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    To all the heroes out there, of all shapes and sizes.
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Chapter One
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I clenched my eyes shut and held back a cry of pain. Both hands gripped the bathroom sink. I had to be careful. With my super strength, I could’ve easily crushed it. 

Sweat stung my eyes. My heart beat like it was trying to bust out of my chest. I could taste blood. Pressure built up deep inside me. My vision blurred. When it cleared, the face that stared back at me in the mirror was twisted and distorted, a monster bellowing with rage. 

Tears rolled down my cheeks. No, not this. Please, not this. 

The monster in the mirror changed. He became a superhero-type, tall and buff. His hair stood up like iron spikes, and his body was streaked with woad, blue war paint Celtic warriors wore back in the day. 

His face was set and determined. He gazed deep into my eyes, encouraging me, letting me know I could control this powerful force swelling inside me. I shut my eyes and focused on my breathing, in and out, in and out. 

With each breath, the pressure inside me settled more and more, until the face in the mirror was my own once again. Colin Caufield. Thirteen-years-old and destined to be the savior of both Earth and the mystical Otherworld. That was if I could get past the dark army known as the Croí Dorcha, who served one of the most powerful goddesses ever. Domnu, Queen of the Dark Places. Hey, no big deal, right?

There was a sharp knock at the door.

“Are you ready yet?” A very impatient Alaynna barked at me through the bathroom door.

I wiped the sweat from my face with a towel and flushed the toilet, even though I didn’t actually go. “Give me a minute!” 

I did a mental scan of my body to make sure I was going to be okay then left the bathroom. Alaynna leaned against the wall, arms crossed. Her red-blonde hair was held back in two tight braids, and she wore some of Ma’s workout clothes —  black leggings, Nikes, and a men’s sized Flogging Molly concert t-shirt tied off at the waist. I was dressed for a workout too. But, well, let’s just say we weren’t exactly going to be hitting the gym.

“Let me tell everyone we’re going,” I told her.

Alaynna grunted in return. Our friend, Breccan, sat cross-legged, in front of the TV, working an XBox controller. He wore some of my clothes. Looking at him, you’d never have guessed he was a nature spirit called a Phooka and was from the Otherworld, just like Alaynna. Anyone would have sworn he was just a normal human boy, close to my age, who was obsessed with video games. 

“We’re heading out now, Breccan,” I said.

“No. No, no, no!” Breccan yelled at the screen as he worked the controller. He let out a cry of frustration. “Dia ár sábhail!” he yelled, in ancient Irish. 

“Breccan?” I waited. No response. “Good talking to you, pal.”

I headed over to the window where my little sister, Jenny, sat with her cat, Donovan. Donovan looked like a little panther, poised and ready to attack. He liked to stand guard, especially at night. We still had a problem with Goblins creeping around the building. They served Domnu. They were sort of like her foot soldiers.

The Goblins could only get so close though, thanks to the magical charms in place around our apartment. Those were courtesy of our friends in the Druids of Danu. But Donovan still stood at the ready, just in case. I kissed Jenny on top of her head and tousled her red hair. 

“Seen any Goblins?” I asked.

Jenny sipped her juice box then said, “Yeah, but then those protection charms fry them like bug zappers.” She scratched Donovan behind his ears, drawing a purr from him. “I think Donovan wants one to get through so he can scrap with it.”

“Hopefully, that won’t happen,” I told her. Where there was one Goblin there was usually more not far away. “We’ll see you later.”

I turned to head  toward Ma’s bedroom.

“I did see the three ladies,” said Jenny.

I stopped mid-step and turned back around. The “three ladies,” that was what Jenny called the Morrigan, one of Ireland’s most ancient goddesses. She appeared in three forms at once. Maiden, Mother, and Crone. 

All this, this whole thing, started with a visit from her. I had a lot of questions for  the Morrigan. One of the latest additions to that list was why could Jenny see them? So far only I had been able to. And why did Jenny look like she could be related to them? I always knew my little sister was “special,” but I was starting to suspect there was even more to her. More than I – or anyone else for that matter –  ever suspected.

“Where was she — they?” I asked.

“In the parking lot,” said Jenny. “They just stood there, watching us and talking to each other. Then, they each turned into a big black bird and flew away.”

I let out a long sigh. The last time I’d seen the Morrigan, it was when me, Alaynna, and Breccan had returned from the island of Alba in the Otherworld. Since then, we’ve been waiting for her to reappear or send some sort of sign to let us know when we’re supposed to start on our big quest to find the Irish gods, the Tuatha Dé Danann, and help return them to power.

