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Prologue

When the magnetic poles shifted, the world panicked. However, much like the millennium bug in 2000, the feared difficulties failed to manifest, and everyone relaxed.

At first.

Within months, a small percentage of people developed special talents. A famed opera singer reached impossible octaves. An Olympic swimmer grew fins. A famous glass artist could manipulate molten glass with his mind.


People changed. They grew. They evolved.


In time, a center formed to care for and educate these people, dubbed the Unhidden. The Protectorate for unHidden Advancement and Education (PHAE) was headquartered in Ireland and combed the world, searching for these new talents. Many of them came to PHAE to learn how to harness their growing powers.

Anna, who had power over water; Max, who commanded the winds; Hiroki, with the power of persuasion; Komie, who could command plants to grow; Bintou, who could read any language; And Qacha, who could control fire.

But before they could finish their training, they were attacked.

Several groups formed an alliance against the Unhidden to fight their progress. The Pure Earther Movement (PEM) developed a plan, obtained weapons, and executed a multi-pronged attack on Ireland. Bombs were planted in several cities. And while they were able to prevent parts of the attack, the bombs in Galway and Dublin were detonated, killing thousands of people.

In the aftermath, the Unhidden helped to heal the survivors, but the bombs contained more than just explosives. They spread several weaponized diseases.

As they scrambled to find a cure, the Unhidden came into contact with ancient gods and goddesses from the Irish pantheon.

The world began to polarize, some seeing the Unhidden as heroes and others seeing them as evil. Both the PHAE and the government of Ireland agreed to work with them to fight against the disease rampaging across their population.

But they may have agreed to more than they should.


Chapter One

“Do not look upon this world with fear and loathing. Bravely face whatever the gods offer.”

– Morihei Ueshiba


Latest CNN Update: The double scourge of pneumonic plague and weaponized anthrax continues to ravage not only Ireland, but several other known concentrations of Unhidden population, including the United States, Iceland, Siberia, Peru, Japan, and China. As a result, PHAE headquarters in Ireland have issued a blanket lockdown for all PHAE enclaves.


Certain state governments have insisted upon lockdowns, regardless of the PHAE’s orders. However, the PHAE continues to work with those governments to come up with a workable solution for those affected.

Some enclaves are also defending from physical attacks from splinter extremist groups. Ireland, the largest concentration of the PHAE population and the location of the group’s world headquarters, has sustained the most damage due to several bombings in June. A coalition of several extremist groups, the Pure Earther Movement, or PEM, took responsibility for those attacks last month.

Other locations are now doing their best to withstand sieges, guerrilla attacks, and insurgencies. We have not verified that the PEM are behind these other attacks.

However, without the resources of a national government, these enclaves are having a much more difficult time defending themselves. The compound in Peru, thought to house approximately two hundred Unhidden, has already been overrun.

Initial reports indicate some of the PHAE personnel escaped, but the remaining forty members are unaccounted for. Anyone with information on these missing individuals is urged to contact the Peruvian Ministry of the Interior or the Ireland headquarters of PHAE.

Bintou:

Bintou Sissoko couldn’t move a muscle as Lugh, the ancient Irish god of light, art, magic and, well, everything, traced his finger along her jaw. Her skin burned at his touch, a heat that shot straight down to her belly, a burning desire that she fought against with every fiber of her being. And yet, she didn’t want him to stop.

Abruptly, he turned away from her to face the assembled Dáil, the legislative body of the Republic of Ireland.

He raised his arms in an expansive gesture, a broad smile on his face. “My friends, welcome! Welcome to this, the first new day of an amazing new age. I look forward to working with each and every one of you!”

Thunderous applause greeted his opening words and he beamed, his skin glowing with its own light.

“I am here to outline an ambitious plan we have crafted with the help of these delightful maidens of PHAE…” He gestured behind him to herself and Ciara, and Bintou rubbed at the goosebumps on her arms. She forced herself to stand straight, shoulders back, though she despised being on display.

“Our first step has already begun…”

Now that he was no longer paying attention to her, Bintou could breathe again, and her muscles trembled like jelly. It took every ounce of self-control not to collapse after that roller coaster of adrenaline.

She didn’t love Lugh. In truth, she didn’t even like him. But his ridiculously over-the-top beauty and heart-melting smile still reduced her to a quivering mass of hormones, despite herself.

“We shall embark tomorrow on a historic mission to the metropolis of London, in your United Kingdom, to meet with leaders from many modern countries, to see how we, the ancient gods, may work together with humans for the betterment of us all.”

In truth, Bintou would much rather spend time amongst ancient scrolls and manuscripts, as she had with her job in Mali. But she’d been assigned to translate for this shining god.

In his few weeks in this time, Lugh had gained fluency in both English and modern Irish with remarkable speed, but he still needed her to translate. He had issues with unusual accents and regional slang, and any modern language other than English or Irish.

As Lugh finished his speech to enthralled applause, Bintou escaped the room and the building, her duties finished for the day. Skirting the ever-present protestors outside, she slipped into the underground bunker headquarters for PHAE, the Protectorate for unHidden Advancement and Education.

She hurried down the concrete halls, her footsteps echoing against the walls. Most of the residents were off on missions, so she reached the sanctuary of her office and rooms without encountering anyone.

