
  
    [image: Celtic Curses Omnibus]
  


  
    
      CELTIC CURSES OMNIBUS

      (BOOK 1-4)

    

    
      
        L.M. HATCHELL

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ALX Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by L.M. Hatchell

      The Guardian first published in 2023

      The Guardian’s Legacy first published in 2023

      The Guardian’s Choice first published in 2024

      The Guardian’s Truth first published in 2025

      

      Cover Design by Atra Luna Book Cover Designs

      Edited by Two Birds Author Services

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      HTTPS://LMHATCHELL.COM

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          The Guardian

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

      
        
          The Guardian’s Legacy

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

      
        
          The Guardian’s Choice

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

      
        
          The Guardian’s Truth

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Note from the Author

          

          
            Also by L.M. Hatchell

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE GUARDIAN

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: Triquetra]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Remind me again why you thought bringing me to a graveyard would cheer me up.”

      Teagan gave me a sheepish smile as she pulled her trusty old Toyota Celica into a gravel lay-by that was barely wide enough to count as a parking space. The early morning sun shone through the windscreen, glinting off her shiny black hair, and her blue eyes sparkled mischievously as she cut the engine.

      “It’s peaceful?” she offered with feigned innocence. “Just a quick stop, I promise.” With that, she climbed out of the car, her impatience to explore clearly getting the better of her.

      I gave a martyred sigh but couldn’t help the smile that tugged at my lips. Teagan and I had been friends a long time, and I’d known when I signed up for the girly road trip around Ireland that there would be at least a couple of random excursions thrown in for good measure. My best friend knew how to have a good time, but hiding underneath her carefree, fun-loving exterior was a history geek. Teagan enjoyed nothing more than exploring the weird and wonderful side of the past. Which apparently meant traipsing around creepy old graveyards.

      Resigned to my fate, I squeezed out of the passenger side of the car and looked around. A number of other vehicles had pulled in along the narrow country road and I let out a low whistle. Old graveyards must be the place to be on a Saturday morning. Hopefully that didn’t mean it was the local dogging site.

      I hurried to catch up as Teagan disappeared between two large oak trees that marked the entrance to the church grounds.

      As I stepped beneath the shadowy arch of branches, the graveyard sprawled out before me. Headstones were scattered around a field of overgrown grass. Some were little more than time-worn slabs of stone, others intricately carved Celtic crosses, or imposing statues of angels. All were beautiful in a somewhat morbid kind of way.

      At the rear of the graveyard, the jagged ruins of an old church stood proud against the backdrop of a cloudless blue sky. Nature had welcomed what remained of the stone building with patches of moss covering its weathered surface, and the church blended into the landscape so well that it almost seemed to have sprung up from the earth.

      “That’s the Church of the Blessed Heart,” Teagan said in a hushed voice as I reached her side. “For centuries there were rumours about witchcraft being performed here. Isn’t it amazing?”

      I shook my head in amusement at her barely contained excitement. “There’s a word for people like you, you know that?”

      “Taphophile?”

      “No. Weirdo.”

      She laughed and swatted my arm. Then something to our right caught her attention and before I knew it, she’d disappeared into the distance, off to explore gods knew what.

      I looked around. At least it was a pleasant morning. Considering the slow start we’d had to summer this year, a bit of fresh air wouldn’t do me any harm. And it could be worse, I reminded myself; I could be stuck in the office buried in legal paperwork, or worse – back home, living with my mother, wondering where exactly my life had gone so wrong.

      Finding myself homeless had been an unfortunate side effect when I ended my three-year relationship with Pete. He hadn’t kicked me out of the house we were renting together, of course – he was far too nice a person for that. But after I crushed his heart to teeny tiny pieces by turning down his wedding proposal, I figured it was only fair for me to be the one to leave.

      Guilt still choked me every time I thought about him getting down on one knee in front of me. I loved Pete. But I knew in that moment that I didn’t love him the way he deserved. I couldn’t resign him to a lifetime of less than he deserved, so I threw both of our lives into upheaval and prayed I wouldn’t live to regret it.

      Teagan had selflessly sacrificed her spare room so that I didn’t have to face the torturous fate of moving back home and arranged this road trip to take my mind off everything. She was basically my guardian angel; the least I could do in return was humour her ghoulish detour.

      The grass around the headstones was overgrown enough that it was easy to identify the regularly walked routes by the trampled patches that wound around the field. Still, I trod carefully, conscious of not stepping on any graves as I perused the worn epitaphs and unique personal touches that piqued my curiosity about the people buried beneath.

      Unlike more modern graveyards, there were no neat rows here that made the place feel like a production line of death. The scattered, haphazard nature of these burial plots appealed to me, and though I’d never given my own future demise much thought, I decided I’d quite like to be buried in a place like this.

      Would anyone notice if I slipped a placeholder headstone in?

      Grinning to myself, I wound my way towards the ruins at the rear of the grounds. I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t even notice anyone around me until I face­-planted into a broad chest.

      Hands reached out and grabbed my shoulders to steady me. Dazed, I looked up and found a man in his thirties with shaggy blond hair and the bluest eyes staring down at me. His tanned skin made him look like he’d be more at home surfing the waves than wandering around this old place, and it took me a moment too long to realise I was staring.

      “Oh, sorry.” Flustered, I pushed wayward strands of blonde hair back from my face. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

      He released his grip, only for me to stumble as I attempted to step back out of his personal space. A smile tugged at the corner of his lips and his eyes seemed to dance with amusement as he steadied me again, this time waiting until I was firmly planted on two feet before releasing me.

      “That’s okay. You can bump into me any time.”

      I opened my mouth to respond – with something clever and witty, I’m sure – when Teagan called to me from the far side of the graveyard.

      “Aisling, come here and look at this.”

      I turned to see my friend waving excitedly to me and cursed her poorly timed interruption. With an apologetic smile, I turned back to excuse myself, but the man was already gone.

      Oh well, it wasn’t like I was considering rebound options yet anyway. I ignored the twinge of disappointment and made my way to where Teagan waited beneath a cherry blossom tree.

      “Look!” Teagan crouched down and pointed to a small headstone on the ground beside her. “Betty Anne. I was reading about her last night. She was accused of witchcraft and drowned to prove it. Of course, it was a bit inconvenient for the church when she actually died since it proved their theory wrong, but still they refused to let her be buried on sacred land. A group of local women petitioned the priest, Father Dominic, to step in and appeal their ruling, but he refused.”

