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1826, Middlebranch, Ohio 

Grandmamma Bridey always told the best stories, and Valentia McDowell had learned early not to miss a single one.

At ten years old, she knelt close to the hearth with her siblings and cousins gathered around Grandmamma’s favorite overstuffed chair. The fire crackled and hissed, scattering the occasional spark across the thick wool rug. Valentia did not flinch. She liked the sparks. They reminded her of fireflies, alive and restless, as if they listened along with the children.

Grandmamma settled herself with a contented sigh. Firelight caught in her hair, once bright red and now streaked with white, giving it a silvery glow. Valentia leaned forward and quieted the younger children before they could be reminded.

Grandmamma rested her knotted hands on the arms of the chair and stared into the flames rather than at the circle of expectant faces.

“The history of my native Ireland,” she said, “is too full to be kept in one place. There is too much magic and too many stories for that. They spill out. They follow those of us who leave.”

The flames shifted and leaned, as though stirred by her voice.

“That is why I tell them to you,” she continued. “So you will remember them and carry them with you. You must never let them go.”

Valentia felt the words sink deep into her chest, settling there with a weight she did not yet understand.

Grandmamma drew a slow breath, and when she spoke again, something in her voice had changed. It sounded older, fuller, as if another presence had joined with it.

“The Dagda was a great god in ancient Ireland. He was the leader of the Tuatha Dé Danann and was called the Good God, though he could be fearsome when roused. He laughed loud and long, with a great belly that slipped free of his tunic when he walked, shaking with mirth.”

The children laughed softly, and Valentia smiled with them.

“He loved magical things,” Grandmamma went on. “Most of all, he loved his harp. He carried it everywhere, even into battle. But after the great Battle of Mag Tuired, the Fomorians stole it from him.”

A small gasp came from Conor, barely two years old, his mossy green eyes turning round with alarm. Valentia reached back and rested her hand on his curls.

“The Dagda did not laugh then,” Grandmamma said.

She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “With his son, Aengus Óg, he went to reclaim what was his. They came to the feast hall of their enemies, blazing with torchlight and full of noise. The Fomorians were celebrating their triumph, and there, upon the wall, hung the harp, glittering and bound.”

As she spoke, the fire snapped sharply. A faint, metallic sound rang through the room, like a single plucked string.

Only Valentia noticed.

“The Dagda strode into the hall,” Grandmamma said, “and spoke the old words of power. The harp flew to his hands. And then he played it.”

She paused and fixed her sharp green eyes on little Maggie, hardly four years old and solemn as a cherub.

“First, he played the Strain of Weeping, and every warrior in the hall cried like a lost child. Then he played the Strain of Merriment, and joy seized them until the hall shook with laughter. Finally, because all true magic in Ireland is done in threes, he played the Strain of Sleep.”

The fire settled as Grandmamma continued.

“The Fomorians fell into a sleep so deep they could not be roused, while the Dagda and his son slipped away into the night with the harp.”

Silence followed. Valentia realized she had been holding her breath.

There were many stories like this across the years. Stories of fairy kings and jealous goddesses. Stories of children turned into swans and boats that sailed without sails. When the night grew late, Grandmamma told quieter tales. Stories of hunger and loss. Stories of County Donegal, left behind.

“Tell us about New York,” Valentia said, as she always did.

Grandmamma sighed, her smile touched with sadness. “You have heard that one a hundred times, mo chuisle.”

“But it is my favorite.”

“Well then.” She stirred the fire. “It was a blustery day when we stepped off the ship. I held Niamh’s hand so tightly I thought she might lose feeling in it.”

“Niamh was my grandma,” Maggie announced proudly.

Grandmamma smiled patiently. “That she was, sweetling, and my dearest friend. We stood on the pier with all we owned piled at our feet, while our parents searched for a way inland. I thought it would take hours to reach Ohio. I had not yet learned what distances meant in the New World.”

Her voice softened. “Ma coughed through every mile. Da looked like a shadow of himself. I tried to be brave.”

She poked at the fire, sending a small shower of sparks up the chimney.

“Like my sister Esme,” she said quietly. “She stayed behind, newly married. So did her twin, Eithne. They had homes and children of their own. I knew I’d never see them again.”

Valentia fingered the fringe of her shawl. “Do they still live in Donegal?”

