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  PROLOGUE




  Of Dragons and Demons




  The door creaked open slowly, so as not to introduce any drafts that might disturb the quills and bits of parchment lying on the table. The man seated at the table did not look up. His tonsured scalp gleamed in the circle of candlelight providing the only illumination in the stone-walled room where the narrow slits of windows were covered with sheets of oiled parchment to keep rain and wind out. Pushed up against the wall was a straw-filled mat. A plate of untouched food lay upon the floor.




  “These are the newest sheets, Brother Tárlach,” said the boy who had entered.




  They wore the same coarse, brown robes, and their feet were shod in the same leather sandals. But there, the similarities ended.




  The man at the table was skeletal. The back of his neck as he hunched over the table showed clearly the knobs of his spine. The collar of his robe hung loosely from his shoulders, giving a glimpse of collarbone. His arms, extending out from rolled-up sleeves, were like sticks. The veins and the muscles in his forearms stood out under paper-thin skin, while his hands were permanently stained with brilliant colors—blue, green, red, tiny flecks of gold.




  The boy’s cheeks were rosy, full as only a child’s cheeks can be, with the down of his first beard beginning to appear on his jaw and chin. His robe didn’t hide the promise of youth in the gangly breadth of his shoulders, shoulders that had yet to fill out. His feet, too big for him, like the over-sized paws of a puppy, tripped him as he stepped inside the room.




  Tárlach looked up as the boy regained his balance. His eyes burned like coals in his gaunt, pale face, and one cheek twitched uncontrollably. “Set them over there,” he said, pointing to a sideboard.




  The boy set the stack of three precious vellum leaves on the end of the sideboard. Each sheet of carefully prepared calfskin was inked with words, painstakingly inscribed by others, leaving blank spaces and margins for Tárlach to illustrate.




  “Not like that,” Tárlach snapped. “Spread them out so the ink can’t bleed.”




  The boy did as he was told, laying each sheet out separately. He stared in fascination at the contents of the sideboard—the little pots of inks, vibrant colors, each with its own quills so that the colors wouldn’t mix. There were mortars and pestles, and jars of colored stones and other minerals—cinnabar, ochre, bits of shell, along with bowls of powdered white and red lead, and still others with flower petals and dead bugs waiting to be crushed and turned into pigments.




  His fingers itched to dip a quill into the colored inks, to touch the flower petals, but he didn’t dare. Instead, he bent to pick up the parchment scraps littering the wooden floor.




  “Leave them,” said Tárlach, bent once more over the vellum before him.




  “Yes, Brother.”




  The boy, biting his lip, stood there, craning his neck to see what Tárlach was working on.




  With a resigned sigh, Tárlach looked up again. “What?”




  “Nothing, Brother,” said the boy. “Only, they all say…”




  Tárlach’s eyes narrowed. “What do they say?”




  “They say you’re blessed by a divine hand as you work.”




  Tárlach sat back, a smile playing upon his thin, cracked lips. “Do they?”




  “Yes.” The boy’s head pumped up and down in his enthusiasm. “They say your illustrations are touched by God himself. And I… I wondered…”




  Tárlach frowned at the boy’s stammering. “You wondered what? Speak!”




  The boy swallowed. “I wondered if I might learn from you. How you mix your colors. How you draw such fanciful creatures.”




  His gaze wandered back to the sideboard.




  Tárlach’s lips pulled back, revealing yellow teeth. “Who sent you? It was Brother Oisín, wasn’t it? He’s been trying to steal my secrets.”




  “No one sent me!” The boy’s eyes were wide as Tárlach stared at him. “I… I want to be like you. I want to work on transcribing the Holy Scriptures.”




  “I work alone,” Tárlach said, waving his hand in dismissal.




  The boy’s hopeful expression fell as he turned reluctantly back toward the door. A loud crash behind him made him whirl around to find Tárlach lying on the floor next to his overturned stool.




  His body was rigid, jerking spasmodically.




  “Brother! Brother Tárlach!”




  The boy froze in terror, watching the spittle foam at Tárlach’s mouth, running down his cheek, his eyes rolled back in his head so that only the whites showed. The boy half-crouched, torn between running for help and staying to offer any aid he might.




  While the boy stood over his body, Tárlach’s mind was whisked away, as had happened several times before, to a place of wonder and terror, but never such a place as this.




  Around him stood a circle of ancient stones, like sentinels in the night, lit by the moon, but shimmering with a power of their own.




  A dark shadow flew through the sky, and Tárlach quaked, for he knew the shadow bespoke of evil. Nearer and nearer it came, until he saw that it was a fearsome beast with wings and long neck, breathing fire—a very demon from hell, ridden by another fiend whose hands were filled with fire.




  The demon rider threw his fire, and Tárlach fell to the ground with a cry, but the fire did not come to earth. It flew toward another winged devil. This one glowed white in the night, and its rider was a girl.




  Over him they battled, the beasts tearing at each other with their talons while the riders fought fiercely. And then, the earth upon which Tárlach cowered began to shake. Great cracks opened in the ground. He scrambled away to hide behind one of the towering stones as more of the winged beasts burst forth from the crevices. He clamped his hands over his ears at their roars, and he closed his eyes against the torrents of fire they breathed as they emerged from the bowels of hell.




  When he opened his eyes, it was to find himself riding one of the beasts through the skies. Looking down, he saw buildings ablaze, stone towers toppled, people running and screaming, fields in ruins.




  “Help us!” Tárlach cried to the heavens.




  “We will,” said a voice.




  He turned to see the white one, with eyes as white as its scales, hovering before him as it beat its wings. The girl riding it was fearsome herself, her face scarred, her eyes brave and bold.




  “We have come to help,” she said.




  All faded to blackness. When Tárlach opened his eyes, he was lying on the floor with the terrified boy hovering over him.




  “Brother! Brother, can you sit?”




  The boy helped him to sit with his back against the wall. He held a cup to Tárlach’s lips, but his hands trembled so that the wine sloshed over the lip down the front of Tárlach’s robe.




  “Shall I get someone?” the boy asked, but Tárlach didn’t reply.




  He pushed the boy away, righted his stool, and dragged himself up to his table. Shoving aside the vellum he’d been working on, he pulled a new sheet near and began drawing feverishly, though his hands still quivered. The boy crept near enough to see and watched in wonder as fantastical creatures began to take shape under Tárlach’s hand—winged creatures with sinuous necks and tails, roaring fire.




