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The house in Alfheim had changed, the understated wood and stone turned into a palace of gleaming glass and turrets that rose so high they were barely visible amongst the clouds. Kat stared uncomprehending, wondering how such a thing was possible.

“It is all due to our son,” Val said proudly. “He has a knack with magic that is unsurpassed in recent history.” Val put a hand on the twelve-year-old’s shoulder. “It is the combination of goddess and Elven blood.”

Kat turned to Arwen, afraid for a second. This boy had nearly killed her when he was but a baby. But before she could utter a word, he had moved close and was pulling her into a hug. 

“I am so glad to see you,” he murmured in a voice nearly as deep as Val’s. “I am sorry for how I behaved.” He chuckled and pulled back. “A Fae child has no inner restraint unless trained by a member of the Elven race.”

Kat was taken into the luminous eyes, not at all sure she trusted him, even now. There was guile behind that innocent look he was giving her. She smiled. “It was a long time ago.”

“Yes, too long,” Val agreed, moving close to put his arms around her. “Arwen is much changed. There is no need to worry,” he whispered in her ear.

In truth it had only been a little over two years, but in that short time her baby had reached his father’s height. He looked nearly full grown. Kat glanced at the uninviting monstrosity in the distance, her gaze lingering on the lack of roses, lavender and other blooming plants. This garden was stark, with nothing in it but strange sculptures that echoed the house design. “What happened to the roses?”

Val’s expression went dark for a millisecond before he said, “Arwen didn’t like them. He felt they were an unnecessary addition to a castle that needed no enhancement.”

Kat peered up at the tapered points that resembled skewers. They were sharp like the tips of bayonets or javelins. She suppressed the shudder that went through her body. “It is rather grand, isn’t it?”

Val nodded. “Shall we go inside? I have some food prepared and we can talk about why you are here.”

Arwen moved to walk beside her, his sidelong glances making her uncomfortable. “I have your hair color,” he finally announced. “And your eye shape, I think.”

Kat smiled up at him. “Yes. I see it. But your eyes are crystalline blue, like your father’s.”

“All the Fae have eyes like this,” he said smiling. He strode ahead to open the door for them. 

Kat watched him, surprised by his need to charm her. Those eyes were where the Fae magic lay, their ability to cast spells with a look, something she’d dealt with in the past. It was why she was mother to Arwen. 

The inside of the edifice was just as changed as the outside, with copper tables and gleaming glass everywhere. She missed the wooden benches, the enormous fireplace and the homey feel of the former building. 

“Bring in the plate I arranged,” Val told his son. “I’ll get the drinks.” He motioned for Kat to sit at the highly polished metal table. 

“Where is Isabel?” Kat asked as she settled into an uncomfortable chair. Isabel had served them the last time she’d been here, and Kat had been looking forward to seeing the diminutive Fae woman who had done her hair and dressed her during the time she was blind from the witch’s spell. Val had helped her through it, her sight returning after he worked his own magic. When she glanced at Val, he was watching her, his expression knowing. She was sure he was reading her mind. Hopefully Arwen did not yet have that ability. 

“Arwen and Isabel did not get on,” Val finally answered, heading to a cabinet set into the wall. He came back to the table carrying a bottle and three glasses which he placed in front of her. “This is some of our best Fae wine,” he said, pouring golden liquid into her glass. “It’s delicious and I know you will like it.”

Kat laughed. “What magic does it hold?”

Val chuckled. “It is merely wine, Kat. It might make you feel slightly more awake, but other than that, it is benign.”

Kat examined the room. The ceiling reached up and up to end in a turret, light spilling downward to bounce off the metal and glass below. She squinted in the brightness and shaded her eyes. “I miss your house, Val. The one that burned.”

He nodded as he poured himself a glass and sat next to her. “I do as well.”

Kat glanced toward the kitchens before she whispered, “Why did you allow Arwen to change the design?”

The question went unanswered as Arwen appeared carrying a platter filled with meats, cheeses, olives and bread. He looked from one to the other. “What did I miss?”

“Just setting the stage for why your mother’s here,” Val said, reaching for a piece of bread. “But before we get into all of that, how are things on Earth? Is your family safe? How is Bran?”

Kat felt a twinge of apprehension as she glanced at Arwen. The look on his face seemed over-eager, almost greedy. “Everyone’s fine at the moment, but the creature is still up in the sky. Bran left six months ago.”

Val frowned. “Why?”

“I...I told him I planned on doing this without him.”

“Doing this—you mean stopping the dark witch?”

Kat nodded, suddenly feeling guilty about all of it. Bran was the person she trusted most in the world. “I don’t know why I told him that. Dagda shamed him too. Possibly the combination of things put him over the edge.”