Once alone in her own space, she shut her eyes and stood with her back against the cool, concrete wall. The offices were sparse, but they’d become her home over the last few months, ever since she left Mali at the invitation of her ex-lover, Ibrahim.

She didn’t love Ibrahim, despite traveling to a different continent for him. She used to, but then he’d left her with barely a word, and she’d spent two lonely years trying to get over him.


Bintou had loved Martin, and still did. But Martin had died, and she hadn’t been able to save him. In fact, she’d probably killed him.


She let out a rueful laugh and now that her heart had finally calmed and her rational mind took over, she sat at her computer. The Malian woman gave a few nervous glances around the empty room, despite knowing full well she was alone.

Over the last few weeks, Bintou’s puzzlement at the gods’ actions had grown. She didn’t know exactly why they were here or what they wanted, and something in the back of her mind screamed that she was missing some essential hint.

She couldn’t outright ask them, but she might find clues in what they’ve done so far. Therefore, she’d been compiling a list of all their actions, no matter how small. Once that was complete, she’d search for a pattern and form a hypothesis to be tested.

Her talent was to read or speak any language. However, years of analyzing ancient documents, searching for patterns and interpolating motives, gave her tools to analyze the actions and words of these ancient gods.

Besides, research might keep her mind off Lugh and his searing touch.

After a few hours, Bintou leaned back and stretched her arms, staring at her screen. Nothing seemed to fit into place.

In the last few days, she’d interviewed everyone she knew, but it still didn’t seem like enough. She couldn’t discern any strong patterns yet. She dredged her memory for any other incidents she might have forgotten.

Hiroki had excellent recollection and filled in several things Lugh had spoken of while addressing the Dáil. Masaaki, Hiroki’s friend from college, added a few more.

Even Ciara, the PHAE liaison who had helped them ever since their arrival to Ireland, filled in some gaps. And while Bintou had been hesitant to approach Ibrahim to help, Ciara urged her to ask him.

Ibrahim had never really needed encouragement to think well of himself, but a bit of flattery always worked wonders. She snorted to herself at the thought of Ibrahim’s self-image needing any sort of support. Still, his contributions had helped flesh out her list.

Despite all that, the pattern didn’t work. She was missing something.

Maybe she could head out to the west coast to speak with Anna? Since Anna had command over water, she’d been apprenticed to Manannán mac Lir. Anna might have lots of details about the Irish god of the sea. But would she be willing to pass on that information?

Anna had a brother, another Unhidden. But Bintou couldn’t care less what had happened to Joel. He’d betrayed them several times over and could fall off a steep cliff. She rarely thought ill of anyone and was an avowed pacifist, but in his case, she’d make an exception.

She’d completely lost track of where Qacha had gone. Perhaps the Daughter of Fire was on the west coast, as well.


Why were they actually here, awake, in the modern day? How were they here? Had the same phenomenon that wakened Unhidden powers like her own opened a portal to let them manifest? They were helping the Unhidden, and the Irish people in general, but to what end?



Most cultures who still held onto a strong tradition of Other Folk, like the faeries in Ireland or the Huldafolk in Iceland, had a higher percentage of Unhidden in their populations. Would any of the yumbo appear in her native land of Mali? Maybe the Byrnes could help, with Colin’s deep knowledge of folklore.


Bintou let out a deep breath, saved her file, and closed her laptop. Her eyes were burning holes in her head. She needed sleep before she could make any sense of the data she had, or even make plans to obtain more.

Tomorrow would be soon enough to ask Ciara about visiting the Byrnes. For now, Bintou sought out her bed, a cot in one of the two rooms. She crawled in under the warm wool blanket. The hotel they’d been staying in was still in shambles. She didn’t mind this cot so much now that they had thicker mattresses.

But it was lonely without Martin here.





Bintou:

The next morning, after much argument and cajoling, Ciara had convinced Lugh to eschew his linen tunic hemmed in gold and wear more modest, modern garb for this press conference.

She sent for a tailor, who came quickly, followed by an assistant wheeling a rack of Italian business suits. Lugh had scowled at the selections. “This is what modern men wear for formal occasions? They are so dull! There are no colors.”

Clearing his throat, the tailor began his spiel. “I assure you, these are made with the finest of materials, in the Italian cut and style—”

Lugh cut him off with an upraised hand. “They look much too binding. I do not like them.”

Bintou placed a hand on his arm. “Please, at least allow them to measure you for one. A properly fitted suit looks good.”

Lugh considered her plea, and finally gave a curt nod. The tailor and his assistant took measurements, offered several suits as options, and Lugh finally settled upon the one with the flashiest fabric. Nothing less than the best would do for this flashy, vain god.

But was it considered vanity when he obviously was a superior specimen of the species?

Now, standing in front of the Irish press corps, Bintou hid a yawn, wishing she hadn’t stayed up so late staring at the computer. Her eyes still ached and felt gritty with sleep.

She stood behind the podium and to one side. News cameras were trained upon the speaker. She glanced to her left at Ciara, both of them arrayed behind Lugh.

He was a warrior, a master at all the crafts, and a king. Together with this god, they would first give a press conference, and then embark to London on a diplomatic mission.

In appearance, Lugh would have felt at home on the front of western romance books, his impressive chest bared, with long, golden curls flying free in the wind. On such a cover, she’d be clad in some medieval European gown with bright colors, her head back as he kissed her neck or something equally melodramatic.

