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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      The enchantment protected her and imprisoned her.

      Bree accepted her life… to some extent. Áine, her aunt, told her they must endure their quiet existence in their cave home. They had each other. They had their books to read and study. Bree really only lived when she had her head buried in a book. She enjoyed learning of legends and myths of the Tuatha Dé Danann, the ancient race from whom she and Áine were descended. Her favourite books recounted their stories, their tales of heroism, how they came to this land from places far away in worlds that no longer existed.

      ‘The Tuatha Dé Danann are a proud race,’ Áine told her.

      ‘Why did they leave their world?’ Bree remembered asking when she was quite young.

      ‘The Tuatha Dé Danann had to leave. Our civilisation was imploding. We couldn’t grow any more. Our lands couldn’t sustain our numbers. Tuatha Dé Danann are immortal. Hence the population was forever expanding.’

      ‘So they came to this land?’

      ‘Three groups of Tuatha Dé Danann set out to find new realms. We came here. Another group went to a Gaelic land on Earth, while a third group…’

      Bree took her aunt’s hands, sensing that all hadn’t gone well.

      Áine continued, ‘We’ve received no word from the third group.’

      ‘Did they go to Earth?’

      ‘No, that was the purpose of the three groups. We all went to different lands to start new lives.’

      ‘How do you know these things when they went to faraway places? Have they sent messengers?’

      Áine smiled and brushed Bree’s red hair off her face. ‘We use telepathy, so we can communicate.’

      Bree thought for a moment and then asked, ‘Can you read my mind?’

      ‘No, macushla, my darling, we must use it only for special reasons or in dire situations.’

      ‘Our group of Tuatha Dé Danann brought magic with them when they came to this realm, and fairies too, didn’t they?’ Bree asked, her voice rising. ‘And centaurs and other magical beings.’

      Áine laughed at her niece’s enthusiasm. ‘Yes, but remember, not all creatures that inhabit this land are friendly or… good.’

      When Áine’s tone dropped, Bree stared at her aunt, and asked, ‘Have we been bad?’

      Áine smiled. ‘No, we haven’t been bad.’

      ‘Why must we stay here? Locked in this house, this cave? I want to see the creatures I’ve read about. I want to see our people.’

      ‘One day,’ Áine told her.

      Áine always said one day but one day never came. Bree had been waiting for eighteen years and the day had never arrived. She wanted to see all the things she’d read about and that Áine had taught her. Áine drew them at times. Bree could never have imagined them without Áine’s stories and sketches breathing life into them. Centaurs, oak trees, fairies, other young women, even men of her age. Sometimes she wondered about the men even more than she did about magic.

      ‘Men seemed to be a strange breed,’ Bree said. ‘In the stories they are always boasting and going around fighting or killing foes.’ They piqued her interest, especially one or two of the heroes depicted in her books, as they stood tall and broad shouldered.

      ‘Some illustrations showed men fighting giants. Giants, of all things! And they won. How could that be? Men must be very strong,’ Bree said.

      ‘They are indeed.’

      ‘Would I be strong enough to fight giants?’ Her muscles were practically non-existent.

      ‘I don’t think you could fight a giant, macushla.’

      ‘How does a bird fly?’ Bree was fascinated by birds. How could they spread their wings and fly through the air? ‘Why don’t they fall to the ground?’

      Every time Bree asked questions, Áine would stop the stories. Shut them down and pack them away. Why didn’t her aunt want her to know more? Bree didn’t believe that they’d ever leave this cave.

      Bree longed to see the sun, to feel its warmth on her skin. She wanted to see the moon’s silvery beams. The stars. The sky, sometimes blue, sometimes black. All she saw of them existed in her books. Just as she existed in her books. She had no other life than wondrous stories and illustrations depicted on parchment, and her small life, confined to the earthen walls of the cave she shared with her aunt.

      She thought of the day that Áine told her of the enchantment.