      I crinkled my brow as I looked at the headstone. “So, how is her grave here?”

      Teagan gave me a wicked smile. “Not long after Father Dominic refused the request, he went mad and tried to burn down the church, killing himself in the process. Rumours started circling that the group of women who had approached him were, in fact, a coven of witches and that they cursed him as punishment. When they were clearing up the damage caused by the fire, someone spotted this new headstone. No one knows how it got here, and nobody was brave enough to check if Betty Anne is actually buried beneath it, for fear of angering the witches.”

      I snorted. People believed the strangest things in the old days. Crouching down beside Teagan, I inspected the barely legible swirls of writing on the stone surface. I could make out the name Betty Anne, and there seemed to be an O’M after it, but the rest was too faded to make out.

      “Do you know what her surname was?”

      Teagan ran her fingertips over the letters. “There’s been no reference to it in any of the articles I read. O’M. Could be O’Meara. Do you think she might be a relative?” She arched an eyebrow and gave me a teasing grin.

      I laughed. “There have definitely been a few witches in my family, but I think that’s more of a personality trait than an affinity for magic.”

      Pushing back to my feet, I looked around. Despite my misgivings, the place had a strange charm to it.

      A flash of blue caught my attention, and I spotted the blond-haired man disappearing into the church ruins. Maybe there was something to this whole “interest in graveyards” thing if it attracted people like that.

      “I’m going to explore,” I told Teagan.

      Closer to the ruins of the church, the graves became sparser – or at least less clearly marked. A low, crumbling stone wall ran behind the property, marking its boundary. On the far side, a wide open field lay. The green expanse looked remarkably bland compared to the church grounds where I was standing, but I found myself unable to tear my gaze away from it.

      A shiver ran through me as something tugged at my chest. I needed a closer look.

      I hadn’t even noticed that my feet were moving in the direction of the boundary until I found myself swinging a leg over the moss-covered wall. The grass felt soft beneath my feet as I passed to the other side, and I was struck by the strangely uniform appearance of the field; all the blades of grass were the same height and the exact same shade of green.

      A small voice at the back of my head warned that I was likely trespassing on private property, but still something propelled me forward.

      It was only as I grew closer to the centre of the field that I realised it wasn’t all quite as samey as I’d initially thought. The ground ahead of me was raised, visible only now that I stood within a few feet of it. Odd that I hadn’t noticed it sooner.

      The aroma of fresh herbs drifted to me on the wind. Rosemary and a subtle hint of lemongrass. I inhaled deeply.

      “Aisling. Aisling.”

      Teagan’s call came from behind me, but it sounded muted somehow, as if I was underwater and she was calling to me from the surface. I turned to look back towards the church, but found my movements to be sluggish.

      My friend waved to me from where she stood at the boundary wall, a frown clear on her face. I returned her wave with a vague gesture before my attention was once more drawn back to the raised section of the field before me.

      Without really knowing why, I took the last few steps to the area of ground that was different from all the rest.

      A shock of electricity jolted through me.

      I gasped, and my muscles clenched in agony. All breath left my body, and one clear thought flashed through my mind: I’m going to die. Then everything went black.
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      Teagan gripped my elbow to steady me as she led me out of the hospital and into her waiting car. I wanted to tell her I was fine to walk by myself, but the protest had fallen on deaf ears the last three times I’d tried, so I knew it would be futile.

      “We don’t have to cut the road trip short,” I told her when she climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “I’m fine, really.”

      “You collapsed and had a seizure. That most definitely is not fine!”

      “The doctor said all my tests are clear. It was probably just low blood sugar. You know what I’m like if I don’t eat.”

      Sure, I’d had breakfast before we’d left that morning, but stress can do strange things to the body, and I’d definitely had a stressful few weeks; maybe my sugar needs were just higher than normal?

      Teagan pointedly ignored me as she turned the car around and headed back towards Dublin.

      Exhaustion weighed down on me, and I slumped in the passenger seat, staring glumly at the sun as it set on the horizon. We’d been almost ten hours in a cubicle in the A&E department while doctors poked, prodded, and scanned me, only to suggest that I get some rest and maybe take up a hobby to help me relax.

      That was a far cry from the fun road trip either of us had envisaged, and guilt mingled with the lingering sense of unease I’d felt ever since I’d awoken.

      It had been unnerving to find myself cushioned by that strangely perfect green grass, Teagan’s panicked face staring down at me. I couldn’t remember how I’d ended up on the ground, and I had no idea how long I’d been out for.

      The doctors seemed to agree with Teagan’s assessment that I’d had a seizure; they just couldn’t tell me why. Since I had no personal or family history of seizures, and all my tests showed up normal, they’d resorted to the standard diagnosis of stress. As much as the doctors’ patronising tone had pissed me off, I had to admit it was preferable to accept that explanation over the possibility of something more sinister.

      The vibration of the tyres on the road gradually lulled me into a boneless state of relaxation and my eyelids drooped closed. The surrounds of the car faded away and I suddenly found myself standing in the centre of that strange green field again. Hints of rosemary and lemongrass drifted to me on the wind, and though I looked around, I still couldn’t pinpoint the source.

      With the exception of the grass’s eerie precision, the field was as bland and nondescript as I remembered it. Yet something felt different about it this time.

      Energy crackled in the air around me and my chest tightened in panic as electricity tingled along the bare skin of my arms.

      The wind picked up and, as it did, I heard a soft, rhythmic chant. The words were indecipherable, but they grew in strength and volume until, finally, one single word became clear: protect.

      My chest constricted and I struggled to inhale. The ground beneath my feet shook and the scene around me blurred. A distant-sounding voice called to me, insistent, impatient.

      I blinked in confusion, and the field disappeared. Instead, Teagan’s face filled my vision, her brow creased in obvious concern.

      “Aisling, wake up. We’re home.”
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      A knock on the bedroom door jolted me out of my groggy, half awake, half asleep state. The book I’d been reading tumbled from my face, where it had been resting, to the floor with a thud. I winced, hoping I’d remember what page I was on.

      Teagan didn’t wait for an invitation before she pushed the door open and looked in. Her eyebrow quirked up when she saw that I still hadn’t moved from the bed. “Pizza’s on its way and I’m opening a bottle of wine. If you’re not out soon, I can’t guarantee there will be any left.”

      As quick as she’d appeared, she was gone, her warning delivered.

