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      Killarney, Ireland, 1837


      Voices from beneath the loft, off in the corner by the hearth, awoke him, and Aaron stilled himself to see if he could tell exactly what his mother and granddad were talking about. They were whispering, but in his eight years, he’d become an excellent eavesdropper. Though his older sisters and brother snored next to him on the mat they shared, he was closest to the ladder, and so he could easily lean just a bit over the edge, and with some concentration, make out what the hushed voices were saying.


      “That makes half a dozen this week,” his mother, Bree, was saying as she leaned in next to the elderly man who sat in a rickety chair next to her. Her hair was a dark auburn, curly, and unkempt. Though she was only in her late thirties, she looked tired. Her face was gaunt, and her shoulders stooped, even when she wasn’t leaning forward as she was now. Birthing six children and taking care of the four that survived past the age of two had taken its toll, and Aaron had noticed a significant change in her demeanor since his father had passed away almost three years ago. The mother he remembered from when he was younger smiled, sang him songs, spoke to the chickadees in the backyard. Now, everything seemed draining, and he often worried that something might happen to her as well.


      He knew his granddad, Ferris, was only sixty-one last spring, but he, too, looked haggard beyond his years. He often spent his days hunched over in the field, taking care of the meager potato crop, and while Aaron did his best to help, his mother insisted that he also learn to read, write, and do simple arithmetic so that he might have a proper profession someday. While Aaron thought all of that was important, he wanted to be like his older brother, Channing, who was ten and no longer had to sit with his mother for a few hours each day to study.


      Ferris McReynolds ran a tired, age-spotted hand through his thinning gray hair and said, “I know, Bree. And it’s takin’ its toll on the wee ones, too. They can hardly do without parents. The more they take, the harder it is for everyone to survive.”


      “The English will do somethin’, won’t they?” Bree asked, her expression changing from concern to despair in a second. “Surely, they’ll send someone who can handle them.”


      “The English do not care about the Irish,” Granddad said, his voice teetering on losing its whisper. “That I can assure you.”


      Bree nodded, as if she truly didn’t need the reminder after all. “Well, if things continue as they are, the resources will all be gone soon enough. Then, the treaty is liable to be broken, and our families will be next.”


      Ferris shook his head. “No, that cannot happen. We have an agreement. It must continue to stand.”


      “I do not think the Dark Ones care anymore for the Irish than the English do,” Bree replied, clasping her small hands in front of her body. “Perhaps it will be up to our children to make a new arrangement, one where the Dark Ones do not always have the upper hand.”


      “Bite your tongue!” Ferris snapped, his whisper becoming harsher. Aaron found himself scooting back a bit away from the unfamiliar sharpness of his granddad’s voice. “If they hear you… we will feel their wrath.”


      “If they can hear me in my own home, while the sun is rising, we are already at their mercy far more greatly than I had ever imagined,” Bree reminded him. She stood and began busying herself around the hearth, preparing breakfast for her brood of children who would be up and starving soon. Aaron watched as his granddad opened his mouth and then closed it, as if he wished to say something but wasn’t sure what to say. Eventually, his mother turned back to acknowledge her father-in-law and said, “I will not lose my children.”


      “God willing,” Ferris replied, his face turned upward and his expression thoughtful.


      “God or no God,” Bree mumbled, turning back to the pot she’d placed over the fire.


      Aaron rolled onto his back and looked up at the thatched roof so close to his face he couldn’t even stand upright if he’d wanted to. Though he was not completely sure of what his elders spoke, he knew about the Dark Ones. Some called them Banshees or Wraiths, but his mother always called them the Dark Ones despite their alleged translucent skin because they almost never came out to feast unless it was nighttime. Though some of his friends in the village were fearful to climb beneath the blankets at night, Aaron was never afraid; his granddad had explained that the Dark Ones had promised never to hurt the McReynolds clan. Now, hearing his mother’s words, he began to wonder if he was really safe or not. Perhaps he should also begin to fear the rising moon and the falling sun.


      [image: ]


      Later that afternoon, once his lessons were finished and he was allowed to join his siblings working in the field, Aaron tentatively worked alongside his oldest sister, Genty. She was the only member of their family with brown hair, like him, the rest having taken after their mother. Often, people remarked that Aaron looked like his father, Justin, who had been a laborer in the lord’s service when he’d been killed in an accident. Aaron still wasn’t exactly sure what had happened to his da, but his mother was adamant that she did not want to discuss it. He had been a good provider for their family, and now that he was gone, Granddad did his best to make enough from their meager farmland to pay the rent and feed the family.


      Genty wore a bonnet; her skin was so fair she could burn even on a cold winter day. Aaron had heard his mother tell the story many times before of how she’d taken just one look at her fair-skinned child and said she looked like a field covered in snow in winter, thus earning her the name Genty, which meant “snow.” She was tall and strong and nearly twice his age; he always thought about how he would miss her when she would leave someday soon to become a wife and mother herself. Genty told him not to worry—there were no lads around that she fancied more than him, and he would giggle and hug her. He never said so, but she was his favorite.