Bintou dragged her mind away from that image. She’d never been attracted to the muscle-bound type. Ibrahim was tall and thin with skin darker than her own. Martin, being of Jamaican descent, also had dark skin, but a more solid construction. This god should be on the cover of a weight-lifting magazine.

She stared at her feet. She really must stop thinking about his physique. But her gaze strayed to him as he spoke. He constantly paid her compliments, almost courting her, and they worked closely every day.

Lugh had been granted designation as the representative of the Tuatha De Danann to the government of the Republic of Ireland and the PHAE. He was authorized to act as their mouthpiece and make agreements on their behalf. As a result, Bintou was assigned as his translator.

Few people spoke Old Irish fluently, and she was the obvious choice. Sure, several scholars spoke the language, but some of them had only a vague notion of pronunciation and might not have a firm grasp of jargon.

Most of them worked in the antiquity department of Trinity College or University of Dublin, and were content with their scholarly pursuits.

Her knowledge of the language was due to her magical talent, and therefore hadn’t been tarnished by misunderstanding, outdated idiom, or a millennium of mistranslations or Christian slant.

That scholarly life still called to Bintou. She longed for the quiet, peaceful afternoons in the archives, working through a translation of ancient text. But she’d deliberately given up that life and her job at the University of Sankore in Mali.

Did she regret that decision? Some days, absolutely. Bintou craved the smell of ancient papyrus, antique books, and the dusty silence of the university library. Other days, she embraced this most exciting time to live. Exciting and dangerous.

But leaving Mali meant she’d met and fallen in love with Martin. And she wouldn’t trade that for all of Ibrahim’s misogyny or Lugh’s arrogance. She clenched her fists in grief and concentrated once again on Lugh’s speech.

The god had now finished his brief farewell speech. Now they must travel to meet with several world leaders in London.

While Ireland was under quarantine, they underwent intense testing and six days of isolation. Therefore, Bintou and her companions were granted permission to travel to this summit. They’d even brought Dian Cecht to testify that none of the travelers harbored any contaminants. The god of healing had pronounced them plague-free.

They took a private jet, and Lugh had been delighted with the transportation. He studied each aspect of the plane, despite the flight attendant’s insistence that he remain seated. Instead, he took her hand and bowed low over it, kissing her knuckles while staring into her eyes. “My dear lady, you are most enchanting. Will you show me all the wonders this magical craft can offer?”

The flight attendant blushed and glanced to one side, while Bintou shoved down a twinge of jealousy. What did she have to be jealous about? She wasn’t Lugh’s lover and had no wish to be. Still, it felt odd watching his charm from the outside. He wielded his power like a physical weapon.

Did the god have some sort of charm magic? Of course, the gods had magic. That’s part of what made them gods. Still, that notion made her both angry and curious.

After the plane landed at Heathrow, the UK Foreign Secretary and Princess Beatrice greeted them on behalf of the royal family.

Lugh bent over Princess Beatrice’s hand, his sultry smile full of confidence. “You are the most enchanting creature I have yet met.”

However, the princess retrieved her hand and gave a polite nod. “Thank you for the kind greeting. I am pleased to meet you, and I welcome you to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.”

She must be well-used to flattery from attractive people in her position. Lugh looked momentarily nonplussed, but he recovered quickly.

Next, they were led to a fleet of limousines and driven through the city streets and the Mall, escorted by the Household Cavalry. Union Flags and the PHAE flag decorated both sides of the road, and crowds of people lined the street, like at a parade. Bintou waved with the others, feeling like an actress in a movie.

They finally stopped at 10 Downing Street to meet with the Prime Minister. The simple black brick building was reassuringly somber.

Bintou was already exhausted by the time she was permitted to sit in the meeting room. Her feet ached and her clothing chafed. The jet cabin had been unusually warm, and she still wasn’t used to European clothing. She’d finally obtained some clothing that had the European style but with her favorite bright colors, but they still fit oddly.

All this meeting and greeting wore on her, but Lugh looked as bright and chipper as always. He exuded his charm on everyone. For a moment, she was envious of his inhuman energy and aplomb.

Lugh spoke quietly with the Prime Minister, an older woman with gray hair pinned into precise curls. His English had improved impressively in the last week, as they’d concentrated on English lessons.

Bintou let out a snort, recalling her last “lesson.”


Lugh had asked her, “What does not in a million years mean? Surely this is not meant to be a literal time period?”


“No, it’s hyperbole. That means—”

He waved a hand. “I’m aware of that term. I am acquainted with the very Greeks who coined the word.”

Now finished with the Prime Minister, Lugh raised his hand, his gesture for her to join him. Bintou pulled herself to her feet and stood one step behind the god.

He spoke to her in Old Irish. “This delightful woman would like to invite us to dinner. Is there an acceptable way to decline? I wish to explore this amazing metropolis.”

Bintou swallowed. To turn down the Prime Minister would be horribly rude and a social gaffe of the highest degree. But how to deny a god? She hadn’t yet gotten the knack. “It would be more politic to accept and ask her to arrange a formal tour tomorrow.”

“Very well.”

He rose abruptly, giving the Prime Minister a shallow bow. “I accept your invitation. Will you arrange for a tour? I ache to explore your wondrous city.”