      I hadn’t intended to follow the doctor’s recommendation to rest quite so literally, but a long day spent in the hospital, followed by a restless night’s sleep, had left me feeling less than enthusiastic about tackling the world today. I’d made a brief appearance to squirrel some food away and spent the best part of Sunday hiding away in a room that held little else other than a double bed, some built-in mirror-fronted wardrobes, and the remnants of my old life still packed away in suitcases under the bed.

      With immense effort, I pushed myself up and swung my legs over the side of the bed. Maybe a shower would refresh me. It was only eight o’clock, and though I felt like sleeping for a week, every time I drifted off, I seemed to end up in that goddamned field again. It was enough to make me not want to close my eyes.

      Ten minutes under the scalding spray of the shower and I was somewhat human. The buzz of the doorbell sounded just as I finished pulling on a fresh vest and shorts, and I opened the bathroom door to the irresistible aroma of freshly baked dough. My stomach rumbled.

      Teagan stood in the kitchen with a slice of pizza already clenched between her teeth when I emerged. She didn’t bother looking up as she filled two large wine glasses to the top. There were none of those “proper measures” for us. We didn’t kid ourselves; the bottle was going to be finished one way or the other.

      Accepting the glass she held out to me, I grabbed a slice of pizza for myself, my mouth watering even before I tasted the heart-attack levels of cheese. I sighed in contentment, and Teagan grinned.

      We took the pizza box and the open bottle of wine and settled down on the grey suede sofa that almost swallowed me whole it was so comfortable.

      “I really am sorry about the road trip,” I said when I’d finally satisfied my hunger enough to speak. Guilt had plagued me from the moment we’d left the hospital yesterday. Though I’d already apologised several times, I still felt responsible for her having to cut her holiday short.

      Teagan waved away my apology as she had every other time. “The only thing I care about is that you’re okay.” She assessed me with an all-too-knowing intensity that made me squirm. “You would tell me if you weren’t okay, wouldn’t you?”

      This time it was my turn to wave away her concern. “Nothing a good cheesy movie and some wine won’t fix.”

      She clinked my glass with her own in cheers and picked up the remote control to switch on the television mounted on the wall. We settled in for a night of mindless entertainment, and I finally started to relax for the first time in over twenty-four hours.

      The buzzing of my phone caused me to jump and I only just managed to stop my drink from spilling. I glanced at the screen and groaned as my boss’s name flashed up beside the message notification. Why was he texting me on a Sunday night? This couldn’t be good.

      For a long minute, I debated ignoring the message. If I didn’t open it, Clifford wouldn’t get that stupid little tick that confirmed I’d seen his text. After all, I was meant to be on annual leave for the week.

      But staff appraisals were coming up…

      So, ignoring the disapproving look from Teagan, I gave a resigned sigh and opened the message. The words jumped off the screen, mocking me. I banged my head back against the sofa repeatedly and cursed myself for not choosing the “ignorance is bliss” option.

      Teagan took a sip of her wine and waited for me to finish before asking, “What does Dickless want?”

      I stifled another groan. “He wants me in the office tomorrow. A very important new client has requested a pitch at lunchtime, and he needs me to put together a presentation.”

      “You’re on annual leave. And you’re meant to be resting.”

      I scowled. We both knew Clifford didn’t care about my legal entitlement to time off – ironic really, considering he was one of the founding partners of the law firm where I worked. If I refused to come in, he’d just get one of the other paralegals to put the pitch together and before I could blink, any chance of a promotion would be squished into the ground like a teeny tiny bug on the bottom of Clifford’s shoe.

      “Seriously, Aisling, why haven’t you told him where to shove his job yet?”

      “Smith & Mercer is one of the most prestigious law firms in the city.”

      My well-worn answer sounded hollow even to me at this stage, but I needed the stupid job for my newly single mortgage applications. So, I cradled the glass of wine in my hands and stared glumly at the telly as I mentally prepared myself to return to reality in the morning.
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      I stifled a yawn – my third in as many minutes – and took a sip of the black tar-like substance in the cup beside me. Coffee wasn’t normally my poison of choice, but as the words on my computer screen blurred into an indecipherable mess, I forced myself to swallow the bitter liquid in the hope it would give me the energy kick I needed.

      Teagan’s disapproving glare had followed me all the way out the door that morning, and though I knew it would be career suicide, I’d seriously considered not coming into the office.

      A couple of glasses of wine mixed with exhaustion had allowed me to finally get some sleep, but I felt less than rested. Any memory of my dreams had dissipated with the blaring of my seven a.m. alarm clock. The lingering sense of unease had been harder to shake, however, and the unbroken sleep had in no way rejuvenated me.

      I scrunched my eyes closed and rubbed the bridge of my nose. It was only ten o’clock in the morning and already I was wishing the day to be over. With a sigh, I forced myself to focus once more on the brown folder that rested on the desk in front of me.

      There was no name on the front of the file, only a small decorative F in the top right hand corner. My earlier perusal of the documents inside had confirmed that the company name was redacted throughout. That was unusual enough to have piqued my interest, but far be it from a lesser being like me to ask questions.

      These companies were all the same anyway; they only cared about money. How much they could make, and how much you could save them when the inevitable court cases followed.

      “Aisling, where’s that presentation?”

      My boss’s barked question jolted me out of my musings, and I turned to see Clifford glaring down his nose at me from the door of his office.

      Clifford Mercer had a remarkable talent for making you feel like something he’d scraped off his shoe. Unless you were one of the firm’s high-paying clients, of course, in which case he dialled up the charm to sickening levels. Still, he wasn’t as bad as the firm’s other partner, and whenever I felt the need to tell him where to shove his job, I reminded myself of the promotion I’d been promised for the last two years.

      Holding that thought firmly in my mind now, I pasted a smile on my face. “I’m just working on it.”

      With a huff to convey just how unimpressed he was, he disappeared back into his frosted glass office. I gave his back my best death glare as the door closed behind him.

      Right, back to making my boss look good. I returned to the presentation I had open on my computer and began typing. “Utmost discretion …” Blah, blah, blah. “Client needs at the forefront of our priorities …” Blahdy, blah, blah.

      My body’s muscle memory took over, and it wasn’t long before the rhythmic click of the keys lulled me into a relaxed trance. At some point, the office around me began to blur and shift. The subtle hint of rosemary and lemongrass tickled my nose and a gentle breeze ruffled my hair.

      I looked around, confused.