  “Dragons,” the boy breathed.
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  CHAPTER 1




  Confessions




  The night air was mild, filled with the scents of summer—trees full of leaf and growing fruit, mosses and ferns and other things that grow low to the ground, all full and lush with the frequent rains. The badger stopped to dig, her long claws raking the soil to unearth several grubs and worms. She ate and trundled on, her nose twitching busily as she hunted.




  A shadow passed overhead. She looked up to see a dragon silhouetted against the stars.




  “All is well, little one?” she called.




  Another shadow leaned over the side of the dragon. “All is quiet, Broc. We have seen nothing amiss.”




  Reassured, the badger resumed her foraging. All had been quiet for the past moon, but Caymin and Péist insisted on flying nightly, patrolling the expanse of the protected forest, keeping watch for any sign of danger.




  Broc stopped to sniff the air herself and realized it wasn’t quiet at all. She heard mice and voles rustling through the underbrush. She saw smaller shadows pass overhead as owls glided by on silent wings. She had nothing to fear from them, but she heard small cries as sharp talons found their prey. She jumped as a fox trotted out of her den.




  “Greetings, Sionnach,” said Broc.




  “Greetings, Broc.” The vixen sat and tilted her head.




  “Your young are healthy and growing?”




  “Yes.” The fox raised her nose and sniffed as a gentle breeze tickled the air. “The hunting will be good tonight.”




  She glanced to the sky. “The winged worm and your two-leg cub have seen nothing?”




  “No. But we know danger is coming.”




  The fox looked at her again. “The entire forest knows it.” She twisted her head and gave a small bark. Eight young foxes tumbled out of the den, playing and wrestling with one another.




  Broc was grateful her own young were grown and hunting for themselves now. “Good hunting.”




  She waited until the foxes disappeared into the forest, and then she moved on. Sionnach was right. The forest was waiting. Every four-leg, every winged one knew something was coming. The two-legs who guarded the forest had done what they could to add protections. Whether they would be enough, and what the dangers might be, they could only wait and see. For now, she needed to find more grubs.
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  Péist glided down and landed within the circle of standing stones. Caymin unfastened the tethers that secured her to his saddle and climbed down. He crouched so that she could pull the saddle off, and he stretched out on his side.




  “I think I might be tired enough to rest now,” he said. “You need to sleep, as well, little one.”




  She laid a hand on his jaw. “I know. I will see you later.”




  She left him and walked through the forest, her limp a bit more pronounced than usual. Her leg ached, and the scars behind her knee pulled after spending half the night astride her dragon. As she walked, she listened, her head twisting this way and that, attuned to every sound, every rustle, every voice of the four-legs and birds around her. A sudden flapping of wings made her jump.




  “I did not mean to startle you,” said the white crow who landed on her shoulder.




  Caymin took a deep breath. “It is not you, Beanna.”




  “I know. The worm is the same. He is ready to breathe fire at every bug that crawls out from under a leaf. You are both wary.”




  Caymin scoffed. “Wary. Yes, we are wary.”




  Beanna cocked her head. “I know it is more than that.”




  They walked on through the forest for a bit.




  “You believe they will return?” Beanna asked. “The ones who hurt you?”




  “I know they will.”




  “The rest of us will help in any way we can. You are not alone.” Beanna gave her ear a gentle nibble before taking off into the night.




  Caymin was glad to see that the cottage was dark. She carefully opened the door, hoping to let herself in without waking Enat, but when she stepped inside, it was to find Enat sitting at the hearth.




  Her silver hair glinted in the light thrown by the peat fire. She held out a cup. “Here. Drink this. It will help you to sleep.”




  Caymin sat on a stool next to Enat. “Then you should be drinking some.”




  Enat smiled and poured hot water into a second cup. “I am.”




  For many heartbeats, they sat side by side watching the flames as they sipped their tea.




  “The forest is safe?” Enat asked pointlessly.




  “Yes,” Caymin replied, just as pointlessly. They both knew that if anything were wrong, they would not be sitting there drinking tea.




  Sleep didn’t come easily to either of them these nights. Caymin often heard Enat whimpering in her sleep. She knew Enat’s spiritwalks must be filled with the horrors of the torture she had endured at the hands of Angus when she’d been his captive. As bad as Enat’s spiritwalks might have been, Caymin suspected her own were worse. Every night, she relived the battles she and Péist had fought against Scolaí and Tuala in the otherworld—losing battles against a mage and dragon much older and larger and battle-hardened than they.




  She felt herself falling to the earth while Tuala’s huge claws grabbed Péist. Through her link with Péist, she saw the fire building in Tuala’s maw, the flames erupting from his throat as Scolaí uttered a spell to keep Péist from protecting his eyes just before all went dark. And every night, she lunged up in bed, certain she was fireblind. But when her hands flew to her face, her eyes, all she felt was her own old scars from the fire when she was a baby.




  She knew Péist revisited those horrors himself, though they never spoke of it.




  “Caymin?”




  She started at the sound of Enat’s voice and the touch of her hand on her shoulder. Words were unnecessary as they looked into each other’s eyes.




  Caymin tore her gaze away and focused once more on the fire. “Where do you think Timmin is now?”




  Though they had had this conversation many times since Bealtaine, they were no closer to an answer.




  “I wish I knew,” Enat said.




  “If he has the tether to finding the realm Scolaí and Tuala were banished to in the otherworld, what is he waiting for?” Caymin shoved up from her stool and paced. “It has been over a moon since we were told the tether was stolen. If he is going to release them and bring them back to this world, I would rather he just do it.”




  “I have been thinking on it.” Enat leaned forward to prod the flames with an iron poker. “When he does bring them back, my guess is they won’t attack this forest first.”




  Caymin paused her pacing. “Where then?”




  Enat used the poker to draw a shape in the ashes. Caymin recognized the outline of Éire.




  “Even a dragonmage and dragon would have a difficult time penetrating our protections.”




  Caymin sat back down. “Yes. Péist and I could not get through when we returned. We needed your staff. I do not think Scolaí has one, but Timmin does. He can let them in.”