Val nodded slowly, looking down at the drink in his hands. He took a hefty swallow. “As I remember, aside from turning into Raven, Bran is without his god powers.”

“Yes, and that’s exactly why I worried.”

“But yours are back?”

Kat smiled. “I have so much more, Val. Danu...”

Val’s eyes widened. “You’re in touch with the mother goddess?”

Kat nodded.  “And also, a life I lived long ago as a druid priestess.”

His gaze met hers. “Possibly that’s what’s bothering Bran—you’ve outshined him. Men do not normally enjoy that, not even gods and the Fae. It is a hard thing to accept.”

Kat nodded. “I suppose it could be that. He expected us to be a team. But how can we be a team when he’s so vulnerable? I would spend all my time worrying about him instead of focusing on the mission.” Kat tasted her wine, surprised by the honeyed flavor. It was just as good as Val had said it would be. “So, Val, tell me why I’m here. Is the witch in Alfheim? What have you learned?” She glanced at Arwen who seemed riveted, his eyes wide with interest. 

“Arwen? Can you retrieve my notes from the library?” Val asked.

“Where are they?”

“On my desk underneath that stack of missives I’m working on. They are handwritten on yellow paper.” Val turned to Kat. “This is a busy time in Alfheim. We’ve barely begun the process of digging ourselves out from under the terrible damage we suffered. Freyr, Alfheim’s ruler, has been in touch with those of us who have land. He wants to commandeer our property for various purposes, some of which sound somewhat dubious.” 

“He’s been threatening,” Arwen supplied. “Val has been arguing with him, but so far...”

“Arwen?” Val interrupted. “I need my notes please.”

Val waited to continue, watching his son rise and head off. Once the boy was out of earshot he leaned toward Kat, placing his hand on her forearm. His eyes narrowed and turned gold, his voice lowering to a near whisper.  “Remember that favor you owe me?”

Before Kat could answer him, Arwen returned with a stack of papers and put them down in front of Val. “Your notes, your highness,” he said, moving to his seat. 

Kat was surprised by his sarcasm, but when she glanced at him, he grinned. “Occasionally Father needs to be brought down a peg,” he said. 

Kat didn’t smile back, a shiver running down both her arms. When she looked at Val, his eyes were on his notes, but she could see that the pale skin around his neck had turned red. “What are the notes about?” she asked, rising to look over his shoulder. 

Val glanced up. “I have detailed the changes happening here in a diary. The villages have been rebuilt since you were here last, but many of the Fae who were my friends have moved either to other realms or to another section of Alfheim.” 

“Why?”

“Because this village is a sinkhole of despondency,” Arwen muttered. “Old ideas don’t work in this day and age, but Father’s generation seems to think they can continue in the ancient traditions as though nothing’s changed.”

“Are you talking about Ragnarok?” Kat asked, tearing her eyes away from the words, destruction and annihilation on the paper. 

“Yes, Ragnarok!” Arwen shouted. “It signaled a new beginning, but...”

“Arwen, calm down,” Val said, raising his hand. He turned to Kat. “Arwen is convinced that the terrible storms were the beginning of Ragnarok and that it’s meant to clear out all of our traditions so we can start anew. But these traditions have been in place for millennia and they are here for a reason.”

“Stupid things like meetings to discuss our future as a realm and rules on killing and fighting that are so outdated to be laughable? We need to use the magic we have and develop it even further. I say we let the younger generation take over.”

“That is not how we do things here, Arwen. We’ve had this discussion a million times.”

“My friends agree with me,” he mumbled, looking down at the table with a scowl on his face. 

“Your friends are mostly orphans who lost their parents during the latest devastation and are in a state of grief. Grief can make people act irrationally.”

Kat let out an exasperated huff and turned to face the arguing men. “The reason I’m here is because you told me if I wanted to stop the witch, I had to come now...what’s going on, Val?”

Two pairs of swirling eyes met hers, making her dizzy for a second. “It was true,” Val said unconvincingly.

Kat stood suddenly, her chair toppling over and clattering onto the stone floor. “Please do not tell me you made this up to get me here. I have a family about to go through another Ragnarok, a world that needs tending, and a missing man who I love. I don’t have time for this.”

“The witch is close. She plots your downfall as we speak. We thought it best to let you know what’s going on,” Arwen said earnestly. 

Kat frowned at her son, her cheeks flaming with rage. “Please do go on,” she said, waving her hand in the air. 

Arwen glanced at Val. “Father thinks I’m in league with her.”

“What?” Kat’s gaze went to Val.

