
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
Copyright © 2016/2025 by Lillian I. Wolfe      


Revised Edition 2:  February 2025      


All rights reserved.


eBook Edition



No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact [include publisher/author contact info]. 

This print edition is published by:


Pynhavyn Press


[image: image-placeholder]

http://www.pynhavynpress.com


 This novel is a fiction work. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. No AI was used to write this book, although some images are created or enhanced by AI.

Cover Design: GetCovers.com

Digital heart image custom design combining elements from Graphics Factory, used with permission, and hand drawn design by Rene Averett. 

 







  
  



FROM LILLIAN I. WOLFE:





 I wrote O'Ceagan's legacy ten years ago and published it in 2016. Since then, I have grown as a writer and feel the quality of my writing has greatly improved. Going back and reading the original of this book confirms my thoughts. So, I've reedited the book, enhanced and improved much of the writing, improved scenes and added a few more.  

Edition 2 is essentially the same story I told in 2016 but enhanced by my growth as a writer. If you read it back then and buy the book now, I hope you appreciate the changes. If you're new to the book, I hope you love this space fantasy tale as much as I loved writing it. It is the first of a series and the third book is not complete, although two other books in the same series are out. I hope to write the third book in Grania's story in 2026.

Lily Wolfe
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PROLOGUE




A WAILING SHRIEK ERUPTED from an ancient-looking stone cottage squatting in a well of land between gentle green hills. Once, the farm next to the cottage might have been a thriving family parcel, but now it wore the run-down look of long unused land. Wooden fences, collapsed and broken, rotted in the grass while bare hints of furrows remained in the land. Only the waft of smoke that rose from the stone chimney sticking out of the perma-thatched roof indicated that anyone lived there.

A short distance from the house, a sturdy white horse paced restlessly from one scraggly tree to another not more than fifty feet from the first. First a bit of a trot, then slowing to a walk, followed by anxious glances toward the cottage as if the animal waited for something to happen. As the sun began to creep below the hill, the eyes visible through an unkempt mane were a deep reddish brown with telltale red rims, a sign of an albino animal. The horse snorted, a cloud of warm breath rising in the cool air like a plume of smoke from his nostrils. He turned his head again toward the cottage, a wild aspect in the eerie-looking eyes. 

Front legs lifting from the ground, the pale beast rose in a salute toward the cottage before its hooves fell to the ground again and it resumed pacing.

 Inside, the cottage appeared as timeless as the land outside. A mere three rooms, the kitchen shared the end of the main room with a small bedroom off to the left and the bathroom about half the size next to it. Very little seemed modern except for the food dispenser squatting next to the counter to provide meals. They came out hot and fresh so long as the supplies were maintained in the refrigerator portion. Next to it, an ancient-looking hearth blazed with fire fed, not by wood, but by perma-logs that held a month’s supply of fuel. The open fireplace shared its warmth with the bedroom on the other side of the common wall.

Within that room, a worn old woman lay in a big four-poster double bed, her deteriorating body barely making a bump in the bed dressings. Moira O’Ceagan Sheehan looked as frail as the years she bore as she teetered on the brink of her mortality. Still, she fought against it with the spirit that had driven her for the past one hundred seventeen years of her life. Despite her faith in God and the Promise, Death was the enemy she’d held off all these decades, and though she faced it, she would never yield willingly.

Even though her eyes were closed, Moira’s fingers clutched her rosary, the one her mother’s mother had given her as a babe at her baptismal in Wicklow. It had belonged to her grandmother’s mother, a family heirloom handed down. Alas, Moira had no immediate family in Ireland to pass it on, and she had dire need of it now, so she clung to it as if it were the key to her life.

A rustle in the room, a sound so subtle that it might have been the whisper of a breeze against a curtain, caught Moira’s attention. She cast an intent gaze toward the old oak dresser and a wooden chair facing the bed. Something in the shadows, just a faint outline against the darkened wall, seemed to shift, and Moira sucked in a determined breath.

“So, you're coming for me, are you, Old Hag?” she spat out, her voice barely strong enough to be heard. “Well, I'll not be going with you, so just take your devil spirit away from here.” 

She gripped the cross on the rosary even tighter, her knuckles turning whiter with the pressure, and she turned her gaze to something beyond the cottage walls. A strained smile stretched her lips as she mouthed a silent prayer asking for protection.

“Ah, Moira O’Ceagan, I am not your enemy,” a pleasing feminine voice sighed from the shadows. “I have come for you, ‘tis true, but not as the coachman. I am here to bring you affirmation and peace. You know that in your heart. My name is peace itself.”

“You do not speak the truth, White Witch. You are the harbinger of Death.” The words tumbled out in spurts as the old woman gasped, straining for breath. 

“’Tis truth, dear lady. You have heard me keen twice for you thus far, and this is the third, and last time I visit with you. In the language of my kind, I am Bean Sheilan, the bearer of peace. It is your people who made it bean sidhe and gave it new meaning. I am here now to sing you to your rest and to mourn your passing. Peace comes. Embrace it.” 

With that, the high shrill keen of an unearthly creature began as Moira’s fingers twitched in spasms against the cross. She drew one last gasp as the piercing sounds that assaulted her ears morphed into sweet, impossibly beautiful music while somewhere in the distance, a horse’s whinny echoed around the hills. The keening changed to a low wail of sorrow that continued for several minutes before dying out into a soft sob.

Out of the darkness, fine-boned hands reached to open the first dresser drawer and sift through the contents. They paused to feel the delicate silk of a scarf then let it drop back in the drawer, reaching instead for a drab blue-green woolen shawl and pulling it out. As the hands rose to swing the shawl around her shoulders, the face of an incredibly beautiful, fair woman came into the thin beam of light stealing through the mostly shuttered window. Long, almost pure white hair tumbled below her shoulders, and she lifted it up to rest on the back of the shawl. 

