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PART I


THE RETURN




If by my life or death I can protect you,
I will.


—J.R.R. Tolkien












PROLOGUE


In the long ago, the worlds of gods and men and Fey coexisted. Through times of peace, through times of war, in times of plenty, in times of loss, the worlds mingled freely.


As the wheel of time turned, there came those who pushed aside the old gods for the gods of greed, for the lust of dominion over the land and the sea, for the glory of what some deemed progress.


In the dunghill of greed and lust and glory, fear and hatred bloomed. Some gods grew angry at the lessening of respect and homage, and some turned anger into a craving to possess and to destroy. More, wiser and more temperate, saw the wheel turn as it must and cast out those who used their great powers to murder and enslave.


As the worlds of man turned the gods into things of myth, those who called themselves holy persecuted any who chose to worship in the old ways. Such acts, once as common as wildflowers in a meadow, brought torture and an ugly death.


Soon, the fear and hatred aimed its brittle fingers toward the Fey. The Wise, once revered for their powers, became twisted into creatures of evil, as were the Sidhe, who no longer dared spread their wings for fear of a hunter’s arrow. Weres became cursed monsters who devoured human flesh, and Mers the sirens who lured simple seafarers to their deaths.


With fear and hatred, persecutions raged over the worlds, pitting man against man, Fey against Fey, man against Fey in a bloody, brutal time fueled by those who claimed they stood on holy ground.


So in the world of Talamh, and others, there came a time of choice. The leader of Talamh offered the Fey, all of its tribes, this choice. To turn from the old ways and follow the rules and laws of man, or to preserve their laws, their magicks by closing off from other worlds.


The Fey chose magicks.


In the end, after the windy and righteous debates such matters demanded, the taoiseach and the council found compromise. New laws were written. All were encouraged to travel to other worlds, to learn of them, to sample them. Any who chose to make their home outside Talamh must follow the laws of that world, and but one unbreakable law of Talamh.


Magicks must never be used to harm another but to save a life. And even then, such action demanded a return to Talamh and judgment on the justice of their actions.


So, for generation upon generation, Talamh held peace within its borders. Some left for other worlds; others brought mates from those worlds to settle in Talamh. Crops grew in the green fields, trolls mined the deep caves, game roamed the thick woods, and the two moons shined over the hills and the seas.


But such peaceful worlds, such green and rich land, plants hunger in dark hearts. In time, with vengeful purpose, a cast-out god slid through the worlds into Talamh. He won the heart of the young taoiseach who saw him as he willed her to see him.


Handsome and good and loving.


They made a child, as it was the child he wanted. A child in whom ran the blood of the taoiseach, of the Wise with more than a dollop of the Sidhe, and with his, blood of a god.


Each night, as the mother slept an enchanted sleep, the dark god drank power from the babe, consuming what it was to add to his own. But the mother woke, saw the god for what he was. She saved her son, and led Talamh in a great battle to cast out the fallen god.


Once this was done, and portals charmed against him and any who followed him, she gave up her staff, threw the sword of the taoiseach back into the Lake of Truth for another to lift, for another to lead.


She raised her son, and when his time came round, as the wheel decreed, he raised the sword from the waters of the lake to take his place as leader of the Fey.


And, a wise leader, he held the peace season by season, year by year. On his travels he met a human woman, and they loved. He brought her to his world, to his people, to the farm that was his and his mother’s and her family’s before her, and theirs before.


They knew joy, a joy that grew when they made a child. For three years, the child knew nothing but love and wonder and the peace her father held as firmly as he held her hand.


Such a prize was she, this girl child, the only one known who carried the blood of the Wise, the Sidhe, the gods, and the human.


The dark god came for her, using the twisted powers of a turned witch to breach the portal. He caged her in glass, deep in the pale green waters of the river where he plotted to keep her, letting her powers grow a bit longer. No babe this time he would have to sip from, but one he could, when ripe, gulp whole.


Yet she already held more power than he knew. More than she knew. Her cries reached beyond the portal, into Talamh. Her anger broke through the conjured glass, drove the god back even as the Fey, led by her father, her grandmother, raged into battle.


Even with the child safe, the god’s castle destroyed, and the portal protections reinforced, the girl’s mother could not, would not rest.


She demanded they return to the world of man, without magick she now viewed as evil, and keep their daughter there without memory of the world of her birth.


Torn between love and duty, the taoiseach lived in both worlds, making a home as best he could for his daughter, returning to Talamh to lead, and, in leading, to keep his world and his child safe.


The marriage could not survive it, and as the wheel turned, neither did the taoiseach survive his next battle, as his father murdered him.


While the girl grew, believing her father had left her, never knowing what she had inside her, raised by a mother whose fear pushed her to demand the daughter think herself less and less, another young boy raised the sword from the lake.


So they grew in their worlds from girl to woman, from boy to man. She, unhappy, did as she was bid. He, determined, guarded the peace. In Talamh, they waited, knowing the god threatened all worlds. He would again seek the blood of his blood, and the wheel would turn so the time would come when the Talamhish could no longer stop him.


She, the bridge between worlds, must return and awaken, must become, and must choose to give all, risk all to help destroy the god.


When she came to Talamh, innocent of all that had come before, she had only begun a journey into herself. Led there by a grand-mother’s open heart, she learned, she grieved, she embraced.


And awakened.


Like her father, she had love and duty in two worlds. That love and duty drew her back to the world where she’d been raised, but with a promise to return.


With her heart torn, she prepared to leave what she had known and risk all she was. On the knife’s edge, with the taoiseach and Talamh waiting, she shared all with the brother of her heart, a friend like no other.


As she stepped into the portal, he, as true as ever was, leaped with her.


Caught between worlds, between loves, between duties, she began her journey into becoming.









CHAPTER ONE


With the wind whipping a gale in the portal, Breen felt her grip on Marco’s hand start to slip. She couldn’t see, as the light had gone bright and blinding. She couldn’t hear through the roar of that wind.


As if tossed by the gale, she tumbled, with Keegan’s hand a vise grip on hers, and her desperate fingers barely clinging to Marco’s.


Then, like a switch flipped, she fell. The air went cool and damp, the light snapped off, and the wind died.


She landed hard enough to rattle bones. On a dirt road, she realized, wet from the soft rain still falling. And in the rain, she smelled Talamh.


Breathless, she rolled to hunker over Marco. He sprawled, limp and still, with eyes wide and shocked.


“Are you okay? Let me see. Marco, you idiot!” Searching, she ran her hands over him. “Nothing’s broken.”


Now she stroked her hand over Marco’s face as she whipped her head around to snarl at Keegan.


“What the hell was that? Even the first time I came through, it wasn’t like that.”


He shoved his hand through his hair. “I didn’t account for the extra passenger. Or all your bloody luggage. And still I got us back, didn’t I?”


“What the actual fuck?”


As Marco stirred, she turned back to him. “Don’t try to get up yet. You’re going to be dizzy and shaky, but you’re okay.”


He just stared at her, his brown eyes huge and glassy with shock. “Did all this crazy make you a doctor, too?”


“Not exactly. Just catch your breath. What the hell do we do now?” she shot at Keegan.


“Get out of the fecking rain, to start.” He pushed to his feet, a tall, irritated man with dark hair curling in the damp. “I aimed to bring us back in the dooryard of the farmhouse.” He gestured. “And wasn’t far off, considering what came with us.”


She could see the stone house now, the silhouette of it a few yards away and across the road.


“Marco isn’t a what.”


Keegan just strode over, crouched down. “All right now, brother, sit yourself up. Take it slow.”


“My laptop!” When Breen spotted it on the road, she scrambled up, sprinted over to grab the case.


“Well now, she will have her priorities.”


In the road, in the rain, she clutched it to her. “This is as important to me as your sword is to you.”


“If it got banged up, you’ll fix it. That’s the way,” he said to Marco, “slow and easy.”


The way he spoke to Marco—slow and easy—reminded Breen that Keegan could be kind. When he wanted to be.


She strapped on the laptop case cross-body, hurried back to them.


“You’re going to feel dizzy and weird. The first time I came through I fainted.”


“Guys don’t faint.” But Marco dropped his spinning head to his updrawn knees. “We can pass out, we can get knocked out, but we don’t faint.”


“That’s the way,” Keegan said cheerfully. “Let’s get you on your feet. We could use a hand here, Breen.”


“Just let me get my suitcase.”


“Women, by the gods!” Keegan whipped out a hand, and the suitcase vanished.


“Where did it go?” Marco’s voice hitched, this time his eyes rolled. “Where’d it go?”


“Not to worry, it’s all fine. Up you come now. Lean on me, and we’ll get you there.”


“I can’t feel my knees. Are they here?”


“Right where they should be.”


Breen hurried over to wrap an arm around Marco from the other side. “It’s okay. You’re okay. It’s not far, see? We’re going right there.”


He managed a few shaky steps. “Men don’t faint, but they do puke. I might.”


Breen pressed a hand to his stomach, pulled out some of the churning. It made her feel a little queasy, but she told herself she’d handle it. “Better?”


