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  Dedicated to my dad, 

who gave me music and poetry,

 the quest for spirituality,

and enough emotional issues

 to write this series forevermore.








  
  Poetry. And it was at that age . . . Poetry arrived
in search of me. I don’t know, I don’t know where
it came from, from winter or a river.
I don’t know how or when,
no they were not voices, they were not
words, nor silence,
but from a street I was summoned,
from the branches of night,
abruptly from the others,
among violent fires
or returning alone,
there I was without a face
and it touched me.

La Poesía. Y fue a esa edad . . . Llegó la poesía
a buscarme. No sé, no sé de dónde
salió, de invierno o río.
No sé cómo ni cuándo,
no, no eran voces, no eran
palabras, ni silencio,
pero desde una calle me llamaba,
desde las ramas de la noche,
de pronto entre los otros,
entre fuegos violentos
o regresando solo,
allí estaba sin rostro
y me tocaba.

—Pablo Neruda, 1904-1973, Chilean poet and diplomat, and winner of the 1971 Nobel Prize in Literature. From Selected Poems, 1949
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Once Upon a Time


A spray of saltwater soaked them all. Diego had risen from the sea in the guise of a thunderbird. Thrusting its muscular legs through the yacht’s broken skylight, talons reaching and grasping, it attacked. They scrambled back. But as Estrada turned, the creature caught him by the shoulders. His scream pierced Michael’s heart. He knew that feeling—the squeezing and breaking of bone and flesh.  
Clutching Estrada, the vampire hauled him up through the jagged glass. His feet were off the ground. In a breath, he’d be gone. Michael sprung, and clinging to Estrada’s back, he pulled at the curved talons embedded beneath his clavicle. Though his hands were flayed by the vampire’s claws, still he pulled and pulled. Estrada’s bones snapped. And then they were both free falling.
But suddenly, the bloody claws punctured Michael’s chest. Screaming, he stared down. Saw Estrada hit the deck. Saw his friends drag him off. And then Michael was in the sky, being buffeted by the night wind as the creature carried him up and up.
Then, as if in sudden recognition of its mistake, the vampire somersaulted and careened down. Michael’s face hit the surface of a concrete sea. Breath caught. Pain surged. Beating its thunderous wings, the creature dragged him through the waves. Gasping. Broken-faced. Drowning.
And then he was under, and salt water filled his lungs.
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Co. Offaly, Ireland


“How much farther to this  Lolly place?” Estrada swiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. After enduring weeks of frigid rain in Iron Age Ireland, its modern counterpart felt like Jamaica in July. His ass ached from bouncing through the countryside on a sweaty gray horse, and his gut was as hollow as the volcano beneath Croghan Hill. He stared at the hind end of Sorcha’s round brown pony and waited.
Sorcha raised her left hand without turning back and showed him two fingers. He snarled. Two more hours? Raising his hand, he flipped his middle finger. He had to believe the sassy archaeologist who’d gotten them into this mess could get them out. Ireland was Sorcha’s territory, and she claimed to know people in the next county who could stable their horses and lend them enough cash to get home. Cernunnos, the ancient Horned God, had sent them back through the wormhole with no means to traverse the twenty-first century. No credit cards, no cash, no drivers license. Not even a piece of I.D.
He glanced over his shoulder at Conall, who rode behind him on his white stallion, head bowed, lost in his own tuneful world. The bard had ripped the sleeves off his pale homespun shirt and tied a hank of linen around his forehead like a headband. Conall was a living piece of history, a stunning Druid bard flown forward in time, still clutching his blood-slick iron sword. He’d popped through the wormhole with them at the last second—no doubt because Estrada had expressed a desire to bring him back to the contemporary world. Another gift from Cernunnos. Estrada would rather be hoisting beers with Conall than bouncing along on this wide-backed Irish draught horse, but as Robert Frost once said, they had miles to go before they could drink themselves to sleep. 
Finally, as the three friends left the pasture behind and trotted single file down the narrow country road, Estrada breathed in hope. The square stucco homes inched closer together. Then he saw a gas station and a sign written in Irish Gaelic he didn’t dare pronounce. Late afternoon shadows climbed stone garden walls, whispering the promise of a cool evening. As he licked his dry lips, his stomach growled. 
“How do they feel about buskers here?” Estrada asked. Perhaps the bard could play his pipes, or he could whip up a few magical sleights-of-hand, if they could find an audience. Sorcha just shook her head. 
As he listened to the rhythmic clip clop of the horses’ unshod hooves, his thighs ached for his Harley. He raked his fingernails through the loose hair that dusted the back of his damp neck. When they passed a shop with a giant Red Bull image in the window, he snorted. What he wouldn’t give for a cold shot of sweet caffeine. But the lights were out, and a CLOSED sign dangled cockeyed in the window. The silent village was eerily vacant. Where were all the people? Holed up inside with fans or air conditioners away from this oppressive heat? 
As they crossed the old stone bridge, his throat felt too parched even to swallow. Still, the rippling river sang her siren song, and he gazed down, remembering another bridge like this—a bridge he’d crossed in a vision when he’d traveled to the Underworld to rescue Michael’s fractured soul. That moment seemed long ago, and yet; it hadn’t happened yet. Wouldn’t happen if he succeeded in his task. 
Foreknowledge was the best gift Cernunnos had ever given him. Today was June 21st, and he knew the vampires wouldn’t strike until August 1st—the eve of his daughter’s first birthday. He squeezed his fist and pounded his breast. He had just over five weeks to annihilate Diego and his vampire horde. Five weeks to foil the abduction of his child. Five weeks to save Michael. 
