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      For all the wonderful readers who have traveled with me on Rosie and Declan’s loving adventure while cheering them along as you went, this final one’s for you. “Go raibh mile maith agat (Have a million good things).”
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            GLOSSARY AND PRONUNCIATION OF ANCIENT OTHERWORLD GAELIC

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ádh goidte – (AH god-cha) “Stolen luck” based on the ancient Otherworldly belief that “luck” was finite and could be stolen from another person

        Ádh mór – (AH-mure) good luck

        Áilleacht – (AW-l’yacht) beauty

        Amharc Scáth – (OW-erk skah) “Shadow Viewing” is a magical skill that allows the practitioner to be in two places at one time.

        Anam – (AH-num) soul

        An Galar Amú, - (un GA-lur uh-MOO) “The Wasting Disease” is a blood- centered, cancer-style Otherworldly disease similar to Mundane leukemia. Rosie’s mother succumbed to this disease.

        Aoibheann – (Ay-veen) a feminine name meaning “radiant beauty,” the name of Crann Bethadh’s head housekeeper.

        Balor’s Súil Olc - (Bal-orr soo-il ol-ukh) a curse meant to bring ill luck; refers to a legendary enemy of the Fae

        Beacha siúinéir – (Bakh-ah shoe-in-air) carpenter bee

        Beltane –(BYAL-tuhn-uh) an ancient pagan festival celebrated on May 1st to mark the beginning of summer, the height of spring, and the fertility of the land and its people.

        Bhrocaire – (vro-KER-uh) a dog belonging to the terrier family

        Blasanna beaga – (Bla-san uh-BYEG-uh) “little tastes” or appetizers

        Bronntanas – (BRUN-tun-as) a gift

        Caladbolg – (Kalla-bolog) an ancient magical sword given to The Black Knight to  wield justice.

        Caille – (KAH-lyeh) veil

        Ciann Ti – (KEE-an tee) head of a household

        Caoineadh Mathair ar son na Marbh – (KWEEN-uh MAH-her air son na MAR-uv) a litany of grief sung by a mother at the death of her child

        Cloch Chroí – (Cloch -Kree) “Heart Stone” is a community housed in a monastery-type building for the training and guidance of Druid noviciates

        Cófra – (KOH-fra) a cupboard

        Contúirteach – (Kuhn-TOR-tchuk) dangerous

        Crann Bethadh – (Crown -Ba-ha) the Fae “Tree of Life,” an oak tree of immense proportions that houses The Morrigan, Queen Maeve of I Idir, and the Royal Family. Sometimes called “The Raven’s Nest.”

        Cuach an Fhithich – (Kwach an Hih-hee) “Raven’s Hollow” is the name of the estate belonging to House Badh which claims The Morrigan as a family member; the location of the estate is nearby to Crann Bethadh, the Royal Seat of I Idir.

        Cú Chulainn – (Koo HULL-un) legendary warrior hero from Celtic mythology and long-time consort to the Queen

        Deirdre – (DEER-druh) a Gaelic feminine name that means “sorrowful” or “broken-hearted”

        Draoi a Rugadh – (Dree-ee rug uhak) “Wizard Born”

        Draoithe – (dree-ha) Druids

        Draoi truagh – (dree troo-ah) – “wicked sorcerer”

        Droch ádh – (drock-aw) bad luck

        Eimer – (EE-mer) a feminine name meaning “swift” or “quick”

        Fáilteachas an Tí – (FAWL-cha-chus un tee) a Fae philosophy that anyone entering a home by invite of the host is to be treated with respect and free of fear from any bodily or magical harm; a proper Fae host will always see to a guest’s comfort with suitable seating and offered refreshments

        Fear Gorta – (far Gor-tah) the ancient Celtic spirit of famine and ill luck

        Féchín – (FEH-heen) a masculine name meaning “little raven”

        Francach – (FRON-akh) a rat

        Gan luach scáthanna – (gun lu-akh skah-han-nah) translates to “worthless shadows,” meaning figments of one’s over-active imagination

        Grá Ma Shaol – (graw moh hweel) translates to “Love of my Life,” a title Declan uses for Rosie

        I Idir - (ē ēdar) “In Between”- the Fae kingdom in the Otherworld ruled by Queen Maeve, The Morrigan, goddess of war and destruction

        Iníon – (in-yeen) daughter

        Isolach – (EES-lac) cellar

        Láidir – (Loyd-er) strength

        Leanaí – (la-NAH-ee) child or baby

        Liatharóid bata – (lee-ah-ROH-id bah-tuh) translates to “stick ball;” an Otherworldly game similar to croquet

        Litha – (LEE-tha) a pagan sabbat celebrating the Summer Solstice and the longest day of the year with festivities centered on abundance and the joy of life

