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      I stared at the television screen, my brow scrunched in confusion as I read the headline scrolling across the bottom for the third time:

      Government in chaos. Emergency election called. New government expected to be elected in a matter of weeks.

      When Teagan had called me in Lakeview and told me I had to come home immediately, this turn of events hadn’t even factored on my radar of possible problems. So, to be sitting here, staring at Declan Bannon’s smug face on the screen as he stood proudly behind a podium and declared his intention to run for Taoiseach was a little surreal.

      My raven-haired best friend sat on the sofa to my left, her expression grim as she, too, stared at the screen in silence. Pete, my ex-boyfriend, appeared marginally more relaxed as he leaned against the wall closest to us, hands in his jeans pockets, but I wasn’t fooled. Even just seeing the head of the Order’s face again made me want to punch something. While my friends might not have felt quite so passionately, I knew they definitely weren’t happy about this current development.

      “I don’t get it. What could he be hoping to achieve?” I looked at them both as if they could magically produce an answer that would allow this to make sense.

      “Power,” Pete answered simply as he pushed away from the wall. “Same thing he’s always wanted.”

      “Yes, but political power? How does that help if he’s intending to Claim magic? I don’t even know if the government is aware of magic at this stage.”

      “That’s the point though, isn’t it? If the Order can set themselves up in a position of power politically, they’ll be able to control the narrative when awareness of magic eventually becomes more widespread. Assuming they let it become known, that is.”

      A shiver ran through me as I considered this.

      Up until now, the public had remained largely oblivious to the return of magic. I had no doubt many people had experienced its effects and brushed it off with some bizarrely logical explanation as humans were wont to do. The Watchers of Danu were also working to intercept any issues before they could attract media attention – something that would soon be my problem if they had their way. But eventually the magic would return in its entirety, and there would be no more sweeping it under the carpet. I didn’t want to know what that future would look like with the Order driving the narrative.

      Clearly having had enough, Teagan reached for the remote control and switched off the TV with a jab of her finger. “I guess now we know why they’ve been quiet since the night they took the cauldron.”

      We’d all been on edge waiting to see what Bannon would do with the magic that had been siphoned into Dagda’s cauldron – my magic as well as Dub’s and Carmen’s. It had taken only a few days for my magic to begin replenishing, but the strange void that I’d felt in the pit of my stomach during that short time had been a horrendous reminder that at any point, Bannon could use my magic to further his cause.

      Strangely, despite his newfound access to magic, Bannon and the Order seemed to disappear off the radar completely after that night. Their headquarters was looking worse for wear following Carmen’s visit, and my attempts to contact Bres had been met with silence. For them to resurface now, topping the polls as the most likely party to win the upcoming election – despite not having been prominent figures in government prior to this – was suspicious at best.

      I sighed and let my head fall back against the cushions of the sofa as I massaged the bridge of my nose. “I’m so sick and tired of always being on the back foot. We need to figure out what they’re up to and get that damn cauldron back before they can use it.”

      Teagan reached over and squeezed my hand. “We’ll figure it out. I’ve an appointment to see some pretty old texts on Celtic mythology in the city archives later today. I doubt there’ll be anything about the Claiming in them, but there might be something that will help point the way.”

      I gave her a weak smile, as the reminder of the Claiming sent a flutter of unease through me. We still hadn’t found anything more on it, other than the single reference in the book my ancestors had left me. Part of me wanted it to stay that way, but ignorance had brought me nothing but trouble up to this point. If we knew the details of the ritual, we could at least work to prevent the Order from completing it.

      “You’re still keeping an eye on my mam?” I asked Pete.

      He nodded, his brown eyes steady and reassuring as they met my gaze. “Don’t worry. I’ve been checking in on her whenever I can get away from the Watchers. There’s been no sign of anything strange, and my wolf hasn’t sensed anything either.”

      The tightness in my chest eased only marginally. I knew Pete would do everything he could to help keep my mam safe, but Bres’s previous warning about the Order using people I cared about against me still echoed repeatedly in my head. Teagan and Pete were as capable of protecting themselves as I was – not like that said much – but my family was ignorant to all of this.

      I pushed the thought firmly from my mind. We were taking precautions, and if Bannon dared to come for anyone I cared about, he’d have a werewolf, a banshee, and me to deal with.