  “But Timmin, ultimately, wants to protect places of magic. I don’t think he has any wish to destroy or attack this forest. He wants to drive the Christians from Éire.” Enat frowned at her rough map. “If I were them, I think I would begin by terrorizing those in far-flung parts of Éire, forcing them to cower and swear fealty to us, to those with magic.”




  “You say ‘us’ as if we are with them.”




  Enat smiled grimly. “Do you not think the believers of the Christ, like the ones who followed Angus, will believe that we are allied with them? In their ignorance, they will put all who practice magic, who keep the old ways, together. They will not distinguish between us, and Timmin and Scolaí. And if Scolaí and Tuala begin by burning and destroying, as they did in the past, there will be outright war.”




  Caymin stared at her, knowing she spoke the truth. Her brief interactions with Angus’s warriors after their skirmish in the mountains had taught her how narrow their views were.




  “I wish Garvan were here,” she said. “A monk who believes in magic and knows that we are not evil could help us to reach out to them.”




  “But he isn’t,” said Enat. “I’ve been thinking on this, as well. Angus and his warriors are not a threat to this forest for now. If I’m right, and Timmin and Scolaí begin their attacks elsewhere, we are wasting our time sitting here waiting for an attack that is unlikely. I believe we should send a few mages out to warn the people and try to win their support now, while you and Péist begin your search for the Méarógfola.”




  Caymin gaped at her. “But we do not know where to look.”




  Enat met her gaze and held it for long heartbeats, until Caymin looked away. “Is that the only reason you hesitate to leave here?”




  Caymin didn’t respond.




  Enat reached out to grasp her arm. “’Tis natural to be afraid, after what you both went through, Caymin. If I could wish it different, I would, but I believe you and Péist are destined to battle them again. As you search, you should attempt to make allies of your own, before Timmin unleashes Scolaí and Tuala on the rest of Éire.”




  Caymin bit her lip. “When do we tell the others there may be another dragon and mage loosed on this world?”




  “Soon,” Enat said with a sigh. She took Caymin’s cup. “I think we should both try and get some sleep.”
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  A soft rain fell as Caymin made her way to the village housing the only other two-legs in this mystical forest. There were no signs of anyone stirring in the boys’ or girls’ cottages. Ivar and Neela were living together in his cottage now that Neela was four or five moons away from giving birth. That left Neela’s cottage for Méav and Séana. Smoke was rising from the chimneys of both, and their doors were open, the windows unshuttered.




  She peeked into the first to see Ivar kneeling at the hearth, stirring a pot. He glanced up as her shadow darkened the door.




  “Greetings,” she said. She glanced around. “Where is Neela?”




  He waved an irritated hand vaguely in the direction of the latrine. “She’s up six times a night. Which means I’m up six times a night.”




  Caymin watched him for a moment, his huge body and shaggy black hair and beard reminding her, as he always did, of a bear.




  “Well, good morning to you.”




  Caymin turned as Neela came up behind her. She took Caymin’s hand and pulled her into the cottage, out of the rain. Ivar jumped up and guided Neela to the table.




  “Sit,” he said. “I’ve nearly got the porridge ready.”




  Neela gave Caymin a knowing smile, letting Ivar fuss. “Have you broken your fast?”




  “I have,” Caymin said. “I am going to the meetinghouse.”




  “We’ll meet you there in a bit,” Neela said. “We’re going into the forest to work on the elements today.”




  Caymin frowned. “But that was the first thing we learned.”




  “And therefore the first neglected.”




  A short while later, Neela paced among the apprentices as they practiced: Caymin with water, Daina with earth, Cíana with fire, and Una with air.




  “All of you can now easily manipulate the elements when they’re lying in front of you,” Neela was saying. “It’s not so easy when you’re trying to call them up from wherever they may be around you.”




  The rain had stopped, but the skies were still heavy with it. Sunlight burst in scant rays through the clouds as Caymin struggled to summon water.




  Neela stepped close. “Find it,” she murmured in Caymin’s ear. “Bring it to you.”




  Caymin raised her hands and twisted them in the air, as if she were grabbing something solid. Water trickled from her fists into a clay pot lying at her feet.




  “Good,” said Neela. “More.”




  She walked on to Cíana, who was having a more difficult time drawing fire from the wet air. Over and over again, she was able to conjure balls of flame to sit in her palms, but when she tried to pull larger fire from around her, nothing happened.




  “When there’s fire in the sky, it’s easy,” Neela said, moving over to stand behind her. “You can call it to you, aim it, direct it—if you’re strong enough. But remember, lightning can kill you if you’re not careful. This…” She reached over Cíana’s shoulder to guide her two hands. “This is more like coaxing the fire forth.”




  She merged the balls of fire floating in Cíana’s hands, molding them with her own, adding to them until the flames shot up into the sky.




  “Take it,” she breathed, handing the tower of fire to Cíana, who took it, moved it, twisted it into a knot.




  Daina stood off to the side, on a small island of earth, while all around her, she had moved the dirt to form a rampart encircling her.




  Una called the air, forming a small whirlwind that danced around her, picking up small sticks and stones and leaves from the ground. With a sweep of her hands, she flung her wind at Daina’s wall of earth, toppling it, and encrusting Daina in dirt.




  Daina stood, sputtering, as she looked down at herself. “Why did you do that?”




  Una gave a tight-lipped smile. “You’re the one who hasn’t mastered air. If you’re going to play in the dirt, you need to make your walls more solid, else anyone can breach them.”




  Caymin watched, a fountain of water frozen in mid-air. She knew Una resented having to practice with them.




  Neela deftly stepped in between them. “I think that’s enough for today. Your next lessons will be to learn the names and movements of the stars. Your days and nights will be mixed up for a bit, so try and get some sleep the next two days.” She looked Daina over. “Since you’ve a need for a bath now anyhow, it might be a good day for you all to visit the bathhouse.”




  Una turned on her heel. “I already know the names of the stars, and I don’t need a bath.”




  Daina’s face, under the dirt spattered across it, was a furious pink. “Why must she take her anger out on us? It’s not our fault Niall got to take his trials last Samhain and she didn’t.”




  “I know,” Cíana said sympathetically as the three girls made their way toward the bathhouse. “It rankles her more that after we all got sent away, Angus and his warriors never even threatened this forest. But it doesn’t help that Niall is here. Seeing him walking around with his staff every day is like salt in a wound.”




