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  About Home Sweet Road


  



  As falls Ireland, so falls the world.


  



  An ordinary woman hides extraordinary secrets from two men who are not what they seem—but neither is she.


  



  Aisling’s grandmother was the most famous Awen of Ireland, but Aisling never knew that until she returned home from her travels, said her good-byes over the old protector’s grave, and learned from Jake Connemara that she was now Awen. No one has yet tried to steal the three relics under her protection, which combined are said to give the possessor the power to control the world. But when two strange backpackers arrive in Clifden, Aisling’s life and the fate of the world rest on one moment.


  



  Tiran and Jay became friends the moment they started talking on the bus to Clifden, but when they meet Aisling, rivalry threatens that new friendship. Jake, bartender at The Salt and Crane, tells Aisling a long-lost, ancient, more powerful relic is rumored to have been stolen from The Blast Memorial—the same day Jay and Tiran were there.


  



  The time of Aisling’s test has come. If she fails, Ireland falls. And if Ireland falls, one of these men will bring the world to a terrible fate.


  



  Home Sweet Road is a novella in the Rucksack Universe series, the exciting travel fantasy world of wit, adventure and beer that fans call “buoyant with a unique humor, twist and focus on international travel,” and “perfect for fans of Terry Pratchett and Neil Gaiman.”


  “The hills of the Twelve Bens whisper long-lost secrets that pass through the town of Clifden and sail their dreams and messages across the Atlantic Ocean to the rest of the world. Located at Ireland’s western edge, Clifden is the unofficial capital of Connemara. A little over an hour’s drive from New Galway, on your way you’ll meander through scenic boglands, and you can visit The Blast Memorial in the ruins of Galway. An Irish legend speaks of great power and otherworldly beings in Clifden, but today’s globetrotter comes to hike the Twelve Bens and to enjoy the hospitality of the Eighth Wonder of the World Hostel. Be sure to visit The Salt and Crane for an Irish breakfast, the best pint of Galway Pradesh Stout west of Dublin, and the daily (and nightly) live music sessions.”


  



  — Guru Deep, Ireland Through the Third Eye


  I


  



  THE DAY THE MOUNTAIN ARRIVED in the hills, the Awen of Ireland skipped her usual hostel chores and checked the floor, the wall, and the rock.


  Satisfied that all was in order and everything was still where it was supposed to be hidden, Aisling left the rock and started back toward the hostel. The morning mists swirled around her in the soft light, and she felt the dampness in the curls of her hair, red as Australia’s Uluru and curly as the bends in a Himalayan road. West and in front of her, the small town of Clifden, Ireland, nestled in the hills. Aisling breathed in the air, salty from the sea and peaty from the bog where she was walking, and she listened to what it told her. The air and the earth told her the same thing, and so did the ocean on the breeze and the mists drizzling from the clouds.


  They’re coming. They’re coming.


  Once she had walked far enough, Aisling turned around, putting Clifden to her back. She stared east at the Twelve Bens, the dozen hills that sold the postcards at her front desk and filled the beds of her hostel. Curious travelers would drink cheap wine in the front room and read from their Guru Deep Ireland Through the Third Eye guidebooks, and they would talk about the Bens. Full of a mystical power, it was said. Something otherworldly. Something beyond imagination.


  Or so the legends say, Aisling thought with a grin, but at least I know the truth.


  She heard it again: They’re coming. They’re coming.


  Not that she needed to, but she counted. The Twelve Bens themselves were as unchanged as ever, but a thirteenth hill now stood behind them. The shock still buzzed through her though, as sharp as when she had first gotten out of bed and looked out her window at the hills like she always did.


  This is a lot to take in before a cuppa tea.


  People loved Clifden and they loved the Twelve Bens. They came from all the world over, usually stopping first at The Blast Memorial where Galway used to be, then catching a bus in New Galway and heading north, where the hills were brown and green, where the peat was in the earth and in the air. Despite all the soft rain that made the place feel quiet and remote, the world crackled with energy here, the travelers liked to say. Some people claimed it was a residual explosive power from The Blast, but the researchers at the center near the Memorial had disproven that time and time again. Besides, they said, nothing was lingering now, nearly two centuries later. 


