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Suddenly the air was filled with the wind-battering sound of heavy wings and a black shape swooped past her to light on the tongue-like rock.

Brighid came to an abrupt halt and ground her teeth together. The raven cocked its head and cawed at her. The Huntress frowned.

Begone wretched bird! she shouted, waving her arms at it.

Unruffled, the raven fixed her with its cold, black stare. Then slowly, distinctly, it tapped the side of the rock with its beak three times before unfurling its wings and beating the air neatly, skimming low enough over Brighids head that her hair stirred and she had to force herself not to duck. Scowling, the Huntress approached the rock. The birds feet had drawn claw-shaped marks in the snow so that the red of the rock was visible in rust-coloured lines against winters canvas. She reached out and brushed at the area, unsurprised when Cuchulainns trail slash became visible, pointing into the mouth of the tunnel.

Brighid shook her head. I dont want your help, Mother. Eerily her voice bounced back to her from the tunnel walls. The price you place on it has always been too costly.
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PRELUDE

Through the blood of a dying Goddess your people will be saved. More than one hundred years ago, women began disappearing from a green, prosperous land called Partholon. At first the disappearances were sporadic, seemingly random. It wasnt until an invading horde attacked MacCallan Castle, slaughtered the Clans brave warriors and enslaved their women that the awful truth became known. The Fomorians, a race of winged demons, were using human women to breed a new race of monsters. It meant nothing to the vampiric creatures that birthing the mutant fetuses caused the death of the unwilling mothers. The human women were incubatorstheir deaths were no more than an evil means to a ghastly end.

The Goddess Eponas rage was terrible, and through her Chosen One, the Goddess Incarnate Rhiannon, and her centaur lifemate, ClanFintan, the peoples of Partholon united to defeat the Fomorians. The demon race was destroyed, but the people of Partholon did not realize that the wars legacy was more than death and evil. In the Wastelands, far away from the heart of Partholon, winged children were born to human mothers who miraculously survived. Part demon, part human, the small group of hybrid beings struggled to carve a life for themselves out of the Wastelands. They held firm to their humanity, even when refusing the call of their fathers dark blood caused them painpain that slowly eroded their will until madness became their only respite.

Through the blood of a dying Goddess your people will be saved.

But Epona had not forgotten the women who never lost hope and stayed faithful to their Goddess, though they could not return to Partholon with their winged children. The great Goddess whispered The Prophecy to her deposed children, and the promise of salvation breathed hope into the race of half-demons.

A century turned slowly and the winged people waited for the answer to their prayers. Partholon recovered and prospered again, and the Fomorian War became a memory, entombed in history.

And then a child was born, part human and part centaur. Touched by Eponas powerful hand the babe was given the name Elphame. Through dreams she called to Lochlan, the leader of the winged half-demons who waited in the Wastelands. The child grew to adulthood, and Lochlan followed the threads of his dreams to MacCallan Castle where Elphame awakened more than the stones of the ancient ruin.

Through the blood of a dying Goddess your people will be saved.

Out of love for Lochlan and trust in her Goddess, Elphame fulfilled The Prophecy, sacrificing a piece of her own humanity as well as her brothers heart to save the race of hybrid Fomorians. Now this new breed of beings was finally coming home. But their struggle had just begun. Remember, the Path of the Goddess was not an easy one to tread





Chapter 1

Elphame was exactly where the Huntress had thought she would benot that it took a centaur Huntresss skill to track the Clan Chieftain. The MacCallans habit of visiting this particular set of cliffside boulders had become well-known. From the vantage point of the highest of the large, weatherworn rocks, Elphame could sit and look northward toward the Trier Mountains, which were just a jagged purple line of peaks jutting into the horizon. She would stare at that distant line, trying to see past it into the Wastelands beyond.

Brighid approached Elphame quietly, reluctant to disturb her. Even after living and working closely with Elphame for more than two complete cycles of the moon, Brighid could still be moved by the sight of the unique being who had become her friend as well as her Clan Chieftain. Born eldest daughter of Partholons Goddess Incarnate and the centaur Shaman who was her lifemate, Elphame was human only to her waist; her two legs had been fashioned more equine than human. They were powerfully muscled and covered with a fine coat of glossy fur, ending in two ebony hooves.

But her physical differences were not all that set Elphame apart. She carried within her the powers given to her by Epona. She communed with the Realm of Spirits through an affinity for Earth Magic. Elphame could hear the spirits in the stones of MacCallan Castle. She also had a special connection with Epona, and Brighid often sensed the presence of the patron Goddess of Partholon when Elphame invoked the morning blessing, or thanked the Goddess at the close of a particularly productive day. And, of course, they had all witnessed Eponas favor when Elphame had called upon the strength and love of a Goddess to defeat the madness of the Fomorians

Brighid shuddered, not wanting to remember that ghastly day. It was enough to know that her Clan Chieftain was a miraculous mixture of centaur and human, goddess and mortal.

Was the morning hunt successful? Elphame said without turning to look at the Huntress.

Very. Brighid wasnt surprised her Chieftain had sensed her presence. Elphames preternatural powers were sharp and accurate. The forests surrounding MacCallan Castle havent been properly hunted in more than one hundred years. The game practically leap before my arrows, begging to be culled.

Elphames full lips turned up in the hint of a smile. Suicidal venison? That sounds like a truly unique dish.

Brighid snorted. Dont tell Wynne. That cook will demand I choose the beasts temperament more carefully so her stews will have a more perfect flavor.

The MacCallan pulled her gaze from the distant mountains and smiled. Your secret is safe with me.

Looking into Elphames eyes, Brighid was struck by the sadness there. Only her lips smiled. The MacCallan didnt show this haunted face to the general publicit was a rare privilege to be allowed such an intimacy. For a moment, Brighid feared the Fomorian madness lurking deep within her friends blood had awakened, but she quickly discounted the thought. Brighid didnt see hatred or rage within Elphames eyes, she saw only deep sadness. She had little doubt as to its source. Elphame was happily mated to Lochlan. The rebuilding of MacCallan Castle was well underway. The Clan was healthy and thriving. Its Chieftain should be content. And Brighid knew Elphame would be, except for one detail.

Youre worried about him. Brighid studied Elphames strong profile as her gaze shifted back to the horizon.

Of course Im worried about him! She pressed her lips together in a sharp line. When she spoke again her voice was sad and resigned. Im sorry. I dont mean to take it out on you, but Ive been worried about him since Brennas death. He loved her so much.

We all loved the little Healer, Brighid said.

Elphame sighed. Its because she was special. Her heart was so incredibly big.

Youre worried that Cuchulainn wont recover from her loss.

Elphame stared at the distant mountains. It wouldnt be so bad if he was hereif I could talk with him and know how hes doing. She shook her head. I couldnt stop him from leaving, though. He said everything here reminded him of Brenna, and that hed never learn to live without her here. When he left he was just a ghost of himself. No she reconsidered her comparison

not a ghost of himself. He was more like a shadow of what he used to be

Elphames voice faded. Brighid stayed by her side while the Chieftain struggled silently with worry for her brother, and Brighids own thoughts turned in remembrance to the little Healer, Brenna. She had come to MacCallan Castle as had Brighid, looking for a new life and a new beginning, but the scarred Healer had found much more. She had found love within the arms of the Chieftains warrior brother, who was able to see past her terrible burn scars to the beauty of her heart. Brighid remembered how spectacularly happy her friend had beenup until the moment of her untimely death. That her death had set into motion the events that led to the salvation of a people did little to salve the wound left by her absence. And now Cuchulainn had gone to the Wastelands to lead back into Partholon the very people who had brought about his lovers murder.

It was at his insistence, Elphame said quietly, as if she could sense the path of Brighids thoughts. He did not blame the other Fomorians for Brennas death. He understood her murderess had been under the control of the madness they all struggled against.

Brighid nodded. Cuchulainn blamed only himself. Perhaps bringing the hybrid Fomorians home will serve as an act of closure. Lochlan says many of his people are still children. Maybe they will help Cu to heal.

Healing without the touch of a Healer is a difficult process, Elphame murmured. I just hate to think about him in pain and without She broke off with a dry laugh.

What? Brighid prompted.

I know it sounds silly, Cuchulainn is a warrior renowned for his strength and courage, but I hate to think of him without his family near while hes hurting.

Especially his big sister?

Elphames lips twisted. Yes, especially his big sister. She sighed again. Hes been gone so long. I really thought hed be back by now.

You know the report from Guardian Castle said there was a major spring snowstorm that ravaged the mountains and closed the pass into the Wastelands. Cuchulainn wouldve had to wait for the next thaw, and then he would be traveling slowly, being careful not to overtax the strength of the children. You must be patient, Brighid said.

Patience has never been one of your virtues, my heart.

The deep voice came from behind them. The Huntress and her Chieftain turned to watch the winged man finish his silent approach. Brighid wondered if she would ever get used to the fact that such a being existed. Part Fomorian, part human, Lochlan had been born an anomaly. More human than demon, he and others like him had been raised by their human mothers in secrecy in the harsh Wastelands north of the Trier Mountains. He was tall and leanly muscular. His features were chiseled and attractively human, but the luminescence of his skin hinted at his dark heritage. And then there were his wings. Right now they were at rest, tucked snugly against his back, with just the storm-colored topside visible. But Brighid had seen them fully spread in terrible magnificence. It was a sight the Huntress would not easily forget.

Good morning, Huntress, he said warmly as he joined them. Wynne tells me you returned this morning with a spectacular kill and that we have venison steaks to look forward to at the evening meal.

Brighid inclined her head in a brief bow, acknowledging his praise as she moved aside so Lochlan could greet his wife.

I missed you this morning, he said, reaching up to take Elphames hand and kissing it softly.

Im sorry. I couldnt sleep and I didnt want to wake you, so I She shrugged.

You are impatient for your brothers return, and it makes you restless, he said.

I know hes a warrior, and I know Im thinking with a sisters heart instead of a Chieftains mind, but Im worried about him.

I am a warrior, but if I lost you I would lose my soul. Being a warrior does not prevent a man from feeling pain. Cuchlainn has been in my thoughts lately, too. Lochlan paused, choosing his words carefully. Perhaps one of us should go after him.

I want to. Ive even thought of it, but I cant leave. Elphames frustration spilled over into her voice. The Clan is too new, and there is still so much work to be done rebuilding the castle.