      “What about the Watchers?” I asked. “Have they said anything about this new move by the Order?”

      Pete grimaced. “Brian is still pretty pissed at us for keeping him in the dark about the whole Dub and Carmen thing. He’s refusing to talk to me other than to bark the occasional order to make sure I remember he’s the boss. You two are going to have to show your faces at HQ soon, or he’s going to follow through on his threat.”

      Oh yeah, his threat to have us arrested over the two unconscious bodies we’d asked him to make disappear for us.

      Of course, he knew as well as we did that said bodies belonged to two ancient homicidal magical beings – one of whom was technically dead already. But it was a convenient excuse to get us to fall into line with the Watchers and their agenda. Now that Teagan was no longer making herself available for their “training” sessions, they were clearly worried that their hooks weren’t buried in us deeply enough.

      “Does he know I’m back yet?” I asked.

      Teagan had spun a lie about a sick grandmother in order to look into a lead she’d gotten from my ancestor’s book about her heritage. Since it wasn’t out of the realm of belief that I’d want to support my best friend, I’d told Brian I was going with her. Instead, I’d taken a few days after my magic finally recovered to head down the country in an attempt to clear my head. Our little fib had bought us some time before we had to face up to the whole Dub and Carmen aftermath, but Brian had only allowed the few day’s grace on the condition that I accept his stupid job as PR representative for the Watchers.

      “Not –” Pete’s phone buzzed, cutting him off mid-sentence. He looked down at it, and his eyes widened in surprise. “Actually, make that a yes. He’s just messaged to say he wants to see the three of us straight away.”

      We all looked at each other, then looked around the room warily. I had no doubt my friends were wondering, just as I was, if Teagan’s apartment had somehow been bugged. Bloody Big Brother!

      Pete blew a strand of his floppy dark hair out of his eyes and moved towards the door. “I’ll head in and find out what he wants. You two get settled and do what you need to. I’ll hold him off as long as I can, but remember, we might still need the Watchers before this is all over. So, let’s not piss him off too much, yeah?”

      I groaned, but Teagan gave Pete a thin-lipped nod of acknowledgement. His eyes sparkled with amusement as he slipped out of the apartment to help delay the lecture that was no doubt coming our way.

      “I suppose we were lucky to avoid him this long.” I sighed and dropped my head in my hands. “He’s going to make me call him Boss, isn’t he.”

      Teagan sniggered, and I couldn’t help but join her. It was either laugh or cry at this stage.

      Sitting up straight, I squared my shoulders and made the decision there and then to face whatever shit was coming head-on. Pete was right; we’d likely need the Watchers on our side if we were to have a chance of getting ahead of the Order. So, I could play nice. For now, at least. But there was something I needed to do first. There was one person I could think of who might know what the Order was up, and I intended to make them talk.

      “We don’t have long,” I said, turning to Teagan. “Bring me up to speed. Did you find anything? Who did the name belong to?”

      Teagan had been off the grid for the best part of a week trying to learn more about the nature of her banshee abilities. My ancestor’s book had given her some guidance while she was helping me research barrier spells, but it had been unhelpfully vague, and I had no idea if the name it provided had led Teagan on anything other than a wild goose chase.

      Teagan stood and headed for the kitchen, flicking on the kettle without even checking if there was water in it. She realised her mistake a moment later and flicked it back off before filling it with water and setting it to boil once more.

      “They’re dead,” she said, staring at the countertop, hands splayed on the smooth surface. “It seems Elizabeth was my great-great, who knows how many greats, grandmother. She died a long time ago.”

      My heart sank. “Oh, Teagan. I’m sorry.”

      She looked up, and something like a wary hope brightened her blue eyes. “I did find my great-grandmother though. Anthea.” Her expression hardened. “She’s been alive this whole time, and my mother never told me about her.”

      The kettle whistled, and Teagan slammed her mug down on the counter so hard I expected it to shatter. “Tea?”

      I shook my head wordlessly and waited for her to sort through her thoughts.

      “It seems my heritage wasn’t quite as lost as yours was,” she continued finally. “My ancestors passed stories down through the generations. They were told as bedtime stories really, but even with magic gone, some of the women in my family retained a degree of premonition. My grandmother thought this was all nuts and disowned my great-grandmother when she tried to pass the stories down to my mother.”