We’ve been waiting and waiting. We’ve been housebound the whole time too because of all the Goblins lurking around outside. We’ve all been getting a little antsy. Especially Alaynna. Good thing I came up with a way for us to train. 

Alaynna glared at me, wanting to go already. I held up my hand. Just a minute. I knocked on Ma’s bedroom door. She told me to come in. She was sitting up in bed, reading her latest cozy mystery novel.

“Me and Alaynna are off to train at the IHF,” I told her. That was the Irish Heritage Foundation, which was not too far from where we lived.

“And you’re sure Sean is okay with it?” asked Ma, her book now resting in her lap.

“He said it was fine. They’re closed to the public on Mondays, remember? Just a few staff members will be there. And they’re all Druids of Danu like him, so no need for keeping secrets.”

Ma lifted her book back up. “Alright, just be careful you two. And be home by supper!”

I chuckled. “Yes, Ma.”

I shut her door behind me. 

“Are you finally ready?” Alaynna asked.

“Yes. Jeez,” I told her.

The torc around my neck started to hum. Alaynna and Breccan each had a torc too. They were like bracelets you wore around your neck. Back in the day, only Celtic royalty and heroes wore torcs. These were gifts from the Morrigan and gave us special abilities.

I concentrated, imagining the bottom floor of the IHF, where the music and language lessons were held. It became so vivid I could almost touch the walls or sit in one of the chairs. A thick mist then rose up from out of nowhere and swallowed up me and Alaynna. This was the Veil of Mists, which we could use to travel long distances in a matter of seconds. 

My torc directed me, letting me know which way to go. A soft hum meant we were going in the right direction. A tiny shock meant we were getting off track. Alaynna followed me. I could tell we’d reached our destination when the Mist began to fade all around us. 

It was gone. We’d arrived. The bottom floor of the IHF’s main building. The lights had motion detectors, so as soon as Alaynna and I took our first step they popped on. Alaynna made a startled jump and took a fighting stance.

I held back a chuckle. “It’s okay. We’re not under attack.”

Alaynna muttered something. She relaxed a bit. “I am glad you have finally agreed that we should be training. We need to be ready. We cannot just sit around eating the Flay-ming-hot-chee-toss and watching the TikTok and YouTube moving pictures.”

I smirked. “You mean, Flaming Hot Cheetos?” 

Alaynna nodded and looked like she was committing that to memory. She may have looked like a teenage human girl — a very beautiful, teenage human girl — but she was actually part Aes Sidhe, fairie royalty. As for the other part? 

She didn’t like talking about that.

But she was right. We needed to train. We had no idea when we’d be called into action to find the Irish gods. They’d been reborn as humans, and we had to help them return to power in time for something called the Fifth Cycle. Meanwhile, Domnu and her Croí Dorcha were determined to stop us.

In order to make our training session more  interesting, I decided to turn it into a game. It would be like a cross between hide-and-seek and tag but with weapons. Alaynna was going to hide out somewhere then stalk and try to ambush me before I got to “base,” which was going to be the Keep, a big room on the very top floor of the building. If I made it there, I would be safe.

I waited for three minutes while Alaynna ran for cover. The timer on my phone went off. Okay, time to move. I slipped the phone into my back pocket and gazed down at Sunburst, the golden cuff bracelet I’d been given by the Morrigan. 

It was more than just bling. This would be my first time actually using it for what it was meant for. I tapped the sword emblem on one side, and a short war sword appeared in my right hand. I made a fist, and a round shield appeared on my left arm. Alaynna had a bracelet like mine. It was silver and called Moonshard. It did the same things Sunburst did.

I kept my head on a swivel. Alaynna could have been anywhere. It would have been just like her to hide on this same floor, only a few yards from where we’d started. She could also be right behind me, following and staying hidden until she decided the time was right to attack. I was mindful of each step I made ...

... making sure I was as silent as possible ...
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Chapter Two
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I jumped when I heard a thump behind me, about ten feet away. 

Was that Alaynna? 

No. If Alaynna was going to ambush me, she wouldn’t make any noise at all.

I made it to the other end of the bottom floor. Now I had a choice between the stairs and elevator. The stairs were an easy place for an ambush. And the elevator? I doubted Alaynna, who’d been in our world a grand total of five days, had any idea what an elevator was or how it worked.

The Keep was on the fourth floor. I rode the elevator  all the way to the top, imagining Alaynna huddled in the stairway, waiting to jump me. 