She reached into the dresser again, searching through items until she found a passport with a photo of Moira in it. This, she put in a pouch at her waist, then turned to the body on the bed and gently pulled the rosary from the lifeless fingers. 

“You have no more need of this. I will ensure it is delivered to your heir.” As she added the beads to the pouch, she turned to survey the rest of the room, her eyes taking in each detail of the old cottage.

Turning back to the bed, she laid her hands across the now empty ones of the spent human shell. In a language older than Gaelic, and event hat of the fair people of Ireland before them, she whispered, “Travel safe, dear charge of mine.”

She spun away, waved her arms in a circular motion around her head, and chanted, “Necare’, necare’, wyth haldah.” In response, the air began to move, swirling around the room while her arms continued to circle. 

The air became gusts of wind gathering the items in the room and pulling them toward the middle. From the fireplace, flames rose to catch the silk of the scarf she had touched earlier. As the fire and destruction began, the white lady bowed her head for a moment and then left the cottage. The cleansing had begun.

She made her way up the gentle slope to the white horse, which had calmed now, and together they began walking away from the burning cottage. Even the perma-thatch wouldn’t stand against this fire. 

Shouts behind her drew her attention, and she turned to look back again as two men raced across the empty fields of the farm toward the burning house. With the flicker of the flames reflecting in her dark eyes, she gazed up at the darkening sky and the first lights of distant stars. A shudder shook her shoulders, and she knelt to pick up a handful of rich earth and rubbed it against her right cheek, inhaling the scent of peat and new grass.

“My future waits out there, puca. Will you still travel with me?”

Nickering softly, the horse nudged her shoulder.

She stroked his mane with affection, and they resumed trudging toward the highway that would lead them to Dublin.
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Grania



WHILE SHE RAN DOWN the narrow corridor, Grania O’Ceagan tugged her over-tunic into place, slowing enough to step through the sliding door onto the bridge of her ship. Her ship. At least for this trip to Earth, she served as the captain, and she glowed with the pride she felt at this moment.

“There she is,” her brother, Rory, who manned the communications station, said in welcome.

Not the most glorious announcement of her arrival. But the family owned and operated the Mo Chroidhe, and her brothers didn’t hesitate to let her know she would get no undue consideration from them.

She slid into her seat in the captain’s chair and gazed out the forward window. Just ahead, Zabrowski Station orbited the planet halfway between the inviting blue marble-hued ball and the moon. After over three hundred years in orbit, ultra-steel patches, dents, and scrapes emphasized the station’s age. Yet it still passed muster as solid and stable. Built in the wagon wheel design deemed most practical for ship docking, it afforded enough space for up to thirty vessels, from small passenger liners to giant freighters, to dock at one time. Not that the station saw that much activity at once. Most often utilized at half-capacity, a dozen more ships than usual nestled at the docks, leaving only a few open slots.

A small freighter, the Mo Chroidhe, came in at half speed. Grania watched the monitor, showing the dorsal solar sail as it shifted away from the sun to prepare for docking. The ship’s automatic thrusters fired, driving it forward a little quicker. Tucking a stray strand of her long auburn hair back into the practical bun at her neck, Grania locked her eyes on the read-outs as they flashed across the monitors, checking their docking speed. Her fingers danced across the control panel, making minor adjustments to the speed and angle.

Behind her, Rory spoke into the comlink to the station, getting final clearance for their docking. His easy-going, cheerful nature reflected on his freckle-sprinkled face and contrasted with the captain’s intense, all-business one. “Mo Chroidhe is standing by for docking, Zabrowski," he said, leaning toward the computer’s microphone. “Do ya’ have a berth for us?”

“Copy that, Mo Chroidhe,” a stern woman’s voice on the station replied. “You’re cleared for gate seventeen, that’s one-seven. Estimated docking time is ten mites.”

Rory glanced at his sister to see her acknowledgment with a thumb-up signal. “Copy that, Zabrowski. We’re cutting engines and retracting sails now.” Even as he said it, he made a chopping motion to his brother Brendan, who keyed in the sequence to fold down all the sails except the dorsal one.

Despite his dark, intense looks, Brendan looked younger than his siblings. Nonetheless, he knew his job, and the sails dropped as he adjusted the engine power to slow the ship for docking. “We’re at quarter, Grania,” he called, a smile slipping onto his lips. “Smooth as butter from here, right?” His voice, like Rory’s, carried the undertone of an Irish brogue.

“Aye, that it is,” Grania replied, giving him a brief glance before her eyes returned to the screen to watch the live image as the ship aligned with the docking gate. Automated process or not, her granda had drummed into her to never leave these things to chance, so she double-checked his work. A system could fail, and a person had to be ready for anything.

When they were almost on it, Brendan began the countdown to docking, calling out meters rather than seconds. At thirty, he lowered the dorsal sail, which folded neatly on top of the ship. At ten, he cut the engine power, allowing just the momentum to carry them the rest of the way. “Three … two … one.”

The ship rocked from a slight bump as the nose cone of the ship eased into the docking receptor. Locks caught it and secured it to the station. “That’s it! We’re in,” Brendan announced. Grania heard the pride and happiness in his voice.

“Biochas la Dia,” Grania said, the old Irish thanks to God rolling off her tongue. “Congratulations on your first Earth station dock, little brother.” She grinned at him, sharing his joy. Only eight years earlier, she’d made her own first trip. And this trip … This trip, she was the captain.

“It wasn’t hard.” Brendan made light of it. “It’s not so different from docking the shuttle at Mac Lir Station.”

“Who are you kidding?” Rory challenged the remark, springing from his console to throw an arm around his brother’s neck and rough him up a little. “You were nervous, and you know it. And, you had help from Nia. She double-checked everything, all your calcs.”

For a few moments, Grania studied the station-transmitted image that showed the ship tucked into the docking cone. They provided it to allow the crew to have a valuable visual of the exterior to check for any damage before going out again. For now, she just took pleasure in seeing the old girl safely here.