I must save Michael.
Estrada had arrived at the far side of the bridge when he realized he’d been so caught up in his revery, he’d forgotten about the others. He could see Sorcha up ahead and hear the rushing water beneath the bridge, but the steady clip-clop of Conall’s horse’s hooves had stopped.
He stared over his shoulder and searched the road behind him, but the bard was gone.
A rush of adrenalin raced up his legs, and he tugged the leather reins across his horse’s neck and spun her with the force of his thighs and heels, just in time to catch the white flash of Capall’s tail as the stallion disappeared down the abutment. 
“Conall,” he shouted. Urging his horse into a trot, Estrada bounced over the single lane bridge and down the steep trail to the stream below. 
“Conall,” he yelled again, panic clutching his gut. The bard’s blood-stained clothes lay in a heap.
When his gray mare saw Conall’s white stallion belly-deep in the stream, she headed down the bank. Estrada leapt off and doffed his leather boots, waded into the cool water and stared upstream, then followed the current down. 
He gasped. Conall floated face down, arms outstretched, his shoulder blades and the slick curves of his ass the only pale parts showing above the coppery water. 
“Conall,” he screamed. Please don’t tell me you’ve given up after all this. “Raise your head, man. Breathe.”
When the bard didn’t move, Estrada waded closer, caught his shoulders with both hands, and yanked. Conall’s body turned, his head flew back, and he blinked. Estrada crushed him to his chest. “What’re you doing, man? I thought you were—” 
“Why?” Conall stepped back, his brown eyes wide. “Why would you think that?”
“You lost Ruairí and your home, and I can’t imagine what it must be like to see your beautiful Ireland purged for peat.” The flat black striations bothered Estrada, and he was used to environmental destruction. Conall was not. Pre-industrial Ireland was virginal. Pristine.
“Aye. My heart breaks for all those things.” Conall grasped Estrada’s face in both hands. “But I’m alive, and I have you and Sorcha. This is still my Ériú, and Ruairí walks with the goddess.”
Estrada grasped Conall’s bearded jaw with both palms and held him. He had no words. But their eyes locked, and he knew his friend spoke the truth. For this moment, at least, Conall had surpassed his grief and there were only the two of them standing under the bridge, hip deep in water. 
Leaning in, Estrada pulled Conall’s jaw closer until their lips brushed, and he breathed Conall’s breath and tasted the silty stream on his skin. His body fired with their first kiss, one he’d waited days and nights to feel. It was only the bard’s grief for Ruairí that had held Estrada’s desire at bay. His hands slid down Conall’s cool naked back and drew him in. Their mouths formed promises. When Conall’s hand slid down Estrada’s wet leather breeches, he groaned.
“Jaysus, Mary, and Joseph. I thought I’d lost you two, and here yous are, making out under the feckin bridge like a couple of horny trolls.” 
Estrada ignored Sorcha and continued to savor Conall’s kiss. Eyes closed, tongues teased, thighs pulsed, fingers caressed. He wanted more. They both wanted more.
“Alright then, lads. You stay here and have at her. I suppose we all need a little recreation after what we’ve been through. I’ll be down at the Village Green enjoying the free solstice barbecue.”
The kiss ended abruptly as Estrada and Conall turned to face Sorcha, who stood on the bank behind them with her hands on her hips. “Free barbecue, you say?” Estrada waded closer with the bard in tow.
“Aye. Burgers and pints. All you can eat and drink. Music too. It’s put on by the village to celebrate Summer Solstice. No cash required, and I’ve just secured us an invitation.”
Conall squinted. “Burgers and pints?” 
“Trust me,” Estrada said. “You’ll love it. But we can’t go like this.”
“Aye, you’d best dry off and—” Before she could finish, Estrada stumbled out of the stream, threw an arm around Sorcha, and yanked her into the water. She screamed and sank below the surface, then popped up grinning, and pressed back her wet red hair. “Ah lads, it does feel grand.” 
Conall splashed her and the two of them played like kids as Estrada stripped off his wet shirt and leather breeches and hung them on a bush. Then he staggered back into the current and slipped underwater. The stream wasn’t deep, not even over his head, but he emptied his lungs and sank to the bottom. Sitting as stoic as Houdini, he felt his body and spirit infuse with the healing power of the water. Running his hands over the accumulated sweat and dust, he scrubbed his face and hair, arms, and chest, then let the river do the rest.
When he burst through the surface, he could feel the gods and goddesses of old all around him, cheering him on. You can do this. You’ll find a way. And when he stepped from that silty stream, Estrada felt like a man reborn. A thirsty, hungry man.
“Where’s this barbecue?” he said.
“Same way we were heading.” Sorcha grasped the bard’s hand. “Come on, Conall. I want to see your face when you bite into your first burger in this millennium.”
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Heads turned as the motley trio rode onto the trimmed green grass, their spirited horses revived by the stream. Tall Scots pines bordered a square of verdant parkland fringed by oak, ash, and hazel trees. Yellow fringed flags fluttered from tall, leafy branches and crisscrossed over their heads. Barbecues belched smoke laced with the scent of charred beef. People sat eating and conversing in lawn chairs, while children played chase or frolicked to the band in front of the wooden stage. Others, clutching large plastic cups, queued in front of a table stacked with vats and ladles.  
Is that beer? Estrada leapt off his horse and tied it loosely to a shrub as Sorcha and Conall had done. The mare lowered her head to graze the rich grass. 
“Beer,” he shouted, and shambled over to join the queue. His thighs weren’t quite right after hours on that broad-backed nag, but after a few pints he figured he might forget.