“Yeah, I guess. I think I’m having a really weird dream. Breen has weird dreams,” he told Keegan in a voice that sounded a little drunk. “Scary weird sometimes. This one’s just weird.”


Keegan flicked a hand, and the gate of the dooryard swung open.


“Like that kind of weird. Smells good anyway. Like Ireland. Right, Breen?”


“Yes, but it’s not.”


“That would be way weird if we’re standing in our apartment in Philly one minute and going splat on a road in Ireland the next. ‘Beam me up, Scotty’ time.”


“Those are good stories.” Keegan flicked the door open. “Here we are now. You’ll have a lie down on the divan here.”


“Lying down’s good. Hey, Breen, there’s your suitcase. It’s real homey in here. Old-timey homey. It’s nice. Oh, thank Christ,” he said when they laid him down on the couch.


“I didn’t faint, see. Didn’t puke either. Yet.”


“I’m going to make you some tea.”


He shook his head at Breen. “Rather have a beer.”


“And who wouldn’t? I’ll get that for you. Stay with him,” Keegan ordered. “Dry him up, smooth him out.”


“He should have the tea, what I had when I came through.”


“What goes in the tea can go in the ale.”


“Drugs, right?” Marco asked as Keegan strode out. “Because he slipped us lots and lots of drugs so we’re in this weird dream together.”


“No, Marco. It’s real.”


She held out a hand to the low, simmering fire in the hearth and had the flames rising and crackling. She lit the candles around the room from where she knelt beside the sofa.


She ran her hands down Marco’s sides to dry his clothes, then brushed them over his braids to dry his hair.


“I’m voting for crazy dream.”


“You know it’s real. Why did you jump with me, Marco? Why did you grab onto me and jump?”


“I wasn’t going to let you go without me into some hole of light in our damn living room. And you were all upset. You’d been crying. You—” He looked at the ceiling. “I hear something. Somebody else is in the house.”


“Harken—Keegan’s brother—lives here. He’s a farmer. This is their farm. It was my father’s. I was born in his house.”


Marco’s gaze tracked back to hers. “That’s what he told you, but—”


“My grandmother told me, and it’s the truth. I’m remembering things I didn’t. And I’ll explain everything, I promise, but—”


She broke off when Harken and Morena came down the stairs—in clothes obviously hastily dragged on, as Morena’s shirt was inside out.


“Welcome home!” Sunflower hair unbraided and tangled, Morena rushed down to drop beside Breen and grab her in a fierce hug. “We’re so happy to see you.” She beamed at Marco, blue eyes dancing. “And you brought a friend. Is this Marco then? My nan said you were a handsome one, and she’s never wrong.”


She grabbed his hand to shake. “That’s Finola McGill, my nan. I’m Morena.”


“Okay.”


“I’m Harken Byrne, and you’re welcome here. A rough come through, was it? We’ll fix you up.”


“I’ve got it.” Keegan came in with a tankard.


Marco darted his gaze back and forth. Brothers, sure, the resemblance was apparent in the strong cheekbones, the shape of the mouth.


“Ale, is it?” Harken considered. “Well then, as long as you remembered—”


“It’s a basic potion, Harken. I can handle the basics as well as any.”


“Potion?” Marco started to push up, and his rich, dark skin went a little gray at the edges. “I say no to potions.”


“It’s a kind of medicine,” Breen assured him. “You’ll feel better for it.”


“Breen, maybe they look real good, these three, but they could be sucking you into some cult. Or—”


“Trust me.” She reached up to take the tankard from Keegan. “We’ve always trusted each other. I know it’s all hard to believe, or even begin to understand. But of anyone I know, it’s going to be easier for you. You already believe in multiverses.”


“Maybe you’re a pod-person Breen and not my real Breen.”


“Would a pod-person Breen know we sang a Gaga duet while you got a tattoo of an Irish harp inked in Galway? Here now, take a sip. Or would she have packed the pink frog mug you made for me when we were kids?”


“You packed that?” He took a sip when she held the tankard for him. “This messed up my head really good.”


“I know the feeling. Drink a little more.”


When he had, he scanned the three who stood watching him. “So …you’re all, like, witches.”


“Not me.” Smiling, Morena spread her silver-tipped violet wings. “I’m a faerie. Breen has a bit of Sidhe in her as well, but not enough for wings. She wished for them when we were little.”


Morena sat on the edge of the couch. “We were friends, you see, good, strong friends—the same as sisters—when we were littles. I know you’ve been a good, strong friend to her—the same as a brother—for a long time on the other side.”


Sitting back on her heels, Breen let Morena take the lead with a cheerful voice and understanding eyes.


“She missed you through the summer, but more, she felt the weight of not telling you, her dear friend, all of this. Now, as her good, strong friend, you’ll stand with her, and by her and for her. As we all will.”


“That was well done,” Harken said quietly, and laid a hand on Morena’s shoulder. “You’ll feel steadier after the potion, and hungry with it. Such a journey empties you out.”


“I’d say that part goes for the lot of us. We didn’t come through the Welcoming Tree,” Keegan told him. “I had to make a temporary portal, and to add to it, only formed it to bring two.”


“Ah well, you’ll be starving then. There’s enough stew left from supper to fill the holes. I’ll warm it up.”


“Is everybody really, really pretty here?” Marco wondered.


Morena gave him a light punch on the arm. “Aren’t you the one. Well, I’m no hand in the kitchen, but I’ll give Harken what I have with the food. You’ll be staying what’s left of the night, I take it. There’s room enough.”


“I wouldn’t want Marco to have to go through again so soon, so we couldn’t stay in the cottage tonight. And I’d rather not wake Nan and Sedric.” Breen looked at Keegan. “I’d appreciate staying for the night.”


“You’re welcome, of course. Coming around then, are you, Marco?”


“Yeah, actually. I feel good. Better than good. Thanks.” Then he frowned at the tankard as he sat fully up. “What’s in here?”


“What you needed. Finish that ale, brother, then Breen will bring you in for the meal. Harken’s more than a decent cook, so you won’t go hungry.”


When Keegan left them, Marco looked down at his ale. “You and me, girl, we need to have a real long talk.”


“I know it, and we will. And the flash drive I gave you, everything’s there. I wrote it as it happened, right back to meeting Morena and her hawk at Dromoland.”


“She’s the hawk girl?”


“Yes.”


“Okay, let me borrow your laptop, and I’ll read what you wrote. Then we can talk.”


“The laptop won’t work here. No tech in Talamh.”


For a moment, he—a worshipper of technology—could only stare. “You are shitting me. You can travel the multiverse, light candles across the room, grow wings, but you don’t have Wi-Fi?”


“It’s a thing. I’ll explain everything. I promise. Tomorrow, we’ll go back through, and to the cottage—our cottage on the bay. And you can read, and call Sally. You’re going to want a couple of nights off. We’ll just—we’ll say you decided to come back to Ireland with me for a few days, get me settled in again. You can’t tell him any of this, Marco.”


His eyes filled with dread. “We have to go through one of those portals again?”


“Yes, but it’ll be easier. I promise. Come on, you need food, and you need some sleep. Tomorrow … we’ll deal with everything else tomorrow.”


“How much else is there?”


“A lot.” She stroked his face, his clever little beard. “A big lot of else.”


“You were afraid to come back. I could see that. If it’s all magicks and faerie wings, why were you afraid?” He looked toward where Keegan and the others had gone. “Not of any of them. I could see that, too.”


“No, not of any of them. It’s a long story, Marco. For tonight, let’s just say there’s a Big Bad.”


“How big?”


“Big as they come. I’d be stupid not to be afraid, but I’m stronger than I was. And I’m going to get even stronger.”


He took her hand when he got to his feet. “You were always stronger than you thought. If this place helped you see that, it gets some points.”


“This place, these people, and others I want you to meet before you go home.” She gave his hand a squeeze. “Now let’s eat, because I can smell that stew, and I’m starving.”


He let it go, mostly because he couldn’t fit any more in his head at one time. Though after he ate he didn’t expect to sleep, he dropped off the moment he rolled into the bed Keegan showed him.


The rooster woke him, which was strange enough. Added to it, he woke in a room not his own with a low fire simmering in a hearth, pale sunlight streaming through the lacy curtains at the windows, and the unsettling realization that none of the night before had been a dream.


He wanted Breen, and coffee, and a long, hot shower, and wasn’t sure where to find any of them.


He got up, and the fastidious Marco saw he’d slept in his clothes. Maybe one of the smoking-hot brothers could lend him something to wear after he got that shower.


He looked at his watch—one that let him keep track of his sleep, his steps, as well as the time—and frowned at the black display.


He crept out of the room—who knew what time it was—and tiptoed his way downstairs.


He heard voices—girl voices—and followed them into the kitchen he’d seen the night before.


At a little worktable that doubled as a small eating space sat Breen and Morena.


Breen popped up. “You’re awake. I thought you’d sleep longer.”


“There was a rooster. I think.”


“Well, it is a farm. Sit, I’ll get you some tea.”


“Coffee, Breen. My life for coffee.”


“Oh. Well.”


He could only cover his eyes with his hand. “Don’t tell me that.”


“The blend of tea’s really strong. Next best thing. Hungry?”


“I really need a shower.”