Val shook his head, tapered fingers pushing his straight hair behind his pointed ears. “Arwen, you know that isn’t true.”

Arwen rose from the table. “It is true!” he shouted. “You think all kinds of horrible things about me!” He glanced at Kat, his eyes troubled, before he turned away from the table. 

Val stood and reached out, but Arwen was already striding away. The glass door leading outside let out a clang as he walked through, swinging closed with a bang a second later. 

“What is going on?” Kat whispered.

“This is why I wanted you here. I don’t trust him, but you’re his mother. I need some help sorting things out.”

“And this is the favor you mentioned.”

Val let out a sigh and returned to his seat, sinking down heavily. “Yes. Arwen has become a problem.”
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The sun was going down, unrelenting shafts of intense light pouring through the glass into the high-ceilinged room. “I don’t like this house,” Kat murmured, shielding her eyes.

“Neither do I,” Val replied. “But Arwen was adamant.”

Kat frowned at her former lover and powerful sorcerer. “What’s happened to you?”

When Val looked up his eyes were filled with an undefinable expression. The swirling colors had gone dark, his eyebrows twisted into corkscrews. “If you remember, when you dropped Arwen off things were very bad here. Alfheim had just been devastated and I was not myself. I’m sorry to say I didn’t take proper precautions with him, telling myself that getting things up and running was the first priority.”

“In other words, you let him run wild.”

Val nodded, his sad eyes meeting hers. “I’m afraid he’s taken a dark turn. The friends he runs with are hell bent on destruction rather than working with the rest of us to bring back order. Arwen is impressionable and easily manipulated. If he isn’t in touch with the witch, he will be soon.”

“So, you expect me to...what, exactly? Bring him back to his senses, discipline him or just determine what he’s doing?”

“I’ve been watching you from afar, Kat. You’re not the same woman who shared my bed. I’m limited when it comes to my own kind, and he’s devious and can hide himself from me.”

Kat nodded slowly, thinking about how she’d felt in Arwen’s presence. “He seems false. I felt that right away. As to whether he’s truly in touch with dark magic, I can’t say.”

“I want you to spend time with him, study him. Let your clairvoyance open so that you can see who he is inside.”

Kat exhaled her annoyance. “I don’t like this, Val. You brought me here on false pretenses.”

“I wasn’t lying. I do think the witch is nigh. It’s why I’m so concerned about our son. She’s very clever and can enter others and use them to do her dirty work.”

Kat thought about Airmid. “Yes. I’ve seen it. Do you think she’s physically in Alfheim?”

“As far as I know she lives in the Underworld. But there’s a clear pathway from there into the Norse realms. What she did here before couldn’t have been handled from a distance.”

“And she’s poised to come back to Earth as well.  If I’m not there when she does, it will be the end of what Mior and I have accomplished, not to mention my family.”

“I will keep an eye on them while you’re here.”

“The serpent is still there. I haven’t seen it, but Mior has. He thinks he can tame it.”

Val laughed. “No one can tame Jormungand.”

Kat didn’t smile. “You’d be surprised. But why is Jormungand there? Does the witch control him too?”

“As I said, she can inhabit any creature she chooses to inhabit, and that includes Jormungand.”

“Stopping Carmun is far more important than bringing our son to heel.”

Val turned from where he’d been staring at the floor. “Is it?”

“Yes, Val, it is. Once she’s gone Arwen will have no reason to take a dark path.”

Val stood and began to pace. “There are many dark paths, Kat. Carmun is only one of them. Our son seems to be drawn to the darkness.”

“But Carmun is the most powerful. Danu said my destiny is entwined with hers.”

Val nodded. “That is what I’ve seen as well. It was what I attempted to warn you about when you were here the first time.”

“As I remember you refused to tell me what you saw in my future.”

Val smiled a sheepish smile. “True enough. But I did try and shield you.” He came close, his hands on the back of her chair. When she turned to look at him his eyes had changed color again, an all too familiar expression in them. “I am having difficulty staying focused on the matter at hand,” he muttered huskily.

Kat shook her head. “I can’t, Val. Bran...”

Val looked away, his pale cheeks reddening. “I understand.” He moved to his chair and sat, a brooding look taking over his features. 

“Bran took off without explaining why,” Kat said, watching him. “I don’t understand what he’s feeling or why he left, other than my father’s boorishness.”

“As I said earlier, it’s his pride. He will return.”

“I’m not at all sure that he will.”

Val’s eyes narrowed. “If he doesn’t, he’s a damned fool.”

By now the sun was a sinking orange ball on the horizon. Kat was tired, her thoughts beginning to tangle. “Where am I sleeping in this glass house?”