With a ding, the doors slid open. 

And Alaynna stood right in front of me.

She grinned, grabbed the collar of my t-shirt, rolled back, and tossed me into the far wall. I hit awkwardly and collapsed onto the floor. Pain seized me. I shook it off and got my feet beneath me in time to block Alaynna’s sword as she brought it crashing down. We agreed to use the flat sides of our swords and the blunt ends of our spears for striking.

Our swords clashed. I feinted then hit Alaynna with a spinning blow that staggered her. I swung my sword. She blocked it with her shield. I caught a glimpse of her sword coming in low, from the other side. I stepped and blocked and hit her with my shield like I was Captain America. Alaynna tumbled backwards then returned to her feet. 

I didn’t need to worry about holding back, not with Alaynna. She was almost as strong, fast, and tough as me. She attacked, mixing up her strikes — low, high, and middle. I glanced past her. The Keep was at the end of the hallway. Maybe twenty feet away. 

If I could just get past her.

Alaynna dropped her guard. That was so unlike her. That should have been enough of a clue to tell me she was planning on suckering me in. Too late. I accidentally overextended my strike, leaving me wobbly. Alaynna dodged, pivoted, and kicked me square between the shoulder blades. 

I grunted in pain and crashed through the door to the stairway. I  tumbled down who knows how many flights of stairs. Falling like that, I’d unclenched my fist so my shield vanished. I’d also let go of my sword. That was gone now too.

My ears rang. My head spun. Alaynna vaulted over the stairway railing above me, sword overhead. I ran for the door in front of me and shoved it open with my shoulders. I glanced around, I was on the second floor, home of the IHF’s famous genealogy and language labs.  

I could hear Alaynna behind me. She landed with a loud boom and growled as she ran at me. I tapped the spear emblem on the left side of Sunburst. A spear appeared in my hand. I swiped low, catching Alaynna behind her knees and taking her off her feet. She landed flat on her back and winced with pain.

I knew that was going to make her even angrier. And more dangerous. 

I ran for the nearby stacks of books. There were four large metal shelves. Alaynna was back on her feet and right behind me. I used the shaft of my spear to block and parry her sword. I took a play out of her book and pretended to drop my guard. She raised her sword for an overhead strike. I dropped down, charged,  catching her in the stomach with enough force that it sent her tumbling over me. 

Alaynna looked more shocked than hurt. She recovered quickly — but I’d already pushed over the nearby stack of books. It came crashing down on her. I toppled the rest of them over, one after the other, and ran. 

“Dia ár sábhail!” she yelled.

I ran up the stairs, back to the fourth floor and the Keep. I stopped to catch my breath. The Keep was right in front of me. Its big wooden double doors were already open. I chuckled and strutted my way to victory. 

Something hit me in the back and knocked me down. It was the fire extinguisher of all things. And there was Alaynna. She was like the freakin’ Terminator. 

I forced myself to my feet. My back was killing me. Alaynna was right behind me. She was going to catch me. I put everything I had into one of my big, salmon leaps and threw myself into the air. I sailed through the doorway, tucked and rolled, and landed on my back. I laid there. An upside down Alaynna glared at me. 

Her expression shifted to one of begrudging respect.  She held out her hand. I took it, and she helped me up. She followed me into the little kitchenette in the corner. I pulled a couple of drinks out of the fridge and handed her one.

Alaynna chugged from the bottle then sighed. “What is this amazing elixir? It is so refreshing.”

“Powerade,” I told her.

“Power. Aid,” she repeated. “It definitely lives up to its name.”

I chuckled and continued to drink from my own bottle. Alaynna surveyed the space. The Keep was a big wide open room. Sometimes, the IHF Board had meetings here. Other times, there were special classes or events.

“You know, there is plenty of room for us to spar in here,” Alaynna suggested. 

I looked around. She was right. 

“Later. We should clean up downstairs first,” I said. 

Alaynna agreed. We started by putting back the fire extinguisher she had thrown at me. I had to admit that was pretty resourceful of her. We took the elevator to the second floor. 

I still had no idea how she knew about it or how it worked. She hadn’t been immersing herself in it the same way Breccan had. She’d probably hoped we’d be knee-deep in our mission by now. 

We stood the bookshelves back up. We were each strong enough that we could shift one all by ourselves. There were piles of books on the floor. We tried to be as gentle as we could.

“If you two plan on doing this again, could we please request certain areas be off limits?” 

It was Mr. and Mrs. Byrne. They were members of the Druids of Danu, the group who’d been helping keep me, Ma, and Jenny safe since we arrived from Ireland seven years ago. 