She sent him that sorry look again. “Oh. Well.”


Now he sat, put his head in his hands. “How does anybody get through a day here without coffee, without showers?”


“We’ve WCs—water closets,” Morena told him. “And nice big tubs.”


“Marco’s not a tub person.”


“You’re just sitting there in the dirt you washed off.”


“You’ve a point there, don’t you?” Morena decided. “I can do you a shower outside.”


“You can?”


“Faeries are connected to the elements. You want a spot of nice warm rain, I can help with that. Outside, of course.”


“Sure, of course. Outside.” He took the cup Breen held out, gulped down tea. Blinked. “I think the enamel just melted off my teeth. Any chance of borrowing some fresh clothes?”


“There’s less of you than there is of Harken, but I can get you a shirt and trousers. Let’s find a spot for your shower.” She opened a cupboard, took out a cake of brown soap. “I like your braids,” Morena said as she opened the back door. “I wouldn’t have the patience to do so many. The far side of the little silo, I think. Private enough.”


“I appreciate this.”


“The friend of my friend is mine. You’ll want the grass under you or you’ll end up standing in mud. So.” She put her hands on her hips. “How warm for you?”


“Hot. I mean, not burning, but good and hot.”


“Hot it is,” she said, and handed him the soap.


In her trousers and boots—her shirt right side out now—Morena lifted her hands, palms up. And she curled her fingers in the air as if drawing something to her.


A thin rain, light as feathers, began to fall. As she continued to draw, it came stronger, harder in an area no more than six feet square.


Marco knew his mouth fell open, but he couldn’t seem to close it.


“You can test it with your hand if you like, see if it’s hot enough for you.”


Marco held out his hand, felt the heat, the wet, the wonder. “Yeah, it’s good. It’s … amazing. Jesus, I don’t know how to handle all this.”


“I think you’re doing more than fine.” Morena stepped back. “We’ll get you some clothes and a towel.”


“Thanks. Um. How do I turn it off?”


“I’ve called it for fifteen minutes. So you’d best get started.”


After she strolled away, Marco wasted nearly another minute staring at the magick shower before he stripped down and stepped into its bliss.


Once he’d dressed in what he thought of as farm chic, fortified himself with a fried egg on toast, he felt almost normal.


“I know we need to talk,” Breen began, “and go over to the cottage, but I need to see my grandmother first. I need to see her, and I want to get Bollocks.”


“I want to meet this dog, and yeah, your granny.”


“She doesn’t live far. It’s a nice walk.”


“Okay. I’m trying to roll with this.” He stepped outside with her. “It looks like Ireland. They sound Irish. Are you sure it’s not—”


“It’s not. You tried to use your phone, didn’t you?”


Marco rubbed a hand on a pocket of the borrowed trousers. “Yeah. Nothing. And yeah, I took a faerie shower about an hour ago. Best shower of my life. It doesn’t feel real.”


“I know.”


“I mean there’s the bay, but it’s not the bay in Ireland where we stayed. And I see mountains way over there, but they’re not the same ones. Flowers all over, lots of sheep and cows. Horses. Horses on the farm. Did you learn to ride on one of those?”


“Yeah.” She decided not to point out the area on the farm where she’d learned to use a sword—poorly—under Keegan’s unrelenting training. “You have to know how to ride here. No cars.”


“No cars.”


“No tech, no machines. They chose magick.”


“No toaster,” he recalled. “Toast the bread on a rack in the wood stove. Water from a well—or a faerie. You were okay with all that?”


“I had the cottage on the other side for working. But there are ways to write over here—magick ways. And it’s pure, Marco. And peaceful, and alive. I guess I fell in love.”


“Sense memory—remember? You were actually born here, you said. Are those the hot bros out there in that field?”


“The hot bros? Oh.” She laughed, linked her arm with his. “Yes. Harken’s a farmer right down to his toes. Keegan’s more a soldier, but he loves the farm, and he works it when he can. He has so much responsibility as taoiseach.”


“As what, now?”


“It means leader. He’s the leader of Talamh, of the Fey.”


“Like King Keegan?”


“No, it’s not like that.”


So strange, she realized, to explain to him things she’d only learned—or remembered—a few months before.


“No kings here, no rulers. He leads. Chosen and choosing. It’s a long tradition with its roots in lore. There’s a lake,” she began, but Marco grabbed her.


“Holy fuck, Breen. Run. Into those woods there.”


“What is— Oh, no, no, it’s okay. It’s Keegan’s dragon.”


“His what the fuck?”


“Just breathe. They have dragons—but not like the virgin princess eaters in some stories. I rode that one.”


His arm stayed around her in an iron grip. “You did the hell not.”


“I the hell did, and it was glorious. They’re loyal—they bond with someone, and they’re loyal. And they’re beautiful. My father had one.”


“I might have to sit down. I don’t want to wimp out on you, girl, but my knees are going again.”


Before he could, right on the road, a joyful bark sounded. Bollocks, topknot and little beard bouncing, bounded toward Breen.


“There you are! There you are.” With a laugh, she stumbled back when he leaped on her, every part of him wagging, from that topknot to the skinny whip of his tail. “Oh, you’re bigger. You grew on me. I missed you, too. I missed you so much!”


She went down on the road with him for kisses and hugs and rubs. “It’s Bollocks.”


“I figured. Jeez, he’s sort of purple, like you said. Purple Haze so maybe you should’ve named him Hendrix. Aren’t you something, puppy! Aren’t you something else all over again.”


Dragon forgotten, Marco crouched down. Bollocks rewarded him with a lapping tongue and wags.


“He likes me!”


“He’s the sweetest dog ever. Nan knows I’m here. He knows, so she knows. Come on. Let’s go see Nan.”


Bollocks ran a few feet ahead, wagged, waited, ran back and forth.


“That’s one happy dog. So, your grandmother. She’s what now?”


“Of the Wise. A witch, with a little Sidhe. She was taoiseach once.”


“So it’s got, like, term limits.”


“No, she gave it up, so there was another. And then my father led. Now it’s Keegan. I’ll explain.”


“What about your grandfather?”


“He’s not here, and we want to keep it that way. He’s the Big Bad.” She took Marco’s hand, turned on the road that led to Mairghread’s cottage. “So much to tell you.”


“It’s sure piling up.”


“She let me go, though it hurt her. After my father died, she sent the money my mother hid from me. And for reasons I’ll explain, but one I can tell you now—because she knew I was unhappy—she worked it out so I found out about the money. After that, the choices were mine. To quit teaching, to come to Ireland. And she made me the cottage and sent me Bollocks. He led me here.


“She loves me, in a way I barely remembered my father loving me. The way you and Sally and Derrick love me. For me. And she opened my world.”


“Then I guess I’m going to love her, too.”


Flowers pooled and spread, spicing the air with autumn. The cottage stood, sturdy stone under its thatched roof with its bold blue door open.


Mairghread stepped out, wearing one of her long dresses in forest green. Her bright red hair crowned her head. And with her misty blue eyes going damp, she laid a hand on her heart.


“You look a lot like her,” Marco murmured. “And she don’t look like nobody’s granny.”


“I know. Nan!”


Marg stretched out her arms as Breen ran into them.


“Mo stór. Welcome home. Welcome. My sweet girl. You’re well.” She lifted Breen’s face in her hands. “I can feel it, and see it, too. My heart’s so full.”


She drew Breen to her again, and smiled at Marco over Breen’s shoulder. “And it’s Marco, isn’t it?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“You’re welcome here, always.” She stretched out a hand for his. “My door is open for you. You’ve had a strange journey.”


She held his hand a moment longer as she studied his face, the deep, dark eyes, the tidy goatee, the anxious smile.


“A good friend to my Breen Siobhan you are, and a good man as well. I can see this, and thank the gods for it. Come in and sit.”


She led them through the living room, with its simmering fire and sofa plumped with pretty needlepoint pillows, into the kitchen.


“Kitchens are for family. We’ll have some tea, and didn’t Sedric bake lemon biscuits just this morning?”


“Where is he?”


“Oh, around and about,” Marg told Breen.


“No, I’ll get the tea, Nan. You sit with Marco.”


“Then I will.” Marg sat at the small square table, patted her hand on it so Marco joined her. “And you’re a musician.”


“I try to be.” He saw Breen in her, and Breen’s dad—a man he’d loved. “I pay the rent tending bar.”


“At Sally’s. Breen told me all about Sally and Derrick and their place of business. Sedric says they have good craic.”


“He’s been there?”


“The silver-haired man you thought I imagined,” Breen said as she measured out tea leaves from one of the jars on a shelf.


“Oh. Sorry about that.”


“We worried for Breen, you see. In this last year or two, more and more we worried. Dragging herself to the classroom when she didn’t feel suited for teaching.”


“I wasn’t.” Breen filled the blue teapot with water from the copper kettle on the stove, then pressed her hands on it to steep the leaves.


“That you weren’t, but you were a good teacher just the same, and far better than you gave yourself credit for. This was a worry, you see,” Marg said to Marco. “She thought so little of herself, expected so little for herself.”


The resemblance had already cracked the ice for him. Her words melted it away. “Speaking to the choir.”


