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“FANS OF CELTIC STORIES won’t want to miss this one” ~Joanne Rock, Three-time RITA nominee

I love Celtic mythology (although I am no expert) and thought the legend of the Harshad Wars and warriors was well-created... and I was satisfied by the end.... I'd recommend this to romance fans who like a strong fantasy story with lots of historical connections, and obviously fans of Celtic myth. A great read! ~Kelly, Friday Night Romance

Just enough Celtic history to be interesting mixed with a bit of fantasy and some romance to sizzle, this book was a fast and fun read! Please tell me there will be more! ~Babs Z.

This book is, in fact, full of Celtic imagery and mythic references. It helps if you’re a bit familiar with that world, but even if you aren’t you’ll enjoy the story anyway. There are old secrets to be uncovered, battles to be fought, and more than one Harshad warrior over whom to drool. My advice? Just sit back and enjoy the wild ride! I’ll bet by the end you, too, will want your own Harshad warrior! ~Laura Hartland/Strickland

This is a smoothly paced story that mixes myth and reality perfectly with the romance of Aaron and Stacy along with quite a bit of paranormal elements to add even more enjoyment to this first book in a series. ~Jackie B (Housewife Blues and Chihuahua Stories)

The mix of druids and magic in the modern world that are all colliding with the past make a pretty interesting story. ~ The Romance Reviews.

Praise for Bitter Thorn Tribe:

“A unique blend of myth and magic weaves through the heroine's journey in book two of the Stewards War series, while Revezzo sows the seeds for more fantasy drama still to come to Bitter Thorn Grove. A fast-paced read in a well-drawn world.” - USA Today bestselling author Joanne Rock

“A fast-paced tale, rich in detail that will transport readers into a world we can only dream about. Great reading that easily makes fantasy come to life!” ~ Dii, TomeTender
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by
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Synopsis:

DESTINED FOR WAR

As Steward, Stacy travels to her ancestral home in Ireland to wed. When she is granted access to the family’s sacred site, her presence opens a magical portal that brings her into a new version of the world. Does this mean the gods approve and her wedding can move forward or will the evil Balor object and end the world once and for all?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER ONE
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THIS IS THE LAST TIME. Aaron swore it. The last time that bloody monster ever harms the sacred ground, or the Steward! He’d had enough long before Balor’s Harbingers attacked the sacred ground. But this, the partial destruction of what Stacy held dear was the last possible straw.

He’d slipped out while she showered, unable to think of anything else save how he might have lost her. Now that she was safe at home, he had a job to do. Better to do it quick while she was safe and distracted—for the most part.

Faulty wiring caused the fire, the inspectors said, but he knew better. Hours may have passed since the attack, but Aaron was no less angry, and no less sure of who caused the explosion.

The old Battle Rage coursing down his forearms, Aaron bashed his harshad at the gate of the Sidhe mound in which he thought to find Balor. A hill-like fortification, shielded by a magical mist, the hill made of phosphate and something like dead rat carcasses. A veritable pile of junk on the marshy outskirts of Bitter Thorn Grove’s beaches.

Appropriate for you, you heinous monstrosity!

The thick stone barrier barely shuddered. Was that enough recompense for what Balor’s men had done to Stacy’s history center. The sacred ground? For putting her once more so close to possible death? Never.

Die, bastards! That, yes that would assuage his anger. Every last Harbinger and their foul master Balor dead for all and ever would more than pay for their slight to the Steward, her family, and the Harbingers’ destructive violation of the sacred ground.

He hit the gate again, this time with a charge of his battle magic. The stone glowed a bright azure color, shuddered again, and split open. Dark light oozed into the bright morning along with ozone and the scent of offal. He stormed into the breach and entered the barrow, harshad blade before him. Heart pounding adrenaline he considered what to do as he advanced and the passage’s darkness swallowed him.

Should I call out my Enemy? And be stomped on before he moved an inch? No, better to leave a trail of death announcing him. Better for Stacy’s sake, and that of her whole family, to kill as many as possible.

Gripping his harshad tight, he stormed through the darkness. Fog smelling of garbage and excrement assailed his nose. Pricks of light darted at him, into his head and brain and still he barreled through the entryway.

Alarm bells blared. Aaron darted forward, his ears ringing from the deafening wail, ignoring the urge to wince away from the noise shaking the walls.

A beast appeared with leathery skin, a bent snout and large eyes, a taller height than Aaron himself, and knuckles huge and dragging the earth. Harbinger.

The Harbinger bellowed and ran for him. Aaron slashed at the beast.

Another appeared to take his place, chattering. Aaron wondered if the beast cursed at him. Surely, he was taunting him.

“Speak the gods’ Gaelic, if you can be so civilized, you thrice-cursed Fomoriian!” Aaron didn’t give him a chance to obey his order, carving through his thick skin.

Three more beasts emerged into the passageway.

A horrific giggle filled his ears.

“Your blade will never find purchase, harshad warrior. You are but an unskilled girl-child here.”

Though anger gripped him hard, Aaron kept it from his command, “Face me as you aught, Wicked One and I will show you my skill!”

The lights blinked out, leaving him in a tomb so black, he made out nothing of the tunnel he’d entered.

Something sharp flitted past him. Sensations like tiny needles stabbed his bare arm. He slashed his blade after the beast—for surely it was a beast.

A giggle sounded in response. “You missed, Warrior.”

So we’re going to play that game, are we? “I’ve not come to banter with you. Balor, come forth! I demand it. Honor demands it!”

