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Chapter One
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To unite Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter 

under the common name of Irishmen

in order to break the connection with England,

the neverfailing source of all our political evils,

that was my aim.

—Theobald Wolfe Tone, 1791

October 31, 1796

Rathcrogan, County Roscommon, Ireland

Finn the Tinker walked along the path on the black night while thick clouds moved to block out the crescent moon. No glow from starlight lit his way. He stumbled as the velvet blanket of gloom hid rocks and branches along the unfamiliar path. Wind howled through the crags and cliffs above. He walked faster, wiping blown leaves from his face. 

All Hallows’ Eve, or Samhuinn, was a time of magic and Fae, a night of hauntings and fear. Finn knew better than to be caught outside this night. But he had no choice.

Finn was returning from a fruitless mission to the Big House at Strokestown to peddle his wares. All he wanted was to return to his wife and children in Tulsk.

Wailing wind pushed him as he approached Oweynagat, the Cave of the Cats. He normally avoided the place any time of the year, but he was in a hurry to find high ground before the storm struck. 

Legends told of strange creatures emerging from the mouth of the cave, magical creatures of the Otherworld. Finn’s own grandmother had told him tales of cats, ravens, sometimes bats swarming from the cave and chasing hapless travelers. The stories told of people found mad, wounded, or worse. 

Suddenly, everything went still. He paused, glancing around, suspicious of the silence. Red eyes blinked at him from the darkness.

Finn’s heart raced as he backed away from the glowing crimson points. Wind howled again, and the creatures fluttered and screeched, coming closer. 

Amorphous shapes formed in the darkness, making Finn freeze in terror. Wings battered his head, and he threw up his arms to protect his face. With a soundless cry, he dropped his packs and ran back the way he’d come.

Over rock walls and burns, he pelted away in fear. With no light to aid his headlong flight over the treacherous path, he tripped and fell to the boggy ground. He ripped his pants and skinned his knee, but he paid this little heed, hauling himself to his feet again. He made the sign of the cross as he sprinted across the fields. The terrified tinker didn’t dare glance back at the daemons chasing him.

Lights twinkled in the distance. That must be Strokestown, where he’d just left. If he could just reach that haven, he might live through the night. But the dim rushing water of a wide river cut him off.

As he splashed through the muddy water, his worn boots slid into the muck and grew mired. Finn jerked his feet out and tried to scramble up the far bank, but his stockinged feet sank deeper. The wind died again, and his heart pounded.

A terrified glance over his shoulder confirmed that the red glowing eyes hovered, waiting for something. Waiting for what?

As they attacked, his scream ripped through the night, shattering the silence. His cry died in a strangled gurgle as the wind whistled again. 

The next morning, amid the sucking mud and the morning mist, villagers found Finn’s broken body by the river, his flesh flayed into ribbons. His kin barely recognized him. Thousands of tiny cuts had drained his life’s blood into the sticky earth.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




October 15, 1797

Strokestown House, County Roscommon, Ireland

In a determined frame of mind, Reginald Latimer strode into the musty library to survey the hundreds of books piled on the enormous oak table. He didn’t know where he might fit all these new volumes, but he must at least sort through them. He owed his cousin, Maurice, that much.

As he eased into the overstuffed red leather chair and put on his spectacles, the old man sorted through the piles on the enormous mahogany desk. He stretched to reach the far pile, moaning as his aging muscles complained.

One pile for items to send to Trinity College. Their research library should be glad of the scholarly texts. Many of them related to his ancestor’s interest in excavating ancient sites and antiquities, an area which also intrigued Reginald.

Another pile for keepsakes, family heirlooms, and valuable editions. He might sell the latter. That wouldn’t do much to pull them out of their financial hole, but it may ease the slow descent.

A third pile for, what can I call it, but trash? His several times great-uncle had a penchant for mysteries and romances; light, silly things with no substance and too much imagination. Though perhaps Dosey would have an interest in them.

The fourth pile, by far the strangest, for items that defied cataloging. A pamphlet on Druidry, a treatise on the mystical architecture of Bath, three French books on philosophy.

This lot had come to Reginald in August when the estate of John Aubrey of England had identified him as the closest living male relative. He’d avoided this task for over a month, but finally ran out of increasingly creative excuses. The frigid weather kept Reginald from his normal occupations of gardening and hunting. Thus, he’d spend the afternoon in the old library.

A book slipped from his hands and fell on the floor. The dust stirred, making him sneeze, and his spectacles fell next to it. He groaned as he bent to retrieve them.

Strokestown Park House had an impressive library, with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. These shelves were stuffed with books bound in leather or wood and even an occasional scroll. Coddled by red velvet curtains, the place seemed oppressively dim. They weren’t all his books. Many of them belonged to the owner of the house. His cousin, Maurice Mahon, who lived in London with his wife, Catherine, and was heavily involved with Westminster politics. 

Reginald had told the servants to leave the room alone, so the dust piled high. He didn’t want to even imagine what an over-enthusiastic but ignorant maid might do to a precious fragile volume.