The prime minister gestured to her secretary. “Of course. Giles, can you please make arrangements?”

“I shall see you at dinner.” Lugh turned to leave, and the attendants scrambled to open the door. Bintou rushed after him with an apology to the Prime Minister, whose frown showed her displeasure.

When she caught up with Lugh in the hallway, Bintou touched his arm. “You ignored the protocols for leaving. We told you what you were supposed to do.”

He waved her away. “I was bored with her conversation. She is all form and no substance, with a face full of bitter lemon. I will go explore the entertainments of this amazing and exciting city now.”

“But the Prime Minister said she’d arrange a tour tomorrow.”

“I will go now.”

Bintou glanced back at Ciara, who only shrugged. How does one contain a god intent on mischief? She had no wish to foment disaster.

The summer afternoon was hot and muggy. Bintou was used to heat, but Mali wasn’t muggy. Ireland was muggy, but rarely hot. The ever-present concrete must make a difference. The constant car exhaust added to it.

Before they’d walked more than two steps, Lugh turned to ask the guard at the entrance to the Prime Minister’s house, “How can I obtain transport around this metropolis?”

Bintou placed a careful hand on Lugh’s arm. “Shouldn’t we wait for Giles?”

He shook his head. “I wish the unadulterated tour, not the one carefully arranged by a politician.”

Lugh strode down the pavement, passing an old red phone booth covered with stickers promising sexual phone calls.

The guard coughed and nodded to the street, where a black cab idled. Bintou touched Lugh’s arm to get his attention. She’d had enough world knowledge to take the lead here, at least. She’d traveled extensively, both at home in Africa and here in Europe.

Between herself and Ciara, they got Lugh inside the back of the vehicle. Bintou sighed with relief as the cool air-conditioning hit her face, drying her sweat.

Lugh slapped his thighs and spoke to the driver in his booming voice. “Take me around the city, good man!”

The man’s cockney accent sounded so thick that Bintou had to concentrate to understand the words. “Wouldja like the full ci’y tour, then? That’ll be £120 each, for a total of £360. I’m afraid I ‘ave to ask for payment up front, you see. Too many passengers do a runner as the tour is almost over.”

Lugh raised his eyebrows at Bintou, who shrugged, as she had no local currency. They both looked at Ciara, who rolled her eyes and handed over a credit card. “It’s a business expense, so I’ll need a receipt, please.”

The driver completed the transaction, handed her the card and the receipt, and pulled into traffic. “Now, we’ll start with the Tower of London, then there’s a guided tour of Westminster, and the price includes a Thames River Cruise. You can also upgrade to get a ticket on the London Eye. I recommend that one for sunset, see, as that’s the best way to see the ci’y. It’ll be a clear evening, from all reports.”

He pulled up to a low curtain wall, one Bintou recognized from photographs. The cabbie waited in his car as Ciara and Bintou led Lugh to the Tower of London.

His eyes grew wide as they approached the entrance. “This is a strong ringfort. The masons must have been most skilled. How long has this structure stood?”

Ciara used her public tone, the one she used when speaking to the press. “The central tower was built almost a thousand years ago, but I’m not sure about the curtain walls. Many hundreds of years, at least.”

Lugh stared as they walked through the main gate. Several people gaped as they passed, but Bintou was getting used to the spectacle a living god made, even if spectators had no idea who he was. His skin glowed, even in full daylight. A few tourists gave him a second glance, but he paid them no mind.

The god turned around as he walked, almost in a dance, taking in all the surrounding sights. An enormous black raven cawed behind him, hopping toward the god. He knelt with his hand out, and the bird hopped onto his open palm.

When he rose, a beefeater wearing a colorful red uniform approached him. “We ask that people not touch the birds, sir. Can you please put the raven down?”

Lugh gave a solemn nod. “I shall, of course, respect them. Ravens are sacred.” He delicately replaced the raven to the ground, but then the bird flew to perch upon his shoulder, giving another caw.

Giving an avuncular smile, the god cocked his head. “It appears this bird has chosen me. Should I deny him his choice?”

The guard gave a sigh. “Just don’t leave with him, please. He must stay within the walls, as the prophecy demands.”

The god frowned. “Prophecy? I was unaware your people heeded prophecy. Tell me the terms.”

Taking a deep breath, the beefeater chanted a well-practiced speech. “It is said that the kingdom and the Tower of London will fall if the ravens ever leave the fortress.”


“Then I shall, of course, be cautious not to break this géas.”


The guard backed away but kept an eye on them. Bintou stared at the bird who glared back at her with beady black eyes and keen intelligence. She didn’t like that one bit, but could scarcely say anything.

As they entered the central White Tower, Lugh’s companion clung to his shoulder, occasionally fluttering his wings or letting out strange noises.

When Lugh spied the first full set of armor, complete with helm and foot armor, he let out a surprised exclamation. “This is amazing craftsmanship! I could barely do better myself! Where is this master craftsman? I must congratulate him and discuss his technique.” He glanced around as if the blacksmith were hiding behind the armor.


Ciara clicked her tongue. “I’m afraid that suit of armor was created in the 16th century, five hundred years ago. The artist has long since died.”


Lugh’s face fell. “Your human lives are so heart-breakingly ephemeral. I will speak to Dian Cecht about improving that. Such artistry should not be limited to a few short years of creative life.”