      “Genty,” Aaron said as he dug a small potato out of the ground and tossed it into a basket, “have you ever wondered where potatoes come from?”


      “They come from America,” Genty replied, with a smile.


      “Oh,” Aaron said with a shrug. “I thought they came from God.”


      Genty laughed gently and ruffled his hair. “That, too. They come from God, by way of America, silly boy.”


      Still not exactly sure how both could be true, Aaron moved to the next potato and wiped his brow on the back of his dirt-covered hand. “Genty, do you ever listen to Ma and Granddad talking, when they think we are still asleep?”


      Genty paused for a moment, stretching her back as one eyebrow arched over a green eye. “Do you, little one?”


      “I’m not that little,” he reminded her. “I’m nearly nine.”


      “Pardon me,” she said, stifling another giggle. “No, I don’t listen to Ma and Granddad. It wouldn’t be right to listen to a conversation I’m not part of.”


      Aaron considered her statement. He knew she was correct, and yet, he still didn’t feel too awfully bad for eavesdropping; knowing as much as possible about what was happening around him always felt most important. “I heard them talking about the Dark Ones this morning, Genty.” His voice was a whisper, and even though his other sister, Onora, and Channing were nearly half an acre away and Granddad was further still, he felt compelled to lower his voice. Perhaps, he thought, they were listening.


      Genty cleared her throat and averted her eyes, focusing back on the crops she was collecting. “We are not to speak of them, Aaron. You know that,” she reminded him.


      “Yes, I know,” he said, wondering why she would not look at him. “But Ma and Granddad were, and now, I’m a little frightened, Genty. Do you think they might be after us?”


      She looked up from the black earth and into his eyes now. “What would make you think such a thought? Granddad has told us we are safe. We have an agreement.”


      “I know, but Ma said that she didn’t know how much longer they would keep the agreement. What if… what if they come for us, too? What if we awake in the night to see them leaning over us in our bed?”


      “Aaron, don’t worry about that,” Genty assured him, but her smile looked forced, and he was not reassured. “If Granddad says we are safe, I believe him. Besides, we have more important things to worry about right now than the Dark Ones. We need to gather enough potatoes to make this month’s rent. You know how hard it’s been since….”


      “Since Da died,” Aaron finished. She could say it. He’d stopped crying over a year ago. They all missed him, but their mother had made it clear crying did little good.


      “That’s right,” she said with a nod. “No more need to fear the Dark Ones, little sprite. Now, let’s get these potatoes in before they become overripe. Heaven knows we can’t afford any spoiled potatas.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            Chapter 2


          


        


      


    


    

      Killarney, Ireland, 1840


      Kian O'Braonain was the best friend anyone in the world could ever have. He could run as fast as lightening, climb like a cat, and hit a bird with a stone from twenty yards. While Aaron seldom had a chance to play with his friend now that he was older and had more responsibility, his Ma usually didn’t mind if he walked home with Kian after mass, and the boys would spend several hours running around the base of Torc Mountain, tossing stones in the lake, or running through the village scaring the chickens and the cows.


      Today was a bit different. Last night, there had been several taken from various homes around Killarney, and though the village was rather large as such towns went, the numbers were starting to dwindle. Not only were people being taken in the night by the Dark Ones, rumor had it that some of those who had been claimed were members of the Order, ones that were supposed to be left alone according to the agreement. Aaron heard the whispers, not only from the adults in his own home, but from behind hands in the market, in church, and as he and Kian made their way through the village. The weight of worry rested over Killarney like a woolen blanket, and despite their need to revel in the freedom of a few hours’ break from chores, Aaron did not feel like giving chase to his best friend that day.


      “I suppose you’ve heard what they’re all whispering about,” Kian said, sitting down next to Aaron on a large stone which was part of the ruins of an ancient castle they often came to explore.


      “Yeah,” Aaron muttered, his hands folded in front of him. “I’ve been hearing it for a while, but… do you think it’s true? The agreement is over?”


      Kian shrugged. “I don’t know. I ne’er hear my ma or da say two words about it. All I know is what my grandma told me before she passed away—not to worry because I am of Hunter stock, whatever that implies.”


      “Right,” Aaron nodded. He wasn’t sure either. “And my granddad insists we’ve nothing to worry about either. But I’m not so sure.”


      Kian scratched the back of his blond head. Aaron had always thought it was odd that his hair was so fair. He didn’t look like many other people he knew. He wondered if that had anything at all to do with the agreement or the Hunter stock he spoke of. “I don’t suppose there’s much we can do about it anyway. I’ve heard that once they get ahold of you, all you can do is pray that God takes you good and quick.”