The atmosphere pressed upon him and after several hours of sorting through dusty volumes, Reginald fell to a fit of coughing. He wheezed as he escaped into the bright parlor in search of refreshment. It was teatime and he needed to escape the must and mold.

A whirlwind of skirts and ribbons came barreling down the curving grand staircase of the entrance hall. His only grandchild, Theodosia. 

Though she was very active, she was pleasingly plump and full-figured. “And where are you rushing to, Dosey?”

Her wispy blonde hair was mussed from her hurried descent and her face looked flushed. “Grandfather! I thought you were off doing a research project today?” 

Despite her disarray, Reginald smiled at her energy. “I’m taking a much-needed respite. Have you had tea?” 

She paused, glancing at the door. “I’d love some tea. That would be just the thing.”

He offered his arm and they proceeded into the Rose Room, although Dosey threw a look out of each window as they passed. A bell summoned a footman carrying a tray of sweets and savories.

After they sat around the low table, Reginald poured the fragrant tea and peered at his granddaughter. “By Jove, you never answered me, child. What has you in such a hurry?”

She finished chewing her cake and stared out the window with innocent eyes. “I’m off to the village.”

His eyes narrowed. “Hm. And what’s so interesting in the village?” 

Dosey didn’t answer at first, making a show of choosing the next morsel from the three-tiered tray.

Reginald narrowed his gaze. “Are you bothering that old woman again?”

Dosey spoke with prim, drawing-room dignity. “I’m not bothering her, Grandfather. Nan enjoys my company. She’s asked me to return.” 

“Just mind you don’t overstay your welcome. Nan needs to work to earn her living and spending all day entertaining you with ancient tales puts no food on her table.”

“I realize all that, Grandfather. And I help her, sometimes.”

That roused Reginald’s curiosity. “Help her with what, precisely? I don’t imagine you’re teaching her French.”

Dosey waved her hand. “No, she’d have no interest in that. I help her with her herbs. I do some of the heavy work. Grinding, picking, hanging. She’s rather short and her drying racks are on the ceiling.” 

Her irrepressible grin banished his suspicions. “Just be cautious, Theodosia. I remember stories my grandmother told me about the last witch hunt. She was lucky she didn’t know herblore or might have gotten caught up in one herself.”

Dosey let out a chuckle. “No one could ever hurt Nan. And please, don’t call me Theodosia. You’re well aware I hate that name.”

Reginald drew himself up in ancestral dignity. “It’s a noble name, dear heart. Be proud of it. And as for Nan, men’s hearts can turn bitter for no reason, my child. Do remember, there’s a good girl.”

She stuck her tongue out and drank the last dregs from her cup. “Pish-tosh. I’m off, then. I shan’t be too late.” 

Reginald supposed he should be grateful she wore proper dresses now. As a younger girl, getting her out of the more practical trousers had been a true battle. Now a proper young lady of seventeen, she at least deigned to dress in a manner suited to her status and gender.

His granddaughter had interests unsuitable to a young lady of gentle birth. She loved hunting, running, and scholarly pursuits. Dosey might have made a fine solicitor to follow in his footsteps, had she but been male, and a male heir would have solved a host of other tangled issues.

Ah, what might have been. Reginald heaved up his old bones and returned to the library.

He’d hoped faeries had come in to finish the job while he ate. If the faeries had come, they’d touched none of the books, though dust motes did a merry dance in the late afternoon sunbeams. After he closed his eyes and prayed for patience, he waded back into the stacks.

Sometime later, Reginald shook his head. Had he dozed off? He’d been staring at one moldy book for several minutes without registering what he saw. He cleared his throat and ran his hand over the threadbare cover. It had no title or writing on the blood-red fabric binding. Dark, sloppy handwriting covered the first few pages. 

He pieced out a few words of the archaic script. That should be ‘standing’, certainly. And ‘stane’ next to it? Perhaps it’s ‘stone.’ He flipped through a couple pages until he found a name, John Aubrey, at the bottom of a notation. The penmanship looked flowery and ornate, but he recognized it as his great-great-uncle’s signature. A journal? A diary?

The rest of the books could wait for another day of forced solitude. He tucked the journal under his arm and retired into his own study, a room with considerably less dust. When he settled in his chair, he opened to the first page.

Entries about discovering ancient sites hidden under hills excited his imagination, and before he knew it, Reginald had finished reading the entire journal. His head swam with plans and notions.
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After an hour’s carriage ride, Reginald, Theodosia, and the Estate Factor, Tam and his son, all stared up at the mound. Its perfect proportions attracted Reginald, making him believe it must be manmade, and his fingers itched to dig into the sides. 

Soft, bright-green grass grew over the entire hill, as if someone had painted it with moss. A few lone trees grew around the base. The proportions looked too even to be a natural hill. 

Aubrey’s journal had described just such mounds in Wiltshire and near the site at Avebury Stone Circle, perfectly symmetric with a flat top. He might even discover something as fascinating as his great-great-uncle had. “Dosey, will you walk around the other side, and I’ll measure this side? Let’s discover if it’s symmetrical.” He counted his paces. One, two, three...