Mismatched metal patches covered several spots along the body, a few dents bounced sunlight at angles, and it looked like it had traveled hundreds of light years in the space lanes. Near the docking nose of the ship, almost hidden under the cone, a design of intertwined birds within a heart—painted in bold colors—accented the ship’s name, Mo Chroidhe, My Heart in Gaelic. Beneath that, smaller letters declared the name of its home world, Erinnua, also known as New Ireland, a mid-sized planet in the Dragon Hold Federation.

Satisfied with the ship's status, Grania switched on the audio from the station, listening to the reports and news being broadcast. Then she crossed the small bridge to stand behind Brendan. “Actually, not so much checking, Rory. The lad had the whole thing pretty much under control. He’ll make a decent spacer yet. Good job, little brother.”

Giving him an affectionate hug, she winked at Rory and added, “But you’d better get back to that console and get the off-loading details. We want to get this cargo unloaded as soon as possible and get the new crates onboard. We’re about three-quarters filled, so we can take some extra if shippers have anything for Dragon Hold.”

“On it,” Rory replied, resuming his seat, and starting to check the dock schedules to see how long before they could offload.       

The control deck door hissed as it slid open and Grania turned to see Nansi, the ship’s second engineer, stride onto the deck, a broad grin on her face. “That’s it, then, Brendan. Another O’Ceagan logs his first trip to Earth. Your granda will be proud.”

Eyes alight with pleasure and hope, Brendan laughed. “Will you be keeping your promise, Nansi?”

Older by many years than the siblings on the deck, Nansi had traveled the space lanes on the Mo Chroidhe longer than half this young group of snappers had been alive. She’d been part of the crew when Brendan and Rory had been born. In fact, Grania was just a small child when Nansi first came onto the ship. Only a little shorter than Grania, Nansi Nic Collene carried her sturdy, fit body in a defiant stance. A wide streak of silver cut through the thick, black hair she’d pulled back into a tight roll at the nape of her neck.

Face serious and eyebrows pulled together, she peered at the youngster as if to say, did I say that? When it came, her hearty laugh rocked the deck with its merriment. “That I will, lad. Drinks at Murphy’s Bar are on me tonight. Dinners are on Liam, though.”

While the two boys laughed at this assertion, knowing their older brother’s stinginess with a coin, Grania just smiled and turned her attention back to the manifest. “Well, let’s get the ship locked down and ready for unloading before we start the celebrating.”

Still grinning, Brendan sprang to his feet and headed toward the door to follow Nansi. “Aye, Captain. I’ll just be giving Nansi a hand in the cargo bay if that’s all right?”

Grania nodded, barely glancing at him. “There’s a half dozen crates bound for Cardyff that we can contract, Rory. They look to be medium-sized, with canned foods and winter clothes, it says. I’m sending a bid on them. Not too much else heading our way.”

“How long d’ya think we’ll be staying here? Long enough to take a shuttle down?”

“To visit the old homeland? It’s possible, but I’m not wanting to stay any longer than it takes to unload and fill up again with new cargo. Docks cost money, boy-o, and Granda expects a profitable return from his ship.”

She finished dumping the ship’s log onto a data pod for storage and started toward the records vault tucked at the back of the deck, just as Rory muttered, “Well, feck …”

“What?” Grania deposited the pod in the vault and turned toward Rory.

“They’re having a software problem with the dock ‘bots and currently they are not working. An engineer is looking at them now, but they say they expect a six to ten Earth-hour delay before they can get them back in service. ‘Apologies to all ships, extra credits for docking due to the delay.’”

The station robots were the main dockworkers to get the ships loaded and unloaded, so until they were back in action, the ship couldn’t get the cargo off or new cargo on. Grania leaned over Rory’s shoulder and read the message for herself, noting the time delays and other details. Although their ship slotted in as the eighth one in line for unloading, they were twenty-third for reloading. That translated to several more hours tacked onto the time once the ‘bots were working.

“Feck, indeed,” she said, her face tightening in a frown. More of a delay than she hoped for, but nothing to be done about it. “You go ahead with the others for those drinks. I’ll log us in with the station and check out the board postings. I’ll meet you at Murphy’s.”
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Grania



EVEN THOUGH SHE DIDN'T need to check in with the stationmaster in person, Grania followed the established custom, one that her father and granda adhered to as they traveled, and they taught her to do the same. Besides, she liked this contact with people in the Earth sector of space. They always shared entertaining stories, bits of news, and dropped a tip or two on cargo opportunities.

Not to mention the stationmaster had a handsome assistant by the name of Vilnius, about Grania’s age, with whom she enjoyed spending a bit of time. Her step grew a little lighter in anticipation as she approached the station office.

Disappointed, she found only Stationmaster Hartman behind his desk. He looked up and a smile spread across his aged face. “Grania O’Ceagan! Welcome back to Zabrowski. How is your grandfather?” He rose to give her a hug.

“Ah, he hasn’t been feeling too well these past few weeks—a bug of some kind that he picked up in Alonzo. It’s been the devil to get rid of, but we’re hoping he’ll be doing better by the time we get back to Erinnua.” Grania made light of the severe illness plaguing her granda and hoped that her words were true. Although he’d rallied some before they’d left on this trip, he was still too ill to do any traveling.

Hartman clucked a bit in sympathy. “Well, he’s a tough fellow and a fighter, so it will take more than a little germ to keep him down for too long. Give him my regards and tell him I’ll have a bottle of Paddy’s Black to share with him on the next trip. And,” he paused and reached behind his desk to pull out a small bottle, “a smaller version of it to help him get better.”

He handed her the pint bottle of blended whiskey, a real treat for her granda to have. One of the best reasons the old man said he had for making the trip to Earth.

