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			Breanna Ban Morna let her long blades flash in toward Eoin, who deflected the first one and swirled just out of range of the other before attempting a riposte. His sword swung wide of her as she spun outside of his reach, her flaming red hair flowing behind her. They proceeded to clash several more times with no successful touches. When Eoin tried another backslash, she cast the word shield into the void so he could not see her counter in the space they shared and deftly rolled beneath his sword.

			The grassy meadow cradled her shoulders briefly as she regained her footing, letting a haft flick out to catch the back of Eoin’s knee. When he tumbled to the ground, Breanna was quickly on top of him, straddling his hips, her ancient long blades crossed over his exposed neck.

			Eoin puffed out a breath, protesting, “No fair! You cut me out of our combined space in the void!”

			“Then get better at using it! You rely on sharing too much.”

			“Aye, I should,” he rejoined with a grin. “Though if I have to lose this bout to you, I prefer it end with you on top of me over any other.”

			Breanna blushed, realizing their respective positions. “Och, you oaf, I should draw a little blood for that comment—to show the others I beat you again! I’m sure you’d rail at me if I ended up on top of a Connachta or Ulaidian raider like this to slit his throat.”

			“Aye, I might do just that,” Eoin replied. “Seeing my wo—Champion bestriding to crotch with anyone else would be troubling.”

			Breanna caught his slip of the tongue. Now and then, she would think she and Eoin might be able to build a life together, but then he would start on one of his diatribes about what a woman should and shouldn’t be. She hissed, “You only get that way when I show you up after we have fought off a Connachta raiding party, especially when I take out more warriors than you. I hear the rumors, you know, that many other clans fear me in battle. I was born to be a warrior. We both know it!”

			Bristling with sheathed dirks, she rose above Eoin, nicked his neck with a long blade, and angrily spun away from him, only to come face to face with Ulicia. She gruffly demanded, “What do you want?”

			The Healer Druid ignored her tone, save for a raised eyebrow. “Bre, it’s your mother. She’s taken a turn for the worse.”

			“No,” she murmured and turned to speed toward Dun Arrogh.

			Later, after the sun had set, Breanna sank to the rushes on the packed earthen ground, her heart heavy as she held her mother’s frail hand in hers, a hand that had carried her throughout her childhood. Their wattle-and-daub hut felt empty. Tomorrow, she realized it would be even more so. Her sisters, Olra and Ronat, had spent time with their mother earlier, so they were alone. Everyone in Dun Arrogh knew Morna wouldn’t last the night, that on the eve of Samhain, they would be burying another Clan Dálaigh matriarch.

			She gazed at the fire as her mother stroked her lustrous, red hair. When Breanna looked up, she saw her mother smiling faintly, her eyes glistening with tears. Morna whispered, “You remind me so much of my younger self, though that white streak in your hair is a mystery.”

			Breanna brushed her fingers over the white shock, her frown deepening. “I always wondered about it, but it’s not important now.”

			Morna added more intently, “Bre, I sense a fresh scent about you that speaks of blooming youth, one destined to burn brightly.”

			Breanna’s skepticism flickered to life as she looked up to catch her mother’s gaze. “I don’t know how that could be. Sometimes, I feel lost, like a leaf tumbling in a fall breeze. And now, Ulicia says you’ll be gone by morning, and I don’t know what course my life will take, save I want to be a warrior.”

			Morna sighed. “Just yesterday, you were a tiny bundle in my arms, your father beaming with pride beside me. So many years lost—but our Druid Healer has it right. I’m fading. I don’t have the will to send you away, but it’s probably best you let me go peacefully into the night so I can find Nevan once more.”

			Breanna offered, her voice quivering, “I wish your anam peace during your journey to find him, Mum.”

			She had lost her father to a sparring match gone wrong just after she was born. No memory of him survived her childhood, save for tales that others told her of his bravery with his long blades. They had been her grandmother’s before that—the same blades passed down to her.

			“Thank you, my lovely daughter. While I realize Kyras is busy with his forge, he and Lissa will look after you. If only you and Eoin could find a workable arrangement, I would go more peacefully.”

			At their previous Beltane Festival, Breanna had turned down Eoin’s suggestion that they join as mates, and Morna knew why. Breanna looked away. “Mother, find solace in Ronat and Orla making good matches with their mates. I must find my destiny somehow and somewhere in our land.”

			Morna wheezed, drawing Breanna’s eyes back to her mother. “I never puzzled out where you got your green eyes from. I remember them as blue when you were little, and no one on either my father’s side or yours has those glowing red flecks. It’s like they were a gift from the Mother Goddess herself.”

			Breanna shrugged, unsure of what to say. “Much of my life feels like a mystery, save for being a warrior. Our Druids can only shake their heads over my strange ways of sensing things I shouldn’t be able to, especially in duels or battles. Perhaps our ancient gods hold the key to my fate. I’d certainly like to know what Dagda and Danu had in mind for me when they cast my lot.”

			“Few of us know such things, Bre, but you must find a way to move forward,” Morna advised. “You’ll soon have to accept the man who loves you. It is time to start a new life.”

			“A man who loves me,” Breanna echoed, dropping her gaze to the rush-covered floor as if it held the answers she sought. Then she looked up and added bitterly, “A man like Eoin Mac Cairbre, who wants me as his mate, expecting me to abandon my dreams so I can stand beside him! I bested him again in our match today, and he made light of my victory.”

			“Bre, I tolerated your passion for battle—even when you insisted on winning a gold Celtic Knot this past summer. Much like your father did, and before him, your grandmother, all wielding those ancient long blades with pride.”

			Morna grumbled, “Maybe I shouldn’t have. Yet you must understand that men can feel threatened by a woman who battles as fiercely as you. That said, Eoin, our next Dun Chief, is certainly invested in you.”

			“A woman has every right to fight as fiercely as any man—”

			“We’ve had this discussion before.” Morna raised a hand, her voice faltering as a cough seized her. “Now, it’s time to let me die in peace. Leave me with a kiss, my sweetest child.”

			Breanna leaned down, pressing her lips to her mother’s forehead, a mix of sorrow and love swelling within her. After a lingering hug, she rose and picked up her long blades. Next to them lay a new spear, a bow, and a quiver full of arrows. She grumbled to herself, as she couldn’t recall how she’d acquired those weapons. Then Breanna slid her blades into their harness and shrugged the supple leather construct onto her shoulders.

			Looking at her mother one last time, she found her asleep and stepped out of their small hut, her refuge throughout the years. A thick fog clung to her memories, obscuring the vibrant moments of her past and leaving only vague impressions. It was a life woven with the struggles of her kin, the whispers of ancient spirits, and the enchantments that shaped their fate. She asked the night sky, “Why do I feel so unmoored? By the stars, what’s happened to me?”

			Breanna stood amongst the huts, looking across Dun Arrogh’s yard to the central hall. Smoke rose from two round vents at each end, one for the ovens and one for the fireplace. She wondered why her life seemed jumbled as she took in the gloomy firelight from various torches.

			Breanna caught sight of her sisters, who stood in the hall’s doorway. They had been chatting with their Druid Healer when they looked her way, their expressions dour as always. Prepared to abandon the dun for a time, she turned away and abruptly ran into her cousin Toal.

			He hesitated, momentarily holding her arms, then said, “Sorry to hear how badly your mother is ailing, Bre. Our family will miss her. If I can do anything for you, you will let me know, right?”

			When Toal’s earnest gaze told her he needed acknowledgment, Breanna pulled him into a hug, something she rarely did. He stiffened for a moment and then hugged her back.

			“I will. You’ve always been my favorite of our clan. Thanks for those words.” Untangling herself from him, she added, “I need some fresh air. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			Breanna Ban Morna, the fierce and feared warrior of the Clan Dálaigh, headed away from the huts and walked to the gates alone. The familiar weight of her well-worn oak hafts pressed against each shoulder as if they were an extension of her body, a legacy passed down through generations, each warrior forging a bond with the long blades, always kept as sharp as she could make them.

			When she reached the gates, she stopped. Thick clouds blanketed the chilly black night, an apt sign of the weight she felt upon her. The layer hid what would have been a nearly full moon, the body in the sky that Mother Goddess claimed dominion over.

			She lifted a hand to her neck, took a deep breath, and pulled her heart-shaped ruby pendant from her tunic. It felt familiar, as if holding secrets of another time. She could not remember who had given it to her, but every time she closed her hand around it, the gem seemed like something she had always worn, almost as if it had known her and could talk to her. Yet, that could not be—jewels couldn’t speak. Could they?

			Their Druids claimed the barrier between the living and the dead was at its thinnest during the Harvest Festival, and few would spend the night beneath the sky with the many spirits of the Tuatha Dé Dannan walking the land. Breanna held her head high, for while there were truths in those tales, she was unafraid. Though the source of her certainty eluded her, an unshakeable instinct told her such spectral creatures could not and would not touch her.

			Strangely, that was another of her many memories that seemed blurred. Breanna shook her head, hoping to clear the cobwebs, unable to fathom why nothing made sense. Why did it feel like she had lived a different life?

			As the evening deepened, a couple walked through the gates, arriving late for the ancient festival called Samhain. All living nearby, in both settlements or those living alone, were welcome to the communal gathering at Dun Arrogh. This pair was likely the last to arrive for this evening. She recognized them as being part of Calla’s clan, who frequently visited their cook’s family. Yet, the promise of more revelers would come with the dawn. The two mates nodded respectfully at her, which she returned in passing before her eyes wandered back to the enveloping shadows, a hint of unease flickering within her.

			A voice Breanna recognized broke the silence, pulling her from her tangled thoughts. Eoin, her staunch friend—and would-be lover if she ever accepted him—offered quietly, “Ulicia says your mother’s anam will seek her next destiny by morning. I’m truly sorry, Bre. Her absence will echo in our hearts. And I am sorry for my ill-timed words after our match this afternoon.”

			“It’s okay,” she replied, her voice barely above a whisper, unwilling to meet his eyes. She wished to be alone, yet she lacked the strength to send him away. The thought of solitude sent a chill through her bones, a reminder of the soon-awaited emptiness.

			Turning that concern aside, Breanna wondered why she could battle as she did, understanding that not only could she seize the void—what their Druids called the urghabháil an neamhní—but her abilities were unmatched. Only Eoin came close to being her equal in blade skills from time to time. Their Fáidh, Beatha, insisted their gods had touched her at birth.

			Yet Breanna’s memories seemed full of holes. She looked down at her fine boots, sleek dirks strapped to each of them, not remembering when she’d bought them or where the money to do so would have come from. There were dirks sheathed to her vambraces and two more on her waistbelt positioned to each side. She also had simple yet flexible boiled leather pauldrons on her shoulders to protect them. Then, there were the expertly crafted spear and bow with a full quiver and gloves back in her hut.

			With a shake of her head, she asked, “Eoin, I know this will sound strange, but I feel like a hedgehog. Where did all of this fine weaponry come from?”

			Eoin looked at her quizzically. “You don’t remember? It was a great moment in your life and a prodigious honor for Dun Arrogh.”

			She looked up at him with pleading eyes. “No.”

			“At the Dun Uisneach summer games, you were declared the Annual Comórtas Champion,” he stated.

			“That doesn’t seem right.”

