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The Song of the Tuatha De Danaan

I am a wind on the sea,
I am a wave of the ocean,
I am the roar of the sea,

I am a bull of seven battles,
I am a hawk on the cliff,

I am a teardrop of sunlight,
I am a gentle herb,

I am a boar enraged,
I am a salmon in a pool,
I am a lake in a plain,
I am the vigor of man,

I am the meaning of poetry,
I am a spear on the attack, pouring forth combat,

I am the god who fires your mind.



Dedicated to the many Finnegans who have 
graced my classroom over the years. 

Knights all.
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Words and Phrases

Amandán (Ah-mon-dan): Goblin-like creatures

assegai (ass-a-guy): A short stabbing spear with a long spearhead 
traditionally used by the Zulu and other peoples of southern Africa

bodhran (bow-rawn): Irish frame drum played with a doubled-
headed stick

Scáthach (SKa-ha): Goddess of the ancient Celts who trained their 
heroes and warriors

Tuatha De Danaan (tua day dhanna): An ancient warrior race of 
mythical beings from Ireland

Céad mile fáilte (kad meel-a fall-sha): A hundred thousand welcomes

Codladh sumh (culla sovh): Sleep well

Éireann go braugh (ERIN guh braw): Ireland Forever

Fáilte (fall-sha): Welcome

Faugh a ballagh (FOW-an BALL-ah): Clear the Way

Gle mhaith (glay moth): Very good

Poc sídhe (poke she): Fey or fairy stroke

Sláinte (slawn-che): Health
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One

Crawling through the blackness of  the goblins’ tunnel, Finn 
kept his eyes locked on the opening, still yards away. It was 

strangely shaped, like a half-closed door; a muted light beyond 
created a rectangle of  light around its edges. Oddly enough, he could 
even see the faint gleam of  a brass doorknob.

He struggled along on hands and knees, muscles as heavy as the 
stone walls squeezing in on him. Must have used my blood again, he 
thought, to fi ght them, but I don’t remember cutting myself. Each gulp of  
breath fi lled his mouth with the unwashed-armpit stink of  goblin.

Something soft and musty-smelling, like a feather duster, fl uttered 
against his face. He gasped. Another stroke along one cheek sent his 
skin a-tingling. Pressed belly-down against the fl oor of  the tunnel, he 
twisted his head around and peered upward.

Crows, barely-to-be-seen black shapes, fl apped on silent wings 
overhead. Every once in a while, one would fl y into the ceiling and 
disappear, then reappear, as if  swimming through the stone. What the 
heck? How can they—? As if  Finn looking at them activated a secret 
signal, they began cawing. His gut knotted with fear. “Move yer arse,” 
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he whispered. Gathering his legs under him again, he crawled along 
as fast as he could. 

A hand shot out of  the darkness and grabbed his ankle.
Finn cried out.
“Looky what I gots,” a voice drawled in a tone of  delight. “A Fey 

drumstick. With a whole De Danaan attached. I do likes me meat so 
fresh it’s still kicking at the first bite.”

Before Finn could jerk free, a burning pain, like being jabbed 
with the tip of  a crow’s beak, ripped through his calf  muscle as the 
goblin bit down. He screamed.

BANG!
Light blasted through the tunnel, blinding him. He squeezed his 

eyes tight, both from the pain and to hide from the brilliance. A 
strangled cry tore his throat apart when a hand gripped his shoulder.

“Finn?”
With a gasp, Finn blinked awake. He found himself  lying on 

his side, panting, heart hammering so hard it shook the bed frame. 
The covers were tangled around him like a burial shroud; the sheet 
was wrapped tightly about one ankle. Brain still whirling from the 
nightmare, he peered up in confusion.

Framed in the light from the hallway, and with the door behind 
him still swinging from being flung open, his master, the Knight 
Gideon Lir, stood over him, knife in hand. His gaze swept the dimly 
lit room for threat. “Are you all right?”

“It…it bit me,” Finn slurred. Even as he spoke, he winced at the 
childish tone.

As if  accustomed to being awakened by his apprentice screaming 
from across the hall in the dead of  night, Gideon nodded in 
understanding. “I trust you bit it back.”

Finn grinned weakly. “Yes, sir.” Kicking free of  the restricting 
covers, he sat up and began rubbing his still-throbbing leg. His 
master glanced once more around the room, then laid the knife on 
the bedside table. Within easy reach, Finn noticed. He pointed his 
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chin at the weapon. “Let me guess—you sleep with it under your 
pillow.”

