, and other city-states made the noble families of Atania - Broin, Conchobhair, Gallchobhair, Loinsigh, Conghaile, and Mathúna - feel threatened.  
 
    These dissatisfied humans found their leader in Cyric the Warlord. He was Darian’s good friend. They had risen together in power. He had been Darian’s chief general, and first among the humans to learn the Ogham. At first, he listened to their complaints. Then he began organizing them. Then he convinced Darian to cut off contact with the Sidhe and purify the human bloodlines. Alternatively, depending on whom you believe, he deposed Darian and took over.” 
 
    Celestina grew agitated. She ground her teeth. “Cyric stoked the worst parts of humans. Your short lives push you to take quick action. Perhaps that’s why I admire you so much. Cyric used that to his advantage. With Darian either complicit or in exile, he passed laws banning the worship of the Spirits. He closed the borders, pulled out of treaties, then banned the Tuatha from Atania’s borders. Then he banned anyone with mixed human and Tuatha or Sidhe blood. Darian’s family fled the city, and Cyric had full control. He poisoned your people with lies about the Tuatha wanting to destroy them.” 
 
    Celestina gritted her teeth. She was shaking. “I watched tens of thousands of Tuatha die. Cyric became so influential he even subverted the other Sidhe creatures. He turned the goblin and orc nations against the Tuatha. If we had only to fight humans, we might have prevailed. We were caught in a pincer between the massive human army and the endless hordes of goblins. I was the general of the Eastern Front, fighting the goblins. I watched my friends die. Each of them had lived for centuries.” 
 
    She looked at Liam, still shaking,  her voice barely in control, she spat, “You don’t get to tell me about your friends dying. You’ve known them for a paltry few years. My friends and I watched trees grow old together.”  
 
    Celestina paused to catch her breath. Nobody said a word. The tension in the grove froze everyone in place.  
 
    Liam was the first to speak. His voice was barely audible. “If this is my story, what is supposed to happen next? What would the Filid say?” 
 
    Celestina looked at Liam. She looked tired. Haggard. At that moment, Liam imagined the pain and suffering she endured, watching everyone she knew die horribly. He imagined the burden of all of the times she had killed fighting for the survival of her people. Why was she here? How could she possibly be helping them? 
 
    “It’s a redemption story,” said Sophronia, breathlessly. “You have to right the wrongs of your ancestors. Restore Atania to its former glory and begin an age of peace and prosperity again.”  
 
    Celestina nodded. “So you see Liam, you can’t die. If you die, the story instead becomes a dirge for your people.” 
 
    She looked around again. “I’ll tell you this. Emperor Gabalifix isn’t here to enslave your people. He is the Winter Queen’s vassal. The Gaeas, the forgetting, was a compromise between her faction and the Summer Queen. Now that they know humanity has rediscovered the Ogham and have met the Tuatha and the other fey creatures again, the only way this ends is in all of your deaths. The genocide Cyric started will end with you. The only question I have is why he hasn’t just killed you all yet. He must be looking for something.”  
 
    Sophronia spoke up, “Liam, do you think Elder Kaufman knows anything about this? Perhaps that’s why he sent us to Ghealdar? He used the Ogham to rescue us from that Sidhe creature on the beach.”  
 
    Liam swallowed. His throat felt tight. “I’ve been wasting my time. I thought we could push the minotaurs and orcs out, but I think I was wrong. I have to find the proof Badb mentioned. I have to prove that Darian did not betray the Sidhe. I need to find the Bloodstone ancestral home in the Western woods.”  
 
      
 
    Sophronia once again waited in the alley, glamour-wrapped. It was near sundown. Nearly time for martial law to go into effect. Everyone was hurrying home. Anyone who so much as looked at a guard was grabbed for questioning, roughed up, and told if they were still in the street after dark their life was forfeit. 
 
    Over two weeks, they had attacked twice more. Another dozen orcs killed. Another dozen humans hung in retaliation. The city was at a boiling point. The army was conducting house-to-house searches and people were disappearing. Sophronia had to admit that the discipline of the orcish soldiers and their minotaur leaders surprised her. It wasn’t what she expected from the old stories about barely sentient, savage monsters. She wondered if Cyric had started those stories as a way of justifying his genocide. 
 
    After some discussion, the group had decided that their next attack would come at night. The Emperor’s Army was too wary of crowds now. By changing it up, they hoped to make the disciplined army begin to wonder if and when they were safe. Celestina told them this was the way to break an organized fighting force.  
 
    She watched a column of goblins taking down the marketplace. She wondered why. Sophronia shuddered at the memory of the first time she had seen goblins. She and Liam had nearly died escaping them and that assassin Mindee. She could see perhaps twenty orcs stationed up and down the street.  
 
    There was one by himself, urinating against a wall further down the alley from her. She crept down one end of the alley as Aidan crept down the other end. The two of them had worked this out. When Aidan was within a few strides of the orc, he threw a rock at him. The orc started and turned in irritation, his pants hanging open. “That’s it?” Said Aidan, staring.  
 
    Sophronia struck. A quick succession of stabs in the lower back, just as Celestina had shown her. Aidan ran forward, launching his small frame into the orc’s upper body. He shoved a rag into the green-tinged mouth, muffling his death screams. Aidan hung on for life as Sophronia did the wet work of stabbing over and over. The orc stopped moving, and the two of them ran down the alley.  
 
    As they rounded two bends and stopped for rest, they nodded grimly at each other. It was working.  
 
    Less than an hour later they were shadowing a small troop of 10 orcs who were out on late-night patrol, enforcing martial law. The wind moved at the end of the column, and a door creaked open in the quiet night. The two orcs at the end of the column broke off to look. Aidan smiled. Sometimes the Creator was more than willing to go along with what they needed. As the rest of the column continued, one of them entered the abandoned building. The other one stood outside to watch. Sophronia and Aidan pulled the distraction trick again. Aidan walked out into the open, staring at the orc. “You there, halt,” said the orc in a gruff, loud command. He tried to keep speaking but found himself suddenly quite unable. His body shuddered as Sophronia stabbed it again and again. Aidan rushed in, and they lowered his body to the ground together. They moved to the open door, Sophronia first.  
 
    The other orc was on the ground, unmoving. Sophronia saw a woman standing above the body, bloody dagger in hand. The moonlight reflected off of her bald head and pointed ears. They made eye contact, and Sophronia caught her breath. Sophronia recognized Mindee the assassin and raised her daggers, hissing, “Aidan, run!”  
 
    “There’s no need to run,” the Tuatha woman quietly spoke. She held up her hands, daggers dripping orc blood, in peace. “I’m here to help you.”  
 
    Sophronia looked at her incredulously. “You’re what?”  
 
    “What happened between us before is past. Things have changed. Our people don’t deserve this,” she gestured at the orc. 
 