      I whistled low. I knew Teagan’s family was a piece of work, but to disown your mother for passing on what you believed to be a stupid story? I could see now where Teagan’s mam got her shining personality from.

      “What was she like? Your great-grandmother?”

      Teagan’s expression brightened. “You’ll find out for yourself. She’s coming here to meet you.”

      “Me?”

      “Well, she’s coming to meet the Guardian, but I told her you were the best I could do.”

      I flung a cushion at my friend, laughing. “Well, I hope she’s a damn sight nicer than you.”

      A glance at the clock on the wall told me it was almost noon, and I needed to get moving if I was going to do what I needed to do and make it to the Watchers HQ to appease Brian.

      I stood. “Can you cover for me with the Watchers for a bit? I’ll be along as soon as I can.”

      Suspicion narrowed Teagan’s eyes. “Why? Where will you be?”

      “I need to go see Bres.”
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      I rapped on the door, the sound echoing through the empty hallway as my glare dared the door to remain shut. To my surprise, it didn’t.

      A muffled sound came from the other side and a moment later, the door swung open to reveal Bres in a pair of low-slung jeans and a white rumpled T-shirt that looked like it had been slept in. Mottled purple bruises ran from his left eye down along his jawline, and I couldn’t help but notice that he kept his right arm cradled gingerly against his side as he leaned his weight against the door frame.

      “I’ve been wondering when you’d show up.” He turned to head back into the penthouse apartment, not waiting to see if I’d follow.

      I gaped after him, every word of the speech I’d rehearsed on my way here dying on the tip of my tongue, along with some of my anger. What the hell had happened to him? When he hadn’t returned my calls or answered the door on my previous visits, I’d assumed he was avoiding me – rightly so, after betraying us to the Order. But seeing him like this now, doubt began to creep in.

      Irritation bubbled up inside me, driven by the confused thoughts warring within me. I grasped for it with both hands. Bres didn’t deserve my sympathy. He’d made his choices in life, and those choices came with repercussions. I was here to find out where Dagda’s cauldron was, nothing more.

      Keeping that thought fixed firmly in my mind, I stormed into the apartment after him, closing the door behind me. I followed him to the living room and, in response to his raised eyebrow, sat stiffly on the soft beige sofa that faced the panoramic view of Dublin’s city skylines. Bres lowered himself into his usual chair across from me, unable to hide a wince as he did. He waited in silence for me to speak.

      “Why?”

      The word hung in the air between us. It covered a myriad of questions I could ask, but we both knew what I meant. Still, Bres wasn’t going to make it that easy.

      “Why what? Why does the sun rise every morning? Why am I so damn irresistible that it’s a battle not to come over here and rip off my clothes?”

      I glared. “Why did you lead the Order to us? You say you want my help to stop them, yet all you seem to be doing is gathering power for them so they can complete the Claiming. Or was that your plan all along? You did say you want the Claiming to go ahead.”

      Bres stiffened ever so slightly at my words, but he held my gaze, unflinching. “No. It wasn’t my plan. Smith & Mercer notified Bannon of the communication I sent to Dub. He’d have gotten the cauldron one way or the other. It made more sense for me to play along and claim I’d set the whole thing up. At least that way I could be there to make sure you didn’t get hurt.”

      I sneered, doing my best to ignore the warm feeling that filled me at his concern. “You’ve already told me the Order needs me alive.”

      “You, yes. Your friends, not so much. Besides, there are a lot of ways to hurt someone.”

      At his soft-spoken words, my thoughts flashed to the records he’d kept on the Order. I’d only managed to photograph less than half the pages, but I’d read enough in them to know he was speaking from personal experience. The anger within me dulled once more.

      “Where’s the cauldron now?”

      Bres gave a humourless laugh and ran his hand through his messy blond hair. “With Bannon, I should imagine. It seems Carmen did a number on the HQ, so all the important artefacts have been moved.”

      “To where?” I leaned forward, my tone beseeching as I silently willed him to prove me wrong, to help me with this. But his responding sigh was filled with exhaustion, and I knew I’d be disappointed.

      “I don’t know. I’m not privy to the Order’s new location.”

      I frowned. “Why not?”