			“Then Faolán and Falyn, the dun’s joint Ceann-cinnidh and Ceann-feadhna, showered you with praise and gifts of new weapons, armor, boots, tunics, leggings, and that fine otter skin cloak. It has been six generations since a wielder of long blades bested one with a sword, and longer still since it was a woman named Comórtas Champion. You did both, and everyone started comparing you to former legends like Macha and Maeve. You quickly bested Bradaigh and claimed your grandmother’s golden armring.”

			“Hmm,” Breanna said. “That’s not how I remember the moment. It was a tie.”

			“No, Bre, it was not a tie,” Eoin countered. “It was not even close. Rather, it was an exhibition of a warrior with complete command of the void. Somehow, later that day, you showed us your path to reach the place between the realms and wield the void as you do. Certainly not as well as you, but much better than before.”

			“Us?”

			“Me, Fergal, Toal, and someone else, a warrior about your age named Braoin, who hails from the south end of Loch Síleann,” Eoin informed her, his gaze concerned.

			Breanna commented, “I remember Braoin and his twin swords. He moves swiftly and is certainly much easier to get along with than that brawny Bradaigh.”

			“When we returned to Dun Arrogh, we started teaching our younger warriors about your way. Yet now I am concerned that something is very awry with you. We need to seek out Beatha.”

			“Aye,” she agreed. Then Breanna stiffened. “Yet the Seeress has always meddled in my life. I’m not sure I truly trust her. My mother once mentioned Beatha cast a geas over me before I was born, but I can’t remember why she did that. Then she left us to her bumbling apprentice, Aodhfin.”

			“What are you talking about?” Eoin asked. “Beatha and Ulicia have shared the same hut for years. While Aodhfin is still, indeed, a bumbling fool, I’m very concerned about you, Bre.”

			When she added nothing else, Eoin sighed. “What will you do now?”

			Breanna knew what that question meant. Could she accept his proposal to join hands and dance around the Beltane Tree with him in the coming spring? Yet, how could his mother, Aife, a Princess of the Blood, accept a half-breed like her into their clan? What? Half-breed? Who was a half-breed? Unsure where that thought came from, she shook her head.

			Breanna finally answered, “I don’t know. Rumors have it that the Ard-Rì is seeking fían leaders to assist him in monitoring the followers of the One God. I was thinking about going to Tara and seeing if I could fight my way to the leadership of a band of nine. Then I can roam the countryside, enforcing his laws. Or maybe the High King will take me abroad, and I can help him trade with and raid other lands. He is said to like such adventures.”

			Eoin shrugged. “While others might question those dreams, I can understand them. You always wanted to be a warrior first—not a Chief’s mate. I suppose there’s nothing I can do to change that. Today’s match proved that yet again.”

			Breanna nodded, surprised he had acknowledged her desire. She knew how others saw her, for they had often mentioned the way her graceful steps around her opponents seemed choreographed to some strange music that only she heard. Her flaming red hair, with a white slash at her left temple, flowed behind her with each swift step. The calm and icy demeanor with which she fought made it seem like their gods had cast her destiny.

			Yet her Chief—no, her Prince—wistfully added, “A lonely life, but being a fían-ceannard? That’s beneath you, my love. We could be like Faolán and Falyn, joint Ceann-cinnidh and Ceann-feadhna, joint leaders, here at Dun Arrogh. You saw what they had together at the games. She is his Taoiseach. I want something like that with you.”

			“You could join me,” Breanna suggested, turning her eyes on him. “We can renew our ties to Dun Uisneach on the way, yet still strive for more.”

			Eoin sighed. “Everyone’s expecting me to be Ceann-cinnidh once my father dies.”

			“That won’t be for years, and he’s not so old and still fearsome. Maybe just for a season?” Breanna suggested hopefully. Doing such a tour would be a dream come true. “While you’re better than Fergal, you could use more—well, seasoning. Since I am your Champion, your father will know that no single combat challenge would put you at risk from becoming the next Chief of Dun Arrogh.”

			“Fergal would not be happy.”

			“Och, well, he is often unhappy with his life.” Breanna shrugged. “Anyway, it was but a thought. It might have been fun battling together while the seasons cycle from autumn to winter to spring, showing the world we are the best warriors in our land.”

			“Aye,” Eoin answered with a smile, his eyes shining. “That would be glorious, wouldn’t it? Yet, what about Breanna’s Band? They would want to join us. It would be a great experience for them, but my father wouldn’t let all of them go with us.”

			“Breanna’s Band? You mean your Red Branch?”

			“What are you talking about, Bre?”

			“We created our own Red Branch—because the younger ones needed training in our warrior ways. To fight off, um, invaders. Only yesterday, I bested Fergal to earn the right to be your Champion.”

			Eoin frowned and shook his head. “Nay, once you won the Comórtas this past summer, Fergal resigned. He declared that your way with the void made you his superior, and that’s when we all started calling Dun Arrogh’s warriors Breanna’s Band.”

			“What?” she demanded. “How can that be?”

			“It just is,” came his answer. “Fergal and Toal can confirm it. We must talk with Beatha in the morning.”

			Breanna was silent for a time, wondering what was making her feel like she genuinely had no right to be his Champion due to her tainted blood, but tainted by what?

			Eoin broke into her thoughts, saying, “For tonight, sleep in my clan’s roundhouse so you can let your mother pass on in peace.”

			Breanna could only nod as Eoin wrapped her in his strong arms. “Please take the lead with Beatha,” she requested. “I don’t fully trust her, and I don’t know why. In the meantime, seize the sight with me.”

			As they did so, she felt the land around them, and all was at peace like she had not felt in a long time, as if she and the land could be one. Yet, to the east, something was off. Something was not right—something near Tara.

			What could be wrong in her land? Wait! What? When did Erin become her land? That notion made her shudder.
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			The Mother Goddess stood in the same grove where she had first met Breanna Ban Morna via the Druid Beatha. It was when Ćroí Dàn proclaimed her Erin’s Hero, on a night surrounding her with nary a light to see by. With a blanket of clouds overhead, despite a full moon, sh​e had bounded into the clearing where Beatha had started a fire and met a warrior who made Erin whole. Now, using the sight, Danu watched the meeting between Dagda’s brilliant young warrior and Eoin Mac Cairbre play out for another moment before she pulled her attention from Lia Dàn and placed it in a pouch on her belt.

			Even though she knew Breanna had fragments of memories from her life as the Norvegr Destroyer, Danu was pleased with what she had wrought. When the Cycle of Time was about to sweep away Breanna’s anam, at that precise moment between life and death, Danu accomplished what was needed, what her conscience demanded. Thanks to All-Father’s help. Without him, she might have failed to save Erin’s Hero, especially now that she knew about his bond with her. Together, she and Dagda could do more. Yet it was early in Breanna’s return to her land. The effort needed to make Breanna whole by working through the young warrior’s dreams would not be easy.

			Standing supportively beside her, Lugh commented, “As I watched you work within the newly woven pattern that now makes up Erin’s Hero, pulling a thread of time here and there as if weaving a tapestry, I have to say it was magnificent. It was as if the Cycle of Time sang to you.”

			“Thank you, but it was not all me. Without Dagda and Ćroí Dàn, Breanna would likely not be here. We all spun her anam away from the Cycle of Time. If it had seized her, we would not have won.”

			“Are you sure you should have left the Heart of Destiny with her?” Lugh queried. “She was mine at one time.”

			“Jealous, some?” Danu chided. In the Stone of Destiny, she knew Lugh had seen that their land was no longer threatened by Norvegrs, at least not as long as the magic of Erin’s Veil stood in place.

			The Sun God protested, “Our Heart is—inexperienced.”

			Danu sighed. “As I said, Ćroí Dàn was not ready to come home to me. As Dagda often reminds me, I agreed for her to have a piece of me so she could be sentient. I can no longer dictate her path and must let her decide on how to chart her way with her Hero. She’s grown significantly since choosing Breanna and casting the vision her Hero held while wielding the Triple Dàns. Not to mention helping create Erin’s Veil. It’s all tied together and will collapse if my Heart’s chosen one passes back into the Cycle of Time. It is why they need to be together.”

			Lugh cocked his head. “Still, what Breanna has done is locked inside her—a part of her anam. Her geas may no longer be an influence, but the warrior part of her that dealt with the Dreadlord very much is. She is going to need, well, a tutor to learn about the magic she bears. Maybe it would have been better to let her go.”

			“Dagda would not have allowed it,” Danu answered. “As for a tutor, All-Father will take on that role. You already know we did not take lightly pulling her through that life to this one. Maorgairme compelled me when Breanna used it with her last breath. Because of her sacrifice for her land, I might have done it regardless. We certainly need her to rise once again to defend our Gaels. Few in Erin have such courage or such heart.”

			“Then she deserves to know what she has done and why she is so driven,” Lugh said firmly. “You and Dagda pulled all impacted by the Dreadlord’s presence into a new timeline envisioned by Breanna, one without the Norvegrs, but the Triple Dàns didn’t completely rewrite time. That will be a challenge for anyone with memories that don’t quite fit, as they haven’t truly lived those lives.”

			“Aye, it will likely be an issue. Yet it’s not like we knew exactly what Breanna’s wielding of the Triple Dàns would bring about. Even Badb Catha didn’t know and declined to wield it. Breanna’s troubles now, though, might be due to her being the one who cast the vision.”

			Lugh was critical. “Likely best not to have used that magic.”

			“Water under the bridge, Lugh, but when Breanna pieces enough together and calls on me, I will answer,” Danu insisted. “Yet it must be of her accord. That said, given his bond with her, Dagda will be a better choice to help her with any concerns she may have. I don’t think he’d have it any other way, especially since he gave her a piece of himself like I did with my Heart.”

			“What of Eoin and the others in her band? Those warriors will likely need a sign from us to ensure they know that the Breanna they once supported needs their help again.”

			“Not Eoin, for he is also Dagda’s, but do what you will for the others,” she commanded. “All-Father will see to Breanna’s mate.”

			Ćroí Dàn interjected cautiously, “Mother? I can feel it when you’re nearby, in this realm. Thank you and Dagda for saving my Hero. Yet I’m unsure why you are here?”

			“Daughter,” Danu offered warmly. “There has been no opportunity to say this, but well done. You’ve grown, and I’m proud of you. Breanna will need your help to settle into her new timeline, which I’m sure you’ll manage perfectly. As to why I’m here, that also involves you. Your Hero must claim her land as she did in her previous life if she is to have any chance of changing the Gaels’ ruling class. While not her primary goal, I expect she will want this outcome. When she asserts herself as your Hero, I will lead my wolf pack to support her, as Badb will lead her crows and raptors, Manannán his creatures of the sea and waterways, Étaín her wild horses, and Lugh, his deer herd. We did not do that in the before-time like we should have.”

			“Thank you, Mother. Breanna needs to be Erin’s Hero once more!”
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			Toal rose when dawn was barely touching the eastern sky. He slipped on his tunic, leggings, and boots. Since his parents were still asleep, he crept to the door as quietly as possible, tossing on his cloak and snatching up his bow and a quiver of arrows. His first stop was the nearly dark bathhouse, where he fed the peat-banked fire the wood needed to warm the water for others on this festival morning. He filled the empty buckets and set them on the hearth to warm.