That made Marg laugh and lean in as if sharing secrets. “Cover her pretty hair with brown so as not to be noticed, and wearing such dull clothes to hide her fine body.”


“Sing it.”


Marg laughed again as Breen rolled her eyes. “Would the two of you like to be alone?”


Marco ignored her as Breen set the teapot on the table, went back for white cups and plates. “Her mom pushed her that way. Mrs. Kelly was always good to me, but …”


“You won’t hear me speak against her. A mother is a mother, and when she and Eian made Breen, they made her with love as true as any.”


“I loved him. I want to say how sorry I am he’s gone. He gave me music, he taught me. He gave me a guitar on my ninth birthday, and changed my world.”


“He spoke of you.”


“He did?”


“Oh aye, and often. I knew you as a boy as well through my boy. Such talent, he told me, such a bright light. And as good and true a friend to his girl as he could wish for. He loved you, Marco.”


When his eyes filled, Marg reached over to take his hand. “Breen will take you to where he rests while you’re here. It’s a holy place. I know your visit here wasn’t planned, but if I’m honest, I’m so pleased you came. I’m so pleased to meet Breen’s dearest friend from the other side.”


“I can’t get used to it.”


“Well now, it’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?”


“It all happened so fast, and I haven’t had time to tell him everything.” Breen set the biscuits out, started pouring the tea. “We’ll go over to the cottage if that’s all right.”


“Well, of course. It’s yours, isn’t it? Finola’s having it stocked for you right now. And she’s looking forward to seeing the handsome Marco again.”


He flushed a little. “She didn’t have to do all that. We could go into the village for supplies. Jeez, we have to change money, Breen. I don’t know how much I’ve got on me.”


“You don’t need any in Talamh.” She sat, took a biscuit. “They don’t use money here.”


“Well, how do you get stuff?”


“Barter and trade,” Marg said as she sipped her tea. “And it’s our pleasure to make Fey Cottage welcome for you.”


“Breen said her dad, then you, sent the money to her.”


“That we did. There are ways to come by coin. Trolls mine, and we’ve craftsmen and so on. We have those on the other side, in other worlds, who buy and sell.”


“Ma’am, it changed her life. Not just the money, but the knowing her dad looked out for her. That she could use it to stop doing what she didn’t love, and try doing what she did.”


He looked down to where Bollocks happily snacked on the biscuit Breen had given him. “The book she wrote about this guy? It’s just great. Did you get to read it?”


“I did. So bright and fun, like its namesake.”


“She’s got the other going, the one for grown-ups. She won’t let me read that one.”


“Nor me.”


“It’s not nearly finished,” Breen put in. “I still feel like I should take a walk and leave the two of you alone.”


“We’ve considerable catching up to do, don’t we, Marco?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Oh now, call me Marg, as most do. Or, as you’re a brother to my girl, you can call me Nan.”


As she spoke, the back door opened, and Marco saw, for the first time, the silver-haired man.


Breen jumped up to embrace him, and Marco recognized pleased surprise. “Welcome home, Breen Siobhan. And welcome to you, Marco Olsen.”


“You really are real. Sorry I didn’t believe you were.”


“Ah well, you wouldn’t be the first.”


“Sit. No, sit,” Breen insisted. “I’ll get the desk chair from my room. Is it still there?”


“It will always be there,” Marg assured her.


Breen got another cup, another little plate. “When I came back to Philadelphia, and went to confront my mother … It was hard.”


“I know, honey,” Marco said.


“I walked a long way when I left her house, trying to settle myself. She kept all of this from me, all of this, my heritage, my gifts, put me in a box. I know it was fear for me,” she added before Marg could speak. “But when I sat down, finally, at the bus stop, Sedric was there. He was there because I needed someone to be. I won’t forget that. And I won’t forget what Keegan told me. That it’s fear of me for her, too. Fear of what I am, what I have. And I think, one day, I’ll be able to forgive her because of that.


“I’ll get another chair.”


When she left, Marg sighed. “Her heart will be easier when she’s able to forgive.” She picked up the pot, poured Sedric’s tea. “Now, Marco, you came through without having a moment to bring what you might need or want during your stay. You’ve only to make a list for Sedric, and he’ll fetch what you like.”


“You can do that?”


“I can, and I’d be happy to.”


“Because you’re …a witch? Wizard?”


“Just a touch of that. I’m a Were.”


Marco’s hand froze as he reached for a lemon biscuit. “You’re a were-wolf?”


“Not a’tall, though I’ve the acquaintance of several. Who do not go mad for flesh and blood at the full of the moon, I promise you. A were-cat, I am.”


“Like a lion?”


Marg snickered, waved a hand. “Go on then, Sedric, show the lad.”


Sedric shrugged, smiled. And became a cat.


Under the table, Bollocks’s tail whipped with delight.


“Oh!” Breen carried in the chair as Marco goggled. “I’ve never seen you transform before. It’s so effortless.”


The cat became a man, who reached for his tea. “We’re one, the man, the spirit animal. For the traveling to worlds, the witch in my bloodline helps. Tell me what you need, and I’ll bring it over for you.”


Marco held up a finger. “We’re going to have really big drinks later.”


“We have some lovely wine,” Marg began.


“Thanks, but even with this, it’s a little early for me. Later, though, really big drinks. And what I’m going to need, I guess, depends. Breen was scared to come back. Damned determined, but scared. Keegan, there was stuff he said—it was all really fast, really confusing—but he said stuff about releasing her from her duty, her promise.”


“Did he?” Marg acknowledged.


“Yeah, and Breen told me there’s a Big Bad, and she’ll explain all that. But I don’t know what I’m going to need until I know why he wants to hurt Breen.”


“You haven’t told him about Odran?”


“Nan, I didn’t know he’d jump into the portal that way, and he was—you can imagine—shaken up and sick. I have it all written down, and want Marco to read it all, and I’ll tell him all of it.”


“This much he should know here and now, and early of day or not, a sip of apple wine hurts no one.”


Sedric patted Marg’s shoulder. “I’ll see to it.”









CHAPTER TWO


When I was young,” Marg began, “younger than you, I took the sword from the lake, took the staff, and was taoiseach. Odran came to the Capital, and I saw only what he wished I see. Handsome and kind, charming and romantic. And so I fell in love with this illusion, and we married.”


She spoke of their return to the family farm in the valley, of the months he deceived her and her family, of the birth of her son, and her joy in him.


And, when she broke from a drugged sleep, her discovery of Odran’s purpose. How he drank their son’s power from him in the night to increase his own. The war that followed against the dark god and his demons, his slaves, and everything that came after that, up to his abduction of the child Breen had been.


Marco found himself very grateful for the wine.


“But Breen’s more than her dad, right? She’s got her mom, too. Human, too.”


“You’re a quick one, Marco. Our Breen is the bridge between the realms of the Fey, humans, and gods. She broke free of the glass cage, this child of three, because of all she is. More than even Odran knew. More than still he knows, I think. So then Eian, as taoiseach, led the battle—the Battle of the Black Castle—and destroyed Odran’s fortress, blocked any and all portals from his world again, did all that could be done.”


“Mom wanted him to choose, between her, me, and Talamh,” Breen added. “How could he? But he gave the farm to the O’Broins—Keegan’s family. Their father died in the battle to protect me. They were best friends. He was in Sorcery—the band? From the picture Tom Sweeney gave us in the pub in Doolin.”


“We were meant to go there.” Marco sipped more wine. “Pretty clear we were meant to meet Tom and hear how your parents met.”


“They loved each other. I think they always did. Because he loved, they went to Philadelphia, and he tried to be what she wanted, what his people needed.”


“All those out-of-town gigs weren’t gigs. He was coming here?”


“Yeah, and she knew, of course, and it just built up resentment. She divorced him, and I think she must have said to him what she said to me when I went back to tell her I knew all this. The aberration—that’s what she called my gifts, and really, that’s what she called me—wasn’t allowed in her home.”


Marco reached over to give her hand a squeeze.


“She believed she protected me, she convinced herself of that, but under it, she protected herself. The world as she needed to see it.”


“I’m sorry, Breen.” Marco kept her hand, gripped it hard.


“Me, too.”


“She’s wrong. She’s been wrong all along, so I’m sorry for her, too. ‘Aberration,’ well, fuck that. Sorry,” he said to Marg immediately.


“No need, as I agree.”


“You’re a wonder, that’s what you are. I always thought so, just didn’t figure, you know, witch goddess.” He looked back at Marg. “How did Eian die? If you destroyed this Odran’s fortress and blocked the portals, how come he’s still a threat to Breen?”


“Not just Breen, but she is the key. Odran killed my son. With time, his powers, and the aid of the black magick of a witch who turned to him, he waged his war on Talamh again. This, I think, was a ploy to draw Eian out, to murder him. To kill the son who refused to bend to his father’s will.”


“Now he wants Breen. Okay, with all the respect I’ve got, and I’m sorry you have to fight these wars with some crazy god, but it seems to me like the best place for Breen is back home. Where he can’t get to her. I’m not agreeing with your mom. You need to be who you are, do what you love, but, girl, you ain’t no warrior princess.”