      The office was gone. My computer, my desk, the chair that only moments ago had been so solid beneath me, all of it. Instead, I found myself standing in the centre of a stone circle made of large, upright boulders. Though the landscape was different than it had been in real life, I knew instantly that I was back in that same field beyond the graveyard.

      A soft chanting penetrated my consciousness, and it sent a shiver of apprehension rippling through me. The sound grew louder until it was little more than an indecipherable buzz. I squeezed my eyes shut and covered my ears with my hands, trying to block it out.

      This wasn’t real; I wasn’t really here.

      I opened my eyes again – only to find a woman standing in front of me. She had long strawberry blonde hair and her eyes seemed sad as they met mine. There was something strangely familiar about her, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was.

      Her lips moved as if she was trying to say something, but I couldn’t hear anything over the chanting that now wrapped itself around us.

      “I don’t understand,” I tried to say, my words swallowed up before they could even form a sound.

      She reached out a hand towards me as if she might brush my cheek with her fingertips and mouthed a word that I thought might have been my name.

      “Aisling!”

      I jerked back at the barked sound of my name, and the image of the field instantly disappeared, taking the woman with it.

      The firm base of my chair was the first thing I registered. The second was my boss glaring down at me from where he stood next to my desk. Anger made his already ruddy complexion turn puce and I swallowed, my mouth dry.

      “My office. Now.”

      He strode away, no doubt in his mind that I’d follow.

      I took a shaky breath, my fingers gripping the edge of my desk as I tried to reassure myself that it was real. Though the office seemed exactly as it should, I half expected to see the large standing stones that had only moments ago surrounded me, or the woman watching me with her sad smile.

      What the hell had happened? Surely I hadn’t dozed off? Yes, I’d been tired, but I couldn’t have just fallen asleep in the middle of doing my work … could I?

      Heart still pounding, I pushed back from my desk and prepared to face my boss’s wrath. Legs slightly unsteady, I stood and turned for his office, the clock on the wall catching my eye as I did. I froze.

      Eleven o’clock.

      Nearly an hour had passed since Clifford last asked for the presentation. An hour that I remembered very little of.
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      My cheeks were still burning with embarrassment by the time five o’clock came. I sagged back into my chair and my eyes drifted closed for only a split second before panic snapped them open again.

      Clifford had torn me a new one for sleeping on the job, and I didn’t really blame him. I was still in shock that it had happened.

      The walk of shame back to my desk had been almost as painful as the rollicking. Even now, the other paralegals cast surreptitious glances my way, no doubt imagining all the sordid reasons I might be so tired. How I wished my life really was that exciting!

      It had officially been the longest day in history.

      The god-awful coffee that I’d used to keep myself in a state of hyperawareness for the rest of the day buzzed through my veins, making my hands shake and my heart race. I longed for a warm shower and soft bed, but the thought of allowing my eyes filled me with dread.

      With a weary sigh, I reached out to switch off my computer. Before I could hit the power button, Clifford strode into the office. I froze.

      I’d gotten the presentation to him with five minutes to spare, and he’d been pitching to the mysterious new client all afternoon. Thankfully, that meant I hadn’t had to face him again after my dressing down. But it also meant that my future at the firm had been hanging in the balance for hours. As I took in his distracted expression, I couldn’t tell one way or the other how the meeting had gone.

      With a longing look at the door, I waited for the inevitable barked order in my direction. Yet Clifford walked straight past me without even acknowledging my presence and closed the door to his office behind him.

      Colette, one of the firm’s other paralegals, raised her eyebrows in surprise at me, never once breaking stride with her typing.

      Well, I sure as hell wasn’t waiting around for Clifford to find another reason to yell at me, make me work late, or worse – fire me. I grabbed my bag, threw my jacket over my arm, and hurried out the door. If I was quick enough, I might even catch the early bus and get back to Teagan’s at a reasonable time, with a job to return to tomorrow morning.

      I joined the mindless swarm of suits trying to make a mass exodus from the city centre. As the week progressed, there was always a buzz about the city. Young professionals chatted excitedly about their plans for the future as they headed for one of the many popular pubs or restaurants to relax after a busy day. But Mondays were always slightly more subdued, with the weekend just a little too far out of reach.

      A crowd had already gathered as I neared the bus stop and I rushed to join them, resigned to a cramped, sweaty journey home. I was so focused on my destination that when a hand landed on my shoulder and stopped me in my tracks, I let out a girly shriek.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I turned to find the blond-haired man that I’d seen at the Church of the Blessed Heart looking sheepish as he dropped his hand from my shoulder. His other hand held out a mobile phone that looked suspiciously like mine. You didn’t see too many customised unicorn cases on phones these days… At least not ones belonging to adults.

      “You dropped this.” He held out the phone and recognition flashed in his eyes. He grinned. “You’re the girl from the church.”

      My cheeks heated and I snatched the phone from his hand, suddenly embarrassed. He’d been at the church grounds. Had he seen me have the seizure?

      “Um, yeah,” I mumbled, trying for casual and failing miserably. “We have to stop bumping into each other like this.”

      His grin just widened as if he knew I’d happily bump into that nicely toned chest of his anytime. “I’m Bres, by the way.”

      “Aisling,” I offered.

      The cheeky glint disappeared from Bres’s eyes and he scanned my face, suddenly serious. “I was actually hoping I might bump into you again. I saw you collapse at the church and wanted to check you were okay.”

      So, he had seen it then. I cringed inside, but forced a grateful smile on my face. “I’m fine, thanks. Just all the excitement, I guess.”

      He laughed, but the intense expression never left his face. I was just about to excuse myself when he asked, “No side effects then? From the seizure, I mean.”

      My breath caught, and I was sure my smile had turned into a caricature-like expression. “Like I said, it was nothing. I’m fine. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to catch my bus.”

      I turned from him without waiting for a response and hurried to join the crowd waiting at the bus stop.

      C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, I silently urged the bus. I could feel those blue eyes watching me with curiosity, but when I gave in and risked a glance back to where he’d been standing, Bres was gone.
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      “Are you going to finish that?”

      Teagan barely waited for the answering shake of my head before she thrust the slice of garlic bread into her mouth. I laughed and sat back in my chair, too stuffed to eat any more of the delicious ravioli.

      I’d been shocked when Clifford came to me this morning and told me to take a long lunch as congratulations for helping to secure the contract with our new mysterious client. Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, I immediately sent Teagan a message and asked if she fancied joining me for lunch at our favourite Italian place, Il Vicoletto. Now that it was nearing time to head back to the office, though, I could think of nothing I wanted to do less.