			With the water in the tubs still chilly, he skipped a full bath and just used a wet cloth to wipe himself down. After slipping off his cloak and tunic, Toal set about the task as the bathhouse started to warm. When he raised his arm to clean his neck and face, he saw a woad Druidic sigil drawn on his forearm. A glance at his other arm revealed another one there as well.

			“What in the world?” he questioned. “Where did these come from?”

			With a closer look, Toal saw that they were similar but not a perfect match. His mother was a true Tuatha believer and would think they were a sign from the gods. But why now? He would have to ask Beatha, their Fáidh, what they meant. The Seer would likely know more about them than anyone else. Given it was Samhain, he might have to wait for her to finish his aunt’s casting ceremony this evening and the Harvest Festival rituals to get an answer. Left wondering about them, he finished wiping himself clean and put his tunic, leggings, and cloak back on.

			His next stop was the main hall, with each chimney belching smoke at either end of the structure. That meant Calla had her ovens baking fresh soda bread. The smell of it wafted over him as he entered. “Calla, you’re a wonder!”

			“Och, Toal, you say that every morning!” she rejoined. “But I’m glad you’re here. With yesterday’s hunt a failure, I need you to head out early with your bow and take down a buck, or it will be a thin and fishy Samhain celebration dinner.”

			Toal left his cloak on, as the hall was still chilly, and approached the serving table. He filled a bowl with hot porridge, added a few strips of dried boar, and two chunks of warm buttered soda bread. Sitting at a table near the rear cooking hearth where it was warmer, he answered, “Aye, I can undertake a hunt, but it would help to have Cilla join me. Your daughter is getting quite good with that bow I brought her from this past summer’s Comórtas. Dun Uisneach has a fine woodwright, and she makes good use of his craftsmanship.”

			A dark head of braided hair popped out of the kitchen, and Cilla asked, “Mum, can I go on the hunt with Toal?”

			Calla shook her head as if to say no, yet surprisingly agreed after considering the request. “You can, but eat something before you go.”

			Cilla smiled brightly. “Aye, I will, and thanks, Mum!”

			When she sat next to Toal with her bowl and bread, he looked up from examining the new sigils on his forearms with a grin. She was a year older than he, with light brown eyes; they briefly held his darker brown ones before looking down at his bare arms.

			“Where in the world did you get those?”

			“Um, I’m not sure,” he stated. “I found them this morning.”

			“You found them? Woad-inked Druidic sigils don’t just appear,” Cilla hissed. “Och, they’re very intricate! I wonder what they mean.”

			Toal said defensively, “I know that sigils do not just appear, Cilla. Only Beatha will know what they mean, but with it being Samhain, I’ll have to wait to find out about them, not to mention that Morna’s anam Cycle ritual will be this evening.”

			Feeling self-conscious, he pulled down the sleeves of his tunic.

			“Maybe they’re a sign from the gods,” Cilla added before filling her mouth.

			Toal smiled at her. “You sound like my mother.”

			Cilla only shrugged. A moment later, they finished the morning meal. Then she fetched her bow and quiver, and they headed out. Once in the woods, Toal took her hand, saying, “Join me in the void the way Breanna taught us.”

			She did, and paused to seek that place, he could feel Cilla with him in the void space they shared as the forest around them teemed with life. Toal led her toward the grove where they often practiced, stopping at the edge of the woods. He saw three bucks and two fat and very pregnant does grazing on grass and fall flowers on the far side. He whispered, “Nock.”

			“It’s too far,” Cilla protested in a hushed tone. “I can’t shoot anything at such a distance. It’s impossible.”

			“Trust me, it’s not, and you can,” he countered, feeling the sigils on his arms tingle. He pushed up his sleeves and found them glowing. It was surprising, but he had no time to contemplate the significance of his sigils coming alive with Druidic magic; the hunt mattered more. “We will try for the two younger bucks. I’ll take the left, and you take the right. Now, seize the void with me again.”

			With that, he raised his bow, seeing the trajectory the arrow needed to find its target in his mind, a hundred and fifty-seven yards away. Toal looked to Cilla, whispering, “Five degrees higher and a little more draw. See its flight path in the void with me. Release on one.”

			She nodded and adjusted her aim as the two bucks turned their sides to them. Toal counted, “Three, two, one!”

			Each arrow flew true, and both were heart shots, dropping the bucks within three bounds as the other three deer scattered.

			Jumping up and down a few times, Cilla squealed, “We did it!”

			“Aye, we did.” Toa​l smiled a little smugly. “Told you we could.”

			She pulled him close and kissed his cheek. “That was amazing. How could you see the arc like that?”

			“I’m not sure, but I think it might be these sigils,” he responded, wondering why he wasn’t unnerved by his feat. “Ulicia has a similar sigil on her hand for healing, as she often touches Earth to heal. Yet our Druids will figure it out. Now, you must fetch Fergal and have him bring the cart while I bleed out these two beasts. Otherwise, we’ll never get them to the dun in one piece, and I expect you would prefer your deerskin intact as I do.”

			“Aye, I would indeed,” Cilla said. “Mum will be thrilled!”

			As she ran for their dun, Toal made his way to their kills. He had to drag the hind legs of one around to higher ground so the blood would flow better before slitting its throat. He moved to the next one and did the same. A nearby angry snort had him whipping his head up. His bow felt like it jumped into his hand, and he had an arrow nocked instantly, staring down a good-sized boar only twenty-five yards away.

			The creature pawed the ground and charged as Toal aimed. His only chance to drop the boar would be a shot in the eye. Seizing the void as his sigils glowed, he did just that. The beast covered five more yards before crashing dead at his feet. Toal’s heart thundered as he blew out a shaky breath. “What a morning! And what can these sigils do? Or can’t do? I have to talk with Beatha!”
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			It was early when Beatha rose with Ulicia in their shared hut. That evening, the two Druids would send Morna’s anam safely off to the Cycle of Time so she could be spun into her next life. With Samhain upon them, preparing for their fall rituals would make for a busy day as they added Morna’s casting upon them.

			The pair emerged into a misty morning, with Beatha telling the Healer, “There was a significant event yesterday in the Cycle. Possibly, it is in the future or a past that never was. The sight is chaotic, and our gods are strangely silent. Or maybe tired, as if they worked great magic.”

			“That is unlike you, sister,” Ulicia commented. “Our gods always speak clearly to you. Only the High King’s Fáidh has a connection to them anywhere as close as yours.”

			“Aye,” Beatha agreed, frowning. “Something significant is in the air.”

			Then, Eoin and Breanna approached the two Druids, and he asked, “May we have a word with you both?”

			Ulicia answered, “Of course, our Chief’s son. You are a Prince of the Blood. The Aos Dána place only our gods above our leaders.”

			Eoin bowed at the Healer’s homage. “Enough formality, you know I don’t abide it unless required. My Champion is having problems with her memory. It started last night.”

			“Curious,” Beatha stated as she looked at Ulicia. “I felt a disturbance with or in the Cycle last night, and the sight is still disturbed. And now this. Breanna, what memories are missing?”

			“Everything is not as it was, not how I remember it.”

			“How so, Bre?” she inquired.

			“Everything around or just after the Comórtas Championship last summer is not how we each remember things,” Eoin said.

			“I don’t truly know, but it feels like everything is different,” Breanna answered. Her eyes begged for clarity. “It is like I have someone else’s memories jumbled up with mine. There are things I don’t remember as Eoin does, and I now have these weapons. I do not know how I came by them, such as my dirks, bow, and spear. And this cloak and these leather pauldrons. Eoin said they were a gift from the leaders of Dun Uisneach, but when? And now I have an ache in my chest, and I found this ruby pendant around my neck last night. It’s something I feel I have known before, yet I know not how.”

			Breanna pulled her tunic down to reveal her breastbone, where a pink six-inch scar between her breasts was evident. Above it lay a heart-shaped gem. Below it, dissecting her scar, was a complex sigil.

			Beatha sucked in a sharp breath, questioning mentally, “Ćroí Dán?”

			“Aye, it is me, Dagda’s Seer. And Breanna is indeed my Hero, Erin’s Hero. She has made a great sacrifice for her people and her land. You do not recall it because she wielded the magic of the Triple Dàns.”

			Breanna looked startled, questioning, “Mo C​hroí?”

			“Yes, my Hero. You are still mine, and I am yours. Forever.”

			Eoin had to steady Breanna as she sagged into him, and then he heard the Heart of Destiny add, “And you, as well, Eoin Mac Cairbre, Cosantóir to Erin’s Hero. Breanna’s actions also impacted your timeline. You have a significant role in helping her become whole once more, to bring Erin’s Hero back to her land and people.”

			Eoin nodded. “How can a mythical legend such as Ćroí Dàn speak to me as if she were inside my mind?”

			“Because I’m not corporeal and have no voice to speak with!”

			Ulicia questioned, “Sister, is that the Heart of Destiny I heard?”

			“Aye, it is,” Beatha confirmed. “A mystery, to be sure.”

			Ćroí Dàn commanded, “Beatha, while I know Morna has just passed, you must take Breanna to Dun Uisneach and meet with the Druid Bláth. The dun’s Master Bard will help fill in the gaps until Dagda seeks out his new daughter.”

			Having heard that exchange, Breanna croaked a question out loud. “Dadga’s daughter? How is that so?”

			“It just is,” the Heart of Destiny replied, with a tone that suggested a stated fact. “You ate a piece of him in your other life.”

			Beatha let the sight take her and then sighed at the vision.

			Ulicia asked, “She’s now truly one of the Tuatha?”

			Ćroí Dàn answered smugly, “Aye, like me, she has a piece of a Tuatha God in her. Mine came from Danu, and hers was from Dagda. My Hero, I know this is a lot to internalize. Go to Bláth. While a Master Bard who wields Air as her Element, she also has a fair bit of Seeress skill and might be able to help Beatha guide you to the Cycle of Time. Only through that magic can you see who you were and what you did to save your land and people.”

			Eoin told Breanna, “We can leave tomorrow, as I know you’ll want to see your mother’s anam off tonight. You’ll also join us, Ulicia and Beatha, in going to Dun Uisneach?”

			“Aye,” Beatha answered. “Given that we will have worked the Samhain rituals in the early morning, we can leave afterward. There is much to unravel.”

			Ćroí Dàn said, “Beatha, I am bringing your Healer into our mind-speak. Ulicia, you must begin the healing process, my Hero requires.”

			Ulicia turned to Breanna. “If I’m to help heal you, I need to feel your anam to see if we can determine what is not right. As it reaches into Erin’s roots, we need an old tree to see what the Cycle tells us. Then we must decipher the sigil between your breasts.”

			Eoin pulled down his tunic. “It looks like mine.”

			Beatha and Ulicia looked at each other in surprise; the former was certain their gods were actively at work.

			Breanna protested, “What about my mother?”

			“My apprentice will help prepare her body with your sisters, and we will see her anam off this evening,” Ulicia tried to console her. “I know this is not the best time for a daughter to lose her mother, but we need to help you now.”

			With that, the Druid Healer led them out of Dun Arrogh and through the woods to a mighty black oak. “Breanna, lie your back against this trunk, place your hands on the earth, and seize the void. Then request it awake and ask for its insight, ask it for its wisdom and healing, and demand it to join you with your land.”