Val rose and took her hand, tugging her up the wide steps into another section that had a normal roof height and several shuttered rooms. “I had my way with this area,” he laughed, showing her into a small darkened room.

“This is more like it,” she said, sinking down on the bed. 

Val sat beside her. “To tell you the truth I spend more time up here than I do in the main rooms. It suits me better.”

Kat lay back on the bed and closed her eyes. “Me too.” She heard Val settle next to her, his breath close to her ear. She felt the waves of his energy, tendrils of his essence entering her and making her tingle all over. “Stop it,” she muttered.

“Stop what?” he asked innocently.

When Kat opened her eyes and turned her head, his face was inches from hers. Before she knew it, he was kissing her. And she couldn’t seem to stop him.

Kat woke naked in the bed. Val was gone and the room was dark aside from a candle on the table next to the bed. All her resolve had gone out the window in just the first few hours of being with him. She was furious with herself and furious with him for taking advantage of her. But when she thought back to what they’d done together, his tenderness and the way he made love to her as though she was a precious jewel, she had to smile. It had been very pleasurable, especially after the celibate months she’d been through. And if Bran had abandoned her why shouldn’t she enjoy Val’s attentions? But the guilt nagged at her, nonetheless.

“Kat? Are you awake?”

She turned to see Val enter the room carrying a plate of food. Light surrounded his body, allowing her to see him clearly. She pushed herself up and leaned back against the soft pillows, watching him approach. He hadn’t bothered to dress or even pull on a robe. 

“Thought you might be hungry after all the exercise,” he said, sitting next to her and placing the plate between them.

“I take it Arwen isn’t back?”

“No. When he leaves in a huff as he did, I don’t normally see him for a day or two. Thought it might be different this time with you here, but...” he shrugged. 

Kat reached for one of the tiny sandwiches, surprised by the sudden hunger that rose up in her. “Yum. Do you have any help here now?”

Val shook his head. “Arwen won’t allow it.”

“My god, Val! You have to stop letting him dictate your life!”

“I know, but when we argue and he takes off it makes matters worse. I have to rein him in somehow.”

“Giving in to him isn’t reining him in. It’s capitulating. Use some of that magic you just used on me.”

Val frowned. “I didn’t use magic on you.”

“Are you saying that what we did together wasn’t generated by your sorcery?”

“I did nothing but kiss you, Kat. You have feelings for me. They may have been buried, but they’re there.”

Kat stopped in mid chew, staring off into the shadows. If it wasn’t magic, then...she had no excuse for her behavior. “I thought I loved Bran,” she whispered.

“You do love Bran, but I think you might love me a little bit too. We have a child together and our chemistry is impossible to ignore.”

Kat didn’t answer as she finished the last of the sandwiches.

Val picked up the plate. “Shall I sleep in here or would you rather be alone?”

“I think I’d rather be alone.”

He nodded and headed toward the door, pausing to turn to her. “Why can’t you admit that you’re in love with two men?”

“It isn’t right,” she muttered.

“There is no right or wrong when it comes to affairs of the heart.”  He opened the door and shut it quietly behind him. 

Kat stared into the darkness. Without Val’s glowing body to dispel them, shadows had raced in. She pondered what he’d said before she slipped under the covers and curled into a tight ball. All she could see was Bran’s face staring at her in shock and bewilderment. And no amount of telling herself he deserved it for leaving her, changed the guilt that washed over her. 
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Bran woke with a gasp, the dream images making him shudder. Kat had been in Val’s arms, the expression on her face making him feel sick inside. Why hadn’t he returned to her? He didn’t know the answer, only that something kept him away. He was heartsick with missing her but at the same time he was ashamed of who he was. Dagda was right. He was unfit to be a god. He lurched to his feet, determined to seek answers to his questions. 

Airmid waited until he’d finished his diatribe before peering at him with her eyes narrowed. The look of him worried her, his face gaunt, his eyes red as though with sickness or possibly despair. “You must seek out the wizard. Myrddin is adept at magic. He can help you with your confusion. I wish I could say that I could, but whatever is going on with you is beyond my abilities.”

Bran watched Airmid to make sure she hadn’t been taken over by something dark.  After what had happened in the past, he’d stayed away from her spring, afraid of what he might find. But she seemed herself, her hazel eyes full of sympathy. “This Myrddin is here in Otherworld?”

She nodded. “He’s ageless and immortal, as are we, at least those of us who haven’t given up our powers,” she added, giving him a sharp look.

“You don’t think I’m immortal anymore?”

“Do you?”