If it hadn’t been Summer Solstice, Estrada might have got some strange looks, dressed as he was in wet leather breeches, boots, and a dirty linen shirt. But today, many were in costume. Some resembled faeries and elves—thanks to the power of Tolkien, no doubt—others, gods and goddesses. There were even Vikings.
I like this village, Estrada thought, as he sniffed the scent of incense and cannabis mingling on the wind. 
He dipped a ladle into the dark brown vat labeled Guinness and filled three large plastic cups. Then he scanned the crowd for Conall and Sorcha. He shook his head when he discovered her flirting with a tall, fair-haired man in front of a barbecue, burger in hand. Even after their experience with Kai Roskilde in Scotland, Sorcha still had a penchant for blond, burly Vikings.
Then he spotted Conall. Crouching before the stage, the bard gazed intently at the band, no doubt fascinated by the plethora of instruments and sounds. The musicians were all pros—acoustic base and guitar players, a raucous fiddler, another pumping some exotic bagged instrument while using his rapid-fire fingers to create a melody. While still another blew a high-pitched tin whistle with enough zeal to rouse the fey.   
Estrada strolled through the crowd, carefully minding the sloshing red plastic cups and offered one to the bard. 
Conall sat back and squeezed the cup curiously until Estrada stopped him from busting it, then threw back his head and downed the whole pint. Estrada handed him another and hunkered down on the grass beside him. 
After draining his pint, Estrada glanced at Conall’s rapt face. The bard had unbound his long brown hair, and it glittered with gold streaks as it dried in the sunlight. Freckles dotted his cheeks above a wolfish nose. As he watched the band, his eyes, a deep caramel shade, sparkled with intensity. 
Estrada reached over with one hand and ran his fingers down the bard’s cheek into his fine beard. “You’re beautiful, man.” When Conall’s lip quivered, Estrada caught his jaw in his hand, leaned forward, and brushed his lips gently with his own.
The bard drew back, perhaps fearing the impropriety. Homosexuality was esteemed in Iron Age Ireland but not expressed publicly from what Estrada had seen.
“It’s cool, man. No one here cares if we kiss. Look around.” There were several amorous couples in the crowd of varying genders, and no one gave them a second look. It was a solstice celebration and that meant merriment in all its guises.
“That’s not it,” Conall said. “I just . . .”
“Just what?”
He shrugged. “I’m not good at it. I’d never done it until—”
“Wait. What? Are you saying that kiss back in the stream was your first? Ever?” Estrada squinted at Conall’s nod, then shook his head.
Conall smiled shyly. “Was it alright?”
“Alright? That kiss left me spun, man.” He brushed Conall’s lips with his thumb. “I can’t understand how you, looking as you do, have never been kissed.” Estrada had seen plenty of kissing in Iron Age Croghan. The ancient Irish weren’t sexually repressed by any means. Had Conall really been so hung up on Ruairí, his straight best friend, that he’d never had other relationships or experiences?
When Conall dropped his head and averted his gaze, Estrada remembered a drunken conversation they’d had back in Croghan on the night of Ruairí’s inauguration. Conall had alluded to being in a sexual liaison not of his choosing. Had there been no tenderness? Was he forced, used, raped, abused? 
“Look, friend. Talk or don’t talk. But know I’m here for you, and I’ll listen.” He elbowed the bard. “I might even teach you some kissing tricks.” One way to get past a bad sexual experience was with words. Another was by making love to someone who cared.
When Conall’s shoulders eased down, Estrada leaned in and kissed him again, gently, lovingly, savoring the yeasty taste of their slow, hungry mouths. Chugged on an empty stomach, the beer had gone straight to his head and roused his desire. He laid Conall back on the grass, fingers straying down the bard’s neck inside his linen shirt, stroking his firm pecs. Conall’s breath quickened, and his body rose. With gentle lips, Estrada explored his neck and the hollow of his collarbone, then crept up to catch his full mouth again. 
Their bodies pulsed to the beat of the music. Pulling back, Estrada gazed into the bard’s bright eyes and watched his pupils dilate with desire. He brushed Conall’s lips with a finger. “Want more? Wanna take a walk in the woods?”
Conall squeezed against him and exhaled. “Aye. Aye, let’s walk.”
“How about we walk over there and get some burgers, boys?” Sorcha’s voice was loud. Annoyed. She gestured to the smoking barbecue and glared at Estrada.
He glared back. Was she jealous? She’d kissed him herself in Scotland and tried her damnedest to get him into bed. His first impulse was to tell her to mind her own business. But Conall had already risen, so he let it go. Estrada grasped his hand and the two men wandered through the crowd toward the barbecue. He left the bard standing in the queue, and motioned Sorcha away.
“You’ve changed, woman. When we met in Scotland, you were open to whatever suited you. Now you’re judging me.” He stared at Sorcha as her green eyes flared gold.
“I’m not judging you.” She stepped back, but held her ground, then rolled those eyes, and he knew he’d have to fight to win this, whatever it was.
“You’re acting like my fucking mother.” He crossed his arms over his chest. Needed another beer. Needed several. 
“It’s not you I’m concerned about.”
“He’s fine,” Estrada said, gesturing with his chin to Conall. “A consenting adult who knows what he wants.”
“Oh, aye. He wants you. There’s no doubt about that.”
“Then what’s your problem?”
She poked his chest with her finger. “Have you forgotten about your man, Michael Stryker, alive and waiting for you on the other side of the sea? I thought you were in love with him.” 
Estrada scoffed. “The Sorcha I once knew was open to love in all its guises.”
