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By the Blood 
of Rowans

Xan van Rooyen


For every reader who feels the wild magic tangled in their soul

For Louise, who believed even when I couldn’t

And for Mark, with love always


1

Rowan

My sisters danced in the waves as I bled on the shore.

Their hair unspooled in the wind; their hands lifted toward the moon hanging like a scythe above the black ocean. They raised their voices, the spell harmonized in four parts, and I felt its pull.

The ghosts within me joined in the chorus, every soul shard ululating to the bruised night and fading stars. I let them sing; I was powerless to stop them. Instead, I closed my eyes, feeling the familiar thrum of the departed within my bones as my sisters chanted in the old tongue, the language of the tamed gods from whom we claimed our power.

Salt stung the wounds cut across my forearms by each of my sisters’ blades. Four fresh lines gouged between old scars. I knelt on the sand turning red beneath my knees and let the water take what it would of me.

My sisters’ song rose in pitch and volume, their voices straining, beseeching the waves to accept this offering from my veins. Ribbons of light rippled through the foam, darting toward their naked bodies as they spun and splashed.

The waves lapped hungrily at my blood, soaking my jeans, icy fingers in my skin. A final pull, as if I were being dragged below by a rip current, swallowed by the sea, and my sisters gasped as one.

My ghosts fell silent, spent.

Dawn slashed its talons across the horizon, sending gold and vermilion bleeding through the shredded clouds, and in the light, my sisters’ hair turned to flames, each an inferno circling a delicate face.

The spell complete, they dragged limbs made heavy with renewed power from the waves and pulled clothes over sticky skin.

“Thank you,” Iona said as she removed bandages from her satchel. She bound my arms as the others toweled their hair and gathered their blades. “See you back at the house?”

I nodded.

“You’ll be all right?” She cast a glance toward the cliffs at my back, their shadow receding from the sand but never from my heart, or what was left of it.

“Aye, I’ll be fine. Just need a minute.”

Iona patted my shoulder as I gingerly rolled down my sleeves.

I heard them leave, clambering along the pebble-strewn path that zig-zagged up the cliffs, but kept my gaze on the ocean. The tide was coming in, the waves thundering against the rocky arms extending in a deadly embrace from either side of the cove.

Cold and drained, I retreated from the waves racing higher along the beach and dusted the sand from my jeans, stiff with salt.

Having pulled on my boots, I started the steep climb, my legs weak, and my arms still numb from the spell. With my sisters gone and their magic dissipating, the birds returned, screeching their greetings to the dawn as they whirled above the black rock.

At the top of the cliff, I whistled for Auryn. She came at once, trotting through the meadow with a mouthful of dewy grass. She followed me as I traced a path along the edge of the cliff. I couldn’t help it, as if an invisible hook had caught within my sinews, reeling me back to this same spot every time I drew near.

Years of storms had washed the stone clean, but I didn’t need to see the stain to know the place my heart had beat its last. The breath caught in my lungs like wool tangled in a brier. Auryn nudged my shoulder, huffing sweet breath in my face.

Taking hold of her mane, I leapt onto her back, letting her carry me away from memories of death as it began to rain.

* * * *

The town on Inisliath had no name. It clung like a barnacle to the ragged shore on the south-eastern lee of the island, lonely, decaying. Here, the waves rolled gently into the bay instead of beating at the rocks. Here, the Kilduffs and O’Donnells made their homes in white-washed cottages with shingled roofs and stone-hemmed gardens. And it was here that we Sheehys had never been welcome.

An unwanted visitor in the nameless town, I kept my business brief. Leaving Auryn grazing among the crumbling graves of the few Christians who’d attempted to lay claim to the island hundreds of years ago, I jogged through the rain to the general store. It would be quiet this early in the morning, not yet bustling with islanders who shunned me and my family. Few tourists ever came to the store, preferring the rustic village market open on Sundays and filled with home-made island novelties like my sisters’ candles and jewelry.

I hurried, taking fewer than fifteen minutes to fill the basket with the list of things we could neither grow nor make at home, like pine tar and tampons. Still, I could feel gazes raking against my skin. The ghosts within me quivered, their fingers pushing through my flesh as if they could reach through the prison of my skin and take a hold of their descendants, thereby renewing their grip on life.

In my haste to get to the cashier, I rounded a display and clipped the shoulder of the girl stacking boxes of muesli, scattering several.

“Hey, watch it!”

“Sorry.” I held up my hands in apology, hoping she’d let it go, hoping she wouldn’t notice me at all. Her nacreous eyes narrowed, her exquisite face twisting into a snarl. The shards of the Kilduffs I carried flexed and juddered: like calling to like across the divide of death for which I was the threshold. Could Lucy hear her ancestors rattling behind the cage of my ribs like moths desperate for the flame?

“Rowan Sheehy.” She turned every syllable of my name into an accusation. “You’re making a mess on my floor.”

I thought she meant the cereal, but blood had seeped through the bandage on my left wrist and soaked through the threadbare cuff of my sweater. Beads dripped from my fingers and were splattering the pristine floor. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, you will be.” She pressed her heel onto a box of muesli, then another, kicking the crushed contents toward me. If I reached for her, dared to touch her, she’d scream, and the rest of the Kilduff clan would come running. These days, they were armed with more than pitchforks, dividing their time between the store and police station.

“I said I was sorry.” I gritted my teeth and wrapped my right hand around the gash on my arm, hoping to stem the bleeding.

“That’ll be—” She studied the carnage at her feet. “About forty bucks’ worth of damage. I should charge you for the inconvenience of mopping up after you, too. It’s quite disgusting.”