“He’ll be appreciating that, for sure,” she said as she tucked the bottle into her shoulder bag. “We’ve brought our youngest brother on the trip this time, and I’ve been thinking that with the unloading delays—”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry about that. The ‘bots are an upgraded new version and supposed to be better, but this is the third time this month that the darn program has glitched. Vilnius is down with the programmer now, trying to figure out what happened this time.”

Well, that explained Vilnius missing, Grania concluded and hoped she might have a chance to see him later. “Right. That sounds typical. Upgrade problems… Anyway, I thought that since we’re delayed, I might take my little brother down to Ireland. So, how is the weather downside, and are there any Earth delays or other things I should be aware of?”

“I haven’t received any notifications,” he replied as he opened a screen on his computer and reviewed the latest reports from the London station. “Looks like London is clear, and a shuttle will be going down at oh-nine-fifteen station time. There’s a connecting one to Dublin about an hour after the shuttle arrives. Looks like decent weather in Ireland; a few clouds, but no rain expected.” He rubbed at the beard on his chin. “Makes me wish I could make the trip down with you. Some of the best fishing in the world down there.”

 “That’s what my granda always says,” Grania replied, a smile on her face. “He likes the western side for the stream fishing; says his granda taught him there.”

“It’s a great area,” Hartman agreed. “I don’t suppose you or your brothers do much of it?” 

She shook her head. “Naw, not much. The lakes and streams of Erinnua don’t have fish in them. Thanks for the information. I think I’ll be seeing about a couple of shuttle tickets.” 
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BY THE TIME GRANIA joined her crew over an hour later, they were well into celebrating. No matter who or what job, a crewman’s first docking at Earth always called for a party. Not that any of her crew needed much of an excuse to head to the nearest bar. For this crew, Murphy’s Pub rated as the only place on Zabrowski Station to celebrate. Besides the authentic Irish drinks, it also served honest-to-goodness Earth-style pub food, which made it something of a rarity on any station outside Dragon Hold.

Stepping into the place felt like stepping back in time, or so Grania’s granda had told her several times over the years. Finished with wooden walls and illuminated with elegant sconces that were reproductions of antique ones, they provided enough light to see your food, yet make everyone look appealing. Tall stools, all of which were filled with spacers downing a drink and, in some cases, a plate of fish and chips or a steak pie, faced a long, heavy wooden bar off to the right of the entrance. The delectable scents of vinegar, onion, garlic, and herbs from the kitchen wafted through the place, enticing appetites. Recorded Irish music provided the background sound and to someone from Erinnua, it looked, smelled, and tasted like home.

Grania paused just inside and looked around the crowded space, her eyes seeking the group that she knew would be at one of the larger tables at the back. Sure enough, she spotted Rory’s red-blond hair just beyond a rowdy group of Arcano cadets.

Of course, Brendan being just a teenager and limited to the one percent alcohol drinks on this station—and only two of those–meant that the honoree had been demoted to non-alcoholic drinks while the rest of the crew grew rowdier. Still, the lad appeared to be having a great time, Grania noted as she located a nearby empty chair and dragged it over to the table the others had commandeered.

“Any word on the loading status, Grania?” Rory asked after she’d ordered a pint of ale. “Have they fixed the problem yet?”

She shrugged. “Not that I heard. I’m guessing we’re stuck here for at least twenty-four hours. Possibly longer, depending on how long it takes to get the ‘bots working again. Hartman said that Vilnius is giving the programmer a hand so maybe he can figure it out soon.”

“Or could be he already has,” Liam said, winking and tilting his head to one side, indicating she should look.

Grania twisted a bit to see the bar entrance as a tall, dark-haired, ruggedly handsome man made his way through the crowd of bodies toward their table. Vilnius always knew where to find the crew of the Mo Chroidhe. Spirits lifting along with her body, Grania sprang to his warm, almost crushing, hug.

As he planted a big kiss on her lips, she pressed closer, savoring the moment. Her inner voice muttered, Damn, I shouldn’t have rushed to get those tickets. Ah, well, Liam can take Brendan down to the planet.

“I thought you were tied up with this ‘bot problem. Is it fixed then?” she asked when she caught her breath after he broke that kiss.

Vilnius scowled a moment, then shrugged. “We’ll see. We found a coding line that appeared to be corrupted, so that might be it. Guernsey is correcting it and he’ll reboot the system. Then we’ll see what happens. So in the meantime, I thought I’d come down here and see my favorite crew. I saw the Mo Chroidhe dock and wanted to get here as soon as I could. It’s been a long time, my girl.” His smile dazzled, and his deep blue eyes twinkled as he squeezed her again. Then he let go and looked around for another chair. He captured one from a nearby table and pulled it in next to Grania, forcing everyone to squeeze over a little.

“It’s really crowded in here tonight,” Nansi shouted over the noise.

“All the bars and pubs are packed,” Vilnius yelled back. “We’ve already missed a half dozen departures, so all of those crews are still here and what else is there to do while you wait?”

“Well, there are vid-theaters, aren’t there?” Brendan ventured an answer.

Vilnius gave him a look. “There are, but they aren’t so exciting. And you are the little brother, yes? I’m Vilnius Majeck.” He offered a hand.

“Sorry! This is my brother, Brendan. Bren, meet Vilnius.” Grania hastened to make the late introductions as the two men shook hands.

Brendan shot her a tolerant look. “I know who it is, Grania. You’ve all jabbered about him often enough. But ‘tis good to meet you in person, at last.”

Vilnius raised an eyebrow. “Jabbered about me? Do tell.”

“There’s nothing to tell you don’t already know,” Grania said quickly. “Do you have much time now?”

“I hope enough for one drink if I can get a server. If Guernsey tags me, I’ll have to head back to assist with the restart and that will take a while.”

“Cold start, huh? I could offer a hand if you’d like. I’m pretty aces with computers,” Liam volunteered, a slight slur in his voice.

“Oh, that’s all I need. A half-sotted Irishman messing with the machines.”