“Ye gods, no. ‘Twould be a fine way to lose an ear.” The Knight, 
bare-chested and wearing a worn pair of  sweatpants, took a seat on 
the edge of  the mattress. “I keep mine on the floor beside the bed.” 
He frowned. “Is your leg hurting?”

“Yes, sir. Well, kind of.”
“Muscle cramp?”
“I guess. Feels better now.” Stretching it out, Finn wiggled his 

foot. “Why do I keep getting these?” 
“Growing pains, nothing more. Kean suffered from them as well, 

when he was thirteen like yourself.”
Something in the simple way the Knight spoke of  his long-dead 

son eased Finn’s nerves. He blew out a long breath. “Sorry I woke 
you up.”

“Whist.” Gideon waved the apology aside. Raking fingers 
through hair as black as a crow’s wing, the Knight shifted to a more 
comfortable seat on the bed. One eye, the same uncanny sky-blue as 
Finn’s, gleamed in his lean face; the other was hidden by the shadows. 
A Celtic knot, the mark of  Knighthood amongst their people, the 
immortal Celtic warriors known as the Tuatha De Danaan, was 
tattooed on his right shoulder. The tattoo’s lines made a dark spider 
web along the swell of  muscle. “Nightmare, eh?”

Finn nodded. “I don’t know what’s worse—fighting for my life 
against the Amandán,” he said, using the goblins’ more traditional 
name, “or dreaming about fighting for my life against the Amandán.” 
Leaning back against the headboard, he stretched out the neck of  his 
T-shirt and wiped the sweat from his upper lip. He glanced out the 
window, closed against the cool night air. The face of  the September 
sky was dusted with the stars of  midnight, much like the freckles 
scattered across Finn’s nose and cheeks.

“Oh, dreaming about those Bog-born is worse, to be sure.”
“Do you ever have nightmares?”
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“Aye—fearsome ones.” Gideon raised an eyebrow at the snort of  
disbelief  his apprentice let out. “Finnegan MacCullen, all Tuatha De 
Danaan have experienced a bellyful of  terror at one time or another, 
be they Knight or apprentice. Ask Mac Roth next time you see 
him—he’ll swear my words are true,” Gideon said, speaking of  the 
super-sized redheaded Knight who was his oldest friend and brother-
in-arms. “For we are surrounded by enemies—vicious goblins who 
seek the annihilation of  our people.” His face hardened. “As well as 
a certain sorceress who’s keen for your blood. Literally.” He patted 
Finn’s blanket-covered knee. “But always remember, it is not the lack 
of  fear, but how we face our fears, that makes us warriors.”

“Yes, sir.”
Gideon stood up. “Codladh sumh, lad.” He picked up his knife and 

left, careful to leave the door ajar.
Rolling over on his side, Finn pulled the comforter up to his ears 

with a sigh. Closing his eyes, he willed himself  to go back to sleep. 
His mind had other ideas. 

Events from the last four months—the best four months of  my entire 
life— kept pinging around the inside of  his skull. Meeting Gideon 
for the first time and beginning his training under the Knight in how 
to hunt and destroy their ancient enemy, the Amandán. Learning 
more about the history of  their people and how they came to be in 
modern-day Colorado. And, astonishingly, finding out his half-Fey, 
half-human blood was a lethal poison to the goblins, thus revealing 
Finn to be the legendary Spear of  the Tuatha De Danaan. Also 
known as Gideon’s Spear. 

With a sigh, Finn opened his eyes and stared into the darkness. 
Giving up, he kicked off  the covers, then pulled on a pair of  sweats 
over his boxers. Maybe a snack will help me sleep.

Easing down the stairs of  their small house (he refused to use 
the word wee) on bare feet, he avoided the squeaky tread with a well-
practiced hop and headed through the living room to the kitchen. 
Light from a neighborhood streetlamp poured through the front 
windows, illuminating the shabby, mismatched furniture. Rows of  



The Hound at the Gate

5

bronze weapons rested horizontally on pegs above the mantel of  the 
stone fireplace. Knives, daggers, and a few hatchets gleamed dimly.

Thinking deep and profound thoughts about leftover pie, Finn 
slammed to a stop when wisps of  pale light flickered from the 
kitchen. Holding his breath, he crept forward to one side and peered 
around the doorway.

Gideon lounged at the kitchen table, a bottle and small juice glass 
in front of  him. In his hand, he cupped a moonstone, the magical 
instrument that not only provided illumination, but also helped the 
Tuatha De Danaan identify Amandán who had disguised themselves 
as humans. As Finn watched from his hiding place, the Knight idly 
opened and closed his fingers around the pebble. The stone’s light 
flashed on and off  like a trapped firefly.