Tam and his son, Brendan, stayed with the digging gear, pickaxes, shovels, buckets, and crates they’d brought in the wild hope that they might find aught worth collecting. Reginald had pried the factor from his normal duties of running the estate to take advantage of the sunny October day. 

Dosey called out, “I count one hundred and fifty yards, Grandfather.”

“The same on this side. Let’s see, three hundred yards around, would make the diameter, hmm, fifty yards?” He made notes on a blank page of Aubrey’s journal. “Are there any uneven spots?”

They circled the mound, looking for bulges or irregularities. 

“There’s a tree up on this side, sir.” Brendan pointed, his wavy blond hair bouncing as he jumped. A single, bare hawthorn tree poked up over the top, crooked against the constant wind of the valley. 

Reginald shivered as the wind rose and rattled the branches. Despite being a man of reason, even he realized that disturbing a lone hawthorn tree was always bad luck. “Well done, young man. Anyone else?”

His granddaughter called out, “Something’s over here, grandfather. Stones piled against the end.”

All four gathered to where Dosey stood. Under the moss and the brambles, several stones stuck askew into the base of the mound. Each stone bore a spiral carving. Dosey clapped her hands in delight. She’d always showed an interest in interesting stones. She traced the carving with one finger. The groove had been cut in a perfectly smooth line, very difficult with stone. She’d tried to carve stone a few times in the past and then given it up when she didn’t immediately create something beautiful. 

Brendan’s voice wavered. “Do you suppose those are natural, or did someone put them there?” 

Reginald clapped the boy on his shoulder and eyed the pile of tools. “This island has been occupied for thousands of years, Brendan. We can’t assume anything is natural at this point. Those spirals were obviously carved.” 

Tam grabbed the largest pickaxe and worked on prying a stone away. Brendan hastily followed and took the only other pickaxe. The two servants pried stones loose while Reginald and Dosey contented themselves with piling the extracted stones to one side. 

Tam stopped to wipe his brow. “Sir, may I ask what exactly we’re searching for?”

Reginald let out a low chuckle. “It would help to tell you, wouldn’t it? We’re looking for any sign of ancient construction, some indication that people long ago had built this hill.”

The Factor wrinkled his brow. “And how would we know that?”

He wrinkled his nose. “If I knew that, I’d tell you. But if we see anything unusual, we might find a clue.”

For several hours, the three men dug with shovels and pickaxes while Dosey sifted through the debris, searching for anything that might be of interest. 

By the end of the morning, they had little to show for their progress but a pile of mossy, crumbling stones and a dirt hole in the side of the hill. Worms wriggled in the exposed earth, burrowing to find safety before an opportunistic bird discovered them.

Filthy and tired, they trudged back to the house to clean up for dinner. 

Brendan appeared undeterred by the day’s failure and Reginald envied his optimism. “Will we try again tomorrow, sir?” 

With a dirt-stained hand, he clapped the boy’s shoulder. “Perhaps in a week, Brendan. Your father will have his hands full with the hunt in a few days, remember?”

Dosey turned to him with shining eyes. “Grandfather, how about Monday? Everyone will have left by then. Could we, please?” 

How could he deny her this adventure? Not that it was exciting at the moment, but this was a new adventure, something other than caring for her mother and attending yet another social engagement. “Of course, my dear. We shall plan another expedition on Monday.”

The nettle soup and roast lamb served for dinner tasted savory and comfortingly familiar. Their cook wasn’t imaginative, but she was steady. Dosey seemed pensive as they ate, but Reginald had no energy to discover the cause. It likely had to do with her mother, his daughter-in-law, Ciara. “Are you ready for the hunt, child?”

Dosey coughed and swallowed her half-chewed bite. “I will be,” she croaked out, drinking wine to clear her throat. “I still need to repair Elwyn’s harness.”

“Surely Brendan can work on that? He’s in charge of the stables.”

She took a bite of lamb. “You know I prefer to do it myself. It’s just a small mend, after all. He’s got enough to do, getting ready for six other riders.”

They’d had this argument many times before and Reginald despaired at his granddaughter ever taking it to heart. “It’s his position, my dear. If you do the servants’ work for them, they worry about their situation. That’s unkind.”

“Pish-tosh! As if you’d ever let him go, grandfather. He knows better.” 

Reginald bit back his response, unwilling to let her know of their financial situation.

Dosey applied herself to the last bit of soup. “Will Cillian be joining us? You mentioned he might have other plans.”

“Yes, Cillian will join us. His trip to Dublin was canceled.”

She blushed and gazed at her plate. 

Reginald hid a smile at her reaction. He’d worried that she might fight his match, given her tomboy predilections. Cillian FitzSymons was a solid young man, though, with plenty of wealth and a noble name to take care of his dear granddaughter once they were wed. And he was not ill-favored, if a bit on the pompous side. In return, Dosey would be a lovely bride with a solid name and family reputation. 

