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~ Prelude ~

––––––––
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M’NAME IS LADY RILEY McTOBY, but though ‘Lady’ is m’title, m’friends joke about me and tell everyone I am no lady! 

I don’t know how I got caught up in everything I am about to tell ye, but I did, and it is quite a tale. Let me start by telling ye the truth about the Fae.

Aye now, they are not the little winged creatures who the modern Irish call “the little people”. Those are actually Pixies. The Fae are a race known as the Tuatha Dé Danaan. Legend has it they came to Ireland in a mist, big beautiful and dangerous beings and until the treaty with humans, they ruled unchallenged!

Let me tell ye about them!

TUATHA Dé DANAAN: The story of the Tuatha Dé is the very foundation of Irish myth and folklore. Who are they? They are known by many names, including ‘children of the goddess Danu’ is one of their better descriptions. They arrived when their realm, Danu was destroyed. They are the fairy people, also known as the Fae.

As I said, tiny winged creatures? No. Prankish? Mischievous? Oh, yeah.

Most of them are tall, beautiful, and ‘god-like’. Their race is also known as the ‘people of the light’. They are musical, artistic, and magical in every imaginable way. Their society existed—exists today—on three levels, each with its own function. The Irish as well as the Scots refer to them simply as the Fae or Sidhe (pronounced Shee).

The Fae love to use a thing they call Glamour, which allows them to walk among humans, which was once their favorite pastime. Apparently, they find us unpredictable and therefore amusing. They enjoy playing pranks on us and interfering. Queen Aaibhe frowns upon this and has limited their playtime among humans. They also often invoke invisibility (Féth Fiada) when playing in our Realm. 

You will meet them soon enough!

DRUIDS: The Druids are a secretive sect, loyal to Queen Aaibhe. It is believed they are descendants of the Fae’s (Tuatha Dé Danaan’s) early interaction with humans. A Druid priest acted as sorcerer, oracle, or sage in their tightly knit community. The Druid priest/priestess was the mediator between the physical world and the Spirit Realm. They controlled the knowledge and the laws of the tribe. It was said that now and then a highly gifted Druid Priest/priestess had the power to maneuver storms and even earthquakes. Druid priests were healers, and some could predict the future, but they could not change the course of fate. Fate can be a pain!

A select group of Druids enacted a ritual four times a year to keep the magical threads in place around the Dark Realm.

Training as a Druid priest (priestess) was a serious event and took twenty years! For some ...

Source: Mythology: Myths, Legends and Fantasies, Alice Mills, ed., Global Publishing
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UNSEELIE FAE: Monsters! Let me be clear: every crawly, ugly, fatally dangerous thing you have ever had a nightmare about ... UNSEELIE!

There is no other way to describe these creatures of the dark. They enjoy killing, maiming, and slaughtering. It relieves the agony of their pain and reduces their hunger because Unseelie eat their prey.

Legend has it that the Dark King (a Seelie Fae), banished by his own pride to the Dark Realm, which he created, became quite lonely for his own kind. Without the benefit of the Wheel of Being, he tried to recreate his own kind, the Seelie. However, he made mistakes, and those mistakes were the Unseelie. He tried over and over and those mistakes begot more mistakes, and the Dark Realm filled to capacity. These creatures devoured everything alive in their realm, plants, trees, even their lesser beings. Nothing but monsters were left in his world—not a honeybee, not a plant, not one leaf on one tree.

They say (no one knows for sure) that the Dark King nearly went mad with frustration until he successfully created his own Four Royal Princes, perfect Unseelies. Like the Seelie and Daoine Fae, they are stunningly beautiful, but unlike the Seelie Fae, these beings could feel no compassion, no pity, no friendship, no love, and no empathy for other beings. In essence one could call them each a sociopath with magical powers. Trouble there ...

Devoid of sensibilities, the four princes were of a mind like their deformed brethren Unseelie creatures—cold, bitter, and hungry.

Unseelies are venomous, and bitter with unsatisfied needs. They want things they cannot and must not have ... us!

The time of the war took place when the four Dark Princes decided they wanted the Human Realm for their own. They worked to escape the Dark Realm. Seelie Fae knew they had to protect the humans and the human world from them, hence when they did escape—War!

That war is a story unto itself—Legend. 