“Sleep eluding you, I take it.” The Knight laid the moonstone on 
the table. Its glow died as soon as it left his hand.

“How did you know I was there?” Finn stepped into the dimly 
lit kitchen.

Gideon simply looked at him, eyebrows raised. He motioned him 
over to the table. Finn sank down across from his master and threw 
a silent question at the bottle.

“Aye, a drop now and again,” Gideon said. He scooped up the 
whiskey bottle and glass, deposited the glass in the sink, then tucked 
the bottle away on the top shelf  in the highest cupboard. “And, mind 
you,” he said over a shoulder, “I’ve noted the level in the bottle.”

Finn made a face. “Like I would drink that stuff. It tastes horrible.”
Gideon paused, then turned around. “And just how would you 

know what it tastes like?”
Son of  a goat! “Um…Lochlan and I…” He snapped his mouth 

closed, not wanting to get his friend and apprentice to Knight Mac 
Roth, Lochlan O’Neill, in trouble. Clearing his throat, he tried again. 
“I mean, I…sort of…tried some.”

“How much was some?”
Finn looked up at his master, certain he wouldn’t believe him. “A 

sip. Honest.”
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Gideon stared back, eyes narrowed. “No falsehood in your face, 
then,” he said after a long minute. “But touch that bottle again before 
ye come of  age and there will be consequences.” He stepped closer 
to tower over Finn. “Ye ken?”

Finn gulped. “Yes, sir. I understand.” He noticed his master’s 
deepened accent, a sure sign of  either irritation or frustration. And 
usually directed toward a certain apprentice.

“Unlike modern-day fathers, who would use this opportunity to 
speak of  the perils of  demon alcohol and urge their children to stay 
clear, I am a Knight of  the Tuatha De Danaan and your master—I 
believe in the straight path. You know what that means?”

“Death by Gideon if  I do anything stupid like drink liquor? Or 
take drugs?”

Before Gideon could stop himself, he chuckled. Sitting back 
down, he shook his head. “Cheeky. I see you’re losing your fear of  
me. It must be due to your elevated status as the legendary Spear,” 
he joked.

Finn shifted in his seat. I don’t want to be legendary. I just want to 
be…

As if  reading his thoughts, Gideon leaned back and cocked his 
head. “Still not sure about it, eh?”

Picking up his master’s moonstone, he toyed with it, tossing it 
from hand to hand. It remained dark. Just a white pebble. Nothing 
more. I wish these things would light up for me like they do for full-blooded 
Tuatha De Danaan. He put it back down. “Like I said before, I just 
want to be a Knight. Like you and Mac Roth.” And my parents. “I 
don’t like the others thinking I’m this ninja Fey with special powers 
and all that.”

“Nor do I. My instincts tell me to continue to keep your bloodline 
a secret. Only Mac Roth and Lochlan know—we best keep it that 
way.”

“What about Iona? She knows.”
Even in the darkened room, Finn could see his master’s face 

tighten at the mention of  the sorceress who had trapped them in an 
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underground cavern, determined to kill Finn for the power of  his 
blood. 

“Aye, she does. And no good will come of  it, I promise you that.” 
He shook off  the foul mood. “Well, we cannot do anything about it 
tonight. Off  to bed with you. We still have a great deal to do over the 
next few days in preparation for the Festival.”

Butterflies began doing a jig—an Irish jig, no doubt—in Finn’s 
stomach at the mention of  the upcoming gathering. “Are we really 
going to camp out all four days?”

“Aye. And no mewling about being cold or wet or sleeping on 
the ground.”

“No, sir.” Too excited to even think about going back to bed, 
Finn stalled for time. “Is it always on the same four days?”

“No. The Festival of  the Hunt follows the autumn equinox. It is 
a right good time to come together as a people and to celebrate both 
sides of  our nature.”

“What do you mean ‘both sides of  our nature?’”
“We Tuatha De Danaan have two sides—we talked about this 

before.”
“Warrior bards?”
“Aye, lad. We are both warriors and bards. Hunters of  monsters 

and singers of  songs. Aggressive and reflective. Light and dark.”
Like Celtic Jedi, Finn started to say, then stopped himself. He 

wouldn’t get it. “I like the warrior part better.”
“Most apprentices do. But you will discover as you grow older 

that the bardic side has its power too.”
“What do you mean?”
“Why, boyo, do you not know?” Even in the darkened room, 

Finn could see the hint of  humor that lurked beneath his master’s 
usual stern nature. “The ladies love a man who sings.”
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Two

“I don’t see why we don’t just take weapons with us.” Standing 
in front of  the massive stone fi replace the next morning, Finn 

scratched the top of  one bare foot with the other as he studied their 
collection of  weapons. Each bronze blade, the same shade of  dark 
red as his wild mop of  hair, refl ected the light of  the September 
morning peeking through the living room windows. The weapons 
gleamed from care and from use. Lots of  use. 