I will go. Brighid spoke in a simple matter-of-fact voice.

You will? Elphame asked.

The Huntress nodded and shrugged. The forest is so lush with game that even the human warriors can easily keep the castle fedat least for a while, she added with a smile. And it will take the skill of a Huntress to follow the path Cuchulainn took through the mountains. She looked pointedly at Lochlan. Will it not?

It is an obscure trail, and though I know Cuchulainn and the others will have marked it, still it would be difficult to find and follow, he agreed.

Besides, game is scarce in the Wastelands. At least I can ease their burden of hunger as they ready themselves to travel. Brighid smiled at her Clan Chieftain. A Huntress is always welcome company, especially when there are hungry young mouths to feed.

A friend is also always welcome company, Elphame said, her voice catching with emotion. Thank you. You have relieved my mind greatly.

Cuchulainn will probably think me a poor substitute for his sister, Brighid said roughly to cover up her own emotions. She had come to care for Elphame as she would a member of her own family. No, the Huntress silently amended, it was from my family I escaped by joining Clan MacCallan. Elphame is far easier to care for.

He will think no such thing. Elphame laughed.

I will sketch a map that will help make your path clear, Lochlan said. Then he rested his hand lightly on the Huntresss shoulder. Thank you for doing this, Brighid.

She looked into the winged mans eyes and stifled the urge to flinch under his touch. The majority of the Clan was slowly accepting Lochlan as Elphames lifemate. He was half Fomorian, but he had proven his loyalty to the Chieftain and their Clan. Yet Brighid could not quell the nagging feeling of unease that being in his presence always evoked.

I will leave first thing in the morning, the Huntress said resolutely.



Brighid hated snow. It wasnt that it was a physical discomfort. As with all centaurs, her natural body heat effectively insulated her from all but the most drastic weather changes. She hated snow in principle. It shrouded the earth with a blanket of numb dampness. Woodland creatures either burrowed away from it or fled to warmer grounds. She agreed with the animals. It had taken her five days to travel from MacCallan Castle north through the thickening forest to the mouth of the obscure pass Lochlan had sketched in his detailed map. Five days. She snorted in disgust. She might as well have been a human riding a mindless horse in circles. She had expected to have traveled twice the distance in half the time.

Goddess-accursed snow, she muttered, her voice sounding odd against the walls of the looming mountains. Surely this must be it. She studied the uniquely fashioned rock formation for some sign that Cuchulainns small party had passed within. Brighid thought he would have marked it, though it was unlikely there was another grouping of red rocks that looked exactly like the open mouth of a giant, complete with distended tongue and jagged teeth. Her hooves made muffled wet clomps as she approached the gaping tunnel.

Suddenly the air was filled with the wind-battering sound of heavy wings and a black shape swooped past her to light on the tongue-like rock.

Brighid came to an abrupt halt and ground her teeth together. The raven cocked its head and cawed at her. The Huntress frowned.

Begone wretched bird! she shouted, waving her arms at it.

Unruffled, the raven fixed her with its cold, black stare. Then slowly, distinctly, it tapped the side of the rock with its beak three times before unfurling its wings and beating the air neatly, skimming low enough over Brighids head that her hair stirred and she had to force herself not to duck. Scowling, the Huntress approached the rock. The birds feet had drawn claw-shaped marks in the snow so that the red of the rock was visible in rust-colored lines against winters canvas. She reached out and brushed at the area, unsurprised when Cuchulainns trail slash became visible, pointing into the mouth of the tunnel.

Brighid shook her head. I dont want your help, Mother. Eerily her voice bounced back to her from the tunnel walls. The price you place on it has always been too costly.

The ravens cawing drifted down on a wind that suddenly, magically, felt warm, bringing with it the scents and sounds of the Centaur Plains. Brighid closed her eyes against a tide of longing. The green of the waving grasslands was more than a colorit held scent and texture as the warm breeze shushed through it. It was spring on the Centaur Plains, and completely unlike this cold, white world of mountains. The grasses would be midhock high and dotted with the proud show of blue, white and violet wildflowers. She drew a deep breath and tasted home.

Stop it! She jerked her eyes open. Its a sham, Mother. Freedom is the one thing the Centaur Plains does not offer me!

The ravens call faded and died, taking with it the warm home-touched wind. Brighid shivered. She shouldnt have been surprised that her mother had sent a spirit guide. The anticipatory sense she had felt all day had been instigated by more than nearing the entrance to the mountain passageway. Brighid should have sensed her mothers hand. No, Brighid corrected herself, she had sensed itshe should have acknowledged it.

I have made my choice. I am Huntress for the Clan MacCallanan oath-sworn member of the Clan. I do not regret my choice.

The Huntress squared her shoulders and entered the tunnel, physically and mentally shaking off the lingering effects of her mothers presence. She was suddenly glad that the pass was snow-covered enough that it would take all of her concentration and much of her vast physical strength to navigate her way through it. She didnt want to think about her mother or the familiar beauty of the homeland she had decided to leave forever.

The day was still young. According to Lochlan, she should be able to clear the most treacherous parts of the trail before dark. If all went well, tomorrow she would find the Fomorian camp and Cuchulainn. She picked up her pace, careful not to misstep and catch a hoof in a snow-hidden crevice. Brighid focused on the trail. She did not think of her mother or the life from which Brighid had turned. She ignored the guilt and loneliness that shadowed her every decision. She had made the right choice. She was sure of it. But just because she had chosen wisely didnt mean she had taken the easiest path.

As she scrambled around a slick, narrow corner in the treacherous trail, she smiled in grim irony. The physical path she had chosen to travel was quickly proving to be almost as difficult as the life path she had chosen.

Distracted by her inner turmoil and her outer challenges, the Huntresss keen senses only registered the watching eyes deep in her subconscious as a brief feeling of unease. A feeling cast aside as vestiges of irritation at her mothers interfering spirit emissary.

Unhindered within the darkness, the eyes glowed the color of old blood as they continued to watch and to wait.







Chapter 2

The damned wind was never-ending. Cuchulainn thought it was the thing he disliked most about the Wastelands. The cold he could bear, at least in limited doses. He could even find the open land and the oddly low-growing plants unusual and interesting. But the Goddess-cursed wind was a constant irritant. It howled incessantly and chafed exposed skin to raw roughness. The warrior shivered and pulled the cowl of his fur-lined cloak over his head. He probably should return to camp. Evening was quickly approaching, and though he had only been in the Wastelands for less than two full cycles of the moon, he had already learned to respect how dangerous it was to get caught in the open after sunset, even for a short time.

Cuchulainn paused and squatted to study the sharp hoof indentations in the snow. The tracks were fresh. The whipping wind hadnt had time to obscure them. The wild bighorn sheep couldnt be far ahead.

The young wolf made a muffled whine as she pressed her cold snout into his side. Absently Cuchulainn stroked the wolfs ruff.

Cold and hungry, too, are you, Fand?

The wolf whined softly again and nuzzled her wet nose under his chin. Abruptly he stood and tightened the lacings of his cloak. All the more reason to finish tracking the sheep. Come on, its not far ahead of us. Lets get this business done.

The wolfs whining stopped as she moved forward at his side. Though not even half-grown she was totally devoted to her surrogate parent. Where he went, she would follow.

Cuchulainn stepped up his pace, imagining the happy cries of the children when he brought game back to camp. For the briefest of instants, the warriors thoughts softened. The children had certainly been unexpected. Not that he hadnt known they existed. They had been the impetus for his mission. It had been his task to travel to the Wastelands and guide the children of the hybrid Fomorians, or New Fomorians as they liked to call themselves, to Partholon, the homeland of their long-dead human mothers. But the thinking of a thing and the actual doing of it was often as dissimilar as the stark Wastelands and the green prosperity of Partholon.

The New Fomorians, quite simply, had been one surprise after another.

When Cuchulainn had thought ahead to the actual meeting with the hybrid Fomorians his warriors mind had imagined them as barbarians who were quite likely dangerous. That Lochlan was civilized made no difference. As unlikely as it had seemed at first, Epona had fashioned him to be Cuchulainns sisters lifemate. Of course Lochlan would be different, but Cuchulainn knew only too well that the hybrid Fomorians were capable of great savagery.

They had survived in the harshness of the Wastelands for more than a century. And even with the madness recently excised from their blood, they were still the spawn of demons. His sister had insisted they return to Partholon, as the land was part of their heritage. She was his Clan Chieftain and he would obey her, but he was also an experienced warrior. Cuchulainn would not lead enemies into Partholon. So he would be wary and wise. It was one of the reasons he had insisted on traveling with no other human warriors. By himself he could discover the truth, and by himself he could return to warn Partholon if need be.

As he and the hybrid Fomorian twins, Curran and Nevin, traveled from MacCallan Castle through the northern forest and into the hidden pass in the Trier Mountains, Cuchulainn had waited, watched the twins, and nursed the raw wound that was his grief. That he woke every morning able to force himself to move through the motions of another day was a small miracle. Looking back, the trip to the Wastelands had been one long, painful blur. Curran and Nevin had been silent traveling companions. They had appeared to show no predilection for violence. They did not complain about the pace he set, nor did they react to his gruff, withdrawn manner. Cuchulainn told himself their benign demeanor meant nothing. When he got to their camp hed planned to gauge the reaction of the other Fomorians to his news, and then he would do what was best for Partholon.

So Cuchulainn had journeyed into the north, battling grief within and imagining demons without. Hed no physical injuries from which to recover, but the wound Brennas death had left in his soul was a gaping, invisible hole. The passage of time hadnt begun to whittle away any of the sharpness of his pain. He would not ever truly recover from it. He would only survive it. There was a distinct difference.

His mind skittered away from the pain thinking about Brenna caused. Not that his loss wasnt always with him. She was never far from his thoughts, but he had learned that if he gave in to despair by dwelling on might-have-beens the pain went quickly from smoldering coals to a hot, flaming need. It was a need that would never be slaked. Brenna was gone. That was unalterable fact. It was far better not to thinknot to feelat all.

Just track the sheep. Kill it. Return to camp. He ordered his mind to stop its restless roving.

Cuchulainn turned a corner. He and the young wolf quietly worked their way between the snow-covered rocks that nestled against the northern slope of the Trier Mountains. He was pleased that the snow had markedly lessened. Just days ago he couldnt have followed the sheep to the base of the mountains. If luck held and they didnt have another unexpected bout of snow, the pass might be clear enough for travel in another few days. Of course he would have to make sure. The children were tough and willing, but they were, for all their eagerness and precocity, still just children.