“As far as I know, my dear.” Grandmamma lifted her chin. “Remembering Esme’s strength, I decided to face this new country like a woman from the old tales. A warrior.”

She swept her arm through the air. Conor laughed and clapped.

“But hear me well,” Grandmamma said. “Stories are how we remember who we are. Family is the thread that binds them.” Her eyes met Valentia’s and held. “You must remember for me. Do you promise?”

Valentia nodded, solemn as an oath. “I promise.”

That night, long after the household slept, Valentia lay awake imagining distant hills and ancient stones. She felt, without knowing why, that someday she would cross the same ocean Grandmamma had crossed.

Someday, she would find the family left behind. 
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1846 

Middlebranch, Ohio 

Even five years after her death, Grandmamma Bridey’s stories followed Valentia McDowell into sleep.

Night after night, Ohio slipped away from her, replaced by other lands she did not remember learning but somehow knew. 

At times she woke in the midst of battle, hemmed in by towering figures, their shields painted and their cries splitting the air. Her body ached afterward, as though the blows had followed her into waking.

On other mornings, she woke in tears, grieving the loss of a land so beautiful and strange it made waking unbearable. She called it the Land of the Ever Young, though the name arrived whole, without memory of learning it.

Some nights were quiet. On those nights, she wandered lonely moors beneath wide skies and felt, with unshakable certainty, that she stood where her grandmother once had.

Through them all ran the same quiet insistence, like a hand at her back, urging her toward something she did not yet know how to face.

Her grandmother’s voice lingered after waking. Never let them go.

Valentia woke gasping, her skin damp, her heart still locked in the rhythm of flight. Pale winter light crept through the curtains. Her heart hammered against her ribs as if it had not yet realized the danger had passed.

The door opened a crack, and Maggie peered in. “Are you well, Miss Valentia? Is something amiss?”

Maggie’s round face was drawn with concern. She had red, wavy hair and brown eyes, and a compact, energetic build that reminded Valentia of a small bird.

“I’m quite all right,” Valentia said, pressing her hand against her chest until her breathing slowed. “I had another restless dream. They have been rather persistent of late. I think it’s best that I rise now, so I’m glad you came.”

Maggie nodded and entered the room, crossing at once to the wardrobe. She selected a dress and held it up for inspection. Valentia gave her approval.

As Maggie helped her dress, Valentia turned her attention back to the remnants of the dream. She always tried to hold on to them upon waking, but they often slipped away with the morning light. This one resisted her efforts, breaking apart into sharp impressions rather than a single memory. She saw a painted shield flashing with color, a long silver spear raised high, and a woman with wild hair and a painted face who laughed as she charged forward into the clash of battle.

The sounds followed. Steel striking steel. Cries, horns, and the roar of voices. The room tipped, and Valentia sat down hard on the settle by her vanity.

Maggie let out a startled sound. “Miss Valentia.”

“I’m quite well,” Valentia said quickly. “I have had the battle dream again.”

She knew she shared more than was proper with a lady’s maid, but Maggie had become her confidante over the years, closer than any friends she might have claimed within the limited social world of northern Ohio.

Maggie resumed brushing her hair, though her movements slowed. “They sound dreadful.”

“They are,” Valentia said. She looked toward the wide bay window and the pale morning beyond. “And yet I find myself more alive in them than I do when awake.”

Outside stretched the familiar sight of her father’s prosperous farm. Snow covered the rolling fields, and the cows stood in dark clusters against the white. The red barn rose clean and orderly on the slope beyond. Near it, her eldest brother Wallace gestured sharply as he spoke with the factor, Howard McKenzie. Even from this distance, Valentia could tell they were arguing, as they so often did.

Howard was energetic and full of ideas for improvement. Wallace was steady and practical, content with methods that had worked well enough for years.

Once, Valentia had imagined marrying Howard. They had both been young and hopeful then. Her father’s objections had ended the matter, and Howard had taken another bride.

Since then, no other offers had come that suited either her father’s expectations or her own inclinations, despite her looks, her artistic talent, and the comfort of her family’s wealth.

Maggie tugged sharply at her hair.

Valentia gave a small cry. “Please be gentle, Maggie. That was painful.”

“I beg your pardon, Miss Valentia,” Maggie said, without much contrition. “Your hair does tangle dreadfully when you toss about in your sleep.”

Valentia sighed and endured the brushing. Her dark curls resisted every attempt at order, and taming them into respectable fashion
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