Forty. That was almost double how much the contents of my basket would cost, already more than we could afford this week. We would never be able to make enough, not to keep our horses from starving through the winter nor stop us from losing our home.

“Please, don’t do this,” I said, trying to keep my emotions in check. I didn’t want to feed her a moment of fear or anger. My ghosts writhed, their voices shouting inside my skull.

Lucy lifted her foot and brought it down on yet another box. “Shall I keep going?” she asked. “Do you want me to call the manager?”

She’d inherited her hatred for me from every Kilduff who’d come before her, her entire lineage soaked in bitter animosity. It went back centuries, a constant in all the memories I’d inherited from the Rowans before me. The Kilduff hatred was steadfast, as unshakable as it was misguided, but I wasn’t going to undo generations of prejudice over shards of cereal.

“I can’t pay for this,” I said.

“You’re going to have to. One way or another.” Her eyes widened, trapping me in her stare. She unleashed her magic, her power surging across my skin in an incinerating wave. The ghosts inside me screamed as the wards spelled into my skin flared, the tattoos on my arms and chest burning as they battled against her assault. Her magic couldn’t bend me to her will as it did others. She knew all it did was hurt me.

Lucy smiled as my fear trickled toward her. All the lives I’d seen, all the memories that haunted me, and still I didn’t understand how someone so beautiful could be so ugly.

“Stop it.” Teagan approached, her torn fishnets at odds with the yellow store-uniform T-shirt.

“Just a little fun. Ma won’t mind,” Lucy said, pretending she wasn’t out of breath from the effort she’d exerted on me. Unlikely she fed on me either, then.

“Ma will mind if you don’t get this cleaned up.” Teagan didn’t even look at me as she tossed a box of Band-aids in my direction. “She’s off to meet the new O’Donnell with Gran. Ferry comes in at nine. Also, we’ve got to close up shop tonight and take inventory.”

“Speaking of which…” Lucy folded her arms and looked at me expectantly.

“I told you I can’t pay.”

“Gods, leave him be, Luce.”

“What’s got your knickers in a twist?” Lucy glared at her sister.

“This is just—it’s childish. It’s beneath you,” Teagan said with a flick of her raven hair.

“Fine, off you scuttle, Sheehy, back to the dung heap you crawled out of,” Lucy said with a cold smile. “And you’ll pay. Maybe not today, but someday soon. Trust me, you’ll see. Things are going to change around here.”

I rushed through the check-out and paused beneath the eaves to swap wet bandages for fresh Band-aids. They wouldn’t contain the wounds for long. This morning, my sisters had carved deeper than usual.

My ghosts calmed as well, retreating into the quiet residence they kept between my bones. The rain had eased a little, but it would still be a soaking trek home through the fields. Auryn huffed at me, her amber gaze one of reproach.

I rubbed her white face with my knuckles before I swung up onto her back and took handfuls of her shaggy mane. We headed off along the coast road, climbing out of town onto the gentle escarpment leading north and eventually west around the headland. The vantage point gave me a clear view of the bay where the McNamaras stowed their fishing fleet and tourist boats, where the dock awaited the arriving ferry. The Kilduff women were part of the welcoming party, standing in conversation beneath large umbrellas with Martha O’Donnell, clan matriarch and sovereign of the island.

New O’Donnell, Teagan had said. There couldn’t be a new O’Donnell, which meant someone was returning. All the island families had lost kin to the mainland; none of us had ever had family return.

We stood in the drizzle, Auryn shaking her head and swishing her tail, as I watched the few occupants disembark, only one group of three taking their time where other tourist groups rushed to escape the rain. The three were wrapped up against the weather, the shortest wearing an arm sling and eye-searing orange jacket, a neon flare against the grey wash of Inisliath.

The ghosts within me stirred, curious as they sensed the foreign yet familiar presence, blood calling to blood across the threads of magic stitching all the founding families into the tapestry of the island.

Martha O’Donnell swept down the dock, arms extended, and pulled the arrival—stooped and dressed in a black trench coat—into an embrace. The long-lost O’Donnell, then.

Lucy’s words echoed in my ears, taken up by the chorus of ghosts in my head, a terrifying refrain, repeating over and over, a promise and a threat.

Things were going to change.


2

Ash

 

Fuck this place. Seriously. It hadn’t stopped raining since we’d arrived. My Doc Martens were soaked. The cracked leather was used to traipsing around a city, not navigating the quagmires passing for gravel drives in this shithole.

“Be a doll,” Mum said, as if that would make me more inclined to get off my ass. We both sat for a few more seconds, the wipers running sprints across the windshield as sheets of more grey poured out of the sky. An ornate gate blocked our way. Ros Tearmann. The name had been welded in giant, Gothic letters across the top like something out of a Victorian horror movie.

Finally, in answer, I lifted my left arm dangling in its sling, and tapped my wrist. The hollow sound of the cast was still audible despite the various layers I’d worn in the hopes of surviving the island’s persistent precipitation.

Mum didn’t look at me. She never could when there were bruises on my face. I think she felt guilty even though it wasn’t her fists that had done the damage. I felt the same when it was her with a split lip or black eye. With a sigh, she opened the door and swung her legs out of the car. Her heels, sensible as they were, disappeared into the gravel. She hobbled over to the gate, the metal grating on the ancient hinges as she swung them open to admit the equally ancient station wagon we’d recently bought.

“You should’ve done that for her,” Granddad piped up from the backseat.

“She’s not the one with a broken arm.” It shut him up as I knew it would. I’m not sure what I expected him to do, wizened and creaky as he was, but I wanted him to do more than watch the bruises bloom and fade across our faces.