“This isn’t about me.”
“Look. Michael and I are loose. No rules. No judgment. We do what we want. We always have.”
“And what about Conall? How’s himself going to feel when you and Michael Stryker reunite? Are you going to take him to bed with you?”
“If that’s what he wants.” 
“For feck’s sake, Estrada. Conall’s just crossed through time after seeing the man he loved his whole life tortured and executed. The man is heartbroken. Vulnerable. Grieving. Even if he doesn’t know it.” She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t want to see him hurt again.”
Estrada shrugged. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying you need to think with your head and your heart and not just that.” She pointed to his crotch.
“You think it wouldn’t help Conall to be loved for the man he is? Christ, he’d never even been kissed until today. He’s never been able to be himself openly or choose his lover.”
“And that’s you, I gather.”
“It’s consensual, and the attraction’s mutual, yeah.”
Sorcha snorted.
“Look. I know that Conall’s grieving, and I know someone hurt him in the past, but making love with a man he’s chosen could help him heal.”
“Aye. Well, mind you don’t hurt him again. I love that man like a brother, and if any harm comes to him from you, I’ll feckin kill you myself.”
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Sorcha scowled at the bricks of black peat stacked across the front pasture of Sullivan Stables like a frontline of British soldiers. The Bog of Allen, Ireland’s largest peatland, surrounded Lullymore, but she hadn’t expected to find mining here, on  this land. The Vivian Sullivan who’d been her best friend at the University of Galway, would never have compromised her horses’ pasture for the cash to be made from fossil fuel.
In fact, the two of them had met at a student-activist group organized by Vivian to protest open pit mining. Vivian had compared it to the degradation of the Amazonian rain forests, and they’d garnered plenty of support with their demonstrations. Viv had always said that to create true and lasting change, you had to be prepared to die for your cause, or at least get arrested. Once, the Garda Síochána had hauled them in when they’d danced, draped in greenery and nothing else, encircled by smoldering blocks of peat. Her mother was out on a dig in Greece, so Sorcha spent the night in jail because there was no one to bail her out. Vivian spent the night because Mrs. Sullivan told them to teach her a lesson. She was that kind of bitch.
Sorcha chewed her bottom lip and considered her options. If Estrada wasn’t so desperate to get home and save his family, she’d wheel her pony around right now and ride back to the solstice celebration where she’d left him and Conall too wasted to walk. She’d volunteered to go ahead and promised to return, preferably with a truck and trailer. She knew Estrada was sick of riding and was betting on her old friendship with Vivian to get them out of this mess. But now she wasn’t so sure. Her fluttering gut told her something was off. 
Rowan pawed the grass with an unshod hoof, bored with standing idly on the verge. What to do. Night was falling. She had no money for a bed and breakfast and knew no one else in the area. She could try to ride back to the lads, but both she and the pony were exhausted. When she loosened the reins, Rowan made the decision for her, and walked on. 
At the end of the driveway, she saw a huge white FOR SALE sign hammered into the ground and tugged on the reins. Jaysus. How could Vivian sell Sullivan Stables? It was all she’d ever wanted. Peat was one thing. This was something else. What had happened to her old friend? There was only one way to find out.
She took a deep breath, gave her pony a kick, and they plodded up the lane toward the estate. Shadowed by old leafy trees, this part of the farm looked much the same as she remembered, but an eerie stillness hung over it like a shroud. After almost a decade, Sorcha didn’t know how she’d be received, but her curiosity trumped her trepidation. 
She rang the doorbell and waited, hoping that Vivian wouldn’t peek out, see her standing there and refuse to answer. Images flashed through her mind of their last day together. Then the red oak door opened and Franya wavered before her. Wearing nothing but a sheer white silk slip, she held a martini glass between her lacquered fingers. Her hair was chopped short, spiked, and dyed bright mahogany, a shade that contrasted with her pallid skin. 
Franya squeezed her huge hazel eyes shut, then blinked as if seeing a ghost. 
“Foxy?”
The sound of her pet name spoken in Franya’s sultry voice brought everything racing back and left Sorcha speechless. She chided herself. She should have been prepared for this. She knew Franya would be here. Knew Vivian and Franya had married three years ago, after Mrs. Sullivan died. She’d seen the story in the Irish Times, “Gay Childhood Sweethearts Marry in Kildare.” Vivian was society and it’d been big news for the small community. What Sorcha wasn’t prepared for was the rush of feelings. Attraction. Repulsion. Desire. Her mouth went dry, her cheeks red. She licked her lips and scolded herself for standing mute as an eejit. 
“It is you, Foxy. My, my.” Franya’s words slurred as her elfin eyes flashed. “It’s been donkey’s years.”
“Nine.” Sorcha spit out a fact. Franya was unaltered, as alluring as ever.
“Well, come in.” Her head swayed, exposing her thin pale neck, and Sorcha wavered between wanting to kiss it and wring it. 
“I have a pony.” Sorcha gestured to Rowan, who stood grazing on the front lawn with her weathered leather reins dragging on the ground. Then wanted to smack herself in the head. I have a pony? Jaysus, how old am I? Ten?
Franya glanced out the door and back again. “Oh, so you do.” She downed the last dregs of her martini and set the glass on a table in the entryway. “I’ll call Declan to deal with it, shall I?” She said deal with it as if Rowan were some pest needing extermination.
Sorcha huffed. “Where’s Vivian?” She needed to speak to someone sane, and Vivian had been her friend much longer than Franya had been her lover. 
Franya’s eyes glazed, and she stumbled backward, swaying like a willow caught in the wind. 