They were unusual, though. He would never forget his first glimpse of themor their reaction to the first completely human man they had ever seen. It had been an overcast, gloomy afternoon. The sky had been heavy with the spring blizzard that would seal the pass and close them into the Wastelands. He and Curran and Nevin had emerged from the mountains and traveled the short distance from the pass to the small valley that sheltered the New Fomorian camp. It had been a young sentry named Gareth who had glimpsed them, and like any good guard he had rushed to alert his camp. But instead of meeting the small party with drawn weapons and wariness, the New Fomorians had rushed from their encampment with open hands and welcoming smiles. Children! By the Goddess, he hadnt expected so many children. Laughing and singing a beautiful melody Cuchulainn was shocked to recognize as an ancient Partholonian song of praise to Epona, the hybrids had embraced the twins. Then their attention had quickly turned to himthe lone human rider in their midst.

This is Cuchulainn, Nevin had said.

He is brother to the Goddess Elphame who has saved us, Curran finished for him.

The joyful singing had instantly been silenced. The cluster of winged people had gazed at him. Cuchulainn remembered thinking they looked like a flock of bright, beautiful birds. Then the crowd parted to let a slender figure emerge. The first thing he noticed was that her skin had the odd luminous paleness of the other hybrid Fomorians, but her hair, wings and eyes were much darker. And then he saw the tears that washed her cheeks. Her dark, almond-shaped eyes were bright with them. Her gaze locked with his and Cuchulainn saw compassion and a terrible sadness. He wanted to look away. He didnt want her emotions to touch him. His own pain ran too deep, was too fresh. But as he turned his head to break their locked gaze, the winged woman dropped gracefully to her knees. And then, like she was a pebble thrown into a waiting pool, the crowd of winged people, adults and children alike, followed her example and rippled to their knees.

Forgive us. We are responsible for your sisters death. The winged womans sweet voice was filled with the sadness hed read within her eyes.

My sister is not dead. Cuchulainns voice was flat and so devoid of emotion that it sounded alien to his own ears.

The woman reacted with obvious shock. But the curse has been lifted. We all feel the absence of the demons in our blood.

You misinterpreted the prophecy, Cuchulainn said in his gruff, empty voice. It did not call for the physical death of my sister. Instead of her life, the prophecy led her to sacrifice a piece of her humanity. She lives. And it is only through the grace of Epona that she is not mad.

Still on her knees, the woman looked from Cuchulainn to Curran and Nevin.

What he says is true, Curran said. Elphame drank of Lochlans blood, and with it she accepted the madness of our people. Through the power of Epona she has defeated our fathers darkness, but it lives within her blood.

Lochlan? Did he survive? she asked.

Yes. He is mated to Elphame, Nevin said.

Keir and Fallon?

They have chosen another path, Nevin said quickly.

Cuchulainn felt ice slice through him. Fallon had chosen the path of madness and in doing so she had murdered Brenna. But before she could be executed for her crime shed revealed that she was pregnant. Elphame had imprisoned Fallon at Guardian Castle to await the birth of her child. Keir was her mate, and he had chosen to stay with her.

Ciara watched the human warriors face carefully. She recognized the numb, hopeless look that was the shadow left behind by tremendous loss. He had not lost his sister, but he had borne terrible sadness. Much had happened that they all needed to know, but not nownot at this moment. Later, she told herself. Later she would discover what could be done to relieve the warriors pain, as well as hear the tale of Fallon and Keir. Right now all that was important was that this man was the brother of their savior. For that alone they owed him a debt of gratitude.

She smiled, filling her words with the joy that was part of her soul. Then we will give thanks to Epona that your sister lives, Cuchulainn.

Do what you feel you must, he said in his dead voice. My sister asks that I lead you back to Partholon and to our Clans castle. Will your people come with me?

Her hands flew to cover her mouth. All around her she heard gasps of happiness and surprise. She couldnt speak. Breath-stopping exultation swelled within her. This was it! This was the fulfillment of the dream their mothers and grandmothers had nurtured and kept alive within each of them. Then, bursting through the circle of kneeling adults came a tide of laughter and excitement as a horde of children, no longer able to contain their exuberance, crowded into the empty space that surrounded the warrior and his horse. The adults hurried to their feet and rushed forward, clucking at their young charges and trying in vain to restore some semblance of order and dignity to the warriors welcome.

The children clambered around Cuchulainn, their eyes large and round. With wings extended they jostled against one another like an overcrowded nest of baby cuckoos. He felt suddenly like a lone, overwhelmed sparrow.

Partholon! We go to Partholon!

We are to meet the Goddess!

Is the land really warm and green?

Do you really not have wings?

May I touch your horse?

Cuchulainns big gelding snorted and took two skittering steps backward, away from a tiny, winged girl who was trying on tiptoe to stroke his muzzle.

Children, enough! The winged womans voice was stern, but her eyes sparkled and she smiled as she spoke. Cuchulainn will believe that the lessons of courtesy your great-grandmothers taught have been forgotten.

Instantly the young winged beings dropped their heads and muttered soft apologies. The little girl who had been trying to touch his horse bowed her head, too, but Cuchulainn could see that she was sidling forward, one hand half raised, still trying for a covert caress. The gelding snorted again and took another step back. The girl followed. Just like Elphame when she was young, Cuchulainn thought fondly. Always reaching for things she shouldnt. And for the first time since Brennas death, Cuchulainn almost laughed.

Yes, child, he said to the top of her blond head. You may touch him. Only go slowly, he is not accustomed to children.

The small head tilted up and the child gifted Cuchulainn with a tremendous smile of gratitude. Sharp canine teeth glittered in odd contrast to her innocent appearance.

Her name is Kyna.

The winged woman moved to the childs side. She gave Kyna a nod of encouragement and Cuchulainn tightened his grip on the gelding, holding him firmly in place so the girl could carefully pat his slick chest. The rest of the children watched and whispered to each other.

And I am Ciara, granddaughter of the Incarnate Goddess Terpsichore. You are most welcome here, Cuchulainn. She, too, smiled brilliantly up at the warrior with a sharp-toothed grin. I believe the children have answered your question for all of us. We have waited for more than one hundred years for this day. Yes, it will be our great pleasure to follow you to Partholon.

Pandemonium greeted her proclamation. The adults cheered and the children danced around as if they had springs as well as wings. Afraid someone would get trampled, Cu had been forced to dismount, which brought on another tirade of questions from the children who wanted to touch his back to make sure he wasnt hiding wings under his cloak. Ciara and the other adults had quite a job calming the jumping, dancing, laughing group of excited youngsters.

Trying to keep his veneer of detached observer in place, Cuchulainn had silently watched the cacophony of jubilation. The winged people obviously looked to Ciara for leadership. She had laughingly apologized for the overenthusiastic welcome while she called for one of the lodges to be made ready and introduced him to several smiling adults. But when he asked her if she had been made leader during Lochlans absence, she had only laughed and said she was the same now as she had been when Lochlan was with themjust an ordinary Shaman to her people.

Her words had been completely unexpected. Shaman? Where were the barbaric hybrid demons he had expected to watch warily and judge harshly? Cuchulainn remembered how stunned he had felt standing there that first day. Then little Kyna had shrieked. He had lunged, pulling his claymore free from its pommel. Crouched and ready for battle he had followed the childs pointing finger to discover that Fand had finally crept from a clump of concealing brush and was slinking toward him. Cu had hastily sheathed his sword and knelt down to reassure the nervous wolf cub, while he fielded rapidly fired questions from Kyna. He felt Ciaras gaze and looked up to find her dark eyes studying him knowingly.

You have no enemies here, Cuchulainn, except those that war within you, she had said quietly.

Before he could respond the sky had opened and huge, wet flakes of snow had begun falling.

Fand and the big gelding temporarily forgotten, Kyna had tugged on Cuchulainns cloak for his attention. Watch me catch the snow with my tongue!

Still crouched beside his wolf cub, Cuchulainn had watched the little girl throw her arms wide and spread her dove-colored wings. With the innate innocence of childhood she stuck out her tongue, twirled and jumped, trying to catch the elusive flakes. Soon she was joined by dozens of other children and he was surrounded by the timeless laughter and joy of youth. For an unexpected instant hed felt the suffocating pain of losing Brenna shift and ease and become almost bearable.

Cuchulainn thought he would remember that moment for the rest of his life. Though he didnt realize it, thinking about the children relaxed the tight sadness that had claimed his handsome face since Brennas death. He almost looked like himself again, the Cuchulainn who had been quick to smile and laugh and had been filled with life and hope and the promise of a full and happy future.

Now, with a soft woof, Fand slunk low to the earth, pulling Cus thoughts back to the present and shifting the focus of his attention to the trail ahead. Silently Cuchulainn moved forward. Readying an arrow, he peered around the next boulder to see the wild, white sheep pawing through the snow at a patch of yellow lichen. Taking a long, slow breath he notched the arrow, but before he could draw and aim, he heard the distinctive twang of a loosed bow and the sheep dropped, a quivering arrow neatly embedded at the base of its neck.

Fands growl changed to a yip of welcome when the centaur Huntress stepped from behind a concealing ledge.







Chapter 3

You took my shot, Huntress. Cuchulainns words were gruff, but he smiled and grasped the centaurs forearm in greeting. He was surprised at the pleasure he felt at the sight of Brighid. With her came a vision of MacCallan Castle. Until that moment he hadnt realized how much he had begun to long for home. And then on the heels of his remembrance came a wave of fresh pain. Brenna would not be there. All that remained of her was a monument carved in her image and a cold grave.

Took your shot? The Huntresss unusual violet eyes sparkled. If I remember correctly the last time we hunted together you hit nothing and chose to bring your prey back alive. She returned Cuchulainns smile, even though his had faded into an odd grimace. She clasped his forearm warmly before frowning down at the young wolf that was leaping around her hocks. I can see the creature is still alive.

Fand is an excellent companion. He motioned for the jubilant cub to leave the Huntress alone. Fand ignored him.

She hasnt learned any manners. Brighid kicked a hoof absently at the squirming cub, who decided it was a game and began biting at her hock.