Bran let out a frustrated sigh. “I’ve royally fucked up my life, Airmid. Not only did I give up what makes me who I am, but I also gave up the woman I love.”

“Seek out Myrddin.”

“Where will I find him?”

Airmid shook her head. “He likes to dwell in caves. Maybe start up in the mountains to the north?”

“That could take the rest of my mortal life!”

Airmid scoffed and shook her head.  “Call to him to help you, Bran. You’ve certainly turned into an idiot these past few years. It’s as though losing your god powers made you forget everything you once knew.”

“Oddly, that’s exactly right. I don’t remember half of what I could do, or even who I was back then.”

Airmid made a sound in the back of her throat. “Being mortal is no way to go through life, especially if you’ve been immortal for a thousand years or more. Use the raven to search. Apparently that bird knows a lot more than you do.”

Bran gazed into her clear eyes. The misty spring beckoned behind her, luring him with its shimmering warm waters. “You’re right about that. Raven is all that’s left of who I once was. Can I take a dip before I go?”

Airmid smiled for the first time. “Of course. The spring will help you regenerate. As to Kat, what she feels for you will never go away, even if she finds another. And once you’re a god again, Dagda will no longer have the power to humiliate you.”

“Did I say I wanted to reclaim my god status?”

Airmid peered at him, frowning. “Do you want to remain mortal? Because I wasn’t kidding earlier. Your hair is going gray, and you’ve developed lines across your forehead and along your cheeks. You look like crap.”

Bran reached for a strand of his hair, attempting to pull it around to look at it. “Gray?”

Airmid nodded. “Gray. Your beard too. If you wait too long, you’ll be a grizzled old man.”

Once Airmid was gone, Bran stripped off his clothes and climbed into the spring. He ducked beneath the water, remembering the last time he’d been here—with Kat. It was a bittersweet memory, reminding him of why he was here now. He had to figure things out or he would lose her forever, not to mention die of old age. He hoped this aging wouldn’t keep going until he looked a thousand years old. He shook his head, laughing to himself—he’d be long dead before that happened.

*
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RAVEN FLEW HIGH, HIS sharp eyes taking in the landscape below. The forest where Cernunnos ruled spread beneath him, the trees a sea of green. He was intent on his mission until the moment he spied the other raven. She was female and his mating instincts took over, whatever he’d been doing lost in the moment. He chased her, the two of them diving and rolling before landing together in the top branches of a cedar tree. When he mounted her, everything disappeared into a haze of unknowing. Nothing mattered but making a nest and raising their young. The two of them flew side by side to find the twigs and to search out the perfect spot to build their nest. 

***
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“WHERE IN HELL IS KAT?” Dagda roared, staring at his son. Hours had gone by since he’d seen his daughter, worry taking up residence in his stomach. Beside him Siobhan clutched their baby girl tight, her eyes wide with worry. 

“I don’t know,” Mior answered, glancing at the coyote who in reality was a magical spirit sent to keep him safe. “Coyote says she went through a door.”

Dagda shook his head. “That Fae bastard, Val, lured her into his realm, Siobhan. He’s devious and has powers that I can only dream about.” 

“And they have a child together,” Siobhan murmured, gazing down at the baby in her arms. “It’s a strong connection, Dag.”

He let out a roar, his hands turning into fists. “God damn it! I’m sick of feeling so fucking weak!” Dagda yelled, staring at his wife and the mother of his three children. His god powers were long gone, and he was aging—he could not get used to it, no matter how much time went by. This latest one, Tus Nua, had no powers at all, merely the progeny of two human beings. It was amazing the baby had survived after the deprivation Siobhan had gone through. It was Kat who had delivered her, some ancient druidic priestess taking over to give her the ability to save Siobhan from certain death. The girl was beautiful like her mother, but that was all she was. A tiny useless human in a world so dangerous that every day was a challenge. 

Being mortal enraged him in ways he couldn’t seem to control. He’d frightened Siobhan with his tirades and scared Mior on more than one occasion. Being hurled out of Otherworld to live out the rest of his mortal life on Earth, was a punishment nearly worse than death. At least they had Mior, whose powers seemed to grow with each passing day. The boy was able to communicate with the coyote, and had also done amazing things to re-animate the barren world they lived in. But Jormungand was still there, the son of Loki curled up in the sky and waiting for the right moment to strike. Was he part of the witch’s plan too, or was he merely a feature of Ragnarok that didn’t include Carmun’s sorcery? 

“Dag!” 

Dagda turned to see his wife pointing up the hill where a small band of men approached. And they were carrying weapons. “Mior!” he shouted, hoping the boy could stop them. He felt like an inept fool and yet this was how it was now. 