  The mountain looked nothing like the hills. It was as if one of the Himalayas had hitchhiked from Asia to Ireland, stopping just short of the Atlantic. Aisling had never seen anything like the mountain, not in all her days in Clifden as a girl growing up, not in all her days traveling the world, and certainly not since she had returned. As a child she had seen pictures of the Himalayas, and as a woman she had seen them with her own eyes, felt them with her hands and feet, breathed their thin, impossible air. The soft, green-brown hills of the Twelve Bens rolled like waves, slowly rising and falling through the eons. But the mountain behind them stood gray, brown, and white. There was no gentle rolling to it, only sharp angles that grew and grew and grew and would never stop rising unless the world itself ceased to be.


  “Why are you here?” Aisling said.


  As she stared, she had a feeling the mountain was silent only because it didn’t want to say anything yet.


  Staring at the mountain, the dream returned. A woman stood in a mountain’s shadow. Aisling could not see her face, but she could see glints of blue and green, as if the woman wore a necklace with a pendant made from a brilliant gem. The gleam vanished, and the fear in the woman’s wail had made Aisling wake in a sweat, her heart pounding. 


  Aisling returned to the Eighth Wonder of the World, opening the hostel’s front door and soaking in the dry warmth of the fire she’d set in the front room stove before leaving. All the scent of peat without the damp, plus warmth, she thought, going behind the front desk to fix a cuppa tea. The sight of the mountain, so jarring, and the first thing she’d done had been to make sure that the three were undisturbed. No breakfast, no tea—at least I got dressed. But if this means the test has come…


  “Naw, it’s true,” came a male voice from the front room across from the desk. Aisling stirred her tea, which was dark as peat and strong as a proper pint of Galway Pradesh Stout. She couldn’t see the two travelers, so they had to be sitting at the table in the left corner, out of sight from the desk. “That bloke,” the man continued, “he managed to get five hitchhikers in the same car, including himself. No one knew how, not even the other hitchhikers, but I saw them get out of the car, packs and all.” 


  “Well,” said another man, his voice deeper, “why didn’t you ask him how he did it?”


  “Ask him? Well, I… I couldn’t, mate, just couldn’t.”


  “What’s wrong with you? Fancy him so much that your pack got your tongue?”


  “Not that. Not that at all. You know my eye don’t wander.”


  “Much.”


  “Well, okay. Eyes yes, hands no. But that’s not the point. Point is, he done it. And when he got out of the car, he just… he just looked at me, these eyes like a grassy field at noon. Never seen eyes like ‘em. I couldn’t talk.”


  “Never knew you to be so love-struck.”


  “Only when I look at you, mate. You know that. But then the other travelers, they walked by me as the one went the other way. And they were saying, ‘Yeah, mate. That’s him, the one who stopped that raging elephant with nothing but a bandanna and an empty beer can. Nothing stops that bloke. He goes everywhere. He could go up a mountain and back in a day, I tell you.’”


  Aisling sipped her tea.


  Another story.


  She hadn’t paid the stories much mind at first, especially three years ago, when she was just settling into her new role. Travelers always told tall tales, but soon enough she was paying close attention. The stories had been trickling in more and more lately. Always the same man. Always the same impossible circumstances. But there had to be something to them. 


  This was the third time and the third accent she’d heard about the hitchhikers, and the fifth time she’d heard about the elephant. Sometimes it was a beer bottle, not a beer can. Other than that, the details didn’t change much, but more and more stories kept trickling into Clifden.


  Travelers spoke of a lanky, grubby backpacker who had rescued kids from pirates using nothing but a joke and a bottle of rum. One night over pints, Aisling had heard the one about a prime minister, new laws, and an end to corruption. Then there were the ten tellings of the same traveler crossing borders with nothing but a wink, not even a passport—or a pocket to put one in. How many people had gone through a border crossing naked and made it to the next country on the other side?