A bell in the dining room rang, but not a servant’s bell. This one had been re-purposed several years earlier. Dosey glanced up at it and sighed.

Reginald gave her a sad smile. “You must go, dear heart.”

She pushed herself back from the table. “I know, Grandfather. Sometimes, I wish—” 

“Shh, now. I know. It’s not an easy task to have for such a young lady, but you do well, and it’s your duty. Now, hurry along, before she gets anxious.”

Dosey placed her serviette on the table and marched up the wide stairs to the third floor and her mother’s room.
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The next day, in a simple cottage on the edge of town, Dosey sweated as she ground a pestle into lavender in the marble mortar.

Nan grunted and gestured with her hand. “Leave off, girl, and look here.”

Dosey stopped grinding and stepped over to the wooden block table where Nan O’Bierne, the old village herbwoman, stood, peering into a clump of dirt and roots with her one good eye. “See that? Where the echinacea root looks as if something nibbled it? Someone has a problem with clúracháns, I’m thinking.” 

Dosey peered at the root, trying to distinguish tooth marks in the clods of dirt and pebble clinging to the mess of tendrils. She couldn’t discern anything unusual, but Nan stood behind her opinions. Best not to argue with her. “Are the clúrachánss like faeries, then?” 

Nan peered up at her with a scowl. “Of course, they are, child! How else would they be underground, gnawing on roots? Use your head for once.”

Dosey hid a smile and returned to the mortar and pestle. “Tell me more about them, Nan.”

“Not until you finish your work, now. Go on, that lavender won’t grind itself!”

Dosey bent to her task, grinding the sweet-smelling herbs into paste. It took effort to press down while twisting the pestle. She put her back into it, and her mind drifted.

She’d never heard of clúracháns. Faeries, The Gentry, Fair Folk, certainly. According to old Nan, faeries lived everywhere. They hid in the hills, under the roots, and in the dark corners of houses. They did a lot of mischief, but occasionally helped wise folk who left them cream or honey. What would she do if a faery helped her? Dosey put her shoulder into her effort and added more buds.

From the stories, she knew only a fool would cross them. An angered faerie might wreak havoc for years. The Fair Folk could curse an entire family up to seven generations. People would sicken and die, their crops lay fallow, and their kine diseased. Perhaps even steal their babe and leave a changeling in its place. 

She tipped the bowl to show her mentor. “Will this be enough, Nan?” After a curt nod, the older woman wrapped the crushed herbs into a square of muslin, secured it with a piece of twine, and hung it from the drying rack. 

Dosey cleaned out the mortar and poured in another herb. This time, she picked the chamomile. She recalled the first time Nan had taught her herbs, a painful lesson indeed. Had it been seven years ago?

She’d been so young, barely a child, but tramping along the riverbank in trousers like a wild boy. The old woman had found her picking wildflowers and shouted out. “Not those, foolish child! Nettles will sting. Here, give them to me.” 

The young Dosey had seen the old woman in the village but had never dared to speak with her. The crabbed old woman with one eye pulled out a rag. She took the pretty flowers from the young Dosey with the cloth and grabbed her wrist, turning so Dosey could see the welts already turning red. “Hmph. I have salve. This way, girl.”

Nan had stumped away towards the shabby end of the village and Dosey had hesitated. Her grandfather warned her about dangerous people. Was this old woman one of them? She seemed so fierce. 

“Don’t take all day! Your hand will hurt if you don’t get dock leaves on it!”

Her hands burned with pain, so Dosey followed her. Someone who wished to heal her couldn’t be that dangerous.

As the memory faded, Dosey recalled herself to the task at hand. Her mentor had promised a story earlier and Dosey opened her mouth to ask for one, but the old woman stared at something. She followed Nan’s gaze and noticed movement in the dark corner.

The small cottage was dim, even on a sunny day. Today, overcast skies made it even darker. But a shape definitely rustled in the shadows. Dosey knew in her bones that a creature crouched in the darkness, something that shouldn’t be there. Her skin crawled, but she stepped in front of Nan, willing to act as a shield.

Nan hissed and pushed her aside. “Get back!” She reached for her staff, a gnarled branch carved and polished into a cane. As she held the staff in front of her, Nan spoke in a low incantation, perhaps in the Irish. 

Dosey only knew a few words, but she recognized the cadence. It sounded odd, as if Nan spoke from down a well, echoing and reverberating off the stone cottage walls, seeping into Dosey’s bones. 

Her skin crawled and the pressure of humming air suffocated her. She wanted to scream, to run away, to shake whatever it was out of her body. Her head pounded as blinding light flashed in the corner. Then the room grew still and utterly dark.

Something snapped and the cottage brightened considerably. Nan strode to the corner, poked around with her staff, and then leaned it up against the wall. She hummed a cheerful tune as she swept a pile of debris away from the corner and out the door.

Dosey crossed herself. “Nan? What in the name of God was that?” 