Coyote and Mior were already on their way to greet them when Dagda took hold of Siobhan and pushed her behind him. They watched their son send a blanket of fog toward the group. A second later chaos ensued and men were running every which way, weapons discarded in their haste to escape the noxious cloud. Mior gathered the guns and returned, a wide smile on his face. “Now we have guns!” he said proudly.

Siobhan frowned. “That is nothing to crow about, Mior. Do we want to become thugs like they are? Nothing good can come of that.”

“And yet if we can’t defend ourselves, we’ll be killed,” Dagda intoned morosely. 

She shook her head glancing at their son. “We have Mior. And Kat will be back soon.”

“And now I have my own gun!” the six year-old yelled, waving the gun around. 

“Mior, be careful!” Dagda shouted. But it was too late. The gun exploded in his hands and the boy dropped like a stone. 
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Kat woke with a pounding headache, her dreams still fresh in her mind. Bran was gone, lost in a haze that made no sense. Kat had searched but it was as though he no longer existed. She rolled over and groaned, realizing where she was. 

A second later there was a soft knock before Val entered the room, his swirling eyes searching hers. “Are you all right?”

Kat pushed herself up and reached for her clothes. “Not really. I had a bad dream.”

Val nodded as though he already knew. “I figured as much after what happened between us. You don’t do well with uncertainty.”

Kat pulled on the dress he’d laid out to replace the tattered muddy mess she’d been wearing. “Is that what you call what I’m feeling?”

Val hesitated for a moment before he came close to sit on the bed. “You’re feeling guilt mixed up with desire, Kat. That combination always wreaks havoc with your mind. Try and remember that you’re here to help me deal with our son. If you choose to act on your feelings for me while you’re here, please don’t be so hard on yourself. I love you and I’m not planning to hide it. Since you’ve been gone, I’ve thought of you every day, wishing you were here. I’ve been with no other woman, Fae or otherwise.”

Kat smoothed the dress over her body and ran her fingers through her tangle. “Thank you for the clothes. I was afraid I’d be wearing those rags until they fell apart.”

Val chuckled. “You did look a mess. If you wish to bathe there’s a hot spring behind the house as well as the elaborate bath our son erected.” He gazed at her for a second before he added, “And I promise not to force myself on you.”

Kat let out a light laugh, despite how she felt. His presence was having an effect on her that she didn’t want to acknowledge. “Is Arwen back?”

Val shook his head as he rose to his feet. “I’ve made breakfast.” He waited until she’d walked through the door before following her out of the room and down the stairs into the brightness of the glass room. 

The table was filled with platters, a carafe of some coffee like substance sending enticing vapors into the air. She grabbed a mug and poured herself a cup of the dark liquid. “I understand what you expect of me, but what about Ragnarok and why I thought I was here? Does that have any importance to you? Boys Arwen’s age are trying out their wings, finding what fits. Perhaps this is just a phase.”

Val motioned for her to sit, his forehead furrowing. “The Fae grow up fast, as you’ve seen. What Arwen’s into right now will impact the rest of his life. The gang he runs with is not exactly what I’d call evil, but they are far from virtuous. If this continues, I fear for the elders in our community. The young want us gone and they have the means to do it.”

Kat’s mouth dropped open. “You’re saying they would attack you?”

“That’s exactly what I’m trying to tell you. Arwen is dangerous.”

Kat shook her head and looked down at the array of food on the plate Val had served her. She’d suddenly lost her appetite.

*
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IT WAS MIDDAY WHEN Arwen appeared, his face leached of color, his eyes dulled by lack of sleep and perhaps drugs. Kat and Val were in the garden when they saw him stumbling down the hill. 

“Arwen looks terrible!” Kat whispered.

Val nodded, his mouth a thin line. “They pick berries that grow in the forests and ingest them. Arwen insists that they give him answers to his questions.”

Kat smiled sadly. “Hallucinating sounds more like it.”

“The Fae have used these substances forever. We have rituals around them. But what these young boys are doing has nothing to do with ritual—they have no respect for the magical essences or for the process.”

“Hello parents!” Arwen called out just before he reached where they were standing. “Have you been having fun in my absence?” His sneering face spoke volumes.

“With your mother here, I expected you to stick around,” Val answered.

Arwen gave a humorless laugh. “Don’t you appreciate the time you had to rut?”

Val grabbed him by the arm and jerked him close, his neck turning magenta. “You will show some respect, Arwen!”

Arwen laughed and pulled away. “I need my beauty rest,” he mumbled, glancing at Kat before he headed for the house. “Looks like you two haven’t been sleeping much either,” he added over his shoulder. His laughter floated toward them as he strode away.