  “That is my fault,” Caymin said.




  They entered the bathhouse and stripped out of their clothing. Even in summer, the spring water that fed the bath was icy. Caymin dipped a toe in and shivered before jumping in to join the others.




  Daina rose from under the water looking much cleaner already. “Why do you feel guilty?” she asked.




  “It was Péist and I who brought Niall here to take his trials last Samhain,” Caymin said as she scrubbed Daina’s back.




  Daina turned to look over her shoulder. “But Niall was here. Una wasn’t. It was Méav who helped him prepare. That isn’t your fault.”




  As the girls took turns scrubbing each other’s backs, they compared the changes in their bodies. Cíana and Daina both had small breasts beginning to form, while Caymin’s body lagged behind.




  Daina shook her head. “You’ll always look like a boy.”




  “Not a boy,” said Cíana. “Just a tough girl most wouldn’t want to take on when she’s angry. Ask Ivar.”




  They giggled, remembering how Caymin’s magic had thrown Ivar across the sparring yard when she lost control.




  Caymin could feel Cíana’s fingers gently working over the old scars covering most of the right side of her body. Cíana undid the thin braids in Caymin’s hair so she could wash it. “What are Niall and Ronan doing anyway?”




  Conversation halted for a moment as all three went underwater to rinse their hair.




  “They’re probably at the sparring yard,” said Daina when they emerged.




  They pulled their clothing into the water and washed it while they were there.




  “That’s all we can do,” Cíana said. “Spar and practice and wait.”




  “But what are we waiting for?” Daina asked. “No one will tell us.”




  Cíana glanced at Caymin, and then stared harder. Caymin felt her cheeks burn.




  “I told you,” Daina said triumphantly. “She does know something.”




  They each took Caymin by a shoulder and turned her to face them. She looked from one to the other.




  “Enat says it is time to tell all of you,” she began. “But do not say anything to the others until we tell them all together.”




  Daina and Cíana exchanged worried glances at Caymin’s cautious tone.




  “This doesn’t sound good,” Cíana said.
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  Péist flew down to the village. He felt the sun’s warmth disappear when he dropped below the shadow line of the trees. The two-legs were gathered around a fire burning in the pit in the center of the dwellings. He could see the heat of their bodies encircling the warmth of the fire. Their conversation ceased upon his arrival.




  “Greetings to you,” he said, speaking so that all could hear.




  “Thank you for coming, Péist,” Enat said.




  He settled next to Caymin and, a moment later, heard the flapping of Beanna’s wings as she flew to perch on his back. He twisted his neck around to sniff her as she settled with a soft rustling of her wings.




  “Over a moon ago,” Enat began, “when Caymin and Péist returned from the otherworld, you knew that they had gone back a thousand winters in time to the last dragon war. Some of you guessed that Péist had been blinded by another dragon. It’s true. Caymin and Péist fought Scolaí and Tuala, and then other dragons and mages returned to join in the fighting. It has always been known that the others were victorious, but it was never written what happened to Scolaí and Tuala. Our young friends were both injured in the battle, and we know now that Scolaí and Tuala were banished to another realm in the otherworld where they have been exiled all this time.”




  Péist turned to Ronan’s voice as he said, “Why do I have the feeling you’re about to tell us they’re no longer there.”




  Caymin stirred. “We do not know if they have been freed. But someone has stolen the only tether to the realm where they were banished. We believe it was Timmin who stole it.”




  “What tether?” came Ivar’s voice. “And why are you only now telling us of this?”




  Péist felt Caymin’s hesitation. “We must tell them, little one.”




  She laid a hand on his foreleg. “The dragons and mages who survived the war exist still. We have been in communication with some of them,” Caymin said.




  All around him, Péist listened to the startled exclamations of the humans and knew that Enat had been right. If these two-legs were upset to hear this, others would be panicked, like the sheep on the islands off the coast who ran off the edge of the land into the endless water when he was hunting.




  Méav’s voice broke through the clamor. “Where are they?”




  “We do not know,” Péist said.




  “Are they in the otherworld?” Méav pressed. “Were they with you there?”




  “Yes,” said Caymin. “And no.”




  More unsettled muttering broke out, and Enat said, “Hush. Let them speak.”




  “They were in the otherworld, in the past,” Caymin said. “But we have also communicated with two of them in our spiritwalks, in the now.”




  “Where?” asked Neela. “Can they come to help?”




  “We do not believe they are here,” said Péist. “Nor are they in the otherworld. After the war ended, and two-legs no longer trusted dragonmages and dragons, they retreated to a place where they could live in peace and cause no further conflict.”




  “Ailill and her dragon, Ríona, have been guiding us in our spiritwalks,” Caymin said. “It was Ailill who guarded the tether to the place of banishment, and it was they who told us it had been stolen.”




  Ivar’s size made him easy to recognize as he stood. “So you’re telling us that Timmin or someone else has a key to releasing the dragon and mage who started the last war? And they could come back here to our world?”




  “Yes,” Enat said. “That is what we’re saying.”




  “And why has it taken you more than a moon to tell us this?” Ivar demanded again.




  “We hoped there was some mistake,” Péist said. “We hoped Ríona and Ailill would tell us that Scolaí and Tuala were still safely imprisoned. But they have not.”




  “That’s why you’ve been flying every night,” said Séana from where she sat next to Méav. “You’ve been making sure we’re safe.”




  “Is there anything else you haven’t told us?” Niall asked.




  Péist bowed his head, but he and Caymin said nothing. A profound silence settled over them all.




  “What is it?” Neela asked.




  “There is something else, but we cannot tell you any more about it,” Caymin said. “You must trust us on this.”




  “Trust you?” Ivar paced outside the circle of two-legs sitting around the fire. “You’re about to bring back the worst threat our world has ever known, and you want us to trust you?”




  “Caymin and Péist aren’t bringing them back,” Neela said.




  “It’s because of them that this is happening!” Ivar shouted.




  “Stop,” Enat said. “It’s because of Caymin and Péist that we’ve known a world that hasn’t been ruled for the last thousand winters by a mad dragon and mage. It was only their intervention that prevented Scolaí and Tuala conquering all the known lands back then and ruling them to this day.”




  Péist turned in the direction of Méav’s voice as she said, “If the other dragons and mages came back to fight them, why would Tuala and Scolaí have taken over? What prevented the others from revolting against them back then?”