        Mallachtaí – (mah-lukh-tee) curses

        Mná-síghe – (mnah-shee) a group of keening Fae women; Banshees

        Moccus – (Mok-us) an ancient Celtic god similar to the Roman Mercury

        Mo Shiorghra - (MO-hear-gra) “Eternal Love” or “One and Only”

        Mo Rós Beag Dealgach – (moh rohs byeg dyalg-okh) translates to “My Thorny Little Rose,” a title Declan gives to Rosie

        Na Sean Bhealaí – (nah shanvay-lee) “The Old Ways” of the Fae folk

        Nead an Fhithigh Dhorcha – (nyad un hih-hee dor-kha) “The Nest of the Dark Raven Throne”

        Oisin – (USH-seen) a masculine name meaning “little deer;” the name of Declan’s missing half-brother

        Piseóga – (PISH-og-uh) a spell-casted charm or amulet

        Púca – (Poo-kuh) a race of household fairy folk associated with rural living

        Reilig – (REH-lik) sacred burial ground or cemetery

        Riail na Banríona – (ree-yal nuh bun-ree-uh-na) “The Queen’s Rule;” a law of I Idir that allows the Queen the ability to overrule a decision or law decided upon by the Ruling Council; the Queen’s right to have the final word

        Riail na Dtrí – (ree-yal nuh tree) “The Rule of Three;” an Otherworldly tenet stating that any magic sent into the world, either positive or negative, will return to the sender three-fold; the idea that magic always carries a price

        Saighdiúirí (SYE-doo-ir) soldiers

        Seamair – (SHAM-er) clover; sometimes referring to the Gaelic word for shamrock

        Sedd Myrdynn – (SATH MYR-thin) a Welsh phrase meaning “Seat of Merlin:” property that is spell casted to connect directly to the magic of the current Merlin; the wards surrounding it prevent any magical or physical trespassing

        Sióga Glasa – (she-ogue glah-suh) Green Faires; a race of Fae entirely wiped out by the Formorians, with the only survivor being a child named Rowana

        Sláinte – (slahn-cha) translates to “health,” and is used as a cheer while lifting a toast or consuming an alcoholic beverage

        Snaidhm Sciath Cheilteach – (SNI-im SHKEE-a KEL-tak) the Celtic Shield Knot for protection against bad luck or evil intent

        Solas mo Chroí – (SOL-us muh KREE) “Light” or “Center” of My Heart; an endearment Declan uses for Rosie

        Solas sióg – (sol-as sh-o-g) “fairy light;” small balls of light energy created by Sidhe with high levels of magical skill

        Spiorad cráite – (spyur-ud krah-cha) a wandering spirit who hasn’t moved on to the Afterlife

        Súil olc – (SOO-il OHL-k) translates to the “evil eye,” a malevolent spell causing bad luck or ill intent: the Fae use a series of finger gestures to ward against becoming a victim of it

        Taibhse (tavh-sheh) a ghost

        Teaghlach – (chye-loch) family

        Tinneas – (TIN-ness) an illness or sickness

        Tir na nÓg – (TEER nah NOHG) a mythical island of light, beauty and eternal youth

        Torc fiáin – (torc fee-ayn) wild boar

        Trócaire Naofa – (TROCK-uh-ruh Nee-fuh) “Sacred Mercy,” a tenet of Fae sacred law in which a Tuatha de Danann Sidhe can ask for a quick merciful death by instant beheading rather than suffer a long and painful recovery only to eventually be sentenced to death once again

        Ulchabhán – (UL-khuh-wawn) an owl

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            GLOSSARY AND PRONUNCIATION OF OTHERWORLD NORDBOERNE WORDS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dökkálfar – (DOK-kahl-fahr) the “Dark Elves” of Asgard; thought to have more magical skill than their “Light Elf”  counterparts

        Faðir – (FAH-theer) father

        Freyja – (FRAY-uh) – an important goddess in the Norse pantheon; similar in nature to the Fae Morrigan

        Groenn Dalr – (gro-en dahl-r) “Green Valley,” a bustling city in Asgard closest to I Idir

        Hefnd – (hemt) Dökkálfar sacred law allowing for vengeance against one’s enemies including death

        Hlidskjalf – (HLITH-skyahlf) Odin’s famous throne that allows him to see all parts of Asgard at one time

        Jotun – (Jow-tn) Dark Elven ritual magic often requiring blood sacrifice to Freyja; this type of magic often includes elemental manipulation, shapeshifting, illusions, soul travel, and immense strength