Now, back to the present and our heroine!
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~ One ~

––––––––
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Lady Riley McToby

––––––––
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Saul Alinsky had once written, Power is not only what you have but what the enemy thinks you have. 

I COULDN’T SLEEP. WHY? GOOD reason. For the second time in m’life, the Queen of the Sidhe Fae of Tir came to visit. 

I heard her call m’name and sat up. She wasn’t present in her physical form. Instead, she floated above me like a faraway image, whispering as she told me she needed m’help.

“Lady Riley of the House of McToby, faithful priestess,” she murmured. “I call on you in our time of need.”

“Me? I only became a priestess a little over a year ago. How can I help the powerful Fae?”

“Look at you, so much like your mother. Same bright tantalizing red hair...even more beautiful, and your green eyes...full with life. But now, you must listen carefully and promise me you will find a way to fix what I presently cannot,” the queen said soulfully.

“I will do anything for ye.” I said at once. The queen had come to m’call when I needed her not so long ago. I had only been in service as a Druid Priestess for a year, the year after my mother passed. I had inherited her position as High Druid Priestess but had trained for it all m’life. Druids must train for twenty years.

My father had fallen seriously ill. I was beyond sick over it. How could I lose him as well? M’parents had served the Fae for so long and so faithfully, and I felt I could call on the queen to save him. She actually answered m’call.

Without a moments’ hesitation, she said, “This I can do. His illness is not beyond my capability yet.” She gave m’darlin’ father back to me and thus sealed m’love and promise that I would die for her and the Fae.

“What I ask, may cost...more than I have a right to ask of you,” she said softly.

“And still, I will do whatever ye need, m’queen,” I answered at once.

“Thank you, child. I haven’t much time...our situation is dire. I am linked with Queen Mab, of the Daoine Fae and we are quickly fading into this endless sleep. A new evil has emerged and it has poisoned us. Once again, like the traitor Gaiscioch in those early years, this evil one means to destroy the peace of both the Daoine and Tir. Our worlds are now on the precipice of falling and if we fall, so too will the innocent humans.”

“How...what...” I was astonished. What could I do?

“The poison was meant to kill us. The evil is only delayed in its plans because we did not die, but we are falling into a deep sleep. I don’t have much time. Perhaps this new being whatever, whoever it is will move fast to secure its needs but does not realize what a queen can still accomplish, even when she is fading. We, Mab and I are royals, and the poison didn’t quite hit its mark. We will need the cure for the poison. It is taking all that I have left in me to break out and call to you.”

“What is the poison? Perhaps I can find an antidote?” 

“We don’t know. That is one of the jobs I leave to you and my young prince Desmond of Lugh.”

“Where do we start? What should we do?”

“You are the One. It is written a High Druid Priestess shall appear to take on the fight. You are that Priestess. I am sure of it.”

She was starting to phase in and out. Her glow was waning. “Wait!” I called desperately needing more information.

“My young and untried prince Desmond will be there for you. He has a warrior heart although till now, not yet tried. You will have the help of all my faithful royals as well but trust no others. My last bit of strength...is now failing me. I have just enough power to bequeath some very strong Fae magic to you, young Lady Riley. Remember, I did not expect this, I never saw it coming. So you must be smarter than I and expect the worst everywhere you go. Find the being who has done this. Save us all—humans and Fae alike.” 

With that, I felt a surge of power travel through m’mind and m’body. Fae magic flowed through me, hitting m’hard and I bent over in some discomfort as m’body took the blow. When I recovered and looked up, she was gone.

“Now what?” I asked m’empty room as I threw off m’covers and got out of m’bed.

I owed her so much but what could I do? I have no great skills and know only the basic things about the Fae. Something was definitely different inside of me. She said she gave me Fae magic, but I had no idea how to call on it or use it.

Thank goodness m’father was happily in Dublin visiting with his friends and would be away for a few weeks yet. I was so pleased to have him out of the way—out of any danger from this threat the queen spoke about. 

M’father had been inconsolable when we lost m’mother. He had gone on a drinking binge. When he didn’t come home one night, I went looking for him. I found him in the alleyway of a local pub. He had been robbed and beaten. I believed he was dying. I called our dear friend, who I have always called Uncle Breslyn, who heard and answered m’call. Uncle Breslyn helped heal his injuries and saw the two of us safely home. Then papa fell ill, and this time the queen stepped in and saved him.  