“Sorry about that,” I said.

“Now, Clancy,” Mrs. Byrne told her husband. “You know, these books are much sturdier than they look. And at least they knew to steer clear of the private collection.”

I glanced over my shoulder at the room where the rarest, oldest, and most fragile books were stored.

“We’ll be more careful next time,” I said. “We promise.”

“Hopefully, there will not be a next time,” Alaynna muttered.

“Oh? Still waiting to hear from the Morrigan?” asked Mr. Byrne. “Eager to begin your great adventure?”

Mrs. Byrne pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “As I’m sure you already know, the Morrigan isn’t just the goddess of war and sorcery. She’s also the goddess of destiny. She undoubtedly has a plan.”

“At least, we’ve had time to get ready,” I told Alaynna.

The Byrnes and some other Druids of Danu would be taking Ma and Jenny to a sanctuary they had up north, to keep them safe from the Goblins or any other baddies that might try to show up. To make sure we could do that without raising any unnecessary attention, Ma officially pulled me and Jenny out of school and arranged for her two assistant managers to take care of her pub, the Fenian, while we were gone. She’d told everyone we’d be taking a trip to Ireland and didn’t know how long we’d be there. 

“For all we know, that is in fact part of the Morrigan’s plan,” said Mr. Byrne. “She is allowing you to make sure you have everything in order and to make sure your mother and Jenny are safe before calling you into action. So you will not be distracted.”

Alaynna sighed. It looked like her mouth was wrestling with itself. Would she smile or not? I don’t think Alaynna knew for sure herself. 

I knew she loved Ma and Jenny and wanted to make sure they were safe. But she was anxious to get started on our mission. If ensuring the safety of two worlds wasn’t enough, Alaynna had a personal reason for wanting to successfully pull off our mission.

Back on Alba, a friend of ours — well, we thought he was a friend — spilled a big secret about Alaynna. That she was part Fomorian. Those were the sworn enemy of both the gods and the Aes Sidhe. She was disgraced, so were her parents, who were the king and queen of her kingdom. Everyone turned on them. They felt betrayed that their king and queen had been harboring a “monster” and passing her off as a princess.

Last we’d heard, Alaynna’s mom had gone into hiding, and her dad was doing his best to keep his kingdom under control and from getting backstabbed. I knew Alaynna hoped to come home from our mission a big hero, so the people in her kingdom would look past her being part-Fomorian. And everything would be okay again.

“Speaking of plans, is Sean still around?” I asked Mr. and Mrs. Byrne.

“He and Fleur are in the Study, preparing for our trip up north,” said Mr. Byrne.

“Before you go.” Mrs. Byrne held up the book she’d been carrying. “Alaynna, we were hoping you could help us with a translation.”

Alaynna leaned over her shoulder. 

“These inscriptions were found in some remains recently uncovered near Mount Brandon in Ireland,” Mrs. Byrne explained. “Mr. Byrne and I have been having a devil of a time trying to figure them out.”

Alaynna scanned the page then said, “These are from a temple to Taranis, one of the old gods that predate the Tuatha Dé Danann.” She went into more detail. Mrs. Byrne listened with a big smile on her face, and Mr. Byrne took notes. 

Mr. Byrne was so grateful for Alaynna’s help, I didn’t think he was ever going to stop shaking her hand. Mrs. Byrne thanked her with a warm hug and promised to pay Alaynna back with some of her world-famous chocolate chip cookies. 

Alaynna gave me a curious look.

“You’re in for a treat. Trust me,” I told her.

We headed on to Sean’s office on the same floor. His “study,” as he liked to call it, could be entered through his office. It was a secret room full of magical supplies and a space to perform spells. We ran into his assistant, Fleur, on the way. 

I couldn’t help smiling when I saw her. I admit I’ve had a crush on her since I first met her, back when me, Ma, and Jenny arrived here from Ireland. She had short black hair and clear blue eyes. She rarely ever wore make-up. In my opinion, she didn’t need to.

“And what have you two been up to?” She was on her way home. She’d changed out of her work clothes — she kept a stash in one of the closets — into jeans, a t-shirt, hi-tops, and her leather jacket. “As if I couldn’t guess by all the noise.”

My face became a bit warm. “We’re sorry. We’ll be more careful next time.”

Fleur chuckled. She slipped on her backpack and picked up her motorcycle helmet.

“Is Sean busy?” I asked, pointing towards his study. The secret panel was open. Candlelight flickered from
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