			“Ask a tree?” Breanna questioned as she sat at the base of the oak. Ignoring her protest, the Fáidh and Ollamh placed a hand on the tree and the other on each of her temples, murmuring an ancient chant. Then Beatha nodded to her sister and felt the Healer Druid pulling on her Elemental Earth power to awaken the old black oak.
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			Ćroí Dàn commanded, “Seize the void, my Hero!”

			As Breanna opened herself to that place between her realm and that of the Tuatha, she allowed the massive tree at her back to seep into her body and soul, drawing the power of Erin’s Earth into her. She felt the ancient oak sigh, speaking in her mind with a rumbly voice, something Breanna sensed had not been used for eons, as no one had awoken him since the Tuatha walked the land.

			“Daughter of our gods, Hero of our land, you need to heal, not in your body but in your spirit and soul. You sacrificed more than you know, and greater magics have torn you apart. Yet your faith in your land has won you a boon. Take some of my power and energy, pull your land into you, and be all that we need you to be.”

			Through the void, Breanna connected with the massive tree, sensing that Ulicia was helping to solidify the bond. Then, that first link spread to other trees and plants, small creatures and larger ones, those living in rivers and the nearby seas, those on small windswept islands, and those on her mountains and plains. Breanna was one with her land, and they were one with her. And whoever she had been, Erin’s Hero was once more joined with those across the Emerald Isle, its creatures, and her people. And she would protect her land at any cost, for Breanna now understood that was her role.

			Simultaneously, Breanna knew that her land would protect and defend her, just as a ceannaire pacáiste—like the Silver Huntress—protects its wolf pack, and that power seeped deep into her bones and soul. With the mighty black oak cradling her, she drifted through her land, soaking up its unique and rich energy, welcoming its recognition, and feeling it heal her.

			She sensed it was not a new experience—more of a reconnection, an acknowledgment—as if she had done this before, and the land of Erin had already received her. She knew she had previously claimed her land and taken responsibility for it as Erin’s Hero. Yet, now, her purpose was more profound because their Tuatha gods and goddesses consecrated the bond between Breanna and her land by marking her as one of them. Somehow, she knew she could command her land, its creatures, and people to support her. And that she would do the same for them.

			The mighty black oak insisted, “Take your land!”

			Breanna felt Ćroí Dàn in her mind, somehow knowing she would cast her command as the tree demanded. The Heart of Destiny sent out Breanna’s call, “As Erin’s Hero, I claim the Emerald Isle and all its living things are mine!”

			Ćroí Dàn seized on that decree with her magic and let Breanna’s claim flow throughout Erin. Her land and its creatures answered with acceptance. A nearby pack led by a giant silver wolf surged out of the woods and into the glen that hosted the mighty oak, all howling before bowing in submission. A large brown bear roared with her cubs in tow as they submitted to her at the edge of the deeper forest. Then, a small band of red foxes emerged on the opposite side of the glen, yipping their approval.

			Next, a murder of crows, led by a sizeable Carrion Crow, flew to her oak tree, their caws proclaiming Erin’s Hero by name, and falcons, hawks, owls, and eagles circled in the sky, screeching. A massive white stag, the legendary Cernunnos, emerged from the tree line with his deer herd and lowered his head, as did the Goddess Étaín, who led her wild horses into the far side of the meadow. Across Breanna’s land, creatures responded to that claim, along with Manannán’s creatures of the sea and waterways. Even common animals, like cattle, goats, pigs, and sheep, appeared from Dun Arrogh.

			For those people who heard that call, Breanna was a Tuatha goddess living amongst them. The claim from Erin’s Hero offered them a promise of protection. It had been eons since one of the Tuatha Dé Danann walked amongst them, one who would reconnect them with their gods. As Ćroí Dàn let that notion wash through the Emerald Isle, Breanna sighed as her shredded soul fell back into place, and she felt one with her land.
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			The Heart of Destiny wanted to demand that every Gael be sworn to Erin’s Hero. And for those who did not, she should banish them!

			Then, the Silver Wolf looked at her and said quietly, “Daughter, you broadcast too much. Breanna admonished you about such demands in the before-time. Go slowly. Your Hero needs time to settle into her redrawn life threads. Her people must accept that their Tuatha gods walk amongst them again. That will take time and likely some struggles.

			“She is yours, yet you must give her peace and time to assimilate her new reality, as she will bear a heavy weight. The time will come when she will fight larger battles abroad to ensure our future—our fate, and that of her Gaels, will be in her hands. As our time is in them as well.”

			“Thank you, Mother. She is so different from my other heroes; she is more one with her people. Or maybe one of her people.”

			“Och, she certainly is that. And you will be her guide! Yet you need to learn restraint, my daughter. Might does not make right!”
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			The next thing Breanna knew, it was nearing sundown, and their Druids were lifting her to her feet. She felt for Mo Chroí and noted that her chest no longer hurt. Looking beneath her tunic, she found the odd pink scar had vanished, leaving her sigil unmarred; she hazily remembered that her original Norvegr father had flung his sword at her as she wielded the Triple Dàns against him.

			Ulicia said solemnly, “Now we know who you need to be, and the challenge before us is how to make you whole. You were broken into pieces when our gods pulled you through time to us. Our efforts were just the first step toward making you truly Erin’s Hero again.”

			Beatha added, “More is in play with our gods than we know. Both yours and Eoin’s sigil reflect each Element – Earth, Air, Fire, Water, and Aether. Dagda’s marks as the sigil creator are clear. The pattern implies the Gaels will not be ruled. I don’t know what that means.”

			“I remember Dagda gave me a golden apple, but any more than that is still lost to me,” Breanna said. “Something about destiny.”

			Seeing the Druids cast puzzled looks at the mention of All-Father’s name, Breanna wondered why having Dagda involved in her dilemma would be a concern. Yet, silence reigned as they returned to Dun Arrogh to send her mother’s anam to the otherworld, where Morna would hopefully find Nevan in a coming Cycle of Time, and they would find a better life. Eoin held Breanna, lending his strength through his muscles, bones, and spirit.

			Her experience with the black oak and her land had been deeply fulfilling, comforting her mind with its tangled memories, but also perplexing. The expectations and responsibilities were vast. Yet, she knew she could manage it with Eoin and her band to support her. She had to let her troubles go. For this evening, she could only hope her mother’s anam found the one who had been her true father, and they sought their true love in their next lives as Erin’s Cycle would see fit.

			Then she found Toal standing in her path with his apprentice-friend Cilla and Fergal at his side, stating, “I’ve heard whispers you’re not well.”

			“From where?” Breanna asked.

			“The void,” he answered. “It called to me. I felt your claim.”

			Beatha told him, “Your cousin is better, but she has much to process and more to remember. We must prepare to send Morna’s anam off to the Cycle. If it’s not important—”

			Toal pulled his sleeves up. “Hmm, I’m not sure if these sigils are related to her problem, but I think so. They appeared overnight. This morning, Cilla and I went hunting. Using the sigils, we simultaneously took down two bucks with our bows—heart shots at a hundred and fifty-seven yards, exactly with wind carry. These told me so in the void space I shared with Cilla.

			“Then, as I went about bleeding the two bucks, a boar came out of nowhere and charged me, and my only option to prevent him from goring me was to put an arrow through his eye—at fifteen yards and closing—or I’d likely be dead. I used the void and these sigils again, and I’m alive. What are they?”

			When no answer came, Toal added, “That tree line is one hundred ninety-four yards away. With my bow, the arc needed to nail a buck is sixty-eight degrees, with a likely kill percentage of seventy-two percent if I had a target. The sigils told me this.”

			Beatha moved in to inspect the woad designs, saying after a moment, “These symbols call on the Air and Aether Elements, reference accuracy, and this is Lugh’s mark. He cast them, I’m sure.”

			Fergal stepped next to Breanna. “I noticed similar Drudic woad sigils on my forearms this morning while helping Toal and Cilla recover their kills. When it came time to get beasts onto the cart, I easily lifted them as if they didn’t weigh what they should have.”

			The Seer said, “They call on Earth and Aether, indicating strength in life, and the casting also includes Lugh’s mark.”

			Breanna was wide-eyed. “How can this be?”

			“Like Eoin, these two must be a critical part of the before-time for Breanna,” Beatha answered.

			When no one responded, Cilla said nervously, “At least our Samhain celebration will have freshly cooked meat. My mum is hard at work. I should go help her.”

			Toal smiled after the lassie as she left and then turned to Breanna. “I’m here for you, Bre, no matter what. We will honor Morna’s casting back into the Cycle tonight as part of our clan.”

			“I know that deeply, Toal. So, I welcome you all to attend my mother’s farewell. Please, be at my side.”

			“Aye, that I will, cousin! Your mum will be missed.”

			Fergal echoed that sentiment. “Indeed, Breanna, I also will bear witness beside you.”

			Later, after Calla had treated all to an evening meal of roasted boar and venison to honor the memory of Clan Dálaigh’s matriarch, Breanna was surprised to see the entire dun gathered to cast her mother’s anam into the Cycle of Time. Morna’s body lay on a bed of pine boughs next to a blazing bonfire in the center of the yard. Chief Cairbre and his mate, Aife, stood beside her, along with Eoin, each lending their support to Orla, Ronat, and Breanna over their loss.

			While mournful notes flowed from their Bard’s flute and two lads carried the beat on bodhrans, Beatha led the chant:

			“In the hush between heartbeat and sky, your anam slips the bonds of flesh and sails the misted path to the stars, delivered into Danu’s moonlit arms. May the winds bear you gently, the sparks light your way, the waters remember your name, and the earth cradle your rest. We unbind you, unlacing the cords of time, and open the veil to the ever-turning Cycle of Time. As the Cycle spins you out, be whole once more.”

			Breanna’s Uncle Kyras and Fergal lifted the bows that cradled Morna’s body, carrying her off so she could be buried next to her mate Nevan. With tears streaming down her cheeks, she felt Eoin’s muscled arms wrap around her, supporting her like the rock he’d always been for her. It was as if a chapter in her life had closed in the blink of an eye.
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			The following morning, Fergal was finishing hitching two hill ponies to one of Dun Arrogh’s two chariots when Eoin strode toward him, carrying four packs: one for Breanna, one each for Beatha and Ulicia, and one for himself.

			At Eoin’s side was his Champion, leading another hill pony, her countenance energetic. Fergal was surprised to see that Breanna planned to ride to Dun Uisneach, as she was usually not fond of horses. He shrugged, thinking it might be humorous to watch her try to mount the little beast when Eoin interrupted his thoughts. “Fergal, I’ve spoken with my father, and he has agreed to have you act as his second while I tend to the demands of our Druids and escort Beatha and Ulicia to Dun Uisneach with Breanna.”

			Fergal bowed slightly. “I’m honored by your trust in me.”

			Eoin smiled. “Keep practicing with the void in different ways, such as having contests with Toal’s archers. It will keep you sharp and allow you to teach the younger ones our ways of fighting, using more than just a sword. Hand-to-hand matches would also be good to see how they can handle Breanna’s void path in close quarters.”

			“As you command, my Prince. All of our warriors are improving. That said, you can count on me to implement your suggestions. I daresay your father was skeptical, but since Bre won the Annual Comórtas Championship last summer, he’s come to embrace your way.”