  Sometimes the details were murky, but even in western Ireland, in Connemara, in wee Clifden, at the edge of the world, the tales of the traveler came.


  Aisling sipped more tea. I wonder if I’ll ever get to meet him, she thought. Maybe he’d be someone who I could—


  She shook her head. Better not to think about it. Solitude. She’d expected solitude, welcomed it even, when she took on not the job, but the life.


  Aisling touched the desk, and the breath of the world rippled into her through the wood. No one had said anything about being lonely. It wasn’t a requirement. It had simply become a circumstance.


  Sometimes, the loneliness burned through her, and it burned through her now. She finished the tea, ate a light breakfast, and tended to such chores as she had to tend to that morning, as guests checked out or ate breakfast or presented questions about where to go and what to do today.


  They all went on their way. But not me, Aisling thought. All the wide world is stamped in the little passport in my nightstand, but I’ll never leave Clifden again.


  The hostel was quiet, and she had a hunch the day would remain quiet. She left a sign on the desk for guests to check themselves in and to direct inquiries to The Salt and Crane.


  She stopped in her room and slung the case over her shoulder.


  Lonely or not, I am who I am, she thought. I can’t help that I’ve never found a man here interesting, either local or traveler. I’m just… They’re just too different. Or I’m too much myself. Plus, well, the other thing, and that makes me too different. I don’t know anymore.


  The loneliness started to feel heavy as a sweater in the rain.


  She pulled the front door closed behind her. Bugger this, she thought. I’m getting a pint.


  And I need to talk to Connemara anyway.


  Aisling set off toward the Clifden city center. A weak sun glowed through the thinning clouds and fading mist. She pushed down at the loneliness. Her thoughts kept turning to the world beyond her duty, to the mountain in the hills, to the black decimation that used to be Galway, once the gem of Ireland. Above all, she kept thinking of the three things hidden beneath the floor, behind the wall, and inside the rock—and how afraid she kept feeling that the test she had long dreaded was upon her at last.


  



  THE HARDEST PART was never the playing. It was forgetting you had an audience.


  Between tunes, Aisling picked up her pint glass and took a long draw of Galway Pradesh Stout. Aisling had drunk it the world over, but it never tasted as good as it did at home. The original Galway brewery might have been lost in The Blast, but fortunately there had been a backup location in the wee village that later grew to become New Galway.


  Fortified, she raised her fiddle and bow again. A deep breath pulled the music from out of the air. In the moment her eyes were closed, all the people in the packed pub vanished from her thoughts. Aisling started a three-tune set: the ever-changing, fast-paced “The White Sign,” the bouncy, playful “Connor in the Wheelbarrow,” and the strange, jarring surprise of “Basket of Glass.” All local favorites. All tunes she’d played for the men and women of Clifden since she was a girl.


  The music faded. Applause took its place.


  Then she saw the travelers and nearly dropped her fiddle. 


  The two men’s green-gold eyes shone bright as a summer field at noon. They could have been brothers, but not Irish ones. Those deep tans weren’t local.


  One of the pub’s old-time regulars walked over, stout sloshing out of his pint glass “What are you playing next, Aisling?” he asked, blocking her view.


  “Taking a breather,” she replied.


  “When you get back, how about ‘Wizard Walk?’”


  “‘The White Sign’ wasn’t enough?”


  “Ah, but you know they go together.” Mischief played at his brown-black eyes. “And ‘The Traveler’ makes a fine third.”


  Aisling glanced over at the men. Indeed.


  “All right,” she said. “I’ll play both. But I’ve already done ‘The White Sign,’ so you think of a good third tune while I get some refreshment.”


  Deep in thought, the old man drained his beer as Aisling walked to the bar. Come on, she thought as she glared at the bartender. I came in early so’s to have a word. Didn’t think I’d have to be here all day for it.


  The bartender glanced around the pub and shrugged. Aisling understood: the crowd stayed thirsty, and GPS took ages to pour. “Another stout?” the bartender asked.


  “Aye, Jake.” She glanced at the two men, standing near her at the bar. One of them stiffened, and a shadow seemed to pass over his eyes. The other man chuckled.