        Seiokonor - (swek-uh-nor) Master Sorcerer of Jotun magic

        Sveinur – (Svay-ner) Apprentice of Jotun magic under the tutorage of a Seiokonor

        Taufr – (tow-fr) an amulet or talisman used in Jotun magic 

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            GLOSSARY AND PRONOUNCIATION OF MODERN MUNDANE POLISH WORDS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bigos – (bee-gowz) a traditional Polish stew made with sauerkraut, pork and sausage; other meats like venison and beef can be substituted

        Borscht – (Boar-sht) a soup made with beets often served with boiled potatoes

        Kawiarnia – (kah-V’YAR-nyah) a café or small diner

        Kolacyki –(kow-WACH-key) a small cookie style pastry usually with a fruit, cheese, or poppy seed filling

        Plaki ziemniaczane – (PLAHT-skee zhyem-nyah-CHAH-neh) a fried pancake made from grated potatoes and onions

        Pierogi –(puh-row-gee) a small boiled dumpling stuffed with a variety of fillings such as potato, cabbage, meat, sweetened farmer’s cheese or fruit

        Tarnów – (taar-now) a large city in southeastern Poland near Zilipie

        Zilipie –(zah-LEE-pye) a small town in southeastern Poland noted for its colorfully painted cottages

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            GLOSSARY AND PRONUNCIATION OF MODERN MUNDANE TURKISH WORDS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bichura –(Bee-ju-ra) a Turkish house sprite that offers protection to women and the household, though they are often easily angered

        Bourek –(buh-REK) a Turkish style eggroll filled with chopped beef and cheese, along with aromatic spices and herbs like cinnamon and parsley, and deep-fried

        Djinn –(jin) a race of Turkish magical practitioners, often confused in mythology with Christian angels; they can appear in both human and animal form and have been known to possess humans, though Mundane myths wrongly have them offering wishes

        Qaf –(qf) a primeval mountain range where the natural and supernatural world meet, and home to the djinn; like I Idir, it contains a Border Veil between the Mundane and the Otherworld, but one that is much more difficult to cross

        Myrkiborg – (MEERK-ee-borg) “Dark Fortress”

        Rúin fealltach – (ROON FAL-tukh) traitorous secrets

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “What you leave behind is not what is engraved in stone monuments, but what is woven into the lives of others.”

        Pericles
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        CREATING DARK MAGIC

        18 MONTHS LATER

      

      

      The sveinur (young apprentice) laid the eighth dead rat upon the pile of stacked wood, its hairless, scaly tail hanging outward in the same manner as the other seven. The creature’s beady, round eye reflected the light from the flickering lantern giving the appearance that the francach (rat) was cursing him with Balor’s Súil Olc (Balor’s Evil Eye), and the boy couldn’t help but shudder in spite of the taufr (amulet) of protection he wore around his neck. While he found the large rats that roamed the wharves near his home wholly vile, the sveinur detested the necessary killing involved in the Jotun (dark Elven magic) ritual. Still, if he could draw the same level of magic using these repulsive rodents, it was a far better choice than the cats and dogs his Seiokonor (Master Sorcerer) had first suggested. It took more sewer rats to satisfy Freyja (Nordboerne goddess) than the larger animals, but in the apprentice’s mind, it was the option that was easiest on his conscience.

      This thought brought to mind the memory of his own madra (dog), and he wondered with a heavy heart how the animal fared without him. The boy did not like to think of the last time he had seen the bhrocaire (terrier), the look of betrayal in his companion’s eyes as he had been locked in that kennel, the frantic, shrill barking that the sveinur could still hear in his head every night as he swung in his hammock. Still, it made no difference. No matter the boy’s feelings about it, the madra was better off without him. This was no life he wanted to inflict on his oldest cara (friend). The animal was far better off where he was, surrounded by folk who lovingly cared for him.

      Brushing away his childish musings, the student practitioner pulled the linen bag from the pocket of his jacket and sprinkled the contents on top of the pyre of rats. He could already smell the pungent tang of dried mare’s dung and rooster blood, mixed with the sweet, spicy overlay of the fresh yarrow and the green hint of the crushed daisy petals the goddess called her own.  Once lit, the acrid, magical smoke would fill his nose and mouth, eventually letting the Jotun of his people consume his soul.

      With the reið (physical tools or paraphernalia of ritual Jotun magic) all in its proper place, the apprentice drew a circle around himself with a piece of red chalk, then called up solas sióg (“fairy light”) to his fingers. In the beginning, the Sidhe magic that made up half of his soul warred with the Jotun sorcery of his Elven heritage. However, it wasn't long before the dark rose up against the light in both elements, winding the two energies into one powerful force. It took only a simple flick of his wrist to send the ball of heat towards the magical pyre, setting the whole configuration on fire.