“You are in a position to demand nothing, feeble sir.” The reply hissed in his ear, as if the speaker stood close behind. A mixture of men’s voices, and women’s.

Aaron swung his blade over his head, hearing just the whoosh of its passage through the thick air. If the speaker had a body to go with that hissy voice, it had quick reflexes. “Don’t waste my time, Balor. Show yourself! We’ve business to finish.”

“You would break the treaty?”

“To borrow a friend’s phrase, I don’t give a bloody good god damn about the treaty!”

Jim’s phrase, but still. Any friend to Stacy was his.

“Face me!”

“Or you shall do what?” A darker shape formed against the gloom. “You who have no strength to control the Steward cannot possibly hope to command me.”

We will just see about that. “You are here, are you not? I demand you cease all actions against the Steward.”

“Or what?”

He flexed his left hand, tightened his grip on his blade with the other, considering his action.

Light skimmed over the shape, shined in Aaron’s eyes. He squinted, and yet tried to keep the dark shape in his sight. The dark shape rose, towering above him. Balor?

If Balor had come, could he kill the monster? He’d vanquished the god on the battlefield once, according to the rules of battle. His action now was outside all constraints. How would his gods, to whom he owed his part in this war, his fealty, his ability to protect his beloved Stacy, and her family, her world, react if he indeed vanquished their foe for all time? Without their approval.

Now as the evil cyclops materialized before him, he wondered, could he wipe this bastard from eternal existence?

If Balor opens his poisoned eye, I’m dead.

Even if he threw up his protections and shut his own eyes against it, would it be the last time he ever did? Here, without the harshad druids and their blessed Cauldron of Rebirth within shouting distance, he was sure he knew the answer to that question.

This was ill-conceived, nitwit.

“You should listen to yourself, warrior,” the dark voice croaked. “Unless you wish death over the job you still have yet to do.”

He focused on his blade. Yes, what of Stacy? What of the next generation? “Do not think to tell me my duty.”

“What do you expect of me, then?”

“I expect you to die.”

As he swung his blade, Balor came fully into the light. Two men stood on his shoulder, and they struggled to raise his eyelid.

Voices shouted from behind. Aaron felt two hands grasp him by the arms. The light swirled around him. He hit the ground and rolled. Sunlight blazed down from overhead.

This is it.

But as he drew another breath, inhaling the scent of dirt and trash, Isaac growled at him.

“What the bloody hell is wrong with you? Did you want to die?”

Aaron knew he wasn’t dead. Sitting there, arms draped over his knees, and taking deep breaths of the sweeter, cleaner air of Bitter Thorn Grove—even laced with its usual exhaust and city-scents—he realized how close he’d come.

Isaac leaned down, glaring at him, a stethoscope waved around his neck, mud and dirt stained his white coat. “Did you?”

“I think you know what I wanted to do.”

“Yes, well, you should’ve warned us.”

“So you could stop me?”

“It would’ve been nice. If I could’ve made you come to your senses before this little assault, I wouldn’t have had to drop everything to save your neck.”

Taking him in again, he realized his friend had been in surgery this morning and left it to come save him.

Aaron mumbled an apology.

Isaac offered his hand to help him up. “Not accepted.”

The light flashed around them, and the Tampa Bay park in which they stood blinked out.
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A WEEK HAD PASSED SINCE that little time bomb of Balor’s had gone off, and still Stacy’s heart stuttered every time she walked into the storage area. The fire marshals had come to make their pronouncement of the stability of what remained of her storage room; the insurance men, likewise, were composing their assessment. No doubt, they, at least, would make her rebuild that room, if nothing else. She was still surprised Balor’s bomb, for she had no other mundane way to describe that exploding plant to people, hadn’t taken the whole building down.

Today, she sat on the floor in the hall outside, gazing at the gaping hole, covered in plastic sheeting that Mick and Aaron had helped her drape over it. With the help of a few friends from the harshad warriors, they’d gone back in this morning and carried out what was left of the heaviest busts and statues. Some of the memorabilia littered the back galleries, though she couldn’t see them from here. More framed documents, maps, and a few paintings, lined up against the walls. The electrical system was iffy and the lights blinked overhead.

The blast had even affected their phone and Internet connections. Now she flipped through a half-filled notebook, comparing inventory notes with Erika.

Her friend tallied and recounted what they owed the museum in Sarasota who had only just delivered a few precious artifacts right before the explosion.

Though Cyreth had offered the use of her computers, Stacy made more notes, and composed an email through her cellphone. She’d stored other notes on her home laptop.

As to her new home, everything she and Aaron needed, they’d already removed from some of their moving boxes, the rest would come later. With all her focus on the history center—what was left of it—she hadn’t yet grown accustomed to her house’s layout, the hall, kitchen, or bathroom. The only thing she’d taken time to do was christen the bedroom.

“What are you smiling about?” Erika asked.

Stacy blinked the memory of her beloved Aaron’s nightly attention away. “Nothing.”

“So you didn’t zone out? Then what did I just ask you?”

“If I’d called about the tickets. Yes, we’ve got a flight to Ireland on Tuesday.”

“No, I didn’t mention you and Aaron’s plans—eh, wedding plans.”

Erika knew they’d postponed the wedding so that she may get married in her ancestral home. But Stacy hadn’t told many of her friends why she’d moved it from Bitter Thorn Grove, Florida, to Bitter Thorn Grove, Ireland. Nor why she’d rescheduled it from midsummer to Samhain. There were just some things of her myth-laced life that her very down-to-earth friends didn’t need to know. “I asked you how much we should allocate from the insurance payment on the Derringer maps to the Falkenberg Road pottery the explosion cracked.”

