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Kieran is braver and stronger than most eleven-year-old 
boys. And ever since his father died, he's been doing his 
best to take care of his mother and little brother. In fifth- 
century Ireland, though, there aren't many options. And 
when Kieran meets Saint Patrick and rescues a wolf pup, 
his choices become even more difficult. 

Should he leave home to join Carrick's warriors? Will 
someone discover the wolf he's been hiding and kill it? But 
the question that's hardest for Kieran to answer is the one 
Patrick asked him on a moonlit night: What does your heart 
hunt for?

Join Kieran as he cares for an orphaned wolf pup and 
searches for a shield that's strong enough to protect every-
thing—and everyone—he loves.
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People and Places 

Who you will meet in this story

Kieran (KEER-ahn)

An eleven-year-old boy living in Ireland who 

has been trying to care for his family since 

his father died two years earlier.

Patrick

A Catholic Christian priest and bishop who 

has traveled from the island of Britain to 

share his faith with people in Ireland.

Aisling (ASH-ling)	

An orphaned wolf pup.

Kieran’s mother

A widow whose husband died two years 

earlier and mother of Kieran and Riordan.

Riordan (REER-dan)

Kieran’s six-year-old brother.

Ida (EE-dah)

A ten-year-old girl who is Kieran’s and 

Riordan’s friend.
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vii

Alby (ALL-bay)

Ida’s eleven-year-old brother.

Carrick

The leader of the clan king’s warriors who 

protect Kieran’s group of families and their 

farms.

Where and when this story takes place

This story takes place on the island of Ireland in 
the fifth century. The places in this story are part of 
today’s Northern Ireland, near the city of Armagh 
(ar-MAH).

What you will encounter in this story

Bog

A wetland with a mix of grassy land, muddy 

land, and small ponds.

Clan

A group of families forming a community 

with its own chieftain or king.

Elver

A baby eel.
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viii

Foster family

In Ireland during the fifth century, many 

children lived with families other than their 

own to build strong friendships within the 

clan. Children still saw their birth parents.

Gorse

A bush with yellow f lowers.

Ogham (AW-gum)	

A very old alphabet used for the Irish 

language, often found on stone monuments.

Shillelagh (sheh-LAY-lee)	

A club made from a tree branch, often used 

for a weapon or sometimes in sports.

Sett

The home, or burrow, of a badger.

Torc	

A U-shaped, metal necklace worn by 

important people.
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The Hunt
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2

1

Kieran searched the shadows for the trail show-
ing which way to go. The far-off tree line blurred 
into a smoky smudge like the arch of a wolf ’s back. 
The moonlight sunk through the forest leaves and 
fell down, lost among the roots. The boy turned, his 
elbows bent like spiky wood branches.

He heard the shouts of the big group of hunters. 
He wouldn’t go with them. They’d scare off the 
wolves with their arguing and boasting. In silence, 
with one spear, he planned to kill a wolf by himself. 
A pack of them had killed another family’s cow. His 
family wasn’t rich and had only one young cow, so 
Kieran didn’t care much about guarding cattle 
against wolves. What he did want was the prize of 
killing a wolf. Everyone would respect him then, no 
matter whether his family had lots of cows or not. In 
Ireland, protecting families and their food was what 
mattered most.

Kieran listened. Was that a howl or just men 
shouting to each other? He led with his spear. He 
would have only one throw. Maybe that’s all he 
would need. After all, hadn’t Carrick, the clan king’s 
best warrior, praised Kieran’s aim?
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3

His foot cracked a twig as he bent to go under a 
tree branch. He looked up to the moon, but a 
shadow cloaked it. Something had stepped over him, 
and he drew his spear back.

“Peace be with you. Put your weapon down,” 
said the shape. “Did you hear the howling call 
through the oak trees?”

Kieran had never heard the man’s voice before. 
And his question made no sense to him. “I’m on a 
hunt. I’ve got to pass,” said Kieran.

“What are you hunting for?”
“A wolf,” said Kieran as he tried to slip round 

the man who still stood in front of him. “A pack 
attacked a cow at a farm nearby. I must pass.”