“It is tradition to arrive at the Festival empty-handed.”
“Why?”
“As a symbolic gesture of  one’s willingness to abide by the will and 

laws of  the Rath.” At Finn’s quizzical expression, Gideon elaborated. 
“The ruling Council.” He leaned a hip on the nearby desk as he waited, 
swinging a foot. His workman’s boot thumped rhythmically against 
the leg of  the furniture. A large cardboard box stood open on the 
desk, half-fi lled with bubble wrap and wads of  newspaper. As Finn 
continued to examine each weapon, the master grumbled. “Make up 
your bleedin’ mind. You’re shipping it, not marrying it.”

“Yes, sir.” Finn hesitated, then stretched up and selected his 
favorite hunting knife. He slid it into a leather ankle sheath, secured 
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the straps neatly around both sheath and knife, then handed it to the 
Knight. “Do you think they’ll get there before we do? Since we’re 
leaving Thursday?”

Gideon enfolded the weapon within a length of  bubble wrap so 
used it was more wrap than bubble and packed it in the box next 
to several other knives and daggers, including what Finn knew was 
his master’s favorite one—the ancient dagger crafted with an antler 
handle. “I believe so—but, just in case, I’m sending the box express 
mail.” He taped the lid securely. Grabbing a marker from the drawer, 
he pulled a slip of  paper from the pocket of  his flannel shirt and 
began addressing the top.

Wrinkling his nose from the acidic smell of  the marking pen, Finn 
reached around the Knight for a leftover piece of  bubble wrap. “How 
many of  us do you think will be there?” he asked, working gleefully 
down the scrap of  plastic in a series of  pop, pop, pop. “Hey!” He made 
a face when his master, without looking up, snatched it from him and 
tossed it away.

Brows drawn together in concentration as he studied the address 
on the paper, Gideon answered. “Oh, several dozen or so Knights 
and apprentices. Maybe a few families, as well. It varies from year to 
year.”

“How come we need weapons if  there are so many of  us at the 
campsite?”

“Because even though we might not need our blades, we should…”
“…never leave home without one.” Finn grinned. “It’s like that 

credit card.”
“Credit card?”
“Yeah, you know. That commercial on TV. ‘Something-something 

credit card. Never leave home without it.’” At Gideon’s look of  
confusion, Finn shook his head. “Forget it.”

“And pack your school books in your duffel as well. There’ll be 
ample time to continue your studies.”

Finn wrinkled his nose. “I thought that, once I became an 
apprentice, I was done with the whole school thing.”
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“As usual, you thought wrong. Mathematics and reading and 
writing are part and parcel of  everyday life, be you mortal or Tuatha 
De Danaan. Why, days spent in the study of  geometry were some of  
the happiest of  my youth,” Gideon said with a straight face.

Who was your teacher? Finn thought. Euclid?
Glancing at the angle of  the sun spilling across the living room, 

Gideon dug in his jeans pocket and pulled out a set of  keys. He jingled 
them in his hand. “The postal office will open in about ten minutes. 
Would you…”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Finish getting dressed, eat breakfast, 
straighten my room, take out the garbage…”

“Finn.”
“…sharpen all the weapons, even if  they don’t need it…”
“Finn.”
“…and be ready to train with you until lunch or…”
“Finnegan.”
“…or until I drop dead from exhaustion and overwork.” He 

huffed out a breath.
Gideon raised an eyebrow. “Borderline impertinent.”
Tempted to see how close he could inch up to that particular line, 

Finn started to argue, then stopped himself  in time. “Sorry. Sir.” He 
tossed the sir out just to keep from getting into more trouble.

“You should be. I was about to ask if  you wished to ride along 
with me to the post office, then have breakfast out on this fine 
morning.” Gideon scooped up the box. “But since you seem to have 
the day planned already, I’ll be enjoying a solitary meal of  homemade 
cinnamon rolls and a Denver omelet. With bacon.” Tucking the box 
under one arm, he paused by the front door to snag his jacket off  
the coat hook. Slinging it over a shoulder, he opened the door. The 
spicy-earthy scent of  the sláinte nettle hedge in their front yard wafted 
through the autumn air. “Loads of  bacon.” 