“I’ve been training for it—not the princess part—all summer. With a sword.”


He gave her shoulder a push. “Get out.”


“I can defend myself. And nowhere’s safe, Marco. Not for me. Not for anyone.”


“He’ll come again,” Marg said. “Another battle. More blood, more death. We will stand against him to the last of us. But if he defeats us, if he conquers or destroys Talamh, your world is next. And all the others to follow as he kills and burns. His powers will grow, and so will his thirst for more.”


“You mean he’ll destroy the Earth, like, everything?”


“Our world, your world, all worlds. Each in turn gives him more. Do I understand Jennifer’s drive to lock Breen away? I do. But what she would never believe, never accept, is Breen is the key to the lock. She can’t be shut away. He’ll find her, in time, or if she has a child of her own? A god has all of time.”


“I want children one day. But, Marco, I could never risk that knowing this.”


“Jesus, Breen.”


“It has to stop with me. These are my people. I know how that sounds, but—”


“It sounds right.”


“They’ll fight. But they need me.”


He nodded, took a long breath. “I watched Wonder Woman, I know the drill.”


“Four times. You watched it four times.”


He held up five fingers. “It takes a god to kill a god, that’s how it works, right?”


“The daughter of the son is the bridge between worlds.” Breen felt the words, the thoughts, the truth simply flow into and out of her. “The bridge leads to the light or to the dark. Her path is threefold. Awaken, become, choose.”


Marco waited a beat. “What was that? Like a prophecy? You do that now, too?”


“Sometimes. I’m still me, Marco.”


“Who said you weren’t? Okay then, it gives me a better picture on what I’m gonna need. If you’re okay with that,” he said to Sedric.


“It’s my pleasure.”


“It’s a lot, since there’s no telling how long I’m going to be here. I won’t be leaving until we kick that asshole god back to hell.”


“Marco—”


“I got choices, too, girl, and that’s mine.”


“You don’t have any powers. You have no idea what Odran can do.”


“I’ve been getting a pretty clear picture, and it scares the shit out of me. But I’m staying.”


He shot the index finger of each hand in the air. “That’s it, that’s all. If you start nagging on me about it, I’ll ask Nan here if she’ll put me up. Look me in the eye, Breen, look me right in the eye and tell me if we switched places, you’d just go on back to Philly and leave me.”


“If anything happened to you—”


“Same goes. So that’s settled. I guess I need to borrow something to write down this list.”


Breen didn’t argue with him—she knew better. But she hoped to gradually erode his determination to stay over the next handful of days. Marco, more than anyone she knew, was a creature of urban life and all its conveniences.


The more time he spent in Talamh, without technology, without the basics, the more … maneuverable he might be. Especially if she could convince him of something he could do on the other side to help.


At the moment, she couldn’t think of a single thing.


On the walk back to the farm, she pointed out a pair of dragons, with riders, gliding through the skies.


“Those are scouts.”


“Okay, so, uh, dragons come in all different colors. How about people? Any of my type here?”


“Yes, and of your persuasion. Love is love here.”


“That’s good to hear. Not looking for romance right now, but it’s good to know people around here have open minds.”


“And hearts. There are some, like anywhere, that don’t. They had a religious cult—the Pious. Didn’t start out that way, but they went, well, dark, you could say. And there have been Fey who’ve turned that way. Marco, I want to point out that if you stay, and you want to get anywhere, you’re going to have to learn to ride. A horse.”


“You think I can’t?” He hooked his thumbs in his waistband and strutted. “I can give cowboying it a try. And if you can learn how to do the sword thing, I can.”


“I’m pretty crappy at it.”


“Aw, now.”


“Just ask Keegan. He trained me, and would be the first to say so.”


Marco slid an arm around her shoulders while Bollocks trotted along with them. “You gonna snuggle back up with that fine example?”


“I’m not interested in romance right now either. And I doubt he is. There’s something in the air.”


“You going all—” He wagged his hands.


“I am all—” She mirrored the gesture. “I can feel something … pushing. He wants in. He’s not there yet, but he’s close.”


She shook it off. “But not yet. We’ll get my things, go to the cottage. I think it’ll be easier if you read what I wrote about everything. Then if you have questions, I’ll answer them.”


“Okay, so we just walk from here back to Ireland? Through another of those wind tunnels?”


“It won’t be like that. Not that dramatic.”


Bollocks let out happy barks and raced around. He leaped nimbly over the stone wall and bulleted straight for the two children and the big wolfhound who guarded them.


“Those are Finian and Kavan. And the woman in the vegetable garden? That’s Keegan and Harken’s sister, Aisling. Their mom.”


“So everyone is pretty here.”


They used the gate. Aisling, her dark hair bundled up, dusted her hands on her trousers, laid one on the mound of her belly, before walking toward them.


“Welcome, Breen Siobhan. Welcome. You came back as you said. I should never have doubted you.” She caught Breen in a hug. “I’m sorry for it.”


“Don’t be. I know how you worried, and why. This is Marco.”


“So I hear. You had a tumble into Talamh, I’m told. Are you doing fine now?”


“All good, thanks. It’s nice to meet you.”


“And you as well. Will you have some tea? Mab will mind the boys while we go in.”


“We’ve just come from Nan’s, where we had tea—and wine. I just need to get my things so we can get settled into Fey Cottage.”


“Oh, they’re sent over already. Morena saw to it, and your very handsome clothes, Marco, had a cleaning.”


“Thanks. I borrowed these from your brother. From Harken.”


“Not to worry. He has more.”


The older boy, Finian, raced over, with his younger brother scrambling in his wake.


“It’s almost my birthday,” Finian announced. “You’ll be here for my birthday.”


“On Samhain.” Breen crouched down. “I remember. You’ll be three.”


“Say your hello and welcome to Breen’s friend, Fin. This is Marco.”


He ducked his head. “Hello, and welcome.”


“A bit shy with new people, this one. But,” Aisling continued as Kavan reached them and immediately tried to climb Marco’s legs, “not a bit with that one.”


Marco hauled him up. “And who’s this?”


“That’s our Kavan,” Aisling said as the boy babbled at Marco. “Who’s never met a stranger.”


Kavan grabbed a handful of Marco’s braids, grinned at them. “Like!”


“Me, too.”


Then the boy dived to Breen, babbled at her.


“When are you due?” Marco asked.


“Around and about Imbolc. Early in February,” she explained at his baffled look. “I’m past the halfway mark as I figure it. Hoping for a girl this time, as you can see I’ve two heathens already.”


“I missed your heathens,” Breen said, and gave Kavan a nuzzle before she set him down. “We’ll be back tomorrow. I’ll work with Nan, as I did before. And if you’d tell Keegan I’ll train if he wants.”


“No doubt he will. He and Mahon—that’s my man,” she told Marco, “will be back by moonsrise. Come and see me when you can, the both of you are welcome. Come on, lads. Did we or did we not promise Harken we’d see to the kitchen garden? Blessings on you both,” she said as she herded her kids away.


“And on you,” Breen called. “Come on, Bollocks.”


She gestured as they went through the gate again. “The portal’s through that tree. Or the portal is the tree, I’m not sure which.”


He looked over, beyond the dirt road, another stone fence, a pasture of sheep, and up a hill.


The tree spread more than twenty feet wide as it rose out of a tumble of rock. Its thick branches curved down, some reaching the ground before they arched up again. The leaves Breen remembered as boldly green all summer had a wash of crimson.


“What kind of tree is that?”


“It’s the Welcoming Tree, and the portal—or the main one—between Talamh and Ireland.”


She led him across. Bollocks bounded ahead, scrambled up the seven stone steps on the hillside. Perched on a branch, he stopped, barked as if to tell them to hurry up.


“Okay. If I pass out, you can go get me the ale again, or whatever was in it.”


“I can, but you won’t need it. You’ll feel the change,” she told him as he followed her up the steps. “And there’s some wind—but not like the other. A change in light, just a flash. Then we’re over. Don’t be surprised if it’s raining on the other side. You never know.”


“I don’t think anything’s going to surprise me again. Ever.”


Standing above him, she reached back. She felt his anxiety, but it couldn’t compete with his loyalty.


“Take my hand. Go ahead, Bollocks. We’re coming. Step on the branch. It might feel a little like you’re falling, but …”


The light flashed, the sudden breeze blew through her hair.


“You’re not. See?”


“We’re through? Gut shook a little, but. Are you sure we’re through?”


“Yes. You just need to climb down.”


“Little shaky in the knees,” he admitted. “But not all whacked like before. And it’s not raining.”


“Lucky us, we won’t get wet. It’s about a mile’s hike to the cottage.”


“It looks pretty much the same.”


“It does, but it’s not. You didn’t get a chance to see last night because it was raining over there, and you were shaken up, but Talamh has two moons.”


“Two?”


“One waxes when the other wanes.”


“That is so way cool! I want to see that. But you know, Breen, I walked all over these woods when I was here getting my Irish on. I never saw that tree. How could anyone miss that tree? It’s huge, and it’s growing out of rock. Or there’s rock growing out of it.”


“You weren’t meant to. Look at your watch.”