      
 
    Dubhaine tried to talk them down, “If I wanted to hurt either of you, I could have alerted the orcs to your presence. I didn’t have to take out this…” her voice trailed off as she looked beyond the two women at a living legend walking through the door. Celestina. The General of the East. Goblin Slayer. She breathed the word, “Sealgair.”  
 
    “No Tuatha calls me that anymore. Not for a long time,” responded Celestina in her mountain-accented Tuatha tongue. Sophronia and Aidan looked back and forth at them, tense and uncomprehending. Celestina spoke again, “what are you doing here, Caile? I didn’t even know you were still alive.”  
 
    Caile. Nobody had called her that in a very long time. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Tá aithne agat orm?” she said. It meant, “You know me?” It was the first time she had spoken to a Tuatha in nearly a century.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    14. Proof 
 
      
 
    Liam made his way into the woods with Aidan. The two of them had left after Mindee - who was now calling herself Dubhaine, previously known as Caile - had agreed to explain herself to Sophronia and Celestina. Dubhaine-Mindee-Caile was working on their side currently? Celestina had vouched for her? The whole thing seemed insane. Liam had been glad to leave when Celestina had suggested they find the proof Badb said they needed.  
 
    “Why do we need this proof and what is it supposed to be?” asked Aidan.  
 
    Liam responded, “I’m not sure exactly what the proof is supposed to be. I’ve been thinking about why they need it though, and something clicked after our conversation with Celestina. The Winter Queen thought that Darian had betrayed the Sidhe, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what Celestina said, and what you told me Badb said,” replied Aidan.  
 
    Liam continued, “The Winter Queen, whoever she is, thought that all of humanity had betrayed the Sidhe. Celestina seemed to have some doubts. She said ‘he convinced Darian to cut off contact with the Sidhe and purify the human bloodlines. Alternatively, depending on whom you believe, he deposed Darian’.”  
 
    Aidan cut in, “I didn’t even think about that. Celestina is saying there are two versions of the story. So the Sidhe leaders argued over whether humanity betrayed them. That’s why the Gaeas happened instead of them wiping us out.”  
 
    Liam nodded, “Exactly. Badb is trying to figure out who was right. If Darian betrayed the Sidhe and the Summer Queen’s daughter, then she will probably support Emperor Gabalifix killing all of us. If Darian did not betray her, there is hope for us.”  
 
    Aidan was quiet as they walked. After a few minutes, he spoke softly, “That’s pretty thin. We don’t know if that’s what’s happening.”  
 
    Liam nodded again, “I agree. What else can we do?”  
 
    Finally, they had traveled through the dizzying maze of alleys under cover of darkness to the West side of Atania. They would find the manor and, hopefully, the proof that Badb said she needed to prove that Darian had not betrayed Mab, The Summer Queen.  
 
    “You don’t know what kind of proof we’re supposed to find?” asked Aidan.  
 
    “Anything we can find that shows Darian’s thoughts,” responded Liam. “Badb told me that Darian was such a meticulous records keeper that there might be a journal or other record of what happened between him and Cyric.”  
 
    They moved through the woods when Liam suddenly stopped, “This is the place where they tried to kill us. The goblins.”   
 
    Aidan nodded. “It doesn’t look like they’re here anymore.”  
 
    Liam swallowed a massive lump in his throat. “Let’s go. The only building I know of near here was the tool shed that Sophronia and I hid in after the fight. It’s this way.”  
 
    They traveled around the now desiccated corpses of their fight with Mindee and the goblins. After about an hour of walking, they found the shed he and Sophronia had used as a hiding spot. It was dark, so Liam almost missed the insignia on the door again. Just as his hand closed around the doorknob, he saw it. Three red jewels in a triangle painted on the door. He felt chills. The insignia was on his family’s book that had burned in the fire. It was also tattooed on the chests of an entire tribe of barbarians.  
 
    Liam looked around. “This is a toolshed. There has to a be a large house near here. We went South to find the road before. Let’s keep going West.”  
 
    They continued walking. After just a few minutes, Aidan pointed. “That big black shadow. That’s a house, right?”  
 
    Sure enough, straight ahead the moon illuminated a house. As they walked closer, they could see that it was an immense manor. It was built from the same old style of stone building that populated all of Hidden Atania.  
 
    They circled the building and found a massive front entrance with heavy wooden double-doors hanging open, allowing the elements into the vaulted foyer. Marble floors led to a double staircase with several rooms leading off the entryway below the stairs, which was all they could see in the moonlight.  
 
    Liam walked back outside to look at the exterior of the doors. Yes. There it was. A massive version of the Bloodstone family insignia emblazoned in the door. This was the place. “We wait here until dawn,” said Liam.  
 
    Aidan found a reception room with a couch in the dark. Liam followed him, and they slept fitfully inside the house until the sun rose. At first dawn, Liam was up, exploring more of the house. Off to the right of the double staircase, he found what he suspected he would: a vault with a heavy metal door. He didn’t know why he thought it would be the same as the library in Hidden Atania. But there it was.  
 
    “Aidan, come here,” he said.  
 
    Aidan walked up and whistled. “That’s a big, important door.”  
 
    Liam walked down the handful of steps and stood before the massive door. It had the Bloodstone family insignia on it. There was no handle, so he put his hand on it. The cool metal immediately warmed to his touch, and a soft blue glow began. As the blue light grew, Liam felt a humming in his hand that resonated up his arm and echoed through his body. Liam flinched and pulled his hand away. The glow went away, and the hum stopped.  
 
    “This is some magical stuff, Liam,” said Aidan. “Touch it again.”  
 
    Liam sighed, shook his head, and touched the door. The glow came back, and the hum resonated through his body as he held his hand there. He pushed against the door, gently at first. It didn’t move. The hum grew until he felt it in his whole body, and then he just knew what to do. He slid his hand to the right, and the enormous metal door that weighed hundreds of pounds went with it.  
 
    The room beyond was beyond beautiful. It was as if someone had transported Liam back to the library in Hidden Atania, as well as back in time. No water damage or mold here. Instead, it was a massive underground library. Weighty tomes lined the room. Thousands of them lined dark wooden shelves. The spines faced out. Leather. Wood. Thick paper. The smell of paper and glue washed over him. The room was quite large, perhaps 50 feet to a side.  
 
    Besides books, the room held a wealth of other items. Weapons and armor lined a rack. They had jeweled pommels and ornate inscription on the blades and scabbards. There were stands on a table holding jewelry, including a golden torc which caught Liam’s eye. It was simple, wide, and flat in front of the neck, covered in Ogham inscriptions. 
 
    Liam realized that the blue glow from the door illuminated the interior of this room. There were no windows or other entries. The light illuminated everything, including a large table with several books laying open on top of a large map. He walked over to it. The map showed the entire known world that Liam had ever heard of, plus more. Atania was a tiny dot in the Southwest corner. There was Ghealdar. He saw the tower where they escaped from the Black Ravens.  
 