      They were sitting in their small living room. All of the cave’s rooms were small, all with earthen walls, russet in colour, similar to her hair. From the parlour, Bree could see their kitchen—the largest of their small rooms—where they sat at a table with two chairs to eat their meals. All of their food came from a large caldron. When younger, Bree thought the cauldron magical… and it was, because how could Áine extract bread and cow’s milk from the same bowl, and then later in the day, take roast chicken and potatoes from it to lay on the table. The bowl was never empty, nor was it ever full.

      Bree realised that, although her mind was always looking for answers, she had grown up to accept her life and the manner in which she lived it. She always remembered that she was only seven years old when Áine explained why they lived as they did.

      That day, her aunt sat down next to her. Áine had pushed back her red hair from her shoulders. Bree always wore her long, thick hair in braids, but strands escaped, to Áine’s endless frustration. ‘It’s time I explain why we live here together, macushla.’

      Bree widened her eyes to stare at her aunt.

      Áine took her hand. ‘We have been entrusted with an important task and because of this, an enchantment has been placed on us.’

      ‘An enchantment?’ Bree clapped her hands. This sounded like a good story.

      ‘We must take care of the ancient flame. It came to this land with our ancestors, the Tuatha Dé Danann. It is our duty to protect it.’

      ‘You mean the flame in the small cauldron?’ Bree asked. ‘Why?’

      ‘It’s a sacred duty.’

      Bree crinkled her nose. ‘Are we the only Tuatha Dé Danann left?’

      Áine squeezed her hand. ‘No, macushla.’

      Bree saw the tears in her aunt’s eyes. She jumped down from her chair and climbed up on Áine’s lap. ‘Then why? Why can’t the other Tuatha Dé Danann take care of it?’

      ‘Because it’s special and safer here with us.’

      ‘Is that why we live in this cave, without any windows?’ Áine had explained that windows were openings in walls to allow light in. Apparently, one could see out to the surroundings countryside, too. It was difficult for Bree to imagine.

      ‘It is, macushla.’

      Bree fidgeted. ‘Why do we have an enchantment on us?’

      ‘To keep us safe… and to keep the flame safe.’

      ‘How long do we have to stay here?’

      Áine sighed. ‘I’m not certain.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘How long must we stay here?’ Bree asked her aunt. She was eighteen and she’d never left the cave. Sometimes, she felt a restlessness quiver through her body. She wanted to ride and hunt and throw a spear, to be like one of the heroes in her books… although they all seemed to be men.

      ‘Why aren’t the women  heroes?’ Bree asked.

      ‘Some women are heroes,’ Áine said.

      ‘Do women ride and hunt?’

      ‘Yes, my darling.’

      Bree knew her aunt tired of her endless questions. She sighed and went into the small room where the fire burned in a small cauldron that rested on a pedestal. Every day, she made certain the fire burned. She cleaned the outside of the cauldron and watched the flames flare. They fascinated her as they sparked and jumped. She’d never had to restart the fire. It never burned down.

      ‘It must always stay alight,’ Áine sometimes told her, her eyes wide, as if she saw something terrifying that Bree could never see. ‘We must protect the flame.’

      One day, Áine had grasped her hands. ‘If anything happens, no matter what… remember to protect the ancient fire.’

      ‘I will,’ Bree promised. Although she wasn’t certain what she’d promised. What could happen? How could she protect it?

      On many occasions she wondered why the ancient fire had to be protected. After all, if it remained precious to the Tuatha Dé Danann, why did they hide it? If they needed it for warmth or food, it wouldn’t do them any good hidden away with an eighteen-year-old and her aunt. Yet they, along with the fire, had an enchantment placed on them, keeping them safe. From what? That’s what Bree wanted to know. From what? Nothing had ever happened to threaten them. If anyone did attack the cave, she would protect the flame, but she would also chase them away. She’d fight them. They had knives and she could always hit them over the head with a basin.

      Her fantasy remained dancing before her eyes as she helped her aunt prepare their evening meal and wash their dishes. Once, when she spun around with a knife in her hands, her aunt looked at her with a strange expression on her face.