“Hey, I have a way with ‘em, ya know. Just like I can sweet-talk the lasses.” Liam raised his glass and chugged more beer.

“I just bet you can.” Vilnius signaled a server to place an order and just about everyone ordered another round, including Liam. “And that settles that. You don’t venture near my computers, Liam O’Ceagan.”

They all laughed at the firm proclamation, but Grania knew the problem must be serious and confidential if Vilnius didn’t want Liam to lend a hand. Even half-sotted, her brother had a real knack with coding and machines.

After that, the conversation moved away from the station’s current problem to the general round of catching up on what Vilnius had been doing since they had last seen him and filling him in on the latest in the O’Ceagan clan. It would have been about six months Earth-time, but just under two rotations around Erinnua’s sun. Before they’d gotten through the whole family, Vilnius’ comlink chirped an alert from Guernsey and he rose to head back to the station’s control center.

Before he left her, he pulled Grania into an enveloping hug and said he hoped to see her before she launched, but it looked like he would be tied up with getting schedules and ‘bots straightened around for at least the next twenty hours.

So much for a romantic interlude on this trip. Grania sighed in regret as she watched him saunter away, her heart twitching a bit and relishing the sight of her desirable, sexy man.








  
  

Chapter two
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Grania





"SO, THIS IS WHERE Gramps was born?” Brendan asked, standing next to Grania on a hillside overlooking the Wicklow hills south of Dublin. The various shadings of grass, farm fields, and hedges made a patchwork blend of green that seemed to never end. 

“Look at all that green, would ya?” he added as he made a three-sixty turn to gaze in every direction. Behind him, the green unfolded all the way to the sea. He and his sister had crossed it about two hours earlier as they took the shuttle from the London spaceport to Dún Laoghaire, the Dublin city harbor and shuttle port. 

“Yep, this is it. If you look about five hundred meters to the west, you can just see the framework of a house where he says he came into being.” She pointed to a ruined stone cottage to the southwest as she spoke. “And later, the family built that bigger farmhouse off to the right. Another family owns it now. Once Gramps left for the stars, there was no one left to inherit, so he sold it.” Like most of their family, they referred to their great-grandfather as Gramps.

“Do we have no relatives left on Earth? I thought Granda talked about an older sister of Gramps that sort of raised him. Did she not have any family?”

Grania shrugged, inhaling the fresh scent from the grass surrounding her. “He spoke about Great Aunt Mo. She was Gramps’ older sister, almost sixteen years older if I remember it correctly. Although she took care of him and raised him, she moved away from the farmhouse before Gramps left. Then, she married a barrister in Wicklow City, and they lived there. As near as I know, they had no children. She must be long dead by now. Granda hasn’t heard from her for several years.”

As she spoke, she gazed at the land again and an odd feeling tugged at her whole body, a strange pull, almost like recognition, within her, as if she could sense every stream and rock in this land. She’d experienced that sensation of being a part of this country—this land—from the first time she’d seen it. Genetic recognition, her father called it. Something about their family being able to connect with the soil that had been their home for many generations before they’d left for the stars. He’d sensed it the first time he came here, just as she’d felt it when her granda had brought her to this spot just after her fifteenth birthday on her first Earth trip. 

“We’re a unique people, Grania,” he’d said. “We are fey, my girl, and we have ties to this land that cannot be broken. No matter where you find Irish people, you’ll find they feel a longing and a link to this island. I’ve heard it said that other Celtic people have similar ties, a deep connection to the homeland. The people of Wales have a word for it. They call it hiraeth and there is no real way to explain it. You just feel it.”

Perhaps, she mused, it explained this odd longing to see a land that drew you to it as if to your home. Her father, her brothers, and she, herself, had been born on Erinnua in a star system situated a long distance from this small island in the Atlantic Ocean of Earth. Even her mother, a third generation born on Erinnua, had been so excited to see Ireland the first time she came and had felt the call as soon as she’d first arrived on the land. Grania knew that both Rory and Liam had experienced it also, but she wondered about Brendan. As the most grounded of the family, the serious one, he looked for explanations for everything. 

As she looked at him now, Brendan squinted off into the mist in the distance, a puzzled expression on his face. “Something troubling you, Brendan?” she asked.

“’Tis odd,” he said, the soft lilt in his deep voice sounding almost reverent. “It’s like I’ve been here before. Like I know it. Fated fairies, I think I have dreamed about this place. Isn’t that peculiar?”

Her lips curved into an amused smile at the childish expression they’d all used as kids. While their father had used it instead of stronger language around them, he also applied it when odd things happened, things that defied logical explanation. “Genetic memory, Da calls it. Something within us recognizes this place.”

Brendan raised an eyebrow at that as an amused smile touched his mouth. “What about Mum’s side of the family? Are they from around here also?”

She shook her head. “No, the Nicmara family came from the western side of the island, a town called Kinvara, up toward a plateau of stone called the Burren. It’s a barren-looking area if ever there was one, although several little towns were built around it. It reminds me of the Bergen Plates back home.”

“Could we go see it?” 

“Not this trip. It’s across the country and while ‘tis a small island, that’s still several hours away. Liam just messaged that the reboot worked, so we’re on the schedule to depart in ten hours. So, we have time to see a few more places around here and eat lunch. Then we’ll head back to London Port in time to catch the evening shuttle up.”

As Brendan turned to follow her back to their vehicle, he asked, “Wasn’t there a mad pirate woman around where Mum came from that she named you after?”

Grania slid behind the controls as he climbed into the passenger side. A hint of a smile curled her lips as she recalled those wild stories their mum had told them when they were children. “Grania O’Malley, sometimes referred to as the Pirate Queen. She was a sea captain, had her own ship at a time when it wasn’t common for women to go to sea. Aye, she was tough and fierce and went up against England’s queen. Mum said I’d be a space captain, just like my namesake who commanded a ship.”