    The Great River led up to the Hartland forest and the Dragonspine Mountains. On top of the map, there were pieces of parchment with numbers on them. Bloodstone. Blackraven. Gallchobhair. Conghaile. Mathúna. Many of the ones Celestina had mentioned. Liam guessed that this was a battle plan that showed where everyone had been at the time of the Hartland War. Arrayed in various places across the Thir, they were all pointed at the Hartland Forest, where the Tuatha lived.  
 
    Except for the Bloodstone army, stationed near a place called Dragonshome Peak. He wondered why.  
 
    “Hey, Liam, look to this. It’s a journal,” said Aidan. He spoke quietly, reverently.  
 
    “What does it say?” a voice spoke that was neither of them. They both whirled around to see Elder Kaufman standing at the doorway. His straight back and long silver hair made him look almost imperious.  
 
    “Elder Kaufman, what are you doing here?” asked Liam, his blood pounding. “Did you follow us?”  
 
    “Indeed I did,” said Elder Kaufman. “What does the book say?” 
 
    Aidan looked at Liam, who hesitated for a moment, thinking, then nodded. Aidan turned around, facing Elder Kaufman, “It was open to the last page. The entry ends here.”  
 
    Aidan read out loud, “I must stop Cyric. I will meet him at Dragonshome Peak. I will exchange my life for Dearbhail’s that this insanity might end. I know now that he is treacherous. Fíoróir will be by my side in secret should something go amiss. Should I succeed and return Dearbhail to her mother, I hope that this war may end.”  
 
    They turned and looked at Elder Kaufman. His face was expressionless. “How much do you know of what happened at the end of the Hartland War?” Elder Kaufman asked.  
 
    Liam said, “I know that the humans were at war with the Tuatha and that something happened that ended the war. Maybe it was Darian slaying Cyric. It might have been the Gaeas that caused all of humanity to forget the Tuatha. That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”  
 
    Elder Kaufman nodded. “Yes, it is a mystery, isn’t it? I wish I knew the answer myself. I’m glad you found this place. It will help us unravel some of it, perhaps? I’m glad you’re back, Liam. Did you receive the instruction you needed in Ghealdar? How is dear old Badb?”  
 
    Liam felt a tension between his shoulder blades. Something was off here. “Why are you here, Elder Kaufman? How did you even know to look for me and find me here?”  
 
    “I know enough of the Ogham to feel a disturbance in its flow. You cause…ripples…young Liam.” Elder Kaufman walked into the room, casually taking in the massive library. “Did you find what you were looking for in this vault, young Liam?” 
 
    Liam walked over to the golden torc. Trusting an impulse, he picked it up and set it around his neck. “I think I’ll take this, yes.” Then he walked out of the room, “Let’s go, Aidan. The others will wonder if we’re safe. Elder Kaufman, do you want to meet the rest of the Resistance?”  
 
    “Oh, yes, I do,” said Elder Kaufman. He had a speculative eye on Liam as he followed him out of the vault.  
 
      
 
    Dubhaine wiped the tears from her face as she followed Celestina, Sophronia, and Aidan to a new location. They left the orcs dead where they’d lured them away. After several minutes of jogging down twisting alleyways, Sophronia rounded on Dubhaine, pointing a dagger at her. “This is far enough, Mindee. You tried to kill me.” 
 
    Celestina gently put her arm on Sophronia’s wrist, “Hold, Sophronia.” She looked at Dubhaine, “explain yourself, Caile.”  
 
    Dubhaine inwardly struggled. Caile wanted to front, but Dubhaine mentally pushed her aside. She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for your brothers Sophronia. I truly am. That should not have happened. Your brothers got in the way. I was there for you. You were putting all of Atania in danger with your use of the Ogham. I was trying to stop this from happening,” she gestured vaguely in the direction from which they’d come. “I failed, and now I’m trying to stop it from getting worse. The circumstances have changed, and now I find that we must be allies. Hate me if you must, but that is the reality now.”  
 
    Sophronia lunged at Dubhaine, punching her square in the cheek. It was unexpected and the blow staggered Dubhaine. Her warrior reflexes kicked in, and she came right back, swinging for Sophronia. Celestina tackled her as Aidan grabbed Sophronia.  
 
    “Sophronia, stop, the army is going to hear us,” she heard the one called Aidan whisper fiercely.  
 
    Celestina held Dubhaine to the ground, growling out, “stand down. Let it go. You’re fine.”  
 
    Dubhaine looked at Celestina and made eye contact. Internally, she struggled mightily to prevent that cold-blooded killer from taking over. Mindee knew how to handle this situation, but Dubhaine sent her this thought: we’re all on the same side now. Don’t kill this legendary hero. 
 
    “Caile.” It was Celestina again, “Do you hear me? Are you with me?” She seemed puzzled.  
 
    Dubhaine realized she was looking straight through the general. Mindee did that when she was ready to kill someone. She saw some understanding dawn on Celestina’s face.  
 
    “Battle shock,” murmured Celestina. “You’ve been living with it since the war.”  
 
    Dubhaine summoned all of her courage and nodded, tears in her eyes. If only the general knew how much worse it was than battle shock.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” asked Celestina. She was a rough warrior, but her manner was gentle. She still had a hold of her, but it was no longer a death grip. “What did you mean you were trying to stop this from happening?” 
 
    Dubhaine struggled to take a breath. She could hear Aidan and Sophronia murmuring as well. He was trying to calm Sophronia as the general calmed Dubhaine. She whispered to the general, “You have heard of the Cumhnantach?” Celestina nodded. “They have had me stationed here neutralizing the humans who discover the Ogham.”  
 
    Celestina’s eyes widened. She let go of Dubhaine. “Caile, you are half-human. What have you done?” 
 
    “My name is Dubhaine now. It was Mindee while I worked for Cumhnantach,” she looked at Sophronia, who had stood up. She had a look of cold fury on her face. She was ready to continue the fight. “After I escaped from the rubble of the burning building,” she continued, staring at Sophronia, “I realized that this was never going to end. I…a part of me…realized that we needed a new approach. Then the Emperor showed up. Sophronia, I understand that you hate me, and I understand why. I grew up here, in Atania, many years ago. My father was a human. The Cumhnantach recruited me to cull the Ogham users so that the Winter Queen would not have reason to wipe out all of humanity. Now that the Emperor is here, it means that I have failed and the Winter Queen has decided to kill the remaining Atanians. These are my people too Sophronia. I cannot, and I will not watch them all die. I’ve been following what you’re doing with the resistance you’ve organized. I want to join you. I will do whatever you say. When it’s over, and everyone is safe, you can have your pound of flesh if that’s what you want.” 
 
    Sophronia turned and walked away, murmuring to Aidan, “I’ll meet you back at camp. I need time.” She walked into the night.  
 