      ‘What are you doing, macushla ?’

      ‘Nothing.’ Bree shrugged.

      Later, when she lay back on her cot, the story continued. As the great hero of her people, she was welcomed and applauded throughout the land. She banished the giants and promoted a few young men in their leather armour to be her personal bodyguard. Not that she needed a bodyguard. After all, she had vanquished their assailants, but the young men were pleasant to the eye, so she’d keep them.

      The following evening, they sat in the parlour—normally a time they read their books. These were not the study books that Áine had Bree read of a day, books about the history of the Tuatha Dé Danann and their culture. During the evening, they read books about the quests various heroes had undertaken—men again, Bree thought.

      ‘Are there any other women in the Tuatha Dé Danann?’ Bree asked.

      Áine lowered her book onto her lap. ‘Of course, there are women.’

      ‘Why aren’t any of these stories about women?’

      Áine’s face held that guarded expression she often wore when Bree asked particular questions.

      ‘Why aren’t women heroes?’

      ‘They are, macushla. Maybe they’re just not in the books you have.’

      Bree knew her aunt was holding something back. She changed tack. ‘What’s outside this cave?’

      ‘We’re quite safe, Bree. Don’t worry.’

      ‘I think you worry sometimes.’

      ‘It’s my job to worry. I’m your aunt.’

      Bree fell silent. Áine became more and more secretive. Bree couldn’t work it out. How could she? She had no experience of life outside the cave’s walls. As she lay in her cot that night, the first seed of a plan sprouted. Somehow, she was going to find a way to leave the cave, not to abandon Áine, but to venture outside to see the world for herself.
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        * * *

      

      Bree’s world roared.

      She was reading in her bedroom when the ground beneath her shook and flung her to the floor. When she scrambled up, she lost her footing and slammed into the earthen wall. Dust poured down from the ceiling like dry rain, choking her, stinging her eyes. Her heart beat as it never had before.

      The ground groaned even louder, once again throwing her off her feet and onto her knees. Pieces of the earthen ceiling landed close by, one catching her on the shoulder. She cried out; the sound snatched away. Books fell from shelves where they had been stacked, landing across the floor, their bindings bending. Clothes fell out of cupboards and lay strewn on the floor.

      Then, as abruptly as it had started, everything went quiet and the ground all around her became still.

      What just happened? Áine had told her of earthquakes in faraway lands. It had to have been an earthquake.

      Then Bree went cold. She remembered the flame! She must protect the flame. Protect the flame. The words had been bred into her, so much so, she didn’t need to think of them. She breathed, her blood flowed in her veins, and she must protect the ancient fire. These things happened without conscious thought.

      Bree ran into the room to the copper bowl that held the flames. It rested unshaken on its pedestal. She could hardly believe it hadn’t toppled in the earthquake. To be certain, she put her hands on the small cauldron.

      ‘If anything ever happens, you must first protect the ancient fire,’ Áine had always insisted.

      ‘What could happen?’ Bree had asked her. They lived in a cave on their own. Nothing ever happened.

      Again, the floor rumbled beneath Bree’s feet. ‘Áine,’ she screamed, fearing for her aunt, who was in the parlour.

      ‘Bree, are you all right?’ Áine asked as she ran into the doorway of the flame room.

      ‘I’m not hurt,’ Bree assured her. She stared at her aunt. Her stomach tightened at the expression on Áine’s face. Bree had never known fear, but she was sure that was what painted her aunt’s features in hues of white and grey. She’d only ever known Áine to be cheerful and wise.

      Bree felt the cauldron tremble beneath her fingers. ‘What’s happening?’ she asked. ‘Why is our home shaking? I heard the earth growl.’

      ‘Something terrible has occurred in our world,’ Áine said.

      ‘An earthquake?’

      ‘No, macushla.’ Áine twisted her hands together. ‘Although the earth quaked, I think we must prepare for the worst.’

      ‘What do you mean by worst? What can be worse than an earthquake?’