“You’ll get the Mo Chroidhe one day,” Brendan said matter-of-factly, as if that were a given.

“When Granda gives it up, possibly,” she replied. “Nothing is certain, lad. He could give it to Liam or Rory… or even you.”

He grinned at her. Jeez, that smile lights up his eyes and one day it will bring a sassy young woman to her knees, she thought. Brendan had been blessed with their Da’s looks and brains. 

“Naw, you’re the eldest, and you’ll inherit it, for sure. Besides, you’re already a grand captain. Didn’t Granda let you take the helm this trip? He wouldn’t have done that if he didn’t think you were the best. You were always destined for it, Nia.” 

“Maybe,” she mused, turning the vehicle back toward Dublin. “You know, destiny doesn’t always unfold the way you think it will.”

“Now, don’t go looking for the pixie in the oatmeal,” he admonished, even the tone of it sounding like their father. “Some things do work out. Look at Gramps. Bet he never dreamed when he grew up in that valley that he’d one day leave for the stars and have his own merchant ship. I’d bet fate began working on him from the day he was born.”

“And they say you’re not a dreamer,” Grania laughed. “Fate or circumstances. They could be one and the same. For certain, there was, as there has often been on this island, very little or no work for a young man with no land of his own. So, like many before him, he set sail for a new land. It just happened to be on a distant planet at a time when the space program was putting together a new colony and promised the Irish, Scots, and Welsh they could have their own star system with at least three habitable planets. Quite a huge undertaking, but it held out hope, which was something he didn’t have a whole lot of back then.”

Brendan stared at the rich-looking green fields where spring crops were already beginning to bear fruit. “It seems like a wonderful, fertile place now. I suppose when Gramps left, Ireland had gotten over-crowded like most of Earth did, huh?”

“Too many people, not enough resources. That’s what spurred the first colonies off the planet,” Grania said. They were the first of the immigrants, heading to other planets to build a new life. By the time Gramps left Earth, the jump gate technology had developed to a safe level and the gates, ‘folded’ space to travel through it. Now, we’re whizzing across it at rates Gramps can’t believe.”  

“I suppose it’s hard for someone his age to grasp wormhole theory.” Brendan cast one last look at the peacefully-looking valley and turned back to follow Grania.
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Rory





ZABROWSKI STATION EXEMPLIFIED A typical, high-profile spaceport, crowded at most times, but exciting with the bustle of spacers from different worlds, different stars. Only a few looked alien since humans had only encountered five other planets with life on them and the natives that had developed there were suited to their own planet. Two races, both from the same planet, weren’t air breathers and didn’t frequent human spaceports, rarely traveling at all. 

On his fifth trip to this station, Rory O’Ceagan still found it exciting and new. Although he liked to explore when he had the chance, he had too much piled on his plate today. Since the reboot of the cargo system had delayed off-load and re-load, and likewise, departures, it meant that more spacers than usual were crowding the narrow corridors and filling the few pubs and recreation rooms on the station. Bored people, hoping to kill a little time, even packed the cinema while waiting until their ships received clearances to unload or load. Even the station ventilators had trouble keeping the mix of odors from food to sweaty bodies from the air.

Amid the crowded venues, Rory pursued the task Grania had set him, finding more cargo bound for the Dragon Hold system or even their next planned trip to Winthrop’s Star. So far, he’d checked out six of the eight people who’d posted on the shipping board on the station to find passage for their cargo. 

Often the space stations were like swap meets where one ship might bring in a load of cargo that needed transport beyond the station, but the ship itself didn’t continue on or went a different direction. Under most circumstances, they found another ship to pick up the cargo to the next destination or final point. With the delays and the number of waiting ships, all but one person he’d contacted had already placed their cargo or weren’t willing to pay the transport price he’d set. The one he’d just spoken with had a small shipment, and they had reached an agreement on the price, so that added a little more. 

With almost twelve cubic meters remaining in the hold, he hunted for another small load or two to take. As he made his way down the corridor, he updated the ship’s available space on the board listing and sent the details on to Nansi, so she could plan for it. 

“I’ve got one empty block down here, boy-o.” She sent a verbal back to him, her husky-lilted voice barely audible in the noise. 

“I’m working on it. It’s a ragin’ zoo out here right now. Never saw so many people all in one place. Is everything unloaded now?”

“Aye, it is. Just got the Bergen system one off ten mites ago and the robots are bringing in the new cargo now. Have you heard from Grania?”

“She sent a message that she and Brendan were heading back to London’s port … expected to arrive here by twenty-hundred station time.” That gave him about five more hours to fill the spot Nansi mentioned. 

“Good. These ‘bots need watching, so I’m off.” 

He grinned at the mental image of Nansi overseeing the worker robots. She disliked and distrusted the mechanicals for all that she earned her living as an engineer. Ship’s engines were one thing, however, the mobile ‘bots annoyed her. If she didn’t program them, she didn’t trust them; she’d declared it more than once.

A moment later, his mobile communications unit, or Mobi-com, as almost everyone called it, pinged again with a response to his recent update. “Possible bargain if you can transport me with my cargo,” the message informed him. 

He considered it for a moment or two. Although the Mo Chroidhe had two passenger cabins, one had become more of a storage unit. The other cabin needed a quick refresh to use. Grania had said she didn’t want any travelers on this trip, but it would bring a extra amount of currency to take the cargo and the customer. He replied, “Meet to discuss? Murphy’s Pub in ten mites?”

The affirmative answer set Rory’s path to a turnaround and back the way he’d come toward the pub. If this worked out, he just might have a full hold for them, plus a passenger. That would be better than they would have had if they hadn’t had the delay at the station. 
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ALTHOUGH LONDON’S SHUTTLE PORT status showed only moderate delays, the check-in at the gate still snaked around several roped stanchions when Grania and Brendan arrived. They didn’t have much time before they needed to board their shuttle, so they scrambled to find the quickest check-in counter they could. Brendan motioned to Grania when he spotted a shorter line near the end of the counters. Even with automated ticketing, it still moved slower than a range tortoise with a bum leg. 