Sorcha stood rooted to the threshold and stared at the teetering woman she’d once passionately loved as the ugly scene came flooding back. She could still see the look of wide-eyed surprise on their flushed faces when she’d returned home early from a dig one afternoon and caught Vivian and Franya in bed together. Best friend and lover, naked and sweating, and her flat wafting the scent of love. 
She could have forgiven a one-night stand or entertained the notion of a triad had they invited her to join. But they hadn’t. When the women admitted they’d had a secret sexual liaison since high school, Sorcha’s understanding of the situation didn’t ease her pain. They’d claimed that Mrs. Sullivan would disown and disinherit Vivian if she found out, and that’s why they’d hidden their relationship. Sorcha had met the stuck-up matriarch and could understand their fear, but why keep that secret from her?
Their betrayal was the deal-breaker. Sorcha had suffered through her last year at uni, depressed and alone, then signed on for every archaeology dig she could find that was not in Ireland. And she’d never come back. She couldn’t bear to run into them. Yet now, she stood on their doorstep with her hand out. Had she gone feckin mad?
A dark-haired stranger pushed past her just as Franya hit the floor. He scooped the slender woman up in his arms and carried her into the sitting room. Sorcha froze. Bewildered. Heart-pounding. Franya was obviously inebriated, but what had triggered her fall? Sorcha’s sudden appearance or the mention of Vivian? 
After laying Franya on a chaise, the man covered her with a throw. “There now,” he said with a clipped Cork accent. 
Sorcha crossed her arms over her chest and the two of them stood staring awkwardly at the dishy drunk for several seconds. The tableau would have made a decent paparazzi photo.
“Is she alright?” Sorcha asked at last. 
“Oh, aye.”
“Is Vivian here? I’ve just arrived and, honestly, I’m in a bit of a bind.” 
“Friends, were you then?”
Were? Sorcha froze, heart wailing in her chest, then she found her words. “Aye, we were all friends at uni.”
He approached and offered his hand. “Declan Doyle. Stable manager.” When she clasped it, she noted he was as sexy as Killian Jones, the fairytale Captain Hook.
“Well, Sorcha, I hate to tell you this, but . . .” When he paused, a shiver rippled up her arms. Something was off in this house. She could feel it. “Ms. Sullivan died three months back. Horse hit the jump.” Sorcha stepped back and held a fist to her mouth as a bitter bile rose in her gut. Declan exhaled, then added. “It was fast.” He gestured to Franya. “But this one, she’s sufferin’ still.”
“Jaysus.” The news, and the ease with which Declan delivered it, left Sorcha feeling faint. She leaned against the frame of the open door and took a breath. Equestrian accidents happened, of course. Fifteen-hundred pounds of horse could inflict calamitous damage, through a kick, a twist, a refusal, or a tumble, especially to a novice rider. But Vivian was no novice. 
Wringing her hands, she glanced up the staircase, remembering Vivian’s butter yellow bedroom papered in blue ribbons. Horses were her life. She didn’t just compete and win. She was a teacher who’d ridden her whole life. How could such a thing happen to her? It seemed impossible. 
“Ms. Rousseau will be up and at it tomorrow.” Declan ambled toward the door, and Sorcha followed, mind scrambling. “Stayin’ nearby, are you?”
“No, I . . . No.”
“You look knackered, and you’ve had a shock. Perhaps you should stay the night.”
“Oh, I don’t know.” The house felt empty without Vivian, and the idea of Franya rousing her in the night in that silk slip caused sundry sensations—some she ached to feel again, others she was desperate to forget.
“If you’re uneasy here in the big house, I’ve got a decent pull-out.”
Sorcha glanced at Franya, stretched out on the chaise like a Hollywood actress, and wondered what might have happened if she hadn’t caught them that day. After her time in Iron Age Ireland, the one thing she knew for certain was that one action affected another. How long might her mad affair with Franya have lasted had Fate not played her hand?
She flinched when Declan spoke. “Your pony looks knackered too. How about we stable her for the night? I’ll make you a cuppa, and you can decide where you’d like to bed down.” When his dark eyes flickered, Sorcha wavered between running to and running from the sexy stableman. Anything was better than staring at Franya and remembering what the woman could do to her with one flick of a finger.
“Ah, I’d love a cuppa.” There was no way she was going to get anywhere tonight with her plan to borrow some cash and a vehicle. And Declan was right. Both she and Rowan were exhausted. Neither had slept since escaping Ana and her prehistoric posse. What harm could it do to spend the night? 
She followed him out the door and closed it behind her. Tomorrow, she’d steel herself and speak with Franya. Keep it business. A loan for an old friend. Nothing more.
Outside, Declan picked up Rowan’s reins. “She’s a sweet wee thing. Reminds me of a Connemara pony.”
“Oh, aye. She has that look about her.” 
“They’re a native breed. A mix. Wild Scandinavian ponies brought here by the Vikings bred with Spanish Andalusian horses in the fourteenth century.”
“Is that right?” She rubbed Rowan’s velvet nose.
“Aye. This one. She’s a stunner. More Scandinavian than Spanish, I reckon. Closer to a Shetland.”
A stunner? Perhaps Declan was more enamored of horses than people. He seemed different with the pony, gentler, and more interested in Rowan than in herself. 
Sorcha breathed a sigh of relief. The madness was passing. It was just the shock of seeing her ex again and hearing about Vivian. Touching the pony brought her back to the present moment and her mission to get them out of the Midlands.
“Aye. Sweet she is, and clever, I wager. What’s her name?”