      He looked away, refusing to meet my questioning gaze as he kept stubbornly silent.

      For the first time, I stopped to truly consider his appearance. It was clear from the bruising around his face he’d been badly hurt, but how recently? The nasty purple discolouration faded out to a greenish tinge at the edges, but did that mean it was fresh or it was healing? I couldn’t remember much from the first aid training I’d done during my teenage years.

      “Did the Order do this to you?” I pressed, indicating his face and the arm he still held close to his side.

      Bres’s jaw clenched, and he still refused to look at me as he nodded.

      My throat tightened, but I swallowed with effort and reminded myself yet again that what happened to Bres was not my concern. I was here for the cauldron, nothing more.

      “Why?” The question slipped out even as I was silently lecturing myself on all the reasons why this was not my problem. “You led Bannon straight to us and handed him a fully charged magical weapon on a gold platter. What possible reason could they have for doing this to you?”

      For the longest time, I thought he wasn’t going to answer. Then he turned to look at me, and the emotion that blazed in his blue eyes almost took my breath away.

      “They wanted me to bring you in. I refused. Bannon took exception to that.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I suddenly found my brain had lost the ability to form coherent thought. They did this to him because of me?

      Sickening horror filled me. I reached desperately for the anger that had been my armour coming here, but found it slipping through my fingers like sand. The idea of him – of anyone – being hurt like this because of me was just too horrible to even consider. It didn’t matter that he’d allowed Bannon to take my magic, or hell, even that he’d tricked me into starting this whole thing in the first place. I didn’t want this for him.

      “If the Order wanted me so badly, why didn’t they just take me that night?” I said. my voice little more than a whisper. “They had guns. It’s not like I could have argued.”

      “They couldn’t risk it. Not while Teagan was there. Bannon hasn’t gotten where he is by being stupid. He won’t go toe-to-toe with a banshee unless he has a sure-fire way to protect himself.”

      I slumped back into the sofa, processing that with a numb sense of detachment. Yes, the Order had taken my magic when they’d taken the cauldron, but I was lucky that was all they’d taken. It was a sobering thought.

      “Okay, then why didn’t he send someone for me after you refused?” I was not going to examine that part in too much detail.

      Bres shrugged. “I can only guess he got sidetracked with whatever power play he’s working on with the run for government. Either that, or he wasn’t really in a rush to bring you in. He just wanted to test me. Make no mistake, though – he will come for you when he’s ready, and he won’t care who he hurts to make you comply.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him Bannon wouldn’t be getting near anyone I cared about – then shut it without saying anything. The less Bres knew about what I was doing, the better. Instead, I looked at him, at the physical injuries still so apparent, at the shadows that haunted his blue eyes if you dared to look beyond the teasing sparkle, at the beautiful apartment that was all but devoid of personality and warmth.

      “Is your revenge worth it?” I asked softly.

      Bres’s expression immediately became shuttered. Any hint of vulnerability or emotion I thought I’d seen drifted away like the details of a dream upon waking. “You saw the files. You know what they did. What they do to innocent people who get in their way.”

      At his knowing look, I couldn’t help but avert my gaze. Did he know I’d photographed the pages of the file he’d entrusted me with? I’d been stupid enough to uphold our deal and return the file to him after he helped me steal Dagda’s cauldron from the Order, but not before I copied a number of the pages. Of course, he later screwed me over and stole the cauldron right back for them, so any guilt I felt was easily pushed aside.

      For days after his betrayal, I’d combed the photographed copies for anything that would help me understand his actions better, but I was missing half the pages, and it was clear from his hard tone that I was also missing half the story. Instinct told me that his hatred of the Order was more than just a personal distaste for their code of ethics. He’d made significant sacrifices so that he’d be in a position to turn the tables on them when the time came. I just couldn’t figure out what would be important enough for him to make revenge his sole purpose for living. Something told me I needed to read those pages again.

      I sighed and shook my head. “I don’t know where this all leaves us. Even if you were trying to protect me, I don’t think I can trust you again.”

      “Good. You shouldn’t.”
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      “Where the hell were you?”

      I looked up from the pages spread out in front of me as Teagan marched into the living room of her apartment, her black hair windswept and her expression harried.

      “The Watchers,” she said when I didn’t immediately answer. “Brian. You were meant to meet us there. Remember?”