Mum tripped her way back to the car and sloshed behind the wheel. She was shivering. I turned up the heat, and she hit the accelerator, the tires spitting up dirt as we pulled into the grounds of the retirement home.

I knew what to expect. We’d spent enough time Googling the place to know the “estate” was massive and old and regal, like the mansions in all those period dramas on telly. But a photo on the Internet couldn’t capture the grandeur. Of course, all the photos online had come with blue sky and sunshine in the background, not rain falling like bullets.

Mum rushed indoors, leaving me to gather my granddad. He’d been tall once, but now he hunched as if the weight of the years had become too much. Maybe it was the three bouts of lymphoma he’d had to fight, or maybe it was the guilt of never helping Mum leave the abusive asshole he’d been so keen on her marrying.

“It’ll be all right now,” Granddad said. “We’re home.”

Home.

The word hit me harder than my father’s right hook. Home didn’t exist anymore. Not for me. Everything there belonged to him, and we were done with him. Mum had promised.

Granddad leaned on me, his weight tugging at the partially torn ligaments around my subluxated collarbone. Partially ruptured, the doctor had said. Ruptured was a better word. It described my whole fucking life.

Granddad clutched a battered umbrella in his other hand, letting the rain waterfall onto my shoulder. I was drenched by the time we made it up the steps, while Granddad’s wisps of white hair remained waxed in perfect place, clinging like spider webs to his shriveled head. The steps had to be marble—weren’t all houses like this cut from marble? The stones of this one were grey, too, blending into the surroundings as if the whole damn place had metastasized from the ground up. I hated it. I wouldn’t want to die here, but Granddad said this was where he wanted to be, where he was supposed to be, whatever the hell that meant.

I was meant to be starting my final year of school. One more year until I could get away from my parents: my father, the colonel and monster; and my mum, who seemed trapped by his side for reasons I didn’t get. Was it embarrassment? She was a police officer, for fuck’s sake, which only made it worse. Maybe trying to be “one of the boys” at work meant she couldn’t admit to getting her ass kicked at home. If only my father could respect her badge as much as she seemed to respect all his medals. The bruises faded from Mum’s skin, but I knew the scar tissue went deeper, knotting up her insides.

If I’d known all it took was a broken arm to finally get her to dump him, I would’ve let him do it ages ago. At least that’s what I told myself as I shuffled my granddad through the doors. He would die here, and part of me was jealous he was getting his wish when none of mine had ever come true.

The imposing doors swung shut behind us, sealing us in a brightly lit foyer, which smelled like a flower shop and not at all like the antiseptic reek of Granddad’s previous care home. The décor was drab though, the carpets clean but worn, the furniture outdated. Despite that, the place felt more like a holiday resort and less like one stop from the mortuary, except for the fact it was silent. No geriatric shuffling, no muffled voices from a distant TV, no sounds of human habitation at all, besides us.

Granddad straightened his spine and regained some of his former height. He smiled, and his eyes brightened, even the one gone milky with blindness. I hated him even more. It wasn’t fair.

“What do you mean there’s been a mistake?” Mum asked the person behind the reception desk. The name badge pinned to their chest read “Siobhan.” 

Sha-vaun, I mouthed quietly, reminding myself how not to say the “b.” Traditionally, a girl’s name, but I try not to gender people based on superficial stuff like outfits or hairstyles, or the generally accepted gender of a name.

“I sorted this all out online,” Mum continued.

“I’m sorry,” Siobhan said, their pale cheeks turning pink. “It’s just—there’s been an error. We don’t have a room for you.” They gave me and Granddad the once-over with shrewd green eyes. They’d raked their curly hair back into a braid so severe I feared for their hair follicles. They wore a grey-blue dress that looked homemade, and their wrists were ringed with an assortment of leather bracelets. They even had dainty seashells dangling from their ears to complete the local islander look.

“Really? You’re full up, are you?” Mum’s tone was creeping dangerously close to the one she used when in detective mode.

“We—well…” Siobhan looked down.

“Are you the manager of this establishment?” Mum had gone full detective inspector now.

“I am, but—”

Another person approached us, scuffed boots silent on the heavy rug in the foyer.

“There a problem?” The newcomer rolled grey sleeves down over bandaged, tattooed arms. Grey was clearly the uniform around here. I felt rather conspicuous in my orange Arc’teryx jacket. Okay, I lied when I said none of my wishes had been granted. I always got what I wanted, if it was something the colonel’s money could buy.

“My brother, Rowan,” Siobhan said, with a tight smile, introducing the guy with tattoos. They had the same pointy chin and auburn hair. I gave Rowan a closer inspection. He could’ve been my age or a bit older, judging by the scruff on his jaw. His gaze lingered on me, a shadow momentarily dimming his eyes as he flicked curly hair off of his face. Looked like he’d gone dumpster diving for his clothes, as his jeans were ripped more than was fashionable and his sweater was ratty.

“They’re O’Donnells,” Siobhan continued, and Rowan’s eyes widened. “Could you get Mother, please.”

“I don’t see how there’s been a complication.” Mum tapped her fingers on the counter, her lips pursed in annoyance.

Rowan disappeared through a door marked “Private,” leaving us all looking at each other for several awkward minutes. Siobhan seemed particularly keen on glaring at Granddad, hawk-gaze boring holes through him. What the hell was the problem? I was about to ask, when a person around Mum’s age breezed into reception, dress billowing and long hair hanging loose to the waist. Seashells had been knotted into the tresses.