He did, let out a half laugh. “How about that. Working fine.” He pulled his phone out of his borrowed pants. “Got a phone, too.”


“Sally first,” Breen told him. “The best thing to say is you decided to come back with me, and we flew out last night. You’re going to stay for a few days, and—”


“I don’t know how long I’ll stay, and that’s what I’ll say. Give that one up, Breen, you’re stuck with me. We’re going to be fine. We’re going to get each other right on through this. And I’m going to learn to ride a horse. Giddyup!”


“It’s not as easy as you think. My ass had bruises on bruises for days. And I hate myself for being glad you’re here.”


“You can stop that. Say, in all this you wrote down? Anything in there about sex with Chief Hotness?”


“I— Crap. Listen—”


“Too late. You said I could read all of it. And you two might not be in the mood for snuggling right now, but I saw how he looked at you.”


“Like I was one more pain in his ass?”


“No. Like I hope somebody looks at me one day.” Marco’s romantic heart gave a little sigh. “He didn’t even try to punch me back when I hit him, when I thought he’d hurt you. He could’ve mopped the floor with me, but he didn’t. Hell, he could’ve probably turned me into a kumquat or something. But he didn’t.”


“He respects loyalty and friendship.”


“Sally said he had class.”


“I suppose he does.”


“I remember this trail now. Son of a bitch! Walk that way, and you end up in the village. The bay’s over there. Hey, it was over there, over there. Wrong place. That’s— You know what? That’s freaking awesome.”


He sniffed the air. “Catch that? I can smell the bay, I think. And … smoke.”


“They lit the fires for us.” She gestured as the trees thinned. “See?”


The cottage stood, smoke trailing from the chimneys over its thatched roof. The gardens Seamus had taught her to tend spread as colorfully as ever. And the pots of flowers he’d shown her how to plant thrived still.


“It’s your place, Breen. Your grandmother said, and she made it for you. I get that more than ever now. I loved being here, too.”


“I know.” She looked down at the dog, who danced in place. “Go ahead.”


He all but leaped in the air before he raced out, across the green grass, down the slope to the shale beach, and bounded into the water.


“Sea dog,” Marco said with a laugh. “He’s something.”


“Let’s go in. I’m used to drinking tea over there—and God, you’ve got to try Finola’s lemonade. It’s magickal. But I sure hope they remembered to stock Cokes.”


It was like coming home, Breen thought as she grabbed that Coke out of the refrigerator. With the first sips, she scanned her pretty kitchen—the freshly baked bread wrapped in a white cloth on the slate-colored counter, the stoneware bowl of fresh fruit, the fresh flowers on the wide windowsill.


So much as she’d first seen it months before. So much as she’d left it.


“I’m going to make us a pasta dinner,” Marco announced as he poked around the kitchen. “Look at these tomatoes. They are prime!” He checked his watch, did the math. “I’ll wait about an hour to call Sally. If they’re sleeping in any, I’d rather they get some coffee in them before I tell them I flew the coop.”


“That works. I’ll set up in the bedroom down here for work.” She wandered that way and into the room that opened to the garden. “Scratch that. They’ve done it for me.” She brushed a hand over the laptop already on her little desk, noted her yoga mat—which she hadn’t thought to grab—neatly rolled and standing in the corner.


“Sedric’s already come and gone,” she told Marco.


“What? How?”


“You’ll sort of get used to it.” She walked back to open the door for Bollocks, who pranced his way to the living room fire, and after his habitual three turns, settled down with a contented canine sigh.


“Do you think my stuff’s up in the room I used before?”


“Let’s go find out. I want to unpack, then I’m going to get some writing in. I should probably do a blog, too, about coming back to the cottage. And you can set up wherever you want to read.”


They walked through the living room with its forest-green sofa, its candles, crystals, flowers, its views of the blue water.


The fire sizzled and snapped in the hearth.


Through the foyer, and up the stairs, where the dog scrambled up to follow them, Breen turned at the head toward Marco’s room.


His guitar stood on its stand, and the harp, out of its case, gleamed on a table along with his keyboard.


Because he was busy staring, Breen opened a drawer. “Sweaters, shirts.”


He opened the closet. “They put everything away.”


“It’s a kind of welcoming. I’ll bet your jackets and rain gear—and mine—are in the closet in the foyer.”


“You really think I’m going to get sort of used to it?”


“I hope you do.” Her heart squeezed a little. “This is who I am.”


“I’m always going to love who you are.” He moved over to the table, ran his finger over the harp strings. “I want to learn how to play this. It’s the best gift I ever got.”


“I remember a little, what my father taught me. I can show you, and I know you can more than take it from there.”


“Okay. Okay.” He walked around the room he remembered, looked out at the view he remembered. “Maybe we’ll have us a musical evening after dinner. Cooking and making music, that might help me with the ‘sort of.’ I’m going down, start that sauce so it can simmer its way to heaven, then I’ll call Sally.”


He reached out, ran a hand over her bright red curls. “You do what you do, Breen.”


She went down to do what she did, with Bollocks curled on the bed behind her. She’d do the blog first, she decided, just a brief one. And would wait to post it until Marco spoke with Sally.


How to begin? she wondered. She couldn’t write, not on the blog, about the taoiseach of Talamh, or Marco jumping through the portal with her.


She simply sat a moment, let it sink in that she was back, well and truly back. She’d enjoyed her solitude in the cottage over the summer, and finding herself by living on her own for the first time in her life.


But as she sat now, hearing Marco in the kitchen, singing as he did whatever he did to those prime tomatoes, she found his presence like a warm blanket on a chilly morning.


Simple comfort, like the dog napping behind her, or knowing outside the garden doors the flowers bloomed.


So she wrote about returning to Ireland. For the first time on the blog, she wrote about finding her grandmother, learning of the loss of her father. And how the grief of that balanced with the joy of finding family and friends.


How finding them helped her find herself.


Satisfied, she set that aside, and opened herself to the story.


She dived in, let it surround her.









CHAPTER THREE


When she finally surfaced, she found herself a little stunned. She’d worked well in the apartment in Philadelphia when she’d gone back at the end of the summer. But not like here, she admitted. Maybe it came from the initial burst of energy from being back where she’d really started this part of her journey, but she’d poured out ten pages.


Now, out of the writing haze, she caught the scent of Marco’s red sauce, noted the change of light as dusk crept closer.


And saw Bollocks had left his post.


She shut down, stepped out. She saw Marco sitting at the dining room table, his brow furrowed as he read on his laptop. Bollocks rose from his spot in front of the kitchen hearth to lean against her legs.


“Sally?”


“All good. He’s glad I came with you.” He looked up then, straight into her eyes. “What’s in here, Breen, it’s not good. It’s not good. Holy shitballs, you almost got yourself killed. Twice.”


“But I didn’t. And he doesn’t want me dead, Marco. What he wants is worse.” She walked into the kitchen to fill the dog’s food bowl. “I’m stronger than I was, and I’ll get stronger yet.”


“How are you going to fight him?”


“I don’t know the answers right now.” She chose a bottle of wine. “But I think it may come down to power against power.”


“He’s a freaking god. He’s Loki, girl, without the fun parts.”


“I’ve got his blood in me, and more. I have more. You’re not asking if I’m afraid.”


“You’re not stupid, you’re not crazy, so I know you are. Can’t Keegan take him down? Okay.” Rising, pacing, Marco waved a hand in the air. “I get he would if he could. I’ve got a better picture of him, of everybody over there now. I haven’t finished it all, but I’ve got a better picture. Your picture, anyway.”


“My father died trying to stop him.”


“I know, baby. I know. But that crazy witch lady with the two-headed snakes.” He shuddered before he took the wine Breen held out. “I’m with Indiana Jones on snakes.”


“Fool me once.” She toasted, drank. “She won’t catch me off guard again.”


He gave her a long look. “You’re not as scared as you were last night.”


“Maybe I had to come back to lose some of it. Not all because not stupid, not crazy. And I know I’m going to be really scared again. But what I’ve learned, what I will learn? The more I learn, the more I feel.


“I was afraid to try to write, but you pushed me until I did. And I’m good at it. I’m going to get better, but I’m good at it. And it gives me joy. I’m going to get better at the craft. I’ve gotten pretty good, and I’ll get better. It gives me joy.”


He walked into the kitchen, stirred his sauce. “Writing doesn’t put you in a death sleep.”


“Have you read about my vision—the boy on the altar, what Odran and his demons did to that boy?”


“Made me sick. Made me sick because it wasn’t like a movie where it’s all pretend. It was real.”


“How can I just walk away from that when I might be what stops it from ever happening again?”


“I don’t know, but the thing is, lighting some candles? That’s wild stuff, girl, but it’s not the sort of thing that handles all this.”


“Fire is often the first skill learned.”


She set down her wine, held out a hand. And brought the red flame over it. “It can burn hot.” In her other hand, she brought the blue fire. “Or it can burn cold.”


She sent them aloft, then brought them together with a clap like thunder before they sizzled, sparked, died.


“Air can stir.” She circled a finger. “A warm breeze.” Then held up her other hand, circled it. “Or icy wind.”