“Rowan.” She was a native breed, alright. A twenty-two-hundred-year-old time-traveling Croghan pony. 
Sorcha followed him into the stable and watched silently as he found the pony a clean stall, doled out grain, and filled a pail with fresh water. Beside herself with pleasure, Rowan nickered. 
“My cottage is just here.” Declan gestured to a small gray stone bungalow sheltered by oak and ash trees, quite separate from the rest of the farm. The long shadows of early evening had stretched into dusk and a crescent moon rose above a late-flowering crabapple tree. As her muscles relaxed, Sorcha yawned. 
Declan walked ahead, then shoved open a weathered door that led into a rustic living room. A gentleman, he waited for her to enter. Despite the heat of the day, it felt cool inside. The comforting scents of horse, leather, coffee, and burnt applewood defined the cottage as much as the man. 
“I’ll get your tea. Milk and sugar?”
“Aye. That’ll be grand.” She was achin’ for a cuppa. Hadn’t missed it in Croghan but now that he’d mentioned it, she was salivating.
Hands folded across her chest, she wandered toward a wide stone hearth and glanced at the framed photographs on the mantle. An older couple smiling. His parents, she assumed. The same couple earlier, seated outside an RV with three small children. One had to be pre-pubescent Declan, wide-eyed and bucktoothed, his hair a messy, black mop.
His bedroom door was open and spying the cozy double bed framed in forest green fabric and plumped with white cotton pillows, she yawned again. How long had it been since she’d slept in a proper bed with quilt and pillows? There’d been that platform of skins at the fort and then that horrible spider-infested, dirt-floored hovel when she’d been banished. Ah, but Ruairí had made that hut feel like a palace. She rubbed her belly and sighed. They’d made a baby there—a baby that longed to sleep in a real bed as much as she did.
She turned when she heard the clatter of dishes. Declan had put a tray on the coffee table in front of the couch. 
“I found a few biscuits. Not too stale, I hope.”
Sorcha smiled and lowered herself into a cozy corner of the soft brown leather couch. Seeing two white mugs, she reached for the teapot and poured for both.
“Have you been working here long?” she asked. He seemed comfortable but there weren’t many personal items, at least not on display.
“Well.” He scratched the dark stubble on his chin as he calculated. “It’ll be five years this summer.”
Five years? Suddenly, she had a million questions. Are you close? Why peat mining? Why is the estate for sale? Is there financial trouble? What’s really going on with Franya? Rather than ask, Sorcha sipped her tea, nibbled on a digestive biscuit, and made polite conversation.
“God, I remember these. We practically lived on them at uni.”
“I have a confession, Sorcha.” His eyebrows rose. “I recognized you right off. We all got hammered last New Year’s Eve, and Ms. Sullivan pulled out the photo albums. She missed those days.”
She tried not to question why he’d held that back until now. People were funny. But the knowledge eased her mind. Declan knew she wasn’t a stranger, and that’s why he’d invited her to stay. There was nothing sinister about it. 
“Ms. Sullivan and Ms. Rousseau. Why not Vivian and Franya?”
Declan shrugged. “It never seemed right. They’re my bosses, like.”
Sorcha nodded, finished her tea, and yawned again.
He gestured to the bedroom door. “Take my room tonight. I’ll be fine here on the couch, and you look like you could use a solid night’s sleep.”
Indeed, she could. 
“We’ve been sleeping rough the last few days. It started out as a lark, you know, riding and sleeping out in the pasture under the stars. Then someone stole our packs while we were bathing in the stream. We lost everything—phones, ID, credit cards, the works.”
“Jaysus. What morons.”
“Aye. We enjoyed a solstice celebration tonight. It was great craic, but the fellas got into the black stuff. I knew we were close to Lullymore, so thought I’d ride ahead and see if Vivian could . . .” Her voice faded. Viv was dead. She still couldn’t believe it. 
His lips flattened as he nodded. “Ms. Rousseau’s usually fit by noon—”
“Noon?” Sorcha blurted the word and Declan raised his eyebrows. 
“If you need to crack on, I can hook up the trailer and take you to gather up your mates and their ponies first thing. Most of the stock’s at pasture and I’m up by six.”
Sorcha considered. She’d need to get back to Estrada and Conall well before noon. Estrada was eager to collect Magus Dubh in Scotland and arrange their flights home. And she needed to return to her camp at Kilmartin Glen. She’d been missing several weeks. 
She glanced at the clock. It was half-ten. No wonder she was shattered. 
“If you could help me get the fellas and their horses back here, that’d be grand.”
“It would be my pleasure.” Declan smiled and nodded once. “There’s plenty of hot water, so help yourself to a shower. I’ll put the coffee on in the morning. And Sorcha, don’t fret. Old bonds hold firm.”
Crawling between those cool cotton sheets after a hot shower was the best thing Sorcha had felt since the last night she’d spent with Ruairí. As soon as she thought of him, her throat tightened, and the tears came again. It had been a fast and furious affair. For a moment, he’d been the center of her world, and then he was gone.
She must have fallen asleep crying because the next thing she knew, she breathed in coffee and opened her eyes to a gray haze. Sorcha patted her belly as she did every morning.
“Good morning, Ronan, my little love.” 
But as she stood, she felt suddenly queasy and had to race for the bathroom. 
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Estrada awoke, travel-worn and bleary, with the dregs of last night’s beer still simmering in his cells. He laid in the grass with his eyes closed, listening to the drowsy sounds of night—the soft hoot of an owl, the sough of Conall’s breath as he slept beside him and, in the distance, burbling water. When he opened his eyes, constellations flickered like faerie lights etched in indigo glass, and memories of Primrose filled his mind. Her big Elfin eyes and tricksy smile. He’d loved her, and then she was gone. Sacrificed herself for him and joined her ancestors in Faerie. He called out to her in his mind, hoping she might come this once since they were back in Ireland. Then, knowing that rarely worked, he relented and stared up at the waning moon. 