  There was a soft gasp from Séana. “That’s it, isn’t it? The thing you can’t tell us. It’s the thing that prevented the others from resisting them until you went back.”




  “We cannot say more,” Péist said.




  “No more need be said,” Enat insisted. “Caymin and Péist have risked their lives repeatedly for us, for Éire.”




  “Are we just going to sit around and wait for them to return?” Méav asked.




  “What do you want to do?” asked Una, her voice shrill. “We’re not leaving the forest again, are we?”




  “No,” said Enat firmly. “You will go through your trials this Samhain. And we need some of us here to protect this forest, but Méav is right. I don’t believe we should sit and wait. We should spread out across Éire and prepare the people for what may be coming.”




  “Who would believe this?” Cíana asked. “I wouldn’t if I hadn’t seen Péist for myself.”




  “No,” said Ivar. “We should stay together. That way, we can combine our power to fight them.”




  “They blinded a bloody dragon,” Ronan said. “What do you think we’re going to do? Together or separately?”




  “We can fight them,” Enat said. “They are not invincible, but people must band together to defend themselves.”




  “Wouldn’t it make more sense to wait until this Scolaí and Tuala actually make themselves known?” Neela said. “You’ve defeated them once already. They may not be eager to fight you again.”




  “We did not defeat them,” Caymin said quietly. “We only delayed them. If the other dragons and mages had not returned when they did, we would be dead.”




  Péist lowered his head to rest his jaw against her arm.




  “I have been thinking on this, too,” said Enat. “Those of you with staffs will be best prepared to battle and protect, should it be necessary. What if Péist flew you to different parts of Éire?”




  Caymin jerked. “No!”




  “Calm yourself, little one,” Péist said. “Enat and Cíana are right. Showing myself to other two-legs may help to convince them the threat is real.”




  He felt Caymin’s consternation as Enat continued.




  “I know it will be difficult for you to be apart, but it’s the quickest way to get us to different regions. That way, the people could see for themselves that we speak the truth. I’m certain tales have been told that there is a dragon here now. Too many have seen him. We would then have you spread out in places where we could communicate no matter where they might show themselves. Word could easily be sent back with birds, and the rest of us could go to help, or defend this forest as needed. If Scolaí and Tuala do return, and especially if they do so with Timmin’s help, who knows where they will attack. We need allies.”




  “But will they attack?” Daina asked. “They’ve been locked away for a thousand winters. If they are freed, mayhap all they will want is to live in peace.”




  Péist snorted. “You have not faced them. They will not want peace. They will want vengeance. I am willing to do this.”




  Enat stood. “Then it’s settled. Let’s begin preparations. Lessons for the apprentices will have to wait for a bit. We’ll need to decide who goes where.”
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  Caymin sat alone inside the hollowed-out trunk of an uprooted tree. It had been her first place of refuge when she had come to the forest with Enat, a badger-child unaccustomed to two-leg ways. The tree was so large, Ivar could have stood inside it without crouching. Outside, rain poured in a steady rhythm, but inside the tree, all was dry.




  Péist was flying Ronan north to find Fergus and tell him all that had occurred since the battle with Angus. From there, Péist would take Ronan west and leave him to organize the people in that region. Through her constant link with him, Péist was able to reassure Caymin that all was well. They had encountered no resistance.




  “Seeing me, the two-legs here have been willing to believe another dragon may come,” he had told her. “I think Enat was right. They must see to believe.”




  A shadow moved through the curtain of rain, and Caymin tensed, ready to throw up a defensive spell.




  “Caymin?”




  She relaxed at the sound of Méav’s voice. “Yes.”




  Méav walked in, shaking rain from her cloak. Despite the mildness of the summer morning, the damp was enough to chill. She took her cloak off and ran a hand over it, whispering words to dry it.




  “Enat thought you might be here, little badger,” she said as she sat.




  Caymin hugged her knees to her chest. “I am not a little badger anymore.”




  “You’ll always be that to me.” Méav flicked her hand to light up the gloomy interior of the tree. “You miss him.” She set a small blue flame alight.




  “I do not like being apart from him.”




  Méav nodded. “It’s good of both of you to do this. I think it’s necessary to let people see we’ve an honorable dragon in our midst.”




  They sat in silence for a bit.




  “Enat is reading everything she can find about the dragon wars,” Méav said.




  “That is wise, since we will soon be fighting another.”




  Méav reached across the space between them and laid a hand on Caymin’s arm. “You won’t fight alone.”




  Something snapped inside Caymin, and she yanked her arm away. “Is that so? Are you hiding a dragon somewhere that I have never seen? Or Enat? Or Ivar? If not, I think Péist and I are the only ones who will be fighting them when they return. You and the forest and all of Éire will simply be tinder for Tuala’s fire!”




  She shoved to her feet, her chest heaving. “You do not know… None of you know what it was like.”




  Méav stared up at her.




  “I did not ask for this.” Caymin turned away, ashamed of the tears that stung her eyes. “I am not a warrior.”




  A heartbeat later, she felt Méav’s hand settle on her shoulder. “But you are, Caymin. You are one of the bravest people I’ve ever known. You don’t fight for foolish things like land or because some petty king orders you to. You fight to protect those you love, the places you care about. There is no greater reason to fight. I know you’re frightened. You would be foolish not to be. You and Péist have faced something none of the rest of us can imagine, but I know, when the need arises, you and Péist will do what needs to be done. And we’ll stand with you, doing whatever we can.”




  For a moment, Caymin was afraid Méav was going to pull her into an embrace, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to hold her tears back if she did. But Méav simply squeezed her shoulder and sat back down.




  “Séana was right,” Méav said. “About the thing that kept the other dragons and mages from rebelling back then. There was something, wasn’t there?”




  Caymin sat as well. She nodded wearily. “We must find it and destroy it.”




  “Destroy it? Why?”




  “It is too dangerous. If it is found, anyone who held it could control all the dragons and mages, just as Scolaí and Tuala did during the last war.”




  “But…” Méav’s eyes narrowed as she thought. “You said you’ve been in communication with some of them in this day, but you don’t know where they are. If this thing, whatever it is, were to be found, they could be brought back here?”




  Caymin nodded again. “That is what they have told us.”