      Aaron shuddered at the thought. “But what if they turn ya, and you don’t go to God right away? Then what?” he asked.


      Shaking his head, Kian said, “My grandma said that we can’t be turned. Only the others, the ones without the agreement, can be turned. That’s why we have the agreement.”


      “I don’t think that’s true,” Aaron replied, biting the corner of his lower lip. “My ma said that Seana O’Malley was turned just last week, and she’s been thinkin’ she was safe because of the agreement for almost sixty years. That’s what my ma said anyway.”


      “I think your ma must be mistaken,” Kian interjected, picking up a rock off of the ground and tossing it nowhere in particular. “I think the O’Malley’s weren’t ever really part of the agreement. They’ve been boasting all along, but they are really just others like everyone else.”


      “You say it like being an other makes a person worth less,” Aaron pointed out, thinking of all the people he knew from church and town who were not protected, one in particular, who happened to be an O’Malley herself.


      Kian shrugged. “Maybe they are,” he said. “I mean, there must be some reason why the Dark Ones stay nigh of us.”


      Unable to reason that through his brain, Aaron just shrugged. “It seems to me that everyone should be able to go to bed at night without thinkin’ they might awake to a pale face and large teeth hovering above their bed.”


      “And it seems to me that the others might find a way to better protect themselves,” Kian replied, dismissively. “Now come on; let’s go back into town. I’m starving.”


      Without further argument, Aaron pulled himself up off the rough stone and followed Kian back toward the village. From here, they could see a sprinkling of houses, all small with thatched roofs and missing chinking. Most everyone had a plot between one and five acres; only a few had larger sections of land, and those people were considered a bit more important, whether they were others or not. The land was hilly with lots of little rocks, and Aaron could remember how he’d helped his granddad gather the stones when he’d first started tilling the land up several years ago, when his da had gone off to serve the landowner and they’d been given a larger plot. Though they grew a few other crops, mostly for sale, everyone here depended upon the potato. And the ones who were said to live in the hills and only came out at night depended upon the others.


      Neither of them felt like running today, and as they began to make their way past the houses on the outskirts of town, they heard lots of hushed voices and whispering. Clearly, everyone was still uneasy about the rise in deaths and turnings at the hands of the Dark Ones recently. Despite what Kian’s grandma or his own granddad said, Aaron was apprehensive, and not just for himself or his own family. As he plodded along, his thoughts turned to the beautiful face that had caught his mind’s attention earlier, and he hoped he might spy her on his way through town.


      He was lost in a daydream and might have walked right past her if Kian hadn’t nudged him and pointed to the yard near Renny O’Malley’s house, who happened to be her uncle. “There’s Aislyn,” he said in a whisper, “the girl you’re always gawking at.”


      Aaron turned to look at her, and without disagreeing with Kian’s chide, he felt a smile envelop his face. She was the most beautiful site he’d ever seen in all his eleven-and-a-half years. Though she wasn’t but nine, her green eyes twinkled, and her smile made his heart catch in his chest. She had long red hair that fell down her back in curly ribbons, and he loved to see it billow in the breeze. Today, she wore a simple brown frock, but it never mattered what she had on; she always looked lovely.


      “Are you plannin’ on starin’ at her all day, or are you going to say hello?” Kian asked, nudging him hard enough to knock him forward and out of his stupor.


      “Oh, right,” Aaron replied, a shade of red creeping up his neck. He waved at Aislyn O’Malley, and she raised her hand slightly in recognition before she smiled in return, which lit Aaron’s heart on fire. Then she turned away, following her mother across the yard.


      “You’re such a dolt,” Kian said, a smirk forming across his face. “One glimpse of Aislyn and you turn into a blabbering fool.”


      Aaron felt a bit embarrassed, but he knew what his friend said was true. “I guess I just can’t help it,” he replied, running his hand through his light brown hair. “She’s… beautiful.”


      “You’re going to marry her someday,” Kian teased, his voice sing-song.


      “I hope so,” Aaron admitted, putting an end to the song. If what Kian said was true and the O’Malleys were never part of the agreement, then Aaron knew the sooner he married Aislyn, the better. He’d do anything he could to protect her from the Dark Ones. Of course, being only eleven and a half, he was aware that it would be several more years before he could marry anyone. Nevertheless, he vowed that day to always keep Aislyn safe, no matter what.


      Over the next several days, the Dark Ones went on a spree that left many homes missing loved ones, a few of whom would return in nights to come to other homes nearby to make their own claims. And as each day went by, Aaron became more and more concerned, not just about the welfare of his own family and Kian’s but of Aislyn’s as well.


      One afternoon, while working next to his granddad to clean the potatoes they’d just gathered, he decided to broach the one topic he was forbidden to discuss. At this point, it seemed like it just might be a matter of life or death.