“I’m Ms. Sheehy, proprietor of Ros Tearmann.” She addressed Mum. The numerous bracelets on her wrists tinkled as she moved.

“My God, you look just like your mother,” Granddad said, gawking.

“You’re too kind.” She gave Granddad a smile that didn’t touch her eyes.

“I’m Detective Inspector Walsh,” Mum said. “Sabrina,” she added, trying to be a little more polite. “My father, Brian, and this is Ash.”

I held my breath, waiting for one of the Sheehys to ask if I was a son or a daughter.

“Nice to meet you, Ash,” Ms. Sheehy said, and I exhaled. “So, I believe there’s been a misunderstanding?” She raised a skeptical eyebrow.

“This is Brian O’Donnell.” Siobhan gestured to my granddad.

“Is that so?” Ms. Sheehy exchanged a look with Siobhan, which made it obvious none of them was excited about having Granddad stay.

“I paid the deposit,” Mum said. “And submitted all the forms online as required.” Mum was nothing if not a fiend for paperwork. Her case files were always immaculate—the one thing she had actual control over in her life.

“It’s just, well—” Ms. Sheehy stabbed at the outdated computer on the desk, not bothering to finish her sentence. “I think I know what the problem is. Our software doesn’t know whether to file the name under O or D. Look, here it is. I’m sorry about the confusion.” She gave Mum another forced smile. Mum blinked an oh really? at Ms. Sheehy’s obvious bullshit.

“Mother, are you—” Siobhan didn’t finish their sentence either.

“Room thirty-seven. Rowan, could you escort Mr. O’Donnell?” Ms. Sheehy said. “I’m sure our new tenant would like to settle in as soon as possible.”

“Nice to meet you, son,” Granddad said, offering Rowan his hand to shake over the desk.

Rowan hesitated before briefly shaking my Granddad’s hand as if he were afraid of touching the arthritic fingers.

“I’ll see you upstairs, then.” His accent was all burrs and island drawl, his eyes dark and guarded. There was something weird about them, but he turned away before I could figure it out. There was a weirdness about this whole place, like it was holding its breath, waiting for something. I didn’t like it one bit, even if it did smell like a summer meadow.

“Your family will be up as soon as the paperwork is signed,” Ms. Sheehy added. “Do you have a bag?”

“In the car,” Granddad said. “Ash can get it.” He nodded at me. Was my sling invisible? The doctor had told me not to lift heavy things for at least six weeks, not that anyone seemed to care.

“Nah, you’re grand,” Rowan said. “I’ll get it.” Was that pity? I didn’t need some strange guy doing me any favors.

I watched Rowan lead my granddad out of the foyer to an elevator. That couldn’t have been part of the original design of the place.

“Mum, are you sure about this?” I whispered.

“We’ve paid for it,” she said. “I’m glad the issue has been resolved.” She turned to Ms. Sheehy and accepted a sheaf of papers from a scowling Siobhan.

I headed back outside, leaving Mum to sort out particulars. The rain was falling even harder, the drops stinging as they hit the bruises on my face. I tilted my head back, eyes closed, and let them hurt me.

Before I could drown where I stood, I headed for the car and gingerly pried open the boot. Granddad hadn’t brought much, just the one large suitcase Mum had used on her honeymoon to Morocco, and then never again.

The case was a bitch to maneuver with only one hand. It had been two weeks, but everything still hurt. My shoulder muscles ached from inactivity, not that I’d be getting back on the wall anytime soon. Amazing how everyone believed the injuries were a result of a climbing accident, same way they believed Mum’s were from pushing too hard in the boxing ring. Sometimes I think that’s the reason the colonel first took me climbing. He’d said it would be a good bonding activity, and it was at first, until it became an even better way to explain away the bruises.

“Fuck!” I dropped the handle of the bag and pressed my right hand against my clavicle.

“I said I’d get it.” Rowan materialized out of the rain like some kind of ghost.

“I can manage.” I reached back in for the handle, but his hand was already on it and my fingers brushed his in a moment of awkwardness.

“You’re injured,” he said.

“So are you.” I cut my gaze to the bandage visible through the holes of his sweater.

“Nothing broken,” he said, “and I’m happy to help.” So polite and decent and irritating.

“Whatever,” I said, my glare turning into an inadvertent study of his profile as he leaned past me. His hair was plastered to the back of his neck where black tendrils of a tattoo disappeared beneath his sweater. The guy was seriously inked up. Not what I’d been expecting of an islander, but then what the hell did I know about the people stuck living out here on this rock? He smelled good, at least, like grass and something like licorice, only spicier. I inhaled deeply as he pulled the suitcase out of the car.

“So, you’re an O’Donnell,” he said with a hint of derision.

“Technically, I’m a Walsh. On account of the colonel—my father,” I added.

Rowan seemed perplexed by that, his frown deepening. I braced myself for the inevitable ‘are you a boy or a girl?’ “Still got enough O’Donnell blood in you,” he said instead.

“Enough for what?”

“For the island to want you,” he said all mysterious, as if it would make me intrigued instead of pissed off. I bit back my reply as he lugged the suitcase into the house, his biceps molded by the soggy sweater. I followed, studying his arms and trying to guess his ape index. He had the right build for a climber, lean and lanky. Not me. I’d always been too stocky, constantly waging a war between getting stronger and becoming too heavy.

Inside, Mum was using a towel to dry her hair and wasn’t wearing her coat anymore. I was leaving puddles on the floor, but no one noticed, except Rowan. He frowned at the dirty footprints I’d walked through the foyer but didn’t say anything. I ground my heels into the carpet, hoping I left a stain.