As Finn stood in the middle of  the room, trying to decide whether 
to slap himself  upside of  the head or kick himself  in the butt, the 
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Knight paused in the doorway. “Unless you can be washed up and in 
the truck in fi ve minutes.”

Finn was ready in four.

“’Tis certainly one of  the great mysteries of  life.” Their errand 
complete, Gideon glanced in the rearview mirror as he steered their 
truck through High Springs’ downtown. The buzz of  the morning 
rush hour of  the city fi lled the cab through half-open windows. 

Finn looked over from the passenger seat. “What is?”
“The eternal and everlasting lines at the postal offi ce.” Gideon 

eased into a parking space in front of  their favorite diner, tucked 
between a used bookstore and a sporting goods shop. “I’ve never 
understood why— Say, isn’t that Lochlan? And his da?” 

Several storefronts away, father and son stood nose to nose, both 
gesturing wildly. Gideon stiffened when Martin O’Neill poked the 
boy in the chest, forcing him to take a step back. “Stay,” he ordered 
Finn, hoping that, at least once, his apprentice would actually obey
him.

Gideon climbed out and began walking along the sidewalk, eyes 
fi xed on the pair. He sped up when Lochlan snarled something and 
knocked his father’s hand away. 

Outrage twisted the older O’Neill’s face into a red mask. He 
grabbed the boy by the arm and yanked him up short. “I’m weary 
of  your excuses,” he shouted. “Do you like being outshone by that 
halfer? Do you?” He shook Lochlan.

“It’s not like that.” Lochlan tried to pull free, but failed. “I’m 
trying—”

“Try harder.”
“But, Dad, we can’t fi nd any Amandán! They’re all in hiding or 

something. Mac Roth said—”
O’Neill cut him off  with another shake. “Your grandfather earned 

his torc the fi rst day of  his apprenticeship. And I earned mine the fi rst 
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week. Even your dead cousin, Asher, earned his before going to his 
long sleep.” He leaned closer. “Now get it done.”

Before Gideon could reach them, O’Neill let go and stomped 
off  toward a sleek, silver sedan that sneered I’m-more-wealthy-than-
you. Without a glance back, he drove away in a squeal and stink of  
expensive foreign luxury. 

Cursing the man silently, Gideon hurried to where Lochlan stood 
abandoned, white-lipped with rage. And shame. And hurt.

“Lochlan? Are you all right?”
For a long minute, Lochlan stood staring at the empty slot that 

had held his father’s car a moment ago. Then, he let out a shaky 
breath. “Yeah, I’m good.” Turning on his heels, he stalked away.

“And where might you be heading?” Gideon caught up and fell in 
beside him.

“Home.”
“You mean…?” He pointed in the direction Martin O’Neill had 

driven.
Lochlan shook his head. “No, I mean back to Mac Roth’s.”
As you should, Gideon thought. “A longish way. Would you care for 

a lift, then?”
Lochlan halted. Seemingly fascinated by a nearby piece of  public 

sculpture depicting a life-size buffalo crafted from baling wire, he 
paused, then gave a brief  nod. “Can I ask you something first?”

“Aye.”
“Don’t tell Mac Roth about what just happened. Please?”
“Why?”
“Because he wasn’t too thrilled about Dad coming down from 

Denver and taking me out for breakfast. He thinks…” Lochlan made 
a vague gesture, eyes still locked on the buffalo.

“He thinks what, boyo?”
“He thinks Dad pushes me too much. My father’s totally obsessed 

with me bagging my first Amandán. Like, now. Or, better yet, yesterday.” 
He pasted a fake grin on his face. “I didn’t know this was a timed test.”
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Placing a hand on the boy’s shoulder, Gideon turned him around, 
demanding his attention. “Taking your first beastie is a difficult task 
and a dangerous one. Why, most warriors are three or four years into 
their apprenticeships before they earn the torc.”

“Not my dad.” Lochlan glanced over at Gideon’s truck. “And not 
Finn—he got his in the first month of  his apprenticeship. And he’s a 
half—” He bit down on the rest of  the word before it could spill out. 
Red stained his cheeks.

“Your father’s words, I take it?” At Lochlan’s sheepish nod, Gideon 
sighed. “Well, ’tis true Finn is half-mortal, but he earned his torc like 
a true Tuatha De Danaan. With skill and Song and determination.” 
A corner of  the Knight’s mouth turned upward. “And a bit of  old-
fashioned Irish luck. We happened to be in the right place at the right 
time on that hunt. It will most likely be the same for you. Even so, I 
want you to swear, on your right, fine honor, that you’ll not rush into 
a dangerous situation just to be able to wear this…” He flicked the 
torc around his own neck. “…around that.” He pointed to Lochlan’s 
throat.