      The wood that formed the spell’s base was damp, specifically scavenged from the crumbling wharves to produce an abundance of the desired smoke. It took several tedious minutes for the soggy wood to react to the flame, allowing the boy too much time to wallow in the self-loathing and doubt that sometimes crept its way into his mind. Thus, by the time the flames finally began their consumption of the rats, allowing the smoke to rise up and pour into the circle, the young sorcerer practically wept in relief. It wasn’t long before he felt none of the thoughts that offered only sadness and pain. It was only within the circle of smoke that he was truly free, feeling only the pulse of dark energy in his veins, a blessed gift from the dark goddess herself.
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        FOR THE FITZPATRICKS IT’S TRAGIC

      

      

      According to statistics on the US government website, 2,300 children disappeared every day. Though mainstream media tended to highlight only cases involving abduction, according to this same source, only 3% were actually kidnapped by strangers, with another 10% purposely taken by a non-custodial parent or family member. That left the other 87% with the generic title of “runaway,” a moniker that hardly evoked the grief and pain left behind in the wake of their disappearance.

      I know all of this because, in the aftermath of Oisin’s vanishing, I’d spent hours and hours online searching world-wide databases of missing and exploited children in the hope that I’d find some clue that would help us find him. This was my main focus for nearly a month after my husband’s brother left us, the endless scrolling through faces of lost children, each one someone’s lost daughter or son, brother or sister, niece or nephew. Most nights I wept in front of my laptop, until one evening early into the Mundane new year, my Eternal Mate gently took the computer from my hands and closed it. “‘Tis enough sufferin’, Stór mo Chroí. Ya’ will not find his face among these par’ leanaí. I love ya’ too much ta’ let ya’ keep chasing gan luach scáthanna (worthless shadows).” Despite my angry railing at him in good ole’ Rosie fashion, deep down, I knew he was right. The internet search was just something I was using to make myself feel useful, as if I were doing “something” instead of just sitting around in high anxiety mode. To my mind, the search for my brother-in-law was moving far too slow, with too much talking and planning and too little action. As the weeks went by, one after another, it appeared that the urgency by The Throne to help us find Oisin had lost momentum, and I worried that at some point, the Powers That Be would give up the search all together now that the boy had passed into his 14th year, marking his as an adult in the eyes of Sidhe law and culture.

      It was like the teenager had vanished into thin air, and when I use the word “vanish” to describe Oisin’s Halloween disappearance, I mean it in the literal sense. Only minutes after we’d determined that the boy was with his biological father, the whole group of us headed back to the road where Lady Roxanne had found my son. Against my better judgement, Dylan was brought along to try and help locate the spot where Oisin had taken him after their round of trick or treating. I could not understand why with having the great Merlin and his son in our midst, we needed to rely on the shaky testimony of my traumatized five-year-old. It made no sense at all to me.

       However, as both Merlins had expected and I hadn’t understood, any and all traces of residual magical energy had been carefully “cleared out,” undoubtedly by the Jotun practicing Callum Fitzpatrick. Thus, we were forced to rely on the Mundane style method of physical “tracking,” using footprints, broken branches, crushed vegetation, and unusual scents to look for him. Dylan, atop his father’s shoulders and hanging on for dear life, was able to point out a massive white oak he thought he remembered, mostly due to the obscenities spray painted on the trunk of it. He was also able to recall which path his teenage uncle had taken adjacent to that tree, leading us to a clearing that had a few physical signs indicating it had recently been inhabited; mainly the cooling remnants of the fire Dylan had mentioned. Unfortunately, there was absolutely nothing else found there that could help direct us to where the boy might have been taken.

      That proclamation coming from the head of I Idir’s security didn’t stop my husband from going back to that spot near the Salem-Beverly Bridge every day for weeks afterward, in fox form, with the hope of finding something someone had missed, some miniscule clue as to where we should look next.

      Poor Declan wore his guilt over Oisin’s disappearance like a full body cast; a heavy, cumbersome suit of fortitude and self-sacrifice that kept anyone from getting too close to the feelings of acute blame he held inside. Because of the Bond, I knew better. I fully felt every shred of regret and shame he carried over his half-brother leaving the comfort of his loving family for the empty promises of his blackened soul father. “I pushed him too hard, Love,” he’d say in those early moments when he was still willing to share any words on the topic. “Ya’ were right. I shad’ have tried harder ta’ understand how much his early years had shaped his thinkin’. Instead, I just drew bigger lines in the sand, gave him more ultimatums. I might as well have pushed the boy inta’ our sire’s arms myself.”