Together, we all rode the elevator up to Granddad’s new digs in a silence so tense I could’ve sliced it like a pizza. Rowan seemed determined to become one with the walls, pressed tightly into a corner and using Granddad’s bag like a shield.

An eternity later, we stepped out of the elevator and trudged down a long corridor until we reached a spacious en suite. Granddad sat at the bay window holding a mug of tea, clearly oblivious to whatever unpleasantness his arrival had caused. He smiled as he stared at the drenched landscape outside. Wet, grey, miserable. On a clear day, you might see the ocean beyond the stretch of fields dotted with twisted trees.

“Here you go, Mr. O’Donnell.” Rowan dropped the suitcase on the floor.

I had stopped leaving puddles, but now I was starting to sweat in my jacket. It wasn’t worth the effort of taking off my sling, though, if we were going to head out again soon.

“Rowan, how about you give Ash a tour of the place while we get Mr. O’Donnell unpacked,” Ms. Sheehy said.

“How long will you be?” I asked Mum.

She pursed her lips. “As long as needs be. You’ll just have to be patient.”

That’s not why I asked, but I didn’t bother explaining. I wasn’t sure how someone so good at being a detective could be so clueless when it came to their own kid. Instead, I left the room, heading back to the elevator with my face burning from more than just overheating in my jacket.

Rowan stepped in beside me, again pressed as far away from me as possible. We rode down in another uncomfortable silence. Back in the foyer, I wrestled with my sling, gritting my teeth against pain, until I could loosen the Velcro and release my arm made extra massive by the cast on my wrist.

“Need help?” he asked in a tone which said he hoped not. I didn’t answer, and let him watch as I struggled out of my jacket and dumped it onto one of the settees that looked purely ornamental. Then I wrestled my sling back on. He looked away, but not before I saw a grin cracking the corner of his mouth and a flash of crooked teeth. At least I was entertaining, I guess.

“Let the tour begin,” I said when I was done.

He looked as if he was about to say something, when his whole body went rigid.

“You okay?”

He pressed a hand to his throat and sucked in a breath, his face turning corpse-pale, lips already blue.

“What’s wrong?” 

“I’ll be…fine,” he muttered. “Just…stay here.” He staggered from the foyer, shoving open the door marked “Private.”

“Hey! You sure you okay?”

No answer. Siobhan wasn’t at reception anymore, and there was no one else around. I hesitated before following. It was none of my business, but I had a habit of not doing what I was told.

The door wasn’t locked, so I pushed it open and headed down a much darker corridor. It was colder here, too, the air misting as I exhaled a shaky breath. There was a small lounge off the corridor, dark with the curtains drawn and no lights on. I turned to leave but caught the sound of a whimper. I peered into the gloom. What the hell? Rowan lay curled in a fetal position beside the couch, clutching at his throat. My heartbeat tripled as I took a tentative step across the threshold.

“Dude, are you—”

“You’re not supposed to be here,” a person said as they shoved past me, bashing my shoulder and sending a jolt through my collarbone. They reached for the door to the lounge and slammed it shut in my face.

“Hey, I think he needs—”

“He’s fine, O’Donnell. You should mind your own business,” they said as they folded their arms across their chest. They looked fourteen-ish, maybe younger. They must’ve been another Sheehy, given the red curls avalanching down their shoulders.

“He could be dying in there,” I said.

They laughed, eyes sparking with something I didn’t understand. “Trust me, my brother will be fine. Was he giving you the tour?”

I nodded, baffled by this kid’s attitude and half-wanting to batter down the door just because I’d had it slammed in my face.

“Come on then, O’Donnell.”

“Stop calling me that,” I said instead.

“What? O’Donnell? It’s your name isn’t it?”

“Not really.”

“You people, you always forget the important stuff.” They took my hand, and I let them steer me back to the foyer, to where it was warm and bright. “I’m Deirdre, by the way. I’m the youngest Sheehy.” After a pause, they cocked their head to the side and said, “I’m a she, and I’m not sure if it’s nice to meet you yet.” The jewelry she wore around her wrists and ankles—more seashells and other brightly colored baubles—made pleasant tinklings as she moved, as she started talking about sunrooms and summer verandas. I tried to tune out, but every time I attempted to bring my thoughts back to Rowan, they exploded inside my head—not like a bomb, more like when you blow too hard on a dandelion. Trying to focus on anything but Deirdre made my head feel thick and fuzzy.

There was mud on the hem of her dress, which was yellow with purple beetles crawling all over it. I blinked, but yeah, the bugs were actually wriggling.

I’d read about certain types of mold causing hallucinations. This building was ancient. Who knew what kind of spores were being excreted by the walls to fuck up my brain.

“If you were a girl, it would probably be different.” Deirdre ushered me away from the room.

“What?” I was feeling decidedly weird and disorientated, floating along behind her as she skipped in front. Like, literally skipped.

“Girls have more power here. You’ll see. You could probably still decide to be one of us. Well, an O’Donnell, I mean, if not a girl.” Her gaze flicked me up and down, and it felt like getting doused with a pot of boiling water.

I couldn’t breathe as I tried to process what she’d said. Before I could come up with a response, we were back in the lobby with our mums.

As confusion slowly gave way to irritation, I hugged my granddad goodbye, ignoring the pain in my shoulder, then clambered back into the car like I was on autopilot. Deirdre gave me a wave and a grin, and the fuzzy hold on my mind finally released. Had she really told me being a girl would be better? That I should choose to be something I thought I made perfectly clear I wasn’t? Fuck that.