  “Then you must find it,” Méav said, leaning forward and grabbing Caymin’s arm again.




  “I just told you that. We must destroy it.”




  “No.” Méav’s voice was hard as she squeezed. “You and Péist must find it, and then you must use it.”
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  CHAPTER 2




  Tethered




  Eachna leaned over a bowl of water, watching it intently. His staff, leaning against the table, glowed white as he moved his hand in slow circles over the bowl, his lips whispering words of power. The surface of the water shimmered. He bent closer, staring into its mirrored surface, willing it to show something beyond the reflection of his own face.




  “Bah,” he said, sitting back and shoving the bowl so that the water sloshed over the edge.




  “Nothing?” Garvan pushed to his feet and paced, his hands strangling the rope belting his monk’s robe. “Never thought I’d wish for magic to happen, but I’d give almost anything for some word.”




  Gai threw a pebble into the fire in frustration. “Scrying is an imprecise thing. It won’t work unless Enat is scrying at the same time.”




  “You think I don’t know that?” Eachna snapped. “I thought they’d send Lorcan back to us with some word by now.”




  “We weren’t here at Méav and Séana’s cottage when you sent the hawk back to them,” Garvan said. “Would he be able to find you now?”




  “It might take him longer, but he should, unless…”




  Garvan paused his pacing. “You don’t think he could have been intercepted somehow, do you?”




  Eachna gave him a quick glance. “I don’t know what to think.”




  “Should we head back to the forest?” Diarmit asked from where he sat near the hearth with his elbows resting on his knees.




  Eachna ran a hand through his hair. “We may have to. We’ve waited over a moon for some guidance from the others. It makes me wonder if something has happened to them.”




  “We know Angus sailed. If he travels all the way to the lands in the north, how long will it be before he gets back here with a fleet of raiders?” Diarmit asked.




  “They should be there by now,” Garvan said, scratching his beard. He went to the table and pulled near a crude map they had drawn with a bit of charred wood. He traced a finger from the north of Éire, around Caledonia and then north and east. “They could have gone to any of these lands. Give them another fortnight or a moon to secure supplies and other ships, and then less than a moon to sail back here. They could be here by Lughnasadh.”




  “Are we just going to sit here and wait until they return?” Gai asked.




  They all jumped at the sound of a crash from outside the cottage. “Greetings to all of you.”




  They ran outside to find Péist folding his wings. Gai and Diarmit whooped, but Eachna grabbed them by the scruffs of their tunics as he stared up at Péist’s scarred eyes.




  Garvan stepped closer. “Péist, what happened?”




  Péist lowered his head to sniff Garvan. “There is much to tell you.”




  Darkness was descending as Péist finished his tale.




  “So, you’re actually flying around Éire letting people see you to convince them another dragon war is looming?” Garvan asked.




  “Yes. I flew Ronan to find Fergus and then on to Connacht to tell people there. The mages are also going to reap, if they can find young ones with power to send to the forest for training, since Enat is still too weak to travel, and Neela is with child. I am on my way back to the forest now to get Méav and Niall and take them south. I was not certain I could find you, but I felt your magic.”




  “What can we do?” Gai asked.




  “Are you willing to do the same among the two-legs here? Tell them what is coming and ask them to prepare to fight?”




  Gai pulled a knife from a sheath at his belt, looking at the dragon worked into the handle and hilt in fine silver. “Aye. We can do that. But come with us before you go back.”
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  Caymin sat on her bed, fingering a small, twisted piece of wood while Enat hunched over a parchment at the table. She looked up as Enat pushed the parchment away with a sigh.




  “All of these accounts tell us what we already know,” Enat said. “They recount the battles, but say nothing of what happened to Tuala and Scolaí. If you hadn’t learned about their banishment, we would have no clue from these writings.”




  She glanced toward Caymin. “What of you? Have you any thoughts on where to look for the Méarógfola?”




  “No,” Caymin said, frowning at the wood. “Aine told me I would know what to do with this, but I have no idea what she meant.”




  “Didn’t you bring some scrolls back with you from the otherworld?”




  Caymin reached under her bed. “Yes, but they were all written before Aine stole the Bloodstone. I have read them. They do not tell us anything.”




  “Read them again,” Enat said, pressing her fingers to her eyes. “Your young eyes are better than mine. Look for anything that might tell you where she might have taken it.”




  Caymin carried them outside to read in the sunlight. Though she had brought them with her not two moons ago, the ink on the parchment looked a thousand winters old, faded and stained in places so that even her eyes had a hard time deciphering the writing.




  She started with what seemed to be the last entry Aine wrote. She had scoured it over and over, looking for any hint of where Aine might have thought it safe to hide the Méarógfola. She had written of the arrival of a new dragon and mage, but she had kept her details scant—Caymin knew now that Aine had been deliberately vague in the event that Scolaí, her father, found the parchment. The account was brief and unfinished—a reflection of Aine’s hasty departure once she had managed to steal the Méarógfola from Scolaí.




  She shuffled to another furled parchment. Unrolling it, her attention was diverted to the back side of the page. She stretched it out on the ground, the written side down, and leaned closer. There, so faint she hadn’t noticed it before, was a sketch. She ran inside.




  Enat looked up from where she was studying her own book of spells. “What did you find?”




  Caymin didn’t answer but grabbed the piece of wood and hurried back outside. Enat followed.




  Caymin crouched on hands and knees, holding the wood next to the sketch. It was the same twisted contour.




  She glanced up at Enat. “She drew this!”




  Enat got down on the ground and looked from the wood to the parchment. “You’re right.”




  They flipped the parchment back over and scanned the writing there. It seemed to have been written early on. There was no mention of the war, only Aine’s account of having been flying on an unnamed dragon.




  “You said she wasn’t bonded to a dragon,” Enat said, sitting back on her heels.




  “She was not. She told me so.” Caymin frowned. “Mayhap this dragon’s mage died or…” Her voice faded away as she tried to think of other possibilities. “I have never heard of a wild dragon letting a mage ride it, but I do not know.”




  Enat turned the parchment back over. “Wait here.”




  She disappeared inside the cottage and returned a moment later with two small jars and two feathers. She knelt down again.




  “Let’s see,” she muttered.




  She uncorked the jars. Dipping a feather into the first, she brushed the damp quill over the parchment. The sheepskin darkened slightly. She dipped the other feather into the second jar and likewise brushed it over the same area of parchment.