			“Not my way, cousin. Breanna discovered the lost warrior art of seizing the void during battle. It will make our clans an unparalleled force in Erin, especially with the Heart of Destiny supporting her.”

			A voice spoke in their minds, “I am the Heart of Destiny, and my name is pronounced Kree Dawn. I can confirm that there was a sect of Druids known as Laoch. Those Warrior Druids faded as Gaels lost faith in their gods. You, my Prince, will resurrect the sect in the coming Cycle of Time. Very few are still living, all in Dál Riata and Galicia.”

			At hearing the strange woman, Fergal looked up in surprise while he worked to ready their mounts. “How did I hear a lady speaking in my mind?”

			“Because you were a sworn Warrior of Destiny during the before-time,” Ćroí Dàn answered. “Sworn to my Hero, Erin’s Hero.”

			Eoin added, “Cousin, it’s why we travel to Dun Uisneach.”

			Fergal thought back to the night before, when, after they sent off Morna’s anam, Breanna mentioned that magic from their gods’ realm was the cause of her jumbled thoughts. Yet, he strangely believed that hearing the Heart of Destiny speaking to him was fitting. When did that happen?

			Fergal noted that Beatha and Ulicia emerged from the small hut they shared, and they marched toward the chariot, with Aife joining them, her expression stern.

			Eoin broke into his thoughts. “While we don’t know what the Druids will find or where that will lead us, I’d like Breanna’s Band ready to march to Tara upon the next full moon. All must have won at least their Celtic Knot silver armring to join you with a bow or sword. If I don’t return by then, I’ll meet you in Tara with those who earned that right. Any questions?”

			“Toal and I will have at least six, maybe seven, ready by that time, my Prince,” Fergal answered. “Yet, will your father be happy about that?”

			“I’ve already spoken to him about this possibility. Kyras will be his second if I don’t return, and you must depart.”
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			Breanna listened to the exchange, approving of her Chief’s handling of Fergal.

			“Wait, he’s not my Chief yet! His father is alive! He was killed—”

			“My Hero, stop!” Ćroí Dàn demanded. “You changed that. Yes, his father died like yours did. Like you, he was pulled into this timeline. It would help if you accepted that you have changed everything in our land. We will get this all sorted out with All-Father soon. Dagda will want to help his daughter, as I know he has plans for you, Eoin, and me.”

			What was she thinking? Of course, Eoin’s father was alive. They had discussed him the first night her memories failed her. Then Breanna grumbled, “But why was my birth father pulled into this time only to die soon after I was born?”

			Her Heart answered, “I do not know, but I do know my mother and your new father nearly lost you. It was a close moment. You would have left me. I’m not sure I could have gone on without you.”

			Breanna wondered how her Heart loved her so much that she would not want to live without her. How she ended up as Dagda’s daughter suddenly seemed to matter little in comparison. As she threw herself on her hill pony, Breanna realized she somehow had more experience than she remembered with riding.

			She felt Mo Chroí smile inside her mind. “You have a horse friend in Dun Uisneach who will be happy to see you!”

			Breanna raised an eyebrow, but Beatha interrupted her discussion with her Heart as she stepped onto the chariot with Ulicia, saying, “Thank you for fetching our bags for this trip, Eoin. Shall we be going?”

			Ulicia nodded the same thanks and joined her.

			Yet Aife marched up to her son, her expression cool. “So, you’ll be leaving us on this errand, and it won’t be a short one.”

			“Aye, Mother,” Eoin said with deference. “I’ve arranged things appropriately with Father. Our Chief knows it is an urgent thing—we must address with the Druids at Dun Uisneach.”

			Aife looked about, clearly unhappy. “Remember, our clan holds much sway in Mide and Ulaida. Use it, call on it, if needed. Our Dál nAraidi Clan is not far from Tara.”

			Eoin enfolded her in his big arms. “Mother, I know you trust me to do the right thing for our land. I must do this—as the Tuatha Gods are back, and my love is at the heart of it.”

			Aife nodded. “I know. It’s just hard to let you go.”

			“I understand, but you won’t lose me again,” he added.

			She looked unsure of what he meant, but Toal and Cilla raced to Breanna’s side, each with a quiver full of arrows, and the moment was lost.

			“We made these for you,” Toal exclaimed. “Well, my father helped with the tips. They are better for hunting game than enemy warriors, fighting arrowheads, that you now have.”

			Breanna grinned for the first time that morning, slipping off her pony to hug the lad and lass. “That was thoughtful of you two. Nonetheless, I expect you to help Fergal train our band while I’m gone. Everyone must master the bow as you two have. Well, not that good, but enough to earn a silver armring for the skill, and don’t neglect the sword. Can you do that for me? I’ll need them and you, and they must be ready by the next full moon. Understood?”

			“Aye,” Toal said. “Cilla is now my second. We will make it so.”

			As Breanna flung herself back on her pony, Eoin snapped his reins to get the hill ponies pulling the chariot moving. “Bre, what was that about?”

			Riding beside him, she answered, “Something tells me that pair has a role to play in Breanna’s Band, as does Fergal if I heard your discussion with him correctly.”

			Eoin nodded, but Breanna pulled ahead of the chariot before he could add more. While she remembered it being a challenge to stay on top of such beasts, she was genuinely enjoying the ride. Yet she found the journey south to Dun Uisneach on her hill pony somewhat dull. The creature had little spunk in her. It did leave time to contemplate the holes in her memories over the last day or so, some of which the mighty black oak had helped fill. When she’d heard Eoin mention Breanna’s Band earlier, it seemed right this time, as if she had previously led such a group of warriors.

			“You did, my Hero,” Ćroí Dàn injected. “And it was glorious!”

			Breanna had to shake her head while maintaining her pace ahead of Eoin and his cart with the two Druids. She knew the Heart of Destiny had also spoken in their minds yesterday while the oak commanded her attention. And now she was back. Her bond with her Heart was familiar, not something strange or concerning. It was like they were sisters.

			“More like cousins, My Hero, as Danu and Dadga are not a couple,” Ćroí Dàn corrected. “If Badb Catha had given me a piece of herself instead of Danu, we’d be sisters, as The Mórrigan and The Dagda are on-again, off-again mates.”

			Breanna chuckled. “Aren’t you a chatty one today?”

			“Och! I am just thrilled to have you back.”

			Breanna rejoined wryly, “Hmm, at least one of us is happy. I’m still getting used to this mind-speak ability you have.”

			That seemed to quiet her Heart down, but she couldn’t be upset with her delighted cousin over the distracting conversation as the hills rolled up and down as they traveled south. They followed the long ridges that flowed out of the base of the Cuilcagh Mountains. She let a smirk slip to her lips, as she had learned something about her gods that few knew. That All-Father and the Dark Goddess were a thing, even if it sounded like it was a rocky relationship. Breanna still didn’t understand how she could be Dagda’s daughter, but she let it go and seized the void to see what animals or people were nearby.

			The sun burst from behind the clouds, and Breanna felt the length and breadth of her land rush through her, its streams and rivers teeming with fish, its hills and valleys filled with wildlife, its plains rich with fields of grains and domesticated animals, and its coasts and lochs and rivers rolling in sealife. She had felt some of this when linked with the oak tree, but it was not as clean and fresh as now. It was as if someone had cleansed her mind and her land. There was a peace about what she felt, like a breath released, a sigh of relief. All was well on the Emerald Isle of Erin.

			As Breanna was about to release the void, there was a note of discord again to the east, where sprawling Dun Tara lay. She reined in her pony in a circle to ride next to the chariot once more. “Beatha, when I seize the void, I can feel it in the health of our land, from shore to shore in all directions. It is as if our gods are pleased about something. Except in the east, where I know sits Dun Tara. What is that sourness?”

			The Fáidh scowled. “It could only be one thing. More One God followers arrived at Dun Tara, as they did at Laigin’s Dun Feare some years back. Some are just traders, but others are more zealous about their beliefs. While they are conflicted in this notion of their trinity, it is, in reality, based initially on Yahwism, a pantheon of gods that drifted toward monolatry, where people believe in a single god.

			“Strangely, while Rome was subsuming the lands across the Sea of Erin, their leaders began elevating themselves as deities. Then they veered even more toward the notion of their One God, with their emperors fulfilling both political and theological roles. It ensured their control over every aspect of their subjects’ lives. 

			“That resulted in the transformation of Yahweh God into the One God concept established in Rome. They now desire to cast out all Gaelic and Celtic gods, save their own.”

			Breanna didn’t know how she understood it, yet she did, and looked east again. She whispered fiercely, “Eoin, we’re going to Dun Tara after visiting Dun Uisneach. I have something to address.”

			“Aye, my love,” he agreed. “I suspected that would be the case.”

			Breanna flinched at the words my love, which Eoin had used several times now. She was unsure how to respond. She had felt his love when he’d wrapped his arms around her last night during her mother’s casting ritual, and she had to admit she had been infatuated with him while growing up, especially when they battled, with her using a child’s a set of wooden long blades and him his wooden sword. Then she wondered why her mother had allowed her to pursue a warrior’s path from such a young age, only to fight against it recently. Something was missing.

			Pulling her mind into the present, she thought about her Heart’s comments about Dagda being her father and how that could be. What did it mean to have a god give a piece of themselves to another?

			“Mo Chroí, when you said Dagda was my father, I remember he gave me an apple. That is how he gave me a piece of himself, right?”

			“Yes, my Hero,” she answered. “It is the only way we Tuatha Dé Danann can procreate, as the great magics wielded during the Fomorian war rendered them infertile. They must give away a part of themselves and their power.”

			“Is that what Danu did with you?”

			“Yes, that is how I became a Tuatha goddess. Badb created the magical construct that enables me to wield the magic of the Heart of Destiny and claim Erin’s Hero, and Danu cast me into this gem with a piece of herself to make me sentient so I could make each choice.”

			Breanna was silent for a time, thinking about how her cousin had been created, and then asked, “When did Danu give you a piece of herself to make you sentient? Perhaps it would be better to ask it this way. When were you born?”

			Ćroí Dàn hesitated. “Lugh was the first to bear me—we fought against the Fomorians and the Fir Bolg. Those were terrible battles.”

			“I asked when.”

			“It was before the Sons of Mil came here and fought us over Erin when the great magic war raged between Fomorians and Tuatha.”

			“Again, tell me when that was.”

			Her Heart’s voice was small. “I guess two thousand years.”

			“And you’ve chosen only six heroes in that time?”

			Ćroí Dàn whispered, “Yes.”

			A wave of sadness washed over Breanna. “Oh, Mo Chroí, how did you survive the loneliness?”

			“Barely. Yet, now I have you!”

			Tears stung Breanna’s eyes as she couldn’t imagine such isolation, and she wondered how Danu could be such a cruel mother. “I will discuss this with Dagda.”

			“Och, don’t do that, my Hero.”

			Breanna said stiffly, “You requested I call you ‘Mo Chroí,’ I requested you address me as cousin. I will discuss this with my father and your mother.”

			Ćroí Dàn went silent at that declaration.

			“I am Erin’s Hero, Mo Chroí, and I need to understand my new relatives better—they are our clan, if I can use that term.”

			“Aye, but they are not who you think they are. Time—eternal life—has hardened their hearts.”

			Breanna heard a word of caution but let the subject drop.