Lochlan blinked at the Knight’s stern tone. “I promise.” 
“May I have your hand on it?” Gideon held out his. He smiled at 

the boy’s firm grip. “Good lad.”
Letting go, Lochlan raked his fingers through his blond hair, 

making it stand up like an unmowed field of  dry grass. “Thanks for, 
you know, talking with me about this.” He grinned up at the Knight. 
This time, the smile reached his eyes.

Gideon marveled at his resiliency. We grow our children sturdy, we 
Celts. They take the blows of  life and come back a-swinging, laughing in Fate’s 
face. 

“And Mac Roth told me just a few days ago,” Lochlan continued, 
“about you taking me on as your apprentice if  anything happened to 
him.”

“As would Mac Roth for Finn.” A sudden look of  alarm darkened 
Gideon’s face. “Ye gods. The thought of  raising the two of  you in the 
same house makes me quail.”
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Both chuckling, they headed back to the truck. As they drew near, 
Finn opened the door and hopped out. With tact that stunned Gideon, 
his apprentice simply gave a nod of  greeting. “Hey, Lochlan.”

“Hey, Finn.”
“Back in the truck, boyo. We’re giving Lochlan a ride home.” He 

paused. “Unless you would care to join us for breakfast?” I’ll place a 
fair wager the lad never had a chance to eat.

Identical grins split the faces of  both apprentices. Shoving each 
other with glee, they hurried to the cafe’s door, each trying to be the 
first one inside. With a smile, Gideon followed. 

The Journal of  Finnegan MacCullen: Monday, Sept 16
I don’t know what’s worse—not having a dad or having a dad 

that’s a jerk. I’m just glad Lochlan’s got Mac Roth for a master. I sure 
hope he earns his torc soon.

What I Learned Today:
Besides the Festival of  the Hunt taking place around the autumn 

equinox, I also learned that the ruling Council is made up of  two 
Knights and a chieftain. And besides hunting, there are a bunch of  
other competitions and events.

It’s like the Tuatha De Danaan Olympics. In a way. 

The Journal of  Gideon Lir: Monday, September 16
Martin O’Neill. His unreal expectation for his son is only matched 

by his dislike of  “halfers.” Worse, he is on the Rath this year—his 
elevated status will place an even greater burden on young Lochlan to 
perform. And I know it will take every bit of  Mac Roth’s patience and 
self-control to hold his tongue around the man.

It is a fine line we Knights walk in the training of  another man’s 
son. I wonder if  I would treat Finn different if  Fergus MacCullen 
were still alive.  

On a different note—Mac Roth and I cannot determine why the 
Amandán have all gone to ground. And where is Iona? As I’ve often 
told Finn, fear the unseen foe more than the seen.
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Three

Two days later, Finn walked across the street toward their 
neighbor’s house, a covered bowl in his hands. Stopping to 

adjust the aluminum foil, he glanced down at the slender bracelet 
knotted around his wrist. Woven from a lion’s black and tawny tail 
hairs, it matched the one worn by his friend, Rafe Steel. Finn smiled 
at the memory of  Joseph Nyeta, Rafe and Savannah’s grandfather, 
presenting him and Lochlan with the bracelets prior to returning 
home to South Africa after a three-week visit. 

“You have certainly earned these, as has my granddaughter, after 
your battle with the Amandán,” the old man had said as he’d tied 
them on. “Now, like my grandson, Rafe, you are warriors in the Zulu 
tradition, brave lions all.” He had winked at Savannah. “And lioness.”

I wish I had a grandfather like him, Finn thought. Heck, I wish I had a 
grandfather at all.

Crunching through a leftover drift of  leaves covering the walkway, 
he broke into a grin when the front door of  the tall, brick home 
swung open just as he reached it. “Hey, Rafe.”

“About time.” Rafe Steel stepped aside to let him in. An ornate 
foyer, tastefully decorated with marble fl oor and an antique entryway 
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table, greeted him. “I’m starving! What took you guys so long?” He 
looked past Finn’s shoulder. “And where’s Mr. Lir?”

“He’ll be here in a minute.” Finn held up the bowl. “He said to 
bring this over.”

“What is it?”
“Irish potato salad.”
“Seriously.”
“No, seriously. The Irish invented it.”
Rafe’s black eyes narrowed in disbelief. “Whatever. Come on 

back.” He led the way through the house and into the expanse of  
stainless steel and marble and cherrywood that was the Steel kitchen. 