      The waitress came to clear our plates away and gave us a distracted smile. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “I’ll have a double espresso, please.”

      Teagan’s eyebrows shot up, but she stayed quiet as the waitress hurried away.

      I avoided her questioning gaze and instead busied myself folding my napkin back up. Though she’d stopped berating me for going back to work when I was supposed to be resting, I hadn’t missed the concerned glances Teagan had been throwing in my direction more and more frequently over the past three days.

      My sleep hadn’t improved any, with that strange dream making a nightly appearance. Each time, it was slightly different. On Monday night, I could hear chanting and feel the harsh wind whip against my skin, but there were no images. Last night, there were images but no sound, almost as if I was watching through a sound proof bubble.

      One thing remained the same every time – the feeling of unease that I woke with every morning. The heavy exhaustion grew worse by the day, and I’d even zoned out at work again this morning. If it kept happening, I wouldn’t have to worry about my job for much longer.

      “I heard you get up again last night,” Teagan said, her casual tone not fooling me in the slightest.

      “Oh, you know me. I have the bladder of an old lady. I just drank too much water before bed.”

      “You sure that’s all it is?”

      I forced a smile onto my face despite the dull ache forming between my eyes. “What else would it be?”

      “You haven’t been yourself since the seizure.” She held up her hands in a placating gesture, clearly noticing me bristle at the ‘S’ word. “I’m not saying there’s anything to be worried about. I just think that maybe you should follow up with your doctor.”

      I sighed. I knew she was right. The truth was, I’d been trying not to think too much about it because I didn’t like where that thought might lead. But at this stage, I was starting to feel like I’d lost my marbles, so a medical explanation nearly felt preferable.

      The ache turned into a throbbing and I rubbed my temples. “I will,” I promised, pushing back from the table. “I better get back to work. Clifford’s generosity only extends so far, and I wouldn’t want to push my luck.”

      We parted ways at the door with a hug, Teagan heading off for some retail therapy before her afternoon classes while I trudged my way towards the office.

      Unusually for an Irish summer, the sun was splitting the sky, and I winced against the glare of it as I walked alongside the river Liffey. A steady stream of traffic ran along the road on the other side of me, but the noise of the cars seemed muted, far away. The pain in my head was still making itself known, and I idly considered the possibility that maybe it was because of all the coffee I’d been drinking.

      A light breeze blew my hair across my face. I pushed it back and my steps faltered as the barest hint of rosemary and lemongrass tickled my nose.

      No. No way. Not –

      A sudden jolt from behind sent me stumbling off the edge of the footpath and onto the road. My hearing returned to normal volume in time for me to hear the blaring of a car horn. I braced myself for the impact that was sure to follow, but a hand grasped my elbow and yanked me back onto the path. The sound of screeching brakes joined the horn.

      A red hatchback skidded to a stop barely an inch from where I now stood. The man behind the wheel gestured wildly from me to the road and all around him as he roared obscenities. With more acceleration than was necessary, he tore off down the road.

      Trembling and numb with shock, I looked from the receding car to the hand that still had a firm grip on my elbow. My gaze travelled up and my jaw dropped open.

      “Aisling, are you okay?” Bres asked, his blue eyes shadowed with concern.

      I pulled my arm out of his grasp and took a step back, nearly stumbling out onto the road once more. “Are you following me?”

      He pouted, actually pouted, and shoved his hands into the pocket of his jeans. “A thank you wouldn’t go astray, you know.”

      Anger replaced the adrenaline that was flooding my system. “Thank you for saving me from becoming roadkill. Now, answer the question. Are you following me?”

      “No, I’m not following you.” He ran a hand through his hair and had the grace to look sheepish. “I spotted you coming out of Il Vicoletto’s and I was hoping we might talk.”

      “What is it you’re so eager to talk to me about?”

      He assessed me for a long moment, his gaze piercing. “I know about the dreams,” he said finally.

      My heart stuttered in my chest and it took all my effort to keep my features carefully polite. “I really do appreciate you helping me, but I’m afraid I need to get back to work. If you’ll excuse me.”

      “They’re not really dreams, you know that, don’t you?”

      His words caused me to freeze as I turned to leave.

      “You’ve been trying to justify it to yourself – I must have fallen asleep, the stress is getting to me – but deep down, some part of you must know there’s more to it than that.”

      My mouth went dry and I had to stop myself from wiping my sweaty palms on my trousers. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

      “I want to help you.” His eyes shone with sincerity and he kept his posture relaxed and non-threatening, but still his words sat uncomfortably with me.

      “Let me guess, you’ve got the perfect cure for what ails me. All I have to do is sign over my life savings to you, and it’ll be mine.”

      He gave me a crooked smile, and I silently cursed the gods for making it so that all the cute guys my age were either spoken for, crazy, or both.

      “‘Fraid not. I do, however, know why you’ve been having these visions, and I think it’s time someone told you the truth.”
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      I spent the entire afternoon at work restlessly watching the clock. Not willing to lose my job for being late, I’d cut the conversation with Bres short, but even though I knew he had to be a conman, that word “truth” called to me like a siren’s song. So, I’d reluctantly agreed to meet him after work and returned to the office with so many questions filling my head that I thought it might explode.

      “You have five minutes,” I told him when he greeted me with a friendly smile.

      Feeling stupid for even being here, I gestured towards one of the empty wooden benches on the boardwalk that ran the length of the river Liffey. Bres inclined his head and waited until I took a seat before doing the same. He said nothing, just stared at me appraisingly as if weighing a decision in his mind.

      I shifted uncomfortably and looked around. I’d insisted on a public place for the meeting, and there were plenty of people nearby to help if he tried anything untoward, but I still felt oddly exposed as I sat there with his eyes on me.

      “The clock is ticking. You might want to start talking.”

      He leaned back and rested his arm along the back of the bench. “What I’m about to tell you is going to be hard to believe. I’m just asking that you keep an open mind. Do you think you can do that?”

      I said nothing.

      “I knew there was something special about you when I bumped into you at the church,” he said. “It was only when I saw you collapse that I understood what it was. I’ve been trying to track you down so that we might speak.”

      A shiver ran down my spine, and I wrapped my arms around myself. His flattering words didn’t fool me; this was fucking weird. “How did you find me?”

      “It’s not too difficult to find people on social media these days.”