      It did no good to tell him that he wasn’t to blame or that this might be the path Oisin had to walk. Words only held power if the recipient was willing to listen to them with an open heart. I was the same way. Going over and over in my head every conversation and interaction I’d had with the boy in the days leading up to that awful night. What could I have said differently? Done differently to change the way that day had unfolded? All of the “would haves, could haves, and should haves” filled the empty spaces of my mind when it wasn’t taken over with the daily grind of everyday living.

      That’s the thing about grief. After the initial shock it brings to your life, you end up gathering it all up and stuffing it into a mental “kit bag” of sorts, carrying it around like a backpack full of stones you don’t want to carry but somehow can’t seem to take off. Oisin’s departure from our family left a big empty hole. It was noticeable from the empty chair at the table, to bedrooms in both Salem and I Idir that sat empty and quiet, as well as in the eyes of his dog, Seamus, who padded the halls of Dun Siorai in sad frustration. All of us were affected, especially Dylan, who after that fateful night and the few days that followed, now adamantly refused to ever talk about his uncail or any of the events that formed that terrible Samhain.
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        TROUBLE AT THE BORDER

      

      

      Even with temperatures near freezing, the smell of the decomposing corpses made his stomach roll. The fact that he even noticed the stink of the dead stood as testament that he’d been away from active duty far too long. Ten years ago, he would have simply ignored the putrid smell as he went about his business. There was no doubt about it. Life beyond The Job had made him soft, and if he couldn’t regain his edge, people were going to die. People he’d made the mistake of caring about.

      The Black Knight forced himself to swallow the mouthful of Mundane coffee, daring his gut to revolt, while he looked over the map detailing the magical border between the two worlds. Pinpointed were the specific areas the Mundanes were breaching the Veil in growing numbers. Unlike the Otherworldly folk, who could magically jump to an exact location in the other dimension, the few genetically altered humans wanting to cross the metaphysical divide could only land at the very spot where one reality physically meshed into another. Unfortunately for the Fae, that portal, for lack of a better word, intruded onto the border of the Kingdom of I Idir, making the unwanted intruders mainly the problem of The Morrigan.

      There had been tales of humans accidentally crossing The Caille (Veil) for hundreds of years, creating the stuff of human legends and myths. But in the last two decades or so, there had been an uptick in purposeful efforts by the Mundanes in achieving this crossing; usually at the secret direction of their governments, and with scientifically made genetic alterations to their human DNA that allowed for passage through to the other side of The Veil. Unfortunately, once they passed through without enough Fae physiology, they began to quickly suffer a breakdown in their pulmonary systems causing excess fluid to build in their lungs, followed by heart failure and, eventually, death.

      Except for the one intruder with the bullet in his forehead, this was the cause of death for the rest of the decaying bodies in the corner of the tent, all of them succumbing to pulmonary edema while they slowly and painfully suffocated. And if the gray pallor and clammy skin was any indication, the prisoner currently being forced into the tent would soon be joining his associates.

      “I found him hidin’ near the east grid, ma’ Lord,” the young Fae lieutenant explained. “He seemed alive enough ta’ still talk, so I brought him here.”

      “Excellent work, McGeary,” the Knight replied. “I’ll interrogate him myself. Why don’t you grab a few minutes in the mess tent before you head back out.”

      “Go raibh maith agat, Ginearálta (Thank you, General),” the kid replied with a snappy salute, pushing his prisoner roughly into a wooden chair. The Sidhe male appeared to be not much more than seventeen, flushed with Fae pride and excitement over his successful capture.

      It had been a long time since the Fae of I Idir had been forced to take up weapons against an enemy. The Morrigan had brought peace and stability to her kingdom for several hundred years, and though the Sidhe folk of I Idr still trained their young in the traditional military arts, there had been little need for active troops. Thus, with the Fae inborn predilection for competitive fighting with ancient weapons, the Black Knight had no trouble mustering a small army to patrol the Veil border, recruiting both male and female saighdiúirí (soldiers) from every House in the Ruling Council; all of them already trained and ready to defend their homeland against the bold Mundanes.

      The General addressed the prisoner. “Let’s start with a simple question. What’s your name and who sent you? If I had to guess, I’d say you’re from somewhere in the Eastern European block.”

      The man glared in between labored breaths, then spit on the ground in defiance. Taking a chance, the Black Knight spoke in perfect Russian. “Let’s not fuck around. You are sure as shit in the process of dying and nothing can change that. Every minute that you sit here, your lungs are filling with fluid. Pretty soon, no oxygen will get through at all and you’ll suffocate. Slowly, painfully, as you gasp for air like a fish out of water. I can end it for you a whole lot faster, my friend, if you just tell me what I want to know. What country do you represent?”