“Oh.” She flipped a page, then another. “I don’t know.” She rose to her feet and headed toward the storage area, paused, and squeezed her eyes shut. “Remind me again, it’s gone.”

Erika said nothing and Stacy glanced over her shoulder to see her friend sucking in a deep breath to fight off her own tears. “What were you after?”

“The ledger where we wrote the amount we insured the maps for.”

“I’ve got it here.” Erika raised the folder she held. “It looks like five thousand, minus a few pennies.”

“And they paid us...” Not nearly enough. She let out an exasperated growl. “Put five hundred toward the pottery restoration and the rest to the map’s owners. That should do, for now.”

“Good. And the plates?”

“Two hundred. That’s more than enough to glue them back together.” Her smartphone chimed an alert and she glanced at it to find a text from Aaron.

How are all things going?

She texted back a quick, Okay. Not the truth, but she knew he’d know how she felt about this destruction.

Good.

Where was he, anyway?

Mick cursed from the main room. A moment later she heard, “They’re in the office hallway, but she’s busy.”

Stacy and Erika glanced up from their notes. “Mick, you okay?” Stacy shouted.

The burly, dark-haired, and strong-armed guard appeared at the end of the hall.

She asked, “Do you need something?”

Aaron appeared behind him. Handsome and tall, with light skin tanned from the summer sun. His strawberry blond hair was down around his shoulders today.

Stacy couldn’t fight back a smile. But his frown concerned her.

Nonetheless, she met him in the middle of the hall. He ran his hands up and down her arms, kissed her nose. “Are you okay?” As ever, his Irish accent didn’t fail to send a thrill racing over her skin.

She snuggled close, enjoying his unexpected attention. “Of course, why shouldn’t I be?”

“Still want to go to Ireland, or did you change your mind?”

Erika checked her notes. “Your flight’s not until the day after next.”

“Is that so?”

“Oh.” Erika blinked. “You want to go now.”

Stacy nodded and met her friend’s gaze. “If you can spare me?”

Erika took the ledger from her. “I got this. Go. Have fun.”

Back home, Aaron occupied his time making a few calls—to Isaac and Cyreth. Stacy left him to it. Meanwhile, she checked the answering machine to find a call from her mother about the wedding and spent some time answering her while she packed.

As she folded a second pair of jeans into her bags, Aaron finished his calls. “Did you mention to her how much I hate flying?” he asked.

“Do you really think she’d understand?” She looked at the phone. “I mean, five hundred years ago we knew about you harshad warriors and your magical mode of travel, but... Okay. Yeah. You’re right. We’ll go now, if she doesn’t mind.” Stacy plucked up her phone again and sent Enda a text message. Yet, not quite sure how to phrase the topic, she merely stated,


Don’t be surprised if our flight arrives early.



Enda responded: Airline? Is Aaron’s fabled ability no more than a story, then?

The question surprised her and she handed the phone over to Aaron.

He angled his head to read, grunted. “Of course she knows. Why would that astound you?”

Stacy rolled her eyes to the ceiling and sent back a quick message. Apparently, we have much more to discuss.

Enda said, Come whenever you like, but I have a few more days at the hospital before my holiday begins.

Stacy relayed the message. “She knows to expect us sooner rather than later. So, we’re covered.”

Except for one last thing which prompted a second flurry of text messages. “How would you feel about a side trip?” she asked, reading the response.

“To where?”

“I just invited us over to Jim’s for dinner.”
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JIM’S APARTMENT SEEMED no bigger than a shoebox with Aaron and him inside. The interior held his couch—really, a futon—on one side, the television across from it. A black light poster of a Buddha decorated the sliver of the north wall. A counter ran along the eastern side of the apartment on which she spotted a stove’s burners, a sink, and a strainer with a straw sticking out of the utensil alcove. Somewhere in the kitchen the refrigerator waited. She heard it, but didn’t see it.

“Do I need to say I feel squished in with you two standing here?” Stacy teased. She wondered that her tall, burly friend, who always reminded her of a biker, found comfort in so small an apartment. “Maybe I should stay on the porch.”

“If you want my neighbors to hear our conversation, sure,” Jim said. “I thought we wanted to keep the whole you marrying an immortal thing secret. No skin off my back.”

“I guess you’re right.”

He pointed to his small dining area. “Come on in. Dinner’s almost ready.”

Taking a sniff, she considered the savory scent. “Swedish meatballs?”

Jim shrugged. “Something between that and shepherd’s pie. Sans all the excess greens my mom forced in me.”

Aaron nodded. “Sounds perfect.”

They sat down at Jim’s small dining table—a table that looked like it might belong in a farmer’s home circa 1930s. Jim offered them beers, Aaron declined. So, he brought out cans of Coke instead. “So, what’d the insurance adjusters say?”

“What else could they say?” Stacy took a sip. “Faulty wiring is on us.”

“Of course.” He eyed the oven. “And the appraisers said we should just demolish the history center, right?”

“Do you think there’s a chance in hell I’d allow anyone to take a wrecking ball to the center?”

“What was I thinking?” Jim tapped his forehead. “Remind me to call my doctor tomorrow and have him take me off the painkillers.”

Stacy touched the arm that hadn’t been burned, though, to her eye, the severity of his injuries wasn’t as bad as she’d thought. Remember to thank Isaac for stepping in. “How are you, really?”