“But what does your heart hunt for?” The man 
lowered his hood, showing his face. Even in the dim 
light, Kieran could see his blue eyes. The man lifted 
his hand to a white blossom on one of the trees. “Go 
to the crescent meadow,” he said. “You will find 
what you hunt for there.” And with that strange 
command, the man stepped away.

The crescent meadow was deeper in the forest. 
Some said the trees that used to stand there had been 
cleared away by a giant who had been gathering 
firewood. Kieran wasn’t sure how to find it and 
wondered whether or not to try. The man hadn’t 
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5

seemed to understand, but maybe he had seen the 
wolf there. So he started under the white blossom, 
finding one path and then another, until he came to 
a crescent-shaped meadow.

Coming out to the moon-white grass, Kieran 
fell to his knees to look around. Tiny, cuplike f low-
ers glowed in bell shapes and seemed to ring. No, the 
sound was something else. Loosening his hold on his 
spear, he crawled.

A squeaking noise came from a low rise at the 
edge of the meadow. As he got closer, he saw a hole 
large enough for him to fit through. Squeak, squeak. 
The edges of the hole changed shape, like smoke 
rising from a fire. Kieran realized that there must be 
an animal there. Moving from side to side, it made 
the edges of the hole seem blurry. Kieran squinted. 
The pale gray of the animal became clearer. A wolf. 
A wolf pup.

2

“The wolf ’s den!” Kieran was surprised he’d said 
it aloud. The little wolf scrambled into the hole.
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Now what? Should he go in? If the wolf pack 
was out hunting, he could kill the pup and still get a 
small reward. But what if the pack was resting inside? 
The squeaking tempted him, and, on quick and quiet 
feet, Kieran rushed to the hole.

He had to squeeze to get his shoulders through 
the entryway, but then he slid fast. There wasn’t 
enough time to even think to jab a knife in the f loor 
to stop himself. The moonlight was gone.

A small growl sounded, not so far away. Kieran 
pulled his feet further in. The skin above his boots 
felt cold, a target for a wolf that could be following 
him. What if he got stuck and the pack should 
return?

Curving into a shell shape, Kieran slithered. He 
could see a tiny glint of teeth. The pup had gone up 
to a sloping ledge. The den was bigger inside, but he 
still couldn’t draw back his spear. His knife in its 
scabbard had twisted around onto his back.

Kieran put one hand in a leather glove he carried 
and pushed toward the teeth. The pup didn’t rush 
toward his hand as he expected. Instead, it froze like 
a rabbit in a field. Keeping his one hand in front of 
the pup’s blunt nose, with his other hand he grabbed 
the back of the pup’s neck.

Now he had a new problem: how to get out of 
the den with the twisting and growling pup held 
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against him. The spear’s shaft scraped against the 
den’s ceiling. Kieran felt a bite tear into his cloak, but 
he kept his grip strong. Finally, he could see the 
entrance again.

Back in the moonlight, Kieran held the pup 
away from his chest. Its furry feet fell just down past 
his elbow. With one hand, he would have to tether it 
somehow. That way he could thrust in the spear. He 
unhooked a rope from his waist and looped it over 
the pup’s thrashing head and biting teeth.

As he tightened the rope, he felt the pup’s fur, 
soft as dandelion f luff drifting over a meadow in late 
summer. He paused. “Dandelion f luff,” that was 
something Ida, a girl he knew, would think.

He put the pup on the ground and stomped his 
foot on the rope. You won’t get away, he thought. The 
creature stumbled to bite his leg. He grabbed the pup 
with one hand and kept his foot on the rope. With 
the pup lunging and biting, he couldn’t line up the 
spear. So with his other hand, Kieran stretched to 
grab a heavy slab of quartz. He slapped it down on 
the end of the rope to hold it in place.

“What does your heart hunt for?” The strange 
question from the man he’d met came into his mind. 
It kept echoing there and wouldn’t stop. I am a hunter, 
he thought.
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In a motion he’d done so many times, he drew 
back the spear. The pup ran in circles—growling, 
then whimpering; charging, then cowering.