A chill ran through Bintou’s blood at that declaration. Did she really want the gods tinkering with their lifespans? Even if they could, that seemed a dangerous gift at best.

As they exited the ringfort, Lugh carefully removed the raven from his shoulder and placed him on the grass. “This is where we must part, my new friend. You must remain in your home. But I will see you again someday, I vow to you.”

They visited several other sites, including Westminster Abbey and Big Ben. Lugh craned his neck up at the tower, fascinated by the giant clock, but seemed impressed most by the differing styles of architecture.

Then they visited the Royal Regiment of Horse Guards. The troops were doing parade practice as they entered, and Lugh practically jumped up and down in excitement. Bintou had to stifle a giggle at his enthusiasm.

One guard rode his horse to greet them. “I’m informed that you are visiting dignitaries from Ireland. Welcome, visitors!”

Lugh did not return his greeting, but instead, stared into his horse’s eye. Then, he placed a gentle hand on the horse’s nose.

The guard pulled on the reins. “I must ask that you not touch my horse, sir. Thank you.”

Lugh ignored him. He didn’t touch the horse again, but still stared into the beast’s eyes. The horse gave a whinny, shook his head, and reared up. With some difficulty, the guard held his seat. The horse reared again, higher, and this time, the rider tumbled to the ground with a surprised grunt.

Two more guards rode quickly toward them.

The horse, now free from his rider, gave another whinny and launched into a gallop around the parade ground. The two horses approaching them halted abruptly, whinnied, and reared up.

Bintou’s heart raced as she leveled a glare at Lugh. “Are you doing this? Stop it, now!”

He raised his eyebrows, the very picture of innocence. “I have done nothing against the rules. The horse merely agreed with my assessment.”

As the two approaching guards were also dumped to the ground, she spoke in a fierce whisper. “What assessment?”

“That they are noble beasts, and to be used as mere vehicles was an insult to their dignity.”

Bintou shut her eyes and counted to ten before she yelled at him. She needed every shred of patience she could get. “And urging horses into a rebellion is playing within the rules?”

The god lifted his chin and squared his shoulders. “I heard nothing against such an action when we entered.”

She rubbed her temples. “Please, you must stop them now.”

“I do not wish to.”

With a glance toward Ciara, who was patiently trying to placate the guards, Bintou placed a hand on his arm. “Please, Lugh. I would appreciate it very much.”

Something in the god’s attitude. He cleared his throat and walked to another horse, one still trying to dislodge his rider.

This guard pursed his lips and opened his mouth, but Bintou shook her head to forestall his protest. Lugh looked into his horse’s eyes, and the animal shook his head, but didn’t rear up. Instead, he let out a squeal.

The other riderless horses–there were twelve, now—squealed back, slowed to a trot, and returned to where their riders stood, clustered around Ciara.

Bintou spoke with quiet sincerity in Old Irish. “Thank you, Lugh.”

They escaped before the god caused any further mischief. He kept glancing back at the horses, but Bintou pulled him out the door and back into the waiting cab.

Their final stop that afternoon was the London Eye. Lugh stood at the bottom of the giant Ferris wheel and stared up. “This is truly a wondrous construction! What is its purpose?”

Bintou gave a snort. “Purely to show off engineering skills. And to offer people a fantastic view of the city. Shall we climb aboard?”

Lugh’s eyes grew wide. “We are to climb to the top?”

“In a way. We get into one of those transparent capsules and the wheel turns so each group of passengers can see from the top.”

He shook his head. “This must have been expensive to construct. And simply to offer entertainment? Astonishing.”

Lugh wore a huge grin as they led him into a capsule. Then he stroked the clear material and placed his face against the surface. “This is a majestic place. It is worthy of us.”

Ciara and Bintou exchanged an amused glance as the pod rose gracefully into the sky. Lugh exclaimed about the sights and marvels of engineering while Bintou took a much-needed rest on the bench.

Despite being in the taxi most of the time, they’d been tramping all over London for several hours, and she heartily wanted a nap away from people. And away from babysitting an ancient Irish god.

When their ride on the Eye ended, Ciara gave the cabbie instructions for the Savoy Hotel.





Anna:

Anna glanced surreptitiously at Carlos as he drove to the hospital. She’d been dead set against going to see Brendan. After all, he’d been a jerk, so why should she return? The PHAE only wanted to use her, just like Max had warned them all.

But if Brendan might have been just acting nice to her because it was his job, he wasn’t the only manipulator. Carlos had used Brendan’s illness to lure her away from Manannán’s apprenticeship.

Still, something deep inside her needed to see Brendan. Anna needed to reassure herself that he was still alive. That, despite the ridiculousness of the notion, that her rejection hadn’t caused his death.

Carlos came with her, leading her down the corridors. The stink of illness tickled her nose, and she stifled a sneeze. She didn’t want to be here. She wanted to be in the clean ocean breeze, playing in the waves, not here in this soulless place filled with dying people.

For a moment, she almost bolted, but Carlos kept a grip on her shoulder and squeezed.

As they entered the room, she caught her breath. Brendan had been tall, solid, with dark hair to his shoulders. Now, his hair hung in greasy, stringy clumps and he looked so incredibly pale and thin.