“Pretty good, all things considered. Let me just get this right out in the open, I don’t care what Dr. Hollis says, I betcha I’ll be back next week.” He flexed his arm in a tentative manner. “Tell your friend Isaac he made a good call suggesting Hollis. He’s done a fantastic job with those grafts.”

Stacy tipped her head, and touched his hand. “He’s a wizard, for sure.”

“He’s—” Jim blinked, pointed to Aaron. Stacy didn’t oblige him with an answer, but she thought the doctor in question was one out of the druids’ little black books, for sure. “As long as no one tries to make me lift that canoe in the main gallery, I should be okay.”

“Good man.” Aaron toasted him. “And we didn’t even need to throw you in the Cauldron.”

The harshad druids treated many of their wounded warriors to a dip in the Cauldron of Rebirth. She too had gone inside it. Why not her friend?

Jim blinked. “Uh... Well, I wasn’t hurt that bad.” Nervous, now, he picked up a potholder lying off to the side of the sink and spun it around, put it back. “You really do have one of those.” He looked to Aaron. “Of course you do. You’ve been in it?”

Aaron nodded. “More than once.”

“If you said less than that, I might stop taking the painkillers this moment. Because clearly they screwed with my brain.” Jim slid back on his heels and leaned his elbows against the counter. “All right, then. Here’s what I think. Not to go against your gods or anything, but if you want the history center, it’s yours, for ever and ever. Can I just negotiate my severance package?”

Stacy laughed. “Jim, it’s not yours to give. But I have not, nor will I ever, give away that property. If it’s not in my hands, you can be damned sure I want it in Erika’s or yours.” 

The timer dinged and Stacy helped Jim remove a glass pan from his oven. The savory scents of beef and cooked sweet potatoes and carrots filled her nose.

She paused while Jim excused her to check the food’s doneness. “In fact—” She glanced at Aaron. He nodded. “In fact, I wanted to see you tonight about the property. I have a favor to ask.”

“Shoot.” Jim removed a spatula from a drawer in the island and cut the pie with it.

“You know how the succession of the property—the sacred ground, I mean—is handled in our family?”

He removed a slice of the pie and set it on a plate that he handed to Stacy. “Usually, it goes to the Steward’s daughter who gives it to her daughter, et cetera. So I’ve heard. Why do you ask?”

The first bite made her weak in the knees. “Oh my gods! I think you just killed me.”

Jim blinked. Aaron narrowed his eyes at her, assessing, fork halfway to his mouth. A moment later, she saw the tension drained from him.

Stacy fanned herself. “This is divine, Jim. Why do you work for me and not as a chef?”

“I’m not that good.” Jim shrugged. “This is my best.”

“If this is your best, I’d love to see what your worst is.” She took another bite. “So, to your question. Aaron and I are going to Ireland.”

“For your honeymoon.”

“For our wedding,” Aaron corrected. He pointed his fork to Stacy. “The bride made a recent change of plans.”

“Interesting.” Jim filled his own plate and topped off his drink. “You’re moving your wedding to Ireland, for, what? The romanticism of it?”

“That and because Enda has control of the sacred ground or at least the deed to it.” Stacy paused and nodded when he stared at her. “The original. And I want to get married on it, so as to keep from breaking tradition.”

“Well...” Jim glanced to Aaron. “I suppose that makes sense.”

“I’ve already talked to your boss,” she teased. “She’ll let you go to the wedding.”

“If I’m back the very next day.” Jim winked. “Boy, I’m sure the airlines will appreciate that.”

“With what we’ll pay them to cart you over,” Aaron said, “they’d better.”

“Aren’t there some logistics to worry about, though?” Jim took a bite, paused, thinking. “There must be. You’re the Steward, after all.”

“That’s why we’re here. I’d like you to stay here and guard the history center in my stead.”

“You want me to—”  Jim set his fork down, and Stacy thought it might be a good thing. He looked green, as if he might have to spring up to make it to the sink before losing what he’d already eaten. He drew in a shaky breath. “Can you do that?”

“Stacy’s being a bit overdramatic, handing it to you.”  Aaron picked up his glass and asked for a refill. As Jim obliged, he explained, “She need not be on the property specifically. Stewards can go away for a while, now and then.”

He may think so, but Stacy had bigger plans. She just didn’t know if they were feasible, yet. “Maybe, but he’s right. I want you at our wedding. The question I had was would you mind taking over temporary Stewardship while we’re gone. Just in case.”

“In case, what? Your plane goes down?” Jim stared at her. “I thought you guys—” He wiggled his fingers. “Flew through space or something like that.”

Stacy winked at Aaron. “Something like that. Will you do it? Take control of the history center for me?”

“Erika would be better at it.”

Aaron turned his plate to get the last bit of food. “Erika isn’t her blood cousin. You are.”

Jim didn’t answer at first, but the far away glaze that slid across his eyes said he was considering it. After a moment, the fog in his gaze cleared and he pointed to Aaron’s empty plate. “More?”

“Please?”

“I know I’m her cousin, does it just have to be me? I’ve never run the place before. Sure, I can bully people into helping you get what you want, Stac. But I wouldn’t know the first thing about what you do, every day.”

“And what do you think I’m going to do? Fire Erika before I leave?” Stacy shook her head. “Honey, she’ll deal with the collection just fine. You do what you do best. All I need from you is...” She paused. “Is... I don’t know, for you to clock in?”

Aaron nodded. “If the gods are listening, they’ll know what’s what just in our agreement tonight.”