The old woman slapped her hand. “Shh! Foolish girl. Don’t call on God when they are lurking. Are ye daft?”

Dosey hung her head in apology and gazed at the bits Nan had swept out the door. They looked like shards of broken glass, twisted and black. A faint red gleam came from within each piece, but they faded as she watched.

“But what was it?”

“A faerie. A fairly common-run faerie at that. He was intent on mischief, but I tolerate none of that nonsense in my house. He’ll learn. Must have been a recent immigrant. Some come over from Wales or England. Some as far as the continent. People pay them no mind, and they get no joy from their tricks. Well, he’ll get no joy in my home, let me tell you.”

“How did you kill it?”

The old woman stared at her before shaking her head. “It’s not dead. You can’t kill a faerie, or at least I can’t. I just banished it. It may return, but not quickly and not in the same form. It won’t wish to experience my words again. Of that, I’m sure.”

“But...”

“Do you do nothing but ask questions? Come, help me ground. I need it after that.”

Dosey helped Nan sit on a large flagstone near the hearth. Dosey didn’t know how old Nan was, but her creaking bones seemed ancient. The old woman surprised her by sitting with her legs crossed. “Sit down, girl. I haven’t got all day.”

She tried to mimic the limber pose, pulling one leg into the crook of the other, but it was too painful, so she knelt.

Nan held out both her hands for Dosey’s. Her grip felt cool and strong. Nan closed her good eye and Dosey shut hers. Nan hummed a monotone that buzzed around Dosey’s ears, an oddly comforting sound. The even tone calmed her frayed nerves and settled her fear. Dosey imagined she floated on a raft along a gentle stream, with willows dipping their branches into the water, brushing her arms.

What seemed like hours passed before the sound stopped and Dosey startled awake. Had she been asleep? She yawned and noticed that Nan no longer sat across from her on the hearthstone. She stretched stiff muscles as she got to her feet. A glance at the sky gave her no clue to how much time had passed, but she spied Nan working in the garden out back.

Dosey stepped outside, blinking in the light. Nan bent, jerking weeds out of the neat rows of turnips with considerable energy. 

“How long did I sit there?”

Nan stood, wiping her dirt-stained hands on her old apron. “Oh, an hour or so, my girl. It did you good. That sort of energy drains even those around the spell.” 

“Spell?”

Nan gazed up at her with curiosity. “The banishment, of course. What did you think I did?” 

“I don’t know. Was it something evil? Did you banish a daemon?”

The old woman waved her hand dismissively. “Daemons are a Christian invention, child. I told you, that was a faerie.”

“So, it’s not evil, like a devil?”

Nan lifted her hoe and sunk it into the earth next to a row of beans. “Did I not say that? There are friendly Folk and cruel ones, just like humans. It’s all in the intent, not the creature. They do get more active around this time of year, though, so I keep a closer watch.”

“This time of year?”

“Do you know nothing? Samhuinn, or as the priests call it, All Hallows’ Eve. The night the veil between the worlds is thinnest. All sorts of creatures can cross over and muddle about in human affairs. Most are harmless, some are annoying, and a few are downright nasty. All of them are Faerie.”

Dosey had the incredible urge to cross herself again. Instead, she sent a silent prayer to whatever saint may watch to keep her safe.

“And I said none of that near the Fair Folk! Are ye hard of hearing?”

Guilty and surprised, Dosey stopped her prayer and suddenly realized how late it must be. “I must get back soon. Mother will need me.”

Nan waved her hand. “Run along, child. Will you be back tomorrow, then?”

“Grandfather and I are exploring those mounds tomorrow. Maybe the next day?”

Nan stared at her for several long moments. “Mounds? Which mounds?”

“The ones near Oweynagat. I told you earlier, remember?”

The old woman scowled before shooing her off. Dosey walked back towards Strokestown but halted as soon as she left the village.

How did Nan know I was praying?
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Chapter Three
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Once she returned home, Dosey pelted up the stairs to wash and dress. She wanted to look her best for their guests, including her fiancé, Cillian. She seemed to remember he was planning on bringing his cousin Marcus, as well. It would be nice to speak with someone new. She’d met Marcus before, but only briefly.

She let a shy smile escape upon thinking of Cillian, with his dark, curly hair and handsome smile. On their first encounter, he’d brought her three different flowers, recounting how each one reminded him of her in different ways. 

She’d looked at him askew. “But how can any of these remind you of me? This is the first time we’ve met!”

He’d gave her a heart-melting smile and brought her fingers up to his mouth for a tender kiss. “Your reputation precedes you, my dearest Theodosia. Your beauty and grace would make any rose in the garden bow and ask your pardon.” 

Ever since, her heart was a-flutter whenever he visited.

Her lady’s maid had set out several dresses, but Dosey’s head buzzed. “Anna, please, help me decide. Which would be best?”

Her mousey maid pursed her lips and surveyed the options. “The green one sets off your hair but shows too much bosom for such a small party. The blue matches your eyes, but the ruffles are out of style. I think the rose is the simplest, but still quite elegant.” She held up the simple rose over-gown and white chemise, with its empire waist and puffed short sleeves. The chemise sleeves fell to the elbows, and a small ruffle and simple bow were the only fripperies. 