Kieran focused and aimed, the last things to do 
before striking. The pup’s blue eyes looked straight at 
him. Kieran could see the golden amber they would 
become, and the fear they would bring to his whole 
clan. A sky and a sun, those colors, shone both at 
once.

But Kieran could not bring himself to kill the 
pup. He loosened his fingers, let the spear fall to his 
side, and sunk to the ground.

3

Kieran yanked the tether from under the rock 
and shoved the pup into a leather rucksack he car-
ried. Avoiding the soft fur, he used a knife to cut a 
few air holes. The bag was ruined. And for what?

Kieran tucked the bag under his cloak. His 
mother had made him wear it for protection against 
the damp air, and it could be a blanket if he should 
ever get lost. He held the bag in the crook of his arm 
as the pup continued to shift.
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The boy paused to think. He should toss the pup 
over his shoulder and leave it where it fell. A wolf 
pup would only grow into a wolf as surely as summer 
turned into winter. But Kieran could still hear the 
man’s question: What did his heart hunt for?

Kieran ran, but he still couldn’t decide what to 
do. He hadn’t felt the pup move in some time. What 
if there wasn’t enough air for it? He supposed then 
that would be the end of it. No more worries. But as he 
thought this, a memory of his father tucking a blan-
ket around him f lashed into his mind. There wasn’t 
any time for memories. Kieran kept running out of 
the forest.

Shouts sounded as loud as shovels hitting cold 
stone.

“It was my spear.”
“No, mine! Don’t you see the three notches?”
So many voices clamored that Kieran could 

barely distinguish the men’s voices from the boys’. It 
didn’t matter. None was his father’s. He had died two 
years before, when Kieran was nine. Now Kieran 
took care of his family.

He stepped out of the shadows, but his almost-
black hair and dark clothing blended with the 
darkness, and no one saw him.
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The biggest man carried a dead wolf. A dead 
she-wolf, Kieran guessed. Her paws would never again 
run along paths in the grass.

If he spoke up, he could still have some of the 
prize. He had the she-wolf ’s pup, helplessly hanging 
from his shoulder. He could show it right there. How 
would it survive anyway with its mother dead?

As the men and boys argued, a dark pool formed 
on the ground below the wolf ’s shape. In the day-
time, that spot would be as red as rowan berries. 
From the crook of Kieran’s elbow came a soft squeak. 
But the mother wolf couldn’t hear, and her dead eyes 
were as empty as caves.

Something inside, maybe Kieran’s heart, told 
him to run. His chest burned as he f led away fast. He 
knew that if the hunters saw him, they might throw 
their spears. It had become so dark, they might not 
be able to see that he was a boy.

Kieran didn’t have a shield to protect himself or 
the pup. His father’s old one was broken, and he 
couldn’t bear to fix it. He had run back to the battle-
field where his father had been killed to find it. He 
hadn’t wanted the enemy clan to steal it. But no one 
was there—only the broken shield and ravens, the 
black birds that came for dead things.

He kept running, fast like warriors led by 
Carrick. He dreamed that someday he, too, would 
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become one of those warriors. He made it safely to 
the edge of the woods near his family’s small hut.

Where should he leave the wolf pup? Outside 
alone? But what if it howled? All the men were still 
looking for wolves.

But what if the pack came to find it? What if 
wolves then attacked his family’s farm and killed 
Kieran’s gentle calf? He thought of the calf ’s round 
eyes that turned to look at him wherever he went.

He’d saved the pup once and he’d saved it again 
by running away. Kieran decided to keep the pup 
quiet overnight. He needed time to think it through. 
He would have to choose what to do in the 
morning.

4

Kieran made a little collar out of rope and teth-
ered the pup to a sapling at the edge of the forest. 
The pup pulled against the rope for a moment and 
turned to try to bite it, but its young snout was too 
short. Although its teeth f lashed silver, they were still 
small.
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