      
 
    Sophronia tried to put her brothers out of her mind. Her insides felt twisted up in knots. She felt like she was betraying them. Celestina had explained it all to her, how vital Dubhaine was to their plans to solidify a resistance. She hated it. Hated her.  
 
    Deep underground, in Hidden Atania, underneath what what Mindee and Celestina called the Bard’s College, the old crowd from the Pig and Whistle cheered as Sophronia stepped up on the small, raised platform that counted as the new, improvised stage. She looked at them, breathed deeply, and soaked up their adoration. It had been more than a month since she had performed for the regulars. More than a month since she met Mindee - Dubhaine - and her life had turned into a legend fit for the Filid. In addition to all of the troubles the occupying army presented, they knew how much Sophronia had suffered. Her brother had died, another brother blinded. Her friend killed in a fire. They were amazed that she showed up at all.  
 
    This is what so many of them had said to her as she had gone around her old neighborhood, slowly spreading the word that the Pig and Whistle would gather in Hidden Atania. Underground, in a building that Celestina had called the Bard College, less than 20 brave souls willing to defy Gabalifix’s army cheered her on as she began to sing. She started with some of her old standards. Whiskey in the Jar. The Fields of the Thir. Feet stomped, and hands clapped.  
 
    Now that she had the crowd warmed up, she tuned a lyre she had retrieved from her house, and spoke loudly, “This next tune is a little different. I’ve adapted it from an older folk tune.” She strummed the lyre and sang in a clear, alto voice. She sang of Atania as an old mother who had watched her children die in the streets behind stone walls that were supposed to protect them. She had watched them forget where they came from. But now they would remember.  
 
      
 
    Many lives ago, said the tired old mother  
 
    Many lives ago, this old stone mother did say  
 
    There was war and death, crying and forgetting 
 
    My children starved, by cliff, city and sea  
 
    And their wailing cries, they shook Creator's heaven 
 
    My streets within stone walls ran red with their blood, said she  
 
      
 
    What happens now, said the tired old mother  
 
    What happens now, this old stone mother did say  
 
    Within tall stone walls, we are all in bondage  
 
    In stranger's hands, took memory away from me  
 
    But my grandchildren, as brave as were their fathers  
 
    Our tall stone walls will topple them once again said she  
 
      
 
    As she finished her song, the room was hushed and quiet. As she looked at the small crowd, they wept. She knew that they were thinking of the nearly two-dozen people, friends, and family, who had died already. She knew that many of them were overwhelmed by their new reality. A terrible danger had invaded their home, and none of them knew what to do about it.  
 
    Now here was Sophronia, calling them to arms and telling them to cast off the irons of their oppressors. Years of performing had given her an instinct on how to push her audience. She knew that now was the time to inspire them to act. She set down her lyre and spoke, “This invading army is full of terrifying monsters out of fairy tales. It’s a shock to all of us. Nobody understands more than me. I lost a brother, and another brother was blinded at their hands. But they are mortal. They bleed like we do. They may be trained and experienced, but here’s something that so few of us seem to realize: we outnumber them a hundred to one. We can stem this tide and send them back across the ocean. Moreover, we have someone who can help us do that. Dubhaine, step up here.”  
 
    Sophronia gestured into the crowd and Dubhaine, her face covered in a hooded cloak, walked forward. She turned and stood next to Sophronia and pulled her hood back. Sophronia resisted the urge to pull away from Dubhaine or to stick a knife in her ribs. As they took in her stubbled head, delicate features, and pointed ears, several of them gasped. Sophronia nodded, “This is Dubhaine. She is a Tuatha. Yes, like the Tuatha in the stories. She lived in the Hartland Forest. She knows a lot about Gabalifix and the other Sidhe creatures. She knows how to fight. If you are willing, Dubhaine and her friend Celestina will help you learn how to fight back.” 
 
    Celestina stepped forward as well, dropping her hood and revealing her battle-scarred face and pointed ears.  
 
    She paused to see how they reacted. They were wrapt. Many of them were leaning forward. Some looked scared. She continued, “It won’t be easy. We won’t be attacking them openly on the streets, but instead, we will attack them from behind. Strike, run, disappear. Guerrilla warfare. The only way an untrained army can fight back. If you choose to join us, some of you will die. You are all aware of how on edge the small number of attacks we’ve staged have made them. If we can step it up, even a little bit, there will be reprisals, but they will start to make mistakes. They will leave themselves open, and we can pick off stragglers and disappear into the city. We can set fire to their gallows and the houses where they sleep. If we can force them to make mistakes, we can kill even more of them. Eventually, they will have to leave us alone.”  
 
    With this, she started walking among them. She touched the hands or arms of each person. She smiled and locked eyes with them.  
 
    “This is our home. Our children deserve to be safe. Our neighbors’ children deserve peace. We deserve peace. We have done nothing to call this wrath down upon us,” her voice rose in volume and power as she continued, filling up the basement. “Consider this: a month ago, we were regular folk, living simple lives in a small village. Nobody ever came here or visited. Now we know things about our past that we cannot unlearn. We know that there is more to our town than we could have ever imagined. There is an invisible city. You’re standing under it. A month ago you were living a quiet life, and tonight you snuck into a magically hidden city to hear me play music. Your souls longed for freedom and were willing to brave danger to have just an evening of freedom. You can grasp this freedom. You come from a noble heritage.”  
 
    Several people seemed confused, “I thought you said we were regular folk.”  
 
    Sophronia nodded, “That’s what I said. It’s what we all thought. We were wrong. We are the children of those who survived. Think about this city above. There were hundreds of thousands of people who lived in this city. They all disappeared quite suddenly - but a few survived. They were our great-grandparents. We are the children of those who were smart enough and strong enough to survive.”  
 
    She made her way back to the center, standing next to Dubhaine again. “So who will honor the memory of our ancestors? Who will keep ahold of the freedom they have felt here tonight and never let go? Who among you is willing to take up the cause of the people of Atania and learn from this mythical being how to defend your home and your neighbors? If you’re with me, raise your hand.”  
 
    At first, it was just five hands. Emboldened by their neighbors, more followed. They looked around at each other as if to say, “are you with us” and more hands went up. Finally, everyone but two raised their hands.  
 
    Sophronia, tears in her eyes, whispered, “Thank you.” She stepped forward and embraced one of the first five. A Pig and Whistle regular named Lloyd. She turned to one of the two holdouts and stepped forward, taking his hand. A woman named Alex trembled as she spoke, “I didn’t know what this was going to be tonight Sophronia. I wouldn’t have come. I’m sorry. I can’t. I just can’t. I have small children and …” she pressed her lips together.  
 
    Sophronia hugged her. “It’s OK, Alex. I understand. You have small children, and they need you not to get hurt. Everyone has to do what they have to do. I need to ask you something.” She held Alex’s gaze. “Can you keep this meeting, and our plans, a secret? Tell absolutely no one what you saw here tonight?”  
 
    Alex nodded.  
 
    “Good. Because our only hope is to train in secret.”  
 