“Great. What if those monsters come back?” Jim gave Aaron a pointed look; Stacy thought she understood his hesitation exactly. “I’ll keep a fire extinguisher handy.”

“Our entire army isn’t going to Roscarberry.”

“Not that they’re not all invited to the wedding. We’ll just need a bunch here.”

Here, Aaron opened his wallet and pulled out several business cards. “Aiden and Ian are staying; you know them.” He laid the business cards before Jim.

“What about Madden?”

“Who?” An afterthought provided Stacy the name he meant. “Maedus? He’s insisted on coming to the wedding.”

“Naturally.” Aaron handed him a few more cards. “If anything happens, and you need more help, call these men.”

Jim turned one card, picked it up to hold it between his first and middle fingers. “Or women I guess you meant to say?”

Aaron nodded. “And I know a few of our druids would volunteer to stay behind with you in case you need help.”

“Wait. Won’t you need them with you in Ireland?” Jim scooped another slice of his dinner onto his plate. “Don’t make them stay behind on my account.”

“Whose better?”

Jim nodded to her. “They should be with you. You’re the steward, after all.”

“I’ll have my own contingent. Cyreth and Dylen are going with us.”

“All right. If that’s what you want.” Jim spun his fork. “I’ll keep an eye on the history center, on one condition.”

“What?” Aaron paused in his pursuit of another helping. “I can give you a free lesson at my school, but no more than one. I’ve got to pay for the facilities, you know.”

“No, nothing like that.”

“A harshad?” Stacy bit back a laugh. “I don’t know if that’s possible. Is it?”

Aaron raised his glass to Jim. “I can always ask.”

“Something even easier.” Jim flexed his hand. “I want to see those records you were reading. The ones of our ancestors you mentioned. I’d say that’s a good trade.”

A hearty laugh burst from Aaron. “You really are her cousin!”

“I’ll do it,” Jim said. “But I’m just not sure I’m the safest choice.”

Aaron picked up his Smartphone from Jim’s coffee table—what was little more than an oblong oval of a glazed oak stump.  A tap woke the phone up and he showed Jim a paper Cyreth had scanned for them, conferring the duties to the chosen family branches. “I’ve been assured you are welcome to take on a Steward’s duties.”

“And what about the rest of it?” He winced as he shifted in his seat. “Right now, I doubt I could fight off a flea, let alone a Harbinger.”

Stacy glanced at Aaron. “You know the fella Erika’s dating now?”

“Coel?”

“That’s the one.”

Jim harrumphed. “He’s a harshad warrior?”

Aaron nodded for her.

“That does make me feel a little better. Still...”

“I promise,” Aaron said, “you’ll be fine.”

Reluctant, Jim agreed. “If you say so. I’ll be wherever you need me.”
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ONCE HOME, THEY PACKED, discussed, and distracted one another from worries of what their request of Jim might bring with kisses that soon turned passionate. When they finally moved apart, a good hour later, dreams of what had happened to cause Jim’s injuries flared up: Stacy saw again, the fire, smelled the burning papers, felt the crush and the tension grip her as the battalion of dragon-like Harbingers rose in her mind, lined up outside the burning history center.

When those scenes subsided, she found herself experiencing the nightmare that was Gwenevieve and Maedus’ battle, all over again. Balor’s hideous cyclopean eye glared at her as that faded away. She whimpered in her dreams, even though she somehow had gotten hold of Maedus’ harshad. Or maybe it really was Aaron’s as he lay crumpled on the ground at her feet, not moving, nor breathing.

Fury burned her like the fire dancing around her dreamscape; she gripped Aaron’s harshad tighter. Its three blades writhed as usual, but they took on a new feature to hiss at Balor like venomous snakes.

Didn’t seem to do any good. The damned god laughed at her.

She cursed him, for what little good it would do. May you burn in the Morrigan’s bile, fiend!

Stacy opened her eyes, taking a startled breath in the darkness of the room.

A round figure hung above her but as she blinked, she brought the shape into focus. Not the eye of the Evil Balor, but the globe of her overhead lamp rocked slowly by the rotations of its attached fan blades. Aaron snored softly beside her and she touched his warm back, taking comfort knowing he was there.

Not just any lover, but a harshad warrior, sworn to defend her from Balor and all supernatural threat. A threat that hadn’t dissipated, despite their victory over Balor in battle, two years ago.

Yet that threat kept her awake and drove her to put light into the room. Something real to drive away the darkness. Surely, after finding a Harbinger in the kitchen of her apartment, scouting without Aaron was a bad idea. She dug under the bed for his harshad and carried it with her, just in case.

When she was sure her enemy didn’t lurk in the dark corners of her new home, she made her way back to bed.

Aaron rolled over, and, noticing her agitation, draped an arm over his eyes as he addressed it. “You okay?”

She nodded. “Better now.”

“Ah. You had more ideas for the wedding?”

She hooked her arm through his to get closer. “No, just dealing with a pest.”

He raised his arm and peered at her. “Like, the kind we need a pest control guy for? I thought we covered that in the inspections.”

“No... I mean, yes we did. Not that kind of pest.”

He sat up; Stacy tugged him back by his shirt. She hesitated. But given the content of the nightmare, thought best to divulge it. “I had another nightmare.”

He took her in his arms. “There, I can’t help you. You’ll need a druid for that.” A light kiss. “Lucky for you, you already covered dream interpretation.” Pulling back a little, he looked at her. “Didn’t you?”

“More or less. It’s not too hard to interpret. Balor again.”