			After the four travelers—or five with Ćroí Dàn—passed Loch Gowna, the terrain became more manageable as they rode south and into the plains east of Loch Ree. Along the way, the wolf pack she’d met when she merged with the mighty black oak would skirt along the treeline as if following her. A large silver wolf led the pack, howling from time to time.

			Shortly after midday, they stopped for lunch atop a hill that afforded them a view of the large loch to the west, with mountains rising to the north. They’d nearly finished their meal when they spied six warriors bearing Connachta colors riding along the shoreline.

			“Raiders!” Breanna hissed.

			“Aye,” Eoin said grimly. “String your bow and nock.”

			“Och, they’ve seen us,” Beatha added as Breanna took up her bow and the quiver with her man-killer tips, not Toal’s hunting arrows. As the warriors thundered toward them, swords held high, she stuck five arrows in the ground beside her and nocked the last. When the lead warrior was a hundred yards out, she seized the void and targeted his shoulder. As the arrow flew, the rider tried to veer away but chose the wrong direction, and it pierced his heart. He flew back, crashing to the ground, dead.

			Breanna grimaced at that and nocked again as the other raiders veered around their fallen and kept coming. Seeking another shoulder shot, her arrow flew true toward the new lead warrior, punching into his upper shoulder and out of his back, with its impact flinging him off his mount. The other four still charged uphill toward them, and she loosed her third arrow. Another rider went down. At thirty yards away, the remaining trio reined in their mounts as Breanna nocked again.

			Eoin, sword in hand, commanded, “Keep your distance, you Connachta scum. This land is not yours. Ride off, and you’ll live.”

			“Still three against two!” one yelled back.

			Breanna released her arrow, taking him in the shoulder that held his sword. When his weapon dropped from his hand, she nocked once more. “I think your man needs to learn how to count,” she said. “How about the two of you? If you think I’ll hesitate to take you down, bring it. Otherwise, one of you fetches my arrows while I hold the other hostage. Then you can leave, and be sure to take the dead one with you; I don’t want his head as a trophy. For your failed attack, you’ve forfeited three mounts to me. I’ll make them a gift for the leaders of Dun Uisneach.”

			One raider turned his mount, saying, “Fiachra, I’ll get the warrior’s arrows. Don’t do anything stupid, like get yourself or us killed. She’s likely as good with those blades as her bow.”

			“Didn’t even get to cross swords with them,” Fiachra grumbled.

			The last warrior wounded ground out, “Count yourself lucky—he is a Prince of the Blood, and they both wear the gold!”

			After gathering the arrows, the raiders dejectedly rode away, each doubled up on a mount with the wounded or dead. Breanna shook her head. “Fools. Yet, now I have a present for those at Dun Uisneach!”

			“I’m glad you have that bow,” Eoin commented.

			Breanna sighed. “It appears I know how to use it.”

			The Druids agreed as Eoin tied the new horses to the chariot.

			“Still, if the first one hadn’t veered into my shot, he’d still be alive. I’d rather not kill any of my Gaels unless I have to.”

			Later, as sunset neared, they came upon a ford along the River Inny. Eoin claimed Guestright at the small settlement on the river’s edge. As a place that seemed familiar to her, there was just enough light for Breanna to go for a walk along the river’s edge. Seeing no game to hunt, she seized the void and, with a lightning-quick jab, speared a good-sized trout so the four of them would not be as much of a burden on the settlement’s residents. When her net was filled with fish, she decided it would be enough to feed all of them.

			The same large silver wolf sat on the far side of the river, appraising her in the moment. Ćroí Dàn said, “Mother, you honor us!”

			The Silver Huntress nodded and was gone.

			Breanna asked, “Mother? As in yours? And honor us?”

			“Yes, it was Danu, my mother,” her Heart answered. “As to why she was here, I’m not sure. Maybe you called her with your claim.”

			“Why would our Mother Goddess bow to me?”

			“Our land accepted you as Erin’s Hero, so must she acknowledge you, but not as Mother Goddess. Her wolf must accept you as her ceannaire pacáiste, the leader of all packs and all clans in this land. Of everything alive. It’s part of my magical construct as I choose my Hero.”

			Breanna tried to digest that thought as she returned to the settlement after her sizable trout catch. The evening meal was pleasant, with their hosts appreciating their efforts.

			They rose in the morning and helped the elderly settlers as a gesture of appreciation for sheltering them, with Eoin chopping wood and Breanna spearing more trout for breakfast. With thanks from their hosts, they crossed the ford and followed the trail along the River Inny’s bank east. By midday, they headed south again, stopping briefly at another settlement to water their hill ponies. The day was bright and sunny, making their travel easy. They reached the High King’s road in the early afternoon and turned east toward Dun Uisneach. After passing a few more settlements that looked like the hillforts of long ago, the massive hillfort came into view. It was perched below the peak of Uisneach Hill, and the High King Road rose to meet it.

			A chariot, followed by nine warriors—called a fian by the Gaels—rolled through the open gates and turned toward them. A grizzly older man named Corbmac, whom Breanna and Eoin had met the previous summer at the Comórtas, a contest she had won. He held the reins, a big smile on his face. He raised a hand to halt his men. “Breanna Ban Morna, as I live and breathe, it is a pleasure to see you again! Your dance with your blades this past summer is well remembered at Dun Uisneach, and I’m sure Faolán and Falyn will be thrilled to see you as well.”

			As Eoin pulled the chariot with their Druids to a halt and Breanna dismounted, Beatha cleared her throat. “We seek Bláth, as there appears to be an unexplained disturbance in the void and sight that somehow has affected Breanna. Is she here?”

			Corbmc answered, “Hmm, no, but she is due to return by sundown with Maoilir. They spent Samhain at Dun Tara, my—Bre.”

			Seeing his quizzical look, Breanna shrugged. “We can wait. I’m unsure if you remember Beatha, but she is our Seeress. With her is Ulicia, our Healer.”

			Corbmac tipped his head. “Aye, I’ve met these two Druids long ago. Their special skills are renowned in our province. I take it you have traveled here safely?”

			“No,” Eoin answered dourly. “Connachta mounted raiders on the east side of Loch Ree foolishly decided to challenge us—well, to challenge Bre. Their mistake was in underestimating her skill with her bow. Six on two seemed good odds for them, but that quickly became two on two, with Bre ordering them to retrieve her spent arrows and forfeit three horses before they could leave alive.”

			Corbmac said, “I’m not surprised. Connachta’s king knows he can flaunt the province’s border, given who his father is. I’ll inform my Chief, but our Horsemaster will surely appreciate the gift!

			“Now, to you, Breanna. What news do you bring?”

			Breanna raised an eyebrow. “I see you bear sigils on your forearms that you did not have last summer. Beatha can tell you what they mean, as they are similar to others we’ve seen. She says they are gifts from our gods.”

			“Hmmm,” Corbmac grumbled. “They appeared in the middle of a recent night. Later that day, we all felt Erin’s Hero claim her land. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

			Breanna dropped her gaze. “Aye, I might.”

			Corbmac nodded stoically, giving way as his fian warriors eagerly gathered around Breanna to greet her. She knew they had become fond of her during the summer games. Few of the warriors who earned the status of gold armrings bothered to talk with lowly spearmen, let alone share secrets such as seizing the void with them. Breanna returned the greeting with each one, grasping their forearms as if she remembered all of them, some pulling her into hugs.

			When they finished, she stood again before Corbmac and drew him into a warm embrace. The old warrior suggested after a moment, “Please follow me, my—Bre, and we will get you all settled.”

			The old warrior stepped back onto his chariot, turning back toward the dun, and his fian thumped spears on their shields in unison, taking up the chant, “Bre! Bre! Bre!” as the four of them followed the warriors through the gates.

			“Cousin, I don’t understand why they honor me.”

			Ćroí Dàn answered with a mental shrug, “Because they know you as Erin’s Hero, at least in their hearts, they do, if not yet in their minds. Some may even have a memory echo of you from the before-time as they fought at your side.”

			As they trotted, rolled, or rode into the courtyard, many living in Dun Uisneach stopped long enough to hail them. The four of them neared the stables, and as Breanna dismounted, the sound of a horse kicking its stall door reached her. Then the rope holding it closed gave way, and a horse bolted into the yard toward those from Dun Arrogh. Breanna stood her ground as the mare came to a halt and reared with a loud whinny.

			“My Hero, you are back!”

			Ćroí Dàn laughed. “Eimar certainly remembers you.”

			Breanna questioned dubiously, “Horses can talk?”

			The mare snorted. “Only the smart ones like me!”

			“Mo Chroí, these are some strange times,” Breanna stated.

			“Cousin, you don’t know the half of it! Eimar was your mare during your last quest in the before-time. You two hit it off very well.”

			Eimar wickered her approval as a chagrinned stableboy approached his charge, ready to lead the mare back to her stable. Breanna held up a hand to forestall him. “It’s okay, lad, leave her with me—we need some time to catch up. I’d appreciate it if you could fetch an apple for Eimar here.”

			Her horse wickered again and nodded her head as if to say yes. Breanna had to chuckle over the notion.

			Fergus, the Dun Uisneach Master Smith, strode out of the shed that housed his forge, bellowing, “Breanna and Eoin! You’ve returned!”

			Breanna could not contain her big grin as Eoin took the muscled man’s arm and said, “Aye, Gus, we’ve some matters to discuss with your Master Filídh. Let me introduce Beatha, our Fáidh, and Ulicia, our Ollamh, at Dun Arrogh.”

			“Good to meet you, Beatha and Ulicia,” Fergus said, taking each one’s hand and kissing their knuckles. “It’s a pleasure to welcome you to Dun Uisneach.”

			Breanna saw the Fáidh and Ollamh roll their eyes at the smith’s action and grinned over their discomfiture. Then Fergus turned back to Eoin, saying, “I found a barter note in my ledger that says I owe you thirty gold coins for some weapons—both swords and knives—that you sold me. I noted them as battle spoils.”

			Eoin shook his head. “That can’t be right.”

			“It’s right here,” Fergus countered, pointing at his ledger. “It notes I would keep half the barter amount we agreed to until you returned. This is your mark, is it not?”

			Breanna and Eoin looked at the entry and saw his initials, EMC. “Those are your marks,” Breanna said.

			Ćroí Dàn chided, “Eoin, leave it be. It was a trade made in the before-time when you helped my Hero save our people and our land. Dagda will clarify everything soon. But protesting will not deter the hard-headed Fergus here.”

			Breanna heard the exchange as Eoin took Ćroí Dàn’s advice and conceded, “That’s my mark.”

			“Well, that’s good,” Fergus confirmed, letting out a great sigh. “You had me concerned there as I found a stack of thirty gold coins I’d set aside for that trade. I could not have made that big of a mistake!”

			As the stableboy returned with the requested apple, Breanna was pleased to see there was something Eoin had not remembered as well. Then Eimar nudged her shoulder, and she held the fruit in her palm for the mount to munch on. Once her horse finished its snack, Breanna threw herself onto Eimar’s back and trotted around the courtyard. “Eimar, we will have a proper ride tomorrow!”

			A moment later, Faolán and Falyn strode from the main hall. Breanna commanded her mount to stop by Eoin, their Druids, and the stableboy, adding to the latter, “You can take her back to the stables now, along with our hill ponies and these Connachta forfeit warhorses. I’ll try to stop by and see her later.”