In her third quarter, she cast a gray haze over the woodland. It must be three or four, the witching hour—which struck him as funny, him being a witch and this being the hour. Better still, it wasn’t quite dawn, which meant there was time to greet the sun on this languid solstice morning. 
He leaned up on one arm and glanced around. Last night’s revelers had left the village green, though the tables, barbecues, and wooden stage still stood silhouetted against the somber sky. Perhaps the people would return to watch the sunrise. 
He’d fallen asleep watching Conall perform on the stage. The last band was an Irish traditional group with a bodhrán player, two fiddlers, and a guitarist. Conall had taken his wooden pipes from their worn leather case and jammed with them. The five pipes of varying lengths were bound, and Conall played the melody by blowing through different mouthpieces. It was more complex than modern-day flutes or recorders with one mouthpiece and finger holes that allowed for varying tones. His ancient pipes were an instant curiosity, and the amazed musicians kept him playing the whole set. 
After the break, they offered him a guitar and Conall blew them all away. He’d learned to strum and pick just by watching the other guitarist. Estrada couldn’t wait to get him on stage at Club Pegasus with his mouth edging a mic. 
The owl hooted again, tugging him from his thoughts, and he searched the trees and hedgerows behind the stage, trying to place it. Finally, he rose and padded across the damp lawn. When he heard it a third time, he glanced up into the branches, only to be startled by twin tangerine eyes that stared back at him, unblinking. He backed off then, not wanting to disturb it, or get morose with thoughts of owls being harbingers of death and it staring at him as if that death could be his own, or worse, someone he loved. 
After discreetly relieving himself of the evening’s beer, he went in search of something to slake his thirst. The horses huddled under the trees—Conall’s white stallion standing guard over his gray mare, who drowsed with one hoof tucked up. There were no predators here, but how was Capall to know? What must it be like for the horses to have traveled through time? The sights, sounds, and scents had dimmed and changed. Prehistoric Ireland was so much more vibrant, the colors vivid, the woods thrumming with every manner of insect and bird, the waters abundant with trout so unafraid, Sorcha had plucked them out of the lake with her hands. 
As he padded back across the lawn, the burbling water beckoned, and he followed. Stone steps led down into a grotto rimmed by mosses and ferns. A small plaque revealed that this was one of Ireland’s holy wells dedicated to “Saint Brigid the Triple Goddess, Patron of Poets, Healing, and Smithcraft.” Having recently befriended a blacksmith in Iron Age Ireland, Estrada knew why smithies warranted their own patron saint.
Water flowed from a fissure into a rock basin. Reaching out, he cupped his hands and sipped, tasting raw earth and pilgrims’ prayers, the spirits of weary travelers like himself, teeming with dreams, and not much else. 
Falling to his knees, he bowed his head to the sacred spirit of the holy well, and offered prayers of gratitude, for he’d returned from the past unscathed. Then he asked for blessings. If the gods would gift him as they’d done before, he might just pull off the Herculean quest that lay before him. 
The sacred water song deepened until his ears rang with its roar. He felt adrift from his limbs, as if enthralled by some somnambulistic spell. His body sank like stone into the earth and tears fell. It seemed he’d been fighting monsters forever, and he knew another battle lay ahead that would take everything he had, and more.
He’d fallen into a meditative state praying but flinched when he felt warm hands upon his shoulders. Then Conall’s breath tickled his ear with hope. 
“Today, we rise. Tomorrow, we triumph.”
Estrada leaned back, enjoying the sensation of Conall’s knees pressing into his shoulder blades as the bard wrung the knots from his neck.
“The Goddess of the Land is strong here,” Conall said. “I feel her in all her power.”
“Yes, this is one of the holy wells dedicated to Brigid. Do you know her?”
“Brigid is de Danann, daughter of the Dagda and patron of bards. To rise in such a place on Midsummer and drink from her holy well is a blessing and good omen.” He cupped his hands and sipped.
Conall knelt beside Estrada and the two men stayed silently praying in that holy shrine, surrounded by votive offerings and mementoes of believers come before, until the gray veil of night lifted. Then the bard took a small, stoppered horn from the purse at his belt and filled it with holy water.
“Come. Greet the dawn.” He rose and held out a hand to Estrada, who grasped it and climbed from the well, feeling energy surge from the earth through the soles of his bare, leathered feet. 
“I wish I had my ritual tools,” Estrada lamented. He felt naked, with nothing to raise the power. Every solstice for years had been Hollystone Coven, theater and drama, the playing of the gods and the dancing of the magic. 
“You have this,” the bard said, backhanding him across the chest. “The Sun God needs nothing but devotion.”
So, Estrada followed the bard and did as he did.
After prostrating himself on the dewy ground, he rose slowly with the sun as it crested the horizon. He felt its power coursing through his veins and asked for courage and strength. 
And then he saw the ravens.
Leaping up, he stood staring as a chill ratcheted up his thighs.
“What is it, brother?”
Estrada shook his head to topple the terror. “Ravens. Diego told me they stalked me for months.” 
“These are just scavengers.” Conall bent over, picked up a smooth stone and rolled it between his fingers as Estrada might play a coin. “But if you need proof, I will bring one down so you can see for yourself.”
“No.” Estrada had killed too many ravens and would only destroy those he knew for certain were vampires.