    The other holdout, an older man who walked with a limp, excused himself from the fight and also promised to keep secrets.  
 
    Sophronia turned to the group again after the two holdouts left, and said, “Come back here tomorrow night. Bring enough food and clothing for a week. We are going to train you here on our next attack. We can’t risk you constantly going back and forth. Tell no one what you’re doing, and travel separately. If you disappear, nobody will come looking for you. We will assume the Emperor’s army found you. If you own any weapons, even a solid kitchen knife, bring it along with you.”  
 
    Celestina caught her eye as everyone left. She didn’t say anything, but she knew what Celestina was thinking. They should have blindfolded everyone to keep this location secret. Sophronia had been so sure she knew everyone well enough to say they would all agree to help. As they all filed out, Sophronia wondered if she’d made a colossal mistake.  
 
      
 
    In the basement, Liam watched the Atanians train with Mindee - no, Dubhaine is what she calls herself now. It made his shoulder blades itch and tense. This Tuatha woman had tried to murder them multiple times, and now they were allying with her. War makes strange bedfellows. Liam fingered the outline of the golden torc that hung around his neck, hidden beneath his tunic so that it wouldn’t draw attention. He had to figure out how to reach Badb with the information he’d read in the basement. He was sure this information was what Badb needed to prove Darian’s loyalty to Queen Mab.  
 
    Elder Kaufman stood next to him.  
 
    As she threw another person, he had to admit that Dubhaine knew what she was doing. In just a few days she had them all holding their weapons correctly and doing at least a semblance of fighting. She had terrific help and tutelage from Celestina, the quietly confident leader of the Tuatha. From what little he had gathered, she had been a general in the war between the humans and the Tuatha. She had specialized in guerrilla warfare tactics that kept the human armies off balance while the Tuatha fought hit and run battles. This was what she was here to teach us how to do so that we can survive. She hated the orcs and seemed to relish the idea of teaching everyone how to kill them.  
 
    Her fighting style was brutal. She showed the Atanians how to use a dagger to stab vulnerable spots and then disengage before a counterattack was possible. The Atanians who were training directly with her were smiling as they executed her moves. Two of them were openly laughing, and he heard one of them, Lloyd, say, “We’ve got this. Those creatures won’t know what hit them.”  
 
    Suddenly Lloyd was on his stomach; face pressed to the floor by Celestina’s elbow. Her dagger was at the base of his skull, pushing just hard enough to draw blood. “Like that?” Celestina asked in her harsh, raspy, battle-hardened general voice. “Don’t get cocky. You have a few days of training and think you’re ready for a fight?” She stood up, letting Lloyd stand.  
 
    “Even if you catch them by surprise, these are battle-hardened warriors. Unless you kill them in the first hit, expect them to hit back hard. Expect them to call for help and for that help to show up immediately.” She looked around as the rest of the room was now watching her. “You, Lloyd. Pick three of your friends and attack me. If you can get me on the ground, I’ll apologize for putting you down. I’ll even put my dagger away. Do it now.”  
 
    Lloyd, his pride bruised, picked the three men closest to him. He told them to spread out and surround Celestina. He nodded, and they converged on her slowly. Celestina exploded into action, coming straight for the man across from Lloyd. He was surprised by her speed and didn’t even get a hand up before she punched him in the face. She had already turned to the man on her right when he hit the ground. The next man had his guard up. Celestina faked a high punch and then came in low with her left fist into his stomach. She knocked the wind out of him, and he doubled over. She kicked him in the knee, and he went down.  
 
    With blinding speed, her left leg went out behind her and caught the third man in the stomach, and she spun around, backhanding him, and stopped facing Lloyd. He rushed her, yelling and swinging, and Celestina casually grabbed his fist out of the air. She shifted her hips to the side, stealing his momentum, and she threw him to the ground. Although all of the men were bigger than her, she was barely even breathing hard. “You have a lot to learn,” she said.  
 
    Liam, along with everyone else in the room, felt his jaw hanging open.  
 
    “So get up. Train. If you stay humble and work hard, you’ll get there faster,” said Celestina.  
 
    Liam couldn’t help himself, “Where are we getting to?” 
 
    At that moment, the door opened. Aidan rushed in the door. He spoke to the whole room. “We have a problem. They gathered up a bunch of people and accused them of conspiring against Emperor Gabalifix. They’ve scheduled a public hanging at dusk. One of them is a church knight named Emaile. The church is claiming that under the negotiated peace, the Emperor has no right to hang her. They’ve ordered the knights to prepare for battle.” 
 
    Liam watched as Sophronia, Dubhaine, and Celestina exchanged glances. All eyes were on them. Celestina spoke first, “I’m here as an advisor. You have to make this call.”  
 
    Dubhaine and Sophronia both spoke at the same time, “We should go.” They both seemed taken aback that they agreed. After a moment, Sophronia spoke again. “We should go, and help save our people. We may not be at Celestina’s level, but we have more training than we did. We can do it, especially with the church knights fighting with us. It will be good for Atanians to see more Atanians fighting back.”  
 
    Dubhaine nodded, “We will have to make a plan along the way. Get your gear, and let’s go.”  
 
    Everyone whooped and cheered, but Liam stayed quiet. Something didn’t feel right. Celestina had just told them they weren’t ready, and now they were rushing headlong into battle?  
 
      
 
    The church knights, mounted on chargers, come galloping out of the gates, mowing down the token force guarding the temple. The plate mail clad warriors used their swords and maces to finish off the handful of orcs and single minotaur that survived the initial assault.  
 
    At the end of the brief fight, Lord Commander Garrick Cimarron stood up in his stirrups and shouted, “In the name of the great Creator, let us ride! We will save Emaile, and the people of Atania!” They wheeled into formation and began to trot their horses toward the town square briskly.  
 
    Aidan sprinted out onto the street and stopped in front of the Lord Commander, who pulled to a halt. Aidan called out, “Lord Commander, I have a message for you.”  
 
    The Commander gestured for Aidan to approach and he did so. When he was just next to the man’s horse, Aidan spoke in a low voice, “We have people coming to help you.”  
 
      
 
    Liam breathed heavily as he watched the action unfold. He, along with Sophronia and four other Atanians, had secreted themselves in an alley just three blocks from the town square where the scaffolding had been set up. It was early evening now. The hanging was scheduled for dusk, and the square was starting to fill up. Liam would hold back from the main fighting, but he was supposed to make an appearance at the right moment.  
 
    Atanians were coming from all over the city to watch the first ever public hanging. Liam imagined that some of them were coming to honor those sentenced to death, but the early atmosphere was more like a festival day. People were hawking roasted nuts. He could smell cinnamon in the air and saw children running around, playing tag. It was disconcerting. These were an occupied people. It didn’t make sense for them to behave like it was a public holiday. But it was the first time they had all been allowed to gather together since the invasion. Even so, he saw a lot of grim looks.  
 