  Caymin gasped as faint lines appeared. “It looks like a map.”




  Enat looked up with a smile of satisfaction. “I think we may have found where Aine went with the Méarógfola.”




  She continued brushing first the one liquid and then the other over the parchment until a more complete map was visible. It showed an island with mountains and what looked like caves.




  “And a tree,” Caymin whispered, pointing.




  There, in the center of the island, Aine had drawn a tree with twisted, contorted branches and roots.




  She held her small piece of wood next to it. “It must be where she got this.” She sat back, her hopeful expression fading. “But where is it?”




  She and Enat scrutinized the lines that had appeared. There was no indication of direction or any other clue to the location of this island.




  “This does not help us at all,” Caymin said bitterly, letting the wood fall from her fingers.




  Enat pursed her lips. “Not so.”




  “What do you mean?”




  Enat picked up the sliver of wood Caymin had dropped, turning it over and over in her hand. “I think I know why she gave you this. Call Péist back to you as soon as he can come.” When Caymin simply continued to look puzzled, she said, “You said Aine had met you before. You must go back through the Portal, back even further into the past, to meet Aine for the first time. That’s why she gave you this. This is your tether.”




  [image: ]




  “Listen to me!”




  Gai stood on an upturned barrel. All around him, villagers paused. They looked at one another in bewilderment, but stopped to listen. Eachna, Garvan and Diarmit spread out and hollered as well. Soon, a crowd was gathered around Gai.




  “We were here recently,” he shouted to make himself heard over the continued murmuring of the assembled villagers.




  “I remember you,” called a large man with brawny arms. He grinned through his blond beard. “You were asking about dragons.”




  “I was.” Gai reached to his belt and pulled out his knife. “You gave me this, Tarik. And you sent me to Elfred to learn more of his stories.”




  Widespread chuckles broke out among the throng.




  “Elfred likes his stories almost as much as his drink,” one man called out.




  Gai smiled. “But they’re not just stories.”




  The hoots and laughter spread.




  “You’ve been drinking the same stuff, boy!” someone else yelled.




  An old man with white beard shook a stick. “They were real!”




  The crowd burst into fresh laughter. “Sure they were, Elfred!”




  Gai looked to the skies. “Now.”




  Péist flew over the nearby hills and dropped to the ground amidst screams of terror.




  “Do not fear,” he said, speaking so that all could hear.




  The people cowered, their arms covering their heads. Only Elfred stood, staring up at Péist, his face split into a toothless grin. “I knew it.”




  “We’ve come to tell you that dragons are real,” Gai said to the now-silent crowd. “Péist here is bonded to a dragonmage. He is honorable and has fought on our behalf. But we have come to warn you of other dangers.”




  Slowly, the villagers straightened, looking at Péist with mouths agape.




  “Dragonmages are real, as well?” someone asked.




  “Aye,” said Gai with a small smile. “Dragonmages are real.”




  Péist punctuated Gai’s announcement with a blast of fire aimed into the skies. The villagers cowered again. “There is another dragon and mage coming, and they will not come in peace. We do not know yet when they will arrive, or where they will attack first, but we want to warn you so that you are prepared to fight.”




  Péist tilted his head as the disbelieving murmurs began. He’d been through this before in other villages. “I know this is difficult to believe, but if you had not seen me, would you have believed a dragon had come to Éire?”




  The murmurs faded into stunned silence.




  “This other dragon and mage are not the only threats you face,” Gai said. “There is a Christian monk, Angus, who also has magic, but has been false to his followers. We have reason to believe he sailed with a raider named Haldor to the north, and will return to Éire with a whole fleet of raiders, bent on pillaging.”




  He looked down at the people staring at him. From the looks on their faces, he knew they didn’t believe him. Clenching his jaw, he undid the dragon brooch at his throat and removed his cloak. He held up the stump of his left arm.




  “I promise you, the threat from Angus is real,” he said. “He knows of Péist. The dragon is what they want, but they’ll attack any in their way.”




  “What are we to do?” asked Tarik. “Will the dragon stay to help us?”




  “I cannot,” said Péist. “I must warn others.”




  Gai indicated Eachna, Garvan, and Diarmit. “We’ll stay to help.”




  “What good are four more against a dragon?” someone hollered.




  Eachna stepped forward and slammed his staff against the ground. The staff burst into flames in his grasp, and the ground shuddered. The crowd fell back in nearly as much awe as they had shown of Péist.




  “We are more than just four more,” he said.
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  “I am here.”




  Caymin whirled around at the sound of Péist’s voice. Dropping her sword in the dust, she left Daina standing on the sparring ground as she ran for the circle of stones. There, she threw her arms around Péist’s neck. He hummed, pressing his chin against her back.




  “Oh, I have missed you.”




  “And I you, little one.”




  She sat leaning against him. “Tell me everything.”




  He told her of seeing Fergus and delivering Ronan to the west. He passed on greetings from Garvan and the others.




  “They are well?”




  “They are. I went with them to a village near the endless water to convince those there that the threats of both a dragon war and an attack from Angus are real. Eachna said they are going to stay there for now to help them prepare.”




  Beanna flew in with a loud caw. “Greetings, worm. Did you just return?”




  “Yes.” Péist reached around to sniff Beanna as she settled on his back and then turned to Caymin. “Tell me now what you and Enat have discovered.”




  “One of Aine’s scrolls had a map. A hidden map.”




  “To where?”




  Caymin frowned. “We are not sure. But it depicts an island with a twisted tree. I think it is where she took the wood from. Enat thinks the piece of wood is our tether and that we must go through the Portal, further into the past than last time, to meet her and find out where this place is.”




  Péist looked at her with his sightless eyes. “You think she may have hidden it in this place?”




  “It is possible. It is the best clue we have.” She glanced at Beanna.




  “I know there is something you must find to stop them,” Beanna said. “Something you have not been free to speak of. You would go back through the Portal again?”




  Péist said nothing. Caymin knew he was as hesitant to go back as she was.




  “I am not sure about going now,” she admitted. “What if Scolaí and Tuala return while we are away?”




  “If we wait until they are here, it will be even harder,” Péist said. “And then we may be racing them to get to it and find it first.”