      Before Áine could reply, the ground roared once more. The fire in the cauldron flared. Bree felt the heat of it on her chest. The fire settled. Bree sighed, but too soon. The flames faltered, diminished and nearly extinguished.

      ‘No,’ Bree shouted. She plunged her hands into the bowl. What she hoped to achieve, she didn’t know. Protect the flames! Every beat of her heart drummed, Save. The. Flames.

      Áine hurried to the cauldron. Bree could see her aunt’s shock at what happened next mingle with her own.

      The near-dead flames slid onto Bree’s palms and flared with renewed vigour. Bree cried out, but not in pain. The fire burned in her hands but didn’t scorch her flesh. Energy coursed through her body. She felt at one with the red and orange dancing fire. Its power coursed through her. Her spirit soared and, for a moment, she gazed down at herself and her aunt as she floated above them. Then her body sucked her back down. She shook her head, her eyes wide, and stared at Áine. ‘What’s happening?’ she implored.

      ‘Bree,’ Áine murmured, as she put her hand on her niece’s arm. ‘It’s time.’

      Bree turned her head. Áine had tears in her eyes.

      ‘It’s all right,’ Áine said. ‘Lower your hands and transfer the flames back to the cauldron.’

      It astonished Bree that she could do it… and frightened her. She examined her palms. ‘I’m not burned. Why isn’t my skin blistered? Why didn’t the fire burn me?’

      ‘The flames are yours now, macushla.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’ Bree lifted a hand and wiped tears from her aunt’s cheek. ‘Why are you crying?’

      ‘I must tell you that your mother, my sister, is dead.’

      Bree stepped back, rocked more by this news than the earth quaking beneath her feet. ‘My mother? I know she’s dead. You always told me that my mother died years ago when I was born. Why are you telling me this again?’

      Bree had always wished she could have met her mother and now... now her aunt seemed to be saying her mother had only just died.

      ‘It’s the flames. They transferred to you. That could only happen if your mother had died.’

      ‘No!’ Bree exclaimed. ‘Why did you keep me here, locked away, if my mother was alive?’ She stepped away from her aunt until she felt the wall behind her, as if the earth that had hidden her for eighteen years could comfort her now. ‘How could you keep her from me?’

      ‘Macushla, I didn’t want to keep you away from your mother. It was her decision. There was no way of predicting what would occur. Your mother knew of the uncertainty when she placed you, as a baby, in my arms and instructed me to care for you, to protect you. She knew she might never see you again.’

      ‘But I’ve never seen her at all. I don’t know her. Now she’s gone.’ Bree dashed her tears away. ‘Why couldn’t I live with her?’

      ‘Bree, macushla.’ Áine crossed the floor to take her niece’s hands. ‘Your mother wanted to keep you safe. You would have been dead years ago at the hands of your mother’s enemies if you weren’t here, hidden in this cave. I couldn’t even contact your mother. The risk of someone sensing a disturbance in the ether was too great. She said someone would come for you, for us, when the time was right.’

      ‘Someone?’

      ‘Your mother knew it might not be her.’

      ‘And my father? What of him?’ Why had she never thought to ask before now?

      ‘Your father was Bres, son of a goddess. He died many years ago.’

      Pain constricted Bree’s breathing. She’d never felt anything like it. Sadness overwhelmed her. When Bree saw tears running down her aunt’s cheeks, she felt selfish for thinking only of her own anguish. She wrapped her arms about Áine. ‘My mother and your sister,’ Bree murmured into Áine’s ear. ‘You’re grieving too. You knew your sister and loved her… but I will never know her now.’

      Áine pushed back but still held her niece’s arms. ‘You are her. You became her the instant she breathed her last breath.’

      ‘I don’t understand. How can that be?’

      ‘Her life force was in the ancient fire. When I fled with you, she gave me some of the flame.’

      ‘That’s why I’ve always had to protect it,’ Bree murmured.