    He could also see heavily armed guards everywhere: big green orcs stationed at regular intervals around the square. He could see others on rooftops armed with bows. He was beginning to think this was a bad idea. The Emperor himself was supposed to make an appearance and Liam imagined that his rarely seen minotaur guards would be with him. During training breaks, the other Atanians had shared stories of seeing seven-foot tall minotaurs, rippling with muscle and tattooed with Ogham symbols.  
 
    Liam turned to Sophronia, “Are we sure this is a good idea? It seems like it will be almost impossible to rescue anyone with all of those guards.”  
 
    Sophronia nodded, “I know what you mean. But Celestina says that if we hit hard and get out fast, we will strike a blow that will embarrass the Emperor. She says he is deeply prideful and will be forced to make rash decisions. Also, with the church knights coming, I think the odds will be better.”  
 
    “We better hope so,” muttered Liam. He eyed an orc on a rooftop. “That’s a big bow.”  
 
    He spent the next hour watching goblins finish assembling the scaffolding. They were efficient workers he had to admit. They were just as good at construction as they were murder. They worked in a well-organized crew with each person handling their tasks, directed by a smaller goblin who seemed to bark orders in their yipping language. The boss goblin stood off to the side and watched it all come together with a look of intense concentration and satisfaction.  
 
    The goblins were lifting the final, heavy crossbeam that would top the gallows. It was long, perhaps twelve feet, and obviously quite heavy. The goblins stood around and squawked at each other, then divided up on either end to lift it as a group. Six goblins together carried a massive wooden crossbeam to the four goblins waiting on the scaffolding, who then took it and tried to lift it on the support scaffolding. Liam, a builder himself, watched with confusion. Why didn’t they assemble the whole thing lying down and then use ropes to tilt it up into place?  
 
    One of the four goblins looked at the boss and said something. Liam realized with dawning surprise that the boss goblin was invoking the Ogham. It meticulously spelled something out and pointed at the beam. Suddenly, the four goblins quickly lifted it into place. They congratulated each other and began to pack up and walk away.  
 
    Liam was curious and wanted to see if they would do anything else with the Ogham. “Wait here,” he said to Sophronia. “I’ll be back before we start.” He ignored Sophronia’s protests and crept down the alley, following the goblins into Hidden Atania. He walked in parallel to them, moving from building to building to see where they went. Suddenly, they weren’t there anymore.  
 
    He backed up one building. Nobody there. He crept down the street toward where he last saw them. He saw the last of them walk through a door that led into the grounds of the run-down palace. It was a heavy, plain wooden door that was unadorned. He looked back and forth and didn’t see anyone watching this part of Hidden Atania. He walked across the street and tried the door handle. It was unlocked.  
 
    Wondering what had gotten into him, he slowly eased the door open, peeking through the crack. He was surprised to see a wide, grassy area. Rectangular in shape, it was lined on the long sides by a variety of ancient trees. He saw oak, willow, rowan, birch, and alder. They were large as if they’d been there for a very long time. At the end of the canopy, he saw a stone arch standing free of the wall or any other support. It was on a raised dais with two stone steps.  
 
    Where had the goblins gone? He walked down the aisle and saw two other wooden doors leading off of this outdoor enclosure. He was surely pushing his luck at this point, but he hustled through the trees to the arch. Carved into the stones was a precise series of Ogham markings.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    15. The Gateway to Freedom 
 
      
 
    Dubhaine and the other Atanians were waiting on the opposite side of the square from Sophronia and Liam, just at the back edge of the crowd. They watched as the prisoners were escorted out, hands bound and mouths gagged - five people whose only crimes had been to be out on the street at night when the new Emperor had decreed martial law. The minotaurs were going to execute them in order to intimidate Atanians into compliance. She felt a twinge of doubt. Was this really a good idea?  
 
    But she had run her idea by the experienced general Celestina, who had agreed it was a good plan. They would hit hard when the church knights attacked. No sustained battles. Free the prisoners and flee into the city. One person for each prisoner, and each pair would scatter in different directions. Dubhaine would free Emaile.  
 
    The sun began to set as the executioner, an enormous, burly minotaur, put hoods, then nooses, over the prisoner’s heads. She could hear their sobs from here.  
 
    There. The pounding of hooves in the distance. All of the guards looked the East, where the church knights charged down the broad thoroughfare. They wore gleaming mail that caught the orange and red glare of the setting sun.  
 
    “Now!” Dubhaine hissed to the others. She hoped Celestina was in place and the others were ready. She moved quickly through the crowd of celebratory execution spectators, bumping people, and moving through gaps. She watched as the orcs turned to meet the charging knights. She quickly counted. Perhaps twenty armored knights. That was what Aidan had told them, but it somehow seemed far less impressive than she had imagined. They were committed now. Reaching the front edge of the crowd, she stood directly in front of an orc guarding the scaffolding. The Sidhe creature was watching the charging knights, so Dubhaine sped forward and buried a dagger in its throat. It tried to call out but only made a wet noise. Dubhaine leaped up, invoking the Ogham to lighten her body, and caught the edge of the 10-foot high scaffold. She pulled herself up and saw two more orcish guards.  
 
    They saw her coming and had their swords out. Dubhaine heard a whistling noise, and suddenly an arrow bloomed in the chest of the orc to her left, then a second one as Dubhaine drew her deadly Amhranaithe sword. She silently thanked Celestina for her deadly accuracy. She turned to meet the second orc guard. He came on thinking he would easily overbear her with his size. Dubhaine was still holding her body’s weight up with the Ogham. She whipped to the side faster than the orc could follow and slashed through his stomach, disemboweling him.  
 
    She kicked him off of the scaffold as he went down. The Atanians were shouting now, pointing at her. She turned without thinking, raising her bloodstained sword and shouted, “Oglaigh na Domaine, troid!” The war cry of the Amhranaithe during the Hartland war, it meant, “Warriors of the Land, fight!” The crowd looked at her, confused. Someone screamed, “Look out!” 
 
    Dubhaine turned her head and saw a dark shadow charging her. Her quickness saved her again as she brought her Ogham-marked sword around and deflected a dagger she hadn’t had time to register consciously. The black-cloaked figure hissed and clicked, its hood falling back to reveal a black-haired, exceedingly pale Tuatha with white eyes. A Thalamhtuatha. Dubhaine was shocked. She thought the Thalamtuatha had died during the Hartland war. She almost didn’t respond to the next stab of a shortsword from her opponent’s other hand. Dubhaine turned aside the shortsword, dodged the dagger again and retreated along the edge of the scaffold. She got her legs under her and fell into the bladesong.  
 
    As she fell deeper into the Ogham-filled song of the blade singers, her weapon sped quickly, meeting each thrust and cut with the edge of her sword and counterattacking. She was vaguely aware of the crowd gasping as Dubhaine fenced. Suddenly it was over. She knocked aside the shortsword, grabbed the dagger hand with her left, and pulled the Thalamtuatha off balance, driving her blade through its stomach. It screamed a high-pitched death wail and went limp. She kicked the creature off of her sword.  
 