Dosey had little interest in keeping up with fashion trends. London debutantes changed their style every year. Dosey shut her eyes and held out her arms to allow Anna to dress her. 

After Anna finished brushing and arranging her hair, Dosey held up the hand mirror to examine the results. She’d pulled her blonde hair back into a severe braid and bun at her nape and tied a rose ribbon tied around it, a match to the darker parts of the dress. It felt so restrictive that she wanted to shake her head until it fell loose, but that would horrify Anna. Her maid might take her pique out on Dosey’s hair as she fixed it, and her scalp was already sore.

Dosey rose and did a slow twirl for Anna’s final approval. Her maid gave a curt nod and Dosey strode out the door, reminding herself to descend the stairs with proper dignity. She thought she caught a glimpse of a shadow flickering in the corner of the hallway, but when she turned to see, it had disappeared.

Down in the dining room, Cillian and Marcus drank wine with her grandfather, laughing at some comment just as she appeared in the doorway. Two older men she hadn’t met conversed quietly by the window.

While she ached to join Cillian, her grandfather stepped forward to take her hand, and lead her formally into the room. “Ah, Theodosia, do come in and meet my colleagues. Professors Lewis and Aubrey, may I present my granddaughter, Mistress Theodosia Latimer?” 

Both gentlemen bowed and she returned a curtsey. Professor Lewis wore a tweed suit and had thick, white hair while Aubrey’s looked salt and pepper, thinning on top and had an impish grin.

Her grandfather explained, “Professor Lewis is on holiday from Wales and Professor Aubrey is a distant cousin from Wiltshire.”

Dosey couldn’t keep herself from glancing toward her fiancé but remained mindful of her duties and gave each older man a bright smile. “How delightful to meet you both.” 

Lewis fidgeted and glanced at his feet. “Your servant, Mistress Latimer.” 

The butler, Dockery, announced supper, saving him from his own awkwardness. Dosey managed to greet Cillian before they processed into the dining room. He gave her a courtly bow and raised her fingers to his lips for a kiss, which sent her heart fluttering again.

She placed her hand in the crook of her grandfather’s elbow, and Dosey took her place as hostess. Her grandmother had died thirty years ago and her mother, while very much alive, was not capable of hosting a dinner party. The owners of the house remained in London, so Dosey and her grandfather were the de facto hosts.

As such, the proper balance of male and female guests was skewed. Her grandfather knew more men and, there being no young ladies of proper status living nearby, any gathering was male-heavy.

As footmen brought in the first course, the guests fell to a light chatter. Marcus asked her, “Have you been out hunting this week, Mistress Theodosia?”

She gave the young blond man a grin and shook her head. “No, I’m afraid I’ve not had the chance. The weather has been frightful. Besides, my grandfather has taken up another hobby, and I’ve been helping him with that.”

Cillian glanced up from his soup, confused. “What hobby would that be?”

Dosey’s cheeks burned and she cleared her throat, worried that he’d laugh. “Digging holes in the ground.” She paused several heartbeats before adding, “He’s looking for ancient artifacts on the estate.”

Cillian did laugh, but the chuckle didn’t sound mocking. “Good luck with that, sir. I can’t imagine grubbing about in the dirt for such a paltry chance of treasure.”

Her grandfather raised one eyebrow and his glass at Cillian. “Ah, but what if I find a priceless antiquity in my ‘grubbing about?’ What then, my cynical friend?” 

Marcus raised his glass in salute, his green eyes sparkling. “Then I shall toast to your fantastic luck and impending fabulous fortune.” Cillian, Aubrey, and Lewis hastily followed suit with murmured agreement.

After the second course was served, Dosey turned to Aubrey on her left. “What subject is your specialty, Professor?”

His eyes darted to his companion. “We’re both lawyers, Mistress. We worked with your grandfather many years ago at Trinity College.”

Dosey cocked her head as he took a sip of his wine. “And have you a particular interest within the law?” 

Aubrey spoke in a measured tone, as if speaking to a young child. “I practice criminal law. I research past cases and work as what’s called a circuit-court justice.” 

She clapped her hands. “Oh, how intriguing! Do you work your county circuit on a quarterly or bi-annual basis?”

The man blinked several times until her grandfather chuckled. “Aubrey, Theodosia is quite learned in law, for a woman. She’s studied it in more depth than many of the young male students I’ve taught.”

The other man blushed and applied himself to his food. “Oh. I see.” 

Dosey sliced a piece of lamb and took a bite before saying, “I would be interested to hear your opinion on the events happening between France and America. I understand a diplomatic disaster on a grand scale occurred just this past July.”

The man coughed several times and then drained his wineglass. He glanced helplessly at her grandfather and Dosey stifled the urge to giggle. It’s so simple to befuddle these older men. They think women have buttons for heads and can’t grasp such complex concepts as diplomacy. 