  “What’s so funny?” she asked. There was something about this one too. He was not the same, not as intense, but still—wow, the two of them…


  The other man shrugged. “Seems like everywhere I go, the bartender is named Jake.”


  “You’d think they’d be more creative,” said the first man, the shadow still hard and dark over his eyes.


  “Just a name,” the other man said.


  “Think what you want.”


  “What’s your deal?” The other man nodded to Jake and picked up a pint glass, brimming full of black stout and topped with a creamy white head. “He’s still gotten our beers.”


  “And you’ll find no finer anywhere,” Aisling said. “That’s from right down the road, you know, from New Galway. Fresh as morning mist.”


  “I suppose that will do,” the first man said, making no move to pick up the unclaimed full pint. He just stared at Aisling, but the shadow lifted from his eyes. 


  If this is what it feels like just to look at each other, she thought, what would it feel like—


  “Must’ve been something I ate,” the first man said. “I don’t think I can do the pint right now. Excuse me.” He headed off toward the toilets.


  “Sorry about that,” the other man said, sticking out his hand. “Jay.”


  “It happens,” she replied. “No worries.” She shook Jay’s hand, looking him in the eye. This is near as bad as just watching the two of them, she thought, hesitating before relinquishing the touch of his rough skin and strong yet gentle grasp. How the hell does a man have hands like that? You never get that around here. “My name’s Aisling,” she said.


  “Ash-leeng,” Jay replied, taking his time with each syllable. His voice had clearly come from America, but wherever Jay had traveled, his accent had taken souvenirs from every language and slang he’d encountered.


  “A Yank who can pronounce my name correctly,” she said, smiling. “I’m impressed. You’d be amazed how many Americans think my name is Ashley. Ashley. For feck’s sake. Not hard at all, unless you’re American, apparently.” She grinned and tilted her head. “Present company excepted, of course.”


  “Glad I made the cut,” Jay replied. “Makes me feel better. Tiran can be a bit brusque, and I can’t say we’re making the best impression for two blokes who just got to town.” Jake set a brimming pint of GPS in front of Aisling. “Let me try to make up for it,” Jay said, pulling money out of his pocket. “The pint’s on me. Least I can do for the music.”


  The bartender shook his head. “The Awen’s pints are always on the house,” he said, smiling briefly at them both, then heading off again to pour more pints.


  “The whaten? And why can I hear the capital A?”


  Aisling shrugged and picked up the pint. “Don’t know what you mean. Must have misheard him saying my name. Pubs are bugger noisy places, you know.” Dammit, Jake, she thought. You know we don’t use the titles around the people. You certainly wouldn’t like it if I referred to you as “the Jake,” or spouted off about the other Jakes and Jades all over the bloody world.


  “I consider myself a bit of an expert.”


  “Really?” Aisling said. “You mean this isn’t your first trip to Ireland? And here I was expecting the usual American vacationer come to ogle The Blast Memorial,” she said. “Fair enough, though. Some say the country was headed for some sort of civil war, but all the death from The Blast put the Yanks off killing each other.”


  “We still have our flaws,” Jay replied, “but I can’t imagine what the country would’ve been like if that war had broken out.” He took a draw off his pint. “Wow, that is the best pint of GPS I’ve ever had.” He took another long quaff. “Actually, this is my first time in Ireland,” he said.


  “Ah, holiday. When do you need to be back to work in America?”


  A shadow dropped over Jay’s eyes. “Oh, no,” he said. “If I’m on holiday, it’s a lifelong one. I left the USA about three years ago. Been in Australia, been in Africa. Took my time, saw what I could on this go-around. Hitched up to Egypt near the end, left Cairo for Dublin after a stop in London on a freighter ship a few weeks back.”


  “Three years?” Aisling asked. Africa. Hitchhiking. The story she overheard earlier.


  No, it couldn’t be.


  “Met Tiran on the Clifden bus leaving New Galway,” Jay continued. “Turns out we’d both just come from The Blast Memorial. And good timing too. There was some sort of kerfuffle up there, I heard, as we were waiting.”
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