“That little bastard,” Val muttered under his breath.

“Don’t rise to the bait.”

Val’s eyes were narrowed when he glanced at her. “Aren’t you the calm one,” he said, surprised.

Kat shrugged. “I know kids and he’s no different from others I’ve been around. He wants to shame us because he’s ashamed of what he’s doing.”

Val shook his head. “I doubt he’s ashamed, but I hope you’re right.”

The day was warm and bright, birds singing behind them in the forest. Kat breathed in the clean-smelling air, sighing in pleasure. The branches in the distance swayed in the gentle breeze. Oddly, she was relaxing. At home on Earth she’d been plagued with responsibilities, worried about keeping her family safe and watching for the witch or the dragon’s arrival with her heart in her throat. With Bran’s disappearance she’d felt even more bereft, his absence eating away at her like a wasting disease. Yes, they had a house now, and yes, they’d managed to eke out a pretty good life, but she knew deep down that it was only a respite and wouldn’t last. There were too many variables.

When she glanced at Val, he was watching her, a smile hovering around his mouth. “You like it here,” he said quietly.

“Yes, but I don’t like the house.”

“You like being with me.”

Kat smiled and shook her head. “I can breathe here, Val. I don’t have the duties I have on Earth. That’s all.”

“And yet I’ve placed an enormous assignment on your shoulders.”

“Can we replant the garden?” she asked, ignoring him.

“Only outside the gates.”

Kat frowned. “Why do you tolerate this behavior from your son?”

“Our son, and in order to get along with him I have to.”

“And yet you asked me here to rein him in—you think I’m stronger than you are?”

“With Arwen at this point in time? Yes, I do.”

Kat’s good mood faded. “I’ll have a talk with him, but I doubt I’ll get very far.”

“You’ll have to do more than talk,” Val said, taking her hand to tug her toward the house. “Use that druid priestess persona you told me about to persuade him.” 

When they came inside, Arwen was sitting at the table with his head in his hands. “Are you all right?” Kat asked, placing a hand on his back.

He shook her off and glared at her, his eyes narrowing into slits. “I’m fine. Mind your own fucking business.”

“Arwen!” Val shouted, but the boy had already risen and was disappearing up the wide staircase. “Do it, Kat. Make him hear you,” he hissed, pointing after Arwen.

“Now?”

“Yes.”

Kat thought of that part of her that had delivered her mother’s baby—the persona who knew things and commanded respect. Would Arwen listen to a priestess? And more importantly, could she summon her at will? She walked toward the stairs, conjuring the strength she felt when that wise woman took over. When she turned to glance back at Val he smiled. “Yes, that will do nicely,” he said. Was it that obvious? 

By the time she reached Arwen’s room she felt fully in the grip of the druidess, calm strength coming over her as she knocked. 

“Go away!”

Kat took a deep breath and opened the door.
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Siobhan was on her knees cradling Mior. Dagda held Tus Nua, his face gray with worry. “Where did the bullet hit him?”

“Straight through the heart, Dag—he won’t live more than a few minutes.” Tears flowed down her ashen face as she held Mior’s small body close. 

Dagda kneeled next to her. “Isn’t there something we can do?”

Siobhan looked up at him, her eyes red and filled with tears. “No.”

A second later Mior’s eyes popped open. “Mama. What happened?”

“The gun, Mior. The bullet hit you.” She laid him across her lap and smoothed the hair back from his wide forehead, watching blood gush from the wound in his chest. It flowed across her skirt, staining it red. 

When Mior tried to sit up he grimaced and fell back. “The fireflies...” he murmured. “They can help me. But I...” his head lolled back and his eyes closed.

“Dag? Can you call the fireflies?” she sobbed. 

Dagda shook his head. “Mior is the only one they listen to.”

Siobhan shook Mior’s shoulder, trying to wake him. When his eyes opened again, she said, “Call to them, Mior.”

Mior raised his hands into the air, his fingers moving in symbols. A second later his arms dropped, and went limp. Siobhan placed her fingers on his neck, feeling for a pulse. “He’s gone!” she wailed. A second later the air was thick with bugs. They hovered around until she placed Mior on his back and let them come closer. 

Dagda handed her the baby as he watched the fireflies settle on Mior’s chest. There were so many of them he all but disappeared, his body covered from his head to his feet. 

The coyote arrived a few seconds later, his liquid eyes on Mior. A spark came from him, a golden speck that radiated in tandem with the lightning bugs. 

“He’s magic,” Siobhan murmured in surprise, looking up at Dag.

“You didn’t know? The coyote’s a pooka.”