      The Russian spit again, looking at the General with blood shot eyes raging with hatred and answered back in the same language. “You can go to fucking hell, you mixed-blood freak. We know who you are. You are a traitor to your own kind. And when the ‘Cleansing’ comes, you will be the first to die. You and the rest of that Raven Bitch’s line. The suffering my people face when we cross the Veil is only a taste of the pain in store for you pointy-eared monsters.” The dying man tried to choke out a laugh that quickly turned to strangled coughing. “You’ll…see…soon…enough,” he gasped, retching out each word.

      The Black Knight considered the Russian’s warning. This was the third time in the past three weeks one of these marauders had mentioned a “cleansing” of sorts. As of yet, his network in the Mundane world had been unable to gather any more intelligence on the topic. Still, it didn’t bode well. Ethnic cleansing had been used to systematically eradicate whole races of people within human kind going back to ancient times. It wasn’t a new concept, but not one the Fae had faced recently. Not since the Formorians had wiped out the Sióga Glasa (Green Fairies), almost seventeen years ago. His foster daughter, “Rowana,” had been the only survivor, the last of her kind.

      If this was what the Russians were working on, then it could only mean other Mundane countries were involved. When it came to annihilating the Fae and gaining control of the Otherworld, several of them were a united front. He needed information ASAP. They didn’t have the luxury of waiting any longer. He needed to put the plan of action he’d been forced up until now to put on hold simply because of bad timing and political connections. There was no more time to give.

      The Russian invader was now to the point of deep wheezing. He wouldn’t be alive much longer. “Last chance to take the easy way out, comrade,” Beck said, holding up Caladbolg for the man to see. The spy’s eyes widened at the ancient broad sword, but said nothing as he turned his head away, too weak to do much else. “As you wish,” the 27th Merlin replied. He snapped his fingers and a large full-length mirror appeared in front of the Russian. “So, you can watch yourself die,” he explained in Russian. “The mirror will also record your final agonizing moments so we can let your family know what became of you and anyone else who attempts to cross this Veil.” Then, the Black Knight of I Idir turned his back and walked out of the tent, leaving the gasping man to die alone.
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        THE BLACK KNIGHT’S ORDER

      

      

      “You know how I feel about these last-minute jumps, Declan,” I complained as I tugged harder on the cords of my front-lacing corset, hoping to make it tighter.  “Especially in the middle of the work week like this. It’s already tomorrow evening there, for Pete’s sake! Doing this always screws up my Circadian Rhythm. I’m not sure why this ‘hush-hush, secret meeting’ couldn’t have waited for a few more weeks until we returned to I Idir for the summer.”

      “Aye, Love. Ya’ have told me this same thing. Multiple times,” the Love of my Life replies, not bothering to hide the husbandly annoyance in his voice. “But as I have explained ta’ ya’, the Black Knight has called this an ‘emergency meeting.’ He has stated it is imperative that we are all made aware of information that has come to light from the Veil border. I am told that even Herself will be in attendance.”

      “Oh goody. That makes it even worse. She makes everything so much more…intense,” I say, then stop to wait for familiar tinkling of bells in my head. When there is silence, I continue. “Do you think this has anything to do with Oisin?”

      His Lordship shrugged. “‘Tis the truth when I tell ya’ I donna’ have a single clue as ta’ what Beck’s newest “emergency” is about. I would think if it only concerned the boy’s disappearance, he would have just come to speak with us alone. Whatever this is, it concerns a grand number of people. My whole team has been commanded to attend, though as far as I ken’ tell, you are one of the few Ladies to have been included.”

      “Lucky me,” I answer, strengthening my shield and trying hard not to show the anxiety I felt over that statement.

      “Ya’ shad’ take it as an honor that the Queen includes us both in her inner circle, Lass. Her Majesty is vera’ particular about who she selects as a rúnchara (confidant). Not many hold that honor.”

      Secretly, I think to myself that the so-called ‘honor” is a double-edged sword I could have lived without. Despite full shields, I hear those annoying tinkling of bells that signal Herself is listening in and is amused by my sarcasm. Buttons to banjos, as my friend Mel always says. You would think after nearly seven years that damn spell would have dissipated.  Just goes to show you how powerful The Morrigan actually is. My not-so-private thoughts are interrupted by my husband’s intense scrutiny of my appearance. “What?” I ask. “This gown isn’t fancy enough for Crann Bethadh?”

      “No. The dress is as lovely as always, but it hangs on ya’ like it is two sizes too big. Have ya’ lost more weight, Love?” he questions, a frowny crease forming in the middle of his forehead.

      It’s my turn to shrug. “I’m not sure. I haven’t weighed myself for a while. Not since my annual physical last summer.”

      “Perhaps ya’ should schedule something with Robyn ta’ see why ya’ are shrinkin’ befar’ ma’ eyes,” he counters.