      “Granddad, can I ask you a question?” he asked as he brushed the sod from the brown vegetable.


      “I think you just did,” his granddad replied, smiling at him through several missing teeth.


      Aaron laughed only slightly at his grandfather’s attempt at humor. His heart was heavy. “I mean, I’d like to ask you a question, though I’m afraid you might get upset.”


      “Why would I get upset?” the older man asked, stopping his task and looking at his grandson with concern. “Have you ever known your granddad to raise his voice?”


      While the answer was yes, on occasion, Aaron knew that wasn’t what he was expected to say. “No, Granddad.”


      “Well, then what is it, lad?”


      Aaron cleared his throat and studied the potato bin. “Granddad, I’ve a friend I’m worried about. I’m afraid I don’t know much about the… agreement, and I was wondering if you could tell me if she might be safe.” He glanced up at his granddad and waited to see if it was safe to proceed.


      Ferris adjusted in his seat. In a cautious tone, he said, “You know it is forbidden to discuss such matters.”


      Nodding, Aaron said, “I have heard. I just… didn’t know what else to do.”


      There was silence for a long while as the grandfather seemed to contemplate the question. After a bit, he asked, “What is the name?”


      A lump in his throat prevented a hasty response. Eventually, Aaron managed, “O’Malley.”


      “Which O’Malley, lad? There is more than one O’Malley family in Killarney.”


      Though Aaron knew that, he wasn’t sure it would matter. He was a bit embarrassed to answer, as he hadn’t told his family about his affection for her, but eventually he said, “Aislyn, Granddad. Her name is Aislyn.”


      His forehead creased, and he scratched the top of his balding head. “Aislyn O’Malley?” he questioned. “I’m not sure which one she is. Who is her father?”


      “He was called Colin before he passed away,” Aaron explained. “Seana O’Malley was her great-aunt.”


      “Oh, that’s right. Renny’s niece,” the old man nodded. “Beautiful girl.”


      Aaron said nothing, only stared at his grandfather, blue eyes narrowed in anticipation.


      “Well, my boy, if I’m not mistaken,” he began in a softer voice than Aaron had heard in a while, “it is the Seamus O’Malley family, the one that lives near the base of Mount Torc, that is protected as members of the Order.”


      Feeling his breath catch and his heart seem to stop beating for several seconds, Aaron became sick to his stomach. The idea that Aislyn could truly be in danger was enough to make him panic. “Grandad! What can we do?” he asked, his voice quiet but the intensity evident.


      With a shrug, the elderly man said, “Nothing, Aaron. I’m sorry. We have an agreement. It is the only way to keep our families safe.”


      “But what about the other families?” He could feel the anger building up inside of himself. “They deserve to be safe, too.”


      “There is nothing we can do.” He continued to shrug and shake his head, and his complacency was enough to make Aaron want to pick up the entire basket of potatoes and toss them.


      Perhaps if he hadn’t been so full of rage, he’d have heard his mother approaching behind him. “Aaron? What’s the matter?” she asked. “Your face is as red as a cardinal’s breast.”


      “Nothing to fret about, Bree,” Ferris assured her. “We were just talking about some important matters, nothing a woman need worry her head about.”


      Seeming to accept that, Bree turned to Aaron and said, “Will you take these inside to Genty? She and Channing are getting them ready to take to market tomorrow.”


      Without another word, Aaron rose and picked up the basket, steadying it on his hip as he made his way inside. He would not accept his granddad’s answer, but he wasn’t sure how to go about making a change either. And since he was forbidden from speaking about the agreement with anyone, it would make finding a solution that much harder.


      As soon as he walked in the door, his sister’s face fell. “Aaron? What happened?” she asked. “Come, sit down.”


      “It’s nothing,” he assured her, not sure he should bring up the subject with her or his brother. He set the basket down on the small table where they dined, adding it to the multiple baskets his siblings already had stacked there.


      “Are you certain?” she asked. “You look upset.”


      “You look angry,” Channing clarified from where he sat at the far end of the table, counting potatoes. He was thirteen, big and strong, nothing like his younger brother who was wiry and fast but not bulky.


      “I’m fine,” Aaron replied, his fisted hands refusing to relax.


      Genty’s eyes dropped from his eyes to his hands and then back to his face again before she said, “If you say so, little brother.” She cleared her throat and went back to tending to the potatoes as she asked, “Are you going with us tomorrow to deliver these? Onora has promised to be there. I can’t wait to see how large her belly has grown.”


      Onora, who was seventeen now, had married a young man from the village late last year, and now she carried her first child. She had married an other, and now that they were wed, if the agreement were true, he would be safe, as would their children. While Aaron would not mind at all to see his sister, the thought of marriage, safety, children, and most of all, the agreement, made him angry again. “I think I shall go chop some wood,” he announced, and without even answering his sister’s question, he went back out the door to the wood pile in hopes of finding a way to unleash some of the rage he felt in his heart.