Cuchulainn growled low in his throat, sounding remarkably wolflike, and, looking dejected, Fand stopped her mock attack and flopped down on her belly to stare with soulful eyes at the warrior.

Brighid lifted a brow. Seems I have come just in time. You obviously need some civilized company.

Meaning you?

The Huntress nodded. There is nothing more civilized than a centaur.

She waited for Cus return gibe, which did not come. Instead the warrior tucked his arrow back in its quill and began striding toward the sheep.

My sister sent you, didnt she?

I volunteered. I dont like to see her worried. And

Cuchulainn whirled around and cut her off. Elphame is well?

Brighid heard the thinly veiled panic in the warriors voice and was quick to reassure him. Shes quite well. Renovation of the castle moves ahead. The Clan is happy and healthy. The first new MacCallan Clan member has been born within the castles walls. And, as I was about to explain, the game in the forest is so thick that even humans can easily hunt it. So I thought I would kill two birds with a single arrow. She grinned, raising her empty bow. Id alleviate my Chieftains worry for her errant brother, as well as hunt something more challenging than deer that are practically domesticated.

As she spoke she studied Cuchulainns face. The panic had dissipated, leaving him looking tired and relieved, and then, as she watched, even those small emotions fell from his face, until it seemed he was wearing an expressionless mask. He had lost weight. His eyes were shadowed by darkness and new lines feathered from their corners. Was that gray in his sand-colored hair? He bent to pull her arrow from the sheeps body and she looked down at him. Yes, it was, indeed, gray that glinted around his brow. The man before her looked easily a decade older than he had two moon cycles earlier.

Here, Brighid said, swiveling at the waist to pull two long leather cords from one of the travel packs slung across her back. Tie this around its legs. Ill drag it.

Cuchulainn returned the arrow to her after wiping it clean in the snow.

My gelding isnt far from here.

Brighid snorted. I hope your camp isnt far from here. Ive seen little of the Wastelands, but I already do not savor the thought of spending the night in the open. Not in this Goddess-be-damned wind.

For an instant she thought she saw amusement flash in his eyes, but all he said as he took the cords was, The camp is not far, either. But we should hurry. The nights are cold.

Methodically he squatted by the sheeps rear haunches and began tying its legs.

Elphame had been wise to worry. It was obvious that the Cuchulainn his sister knew and loved was disappearing under the weight of grief and guilt. Brighid could only imagine how much the sight would wound her Chieftain. Brighid hated seeing what Brennas death had done to him, and he was just her friend.

She smiled sadly at the warriors back. Theirs had been an unlikely friendship. Cuchulainn had known too well the segregationist beliefs of her family concerning humans and centaurs and he had been leery to trust Brighid. And, quite frankly, the Huntress had thought Cuchulainn an arrogant womanizer. At first they had snapped at and circled one another like restless beasts protecting territory. But as the Huntress had watched the rakish young warrior fall in love with the Clans newly appointed Healer, she had seen the real Cuchulainnthe compassionate, loyal man who lived within the skin of the dashing warrior. And she had won his trust in turn. First, by helping him track Elphame after she had taken a nasty fall, and finally, regrettably, by fighting at his side when they captured the hybrid Fomorian Fallon after she murdered Brenna.

Brennas death is a heavy burden to bear, Brighid said solemnly.

Cuchulainns head was bowed in concentration as he finished securing the cords, and she could see his back stiffen. He stood slowly and met the Huntresss sharp gaze.

Yes. He bit out the word.

Brighid didnt flinch from the anger in his voice. She knew from her own experience that anger was part of griefs healing process.

Your sister planted those blue wildflowers Brenna liked so much all around her grave. The Clan talks about how beautiful the tomb is, and how much Brenna is missed.

Stop, Cuchulainn said between clenched teeth.

As long as we remember her, she is not completely gone, Cu.

Not completely gone! Cuchulainn laughed humorlessly. He threw the cords he had been holding to the ground and spread his arms, palms up, looking around them. Then show her to me. I dont see her. I dont hear her. I cant touch her. To me, Huntress, she is completely gone.

Brenna would hate to see you like this, Cuchulainn.

Brenna is not here!

Cu the Huntress began, but the warriors gruff voice cut her off.

Leave it be, Brighid.

She met his gaze squarely. I will leave it be for now, but you cannot continue like this. Not forever.

You are right about that. Nothing continues forever, Huntress. Abruptly he bent and retrieved the leather cords. Handing one to her he wrapped the other over his shoulder. This way. He pointed his chin back the way he had come. We need to hurry. Night will fall soon.

Mimicking Cuchulainns motions, Brighid placed the cord over her shoulder and together they dragged the sheeps body. As the Huntress glanced at Cus haggard profile she thought grief had already caused night to fall within Cuchulainns wounded soul. Could anything, even his Goddess-touched sisters love, ever bring the light of happiness to his life again?

They spoke little as they traveled steadily in the direction of the waning sun. Together they had quickly dressed the sheep and folded it into the leather carrier Cuchulainn strapped over the big geldings hindquarters. There were several questions Brighid wanted to ask, but the warriors manner was so withdrawn, his few words so brusque, that she had learned little more than that hed easily found the hybrid Fomorian settlement, that there were almost one hundred of them, and that they were eager to return to Partholon. When she asked him what they were like hed said only, Theyre just people, and withdrawn again into silence. Brighid had decided that conversing with him was like cuddling a porcupine. Not worth the trouble. She was a Huntress. She would observe the hybrids for herself as she would any other creature of the Wastelands and then form her own opinion.

And she would always keep in mind that they had been fathered by a race of demons.

Do you like children?

Brighid raised her brows at the strange question, not sure she had heard Cuchulainn correctly. Children?

He grunted and nodded.

I dont know. I dont particularly like or dislike them. They dont usually figure into the life of a Huntress, unless you count that I have to consider them as extra mouths to feed. Why do you ask?

We are almost to the settlement. There are he paused and glanced sideways at her children there.

I expect children. Lochlan told all of us about them back at the castle. You know that. You were there.

Lochlan didnt exactly tell us everything, Cuchulainn said cryptically.

Thats no surprise to me. Brighid snorted.

The warrior gave her a lidded look. You dont sound like you trust Lochlan.

Do you?

He saved my sisters life, Cuchulainn said simply.

Brighid nodded slowly. Yes, he did. But it was Lochlans coming to Partholon that placed her life in jeopardy in the first place.

Cuchulainn said nothing. Hed already thought over and over again about how Lochlans presence had changed all of their lives. But he found it hard to blame his sisters lifemate, which did not mean he was willing to fully embrace the winged man. It only meant that Cuchulainn was most willing to blame himself for the events that had culminated in his sisters sacrifice and Brennas death. He should have known. He would have known had he listened to the warnings from the spirit realm. But Cuchulainn had always turned from the use of spirits and magic and the mysterious power of the Goddess, even though it was obvious from an early age that he had inherited his Shaman fathers spirit gifts. Cu was a warrior. It was all hed ever wanted to be. His affinity with the sword was the only gift he desired.

His stubbornness had sealed his lovers doom.

I thought you said we were almost at the camp. I see nothing ahead except more of this empty, dismal land.

Cuchulainn dragged his dark thoughts back to the silvercoated centaur who trotted by his side.

Look more closely, Huntress, he said.

Brighid glowered at him. Friends they may have become, but the warrior still had a knack for getting under her skin.

Cuchulainn almost smiled. Dont feel bad. I didnt see it at first, either. If I hadnt been with Curran and Nevin I would have probably toppled blindly over the edge.

I dont At first the landscape appeared to be a snowpatched, treeless plain. Red shale, the same color as the great boulders that flanked the Trier Mountains, littered the ground. But then her vision caught an almost imperceptible change. Its a gorge. By the Goddess! The land is so bleak and similar that one side matches the other almost perfectly.

Its an optical illusion, one the human mothers of the New Fomorians thought to use to their advantage more than one hundred years ago when they were desperate to find a safe place to build their settlement.

New Fomorians?

Thats what they call themselves, Cuchulainn said.

Brighid snorted.

The path winds down from there.

He pointed at Fands disappearing hind end and clucked his gelding into a gentle canter, pulling him up just before the land dropped away beneath them. Brighid moved to stand beside him and drew in breath sharply at the sight below. The gorge opened as if a giant had taken an ax and hewed an enormous wedge from the cold, rocky earth. The wall on which they stood was taller than the opposite side of the canyon. The sheer drop must have been at least two hundred feet. A small river ran through the middle of the valley. And nestled against the gentler northern wall of the canyon was a cluster of round buildings. Brighid could make out distant figures, and she strained to see wings as the self-proclaimed New Fomorians moved between circularshaped houses and corrals and low, squat structures she thought might be animal shelters.

She could feel Cuchulainn watching her.

The human women chose wisely. Theres shelter in the walls of the canyon and a ready water supply. I can even see a few things that might be masquerading as trees, she said. If I had been with them, this would have been the site I would have recommended. In actuality if Brighid had been with them, she would have recommended they slit their monstrous infants throats and return to Partholon where the women belonged. But that was a thought the Huntress decided was best kept to herself.

Its an unforgiving land. I have been surprised at how well they have survived. I expected Cuchulainns words trailed off as if he was sorry hed said so much.

Brighid was looking at him with open curiosity.

Cu cleared his throat and pointed the geldings head down the steep trail. Watch where you step. The shale is slick.

Brighid followed Cuchulainn, wondering at the changes in him. Were they all because of Brennas death, or had something happened here in the Wastelands? Even had he not been her friend, the Huntress owed it to her Chieftain to find out.







Chapter 4

The first hybrid Brighid saw was doing something totally unexpected. He was laughing. The Huntress heard him before she saw him. His laughter rolled up the trail to meet them, punctuated by mock growls and youthful snarls.

They like Fand, Cuchulainn muttered in explanation.

The warrior and the Huntress finally stepped onto level ground and walked around a rough out-cropping of rock to see a winged man sprawled on his back in the middle of the trail. Tongue lolling and mouth open as if she were smiling, the young wolf cubs paws were planted squarely on his chest.

Fand rolled me, Cuchulainn. Shes growing so fast that in no time shell be a proper wolf, he said, chuckling and scratching the cubs scruff. When he glanced up and saw the centaur by Cus side, his eyes rounded in shock.

Fand, here! Cuchulainn ordered. This time the wolf chose to obey, hopping off the hybrids chest and loping back to her master.