  “That is true.” Caymin looked up at him. “Méav said… She thinks we should use it, not destroy it.”




  Péist stilled. “Does she know what it does?”




  “In part.”




  “Have you told anyone else of this?”




  “No. Not even Enat.” Caymin shifted to face him. “I wanted to talk to you about it.”




  “If we could use it to call the others back to us, we would have allies against Scolaí and Tuala.”




  “I know. That is what I have been thinking. We would not be fighting alone.”




  “It would be a terrifying thing if it fell into the wrong hands because we did not destroy it.”




  “I have thought of that as well. But we tried to destroy it and could not. We do not know how.”




  They sat in silence for long heartbeats.




  “We cannot make a decision about what to do with it until we have it in our possession, so mayhap we should focus on that first.”




  “We should talk to Mactíre and see if he will guide us.”




  “Tonight, then. After I have hunted.”
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  The moon was riding high in the sky as Caymin returned to the stone circle. Péist, she knew, had finished hunting and was on his way back to the forest. She entered the circle to find that it was not empty. A wolf sat, waiting.




  “Thank you for coming, Mactíre,” she said.




  He got up and padded to her, pushing his head into her chest as she scratched his ruff. “You are well?”




  “I am.”




  “And the Ceann Ban?”




  She smiled. “The white one is good. You shall see for yourself.”




  They both looked up as Péist flew through the forest’s canopy and landed in the circle.




  “Greetings, Mactíre.” Péist furled his wings and settled, tucking his front feet under him.




  “Greetings, Péist.” Mactíre likewise lay down as Caymin sat on the ground, completing a circle within the circle.




  “Your life here in the forest has been good?” Caymin asked.




  Mactíre tilted his head as he regarded her. “It has been… acceptable. I have found other wolves when I wished company.”




  Caymin looked down at the twisted bit of wood in her hand. “But you miss Aine.”




  “As do you.”




  She blinked hard and held out her hand. “She gave me this before she left with the Méarógfola. She told me I would need it and I would know when. Have you seen it before?”




  Mactíre crawled forward on his belly, reaching his nose out to sniff it. “I can still smell her, but I do not recognize it. What is it?”




  “I think it is our tether.”




  Mactíre looked at Péist and then back to Caymin.




  “When we met Aine,” Caymin said, “she told me we had met before, though it felt like the first time for us. I think this is why. When we go back through the Portal this time, we will go further back in time, so it will be our first meeting for her, but the second for us.”




  She held up the piece of wood. “This is tied somehow to the place she would have chosen to hide the Méarógfola. I feel it. She knew it must never be found by Scolaí and Tuala again.”




  Péist snorted sparks from his nostrils. “But if we go back that far in time, we will also go back to when Scolaí and Tuala were flying free.”




  “Yes.” Caymin bowed her head. “I have thought of that as well. We may see them, but they did not remember meeting a white dragon and girl mage when we were there, so I do not know what to think.”




  She turned to Mactíre. “Will you guide us back through the Portal?”




  Mactíre’s ears pricked, and he sat up. “Yes. I will go with you.”




  When Caymin bade them both good night a short while later and began the trek back to Enat’s cottage, her heart was lighter than it had been since they’d returned from the otherworld. Timmin still had the means to release Scolaí and Tuala from the otherworld; Angus was going to return with raiders from the north; the mages were scattered across Éire. And she was going to see Aine again.
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  CHAPTER 3




  Past Imperfect




  Caymin sat on her bed and readied her few possessions. The scrolls she’d brought back from her last voyage to the otherworld, she’d decided to leave behind. She had her bow and quiver, the knife Méav had given her, and the emerald Mactíre had brought to her from Aine—her tether to their last journey into the past.




  She sat, staring at the rough emerald in her palm. Mactíre had said she should leave it here as well, since having more than one tether to the past could lead them astray as they navigated through the Portal.




  She looked up as Méav knocked.




  “Enat said you’d be here,” Séana said as she followed Méav in.




  “Yes.”




  Méav sat beside her on the bed and picked up the bow. “You’re really going back?” She ran her finger over the runes carved into the black wood.




  “We must.” Caymin looked from her to Séana. “I am sorry that we cannot wait for Péist to fly you to your destination, but if we stay until the danger is here, we will not be able to go at all.”




  Méav shook her head. “Don’t worry about that. We can walk. We’ll get there soon enough. This way, we can accompany Niall to Laigin before going on to Munster.”




  “We’ve something for you,” Séana said.




  Caymin hesitated. “But you have already given me something.” She held up the knife.




  “I don’t think the enchantment I put on it will work from the otherworld,” Méav said in jest, but then her expression turned serious. She pressed the knife to Caymin’s hand. “But remember it when you get back. You can always find me.”




  “I will,” Caymin said.




  Séana held out a bundle. “This is just a little something extra.”




  Caymin accepted it and held it up. “A new tunic?”




  She inspected it more closely and saw the needlework depicting a dragon on the chest. Small beaded stones were sewn into the design.




  “Did you do this?” she asked.




  Séana nodded. “You’ve grown. Seemed you could use a new one.”




  “Try it on,” Méav said.




  Caymin stood to strip off her own tunic and tug the new one on. Looking down, she fingered the beads. “This is so beautiful.”




  “A wee bit of pretty never hurts.” Séana reached out to grasp the hem, flipping it over to show the inside. “And I made a pouch here, in case you need to carry anything you don’t want others to see.”




  “Thank you.” Caymin frowned as she pressed her hand to her chest. “But there is something more in these stones.”




  Méav stood also and pulled her close. “Just a few spells of protection. To keep you safe, little badger.”




  Caymin held her tightly for a moment. “Thank you.”




  When Caymin turned to Séana, Séana embraced her, kissing the top of her head. She placed her hands on either side of Caymin’s face and opened her mouth a couple of times before saying, “Come back to us, Caymin. We need you here.”




  “We’ll see you and Péist on your way tomorrow,” Méav said. “No leaving in the middle of the night this time.”

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
AR

i

erlba o
lv.'\:) o

<

i o

o

~
T '

LINGER

ER






OEBPS/Images/image.001.jpeg
The

SCTANOING
STONES





OEBPS/Images/image.002.jpeg
CORGYN ‘
# Publishing





OEBPS/Images/image.005.jpeg






OEBPS/Images/image.003.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image.004.jpeg