      Later that night, as he lay looking at the thatch above him, Genty rolled over and snuggled her head up next to his ear. He could hear his granddad snoring from his bunk below them, and though his mother had just put her sewing aside and turned to her own cot a few minutes ago, he could tell by the rise and fall of her chest that she was also in a deep slumber. “What is bothering you, little brother?” Genty asked, her voice a whisper in his ear.


      He turned to face her, glancing over her at Channing who was also sound asleep. “I can’t speak of it,” he sighed.


      Though the firelight didn’t quite reach the loft, he felt her nod her head next to him. “Can you indicate what it is that you cannot say.”


      His sister was bright, and he was sure there would be a way he could voice his concerns to her without saying too much, should he choose to do so. He’d been keeping his anger bottled up for so long, it seemed like letting it out might be too explosive for such a small space. He took a deep breath and finally said, “It just isn’t fair. And I wish that it were.”


      She leaned up on her elbow. “I understand. And I agree. But I don’t know what we should do about it. I don’t suppose there is anything that can be done.”


      “I just wish I were older,” he continued, “so that maybe then I could keep… more people safe.”


      The gleam from the fire off of her white teeth let him know she was smiling. “You mean Aislyn?” she asked.


      He said nothing, only averted his eyes and resumed his staring at the ceiling.


      “Aaron, even if she isn’t part of the agreement, she’ll likely still be safe. There are so many people, and even though it seems as if they are taking more and more each day, there are many others who will grow old with no fear of being turned or taken.”


      Believing her would have been the easy thing to do, but her words were of no comfort. “I cannot bear to think of it,” he said, feeling a tear in his eye, which he hoped she could not see. “I cannot bear to think of any of it. It should not be this way.”


      She smoothed back the hair on his forehead. “I know, little brother. But it is the way of it. And there is nothing that we can do.”


      Aaron glanced up at his sister, pondering whether or not he was brave enough to tell her what Kian had said, that word he had used, the one he’d never heard before. Perhaps Genty would know its meaning. She was his best sister, his favorite of all, and he knew in his heart that if anyone could help him find a way, it was her. “Genty, have you ever heard of a Hunter before?” he asked, just barely a whisper.


      “A hunter?” she repeated. “You mean, like those who claim the king’s deer?”


      “No, I don’t think so,” he replied. “Kian said it the other day. I think it has something to do with the… them. I think there might be more to this understanding than we know about.”


      “Oh, little brother,” Genty said, still smoothing his hair. “I think it best if we do not discuss this further, and that you and Kian don’t either. You are treading on thin ice, my love. I know that you are fearful for your friend, but I am certain that, if you pray for her each night, the Lord will look after her. And I shall say a prayer for her, too. Now, close those pretty blue eyes of yours and get some sleep. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”


      He knew that there was nothing more to be said on the topic now. Clearly, Genty knew no more than he did, and she wasn’t willing to risk saying more even if she did. With a sigh, he nestled his arm under his head and considered her words. She kissed him gently on the forehead, and just as she was about to lie back down, he asked, “Genty, why do you stay?”


      “What’s that?” she asked, her head hovering above the mat but no longer resting on her arm.


      “I asked why you stay. Why haven’t you ever married? You’re nearly twenty.”


      She giggled softly. “I told you long ago. I love you best, little brother.”


      He turned to look at her as she rested her head. “That can’t be it.”


      “Don’t worry yourself about me,” she assured him, gently pulling on the thin quilt that covered the three of them. “Someday, when you are older and have built a home of your own with Aislyn, then I will find a man and make a life with him. In the meantime, I will always be your Gen.”


      As Aaron pushed thoughts of the Dark Ones and sweet Aislyn aside, he reflected on how lucky he was to have such a wonderful sister. At least he knew his Gen would always be safe from the Dark Ones. They could never take her. They had an agreement.
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      Killarney, Ireland, 1846


      Aislyn was standing next to the well, the one that most townsfolk used to water their animals when they were out on the commons as her family’s sheep were now. Though he had no animals and no reason to be congregated near the watering hole, he realized he was approaching, and there was nothing he could do to prevent himself from doing so.


      At fifteen, she was just as lovely as ever. Her hair was longer still, and she almost always wore it in a single braid down her back, though he still liked it best free and billowing in the wind. She had the loveliest green eyes and the kindest smile. Her porcelain skin looked soft and creamy, and though he’d never run the back of his hand down her cheek, he’d imagined doing so would feel like touching fine silk linen.


      He’d taken to speaking to her whenever he could, and he was beginning to think perhaps she fancied him, though he knew she couldn’t be nearly as fond of him as he was of her. Still, as he came to an abrupt halt before her, only a few grazing sheep and old Ms. Sutton within earshot, her smile broadened, and she looked up at him through long, thick lashes.