“Balor?” Aaron’s body tensed. “What did he say this time?”

Stacy frowned into the darkness. What did he say? “I don’t...wait. I take it back. He didn’t say anything.”

“That might be a good thing. You didn’t have to hear his blathering.”

“No, no blathering. He just...”

“What?”

“Laughed at me.” The picture reformed in her mind and she shuddered.

“Hey, what’s wrong?”

“He was laughing over your corpse.”

“My— You mean, like my dead corpse? He’d killed me?”

She nodded, wasn’t sure if he’d see it in the darkness. 

Aaron snorted. “In his dreams.”

“In my nightmare, definitely.”

“Look at me.” He nudged her chin up and she took in the curve of his nose and a slight glint in his eyes from the moonlight stealing in through the window curtains. “It was nothing more than a dream. Balor hasn’t annihilated me, yet.”

He didn’t say, she noticed, that he hadn’t ever died in battle. Just that Balor had never murdered him.

Thanking the harshad druids’ gods for their Cauldron of Rebirth, Stacy rubbed her hand under his shirt, enjoying the warmth of his chiseled flesh. “If I have anything to say about it, he never will.”

[image: image]

BY NOON, STACY HAD packed up her two suitcases and called Erika three times. As she received her latest assurance all would be well, she eyed Aaron’s one suitcase.

Aaron appeared on the bedroom threshold. “All set?”

“I think I am ready.”

“Good, because your cousin is waiting for us.”

He tucked one of her bags under his left arm, and picked up his own. He picked up her last bag, while winding his arm around her waist. “If we crash land, it’s your fault for tickling me.”

Stacy wiggled her fingers against his chest, and took one last look around her new home.

The light flickered and she took a breath as they shot along its beam.

A minute after their exit, the automatic light sensor she’d paid an electrician from the history center to install in their new home noticed no more movement in the room, and shut off the light.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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THE SUN WAS SETTING by the time they arrived, but the clouds and rain hid its usual brilliance. The cobblestone street laid out before them shone slick in the gloom of the stormy evening.

“Damn,” Aaron complained.

“It’s raining.”

“I know.” Aaron waved a hand around. “Welcome to Ireland.”

“We’re here?” A breeze blew rain into her face and she brushed the drops from her eyes. A car sped by, veered into the far lane, but still kicked puddled water at her tennis shoes. 

Stacy frowned and stepped back. “At least he was polite enough to try not to splash us.”

Aaron looked left down the street and right. “I’m guessing he probably came from the local pub.”

There was one not far away and Aaron led her to it. The sign over the door read “The Emerald Dove”. The pub’s builders had decorated the interior in dark wood paneling and flooring, and supplied tables and chairs of a deeper oak. A gray-haired man tended bar, passing out full mugs of ale to more patrons than Stacy thought would be here. But then, it wasn’t so late for such a crowd, she supposed, noting some of the men paid acute attention to a sports report on the television screen over the bar.

Stacy fished her Smartphone out of her purse. Her cousin answered in a tired voice. “Come when you’re ready. My guest room is waiting for you.”

They hailed a cab that after a short drive let them out in front of a small house. Aaron led her up to the door and rang the bell.

Enda answered. She’d pulled her hair into a hasty ponytail and dark lines underscored her eyes. Or maybe they were the last vestiges of leftover eyeliner smudged on her light skin that Stacy guessed had avoided a post-work scrubbing. Or maybe she was just tired from a long day. Enda offered her greetings and friendly banter with Aaron as she led them to a parlor. She assured them they’d not inconvenienced her. “I’ve just returned home. No more than a quarter-hour before you called.”

The parlor sported more life with a wooden floor whose slats formed small flowers. A coffee table sat before a plush couch, chair, footstool, and a Franklin stove took the chill out of the air. A vase of violets sat on a side table and the matching side table held an antique style French cradle phone with a slim pole of Bakelite holding the receiver inches above the dial, its outer shell a pleasant hunter green. Small ceramic pieces shaped like gnomes playing dress up lined a bookcase to the far side of the room. One stood near the phone, holding a small umbrella over his head.

Aaron thanked Enda for accommodating them.

“Think nothing of it.”

They accepted her bed in a room so decked out in pink that it almost glowed.  Enda gave Stacy a set of sheets but Stacy refused to allow her to make up the bed. “I am perfectly capable of making a bed.”

Enda winced a little as she straightened.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, my friend. Just my bones, they’re getting older.”

“How long were you on your feet at the hospital, today?”

“I don’t spend my whole day standing, but it was ten hours from when I left home this morning until my shift ended.”

Stacy took the sheet from her. “I thank you for that. Everyone needs a good nurse now and then.”

Enda smiled, her eyes tired.

“But not us, right now. I can handle making a bed. Go. Relax.”

“If you’re sure.”

“I am positive. You won’t be breaking hospitality by giving me this chore.”

Enda nodded. “Then I’ll leave you to it.”

She closed the door and Aaron eyed the room. Stacy laughed before he could speak.

He set her bags down by the bed. They didn’t finish sharing dinner and settling in before Stacy was yawning.

The next morning came and she followed Enda’s earlier directions to the bathroom, then dressed and met Aaron downstairs.

Enda waited at the kitchen counter, a waffle iron heating up before her. A sweet, yeasty scent of the fried batter as well as that of pungent tea filled the air. Her wide kitchen included tile on the floor, and off-white textured wallpaper, while the floor had enough space for a table and three mismatched chairs. Two of the chairs sported rattan backs, of different densities, while the third had a back padded in aqua fake leather, with a tear in it. Enda greeted them and passed out cups of tea. “So what are your plans for the day?”