			Breanna turned to find the Chieftess closing in with wide open arms that quickly wrapped around her, while the Chief took Eoin’s arm in his own. Falyn gushed, “Bre, I’m so happy to see you, our Comórtas Champion! What brings you and Eoin here so soon after Samhain?”

			Faolán turned to her and gave her a fatherly hug. “This is a surprise. And these are my children, Dáithí, Oisín, and Teagan. I think you met them at the Comórtas.”

			“Aye, we did, but only briefly,” Eoin responded. “And I believe you know the Druids of Dun Arrogh. They have a matter to discuss with Bláth. There was a disturbance in both the sight and the void the day before Samhain. It affected Breanna’s memories. The same is true for me, as all is not as it was.”

			Beatha said, “There’s more to it than that. Bre, show them the gem.”

			When Breanna pulled the ruby from her tunic, Falyn cried, “The Heart of Destiny! We felt Erin’s Hero claim her land and people two days back, but didn’t know who it could be. Yet, here you are, one of our very own.”

			Beatha answered, “It is a deeper matter. Something happened recently in space between the Tuatha realm and ours; thus, the sight and the void are now in turmoil. It was disconcerting to feel it so troubled. With Breanna’s claim of her land, we hoped it would settle, but it is still hard to hold for long.”

			“By the stars!” Falyn stated. “This is momentous. Yet why has Ćroí Dàn called her to be Erin’s Hero?”

			“Maybe we should move this discussion inside,” the Seeress suggested. “There’s more that we need to tell you in private.”

			“It sounds like we’ll need ale and lots of it before we dine this evening! Keegan, let’s move this conversation to our personal meeting room.”

			“I’d prefer mead,” Breanna countered.

			The Seneschal nodded, indicating that he would make it so, as Falyn laughed. “A young lady after my own heart!”

			With the children off to their law lessons with the Druid Tadg, the group settled into their seats with mugs in hand. Beatha looked to Breanna, who took Corbmac’s hand and nodded, and the Seeress continued with, “It appears this is not the first time our Ćroí Dàn has claimed Breanna Ban Morna as Erin’s Hero.”

			“Not the first time? What does that mean?” Falyn asked.

			“We do not remember Breanna’s original claim as she completed a quest laid upon her by our gods. She saved Erin’s people and land from whatever fate lay behind us during that alternative time. Yet, whatever her task, it produced a conundrum that disturbed the connection between the Tuatha realm and our own.”

			With a quiet voice, Ćroí Dàn said to Breanna and Beatha, “May I provide the details on your quest?”

			“Yes, and please include everyone here,” Breanna answered. “Let me introduce you first.”

			Then, looking at those around her, she confirmed, “I only have scattered memories of what we are calling the before-time. As one of the Dáns, only my Heart can provide the details. In her form, she must speak in your mind, though she can hear your spoken words through me.”

			Ćroí Dàn, using her mind-speak, said, “My Hero’s quest was to obtain and wield the magic of the Triple Dáns and remove Norvegr invaders who settled just northwest of here, an act that rewrote Erin’s timeline in this part of Mide. During that period, my Hero was a half-breed. As Danu foretold, only warriors who bore the blood of both sides, like Breanna, could remove the roughly eighteen years of the brutal Norvegr’s presence. Through my Hero’s vision of her land without her tainted blood, she invoked the magic of the Blades, Stone, and Heart, something even Badb Catha dared not do.”

			Falyn asked, “Wait, wouldn’t that have ended, Bre, too? If she removed all traces of the Norvegr’s blood, she could not have been born.”

			“Aye, that is true, and she did so knowingly. Having lost everything, Erin’s Hero chose her land and sacrificed herself. In the final moment, All-Father blessed her due to her love for her land and Eoin. Danu and Dagda saved her after she wielded the magic of the Triple Dáns and pulled her anam away from the Cycle of Time and back to us.

			“Like the Mother Goddess gave a part of herself to me, All-Father gave a part of himself to Breanna. He has a plan for her, and we must support that plan, whatever it is.”

			The room was silent. Then Corbmac stood. “I propose a salute to Breanna for giving up her life to save our land. I do not remember that time, but our Heart has spoken to my bones. To Breanna!”

			With that, they rose around her, in unison, saying, “To Breanna!”

			She was unsure how she felt about that declaration, but when Breanna looked up, standing in the doorway was an elvish-looking woman whom she knew was Dun Uisneach’s bard, Bláth.

			“That was quite enlightening,” the woman commented.

			Falyn asked, “My Bard, where is our Seer, Maoilir?”

			“The High King’s Seer requested that he remain at Dun Tara to help sort out the claim of Erin’s Hero in our land. Our King is, shall I say, unnerved by the claim Erin’s Hero has made. But I believe a mug of mead is in order, as I’ve ridden hard this day.”

			Keegan filled a mug for her and left to ensure his servers set up a high table with appropriate trenchers. A short while later, Faolán led them from the private room to the main hall. As they entered, a collective murmur ran through those seated at the long tables, while the four from Dun Arrogh moved to the high table with the heads of Dun Uisneach.

			The serving staff scurried about pouring ale and mead while the kitchen staff hastened to deliver the first course. Keegan arranged the seating at the high table, putting Breanna between Faolán and Falyn. Eoin sat to the right side of the Chief, Beatha to the Chieftess’s left, with Ulicia beside Eoin. At the mid-table, Breanna took in their host’s children, whom she had met in the yard earlier; the eldest, Dáithí, seemed to be a bright lad; next came Oisín, and last was Teagan. They appeared to sparkle with a bloom of youth.
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			Bláth diverted herself to the mid-table, whispering to Dáithí, “The guests who arrived this afternoon are the key to a puzzle. Listen closely, and you’ll likely learn some legends of old.”

			She stepped up and took her seat next to Eoin. It took Bláth only a moment to cast her less-used Druidic Seeress powers to look deeply into the disturbed path of the life threads around Breanna. Using the sight to reach into the Cycle of Time, Blath demanded it yield to her will, seeing what others missed, digging deep despite the agony it caused to hold the roiled sight. Bláth would not be denied the truth. Somehow, she sensed that Breanna was her friend in some before-time that Ćroí Dàn had mentioned. She would push through it regardless of the cost and the pain her effort inflicted.

			Then she heard a song she and Dagda had jointly composed about how Erin’s Hero would rise to battle the Norvegrs with her band. Breanna had faced her one-time father and made him no more. Amidst a brutal battle, she’d sent him into the abyss of time regardless of what it meant for her fate.

			Grimacing at what she beheld in the Cycle, she shook herself and stood. Bláth commanded, “Rise, Breanna Ban Morna, rise as Erin’s Hero, chosen by the Heart of Destiny twice, and be welcome to Dun Uisneach!”

			The fians gathered at the lower tables also rose, chanting, “Bre! Bre! Bre!” repeatedly. Soon, others from Dun Uisneach stood, and Breanna rose and bowed to them all. Amongst them was Corbmac, who had not sought the high table as fían-ceannard of Dun Uisneach. He stood proudly, and his smile could not have been brighter as Breanna waved to him.

			Bláth turned to Breanna and sank to one knee. “My friend, my Hero, welcome back to your land. Thank you for saving us. When I touched the Cycle of Time, I saw how you were reborn to us. You fought for us. Danu and Dagda fought for us, and they fought for you. We will fight with you. Forever!”

			The fians once more chanted, “Bre! Bre! Bre!”, beating their fists on their chests or rapping the butt of their dirks on the tables.

			Outside of Dun Uisneach, a pack of wolves howled.
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			With her jumbled memories, she felt it was an unearned gesture and asked, “Mo Chroí, how did Bláth see what happened?”

			“The Bard used the sight to breach the troubled connection to the Tuatha realm. She remembers some of you from that time—something I can confirm, as I was with you. She’s still missing many memories, but not all of them. It is clear that she is as much a Seeress as a Bard.”

			The evening meal was more than Breanna expected; it was more like a feast than something unplanned. As the evening wound down and the mead went to her head, Breanna had to shake herself to stay awake.

			Seeing this, Faolán and Falyn rose together, and the Taoiseach said, “Eoin and Breanna, I think it is time our Master Bard guides you to one of our noble abodes. They are behind the bathhouse. Sleep well. I expect tomorrow will be busy, but there is no need to rise early. Our servers can bring you breakfast if you like. It sounds like you’ve both had some troubled days recently.”

			“Happy to escort you,” Bláth chimed in.

			Eoin raised an eyebrow but only nodded his assent.

			Faolán added, “Keegan, please see Beatha and Ulicia to a similar abode.”

			The Seneschal held out his arms for the old Fáidh and Ollamh to take, and they tottered off with him.

			Bláth led Breanna and Eoin through the baths and out a door to a series of small but comfortable huts. “Feel free to use the private baths tonight or in the morning,” she said. “Or both. Call for a page if you want to eat here when you rise.”

			Breanna responded, “Thank you, Bláth. Ćroí Dàn tells me you are a true friend.”

			“I couldn’t see all when I reached through the sight to see what you two did for us, but enough,” the Master Bard answered, “Most importantly, I took note of your love for each other. Please, do not lose that bond to this moment of madness. Everything should be clear soon.”

			With that, she turned away, leaving Breanna and Eoin alone. “That was a lot to take in,” Eoin said. “I don’t know about you, but I’d like a bath before we sleep.”

			“Together?” Bre squealed.

			“Aye, my love, aye. To both bathing and sleeping.”

			Ćroí Dàn told the pair, “I will give you some time alone, but know this. You previously worked through these issues that blocked your love for each other. Dagda made the space in you to love him and still be Erin’s Hero of our land.”

			Later, after their bath together, where Eoin washed Breanna’s scarlet hair with that strange white streak, they put on their night clothes and lay in bed together, watching the embers glowing in their hearth. Breanna whispered, “I’m not sure how, but this feels right.”

			“Aye, my love, it does,” Eoin answered. “But now is not the time for questions. You’re still unsettled. I suggest we get some sleep and see what the morning brings. Just holding each other is enough for now.”

			Morning came and went, yet Eoin and Breanna did not rise. It felt decadent not to have chores to attend to, but finally, Eoin said, “I suppose we should make an appearance in the hall.”

			Breanna stretched like a cat. “But Bláth said we could have breakfast here. I like that idea. Please, make that happen for me.”

			Eoin shook his head at her expression. “How could I deny such a request?”

			He opened the door to their abode to find a page waiting for them. The lad said, “My Prince, how may I serve you?”

			Breanna was surprised that a servant was waiting for them as Eoin answered, “Er, my, ah—Hero requires breakfast, as do I. If you’d be so kind.”

			“Of course, my Prince. It will be delivered shortly.”

			Eoin tended to the fire, and in a short time, there was a knock on the door. As Eoin greeted the young man, Breanna sat up with her blanket tucked in around her. The server placed a tray of food at the foot of their bed and left them promptly.

			“I could get used to this,” Breanna said, rubbing her hands together. “I am starved!”

			“Hmm, me too,” Eoin added with a raised eyebrow. “We had quite a trying past couple of days.”