      “Good day, Miss O’Malley,” Aaron said, not able to hold back the grin that spread across his face. “How are you this day?”


      “Oh, Aaron, you’re always so formal,” she replied, smoothing her worn blue frock. “You know you may call me Aislyn. We’ve known each other since we were wee ones.”


      “Aye, we have, though tis true that neither of us are so wee anymore.” She peered at him for a moment, her brow furrowed, as if she were not sure what he was alluding to. “That is to say, I’m seventeen, and you’re nearly sixteen, aren’t you?”


      She nodded. “Fifteen and a half.”


      Continuing to smile at him, she began to hoist the bucket up from the well, and he took hold of the rope, brushing her hand as he did so. She blushed, and he said, “Pardon me. Would you like some assistance?”


      “If you don’t mind,” she replied, letting go the rope, and running her hands along her frock again.


      Still feeling the warmth on his hand where he had made contact with hers, Aaron lifted the bucket out of the well and emptied the contents so that the animals may drink from the nearby trough. “There you go.”


      “Thank you,” Aislyn said, still smiling. “Our flock has gotten much smaller lately. It isn’t such a chore to herd them as it used to be, though Mac is quite helpful, as you can see by his attentiveness.”


      Aaron laughed as she gestured at the skinny black and white dog who lay in the shadow of one of the many trees that offered shade to the watering hole. “He is a hard worker indeed,” he agreed.


      Aislyn glanced up at him and then away again, back toward the dog, biting at the corner of her lip as if she were about to speak, but it took her a moment to ask, “Are you plannin’ to attend the cross-roads Sunday? I don’t believe I’ve seen you there. I know you never attended when the dance master visited, but I’ve heard you are still quite the nimble performer.”


      Feeling the color rise in his face, Aaron cleared his throat. While he had also heard his dancing skills were above par, he had always hesitated to attend the popular dances held every few weeks at the intersection of two nearby roads where many of the young people of his village gathered to enjoy each other’s company for fear of embarrassing himself in front of Aislyn. Kian was always ribbing him, saying he should come and look the fool if it be so; at least he’d have an opportunity to speak to her away from church or randomly bumping into her in town—though lately these chance meetings had become much more calculated on his part. “My reputation may leave one wanting, but I had considered making an appearance.”


      “Your sister, Genty, is often there. You could accompany her,” Aislyn offered as one of the sheep nudged itself against her leg.


      “Perhaps I could accompany you.” Aaron was a bit taken aback at his own boldness, and as Aislyn’s cheeks turned a light pink, he heard Ms. Sutton break into laughter on the other side of the well.


      They both turned to face her, and she said, “Aw to be young again! If I’d known then what I know now—that Tommy Lynch would be the only one to ever ask for my hand—I’d have married that ox of a man before Peggy Monahan snatched him up. Listen to the words of an old woman, little lass, you’ve got a fine lookin’ young man in the McReynolds lad here. Don’t be foolish like me. You’ll regret it someday when you’ve only a skinny cow and a lazy dog to call your own.” And with that, the buxom woman took the lead on said cow and began to teeter away back toward her home, the yellow dog she’d referred to following at her heels.


      Aislyn broke into a fit of giggles, and seeing her genuinely joyful, Aaron began to laugh, too. Her laughter continued until, in an effort to keep from losing her balance and toppling over, Aislyn rested her hand on his chest, and with her touch, Aaron regained his composure, the feel of her warm palm permeating through his shirt. Her other hand was resting atop the well, just inches from his own, and realizing they were now alone, he slid his hand over a bit to rest on top of hers.


      She suddenly became quite serious as well. Her green eyes flickered from her own hand where it rested near his shoulder back to his eyes, and though she looked hesitant, she did not pull away. With his other hand, he reached up and encircled her delicate fingers so that her hand was confined to his chest. He said nothing, only looked into her eyes and smiled. This was by far the closest to her he’d ever been.


      Aislyn returned the smile, though she couldn’t maintain the eye contact, and blushing, dropped her gaze to her own boots. “I’d love to attend with you, Aaron,” she said glancing up to him. “I’m not sure what my Ma will say. Perhaps we should meet there.”


      “I do believe your Ma is partial to me,” he reminded her, readjusting their hands that still rested on the well so that their fingers were intertwined. “She always speaks to me at mass, and she’s yet to chase me off your property with a broom whenever I stop to say hello.”


      The giggling had returned, and she wore the pink blush again. Aaron brought her other hand up to meet the one resting on his chest so that both of her hands were clasped between his. “She is fond of you,” Aislyn admitted. “It’s only that I am her last child living at home, and I fear she’ll miss me if I… leave.”