He wasn’t awake, but she sat beside his cot and held his hand. So many emotions rushed through her. Guilt, pain, regret, hope, and maybe even love.

When she gripped his hand in both of hers, a power flowed between them. Icy cold yet still soft. Something within him still called to her. A flicker of recognition of their souls, perhaps.

Finally, the nurse came and told them that visiting hours were over. Anna didn’t want to let go of Brendan’s hand. Carlos was barely able to drag her away.

Three visits later, Brendan was actually awake when she entered. His voice was faint, but as soon as she sat and took his hand, he forced out two words.

“I’m sorry.”

Anna gave him a wan smile and a nod. She wasn’t certain what she should say in response.

He coughed and spoke again. “I was a jerk, and I shouldn’t have been so jealous.”

Anna kissed his lips, forgiving him instantly, and a wide smile spread across his face.

But each time since then, he’d been either out of his mind with fever or resting. Anna couldn’t bring herself to interrupt his sleep. His body needed time to heal.

And despite Brendan’s importance to Róisín or Anna, Dian Cecht had the job of healing most of Ireland, and that took precedence. That didn’t mean Anna had to like it.





Bintou:

After returning Lugh to his suite, Bintou tried to nap, but couldn’t quiet her mind. Instead, she called Ciara and they met for a drink in the hotel lounge.

Amidst the mahogany walls covered with prints and memorabilia and the green leather booths, they put their heads together, trying to hash out what the gods’ end game might be.

After Bintou ordered her drink, making sure they understood that she didn’t want any alcohol, she shared what she’d discovered so far with the other woman, bringing out her list and analysis. “If you look at what Lugh said there, and Macha’s mention of world leaders here, it’s possible that they have designs larger than Ireland.”

A lone guitarist sat on a stool on a dais across the room, tuning her instrument. Ciara sipped her Old Fashioned and pursed her lips. “Definitely worrying, but still not enough to make sense of. We need to talk to Unhidden in other enclaves. We’ve heard, so far, of the wakening of several pantheons. Chinese, Japanese, Siberian, Incan, Aztec, and of course, the Irish.”

Bintou tapped her paper as the hotel waiter brought her a fizzy drink, clear but with a pink tinge. She took a sip and decided she liked it. “Don’t forget the Greeks.”

“Oh, yes, can’t forget them. But they just showed up and disappeared again, didn’t they?”

Bintou shrugged. “So the media reports. But I’m not counting on them for accuracy.”

The guitarist began testing the microphone, tapping it and making sounds. “Right. Who else?”

With another sip of her Shirley Temple, Bintou said, “Hawai’i. And Norse gods have appeared, haven’t they?”

“A few of them. North Norway, mostly. A couple in Iceland, but they seem less powerful than those in Norway. I think they’re organizing together. The Finnish and Sami gods seem to be keeping their own counsel.”

“Interesting. Could they have less power due to being, what, off-shoots? Copies?”

The woman with the guitar started playing a Spanish-style guitar melody. Ciara gave a shrug and raised her voice. “I’m not sure how it works. I’m not sure they know how it works. Or if there’s a logic at all to them. We’re still not even sure why they’re all coming to life.”

The Irish woman gave a shrug. “It’s got to be due to the magnetic shift, but did that trigger it, or did the Unhidden do something to open a portal? Or are they both by-products of some other event?”

“Isn’t that what the PHAE researchers are trying to determine?”

“Sure, but I’m not happy with their lack of progress.”


Bintou leaned back, cradling her drink in her hands. “But what can we do about that? We aren’t scientists. We aren’t genealogists, nor geneticists. We’re diplomats, organizers, translators, and healers. Shouldn’t we stick to where our talents lie? What’s the term, stay in our lane?”



Ciara let out a deep breath and scowled at her cocktail. “Yes. I know that’s what we should do. But I’ve never been particularly skilled at staying in my lane.”


With a chuckle, Bintou sipped her drink. “It sounds like you wish you had more control. That you are the only one who might do things right. But that isn’t true. Other people are competent, even talented. Don’t you have Unhidden on the research team? It’s literally their talent to help.”

Ciara wrinkled her nose. “Their talent, yes, but not necessarily their training. The world is full of talented people without training who get nothing done.”


She needed to change tactics, otherwise Ciara would end up spiraling into a morass of self-doubt. “What’s your power again? Suppressing other talents? I don’t see how that would be of particular help in research. No, you’re best here, where your human talents and training are of use.”



Ciara peered up at her. “Human talents. That’s dangerous phrasing.”



Bintou clenched her teeth, remembering the angry protestors and their call for pure humans. “That’s a fair point. But non-Unhidden talents sounds so cumbersome. Pre-shift talent? Even natural talent is a problematic phrase. Maybe vanilla human? That still sounds insulting.”


They both finished off their drinks in silence, alone in their own thoughts, until the server came to refresh them.

Once the server brought new drinks, Ciara asked, “So, let’s use some of my all-important training. What are we aiming for? What does success look like for us?”

Bintou stared at the fizzy drink in her hand. “If Lugh meets the world leaders, doesn’t create some international incident, and we sign treaties with each of them to work with their local gods, would that be a success?”

Ciara downed half of her cocktail. “That might open up a whole new era of diplomatic service.”

“And the worst result could be diplomatic disaster, global war, and total chaos.”