So, aye, I owed her!

I was reaching for some clothes when I felt a spatial disturbance and knew at once, it was a Fae shifting into m’room. Shifting, aye, ye see, is how they—the Fae travel. Fae can separate the airwaves and simply step through, much like using a wormhole to get to wherever they want to go.

I was naked. Completely naked and I turned to grab m’coverlet and held it around m’self just as he appeared! And what an appearance!

Standing before me was a tall, absolute hunk of a Fae with his dark blond hair loose around his handsome face. His gold eyes glittered until he subdued their intensity. He wore a gold torque around his neck denoting his royalty. A tattoo band of runes circled his biceps. He wore a brown leather vest over his muscular naked torso, and his muscular thighs were covered in skin-tight brown leathers. On his feet were sandals. He moved forward and I tried to close m’mouth as he towered above me and pulled a face. He made no secret of his derision as he looked me over and then growled, “Why by Danu, must I be saddled with one so fragile and beautiful? Our mission will require brains and power, not beauty!”

Not getting off to a good start. 

So, I surmised, this must be the Prince Desmond the queen spoke of earlier. What an arrogant fellow. Fragile? I’ll show him fragile. Also, the way he used the word beautiful did not sound complimentary. 

“And who might ye be?” I put up m’chin and attempted to display that I found him and his attitude insulting. I wanted him to know I was not impressed by his uninvited arrival in m’bedroom.

He inclined his head, “I am Prince Desmond of Lugh, and I already know you are Lady Riley of McToby.”

“Aye then, princey ‘ole boy, you may just call me Riley—not fragile and I did not give ye leave to call me beautiful.” Before he could respond I continued, “Now, the queen chose me to partner with ye, aye, so if I were ye, I would not make rash judgments. Take a moment instead and tell me why the hell she chose ye when she could have had yer father, Prince Danté and or m’dear Prince Breslyn instead.”

He eyed me, and said thoughtfully, “So ye are acquainted with my father and Uncle Breslyn?”

“I am,” I answered. “Many is the time they visited m’mother and father. We are friends.”

“Right then, so be it. To answer you, I was her logical choice because my father and my, what would you humans call Prince Breslyn’s relationship to me, ah yes, godfather...humans would call him my godfather, and as it happens he, my father and her Milesian husband—er consort, are in charge of protecting Queen Aaibhe’s body. They have relegated all other duties to the Royal trackers and warriors who are presently guarding all of Tir from any attempted invasion. The queen’s mate doesn’t’ leave her side, but without knowing who the devil it is that has done this...we are all on high alert and suspicious of nearly everyone.”

“Daunting,” I said as I moved over to m’closet, chose some clothes and dashed into m’bathroom where I closed and locked the door. Silly, I know. He could shift in if he wished.

He didn’t. Instead he knocked at the door and said, “Hurry up, little Druid. We don’t have much time.”

I put a brush through m’long flame colored hair, braided it down m’back, hurriedly pulled on m’blue sweater, and a pair of tight-fitting jeans—in fact these jeans look like they were painted on me, and then pulled on ‘m’socks and knee-high black low-heeled boots. “Right,” I answered as I reached for the door. “Hurrying, okay? But...why? Where are we going?”

Before I had a chance to open the door, he did shift inside m’bathroom, put an arm around m’waist and said, “To Tir.” He held me tighter and whispered, “Damn but you are a neat little package.” He hesitated, took a lock of m’hair and added, “Aye, and I like the flame color of your hair.”

“No, princey boy, never mind all that. No flirting. Ye be a Fae...arrogant and immortal. You and I...” I pulled a face. “We are a no-go. Besides, we must stay focused on saving the queens.” I said the words but damn, the feel of his hard body surrounding mine was thoroughly seductive. However, I am made of will power, am I not? Of course I am, so I added, “And I am not a neat little package. Be careful, Fae Prince. Ye don’t want to be stepping on m’toes with yer conceit Because I know ye wouldn’t want to see what would come next.”

He laughed and leaned in to whisper, “Wouldn’t I though.”

All at once we were stepping out of the Fae shift and I found m’self in the middle of a long, rather ornate hallway. I have never been to the Queen’s palace, or to Faery for that matter, but somehow I knew that was where we were.