			Breanna mumbled in agreement, her mouth full. Yet she was soon lost in her breakfast of gooey sicín eggs, fresh fried boar, porridge with bilberries sweetened with honey, and buttered soda bread. The tea that accompanied the meal had a hint of thyme and mint. Finally finished, she said, “I think I need a ride with Eimar, and then we should spar. Ćroí Dán, let Corbmac and his men know I’ll need them in the yard later.”

			“I have put out the call.”

			Breanna tried to reach for the sight but frowned when nothing she sought came. “What about the other two white-haired warriors I vaguely recall? The ones who joined me in the before-time?”

			“My Hero, I expect you’ll find your then half-brothers soon.”

			“Hmm,” Breanna muttered, wondering how it had come to be that she had half-brothers. “Eoin, please ride with me. Eimar needs some exercise.”

			“Of course, my love.”

			After breakfast, the pair took a quick dip in the baths before donning their tunics, leggings, and leathers. Then, they headed to the stables.

			Eimar said with a note of loss, “I hoped to see you last night.”

			Beanna sighed. “Eimar, much has happened. I needed some space, time, and sleep.”

			“With your lover. That is good. He fits well with you. I honor him as well because he honors you.”

			“Aye, he does,” Breanna agreed with a bit of a blush. “That’s why we are riding together this morning.”

			Eimar whickered her approval.

			Eoin took the reins of his mount. “This stallion seems familiar. It is as if I have ridden him before.”

			The beast was feisty, and Breanna grinned when Eoin used a heavy hand to rein him in. “Looks like you learned to manage a mount better in the before-time as well.”

			Eoin grinned at Breanna. “Aye, let’s ride!”

			They circled the yard a few times as a warm-up before shooting through the open gates of Dun Uisneach. Eimar flew like the wind, with Breanna feeling her mount’s determination not to be outdone by a mere stallion. She belonged to Erin’s Hero, after all!

			They headed west on the High King’s Road, pounding along the road. After a time, Breanna, proud of Eimar’s heart, reined in her mare outside a settlement, saying, perplexed, “One of mine is here.”

			Ćroí Dàn informed her, “Yes, he fought you during the Comórtas in the before-time. There’s more, but you should reacquaint yourselves.”

			“If he remembers me.”

			Her Heart offered a mental shrug. “You did beat him.”

			Bre nodded toward the settlement, saying to Eoin, “Let’s see if he is about.”

			She nudged Eimar forward, and Eoin’s stallion followed her. There was a hint of an old fort that had once been, with a berm facing the High King’s Road and a set of open gates. With Dun Uisneach nearby, the need to maintain separate ringforts so close to each other had relegated this one to a settlement.

			As they approached the gates, a pair of guards stepped forward, taking in Breanna, clearly armed to the teeth. Looking at Eoin, wrapped in his Prince of the Blood cloak, one asked, “May I help you, my Prince?”

			“Indeed, I believe you may,” Eoin answered. “My Champion here, Breanna Ban Morna, battled a lad from this settlement during the Annual Comórtas Games last summer. The final round was for the overall championship title, which Bre won. Since we are guests of Faolán and Falyn at Dun Uisneach, she would like to pay her respects to Bradaigh and ask him to dine with us. Is he about?”

			“Ahh, that’s why I recognize you two,” the other guard commented. “That was a tremendous display of blade work. Long blades bested a sword for the first time in eons, with a woman winning to boot!”

			As Breanna tipped her head to acknowledge the compliment, the first guard said, “He’s out working with others in the fields for the final harvest gathering. While we have many redheaded lads, he’s pretty easy to spot as the brawniest. It’s behind the settlement’s huts and lodge.”

			“Hard work,” Eoin commented. “I’m sure we’ll find him.”

			They nudged their mounts toward the fields, weaving around the huts before dismounting at their edge. Knowing hers would not stray, Breanna took the reins of Eoin’s horse and tied them to Eimar. She and her Prince then strode past the expansive vegetable garden. Further on, they found fields of wheat, barley, and oats that had already been scythed, with people working in unison to gather the cut stalks and pile them into wagons.

			When Breanna caught sight of her Comórtas opponent, she called out, “Bradaigh! A moment, if you will.”

			The big lad looked up, nodded, easily hefted a large pile of cut barley into the wagon he was loading, and then marched toward the one who had defeated him last summer. He yelled, “Breanna Ban Morna, my fierce and fiery maiden! As our gods give us life, what are you doing here?”

			As the big lad approached, Eoin offered his forearm in greeting and said, “We’re looking for you.”

			Aside from his hair being red, his face was a bit softer than she remembered, and his smile was broader. It was as if he didn’t carry the weight he had in the before-time. She offered her arm. “We are—wait, what are these sigils?”

			Bradaigh raised an eyebrow. “I don’t truly know. They appeared a few days back, and I now have many times my normal strength. Maybe they are a gift from our gods. That’s what our Healer Druid said.”

			Breanna looked at Eoin knowingly before she said to Bradaigh, “Yeah, we had similar ones appear on some of us at Dun Arrogh. Our Druids said the same thing.”

			“We are visiting with Faolán and Falyn and wanted to see how you’re getting on,” Eoin said. “Perhaps consider joining us for a meal at Dun Uisneach. I’m sure you’ll be able to find out more about those sigils from their Druids.”

			The big warrior raked a hand through his sweaty hair. “Well, the harvest is nearly in. We will probably finish by tomorrow afternoon. I could join you after that. The suppers at Dun Uisneach are always worth the ride, that’s for sure.”

			“Excellent!” Eoin exclaimed. “There’s some news to share with you, and we look forward to catching up.”

			As she and Eoin turned away, Breanna said, “Ćroí Dán, while he’s certainly more easygoing, I’m not sure he remembers our other timeline at all. Let’s plan to go easy on him.”

			“I believe you are correct, my Hero, yet Lugh also provided a gift, so he must have a role to play. That said, everyone in the before-time who Danu pulled into this time will experience that change differently.”

			“At least he should be able to seize the void, as he did when we battled last summer. Maybe we should start there.”

			Later that afternoon, Corbmac and his men surrounded Breanna and Eoin as they finished their match in the yard, with the spearmen thumping their weapons on their shields in approval. The old fian leader proclaimed, “That was fabulous! When you two dance like that with your blades, it is simply poetry in motion.”

			Eoin bowed his appreciation and motioned to Breanna with a wink. “My partner makes me look good.”

			Bhruic, the Dun Uisneach Master Tanner, and Kyle, the Master Woodwright, stepped forward, each with a towel. Fergus stood nearby, smiling his approval.

			As the slightly winded warriors wiped the sweat from their brows, Bhruic asked, “Breanna, how is my leatherwork provided after the Comórtas holding up for you? Nothing is binding you from making an easy draw of your weapons, right?”

			Finished with the towel, Breanna tossed it in an empty bucket. Then, she shrugged into her harness, sliding Lann Dán’s hafts in place, and accepted her cloak from Eoin. She reset her six dirks, spear, and bow before answering, “All is well, Bhruic.”

			“May I check the leather straps?” he asked.

			Breanna smiled, feeling feisty. “Maybe a demonstration is needed instead. Eoin, please take my cloak back, as it might get in the way. Ruaidri Mac Ciarán, I require your shield for a moment. Please hand it to Bhruic.”

			The old warrior questioned, “My Lady?”

			“Humor me, Ruaidri.” Breanna chuckled. “Now, Bhruic, stand here and hold the shield before you.”

			She stalked twenty paces away from him and turned. “Now, observe closely and tell me if you see any of my weapons binding because of your work.”

			The Master Tanner choked out, “My Hero?”

			Breanna seized the void, and each dirk was rapidly in flight, one after the other, thumping home on Ruaidri’s wooden shield in a perfect circle. A moment later, her spear landed between Bhruic’s feet, followed by three arrows that hit the shield’s center inside the ring of dirks. When she released the void and lowered her bow, she asked impertinently, “Did anyone count how many seconds that took?”

			Eoin offered, “Well, I’d say less than ten. That included stringing your bow, so I’m unsure how you want to count that.”

			The fian warriors roared in approval as she approached a pale-faced Bhruic and took the shield from him. Turning it around to admire her aim, she apologized, “Sorry if that was too fast for you. Were you able to follow my movements to see if any hindrance to my weapons was due to your work, Master Tanner?”

			Fergus marched toward the tanner, laughing as he slapped his friend on the back. “She got you, Bhruic! She got you good!”

			As the Master Tanner shook his head, Ruaidri stepped forward, took the shield from Bre, and began extracting her weapons. “Let me help you with this, my Hero,” he said, handing them to her one by one. “I prefer to limit the damage to my shield.”

			Breanna smiled at Bhruic. “Apologies, my friend. I’m a bit, well, not myself. I know you treated me with kindness in the before-time, and for that, you’ll always hold a special piece of my heart. Especially for this fine cloak you gave me.”

			The tanner offered softly, “I understand our gods have newly returned you to us. Yet we believe in you—you’re a link to them that we haven’t had in ages. Our people will look for you to right the wrongs of our leaders.”

			“Och, I know, and it’s a burden I’m still trying to understand.”

			“We believe in you because your claim rang true.”

			“So, you felt it, and for that, I assure you, I’ll do what I can.”

			“It’s all we ask, Erin’s Hero. Yet, to us, you’re just our Bre.”

			A large wagon rolled into the dun’s yard, clanking with weapons hanging from its sides. A very tall man with massive arms pulled the team of good-sized draft horses to a stop. Gus turned and exclaimed, “Goibbi!”

			The substantial man climbed down from his wagon, and the two grabbed each other in a bear hug. “Aye, Fergus, aye! It’s been too long.”

			“What brings you to Dun Uisneach?”

			The mighty man shrugged. “An order to deliver.”

			“An order? I placed no order.”

			“Nay, you didn’t. It was made for her.” He nodded at Breanna.

			Bláth walked from the main hall with Beatha and Ulicia, each Druid gazing narrow-eyed at the arrival of the smith.

			Ćroí Dàn put in, “Stop playing games. I know you!”

			“Aye, you do, my Heart. And I know you. Your Mother asked me to convey that she misses you and has complete confidence in you to support Erin’s Hero.”

			“Huh,” Ćroí Dàn huffed. “I hadn’t expected that from Mother.”

			Goibbi sighed. “My Hero—”

			Breanna, as always, heard her Heart, and grated out, “I am not your hero! Who are you?”

			He ducked his head. “Goibnui, and my brother is Dagda.”

			“My new father? The one who saved me and then abandoned me?”

			“Och, no, my Hero! He’s been dealing with your, um, new status. I am here with a special delivery from Badb Catha, thanks to the help of my brothers and me. The Dark Goddess thought Lugh’s long blades, which Erin’s Hero wielded in the before-time, needed enhancing. Dagda, Danu, and Lugh contributed to the new aspects you might benefit from. So, I’m here to deliver the upgraded rendering of Lann Dàn to you.”

			“Lugh just gave them up?” Ćroí Dàn asked, incredulous.

			“He has a soft spot for Breanna, as we all do.”

			“Goibniu—Eoin is listening, you know.”

			“It’s good to know he’s in the loop, but I expected no less. Nice to meet you, Eoin. My Hero, I hope you like our improvements.”

			“I’m sure I will, Goibniu,” Breanna answered with a raised eyebrow. “Do they know you are the smith of our gods?”

			“Well, I’m Goibbi to them. Let’s leave it at that. Now, to keep up my appearance as a human, let’s use human words.”
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