Both blew through her hair, tossed Marco’s braids before she vanished them as she walked to the doors and outside. There she laid a hand on the pot of flowers. “Earth brings life.” Buds not yet open bloomed under her hand. “Or takes it.”


And the ground trembled.


“Water comes soft for the earth to drink.” She lifted her arm, drew down. Held out a palm that cupped the rain she’d taken from the clouds. “Or lashes.”


She shot a hand toward the bay, whipped it into a waterspout.


And smoothed it out again.


“These four elements are connected in me with a fifth. The magicks those who came before me gave me. I learned, Marco. My father had what I have, except the human. But he tried, for her, to be human when he was on this side. And I think because he lost so much of his heart, because he was so torn, Odran found a way to exploit that. And killed him. I have the one thing Dad didn’t. I don’t know what it means, how to use it, if I’ll need to use it, but I have more.”


“Okay, okay. I need more wine. I need to fill this glass right up.”


He made it back to the kitchen, but his hands shook so hard he couldn’t lift the bottle.


Breen went to him, put a hand over his. “Don’t be afraid of me. I think it would break me if you were afraid of me.”


“Not. Pour that for me, will you? Not afraid. Awed. That’s a good word for it. Awed.” He gulped down the wine she poured. “You glowed. I mean like you were all lit up inside. I read about some of the stuff you learned to do, but seeing you do it …”


He wrapped an arm around her. It still trembled, but he held her against him. “Didn’t I always say you were special? It’s just going to take me awhile to get to that sort-of-used-to-it part of all this.”


“All you need. How about I do something totally normal and make a salad to go with your pasta?”


“That’d be good. I’m going to put the laptop away. I’ll read the rest later. I think I’m pretty full up on that for now. I’ll put some music on.”


Normal, she thought as she peeled and chopped. Would it be normal if she slipped some rosemary and crystals under Marco’s pillow to ensure he had a peaceful night’s sleep?


Her normal, she decided, so she’d see to that.


They’d have dinner and talk of normal things. And she’d go up for his harp—slide the charm under his pillow—then show him what she remembered. Maybe she’d bring down his guitar, too.


When he came in to boil the water for the noodles, it felt normal— their normal, she thought. With Marco checking her work on the salad, then walking her through some recipe for a dressing before he slid the spaghetti into the pot.


“Like old times,” he said, and she laughed.


“Borg mind. I was thinking the same. I’ll set the table, and we’ll feast.”


Bollocks let out a bark—not a warning, but a greeting. When she glanced over, she saw Keegan about to knock on the glass door.


She caught just a glimpse of Cróga’s gold-tipped green tail slashing as the dragon rose into the night sky.


She walked, plates in hand, to the door to open it.


“Sorry,” he said straight off. “You’re about to have your meal. I won’t keep you.”


“Hey, come on in,” Marco called from the stove. “Had dinner yet?”


“Ah, no, I was just—”


“You can have dinner with us. I made plenty. Grab another plate, girl, and let’s get the man some wine.”


“I don’t want to intrude.”


“You’re not.” She stepped back. “Marco’s right. He made more than enough.”


“It’s kind of you. It’s smells very good.”


“Hope you like spaghetti marinara.”


“I do. It’s been some time since I’ve had it.”


“You’re in for a treat.” Not quite sure what it meant for the normality of the evening, Breen went back to pour another glass of wine. “Marco’s a terrific cook.”


“I wanted to see that you’d settled in, and that I’d meet you, Breen, as usual tomorrow. It seems I’ve timed myself into a meal.”


“You earned it. Take off that really fine coat I lust for,” Marco told him. “Go ahead and put the salad out, girl. You can light the candles your way. I’m almost sort of used to that.”


Before she did either, she walked to Marco, hugged him hard from behind.


“She worries about me,” he said to Keegan.


“Friends will do that. You look steadied up right enough. Morena said you had. And you met Marg and Sedric.”


“Sedric’s a lucky man. Or cat. Met your sister and her two boys.” At home in the kitchen, Marco poured the pasta into a colander. “Saw some dragons. Don’t know what to think about that yet, but I read in Breen’s journal how she rode on yours.”


“You keep a journal?”


“Yes.” She concentrated on dishing the salad into bowls.


“We’re going to want another bottle of wine,” Marco decided. “How about you open one, Keegan? I’m going to mix the pasta and sauce up family style.”


Marco fussed, as Marco did, with slices of bread, dipping sauce, with placing basil just so on the pasta. When he sat, he lifted his wine. “It’s nice having company for dinner. Back in Philly we didn’t have room for many people, so we mostly hung out at Sally’s.”


“A good place for it.”


“The best.” Marco dug into his salad, sampled it. “Good job here, Breen. So, Keegan, you’re the head guy around here. Or there. Over there.”


“I’m taoiseach.”


“I read in the journal how that’s done. Jumping into the lake and all that. You found the sword, brought it up. And boom. Except you could’ve said, ‘Nah, not me,’ and doggie-paddled right away.”


“It’s a choice.”


“Not an easy one, I bet. And you were just a kid.”


“Old enough.” Keegan shrugged that off. “We’re taught and trained all but from birth to know the duties of taoiseach.”


“And Breen’s training and learning now. But not to be the head guy.”


“If I fall, she could choose to enter the lake and bring up the sword.”


“Don’t talk about falling.”


Keegan spared her a glance. “He asked. That’s the answer.”


“She could do that,” Marco continued, “even though she’s half-human or Earthling or whatever you’d call it.”


“She’s of Talamh as well, carries the blood of the Wise, of the Sidhe. What comes from her mother, her grandfather, is what makes her unique. Not other, if you understand, but—”


“Special.” Marco gave Keegan an approving nod. “I’m always telling her that. Her mom really tried to make her ordinary. Didn’t work.”


Taking it on himself, Marco dished up a huge portion of spaghetti for Keegan’s plate.


“Anyway, I’m glad you came by tonight, because I was going to try to find you tomorrow. Hey, I’m not supposed to call you ‘sir’ or ‘your highness’ or something, am I?”


“No,” Keegan said, with feeling. “Gods no.”


“A third of that, Marco. I mean it. Damn it.” Breen only sighed when he served her pasta. “He always gives me too much.”


“You’re seriously buffed up, girl. Those muscles need some carbs. You helped her get them.”


“Ah …”


“With training. I was going to be pretty pissed at you, chief dude or not, for knocking my girl down, bruising her up.”


“Marco, please.” Breen felt the redhead’s curse of a flush creeping into her cheeks. “Just eat.”


“I’m gonna. But I figured out you were tough on her because you needed her to fight back. To want to. Her mom—and I’m not going to dis her. When I came out, my family didn’t support me. My sister did, but my parents, my brother, different story. But Ms. Wilcox did, so I won’t slap at her too hard.”


“Where did you come out from?”


Marco laughed. “The closet, man. I’m gay.”


“Aye, Breen said that means you prefer men for sex and such. We don’t have closets for that in Talamh.”


While Marco just grinned, Keegan wound spaghetti around his fork, ate. “Well now, this is brilliant. Better even than I remember eating in Italy.”


“You’ve been to Italy?” Marco pointed at him. “I’m going to ask you all about that, but before I do, I’m going to finish my thoughts here.”


“Finish whatever you like. I’m eating this.”


“I want to say, it’s hard to learn to fight back, to want to fight back, when most of your life, basically all of it, you’ve been told not to. More, told you’d never win anyway because you’d never be good enough.”


Keegan nodded as he continued to eat. “Breen’s mother was wrong. Whatever her reasons, it doesn’t make her less wrong. You are what you are.” He looked at Breen then, straight on with those amber-flecked green eyes. “And you know what you know now. It doesn’t mean I won’t still knock you down or put bruises on you on the training field.”


“Because you want her to live.”


“I do, aye, I want her to live.”


“That’s why I decided not to be pissed at you. Plus, you saved her life. Twice.”


“It wasn’t her life so much in danger.”


“Try the dipping sauce. It’s my own blend. You swooped out of the sky on your dragon when some evil faerie dude had her. You— swipe!—cut off his head.”


“It’s good, your blend here.”


“And when the bitch witch’s snakes bit her, you got her through it.”


“She did much of that herself.”


“Not the way she tells it, but I’m going with you on it. Either way, and any way, she’s the world to me, so there’s nothing you can do— except hurt her—that’s going to piss me off very much. I guess I have to stay off the training field.”


“You choose your friends well, Breen Siobhan.”


“I’ll take credit for that. Marco, I don’t want you to have to think about any more of this tonight. You’ve had a day.”


“I’m almost done. I’m going to need you, or somebody, to train me. Other than a few lucky punches, I’m crap at fighting.”


“He says he’s going to stay,” Breen began when Keegan looked at her.


“I don’t just say it, I mean it. The world to me,” Marco repeated. “As long as she’s here, I’m here.”


“Well then, brother, we’ll train you up right enough, though you may not thank me for it. You should learn to fight—to defend yourself and others. But I’ll say there are more ways to help than with a sword or a fist.”


“Like what? I can’t poof up a handful of fire like some of us here can.”


“I’m about to ask for a second portion of like what. Not so much as the first, or even Cróga won’t be able to carry me home.”


“Cooking?”