The winged man stood quickly, brushing dirt and snow from his tunic, all the while keeping his large eyes fixed on Brighid.

Gareth, this is

Gareths excited voice cut him off. The Huntress, Brighid! It is, isnt it?

Yes, Gareth. This is MacCallans Huntress, Brighid Dhianna.

Gareth executed a quick, awkward bow, and Brighid realized that he was really just a tall, gangly youth who stared at her with open, awestruck delight.

Well met, Brighid! Gareth gushed, his voice cracking on her name.

Brighid could hear Cuchulainns sigh and she stifled a smile.

Well met, Gareth, she returned the greeting.

Wait till I tell the others! They wont believe it. Youre even more beautiful than Curran and Nevin described.

Gareth started to rush away, then stopped, turned back and bowed sheepishly to Brighid again. The Huntress could have sworn that the youths cheeks were reddened with an embarrassed blush.

Pardon me, Huntress. Ill go tell the others that we have a visitor. Another one! Then he turned and, with wings spread, all but flew down the path.

Foolish boy, Cuchulainn muttered.

Brighid raised a brow at the warrior. Im even more beautiful than Curran and Nevin described?

Cuchulainn lifted his hands in a gesture of quiet frustration. The twins tell stories in the evenings. You are a favorite subject.

Me? How can that be? Curran and Nevin hardly know me.

Apparently they put the short time they spent at MacCallan Castle to excellent use. They listened and observed. A lot. You know how the Clan likes to talk, and the more they talk, the more deeds grow. You didnt just track Elphame in the night through the forest to find where she had fallenyou did it all in a lashing storm, too, he said.

I did nothing of the sort. The storm began on our way home. And it wasnt full dark until after we found Elphame.

Brighid tried to sound annoyed, but she couldnt help the smile that played at the corner of her lips.

And then theres the story of Fand, Cuchulainn said, shifting in the saddle as if he was suddenly uncomfortable.

Brighids brows went up. And who told them about that, Cu?

Cuchulainn shrugged and kneed the gelding to follow Gareths path. They asked. And they can be very persistent when they want to know something.

They being Curran and Nevin? Brighid asked his broad back.

No. They being the children.

And then a noise drifted to the Huntresss acute hearing. She thought it sounded like the chattering of many birds.

Cuchulainns horses ears pricked forward. Remember that I forewarned you about the children, he called over his shoulder.

Brighid frowned severely at the warriors back. Forewarned her? He hadnt forewarned her about anythinghed just asked if she liked children. What in the darkest realm of the Underworld was going on here?

They took another turn in the path and the trail opened up. Brighid moved quickly so that she was beside Cuchulainn. The road widened and led straight into the heart of the neat little settlement, which was currently filled with small winged bodies chattering excitedly. When they caught sight of her, the childrens talking was instantly replaced by a collective gasp that reminded Brighid of the coo of doves.

Oh, great merciful Goddess, the Huntress murmured. There are so many of them.

I tried to tell you, Cuchulainn said under his breath. Prepare yourself. They are as energetic as they are small.

But how can there be so many? Her eyes were roving the group as she tried to get an accurate counttentwentyforty. There were at least forty young bodies. I thought you said there were less than one hundred hybrids in total. Do they have multiple births?

No. Not usually. Most of these children no longer have parents, the warrior said grimly.

But

Later, Cuchulainn said. Ill explain it all later. They wont stay still much longer.

What are they going to do? Brighid asked warily.

The warrior gave her the briefest of smiles. Nothing you can defend yourself against, believe me.

The waiting group rippled and Cuchulainn caught sight of Ciaras dark head.

Come on. Its best to face them head-on.

Side by side Cu and Brighid came to a halt before the waiting group just as a lovely winged woman stepped out to greet them.

Cuchulainn made hasty introductions. Ciara, this is MacCallans Huntress, Brighid Dhianna. Brighid, Ciara is Shaman for the New Fomorians. He gestured at the two winged men who had followed Ciara through the children. And, you will remember Curran and Nevin.

The twins nodded their heads, smiling widely at her. She was instantly struck by how well they looked. The last time shed seen them their wings had been dreadfully torn. Now they looked whole and healthy, with only pale pink lines scarring the delicate membranes. One of the twins spoke, but Brighid had no idea whether it was Curran or Nevin.

It is good to see you again, Huntress.

We are all so pleased that you have come, Brighid Dhianna, famed Huntress of the MacCallans, Ciara said.

Brighid tried not to be distracted by the horde of watching children, even though her eyes were drawn to their small faces. All different sizes and shapes, they were beaming sharp-toothed smiles at her as their wings quivered with barely suppressed excitement. Puppies, she thought. They looked like a wriggling mass of healthy, happy, winged puppies.

Pulling her gaze from the children she nodded politely first to Ciara and then the twins. The MacCallan thought you might need a Huntress to ease the burden of feeding your people during your journey. I was glad to be of service to her, Brighid said.

And now I understand why I have dreamed of a silver hawk with gold-tipped wings these past several nights, Ciara said, looking from the Huntresss silver-white hair to the golden gleam of her equine coat.

Brighid kept her face carefully neutral, but the mention of the Shamans dream was like a fist to her gut. Even here, in the far off Wastelands, she could not escape her childhood.

Oooh, you are even more beautiful than I imagined!

The Huntresss eyes sought and found the miniature speakera small girl child standing near Ciara. Her wings were an unusual silver-gray, like the breast of a dove. Her large eyes were bright with intelligence.

Thank you, Brighid said.

That is Kyna, Cuchulainn said.

At the mention of her name the child bobbed excitedly on her tiptoes.

Cuchulainn, can I come closer? Please! Pllllease!

Cu looked questioningly at the Huntress. Not knowing what else to do, Brighid shrugged.

Come on then, Cu said. As the child sprinted forward with several of the other children close behind, Cuchulainn lifted his hand and said sternly, Remember your manners!

Kynas headlong rush instantly slowed and the children jostling behind her almost knocked her over. Brighid had to be careful not to laugh when the girl elbowed one of her friends and ordered, Remember your manners! sounding unerringly like Cuchulainn. She folded her little wings and walked much more sedately to stand in front of Brighid.

Youre the famous Huntress Cuchulainns told us stories about, arent you? The little girls face was bright with more than just the Fomorians distinctive luminous skin. She was a beautiful, fey-looking little thing, sparkling with intelligence and curiosity.

Well, I am the Huntress Brighid. I dont know how famous I am, though, Brighid said, throwing Cuchulainn a look of mild annoyance.

Oh, we do! Weve heard all about you!

Really? Youll have to share those stories with me, Brighid said.

Not now, Cuchulainn said brusquely. Now there is dinner to prepare. He dismounted and began unlacing the ties that held the fresh meat behind his saddle.

Did you get another deer, Cuchulainn? Kyna asked, bouncing up and down.

A wild, white sheep this time, Ky. And you can thank the Huntress for it. She is the one who brought the beast down, he said, neatly turning the childs attention back to Brighid.

Dozens of sets of round little eyes refocused on the Huntress.

Brighid shrugged. I just beat him to the shot.

No, youre special. We already know, Kyna said. Maymay I touch you?

Brighid looked helplessly at Cu, who was suddenly oh-so-busy handing the wrapped meat to Curran and Nevin.

Please? the child asked. Ive always wanted to meet a centaur.

Yes, I suppose that would be fine, the Huntress said helplessly.

Kyna walked closer to Brighid and then reverently stretched out her hand and touched the Huntresss gleaming golden coat. Youre soft like water. And your hair is so pretty, just like Cuchulainn said. I think hes right. Its good that you keep it long even though most Huntresses cut theirs short.

IIve never felt the need to cut it, Brighid stuttered, completely take aback by the childs comment. Cuchulainn talked about her hair?

Good. You shouldnt.

I want to be a Huntress when I grow up! shouted a voice from the throng.

Kyna rolled her eyes and shook her head. You cant be a Huntress, Liam. Youre not a centaur and youre not a female.

Brighid watched one of the taller childrens faces fall and she felt a panicky knot within her when his eyes filled with tears.

You could still be a hunter, Liam, Brighid said. Some centaurs agree to train humans in the ways of a Huntress. As soon as she said it she realized her ridiculous error. The little winged male was definitely not human. Hed probably really cry now. What if he started the rest of them crying? But Liam didnt notice anything wrong with what shed said. His fanged smile was radiant.

Do you really mean it? Would you teach me? The boy rushed up to her and soon his small, warm hand was patting her sleek side.

Teach him? She had no intention of teaching him or anyoneespecially anyone whose head didnt reach her shoulder. Brighids panic expanded. She had just been trying to keep the child from crying.

If shes going to teach Liam I want her to teach me, too! Another child disengaged from the group and skipped up to Brighid, hero worship shining in his big blue eyes.

Me, too! said a little girl with hair the color of daisies.

Brighid had no idea how it had happened, but she was surrounded by small, winged beings who were chattering away about their lives as Huntresses. Warm little hands patted her legs and flanks while Kyna asked never-ending questions about how Brighid kept her hair out of her eyes while she hunted, and what she rinsed it with to make it shine so, and did she use the same rinse on the horse part of her, and

Brighid wouldve rather been thrust into a pack of angry wolves, at least she could kick her way clear and escape.

Perhaps we should give the Huntress time to unload her packs and fill her stomach before we ask more of her, Ciaras firm voice cut through the high-pitched, childish jabbering.

Little hands reluctantly dropped from the centaurs body.

Undaunted, Kyna still chirped with excitement. Can Brighid stay at our lodge?

To Brighids intense relief, Cuchulainn spoke up. I think it would be best if the Huntress lodged with me. Shes part of my Clan, remember?

Yes, I remember, Kyna said softly, kicking at a dirt clod with bare feet that Brighid noticed ended in remarkably sharplooking talons.

They are such anomalies, the Huntress thought. Not really human and yet obviously not Fomorian. How will they ever find their place in Partholon?

Cuchulainn, why dont you show Brighid to your lodge. Ill send for you when it is time for the evening meal.

Cu surprised Brighid by tossing the reins of his gelding to little Kyna.

Take care of him for me.

Of course I will, Cu! You know Im his favorite. The child giggled. Bye, Brighid. Ill see you again at the evening meal, she said before clucking and tugging fussily at the big geldings reins. The horse blew through his nose into the childs hair and then plodded docilely after her.