      ‘So you see, there’s always been something of her here with us,’ Áine explained. ‘Now her life has ended, her essence has transferred to you through the flame. You are her. You are Brigid, just as she was. You are the Triple Goddess.’ Áine kissed her niece’s cheek. ‘I can’t say more now. It’s not safe.’

      Triple Goddess? It was more than Bree could take in. This morning—not that they ever saw sunshine, but Áine had told her of its bright, golden rays—she was Bree who tended the flame, who cleaned their home’s earthen floor, who learned her lessons, who read her books. Áine had taught her many things. She’d told her of their world—the sky, flowers, grass, birds and animals. But Áine had never told her about her mother, what sort of life she led, why she had sent her daughter away with her sister. Protect the flame! That was her main job. Now she learned that her mother’s life force came to her through the flames. ‘Triple goddess?’ she reiterated. ‘What is that supposed to mean, Áine?’

      Áine swept her blonde hair up and twisted it into a bun at the nape of her neck. ‘There’s no time now, macushla. We must prepare to leave. Gather some clothes and books and come with me.’
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      Bree followed her aunt into her bedchamber. It mirrored her own with earthen walls and floors, a narrow sleeping cot, a wooden chest for belongings, and books stacked high on a small table. Bree had never before wondered how they managed to have so many books. She asked her aunt now.

      ‘I must confess I crept out on a few occasions,’ Áine said with a shrug. ‘Your mother left books from time to time in an oak tree close by.’

      ‘In an oak tree?’

      ‘It has a secret door and is guarded by the oak tree spirit.’

      ‘My mother came to this oak tree with books?’ A stab of pain plunged through Bree’s chest. ‘Then why couldn’t she come here to us? It’s not fair. Now I’ll never see her.’ Bree grabbed her aunt’s wrist. ‘Didn’t she want to see me?’

      Áine pulled her wrist free and lifted her hands to cup her niece’s face. ‘Macushla, my sweet girl, of course she wanted to see you, but it wasn’t safe for her to come here.’

      ‘Why not?’ Bree pursed her lips.

      ‘I’ll explain everything soon, but now we must hurry. We have to protect the flame.’

      Bree turned away. Protect the flame! She’d protected it all her life. Nothing had protected her mother. She should’ve been with her. Maybe if she’d been there, she could have saved her mother.

      Everything felt hollow, as if her whole life had been for nothing. Bree swung back. ‘I don’t want to do it anymore. My mother is dead. Why bother now with the flame?’

      Áine’s blue eyes narrowed. Bree had never seen her aunt look so angry. ‘Because you are your mother now. You will take her place. Because the flame is yours. Because she lives through the flame. She lives through you.’

      Bree tossed her long red hair back from her shoulders. ‘I’m pleased to know that… I am. I felt her presence in the flame but… It’s all just so unfair! My mother is dead. She may be with me, in my heart, in spirit, but I’ll never meet her, never get to know her. I’ve lived my whole life in this place for nothing.’ Bree turned away. ‘I’m going to my room.’ She’d never argued with Áine, and she was sorry to do so now but…

      ‘This is not just about you, Bree.’ Áine’s voice was stern. ‘There are many people waiting for you. They depend upon you.’

      Bree spun back. ‘People waiting for me? I don’t know these people. Why would they depend upon me?’

      ‘They are your people. Please believe me for now. We must hurry.’ Áine lifted the lid of her wooden chest. It was plain, without any decoration. She reached into it and extracted another much smaller chest. Ornate decorations covered this one. Áine crossed to Bree in the doorway and placed it in her niece’s hands. ‘This chest is made of argat draiochta to hold the ancient fire as we flee.’

      The chest was cold in Bree’s hands. She opened the lid. Inside was a miniature cauldron set into a base, which held it secure. ‘It looks like silver,’ Bree said. ‘What did you call it?’

      ‘Argat draiochta,’ Áine replied. ‘It is a magical metal smelted by your mother. She gave me the ancient fire in this chest. We must return it to its home the same way.’