      “But you didn’t know my name, so how –”

      “The visions are getting worse, aren’t they?”

      My whole body tensed and my attempts to maintain a calm exterior no doubt failed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, you do. When you crossed the boundary, it wasn’t anything medical that caused your seizure – it was the spell triggering your dormant genetic memory. I can only assume, based on how blithely you entered the ritual site, that no one has ever explained the details of your heritage to you.”

      “Heritage? Spell? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You’re the Guardian, Aisling.”

      I let out a harsh laugh, trying to ignore the cold sweat that had broken out along the back of my neck. “Guardian to what, exactly?”

      “What’s the point in putting a safety net in place if you’re going to do a piss-poor job of passing the message down through the generations?” he muttered to himself rather than responding to my question.

      He scrubbed a hand over his face and looked at me, his expression turning grave. “History has it all wrong. The Fomorians weren’t really the bad guys. The Tuatha Dé Danann are touted as being this super race that came and liberated Ireland, but they weren’t. They enslaved the people with pretty lies and controlled access to the land’s magic so that no one would be in a position to oppose them.”

      My mouth fell open and I gaped at him, wondering if I’d blacked out again and missed some part of the conversation that would help his words make sense. Oblivious to, or despite my confusion, he continued.

      “It took the Fomorians decades to amass the power needed to stand up to them. They were forced to sacrifice all magic in order to banish the Tuatha Dé Danann from this world, but they believed it was a sacrifice worth making for the greater good. Your ancestral line was tasked with guarding the barrier that holds them at bay.” He gave me a wry smile. “Which you clearly knew nothing about since you’re now looking at me like I’m crazy.”

      I made a conscious effort to close my mouth, but I didn’t think I could hide the disbelief from showing on my face. Hell, I didn’t think I cared. All this time I’d been worried about my mental faculties; this guy was a fucking lunatic.

      Plastering a smile on my face, I stood. “I think that’s five minutes up. It was –”

      “They’re trying to get to you through the visions. The Tuatha Dé Danann,” he clarified. “The banishment spell tied your bloodline to theirs in order to create the Guardian. When you crossed through the illusion that shields the ritual site from the rest of us, it activated the link between you both. They’re trying to use it to convince you to release them.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Release them?”

      Bres rose from the bench, clearly realising that I wasn’t going to sit back down. “They want back into our world. They want to be set free so they can rule again. You’re their way back.”

      An image of the woman from my dreams flashed through my mind, her eyes sad and beseeching. I shivered and pulled my jacket tighter around me, even though I knew the chill that had settled over me had nothing to do with the weather.

      “I need to go.” This time I did turn away from him, more than ready to leave him and his crazy story behind.

      “They’re not going to stop, Aisling. The visions will only get worse until they get what they want. Let me help you.”

      My steps faltered, but I squared my shoulders and kept walking.
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      Leaning back on the pillows I’d propped up against the headboard of my bed, I opened my laptop. It took only moments for it to load up and a web browser to open. I stared at the flashing cursor as it taunted me, daring me to type. It was stupid. I knew it was. But try as I might, I hadn’t been able to get the conversation with Bres out of my head.

      Thankfully, Teagan had been at work when I’d arrived home yesterday evening, so I hadn’t had to explain my preoccupation. That also meant, however, that I hadn’t had anyone to distract me from my stupid thoughts.

      I eventually gave up at nine o’clock and decided an early night was in order. Then the dreams came.

      They were no more disturbing than they’d been on previous nights, but for some reason they seemed more real last night, more vivid. I woke before dawn with my bed soaked in sweat and the scent of rosemary and lemongrass still tickling my nose.

      After trudging through yet another day at work where I walked a thin line with getting fired for incompetency, I’d come to the conclusion that I needed to put this shit to bed once and for all. So, despite my better judgement, I typed the words “Tuatha Dé Danann” into the search field and hit enter.

      Results filled my screen. The headlines varied wildly, from references to the Irish mythological cycle to sensationalist comments about a super race of humans that were really aliens. None of the headlines made me question my sanity any less, so I picked one at random and clicked on the link.

      Teagan loved everything history-related, particularly anything in the area of mythology or ancient civilisations. Me? I scraped by with a pass in history at Junior cert level and dropped it for my Leaving cert because I didn’t want to write so many essays.

      Still, I vaguely recognised some of the stories that were referenced; they were the fun myths we were taught as kids in primary school, before they decided it was time for us to grow up and learn about the more depressing side of history.

      The Fomorians featured in many of the stories and, more often than not, they were depicted as monsters, the baddies of the story. Just like Bres had said.

      Nothing I read suggested that either race had truly existed. I mean, come on, one guy was supposedly a giant with a freaky eye that wreaked destruction on whatever he looked at.

      As I kept reading, a name jumped out at me from the text: Bres.

      According to the website, which claimed to be the foremost resource on ancient Irish mythology, Bres had been the product of a coupling between the Tuatha Dé Danann and the Fomorians, an attempt to forge peace between the rival races.

      I shook my head in disbelief. Did he think that by using that name I’d believe he was the Bres who lived millennia ago?

      God, I was so stupid for even humouring this crap.

      I had no idea how he knew about my dreams – because that was all they were. Maybe the dark circles under my eyes were a giveaway to someone talented in reading people. Because clearly he was a conman. And no doubt his good looks helped him lure plenty of unwitting women, but I wasn’t that gullible or desperate for attention.

      It didn’t take a rocket scientist to guess why I was having weird dreams about the place where I collapsed. The seizure had been frightening, and though I’d been playing it down, I still had a niggling fear that there might be something more sinister behind it.

      The solution to all this was simple. I’d make an appointment with my doctor, just like I promised Teagan. When the tests came back clear a second time, my imagination would have no reason to keep playing tricks on me. And once I started getting a proper night’s sleep again, the weird daytime zone-outs would stop too.

      I shut my laptop. It felt good to take control again.

      Teagan taught a class on ancient civilisations on Thursday evenings and wouldn’t be back for another hour or so. Maybe I could make a nice dinner for us, I mused as I left my room and headed for the kitchen. We could break out a bottle of wine and I could tell her all about the crazy conman that I now had stalking me, thanks to her strange obsession with old graveyards.

      She’d tell me to go to the police. It probably wasn’t a bad idea considering –

      My phone rang and I jumped, letting out a curse as I pulled it from my pocket. I swore again when I saw my mother’s name flashing up on the screen, then immediately felt guilty for my reaction.