    Turning, she located Emaile and pulled the rope and hood off of her. Ugly purple bruises covered her entire face as if she had received a horrific beating. Dubhaine sheathed her sword and pulled a dagger, cutting Emaile’s bonds. “My name is Dubhaine. Can you run?” When the woman nodded, Dubhaine said, “Follow me.” She turned to the crowd and saw that general chaos reigned. People were running away, but each of them was running in different directions. She saw people get knocked down and trampled. The orcs who had been guarding the outer edges of the square tried to restore order but were quickly mowed over in the melee. 
 
    “We’re going to run after the edge of the crowd. I’ll climb down and help you to the ground, then we run, OK?” 
 
    Emails nodded again and got out a hoarse, “Yes.”  
 
    Dubhaine jumped off the scaffold to the ground and turned, “Lower yourself. I’ll help you catch your fall.” Emaile did so, and they turned. Dubhaine said, “Grab a handful of my tunic and hold on. We’re going to get you out of here.”  
 
      
 
    Sophronia saw the knights coming. Not as many as she would have hoped. She watched as the orcs formed up in ranks about equal to the number of knights. Standing on the ground, they would be mowed down by the charging knights in heavy armor. She held her position as she had agreed to do, to come out to help if it looked like the plan was going wrong.  
 
    One of the knights slumped over and fell off of his horse, an arrow punched through his armor and lodged in his chest. She stared in shock as the knight hit the ground. She looked up and saw an orc on the rooftop across the street holding a bow and stringing another arrow. She realized with horror that the orcish bows held far more tension than any of them had anticipated.  
 
    Two more knights went down from arrows shot from rooftops directly above her. She saw Aidan riding behind the lead knight. She grimaced and realized the Empire army was going to slaughter the knights. She had to do something. She turned to one of the men behind her, “Boost me up!” He did so, and Sophronia scrambled up on the roof and saw an orc just a few feet away, aiming the knights. She launched herself forward and stabbed the orc in the kidney with her dagger. He screamed in agony, and she stabbed him two more times to make sure the job was finished, then shoved him forward off of the roof.  
 
    She immediately scrambled backward and to the right, in the direction of the next house. She heaved herself over the gap between the houses and faced off with the next orc. He threw his bow, the arrow still nocked, at her and drew a nasty looking broadsword. Sophronia deflected the bow off of the roof. That was all she needed to do. There was no point in tangling with this enormous warrior. She turned and jumped down into the alley, sprinting away, grabbing the bow and single arrow off of the ground so the orc couldn’t pick it up again.  
 
      
 
    Aidan screamed, “Archers on the rooftops!” He held on to the Lord Commander and hunched as close to the Lord Commander as he could, hoping an arrow wouldn’t hit him. He watched as the horse brought him closer to the phalanx of orcs.  
 
    The plan was to charge straight through them and get to the scaffolding to rescue Emaile and the rest. The knights would provide a distraction as the prisoners escaped, fighting any Empire soldiers who tried to recapture the Atanians. Now Aidan wondered if enough knights would make it through the hail of arrows to the square. He heard the Lord Commander bellow, “Forward in the Creator’s Name!”  
 
    The crash of horses in heavy barding slamming into flinching, fleeing foot soldiers lasted just a few seconds. The Lord Commander’s horse punched through the feeble resistance like going through paper. Aidan opened his eyes and looked back over his shoulder, doing a quick count. More than he thought had made it. There were still fifteen knights on horses. He leaned over and looked forward. The crowd was splitting as the knights thundered through. He felt the Lord Commander reign in the horse, slowing him down, so they didn’t trample Atanians.  
 
    The scaffolding was directly ahead, just in front of the crumbled palace that had appeared. The gaeas was failing everywhere. He didn’t have time to consider that he had walked by this palace any number of times without noticing it. He did see about twenty minotaurs charging to their position. Seven-foot-tall men, covered in fur with the heads of horned cows wore no armor, but each carried a massive polearm with an ax or hook head, designing for removing people from their mounts.  
 
    Aidan saw the prisoners running in several directions. One ran straight into the minotaurs and was chopped down along with his Atanian savior. Two of them ran West toward the neighborhoods, and two of them ran towards the knights, calling out for help. Several of the minotaurs split off to intercept the escapees. The Lord Commander pulled up short and wheeled his horse to turn and meet the threat charging at his men.  
 
    Aidan realized he was no good on the back of this horse. He leaped off as the horse turned on a dime, and crashed to the ground, rolling several times coming up in a low stance just a few yards away from the escaping prisoners. He drew his weapons and charged forward, shouting out, “To the knights! Get to the knights!” He then moved forward to intercept the detachment of minotaurs. He gulped and hesitated when he took them in from this angle. Seven feet tall is very different from the ground compared to from the back of a charging warhorse.  
 
    “In the name of the Creator, stop!” He yelled at the minotaurs, moving to intercept the prisoners. One of them barked out, “Your Creator doesn’t exist.” Impossibly fast he whipped out with an ax-headed polearm. Aidan got his sword and ax up to deflect the blow just enough, but the momentum still blasted him off of feet and sent him sprawling. He picked himself up as fast as possible and charged back at them. The one that hit him was watching and turned to meet him, shouting that he would catch up after dealing with Aidan.  
 
    Aidan anticipated the devastating blow this time and pulled up short as the ax head whooshed past. He immediately stepped inside the giant’s reach and brought both his weapons down on the monster’s arms. Blood spurted everywhere as Aidan severed the creature’s hands. It barely had time to register its shock before Aidan drove his short sword into its stomach and retracted. Blood poured everywhere as Aidan danced around the creature and charged forward.  
 
    Aidan slashed the closest one in the back of its hamstring, and it went to the ground in a scream of pain and surprise. Its companions heard and turned, seeing Aidan. They took in their two downed companions, and one of them said, “Well, the tiny one is a surprise. Take him down.” Aidan eyed the escaping prisoners as the minotaurs fanned out, trying to surround him. They were almost to the main contingent of knights, but the knights were engaging with the larger group of Empire soldiers. It wasn’t going well.  
 
    Aidan could see these monsters were battle-hardened, just as Dubhaine had said they would be. His fellow knights were well trained, but they lacked experience. He didn’t think they were going to get out. This was such a poorly thought-out plan. Nobody knew what they were doing, and now they were going to pay the price. He charged straight ahead at the minotaur that had spoken, hoping he could cut that one down and run. It saw Aidan coming and held steady, lashing out with its polearm before Aidan could get within sword range. Aidan blocked, but again the force knocked him down. This time he accepted it, rolling with the force out to the side, immediately coming to his feet and quick-stepping. However, he quick-stepped into one of the flanking minotaur’s reach. He ducked the sharpened polearm. His inexperience caught up with him. The minotaur wielded his weapon like a quarterstaff and hit Aidan square in the face with the haft of the weapon. 
 