      ‘Home?’ Bree questioned. ‘I am home.’ She kicked the floor. All she wanted was to curl up on her bed and forget everything.

      ‘Transfer the fire to the chest,’ Áine ordered. ‘Then collect your belongings. We have to return to Tír na nÓg.’

      ‘To where?’ Bree frowned.

      ‘To Tír na nÓg, the land of the Tuatha Dé Danann.’

      Bree still couldn’t grapple with the fact that so many people, unknown to her, could depend on her. For eighteen years, her life had mirrored the ancient fire, with its steady constant flames, but now it had been transformed into a raging fire. There was nothing for it but to do as Áine asked. Hadn’t she always done as her aunt had bidden her? She couldn’t begin to comprehend what the alternative might be.

      ‘Very well,’ Bree said. Her breathing had settled down. She’d never known her temper to flare before. She’d always been serene and composed.

      Another tremor, this one milder, shook their home. Bree staggered and stared wide-eyed at her aunt.

      ‘Hurry to the ancient fire. Transfer the flame.’

      ‘What’s happening?’ Bree asked. The tremor seemed to have carried through to her voice.

      ‘It’s time, macushla. Someone’s coming.’ Áine hurried Bree before her.

      ‘Someone. Who?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Áine said. ‘Stay with the flame… at all costs.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean? Is it friend or foe coming for us?’

      ‘At all costs, Bree,’ Áine said and pushed her niece into the flame room.

      Bree hurried to the ancient fire. The room was devoid of any furniture or decoration. Bree placed the argat draiochta chest on the floor. She stared at the flames. Could she place her hands among them again and not get burned? She’d done it before. What did Áine say? The flames were hers now. Her mother’s essence was in the fire and had passed into her. She took a breath, hoping her mother was with her as she plunged her hands into the small blaze.

      The flames slid onto her hands as if they had been waiting for her, jumping with glee and flaring with pleasure. Bree raised her hands close to her face. The orange flames held her mesmerised by their beauty. Their warmth was gentle on her cheeks. It was moments before she realised they were not burning her hands.

      The room shuddered. Bree snapped out of her daze and bent down to the small chest. The flames jumped off her hands as if they knew what to do. She closed the lid, lifted the chest and held it close to her.

      Something in the parlour vibrated and scraped, as if the earth itself was ripped open. Bree was frightened for Áine, who’d gone into the front room. From where Bree stood, she couldn’t see her aunt.

      What was happening now?
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        * * *

      

      ‘By all the jumping fleas in Dagda’s beard, how much magic is required to keep a child safe?’

      The voice boomed out. The walls quivered. Bree jumped and sucked in her breath. The voice wasn’t like any she’d heard. Given that she’d only heard Áine’s and her own, the thought was insubstantial but… Who spoke in such a deep tone?

      ‘Lu, thank Danu, it’s you,’ Áine said.

      Neither of the names meant anything to Bree but Áine sounded relieved. That was enough for Bree. The booming voice belonged to a friend.

      ‘Every second step I took I had to break an enchantment,’ the stranger added.

      An annoyed friend!

      ‘It’s true then?’ Áine asked. ‘Brigid is dead?’

      ‘Murdered by Mór’s hand.’

      Bree pushed the argat draiochta coffer into her chest until it hurt.

      Áine gasped. ‘No! How could that happen? Why wasn’t she protected?’

      ‘It’s far worse than you could know.’ Lu’s voice cut through the walls. ‘Mór amassed a horde and bore down on the villages in the Outer Realm. Lady Brigid couldn’t be convinced to stay at the palace. As you know, she rarely donned her armour, but this time nothing would stop her from riding out.’

      ‘I know,’ Áine said. ‘My sister preferred enlisting her more gentle talents to help her people.’

      ‘She left herself exposed,’ Lu said. ‘I was there, and I’d barely turned my back when Mór flew at her.’

      Áine sobbed. Bree wanted to rush out to comfort her aunt and to ask this person to explain everything to her. Bree was more confused and distraught than ever. Protect the flame! Should she rush into the other room? Would she risk the flame’s safety? Surely, Lu had to be a friend.