Stacy twiddled her spoon. Would day one be too soon to demand to see the family homestead?

“Don’t answer that. You want to see Ruth’s property, don’t you?” Enda chuckled to herself and raised her teacup. “I was daft to ask if you had other plans.”

After pouring waffle batter onto the iron, Enda sent someone a text message. Then she opened a drawer in her kitchen counter and pulled forth a pad. “I’ve work today, but I planned for a half day only,” she said, scribbling. “But Linnea or Brion might be up for early entertaining.” Enda glanced at them. “Brion’s one of our other cousins who’s taken an interest in the legacy.”

Stacy didn’t expect everyone here did.

“He may easily take you around.” Enda’s phone beeped and she read her text messages. A second later, the landline rang. She snatched up the receiver. “Yes, they are here early.” Enda glanced at them a question on her face. When Stacy held her silence, Enda continued, “Their flight arrived earlier than expected. I’ve work. Can you—swell.”

She put her phone aside and poured juice into glasses. “Something you should know about Brion. He ... well...”

Beside her, Aaron sat up straighter. “He, well, what?”

Enda’s breakfast sizzled and she opened the waffle iron. “He worked for about ten years in the legal field and then decided, at the end of the last decade, to become a minister.”

Stacy’s nose wriggled as she considered the news. “In case we failed?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way, but yes. In case you failed to choose the right side. Granny Molly said you were— Um...”

“Being dense?” Stacy supplied.

Enda laughed and poured more batter into the iron. “Yes, that. And it worried him.”

Aaron rubbed his eyes. “But you’re Mackens.”

“All the more reason to worry,” Stacy said.

“I suppose so, but you never will have a place in Hell.” He looked at Enda.

She nodded her thanks, but conversely, she waved the spatula dismissively. “Our side of the family never doubts that.”

“Then what’s Brion’s story? You said he takes an interest in the legacy.”

“From a historical standpoint. He’s originally from the Roscarberry branch of cousins. So he convinced himself it wouldn’t happen again.”

Aaron snorted. “Not well enough if he joined the church.”

Stacy accepted the glass of juice from her cousin. “I would like to meet everyone, regardless.”

They’d almost finished breakfast when a visitor arrived, a man with dark red hair and thin cheeks, his physique a little muscular, more than she would have thought for a minister. He sat at the table with them, legs crossed, and asked her questions about home and even more as he led them to his car and began their excursion.

Their trip wound away from the more clustered part of town, and into farmland. Barbed wire fences ran along the perimeter of different farmsteads. Stacy watched the landscape speed by, taking in the sheep and cattle grazing. They slowed when they saw a flock of sheep entering on the narrow lane. Brion beeped his horn at the herdsman and veered around them.

Stacy dug her nails into the upholstered door handle. Yet he navigated the route like an expert. Letting out her breath, she wished her tenseness away. “I suppose I’ll get used to driving like this?”

Aaron kissed her temple. “Now you know the other reason I prefer your version of Bitter Thorn Grove.”

Finally, a building of old, weathered stone rose up on the horizon. The closer she came Stacy realized she recognized the building. Not that she had seen it before in real life or even in pictures. But she’d had a vivid vision of it not too long ago thanks to Cyreth’s notes.

This, this was the temple in which Ruth and Gwenevieve upheld their socio-religious duties. “It still stands.”

“They are persistent. Will it stand as long as the stone circles?”

“God willing.” Brion pulled into the small parking lot.

Stacy emerged from the car and stared at the building. Faced in sun-and-weather bleached stone, its peaked roof rose to a point topped with a tall, ornate, greening bronze Celtic cross. The unadorned door was propped open to the warm breeze.

About seventy graves filled the side yard. Approaching them, Stacy found not only Macken graves here but those of quite a few others, including Jim’s relatives. “Ha! Look!” Stacy pointed to the grave and, pulling out her smartphone, snapped a photo. “Gerald Cline. He must be related to Jim. Really, why didn’t you tell us we were cousins?”

“Had Cyreth or Isaac told me, I would have.”

She eyed him, dubious. “Uh huh.” She went through the cemetery and found a Ruth here. But the date was 1825.

A cousin?

“Did you want to see inside?” Brion asked.

Stacy turned away from the graves and entered the church.

They’d added a few more pews than what she remembered from her personal archive dive, and a modern sound system, that, given the size of the church, she wasn’t sure they needed, but these weren’t what interested her.

Along the walls, painted in eggshell white, she saw paintings like Stations of the Cross. As she approached, she found these stations weren’t the usual. There was a woman upholding a hammer over an anvil; a man working in gold. Also, a man peering at something inside a small, earthen bottle, weighing it against another. And there, a man standing on one foot, on horseback.

“Lugh.”

Beside her, Aaron placed his hands on her shoulders. “You’ve studied well, dear Steward.”

“I try.” She paused a moment, studying the church’s decorated walls. “Do you think Cyreth would refrain from torturing me, if I did otherwise—regardless of if I’m Steward or not?”

Aaron laughed and led her on.
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AS ENDA WAS STILL AT work, Aaron watched Stacy pull out her laptop. “What would you think about getting married at that church?”

“I thought you had a different venue in mind.”

Stacy shrugged, tapping keys on her computer keyboard. “The sacred ground? Well, of course that would be ideal, but what if we can’t get the family to let us use it?”