“Come then. Leave the ravens to their scavenging. We have work to do.”
Estrada followed, wondering what was coming next.
Conall walked into the glade where stood an enormous oak tree Estrada had somehow missed during his stupor the night before. It was tall, old, and wizened, its trunk several feet in diameter and perfectly formed like trees he’d only imagined. Conall embraced the trunk with wide arms, touching his forehead and chest to the gray, furrowed bark. For several moments, he stayed that way, head and heart attuned to the tree, and then he turned his face and put an ear to its skin, listening.
Magus Dubh had told Estrada that Druids had a special relationship with trees. He remembered the story of Crann Bethadh, the Tree of Life, he’d told Lucy at her first birthday party—a party that hadn’t happened yet. There was something so natural and loving in Conall’s intimacy with the ancient oak, Estrada felt like a voyeur. 
He turned away and sat on the ground with his head in his hands. Sorcha was right in her threat. Conall was vulnerable and innocent, and he must do nothing to change that—no matter how pleasurable it would be to deepen those kisses. They were already touching each other as naturally as lovers. 
“Come,” Conall said, yanking him back. “We must cut the mistletoe.”
“Mistletoe?” Estrada repeated. The only mistletoe he knew was a little plastic ball of leaves and white berries people hung over thresholds at Christmas so they could kiss beneath it. They needed no catalyst for their kisses.
Conall pointed to the massive balls of blossoming greenery that hung from the gnarly branches of the old oak. “There,” he said.
“How are you going to cut that?” The tree had to be eighty feet tall, and the balls hung from branches protruding from its thick trunk. 
“With this,” Conall said, pulling his iron dagger from the sheath he wore on his belt. 
“Really.” 
“I cannot refuse,” he said, as if the tree had made a personal request.
“But how?”
Conall sheathed his knife, then took a run and launched himself at the oak tree. Skittering up the trunk using bare feet and hands, he made it to the first heavy branch and gripped it with his brawny arms. Then he shinnied up the trunk like an acrobat, using the knotted limbs for leverage, until he arrived at one from which hung an orb of mistletoe. Inching across the branch on his belly, he used his arms to pull and toes to push. When it sagged under his weight, the bard laughed. The threat of falling was part of the thrill. He hacked away the stems that bound it to the oak, and the bundle of blossoming vines tumbled from the sky. 
As Estrada dodged to avoid it, he breathed in its citrusy scent. Many of the blossoms had died, leaving small embryonic berries, not yet the iconic white they would become by winter. 
“Do you have your dagger?” Conall shouted.
“Yes.” Estrada gestured to the knife that hung in its sheath from his belt.
“Come, join me.”
Estrada stared at the wide trunk of the oak. He’d never tried a stunt like this. What if he failed? Conall had climbed the thick tree trunk like an elf. But how could he say no?
“Alright. Here I come.” He took one deep breath and ran at the tree. Feet scrambling, his hands connected with the first big branch. Clinging with his fingers, he swung his body until he could get one leg up and hook his foot overtop the branch. He hoisted up the rest of him and lay face down with his arms and feet hugging the wood like some pathetic caterpillar. He could hear Conall cackling high above him.
“So glad I amuse you.”
“When you finish fucking the tree, come up,” the bard said, between snorts.
Estrada inched his way back to the trunk, where he was relieved to discover the branches were much closer together, then climbed rather nimbly to where Conall balanced above him. His chest swelled with pride. “Now what?”
Conall’s smile faded. “The mistletoe has sunk roots into the oak and is feeding from her.”
Like a vampire, Estrada thought.
“We must cut away the roots, as close as we can, without harming the tree.”
The two men worked away in silence, hacking through the sinewy roots and tossing down leafy spheres. As Estrada took out his vampire angst on the parasitic plant, he recalled some sacred association between Druids and mistletoe. 
“What do you use the mistletoe for?”
“I have no use for it, though we sometimes steeped a bitter tea to use in sacrifice.”
Estrada glanced at Conall, confused, but relieved the bard wasn’t envisioning a ritual killing. “If you have no use for it, why are we harvesting it?”
“She asked me to save her from this leech that steals her essence. The task befits this sacred day.”
“The oak spoke to you.” He wasn’t surprised. Dylan could talk to stones and Sorcha saw visions when she touched metal. Why shouldn’t Conall talk to trees? 
“What are you boys up to now?” 
Estrada glanced down, then felt dizzy and swayed. Sorcha was suddenly standing below them amongst the scattered balls of mistletoe. 
He focused on Conall to gain his equilibrium. “Is the tree good now?”
“Aye, we’ve cut away the worst of it and she breathes easier.”
Estrada closed his eyes. In the stillness, he could feel the rise and fall of the oak tree’s breath. When he opened them, he saw her aura blooming several feet out and shimmering like a rainbow. 
“Blessings,” he said, “and thanks to you both.” This was the best solstice morning he could have had an ocean away from Hollystone and his family.
“We brought coffee,” Sorcha shouted.
Conall cocked his head curiously. “Coffee?”
“We’ll be right there.” Estrada stared down at fifty feet of thick gray trunk and wished he was in his aerial silks rather than about to free fall. 
“Just wait,” Sorcha said. “Declan’s gone to get rope from the truck. The last thing we need is for you to break a leg.”
Estrada felt his face flush, but caught the proffered rope, swung it over a thick branch, and used it to rappel down the trunk. Conall stood above him chuckling, then dropped the rope to the ground at Estrada’s feet and scampered down as confidently as an arborist. Indeed, the Druid bard was a tree surgeon among other things. 
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