It was only when we reached the gates I remembered Rowan and searched the windows for any sign of him. But the rain came down again, and I slumped back in my seat.

“Dad’ll be happy there,” Mum said even though she white-knuckled the steering wheel. “We’ll be happy here. We have to be.”
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Rowan

 

Fewer than two miles from Ros Tearmann, Andy Kilduff dug his fingers into wet earth, his screams choked short by the silver blade severing skin and tendon, muscle and vein. Blood flooded his hands as he grappled at the rent in his flesh, life pouring out of him in viscous ribbons to stain the churned ground beneath his feet. His attacker stood behind him, but when Andy tried to turn, to face his murderer, their fingers knotted in his hair and dragged his head back, allowing more blood to fountain from the gash across his throat. The softest tinkling of bells accompanied his dying gurgles.

I clutched at my own throat. Pain burned across my skin where the blade had cut the Kilduff. I gasped for breath as he did, the panic rising within me an echo of his as I hurried away from Ash O’Donnell in search of a safe place to leave my body.

There was no evading the summons to join a dying islander. The pain intensified, and I gritted my teeth against it. The world pulsed black and purple, the shadows curling their fingers around my ankles, sending skitters of ice across my skin.

Finally, I let go as Andy sagged, a slow wilt of twitching limbs, and let his death wash through me, dragging me into the Otherworld.

In shadow form, I walked across the clifftop, leaving luminescent footprints behind me. Below, waves thundered, every splash sending stars shivering up to the sky, the music of the crashing ocean reeling away in fronds of foamy light. The moon of the Otherworld was huge, the shadows of butterflies flitting across its surface; the shards of souls sent beyond the veil.

Andy Kilduff appeared on the cliff-top, hands still clutching at his throat. He hadn’t seen his attacker. He thought he’d been alone on the meadow path, the same path he walked every afternoon.

He’d taken a moment to catch his breath and observe a ring of flowers in the grass when hands had grabbed him from behind, a blade kissing his skin before he could react. He’d fallen face first into the mud at the foot of a lone hawthorn. All he knew of his murderer was the touch of their fingers in his hair and a scent like potpourri.

Now, Andy crested the rise, his soul no longer weighed down by his arthritic body. I greeted him with a wave and perfunctory smile.

“No, not like this,” Andy said. Some people fought the inevitable, but once they were on the clifftop, it was over. No adrenaline to the heart, no defibrillation or prayer could bring them back to life.

“This is the way,” I said, gently. “Even for you and your kind.”

“Who?” he asked with tears on his face.

“I don’t know.”

“My family. You’ll tell them, won’t you?”

“I’ll make sure you’re found,” I said.

Andy let his hands drop away from his throat. Wisps of starlight still seeped from the wound, silver droplets skittering across the swirling shadows.

“I don’t want to die,” he said.

“No one ever does,” I said. This was the worst part, the battle every soul fought on the cliffs. None of the souls I’d met had actually wanted to die. Not even suicides, and I’d seen five in as many years. Some were relieved at the end, tired of fighting daily battles against their demons. More were angry. Very few were ever truly ready to let go.

“This shouldn’t have happened,” he said.

“I know. I’m sorry.” I offered him my hand, a ripple of darkness against the stark light of this in-between.

Andy’s lips peeled away from his teeth, sharp canines flashing.

I should’ve known it would be like this. As soon as I carved my mark upon his forehead he would be mine and safe from becoming one of the wandering sluagh. He ran and I moved with the power of a thought to step in front of him and slow his charge.

“Don’t touch me!” he screamed, his voice shattering into sparks as he beat me with his fists. I was stronger—I had to be—and managed to pin his flailing arms to his sides before dragging him down in a tangle of curses.

I used my legs to hold him and placed the mark upon his forehead, a single line with two more hanging perpendicular to it. It would ease his passing and protect him from the prowling threat of the restless. “Death in Life, and Life in Death,” I said.

“No,” Andy cried. “I wasn’t ready. Not like this!”

I let him rage, let him sob and hurl fistfuls of dirt into the air. Then he curled onto his side and clutched at me, rage replaced by grief. I held him as he wept. Island deaths were usually gentle, the aged passing peacefully in their sleep, content to take my hand and follow me beyond the veil. Murder wasn’t entirely new to me. My first journey across the Otherworld had been the result of violence.

When Andy stilled, I rose and offered him my hand. This time, he accepted it, and I helped him to his feet. His eyes pulsed electric blue in the shadows, an effect of the magic imbuing the Kilduff clan, lingering even after death.

“There was a time we couldn’t die,” he said. “The Sheehys changed that. You’ve ruined my family.”

He was wrong, of course. The four families were all touched by magic, a magic inherited from our ancestors. Our power had diminished, but the Sheehys had nothing to do with failing Kilduff allure or the McNamaras no longer being able to shed their human skins. Yet, Andy—like most of the islanders—believed my family was to blame for all their ills.

“You’ll be where you want to be soon,” I said.

“Where I want to be is home, heart still beating.” He glowered. “Some bastard murdered me. Was it one of you?” he asked, hands on his throat again. “Was it your hand on the blade?”

“None of mine could’ve done this. I promise there’ll be justice.”

“Justice,” he snarled the word. “What does a filthy Sheehy know of justice?”

Indeed, considering very little had been shown to us. The O’Donnells and Kilduffs had hurt us in numerous ways over the years and no one had held them accountability for the destruction they’d wrought.

Still, a murder on the island wouldn’t go unpunished. The Kilduffs wouldn’t rest until they knew who had killed one of their own.