Siobhan didn’t answer, her eyes wide as she watched the bugs lift her son and cradle him within their light. When they placed him on the ground fifteen minutes later, Mior’s eyes were open. A second later they swarmed and flew away. 

“Mama, Papa? What happened?”

Siobhan cried tears of relief as she watched her son sit up. Before she could put an arm around him, Dagda had lifted him in the air, letting out a cry of joy that scattered the birds perched in the trees. The coyote let out a bark and rose on his hind legs to lick Mior’s feet. 

A second later Mior was running circles around them. “The fireflies saved me!” he crowed.

“As did the coyote here,” Siobhan told him, her hand resting on the wide gray- brown head.

“The pooka,” Mior corrected, hugging the creature around the neck. “I was dead, Mama. I went somewhere and...” his eyes darkened, “and there was a bad man there and a woman whose eyes were like black holes.”

Dagda frowned, staring at his son. “You saw Carmun. Where was she?”

“She...I don’t know. It was too dark to see much of anything.” He looked around. “Where are Bran and Kat?”

Dagda and Siobhan exchanged a look. “Bran flew away several months ago in the form of a raven, Mior. And your sister—you told us she went through a door. Don’t you remember?”

Mior looked puzzled, his dark brows pulling together. He shook his head slowly. 

“You don’t remember?” Dagda asked, grabbing his arm.

“I remember being in the meadow with Kat and...” he shrugged. “Bran was still here too. Why can’t I remember?”

“I don’t know,” Siobhan murmured, reaching to kiss his cheek. “All I care about is that you’re alive.”

The sun was sinking, a shimmering glow against the darkness of the forest, when Dagda led the way back to their fairy house of twisting limbs. Leaves had sprouted even though the tree trunks were no longer anchored in the ground. Kat’s sleeping spot was empty now, her things together in a small pile. Siobhan stood next to Dagda, her eyes filling as she looked down. “When will she come back?”

Dagda shook his head. “I assume she’s with the father of her child now. Would you want to leave me?”

“Never—I would never leave you, Dag. But what about Bran?”

“Bran left her, Siobhan. He let her down badly.”

“I hope she’s all right. You weren’t okay with this the last time we talked.”

Dagda frowned. “I’m not okay with it now, but I understand what happened. If she’s happy with Val then I’m happy for her.”

“If it really was Val who took her.”

“It was Val—who else could lure her through a door?” 

Siobhan stood in the doorway watching the last rays of the sun sink behind the trees. Dusk sent fog creeping through the understory, birds flying to find their roosts for the night. “But now Mior doesn’t remember her leaving.” Her eyes met his. “What could that mean?”

When the baby let out a mewling cry Siobhan hurried inside to sit on one of the stools fashioned from twisted tree limbs to feed her.  

Dagda watched her, his thoughts spiraling away in confusion. Mior had died and seen the witch and some unidentified man, and had no memory of either his sister or Bran leaving Earth. Something magic was at work here, and whatever it was did not bode well. 

***
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BRAN SHIVERED. HE PUSHED himself up, trying to free himself from the rotting odors and the gray slime. “Where have I been?” he muttered as he registered the cold wind. Memories of the past months came back slowly, his thoughts hazy as he remembered his time as Raven. Raven had mated and raised three chicks. Why was he here on this flat plain filled with nothing but rocks and puddles of ice? 

Once he was on his feet, Bran had a moment of deja-vu, his thoughts coming together. He was on Earth and close to the place where he and Kat’s family had discovered the injured coyote. He hurried away, his arms tight around his slime-covered body. 
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Kat stared hard at Arwen, her eyes narrowing when he turned away from her glare. “Arwen, look at me,” she ordered in a voice that didn’t sound like her own. 

Arwen’s head swiveled toward her. “Who are you?”

“I’m Katel, your mother. Whatever else I may be does not concern you. Now tell me what you’ve been up to and why. I want to hear every detail about your supposed friends, your drug use and what you have planned for the future.”

“I...” He struggled not to speak, his stuttering voice echoing in the glass room. In the end he could not control himself, confusion on his face as he began to talk, the words pouring from him like a faucet that had just been turned on. “I run with a gang—I guess my father already told you that. We have a plan to take out most of the old ones who refuse to listen to reason. We want a new world order that does not include all these fucking rules.” He paused to take a breath, gulping in air, his face scarlet with resisting. But there was nothing he could do.  “We’ve been talking about contacting the witch to help us. One of us knows where she is. But so far that person has been too nervous to do it. He says she’s so powerful that it scares him. She could take over the entire plan and destroy all of us. But we want what she wants!” 
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