“Warriors need to eat, and well. I’ll see you’re trained. Morena’d be a good one to start him with,” he said to Breen. “She’s steady and firm, but has more patience than I do.”


“Who doesn’t?”


“Haven’t found one yet,” Keegan said easily. “You have a gift for cooking, that’s more than clear, so it shouldn’t be wasted. And I’ll say, as one who knows, you throw a solid lucky punch, so I’m thinking—as with Breen—there’s more to you than you may know.”


Marco rested his chin on his fist. “You’re gorgeous and built, and now you say stuff like that to me. It’s going to be hard not to fall in love with you.”


Keegan laughed, ate more pasta. “If I liked men for that sort of thing, no doubt I’d come courting you, for your cooking alone.”


“A boy can dream. So tell me about Italy. Where did you go, what did you see, what did you do?”


They bonded. Breen sat, largely unrequired, and watched a friendship root, sprout, then bloom as Keegan spoke of art in Florence, fountains in Rome, of twisting roads along the sea and narrow streets in villages.


When they moved to the mountains and plains of Montana, she rose to stack dishes.


“No, sit,” she said when both men started to rise. “You cooked. And you can keep Marco entertained.”


Which he did, she admitted as she dealt with the dishes, telling tales of other worlds. Worlds of golden sands with mountainous dunes and lush oases, worlds of bustling cities where skyways soared and buildings pierced the clouds.


And the primitive where magicks thrived even as men hunted game with spears and built huts out of mud and straw.


It occurred to her she’d never seen Keegan quite so relaxed, or known him so willing to just sit and talk.


“How many are there?” Marco asked him. “How many worlds out there?”


“Who can say? We know of a score—twenty—but it seems there would be more than we would know.”


“Twenty? Have you been to all of them?”


“I haven’t, no. My duties don’t leave me enough time to travel so freely. Then there are worlds barred to us by law. Some are still evolving, you see, worlds of wild waters and fiery mountains. Volcanoes.”


“Whoa. Dinosaurs?”


“I’ve heard tales of great beasts.”


Breen left them to it. She went upstairs, slipped a charm under Marco’s pillow.


When she came down with Marco’s harp, Keegan rose. “I’ve kept you long enough,” he began, then stepped toward her to study the harp. “Now, that’s a true beauty, that is.”


“Breen brought it back for me.”


“She said you were musical. That’s a fine instrument.”


“I have to learn to play it. I don’t suppose you play.”


“A bit.”


Marco punched his arm. “Really? Show us.”


“I should get back.”


“I heard you play the violin.”


Keegan frowned at Breen. “When?”


“Right before I left.”


“Eian must have taught you to play. The man could make music from a hollow reed.”


“He taught me, but I’ve forgotten so much of it. It’d be nice to hear this played by someone who hasn’t forgotten.”


When he hesitated, Marco gave him a poke. “Consider it singing for your supper. Your next supper.”


“Well, that’s a hard thing to turn aside. All right then, one before I go.”


He sat in the living room, the harp on his lap, and trailed those long fingers over each string. “It’s well tuned.”


He paused a moment. Then began to play.


It seemed the notes simply wept from the strings. Beautiful and heart-wrenching so the air sighed with them.


“I know that song,” Breen murmured. “I remember that song.”


“As you should. It’s one of your father’s. He called it ‘Heart Tears.’ It’s made you sad,” Keegan said, and stopped.


“No, not that way. I can see him playing it. Sitting out in the backyard of the little house we had. Late at night, alone. I watched him out my window, and he seemed so lonely. I sent him butterflies.”


Remembering made her smile. “I wished for them, and they came, fluttered all around him. He looked up and saw me, smiled at me, put a finger to his lips. He played in the summer moonlight with butterflies all around him. I fell asleep with my head on the windowsill, and when I woke in my bed in the morning, it was like a dream.


“Play it again, please.”


When he had, he switched to something lively and quick to change the mood. Then he held the harp out to Marco. “Have a go.”


“We had a pretty good selection of instruments at the music store where I worked, but nothing quite like this.”


He plucked at the strings, shifted the harp, plucked a few more. And reached back for something he’d banged out on the piano at Sally’s on St. Patrick’s Day.


“Well, listen to you.” Keegan grinned at him. “You’re a rare one, Marco, or you’ve been pulling one saying you haven’t played before.”


“It’s trying to be ‘Black Velvet Band.’ It’s not quite there. I’m going to YouTube on this.”


“Instructions,” Breen told Keegan, “demonstrations online, on the computer.”


“You could, or you could bring it over with you. Aisling plays the harp, and she’d give you a lesson or two. What I’m hearing, you won’t need more than that.”


He rose. “Thanks for the meal, and the music. I’ve got to get back, as Harken will have me up before the sun breaks.”


“I live with one of those.” Marco wagged a thumb at Breen. “I’m glad you came by. We’ll see you tomorrow over there. I guess I’m already sort of used to it,” he said to Breen. “Or it’s the wine.”


“Drink some water, or you’ll be sorry tomorrow.” She got up. “I’ll walk out with you. Bollocks is already dancing by the door. He wants his nighttime swim.”


The minute she opened the door, he bolted toward the bay.


Keegan shrugged on his duster. “Good night to you, Marco.”


“Check you later.”


Breen stepped out in the cool as Bollocks splashed in the lake.


She didn’t waste time. “He’s determined to stay. You have to understand, he’s not built for this. For fighting, for dealing with what’s coming. I have to convince him to go back. You’re taoiseach.”


“And what, I could order him away? I have no sway there, and in any case, he’s a man grown, a man who values his friend. You should respect that.”


“I do respect that, damn it. But he’s powerless, and he’s—”


The hem of his duster snapped with his sharp movement—and so did his eyes. “You, of all, should know better than to deem him powerless. He stands for you, so stand for him. Quiet,” he ordered before she could object again. “Don’t lessen him.”


“I wouldn’t! I didn’t mean—”


“I’ll make you this promise. I’ll give my life to protect him as I would for you.”


“You’d do that for anyone. It’s the way you’re built. But, Keegan, if anything happens to him, I couldn’t bear it. I couldn’t.”


“I’ll see he’s protected, and you’ll do the same. Don’t make him less than he is. You of all people should know what it does to a mind, a heart, a spirit to be made less.”


“I don’t mean to do that.” She pressed her fingers to her eyes. “I am doing that.” She dropped her hands. “You’re right. Saying he’s powerless was stupid and insulting. But he’s human, Keegan. He’s fully human.”


“You have Marg’s protection.” Keegan tapped the stone she wore around her neck, the dragon’s heart stone she’d coupled with her father’s wedding ring. “Give him yours. Make him a charm. It’s not an impenetrable shield, but it’s from you.”


“I put rosemary and amethyst under his pillow so he’d sleep.”


“I think the wine will add to that. The man has a strong head for wine.”


He watched the dog jump from the lake, shake water from his dense curls. “I have something to say to you.”


“About training tomorrow.”


“Before that. I said it before, but it was rushed, and you were already upset. I’m sorry, truly, for going at you hard as I did when you had to go back, for not believing you, as I should have, that you’d return, even when you swore it.”


“It hurt me.”


“I know it did, as I meant it to.” When Bollocks raced back, Keegan bent to give him a strong rub, and dry him thoroughly. “I’m sorry for that, and it’s a fecking burden for me to be sorry over and over again, so I’m getting it done.”


“There’s more?”


“Before I left the Capital, my mother asked me to be diplomatic and patient with you, even knowing I have little diplomacy or patience. I’m sorry I didn’t do as my mother asked. I didn’t come at you to hurt you then, but I hurt you nonetheless.”


“You didn’t, so I’ll let you off there. I wasn’t hurt, I was terrified and twisted up with worry I’d never see Marco or Sally or Derrick again. That I’d never see my book published, or finish the one I’m writing. That I won’t be enough to stop what’s coming, and I’ll die when I’ve really just started to live.”


“Yet you came, your father’s daughter.”


She looked up at the moon, the lone moon of this world. And thought of the two in her father’s.


Both hers.


“If I don’t try to be just that, none of the rest means much of anything. You released me.”


“I did, and will again if that’s your choice.”


“It’s not. This is my choice.”


“Then come to the training field tomorrow as you did before. If I knock you down, you’ll get up.”


She looked toward the water and the reflection of the three-quarter moon that swam over it. “There’s not much time, is there?”


“Not as much, I think, as we’d like.”


“Will we be ready?”


“We will be because we must be. Leave your window open as before. If Odran pushes into your dreams, I’ll come.”


“He doesn’t know I’m back, not yet. He’s too busy pushing against the portal.”


Keegan gripped her arm. “You see this? Know this?”


“I feel it. Maybe I’m wrong, but—”


“You won’t be wrong. Put a charm under your pillow as well. Block him out. It gives us more time.”


“All right.”


She saw Cróga sail across the moon, then sweep over the water. “When did you bond with him, your dragon?”


“I was eleven.” Cróga landed on the grass, shaking the ground. “We were both smaller then.”


Keegan strode over, used Cróga’s tail to boost him into the saddle. He looked back at her, standing quietly, the moonlight showering silver on her hair.
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