The guitarist in the corner finally finished her Spanish guitar tunes and launched into a folk tune. Ciara and Bintou fell silent, each in their own thoughts.

They still needed to request aid without quite asking for it for Ireland’s PEM problem. Terrorist groups were attacking other countries, but the bulk of them had been in Ireland.

Due to being neutral in World War II as well as being an island nation on the western edge of Europe, Ireland had very few physical defenses. They’d always relied on world resources for any serious threats.

Which is why they were now finessing those world resources by trotting out a living, breathing god.

As the musician finished her song, the hotel waiter asked if they wanted more drinks. Ciara nodded and handed him her empty glass. Bintou asked for hot tea to replace the over-sweet Shirley Temples.

Bintou prepared her tea, then waited for it to cool enough for her to drink. She didn’t particularly care for this Earl Grey, but it seemed ubiquitous here. Mediocre tea was better than no tea.

She needed something warm inside. The hotel lobby was too air-conditioned, to the point of freezing, and her clothing, perfectly suitable for the muggy day, was too thin.

Ciara took a sip of her drink. “I’ve barely ever had a chance to use my talent, you know. Really only once, outside of testing and training. When we brought Joel in.”

Bintou didn’t want to hear about what they did to Joel, so she remained quiet. Then a thought occurred to her. “Would your talent work on a god?”

A light of both curiosity and intrigue shone in Ciara’s eyes, along with a shadow of fear.





Bintou:

Bintou woke, unsure of where she was. This wasn’t her room in the Dublin bunker. Nor was it the hotel rooms in Dublin, before they were bombed, or her room on the Byrne farm. She’d lived in too many places lately. Then she remembered the trip to London. After rubbing her eyes, she let out a yawn so wide, her jaw cracked.

Her dreams had been fragmented and vaguely disturbing, but she couldn’t put her finger on any one thing or a scary part. Just general unease.

She rose and took a shower, choosing a professional western-style outfit. Noises from the next room suggested Lugh had also woken and was being dressed.

They’d brought several men to act as attendants for the god, which relieved her of that duty. She’d feel highly awkward helping him dress, and surely Ciara felt the same.

Back in Dublin, they’d had a fierce battle convincing him to wear modern clothing. But finally, he’d agreed to try shirts and slacks. But he looked as awkward as Bintou felt in the western styles.

Today, Lugh was to meet with the assembled world leaders. She must look and behave her best, and she prayed that Lugh would do the same. They’d meet with Presidents, Prime Ministers, and leaders from China, France, Canada, and India.

Lugh planned on offering the services of the ancient Irish gods as a liaison to their own culture’s gods. Bintou still couldn’t figure out how autonomous each pantheon was, or if they were all working together. Her inquiries so far had met with vague answers.

Once everyone emerged from their rooms, they descended to the ground floor, and Lugh marveled at the elevator mechanics. In the lobby, they met their handlers for the day, a diplomatic concierge charged with getting them to the right people at the right time and versing them in the proper protocols. Once again, they piled into limousines, this time to Buckingham Palace.

As they circled the Victoria Memorial, Lugh made them stop. “Which goddess is this? I do not recognize her.”

Bintou remembered Colin’s stories of how much the Irish had suffered during Queen Victoria’s reign and pursed her lips.

Ciara wrinkled her nose. “She’s not a goddess, Lugh. She’s a queen, who ruled this country over a hundred years ago.”

“A mortal woman? But she is surrounded by angels.”

One of their handlers cleared his throat. “She is greatly revered.”

Once past the statue, they pulled in front of the gates to Buckingham Palace, and Lugh stared at the gilded architectural wonder that was the palace of the Monarch of England.


Once they entered the black and gold iron gates, the Irish god turned slowly, taking in the Neoclassical architecture. “So, this is a temple to their god?”


Ciara shook her head. “No, this is the home of their human ruler, the Queen of England, Elizabeth II. If we have time later, we can bring you to St. Paul’s Cathedral, if you are so interested in the English God.”

Lugh shook his head. “Not the modern god. The ancient ones. I’m more interested in the temples to the gods these English worshipped before the Christians took over. Woden and Thor, Brigantia and Cernunnos.”

Ciara let out a noncommittal noise. “I don’t believe they have any temples to those gods in London, Lugh. But now we are in the Queen’s house, so we should keep our focus on her.”

As they entered, he glanced up at the gilded bannisters and down at the red carpet. “She must be a mighty war queen, to have amassed such incredible wealth!”

Bintou stifled a giggle as they were led down a hallway with walls covered in painted portraits. “She certainly is a strong leader, and she served in World War II, driving ambulances. But I wouldn’t exactly call her a war queen.”

With a scowl, Ciara said, “Tell that to the separatists in Northern Ireland or the Falkland Islands.”

Lugh cocked his head. “Tell me the tale of these battles.”

Ciara shrugged and glanced over her shoulder. “This isn’t the time or the place. We’ve got to get to the dining hall. I’ll tell you the stories later.”

They entered a chamber with many people milling about, waiting for lunch to be announced. The world leaders had been speaking amongst themselves, but everyone grew silent when Lugh entered.

Once he was announced, Ciara introduced him to several people, but they must have been the last to arrive, for luncheon was announced within a few minutes.