My skin prickled. The Sheehys would be the first suspects. The dread tiptoeing across my skin burrowed deeper, settling in my center like a stone. There was a murderer on our island.

Andy said nothing more as we walked inland, across the rolling hillocks of the Otherworld garbed in tendrils of mist. As we meandered through the ephemeral, memories from his life flitted past us. Some were butterflies with the softest touch as they passed through me; others came with teeth and claws ready to maul. I received them all, grateful when a gentle one lingered.

Andy having his first kiss in a meadow with Sarah McNamara. He’d ended up marrying her against her family’s wishes and fathering several children. He hadn’t wanted to believe their families’ warnings, that the love of a Kilduff was toxic, that they’d siphon the life from their lover until nothing but a hollow shell remained, that Andy and Sarah’s union could only end in heartache.

The memories I carried from the other Rowans faded as Andy’s own memories became more vivid even as they darkened, kisses and joy replaced by hospital waiting rooms, blood, and despair. The memories tore through me, and I had no way to defend myself from their attack. The pain of losing a child was a special kind of agony. I braced for it, but it still left me doubled over. My hands balled into fists as Andy’s grief wound its thorns around my soul, every barb tearing fresh wounds.

It would pass as long as I had the strength to endure.

“You Sheehys did that,” Andy said, breathless. “You cursed my wife’s womb. You took my babies. My sons and daughters. You!” He pointed a finger at me, tears leaving silver trails down his cheeks.

More memories assailed me, memories of finding butterfly wings beneath the unused crib, of my grandmother painting invisible runes in the air behind Andy’s back, of my great-uncle smiling in the cove when Andy’s first child burned on the pyre. Andy’s memories infected my own, his hatred and despair rubbing my insides raw.

Soon he would be in the river, and his pain would leave him. He could think me and my family the villains a few moments longer—trying to change his mind wouldn’t ease his hurt.

Andy was fading faster now, letting go of the life he’d known. Together, we wound our way down the path through the forest of rowan trees stretching along the river, which cut the Otherworld east to west. Everything here felt flimsy and insubstantial, mere echoes of their true forms. Except the trees. Their bark was warm to the touch, power thrumming through their green veins and swelling their blood-red berries. I pressed my hand to the first tree, honoring the spirit that moved within it.

The trees were more than my namesake; they were bound to my lineage just as I was bound by blood to them. One day, I would join their ranks along the river, yet another rowan. It was my fate, my curse. I would live my life on Inisliath ferrying the dead until it became too much, one way or another, and I remained in the Otherworld for good.

Together we walked down the lane, the trees knitting closed behind us.

“Truth be, I’m scared,” Andy said without bitterness.

“You needn’t be. They’re waiting for you.”

“I’ll not thank you,” Andy said.

“I don’t expect you to.”

Andy went easily then, happily even, splashing up to his knees as he forged through the shallows, his soul shredding to purple wisps when he passed beyond the veil into the waiting arms of his loved ones. He had been granted release in death. No turbulent current had sucked at his legs or dragged him into perpetual darkness.

I shivered as the rowans surrounded me, their branches tangling in my hair and about my limbs. It was always a fight back to the realm of the living. The dead wanted me. They’d wanted me that night on the cliffs, the ritual performed in a hurry so that I might lead my uncle’s soul to the river.

I’d found him waiting on the clifftop for me, and together we’d traversed the Otherworld. He left me at the river, his remnants twisting into soil and air to become one of the many rowans flanking the shore. He left me to ford the river alone. That part had been easy enough, but to assume my duty I had to cross back and pierce the veil a second time. The current had sucked at my legs, the voices of the dead singing to me of sweet release. I’d been so close to letting the currents take me.

Not then. And not today.

I’d done this so many times it was no longer frightening, only exhausting. I pushed against the branches, trying gently to disentangle my limbs. Usually, sheer will was power enough, and the trees surrendered. This time, they didn’t let go. The hairs on the back of my neck rose in warning at the sound of the whispers.

I hadn’t heard the voices of the dead since the night of my own trial. They never spoke to me, only my charges. I shouldn’t have been at risk of their spells, of their menace, and yet the trees tightened their grip and pulled me deeper into their ranks. A branch slid around my throat, and though I needed no air to breathe in this realm, I reached for my dagger, panicked. My fingers fumbled at the hilt, unable to grasp it.

The voices were sharp and shrill, and belonged to the sluagh. Something had disturbed them, and they were hungry, but the trees weren’t theirs to command. I relaxed in their grip, and the rowans eased their hold, keeping me hidden and protected.

The whispers grew louder, screeches of claw on slate. Then came a rasping like the slow shift of scales. The trees pressed closer. Between their branches I could see a coiling black smoke moving down the river. The rowans withdrew from the presence as it charged for the shore. A deafening roar accompanied it, emanating from the thickening cloud.

The darkness furled and danced in the air, finally forking into fingers—talons—reaching from the river. Where the fingers grazed the nearest trees, they blackened and withered.

I could feel their suffering, the fear burning through the trees, spreading from bough to bough. The same fear ignited in me, my chest scorched from the inside out. I looked down at my incorporeal form. Light poured from the wound, flames licking at my skin in the interlocking ovals of a triquetra above my heart.

My family were calling me home, and the Rowans released me. The smoke writhed, its screams of rage ringing in my ears as I tore free from the Otherworld.
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Ash

 

I’d warned Mum that any time a realtor called a property “quaint,” what you were really getting was some shitty hovel in desperate need of demolition. Mum liked the sound of “quaint” and signed the rental agreement without even bothering to see the place in person.