Finn’s mouth started to water at the aroma of  hamburgers sizzling 
on the countertop grill. Smacking his lips in anticipation, he looked 
around. “Can’t wait to eat. And it looks like everyone’s here already.”

Lounging at the table taking up one end of  the large room, Dr. 
Susanna Steel, her ebony skin and high cheekbones giving her a 
regal air, sat chatting with Mac Roth. The enormous Knight nodded, 
hanging on every word the doctor spoke. At the other side of  the 
table, Lochlan was laughing with Rafe’s twin sister, Savannah, their 
heads close together. Lochlan’s blond hair seemed almost white in 
contrast to Savannah’s shoulder-length black hair arranged in rows 
of  braids. A needle of  jealousy pricked Finn, and he ordered himself  
to ignore it. At the center island, Rufus Steel manned the grill. A 
chorus of  voices welcomed him.

“And what have you done with your master?” Mac Roth boomed, 
smile flashing white in his red beard. “You dinna lose him, did you?”

“Why, I let the Amandán take him,” Finn replied in his best 
accent. He set the bowl down on the table alongside a platter holding 
a selection of  fresh, raw vegetables and low-fat yogurt dip that 
nobody would eat, and a mound of  brownies that everyone would 
fight over. “The beasties are probably feeding on him even now.” A 
sudden gale of  laughter from the others spurred him on. “More’s the 
pity for them—he’ll give them right horrible indigestion, to be sure.”
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“Indigestion, eh?” Mac Roth said with a twinkle in his blue eyes. 
“Hush, missy.” He shushed Savannah, who started to say something. 
Next to him, Susanna Steel fought a smile.

“Oh, aye. Me master is tough as a boot. An old boot, mind ye.”
“Just how old?” Lochlan asked. He winked at Rafe, who had 

taken a seat at the table. Rafe grinned back, then clapped a hand over 
Savannah’s mouth when she tried to speak again.

“Why, when Gideon Lir was born, back in the auld country, the 
Rocky Mountains were only wee pimples on the edge of  the plains.”

“Wow. That’s pretty old,” Rafe noted, struggling to hold his sister. 
“Because this latest version of  the Rockies actually rose during the 
late Cretaceous period. Ow!” He let out a yelp when Savannah bit 
down.

Wrestling free, she shouted a warning. “Finn, stop—” Rafe and 
Lochlan grabbed her before she could finish, her brother risking 
another bite by clapping his hand over her mouth.

Finn frowned at Savannah’s actions. Then, suddenly, the same 
scalp-tightening, bowel-loosening feeling he got when hunting 
Amandán, that feeling that something was hunting him right back, 
swept over him. Hairs on the back of  his neck stiffened. Son of  a 
goat, he cursed silently. “H-he’s standing right behind me, isn’t he?” 
he asked in dismay.

Punching her brother in the ribs with a solid whump, Savannah 
finally broke free. “I tried to tell you.” The others were laughing too 
hard to speak.

“Does he look, you know, mad?”
“It’s hard to tell,” Savannah said.
A tiny part of  Finn’s brain noticed she was the only one who 

wasn’t laughing. A larger part of  his brain was busy being furious at 
Rafe and Lochlan for not warning him. Thanks, guys. Thanks a lot for 
having my back. See if  I rescue your butts from the Amandán next time they 
want to eat you for dinner.

“Old as the Rockies, eh?” said a deep voice in his ear.
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Shoulders hunched, Finn turned around to face the fiddle. “Just 
kidding,” he mumbled. Dread turned to relief  when Gideon’s mouth 
twitched.

“You should be—your accent was deplorable.” He looked over 
Finn’s head at the rest of  the party. “Forgive me for arriving late,” he 
said to Susanna Steel. “And thank you, again, for having us to supper 
this evening.” 

“Our pleasure.” She smiled. “We wanted to see you four before 
you left for the Festival.”

The Knight inclined his head, an old-fashioned gesture that 
charmed Susanna Steel and caused Mac Roth to scowl. Before sitting 
down, Gideon adjusted the sheathed knife hanging from the back of  
his belt.

“Do you ever go anywhere without a weapon?” Rufus Steel joked, 
pointing the spatula at him.

“Ye gods, no, Rufus.” Gideon smiled back. “Why, I’ve run into a 
fair share of  those goblins in the oddest of  places.”

“And what has been the oddest?” Susanna Steel asked, her South 
African accent a delightful counterpoint to the pale green of  Gideon’s 
Irish lilt.

“Walmart.” Both master and apprentice answered at the same 
time.