Go on now, the rest of you! You have chores to finish before we eat, Ciara told the children.

In clusters of two and three, they rushed off like darting fish, calling goodbyes to Brighid and Cuchulainn.

I think they were better this time, Ciara said to the warrior.

Well, at least there was a lot less jumping and dancing, Cu said.

Better than what? Brighid asked.

Ciara smiled. Better than when they first met Cuchulainn.

Brighid snorted.

You laugh, but were serious, Cu said.

I didnt laugh. I scoffed disbelievingly. There is a distinct difference, the Huntress said, wiping at a smudgy handprint that had been left on her golden coat.

Youll get used to them, Ciara said. And at the look on the centaurs face she laughed.

Brighid thought she had never heard such a lovely, musical sound.

Cuchulainn harrumphed. Now its my turn to scoff.

Oh, Cuchulainn, youre getting along with the children just fine. They adore you! Ciara said.

Im not interested in their adoration. I just want to be sure they arrive safely at MacCallan Castle, Cuchulainn said sharply, his face hardening into a blank, emotionless mask.

Of course, Ciara said, her smile never wavering.

It was interesting, Brighid thought, to watch how familiarly the beautiful winged woman spoke to Cu. And how she ignored the way he had turned cold and withdrawn.

Ill leave you with Cuchulainn. He knows his way around. If there is anything you need, he will know if we can provide it. We do not have much here, Brighid, but what we have we willingly share.

Thank you, Brighid said, automatically responding to Ciaras openness and warmth.

Cuchulainn, the evening meal will be in the longhouse, as usual, after the dusk blessing ceremony. Please bring Brighid. And it would be nice if this time you chose to stay and share the meal with us. Ciara nodded politely to Brighid before she turned and gracefully walked away.







Chapter 5

Cuchulainn motioned for Brighid to enter the small building ahead of him. She ducked through the thick animal skin that served as a doorway and was pleasantly surprised to feel warm, still air instead of constant cold wind. The lodge was circular, and the walls were made of the red shale that was so plentiful in the Wastelands. It was patched snugly together with a mixture of mud and sand. There was a hearth that wrapped around almost half of the curving room. Two small windows were covered, so there was little light, but it was bright enough for Brighid to see that the roof was unusual. It appeared to be mesh, woven of reeds or thin branches. Placed over the matting was a substance Brighid couldnt identify. It had been firmly pressed into the weave, but now it appeared to be hard and dry.

Its moss, Cuchulainn said. They cut it from the ground and while its still pliant they press it into the web of woven tubers. When it dies it hardens until its like rock, only lighter. Nothing can get through it.

Whats this on the floor? Brighid bent and picked up a handful of short, fragrant grass.

They call it dwarf heather. It only grows to about hockhigh, but theres a lot of it, especially in canyon areas like this. It makes for good insulation. The ground here is damnably cold and hard. Cuchulainn motioned to the other side of the room, opposite the stretched animal skin hammock that served as a bed. You can put your packs there. Ciara will have pelts brought in for you to sleep on. You should be comfortable and warm enoughand anyway well be traveling in just a few days.

Cuchulainn, whats going on here?

Im preparing to lead the hybrids back to Partholon, of course. The snow has almost thawed enough for the pass to be open againas you know better than I, he finished curtly.

Brighid shook her head. Thats not what I mean. I counted at least forty children. I saw only three adults. What is going on here? she repeated slowly.

Cuchulainn pulled off his cloak and ran a hand through his hair, which Brighid noticed was uncharacteristically long and unkempt.

Im not exactly sure, he said.

Not sure?

Cuchulainn scowled at her. Thats right. Theyre not what you think. The only thing I know for sure is that the New Fomorians are different.

Well, of course theyre different! Brighid wanted to shake Cu. Theyre a mixture of human and Fomorian. There has never been a race like them.

Cuchulainn walked over to the hearth. Stirring the glowing embers to life, he fed them blocks of dried peat from the stack nearby and the coals flamed into a lively, crackling fire. Then he turned and gave Brighid a weary, resigned look.

Take off your packs. Relax. It isnt much, but Ill tell you what I know.

As Cuchulainn helped her unload she watched him carefully. Grief and guilt had aged and hardened him, but there was something else about him, something that tickled the edge of her mind but which she couldnt quite understand.

Had the hybrids cast some kind of spell over him? Cuchulainn shunned the spirit realm, and he would have little protection against a magical attack. Though Brighid did not have the training and experience of her mother, she was not a stranger to the powers of the spirit world. Nor was she a stranger to the ways in which powers granted by the Goddess could be twisted and misused. Silently she promised herself that later, when she was free to concentrate, she would see if she could detect any malevolent energy hovering around the settlement. Until then all she could do was what she was best atfinding a trail and following it.

Here, she said, tossing the warrior a fat skin from her last pack. Your sister sent you this.

Cuchulainn uncapped the skin, sniffed the liquid within, grunted in pleasure and took a long drink. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and settled onto his cot. Its been too long since Ive tasted wine from Eponas Temple. My mother would say there is no excuse for living like a barbarian.

Thats exactly what your sister said.

Cus smile looked almost normal for an instant. I miss her.

She misses you, too.

He nodded and took another drink of the rich red wine.

Cu, why are there so few adult hybrids? Brighid asked softly.

He met her eyes. Heres what I know. I have counted twenty-two full-grown, adult hybridstwelve females, one of whom has just announced that she is pregnant, and ten males. And there are seventy children ranging in age from infants to young adults. Ciara and the others say that everyone else is dead.

How? Brighids head reeled at the disparity in numbers.

It was the madness. Ciara says it was more difficult to withstand the older they became. Of the original hybrids born of human mothers only Lochlan, Nevin, Curran, Keir and Fallon remain. Cuchulainn paused, clenching his jaw. Of them Fallon is mad.

Brighid nodded. Her jailors at Guardian Castle say she remains mad. Elphames sacrifice didnt touch her.

It was too late. She had already accepted the darkness of her father when El drank Lochlans blood and took on their madness. Apparently there is no reversing it once it has taken hold. His stomach tightened as he remembered the horrific scene when Elphame had slit her own wrists, forcing Lochlan to share his blood to save her life. With the hybrids blood she had taken within her the madness of a race of demons. It should have driven El mad, too. It was only through Eponas power that she remains sane even though the madness lies dormant within her blood.

But accepting the madness didnt kill your sister, and it didnt kill Fallon. How did it kill the other adults?

Suicide. Ciara says that when a hybrid was no longer able to bear the pain of withstanding the evil within him, he chose suicide rather than a life of violence and hatred.

The Huntress tilted her head and sent him an incredulous look. So what shes saying is that someone who has pretty much decided to accept hatred and evil has the capacity to make the ultimate sacrifice of taking his or her own life?

Yes. As a last act of humanity.

And youre believing all of this?

Instead of the anger with which Brighid expected him to respond, Cuchulainns expression turned introspective. He took another drink from the wineskin.

At first I didnt believe any of it. For days I walked around armed, expecting winged demons to jump out at me from behind every rock. His brows tilted up and some of his old sparkle lit his eyes. Demons failed to appear. But can you guess what did jump out at me?

Brighid snorted a quick laugh. If youd left me to lodge with them I think I would have called them demons. Very small demons, but none the less frightening.

The children are everywhere. There are so many of them and so few adults that its a constant struggle to care for them and keep them fed. Not that theyre helplessor at least not as helpless as human, or even centaur, children would be at their age. Theyre hardy and intelligent. Despite their rather exuberant show when welcoming strangers, theyre incredibly well-behaved. Cuchulainn met and held Brighids sharp gaze. And they are the happiest beings Ive ever known.

Theres nothing new about the young being happy, Cu. Even your silly wolf cub runs and frolics. It is the way of youth before the responsibilities of the world encroach upon their unrealistic dreams for the future.

Cuchulainn heard the bitter undertone in the Huntresss voice and wondered what had happened in her youth to put it there.

But before Elphames sacrifice, the New Fomorian children had no carefree period of innocence. From the day they were born, not only did they have to struggle to survive, but they had to wage a constant war against the dark whisperings within their own blood as they watched their parents succumb to the evil and die around them.

If that is actually what happened.

Im tired, Brighid. Cuchulainn ran a hand across his brow. I didnt come here as a hero who would lead them back to their ancestral homeland. I came here filled with hatred.

Brighid nodded her head slowly. I know.

Elphame didnt. At least I hope she didnt. I wouldnt want her to think that I would betray her trust. He shook his head and held up his hand to stop her when she tried to speak. No, I dont mean that I came here with the intention of slaughtering the hybrids. But I was looking to cast blame and to find a battlefield on which to avenge Brenna.

That wouldnt bring Brenna back, Cu.

No, it wouldnt. And instead of a battlefield or a race of demons I found a people who are imbued with happiness. He rubbed his brow again. Happiness is all around me. Im surrounded by it. But I can feel none of it.

Brighid felt a rush of sympathy for him. Living within a face that was too old for his years, he looked lost and alone.

You need to go home, Cu.

I need

Cuchulainns words were cut off by a tapping sound against the door flap followed closely by Kynas shining head.

Ciara said I should come for you. She grinned at Cuchulainn. Then her bright eyes and smile flashed at Brighid. And you, too, Huntress. The evening blessing is about to begin. You dont want to miss it, do you?

Well be right there, Ky, Cuchulainn said.

The childs head disappeared.

Evening blessing? Brighid asked.

They honor Epona every day, both at sunrise and sunset. Its a little like being back at my mothers temple.

Except for the cold, dreary land, the absence of the riches of Partholon, and the presence of hordes of winged children, Brighid said.

Cuchulainn tossed the wineskin back to the Huntress and grabbed his cloak.

Exactly like that. He paused in front of her on his way out of door. I am glad youre here, Brighid.

So am I, Cu. So am I.



The long, low, rectangular building Brighid had mistaken as a shelter for animals when shed looked down at the settlement from above was really the general meeting place and, Cu explained, it served as a Great Hall for the hybrids. It was there that Kyna, skipping and dancing, led them, and then, with a parting grin and the promise to sit near them during the meal, she scampered to one of the clusters of waiting children.