“Well, it’s not quite how they described,” Mum said as we stood in the narrow driveway, looking at our new home. No shit. I’ve never hated being right so much.

I’m pretty sure the online description had read, “quaint two-bedroom cottage with rustic furnishings and sea-views.” It hadn’t said the thatched roof was lopsided or that there were clear signs of damp rising up the walls. We went inside anyway because where else were we going to go? And it was raining again. Of course.

“Oh, this is…this is charming,” Mum forced through her teeth as she took in the tiny kitchen. The couches in the lounge looked as if they were a moment away from collapse, and the carpets were threadbare. The place stank, courtesy of the perpetually damp thatch, probably. I inspected first one bedroom, then the other.

“We’ll have to share a bathroom,” I said. Urgh, gross.

“We’ll make do,” Mum said as she deposited her bags in the room with a sliver of sea-view out of a grimy window.

I claimed the other, and I approached the bed warily before I put my weight on it. It groaned and creaked heavily as I moved up and down. There’d be zero privacy in this house with a bed announcing to the world every time I rolled over.

“This sucks.” I hadn’t meant to say it out loud, and I didn’t just mean the bed, or the house, or the fact that we’d been forced to move to the ass-end of the world into a crap cottage that was all we could afford on Mum’s salary. Not like cops in the city earned bucket loads, but her salary here was going to be even less.

“I know it does, but at least here we’re…” Mum’s eyes focused on mine for just a moment before she darted her gaze to the window. 

At least here we’re safe, I finished for her. Mum was a police officer. We should’ve been safe no matter where we went. Despite the tough-as-nails act she put on in her department, around the colonel she’d always been weak. She’d never had the guts to lay charges or file for divorce before. I could’ve pressed charges, too, I guess, but Mum was the one who’d told the doctors I’d had another climbing accident before I’d had the chance to say otherwise.

Now we were here. Mum said she’d left him for good, that he knew about it, and had accepted it. This was something I doubted considering he’d gone on some or other peace-keeping mission the day after he broke my arm.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart.” Mum perched on the edge of the moaning bed. “Truly, I am. But things will get better. This will be good for us.” She patted my right hand where it rested on the torn knee of my damp jeans.

“How long will we be here?” I asked.

“Forever, Ash. I told you. It’s for good this time.”

“You’ve said that before.”

Mum didn’t respond, but her hand slipped away from mine as I stomped all over the momentary spike of regret. This was all her fault. Twice before she’d tried to leave him, once when I was just a baby, and again when I was eleven, right after the first time he hit me. We’d only been gone three nights before he’d come up with an apology so good she’d believed him, and we’d gone back. It had taken less than a month for him to forget we weren’t punching bags. The thoughts left acid burns on my brain, but I kept my mouth clamped shut and tried my best to bury my doubt. Part of me wanted to believe her.

“You must be tired,” she said. “You stay here and settle in. I’m going to check in at the station.” She gave my hand a squeeze before she left. The station where Mum’s Aunt Martha worked, Aunt Martha who’d been our lifeline and means of getting to Inisliath. She’d seemed decent enough down at the dock, but I wasn’t looking forward to further introductions. The rest of our relatives here were probably all inbred, given the island’s staggering population of 256. Make that 259 now.

I waited until I heard the front door shut and the car tires churn up gravel before I fought my way free of my sling. It was only then I realized I’d left my jacket at the retirement home. My new, expensive, awesome jacket.

“Fuck,” I whispered, then said it louder and louder until I was yelling the single syllable at the top of my lungs, until it hurt my partially ruptured ligaments. I’d have to go back to get the jacket, which meant possibly seeing Rowan again. The thought didn’t repulse me. I was kind of curious about what might’ve left him curled in a ball on the floor.

Alone, I stood in the center of my tiny bedroom and ran through the isometric exercises the Internet recommended for subluxation rehab. I was supposed to be seeing a physiotherapist starting next week, but I doubted Inisliath possessed something so sophisticated.

My mobile beeped, and I grabbed for it, realizing too late I’d instinctively reached for it with my left hand. I hadn’t had reception all day, but now two glorious bars appeared in the top right corner of the screen. A text message waited for my attention, a message from the colonel.

The colonel: Keep trying to call but can’t get through. Please reply asap. Love, Dad.

And another and another appeared, all sweet and caring, sent four, six, seven hours earlier. My vision blurred, and I didn’t dare blink until a new message popped up. Sent 1 minute ago.

The colonel: Can’t get hold of your mother either. Really concerned. Please respond.

No “love, Dad” at the end of that one. My thumb hovered over the screen, tempted to reply with We’re fine. FUCK YOU! We’re better now we’re far away from you. I HATE YOU! Sorry I was always such a disappointment. WHY CAN’T YOU LOVE ME? We’re afraid of you, afraid of what you might break next.

Instead, I deleted the thread with trembling fingers. Mum hadn’t put in for an official transfer—she’d simply said she needed time to take care of Granddad, and they’d believed her. Mum hadn’t told anyone where we were going—she didn’t have anybody to tell, the colonel had seen to that—and I hadn’t said a word to any of my friends.

They weren’t real friends, anyway. They were the kind of people I met up with at the climbing gym in winter and hitched rides with to crags in the summer. They let me take photos of them doing impressive dynos or bat-hangs and followed me on social media like vultures waiting for me to upload cool pics they could tag and like and share. While they liked to tease me about how I always seemed to get injured when they weren’t around, they never bothered to take it further. I don’t think they wanted to know. They only ever wanted to talk climbing beta, not real life. As for school friends—yeah, I didn’t have any of those.