Her grandfather raised one eyebrow. Dosey took the hint and relented in her torment. She switched to safer conversation. “Professor Lewis, how do you like the weather in Ireland?”

He didn’t have a chance to answer, as an unearthly howl sounded from upstairs. Dosey closed her eyes and prayed for patience. Then she rose, made her apologies, and hurried toward the dining-room door.

The howl changed in pitch and intensity. Dosey’s spine stiffened as she realized it had also changed location. A bedraggled woman burst into the dining room, long gray hair wild, dressed in nothing but a quilted bathrobe. She screeched and ran around the table, her eyes wide and unfocused, hands gripping each chair as she darted between them. Dockery and two footmen captured her in a flurry of shrieks and grunts and took her away. Dosey followed, glancing over her shoulder at Cillian and the other horrified guests.

Cillian knew about her, as Dosey would never have agreed to marry him without such disclosure. But she hadn’t told Marcus, and her father’s guests would be similarly ignorant. She was grateful that such explanations were her grandfather’s duty, while her duty lay in the next room, with her mother.

Later that evening, Dosey trudged to bed, weary beyond thought. It had been difficult to calm Mother, but a dose of laudanum sent her snoozing. After brushing her mother’s hair, she read a story. That often calmed her, perhaps in memory to when she had the wit to read on her own. Despite her madness, Dosey believed the time they spent together helped her and she refused to send her mother to a sanatorium or let the servants care for her. 

Still, nights like these made Dosey reconsider her decision. 
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Reginald strode to the dig site with his head held high. He reveled in the bright, cloudless morning, perfect for further exploration. His mind was jammed full of plans, possibilities, and dreams of grand discoveries. 

They’d tried two smaller mounds last week, but when they yielded nothing of interest, he’d decided to explore a nearby cave. Tam stood stolidly by, a pickaxe in his hand, while Brendan bounced with anticipation after being kept indoors during two days of rain. 

It took longer than normal to slog through the muck. A rockfall had blocked the entrance to the moss-covered roof stone. Straggles of reeds poked through around the rocks. He turned to his granddaughter. “Tell me again what tales old Nan told about this place, Dosey?” 

“She called it a place of great fear and magic, especially around this time of year.” As if in response to her words, the biting wind whipped at their coats. Reginald shivered and pulled his tighter. He didn’t believe in such superstitious claptrap, but something unsettled him. Perhaps this isn’t the best plan.

“Nan claimed that on All Hallows’ Eve, creatures emerge from the mouth of the cave, as if from the mouth of Hell itself. Creatures that will chase you into a darkness you can never escape.”

Tam grunted, hefted his pickaxe, marched to the rock-covered cave mouth. He pried away first one stone and then another. Small showers of pebbles and dirt accompanied each removal. 

Brendan gazed at Dosey with fascinated eyes. “What sort of creatures?” 

Reginald chuckled at the excitement of youth and applied himself to the lighter stones. Dosey gave a shrug. “No one knows for certain Maybe demonic bats, or wildcats, or even an occasional evil bull.” She put her hands next to her head, and crooked her pointer fingers like horns, and the lad giggled. “The story depends on who’s telling it. A Tinker died last year, and folks say the cave killed him.” She paused. “Or whatever came out of the cave killed him.”

“I heard about that! A Tinker who never came home. They found him, though.” Brendan looked as if he might have preferred a disappearance. 

The ever-laconic Tam interrupted the conversation. “Brendan. Time to work.” 

The younger servant set about the stones with good will and the unflagging energy of youth. Within an hour, they’d removed six stones as Reginald and Dosey watched. He couldn’t help but think of the tales the old woman had related and tried to dampen his sense of rising unease. 

Several hours later, they’d unclogged the entrance. By the time they made enough room to walk upright into the space, they stopped for a meal break. Dosey had helped move some of the smaller stones, and had a smudge of dirt across her cheek, but she looked so endearing, Reginald didn’t have the heart to mention it. In her practical trousers, she was the very picture of an intrepid adventurer, searching for lost treasure on the Dark Continent. He smiled and took a bite of his cheese. 

She cocked her head. “What’s so amusing, Grandfather?”

He shrugged and gave her a half-smile. “Just a fancy, my dear. What do you think we’ll find in the cave?”

Dosey waved a hand. “Probably bats. They can get into the cave in ways we can’t. Or something else that would frighten children and superstitious adults. I highly doubt we’ll find anything so spectacular as the gateway to Hell.” She gave a grin. 

Tam crossed himself and Brendan hastily followed. Brendan cast several suspicious looks at the dark cave mouth as he chewed his pear.

Now free of the tumbled stones, the cave mouth formed a dark triangle with a flat stone on top, the opening coming to a point at the bottom. There were ancient ogham letters carved into the top, an ancient Irish style of writing, but Reginald couldn’t decipher them. 

After he tossed his own pear core aside, he rose and yanked some moss and lichen away. He sounded out the words. ‘VRAICCI MAQI MEDVVI.’ He dredged into his memory and translated. “‘Of Fráech, son of Medb’?”