      “I feel fine, Sweetie. Really. It’s just with all of this…stuff going on with Oisin and the trouble at the Veil Border, I don’t seem to have much of an appetite.” Honestly, I’m telling the absolute truth. Food doesn’t hold my interest like it once did. I find my desire to spend time in the kitchen cooking, a past-time I dearly loved, at an all-time low, with my ordering carry-out to be delivered more and more these days. I’d been writing my change of attitude off as a reaction to the turmoil in my life, though the physician in me has some other “concerns.”

      It is those “concerns” that have my husband’s attention as well. He is fully aware that my mother was nearly forty, the same age as I currently am, when she began to show signs of An Galar Amú, “The Wasting Disease,” similar in symptoms to Mundane leukemia. It affects about 18% of people with Fae genetic markers, and is thought to be caused by damage to Otherworldly blood cell structure brought on by frequent trips through the Veil. Why it affects some people more than others is still a mystery Dr. Brannigan is working on. Despite making some positive progress with a combination treatment of high-level magic and physical blood transfusions from a healthy donor, the disease still takes the lives of about 86% of folks diagnosed with An Galar Amú.

      I’m not up for a big discussion about the things that float around in the back of my mind. Not when I already have a command performance at The Raven’s Nest staring me straight in the face. “Truly, Sweetie. I think it’s just stress. Oisin’s running away from us really packed an emotional wallop for me.” The Tax Man doesn’t look the least appeased so I add, “If it makes you feel better, I’ll call Robyn’s office and schedule an appointment here in Salem before we leave for the summer session in I Idir.”

      In return, I am enveloped in my Mo Shiorghra’s familiar arms. “I appreciate that, Love,” he murmurs into my hair. “Ya’ ar probably right about it just bein’ stress, but it would make yar’ par’ husband feel better hearin’ it from the Doc himself.”
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        * * *

      

      As instructed, we jump from our home in Salem on a Wednesday afternoon directly to a Thursday evening in the main foyer of Crann Bethadh. We are met by a small contingent of Troll Guards and Aoibheann, who guides us to the Queen’s personal parlor, a space I’ve never been invited to, and a clue to how “exclusive” this meeting really is. As I’ve mentioned before, Crann Bethadh, the Royal Seat, is housed in the Fae “Tree of Life,” which is one hundred percent an actual gigantic, living tree with roots, leaves, branches, and so on.  Once you wrap your head around that concept, you can stand in awe at the absolute beauty housed in the rooms that make up the inside of the immense estate.

      Though I spent a few weeks housed in Crann Bethadh’s guest quarters after my supposed “arrest” for the murder of Marcy Kilcrabtree, I was basically confined to those handful of rooms, and not free to explore. I’ve also spent time in the grand ballroom and the Ruling Council Chambers in my role as Lady Nuada, and I’ve visited the Banphrionsa and Black Knight in their family quarters, as well as attending some events in the opulent guest parlor. However, I have never been privy to any of The Morrigan’s personal space. Thus, upon first entering the room I try not to look like an “Inner Circle amateur" with wide eyes and my mouth hanging open.

      The room itself is round in shape and capped by a huge towering dome, an architectural concept I can’t begin to explain inside a freaking tree. The ceiling of the dome is painted to resemble the night sky and damned if the “stars” aren’t literally twinkling. In my head I hear my husband. “‘Tis remarkable, is it not? It changes throughout the day and night ta’ mirror the actual sky. I was here once while a summer storm raged outside. One could see flashes of lighting between the painted clouds.”

      Infatuated by the ceiling, I almost miss the floor to ceiling curved glass windows that make up nearly all the “walls” of the space, giving one the appearance of standing outdoors while still being inside. The furniture in the room is limited to a few scattered chairs and low divans, coupled with side tables, all exquisitely carved with various raven figures, and a free standing open-sided fireplace of sorts in the very center of the room, currently without flame because of the mild spring temperatures. I suppose the minimalist concept is specifically designed to keep your attention drawn to the natural view surrounding you from top and bottom, and to the elaborate throne-like chair that dominates every piece of furniture in the open space of the room. 

      Declan notices me gaping at the chair and says to my mind, “It has its own name, ya’ know ‘Nead an Fhithigh Dhorcha…‘The Nest of the Dark Raven.’ ‘Tis why Crann Bethadh is sometimes called ‘The Raven’s Nest.’ It refers ta’ this specific chair. They say it was built for The Morrigan nearly a thousand years ago by a grove of ancient Draoithe (Druids) using magical energy gathered from Tir na nÓg. There is nothing else as powerful as it in the Otherworld, not even the famous throne of the Jade Emperor or Odin’s Hlidskjalf.”