      ‘Lady Brigid didn’t stand a chance.’

      ‘Did you have time to land a blow?’ Áine asked.

      ‘By Dagda’s beard, I would’ve loved to have killed that witch a thousand times over.’

      Bree had never heard words imbued with such ferocity.

      ‘I looked into Mór’s eyes,’ Lu continued. ‘Soulless eyes. Then she screeched—my ears still retain the horrible shriek—and she flew away, with her ravens swooping about her.’

      Bree trembled, chilled by the stranger’s words of Mór… her mother’s killer.

      ‘We’re almost ready to go with you,’ Áine said, after a pause that had swept about their home and held all of them suspended.

      ‘Is the child ready?’

      ‘She’s not a child. She’s eighteen.’

      ‘Still so young.’

      ‘And you are all of… what? Twenty-two?’

      Lu frowned. ‘Is she ready to take her mother’s place?’

      Áine paused. ‘Lu, you have to remember that she’s spent her life here.’

      ‘You taught her well?’

      ‘I have. She is learned but…’

      ‘But?’ Lu boomed.

      Bree jumped. What did he expect? Of course, she was educated.

      ‘I couldn’t tell her who she was. I couldn’t tell her everything.’

      ‘By all that’s holy at Lammas, why not?’

      ‘Her mother forbade it. We dared not disturb the ether lest Mór find us.’

      The air trembled. Bree could feel, even without seeing, Lu move around the front room. She had to go out to them.

      ‘So we have an ignorant child to save us?’ Lu’s words found their way to Bree. Her anger stirred.

      ‘She has her mother’s sweetness and kindness.’

      ‘By Dagda’s beard, we don’t want sweetness! We need strength and leadership. She’ll be useless.’

      Bree’s anger boiled. She’d never felt rage burn within her before. She placed the ancient flame on the floor and strode into the parlour. ‘I am neither useless nor ignorant!’ she exclaimed, and then mentally quaked at the sight of the man before her—she wouldn’t let him notice. Áine had told her men were like women but were usually taller. Taller was an inadequate description of this man. Bree was tall. She gazed over the top of Áine’s head with ease. Not so with Lu. He was head and shoulders taller than Bree. Long blond hair was tied back from a strongly boned face. However, it was his breadth that astounded her… and he was half naked. In all the drawings she had seen, heroes were dressed in tunics and armour. This man’s chest was bare, his muscles bulging and rippling beneath his skin as he moved. Armour capped his shoulders and he wore metal wrist guards. Leather straps criss-crossed his chest, no doubt securing weapons she noticed on his back. Bree stared at arms larger than she had ever thought possible.

      ‘Aha,’ Lu said, fastening his gaze on Bree. ‘Nor too sweet, either, I’d say.’

      There was an amused light in his blue eyes that irritated Bree.

      ‘You know nothing of me,’ she snapped at him.

      ‘That’s where you’re wrong. I know more about you than you know of me.’

      ‘Who are you?’ Bree demanded. She was surprised by her tone of voice. It caused a smirk to hover over his lips.

      He swept her a bow. It annoyed her even more.

      ‘Allow me to introduce myself. I am Lu of the Tuatha Dé Danann, Lord of Lammas and the harvest festival of Lughnasa. God of the Sun, of Light and Fire, and god of warriors and battle,’ he said, and raised his arm to reach behind his shoulders.

      Bree controlled her surprise when, amidst a ringing of metal and a cry of what sounded like protest, he drew a mighty sword and held it in front of her. The most beautiful symbols Bree had ever seen decorated the blade and handle. She could have sworn the sword moved of its own accord.

      ‘Cadeyrn likes to be released,’ Lu said. ‘He’s itching for the next battle.’

      Bree couldn’t quite decide if Lu was teasing her. She wasn’t taking his bait. She raised her chin. ‘You call your sword Cadeyrn?’