Dosey perked up. “Medb? As in Queen Medb of Connacht? From the Cattle Raid of Cooley? Nan told me that story.” 

Reginald gave a shrug. “I can think of no other. This was, after all, part of her domain. Perhaps we shall find her son buried here, a royal tomb.”

The cave looked disturbingly like a stylized mouth, open and crying out from the bowels of the dark earth. Faded leaves grew around the opening, brown and red with a few spots of yellow glinting as the breeze blew. 

Reginald shook his head to dispel the image as he glanced back to the Factor and his son. “Right. So, who wants to enter first?”

Endless hemming and hawing between Brendan and Tam caused Dosey to stride forward with an exasperated sigh, firm in her resolve. But then she halted and stared at the cave mouth.

He offered his arm. “Shall we go together, then?” 

His granddaughter took it, giving him a grateful smile.

The cave mouth was narrow, so Reginald ducked in first. Once inside, he held the oil lamp high as Dosey scrambled in, with Tam and Brendan ducked in behind her.

The cave wasn’t large, but he stood a full six feet and had room to spare. He shone his lamp in each direction and estimated the space at twelve feet across and fifteen feet deep. 

At first glance, it seemed like a normal cave. But then, oddly regular shapes on the west wall caught his attention. When Reginald scraped away the lichen, several carved shapes emerged on the unusually flat wall. “Dosey, come here. Your eyes are younger than mine. What do you see?”

She peered at the wall in the flickering lantern light. “It looks like a spiral. Rock wouldn’t form that way naturally, would it?”

He traced his finger around the spiral once, twice, three times, before it disappeared under more lichen. “Rock can form in many configurations that seem unnatural. The Giant’s Causeway has thousands of hexagonal columns due to volcanos, according to that French Encyclopédie. But I’ve never seen rock that does that.”

Dosey chiseled away more lichen. Tam and Brendan added their efforts. They did their best to preserve the stone itself while removing the covering. After about a half hour, Reginald surveyed their efforts, stepping back and holding the lamp high. 

Six spirals surrounded the center one, with more knotwork surrounded the spirals in a complex pattern. The knotwork formed four-part circles around the center. Several glittering, rounded gems were imbedded into the stone at strategic points in the design.

A hint of awe and wonder colored Dosey’s voice. “How far do you think the designs go, grandfather?” 

Reginald couldn’t hide his own excitement. “There’s only one way to see, Dosey. Shall we all take an edge and work outwards? I’m the tallest, so I’ll start at the top.”

All afternoon, they scraped, polished, and excavated mysterious designs on the flat back wall of the cave. Inch by inch, they exposed ancient carvings. 

Reginald had almost reached the top, with the help of a largish stone to stand on, when he got a face full of dust and debris. He spluttered but held in the curses. Instead, he wiped his eyes and peered at his edge. A deep rumbling shook his bones, and a wave of panic seized his heart. 

He stood frozen in place as his heart raced, but another shower of dust from the ceiling pushed him into frantic action. “Out! Out, everyone out, now!” 

He grabbed Dosey’s arm and pushed her toward the cave mouth. Tam did the same with Brendan. They stooped to push through the narrow cave mouth.

Dust billowed out behind them as they emerged and scattered. A deep growl from the cave, sounding so much like a beast straight out of Hell, that Reginald questioned his earlier criticism of superstitious fools. The subsequent crash and clamor had him thanking God for getting them out in time.

After his racing heart finally calmed, Reginald looked around, peering through the rising rock dust. While he ached to get back inside the cave, he needed to keep his people safe. “That won’t settle soon, I’ll wager. We can come back tomorrow to see if it’s safe.”﻿
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That evening, Dosey rushed off to the village to spend time with Nan. She glanced at the darkening sky, fearing an impending storm, but she was eager to share the news of their discovery.

Nan listened to her adventures with divided attention as she sorted through the day’s mushroom harvest. 

Dosey chattered as she bundled lavender. “We took hours to get the cave mouth clear of all those stones. We might use them to shore up the wall outside the village. What do you think?”

The older woman shrugged, her expression sour. “It depends on the stones. Not every stone works for the dry walls, you know that. They need proper shape and strength, just as people do.” Nan had filled two bowls and glanced around for a third.

Dosey tied the blue ribbon into a bow and grabbed another bunch of lavender. “Once we got inside the cave, we found these beautiful carvings. We had to spend several hours scraping off the lichen. But once we did, they looked magical, even in the dim lamplight!”

Nan halted and stared at Dosey, one morel mushroom in her hand. Her black eyes bored into Dosey, who squirmed in the silence. “Which cave was this again?”

“Oh, the one next to that huge mound, over near Ballyconboy? It didn’t look much like a cave, but once we moved those stones—”

Nan dropped the mushroom and gripped her arm. “Úaimh na gCat? Girl, are you talking about Oweynagat Cave?” Her tone turned to steel as thunder rumbled in the distance.
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