They entered the dining hall and Bintou halted. So far, she’d avoided taking in the grandeur, in the interest of keeping Lugh moving along, but now, she had to stop and take in the lush décor.

Red carpeting was mirrored in the sideboard, covered in gold plates. Enormous oil paintings hung on either side of the room, and a royal dais stood on one end for the Queen’s table, also backed in red. Everything else was in cream with gold accents. A half dozen chandeliers lit the space, and the table glittered with plates and cutlery.

As Lugh sat between the President of India and the Prime Minister of Canada, Bintou concentrated on the nuance around the room. Last night, she and Ciara had created game plans for Lugh’s unpredictable nature, disaster scenarios, and exit strategies should everything go horribly wrong.

Bintou watched him carefully throughout each course, but he seemed to be acting reasonably. She was pleasantly surprised that he remembered their lessons on which utensil to use with which course, how to address each leader, and for a wonder, he broached no forbidden subjects.

As soon as the lunch dishes were removed, Lugh stood to address the attendees. Bintou shot a glance of alarm at Ciara. This was unplanned, against protocol, and they had no idea what he was about to say. Ciara gave a bare shrug.

Lugh gave the assembled dignitaries a wide smile. “Thank you all for meeting me and welcoming me to this, a most lavish feast, in a hall fit for the Queen of the Tuatha De Danann. While I am not the king myself, I am spokesperson for the king of our people, our all-father, the Dagda. He is the Good God, the mighty one, the fertile one.”

He paused and received a smattering of applause. “It is on his behalf that I bring you salutations from our people. And it is with his blessing that I invite you to a similar feast on our homeland of Éire.”

Bintou dared to breathe. This didn’t sound so terrible. Certainly, they could host a feast for visiting leaders, and that would even help the PHAE’s reputation worldwide. It might even offer an opportunity to learn more about other gods and what they’d been doing.

“Come to our halls this time tomorrow, and we shall host an epic feast!”

The color drained from Ciara’s face. Bintou pulled at Lugh’s arm and hissed to him, “Lugh! We need time to plan such an event! At least a week!”

He shook off her hand without glancing at her. “I am told that I am hasty in my invitation. One week from today, we shall host this epic feast! I shall consider anyone who declines this invitation to offer insult upon our house.”

The Irish god sat with a smug expression. Ciara covered her face with her hands. Bintou’s anxiety kicked into high gear and she whispered in Lugh’s ear. “You must offer them a way to decline gracefully. Many of these leaders are extremely busy with running their duties and may be halfway across the world by next week.”

He turned to her, confusion on his face. “Then they can travel back, by that magical conveyance you brought me here upon.”

Bintou stood and smiled at the surrounding people, her heart fluttering at addressing such an assembly. “Please, our guest has only recently learned modern English. The invitation stands, but of course there will be no hard feelings if you are unable to attend.”

Her knees about to buckle, she sat again. Lugh paid no attention to her and was examining the silver dessert spoon.

Bintou let out a deep sigh of relief and Ciara took a long drink of her champagne. Then the Irish woman grabbed someone else’s champagne and downed that, too.





Róisín:

Róisín drifted in and out of the clouds, soaring like Max did on the winds. She didn’t know how she got there, nor how she’d ever return to the comfort of the earth beneath her feet. In truth, she didn’t care. She just wanted to ride the wind.

Like a harmonious choral production, she sang as she dipped and wheeled through the air. White, fluffy clouds caressed her skin, cool condensation embracing her.

Is this the love that Max felt for the skies? This silent soaring through the heavens he so craved? If so, she understood his obsession.

Something called her name in the back of her mind. A tiny buzz, niggling her bliss like sandpaper across silk. Róisín tried to brush it away, ignore it, drown it, but it kept returning with louder and more irritating insistence.

“Almighty and Eternal God, You are the everlasting health of those who believe in You.”

She covered her ears, trying to block out the voice intruding on her bliss.

“Hear us for Your sick servant, Róisín, for whom we implore the aid of Your tender mercy, that being restored to bodily health, she may give thanks to You in Your Church.”

Róisín tried zipping through a darker cloud, heavy with rain. She emerged soaked but the voice still hammered at her peace. And yet, something within it called to her heart. The words? The voice itself? It was familiar to her soul.

“Through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Róisín moaned and shifted, the voice calling her back to herself.

“Róisín? Róisín, can you hear me?”

She finally recognized the voice in the center of her heart. The first voice she’d ever heard, even before she was born. The voice of home. Mam’s voice.

It wasn’t within Róisín’s power to ignore her mother’s voice. All her childhood memories were linked to that voice.

With great effort, Róisín dragged herself away from the paradise of the skies, the soaring wind, and the velvet caress of the clouds. She slammed back into her body, pain and exhaustion enveloping her.

Wrenching her eyelids apart, she blinked, trying to focus on the utterly mundane surroundings. Her old room, at her parents’ farm. Pale blue walls, white ceiling, and a teenage heartthrob poster of George Michael still stuck to the wall at a rakish angle. “Mam?”

A warm hand clutched fiercely hers as her mother’s worried face came into view. “Róisín! Oh, thank Christ our Lord, you’re back.”

Róisín throat hurt as she croaked out, “Mam… you’re here?”


Her mother tilted her head, her eyebrows raised. “Well, of course I’m here. Where else would I be, mo pháiste?
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