As she stepped into the line behind Brendan, Grania noticed an elderly woman standing near the line. Her pale blue eyes looked alert as she scanned the passengers, appearing to seek a specific person. Around one and a half meters in height, the woman somehow stood out, despite her petite stature. Flighty white hair formed a halo around her face as it tucked into a thick bun at the back of her head. She wore a faded blue and green shawl wrapped around her bent, old shoulders. Beside her, a large trunk, about two meters long by one and a quarter meters wide, rested on a lev-dolly. Her eyes met Grania’s and held. For a moment or two, something about her gave Grania a chill, as if she recognized this person, although surely, she could not have. 

The sensation grew, then changed to unease as the woman made her way, with slow, uneven steps, the short distance to where Grania waited in line. When she spoke, her low voice carried with the lilt of the land they’d just left and with a sense of familiarity that Grania recognized as being like her father’s sister, Aunt Catherine. 

“Excuse me, lass,” the woman said politely. “Might you be the captain of a ship bound for Erinnua?”

Surprised, Grania gaped at her. “I am. How would you know that?”

The woman returned a kind-looking smile. “I messaged up to the space station to inquire if there might be a ship leaving soon for the Dragon Hold system. The stationmaster replied that there was and described you. He said you were downside, and I might find you here. I very much need passage, you see.”

“Passage?” Grania repeated, still trying to calculate the likelihood of this woman finding her in the crowd of people here. “You want to book a cabin for yourself?”

Nodding, the woman pointed to her chest, “Aye. ‘Tis just me and me travel chest. All I have in the world is in it, and I will not be returning. Just a one-way, lass. I must get there; it is a family thing, you see.”

Grania took a few moments to consider the space on the ship. They had one free cabin in satisfactory shape that could be used for a passenger. Unless Rory struck pay dirt on the station, they had room in the hold for the box. “It’s fifteen hundred credits for the passage, plus an extra two hundred for your cargo.”

“Oh, no,” the woman protested, her face falling in sadness. “I have only thirteen hundred credits to me name after the shuttle ticket and I would be wanting the box in my room with me, not in the cargo. It has all me things in it, you see. Please, Captain, I truly must get to Erinnua. Can you not help an old woman out?”

Startled, she almost jumped when Brendan tapped his finger on her arm. She jerked her head to glance at him. He dipped his head toward the counter, indicating the line was moving and they needed to keep up.

“Go ahead,” Grania said, snapping her head toward the line. “Keep our place. I’ll be along shortly.” She had it in her mind to say no, it was a set price; however, the bonus of the extra credits earned for a passenger made her hesitate. 

“What is your name, ma’am? Are there no relatives here to help you?” She glanced around, looking for someone who might be with this woman. 

“I’m called Moira O’Cairn. And, no, there’s no one now. Just distant relatives on Erinnua. That is why I must get there.” Even as her eyes pleaded with watery sadness, the woman’s name stopped Grania cold.

“Moira … the same as my twice-great aunt’s name,” Grania mumbled aloud. Her granda would not forgive her if she left this old lady stranded here. 

“Thirteen hundred credits, you say? Well, I’ll not take all your money for you’ll need some when you get to Erinnua. I’ll take you and your chest aboard for twelve hundred.” Fated fairies, indeed. What were the odds of an old woman with her gramps’ sister’s name finding her in a spaceport? Surely, the fates must be at work, and despite everything, Grania still believed in serendipity. 

“Bless you, my dear,” Moira O’Cairn cried. “I trust your great-great-aunt would approve.”

“I never met her, but I expect that she would. Do you have you a passport ready to go?” Grania had already pulled out her mobi-com to transmit the passage information to the Mo Chroidhe and the Port Authority to allow Moira O’Cairn to board for the station with the destination of Erinnua. 

“Get checked in for the shuttle flight. The Mo Chroidhe will launch at 23:45 station time, so get on board the ship as soon as you can after we arrive.” She glanced over her shoulder to where Brendan stood almost to the front of the line now and scast an anxious stare at her. “If you need a guide on the station, I’ll have my brother Brendan escort you to the ship. I’ll talk to you more on the shuttle. I have to go.”

As the old woman nodded and thanked her again, Grania turned and pushed her way back to where Brendan now stepped to the counter and placed his passport on the scanner pad. As she passed people, she glimpsed the glares as they assumed she cut the line and heard a few unhappy mumbles. Ignoring them, she slapped her passport next to her brother’s. In less than a minute, it validated the electronic tickets and popped out two boarding passes. 

Grabbing them, Grania led the way to the boarding gate. They still had 20 minutes until the shuttle departed. Already the lounge teemed with passengers. Grania wondered if the old woman would make it onto the shuttle, let alone to the gate on time. 

“What was all that about?” Brendan asked after they’d found a pair of seats facing the shuttle pad.

“We have a passenger on the way home.” 

“Are you kidding me? That old woman?” Eyes wide and mouth dropping open, his expression conveyed his disbelief. 

Pulling out her mobi-com, Grania checked the message that said that twelve hundred credits had been transferred to the Mo Chroidhe’s account. “No, ‘tis not a joke. She just sent the credits.” 

“But we weren’t going to take passengers,” Brendan objected. “You said, not this trip.”

“What can I say? Something about her struck my heart and she needed to go so desperately. To be with her family, she said. There’s no one left here for her, Brendan. How could I tell her no?” She shrugged her shoulders. 
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MURPHY’S PUB OVERFLOWED WITH spacers, yet it only took Rory a few minutes to locate his potential client. A dark-blond, bearded man of medium height and a somewhat stout build, he stood alone at the bar rather than seated with any of the small clusters of people who chatted and played card games to pass the time. As Rory strode over to the bar, the man held out a welcoming hand. “From the Mo Chroidhe, I presume?” 