      Though I have had nearly seven years to come to terms with the crazy path the Universe has set me upon, my half-Mundane-half tooth fairy self has never felt more…well…inadequate among these Tuatha de Danann movers and shakers. Perhaps that’s why I’m caught off guard, giving a little startled jump when a sarcastically familiar voice behind me says, “Lady Nuada…what a surprise to see you here. I thought this was a meeting intended for Her Majesty’s best and brightest.”
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        SOCIAL GRACE…

      

      

      Keeping in mind where I am, I take the protocol-correct, higher ground. “Lady Mac Badh, so nice to see you too. How fares House Badh’s newest heir?”

      “My son is every mathair’s dream, Lady Sister. Wee Féchín (Little Raven) has gained nearly six pounds and sleeps through the night,” she gloats. “And such a head of hair he has! Why…I imagine it won’t be long until we will need to start braiding it,” she adds with a smug smile. “And I am sure you’ve hard that my Lord and I have taken the Eternal Bond. We are vera’ blessed to be so much in love.”

      It’s obvious my sister-in-law throws in both comments simply to get my goat. Up until now, Declan and I had been the only Ruling Class couple that had undergone the Eternal Bond Ritual. No doubt, neither my sister-in-law or her ever-competive mate could let that stand. However, the two of them did appear to be a match made in Dubnos (Otherworld hell). I’ve come to believe that the Universe had a really strange sense of humor especially where human relationships were concerned.

      Her other snarky comment about her baby’s hair was directed towards my Ronin, who at 20 months, still has only a sparse head of ginger curls, taking, as he does, after my side of the family in all things but his Sidhe heritage. Because we’ve spent most of the past eight months in Salem for the Mundane school year, this is the first time I’ve seen Meghan since we returned to Dun Sirai for the Solstice sabbat in December. I’d be lying if I said I had missed her “shining personality” and cutting repartee.

      “Congratulations on both pieces of news, Lady Mac Badh. You and your Lord must be very happy,” I comment blandly. This surely wasn’t the place to be rude. “I’m so happy to hear Baby Féchín is healthy and happy. Blessed be.”

      Meghan’s pregnancy and the birth of House Badh’s newest heir was, if we were being completely honest, a mixed bag of news. If nothing else, it was a solid reminder that even the best laid plans could be turned on their head by the will of the Universe. More to the point, it made a lot of people “vera, vera happy.” It was a monumentally joyous occasion for House Badh, as they now had not only a male heir but a spare in line for House leadership, a ridiculous patriarchal requirement I always felt was odd under such a strong female monarchy. Undoubtedly, it was a blessing to the new parents who seemed gloriously happy, while it gave my mother-in-law something more to brag about as a seanmamháthair (grandmother) to four Tuatha de Dannan grandsons, as if she were personally responsible for the fecundity of House Nuada.

      On the other hand, though he’d never dare to come right out and say it, I’d lay dollars to doughnuts that the Black Knight had not been exactly thrilled when he’d first heard the “happy news” that Lady Mac Badh was expecting. When Oisin’s disappearance did little to help lead The Throne to Callum Fitzpatrick, it was no secret that the Queen’s Hand of Justice intended to use Declan’s sister as “bait” to draw out her heinous father. That had been the plan all along, the reason Declan and I were “persuaded” to agree to the end of her sentenced exile. But before any tactical arrangements could be put in place, the Mac Badhs came forward with their big announcement, putting a temporary stop to any spy work The Throne had intended. There was no way in Dubnos the politically powerful House Badh was going to take any chance with their progeny, and even Her Majesty knew better than to push the topic.

      This had all taken place nearly a month after that awful Samhain night, with Féchín Dónall Mac Badh being born at the end of last August. The new mathair had petitioned The Throne for the traditional six months post-partum before returning to her “spy duties,” and had been granted it, her social and political standing not allowing for anything else. I have no doubt our fearless leader was not happy about any of this. “Beck” had no patience at all when his assets were unable to meet their duties, but was surely held in check to keep his opinions to himself by Her Majesty.

      The fact that Meghan was here tonight, coupled with the fact that the six-month post-partum reprieve had come to an end a few weeks ago, clued me in on why we’d all been summoned to Crann Bethadh. After all this waiting, a new plan was in the works. Whether or not my Tax Man had any knowledge of what that might entail was a mystery. I don’t even kid myself anymore. There’s no guarantee Declan would have told me even if he had known something. His keeping secrets from me has been a bone of contention between us for nearly the entire seven years I’ve known him, and a bad habit I can’t seem to break him of. Across the room, I observe him making the rounds, chatting with other members of his team, easy and confident in his role as Lord of House Nuada. I think to myself, how damn naive it was for me to ever think he’d abandon the responsibilities of his Fae destiny no matter how much he professed I was the center of it.
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