“‘A weaponless Knight is a lifeless Knight,’” Finn added, quoting 
Mac Roth’s favorite saying. The redheaded giant beamed at him. 

“’Tis the same for apprentices.” Gideon looked pointedly at Finn. 
“I’ll wager you forgot yours.”

“Nope,” Finn said proudly. “I mean, no, sir.” Pulling up his pant 
leg, he revealed an ankle sheath and knife strapped around his calf.

Rufus Steel carried a tray of  grilled hamburgers over and joined 
the party. “I have to admit, I’m still having trouble wrapping my head 
around the fact that my neighbors are really members of  a mythical 
race of  Celtic warriors who hunt goblins in our neighborhood.” He 
passed the tray, studying the Knights and apprentices. “I guess the 
scientist in me can’t quite believe all this is real.”
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“I understand your doubts,” Mac Roth said. “Especially since 
we’ve seen very few of  the beasties for more than a month now.”

No sign of  Iona, either, Finn thought.
“Even so,” Gideon said. “Be on your guard, Rufus. The Amandán 

may retaliate, believing you and your family are now our allies.” 
The conversation flowed around the table. While Rufus Steel and 

Gideon debated the merits of  various models of  trucks, Susanna 
Steel lectured Mac Roth about Colorado’s high altitude and the need 
for sunscreen, especially on redheads like himself  and Finn. The four 
teens looked at each other and rolled their eyes. Rafe cocked his head 
toward the hallway, a silent question on his face. The other three 
nodded.

Swallowing the last bite of  burger, Finn waited until Gideon 
finished speaking before asking. “We’re all done eating. Can we go?”

“I don’t know—can you?”
Finn gritted his teeth. “May we go?”
“Go where?”
Anywhere there’s not a bunch of  adults, Finn almost blurted out. He 

caught himself  in time.
“Family room,” Rafe jumped in. “Play some video games.”
“Keep that door open,” Rufus Steel ordered.
“What’s with the door thing?” Finn asked as they made their way 

down the hall to the den.
“It’s Savannah’s fault. She and Davis were in there last week 

working on homework with the door shut, and Mom got mad.”
“Why was your mom angry?” Finn asked.
“Who’s Davis?” Lochlan demanded.
“Mom thinks a young lady should not be in a closed room with 

a boy,” said Savannah, mimicking her mother’s accent. She kept her 
face averted while she searched for the television remote. “And Davis 
is a friend from math class.”

What does she mean, friend? Finn thought.
“What do you mean, friend?” Lochlan pressed. “Like…like a 

boyfriend?”
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“No! Davis is just a friend who happens to be a guy. Like you and 
Finn.”

But I don’t want her to like me as just a friend. At least, I don’t think 
I do. Finn wasn’t sure what was worse—feeling confused or being 
confused about feeling confused. For a brief  moment, he found 
himself  wishing that he could just stay thirteen the rest of  his life. 

He winced as he recalled sitting side-by-side on top of  the picnic 
table with Gideon a few weeks ago, the late afternoon sun warm on 
their faces while they had The Talk. Even though Finn had insisted 
he already knew most of  the details and how everything worked, at 
least in theory, Gideon had pressed the issue.

So, torn between embarrassment and curiosity, Finn had listened 
as his master, apparently quite comfortable with the subject, went 
into detail. A lot of  details. At one point, the Knight had even 
offered to take Finn to the library to look at anatomy books. “If  it 
would help you understand your body.” Finn had hastily declined 
after imagining a scene with his master striding up to the reference 
desk and asking the librarian, most likely a woman, if  they had any 
books with pictures to help explain puberty to “the boyo here.” He 
shuddered anew at the thought.

“Your body is forging new paths, Finn lad. All that is happening 
with you is quite natural and is simply the next step on your journey 
to manhood,” his master had said at the end. “Besides your body 
changing, your thoughts and feelings are also changing. It can be 
a bit confusing, so speak with me whenever you have questions or 
concerns. There is nothing to be embarrassed about, for I was once 
thirteen like you.”

Watching his friends, one Fey and two humans, arguing who was 
going to play first, Finn shook his head. Things are a lot different since 
you were my age, Gideon. 
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The Journal of  Finnegan MacCullen: Wednesday, September 
18

Finally! We’re all packed. Gideon wanted to have the truck loaded 
so we can leave at the butt crack of  dawn. Sheesh.

What I Learned Today:
I like Savannah. But so does Lochlan. I think even more than me. 

And if  I like Savannah like a girlfriend-kind-of-like, would that mess 
up being friends with her?