Although Cuchulainn had prepared Brighid for the number of children, the centaur found herself gaping like an inexperienced foal. There were just so many of them! Winged children were everywhere. It looked as if the entire settlement had gathered in front of the longhouse in a large, loose circle. The children clustered in groups, each surrounding an adult who attentively talked to and kept watch over his or her charges. The sun had almost fallen below the distant western horizon, and the incessant wind had turned even colder and more biting, but not one child cried or complained. They didnt run around in the undisciplined gamboling typical of youth. They simply stood and waited patiently, even the smallest ones with their tiny wings and wide, bright eyes. Of course they did stare openly at Brighid. But when she met a young ones gaze, the child returned her look with a wide, sharp-toothed smile. Several of them waved at her. She noticed the boy child, Liam, right away because he made a point to catch her attention by executing a very grown-up bow and sending her a look of total adoration. As if she really was his mentor, she thought with a silent groan.

What in the world would she do with a small winged shadow?

The door to the longhouse opened and Ciara stepped out. She walked quickly to the center of the circle. The winged womans gaze skimmed over the group until it came to rest on Brighid. Her smile turned radiant.

It is a blessed day that is closing! she proclaimed.

The children made small happy sounds while their heads bobbed up and down in vigorous agreement. All eyes turned to the Huntress.

Until today we knew of the noble race of centaurs only from memories of our mothers and our mothers mothers, and from the stories we have told. But today we are honored by the presence of the famous MacCallan Huntress, Brighid Dhianna. Let us give thanks to our Goddess for yet another day and the new blessing with which she has gifted us.

Feeling the weight of all of those young eyes, Brighid wanted to fidget or, better yet, escape. Thankfully, when Ciara raised her arms and turned to face the west all the children and adults turned with her, focusing their eyes on the horizon. But as Ciaras clear voice rang out strong and sweet, evoking the timeless ritual of Eponas evening blessing, Brighid found curiosity and surprise pulling her eyes from the west to the delicate form of the winged woman.


O Epona, Goddess of beauty and of magnificence

Goddess of laughter and joyous strength.

At this setting day we begin our thanksgiving looking to

the west,

the way of water,

and we are washed in the blessings of another day.

Today we thank You for guiding the Huntress to us,

she who is born of a noble race.

Bound in honor.

Rich in tradition.



Ciara was standing with her arms raised and her head thrown back. Her dark wings unfurled and lifted around her, rippling smoothly against the cold evening wind. Brighid drew in a surprised breath. The winged womans body was outlined by a glittering haze that during the past two moons had become very familiar to Brighid. It was the same shimmering power she had seen countless times when Elphame called upon Eponas name.

You didnt expect that, did you? Cuchulainn whispered.

Brighid could only shake her head and continue to stare at the Goddess-touched hybrid.


O Goddess of our hearts

protectress of things wild and free

we thank You for Your bright presence here

and for Your power that works through water



Arms still raised, Ciara turned to her right, and the group followed her movements.



Through earth



She turned again to the right.



Through air



Again, the group followed her in the sacred circle by turning to face the south.



And through fire.



Then Ciara and the group closed the circle by turning again to the west. At the moment the sun sank into the earth, she lifted her voice joyously, threw wide her arms, and called,


Strike, Goddess lights!



Brighid gasped as two torches staked just outside the longhouse door flamed into bright, burning light.


This is a day of bounty and of joy,

worthy to be celebrated,

as in times far ancient

our mothers taught us

to honor You, O Goddess.

Your light will ever guide

those who have been lost in the dark.

All hail Epona!



All hail Epona! the group shouted and the circle broke as smiling children made their way amidst lots of giggling talk into the longhouse.

Brighid felt like her hooves had been rooted to the cold ground.

By the hot holy breath of the Goddess, she has fire magic! Her words exploded at Cuchulainn. Why didnt you tell me?

Over the past two moons I have learned that some things must be seen to be fully appreciated. Come on, Huntress. Much like he would have his sister, Cu wrapped his arm through Brighids and guided the stunned centaur toward the longhouse. I told you understanding them is not as easy as you might think.







Chapter 6

You couldnt have told me about this, either? Brighid muttered to Cu as she stepped inside the longhouse.

There really wasnt time, he said under his breath. And I dont think the simple telling of it would have been adequate.

It was a beautiful building. More rectangular than circular the two longest walls supported huge hearths in which fires crackled merrily around enormous, bubbling pots that, from the wonderful smells drifting throughout the room, must be filled with wellspiced stew. Long rows of trestle tables were formed by smoothed wooden planks resting snugly atop stone pillars that had been carved to look like blooming flowers. But what drew Brighids eye were the walls of the great building. From the outside they looked like the walls of Cus small lodge, but on the inside they had been meticulously smoothed and covered with painted scenes so lovely they rivaled any of the treasured pieces of art gracing the marble walls and hallowed halls of Eponas Temple.

The centermost scene was breathtaking. A silver mare, silhouetted in the golden light of a rising sun, arched her proud neck and presided regally over the room. The mares eyes were wiseher gaze benevolent. All around her vignettes of Partholon had been brought to life with a masters hand. There was the Temple of Epona, glistening with pearlized walls and stately carved columns. The Temple of the Muses elegant grounds were filled with silk-clad women, frozen in time, clustered around each of the nine Incarnate Goddesses, listening in rapt attention to their daily lessons. There was even a scene wherein two centaurs raced through wither-deep grass that Brighid easily recognized as the Centaur Plains. Framing each one of the scenes were intricate knots that hid birds and flowers and animals indigenous to a land much more hospitable than the Wastelands.

Its truly amazing, Brighid said.

Im pleased you like it, Ciara said. With an elegant unfolding of her hand she motioned to a section of one of the tables that had been arranged away from the others. The benchlike sitting area on one side of it had been removed to accommodate Brighids equine body. The other side remained fashioned for more diminutive human hindquarters. I hope this will be comfortable for you. I thought Cuchulainn and I could join you, here apart from the others, so that you would not be deluged with the constant questioning of the young. Ciara led them to their seats as Liam and Kyna hurried over with trays of steaming food. Well, with two possible exceptions, Ciara whispered to the Huntress.

Brighid eyed the eagerly waiting children with suspicion. Their inquisitive looks made her more uncomfortable than a pack of starving coyotes. The moment she sat beside the table, Liam rushed forward and ladled for her a generous portion of thick stew filled with chunks of potato, meat and barley, and a side dish of warm greens that smelled a lot like spinach.

The wildgreens are special for you, Brighid. Liams nervous excitement brimmed over and spilled around them. Theyre a real treat so early in the spring. I, um, I mean we hope you like them.

Im sure I will. Everything smells wonderful. Brighid smiled tentatively at the boy. He practically wriggled out of his skin with pleasure.

Can Fand eat at our table, Cu? Kyna asked the warrior as he helped himself to the wildgreens she offered.

Of course, but be sure she stays under the table. Not on it, Cu said.

Leave the trays and go eat now, Ciara prompted when the two children looked as though they would be content to stand all night and watch every move Brighid made as she attempted to eat under their intense scrutiny. They obeyed, but reluctantly, still throwing curious looks over their shoulders at the beautiful centaur.

The children are enamored with you, Huntress, Ciara said with a smile.

Cuchulainn glanced up at Brighid from under his brows. Its a relief to have them obsessed with someone else, he said around bites of stew.

Ciara laughed. Oh, do not think they have forgotten you, Warrior.

Cu scowled and turned his attention back to his bowl.

Brighid ate silently, letting her eyes dwell on the incredible scenes that filled the walls.

I sense that you are surprised by our artwork, Ciara said.

Brighids gaze shifted to her. Yes, she said frankly. I am.

Ciaras warm smile didnt waver. You wouldnt be if you knew the story of our birth.

I know some of itthat your people come from a group of women stolen from Partholon by the Fomorians during the war more than one hundred years ago. When the Fomorians realized they were losing the war, they escaped into the Trier Mountains with as many human women as they could capture. They planned to hide there and grow strong again, replenishing themselves with a new generation of demons born of human women. Eventually they would return to attack Partholon again.

Yes, that much is true. What else do you know?

Brighid lifted one shoulder. Only what Lochlan told us. That the Fomorians escaped the Partholonian warriors, but they couldnt escape the plague brought to them by Eponas outrage at the violation of her women. The demons grew sick and weakened. Then a group of pregnant women, led by Lochlans mother, attacked their captors, killed them, and searched through the mountains, helping the other groups of women rise against their captors, too.

Ciara nodded and took up the thread of the story. Their plan was to return to Partholon. They knew their pregnancies meant death sentences for them. No human woman had ever survived the birth of a child fathered by a demon. It was their desire to return to their homes where they would die surrounded by their loved ones.

Ciaras beautiful face glowed with the telling of the tale and Brighid listened, entranced by the Shamans singsong voice.

But then the impossible happened. As they began the journey back to Partholon, Morrigan MacCallan went into labor and survived the birth. She brought forth a boy child who had wings as well as the spark of humanity. She looked upon her son with the fierce love of a mother, and named him Lochlan. And then another woman survived the birth of her infant. And another. And another. Ciara paused, holding Brighids eyes with her own. What were the women to do? Some would say they should have killed or abandoned their children and returned to the lives that waited for them in their beloved Partholon. The infants were, after all, the spawn of demons. But their mothers did not see them as such. They saw their humanity instead. So Epona led the young mothers here, to our canyon, where they built new lives from the dreams of their old world. And here we have stayed for more than one hundred years, waiting to fulfill those mothers dreams by returning to the world they loved with a depth of spirit second only to their love for their children.

And Epona gave Lochlans mother The Prophecy, which he fulfilled after dreaming of Elphame and following that dream to Partholon, Brighid said quickly without looking at Cuchulainn. She didnt want to speak of the events that had led Fallon to follow Lochlan to MacCallan Castle. She had despaired of Lochlan fulfilling the Prophecy because she knew he had fallen in love with Elphame. So Fallon killed Brenna to lure Elphame away from the safety of her Clan. That I know, but it doesnt explain all of this. The centaur pointed at the lovely paintings.

Oh, but it does. You see, the largest group of pregnant women were captured during the great battle at the Temple of the Muse.

Brighids eyes widened in understanding. So many of you are descended from either Incarnate Goddesses of the Muse, or their acolytes.

Thats right. You already know that I am granddaughter of the Incarnate Goddess Terpsichore, Muse of the Dance. This room is filled with descendants of all nine of the Goddesses. Our mothers and grandmothers knew the magic of the Muses, and they passed that knowledge along to us. It was their greatest wish that the wonder of Partholon not die in the Wastelands. Does the beauty surrounding you now make sense?