Holy good gosh. Damn and damn again. I was actually in the land of Faery!



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​

[image: ]




~ Two ~

––––––––
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ONCE UPON A TIME NOT so long ago, Fae often visited the human world, mostly to create mischief for their entertainment. Some still engage in this practice, but the war with the Dark Princes and its outcome had come to make a difference for the royals and their closest allies—humans. 

The Fae created a spell to make the humans forget the horrors of the Unseelie war. Humans don’t even know that Fae actually exist. They call the stories about the Fae ‘myths and legends’.

But, there I was, standing in the ornate hallway of Queen Aaibhe’s palace. As I was still in the princes’ strong arms, I cleared m’throat and put m’hand on his chest to give him a little push. He immediately released me and stood back, his arms folded across his chest. 

As he didn’t speak, I asked, “Now what? I mean, do we have a plan? I guess this is the royal palace...so what? Do we just stand here? Ye have to know, I haven’t a clue what to do or where we should get started. This is yer world, not mine.”

“We wait here for my Uncle Breslyn...”

“Uncle?” I cut him off in m’surprise. “I thought ye said he was yer godfather?”

He grinned. “In your human world, you would call him my godfather. Out of respect and love, I have always called him Uncle.”

“Huh,” I screwed up m’mouth as I sighed and said, “So...when will he be coming and then what? I don’t know how I can help as I don’t know anything about Faery.”

The prince grinned. “How could you be a High Druid Priestess and know so little about our world?”

“I only just inherited m’mother’s title and the only Fae I really ever got to know was Prince Breslyn, Princess Ete and yer father. I never met yer mother, Princess Z. I only met yer father twice, but Uncle Breslyn...I always call him uncle, as well, well he was there a great deal as I was growing up.” 

He didn’t have a chance to respond because at that moment a beloved and familiar face had shifted not two feet away from us, marched up to me and pulled me into his arms. “Dearest child,” he whispered. “’Tis a sad time that brings us together here in Tir. How is your father?”

“Uncle Breslyn!” He was as handsome as ever. Dark blonde hair, rune tattoos, cocky grin, glittering eyes. “Papa is well and in Dublin. Now, what do ye want me to do? How can I help?” 

“Your Aunt Ete is aware of your mind link with our queen...” he started to say.

“Mind link?” I interrupted. “Is that what I had with the queen? I always thought one had to be asked and agree to have a mind link?” I needed to know everything and realized how little I did actually know.

Breslyn clucked his tongue and ran a hand through his long golden locks. He was so young looking, as though he were only in his late twenties, but he was thousands of years old. “Aye, under ordinary circumstances. This is different. This time, you Riley, are at the heart of the ancient prophecy which describes a red-headed Druid lass. It is why the queen chose you to work with us. She thinks you are the Druid we need in this fight. I believe something connected to the prophecy will soon show you what we have to do to figure out what blackguard is behind this. Now, come...your Aunt Ete wants you to sit with her and the queen.” He took m’hand and turned to Desmond. “Come lad.”

We all shifted into the queen’s chamber, where Uncle Breslyn led me to m’Aunt Ete. Out of the corner of m’eye I saw Desmond’s father Danté, his hand on the hilt of his Death Sword, standing protectively nearby. Des moved to stand beside him and took a similar stance, put his hand into the air above his head and his own Death Sword appeared. He sheathed it at his belt. No one was smiling.

I saw the queen’s consort, Morgan LeBlanc, at the long window beside her bed, his fist on his chin, and I felt my heart hurt for him. It is awful to be helpless when someone you love is suffering.

I was aware of others in the room, but my attention was taken by Aunt Ete as she put out her hand for mine. Ete is lovely with her own brand of quiet wisdom. She made me feel whole as she squeezed m’fingers and whispered, “Dear Riley. Come, sit with our queen.”

I turned and I don’t know why but I looked at Desmond. He immediately marched to m’side and whispered. “Brave little Druid...now is your time to shine.”

Aunt Ete smiled softly and took m’hand in hers. “You need to cover your palm over her forehead. I believe if my Queen can reach you in some manner, she will.”

I was nervous and for a moment I thought I might burst into tears. The queen was so exquisitely beautiful and the thought that some evil thing had laid her low was a stab to the heart. She had saved m’father and I had to help her. 
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