      “Hi, Mam,” I answered.

      “So, you are alive then?”

      I cringed. It had been a while since I’d called her, and I knew the haughty tone was just an attempt to hide the fact she was hurt.

      I loved my mam, but she’d become overbearing since I’d broken up with Pete. She wanted me to move back home, and only Teagan’s swift intervention had saved me from that fate; we’d have been killing each other within days. Still, her concern was coming from a good place, and I knew she worried about me. That was the main reason I hadn’t told her about the seizure.

      “Sorry, things have been mental at work.” Not really a lie. “How are you?”

      I let out a relieved breath when she gave up on her interrogation and launched into an update on Aunt Betty’s gout, the disastrous date she’d had after her friend had convinced her to try online dating, and the plans for the annual family dinner that was coming up in a few weeks time.

      “And you’re doing okay?” she asked when she finally stopped for breath. “I know you said you’re fine after the breakup, but these things can take time to process. This will be the first dinner without Pete in three years. That might be strange. You could still ask him to come if you wanted.”

      I nearly choked. “I’m fine, honestly. And no, I won’t be asking Pete to dinner. He suffered enough when we were together.”

      My mam chuckled.

      In truth, we both loved the annual dinner. Any and all of the remaining O’Meara family had long ago made it a tradition to gather once a year to eat ourselves stupid and reminisce about stories from the good old days. Thinking of it now reminded me of what Bres had said about my lineage.

      Feeling stupid and annoyed with myself, I asked, “Have you ever heard any strange stories about our ancestors?”

      “What kind of stories?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, just stories that sounded really far-fetched. You know how people used to believe in crazy things, like witches and whatnot.”

      “No, I can’t say that I have. I do know that your great aunt Mary was fond of the odd tipple or two and swore blind to anyone that would listen that she saw ghosts. But that woman was off her rocker. Why do you ask?”

      “No reason,” I answered hurriedly. “Teagan was doing a project with one of her classes on family history, and it got me thinking.”

      I changed the subject back to safer topics and we talked for a while longer before saying our goodbyes. With a promise not to leave it so long to call, I hung up and stared into space, wondering exactly what kind of ghosts great aunt Mary might have seen.
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      The music was thumping and that second cocktail had gone straight to my head, leaving me feeling all relaxed and light-headed. When Teagan had invited me on a night out with friends of hers from work, my initial reaction was to decline. It had been a bloody long week, and I wanted nothing more than to curl up with a tub of ice cream and a crappy movie. But Teagan refused to take no for an answer; apparently my newly single status meant staying home alone on a Saturday night was illegal.

      With the band in full swing, the crowd in Carroll’s pub in good spirits, and the happy little buzz I was now on, I decided she’d been right – this was exactly what the doctor had ordered.

      Down a random side street off Westmoreland Street, we’d stumbled upon the shabby little pub one drunken night many moons ago, and it had quickly become a favourite of ours. Though it wasn’t far from the touristy hustle of Temple Bar, the drinks weren’t expensive enough to require collateral on your house, and the live music was always guaranteed to draw in a good crowd.

      Teagan was talking animatedly to a pretty brunette that she’d introduced as Sarah, and I waved to get their attention.

      “I’m going to the bar,” I yelled across the standing table that we’d managed to lay claim to. “Anyone need a drink?”

      Teagan looked at her nearly empty gin glass, took a big gulp and gave me a wide smile that I took to mean “same again”. I laughed and glanced in question at Sarah, who shook her head.

      A wall of bodies stood between me and the bar, and the odour of sweat mingled with freshly poured beer as I carved a path through. I inhaled, the aroma oddly appealing to me, in a really gross kind of familiar way.

      The queue at the bar was two deep, and I edged in behind a burly man with faded tattoos covering both arms. He turned, precariously holding three pint glasses between hands that showed a dusting of ginger hair on the back of them.

      “Sorry, love,” he said as he bumped into me, narrowly missing my shoes with the beer that sloshed over the edge of the glasses.

      Waving away the apology, I sucked in a breath to make myself as small as possible as he squeezed past. That left one more man ahead of me at the bar.

      I had all of a second to notice the nicely tapered back and familiar dark hair before the man picked up his pint of Guinness and turned in my direction. My stomach lurched as I took in the black-rimmed glasses and kind brown eyes that stared out from behind them.

      Pete, my ex-boyfriend, came to a sudden stop. Surprise flashed across his face before he regrouped and give me a tentative smile.

      “Oh, hey. I didn’t know you were –”

      We both started, then stopped. I let an awkward giggle.

      I hadn’t seen Pete since I’d collected the last of my things from the house we’d rented together. Thoughtful as ever, he’d made the situation easy on me – something I probably didn’t deserve. But there had always been such a comforting sense of familiarity between us that it felt wrong for things to be so strained now.

      “You here with Teagan?” Pete asked, breaking the silence that had almost seemed louder than the din of the pub.

      I nodded and gestured towards our table, where Teagan was once again absorbed in conversation and oblivious to my plight. “You could come say hi if you like.” Please say no.

      A pink blush crept up Pete’s cheeks and it was his turn to look uncomfortable. “I, um, I better get back to Dean and Rachel. They’ll be wondering where I am.”

      I glanced around and through the crowd I spotted the couple that had regularly been our double date partners sitting at a table on the far side of the pub. They were talking animatedly with a blonde woman that I didn’t recognise.

      When I turned back to Pete, he was trying hard to keep his expression neutral, but I recognised the look of guilt in his brown eyes as he averted his gaze from mine. Something painful twisted in my stomach.

      “I forgot, I really need to go to the toilet. Excuse me.”

      I didn’t wait for a response; I hurried away from the bar and my ex-boyfriend.

      Cursing myself, I made my way towards the back of the pub. I knew I didn’t have any right to be angry or hurt, but dammit, it had only been a few weeks. Had he replaced me that quickly?

      A bald, stocky man wearing a white shirt that looked far too crisp to be paired with his faded blue jeans stepped into my path just as I reached the door to the toilets. I looked up in surprise, about to apologise, but the words died on my lips when I took in his glower.

      “We need to talk,” he said, not making any move to let me pass.

      I opened my mouth and closed it again, temporarily lost for words. I was pretty sure I’d never seen this man before, so why the hell would I need to talk to him?

      “I think you have the wrong person. Excuse me.” As I tried to sidestep him, he grabbed my arm in a bruising grip. I bit back a yelp.