It does indeed, Brighid said softly. Throughout Partholon the Temple of the Muse was known for its various schools of learning and the exceptional women who lived and trained there. Eponas own Chosen was always educated by the Incarnate Goddesses of the Muse. The Huntress considered Ciaras words. There were many more layers to this situation than she had anticipated. And layers meant things were rarely as they at first seemed. Your mother was daughter to Terpsichores Incarnate Goddess of the Dance, and your father?

Sadness crossed the winged womans expressive face. He was the son of an acolyte devoted to Calliope who was captured by the Fomorians, raped and impregnated when she was thirteen years old. Really just a child herself Ciaras voice trailed off.

Where are your parents now? Brighid forced herself to ask.

Before she answered, Ciara looked at Cuchulainn. The warrior returned her gaze steadily, with eyes that had once more gone flat and expressionless. She turned slowly back to Brighid. When she spoke her voice was shadowed with grief.

More than two decades ago my parents committed suicide. They chose to die in each others arms before they succumbed to the evil that was choking the humanity from them. As they wished, I scattered their ashes into the south. Ciaras eyes pierced Brighid almost as fully as did her next words. I am my peoples Shaman. Trained by my mother, who followed the ways of her mother, the Beloved of Terpsichore. I would not lie to you, Huntress. I sense you have knowledge of the Shaman Way. Can you not discern the truth in my words?

Brighid felt more than saw Cuchulainn straighten in his seat. She hadnt told anyonenot Cu, not even his sister. How did Ciara know?

Shamans can lie, Brighid said. I know that from my own experiences.

Yes, they can. Ciaras open, honest face was tinged with sadness. But I do not.

They all committed suicide, Brighid said.

Not all. Most did. The others Ciara looked away. She laced the fingers of her hands together. Her knuckles whitened under the pressure with which she held herself together. The madness claimed the others and shortly afterward they died, too.

It pains you to speak of it, Brighid said.

Yes, very much. Ciara forced her hands apart and pressed her palms into the smooth wood of the table. You have to understand what happened to us when Elphame fulfilled The Prophecy and took the madness from our blood. All these long years we fought against the evil within us, even though it caused us pain and each battle cost us a piece of our humanity. And then suddenly that great, sucking evil was gone. Ciaras breath caught and her eyes glistened as she relived the moment. What is left within each of us now is what we fought so hard to keep. Our goodness. Our humanity. We want to move forwardto become the people our human mothers believed us to be so long ago. When I remember the horrors of the past and those of us who were defeated before salvation came, it feels like I am deconstructing the fortress of goodness within my mind. Grief and sadness drift into darkened corners. Disillusion moves in until breathing in remembrance does nothing but barricade the doors and seal in pain. She didnt turn to look at Cuchulainn, but Brighid felt that Ciara was speaking more to him than to her. Dwelling on tragedy makes grief become like a dripping icicle that begins as a small, harmless sliver of coldness. But slowly, as the winter of mourning progresses, layer after dripping layer hardens into an unbreakable dagger of pain. Ciara straightened her back and turned her hands, so that they rested palm up in a gesture of openness and supplication. Test me, Huntress. I know you have the ability to discern any falseness in my words. I welcome your scrutiny.

Brighid ignored Cuchulainn, who had stopped eating and was staring at her with a mixed expression of surprise and revulsion. She drew in a long breath and focused her keen powers of observationpowers that were, just as Ciara had sensed, enhanced by the rich Shaman heritage that was her birthrightupon the winged woman. As when she searched out prey for her Clan, the Huntress scented more than the air. She breathed in the spiritual essence of that which she sought. And what she sought there in the longhouse was the dark spoor left by evil and lies.

Ciara sat still and serene, waiting patiently for the Huntress to search her spirit and see what lived there.

Youre not hiding anything from us, Brighid finally said.

Ciaras smile was radiant again. No, Huntress. I am not hiding anything from you. But if it would rest your mind, I invite you to travel with me on a true spirit journey to the Upperworld, and I will pledge before Epona Herself that my words are truth.

Brighid felt a cold fist close around her heart. Using her innate powers to feed her Clan or to know the truth about Ciara and therefore keep the MacCallans safe, was one thing. To her it was no different than piercing the heart of a noble stag with an arrow. It was not pleasant, but it was something she must do in order to fulfill the path she had chosen for her life. But she would not travel on a spirit journey. She knew only too well who she would meet.

No, she said a little too quickly. That wont be necessary, Ciara.

You have the power within you, but you do not take the Sacred Journey?

No. I am a Huntress, not a Shaman.

Ciara opened her mouth, and then changed her mind and simply nodded slowly. We each must find our own path.

Cuchulainn stood so abruptly that he almost knocked aside the bench. It is time I retire for the night.

Ciara made no attempt to hide her disappointment. But the storytelling will begin shortly. The children will be asking for you.

Not tonight, he said curtly.

I, too, must ask your indulgence that you allow me to retire early. My journey here has been a long and tiring one, Brighid said, rising gracefully and walking around the table to stand beside Cuchulainn.

Ciaras disappointment turned quickly to a gentle look of understanding. Of course. Rest well tonight, Brighid.

Before they turned to leave, Cuchulainn said in his terse voice, Tomorrow I want to explore the pass. I think it might be clear enough that we can begin our journey soon.

Thats an excellent idea. Ill make plans to join you, Ciara said.

Cuchulainn grunted. Without waiting for the Huntress, he strode briskly out the door, leaving Brighid to smile and wave apologetic goodbyes to the disappointed children.

Torches were lit all over the settlement and it didnt take long for Brighids sharp eyes to pick out his hunched back as he walked briskly between lodges. She caught up with him easily.

You have Shaman powers, he said without looking at her.

Yes. Though I choose not to, I do have the ability to travel the Sacred Journey and to commune with the spirit realm. Its in my blood she paused and glanced at his stony profile from my mother. She is Mairearad Dhianna.

Her words brought him up short. You are the daughter of the High Shaman of the Dhianna Herd?

I am.

Which daughter?

Brighid set her face in carefully neutral lines. The eldest.

He shook his head in disbelief. But your herds tradition is that you follow your mother as High Shaman.

I have broken with tradition.

Yet you carry that power within you, he said.

Yes! You sound like I just announced that I carry within me a rare plague. Your father is a High Shaman, too. Dont you know a little of what its like to have the power and to choose not to walk the exact path it wishes to lead you down?

Cuchulainns jaw clenched and unclenched. You already know the answer to that, Brighid. I want no traffic with the spirit realm.

The Huntress threw up her hands in frustration. There are other ways to deal with the powers that touch our lives than to totally reject them.

Not for me. He ground out the words between his teeth.

Your sister is the eldest daughter of Eponas Chosen. Tradition holds that she should follow her mother as The Beloved of Epona, yet all who know her understand that it is her destiny to be The MacCallan. She has not turned from the powers inherent in her blood. She used her affinity for earth magic to bring MacCallan Castle alive. Like her, I have chosen not to follow tradition, but I do not completely reject the gifts of my heritage.

He was silent, staring at her like she was a pariah. Brighid sighed, keeping her growing anger in check by reminding herself it wasnt her he battled againstit was himself.

My affinity is for the spirits of animals.

His eyes narrowed. Thats why your abilities as a Huntress are so vast.

Brighid snorted. I like to think that I use my affinity to enhance rather than to create my abilities.

I dont see any difference in the two.

Be very careful, Cuchulainn. Remember that you speak to your Clans Huntress. I will not tolerate your slander. Brighids voice was tightly controlled, but her eyes were bright with anger.

Cuchulainn hesitated for only an instant before he nodded slowly. You are quite right to remind me, Huntress. Please accept my apology.

Accepted, she said shortly.

Would you rather lodge elsewhere? he asked.

She snorted again, letting some of the tension relax out of her shoulders. Is sending me into a lodge filled with children how you plan to torture me for my transgression into the spirit realm?

No, he said quickly. I just thought that you might not

Lets just get some sleep.

Agreed, he said.

They walked on in silence. Brighid could sense the turmoil within the grim warrior who stalked beside her. He was a notched arrow waiting to explode. When he spoke suddenly, his voice sounded like it came from a tomb.

You would have used your powers to save her, wouldnt you?

She looked quickly over at him, but he did not meet her eyes.

Of course I would have, but my gift isnt one of preordination. I already told you I simply have an affinity for But her voice faded as she realized what he was really saying. He had been forewarned of Brennas death by a premonition of danger. A warning he had rejected just as he had always rejected anything from the spirit realm. She stopped and placed a hand on his shoulder, turning him so that he had to look at her. No matter how much you punish yourself or me or your sister, Brenna will remain dead.

Im not punishing you or Elphame.

She raised one eyebrow.

II cant seem to get away from it!

It? she asked.

The pain of her loss.

She felt the tightness of his shoulder muscles under her hand. What could she say to him? She wasnt good at dealing with raw emotions. It was one reason she had chosen to become a Huntress. Shed wanted to leave the emotional turmoil of her old life behind. Animals were simple. They didnt agonize or manipulate or lie. Cuchulainn needed to talk to a Shaman, not a Huntress. But the warrior wouldnt turn to a Shaman. By process of elimination she was all he had.

I dont know what to tell you, Cu, she said honestly. But it seems to me that you cant run away from that kind of pain. You have to face it. And then you decide if youre going to heal and go on, or if youre going to live life as one of the walking wounded. I do know which Brenna would choose for you.

He looked at her with old, tired eyes and tunneled a finger down the center of his forehead. I know, too. I keep thinking that if I make her angry enough at me she will at least come to my dreams to berate me. His dry, humorless laugh sounded more like a sob. She doesnt come. She wont. Ive rejected the spirit realm and thats where she is.

Helplessly Brighid watched his agony. You need to rest, Cu.

He nodded and, like a man sleepwalking, he moved forward again along the path to their lodge. He reminded Brighid of a wounded animal. He needed a miracle to heal him, or someone needed to put him out of his misery.








End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/cover.jpg
- :
e

A28 the authér of the bestselling HOUSE OF NIGHT novels





OPS/images/logo.jpg





OPS/images/image-1.jpg
€

e[ ¢ / B H e

re—

1oy

oy aawsy

=
>

e

ey

sty

NOTOHLYY,