      Aaron felt his heart catch in his chest at the realization that she’d been about to say “marry” instead of “leave,” an indication that she may actually be willing to become his wife. Though he’d hoped and prayed for such an outcome for longer than he could remember, the idea that she might potentially become his one day in the not so distant future made him feel lighter than air. He couldn’t help but grin at her, and though he wanted to acknowledge her words, no sentences would form.


      “What is it?” Aislyn asked, eyeing him cautiously, though she still smiled. “Have I said something peculiar?”


      “No,” he assured her. “Not at all. I will be more than happy to meet you at the cross-roads on Sunday evening.”


      Her smile reached her eyes, which twinkled with glee. “Good. Then I shall take Ms. Sutton’s advice and consider myself a lucky lass.”


      “Aye, and I shall know for certain that there isn’t a man in all of Ireland as fortunate as I,” Aaron replied watching the pink turn to crimson and turn the exposed skin above her chest a telling red, which began to crawl up her exquisite neck.


      “You make me blush, Mr. McReynolds,” she said, dropping her eyes.


      “Who is being too formal now?” he asked. Momentarily releasing her hand, he brushed a fine strand of red behind her ear, and as he did so, his knuckles kissed her cheek. Though it was nothing more than a fleeting glance, he now knew for certain that her skin was as soft as silk. Recapturing her hand, he returned it to its former position, just above his heart.


      Aislyn surveyed their surroundings, and though no one approached, her sheep were beginning to wander, the dog unconcerned. “I should be going,” she said, her voice revealing that she was truly in no hurry to do so.


      “If you must,” Aaron replied softly, unwilling to release her just yet.


      “The day grows long, and we’ve much to do,” she reminded him, though her feet did not shift and her fingers were still interlaced with his.


      With a sigh, he replied, “Then I shall release you to your duties, my sweet Aislyn.” He let go of her hands, but they lingered on his chest for a moment before she leaned forward, her head tipped down, her eyes closed, and took a deep breath. Even as she began to step backward, she did not open her eyes, and Aaron watched in wonder at the marvel of the beautiful young lady who unfathomably seemed almost as enraptured with him as he was with her.


      “I shall see you soon,” she said with a small smile as she placed her hands behind her back and turned to go.


      A grin pulled at the corner of his mouth as he watched her walk away, hoping that the sheep either knew their part and went along, or she realized she’d forgotten them before she made it all the way home. The dog continued to rest in the shade, though it did appear to Aaron that he was also smiling.


      It seemed like a thousand years passed before Sunday finally arrived, and while Genty was nearly as excited for Aaron to attend the cross-roads event as he was himself, his mother seemed apprehensive. With Channing off with his new wife and Genty promising she’d only stay at home as long as Aaron was there, Bree seemed in no hurry to see her youngest off and wed.


      He wouldn’t go far, though. His granddad had arranged for him to rent a plot of land a bit closer to the mountain but within easy walking distance to his mother’s home. The land would need cleared, which would take time and effort, but everyone would join in building a new home and removing the rocks and other debris; in Killarney, they each took care of one another the best they could.


      “Look at you!” Genty exclaimed as Aaron made his way outside to meet her. “You’ve pressed your trousers and patched your shirt!”


      Aaron shrugged as if he didn’t feel the culminating moment of significance on the horizon. “I wanted to look nice.”


      “I think everyone will agree you’ve done that,” Genty replied, linking her arm through his. She wore a pale-yellow dress her mother had recently handed down, and though it was a bit worn, it fit her nicely. The summer sun was just beginning to disappear as they began to wind their way down the path.


      “Aaron! Genty!” their mother called, causing them both to turn and take a few steps back as she rushed to meet them. “Do be careful,” their slightly out-of-breath ma warned. “You know they will be out by the time you head home, and they are getting brasher. Don’t assume that because you belong to the Order you will be protected.”


      “We will be careful, Ma, we promise,” Genty assured their mother, though it didn’t seem to do much good as her mother still looked concerned.


      She continued. “Just a few days ago they attacked in broad daylight in the middle of the road. Claimed one as their own and left the other to suffer and die out in the hot sun.”


      “Ma, we’ll be fine,” Aaron assured her, though he wasn’t certain how he would ensure this to be so. If the Dark Ones chose them, what could one even do to protect oneself?


      With a hug of each of them, Bree turned and walked back toward the house, leaving Genty and Aaron both to shake their heads and continue on their way.


      “I think word of the failed potata crop has left her a bit… off,” Genty said quietly, once they were out of hearing distance.


      Aaron had to agree. Though they’d yet to suffer any bad crops in their own field, others had, and he knew it was likely just a matter of time. He’d urged his granddad to diversify, plant a bit of something else, but other seed was hard to come by, and what little other vegetables were planted never did as well as the potato when they had a good crop.


      As they approached others making their way down the road to the dance, Aaron pushed thoughts of his mother, the failing potatoes, and even the Dark Ones away, and trying not to let his nerves get the best of him, he began to think about the possibility of dancing the evening away with the beautiful Aislyn O’Malley.