“Is that what you’re doing? Making a plan on approaching their priest? What will Cyreth think?”

“Oh.” She bit her lip and looked to her contacts list. “I’m sure I can ask them if Cyreth can marry us in their church.”

“They may insist we use their priest.” Aaron kissed the top of her head. “If they do, I’m not sure I could protect you from Cyreth’s wrath.”

“You’re right. Bad idea.” She winked at him. “Actually, I’m writing to Jim.”

“Did you send him the tombstone picture?”

“Yes, and I want to find out if the History Center still stands.”

He settled on the couch beside her. “I’m sure it’s fine. It’s in the right hands.”

Stacy looked up at him.

“Well, the alternate right hands.”

“Hands which might invite mischief. I know you’ve had to rely on other Stewards before, but it makes me nervous.” Especially since Balor’s men had attacked Jim once before—and come to that, many more of her friends and staff at the sacred ground.

She moved the picture of the gravesite from her phone to her laptop computer and sent on her email. “If I never get to see Ruth’s property....” She paused, thinking. The open field, the little fences, the tall townhouse her ancestor had built, did it all still stand? Where did it stand? The layout of this town might be somewhat the same, regardless of the passage of five centuries, but having only seen it in her visions and from the perspective of someone living five hundred years ago, she barely knew where she was now, here in current day.

Why didn’t Brion take them to see it today?

“If we can’t get married there, we’ll have to pick somewhere else. Why not the little church? Our family did attend there.” She paused, thinking of Gwenevieve. “Even if we didn’t all want to.”

Stacy put her computer aside and went into the kitchen. A small wooden shelf in the far corner of the kitchen held cookbooks. She pulled one down flipping through, and found an easy recipe for casserole. The ice box revealed some of the ingredients but not all. She opened the cabinet under the stove. Pots in black cast iron with speckles of white dotting the finish filled the drawer.

It wasn’t long later that wheels crackling over the gravel drive drew her attention to the entryway.

Stacy set her assembled casserole dish in the oven and crossed the house to open the door for her cousin. A silvery-blue sedan sat idling into the driveway. The setting sun’s orange rays angled on the windshield, making it hard for her to see the driver, but she recognized the car, if it was a recent recognition. “Enda is home.”

The usual greetings ensued as Enda entered and explained her day a little bit before she made her way through the house to set her purse and keys aside.

“I will be with you in a little while, but I must take a shower, first.”

Stacy waved hands, shooing her away. “Don’t worry yourself. Tonight, dinner is on me.”

“It is?”

She jerked her thumb to the kitchen. “I just put a casserole in the oven.”

Enda placed her hands together, and nodded in reverence. “Bless you. I should’ve invited you to visit much sooner than this.”

“It’s nothing. Just a little reverse hospitality.”

Enda peeked in the oven. “Nothing, you say, yet whatever’s cooking it smells divine.”

A blush warmed Stacy’s face. “Thanks.”

“No, thank you.  I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Stacy set a dirty bowl in the sink and squirted liquid detergent into it. “Take your time.”

Enda left the kitchen and Stacy heard her cousin’s greeting to Aaron as she moved through the parlor to the staircase.

In a quick search of the cabinet she found some nice china. Aaron poked his head in the kitchen door. “What smells good?”

She finished setting out dinner and Enda returned wearing comfortable jeans and t-shirt with her red hair towel dried and braided. “Let me help you.” 

Her cousin added a salad and bread from her refrigerator. They shared dinner together and Stacy explained their day. “Well,” Enda said as she dished out a second helping, “Brion doesn’t like to think about the family legacy, as I said. To be honest, I don’t blame him. It’s not a pleasant thought.”

“The gods favor your family; that should give you comfort,” Aaron pointed out.

“Sure, don’t misunderstand me. It’s not their favor I meant. The battle itself we’d rather not think on very often.”

“There, we are agreed.” Stacy retrieved a slice of bread from the plate.

Enda paused, her fork dipping into her portion of casserole. “But then, we’re not exactly a normal family.”

“Correct,” Aaron answered for her.

“You must wish against it more than all of us combined.”

She forced the memory of her last few months away. “I do.”

Aaron touched her hand. “But that’s our life.”

“Yes it is.” Stacy glared at him. “I did my best not to bother Brion about it.”

“So Brion didn’t take you to the farm? Shame. You should at least see it once while you’re here.”

“I’d like to. Especially now, since the fire.”

“My apologies, cousin. It wasn’t my intention to distress you—the family memory is enough to do so, isn’t it, without the fire?”

Stacy slathered butter over her bread. “I’ll not disagree.”

“Tell me a little more about your history center. I’m sure you didn’t tell me everything, the day I visited.”

They spent the rest of dinner discussing that topic, then they told each other family stories. After Stacy helped Enda with the dishes, they convened in her parlor.

“I know what might interest you,” Enda said, and paused before the bookcase on the far wall. “I have photo albums.”

She brought one down and Enda showed pictures of herself with Granny Molly. “Mind you, I haven’t seen her since I was a girl, so most of our pictures of her stop in the early nineties.” A flipped page and Enda revealed one of herself with teased and feathered hair standing next to Molly.

Stacy bit back a laugh.

“Go on; have your fun.” Enda chuckled. “I’ll not wonder if you had similar hair, back then.”

“I wasn’t old enough for my mother to allow me to wear more than pigtail braids.”

“I believe you.”

The mirth flashing in Enda’s eyes as she spoke told Stacy she didn’t believe a word.

Another car pulled into the front yard and Enda
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