      ‘He insisted on the name. Cadeyrn, and my spear, Corraidhin, are always by my side.’ Lu took a spear from where it leaned against the wall and struck it on the floor. A shaft of flame shot up from its tip. ‘I don’t want to get them excited yet. The battle is to come.’

      ‘What battle?’ Bree narrowed her eyes at him when he ignored her. ‘Why do you bring your sword and spear into our home?’

      ‘You may have missed me saying I’m the god of warriors and battle. Oh, and I do have my hound, Cunobelinus. I call him Kuon. He’s waiting outside the door of your cave.’

      ‘I missed nothing,’ Bree said. She felt the fire course through her veins. Lu was arrogant and insolent. She was her mother’s daughter. She was her mother, the Triple Goddess. She was Bree, Goddess of… everything.

      ‘I asked you a question,’ Bree said. ‘What battle?’

      All humour left Lu’s eyes and lips. ‘The battle to save our world, Tír na nÓg, the land of the Tuatha Dé Danann,’ he murmured, although his words still held strength.

      ‘Then we should make haste,’ Bree said.

      ‘Bree has the ancient fire ready,’ Áine said. ‘We’ll grab some clothes⁠—’

      Lu cut her off. ‘There’s no room for clothes.’

      ‘My books,’ Bree said. ‘I must bring some books with me.’

      ‘By Dagda’s beard!’ Lu exclaimed, raising his voice. ‘We can’t take books! We can’t take anything!’

      Eyebrows raised, Bree stared at him. ‘Why not?’

      He huffed, then added in a lowered tone, ‘My lady, we must travel light. We’ll be lucky to reach the palace in safety as it is.’

      Bree nodded. In this, she realised she must defer to him. ‘Then we should leave the food bowl, Áine.’

      ‘Food bowl?’ Lu questioned.

      ‘My sister made a small cauldron for us. She smelted it herself,’ Áine explained. ‘Its magic provided us with food and drink. It never emptied, nor was it ever full.’

      ‘We can return later for these things,’ Bree said. ‘I’ll collect the flame.’ Bree flopped against the wall, her hand pressed to her chest as she inhaled, allowing her breath to slowly course through her body. Her legs and arms trembled. She’d acted nothing like herself. Yesterday… even this morning… she’d been sweet and shy. Where did this Bree come from? She knew the answer, of course. Her mother’s spirit had awakened in her. She was her mother, and yet there was so much more she needed to learn. As much as Lu annoyed her, she would need to learn from him.

      She lifted the argat draiochta chest, and then hurried into her room. She suspected that her long dress would be a nuisance but it would have to do. At least it was plain and simple. The mirror reflected a glimpse of green fabric; not something a goddess would wear. For a moment, she looked at herself. Green eyes she barely recognised stared back at her. Thick red hair floated around her small, pale face. She tied her hair back with a ribbon. A goddess? She would soon see.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Patience was not Lu’s strong point. While he waited for Áine and the girl to ready themselves, Mór’s men could be working out ways to storm the Enchanted Veil. By Dagda’s beard, he should have detailed Bearach to fetch the girl. His time would have been better spent with his Immortals, not playing nursemaid to a child. If not exactly a child, she wasn’t much more. What good would she be as Triple Goddess with her naivety? The Tuatha Dé Danann needed a strong leader. And what did they have? A child.

      Brigid should never hidden her baby away. Áine should have taught her more. Prepared her for what her task would be.

      He conceded that the girl had gumption. She showed some promise. But they didn’t have a year for her training, nor a month. They had days before Samhain when Mór and her men were bound to strike again.

      Lu was about to call out, when they joined him. ‘Are you ready?

      Lu had sheathed his sword and held his spear, which every so often spat out a small flame. ‘Let’s go.’
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        * * *

      

      Bree had used another dress to make a sling, so that the chest was slung over one shoulder. She was surprised when Áine produced a dagger and then a second one for Bree.

      ‘I brought them with me all those years ago,’ Áine explained.

      The dagger was in a scabbard and Bree tied it at her side. She
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