      The sun was kissing the horizon, changing the sky to shades of orange and pink and turning a rather warm day into a pleasant evening. By the time they reached the cross-roads, several dozen others, mostly young people around Aaron’s age, had congregated and some had even begun to dance to the festive tune the fiddler who sat on a stool off to the side whittled on his instrument. Torches and a bonfire provided enough light to see which smiling face belonged to whom, though spying Aislyn standing off to the side in a long checkered skirt and pink shirtwaist, her hair done up in a crown around her head, Aaron was certain he would have seen her if the only light were the twinkling stars.


      It wasn’t Aislyn who initially welcomed him, however. Kian skipped over, a drink in one hand, the other entwined with that of the lovely Shannon Dunne. “Aaron! Genty! You’re here. You finally made him come,” he said, looking at the older sister as he jabbed his friend playfully in the side, letting go of Shannon, not the mead. “It’s past time for you to show your face.”


      Aaron couldn’t help but smile. “I am here,” he confirmed, his arms open wide. “I hope that you will still remember when you see me tomorrow, though as large as that mug is, I’m not certain you will.”


      “He never does,” Shannon offered with a laugh, her freckled face contorting a bit with the heartiness of her glee. She was tall and thin, even taller than Kian, with long strawberry blonde hair, and though Aaron never found her particularly pretty, she was a good match for his friend. He was certain Kian would be announcing an engagement soon, and Aaron looked forward to having him as a neighbor on the new plots the landlord had just agreed to lease nearer the lake once he had Aislyn’s hand as well.


      “I’m going to join my friends,” Genty said with a smile and pat atop her brother’s head as she bounded away to join some of the older revelers. Some might say she was too old to still be attending such dances, certainly too old now to ever find a husband, but Aaron watched the faces of several gentlemen light up as Genty skipped over and knew that she could still marry if she chose to. Clearly, she had been intending to keep a promise not to abandon him.


      Glancing across the crowd, he saw that Aislyn was looking at him, and everyone else faded away. Without a response to Kian’s question if he wanted a drink or Shannon’s comment on how lovely the sky was, he worked his way over to where she stood with a few other young lasses from the village, dodging a couple of dancers as he did so.


      The other girls grew quiet as he approached, though he hardly even noticed their smiles and snickers as he focused in on the lovely face he’d come to see. Her lips parted in a grin when he came to a stop before her, and he felt warmth radiate throughout his body, certain his face was beaming.


      “Good evening, Miss O’Malley,” he said, dipping his head before her. “How are you this fine night?”


      “I’m well, thank you,” she said, her green eyes twinkling in the starlight. “I see you’ve forgotten our conversation earlier in the week.”


      Her voice had a teasing lilt to it, and as he took a step closer so that he could both hear and see her better, he asked, “What’s that?”


      “I told you to call me Aislyn,” she reminded him. “I guess you’ve forgotten that we even met.” She sighed, but her eyes gave away the play.


      Forgetting that the other girls were even present, he replied, “Oh, believe me, I shall not forget our conversation should I live to be a hundred and one, Miss Aislyn.” Even in the dim light, he could see that his comment brought a blush to her skin, and he couldn’t help but smile as she twisted her hands together nervously. “Besides, had I forgotten our conversation, I wouldn’t be here.”


      “Perhaps you’ve come at the invitation of another lass,” she offered, peering up at him through her lashes.


      Aaron looked around for a moment before saying, “Are there other lasses here? I hadn’t noticed?”


      Despite the remark completely disregarding them, her friends awed even louder than Aislyn did herself, and as the music began to shift, Aaron stretched out his hand and asked, “Will you dance with me?”


      Aislyn’s ruby red lips pulled to the side in a crooked smile. “I will,” she said, placing her hand in his, and with no more thoughts of who may comment on his dancing skills, Aaron led her to the makeshift dance floor.


      The fiddler had been joined by a drummer and harpist, and the first song was a joyful jig. As they began to do the steps together in sync, the rest of the dancers melted away, and Aaron found himself entranced by those green eyes and jubilant smile. The touch of her hand, the feel of her in his arms, the way she twisted and turned, had him completely enthralled, and as the night wore on, he wondered why he had never attended the cross-roads before. Aislyn was an angel, floating around him on gossamer wings, and he felt as if he were the luckiest lad in all of Ireland, perhaps the world, to have the honor to be her partner for the evening.


      Though others had tried to come betwixt them, the only time they left each other’s side was when the set called for it, and even then, Aaron kept his eyes interlocked with hers, only losing sight of her in a turn now and again. There were other young men who clearly had their eyes on the lithe beauty, but he was certain now that Aislyn was his. If other girls had set their sights on him, he hadn’t even noticed.
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