      “You need to come with me, Guardian,” he hissed in my ear.

      My heart rate shot up. Somehow, I found the strength to yank my arm away.

      People around us were throwing concerned glances in our direction, so this time when I pointedly stepped around him and pushed open the door leading to the toilets, he let me go. The heavy black door swung shut behind me, instantly muting the sounds from the bar. I blew out a shaky breath.

      The dark corridor was thankfully empty aside from the row of kegs that lined one side of it. There was a fire exit at the end, and I briefly considered slipping out and heading home. Instead, I made my way past the first wooden door on my right that had “Fear” written on it – the men’s toilet (or for women who’d gotten fed up waiting in line) – and pushed open the second one marked “Mná”.

      How I’d managed to find the toilets completely empty, I had no idea, but I was grateful that at least one bloody thing had gone in my favour tonight. Moving to the white porcelain sink nearest me, I ran the cold water and splashed my face a few times, taking a moment to calm my racing heart.

      Of course, I’d completely forgotten that my face was covered in make-up, and when I looked back up, I resembled something from a horror movie with mascara running down my cheeks. So much for it being waterproof.

      I sighed and went into one of the stalls to get tissue to dry my face. While I was busy rooting in my bag to see what make-up I’d brought that could possibly fix the mess I’d made of my face, the door to the toilets swung open. I kept my head down, pointedly focusing on my search.

      Someone grabbed me from behind and yanked me back out of the stall.

      Before I could scream, a large hand clamped down over my mouth, smothering any sound I might make. I struggled frantically, but an iron-clad grip wrapped around my waist and held both my arms pinned to my sides.

      I couldn’t breathe. Oh fuck, what’s happening?

      The ground disappeared beneath my feet, and it took my brain a moment to register the fact that I was being carried. Backwards.

      Panic coursed through me and I swung my legs up, trying to get purchase on anything I could – the sink, the door frame, anything. My attempts were futile, and I found myself back in the noticeably empty corridor, being pushed towards the fire exit.

      Sounds flooded in from the bar as the door to the toilets swung open behind me. I kicked and bucked; this was my chance to get help.

      My foot connected with what I thought might have been a shin and there was a grunt of pain. The hand moved from my mouth, but before I could scream, the grip on my waist released and I stumbled forward.

      Unable to catch myself, my head walloped into the edge of one of the kegs that lined the corridor. Agony burst through my skull and red exploded in front of my eyes. I gasped and reached out to steady myself against the wall.

      Behind me, I could hear the sounds of a struggle, but the pain was so intense that I couldn’t focus enough to turn and see what was going on. I needed to run, dammit.

      A hand grabbed my elbow and a jolt of adrenaline shot through me, shredding all thoughts of the ache in my head. I turned, ready to claw the person’s eyes out if I had to. And found myself face to face with Bres.

      “Come on, we have to get out of here.”

      He tugged me towards the fire exit, and I yanked my arm out of his grip. No way in hell was I going anywhere with him. What was he even doing here?

      The door from the bar swung open once more and I spun around, only then noticing an unfamiliar man dressed all in black slumped unconscious on the floor in the middle of the corridor. The bald man who had tried to intercept me only a few minutes earlier stood in the open doorway, a scowl on his face.

      His gaze met mine for a moment before he noticed Bres at my side. Something like recognition flashed in his eyes before his expression turned steely. “You,” he snarled.

      “Please. You have to trust me.” Bres held his hand out, allowing me to choose for myself.

      I looked from the hand to the bald man who was now stalking towards us, and despite my better judgement, I took it.

      We ran to the end of the corridor and Bres slammed down on the bar to open the fire exit. I didn’t have time to register whether or not we set off an alarm before a blast of cool air hit me and I found myself running through the alley behind the pub.

      My heart was pounding so loudly that I couldn’t hear if someone was following us. I let Bres lead me out of the alley and back towards the main street and the comforting sounds of traffic before I finally skidded to a halt, panting.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      Barely out of breath, Bres came to a stop beside me. His eyes scanned the area for any sign of our pursuer as he ran a hand through his mussed-up blond hair.

      “The Watchers of Danu. They know who you are now. You’re not safe.”

      A chill ran through me and I wrapped my arms around myself. Did he mean from them or from him?
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      I gripped the steaming cup of hot chocolate in my hands in a vain attempt to stop them from shaking. At close to midnight, Starbucks was eerily quiet, but the glaringly bright lights at least gave the illusion of safety, if not the reality.

      “Who are they?” I asked, finally looking at Bres, who sat across from me, sipping his tea and waiting patiently for me to compose myself.

      “The Watchers of Danu are what’s left of the Tuatha Dé Danann here in our world. They’re zealots, a cult you could say.”

      I scrunched my eyes closed, trying to concentrate through the throbbing ache in my head. I’d agreed to come here with Bres after he convinced me it wouldn’t be safe – for me or for anyone else – if I went back into the pub. That didn’t mean I trusted him. And the idea that some crazed cult had tried to abduct me seemed like something from a bad movie.

      It was only when we’d gotten to the coffee shop that I realised I’d dropped my bag during the struggle in the toilets. My phone, thankfully, was still in my jeans pocket, so I sent Teagan a message to let her know I was okay.

      I felt terrible lying to my friend, but it seemed better to tell her I was upset after running into Pete than admit a truth I barely believed myself.

      That same logic had stopped me from calling the police, despite it being the smart thing to do. I had no proof that someone had attacked me back at the pub, and everything had happened in such a blur that I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to give a description of the man if I needed to.

      I let a weary sigh. “You said the Tuatha Dé Danann had been banished from this world.” Were those words seriously coming out of my mouth?

      “The strongest of their bloodlines were. Some of their descendants were far enough removed from the main genetic line and the magic that they survived the banishment ritual. Their diluted genes make them no less obsessed with the cause, though.”

      “What cause is that?”

      He raised an eyebrow at me, and I had the distinct feeling I was being chastised for not paying enough attention.

      “They want to bring the Tuatha back to this world.”

      “And kidnapping me will help them do that how?”

      “You’re the Guardian. You may have been clueless to your role in all this, but you’re the key to bringing them back.”

      I snorted, hot chocolate almost coming out of my nose. “Are you really going to give me this ‘you’re the chosen one’ bullshit?”

      A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth and he slouched back in his chair, looking far too relaxed considering what we’d been through tonight. “Don’t flatter yourself. There have been countless Guardians before you. You just happen
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