“Aye, I am. Rory O’Ceaghan, at your service. And you are Mister Harhiman?” He ignored the offered hand. It wasn’t common to shake before a deal and this wasn’t one yet. 

The hand dropped as easily as Harhiman had extended it. “Right. Ansel Harhiman. I have a load of cargo and myself to be moved to Winthrop’s Star. Can your ship do it?”

“Well, that would depend on just how much cargo you have,” Rory said with candor. “I have some space still available, so show me what you’ve got.”

Harhiman opened a file on his mobi-com displaying the cargo space requirements, weight, and number of units to move. In moments, Rory calculated the space they would take. “Now, would there be any problem with stacking those crates?” he asked as a precaution. Sometimes the weight could be an issue when stacked, even though most of the standard crates supported multiple levels. 

“None at all,” Harhiman answered.  “They carry trinkets and some luxury goods. Big market for them on the outer planets.”

“Well, we have space in the hold to take your shipment, Mr. Harhiman. The problem is the Mo Chroidhe wasn’t designed as a passenger ship, so our cabins are all crew cabins, that being they are on the smallish side. We happen to have a free one on this trip, so if you don’t mind—“

“The small cabin isn’t a problem,” Harhiman replied before he could get the words out. “And I’ll pay you well for the transport of both my cargo and myself. Would three thousand credits be adequate?”

“Perfectly adequate, sir,” he replied, hiding his excitement. Almost double the going rate. Grania will be pleased. He keyed the acceptance into his mobi-com, heard the ping as it went to Harhiman’s, and within a minute or two, the credits transferred to the Mo Chroidhe’s account. Now, he could shake on it and offered his hand.

“Just out of curiosity, I am wondering why you didn’t have a ship pre-arranged here instead of leaving it to chance?”

Harhiman shook on the deal and put on an engaging smile. “To be perfectly honest, when I shipped out to Zabrowski station, I wasn’t sure which direction I was going to go once I got here. I had three potential buyers and didn’t lock it down until just before we docked. I hoped there would be a ship going out soon to Winthrop’s Star or Dragon Hold or even Batterforce from here. Guess I got lucky.”

“I’d say we both have a bit of the luck today.” Rory grinned back. He’d brought the cargo to almost capacity for the trip home, and he just added a healthy bonus with a passenger. He signaled the bartender for drinks, ready to celebrate. Pulling out his mobi-com, he sent a quick message to Grania to give her the news.
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 "OH, FOR CRYING OUT LOUD! Hellfire!” Grania swore as she read the message from Rory.

“What?” Brendan asked, alarmed by her tone.

“Aw, Rory has taken on a passenger from the station,” she answered. Her brow wrinkled as her nose wiggled up in irritation. “So now we have two passengers and one cabin.”

“What about the second cabin?” 

“It’s not presentable, Brendan. It’s become a fecking storeroom. We’ll have to see what we can do when we get back to the ship. Ah well, on the plus side, the off-loading is completed and the ‘bots are starting to load the new cargo on. The deck’s almost filled, and we are on schedule for departure. Rory’s done a fine thing there.” She admitted that much, and she couldn’t blame the lad for doing his job.

Delayed for fifteen mites already, the shuttle pilot announced they would launch in a few more mites. Grania glanced around the cabin, scanning the faces. “I don’t see our passenger here. Do you spot her?”

Shaking his head, he said, “No, I’ve been keeping an eye out and I didn’t see her in the waiting area either. Maybe she couldn’t get on this shuttle?”

Just then, a bit of a commotion occurred at the boarding door and the old woman appeared, shuffling onto the shuttle with small, nervous steps. Her eyes darted around in awe as she made her way down the aisle to an available seat a few rows ahead of them. The shuttle attendant followed on her heels and helped her get settled in her seat, pulling the padded seatbelt restraint into place and locking it as Moira’s hands fidgeted at her shawl. 

“Probably the first time she’s ever been on one of these,” he mumbled, settling back.

“You’re likely right,” Grania agreed, still gazing at the old woman. Although she looked so familiar to her, she couldn’t place it. One thing was for sure: she didn’t peg the woman as a frail flower when they talked at the station. She seemed more than capable after getting herself to the London spaceport and locating her in the place. She may not know how to lock in a seatbelt, but she knew how to survive.










  
  

Chapter three
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Grani



"I WISH YOU’D HAVE checked with me before taking a passenger, Rory,” Grania groused as she stacked boxes and shoved them into a corner of the spare room.

Her brother picked up odds and ends and tossed them into another box to go to the hold. “Well, I wish you’d have told me that you’d booked a passenger,” he snapped back. “You’d said you weren’t going to take on anyone this trip. I thought you’d be pleased with the extra money and cargo my passenger is bringing.” 

She straightened and turned to face him, her expression softening. “Don’t get me wrong. I am glad for it, and you did a smashing job getting extra cargo. It’s just that we don’t have time to get this cabin in proper shape for a passenger.” She waved her arm at the electronic equipment stuck in one corner, the data server in the other corner, and collections of mismatched items scattered throughout the room. “I’m not sure the sleep capsule is charged or even prepped for a gate jump.”

She should have alerted the crew to begin work on the cabin before the shuttle launched from London, but she didn’t think of it until they were on the way and the mobi-com link couldn’t connect. They wouldn’t have had much time for it anyway with getting the cargo swapped out. Still, it presented more of a problem now as she gazed at the clutter in the cabin. 
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KEEP IN MIND THAT EACH EXIT GATE IS IN A DIFFERENT POSITION
IN A DIFFERENT STAR SYSTEM, SO WHAT LOOKS LIKE A SHORT
HOP FROM EARTH TO ERINNUA IS MUCH LONGER THAN IT AP-
PEARS ON THIS ILLUSTRATION.
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