    Aidan was immediately disoriented as pain exploded in his face. He kept moving his feet, hoping that he’d dodge any follow-up blow, but couldn’t even tell which direction he was heading. He barely registered it when he hit the ground because, at that instant, there was a massive flash of white light. 
 
      
 
    Liam’s hand hovered just above the arch’s stones. He wasn’t sure if he could accidentally activate whatever magic was in them by touching them. He recognized the letters. He had learned the basics from Sophronia. He spelled it out, but it appeared written in some variation of the Ogham language he didn’t quite understand. There were a few familiar words: Thir, which meant land, Doras was door. That was it.  
 
    He heard screaming from the square. Oh no! Had they started? One of the doors into this secluded courtyard opened and several goblins poured out, all staring towards the square. Liam silently cursed his foolishness. He had forgotten about the goblins while he was examining the arch. He tried to dive behind one of the ancient trees.  
 
    A goblin saw movement and looked straight at Liam. He squeaked, and the others turned as well. He pointed at the tree where Liam was, and they all started walking forward. Liam panicked and ran to the arch. The character doras was here as well. It had to be a way out of here.  
 
    He reached the arch in just a few steps and grabbed it with both hands. His need to escape, fueled by fear, blew through whatever internal struggle he had with bringing forth the Ogham. Like a backdraft, the power surged out of him. The arch, which was indeed a gateway to a new realm, instantly opened, transporting Liam and his tiny companion Ean away from the land of mortals.  
 
    There was more power than the arch needed to activate, and it had to go somewhere. The raw energy exploded outward, lighting the ancient trees on fire and igniting the flesh of the goblins. They died in a brief moment of agony before being incinerated. It continued outward, scorching the stones of the palace wall and sending up a gigantic bloom of light into the dusk sky.  
 
    Every single person in the square stopped running or fighting and stopped to watch sudden illumination of the sky.  
 
      
 
    Sophronia had torn through the alleys after jumping down from the house, leading the orcs on a terrifying chase. She was standing directly across from the main entryway to the run-down palace. The battle was raging in the square, the church knights being cut down by the Emperor’s efficient monsters. On the steps leading up to the palace stood a contingent of Empire soldiers. She saw the Emperor himself. A massively muscled minotaur whose stance screamed arrogance.  
 
    His advisors stood around him, watching the slaughter. Sophronia smiled as a wicked idea came to mind, and she raised the bow. She only had one shot. She ran through a quick Ogham sequence, hoping she got it right, making herself stronger so she could draw the enormously powerful orc’s bow. The Emperor wasn’t wearing armor. This arrow should kill him.  
 
    Light exploded from the side of the palace, startling her as she released. She gasped in surprise and the hot wind seared her lungs. She was temporarily blinded. When her vision cleared, she looked and saw the Emperor’s retinue picking itself off of the ground. One of them shouted, “The Emperor is down!” The other soldiers formed up around him, and two of them grabbed him, hustling him back into the palace. Sophronia could see her arrow sticking out of the Emperor’s chest.  
 
    In the square, everyone was still stunned, trying to figure out what happened. She saw a figure mount the scaffolding and she heard a voice, Dubhaine’s, shouting, “People of Atania! Remember this day! The Spirits and the Creator have marked this victory for our people. The Emperor is down! Now we prepare to fight back! Get to your homes and arm yourselves. Join the Resistance!” 
 
    Sophronia had to admire Dubhaine’s timing. She was a master at this.  
 
    She turned to face the courtyard. That light had come from a massive draw on the Ogham power. She had felt it. She only knew one person who was capable of that kind of power. She was afraid that she would find a martyr.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Finale 
 
      
 
    From a far corner, Dubhaine listened to Sophronia hold court in the basement of the ruined bard college. She was telling everyone the story of Liam’s heroic death again. Each time she shared it, Sophronia embellished just the right details to make Liam even more of a hero and a martyr. By the time she finished her revisions, Dubhaine imagined, Liam would have singlehandedly organized the rescue of the condemned citizens and rescued them by ascending to godhood. 
 
    Celestina approached her, and Dubhaine stood up. This legendary warrior would never not make her feel nervous. Celestina held out a palm, urging Dubhaine to sit back down, then joined her and said, “Well done, Caile, or Dubhaine. I apologize.” Dubhaine flushed with the awkwardness of experiencing a legend apologize to her. “You pulled off something incredibly difficult. You rescued these people. You united them with the leaders of their faith, and against their oppressors. With an organized resistance, you should be able to drive out Gabalifix’s army soon. This is where I leave you.”  
 
    Dubhaine froze for a moment, then managed to choke out, “What?” 
 
    “The Tuatha need me. The goblin tribes are descending from the mountains in earnest now, preparing for an all-out assault on my people,” Celestina said. She seemed uncertain for a second before touching Dubhaine’s arm, “Our people, Caile. I’m sorry for everything that happened to you during the war. Perhaps if we had listened to you when you tried to tell us about your father’s people, or at least been more accepting of you, none of this would have happened.” Celestina choked up. Dubhaine could see the centuries of wear on her face and was reminded again of how much this legend had sacrificed and how many of her friends had died. 
 
    Dubhaine felt empathetic tears slide down her own cheeks. She silently cursed herself for crying in front of the legendary Sealghair. 
 
    Celestina recovered herself, returning to her blunt demeanor. “When I leave, you have to unite these people. Drive out the minotaurs, and then, Dubhaine, you have to go one step further.” She waited to make sure Dubhaine was paying close attention. “You must unite your heritage. These humans have to come to the aid of the Tuatha. We either stand together, or we die separately. The death of the Tuatha means the goblin races will spread across Domhain an Duine and destroy Atania like a tidal wave.”  
 
    There was a long silence as Dubhaine took in the moment. The support from perhaps the greatest living hero of the Tuatha meant that Dubhaine could see that what she had wanted for so long was within her grasp. Acceptance. There was much work to be done, and many would die before it happened.  
 
    Sophronia’s voice, high and compelling, rose in pitch and volume as she came to the climax of a song. Everyone cheered and Dubhaine stood and clapped. She knew her own role in this drama: encouraging the people to join in the applause. 
 
    Sophronia saw her and held up her hands for silence. “Something I neglected to mention during the story. The person who planned this daring escape, who brought us the help of Celestina and the Tuatha was Dubhaine.” Everyone’s eyes turned to Dubhaine, and Sophronia continued, “Yes, that’s right. There is much work to be done if we are to free ourselves from the shackles of oppression. While Liam is a hero, Dubhaine is the one who will lead us to freedom. So go and tell this story. Let everyone in Atania know what happened, and whom to look to for leadership. Dubhaine, we are in your debt,” and Sophronia bowed to her, long and low.  
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