      Grimacing, I glanced down at the time on my phone and belatedly noticed I had five missed calls and double that in unread messages. “Sorry. I just needed to clear my head after seeing Bres and…”

      Teagan’s expression softened marginally as I trailed off. Still, she wasn’t quite ready to let me off the hook completely. “Brian was apoplectic when you didn’t show. We need to be careful, Aisling. The last thing we need is the Watchers on our backs.”

      My shoulders slumped as I nodded. I knew she was right, but I just hadn’t had the emotional bandwidth for a head-to-head with Brian after my talk with Bres. The only thing I’d wanted to do when leaving his apartment was come home and reread the notes I’d copied from his file. It shouldn’t matter to me what drove him, but I found it impossible to ignore the certainty that I was missing something important.

      The printed pages spread around me had done little to shed light on my many questions. I had, however, found reference to a woman in some of the older notes that gave me pause.

      Saoirse.

      She was mentioned only once in the notes I had, so I’d previously overlooked it. But there was something different in the way he wrote about her, something softer, less detached. I had no idea if it was merely my imagination or my desperate attempt to find heart where there was none to find. I just knew I needed to look deeper.

      “What happened with Bres?” Teagan asked, taking off her coat and coming to sit next to me on the sofa. She glanced with a raised eyebrow at the pages strewn haphazardly across the floor.

      Tucking my feet up under me, I sighed. “He doesn’t know where the cauldron is. They’ve moved all the artefacts from the HQ, and he doesn’t know where they’re being held now.”

      I didn’t blame Teagan for the sceptical expression on her face, but to her credit, she remained quiet and waited for me to continue. A lump lodged itself in my throat.

      “They hurt him. Bannon wanted him to bring me in, and he refused. So, they hurt him.”

      “Oh no, you don’t.” She pointed a warning finger at me. “Don’t you dare start feeling sorry for him. This is what he wants, Ais – for you to feel bad so you’ll overlook all the shitty things he’s done to you.”

      I chewed my lip. She was most likely right, but it didn’t stop the guilt from twisting my insides. I changed the subject.

      “What are we going to do about the cauldron? He was our best bet for finding it.”

      “We forget about it.” At my surprised look, Teagan held up a hand to halt my protest. “Even if we do find out where Bannon is keeping it, the chances of us getting it back are slim. I’ll talk to Brian, see if the Watchers can do anything. Meanwhile, we need to focus our attention on finding the Claiming ritual.”

      I shuddered at the thought of the Watchers getting their hands on the cauldron and the magic it contained. But really, it would be no worse than the Order having it, so I let it go.

      Standing, I gave my friend a tired smile. “I’ll go talk nicely to the book for a while, see if it’ll throw us a bone.” I felt Teagan’s concerned gaze follow me as I made my way to my bedroom.

      The old leather book rested on my nightstand where I’d left it. I picked it up and settled back against the cushions on my bed, running my fingers tenderly over the cover. Faded with age, the lines in the leather were now as familiar to me as the lines on my own hand. Now that I understood the love and sacrifice that had gone into the tome, I felt an immense gratefulness to my ancestors. Having their words to guide me provided a comfort that I’d have never believed possible from ink on a page. I closed my eyes and sent up a silent prayer for them to provide that much-needed guidance now.

      As I flicked open the book, my eyes immediately fell on the single reference to the Claiming that I’d come across to date. My ancestor’s opening letter made it clear that the Tuatha were willing to sacrifice everything to prevent the Fomorians from completing the ritual. That alone was enough to convince me the Order couldn’t be allowed to, either. I only hoped that less sacrifice was required this time.

      I turned the pages, curious to see what the book would present to me today. Some of the entries seemed to be permanent fixtures – presumably because the information they contained was vital knowledge. Others changed as if sensing exactly what I needed in the moment. I came to one such page now and stopped.

      Rare lunar events.

      Curious, I scanned the top paragraph. It gave a brief overview of the lunar cycle and how it affected the presence of magic in our world. Some of the terms I was familiar with, while others were new to me. It was the last paragraph that gave me pause.

      Some such events are so rare that most of us will not witness them within our lifetime. Some of these events can result in a shift so great that most of us hope we do not.

      Well, that wasn’t ominous at all.

      Was this part of
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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